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Would I have liked Houdini? I don’t know. Are you supposed to like heroes?

—Patrick Culliton
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LOS ANGELES, NOVEMBER 30, 1915

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Harry Houdini sang, for in those days he did sing. Houdini’s voice in many ways was more magical than any escape or illusion. He spent a lifetime cultivating it, smoothing it, flattening out the Hungarian accent, cleaning up the New York street grime, transforming every da into the, dees into these, and ain’t into are not. By the time he became famous—and by 1915 he was famous in more countries than any performer on earth—you could hear European high society in the street urchin’s voice. One newspaper writer said he spoke “Parisian English,” a passing reference that meant so much to Houdini that he clipped and saved the article and proudly showed it to friends for the rest of his life.

Houdini did not just clean up his voice. He amplified it, not by shouting but by releasing it into the audiences, as if his words were the birds from his first magic act. His voice cut through applause and crosstalk like a siren. Even at the crescendo of his performance, when the startled oohs and ahhs had surged into a cacophony of clapping and wolf whistles and shrieks of joy, Houdini’s voice still rose above. Everyone heard him vividly, as if he were in the next seat.

“I never spoke to the first row,” Houdini recalled. “My method of addressing an audience, as a result of experience, was as follows: I would walk down to the footlights, actually put one foot over the electric globes as if I were going to spring among the people, and then hurl my voice, saying: ‘ladies and gentlemen.’ ”

So, he began that day of the Jess Willard fight.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Houdini roared, “I need three more men.”

Los Angeles in 1915 was still a frontier city with fewer than a half million people; this was before the movies changed everything. It was the first night of Houdini’s two-week engagement at the Los Angeles Orpheum Theater, which was at that moment the center of vaudeville on the West Coast. On Houdini’s stage, seven volunteers scurried about like building inspectors. Men pulled at chains and knocked on wood; they circled about the stage looking for trap doors and loose panels and escape routes.

Since the dawn of magic, going back to Moses and the pharaohs, magicians have needed volunteers to scrutinize and examine and confirm that everything is as it appears. Magic isn’t magic without belief. Most performers require no more than one or two volunteers. Houdini (being Houdini) demanded ten. It is perhaps a coincidence that ten men make a minyan, a quorum for prayer in the Jewish faith of Houdini’s father.

“It so happens,” Houdini continued, “there is a man here tonight who doesn’t know that I am aware of his presence. But he is equal to three ordinary gentlemen. I ask him to come forward.”

The crowd restlessly looked around the theater.

“He is,” Houdini said, “Jess Willard, our champion!”

With that, two thousand people in the theater gasped. Willard, the giant of 1915! For seven long years, the heavyweight champion of the world had been Jack Johnson, a source of great embarrassment for much of America as he was black. Johnson particularly enraged white supremacists because he was flamboyant and independent and unapologetic. He raced cars and opened nightclubs. He married three white women. Promoters searched the world for a white boxer, any white boxer, who could defeat Jack Johnson. This pursuit gave birth to the term “the Great White Hope.”

Johnson pummeled all the White Hopes, laughing all along. Promoters grew so desperate to find a white boxer capable of beating Johnson that they coaxed the once champion James Jefferies out of retirement. Jefferies was thirty-five years old and had not fought in six years. The Johnson-Jefferies bout was billed as the Fight of the Century.

“I am going into this fight for the sole purpose of proving that a white man is better than a Negro,” Jefferies said. Many Americans wanted to believe him. Gamblers bet overwhelmingly in his favor. But the Fight of the Century turned out to be no fight at all. Johnson battered Jefferies round after round before, mercifully, knocking him out in the fifteenth.

“The fight is over,” former champion John L. Sullivan wrote sadly but unequivocally in the New York Times, “and a black man is the undisputed heavyweight champion of the world.”

After Jefferies’s humiliating defeat, Johnson continued to thrash an increasingly inferior parade of Great White Hopes. Then came Jess Willard. He was a big (six feet seven, more than 250 pounds) and genial cowboy from Pottawatomie, Kansas. He did not start boxing until he was twenty-seven, and even then, he did so reluctantly. He always let his opponent strike first. Willard was excessively strong—he once killed a man in the ring—but he was also awkward and placid. Willard announced that he planned to take a pounding from Johnson for ten or twelve rounds and then would make his move. Few thought Willard had the heart to last that long. The fight was in Havana on April 5, 1915. The betting odds were 3 to 1 for Jack Johnson.

But everyone—Johnson included—underestimated him. Willard and Johnson smashed away at each other in the scorching heat of Havana. In the words of one ringside reporter, Willard took a beating that “would have put any ordinary fighter down and out.” The fight went on and on until the twenty-sixth round, when Willard landed a right cross that snapped Johnson’s head back. The champion crumpled to the canvas. Willard had just become the biggest man in the world.

Now, less than eight months later, Willard sat in the balcony of the Orpheum Theater in Los Angeles and watched silently as Harry Houdini called to him.

“I will leave it to the audience,” Houdini shouted. “You see they want you.”

The roars grew louder and rowdier. Even after four minutes of uninterrupted cheering, Willard would not stand. Only after it became clear that the cheers would not fade did he reluctantly wave his hand, silencing the crowd.

“Aw, go on with the show,” he shouted to Houdini. “I paid for my seat.”

“But Mr. Willard . . .” Houdini said.

“Give me the same wages you pay these other fellas,” Willard said as he pointed to the other volunteers, “and I’ll come down.”

Houdini had not expected resistance. When told that Jess Willard was in the audience to see him, he assumed the champion would consider it a great honor to share the stage with him. No other possibility ever registered with Houdini. Willard had to be joking.

“I will gladly pay you what I pay these men,” Houdini replied. “Come down. I pay these men nothing.”

The crowd laughed and cheered again, but Willard was unmoved. He was not joking. “Aw go on with the show, ya faker, ya four-flusher,” he growled. “Everybody knows you’re a four-flusher.”

It is unclear if Willard knew that those would strike a nerve. A four-flusher was a popular insult in 1915; it referred to poker players who boasted loudly and bet big when they had only a four-card flush. He might have meant it as a joke. Houdini did not see it that way. He believed that Willard was calling him a fraud. And nothing cut the man as profoundly.

Houdini glared at the heavyweight champion of the world. The tension was thick with irony. Willard was an enormous boxer who did not see himself as a fighter. Houdini was a small vaudeville performer who saw himself as nothing else.

“Jess Willard,” Houdini cried out, his trained voice now deeper and filled with menace, “I have paid you a compliment. Now I will tell you something else. I don’t care how big you are or how strong you are.”

Everybody in the crowd held their breath.

“I will be Harry Houdini when you are not the heavyweight champion of the world,” he shouted.

With this, the silence broke, and the crowd roared, but Houdini could not hear or see his audience. He saw only Jess Willard’s red face, and he heard his own rushing blood.

“I will be Harry Houdini,” he thundered, “when people have forgotten you were ever a heavyweight champion.”

The crowd erupted—“a hydra-throated monster,” Houdini would call those cheers—as Willard trembled with fury and shook his massive fist. He offered Houdini a thousand dollars to come to the balcony and say those words to his face. But no one heard him. They only saw a beaten giant. As the clamor climbed higher, the defeated Willard quietly slipped out of the theater.

Harry Houdini stood on stage and reveled in the sound of his own immortality.



THE TRUEST BELIEVER

At sixteen, John Cox determined that he was destined to be Houdini’s disciple. He promptly announced it to the papers. “That’s what Houdini would have done,” John says, and we laugh because it’s true, nothing mattered more to Harry Houdini than getting into the papers. We munch on sandwiches in Hollywood’s Musso & Frank Grill, a historic place where F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote parts of The Last Tycoon, William Faulkner slipped behind the bar to make his own mint juleps, and Joe DiMaggio walked in with Marilyn on his arm.

“I wonder if Houdini ever ate here,” I say absentmindedly, quickly realizing that I have made a mistake in wondering because now John Cox’s eyes fade out, and he is obviously gone. It’s not right to say that John spends every waking minute thinking about Houdini; he’s a levelheaded guy with a job and a life. But it is right to say that John would like to spend every waking minute thinking about Houdini. Today is a day off, and on days off, John can let his mind go. Our conversation hits a lull as he considers the timeline, works out the calculations, and ponders if Harry Houdini had ever been in Musso & Frank Grill.

“I guess he wasn’t ever here,” John says finally and with some disappointment in his voice. “Musso & Frank opened in 1919. That was the year that Houdini left Hollywood. So, I would say it is highly unlikely that Houdini was ever here.”

The conversation picks up again, and I soon forget all about it. John does not. The next day, he calls. “I had a brain fart,” he explains. In the heat of the moment—and he cannot believe he did this—John briefly forgot that while, yes, Houdini did leave Hollywood in 1919, he of course came back for a short while in 1923. He even performed a swimming pool escape at the Ambassador Hotel, less than five miles away from Musso & Frank. John is mortified. Nobody on earth knows more than about Houdini’s schedule than he does. He can place Houdini on just about every day of his adult life. For John, forgetting about Houdini’s return to Los Angeles in ’23 is like LeBron James missing a breakaway dunk or Neil deGrasse Tyson forgetting to put Jupiter down in a listing of the planets.

“So, the good news in all of this,” John says, and you can almost hear him sing, “is maybe one day we’ll be able to put him inside Musso.”

“Well,” I tell him, “you did become Houdini’s disciple after all.”

He shrugs.

“No,” he says. “That’s Patrick.”



Why Houdini? That is our question. Why is it that everyone still knows, still cares about, still idolizes Ehrich Weiss, a vaudeville escape artist who died at a time when the Orthophonic Victrola phonograph was still being called “the miracle of the age”? How is it that this little man who slipped from handcuffs and jumped off bridges and shook himself loose from straitjackets still inspires wonder and awe in our cynical and jaded technological world?

Make no mistake: Houdini still arouses wonder and imaginations. On this crazy journey, I spoke with a man in India who was handcuffed, locked in a box, and thrown in a fire because of Houdini. I spoke with a woman in China whose first English word was Houdini. I met a man in Texas who became a magician because he saw Houdini in a dream.

There are more than five hundred books about Houdini, from sweeping biographies (The Making of America’s First Superhero) to jarringly specific ones (Houdini’s Texas Tours 1916 & 1923). There are psychological profiles, magical instruction books, and large coffee table books. There are Houdini-inspired novels, graphic novels, comic books, chapbooks, pop-up books, and self-help guides (The Houdini Solution: Why Thinking Inside the Box is the Key to Creativity). A Houdini golf instruction book teaches you how to help your golf ball escape from danger. An arcane but surprisingly touching book titled Houdini’s Mailbags offers a detailed study of the US Postal Service mailbag Houdini escaped from in 1907. There are others that are difficult to categorize such as the baffling but intriguing novel, Escaping from Houdini (Stalking Jack the Ripper) and a thriller called Houdini: International Spy.

We haven’t yet gotten to the Houdini children’s books, so many children’s books, dozens and dozens of them, filling every school library across the world, from Who Was Harry Houdini? to Orangutan Houdini to Hurry Up, Houdini! to I, Houdini, about a particularly elusive hamster.

Films? There are more than a dozen documentaries about Houdini and several full-length movies. Television? Houdini has been featured in multiple television movies, a not-too-great miniseries, and more television shows than we can begin to list. Then there are Houdini paintings, sculptures, anime, photographs, posters, and we cannot forget the stage plays performed in numerous languages: Houdini: The Musical, Houdini, A Circus Opera, The Houdini Deception, The Houdini Exposure, The Houdini Box, Being Harry Houdini, Der Grosse Houdini, Rosabelle, Believe, and Houdini’s on First.

The Microsoft chess engine was called Houdini. So is the most popular 3-D software on earth. A California Fair Employment and Housing project is named after Houdini. A rap group is called Whodini. The Android app ODINI was built by computer hackers. There’s a color named after Houdini, a medium dark shade of blue-magenta, according to the Dutch Boy paint company. Stores sell Houdini wine openers, Houdini locks, Houdini puzzles, Houdini board games, Houdini magic sets. You can eat at a Houdini pizza shop, wear Houdini sportswear (under a Patagonia Houdini Air Jacket), drink a Houdini cocktail, escape from a Houdini escape room, secure your baby in a car seat with a Houdini seat clip, light the way with a Houdini flashlight, freshen your surroundings with a Houdini air purifier, make up your face using Houdini eyeshadow. All the while you can listen to any hundreds of songs that mention Houdini.

You probably have a piece of Houdini trivia memorized without even realizing it. Whenever Houdini’s name comes up in conversation—and, strangely, it still does come up—you might be able to dazzle your friends by knowing Houdini’s real name, Ehrich Weiss, or by telling a story about his turbulent friendship with Sherlock Holmes’s creator Arthur Conan Doyle, or by recounting his epic battle with Margery the medium, or by suavely mentioning that Houdini was the first man to fly a plane in Australia.

Or you might know something about how he died.

Why do we know any of this? We are closing in on one hundred years since his death, and yet when a thief in Bangkok slips out of his handcuffs and eludes a dozen police officers, what do they call him? Houdini. A baby in Mundaring, Australia, continuously escapes a crib to the dismay and panic of her parents, and the newspapers dub her “Houdini Baby.” A dog keeps slipping out of the yard and creating havoc in a neighbor’s gardens in Melbourne, Florida, and is similarly called “Houdini Dog.” (This is unoriginal; newspapers in San Diego, Des Moines, Rome, Amsterdam, and North London also call particularly troublesome pooches “Houdini.”)

“What sort of Houdini child do you have?” asks Houdini Solution Ltd., a New Zealand company that makes baby safety devices. “A harness Houdini? A bedroom Houdini? A put-things-in-the-toilet Houdini? . . . We have the products that will help keep that Houdini of yours contained and safer.”

FC Barcelona, the most famous soccer team on earth, overcomes a late deficit in a game. The headlines call them Houdini. Donald Trump gets tangled in a seemingly endless series of scandals and emerges unscathed. How does he do it? The reporters explain: “He is Houdini.” In Missouri, a man’s car flips over eight times after a fiery crash, and he walks away from the wreckage unharmed.

“I don’t know,” his wife tells reporters. “He must be Houdini.”

An Alabama man on death row dodges execution seven times. Houdini. A baseball relief pitcher gets out of a bases-loaded jam in the World Series. Houdini. The Russian chess genius Sergey Karjakin escapes from a seemingly inescapable trap. Houdini.

Houdini is always there, ready to be summoned. He is in headlines around the world every single day, a fact that would no doubt thrill the man endlessly. Five lions escape from Kruger National Park in Komatipoort, South Africa. The lion spotters call the most elusive one Houdini. India finds itself in a delicate military standoff with China; a commentator says that the generals will need “the skills of Houdini.” In Moose Jaw, Canada, the city council finds itself entangled in a mess involving curbside garbage pickup. “The council,” a local reporter writes, “has been in a straitjacket, unable to pull a Houdini.”

his marvelous feats were but warm-ups for the big break

Ah Houdini. he tried it. he didn’t do it. he died before it. quick. but he died game.

And he’ll be back he’ll be back he’ll be back . . .

That’s Patti Smith, the so-called Punk Poet Laureate, in her chapbook “Ha! Ha! Houdini!”

The lean make me feel like Houdini (Houdini)

Yeah, the lean make me feel like Houdini (got lean)

The lean make me feel like Houdini (got damn)

Ayy the lean make me feel like Houdini (uh)

And that’s Smokepurpp, a nineteen-year-old rapper from Miami who exploded on the hip-hop scene after getting millions of plays on the internet. The lean is a drink spiked with Promethazine, Sprite, and, improbably, Jolly Rancher candies. Smokepurpp’s proposition seems to be, if I can decipher his meaning, that the lean makes him feel like Houdini.

The influential pop artist Joseph Cornell contained his gorgeous and haunting works inside small boxes. Why? He saw Houdini escape from them.

The Academy Award–winning actor Adrien Brody says that he learned to be obsessive about his craft from Houdini’s obsession for his own.

The street magician David Blaine attempts ever more dangerous and insane things—now he’s trapped himself in a sheet of ice, now he’s going for the record for consecutive hours staying awake, now he’s burying himself alive. Why? He saw a poster of Houdini when he was a child.

Why Houdini? This is our driving question. Why does he live on? Why does he still alter lives? Why are so many people drawn to him? There were more prominent stars—more prominent magicians even—in his day. But who thinks of Rudolph Valentino or Al Jolson or Douglas Fairbanks or Buster Keaton? Who thinks of Howard Thurston now?

“Walk into a second-grade classroom, and they know Houdini,” the magician and historian Mike Caveney concedes (for he is no Houdini fan). “Who else from that time do they know?”

Why Houdini? I went in search of the truest believers. I found one in John Cox. He said there was someone else, someone on an even higher plane.

I had to go and find Patrick Culliton.



Patrick Culliton is an actor. If you watched any television dramas in the 1960s or 1970s, you’ve seen him; his portfolio is a potpourri of TV nostalgia. Patrick played a roller coaster operator in Cannon, a kidnapper in Most Wanted, a policeman in Land of the Giants, a patrolman in The Rockford Files, and at different times he was a reporter, sheriff’s deputy, waiter, and someone named “Russell” on Barnaby Jones. He made it into a few miniseries, too, and he had a credited role in the star-studded movie The Towering Inferno.

Inside Houdini World, though, Patrick’s acting career is of little concern. Even among Houdini’s most passionate believers, Patrick represents something else, something strange and mystical and a little bit intimidating. Patrick Culliton is the truest believer.

What does it mean to be the truest believer? Well, you begin with the books. Patrick has written several of them, all about Houdini, The Tao of Houdini and The Secret Confessions of Houdini and Houdini’s Strange Tales among them. These are books only in the most literal ways, which is to say they have covers and they have pages, and there are words and pictures inside.

But Patrick’s books are more like dented and torn cardboard boxes you find in a dusty attic, a whirlwind of stories and odd facts and letters and rumors and whispers about Houdini that he has collected over the years. The most Patrick of all his books—and the hardest one to find—is a massive thing inside a blue vinyl cover with the title, Houdini: The Key, embossed on the front. Patrick calls this, “the sum of everything I have learned about Houdini in my life.”

I obsessively spent months trying to get a copy of Houdini: The Key. It was like chasing the wind. There are so few copies in print that whenever one did show up on eBay or some magic auction site, it would sell almost instantly for hundreds and hundreds of dollars.

Finally, I went to Culliton himself.

“Dear Patrick,” I began an email, and I explained the quest, explained why I would like to talk with him, told him how much I would like to get his book. A few days later, he responded.


Dear Joe,

I wish you the best on your Houdini book. I am on to other things and don’t voluntarily do anything with Houdini—much as I still admire him.

You should do fine without me.

Patrick Culliton



At the bottom of Houdini: The Key, two author names are listed.

The first author is Patrick Culliton. The second is Houdini’s Ghost.




CHILDHOOD
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LIES AND ILLUSIONS


My birth occurred April 6, 1874, in the small town of Appleton in the state of Wisconsin, U.S.A.



Harry Houdini lied obsessively, though he did not think of it as lying. “Magic,” one of Houdini’s friends and rivals Karl Germain said, “is the most honest profession. A magician promises to deceive you. And he does.”

What, after all, is magic? Is it lying when you pretend to saw the lady in half? Is it lying when you shuffle the cards so that they stay in place? A magician floats between lies and illusions, and no one did so quite like Houdini. With him, it’s hard to tell where the lies and illusions end, and where real life begins.

Take the sentence that leads us off. It is the opening line to the most candid autobiographical piece Harry Houdini ever wrote, a piece simply called “Harry Houdini by Harry Houdini.” He wrote it for the Magical Annual of 1910. It was edited by another friend and rival, Will Goldston.

As you will see, most of Houdini’s friends were also his rivals, most of his rivals were also his friends.

“Harry Houdini by Harry Houdini” has been endlessly quoted by Houdini scholars, cynics, admirers, and biographers. In it, he describes and deflects the pain of his childhood and the early challenges of his career in vivid detail. This is Houdini at his rawest and most candid.

Now, read that sentence one more time:


My birth occurred April 6, 1874, in the small town of Appleton in the state of Wisconsin, U.S.A.



Not one of the details is true.

Harry Houdini was not born on April 6. He was not born in the small town of Appleton, nor in the great state of Wisconsin. He was not even born in the United States of America.

Why say his birthday was April 6 when it was March 24? Why say he was born in the United States when he was born in Budapest and did not come over the ocean until he was four? Why did Houdini consistently punctuate his autographs with a cheerful “Appleton, Wisconsin,” as if that was his beloved hometown, when he actually lived in Appleton for less than four years?

The best answer is that for Houdini, the illusion never ended and real life never began. The boy born as Ehrich Weiss became Harry Houdini the way James Gatz became Jay Gatsby and Dick Whitman became Donald Draper and Norma Jeane Mortenson became Marilyn Monroe. Houdini never stopped mythologizing himself. He hired the best writers—including pulp fiction legend H. P. Lovecraft—to immortalize his larger-than-life story. This, from the promotional book he had produced, Houdini: The Adventurous Life of a Versatile Artist, is fairly typical:


Buried in the brain of Houdini is an unknown power he alone possesses that makes their prisons as powerless as Japanese screens and renders their multiple-locking handcuffs, leg irons and all the other prison paraphernalia no more binding than store twine.



Houdini’s public mythmaking was big and bold and over-the-top, but he was no less vigilant in private. He never stopped being Houdini, not for a single minute of any day. Houdini once wrote a touching letter to the daughter of his onetime Appleton neighbor Miles Brown.


I will never forget your father or your mother. Many a happy ride he gave me when I was a youngster, and from what my mother told me, he was in the house the day I was born.



Of course, Miles Brown was not in the house at all because Houdini was not born in Appleton, but myths had to be fed and secrets kept. This is the magician’s code. This was Harry Houdini’s code.

Houdini kept the secret of his birth so close that it wasn’t until 1971, after decades of conflicting research and fierce debate, that the Society of American Magicians decided to find out the truth. They formed the Houdini Birth Committee, a notable collection of historians and magicians, who worked on it for a year, traveling the world, interviewing Houdini associates, and gathering letters, birth documents, and insurance policies.

The Houdini Birth Committee concluded that the boy called Erik Weisz was born in Budapest on March 24, 1874, and didn’t make it to America until Independence Day in 1878, where the spelling of his name was changed to Ehrich Weiss.

And you know what this extraordinary bit of research changed? Almost nothing. Houdini’s grand illusion was so well performed, so brilliantly executed, that even when faced with birth certificates and family testimony, many people still argued that Houdini was born in Appleton. Some still argue his birthplace today.

Houdini undoubtedly would tell you that’s as it should be. What are lies? What are illusions? Ehrich Weisz might have been born in Hungary, but, as he plainly and unequivocally told us, Harry Houdini was born April 6, 1874, in the small town of Appleton in the state of Wisconsin, USA.

Walk right out and tell your tale to the audience, Houdini used to advise young magicians. And perhaps many will believe it.






THE ORIGIN STORY

Ehrich Weiss was a clever and mischievous child; a genius in ways that he and his family could not yet grasp. This is the Harry Houdini origin story, the tapestry that Houdini and his writers and his truest believers weaved through the years. Is it a lie? Is it an illusion?

The story goes that as a baby, Ehrich rarely slept, but he never cried. His mother, Cecilia, watched on with awe as the boy stared peacefully at the ceiling for hours at a time looking for all the world as if he was pondering life’s richest mysteries.

When he was barely old enough to walk, the child wandered into the kitchen, drawn by the smell of his mother’s Apfelkuchen—apple cake. He ate it all. This happened again and again until Cecilia decided to put an end to it by locking her treats in a box. This, as you already guessed, did not work. When Cecilia returned to the kitchen, the lock was intact, but an enormous chunk of the Apfelkuchen was missing. Cecilia tried a different lock, then another, another, some with keys, some using combinations, none of it mattered. Each time Cecilia came back to the kitchen, she found the bolt in perfect working order and another piece of cake gone.

Ehrich had no memory of these small miracles, but as he grew older, he felt certain that he was special and destined to do something thrilling and supernatural, something that soared high above his family’s miserable existence. He thought his destiny might be in the circus, so he practiced tightrope walking and swinging on a trapeze. He strengthened his legs by hanging from tree branches. He worked on tumbling. At nine, he put on tights and performed for the first time as Ehrich, Prince of the Air in the traveling circus of his friend Jack Hoeffler. Houdini’s memories of his childhood act were ever changing; sometimes he remembered doing a trapeze act, sometimes he remembered walking a tightrope, sometimes, most joyously, he remembered being a contortionist who would dangle upside down and pick pins off the ground with his eyelids.

All along, Ehrich Weiss was hopelessly fascinated by locks. School was a bore. Life at home was hard. Food was scarce. But locks? They held a cosmic hold on his imagination. He had to know everything about them, how each model and sort opened and closed, how keys fit, how combinations worked. Ehrich recalled spending his young life wandering through junkyards and picking up and studying bolts and detainers and keys and latches. Locks spoke to Houdini, and Houdini understood.

When Ehrich was eleven—and now we get to the crescendo of the origin story—he worked as an apprentice for a locksmith in Milwaukee. It was a tedious job, until the day the city sheriff brought in a hulking man clamped in a pair of handcuffs. The judge had thrown out his case for lack of evidence. He was a free man. But the sheriff had lost the handcuff keys.

“Hack this guy out these cuffs, won’t you?” the sheriff said, and the locksmith began to file away. It is grueling work to saw off a pair of handcuffs, and after a few fruitless moments the sheriff said, “Hey, why don’t you let the kid work on those cuffs, and we’ll get a beer?”

The locksmith decided this absurdity was a good idea, because that’s how it works in dreams and origin stories, and so Ehrich was left with an enormous and irritable prisoner in handcuffs. He tried filing through the cuffs, but he made no progress. He grew nervous.

And then all at once, it happened: the flash of light, the big bang moment of Harry Houdini’s life. He suddenly knew just what to do. Ehrich reached for some wire. He followed his instincts and bent and shaped the wire just so. Then, as the prisoner looked on curiously, Ehrich grabbed the prisoner’s hands, shoved the wire into the handcuff lock, twisted and turned just so and, impossibly, the handcuff cracked open. Ehrich picked the other lock even quicker. The free man stared wide-eyed at Ehrich. “He is the only person,” Houdini later said, “who knows my secret.”

Houdini told this charming origin story again and again—of the baby who stole his mother’s apple cakes, the restless boy who longed for an otherworldly life, the young man who one day picked the locks and set an innocent man free. He told the story, and the newspaper writers wrote it, and Houdini’s wife Bess retold it after he died, and biographers repeated it after she died, and at some point, like all great magic, it no longer mattered what was a lie and what was an illusion.






THE SILVERMAN BOXES

There’s a Houdini quote that you can find splattered all over the internet, it’s in just about every Houdini quote collection, and it goes like this: “The greatest escape I ever made was when I left Appleton, Wisconsin.” It’s a funny and seemingly revealing quote, which is why it’s too bad that Houdini almost certainly never said it. Tom Boldt, who runs the Boldt Company in Appleton and knows more about Houdini’s connection to his hometown than anyone, finds those words to be counter to everything we know about Houdini.

“I’ve never seen anything that would tie Houdini to that quote,” he says. “On the contrary, as you know, there’s plenty of evidence that Houdini had fond memories of Appleton, often communicated with Appleton friends, and returned several times as an adult—not exactly the behavior of someone who wanted to escape the town.”

Boldt does have a fun theory about the quote’s origin: He thinks it was said by a different Appleton native, the award-winning actor Willem Dafoe, who never hid his distaste for his hometown. Boldt is probably on to something; Dafoe said something similar in a magazine interview when asked about Houdini. “Yes,” he said, “we both escaped the favelas of Appleton.”

Houdini did not see it that way. He was deeply proud of his connection to Appleton; he once told fellow native and famed writer Edna Ferber that, together, they had put it on the map. He loved Appleton. And Appleton loved him back. Every few years for more than a century, the people of Appleton have looked for ways to honor Houdini and their own place in his story. The height of the frenzy came in the 1980s, when developers tried to build a mall called Houdini Center. That fell through, but Houdini Plaza, a pedestrian walking area, was opened between Oneida and Appleton Streets. A sculpture celebrating Houdini’s first successful illusion—“Metamorphosis”—was put at the heart of the city. The history museum was rechristened the Houdini Historic Center, and it featured an interactive Houdini exhibit, a sort of Houdini amusement park but without rides. The local paper, the Appleton Crescent-Post, began a public campaign to insist that, despite the Birth Committee findings, Houdini indeed had been born there. In 1988, at the height of the mania, Houdini Elementary School was opened.

Throughout, there was also a daily Houdini walking tour to point out the thrilling Houdini-related sites throughout town. This was hampered only slightly by the fact that there aren’t any Houdini-related sites in the city; Houdini only lived in Appleton from ages four to eight. This didn’t prevent guides from taking tourists down College Avenue and saying that the young Ehrich Weiss used to run up and down the street and magically unlock the storefronts, creating much joyful mayhem.

Houdini fever has died down since the 1980s, and the town generally accepts his rather tenuous connection to Appleton. But he remains a constant presence. Houdini Plaza is still a popular pedestrian walkway. Houdini Elementary continues its “longstanding ‘magical’ tradition of being innovative.”

While the Houdini Historic Center is now called the History Museum at the Castle, there is still a charming and engaging Houdini exhibit that offers fun facts and lets you try a few of Houdini’s escapes. And on the second floor of the museum, in a back room, there are seven fascinating boxes that attempt the most astounding magic trick of all.

In these boxes, somewhere, is the real childhood of Harry Houdini.

These are the Silverman Boxes.



Kenneth Silverman taught literature at New York University. He wrote significant and weighty books in his literary life, including biographies of the writer Edgar Allan Poe, avant-garde composer John Cage, and inventor Samuel Morse. He won a Pulitzer Prize for his book on the Puritan preacher Cotton Mather. He also wrote what many consider the finest cultural history of the American Revolution.

Before all that, though, he was Ken Silvers, master of illusion.

And once you are Ken Silvers, master of illusion, there’s no turning back.

“Magic,” Silverman’s childhood friend Dick Brookz says, “doesn’t ever die once it gets inside you.” Silverman and Brookz grew up in New York together in the decade or so after World War II, and they were two of many to fall under the spell of a beloved professor and magician named Abe Hurwitz. Thankfully, there are always people like Abe Hurwitz, people who want nothing more than to bring a little more magic into the world. He did just that, teaching magic to children while working at the Brooklyn Hebrew Orphanage. In time he expanded his reach, traveling to schools around New York City. During the Depression, New York Mayor Fiorello La Guardia named him the city’s official magician.

Hurwitz started a club that he called the Peter Pan Magic Club. Silverman and Brookz both joined along with Hurwitz’s daughter, Phyllis, who would later change her name to Shari Lewis and become America’s most beloved ventriloquist. Silverman too changed his name, to Ken Silvers, and he began performing at birthday parties. He was hired to play in a candy commercial, where he magically poured out hundreds of M&Ms from what appeared an empty box. After that, he performed on the Catskills Borscht Belt circuit. He told Dick Brookz that he loved the life of a magician, but that it did not feel like his life, and so he went to Columbia and then began his life as a teacher and writer.

He soon became known for his dogged and relentless research; once on the trail he would not let go. He visited countless archives in multiple countries. He found important papers in the basement of a Veterans Administration hospital. He wandered yard sales. He loved the chase.

“Someday,” he told Dick Brookz, “I’m going to take on the big one.”

“You mean . . .” Brookz said.

“I’m going to write the definitive biography of Harry Houdini.”

The definitive Houdini biography! It hadn’t been done. It couldn’t be done. There had been a half-dozen or so attempts by the time Silverman heard the call, and all fell well short of definitive. The first book came out in 1928, two years after Houdini’s death: Houdini: His Life Story. The author, Harold Kellock, was a newspaper editor who always seemed to be staking out for a quick payday. In 1928, Kellock also wrote a book about Parson Weems, author of the first George Washington biography, which is remembered mostly for its countless invented stories, including the one about Washington chopping down the cherry tree. Kellock’s Houdini book drew from Parson Weems’s example.

To be fair, though, Kellock was mainly hired to take dictation. Houdini: His Life Story is the story of Houdini as seen through the dream-filled eyes of his wife, Bess. Because of Bess’s own talents for inventing captivating stories—she often matched her husband’s imagination—it’s charming, warm, and great fun to read. How true is it? Houdini’s brother, a magician who called himself Hardeen, was asked to sign an early copy. He obliged and added the jaunty dedication: “This book is full of lies.”

Walter B. Gibson—a magician and writer who created the radio sensation The Shadow—knew Houdini personally. Gibson began writing Houdini books in 1927, just one year after the magician’s death, and didn’t stop for the next fifty years. He wrote Houdini’s Book of Magic and Party Pastimes, Houdini’s Escapes, Houdini’s Magic, Houdini on Magic, and Houdini’s Fabulous Magic. He basically ran out of titles. His books were not biographies, exactly, they focused on the magic. But in explaining the magic, Gibson offered many insights into Houdini.

“On one occasion,” Gibson wrote in Houdini on Magic, “I took him to a magician’s meeting in my car, which that season was a Ford Model T coupe with a front seat of only two-person width and with the door-catches inconveniently placed behind a person’s elbow. When he tried to twist around and work the catch, Houdini found it stuck, and in all seriousness, he demanded, ‘Say—how do you get out of this thing?’ It wasn’t until I had reached across and pulled the knob for him that he began laughing because he, of all people, couldn’t get out of a Ford Coupe.”

In 1950, the writing team of Samuel Epstein and Beryl Williams wrote a rip-roaring biography called The Great Houdini that was not in any way constrained by facts or research. The haunted novelist William Lindsay Gresham wrote a strange but fascinating book called The Man Who Walked Through Walls that was as much about Gresham as about Houdini.

In 1969, Milbourne Christopher, a magician and prolific writer about the art, made the first serious effort to write the definitive biography. He called it Houdini: The Untold Story. The book has its merits. As one critic wrote: “It is a straightforward factual narrative devoid of padding.”

But there was something soulless about it.

“Christopher was a very fussy guy; very fussy, prissy guy,” the wonderful magic inventor Jim Steinmeyer says. “He was a famously terrible performer. Very tone deaf as a performer, and he had slight delusions of grandeur. Christopher tended to think he was building things up, but you always ended up feeling, ‘this isn’t very good.’

“I just don’t think he ever would have understood the kind of rough-and-tumble show business of Houdini. Christopher always had money and was always above all that kind of stuff. And so, Christopher wrote a completely bloodless book . . . It’s not a bad biography because he’s got lots of information there that at that time was original. But it was a completely pointless book.”

Ken Silverman set out to write something different, a soulful book that would break through the myths, pierce through the lies, and bring the real Harry Houdini back to life. You can feel the weight of his ambition by reading the full title of the book:

HOUDINI!!!: The Career of Ehrich Weiss. American Self-Liberator, Europe’s Eclipsing Sensation, World Handcuff King & Prison Breaker—Nothing on Earth Can Hold Houdini a Prisoner!!!

Even if he accomplished nothing else, Silverman certainly set a record for most exclamation points in a book title.

The punctuation only hints at Silverman’s passion for finding the real Houdini. He sought out every public and private Houdini collection in the world, exploring every one that was open to him, and pleading again and again with those who refused to let him in. He spent a month at the Library of Congress poring through scrapbooks Houdini left behind. Silverman read thousands of letters and diary entries. He found tens of thousands of Houdini references in newspapers, magazines, and books. He reached out to anyone who might have known Houdini, might have known someone who knew Houdini, or might have known someone who knew someone who knew Houdini. He investigated every tiny clue that might offer a revelation into the character of Houdini. And he always wanted more.

“I located more of his letters, scrapbooks, and photographs than I managed to get a look at,” Silverman wrote bitterly in Notes to Houdini!!! “Very frustrating. Most collectors generously allowed me to see and quote from the material they owned. But, to my frustration, two collectors with sizable Houdini holdings gave me only limited access, and two others refused to let me see anything at all. May they live and be well, these folks. But they can’t take their collections with them.”

The remains of Ken Silverman’s great search are in these seven boxes at the Appleton History Museum at the Castle. Inside these boxes are copies of articles, programs, letters, and book pages. There are loose sheets of paper with rumors written on them. Half-written thoughts are scribbled on scraps of paper. Most of it is a dusty mess, entirely disorganized, but as you pick through, you can begin to see not just the story of Houdini, but the story of Ken Silverman, the wild goose chases he went on, the rabbit holes that engulfed him, the storylines he abandoned. There are dozens of pages, for instance, on James Thurber’s fascination with Houdini. Thurber, the beloved humorist who wrote The Secret Life of Walter Mitty, spent a great deal of time thinking about writing a Houdini book. Silverman obviously spent hours chasing this thread, but it led nowhere. Thurber did not make it into the finished book.

The best part of these boxes, though, is Ken Silverman’s collection of index cards. There are thousands of them, each personally typed by Silverman himself, chronicling every aspect of Houdini’s life.

If you go to the P section, for instance, you find:


	
Paris

	Personality

	Pets

	Places

	Plagiarism



These cards were Silverman’s roadmap and his daily journal. They are filled with the joy of discovery, and they are also filled with the rage of frustration. Silverman had come into this project with the intention of finding the ultimate escape artist. In some ways he did, but he also found that some parts of Houdini always stay hidden. While Houdini walked through brick walls, Silverman ran into them. Every myth has a conflicting story, every story has a conflicting myth. What was real? What was made up? Silverman, the ultimate finder of truth, kept trying.

“Myths,” Silverman wrote to himself on one card. “Endless number of supposed interviews with HH in the press clearly the concoctions of reporters, press agents, managers and HH himself. They told and retold the stories of his origins and beginnings, his unceasing invention, again and again changing the details when he first learned to pick locks, how he ran away from home, his circus days, etc. Impossible to tell how much of it, if any of it, can be believed.”

Silverman’s exasperation blazes through the boxes. He would type out facts that he felt sure were real and then, later, scribble on those cards “No” or “Untrue” or “Unlikely.” He crossed out entire paragraphs and wrote on top, “Probably didn’t happen.” He had two “Myth” sections in his files—personal myths and work-related myths—and you can almost feel Silverman’s pain as he reluctantly moved a compelling Houdini story from an active file into a myth file. He had to repeatedly remind himself not to naïvely believe what he saw. But how do you avoid believing what you see?

“Houdini’s half-dozen surviving, sworn passport applications show a startling disagreement in detail,” Silverman wrote on one card. “His height is variously given as five-feet-five-and-one-quarter, five-feet-six, and five-feet-seven. His eyes variously appear as ‘brown,’ ‘blue’ and ‘grey,’ his complexion as ‘dark’ and ‘fair.’ His birthplace in the earliest application is given as ‘Buda-pest,’ and after that as ‘Appleton.’ His birth-date is given incorrectly as 6 April 1874 or, even more incorrectly, as 6 April 1873. His occupation is given variously as ‘Actor,’ ‘Performer,’ ‘artiste’ and ‘juggler.’ On the earliest passport he appears as a naturalized citizen; but just three months after that, when getting a new passport at the American embassy in London, he swears to having been born in Appleton, Wisconsin.”

The Silverman Boxes show that Houdini’s greatest escape wasn’t from handcuffs or straitjackets or Appleton. It was from the shackles of reality.

Houdini’s friend and rival, the magician Howard Thurston, would tell his audiences every night: “I wouldn’t deceive you for the world.” It was an audacious and brazen thing to say since he was, in fact, blatantly deceiving his audience as magicians do. But Thurston’s stylish and graceful magic was not about deception. He gently, and with good humor, led viewers into that shadowy world between dreams and daylight.

Houdini did none of that. He came at you straight on. Lock me up! Go ahead! I’ll get out! He dared the world to hold him down, to lock him out, to guess his secrets: NOTHING ON EARTH can hold Houdini prisoner!!! Ken Silverman tried to break through Houdini’s illusions. He tried to pin Houdini down. He tried to lock Houdini in one of the Silverman Boxes.

And did it work? When Silverman was done, his HOUDINI!!! was 465 pages, and the notes on sources ran another 181 pages. Twenty-plus years after it was written, HOUDINI!!! remains the gold standard, the most thorough, the least exaggerated, the most truthful, the least aggrandized Houdini biography of them all, the book our friend John Cox calls “The Bible.”

Do you know how many of those 465 pages were dedicated to the childhood of Ehrich Weiss? Five.

Nothing on earth, not even Ken Silverman, could hold Houdini prisoner.

“HH’s greatest personal failing, his profound deceit,” Silverman admitted to himself, “was also his greatest professional strength.”






THE RUNAWAY CHILD

“My father was a skunk,” Dorothy Dietrich says. We talk about Houdini’s childhood while Dorothy eats Chinese food and Italian food and seafood. It’s an international plate. We are at the Royal Buffet in Scranton, Pennsylvania, where the only thing more overwhelming than the variety of food choices is the sound of screaming children, deluged grandparents, and aggrieved servers.

“My father was really a bad guy,” she continues. “He was a drunk. He beat us. We were all afraid of him. I remember feeling afraid all the time.”

We are talking about the time Ehrich Weiss ran away from home and talking about how that changed Dorothy Dietrich’s life.

Dorothy is an icon of magic. She is the first female magician to saw a man in half on television. She did that back in the 1970s, when everyone in America fought over the Equal Rights Amendment, not long after Billie Jean King blew people’s minds by beating Bobby Riggs in the great Battle of the Sexes tennis match. She became the first woman to do a lot of magical things on television—first to saw a man in half, first to catch a bullet between her teeth, first to escape a straitjacket while dangling from a burning rope (the last while a leering Tony Curtis continuously commented on her beauty). She was the inspiration for Henley Reeves, the Isla Fisher character in the Now You See Me movies. Fisher came to train with Dorothy to prepare for the part.

“She is amazing,” Fisher says. “I studied her intensely.”

“She is amazing,” says Dick Brookz, who is sitting to Dorothy’s left. You will remember Dick from his childhood friendship with Ken Silverman. He did not follow his friend into real life. He has been, at various times, known as Dick Brooks, John Brave, Bravo the Grate!, and Bravo the Great (no exclamation point). He added the z to his last name so that it would stand out on Google searches. Dick is Dorothy’s longtime partner, promoter, handler, manager, assistant, public relations director, and scheme developer. These two have gotten into some serious Houdini schemes over the years, as you will see.

“My father would come home,” Dorothy continues, “and we had no idea if he was drunk or not. If he wasn’t drunk, it might be okay. But if he was drunk, someone was going to get it. He was so mean. I remember one night, he came home—it had to be three in the morning—and he started beating up my mother. In the middle of it, he seemed to realize that I was watching, and he reached up and grabbed my hair and threw me off the top bunk of the bed. He just threw me across the room, like I was a rag doll. I was afraid every minute of every day.”

She vividly remembers plotting ways to kill her father. “I thought, You know what, he’s drunk all the time, he wouldn’t even know if I stabbed him to death. And who would miss that skunk? We’ve got a lot in the back there, let’s just bury him back there. Who would even know?”

She smiles wanly. She obviously did not kill her father.

“Houdini saved me,” she says.



Ehrich Weiss was twelve when he ran away from home. Nobody knows the reason, not for sure, but it surely had something to do with his father, the Reverend Doctor Mayer Samuel Weiss. Houdini was a mama’s boy all his life. His mother, Cecilia, was his muse, his inspiration, his rock, and his lifelong cause. He struggled for her. He succeeded for her. He judged his success through her eyes. He died when she died. He searched for her the rest of his life. Even the sleight-of-hand wizard Dai Vernon, who had almost nothing good to say about Houdini, marveled at the depths of Houdini’s love for Cecilia. In the middle of a typical Vernon attack on his rival’s character, he once conceded, “Houdini was a very good and kind man to his mother. That much must be said.”

Houdini’s relationship with his father was cloudier. Mayer Samuel migrated to America in 1876, when Ehrich was a toddler. Why did he come? This is a popular and much-disputed question in Houdini World. Bert Sugar and magician the Amazing Randi cowrote Houdini: His Life and Art and speculated that Mayer Samuel, overtaken by wanderlust, answered a German newspaper ad for a rabbi opening in Appleton. Houdini wrote that Mayer Samuel was awarded the trip for his scholarship by the millionaire Baron Rothschild. Houdini’s brother, Hardeen, offered the most dramatic hypothesis. He wrote in an unpublished autobiography that Dr. Weiss had gotten into a vicious argument with a Hamburg prince—probably over an anti-Semitic slight—and it led to a duel.

“Father,” Hardeen wrote, “insulted by Prince Eric—challenged to dule [sic]—which was fought following morning and Father killing his opponent then fled to London and stayed there for a short time after which he took sailing vessel to New York. After reaching New York kept going to Appleton, Wis. where he sent for Mrs. W., and soon after her arrival Houdini was born on 6th April 1874. And he was named Ehrich Prach after Prince Ehrich.”

Houdini, as we now know, wasn’t born in America, and he was alive when Mayer Samuel left Hungary. Hardeen had his brother’s distaste for letting the facts get in the way. Still, the story is so good that there remain Houdini chasers who believe in the duel and continue to seek evidence to support it.

The most likely story is that Mayer Samuel, like many Jews throughout Eastern Europe in the nineteenth century, felt thwarted by rampant anti-Semitism and was drawn to the chance for freedom in the United States. He had wanted to practice law, but there was no such opportunity in Hungary, where Jews were not even considered full citizens until 1867. Two million Jews immigrated to America between 1870 and 1920 in search of opportunity. Mayer Samuel was one of them.

Mayer Samuel was probably in America for two years before he ended up in Appleton, a surprisingly progressive and tolerant university town—so much so that Catholic, Episcopal, Methodist, and Baptist congregations helped raise the money to build the city’s first temple for a few dozen Jewish families. Mayer Samuel was hired as the Zion Congregation’s first rabbi before construction was even finished.

He certainly looked the part. The local paper on several occasions talked about his “venerable appearance.”

Buoyed by his place of honor in the Appleton community along with a generous $750 a year salary, Mayer Samuel sent for his family in Budapest. Cecilia, Ehrich, and four brothers came over the Atlantic on the SS Frisia and arrived in New York on July 4, 1878. They reached Appleton a couple of months later. Ehrich was four. And as he would remember it, the next four years would be the happiest of his childhood. Mayer Samuel was a respected rabbi. Ehrich attended school. He had numerous friends. The family ate well.

And then, in August of 1882, Mayer Samuel was fired and sent Ehrich Weiss’s life careening.

No one knew at that moment that Mayer Samuel would never again have a steady job.

“Some of the leading factors in the congregation, thinking he had grown too old to hold his position, supplanted him for a younger man,” Houdini wrote in “Harry Houdini by Harry Houdini.” “And one morning father awoke to find himself thrown upon the world, his long locks of hair having silvered in service, with seven children to feed, without a position, and without any visible means of support.”

The reason for Mayer Samuel’s dismissal is vague. For years, it was thought to be the language barrier—he never did grow comfortable with English and led prayers in German instead. But Appleton historian Tom Boldt argues that the man who replaced Mayer Samuel—a Rabbi Solomon—was German too and, as Boldt says, “I doubt he was able to speak English any better than Rabbi Weiss.”

A more likely reason comes from a member of Rabbi Weiss’s congregation, Beatrice Ullman Frank, who said that while he was a good man, he was out of touch with the times. The congregants wanted a rabbi who didn’t just speak the language of the new world but also understood and represented the new world. Mayer Samuel, she said sadly, was of another time.

Mayer Samuel never fully recovered from his firing. After failing to find work in Appleton, he moved the family to Milwaukee and sold himself as a rabbinical jack of all trades, offering his services as a cantor leading prayers, a rabbi working in the community, a mohel performing circumcisions, and a kosher butcher. There were few customers. He tried opening a Jewish school. He sometimes traveled to speak, once going to Louisville, Kentucky, to talk about how “The human soul will never die.” But there was never enough work. The family moved from apartment to apartment in Milwaukee, shack to shack, staying barely one step ahead of the landlords. When a particularly brutal Wisconsin winter hit, the family appealed to the Hebrew Relief Society for coal. Ehrich quit school and took on odd jobs, shining shoes, delivering messages, and selling newspapers.

When thinking back to those times, Houdini wrote bitterly: “Such hardships and hunger became our lot that the less said on the subject, the better.”

The less said on the subject, the better. This was more or less Houdini’s policy about his father as well. Even in his later years, long after Mayer Samuel had died, he played the role of the dutiful son. Every year, on the anniversary of his father’s death, Houdini found a synagogue, lit a yahrzeit candle in his memory, and said the Mourner’s Kaddish. He rarely spoke about his father, though he did on occasion praise his father’s legacy and scholarship (once, when asked to name his favorite writer in a questionnaire, Houdini wrote “My father”).

“I think he has given me my success,” Houdini told a Cincinnati Star reporter in 1916. “When he died, he asked me to pray for him every night. He would watch over me and assure my success. I have followed his request.”

Beyond such traditions and platitudes, though, it is striking how little emotion Houdini showed when discussing Mayer Samuel. He often said that his greatest ambition in life was to support his mother, but he seemed every bit as determined to be the opposite of his father. Mayer Samuel could not speak English; Houdini worked tirelessly to perfect his own. Mayer Samuel could not find work; Houdini never stopped working. Mayer Samuel could not support his family; Houdini fought for every dollar and said that his most significant achievement was his ability to support and spoil his mother.

Houdini regularly told only one story about his father: The story of the day Ehrich Weiss turned twelve. He remembered his father calling him into a room. This version appeared in Houdini’s 1926 souvenir program:


“My boy,” Mayer Samuel told his son, “I am poor in this world’s goods but rich in the wonderful woman God gave as my wife and your mother—rich also in the children we have brought into the world and raised to sturdy manhood. Promise me, my boy, that after I am gone your dear mother will never want for anything. Promise that you will make her declining days as carefree and comfortable as I have tried to make them.”

“And,” Houdini remembered, “with all my heart and soul I gave that promise.”



The next morning, the story goes, Ehrich Weiss ran away from home.

And this story, unlike so many others, is true. He definitely did run away from home. One of the most famous Houdini collectibles is the postcard he sent to his mother:


Dear Ma,

I am going to Galvaston [sic], Texas, and I will be home in about a year. My best regard to all. Did you get my picture? If you didn’t write to Mead Bros., Wood Stock, Ill.

Your truant son,

Ehrich Weiss



In fact, Ehrich did not go to Galveston. Even Houdini was baffled by why he wrote that (he scribbled “I was on my way to Texas?” on the card before putting it into a scrapbook). Instead, he went to Kansas City. Silverman theorized he actually might have run away twice. We do know that at one point he found himself in Delavan, Wisconsin, about sixty miles southwest of Milwaukee. He probably went there to catch on with a circus; at the time Delavan was the winter home for more than twenty circuses including one named for P. T. Barnum. But he couldn’t find work and was instead taken in by a couple, Thomas and Hannah Flitcroft. For many years afterward, he sent Hannah Flitcroft gifts from around the world.

In all, the runaway was a failure. He shined shoes and found odd jobs and tried to make enough money to help support the family. He could not. He returned home in time to join his father on what would be the last gambit of Mayer Samuel’s life: they moved together to New York to try and finally make a life in America.



“I can’t tell you the power of Houdini running away, how much that changed my life,” Dorothy says. We are now at Dorothy and Dick’s Houdini Museum of Scranton. The slogan here is “The Only Building in the World Dedicated to Houdini,” which isn’t technically true. There are Houdini museums in New York, Budapest, Appleton, Toronto, Las Vegas, and elsewhere. But Dick and Dorothy would argue, with good reason, that there is no building in the world quite so dedicated to Houdini as theirs.

Dorothy and Dick are both cheerfully obsessed with him. Dick’s obsession comes from his father, who had seen Houdini perform and shortly afterward started stockpiling collectibles. Dick picked up from there. In his colorful life, Dick Brookz has been a standup comic, a magician, a talent manager, a professional blackjack player, and a taxicab owner. He founded New York’s Magic Towne House (once among the most famous magical theaters in the country). He and Dorothy bought a soap opera acting school. More than once, Dick was on the brink of stardom, but fame brushed past. Dick says he has no regrets.

Dorothy’s connection to Houdini takes a bit more explanation. One day, after deciding that there was no way to escape her abusive father, she made a fateful decision. She stood by the side of the road, waited for a truck to come barreling forward, and she jumped in front of it. Her timing was off. The truck screeched to a stop.

“The driver was pretty mad at first,” Dorothy says. “But then he sat down next to me on the curb, and he talked to me. I don’t think I’d ever had an adult just talk to me like that. He asked me why I would do something like that. I said that I wanted to die. I didn’t go into details about my father or anything else. I just said I wanted to die. I don’t remember if I was crying. I’m sure I was crying.

“He told me that I couldn’t do that to someone else, that if he had hit me and killed me, he would never have been able to live with that. I had not thought of that. And then he said something to me that I have never forgotten. He said, ‘Don’t do this. I know you can become something. I have faith in you.’ ”

Dick looks over at Dorothy.

“Well,” he says, “the guy sure was right about that.”

And it was right around that time that Dorothy saw a magician perform in the theater-like auditorium at her school.

“I don’t even remember what tricks he did or if he was any good,” Dorothy says. “I only remember how beautiful it was. Red velvet curtains. I’ll never forget the red velvet curtains.

“He performed, and what I remember is that the wiseguys in the class, the ones who never shut up, they had this look on their faces. Wonder. That’s what it was. I think I was more amazed at the looks on those boys’ faces than I was by the magic itself. I wanted to make people feel like that. I went to my teacher after that show and said, ‘What is that? I want to be that.’ And the teacher said, ‘No, no, girls don’t do magic.’ ”

She barely even heard what the teacher said, she was so excited. Dorothy rushed to the library and searched for a book about the only magician she had ever heard of. She looked everywhere but couldn’t find anything about him.
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