
  [image: frn_fig_001]


  101 Classic Jewish Jokes


  ALSO BY THE AUTHOR


  The Last Caprice


  Where There’s a Will


  The Mature Market


  New Work Opportunities

  for Older Americans


  101 Classic Jewish Jokes


  


    
      	
        JEWISH HUMOR


        from


        GROUCHO MARX


        to


        JERRY SEINFELD

        






Robert Menchin

        Illustrations by Joe Kohl

      

      	
        [image: frn_fig_002]

      
    

  


  [image: frn_fig_003]Mustang Publishing


    Memphis, TN • USA


  As always, to Marylin, Jonathan, and Scott—

  with a tip of the hat to the memory

  of Abe Menchin and Leo Rosten.


  Copyright© 1998 by Robert Menchin.


  All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form. No part of this book may be reproduced without the written permission of the publisher. Published in the United States of America by Mustang Publishing Company, Inc., P.O. Box 3004, Memphis, TN 38173. Manufactured and printed in the USA.


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


  Menchin, Robert.


  101 classic Jewish jokes : Jewish humor from Groucho Marx to Jerry Seinfeld I Robert Menchin ; illustrations by Joe Kohl.


  p.cm.


  ISBN 0-914457-88-8 (alk. paper)


  1. Jewish wit and humor. I. Title.


  PN6231.J5M461997


  818’.50208035203924-dc21


  97-36233

  CIP

  r97


  Printed on acid-free paper.


  10987654321


  Contents


  Jewish Humor


  The Jewish Family


  Jewish Logic


  What’s in a Name?


  How to Tell a Jewish Joke


  Food


  Assimilation


  Doctors


  A Brief Guide to Common Yiddish Terms


  Business


  God & Religion


  Judges, Matchmakers, & Other Characters


  And just for you, five more jokes!


  They’re the Top!


  Jewish Humor


  RUSSIAN BALLET, ITALIAN OPERA, FRENCH CUISINE, and... Jewish humor. The special gift of the Jewish people to find humor in daily life has been enjoyed around the world. Once the province of a small, tight-knit community, Jewish wit is now integral to American—and world—culture.


  Interestingly, the Jewish affinity for laughter is a fairly recent development. For most of their history, the Jews were serious “people of the book” who considered humor sacrilegious and trivial. Their talent for and love of jest blossomed in the late 19th century and came to full flower in the 20th.


  Many of the best Jewish jokes traveled across the Atlantic in the early 1900’s and were carried through Ellis Island along with bundles of clothes and family pictures. Throughout the 20th century, Jewish humor found fertile ground in the growing mass media of America and enriched popular culture. In the “old country,” the jokes reflected living with persecution, poverty, and anti-Semitism: “laughter through the tears.” In the New World, the jokes became parables about “fitting in” and reflected the problems of assimilating in a new country with a new language and new ways.


  With its rich cast of characters and subject matter, Jewish humor mirrors the concerns of the Jewish people: marriage, children, health, success and failure, and—the butt of so many Jewish jokes—doctors and waiters. Of course, these are universal concerns, and in their jokes Jews speak to an audience that cuts across generational, racial, ethnic, class, and religious lines. Remember the old advertising slogan “You don’t have to be Jewish to love Levy’s bread"? Well, you don’t have to be Jewish to enjoy classic Jewish jokes. They’re for anyone who likes to laugh.
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  It’s no exaggeration to call the 20th century the Golden Age of Jewish-American humor. All the elements were in place to make it so. A generation of American-born writers and performers, blessed with the right to express themselves freely, were able to combine the comic traditions of their foreign-born parents with the energetic patterns of American life. In print and in performance, their jokes, stories, and comic routines found a receptive audience. By mid-century, the droll, folksy humor of Mark Twain and Will Rogers began to yield to the more relevant, urban comedy of Groucho Marx, Mel Brooks, and Neil Simon.


  A variety of platforms—books, theater, radio, films, vaudeville, the Borscht Belt circuit, records, and TV—launched Jewish humor into the mainstream of American life. Today, Jewish sensibilities are echoed in the language of comedy across America, from stand—up jokesters in nightclubs across the country to movie comedies and TV sitcoms. A recent hitchhiker on the information super-highway, Jewish jokes are now exchanged eagerly on the Internet.


  Throughout this century, Jewish comedy talent emerged from many media:


  [image: chpt_fig_002] Vaudeville and burlesque provided a stage for the talents of Eddie Cantor, Smith and Dale, andWeber and Fields.


  [image: chpt_fig_002] Broadway gave us Fanny Brice, Molly Picon, and Ed Wynn.


  [image: chpt_fig_002] Radio made Jack Benny a household name and introduced us to “The Goldbergs” and Burns and Allen.


  [image: chpt_fig_002] When television came along, Milton Berle dominated Tuesday nights in America. After Berle, Sid Caesar and his “Show of Shows,” with the legendary team of comedy writers Mel Brooks, Neil Simon, Carl Reiner, and Larry Gel bart, ruled TV comedy writing.


  [image: chpt_fig_002] Comedy clubs and nightclubs featured Lenny Bruce, Don Rickles, Buddy Hackett, Schecky Greene, Mort Sahl, Rodney Dangerfield, Alan King, Jackie Mason, and Joan Rivers.


  [image: chpt_fig_002] The Marx Brothers, The Three Stooges, and The Ritz Brothers created classic motion picture comedies and paved the way for the madcap films of Mel Brooks and the witty satire of Woody Allen.


  [image: chpt_fig_002] And Jewish film stars like Peter Sellers, Walter Matthau, Peter Falk, Goldie Hawn, Bette Midler, Billy Crystal, and Barbra Streisand brought their laugh-getting shtick to the big screen.
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  Though modern Jewish humor is significantly different from the wit of early Yiddish dialect comedians like Benny Rubin and Menasha Skulnick, there are interesting similarities. Their voices may be silenced, but the sounds of Yiddish, that rich, expressive language, peppers the English language. Just as bagels, a Jewish food staple, can now be found in groceries across the nation, Yiddish words have become part of the English language: “Is that deal kosher?” ... "Proposing a deal like that takes chutzpa!” ... "He keeps messing with this deal, and I’m tired of his shtick.” ... "Get a courier to send the contract on this deal—don’t shlep it.” Further, the cadence, phrasing, and structure of the Jewish immigrants’ speech have become familiar to our ears. Listen to the punch lines of the classic jokes—"So it’s not like a fountain.” ... “On him it’s becoming.” ... “You’ll hear such a scream.” ... “On me you can’t count.” -and hear the echoes of Yiddish, the language of the ancestors of most of today’s Jewish comedy stars.
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  Jokes, and often variations of the same jokes, are told in every ethnic group. So what makes a joke a distinctively Jewish joke? For starters, a love of words and argument are major elements of Jewish humor. There’s an old saying: “Three Jews, three opinions.” (Of course, if one of them is schizophrenic, you’ll have four opinions.) The storytelling tradition and a passion for dramatic exaggeration are the foundations of many Jewish jokes.


  In Jewish humor we find chutzpa as well as the flip side of chutzpa, self-denigration. Sigmund Freud wrote, “I do not know whether there are many other instances of a people making fun to such a degree of its own character."


  In this book, many jokes confirm Freud’s observation. But the jokes of all ethnic groups exploit the foibles and characteristics of their own people. The fact that so many American Jews tell jokes about Jews is a reflection of Jewish comfort and sense of security in this wonderful country. A proverb in Ecclesiastes says, “A fool raises his voice when he laughs; a wise man smiles.” Thus, the best Jewish jokes tend to be those with an underlying wisdom that provoke a nod of the head and a knowing smile rather than raucous laughter.


  Witty, brief stories or anecdotes that make a serious point are among the most prized moments of Jewish humor. Eugene O’Neill’s four-hour play The Iceman Cometh is about the human need for illusion and mankind’s quest to keep a “pipe dream” alive to survive. Now, listen to Woody Allen in the last scene of his movie, Annie Hall:


  Woody: "Doc, my brother’s crazy. He thinks he’s a chicken."


  Doctor: "Really. Why don’t you turn him in?"


  Woody: "I would, but we need the eggs."


  In just three lines, Woody Allen says as much about one’s need for illusion as O’Neill’s four-hour play. It’s an example of Jewish humor at its best.
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  No discussion of Jewish humor would be complete without reference to an area about 90 miles north of New York City in the Catskill Mountains—affectionately known as the “Borscht Belt." If New Orleans gave birth to jazz, the Borscht Belt gave birth to stand-up comedy. The Catskills catered to hard-working, middle-class Jews who took their two-week summer vacation at one of the many hotels in the area—Grossingers, the Concord, Tamiment, the Nevele, and others.


  The Catskill hotels opened early in the century and flourished between World Wars I and II. They catered to the two major concerns of their Jewish guests—food and
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