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			Advance Praise for 
A Bushel of Beans and a Peck of Tomatoes

			“The first time I worked with James Gregory was over thirty years ago and what I witnessed was one of the best stand-up comedians I had seen up to that point. Not many people can sustain that kind of quality and keep it fresh. I can honestly say that James Gregory is still a joy to watch. In his new book he takes us behind the scenes and lets us into his life. It is inspirational to read the obstacles he had to overcome to get to where he is today. I couldn’t put it down!”

			–Jeff Allen, comedian and author of Are We There Yet?

			“You hear the term generational talent—well, James Gregory is a multi-generational talent. Most of the time when you go to a James Gregory show, you’ll see three generations of a family in the audience. Zanies Comedy Club is open today because of two comedians. One of them is The Funniest Man in America, James Gregory.”

			–Brian Dorfman, owner of the world-famous Zanies in Nashville, Tennessee

			“The first time I ever saw James Gregory on stage, I thought I was going to die right there in the little comedy club where he was performing. I was laughing so hard I honestly could not catch my breath! I’ve seen him many times since, and I get just as tickled as I did that first time. I know the punch lines now, but the combination of his hilarious, clean material, his facial expressions, and his impeccable sense of timing still makes me laugh. Uncontrollably. I can’t wait to read his book.”

			–Bill Anderson, Grand Ole Opry Country Music Hall of Fame, Nashville, Tennessee

			“For over forty years, James Gregory’s humor has been a cornerstone of the StarDome, enchanting generations. Witnessing his journey has been a privilege and a joy, a testament to the timeless bond of laughter.”

			–Bruce Ayers, owner of The StarDome in Birmingham, Alabama

			“‘The Funniest Man in America’ is not just James Gregory’s slogan, it’s the truth! I don’t care how many times I’ve heard James’ jokes, they’re always just as funny as the first time. He is a master showman, legendary comedian whose comedy is real and timeless.

			–Keith Bilbrey (voice of the Grand Ole Opry, announcer for The Huckabee Show)

			“This is a tough business. An ultimate professional like James makes all the difference in the world to a comedy club like mine. James has been a true asset to me, and I value our friendship and relationship immensely. James has always been at the top of my list of favorite comedians to deal with.”

			–Jordan Hawley, owner of Comedy off Broadway in Lexington, Kentucky

			And From The Fans…

			“I never had a real family, but you, Mr. Gregory, made me a part of yours with your delightful way of bringing back memories of your own family. I love you dearly.”

			–“Alec” from Mississippi

			“I call it commonsense comedy. Always makes me laugh and it’s too bad you’re not running for president!”

			–James Johnson, Dubois, Wyoming

			“Always makes me laugh on some of my worst days. It never grows old. Pure, clean enjoyment. You are truly the Funniest Man in America. The best!”

			–David Watkins, Marble, North Carolina
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			A Note to the Reader

			On May 9, 2024, James Gregory passed away.

			It was a peaceful trip home, with family around. I’m sure you’re pleased to know that, and James would want you to know. He’d been battling a heart condition and related issues for several years. He’d beaten them before but this time it was just too much.

			James earned his rest, but what he really wanted in his final days was to be back in front of all y’all—his “customers,” as he’d say. He thought of you not as fans but as friends and family, but you probably already knew that. As much as he matters to you folks, you mattered to him just as much. He loved you all. He loved putting on his show for you. He loved how you wanted to hear the old routines as much as you wanted to hear the new stuff. He loved talking with you after the show until the club owner made everybody go home. He loved running into you at Waffle House or Cracker Barrel, signing something, taking a photo, even standing next to you when you’d call up your uncle and say, “You’ll never guess who I’m with right now!”

			But most of all he loved working behind that microphone and hearing all of you laugh and laugh. 

			This book was very important to him. As his co-author, I can tell you there were times he wrestled over every word. I’m the fortunate man who got to sit with him for hours, in person and by phone, going through the details of his life from Lithonia, Georgia, on. It was an honor. My friend James wanted this book to be special, and it is. In fact, it was the last “professional” assignment he did before he left. Three days before he passed, he was sitting with his manager and close, longtime friend, Lenny Sisselman, personally writing captions for the photographs—and he’d picked out those pictures himself only a few days earlier. 

			This book exists because James wanted you to know the real story. Sure, there are laughs in here, but he wanted all of you to know the rest: where he came from, how he grew up, what he did before he was a comedian, what his life was like on the road and as a businessman—he wanted to give you the whole picture, the man behind all those hilarious routines.

			I would never presume to speak for James, but I will on just one thing: He cared more about all of you than you can ever imagine. He was grateful for every one of you, and he loved you.

			And that’s the real story of James Gregory. 

			Michael E. Long

			July 2024

		


		
			In Memoriam

			The saying “Laughter is the best medicine” is believed to have originated from Proverbs 17:22 of the King James Bible. But it’s more than a proverb. The power of laughter has long been recognized by both medical and spiritual experts.

			King Solomon wrote in Ecclesiastes 3:4 that in life, there is “a time to weep and a time to laugh…” So when it’s time to laugh, laugh! And know God is laughing with you.

			I have said in recent years, not in a public forum but in private conversations, that the real funniest man in America left this world February 26, 2014! I know I will see him again eventually. But I’m in no hurry to get there. I know once I get there, I’ll just be one of the “opening” acts. Because no one, absolutely no one, can follow Tim Wilson!

		


		
			Foreword by Dean Gaines

			How do I begin to share my journey with James? What words can express a chance meeting that would change my life forever? James and I had so much in common, even though we would not meet until the early ’80s. You must understand the times. The internet didn’t exist, nor did cell phones for many years. These were things left to the imagination of science fiction movies. Many, if not all, of the most famous names in comedy today had not yet done their first show. Even now, when I spend time with James, we revisit the sequence of the following events; we must acknowledge divine intervention.

			James Gregory Jr., the child of proud Southerners, was born in the muddy red hills of Georgia. I can still hear the kind tone of his mother’s voice saying, “Hold on for a minute. You must be calling for James. Here’s his number and the hotel where he’s staying.”

			The chance meeting in the early 1980s was during the comedy boom. Clubs were popping up in every town across America. You see, comedy clubs had amateur nights. Zanies Nashville was on Tuesday night, like the Punchline in Atlanta and the Knoxville Funny Bone. The original Comedy Catch Chattanooga was on Wednesday night. I took the elevator to the top floor and walked in on a Wednesday night; a group of local amateurs were to my right. There was a long, twenty-foot bar to my left, and eight barstools down was the headliner for the week, a comedian from Atlanta, Georgia. He was wearing a diamond earring and had a cigarette in one hand, and bitters and soda in the other.

			How did one night have such a lasting impact so many years later? Because, with just a few kind words, he saved my life. I came off the stage, and this headlining Atlanta comedian said, “You’re funny. Are you working anywhere?” I said no. He looked at me and said, “We’re going to fix that. Yes, sir, we’re going to fix that.” At this time, I was trying to find a way out, a sense of urgency born after a year of unpaid amateur nights.

			The next day, I met James for lunch, with twenty-eighty dollars to my name. I remember hoping I could cover the lunch. After lunch, James picked up the phone and called one of the biggest agents in the Southeast. After that call, I was booked for 111 one-nighters in a row. He picked up the phone again and called the Punchline owners. On his word, they booked me into all of their clubs, and the relationships that he had built with other club owners through phone calls on my behalf across America.

			As I write this, I am looking back over eleven thousand shows, having had the opportunity to work with some of the greatest comedians. The best way to describe forty years is that I’ve met everyone but Elvis, but his closest friends became mine. I have traveled all over the world. You see, that chance meeting allowed me to meet Mr. Sinatra at Resorts Atlantic City, Sammy in Vegas, Norm Crosby, Steve Allen, Frank Gorshin, and Phyllis Diller. Comedy has generational moves. You can see our graduating class if you will. Here is the roll call of the comedians I know because I was there! This list can’t be challenged or denied: J. Anthony Brown, Jeff Foxworthy, Steve Harvey, David Saye, Kip Addotta, Ron White, Carrot Top, Ray Romano, Diane Ford, Jerry Seinfeld, John Fox, Bill Hicks, Ollie Joe Prater, Bernie Mac, DC Curry, George Wallace, Tim Wilson, Jimmy Walker, Jeff Cesario, Henry Cho, Bill Engvall, Frankie Bastille, Tim Allen, Dennis Miller, Thea Vidale, Emo Phillips, and Ken Rogerson.

			This unique fraternity of real comedians must have a valedictorian! James is the first in this class of modern comedians to self-promote and market himself by mail in America. He was the first in our industry to merchandise his likeness and image in the early 1980s. A visionary long before the internet. James is a proud marine, lover of God and country, and, most importantly, the son of the Gregorys of Lithonia, Georgia.

			The kindness James showed me all those years ago allows me to reciprocate to others. The good that I’ve been able to accomplish is because of James. There’s an old saying back home in Tennessee that if you ever see a turtle on top of a twenty-foot pole, he didn’t get there by himself.

			James Gregory saved my life. He helped me stand when I could not stand on my own. He reached down and lifted me. Thank you, my dearest friend. You’ve said it at the end of every phone call over the last forty years. And now I say it to you: I love you, James.

		


		
			Kid Stuff

			I’ve had an amazing life. What makes it even more amazing to me is this: I didn’t choose the comedy business. I fell into it.

			Most comedians get started when they’re in their twenties. Some get up on stage for the first time when they’re teenagers, a few while they’re still in high school.

			Not me. I was thirty-six.

			That’s kinda crazy. There are thirty-six-year-old comedians out there now who’ve been at it nearly twenty years. When I got up on stage for the first time, I’d been working longer than that at a bunch of jobs, and none of them were in comedy. In fact, I got my first real job when I was eleven. That was twenty-five years before!

			But I’m already getting ahead of myself.

			I’d always been a fan of comedians and comedy, but never in my life did I think, “I’d love to be in showbiz.” Never occurred to me when I was a kid, never in high school, never when I was a young man. When you’re a little kid living in a wide spot in the road in Georgia in the 1950s, and you’re thinking about what you’re going to be when you grow up, comedian isn’t the first thing that crosses your mind.

			If your daddy’s a fireman or your mama fixes hair, you’ll probably say something like that. Whatever the job, if you don’t know a grownup already doing it, you won’t think of it for yourself. Whatever you’re gonna be is something you’ve already seen.

			When I ended up in comedy, years later, it was partially because the seed got planted early on. When I was in grade school and high school, the most popular shows on television were variety shows like The Red Skelton Show and The Jack Benny Show. These were the kinds of thing you don’t see on TV anymore. They’d have solo singers, musical groups, dancers, once in a while there’d be a magician, and every week there’d be novelty acts like a juggler or a guy who spins plates on top of long poles. (If you think that sounds stupid now, it looked even stupider back then. I don’t know what they were thinking.)

			One variety show was bigger than all of them, The Ed Sullivan Show. It went on the air in 1948 and ran for twenty-four years. They performed it live from New York City, and from the same theater David Letterman would eventually use for his Late Show. Every week, Ed would have on a comedian, guys like Alan King, Jackie Mason, Jack E. Leonard, Jack Carter, and Jan Murray. My dad loved comedians and he never missed whoever Ed had on each week. Dad and I would sit there together and watch—and laugh and laugh.

			Of course, once the comedian was done, my dad would change the channel. He didn’t care about the rest.

			It would be years before that love of comedy turned into any idea at all about being in the comedy business myself. It’d be quite a while before I got around to that.

			I got my first job in the spring of 1957, when I was eleven. It was in an old country grocery store, and they let me work a couple hours after school. To appreciate that, you have to understand that we lived out in the country.

			Back then, most people in the US lived in rural areas. That’s not like now. For the great majority of people in the twenty-first century, they live in or around a big city. Pretty much everybody they know lives that way, too. But back then, it was the other way around. Life was different.

			In those days, people acted differently. We looked at the world and the culture and politics differently, too. Even what we saw every day was different from what we all see today. Try to visualize no interstate—I mean literally no interstate, ’cause they hadn’t been built yet. I grew up on a dirt road called Turner Hill Road. For a lot of people, that was the rule, not the exception. We were part of a community of people who lived nearby, and it really was a community of friends and neighbors and family.

			The world was smaller. That wasn’t a bad thing. It was just the way it was. That country market where I got my first job was not a supermarket. It was a grocery with a few aisles and a little counter with one mechanical register where you’d check out.

			I would get off school and be home at 3:15, and I could walk that couple of miles to the store pretty easily. I’d get to work by four o’clock, which was when I had to be there. I worked four to nine on Monday and Friday, and on Saturday I worked from nine in the morning until one in the afternoon. The store was closed on Wednesday, but they had me come in anyway. I’d unload the stuff they brought from the warehouse and restock the store. As I got older, maybe sixteen or seventeen, they gave me a few more hours. I was a reliable worker, especially for a kid.

			The pay wasn’t bad, either. When I first started, they paid me five dollars a week. After a couple of years, I made it up to ten dollars a week. I know that doesn’t seem like much. I’ll talk to other comedians about my first job and when I get to the part about the pay, they always ask me how in the world I could work a week for five dollars.

			Here’s how: five dollars in 1958 is like fifty dollars today.

			For a nickel or a dime, you could get anything that you wanted. Candy bars were a nickel. You could pull a bottle of soda out of the machine for a dime. (You didn’t press a button. The soda machine was loaded with glass bottles on their sides. You put in your coin and that opened a little gate that held back the bottle. You’d pull it over that bump, and you had to pull it hard, and you’d have your cold drink.) So for a kid in 1958, five dollars a week was a lot of money.

			But that job meant more to me than candy bars and Coca-Colas. I wanted that job and I needed that job because I grew up extremely, extremely poor.

			I didn’t want to be completely broke.

			More important, I didn’t want to feel like that. My first job was the first step to changing it. I’ll never forget those two feelings, the one before I had a job, and the one after I started. I had that job until I got my high school diploma. That was a big day for everybody in the family, not just me, because I was the first Gregory to graduate from high school.

			At that point, I started looking for my first full-time job. I wanted more money in my pocket, more security for my future, and to get on the path to a better life.

		


		
			James Gregory, Working Man

			When I was eighteen, I took a civil service exam so I could work at the post office. I passed and got the job, but they didn’t make me a carrier. I sorted mail at the old post office on Forsythe Street in downtown Atlanta. I was working the third shift, 11:30 in the evening until eight in the morning, with thirty minutes for lunch—but since lunch was at 3 a.m., I don’t know if lunch is the best word for it.

			I was a civil servant. This was a big deal at my house. All I was doing was sorting mail, but to hear my kinfolks tell it, I was like a lawyer or a doctor. Being the first Gregory with that high school diploma had already paid off because I couldn’t have gotten the job without it.

			The pride I had in that job is another example of how the world has changed. College wasn’t the obvious next step after high school. Only one or two out of ten kids would go to college, depending on the part of the country you were in. Unlike today, they didn’t go away to school to spend tens of thousands of dollars to “grow up.” They went so they could learn how to do something you could learn only at a university: to be a lawyer, a doctor, maybe an accountant, something like that.

			Like I said, not everybody graduated in the first place. It was pretty common at the age of fourteen, fifteen, or sixteen to quit school and go to work right away, to help support the family or to start your own—in those days, people got married younger, even in their teens. A high school senior with a wife or a husband was not unheard of. This was 1964. Things were different.

			I worked at the post office until 1968, then they transferred me to the Department of Defense, but I was still sorting mail. This was the first step in my illustrious and brief military career.

			In 1968, the Vietnam War was at its peak. At the Department of Defense, my job was to make sure the mail got to the right people. Every day, I’d attack a big bag of mail.

			The draft was in full swing. I had so far avoided receiving an invitation in my own mail. There were ways to avoid being drafted, of course. One of them was to sign up yourself. At least that way you might have more say over where they put you. One of my coworkers, Fred Anderson, started talking about doing exactly that. He wanted to be in the army, maybe even the marines. For some crazy reason, I decided that’s what I oughta do, too. So in 1968, I joined up. They sent me where they sent every new marine: twelve weeks on Parris Island, South Carolina, for what I guess you’d call boot camp.

			A week before I was supposed to graduate from basic training, I was standing in the chow line when I collapsed. I was passed out cold; whether it was for five seconds or five minutes, I don’t know. When I woke up, they had me on a stretcher and were taking me to sickbay.

			For some reason, I was twitching, so at first, they thought maybe I was having an epileptic seizure. They couldn’t figure it out, so they put me in the military hospital in Charleston and kept me there for a couple weeks. My family came up to visit me. Long story short, they never figured it out, so they discharged me. But I did get close enough to graduating that I did get all my pictures made in my dress blues. I still have that picture!

			To this day, I don’t know exactly what the problem was. I had high blood pressure, that’s for sure, and I was on medication when I was discharged. But whatever the problem was, the problem went away, and it was probably that combined with heat exhaustion. This happened in August, and it was hot on Parris Island. Given what was going on in Vietnam at that time, I guess I was lucky that I did collapse. If I hadn’t passed out that day, I would have ended up in Vietnam.

		


		
			It Was Almost My Career

			I was out of the Marine Corps, but I didn’t want to go back to civil service. There were a lot of benefits to it as far as retirement and all that kind of stuff, but I got to thinking about where I spent every day. The office I stayed in was very small, just a small room. There were four coworkers and we’d meet a few other people, and everything was like a routine to me. Eat at a certain hour, you’d have thirty minutes for lunch. Just a routine routine. There was a gray metal desk and a black telephone. And I got to thinking about this. Is this something that I want to do for twenty-five years just so I’ll have a good pension? Is that what this is all about?

			So I started looking for jobs and I found one in the bookkeeping department at the Atlanta Blueprint Company. I did really well, and one of the guys that owned the place paid for me to go to night school to learn more about bookkeeping. I stayed there through 1968, 69, and 70.

			As for the money, it was great. When I talk about this, you have to keep the time in mind. When I started working at the Atlanta Blueprint Company, they paid me $150 a week. That came out to be about $3.75 an hour, and that was more than double the minimum wage at the time. When the post office hired me years before in 1964, in civil service, my pay was $2.26 an hour, and that was double the minimum wage at that time, too. So I had gotten used to having a good job.

			Then I saw an ad for part-time sales work, commission only. This was the kind of sales where you go into people’s homes and sell overpriced things like encyclopedias. You’d always deal with some mister and missus and come to their house after five in the evening. I took that job and I started making more money at part-time sales than I did at Atlanta Blueprint Company, so I quit my job as a full-time employee and I started working sales with commission only, no draw. I made only what I earned. You might say it was like “If you don’t work, you don’t eat.”

			That was a turning point in my life. Starting with that job in 1971 and ever since, I’ve been a 1099 person. I would never again be anybody’s full-time employee. Instead of receiving a W-2 form where they took out my taxes for me and paid me a fixed amount every week, I’d be an independent contractor with a yearly 1099-MISC form. I don’t get paid because somebody gives me a salary. I get paid because I sold them the benefit of what I can do.

			(I also take out my own taxes and pay them quarterly. If everybody had to do that instead of the boss taking them out and sending in the check so you don’t notice, the country would have a revolt. The government would lower taxes before sunset.)

			Not long after, they offered me the opportunity to go to Indiana and be the branch manager in the town of Anderson, not very far from Indianapolis. I was over the salesmen at that office who were working towns like Kokomo, Terre Haute, and others, and I was still working on percentage—commission only, no base salary at all, the way I liked it then and like it now. I was there from 1971 to 1978, then back to headquarters down to Atlanta, back where I began.

			In 1980, the two people who owned that business changed their focus. Now they were selling Lincoln Log home franchises, based in Charlotte, and they offered me an opportunity to go to Charlotte to be a part of that. I decided to take a few months off, not so much as a vacation but for an opportunity to make money and combine it with a vacation. A guy I worked with in Indiana was going to work with a different sales group in Tampa, Florida, so I went to Tampa for a few months to make a few dollars and treat that like a vacation. I stayed there until 1981.

			I was a good salesman. I made good money at it. I had job security. And I liked doing it. I could have gone far with it—I’d already done pretty well—and it very well could have been my career for the rest of my life.

			But then, something happened that I did not expect and was not looking for. And I stumbled into the job—the career, really—I’d pursue for the rest of my life.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Here’s the Story: Fill It Up

							People ask me all the time, where do you get the ideas for your routines? I get ‘em everywhere! So I decided to go through my material and tell you where some of my most popular stuff came from. I call these sections “Here’s the Story.” I hope you like ’em. To see me tell the original story, use your phone to capture the QR code below, and it’ll take you right to it! – James

							***

							“I don’t wanna die in a plane crash because some fat woman lied about her weight!”

							[image: ]

							I say the story took place in the Bahamas, but actually it happened in Texas. It was the late 1980s, and a guy who had seen me perform asked me to come in for a corporate event there. It was a regional meeting for Walmart and was one of my first corporate gigs ever. I was on the bill with Joe Diffie, a popular country music artist at the time who has since passed away.

							I flew to Dallas-Fort Worth. From there I had switch planes to fly to Amarillo, which is a small airport. They had arranged a private flight for me. It was on a little plane, one with propellors. There was one other guy besides me and he was the pilot—no copilot at all. This was a short flight, only about ninety minutes, and the weather was rough. I don’t like to fly anyway, so I made a joke to this guy. “What would happen if you had a heart attack?”

							He said, “Then we both die!” and he laughed.

							I said, “That ain’t funny!”

							Then he said, “This plane doesn’t hold but one passenger. How much do you weigh?”

							I said, “I don’t know.”

							“I hope you’re not too fat. I’m kinda fat. Two fat people could die. I hope I have enough fuel!”

							I said, “Fill it up!”

						
					

				
			

			 

		


		
			Excelsior Mill

			The story about me getting into the comedy business is kind of bizarre.

			When I came out of Tampa, I was trying to make up my mind whether to go to Charlotte or back to Indianapolis. In the meantime, I was hanging out at my parents’ house for a while and I was bored.

			I’ve always been a news reader. I need to see a newspaper every day. It was 1981 and I was in Scottdale, a suburb of Atlanta, and I’d walk around and find a paper. Used to be that they sold them out of a rack where you’d put a quarter in. On this day, the rack was empty, but right next to it was another rack that had a huge newspaper in it called Creative Loafing, and it was free. I’d never read it but I picked it up just to have something to do. I took it back to the house and came across an ad for a place called Excelsior Mill that was going to start doing comedy.

			Excelsior Mill was called that because it used to be where a cotton mill was located. The two guys who ran the place were Mike Reeves and Matt McCoy. They’d made it into a restaurant, a really good one, and the ad said that they were about to start a comedy workshop in the basement on Sunday nights. The ad said that if you ever thought you’d like to be a comedian, here’s a phone number you can call.

			In the sales business, we’d have big sales conferences because it was a nationwide operation. We would meet in Kansas City and places like that. As one of the speakers, I could make the audience laugh. I always thought I was funny, so when I read this thing about comedy at Excelsior Mill, I said, “Yeah, I think I’ll go.” When I called, the guy who answered said, “You don’t have to be funny!” I think at this point, he was desperate to have anybody up there on stage for entertainment. There were no expectations on anybody’s part, and nobody was getting paid, of course. We went to the Excelsior Mill show just to get on stage, to be funny, and to have a good time hanging out with each other. This show became a regular Sunday night thing. I enjoyed it, I met a lot of people there, and some of them are still my friends to this day.

			I did that for almost a year before something happened that would change things for me.

			***

			In 1982, the Punchline in Atlanta, Georgia opened up. That was a big event, and not just for me. Prior to 1982 the only place where you could go see live stand-up comedians was Los Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago, Boston, New York City, or some other very big city. If you lived anywhere else, there was no such thing as saying to your wife or your girlfriend, “Let’s go see a comedian tonight.” You couldn’t. The clubs did not exist. This new club changed all that. It was the very first place in the Southeast where you could see comedians anywhere besides TV. This was professional comedy in a club setting.

			The guys who opened it, Ron DiNunzio and Dave Montesano, put their club in what used to be, at various times, a carpet store, and a country and western bar. The new place would turn out to be a launching pad for a lot of comedians, many who would become household names. It would turn out to be a big deal for me, too. Here’s how I found out about it.

			Every comedy club has the same format: an opening act, a feature act, and a headliner. When Ron and Dave opened up the Punchline, they knew they were gonna have to fly in a headliner, but they would find the opener and the feature locally. That’s where I come in.

			In 1982, the internet did not exist. Publicity was all newspaper, newspaper, newspaper. Every Saturday, the Atlanta Journal Constitution had an entertainment section that covered whatever was going on around the city: movies, plays, sports games, what have you. The Atlanta Journal sent a reporter to Excelsior Mill to do a story about these people working every Sunday night who wanted to be comedians. The day he came out, I happened to have on a red shirt, and that was enough to get me on the cover. Turns out that was all the attention I needed for what happened next.

			Ron and Dave came across the story and two names popped out, mine and J. Anthony Brown’s. They got hold of me at my parents’ phone number and called J. Anthony, too, and the next day, he and I headed down to meet them. Ron brought us upstairs to his office and told us why we were there. For their big opening, they’d hired a headliner, Marc Weiner and the Weinerettes, which was a very successful ventriloquist act at the time. (Marc is still working today and he does a lot of TV, especially for kids.) They needed a feature performer to go on in front of him, and an opening act to go up first and emcee the show.

			J. Anthony and I didn’t fully appreciate that the feature slot was higher up the ladder than the emcee, and that later, if we ended up going on the road, the feature makes more money. We didn’t know any of that, so we had no way to decide who should take one position and who should take the other. Ron said we ought to just flip a coin.

			I said heads. It came up tails. And that’s how J. Anthony Brown got to start his career, as a feature, not having to work as an opener, and how I started out as the opener, having to work my way up to feature. Pure, dumb luck. That coin flip cost me money. I had to start in the business as an opening act, which is what everybody does—but J. Anthony is the only comedian I know who started as a feature, maybe the only comedian anybody knows who did that.

			I had a gut feeling that I could be successful in the comedy business. I was only an opening act, but I felt that I was on the right path. To anybody else, though it could not have looked that way at all. Either way, on Wednesday, February 17, 1982, I became the first stand-up comedian to take the stage at the brand-new Atlanta Punchline, one of the first comedy clubs outside New York or LA.
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