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Introduction
by Adam Nedeff


“I know deep in my heart that the performance I do on television is a sincere professional effort. The man who is executing this performance is orchestrating all those people in crazy hats in a very articulate manner in a difficult arena. There is a lot more to Monty Hall. He happens to be a well-educated, serious man in his personal life.”



This quote, given by Monty Hall in a 1974 interview, serves as something of a mission statement for this book. A year earlier, he had released his autobiography, Emcee Monty Hall, a collaboration with co-author Bill Libby, for publishers Grosset & Dunlap. The problem, as it turned out, was that Monty didn’t like the finished product. The 800 or so pages he and Libby originally submitted were condensed down to 279 pages—“the Reader’s Digest version of my life” as Monty called it.

Then there was the persistent nagging feeling Monty felt about writing his life story when he was only 52. The biggest hit of his career was still on the air. His youngest daughter hadn’t turned ten yet. He was writing it when he was at a crossroads in his career; he was anticipating drastic changes coming within the next two years or so. How could he call this his “life story” when there was still so much of his life to come? It was a question Monty asked himself so much at age 52, one that becomes more profound when considering that he lived to see his 96th birthday, a month before his death on September 30, 2017. Do the math—more years of Monty Hall’s adult life followed his autobiography than preceded it. He hadn’t even met some of the most important people in his life. Some of them hadn’t been born yet. Emcee Monty Hall was an incomplete book.

Bob Boden—once my boss, always my friend—suggested writing an updated version of the original biography. Writing a new book felt strange the longer I thought about it. Emcee Monty Hall was thorough enough that I knew I’d be cribbing from large portions of it anyway, so it seemed the most logical thing was to forget writing an entirely new book and just use the original text.

The following book is divided into two halves. The first half is Emcee Monty Hall, enhanced with new interviews and research to fill in the blanks that editing created (the original 800-page manuscript has been lost). The second half covers the events of Monty’s life after 1973, with help from family, friends, and collaborators.

Now, a word about the format of the book. The original book was told in Monty’s own first-person perspective, with co-author Bill Libby occasionally stepping in to offer his perspective on then-recent events in Monty’s life. For obvious reasons, I immediately found it awkward to try to shoehorn my own new research and interviews into Monty’s own words from 1973.

Because of that, I opted for an “oral history” format for the book. It’s not accurate at all to call this book an oral history—many of the newly added quotes are culled from newspaper and magazine articles, which I’ve threaded into the revised book with some narrative passages where needed. The faux-oral history format, I feel, is the most cohesive way of presenting this new version of the story.

Providing new interviews specifically for this re-worked version of the book: Stu Billett, Bob Boden, Rabbi Sharon Braus, Brian Cummings, Dan Farrell, Dean Goss, Ron Greenberg, Richard Hall, Robert Hall, Sharon Hall, Tom Kennedy, Henry Koval, Karen LaPierre, Carol Merrill, Phil Moore, David Narz, John Schott, and Lloyd Schwartz.


PART 1: EMCEE MONTY HALL
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CHAPTER ONE

BILL LIBBY’S INTRODUCTION TO EMCEE MONTY HALL, 1973

They have waited two or three years for tickets, these 350 people, and many of them have been standing in the street outside ABC’s Hollywood studios for three hours. Ordinarily they are housewives, students, businessmen, doctors, teachers, but for this one incredible evening in their lives they are dressed as rabbits and hunters, as wine bottles and tubes of toothpaste, as ministers and policemen, as baseball players and baseballs. They have come with makeup and paint smeared on their faces and with hand-painted signs proclaiming they are prepared to make almost any kind of deal on earth.

The show is Let’s Make a Deal, one of the most popular and longest running game shows in the history of television. Three nights a week during most of the year, shows are taped, two to an evening, some 271 shows every year. And 350 persons are sent tickets to each night’s taping of two shows… Now they have come from all over the country to be contestants. They have watched the program, of course, and they know that by guessing the prices of items or by trading outright gifts of cash for what may be in a box or behind a curtain, they may win prizes of clothing, furniture, appliances, cars, boats, and all-expenses-paid trips around the world. Though they hope to win prizes, they know they may make the wrong trade and win nothing, or, perhaps worse, win a “Zonk,” a gag prize, such as a couple of cows or sway-backed horses or a year’s supply of spinach. But they are there, they say, really for the fun of it more than anything else.

Only a few admit to embarrassment at their outlandish costumes. They know that all of them cannot be on the show. Only thirty-one will be picked to go on the trading floor… They don’t know how the contestants are selected, and they don’t like to think about it. They admit they will be disappointed if they don’t make it, but most agreed that it will be fun just to be in the audience and watch the show’s main attraction, emcee Monty Hall.

Ushers appear and walk up and down telling the people that the selections will soon be made and please don’t wave their signs to call attention to themselves and hit the men who make the choices with them because they would not be apt to pick someone who has just poked out their eyes. Everyone thinks that is funny, but when the men come out to make their choices, the people, desperate to call attention to themselves, start to wave their signs and hit them anyway.

Two of the show’s writers, Alan Gilbert and Bernie Gould, make the choices. They walk up and down the line looking at the people and their costumes, and the people jump up and down and smile broadly and shout that they want to be picked. Now and then a writer points at someone and he is picked, and he jumps with joy. An usher hands the lucky person a special ticket and hurries him out of line and into a special room where the contestants wait for further instructions.

The scene is incredible, like some sort of flesh market. Everyone yearns to be picked, and two men are walking up and down wielding an enormous power to choose and exercising it with swift jabs of a finger.

The writers say they don’t care so much about the costumes or signs; everyone comes with costumes and signs. They are looking for lively, animated people, but they are also looking for a cross section of America—black, and white, young and old, fat and thin, attractive and plain. What they do not want are those who are overenthusiastic, because someone who puts on a performance in the line may be just too obstreperous on the air; and already they know how ordinary people react, in this arena of excitement and emotion. To place a wild extrovert onto that stage is to look for trouble.

There are no rules to guide them. They have been making the selections since the show began nearly ten years ago, and their record in picking people who have worn well on camera has been good enough for them to go on doing it in this way.

In less than half an hour the selections are made. The writers disappear. And those who have not been picked look stunned, as though it had never really occurred to them that they might not be chosen. A strange silence falls over them. A man in a Tarzan outfit puts his sign down and leans back against a wall and closes his eyes. They will have to sit and watch others go for the cars and the trips around the world. They say it was all right. They knew it would happen. They are disappointed, naturally, but it is just one of those things.

In a studio dressing room, Monty Hall lies on a couch, resting from a day at the office and preparing to resume his role as a performer. Hall is a major television personality. In 1972, a respected poll rated him the public’s favorite emcee by a wide margin over Ed McMahon, Johnny Carson, Dick Cavett, Merv Griffin, Mike Douglas, and the others. He is tall, slender, dark-haired, and handsome. He is no longer a boy, but he still looks boyish and has a boyish charm. He has an easy smile and an easy way with people. Win or lose, the ladies kiss him on the show. He kids that when he comes home after a hard night at the studio with lipstick on his cheek and his collar, he looks as if he has had a head-on collision with an Avon lady. Women also kiss him in supermarkets and airports and restaurants and wherever else they encounter him. Men admire him, too. He is a television star, but he is approachable. He talks to his fans. He says he loves people and adds that if he didn’t, he wouldn’t be nearly as successful as he is.

It is a tough show to do. It looks easy, but it is hard. And the people in the profession understand this. With some shows, the show is the thing. With this show Monty Hall is the show.

Hall is up now, changing from casual clothes to the finery he will wear on camera, and Stefan Hatos, his partner, an intense, articulate, tough veteran from the heyday of radio and the early days of television, reviews the format of the night’s show with him.

A merchandising department has rounded up the prizes. More than $15 million in prizes were given away in the first nine years of the show. The prizes offered, however, amount to more, some $3 million a season on the daytime shows, and $1.5 million on the nighttime shows. This is approximately $10,000 a show daytime and $25,000 nighttime. The top prize daytime may top $4,000, the top prize nighttime $14,000. More than half the prizes offered are won.

With the review finished, Hatos and Hall walk into the studio and run through limited rehearsals, because there are, as yet, no contestants reacting to the events of the show. Monty must know the sequence of stunts, the flow of the show, and what is in every box and behind every curtain. Still, he rehearses only the nighttime show.

The show this night starts the way it has for more than nine years and 2,700 performances. Jay Stewart, a pioneer announcer of radio and television, chats with the audience to warm them up. The bright, hot television lights go on, and the cameras swing into place. There is a timpani roll. A studio monitor reveals the costumed audience on the trading floor.

From backstage, Stewart announces: “These people, dressed as they are, come from all over the United States to make deals here in the marketplace of America.” The timpani roll again. “And now…here is America’s top trader, TV’s big dealer…MONTY HALL!”

Monty greets one and all with a bright smile and a promise of fun and money, and the show is on. Between spiels for the products and commercials, the contestants make their pitches for prizes. Monty moves among them, selecting those who will get their chances. A lady in a football helmet opens a chest containing three $100 bills and after much hesitation takes a chance on trading them for what is in a bigger box, which turns out to be a $1,000 coat. She shouts with glee and hugs and kisses Hall. A man in a clown costume works his way up to $1,700, then swaps it for whatever is behind a curtain. It turns out to be a couple of cows. He shrugs and smiles wistfully. Well, he came here with nothing. An elderly black lady trades for something behind a curtain and wins an all-terrain vehicle—just what she always wanted. Contestants cannot trade in their prizes and must pay taxes on prizes worth $600 or more.

They cannot resell them to the manufacturer, though they may sell them to friends. But whatever they win, it is better than nothing and may be something special. A fat couple costumed as farmers wins a set of furniture and appliances simply by making the right selections of boxes and curtains. They go wild and the audience screams hysterically at their hysterics and Monty collects another kiss.

A man dressed as a devil picks a wallet packet containing $100 and is offered a trade for a large box. Before he can take the trade, Monty offers instead to pay him $200, then $400, $800, finally $1,000. The poor devil is tempted, but the box is a greater temptation. He takes it and winds up with a thousand lollipops. The audience thinks it is funny. The man smiles thinly and shakes Hall’s hand.

The show proceeds smoothly to the big deal “worth $14,000!” The night’s two biggest winners are pulled into the aisle to risk, if they wish, their winnings for whatever is behind three numbered curtains. Neither chooses to keep what he had. A bird in the hand… Intensely nervous, they make their selections. Unselected is a curtain that, rolled back, reveals a houseful of furniture; selected, a second curtain reveals an oxcart. Oh, well.

As the tension grows, one competitor, her husband beside her, and one curtain remain. It rolls back; a picture of an airplane. No, she has not won a picture—she has won a trip around the world, complete with cash for expenses, which Monty peels from his pocket. She screams and throws her arms to the heavens, then embraces Hall and kisses him. Tears slide down her chubby cheeks. A large lady with a hefty husband who runs a filling station has won a trip around the world. Unable to contain their excitement, they scream, laugh, and cry. The audience applauds mightily. And Hall appears pleased, as if he himself had won.

As the show ends and titles roll across the screen, Hall is paying a lady dressed as Cleopatra a dollar for every bobby-pin in her purse and a man costumed as a chicken $20 for every egg he has in his pockets.

Let’s Make a Deal is a target for the TV critics. For years everyone has taken a potshot at the program, but the ratings stay up there, and in its tenth year are higher than at any time in history. With the new three-year contract that starts in January 1974, you would think that Hall was beyond the critics’ barbs, but he is not.

“I have never maintained that we should get a Peabody Award for our show. We make no such pretensions. But we are in the entertainment business; and for what we do, we are the best. It is a costume show with people having a good time. They wait a long time for tickets. They come down to the show, and the excitement mounts. By the time the selections are made and the show starts, the air is fitted with emotion and tension. When I point my finger at a contestant, she doesn’t remember what her name is. Now they embark on a series of trades and gambles that may result in a very big score—or nothing. And at this point the most important refutation to the critics; claim of greed occurs. The woman looks at the five donkeys which she won instead of the car, turns and kisses me. We have had some fun. They have gambled and either lost or won, and for thirty minutes we have entertained them and the millions at home who play along with them. Doctors, lawyers, psychiatrists, as well as plumbers, policemen, and firemen, comprise our studio audience. And from my hundreds of personal appearances, I have discovered that they also comprise the viewing audience. Surely, we must be doing something right. As I said, we are in the entertainment business, and we entertain!”

The costumed crowd that convenes on those studio streets three times a week celebrates Monty Hall. The critics do not. He is a game show emcee. But he is more than just that. And whatever he is now, he has had a long, hard time getting there.

MONTY HALL

I will try to tell it all, all the things that seem to time to be of importance in my life, as openly as I can, without wanting to hurt anyone, but without wanting to be dishonest about how it was, and how I saw it as I remember it and feel it now. Being honest and open is the most important thing, so that is the way I will go, letting others have their say, and having my own.

It began for me in Winnipeg, Canada. My father’s parents and my mother’s parents were among many Russian immigrants who settled in Canada around the turn of the century, driven from their homeland by prejudiced, oppressive practices against Jews. They settled in Winnipeg, where there was not a large Jewish population and where they and their children, who were my parents, and their children, of whom I was one, were often subjected to ridicule and discrimination. When I was young, my family moved a lot and into sections of the city where there probably were few Jewish families. I was a sickly child and fair game for the bullies. I lost many a fist fight until I could gain acceptance from my peers. These early memories serve vividly to remind me of my heritage. This, together with my mother’s dedication, no doubt contributed to my own dedication today.
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(Hall Family collection)



Winnipeg [in 1973] is a city of around a half million persons, but it was only about half that when I was growing up. It was and is a tough town, a manufacturing and railroad center, strong on sports, with an increasing interest in the arts. Life there for me and my family was hard.

Oddly, there were nine children in both my father’s family and my mother’s. My father, the second oldest in his family, was born Maurice Halparin in 1899; my mother, the third oldest, was born Rose Rusen in 1900. My father’s family had been in the cattle business for generations and they went into that in Canada, too. My mother’s father, arriving penniless from Russia, turned to fruit peddling.

My paternal grandfather, Isaac Halparin, a hard man, strong and stern, was successful in business, and reared his three sons and six daughters in comfortable circumstances. Most of his daughters became schoolteachers. His two oldest sons, my father and his older brother, went to work for him early in their lives. He was a taskmaster. And my father’s older brother was, too, in a way. As hard as nails and of very grim demeanor, he took a savage delight in beating the hell out of people—anybody, and he practiced on my father. It is claimed by many who knew him that in the proper surroundings, with the proper training, he might well have become a lightweight boxing champion. My dad tells stories of his youth that illustrate this toughness. When walking down a street, his brother would deliberately flirt with somebody else’s girl or subtly elbow someone in passing, merely to provoke an incident. The incident would lead to words, and in a matter of moments, it was smack and wallop—and somebody was lying on the ground—but definitely not my uncle. In later years, proud as punch, tough and weather-beaten, he would lead parades on his palomino, ever the cowboy with his “I-can-lick-anybody-in-the-house” attitude. The two boys, with their father, ran cattle from fifty or more miles out of town into Winnipeg and they went on cattle-buying trips throughout Manitoba and Saskatchewan. It toughened my father, this male-dominated life.
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Maurice & Rose Halparin with Baby Monte. (Hall Family Archive)



MAURICE HALPARIN, Monty’s father

I remember the day Monty was born. It was the proudest day of my life. To become a father with a son was something to me…My own father originally was going to be a rabbi. He got a Hebrew education but wound up going into business. He was a Russian who went to Winnipeg at forty with a family of nine. He supported his family, but he had no warmth left over in him for them. He was from a stern, old-fashioned sort of background and demanded discipline and respect and did not know how to love. He disciplined with a strap. He used to beat us badly. It made my older brother tough. It hurt me. He was a cattle buyer who dealt in wholesale meat. It was rugged outdoor work, and he took me and my brother with him. I was not cut out for it, but I could not get out of it.

I met Monty’s mother when we both were in third grade. We were to go through life together. I found warmth and love in her house. She had a warm, loving family. Rose was a remarkable woman. Everyone knew that right from the time she was a young girl. She was outstanding in every way, bright and talented, a leader. Why she bothered with me, I’ll never know. Love, of course. We loved each other.

Rose must have bothered Maurice quite a bit, and he must have loved her quite a bit. They were married on February 15, 1921, when Rose was already three months pregnant. Monte Halparin was born on August 25, 1921. From his mother, Monte inherited olive eyes and a proud smile that dug deep into the cheeks. His father provided the nose and a flawless head of thick onyx hair.
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MONTY HALL

My maternal grandfather, David Rusen, had five sons and four daughters. He became one of the major fruit wholesalers in western Canada. By contrast with my other grandfather, he was a gentle man, who made a home of love and warmth for his children and did nothing to drive them out into the world, who stressed academic scholarship rather than studies in the school of hard knocks. Most of his children went to college, rather than right to work. Some of the sons became attorneys, doctors, dentists.

My mother became a teacher in the first part of her adult life. She and my father really began their romance when they were twelve. They were only friends then, but my father spent as much time in my mother’s house as he could, preferring it to his own. He tried to stay out of the way of his father and older brother and away from their house of tension as much as he could. He partly grew up in my mother’s house, where there was warmth, laughter, and singing.

My mother was the oldest girl and the third oldest child in the Rusen family. As a young girl, she was something of a tomboy, an athlete who played baseball with the boys. She had great talent as a singer and an actress and played the leads in all the student productions as she grew up. She was the president of every organization to which she belonged, from the time she was twelve until, who knows, until she died.

Once when a group of youngsters were forming a new club in high school, they came to her and asked her, “Rose, do you want to join our club?”

She answered, “Yes, if I am president.”

And she was. There was some driving force in her that compelled her to leadership. She was a dynamic person with a charming personality from her pre-teen days. She was the heart of her family.

My mother was a schoolteacher by the time she and my father became engaged to be married. She gave up teaching with her marriage and the pregnancy that soon followed. And she gave up much of her home life when my father became sick and was unable to work for a year and she had to go out to work to support us. And later she joined him in his work at the butcher shop, helping him without complaint. She still found time to play a part in the social and charitable life of Winnipeg, and she was a hearty humorist and superb storyteller, a prominent club woman who presided over organizations, starred in stage productions, and headed fund-raising drives to benefit the needy. She was away so much speaking for charities that I later joked I was an organizational orphan. She was not a beautiful woman but a handsome one. She had a personality many remember as the most compelling they ever knew. She had great strength, physically and psychologically. An unusual woman, she influenced me enormously.

Rose had once been a member of a USO troupe, entertaining soldiers during World War II with variety shows. It was Rose who put her son on stage for the first time, in a small role for one of her plays.
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MONTY HALLi

I had no lines. I just had to stand there. All I knew was I had to go to the bathroom something awful. And she wouldn’t let me leave. It was dreadful. I had to go in the worst way. Yeah, I held out. Later, I asked her why I couldn’t just run offstage.

She said, “When you’re onstage, you’ve got to stay out there. That’s what acting is all about.”

Rose Halperin’s influence on her son can be detected in a 1940 piece in The Winnipeg Tribune. The National Council of Jewish Women staged a variety show for an audience of 600 homeless people, who were treated to free food and drink while enjoying the performance by volunteer entertainers. Among those who took the stage that night: a youngster named Monte Halperin.

MONTY HALL

Mother had a remarkable equanimity no matter what the situation. She covered for my father or anyone else. She had a defense for the actions of all friends or family, her basic argument being, “We must love one another no matter what.”

Hence she was the mediator, the placator, the negotiator. I recall that couples came to her to try to solve marital disputes. Businessmen called her into their plants or offices to settle employee problems. When people were ill, they invariably called for my mother as well as the doctor. And when a telegram came to a neighbor during World War II saying that a son was missing in action, the first call came to my mother. At a dinner honoring her in 1961 in Winnipeg, my brother referred to her as a lawyer who never attended law school, a doctor without a medical degree, a psychiatrist without a couch, a labor negotiator without a college background, a wife, a mother, an actress, a speaker, a playwright, an athlete—a woman for all seasons. She was this—and more.

We had our arguments. I wanted to follow in her footsteps, to be the storyteller, the actor, the singer she was. But this had brought her nothing. Later, when I went to college and started to study for a career in medicine, this pleased her; when I turned from medicine to the entertainment business, she regretted the decision but never offered one word of criticism. However, when I succeeded, she got great satisfaction from it. Still, she did not take me as seriously as I took myself.

Once a reporter said, “Mrs. Halparin, I understand you are Monty Hall’s mother.”

She replied, “Young man, where I come from, he’s still known as Rose Halparin’s son.”

Years later, when my parents came to New York to see me do a TV show called Keep Talking, they waited while I signed autographs under the theater marquee, which had my name in lights. I kept glancing at them to see if they were impressed.

When I got to them, I said, “Well, Mother, what do you think of your star now?”

And she said, “By me, when you replace Ed Sullivan, you’ll be a star.”

Growing up, I always felt closer to my mother than my father. My personality was nearer hers, just as my son’s now is closer to his mother’s.

My father was a fine man who was frustrated by the fates. The roughness of his early life and the failures he experienced later stirred tensions and tempers that caused us to withdraw from him. Yet I remember respecting him, because no matter how hard he made me work in his store, he worked harder. He always found time to take me and my younger brother to hockey and baseball games or boxing bouts. It was a great treat when he came home and said, “How about taking in a hockey game?” And off we’d go, father and son, racing each other to the hockey rink.
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My father left high school early and fled from his father and older brother and their harsh ways. At sixteen he caught a cattle train for Chicago and made it without any problem. There he wandered the streets looking for work. He soon ran out of money and resorted to sleeping under stoops and eating buns stolen from bakery windows. During one of the latter escalades a big Irish cop caught him and hauled him out of the bakery. Instead of rushing him off to the nearest juvenile judge, the big ruddy-faced policeman took him to a coffee shop, fed him, gave him some fatherly advice, doled out carfare to the outskirts of town, and my father hitchhiked back to Winnipeg. His arrival there was greeted with the kind of reception that warped him for years to come. His mother cried—and his father beat hell out of him for running away.

The next year my father used the family association with a cattle customer in Saskatchewan to change his life again. My grandfather had done business with the Doukhobors, a religious sect. Peter Verigan, the head of the sect, and known as king, remembered my father and gave him a job in the community, allowing my father to practice his own form of religion and ethics by living by himself in a hotel while working in the commune. However, a year of this, interrupted by occasional sojourns to Winnipeg to see my mother, was enough. He returned to Winnipeg, where he was fortunate to find a job as a bookkeeper with a lumber firm, since he loved working with figures. He worked indoors in clean surroundings. He was able to dress well. At twenty, his life was going well, and he became engaged to my mother. A year later, they married and started their family. Then the reversals came.

He began to suffer from severe migraine headaches. A doctor told him he did not have the eyesight for bookkeeping and would have to give up such work or risk blindness. He accepted the advice and returned to the cattle business, the only other job he knew. But he worked with an uncle, not his father. Unfortunately, he did not make it with his uncle and was forced to return to his father and brother. He did not make it with them, either. Ridiculed by them for having dared try to make it without them, he was driven to go out on his own again. For a time, he drifted from one job to another.

All of this has been passed on to me. My earliest memories of my father date from his middle twenties, when he had managed to acquire a little delivery truck and was running his own small meat wholesale business. This truck became the family car. We went everywhere jammed in the upright front seat of that little delivery truck. Its main use was in his business. He would go out, early in the morning, to the stockyards, buy meat from the slaughterhouse, and resell it to retail stores around the city.

When I was three or four years old, he often took me with him on his rounds. I kept him company. Although it is over forty years since I made those trips to the slaughterhouse in St. Boniface, a suburb where the stockyards were located, the stench has not left my nostrils to this day. There is a peculiar odor that is as foreign to our olfactory glands as any. It strikes you on your approach from miles away, and the closer you get, the worse it is. Inside, coupled with the squealing of the animals left on their way to extinction, it is almost unbearable, a combination of sight and sound that never ingratiated itself upon my senses.

In his late twenties, my father was stricken with an awful attack of boils. For a year he was unable to work, and my mother had to support the family. It was dreadfully dispiriting for a man, and it almost broke him. He used to sit in our tiny living room listening to the radio and staring straight ahead. Sometimes he would lie in bed, staring at the ceiling, in intense pain, unable to stand or move around. He was deeply depressed because he had been invalided and his position as the head of the household had been curtailed.

When he was able to work again, he landed at a butcher counter, which he ran as a sort of concession in the comer of a delicatessen. He learned to cut meat. It was difficult for him, but he learned. It was the largest part of his life—or, at least, his profession, such as it was.

He was by nature something of a dandy. He was an extremely handsome young man, small physically, but powerful. He had been toughened by his upbringing, but he also had been bruised by it. He had no stomach for hurting anyone, for tackling trouble. And his yearlong sickness seemed to sap his spirit. After that he found something to do. He did not like it, but he did it.

He dressed more like a banker than a butcher. He wore suits and stiff-collared shirts to the shop as though he was going to an office. He did not shave himself, but went to a barber, though he could not afford it. He had his nails manicured. How many manicured butchers have you ever known? He insisted that his shop be spotless beyond reason. I know, because I had to clean it, scrubbing the block, washing the machines, and the rest. He kept his own books and prided himself on them, on the rows of pleat, precise figures and the beautiful balances he struck. But he seldom cleared more than twenty-five to thirty dollars a week.


[image: images]

Monty’s massive family assembled for this group shot. The family was so big that later in life, when Monty saw this photo, he struggled to remember which one was him. His best guess was that he was the boy in the striped shirt. (Hall Family Archive)



ROBERT HALL, Monty’s brother (1983)ii

…[H]e made it the fanciest kosher butcher shop in town. I wore a silk shirt…My mother, who at one time was a school teacher, was ashamed of living a double life. Before the High Holidays, she’d be up all night gutting, cleaning, and packing 150 chickens. Next day, she’d slip into her finest clothes and mingle with the high society of Hadassah.

MONTY HALL

And he took this money and he went to the races or to his social club for long sessions at the poker table—always in quest of the killing, the big score that would buy him out of the butcher shop and give his family a better way of life. It was a killing that never came, a score he never made; and it frustrated him, as his life in the butcher shop frustrated him.

Many of the friends he had grown up with had gone on to become doctors, dentists, lawyers, successful merchants, and they were always aware of the gulf between him and them. They teased him, calling him “Butch,” and that tormented him. He was unhappy, short-tempered, and given to excesses of emotion.

MAURICE HALPARIN

I never liked being a butcher. For some men, it is fine, but it was not for me. Still, I labored at it. I was lucky to bring home $25 a week. I could not afford a delivery boy, so I had to use my son. He must have known I did not want to. But how else could we eat and pay the rent and buy clothing if we did not scrimp every penny? He worked hard, I know that. I pushed him. I had no choice. My temper was short.

MONTY HALL

During one difficult period we lived with another family, relatives named the Spectors, who had two small children. The two families were forced to share one house to make ends meet. The two boys became like brothers to me. The younger, Joseph, was shot down in World War II. I still carry his picture in my wallet. And my Aunt Elizabeth is very special to me. Then my family moved in and out of a series of small apartments, always struggling to raise the rent. Before my brother Robert was born, six years after I was, we moved in with my mother’s parents. They had what seemed like a large house. There were four bedrooms and another room which could be used as a bedroom. But living there were my mother’s paternal grandfather and grandmother, her mother and father, my mother and father, six of her brothers and sisters, and myself. That was thirteen people living in that one house—and it had one bathroom. Somehow, we managed to share it. Today we have five bathrooms, and when my three children are at home with my wife and myself, they always seem to be in use at the same time. Our standards have changed. We no longer know what patience is.

ROBERT HALL (2019)

All those people and one bathroom. You know how we did it? We all learned how to whistle. There was no lock on the bathroom door, so when you were in there, you tried to whistle the whole time to let people know it was in use.

I don’t want to dwell so much on the hardships though, like having the electricity turned off or being in such a crowded house because it sounds like we were miserable all the time, and we weren’t. That house was filled with love. There was always music playing. The adults would sit around telling stories to each other, and there was just constant laughter with 12-15 people sitting in there. If the kids didn’t want to listen to stories, you paired up with another kid and you ran off and went outside and played. There was a warmth in that house that I think Monty carried in his spirit, and I hope I can say I carried it in mine.

MONTY HALL

We spent several years in my mother’s home, and the experience made a deep impression on me. The family house was located on Hallet Street, which, when we lived there, was a lower-middle-class area; but a generation, before it had been populated by rather comfortable citizens, including Premier Norquay of the Province of Manitoba. The street was about three hundred yards long, a sedate and genteel neighborhood which was going through a melting pot change. On this small street resided Jewish families, Ukrainian families, a Chinese family, old aristocrats, and new immigrants. Today, when I revisit Hallet Street, it is purely ethnic, mostly Ukrainian, still neat and orderly, but so miniaturized to my eye. And as I look at Number 107, I don’t see how so many people could live in one house with grace.

My mother’s brothers were not much older than I was, so they were and are more like brothers than uncles. I was like the tenth child and treated accordingly. Their family life was conducted in a hierarchy.

I clearly remember my grandmother yelling to one of the boys, “Sonny, go to the corner store for some milk.”

And Sonny would turn and yell to the next youngest brother, “Charley, go to the store for milk for Mama.”

Charley would yell, “Sam…”

When they got to “Monte…” there was no one left for me to turn to and I would have to go. That is, I went until Robert was old enough.

That system is strong. And it seems to me somehow right and good. Growing up with grandparents had a profound effect on me. It is something my children have missed. It is respect. Not a pretense of respect. Real respect.

How can you explain to a child what it is like to live with great-grandparents in their eighties, to try to understand them and try to make yourself understood by them? Their hearing was failing. You had to work at talking to them. Their sight was failing. So, the one who was nearly blind would feed the other who was blind; and you would help, learning to accept their infirmities. You had to help them upstairs. Youngsters today tend to turn from such tasks, but yesterday, when I was a youngster, I was warmed by it.

How can I describe to the kids today what it was like to take a ninety-year-old great-grandfather by the hand and walk him at a snail’s pace to the synagogue on a Saturday morning? I talked very little to the old man; he talked less. My task was to deliver him; and if it took an hour to traverse the mile, then that’s the way it was. In that mild walk I learned patience, tolerance, and respect. At the end of services, I was to bring him back to Hallet Street. Again, slowly, foot by foot, we made our way home, all the time a raging fire ready to explode inside me, because it was Saturday, a day when I could go to the movies—but something I couldn’t do until the mission was completed. The old man would sense my anxiety. When we crossed Main Street, a very wide and busy thoroughfare with streetcars, there was only a half mile left to go. Then he would look down at me and, patting me on the shoulder, say, “Go now, go now.” He could make the rest of the way on his own. I would run to my grandmother’s house, have lunch, and with my three young uncles be on my way to the movies as the old man was still shuffling his last few steps home.

I can still see my great-grandfather at the age of 90, patiently, tenderly feeding my great-grandmother, who was 88 and blind. They had 70 years together. And I remember many nights after dinner looking up from my homework to see my grandfather and grandmother sitting together on the couch holding hands. They had more than 50 years togetheriii

My grandfather, as the years progressed, brought out from Russia the members of his own family—sisters and brothers, nieces and nephews, and, eventually, countless other residents of Pavelitch, the small town whence he had come. Every year we children looked forward to the annual Pavelitcher picnic. Scores of friends and relatives all descended on Kildonan Park. The first order of business was to organize the soccer and softball games. Every member under the age of sixty was enthusiastically involved. After the games the participants moved to their own family picnic tables. Cloths were unfolded and spread on wooden benches. From huge baskets, epicurean delights miraculously appeared in an unending flow. Chicken and fish and salads and fruit. Pickles, dilled to perfection, and an assortment of Jewish delicacies, blintzes and knishes, were majestically arrayed before the expectant diners. Some tables exchanged goodies. The excitement was contagious. What a feast! And for dessert, we children were given nickels to run to the pavilion where we bought ice cream cones. Overfed and overtired, we boarded the family cars or trucks and wended our way homeward to revel in what was the most glorious of days. There were other times when just the four of us went on a picnic—Mother, Dad, Bob, and myself. We played ball and ate and laughed. It was the best of times. To this day, mention a picnic to me and my eyes get misty.

When I saw the musical Fiddler on the Roof, I said to myself, “That’s it! That’s my family!”

And in my imagination, I see that even now, we are playing out the sequel of what happened after Tevye and his brood left their small Russian village of Anatevka—only our Russian village was named Pavelitch.iv

Pavelitch, the town of Monte Halparin’s roots, has, at various points, been a part of Lithuania, Poland, Ukraine, and Russia. In the 1830s, it was ruled by Russia’s Tsar Nicholas I. Under Nicholas, Jews were restricted in where they could live, work, and attend school. The only thing the battle-hungry Nicholas didn’t restrict for Jews was military service, dispatching “happers” into villages to round up Jewish boys for enlistment. Nicholas’ rationale was that, if the Jews won battles, it was more land for him; if they lost, it meant fewer Jews. Keeping kosher was prohibited, as was honoring the Sabbath. At the end of a ten-hour march, recruits were ordered to kneel until they converted to Christianity. Some committed suicide rather than convert.

Nicholas I was killed in battle and succeeded by Tsar Alexander II. Alexander II was more benevolent toward Jews, halting forced military enrollment, allowing Jews more freedom in choosing their homes and schools, and even opening up the city of Kiev, which had once been off-limits for Jews. But when Alexander was killed by an explosion, a whisper campaign blamed the Jews, leading to riots. Homes and businesses were looted and destroyed, while police stood by and did nothing. Anti-Semitic legislation called May Laws were enacted, and Jews again were treated as strangers in their own land. Though it was originally claimed that the May Laws were temporary, they remained in effect for over 30 years.

At the end of the 19th Century, with no sign of a better life for Jews ahead in Pavelitch, citizens began looking west toward the United States of America. As rumor had it, Americans became wealthy so easily that everyone in the nation ate meat every day. Word was that education was free and mandatory in the United States, which meant Jews could have any career they wanted.

Faiga Shnier was the granddaughter of Bluma, a shopkeeper, and her husband Mendel, who spent most of the day in the local synagogue, which doubled as a social club. In 1895, Faiga married Dudi Rusen in Pavelitch. Dudi’s sister was married shortly thereafter, and the four of them lived more comfortably, relatively speaking, by sharing a house with one bedroom, and a curtain hanging in the middle of the room to divide the two beds. Faiga laughed years later when sharing her family history, acknowledging that the curtain wasn’t quite enough; the two newlywed couples were very aware of each other in that bedroom.

But when pressed for details about her family history, Faiga never had much to say. “We just existed.”

Dudi dreamt of going to America with his brother Moishe to start a new life. Advertisements in Yiddish newspapers from Jewish relief organizations, urging Russian Jews to come to America, made Dudi feel more and more pressed to make the move. Dudi left Pavelitch in 1901 while his wife and new daughter stayed behind, waiting for him to send for them. Dudi traveled first to Germany, venturing from village to village on carriages and then onto a ship departing for North America. After a week of huddling in the third-class cabin, Dudi Rusen arrived in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Once in Halifax, he was told that immigrants with papers could travel to Toronto or Montreal, the two biggest cities in Canada. Immigrants traveling without papers had to take a train to Winnipeg, Manitoba. The unusual instructions were part of an effort by Canada to spread out new arrivals in the underpopulated country. Canada was urging immigrants to settle in the middle of the nation, using farmland as an incentive, selling it at bargain prices.

Dudi stepped off the train in Winnipeg, the full weight of what he had done just sinking in. He knew no English and he had abandoned his homeland with an idea of what he wanted to do, but with no plan in place. Dudi remembered later how terrifying that moment was. But to his surprise, he heard a voice yelling in Yiddish. “Se du Yidden?”—”Are there any Jews here?” Dudi rushed to the man doing the yelling and replied in Yiddish, “I am a Jew.” A group of five families in Winnipeg, sensing that immigrants would be terrified as they took their first steps in their new hometown, regularly posted volunteers at the train station to look out for Jewish immigrants, intercept them, and help them get comfortable in their new surroundings. The man, whose name turned out to be Weidman, took Dudi to his house and fed him his first hot meal since he had departed for the long voyage.

The next morning, Dudi was taken to the Jewish Free Loan Society, where he received a five-dollar loan. Dudi spent one dollar as a payment on a room in a boarding house. Then he went to a market and spent the remaining money on a pushcart. With the help of strangers, Dudi Rusen had found a home and a job within 24 hours of his arrival.

The Halparin family, based in Gomel, Mohyliv in Ukraine, spent most of the 19th century in the cattle business. Their business model was a little strange—they made it a point to own only one cow at a time—but they lived somewhat comfortably, although they got into quite a few adventures. Monty listened to their memories as a child and acknowledged as an adult that he could never be sure which stories were real and which stories were works of fiction, but Halparin family history tended to be exciting.

MONTY HALLv

My great grandfather and my grandfather stopped off at an inn…and they asked for dinner and a place to sleep. My great grandfather, because it was Friday night, put on his tallit and started to pray in the corner of the restaurant. A couple of hooligans came and started tugging at him and took his tallit. They tore his tallit. But my great grandfather was a brute of a man and he grabbed one of these guys and attacked him. He hit the man so badly that he fell down, hit his head, and died.

My great grandfather was taken to court in the Ukraine. Now what chance do you think a Jew had in a small area of the Ukraine after he killed a non-Jew?

Amazingly, the judge said, “The worst thing that you can do is insult a man about his religion at a time when he is praying.”

And he would not convict him, but he warned my grandfather, “If you ever raise your hand again, that will be the end for you.”

In 1905, the Halparins decided, as the Rusens had, that better fortunes awaited them in North America. The Halparins arrived in Winnipeg and picked up where they left off, bringing their cattle business to their new homeland.

Dudi Rusen, meanwhile, had sent back for his family and supported them in Winnipeg with his pushcart, selling fruits and vegetables on a street corner. He had enough success that eventually he combined resources with another friend operating a pushcart and they replaced the pushcart with a truck. A few years later, the business was thriving to the point that they outgrew the truck.

MONTY HALLvi

It came time for [my grandfather and his friend] to have a building, because business was really booming. He went to the bank—Alloway and Champlain, I still remember the name of it—and he met the manager. Now, my grandfather didn’t speak the language too well.

The bank manager said, “Mr. Rusen, you want a $5,000 loan to buy this building. What have you got for collateral?”

My grandfather said, “What means it, collateral? What are you talking about?”

The bank manager said, “Well, you have to have some asset in the event that you default on the loan.”

My grandfather said, “I tell you Mr. Bank Manager what I got for collateral. What I know up here [pointing to head], and what I tell you from here [pointing to heart].”

And the bank manager said, “That’s good enough for me.”

That was the way it was done in those days….That was the contract, that was the way they did business.

From a handshake backed only by knowledge of his business, Alloway and Champlain’s $5,000 loan helped Dudi Rusen build a thriving, profitable fruit wholesaling company. The family moved into a large house in a nice part of Winnipeg and enjoyed such financial security that Dudi eagerly made plans for helping Faiga’s cousins, the Margolis family, move to Canada. Due to administrative errors in paperwork, the plan was delayed for several years, until most of the family received clearance to board a ship and go to Canada.

The move culminated in a warm memory that Monte carried for his entire life. When he was six years old, the Halparin family sat down for the traditional Passover meal of Seder. The dinner was interrupted by the ringing of the phone in the next room. Monte’s grandfather took the call.

It was the stationmaster at the Canadian Pacific Railroad. “I have a family here that had this phone number. It’s the Margolis family from Russia. What will I do with them?”

Monte’s grandfather answered, “Put them in a cab and send them to 107 Hallet right away!”

Monte’s grandfather returned to the room and announced to his wife, “Your family is here! Your cousins are on their way!”

The family happily, but frantically, left their meal for the moment and prepared the house for the arrival of six visitors: Moishe Margolis and his wife, the former Babtsy Shnier, and their four children, Kiva, Aaron, Marion, and Nuchem. A devout Jewish family that had endured generations of oppression had made their way to a new land to start a new life, and on their first night, they joined their family to celebrate a sacred Jewish ritual, openly, without having to look over their shoulders. They were safe. They were home.

Monte’s family had fled Ukraine due to generations of being treated as outcasts. But so many Jewish immigrants had flocked to Winnipeg that Monte generally never experienced that sort of treatment growing up. Winnipeg and its devout Jewish citizens fostered a strong sense of community.

MONTY HALLvii

Let me explain the culture in Winnipeg….First of all, it was a very highly cultural Yiddish community. Tremendous population. When I was growing up, there were 250,000 people in Winnipeg, and 25,000 of them were Jews. They were ten percent of the whole population. That was a very big Jewish population, in one area of the city, mostly. There were synagogues all over the place…everybody went to a shul.

Culturally, there were two types of Jews: the ful shul Jews and the parashul Jews. The people at the ful shul were the normal people; they came and had their plays and so on. But the parashul people…considered themselves a cut above, because they discussed much deeper [subjects], authors, literature, politics, and so on. But the culture! There were Jewish bookstores, a Jewish theater—a wonderful, thriving Jewish Theater…of which my mother was an integral part.

What bothered me about that Yiddish Theater was that they had plays where they needed youngsters. And I so desperately wanted to be one of them. But I was a sickly child. I couldn’t make it. My close friend got the job. I hated him. His name was Murray Nathanson and he got the job. And then I became the actor and he didn’t. He went into the mattress business.

When I was growing up in that large Jewish community, it was a given that you went to normal English school and afterward you went to your Jewish school. At four o’clock, you went to the cheder. And you knew all the holidays, you went to shul on Saturday mornings. It was a given. It was also a given that in a community where there was tremendous anti-Semitism, you knew who you were. Because they let you know who you were.

That community sustained the Halparins in many ways—emotionally, spiritually, and mentally—throughout Monte’s childhood, and he needed it. Life at home was difficult and insecure for everyone.

MONTY HALL

Eventually we had to leave my grandfather’s house, and we moved first to an apartment, then to a small house. We still had little money and it was a terrible struggle to pay the rent, to meet the bills, to have enough left over for food. There were times when the lights and gas were turned off in our home because we weren’t able to pay the bills. Every Friday night we went to dinner at my maternal grandparents’ house. Every Sunday we spent the day and had lunch and dinner there. These were our best meals of the week. And before, during, and after the meals was the family comedy hour. Laughter sustained us. At home, we often made a meal of porridge. We sometimes did not have enough wood for the furnace. Our warm clothing was old and well-worn. When the rent was due, there was terrible tension between my parents.

Aside from the meals, my grandparents rarely helped us. In later years I asked my family why, and no one seemed to know. Apparently, my parents were too proud to ask, and my grandparents were too busy with their own problems to think to offer. In those days it was accepted that people made their own way.

I was a bright child. My mother had been a teacher and I was brought up among people who were interested in education and willing to work with me. In my first year of school, I skipped from grade one to grade two. When we moved from my grandfather’s house, I entered a new school and was put back to grade one. This lasted one day. They put me in grade two. This lasted one day. Then they put me in grade three. At the end of the year they put me in the fourth grade. I still was only six. When I was seven, I missed half a year of school because of two serious ailments. At first, they tried to put me back, but finally they advanced me to grade five at the age of eight. I ended up finishing high school at fourteen.

The studies came easy, but other things came hard. Because I was ahead of others my age in school, I was always the smallest or one of the smallest boys in my class. I was put down a lot. Brightness seldom is admired by other young boys. Toughness is preferred. I, too, wanted to be tough, but I wasn’t. I was always being moved to a new area and a new school and always had to make new friends the hard way, in the crucible of hard knocks.

The first of my two misfortunes as a seven-year-old came when I was playing in the kitchen with a cousin. We stacked up some furniture and placed a rocking chair atop it all. There always seemed to be a pot of soup boiling on our stove, and somehow the rocking chair hit the handle of the pot and flipped the boiling soup over my head. I screamed. I can still hear the scream. I was severely scalded and in terrible pain. My mother ripped my clothes off and smeared butter all over my body.

My face was wrapped in bandages, and I was fed through straws for four or five weeks. At the end of that time, the doctor came to my house to remove the bandages. There was great apprehension that I might be scarred, and my skin discolored for life, and my parents concealed this fear from me. But when the doctor unwrapped one arm and my parents saw that it was horribly, violently red, they recoiled.

My mother rushed the doctor from the room. Years later she said she simply was stalling because she was afraid of what my face would be like. Many are not as fortunate as I was, however. My mother returned with the doctor, who resumed the ordeal of the bandages. As he finished, there were gasps and tears of joy. I was rushed to a mirror. My face was fine. The skin came out smooth.

One sidelight is significant to me: My father used to nag my mother about keeping the boiling soup on the stove and letting me play nearby. But after the accident he never said anything to her or in any way blamed her for the mishap. To me this is remarkable.

At the time, I weighed forty pounds. Sipping meals through a straw did not build me up, and I probably started to go out on the streets with the kids sooner than I should have. One night I got up feeling sick and, going to the head of the stairs and seeing what I thought was my uncle Sonny, called for help.

“Uncle Sonny, Uncle Sonny,” I yelled desperately. But it was not Uncle Sonny, only a coat hanging on a stand at the foot of the stairs.

They found me in the morning, huddled up at the bottom of the stairs with a raging fever. An ambulance was called to take me to the hospital. In the ambulance, the doctor told my mother, “I don’t think he’s going to survive.”

I had double pneumonia. I was in an oxygen tent for seven days, delirious the whole time, I recognized my mother, but not my father or anyone else. It was touch and go for a while, but I pulled through. I returned home thin and weak, lucky to be alive.

The rest of the year, I was kept home from school. From the time I was burned until my recovery from pneumonia I spent most of four or five months in bed. As it turned out, this was a productive and not unpleasant period for me. My mother, the former teacher, tutored me. My father, the former bookkeeper, challenged me at arithmetic. We put a large blackboard by my bed. My mother would write a long list of figures on the board and my father and I would race to see who could add them up faster in his head. I went on to multiplying, dividing, and subtracting in my head. I became a very fast reader and a whiz at math. Once, in my freshman year at college, a professor asked me why I was not writing down a trigonometry problem as the rest were. He didn’t believe me when I said I already had worked out the problem in my mind, and he was startled when I gave him the correct answer.

About the only practical use I’ve ever found for this ability has been on Let’s Make a Deal whenever contestants must guess the price of various products and the amount they are off must be subtracted from the money they started with. I am always able to throw the dollar-forty-nines and the twenty-seven cents and the four-ninety-eights around in my head and provide accurate accountings while announcer Jay Stewart is writing things down and figuring them out. I have never yet been found wrong. The fellows in the control room try to catch me, but they haven’t yet.

Lying alone in bed while I recuperated, I invented football, baseball, and hockey games that could be played with a deck of cards, a piece of paper, and a pencil. Later, I created “playing fields” on which “players” might be moved with everything from Mah-Jongg pieces to tea service. Unfortunately, I never patented them—they were similar to games devised and sold successfully in later years. They were a satisfying diversion, however, and when I started to play outside again and couldn’t keep up with the other kids, I used these games to lure them back to my house.

My father was intrigued by my ability to read the racing form and select winners. He would play this game with me each night and challenge me to dope the races. The boy genius did just that, juggling the speed ratings and past performances and class of competition and jockey’s abilities and coming out with a remarkable record of winners. At home, that is. When I was taken to the track, I lost the skill, and was wiped out. No one beats the races—not even a smart-aleck kid.

We moved to the Elmwood section of Winnipeg and I started at Lord Selkirk School. The kids in that area were rougher and tougher than any I had experienced, and they took turns
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