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  Prologue


  Bob Hope’s face is one of the most recognized faces in the world and has been since World War II. His national acclaim began with radio and segued into movies, USO tours, and television. Although a British import, he belongs to the United States. He is a beloved and respected American icon. That is not to say he doesn’t have detractors; he does. It’s a by-product of “celebrity.”


  Bob Hope, Bing Crosby, and Dorothy Lamour became the most famous trio in the history of American show business. All three had separate careers; Dorothy Lamour was known more for the sarong she introduced in her first film, Jungle Princess, than for any acting ability; Crosby was best known for his crooning; Hope shone as a comedian, leaping out of vaudeville, Broadway, radio, television, and movies right into the hearts of fans throughout the world.


  Dorothy Lamour’s famous sarong is now enshrined in The Smithsonian Institution, Crosby’s recording of “White Christmas” has become as popular as “Silent Night,” and Bob Hope’s USO tours are as legendary as the invasion of Normandy.


  At this writing, Bob Hope is approaching 95 and counting. While watching him on television recently during a PBS celebration honoring big-band leader Les Brown, it came as a sudden shock that Bob Hope is now an old man—a young man turned old overnight. Coming, as I did, from a generation that revered Franklin D. Roosevelt as a member of the family, Bob Hope has always been like a big brother, the family clown.


  I watched that PBS special as Dolores, his wife since 1934, tenderly escorted him off the stage after they sang a duet together. Dolores had warbled like a young band singer; Hope seemed to be remembering some previous generation. I felt sad. I remember Bob Hope from radio, films, television, and many USO encounters during my military service in both World War II and the Korean conflict.


  As press secretary for ten years to the late Jayne Mansfield, I encountered Mr. Hope personally in other ways. Jayne and Bob were great friends and I met and spoke with him on many occasions as well as with others who have known him well. In addition to being a unique personality who represents everything we thought we stood for throughout the 20th century, Bob Hope happens also to be human. He aspired to and accomplished great human deeds within the scope of his life.


  However, being human, he committed human errors. I wish the reader to understand that at no time have I made any endeavor either to glorify Mr. Hope or to demean him in any way. I merely wish to present the man in his entirety.


  This, then, is how I remember Bob Hope.


  Raymond Strait


  Hemet, CA


  Chapter 1


  “I never wanted to be anybody,” Bob Hope responded to an interviewer who asked the great comedian about his childhood ambitions. He might well have reached that not-so-lofty goal had he remained in Eltham, London, England, where he entered life on May 29, 1903, as Leslie Townes Hope, the fifth of seven sons born to William Henry Hope, an English stonemason, and Avis Townes Hope, daughter of a Welsh sea captain. The first boy, Ivor, was born in 1892, James Francis II came a year later, daughter Emily in July 1895. In 1897 came Frederick Charles. While pregnant with her fourth child, William John, Avis lost Emily to diphtheria, one of the most dreaded childhood diseases of the time.


  The elder Hope took to drinking and carousing with other women, neglectful of the family as his wife continued bringing forth heirs into what looked like a future of poverty. Due to Harry’s inability to stay put, the family became a band of nomads, moving from one town to another. During this time, the man we have come to know as Bob Hope was born to a family already grown too large for its income. Mrs. Hope was forced into the labor market to help put food on the table. Even the older boys had to pitch in, taking whatever jobs could be found.


  Having no one to look after him, Avis took young Leslie along with her to work. Barely two years old in 1905, Leslie welcomed a new brother, Sidney, into the clan.


  Harry Hope’s brothers, Fred and Frank, had already sought a better life in the United States. America seemed to be the best place to provide for such a large family, so Harry decided that he, Avis, and the children would join his brothers in Cleveland, Ohio. He assured her that there would be work and an idyllic life for one and all across the Atlantic.


  A skeptical Mrs. Hope did not wish to leave England. She had no blood relatives in America. However, Harry left her no choice; he departed for America without his family.


  Avis sold whatever she couldn’t take aboard the filthy steerage accommodations that brought her and the boys across the Atlantic to Ellis Island in New York Harbor. They had hardly any money and very little food. It was rumored that they literally sang for pennies in order to sustain themselves during the voyage.


  Harry, having found only part-time employment, could not afford to meet his wife and children in New York. Instead, he and his two brothers were waiting when they arrived by train in Cleveland along with other immigrants from Europe. As always, Harry put up a big front, showering his frightened wife with promises of grandeur when, in fact, he had been disillusioned by his own brothers as to the “milk and honey” conditions in Cleveland.


  When work could be found, immigrants received the worst of it. They toiled 12-hour days, six and seven days a week, for very little pay. As a stonemason, Harry earned above the average for an immigrant—when he could find employment.


  Unable to live like sardines packed in with Harry’s relatives, Avis soon located a house with three bedrooms and inside plumbing for her brood. The rent, $18.50 per month, seemed beyond any budget plans she may have devised, since Harry didn’t have steady work, but she was determined to manage.


  Harry continued his old pattern of drinking and carousing which Avis, as a good wife of the times, accepted without open complaint.


  Instead of making an honest effort himself, Harry sent his three oldest boys out to look for work. Two of them soon found permanent jobs at a local ironworks factory. After a while, Avis rented an even larger house at 1925 East 105th Street, where she took in boarders.


  A frugal woman, she mended and patched items of clothing, passing a garment down to the next son as the older one outgrew it. In 1909 a seventh and final son, George, who was born an American citizen, completed the family circle. That same year, Harry became a naturalized American citizen and as a result the rest of the family was granted citizenship.


  With the two older boys working at full-time jobs, the other four sold newspapers at the four corners of Euclid Avenue and 105th Street. It was Leslie’s first job and he immediately showed an interest in making money. Although most of his earnings went directly to his mother, being a wage earner made him feel “more like a man.”


  Avis, a possessive and indulgent mother, never had any real problems with her sons. She would instigate competition between them from which she received the benefits. She tolerated Harry and his bumbling, but she drew her emotional and, more often than not, financial support from her sons.


  Avis managed to scrimp and buy a piano so the house was always filled with music and singing. Leslie’s voice, definitely soprano, and his English-style clothes brought snickering and ridicule from classmates at school. Out of necessity, he became proficient with his fists. A good runner with natural athletic ability, he often competed in and won at track meets.


  During his stint at Doan’s Corners selling newspapers, Leslie received his first bit of sound financial advice. It came from a man who stopped every day, rolled down the back window of his chauffeur-driven private car, reached his hand out with the correct change, and bought a paper. Without a word, he would roll the window back up and drive off. One day he called the boy over to the car, took his paper, and handed him a dime. Hope had to go inside the corner store to get change. When he returned with the man’s money, the gentleman said to him, “Listen to me, young man. I’m going to give you some advice. If you want to be a success in business, trust nobody, never give credit, and always have change in hand.” Someone later identified the man as John D. Rockefeller.


  Leslie drifted from one job to another, and then another. His mother voiced her concerns to his older siblings and may have worried that he might have inherited a bit more of his father’s dark side than necessary.


  Mrs. Hope didn’t have time to dwell much on young Leslie’s flightiness. She had a husband and other children to attend to, and boarders who required meals three times a day and laundry on weekends. Had she been more dependent upon Leslie’s income for the survival of the family, she would probably not have allowed him so much freedom.


  By the time Europe erupted into flames at the onset of World War I, Leslie had made a decision to enter the world of entertainment. It soon became an obsession. Charlie Chaplin was his idol and he emulated “the little tramp’s” every gesture. He became so proficient at “doing” Chaplin, that his brothers entered him in local Chaplin contests, which were the rage.


  Winning a Chaplin contest at Cleveland’s old Luna Park, Leslie took home enough prize money to buy his mother a new stove. Endowed with his father’s gift of gab and being quick of wit, young Hope saw the benefit of being popular and developed an early skill for making others laugh.


  Although he still maintained a vagabond’s attitude about work, each new job gave him ideas for comedy routines which would serve as a foundation for his unparalleled success as a comedian throughout the 20th century. Nevertheless, Leslie seemed always just half a note on the dark side of the law. He never committed crimes, but he became adept at con games. For instance, he learned how to get just a little more change from customers when he had a delivery job. Women in particular felt compassion for a young man who either lost his bus fare or had it taken away from him by a gang of bullies. Plaintive dissertations in which he requested directions, for which he already knew the answers, to his uncle’s butcher shop—a good three miles away—played on the heartstrings of mothers and housewives. Many purses were opened wider out of compassion for a most undeserving conspirator.


  Such shenanigans came to an end when he went into his routine a second time with a woman who’d fallen for it before. She reported him to the butcher shop and his uncle fired him. Unconcerned, he went on to another part-time job. He intended to become an entertainer and if he could not combine his routines with mundane work, he would find other ways to utilize his talents. He never once doubted that one day he would be a major success as a comedian.


  He dropped the name Leslie and adopted the more masculine Lester, soon shortened to Les. He would drop out of school for weeks at a time and began hanging out with unsavory characters. He became part of a scheme cooked up by a couple of pool players who lured unsuspecting suckers into a game of eight ball with “this kid who thinks he can beat anybody.” Hope loved the game and had no sense of guilt about tricking grown men out of their money on the pool table. He became an expert with a cue stick, losing just often enough to keep from being labeled a “hustler” like his two friends Charlie Cooley and Johnny Gibbons.


  Les had something more than pool in common with Charlie and Johnny. They, too, were performers. Along with Hope’s best friend, Whitey Jennings, the three of them haunted Zimmerman’s Dance Hall, where Hope met girls and improved his footwork.


  From Zimmerman’s, Hope and his buddies segued over to 79th street and Charlie Marotta’s Athletic Club. Whitey confided to Les that he had already decided to enter the featherweight division of the Ohio State Amateur Boxing Matches under the name of Packy West.


  Dumbfounded, Hope felt assured that his fists better fit the ring than Whitey’s. With more jealousy than envy, Hope adopted the name of Packy East.


  “We’ll be a one-two punch,” he grinned as he and Whitey shook hands without the slightest idea of what to expect in the ring. Hope just missed the 128-pound featherweight limit and was shifted up into the lower register of lightweights, which made him smaller than his second, and last, opponent. Having won the first fight by a lucky punch when the other guy turned to look toward his corner for advice, an overconfident Hope faced a more seasoned fighter in his next fight. The guy quickly made history of Packy East—and Les’s fighting career came to an abrupt end.


  Failure in the ring did not deter him, nor did losing one job after another. He once explained in an interview that “I never had a civilian gig that didn’t teach me something about comedy. Life is one comedic episode after another, so nothing ever got lost in the process. I started filing away jokes at a very early age. Jokes about life.”


  More than 75 years since he first thought he was funny, Hope stood convinced that his lack of real formal education only sharpened his perception of what made people laugh. He barely graduated from high school, followed by a few sporadic weeks at Western Reserve University.


  He saw every mundane job, and there were many of them, as another stepping stone to comedic success. He obtained a nighttime job in the spare-parts department of Chandler Motor Company in Cleveland where he and three other guys formed a barbershop quartet. They spent as much time harmonizing as they did filling orders. One night Les thought it would be interesting to record into the boss’s dictating machine, “just to hear how we sounded,” Hope said. The following day, when a secretary turned on the machine to transcribe a letter dictated the previous day by her boss, she heard, instead, a scratchy recording of “Ole Black Joe.”


  The foursome hit a sour note with their employer and were quickly dismissed. Hope, never one to let a pink slip distract him, found another temporary job as a shoe salesman. The shoe store had a policy that rewarded salesmen who could pawn off out-of-date models that weren’t selling. Selling last year’s model earned the salesman a twenty-five cent bonus; getting rid of earlier styles earned the industrious huckster fifty cents.


  Hope became the star of the store until a number of dissatisfied customers showed up at the same time to complain that they’d been hoodwinked. Fired again, he explained to his mother that they just didn’t understand. Yes, she would agree, they just didn’t understand her Leslie.


  Chapter 2


  The Hopes moved even more often than they had in England. By the time he entered high school, Bob remembers having lived in a number of different houses and apartments.


  “Each new home was like opening in a new theater,” he said. “The bathrooms were always cold.”


  He met many girls in the dance halls he haunted as a teenager, but never took any of them seriously. His first priority was his career. Everything else took second place—even his mother, who inserted herself into every aspect of his young life and warned him constantly to be on the lookout for “conniving females.”


  By the time he was seventeen he’d been thoroughly bitten by the stage bug and knew that meat markets, shoe stores, and automobile parts factories did not lead to Broadway. He entered talent contests which were held every Saturday night in various locations. The first place prize of ten or fifteen dollars for a few minutes on stage looked like easy money. That was more than he’d make in two or three days working at a regular job. Besides, he had fun doing it.


  Always ready to improve his public presentations, he quickly realized that the guys with dance partners usually took first place. He’d worked up some routines with a girl he met at a local dance hall and invited her to join him in one of the competitions. Her name was Mildred Rosequist, a slender and willowy blonde. Mildred loved to dance and liked being with Les. Something more serious might have developed between them had she been interested in a stage career.


  The two of them began to work theaters around Cleveland, often picking up ten dollars a night. Hope thought they were good enough to take their act on the road, but Mildred’s mother put her foot down. Years later, when Bob Hope had become one of the highest paid stars in show business, he ran into Mildred. She confided, “I just wish my mother had kept her big mouth shut!”


  He chose Lloyd Durbin as his next partner, a buddy from the old Euclid Avenue gang. They put together a pretty good song and dance routine, but it didn’t seem to be going anywhere until another famous comedian saw them perform.


  Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, once the highest paid comic in the business and ranked with Chaplin, Harold Lloyd, and Buster Keaton, had become involved in a sensational sex scandal in San Francisco. Fatty, a household name to American filmgoers, threw a big party in his hotel suite. Though prohibition was the law of the land, whiskey flowed freely for anyone who could afford it and Arbuckle could certainly do that.


  Virginia Rappe, a party girl from Hollywood, had been found bleeding to death in Fatty’s hotel bedroom. Accused of assaulting the starlet with a Coke bottle in a fit of rage, Fatty had originally been charged with her rape and murder. By the time the case went to trial the charges had been reduced to one count of manslaughter.


  After 42 hours of deliberation, the jury deadlocked at ten to two in Arbuckle’s favor. Although later completely exonerated, his film career was destroyed. He attempted a comeback on the vaudeville circuit. Hope and Durbin appeared on the same bill with him in Cleveland at the Bandbox Theater, which turned out to be a fluke opportunity.


  Norman Kendall, a local theatrical agent, needed an act to open for Arbuckle—someone to loosen up the audience. Arbuckle had not been well received in some areas, even with the Virginia Rappe trial and a not-guilty verdict three years behind him.


  The Volstead Act, outlawing alcoholic beverages, had become the law of the land. Women in packs were ready to shut down bootleggers, ladies of the evening, and the immoral likes of Fatty Arbuckle.


  It is doubtful that Hope and Durbin did anything to increase Arbuckle’s lagging popularity, but they caught the interest of the great man himself. He agreed to introduce them to a fellow over in Alliance, Ohio, who produced what were known as “tabloid shows.”


  The tabloids served the same purpose for entertainers that baseball farm teams do for future major league players. They were a proving ground for unknown talents. One such vaudeville outlet, the Gus Sun Circuit, had spawned Al Jolson and Eddie Cantor.


  Hope and Durbin were signed at $40 per week each to go on the road with a show called “Jolly Follies” in the fall of 1924. “We opened,” Hope says, “in East Palestine, Ohio, and went from there to Ottawa, Ohio. That’s where I asked what time the rehearsal started and the theater manager said 5:30 p.m., because the butcher shop didn’t close until 5:15 p.m. That didn’t make much sense to me but when I finally pried it out of the manager the explanation was that the fiddle player worked at the butcher shop.”


  In Huntington, West Virginia, the Hope/Durbin duo died, or rather, part of it did. Lloyd Durbin ate some homemade coconut cream pie and became violently ill in the middle of their skit. Hope accompanied him back to Cleveland where he lived three days in the hospital, with his partner at his side most of the time, before expiring—not from food poisoning, but from tuberculosis.


  Hope quickly replaced him with George Byrne, a young fellow from Columbus, Ohio. Byrne turned out to be the right choice. He and Hope continued on with the show for two more years.


  Hope learned one lesson from his tour with Jolly Follies: along the “Bible belt,” mores were strict. Off-color actors quickly found themselves persona non grata at the local Bijous if their skits were even slightly “blue.” Fundamentalists had thin skins and did not trust show people. Stories, mostly founded on rumor, of lecherous actors kidnapping young ladies along the tour route and ruining their lives, were rampant. When a vaudeville show came into a small town they found lawn signs reading, “Dogs and Actors Stay Off the Grass.”


  Despite such precautions, young girls and boys, bitten by the show business bug, did run off with road shows and circuses, and that alarmed the local gentry.


  Theater owners and managers, tuned in to the tastes of their audiences, posted notices backstage delineating in great detail any and all phrases which, if used on stage, would ban the violator from the theater for life.


  Bob Hope almost never used offensive language or jokes. He kept very close to the fringe, but never plunged into vulgarity. He often said, “I would never do a skit my mother wouldn’t enjoy.”


  There were also rules about fraternization with members of the opposite sex. Certain hotels would not rent to show people because of the “orgies” that went on in the rooms they occupied. Hope once faced an irate hotel manager, who found him alone in the room with a female member of the troupe. He found Hope shirtless and assumed the worst. It took a great deal of explaining that she was merely giving him a hot camphorated oil treatment for an upper respiratory infection.


  George Byrne and Les became close friends, and later in-laws when George’s sister married Hope’s youngest brother, George.


  Hope had more in common with Byrne than with his previous partner and they developed a sort of mental telepathy both off- and on-stage. Their timing as a dance team brought them favorable notices from the most severe critics along the circuit.


  The Times-Herald in Newport News, Virginia, gave them a rave review, which Hope clipped and kept, as he did all of his notices:


  But for the premier honors of the entire bill, Hope and Byrne came through with flying colors in the eccentric dance. Friends, it was a regular knockout. There has never been anything better in this house of this kind. They easily take first place without a contest. They tore the house down and came back for more and they got it.


  Les quickly dispatched copies of the review home to every member of his family.


  During this tour he became smitten with a young Irish lass, Kathleen O’Shea, featured in a piano number, and he wooed her with gusto. The consummate Romeo, Hope knew how to charm girls. His mother never approved of these liaisons and when he would come home between tours she interrogated him about his activities on the road. No girl would ever be good enough for her Leslie.


  Kathleen O’Shea dropped out of the show later to open a dress shop in Morgantown, West Virginia. For a long time Hope kept in touch and often acted as a scout for her store.


  “If I saw an item I thought she could sell in West Virginia, I would buy one and send it to her along with the address of the manufacturer,” he mused, “and I think she did profit from that. I sure hope so. She was some kind of beauty.”


  Chapter 3


  Les and George set up temporary headquarters in Cleveland and worked diligently to improve their act. Once satisfied that they had enough new material to sustain a tour, the two hoofers decided the time had come once again to abandon Cleveland.


  An agent in Detroit named Ted Snow, having heard through the grapevine that the act might be available, contacted them and asked if they’d like to be booked into Detroit’s State Theater at $175 a week. Indeed they would. Through Snow, the duo also picked up an additional $75 for a nightclub gig at the Oriole Terrace.


  Their arrangement, not unusual today, presented a strict schedule of timing. They would complete the last show on stage at the State Theater, then grab a streetcar to the Oriole Terrace in time to do a show there. Neither of them had ever made so much money.


  With cash in their pockets, Hope and Byrne caught another streetcar, returning downtown where Hope gambled away his week’s earnings.


  The act hung around Detroit for more than a month following their first gig at the State Theater, playing first one club and then another. Their popularity in the Detroit area grew rapidly and by popular demand they returned for a second stint at the State where they were billed as “Hope & Byrne—Dancing Demons.”


  While in Detroit, the team also accepted a booking into the Stanley Theater in Pittsburgh. Pittsburgh, a stop on several vaudeville circuits, had become a proving ground for numerous acts bound for Broadway. Hope aspired to New York, but whether he might be destined for Broadway remained to be determined.


  Hope always had confidence that the next date would be bigger and better than the last, and another rung up the ladder to New York City and the big time.


  Many times he has told the story of how he and Byrne prepared for Pittsburgh. Over the years, Hope has become a genuine skinflint with his money, but in those early days he personally scouted every act, every magazine, and every trade publication in order to be not only fashionable but the “Beau Brummel” of stand-up comedy.


  Against Byrne’s judgment, Hope coerced his partner into joining him on a pre-Pittsburgh trip to Chicago to have photographs made by Maurice Seymour, the best photographer west of New York City. They wore their new outfits—white spats, high-waisted trousers, Peter Pan collars, smart Eton jackets. Accessories included black high hats and black canes, tipped white. A new “traveling trunk” completed their wardrobe.


  Hope understood the power of publicity and appearance. Their publicity packets were the classiest in the business. Hope told his partner not to worry so much about the cost. “Once I’m a star, I’ll promote all of this. It won’t cost me a dime.”


  They opened their Pittsburgh stand at the Stanley Theater with a soft-shoe number, wearing the jazzy dress clothes purchased in Chicago. Then they changed into a more comedic costume consisting of papier-mâché fire helmets and pseudo fire-fighting regalia. To the fast movement of “If You Knew Susie,” George and Les pranced around the stage, one with a hatchet, while the other dragged a hose with a bulb full of water hidden inside his fireman’s jacket.


  At the end of the number, Hope reached inside his jacket and damn near drowned the entire brass section of the orchestra. The audience loved it, but the sax players were not impressed.


  After Pittsburgh, Hope was ready for Broadway. “It’s the Palace for me, man,” he told George. “You coming?”


  Of course he was coming.


  They arrived in New York in the fall of 1926, looking for immediate bookings. Both were disappointed to discover that nobody knew who they were and nobody cared.


  They might have been just another pair of hayseeds from the provinces if Hope hadn’t had the foresight to insist on the expensive publicity portfolios they put together in Chicago.


  Hope had personally dropped off a publicity package at the William Morris booking agency when they first arrived in New York. A smart agent by the name of Abe Lastfogel liked their pictures and sent for them. He was the same Abe Lastfogel who would later move his operation to Hollywood and help establish the most powerful theatrical agency on the West Coast.


  Lastfogel sent them out in a package on the Keith circuit, along with eighteen-year-old Siamese twins from England named Daisy and Violet Hilton. The twins were the freak stars—physical oddities were commonplace in vaudeville—while Hope and Byrne played second bananas, or “deuces.” The twins did their thing—dancing, singing, talking, and provoking curiosity. Hope and Byrne did a bit with them and then took second place on the bill in their own spot with the routine they’d brought from Pittsburgh. Both acts joined in a rousing finale, which brought the house down.


  Their unit played the East Coast and near Midwest from Baltimore to Youngstown, ending up in Providence, Rhode Island. During a six-months period they played every town with anything resembling a theater, often using a Coca Cola case as a step up to the stage. They were stars in their own minds, especially in Hope’s.


  Critics, he said, never bothered him. He would tell Byrne, “The audiences love me. What do critics know?” But deep down inside, he resented anyone saying or writing that his act wasn’t the best in the business.


  Hope had become so certain of his greatness and appeal that in Providence, at the end of the tour, he convinced Byrne that they were worth a lot more money the next time around and demanded a big raise from the show’s producers.


  The money men laughed and in very demeaning language told them to grow up. No raise, no show. Hope and Byrne quit the show in Providence and didn’t sign up for the next run. Instead, they returned to New York, “where,” Hope quickly reminded Byrne, “the big money is.”


  They moved out of the Lincoln Hotel into a smaller place called the Somerset which catered to a lot of the acts from The Palace Theater, just next door, when they were “between shows,” which really meant unemployed.


  Unable to find theater work, the two dancers found gigs in small clubs in and around New York City. These, plus their savings from the tour, kept them fed, clothed, and sheltered.


  They finally were called to audition for a new Ruby Keeler show, The Sidewalks of New York. Expecting big parts, they rushed over to try out. Their parts were small—chorus boys, as a matter of fact—but they were able to dance and slip in a little comedy. After the show tried out at the Garrick in Philadelphia, it would be moving on to Broadway where the boys would be seen by “important show business people.”


  Hope, not liking being without a woman, wired Barbara, his girlfriend from Morgantown, West Virginia, to come up to Philadelphia for the September 5 opening. She promised to be right up, but did not arrive for several days. Hope found out that during that interval she had been in New York seeing a piano player at a different hotel.


  Before packing her off, back to the coal mines, he invited her to a party at the Maidstone Hotel where most members of the cast were lodged. During the night, with prohibition-banned rum, whiskey, and gin flowing freely, two of the male cast members decided it would be funny to arrive in full drag, and they did—along with a number of similarly-clad male friends.


  By the time the police arrived in answer to numerous complaints, the pranksters had long since evacuated the premises for greener pastures.


  After tryouts in Philadelphia and Atlantic City, The Sidewalks of New York opened on Monday, October 3, 1927, at New York’s Knickerbocker Theater. New York was having one of its most glittering seasons. Ruby Keeler was a smashing success and the show a solid hit.


  The opening bit by Hope and Byrne became so insignificant they were given notice and found themselves once again close to Broadway, but not close enough.


  Milt Lewis, an agent who would later become important as talent director for Paramount Pictures, searched around trying to find them work and actually secured a second spot with an eight-act vaudeville troupe at a theater which showcased road acts. In his own mind, Hope already knew everything worth knowing, and decided he would use his one Broadway credit to bully his way into a better situation.


  Instead of a dance act, he and Byrne worked up a couple of jokes which brought them to the attention of super agent Johnny Hyde, later known as the agent who “laid and played Marilyn Monroe into stardom.” Hyde would not, however, go out of his way to see them at the theater where they were working. He’d already heard about their jokes and wasn’t interested.


  Devastated but ever the optimist about his future, Hope decided that the money might not be in New York after all, but in Chicago, so he and George packed their bags and headed back to the sticks. Sticks or not, they had to eat, so Hope humbled himself to work for $50 a night in New Castle as third act on the bill. They were booked in for three days, earning $150 each for the run.


  On the last night, Hope started kidding around at the end of the show, hyping the incoming shows as “the good shows” which brought some laughs from the audience. He warmed to laughter and before he was done for the evening, he had them begging for more.


  By the time George and Les arrived by bus at the depot in Columbus, Ohio, the team had been dissolved because Les wanted to try a solo act as an emcee. In some ways he would never look back, yet he could never forget the humiliation of being fired from a Broadway hit show and being forced to play rinky-dink towns in order to eat. His life and career were finally resting on a firm foundation, even if he didn’t know it. And if he didn’t, he soon would, because nobody had more faith in Les Hope than Les Hope. He declared himself to be as good or better than the headliners of 1927 and he didn’t care if he happened to be the only one who knew that. In his mind, everybody would know—sooner, rather than later.


  Chapter 4


  Hope tried a couple of skits in blackface, and considered himself at least equal to Al Jolson, but he was confused as to the direction he would take next. His ego would not allow him to bare himself before the public as anything but a handsome, slick, suave, and sophisticated ladies’ man.


  He hung around his mother’s house for a while, but his ambitions and goals were in the theater. He’d merely have to tack his course. That course led him to Chicago—again. Broke, with no visible means of support and no prospects of gainful employment, he landed in Chicago in the middle of winter. January in Chicago is neither the time nor the place to be broke and stranded. But where there’s Hope …


  Chicago in 1928 had already begun the transition from strictly vaudeville in its theaters to a combination of vaudeville acts and silent films. A new era in show business, just around the corner, would change public entertainment forever and begin vaudeville’s death knell.


  By 1929 Warner Brothers would release The Jazz Singer, the first talking motion picture. The silents, shortly thereafter, were relegated to two-bit, rat-infested theaters in less desirable neighborhoods. But in the late spring of 1928, that possibility wasn’t even thought of.


  Without a partner Les Hope seemed, even to himself, something of a failure. He expected to be working regularly as a freelancer. However, as the theatrical metamorphosis moved into place, so did organization and big money. The RKO circuit controlled theaters and vaudeville acts and, since leaving New York, Hope had no inside connections. He scraped about for independent agency gigs but got nowhere.


  Theaters had their own orchestras, announcers, and emcees and had it not been for a chance encounter with an old vaudeville friend who was working with the Loew Agency, he might have admitted defeat and returned to Cleveland. Charlie Cooley introduced him to an independent agent/producer by the name of Charles Hogan. As a favor to Cooley, Hogan tried Hope out as an afternoon Decoration Day act in West Englewood as a replacement for the master of ceremonies. He received $25. Hope would have done it for nothing.


  If a moment comes which changes a life forever, this had to be it for Hope. Both the theater manager and Hogan liked him and decided to try him out at another theater. Again he replaced a regular emcee, this time at the Stratford, a neighborhood theater.


  A one-day tryout turned into two weeks and then four, and eventually led to six months’ work at a starting salary of $200 per week. With his confidence riding high again, he made another name change. “Lester” had been too academic and “Les” too casual. During his appearance at the Stratford he changed his name to Bob Hope.


  Bob began to diversify his act. Not only did he perform the routine comedy stuff, he began to schmooze with his audiences and they loved it. He sang a little, stole jokes and rewrote them to fit his own sense of timing, made himself the butt of jokes, and began to lose his feeling of being a handsome leading man. He had finally found the fertile ground for a brand of comedy that would eventually build him an empire, both artistically and financially.


  He made new friends, some of whom would be a part of his show business organization throughout their own careers. He had the opportunity to hone and sharpen his material. If something didn’t work one night, he’d try something else the next. With a long run, he could do that. His audience at the Stratford knew his capabilities and they let him know when he got it right. He had a thing with audiences. He would say, for instance, “That’s the last joke I’ll buy from that guy.” The audiences ate it up. They weren’t used to hearing entertainers speak so frankly.


  Off stage he began to look more like some of the roles he would later portray in films—Beau Brummell, or New York’s debonair mayor, Jimmy Walker. He dressed in dapper fashion, got his own apartment, and hired a lovely young apprentice secretary who was somewhat stage-struck. Louise Troxell went against the admonitions of her devout Catholic parents and joined Bob as a female foil when he took his new act on the road during the fall season of 1928.


  Bob and Louise worked up the same kind of routines that were serving George Burns and Gracie Allen, Jack Benny and Mary Livingston, and any number of other husband-and-wife teams. Bob emulated husband-and-wife teams in other ways, too. He quickly nested with his numerous partners and with the exception of a very important item, a marriage license, he and his female partners set up housekeeping. Throughout his career Bob surrounded himself with beautiful women, many of them Hollywood’s most glamorous starlets, and some well-known screen sirens.


  Hope and Louise were signed by the Keith-Western Time Circuit which, to Broadway, was like Boston, New Haven, and Philadelphia—just a stair step below the big time. The Keith Circuit, like all the other big vaudeville organizations, searched the country for new faces. The new stars came from the “farm clubs,” the circuit cities. Scouts covered hundreds of acts around the country and reported back to the big producers. They searched for that one-in-a-thousand act or personality which could be integrated into a Broadway production with the possibility of becoming a genuine star attraction.


  No comedian ever worked rapid-fire dialogue with a foil better than Hope. He didn’t need long, involved jokes. Henny Youngman did it alone, but Hope did better by bouncing off a beautiful young girl, always making himself the butt of the joke. For instance, with Louise, a skit that always garnered great laughs:


  Louise would walk on stage carrying a brown paper sack.


  LOUISE: How do you do?


  BOB: What have you got in your little bag?


  LOUISE: Mustard.


  BOB: Mustard? What’s the idea?


  LOUISE: You can never tell when you’re going to meet a ham.


  It was pure corn and played well in the Corn Belt, across the plains in middle America.


  In Kansas City he did one bit alone. He’d come out on the stage and start singing a popular song of the day. After every other phrase he would look at his wristwatch. At one point he stopped, excused himself, and took out a bottle of medicine from his coat pocket, then swallowed a couple of spoonfuls. He put the cap back on the bottle, pocketed it, and continued his song. By then the audience was both amused and puzzled. His body would begin to quiver and shake. As the laughter subsided, he would quip, “I forgot to shake the bottle.” The crowd roared its delight.


  One of Bob and Louise’s first outings came in St. Paul, Minnesota. The audiences liked them, but didn’t go overboard with enthusiasm, which didn’t please Hope very much. Throughout his entire career he always shared his mother’s opinion of himself: he was better than anyone else and one day the world would know it.


  Their next engagement brought them to South Bend, Indiana, and the heart of Catholicism—Notre Dame University. Hope always claimed he didn’t know that Notre Dame was a Catholic university, but most people thought he had his tongue high up in his cheek when he said that. It is altogether possible, however, that he wasn’t familiar with one of the most popular politicians in the country. During the 1920s Bob Hope was too self-involved to be concerned with American politics. Only after he became a radio star did he begin to make jokes about politicians, finally seeing what a tremendous success Will Rogers had become, partially because of his biting political wit.


  Hope stepped out onto the stage in South Bend to a roaring welcome. He wore the brown derby and had his new fad, a big cigar, shoved into the side of his mouth. He told one of his jokes that hadn’t done that well in St. Paul and this time, the audience clapped, cheered, and stamped their feet.


  He later found out that Al Smith, a great Irish Catholic politician running for president against Herbert Hoover, used the cigar and derby as his trademarks. Also, when Al Smith, the Democratic Party candidate, lost the race to Republican Herbert Hoover in 1928, Bob got a real dose of American prejudice against Catholics. He never forgot it.


  South Bend became a classic example of a joke being “time warped.” Many years later he returned there, came out on stage with the same wardrobe and same shtick, and went nowhere. The newer, hipper audience didn’t get the joke.


  On that same tour he and Louise hopscotched across Texas, which had a number of vaudeville theaters. In Fort Worth he repeated the same routines as he had previously in Chicago to appreciative audiences.


  He walked out on stage, full of himself after South Bend, working his usual one-liners, actually almost stepping on his own lines at times to speed up the pace. Some years later, recalling the event during an interview, he said, “I was telling the audience, ‘You’ve got to get my stuff fast because that’s the way I sell it.’“


  He and Louise were billed next to the final act which is a prime place to be—some say the best spot on the ticket. In vaudeville it is usually a boffo comedy situation. On opening night they performed before an almost totally silent audience. When he came off stage, he slammed his derby onto the floor and refused to be a part of the finale, telling the unit manager, “Get me the hell out of here on the first train. I want to go back to the United States.”


  Bob O’Donnell, an unpretentious guy who seemed to hang around the wings while the acts were performing, came back to the dressing room and asked Hope, “Hey, fancy pants, what’s the problem?”


  “If I wanted to play to foreigners I’d go to Africa. I’m not for these people. That’s what’s the matter!”


  O’Donnell laughed out loud. “Son,” he said, “you’re in Texas. Don’t talk so fast. These folks can’t understand a word you say. Relax. It’s summertime. Ain’t nobody goin’ anywhere. So take your time. You’ll be all right.”


  Hope responded sarcastically, “Thanks too, too much.”


  After O’Donnell left the room, Bob asked the unit manager, “Who the hell is that jerk? Does he know who I am?”


  “Oh, he knows who you are. You don’t know who he is.”


  “So, who is he?” Bob asked again.


  Shaking his head in disbelief, the unit manager said, “Only the head of the International Vaudeville Circuit. That’s who he is.”


  Although Hope doubted the guy’s logic, once he learned his identity, he had second thoughts. O’Donnell taught him a very critical lesson in comedy. “Know your audience. Sometimes it don’t pay to rush things. Don’t be in such a hurry,” he said. “Let the audience catch up with you.”


  Afterward, when he had what he used to call “a slow audience,” he would pause if the audience didn’t get the joke at first, and say, “Take your time. I’ve got all night.” They loved it in Fort Worth during the second show and by the end of the day, Hope said, “I was almost a hit.” His ego assuaged, he decided to continue the Texas tour.


  Unknown to Hope, O’Donnell did more than teach him a lesson. He liked Hope’s quick wit and style so much he wired the Keith main office in New York to alert them to be sure and catch Bob’s act. Also, unknown to O’Donnell, Bob had been in contact with a New York agency, Morris and Feil, sending them his pictures and background. They in turn sent him form letters which essentially asked him to stop by when he was in New York and they’d take a look.


  Hope, who couldn’t recognize a form letter from Tolstoy, bragged to Louise that this would be their big chance. “Why, they’ll have us featured in Flo Ziegfeld’s Follies.” If O’Donnell thought he was good, Bob thought himself superior.


  He arrived in New York to a rude awakening. In the Morris and Feil outer offices the receptionist asked, “Who are you?”, which he found somewhat insulting.


  As he stood before the agents, one of them again asked, “Who are you exactly? Do we know you?”


  Indignant, he answered, “I’m Bob Hope. I’m the Hope who’s been writing to you.”


  “What do you do?”


  “You don’t know what I do, and you wrote me all those letters? Just give me back my pictures.” They did. On his way out of their office, he yelled back over his shoulder, “B. F. Keith knows who I am!” And they did.


  Lee Stewart, one of the Keith agents, told Bob, “Keith wants to see your act.”


  “Tell me where.” Bob said.


  “At the Jefferson over on 14th Street.”


  Bob knew the Jefferson. It had a reputation for beer-drinking brawlers, quicker to hurl a rotten egg than toss a rose at a performer.


  “You don’t think I’m going to perform in that dump?”


  Bob suggested uptown at the Hamilton, Riverside, or Coliseum. He didn’t intend to be swatted down again, and was still smarting over his reception by Morris and Feil. Stewart thought he ought to audition for Keith at the Jefferson.


  “Look,” Hope said, “I’ve been in touch with both the William Morris Agency and the Publix Circuit. They’re all interested. So don’t try to con me with some two-bit joint like the Jefferson.”


  He left the Keith office with mixed emotions and butterflies in his stomach. “I figured,” he said, “that when the stakes are high, you gotta play high.”


  It paid off. Less than a week later the Keith office had found him a spot at Proctor’s Eighty-Sixth Street Theater on the same bill with Leatrice Joy, a motion picture star who was touring the country, plugging her new picture. Hope would follow her.


  Stewart warned him, “There won’t be much money.”


  “I don’t want any money.”


  “Are you crazy?”


  “Like a fox. I just want them to see me. That’s all. I got other people chasing me, too. But I’d like Keith to see my act. If they don’t like me or the act, okay. I don’t need money.” It was the biggest bluff of his life.


  In the meantime, he acted as though he really didn’t need the money. He contacted an old friend, Charlie Yates, and asked him to find someplace where he could warm up his act. “Anywhere will do,” he said. “Out in the bushes will be just fine.”


  It turned out to be the Dyker in Brooklyn for three days, which would be fine with Hope. He only wanted to brush up a couple of routines. He didn’t give a damn about the house. He’d never play there again. For his three days he received twenty-five dollars.


  Lee Stewart took time to see one of his shows at the Dyker and warned him, “Proctor’s is a pretty big theater.”


  “Is that so? Well, if I don’t score there we’ll never talk to each other again. Okay?”


  The day he opened at Proctor’s he asked the doorman, “How’s the audience here?”


  “The toughest in New York, kid.”


  In the wings, waiting for Leatrice Joy to complete her talk, he remembered that she and her current husband, film idol John Gilbert, were having all kinds of problems in their marriage.


  He came sailing out with his derby and cigar in place, outlandish plaid pants, and a big smile. He stopped at center stage and faced the audience. For a moment he remained silent. The audience tittered. Then, pretending to focus on a woman in the audience, he quipped, “No, lady, this is not John Gilbert.” The audience roared its delight. Leatrice Joy was not amused, but Hope could not have cared less about movie stars. He aimed to be the toast of Broadway.


  Backstage, after the show, a joyous Lee Stewart greeted him. “I knew you had it … how about that audience?”


  “What about the way I bombed at Dyker?” Bob asked.


  “That’s no theater.”


  The William Morris Agency also had a representative call on Bob backstage, after the first show, wanting him to come down to their offices the following day.


  “Talk to me later,” Hope said, “after the eleven o’clock show,” which was the last show of the night.


  When the Morris agent came back a second time, Hope smugly told him, “I can’t do it.”


  “What can’t you do?”


  “Come down to the Morris office tomorrow.”


  “Why not?”


  “I’ve signed with Keith.”


  He didn’t tell the guy that he’d tipped Lee Stewart about his first visit and that Stewart got in touch with Keith and after the second show he offered Bob a three-year contract at $400 per week. Bob negotiated him up to $450 and closed the deal before the last show. He could have held the Keith people at bay while he checked out other offers that might have been more lucrative, but because Keith booked the Palace Theater in New York, every vaudevillian’s goal, Bob took the deal without any regrets.


  More puffed up than usual, Hope did the third show with the confidence of a seasoned professional, opening his act with a very self-assured, “Now that the amateurs are finished …”


  Having signed with one of the biggest circuits in the business, Hope had to constantly come up with new material—and it would have to be topical. He hired his first professional comedy writer, Al Boesberg.


  Chapter 5


  Broadway! Broadway! Broadway! But not yet the Palace. And besides, Broadway would soon be assaulted with the same financial woes that would devastate the rest of the country and the world as well. In the United States, unemployment would reach a staggering twenty-five percent.


  Fortunately for Bob Hope, he signed his contract a week or two before the financial world collapsed. Nevertheless, signing with B. F. Keith put Hope aboard his rocket to becoming an American treasure—a world-wide icon. Now that he had a term contract with a major vaudeville agency with assurance of making a living for three years come hell or high water, he needed only to worry about the next level of his career.


  Having been accepted by the greatest theatrical agency in the country, Bob became a more responsible employer. Contrary to what his audiences might have thought, he and Louise did not have a joint contract. She worked for him.


  He’d been paying her $50 a week for a long time and she expected to get a raise along with Hope’s three-year contract with the Keith Circuit.


  He doubled her salary to $100 a week, leaving him with $350 to spend on whatever he wanted or needed. Earmarking $50 a week for his mother back in Ohio, he still had $300 clear. His contract gave him freedom beyond his wildest imagination. Deciding that he needed a car suitable to his new station in life, he considered two very popular models, a Packard and the classy-looking Pierce Arrow.


  While deciding, he ran into Al Lloyd, who had given up theatrical agenting for a more secure occupation—selling insurance. He suggested to Bob that he think about his old age. “Why not invest some money in your future? You can’t go wrong with insurance.”


  “I can’t drive an insurance policy,” Bob said.


  In the end, he remembered something John D. Rockefeller had once said about not trusting anybody. Hope construed that to mean, “Look out for yourself.” He put Al Lloyd and John D. Rockefeller together and opted for insurance. It was a down payment on what would become a half-billion-dollar empire.


  Just prior to their first Keith engagement at Brooklyn’s Albee Theater, Wall Street crashed. On October 29, the show business Bible, Variety, made its most famous announcement of all times: WALL STREET LAYS AN EGG.


  Wall Street bombed, but Hope’s act got better reviews—especially the part played by Louise. Moving from the Albee to Proctor’s, again, on November 5, 1929, Variety took note of the Keith Circuit’s new find:


  Hope, assisted by an unbilled girl … clever at handling comedy lines … If some material, especially where old gags are found, could be changed, chances are this would double strength … Next to closing … had no trouble handling spot …


  The Hope ego had trouble dealing with Louise getting special attention. He was the star. He couldn’t handle any upstaging by an underling. After reading the review, the girl he claimed to be in love with
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