


CHAPTER 1

A HERO IS BORN!

“A professional writer!”

The eighteen-year-old looked at the title again—“Captain America Foils the Traitor’s Revenge.” He quickly leafed through the rest of the comic book and then flipped back to the cover. It seemed like yesterday he had been sitting in his high school English class dreaming of this day. Now he was a real writer! It had all happened so fast.

He inspected the cover. How thrilling to turn it over in his fingers and feel the pages for the first time. The 3-D “Captain America” title seemed to spring out from the page, enclosed in a shockingly bright yellow border. The teen took a closer look, inspecting the hit series that had taken the nation by storm.

The action leapt from the page! In it, Captain America knocked out a bad guy clad in a militaristic green uniform with a fierce swing of his red, white, and blue shield, simultaneously deflecting a bullet meant to murder him. In the opposite corner of the page, the evil supervillain Red Skull tied the superhero’s teen sidekick, Bucky, to a bomb, while heartthrob Betty Ross was encased in a glass capsule about to be shot into the war zone. Red Skull had a black Nazi swastika stamped on his chest, in direct opposition to Cap’s white star, representing hope, humanity, and democracy. Though outnumbered and in peril, the hero stood ready, his right fist clenched for battle.
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The expectations for Captain America #3 were enormous. The first two issues had sold millions of copies, turning the artistic team of Joe Simon and Jack Kirby into bona fide comic book superstars. As a result, they were always busy—planning, drawing, writing, and revising the art and scripts, while at the same time chomping away on cigars that filled their cramped office with thick, acrid smoke. Page after page of drawings, scripts, and doodles littered every square inch of the space. Joe and Jack pinned ideas for new superheroes to the walls, along with character sketches and action scenes. Yet they constantly fought to keep up with the production schedule. The demand never stopped.

Tall and rail thin, Simon shuffled through illustrations dropped off by a freelancer. An arm’s reach away, Kirby hunched over his drawing board, his fingers a blur as the pencil whizzed across the page. They ignored the teen as he mooned over his first publication. The typewriter on the desk gleamed.

“I had become a published author,” young Stanley Lieber exclaimed. “I was a pro.”1
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The teen thought back on receiving that first assignment. Joe needed copy, and he needed it right away. The first two issues had put the small publisher on the map. However, the success led to several snags, like all the other comic book publishers attempting to imitate the red, white, and blue hero. Creatively, Joe and Jack had to work even harder to stay ahead of the pack. Simon hired a bunch of freelancers just to meet production timetables.

In the midst of that initial hiring burst, Joe also gave a job to Lieber, the skinny teenager who seemed so eager and enthusiastic. The kid was essentially a low-level assistant. He did odd jobs around the office—including picking up lunch orders and even sweeping up the place at the end of the day. Stanley did all the odd jobs that Joe and Jack didn’t have time to worry about. They had important work—Captain America was the country’s star superhero and an inspiration as the war waged on in Europe.

The public worried about whether President Roosevelt would keep the US out of the melee. People found encouragement in the red, white, and blue superhero. Joe and Jack even had him battling the Nazis and punching out Hitler on the cover of the first issue.


“We had Stan erasing the pencils off the inked artwork, and going out for coffee…. We let Stan hang around with us when we went bowling or played billiards. I thought he was a cute kid.” —Joe Simon, Timely Comics editor and cocreator of Captain America (Joe Simon, My Life in Comics)



Yet selling comic books wasn’t just about colorful antics and supervillains. Joe had real-world concerns in running the business side of Timely Comics, like ensuring that the publisher qualified for the less expensive second-class shipping charges. This meant that each comic book series had to have a certain number of text-based prose stories included with all the outrageous artwork and illustrations. Joe decided to make good use of this requirement by tossing several of these odd copy-filler stories to his young apprentice as a kind of test run to see if the kid had any actual talent.

Stanley definitely had chutzpah, that’s for sure. After his first week on the job, the kid informed Simon that he felt he deserved a raise since he had already learned everything about comic books in his short time there. At first, Joe kept Stanley busy with menial tasks. “I’d fill the ink wells. I’d run down and get them sandwiches at the drug store, and I’d proofread the pages,” the youngster recalled. “Sometimes in proofreading I’d say, ‘You know, this sentence doesn’t sound right. It ought to be written like this.’ ‘Well, go ahead and change it!’ They didn’t care!”2

Then Stanley took it on himself to become the office entertainment, playing a small flute-like instrument called an ocarina. The teen yearned to be the center of attention. The ensuing cacophony nearly got the boy brained by Kirby, who seemed to get increasingly irritated with every missed note that emanated from the instrument. Simon laughed as the two bickered, and Jack’s threats grew progressively more colorful. Kirby, the quintessential artist, had a manic—almost obsessive—need to draw and draw fast. He didn’t appreciate the kid distracting him.

But office hijinks aside, Joe needed copy. Stanley had been asking to write ever since he started at Timely (more like begging and pleading). Although Simon and Kirby seemed like grizzled industry veterans, the entire comic book industry was young in the early decades of the twentieth century: Joe was just twenty-seven years old, and Jack was twenty-three. Giving the kid a shot was based on necessity and great timing. If he could nail the two-pager, maybe they could use him for more important work. The initial two-page short story would serve as Stanley’s on-the-job audition.
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Getting the opportunity to fulfill his dream in becoming a published writer, young Stanley sat down at the typewriter and thought about Captain America’s many heroic traits. What had made the character so popular? Certainly, patriotic fervor was at a high point across the nation. Yet there was a great deal of outright fear about the future. Many people were scared of the power a superhero like Captain America symbolized. Millions of people were against America’s entry into the war, so they viewed feeding the masses with pro-US propaganda as dangerous. Others loved the comic book’s stance against Germany. Hitler was Captain America’s enemy, not only on the first issue cover but in the second issue too. Kirby and Simon drew the German leader and his henchman Herman Goering attacking the heroes and then being knocked unconscious when hit with Bucky’s vicious kick. Sticking closely to these themes, Stanley used the idea of Cap and Bucky’s zealous defense of liberty and justice as the primary motif of his short story.

“Captain America Foils the Traitor’s Revenge” appeared in Captain America Comics #3 (May 1941). Comic books were dated about three months later than when they appeared on the newsstands, so the teen probably wrote the story sometime at the end of 1940 or in the first couple of months of 1941.

Opening the copy to his story, he glanced at the name below the story title and smiled. “By Stan Lee,” he read to himself. “Yup, used a pen name,” he thought, one that had been on his mind since high school. “I simply cut my first name in half and slyly changed the y to a second e,” he said. A simple case of pulling “Stanley” apart and making it “Stan Lee.”3 At the time, he believed he was saving his real name for the Great American Novel he someday hoped to write.

Simon was amused when the teenager presented himself as “Stan Lee” on the copy, but he knew the kid had talent to go along with his natural enthusiasm. It was a small assignment but important in the young man’s development. Later, despite his pride, Stanley acknowledged that the two-page piece was just filler, admitting: “Nobody ever took the time to read them, but I didn’t care. I had become a published author. I was a pro!”4

Every origin story has some attention-grabbing beginning. Under Simon’s tutelage, young Lieber used that first short story to gain a new pen name and launch his career as a writer. He seemed a long way from fetching sandwiches and pushing a broom. “It gave me a feeling of grandeur,” Lee recalled.5

Even though it was a text-based story, an action-filled drawing of Captain America knocking a man silly accompanied Lee’s piece. As it turned out, not only was it Stan’s first publication, it was also his initial collaboration with Jack Kirby, who drew the ferocious right uppercut and explosive connection that sent the bad guy reeling.
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In Stan’s short story, the villain was “traitor” Lou Haines. Although this was two decades before the world would become familiar with Lee’s writing voice, the evildoer showed signs of that developing style. Haines snarled at base commander Colonel Stevens: “But let me warn you now, you ain’t seen the last of me! I’ll get even somehow. Mark my words, you’ll pay for this!” Later, in hand-to-hand combat, Captain America landed a crippling blow, just when the reader thought the hero was doomed. “No human being could have stood that blow,” Lee wrote. “Haines instantly relaxed his grip and sank to the floor—unconscious!” The next day when the officer asked Steve Rogers (Captain America’s secret identity) if he heard anything the night before, Rogers claimed he slept through the hullabaloo. Stevens, Rogers, and sidekick Bucky all shared a laugh at the thought.


“The American Avenger saw Lou Haines about to plunge his knife into the sleeping Colonel’s heart! … With the speed of thought, he sent his shield spinning through the air to the other end of the tent where it smacked the knife out of Haines’ hand!”

—Stan Lee, “Captain America Foils the Traitor’s Revenge”



While Stan’s “Traitor” short story did not exude the confidence fans would later associate with his writing (or the knowing wink at the reader), the piece exhibited his blossoming understanding of audience, pace, and style. Simon gave the teenager more assignments and even let him introduce characters that he had created.

Captain America #5 (August 1941) contained Stan’s first paneled story: “Headline Hunter, Foreign Correspondent.” Jerry Hunter, the titular character, was a newspaper reporter serving in war-torn London. Not actually a superhero, Hunter did have super strength and cunning. He even had a kind of superhero costume, a snazzy blue suit and red tie, obviously homage to Captain America.

In the story, Hunter foiled a Nazi plan to steal Navy cargo route maps and later blew up a German munitions plant. “Oh, gosh, it wasn’t anything! And besides, boy! Look at the swell scoop I got,” Hunter told the American ambassador as the story ended. The teen language and “golly-gee” tone flashed Stan’s budding comic book style. In the way Hunter spoke and acted, the character might have been an early incarnation
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“I'm sorcy, Haines, bu chere
is no place in chis army camp
for the likes of you. You have
lied, cheated, spicd, and stolen.
Your conduct is no longer tol-
osable and I'm giving you a dis-
honorable discharge. Now get
oust”

Private Steve Rogers, doing
sentry duty nearby, was watch-
ing the scene interestedly. He
had nover seen Colonel Stevens
50 angry; and Lou Haines, t0o,
was threateningly mad. The
muscular giant shook his enor-
mous fist at the Colonel.

“O.K. Colonel,” snarled Lou,
“I'll get out. Bu let me warn
you now, you ain’t seen the fast
of me! I'll get even somehow.
Mark my words, you'll pay for
chis!” Haines walked toward

the camp  gates, muttering in-
sults under his breach,

Suddenly Haines felca scrong
band grasp his acm. He looked
around into the Aashing cyes
of Steve Rogers! I wouldn't act
like that if T were you mur-
mured Steve, sofcly, “you were
insulting a man in the uniform
of the United States Army!
Here are the camp gates; now
beat ig}”

Haines left, but there was a
look of hate in his eyes which
Steve could not help but notice!

R

Later thac evening, Steve
Rogers was sitting in his teat
playing checkers with his young
side-Kick, Bucky, the camp mas-
cor. Bucky looked disappointed.

“Gosh, Steve,” wailed Bucky,

"don’t you EVER lose a game?
I've forgotten what it feels like
to win."

Steve smiled cheerfully, “I'll
cell you what, kid: suppose you
borrow a book on ‘how to play
checkers' and read it. That'll
give me & chance (o get some
shuceye. You don't know how
tired it makes me to beat you
all che cime!”

Steve ducked just in time to
dodge che pillow that Bucky
threw at him. "Why, you licde
squirt,” he grinned, 1 ought to
put you over my knee!”

"Oh yeah, you big palooka?
You and what other army?"
Bucky picked up another pillow
and was holding it ready.

Suddenly Steve’s smile left
his face and he puc his fingers
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