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Dedication

For Walter Bernstein and Martin Ritt,

who are sorely missed






Epigraph





Everyone has three lives: a public life, a private life, and a secret life.

—Gabriel García Márquez
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Fanfare

2025

Death Defying Act

Woody Allen wakes up early in the morning after a bad night’s sleep, as usual, and fumbling with the thick, dark-frame glasses that are his signature look, he glances in the mirror and what does he see? A stooped, partly deaf old man with once carrot-colored hair now snow white and raggedy, with watery brown eyes—one eye drooping—but otherwise recognizable as himself, and he doesn’t look so bad for age eighty-nine going on ninety.

We know that face, and probably the clothes he will select to wear today, from stage and screen, television and films, dating back to the time in the early 1960s when Allen rose to fame as one of America’s funniest and most influential comedians and, later, arguably just as hilarious and even more influential as a singular filmmaker whose work set the standard for quality, range, and depth, whose insistence on his individuality and independence defied the realities of the American cinema, and whose example inspired many in his wake.

He probably will have the same breakfast he enjoyed as a boy—cereal with banana slices, counting the slices—skim the New York Times, where the name Woody Allen can no longer be mentioned with impunity, much less any frequency; and then he will likely spend most of the morning doing some writing on scripts—a play, a film. Allen will take pills and do his exercises, including working out on the treadmill, as recommended by his doctors. After a light lunch he may go for a walk through his beloved Central Park with his wife of twenty-five-plus years, Soon-Yi Previn, the daughter of the actress Mia Farrow, who starred in a few of the most acclaimed Woody Allen pictures. He will practice his clarinet for an hour or so in the afternoon, maybe give an interview or two to foreign journalists by telephone or Zoom. He and Soon-Yi have two daughters, both college graduates with good careers, who may join the couple for dinner. Friends from the old days also may drop by. After dinner the world-famous man may watch a little sports on television before going to bed early, so he can sleep badly and rise early anew and the next day do more of what he likes doing best—write and write.

One reality Woody Allen has been defying for a long while now is death. Not that Death: not the Dark Everlasting that haunts his movies, usually humorously, most recently in his penultimate film to date, Rifkin’s Festival, in which Death plays a mean game of chess. No—the living death of being declared an “unperson” by the Woke Generation, the most militant of whose representatives do not care if the entertainer has ever been charged or convicted of a crime, but they believe he molested his seven-year-old daughter in 1992, among the many other negative things about him they believe. These true believers have tried to blackball his films, pressure other celebrities into denouncing him, destroy his ability to direct more movies—“cancel” him as a person. However, in this crusade his enemies have not been entirely successful, because even Rifkin’s Festival, after modest foreign success, sneaked into some twenty-six US theaters in 2022, which is more than the blacklisted Hollywood Reds could have hoped to achieve at the height of McCarthyism in the 1950s. And Allen’s golden oldies continue to play on television and on the Internet, and they are embedded in the DNA of our popular culture regardless of the opprobrium heaped on his name.

But what’s in a name? Who is the real Woody Allen? Are there still vestiges in the man of Allan Stewart Konigsberg, once a surprisingly normal, mischievous, wisecracking boy? In what ways is the adult version, the comedian and filmmaker who enjoyed decades of success and popularity before self-destructing, an amalgam of truth and fiction? The answer reveals much about show business, the mercurial nature of fame and public favor, and the inevitable consequences of leading a fluid double life.

As this is being written, the fiftieth film directed by Woody Allen, which he made in Paris entirely in the French language in the autumn of 2022, has been completed and released. Fifty films—a higher number counting telefilms and movies in which he merely acted—as writer, director, or star is a remarkable output over seven decades of work, a formidable statistic even before you get to the box office and accolades and awards that don’t come as often anymore, not that he has ever cared. Coup de chance, the Paris film, might be a clinker, as some critics said. Or, according to others, it might be sharp-minded and entertaining, if not the masterpiece he would tell you has always eluded him. Still, Allen would give away any or all of his record number of Writers Guild awards or Oscars, he often said in interviews, for just one more day of life.

Oh, that other death? The real death—the last day of his life—is coming. Perhaps the comedian and filmmaker’s death will finally assuage his enemies, who want him shunned, condemned, vilified, hounded to the grave. His father lived until one hundred. His mother also made it nearly to her centenary. So when Allen, a man who has always lived by the clock, rises early tomorrow, he will be keenly aware of the most important clock of all ticking. . . .

This is his story.






I

Easy Writer






Chapter 1

1935

Prep Day

Birth, a Misspent Boyhood, Easy Writing, and Gags for Sale

Death worried him as a little boy, and from boyhood he was inclined to joke about things that worried him. Death worried Diane Keaton too, among many things they had in common, and decades later Woody Allen tried to reassure her. Death is probably like what happens after the injection for a colonoscopy, Allen told the actress. Death is a dark, peaceful sleep. So don’t worry, Keaton—he called her Keaton—death is pretty much like a colonoscopy. The problem is, he added, waggling his eyebrows à la Groucho Marx, life is like the prep day.

Prep day for Allan Stewart Konigsberg began on December 1, 1935. The baby was not named Woody Allen, because that creature was concocted over time in his imagination, a fabrication that shape-shifted with the years. Some found the Woody Allen creature funny, entertaining, or artistic, while others, even early in his career, discerned a Frankenstein monster. Yet in many ways, growing up, the short, scrawny boy with an unruly thatch of orange-red hair was typical as well as precocious, and no soothsayer could have predicted he would grow into one of the most peculiar animals in the human zoo, or that he was headed for a public burning after a spectacular rise to fortune and celebrity—and an even more precipitous and spectacularly unexpected fall.

“I’m complicated,” the film-crazy, lovelorn Allan Felix says in Play It Again, Sam. Allen wrote himself into the lead character he was playing with his own birth name: Allan. He went so far as to describe the character in the text as “a short man with red hair and glasses.” Repeatedly, he declared in interviews: “I am him.” He’d keep that idea fluid—how similar he was to his characters in films—but inarguably, Woody Allen née Allan Stewart Konigsberg is complicated, contradictory in ways, a weave of personal and professional ironies and paradoxes. The boy version was also more complicated than any surface impression, and from minute one of his prep day the complicated nature of the boy began to compound curiously as he grew.


In 1935, the year of his first prep day, Ernest Hemingway was writing To Have and Have Not in the Bahamas. Jazzman Sidney Bechet was running a tailor shop in Harlem to make ends meet. Gertrude Stein visited the US for the first time in decades, sipped tea with Eleanor Roosevelt in the White House, met with Charles Chaplin in Hollywood, and returned to Paris. The fast-rising comic Bob Hope made his network radio debut. Babe Ruth played his last game for the Boston Braves (he wears a Yankees uniform in Zelig, however). Top Hat with Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers and music by Irving Berlin ranked number two at the box office and was Oscar-nominated for Best Picture. Ingmar Bergman, in his late teens, was spending his summers in Germany, where he attended a Nazi rally in Weimar and fell under the spell of the “unbelievably charismatic” Adolf Hitler, for a while becoming an avid supporter of der Führer. The Reichstag enacted the Nuremberg Laws against Jews.

WOODY ALLEN’S PARENTS, Mr. and Mrs. Konigsberg, were “characters,” and they recur as characters in much of his work. Even after their boy became a world-renowned comedian, writer, actor, and director making his own movies, his parents were inclined to wish aloud that he had entered a more solid if not stolid profession. Maybe he should have become a pharmacist. They boasted colorful traits and idiosyncrasies, and in his stand-up act, short stories, plays, and films, their son would poke unflagging fun at—to the point of ridiculing—their foibles.

Martin Konigsberg was his father. His mother was Nettie Cherry. They married in June 1930, and within five years Nettie delivered their firstborn, who was probably underweight. (The birth certificate has never been made public.) Sunday, December 1, 1935, was his official birth date, although Allen claimed in his autobiography he was actually born on November 30, “and my parents pushed the date so I could start off on day one.”


Both parents were immigrants. Isaac Konigsberg, Martin’s father, came from Russia at the turn of the century, and after marrying Janette, also a Russian national (“she was fleeing Russian pogroms and he compulsory military service”), Isaac pursued the American dream. He rose up before World War I to own a string of taxis and movie palaces including the Midwood Theater, where his grandson would grow up expending his youth “in flight from reality,” in his words. Isaac kept a box at the Metropolitan Opera and sailed to Europe for the horse races. He fathered three boys and favored the oldest, Martin, born in 1900, even arranging for Martin to serve as a mascot for the Brooklyn Dodgers. “No high school, the Navy at sixteen, on a firing squad in France when they killed an American sailor for raping a local girl,” Allen later recalled of his father. “A medal-winning marksman, always loved pulling a trigger.” Martin survived the war, once swimming miles to shore after his boat was shelled; and drove a Kissel Roadster, a lavish gift from his father, around postwar Europe.

Isaac Konigsberg suffered his first financial reversal in the 1919 recession, and after the Wall Street crash almost ten years on he was reduced to getting by as a butter-and-egg man in a Greenwich Village market in lower Manhattan. Martin was the chief salesman and candler—a candlelight method of nurturing the viability of eggs as they incubated.

Nettie Cherry’s father, Leon, meanwhile emigrated from Vienna at age twenty-six in 1891, married Sarah Hoff and, by 1908, the year of Nettie’s birth, owned a luncheonette near their Lower East Side abode, where his wife helped with the cooking and customers. Nettie was one of five sisters, the youngest of seven Cherry children. By 1930, by which time the Cherrys had moved from Manhattan to the Bronx, a temporary stop for the family before they landed in Brooklyn, Nettie, in her early twenties, had begun to keep accounts for another merchant in the Greenwich Village market. She struck up a friendship with Isaac Konigsberg, whom she saw as a kind, older, cultivated gentleman. Isaac saw her as a match for Martin.

Accounts have described Martin Konigsberg as a hail-fellow-well-met type who physically resembled the Hollywood tough guy George Raft. Thirty years of age when he married Nettie, Martin inherited a high-roller swagger from his father and was always generous with money to the point of profligacy. Although steeped in butter and eggs until he was forty, at which time Isaac retired, Martin must have been hardworking, if occupationally peripatetic, since the jobs he held over time included pool-hall manager, bartender, taxi driver, bookmaker, gem engraver, and waiting tables at Sammy’s Bowery Follies, a lower Manhattan saloon and cabaret known, half-ironically to swells, as the “Stork Club of the Bowery.” Allan’s father mixed with the constabulary through a relative who made police badges, and mingled with equal affability with organized crime, running summer bets to the Saratoga Race Course for Brooklyn waterfront mobster Albert Anastasia.


Nettie, her son would say uncharitably in interviews, had a beaky nose and resembled the Marx brother with the moustache and cigar. The parents in Take the Money and Run wear Groucho masks. A sympathetic female biographer studied Nettie’s wedding portrait and found the twenty-one-year-old bride to be “an attractive young woman, a spunky, tart-tongued redhead.” Bookkeeping, which was Nettie’s lifelong occupation, provided a good foothold and reliable income for high-school-educated women before technology simplified accounting.

During Allan’s toddler years the Konigsbergs lived within the Flatbush neighborhood of Brooklyn, moving several times. Often, the family resided in the upper stories of houses where they pooled the rent with Nettie’s older sister—the sister closest in age—Celia, a stenographer; and her husband, Joe Cohen, an electrical parts contractor, who brought fish home for dinner from angler friends in Sheepshead Bay. (Celia, Ceil or Cecilia—Cecilia is the name of Mia Farrow’s character in The Purple Rose of Cairo—are names that recur in Woody Allen films.) At times the Konigsbergs lived with other cousins, aunts, uncles, and vague kin “running in and out of rooms,” including German-speaking relatives fleeing from Hitler’s Third Reich. Extended families sharing close quarters were common in Flatbush. Though Martin still worked for his father, Isaac, he splurged on dinner and dance dates with Nettie at the Tavern on the Green in Central Park when it opened in 1934.

Baby Allan happened to be born in the Bronx because the family thought there were better hospitals in that borough, and when the family required a doctor, they visited a Park Avenue physician in Manhattan. Although the Konigsbergs never owned a house, and they were “lower-lower-middle-class,” in their son’s words, Flatbush was a comfortable district, “one of Brooklyn’s most desirable residential neighborhoods” according to 1939’s Federal Writers’ Project WPA Guide to New York City. Much of the time the family was nestled within Midwood, south of Flatbush, which was predominantly middle-class and mostly Jewish—primarily Orthodox, like the Konigsbergs, or Hasidic. Allen recalled the main commercial drag, Avenue J in Midwood, as “a paradise” of candy and toy stores, delicatessens, bakeries, butcher shops, Chinese restaurants, poolrooms, and motion picture theaters. The residential streets were lined with trees. The big houses had porches, front lawns, backyards.


Martin was a mensch (“a sweet guy, warmer, more demonstrably affectionate” than Nettie, Allen would recall) who worked his odd jobs, religiously played the numbers, and tithed to his son, bringing home from F.A.O. Schwarz a cowboy costume with six-shooters for Allan when he was ten years old and, later, when the youth was in high school, routinely leaving a fiver for the teenager on his night table. (“The other kids I knew were getting fifty cents or maybe one dollar” allowances.) Extra money trickled in from cousins, uncles, and all those aunts (“I was the cynosure of my mother’s five sisters, the only male child, the darling of these sweet yentas”), supplying endless pocket change for recreation. The boy’s playthings included a Lionel chemistry set—another of his father’s F.A.O. Schwarz purchases—which Allan used to dye his mother’s fur coat, an incident re-created in Radio Days. As a teenager he owned his own typewriter and several musical instruments. The family boasted an excellent radio and an early television set. When Nettie went back to work, she hired babysitters and a weekly cleaning woman. Growing up, the boy was more pampered than deprived.

COMING FROM AN observant background, Nettie kept a kosher kitchen, celebrated seders, and served her big weekly supper on the Sabbath, inviting neighbors and relatives. Claiming indifference and atheism, Martin preferred to skip Yom Kippur and other ceremonies religious, opting for Chinese takeout. Starting at age five Allan began attending a weekly Hebrew school, where he learned to read and write in the Semitic language of the Jewish people. But Irish and Italian Catholic families dominated blocks of Midwood, and Nettie was broad-minded enough to send her boy to an interfaith camp one summer, where, as Woody Allen liked to joke in one of his later stand-up routines, “I was sadistically beaten up by boys of all races and creeds.”


At the time of the 1940 census the Konigsbergs and Cohens (then childless) shared a six-room flat on the upper floor of a two-story brick rowhouse at 968 East Fourteenth Street near Avenue J in Midwood, a half mile from Public School 99 on East Tenth, where Martin Konigsberg had attended elementary school. The farsighted Nettie submitted her son to an IQ test and enrolled the boy in a “special school for sharp kids” at Hunter College, but “the long train ride every day from Brooklyn into Manhattan was too grueling for my mother or my aunt, who alternated taking me on the subway.” Following in his father’s footsteps, Allan entered PS 99 in the fall of 1940.

In many later interviews he recalled that around this time in his life—kindergarten, or first grade—he began to view the world as a coffin half-empty, lying in wait for him. Life would inevitably consist of disappointment, troubles, death. Hitherto “a nice, sweet, cheerful boy,” in his words, Allan underwent a psychological metamorphosis, feeling burdened by “an intense sense of failure,” a “genetic dissatisfaction” with himself and existence in general, a pervasive pessimism and melancholy. He suffered bouts of depression.

The anxiety and foreboding that became a hallmark of his comedy may have been seeded by an early incident in his childhood. In the American Masters documentary about Woody Allen’s life and career, first shown on television in 2011, the famous man was still talking about the mother’s helper who one day stared malevolently down at her ward as he cooed in a cradle. Swaddling him too tightly in a blanket, the nanny purred she could smother him if she wished and stick his body in the trash. (Still, he could joke about it: “The world would have been poorer a number of great one-liners.”) When he started at PS 99 Nettie returned to full-time bookkeeping for a florist, and Martin worked nights. Daily care was handed over to minders, relatives, and teachers.

His mother was never forgiven. Nor was the school. While some people ranked PS 99 among Brooklyn’s exceptional primary schools, the little boy underwent his banishment from home with resentment. Decades later, any mention of PS 99 stirred egregious memories. Woody Allen recalled the PS 99 teachers as “backward and anti-Semitic . . . stupid and mean . . . unpleasant people.” Or: “Mean-looking, sorry, sad, and bitter.”

Indeed, some of the teachers may have been stupid or worse, but they did not appreciate Woody Allen’s anti-nostalgia. An early biographer spoke to several PS 99 educators from the school of that era, and one said the Konigsberg boy was a nonentity, whom she had discussed “with other teachers and none of us can call him to mind.” No one disputes that the young nonentity seemed born to write, however. He wrote easily and fast, he wrote exceptionally well, and rarest of all he enjoyed the writing. He achieved an epiphany in third grade when during “library period” he was dispatched to select a book from the school library, practicing the newly learned Dewey decimal system. Plucking Six Plays by Kaufman and Hart from the shelf (“the smallest book I could find in the stacks”), he began to read something called You Can’t Take It with You, whose title “drew my attention simply because that was the phrase used by my father to defend the inevitable results of his numbers habit.” As he turned the pages of this stage play by George S. Kaufman and Moss Hart, the first script he had ever heard of much less read, the description of the setting made him chuckle: “The home of Martin Vanderhof—just around the corner from Columbia University, but don’t go looking for it.” Turning the pages, the third-grader read on, “a life-changing experience. Not only was the play truly funny and imaginative, but the agglomeration of hilarious oddballs cohabiting in surreal chaos was enormously warming and magical.”


Although some time would pass before he developed true writerly ambitions, the play’s “delightful cartoon lunacy never left my system.” The boy easily wrote in a similar vein. “Although I never laughed out loud then, I was a funny kid,” he recalled. “My viewpoint was funny, and I said funny things.” He channeled his gift into class assignments, unsettling teachers when, at age twelve, for example, the adolescent expounded on “How I Spent My Summer Vacation” by describing a pretty girl at the beach as someone with whom he could imagine having “a child by a future marriage.”

He freely admitted keeping a low profile in PS 99, although sitting in class was “never a pleasurable experience. It was a spectacular treat to be sick because you could avoid school.” Encouraged by Nettie, he joined the Cub Scouts. “I hated it,” Allen wrote in his memoir. “I never learned even the most basic scouting skills like reading a compass.” He took jabs at Cub and Boy Scouts in his stand-up comedy act and in many later movies, but the Scouts didn’t torture him for very long, and they were usually mild-mannered jokes.


The boy made friends, yet then as later he wasn’t an easy mixer like his father. His aloofness was rooted defensively first at home, then at school. His ability to socially integrate was not helped by the fact that the Konigsberg family kept trailing after relatives into new homes and neighborhoods, living for one idyllic summer in Long Beach in Nassau County about nineteen miles east of Brooklyn, a beach city nestled on a barrier island between the Reynolds Channel and the Atlantic Ocean. The Konigsbergs lived close to the Atlantic boardwalk and lingered in Long Beach past August. Allan was briefly enrolled in a new school. “I remember going to school barefoot, walking on the beach,” recalled the future forsworn enemy of sun and sand. “I liked it a lot.” The Long Beach school was better than PS 99, he also said later, because “the kids were dumber.”

Then the Konigsbergs followed the Cohens to Port Chester, a village fifty miles north across Long Island Sound, where the family lived for another spell before returning to Brooklyn. Once again, the family showed up in Midwood, this time cohabiting with Nettie’s oldest sibling, Sadie, whose family included husband Joe Wishnick, a garment factory worker, and their two daughters—Rita and Phyllis—both older than their boy cousin.

The Wishnick girls loomed as role models for the latest addition to the Konigsberg family: baby Ellen, called Letty, her middle name, who was born on the very same day as her older brother—December 1—in 1943. Eight-year-old Allan, now displaced as an only child, could have nursed a grudge, but according to all accounts he hoisted his maverick flag and doted on baby sister Letty from first sight. His fondness for New Year’s Eve, which came one month after their joint birthday, probably originated from that year, when an aunt awakened him for the rare family celebration at midnight—as 1943 became 1944—which also happens in Radio Days.

The Konigsbergs shared the American popular fascination with crime and criminals. The only real book lying around their house, Woody Allen recalled in later interviews, was a well-thumbed edition of The Gangs of New York, a nonfiction history of the underworld by Herbert Asbury, first published in 1927. “I knew gangsters like most boys knew ball players,” Allen said. The Konigsbergs returned to Midwood in time for the boy to hear reports of the execution of Murder Inc. racketeer Louis Buchalter, commonly known as Lepke, which were broadcast on the radio in March 1944.


A few years later came his thirteenth birthday and bar mitzvah. From Sammy’s Bowery Follies Martin inveigled the variety singer Mabel Sidney, a tubby belter of schmaltzy standards—a precursor of Lou Canova, the lounge lizard of Broadway Danny Rose—to entertain friends and family. Yet the highlight of the occasion was the newly bar mitzvahed teenager mimicking Al Jolson crooning “Swanee” from The Jolson Story, a recent biopic of Al Jolson starring Larry Parks. This blackface performance was a curious rite of passage for many boys at bar mitzvahs dating as far back as the Jewish Jolson’s popularization of the song in The Jazz Singer, the first “talkie” in 1927. However, the movie the boy was really thinking of at his bar mitzvah, Woody Allen said years later, was the “B” film noir he had seen the day before: Canon City, about a penitentiary breakout.

With the family back in Midwood, the boy was also back in the bosom of the dread PS 99, from which Allan Konigsberg escaped by graduating from eighth grade in June 1949. He scribbled, in the autograph book of classmate Richard Soreff, the first surviving example of his incipient genius: “Roses are red / Violets are blue / Alan Ladd is handsome / So what!”

If the teenager nursed antipathies that would harden into adult phobias, quite apart from his aversion to dying, by the time he entered high school the youth also had mapped out a quadrant of enthusiasms that would give him pleasure over the course of his long life. He was already deeply in love with movies and almost as much with sports, magic, and jazz, especially the New Orleans variant.

IN 2014, OVER lunch one day on the set of Irrational Man, Allen and his sister, Letty, reminisced about their youth and their mother Nettie’s cooking. Every day Nettie brought home “half a cake” from their favorite bakery, Ebinger’s, encouraging Allen’s lifelong sweet tooth. “By Letty’s account,” according to Allen’s authorized biographer Eric Lax, “she [Nettie] was a good if predictable cook: Monday fish; Tuesday lamb chops; Wednesday steak; Thursday liver; Friday candles were lit for a Shabbat dinner with chicken but no prayers. There were always extra people that night, making perhaps a dozen in all around the table. The housekeeper who came on Fridays would answer the phone, ‘You coming tonight? Just tell me your name.’ Saturday leftovers; Sunday Chinese.”

The names and faces around the family table rotated constantly as the Konigsbergs moved between houses, and whenever they changed their address Allan had to make corresponding personal adjustments to new synagogues, schools, playgrounds, relatives, and friends. “When I think about it, it’s so clear why I’m so neurotic and I’ve had such a neurotic life,” Woody Allen reflected years later. “Think of the number of times I changed school and moved around, having to get acclimated to new friends and new schools and liking it or hating it—usually hating it.”


Movies were comfort food. Their fictional universe, their alternate realities, fueled his dreams. In those days it seemed as though there were an endless number of movie houses in Flatbush, including the Midwood Theater, near the Konigsbergs. Once in flush times owned by his grandfather Isaac Konigsberg, the Midwood was still a picture palace of sumptuous design with hundreds of seats and smartly dressed ushers.

His much-maligned mother took her son to his first motion pictures, including Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. Three-year-old Allan broke from his seat and dashed up the aisle trying to touch the flickering images. Two years later, she held his hand at Pinocchio. When she took him to Tyrone Power’s swashbuckler The Black Swan in 1942, the six-year-old had a fleeting notion—“Hey, I could make movies like this!”—which he just as quickly forgot. The same year, Nettie brought him to The Road to Morocco with Bob Hope and Bing Crosby, and immediately he became the world’s most fanatical Hope fan, realizing “from that moment on exactly what I wanted to do with my life.” Only the Marx Brothers rivaled his devotion to Hope. While their careers were winding down by the 1940s, the anarchic Marx Brothers comedies were often revived in Brooklyn theaters. The acerbic, womanizing heels he’d play in Woody Allen films were akin to Bob Hope and Groucho.

According to Lax, as a boy Allan did not enjoy the “good love picture” his mother sometimes picked out, “so if only for reduced common interest he attended just a handful of movies with her, almost all before Letty was born, and fewer with his father.” Among these, one of the last was The White Cliffs of Dover in 1944, with Nettie yanking Allan up the aisle at the end complaining, “Why can’t you be more like Roddy McDowall?”

Her son was hypnotized by moving pictures and fascinated by how they were created. One day, heading home after a movie, eight-year-old Allan rummaged through alley garbage cans and found discarded 35mm snippets of Four Jills in a Jeep, a musical reenactment of Hollywood stars putting on shows for overseas GIs. The boy endlessly pored over the few frames he managed to salvage, holding the celluloid strips of comedian Phil Silvers and “Brazilian Bombshell” Carmen Miranda up to the light. These were precious keepsakes.


On Sundays his father, Martin Konigsberg, was more likely to take his son to war pictures, sports “biopics,” or Westerns—genres Woody Allen would assiduously avoid in his later filmmaking career. “Personally,” he said later, “I’ve never cared greatly for Westerns except for Shane which, for me, is a masterpiece.” Together father and son went to see Beau Geste with Gary Cooper, Salute to the Marines with Wallace Beery, Cecil B. DeMille’s The Story of Dr. Wassell also with Coop, The Babe Ruth Story starring William Bendix, and City of Bad Men, a shoot-’em-up with a side plot involving a Gentleman Jim Corbett boxing match.

Martin’s greatest contribution to his cultural education was sweeping the boy off to Manhattan for his sixth birthday. Allan was bowled over by Times Square with its infinity of theaters and shops packed into a wedge stretching for blocks. He returned with his father to Times Square on many future Sundays. A different area of Manhattan, the Upper East Side, would become another lodestar in his teenage years, after Allan began to add Fred Astaire, MGM musicals, and champagne comedies to his growingly sophisticated moviegoing diet. He yearned for those Upper East Side penthouses with elegantly dressed ladies walking around and uttering bons mots. His “biggest regret” in life was that “my parents didn’t live in Manhattan,” he said ruefully decades later.

Intrepidly, by age ten, he regularly hopped the subway to Times Square, seeing all the pictures on offer, but he also stood first in line most Saturdays for the noon opening of the Midwood, where he’d spend all day watching the double or triple features. The boy schemed to win the audience contests for a tiddlywinks game. While watching movies, he gorged on Raisinets, Milk Duds, Chuckles, or Jujubes, sweet-tooth snacks for which the adult Woody Allen never lost his taste; he was known to bring malteds to his sets and offer Snickers bars from his pocket to journalists during an interview. For a “timid” and “withdrawn” boy, as his father later described him, who often stayed in his bedroom doing secret things behind a closed door, movie theaters were the home away from home—the interior home of his imagination—walled off from the real world.


“You would see pirates and you would be on the sea,” the grown comedian and film director would gush when reminiscing, “and then you would be in a penthouse in Manhattan with beautiful people. The next day you’d go to another house, and you’d be in a battle with the Nazis and in the second feature you’d be together with the Marx Brothers. It was just a total, total joy, the greatest kind of tranquilizer and embalmment.”

Poring through newspaper listings, Allan discovered a Flatbush theater with a regular lineup of low-budget, lowbrow, often knockabout farces that were distinctly less classy but more rousing than the champagne comedies. There the double and triple features were interspersed with live vaudeville acts (“a singer, a tap dancer, acrobats, another singer, a comedian”) and accompanied by full orchestras. The aging vaudevillians could be counted on for the corniest of gags, the wackiest impressions of movie stars. The low-class variety revues were another form of bliss. On ticket stubs and candy wrappers Allan wrote down the funniest jokes of the vaudevillians, which he’d test at school when called upon, doing his essays, or bantering with friends.

“I WAS A loner from an early time,” Woody Allen said in later interviews. But the amount of time he boasted about spending alone in his room at home, even eating his meals apart from his family, as he always insisted, must be balanced by the many friends, relatives, and activities that accrued to the packed résumé of his youth. The loner had many good influences that were like a Greek chorus, always hovering behind him, whispering and nudging.

A family acquaintance gift-wrapped the E-Z Deluxe Magic Set for his tenth birthday, and for his thirteenth and bar mitzvah a relative gave him Illustrated Magic by Ottokar Fischer, an early picture-guide to magic tricks, first published in Austria in 1929. “This book,” he said later, “with its photos of exciting equipment, Chinese boxes, a vanishing bird cage, billiard balls and silks, a guillotine, and myriad other paraphernalia, whetted an interest in me that grew into an obsession.” Using such tools, behind the closed door of his bedroom, he learned to shuffle cards and disappear coins. Like-minded friends accompanied his endless forays to the Circle Magic Shop, tucked into a Times Square arcade, where he could buy magic supplies and handbooks.

Although his official biographer would state Woody Allen “generally avoids encountering heroes of his even when they’re alive,” the opposite would seem to be the case, and heroes began to cross his path, early on, materializing next to him as easily as they do in Zelig. One day, playing hooky from high school, Allan and a friend spotted comedian Milton Berle at the Circle Magic Shop. At the time Berle was a television celebrity, the host of NBC’s number-one-rated Texaco Star Theater, but that did not deter Allan from approaching the star, sticking out his hand, and introducing himself: “Henny Youngman.” Berle didn’t blink. “Red Skelton,” the comic replied.


When Allan told Berle he was something of a magician, Berle said if the youth could demonstrate the traditional one-hand cut, maybe he’d find a spot for him on his prime-time show. Allan brought out a deck of cards and attempted the sleight of hand, which he had practiced for hours at home alone in the hushed sanctuary of his room. Nervously, however, the youth bungled the simple trick. Berle took the cards, executing the classic move faultlessly. “That’s OK,” Berle sympathized before leaving, “I don’t usually work with kids.”

For a while Allan fantasized about growing up to become a professional magician. As a teenager he gave backyard shows and even staged his act at the East Midwood Jewish Center, with his sister, Letty, as his assistant, staring up at him worshipfully. Not only did he become adept at manipulating cards, coins, and scarves, friends say the youth was also a convincing “mentalist” with extrasensory powers. Twice the wannabe auditioned for The Magic Clown, a Sunday-morning fifteen-minute “fill-in” television series of games, songs, and magic tricks produced by NBC and sponsored by Bonomo Turkish Taffy. The series starred the “magic clown” Zovello with young talent plucked from the audience. Quite apart from any mistakes or clumsiness, Eric Lax reported, Allan’s straight-from-the-kit act was too canned and grown-up for the show’s preteen fans.

WOODY ALLEN’S LOVE of sports was also deeply embedded in boyhood and became another lifetime outlet for his energy. Not all sports: not ice hockey, not swimming or bicycling. He liked to walk everywhere, loathed bikes.

He was surprisingly athletic, despite his puny look. As a teenager Allan Konigsberg even tried boxing and later claimed he could have competed in his weight division in the Golden Gloves—“I had a vicious right upper cut”—if his parents had not vetoed it. He kept up with this cherished sport as a fan, and when Joe Louis fought Jersey Joe Walcott in December 1947, twelve-year-old Allan was among the gathering that watched the heavyweight bout on a neighbor’s newfangled TV set. Years later down the road, himself a celebrity, the comedian and filmmaker could be spotted ringside at major fights in New York and Las Vegas.


He was fleet of foot and took a few medals in junior high track races, winning prizes like the hundred-yard-dash pin his character dangles before a failed date in Play It Again, Sam. He ran the ball as a halfback in neighborhood football until he fell to arguing with an opponent over the rules and ended up in the hospital with a flattened nose. He enjoyed schoolyard basketball and had “a good shot.” (His enthusiasm for tennis would come later.)

Baseball was his most beloved sport. His father later insisted (despite countervailing theories) that the “Woody” nickname came from the regulation wooden bat the youth brought to neighborhood pickup games. Second base was his position; he and Mickey Rose—taller, muscular, handsome with tawny hair, his divorced mother an ex–chorus girl—bonded in high school art classes but their friendship was truly cemented when Rose played third base with Allan on second for the Police Athletic League’s 70th Precinct team. Another pal, Jerry Epstein, played first, so it was three friends—Epstein to Konigsberg to Rose—for the triple play.

Accounts differ as to his actual prowess. “I was a terrific hitter,” Woody Allen himself boasted, “always the lead-off” and “one of the first people picked.” But Epstein thought Allan was just OK at baseball and better in track. “An excellent player who hit countless homers,” official biographer Lax wrote, flattering his subject. The youth was also an exceptional fielder, Lax added, “in the manner of [Hall of Fame second baseman] Nellie Fox,” who spent the greater percentage of his 1947–65 career with the Chicago White Sox, and who, in another similarity to Allan, was also a southpaw.

True to his iconoclastic nature, Allan was alone among his gang of friends in rooting not for the Brooklyn Dodgers—the home team, playing in nearby Ebbets Field, and the team for which his father had once served as mascot—but for the New York Giants, their deadly rivals from the Polo Grounds in Manhattan. Allan used to roller-skate to Ebbets (“I was a fast skater”) when the Dodgers played the Giants, and beg for autographs from the stars. Dodgers shortstop “Arky Vaughan once kicked me when I asked for an autograph,” he recalled.


Every Giants and Dodgers fan remembered where they were on the day Giants third baseman Bobby Thomson hit a home run off Dodgers right-hander Ralph Branca at the Polo Grounds in the ninth inning of the third game of the October 1951 playoffs, winning the National League pennant. Fifteen-year-old Allan was plying one of his many after-school jobs as a delivery boy for a Wall Street stationery firm. He stood “near a newsstand at a corner. Must have been a hundred people around me listening to the radio, and when [Thomson] hit it, we just exploded. We went crazy. That was the single greatest moment probably in sports in my lifetime.”

Also, by 1951, his sophomore year in high school, Allan had been serendipitously introduced to jazz in the form of Sidney Bechet, whose concert from Paris on Saturday morning’s Ted Husing’s Bandstand was tape-recorded off the radio by pal Jerry Epstein. The frenzied music of the New Orleans–born saxophonist, clarinetist, and composer spoke to the teenager in ways he never stopped rhapsodizing about. Allan became hooked on Bechet, an expatriate who lived and died in Paris. He also became hooked on a romantic vision of Paris.

He and kindred jazz-crazy friends sought out rare recordings and frequented music shops and passed around LPs of Bechet, Jelly Roll Morton, Bunk Johnson, George Lewis, and Louis Armstrong. Another one of Allan’s prized possessions was a top-quality Victrola. “While all the other kids were submerged in pop commercial music of the day, Patti Page, Frankie Laine, the Four Aces,” he’d recall, “we sat at our record players playing jazz music, hour after hour.” He and his friends frequented Childs Paramount, a cavernous jazz club under the Paramount Theater in Times Square. Allan took piano lessons and briefly tried the soprano sax. Eventually he settled on the clarinet, which Bechet had pioneered for jazz solos. The very first clarinet the teenager bought—conforming to the B-flat Boehm system—he’d treasure among his belongings for decades.

Enterprising to a fault, Allan observed Gene Sedric playing the saxophone and clarinet in Conrad Janis’s jazz combo at Childs, then looked up Sedric in the telephone book and phoned his Harlem residence, asking Sedric if he gave lessons. The musician, who’d famously toured with Fats Waller, said it would cost the young caller a couple of dollars per session, and a short time later Sedric began regular subway rides to Midwood for clarinet tutorials. “He would just sit in the living room with me, and play something and say, ‘Now you do it now.’ And gradually I learned.” Nettie, omnipresent, made sandwiches for Sedric.


Allan’s love of sports was typically all-American. His love of jazz was less common for a teenager. The typical and the uncommon mingled in his personality. Among the many things Allan tinkered with privately in his bedroom, increasingly as a teenager he took out his clarinet and practiced—happily—for hours and hours. He never did learn to read music. He always played by ear and practiced by blowing notes along with his favorite recordings. He never claimed he got good; he was more likely to say the daily practice maintained a certain level of badness. Still, playing the clarinet remained forever among his few unalloyed pleasures.

MIDWOOD HIGH SCHOOL was among the finest Brooklyn secondary schools. The school was located on Bedford Avenue across from Brooklyn College about a mile and a half northeast of where the Konigsbergs lived, roughly from 1946 to 1952, at 1144 East Fifteenth, halfway between K and L. Students could select a general, commercial, or academic curriculum. Over seven hundred freshmen entered ninth grade in the fall of 1949.

Physically, Allan Konigsberg stood out for his pint size—he’d peak around 5 feet, 6 inches as a senior*—his wiry frame and long face topped by an unruly carrottop. Yet he tried for invisibility. School was “joyless,” he always said: he hated the regimentation, the morning rituals (the “bullshit prayer” and Pledge of Allegiance), the peer pressures. His parents made him take the academic curriculum, but he evinced little enthusiasm. He may have been a budding writer, but he was not a bookworm. He pored over the sports pages, always lingering over the boxing prose of columnist Jimmy Cannon, and riffled Donald Duck, Bugs Bunny, and other comic books. Hard-boiled Mickey Spillane and humorist Max Shulman were among the few fictioneers he read.

He neglected the higher literature you might think would stimulate a prospective artist. “There was an awful lot he didn’t like at school,” recalled Mickey Rose. “Shakespeare, for instance. I remember he couldn’t stand [Shakespeare]; or maybe he didn’t understand him, then. I know he hated having to learn the plays.” The teenager viewed most homework as “sleazy projects,” and he “never, ever” completed the dull take-home assignments. After-school clubs and organized pastimes were likewise not for him. “He didn’t take part in anything,” said Jack Victor, another friend. “But he was terribly funny, and his close circle of friends knew it.”


Midwood sponsored an annual variety show that was the highlight of his freshman year. The professional comic Morty Gunty emceed the revue and introduced the student talent. Allan, sitting in the audience and chuckling at Gunty’s patter, was struck by another one of those sudden brain waves: Hey, maybe he could be a funnyman one day. He already had plenty of scribbled jokes and jotted-down ideas on scraps of paper, matchbook covers, ticket stubs, and “the torn-up inside of the Good & Plenty boxes.” He wrote such notes to himself in soda shops, watching movies in theaters, at home in his room, anywhere the jokes and ideas popped into his head. It was a lifelong habit that never lapsed. Gunty went away after the talent show, but Woody Allen remembered the comic when casting the deli guys sitting around and telling tales in Broadway Danny Rose.

Allan thought he might test his comedy wings for another school talent show. He rehearsed a spiel that relied heavily on his impersonations of Peter Lorre, Clark Gable, and James Cagney. However, Jerry Epstein performed his audition before Allan, and his ease and confidence threw his classmate. Epstein’s jokes were neither stale, nor cribbed. Thanks to his older brother Sandy, who emceed Dickinson College shows and behaved like a professional, Jerry had crafted a smooth routine, with “opening remarks, funny one-liners, material about war movies and gangster films.” That is when he and Jerry became inseparable. Jerry’s brother pitched in to teach Allan “a number of bits and gags” and Sandy was “a very big early influence on me.”

Not that Allan Konigsberg had trouble being funny. Really, he couldn’t stop himself. Apart from making wisecracks with friends and in the classroom, however, at Midwood High School his comedy was expressed mainly in writing. He wrote amusing English essays, drawing on his bottomless wellspring of humor. He developed tricks he’d carry over into filmmaking. One day back at PS 99 he’d referenced “Freud, the id, and the libido” in a school essay, even though he hardly knew “what I was talking about.” From that point on the youth cultivated an “odd flair” for seizing on what he liked to call jots of superficial knowledge and turning these brief references into riffs that “make the reader or audience think I know much more than I do.” Rain (Juliette Lewis) in Husbands and Wives boasts of the same knack from her girlhood, and Rain remembers having written a “whole story set in Paris” when she was ten, but “I’d never been there—it’s a trick.” “There was never a week when the composition I wrote was not the one that was read to class,” Allen later averred.


His mother facilitated the purchase of a German-made Olympia Deluxe portable typewriter. Transferring ideas from brain to paper is the basic hurdle for writers, but it was never a problem for Woody Allen. “I just sit down at the typewriter and think funny,” he told his high school newspaper in 1953. He kept the Olympia in working order and showed it off in the 2011 American Masters documentary about his life. “It cost me $40. . . . I think the guy told me it would be around long after my death, and I’ve typed everything that I’ve ever written—every script, every New Yorker piece, everything I’ve ever done—on this typewriter.”

Very often, especially with the onset of puberty, his funniest essays revolved suggestively around cute girls. The teachers squirmed at lines like “She had an hourglass figure, and I’d like to play in the sand.” Nettie became a familiar figure at Midwood High, summoned to the principal’s office to defend her wayward son. “He’s always flirting with girls,” one teacher complained. That was true: “I’ve thought about sex since my first intimation of consciousness,” he admitted. Perhaps he needed a psychiatrist, another teacher suggested.

Among the student body the teenager had a whispered, half-derisive nickname: Red. But “Red” was never teased or bullied, Allen later insisted, because he was not any kind of loser. He’d fight back, even if he sometimes did it by shrugging off the insults. “I am surprised at how Woody has downplayed the impact of Nazism on our youth,” Alan Lapidus, editor of the Midwood High School student newspaper, said later. “We were bullied—not just because of the normal course of schoolyard bullying, but because we were Jewish.”

Allan could deftly parry the verbal bullies. His humor and sangfroid stumped them. “Woody would get a little local harassment because he wasn’t part of the crowd and he didn’t join in things,” explained Rose. On one occasion Rose accused a classmate of filching his favorite fountain pen, which was conspicuously protruding from the suspect’s shirt pocket. “Yeah, so what!” barked the young tough. Allan quickly handed the bully Rose’s packet of companion writing utensils, saying, “Hey, you may as well have the pencils too because it would be a shame to break up the set!” It was the perfect, cowardly, Bob Hope–ish rejoinder, Rose thought.


His circle of friends was a tight one, and they would stand by him for the rest of his life, giving interviews to journalists and biographers, almost uniformly affectionate and admiring of Woody Allen. Although many of his friends entered white-collar professions—doctors, scientists, professors—they saw Allan as “the most popular of their group,” said Rose. “We all knew Woody was going to be famous one day,” recalled Jack Victor. His friends called him Al, or Allan. His parents never stopped calling him “Allan.”

After hours, the gang ate burgers at White Castle, played board games, cast their lines for sunfish at Prospect Park Lake (Allan Konigsberg could tie flies with the best). To really fit into his circle the teenagers had to share most or all of their leader’s enthusiasms: sports, magic, jazz, movies. When Allan planned a trip to Childs, the gang followed. When he skipped school, one or more friends tagged along. The subway, which cost only a nickel, whisked them to Times Square. They would haunt the pool halls and Skee Ball parlors, stop in the Automat for cherry pie and coffee, buy a newspaper and pass the sports pages around until the doors opened for the first showing at the Paramount or Roxy. Hubert’s Museum, with many flea-circus oddities, was in an arcade basement. “I saw a hermaphrodite at Hubert’s,” Allen recalled. “It lifted its skirt up and you could see what it had.”

The friends began to roam beyond Times Square, discovering the Museum of Modern Art, where Allan was exposed for the first time to Matisse, Chagall, Kirchner, Emil Nolde and Karl Schmidt-Rottluff, Guernica, Jackson Pollock, Max Beckmann triptychs, and Louise Nevelson’s sculptures. They would eat lunch in the museum cafeteria and catch the afternoon screening of a vintage Hollywood movie, or a subtitled foreign film.

If Allan was keen on a personality—the gauche Frenchman Jacques Tati, the wacky Englishman Terry-Thomas, or the nimble Alec Guinness, “a great, great actor, no question about it,” Allen thought, “the like of Olivier or Gielgud”—they would all go and check out the star’s latest picture. Dramas too: When Gone with the Wind was reissued, “because he was the dominant person in our crowd, we all saw it every day that week, twice each day, ten times altogether,” recalled Jack Victor. The screen adaptation of Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire—with what Allen described as the “thrill capacity” of Marlon Brando—was a life-changing experience. When, that year, José Ferrer surpassed Brando to win the Oscar for Best Actor for his performance in Cyrano de Bergerac, the prize-giving marked the beginning of his lifelong contempt for film awards. “I was just an adolescent at the time,” Allen said later, “but I could see something was wrong.”


He was profoundly influenced by the pictures he saw in the years overlapping high school and graduation. Born Yesterday, written by Garson Kanin, was “the best comedy play in America,” Allen often said, although he had not enjoyed the original Broadway production in 1946; what he saw was the Hollywood movie directed by George Cukor in 1950, starring William Holden, Broderick Crawford, and Judy Holliday. Holliday won the Academy Award for her lead role of Billie Dawn, which she had created on the stage. The story revolved around Billie, the dumb-blonde mistress of a crude and corrupt junk dealer, who falls for the investigative journalist who has taken her under his wing. Everyone discovers Billie is smarter than she looks, and tables are turned. Born Yesterday spoke to Allen at an impressionable age. He’d borrow the relationship between a homely, overbearing older man and his younger, birdbrained show business mistress for several key films.

Even as a youth, Allan loved musicals, and the “best” list he later ticked off for Stig Björkman began with his moviegoing in the 1940s and stretched into the late heyday of the Hollywood musical in the 1950s: Meet Me in St. Louis, On the Town, Singin’ in the Rain (“the best musical in my opinion”), The Band Wagon, and the Paris-based Gigi (“a lovely musical, very sophisticated”). An American in Paris and Guys and Dolls, he told Björkman, “are good, but not great.” My Fair Lady was a special case: George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion was a half-comedy, half-drama that bewitched Allen almost as much as Born Yesterday—being pretty much a twist on the same kind of lopsided age-gender relationship. Allen had a soft spot for the 1964 George Cukor movie, he liked most Cukor films, but a movie could never be as great as Pygmalion or My Fair Lady alive onstage.

The best musicals were in color. The earlier black-and-white ones were “charming little relics” uplifted by Fred Astaire and their song-and-dance numbers, but otherwise “nothing,” Allen told Björkman. “All of the ones I have mentioned have good books, and that’s an important thing for me. And the musical numbers and the lyrics, whether they are original, as in My Fair Lady or Gigi, or classical songs like in Singin’ in the Rain. The choreography works from start to finish. They’re exciting and they move you and you are involved in the story. And it’s funny when it’s supposed to be funny, and charming when it’s supposed to be charming.”


OVER TIME MICKEY Rose proved his most literate, show-business-minded friend. Physically, he and Allan were Mutt and Jeff, but they bonded over their mutual reverence for the playwright George S. Kaufman, whom they glimpsed as a panelist on game shows in the early 1950s. Allan noticed when “his wonderful sour puss began showing up on television,” partly because Kaufman was “homely but sharp as a matzoh—a combination I could identify with because I was homely and longed to be sharp.” He never forgot how, once at Christmastime, Kaufman “scandalized the prissy multitudes by daring” to proclaim, “Let’s make this one program on which no one sings ‘Silent Night.’” “You just had to love a guy like that,” Woody Allen, a Christmas-hater, reminisced fifty years later. The teenager began to copy Kaufman mannerisms, including the playwright’s affected two-finger salute. “When I found out Kaufman’s mother’s name was Nettie, same as my mother’s,” Allen wrote in Apropos of Nothing, “it erased all my scientific skepticism, and I felt there was some karma we shared.”

Males dominated his circle, and there is contradictory testimony about how many girls truly belonged to the group, or which of them stirred Allan’s most pathetic desires. For a while during high school the teenager shared a bedroom with his cousin Rita Wishnick, who was five years older. The close cousins liked to play cards while listening for hours to the radio. “I knew all the popular music,” Allen would recall. “In those days, the radio was on from the minute you woke up till you went to sleep.” Rita, who brought her younger cousin along on movie outings with older friends, decorated her walls with Hollywood pinups. She also had a collection of movie-star costume books that kept the two busy “cutting out paper dolls and dressing Deanna Durbin cutouts.” (“Joan Crawford cut-out books” would be mentioned in Midnight in Paris.) Allan began to acquire a sophistication about the feminine wardrobe that would prove a boon to his filmmaking aesthetic, even though Woody Allen himself, in his comedic persona and in real life, was better known for the fashion sense of a schnook.


Cohabiting with an older girl during high school years “might in some cases be a source of physical embarrassment and sexual curiosity,” Eric Lax wrote, but “it was never awkward with them, Woody says, because she was a very close cousin and anything like that would have been unthinkable.” In his memoir Allen fondly recalled Rita as blonde, zaftig, “with a slight limp” from a brush with polio. No hint of any infatuation.

Some disagree. “She was very beautiful, and Woody had a crush on her,” said Jack Victor. “He would talk quite explicitly about his sexual appetite in relation to the opposite sex. But then at that age you tend to be ravenous about girls so there wasn’t much wrong or unusual with that. I think we all had crushes on our cousins then!”

All the boys were girl crazy, but Allan was the “king of turndowns,” recalled Mickey Rose, a “terribly shy, introverted guy who hated studying and was very precocious yet unsuccessful with women, full of longings and fantasies and unusually powerful sex drives, yet hard up for girls.” Still, Allan was able to notch his quota of “dates,” sometimes donning a trench coat and dangling a cigarette “to look like Bogart,” as friend Elliot Mills recalled. Another time he wore “white buckskin [shoes] which were the rage at the time,” Rose said, and as happens somewhat differently in Take the Money and Run, the movie they would later write together, “some of the local toughs came by and made fun of the shoes and they would scuff one, so Woody would scuff the other.”

Among the few girls who hung around with them was Bryna Goldstein. Allan doted on Bryna, telephoned her daily, wrote her flirtatious and amusing missives. Ringing her doorbell, he’d wait forever on her Avenue K stoop, between Ninth and Tenth, until she came home. They’d hang out in her basement until past midnight, chatting, which was a specialty of his—endless talking, earnest listening. When Bryna suffered a leg injury and had to convalesce at home with a plaster cast on her leg, Allan visited her with elaborately prepared jokes or stories. When her leg cast was removed, he presented Bryna with a front-page facsimile he had ordered up in Times Square, with a headline extolling her gams: “Bryna Goldstein, Cast Removed, Dietrich Faints.”

The obstacles to their courtship included Bryna’s mother, Sadie, who privately found Allan “one of the ugliest kids you ever saw.” The short, ugly kid must have known or at least suspected these indignities, absorbing the hurt into his psychology. He’d repeatedly write dialogue for characters he would play in films, referencing himself as short, ugly, and inept with girls. Some of the crueler critics echoed him. Peter Conrad in the Observer complained about the “wizened dwarf,” the “stooped and balding, perpetual adolescent” who beds the teenage Tracy (Mariel Hemingway) in Manhattan. John Simon, critiquing Stardust Memories, described the film director Allen portrays in the picture as “small, Jewish, and ugly, like Woody.” Stanley Kauffmann told Marion Meade, “Watching him kiss a girl—any girl—made me want to look the other way.”


The short, ugly kid won Mrs. Goldstein over, however, by always being “up to something funny. He was a sweet guy.” Regardless, “My mother threw Woody out of the house every night of the week for four years,” recalled Bryna. “He was the last person on earth she wanted me to be with.” At best, she was probably an almost-girlfriend. “All we were interested in at the time was six-foot-tall boys,” Bryna said, “who we thought of as men—with square chins and fabulous physiques.” She wasn’t mentioned in his autobiography.

ALLAN KONIGSBERG WAS “raised in a bubble,” he said later, cocooned in “a large, loving, extended family who were all nice to me.” The only not-nice person in the bubble? His mother, the dominant woman in his life.

Nettie did everything possible to curtail her son’s chronic hooky-playing, but the teenager would dine for breakfast on the leftover chocolate cake she had brought home, wash it down with a glass of milk while his parents were still asleep, and take off for his high school day—not! Rather, he would head for Times Square, clutching his coins and newspaper listings. Nettie was desperate to bolster her boy’s inferior grades, which did not reflect the high marks he always got on IQ tests, and the potential she believed was inside him. Nettie tried to police his constant mischief-making. Her boy had a smart-aleck mouth, but he would deliver his most brutal wisecracks with such deadpan innocence—the blank, enigmatic look French author Thierry de Navacelle later described as his “Zelig face”—it made people wonder if the boy really meant it. Or was he kidding?

His laissez-faire father, Martin, faded into the background during his high school years. “I loved him more,” Allen wrote of his father in his autobiography, even though Nettie was “a much better parent.” Gone at night for work, Martin “always toted a gun,” his son insisted in interviews, whether from World War I habit, police, or criminal contacts. Afternoons, his father would slump on the couch in front of black-and-white Westerns on TV. He’d slip cash to Allan whenever his gang of friends floated through the living room. A fastidious and snappy dresser, Martin changed clothes several times daily, one of his many idiosyncrasies.


The serious child-rearing was left to Nettie, who arrived home with a bouquet of roses left over from the florist shop where she worked. Many characters in Woody Allen films—Allen in real life too—visited flower shops and ordered roses for lovers. But as with the white roses for Geraldine Page in Interiors, the daily, “single white rose” the over-the-hill nightclub singer sends to his mistress in Broadway Danny Rose, or the white roses offered up by the ophthalmologist to his paramour in Crimes and Misdemeanors, flowers could be futile gestures. Nettie worried about her loner son who broke rules and norms. His chums tended to support his view that Mrs. Konigsberg was “a cartoon character,” in Elliot Mills’s words, “on the verge of hysteria most of the time. She was always in absolute panic—I mean the house was in a constant state of panic, and Woody used to drive her into even greater fits of hysteria.” Mickey Rose said: “A typical nagging kind of mother.” Jack Victor agreed: “Extremely naggy [but] she wasn’t nefarious. . . . We were far more afraid of other mothers than Woody’s.”

Inarguably her nagging was resented even when her son provoked it. No matter how hard he tried to block out her voice, however, she stamped him with her maxims. “Aim high!” was one of Nettie’s sayings. Another was “Don’t waste time!” Woody Allen learned not to waste time—he fiendishly organized his time—and he always did try to aim higher. “Beyond any shadow of a doubt,” Mills reflected, “it was a strange family situation with this marriage which inexplicably survived and all these relatives coming in and out of the household. But I think [Woody] paints the family situation darker than it is. I never got the impression that he was unhappy. It was an incredibly funny household. His mother was unconsciously funny, his father was naturally a very funny man, and his sister Letty was just as funny as Woody—in exactly the same way.”

Nettie and her acid-tongued son engaged in ferocious verbal fisticuffs. “When she had cataracts and a patch over one eye,” remembered Jack Victor, “[Woody] said, ‘Shut up, Mom, or I’ll blind the other eye.’” Mickey Rose recalled likewise: “He would say she looked like Groucho Marx and then instead of being insulted or taking umbrage she would say: ‘Well, so what? He’s a handsome man!’ And so Woody would say, ‘But Ma, you’re a woman,’ and we would fall about but she didn’t have a clue what we were laughing at.”


According to Jack Freed, a next-door neighbor and friend, when the nagging didn’t work Nettie’s “hot temper” took over and Allan’s mother “was always taking a whack at him.” But “he never cried,” recalled Freed. “He had an amazing ability to restrain his emotions.” Years later, Woody Allen filmed interviews with his mother and Mia Farrow’s mother, actress Maureen O’Sullivan, for a planned documentary, provisionally titled “Two Mothers,” contrasting the lives of the disparate matriarchs. “I remember you would hit me every day when I was a child,” Allen reminded Nettie, with the cameras rolling. “You were always slapping me.”

Nettie’s usual stoicism wavered. “You were an active child, you spoke young,” she defended herself. “You were very bright, and you ran and jumped. I didn’t know how to handle that type of child. You were too active and too much of a child for me. I wasn’t that good to you because I was very strict, which I regret. Because if I hadn’t been that strict, you might have been a more, a not so impatient . . . you might have been a—what should I say? Not better. You’re a good person. But, uh, maybe softer, maybe warmer. That’s the word I want to use. . . . But it was hard for me to handle you. I was much sweeter to Letty than I was to you.”

Often in interviews Allen painted his parents as an ordinary drab couple trapped in a loveless marriage. “A typical Jewish neighborhood cliché,” he’d say unsympathetically, or “Silly














































































OEBPS/images/9780062941350_Cover.jpg
PATRICK McGILLIGAN





OEBPS/images/Title.jpg
Woody
Allen

A Travesty of a Mockery
of a Sham

Patrick McGilligan

uuuuuu





