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I want to, well, what I really want to do is kiss my wife and thank her for all the years of happiness she has brought into my life. She’s what makes it fun to write a book. With Charlene around I could fill our library shelves with ease.





Foreword


Let me start off with: I absolutely adore Tim Conway. Maybe there are other performers as funny, but in my opinion, I can’t think of anybody funnier. Tim is a true original, with a comedic mind so brilliant that it’s downright scary. His sketches with Harvey Korman deserve a spot in whatever cultural time capsule we’re setting aside for future generations.


I first became aware of Tim in the early 1960s when he was a guest one week on The Garry Moore Show, where I was a regular performer. We didn’t get to know each other very well at that time because he did a solo performance and appeared in a sketch that I wasn’t in that week. He was also quite shy. However, when he did his routine, he killed the audience (and all the rest of us on the show!).


Our paths didn’t cross until a few years later when I had my own variety show and we booked Tim as a guest. People assume he was a regular on the show from the get-go. Not so. He was a regular guest one or two times a month until the ninth year, when (Duh! How stupid were we?), we finally asked him to be on every week.


We would tape two shows on Friday in front of two different audiences. In the early show, Tim would perform a sketch exactly the way we rehearsed it all week. Then when we did the second show, he would pull out all the stops, improvising and coming up with hysterical bits of business none of us had seen before. Many times a four-minute sketch would stretch to ten minutes or more due to the bits he added, plus the added laughter from our audience. The second show was always the one that went on the air, because what Tim came up with was . . . pure gold. Sometimes we were accused of breaking up on purpose. Not true. We all tried our best to keep straight faces, but when Tim got on a roll that was all but impossible.


However, let me emphasize, he never tried to hog the spotlight. He would only improvise when it was suited to the character he was playing.


Tim is as wildly inventive in real life as he is on the screen. You never know what’s going to happen when he gets going. In the fall of 1973, our show was chosen to be the first television show to open the newly completed Sydney Opera House. We put together the necessary personnel, crew, and performers and flew off to Sydney where we all stayed at the same hotel. During rehearsal time, we got together in the evenings and visited the restaurants around town. After a few days our group began to shrink as people split off, which often happens when you’re working on location. Caution is thrown to the wind, and mini and major love affairs start popping up. Naturally, the various couples thought their rendezvous were big secrets. Wishful thinking. At the time, I was married to the show’s producer/director, Joe Hamilton. We felt funny about the state of affairs, but these were adults and it was none of our business. Put it this way, we were a long way from home and people were assuming that what happened Down Under would stay Down Under.


A few nights before the show, Joe and I made a dinner date with Tim, who was traveling alone. He suggested that we pick him up at his suite. At the appointed time we went to get him. Joe knocked on the door, and Tim called out, “Come on in.” The door was unlocked and we entered the living room. Tim was nowhere to be seen. “In here. C’mon in,” he called from the bedroom. Joe and I walked over to the open door and looked into the dimly lit room. There was Tim, bare-chested, lying in the bed, with the covers pulled up to his waist. He was smoking a cigarette with his arm around a realistic, full-size toy sheep whose head was peeking out from underneath the comforter.


“Hi guys. Be right with you,” he said, waving to us. Tim leaned over, kissed his bed partner on her polyester, wooly brow, and said sweetly, “Don’t wait up, Barbara. I’ll see you in the morning.”


Turning to us with a big wink, he said, “I know you’ll keep this to yourselves.”


Since the show went off the air, we have remained close. His wife, Charlene (“Sharkey”), who is one of my dearest friends (she was an assistant on The Garry Moore Show), is the perfect companion, supportive and . . . funny in her own right. They are devoted to one another. Sometimes when we all go out to dinner together, we laugh so much that I’ve made myself learn how to do the Heimlich maneuver, just in case.


I’ve talked about his comedic genius. People often ask, “What’s Tim Conway really like?” Did I mention that he sews? He’s a tailor! Not only can he whip up a new suit for himself, he can upholster furniture! He also builds furniture! I wouldn’t be surprised if he could erect a suspension bridge with his bare hands.


More importantly, he’s as nice as he is funny. I’ve never heard him say a bad thing about anybody. He’s loyal to his friends, and he never fails to stick his neck out for those he loves.


In reading his story (both hilarious and thought-provoking) you’ll gain a great deal of insight into the events that fashioned him into the kind and funny genius he turned out to be.


Did I mention that I adore him?


—Carol Burnett





Preface


I’ve written books with a number of celebrities; each experience was special, and yet I never enjoyed working with anyone as much as I enjoyed working with Tim Conway. He’s a unique combination of a genuinely funny man and a real old-fashioned gentleman. At once bold as brass and, at the same time, disarmingly humble. There isn’t a sanctimonious bone among all his funny ones. He never boasts about his accomplishments, and that’s precisely why I’m using this Preface to say things about him (things the reader should know) that he’d never say about himself. So here goes.


At our first meeting in Los Angeles, Tim came to my hotel. The front desk called to say he was on his way up. I went into the hallway to wait for him. The elevator was at the opposite end of the corridor. In the middle of the hallway, a man, wearing headphones, was vacuuming. Tim stepped out of the elevator at the same moment the cleaning man left the vacuum running in the center of the hallway as he turned to dust a side table. Tim started down the corridor. He reached the upright vacuum and, without breaking stride, grabbed the handle with one hand and, waving to me with the other, called out, “I’ll be right there, just have to finish my work.” He put his head down and began to vacuum. The cleaning man, oblivious to what was happening, thanks to his headphones, finished dusting and turned around to recover his vacuum only to discover Tim pushing it around. For a moment, the man looked befuddled. Then, he got it. He smiled and gingerly tapped Tim on the shoulder. Immediately, Tim dropped the vacuum and threw himself against the wall with his arms spread above his head waiting to be frisked. That’s when I learned that Tim Conway seizes any opportunity to amuse. Moreover, he is as delighted to make one or two people laugh as he is to entertain huge audiences.


Shenanigans aside, Tim is a really grounded person. For one thing, he’s had the same friends for decades. Although their names read like a Who’s Who of Emmy and Oscar winners, they, like Tim, are down-to-earth people leading normal lives in the abnormal world of show business. And here’s another Hollywood anomaly: Tim’s second marriage to Charlene Beatty has been going strong for nearly three decades. It’s a match made in heaven, but it took Tim one divorce, and Charlene two, to find that out. They play off each other brilliantly. If you ask Tim what Charlene’s father did for a living, he’ll say, “He was a bookie.” Ask Charlene the same question, and she’ll tell you her father was a trumpet player who performed with the big bands until they went out of fashion. He still had to earn a living and the only other thing he knew was betting the horses. “My father was a musician for most of his life,” says Charlene with a laugh. “But my husband calls him a bookie because it sounds funnier.”


Charlene and Tim Conway are their own reality show with Charlene providing the reality. She’s his leveler, the straight man who keeps him honest. Tim knows what a difference Charlene has made in his life and finds ample opportunities to acknowledge it.


While receiving one of his many awards, Tim stood at the podium and thanked everyone for the wonderful honor. “I wouldn’t be standing in front of you right now,” he said, “if it weren’t for the way my wife looks out for me. She takes charge of everything, including my diet. She’s been feeding me so much fiber, I’m now passing wicker furniture.”


Tim’s fundamentally a cheerful person yet he has a reflective side; a quiet wisdom informs his art and his life. The right comic conditions, however, will always conquer any guardedness, and he becomes totally playful. He is a combination clown and comic. Generally speaking, comedians pursue one tradition or the other. Tim has the funny bone to do slapstick and the wit to do stand-up. It’s a rare gift.


“Funny” has become an archaic word; it’s been replaced by “edgy.” Once upon a time most comedians were not looking to shock you into laughter; they wanted you to enjoy yourself. Today’s comics tend to be in your face. They’ll sacrifice anything for the laugh and have no qualms about making someone else the butt of the joke. Too many rely on confrontational techniques. If nothing else works, hurl a vulgarity at a guy in the front row, and you’ll get a laugh. Tim would never do that. He masterminds the gag and takes the onus upon himself, as illustrated by the vacuum cleaner story. He didn’t need to make a fool of the cleaning man; he was content to make a fool of himself. That self-effacing modus operandi has characterized his career, with one glorious exception—his work with the late Harvey Korman.


While each of them performed successfully without the other, their transcendent partnership on The Carol Burnett Show was a genuine marvel. Professionally and personally, theirs was a remarkable relationship, one in which Tim, the runt, always got the better of Harvey, who towered over him. Though Tim Conway is the kindest of men, there was nothing he wouldn’t stoop to in order to get Harvey Korman.


From the beginning, Tim was content with being an ensemble player. He didn’t need to be the star. The networks did not feel the same and pushed him into a number of shows as the headliner. They all failed. Why was such an outrageously gifted man unable to carry his own show? In the opinion of those who know him best, and that includes Tim, he wasn’t comfortable in the starring role. Tim Conway is a sublime second banana. Like Falstaff, he is not only witty in himself “but the cause that wit is in other men.”


His solo failings notwithstanding, Tim reigned supreme as a cast member on The Steve Allen Show, McHale’s Navy, and The Carol Burnett Show. During that time he became one of the most familiar and beloved figures of the entertainment world. “Beloved” is a much-bandied word in show business, but one that fits Tim Conway to a T.


In the years since the Burnett show Tim has appeared as a guest star on TV variety programs, talk shows, and sitcoms. And, he continues to entertain in person, performing via an underground railroad of dinner theatres and arenas. In working with Tim, I learned that old television performers never die: They continue to delight the public in cities and towns located, for the most part, in America’s heartland. The most famous of these showbiz Valhallas is Branson, Missouri. Branson—population six thousand—has at least one hundred different showcases. In Branson, as in other hamlets spread throughout the country, classic performers—such as Tim, Carol Burnett, Pat Boone, Charo, Bill Cosby, Barbara Eden, Gladys Knight, Barbara Mandrell, Wayne Newton, Kenny Rogers—still delight audiences hungry for pure entertainment. Tim was one of the first to recognize the potential in these golden-age venues and he easily transitioned from television to stage. The change went smoothly because, from the very beginning of his career, Tim either wrote his own material or collaborated with staff writers.


Can this septuagenarian verging on octogenarian still hold large audiences in his thrall? You bet! Not long ago, Tim performed before some four thousand people at the Nokia Theatre in Los Angeles for AARP’s annual gathering. The show featured a host of familiar names including Jane Goodall, Martina Navratilova, Carol Burnett, and sportscaster James Brown. Tim was scheduled to do a bit of stand-up following the Goodall segment, after which he was to introduce Burnett. The two of them would reminisce and take questions from the audience.


Tim was in his dressing room when a young program organizer came to the door with a message from Martina Navratilova. The tennis legend asked if it would be okay for her to drop by and say hello. Tim eagerly said yes.


Another knock on the door and Navratilova was ushered in. Tim and she shook hands and began chatting. Tim thought that she was from Romania, where his mother’s family originated, and said so. Navratilova quickly responded, saying, “I’m Czech!”


“Oh,” said Tim, pleasantly, “Isn’t that the same as Romanian?”


“No!” she said with a touch of nationalistic fervor.


“Really? I thought it was,” Tim answered.


Navratilova looked at him. She grinned. Tim was playing, and she got it. They continued to converse. At one point, she told him that when she came to the United States she had a hard time because she didn’t speak the language.


“I actually learned English watching your show,” she confided.


They talked a little longer, and then it was time for Tim to go onstage.


In the auditorium, huge screens were scattered around so that the thousands gathered there could get a closer look. James Brown was speaking onstage.


“We all thank Jane Goodall for her wonderful work, and now we’ll get on with the show as soon as the crew removes the tables and chairs.”


The stagehands came out from behind the curtain and headed toward the furniture. Suddenly, screams of laughter filled the theatre when they caught sight of Tim Conway working along with the crew. He had not planned this beforehand. He simply got in line with the stagehands and did his thing. The stagehands were laughing, James Brown was laughing, everyone was laughing, except for Tim. Straight-faced, he picked up a chair, and disappeared through the curtains—a perfect example of his instinctive playful reaction to the moment.


Tim is a good man to know for many reasons, and I’ve saved one of the best for last. I received a call from him one afternoon, and at the end of the conversation he said, “I don’t know if you’re a betting woman, but the jockeys in the Breeders’ Cup race are all talking about one particular horse. So, if you feel like it, put some money on number three.”


I thanked him for the tip and hung up. I had never bet on a horse race before, yet there was something in the way Tim spoke that made me think this was the time to do it. I went online, got to an offtrack betting site, located the five million dollar Breeders’ Cup race, and filled in the necessary information. But, when I was prompted to key in my Social Security number I balked, and clicked off the computer.


That night I turned on the evening news and was brushing my teeth when I heard the sports announcer say, “In a thrilling race, the Breeders’ Cup was won by Drosselmeyer, and here’s a look at the finish.”


Toothbrush in hand, I ran to the set and watched as a scrum of horses galloped toward the finish line. Drosselmeyer lurched forward and nosed out the rest. The number emblazoned on the side of his saddle was “3”.


There’s so much more I could say but, at this point, I’m going to turn the show over to Tim. I think you are in for a real treat, hearing him tell his story in his own words. Remember, Tim is a savvy guy in rube’s clothing, so don’t be fooled by his unassuming, aw-shucks manner. It’s a ploy that has been used, to good advantage, by quite a few American humorists, from Mark Twain to Will Rogers to Andy Rooney.


—Jane Scovell


Dear Jane,


Without your assistance, this would have been a pamphlet.


––Tim





Introduction


People have often asked me, “If you weren’t in show business, what would you be doing?” The truth is, I don’t think there’s anything else I could be doing, so the answer would have to be, nothing. Then again, there’s nothing I love more than making people laugh, so I guess you could say I’m in the only business I could be in. I was born to enjoy life and I’ve always wanted everyone to enjoy it along with me. That’s why I can’t see myself any place other than standing in front of an audience with one purpose in mind—to make people feel a little bit happier than when they came in.


I didn’t start out to be a comedian. I didn’t want to grow up to be a policeman, or a soldier, or a fireman, either. I wanted to be a jockey and, believe it or not, I actually gave it a try. It didn’t work. The truth is, I was terrified of riding real, live horses. And when I did, I had a habit of falling off them. This sort of thing wouldn’t work for a jockey. You’d be amazed how angry a bettor can get when the horse he’s put money on crosses the finish line without a rider.


Fifty years ago I slid head first, without a helmet, into the entertainment industry. I came of age during one of the most exciting, innovative, and influential eras in the history of television. My first big show was McHale’s Navy, which was followed by The Carol Burnett Show, where I remained until it ended. That was four decades ago, and I’m still performing. Maybe not on a weekly basis, but you can catch me on shows from SpongeBob SquarePants to 30 Rock, and from Hot In Cleveland to Mike and Molly. While Carol, Harvey Korman, Vicki Lawrence, and the rest of my Burnett buddies have a special place in my heart, working with people like Tina Fey, Melissa McCarthy, Wendie Malick, and Valerie Bertinelli is not chopped liver. I also perform, live, in theatres, and in dinner clubs from Martha’s Vineyard to Los Angeles, with plenty of stops in between. In other words, I continue to ply my trade, whatever that means. And, considering that I’m approaching the big 8–0, and am still going strong. Not only do I have a classic American rags-to-riches story to tell, I’m living proof that life keeps getting better and better, if you let it. Kind of motivational, don’t you agree? That’s one of the reasons why I decided to write a book.


So come along and let me entertain you, this time on the printed page. And if I give you a laugh or two, great, and if I don’t, keep it to yourself.





My Beginnings


At the age of eighteen, my father, Daniel Conway, left Ireland and came to this country accompanied by his seventeen-year-old sister, Madge. They were orphans when they left the old sod, and they were still orphans when they arrived in the United States. The Irish are stubborn. According to my father, he and Madge were in the elite section of steerage—there was a toilet. Odd definition of elite, but it sounds a lot like my dad. He wasn’t a big talker. Wait, he wasn’t a talker, period, but whatever little he said, he had the Irish gift of wit.


Back in the Emerald Isle, Daniel Conway had a profession; he was a whip. In case you don’t recognize the term, whips are an essential part of the grand old sport of foxhunting. And if you’re not up on that tradition, it involves a bunch of people on horseback chasing after a poor little creature that’s been sniffed out by a pack of hounds. A friend of mine told me that Oscar Wilde referred to foxhunting as “the unspeakable in full pursuit of the uneatable.” I couldn’t have said it better myself. Whips were in charge of keeping the hounds in order. You can spot them in all those hunt paintings; they’re the guys carrying whips. Apparently, my father came to this country because he thought there was a crying need for a man with his skill. As you may have noticed if you’ve looked out of the window on any given Saturday, not many fox hunts are taking place in America. I have no idea how long it took my dad to figure out that he might not make it big in the New World as a whip, but it must have been shortly after the boat landed.


I can picture him standing on Ellis Island holding a paper bag stuffed with clothes in one hand and an old whip in the other, wondering not only how to earn a living, but where. For some unknown reason, he chose Cleveland, Ohio. Cleveland? It’s a city you make jokes about. Here’s an example: What’s the difference between the Titanic and Cleveland? They’re both disasters, but Cleveland has a better orchestra. Want more? Back in 1969, a fire broke out on the Cuyahoga River. The flames, fueled by all the oil and sludge in the harbor, went as high as five stories. It was headline news all over the country and inspired Randy Newman to write “Burn On (Big River).” Can’t you hear the Cleveland fire chief yelling, “All right, men, let’s get some water on the river and put this thing out!” A river on fire, that’s Cleveland—the perfect location for my dad. He went there; sister Madge stayed put. She had no desire for further travel, found work as a housekeeper, and never left New York.


Dan—if you don’t mind, I’m going to call my parents by their first names—arrived in Cleveland and ultimately found his way to Hunting Valley, an exclusive suburb twenty-five miles out of Cleveland. When I say “exclusive,” I mean exclusive. Hunting Valley is located on eight square miles containing grassy fields, rolling hills, a bona fide forest, river gorges, and elegant estates that are linked by hiking trails, polo fields, and bridle paths. A lot of prominent Cleveland families were residents of Hunting Valley as well as members of the Chagrin Valley Hunt Club. Polo was the big draw but members also participated in Saturday fox hunts. Each hunt had a chosen route, and a tried-and-true method ensured that the horses took it. Before the start of the chase, a fox was placed in a burlap bag; the minute the bag closed, the terrified critter peed. A horse dragged the bag and its contents through the woods, thereby laying the trail. The hunt began. The dogs instantly picked up the scent which they followed to the finish where, rather than a fox, a catering truck awaited. Luncheon was served. Meanwhile, the little fox had been taken back to the barn, washed off, and kept in relative comfort—until the next Saturday’s hunt. Look, nothing’s perfect but six days out of seven, the fox did lead a good life. Although, if you ask me, since no one gave two hoots about catching the little critter, it probably would have been just as effective to drag along a pastrami sandwich.


•  •  •


Dan got a job as a groom at the Chagrin Valley Hunt Club. While he did assist in the hunts, his main job was tending to the polo ponies. Basically, that meant scooping up horse manure in the stalls. I could go on describing my father’s profession, but for now let’s leave the pioneer pooper-scooper, rake in hand, and move on to my mother.


Bet you think she was a fair, Irish lass, or something like that. Think again. Sophia Murgoi was born to Romanian parents, in either Warren or Columbus, Ohio. When she was four, her parents whisked Sophia, her three brothers, and two sisters back to Romania, the Cleveland of Europe. Brilliant move. It meant that, in a dozen or so years, they’d have front row seats to World War II. Fortunately, Sophia was shipped back to America before the Nazis marched in. She went to Cleveland because she knew some Romanians who lived there. As far as I know, the rest of the family remained in occupied territory. Sophia never talked about them, at least not to me. Come to think of it, except for a rare mention of his sister, Dan didn’t talk about his family, either. Then again, he was an orphan. Neither Dan nor Sophia seemed to give a rap about looking up relatives, consequently I never had the luxury of aunts, uncles, and cousins. It was just the three of us, but it was enough. I do recall one time in the early ’40s when Dan decided we should drive to New York City and visit Aunt Madge. We got into our trusty, rusty, second-hand, four-door Ford, headed east, slept in motels, went through the Holland Tunnel, and arrived in Manhattan. Dan drove around and around but he couldn’t find a parking space. Finally, he sucked in his breath, cried out, “That does it!,” and then, so help me, turned the car around and went back through the tunnel. We spent the night in New Jersey.


It wasn’t until several decades later, after I moved to California, that I even came close to meeting my aunt. It happened when Charlene Beatty, the woman who would become my second wife, and I planned a visit to New York City. I called my parents to tell them of the upcoming trip.


“Look up your Aunt Madge,” ordered Dan.


“Aunt Madge?”


“My sister,” said Dan.


“I know she’s your sister.”


“She lives on East Fifty-ninth Street across from some big store,” continued Dan. “She’s a housekeeper for a church, and they sent me her address. She doesn’t have a phone, so you’ll have to go there.”


He didn’t say what church or why they sent him her address. I could only assume he’d asked for it, but why? I remember thinking there’s no use looking for rhyme or reason at this stage of the game. Dan said to do it, so I’d do it.


Charlene and I arrived in Manhattan and after we finished doing what we’d gone there to do, we went in search of Aunt Madge. She lived in a run-down, brownstone apartment building across the street from Bloomingdale’s department store. We walked up the front stoop and scanned the names listed on the directory at the side of the front door. I pressed the buzzer next to the name “Madge Conway” and waited.


“Yes?” answered a voice over the intercom.


“Aunt Madge, this is your nephew, Tim. You know, the one on television.”


“I don’t have a television.”


“Really? Oh, I’m sorry. I’m Dan’s son, and he said for me to say hello.”


“Yes?”


“I’d love to see you.”


“I don’t go out.”


“I could come up,” I suggested.


“That’s not necessary,” she answered after a long pause. “Thanks for stopping by.”


The intercom clicked off. I looked at Charlene, she looked at me, and without saying a word, we walked down the steps and ambled across the street into Bloomingdale’s.


Despite her abrupt dismissal, I felt a little bad that I hadn’t seen my aunt. I wanted to do something for her, but what? Maybe a gift would be appropriate. She said she didn’t have a TV, so that seemed to be a good bet. We went to the electronics department, bought a small portable set, and arranged to have it delivered. When I got back to California, I received a notice from Bloomingdale’s telling me that the television had been returned and that the refund had been credited to my account. I thought maybe Aunt Madge didn’t want to have anything of value around. Charlene suggested that she didn’t want to know me. Whatever the reason, we didn’t see each other. Matter of fact, to this day, I’ve never met a Conway or a Murgoi.


Speaking of the latter, let’s get back to Mom.


When Sophia Murgoi arrived in America, she, like Aunt Madge, found employment as a housekeeper. Get this: Sophia, a United States citizen by birth, spoke almost no English, and what little she spoke was heavily accented. One of the few things Sophia could say was “chocolate sundae.” Consequently, she spent most of her spare time watching her face break out. The language barrier didn’t stop my father from courting her. How they communicated is beyond me. It had to have been some version of English since Dan never learned Romanian.


My mother, a stranger in the land of her birth, remained fiercely proud of her Eastern European heritage. I was well into my showbiz career when, out of the blue, Sophia asked, “How come when you’re on those TV talking shows, you are never mentioning you are part Romanian?”


Sophia watched everything I did so she would have known I hadn’t bragged about my ethnicity. Not long after her rebuke, I was on Johnny Carson’s Tonight Show and, to please my mother, I decided to reveal my heritage.


During my conversation with Johnny, I told him, “You know I’m part Romanian.”


Johnny drew his head back, lifted an eyebrow, sort of smiled, and then went right on talking. As for the audience reaction, normally people will applaud whatever you say—your favorite city, your favorite color, your favorite ice cream flavor, the name of your first grade teacher, just about any person, place, or thing will get them going. Not one pair of hands slapped together at my disclosure. Sophia never brought up the subject again. Neither did I.


Are you starting to get a picture of my parents? I have to confess, to this very day, they continue to dumbfound me. How is it that I know practically zilch about their backgrounds? They met in Cleveland, but where, how, or why, I couldn’t begin to guess. If I had to take a stab, I’d say that they probably met each other through friends. Anyway, it’s a good bet Irish Dan didn’t attend a Romanian Singles Evening. Dan was a tall, slim, good-looking dude, a dapper dresser with a great head of hair. Sophia was short, a bit on the dumpling side, but with a round, pretty face. Her vivacious nature would have appealed to my taciturn father. I inherited my height and my round face from my mother and the ability to speak English from my father. Although I never saw a marriage license and though they never actually mentioned a wedding date, I presume they were married sometime before I was born on December 15, 1933. It’s crazy that I know so little about my own parents, but it’s the truth. Neither one of them ever sat me down and said, “Son, this is who we are.” As I said, Orphan Dan probably didn’t know and Sophia didn’t seem to care—maybe because what was left of her family was thousands of miles away. (I gave up trying to discover their histories, but if there’s some eager genealogist reading this, be my guest.) I’ve come to the conclusion that, all things considered, the only word for Mr. and Mrs. Daniel Conway is zany. You don’t have to be a Sigmund Freud to figure out that if you put those two people together, you’d come up with me.


Dan and Sophia were living in Willoughby, a suburb of Cleveland, when I was introduced to the world on a second-hand sofa in their living room. I’m happy to report a doctor was present. My official birth certificate read: “Toma Conway.” Eventually it was altered to read: “Thomas Daniel Conway.” With Dan and Sophia in charge, I’m lucky it wasn’t changed to Betty Lou. (Later, you’ll find out how I became Tim.)


I was a colicky baby for the first few months of my life. During this time, Sophia kept busy looking after me; Dan found consolation by downing glass after glass of home-brewed beer, the classic Irish remedy for anything and everything. Besides upsetting my parents, my colicky state delayed my baptism. I was nearly four months old when I was hustled off to receive the baptismal sacraments in a Romanian church of Sophia’s choice. Would you believe it, in Cleveland she actually had a choice.


At the beginning of the twentieth century, around two thousand Romanian immigrants lived in Cleveland, making it one of the largest Romanian enclaves in the country. Most of them were members of the Orthodox Church but some of them, the “Greek Catholics,” belonged to the Catholic Church of the Byzantine Rite. The difference is, the Greek Catholics recognize the Pope. Naturally, there had to be two different churches. The Greek Catholics built St. Helena’s in 1905 and the Romanian Orthodox built St. Mary’s in 1908. (They each were the first Romanian churches of their respective faiths erected in America.) Sophia was Romanian Orthodox, so I was taken to St. Mary’s. I’m not saying it had anything to do with me, but St. Mary’s was the first American Romanian parish to have a stamp issued in its honor by the motherland, Romania.


I can’t quite recall mine, but the Romanian Orthodox baptism is a beautiful ceremony, especially if you like incense. The priest, the parents, and the relatives (or, in my case, lacking relatives, a janitor who was selected as a witness) gather around a miniature manger. That’s right, a manger, which is placed on a low table in front of the altar. The child is put on a pillow inside the cradle and lies there looking up at the ceiling. Those present take hold of a long prayer scarf and, with heads bowed, walk around the table repeating various prayers designed to get the child through the pearly gates when the time comes. Talk about planning ahead. At my baptism, the celebrants, deep in thought and prayer, continued to mutter and circle until the incantation ended and the participants came to a halt. Priest, parents, and janitor looked down: the manger was empty.


“He has risen,” muttered my father.


“No, he has fallen,” said the priest.


The priest was right. While they were marching around, I had wriggled off the pillow, over the side of the manger, and from there to the floor, all without a squawk. The celebrants were so busy pushing for my future acceptance into heaven that no one noticed my earthly disappearance. A quick search ensued. The janitor found me under the table, picked me up, and put me back on the pillow. He held onto my legs, Sophia pinned down my arms, and I was duly entered into the faith.


Following my christening, I was brought home and placed back in my crib, not a store-bought article but one that Dan had fashioned from a heavy-duty cardboard box used to ship polo balls. As an infant, the faint aroma of wood clung to me. That’s because, in those days, polo balls were made of bamboo. The wooden balls made a whistling noise when they flew through the air so that polo players could hear them coming and duck out of the way. Today, 90 percent of the balls are plastic and they’re noiseless. Better look out!


In 1935, we moved into a cozy cottage on the estate of Thomas H. White, an outstanding player on the Chagrin Valley Hunt Club’s championship polo team. Mr. White was the founder of the White Sewing Machine Corporation, the White Motor Corporation, and the Cleveland Automatic Screw Machine Company. Need I say that polo, like foxhunting, is a rich man’s sport? Dan tended to Mr. White’s ponies and, in due time, was promoted. My father became head groom, my mother continued keeping house, and I was the Little Prince. Once I’d made my debut, my parents decided to have no other children. I like to think it’s because they’d created something so perfect they didn’t feel the need for improvement. I have pictures to prove that I was a cute tyke. Just get a load of me in my sailor suit in the photo section. I’ve never grown out of my baby face, and, considering my age, it’s a little ridiculous.


We had a good life. The funny thing is, I always thought we were rich. Why wouldn’t I? For me, life began in a fairy tale cottage surrounded by green lawns and formal gardens, and woods filled with all sorts of trees—maple, oak, spruce, poplar, cherry, dogwood, you name it. There were stables housing elegant riding horses as well as snappy little polo ponies. And we had plenty of good food to eat. The fact that nothing belonged to us completely escaped me. Our home, in fact, was full of they’ll-never-miss-them items, which was Sophia’s blanket excuse for her peculiar brand of petty larceny. Don’t get me wrong; Sophia was honest as the day is long. She never would have thought of taking money or jewelry or furs or anything like that. However, if it came to an about-to-be-given-away garment, or extra foodstuff, that was a different kettle of fish. Bless her, she couldn’t stand to see food rotting away, and lots of it did in the homes of the rich. Thus, she had no qualms about dipping into her employers’ larders and refrigerators to make sure her Toma was well fed. You can’t imagine the fantastic cuts of meat that wound up in my stomach. More improbable, would you believe I tasted caviar before I was six years old?


To say that I was attached to my mother’s apron strings would be an understatement. I never left her side and, literally, lived in her shadow. She took me with her everywhere. She brought me along when she cleaned and would let me sit astride the mop handle as she pushed the mop back and forth over the highly waxed wooden floors of the rich folks she worked for. It was great entertainment for me, and a body builder for Sophia. A little over five feet tall in her stocking feet, she was strong and solid and had arms Popeye would have envied. Dan was about five feet ten and rail thin. I believe he weighed in at a swift 124 pounds. In deference to her memory, I’ll not speculate as to Sophia’s fighting weight, but she could have sent Dan to the moon with one uppercut to the jaw.


We remained in the White cottage until the winter of 1936 when we moved to Chagrin Falls, a small town on the Chagrin River.


Chagrin Falls is forty minutes or so from downtown Cleveland and was named for the waterfall that’s smack in the center of town. That waterfall got its name from the Chagrin River. How did the river and waterfall get their names, you might ask, and even if you don’t, I’m going to tell you. Ordinarily, when you hear the word “falls” you think of something majestic, like Niagara and its mist-covered, roaring, rushing waters. Erase that image. Think small. Chagrin Falls barely falls. Encyclopedias might tell you that the Chagrin River got its name from “Shagarin,” an Erie Indian word meaning Clear Water. That’s pretty dry. I prefer local lore, which goes like this:


Many moons ago, a canoe bearing a young Indian and his bride floated down the river. The boat came to the falls and lurched over. “Oh, Sha . . . garin,” (“Hang on!”) cried the groom. The canoe overturned, and the couple hit the water. They swam to shore, took a look around, liked what they saw, and built their tepee on the riverbank. Soon, others joined them and a town sprang up. In honor of the original couple, the town was called Chagrin Falls with Brave and Squaw in the Canoe. That mouthful was later shortened to Chagrin Falls. Sometimes, residents refer to it as just plain Chagrin.


Okay, you’ve got two choices, the encyclopedia account and what I like to call The Carol Burnett Show version. Come to think of it, the latter explanation could have been a sketch we did back then. (Can’t you just picture me in the bow and Carol in the stern of a rocking canoe tipping over a fake falls?)


Chagrin Falls is about as picturesque a place as you can imagine. A lot of the homes and buildings are listed on the National Register of Historic Places. Trust me, it’s a dream town, a living template of mid-nineteenth-century America. And, I haven’t even gotten to the people. The population was around four thousand when I grew up there and still is. People cared about their neighbors, really cared. Not just to stick their noses into other people’s business, but cared to make sure all was well with them. You simply couldn’t go wrong growing up there.


Our first home in Chagrin Falls was on Franklin Street. We stayed for almost a year when—and don’t ask me why—Dan moved us some sixteen miles down the road to the town of Kirtland. Kirtland was the home of the original headquarters of the Latter Day Saint movement. Led by their founder, Joseph Smith Jr., the Saints came marching into Kirtland from Upstate New York in 1831 and stayed until 1838. The Mormons, in fact, built their first temple there and it’s still standing. One hundred years later, in the summer of 1938, Dan Conway moved his flock out of Kirtland and back to Chagrin Falls. That’s where my folks stayed for the rest of their lives, and that’s the place I call home. It hasn’t changed a pebble since the day the Conways arrived, and I honestly believe that living in that wonderful village shaped my life.


Upon our return to paradise, Dan rented a house on Oak Street with a kitchen and living room on the first floor and two bedrooms upstairs. We thought it was a palace. The neighbors on either side of us more likely saw it as a remodeled garage, which indeed it was. That first night on Oak Street was memorable. Lying in my own bed, on a calm summer evening, the window open, a slight breeze carrying just the hint of a coming shower, comforted by the knowledge that my Dan and Sophia were on the other side of the wall, was heaven. Most nights I asked Sophia or Dan to turn on the hall light, but not that night; the moon was my beacon. I didn’t want to fall asleep, but how could I not when I was in the house of my dreams?


Dream house or no, the Conways never lingered. In a little over a year—1940 to be exact—we moved a few doors away to another Oak Street house. Sophia, Dan, and I actually carried our big, hunter green couch up the street to the new place. In 1942, we reached our final destination, 43 Orange Street. I spent the rest of my Chagrin years in that house, and, albeit two-family, what a house it was—a beautiful one-hundred-and-forty-year-old, two-story, white-pillared mansion, one parallel street away from the river. Financially, it was a bit of a stretch. The rent was a whopping eighteen dollars a month, about twice as much as we’d been paying on Oak Street. But it was sure worth it.


No question, we moved a lot in the early years. The good thing is, each house we occupied was a bit better than the previous one and usually located a few doors down the street or around the corner. Every move consisted of the same routine. Sophia would pack into boxes what few belongings we possessed, Dan would load them in our beat-up Ford, I would jump in the rumble seat, and away we’d go. At times it would have been quicker to walk than drive. No matter how close the new house was, Sophia always made the same comment as we inched our way down the street.


“Wait, I think this is it!” she’d cry, pointing to a particular house. You’d have thought she was sighting land after a long sea voyage. Dan would pull the car up to the curb, and we’d pile out and start to bring the boxes inside the house. As a rule, our new neighbors did not greet us, mainly because they weren’t new neighbors, just people who lived a hop, skip, or jump from our last residence.


After we finished unpacking—not a lengthy process—the three of us would sit down at our blue Formica-topped kitchen table. We’d sip our respective beer, tea, and milk and assess the surroundings while the denizens of afternoon soap operas babbled over the radio. Back then, family life was centered in the kitchen. A radio set was enthroned, either on a counter or on the table itself, and the sounds from it echoed throughout the house. I grew up with Stella Dallas, Lorenzo Jones, and Mary Noble in the afternoons, and The Shadow, Lum and Abner, Jack Benny, Bob Hope, and Fred Allen in the evenings. Whichever house we were in, Sophia, Dan, and I spent our downtime sitting at the kitchen table, staring at the lighted half-moon dial on our battered Philco radio, and listening to unseen, but all-enveloping, entertainment.
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