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For Charla



INTRODUCTION


On a balmy October morning in 2010, one hundred people were gathered on a dock in Battery Park at the foot of Manhattan Island. They were a well-dressed group—the men in jackets and ties, the women in business suits. Many were quite old and needed help climbing into the boat that had been chartered to ferry them across New York Harbor to Ellis Island. Once there, they made their way to the second floor of the cavernous Immigration Museum building, where rows of chairs had been set up in a long, book-lined room, which was about to be dedicated as the Bob Hope Memorial Library.

Linda Hope, the late comedian’s seventy-one-year-old daughter, stepped to the microphone to emcee the ceremony. She introduced the smattering of celebrities on hand—actress Arlene Dahl, baseball legend Yogi Berra, two US congressmen—and several clip reels highlighting Bob’s life and career: his childhood years in England, where he was born in 1903, and Cleveland, Ohio, where he and his family emigrated when he was four and a half; scenes from his movies and TV shows; excerpts from his tours to entertain US troops around the globe. His granddaughter, Miranda, accompanying herself on guitar, sang a folk ballad called “Immigrant Eyes.” Dick Cavett popped up from the audience to tell a couple of impromptu stories about Hope, whom he had befriended in the comedian’s later years. Michael Feinstein, the cabaret singer and musical archivist, closed the event with a wistful solo rendition of Bob’s theme song, “Thanks for the Memory.”

It was another chapter in what has surely been the most determined campaign of legacy building in Hollywood history. A few months before the Ellis Island ceremony, Hope’s family and friends gathered in Washington, DC, to inaugurate a new Hope-centric exhibit on political humor at the Library of Congress, where the comedian’s voluminous letters and papers are stored. A year earlier, the Hope legacy tour made a stop on the deck of the USS Midway in San Diego Harbor to mark the introduction of a postage stamp bearing Hope’s likeness. Memorials to Hope have proliferated across the American landscape. You can walk down streets named for Bob Hope in El Paso, Texas, Miami, Florida, and Branson, Missouri; cross the Cuyahoga River on the Hope Memorial Bridge in Cleveland, Ohio; and bypass the congestion at Los Angeles International by flying into the Bob Hope Airport in Burbank, California. Hope’s name is memorialized on hospitals, theaters, chapels, schools, performing arts centers, and American Legion posts from Miami to Okinawa. The US Air Force named a transport plane for him, and the Navy christened a cargo ship in his honor. Bob Hope Village, in Shalimar, Florida, provides a home for retired members of the Air Force and their surviving spouses. The World Golf Hall of Fame, in St. Augustine, Florida, features an exhibit celebrating Hope’s passion for the game, “Bob Hope: Shanks for the Memory.” A dozen colleges offer scholarships in Hope’s name. Another dozen organizations give out awards in his honor, among them the Air Force’s annual Spirit of Hope Award and the Bob Hope Humanitarian Award, presented by the Academy of Television Arts & Science.

His punchy, two-syllable name, so emblematic of the optimistic American spirit; the unmistakable profile, with its jutting chin and famously ski-slope-shaped nose; the indelible images of Hope performing for throngs of cheering GIs in World War II and Vietnam—it was once impossible to imagine a time when the first question that needed to be answered about the most popular comedian in American history would be: Who was Bob Hope, and why did he matter?

By the time he died—on July 27, 2003, two months after his hundredth birthday—Hope’s reputation was already fading, tarnished, or being actively disparaged. He had, unfortunately, stuck around too long. The comedian of the century, who began his vaudeville career in the 1920s and was still headlining TV specials in the 1990s, continued performing well into his dotage, and a younger generation knew him mainly as a cue-card-reading antique, cracking dated jokes about buxom beauty queens and Gerald Ford’s golf game. “World’s Last Bob Hope Fan Dies of Old Age,” the Onion’s fake headline announced a year before his death. Writer Christopher Hitchens expressed the disaffection of many of the baby-boom generation in an online dismissal of Hope just a few days after his passing: “To be paralyzingly, painfully, hopelessly unfunny is a serious drawback, even lapse, in a comedian. And the late Bob Hope devoted a fantastically successful and well-remunerated lifetime to showing that a truly unfunny man can make it as a comic. There is a laugh here, but it is on us.”

Hope never recovered from the Vietnam years, when his hawkish defense of the war, close ties to President Nixon (who actively courted Hope’s help in selling his Vietnam policies to the American people), and the country-club smugness of his gibes about antiwar protesters and long-haired hippies, all made him a political pariah for the peace-and-love generation. His tours to entertain US troops during World War II had made him a national hero. By the turbulent 1960s, he was a court-approved jester, the Establishment’s comedian—hardly a badge of honor in an era when hipper, more subversive comics, from Mort Sahl and Lenny Bruce to George Carlin and Richard Pryor, were showing that stand-up comedy could be a vehicle for personal expression, social criticism, and political protest. Even before Hope became a doddering relic, he had become an anachronism.

Yet the scope of Hope’s achievement, viewed from the distance of a few years, is almost unimaginable. By nearly any measure, he was the most popular entertainer of the twentieth century, the only one who achieved success—often No. 1–rated success—in every major genre of mass entertainment in the modern era: vaudeville, Broadway, movies, radio, television, popular song, and live concerts. He virtually invented stand-up comedy in the form we know it today. His face, voice, and stage mannerisms (the nose, the lopsided smile, the confident, sashaying walk, and the ever-present golf club) made him more recognizable to more people than any other entertainer since Charlie Chaplin. A tireless stage performer who traveled the country and the world for more than half a century doing live shows for audiences in the thousands, he may well have been seen in person by more people than any other human being in history.

His achievements as an entertainer, however, only hint at the breadth and depth of his impact. For the way he marketed himself, managed his celebrity, cultivated his brand, and converted his show-business fame into a larger, more consequential role for himself on the public stage, Bob Hope was the most important entertainer of the century. Viewed from the largest historical perspective—the way he intersects with the grand themes of the century, from the Greatest Generation’s crusade to preserve democracy in World War II, to the social, political, and cultural upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s—one could argue, without too much exaggeration, that he was the only important entertainer.

His life almost perfectly spanned the century, and to recount his career is to recapitulate the history of modern American show business. He began in vaudeville, first as a song-and-dance man and then as an emcee and comedian, working his way up from the amateur shows of his Cleveland hometown to headlining at New York’s legendary Palace Theatre. He segued to Broadway, where he costarred in some of the era’s classic musicals, appeared with legends such as Fanny Brice and Ethel Merman, and introduced standards by great American composers such as Jerome Kern and Cole Porter. Hope became a national star on radio, hosting a weekly comedy show on NBC that was America’s No. 1–rated radio program for much of the early 1940s and remained in the top five for more than a decade.

He came relatively late to Hollywood, making his feature-film debut, at age thirty-four, in The Big Broadcast of 1938, where he sang “Thanks for the Memory”—which became his universally identifiable, infinitely adaptable theme song and the first of many pop standards that, almost as a sideline, he introduced in movies. With an almost nonstop string of box-office hits such as The Cat and the Canary, Caught in the Draft, Monsieur Beaucaire, The Paleface, and the popular Road pictures with Bing Crosby, Hope ranked among Hollywood’s top ten box-office stars for a decade, reaching the No. 1 spot in 1949.

Hope brought a new kind of character and attitude to the movies. He was the brash but self-mocking wise guy, a braggart who turned chicken in the face of danger, a skirt chaser who quivered like Jell-O when the skirt chased back. “I grew up loving him, emulating him, and borrowing from him,” said Woody Allen, one of the few comics to acknowledge how much he was influenced by Hope—though nearly everyone was. Hope played variations on his cowardly character in spy comedies, ghost stories, costume epics, Westerns—but always with a winking nod to the audience, an acknowledgment that he was an actor playing a role. Especially in his interplay with Crosby in the Road films, Hope often spoke directly to the camera or stepped out of character to make cracks about the studio, his career, and his Hollywood friends. This improvisational, fourth-wall-breaking spirit was a radical break from the stylized sophistication of the 1930s romantic comedies, or the artifice of other vaudeville comics who transitioned into movies, such as W. C. Fields or the Marx Brothers. And it perfectly met the psychological needs of a nation at a time of war and world crisis. As the newsreels broadcast scenes of thundering European dictators, jackbooted military troops, and docile, mindlessly cheering crowds, Hope’s humor was both an escape and an affirmation of the American spirit: feisty, independent, indomitable.

When television came in, Hope was there too. Others, such as Milton Berle, preceded him. But after starring in his first NBC special on Easter Sunday in 1950, Hope began an unparalleled reign as NBC’s most popular comedy star that lasted for nearly four decades. Other comedians who made the move into television—Berle, Jack Benny, Red Skelton, Jackie Gleason, Danny Thomas, even Lucille Ball—had their heyday on TV and then faded; Hope alone remained a major star headlining top-rated TV shows well into his eighties. His 1970 Christmas special from Vietnam was the most watched television program of all time up to that point, seen in a now-unthinkable 46.6 percent of all TV homes in the country. (The final episodes of Dallas, M*A*S*H, and Roots are the only entertainment shows ever to beat it.)

That would have been enough for most performers, but not Hope. Along with his radio, TV, and movie work, he traveled for personal appearances at a pace matched by no other major star. He was just one of many performers who went overseas on USO-sponsored tours to entertain the troops during World War II. Unlike most of the others, he didn’t stop when the war ended. Starting with a trip to Berlin during a Cold War crisis in 1948, he launched an annual tradition of entertaining US troops around the world at Christmas—in wartime and peacetime, from forlorn outposts in Alaska to the battlefields of Korea and Vietnam. Stateside, he was just as indefatigable, making as many as 250 personal appearances a year, manning the microphone at charity benefits, trade shows, state fairs, testimonial dinners, hospital dedications, Boy Scout jamborees, Kiwanis Club luncheons, and seemingly any event that could pack a thousand people into a ballroom on the promise that Bob Hope would be there to deliver the one-liners.

On a podium, no one could touch him. He was host or cohost of the Academy Awards ceremony a record nineteen times—the first in 1940, when Gone With the Wind was the big winner, and the last in 1978, when Star Wars and Annie Hall were the hot films. His suave unflappability—no one ever looked better in a tuxedo—and tart insider wisecracks (“This is the night when war and politics are forgotten, and we find out who we really hate”) helped turn a relatively low-key industry dinner into the most obsessively tracked and massively watched event of the Hollywood year.

The modern stand-up comedy monologue was essentially his creation. There were comedians in vaudeville before Hope, but they mostly worked in pairs or did prepackaged, jokebook gags that played on ethnic stereotypes and other familiar comedy tropes. Hope, working as an emcee and ad-libbing jokes about the acts he introduced, developed a more freewheeling and spontaneous monologue style, which he later honed and perfected in radio. To keep his material fresh, he hired a team of writers and told them to come up with jokes about the news of the day—presidential politics, Hollywood gossip, California weather, as well as his own life, work, travels, golf game, and show-business friends.

This was something of a revolution. When Hope made his debut on NBC in 1938, the popular comedians on radio all inhabited self-contained worlds, playing largely invented comic characters: Jack Benny’s effete tightwad, Edgar Bergen and his uppity dummy, Charlie McCarthy, the daffy-wife/exasperated-husband interplay of George Burns and Gracie Allen. Hope’s monologues brought something new to radio: a connection between the comedian and the outside world.

Hope was not the first comedian to do jokes about current events. Will Rogers, the Oklahoma-born humorist who offered folksy and often pointed commentary on politics and the American scene, achieved huge popularity in vaudeville, movies, and radio in the 1920s and 1930s, before his death in a plane crash in 1935. Fred Allen, the frog-voiced radio satirist, was aiming acerbic and literate barbs at the potentates of both Washington and his own network while Hope was still apprenticing. But Hope was the first to combine topical subject matter with the rapid-fire gag rhythms of the vaudeville quipster. His monologues became the template for Johnny Carson and nearly every late-night TV host who followed him, and the foundation stone for all stand-up comics, even those who rebelled against him.

Hope wasn’t a political satirist. His jokes never hit hard, cut deep, or betrayed any political viewpoint. Mostly they took personalities and events from the news and lampooned them for superficial things, or with clever wordplay—an ironic juxtaposition or unexpected twist or jokey hyperbole. “Not much has been happening back home,” Hope told a crowd of servicemen after the 1960 presidential election. “Hawaii and Alaska joined the union, and the Republicans left it.” He poked fun at new California governor Ronald Reagan for his Hollywood pedigree, not his conservative politics: “California’s back to a two-party system: the Democrats and the Screen Actors Guild.” When Bobby Kennedy was thinking of running for president, Hope joked about the candidate’s growing brood of kids: “He may win the next election without leaving the house.” On hot-button issues such as gay rights, Hope’s gags amiably skirted any potential land mines: “In California homosexuality is legal. I’m getting out before they make it mandatory.”

He was the first comedian to openly acknowledge that he used writers—as many as a dozen at a time, turning out hundreds of potential jokes for each monologue. He saved them all, the keepers and the castoffs, in a fireproof vault in the office wing of his home in Toluca Lake, California—more than a million of them by the end of his career, all filed alphabetically according to subject matter (“Fairs, Fans, Finance, Firemen, Fishing . . .”). The jokes were rarely memorable, trenchant, or even very funny, and his dependence on writers would later be scorned by younger comedians, who mostly wrote their own material. Yet the jokes were always the weakest part of his act; his impeccable delivery is what put them across. The lamest formula gags could get laughs through the sheer force of his style and stage presence: the confident manner, the rat-a-tat pace and clarion tone of his voice, the perfect weight and balance given to each word, the way he barreled through a punch line and began the next setup (“But I wanna tell ya . . .”) until the laughter caught up with him—a technique that both bullied the audience into laughing and congratulated it for keeping up.

This was more than just the triumph of style over substance. Like the great pop and jazz singers of the pre-rock era, who performed songs written by others (before the Beatles came along, and singers had to become songwriters too), Hope was not a creator but a great interpreter. He didn’t necessarily say funny things, but he said them funny. Larry Gelbart, who wrote for Hope on radio for four years, before creating the hit TV series M*A*S*H, recalled watching Hope onstage at London’s Prince of Wales Theatre in 1948 and being surprised at the belly laughs he got for a joke whose punch line mentioned a motel.

“Do you think anybody here knows what the word motel means?” Gelbart asked the pretty British girl he was with.

“No,” she replied.

“Then why were you laughing?”

“Because he’s so funny.”

Hope sold an attitude: brash, irreverent, upbeat. He was a product of Middle America—“the unabashed show-off, the card, the snappy guy who gets off hot ones at shoe salesmen’s conventions while they’re waiting for the girls to show up,” as humorist Leo Rosten once put it—who eased the country’s anxieties through complex and difficult times. The message of his comedy was that no issue was so troubling, no public figure so imposing, no foreign threat so intimidating, that it couldn’t be cut down to size by some good old American razzing. Hope’s comedy punctured pomposity and fed a healthy skepticism of politics and public figures. It helped Americans process changing mores, from new roles for women during World War II to the counterculture revolution of the 1960s. If the jokes were sometimes corny, even reactionary, Hope could be excused. He transcended comedy; he was the nation’s designated mood-lifter. No one else could perform that role; few even tried. Comedians for years did impressions of Jack Benny, Groucho Marx, George Burns, and other classic clowns. Almost no one did Bob Hope. His ordinariness was inimitable.

•  •  •

The machinelike impersonality of Hope’s comedy mirrored the impenetrability of Hope the man. Even to intimates and people who worked with him for years, he remained largely a cipher. He was not given to introspection or burdened with inner angst. He was the last person in Hollywood one could imagine walking into a therapist’s office. He never read books or went to art museums, unless he was dedicating the building. “Bob had no intellectual curiosity,” said a younger writer who befriended him in his later years. “If it didn’t concern him, he didn’t care.” He had just one hobby, golf—which provided him with access to presidents, corporate titans, and other power brokers, as well as the material for endless jokes. He authored several memoirs, but all were ghostwritten and filled with one-liners rather than revelations about his inner life.

In public he could be charming, charismatic, and surprisingly approachable. Always attentive to fans, he rarely turned down an autograph request or failed to acknowledge a compliment. He had a photographic memory for names and faces—people he had met at fund-raising events or on the golf course, even the officers of army units he had once entertained. In social gatherings, the room would galvanize around him. “Everybody came to attention when he walked into the room or when they were engaged in conversation with him,” said Sam McCullagh, his former son-in-law. “He had a bright spirit—the way you say a saxophonist has a bright sound. The room lit up. His personality beckoned you.”

He was funny even without his writers. Unlike some comedians, driven by insecurity and a need for constant attention, Hope was not always “on,” rattling off one-liners in normal conversation. Yet he had a natural, unforced, possibly brilliant wit. His writers could see it in the material they didn’t write for him. “He was funnier than the monologues,” said Larry Gelbart. “He was original. He would rather die than call you by your real name—he called me Fringe because I used to have a very short haircut. He spoke the way Johnny Mercer wrote lyrics, always colorful, with a twist.”

His TV and radio audiences could glimpse it in the ad-libs that popped so easily from him when slipups occurred on the air—the wisecrack after a fumbled line or missed cue, which made those now-clichéd “blooper reels” funnier than the sketches they supposedly ruined. Friends and colleagues saw it in his ability to respond in the moment, in ways no script could predict. A Times of London reader, in a letter to the editor a few days after Hope’s death, recalled sitting behind Hope on a shuttle flight between New York and Boston in the 1960s, when hijackings to Cuba were in the news. Though it was an utterly routine one-hour flight, a starstruck stewardess fawned over her celebrity passenger. “Mr. Hope,” she cooed, “I hope you will save your ticket and boarding pass, because I mean to make this one of your most memorable airline flights ever.” Hope’s dry response: “My God, not Havana again.” A family member marveled at Hope’s opening line at a luncheon for the Catholic diocese of St. Louis in the early 1970s. The bishop who was to introduce Hope launched unexpectedly into a long comedy routine of his own, cracking up the room. Finally the prelate wrapped up his monologue and introduced the comedian who was the guest of honor. Hope walked to the microphone and began soberly, “Let us pray.”

Yet his personality had an essential coldness, a wall that prevented outsiders from getting behind the flip, impenetrable surface. For the writers who worked for him, he was an affable, good-humored boss, one of the boys. But the narcissism could be oppressive. He expected them to be on call at any hour of the day or night; he was known for his late-night phone calls, to suggest a new topic for jokes he needed by morning or simply to repeat a funny story he had just heard (often a dirty one). “Once you worked for Hope, you were his property, and just on loan to the rest of the world,” said Hal Kanter, who wrote for him off and on for forty years. He was notoriously tight with a dollar, a boss who could complain about reimbursing employees for the cost of a cab ride. Yet he was generous with relatives and friends who were down on their luck, many of whom he quietly helped out financially for years.

He surrounded himself with a battalion of lawyers, agents, public relations men, and assistants of various kinds, who helped manage his public image and protected him from the rough edges of everyday life. Once he called up a neighborhood movie theater and asked what time the feature started. The theater manager replied, “What time can you get here?” He never wore a watch—others could tell Bob Hope the time. He never apologized and rarely said thank you. His longtime publicist Frank Liberman recalled Hope’s unhappiness at the lack of press coverage for a special he was set to host at Madison Square Garden in the 1960s. Finally Liberman landed Hope a coveted interview with the New York Times. The star’s only response: “Now you’re talkin’.”

For journalists, he was a frustrating interview, glib and stubbornly unrevealing. J. Anthony Lukas, who wrote a profile of Hope for the New York Times Magazine in 1970, at the height of the embattled Vietnam years, recounted a telling anecdote from one of Hope’s publicists. A magazine reporter, interviewing Hope on an airplane, grew increasingly frustrated with his flip responses to her questions about what motivated him as a performer. When she got up to go to the bathroom, the publicist took Hope aside and told him, “Bob, this gal comes from New York, where they’re very big on psychoanalysis. The only way to stop her is to tell her you work so hard because you’re the fifth of seven sons and you had to compete for your mother’s attention.” When the reporter returned, Hope repeated the publicist’s answer almost word for word. The reporter smiled happily, and her story wound up quoting his revelation—made “in a rare moment of introspective analysis.”

It’s not just that Hope was closed off. He seemed to regard the details of his biography and private life as fungible particulars, to be shaped and rewritten as needed for public consumption. He had one of the longest-running and most celebrated marriages in Hollywood—for sixty-nine years, to former nightclub singer Dolores Reade. But he was a lifelong womanizer, carrying on a string of extramarital affairs that were an open secret to friends and colleagues, but largely kept under wraps by his entourage and the press. He had a secret, short-lived first marriage, to his former vaudeville partner, which he never publicly acknowledged. And he almost certainly fudged the date and place of his marriage to Dolores—which, since there is no record of it, some family members suspected may never have taken place at all.

Yet it was, in its fashion, a good marriage. Bob depended on Dolores, a smart, strong-willed Catholic, for counsel, support, and the proper image of Hollywood domesticity. She ran the household, raised their four adopted children, and organized his social life. Hope was a playful, not uncaring, but distant and frequently absent father—a fleeting presence at family dinners, who would typically arrive late and dash off early, always running to appointments. His children had fond memories of their limited time with him, but also varying degrees of trouble coping with the burden of having Bob Hope as a father. It may have weighed most heavily on his youngest daughter, Nora, who broke with the family entirely after a dispute with her mother in the 1980s and remained estranged for the rest of her parents’ lives.

If any of this caused Hope serious angst, he kept it well hidden. A Los Angeles Times profile in 1941 called him “the world’s only happy comedian,” and it may not have been far from the truth. He was energized by performing, never seemed stressed, and kept up an exhausting work schedule well into his eighties. He refreshed himself with frequent catnaps, daily massages, and long walks every night before he went to bed, no matter how late the hour or unfamiliar the terrain (usually with a companion—and in later years a golf club for protection). Though one of the wealthiest men in Hollywood, he had a relatively unpretentious lifestyle, raising his family not in the ritzy enclaves of Beverly Hills or Bel Air, but in the San Fernando Valley bedroom community of Toluca Lake. He had a second home in the desert resort of Palm Springs, but it was a relatively modest three-bedroom retreat until the 1970s, when Dolores oversaw the construction of a giant, modernist showplace, with a dome-shaped roof that reminded many of the TWA terminal at New York’s JFK Airport.

He was on a first-name basis with presidents and generals, corporate leaders, and business titans. But his closest friends were the people he worked with—writers, old cronies from Cleveland, former vaudevillians, businessmen who joined him for golf and supplied him with clothes and other freebies. Until his later years he drove his own car—not a fancy Mercedes, but one of the middle-class Chryslers or Buicks given to him by his TV sponsors. Despite a busier travel schedule than practically any other star in Hollywood, he didn’t have a private plane until late in life, when his friend and San Diego Chargers owner Alex Spanos loaned him one. After seeing how much it cost to maintain, Hope gave it back.

To many he seemed hopelessly shallow: a gleaming perpetual-motion machine with a missing piece at the center. “Deep down inside, there is no Bob Hope,” writer Martin Ragaway once said. “He’s been playing Bob Hope for so long that everything else has been burned out of him. The man has become his image.” But what seemed shallowness was merely a sign of how effectively Hope was able to guard his private life, and the almost superhuman intensity of focus on his public one. His manager, Elliott Kozak, liked to say that every morning Bob Hope would get up, look in the mirror, and say to himself, “What can I do today to further my career?” That relentless dedication to his own stardom allowed Hope to virtually redefine the notion of stardom in the twentieth century. Indeed, there is hardly an element of our modern celebrity culture that Bob Hope did not invent, pioneer, or help to popularize. He was largely responsible, in the age of celebrity, for setting the parameters of what it means to be a celebrity:

THE STAR AS BUSINESSMAN. Like nearly every movie star of the 1930s and 1940s, Hope was initially a salaried employee, signing regular contracts with his studio, Paramount Pictures, for a specified number of films per year at a fixed fee. But in the mid-1940s, when he was churning out box-office hits like clockwork, Hope set up his own production company, so that he could have an ownership stake in his movies and keep more of the profits. A few years later he made a similar deal with NBC, becoming the producer of his own TV specials and charging the network a license fee for them—enabling him to own his shows in perpetuity. Hope wasn’t the first Hollywood star to become an entrepreneur of his own career; he patterned his Paramount deal after one that his friend Bing Crosby had made with the same studio a few years earlier. But his business arrangements were the most successful and highly publicized of his day, and a model for the production companies and packaging deals that have become routine for nearly every major star in Hollywood.

Hope’s business acumen became part of his legend. By the late 1940s he was making more than $1 million a year, when that was real money. He invested it shrewdly, first in oil and then in California real estate, buying up huge parcels of land in the San Fernando Valley and elsewhere; at one time he was reputed to be the largest private landowner in the state of California. Fortune magazine in 1968 estimated his net worth at over $150 million—making him the richest person in Hollywood, wealthier even than studio moguls. He was forever complaining that such estimates were too high, and he may have been right. After Forbes magazine put him on its list of America’s four hundred richest people in 1982, he challenged the magazine to prove it and got his net worth downgraded from over $200 million to a measly $115 million. Still, Hope was rich, a canny businessman, and a key figure in the gradual shift of power in Hollywood away from the studio and network moguls and toward the stars who kept them in business, and who began taking control of their own financial destiny.

THE STAR AS BRAND. Hope was voracious in seeking out new audiences, marketing his fame across what would today be called multiple platforms. He had been a movie and a radio star for only three years when he published his first book—a jokey, illustrated memoir (penned largely by his gag writers) called They Got Me Covered. It was a surprise bestseller, and Hope went on to author or coauthor eleven more books, including another, more substantial autobiography, memoirs of his travels during World War II and Vietnam, and books about golf and his encounters with presidents. He promoted all of them tirelessly, in personal appearances around the country, on his own TV specials, and in guest spots on other TV shows—an early demonstration of the power of show-business synergy.

He was Hollywood’s inventor of the brand extension. Along with the books, he had a daily syndicated newspaper column (ghosted, as always, by his writers), which began with dispatches from his World War II tours and continued for eight years afterward, into the early 1950s. He brought his name, prestige, and showbiz connections to a struggling Palm Springs golf tournament, renamed it the Bob Hope Desert Classic, and turned it into the most star-studded pro-am event on the PGA Tour. He was the star of a comic book: The Adventures of Bob Hope, launched in 1950 by DC Comics and published quarterly for the next eighteen years. He even had his own logo—the familiar line-drawn caricature of his concave-shape profile, instantly recognizable from Boston to Bangkok.

THE STAR AS PUBLIC CITIZEN. Hope was far from the only Hollywood star who used his talents to raise money for charitable causes. But no one else pursued his public-service mission so fervently or made it such an integral part of his image. He was awarded the first of five honorary Oscars in 1941, for being “the man who did the most for charity.” He was the most celebrated of the stars who toured the Pacific and European theaters to entertain the troops during World War II. Back home after the war, he became a ubiquitous fund-raiser, host of charity events, and supporter of patriotic causes, securing his reputation as Hollywood’s most tireless do-gooder.

All this had a careerist aspect, of course. Hope sincerely loved entertaining the troops, and it fed the patriotic pride of an immigrant who had lived a classic Horatio Alger success story. But his troop shows also provided him with huge, easy-to-please audiences, lofty TV ratings, and boundless good publicity. Still, no cynical view of his motives can diminish the impact that Hope had in setting a standard for public service in Hollywood. “Playing the European theater, or any theater of war, is a good thing for actors,” he wrote in I Never Left Home, the memoir of his World War II travels. “It’s a way of showing us that there’s something more important than billing; or how high your radio [rating] is; or breaking the house record in Denver.” Hope showed by example that Hollywood stars have an opportunity, even an obligation, to do more than just make movies, sign autographs, and buy oceanfront estates in Malibu. They can give back, do good, use their fame to make an impact in the public arena.

Hope’s particular causes and conservative political views, of course, were not the same as those of many of the stars who followed his example. But he opened the way for celebrities to have causes and political views—to work for endangered whales or starving children in Africa or hurricane victims in Louisiana. They may not acknowledge or even realize it, but a direct generational line connects Bob Hope to the globe-trotting activism of Angelina Jolie and George Clooney, Madonna and Oprah Winfrey. Hope made it safe for celebrities to be taken seriously as public citizens.

THE STAR AS INSPIRATION. Even as he golfed with presidents, entertained royalty, and became one of the most famous people in the world, Hope maintained an unusually powerful and personal connection with his fans. This relationship was qualitatively different from that of most stars and their public, an intimate link that illustrated the symbolic role celebrities can play in the inner lives of their fans. “It is painfully obvious to us that our communications with our celebrated favorites is all one-way,” wrote Richard Schickel in his book about fame, Intimate Strangers. “They send (and send and send) while all we do is receive (and receive and receive). They do not know we exist as individuals; they see us only as the components of the mass, the audience.” Bob Hope was different. When he went to do shows in a new town or college or military base, he would send advance men to scout the local scene—gathering information about the popular hangouts, names of local celebrities, and bits of local gossip. When he mentioned these in his monologue, the audience felt an instant bond. As an entertainer, he was the greatest grassroots politician of all time.

Hope got more fan mail than any other star of his day—thirty-eight thousand letters a week in 1944 by one estimate. That record may well have been broken in the age of rock idols and reality TV. But it’s hard to imagine any other entertainment personality—Frank Sinatra or Elvis Presley or Justin Bieber—getting the volume of personal, heartfelt letters that Hope did. Servicemen thanking him for bringing a touch of home to a remote outpost during wartime. Parents of soldiers killed in action writing to thank Hope for providing a last glimpse of their son in the crowd at one of his Christmas shows. People who once met him or saw him onstage in vaudeville asking if he would stop by the house for dinner when he came through St. Louis. Old friends pouring out tales of woe and asking for loans or help in finding a job. Birthday greetings and get-well cards by the truckload. When he had eye problems that threatened his vision, dozens of people wrote to offer one of their own eyes so that Bob Hope could see. “I believe this operation can take place without newspapers or anyone finding out,” wrote one man, who said he had only months to live. “This will be my last gift to my fellow man.”

To read through Hope’s fan mail is to experience the sad drama of everyday human misfortune—illness, family problems, money troubles, disappointed dreams—and realize the beacon of inspiration, hope, and maybe even salvation that celebrities can represent. Hope must have understood this. He replied to an amazingly high proportion of his fan letters—with the help of a battery of assistants, to be sure, but with the kind of care and personal detail that only he could have supplied. Every letter from a serviceman who had seen him in World War II drew an attentive, individualized response—with a few jokes thrown in for good measure, something the letter writer could keep and cherish. A fan who sent a gift to Hope’s hotel room in Oklahoma City before a concert in 1974 got this charming response:

This is just to thank you for the lemon pie you sent to the hotel and to let you know I really enjoyed it. It gave me energy to fight off the cold I had and to go ahead and do the Stars and Stripes show. There are several ways to make a lemon pie and you have the proper format because it was just tart enough to be good, almost like my Mother used to bake, which is high praise.

For any other star the first sentence would have been enough, a pro forma thank-you that an assistant could easily have handled. But Hope himself had to add the details—his cold, the tartness—that doubtless earned him a fan for life, one of millions.

In 1967 Hope got this letter from the friend of a seven-year-old Wisconsin girl, whom he had met a year earlier when she was a poster child for cystic fibrosis. Now, the letter writer told him, the girl was dying:

She is in the hospital fighting for her life. The doctors give her about four months to live. She learned a few years ago that she was going to die, but the word “die” had no meaning to her. She recently began to understand what was going to happen. She is taking it hard, Mr. Hope, very hard. She falls apart at the word “die.” . . . It will help very much if you were to write a letter or note comforting her. I realize you are a very busy man and you don’t have time to answer every letter you get. But please, Mr. Hope. It might help so much.

Hope wrote this to the girl in response:

Dear Kelly:

Remember me? I had my picture taken with you last year in West Allis. I just heard that you were in the hospital and so I wanted to send you a little letter to tell you I’m hoping that you’re coming along all right and that you’re putting on a good fight so you can get out of there very soon.

I was in Madison, Wisconsin, the other night for a big show at the new auditorium. I did enjoy it and certainly wish I’d had a chance to see you. Anyway, I just wanted to let you know I’m thinking about you, hoping you will get a lot better and get out and enjoy the beautiful Wisconsin country.

A lot of people are praying for you. I am, too.

My best regards,

Bob Hope

It would take a hard-hearted celebrity to ignore a request like that, and an oafish one not to write a sensitive reply. But the delicacy of Hope’s response, its warmth and self-deprecating good humor (“Remember me?”), is a small work of art. Hope may have been a cold and driven man, a glutton for applause with an outsize ego. But he could also write a letter like that. In an era when stars routinely lament the tribulations of fame, complain about the loss of privacy, or lose their bearings to drugs and excess, Hope was one celebrity who loved being famous, appreciated its responsibilities, and handled it with extraordinary grace. His monumental role in our public life may have come at the expense of a private life that seemed, to many, stunted and incomplete. But for Hope, the sacrifice was worth it.



I

THE MAKING OF AN ENTERTAINER

Growing Up, Learning the Trade, and Tasting Stardom




Chapter 1

OPENING

“He was a big show-off since he was about nine.”

When reporters first began to take notice of Bob Hope, a young comedian who was making a mark in radio and on Broadway in the mid-1930s, they learned some surprising things about the English-born entertainer. He was, early profiles of him reported, actually “Lord Hope, 17th baronet of Craighall, direct lineal descendant of that famous titled English family who at one time owned the ill-fated Hope diamond.” His mother was a celebrated music-hall artist (in some accounts) or operetta singer (in others), and her charming voice had “lured the aristocratic scion of the Hope family away from the ancestral castle. From one of them anyway—there are several in the family, all covering miles of territory and impossible to occupy.”

None of it was true. It’s hard to know whether the aristocratic folderol was a serious attempt by Hope at autobiographical revisionism, or simply a practical joke played on reporters by a cheeky young comic trying to get attention. In fact, he remembered little about his first four and a half years in England, and his family background could hardly have been more drably middle-class. His father was a hard-drinking stonemason who kept the family on the move in search of work; his mother, a shy Welsh girl with a sweet voice who may have sung in local village festivals when she was growing up, but never, as far as anyone has recorded, appeared on a professional stage—operetta, music hall, or otherwise.

She was Avis Towns (Bob took his middle name from her, but for some reason he and everyone else spelled it incorrectly as Townes for his entire life), and she grew up in the village of Borth, on the western seacoast of Wales. She was orphaned at an early age, and little is known about her parents, John and Sarah (or possibly Margaret) Towns. By her own account, the family moved from Borth when she was young, to escape the seawater that would often flood their home at high tide, and settled a few miles inland, near Llancynfelyn. Avis had fond memories of walking there with her governess down a long pathway of stone steps to a lake below, where she would play with a pet black swan she nicknamed Chocolate. She remembered little about her parents, who were often traveling (she thought, or imagined, that they were in the diplomatic service in India) and would make occasional grand appearances in a magnificent horse-drawn carriage. Then one day Avis was told her parents would not be coming back. There was talk of a shipwreck, but she never knew for sure what happened to them. In any event, she was taken in by a foster family, a retired sea captain named Abraham Lloyd and his wife, Mary, and they soon moved to Barry, a larger town on the southern Welsh coast.

Even these few, sketchy memories are, however, suspect. No birth certificate has been found for Avis, and later census records indicate she was born in London, not Borth. Her age too is a moving target. According to family lore, she was only fifteen or sixteen when she married in 1891, but her age in the 1891 census (not always definitive) is listed as seventeen. The records of the parish school in Borth, which she attended after transferring from the public school in 1882, give her birth date as June 3, 1872, which is probably more reliable—and would make her nearly nineteen when she married. No records have been found of her parents, or of a supposed older brother named Jack. Alan Blackmore, a retired schoolmaster in England who has done the most extensive research on the Hope genealogy, suggests that Avis was most likely taken as an infant to a London orphanage and (as was common at the time) boarded out to a foster family when the orphanage became overcrowded. By the time she appears in the 1891 census for East Barry, Avis was living with David Lewis, a deputy dockmaster, his wife, Jane, and their five-year-old son, Baisil—and described as a “general domestic servant.”

She was a shy, diminutive girl, no more than ninety pounds, with long brown hair and delicate, doll-like features. Her schooling was limited, but she learned to play the piano and the harp at an early age—suggesting an upbringing of some comfort and means. Still, the sheltered girl must have been excited, along with the rest of the girls in town, by the activity at the Barry waterfront in the winter of 1890–91, where the construction of new docks was under way. This major civic project drew workers from all over the surrounding area. Among them was a strapping twenty-one-year-old stonemason named William Henry Hope, known to everyone as Harry.

He had come from Weston-super-Mare, across the Bristol Channel, with his father, James, who was partner in a construction firm hired to work on the docks. A stonemason by trade, James Hope had worked on the Royal Courts of Justice in London as well as the Statue of Liberty when it was being carved in Paris. He had even spent some time working in America, but returned to England when his wife, Emily, refused to make the trip over and join him. They eventually settled in the southwest England resort town of Weston-super-Mare and raised ten children. Harry, the second oldest, was being groomed by his father to go into his trade, so when James moved to Barry for several months of work on the docks, he brought Harry along.

The father, a supervisor on the project, rented a room on Greenwood Street in town, while his son stayed in one of the sheds provided for the workers on the docks. There, young Harry was flattered by the attention paid him by pretty, little Avis Towns, and the two soon struck up a romance. His proud father didn’t think much of the “spindly-legged little floozy,” and he got Harry transferred to the other end of the docks, to keep the couple apart. Avis was heartbroken not to see him anymore. When Harry became ill and his father decided to send him home to convalesce, it looked as if she would never see him again.

Father and son were on the docks preparing for Harry’s departure when a heavy rainstorm broke out. Amid the downpour, they suddenly caught sight of Avis, scurrying for cover and falling flat on her face in the mud. Harry dropped his tools and rushed over to pick her up and carry her to safety inside a shed. While she was recovering, he confessed to his father that she was the girl he wanted to marry.

“Why, she’s just a baby,” James said—at least as Avis would tell the story years later. “What a man needs is a woman.”

Avis, gathering herself from her swoon, replied, “I am a woman, sir!”

The elder Hope soon realized his objections were fruitless. “Get on with it then, Son,” he said. “Marry her and be done with it. We’ve got work to do.” A few days later, on April 25, 1891, the couple traveled to Cardiff, the Welsh capital, just a few miles away, and got married in a small civil ceremony.

For an orphaned, poorly educated Welsh girl with few prospects, it was a promising match. Harry was a skilled craftsman, with hopes of becoming an architect or going into business for himself, like his father. But their life together, almost from the start, was itinerant and financially precarious. When the construction work on the Barry docks was done, Harry and Avis moved to Newport, a few miles up the coast, where there was more work. There a son, Ivor, was born in 1892. A second son, Francis James (Jim), arrived a year later, followed by a daughter named Emily in 1895. When he ran out of work in Newport, Harry moved with the family back to Barry, where a fourth child, Frederick, was born in 1897.

Soon they were on the move again, this time across the country to Lewisham, a few miles south of London. Here the Hopes had as comfortable a life as they would ever enjoy. They lived in a large stone house, complete with stables and a large, well-kept flower garden. When Harry came home from work, he would pick some bluebells and present them to Avis with a romantic flourish, singing, “I’ll be your sweetheart if you will be mine!” Harry raised gamecocks and played the horses, and he would take the family on weekend excursions, to the beach or Covent Garden or the racetrack at Epsom Downs. They had a gardener and a maid, and Avis would entertain guests by playing the dulcimer, or a harp that had been given to her (according to family lore) by the actress Ellen Terry. Avis would often be singing around the house, and all the boys picked up her love for music.

A fourth son, William John (known as Jack), was born in Lewisham in 1900. But just before his birth, the family suffered a terrible loss, when Emily, the only girl, contracted diphtheria and died, barely four years old.

The death of their only daughter, Avis always believed, started Harry on a downward path. Before Emily’s death, her older brother Jim remembered, Harry was a good-looking, well-read, charismatic man, with sandy hair and a handlebar mustache. “I still swear I have not seen a handsomer man than our dad in those days,” Jim wrote in an unpublished memoir of the family’s early life, “Mother Had Hopes.” “Immaculately dressed in the best of taste; five foot eleven [actually a bit shorter], 215 pounds of healthy flesh and muscle; full of confidence. And a gentleman in every way.” After Emily’s death, however, he began drinking more heavily (like many stonecutters, he justified it as needed to wash away the dust inhaled in his work), ignored his books, and started to pile up gambling debts.

In 1902, Harry moved the family yet again, this time to Eltham, a farming community southeast of London. The town was enjoying something of a boom, thanks to a railroad line that had been completed in 1895, connecting it to London and providing easy transportation for milk and produce from the area’s rich Kent farmland. The Scottish developer Cameron Corbett had begun to build houses on a 334-acre tract of farmland, and he hired the construction firm of Picton and Hope—James and his partner, Percy Picton—to help with the job. So, once again, Harry followed his father for work, moving into one of the brick row houses that Hope and Picton had built on Craigton Road.

The Eltham house (which still stands today, a plaque marking it as Bob Hope’s birthplace) was a comedown from Lewisham: a comfortable but far from luxurious row house in the middle of a gently upsloping block, a mile off the High Street. The tiled entryway led to a parlor to the right, and the three upstairs bedrooms each had a fireplace. The bathroom was outdoors—a plumbing setup that, amazingly, remained unchanged until the house changed owners in the 1990s. Harry had a greenhouse in the backyard, but had to dispense with the servants, due to the family’s financial straits.

Still, the Hope boys had a good time in Eltham. The town’s main attraction was (and still is) Eltham Palace, an eleventh-century manor house used as a royal residence through the time of Henry VIII. When the king would parade through town, the Hope boys would have front-row seats on a plot of land their grandfather owned at the foot of their street. For adventure, they rambled through a woodsy area to the northeast of their house dubbed the “wilds,” where they would join the neighborhood kids looking for wild donkeys or scouring the trees in search of wild birds’ eggs.

On May 29, 1903, while Harry was off at work, Avis told the boys she felt sick. Though pregnant, she thought she wasn’t due yet and claimed it was just a touch of flu. But they called for the doctor, and by the end of the day he had delivered the Hopes’ fifth boy. They named him Leslie—either for a famous soccer star of the day, or for a Hope relative who once served with “Chinese” Gordon, the British general killed by Sudanese rebels in Khartoum in 1885. Hope, typically, told it both ways.

•  •  •

Leslie Towns Hope missed the Victorian age by just two years. After the death of Queen Victoria in 1901, England was going through profound changes. The costly and debilitating Boer War in South Africa—one of the last gasps of the fading British empire—had ended in 1902. Liberal reform was on the ascent, with the passage of legislation that would provide the foundation for the modern welfare state, including guaranteed health care, free school meals, and unemployment benefits for workers. Yet the rapid industrial growth of the previous century had slowed, and Britain was losing its dominance in manufacturing to the United States and European countries such as Germany. Mass production, meanwhile, was rendering the old Victorian artisans increasingly obsolete. All of this was making it tough on people like Harry Hope.

With brick replacing stone on most buildings, jobs for specialists in stonework were growing scarce. Even the little stone used on the houses in Eltham was mostly precast and brought in from elsewhere. Harry had to spend more and more time away from home looking for work—or drowning his disappointments in liquor. Avis would often have to send the older boys into town to scour the pubs and bring their father home. Some nights she would sit up waiting for his return, listening to hear if he was bounding up the street on foot (often with a handful of flowers and a song for his sweetheart), meaning he was sober, or if his approach was heralded by the slow clop-clop-clop of a carriage, which usually meant he was coming home drunk.

One time, when Harry returned home after several days away, Avis emptied his pockets and found a woman’s photograph inside, with the inscription “With all my love, Maude.” Harry tried to deflect her rage with sweet talk: “You know you’re the only girl in the world for me.” Avis got so mad she broke a hairbrush over his head.

Though Bob adopted Eltham as his hometown (and years later raised money to restore the local theater, which was renamed for him), the town was one of the briefer stops on the Hope family’s sojourn in England. Before Leslie was five months old they were gone, moving back across the country to Weston-super-Mare, where Harry had grown up. They moved into a three-story house on Orchard Street; then, to save money, into a less expensive place on the last street in town, Moorland Road. Harry was still having trouble finding work, and Avis went to work as a cashier in a tea shop to help out. When a sixth Hope boy, Sidney, was born in 1905, she took the baby in her arms and worked as a housekeeper from eight until four.

Their plight got worse. After returning from a job-hunting trip, Harry wandered over to a playground to watch two of his sons playing soccer. When a ball rolled near him and he ran over to kick it back, he stumbled in a hole and broke his ankle. He got right back up and tried to run, turning the simple fracture into a compound one that left him unable to work for more than a year.

The oldest boys, Ivor and Jim, now had to help out, going to work at a dairy. Jim would bring home extra milk for the family and pick up day-old bread and cakes from a bakery where he made deliveries. His mother scrimped to make ends meet. At one dinner, Jim noticed that all she had on her plate was a small portion of potatoes. He asked why she was eating so little. “Mom’s not hungry,” she replied. Later, when he went into the kitchen to help clean up, he found her eating the leftovers from all the plates. There had been only enough for the boys.

Harry, meanwhile, was a sorry figure, trying to keep busy as he convalesced: repairing the boys’ shoes, cutting their hair, and tending to a small flock of caged canaries given to him by a neighbor. Much of the time he just wandered aimlessly around the house and garden. “When he would be in the house, he felt he was underfoot,” recalled Jim. “It was pitiful to watch him.” Even when he was well enough to look for work again, he had little luck. So once again the family picked up and moved, this time to Bristol, the large port city up the coast.

They lived for a time in a house on Church Road, then downsized to a smaller place on Whitehall Road, across the street from a woman who sold sweets through her window. But Harry again found little work, and Ivor and Jim picked up the slack with a variety of dreary and sometimes dangerous factory jobs. Meanwhile, Harry began thinking about a much more drastic move: to America.

Two of his brothers had already emigrated there and were living in Cleveland, Ohio. Frank, who had a successful plumbing business, had made the move in the 1880s; Fred, a steamfitter, had come more recently. When Harry wrote proposing that he join them, they both tried to dissuade him, warning him that jobs were scarce—you couldn’t even find work digging ditches. Avis too pleaded with Harry not to attempt the move. But Harry—impressed by literature that promised gold mines, wide-open spaces, and unlimited opportunity in America—made up his mind to go. He told Avis and the boys that he would send for them once he found work.

The family scraped together enough money for his fare and saw him off at the Bristol station, where he took the train to Southampton and, on April 10, 1907, boarded the USS Philadelphia for New York City. He arrived at Ellis Island a week later and made his way by train to Cleveland, to join his brothers and try to start a new life in America.

•  •  •

Not yet four years old, Leslie was surely unaware of the seriousness of his family’s financial plight. Still, it must have imprinted itself on him profoundly. Psychologists know that stable attachments in the first two years of a child’s life are crucial. Leslie lived those formative years in a household that was constantly on the move, with a father who was frequently absent or drunk, and a mother with five other sons and constant money worries that demanded her attention. Without an environment that provided him with the safety and security he needed, Leslie must early on have learned to protect himself by avoiding close attachments that could so easily be upended. He would retain that protective shell for the rest of his life.

He also learned to fight for what he wanted. Significantly, his one memory from his English childhood was of a neighborhood scuffle, when he got conked on the head by a rock thrown by some young toughs in St. George’s Park, near their house in Bristol. “I was defending my dogs from a gang of Bristol kids,” he recalled in his memoir Have Tux, Will Travel. “I’ve been leery of dog acts ever since.” His brothers’ early memories of Leslie also mostly involve mishaps and misadventures. His oldest brother, Ivor, once plucked Leslie from under a pier in Herne Bay, on the Kent seacoast, after the boy fell in the water and nearly drowned. Another time, Ivor and his uncle packed Leslie into the family’s pony cart for a ride to a local food joint. When they came out, the cart and the pony were gone. They walked home—only to find that the police had been sent on a frantic search because the pony had trotted home alone, with the cart turned upside down and empty.

In the bustling, itinerant household, Leslie found that performing was a way to get attention. Jim recalled that Leslie would hang out with his older brothers on a busy street corner, drop his trousers, and burst into tears, telling a sob story to get passersby to cheer him up with a few coins. Once they did, he’d start the act all over again for the next group of pedestrians. He would do imitations of fat people for his great-aunt Polly, who gave him cookies as a reward. He liked to dress up in his mother’s old clothes, shoes, and hats, delighting in the praise from neighbors: “Whose lovely little girl are you?” Ivor claimed that his precocious younger brother could recite an entire Irish poem, “The Burial of Sir John Moore after Corunna,” at the age of four.

Without Harry, Avis was terribly lonely. For weeks after he left for America, Jim recalled, she did the housework almost in a trance. To save money, she moved the family to an even smaller and more dismal house on Cloud’s Hill Avenue, right next to St. George’s Park. She got sick, was diagnosed with abscessed teeth, and had to have all of them extracted. Jack came down with rheumatic fever and almost died.

Avis waited anxiously for Harry’s letters from America. When the postman had one, he would wave it at her from down the street, and Avis would run out to grab it before he even got to the house. Harry wrote newsy, romanticized accounts of the new country. The buildings in New York were so high, he said, they had to be lowered to let the moon pass by. All the women dressed like actresses and painted their faces like Indians on the warpath. Cleveland was on a lake as big as the Atlantic Ocean. “The very air in America is invigorating,” Harry wrote. “Why, Avis, I’ve been here only a month, but I feel like a different man already!” He would write special messages to the boys, telling them to take care of their mother: “Remember sons, since I can’t be there, I’m depending on you. You know, the Queen has an army of soldiers to protect her. It’s up to you guardsmen to guard our queen!”

Harry was having little luck finding work in America, but Avis made up her mind to bring over the family anyway. “We started planning and figuring, even though Dad said things were bad over there,” Jim recalled. “Mom decided it would be cheaper to maintain one home anyway. And we’d never starved yet.” The family began saving up money for the trip. Avis stopped buying the kids any new clothes or shoes. During an especially frigid winter, she scrimped on coal, and most of the children caught colds. Finally she sold off their furniture—including their cherished grandfather clock, the only thing Harry had asked his parents for when he and Avis got married.

In March 1908, Avis and her six boys—all dressed in double layers of shirts and underwear so they would have to pack less—trekked to the Bristol station to catch the train for Southampton. They left in a rainstorm, casting an extra pall on their departure. When they got to Southampton, Avis discovered they had inadvertently packed their boat tickets in one of the bags that had been sent ahead; she had to corral a steward to find their trunk in the pile of luggage waiting to be loaded, so they could rifle through it and find the tickets.

Finally, on March 21, 1908, the Hope clan boarded the USS Philadelphia, the same ship that had taken Harry to America nearly a year earlier. Back in Bristol, when the two eldest Hope boys didn’t answer the roll call at school for a few days, the teacher asked where they were. A student’s reply was entered in the logbook: “Gone to Canada.”

The family had two cabins in steerage—though, because Avis hated to be apart from any of the children, they often squeezed together into one. The trip was rough, with the heat and the clanging from the engine room making it especially noisy and uncomfortable. Once they left their cabin unattended and returned to find it had been ransacked by an intruder. Luckily, a watch was the only thing missing.

“Everybody on the ship was in sympathy with this tiny lady traveling with her brood of six sons, three of them larger than she—and as a result the boys fared exceptionally well,” recalled Jim Hope. “None of them were backward when encouraged to sing, usually to the accompaniment of someone’s concertina, mouth organ, or Jew’s harp, for the amusement of the passengers, who would in return often reward us generously.”

Leslie, as usual, was the most troublesome of the brood. When all the kids on board were lined up for their smallpox vaccinations, the four-year-old bolted free and led the ship’s crew on a mad chase around the deck before they found him hiding behind a ventilator and forced him to face the needle. Later his mom tried to calm him down with a bath, but he raised such a fuss that his bandage was dislodged and some of the vaccine inadvertently rubbed off on Avis’s thumb, leaving a vaccination scar there for the rest of her life.

The ship docked at Ellis Island on March 30, after an eighteen-hour delay in New York Harbor because of fog. Leslie is the fifth of six Hopes listed on the ship’s manifest (his age incorrectly recorded as two years old); their destination is given as Cleveland, to join “husband and father, William H. Hope,” at 2227 East 105th Street—where Uncle Fred and his wife, Alice, were living. The manifest notes that their train fare to Cleveland was already paid for, and that they carried $50 in cash.

The immigrant train to Cleveland was slow, forced to give up the right of way to every freight train in its path. With no food on board, the family had to wolf down meals during the brief stops at stations along the way. With little clean water on the train, mothers would use the station stops to wash their children’s clothes, then hang them out to dry on baggage racks or out the window once the train got going. A pair of Leslie’s pants got snagged by a passing post and were ripped away, and Avis had to search through their luggage to find him another pair, to stop his crying.

After a two-day trip, they arrived at Cleveland’s Erie Depot on the evening of April 1. Harry and his older brother Frank were there to meet them, and Avis cried with joy as she embraced her husband. “I’ll swear she looked as though she had shed twenty years,” said Jim. The motley crew of three adults and six children then straggled with their luggage, much of it held together with string or wire and breaking at the seams, to the public square downtown, where they caught a Cedar Avenue streetcar and rode all the way out to Uncle Fred and Aunt Alice’s house, on East 105th Street. Though it was the middle of the night, a feast was waiting for them at the dinner table, their first meal on solid ground in more than ten days.

•  •  •

Cleveland was not a bad place for an immigrant family to start life in the United States in 1908. In the waning months of Theodore Roosevelt’s vigorous presidency, and despite the lingering effects of the panic of 1907, the American economy was thriving. And Cleveland—then the sixth-largest city in the United States, with a population of 560,663 in the 1910 census—was home to many of the industries that were making it hum. Until Detroit overtook it a few years later, Cleveland was the nation’s No. 1 manufacturer of automobiles. It was among the leaders in iron and steel production, shipbuilding, and the manufacture of machine tools. Thirty-two banks were founded in Cleveland between 1900 and 1903 alone. The city was enjoying a construction boom, with new downtown office buildings, bridges, colleges, churches, and fine homes in the well-to-do residential neighborhoods along Euclid Avenue to the east of downtown. True, automobile exhaust was starting to befoul the streets, and development was encroaching on the greenery that had earned Cleveland its nickname the Forest City, but the metropolis was enjoying an economic heyday.

The booming city drew plenty of immigrants. At the turn of the century, fully one-third of Cleveland’s population was foreign-born; another 40 percent had foreign-born parents. Most of them came from Western Europe—at least half from either Great Britain or Germany, followed in order by those from Sweden, Russia, Austria, and Italy. The Hopes, like many of these newcomers, settled in a neighborhood on the eastern fringe of the city known as Doan’s Corners. The bustling area (named for Nathaniel Doan, from whose farm the area had been carved up, before being annexed by the city of Cleveland in 1872) was becoming known as Cleveland’s “second downtown,” and its vibrant center was the corner of Euclid Avenue and 105th Street, dominated by the four-story Cleveland Trust building. Just to the east were the adjoining campuses of Western Reserve University and the Case School of Applied Science (decades later to merge into Case Western Reserve). To the west, along Euclid, was so-called Millionaire’s Row, a stretch of mansions where Cleveland’s richest industrialists and business leaders lived, among them Standard Oil tycoon John D. Rockefeller, mining magnate Samuel Mather, and Charles F. Brush, inventor of the arc light.

A working-class neighborhood bounded by opulence and higher education, Doan’s Corners was home to small tradesmen, steelworkers, salesmen, clerks—along with the cooks, chauffeurs, and other household workers who helped tend the mansions on Millionaire’s Row. Like so many other urban residential neighborhoods at the time, it was shedding its quaint nineteenth-century trappings and being transformed by the technology of a new century. A hand-drawn map of the area around 1900, annotated by a longtime resident, gives a good snapshot of the neighborhood that likely greeted the Hopes when they arrived in 1908:

Euclid and Cedar had Brush arc lights. Other streets were faintly illuminated by artificial gas lamps on posts: lighted in evening and turned off in early morning by the lamp lighters. Homes of the rich had electric lights, those of the well-to-do artificial gas, while the poor burned coal oil lamps. . . . Coal was king, but furnaces were few. Hard coal base burners warmed the living rooms, while the cook stoves in the kitchens helped out with their smoky soft coal fires. In the summer much cooking was done on gasoline stoves. Ice boxes were had by some. A telephone was a luxury, and if you owned a bathtub you were rich. . . . Electric cars—four wheelers—ran on Euclid and on Cedar; cable cars on Hough. Those had stone block pavement. Doan was a sandy road, while many of the others were yellow clay with coal-ash crosswalks for wet weather.

When they arrived in Cleveland, the Hope family had to temporarily split up. Ivor and Jim stayed with Uncle Frank and Aunt Louisa, who lived above Frank’s plumbing and pipe-fitting business. Avis, Harry, and the rest of the boys moved in with Uncle Fred and Aunt Alice. It’s unclear how long that arrangement lasted. According to Jim Hope’s memoir, the family moved into their own home within a few weeks. But the August 1909 Cleveland City Directory still lists the family as living at 2227 East 105th Street—Fred and Alice’s place. At some point, however, Avis rented a three-bedroom house from a Welsh doctor named Staniforth for $18.50 a month, and the family was together again, in their first home in America.

After buying furniture and stocking up on groceries, their money was nearly depleted, and they didn’t have enough to pay for the second month’s rent. Harry was no help: most days he came home with nothing in his pockets and liquor on his breath—much to the chagrin of Avis, who’d harbored some hope that his drinking problems had been left behind in England. Jim appealed to Uncle Frank for money, but he refused, saying the family shouldn’t have come to America unless Harry could support them.

The Land of Opportunity, it turned out, had not provided much opportunity for Harry Hope. Jobs for a stonecutter were nearly as hard to find in America as they were in England. Architects who had previously designed buildings with limestone were switching to terra-cotta, and there were ten men for every stonecutting job. The frigid Ohio winters were another problem, limiting the number of days when stonecutting could be done. Even at the relatively good wage of $12 a day, Harry could not generate enough steady income to do much more than cover his bar bill. As in England, the job of keeping the family solvent was left largely to Avis and the boys.

Bob Hope, at least in his public recollections, had warm memories of his father. A jovial English gentleman, whose figure varied from “medium stout to happy stout,” the man known in the neighborhood as ’Arry ’Ope was “not only an artist with the stone-cutting tools, he was a happy man,” Hope wrote in his memoir Have Tux, Will Travel. “He loved to live it up. He was popular, and a great entertainer.” He wasn’t much for disciplining the kids, but would occasionally “take off his belt and salt us good.” Yet he was having a hard time in America: “I remember Dad saying, ‘The United States is a fine place for women and dogs. It’s a poor place for horses and men.’ He had trouble adjusting himself to this country. I don’t think he ever did.”

His drinking was not constant, and never in front of the family. When he was working and sober, the older boys liked to stop by his jobs and just talk to him. “For when he was sober he was so magnetic, he’d cause you to want to linger as long as possible,” wrote Jim. “Maybe we’d ask his opinion on some current topic. He’d explain it in such a way that you’d feel proud to discuss it with the next person you’d meet, who would in turn credit you with being well-informed.” He was a strong union man, popular among his fellow workers. “I have seen Harry in a great group of angry stonecutters debating and arguing in the most violent fashion,” recalled one fellow worker, “and after listening for a while to their remarks he would rise to the floor and with all the true marks of a born orator would calm them down and show them the proper and logical approach to their problem.”

His stonecutting skills were also admired. He worked on some major construction projects in Cleveland, including the Church of the Covenant, a Gothic Revival Presbyterian church at 112th and Euclid, and the Lorain-Carnegie Bridge, spanning the Cuyahoga River (and later renamed the Hope Memorial Bridge in his honor). Yet as a businessman he was fairly hapless. Once Harry and a fellow stonecutter formed a partnership and bid on a contract for the stonework on a high school. They won the job, but seriously underestimated the costs and wound up losing money.

Avis, as always, was the family rock, the diminutive, de facto head of the household, and her resourceful, can-do spirit, more than his father’s old-country ways, imprinted itself most strongly on young Leslie Hope. Generous, self-effacing, unfailingly upbeat, she put up with Harry’s misbehavior and took on the responsibility of managing the household finances. She was a painstaking shopper, carefully comparing prices at the city market and buying in bulk—butter, beans, several sacks of onions in the fall to last through the winter. She altered the boys’ clothes so they could be passed down the line to each successive kid. (A seventh, George, was born in 1909, the only Hope son to be born in America.) She kept the house bright with music, singing and accompanying herself on a secondhand piano she had saved enough to buy. She took the boys to services at a nearby Presbyterian church (after trying out an Episcopalian church that she found too uppity) and frowned on cardplaying, cigarettes, and public dancing. Unable to afford doctors except in dire emergencies, she treated every childhood malady, from measles to whooping cough, with a hot bath and a homemade brew. She kept their home immaculate, regularly scrubbing the floors, beating the rugs, and scouring the cooking stove. She always had fresh-baked pies and cakes ready for visitors, tradesmen, and the children’s friends, who would frequently stop by.

“She had the kind of skin you love to touch very much and as often as possible,” Jim Hope wrote lovingly in his memoir, “lustrous medium brown hair; beautifully smiling brown eyes with the light of the love of life shining through . . . a beautifully smiling mouth that had never uttered a harsh, unkind or inconsiderate word to or of anyone. With this, a perfectly proportioned body, with the carriage of a thoroughbred, down to a size three shoe.” His words are somewhat at odds with photos of her in later years—a slight, plain-looking woman, often lurking in the background of family pictures, or bowing her head as if she wanted to shrink from view—but understandable from an adoring son who watched his mother’s valiant efforts to keep the family afloat.

The family’s first two winters in Cleveland were “almost unbearable,” Jim recalled, colder than any they had experienced in England. None of the boys even had overcoats. They learned to dress in layers—stuffing newspapers between their underwear and their shirts and trousers for extra insulation. They had a gas fireplace in the living room, but “unless we put our bare bottoms so close as to be dangerous, we’d not know the fire was lit,” said Jim. Avis would get up early in the morning and light every burner on the kitchen stove, so at least the kitchen would be warm when the boys raced downstairs from their freezing bedrooms.

To make money, Avis moved the family to increasingly larger houses, so they could take in boarders—three different houses on one block of 105th Street in five years. She was a soft touch with tenants, always susceptible to anyone with a sob story for why he couldn’t pay the rent. But the older boys worked at an assortment of jobs to help out: Jim and Ivor at the Van Dorn Iron Works, Fred and Jack at neighborhood stores such as Wheaton’s Market and Heisey’s Bakery. When one Hope boy would quit a job, another one would often step in and take his place. It got so that Avis couldn’t keep track of who was working where. When she sent Sid down to the bakery one day to look for one of his older brothers, the German woman who ran the place exclaimed, “Ach! How many Hopes are there?”

“Looking back on my Cleveland boyhood, I know now that it was grim going,” Hope wrote in Have Tux, Will Travel. “But nobody told us Hopes it was grim. We just thought that’s the way things were. We had fun with what we had.” It is a typically brisk assessment of what were certainly difficult times. Leslie, a grade-schooler during those tough early years in Cleveland, may well have been shielded from the worst anxieties of their hand-to-mouth existence. Still, he was clearly developing the tools for protecting himself from harsh realities: a thick skin, an ability to mask his feelings, and a relentlessly positive, can-do attitude in the face of precarious times.

He was a mischievous kid, a daredevil, small for his age—the size of a six-year-old at age ten, Jim recalled. (His father liked to joke that when he was being born and the doctor said, “Grab him,” Leslie thought he said, “Stab him,” and slipped back inside, thus retarding his growth.) His brothers called him “banana legs” because of his habit of moving so fast his legs couldn’t catch up and falling on his face. He seemed to be constantly in motion. “You sat in front of me in one class,” a schoolmate recalled in a letter years later, “and you never could sit still. I hit you on the head one time and asked if you had worms!” He and his younger brother Sid once found a giant umbrella and tried to use it as a parachute, leaping off the roof of the Alhambra Theater building into a pile of sand below, nearly breaking their necks. Leslie even walked in his sleep. One night a policeman found him two blocks away from home, knocking at the door of the neighborhood drugstore. After that, Avis would tie his feet to his older brother Jack at night to make sure he didn’t wander.

At Fairmont grade school, where he arrived on the first day dressed in an Eton jacket and stiff white collar, his classmates flipped his name, Les Hope, and dubbed him Hopeless. He was never a very good student. The one subject he liked was music: he was the pet of his singing teacher, Miss Bailey, sang in a church choir, and joined his musical family in songs at the annual Welsh picnic at Euclid Beach.

Performing came easy to him, and early. “He was a big show-off since he was about nine,” his brother Fred recalled. At age twelve, when Charlie Chaplin–imitating contests were the rage, Les would dress up as the silent-film tramp and walk like Chaplin past the local firehouse. Egged on by his brothers, he entered a Chaplin contest at Luna Park, the amusement mecca a mile away from their home. His brothers packed the audience with neighborhood kids to cheer him on, and he won either first prize (Bob’s recollection) or second (Jim’s version). According to Bob, he used the prize money to buy a new stove for his mom.

One of his first jobs, at age twelve, was selling newspapers on the corner of 105th and Euclid. He and three brothers—Fred, Jack, and Sid—would each take a corner of the busy intersection, valuable turf that they would often have to defend from rival newsboys in the neighborhood. One of Les’s regular customers was an old gentleman in a chauffeur-driven limousine, who would stop by for a paper on his way home in the evenings. One day he rolled down the window and gave Les a dime for the penny paper. Les didn’t have change and told the gentleman he could pay tomorrow. The man said no, he would wait for his change, so Les scurried into a nearby grocery store to get it.

When he returned, the old man gave the boy some advice: “If you want to be a success in business, trust nobody. Never give credit and always keep change on hand. That way you won’t miss any customers while you’re going for it.” After he left, someone told Les the old gentleman was John D. Rockefeller.

It was one of Hope’s favorite stories from childhood, repeated often. It may even have been true. Rockefeller, the philanthropist and founder of Standard Oil, was in his late seventies at the time, and dividing his retirement years between his Cleveland home and an estate in upstate New York. “As his leisure increased,” noted Grace Goulder in John D. Rockefeller: The Cleveland Years, “he frequently had his chauffeur stop during afternoon automobile rides so that he might chat with farmers, tradesmen, and anyone who caught his attention.” One of them could well have been a young newsboy named Les Hope.

He graduated from Fairmont and went on to East High School. He had a variety of after-school jobs—soda jerk, taffy puller, delivery boy, flower-stand attendant at Luna Park. He spent much of his free time at the Alhambra poolroom, above Dye’s restaurant, with his pal George “Whitey” Jennings. Les became a sharpie at three-cushion billiards, good enough to make a few bucks hustling the newcomers, and entertaining the rest with his wisecracks. “We would hang around the corner of Euclid and East 105th Street,” one neighborhood kid recalled, “until someone suggested that we go up and watch the ‘funny kid’ shoot pool.” Aunt Louisa admonished Avis that her son was spending too much time in the poolroom, but Avis dismissed her concerns: “Don’t worry about Leslie. He’ll turn out fine.”

Les and Whitey hung out together, coming up with new schemes for making money. They competed for cash prizes in the footraces held at the big company picnics every summer at Euclid Beach and Luna Park. When two races were scheduled at the same time, they would try to get one rescheduled so they could compete in both: one of them would call the organizers and pose as a newspaper reporter, saying the race would get covered in the paper if it could just be moved earlier or later. Then, once entered in the race, the two boys would work together, plotting for one of them to bump the fastest runner, so the other could speed ahead to victory.

In the glow of nostalgia, Hope’s early Cleveland years sound like a quintessential early-twentieth-century Norman Rockwell idyll. Childhood friends would write him in later years to reminisce about their youthful exploits and hangouts—places such as Hoffman’s restaurant, with its famous ice cream (22 percent butterfat), where, as one neighborhood girl recalled, “you and ‘Whitey’ fattened me up on ‘tin roofs,’ walked me home, down past Wade Park, past Superior, to my home, where you played our piano till I almost had to throw you both out.” Another neighborhood friend remembered, “My father had a Buick touring car, which I used most every night. Some warm evenings, we would put the top down and pile in and ride slow from 105th to the square and back again, singing barbershop, till the cops chased us off the street. I guess we weren’t too hot.”

The gritty side of those years has largely been airbrushed out. Les was a tough kid who was no stranger to trouble. He dropped out of high school when he was a sophomore, for reasons that Hope and his biographers have always been vague about. In fact, he was sent to reform school. Records of the Boys Industrial School, a state reformatory in Lancaster, Ohio, show that Lester Hope (in his teenage years he changed his first name from the more effeminate-sounding Leslie), height five feet, weight 105 pounds, residing with his parents at 1913 East 105th Street, was admitted there on May 18, 1918, a few days before his fifteenth birthday. His infraction is not specified—his full juvenile court records have, significantly, been removed—but he was apparently arrested, given a hearing, and “adjudged a delinquent” who was “in need of state institutional care and guardianship.”

In interviews over the years, Hope sometimes alluded to incidents of shoplifting during his adolescent years. “I guess it’s no secret, but I have a record in Cleveland,” he said, only half-jokingly, at a Boys Club benefit in 1967. “They nabbed me for swiping a bike. . . . I pleaded for mercy, but the judge was an ugly, cruel, vindictive man. He turned me over to my parents.” In fact, the punishment, for that or a presumably similar incident, was considerably more serious. Les spent seven months at the Boys Industrial School, was paroled on December 21, and then readmitted to the school on March 6, 1919, after violating his parole. The date of his final discharge is unclear, but he appears to have spent at least another year at the reformatory, before being discharged for good in April of either 1920 or 1921. There is no record that he ever returned to high school.

What’s most interesting about Hope’s stint in reform school is that he felt the need to keep it secret. Even his brother Jim, in his rosy but scrupulously detailed family memoir, doesn’t mention it. An arrest for shoplifting and a stretch in reform school are hardly the most scandalous things that can happen to a teenager growing up in a tough urban neighborhood. It might even have added some raffish color to Hope’s stories of his wayward youth. But his elimination of them from his personal history was another sign of Hope’s capacity for denial, of the need to distance himself from the more unpleasant realities of his early life, and of his effort to construct a new persona that the world would someday know as Bob Hope.

•  •  •

World War I, which the United States entered when Les was fourteen, did not leave the Hope family untouched. Two of the Hope brothers, Fred and Jack, enlisted in the Army and served overseas—Fred in a field artillery unit and Jack in the infantry. Some tense days in the Hope household followed the news that Jack was missing in action. He turned up in a military hospital, suffering from shell shock. According to accounts given the family, Jack was trying to rescue a fellow soldier when a shell exploded nearly on top of him. He recovered and returned home, but was again hospitalized and survived a near-fatal bout of what was described as trench fever.

In 1920 Harry Hope became a naturalized US citizen, which automatically made Les and his brothers US citizens as well. Harry’s work prospects, however, remained bleak. Just to keep busy, he would take on small jobs such as cutting stepping-stones or garden fountainheads from material left over from previous jobs. For Avis he carved a birdbath with a sundial in the center, and a crescent-shaped stone bench that she placed in the garden and would sit on for hours, admiring the flowers. The eldest Hope boys picked up much of the slack, often helping one another in getting jobs. When Jim went to work for an electrical-power-line construction company, for example, he hired Les and two other brothers to string wire.

“Leslie was a good worker, always trying to do a little more than his workmate,” Jim recalled. When they got weekend breaks, however, Les might not show up at work until Tuesday—typically with an outlandish explanation of why. One time, when he was high up in a tree trimming back some branches, one of them snapped and he plunged to the ground, smashing his face. In later years it was occasionally suggested that the mishap—or the plastic surgery that followed—was the cause of his ski-slope nose, but Hope denied it. “It is not true my nose is the way it is as a result of having been broken in an accident,” he wrote in Have Tux, Will Travel. “It came the way it is from the manufacturer.”

Les bounced around to several other jobs in these years: selling shoes at Taylor’s department store, filling orders in the service department at the Chandler Motor Car Company. (He got fired from that job when he and some of his pals used the company Dictaphone after hours to practice their singing—and inadvertently left it for their boss to discover the next morning.) He worked at the butcher’s stall that his brother Fred had opened at the downtown Center Market. “Bob helped out weekends,” recalled Fred. “Plucked chickens, did some waiting on. He was a born salesman, but he never bothered to learn the different meats. One time I heard him trying to sell a customer a ham—and he was showing her a leg of lamb. Honestly, he didn’t know the difference. And he sold it to her too.”

He even tried boxing. Always a scrappy kid, Les worked on his fighting skills at Charlie Marotta’s Athletic Club on Seventy-Ninth Street. One day he found out that his friend Whitey Jennings had signed up to fight in the Ohio State amateur tournament, under the name Packy West. Hope decided to enter too—dubbing himself Packy East. In later years he would often joke about his brief boxing career (“I was the only fighter in Cleveland history who was carried both ways: in and out of the ring”), but he may have had more talent than he gave himself credit for. “He was a good young fighter,” said Al Corbett, a local boxer who saw some of Hope’s early fights. “He needed training, but he had natural ability. He was well built and his prospects were good.” But for the state tournament he weighed in at 128 pounds, just missing the cutoff for the featherweight division, and was forced to battle fighters bigger than he.

Still, he won his first-round fight, got a bye in the second round, and found himself in the semifinals. There he was matched against a more experienced bruiser named Howard “Happy” Walsh. “I probably outweighed Hope by six or eight pounds and I’d been boxing two or three years,” Walsh, who later became the state’s junior lightweight champion, told the Cleveland Press. “I sized him up when he entered the ring as a novice and decided to carry him along, make it look good for the fans. But in the second round he made me mad. I thought he was sneering at me, although I learned later he just unconsciously made faces. Anyhow, I had an exceptionally good right and I hooked him and he was counted out.”

Hope remembered it pretty much the same way, with gags: “In the first round I played cozy,” he wrote in his memoir. “Happy examined me as if to see what was holding me together. When I found out I was still alive, my footwork got fancier. I pranced around on my toes. In the second round I threw my right. I never got my arm back. Happy hit me on the chin. I fell in a sitting position, bounced and fell over. . . . Red [his manager] threw a bucket of water over me and carried me out.” That was the end of his career in the ring.

But not the end of his fighting days. When he was nineteen, Les and Whitey were walking through Rockefeller Park when they got into a scuffle with some thugs who were harassing a girl from the neighborhood. When Jim and some friends found him, Les had cuts over his face and a knife wound in the shoulder, serious enough to require a blood transfusion and fourteen stitches. The incident made the Cleveland Press the next day.

For a teenager who couldn’t seem to stay out of trouble or keep a job, show business provided a welcome escape. He soaked up all the entertainment available to a kid growing up in World War I–era America. He frequented the local nickelodeons, a fan of swashbuckling silent-film stars like Douglas Fairbanks. His mother would take him to the neighborhood vaudeville house, Keith’s 105th Street, where they once saw the celebrated vaudeville star Frank Fay, a song-and-dance man who also did comedy monologues. After a few minutes of his act, Avis whispered to her son, loud enough so that everyone around them could hear, “He’s not half as good as you.”

Les and Whitey would earn money for the rides at Luna Park by singing for pennies on the bus ride over, and Les sang in a quartet with some neighborhood kids who would perform outside of Schmidt’s Beer Garden. His most promising talent, however, was dancing. He practiced steps with his friend Johnny Gibbons, who worked with him at his brother Fred’s meat market. (Fred later married Johnny’s sister LaRue.) Les took dance lessons from King Rastus Brown, a former vaudeville hoofer, and later from Johnny Root, another ex-vaudevillian, who ran Sojack’s Dance Academy, behind Zimmerman’s dance hall. Then Root left town, and Les, not yet twenty, took over Root’s dance classes and tried to run the school himself. He made up business cards advertising his services: “Lester Hope will teach you to dance—Buck and Wing, Soft Shoe, Eccentric, Waltz, Clog.”

When dance marathons were sweeping the country in the early 1920s, Les even tried to hop on the bandwagon, starting his own contest at Sojack’s. Unfortunately he was a little late. The grueling marathons (dramatized so memorably in the novel and movie They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?) had spawned a backlash across the country, and Cleveland was one of several cities weighing a ban on them. In a front-page story on April 17, 1923, the Cleveland Plain Dealer reported that the city council had decided to take no action on a proposed ban, allowing those marathons that were already under way to continue, but barring any new ones. Hope made it into the story’s last paragraph:

Lester Hope, of 2069 E. 106th Street, started a new contest at Sojack’s Dancing Academy, 6124 Euclid Avenue, but the contest was called off after an hour, due to Dance Hall Inspector Johnson’s ruling against permitting any new contests to start.

Les closed the school not long after. But he continued to work on his own dancing, competing in local amateur shows, first with Gibbons as a partner and then hooking up with Mildred Rosequist, a “cute little trick” he had met at Zimmerman’s dance hall.

“Mildred was tall, blonde, willowy, graceful, and a slick dancer,” Hope said. “I thought she was beautiful. She looked as if she’d done her hair with an egg beater. But I loved it that way.” He would bring her sweetbreads from Fred’s meat market and flirt with her at the cosmetics counter at Halle’s department store downtown, where she worked. She became a frequent visitor at the Hope house, and the family liked her. “She worshipped Leslie,” remembered Jim. “For some time we were all sure it was a hopeless, one-sided affair, but eventually Leslie also succumbed to her charm.”

Mildred remembered the romance a bit differently, describing Les as the pursuer, not to say something of a pest. “He would follow me home from work some nights,” she told Hope biographer William Robert Faith. “I mean, he would get on the same streetcar and I wouldn’t even know it. When I got off at Cedar, he’d be walking right behind me. Then I’d walk in the front door and my mother’d ask if he was with me and I’d say, ‘No,’ and then he’d stick his head around the hallway door and say, ‘Oh, yes I am.’ ” He said he wanted to marry her and even bought her an engagement ring. It was so small that she cracked, “Does a magnifying glass come with it?” Les didn’t appreciate the joke, and Mildred apologized for hurting his feelings.

They were a smooth pair on the dance floor. They modeled themselves on Vernon and Irene Castle, the enormously popular husband-wife dance team who headlined in vaudeville in the midteens and sparked a national craze for social dancing. Les and Mildred won some amateur contests around the city and were good enough to get a few paying jobs, earning $7 or $8 for an evening. Hope said he split the money with her, but Mildred claimed that Les told her the performances were for charity and kept all the money himself.

Their act had a homey touch. Hope described it in his memoir: “ ‘This is a little dance we learned in the living room,’ I’d tell the audience. Then we’d do that one, and I’d say, ‘This is a little dance we learned in the kitchen.’ Then we’d do that. We ended with, ‘This is a little dance we learned in the parlor.’ The parlor dance was a buck dance. We saved it for last because it was our hardest and it left us exhausted.”

A little too exhausted for Mildred. She recalled one of their performances at a local social club: “When we came out to do the hard stuff, the buck and wings which were so fast, I just quit, and I said I was tired, and I walked off the stage. Les looked at me with kill in his eyes—he was furious, but he ad-libbed. . . . He picked out a little old lady in the first row and said, ‘See, Ma, you should never have made her do the dishes tonight.’ ” It is the first recorded Bob Hope joke.

Les wanted to develop an act with Mildred and take it on the road. But her mother had no intention of allowing Mildred to travel with a man who clearly had more on his mind than dancing, and she nixed the idea. Les kept up a romance with Mildred, stringing her along for years to come as a hometown girlfriend. But for a professional partner, he had to look elsewhere.

He settled on Lloyd “Lefty” Durbin, a kid from the neighborhood he had gotten to know at Sojack’s Dance Academy. Lloyd was a polished dancer, and together they came up with an act that mixed in a little comedy with their tap and soft-shoe routines. They made the rounds of amateur shows, played intermission spots at movie houses, and landed an occasional fill-in gig on local vaudeville bills. Then, in August 1923, an agent got them a spot at the Bandbox Theater, as part of a vaudeville show headlined by Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle.

Arbuckle, the onetime silent-film comedian, was embarking on a comeback after one of the most sordid scandals in Hollywood history. In 1921, at the height of his popularity, the portly film star was implicated in the mysterious death of a starlet who had been partying with him and some friends in a hotel in San Francisco. Amid tabloid accusations that he had raped or murdered her, Arbuckle was put on trial for manslaughter. Though he was ultimately acquitted (in a third trial, after two hung juries), his film career was finished. Now he was trying to start over, as the star attraction in a touring variety show called Bohemia.

Hope and Durbin worked up some fresh material for their spot in the show. They did soft-shoe and buck-and-wing dance routines, and closed with a comic Egyptian dance number. “We wore brown derbies,” Hope recalled. “We pretended to go down to a well near the Nile, dip some water in a derby and bring it back. The gag was that afterward we poured actual water out of the derby. It was real crazy and it fetched a boff.” By chance, it is one of the few Hope vaudeville routines that can actually be seen: Hope re-created it, with dancer Hal Le Roy as his partner, on his first TV special in April 1950. The two dancers strut around in stiff-armed, hunch-shouldered style, like ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics come to life, and do some neatly synchronized physical shtick, one behind the other. If not quite a boff, it is a slick and amusing piece of comedy business.

“The whole offering is built along familiar lines,” the unimpressed reviewer for the Cleveland Plain Dealer wrote of the Arbuckle show, “with some better-than-ordinary costumes and settings standing out as the distinguishing feature. The comedians are found wanting in many instances, but the musical chorus numbers are well up to snuff.” Yet Arbuckle was impressed enough with Hope and Durbin to talk them up to Fred Hurley, a producer of vaudeville tabloid shows—musical-comedy revues that toured mostly small towns. These “tab shows” were considered the bottom rung of the vaudeville ladder, but they were a good place for newcomers to get a start. So, when Hurley a few months later offered Hope and Durbin parts in his new tab revue, Jolly Follies, which was set to begin a tour of the Midwest, they grabbed it.

It was Hope’s first full-time show-business job. His mother was proud; his practical brothers skeptical that he could earn a living at it. But for Hope, at age twenty-one, it was a great opportunity. The job would give him a chance to travel and see if he could make it as an entertainer in front of more than just hometown crowds. It would pay him a decent salary of $40 a week, half of which he promised to send back home to his parents. What it wouldn’t give him was a quick road to stardom. Hope’s vaudeville apprenticeship would last for nearly a decade—longer than the ambitious young hoofer had probably anticipated. Yet it would give him plenty of time to learn the tools of his trade, discover how to survive in a changing show-business world, and invent Bob Hope.



Chapter 2

VAUDEVILLE

“No, lady, this is not John Gilbert.”

When Les Hope and his partner Lloyd Durbin went on the road with their act in the fall of 1924, vaudeville was dying. But then it had been dying for years, and it would continue dying for many years to come, as movies and radio plundered its audience and lured away its star performers. Still, enough life was left in those old Olympic and Palace and Hippodrome theaters, which brought live stage entertainment to towns big and small across America, to give a young hoofer from Cleveland a chance to make his mark.

Vaudeville was Hope’s irreplaceable school of show business. He loved his time there, and it instilled the qualities that would define him as an entertainer for the rest of his career: his love for stage performing, his ability to adapt to audiences of all kinds, his tireless work ethic. He came into vaudeville a novice, but he was smart and resourceful, doing whatever it took to survive—borrowing jokes, finding new partners, latching on to fads, even dancing with Siamese twins. But in that survival-of-the-fittest world, he evolved into something original, a fresh stage personality perfectly pitched to the changing times.

Vaudeville, even in its waning days, was still a great adventure for a young performer, a unique, if relatively short-lived, chapter in American entertainment. It was born in the 1880s, an outgrowth of the rambunctious, often racy variety shows that catered largely to men in the saloons and beer halls of post–Civil War America. A few prescient theater owners in New York City got the idea to clean up these shows, move them into larger and more respectable theaters (no liquor, no hookers), and market them to the family audience. These new family-friendly shows (“good clean fun” was the popular catchphrase) caught on almost immediately. In 1900 the United States had an estimated two thousand vaudeville houses; by 1912 the number had grown to five thousand. Giant theater chains sprang up with centralized booking so that acts could be mixed and matched and sent on nationwide tours efficiently. At one time, an estimated twenty thousand people were making a living—sometimes a handsome living—as vaudeville entertainers.

A typical vaudeville bill featured eight to ten acts, carefully assembled to appeal to as broad an audience as possible: young and old, male and female, highbrow and lowbrow. In a vaudeville show you could see singers, dancers, comedians, jugglers, magicians, acrobats, ukulele players, trained animals, female impersonators, and an assortment of wacky comics loosely categorized as “nut” acts. Celebrated stage actors such as Sarah Bernhardt and Ethel Barrymore appeared on the vaudeville stage. So did sports stars, among them Babe Ruth, and tabloid newsmakers such as Evelyn Nesbit, the former Floradora Girl whose lover, the architect Stanford White, was murdered by her jealous husband, Harry K. Thaw. Harry Houdini, the famed illusionist and escape artist, was a big vaudeville star. Even Helen Keller did a turn in vaudeville.

Vaudeville was America’s first form of mass entertainment. It grew to maturity as waves of immigrants were transforming American cities, and it was both a reflection of the melting pot and an agent of assimilation. Comedians often got laughs from broad ethnic stereotypes: there were funny Germans, funny Irishmen, funny Italians, funny Jews—and funny Negroes, played in blackface by white comics, a throwback to the minstrel shows that were an important forerunner of vaudeville. Yet even as it spotlighted ethnic differences, vaudeville was helping draw the nation together—creating the first mass-audience entertainment stars, from Lillian Russell, the 1890s chanteuse who was called the most beautiful woman in the world, to such pioneers of early-twentieth-century show business as George M. Cohan, Al Jolson, Will Rogers, Sophie Tucker, and the Marx Brothers.

For its performers, vaudeville wasn’t just a job but a way of life, with its own traditions, protocol, and lingo. There was “big-time” vaudeville—the large theaters in the biggest cities where the top acts appeared, usually doing two shows a day, matinee and evening—and “small-time” vaudeville, the minor leagues, where less established acts worked, usually in continuous shows that were repeated four, five, or six times a day. Billing of the acts adhered to strict hierarchies and customs. The opening spot was the lowest in the pecking order—usually an acrobat or some other “dumb” act, to allow time for latecomers to get settled. The show’s headliner typically had the second-to-last spot (“next to shut,” in the argot of Variety, the show-business trade paper), leaving the finale for a lesser act whose primary job was to clear out the house for the next show (thus called the “chaser”). Performers traveled from town to town by train or bus and frequently stayed in run-down rooming houses or show-business hotels. It was a hard, exhausting life, which forever carried a kind of seedy romance for the performers who came of age in it.

Hope and Durbin’s first vaudeville job was strictly small-time. Hurley’s tab show Jolly Follies traveled the lowly Gus Sun circuit, a Chicago-based chain of some three hundred theaters that served small towns in the Midwest and South. The show’s headliner, Frank Maley, doubled as a performer (teaming with a partner in a blackface comedy act) and the company manager—handling the books, overseeing the scenery, and sometimes even taking the tickets.

For Les Hope, it was a great learning experience. “Tab shows were a special part of show business,” Hope wrote in his memoir. “There’s no dollars and cents way I can measure the seasoning, the poise, the experience that being with Hurley gave me.” Hope and Durbin started in the chorus and worked their way up to larger roles in sketches and musical numbers. Hazel Chamberlain, the company’s top-billed singer, recalled the first time she heard Hope get a laugh—in Bloomington, Indiana, when he filled in as emcee for a sketch called “Country Store Night.” “Frankly we had all thought Lefty Durbin was the more likely of the two to be a comic,” she said, “but that night Les Hope was as much surprised as the rest of us.”

The troupe of thirteen traveled together by bus, staying in cheap theatrical hotels and boardinghouses. When they arrived in a new town, Maley would often have to knock on doors to find lodgings that were willing to take “show folk.” The living conditions were often dicey: cramped rooms, suspect food, linens that rarely got changed. “By the end of the week the towels would be so dirty you would usually bypass them and fan yourself dry,” Hope said. As the junior members of the troupe, Hope and Durbin often got the worst of it. At a theater in Orangeburg, South Carolina, the two tiny dressing rooms (one for men and one for women) had no space for them, so they had to clean out the coal bin in the basement and do their makeup there amid the coal dust.

Life on the road had its pleasures too. Les began seeing a girl in the troupe named Kathleen O’Shay—the stage name of Ivy Shay, a pretty Irish girl from Morgantown, West Virginia. Their affair caused a bit of a stir in the straitlaced Jolly Follies troupe (Maley and several others were married and had their wives along). At a hotel in Bedford, Indiana, Les was visiting Kathleen’s room when the hotel manager knocked at the door and ordered him out. He had a gun to put the point across. Kathleen left the troupe not long after and moved back to Morgantown, where she opened a dress shop. Les continued to stop in and see her when he passed through town, sometimes bringing dresses for her shop from New York. According to one Morgantown friend, she broke off the relationship because she was too embarrassed by his loud clothes.

Hurley’s Jolly Follies toured for one season, closing in the spring of 1925. But the team of Hope and Durbin didn’t last that long, broken up prematurely by an unexpected tragedy. Hope’s partner died.

Hope always blamed it on a bad piece of coconut cream pie that Durbin had eaten in a restaurant in West Virginia. When he began complaining of stomach pains, a doctor told him he had food poisoning. But while Durbin was taking his bows after their last show in New Castle, Pennsylvania, he sank to the floor and began spitting up blood. “I’m sick,” he muttered. “Get me home.”

The company members quickly checked train timetables, while Les tried to reach Lloyd’s parents. Jim Hope—who, by odd chance, was there, having dropped in to catch his brother’s act while traveling—carried Lloyd four blocks to the station and put him on a midnight train, entrusting him to the care of the attendant in charge of the baggage car. (By some accounts, Les traveled back to Cleveland with him, but Jim’s recollection seems more reliable.) Lloyd’s parents were at the station to meet him when the train arrived, and they took him to the hospital. He died three days later.

The cause, it turned out, was tuberculosis, an illness Durbin had apparently either ignored or managed to hide. Hope remained convinced the culprit was food poisoning; forever afterward, he was wary of eating at greasy spoons on the road, and he usually opted instead for the relatively safe home cooking of local tearooms.

In later years, when reminiscing about his vaudeville days, Hope didn’t like to dwell on, or even mention, Lloyd Durbin’s death. He glosses over it in one paragraph in his memoir Have Tux, Will Travel. Some chroniclers of Hope’s career have suggested that he willfully ignored his partner’s deteriorating health, reluctant to jeopardize his big break in show business. That is probably unfair. Still, what might have been a traumatic blow to another entertainer, or at least a sobering interruption in a budding career, was little more than a hiccup for Les Hope. Within days of Durbin’s death, he was back on the road with Hurley’s show. Fred Hurley had found him a new partner.

•  •  •

George Byrne was a soft-spoken, slightly built, angel-faced hoofer from Columbus, Ohio—like Durbin, a mild-mannered counterpoint to the more driven and outgoing Les Hope. “George was pink-cheeked and naïve,” Hope said. “He looked like a choir boy. He was real quiet. Real Ohio. He was a smooth dancer and had a likeable personality. We became good friends.”

Hope and Byrne finished out the Jolly Follies season together, doing well enough to move up to third billing, dubbed “Dancers Supreme.” Next, Frank Maley put them in a blackface revue called The Blackface Follies. As Hope tells it, on their first night in McKeesport, Pennsylvania, they blacked up with greasepaint instead of the usual burned cork and had to work all night trying to get it out. “After that we told Maley we thought we’d skip the blackface,” said Hope. Instead, Fred Hurley cast them in a new tab show he was readying for the 1925–26 season, called Smiling Eyes.

The show was another mélange of sketches, songs, and dance numbers, with Hope playing leading roles and character parts, singing in a quartet with Maley and two others, and joining Byrne for a featured dance spot. The team added bits of comedy to their act—mostly corny, secondhand vaudeville gags, with Les typically playing the straight man. George, for example, might walk across the stage with a woman’s dress on a hanger.

HOPE: “Where are you going?”

BYRNE: “Down to get this filled.”

Or George would come in carrying a plank of wood.

HOPE: “Where are you going now?”

BYRNE: “To find a room. I’ve already got my board.”

But their dancing, not their comedy, drew the most attention. “The most versatile couple of eccentric dancers who have ever been seen at the Victoria,” wrote a reviewer in Wilmington, Delaware. In Newport, Kentucky, “they stopped the show with their numbers and were called back for two encores.” They were a smash in Newport News, Virginia. “For the premier honors of the entire bill, Hope and Byrne came through with flying colors in the eccentric dance,” wrote the local critic. “Friends, it was a regular knockout. There has never been anything any better in this house of this kind.”

Hope and Byrne traveled with Smiling Eyes for the entire 1925–26 season. At breaks between engagements, they would stop in Cleveland and practice dance routines in front of the big mirror above the fireplace in the Hopes’ living room. “I taught myself to play ‘Yes, Sir, That’s My Baby’ on an upright piano, while George stood on top of the piano, plucking a banjo strung like a uke,” Hope recalled. On the road, their adventures were not always so homespun. Once, in Braddock, Pennsylvania, they hitched a ride to Pittsburgh with a stranger outside the theater and found themselves in a highway car chase with the cops. The driver ditched the car in a gulley and ran off into the bushes, leaving Hope and Byrne to get hauled off to jail. The car had been reported stolen. They were released after a night in jail when the driver was identified as a doctor’s chauffeur who had taken his boss’s car for a spin without asking.

Their act caught the eye of Gus Sun, the theater-circuit owner, who thought Hope had possibilities as a single. But Fred Hurley was more skeptical and told a reporter covering the show in Springfield, Ohio, not to give Hope “any big puff.” “Why not?” the reporter asked. “Because it’ll go to his head,” said Hurley. “Next thing he’ll be wanting a raise, and I’m already paying him more than he’s worth.”

When Smiling Eyes’ season was over in the spring of 1926, Hope and Byrne decided to strike out on their own. They billed themselves as “Dancemedians” and put together an act that featured as much comedy as dancing. One of their models was the vaudeville team of Duffy and Sweeney, a comedy duo known for wacky stunts: taking out a frying pan and making eggs onstage, for example, or lying underneath a piano sucking lollipops. Their shenanigans would often continue offstage. After one performance they staged a shouting match in their dressing room, climaxed by a gunshot and a thud—followed by Duffy stalking out of the room alone. When company members nervously opened the dressing-room door to see what had happened, they found Sweeney calmly removing his makeup.

Hope and Byrne brought some of this madcap spirit to their act. “Our act opened with a soft-shoe dance,” Hope recalled in his memoir. “We wore the high hats and spats and carried canes for this. Then we changed into a fireman outfit by taking off our high hats and putting on small papier-mâché fireman hats. George had a hatchet and I had a length of hose with a water bulb in it. We danced real fast to ‘If You Knew Susie,’ a rapid ta-da-da-da-da tempo, while the drummer rang a fire bell. At the end of this routine we squirted water from the concealed bulb at the brass section of the orchestra in the pit.”

The act was good enough to get them two weeks at the State Theater in Detroit for $175 a week, with a late show at the Oriole Terrace for an additional $75—a nice raise from the $100 a week they were getting from Hurley. They squandered most of their first week’s pay at a gambling joint down the street from the theater. But the reviews were good and helped them get a few more gigs in Detroit. Then they moved on to Pittsburgh for a stint at the Stanley Theater for $300 a week, on a bill with Tal Henry and His North Carolinians, a popular swing band.

But Hope was itching to go to New York, where the big-time bookers were. He bought the team Eton jackets with big white collars and spats and hired a top photographer in Chicago to take new publicity shots of them; even at this early stage, Hope was learning the value of marketing. In their boaters and bow ties, they looked like perfect 1920s dandies. Hope, with his slicked-back hair, lantern jaw, and hawklike gaze, was clearly the sharpie of the pair—lean, dapper, and good-looking, “the thinnest man in vaudeville,” in Hope’s words. “I was down to 130 pounds. I was so thin I always made sure the dog act was over before I came onstage.”

The publicity shots apparently paid off. When Hope and Byrne got to New York and started pounding the pavement, they met with Abe Lastfogel of the William Morris Agency. “If you’re only half as good as your pictures, you’ll do,” Lastfogel said. The job he had for them, however, was certainly the strangest of Hope’s career. He and Byrne were hired to play second fiddle to a pair of Siamese twins.

Daisy and Violet Hilton, joined back-to-back at the hip, were born in Brighton, England, in 1908, to a barmaid who gave them up to her landlady shortly after birth. The twins’ foster parents turned them into a sideshow attraction in England, and later, after moving to San Antonio, on the American vaudeville circuit. (Today they’re best known for their featured roles in Tod Browning’s 1932 film Freaks.) Sideshow freaks were hardly unheard of in vaudeville, but there was nothing quite like the sensation caused by the Hilton sisters. When they played Newark, the lines around the theater blocked traffic. They set a house record in Cleveland. Variety pronounced them “the greatest draw attraction and business getter that has hit vaudeville in the past decade.”

In their relatively skimpy twelve-minute act, the sisters talked about their lives as Siamese twins, played a duet on saxophone and clarinet, and performed a closing dance number with two male partners. That’s where Hope and Byrne came in—returning for the finale after their own featured dance number earlier in the show. Improbable as it seems, the act got good reviews. “The finish is a wow and a real novelty,” said Variety. “The routining of the dance steps shows it perfectly possible for the twins to dance all of the present type of dances with partners who are familiar with close formation.” Though the Hiltons were the obvious star attraction, Hope and Byrne got their share of attention. “They have some fast dances and several novelties, even singing a little,” noted one reviewer. “Both Hope and Byrne stand out pleasantly on the program.”

Hope was a little nonplussed at the whole experience. “At first it was a funny sensation to dance with a Siamese twin,” he wrote. “They danced back to back, but they were wonderful girls and it got to be very enjoyable—in an unusual sort of way.” But when the twins’ manager wouldn’t give Hope and Byrne a raise after six months, they quit the show in Providence and headed back to New York.

It was 1927, a pivotal year for show business. Hollywood’s first talking picture, The Jazz Singer with Al Jolson, opened in October, giving vaudeville another push toward oblivion. Movies had been encroaching on vaudeville’s turf since the early teens. At first, short silent films were added to vaudeville bills as a novelty—just another attraction, like a juggler or a comedy team. With the advent of feature-length films, however, more vaudeville houses began switching to movies as a primary attraction, with live entertainment as merely a supplement. By 1925, only a hundred all-live vaudeville theaters were left in the country. When talking pictures arrived, the trend accelerated, with more theaters adding movies and many dropping their stage shows altogether.

Vaudeville was also getting strong competition in 1927 from another quarter: Broadway. More than 260 shows, at least 50 of them musicals, opened on Broadway during the 1927–28 season, including such classic musicals as the Gershwins’ Funny Face (starring Fred and Adele Astaire), Rodgers and Hart’s A Connecticut Yankee, and Jerome Kern’s landmark Show Boat. It was also the heyday of the musical revue. These loosely structured shows (including such perennials as the Ziegfeld Follies, George White’s Scandals, and Earl Carroll’s Vanities) featured songs, sketches, and lavish production numbers—a kind of gussied-up vaudeville show—and provided a bounty of jobs for performers who might otherwise be touring in vaudeville, both well-known stars and up-and-comers.
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