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			AMERICA DOESN’T HAVE A NATIONAL EPIC, BUT OUR TOWN MIGHT do in a pinch. The cracker-barrel homilies; the good-natured ironies; the snapshots of bygone ways; the razor-sharp observations couched in polite language; the hints of pain; the hesitance toward joy; the sneaky surges of emotion; the climax that brings a welling to your eyes despite yourself. It contains us, Thornton Wilder’s chestnut.

			That’s why it can sometimes feel that if you’ve seen one production of it, you’ve seen ’em all.

			Or maybe not.

			Take this one—in particular, take the male leads.

			The Stage Manager is a hawkish fellow: slender, purposeful, knowing, vigilant. He dresses for comfort and doesn’t care if his collar is straight or if his tie is askew. Disheveled, with his spectacles perched on the tip of his nose and a vaguely distracted air, he’s still rakishly handsome; clearly he was a corker in his time. He appears to have lived every vicissitude of life, and while experience hasn’t entirely softened him, it has provided him a store of indulgence to mete out, judiciously but amiably, as he sees fit. There’s no doubt that he can size a body up in a few piercing measures, and there’s no doubt, either, that his arithmetic is sure. But such is his air of decency and authority that you find yourself hoping he deems you worthy.

			George Gibbs, the youthful hero, is another matter: an all-American boy with muscles in his shoulders and, you can’t help but suspect, in his head. His heart is in the right place, heaven knows, even if he must occasionally be reminded of just where that place is. He’s a handsome thing, and enthusiasms burble out of him infectiously. His gaze is open, and his springy mien belies a real zest for life. But when he takes the time to notice smaller things or surprises himself by stumbling upon a sincere emotion, he turns puppyish. He even, caught up in the swell of love, croons; you wouldn’t tune a piano to it, but it’s sincere.

			Their interactions are brief but memorable. At one moment the Stage Manager assumes the aspect of a biddy and lashes out at poor, dim George for tossing a ball to himself in the middle of the road. “You got no business playing baseball on Main Street,” he cackles in an old lady’s voice, cowing the boy, and you reckon he’s getting a kick out of his charade as the lad dutifully scampers off.

			Later, when George escorts his sweetheart, Emily, to the drugstore for an ice cream soda, the Stage Manager takes on the persona of Mr. Morgan, proprietor and counterman. Precisely and warmly, he crafts the fountain treats for the youngsters, and when it turns out that George has forgotten his pocket money at home, he refuses to accept the boy’s gold watch as collateral for the debt: “I’ll trust you ten years, George—not a day over.”

			You sense affection in the older man and, equally, respect in the younger; the mutuality is warming. And as is so often the case, the warmth arises not only from the material but from the actors themselves—a real coup of casting, in fact.

			The old man has acted for Leo McCarey, who directed the Marx Brothers, and Michael Curtiz, who made Casablanca, and he appeared many times on live television during that medium’s golden age. The kid has worked with the Coen Brothers and Martin Scorsese and Sam Mendes and lent his voice to a big-budget Pixar movie and the video game version of it.

			The old man is world famous: you can’t go to the supermarket, the video store, or the Indianapolis Motor Speedway without encountering his image or his legacy. You think of Henry Fonda, Humphrey Bogart, and James Stewart as his equals. The kid is making a big name for himself, but he keeps getting compared to other actors, often as a way of dismissing him or counting him short: Marlon Brando, most often, and James Dean.

			One has just turned thirty, has been married for six years, and has three children, the oldest not quite five. The other is seventy-eight, with his forty-fifth anniversary coming up and five grown daughters and a pair of grandkids with whom to celebrate it.

			Physically, they share some traits: wavy hair, icy blue eyes, a classical handsomeness that looks patrician on the old fellow and preppy on the kid, and a springy grace that makes the young man seem coltish and the old man seem spry.

			But their personalities are pretty distinct. The old guy is serious, a World War II vet who attended Kenyon College and the Yale School of Drama on the GI Bill and dreamed of becoming a teacher and takes an active part in politics; he’s raised hundreds of millions of dollars for charity and served as president of the Actors Studio. The young guy is famous for his beer drinking and his practical jokes and his goofball sense of humor and his love of fast cars and motorcycles and his roles as antiauthoritarian rebels; he’s already created a couple of parts on Broadway that have maintained a place in the national repertoire and made a few indelible TV dramas.

			The older man you know: Paul Newman, playing the Stage Manager in the Westport County Playhouse production of Our Town as filmed at the Booth Theater on Broadway in early 2003.

			And the younger man, well, you know him too: Paul Newman, playing George Gibbs in the same play, adapted as a musical for NBC television’s Producers’ Showcase in September 1955.

			Between those two performances sits an entire career and, indeed, an entire life—not only of one man but of the culture in which he thrived.

			THE BLIND, impetuous vigor of youth; the wry, still acceptance of maturity; the progress of an artist in his craft; the maturation of a soul, a mind, a body; the life of a man and the half-century of history he lived and echoed and symbolized and even shaped: Paul Newman’s story is all of it.

			From a burgeoning Jazz Age suburb to a torpedo bomber in the Pacific, from the womb of academia to the free-for-all of Broadway and live TV, from the gilded cage of a Hollywood studio contract to the wild freedom of directing films for his own production company, from the filth and noise and danger of professional auto racing to the staid and venerable confines of the Philanthropy Hall of Fame, Paul Newman’s life is a blazon of the American century, incorporating the very best national traits in a compact and comely package.

			For fifty years, on-screen and off, Newman vividly embodied certain tendencies in the American male character: active and roguish and earnest and sly and determined and vulnerable and brave and humble and reliable and compassionate and fair. He was a man of his time, and that time ranged from World War II to the contemporary era of digitally animated feature films. He was equally at home on Hollywood soundstages, in theatrical workshops, in the pits of racetracks, and especially on the blessedly raucous fields and in the log cabins and swimming holes of the camps he built and maintained for seriously ill children. The world was his for the claiming—and he claimed only the bit that he felt was reasonably due him, and he gave back more, by far, than he ever took.

			He was ridiculously handsome and trim, with a face that belonged on an ancient coin, eyes that stunned and dazed even cynics, and an athlete’s compact, lithe, and peppy body. Having fallen into acting as a profession, he would have been guaranteed at least minimal success by sheer virtue of his physical charms. If he’d had no talent or tenacity or intellect or drive, he might still have enjoyed fame and riches. Put him in a dinner jacket, and he could sit confidently at table with presidents or poets or kings. He looked the part—in fact, he looked any part, virtually, that he was asked to play.

			But he was smart and cagey and suspicious of fortune too easily won, and he was scrupulous in distinguishing the things that came to him through luck from those he felt he’d earned. He opted to live as far as reasonable from Hollywood, preferred barn coats and blue jeans to tuxedos, and chose the company of troupers and mechanics and beer-swillers over that of celebrities and swells and hobnobbers every time. There was crust and vinegar to him, and he relished the opportunity that his position in life afforded him to startle big shots with his sometimes downmarket tastes and preferences. And vice versa: he loved to sprinkle unexpected stardust in the humblest of contexts, just when he was taken for an ordinary joe.

			He was, as he always insisted, a private man whose profession gave him a public face. And he grappled with the incongruity of that for a long time. If he was a cautious and shy fellow raised to a painfully puritanical ethos, he would learn to espouse his inner wildness by adapting personae—in life and in art—that camouflaged his insecurity and reticence in the cloth of exuberance and levity. If he was treated as a freak because of the inescapable fact that he was born beautiful, he would learn to turn that beauty into a tool of subterfuge, creating characters whose allure hid complex and painful depths. If his looks would make him a star, he would redirect that stardom into a benefit for others, slapping his face on labels for food products and creating staggering wealth—then giving all the money away. If he was, regardless of his age, a sex symbol, he would work hard at being a good husband and father. If his personal wealth meant that he could take up motor sports at a high level, he would work as tenaciously at racing as he did at acting and earn acceptance in that world through sheer application and diligently acquired skill. If things came easily to him, he determined to share the benefit he accrued.

			FEW HAVE lived fuller or richer lives than Paul Newman, and at the time of his death, the world seemed to take stock for the first time of all the Paul Newmans it had known: the actor, the driver, the public citizen, the entrepreneur, the philanthropist, the family man. But as Newman always knew, it all began with luck—the genetics, upbringing, education, and career fortunes that uniquely enabled him to become a movie star. And it was as a movie star that he made his most obvious mark on the world.

			In ways, he did it through the back door. Rarely appearing in obvious blockbusters, striving to reinvent himself by shedding his skin every few years, he compiled a cinematic résumé over five decades that was studded regularly with milestone films and performances: Somebody Up There Likes Me; The Long, Hot Summer; The Left Handed Gun; Cat on a Hot Tin Roof; Exodus; The Hustler; Paris Blues; Hud; Harper; Hombre; Cool Hand Luke; Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid; The Life and Times of Judge Roy Bean; The Sting; The Towering Inferno; Buffalo Bill and the Indians; Slap Shot; Fort Apache the Bronx; Absence of Malice; The Verdict; The Color of Money; Blaze; Mr. & Mrs. Bridge; The Hudsucker Proxy; Nobody’s Fool; Road to Perdition; Empire Falls; Cars. This is more than just a litany of estimable (and in some cases commercially gigantic) film titles. It’s the trajectory of an actor determined to squirm away from preconceptions and to sharpen his artistic abilities at the same time. It stands against the very few similar lists of films ever compiled, and it spans eras, styles, generations. He wasn’t the greatest American actor, and he was not even the greatest actor of his own vintage. But he was arguably the most American actor, the fellow whose roles and accumulated persona best captured the tenor of his times and his people.

			Newman arrived in movies with the Method actor invaders of the 1950s and rode out their splashy heyday, becoming a commercial superstar while insistently pushing forward the boundaries of his craft. If you approached him initially only at the superficial level—the level of beauty, as it were—you might have mistaken him for Rock Hudson or Tony Curtis or Robert Wagner, handsome and capable, sure, but movie stars principally rather than craftsmen. Newman, though, had an internal discipline that demanded he make more of himself, and he earned, through sheer perseverance, a place alongside—and in ways, above—the Method gods Marlon Brando, Montgomery Clift, and James Dean. He was ultimately the one true superstar to emerge from the original Actors Studio generation, the most popular and enduring Stanislavskyan actor in American screen history, the only one who could sit comfortably alongside big-time Golden Era movie stars and newfangled subversive interlopers.

			And he was able to bridge the space between those two brands of actors for decades. In a half-century of movies, the characteristic Newman role morphed from almost-too-pretty to dangerously sleek to deliberately wily to weathered and weary-wise. At his best he played against his looks—which may be why he is widely regarded as improving as an actor as he aged. And his instinct to cut against himself meant that he couldn’t personify scions of wealth and privilege as well as he could ordinary men struggling with quotidian issues—particularly the struggles of fathers and sons who couldn’t communicate adequately or, indeed, love each other enough. Even though he was a partner in a famed half-century marriage, he rarely played a romantic lead and, truly, never all that well. Rather, he played broken athletes, half-crazed outlaws, cocky scam artists, insouciant iconoclasts, and a long skein of rascally and unreliable private eyes, liquor salesmen, cops, spies, lawyers, loggers, and construction workers. Very occasionally—and perhaps only to satisfy a seemingly visceral need to avoid repeating himself—he played men of ramrod morality and authority whose positions as social leaders belied their failures as human beings; predictably, as with so many other types he essayed, he nailed them.

			Taken as a whole, Newman’s body of work nicely encapsulated the history of an in-between generation of American men who helped their fathers and uncles conquer the world in war and commerce but who could only watch—likely with some jealousy—as their younger siblings and their own children acted out on the native rebellious impulse to overturn everything. He fit in precisely with neither the Greatest Generation nor the Baby Boomers but represented instead a vital link in the American century—a band of men who were meant to inherit a system that was no longer reliably in place by the time their fathers willed it to them. Torn by the conflicting impulses to rule and rebel, his was arguably the pivotal generation of the twentieth century, and Newman, almost unconsciously, was its actor laureate.

			NEWMAN WAS proud of his profession, eternally grateful to his teachers and peers and colleagues and to the writers and directors who created the roles and the projects he appeared in. But like other men’s men who take up acting, he could find himself embarrassed by the fussiness of his craft, and he had a need to assert himself in other, more physical areas of life in order to pass muster with himself. And so auto racing, as alien a pastime to the arts as could be imagined, became a second world for him. Picking it up in his mid-forties, he was seen at first as a dilettante. But his bulldog tenacity (and, too, his native athleticism and his uncommon financial means) took him to remarkable levels of accomplishment: four national amateur titles, two professional race victories, a second-place finish at the famed twenty-four-hour race in Le Mans, and, at age seventy, a victory in his team’s class in the 24 Hours of Daytona—making him the oldest person to win a sanctioned auto race ever, anywhere. As a team owner in even higher classes of competition, his success was greater still: 8 national titles and 107 individual race victories—a massive haul.

			And he was nearly as accomplished an entrepreneur as he was a race-car driver and owner. As a purveyor of food products, a business that he didn’t enter until his mid-fifties, he created new standards for the elimination of preservatives and the use of fresh ingredients in salad dressings, spaghetti sauces, salsas, and snack foods. And when he expanded into organic foods, his became one of the nation’s most recognized and trusted brands. Those businesses led to another area of achievement: philanthropy. Aside from the millions of dollars and thousands of hours he donated privately over the years, his Newman’s Own Foundation, which gave away all post-tax profits from the food businesses, doled out more than $250 million in its first twenty-five years of existence. And in the final years before his death, Newman bequeathed his share of the company—valued at nearly $120 million—for similar distribution.

			IT’S A staggering list of achievements—the acting, the racing, the earnings, the giving away—and he could sometimes seem uneasy about it all and, especially, about the image that the rest of the world had of him as a result. The great sportswriter Jim Murray, who met him on a racetrack, opined, “He’s probably the only guy in America who doesn’t want to be Paul Newman.” And William Goldman, who wrote Harper and Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, remarked similarly, “I don’t think Paul Newman really thinks he is Paul Newman in his head.”

			In rare unguarded moments, he admitted as much. “The toughest role is playing Paul Newman,” he told a reporter. “My own personality is so vapid and bland, I have to go steal the personalities of other people to be effective.”

			He wasn’t blowing smoke. He was a man of great gifts, but he was genuinely humble, believing in work and family and luck and community and the greater good—and if a surfeit of that good slopped up onto his plate over the years, he would be sure to share it, and he would do so in the best humor he could. Somehow he had turned the gifts life and luck had granted him into things he could multiply and give back. Occasionally along the way he would misstep or be discourteous or make a wrong aesthetic choice or drive ill-advisedly or whatnot, but what he never did was hole up, retreat, give in, surrender, or fail to engage.

			“What I would really like to put on my tombstone,” he once said, “is that I was part of my time.”

			And he was.
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			SHAKER HEIGHTS WAS A DREAM WITHIN A DREAM, PART GARden of Eden, part Camelot, part World of Tomorrow.

			It had lawns and trees and winding roads and handsome homes and golf courses and some of the nation’s best schools and rapid transit into the heart of a major city. Its parks were slices of raw wilderness left unspoiled and right at hand to enjoy. Its commercial heart, Shaker Square, was a modern, well-appointed shopping district built to recall a New England village green. The town was among the crests of that great energetic wave of American expansion known as the Roaring Twenties. A man who brought his family to live there could count himself a true success. And children born there could count themselves truly lucky.

			Or so it would seem.

			“Shaker Heights was a cloister,” said Paul Newman, who grew up there from the age of two.

			It happens that he was a restless sort. But it also happens to be an apt description: the town had, in fact, been built on hallowed ground.

			Shaker Heights stood about ten miles from Public Square, the traditional heart of Cleveland, Ohio. Originally known as North Union, the area had first been settled in the 1820s by a colony of Shakers, one of those Protestant sects that thrived in young America and that took its name from the physically vigorous style of prayer practiced by its adherents. They called their new home “the Valley of God’s Pleasure,” but it didn’t please God for them to thrive there for long: Shakers are, by doctrine, celibate, increasing their numbers only through adoption and conversion; by 1889 a lack of newcomers meant that the once-thriving community of hundreds had dwindled to twenty-nine aging folks who could no longer maintain their homes or work their land. They sold their bit of heaven—1,366 acres, including mills and other buildings—to a consortium of Cleveland investors for $316,000. The land was platted and renamed Shaker Heights, but it lay undeveloped for more than a decade. In 1905 Mantis and Oris Van Sweringen, a truly eccentric pair of Cleveland developers, acquired and built on a few of the unused lots, creating a small village. Within two years the brothers had arranged for a streetcar line to come out to their parcels, acquired the rest of the undeveloped land, and unveiled their scheme for the town.

			What they had in mind was an exacting utopian plan, an idyll far enough from the center of Cleveland to be free of smoke and noise and tumult but sufficiently close that commuting would be but a comfortable morning’s and evening’s ride. They imagined a genteel garden of a suburb governed by strict housing codes and covenants, a paradise for prosperous families built along the English bourgeois ideal of the village.

			Anyone from Cleveland could appreciate the desire for such a retreat. The city from which Shaker Heights residents would be migrating was one of the chief cauldrons of the American industrial epoch, young and brawny and composed of equal parts New England propriety, frontier rascality, and immigrant vitality. And it was constantly growing: a century earlier it had been a wilderness outpost with a population of literally one, and by the end of the First World War it was a crucial hub of oil refining, iron and steel manufacturing, retail commerce, and transit—the sixth largest city in the United States.

			As a city, Cleveland was a stripling: grimy, raucous, and rude, its Lake Erie waterfront choked with shipping traffic, its Cuyahoga River slow and fetid, its railyards and factories belching smoke and bleeding noise, its inner core a patchwork of immigrant neighborhoods teeming with imported sights, sounds, and smells. There was always a portion of the city dedicated to civic enrichment, organization, culture, the finer things; it had gentility. But it was far more impressed with its industry than with its soul. Anyone with a head to make a business for himself could create wonders in such a freewheeling environment; local boy John D. Rockefeller had already risen from dubious roots to become a metaphor for unimaginable wealth created out of thin air. But anyone with a head to make a life for himself would seek more easeful and commodious surroundings. And on the anticipation of fulfilling that urge the Van Sweringens’ plan was realized.

			BY 1920, when the Shaker Heights Rapid Transit line was inaugurated to speed riders to and from Cleveland, Shaker Heights had more than 1,600 residents; ten years later, it had swelled to more than 17,000, all living in single-family homes, none of which, per the Van Sweringens’ plan, were exactly alike. Among the newcomers were Arthur S. Newman and his wife, Theresa, who invested in the dream of Shaker Heights in 1927, moving with their two sons, three-year-old Arthur and two-year-old Paul, into a big but not ostentatious $35,000 house at 2983 Brighton Road.

			That was a lot of money for the time—nearly a half-million dollars in contemporary terms—but it was a remarkably flush moment for the national economy, and Art, as he was commonly known, wouldn’t have spent it if he couldn’t afford it. As secretary and treasurer of Newman-Stern, Cleveland’s largest and best-liked sporting goods and consumer electronics store, he was a man who had created out of whole cloth a business built on a nation’s increased devotion to entertainment and leisure time. The 1920s were a golden age of sports heroes—Babe Ruth, Red Grange, Bobby Jones, Bill Tilden, Jack Dempsey—and Newman-Stern could sell you not only all the gear and accoutrements that you’d require to emulate those greats but also a radio on which to listen to accounts of their achievements. As long as Clevelanders had money in their pockets and free time in which to spend it, the sporting goods and electronics business was sure to thrive.

			So why not buy a nicer home? Previously the Newmans had lived in Cleveland Heights at 2100 Renrock Road, a small, trim, undistinguished single-family dwelling in a neighborhood close by a pair of busy streets—not the nicest part of Cleveland Heights but conveniently near the home of Arthur’s older brother Joseph, who also happened to be his business partner and, probably, best friend in the world.

			Brighton Road was an obvious step up. An English Tudor house with a peaked roof, it was a pleasant stroll away from Shaker Boulevard, the town’s main artery, and it was set back from the curling street on which it stood by two rectangles of lawn and a handful of oak and maple trees. A fireplace dominated the front room, and big windows looked out over the front and back yards. There were more imposing homes on the street—indeed, there were outright mansions nearby. But the Newmans’ home would certainly satisfy anyone’s idea of comfort, modest luxury, and good taste.

			For Arthur and Theresa, the house was a physical realization of the dreams of all those immigrants who had left Europe for America and a chance to make something of themselves. Arthur’s parents were both born in the old country, as was Theresa herself. Their ability to rise from those roots to the prosperity of Shaker Heights was an instance of what many would call the American dream, and it was also a crucial element in what would become the character of their younger son.

			CLEVELAND WAS a city of three genetic threads: the New England gentility of its founders, who hailed from Connecticut and tried to build a city according to their sense of propriety; the frontier wildness of its first inhabitants, who were drawn to a settlement on the edge of civilization, where the laws of nature and the frontier trumped those of governments; and the immigrant waves who filled and fueled the factories that came to define the city when industrialization supersized it from a town to a metropolis. In 1800 the hamlet had a single resident; eighty years later there were more than 260,000 Clevelanders, at least a third of whom were foreign-born.

			Those immigrants are a crucial part of the city’s story. They came from all the predictable places: England and Ireland and Germany at first, then Italy, Poland, Austria, Hungary, Bohemia, Russia, the Slavic states, Greece. They brought with them languages, customs, foods, social modes, and ways of worship never before seen in the region. Before 1836, for instance, there is no record of a Jewish resident in the place named for a man called Moses Cleaveland. By 1850, though, there were enough Jews in the city for them to have a theological falling-out: a pair of rival synagogues existed in an uneasy truce. By 1880 more than three thousand Jews were living in the booming city, mostly German, with more on the way from farther east.

			Among that small but highly visible group of Jewish immigrants were Simon Newman, who had been born in 1853 in Hungary, and Hannah Cohn, who was born four years later in what was variously described as Hungary and Poland in legal documents throughout her life. Simon had arrived in the United States as a young, footloose man and found work as a dry goods peddler. Hannah had emigrated as a seventeen-year-old in 1870, along with her parents and some older siblings who moved on to settle in Arkansas.

			Hannah and Simon were married in Cleveland on October 10, 1876, and they started a family almost immediately. In the 1880 census the Newmans listed two girls in their household: Minnie, not quite two, and an infant, Lillian. At nearly regular intervals they added to the family: a son, Aaron, born in 1881, followed by another pair of girls, Ottile (1884) and Gertrude (1886). By then Simon had graduated from peddler to manufacturer-merchant, with his own hat-making workshop and store, Newman’s Millinery. Perhaps that accounts for the pause in births in the family. It wasn’t until 1891 that Joseph, the second son, was born, followed by the last of the bunch, Arthur, in 1893.

			The Newmans lived in the Jewish neighborhoods of Cleveland that resembled the Jewish enclaves of other big American cities, with pushcarts and small family businesses and tenements pouring out old-world noises and aromas—cauldrons from which bright young men and women strove toward integration into American society through education and entry into social and cultural institutions. As in New York and Chicago, the Cleveland Jews established themselves relatively rapidly in professional, academic, and public pursuits throughout the city. They may even have made a quicker ascent there than in other places because of the youth of the city and its lightning rise and its sprawl.

			Consider the Newmans. There were grander birthrights, even among recent immigrant families, than the Newmans’ tiny family hat-making business. But Hannah and Simon were raising a remarkably creative and successful group of offspring. Their hat shop, for instance, would one day be immortalized in 1943 in Polly Poppingay, Milliner, a popular chapter book for children written by Gertrude Newman, who by then had already published another children’s book, The Story of Delicia, a Rag Doll. Lillian, too, was a writer, producing verse in Yiddish. Ottile would become a schoolteacher and go on to head the drama group at the Euclid Avenue Temple, probably the most prominent synagogue in Cleveland; one of her sons, Richard Newman Campen, would graduate from Dartmouth College and forge a career as a noted historian of midwestern art and architecture.

			The Newman boys were also to make marks on the world. Aaron attended some college and then became a reporter for the Cleveland World and, in 1906, the cofounder and business manager of the Jewish Independent, one of several Jewish papers in town. In 1927, that incredibly flush year, he inaugurated two enterprises: the Little Theater of the Movies, the first cinema in Cleveland devoted exclusively to foreign films, and the Cleveland Sportsman’s and Outdoors Show, a trade fair at which manufacturers and retailers exhibited the latest recreational gear. During the Depression he wrote several satirical pamphlets about the fear of Communist strains in the New Deal.*

			Quite a character. And yet his brother Joseph made even more of a splash in the world. No history of twentieth-century Cleveland is truly complete without mentioning, at least in passing, the ingenious, loquacious, mercurial, professorial, practical, affable, quixotic sprite born Joseph Simon Newman. Poet, inventor, orator, journalist, gadabout, boulevardier, and mensch, Joe Newman published science columns and light verse in newspapers, held patents on electronic communications gizmos, wrote the annual musical comedy revue for the City Club for more than three decades, taught at Cleveland College, served as a trustee of the Cleveland Play House, published four books of poetry, and built with his kid brother, Arthur, the most successful sporting and recreational goods store between Chicago and New York.

			Joe was always good with both words and numbers. After high school he spent a year at college and then worked for six months in an electrical lab. Then he went into retail, working for the big Stearn and Co. department store in the electrical, camera, and mechanical toy departments. All the while he fussed with electrical equipment and with words. Under the name Dr. Si. N. Tiffic, he wrote a kids’ science column for the Plain Dealer, as well as a stream of light verse on public issues of the day. And he invented things—small radio and telegraph components, remote-controlled switches for toys and lights, a telephone system for children—some of which he took out patents for.

			By 1913 he was married to the daughter of Maurice Weidenthal, who had cofounded the Jewish Independent with Aaron Newman. The following year he was on his own in business, using $500 to establish the Electro-Set Company, which built and sold lines of radio gear, telegraph equipment, electrical experiment kits, telescopes, and microscopes. The business took off, especially with kids, and moved from what was essentially a warehouse to a proper retail space. Joe had all kinds of schemes to grow the trade, such as a daily telegraph message to all customers to announce sales or new equipment: e-commerce in 1915! And because he knew his way around the insides of the equipment he sold, the shop became Cleveland’s first supplier of radio parts; soon it was involved in a thriving national mail-order enterprise.

			Unfortunately, World War I put an end to the sale of wireless equipment to civilians, and Electro-Set was suddenly deprived of a large part of its business. In 1917 it morphed, changing its name to Newman-Stern and mixing in sporting goods with the remaining lines of scientific and electrical equipment. Joe would serve as president of the company, and he had two partners: Arnold L. Stern, who was strictly an investor, and as secretary and treasurer his own younger brother, Art, a bachelor and failed journalist then twenty-three years old.
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			ARTHUR SIGMUND NEWMAN was born on August 29, 1893, and soon afterward the family was altered forever; by the time of his second birthday, his father had died. Art, as he was always known, would be raised by his sisters and brothers, all still living at home as late as 1900. Hannah ran Newman’s Millinery in the bustling Jewish commercial district on Cleveland’s West Twenty-sixth Street. Like Joe, who was only two years older, Art attended Central High School; like Aaron, he was drawn into newspaper work. Not long after high school he founded, published, wrote, and solicited ads for a local business circular, the Home Advertiser. He parlayed that into a job in the advertising and news departments of the Cleveland Press, where he proved unlucky: in 1915, phoning into the newsroom to report a scoop regarding a contentious strike at the Mechanical Rubber Company, he was inadvertently connected to the rival Cleveland News, which published his story while his own paper got nothing; they canned him.

			And so Art went straight to work at Electro-Set, finding in Joe not only a surrogate parent (Hannah had died in 1913 when Art was seventeen) but a perfectly complementary partner as well. A few years later, interviewed in a Cleveland business journal, Joe said: “Art and I are as alike as sunup and sundown. I am the maniac of the business—the long-haired dreamer. At least that’s Art’s diagnosis. He is the hard-shelled, brass-tacks man. Every business needs both types. One counteracts the other.” The brothers would work together side by side for decades: Joe a wise and wacky jester filled with unpredictable energies, Art balding and sad-eyed and diligent and upright and exact. (Even in his twenties he looked older than his older brother.)

			The Newman-Stern Company they built would break all sorts of new ground: it was the first entity in Cleveland to broadcast election results by radio and the first to offer steel fishing rods and steel-shafted golf clubs; its sale of microscopes for children virtually invented the field. In 1921 the business relocated to a large downtown storefront, where it would expand again after just seven years and then again after World War II, by which time it had become the premier destination in the region for sporting equipment: baseball, camping and fishing gear, skis, small boats, tents, as well as radios, even television sets. And it always had a hand in gizmos: in 1946 Art stumbled upon a sweet deal on army surplus bombsight parts and gyroscopes and did a rampaging business liquidating it.*

			In all that time the brothers remained extremely close. Joe Newman filed away his personal correspondence for decades, including letters written by Art while Joe was off on business trips or family vacations with his wife and two sons. Dutifully, Art would tell him which shipments had arrived, which sales items were moving or not, what the next round of advertising would promote, and other mundane matters. There was fluency and energy in Art’s prose but rarely anything very personal or revelatory. On the odd occasion when Art would encounter Joe’s family during the latter’s absence, he would note it, but never sentimentally. In comparison, Joe’s letters to his brother, some of which he kept carbon copies of, were filled with levity—he would often insist that Art actually enjoy a vacation and not worry about business while on holiday—and Joe’s letters back and forth with his wife and sons were extremely tender, playful, open, and rich. Art was the worker ant, Joe the butterfly: together they were a natural team.

			Before he built this empire, though, Art Newman had to emerge as his own man. On December 7, 1917, he enlisted in the army reserve corps; he was called up to active duty three weeks later and lasted in the service until he was honorably discharged in February 1919. He never went overseas but rather spent his time with the Quartermaster Corps in Johnston, Florida, and later in Maryland and Virginia. He attained the rank of corporal and served mainly in motor pools, a dreary existence that he described in letters to Joe and in accounts of military life in the Plain Dealer. By 1920 he was back in Cleveland and living on East Ninetieth Street, the core of one of the city’s old Jewish communities. And sometime between then and 1925, he got married.

			IF THE marriage of Arthur and Theresa Newman is clouded in a mist of half-facts, that may be because Theresa Newman herself came from a more imprecisely chronicled background than did her husband. She was of either Hungarian or Bohemian stock and seems to have been born overseas sometime in the 1890s or maybe even earlier. She came to America at perhaps age four, perhaps in 1901. In one of the earliest official documents associated with her life—the birth certificate of her second son—she claimed to have been born in 1897 in Homona, Austria, citing the Hungarian name for the modern-day Slovakian town of Humenne. But that was only one version of her story.

			How she arrived in America and with whom is a mystery. Her father bore the Christian name Stephen, but in legal documents over the years his surname was variously rendered as Fetzer (which Theresa and her sons used most commonly), Fetsko (favored by most of Theresa’s siblings), Fetzko, Felsko, and, once, Fecke. Stephen was born in 1854 or 1855; by one account, he arrived in America in 1890 at the port of Philadelphia; by another, he came through New York in 1889. (Both dates, crucially, predate Theresa’s year of birth, as she identified it.) On August 11, 1902, he married Mary Polinak (or Polenak), who was born in either Hungary or Bohemia and was about twenty years his junior. Together they raised seven children; in Stephen’s 1946 obituary, they were listed as “Theresa Newman, Mae Eskowsi, Jewell and Andrew, Steve Polenak, Anna Kurma and Michael (deceased).”

			Over the years Stephen worked at various manual trades: laborer, shipbuilder, bricklayer. When her house was empty, Mary took work in a mill. Their contradictory, inconsistent, and seemingly hesitant attitude toward official record keeping may just be part of the family heritage as unschooled immigrants who came to America to fuel the industrial expansion of towns like Cleveland. They had neither the intellectual bent of the Newmans nor that family’s capacity for invention and self-fulfillment. If the Newmans were archetypical incarnations of the clever, successful Jewish immigrants who refashioned themselves in America, the Fetsko-Polenaks were among the imported labor force that did the thankless, muscular work of the great American industrial expansion. They stayed out of the papers for all the right reasons and formed large, hearty families throughout the Midwest that replaced Eastern Europe as their home.

			Stephen and Mary’s blended family moved around every few years, and they either were overlooked by census takers or got hinky when they came around: only in 1920 were they fully polled in the national head count. And Theresa was even more elusive. Indeed, for much of her early life, surmise is all that’s possible. In 1910 a seventeen-year-old Theresa Fetzer was working as a domestic at the home of Meyer E. Loeb of Cleveland. If it was she, it meant that she was a little older than she later claimed. (Perhaps she and/or the Loebs lied about her age in order to acquire or legitimize her working situation.) She didn’t appear in the 1920 census, but she showed up in 1930, by which point the received impression of her life story has begun to gel. There she’s a thirty-two-year-old woman of Czech heritage, naturalized in 1902 and living in Shaker Heights with her husband, Arthur (described as a shoe store merchant), and their two boys, Arthur Jr., age six, and Paul, five. But even then there’s a snag: Arthur, then thirty-six, asserted that he was married for the first time seven years before, in 1923, at age twenty-nine; Theresa, though, revealed that she was first married at age nineteen—thirteen years earlier, in 1917, when she may have been as old as twenty-four.

			Decades later the murkiness of her early life outlived her. Just ask her son: “My mother, on her deathbed, said, ‘Paul, you have to excuse me, I’ve been lying all these years. I’m not eighty-three, I’m eighty-seven.’ And when we took her back to Cleveland to be buried next to my father, her sister was there. And I said, ‘You know, Mother said that she had been lying all these years, and that she wasn’t eighty-three, she was eighty-seven.’ And her sister said, ‘Baloney! She was ninety-three!’”

			THE WEDDING of this rootless, pretty woman and her owlish, responsible husband would also provide a mystery: unique among their parents and siblings, they weren’t issued a marriage license in Cuyahoga County. Wherever the ceremony was held, it was almost certainly a civil one. Through his life Art belonged to the synagogue known as the Temple in the old Woodland Avenue Jewish enclave of west Cleveland, but his son Paul remembered, “[He] was not a religious man in the sense of going to synagogue or thrusting religion down our throats.” And Theresa would soon leave her native Catholicism for Christian Science—the modern American spiritualist belief popular in the 1920s. She wasn’t so ardent as to deny her sons the benefits of medical care, as strict Christian Scientists would, and she seemed not to mind that her boys didn’t follow her faith. “That didn’t really take on me,” Paul would say of the religion (although he did declare himself a Christian Scientist on college applications, probably reckoning that claiming Jewish heritage would have put him at a disadvantage).*

			The prevailing religion of the household seemed, in fact, to be Americanism. The Newmans set about creating a tidy little family and situating it in increasingly comfortable houses. In January 1924 Arthur Jr. joined the family in the small, neat house on Renrock Road in Cleveland Heights. On January 26 of the following year, in snow and ice so daunting that Art and Theresa dared not venture out, Paul Leonard joined the family. Within two years he was tumbling and stumbling on the floors of the Newmans’ dream house in Shaker Heights—the only childhood home he would ever remember.

			
				*And he produced an accomplished son in William S. Newman, a classical pianist and music scholar who taught at the University of North Carolina for more than thirty years. (A concert series there still bears his name.) His three-volume History of the Sonata, first published in 1963, is considered a landmark, and he was also something of an eccentric, once crossing the United States on a motorcycle in a barnstorming concert tour.

				*A version of this coup is credited to a character in the 1984 film Harry & Son, which Paul Newman cowrote and directed.

				*The Newman boys received no formal religious instruction after grade school, and later on Paul would come more or less to see himself as an areligious Jew. He was so out of touch with the faith, though, that he was once caught by a journalist declaring frustration at not being able to reach anybody in the movie business on the phone—only to learn to his surprise that it was, in fact, Yom Kippur.
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			IN THE SUMMER OF 1946, TWENTY-ONE-YEAR-OLD NAVY VETERAN Paul Newman handwrote an application to Kenyon College in Gambier, Ohio. Asked to provide a short autobiography, he began, “My life from the beginning has been uneventful and sheltered, my environment always clean and pleasant. My father is a self-made man with a remarkable fund of knowledge at his disposal, my mother is understanding and intelligent.”

			And indeed he had no reason not to be satisfied with his situation. The success of Newman-Stern meant that the family had all they could want in the way of clothes, furniture, food. Theresa didn’t have to work outside the home, and she had live-in domestic help in the person of Ruth Bush, a teenage housemaid originally from Pennsylvania. There was a membership at the Oakwood Club in Cleveland Heights, and Theresa eagerly attended the road-show plays staged at the Hanna Theater in downtown Cleveland. The mailman regularly delivered Fortune, Time, Life, and Reader’s Digest. In the summertime the boys attended a camp in Michigan. The family traveled to Colorado, Florida, Quebec, and Chicago, where they dined in the famed Pump Room. (“This was the place then,” Paul remembered on a later visit, “one of the legends.”)

			The house, the money, the luxuries, the travel, the security, the ease: all of it would have been heavenly to Theresa Newman. Why shouldn’t it have been? She had been brought across the world on the outside chance of what might come true, and here she was, still youthful, living a dream, with a family of her own to share it. Still, the idea that she may have been interested overly in the things that money can buy caused discomfort for her son. “She was raised in a very poor family,” Paul explained decades later, “and had a sense of values that we pooh-pooh right now—you know, materialistic things, trying to get two cars in the garage.”

			Perhaps that’s why his favorite memories of his boyhood would so often be set out of doors. Shaker Heights was genteel and grand, yes, but it was still in Ohio, and it provided an Eden for a knockabout pair like Paul and his brother, Art. “We would explore lakes and forests,” Paul recalled. “You could almost see the Indians hunting there and fishing.” The Newman boys and their dog, Cleo, were outside all the time, even in the coldest weather that the winds of Lake Erie could dish out. Paul especially recalled tobogganing and skating on frozen ponds and scaring neighborhood girls with jack-o’-lanterns on Halloween nights.

			And when it wasn’t wintertime activities, it was organized team sports. Surely the sons of the Newman of Newman-Stern would be drawn into team games, in an era when American manly vitality expressed itself so sensationally in athletics. But there was a problem. “My brother and I,” Paul would say, “we both went in for every single sport you could think of. And I was terrible at all of them. Really—notoriously ungifted.” He played baseball, football, and basketball, but in none did he ever feel fluent or graceful or even able. It had partly to do with youthful klutziness: “Boy, was I accident-prone. If there was a tree with a creaky limb, you could be sure that was the one I would pick to climb, and snap!” But it was partly due to self-consciousness too. He had developed into a critic of himself, seeing flaws where others might have seen mere ordinariness.

			It made him reticent, cautious, a little introverted. Hugh Leslie, who grew up five houses away from the Newmans on Brighton Road and was in Paul’s grade through high school, remembered, “He wasn’t shy, but I think he was more on the quiet side, the humble side. He participated in school activities, but he wasn’t gregarious or real outgoing.” The Newmans, he said, “were good people, good neighbors,” but Paul never particularly stood out.

			Worse, he grew late. He was a more or less average-size boy, but as a young teen he leveled off, causing him genuine agony in the thing he most loved. “I wanted to play football so bad,” he remembered. “And I played in junior high school.” Don Mitchell, the captain of that junior high team, had strong memories of Newman’s ability. “He played center for us, and he wasn’t afraid of anybody,” Mitchell recalled. “He could really hit people. He was built. He could have wrestled.” But he stayed small, and it cost him. “In high school, in the ninth grade,” Paul remembered, “I still weighed ninety-eight pounds and was about five foot three. So I had to get a special dispensation so I wouldn’t have to play with the lightweights, because the lightweights were all sixth graders. And I was fucked if I was going to play with those guys.” The dispensation didn’t come: he never did play organized sports in high school.

			But he had started to blossom in other ways, ways less interesting to a rollicking boy, perhaps, but readily noticed by a mother. “He was such a beautiful little boy,” Theresa Newman told a reporter in 1959. “In a way it was a shame to waste so much beauty on a boy.” He also became one of those people who struggled against a native reticence by overcompensating, in certain situations, as a gadabout or a show-off. He wasn’t comfortable in his own skin, but in the right circumstance he could don another and let himself go. “Paul was the neighborhood clown,” Theresa remembered. “He yodeled and sang and acted in all sorts of little neighborhood stunts.”

			His youthful exhibitionism spilled onto the stage. At Malvern Elementary School he performed as an organ grinder in a class play, bouncing about and singing mock-Italian. (“I made up in volume what I lacked in tone,” he recalled.) When he was seven, he appeared as a court jester in a play entitled The Travails of Robin Hood, singing a song written especially for the occasion by his uncle Joe. “I didn’t like it,” Paul later said. “I felt as uncomfortable and disturbed then as I do now when I’m onstage. I had one entrance and one exit. I was a big hit. My family was hysterical with pride and admiration.”

			Surely Theresa was the proudest and most admiring. “She was a frustrated actress, I guess,” Paul said, and she saw in him a channel for her blunted ambitions. When he was eleven, she enrolled him in the Curtain Pullers, a newly organized program in which children studied and performed at the renowned Cleveland Play House. “The Play House was a first-rate regional theater, and everybody who was in those classes felt they were lucky,” remembered Joel Katz, who joined the Curtain Pullers about five years after Paul and later adopted the stage name Joel Grey.* “We went to class on Saturday mornings, and then we had productions on Saturdays, and some of us had roles in the grown-up productions that the Play House put on.”

			On Halloween morning 1936 Paul made his debut as the human lead in St. George and the Dragon by Alice Buchan. He wore a florid costume and poured salt on the Dragon’s tail. “I wanted to play the Dragon,” he moaned mockingly years later. “It was a meatier part. But I was too big for the costume.” (Even then, a preteen, he considered himself a character actor in a leading man’s body.) Bill DeMora, who played the Dragon in that production, didn’t recall being able to fit the costume any better than Paul, whom he remembered as “just a little guy, a couple of years behind me.” But he did recall that the death of the Dragon was a highlight of the show. “I was this bad guy kind of taking over, and he slew me.” Paul too remembered it as a success: “I was a big hit.” But again he had reservations: “I didn’t enjoy it, and I wouldn’t enjoy it now.”

			It’s clear that even at a young age he had an acute self-awareness and a sense of what behavior was and wasn’t appropriate in front of other people. By all accounts, people enjoyed watching him perform. But somehow he seems to have acquired the idea that doing it at all, even well, was inappropriate or unbecoming. Maybe it was because he was the pretty younger brother who took more than just the usual ribbing from his older sibling; describing Art Jr. years later, Paul called him “belligerent” and a “fierce son of a bitch.” Too, Art Jr. wasn’t the student his younger brother was. “Art was always in trouble in school,” remembered a classmate. “A fun guy, but as sharp as Paul was, Art was not.” In all likelihood a regular diet of teasing and torment was on the menu.

			But Paul’s self-consciousness might also have stemmed from the different attitudes his parents held toward the very idea of acting. As his youthful passion for performing turned into a young man’s intention to be involved with the theater, Theresa, her son remembered, was “supportive,” but Art considered it all to be nothing more than “star-gazing.” And that would be the opinion that mattered, because, as Paul himself put it, “I’m my father’s boy.”

			FOR ALL the encouragement his mother gave him to think well of himself and to express himself in front of others, Paul Newman’s memories of childhood and youth would always be dominated by the figure of Art Newman Sr. For the rest of his life, Paul would speak admiringly of Art’s bookish intelligence, his high moral standards, his discreetly but firmly held convictions, his gentle sense of humor, his diligence, and especially his impeccable reputation for honesty and integrity. And he would speak too of the distance between them. “I don’t know that we ever connected as father and son,” he reflected years later, and he would always be haunted by that failure.

			Sometimes he seemed to put the blame on Art, depicting him as “a very shy, very uncommunicative man.” But Art Jr. disagreed with that characterization. “Dad was undemonstrative, not uncommunicative,” he observed. More tellingly, Art Jr. said of his dad, “Like Paul, he was quiet.” So maybe the gulf between Paul and his dad was just a simple case of two taciturn types who were unable to tell each other what they really thought or felt. Whatever the reason, Paul saw in his father’s cool attitude a stamp of disapproval. He was painfully aware of his own flaws and shortcomings, and he felt that Art too saw them plainly. So he came to blame himself for the tone of dismissiveness he felt emanating from his father. “He worked six days a week in those days,” he remembered, “and I didn’t know what was going on, either with myself or with the outside world. I don’t think he had the patience to deal with things in a superfluous way—which, again, isn’t a criticism of him. It’s a criticism of myself.” Indeed, along with an ardent work ethic, Art Newman’s lesson to keep one’s head down and not crow over triumphs or good fortune became ingrained in his boys. Paul’s deep-seated lifelong humility about his achievements was no act but rather a significant inheritance from his father.

			Both Paul and his brother enjoyed visits from their uncle Joe, who was always a light spirit, a grown-up genuinely interested in whatever kids thought or imagined. He was an especially keen tour guide to books, Paul recalled: “He had an informal way of talking about the great writers that brought them alive to us. He gave me insights into literature that I didn’t get from any of the teachers at school.” Young Paul was a great one for reading: “When I was a kid,” he later reflected, “I used to go up into the attic with a good book, a glass of iced tea, and a bowl of popcorn.”*

			Art Newman’s lessons to his boys, on the other hand, would be remembered not for playfulness or the sense of wonder they imparted but for their moral dimension. “He was still suffering from the old Judeo-Christian guilts and the feeling that for anything to be meritorious it would have to be painful,” Paul recalled. (“I certainly have lived up to that,” he added ruefully.) Art was a quiet, determined, and upright man, and in his deep-set eyes his sons took measure of their worth. He made sure they learned to live his example, regardless of the family’s economic advantages. “I didn’t get my first baseball glove until I was ten,” Paul remembered. “This was intended as a lesson. Just because your father’s shop was crammed with sporting gear, it didn’t mean that baseball mitts grew on trees.” Art worked his sons on Saturdays at Newman-Stern, starting them earlier in the day, keeping them later, and paying them less than other employees. And Paul would keep other jobs during his school years: a paper route, a job selling Fuller brushes, and a stint as counterman at Danny Budin’s Jewish deli in Shaker Heights, the first recorded instance of his famous love of food. (“It was a toss-up whether he drew in pay as much as he ate,” his old boss would say.) “I was always working, a lot of heavy work on bicycles,” Paul said. “That’s what I remember about my childhood.”

			The emphasis on hard work would take on new meaning before the Newmans had spent even three years in Shaker Heights. The stock market crash of 1929 and the downward economic spiral that followed hit the blossoming suburb very hard. The school system shrank by 25 percent, and those employees who remained were paid partly in scrip. Improvements to the rapid train line ceased. Homes were lost. Plans to expand the city were scrapped.

			Art Newman must have been mortified. He hadn’t all that long ago spent his life’s savings on an upscale home for his young family—how was he to maintain his situation at a time when people were worrying about buying bread and milk, let alone catchers’ mitts and crystal radio sets? But Newman-Stern, to Paul’s unending admiration and appreciation, survived, and the Newmans remained in their “clean and pleasant” home. “I never came home and found there was no food on the table,” Paul remembered, “but we felt the pinch.” He added, “I saw my father going to work and knew what a struggle it was for him.”

			Indeed, it was a near thing for Newman-Stern. In the first years of the Depression, upward of 80 percent of the nation’s sporting goods retailers went bust. Newman-Stern, however, had Art’s good business sense and sterling reputation to rely upon. In 1931, on what Paul remembered as “a messy winter day,” Art, “looking as gray as the day itself,” left home for Chicago to negotiate a unique deal with Spalding and Wilson, the two enormous sporting goods manufacturers. When he returned, it was in triumph. Both companies had agreed to consign goods to Newman-Stern—to give the store a line of credit, in effect, for more than $150,000 worth of goods. For the rest of his life Paul would recollect this as a moment of great triumph for his father. Yes, Spalding and Wilson had fewer customers than ever and surely were thus more willing to extend themselves in order to hold on to them. But in Paul’s eyes the deal proved not the dire straits of the recreational gear business but the depth and renown of Art Newman’s character: “Spalding and Wilson knew that if he sold a glove for $3.95, they’d get their $2.50.”

			During this period, Paul caught glimpses of Art’s politics; he would recall that his father was “Rooseveltian” and more: “I never heard my father discuss politics in the home, but I know he was a liberal, perhaps even a socialist.” What impressed him most, though, was Art’s tenacity and integrity and the fact that those two combined to keep Newman-Stern in business when so many like operations went under. Over the years Paul would speak fondly of the shop—“one of the greatest sporting goods stores in the country,” he would brag, and “it was a marvelous shop and sold all kinds of things”—but Art’s success in securing those letters of agreement particularly stood out, and his son would relate it with pride for the rest of his life.*

			PAUL, OF COURSE, had no such laudable achievements to his credit. He hadn’t done anything in sports. He was merely an adequate scholar: “I was always one of those students of whom it was said, ‘He is very promising,’” he said, suggesting, in typically self-effacing fashion, that the promise was rarely fulfilled. Girls around Shaker Heights knew who he was but not necessarily in a way that led to romance. According to Peggy Behrens, a high school classmate, “Nobody really noticed him at that time. You heard talk later about his blue eyes, but none of the girls ever talked about them back then. And he didn’t look like a football player with broad shoulders or anything.” Jane Connolly, another classmate, remembered him distantly: “There was something dangerous about him. You felt he was not really tamed, that just beneath the surface there was a streak of violence. He was very popular—there were a lot of girls who wanted to date him—but he wasn’t a chaser.” Don Mitchell remembered him as one of the unattached clutch of boys at high school socials. “He was no Beau Brummel,” he said. “He used to come to all the dances like every other guy, and he’d be in the stag line with the rest of us.”

			Paul noticed the girls but felt hopelessly outclassed by them: “Most of them towered over me.” So rather than suffer the rejections of girls, he found other ways to be popular and get noticed. He turned his job at Danny Budin’s deli into a showcase. “He would bow deeply to the customers and smile constantly as though he knew he was always on display,” remembered his boss.

			In fact, the idea of being on display appealed to him—so long as he was on display in the persona of somebody else. In time the theatrical impulse that led his mother to steer him toward the stage took hold in his own heart. By his teens the worst of the Depression was over, and Shaker Heights High School had reinstituted its fine programs of the 1920s, in particular its drama program. Denied football as an outlet but itchy to do something big, Paul became part of that little world of kids, found at every high school, who put on shows. “I stage-managed and acted in plays in the usual extracurricular routine,” he would recall, “and I remember that one of my big disappointments was not getting the role of the First Gravedigger in Hamlet.” He watched on, rather, as Jack Foley, the young Barrymore of the Shaker High drama club, played the lead; he did, however, land a role in the play Black Flamingo meaty enough for him to be photographed for the school newspaper while rehearsing for it.

			Whether or not they cast him in plum roles, his teachers thought well of him. “Paul’s outstanding quality was the seriousness with which he worked,” recalled William Walton, who taught drama at Shaker Heights High. “He was extremely intelligent and, unusual for a high school boy, was interested in serious drama.” But, Walton continued, he stood out in other ways, ways that made it clearer, perhaps, why he was drawn to acting: “He loved his fun. During rehearsal breaks he used to head for the piano and pound out boogie-woogie. A flock always gathered around.”*

			[image: ]

			ON JANUARY 22, 1943, four days shy of turning eighteen, Paul got in the car with Art and drove to Athens, Ohio, where he’d been accepted into Ohio University. Anticipating his birthday, Paul had enlisted that morning in the navy—his brother, Art Jr., then a freshman in college, was just days away from joining the army—and he had decided to attend school while awaiting the call-up.

			Ohio U was a big school in a little town, one of the largest universities in Ohio, a state full of colleges, and the oldest college in the midwestern region originally known as the Northwest Territory. It had been graduating students since 1815 and was known for its well-balanced liberal arts curriculum and the blossoming E. W. Scripps School of Journalism—a trade that might’ve drawn a young man with so many writers and newspapermen in his family.

			But academics seemed not to matter to Paul, who by his own confession “majored in beer drinking” at such OU student haunts as the Sportsman Tavern in Athens. “Paul liked to quaff a few beers,” remembered Wanda Quest, an Athens girl he dated. Yes, during wartime, in college, there were girls—or more precisely, according to Newman’s version of the times, there were girls around. “A date back then was sitting around with a bunch of students, drinking beer or going to a film or [on] a hayride, or singing songs by the river,” he remembered. “Nice girls didn’t fool around, and nice guys didn’t try to fool around with nice girls. Them was the bylaws.”

			He rushed a fraternity, Phi Kappa Tau, one of only three pledges in a time when so many young men were off at war. Wayne Blodgette, a fellow pledge, remembered him as a young rascal who liked to call himself Gus: “Gus was a good jazz pianist and played at our parties. He improvised, never read music, and liked boogie-woogie … Gus wasn’t a wild student—just the usual amount of drinking parties—and he had no problem with his studies.”

			The piano playing was a running theme. Edith Quest, Wanda’s mom, remembered how the young man would come over to the house for dinners and “used to make our old upright piano jump.” Wanda would recollect him as “a good dancer,” adding, “He had a very carefree attitude, wonderful personality and a laugh that was infectious.”

			Away from home, beyond Art’s disapproving gaze and Theresa’s uncomfortable materialism, he was blossoming, even if he had to invent an alter ego—Gus—in which to do so. He was technically a business major, but as in high school he was drawn to the theater. Though only a freshman, he auditioned for a play, The Milky Way, a comedy about the boxing world by Lynn Root and Harry Clork, and he was given a lead role: Speed McFarland, the middleweight champ. College seemed to be bringing his native talents to the surface.

			And then, on June 6, 1943, almost immediately after the term ended, he was called up to the navy.

			Just eighteen, he was off to war.

			
				*Other Curtain Pullers who would go on to fame included Eleanor Parker and Jack Weston. Two other famed actors born in Cleveland within months of Newman, Ruby Dee and Hal Holbrook, never joined the group as they were largely raised elsewhere.

				*Is it too much to surmise that among the things he read up in that attic were comic books, perhaps even a few detailing the adventures of Superman, the blue-eyed American hero of foreign origins who had been invented not three miles from the Newmans’ house by a couple of Jewish sons of Cleveland, Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster?

				*More than seventy years later a grown Paul Newman would contribute a sketch of Art’s big consignment coup to the book My Hero, a
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