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  Foreword


  My first personal contact with Lou Costello was in October, 1956, when Abbott & Costello presented a gold recording of their classic “Who’s on First?” routine to the Baseball Hall of Fame (Cooperstown, New York) before a national audience on The Steve Allen Show over NBC-TV. A year later, about the time Lou Costello split with Bud Abbott, he appeared on my show and did routines with our regular gang of comics—Louis Nye, Don Knotts and Tom Poston.


  Each of our shows was presented live—with very little rehearsal—and it was not surprising that Lou Costello fit that format perfectly. His years in vaudeville and burlesque had taught him the ad-lib skills live TV requires. I had seen Abbott & Costello on film in the forties, when the team was in its heyday and I was a young man in radio. But it wasn’t until the late fifties, after having been personally involved in television with its array of talented guests, that I was more fully able to appreciate Lou Costello’s remarkable brand of comedy.


  The Abbott & Costello team portrayed a relationship between a smart guy and a dumb guy, a type of comedy duo of which there were many in vaudeville. Abbott played the role of a very knowledgeable and authoritative character who was very quick and was always bossing around an apparently uncontrollable character (Lou Costello). Most of the comedy of such a relationship comes from the fact that the so-called dumb character wins out anyway.


  Significant about Abbott & Costello humor, in today’s social context, is that I don’t remember a single line in their films or stage appearances ever being off-color—even though they came out of burlesque. They proved that you don’t have to be dirty to be funny.


  Only a very talented team like Abbott & Costello could have survived the transition from burlesque and vaudeville to radio to films to television to night clubs, over a period of twenty-two years.


  No list of great comedy teams would be complete without the names of Abbott & Costello. They left a legacy and, fortunately, we can still see their films on television today—and I’m certain they’ve won a new generation of fans.


  The story of Lou Costello’s rise to one of Hollywood’s biggest names and moneymakers is an interesting one in itself, but this book searches deeply into Lou Costello the man, a kind man known for his many humanitarian deeds and a man who along life’s way encountered some personal tragedies. Lou Costello was a family man, so this is the story of a family too, and in it we find love, laughter, relationships, and pathos.


  Steve Allen


  CHAPTER I


  The Formative Years


  As a kid my father seldom got more than a base hit when he played sand-lot baseball. Full-grown, he was only five feet five. But he had speed. Consequently, whenever he got a hit, one of the opposing players always cautioned the pitcher to keep an eye open because “Lou’s on first.” I don’t know if that was the origin of the famous skit that he and Bud Abbott introduced as a team, but it might have been.


  The Costello family name was originally Cristillo and Dad’s father, Sebastian Cristillo, came from Caserta, a town in Italy, north of Rome. His father, Anthony Sebastian Cristillo, was the local chief of police. “Chris,” as my grandfather was known, was born in 1880, the youngest of four children. He had two brothers, Phillip and Joseph, and a sister who joined a cloistered order of nuns, the Sisters of Sorrow, with whom she remained for the rest of her life.


  My grandfather studied for the priesthood with the ambition of becoming a missionary, but his parents wanted him to become a parish priest. He would have dropped out earlier than he did, except for the pressure they put on him. When they died, he left the seminary and eventually, Italy. Phillip had already emigrated to America and had settled in Paterson, New Jersey, where he worked as a weaver. In time he was able to send for Joseph, who worked in a dye house and, in turn, brought over the youngest brother.


  It was 1898, and Chris had hardly unpacked from the trip across the Atlantic when he met the lovely girl who lived next door to the family he moved in with. Helen Rege, as my grandfather remembered her, was a beautiful rose. “I took one look at her,” he recalled, “and knew she was a genuine Irish sort of girl. She had jet black hair and the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen.” Helen was fourteen, Chris barely eighteen. In 1902, four years later, they were married in Saint Anthony’s Catholic Church in Paterson. It was a blending of the Italian and Irish Catholics and their home became an orthodox bastion of Catholicism.


  They moved into 14 Madison Street, in Paterson, close to where Chris worked with Phillip, and all three of their children were born there. Their firstborn, Anthony (later known as Pat) arrived in 1903. Dad, Louis Francis Cristillo, was born on March 6, 1906. Marie Katherine, their only daughter, was not to come along until 1912, six years later.


  Helen Rege was the eldest of six children whose mother, Mary Tuohy, died quite young, shortly after Helen had married Chris. Being the oldest, Helen became like a second mother to the children, even though her father later remarried. So the Rege house was always filled with family.


  Shortly after Marie, the youngest, was born, the family moved to a larger house on Market Street. Across from them, side by side, were a fire station and an orphanage—there was never a dearth of playmates. From the very beginning, my father was both an athlete and a ham. He made friends with the kids at the orphanage, and whenever the orphan school played other schools or orphanages, he always managed to play for them.


  A very funny, albeit almost tragic, incident occurred when Marie was quite small. It was Christmastime and Lolly (as a child Helen couldn’t pronounce her name, so she called herself Lolly and it stuck) was getting the children ready to go visit her father, who lived in College Point on Long Island. Marie was standing on a chair in the kitchen, looking into the large mirror over the sink as her mother combed her long hair. The child was impatient, but her mother didn’t care. Every curl on her head was going to be in place before they left.


  Dad was in the living room playing. Pat was practicing his violin in the bedroom. Dad had to pass the bedroom en route to the kitchen, where he kept going, getting a glass of water, returning and repeating the whole process all over again. Lolly was busy with Marie and didn’t notice what was going on. Pat noticed, because my father’s trips to and from the kitchen became more frequent and he was traveling faster each time. Finally Pat put down the violin and followed his younger brother back to the living room to find the entire room in flames.


  Lolly’s brother Pete was chief of the fire station across the street, and the firemen were summoned immediately. When things finally settled down, Dad was asked to explain. He had been showing a friend his new Magic Lantern (the equivalent of today’s movie projector), which required a candle to operate. He lit the candle, was too close to the Christmas tree, and—poof—it went up fast. Along with it went Lolly’s new piano, which Chris had bought her for Christmas. The furniture was seared and would have to be recovered. It was a terrible loss, and in those days there was no insurance for it. Dad’s friend was standing off to one side, crying his eyes out. Lolly turned to him and asked, “What’s the matter? Are you burned?”


  “No,” he said, crying even harder.


  “Then go on home now. Can’t you see we’re all upset?”


  “But I can’t go home. My new cap got all burned up and my mother is going to kill me.”


  Lolly threw up her hands in frustration. “He’s crying because he lost his cap. I lost my piano!”


  My father got his backside warmed for that by my grandfather. To further complicate matters, he and Uncle Pat had recently taken up the F-word (they couldn’t have been more than four and seven). They took pens and wrote it all over the upholstery in the living room. They got it for that, too. It wasn’t so much the act—my grandfather understood that boys will be boys. The point was, he was embarrassed to call in an upholsterer to redo the damage and see what had been written there.


  Although he was loved by everybody, Dad had the reputation of being “a bad boy.” It was an inside joke that started when he was in fifth grade—also the origination of his famous expression, “I’m a baaaad boy.” He loved to clown around—even in school—and broke up the classroom. Sometimes even Miss Whitehead, the fifth-grade teacher, had to stifle a snicker. Nevertheless, one day she had him stay after school and write, “I am a bad boy,” 150 times. Thus, the beginning of one of his most famous show business lines.


  Dad always wanted to be in show business. From the time he was four years old, he play-acted with his friends or alone in front of a mirror. Nobody knows where he got it; there were no actors on either side of the family. His mother and father indulged his fantasy, certain it would all go away in time.


  As boys, he and Pat were given a quarter a day to go to school with. A nickel for bus fare each way and fifteen cents for lunch. A new movie house, the U.S. Theatre, was built in Paterson, and the day it opened Dad and Uncle Pat played hooky to see the silent Western that was featured. After the movie ended and the lights came up, Chris leaned over from the seat behind them and said, “I hope you both enjoyed the movie. I’ll see you when I get home.” The spanking Dad got did not deter him for one minute. He spent every penny he could spare on films (when he wasn’t sneaking in). He absolutely idolized Charlie Chaplin, and it was Chaplin, indirectly, who influenced my father to change his course in life. Instead of a dramatic actor, he wanted to become a comic. Dad went through several stages with musical instruments. First it was the piano, because his mother hoped he would play. Then he wanted drums. Chris went out and bought him a good set. The drums were soon found up in the attic, with a large hole in the bass drum. He loved singing and dancing, was a great ballroom dancer, and had a smooth, melodic singing voice that was always right on pitch. But those were all side interests.


  Dad was not an inconsiderate child. As a youngster he looked out for his sister and any other kid who was younger than himself. When Marie went out on roller skates, Dad was right behind her. If his friends complained about his “always bringing along your sister,” he would reply, “It’s her first time on skates. I don’t want her to get hurt.”


  When he went to Boy Scout rallies, he always brought home a bag full of candy for Marie. Marie remembers that from the very earliest times he had a deep and sincere love of Christmas. “I often thought that I’d be eighty-five years old before someone had the nerve to tell him there wasn’t really a Santa Claus,” she recalls. “If a child didn’t believe in Santa, it would absolutely kill him. I believe Lou went to his death believing there really is a Santa Claus.”


  It’s a wonder Dad survived childhood. He was a daredevil, afraid of nothing. Before the move to Market Street, they lived on the third floor at Madison Street, where the stairways had old-fashioned, polished-smooth wooden bannisters. Aunt Marie says she doesn’t think my father ever walked down those stairs as a child. He would go zipping down the bannister, all three flights, while my grandmother gasped, “My God, he’ll break his back or his head.” But he was too agile. Yet, in order to be funny, he would purposely trip or fall just walking through the house, which was something else his mother had to get used to.


  He loved doing things for his mother, and the dearest possession she ever had was the small, black onyx ring he gave her as a little boy. Dad was devoted to his mother, not only as a child, but even after he was married and had his own family.


  When he was twelve years old, sitting on the front porch with his mother in the porch swing, he said, “Mom, one day I’m going to be a movie star and make you proud of me. You just wait and see. You’ll be the most famous mom in the world.”


  Shortly thereafter he entered the Charlie Chaplin Halloween contest, which was held in the Paterson Armory. Nobody in the family remembers where Dad got the costume, but he was very much a Chaplin look-alike. At the end of the show, all the contestants had to join in a grand march so the judges could select the winner. Dad was the only one during the march who kept doing pratfalls and tripping on his cane. It brought attention to him—and so did my grandmother, who, within earshot of the judges, kept pointing her finger at Dad and saying, “Now that’s a good one.” He won first prize, and when he removed his mask, everybody was flabbergasted to see that it was Dad. My grandmother always swore she didn’t know who it was until he’d revealed himself.


  Dad was an outstanding baseball and basketball player, and it was sports that kept him in school. At Central High School in Paterson, in order to play either game, one had to be attending school on a regular basis. My father made sure he put in enough time to stay on the team.


  The Armory Five, named after the old armory they played in, was the basketball team my father starred on as a teenager. In spite of his diminutive size, he had great agility and was an expert foul shooter. At one point he won the Foul Shot Championship of Paterson. The Armory Five played in what was known as the Sandy Hill section of Paterson, and included guys with names like something out of Damon Runyon: Costello, J. Harold, Nicholas Straub, William Probert, Joseph “Red” Duncan, George Probert, and a coach named Jim Kelly. The manager was George Storms. There were a couple of other players—a guy named McCue and another named Breslin. Then there was Slackie Knolls. Joe Hepworth, Dad, and Slackie gained entrance into the big professional games by sweeping the floor of the armory. It was from this early interest that the Armory Five emerged.


  Dad was never what you would call a loner. A childhood friend, Mary Failla, remembers that there would often be as many as twelve in a group that went to basketball games, movies, and dances. Without my grandparents’ knowledge, Dad often joined those friends at the Orpheum Theater to watch the girls dance without any clothes on. Ironically, he would someday come back in burlesque and play at that same theater.


  Even in basketball he managed to do a bit of acting. When he couldn’t get into the pro games by cleaning up, he would sometimes fast-talk the pro players and carry their bags so it would look like he was part of the team, just to get in to see the game.


  In baseball he was an outstanding shortstop and about the size of Albie Pearson, who once played outfield for the Los Angeles Angels—little and feisty and accurate as a spitting cobra. As a member of the Paterson High School baseball team in 1921, he helped defeat all the leading high schools in northern New Jersey. Dad was a sparkplug on the team, and always thought big time and talked constantly of going to the majors someday.


  Since there was only one high school in Paterson, and no league in existence, the boys went out and booked their own games. They competed against Ridgewood, Jersey City, Hackensack, Dover, and Englewood, compiling a win-loss record of sixteen and four. Ray Goode, in charge of public relations at the Paterson YMCA, praised Dad’s team as “one of the best defensive clubs in this area. They had a crackerjack infield that was the best in the state. As far as the outfielders were concerned, they were all big and strong and could hit the horsehide a country mile.”


  Boxing was another of Dad’s interests as a teenager, and he became acquainted with Johnny Lane, who was a good fighter. Good for a local boy, anyway, who went on to fight professionally. Dad was impressed. Once again, without the consent or knowledge of his family, he decided to try something new. Under the name of Lou King, he became a boxer. His friend Abe Greene became his manager; however, Dad’s career in the ring did not last long.


  It was quite by accident that Lou King was unmasked. My grandmother’s brother Mike loved the fights, so one night he had tickets and took my grandfather along with him to Ringwood, New Jersey, where Dad was fighting. He said, “Chris, you got to see this new fighter Lou King. I hear he’s coming on strong.” My grandfather, who was not a sports enthusiast, mumbled something, but went along anyway. It was Dad’s eleventh fight.


  The following morning at the kitchen table, when Dad joined the family for breakfast sporting a bright new black eye, my grandfather looked across at him and said, “Good morning, Lou King.” It was my grandmother’s first knowledge of what Dad had been doing—and the last time he fought in the ring.


  All of my father’s heroics were not in the athletic arena. A blue law that was very strictly enforced dictated that on Sundays all commercial activities cease. The clergy were fully behind that enforcement because it left the church as the only game in town. Most citizens went to church in the mornings, and many spent the afternoon at one of the nearby beaches available to them during the hot weather months.


  On an unusually hot day in July one year, Dad’s family and the Sheldons took off for Asbury Park, which had a full mile of boardwalk along an immaculate beach. It was a festive event. The Sheldons’ son Bernie, a close buddy of Dad’s, my father, and Uncle Pat were off to their own fun and games while the adults laid out the picnic. My grandmother brought along every conceivable Italian dish. Mrs. Sheldon matched her, recipe for recipe. Mr. Sheldon and Grandpop liked to sit on the beach drinking homemade red wine and playing cards until it was time to eat. Uncle Pat brought along his violin.


  Dad and Bernie were wrestling in the sand and Uncle Pat was fiddling up a storm when the boys heard a scream for help. They stopped and looked out over the water. One of them spotted the girl and yelled, “There she is!” Dad and Bernie ran into the water and swam out to the troubled youngster. They reached her just as she was about to go under and pulled her ashore. She was much too young to be swimming out so far (nine years old, they later learned). Bernie thought she was dead. Dad turned her on her stomach and began artificial respiration. Bernie was yelling, “Lou … Lou! She’s dead! You can’t help her.” Dad kept it up.


  A crowd gathered around them when a man emerged from the sea of faces, crying, “My daughter! My daughter!” He fell on his knees beside Dad. “Is she going to be all right? Is she alive?”


  Dad responded, “I’m doing what I can for her.” He was the only person there who thought she could be brought back to life. One kind soul said, “You’ve done all you can. It’s no use, kid.” Dad refused to give up. He turned the girl on her back and started mouth to mouth resuscitation. After what seemed an interminable amount of time, the youngster’s body began to quiver—a sign of life. By the time Dad brought her back to consciousness, lifeguards and medical help had arrived.


  The girl’s father, with tears streaming down his cheeks, kept pleading with Dad to tell him what he owed him for saving his daughter. “Anything you say.”


  “For what?” my father said. “It could have been my own sister.” He quickly disappeared then, embarrassed by the furor.


  It was a restless time in my father’s life. By then he’d had a variety of jobs, none of which gave him much to build a future on. Going to Hollywood and becoming a star were still the two things most important to him. Too young for World War I, my father stayed home with the family, graduated from high school, and was working in a hat store when Uncle Pat came home, after the war, from the U.S. Navy.


  It was the beginning of the Roaring Twenties and the Jazz Age, and Uncle Pat’s dedication to music started to pay off. He had somewhat abandoned the violin and was now blowing a hot sax and playing one-night stands on the road. The way it happened is that he had gone to New York to purchase a new horn when he met Wayne Scott, a musician with a band. One thing led to another, and Scott offered him a job with his band—at $85 a week, which was a hell of a good salary in those days following World War I.


  Uncle Pat said, “I’ll have to call you tonight and let you know.”


  Back in Paterson he discussed the job offer with Grandpop, whose instant, explosive response was “Absolutely not!”


  “But why, Pop?” he asked.


  “Because I don’t want you carousing around New York playing music all night long.”


  “Pop,” he said, “there’s a train leaving New York at two a.m. I’ll be on that train every night and come straight home.” It took several hours of wrangling and pleading before my grandfather finally conceded that Uncle Pat could “give it a try,” but if he failed to live up to Grandpop’s conditions, then the deal would be cancelled. Of course, he lived up to all his promises and went on to eventually have his own group, Pat Cristillo & His Gondoliers. Actually, for a while he had an earlier band called the Silk City Night Owls, but the Gondoliers was the best and better known of the two.


  My father was green with envy. Uncle Pat was in show business, and all his life that’s all Dad had ever wanted to do. It didn’t seem fair when his parents insisted that he stay in school and get a good education so he could “find a good job, get married, and raise a decent family.”


  Dad did as he was told, but under the trim, athletic body (he was never roly-poly as a youth) the seeds of rebellion had already germinated, and it would not be long before they would burst forth. It had to happen.


  CHAPTER II


  Hollywood Failure


  Dad’s itch to be in show business was developing into a case of theatrical hives. Even on the day he graduated from high school, the funny-man inside him had to be recognized. He raced up on the stage to pick up his diploma—and promptly did a pratfall. The high-school auditorium audience roared with laughter. Dad beamed and bowed. Mr. Wilson, the principal, could only utter, “Oh, Lord!”


  Having viewed Charlie Chaplin’s Shoulder Arms two dozen times, Dad’s first prop—the unlit cigar jammed into his jaw—was the result. Using the cigar as a gimmick to age his baby-face teens, he made the rounds of local booking agents, but with little success. Vaudeville was the current day mecca for comics, but still there was no room for the little man with a cigar.


  In 1927 he could no longer keep the dream to himself. At the dinner table one night, where all family problems and ventures were first discussed, he broached the subject to his father. “Pop,” he blurted, “I want to go to Hollywood.”


  My grandfather nodded his understanding and replied, “That’s nice, but we have no money for a vacation.”


  Dad exchanged glances with his brother. The two of them had discussed Dad’s ambitions many times and had rehearsed my father on handling his proposal with his father.


  “Not a vacation, Pop. I want to be an actor—become a movie star.”


  Grandpop looked around the table at the members of his family and, gesturing with his fork, said, “Did you hear that? He wants to be a movie star.” Turning back to Dad, he said, “You don’t look like no Rudolph Valentino to me.” Several of the family nervously tittered. My grandfather was not a man who took the careers of his children lightly. He had made plans. There was tradition to be considered. Grandma said nothing, but she knew about my father’s desires for a career. He’d talked of little else for months, when he could get her alone in conversation.


  “But Dad,” he said, “I don’t have to be a Valentino to be a movie star. I know I can do it.”


  Before his father could say anything else, Pat spoke up. “Pop, the same thing you tried to do to me, you’re now trying with Lou. We respect your wishes, Pop, but we have our own lives to live.”


  “The answer is no,” he said.


  Uncle Pat didn’t give in that easily. “I still think you ought to let him try. If he doesn’t get his chance, his spirit will be broken. Then, if he ends up a bum, he’ll blame you and Mom for it!”


  Grandpop looked at his wife, and she nodded ever so slightly. He turned again, his eyes going first to Dad, then to Uncle Pat, and then back to Dad.


  “We are in hard times. How you gonna live? You’ll starve to death in California.”


  It was Uncle Pat’s turn again. “No, Pop. That won’t happen. I’ll send Lou money out of my salary with the band. Just until he gets started good.” He winked at Dad.


  Caring for his children as he did, he finally succumbed to the pleadings. “All right. You win. But you be sure and write your mother every day so she doesn’t worry so much about you. Okay?”


  Dad jumped up, ran around the table to my grandfather and gave him a big bear hug.


  When it was time to leave, Grandpop, who knew an officer at the bank, borrowed $200. “Here,” he said, “take this. Take the bus. Hitchhiking is dangerous.” My grandmother packed food for Dad to take along on the trip, and Uncle Pat and his friend, Mike Archer, drove him into Newark to the bus station. He asked them not to wait around because he didn’t like saying good-bye. Actually, when they were out of sight, he got on the main drag out of town, stuck out his thumb and was on his way to Hollywood, figuring the $200 would be better spent on food and shelter along the way.


  There were times during the trip west that he rode the bus, believing it was a good investment to ride a few hundred miles on the bus and sleep, instead of spending the night in a hotel and not picking up any mileage. At other times he would take up with another hitchhiker going the same direction and spend some miles with him, but essentially he did it alone, always with that one goal in mind—go to Hollywood and become a star.


  Dad’s arrival in Hollywood was anything but spectacular, although several research sources swear that he rented a limousine outside Los Angeles and rode into Hollywood in style. If he did, that style changed rapidly. The nearest he got to being a movie star was working as a laborer on the Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM) lot, where a friend, Eddie Devine, operated a parking lot and let Dad sleep in cars at night until he could afford to rent a small apartment. Uncle Pat sent money to him each month to help out, and Dad finally did find his apartment. It was small but neat—his first home away from home. He took great pride in having his own place, but it was some time before he could afford to have the gas or lights turned on. He had no bed linens, so he slept between mattresses to keep warm during the chilly California nights. In order to save money to have his utilities turned on, for an entire month he ate nothing but bread and jam.


  Working in the labor gang, he was around stars and spent a lot of time on the sets where major films were being shot. One day it seemed as if luck might have smiled on him. Somebody failed to show up to do a stunt in a silent film called The Trail of ’98 (1928), starring Dolores Del Rio and Harry Carey. The set was lit up and ready for shooting. The stars were waiting. Dad was alert, and very bold. He went up to the assistant director and said, “I’ll do it.”


  The assistant looked at him skeptically. “I don’t know. We need someone to jump off a balcony.”


  “No problem,” Dad said.


  The assistant took him to the director. “This guy says he can jump.” The director didn’t question Dad’s credentials. He was in a hurry and worried about budget and costs. The crew and cast were standing by.


  My father did the jump in one take, and the director asked him to leave his name. “We may need you again.” As a matter of fact, Dad did another stunt scene in the film, which involved a barroom brawl. He carried it off like a pro.


  Dad couldn’t wait to let the family back in New Jersey know that he was really in pictures at last. He sent a wire to his brother, telling him to look for the picture when it opened in New York.


  Uncle Pat remembers it well. “It was a big epic picture, and I watched the papers for several months before it was finally advertised. Then it was everywhere. The studio did a big publicity campaign, one of their last for a silent picture. Talkies were just a year or so away.”


  The film opened at a theater on Broadway in New York. Uncle Pat took the entire band to see Dad’s debut. “We got to the theater, sat down, and waited. The film started and we hardly blinked as the action unfolded on the screen. We watched half the movie and still no Lou. I was beginning to feel embarrassed. What if they had cut him out of the picture? The boys in the band would have had a field day at my expense. Intermission came.”


  Dad came on during the second half. “It was a scene in which he walked into a bar, there was a fight, and he was in the middle of the fray, taking falls and doing some fancy stunt work. Then the scene changed, and Lou and another guy were outside the bar, getting into a dog sled. The next time he appeared, his leg was bandaged as a result of the barroom fight and he was on crutches. He wore a beard in the picture, and we were all amused because he was so young looking and had this tremendous beard.”


  But he was in films. Later on he did some stunts in a Joan Crawford picture, but nothing came of it. Essentially he was still working on the labor gang, not on the screen.


  After a year in Hollywood, it became obvious even to my father that he wasn’t going to be the next big star of the screen. Discouraged but not defeated, he kept plugging away. Talkies were the coming thing and even experienced actors were having difficulty securing work. Some just couldn’t cut it and more and more the studios turned to the Broadway stage for their actors. Eileen Pringle, a seasoned actress, gave Dad some good advice: “Lou, if you really want to be a part of this business, I suggest you go back to New York and learn your trade. Pay your dues, kid, and they’ll discover you. You won’t have to ask them. They’ll want your talent.”


  Dad took her advice. He set out to hitchhike back to Paterson. He got as far as St. Joseph, Missouri, where he ran out of money. He had enough left for one last meal. Finding a very inexpensive restaurant, he went in, sat down, and ordered breakfast, which was a very healthy repast in 1930 when prices were next to nothing for food. As he wolfed down a large serving of ham and eggs, he pondered his next move. Should he phone Uncle Pat (collect) for money to come home or try to find some kind of job in town. Fate intervened. After finishing breakfast, he paid his bill and started to leave. In the window by the door was a handwritten sign that read: “Dutch comic wanted. Inquire at the Lyceum Theater.” Turning back to the cashier, he asked, “Where is the Lyceum Theater?”


  A middle-aged woman with a pained expression who had heard it all from bums to beef barons looked at him rather owlishly and finally answered: “It be a snake you’d done been bit, sonny. Just turn around and follow your nose.”


  Although he didn’t understand, he walked out onto the sidewalk. There, in plain view, directly across the street, was the Lyceum Theater—a burlesque house. He really knew nothing about burlesque or the stage. But he did know how to put up a front. He applied for the job and convinced the manager that he was indeed a Dutch comic, which meant that you had a Dutch accent and could do comedy. My father used to say that a hungry man can perform tasks he never knew he was capable of. Having just eaten, he wasn’t hungry, but he was facing the night with no place to sleep. Maybe the manager was desperately in need of a comic for that night, but the fact is, Dad not only got the job, he worked at the Lyceum for over a year. And during that time, he shed all his comic crutches—the puttied nose, the funny hats, the traditional baggy pants. His natural ability, combined with an acute sense of timing, were his stock in trade and served him well. He started out at $16 a week; a year later, when he asked for a raise, the manager shook his head.


  “Lou,” he said, “I can’t afford any more than what you’re getting. Times are hard.”


  Dad didn’t buy that. “I’ve helped bring in business and the show is playing to good audiences. I deserve a raise. It’s been over a year now since I started and I’m still being paid the same.”


  The manager said, “I know you deserve it, but it’s impossible right now. At least you have job security. That’s more than a lot of guys can say these days.”


  With a year of actual stage work behind him, Dad felt he could do better in New York. He gave notice to the Lyceum and left for New York, now using the name “Costello,” which Uncle Pat had adopted some time back. Here’s how he came into the name. Uncle Pat was working in New York at the same time when Lillian Russell’s daughter Dorothy was performing in a vaudeville act at Loew’s Theater. When my uncle’s band quit for the night, they would all go over to catch the last show, then grab a bite to eat. Dorothy often joined them and for some reason never could remember my uncle’s name. He kept repeating it—”Anthony, like in Saint Anthony”—but to no avail. One particular evening, however, she very cleverly asked, “Where are you from?”


  “Paterson, New Jersey,” he responded.


  “That’s it!” she said. “I’m going to call you Pat, like in Saint Pat.” Everybody laughed, but the name stuck.


  “Costello” happened in a Jewish delicatessen on Forty-seventh Street in Manhattan, where Uncle Pat was being introduced. His name bounced around between Cristillo and Costello, and finally Uncle Pat said, “What the hell. If you can’t beat them, join up.” So he adopted Costello, which it’s been ever since. Dad said, “If it’s good enough for Pat, it’s good enough for me.” Consequently, when he arrived in New York City from St. Joseph, it was as Lou Costello—and that’s the way it stayed.


  When Dad called and told the family he was coming home, Uncle Pat and his band, the Gondoliers, were playing at the Abbey Inn in Union City, New Jersey. It was Dad’s idea that the whole family meet at the Abbey when he got into town. Everybody was very excited. My Aunt Marie bought a black velvet suit with red piping and a big red bow for the occasion. Aunt Marie was a natural beauty with extra-long eyelashes that needed no enhancing. She wore very little makeup. Dad’s first comment after seeing his sister for the first time in two years was, “Will you just look at those eyelashes?” It was a great family reunion. Italian families love them.


  Nonetheless, a family reunion was not a job, and Dad did not set burlesque on fire. He made the rounds and worked for quite a while at whatever he could find. His break finally came, as it had in St. Joseph, through happenstance. He had learned from the year of walking the boards in Missouri, and now he had put together his own act. Nothing heavy, just a few songs and jokes to get jobs in the local bars and cafes around Paterson. Lew Fields, of the vaudeville team Weber and Fields, had a brother Nat, who was a producer. The summer following Dad’s arrival back home, Nat Fields brought the show Take a Chance to Paterson, where he saw my father perform in a local bar. He was so impressed he hired my father on the spot as a comic in a show playing at the Orpheum Theater in New York.


  The Orpheum was a very important theater for vaudeville and part of the Orpheum Circuit. It was a big step up for Dad who, in spite of his determination to become a big star, was often so shy around theater people that some of them considered him a snob. Once the ice was broken and he got to know the cast, he became everybody’s friend. Generous to a fault all his life, he was a patsy for anybody with a hard-luck story. When family and agents advised him to be more careful with his money, he’d just shrug and say, “I know what it’s like to be broke. They’ll pay me back when they make it, and even if they don’t it doesn’t matter.”


  Although my grandparents were ecstatic that Dad had come home, Grandpop had to stifle an urge to tell him to go out and find steady employment. My grandmother, a very dominant matriarchal woman, shushed him. “Don’t worry about Lou. He’ll find himself one of these days and surprise us all. He’s got lots of talent. You’ll see, and so will the world.”


  So far, the world wasn’t that keenly aware of Lou Costello. When he finished the show in New York, he found other work—but always in the theater. The die had been cast and he wasn’t about to give up show business.


  This was during the time motion pictures and vaudeville merged. Many movie houses ran two-reeler films (usually a first-rate picture along with a B-rated one). At the end of the second film, the screen would come up and several vaudeville acts would come out on the stage and perform for the audience. Dad worked one of these theaters, the Capitol Theatre in Passaic, New Jersey, following his New York stint. He was booked there for two weeks. Al Williams, an old pal of both Dad and Uncle Pat, thought it would be fun for the two comics to do some skits together. Although there had been a straight man in the New York show, Dad preferred working alone. But he went along with Al, and the two of them hit it off pretty well.


  One day Uncle Pat had gone to see them at a matinee performance. Afterward he suggested the three of them grab a bite before the next show. Al declined and told the other two to go on without him. “I really don’t feel so hot. See you guys when you get back.” When they returned a couple of hours later, they found Al slumped over the dressing table, dead of a heart attack.


  It was a disastrous end to Dad’s first coupling with a partner. He saw it as an omen to work as a single and forget partners. (My father often saw events as omens of things to come, but he didn’t always follow his own intuition.)


  Big changes in his life and career were just around the corner, but unlike President Hoover’s “prosperity,” they were of a permanent nature.
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