
  1. Me and My Home Town

  For nearly twenty years, or ever since I began writing “Kup’s Column” in the Chicago Times, now the Sun-Times, I’ve been following my town’s daily drama and recording some of its history, checking its blood pressure, taking its pulse. In that time I have come to know many of its faces intimately, and it has many – from the stockyards to plush executive suites, from the slums and skid row to the Gold Coast. I’ve become acquainted with its politicos and merchant princes, its financial wizards and writers, and with the educators, clergy, sports heroes, hoodlums, and other conspicuous citizens and celebrities of our community. I’ve reported murders, scandals, marriages, premieres, and national political conventions (of which Chicago has had more than any other city-twenty-three). I’ve been amused, intrigued, outraged, enthralled, and exasperated by Chicago. And I’ve come to love this American giant, viewing it as the most misunderstood, most underrated city in the world. There is none other quite like it, my “City of Big Shoulders.”

  Chicago is America’s second largest city, the nation’s convention capital, crossroads for air and rail transportation, steelmaker and “stacker of wheat.” It’s the town of Jane Addams, Carl Sandburg, Nelson Algren, James T. Farrell, Montgomery Ward, Adlai Stevenson, P. K. Wrigley, Mike Todd, Sally Rand, and Al Capone.

  It’s where one mayor, “Big Bill” Thompson, threatened to “bust King George on the snoot,” and where four decades later another mayor, Richard J. Daley, played host to Queen Elizabeth as two million citizens cheered; where the violent days of newspaper history, later dramatized into The Front Page were actually lived; where the skyscraper was originated and a river was made to run backward; where both the Atomic Age and the hootchy-kootchy dance were introduced; and where they still argue over the truth of a rumor that the city’s name means “skunk.”

  “Reeking, cinder-ridden, joyous,” one of its most famous writers, Ben Hecht, called it. “Exciting, impressive, one of the most beautiful cities in the world,” said one of its visitors, Germany’s Prince Otto von Bismark.

  It’s all this and more, is Chicago.

  Just 130 years ago it was a frontier town so swampy and nondescript that a visitor, asking the way to Chicago, was told, “You’re in it, stranger, you’re in it.” Today it is a metropolis of 3,800,000 persons (7,000,000 including its suburbs), with a financial district (LaSalle Street) second in importance only to Wall Street; a “Little White Way” (Randolph and Rush Streets) exceeded in entertainment variety and vigor only by the “Great White Way” of Broadway and the Strip in Las Vegas; and a concentrated shopping district (State Street) second to none. Everyone knows of its stockyards and steel mills, but it is the bustling capital of mail-order, paint, sporting goods, electronics, candy, cosmetics, and job-printing industries.

  It has beauty – a twenty-nine-mile shoreline along Lake Michigan, framed by more parks than any other city in the world, and one of the most photographed of all skylines. It has squalor – slums, segregation, and the back-alley world of what Nelson Algren has termed “the nameless nobodies.” It has culture – a renowned symphony orchestra led by Fritz Reiner; more colleges and universities (58) than any other city; a Lyric Opera which plays regularly to capacity audiences; and one of the best art museums in America.

  It has a future – Fortune magazine, in a recent study, prophesied the day will come when Chicago, already a vast commercial, industrial, and residential complex stretching over fifty miles along the sandy southwestern curve of Lake Michigan, will become a four-hundred-mile city, running from Detroit to Chicago to Milwaukee. The authors of the Fortune study, Edwin Darby of the Sun-Times and William Clark of the Tribune, summed up their article with these glowing words: “The Chicago of 1962 is as new as the city that emerged from a decade of furious construction after the fire of 1871 leveled 18,000 of the city’s buildings …. Celebrating the 125th anniversary of its founding this year [1962], Chicago is a city of constant and booming change and growth – a living city.” The man on the street, taking cognizance of the tremendous amount of building, perhaps summed it up more succinctly: “We’ll have a helluva city – once they finish it.”

  It has crime – a syndicate so well publicized that a farm boy was once quoted as saying, “Goodbye, God, we’re going to Chicago.” Less publicized is the fact that it also has more theological institutions than any other city in the nation.

  And some say it has the biggest line of ballyhoo anywhere, an accusation which stuck it with a nickname in 1893 during a squabble over a World’s Fair. “Don’t pay any attention to the nonsensical claims of that Windy City,” said New York editor Charles A. Dana. “It’s people couldn’t build a World’s Fair if they won it.” Editor Dana thereby initiated an intercity feud that has grown with the years. But the “Windy City” did build that World’s Fair, the Columbian Exposition of 1893. It built that, and much more.

  It filled swamps with dirt from its South Side, jacked up streets, sidewalks, and buildings, and in sixty years did what Paris required six hundred and fifty to achieve – it passed the million mark in population. And as any recent visitor can testify, Chicago is still a boom town. In the past decade it has built more factories than any other city – by a margin of more than one and a half billion dollars in valuation. Its steel-making capacity now equals that of Britain and exceeds that of Asia’s workshop, Japan.

  It is the world’s leading inland port, handling more traffic annually than the Panama Canal; it is the world’s leading rail terminal (22 lines moving 239,000 passengers a day); and the biggest air center (nearly one fourth of America’s passenger traffic). In the mail-order business (led by Sears, Roebuck and Company, Montgomery Ward, Spiegel, and Aldens), it accounts for more than nine tenths of all United States sales in the field.

  Chicago boasts the world’s tallest hotel (the forty-two-story Morrison) and the largest (the 3,000-room Conrad Hilton); and the biggest commercial building (Merchandise Mart), convention hall (McCormick Place), indoor arena (Chicago Stadium), grain-trading pit (Board of Trade), produce market (South Water Street), and air terminal (O’Hare International Airport).

  Its daily transportation activity includes more than 1,200 airplane landings and take-offs, 1,000 passenger train arrivals and departures, 32,000 freight car movements, and 28,000 truck loadings and unloadings. Nearly $2,500,000 in retail sales are rung up every working hour – some $40,000 a minute.

  There is a birth every five and a half minutes and a marriage every twelve. More daily commuters – 865,000 – funnel into its business district than occupy the entire city of Dallas or Milwaukee or Washington, D.C. An average of 12,000 visitors attend the ten or more conventions and trade shows daily in progress.

  Fabulous, ordinary, beautiful, ugly, progressive, backward, cultured, rough-edged, Chicago is a city I’d like you to know better.

  I would like you to see not merely what is visible en route between Midway Airport or O’Hare Field and the Loop, or what can be crammed into a weekend or the after hours of a convention. I would like to take you to little-known places, down obscure streets and byways, behind the scenes with the people and places and stories that make up the time-never-stops world of my Chicago.

  Along the way we’ll puncture a few myths. There is a story that Chicago’s name means “onion” or “skunk.” Actually, its name derives from the Indian word chicagou, which meant “anything powerful or great.” Nor is it true that Chicago is the crime capital of the nation. FBI statistics now award that dubious distinction to Los Angeles.

  “Hog Butcher for the World,” sang Chicago’s favorite poet, Carl Sandburg. Not so today. Thanks to modern transportation, Kansas City and Omaha now share the lead in cattle slaughtering; and due to Chicago’s rapid growth and diversification, meatpacking is only one of its many industries.

  I would be remiss in my loyalty to my home town if I failed to dispel the canard inspired by Charles Dana that Chicago is the nation’s “Windy City.” Not long ago a Chicago advertising executive, Harry Cohen, launched a campaign to explode this ancient fallacy. His gust of statistics from the United States Weather Bureau showed that eighteen other cities are windier. And guess what city topped the list. Dana’s New York – with an average hourly wind speed of 14.5 mph, as compared to Chicago’s zephyr-like 9.8.

  The chalk-white Wrigley Building, the twin lions outside the Art Institute, the outdoor market on Maxwell Street, the Water Tower that survived the Chicago Fire, the quaintness of Chinatown, the eccentrics of “Bughouse Square” – they are all symbols of the Chicago I love.

  But Chicago isn’t my only love. My job itself is another – an assignment that has encompassed and provided more glamour and adventure than I ever dreamed I could be a part of. So we won’t stop with Chicago and its suburbs. We’ll examine the kaleidoscope of events which make up the unique world of a big-city columnist: events which include a private audience with Pope Pius XII in the Vatican; visits with Presidents Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Harry S. Truman in the White House; the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II of England. My job has taken me to Alaska and the Far East on Christmas trips with Bob Hope; to Palestine and the Displaced Persons Camp in Europe on a “Mission of Mercy” with Chicago philanthropists; into the lives and homes of movie and TV stars.

  And I would like to share with you the experiences of my television show, At Random, now in its fourth year on Chicago’s CBS station, WBBM-TV. At Random, “a conversational show for controversial people,” is syndicated and seen in a dozen cities. Every Saturday I assemble a small group of articulate persons from various professions for a free exchange of ideas that continues from midnight into the early hours of Sunday morning. Former Presidents, future Presidents, Senators, governors, foreign dignitaries, authors, educators, producers, playwrights, and stars of sports and show business – all have participated in the informal, no-holds-barred discussions that comprise At Random.

  I also do football broadcasts every Sunday during the season. Football and journalism long have been twin obsessions with me. Through my high school and college years they complemented each other to the exclusion of practically all other interests. My playing days ended after a brief fling at professional football with the Philadelphia Eagles. However a few years later I was not only covering football and other sports for the old Chicago Times, but also officiating in the National Football League. As a matter of fact, the most running I ever did in my football career was on a Sunday late in 1940, when I was one of the officials in the unforgettable championship game in which the Chicago Bears slaughtered the Washington Redskins, 73-0.

  When my officiating and sportswriting days ended, I moved into the radio booth to do the “color” on the Bears’ broadcasts, beside one of the nation’s stellar sportscasters, Jack Brickhouse.

  In addition to sharing my Chicago, my sports and television experiences, you will also get to know some of the secrets of a columnist. And along the way, I hope you get to know me – how I operate, my passions (many), and prejudices (few). You will find, for example, that I love action – things to do, places to go, and, especially, people to see. (Didn’t Shakespeare say that “the people are the city”?) That I dislike sleeping, the suburbs, and quiet evenings at home. On second thought, I had better revise that last statement. After twenty years of night-club reporting, I now relish, on occasion, a quiet evening at home when I can read a book or watch a special television program.

  You will also learn that I respect quality, whether it is in writing, performing, or the clothes I wear; that I love the theater, the movies, good night-club acts, and sports events; that I like golf but play a 95 game; that I enjoy deep-sea fishing and have one sailfish that didn’t get away, stuffed and hanging on a wall in my office; that I like steaks or hamburgers with beefsteak tomatoes, and Scotch-and-water. And also that I love jazz, comedians, blondes, brunettes, redheads, and eggheads; that I enjoy the quips in Ann Landers’ column, and a year with four real seasons. (California and Florida as a bland year-round diet you and the birds can have.)

  My feeling for the town has been growing since July 31, 1912, when I was born into the West Side home of my parents, Max and Olga Kupcinet. My father was a bakery driver. In addition to my beloved mother the household included three older Kups: Ben, Joe, and Sophie. Brother Ben, the eldest, is the only other member of the family ever associated with a newspaper – he is a pressman for the Chicago Tribune; Joe is a veteran physical education teacher and high school football coach in Chicago (his Taft High School team won the city championship in 1960); and my sister, Mrs. Sophie McKerr, is a widow living in Hollywood, Florida. The apartment in which we all grew up at Sixteenth and Kedzie was certainly not plush; we weren’t wealthy, but as they say on This Is Your Life, we “got along.”

  Because of shifting population, the old neighborhood today is all Negro. In my youth it was a real melting pot – Polish, Bohemian, Irish – but it was largely Jewish.

  Nearby was huge Douglas Park. And there were holiday parades, street-cleaning wagons which shot water to both sides and behind, vaudeville shows, movies, and countless other attractions. And there was the Loop. I still recall the first time I landed there. A group of us had played hooky from school and taken a ride atop the double-decker Douglas Park bus, an incomparable thrill in those days.

  Clanging trolleys rounded the bend from Kedzie onto Sixteenth Street right in front of our home. I will always remember Kedzie Avenue and those trolleys. It was the scene of an accident that almost snuffed out my life. Crossing the street when I was about four years old, at what was then Carlisle Avenue and now is Fifteenth Place, I suddenly stooped to pick up a penny. (Even then I was the frugal type.) The next thing I knew I was lying underneath a streetcar. Fortunately, it was the old, high-built “Toonerville Trolley” type which was part of the Chicago scene for so long, and there was safe clearance for one small Kupcinet beneath it. I remember hands reaching under the trolley to pull me to safety after the streetcar had been jacked up. The damage was comparatively slight, even though I wound up with a gash that required six stitches. I never did get the penny, but somehow I’ve had an unduly warm relationship with Jack Benny over the years.

  In our own little world of those early days, there was no football to match our games on the cement sidewalk. (It was man to man, and you had to plunge through your opponent to gain three squares in four downs.) And there were no political rallies like those of the 24th Ward Democratic organization, most powerful in the nation and able to deliver ten-to-one majorities in every election. The 24th Ward was bossed by a man we assumed at that time to be second only to God, Jacob M. Arvey, about whom I’ll have more to say later. The appearances of Arvey and other leaders such as the late Sidney Deutch and Arthur X. Elrod, both of whom rose to high rank in local government, and Abraham Lincoln Marovitz, now a prominent judge, at the weekly Amateur Boxing Nights in the old Edmille Club at Kedzie and Roosevelt were as much a highlight of the evening as the ring appearances of such local heroes as Barney Ross, later a world champion.

  And were there any baseball stars but the White Sox? Those were the days of Red Faber, Eddie Collins, Ray Schalk, Hollis (“Sloppy”) Thurston, Bib Falk, and Johnny Mostil. The White Sox pennant hanging in our flat was almost a shrine, at least until we were old enough to venture to the North Side and discover Wrigley Field and the Cubs. The North Side was another world to us – the home of the rich and the aristocratic.

  The West Side was rough. Stories of beatings and slayings were not uncommon, although none ever occurred on our block. I saw my first gun fight when I was twelve. I had attended the Central Park Theater with a group of boys. As we were leaving the theater, we heard a series of gunshots from the rear of the building. We raced outside. There, sprawled in the filth and rot of the alleyway, lay a gunman, killed by a bullet that had pierced his head. The blood gushing from the wound and the grotesque position of the legs left an impression on me that is as vivid today as it was then.

  Brutal though it was, Chicago was still a wonderful place in which to be young. I remember the days when I would arise with my father at three in the morning – now my bedtime – to help him on his bakery route, just as my brother Joe had done before me. I would help my father hitch up the team of horses, load the wagon with bakery goods, and then clip-clop off on his route with him. We wouldn’t get home until three in the afternoon. One of our proudest moments came when the bakery finally retired the horses and we began traveling in style in a truck.

  My father was not one for preaching, but the simple, hard life he led bespoke far more eloquently the lessons in living we had to learn. His long and unusual working hours did not allow him to spend as much time with his children as he would have liked. His influence on us was indirect rather than direct, yet none of us suffered.

  “How did you become a columnist?” I am often asked.

  The trail began on my first day at Harrison High School. The get-acquainted tour for freshmen led us to the student printing shop, next to Mrs. Theresa Josi’s journalism class. Here the editorial staff and printers were putting the weekly Harrison Herald to bed. I was fascinated. The idea that students could write, edit, and print a newspaper touched a responsive chord in me. I determined there and then that I would study journalism and become a newspaperman. At the age of thirteen my course was set. My enthusiasm caught Mrs. Josi’s attention and I became the first freshman accepted in the journalism class.

  I learned the rudiments of journalism from Mrs. Josi, but another teacher, Wilfrid Smith, at Harrison High was to help me further toward my career. He was then teaching a civics course, serving as head basketball coach, and helping Bob Daugherty coach football. Since he was also working on the Tribune sports desk and playing professional basketball and football, “Smitty” was the idol of almost every athlete at Harrison. He took pains to give me tips on sportswriting, and he taught me a great deal about football. He is now one of the most powerful figures in the athletic world as sports editor of the Tribune.

  On graduation from Harrison High in February 1930, I went to Northwestern University on a football scholarship – but not before I spent six months working as a car cleaner for the Pullman Company in the Illinois Central Railroad Yards, at a wage rate of forty cents per hour. Those were the Depression days and jobs were hard to find. Thanks to my sister Sophie, who was secretary to R. J. Ruddy, a Pullman Company executive, I had been able to work in the yards during my summer vacations from high school.

  The money I saved in that six-month period was important to me, but the lessons I learned on the job, I now believe, were more important. Car-cleaning was essentially a Negro occupation. I was thrust into an all-black world. I worked and ate with Negroes, made friends with them, and gained firsthand knowledge of their problems. Unconsciously, in those formative years, I developed an understanding of human beings that was to help me later on.

  I attended Northwestern for two years, during which I played football, covered sports for The Daily Northwestern, and worked as an assistant to Walter Paulison, the University’s veteran sports publicity director. Two years later I transferred to the University of North Dakota. The late Jack West, athletic director and football coach, lured me there with a “prize” offer: I would become his publicity director. I was probably the only college football player who had his own office and secretary. My salary in those Depression days? Twenty-five dollars a month!

  But the experience was invaluable. I would write five or six stories per week and hand them to my secretary for mimeographing and mailing. On Fridays I would call on sports editors with a sheaf of publicity material under my arm. On Saturdays I would put on my uniform to play quarterback in the games I had been publicizing. This arrangement was not only better than sweeping out the gym, but also led me to friendships that have lasted through the years. My friendship with Los Angeles columnist Vincent X. Flaherty is one of those. He was then writing a sports column in Washington, D.C. (University of North Dakota, 7 – George Washington University, 0.)

  After my college days I played professionally with the Philadelphia Eagles for a short time. Then I was ready to pursue my chosen profession. With my college journalism training and publicity experience, I felt confident that I could handle a metropolitan newspaper job. Marvin McCarthy, sports editor of the old Chicago Times, apparently shared this confidence. He hired me on the recommendation of a Tau Delta Phi fraternity brother of mine, Herbert Simons, who was then covering baseball for the Times. My starting salary as a sports copyreader: $32.50 per week.

  Sports thrive on the unexpected. I remember that when I played for the Philadelphia Eagles in 1935, the team was in serious financial difficulty. Bert Bell, owner of the Eagles who later became National Football League Commissioner, had an inspiration for bolstering the box-office receipts. One of the most publicized sports figures of that era was a player named Alabama Pitts. Alabama had been the number one baseball and football star at his former institution, Sing Sing Prison. Bell signed him as a halfback for the Eagles. A few days before the season opened, Bell summoned the players to a meeting to announce it. He sketched Pitts’ career for us and requested that we treat him as we did any other player. He explained, too, that he hoped Pitts would become a box-office attraction, which would benefit us all. As the meeting broke up, Bell called me aside and said, quite straight-faced, “By the way, Kup, I have a special assignment for you. You have the honor of being Alabama’s roommate. Sleep well, my boy.” With that, he walked away.

  As it developed, I had no reason not to sleep well. Alabama was a quiet, unobtrusive roommate who seldom talked at all. I was never sure whether this was the result of his years in prison, or an inferiority complex caused by his having been thrust into a group of college men. At any rate, Alabama didn’t last long with the club. After the publicity of his signing had faded, he was found wanting for lack of weight (165 pounds) and experience, and he was released. (I was sorry to read, several years later, that Pitts had been killed in a saloon fight.)

  Later that season a serious shoulder injury retired me from pro football. I almost suffered far more serious injuries in 1937, while covering the baseball spring-training season in Florida as a sportswriter. Among the teams training on the west coast of Florida was the St. Louis Cardinals. The late Jack Miley, then sports columnist for the New York Daily News, was riding Dizzy Dean and his wife. Few sportswriters were more deft with the written barb than Miley, and the Deans were getting the full treatment.

  One day Mrs. Dean spotted Miley in the lobby of the Tampa Terrace Hotel. She pointed to him and said to Dizzy, “There’s that fat sonuvabitch. Give him his lumps.” Then, as I stood at Miley’s side, an innocent bystander, Dizzy and Miley got embroiled in a name-calling contest. As the argument grew more heated, some eighteen members of the St. Louis club, still in uniform after an exhibition game, trudged into the lobby. Dizzy, Miley, and I were surrounded. By this time the verbal exchange between Miley and Dizzy had grown so vicious that one of the players lashed out with a spiked shoe he was carrying in his hand. He had taken off his shoes so as not to slice up the hotel rug; he spared the rug but not Miley. This was the signal for a free-for-all, with the players taking swings at the two sports-writers. The result: a two-inch gash on Miley’s forehead, a black eye for Kupcinet, a number of broken lamps and smashed potted palms for the Tampa Terrace. And front-page headlines in the newspapers.

  After Dizzy was traded to the Chicago Cubs, he and I made up our differences and became friends. But each year at spring-training time, the “Battle of the Tampa Terrace” has been revived by Vince Flaherty in his column. And each year, according to Flaherty’s version, I get braver and braver. The last time Vince revived the story, he had me annihilating – single-handedly – the entire St. Louis gang. The fact is, I would have been overmatched against the bat boy.

  As a reporter, assistant sports editor, and columnist, I remained on the sports beat until 1943. In that year the late editor of the Times, Richard J. Finnegan, called me into his office. With him was Managing Editor Russ Stewart, who is now vice-president of the newspaper division of Fields Enterprises.

  “We’re starting a new man-about-town column,” Mr. Finnegan said, “and Russ thinks you’re the man for it. I agree with him. How do you feel about it?”

  I leaped at the opportunity. I liked writing sports, but I felt ready to branch out. I enjoyed going around town, visiting night clubs, mingling with show-business personalities, and talking to people in all walks of life.

  On January 18, 1943, I wrote my first “Kup’s Column,” a name which Stewart had selected. “Kupcinet,” he had reasoned, “was too difficult a name to inflict on the public. Kup could easily be remembered.” The lead item in that first column concerned the disciplinary problems Irving Berlin was having with the cast of This Is the Army, then playing in Chicago. Ever since that day I’ve been fighting a daily deadline six times a week. But I wouldn’t trade the excitement of writing the column for any other job in the world. One does meet such interesting people, not to mention the bores, boors, and brutes who also inhabit my little world.

  Many of the celebrities I write about have become deep, personal friends, and I like to feel that they would be my friends even if I didn’t write the column. (I like to feel that way. I don’t know that it is true.)

  Bob Hope is among my closest friends in show business. I met “Ol’ Ski Nose” through his press agent, Mack Millar, shortly after I started writing the column. Over the years Bob and I have discovered that we like many of the same things – travel, golf, football, night life, and playing benefits. And we like people who like travel, golf, football, night life, and playing benefits. I have traveled with Hope over a large part of the globe as he makes his annual Christmas tours to entertain our GIs.

  Down through the years, I have developed friendships and acquaintances with most of the big names of show business, from A for Adams (Edie and Joey) to Z for Zimbalist (Efrem). Many of these have become close personal friends, which poses a problem for a columnist. Not all the items and references can be favorable. But a newspaperman must adhere to the philosophy that in almost all instances, his profession comes first, regardless of personal consequences. I have lost a few friends because of this ticklish problem. I hope I have gained the respect of many more.

  These relationships often involve my family. As readers of my column know, this includes my lovely, red-haired wife Essee; our twenty-year-old daughter Karyn, now an actress in Hollywood; and our seventeen-year-old son Jerry, a student in the East. When there is a career setback, marital breakup, or any other problem among our celebrity friends, we feel it deeply. We understand the tremendous conflicts and pressures under which most celebrities labor.

  Essee, for example, was one of the late Diana Barrymore’s dearest friends. She was one of the last to see alive this luckless member of the great acting family. It was during one of Essee’s trips to New York to see Karyn, then appearing in a play in the East. Diana, after having apparently conquered alcoholism, suffered a relapse. The cooling of her romance with Tennessee Williams and the loss of a role on which she had set her heart, the lead in the touring company of Sweet Bird of Youth, were too much for her to combat. Other problems were piling up. At one time during this visit, she told Essee, “You’re spending a week here with your daughter. Do you realize that’s more than I spent with my mother in a lifetime?”

  One of the last things Essee did before leaving Diana was to remove a drink from her hand. But for the “poor little rich girl” who revealed everything in her autobiography, it was too little too late. We never have forgotten her.

  From the outside looking in, a columnist’s job appears to be all glamour and glitter. It isn’t. There is also a good deal of hard work. Considerable responsibility is involved in writing a big-city column. Aside from reporting gossip, quips, and anecdotes, the columnist should make an effort to educate and inform readers on the important problems of the day. A column must have a conscience, and the columnist should be willing to take a stand on important issues. In my column you will find considerable critical comment about racial and religious bigotry, whether it occurs in Chicago or Little Rock. You will find items defending freedom of expression. (For years I have fought against Chicago’s notorious movie censorship.) You will also find items criticizing television for its failure to live up to its potentials. You will find me speaking out in favor of improved educational facilities, public health institutions, and prisons, even if this means higher taxation. And you will find me campaigning for tighter law enforcement – criticizing first those citizens who are so willing to corrupt policemen with bribes. And you will find me discussing the more intelligent approaches to our juvenile problems.

  Another guideline, laid down by my first editor, Mr. Finnegan, is that a column, like a newspaper, must have a “heart.” This means a willingness to take time to help the less fortunate members of society, the sick and the poor. In the past two decades the list of causes in “Kup’s Column” has been, I think, a lengthy one. It includes veterans’ welfare, funds to further medical research and to help the widows and children of firemen and policemen. Hundreds of thousands of dollars have been raised through the column, with the help of various show-business celebrities.

  Chicago is a big and bustling city. I am only one human being (though at six foot one, weighing 210, a large one). How can I possibly cover it and the rest of my beat, which extends to the Sputniks and beyond?

  It’s a race, and it usually goes like this:

  Every morning at 7:30 I get a wake-up call from the Sun-Times switchboard. My apartment, near Lincoln Park on the North Side, is a ninth-floor hideaway of nine rooms, containing eleven phones, four TV sets, a paneled den with bar and bamboo stools, three walls covered with celebrities’ pictures, a slot machine (for homesick guests from Las Vegas), a dining room which is a replica of a Pump Room booth, and a hall desk with typewriter for unhappy moments of homework.

  By 9:00 A.M. I have showered, shaved, breakfasted, digested the morning Tribune and Sun-Times (I always find one more digestible than the other), and am heading by taxi for the Sun-Times-Daily News Building, at Wabash Avenue and the Chicago River. (Cabbies, incidentally, are among my favorite people and are among the best barometers of man-on-the-street opinion.) I once jokingly described my office as “the only one in town that goes up and down with the Wabash Avenue Bridge.” Actually, it is on solid ground, a windowless, two-room layout just off the paper’s fourth-floor city room. It’s furnished with a leather sofa, TV set, bookshelf, desk, typewriter, and two secretaries: brunette Connie Chancellor, ex-wife of NBC-TV’s John (Today) Chancellor, and her part-time assistant, blonde Sharon Stelmok, a Northwestern University journalism student.

  Awaiting my arrival is a mountain of morning mail, which I sift through as quickly as possible. Next comes a reading of a tear sheet of that day’s column, in which I circle various names, especially those of out-of-towners who may not have seen the paper. Each is sent a clipping, a gesture I consider both a courtesy and an aid in maintaining out-of-town contacts which can lead to further column items. This is only one of the four or five daily readings I give the column, for proofreading, updating, or plain self-criticism. (There’s not a time when I read it that I don’t see how some item could have been sharpened.)

  Meanwhile the phone rings incessantly. It may be a celebrity or public official or private citizen with a gripe or tip, a press agent (I must be on the list of ten thousand or more) calling with a potential item, a reader wanting to chat or comment on something. No matter how busy I am or who the caller is, whenever possible I take time to talk. This also is a time when I’m placing calls to Washington, New York, Hollywood, or other points, running down likely stories based on tips, newspaper articles, or items I’ve picked up on the previous night’s rounds. It is not unusual for me to make a couple of dozen long-distance calls a day.

  A word about press agents and public-relations men. They are either a columnist’s best friend – or worst enemy. Since I do my own reporting, with no “leg men” to assist me, I couldn’t begin to cover Chicago and the rest of my beat without the tips and short cuts provided by press agents. They can arrange interviews, call attention to newsworthy items, give important background information, and perform other valuable functions. The great majority do. But inevitably there is a minority who are the bane of a harried columnist’s existence. They are the ones who try to plant phony or misleading tips, or supply self-aggrandizing blurbs for publicity-hungry clients seeking a place in the Sun-Times. At worst they try to ingratiate themselves by providing witty quotes and quips which are fine – except that they have already appeared somewhere else. Because it is impossible for me to read regularly columns of such colleagues as Earl Wilson, Ed Sullivan, and Hy Gardner in New York, Herb Caen in San Francisco, or Hedda Hopper, Louella Parsons, and Mike Connolly in Hollywood, periodically a press agent manages to palm off as original an excerpt from these various columns. The columnist thus plagiarized has justifiable cause to be miffed. I feel the same when my material turns up elsewhere without credit. When this happens, the press agent himself is the ultimate loser. Once he is pegged as a lifter, he is never trusted again.

  Indispensable are those silent heroes, the “amateur” quipsters whose material never stops flowing. One of the best known is Ivan Bunny. Ivan actually is two brothers named Jimmy and Ivan Colitz. Each night they sit down at a typewriter and knock out gags for my column. (Ivan, an auto parts supervisor, wrote professionally at one time for the old Buddy Lester TV show in Chicago.) Al Hamburg, an old high school classmate of mine, is another regular. So are Alex Baruch, South Bend, Indiana, businessman; advertising executive Gil Stern; the pioneer radio announcer Quin Ryan; comedian Jack Herbert; and Sam Tunick, a druggist. (It’s easy for me to spot Sam’s quips. Every one arrives on a post card.) These wits do it all for laughs – and the pleasure of seeing the best of their material in print.

  My deadline for the next morning’s first edition is 1:00 P.M. So no later than 11:30 A.M. comes the moment of truth: time to put the column together. Writing, according to my literate friend Red Smith, consists of “placing a blank page in the typewriter and concentrating until little drops of blood appear on your forehead.” To me that is no exaggeration. Though I have met more than five thousand column deadlines, I still cannot pull up my swivel chair and bat out the next day’s piece with ease. Sometimes getting the words to fall into place is harder than it was for the first column in 1943. I must limit myself to approximately a thousand words and I have always three or four times that amount of material.

  I start by making an outline. For each of the nine paragraphs into which the column is divided I earmark the material I think will best develop a smooth continuity. As a rule, the most striking news comes first; a variety of other items follows in the form of quotes, quips, and information about people and places and events; for the finale I choose what I think is the day’s best chuckle, in keeping with the old show-business adage, “Always leave ‘em laughing.” As each paragraph is completed, my secretary checks names for accuracy and sends it off to the copy desk. By 1:00 P.M., wiping the last drops of blood from my forehead, I’m finished.

  Then I’m off in pursuit of more material, beginning with a lunch date at Fritzel’s, the Tavern Club, or the Pump Room, or a special luncheon or meeting elsewhere. With the help of the headwaiter (another indispensable friend of columnists) I learn who’s who for the day, interviewing by phone if I can’t make the scene in person. Then it’s into the Kupcinet Mambo, table-hopping to buttonhole as many news sources as possible, with time out to greet old friends and fans. In talking, listening, handshaking, and exchanging quips, somehow the news and witticisms pile up. The most interesting I commit to a pocket pad (I fill six a week). But to avoid intruding on conversations, my pencil often doesn’t go into action until I’m behind a pillar, or in a taxi, phone booth, or men’s room.

  At three I’m back in the office to check the final galley proof of the column. Then it’s interviews, more phoning, correspondence, and endless miscellany. As other columnists can testify, outsiders have little idea about the ramifications of our job. We need every friend and contact we can make. But friendship is a two-way street. If someone has gone out of his way to help me in an emergency, I naturally will do the same for him, within bounds that won’t compromise my integrity. This may involve getting an item of information, arranging an introduction to someone, or doing even more complicated favors. Once a very good friend phoned from New York and explained that his party hoped to see Sammy Davis, Jr., at the Copacabana, but couldn’t get a reservation. I called Sammy in New York, and he arranged for installation of an extra table for my friend.

  At 5:00 P.M., with the morning’s first edition up from the pressroom, I pause to give my column another reading. By 6:00, unless there is a reception or cocktail party to attend, I’m en route home for dinner, a monitoring of any TV shows of special interest, and an hour’s nap.

  About 10:00 P.M. I dress. Then, with or without Essee, depending on how she feels, I begin the evening rounds. The Pump Room, Chicago’s mecca for celebrities, usually comes first. An hour or two later we’re off again. The Chez Paree, alas, is no more, but there is plenty of life on Rush Street and in the dining rooms of downtown hotels with floor shows. I’m seldom home before two or three in the morning. Once there, I spend some time reading – it might be the two morning newspapers, or Time, Life, Look, and Newsweek, or one of the books on Abraham Lincoln, current history, and biography, which are always on my night stand.

  Saturday nights I’m out even later than usual. My TV shows do not end until 3:00 or 4:00 A.M., after which I take my guests to breakfast – at the intimate Club Alabam, perhaps, or the Singapore, two of my favorite places. With a Monday column to check I do not get much extra sleep on Sundays, and even less during the football season. My broadcasts of the Bears’ games take me from coast to coast, which can mean that I have to catch an early-morning jet. When that happens I may get no sleep at all.

  With this schedule, when is there time for family life?

  This worried my first boss, the late Times publisher, S. Emory Thomason. “Everything okay at home?” he’d ask when we met. “Be sure you spend enough time with your family.” Following his advice was not easy, but by developing such habits as eating dinner at home almost every night, I’ve managed to enjoy some family life, too. Long ago my family became accustomed to my routine, and to such quirks as my eating dinner in pajamas.

  The pajamas habit is the result of a tip from Lou Lurie, ex-Chicago newsboy who made a fortune in real estate and now is known as “Mr. San Francisco.”

  “When you’ve been going at a fast pace,” he told me, years ago, “get into pajamas as soon as you get home, and don’t get dressed again until you have to. You’ll feel much more relaxed.” It works.

  Sounds like a whirl? Or a grind?

  It’s both. But it is the only way I know to get that column in the newspaper every morning with all the gossip, entertainment, conscience, and heart it deserves. And it is the only way to keep up with Chicago, a city that never sleeps.


  2. Capone to the Cardinal

  When Chicago became a town in 1833, there were thirteen voters. Twelve voted to incorporate, one was opposed. That’s typical – in Chicago there is always an individualist in the crowd. “Independent as a hog on ice” is how Carl Sandburg described it. This spirit of individualism, part of our frontier heritage, is a vital factor in making the city what it is. And what it is, according to the detractors, is merely a 225-square-mile steel and concrete lump on the prairie. But according to one of our favorite sons, writer John Bartlow Martin, now United States Ambassador to the Dominican Republic, Chicago, celebrating its 125th anniversary as a city in 1962, is “the most American of cities.”

  What makes Chicago special? What does it have that other cities lack?

  Nothing. The ingredients are common – but the proportions are different. And, as the Frenchman said, “Vive la différence!” A unique blend of bigness, smallness, brashness, reserve, refinement, and naughtiness, found nowhere else in the world – is Chicago.

  It’s a city with a stimulating, friendly, going-places atmosphere.

  It’s a city where things happen: election triumphs and public frauds; political conventions dating from the time of Abraham Lincoln to that of Richard M. Nixon; legendary courtroom scenes, such as Clarence Darrow’s impassioned defense of young Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb; celebrated sports events-including a few scandals, such as the Dempsey-Tunney “long count” or the “Say it ain’t so, Joe” Black Sox World Series; revolutionary breakthroughs in scientific fields, such as Lee De Forest’s basic inventions in electronics, or the first controlled nuclear coups; and horrible disasters, such as the Great Chicago Fire of 1871, the Iroquois Theater fire of 1903, and the fire that killed 93 children at Our Lady of Angels School in 1958.

  But events don’t make a city. People do. They are what shapes Chicago’s personality and reputation. They are the daily grist for my reportorial mill – and the heroes and heroines of this book.

  As befits a city of individualists, there has been an unending parade of interesting people – the “Robber Barons” of the Gilded Age; John “Bet-a-Million” Gates, the steel-and-wire magnate who would literally bet a million dollars on a decision or a card game; saloonkeeper Mickey Finn, whose knockout drink could stiffen a customer for three days; the Everleigh Sisters, possibly the two most genteel madames in the history of vice; and George Wellington (“Cap”) Streeter, the steamboat captain who ran aground off the present Gold Coast, and for thirty years enforced a squatter’s claim to all land that filled in around him for his own private “District of Lake Michigan.”

  The Streeter story could have happened only in Chicago. It all began in 1886 when Streeter, trying out a boat with which he planned to run guns to South American revolutionists, hit a sandbar. When he discovered the craft could not be budged, he immediately decided to change from gunrunner into houseboat-dweller. In time, sediment began to form a link between his craft and the shore, and Cap Streeter got an idea that he thought might be even more lucrative than gunrunning. He would claim this “new” land, and all other shoreline formed since 1821, when the State boundaries were established by an official survey which showed the water line to have been much farther inland. He named this strip of beach “The District of Lake Michigan,” proclaimed himself the official owner, and appointed a friend of his as military governor. Asserting that the new territory lay completely outside of all Federal, State, county, or municipal jurisdiction, Streeter proceeded to parcel out his claim into lots for sale to speculators.

  Chicago officials of those days tolerated a great deal, but this was too much. In 1889, five men were sent to oust Streeter, but the captain, brandishing his rifle, chased them back across what he called “the city limits.” As a result, Streeter was haled into court. The case dragged on and on. Several policemen, who were trying on their own initiative to evict the captain, were doused with scalding water by his wife. Streeter next rallied an army of friendly drunks and hobos and set up barricades of driftwood which it took five hundred policemen to storm. And still Streeter went free – until the day he defied newly elected mayor Big Bill Thompson by selling whisky on Sunday. In 1916 police burned down his shack, and “The District of Lake Michigan” was finally conquered by the City of Chicago and the State of Illinois.

  But these are characters of the past. There is as wide a variety of fascinating people in Chicago’s present – men and women who continue to maintain “la différence” between Our Town and the rest of the nation. They are the ones I would like you to meet. Each Friday the thirteenth, for example, a cross section of eminent Chicagoans meets at the Chicago Athletic Club or some other downtown site. Among the members are judges, politicians, businessmen, and sports figures. The name of this organization: The Anti-Superstition Society. Its purpose: To spoof silly superstitions and prejudices in any way that comes to mind. Some members enter the meeting room carrying open umbrellas. Others walk under ladders, or smash mirrors with horseshoes, or light three cigarettes on a match. I am fortunate enough to merit a special distinction in the group: I am the thirteenth vice-president. I can personally testify that regardless of what superstition we defy, none of us has been struck by a lightning bolt yet. (Unless, of course, we travel on an airplane with Bob Hope.)

  And then there are our “little guys,” who would do any city proud. There is Joe Swedie, a factory worker who spends evenings and weekends showing movies to children in hospitals. There is Eddie Hamilton, Checker Cabby No. 5000, who offers his passengers free coffee, cigarettes, newspapers, and other comforts while he cheerfully describes the sights of Chicago – which proves that no matter what your station in life, a little initiative can enhance it. And there is Dwight Guilfoil, Jr., a recent “Handicapped American of the Year.” Dwight is restricted to a wheelchair, but he is the co-founder of a growing electronics firm, Paraplegics, Inc., which employs other handicapped persons.

  There are our eccentrics, such as Lar (“America First”) Daly, the small-businessman who perennially campaigns for office dressed in an Uncle Sam costume. (He turned up on the Jack Paar Show in 1960, leading to the revision of broadcasting’s equal-time political rule.) And Jack Muller, the publicity-loving policeman who enjoys ticketing celebrities’ cars and calling newspapers to announce it. (He has been transferred to a beat where the main territory is a graveyard.)

  There is our high society: the Armours, the Swifts, the Hurleys, the Gurleys, and the other blue bloods of Lake Shore Drive and Astor Street, Lake Forest, Winnetka, and Hinsdale. They may sponsor debutante cotillions and yacht parties, but they also endow our universities and colleges, our hospitals and museums, our Art Institute, Chicago Symphony, Lyric Opera, and other community assets. They are looked down on by society in New York and New England and looked up to by the “400” of St. Louis, Milwaukee, Minneapolis, and other cities of the Midwest. Many of them winter in the Caribbean and summer on the Riviera, but for such special gala events as the 1959 St. Lawrence Seaway visit of Queen Elizabeth II and Prince Philip, they flock back to Chicago to put on their finery and dance (the royal reception was in the Conrad Hilton). A handful frequent the local café society circuit: Jim Kimberly of the paper empire, Mollie Netcher Bostwick (formerly Bragno) of Chicago’s old Boston Store family, and sportsman Fred Wacker. But the average Chicagoan rarely sees the glamorous elite as they make their social rounds.

  For all of us who admire beautiful women, this is no small loss. Many Chicago society wives, including Mrs. Charles Percy, Mrs. Leon Mandel, Mrs. John McGuire, Mrs. Charles Comiskey, and Mrs. Homer Hargrave, Jr., could pass for high fashion models – and prove it regularly, when they appear as volunteer mannequins at the annual Presbyterian-St. Luke’s Fashion Show and other exclusive benefits. Many could win contracts as glamour girls. As a matter of fact, many have. Chicago boasts a colony of former actresses of which these names are only a sampling: Colleen Moore (Mrs. Homer Hargrave, Sr.), Martha O’Driscoll (Mrs. Arthur Appleton), Brenda Forbes (Mrs. Merrill Shepard), Colleen Miller (Mrs. Ted Briskin), June Travis (Mrs. Fred Friedlob), Jarma Lewis (Mrs. Ted Bensinger), Linda Cristol (Mrs. Yale Wexler), Edith Luckett (Mrs. Loyal Davis), and skating star Barbara Ann Scott (Mrs. Thomas Van Dyke King).

  Barbara Ann, incidentally, still receives dozens of movie, TV, and ice-show offers. But she is the domestic type (her traveling trunk used to include kitchen utensils), and prefers life away from the spotlight. She spends her time operating a beauty salon in suburban Glencoe and cooking for her husband, an ex-Chicago Stadium publicist, who is now number
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