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Introduction

Bob Hope is an American icon, but he actually began life not in America but England. Born in London on May 29, 1903, his name at birth was not Bob but rather the much more British-sounding name of Leslie Townes Hope. It was soon into his formative years that Leslie decided to drop his birthname for Lester, which was later replaced by the much more casual American moniker of Bob. This was apparently done because neighborhood bullies had turned his name—Leslie Hope—around to create the mean-spirited nickname “Hopelessly.”

At any rate, it was while he was still a small child that his parents decided to pick up shop and immigrate to the United States. The Hope family arrived on American shores by boat and then took a train to Cleveland, Ohio, where they awaited the promise of a better life. Hope’s father, William Henry Hope (sometimes called simply “Harry”), struggled to find work, and it wasn’t always easy to adjust to their new surroundings.

Initially, the Hopes stayed with relatives who had preceded their arrival before they were finally able to get a place of their own. House hunting was hard for this immigrant family with their seven children, but Bob’s mother, Avis, eventually found them a cheap three-bedroom to rent. At last, the Hopes had a roof of their own over their heads. Even so, they often had trouble meeting the rent. For Bob’s father, unemployment and heavy drinking seemed to go hand in hand, and it wasn’t long before he was indulging in one or the other. Nevertheless, the Hope family somehow managed to survive, and one day, it would be little Bob Hope who would grow up to become the main breadwinner of the family.


Chapter One

Early Life and Career

“I grew up with six brothers. That’s how I learned how to dance—waiting for the bathroom.”

—Bob Hope

Bob Hope always seemed to know that he wanted to be an entertainer of some sort; it just took him a little bit of time to figure out exactly what kind of entertainer he wanted to be. By age four, he practiced miming and would sing and dance every chance he got. As young as 12, he started making money off his talents and was often out on the street, singing, dancing, and cracking jokes, just for the spare change that folks would throw to him. In 1915, he even took his skills to an official competition, where he impersonated slapstick comedian Charlie Chaplin.

In between going the rounds with his Charlie Chaplin schtick, Hope also managed to squeeze in some time at the local Boys’ Industrial School, where he received his formal education. Indicating at least some degree of fondness for his alma mater, he would later become a number-one contributor to the organization. Still, Bob would ultimately leave school at the age of 16, and much of the rest of his young adult life was spent simply attempting to make ends meet—a quest which included working with meat itself when Hope tried his luck as a butcher’s assistant.

Along with packing meat, Bob Hope was also packing punches. Many don’t realize it, but this comedian extraordinaire’s first major attempt at performance art was, in fact, as a boxer. He tried his luck in the ring, going round after round in 1919 under the name of Packy East. Bob is said to have weighed in at 128 pounds (58 kilograms), just barely ranking himself above the so-called featherweight class of prizefighting. He always figured he would have been better off if he had simply lost a couple of pounds and competed as a featherweight with smaller guys, but all the same, he proved himself to be a fierce fighter, winning three fights and losing one.

Some who later learned that Bob had undergone extensive facial reconstructive surgery in his early days have often wondered if this might have been due to his stint as a boxer. It’s been assumed that perhaps Hope sustained some nasty blows during his forays in the ring. As fanciful as such a thing might sound, however, this was not the case. Rather than having his face bashed in during a boxing match, the mishap actually occurred in 1921 at age 18, when during a job in which he was clearing trees for a power company, he was subjected to a terrible accident. Hope fell from on high while working on a tree, landing practically face first.

The fall caused multiple fractures to his face that mandated surgery, which had the effect of significantly altering his appearance. This incident would lead to the classic Bob Hope profile that the world would come to know and love, with a pronounced chin and a long, pointed nose. “My family was relieved when they found out there were no brain injuries, but the doctors had to rearrange my nose and face,” Hope later explained. “I also had two big facial scars afterward that they’ve since fixed up.”

Almost as soon as he had recovered, Bob Hope decided to give show business another go. During these early days, he performed with a wide variety of groups. One of them was the so-called Hurley’s Jolly Follies, a gig that was given to him and his business partner, Lloyd Durbin, thanks to the famed performer Fatty Arbuckle. Hope and Durbin toured quite extensively. They developed tight song and dance routines, including a popular act in which they pantomimed in front of Egyptian props, which included a mockup of the Sphinx, the Pyramids of Giza, and the Nile River. During the grand finale, they would act like they were dipping their hats right into the Nile, with actual water pouring forth from their hats.

When this Egyptian dance routine came to an abrupt end due to Lloyd Durbin’s sudden death, Hope formed another group known as the Dancemedians alongside fellow performer George Byrne as well as a novelty act of the time known as the Hilton Sisters. The Hilton Sisters, consisting of the duo of Daisy and Violet Hilton, were actually a pair of conjoined twins who would sing, dance, and play musical instruments for vaudeville crowds. Vaudeville, of course, was the place of “anything goes,” and the more attention-getting, the better as far as most performers and audience members were concerned.

Hope and Byrne would join in with the Hilton Sisters for special dance routines, but practicing for them could sometimes prove rather difficult. Bob Hope would later recall the oddity of the situation. He and his partner Byrne would each take one sister by the hand and would sometimes accidentally pull in the wrong direction as if they were pulling the girls apart. Since these twins were fused together at the spine, this was, of course, not a possibility, but it did cause them both to let out a sharp, painful cry.

It was on the heels of this run with the Hilton Sisters that Hope and Byrne were recruited to perform in a Broadway musical called The Sidewalks of New York. This Broadway production was directed by bigwig producer Charles Dillingham while all of the words and instrumentation were the brainchild of brilliant composers Eddie Dowling and Jimmy Hanley. It was Dowling’s wife—Ray Dooley—who would star in the piece. She was a known beauty and a veteran of the Ziegfeld Follies song and dance routine that had been so popular in previous years. Her role in this Broadway musical was a bit of a departure for her since she plays the part of a shy girl fresh from a convent rather than a star-studded dancer from the Ziegfeld Follies.

At any rate, Bob Hope and George Byrne would fill in for some of the dancing in this production. Hope enjoyed the work but often complained that the part he played was too small—he wanted to be more than just a minor song and dance guy. Nevertheless, after much fanfare, this Broadway musical ultimately premiered on September 5, 1927.


Chapter Two

Mystery Marriages

“I’ll say this for Dolores: No one can handle being married to a traveling-salesman type better than she. She’s very sweet about my absences.”

—Bob Hope

Bob Hope was 24 years old at the time of his Broadway debut, and over the next several years, he toured the country with his comedic and musical acts. Even the stock market crash of 1929 couldn’t slow down his run. In fact, the only thing that ever gave Hope pause was a threatening exchange with Chicagoland mobsters. He was performing at the Chicago Palace when he decided to take a provocative jab at Al Capone. The joke itself wasn’t even malicious toward the Chicago kingpin—it was rather good-humored and involved Hope talking to his sidekick about how his brother once slapped Al Capone.

In the routine, Hope’s partner on stage, amazed at the audacity, then remarks about how “brave” his brother must be and then suggests that they would like to shake his hand. It was at this point in the skit that Hope delivered the punchline, “We’re not going to dig him up for that.” The joke was indeed a rather self-deprecating one, more aimed at the imaginary brother rather than Al Capone, but Capone and his cronies apparently did not take too kindly to Capone being mentioned in a joke at all. Soon, Hope was receiving threatening phone calls from mobsters, and the pressure was apparently enough for even Bob Hope to back off and take the joke out of his routine.

By this time, Hope had become acquainted with an aspiring young performer by the name of Louise Troxell. It’s said that
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