

[image: Image]






Thank you for downloading this Gallery Books eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Gallery Books and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: Images]





TO THE MEMORIES OF MICKEY ROONEY, ROBIN WILLIAMS, AND JOAN RIVERS


We all die, but comedians, through their fleeting moments of glory, fearlessly seeking that one laugh, live forever.


They take us where we need to go even if we don’t want to go there.




I was a fourteen-year-old boy for thirty years.


—MICKEY ROONEY


I don’t want to hurt him, poor darling. He ain’t got a fucking cent. He’s been raked over the coals for millions by those goddamn wives he kept getting married to after me. What is it they say? “The fucking you get for the fucking you got?”


—AVA GARDNER





Foreword by Roger Kahn


Mickey Rooney was his own sort of enigma, reinventing himself as the situation demanded. I should know, because I was one of his first biographers. Now Bill Birnes and Rick Lertzman have taken on this task in the wake of Mickey’s passing, in a thorough look at not only the life of Mickey Rooney, but at his times as well.


My introduction to Mickey was precipitated by a series of profiles I had written. One of them, a very popular article for The Saturday Evening Post, was based on a day with Robert Frost. My editors asked me, “What would you like to do next?” I said that I’d like to do one on Sean O’Casey, but they told me that they didn’t believe too many people in Kansas City would care for an article on a left-wing Irish playwright. They asked, “How about Jackie Cooper?” So I went to Jackie Cooper, who said he would cooperate only if he were part of the byline; we gave it to him. The piece was called, “Unfortunately, I Was Rich.” I didn’t love it because his lawyer gutted anything that had to do with Jackie’s issues with his biological father, which was sort of a key to his strange life, but other people liked it. It convinced the publisher that if I could work with Cooper, I could work with Mickey Rooney.


There was a pretty good pot of money involved—for the 1960s. It was seventy-five thousand dollars for Rooney and me to split. I thought this fellow had an interesting life; he started working when he was barely two years old. I guess his first couple of years he just lay around the house. I met Mickey in an office building at the corner of Hollywood and Vine, with his lawyer, Dermot Long. Mickey came bouncing into the office and announced that the book “will be about a loud little guy who doesn’t want to be loud. It’s a story of a guy who thinks well twice a month. If I had gone slower, if the drinks had been lighter, and if the girls had been gentler, this would have been a much nicer story.”


I liked his idea, and it seemed like a pretty good opening. We went on a bit. The publisher said that if I thought I could do it, I needed to write a presentation for a forty-minute meeting. I did, and they approved it—but then Rooney disappeared. Our first meeting, we went to Santa Anita Park racetrack and he said, “I’ll mark your card.” I thought he knew a great deal about the horses, but as it turned out, he didn’t. As soon as we got to the track, he’d asked, “Could you let me have six hundred dollars? I’ve got to settle with a guy in the next box.” So I gave him six hundred dollars. And he said, “Dermot will give it back to you. Dermot handles the money.” So I saw Dermot a couple of days later and asked for my six hundred dollars back. And he said, “I can’t do that. I’m operating under the thumb of the IRS, and they had to approve every check I write. And they won’t approve a check to pay off a debt at the racetrack.” Dermot, who always tried to be decent, said he could get it from one of Mickey’s performances in Vegas and write it off as an expense. So that was our beginning.


At the track, Mickey had an intricate system that didn’t work very well. When he came to pick me up, he said he had a small car. I thought he meant it was a Corvette. He was actually driving a Corvair. A small car. From my place, he drove straight to a gas station to fill up. Immediately the attendant recognized him. He said, “Mickey Rooney, wow!” Mickey chuckled and he said, “A dollar’s worth please.” He turned to me and said, “It’s all these little cars will hold,” No. It was all he could afford. So we had a miscellaneous kind of a day.


WHEN WE STARTED THE interview, I asked, “Will a tape recorder bother you?” He said no. Actually, it was the whole project that bothered him. Once he had Dermot Long deposit the publisher’s check, he disappeared. Every day, while he was physically in Encino, I would call Dermot who’d say, “He can’t see you today; he has to visit his in-laws,” or “He has to audition for a part,” or “He can’t see you today; he has a meeting at his church.” After two or three weeks of this, I called my agent and said forget it. My agent said, “You can’t. The publisher really wants the book. And if you back out now, you’re looking at litigation, and you’ll be in three-way litigation with the publisher and Rooney, and it will be a mess.” And I figured out that it would be a mess, so I continued my efforts, got nowhere, stayed in Hollywood at the Chateau Marmont, and did some other pieces, like one on director Stanley Kramer, who was an interesting fellow, and it made for a good piece. I did one on Joan Baez, who was obnoxious, and it didn’t make for a good piece. And then I said again we’d have to drop the Rooney book, but again I was warned of the litigation.


Then I got to see him for bits and pieces of time. But there was never any serious talk. If there had been, I could have wrapped it up in three or four weeks. Instead, I had little smidgens of things. I was writing this under the threat of litigation, and saying to myself, “How did I get into this?” and thinking I was going to have to fire my agent, and having all sorts of diffuse thoughts occupy my head. So I wrote a draft of the first chapter. The Saturday Evening Post liked it very much and offered twenty-five thousand dollars. At the time, Rooney was married to Barbara Thomason, his fifth wife. When I told Mickey about the fee, Barbara said, “I heard Cary Grant got a hundred and fifty thousand from The Saturday Evening Post.” I didn’t say, “Mickey isn’t Cary Grant,” but I tried to say, “Well, this is what the market is offering.” Mickey got very angry then and said, “Fuck ’em. They can’t have it.”


It fell upon me to tell The Saturday Evening Post that he’d said no. They weren’t happy and thought that the twenty-five grand was a good offer, as did I. I kept kind of slogging along, and the publisher kept waiting. After a bit, I finally pieced together something, which was at best mediocre, because I was getting no cooperation. So I turned it in and I thought, good, now I’m done. But the publisher wanted more.


So I went to a lawyer, a very good literary lawyer named Charles Rembar. He said, “From what you’re telling me, you’re going to have to sue these bastards.” Rembar said that it didn’t matter what you sued for; ultimately the judge decided what you’d get. Rembar said, “Do you want to sue for a million?” I said, “Sure.” So we sued for a million, and it had the effect that Rembar wanted, which was to get the attention of Rooney’s lawyer and Rooney. So then I went back to Rooney and got some more material, but I still didn’t have enough. The publisher was still pressing. Rembar told Rooney’s lawyer that I needed Rooney for two days, full time, with no distractions, no phones, no nothing. And if I had those two days, I could finish the research for the book. So I went out there, and Rooney asked, “Have you written anything?” and I said, “Yes.” And he said, “Let me read it.” So he started reading the draft aloud. I had used the word façade, and he read it as “fo-cade.” It turned out that he couldn’t really read very well. Everything was through the ear.


He would make cracks. I asked him what his honeymoon with Ava was like. He said, “I played golf. I was looking at the wrong hole.” One-liners. Nothing substantial. I gathered that Ava had said that he was a pretty good lover. Mickey finally told me that he had been at the Hollywood Palladium with Ava when he went onstage and did a Lionel Barrymore imitation, played the drums and the trumpet, but ignored Ava. She went back to their home, which was a modest house in Stone Canyon. Rooney came home several hours afterward and jumped on her, and she looked at him and said, “ ‘If you ever knock me up, you little sonofabitch, I will kill you.’ I said what did you say? So she got up and headed toward the bathroom. And my God, Ava was a beautiful nude and she went to the bathroom and locked it. I pounded on the door and went to my knees and said, ‘Why Ava, Why?’ and I learned. She did not like to be ignored.”


With gems like these, I slogged along, and had my attorney call Rooney’s again. And Rooney returned, but he spent his time reading drafts rather than giving me the information I needed. So at this point, my perspective was that nothing wonderful was going to come of it. I just wanted to finish it and get back to real writing. So I did a final draft and met the deadline of eighty thousand words, but it truly was not very deep and did not get to the core of the man. If there was a core of that man.


In between, I wrote magazine stories. One was the story of the heavyweight championship fight in Miami between Floyd Patterson and Ingemar Johansson. It was a very good fight. When I got back, I told Rooney about the fight. I said I knew how Johansson threw his right hand. Rooney said, “Show me,” and I did a very slow-motion version of Ingemar throwing his left and bringing his right hand over it. So Rooney said, “Let’s box.” Well, he was a very little man with very short arms. I would say he was the worst boxer I’ve ever encountered. So we sparred. And, well, I wasn’t going to hit him in the mouth. Then we sat down, and he said, “Let’s spar again, but first let’s have a martini.” I replied, “It’s ten thirty in the morning.” He said, “I know, but martinis are great before lunch.” That was how it went. Every time I said, “Let’s go to work,” he would find some excuse not to. He had to go somewhere, see someone. He was never willing or able to look at his life the way I wanted him to, and he never took the book seriously. So, finally, I got out of Los Angeles. I wrote the book the best I could with zero cooperation and moved on.


I resolved that I would never again collaborate. I almost kept true to that—until I was offered a ton of money to collaborate with Pete Rose. I was facing some unexpected family expenses, so I ended up taking the Rose deal. The first person I collaborated with, Mickey Rooney, went bankrupt. That was then. But now the documented story of Mickey Rooney is being told in full in this book by Bill Birnes and Rick Lertzman, probably the first book to tell the real truth about one of the greatest talents in film and one of the most complicated human beings I ever met.


Roger Kahn is the author of The Boys of Summer.





Introduction by Jeanine Basinger


Mickey Rooney had talent to burn, and he burned it. He lived a long and often messy life, going up and down the ladder of success as if it were a department store elevator. He did everything there was to do in show business: vaudeville, radio, nightclubs, theater, television, and of course movies, where he ranked at the top of the box office in 1939, 1940, and 1941. He could perform both comedy and drama equally well, and he did impressions of everyone from Franklin Delano Roosevelt to Carmen Miranda. He sang, he danced. He played the piano, the drums, and the banjo, and he composed music. He also wrote books, taught acting, spearheaded various business ventures, and served his country during World War II, earning the Bronze Star for performing in combat zones.


When he died at age ninety-three in April of 2014, Rooney had been working in some form of entertainment for nine decades. Along the way, he won an Emmy, two Golden Globes, and racked up countless nominations for others, including two Oscar bids for Best Actor and two more for Best Supporting Actor. He had also been awarded two honorary Oscars, the first in 1939, for “bringing to the screen the spirit and personification of youth,” and another in 1983, “for his 60 years of versatility in a variety of memorable performances.” The latter award seemed at the time to close the book on Rooney, acknowledging the man who had been performing for more than sixty years. Yet Rooney carried on for another three decades. He died with his boots on, leaving behind small roles in two unreleased movies: Night at the Museum: Secret of the Tomb (2014) and Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (2015).


Rooney’s success is a unique American tale. He wasn’t necessarily the type for box office stardom. Standing only a little more than five feet, two inches tall, with a boyish face, a shock of untamable hair, and a sort of “gosh, darn” demeanor, he might have been limited to a brief career or no career at all, but his prodigious talent transcended his limitations. He proved to be a performance Everyman who could play a wide variety of roles: a maniacal Puck in A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1935); a heartbreaking Western Union messenger who delivers the World War II telegrams that announce the deaths of young soldiers in The Human Comedy (1943); the roustabout jockey who helps an adolescent Elizabeth Taylor ride to victory in National Velvet (1944); the down-on-his luck drummer in the underrated The Strip (1951); a doomed GI in The Bold and the Brave (1956); the psychopathic killer in Baby Face Nelson (1957), which won him the French César Award; a sympathetic boxing trainer in Requiem for a Heavyweight (1962); the elderly and sensitive horseman of Black Stallion (1979); and the mentally handicapped man in the TV movie Bill (1981). Even the horror of his now-politically incorrect Mr. Yonioshi in Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1961) is somehow fascinating. Yet even without any of these standout roles, Mickey Rooney would be an important part of film history.


If he had made only musicals with Judy Garland or just his sixteen-movie series as Andy Hardy, he’d still be famous. Rooney and Garland were young and hopeful together, and the wow factor of the energetic talent they unleash in such movies as Babes in Arms (1939) and Girl Crazy (1943), among others, is unparalleled. Rooney said, “Judy and I were so close we could’ve come from the same womb,” and this instinctive sympathy, rhythmic harmony, and mutual survival skills infuse all the numbers they perform. They sing it sweet and they sing it hot, but they are always amazing. And as to his embodiment of Andy Hardy, Rooney is immortal.


Despite the fact that he was chasing girls, gambling, drinking, and carousing off-screen while he made films, on-screen Rooney perfectly captures the spirit of an American teenager of the late 1930s and early 1940s. Andy Hardy is often called a fantasy figure, the imaginary kid MGM envisioned to goose up its box office receipts. The character is far more honest and believable than that, or else the low-budget series built around him would never have lasted. There may be hokeyness in the Hardy family stories, but there’s also something audiences recognized as true, and that truth was in Mickey Rooney’s performance.


With so many well-remembered film roles across so many decades, it makes one wonder why Mickey Rooney wasn’t more respected in his elder years. For Rooney, there was no Kennedy Center Honors award, no American Film Institute Life Achievement Award, and certainly no luxurious retirement to a villa in Switzerland. (He left only eighteen thousand dollars in his estate.) The older Rooney was always just a little bit over the top, lacking what Hollywood thought was class. He went bankrupt, became addicted to sleeping pills, and ran up gambling debts. He incited lawsuits, quarreled with his family, and often gave crazy interviews that went way beyond what could be labeled as merely eccentric. Most spectacularly of all, he married a legendary (and tacky) eight times. (“Always get married in the morning,” he was quoted as saying. “That way if it doesn’t work out, you haven’t wasted the whole day.”) These very public peccadillos no doubt kept him off the A-list of Hollywood legends—except, of course, where it counted: in the history books and in the hearts and memories of his fans.


A book that tells Mickey Rooney’s full story and puts his life and work in proper perspective has been long overdue, and Bill Birnes and Rick Lertzman have done the job. They don’t ignore the embarrassing parts of Rooney or his tragedies and failures, but they emphasize the Mickey Rooney that counts: the one who was first, last, and always a performer who never let his audience down. Birnes and Lertzman understand Rooney, presenting him as a colorful American guy who had it all, lost it all, and regained it all, but no matter what, never gave up. It’s the story of a true professional, and a great read by anyone’s standards.


Jeanine Basinger is the Corwin-Fuller Professor of Film Studies, Wesleyan University, and trustee emerita at the American Film Institute.





Prologue








The Last Movie


The Victorian home on Valerio Street in Van Nuys, California, sits heavy with memories that hang over the present, resonating across a near-century of motion picture history. You can see the home from a distance, standing in contrast to the stucco plaster Spanish-style homes, with big picture windows in front, that line the streets of this San Fernando Valley community. An artifact from a gilded age, today it is a movie set again. On the first floor, as the audio mixer snakes his cable to a mike boom and fiddles with the dials on his Cantar sound recorder, Margaret O’Brien adjusts herself nervously into the cushion of an upholstered love seat in the sitting room. You remember Margaret O’Brien, don’t you, the MGM child star famous as “Tootie” Smith, smiling through tears as Judy Garland sings “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” to her in Vincente Minnelli’s 1944 classic, Meet Me in St. Louis?


Margaret O’Brien is in wardrobe, wearing a high-collar dress from the 1890s. She fidgets slightly as the set electrician adjusts one of the lights above her just before the Canon’s digital camera lens in front of her chair comes into focus. Sitting right next to her, wearing a pullover sweater and sweat pants, is her old friend from when they were stars together. His is an all-too-familiar face, albeit through sagging cheeks, heavy jowls, a balding head now ringed with snow-white hair, a face marked with lines of age, but smiling a puckish smile of youth, and his eyes still dancing with a delight belying his ninety-three years. It is Mickey Rooney. It is Andy Hardy.


From behind the camera the actors hear director Brian Barsuglia bark, “Roll sound.”


“Rolling.”


“Camera speed.”


“Speeding.”


“Slate it.” A production assistant snaps the slate closed.


“Scene twenty-two, take one.”


“Action!”


The scene begins.


O’Brien turns her head away from the two men, also in Victorian wardrobe, standing over her chair. One of the actors is Zan Alda, Alan Alda’s nephew. The other is David Beatty. Then she looks at Mickey Rooney beside her on the chair. He is playing Mr. Louis to O’Brien’s Mrs. Stevenson. Off camera, a script assistant feeds Mickey his line.


“It’s okay, dear, tell them,” Mickey’s character says. “Tell them what you saw. What you told me.” Mickey’s Mr. Louis is the proprietor of a Victorian house of ill repute, an opium den, a place where gentlemen of means, no matter how acquired, can purchase the evening’s delights they seek, no questions asked. Characters Mr. Louis and Mrs. Stevenson are talking about the mysterious Edward Hyde, the alter ego of Dr. Jekyll, who committed a murder the night before in that very house, in that very same room, bludgeoning an unfortunate man to death with his cane.


“It was horrible, Mr. Louis,” Margaret O’Brien’s character complains. “Awful. How many times must I relive this ordeal?”


Mrs. Stevenson witnessed the murder, and retelling the story of the bloody violence she saw is traumatic for her. She is reluctant to speak. But Mickey Rooney’s character, her employer, cajoles, urges, and then commands her to relate the details of the crime. Mickey dominates the scene, improvising the lines he’s fed because he wants his character to finish with a flourish. He argues with David Beatty’s character, the detective interrogating him and pushing him to incriminate the villain, no doubt a return paying customer.


Beatty glares at Mickey and once again demands, “Did you see Mr. Hyde? What does he look like?”


“I don’t know,” Mickey’s character says, now veering off script. “But I must go. Time [beat] is fleeting.”


This is a small scene, perhaps no longer than seven minutes of camera time, but critical because it identifies the killer in this remake of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Mickey Rooney and Margaret O’Brien, bringing to the film a wisp of glory from the golden age of studio-produced motion pictures, underplay their roles just enough to show the rest of the cast what veterans can do when the camera comes on.


“Mickey was the only one at the studio that was ever allowed to call me Maggie,” O’Brien said after the filming of the movie. “He was undoubtedly the most talented actor that ever lived. There was nothing he couldn’t do. Singing, dancing, performing—all with great expertise. Mickey made it look so easy. He seemed fine through the filming and was as great as ever,” she said, adding, “Mickey was in my first film [Babes on Broadway, 1941], and I was in Mickey’s last film, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.” Her comments echoed what Spencer Tracy, who costarred with Rooney, once said about him: “Mickey Rooney was the most talented man in the history of movies . . . He was whatever he was portraying.”


Tracy’s comments echo those of Sir Laurence Olivier, who, when asked to name his favorite, said, “Mickey Rooney is the greatest actor America every produced.”


In an interview later in his life, Mickey explained why he was able to portray the roles he played so effortlessly. He revealed his secret when he told his interviewer that he “never acted,” but always played himself. He was the character, not the actor.


Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde director Brian Barsuglia said that he first met Mickey on Valentine’s Day 2014, at a dinner with Mickey’s stepson Mark Aber Rooney and Mark’s wife, Charlene. Margaret O’Brien was at that dinner. “During and after dinner Mickey was surrounded by fans. He was very gracious, posed for pictures and signed autographs. He was constantly bothered during dinner, but was very nice about it,” Barsuglia said, although with his stepchildren he was far more contentious. Three weeks later, on March 8, Barsuglia filmed Mickey’s scene with O’Brien on a set where Mickey was surrounded by both cast and crew asking for advice. “Asked to explain his long career and the secret of it, Mickey said, ‘Work hard, persevere, do your work, and get a good attorney,’ ” Brian told us. Mickey revealed to the crew, “Everyone stole from me,” remembering his dealings with managers, agents, studio heads, and their lawyers. The director remembered that Mickey was especially cordial. He stayed on set after his scene, to watch Margaret O’Brien film her scenes, and then stuck around for lunch to talk with everyone. For Mickey, this was not just a film shoot; it was an occasion to step back into a role he had played since the 1930s: being an actor on a film set.


“Mickey was a hundred percent lucid,” said actor David Beatty, who played opposite Rooney and O’Brien in the scene. Rooney had difficulty physically, moving slowly and with great effort. But when the scene required him to stand, he stood, albeit shakily. There were set hands nearby to catch him if he fell or complained of dizziness, and a script assistant was there to feed him lines when he needed it. What dialogue he didn’t like he made up, but it fit the scene. Beatty described him as completely aware and totally in the moment for the scene, a consummate professional. “Mickey had an instinctual feel of how lines should sound as they were read,” he remembered, and Rooney even talked to the film director about changing dialogue he thought could be improved.


After the crew wrapped for the day, Beatty said he pulled Mickey aside for ideas on improving his own craft, asking him, “What is your advice on being an actor?” Mickey replied, “Son, my best advice I can give you is that you better have a damn good lawyer.”


“Mickey was not only in the moment; he had a charisma about him and an awareness of his character,” Beatty said. When he started the scene with Rooney and O’Brien, Mickey said to him, “Welcome to history.” He was that much aware not only of his moment in the scene and in the picture, but of the importance of his coming together with another great child star for a performance that would ultimately outshine the rest of the picture.


Mickey’s performances on camera in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and in Night at the Museum: Secret of the Tomb (2014), opposite Dick Van Dyke and Ben Stiller, are in sharp contrast to the Mickey Rooney who, his daughter Kerry Rooney Mack told us, suffered from bipolar disorder and was on the mood-stabilizing psychotropic lithium for many years, bouncing from hypergrandiosity to deep bouts of bitter depression.


In his later years, Mickey, because of his own situation, became an advocate for people experiencing elder abuse at the hands of their caregivers. His pleadings in court regarding this issue suggested that he had led (ironically enough, just like Dr. Jekyll) a double life. He was the consummate on-screen and on-stage performer, seeking to transform his teenage persona into a sought-after mature character actor. But as the years wore on, he was also the off-screen victim of those life vicissitudes that can beset a teenager who never grows up even as he grows old, stuck like an insect fossilized in amber. He constantly worried about his deteriorating finances, and claimed he was plundered by everyone around him, from shady business managers to agents to members of his own, very extended family.


As Ed Gjertsen II said in a commentary on CNBC, Mickey claimed that he was the victim of financial elder abuse. He died with only eighteen thousand dollars in the bank, a minuscule sum for an artist who, at the height of his on-screen glory as a teenager, earned for Louis B. Mayer’s MGM more than a hundred million dollars by 1940. Just consider that sum in today’s dollars. For his performances in the Broadway musical Sugar Babies, he earned tens of millions of dollars. But it was all gone.


By 1962, after he’d married his fifth wife, Rooney had filed his first bankruptcy petition. His business dealings; partnerships with those who, he claimed, scooped money right out of his accounts; and his multiple marriages and divorces, he said, were the cause of his financial undoing. However, there was much more to the story.


Decades later, when he was ninety, Mickey testified before the U.S. Senate Special Committee on Aging, according to Sherisse Pham writing in the New York Times (March 3, 2011), that he was financially exploited by those who managed his money and was kept from making the “most basic decisions” about his life and finances. When he complained about it, he testified, he was told that he didn’t know what he was talking about. “I felt trapped, scared, used, and frustrated,” Rooney told the senators. But he also said that he was afraid to tell friends about it.1


In September 2011, attorneys representing Rooney filed a lawsuit in Los Angeles Superior Court against his stepchildren. The pleadings, according to a statement from Rooney’s lawyers Holland and Knight, alleged that Mickey’s stepson Chris and his spouse financially and verbally abused him over a ten-year period, taking money from his accounts and leaving Rooney powerless over his assets and personal life. As a consequence of that filing, the parties, two years later in October 2013, settled for $2.8 million in a stipulated judgment. To date, this judgment has not been paid.


Scott Feinberg, writing for The Hollywood Reporter and in an interview with us, said that he had interviewed Mickey on several occasions, including at the Vanity Fair post-Oscar party in February 2014 and at a Paramount Studios memorial for the legendary producer and Paramount executive A. C. Lyles on September 30, 2013. (Lyles and Mickey had both been married to actress Martha Vickers.) Feinberg said that on July 3, 2013, he conducted his one-on-one in-depth interview with Mickey and his wife Jan, and his stepson Chris Aber. During that interview, held at the Thousand Oaks Grill in Thousand Oaks, California, and captured on video,2 Feinberg remarked that he was struck that Mickey was literally in tears about his business affairs and finances being controlled by crooked business managers and representatives, who would not follow his wishes. Rooney burst into histrionics more than once during the interview and, in Feinberg’s words, became “ballistic” and had to be calmed down. Mickey had become very bitter during his last years, angry about fans who approached him, angry with his family, and angry that, to put it bluntly, he was no longer Andy Hardy. He constantly complained to anyone who would listen about fans who came up to him in public, “It’s rude. I can’t stand it. It’s like they have to have a piece of you. Fuck ’em. They never leave me alone. For eighty years it never stops.”


“They love you,” his stepson Chris said. But Mickey, extolling the value of his autographs, didn’t stop: “Love me, my ass, they’ll go and sell it and make money off me. If I had the money they make off me, BULLSHIT!” he screamed. After his family tried to explain that the fans were only expressing admiration, Mickey continued, even more exasperated, “Give me the money, fuck being admired.” These were not the complaints of a teenage boy testing the bonds of Middle America small-town family life. These were the ravings of an old man struggling against the passage of time and trying to hang on to his memories. He said once, looking back on his Andy Hardy successes, “When I was nineteen, I was the number one star for two years. When I was forty, nobody wanted me. I couldn’t get a job.”


The years had indeed passed the character of Andy Hardy right by, as had American society itself after the Great Depression and World War II. By 1950 the Mickey Rooney of the MGM glory days was essentially an anachronism, a figure of the past haunting low-budget film noir, a thirty-year-old has-been, as he described himself. The publicity he received in newspapers and gossip columns was snarky and condescending. He had become a laughable figure, a dead man walking. Former child star and Mouseketeer Paul Petersen, who played Jeff on The Donna Reed Show, knew that feeling well, explaining to us that “At eighteen you are the center of the world. By the time you’re thirty, fans approach you and say, ‘I used to love you on television.’ ”


By the 1960s, Mickey was portrayed as a stodgy, cigar-chomping womanizer who hung out at racetracks and had a drinking problem, a tragic has-been. He was laughed at in almost every newspaper story, described as “pint-sized” and with other condescending terms. However, he was only in his mid-thirties. As actor George Clooney once said, talking about psychological stresses on young performers, he was happy that he didn’t reach stardom until he was in his thirties, adding that if he had been a child star, he would have been dropping cocaine into his eyes by the time he was thirty-five. If he hadn’t had such fame as a kid, Mickey would have been considered, at thirty, a youthful rising star displaying superior talent. However, even earlier, by 1955, Rooney was considered an archaic figure, a shadow of the past. His friend character actor Billy Barty watched his “brother” from the Mickey McGuire films being “deconstructed” and said in our interview, “They put him on a pedestal as an idol [and] then proceeded to find his flaws until he became a mortal like them.”


Mickey suffered from the catastrophe of success. He had nearly ten strong years at the top of the world at an early age, and then spent the next sixty years trying to regain that fame and repeat former triumphs. Paul Petersen calls it the “Jurassic Park effect,” in which you become the fossil of what you were.


Many of Mickey’s problems, particularly how he would face his elder years, stemmed from his dysfunctional, although professionally successful, childhood, when he was the primary breadwinner for his family. One might even suggest that his parents didn’t raise him; he raised them. Consequently, Mickey spent most of his adult life looking for a mother figure to take care of him the way his own mother, Nell, had tried but failed to do when he was a young performer. He attempted to earn a living as best he could, at the one thing he knew how to do best: entertain. He also continued to lose money even faster than he could earn it, by doing the one thing he could not do well: gamble. He’d try to pick a horse that could win at Santa Anita or draw to an inside straight at late-night poker games at the old Beverly Hills Friars Club. As Mickey often said about his horse racing addiction, “I lost two dollars at Santa Anita and spent three million trying to get it back.”


Feinberg, navigating a byzantine route through a web of business managers and Mickey’s autograph-signing representative and memorabilia expert, Nelson Deedle, explained that in order to secure the exclusive sit-down with Mickey, he was told he would have to pay five hundred dollars in cash under the table to Mickey’s stepson Chris. Mickey, his representative said, couldn’t be trusted with the money. They agreed on a two-hundred-dollar check to Mickey’s stepson, a check that had to be hidden from Mickey’s view so he would not take it and gamble it away.


Feinberg said that he was struck not only by what Mickey said during the interview, and his frequent outbursts and rants, but by the actual physical dynamics of the encounter. First, he said, was Mickey’s need for approval from his wife Jan, pausing after many a phrase to look at her to see if he had made her angry. Scott said that Mickey displayed a palpable fear of his wife, who was much taller and decades younger than he, as well as physically intimidating to the frail Rooney. Feinberg videotaped the interview, but remarked that he had to stop the camera several times, especially when Mickey said something his wife considered inappropriate. At one point, Scott said, she kicked Mickey so hard under the table that his chair almost fell over. Mickey let out a blood-curdling shriek and then started crying and screaming. Although his wife pretended not to notice Mickey’s reaction, it was clear, Feinberg said, that Mickey had been kicked, and hard. This happened several times during the interview, and Mickey would burst into tears more than once. Yet, throughout, Mickey would repeat to Scott Feinberg that his wife was “his everything,” waiting for her to give him either a look of approval or an angry glare.


MICKEY SAID THAT HIS youthful stardom, frozen as he was into the Andy Hardy character, impinged on his personal life. The studio wanted him to remain the squeaky-clean teenager in public that he played on-screen, even as he, in his private life, sought to have relationships with every young starlet he could find. He needed sexual gratification. “I was a kid. I dated everyone . . . I dated Lana Turner before she hit it big . . . She wanted to marry me . . . I taught Ava Gardner how to fuck. Then she was the best fuck I ever had . . . She called me her ‘sex midget.’ . . . I wanted to marry her right away but Louis Mayer said, ‘no.’ ” No matter what sexual escapades Mickey sought to enjoy, his relationships were tempered by the studio that had employed Eddie Mannix, Mayer’s head of security at Metro, to watch over Mickey and keep him in line. “Step out of line,” Mickey revealed, “and Eddie Mannix talked to you. He was a tough guy and he made sure you kept your nose clean.” Rooney called Mannix Mayer’s “whip.”


With Mannix looking over Rooney’s shoulder and studio head Louis Mayer looking at his studio’s bottom line and renting Mickey out to other studios for huge profits as if he were a piece of real estate, Mickey had only one job: to keep making pictures. “They made loads of cash with Andy Hardy and they did not want me to screw up that idea from the public . . . So they kept me working. I made probably over a billion of today’s dollars for them. I was their cash cow . . . I think Lewis Stone [the actor who played Judge Hardy] was making more than me. Look at what stars make now . . . If I had had better people watching over me things would have been different . . . I blew through twelve million dollars.”


Mickey believed, as he compared himself to entertainers today, that the people he had hired (attorneys, agents, and managers) were working for the studio’s interests more than for his own. “MGM had everyone by the balls,” he said, acknowledging that his life and career were both under Louis B. Mayer’s control as long as he was a contract player at MGM. His public image was crafted, just like Judy Garland’s and Lana Turner’s, and he had to inhabit the role of Andy Hardy even in real life. He admitted that even during the late 1930s, when Americans were still suffering through the Depression and families were under the extreme financial pressure of finding enough food to put on the table, the Andy Hardy movies pointed to a time of family values, when basic American ideals were preserved in a small-town culture. Andy Hardy may have bounced off the envelope of acceptable behavior, but the wise old Judge Hardy always brought his son back. This, Mickey said, was the heart and soul of the appeal of Andy Hardy: Everything would turn out for the best in the end. “They were Americana. They had great values. Families wanted to be like the Hardys. Everybody wanted to be like Hardy,” Mickey explained. These were his golden years, but they were destined to change after he came back from World War II and was physically too old to inhabit the teenage character that had propelled his career.


As the stardom of his teenage persona faded, Mickey sought to rebrand himself, recreating the Andy Hardy character in roles that enabled him to explore different aspects of his maturing talent. But according to business consultant and memorabilia marketeer Nelson Deedle, it was as if Mickey lived only for the moment and had no long-term financial resources to provide for his future. His plan was to keep on earning money, a good plan, but you have to keep the money you earn in order for it to work. Mickey didn’t. As a result, when his gambling, drinking, tax penalties, and court-ordered support payments drained him completely, and after all his finances were depleted by his managers, Mickey had to resort to anything he could do to bring in money. He turned to memorabilia. “He never thought he’d live into his nineties, so he had financial difficulty. He hadn’t planned financially,” Deedle told RadarOnline.3


After completing his scene for Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Mickey returned to his rented house just outside Studio City, where he was living with his stepson Mark Aber Rooney and Mark’s wife, Charlene. It was near the end of his life, after his separation from eighth wife Jan, and he spent his last few days there signing autographs. According to Feinberg, the Abers had called the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences to see if they could sell his two awards. But the Academy said no.4


Recipients weren’t allowed to do that, according to Nelson Deedle, who speculated that the Oscars would have fetched between fifty thousand and seventy-five thousand each. “He earned the awards and should have the right to sell them,” Deedle told RadarOnline. The sale would have made a difference. Mickey was cash-strapped and desperate because he owed the IRS hundreds of thousands of dollars. He owed the California Franchise Tax Board back taxes, and he had outstanding medical bills. Mark Rooney and his wife were taking donations to help Mickey meet expenses, but the money went out as fast as it came in. As a result, Mickey and Deedle arranged to sell autographs to fans at a show in California that would bring in thirty-five bucks, cash, each.


Ray Courts, the godfather of the Hollywood autograph extravaganzas, featured Mickey in many autograph shows throughout the United States. Ray recalled in an interview with us, “It was quite sad. A man of his age should not have to resort to this after his fine and long career. He had the highest pension from SAG. However, he showed up once, on a Saturday, when he wasn’t scheduled. He needed to buy a plane ticket to Mexico where he was going to shoot a movie. He had blown [the] money [they’d given him for it] the day before at Santa Anita. So he came to the show to get the money for his airfare.”


One can only imagine that his future might have been different if, according to producer Norman Lear, Rooney had accepted the part offered him: Archie Bunker in Lear’s All in the Family. Lear had called Rooney and offered him the plum role. After explaining the part to Rooney, the actor was taken aback. “Norm,” he told Lear, “this character is so racist, I’d be worried that they would shoot you down in the street.” This was in 1968, soon after the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Bobby Kennedy.


On April 6, just about a week after his scene in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde wrapped, Mickey, who had set up a marathon autographing session so he could send the photos to Nelson Deedle and other autograph dealers, sat down for lunch at the house he shared with Mark and Charlene. He told his stepson he wasn’t feeling well; was tired, short of breath, weak—all warning symptoms of heart disease. Mickey said he was in need of a nap. Mark told his stepfather he had to run errands, but that he would see him when he got up. When Mark came back from the store, however, Mickey still wasn’t up. Maybe he still wasn’t feeling well, Mark and Charlene thought. Time to check on him. It was just shy of three in the afternoon when Mark knocked on Mickey’s door. There was no response. Mark opened the door.


He found Mickey still in bed in his room, but he was struggling for air. He was unresponsive, barely conscious, and his breathing was shallow and heavily labored. He seemed to be in great distress and gasping for breath. He was literally drowning in his own body fluid. Mark called 911, and paramedics responded within minutes. First, the EMTs tried to wake Mickey as they set up an oxygen flow. But he was still unresponsive, and the oxygen didn’t improve his breathing; his lungs were already filled with fluid. Finally, at 4:00 p.m., his breathing stopped completely, at which time the EMTs pronounced him dead.


“AYE, BUT TIME IS short.” Mickey’s very prophetic and improvised line resonated in Dr. Jekyll. It would be his very last line in front of a camera in his very last movie.


In a commentary on his life from his autobiography,5 Mickey writes, “Had I been brighter, the ladies been gentler, the liquor weaker, the gods kinder, the dice hotter—it might have all ended up in a one-sentence story.”


Mickey had been a performer since the age of one and a half, when his father first dragged him onto a burlesque stage, where he wowed the audience. He had been minded by producers and studios throughout his teenage years, and then by a manager who used him as a cash cow until he was in his late thirties. He always played a version of the same character, whether as the telegram boy in The Human Comedy, the song-and-dance partner of Judy Garland in Babes in Arms, or Andy Hardy—until a cathartic moment when he portrayed the developmentally challenged Bill. He worked until a week before his death, no longer Andy Hardy but still a movie legend, eking out a living by playing any part offered to him by producers seeking a bit of film history. Mickey’s story is the story of show business in America, from a live burlesque house at the beginning of the twentieth century, through motion pictures, to television and beyond. And it all began in the drawer of a wardrobe trunk in a tiny room on Willoughby Avenue in Brooklyn.
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Born in a Trunk
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Sonny Yule (at one and a half years old) with his father, Joe “Red” Yule.
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I was born into a burlesque family,” Mickey said in a Screen Actors Guild interview when he had turned eighty years old. “I was born into the theater.”


In 1894 the Ewells immigrated to America from Scotland with their two-year-old son, Ninnian Joseph. Ewell, born in Glasgow in 1892, would later change the spelling of his surname to Yule and drop the Ninnian. The young family moved to one of the toughest sections of Brooklyn, just south of Greenpoint, where, after two years, Joe’s mother, Alice, died of influenza. With his father working at whatever odd jobs he could find, Joe had to take care of his younger brother, Jimmy. The two learned quickly how to handle themselves on the streets and in their family’s cramped apartment on Willoughby Avenue.


The Ewell brothers found easy money during amateur nights at the Alcazar Theatre and at Hyde and Behman’s. Joe showed a definite flair as a rough-and-tumble comic on the stage. At the age of twelve, he was spotted by a traveling burlesque show called Perry’s Dandies and was offered a job as part of the cast. He took along his brother, Jimmy, and the Yule Brothers, as they now called themselves, traveled in a similar circuit as the Keaton Family. Joe and Myra Keaton’s act was billed as the “Roughest Act That Was Ever in the History of the Stage,” and featured their young son, Buster, who was the same age as Joe Yule, and later became a good friend of his. Joe and Jimmy Yule tried to emulate the Keaton Family act, but their bookings were erratic; they simply hung on and scraped by. According to fellow burlesque comic and later television star Phil Silvers—he played Sergeant Ernie Bilko on The Phil Silvers Show—“Joe Yule played some burlesque houses with me. He was strictly second rate. Not a Rags Ragland [a popular burlesque comic and Broadway performer]. He was a schlep comic. He played all the second-rate joints. He was fucking drunk half the time . . . make it all the time.”


Since Joe knew the routines as well as the bits of business that he’d seen in the other shows (standard skits such as “Crazy House” and “The Doctor Sketch”), he jumped at the chance to fill in wherever he could. And despite Phil Silvers’s assessment, Yule must have done a creditable job, because theater impresario Pat White ultimately made him the company’s “top banana,” or the starring act.


The term top banana (and second banana for the comic sidekick) was coined by comedian Harry Steppe, whom many comics tried to emulate. His routines, including the famous “Slowly I Turned” sketch ( . . . step by step, inch by inch . . . ) and the “Lemon Bit”—both later used by Abbott and Costello and the Three Stooges, among others—were the gold standard for comics like Joe Yule. According to Mickey Rooney, his father stood in the wings as a prop man during several of Steppe’s performances and then later, in the tradition of most performers, used elements of the other comic’s act.


Unlike his friend Buster Keaton, who was drafted, Joe enlisted in the army, in 1917; he served as a doughboy on the battlefields in Belgium. When he returned after the war, he had a difficult time finding any work as a performer. His brother, Jimmy, who had also served in the army, went to work in New York City’s Garment District, having left show business. But Joe felt at home in the theater and had no thoughts of leaving it. He had no responsibility other than to watch out for number one, so he quickly latched on as a property man, the stage hand in charge of managing props for the performers and the show, in Percy Williams’s vaudeville theater in Brooklyn. There were always jobs for young men who were willing to work the long hours. He then landed a gig as a prop man for a touring vaudeville troupe called Jack Reid’s Record Breakers, which was in Manhattan for a short stand. This job would involve travel, which Joe looked forward to. New places, new girls. And it was in this touring troupe that he would meet Nellie Carter, a young dancer.


Burlesque of the early 1920s consisted of bawdy variety shows featuring dancing girls and comedy sketches much like what Abbott and Costello later performed in their “Crazy House” and “Who’s on First?” sketches, rather than the risqué strip shows it had morphed into by the mid-1930s. Mickey was defensive about the burlesque of the early twentieth century, and was known to point out that it was different from the later stripper-driven performances of Gypsy Rose Lee or Ann Corio, the faces of burlesque. He once wrote, “ ‘Your mother was in burlesque? What didn’t she wear?’ Such lines have no basis in the true history of show business or in the show biz lives of the Yules.”


Mickey Rooney’s mother, Nellie Willa Carter, born in Joplin, Missouri, in 1893, was also a performer. The third child of Palestine E. “Palace” Carter, a coal miner, and Sarah “Sallie” E. Wait, Nellie had two older sisters, Maggie and Edna, and a younger brother, Harry. In 1899, when Nellie was just five, her mother passed away, and seven years later, her father died of lung disease. Nellie went to live with her older sister Edna, who by that time was married to a steamfitter for the local school, Wade Prewitt. Edna had just given birth to a young daughter, Margaret Elizabeth, and Nellie helped out with her young niece. Their older brother, Harry, had left to seek his fortunes elsewhere.


Without having received any formal education, Nellie was still ambitious, and at fourteen grew restless in her sister’s home and started to resent being a nanny to Margaret. She wanted to travel, to visit the great towns in America and beyond. Nell heard from a friend about an opportunity for a dancer in a stage show called Miller’s Maidens. Nell loved to dance, and saw this as an opportunity to escape what she regarded as an empty existence. She auditioned and got the job as a chorus girl at what was, to her, an astounding salary of fourteen dollars per week. (She had been earning two dollars weekly in an S.S. Kresge dime store, the parent of Kmart.) Nell’s dream was to be like the great entertainer Lillie Langtry, who was earning a thousand dollars a week and appearing in first-class theaters.


The act that Nell joined featured a small-time comic named Bobby Barker and Barker’s brother, Owen, as the piano player and the comic playing a “dope,” along with six dancing girls. They performed skits and songs accompanied by a four-piece band.


Mickey recalled, “The band was not the Philharmonic and the company was not the Old Vic.”1


For three years Nell scrambled around with the troupe, performing in small-town theaters throughout rural Oklahoma and Utah. After catching the eye of a fiddle player who was in a larger traveling burlesque company, he recommended her to his boss, Jack Reid, to replace one of the dancers who had left their revue.


Jack Reid’s show, Jack Reid’s Record Breakers, was a huge troupe touted in ads as the “Largest Cast in Burlesque—50—MOSTLY GIRLS—50.” Their revue, which closely resembled the Ziegfeld Follies but was saltier, featured lots of dancing girls (also called “hoofers”), singers, jugglers, magicians, and suggestive acts, and had secured booking at the top theaters in the Midwest and East Coast on the Columbia Circuit, an association of theaters like today’s television station affiliates, where performers would be booked to tour. They played the venues where, Mickey wrote in Life Is Too Short, there “were sidewalks instead of cow paths and Indian trails around the theaters.”


Nell was hired for the chorus line. There were usually two rows in a chorus line: The twelve tallest girls would dance in the back row and the twelve shortest girls in the front row. The back-row dancers were called showgirls, and the front row, ponies; the dancers at either end of the front-row line were called end ponies. Nell, who was five-foot three, became an end pony. She also appeared in bits with some of the comics. She loved the life of a theater vagabond and considered the troupe her “family.”2


Nell stood out as the end pony, and was noticed by many reviewers. The Milwaukee Sentinel on June 27, 1918, wrote, “[T]here is a little redheaded pony on the left end by the name of Nellie Carter, who is one of the hardest workers in the business. She is little now, but if she continues for the entire season as she was for the opening, she will be about four ounces lighter than a cork.” Although many credit Rooney’s stage talent to his father Joe Yule Sr., it may have been Nell who had that great energy and charisma that Mickey exhibited.3


FILM CRITIC ROGER EBERT first popularized the expression “meet cute” in his review and commentary for the DVD of Beyond the Valley of the Dolls, whose screenplay he cowrote. Ebert described the scene where law student Emerson Thorne bumps into the female character Petronella Danforth. Ebert admits that he, as the screenwriter, wrote into the script a “classic Hollywood meet cute.” He explains the meet cute as a scene “in which somebody runs into somebody else, and then something falls, and the two people began to talk, and their eyes meet and they realize that they are attracted to one another.” Think of James Stewart and Margaret Sullavan in the 1940 The Shop Around the Corner or Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan in the modern remake, You’ve Got Mail. It was essentially a meet cute for Nell and Joe.


In a story Nell Carter told author Arthur Marx, Joe Yule had just started as a prop man for the Jack Reid show when Nell first met him backstage. She had sought out the new prop guy as she was about to go onstage because she needed a costume. But all Yule managed to dig out of his trunk was an evening dress large enough to fit a much heftier woman. Nell shook her head. “That’s no good,” she said. “I need a costume I can dance in, not get buried in.”


Yule shrugged and said rather indifferently, “Sorry, lady, that’s all I can find. Take it or leave it.”


She left it, and stomped off in a rage.4


Yule remarked to his coworker, “Imagine bringing that home to Mom.”


Though that first interaction didn’t seem to hold any romantic promise, Joe and Nell started to tease and rib each other playfully as the days passed. Joe was very intrigued with Nell, and repeatedly asked her out for dinner, but Nell always gave an unequivocal no. Joe brought small gifts, wrote notes, but Nell was not to be swayed. She earned more money than Joe, had a far higher stature in the company, and was not going to get stuck with a lowly prop man, one who was even shorter than she. Joe Yule was, however, nothing if not persistent. In the meet cute realm, it was like the motion picture teaming of Tracy and Hepburn, or Hudson and Day. They continued their good-natured teasing and ribbing, but Joe was not to be deterred.


At the Riviera Theatre, near Niagara Falls, New York, Joe put the pressure on Nell, and she finally acquiesced to a date with him. They went to the Falls, and with the heavy spray hitting him in the face, he popped the question. Surprised and pleased, Nell accepted, and the two were married by a judge in a courthouse in nearby Rochester a few days later.


There was a well-defined caste system in the world of theater, clearly established social strata in which stage hands did not marry the talent, and in particular a lowly property man did not marry the gorgeous end pony. When producer Jack Reid discovered the marriage, he became outraged.


“This can’t be,” Reid bellowed. “You can’t marry this worker, Nell. It just is not done.” But she and Joe Yule were already married. And she loved him. She stood her ground and told Reid it was none of his business, that he had no right to tell her whom she could marry. It was said by other performers in the show that Reid had his own infatuation with Nell and was planning to feature her as a main performer. Notwithstanding his affections for Nell, Reid, realizing that he was not getting anywhere with the pugnacious end pony, turned to the new groom, and reiterated his feelings that the two could not be together. “It’s too late,” Yule told him. “We’re already married. What’s the use of talking about it?”


“You’re right,” Reid snapped back. “You’re both fired!”5


Luckily, Nell was in demand, and with her talent and versatility, she was quickly snatched up in New York by Pat White and His Gaiety Girls. She was now part of a package deal, which included Joe, who got the job as property man. Actually, Pat White liked Yule, and after watching Joe’s comedic reaction after dropping a heavy prop on his own foot one night, he thought he had the ability to be a comic. Joe had carefully watched the original top banana—the term originated from a routine loaded with double-talk in which three comics try to share two bananas—Harry Steppe, the stage name for Abraham Stepner, “the Hebrew Gent.” Steppe, whose characters and routines, similar to those of “Funny Girl” Fanny Brice, brought the Yiddish dialect to both burlesque and vaudeville and was the gold standard for aspiring comics such as Joe Yule. According to Rooney, his father stood in the wings as a prop man during several of Steppe’s performances and, in the tradition of most performers, adapted, or stole, many elements of his act.


Soon after Pat White took notice of Joe Yule’s comedic abilities, the top banana of the show died unexpectedly, and White asked Yule to step in for him. Since Yule knew the routines as well as the bits of stage business he’d seen in the other standard comedic skits such as “Crazy House” and “The Doctor,” he jumped at the chance to fill in. Pat White must have liked his debut performance, because after that night, he made Yule the company’s top banana.


The Yules toured happily with Pat White for the next few months. They were in wedded bliss, and Yule was enjoying his newfound success as the banana. However, the calm was interrupted with the discovery of Nell’s pregnancy. The Yules were still scraping by, and now with a baby on the way, Nell was forced to take a break. She remained in the chorus line until about six weeks before the birth. Meanwhile, Yule refused to accept his impending fatherhood. He wanted nothing to do with the birth. When he felt the baby kick in Nell’s belly, he celebrated by getting drunk.


Six weeks prior to the birth, Nell retired to the rooming house they lived in on Willoughby Avenue in Brooklyn. She wanted her son born in a hospital, which required a one-hundred-fifty-dollar deposit, which the couple scraped together. However, Nell panicked when she read that hospitals could keep babies until the full bill was paid, so she decided to use a midwife at the Willoughby boardinghouse. Joe was able to convince the hospital to return his deposit.


Now, with their income sliced in half, the couple struggled. Luckily, the show had extended its run in Brooklyn, so Joe would be close to home for the birth. His brother, Jimmy, who had just been discharged from the navy, gave them three large naval kerchiefs, which Nell stitched together into a maternity dress. Joe continued in his top banana role in the Gaieties, but was unhappy and drinking heavily.


Joseph Yule Jr., who would later be known as Mickey Rooney, was born on September 23, 1920, weighing five pounds, seven ounces, in a back room three flights up in the brownstone on Willoughby Avenue in Brooklyn, where his first cradle was the top drawer of Nell’s wardrobe trunk. Nellie was thrilled with her new baby and thought Joe would be, too. But when the Yules’ neighbors found Joe to bring him the news that he had a son, he was sitting amid a pile of clothing at the bottom of a laundry chute with a bottle of Scotch in his hand, warbling the song “Glasgow Belongs to Me.”


The day after Joe Jr. was born, the Gaieties moved across the Hudson to Newark, New Jersey. Joe went off with the show, leaving Nell to fend for herself. Then, because the family desperately needed the money, Nell packed everything up and joined her husband in Newark two weeks later, where she resumed her place as the end pony in White’s Gaiety Girls chorus line.


Nell was very aware that Joe was unhappy and drinking heavily. But she was not going to let him disappear when they now had a son to raise. They would stay together as a family, Nell, Joe, and Joe Jr., but despite the public appearance of unity, there was a great deal of tension. Close friends on the burlesque circuit with the Yules noticed the friction and, in interviews years later, talked about it. Frank Faylen, for example, whom most people remember from his role as the cab driver in Frank Capra’s Christmas classic It’s a Wonderful Life and his role as Dwayne Hickman’s father in the television series The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis, remembered how disconsolate Joe Sr. became as he shouldered the responsibilities of fatherhood. He didn’t want them, and he drank until he could barely remember what he was supposed to do. “He could drink you under the table,” Faylen recalled. Faylen’s wife, Carol Hughes, who played the plucky blonde reporter Dale Arden standing up bravely to the Emperor Ming the Merciless in the serial Flash Gordon Conquers the Universe, among many other roles, remembered that “Joe was never sober. When we started appearing on the Columbia Circuit in 1928, Frank and I had a song and dance and comedy act called ‘Faylen and Hughes.’ Joe was a comic on the circuit. He chased every girl on the line. He was never a headliner. His main goal was drink and girls.”


Nell, for her part, took her responsibilities very seriously, traveling with her husband around the country on the grueling circuit while caring for Joe Jr., whom Joe Sr. had nicknamed Sonny. In Oklahoma, Nell bought a padded Indian basket that served as Junior’s crib. She turned their dressing rooms into nurseries, cluttering them up with bottles, bottle warmers, diapers, and other apparatus for the baby. Toys, gifts from Sonny’s “uncles and aunts” from their show family, were strewn about. Joe resented having their income go directly to pay for this kid, but as long as they stayed together, there was nothing he could do about it—other than complaining, “You and that kid are going to drive me crazy yet.”


At about ten months, Sonny began to walk on his own, mostly backstage, but he seemed fascinated by the goings-on in front of the audience as he explored the boundaries of his new world. He was pampered by the other performers, who all took a parental interest in the infant. The burlesque house, with all its colorful costumes, scenery flats, funny props, baggy-pants comics like his father, and showgirls with their flashy and skimpy attire, was Sonny’s nursery school. Who needed a sandbox or toys? Sonny had the stage and the sounds of raucous music. The props served as his amusement. Just as a baby learns the first language it hears, Sonny Yule learned the language of burlesque, its rhythms, its patterns, its music—all of which were imprinted on his brain, building a neural network that would drive his talent for the rest of his life.


By the time he was one year old, Sonny began to talk while exploring the theater, soaking up the environment. During one particular performance, just as comic Sid Gold began his monologue, pattering away in his Yiddish accented English, Sonny wandered over to the orchestra pit and, with the audience carefully watching him, crawled onto the kettledrum and began aping the motions of playing it. The audience began to snicker, which only encouraged Sonny to play more energetically. The louder the laughter, the more animated Sonny became. The orchestra leader had no other choice but to go along with the antics, because now no one was paying any attention to Gold’s monologue. The comic admitted defeat and left the stage, and Sonny became the sole performer before the audience. But this wasn’t the first time, according to Mickey.


One night when he was one and a half, he was standing in the wings watching his father’s act. “My father was onstage doing the ‘bootblack’ scene. And because of the rosin on the stage from the dancers, I had to sneeze. I sneezed. My father went backstage and said, ‘What are you doing back there, Sonny?’ I said, ‘I don’t know, Papa.’ He said, ‘What’s that on your neck?’ ‘It’s my harmonica,’ I said. ‘Can you play it?’ he asked. I said, ‘Sure,’ And I played hoop, hoop, book. And everybody laughed. I looked over into the wings on the side and my mother was waving her finger at me as if to say, ‘What are you doing with your father?’ She was afraid he was going to spank my rompers good. So I went offstage, and the manager said to Joe [my father], ‘Why don’t we put the kid in the show?’ My father said, ‘He’s too young. Maybe a little later on.’ So we waited and I got put in the show.”6


But Joe, watching his son cavort on the kettledrum, began to panic. He figured that Pat White would fire Nell and him on the spot for not controlling Sonny. However, White, watching Sonny perform to the audience’s delight, knew this was a showstopper and decided to make the boy a regular part of Joe’s act, instead of an occasional walk-on. He even had a fifty-dollar custom-made tuxedo made for Sonny to wear while he was doing his stuff on the drum. Soon, perhaps as in indication of his future talent, Sonny quickly became tired of just sitting on the kettledrum and pantomiming drumming. One night, when the tenor started to sing a popular ballad called “Pal of My Cradle Days,”7 Sonny decided to chime in.


The now-two-year-old Sonny stood up on the drum and yelled out to the conductor, “Pardon me, sir. I bet I can sing that song, too.” That brought down the house. Thoroughly embarrassed, the tenor knew he was in a no-win situation. As comedian W. C. Fields once said, “Never let a kid into the act.” The tenor offered to pay Sonny five dollars on the spot if he could sing the tune. With a shrug, Sonny turned to the conductor for help. Realizing that the audience was eating this up, he led the orchestra back into the song, and Sonny launched into the number with the confidence of a seasoned trouper. And why not? He’d heard the song every night for three months and knew all eighteen lines of music, lyrics, and even the tenor’s hand gestures by heart. According to Nell, there wasn’t a dry eye in the house after he delivered the tear-jerking lyrics on one knee, Al Jolson style. Sonny knew he stole the show and loved every minute of the applause and adulation.


It had become apparent that Joe “Sonny” Yule Jr. was a born performer. He had everything it took, even at two years old, to make it in show business: chutzpah, talent, and a great competitive instinct. In an interview with The Hollywood Reporter in 1941, Joe Yule Sr. said about his son, “He was a natural born pirate. He swiped laugh lines from everybody’s act, and when he’d get down on one knee on the runway and sing about his gray-haired mother, you needed a bucket to collect all the tears.”


Recognizing Sonny’s talents, Pat White partnered the now-three-year-old boy with comic Sid Gold, who had a female partner at the time, Babe La Tour. Gold, in an interview with entertainment reporter George Frazier in the October 1948 issue of Coronet magazine recalled his first meeting with Sonny Yule, then two years old:


I remember Mick held his nose after I sang a song and made a wry face . . . I played it for all it was worth and said to the kid, “I suppose you can sing it better . . . I’ll bet you a dollar you can’t.” As I dropped the humorous challenge . . . the kid borrowed a dollar from the orchestra leader and made a big show of that and then I swear, he tore my dollar in half saying that he will get that dollar back when he was finished. We kept that piece of business in the show every night after that. He later added an impersonation of Moran and Mack’s “Two Black Crows” where once he forgot his lines. I’ll never forget this—the kid looked at the audience and said he was sorry, the record got stuck. That kid has been “on” ever since.8


Sid’s act with La Tour was made up of songs, patter, and corny jokes, with Sid as the straight man feeding Sonny the pipe for the punch line. For their finale, Sonny would break into “Pal of My Cradle Days,” which made even the toughest burlesque audience members reach for their handkerchiefs. Soon Sonny’s act with Sid Gold became a feature of the show, finding much success. After a while, Babe La Tour, who had built a reputation as a bawdy female comic and singer and was billed as the “Human Live Wire,” quit the act and went back on tour as a solo. Sid was now working solely with a three-year-old. Teaming with Sonny Yule (Junior’s new stage name) had bolstered Gold to a featured player rather than the comic who came onstage between the featured acts. Previously, Gold had delivered the punch lines. Now, with Sonny, he became a standard straight man. Yet Sonny, for his part, wasn’t your typical comic. Bored with the same routine night after night, he began to ad-lib, which was difficult because it broke Sid Gold’s pace.


Sonny was making money, but his salary went straight to Joe, for “booze and broads.” Nothing was saved. While Joe resented his son for earning nearly his entire salary at only three years of age, Nell was proud of him and hoped the extra money could let her retire from the chorus line and concentrate on raising her son. At thirty-one years old, she was tiring of the grind as an end pony. It was grueling work, and having performed for nearly seventeen years, it had taken a toll on her. Most of the other girls were in their teens.


At its core, burlesque was a gentleman’s show, playing mainly to a male audience who sought to be titillated by the showgirls and raunchy comics. On certain days, however, burlesque producers offered a “Ladies’ Matinee,” when the show was toned down for the sensibilities of the small contingent of women who’d peeked in to see what their husbands found so fascinating. Most of the comic routines were the same as in the evening shows, minus the strippers and the risqué jokes. During one of these matinees, Sonny decided to liven things up before the audience of women. When Sid Gold asked him the standard line, “Why does a fireman wear red suspenders?” instead of delivering the usual answer, “To hold up his pants,” Sonny responded, “To hold his jockstrap up!” Not a sound. Sonny was pleased with his ad lib and broke into a wide grin, but there were no smiles in the audience. The women’s silence was deafening. Sonny was unfazed, but Sid Gold’s jaw dropped and Pat White was fuming—and later took it out on Joe Sr., who then gave his son a strict lecture about straying from the lines (an admonition Mickey would receive from Neil Simon more than sixty years later).


Because of the incident, someone reported young Sonny Yule to the Children’s Society, a watchdog organization formed to stop child labor law violators. At age three, Sonny was prohibited by law from performing onstage. The Children’s Society opened an inquiry and asked the Yules if they were putting their child onstage. As Mickey explained in his 1980 SAG interview, at first Joe Sr. denied that his son was a child, claiming that Sonny was a midget. His parents responded to the organization with the question “What three-year-old would be wearing a fifty dollar tuxedo?” That satisfied no one, and Sonny’s brief stage career was almost at an end. But Pat White had an ace up his sleeve. He contacted Governor Alfred E. Smith’s office and received a special work permit for Sonny. Smith was always fond of people in show business and was very lenient toward them. This turn of events even worked out for Gold, who, now a straight man and more valued than a comic, was hired by another circuit to perform. Pat White decided to offer Sonny a featured spot on his own. Dressed in his tuxedo, he would sing a song and tell some childish jokes. The audiences adored every bit of it and called him back for encores. Mickey was now a featured performer on his own.


Burlesque as well as vaudeville had its share of minstrel show entertainers, white performers, like Al Jolson, who made themselves up in blackface either as comics doing standard stock character bits or as singers. Among the well-known acts on the circuit were Moran and Mack, who billed themselves as the Two Black Crows. George Moran and Charles Mack did a patter act, sometimes called “fly gab,” where they portrayed African Americans bantering very corny jokes in a stage minstrel dialect. Yes, these acts, indeed racist, were the progenitors to Freeman Godsen’s and Charles Correll’s Amos ’n’ Andy radio show and movies, which became a television series in the 1950s, this time with African American actors Tim Moore, Alvin Childress, and Spencer Williams.


Sonny loved watching Moran and Mack, and soon began doing impressions of them onstage—which audiences loved. One evening, while doing such an impression, he forgot the punchline. He froze for a moment, then repeated the feed line. When he still couldn’t think of the punch line, he twisted his little face into a wide grin and exclaimed, “I guess the record’s stuck.”


The theater audience exploded in laughter, and everyone was amazed at this four-year-old’s ability to think on his feet. Sonny repeated this feigned error at every performance after that, with consistently successful results. Before long, he had every adult performer wishing the boy had not been given that special work permit by Governor Al Smith.


In the 1920s the Pat White troupe traveled throughout the East, Midwest, and even into southern Canada. The troupe stayed in cheap show business boardinghouses, cooked in their rooms, and lived an itinerant existence. And this became Sonny’s preschool education.


THE BURLESQUE THEATERS THAT Joe, Nell, and Sonny Yule worked in were not at all like the later version of burlesque, performed by strippers such as Gypsy Rose Lee, Betty Page, and Tempest Storm, who reigned from the 1930s to the 1960s—the type of burlesque that many remember from the stage and screen version of the musical Gypsy. The burlesque the Yule family appeared in from around 1912 to 1928 was far tamer and far less risqué. Nell once told writer Arthur Marx, the son of Groucho Marx, her thoughts on the burlesque she appeared in: “Our burlesque was very different. In Jack Reid’s Record Breakers, you had to be able to dance. You couldn’t just go out and show your body.”


At that time, it was a much cruder version of vaudeville. The sketches were far broader and the songs were louder. The ticket prices were also much lower than those for vaudeville or the legitimate stage. Burlesque’s appeal then was more to the masses of immigrants and the blue-collar folks, who loved its over-the-top humor.


The Yules and Pat White’s Gaieties worked for shows on what was called the Columbia Wheel, also known as the Eastern Burlesque Wheel as well as the Columbia Circuit, an organization that booked burlesque shows in American theaters between 1902 and 1927. The burlesque companies would travel in succession around a circuit of theaters, which ensured steady employment for performers and a steady supply of new shows for the participating theaters. For much of its history, the Columbia Wheel advertised relatively “clean” variety shows featuring pretty girls. Eventually, though, the Wheel was forced out of business due to competition from cinemas and from the cruder stock burlesque companies.9


William Friedkin’s 1968 The Night They Raided Minsky’s, starring Jason Robards Jr., Forrest Tucker, a young Elliott Gould, and veteran Bert Lahr, depicts the era in burlesque in which the Yules worked. It gives a realistic view of burlesque in 1922, and is loosely based on the legendary Minsky brothers, who produced burlesque shows at the Little Apollo Theater on 125th Street. The film succinctly depicts end ponies like Nell and top bananas like Joe Yule. Many of the famous performers of the day, such as Bert Lahr, W. C. Fields, Red Skelton, Sophie Tucker, and Fanny Brice got their start in burlesque. At one time, the Wheel had more than 350 affiliated theaters. However, by the late 1920s, motion pictures had irreparably damaged burlesque. By 1927 the Wheel was down to 44 theaters. Yet in the early 1920s, musical revues such as Minsky’s dominated the burlesque circuit, and Sonny Yule, at age four, was just beginning to flex his entertainment muscles.


Sonny was now a performer in his own right—and now often billed as “Red” Yule, reflecting his shock of red hair. With his fame eclipsing that of his father, he was becoming the star of the family, and Joe Sr. was harboring deep resentment. Nell spoiled Sonny. If there was money for just one steak dinner in the dining car, Nell would insist that Sonny, not her husband, get it, while she and Joe dined on cheese sandwiches. If Sonny tore his suit, they’d splurge on a new one for him, even though their clothes were getting threadbare.


Joe began to despise his son and wife. His drinking and womanizing were severally curtailed because of his professional and family responsibilities. He missed several shows due to his drinking, but was kept employed by Pat White thanks to the popularity of his son, who had become a valuable member of the troupe. Pat White often used Sonny as a shill in front of the theater, hawking the show, along with his appearances. As Mickey remembered, his spiel was “You, sir! Have you seen our show? Twelve beautiful dolls, the notorious Red Yule, Sid Gold, and Sonny Yule, and the music of Harry Humphrey’s orchestra. Yes sir, step right up! Only a few seats left . . . down front.”10


Joe remained angry at the world. He and Nell constantly argued. According to Arthur Marx, who interviewed Nell extensively, Joe Sr. was also physically abusive. He would often wander off after the show and not return till morning, smelling of “cheap perfume and liquor,” which would usually set off a row between the Yules. Sonny knew that his father was a drinker. Joe would say hurtful things to him when he came home drunk: “Everyone loved me, right?” Rooney remembered. “Except maybe my father when he was drinking.”11


During one of the shows, Sonny, during a costume change, discovered his father with one of the showgirls performing fellatio on him. He let out a loud screech that brought Nell running to see if he was all right. “I had always thought that my dad had a problem with Punch, not with Judy,” Mickey recalled. After Nell discovered the tryst, she and Sonny went to Kansas City to live with her sister, Edna, and Edna’s husband, Wade Prewitt. They lived in a neat little house that had the amenities that Sonny was not used to after living in boardinghouses and hotels, such as a kitchen and a backyard. Nell and Sonny no longer had to worry about using the Sterno to cook in their boardinghouse bedroom. Sonny got to play games with the neighborhood children. Edna, who was fifteen years older than her sister, was almost like a grandmother to young Sonny. Her daughter, Margaret, at nearly twenty, was already grown.


Eventually, Nell missed Joe and attempted a reconciliation in Chicago. She left Sonny with Edna in Kansas City, and for a while Nell and Joe traveled together in Pat White’s show, but Joe returned to his drinking and his women. He had enjoyed being single and carefree in Nell’s absence. After several breakups, Nell brought Sonny back with her for one more try. Not that Joe had requested to see his son or had missed him. “He didn’t give a rat’s ass about me. I was always that ‘goddamn kid’ to him,” Mickey recalled.


Finally, after another bender by Joe, Nell announced that she could not go on any further. At the Chicago train station, where they were heading off to do another show, she instead bought tickets for herself and Sonny back to Kansas City. She told her husband, “Joe, we can’t go on. This isn’t fair to Sonny.” She reached into her crocheted boodle bag, counted out the family savings of forty dollars, gave Joe his half, gave him a last kiss, and left on the afternoon train. Joe gave her no argument. Sonny was not disappointed that Joe didn’t come running after them. “I was tired of him growling at my mother and [my] spending half of my life crawling under beds or behind sofas and cupping my palms over my ears so not to hear the drunken brawls. My mother told me that I wouldn’t blame her for not seeing my dad anymore. I said, ‘Good.’ ”12 Yule hooked up with another stock company that was based out of Chicago, and Nell filed for divorce in Kansas City on the grounds of desertion. Sonny would not see his father again for another eight years. But Mickey explained, off and on through his life, his father taught him a lot about show business, even though, he joked, “You never learn from your parents.” For a while, Nell was comfortable being back home and living a domesticated life. For the present, Sonny was simply the child, albeit a talented child, of a broken family.


Nell carefully put away Sonny’s and her costumes, and Sonny went to kindergarten, a four-year-old has-been. His mother found work as a telephone operator, but that lasted only a few weeks. She then decided to open up a restaurant with her friend Myrtle Sutherland, whom she had known from childhood. The restaurant specialized in home-cooked meals and featured fried chicken and hot biscuits. The restaurant was a moderate success not because Nell was such a good cook, but because the price was right. At Nell’s restaurant, you could get a whole chicken dinner, including a glass of beer, for twenty-five cents.


Kelly Rooney, Mickey’s eldest daughter, remembers fondly her grandmother’s fried chicken. “Nanny Nell was such a character. She used to play all kinds of tricks on us to make us laugh. But her fried chicken dinners were so incredible.”


Rooney said he enjoyed his life in Kansas City in 1924. His Uncle Wade took him fishing for catfish while his Aunt Edna spoiled him with wonderful meals. “I loved the smell of catfish that Uncle Wade and I had caught, frying in Aunt Edna’s big black skillet. She would cook me a wonderful bowl of Cream of Wheat in the mornings . . . going with them to the Circle theater and seeing the silent movies there . . . eating hot buttered popcorn and the ride back home on the streetcar. In the summer evenings, we’d sit in the living room and wait with the front door wide open for the tamale man to come by on his bicycle . . . it was very idyllic.”13


Nell, however, was bored. She missed the excitement of show business. Reading the trade news in Variety religiously, she was convinced that her Sonny had the makings of a star in the movies. When she read that producer Hal Roach was casting for child actors for his new series called Our Gang, short films about a group of rowdy kids who keep getting in and out of trouble, she convinced her business partner, Myrtle, to go with her to California. They could sell the restaurant, buy a car, and take their chances in Los Angeles. Myrtle, who was also single, “paused and looked around her and adjusted her apron, flecked with blood and stinking of chicken gizzards and livers. Then she said, ‘When do we leave?’ ”14


It took four weeks for them to drive to Los Angeles from Kansas City. They wanted to preserve what little money they had, so they roughed it on their journey west: They slept in a pup tent, bought food and cooked it on an open fire along the road, and rented roadside cabins for only fifty cents per night. Sonny claimed that Nell even caught a rabbit, near El Paso, Texas, and cooked it over a mesquite fire.


The three eventually reached California and rented a cheap apartment, using up their meager savings. Nell took Sonny to the casting call at Hal Roach Studios that she had read about. The assistant director told her they would hire Sonny for five dollars per day as a background actor; the other kids were getting twenty to twenty-five dollars per day. Sure, this was the reason she’d brought Sonny to Los Angeles, but five bucks a day was not enough for them to live on, she thought. She turned the job down. By Christmas, they were flat broke. They had to move to where the work was. In Oakland, Nell took a job as a chorus girl, which paid only twenty-five dollars per week. Nell just couldn’t make ends meet. She sold Myrtle her share of the Model T they’d bought together, and she and Sonny returned to Kansas City to live with Edna and Wade.


In Kansas City, Nell ran into one of her old friends, Dorothy Ferguson, who was also a chorus girl. Dorothy introduced her to George Christman, who managed a theater in Kansas City and was trying to put together a burlesque troupe to tour the West. He hired Nell as an end pony, and agreed to allow her to bring Sonny on the tour. As Mickey remembered it, “There were eleven of us in two cars. We slept out of doors, not in a tent this time, but right out under the stars . . . this time it only took us eleven days.”15


The show failed quickly, and once again, Nell and Sonny were broke and living in Los Angeles, where the tour had ended. Nell knew she was getting too old to be an end pony and that the only future they had in the business was through Sonny’s talents. However, there were thousands of kids auditioning to be the next Jackie Coogan, the child star in the Charlie Chaplin film The Kid. Casting directors didn’t see Sonny as right for the parts he went up for, and he was rejected at every audition. Nell was desperate and ended up taking a job as a telephone operator once again. She also managed a bungalow court, which paid no money but gave them a place to live. While she worked days, Sonny kept occupied at the Daddy Mack Dance Studio on Melrose Avenue, where Nell had enrolled him. Daddy Mack was a short, overweight former dancer who taught the fundamentals of dance to kids hoping for a chance he advertised to “make millions like Coogan.”


Another former vaudevillian, Will Morrissey, ran a school for hopeful child stars and was also casting a small musical revue at the Orange Grove Theater on Hope Square in downtown Los Angeles. Although there was no room for Nell in the chorus, she did meet lifelong friends actresses Joan Blondell and Glenda Farrell there, and Morrissey hired Sonny at the casting call when he performed his old favorite “Pal of My Cradle Days.” Sonny was paid the whopping salary of fifty dollars per week, which was sorely needed.


Sonny was singing for the Morrissey revue when fate stepped in. Famed Los Angeles Times drama critic Edwin Schallert had seen the show and took notice of Sonny crooning his song. He singled him out with a special mention in his review. Schallert was the father of noted character actor William Schallert (The Patty Duke Show, True Blood, Desperate Housewives, How I Met Your Mother, and Star Trek: Deep Space Nine). In an interview with us, William Schallert, who was around Sonny’s age, remembered his father being shocked at the talent of such a young child.


Nell thought that this was their big break. She quit her jobs as a telephone operator and managing the bungalows and moved them into a small cottage complex, called the Bugs Ears, on Burns Avenue, just above Hollywood Boulevard. However, the job with the Will Morrissey Revue lasted only five weeks. Unemployed again and with their funds dwindling to nothing, Nell and Sonny went on dead-end casting calls all over the city. They were desperate. “We’d been reduced to eating rutabagas for dinner. If I didn’t land something soon, we’d be eating dandelions,” Mickey recalled.


It was about the same time that I lost my innocence. When the money stopped coming in, my mother got desperate. I wasn’t even six years old, but I knew something had changed. Mother started to see a lot of different men, entertaining them in our little apartment. I’d wake up in the middle of the night and hear the tinkling of glasses in the front room. Next night I’d hear whispers and sometime squeals and moans. Once, I got up and peeked around a hallway corner into the dimly lit living room to see some money changing hands. Carefully, quietly, I tiptoed back to my room and threw myself on my bed and covered my head with my pillow. I know, my dear mother, you did it for me.16


This no doubt affected Sonny. There are countless studies of children who become aware of their mother performing as a prostitute. It destroys childhood trust, destroys loyalty, and engenders a feeling of insecurity in the child. Dr. Ana-Maria Mandiuca wrote in the study, “The Impact of a Prostitute Mother on the Child Life Circumstances” that in the long term, “mothers anticipate the risk of marginalization of their children as future adults if they would be informed of the mother’s occupation. In addition, experts identify the risk of developing deviant behaviours in the sphere of their sexual life, as future adults.”17 One only has to look at the careers and family backgrounds of some of our country’s most notorious serial killers, such as the Green River Killer, Gary Ridgway, as examples of Dr. Mandiuca’s assessment.18


Ohio child psychologist Dr. Marcia Crowne told us about the effect of the mother being recognized by her child as “selling herself” for monetary gain: “In short, there are certainly risks for substance abuse of your own; certainly a lack of boundaries; higher risk of childhood sexual, physical, and emotional abuse; higher risk of a lack of education; higher risk of intimacy issues; higher risk of early sexual activity of your own; statistically no high school diploma; statistically a much lower chance of post high school or adult education. In Mickey’s case, there is no question that it had a major effect on his relationship with women and his own children that may have manifested in his lack of responsibility or authority. With eight children and eight wives and countless other relationships, he certainly is a textbook example of this syndrome.”


Fate stepped in again when, in response to Edwin Schallert’s review in the Los Angeles Times, Fox Films sent a scout to watch young Sonny. He was hired on the spot after Nell convinced the casting director that Sonny already had a tuxedo from his days in burlesque and, thus, the studio cold save money on his wardrobe.


Sonny Yule’s first film was a Fox two-reeler, Not to Be Trusted, released in 1926. Mickey played a con man and a midget. According to Mickey (but otherwise unconfirmed), his costar was the burly Bud Jamison, a veteran comic who had appeared with the likes of Chaplin, Harold Lloyd, and Stan Laurel, and who would later became part of the Columbia shorts stock company and a familiar face in countless Three Stooges films. Jamison took a liking to Sonny, and was an early influence on the boy. Mickey told us, “Bud knew my Pop and had worked with him. He taught me how to play to the camera.”


Mickey recalled in an interview with film historian Alvin H. Marill, “I was a midget and a con man who worked with a crack burglar that was played by Bud Jamison. I pretended to be a kid and an orphan that was up for adoption by a rich couple, even though I was really only six.” Nell was on the set with Mickey, of course, and it was there that she met actress June LaVere, who had a small part in the film as a maid. LaVere had a notorious reputation as the mistress of a very wealthy Los Angeles Cadillac dealer, Don Lee, who also owned a radio station. Nell and June became close friends, and June was a great source of news and juicy Hollywood gossip for Nell. She was also a great influencer in Hollywood, and recommended Sonny to her friend director Al Santell for a role in a big-budget film at the Vitaphone Studios, a subsidiary of Warner Bros. The film was Orchids and Ermine and starred Colleen Moore, a major star whose films were eagerly awaited by fans. Santell and his assistant, the future director Mervyn Leroy, both appreciated Sonny’s talent and were pleased that he had his own wardrobe of suits. They hired him on the spot. Now, by his second film, Sonny was getting typecast as a midget.


Santell wanted Sonny’s look to be as authentic as possible, so he brought in Warner Bros.’ legendary makeup artist Perc Westmore to turn Sonny into an adult little person. (Perc was the head of the studio’s makeup department for more than thirty years. He later performed his magic on Paul Muni in the original Scarface, Errol Flynn, Edward G. Robinson, Bette Davis, Jimmy Cagney, and many others.) Mickey recalled, “He did my face, pasted a small mustache on my upper lip, and then covered it with glue. I can still smell that glue. It must have had ether in it or something like that.”19


Filming went smoothly, except when Mickey, as in the script, bit off the end of a cigar. As he bit it, his front baby tooth fell out. The director was upset, until Nell replaced the tooth with the piece of the gum she was chewing. Since this was a silent film that didn’t require any dialogue, the problem was solved.


Assistant director LeRoy was quite impressed with young Sonny Yule. “I’m going to write a lot of gags for you, kid, you just wait and see,” LeRoy remarked.20 For his one day of work, Sonny was paid seven dollars.


This second film helped Sonny get noticed and signed by agent John Michaeljohn, who managed to place Sonny in some local vaudeville shows where he sang his standard “Pal of My Cradle Days,” but he was ultimately unable to land Sonny any film roles, so he released him as a client. It turned out to be a huge break, because in came Harry Weber. Weber was a successful agent and manager for several actors, including the legendary comic Ben Turpin. His posh fourth-floor offices on Wilshire Boulevard impressed Nell and Sonny. Weber was convinced the young boy had the right talent to be successful in films. As Mickey described him to us, “Harry looked more like an ex-boxer than an agent. He was kinda stocky, bald, and had this long crooked nose.” He went on to say, “We called him ‘Hurry-up Harry.’ He always called my mother and said, ‘Hurry, Nell, and get the kid to Metro,’ or ‘Hurry, Nell, and grab the streetcar, hurry, hurry.’ We actually moved to an apartment on Hoover Street so we could be closer to the bus and streetcar lines due to Harry.”


With Weber, Nell made another attempt to get Sonny cast in Roach’s Our Gang comedies. Weber set up a meeting with the then-director of the series, Robert McGowan. McGowan liked young Sonny but felt he just wasn’t right for the part, and didn’t hire him. Weber continued to send Sonny on countless auditions. In fact, Sonny and Nell were running around so much to make auditions that the boy didn’t have time to go to school. He and his mother were struggling just to survive, and frankly, education was not considered a matter of importance.


In the meantime, Nell and Joe Sr.’s divorce had become official in 1925. Besides Nell’s “special dates” to earn much-needed money, she was not seeking a new beau. However, around early 1927, her friend June set her up on a blind date with a car salesman who worked for her “benefactor,” Cadillac dealer Don Lee. Nell’s date, Wynn Brown, sold used cars for Lee at his downtown Los Angeles lot. Tall and good looking, he was about seven years younger than Nell and, more important, single, having been divorced. He had a son about Sonny’s age who lived back in Indiana, where Wynn was born in 1900. Wynn was attracted to the vivacious Nell and instantly bonded with her young son.


Nell married Wynn in 1929, and they moved into a tourist bungalow facility, a motel with separate cabins, near the Los Feliz area, which they also managed. Mickey recalled, “He liked my mother and he liked me. He didn’t seem to mind when Nell came down to see him with me in tow, and many a night. Before they closed the lot at ten p.m., I would fall asleep in the backseat of her car as they talked . . . Wynn Brown and I became good friends . . . Wynn and I palled around together. He took me fishing, to baseball and football games, prizefights and wrestling—just about what the doctor ordered . . . slowly, but surely, I came to love Wynn Brown and I asked him if I could call him Dad. He held me close and said, ‘Your real Daddy wouldn’t like that.’ He paused. I said nothing. I hardly even thought about my real daddy. I didn’t remember much about him. Then he said, ‘But if you want to call me Dad, I don’t think anyone will tell him.’ So Wynn Brown became my dad.”21


Then there was a break: Weber signed Sonny to a long-term contract with First National Pictures, a former association of theater owners that had formed its own film studio that merged with Warner Bros. in 1928. (Its banner was used by Warners in its promotion until 1938.) It seemed the deal would finally place Sonny on the cinematic map. On December 7, 1926, Hollywood insider Jimmy Starr wrote of Sonny Yule in his Cinematters column in the Los Angeles Record: “Wonderful actress Colleen Moore said she discovered him as a new actor with her in Orchids and Ermine and the tyke gets a long term contract just for that.”


Unfortunately the deal was short lived. Sonny was released from the contract without being placed in any roles, and it is not clear why the studio never used him. This attempt to break into film became yet another dead end.


Once again things looked bleak for Nell and Sonny, but then Weber saw an ad that intrigued him. Placed by film producer Larry Darmour, the ad called for child actors to play characters from cartoonist Fontaine Fox’s Toonerville Folks, and it portended a fame that would ultimately change Sonny’s life and provide the stability Nell was looking for.
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In 1908, illustrator and cartoonist Fontaine Fox had an inspiration. He described the moment an article that later appeared in The Saturday Evening Post on February 11, 1928: “After years of gestation, the idea for the Toonerville Trolley [initially called Toonerville Folks] was born one day up in Westchester County when my wife and I had left New York City to visit Charlie Voight, the cartoonist, in the Pelhams. At the station, we saw a rattletrap of a streetcar, which had as its crew and skipper a wistful old codger with an Airedale beard. He showed as much concern in the performance of his job as you might expect from Captain Hartley when docking the Leviathan.”1


Toonerville Folks centered on a cast of characters in a sleepy suburban town and its trolley car, which met the trains coming up from New York City. There was Terrible-Tempered Mr. Bang, the Physically Powerful Katrinka, Little Woo-Woo Wortle, Aunt Eppie Hogg (the Fattest Lady in Three Counties), and Mickey McGuire, the town bully. The strip got its start in 1908 in the Chicago Post and was very popular from the beginning. In 1913 it was picked up for national syndication by the Wheeler Syndicate (and later, in the 1930s, by the McNaught Syndicate) and ran for nearly fifty years.


There were Toonerville silent film adaptations for Philadelphia’s Betzwood Film Company. These starred Dan Mason as the Skipper, with Wilna Hervey as Katrinka. There were about seventeen made altogether, and the series ended in 1922.


Fox, wanting to keep his films coming, continued to shop his characters from the Toonerville Trollies to Hollywood. Around early 1927, Hollywood producer Larry Darmour approached Fox about creating a series based on the McGuire character that would resemble and contain elements of Hal Roach’s immensely popular Our Gang shorts. Film critic Leonard Maltin commented, “During its heyday, the Our Gang series was imitated by numerous fast-buck producers of which the most successful was Larry Darmour. Darmour’s Mickey McGuire comedies had almost every element of the Our Gang comedies from Roach. However, its popularity and longevity could be attributed to the presence of Mickey Rooney. There were other similar rip-offs of Our Gang, which had various degrees of success. One series, The McDougall Alley Kids, . . . patterned itself so closely after Our Gang that the black youngster was named ‘Oatmeal’ [Our Gang had Farina].”


Larry Darmour, born in Queens, New York, to James F. Darmour and Julia Ducey on January 8, 1895, was the filmmaker who started Sonny Yule’s career in motion pictures. He was an innovator who learned about the functionality of the motion picture camera, understood its importance and value, and built his own apparatus, one that was lighter and was more portable, to record events. In 1912, at age seventeen, he took his idea to Frank Reich, one of the production heads of the French Gaumont Film Company, which had started a division in New York City, and became their first American cameraman. Later he would secure a more lucrative job with Myron Selznick and his Selznick Newsreel.


Larry Darmour joined the army in 1917, where he gained a reputation as a daredevil cameraman and captured great footage during World War I. After the war, he was sought after by every newsreel company as the preeminent newsreel cameraman. He also met a California beauty, Alice Whitaker, who convinced him to move to Los Angeles, where he first worked for Paramount Pictures and Adolph Zukor. But the ambitious Darmour wanted more, and sought to create a film production company in the tradition of Hal Roach and Mack Sennett.


His production unit’s first attempt at a series failed miserably. The films were copycats of popular comics such as Harold Lloyd and Fatty Arbuckle. For the Harold Lloyd knockoffs, he hired actor/writer/director Al Herman. Herman had been in films since the teens and had worked extensively with Western film actor Bronco Billy Anderson, where they were the only Jews cast in a Western.


Larry Darmour, one of early entrepreneurs of silent short films, made his movies on a tight budget and thus became one of the producers working in what was known as Poverty Row (what today would be called B movies), more a descriptor than a location—though many Poverty Row production companies were located along Gower Street in Hollywood. Although most of the Poverty Row studios were gone by the early 1950s, succumbing to the economic competition from television and the Hollywood antitrust case (United States v. Paramount Pictures2), which barred studio ownership of exhibition theaters, studio owner Harry Cohn’s Poverty Row studio ultimately morphed into Columbia Pictures.


Darmour had been a writer and cameraman for cowboy actor Fred Thomson, who was starring in films for the Film Booking Offices, run by Joseph P. Kennedy. Thomson introduced Darmour to Kennedy, who approached Darmour with an idea for kids’ shorts similar to the Our Gang series, which was already becoming popular in the era of silent films. Darmour suggested using the character Mickey McGuire from Toonerville Folks as a basis for the shorts. Kennedy told him he would finance both the licensing of the rights to the cartoon characters and a separate production unit, run by Darmour, to shoot the films to be released through Pathé. And thus Darmour Studios was created, and Darmour sought a character-set license to exploit the Toonerville characters from Fontaine Fox.


Darmour—whom film critic and historian Leonard Maltin characterized as a “fast-buck” low-rent, low-budget, churn-out-as-much-as-you-can-in-the-shortest-amount-of-time studio head3—set up shop on Santa Monica Boulevard in Hollywood at what used to be Pacific Film Laboratories. With his studio facility in place, Darmour approached Fontaine Fox, who licensed, in the form of a lease, the character Mickey McGuire for the series at a thousand dollars per short. However, as a precondition for granting the license, Fox demanded and received final approval for the casting of McGuire.


MORE THAN TWO HUNDRED seventy-five child actors showed up for the audition. Sonny Yule was one of them. At that time, Sonny was unemployed. He had been working for five dollars a day for the Hal Roach Studios—until Nell demanded more money, and he was fired.


Nell and Sonny caught a break when a talent scout friend of Nell’s tipped her off that a producer was casting for the part of the “tough kid” for a series based on Fox’s Toonerville Folks. Although Weber had spotted the ad for the casting call, it was Nell’s friend who brought it to her attention. The scout told Nell that Sonny was sufficiently tough and homely enough to qualify for the role.4 Nell agreed to bring her son to the casting director, but when Sonny came home from school that day, he was more eager to play with his friends than audition for a part. Yet Nell was not about to give in. Money was tight, and she had just been fired from her job as a telephone operator, a job that was keeping the two of them fed and sheltered while she looked for parts for Sonny. To persuade her son, she laid out on a table several Toonerville Folks strips from newspapers and said, “We’ve got some studying to do.” She showed him the Mickey McGuire bully for which he was to audition, slowly reading the strip dialogue to him, and made him study every detail of the character. By bedtime, Sonny knew Mickey McGuire as well as himself—because the character was much like the Sonny character he had played on the burlesque stage.


The next morning, Sonny and Nell arrived at the Darmour Studio only to find the outer office already jammed with other stage mothers and their sons, all eagerly waiting for their turn to audition. Nell looked around at the boys, many of whom looked like they could easily play McGuire. Every one of them had dark black hair, just like the McGuire character in the strips. Then she looked down at her son and decided that she could not have him test for the part with his blond hair. She didn’t want the studio moguls to have to use their imaginations to visualize Sonny as a brunette. In a moment of great inspiration, she jumped up from her seat, grabbed Sonny’s hand, and dragged him out of the office to the shoeshine stand on the studio lot, where she explained her plight to the bootblack. When Sonny returned to the audition, he was no longer blond.5


Back in the studio waiting room, a dark-haired Sonny and Nell now waited patiently for their turn to be tested. One by one, the other boys and their mothers were called into the office. Each time a new candidate was summoned, Nell said a silent prayer, putting the hex on the unsuspecting moppet. She watched as, one by one, each boy left the office head down, having failed to satisfy producer Larry Darmour and director Al Herman. (Al Herman had worked for Hal Roach Studios and had become good friends with one of Roach’s most valuable assets, director/writer Robert McGowan of the Our Gang series.) The perfect Mickey McGuire was the key element to the success of the series, so a lot hinged on selecting the right young actor. Nell was heartsick, not out of compassion for the losers, but at the idea that Sonny might be rejected, too. She said another silent prayer.


Finally, late in the afternoon, Sonny was summoned. If Nell had entered that room with trepidation, Sonny was bursting with his usual confidence that shone like a bright light. First Al Herman, who was casting the talent for McGowan, interviewed Sonny. He then led the boy to a brightly lit stage with a barnyard set. He quickly explained to Sonny the action for the test scene. Herman wanted to closely monitor Sonny’s ability to focus and concentrate, as McGowan had taught him.


When Herman yelled, “Camera!” Sonny sneaked around the corner of the make-believe barn, his tiny face emitting impish charm while wearing the rough, tough scowl Nell had coached him to wear in mimicking Mickey McGuire’s aggressive character. Then he sat on a box and, crossing his short legs, pulled a rubber cigar out of his pocket and started to chew on it like an inveterate smoker. Al Herman was impressed. He called, “Cut,” and then told Nell and Darmour, “Let’s try him in costume tomorrow.”


Early the next morning, when Nell brought Sonny back to the studio, he was outfitted in the derby, checkered shirt, and ragged trousers associated with the Mickey McGuire character. Now in wardrobe, he returned to the stage and repeated the scene from the previous day, strutting, swaggering, scowling, and chewing on his rubber stogie with a confidence and toughness that exuded McGuire, the camera laying down Sonny’s every move on film. The following morning, when Darmour, Fox, and Herman viewed the screen test, they knew they had the Mickey McGuire they’d been looking for. Fox was certain that the millions of fans of the comic strip would instantly recognize and fall in love with this kid as McGuire. They were ecstatic, and phoned Nell to bring Sonny back to the studio for a third day. Out came the shoe polish again.6


What they did not realize, even though they might have interviewed Nell about her son’s experience, as well as Sonny, was that by six years old, Sonny Yule was already a seasoned performer, with a repertoire of characters to draw from, while most of the other boys who had auditioned for the part didn’t have any—and certainly couldn’t compete with Sonny Yule, who at the time he auditioned for the role of McGuire, was working for a local vaudeville show.


“Your boy was great in the test,” Al Herman told Nell.


Darmour told her, “We want to sign him to a five-year contract.”


Because Nell had kicked around in the business since she was a teenager, she was not going to sell her son cheap. She saw the excitement in Darmour’s eyes.


“How much does it pay?” she questioned.


“Fifty bucks a week,” Darmour responded.


Nell decided that this was too important to handle herself and called Sonny’s agent, Harry Weber, to come immediately to the Darmour Studios to help her negotiate. After some brief haggling, Darmour agreed with Weber to a salary of $250 per short film. And after the meetings were over, there was this exchange:


“Of course there’s one thing, “Herman said. “Before we can actually finalize a deal.”
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