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			CHAPTER 1

			DISGUISED AS A NORMAL PERSON

			Insecurity combined with arrogance is good DNA for a comedian. So is anger, aggression, and sadness. If you’ve had a great life and a wonderful bar mitzvah and you’ve been given a lot of money, you’d make a lousy comedian. You’re better off being the comedian’s lawyer.

			I’ve had, and continue to have, a great career in comedy, first in stand-up, and over the last few decades, as a director of television comedy series, from Designing Women to The Bob Newhart Show, Golden Girls, Mad About You, Seinfeld, Friends, and Curb Your Enthusiasm, TV movies, my series of interviews with comedians called Inside Comedy, with several stops in between. But there were also doldrums along the way—personal and professional. What got me through them was my love of comedy—life itself—and my friendship with, admiration for, and work with other comedians. I knew most of them. I interviewed, worked with, directed, kvetched with, broke bread with, opened for, headlined for, and directed the best of them.

			This book is not just my story, it’s their stories.

			Why me? Besides being there, there are things I’m too modest to tell you—that I may be the only comedian to have made Elie Wiesel laugh; that I was admired by the great New Yorker writer and humorist S. J. (Sid) Perelman, and by Philip Roth, Kenneth Tynan, and Harold Pinter. And that I was virtually adopted by Groucho Marx and many of the legendary old-timers (such as Jack Benny and George Burns) at Hillcrest Country Club. I also directed Burt Reynolds at the height of his considerable fame, before he self-destructed. Johnny Carson was my mentor and invited me to be a guest on or host The Tonight Show 140 times. I believe I am now at the cutting edge of comedy as one of the directors of Curb Your Enthusiasm, with my old friend and fellow kvetcher Larry David. And my series over the last few years, Inside Comedy, is a documentary interview show, a conversation with, if you will, more than seventy-five comedians and comic actors.
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						A rare moment sitting by myself on the set of Inside Comedy and waiting for Larry David, 2014.

					
				
			

			It’s a funny thing about comedy: when you give your life to it, it can become a serious business. I spent my life in and outside the comedy world, and it is a world, a universe unto itself. I was a popular stand-up comic for three decades. I was twenty-five when I first appeared at the Bitter End on Bleecker Street in Greenwich Village. I usually prowled the tiny stage in a worn brown corduroy jacket—this was 1968—and I did things like improvising sermons based on the Old Testament. (That wasn’t too much of a reach, because I had been a pre-rabbinical student at Hebrew Theological College near Chicago before comedy found me.)

			
			But this book is not just about my life in comedy—it’s about my life and comedy in the last half of the last century. I lived through a time when stand-up comedy was a poor relation to other forms of entertainment, when being on a successful sitcom was nothing to write home about. But I think I was one of a group of people—along with Steve Martin, Richard Pryor, George Carlin, and a few others—who pushed stand-up forward as an art form and made comedy an important part of the culture. A comic hosting a television show used to be rare, but I hosted three—Music Scene, which featured artists like Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young and Joe Cocker; Noonday, a half-hour midday talk show; and The David Steinberg Show, about making a TV talk show and thus a precursor to Garry Shandling’s The Larry Sanders Show.

			But being successful at something I loved didn’t always make me happy. Like many comics, I struggled with bouts of depression. And despite the affections of beautiful, accomplished women like Tuesday Weld, Mary Ellen Mark, Susan Sarandon, and Carly Simon, I, too often, thought of the book of Job, when I should have had my mind on other things. It must’ve been my Talmudic training (I had the only little black book in Hollywood that was written in Aramaic). Unlike many comics of my generation, however, I did manage to avoid heavy drug and alcohol use. With some luck I was able to dodge the heroin that floated through Second City and Saturday Night Live, killing John Belushi; the cocaine that undid Richard Pryor; and the alcoholic demons that brought down Chris Farley and George Carlin. But I was there, and I saw it all. To paraphrase the Beat poet Allen Ginsberg, I saw the best comedy minds of my generation destroyed by an angry fix.

			Then I started to talk about my life. I had a little bit of the Lenny Bruce storytelling in me. On some level, that was hard and painful—you’re giving a lot of yourself, and you’re showing that your ego is bigger than anybody else’s. Still, the actual performing was enjoyable to me. I opened for jazz greats like Miles Davis, pop stars like Dionne Warwick and Frankie Valli, and folkies like John Denver. The musicians were fans of mine because they identified with what I was doing. I started out with audiences of five hundred people, and before I knew it, there were crowds of two thousand.

			
			The kind of stand-up that emerged from Second City, from Lenny Bruce, and that had moved away from vaudeville was uniquely American. The early comics, who were mostly Eastern European Jews, gave way to the Irish, like George Carlin. Their comedy carried a whiff of optimism, and some of a madman’s tenderness. Robin Williams had it. Richard Pryor and George Carlin had it. Just consider, while Dostoevsky was writing Crime and Punishment, halfway around the world, Mark Twain was writing The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County.

			Stand-up comedy in the ’70s was different from what it is now. Now, everyone wants to be a stand-up comedian. There were clubs, most of the comedians were close friends of mine like Richard Pryor, and all the other guys were just good friends. At all the clubs that we worked at in the ’60s in New York, we were opening for jazz or folk musicians, not comedians. I performed at the Bitter End, opening for Jerry Jeff Walker. I also opened for Miles Davis (we spoke for hours after each show we’d done, and I never understood a word he said, as he talked so quietly). Once, Miles did a benefit at Lincoln Center and asked me to emcee it. It was sold out because he was so popular. All he cared about was music, so he went onstage, with thousands of people there to see him, and he turned his back on them to experience the music with his band of six musicians. The music was incredible—it was so atonal, as he was so ahead of everything with abstract, obscure music. When, after the performance, I said, “Thank you, Miles, I’ll be humming that for weeks,” he took me offstage in a headlock. That was the atmosphere that I loved to be in, with artists. I also happened to love the storytelling atmosphere of the country western singers. You were always in a creative community, and what could be better than that?

			What is hard and painful about doing comedy, for me? Well, the actual performing, the “doing”—no, that was enjoyable to me. I would sometimes get a little nervous, but I never had much stage fright. There is a tradition of a kind of Jewish angst explored kinetically by these mentors of mine. They didn’t mentor me by discovering me, but I was aware of them and read their stuff, and I realized that I was already in that kind of rhythm of talking about Jewish princesses and political stuff. And I held court every morning at the coffee shop, and after a while you just couldn’t get into the place.

			
			I dealt with the only material I had, which was my life. I didn’t think it was an exceptional life, but it was the only way that I knew how to be funny and witty. I didn’t think of it as being funny. I never thought of it as being a clown, and I never thought of it as a career. I used to go to the Gate of Horn in Chicago to hear the folk music I loved (I played the guitar). If there were more than two or three people, I would play, and they would all sing along.

			I never had a comedian’s range. I couldn’t do impressions like comedians do. I wasn’t a particularly good singer, although I was musical. But when you put me onstage, I would leave the script, just use it as a sort of springboard to whatever I wanted to say. The cast would stop, and I would literally do a monologue about what was going on in the play. It would be amateurish and embarrassing, but it was totally original. I performed at the Bitter End after Second City, with very small audiences, but I started to build a following. And when they moved on, this new guy came in, and that was Richard Pryor.

			Once you’re doing stand-up comedy on the level that we were doing it then, you’re letting everyone know everything about you. So when you meet afterward, you sort of up the ante, and, well, yeah, “I fucked up this, I wanted to do that.” It became like musicians talking about what they were doing. And Richard Pryor (I called him Richie until the day he died) wasn’t quite Richie to the extent that he was going to be, but certainly heading there. He was at the Cafe Au Go Go, and I walked in to see what he was doing, which was brilliant Black-white stuff that no one would go near. It was outrageous then, but it wouldn’t be outrageous now. Richie was a whole other level of writing genius because he was drawing from some authentic part of himself. Basically, it’s writing. Then you improvise, you exaggerate; you only have one job, which is to connect with the audience and have them feel that they got their money’s worth. Your job isn’t to make them feel, oh, “we Blacks are marching down the street,” or “I can’t believe David Steinberg said that about Jews.”

			Comedians “steal” from each other all the time—not material, but ideas. There’s no good comedian that hasn’t stolen ideas from someone. And you don’t really “steal” material. You do your own version of it. And so that’s a bar code. So Shelley Berman on the phone—I guarantee you Nichols and May had their comedic “on the phone” piece before him. Bob Newhart was on the phone in a way no one else was. And Shelley Berman was on the phone—he just held his fingers to his mouth to give the audience the impression he had a prop there. And those comedians were so good at it, you believed that was a phone.

			
			But it doesn’t matter. It comes down to your thumbprint—how your version of that works. It’s impossible for comedians not to “borrow” from each other. There is no way there would be Dave Chappelle if there hadn’t been Richard Pryor. And there probably would be no Key & Peele (Keegan-Michael Key and Jordan Peele) if there weren’t a Dave Chappelle. Keegan-Michael Key and Jordan Peele created the number one show on Comedy Central between 2012 and 2015, fifty-three socially conscious episodes in which they wrote, acted in, and directed sketches. In one, Keegan played Luther, President Obama’s anger management translator, against Jordan playing Obama. In another, “East/West Collegiate Bowl,” they created a parody of college football players and the way they present themselves. The show won a Peabody Award. It was irreverent, it was edgy, it totally pushed the envelope. Jordan Peele is now a producer/director/writer with great success. His first movie, Get Out, a horror movie rooted in social ills, won an Oscar for Best Screenplay, and was nominated for Best Picture and Best Director that same year. Keegan-Michael Key has since debuted on Broadway in Steve Martin’s Meteor Shower with Amy Schumer. Both Keegan and Jordan were on my show Inside Comedy and were very insightful, funny; it’s one of my favorite episodes. Years ago, in 2007, I directed Keegan in a wonderful pilot called Frangela (it was obvious then that Keegan had a gift), written by and starring the brilliant comedic duo Frances Callier and Angela V. Shelton, all Second City alumni, naturally. A comedy that dealt with race, it was clearly before its time, and it scared the network, but we were so proud of it. Time to remake it.

			After comedy, my greatest passion was always language, which led me, many years later, to conversations with most of the greatest living comedians in America. I produced and hosted a show called Inside Comedy, where I interviewed comedians like Jerry Seinfeld, Don Rickles, Chris Rock, Steve Carell, Billy Crystal, Martin Short, Brad Garrett, Larry David, Sarah Silverman, Garry Shandling, Mel Brooks, Carl Reiner, Ellen DeGeneres, Kathy Griffin, Steven Wright, Robin Williams, Louis C.K., Judd Apatow, Tiny Fey, Drew Carey, Martin Mull, Stephen Colbert, Jon Stewart, Steve Martin, Lily Tomlin, Jim Carrey, Will Ferrell, Betty White, Keenen Ivory Wayans, Richard Lewis, Keegan-Michael Key, Jordan Peele, Gilbert Gottfried, Bill Maher, Jimmy Fallon, Robert Klein, Zach Galifianakis, and, one of my all-time favorites, the great Jonathan Winters.
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						On set with Jordan Peele (left) and Keegan-Michael Key (center). Many years ago, I directed Keegan in the pilot Frangela and subsequently became a big fan of Key & Peele. I was lucky to have Keegan and Jordan on Inside Comedy and to get to know these two amazingly talented people.

					
				
			

			That is the history of comedy right there. Winters, by the way, was also a muse for the lately departed genius Robin Williams. Robin and I traveled the country together from 2012 through 2014 in a show that began as a onetime benefit for the Cleveland Clinic—the fabled heart hospital that had once saved Robin’s life—and eventually turned into a two-year tour of America. For me it was a tour inside the heart and mind of one of America’s greatest improvisational comedians and actors, who so sadly took his life. That was, and is, an unbearable loss for this uniquely American art form, and for the many who loved him. Like me.

			
			So what have I learned from five decades inside comedy? I’m still finding out. All I know for sure is that I’ve gotten the greatest pleasure from it all—doing stand-up, hosting shows, directing sitcoms and movies, and doing Inside Comedy. One thing I found out about myself is that I like listening to other people and giving them the chance to talk about themselves. I’m an appreciative listener, and nothing pleases me more than to listen to great comics talk about their work, their life, their unpaid bills. Oh, yeah—and their anecdotes, insider stories, private ruminations (big word for “secrets”), and thoughtful reflections. That is what you will find on these pages. I found that people seem to want to climb into the minds of comedians. And now that the era of Trumpism had suddenly fallen on our heads, and as the independent press is suppressed and discredited, we needed our comedians to remind us that the emperor had no clothes. I should know—a big part of my early success came from satirizing Nixon and his gang, a necessary service to the nation, even though it put me on the Enemies List.

			Groucho Marx liked to tell the story of how, when the Marx Brothers played a small town in Ohio, a man came up to the box office and asked, “Before I buy a ticket, I’d like to know one thing: Is it sad or high kickin’?” I remember Groucho saying, “That’s the best line I ever heard about show business.” For Groucho, “sad or high kickin’ ” said all there was to say, not just about show business, but about life itself. My hopes for this book is that it will be mostly high kickin’.

			

			—

			Where did it all begin? In Canada, of course. That’s where some of our most inventive, most beloved comedians have come from over the last several decades—Martin Short, Eugene Levy, John Candy, Andrea Martin, Mike Myers, Dan Aykroyd, Jim Carrey, Norm Macdonald, Seth Rogen, Ryan Reynolds (who is not a comedian but a great comic actor), Lorne Michaels, Michael J. Fox, Tom Green, Catherine O’Hara, Howie Mandel, Leslie Nielsen, Will Arnett, Samantha Bee, Tommy Chong, Caroline Rhea. How can such a buttoned-down place produce so many unbuttoned comedians? The return of the repressed? Taking moderation to an extreme?

			
			Obviously, Jews seem to do well in Canada. They do even better than the Frenchmen. I come from Winnipeg, and I was around Jews a lot because we lived in the North End. But because I was a good athlete as a kid, I was always playing with the goyim, often late into Shabbat, the Jewish Sabbath. My family was not very orthodox, but we were traditional and spoke at the shul all the time, so I was used to people getting up and talking. After all, the Jews have always been great talkers. (It’s probably not a coincidence that psychiatry—the “talking cure”—was invented by a Jew.)

			My Russian parents had escaped pogroms in their country, and they were grateful to be in Canada. My father and his brothers and sisters were all grocers, and though no one was making much money, they were very supportive of one another. They weren’t observers of Shabbat because they couldn’t take the day off, but during the holidays, they’d all be at the shul. My favorite uncle, Israel (they would later name a country after him), was a Communist. I would walk around with him, talk with him, amuse him. He laughed at so much of what I said. I have no idea what that was about, because back then I wasn’t trying to be funny at all.

			I went to a private Hebrew school in Winnipeg, which was unusual in the late ’40s and early ’50s. I was taught Hebrew in the morning and English in the afternoon—no humor there. We had a small class of eight people, just two boys and six girls. Everyone from my class turned out to be much more accomplished than me (they’re all millionaires now). Not a millionaire, me—but a few years ago I was asked to receive the Order of Canada. Shocking, since in my mind all I’ve done is make people laugh. The Order of Canada is a Canadian national order and the second-highest honor for merit in the system of orders, decorations, and medals.

			Here’s the story:

			To coincide with the centennial of Canadian Confederation, the three-tiered order was established in 1967 as a fellowship recognizing the outstanding merit or distinguished service of Canadians who make a major difference to Canada through lifelong contributions in every field of endeavor. Membership is accorded to those who exemplify the order’s Latin motto, desiderantes meliorem patriam, meaning “they desire a better country,” a phrase, strangely enough, taken from Hebrews 11:16. The three tiers of the order are Companion, Officer, and Member. Appointees to the order are recommended by an advisory board—people like scientists, musicians, politicians, artists, athletes, businesspeople, film stars, benefactors—and, apparently, a comedian. The ceremony, which also honored Mike Myers some years before me, and Alex Trebek at the same time as me, was unforgettable—the military in uniform, music, a dignified ceremony, all at Rideau Hall, the home of the Governor General of Canada.
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						David with Her Excellency the Right Honourable Julie Payette, Governor General of Canada.

					
				
			

			Getting the Order of Canada was one of the most important moments of my life. Remember, my father (a rabbi/grocer) and mother were Russian immigrants, with very little. My only regret is that they were not there to see me get one of the highest honors of my beloved country. I do hope that my parents and teachers, especially Ms. McCrumb, who tried so desperately to make me amount to something, are all shocked—and kvelling—with pride and disbelief.

			
			I know I am.

			After I got out of Hebrew school, I went to the West Kildonan Collegiate Institute, a high school in a Winnipeg suburb. It wasn’t very big, but it was my first time in a public school, my first time seeing these gorgeous girls and boys who were all taller than I was. Despite these handicaps, I could still control the class. I wouldn’t say I was a “shit disturber,” but I had a way of talking to the whole group, and I was funny. I wasn’t aggressive. I was even voted class president. Well, president of my homeroom. Why? Because I could talk. And they could laugh.

			I can remember when it first dawned on me that it was important to make people laugh. I had an older brother named Hymie who was killed in the Second World War when he was nineteen. I was around three or four when it happened. Of course, my mother never got back to a normal life after my brother’s death.

			When I was in my thirties, I went to a psychiatrist because I’d had sporadic depressions throughout my life. This guy was eighty years old, and during our sessions, he kept saying, “Tell me about your family.”

			And I would reply, “Well, my brother Fishy was a shoe salesman. Couldn’t have had a more lovable brother. My brother and my sister, Tammy, were it. And then there were my parents…”

			“Well, is that it for your family?”

			So I told him, “When I was around three or four years old, I had an older brother whose plane crashed during the Second World War when he was coming back to Winnipeg from Iceland.”

			He asked, “What do you remember about your brother?”

			And I said, “I don’t remember a lot. There was a picture of him in our house wearing his air force uniform, my brother on one side, my sister on the other, and I’m a baby holding both of his hands. Whenever I looked at that picture, I thought I could feel his hands, even though I really didn’t know him.”

			“Isn’t there anything else you remember?”

			“I remember the doorbell ringing in our house in Winnipeg. It was Passover, and we were all sitting around the table having a Seder. I remember my dad saying, ‘Duddy, go get it,’ and I went, and there was a telegram. I remember a lot of laughing had been going on in the house, and I gave my dad the telegram, and then everyone suddenly stopped laughing. We found out that my brother had been killed in the war. Everyone started to cry.”
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						My brother Hymie (in uniform; he was killed in World War II), with (left to right) Tammy, me, and Fishy, 1940s. Whenever I think of my brother Hymie in uniform, I always imagine holding his hands. I realize now it’s because this picture, taken when I was so young, was there all those years after World War II. My brother Fishy loved comedy and would sneak me into places I was too young to get into, and my sister, Tammy, became a mother to me, as my mother had an understandable breakdown after my brother was killed.

					
				
			

			
			The psychiatrist let me sit there for the longest time. After another long silence, he asked, “If you were a little kid bringing a message to your family that made them cry, don’t you think that might have initiated your wanting to make people laugh?”

			I remember thinking, “God, what an incredible insight. There’s no way I would ever have thought of that on my own.”

			Fast-forward to one night when I was doing my one-man show in New York, and I closed with that story about the psychiatrist. It was different from the kind of topical material I usually did, and at the end there was silence. Then the audience just went crazy. The whole show made sense to them. That kind of visceral reaction from an audience might be why I’m so comfortable with comedy. That kind of reaction is all I care about. It’s life-affirming.

			By the way, Winnipeg was a great place to grow up.

			Once, years ago, I flew from Los Angeles to Vancouver to direct a movie there. Actually, I’m the Martin Scorsese of Canada, on the A-list, always in demand, not because of my flawless camerawork or my impeccable ear for dialogue, but simply because I’m a Canuck. Canadian tax laws give a big tax credit to any film company for each Canadian point—meaning each Canadian they hire for an important position. (When I look into the bathroom mirror of my home in California, I’m shaving a face worth three Canadian points; by hiring me as a director, producer, and screenwriter, not to mention my walk-on as the Panicky Rabbi in scene 5, you get a ton of Canadian money and Canadian tax breaks.)

			Anyway, here I am at the airport, shuffling along in a slow long line of fidgety travelers headed toward the US Immigration booth.

			Someone says, “Are you who I think you are?”

			“Probably not,” I say, and keep moving.

			“Booga Booga!” he shouts.

			He is, of course, repeating my famous tagline, which was at its peak of popularity approximately halfway through the Gerald Ford administration.

			“The psychiatrist bit! I have all your records!” he says.

			The guy five briefcases ahead of me says he loves watching me on The Tonight Show. I thank him, even though I haven’t been on The Tonight Show in ten years. He asks me if Jay Leno is as nice off-screen as he is on.

			
			“Nicer,” I say, and keep on moving.

			Two distinct vibes permeate the room: one of recognition, the other of confusion. The members of the confused group are thinking: “Who is this guy, anyway?”

			I don’t mind that. The only reason I need to be on television these days is when I see that faraway look in a maître d’s eyes. But even so, the phantom limb of my celebrity makes me act a certain way in public. A certain carriage. A way of walking without making eye contact. An expectation that you’re going to be looked after. That’s all fine for the people who know me, but to the people who don’t know me, I’m just another nitwit with an attitude.

			So as I approach the immigration officer, buoyed by the admiration of my two fans, he’s thinking: “Why is this guy acting so strangely? And why does he look so vaguely familiar?”

			These things happen to me a lot now. When I was really famous, which was from the very late ’60s to the very early ’90s, my life was a lot easier. And shallower—sure, you’ve got me there. On the road, for instance, airline employees would inevitably recognize me and whisk me immediately ahead of everybody else. You think I was embarrassed? Never. These days, when I go to the airport, I have to look for older and older airline employees each time. It’s difficult being a semi-, quasi-, or—this hurts—formerly famous person.

			One guy in a bookstore a few months ago stared at me for a few minutes, scratched his head, walked over, and said, “I know you from someplace.”

			I pulled out the always embarrassing “You probably know me from television.”

			“No, that’s not it,” he said, and walked away.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 2

			THE APPRENTICESHIP OF DUDDY STEINBERG

			The most irresponsible student at the University of Chicago sees the best comedian of all time—Lenny Bruce—and finds his life’s work.

			I had my own thumbprint when I was fifteen years old—and my own sense of humor. The strange thing is that in those times, the yeshiva (Chicago Jewish Academy) let me actually teach younger kids when I myself was a kid—fifteen years old!

			One bleak day, my best friend, Moishe Postone, who was a brilliant scholar, looked up from his books and said, “You know, Duddy, there’s a program at the University of Chicago that’s just made for someone like you. It is called the Lab Program.”

			I’d never heard of it. Turns out the Lab Program was designed for bright students who hadn’t gotten good grades, or even graduated from high school. The idea was that we’d be “stimulated” to learn by the ambiance and atmosphere at the university. We’d take an eclectic smorgasbord of advanced courses and graduate with an MA without even bothering with a BA. The program was designed for no more than six or seven students at a time. And, by the way, most Lab Program alumni have since gone on to do things like help unravel the DNA molecule or explore the meaning of the word “meaning.”

			Me? I got into a class taught by Philip Roth. Sort of. I had never seen a stand-up comedian, but this was the most witty, compelling, interesting human being. He was incredible! He was the Leonard Cohen of his time. Then I got into a class led by Saul Bellow. Still in the Lab Program. Surprised? Me, too. He was amazing.

			
			But first there was kind of an interview to get through. Afterward, they told me to wait outside the room for a few minutes. When I came back, they said, “We’re giving you a Furstenberg.”

			It turned out I had won a Furstenberg Scholarship, which entitled me to free tuition at the university. Furstenberg Scholars like me had great latitude in choosing their course load. I chose to play a lot of basketball and occasionally to audit a class or two that interested me, provided that it had nothing to do with mathematics, physics, or biology. I found out a few years later that, soon after, very suddenly, they stopped giving out Furstenberg Scholarships.

			My days at the University of Chicago followed a strict pattern. Every morning I went directly to Swift Hall. This was because I was broke all the time, and the library served breakfast on the honor system. I’d take some coffee and sweet rolls and donuts, engage some earnest theological students in a discussion about Saint Francis or Saint Thomas Aquinas, wait until they left, walk up to the change box, pick it up, shake the coins already in it, jingle the change in my pocket, and leave. (A few years later, when I performed at Mandel Hall on campus, I went back to Swift Hall, saw they still had breakfast on the honor system, and very cavalierly took out a $50 bill from my wallet and put it in the box.)

			The rest of the day I spent in the student union coffee shop. The C Shop, it was cutely called. One morning, six great-looking female students walked past my table. And everything changed. Everything stopped because in the entire history of the University of Chicago, no one had ever seen six great-looking female students walking together. No one had even suspected that there were three beautiful women at the entire University of Chicago.

			Anyway, six beautiful women, dressed beatnik-style with long dark hair, dark sweaters, black skirts, and black stockings, walked past my table. They went through a little door at the end of the cafeteria. I’d never noticed this door before. I stood up immediately, leaving the check for others, and followed them through it.

			
			There was a sign on this door that said “U. of Chi. Theater.” I climbed up a spiral staircase to a tiny attic-like space. Jammed into this attic was a very large man named Robert Benedetti, surrounded, unbelievably, by three more beautiful women. Bob ran the theater, had seen me do my “thing” in the coffee shop, and couldn’t get over what I was doing.

			“You’ve got to do more with this,” he said.

			I didn’t really know what he meant. I wasn’t doing anything except having fun, and I didn’t think about turning it into an act or a theater piece. Stand-up comedy was not anywhere in my brain—you couldn’t have a career in stand-up comedy; it would be ridiculous. No one planned it, no one would do it, you couldn’t make enough money, and it wasn’t a respectable thing to do…

			So that’s when Benedetti said, “You’ve got to go see Lenny Bruce.” At the time, I’d never been to see a stand-up comedian. I was into folk music. I played the guitar and was a fan of the Weavers. I only knew comedians from the radio.

			So I went to see Lenny Bruce when he was performing at the Gate of Horn, a folk/jazz music club on the North Side of Chicago, and he took my breath away. First of all, I liked the way he was dressed, in a Nehru jacket with a mandarin collar, and I liked the way he very gracefully walked the stage. He took the audience into his confidence. Later, I learned that this was the opposite of the Al Jolson/Eddie Cantor school of comedy, where the performer gives the audience anything to win them over, the “you ain’t seen nothing yet” onslaught.

			Lenny Bruce was cool, a precursor to Miles Davis, who’d play trumpet with his back to the audience. With a mic in hand, Lenny talked the language of a hipster. He was the first stream-of-consciousness comedian I ever saw. He was a revelation because he wasn’t trying to be funny all the time. He was into the story, the way the character talked. Doing comedy is being smart, which I saw with Lenny. I suddenly knew that I wanted to be smart as much as I wanted to be funny. And then I realized that being funny is a version of being smart. That has stayed with me to this day. And as you will see, many comedians feel this way.

			Lenny Bruce didn’t talk loudly, so you’d have to really listen. At that point he’d only opened for jazz musicians, and he was really into the rhythms of jazz. He’d say, “Okay, dig this, da-da-da, dig that, dig this.” I always thought that he secretly wanted to be a jazz musician, because they were the coolest people on earth (or maybe we didn’t know if they were really cool or just on heroin all the time, which would make them seem cool). He was into the music of the rhythm of what he was saying.

			
			The Lenny Bruce I saw that night was a very thin, very handsome man of about thirty. There were about three hundred people in the audience, and out of all of them, maybe six of us actually laughed at his material. The rest of the people, those who might have come to see Lenny Bruce and be titillated because they’d read about him in Time magazine, absolutely hated him, and they sat in sullen silence because he was saying things that offended and angered them. But we didn’t care. And he didn’t care. Because he was brilliant. I thought he was the coolest guy I’d ever seen as a performer.

			At the time (although I didn’t learn this until later), Lenny was at the height of his career. He was called the “Blue Boy” of comedy, notorious for saying “shocking” things. He didn’t curse, didn’t use words like “shit” or “fuck.” And he used a lot of Yiddish on top of it. Yiddish was really dying out at that point, so when he was using Yiddish, no one knew what he was talking about. And since most of the audience couldn’t understand him, he could say just about anything. He would tell the police to “kiss my tuchus”—and the police didn’t know what he was saying, either (but they arrested him anyway and took him to jail).

			That first time I saw him, I was sixteen and still at the yeshiva, and I still had my kippah on. No one had a kippah in those days because you could get beat up. The next time I saw him, several years later, I was one of the stars of Second City. That didn’t mean anything to him, and I never told him about the kippah. Suddenly, as I was sitting there watching him, he singled me out and said, “David, where is the kippah? Where is the skullcap?” And I said, “I made it into a Frisbee since I was coming to see you.”

			So when Lenny was hauled into the police station, the other cops wanted to know what he’d said that had gotten him arrested, but he just repeated the words in Yiddish. When they asked him to explain, he said, “I don’t have to explain. It’s Yiddish.” They called in a Yiddish cop who worked at night but had a delicatessen during the day, so at Lenny’s trial, the Yiddish cop translated for the jury. That’s how absurd the times were, but that rebelliousness got into my anti-establishment DNA bones big-time. (Little did I know that one day my own stand-up comedy routines on The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour would be subject to the same kind of controversy and censorship.) Later, even after I saw other comedians—and there were some great ones then, like Mort Sahl and Shelley Berman, who were bringing in a newer, edgier, more sophisticated comedy style—I still couldn’t get over Lenny Bruce, especially since, during that time, in ’57 and ’58, America was a very Calvinistic country, and public performances were censored. There were certain things you just couldn’t say in those days—and not just profanity. Questioning Protestant values was pretty much off-limits, yet Lenny challenged the prevailing morality and was an equal opportunity offender. He would go at the police and he would go at the condescending liberals.

			
			Thinking back on this brilliant presence, I realize that because he’d started as a Borscht Belt comedian, he had all the skills. He could sing, he could do impressions. Dead-on impressions. Just by curling a lip or finding the perfect change in his voice and posture, it was as if he was drawing a big cartoon of that person in the air right in front of him. But he used those skills in a new way. That’s what was really shocking. At some point he’d decided, “I’m not playing the game. I won’t kiss the audience’s ass.” He made the assumption, even though it wasn’t true, that he and the audience all hated the same things. He hated any discrimination, any prejudice, any phoniness. He hated all public figures. What did he love? Talking about the hypocrisy that lay below the surface of ’50s and early ’60s society.

			I remember a bit he did one night about a prison riot. He played the warden, the prisoners, a black Uncle Tom about to die, the Irish priest spouting phony platitudes, and a gay convict named Kiki who demanded a gay bar in the east wing for “the boys.” The warden was Hume Cronyn. The priest was Barry Fitzgerald. And Uncle Tom—this might have been showing off a bit—was Paul Robeson. I didn’t know then how difficult it was, how many years of failure and rejection and humiliation it took to reach the level on which he was operating. All I knew was that every routine, every line, every image, every word was absolutely the right one to convey his ideas. He flew seamlessly from one hilarious, absolutely correct, and mind-blowing insight to another. He was a jazz musician—only with words and thoughts instead of notes and chords.

			
			In retrospect, he must have also been on some form of speed that night, but that isn’t important. Neither is it important that he was “bombing,” leaving most of his audience far behind. He stood alone onstage in his own impenetrable bubble of genius. There were moments I was so in awe that I was unable to laugh. And, after the arrest, he went from small audiences of about forty people to where you couldn’t even get into the Gate of Horn. I saw him at least twice after—never the same show, but always supporting Blacks and calling the liberals on their phoniness.

			And then I thought, “Is it possible that someday I can do something like this?”

			In the end, it was both Lenny Bruce’s brilliance and coolness that most impressed and inspired me. Plus, I’d heard that his girlfriend Honey was a stripper. I thought, “I could do this.”

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 3

			GOD—WHOM I’M SURE YOU’LL REMEMBER FROM LAST WEEK’S SERMON

			My first years at Second City and the other icons who joined

			One day, Bill Alton said to me, “You’ve got to see the guys in the touring company of Second City that is performing at the university.” Second City, he explained patiently, was a Chicago-based “improvisational group” whose members took suggestions from the audience, improvised scenes out of them, and honed the ones that worked into comedy skits. They didn’t use props or scenery. All they used was their minds. Of course I was going to go—but I didn’t have money for a ticket, so I sneaked into the theater to see them.

			The troupe I saw that first night consisted of Howard Alk (co-founder of Second City), Severn Darden, Andrew Duncan, Barbara Harris, Anthony Holland, Joan Rivers, Alan Arkin, and the great Elaine May and Mike Nichols. Nichols and May were young, intelligent, and funny. They tossed around intellectual, political, and literary references without a second thought. Elaine could play what today would be called a “bitchy woman,” but do it with humor in a way that the audience was always on her side with whatever a male, usually Mike Nichols, had said to her. They were revolutionary in that they were able to make fun of hospitals, politics, funeral homes, and even motherhood, but the audience was not offended. They were not concerned with addressing the entire audience—what the two of them thought was funny and irreverent was what mattered, not what the audience responded to. Elaine and Mike revolutionized actual improvisational comedy as much as Second City did.

			
			As I have said before, comedians still “steal” from each other all the time—not material, but ideas. It’s like what T. S. Eliot once said, “Immature poets borrow; mature poets steal.” That’s a bar code. Even Lily Tomlin picked up from Elaine May her hilarious telephone operator routine, as Ernestine. (And Elaine May’s hilarious telephone bits were inspired by an actress from the 1930s named Helen Troy.) But it doesn’t matter. As I have said before, it comes down to your thumbprint—how your version of that works. It’s stylistic.

			Paul Sills, one of the founders of Second City, was good-looking and strong in a quiet way. He’d had a romance with the adorable comedic actress Barbara Harris, whom everyone at Second City yearned for. The Sillses were a whole family of improvisers, especially Paul’s mother, Viola Spolin, who’d virtually created improvisation comedy with Paul. But Paul was my mentor, and his main advice to me was, “Don’t work from the front of your mind. It’s the subconscious stuff that matters.”

			Del Close was another mentor who also shaped a lot of great comedic actors—John Candy, Dan Aykroyd, John Belushi, Stephen Colbert, Bill Murray and Bill’s brother Brian Doyle-Murray, Jon Favreau, Tina Fey, Amy Poehler, and Bob Odenkirk. There was something professorial about Del, who was thin and wore glasses. He seemed uncomfortable in his skin, maybe because he was so tall, and his comedy was similar to Woody Allen’s, though I always felt Del’s style might have been there before Woody’s. He came up with something called “resistentialism”—like existentialism but about how objects resist people. He’d say, for example, “I want to sit in this chair, but the chair keeps moving away.” He was an early and total beatnik. Once when I was interviewing Del during an improvisation, he fell asleep in the middle of the sketch. Unfortunately, I don’t think it was verisimilitude; I think it was heroin, which he’d introduced to Second City. (Heroin had no appeal for me. The last thing I wanted to do was fall asleep onstage.) Del did so many hallucinatory drugs that he became a guru to all the people hitting hallucinogens back then. He was a brilliant guy and a great mentor.

			When I was onstage with Del, my game improved, and the ideas came easier to me. He was incredibly smart, but he liked to show the audience how smart he was, a sort of show-offy smart, and that’s not the kind of smart that mattered to me at all. I was after something else. Second City offered that, for here were people being funny about things I’d been trying to be funny about—anger, loneliness, repression, and pretentious people forcing their opinions down your throat.

			
			The most amazing thing of all was that they worked together as a team. They were like a little family. I was twenty years old, and for the first time in my life, I’d found something that I really truly wanted to do. Something that I could do easily, that would be hard for just about everybody else. Because I’d snuck in under the circus tent and found magic. And I was on fire.

			I thought to myself, “I can do that.” And strangely enough, this time I could.

			When I was at the University of Chicago, I was funny, but not aware that I was being funny. I would scroll through a newspaper, and I could feel something happening. The stories of the day were inspiration to me, and the jokes would just fly. It didn’t hurt to be an outsider. If you’re great at school, a nice kid, it’s not good for comedy. It’s not good for writers, either. A wound is what writers lean on to come to themselves. You need that. At Second City, you were forced into it because someone was improvising and you had to respond to it. Second City changed my mind—and my life.

			I can say that it was made for me, since I loved improvisation. The first time I got onstage, I owned the place. It was like getting into a suit that fit exactly right.

			Being at Second City was better than doing stand-up on the road, and back then it was the only game in town (Saturday Night Live hadn’t started yet).

			First, I was faster than anyone.

			Second, I had more information that mattered to the culture at the time. I tried to read everything.

			Third, I was at the right age, in my twenties. I was curious about things that I read, and I was interested in putting them onstage.

			Fourth, I had grown up with radio. I had learned from listening to radio growing up in Winnipeg that when you’re talking to the audience in any way, you create a picture for them. Basically, it’s like writing. You create images. Then you improvise, and then you exaggerate.

			
			Most of all, I had figured out that as a stand-up comedian, you only have one job, which is to connect with the audience and have them feel that they’ve gotten their money’s worth. And then, truly, it’s all the silences; it’s not always what you say. It’s in the looks. And moments in between. When I was younger watching movies in Canada, I didn’t know that there was a director. I believed the movie. So the audience is getting a moral code from the movies. Which as a kid stays with you.

			Here are the core principles of performing at Second City, principles I still follow today:

			
					
					You work from the top of your intelligence.

				

					
					You don’t just play to the audience.

				

					
					The more unique you are, the more interesting it’s going to be.

				

			

			In other words:

			
				Don’t dumb down for an audience.

				Talk the way you would talk, and keep it as simple as it can be.

				The ideal way for a comedian to talk is to verbally create visual images. So you’re not just watching your guy stand alone onstage, you’re hearing the world he’s creating from it.

			

			Just those three little rules.

			And then I started something no one else was doing: at the insistence of Paul Sills, I would take a suggestion from the Old Testament and do a mock sermon on it. No one had touched the Bible in stand-up. What made me funny was that I was doing the sermons as a Reform rabbi who doesn’t really know what he’s talking about. But even when you don’t know what you’re talking about, you have to know something well to make fun of it. Thank God for those years I studied to be a rabbi. And because Second City was five hundred seats, and it was always filled, you had to do a different sermon every time.

			
			The sermons went something like this:

			“Solomon was a king and he lived in a big palace, and Solomon had a wonderful rapport with God…whom I’m sure you will remember from last week’s sermon [that’s how they all started].

			“And God said to Solomon, ‘You could have anything that your heart desires because you’re the king of Israel.’

			“And Solomon said, ‘Oh, God, grant me wisdom that I might be the wisest man of all.’ So God gave Solomon His anthropomorphic zap [a term I used a lot then], and Solomon became all wise and knowing, and that’s when he knew he should have asked for money.”

			Then I did one on Moses:

			“God is talking to Moses.

			“And Moses says,

			“ ‘Who should I say sent me?’

			“And God said,

			“ ‘Whom.’ ”

			Now, believe this (or not), the McCormick Theological Seminary was a block away from Second City, and when I started to do these sermons, the theology students started to come to see me in droves. They wore those little white collars, but they weren’t Catholic Catholic—more like the equivalent of Reform Jews—and they would challenge me on my sermons. They would try to catch me out with some biblical figure they thought I wouldn’t know. They were stunned that they couldn’t stump me on any of it. One night, when I was being recorded for my first comedy album, The Incredible Shrinking God, my dad was in the audience. One of the theology students suggested that I do a sermon on Onan, and I said, “I can’t do Onan for you tonight, but I suggest you go home and try it yourself.” Everyone laughed. My dad couldn’t get over it. When he went back to Winnipeg, he told everyone, “Even the priests like him!”

			I knew I had arrived when Newsweek did a piece on me doing those sermons at Second City, and that gave me some national recognition. But mostly, Second City helped define me as a person and established rules for comedy that are still a part of me today.

			
			My first album was The Incredible Shrinking God. Sermons included “Moses,” “Cain and Abel,” “Onan and Jonah” (Jonah was swallowed by a whale; however, whales have tiny gullets and cannot swallow whole prophets, and the Christians, as is their wont from time to time, threw the Jew overboard), and “Esther and Joshua,” all of which originated from suggestions from the audience at Second City. And almost every sermon ended with: “Let’s get the Christ back into Christmas and the ‘Huh’ back into Chanukah.” People loved it.

			Suddenly I was hot. I was doing my stand-up and loving every minute of it. I never had stage fright, even though on some level, talking about your own life is hard, and can be painful—you’re giving a lot of yourself, and you’re showing that your ego is bigger than anybody else’s. Still, the actual performing was totally enjoyable to me. Moreover, musicians were fans of mine.

			A couple of years ago, I was looking at Bob Woodward’s book on John Belushi because I saw my name there, and it was an incredible story that Judy Belushi had mentioned to me years earlier that I had forgotten. Judy remembers that when she and John went to see Second City, he couldn’t get over how I went into the audience and didn’t care what I said to them and that I wasn’t hostile.

			“John couldn’t get over you, David. It wasn’t Second City. It was you.”

			And I said, with real curiosity, “What was it?”

			She explained, “The combative way in which you dealt with the audience.”

			So I asked, “Was I putting them down?”

			“No, you let them talk, and then you’d improvise off of what they said. John couldn’t get over the boldness of it all.” And John went nuts for it, and he couldn’t wait to get into Second City. I remember that Kurasawa’s Rashomon sketch I did, called “Roshashanamon.” And I threw in all these Yiddish words that sounded Japanese, like “tahka tahka.” Years later, John Belushi asked me if he could “borrow” it from me, and that became his samurai character on Saturday Night Live.

			I stayed at Second City for six years. Some of the happiest of my life.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 4

			FROM SECOND CITY TO BROADWAY

			Little Murders, Elliott Gould, Lily Tomlin, and other memories, from delight to disaster

			After Second City, I worked in a club in New York called the Bitter End. Across the street was a place called Cafe Au Go Go.

			One night, I put on my brown corduroy Norfolk jacket, which I’d bought at a cool store called Man at Ease in Chicago’s Old Town, and I thought, “Okay, well, it must be cool”—it had a flap in back of it, a flap like Sherlock Holmes’s. And I wore this with great pride the first night, when Alan Arkin took me to Mike Nichols’s house on Central Park West, to a party where you recognize everybody. I smoked cigars at that time. One of the guys says, “David Steinberg smokes cigars,” and this very Jewish-looking guy, who looked like a little rabbi, came over to me and said, “I understand you smoke cigars.” I said I did. He asked, “Would you like one?” “I would love one,” I replied.

			He went and he brought back a cigar and lit it for me. That’s when Arkin came over to me and said, “You got Isaac Stern to light your cigar?” I was dumbfounded. He lived right next door to Mike.

			I then sat down next to a woman who looked like someone’s grandma, but stubborn and unhappy, bad-mouthing everyone. She liked to hear herself talk, and she had a low voice. She liked me, for some reason. And what she was saying was interesting, not the conversation I was expecting. “What plays have you seen?” she asked me. I had just seen Luv because of Alan Arkin. So I gave her my opinions about that one, and then about everything on Broadway, because I felt like I was talking to a friend of mine from Winnipeg. She sat with me all night and wouldn’t leave me alone, until finally I just had to get away from her. And then Alan comes over and says, “Wow, you made friends again—this time with Lillian. I said, “Yeah, Lillian, you look familiar.” She said something like, “Tell the putz he is with Lillian Hellman.” By the time Alan had walked to the other side across the room, I had withdrawn everything that I had said to her. I tried to apologize for every opinion I had. That’s how green I was to all of this. Finally she left. Alan Arkin comes over and says, “I don’t know the last time Lillian Hellman has been so engaged. I think she has a crush.”

			
			I should mention that before I left, Alan said to me, “Burn the fucking Norfolk suit!”
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						Backstage with Steven Vinaver and my great friend Jon Voight, circa 1967. Both Jon and I were starring on Broadway at the time, Jon in That Summer—That Fall, and me in the original production of Little Murders. They both lasted about ten days, but we had a great time.
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						Again backstage, this time with Severn Darden (center), an original member of Second City in Chicago. Severn was very intellectual, but very funny and light at the same time. Always getting laughs. He gave me a few tips for the show (Little Murders); it only lasted ten days. I obviously wasn’t listening.

					
				
			

			When I first got the audition for the original Broadway production of Little Murders in 1967, I was making a salary of $150 a week and only had enough money for a one-way ticket to get to the audition. When it was time to go home, Elliott Gould bought me my return ticket back to Chicago.

			When I auditioned for the original production of Little Murders on Broadway (and also when I performed in the actual show itself), I reversed the attitude that everyone else had auditioned with. My role in the play was gay, but I didn’t want to play gay the way that every comedian had done their cliché gay impression. Not because of a political point of view, but just because I couldn’t play flamboyant the way other comedians could, so I chose to take the opposite approach. I worked with Jules Feiffer, who wrote the play, and I reversed it so that in the first act, when my character wasn’t out at all, I was outrageous. And in the second act, when I had come out but no one knew it yet, I became very calm and just sat there onstage with sunglasses on, listening to Elliott Gould and Barbara Cook.

			Barbra Streisand, who was married to Elliott Gould at the time, told Cis Corman, one of her closest friends, and also one of the most well-known casting directors of the time, to come see me in Little Murders. I met Barbra when Elliott brought me home. She was already a star at the time, and she’s always treated me the same way—very loving, friendly, never snubbing me, ever. As Isaac Bashevis Singer was a friend of mine, I introduced Barbra to his books. Remember, I had been in every one of Philip Roth’s classes at the University of Chicago (Philip Roth, who knew everything about literature). He always talked about Isaac Bashevis Singer, so I had read everything he had written and gave his books to everybody.

			
			So this time, several years later, when I was at Elliott Gould’s, Elliott told Barbra that I was a fan of Isaac Bashevis Singer, and she responded that she had never paid attention to his work because she didn’t feel she was in his league, yet now she had been asked to do an adaptation of his. So yes, it was me who introduced Barbra to Yentl. I had read it and told her it was incredible. At first, she wasn’t buying it, because she didn’t want to be a girl playing a boy. I told her that Singer would never let her change the whole substance of the irony of what the story was (as I said to Barbra, God is the best writer of irony), but to be Barbra Streisand, you have to believe in yourself 1,000 percent when most actors only believe in themselves 100 percent.

			When Barbra was doing Yentl, I would have lunch with Isaac Bashevis Singer. He would introduce me to everyone, very prestigious people such as producers. I never got over that kind of generosity from a brilliant talent and wonderful man.

			I returned to the Bitter End in New York City. That night, there were six people in the audience. Then I saw Sidney Poitier come in with Diahann Carroll. He was a huge star on Broadway at the time, also a good friend and mentor. If he hadn’t come, I am not sure I would have continued to play full-out for those six people. Turns out that one of those six people was Dan Sullivan, THE theater reviewer for The New York Times. The next morning, the phone woke me up. Carly Simon and her sisters lived above me. I lived with my girlfriend Mary Ellen Mark, the extraordinary photographer who was addressing political and social issues, photographing Vietnam War protestors and urban poverty. She was a star. I was crazy about her. She was so smart and beautiful and taught me so much during the three years we were together. She always carried the same camera with her. Happily, we remained friends throughout the years. Me? I’d go to the coffee shop to read the newspapers before I started the day. That morning Carly called me, very early, and said, “Duddy, Duddy, have you read The New York Times today?”

			
			I said, “No, Carly, I worked last night. I’m tired.”

			“Go read the fuckin’ New York Times.”

			“I don’t have The New York Times.”

			“Well, come up. I’m gonna give it to you.”

			It was Dan Sullivan’s review:

			“David Steinberg, a cross between Woody Allen and Lenny Bruce, is something else.” You can imagine what it did for me.

			My agent was Harry Kalcheim. He was a big agent and handled Alan Arkin, too. Down the hall from Harry’s office was the junior agent, David Geffen, who had started working in the William Morris mailroom, notorious for its mail clerks going on to great things. By this time, he was on the nineteenth floor, and I talked to him all the time. He was just great: super-smart, super-motivated, super-focused—and a mensch. One day, Geffen asked me where was I going because I was rushing out, and I explained that Cis Corman asked me to come in to read for this movie that Mike Nichols was doing. Geffen said, “Oh, that one. They’re not going to go with a little Jew like you; they’re going to go with a tall guy like Tony Bill. So don’t even bother.” That was The Graduate. And, of course, they did it with a little Jew named Dustin Hoffman.

			The other Broadway play I did was Carry Me Back to Morningside Heights, directed by Sidney Poitier and written by Robert Alan Aurthur. They became advocates of mine forever, and when Sidney did a movie called The Lost Man in 1969, he gave me a key role as a photographer wanting to capture the moment of someone dying. Sidney and I remained close friends, and a classier man you could not find.

			You know who else came to see me at the Bitter End? Walter Matthau and his very funny wife, Carol. I didn’t know them very well, but I will always remember the story Walter told after the show, still one of my favorites. It is true that Walter and Carol were always bickering, in a funny, good-natured sort of way, since they were married for forty-one years. They would fight and make up, fight and make up, and everyone who knew them knew this. So they got into a fight just as they were going on a tour of Auschwitz. They were carrying on all through the tour. When they finished the tour and got back on the bus, hardly talking to each other, Walter said to Carol, “You ruined Auschwitz for me!”
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						With one of the great loves of my life, Mary Ellen Mark, when we were just starting out. Yes, the iconic photographer, in New York City, circa 1966.

					
				
			

			In the fall of 1969, I had a show on ABC Television called Music Scene, featuring rock and pop music stars—Tom Jones was on the initial program, and Janis Joplin, James Brown, Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young, Three Dog Night, Isaac Hayes, Bo Diddley, Stevie Wonder. The show had many co-hosts, including Lily Tomlin. Mama Cass, with the Mamas and the Papas, performed on the show, and we became good friends. I really liked her. She had a wonderful sense of humor and was always ready to help anyone. When she died suddenly, at only thirty-two, we were so shocked and sad. Judy (my ex) and I went to the funeral. I couldn’t get it together, and we were late, which embarrassed Judy. We got there, and the usher recognized me and proceeded to take me to the area where the family was sitting, and seated me with the Cass family on the stage, facing out to the hundreds of mourners. The family didn’t think I was that close to her, so they were surprised to see me, let alone onstage with them. Everyone was wailing, and Judy said, “We are late, everyone is wailing, we’re sitting with the family, so you had better start now.” I overwailed, as a bad actor would. And as I remember that day, I really do miss Cass. She was a special person.

			
			Ruth Buzzi, Madeline Kahn, the JFK-impersonator Vaughn Meader, Mort Sahl, and Joan Rivers all appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show. Ed Sullivan also brought nightclub comedians steady work in places like Vegas and in nightclubs throughout the country. The show ran on CBS from 1948 to 1971 and made stars out of people like Rodney Dangerfield, Totie Fields, Alan King, and Joan Rivers.
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						Mary Ellen Mark taking a candid shot of us in our New York City bathroom when we were just starting our careers, circa 1966. She went nowhere without her camera, and we are all lucky for that.

					
				
			

			

			—

			And you know who was my soul mate doing Music Scene with me? Lily Tomlin, who already had a cast of comedic characters she’d developed at the split-level Upstairs at the Downstairs nightclub on West Fifty-Sixth Street in Manhattan. What is it about these women who are so multitalented that their multiple titles don’t even fit on one line on a cue card? Talent, ingenuity, originality, bravery, mind-blowing character creation, and hard, hard work. That was Lily’s comedy. Like so many of us, Lily Tomlin started as a stand-up in the 1960s in her hometown of Detroit, and then moved to New York off-Broadway. In 1969, a miracle happened, and the road that meandered between super-successful Broadway, television, and films began to make its mark.

			
			The facts:
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						Smoking a cigar and doing my best Groucho impression, which was of course captured by Mary Ellen, circa 1966.

					
				
			

			Lily grew up in Detroit, so when we had lunch to catch up, I went back to those days and wondered if she was funny then, if she had been interested in comedy?

			“I made up shows all the time, from the time I was five. I took ballet and tap at the Department of Parks and Recreation across the street from our house—you know, they had programs to keep kids off the street. What I loved was performance. I didn’t know what show business was because first I listened to radio, which makes your imagination soar, and then I went to the movies—because we didn’t get a TV until I was ten, which I think had a big impact on me. I was blue-collar, Southern Baptist, grew up in an apartment house. And we lived in an incredible little pool of humanity. Not just in the apartment house, but going out block after block, as the houses would get bigger and bigger all the way to Chicago and Boston Boulevard. You know—the big and ritzy streets. I went to school with many of those kids, and what I watched, what I really saw, were the people in the building. They were all so interesting. I used to hang out with my father a lot, like at the bookie joint, and the track and the bars, and that broadened my world. My mother, a nice Christian woman who stayed at home, a very good wife and mother, would take me to church with her on Sunday. And then the rest of the weekend I’d go to the bars and the track. What a combination, right? That was great because those places were full of eccentric characters.”
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						What a beautiful picture of
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