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Genie Moe works his magic with a ceramic frog, reminiscent of the father I knew who unfailingly fulfilled every wish of his beautiful princess. Courtesy of Moe Howard Collection.
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The Princess and the Stooge

Time weighed heavily on Dad these days. It was the early 1970s and his career had slowed to a crawl. The Three Stooges, as an act, were no more. For the first time in more than 40 years, he was without two numbskulls on opposite sides of him to whack, bonk, poke, or hammer over the head. His halcyon days as head of the longest lasting comedy trio in the history of show business had come to an unceremonious end. Yet the impulses to stooge still ran deep in our father’s veins. He lived to stooge. Nothing brought greater joy to him than to make people laugh. Something he had done thousands of times on stage, on film, and on television.

Dad lived for those times. When the cameras rolled, he instantly jumped into character. The minute he combed his black-dyed hair into his famous bowl cut, he was ready for another day of barking out orders, like “Spread out!” and “Pick out two!,” and delivering more zany, pie-in-the-face antics with his fellow lame-brains to the delight of millions around the world.

My father loved the feel of the creative juices flowing. He basked in the applause, the adulation, and the thrill of performing the Stooges fire-brand of slapstick, as only he knew how. After years of honing his craft, spitting out his comedy lines and performing their famous shtick with ease like a well-oiled machine, Dad decided he loved it all. Dad often smiled and joked: “And I have the bumps and bruises to prove it!”

Now, at least once a week, my doorbell rang. There standing in the door-way on the brick-covered entry was Dad. Wearing a cap covering his silky silver hair, combed to the side, and his favorite powder-blue windbreaker, this time he was carrying a big bag of fresh oranges in his arms and with the goofiest grin on his face. “They’re on special at Karl’s Market,” he beamed as he stepped inside.

Dad liked a bargain and knew how to shop. When he went “whole-sale”—you must realize almost all his old buddies were in the dress business—he jokingly called himself, “The single dress buyer from Ithaca.” Most stores bought dresses by the dozen. Dad would come in and, after telling his pal one of his famous stories, laughter would ensue and then he would sheepishly ask for one dress for Mother or me or was too embarrassed to ask that he would buy one of anything.

Unlike how he spoke on camera, Dad’s voice at home was more reserved, laid back and serious, not the gruff tough-guy Moe. His eyes crinkled as he set the bag down on our kitchen table. Looking up, his face brightened. “So how are you, Joanie doll?”

In his eyes, I was still his little princess and he was my king. Like a good king, there was not anything he would not do for me.

Lately, I saw much more of Dad. I knew this was his way of killing time and an excuse to do something for me, like the old days. He loved to keep busy. If at that moment I said to him, “Dad, I could really use a thingamajig or whatchamacallit.” Off he would go without batting an eyelash, drive off in his red two-door Mustang CS sedan, and get it for me.

The delighted look on Dad’s wrinkled face reminded me of the father I had known for many years—a man of many faces, many surprises, and many talents unknown and unseen by his many millions of fans. Things he was far too modest to admit about himself. I admit my mind wandered as Dad blathered on about things that day. It is not that it was not interesting. However, as he sat down for a chat, everything came into sharp focus for me: How his love for us had no bounds. It was paramount over everything else.

This was just like my father. During the height of his career when he was touring non-stop and making those hilariously wacky comedy movies, every day with Daddy was growing up stooge. Only mine were precious off-camera moments spent with him and my dear uncles, Curly and Shemp—at home, on the road, and on the set. Moments like snapshots in time that, although now somewhat faded and brown around the edges, are vivid examples of the man, the father, and famous funnymen I knew up close and personal like no one else.

Hugs and kisses were rare with my father. They always were. He was not a demonstrative and touchy-feely kind of guy. He showed his love other ways…one of them as Genie Moe.

As his little princess before the arrival of my brother Paul, Genie Moe lavished me with an endless procession of gifts and baubles. The “mean Moe” of stage and screen was not the father I knew. He was not anything like the menacing, “Why I oughta!” and “You knuckleheads!”—far from it. On the road a lot making personal appearances with the Stooges, he made up for his absences as only a good genie would. He would return from the road, his luggage bulging, ready to burst at its locks, with priceless, expensive, and colorful gifts. All I had to do was hint for something and Genie Moe was there to do his magic. He would produce it before my very eyes with a look of delight radiating across his face.

Unlike mythical genies of the lamp, he went beyond the usual three wishes; his were limitless. Like a magician pulling rabbits from a hat, he would smile as he went to work, making gifts appear from his luggage— one more fabulous than the next. Every time when it seemed Genie Moe had reached the proverbial end, presto! Like magic, out popped another gift as I excitedly oohed and aahed. This genie knew how to spoil a girl and my every wish was his command.

Whenever on tour, Dad had a good deal of time to kill between daytime matinees and evening shows. He was too impatient to sit around backstage in a room filled with the pungent smell of sweat and tobacco. Therefore, he did what most genies do in their down time: He shopped.

One time while Dad, Larry, and Curly were playing a theatre in Manhattan, my fancy was to own a jump rope. Father set out to fulfill my latest wish and really went beyond the call of duty. Rain was in the forecast and as he walked along a familiar route to his favorite shopping area, it started to pour. His path took him through Hell’s Kitchen, a tough neighborhood in midtown Manhattan between 34th Street and 59th Street. The fact he was in the wrong part of town was of no concern to my father. He was on a mission—the genie never let down his little princess.

Dad lucked out with his purchase in short order—a blue and white jump rope with two very shiny red enamel handles. He paid for the gift, slipped it into his back pocket, and proceeded to trot through the rain back to the theatre. The afternoon sky that grew darker every second made it look more like nighttime and nearby businesses reflected like mirror images in the pools of water on the blackened hardtop like something out of one of those classic film noir movies with Humphrey Bogart or James Cagney. Dad, sans a trench coat, was undeterred. A Brooklyn native himself, he was not bound to let a little rain spoil his day.

Faced with trying to step over a deep and sizeable puddle at the corner of 53rd Street, Dad took a running start. With his hand held tightly on his back pocket to protect his purchase, he leapfrogged over the puddle and sprinted to the opposite side of the street.

Suddenly, two men rushed out of a darkened doorway. They hustled my father against a nearby building. Dad immediately sensed one of them was “packing.” The man butted his holstered pistol into Dad’s back as they pressed him up hard against the wall to search him.

Fear gripped Dad at first. Those “mugs”—a term Dad comically used many times in Stooge gangster comedies—did not recognize him as he stood there soaked and dripping wet from the rain that continued to pound the blackened pavement. Had he been on the Columbia Pictures lot filming the climax for one of his Three Stooges comedies, Dad would have screamed, “Let’s scram!,” and comically scamper off screen without incident. However, this was not some Hollywood sound stage. This was real life…on a real street…with two real-life looking thugs, not actors with phony prop guns, holding him in place. Dad could play things tough on the screen, but he was out of his element this time.

Suddenly, the men flashed their police badges. Then, one of them patted the pocket that my father was still clutching and yelled out to his partner, “I knew it! I knew he had a gun!”

By this time, a small crowd had gathered and the officers made poor Dad put his hands on his head like a common criminal. Dad’s muttered, “But…but,” went unnoticed as one of the men thrust his hand into my father’s pocket. He dug deep into Dad’s pocket and whipped out a pair of wooden handles as the blue and white rope uncoiled like a snake in his hands. With everything he could muster, Dad deliriously shouted, “It’s for my daughter!”

The crowd—recognizing the man his many millions of fans simply knew as “Moe”—laughed derisively as the plain-clothed detectives turned as red as the jump rope handles. Apologizing profusely, they briskly made their escape as the laughter from the crowd rang in their ears. Momentarily relieved, Dad was always fearful of something unexpected derailing his career. He no doubt feared the thought of this becoming an arrest gone-awry with his “Moe mug” splashed across the front page of The New York Times the next morning under a screaming headline that read:

STOOGE BOSS OF JUMP ROPE GANG JAILED

As the men disappeared out of sight, Dad mugged for the crowd. With a menacing Moe-like grimace, he barked, “Why I oughta!” Wild cheers erupted from the rain-soaked crowd. Dad always knew how to make people laugh.

Back home, the delighted expression on Dad’s face said it all as he pulled the jump rope from his back pocket. I saw the same expression that morning some 40 years later when he brought me something as innocent as a bag of oranges. Although the gift was not as extravagant as those in years past were, Genie Moe had come through again.

Dad started fidgeting in his chair. I could tell this meant he was ready to leave. He had stayed long enough. Suddenly he stood up, slightly hunched over for a second until he straightened himself up, and gingerly walked toward the front door. I walked alongside him. Smiling warmly, his eyes crinkled again as I opened the door for him. “Thanks, Dad,” I said as I tried to kiss him on the cheek.

Stepping outside with a sudden bounce in his step, his smile broadened even more and he squeezed me extra tight before letting go. “Anytime, Joanie, darling!”

Giving me a short wave as he walked ahead, he opened the driver’s side to his sedan and he stopped and stared. Jiggling his keys comically in the air, he smiled at me once more before he took off.

As Dad drove away, I laughed, shook my head, and shut the door. That was my father. Under the veneer of that cap and silver locks of hair, the stooge still burned brightly inside of him. For most people it would have been another day in paradise, but for me it was another chapter in my life of growing up stooge.

As I sit at my laptop today in my office surrounded by artifacts of my father’s storied career, among them a life-sized portrait of him as a smiling, more casual Moe, I am engulfed by such precious mementoes. Others include rare and unseen photographs, dusty old never-before seen vaudeville routines, and many written and unpublished stories and memories my brother and I share in common. They capture, in words and images, our father and the Stooges we knew and that the fans have never seen before—off camera, off stage, without the makeup, without exploding pies and rubber hammers.

The fathers of other kids we knew were lawyers, electricians and plumbers while ours were three world-class knuckleheads and nothing like you could possibly imagine—all of it true. Surely many have thought after watching our father and the Stooges’ crazy antics, “Heaven help the son or daughter of the Stooges!” You are not even close.

I am here to set the record straight and tell it all—the good, the bad, and the Stoogey. The whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help us Moe! (“N’yuk! N’yuk! N’yuk!”) It is all here—

never-before published anecdotes and stories and a treasure trove of rare family photos of our famous father and the Stooges that are bound to make you sit up and take notice.

Like Dad used to say in his trademark bossy Moe voice, “What are you waitin’ for, knucklehead!”

The wait is over. At long last, here is – Growing Up Stooge.
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Dad, with a cigarette subtly perched between his fingers, displays the art of “stooging” inside an unfinished window frame from his time as a builder of spec homes. Courtesy of Moe Howard Collection.




2

[image: images]

To Stooge or Not to Stooge

What happened that cold, wintry day in New York after five-and-a-half-inches of snow gripped the city and thick slush and ice clogging nearby streams forced the cancellation of the opening of trout season was an even greater spectacle. In the waiting room of Brooklyn Jewish Hospital, one nervous character was wearing out the same place in the carpet—the next sitting, then standing, then pacing, then staring blankly into space, then nervously ruffling his hair, then back to pacing, then muttering and laughing to himself and making other visitors nervous watching him. He was my soon-to-be father Moe.

Mother had been in labor for a very long time and Dad was running out of patience and carpet. Just when he was ready to tear his hair out, the doctor burst through the emergency room doors and my father almost fainted when he said, “It’s a girl.”

Later that morning, I got my first inclination of what my life would be like as the daughter of a famous Stooge. Dad took Shemp and Curly to the hospital nursery to get their first peek at me. Most first-time fathers act cool and restrained under the circumstances. Not my father and uncles—they cut up and acted, well, like stooges from the second they saw me. They kept squishing and mashing their eyes, noses and faces up against the large pane of glass that looked into the nursery. It was every Stooge for himself.

“See her, Moe?”

“Yes, I see her. She’s a doll.”

Pointing me out to the on-duty nurse, Dad quickly smiled with his approval as she picked me up out of my bassinet and brought me out from the nursery to make my world debut. Approaching them, she said, “Who’s the father?”

“Me,” Dad said as he smiled sheepishly.

The nurse handed me off to Dad, who gently cradled me in his arms. Shemp and Curly drew closer and Shemp asked, “What did you name her, Moe?”

“Joanie.” Dad smiled. “Forever my little Joanie doll.”

For my first performance, I wiggled my arms and kicked my feet. Immediately they reacted. “Aww, ain’t she cute.”

Before I knew it, they started making funny faces, playing peek-a-boo, and just acting silly in front of me. I knew from that moment my life would never be ordinary.

On April 2, 1927, that is how I came into the world: with laughter that never stopped. A year earlier, my parents had moved into a cozy apartment in a multi-story brownstone building on Avenue J in Brooklyn that they made into a warm and loving home. I became an instant celebrity from the time of my arrival. My father could not take enough pictures of me. He was always snapping photos and once told a reporter I made “a swell camera subject” and began filming 16mm home movies of me in earnest that same year.

Dad took me everywhere he and Mother went to show me off. One favorite photo of us, not long after my birth, is of my father, beaming with pride beneath the fedora he is wearing and holding me up to show the world. The expression on his face is very telling. His uneasy smile is a reflection of his uptight, worrywart personality and concern over dropping me—even though he is firmly holding me with both hands. This vintage black-and-white snapshot was a precursor of the father I would come to know—unknown to the public and opposite of his menacing Moe character—a conflicted man whose heart was always in the right place, even though he had difficulty expressing it in words.

My father’s personality was defined long before my birth. On June 19, 1897, he came into this world as Moses Horwitz (he later adopted the name of “Harry”), the fourth eldest son of Orthodox Jewish immigrants, Solomon (“Sol”) and Jennie Horwitz. Eight years earlier, they had sailed all the way from Vilna, Lithuania, to start their family in the United States. Sol toiled as a clothing cutter while Jennie became a successful that Teddy Roosevelt was elected president by a landslide and the first subway in New York pounded its way for more than eight miles from the Brooklyn Bridge to Broadway, he enjoyed his first cigarette. Then seven years old with curls to his shoulder and face filled with jagged, rust-colored freckles, he smoked a wad of ragged corn silk wrapped in a nine-inch length of brown paper. On his first attempt to inhale, it burned his throat right down to his stomach. Unfortunately, those unpleasant feelings did not deter him. Over a period of three months, he graduated from one brand of cigarette to another: corn silk wrapped in brown paper, dry autumn leaves crushed into a powder and rolled in toilet paper, and the piece de resistance, an eleven-inch-long dry-ripened pod from a catalpa tree.


DADDY MOE AND BABY STOOGE
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Dad proudly shows me off on the streets of Brooklyn. Courtesy of Moe Howard Collection.
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Yours truly, Baby Stooge, outdoors with my new stuffed toy dog. Courtesy of Moe Howard Collection.
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My father, in a rare display of public affection, attempts to hug his mother, Jennie, on camera. Right: Me with Dad’s father and my grandfather, Sol, in 1930. Courtesy of Moe Howard Collection.

As a boy, my father also came up with his famous bowl cut hairdo. Other schoolchildren used to taunt him mercilessly over his shoulder-length curls that made him look like the girl his mother had always wanted. Finally, Dad took a pair of shears and cut his curls into a ragged shape of a bowl. Thus, his famous “Moe mop” was born.
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The boy who would be head Stooge: Dad (left) as a baby displaying his famous “Moe scowl” and later as Moe of the Three Stooges. Courtesy of Moe Howard Collection.

The one person who brought out the best in this tense, uptight, driven man was my mother, the former Helen Schonberger, a calm, intelligent, and humorous dark-haired beauty and bookkeeper from New York City who interestingly was a cousin of the legendary magician/escape artist, Harry Houdini. Born in 1899, her father, William, was a cigar maker, and her mother, Josephine (“Josie”), was a homemaker who also gave birth to older sister, Lil. Tragically, Josie died due to health complications after the birth of younger sister, Clarice. William later died of stomach cancer.

One early summer afternoon on July 29, 1922, Dad knew Mother was “it” from the moment he laid eyes on her on the beach at the foot of Bay Parkway on the edge of Gravesend Bay, a popular attraction for swimming and fishing, in Brooklyn. This was evident in dozens of faded love letters and poems Dad wrote in his hotel room on the road on pieces of hotel stationary that he sent to her during their courtship, signed “Mosey,” his pen name. (He gave Mother the pet name of “Beansie” after she started calling him “Beans.”) Mother kept every letter and poem. Ninety years later, they remain tied with the same little satin ribbons he placed around them, filled with love and humor. These sensitive expressions of love and humor came from the very same man who later snarled at the Stooges such insulting names as “Knucklehead!,” “Bird-Brain!” and “Numbskull!”


THE LOVESTRUCK STOOgE
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Left: July 29, 1922: Dad clowns around with his future sister-in-law, Lil, taken the same day he met his future wife, Helen. Right: Photograph taken of Dad for his sweetheart Helen in Sunnis Park while in town for a vaudeville engagement in Wichita, Kansas on January 22, 1924. Courtesy of Moe Howard Collection.
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Left: Dad shows off for the camera in this photograph he sent to Helen. Above: March 19, 1924 announcement card of Miss Helen B. Schonberger to my father, Mr. Moe H. Horwitz. Courtesy of Moe Howard Collection.



Dad’s romantic correspondence to Mother continued for three years while he was touring with Healy. In never-before published handwritten material for his autobiography, he recalled:


That day, I had my ukulele with me and quite a crowd had gathered. I was playing a popular song of the day, “Honey Bunch.” I was playing it for her:

I love my little, little Honey Bunch.

Cupid gave me that knockout punch.

So, now I’m going to sing, about a pretty wedding ring

And so I’ll save my money for my little Honey Bunch.



Mother enjoyed the song and was first to applaud. Dad sat on the sand alongside her, continuing to play, going through his entire repertoire to impress her.

Dad and Mother became very close, in spite of the fact that he had to travel by subway and elevator train every weekend from Bensonhurst in Brooklyn to her apartment in the Bronx. Despite his reputation for stooging on stage, he proved to her throughout he was no numbskull. Dad won Mother over with his poetry and affection, but was not alone in his feelings for her. When they first met, she was going with another guy Dad described as having “fat ankles and a thick neck” named Abe. One day, Abe asked Dad to join him and visit Mother at a summer camp she was staying at in New Jersey. They made the surprise visit, which was Abe’s idea. He borrowed the money from Dad to take the trip from New York to New Jersey and they left one, hot drizzly afternoon. When they arrived, Abe sent a message to Mother to tell her he was waiting to see her. Abe received a message back that she was “too busy” to come out.

[image: images]

A photo, circa 1925, of the woman who won my father’s heart, Helen Schonberger. Courtesy of Moe Howard Collection.

Dad chuckled to himself, but fat-ankle, thick-necked Abe was livid. He kept squawking about the trip and the money it cost (“My money!” Dad later said laughing.) He got so mad he took Mother’s picture out of his pocket and was ready to tear it in two. However, Dad stopped him and said, “Don’t do that. If you really want to show her that you’re through with her, give it to me and I’ll return it for you. Write on the back, ‘I’m returning your picture as I have no further use for it.’”

Abe did just that and Dad could not wait to deliver it. That picture opened, in earnest, the door to his and Mother’s courtship. They became a perfect match. On June 7, 1925, they were married in a traditional Orthodox Jewish ceremony in the synagogue of the Congregation Sons of Israel in Bensonhurst, the same temple Dad had attended in his youth.

It came as no surprise that Dad would pursue a career in show business. Like many comedians of his day, the show biz bug bit my father at an early age. Playing hooky from school to catch the local melodramas, he dreamt of becoming a dramatic actor and carried his love for theatre from childhood through adolescence. Dad did it all in his quest to achieve stardom. He worked in silent movies as a child actor for Vitagraph Studios beginning in 1909. Then, a year later, he staged plays in the basement of his friends Gert and Helen Huyes. After that, he acted in showboat dramas with the Marguerite Bryant Players stock company and did comedy-singing act and then blackface and whiteface vaudeville act with his brother Shemp.
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Dad, holding the first 16mm camera he ever owned, gives Mother a kiss shortly after marrying her in June 1925. Courtesy of Moe Howard Collection.



In 1922 and 1923, Dad also worked off and on directing plays—Too Many Husbands, Brewster’s Millions and Potash & Perlmutter—for the Dramatic Society of the Young Folks League of the Congregation Sons of Israel in Bensonhurst. Likewise, he co-directed with Seymour Solomon his first serious production, a one-act play about the French Revolution, for the national “Little Theatre Contest” (sometimes referred to as the Belasco Little Theatre Tournament or the Belasco Cup Match) at the Belasco Theatre, a legitimate Broadway theatre, in downtown New York. After the last dress rehearsal before opening night, he always offered encouraging words to his young thespians. “Boys and girls, now get a good night’s rest and don’t be nervous. Don’t worry!” he would say. “Remember this—no matter what happens, Saturday night 11 P.M. [when the ordeal was over] must come!”
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Dad and Mom enjoy time at a fruit orchard the same month they were married.
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Dad with brother Shemp from their stage act, “Howard and Howard,” in 1919. Courtesy of Moe Howard Collection.

Even then, Dad let the stooge in him come out. One Sunday afternoon the Young Folks League was holding a “Garden Party” in a member’s back yard to raise funds. After disappearing into the house, Dad suddenly emerged wearing an Indian blanket with chicken feathers tied around his forehead with a ribbon band to introduce a skit by some of the members. “Ladies and gentlemen, good afternoon,” he said comically. “I am Chief Hot-men-ihm-gestupt-zu-hot-er-alein-gefhalen.”

Father had little to show for his efforts until Ted Healy, who he had known since his childhood, stepped back into his life. In July 1909, Dad first met Ted on the sand and surf of Bath Beach, on the southwestern edge of Brooklyn, where my father was camped out singing and playing a ukulele to entertain beach goers. Ted, then twelve, talked, looked, and acted like a comedian from the moment they met. They became fast friends and after that, Ted used to set up in a Pup tent, with a spyglass in one hand, in Dad’s neighborhood to spy on people with Dad right at his side.

“I see a cop approaching,” Dad blurted out to Ted one morning peering through his spyglass.

Ted squinted through the same spyglass and said, “You thinketh correctly, my little man. Let us, therefore, be off.”

Quickly packing up, they high tailed it out of there but the cop collared them. Even then, Dad later confessed, “I knew at that moment, I was destined to become a Ted Healy stooge. For it was then I learned to take it.”

Subsequently forming his own act with his first wife, the former Betty Braun, Ted became a major vaudeville star from understanding what people thought was funny and structuring his act around half-insane lingo and even more insane antics. In late 1922, he was playing at the old Prospect Theatre in Brooklyn and Dad paid him a visit backstage before one of his scheduled performances. Ted appeared uncharacteristically flustered.

Moe, an angel sent you to me,” he said. “My acrobat just walked out. He wouldn’t let me pour a pitcher of water down his back while he hung by his toes. Moe, you gotta do it! You—.”

“Wait, Ted!” Dad said calming him down. “I can’t do that. I’m playing in a stock company across the street, and I’m due on my stage in thirty minutes.”

Dad never returned to the East Lynne theatre troupe across the street. Thirty minutes later, he was hanging by his toes on the stage with Ted pouring water down his back sending the audience into hysterics. The gag evolved into Ted standing in front of a huge prop box—like magicians would use in their act—on stage with Dad sitting inside as Ted announced to the audience: “Ladies and gentleman, first I’ll pour water on him. Then I’ll cover him up. Then I’ll fire this revolver into the box. When I take off the cover, the man will be gone and instead you’ll see three beautiful dancing girls.”

Ted fired the revolver. BOOM! A big explosion followed, the smoke cleared, and the box was empty. That was the gag. Ted would run from the stage as audiences roared.

Instead of filling in for one night, Dad stayed in Ted’s act for a week. That first night, Shemp happened to be in the audience. At my father’s urging, Ted coaxed him on stage. They ad-libbed a comedy routine and more laughter ensued. They became Ted’s “stooges” after that on the spot, and never left.

[image: images]

Dad in an early photo with Ted Healy and two German shepherds from his vaudeville act. Courtesy of Moe Howard Collection.

Doing slapstick comedy definitely suited Dad. He enjoyed stepping in front of the footlights every night wreaking havoc to the spontaneous eruption of laughter and applause. Knowing how much he loved it all, that is why it was such a great shock when he decided to end his career because of me.

I know that my father loved me with his whole heart and accepted the added responsibility my arrival meant. His goal was to provide a stable, comfortable environment for Mother and me and instinctively knew on a vaudevillian’s salary that would be difficult. Also, he believed the life of a performer—the constant traveling and uprooting, never staying put for long in one place—was no way to raise a daughter.

In 1927, six months after Mother announced she was pregnant with me, Dad made the ultimate sacrifice: He was going to “retire” and get into a more reliable form of work. Acquiring his real estate license on October 1, 1926, he made up a business card and planned to buy and sell property. With his mother Jennie having success in real estate most of her life, his decision to leave the stage and go into her field thrilled her. My father’s heart was in the right place. However, his idea of changing professions worked out about as well as the first time he gave up his pursuit of a show business career for steady employment, long before Mother and I came into the picture.

In the fall of 1914, then in his late teens, Dad landed a job as an inspector with the E.W. Bliss Co. of Brooklyn. This diversified plant manufactured shells and projectiles, tools, dies, and presses used in sheet metal work, and automobiles. Dad was responsible for inspecting six-inch shells of ammunition they manufactured. He was the youngest inspector on staff and during his time there, even though he received many praises for his work, the company’s superintendents attempted to play Dad for a “stooge” right from the start. Fittingly, in true Moe-like fashion, he had the last laugh on those “wise guys.”

It started the day Dad was hired. The superintendent of the plant with a straight face asked Dad to run an errand for him. “Get me a pail of steam.”

Dad knew there was no such thing but accepted the assignment. His boss gave him written directions to the Milling Department. He was to ask for a Mr. George Condor. Dad gave Mr. Condor the request, “He wants me to bring him back a pail of steam.”

Mr. Condor held back his laughter. “Right, right.”

Then he decided he would do one better. He gave Dad the name of another man to see in another department.

“Before you go,” he said, “I would like you to see Mr. Williams in the Planning Dept. We need a paper stretcher here in this department. You see him about that and then go downtown and pick up a left-handed monkey wrench and bring it back.”

Relying on his acting skills, Dad conned him right back. With a straight face, he said, “I’d be happy to make the trip. Make out a requisition and I’ll go get them.”

Mr. Condor filled out two company requisitions—one to a company in White Plains for one “paper stretcher” and a second to a company in New Haven, Connecticut for “a left-handed monkey wrench.”

Dad figured he would show them. He called a friend of his and went to see a movie playing downtown. He disappeared for the entire afternoon. Then, at 4:45 P.M., he returned to the plant, went to the superintendent of the plant who started it all, and told him, “No one has a pail of steam, a paper stretcher, or a left-handed monkey wrench.” The superintendent became hysterical thinking they had really pulled one over on Dad, but Dad laughed even harder knowing the joke was really on them as he had had a good time all on the company’s dime.

Part of Dad’s plan this time around was to start building houses in the Bath Beach area of Brooklyn. Around the dinner table as a kid, I heard just the sparest of details about “Moe the builder.” Dad’s idea was to build several homes “on spec” and then sell them at a profit. Jennie, with very little coaxing from Dad, helped him buy a plot of land in Bath Beach. Then, she left him on his own to build the houses, while she visited family in Lithuania.
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Dad, revealing his romantic side, in a photo signed as “Beans” to Mother as “Beansie,” Dad’s pet name for her, in 1926. Courtesy of Moe Howard Collection.



Dad’s kid brother Jerome, a skinny, good-looking young fellow then unlike his later rotund Curly character, helped my father build the houses with the help of high school friends. The mere thought of them building a house together is laughable by itself. I can just hear my poor father barking out orders to Curly:

“Nail this board to the wall.”

“This wall?”

“That wall.”

“With this nail?”

“No, that one.”

“On that wall?”

“No, this one…and with that nail.”

“On what wall?”

“No…that.”

“That nail, this wall?”

“Whaddya want me to do, draw you a map!”

Needless to say, my uncle did not give Dad much help. He left shortly thereafter for Europe with his mother. The house they built was on a corner and today the property, which is still standing, looks like a true Stooge creation: a slightly ramshackle three-story affair with green shingles peeling off. Next to the corner house was a small one-story brick factory where supposedly Dad had once tried to set up a small retail business.

Dad sunk $22,000 into the house but was not able to sell it at a profit. Consequently, the bank foreclosed on him and thus ended Dad’s sojourn as “Moe the builder. “

Dad’s next business endeavor was less grand. He opened a small, retail-clothing store. For Dad, the retail business was serious business to him. He got into it at the suggestion of his Uncle Harvey, my grandmother Jennie’s brother.

Harvey was the relative that the family discussed in hushed whisper, the one who had a nervous breakdown and had to spend recuperative time in Patton State Hospital. I have to laugh—not at Harvey’s emotional problems—but in spite of a sincere start, my father’s entrepreneurial endeavor unfolded like a Stooge comedy. He would sell, of all things, distressed merchandise a sort of garage sale of the 1920s— without the garage!

Dad found himself at an auction where, sight unseen, he was expected to buy mysterious packages wrapped in brown paper. Inside these packets would be the merchandise he would sell to prospective customers. This was a true farce. His purchases were nothing but junk: dozens of pairs of gloves in sizes to fit a five-year old, and umbrellas with fabric hanging in shreds from the ribs. A package marked, “Ladies Bloomers,” held hundreds of pairs of panties made from a strange perforated fabric. This business-oriented adventure became a story that Dad told repeatedly throughout the years.

With every telling, the tears in his eyes turned to tears of laughter, and his laughter into an asthma attack as he spun his yarn.

At the end of the story, Dad explained how one curious customer asked him what he called those strange perforated undergarments. Heartsick, over his business failure, he would play it for laughs and, before he could stop himself, he spouted, “Koozie Ventilators.”

After one failure after another, my father discovered he truly missed the excitement of the stage. To remedy that, he founded the Bensonhurst Theatre Guild, serving as its director and author of amateur theatrical productions, and on the board of directors of Jewish Community House of Bensonhurst. As a result, he thrived creatively on the local level writing and staging two musical comedy productions in March and June of 1927, Stepping Along and Still Stepping.

Dad’s involvement in amateur theatre productions reignited the flames of his passion for the performing arts. In 1928, he and Mother’s favorite pastime was hosting little musicales in our apartment with Curly and Shemp as integral parts of the entertainment. I would look on in awe from my bassinet at their makeshift performances. Their music and the instruments they played was amateur lunacy at its best. Imagine my thirty-something Dad strumming on his ukulele, Curly playing the ‘spoons” and Shemp plunking away on a string which ran through the center of an old tin washtub, his version of a string bass. Dad, comically clearing his throat for an effect, coined a name for the merriment, “Stink Opera.”
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Dad (standing in back) serving on the board of directors of Jewish Community House of Bensonhurst in 1927 after “retiring” from show business to sell real estate and provide a stable home environment, only to find he missed the stage far too much. Courtesy of Moe Howard Collection.
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A 1927 newspaper blurb about Dad as director of The Little Theatre of Bensonhurst. Courtesy of Moe Howard Collection.



As a result, my father’s career change was merely a passing act. In 1929, he found he was unable to make a living and sorely missed performing. With Mother’s blessing, he went back to stooging when Healy called and asked him to appear with him in producer J.J. Shubert’s A Night in Venice. Frizzy-headed Larry Fine came aboard as one of Healy’s “stooges” in March 1928 after Healy and Shemp had discovered him at Chicago’s Rainbo Gardens nightclub to replace Shemp, who wanted out of the act. Being recruited by Healy to join him was a moment Dad never forgot: He realized nothing made him happier than being a stooge. He loved the madcap craziness and applause too much to ever give it up.

Prior to the show’s opening, Dad took Mother and me to visit Healy at his country house. During the 1920s and 1930s, Ted was a bona fide super star. He drove a fancy Renault and owned a massive twenty-six room estate in elite Darien, Connecticut. The grounds were lush and park-like—endless pine groves and even a babbling brook. We spent an incredible Christmas with Ted and his lovely wife Betty.

I was exposed early on to the seedy side of show business during our
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