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  This book is dedicated to my infinitely patient
 wife Elaine – my IT, guide and nurse during a
 spate of illnesses and to Woodstock Ontario’s
 Hospital
 for their care.


  A loving wink and a nod to my brother Stephen
 with Laura, Ben and Matthew.


  TIMELESS LOVE FOR SHEMP


  “I do like my Shemp.”


  – Penn Jillette


  “I knew a film would be good when Shemp was in it.”


  – Shecky Greene


  “One of the funniest men in the business…”


  – Bud Abbott


  “He was such a greatly, gifted actor/comedian.”


  – Dick Cavett


  “One Stooge short with him – Heavenly Daze – was so imaginative. Shemp was very funny.”


  – Gilbert Gottfried


  “Shemp has a unique place in Stooge history.”


  – Tom Bergeron


  “Shemp also had this way of talking to himself that was subtle, but full of comic gems.”


  – Paula Poundstone
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  FOREWORD


  Imagine the youthful thrill of peering through the living room curtains and catching a glimpse of your grandfather/father being driven to work on the movie set by the great Bob Hope.


  Or those regular visits of famous friends like Martha Raye, Phil Silvers, Billy Gilbert or John Wayne dropping by for their weekly card game, sharing a few laughs and tasty home-made snacks.


  Those were just a couple of snippets of life with Shemp Howard who we fondly remember as a loving Papa, Grampa, son, brother, husband and great uncle Shemp in our closely-knit family. To the world he was a star on the screen known as the original member – with brother Moe and Larry Fine – of The Three Stooges – history’s most enduring comedy team.


  A gentle soul with a gift for making you laugh, he could reduce audiences to tears of joy in seconds with a simple physical movement, sudden facial gesture or an off-the-cuff remark seemingly coming out of nowhere.


  A natural born comic actor with a surprising flair for the dramatic in his solo film efforts, he appeared alongside such movie greats as Jon Hall, James Stewart in his cinematic debut, great friends Billy Gilbert, Emil Sitka, Vernon Dent, Gabe Dell and Huntz Hall of The Bowery Boys, along with Slapsie Maxie Rosenbloom, Sabu, William ‘The Thin Man’ Powell, of course John Wayne and more.


  There is no question we were all thrilled with his presence on stage, screen and television but he was so much more to us because he was such a large part of our personal lives. His two biggest pleasures in life were his family and, of course making folks laugh. He excelled at both so we were all the richer for those successes.


  So many years have passed and people often ask how we can remember those glorious family moments at such a tender age. The truth is time can never dim those personal memories. We still love chatting about how he would sit at home watching the fights on TV, suddenly jumping from his seat, and wildly swinging and dancing around the room like he was a prizefighter himself.


  He was an affectionate husband to his lovely Gertrude or Babe, as she was known to everyone. A doting father, he got enormous pleasure just playing catch with son Mort in the back yard or taking him fishing on a sunny afternoon. And he was so proud of Mort’s success both at school – where he graduated from high school at the early age of 16 – and with his business ventures like the self-service gas stations.


  Shemp was very close to all his brothers Moe and Jerry (Curly) and his two non-acting siblings Jack and Irving. He may not have become a tradesman like his mother Jennie and father Sol wanted but he dearly loved his parents. He shared a common interest in boxing with his close Stooge colleague Larry, an amateur boxer as a youth in South Philly and treated just like a member of the family. Shemp loved those fights but he was such a pussycat at heart.


  A prankster since a young child, his love of mischief never left him so good friends like Vernon Dent and Billy Gilbert knew what it was like being the target of one of his many jokes. He didn’t leave family members out of the fun either, often treating us to a prank or two at just the right moment. He was so quick with his one-liners, entertaining his friends like Phil Silvers, Milton Berle and Martha Raye while Babe was busy preparing one of her wonderful creations in the kitchen.


  With our involvement in the Shemp Cocktail – A Toast to the Original Stooge DVD collection – we got the golden opportunity to introduce both sides of him to his fans as a versatile actor and loving family man who truly was the salt-of-the-earth. On the show biz side viewers got a peek at his work outside of The Three Stooges, starring in the 1934 film Henry the Ache with Bert Lahr, five years before Lahr became famous as the Cowardly Lion in The Wizard of Oz. We took a look and marveled at his dramatic portrayal of the small-time hoodlum Dan Higgins in a clip from the 1935 Convention Girl.


  There was more, including the Abbott and Costello film Africa Screams with his friend and future Stooge Joe Besser, Private Buckaroo with The Andrews Sisters and Stooge classics like Sing a Song of Six Pants and Brideless Groom, where he showed, as well as being a lifelong boxing fan, he could take a mean punch from the lovely Christine McIntyre who literally knocked poor old Shemp’s cousin Basil right through the door. Our Shemp always gave 100 percent+ in his performances.


  Even more satisfying was our chance to talk about his personal side – the way he would pay extra close attention to children who sometimes found themselves alone at a party filled with adults; his love of and closeness to his brothers, particularly the days when Curly, after suffering a series of strokes, was confined to a wheel-chair and unable to communicate properly.


  Away from his busy film work, he took in a variety of activities with family and friends like the horse races, circus and those star-studded fight nights at the Hollywood Legion, where he was often as entertaining as the fighters in the ring. He loved television, often saying it was an exciting part of the future and he recognized and appreciated talent in others, rising stars like Shecky Greene, who was also a lover of the races.


  Shemp was genuinely loved and admired by his friends and colleagues in the business. A mentor to so many like Huntz (Hall) and Gabe (Dell), he was one-of-a-kind – naturally funny and simply a pleasure to be around. When Milton Berle learned that he had passed away, there were tears in his eyes, rolling down his face as he talked of what a wonderful talent he possessed.


  As real as you could imagine, he was who he was so you loved him as that person – on the silver screen alongside the Duke or at home with us cracking jokes, enjoying his family life, Babe’s glorious cooking and proving to all of us that he was indeed a true original.


  – Geri Howard Greenbaum, Jill Howard Marcus, Sandie Howard Isaac


  INTRODUCTION


  On November 17, 1955 my mother (Freda) and I disembarked T.S.S. “Greek Line” New York en route from Southampton, England to our final destination and new home in Canada. Two days later in Fort Erie our Canadian Immigration Identification Card was quickly approved by an immigration officer.


  Just a scant few days later at 11 p.m. PST November 22, 1955 thousands of miles away in Burbank, Los Angeles County, Shemp Howard – a uniquely talented and original member of The Three Stooges – died suddenly at the age of 60 of a cerebral hemorrhage.


  While an admittedly circuitous manner of describing my tenuous link to one of the comedic greats of the past, it does help on a purely personal level to place me in time and space for the beginning of my new life in a foreign land while death was prematurely taking away a wonderful individual who would become the subject of a book, I’d be writing some 68 years later.


  After appearing largely on stage, radio, nightclubs, outdoor venues and in the occasional film during their early years, it wasn’t until 1949 when a sampling of The Three Stooges made it to television via the American Broadcasting Company (ABC) and subsequently into people’s homes in the USA.


  That predates my appearance on this planet by a year when I popped up on the scene in London, England December 30, 1950. After our arrival on the North American continent in 1955, it was yet another three years before Screen Gems packaged 78 film shorts for national syndication of the slaphappy trio.


  Gradually this deliciously funny little parcel for the boob tube was expanded to a collection comprising the entire library of 190 shorts. Material previously targeted for adult audiences was now fodder for the younger crowd, largely boys but with a smattering of girls who dared admit to a fondness for the rather physical Howard, Fine and Howard. My first taste – along with countless other youngsters across the US and Canada – was of the more familiar grouping of Curly, Larry and Moe.


  With the availability of a full 190 Stooge outings, the doors were flung wide open as Shemp Howard and Joe Besser made their grand entrances as what many considered to be replacement Stooges.


  Latterly, Curly DeRita (Joseph Wardell) appeared in six feature-length Three Stooges films with Moe and Larry with his big screen debut in Have Rocket Will Travel (1959). He remained with the trio for TV appearances, commercials and more, with the multi-year movie deal terminating in 1965.


  For your humble scribe, my fascination was directed almost immediately to Shemp, after viewing countless shorts headlining that force-of-nature Curly, who I’ll contend to my dying day, was a truly underrated and unappreciated comedic genius – at least by the critical elite.


  Yet now there was yet another figure to focus my attention on, a gruffer looking Moe, somewhat taller, seemingly almost able to stand up for himself while still retaining a vulnerability and naivety that fans loved about those hapless fellows.


  Shemp, apparently like his fellow Stooges, lived in a preposterously silly but rather violent world defined by outrageous sound effects, nonsensical schemes they devised to help them survive but ultimately for the sheer enjoyment of young people whose eyes were glued to the TV screen for about 16-18 minutes at a time.


  How could anyone not love this forlorn fellow who seemed to be always haplessly fighting a world that was clearly out to make his life a misery in such masterpieces as Fright Night, Brideless Groom, Who Done It?Malice in the Palace and so many more?


  As the television world grew rapidly through the 1960s, 70s, 80s, 90s and beyond, specialty networks like TCM (Turner Classic Movies) in 1994, movies suddenly almost out-of-the-blue caught my eye with Shemp showing up as part of the cast, yet not alongside Moe and Larry as a Stooge.


  Some, including W.C. Fields’ classic The Bank Dick; Pittsburgh with John Wayne, Marlene Dietrich and Randolph Scott and five films starring the great comedic duo Abbott and Costello, afforded him the luxury of more than just a standard cameo appearance.


  In the 1935 drama Convention Girl Shemp’s standard comedic persona was dropped entirely as he lit up the screen as a sharp-dressed, cigarette-smoking, gun-toting mobster who attempts to murder his partner-in-crime. Certainly not your average Stooge effort.


  With my Shemp education progressing slowly but surely over the decades, I knew the time was nearing to take pen in hand – make that laptop – for a stab at a biographical, appreciative look at the man oft times labelled erroneously as The Forgotten Stooge.


  So, please take more than a generous peek at these chapters at a true original, master of the ad-lib, physical comedic actor supreme and friend to legions of folks on and off-screen over the past 100 years – Shemp Howard.
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    Illustrator Tristan Yonce captures the essence of Shemp’s hilarious humor. Courtesy of Tristan Yonce.

  


  CHAPTER 1


  SHEMP RENAISSANCE


  Shemp Howard began his professional quest of entertaining folks with relentless gusto right in the midst of the glorious Golden Age of Hollywood, a time from the 1920s to the early 60s when the art of comedy was revolutionized on the big screen in a myriad of ways. Former vaudeville luminaries like Fatty Arbuckle, Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton, Fanny Brice, W.C. Fields, Mae West, the Marx Brothers, Martha Raye, Judy Garland and, of course The Three Stooges, all shone brilliantly with new and exciting technology in their grasp.


  In 1923, alongside younger brother Moe, Shemp became an original stage minion – or more appropriately a stooge of the legendary Ted Healy, a six-foot-tall theatrical force of nature who literally towered over the diminutive pair. While Babe Ruth was reportedly the first labelled as a superstar in print in 1920, Healy, deservedly so, would have loved that laurel bestowed upon himself.


  Regularly cited as the natural comedian of the three acting Howard siblings, Shemp tirelessly learned the ins-and-outs while suffering the bumps and bruises of the burgeoning entertainment business under Healy’s rigorous tutelage. He grasped the importance of standing tall beside a star of much greater height, occupying and using to his benefit the luxury of having his space on stage and later on the big screen, employing his gift of ad-libbing and, much to the delight of audiences, manipulating his rubbery, almost elasticized face like a natural prop to create an endless supply of humorous expressions. Lon Chaney Sr. was indeed the Man of a Thousand Faces so why not Shemp as his comedic equal?


  Healy brought South Philly comedian Larry Fine (Louis Feinberg) onboard in late March 1928 as part of A Night in Spain joining Shemp on Broadway. Moe, who had left Healy’s act in mid-1925 returned in December, 1928 in A Night in Venice. Only three years later Shemp chose the solo route, appearing in 105 known films with the likes of future Oscar winners John Wayne (Pittsburgh) and James Stewart (his first uncredited film appearance in the 1934 Shemp/Harry Gribbon short Art Trouble), Abbott & Costello in five features, W.C. Fields in The Bank Dick, Another Thin Man with William Powell, San Antoine Rose with Lon Chaney Jr. and Hellzapoppin’ with Martha Raye.


  To this very day a very simple yet unanswered question remains – why is Shemp, considered by many to be the original Stooge and the one of the famous comedy trio with a substantial solo film career, still referred to as The Forgotten Stooge. Back in the 1980s then Assistant and soon-to-be Fire Chief of the historic city of Donaldsonville, Louisiana, Kirk Landry, was eager to put a permanent end to Shemp’s underrated status with a public festival honoring him.


  Known as the Gateway to Cajun and Plantation County, the old steamboat community of Donaldsonville on the banks of the grand Mississippi River about 55 miles west of New Orleans is a veritable treasure chest of timeless sights and sounds for countless tourists who make their way there annually. At first glance it may not seem to be the logical site for a Shemp Howard Festival but Landry was out to prove otherwise.


  Surrounded by majestic oak trees, wrought-iron fencing, and the Donaldsonville Historic District with 50 blocks of more than 640 buildings – some with classic pre-Civil War era architecture – one might find it difficult to also envision the community as once being the quintessential site for an annual event celebrating one of The Three Stooges. Nonetheless, from 1985 to 1990 it was the home for a well-attended public recognition of Shemp Howard.


  A trio of diehard Three Stooges fans since their childhood years –Kirk Landry, mechanic James B. LeBlanc and State Deputy Fire Marshall Aaron Hebert – decided a weekend festival was a fitting way to honor the most underrated of the famous comedy team.


  The idea of the festival was dreamed up by the three senior committeemen in a scene befitting a standard Stooge scenario on a hot day in the back of a pickup truck filled with water across from a local bakery with the fun-loving buddies happily devouring pastries and thinking all things Shemp.
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    During the late 80s and early 90s the community of Donaldsonville, Louisiana marked Shemp Howard Weekend near the middle of March. Pictured taking part in the official proclamation from left to right, event organizer Kirk Landry, Mayor C. J. Russo Jr., and co-chair Debbie Peltier. File photo.

  


  Although they got the date of his birthday wrong, believing it was the 17th of March not the 11th, it was decided to stage this unique event the third weekend of the month. Proceeds were earmarked to go directly to the fire department. This rambunctious time of unbridled silliness was born in 1985 under the clear blue skies over the picturesque community. An example of this inspired nonsense was the 1,000 custard pies tossed by participants with wild abandonment, an event believed to be the South U.S.’s largest pie fight.


  Festivities included the crowning of a pie queen wearing a crown fittingly made from an unfilled pie shell, a grandiose Hoi-Polloi Ball and an eye-popping parade led triumphantly through the streets by event organizers proudly riding the wondrous slice-of-pie float. Associated Press staffers and local newspaper reporters feverously scribbled notes about the Stooge-like frivolity.


  On occasion Landry would tell reporters the festival’s pie queen contest had nothing to do with looks, even though it didn’t hurt. He said what the competition was about was “10 percent attire, 30 percent participation and the other 60 percent judged on degeneration.”


  News stories drew national and even international attention, appearing in such diverse publications as The Advocate in Baton Rouge, The Orlando Sentinel and even the April 1990 edition of Hugh Hefner’s adult magazine Playboy.


  In the Playboy article SHEMPMANIA the writer alerted readers to a parade led by the Grand Moron with a celebration of Cajun music, pecans, crawfish, or homemade gumbo to be found and that: “The antics also include the Hoi-Poloi Ball – where the Donaldsonville elite swig champagne, smoke cigars and view Shemp videos.”1


  “A fellow in the military told me he read about it in the Stars and Stripes newsletter when he serving in Japan,” said Hebert. “So that was the weirdest thing I heard about just how far afield news of the festival had spread.”


  Already famous for the annual Sunshine Festival with generous helpings of fried fish, shrimp, and family fun on the Ferris wheel, Donaldsonville, thanks to the efforts of Landry and his buddies, was transformed into a veritable mecca for those curious about Shemp and his Stooge brethren.


  Much to the delight of Landry and his madcap cohorts the event intended initially as a birthday celebration grew by leaps and bounds. Details of the inaugural festivities are vague but the second year the center of attention was the balcony of a friend’s building. Word spread rapidly so the Shemp Fest was moved to the parking lot of Eric’s Lounge where crowds gathered for such hijinks as the aforementioned 1,000 pie-fight.


  In its final year in 1990, award-wining television journalist and author Leo Honeycutt of WBRZ-TV in Baton Rouge assumed the prestigious role of Grand Moron, proudly presiding over the Saturday events.


  “The festival didn’t end because of declining interest and I still enjoy watching Shemp and the other Stooges,” Hebert said. “We had other interests but a major consideration was the matter of securing the necessary amount of insurance to cover Eric’s property.


  Retired Fire Chief Chuck Montero said the owner became increasingly nervous about liability, citing concern over the messy spectacle of 1,000 pies being tossed about with reckless abandon.


  Landry was also known as a singer and guitarist fronting such colorfully-named bands as The Night Flyers, Kirk and Jerk and the Dick Nixons, and a part-time host for KKAY-Am 1590. Sadly, only in his early 50s he died in 2009 but memories of his Shemp Festival linger on for organizers and participants alike.


  Montero, fondly recalls the unexpected growth in popularity of an event that didn’t end until someone broke out a pie.


  “It was just a gang of friends at first but it doubled in size each year until we had well over 1,000 fans taking part,” said Montero, still a Shemp fan. “There was interest from all over the country and even international guests from countries like Canada and Australia came to Donaldsonville.


  “Some were here for the shrimp festival but stayed with the Stooge fans, so it was a great mix. We had a Stooge contest where three guys wearing tuxedos hurled pies at each other. Many of the Stooge films we showed indoors were Shemp classics. Kirk was frantically running about buying copies of the April 1990 Playboy feature. The focus always remained on Shemp to the very end.”


  The quest to find an alternate location failed so the St. Patrick’s Day weekend of March 17-19, 1990 marked the finale of a marvelously strange event that saw Shemp Howard once again thrust back into the public eye in a gloriously seismic fashion.


  While the local government wasn’t necessarily a strong supporter from the onset, Montero said after the festival ended visitors often quizzed then Mayor B. J. Francis – who signed an official Shemp Festival proclamation – more about that celebration than the Sunshine Festival.


  “He was asked what was needed to restart the festivities,” said Montero. “Committee members considered a rebirth but two of the original organizers had left the community. Landry was busy with other commitments at the time, particularly as the fire department’s chief and it was difficult to find a large enough space. So, the idea died a natural death.


  “There were six in all which really surprised us. We sold a lot of t-shirts featuring a drawing of Shemp, the festival name and his birthday. The idea was to celebrate a truly original performer and clearly the most underrated Stooge. We did exactly that for those wonderful years.”


  Smiley Anders got immeasurable mileage from the Shemp Fest for his popular light-hearted column in Baton Rouge’s Advocate, pointing out that his personal highlights were riding in the parade as an assistant Grand Moron on a couple of occasions, getting hit in the face with countless pies and watching a seemingly never-ending presentation of Shemp films.


  “I got some great copy from this weird, crazy experience,” he said with a chuckle. “The mere mention of Shemp was music to my ears. I loved him and the Stooges with their juvenile type of humor since I was a child.”


  Honeycutt recalled Landry was actually obsessed with Moe Howard and was delighted the fire chief decided to make the Shemp Festival a signature festival for the community.


  “Kirk felt Shemp just didn’t get enough credit and I still agree to this day,” he said. “If it weren’t for this event, I really would not have known very much about Shemp and what he did as a Stooge and solo actor. It brought me such pleasure and the chance of both learning and writing about this talented fellow.


  “It was well-attended and got great coverage thanks to Kirk’s sheer strength-of-will and outgoing personality. It was also held at the loveliest time of the year. The weather was always perfect and it was grand fun watching that old Plymouth Rambler ahead of me in the parade, with those wonderful guys perched high atop those three toilets serving as thrones.


  “I feel so happy every time I reminisce about those fun-filled golden days honoring that wonderful Stooge.”


  Shemp may never have visited Donaldsonville or even heard of the community – about 1,365 miles from his Brooklyn birthplace and 1,850 from the Los Angeles area where he lived and worked from 1938 to his death in 1955. Yet sizable groups of enthusiastic residents, joined by Stooge-lovers from far afield, knew just who he was, what he did, so they wanted to ensure he’d never be underrated or overlooked again.


  Shemp moved to Los Angeles sometime after January 1937, when he filmed his last Joe Palooka short with Vitaphone. He was relocated by September of that year when he filmed the Hollywood Roundup at Columbia. Even intense research work by the Stoogeum has yet to determine just what he was up to during those eight months of 1937.


  Though the festival may have seemed somewhat of a localized cultural curiosity, more widespread interest in the versatile funnyman continues unabated to this day. With the Internet sporting a network of globally viewed social media agencies, Shemp and his Stooge colleagues have found online homes where fans new and old extol their comedic virtues, assuring the continuance of the trio’s never-ending comic appeal.


  “We were invited to attend the festival but sadly weren’t able to make the journey,” said Jill Howard Marcus, Shemp’s first granddaughter. “We just loved the idea of honoring him in such a wonderfully public way so we gave the event our whole-hearted support.


  “He would have just loved it. Being such a modest fellow, I think he would have been humbled by the fact this community wanted to recognize him and his efforts to simply entertain people.”


  While the trio’s roots featuring Shemp, Moe and Larry date back to the 1920s, the comedic act still boasts ever-growing support from legions of devotees right into the 21st Century numbering well into the thousands.


  Sites bearing only Shemp’s name have continued to attract both old and young who post videos, photos and personal thoughts on a minute-by-minute daily basis. Online groups include: The Shemp Howard Fan Club, Samuel Horwitz-Shemp Howard, Shemp Instead, the curiously but appropriately named The Church of Shemp and The Shemp Howard Goils established by his granddaughters Jill Howard Marcus and Sandie Howard Isaac with support of daughter-in-law Geri Howard Greenbaum and great-grand-daughter Chandler’s technical expertise.


  The Church of Shemp transcends the generic Facebook site with a rather brilliant composite picture of two wildly different scenarios – that of Shemp being playfully jostled about by his son Mort and some grinning friends beneath an artist’s illustrative rendering of engraver Gustave Doré’s horrifyingly graphic Canto XXIV of the Inferno depicting thieves being tortured by serpents.


  Brian Goguen, a Shemp fan since he was a young boy, started the group in 2013 choosing the church name because he felt the diehard followers of the floppy-haired Stooge could easily be seen as a congregation.


  “I enjoy the antics of Curly but Shemp was special,” he explained. “He never got the respect of many Stooge fans and a lot don’t even realize he was an original of the trio. After he died, it was next to properly replace him.


  “The great cartoonist Drew Friedman, known for his many Shemp illustrations, sent us the picture to use. I’m not sure who designed it but it is just perfect. A real eye-catcher that gets your attention immediately.


  Designed by Rob Davidson’s Team Stooge Project, The Three Stooges Online Filmography (https://threestooges.net/) is a source of information for all the trio’s film shorts and features. It also offers a diverse range of information from biographical data focusing on co-stars, directors, writers and producers to an aptly-named forum, The Kingdom of Moronika.


  For those curious about their careers outside The Three Stooges, the site provides well-documented and thoroughly-researched details pertaining to Shemp’s extensive output of 105 known solo outings as well as individual efforts from Joe Besser, Curly Joe DeRita, Moe, Curly and Larry. Who knows if and when the number of his individual cinematic outings will grow yet again?


  Although die-hard aficionados were already aware of Shemp’s cinematic ventures as both an original Stooge and a solo actor, the launching of Col Needham’s Internet Movie Database (IMDb) in 1990 encouraged even greater numbers of film buffs eager to explore and share personal views on his film outings. IMDb novices and experts alike ponder and discuss his impressive non-Stooge career that spanned the better part of two decades.


  Clearly a greater audience is keen these days to learn more about a film career of a gifted comedic actor who sadly appeared to fly under the radar, erroneously referred to as The Forgotten Stooge. A sampling of public comments demonstrates a genuine appreciation of many of Shemp’s solo performances:


  • This being a Damon Runyon movie, we get the usual rogues’ gallery of overly-contrived mugs and thugs. The funniest of these is Shemp Howard as Squinty, who is so myopic he can’t recognize anyone until they’re right in front of him. (Butch Minds The Baby 1942)


  • Shemp Howard is also on hand for some comic relief, displaying a somewhat more subtle brand of humor than when he was hanging around with brother Moe and Larry Fine. (Pittsburgh 1942)


  • Shemp is hysterical as a bumbling thug who can’t seem to keep his mind off of the ladies. (San Antonio Rose 1941)


  • Shemp Howard is always on the point of spinning one of his seafaring yarns yet again being shut up by his ill-tempered circus employer Billy Gilbert. (Arabian Nights) 1942)


  • One of the only really funny parts occurred at the very beginning when Shemp Howard (a perennial in early Abbott and Costello films) is introduced. (It Ain’t Hay 1943)


  • The actor who makes the film for me, however, is that wonderful “unknown” Stooge, Shemp Howard, in a humorous role. (Africa Screams, 1949)


  • My two favorite actors W.C. Fields and Shemp Howard team up in this great film. W.C. plays an alcoholic (as usual) who accidentally does a great thing for the bank. Shemp plays a bartender who is too darn cool. (The Bank Dick, 1940)


  • Also catch Shemp Howard at a time he was trying to go beyond The Three Stooges. As much as I love the Stooges, it’s a shame Shemp couldn’t have appeared in more films. (The Bank Dick, 1940)2


  Not limited to just comedy films, Shemp showcased his talents portraying an aging, wisecracking Sinbad in Universal Pictures’ rousing 1942 dramatic fantasy Arabian Nights, sharing the silver screen with Jon Hall, Sabu, Maria Montez (dubbed the Queen of Technicolor) and his frequent acting buddy Billy Gilbert.


  Tallying an impressive box office take of $3.453 million U.S. (adjusted for inflation that was nearly $56 million in 2019), the film nabbed four Oscar nominations for Best Cinematography (Color), Best Art Direction-Interior Decoration (Color), Best Sound, Recording and Best Music, Scoring of a Dramatic or Comedy Picture.


  C3 Entertainment Inc.’s Three Stooges site rounds out several online offerings with biographies, filmography, news, schedules and digital information.


  With Shemp appearing so frequently through social media sites bearing his name, Los Angeles-based animator Darin McGowan decided in June 2015 to venture one step further by launching the innovative Shemp Instead on Facebook.


  Inserting a wide range of expressive facial photos in place of other famous actors, musicians and entertainers, suddenly Ringo Starr or John Lennon went missing from The Beatles or Frank Morgan was no longer the familiar Wizard of Oz, replaced in those cases by the comic visage of Shemp Howard. Initially a simple prank to needle a friend who was decidedly in the Curly camp, the concept suddenly took off and within six months more than 2,000 followers were onboard with posts continuing to attract the curious by the thousands.


  McGowan, a storyboard artist with credits for Disney, the Jim Henson Company, Warner Bros., and Nickelodeon, in addition to his own projects, was surprised but nonetheless delighted to discover how many appreciated the work of Shemp.


  His successful idea was straightforward – use several already famous musicians or film stars and replace them by adding Shemp to the mix. One Stooge admirer jokingly complained the site was too Shempcentric as all she was seeing was Shemp and not the other personalities.


  “When I was a kid watching the Stooges on TV for three hours every Saturday morning, all I hoped for was Curly shorts,” said McGowan. “I still love him but the older I got, the more I appreciated and wanted to learn about Shemp. When I saw him reading the comics and laughing his head off in Sing a Song of Six Pants, I nearly fell off my chair. His facial expressions and motions were priceless.


  “I began to recognize the subtleties in his comedy, getting to know more about his larger body of work. He was always the underdog with that odd name but you realize pretty quickly that he was just naturally funny. His brother Curly was great but you don’t need to imitate him and Shemp didn’t. Every day we get new members. When I shared the page with the main Stooge site, that word-of-mouth helped increase our numbers. Shemp is the real deal.”


  A talented young illustrator, Tristan Yonce, a Three Stooges fan whose first recollections of the trio comprise “the earliest memories of my life,” recalls his introduction to the unique comic pleasures of Shemp coming on a VHS tape of four public domain film shorts.


  “Curly was featured on the cover art but it was The Shemp Show to me,” he said. “To the untrained eye the Stooges may have seemed like blunt comedy objects but if you’re really playing attention, you see every Stooge was extremely nuanced in varying degrees of subtlety – none more so than Shemp.


  “He’s just so much fun to draw. Shemp’s face is incredibly expressive and the man was unrivalled in his mugging, so it’s a pleasure to capture his many moods. Many comedians and comic actors looked like caricatures already and, if they didn’t, they made themselves up to look funny. Shemp was unique and provides me real inspiration.”


  When Yonce embarks on a new art venture, he often works on a Shemp sketch as a warm-up exercise, “to jump-start the relationship between my hands and my brain. If I hit a roadblock, it usually helps to take a break to draw a Stooge, particularly Shemp.”


  A member of The Shemp Howard Fan Club and The Church of Shemp, he’s also a fan of McGowan’s Shemp Instead page where he routinely gets lost looking through the hilarious backlog of pop culture moments, film scenes and news events, all of which have Shemp edited into them.


  “Through his entire career, including the Stooge catalogue, along with his own shorts and numerous solo ventures, Shemp was a well-rounded, masterful comedic performer,” he said. “His physical skills and body language were stellar. His true strength was improvisation.


  “So many of his asides were clearly ad-libbed, not to forget his catalogue of physical schtick and sound effects. The Stooges were uniquely hilarious but Shemp was the only Stooge that didn’t need the others. As a fan and artist, I just love everything about him.”


  Jay Schwartz’s appreciation for the original Stooge came through loud and clear with The Secret Cinema’s poster for the well-received film night entitled A Loving Tribute to Shemp Howard.


  “He was so diverse,” he said. “Somewhere along the line I started to really admire his work. I love the Hall of Shemp at the Stoogeum in Philadelphia, a great place for background information on him and the trio. Before there was such a strong Internet presence, Shemp was popular at WFMU Radio in New Jersey North. The station published a program guide including a schedule for event and specialty shows that attracted artists and cartoonists.


  “Shemp was greatly appreciated there. On March 24, 2006 more than 130 enthusiastic people showed up for A Loving Tribute to Shemp Howard. We showed Mr. Noisy, Society Mugs, The Choke’s on You, Bride and Gloom, Vagabond Loafers, Dizzy & Daffy, Boobs in the Woods. There was a 20-minute discussion and a mention of Millionaires in Prison. I love his different film roles, the ones where he’s a little mean like in Mr. Noisy.”


  An enthusiastic love of Shemp material doesn’t exclude being passionate about all Stooge work over the years that showcase the talents of the other five members, as author Dave Abramson emphasizes.


  “I love all the Stooges; however, there’s a special place in my heart for that knucklehead,” said Abramson, currently writing a book on Sammy Petrillo, the American nightclub and movie comedian known for his Jerry Lewis imitation. “Shemp’s incredibly funny. Off the top of my head, Goof on the Roof is a favorite but he’s crazy good in everything.


  “I also love the way he seemingly appears out of nowhere in non-Stooges movies. It just blew my mind when I saw him in Charlie Chan in Murder Over New York many years ago. There’s a police lineup scene where, for a few brilliantly funny seconds, Shemp shows up as a suspect. I learned then that he could show up just about anywhere.”


  In radio circles Abramson has been entertaining audiences as Dave the Spazz on the listener-supported WFMU for more than 30 years. Along the way he also produced The Shemp Meditation Tape. Initially a premium for his weekly program during the annual fundraising marathon, it was later mass-produced for sale in WFMU’s Catalog of Curiosities.


  “I’ve been told that it was the top selling item, with many of the orders coming from the Pentagon,” he said, chuckling to himself.“I came up with a second volume as well. It’s not as listenable being more of what I call a high concept item. I think Shemp would have liked the promotion for the tape.


  “Around 2000 I sang and wrote songs for a punk rock band called The Shemps. It didn’t have anything to do with Shemp except that I just liked the name. I wanted to call my next band The Bessers but was voted down.”


  Assembling a pop group referencing Shemp wasn’t just limited to the U.S. Up in Canada business/co-op teacher Sam Ussia and his friends have been members of a music group bearing the Stooge name, churning out classic rock tunes to the delight of enthusiastic fans for the past two decades.


  “We loved making great music and clowning around a lot,” he explained. “When we were looking for a good catchy name, it came up. Why not call ourselves Shemp? All of us knew he was one of the original four Stooges so we thought let’s go with him. It was as simple as that and we’re still having lots of fun.”


  Known for his widely read blog Thrilling Days of Yesteryear, Ivan G. Shreve Jr. relishes any opportunity that pops up to wax poetic at great length about one of his favorite subjects – Shemp Howard.


  “I’ve always argued vociferously that Shemp Howard was the funniest member of The Three Stooges,” he said. “Stooges fans love Curly and with good reason because he was a vastly underrated comedian who never received his proper due until folks like Leonard Maltin began making the case for his talent.


  “Yet, as wonderful a mirth maker as Jerome “Curly” Howard was, I think his range was pretty limited so he likely wasn’t going to move much beyond The Three Stooges. A viewing of Roast-Beef and Movies (1934)—the MGM short he made with George Givot and Bobby Callahan—will most assuredly bear this out. Curly’s comedic gifts were substantial but he needed both Moe and Larry to keep his excesses in check.


  “Shemp, on the other hand, knew no boundaries as a comedian. He was fall-down funny on his own, excelling as a second banana when paired with big-name funsters. Even though most of his footage in The Bank Dick (1940) wound up on the cutting room floor he’s still a riot with what remains.”


  Some researchers argue that Shemp’s on-screen activity is consistent with what was scripted for him. So, if he went above and beyond the written screenplay as he often did – regardless of how funny he could be – the ad-libbing could well be the reason that Fields, Cline and the editor left it on the floor.


  “He also supported such legends as Abbott & Costello, Olsen & Johnson, Bert Lahr and Jack Haley, demonstrating that he could carry the entire show in many of his solo Vitaphone and Columbia shorts. I used to joke with friends that Shemp could be found in every motion picture in the 1930s/1940s. A major exaggeration, to be sure, but he’s a delightful bright spot in movies like Another Thin Man (1939), The Invisible Woman (1940) and Arabian Nights (1942).”


  Providing further cinematic evidence to make the case for Shemp, Shreve turns to the 1995 film While You Were Sleeping. Jack (Bill Pullman), tries to prove that Lucy (Sandra Bullock) is lying about being his brother’s fiancée, a coma-stricken Peter (Peter Gallagher). He asks her which Stooge does his motionless sibling love the most.


  She responds “Curly” prompting Pullman to quickly reply, “He’s everybody’s favorite Stooge.” Then from out of the blue a voice of reason suggests another option. Godfather Saul (Jack Warden) wisely declares, “I like Shemp.”


  Not just the original member of the world-famous The Three Stooges, Shemp enjoyed other firsts and solo achievements outside the comedy trio:


  • Marrying Gertrude Frank March 15, 1925 made him the first of the three acting Howards to marry.


  • Although the trio was yet to be formally named The Three Stooges, he, along with Moe and Larry, was in the first feature film: Fox Film Corporation’s 1930 Soup to Nuts.


  • Shemp was in the only Three Stooges shorts shot in 3D – Spooks! and Pardon My Backfire.


  • He was the only Howard to appear in films with stars like John Wayne, W.C. Fields, William Powell and a soon-to-be headliner James Stewart (his first and uncredited screen appearance in the Shemp and Harry Gribbon short Art Trouble (1934).


  Although not officially documented, a milestone of sorts took place the evening of Saturday, September 17, 2022 at the historic Harris Theatre in downtown Pittsburgh – a film lineup equally distributed between Curly and Shemp shorts.


  To a packed house of eager Stooge fans out for a night of belly laughs, cinematic festivities got underway with Pop Goes the Easel, Grips, Grunts and Groans, and Three Little Pigskins, concluding with Brideless Groom, Fright Night, and Sing a Song of Six Pants.


  Organizer Joseph Morrison of the Pittsburgh Cultural Trust had a personal goal in mind, simply to treat a theater full of Stooge-aholics to the kind of joy he grew up with as a boy, “fond memories of my dad (Ed) loving and laughing at the Three Stooges.”


  “When it comes to any division between Shemp and Curly shorts, that really occurred to me,” he said. “I love a Shemp short as much as any of the others I grew up with. However, we did an informal poll of who was the favorite.


  “There may been slightly more hoots and hollers for Curly but to be honest it was very, very close with just about as many rooting for Shemp. I thought laughter might have died down a bit as we got into the second half but when Brideless Groom hit the screen, the response was just as loud. The audience was roaring its approval in great fashion. People just loved it.”


  Host Sean Collier, a writer, comedian, movie critic, and associate editor of the Pittsburgh Magazine was struck by how consistently loud and prolonged the laughter was for a full two hours of Shemp, Curly, Larry and Moe.


  “We’re talking about comedy that dates back almost a century now,” he added. “Curly is unique and cannot be replicated but I might have come away with a slight preference for Shemp, wanting to see even more of him.


  “Watching Brideless Groom, after detecting some Curly schtick in Fright Night, I realized just how versatile Shemp really was, a multi-faceted comedic performer with a wider range in his talents. I haven’t seen people laugh this hard in a theater in a very long time.”


  With such approval from diehard fans, both Morrison and Collier, who “felt honored and excited to be invited to host the event,” say they are eager for a second Stooge film fest and even more in the coming years.


  “I love Shemp’s face,” said Morrison. “In Brideless Groom, he does so much comedically with it, more so than the other Stooges. Hats off to the all of them.”


  Three decades ago, the seeds of a Three Stooges festival were planted when Buffalo videographer Lenny Potwora brought a handful of his local church’s softball team – those real fans of the comedy trio – over to his house for pizza and Stooges shorts on the VHS.


  There was more Howard, Fine and Howard followers than he had anticipated so the venture was moved to the historic Riviera Theatre in North Tonawanda built in 1926 and known as the Home of the Mighty Wurlitzer theatre organ. The first festival drew 300 Stoogeaholics and the numbers grew every year.


  “In those early days it was all Curly and the purists who only wanted to see him,” said the organizer. “Then we brought Shemp into the mix with the World Hollywood Entertainment store near us bringing in memorabilia like t-shirts, some of them with a great photo of him.


  “Some Shemp t-shirts could be seen in the audience and the first time we showed a short featuring him, the crowd went crazy, cheering, clapping, standing up to show off their shirts. Brideless Groom is my all-time favorite and it always gets a rousing round of applause.


  “People just warmed up to him and it’s now one of the high points of our show. Shemp enhanced the show bringing together the three generations of children, parents and grandparents. It was all accomplished in true Stooge fashion and has made the event even better than ever.”


  “The Hall of Shemp, which is very popular, might get a little less traffic than other areas but only because it is somewhat tucked away from the main exhibits,” said owner Gary Lassin. “What really surprises some of the more casual fans and visitors is that he had his own series of films at two different studios and was billed as the star on many posters.


  “Shemp’s solo career, which at this point includes 105 known movies, is of interest to both die-hard Stooge fans and those relatively new who may be visiting the Stoogeum for the first time.”


  The Stoogeum – the official Three Stooges Museum – is in 10,000 square feet, three-floor office building that once belonged to an architecture firm. Founded in 2004 by Lassin, it hosts between 5,000 to 10,000 visitors from around the world annually.


  A great deal of inspired creativity has cropped up over the decades in tribute to Shemp but for the complete historic package about the real man one must first travel back in time, almost six years before the dawn of the 20th Century to March 11, 1895.


  That is when the fascinating tale of Shemp Howard began in the Horwitz family homestead in Brooklyn, New York.


  


  1 Shempmania, Playboy April 1990


  2 Selected comments from IMDb reviews


  CHAPTER 2


  HORWITZ TO HOWARD


  From 1881 to 1914, more than 2.5 million Jews migrated from Eastern Europe, with about 80,000 making the trek each year. According to Shmuel Ettinger’s Jewish Emigration in the 19th Century, two-million immigrants made their homes in the United States.


  In the first 15 years of the 20th century, until the outbreak of the First World War, an average of 17.3 per 1,000 Jews emigrated from Russia each year, 19.6 from Rumania, and 9.6 from Galicia.


  
    [image: Image]


    While there is no certainty as to the exact date of this Howard family photo, it was likely taken in the 1920s. Pictured in the front, from left, Shemp, mother Jennie and Moe. Behind are the two brothers who did not become entertainers, Benjamin (Jack) and Irving. Missing from the photo are father Solomon and youngest brother Jerome (Curly). From the Steve Cox Collection.

  


  Solomon and Jennie Horwitz were part of that massive influx of Russian Jews immigrating to America in the late 19th century and early 20th century. Like millions of others, they came to the U.S. to escape religious persecution, political discrimination and socioeconomic problems faced by the Russia’s Jewish population.


  Large numbers, including Solomon and Jennie, settled in the rapidly growing New York City. They eventually made their home in Bensonhurst, a residential neighborhood in the southwest section borough of Brooklyn, raising a family of five sons. Three of them – Samuel, Harry Moses and Jerome grew up to be founding members of the iconic Three Stooges, selecting the last name Howard in their
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