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To the three who believed—Gail, Kathy, B—

and to Joe,

olev ha’shalom, who made it all happen.
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Introduction

More than twenty-three years ago, I signed a contract with producer Joseph Papp to work on a definitive oral history of the New York Shakespeare Festival/Public Theater, the most significant not-for-profit theater group in the country. Over the course of the next eighteen months, I interviewed more than one hundred and sixty people and turned nearly ten thousand pages of transcript into a roughly eleven-hundred-page manuscript. I considered it then, and still consider it today, the most significant and compelling work I’ve done in more than forty years of journalism. The story of why something with so much to recommend it would take so many years to appear is in some ways as dramatic and surprising as the book itself.

I came to this project because Joe Papp, in search of a collaborator, came to my agent, Kathy Robbins. Though theater was not my main passion, Kathy thought of me because, despite decades of difference in age, Joe and I shared a common background as first-generation Americans, both raised in Brooklyn by Yiddish-speaking immigrant parents.

Also, I had a feeling for collaboration and voice: in the years before and since, I’ve worked on books involving Patty Duke, Carol Matthau, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Sid Caesar, and Ava Gardner. More than that, as a journalist I knew that Joe’s story was among the most significant of contemporary cultural narratives, a critical piece of American theatrical history, and I wanted to be part of telling it.

In his years with the Shakespeare Festival and the parallel Public Theater, Joe had made theater in America both accessible and essential. He’d produced landmark plays like Hair, A Chorus Line, That Championship Season, The Normal Heart, and Short Eyes, plays that people had to pay attention to because they transcended their moment in time.

Papp had been essential in starting the careers of actors like George C. Scott, Meryl Streep, Raul Julia, Kevin Kline, James Earl Jones, and Martin Sheen. He’d had towering disputes with everyone, from New York City’s all-powerful bureaucrat Robert Moses to the very playwrights and actors he hired, but almost everyone ended up doing their best work for him. When he died the New York Times, noting the more than 350 plays he’d brought to the stage, called him “one of the most influential producers in the history of the American theater.” He was larger than life just by being himself.

A story like this, filled with alive, articulate not to mention theatrical people, turned out to be especially suited to the oral-history format. There is a vividness and immediacy about direct speech, a sense of life about individuals speaking for themselves, that makes oral history the most intrinsically dramatic of narrative mediums. The people interviewed were, almost without exception, wonderful talkers and tellers of tales.

The weaving together of these various strands created a kaleidoscopic tapestry of memory that made a virtue of what sounds like a potential liability: every participant has their own story, their own truth, and everyone remembers the same situation in slightly different ways. But this Rashômon effect also means that when you put all these stories together, minor discrepancies fade and the joined voices provide a sense of the texture of reality, of what actually happened, which nothing else can. In a similar fashion, even though the severity of the illnesses that killed them prevented me from talking to Michael Bennett (A Chorus Line) and Miguel Piñero (Short Eyes), conversations with friends and collaborators brought them to life in a very real way.

Though New York is the center of the Shakespeare Festival’s universe—the place, for instance, where Joe’s right hand, Bernard Gersten, patiently led me through the twists and turns of his almost lifelong connection with the man—interviewing for the book led me across the country.

I have strong memories of listening to Tommy Lee Jones calmly dissecting what went wrong with True West while he meticulously brushed down a horse at his remote California ranch. I remember taking the train to Connecticut to spend long hours with David Rabe, and still appreciate the time and care he took to be thorough and thoughtful about his enormously complicated dealings with Joe, a relationship that was the most significant and intensely emotional of any the festival produced. And I am unlikely to forget flying to Scranton to interview Jason Miller, who took me straight from the airport to a raucous social club that seemed right out of That Championship Season. When I tentatively commented on the resemblance he grinned, shot me a look from his dark, intense eyes, and said, “Are you kidding? This is the play!”

Wherever they were, these people knew what a good story was and how to put it across. To hear Colleen Dewhurst talk about acting with George C. Scott for the first time; to hear Scott himself describe the Richard III that made his career (and tops my list of productions I wish I’d seen); to listen to Roscoe Lee Browne tell how Leontyne Price helped advise him about a career in acting; to discover that Bob Fosse, of all people, had been a shipmate and collaborator of Joe’s during World War II; to hear how The Pirates of Penzance came together and how that benighted True West fell apart—this is to be present at the creation of theatrical history.

And then there was Joe himself, who both disliked taking time to talk about the past when he could be working on some future project and recognized his obligation to do so. The veteran, as he well knew, of innumerable battles and clashes of will (“If I were estranged from all the people I had arguments with,” he told playwright Lawrence Kornfeld, “I’d have nobody to talk to”), he was reticent about nothing he’d been through, no matter how upsetting the memory, once he sat down to talk.

The only exception to that were stories about the difficult poverty of his childhood, which, along with the youthful radicalism it led to, was critical in informing the decisions he made, the kind of institution he was determined to build. After a Saturday-afternoon session in his Greenwich Village apartment talking about that painful period, Joe walked me to the door, looked at me, and said quietly, “I’m never talking about that again.” He didn’t just mean to me, he meant to anyone.

Working with Joe on a project of this scope, talking to all the people he’d written notes to asking for collaboration, was enormously exciting, but from time to time I also feared that, as had happened with others he’d worked closely with, a rift would develop between us. And once he read the manuscript, that is what happened, with a vengeance. Disturbed and troubled, Joe refused to allow the book to be published.

Even at this remove, I don’t feel completely sure about how the factors involved in that decision combined in Joe’s mind. In part, he was upset by some of the things the people he’d fallen out with said about him, but the reality is that what I’d handed in was an overlong and likely repetitive first draft, and with the usual tightening and fine-tuning that go into the editing process, much of that material would as a matter of course have not made it into the final draft.

Equally important, at least as I see it, was a horrible accident of bad timing. At roughly the same time as the manuscript was handed in, Joe discovered that his son Tony had contracted AIDS and that he himself had been diagnosed with the prostate cancer that was to kill him three years later.

Always mercurial in nature, Joe could not have been further from the measured state of mind that would have allowed for the kind of back and forth that many books go through before they are published. It must have seemed simpler and cleaner to him to simply say no, to cut his losses and move on.

Needless to say, this was devastating, not only because of the work put into the project but also because of how important I felt it was to tell this story and tell it in this form. The blow was so severe that I had difficulty talking about what transpired for weeks, months, even years after it happened. Though I was of course angry, I found that my anger was never directed at Joe. He was simply being the person I had discovered him to be during my research and interviews, and in my heart I could not fault him for that.

Finally, perhaps a dozen years after the fact, I sat down on the porch of a house on Vashon Island, Washington, and wrote a letter to Gail Merrifield Papp, Joe’s widow and collaborator, and a woman whose clear vision and integrity I had always admired and respected. This project, I said, was too important to die. Was there not some way we could bring it back to life?

Gail thought perhaps there was, and what followed was a series of meetings that took place over years (my day job as film critic for the Los Angeles Times was too consuming to allow for things to move faster), during which we discussed the manuscript and its future. More than any other factor, it was Gail’s belief that brought the project back to life. I was so encouraged that, in a guesthouse on Kauai, I took a deep breath and reread what I’d written from front to back, something that had been too painful to do for all those years. The thoughts I had then led to more discussions with Gail and, finally, in 2006, to a month spent at the MacDowell Colony in New Hampshire where a new draft of the book was put together.

The isolation and total immersion of the MacDowell experience, the way the self-imposed seclusion encourages you to go deeper than you thought possible into your own work, was critical to getting a new perspective on the manuscript, to seeing it in several ways I hadn’t before. I was in effect a new reader experiencing the book for the first time, trying to figure out what it was that all these people had been trying to tell me.

Reading Free for All so closely also felt, frankly, like entering King Tut’s tomb, like being exposed to treasures of memory long hidden from sight, and that sense of the integrity of the past solidified my conviction that to add new interviews to what I’d already done would be ruinous. In a sense this book is a historical document, a snapshot of people’s thoughts at a given moment in time, and splicing in a facile updating, inserting new ideas from a radically different era, felt fatally anachronistic.

With the difference in perspective that the passage of time and perhaps even an increased maturity provided, I felt more strongly what should have been obvious from the start: the most dramatic aspect of Joe’s story is not whom he locked horns with but what he accomplished. All of his battles, all the clashes of will and temperament are here in their full glory—how could they not be, given his life—but what he achieved against truly impossible odds dwarfs everything else. While Joe was alive, there was a sense from the doubters that if he hadn’t done what he did, someone else likely would have. Today, with no one since his death having come anywhere near his level of accomplishment, it’s clearer than ever how singular his life’s work has been.

My other change of perspective about Free for All is both more personal and more universal. Sitting in my tiny MacDowell cabin in the New Hampshire woods, I increasingly felt not the sense of personal aggrievement about this book that had been part of my life for too long but rather the weight of history, the powerful responsibility I had to the people who had talked to me at such length. All alone in the woods, I sometimes found myself literally in tears at the thought of the people, Joe first among them, who had been painfully honest about the most significant events of their lives and counted on me to relay their last testament to the world.

More than forty of the voices in this book—roughly one out of every four—have died in the two decades since I did the interviewing. No one else will be hearing their stories from their lips, and to read this book is to reenter as if by magic a moment in history ripe for rediscovery and amazement.
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Backstory
1921–42
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Joseph Papp at age fourteen
Courtesy of the New York Public Library

PHILLIP MARTEL Joe was Peck’s bad boy; from the start he was never around the house. He was always running, always in trouble with the school authorities about attendance and this and that. He was a leader, always full of vibrant ideas. You could see from the beginning there was something there, something special. “Let’s go here, let’s go there, let’s form a club, let’s try a trick on this guy.” He was always in the forefront, and whoever was around him listened to him. Our sister was the one who was worried about keeping something on the table; I don’t think the stuff of geniuses feeds on worrying about mundane things like bread and butter and milk. He was like a rebel with a cause, a lot of causes.

RHODA LIFSCHUTZ Joe was always out doing something. He was never around. He was very restless. I knew he was reaching for something that was different. I just felt it. He needed challenges all the time. It was hard to know, really, what went on in his mind. Nobody knew what he really felt. He’d run off somewhere, it would get late, and I used to go crazy, running and looking for him, and never telling my mother because I didn’t want her to worry. He was different. I worried all the time that something was going to happen to him, because he had the type of personality that wouldn’t take any nonsense. I felt he would get into trouble. But we should all get into the same kind of trouble he got into.

Our mother, Yetta Miritch, came from Lithuania; our father, Shmuel Papirofsky, from Kielce, Poland. His father was a famous teacher, known in the town as Moshe Melamed. Except for one of my father’s brothers, who lived in Israel, the whole family was gassed by the Nazis. My mother came to New York by boat when she was eleven, alone, an orphan, and a frightened child. She never talked about her past. She met my father in a park with rides in Brooklyn called Goldberg’s Farm. Most of the marriages in those days were all arranged, people didn’t even know each other. This was the real thing.

My mother was beautifully dressed, always conscious of her clothes. She was always cleaning—she’d clean instead of thinking of having something to eat. It was more important to keep the house clean. She was so immersed in problems, she wasn’t that demonstrative. Maybe because she was an orphan and hadn’t been given that, she couldn’t give it herself. My father was much more emotional, and Joe was very close with him. My father always had an accent and he spoke Yiddish most of the time. My mother spoke beautiful English. You’d never know she wasn’t born here.

JOSEPH PAPP My ancestral roots are in Eastern Europe, and I’m very conscious of that, conscious that I’m in the tradition of the Holocaust. I was born at home, in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn, in 1921. Williamsburg was not what it is now, with a large Hasidic community. Our area was a mix of a lot of different ethnic groups, Italians in particular, and Jews were isolated there. You always felt that you were slightly embattled. You didn’t have the emotional support and protection of other Jews in great numbers around you. I came from a certain kind of poverty level, which was really below that of most of New York’s Jews. I’ve always felt that distinction, I’ve always felt slightly removed from, for instance, the world of Broadway and the Shuberts. I can talk to them, I’ll walk with them, but, as Shylock would say, I won’t eat with them.

My mother was a beautiful woman, very gracious with a great deal of her own kind of style. She was very poor, but she always had a kind of aristocracy about her. She was a determined woman, and her energy was amazing. My rhythm is like hers was, very rapid. I remember her going up and down five flights of stairs like a whiz with these grocery bags that weighed a ton, sometimes two. She played the role of a Jewish wife, which meant she took care of everything, made everything ready for the house and for the holidays. It was a very traditional relationship in that respect. Her hands, particularly in the bitter winters, would start to bleed because of the cold. They were extremely rough, but to me they felt as tender as the softest hands you can imagine, because they were a mother’s hands.

My mother was not a typical Jewish mother; she didn’t fit into that category. I didn’t know what a Jewish mother was, except what I learned later on. She had a certain aloofness and a certain kind of elegance and pride. She was very conscious of her clothes; she was always impeccably clean, everything was starched and ironed and had to be beautiful, because when you’re in poverty, you try and dress very well.

My mother spoke very, very little. Her main communication was nonverbal, but I would do anything to make her happy because she had kind of a sad look in her eye. She was always setting goals for me, even though they were not clearly expressed.

In the tenements where we lived, people would dry clothes on a rope hooked up to a pulley attached to a telephone pole. Once, I must have been about eleven, we moved into a fifth-floor apartment and the rope was worn out and had to be replaced. My mother said, “Well, how are we going to do this?” And I said I would take care of it.

I had to first climb that pole, which must have been fifty or sixty feet in the air and looked awfully precarious. After I got up to the top—and it looked like a thousand miles down—I had to attach some hardware, climb down, and then climb up again to make sure the rope was aligned correctly. She smiled at me when I did it, and I felt I was her knight in shining armor. If she wanted me to, I’d do anything for her.

In a funny way, my mother represents the unfulfilled aspect of myself: you keep striving because you never feel you’ve really accomplished something; you never feel that it’s over. That has its advantages, it creates a drive, but it has the disadvantage that you’ll never be satisfied. She was an enigma, and I identified very much with her. She was an orphan, and I in some way hooked into her sense of isolation, her feeling disconnected from the world. I feel alienated wherever I go; it’s natural for me to feel that way.

My father was just the opposite. He gave me a strong connection because he was solidly of this earth. There was no enigma there, he was what he was: open, generous in love and spirit, and religious in the best sense of the word.

When he came here, my father was a trunk maker. He made a kind of trunk that was covered with tin, blekh in Yiddish. He worked in this small shop, no bigger than four telephone booths. Even when he was working full-time, which was rare, I don’t think he ever made more than $30 a week, and that was considered amazing.

My father was what I would call a very personal, natural Jew. His religiosity is the strongest thing that stays with me today, because it was never ideological. His Jewishness, his relation to God, was as natural to him as eating and drinking. He never tried to push it on anybody, not even on the oldest son.

I would see him get up early in the morning, five or even four thirty sometimes, to daven, to pray. He told me that when he was about to be drafted into the Polish army—and they treated Jews like dogs there—he escaped and traveled through forests so he could get to a ship and come to America. On the way he used to daven in the forest, without any display, just like he did at home.

Most of the time my father would daven in a very poor storefront shul on our block and he would take me with him. It was very rustic and small, unlike some of the grander and much more beautiful synagogues that were several blocks away. Nothing was sentimentalized or cutesy here; these were serious working people who prayed every day. I used to feel very good there, being with my father as he was communicating with God.

If anything at all played a role in what I finally ended up doing—and a lot of it is pure accident—it would be music. Music to me is the source of all art: I don’t see how anybody can call himself an artist without appreciating music. We were a singing family; my sisters, my brother, and myself would sit around in the evenings and make music.

In all that poverty, music was so important to my father. My parents bought a beautiful RCA Victor console record player. It cost $150 and it took a hundred years to pay the thing off. We had numbers of Yiddish records, but my father loved American songs as well. One time we found a haul of old 78 records. Someone had thrown them out, I couldn’t understand why. They were all scratched up, but there was a great variety, and that’s a key to my taste now. The singers we had ranged from the great Russian basso Chaliapin to Caruso to the Irish tenor John McCormack. My father loved it all, no one made a distinction between classical music and popular music, no one told me, “This is good, this is bad.”

I began collecting records, a series you could get by mailing in coupons. They weren’t made of the kind of flexible material they use now; they were very large, very rigid 78s. We had just played Schubert’s “Unfinished” Symphony, I’d put it on a chair, and my father, not realizing what he was doing, sat right on the record and broke it. I was destroyed; just because it was the “Unfinished” Symphony didn’t mean he had to finish it off! My father almost cried. I never saw a more grief-stricken look on a man’s face. I felt so terrible about that. Finally, years later, I got another copy, but the look on his face, what it meant to him, always stuck in my mind.

When I was about twelve years old, this dapper little guy with a bristling mustache went through my neighborhood scouting for poor Jewish boys he could train to sing in a synagogue choir for the High Holidays. He came up to our apartment on the fifth floor, the family was there, and he said, “Will you sing something for me?” I had a lovely, high, soprano voice, and he seemed to be impressed. He said he’d teach me the songs, but I’d have to come every day after school for three months, and he lived way the hell up in the Bronx. But when he said to my father, “We’ll pay him $35,” everybody went, “Aaahh.”

The shul I sang in was a gorgeous old Portuguese-Jewish synagogue on Ocean Parkway in Brooklyn. My father was poor; he’d never been in such an enormous, elaborate place. There was some dispute about whether to charge him to watch me sing because we didn’t have the money for High Holidays tickets; a big fuss was made about that. They finally allowed him in, but he felt very nervous and out of place. I saw him sitting on one side kind of by himself. He was wearing his old prayer shawl, he didn’t have any of his friends there, and I felt a little sorry.

PHILLIP MARTEL We had a lot of deprivations, if you look at it now. I remember a lot of times walking around for months with the soles of my shoes flapping. Joe, too. Fruit boxes for furniture. We never had birthday gifts or parties. Pictures? I think I had one picture taken until high school. We never had any kind of luxuries in life, but we were never starving. All our friends were poor, we didn’t know any better, so what the heck? You just rolled with it. And I knew our parents were doing the best they could to keep us together and keep us fed.

JOSEPH PAPP You looked forward to certain holidays when you had nuts and special kinds of food. Food was very important to a poor family. Except for Friday night, when my mother would find the best chicken we could afford, it was very rare that we’d have a full meal. We were always hungry, there was always an edge of hunger, though when you’re young, unless it’s to the point of starvation, you’re unconscious of it. We weren’t bone poor, but there were times when we felt like there was nothing. One of the effects on me now is when I invite people over, the horn of plenty is a symbol at my table. I always want to have more than less. If you have three people, you get twelve bagels. And there should be plenty of cream cheese and lox.

I remember walking to school when the weather was bad and having to put cardboard in my shoes because the soles were gone. I’d get drenched, my socks were all wet, and one time, the teacher had to send me home. Yet I wasn’t intimidated by poverty. And in terms of having it rough financially because I came out of a poor family, I don’t think there’ve been any scars. Poverty with good family support doesn’t have to be that destroying. In fact, it could make you stronger.

What I’ve always experienced more intensely than poverty, more intensely than anything, is anti-Semitism. I always feel it’s just below the surface: scratch in some way and a lot of it will come out. I feel, “Don’t get too comfortable. You’re a Jew and your fortunes can change tomorrow.” That makes me fight for things, for any aspect of minority rights, black, Hispanic, and so on. To me, intolerance is a greater threat than poverty.

We moved three or four times while I was growing up, often in the middle of the night because we owed a lot of rent and couldn’t pay. Except for the last move, to Brownsville and our first steam heat when I was about fourteen, we stayed in cold-water flats in Williamsburg. They were mostly two-bedroom apartments, heated by a coal stove in the kitchen. We would buy a ton of coal at the beginning of winter and would have to hand-carry it up to the fifth floor, where the cheapest apartments were.

We lived for a while on Boerum Street, where I published a little one-page newspaper called “The Boerum Eavesdropper” or “Boerum Through a Keyhole.” I’d seen all these movies starring Lee Tracy as a tough reporter and that was my first love. I cut out the letters P-R-E-S-S from headlines in the Daily News, pasted it on some cardboard, stuck it in my father’s hat, and went around listening to things. When I had enough material, I’d borrow a typewriter from the guy next door, make copies with carbon paper, and hand them out on the street. I’d write items like, “Who is that shy lad and woman-hater now becoming a ladies’ man? Not you, A.B.” Sometimes I’d get into trouble, I wrote that Getta, an Italian girl, was on the roof with a Polack, and her father went after me. So I wore my Boy Scout hunting knife under my shirt, and ran an item saying, “Which newspaper editor is going around with a knife strapped around his chest?”

Wherever we lived, I spent most of my time in the street. I used to run away from time to time. When I was younger, I had to be careful where I ran, I couldn’t go too far. I once got lost and I was only around the block. My older sister, Rhoda, was the one who used to run after me all the time and try to bring me back. I guess I wondered why my mother didn’t bring me back—why was it always my sister? Running away was a risk, but it was exciting. I always wanted to be on my own, there was always a feeling that I wanted to be free of any kind of connection.

There was inevitably violence in the neighborhoods as I was growing up, and at one point I formed a kind of informal gang with three or four of my friends. Because I was always looking for something out of the ordinary, the first name I came up with was the Martyrs, but it ended up being changed to the Mustangs. Once we got into a fight with a group led by this guy called the Crutch. If you came anywhere near him, he would hit you with that thing and knock you down. You just wouldn’t dare go up to him.

When I was about fourteen, the family moved to Brownsville because of a specific case of violence. There was an Irish guy named Whitey who lived in our building. He was a psychotic case who ended up in prison later on. The first time he saw me, he just hit me in the face, as hard as he could, and made my mouth bleed. I always remembered what the shock of that was like, what that did to me psychologically. Whitey would try and shake me down all the time because I was Jewish, and because he lived in the same building it was impossible to avoid him. My father couldn’t deal with that. I remember him standing by helplessly one time while this guy was hitting me. My parents decided to move because they really felt Whitey would kill me.

•   •   •

When the Depression came, there was no work for my father—there was no work for anybody. He looked every day, but he could never find anything. During the winters, he would shovel snow for a dollar a day. We could hardly wait for it to begin falling; we’d get so happy because it meant work. To this day, when it begins to snow in New York I think of my father and feel happy.

We had a really tough time for a while, we had no income at all, and then we got on relief. Even though that was little enough, at least food would come into the house, and on certain holidays they’d bring in a big bag of groceries. What I didn’t like were the investigators who used to come around all the time and really interrogate you. They wanted to know if my mother had any kind of diamond wedding or engagement ring. My father had a $1,000 life insurance policy that he’d managed to pay into for fifteen or twenty years: he had to cash it in for $150 in order to get on the rolls. You couldn’t have anything of value, they wanted you to be absolutely destitute.

When we still couldn’t pay the rent, the landlord told us we’d have to take care of the building. So I became the guy who took the garbage out, washed the stairs down, cleaned out the place, and in general did all the chores to compensate for the rent. I was a little kid when this started, but I’d try and make money myself. I did all kinds of jobs to help support the family. One of the first things I did was get hold of a pushcart and go to Wallabout Market and buy tomatoes. And I would push that cart for what seemed like a hundred miles, all the way to downtown Brooklyn, with a little scale and some bags. But I made a basic mistake, I let people squeeze before buying, and by the end of the day I could have made tomato soup out of what was left over.

After that pushcart failure, my father and I decided to sell peanuts in front of the Brooklyn Botanic Garden. We’d buy the nuts by the pound, roast them ourselves, pack them in little bags, and then push the cart five or six miles to get there. But we never made very much money because the cops would always chase us away. In all these ventures, most of the eating was done by the family at the end of the day.

Another job I tried on evenings and Sundays was working in a poultry market as a chicken-flicker. After the shochet, or ritual slaughterer, had slit the chicken’s throat with a sharp razor and turned it upside down to let the blood drip out, they’d hand me that dangling chicken and I’d have to take it from there on. I would go to a table at the far end of the market and pluck the feathers off the chicken, a job which would really brutalize your hands. But the worst thing was that you were in chicken shit all the time. My shoes were heavily laden with it; you’d never get rid of the smell. But it was a job, and I was very happy to get it. It meant income for the family.

Almost as challenging was the time I spent shining shoes. Though I made myself a shoe box out of heavy wood I’d picked up off the street, an investment of several dollars was needed to buy various kinds of washes and polish, the white liquid for the “nickel extra” cream shine, and different kinds of rags. The line I used on the street was “Shine, buddy?”

My first day out, no customers. It began to drizzle and I was carrying this box that weighed a ton. Finally a woman in a dress shop said, “Gimme a shine.” And she had these dainty little shoes—I’d never really seen anything like that before. I had this little round brush with a handle on it to apply the wash, and though I tried to do it carefully, boy, I got a big black blotch right on her stocking. And she says, “What’s the matter with you? Don’t you know what you’re doing? Get the hell out of here!”

I picked up my box and ran outside. It was really raining now, and there I was, first day on the job, a failure on my first attempt. I felt so terrible I was crying. I went around the corner and I saw this black guy, the kind we used to call a “sport,” and he wanted a shine. He had black-and-white shoes—black tip, white in the center—and I was very careful with them. But I was sobbing as I was working, and he asked me, “What’s the matter?” I told him the story, and even though it was only a nickel a shine, he gave me a quarter. I was in seventh heaven. It felt so good to feel that money jingling in your pocket. I used to run my fingers through it to feel how good it felt.

Another street job I had was selling newspapers. In the middle of the day, an “Extra” would come out. They’d get a story and suddenly attack the streets, sending guys like me through the neighborhoods saying, “Wuxtree! Wuxtree! Read all about it! Manhattan Model Slain in Love Tryst!” It was a highly competitive job because there were always people who’d say, “What are you doing on this corner? Get the hell off my corner.” There were always fights about where I was standing. But I would always sell out my newspapers. I never had extras at the end of the day.

My most interesting job, however, was working as a messenger for Postal Telegraph, Western Union’s competition at the time. I wore a little uniform, blue with red piping, and a kind of hat with a black brim. To get the delivery job I had to come up with $12 for a balloon-tire bicycle. That was a big investment, and the whole family had to sit around the kitchen table and decide if it was worthwhile to come up with the money. I had that job for quite a while, and the way it ended was something out of Saroyan. It was Christmas Eve and I was working very late delivering in downtown Brooklyn. There were a lot of trolley-car tracks there, and everything was slightly frozen, glazed with ice and very slippery.

Suddenly, the bicycle’s wheels turned out from under me. I went down and felt a tremendous pain in my knee and a cracking sound. I was told to see the company doctor, but a friend of mine advised me to get someone of my own. I went to a doctor who said, “Let me handle it.” I couldn’t work for a while, and suddenly these checks started coming in, like $5 a week. I thought, “I’m going to get this for a few weeks, and that’ll be it.” Well, I got the checks for almost a year. I was so nervous, I thought they had made a mistake and that somebody was going to ask me to give the money back. Some arrangement had clearly been made, but no one had told me anything about it. The checks did finally stop coming, but that knee bothered me for years and years and years.

•   •   •

I wasn’t particularly intellectual as a kid, though I went to the library a lot. I loved reading books like Tom Swift and Dickens, as well as all kinds of comics and pulp magazines, anything that had an interesting story. But I didn’t go for any kind of school assignments. There didn’t seem to be any connection between the library and what I did at school.

Being in school often meant being in trouble. One time I did something wrong and the teacher came over and gave me a shot in the back of the neck with one of those huge rulers that weighed a ton. I grabbed her and her hair came off! She’d been wearing a wig and was as bald as she could be. She was horrified, and I yelled, “Don’t you ever hit me again, goddamn it!” The whole class started laughing. As punishment, she locked me in the coat closet. Well, I went through everybody’s pockets to see what I could find there. It was a mistake putting me there.

I don’t know how it happened, but in the first grade I was selected to play Scrooge in a play version of A Christmas Carol. That turned out to be the leading part, the equivalent of Shylock or Richard III. I can still remember all the lines, not only my own but everyone else’s. I didn’t know from acting, but I learned those lines.

I was always enamored of the word. All language was interesting to me; I didn’t know what the hell Gitche Gumee was in Hiawatha, but it sounded very good to me. Aside from Scrooge, I can also remember the texts of little poems, mostly about nature, that I memorized. Things like “Who has seen the wind? Neither you nor I. But when the trees bow down their heads, the wind is passing by.” I just loved that little couplet. One of my favorite narrative poems was Robert Browning’s “Incident of the French Camp.” It was about a severely wounded young messenger bringing news to Napoleon. “‘I’m killed, Sire!’ and … Smiling the boy fell dead.” My favorite story was “The Little Match Girl,” about a little girl who freezes to death in front of the window to a very comfortable home, she just dies of cold. I was so moved by that. On Christmas or holidays, when I’d look in from the outside and see people well dressed and having a good time, I used to feel that way myself. I wasn’t freezing to death, exactly, but it was cold.

Though I wasn’t involved much in school, I had some interesting teachers who had considerable influence on me. The first was Miss McKay, who called me “the poet laureate of Isaac Remsen Junior High” because I wrote poems like “Ode to a Skunk”: “Hail to thee, O creature fair, striped charmer of the dale! I’d rather pet a mountain bear than stroke thy lovely tail.” After she heard that, my wife Gail called me “striped charmer” for years.

Miss McKay was an English teacher who was in charge of dramatic presentations, and one year the play chosen was Julius Caesar. That was what first really got me interested in Shakespeare, though at the time I was truthfully more interested in the character of Mark Antony than in the play. I had to memorize some of his speeches, but I decided to learn the “Friends, Romans, countrymen” soliloquy on my own. When I had it down, I went to a place on Fourteenth Street filled with small booths where you could go and record something on a little metal disk. Background music was allowed and I picked Stravinsky’s Firebird Suite. To be on a record was important to me; at that time to hear your own voice was a great thing.

I think what drew me to Shakespeare then is what I’m still attracted to now: it sounded good and it gave you something you could really chew on and learn. You can memorize Shakespeare much more easily than other plays because the speeches are constructed like music. There’s a structure, a beat, a rhythm, a whole design, and after a while your ear becomes attuned to that and you can pick it up.

Maybe I wanted to be an actor, but I never thought of reciting Shakespeare as acting because I had no idea that this kind of thing was ever done on a stage. I really wasn’t aware that there was even such a thing as theater, and though I was living in New York, I didn’t know anything about the existence of Broadway. Later, when I was in high school, I went on a school trip and saw both John Gielgud and Leslie Howard in Hamlet. I had no particular standard, except for what I’d seen of acting in the movies, and I thought the language sounded funny, too elaborate and flowery. There seemed something phony about the way people spoke onstage, and I never liked that. I said to myself, “Why can’t they speak in a normal way?” It was the written word that was more impressive to me.

I went to Eastern District High School in Brooklyn. To me high school was not about academics, it was a place where I met people and found out about life. I didn’t study; I never cracked a book at home.

My best friend was Phillip Lerner, who was a poet and a scientist; fire engines were around his house all the time because of the things he’d blow up. I taught him how to ride a bike and how to play punchball and stickball, and he taught me all about free verse. I was the outgoing person—I was an activist, always doing things—while he was extremely intellectual, with a fine mind. We were two entirely different types, but we were the closest of friends.

Until I met Phil, my musical background had been the records we had at home, plus attending free concerts the Goldman Band gave in Prospect Park. But together we used to go to a music library up on Fifty-eighth Street, put on heavy earphones, and listen to recorded symphonies. Phil would say, “Hey, did you hear this? Tchaikovsky’s Sixth. You’ve got to hear it!” We’d rediscover all the composers, starting with Beethoven, and later, Ravel and Stravinsky.

One night, I was standing in front of Carnegie Hall in my torn leather jacket when suddenly this black limousine pulled up and the guy inside said, “Hey, son, I have an extra ticket. You want to go in and see the concert?” I said, “Yeah!” It was one of those gala evenings, with everyone in evening clothes, and there I was, with a seat in the front house box, listening to Rudolph Serkin play Brahms’s Piano Concerto. It was thrilling, but I was also embarrassed because I was not exactly dressed for the occasion.

The music factor continued to be very powerful in high school. I sang in the glee club and appeared in Gilbert and Sullivan operettas like The Mikado. At the same time, I joined the Dramatic Society, where I met the person who had the greatest influence on me any teacher’s ever had. She was a very thin, coffee-colored woman who carried herself marvelously, always looked impeccable but not dressed up, and had a dignity that reminded me of my mother. Her name was Eulalie Spence, and many years later, while visiting a black history exhibition, I found out that she had been a rising young poet when she was seventeen or eighteen. But poetry didn’t pay very well during the Depression and she had to teach.

Miss Spence spoke so well, I used to love to hear her talk. She began to direct me in plays, and she began to work on my speech and diction, bringing my Brooklyn accent to my attention. Other teachers would call me Joe, or, when they were angry, Mr. Papirofsky. She’d call me Joseph, and say things like, “Consonant endings, Joseph.” She had that look in her eye that reminded me again a little bit of my mother, the look that said without words “There are goals for you.” She worked very hard with me and I responded. I ended up president of the Dramatic Society, and when I graduated it said in the yearbook, “On the stage he’s won renown and fame, all of Eastern has heard his name.”

One of the kids I knew at Eastern was a girl who played the violin. She was very intellectual and I admired her because she spoke and dressed so well. She asked me to come to her home, and I can still remember feeling shabby there. I really didn’t have any clothes, just the one suit I’d wear to school and a frayed sweater. They weren’t exactly patched over but they were definitely threadbare, a lot of needlework had been done on them. And the mother spoke perfect English. She said, “Come in, how are you,” that sort of thing. I knew my mother couldn’t say that. I was too embarrassed, too ashamed to invite anybody to my house. Even though it was scrupulously clean, there was nothing comfortable about it. For a period of time, there weren’t even any chairs, we sat on fruit boxes. Everything was so poor.

I had a similar experience when I was asked to visit one of my English teachers and his wife at home. My god, I was knocked out by seeing furniture and lamps. I said to myself, “People live like this?” Where I was raised, the only light was from a bare bulb in the ceiling. And except when the Sabbath candles were lit on Friday night, everything looked rather bleak. All I wanted out of life at the time was a good job so I could have a decent place to live.

•   •   •

When I was just a young guy, I was nothing politically, I didn’t know what I was. My father was never involved in any politics at all, so there was nothing at home to draw from. But in the thirties, particularly in major cities like New York, there was a tremendous radicalization going on, and I was halfway through high school when I became aware of it. Phil Lerner was reading about Norman Thomas, and I became very interested in what he was doing. I’d also listen to the Communists and Socialists who were speaking in the streets, though they’d often confuse me because they both seemed to want Socialism. I thought, “Don’t the Communists want Communism? If not, why do they have that name?”

The block I lived on was much more radical than my high school because it was right in the middle of the poorest neighborhood. This was a time when people who couldn’t pay their rent had no protection; they were put right out on the street. Even in the dead of winter, you’d see all the family’s household goods—pillows, mattresses, all kinds of tableware—piled right in front of the building. And the family would be standing next to them, sometimes with three or four or five children, all looking helpless, like after a fire.

There were several strong young guys on the block who were part of the Young Communist League—there was even a store right on the block that said that on the window. Though the word “Communist” was not as offensive then as it seems to be today, there was some antagonism to them in the community, but they were tolerated because it was such a poor neighborhood.

One of these fellows lived in my building, and he said to me, “Listen, we’re forming a committee. We want to get a group of guys who are going to put this stuff back into the apartments of the people who’ve been evicted. You want to do something about it?” I said, “Well, okay, sure.” And as soon as the deputies would leave, we’d take it all back. And if they came back again, we’d do exactly the same thing. And that was my first political act.

I began to talk to these guys, and what they were saying was quite interesting to me, particularly their talk about the masses, about poverty, about people who had a lot versus people who didn’t have anything. I was attracted for the reason poor people always turn to the Left, strictly on the basis of economics. Plus, I was feeling at the time that the Socialists were talking a lot but not doing anything, and here was this group that wasn’t afraid to take action. These guys were really involved, they were helping the community.

I attended some of their meetings, and they talked about what was happening in Soviet Russia, and things like the elimination of poverty and class distinctions sounded very good to me. Someone said, “You should read this book,” and it was The History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. It was one of the longest, most boring books on record. I didn’t know what the hell it was about and I could have never gotten through it. The same was true of Das Kapital. Extremely boring. I used to carry it around, I knew its importance, and I was familiar with certain basic tenets, but I never got through that book, either.

Those meetings, however, had other lures. There were some very pretty girls in there, plus there was a cultural element that was very exciting to me. I always had an appetite for things like that, and the YCL put me into contact with the very rich Russian experience. I became very interested in Eisenstein’s work; I saw films like Battleship Potemkin. I would never have read Gorky, I would never have read Gogol, if I had not been interested in Soviet Russia. I read Michael Gold’s Jews Without Money, an extremely radical book, as well as writers like Sean O’Casey, who considered himself a Communist. This was all a tremendous education for me. It intellectualized me more than anything I’d experienced before.

One night, we were on a corner near Pitkin Avenue where a small, handmade platform had been set up, and one of the guys said to me, “Look, why don’t you get up there and talk tonight?” I was scared as hell. I said, “I don’t know if I can. What’ll I say?” “Just say what you feel about things.” My heart was pounding away, but I got up there and started to talk.

I’d been a barker at Coney Island, so I had a little bit of experience with getting a crowd together, and people began to gather. “We should not be poor,” I said. “There’s so much wealth in this country, there’s no reason why we should be poor.” I added something about Soviet Russia and a couple of people in the back started booing me, saying, “Shut up! Get the hell off!” People were always saying, “Why don’t you go back to Russia if you don’t like it here?” Well, I liked it here, this was always my country and I felt very patriotic about it. But I frankly felt strongly about changing the system. I ended up speaking for about ten minutes, and I was sweating when I finished. I was about sixteen years old and it was very challenging.

From then on, I became even more active. I’d go to demonstrations at Times Square, where we’d hide signs under our coats, and then at a certain moment, like 8:02 PM, we’d all whip them out in unison and start chanting. Police on horseback would chase us down; they’d try and get us on a side street so they could start slamming away. A lot of people would get their heads bloodied. It was a little scary, but we felt we were doing something.

I’d also do crazy things like go on the subways trying to raise money for the anti-Franco forces. There was a lot of resistance in some areas. The followers of Father Coughlin, who were violently anti-Semitic and very much pro-Franco, would try and break us up and often there were fights. Once on a subway, someone taunted me by saying, “Why don’t you sing the national anthem?” I said, “I’ll sing it if you can sing the second verse.” I finished and the guy couldn’t proceed, so I gave him the whole second verse as well. There was a stunning quiet after that, and I realized there was some value in memorizing things.

A lot of the guys I knew in the YCL went to Spain, and many of them didn’t come back. I wanted to go myself, I was a little envious of those who did, but not being eighteen, I wasn’t old enough to volunteer. My parents, of course, knew nothing about any of these hairsbreadth things that were going on. My father was still living his life the way he’d always lived it, going to shul every day, and I didn’t want to bother him. Even if I would have gone to Spain, I wouldn’t have told my parents ahead of time.

One of my strongest legacies from that period was the feeling that culture, by itself, was not significant. It had to be always doing something for the masses, for ordinary people, not just servicing an elite. When I got into doing Shakespeare, the whole idea was to give it to people in the parks so that there would be large numbers there who might be influenced. I don’t believe in knowledge for its own sake. My first question always is: “What do you do with it? How can you turn it into something meaningful?”

Even today, I’m still pursuing the goal with which I started. I don’t feel very good when I have just the people who can afford to pay inside my theaters. Whenever I feel the play I’m doing is not reaching out for a mass audience, or not saying something socially important, I feel I’m not doing anything.

•   •   •

After graduation from Eastern, I wanted desperately to go to Brooklyn College. I had good grades in some subjects, but there was no one either at school or at home to counsel me about academics, and when I ended up not finishing math and not doing well in science, it turned out I hadn’t met the requirements to get in. Even if I had, for economic reasons I really had to go to work. I’ve always deeply regretted that. I was just beginning to get some sense of learning, and going to college would have meant a great deal to me.

Instead, since Phil Lerner went to college, I got his job at the laundry our teacher’s father ran. The job was primarily to pick up dirty clothes and deliver bags full of clean stuff, which sometimes meant carrying them up four or five flights of stairs. In those days, though, a lot of highly trained, well-educated people had no suitable employment—they were running elevators and doing odd jobs. Delivering stuff all over the city, I got into conversations and picked up a hell of a lot, all of which seemed very romantic in a Thomas Wolfe kind of way.

One experience I had was with the woman at the laundry who did most of the ironing. She was a little bit off, she was always singing something from the 1812 Overture and saying, “Down the elevator shaft!” When a customer came into the shop, part of my job was to cover for this woman, to pretend I was engaging her in conversation. She’d say, “Down the elevator shaft!” and I’d respond, “Personally, I don’t think the shaft is so interesting” or “I wouldn’t go to that shaft anymore if I were you.” It was all improvisation, part of my training as an actor, right?

I finally lost that job because I refused to work twelve hours, and went to work as a shipping clerk at Dinhofer Jewelry at 150 Lafayette, just down the street, ironically, from where the Public Theater is now. Julius Dinhofer was a very tough boss, terrible with his workers. I mean, if you dropped one of those little chipped diamonds we worked with, he’d have your nose on the floor for ten hours until you found the thing. Everybody was underpaid, and since this was a time when the world was really going hog wild, I decided that I would organize the place.

There was a union at the time called UOPWA, the United Office and Professional Workers of America, and they gave me the okay. I organized the office workers, had secret meetings, got everybody involved, but the union wanted me to stay on the inside so I could tell them what was going on. But after being on strike for three weeks, the union’s man told me, “You’re too good in there, you’re doing too much work. You’d better come out, too.”

So I went to Mr. Dinhofer and said, “I’m quitting. I’m going on strike with the rest of them.” He started to attack me. He said, “I had great plans for you. You should be ashamed of yourself.” And I said, “You’re full of shit. The way you treat people is ridiculous. You’re a Jew, you should represent something much higher, but you treat people so rotten, I’m the one who’s ashamed. This country’s fighting Hitler and we have a Hitler right here. I’m going to join up, and if I have to fight for people like you, it’s a disgrace.” I walked out, and soon after I joined the navy.

These were times when the world was starting to go up in flames, when life itself was so dramatic and so alive. It was an enormous moment in history, and it gave more meaning to everything. It was one of the few times when the needs of a political radical and the needs of a Jew were very much in tune with the nation’s needs, and there was something very agreeable in for once swimming with the tide. I felt the country was at last fighting for something that was right, fighting a battle I could really be proud of. We were coming together, we were joining the mainstream, and to be a part of all that felt terrific.
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The Navy and the Actors’ Lab
1942–49
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Papp (second from left) and navy buddies
Courtesy of the New York Public Library

JOSEPH PAPP Because I was opposed to the military draft on principle, I was determined to enlist. Even though, as someone who could just barely swim, the navy had seemed questionable to me, a navy commander I met told me that since I was articulate and could also type, I could come in as a third-class petty officer, the equivalent of a sergeant.

That, in fact, is what happened, but not right away. Before they let me enlist, I had to have my teeth fixed. One thing about being poor was that there was no such thing as a filling when I was a kid, and my mouth was in rotten shape. You waited until the tooth was finished and then you went to a roughneck dentist who just yanked it out without Novocain. Also, the first time I went off, after saying goodbye to everyone, there was some screwup and I had to come back home that same night. I was so embarrassed, I hid. I didn’t want anybody to see me.

The next day, the navy sent me to boot camp at Bainbridge, Maryland. My milieu up to then had been very small, very narrow, and I’d been in a lousy period in terms of my personal relationships. I’d married a girl from the neighborhood, had a daughter, and was soon to be divorced. Suddenly, my hair was cut and I was thrown in with all these strange guys. I felt peculiar, totally isolated from who I’d been at home. On the other hand, I had free medical attention, and for the first time in my life I was able to eat three squares a day. The state was taking care of everything; it was like living under Communism.

About four or five weeks into boot training, as much out of boredom as anything else, I’d get some guys together on Sundays and we’d kid around and put on little shows right there in the barracks. In my mind, this had nothing to do with theater. I thought plays were effete, plays were sissy. What I liked was vaudeville, skits, singing, and dancing.

An officer who’d been trying to start some kind of entertainment unit on the base heard about what I was doing. He asked if I would do some shows in the main theater and I said I’d try. I put together a variety show, with guys singing, guys tap-dancing, things like that, and I emceed it. It was a success, and when I completed my boot training, the navy asked me, “Do you want to do some more of this?” And I said, “Sure.”

So I spent some time at Bainbridge putting on shows, I even brought entertainers like the Russian ballerina Alicia Markova down from New York. Then I was shipped out as a chief petty officer on a small aircraft carrier, one of those converted tankers we called Kaiser Coffins because they were slow-built at the Kaiser Shipyards. Our job was sending planes out to search for submarines, but there was a lot of in-between time, and the ship’s chaplain, who’d read on my record what I’d done at Bainbridge, asked me to put together some shows on the ship’s hangar deck. It was things like three guys putting mops on their heads and mimicking the Andrews Sisters, and once again I’d be the emcee.

I was transferred from that ship to Treasure Island in San Francisco, where I was supposed to be put on another carrier. The navy was trying at the time to start a unit of in-service entertainers that would play for the troops in various Pacific Islands. They really wanted an officer to be the head of it, but they couldn’t find one. I don’t know if it was luck or what, but they asked me as a chief petty officer whether I would put together such a group.

I began interviewing people. None of them had reputations of any kind; they were just young and talented. One of them was this very thin, Irish-looking kid, a dancer whose idol was Gene Kelly. His name was Bob Fosse and I took him on. Not that I was struck in particular by him—I didn’t say, “Oh, this is Bob Fosse! Boy!” He was just a young kid, you know. But as the tour went on, as we played islands all the way to Japan, I became very friendly with him. Because I was a couple of years older than most of the guys, I was like a father to the group.

BOB FOSSE I was a city kid. I’d been a professional dancer in Chicago since I was thirteen, playing all the cheap nightclubs. I enlisted in the navy when I was seventeen, right out of high school, and I was put into something called the Navy Entertainment Group. They would send us all through the South Pacific on tours with names like “T.S.,” or “Tough Situation.” One guy would sing Irish songs, somebody would sing hillbilly songs, there was a tap dancer and a guy who did impressions of James Cagney.

We played a different base on a different island every day, places like Hawaii, Guam, Chuuk, Okinawa, Wake, all the way through to Tokyo. The guys preferred the shows with girls in them, so we had two strikes against us there, but still we were very successful. We’d do sketches with a lot of inside jokes about the navy, like if an officer and a Wave got married, what would their life be like after the war. I played a girl in that skit—I was in drag with wigs and everything.

Usually an officer was sent with these troupes. Besides being in charge of all the travel arrangements, he was frequently the director. And he was someone who kept us all in our place; he was the only discipline we had. Joe was the only noncommissioned officer to be in charge of a group.

Joe seemed very quiet; he talked very little about himself personally. And he had a very mischievous sense of humor. There was another dancer in the troupe; his name, strangely enough, was Roland La Fosse, and whenever I’d complain about how corny his work was, Joe would get a little twinkle in his eye and say, “Well, why don’t you tell him?” It was like he would get bored with all of us and wanted to see something happen.

Performing together, with the give and take of being onstage, we’d get into arguments about how something should be done. And Joe used to let those arguments go on with that same little twinkle in his eye. If we went too far or started to get physical, he would step in, as any good officer in charge of men should do. But up till then he would not only watch but also stimulate the situation a little bit. He really enjoyed two people arguing, he liked to watch that kind of combat. He didn’t smile a lot, but those were the times he did.

Though in a lot of ways Joe was very enigmatic, he was just terrific with me, very supportive, I must say. He took on a kind of teacher role, talking to me for many, many hours about acting, the theater, music, and politics. He spent a lot of time talking about my future, whether he thought it would be in films or stage. And he seemed very open to ideas. I was into a sort of semi-fake-arty dance period: with twenty thousand sailors in the South Pacific looking at me I’d be dancing Ravel’s Boléro. They’d rather see some hot number, but Joe was supportive about that, too. All his attitudes were terribly liberal, and all of it was new to me.

I remember him sitting outside for long hours, always reading, always with a book under his arm. He would read certain passages aloud to me; that seemed like such a nice thing. He also used to lend me books. Once he wanted me to read something by a psychologist named Karen Horney and then tell him what I thought about it. I sensed he was into a tremendous amount of self-improvement himself. He was really extraordinary with me, and I owe him a great deal.

PHILLIP MARTEL Right after the war, Joe was in charge of a show at the Brooklyn Navy Yard for some navy bigwigs. The final rehearsal was the day before, and all these guys were young sailors, anxious to get through with it and see the town. The show went on for about two, two and a half hours, and it looked pretty good to me. But after the whole thing was over
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