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				There is only one Art Buchwald, and if you think I am going to say “That’s plenty,” you are wrong, witty though it would be. I could do with a dozen.

				—P. G. Wodehouse, British humorist and creator of the Jeeves and Wooster stories

				“Did you read Art Buchwald today?” has become as commonplace as the inevitable answer, “I certainly did.”

				—James Thurber, American humorist, cartoonist, and writer for The New Yorker

				That Buchwald not only sees the world as mad, but that it is mad gives him—as the British say—a leg up.

				—Dean Acheson, former U.S. secretary of state

			

		

	
		
		
			FOREWORD

			BY CHRISTOPHER BUCKLEY [image: ]

			I missed Art Buchwald’s memorial service at the Kennedy Center in March 2007, but I had a good excuse. My mother was dying. An apt excuse, too, for she thought Art Buchwald was “the funniest human being on the planet.” I first heard her say this when I was about ten years old. She continued to say it after I became a Washington-based political satirist, by which point I began to find it irksome. I finally asked her to stop saying it, at least in my presence. Being a good mother, she did. But then I’d run into someone who’d just been with her and they’d say, “Your mother spent the whole time talking about Art Buchwald’s latest column. She thinks he’s the funniest man on earth!” I find it interesting, mystically speaking, that both Mum and Art shuffled off this mortal coil at about the same time. This could be a case of taking “Get a room, you two” to the next level. Meanwhile, I’m haunted by the certainty that she’s up there, going from cloud to cloud, telling everyone “Art Buchwald is not only the funniest person in heaven but also an absolute angel!” Shoot me.

			Being asked to contribute this foreword to Michael Hill’s totally marvelous book—Mum would doubtless call it “the best book ever written”—is an honor. But I hear Art’s distinctive growl muttering, “Damn straight it is!” I gobbled it up in two sittings. It made me wish Art were still around to make us laugh. There’s so much going on these days that only Art Buchwald could turn into humor.

			Being a diligent person—diligence is one of my many virtues, along with complete absence of envy—I read all the tributes to Art that were published after he died. They’d fill a volume just by themselves. My final act of due diligence was to rewatch C-SPAN’s tape of the memorial service that I missed. You should check it out for yourself, but only after you’ve read Michael’s book and bought a copy for every person you know. It’s celluloid (pixel? Whatever C-SPAN stores stuff on) evidence that Art Buchwald was not only the funniest human being on earth, but also just maybe the most beloved human being on earth.

			I lived in Washington for thirty years. There are two maxims about my dear old former hometown. The first is “If you want a friend in Washington, get a dog.” The second is “A friend in Washington is someone who stabs you in the chest.”

			I loved D.C. and I made good and lasting friendships there, but those maxims are, generally speaking, valid. (Otherwise they wouldn’t be maxims, right?) Art’s memorial service stands as a maxim-busting testament that Washington can be a place capable of abounding warmth and fuzziness. At least for friends and fans of Art Buchwald.

			The last lyric of the last song the Beatles recorded goes, “In the end, the love you take is equal to the love you make.” Art Buchwald made more love than Elizabeth Taylor had husbands. He’d have a funnier metaphor, but you get the drift.

			How did he manage to turn a city of wolves, baboons, and sharks—yes, Ted Cruz, Matt Gaetz, Marjorie Taylor Greene, I’m talking about you—into a petting zoo?

			Two ways: 1) he was a mensch, and 2) he made people laugh. Everyone. As you’ve seen from the epigraph to this book, he made P. G. Wodehouse and James Thurber laugh. And Dean Acheson. I’d bet my fee for writing this brilliant foreword that it was harder to make Dean Acheson laugh than it was Wodehouse and Thurber.[*1]

			Columnist Dave Barry, who knows a thing or two about humor, concluded his tribute, “He talked funny, he wrote funny, he lived funny, and damned if he didn’t find a way to die funny.” As the saying goes, “Dying is easy. Stand-up is hard.” Art did stand-up for half a century, mostly while sitting down.

			His daughter Jennifer told the crowd at the Kennedy Center that she once asked him who he wanted to win the presidential election—the Republican or the Democrat? “He wanted the one who would make his life easiest,” she reported. “So that he could do his column and be on the tennis court by ten-thirty.” Bet you double or nothing this was the 1968 election. Richard Nixon was proof that God loves political satirists.

			In the “Dying Funny” category, Art famously spent five months in a hospice, not dying. His son, Joel, said, “Dad was probably the only one in history to gain weight in hospice.” A Washington Post headline from his year of dying livingly: “Washington’s Hottest Salon Is a Deathbed.” Daughter Jennifer said the most important lesson he imparted to his children was “Eat ice cream every day.” This was, after all, a man who talked his way into a job on the Herald Tribune by convincing an editor that his job in the military was “the food taster for the United States Marine Corps.” What better qualification for being a restaurant reviewer in Paris?

			What fun it must have been to be one of Art’s kids. He sent Jennifer a postcard from China in the early 1990s: “All the women here are barefooted and collect rice for 15 hours a day, seven days a week. I think you’d love it here.”[*2]

			After moving to D.C. from Paris in 1962, Art became an adjunct member of the Kennedy family. Ethel Kennedy asked him to be godfather to one of her children. Her eulogy brought down the proverbial house.

			The Catholic church, she explained, was not keen on Jewish—and other non-Catholic—godparents. Fortunately, the new parish priest, freshly arrived from Portugal, had a shaky grasp of the English language, so the baptism went forward. However…“Artie’s familiarity with the rite of baptism turned out to be equally sketchy, as we discovered half-way through the ceremony, when the priest asked him, ‘Do you renounce Satan and all his pomps?’

			“Artie lost it. He turned pale, fled to the back of the church, and collapsed on a folding chair. Asked what was the matter, highly agitated, he spluttered, ‘I’m not ready to renounce Satan and all his pomps!’ ” I cherish this story. It’s up there with Voltaire being asked on his deathbed to renounce Satan, and telling the priest, “Is this any time to be making enemies?”

			As he was not dying, Art told Tom Brokaw, another eulogist, that the thing he was most looking forward to in the afterlife was “meeting Judas.” He planned to ask Judas, “I wanna know—did you betray him, or not? I’ve been living with this my whole life. So, tell me.” (What would Mrs. Kennedy’s Portuguese padre have made of this? He’d probably have caught the next plane back to Portugal.) Brokaw also asked Art what he was going to miss. Answer: “Global warming.”

			By this point in the C-SPAN tape, you’re wondering if this is a memorial service or celebrity roast. And whether Art was, in fact, deceased. I wouldn’t have been surprised if they’d wheeled in a cake and he popped out, cigar in mouth, grinning. You can hear sniffling and hankies dabbing, but the laughter-to-blubber ratio is 20 to 1.

			Last to speak was Ben Bradlee, legendary former editor of The Washington Post and a buddy of Art’s from France in the 1950s. Together they covered the wedding of Princess Grace and Prince Rainier, an event that led to arguably Art’s most shimmering satirical moment. He wrote a column explaining that he hadn’t been invited to the nups because of a long-standing family feud: “The Buchwalds and the Grimaldis have not spoken since Jan. 9, 1297.” The next day, Art received a handwritten invitation to the wedding.

			Bradlee told a story that became funnier and funnier as it went along. Art showed up one day at Bradlee and Sally Quinn’s new Georgetown manse and affixed to their doorway a mezuzah, the plaque identifying a home as Jewish. If you asked a computer to identify the most goyish couple in the United States, it might very well nominate Benjamin Crowninshield Bradlee and Sally Sterling Quinn. But Art informed them that Georgetown was such a dangerous place that their house needed nothing less than Jehovah-level protection.

			Years later, the mezuzah got painted over during a renovation.

			“Within three weeks, we’d been broken into three times,” Bradlee said. “We called Art and within half an hour he was there with an emergency mezuzah, which still hangs there.”

			Bradlee concluded by telling about one of Sally’s visits to Art at the hospice. Art told her that he’d decided not to die.

			“What changed your mind?” Sally asked.

			“Well,” he said, “I picked up the paper this morning and read where Vice President Cheney shot his best friend in a hunting accident.” (Wait for it.) “And I said to myself, ‘Life is good. I’m gonna stay.’ ”

			It took a while for the laughter to die down, just as it took Artie a while to die. Bradlee looked up at the ceiling and said, “Okay, Artie. Life is good. And was good, but it’ll never be the same without you.”

			Amen, as we Jews say.

			You’ve got a treat ahead of you. Please proceed—in an orderly fashion—to chapter 1, and commence laughing, and wondering at the miracle of it all.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 $0. Generosity and humility are also among my myriad virtues. Tom Brokaw, one of the eulogists at the memorial service, began his by saying that he could imagine Art saying to him as he reached the podium, “Ya gettin’ paid for this one?”

			

			
				*2 One of Art’s comic talents was the “paraprosdokian.” I could explain, but you’ll have more fun googling it yourself.
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			INTRODUCTION

			Before Stephen Colbert, Jon Stewart, Trevor Noah, and even before Doonesbury, with its colorful cast of characters, there was Art Buchwald. For more than fifty years his Pulitzer Prize–winning column of political satire and biting wit made him one of the most widely read American humorists of his age. At the height of his career, his column—published three times a week—was syndicated in 550 newspapers in one hundred countries. The power of his wit was legendary, some describing him as “Will Rogers with chutzpah.” Dean Acheson, venerable Washington “Wise Man” and former U.S. secretary of state, called Buchwald the “greatest satirist in the English language since Pope and Swift.” Columnist Arthur Krock of The New York Times compared him to Anthony Trollope, and novelist James Michener said Buchwald had “one of the sharpest wits” he had ever known.

			Even political satirists, humorists, and commentators of a later generation acknowledged the singular genius of his work. Maureen Dowd of The New York Times called Buchwald the “gold standard” of American columnists, and Garry Trudeau, of Doonesbury fame, praised him as the true “Gruppenfuhrer” (group leader) of political satire.

			The great British humorist P. G. Wodehouse read Buchwald each morning, then clipped his column from the paper. Even one of America’s most celebrated caped crusaders, Batman (Adam West), began each day with a touch of Buchwald in the morning. Fellow columnist Ann Landers (Eppie Lederer) once told Buchwald that on a flight from Paris to London a man sitting next to her “almost fell out of his seat laughing” while reading one of his columns. “In fact,” she told him, “the stewardess came by and suggested that he strap himself in—at least until he finished your column.”

			Creative genius Lincoln Kirstein of the New York City Ballet was an admirer, as were poet Robert Frost and Supreme Court justice William O. Douglas, who quoted a Buchwald column in one of his U.S. Supreme Court opinions. Silent film star Clara Bow (“The It Girl”) was a fan, as were filmmakers Alfred Hitchcock, Frank Capra, Mike Todd, and John Huston. His barbs could get a chuckle out of Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., as easily as they could out of President Dwight Eisenhower and William F. Buckley, Jr. Conservative Republican senator Barry Goldwater once told him, “You are one of those people who have the ability to make us think, make us laugh, to make us cry, and love our fellow man. For that, I thank you.”

			Like Mark Twain, James Thurber, H. L. Mencken, and Dorothy Parker, Art Buchwald was an American original. For more than five decades, millions of readers began their day by reading his column, which playfully satirized political scoundrels, lampooned the powerful and the pompous, and, as he was fond of saying, “worshipped the quicksand” that ten different presidents of the United States walked on.

			Over the course of his long career it seemed as if Buchwald had a tongue-in-cheek solution to nearly every problem that America faced. In the spring of 1976 he took on the gun lobby when he wrote a column, “Art’s Gun Control Plan,” which facetiously demanded a federal mandate to cut off “everybody’s trigger finger at birth” in an effort to curb gun violence in America. “The Constitution gives everyone the right to bear arms,” Buchwald quipped. “But there is nothing that says an American has to have ten fingers.” To entertain his readers Buchwald often created imaginary “skits” in his column with satirical dialogue from a colorful and delightful cast of fictitious characters such as Professor Max Kilaton (“a hawkish nuclear scientist”); Hillary Hazeltine (president of the Pseudo-Intellectual Antidefamation League); Dr. Alfred Thumbsucker (an expert on adolescent behavior); Hiram Bullhorn (head of the Intercollegiate Hecklers Conference, which favored a healthy “exchange of ideas on heckling, jeering and hooting” in order to “find ways of shedding more heat and less light on the basic issues of the day”); and one of Buchwald’s all-time favorites, the legendary Dr. Heinrich Applebaum (holder of the “Casey Jones Chair of Railroad Philosophy at Pullman University”).

			And like Washington, D.C., itself, Buchwald had a mythical lobby group, political action committee, or trade association for any public issue or cause he felt worthy of ridicule, such as the National Pothole Association; the Our Country Right or Wrong Oil Institute; the High Thermostat Manufacturers Association; the Crank Case Oil Workers Union; and an organization called “Students for Utterly Free Speech,” whose avowed “purpose [was] to keep speakers who come to college campuses from speaking.”

			He always found the bewildering complexities of the federal bureaucracy fertile ground for his satirical imagination. During the 1976 Christmas season he couldn’t resist having a little holiday fun with the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) with a stern yet amusing “Letter to Santa” from “E. Scrooge,” one of the agency’s toughest bureaucrats, charging St. Nick with a violation of federal regulations regarding the treatment of his reindeer (“Our inspector measured 1.4 inches of hay in Donner’s stall and 1.3 inches in Blitzen’s stall in contravention of Reindeer Regulation 4s”), and giving a strict warning about the manner in which Santa intended to make his Yuletide deliveries. “You may descend a chimney providing…the inside…has steps one foot apart with a safety railing along the side,” and once inside the house “the packages must be neatly piled with 1.9 feet between them.”

			Much to the delight of his readers, every few years Buchwald published a collection of his favorite columns, each book with a catchy title such as Getting High in Government Circles, The Buchwald Stops Here, You Can Fool All of the People All the Time, While Reagan Slept, and Beating Around the Bush. Each book’s dust jacket had a distinctive flair, including an ever-changing array of biographical tidbits—all written by Buchwald himself. On one cover Art described himself as “shy, introspective, and terribly aloof,” a man who “rarely leaves his small airless room atop the Washington Monument except to buy Time magazine to see if they’ve put him on the cover.” His favorite sport, he quipped to readers, was “social climbing,” and he always loved fabricating a whimsical story or two about life inside the White House, claiming that during the Kennedy years he had been the first family’s chef until departing in a “huff” after having “a violent disagreement with Jackie [Kennedy] on how long to cook a three minute egg.” On the cover of And Then I Told the President, Buchwald claimed that his columns about Lyndon Johnson had been so biting and “so outspoken that the last time [he] attended a White House function, Lyndon didn’t ask him to dance.” And during the Nixon administration he declared that he had been the “chief recording engineer” for all of Richard Nixon’s Oval Office conversations, soon earning him the nickname “Little Throat” during the Watergate scandal.

			Although Buchwald’s satire could be sharp and biting, he was never afraid to poke fun at himself. Once, when his wife, Ann, was laid up with an illness, Art took the helm at the Buchwald household, an experience that produced a witty column about lessons learned on the home front. “A laundry hamper only holds clothes. It does not wash them,” he told his readers after returning to work. “Frozen meals taste like frozen meals,” he observed, and “taking a headache remedy does not necessarily mean there will be less dust in the living room.”

			As with any great satirist, his barbs—known in his day as Buchwald’s “Buchshots”—could often sting and ruffle a political feather or two. But that was the point. Although he wanted to make people laugh, he also wanted to provoke thought and reflection on many of the political issues of the day. Of the U.S. Supreme Court’s 1973 landmark ruling on abortion in Roe v. Wade, Buchwald said, “The Supreme Court ruling on abortion did not have the calming effect on people that the justices for the majority opinion had hoped for. More Americans want to kill each other in the name of ‘the right to life’ and ‘freedom of choice’ than ever before.”

			And in May 1985 he wrote a column, “Rewriting History,” in which he ridiculed those—both in and out of government—who promoted “historical revisionism.” Quoting one of his fictional comic straight men, Dr. Heinrich Applebaum, Buchwald conveyed with biting satire the nature of the dilemma. “You can’t learn from history, unless you rewrite it,” he quoted his imaginary scholar as saying. “The job of the revisionist is to make people forget the past. The neo-historian looks at what has been printed so far and then asks himself, ‘Will this hurt or help our present alliances?’ If it hurts, then he must reconcile the facts with what is in the nation’s best interests.”

			At times he could be maddening to those at whom he poked fun. Bobby Kennedy, who was occasionally mocked in Buchwald’s columns, once asked him, “How many people take you seriously?” When Buchwald replied, “Oh, about fifty percent,” Kennedy grumbled, “Then why don’t you knock it off.”

			And many people did take him seriously. When he wrote a column in 1964 titled “J. Edgar Hoover Just Doesn’t Exist,” in which he claimed that the FBI director was a “mythical person thought up by Reader’s Digest,” he sparked a debate across the country about whether his column was really true. Neither Hoover nor the FBI was amused. Art Buchwald could not have been happier.

			At the height of the Vietnam War in the 1960s, Buchwald’s numerous columns mocking President Lyndon Johnson’s handling of the conflict landed him in hot water with government officials, who grew so frustrated by his ridicule of the president that at one point the National Security Agency was ordered to conduct a secret high-level surveillance of Buchwald.

			By using his gift to make people laugh—and laugh at themselves—Buchwald felt he was doing something to benefit mankind. As he told an interviewer in the late 1960s, “My function—if I have one, is sort of taking the steam out of everything. This is a very uptight country now and if you can take some of the pressure off—maybe you are doing a bigger service than changing things.”

			And as his friend and fellow columnist Rowland Evans said, “What people don’t understand about Buchwald is that he isn’t just a funny man. He cares deeply about many things.”

			He was a fierce defender of freedom of the press, freedom of speech, and the freedom of satire. When editors or close friends urged him to temper his wit or sarcasm about a political figure or issue, he refused to be muzzled. In the 1950s, at the height of Senator Joseph McCarthy’s anti-Communist crusade, Buchwald mocked McCarthy in a column he wrote for the New York Herald Tribune, claiming the Wisconsin senator was “causing a lot of people grief” in America because he hailed from a “bad strain” of the McCarthy clan in Ireland. When Buchwald submitted the article to his editors, who were “deathly afraid” of McCarthy, they killed it. Undeterred, and perhaps spurred on by the rejection, Art looked elsewhere and sold it to The New Republic.

			While his humor could be caustic, it was never mean or vicious. He understood that with his style of satire and humor came a measure of influence, a power he recognized and respected. “My style is different than a lot of comedians,” he said. “I don’t try to be off-color…. I don’t go for the jugular and if I do I try to sugar-coat it.” Cartoonist Garry Trudeau said it best when he told Buchwald that “the gentleness of your satire is one reason you are so beloved.”

			And his satire wasn’t limited to his columns. He had a larger-than-life persona, and during the 1960s and ’70s, at the height of his career, he was a much-sought-after lecturer, toastmaster, emcee, and commencement speaker. He had his own radio program and a weekly commentary spot on the CBS newsmagazine program 60 Minutes. He loved being a journalistic celebrity and he loved being onstage, taking great joy in presiding over the famed Kennedy family pet show each year as “ringmaster,” fully attired in a red hunting jacket, high leather boots, and a black top hat. And he loved hosting an Easter party at his home each year, showing up, to the great delight of family and friends, in an Easter Bunny suit.

			But despite his public image as a humorist and funny man, there was a darker, more troubling, and more melancholy side to Art Buchwald. For more than forty years he fought bravely against periodic episodes of severe and at times crippling depression, stemming from the trauma and “scars” he suffered during his sad early life as a foster child. And like many creative people who suffer from depression, time and again Buchwald overcame the debilitating effects of his illness by drawing on what he called his “inner strengths and hidden talents” to help him carry on with his life and work. In the 1990s he finally went public about his long-held “dark secret” in a series of television, radio, and newspaper interviews disclosing the details of his lifelong struggle with depression. He even went on the road with William Styron and Mike Wallace, two of his closest friends, who also battled depression, the trio dubbing themselves the “Blues Brothers” in appearances across the country in which they shared their own survival stories in an effort to help others.

			

			—

			In 2017, the letters, papers, speeches, photographs, scrapbooks, videos, interviews, and oral histories of Art Buchwald were acquired by the Library of Congress after being meticulously and diligently preserved by his son and daughter-in-law, Joel and Tamara Buchwald. Over the next two years a dedicated team of curators, archivists, and preservationists at the library processed and organized this vast treasure trove of materials—nearly one hundred thousand items in all—into a collection of 250 archival boxes and digital files that were opened to researchers in the fall of 2019. What makes the Buchwald collection so extraordinary is the richness and scope of its material, representing the full range of his life as a columnist, playwright, pundit, lecturer, political commentator, wise guy, prankster, father, husband, and friend.

			While he is best known for his columns, books, and plays, Buchwald is less recognized for his extensive and lifelong correspondence, much of which is published here for the first time. The selection of letters woven into the narrative of this book reflect a rich and colorful Who’s Who of political, journalistic, literary, and Hollywood legends from the early 1950s to the first years of the twenty-first century. They are filled with warmth, gossip, thoughtfulness, wisdom, heartbreak, and, of course, humor. Here are letters to and from Ethel Kennedy, Ted Kennedy, Katharine Graham, Bob Woodward, John Steinbeck, P. G. Wodehouse, William F. Buckley, Jr., Christopher Buckley, Maureen Dowd, Russell Baker, Erma Bombeck, Charlton Heston, Hugh Hefner, Irwin Shaw, Herblock, Ben Bradlee, Tom Brokaw, John Glenn, Gary Hart, Anthony Newley, and even a song from Carly Simon.

			One of the pleasures of working on this book has been the joy of reading Buchwald’s letters to this wide circle of friends, all providing a wonderfully nostalgic glimpse into a time gone by and an era and way of life drifting more and more into the past, when letter writing was not only a means to bind and heal friendships, but an art form in which thought, charm, humor, and civility guided a correspondent’s pen or typewriter carriage. How unlike today’s digital world of social media in which impulsive, brusque, and, at times, ill-mannered dialogue govern so much of our daily lives.

			In addition to his correspondence, the Art Buchwald Papers include a rich assortment of his newspaper columns and magazine pieces. Many of his best-known columns are included here simply because they are Buchwald classics. But others, less well-known, are also included to provide a sense of the political and social issues he cared about.

			In Funny Business, I have adopted an approach to Buchwald’s life that weaves together his correspondence, articles, speeches, toasts, and selections from some of his best columns into a collection of humorous and poignant scenes, vignettes, and comic capers, all designed to capture the life and times of one of America’s greatest humorists. It is by no means a definitive biography of Art Buchwald, but I hope it will provide both old fans and new an enjoyable look at his remarkable sense of good old American humor and decency.

			If this collection brings a hearty laugh or brief smile to even one reader during our own “uptight” times, Buchwald would rejoice. Near the end of his life, as his health was failing and time was running out, his good friend and journalist Mike Wallace once asked him, “What are you going to leave behind?”

			“Joy!” Art bellowed.
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					(Douglas Kirkland/Corbis Premium Historical Collection via Getty Images)

				

				
					
					Part Title Image: Humorist James Thurber once described Art Buchwald as “a man with winged feet and winged words, who gets around the world in person and in prose.”
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			CHAPTER 1

			“PLASTERED IN PARIS”

			Early Years and the Comic Charms of Paris (1948–52)

			
				It is a strange force that compels a writer to be a humorist.

				—Dorothy Parker

			

			In the spring of 1948, high school dropout Art Buchwald was having the time of his life. After being discharged from the U.S. Marine Corps at the end of World War II, he had enrolled at the University of Southern California in Los Angeles as a “special student” under the GI Bill. “I’m having a ball,” the new college man wrote his sisters, Alice, Doris, and Edith, back home in New York. “All your predictions about what would happen to me if I goofed off in high school have not proven true. USC sees something in me that you girls never did—a promising brain surgeon, a future member of the Supreme Court or, at the very least, a Nobel Laureate in literature.” Art took great pleasure in writing to his father and sisters about his “charmed life” in California. “I have never been happier in my life…. I wear a cotton sweater that could be taken for cashmere, and nobody gives me a bad time or tells me what to do,” he wrote home with glee. “As soon as I mail this letter I am going out to buy saddle shoes and get a date with a Trojan coed—Jewish, of course.”

			Art lived with thirteen other students in an off-campus boardinghouse run by an odd woman named Mrs. Liebschen, who, according to Buchwald, seemed to possess a deep-seated hatred for anyone not of the Aryan race. Although she never displayed any open hostility toward Buchwald as a Jew, he always found her fondness for a “German newspaper with a swastika on the front page” a bit unsettling.

			As a “special” non-degree student, he was the “envy” of his classmates since he could enroll in any course that caught his fancy. “When asked what I intend to do with my life,” he told one of his sisters, “I reply, ‘I’ll probably be a writer for the cinema, or start a book on the corrupt athletic programs in our university system.’ ” In an effort to hone his skills as a writer, Buchwald took courses in drama and creative writing. “Foreign languages and the sciences interested me as much as nuclear waste,” he later said. In one of his writing classes he wrote a theme paper titled “A Short Report on Satire,” an ironic bit of foreshadowing in which he claimed that humor and satire can act as a “civilizing agent” on society, tempering its political and cultural excesses. “The satirist is always at war with society,” he wrote, “but I think it’s a worthwhile fight.”

			When not in the classroom, Buchwald enjoyed the time he spent as managing editor of the campus humor magazine, Wampus, and as a columnist for the Daily Trojan newspaper, both of which provided an early outlet for his brand of humor and satire. “USC was my training ground before I went out into the world and stuck pins into the rich and powerful,” he later wrote.

			He even tried his hand at a comic theatrical production, once writing a musical play based on the “atomic experiments at Bikini Island,” called No Love Atoll. Despite its catchy title, the play closed after a campus run of only four days.

			Then, during his third year at USC, Buchwald struck gold. One morning over coffee he learned from a fellow student about a tuition benefit program under the GI Bill that would permit him to study in Paris—the “Mecca of writers” and the city of romance—where, he told friends, the “streets are lined with beds.” His “dream was to follow in the steps of Hemingway, Elliot Paul, and Gertrude Stein,” he declared. “I wanted to stuff myself with baguettes and snails, fill my pillow with rejection slips, and find a French girl named Mimi who believed that I was the greatest writer in the world.”

			After bidding goodbye to his friends and the peculiar Frau Liebschen, Buchwald hitchhiked from Los Angeles to New York, where he booked a one-way ticket to France on a former troop carrier. As the ship hit the open seas, Art had no doubts that he had made the right decision, and he was as happy as ever.

			During the long ocean voyage to France, Buchwald spent evenings out on the deck reflecting on his past. “I started adding up everything that had happened to me since my birth,” he later wrote. “My life had been a series of zigs and zags. Soon after I was born, my mother was confined to a mental institution, where she remained for thirty-five years. With my three sisters, I was placed in the Hebrew Orphan Asylum in New York, and then boarded out with foster parents…in eight different kinds of homes with God knows how many strangers.”

			Because his father, Joseph, a struggling curtain salesman in New York, was unable to afford the expense of his wife’s hospital bills and the cost of supporting a family, he had been forced to give up the care of Art and his three sisters to foster homes in and around New York City. Although his father came to visit as often as he could, Art felt abandoned. “I didn’t belong to anybody,” he later said of his childhood.

			While the majority of Art’s school years were spent at PS 35 in Hollis, a middle-class neighborhood in Queens, his real education came from experiencing life on the streets, where he quickly developed a reputation for being a “bold and street wise” young man. Art traveled all alone on the subway into the city, where he wandered into coffee shops and hotel lobbies, fascinated by the colorful cast of characters he saw everywhere. “Later when I became a fan of Damon Runyon’s, I knew better than most people what he was talking about,” Buchwald would later recall.

			But perhaps the most important lesson he learned during those sad early years was that the way to cope with the hard knocks of life was to be funny and to battle adversity with a smile. “I was the class clown…. I managed to get people to laugh. That was my way of getting acceptance. I learned very quickly that if you are a clown, people will be nicer to you.” Increasingly frustrated by the loneliness and anger he felt, one day he vowed to himself, “This stinks! I’m going to become a humorist.”

			In 1942, a year after America entered World War II, seventeen-year-old Buchwald dropped out of high school and enlisted in the U.S. Marine Corps with forged permission papers. After basic training at Parris Island, South Carolina, he shipped out to a Marine airfield at Cherry Point, North Carolina, where he was inexplicably assigned to the base ordnance school, handling bombs and other lethal inventory—an unlikely post for someone who lacked any manner of mechanical or technical aptitude. During his off-duty hours, far from the airfield’s stock of high-grade explosives, Buchwald started smoking cigars, a habit that quickly became a soothing obsession. “Cigars [were] a very important part of my life. They were my pacifier, my security blanket, even my Valium. Whenever I was feeling good, I put one between my lips, and whenever I was feeling bad, I lit one up.”

			After Cherry Point, his unit, VMF 113, was ordered to the Marshall Islands in the Pacific, where he saw action at Eniwetok and Engebi in 1944. In addition to his ordnance duties, Buchwald was editor of the unit’s humorous newsletter, The U-Man Comedy. In one issue, after his unit scored several impressive aerial successes against the Japanese, Buchwald published a front-page open letter to Tojo, the Japanese prime minister and head of the Imperial army, proclaiming that it was time for him to “throw in the towel.”

			In November 1945, three months after the end of the war, Buchwald was discharged from the Marine Corps and returned to New York. Soon feeling restless and seeking a new adventure, he abandoned New York and headed to the West Coast, setting his sights on becoming a comic screenwriter in Hollywood and, during his off-hours, making “love to Ginger Rogers.” When both dreams were quickly dashed he applied for admission and matriculated at USC. But after three carefree years of college life he was ready to move on.

			Now, here he was on his way to Paris, “every young writer’s dream,” he declared to himself one night as the “ship sailed smoothly through the water” to the port of Le Havre. He “felt an unbelievable surge of happiness” about the great adventure that lay ahead. But not even in his “wildest dreams” could he have foreseen “how wonderful the future would turn out to be.”

			

			—

			Shortly after his arrival in Paris in late June 1948, Buchwald wrote a letter home to a former high school classmate:

			
				I am in Paris and I got a great buy on a French beret. The sidewalk salesman told me that it had belonged to his grandfather, who posed for Van Gogh’s most famous self-portrait.

				My money is still holding out. The secret is French bread and cheese. It is a banquet and all I need to keep me going. I haven’t fallen in love yet, as I’ve decided to play hard to get. If a French baroness drives by and asks me to jump into her car, I will tell her, “I prefer to walk.” And then add, “Just because I am an American student, I have no intention of going to Maxim’s and drinking a bottle of champagne with you and letting you take advantage of me in the back of your limousine.”

				I am constantly in touch with the arts. I have been to the Louvre and the Rodin museums, and Napoleon’s tomb. Because of my French beret, no one knows I am an American. As a matter of fact, I have been stopped by tourists who were lost and wanted to find their way. I deal with them in the same way as the French—I refuse to answer them.

			

			From the moment he arrived, Buchwald was captivated by everything Paris had to offer: the street vendors and streetwalkers, black-market peddlers, lively music, the ubiquitous sound of taxi horns, but above all the noisy and colorful cafés. It was “like a stage setting from a Broadway musical,” he later said.

			Although he knew no one and didn’t speak a word of French, he “savored every moment,” getting by on what he described as mangled “Franglais.” Several weeks after he arrived he wrote again to friends back home about the progress on his great American novel:

			
				Just a short note to…let you know I haven’t been deported as yet…. Ah Paris, what a place. It isn’t a city—it’s a way of life. I have never enjoyed myself as much as I have in this city. The women are beautiful, the food is exquisite, the sidewalk cafes are restful, and everyone knows how to talk French. Paris is nice now because all the American tourists are going home. Hah, I spit on you, American tourist. Go home, you fat-bellied cigar-chewing chowder head—go home you full hipped, many chested, and many chinned wife of a cigar-chewing chowder head, and leave Paris to the people who love it. They will be gone in a month for sure and Paris will be ours.

				I’ve started a book since I’ve been here. I have the preface, the dedication and the title. The tentative masterpiece will be simply titled, “Plastered in Paris.” It will contain all sorts of things that I’ve seen and done in Paris. Naturally it can’t be finished till I’m ready to leave (a year maybe two), but in the meantime I just wanted you to start saving for it….

				I go to school. I’m learning the French language. Last month I was in a class with the backward students that possessed speech impediments. I have been promoted and am now in a class just for backward students. I learn a lot in the daytime but when I go out at night and drink wine I forget it….

				
					Your boy,

					Art

				

			

			During his first few months in Paris, Buchwald drifted from one cheap, seedy hotel to the next before finally moving into an apartment in a colorful, noisy working-class section near the place de Clichy. At first, his Parisian neighbors were cold and standoffish because he was American, but, as he later joked, they finally warmed up after he assured them he didn’t want to “start a nuclear war, or force France to drink Coca-Cola, or abolish the French August vacation.”

			Soon he moved to another hotel, the Hotel des Etats-Unis, where he found a seven-dollar-a-week room with a “sink, a bed, a desk, and a very weak light bulb…so low in wattage that the mice went blind trying to find something to eat.” To Buchwald’s delight, the hotel had a café next door where he spent many a lively and raucous evening mingling with other Americans.

			When not at school studying French, he worked as an eight-dollar-a-week part-time stringer for Variety magazine, reporting on new films at the cinema, new plays at the Paris theater, and the gay and colorful nightlife at the city’s cafés and posh hotels. Although his stint at Variety provided him a lively taste of the city and helped pay bills, Art wanted something more and set his sights on landing a position with one of the greatest newspapers in the world, the New York Herald Tribune. As a reader of the Paris edition of the Herald Tribune, he noted that the paper lacked a nightlife and entertainment column, something Americans in Paris would love to read because, as Buchwald knew, tourists “always wanted to know where to go, and I was prepared to lead them.” Years later he would say that he had “impeccable credentials” for reviewing French restaurants. “I had dined for three years in the U.S. Marine Corps mess halls, then for three years I ate in the school cafeteria at the University of Southern California.”

			Buchwald knew that getting a job at the Herald Tribune was a long shot, but he was determined to give it a try. “Every young journalist’s dream was to work on the Tribune,” he later said. “I yearned to work on the paper more than anything I had ever wanted in my life.”

			
				“GET THE HELL OUT OF HERE!”

				When Art Buchwald arrived in Paris in the summer of 1948, the mighty Herald Tribune was at the “apex of [its] power and prestige,” wrote Richard Kluger in The Paper: The Life and Death of the “New York Herald Tribune.” In “quality of content…range and depth of news coverage, and the soundness and care of its editing, the Tribune had only one other rival in the world: The New York Times,” Kluger wrote. The Trib’s reporting staff included some of the greatest writers and commentators of the twentieth century: Sportswriter “Red” Smith, war correspondent Homer Bigart, music critic Virgil Thomson, and columnist Walter Lippmann. Its flagship Paris bureau, in particular, gave it an international reach and status that even the Times didn’t possess.

				The bureau was run by Harvard-educated editor and publisher Geoffrey Parsons, Jr., who had worked for the Tribune in Chicago and London, and by managing editor Eric Hawkins, a tough, no-nonsense “feisty Englishman” who had been a boxer before becoming a journalist. Hawkins had been with the Paris bureau since 1924, overseeing the work of journalistic icons such as Eric Sevareid, Henry Miller, and William Shirer, author of The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich. Staff and colleagues knew he was gruff, curt, and never to be trifled with. And his reputation was the stuff of legend. In June 1940, as German troops rushed toward Paris, Hawkins boldly insisted on publishing a final one-page edition of the Tribune as an act of defiance against the Nazis.

				With the paper’s prestige and status and the pedigree of its editorial and reporting staff, it seems almost unimaginable that Art Buchwald could ever believe—or dream—that he had the slightest chance of landing a job at the Herald Tribune. He had no high school diploma or college degree; he had no family connections or contacts in the world of newspaper publishing; and his skills as a journalist consisted entirely of a three-year stint as a college reporter at USC and several months working as a part-time stringer for Variety.

				But with typical Buchwald chutzpah, in December 1948 he decided to drop by unannounced at the Tribune bureau located on the rue de Berri just off the Champs-Elysées. He made his way up to the third-floor editorial offices and strolled up to the desk of Eric Hawkins. Surprised and taken aback, the stern Hawkins quickly gave Buchwald the once-over, glancing with disdain at the “tubby little fellow in a loud checkered jacket and tortoiseshell glasses.” When Buchwald spoke up and proposed his idea for a new column, Hawkins abruptly cut him off. “The paper isn’t interested in an entertainment column,” he told him, “and if it was, you wouldn’t be the one to write it. Now get the hell out of here!”

				Although downcast, Buchwald was undeterred. “Some people might have considered that a rejection,” he later said. “But I considered it a challenge.” Two weeks later, in early January 1949, he learned that Hawkins was away on vacation. Seizing the opportunity to make another run at the Tribune, he rushed over to the bureau and made his way to the desk of the bureau’s more easygoing editor and publisher, Geoffrey Parsons. With nothing to lose, he boldly told Parsons that he and Hawkins had recently discussed the possibility of Art writing an entertainment column for the paper. Parsons, who assumed that what Buchwald told him was true, said he liked the idea—especially since café reviews might bring in more advertising revenue for the paper—and hired him on the spot. He would be paid $100 a month for two columns each week: one writing restaurant reviews and a second on the French cinema. The Trib’s new column would be called “Paris After Dark.” Art was thrilled. “I was on the staff of the greatest newspaper in the greatest city in the world.”

				When Hawkins returned to the office, he was furious, astounded that Buchwald had gone behind his back. Although angry and frustrated, he deferred to Parsons and let the decision stand, but for the next several weeks he was cold and distant toward Buchwald.

				To make matters even worse, the first columns Art submitted were almost unusable. “He wasn’t exactly a whirlwind in the beginning,” Hawkins said decades later:

				
					In fact, his copy was impossible. He was a complete novice at writing. He had the ideas, but he didn’t know what to do with them. Also, his bad French didn’t help. I remember some of his first pieces consisted of rewriting menus. When he wrote about the cinema, a typical Buchwald review in those days might wind up with the comment, “This is a good film if you understand French.”

				

				For weeks, whenever Buchwald handed Hawkins a column, the editor “flinched.” Sensing he was in serious trouble, Art prepared “for the ax to fall.” But the realization that he might be fired was also liberating. With nothing to lose, he loosened up and started writing more freely, blending his instinctive sense of humor into the column. “I cast myself as a Charlie Chaplin character,” he later said with delight, “the hapless tourist who couldn’t shoot straight.”

				And it worked. Hawkins at last saw something promising in Art’s style and “encouraged” him to stay in the new Buchwald “groove.” “His naivete served him well,” Hawkins later said. “Gradually, he developed an identification with almost every American tourist in Paris. He was constantly fighting waiters or being baffled by wine lists. He became the typical bumbling American in Paris.”

				In short order Buchwald was writing not only about French films and cafés, but also about taxis, perfume, cigars, caviar, escargot, and art exhibits at the Louvre. In letters to friends back home he said he was a “busy bastard” but wouldn’t change a thing. “Boy, when I made the decision to come to Paris,” he wrote to one friend, “I really made the best decision of my life.”

				Pleased with the success of “Paris After Dark,” Art’s editors assigned him a second column, “Mostly About People,” and then a third, “Europe’s Lighter Side,” both providing readers with “whimsical” accounts of Buchwald’s colorful escapades in Europe. Soon, Art was one of the most popular journalists in Paris, hobnobbing with visiting American politicians and dignitaries, movie stars, film producers, and some of the most celebrated American writers of the 1950s.

				One of the notables Buchwald was most excited to meet in those early years was his idol Ernest Hemingway. The two met one night at the Ritz Hotel when Art found the novelist at the bar drinking Bloody Marys with John Ringling North, head of the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey circus. Art was fascinated by Hemingway’s stories about the bullfights he had seen during a recent trip to Spain and his impressions of the new crop of daring young matadors he saw perform in the arena. Hemingway told North and Buchwald that he was headed to Africa for his first vacation in a decade. “Been working steadily for three years,” the novelist said. “Finished three books since Old Man and the Sea. Going to let them lie for a year and then go back over them.”

				While enjoying his fourth Bloody Mary, Hemingway disclosed to Buchwald that whenever North brought his circus to Cuba, the owner let him “work out with the bears.” As Art listened intently, Hemingway paused, fixed his eyes on Buchwald, and asked, “Kid, have you ever wrestled a bear?” When an astonished Buchwald responded “What the hell?” Hemingway—without missing a beat—pressed on with his tale, telling a still-dumbfounded Buchwald, “If the books didn’t sell, I think I’d be a bear trainer. I like to wrestle with the bears. I talk with ’em too.”

				Several years later, a less starstruck Buchwald wrote a wickedly funny satire of Hemingway’s novel Across the River and into the Trees, a column that prompted Hemingway to call Buchwald “a smart-assed son of a bitch.” Buchwald, greatly amused by Hemingway’s comment, told a friend, “I was very happy, because this meant he was reading me in the Herald Tribune.”

				By 1952, Buchwald’s columns had become so popular in Europe that his editors decided to syndicate his work back in the United States, a move that quickly made him a journalistic celebrity on both sides of the Atlantic.

				One of Buchwald’s most memorable early columns was his famous—or to some detractors infamous—“Le Jour de Merci Donnant,” a satirical explanation of the birth of America’s Thanksgiving Day holiday, all with a bilingual twist. In Buchwald’s version, the “Pelerins” (Pilgrims) arrive at Plymouth via the “Fleur de Mai” (Mayflower), to eat “dinde” (turkey) and “mais” (corn) to “their heart’s content.” Buchwald’s Thanksgiving Day column became such a favorite with readers that it was published every November for the next fifty years.

				His columns were now a must-read for visiting tourists, dignitaries, or adrift and adventurous Americans passing through Paris. They relied on him for tips about cafés, plays, and art exhibits. One of those visiting Americans was a twenty-year-old art student named Robert Redford, who was studying in Paris in the late 1950s. When not attending art classes or reading French political history, Redford read the columns of Art Buchwald and Walter Lippmann. Years later, Redford thanked Art for having played such an important part in his early life. “Before I became an actor I wanted to be an artist. I went to Paris to study. I was young and very lonely,” he told Buchwald. “I read your entertainment column in the European edition of the Herald Tribune. In those days, you wrote about restaurants and bars that tourists might want to go to. Believe it or not, your ‘Paris After Dark’ columns were a lifesaver to me.”

			

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 2

			RAISING THE STATURE OF INK

			Funny Business at the Herald Tribune (1953–60)

			
				It sure beat the hell out of living in Cleveland.

				—Art Buchwald on his years spent in Paris

			

			“Hey there, McGarry!” bellowed Art Buchwald one night from a table at Le Colisee on the Champs-Elysées. The McGarry in question was Ann McGarry of Warren, Pennsylvania, who was working in Paris as publicity director for one of the most famous fashion designers in France. Art and Ann had first met several weeks earlier when a mutual friend introduced them to each other. “He wore a sporty brown hat which was pulled down over his horn-rimmed glasses,” an unimpressed Ann recalled of their first encounter. “His shirt looked rumpled…. His feet [were] halfway out of his loafers and [he] made no attempt to stand up. He merely pushed up the brim of his hat, looked at me, and said ‘Hi.’ ”

			Twenty-nine-year-old Ann McGarry first arrived in France in September 1949. Although she had no job, she had plenty of ambition and a “firm intention” of making it in the city she had dreamed about for years. Coming from a large family with devoted parents who had suffered hard times during the Depression, Ann was strong, independent, resourceful, and determined to succeed. She began her career in public relations, working for department stores in Pittsburgh, Memphis, and New York City before landing a job with the prestigious Neiman Marcus corporation of Dallas, Texas. But after two years Ann realized that Texas was not for her and decided to pursue her dreams and move to Paris. When she arrived in France she was initially overwhelmed by her new surroundings—“the biggest, loudest, wildest city” she’d ever seen—but she soon made her way to the offices of Pierre Balmain, one of the world’s most creative and successful postwar fashion designers, creator of outfits for such celebrities as the Duchess of Windsor, Marlene Dietrich, and Katharine Hepburn. As luck would have it, Balmain had dismissed his public relations director just before Ann walked through the door, and after a brief interview, during which he learned about her experience with Stanley Marcus and her connections at Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar, he hired her on the spot.

			Although Ann had not been particularly impressed with Art during their first meeting, he, on the other hand, was charmed by her from the very beginning. “I found her extremely attractive. Many things about her appealed to me. She was pretty and very bright, and after she decided I would not harm her, she laughed at all my jokes.” Over the next two years, Art and Ann had an on-again, off-again romance. Although they thoroughly enjoyed each other’s company—dining with film stars, going to movie premieres, and visiting the “lavish country homes” of the “international set”—there was little talk of marriage. Part of it was Art’s unwillingness to commit. “He vacillated between wanting to get married and wishing he were free,” Ann later recalled. Although he hemmed and hawed about settling down, Art
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