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INTRODUCTION

My father, Bennett Cerf, is universally recognized as one of the publishing giants of the twentieth century, a man whose unique mix of talents, passions, and attributes led him to cofound Random House and, with his partner, Donald Klopfer, propel it from a company that published a few collectors’ editions per year “at random” into one of the most important and influential media conglomerates in the world.

Unfortunately, my dad, who died unexpectedly of a heart attack in 1971, was denied the opportunity to finish assembling and polishing the memoirs he had begun working on in the late 1960s. But thanks to my mother, Phyllis Cerf Wagner, and Random House’s longtime editor in chief, Albert Erskine, who brilliantly crafted the book from my father’s notes, diaries, and scrapbooks, and from the oral history he had recorded for Columbia University, every facet of my father’s remarkably diverse character shines through in At Random.

Impeccable literary taste; uncanny business instincts; boundless energy and enthusiasm; a genius for publicity and salesmanship; a relentless—albeit cheerful—determination to seize every opportunity; boyish charm; disarming honesty; an astonishing knack for finding humor even in the face of adversity; unswerving fairness and generosity; an almost painful desire to be recognized and liked; an absolute refusal to take himself too seriously; and an unshakable joy at his own good fortune—At Random reveals, in my father’s own highly entertaining words, how he managed to turn all of these often contradictory traits to his advantage in achieving the success he craved and so hugely enjoyed.

Who, for example, but Bennett Cerf would have had the courage and resolve necessary to attempt an American publication of James Joyce’s Ulysses—whose importation into the United States had been banned on the basis of obscenity—and the business acumen to challenge the ban in court by arranging for his firm to get caught trying to smuggle a contraband copy of the book into the country? (The alternative—prematurely producing an American edition that might have subsequently been declared illegal—would have been prohibitively expensive for a firm the size of Random House.) Would any other publisher have been clever enough to have favorable essays on Ulysses by leading English and French critics glued into the smuggled copy before it was seized by U.S. customs officials? (“Only by having these reviews pasted inside the copy,” he explained, “were we able to quote from them when the case actually came before the court.”) And who among my father’s competitors would have exhibited the brashness and charm necessary to convince celebrated attorney Morris Ernst to waive his fee for handling the case (“He loves publicity as much as I do,” my father noted), or to elicit the support of Joyce himself, whom he had never previously met, by offering him an advance that, he pledged, would be nonreturnable even if Random House’s court case proved unsuccessful? (Joyce, my father reported, was so excited at the prospect of earning U.S. dollars on a book that Viking, who had issued Joyce’s other novels in America, was too “afraid” to publish, that he got hit by a taxicab on his way to the meeting and arrived “with a bandage around his head, a patch over one eye, his arm in a sling and his foot all bound up and stretched out on a chair.” “The eye-patch, I learned later, he always wore,” he added.)

It’s also hard to imagine anyone else with the taste and foresight to publish Gertrude Stein who would also have been honest enough to confess, as my dad did in the jacket copy he wrote for her Geographical History of America, that “I do not know what Miss Stein is talking about. I do not even understand the title.… That, Miss Stein tells me, is because I am dumb.” Gertrude Stein, who relished my father’s candid humor, was even more delighted when, after a particularly glamorous picture of author Kathleen Windsor appeared on the cover of Publishers Weekly, Random House ran an advertisement featuring a somewhat less alluring photograph of Stein and Alice B. Toklas with the caption “Shucks, we’ve got glamour girls too.”

Since W. H. Hudson’s Green Mansions had never been copyrighted in the United States, there was no legal requirement to pay Alfred A. Knopf, whose firm had introduced the book to American audiences, for the right to reprint it. But in part because Knopf was my father’s “publishing hero,” my dad and Donald Klopfer met with him shortly after they acquired the Modern Library in 1925 and agreed to pay him a six-cents-per-copy royalty, something Horace Liveright, the previous owner of the series, had steadfastly refused to do. This uniquely fair and generous gesture was the beginning of a friendship that led, more than three decades later, to Alfred Knopf’s decision to merge his firm into Random House.

And would any other “serious publisher” have so freely admitted his disappointment at meeting Dr. Havelock Ellis, whose Studies in the Psychology of Sex had recently been issued by Random House (“He was a very nice, charming man,” my father wrote, but “he didn’t want to talk to a young publisher about sex”); or so guilelessly reported his pride, while attending William Faulkner’s funeral in Oxford, Mississippi, at finding a copy of his own anthology, Reading for Pleasure, lying on the deceased author’s bedside table? (“[William] Styron found a copy of his Lie Down in Darkness,” my father noted, and he, too, was pleased.)

Of course, my dad was known as far more than a publisher. He was, among other pursuits, a columnist; an anthologist; an author; a lecturer; a radio host; a collector of jokes, anecdotes, and unconscionably terrible puns; a perennial judge of the Miss America contest; and a panelist on the fabulously successful television game show What’s My Line? To those who criticized him for spreading himself too thin, or complained that his TV shenanigans weren’t “exactly appropriate for a dignified publisher,” he would point out, quite correctly, that his outside endeavors were incredibly good for Random House.

His lectures, for example, allowed him to travel all over the country, “to towns where no book publisher had been before—no publisher of a big firm, that is.” And once there, that rare combination of playfulness and aggressiveness that marked his entire career came to the fore. “I would always go to the bookstores and meet the booksellers and chat with them and see where they had The Modern Library,” he wrote. “I might say, ‘What do you mean putting Modern Library in the back of the store?’ If they said they hadn’t gotten around to moving it, I would help them. And when they weren’t looking, I’d pull some of our new books out from where they were and put them in the front of the stand.”

More important, the forum of a weekly live appearance on network television gave him an unparalleled opportunity to publicize Random House, and its authors and books. He never tired of reasserting this point, and I will always remember his delight when John O’Hara validated it by calling up in a rage after he’d heard my dad plug William Faulkner’s new novel, rather than O’Hara’s, on a weekly What’s My Line? broadcast.

My father’s friend and colleague Jason Epstein, whom my dad called “the cross I bear” (“Bennett is the bear I cross,” Epstein responded), credits him, along with Horace Liveright, Alfred Knopf, and the other young Jewish publishers of the 1920s and ’30s, with revolutionizing the book business. They “broke with their genteel predecessors” in “houses dominated by the prejudices of the previous century,” Epstein wrote in Book Business, and “risked their personal fortunes and the disapproval of their elders by aggressively promoting the literature and ideas of modernism.” How fitting that Random House had its roots in a series of reprints called The Modern Library!

But as Epstein himself has pointed out, publishing throughout the first half of the twentieth century remained “a cottage industry.” Indeed, when I went to work at Random House in the early 1960s, everyone on the staff had two-digit telephone extensions, and the entire company directory fit on a sheet hardly larger than a postcard. (A copy of it still hangs today on the wall of legendary Random House editor Bob Loomis.) What perhaps hasn’t been noted enough is that my father helped guide Random House—and publishing in general—through a second revolution: He understood and turned to his advantage, earlier and far more thoroughly than any of his contemporaries, the seismic changes in mass culture, technology, business, and media that began with the advent of television in the late 1940s and that reshaped the book business, at an ever-quickening pace, through the remainder of his lifetime. One wonders if, some day, a “Postmodern Library” shouldn’t be inaugurated in his honor.

To the end, my father attributed much of his success to good fortune: “I’ve been as lucky as I can be!” he says, summing up his life in the final pages of At Random. And indeed luck did play an important part in some of his greatest triumphs. Consider how his deal to purchase the Modern Library from Boni & Liveright was sealed. Just as Julian Messner, the firm’s sales manager, was on the verge of talking Horace Liveright into rejecting my dad’s offer, a literary agent who suspected Liveright of having seduced his wife barged into the lobby brandishing a pistol. A shaken Liveright dispatched Messner to deal with the agent—a process that apparently involved a trip to a nearby speakeasy—thus removing my father’s “most vehement adversary” from the negotiations. “It was an incredible break for me,” my dad reported.

My father was also lucky enough to meet the still unknown James Michener only a few days after the aspiring novelist had been advised by Macmillan’s president, George Brett—who in addition to employing Michener as a textbook editor had published a little-noticed book of his short stories—to “stick to his editorial job and not waste his time and effort on writing.” “We got along immediately,” my father reported, and he promptly signed Michener to a Random House author’s contract. Less than two weeks later, Michener’s collection of short stories for Macmillan, Tales of the South Pacific, won the Pulitzer Prize, and overnight he became, in my dad’s words, “one of the great literary properties of the world.”

And whenever he was asked how Random House’s initial public offering in 1959 came about, my dad would inevitably credit the happy coincidence that Charles Allen, one of the nation’s most successful investment bankers, just happened to be “one of the boys” who worked next to him in the cashier’s cage when my father, newly graduated from Columbia, was briefly employed by the brokerage firm of Sartorius, Smith & Loewi. “I consulted my old friend Charlie one day,” my father wrote, as if every publisher had experience working on Wall Street, and could have easily found a former colleague to call upon when the time came to launch a major underwriting, “and he said, ‘Sure. We’ll get out a stock issue for you.’ ”

Indeed, to my always optimistic father, even bad luck was a source of opportunity. When a fire swept through the storage room of Boni & Liveright while my dad was working there in the early 1920s, his first thought was that it might reduce the huge overstock of The Story of the Bible, whose sales potential the firm had grossly overestimated. But his hopes were dashed; the firemen arrived and put out the blaze “just as it reached the huge pile of unsold books.” “Luckily, though,” he wrote, “a few thousand copies were destroyed by water.”

Or consider the case of one of Random House’s more embarrassing setbacks—the surprise revelation that the hero of Quentin Reynolds’s bestseller, The Man Who Wouldn’t Talk, who had allegedly performed incredible feats of derring-do for the French Resistance during World War II and then refused to break after being captured by the Germans, was a fraud. “I’m going to call a press conference tomorrow,” he told Reynolds. “We’re going to announce that this book isn’t nonfiction, but fiction, and we’re going to change the name of it immediately from The Man Who Wouldn’t Talk to The Man Who Talked Too Much.” The plan worked to perfection, my father reported: “The press played it up as a harmless deception, and the interesting thing is that the book sold about five times better after the exposure than it did before.”

The important truth is, of course, that my father had an uncanny ability to create opportunities—or recognize ones that no one else could possibly have noticed—and then seize them with an almost relentless glee. At a memorial service for his beloved friend Moss Hart, my father noted that “when anybody ascribed his success to luck, Moss would counter with ‘Nobody is sitting up there saying “Now what can we do for Moss Hart today?” ’ Luck is what you make it.” Had he been a bit less unassuming, Bennett Cerf might well have made the same remark about himself.

I remember my dad as a marvelous teacher, communicating, as part of his daily conversation, his feelings about life and work; explaining, clearly, fascinatingly, and with unerring humor, why he did just about everything he did; and imploring us—as he himself did—to make the best of, and learn from, anything that happened to go wrong. As one can imagine, he spent a great percentage of his time working, but he somehow always found a way to make my brother, Jonathan, and me seem important. He even contrived a way to spend time with me while writing his two weekly newspaper features, which he most commonly did on weekend afternoons at the columns-bedecked country house that his extracurricular journalistic endeavors had helped pay for (and which, ever the punster, he had named The Columns). Well, to be more accurate, he contrived an assignment for me that created the impression he was spending more time with me than he actually could: He made me his “official Yankee-game watcher.” My task was to summon him immediately if something was happening in the ball game that he might find worth watching; then, later on, he would argue with me playfully about whether I had been right to interrupt him or not. (I was always wrong, it turned out, unless the Yankees scored, or a Yankee pitcher managed to escape from a bases-loaded, nobody-out situation.) My dad’s only motive in this exercise, he assured me, was “to help me learn good judgment.” Whenever I dared to suggest that he might also have some small interest in seeing the crucial moments of Yankee games, he’d act terribly offended and then offer me the opportunity to present my case at a “family council,” an institution of his own creation at which, since my brother and I had one vote each, my mother had three, and my dad had six, his views tended to prevail.

When I reread At Random recently, it struck me that much of the wisdom my dad imparted to me as he talked about his daily activities can be found in its pages. His stories are wonderfully diverting, to be sure; he wouldn’t have had it any other way. But the book also serves as an autobiographical business manual: a “how-to-succeed” primer that offers refreshing alternatives to the prevalent ideas that, as Gertrude Stein might have put it, an executive is an executive is an executive; that a skilled manager from another industry can come into a company and run it as well or better than someone who has spent a career mastering every aspect of the specific business the company is in; that every deal is a zero-sum game where winning is all that’s important; and that business is war, devoid of spiritual value, and humor, and, yes, fun. “When people are decent, things work out for everybody,” my father instructs us. “That’s been my theory all through life. If you’re making money, let the other fellow make it, too.… If you can work a thing out so that everybody profits, that’s the ideal business.” How much more smoothly many contemporary enterprises would run if this philosophy were more widely adopted!

To me, my dad’s most endearing characteristic was his unflagging optimism—the joy that he found seemingly everywhere (“He was the happiest man I ever met,” his close friend Leonora Hornblow enthuses) and that he had the natural ability to impart to just about everyone around him. William Styron brought tears to my eyes when, at my father’s memorial at Columbia University, he referred to him as a “life-enhancer.” Bennett Cerf could not have imagined a more profound compliment. “A little humor can make life worth living” he tells us in At Random. “That has always been my credo. Someone once asked me, ‘What would you like your epitaph to be?’ I’ve always said that I’d like it to be: ‘He left people a little happier than they were when he came into the room.’ ”

As I write this, it’s been thirty years, almost to the day, since Bennett Cerf died. Unlike so many other children of famous or successful parents, I admired my father unabashedly, and I adored him almost without reservation. And I miss him as much as ever.

CHRISTOPHER CERF

September 2001


EDITORS’ NOTE

Between September, 1967, and February, 1968, Mary R. Hawkins of the Columbia Oral History program held twenty-one lengthy question-and-answer interviews with Bennett Cerf. These were tape-recorded and transcribed, and after his preliminary corrections, they were retyped. In March, 1971, he wrote additional notes to bring the History up to that date.

It was his intention to write At Random (his title), working from that typescript of over a thousand pages, cutting out the questions, rearranging, correcting and embellishing the text and adding things that had not come to his mind during the interviews. Before his sudden death in August, 1971, he had already started, and during the last months of his life he talked frequently with us and others about his plans for the book. If he had lived to write it, we would certainly have been involved with him in the process, instead of sadly trying in his absence to carry out his intentions.

Though the Oral History is the principal source of At Random, it is by no means the only one. We were greatly aided by the fact that probably few people have ever documented their lives as methodically as Bennett did: daily diaries that began during his student days at Columbia and longer ones for trips abroad; elaborate and massive scrapbooks that are a reference library in themselves, containing clippings of news stories about Random House and later about himself, as well as the hundreds of pieces he wrote for publication; numerous bulky files of correspondence which he kept neatly in order (he threw away very little, apparently).

All of these have been invaluable in straightening out dates and facts when Bennett’s memory occasionally faltered. More important, they have contributed materially to the contents of this book. When we found pieces that he wrote long ago to be superior to his treatment of the same subjects in the Oral History, we included them instead. Several sequences from his trip diaries, written on the spot, were more interesting and circumstantial than what, many years later, he remembered in the interviews, and they have therefore been substituted. Finally, in selecting from the great bulk of the Oral History, we have been guided by his own title for the book and by what we think he would himself have done, so that the result is primarily about publishing and his preeminent role in it.

PHYLLIS CERF WAGNER

ALBERT ERSKINE
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 Birth announcement. Annotated in Bennett’s scrapbook: “and that’s how the trouble started” (fm1.1 illustration credit)




I am a rather unusual specimen in that not only I but all four of my grandparents and both of my parents were born on the island of Manhattan. My father’s family were of Alsatian extraction and my mother’s family were Germans named Wise. My father’s father, Marcel Cerf, was a jeweler. The Cerf family was loaded with charm but little money, while the Wise family had very little charm but a lot of money. My grandfather, Nathan Wise, owned a tobacco-distributing business called the Metropolitan Tobacco Company and in his very conservative way amassed a fortune of over a million dollars. The way that money was eventually divided was very important in the beginning of my career.

Everybody kowtowed to my Grandfather Wise, a rather stern man with a beard—he looked like one of the Smith Brothers then pictured on cough-drop boxes. I saw him mainly on Sundays, the day reserved for having dinner with him and the rest of the family. My mother was one of six children, three boys and three girls. Grandfather had a private house and lived in some elegance, and he had the first automobile I ever saw. He also had a great backhand. At the dinner table he’d reach across and wallop you so fast, you couldn’t see it coming. So the object was to sit as far as possible from Grandpa at Sunday dinners. In the afternoon when he would take a nap, the house had to be silent as a church. I never was quiet in my life, and I was usually the one who woke him up and got the back of his hand.

My father, Gustave Cerf, was a very handsome, charming, wonderful man—I absolutely adored him and so did everyone else. He was a lithographer by profession, gave elocution lessons on the side, and at one time even contemplated being a professional ballplayer. He had been a semi-pro catcher on weekends, and in 1892 he even got a tryout with the Brooklyn Dodgers. For the rest of his life we teased him about not being able to hit Big League pitching, and no matter how many times we kidded him, he’d always give a long explanation as to why he hadn’t made it.

My father and mother met each other in a rather curious way. Not too many girls went to college then, not in the circles my family moved in, anyway. But when my parents were young, it was considered quite the thing for respectable young ladies to take elocution lessons and recite things like “The Boy Stood on the Burning Deck.” So a teacher was hired for my mother, Frederika Wise, and the gentleman who gave her those elocution lessons was my father. The teacher and pupil fell madly in love, and eloped—to the outrage of my grandfather, who looked upon my father as a charming fly-by-night. And these two people were gloriously in love for their entire life together. So I was born into a very happy family.
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 Bennett with father, October 1, 1899 (1.1 illustration credit)

The house I was born in is now in one of the most run-down sections of New York—118th Street, just off Seventh Avenue—but at the time it was mostly a prosperous Jewish neighborhood. Then, very early in my life, we moved to a nearby apartment house called the Douglas, which was at 201 West 121st Street.

My father was a very proud man and we lived only on what he made himself. I was brought up as a city child, playing stickball in the streets with a bunch of tough little kids, a lot of whom became very famous. Playing in the streets wasn’t as dangerous then as it is today; automobiles were just beginning to appear. We used to roller-skate all over the town, hitching onto ice wagons. It was great to reach in and grab little pieces of ice. And you could also play “punch the ball” out in the middle of the street and not have to run to the sidewalk too often.

We kids were great baseball fans. (I was initiated by my father, who started taking me to games when I was five years old.) In those days the New York Herald had a branch office at 125th Street and Seventh Avenue, and out front was a baseball scoreboard. A boy used to come out every once in a while with a rubber pad and stamp the scores on that board. Since there was no radio then and, of course, no television, we would stand there after school and wait for that boy to post the scores. When he’d come out, we’d yell, “What happened?” But he always played God and wouldn’t answer us; he just stamped those numbers up. We were great N.Y. Giant fans and always hated the Brooklyn Dodgers, even though Pop had once come close to playing with them. They were the enemy.
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 At about age four (1.2 illustration credit)
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 At about age six (1.3 illustration credit)

I went to Public School 10, which was at 117th Street and St. Nicholas Avenue. On my first day my mother dressed me in a Buster Brown outfit, and when I appeared with that big collar and flowing bow, I became the center of attention of the Irish kids from down around Manhattan Avenue and Eighth Avenue. I came home with the collar ripped and my nose bleeding, screaming with rage. I wasn’t angry at the boys who jumped me; I was furious with my mother for dressing me in such a manner. I was her pride and joy, her only child, and I am told that though I wasn’t exactly spoiled, on suitable occasions I sometimes resorted to holding my breath to get my own way. I have no memory of whether this was one of those times or not, but I do know that I never wore a Buster Brown collar and tie to school again. P.S. 10 was a great school. We considered it a privilege to be students there. We were proud of it, and there were a lot of smart kids in P.S. 10. Some of them became my lifelong friends. One of the boys was Howard Dietz, who became a well-known playwright. He wrote The Bandwagon. When he was head of the MGM publicity department, he changed the name of a little actress from Lucille Le Sueur to Joan Crawford.

One of the other graduates of that school was Morty Rodgers, who became a great gynecologist and delivered my two sons. His kid brother, whom we used to kick around the house and tell to “get out of here,” became reasonably well known, too. His name is Richard Rodgers, whose hit shows—Pal Joey, Oklahoma!, South Pacific, The Sound of Music—have enriched him and the world of music. The principal of P.S. 10 was a man named Dr. Birkens, whom everybody adored. One of the teachers, Abe Greenberg, was also the coach of the athletic teams, and he was so good that P.S. 10 won the interscholastic championship year after year after year. I have always been near-sighted, but I could run, so I was on the relay team.

A love of reading came when I was very young. At first it was magazines, and those that I remember with particular affection were called Popular and Top-notch. They had baseball stories and football stories and adventure stories—very tame by present-day standards, but I liked them. The Saturday Evening Post was a popular magazine then, and all of us used to peddle it. We’d put a white bag filled with copies of the magazine over our shoulders, then park ourselves at the entrance of a subway station or some other busy location. A copy of the magazine cost five cents, and we got prizes according to the number we sold.

The first books I remember were the Rover Boys and the Motor Boys and the Putnam Hall Cadets. And then I found there was a branch of the public library at 123rd Street and Lenox Avenue; my friends and I joined it and discovered together an author named Ralph Henry Barbour. I still recall the titles of some of his books: The Crimson Sweater, For the Honor of the School and Four in Camp and Four Afloat. This was a step up from Top-notch—a first step. My mother always liked books. She saw to it that I read the children’s stories of the day, like Black Beauty and Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm. But as to the really good books, my parents didn’t know much about them. My Uncle Herbert was the greatest influence on my young life. He was my mother’s brother—only five years older than I was and never terribly strong. He was one of the most brilliant people I have ever met—absolutely brilliant. I felt he knew everything.
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 At about age twelve (1.4 illustration credit)

In 1911 we moved up to Riverside Drive and 157th Street, just about the time I graduated from P.S. 10, salutatorian of my class. Our new home was in an apartment house called the Riviera, and I remember we were on the twelfth floor. We looked right out over Audubon Park on the Hudson River.

Back then, Washington Heights was not yet built up. Just south of where the George Washington Bridge is, the first of the big apartment buildings were beginning to go up, like the Riviera, which is still standing. You could look out our windows and see the trains go by on the West Side tracks of the New York Central, and another great pleasure was watching the river traffic, especially the night boat to Albany, with the searchlights playing from one side of the Hudson to the other. A lot of people took it to go to the Adirondacks. They’d go by boat to Albany, and then take a train. I remember going to camp that way, and the thrill of actually being on the boat instead of watching it from a window. From the time I was twelve till about fifteen, I went to camp every summer with Morty Rodgers, and when his brother Dick started to grow up, with Dick and his future collaborator, Larry Hart.
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 With mother and father (1.5 illustration credit)

I was almost thirteen at the time we moved to Washington Heights. Though both my mother and father were Jewish, I had never even been inside a temple. A lot of the kids my age in the neighborhood started announcing they were going to be bar-mitzvahed. When they all got bicycles after going through the ceremony, I demanded to be bar-mitzvahed too, to the absolute amazement of my parents. I got my bicycle, all right, but I wasn’t allowed to ride it in the city streets because my mother thought it was too dangerous.

There were three high schools that most of the uptown kids went to—Commerce, Clinton and Townsend Harris. Commerce and Clinton were downtown, relatively, in the Sixties. Townsend Harris was part of City College of New York, and the remarkable thing about it was that it provided a full curriculum which could be completed in three years, whereas in the other high schools you had to go for four. But to get into Townsend Harris you had to have superior marks in public school, and when you got there, you had to work like hell. I worked harder there than I ever did in college, which was a breeze after Townsend Harris. The dropouts were fantastic. In the first year over half the class would flunk out.

It was in high school that I began to read better books: Ivanhoe, Silas Marner, The Oregon Trail. I loved Ivanhoe, and that started me on Walter Scott. But I was still reading popular magazines. Also around this time I published my first piece in the St. Nicholas magazine; it was titled “How I Spent My Vacation” and I got a silver badge for it.

As I look back, it was when we lived at the Riviera that I started my real life, because in that building there was Howard Dietz, who had also moved uptown, and another friend, Merryle Rukeyser, who later became financial editor for all the Hearst newspapers. And across the street lived a boy named Elliot Sanger, of the Sanger family that owned one of the great stores in Dallas. Elliot would later be one of the founders of the radio station WQXR. We were a group of kids who in later life became quite successful—and we all went to Townsend Harris.

None of us boys were given much money to spend. I had an allowance, as I remember, of a dollar a week. We couldn’t really indulge ourselves too much. But there was a vaudeville house on Seventh Avenue between 125th and 126th, the Alhambra. This was big—time vaudeville, and we were regular patrons. We’d sit up in the balcony, where a seat cost twenty-five cents. There was a candy store called Simonette’s right next to the theater. We’d get a half pound of caramels in a light-blue box, and a whole bunch of kids would divide them up; that meant about three for each of us. I remember it with pleasure—I can still taste those caramels, chocolate and vanilla. They were great. Movies were just starting, and we began to go to those, too—we’d see three or four one-reelers for a nickel. These were shown in old abandoned stores; one was called the Nickelette, another the Nickelodeon.

Howard Dietz and I later found out about the cut-rate Leblang’s ticket agency at 43rd Street and Broadway, where you could get an orchestra seat for a play for about a dollar, way in the back, of course; we didn’t know there was anything in front of the fourteenth row. So we began to haunt Broadway on Saturdays because we both loved the theater, something I’ve never gotten out of my system. To this day, walking backstage gives me a thrill.

I think the first big show we saw was called something like Top o’ the World, a musical. Then Dietz entered a contest that was given by the Strauss Theater Program Company, which printed the programs for all the theaters. You were given three lines of a poem and had to write the fourth, some kind of little jingle. Dietz won one of the prizes. And the prize was two seats in the sixth row of the orchestra for the Astor Theatre Saturday matinée. I don’t remember the name of the show but I remember the theater. Dietz invited me—and I treated him to lunch. We both recall to this day that we ate at a place called Lauber’s on 39th Street, where we got an eight-course luncheon for sixty-five cents. We had to show the cash before they would feed us—we didn’t look like regular patrons. We were kids, a couple of kids in short pants. Then we went to the theater and sat in the sixth-row center of the orchestra. That to me was such a thrill, I still remember walking in and being ushered to those seats and the pride we had sitting there.




On the day before my sixteenth birthday my childhood ended abruptly. My mother died. She had always been desperately anxious to have another child. She’d had several miscarriages, but she persisted, and when I was fifteen a little girl was born who lived only about two weeks. The pregnancy and birth weakened my mother and she never really recovered.

From the day of my mother’s death I became the financial head of the family. My grandfather, a very shrewd man, had loved my father, but he didn’t trust him with money because he feared Pop would lose it in no time. Pop was the soft touch of the world, and anybody who asked him for anything got it. So my grandfather had left money to my mother in trust for me, and after she died I came into just about $125,000. One of the six children who inherited my grandfather’s estate was my Uncle Herbert, Herbert Wise—and when my mother died he came to live with my father and me, and all three of us adored each other.
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 With father at Pikes Peak, September 6, 1914 (2.1 illustration credit)

At the age of sixteen I decided I was going to learn to be a businessman, and that meant I’d have to go to another kind of school. My handwriting was very bad and I didn’t know anything about bookkeeping, but I was determined to become a tycoon. I hated to leave Townsend Harris for many reasons. By this time I was writing stories for the school magazine and was one of the top students there. Also, I was on the soccer team—even I could see a soccer ball! But I had made up my mind that I was going to make money, so I quit and went to the Packard Commercial School. This enraged Uncle Herbert, but I did it anyway. It was a mighty stupid move in some ways, but luckily it worked out well for me. For one thing, my handwriting improved: they taught the Palmer method in those days. I also learned double-entry bookkeeping and began to know something about the business world. After school I worked for a certified accountant and went around with him to check his clients’ books. In this way I got backstage of a big restaurant and learned that all the money’s in liquor, not in food. I saw how department stores and various other businesses operated, and I became interested in all of them. Thus I had a lot of experience while I was still in the business school.

During my year at Packard and my job with the accountant, Uncle Herbert continued to talk to me about going to college; and if I hadn’t taken his advice, God knows what would have happened to me.

I didn’t have enough credits, since I hadn’t graduated from high school. I decided in January that I was going to college if I could, so I had until September to get all my entrance requirements. I went to Columbia and took several extension courses, and my uncle coached me in a couple of other subjects.

I quickly decided, after looking at the required courses, that I could never learn Latin or Greek; I had no aptitude at all in that direction. I discovered that at the School of Journalism you didn’t need those languages, so then and there I decided that was the place for me. (It was then an undergraduate school. It became a graduate school some years later.) But I still didn’t have enough credits. Although I never was good at algebra, I had counted on being able to pass the exam—for the last two points I needed. But I flunked. I simply couldn’t do it. So I took an exam in free-hand drawing, which almost anyone could do, and I passed that. That was one point. Then I took advanced French. This was a desperate gamble, because if I didn’t get that last extra point, I was dead. But I passed and got into the School of Journalism.

That summer Morty Rodgers had the next locker to me in gym class, and we continued our friendship. Morty’s father, Dr. William A. Rodgers, was a very important man in my opinion because one of his patients was my dream girl, Norma Talmadge, the beautiful movie star, and the idea that she was one of his patients dazzled me. I remember pleading with him to let me carry his bag when he went to see her. It was Morty Rodgers who introduced me to the fraternity I joined: Pi Lambda Phi. The head of the fraternity was young Oscar Hammerstein II. A boy named Horace Manges—who became the lawyer not only for Random House but for a half-dozen other big publishers—was also a member. Richard Rodgers soon joined it, and Rodgers and Hammerstein got me more and more interested in the theater.

The School of Journalism in those days was very famous, and while I was there it attracted such young men as my friend Howard Dietz, and George Sokolsky, Morrie Ryskind, Corey Ford and Max Schuster. Richard Simon, the other half of the future Simon and Schuster, was also there, but in the College.

In my freshman year I became pretty well set. First of all, I was already in a fraternity. I didn’t have to worry about that, as most freshmen did. Second, I went out for the college newspaper, the Spectator. The fellow who had written a column had just graduated, so they had the problem of who was going to take his place. I submitted several samples, and suddenly, and only a freshman, I was the columnist for the Columbia paper! Well, this was an open sesame to everybody and everything. I was elected vice-president of the class.
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 The freshman (2.2 illustration credit)

The Spectator column I wrote was called “The Stroller.” It was not a gossip column, though there were little pieces about personalities on the campus. I also tried to start controversies about the city government and the dismal subway service, demanding that 116th Street be made an express station—that kind of stuff. “The Stroller” was lively—and it was read! Soon I began sending in little things to Jester, the humor magazine, and I became even better known.

Not the least important thing that happened to me was that one of my freshman classes was with a professor named Harrison Steeves, and I will never forget Professor Steeves, because in his course we had to study contemporary authors. In those days the English authors were the popular ones. (This was around 1917. There have been great changes in the publishing business since then, and I like to believe I contributed to them.) There were very few popular Americans. There was one, Henry Sydnor Harrison, two of whose books I remember—a best seller called Queed and one called V. V.’s Eyes. They’re forgotten today, but were then considered outstanding literature. And of course, many Americans were reading books like Pollyanna. The professor also introduced me to H. G. Wells and Galsworthy; to Kipling’s Jungle Stories and Kim; and Arnold Bennett’s Old Wives’ Tale. I discovered for myself that there were authors like Anatole France, Theodore Dreiser and James Branch Cabell, and I began to appreciate good writing.

Steeves suddenly popped back into my life many years later. He had written a detective story, Good Night, Sheriff, not a very good one, but he brought it down to me, and I was so grateful for what he had done for me that I published it in 1941. It didn’t sell very well; it didn’t deserve to. But it pleased me to do it. I was making him very happy—this austere English professor who had written a mystery novel.

I soon discovered that if I played my cards right at Columbia, I could get two degrees at the same time—a B.Lit. at Journalism, and a B.A. at the College—without doing too much work. This required manipulating, but I thought that added to the fun. In 1917, right at the beginning of my college career, we got into the war. At that time there was something comparable to the ROTC: it was called the SATC, the Student Army Training Corps. We all became members and wore uniforms. One of my first exploits in the SATC was the day I was commander of the company and I had them in company rank marching across South Field (which is now all covered with buildings). As they were walking toward the grandstand I panicked, and couldn’t think of how to stop them. So to their intense delight, they went marching up into the stand, the whole company, while the real officers howled with laughter. I was not cut out for an army career. But anyway, I made a good story of all this in the column.
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(2.3 illustration credit)

When the call came for officers’ training school, I applied for and was accepted by the infantry training school down in Camp Lee, Virginia, bucking for second lieutenant. Since I was the night editor of Spectator when the rule came through that anybody going off to the war would get full credit for any course he had signed up for, without even having to take it, I saw the notice the day before it appeared in the paper. So I rushed over to sign up for all the courses I could and then went to the dean for an okay. He looked at my program and said, “This is an interesting course you’ve planned out. I figure it would take about sixteen hours of homework a day to really do it right.”

I said, “Really, sir?”

He said, “You haven’t by any chance seen the rule that you’re going to get credit for everything you’ve signed up for before you go away to camp?”

I said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Dean.”

He said, “I didn’t think so,” and he stamped his approval.

So off I went. I was at Camp Lee until the war ended. I got credit for advanced geometry, something I could never do, and a couple of other science courses where you have to be exact—and I was terrible at those things. In history, economics and literature I was great. I’m very good at adding figures, too, but when it comes to algebra or quadratics or geometry, I’m absolutely hopeless.

Just as I returned to college, Morrie Ryskind, the editor of Jester, left Columbia, and in my sophomore year I was made editor in chief of the magazine—that was heady stuff!

Being editor of the Jester was a great experience for me, so I was delighted that both my boys worked on a college humor magazine. Chris was the vice-president of the Harvard Lampoon, of which Jon later became president. Chris’s first book, The World’s Largest Cheese, was published by Doubleday in 1968; it has all the things he wrote for the Lampoon and other pieces done since. He’s a great boy. They’re both great boys.
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 Illustration for Jester cover, December, 1917 (2.4 illustration credit)

To improve the Jester, I quickly started both a book-review column and a drama column—the drama column, of course, got us free theater tickets. Then I thought that this could finally be my chance to meet Norma Talmadge, my dream girl. So I wrote a letter asking if I could interview her for the Columbia Jester, and a reply came setting up a date. Soon the whole campus knew I was going to meet Norma Talmadge. I was so darn excited about it, but when the day came, I lost my nerve; I was afraid to face her, and I never went. I wrote a glowing interview, anyway—faked the whole thing, ran it in Jester and sent copies to Norma Talmadge. I got a warm letter from her in return, saying she had enjoyed meeting me so much and that the interview was masterful and she hoped we’d meet someday again soon. The letter was framed and put up in the Jester office.

There was a course at Columbia called Comparative Literature, which was one of those cinches where you got two points for doing practically nothing. The whole football team and the entire staff of Jester, including me—all the finaglers—were taking it. The professor who gave the course was Henry Wadsworth Longfellow Dana. He was a great-nephew, or maybe just a nephew, of the poet Longfellow. We had our first class with him, and the next day Dr. Butler kicked him out of Columbia because he was a pacifist. We were just being thrown into a war, and here was Dana making very pacifist statements and joining I-didn’t-raise-my-boy-to-be-a-soldier groups. If his name had been Smith or Jones, I don’t think Butler or anybody else would have given a darn. He was only an obscure English teacher up at Columbia, but since he was named Henry Wadsworth Longfellow Dana, the papers quoted at length everything he said. It took two lines just to print his name. And Butler was infuriated, so Dana got the heave-ho.

Now all we dedicated students rejoiced: “It will take them a month to get another professor.” We went to the next class expecting to see a little white notice on the door saying there would be no class until they got a new teacher. But overnight they did dig one up, and to our disgust, he was standing there, ready for action, when we came in. His name was Raymond Weaver. He had a very deep, mellifluous voice. He wore one of those long, stiff Arrow collars that met in the front, and he was a very formidable gentleman. We resented his turning up so quickly, and when he started talking, I’m sure we all thought, especially the football team, My God, what are we in for! But this class turned out to be one of the greatest things that ever happened to me, because Raymond Weaver’s course in Comparative Literature was extraordinary. Inside of three weeks this man had even the athletes reading Dante and Cervantes and Melville (on whom Weaver was an authority), and discussing them with deep interest. He was a persuasive teacher and a wonderfully nice man.

There were only about thirty people in the class, and I decided I was going to make Weaver one of the most popular teachers at Columbia. I started writing stories about him in my Spectator column. There was a baseball player on the Chicago White Sox, Buck Weaver, who was a wonderful player, except that he later became one of the Black Sox in the great baseball scandal. But at the time he was still a great hero, and of course I kept referring to Raymond Weaver as “Buck” Weaver. The dignified Mr. Weaver was not amused. And then I made up stories from whole cloth about him—anything to keep his name in the paper. He used to fuss at me, but I could tell that he was not really displeased. The following spring over a hundred people registered for his course. What at first seemed theatrical about him soon became very attractive to us.

Another thing happened through Weaver. He had rooms in one of the Columbia dormitories, and students would drop in after class once in a while to see him and talk. I met Richard Simon there. Dick was always something of a dreamer. He loved music and played the piano beautifully. He was also one of the most self-centered men who ever lived; he did what he wanted, and what didn’t interest him simply didn’t exist so far as he was concerned. He read only the assignments he liked, and if we were discussing a book he hadn’t read, he’d just get up and play the piano.

My education at Columbia was not only getting a background in literature and history; I also learned at the School of Journalism—mainly through my experience on Jester and Spectator—how to write a quick story, how to put it down in as few words as possible. Something else that I think is invaluable: I learned not to clutter up my mind with a lot of useless information, because an intelligent man doesn’t have to carry all that stuff in his head; he has only to know where to find what he needs when he needs it. I learned where to look for the things I needed and just how to go about getting them. Of course, there was another thing. Those were the years when I was becoming a man, and good teachers like Raymond Weaver and Benjamin Kendrick in the history department were an inspiration to me. I learned a lot just by knowing them.

I made Phi Beta Kappa in my junior year. I earned it because the courses I took were the ones that interested me and I worked on them—English, economics, history.
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Editor of Jester, surrounded by some members of the staff (2.5 illustration credit)




It was during my senior year at Columbia that one of the most important encounters of my life took place. One of the courses I was taking was called Appreciation of Music, and the teacher who gave it was Daniel Gregory Mason, a well-known man in his field. His was another of those courses in which you got a two-point credit almost automatically. Mason would play classical music on the piano, and I used to sit in class and write Jester jokes and never bother to listen to him.

Many orchestras used to send two free tickets to members of Mason’s class, but you couldn’t bribe these brilliant music lovers to go to one of the concerts. The tickets went begging. There was one big exception, however: the Philadelphia Orchestra, with the great Leopold Stokowski conducting. It wasn’t that we could tell the difference between it and the orchestra at the Roxy, but for Stokowski, everybody wanted that pass because this was the thing to do. We used to put our names in a hat, and the two who drew the lucky numbers got the passes for the afternoon concert.

One day I drew one of the winning numbers, and the other was picked by a boy I had never paid any attention to before—he was a freshman and I was a big-shot upperclassman. His name was Donald Klopfer, and we went together to hear the concert. I liked Donald immediately. He was as tall as I was, had an interest in literature, and most important of all, had a good sense of humor. When we came out of the hall he told me that he had to pick up some theater tickets; he was going to take his girl to see the Portmanteau Players perform Lord Dunsany’s The Gods of the Mountain. He asked me to go to the ticket office with him, and as we walked along together, Donald went on and on about the troubles he was having with his girl, sixteen years old, very rich and spoiled within an inch of her life. I couldn’t have cared less, and since I didn’t respond, Donald probably thought I hadn’t heard a word he said. I have a habit to this day of listening with one ear. This quirk of mine astounds my friends, because they often think I’m not paying attention, but I know everything that’s going on. What Donald was saying about his girl registered somehow or other. After that occasion we’d say hello to each other around the campus, but he transferred to Williams the second semester and I didn’t see much of him for a while. Certainly I never guessed that he would become my best friend and lifelong partner in business.

In June, 1919, I found I needed only a few more points to finish up, so I spent that summer at school and graduated, according to plan, with two degrees—bachelor of arts from Columbia College and bachelor of literature from the School of Journalism. I didn’t have much general education, but I had gained valuable experience writing and editing for Jester and Spectator. From commercial school and by working for a certified accountant, I had learned a little bit about business. Everything worked out beautifully. I’ve just been lucky all my life.

I didn’t have to be much concerned about money; I could rely on the income that came to me after my mother’s death, and I had saved a little bit in the year I had worked. But I began meeting people who had far more money than I had, and I suddenly found myself in a world that I hadn’t known existed, where belonging to country clubs was taken for granted and girls were having big coming-out parties at the Ritz. It was very easy for me to get accustomed to this kind of life. I learned there was such a game as golf and that young men actually owned their own automobiles. I bought a dreadful second-hand car, and once when I drove it up to the White Mountains, it broke down six times.
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 Bennett (3.1 illustration credit)
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 Uncle Herbert (3.2 illustration credit)




At the beginning of the 1920’s a graduate of the Columbia School of Journalism could almost automatically have a job down at the Tribune—it was still the New York Tribune, not the Herald Tribune yet. On the other hand, my Uncle Herbert had become enamored of the stock market, and one of his best friends was a young stockbroker named Irving Sartorius. My uncle took to going down to Wall Street, and he was fascinated by the ticker, the old-style big ticker with a glass dome over it. In those days the board boys had their fraction tabs in a belt around their waists and would slap up the price changes on the board. By the time I had graduated, my uncle had made a lot of money in the market and was a very valued customer at the office of Sartorius, Smith and Loewi. Now, here I was in a quandary: Was I going to go into journalism? Or was I going down to Wall Street, where the job would be handed to me on a platter? I decided to try both.

By this time Merryle Stanley Rukeyser, the boy who had lived in our apartment house up on 157th Street, had become assistant financial editor on the Tribune. So when I went to call on the newspaper for a job, instead of just applying routinely, I went directly to Rukeyser and told him I was about to go to work in a brokerage office. The result was that I had two jobs at the same time: one at Sartorius and one on the financial page of the Tribune. This seemed to me a wonderfully winning combination for learning things fast.

Rukeyser knew I had been one of the honor students up at the School of Journalism and was a reasonably smart kid. I was assigned to write a column called “Advice to Investors.” A lot of letters asking about investments, and so forth, came in from little old ladies and the like. All I had to do was run the ones I thought had the greatest general appeal, and my advice unerringly was to be, under strict instructions, “Buy Liberty Bonds,” the popular government bonds in those days. “Don’t you try being fancy,” I was warned. “What do you know about the market? You just tell people to invest in Liberty Bonds and print the letters that will lend themselves to that kind of answer. If it’s a specific stock they’re asking about, turn the letter over to somebody who knows what he’s talking about.” It was considered patriotic in those days to buy Liberty Bonds. The war was over, but it still had to be paid for.

I started the column and did just what I was told to, but after a couple of weeks that became rather boring, and I suddenly discovered that nobody on the paper was even looking at the darned column. So I began expanding a little bit, and when I’d write my answers I’d get in a few touches of my own ideas of finance. One day a little old lady wrote to say that she had ten thousand dollars to invest, and she had noticed a stock that had gone down from 76 to 2, so she thought this would be a very good time to buy five thousand shares at two dollars a share. This gave great financier Cerf—drunk with power—a chance to say, “Why do you think this stock went from 76 to 2? The fact that a stock has gone down to nothing or near nothing sometimes means that the company is completely kaput. As a matter of fact, this company happens to be bankrupt, so you’d be insane to buy the stock.”

When I got in the next day the financial editor was grimly waiting for me. As a matter of fact, the company in question was not bankrupt. It was busted higher than a kite, but it didn’t actually go bankrupt until about a week later. I almost saved it from bankruptcy! The editor said, “They’re going to sue us for a million dollars.” Then he added, “This will teach you two lessons, sir: one, when you’re given an explicit order, obey it; two, check your facts before you print a story. You’re fired.”

I bravely made my way to the men’s room and burst into tears. I’ll never forget my humiliation and downfall at the Tribune. Of course, I still had the job at the brokerage office.
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