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This book is dedicated to my children,
Stephanie, Ryan, and Jamie;
to my wife, Anna, who lights my way;
and to my mother, Mary, for convincing me early on
that nothing is impossible if you are willing to work hard enough to achieve it.
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FOREWORD BY
MEL GIBSON


ACCORDING TO THE WRITER OF THIS BOOK, I SEEM TO HAVE BECOME AN UNWITTING TORCH CARRIER FOR THE MEMORY OF THE THREE STOOGES. IN TRUTH, AND LIKE THE MINDSET THE STOOGES DISPLAYED IN THEIR SHORTS, THERE WASN’T A LOT OF THOUGHT PUT INTO THIS. IT’S NOT LIKE I SET OUT TO TURN A FEW OF MY MOVIES INTO STOOGES HOMAGES. IT’S JUST THAT SOME OF THE FILMS I’VE MADE OVER THE YEARS, FROM THE MAD MAX TO THE LETHAL WEAPON SERIES, HAD WELL-ORCHESTRATED, OVER-THE-TOP SCENES WHERE THERE WAS HEAVY EQUIPMENT AND SOMEBODY GETTING BRAINED PRETTY GOOD.



Inevitably, they always made me think of the Three Stooges.

In Lethal Weapon, there’s the scene in which my character, Martin Riggs, goes undercover, and, unarmed, has to appear insane in order to arrest three guys who are armed. Now, we’re about to shoot the scene and I see these three guys standing there and I think of Moe, Larry, and Curly. One of them’s cute and chubby, like Curly; another guy’s kind of dumb, like Larry; and then there’s the Moe character, who speaks to me and is a bit meaner.

I figure if my character’s supposed to be crazy and anything goes, why not take them down with some eye poking and face slaps? I asked the director, Dick Donner, if I could do it. Donner’s a TV junkie who was also a Stooges fan, and he says yes. It was something we just worked out on the set on the spur of the moment. It worked, and the Stooges became part of the fabric of Riggs, this haunted insomniac who’d certainly find the Stooges on some station in his all-night channel surfing. It became one of the things that stamped Riggs as fun-loving, though a bit combustible, out of his mind, and capable of Stoogelike mayhem. Riggs would love the Stooges.

I had the same instinct on the Mad Max films, which reminded me most of all of the Stooges. That’s because George Miller, who directed the trilogy, is a real specialist in setting up Rube Goldberg–type sequences that involve heavy equipment and have a domino effect that usually ends in tragedy. I was just commenting on what was there and telling him that these felt like Stooges routines. But George surprised me. He told me that as a little kid he had nightmares about Moe, that Moe represented everything he was afraid of. The thought of this director being haunted as a child by this Stooge who was barely five feet on his tip-toes was absolutely hilarious to me. But what I felt was actually frightening about the Stooges was the thought of the guys who actually wrote these shorts and motivated those three idiots. Those guys who sat around and came up with these cruel punishments, thinking they would be funny.

People have very different feelings about the Stooges. Women, well, it’s practically a gender distinction. Along with “capable of bearing children,” a general characterization of a woman is that she must hate the Stooges and be absolutely baffled why her husband laughs like an idiot while watching Curly strip the teeth off a tree saw when it’s run across his nubby cranium; or Larry wince as Moe tears chunks of the little hair he has left from Larry’s head; or Moe crash through the table he’s standing on until Curly saws it straight through.

For me, there has never been any mixed feeling about the Stooges. I’ve always loved them. I first remember watching them when I was five or six years old in New York, before my dad moved us to Australia. There was this guy with the cop’s outfit, Joe Bolton, who introduced them, and I remember being completely fascinated by the whole thing. These guys bonking each other with a crowbar. My brothers and I laughed our asses off, and when we’d hear that ridiculous theme song that sounded like birds chirping, we’d run like it was the ice cream truck. I don’t know quite why we liked it so much. It’s your basic lowbrow humor, and yet I find it immensely pleasing in some primal way.

As a parent, I’m careful to remind my kids not to try those moves at home. When I was a kid, my brother Donal, who was two years younger than I, wasn’t as lucky. I actually did the Stooges things to him. Once, I said, “Hey, look at me and don’t close your eyes, no matter what I do.” He does it, Donal standing there with that childlike trust and reverence for his older brother.

And I poked him right in the eyes. I mean, really a good one, fingers right in there, one that would make Moe proud. And he’s just in shock, moaning “Owww, owww,” holding his eyes. By now, I’m trying to quiet him, saying shut up, shut up, it’ll be okay. Soon, my mother picks up on what happened, and I get a nice whap under the jaw. It was one of those Pavlovian experiences where I learned that if you poke out your brother’s eyes, you are going to experience immediate pain yourself. And also, naturally, you can hurt your brother.

The Stooges inspired many clever ways to dispense punishment, some of the best involving heavy, lethal-looking plumbing equipment. That was a disciplinary staple of the shorts that starred Curly, who was easily my favorite Stooge. To me, Curly was magnetic, having something that none of the others had—an instinctive ability to make you laugh on command. Maybe it was his innocent, childlike appearance, the way he looked and sounded.

Whatever it was, he was the most watchable and funny. My kids love the Curly shorts, and my son Milo, who’s eight, just thinks they’re the greatest. We watch them all the time.

It’s hard to figure out why the Stooges have lasted so long. They are certainly different from the Marx Brothers, whose movies I enjoy just as much or more. You had to be thinking a little harder when watching the Marx Brothers; the dialogue was just so much sharper.

The Stooges, on the other hand, had this raw immediacy, this primal humor that hits you right in the gut. And what’s wrong with that, letting your IQ take a holiday every now and then?

Perhaps the secret of understanding the humor of the Stooges is the almost universal understanding of what it’s like to get hit in the head. I know what it’s like to step on a rake and get nailed in the face because I’ve done that.

As a kid I can distinctly remember being in the kitchen, looking for cookies. After opening the low cupboard and not finding them, I hopped up on the top counter to look in those cabinets, then jumped back down to the floor. Trouble was, I had forgotten to shut the bottom cabinet door, and my legs weren’t long enough to hit the floor. I landed right on top of the door, right on my unmentionables. It was a real Stooge moment. We all have them, where we’re in so much pain that we can’t scream or cry. We can just walk around, clutching our damaged goods.

As for the writer of this book, the first time I met him was for a cup of coffee while I was in Manhattan to open Braveheart, the film about the Scottish folk hero William Wallace, which I directed a few years ago. When he showed up, telling me how much he liked the film, it was hard not to notice the rather large gauze bandage on his forehead, or that blood had pooled under the skin in the area around his eyes. Two days prior, he confessed, he’d had a workout mishap on a roman chair, a contraption where you hook your legs under an adjustable piece of metal held fast by a pin. All your body weight is concentrated on that piece of metal as you lean back. The author forgot to insert the pin and fell back onto the floor. That was nothing, because the cast-iron metal foot pad went flying in the air in a perfect arc and came to rest dead center on his forehead. Twenty-five stitches later, he was that rarity, an Irish guy with a facial scar. Suffice it to say, he’s got the battle scars that prove an innate understanding of stoogery.


PROLOGUE


MANY TIMES IN STOOGE SHORTS, CURLY HOWARD WAS FACED WITH EXECUTION AND GIVEN A CHOICE BETWEEN BEING BURNED AT THE STAKE OR BEHEADED. HE’D CHOOSE THE FORMER, REASONING THAT “A HOT STAKE IS BETTER THAN A COLD CHOP.” WELL, THE STOOGE STORY PROVED TO BE A HOT ONE, BUT IT LEFT AN INCREDIBLY COLD TRAIL. AFTER ALL, THE STOOGE STORY BEGINS ONSTAGE NEARLY EIGHTY YEARS AGO, AND THE TROUPE MEMBERS ARE LONG DEAD.



Several resources were used to bring Moe Howard, Larry Fine, and Shemp Howard to life in this book through quoted material. Some of this material was derived from testimony that Moe Howard gave during a 1961 lawsuit with the heirs of his brother Jerome, which reads like a Stooge history. Other quotations were taken from notes the Stooges furnished about their lives for studio biographies, and some observations from Fine were gleaned from Stroke of Luck, the memoirs he wrote after his stroke. C3 Entertainment, Inc., a partner in this venture, owns all rights.

Other quotes are from newspaper accounts of the period.

Several books from the period also proved helpful in bringing to life otherwise long-forgotten moments in Hollywood history. Those include King Cohn, written by Bob Thomas about Columbia Pictures chairman Harry Cohn; The Great Movie Shorts, by Leonard Maltin; When the Stars Went to War: Hollywood and World War II, by Roy Hoopes; and Being the Three Stooges: The White Brothers, by David Bruskin.

Numerous people who were intimately familiar with the Stooges and their history were generous beyond the call of duty. They include director Edward Bernds, Jules White’s brother Sam White, Joe DeRita’s widow, Jean DeRita, actress Diana Darrin, and film historian Leonard Maltin. A special debt of gratitude goes to Moe’s daughter, Joan Howard Maurer. Aside from her collection of original scripts, Stooge memorabilia, and a complete scrapbook of news clippings, Maurer is easily the most knowledgeable Stooge historian alive, as evidenced by her own literary efforts that include writing The Three Stooges Scrapbook with Jeff and Greg Lenburg. Maurer was generous in sharing that knowledge and her own reminiscences for this book.

A special thank-you to the folks at Doubleday, namely Patricia Mulcahy, Siobhan Adcock, Jennifer Griffin, and Denell Downum, for making this book a reality. And thanks to Colleen Columbia for clerical assistance and Linda Lee for research.
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CHAPTER ONE

A STOOGE IS BORN IN BROOKLYN
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Jennie and Solomon Gorovitz, parents of Moe, Curly, and Shemp. The pair were second cousins, which Moe once blamed for their sons’ nuttiness.




THE PATH THAT WOULD LEAD THE THREE STOOGES TO A TWENTY-FOUR-YEAR STAY ON THE COLUMBIA LOT TRACES BACK TO THE TURN-OF-THE-CENTURY BROOKLYN NEIGHBORHOOD WHERE MOE, SHEMP, AND JEROME HORWITZ GREW UP—NOT MUCH MORE THAN A PIE THROW AWAY FROM A NEIGHBORHOOD RAPSCALLION NAMED CHARLES ERNEST LEE NASH. THE TRANSPLANTED TEXAN WHO WOULD CHANGE HIS NAME TO TED HEALY AND CHANGE THE FACE OF SHOW BUSINESS BY TRANSFORMING THE HORWITZ BOYS INTO MOVIEDOM’S MOST FAMOUS MORONS.



The story begins with Solomon and Jennie Gorovitz, second cousins who fell in love, married, and fled Lithuania because of an influx of Russian troops who did not take kindly to Jews. They immigrated to the United States eager for a new life. They wound up with a new name as well. Not an uncommon occurrence in the processing of immigrants during the rush to emigrate, a mistake was made in their naturalization papers. By the time they settled in a poor section of Brooklyn, the name on their mailbox was Horwitz.

Jennie became a real estate agent and developed a real flair for selling properties even though she could barely speak English. Solomon was a very religious man who worked part-time as a fabric cutter but was often unemployed. Living sparingly in a working-class neighborhood, Jennie bore five sons.

Their first son, Irving, arrived in 1891, followed by Benjamin. Both would eventually go into insurance. Then Solomon and Jennie got on a creative hot streak. First came Samuel, who became known as Shemp right from childhood, a nickname resulting from his mother’s inability to pronounce his real name. Shemp arrived in 1895, and Moses (Moe) came two years later. Jerome arrived in 1903. The man who would come to fame as Curly was called Babe during his childhood, a family nickname that stuck with him until he died. Moe used the moniker in conversation and even in business letters he wrote his brother.

Though Curly would go on to make the most fetching femme during the not uncommon Stooge drag forays, Moses was the child who bore the brunt of Jennie’s desperation for a girl.

“From the time I was able to go to school or, in fact, walk, my mother used my head—hair, rather that is—to make these cigar curls, which I had hanging down on my head from the time I was four years of age until I was eleven,” Moe later recalled. “And I went to school that way and fought my way to school, fought in school and fought my way home, until a buddy of mine said, ‘I’m sick and tired of fighting with you on account of your hair. I think we ought to do something about it.’ I went to this boy’s home, used his mother’s scissors, cut the whole thing off.” The result, he said, was a close cousin to the upside-down-soup-bowl cut he’d sport throughout his career.

Thanks mainly to Jennie’s burgeoning success in brokering and later buying and selling properties, the Horwitz family began to prosper. They moved to the more upscale Bath Beach section of Brooklyn (now Bensonhurst). Jennie allowed herself to dream the ultimate dream of an immigrant: that her sons would go on to be well-educated professionals. The first two achieved that success, but as for the others, she’d have to settle for children who sometimes masqueraded as well-educated professionals.

Any hopes she had that the three younger sons would become doctors or lawyers were quickly dispelled as Moses and Shemp developed disdain for the classroom and fell in love with show business. Babe, who tagged along with his brothers and was happy doing whatever they did, followed suit.

Moe was by all accounts an intelligent lad but had major problems with attendance and dedication. Moe recalled “attending several schools and being tossed out of them regularly. I attended P.S. 128 in Bath Beach, P.S. 101, and P.S. 163. I went to Erasmus Hall High School for two months, and they asked me if I wouldn’t leave the premises and make it easier for the rest of the children, as I was a very disturbing influence.”

The very behavior that would earn him a living caused nothing but trouble in school. “Fridays, we’d have written tests, and I was quite bright and finished tests much earlier than the others, and during the scratching of the other children’s pens, I would release an Indian war whoop the likes of which no school had ever heard,” Moe once wrote. “I’d spend half of my school days in cloak rooms, under a teacher’s desk, and in the principal’s office. My grades were excellent, my deportment was atrocious.”

This kind of irresponsibility seems highly uncharacteristic for the man who would become the leader of the Three Stooges, handling all of its finances, setting up the live stage tours, and accounting for every penny the act made. But he picked up those accounting skills later out of necessity, and for the most part, school held little for him. He stayed just long enough to find his calling when he was introduced to drama. Once focused on that, the boy became a dedicated student, single-minded in his pursuit to become an actor. He credited his sixth- through eighth-grade teacher, Miss Lillian Duffy, for prodding him into theater.

“I dramatized, directed, and worked in The Story of Nathan Hale, after which I constantly played in school productions,” Moe recalled. After playing a Hessian general in the play, acting became his obsession. “I worked in Pinafore, I put on and played in a Pinero play called The Matrimonial Agency, and put on and directed plays in grade schools and in high grades.” He also directed “mock fights,” dances that featured comic choreographed bouts, a good introduction for his later comedy. All the while, he was encouraged by his mentoring teacher. But even she couldn’t curb his wild side.

“My attendance record was more atrocious than my deportment,” Moe admitted. Too many days were spent playing hooky in the dime-seat sections of live theater, then called the 10-20-30 melodramas for the price of seats in the theater. But Moe was hardly a screwup. Indeed, he was riveted by the process of acting, and while Shemp and Curly became far more animated comic presences, Moe was always the best-trained and most skilled actor in the family.

Watching such obscure plays as Milkie the Sewing Machine Girl, St. Elmo, 10 Nights in a Barroom, The Old Homestead, and The Two Orphans, he adopted theater as his classroom. And his attention never wavered. “I would select a character from the first act and follow him through the entire play, oblivious to all others,” Moe recalled. “I had a tremendous desire to play these parts which, in later years, I did. I played every one of these parts for two seasons on a showboat up and down the Mississippi.”

He left home in 1914 at the age of fifteen and would never return to school. His dream took him to the banks of the Mississippi River, where he scammed his way into the theater company of a showboat called the Sunflower. He began by doing odd jobs but got the baptism-by-fire training given by the live theater. Soon he was playing all kinds of roles, even sixty- and seventy-year-old characters. Shakespeare, blackface, Moe Horwitz took any role he could get.

Shemp, like his younger brother Moe, was much better at creating mischief than getting good grades. A chronic complainer and prankster who later became famous for his hypochondria and fear of, well, everything, Shemp caught the acting bug from his brother. He’d team with Moe to put on plays and comedy routines. They dragged along their little brother, Babe, who would inevitably wind up the butt of their jokes.

Shemp and Moe were very close, and Moe’s older brother was shocked that he was running away to Mississippi, though there’s little sign that Moe’s parents shared his concern.

“It began during the summer,” said Moe’s daughter, Joan. “Having parents who were brought up in Europe, they were a different animal. His mother was bright but couldn’t speak English well, and his father was into his religion. I think that with five kids to look after—and my dad next to youngest—that at that point they probably didn’t pay much attention. Not that she didn’t love her sons. The only one nervous about him leaving for Mississippi was Shemp, and maybe he was jealous because he didn’t have the courage to go himself. Shemp was a worry wart.”

After a couple of seasons on the boat, Moe rejoined his brothers, and they worked on their routines around the neighborhood and became fixtures on the Coney Island boardwalk, hamming it up for their pals and passersby. It was there that they became friendly with a mischievous lad named Charles Ernest Lee Nash, who was later to take the stage name of Ted Healy. The Horwitz boys often camped out in a tent owned by Nash, who later acknowledged they would use the lack of parental authority to terrorize the neighborhood by stealing bread and milk deliveries.

[image: ]

Healy and the boys. They were his foils—meaning he slapped them around the stage and underpaid them. But he also taught them how to be stooges.

Nash set the tone for the subsequent relationship between himself and the Horwitzes when he left Moe to be collared by a cop while Nash himself dashed off to safety—even though it was Nash who pulled the prank Moe would pay for.

“I knew, at that moment, I was destined to become a Ted Healy stooge,” Moe said in the March 1934 issue of Shadowplay magazine. “For it was then I learned to take it.”


CHAPTER TWO

MOE AND SHEMP BECOME ACCIDENTAL STOOGES
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Shemp re-creates a classic Curly plumbing mishap in the 1949 short Vagabond Loafers.


MOE HAD GOTTEN A COMPLETE EDUCATION IN MISSISSIPPI, PLAYING COMEDY AND STRAIGHT ROLES IN EQUAL DOSES. BY 1921 HE’D BLOOMED PHYSICALLY TO THE PROPORTIONS OF FIVE FEET FOUR INCHES TALL AND 146 POUNDS, AND MOVED TO PENNSYLVANIA, WHERE HE TOOK UP WITH THE MARGUERITE BRYANT PLAYERS, A DRAMATIC STOCK COMPANY. HE ACTED IN TWO PLAYS PER WEEK, WITH SUMMER PERFORMANCES AT OAKFORD PARK IN JEANNETTE, PENNSYLVANIA. THERE, MOE’S DRAMATIC FORAYS INCLUDED SHAKESPEARE.



It was a repeat of all the plays I had seen as a boy and had the delight of playing the very characters I had selected as a boy,” he recalled. “The names of a lot of these plays meant nothing, because they were pirated and played under different titles, to escape paying royalties. For instance, the wonderful play The Misleading Lady was called The Nutmeg Match. Others that were public domain such as The Two Orphans, Ten Nights in a Barroom, held their original titles.”

That culminated in a run for more than a year of Margaret Mayo’s Baby Mine, in which Moe played the comic foil through 1921.

Shemp, meanwhile, set about to find honest work after leaving school. He operated a novelty shop. He became an apprentice plumber. That career ended when he burned himself with hot solder while joining pipe fittings. While plumbing stoogery would be commonplace later on, Shemp had had enough.

“I guess I was tender at that age,” Shemp said later. “Since then, I’ve taken worse punishment as a slapstick comedian.”

While Moe pursued stage drama, Shemp veered into vaudeville.

“Many years ago he did a vaudeville act for a short period of time, where he played straight to a fellow who played what we termed then ‘Jew comedian,’ ” Moe later recalled. “We used to call him a ‘Hebrew comedian.’ I don’t like to use that word because I think it is not nice. In those days that’s what was used.”

Aside from his goofy looks, Shemp was a talented comic, and he dragged his more serious brother into the laugh racket. Together they worked up a blackface act and even got to do some silent-film work. The brothers starred with Hall of Fame baseball player Honus Wagner in a series of twelve two-reel silent sports comedies, which they filmed outside Pittsburgh. The result: it’s a good thing Wagner could hit a curveball. He won five batting titles for Pittsburgh but was not Oscar material.

“I think,” said Moe, “that perhaps they made banjo picks out of the film.”

Moe and Shemp began working together on the vaudeville circuit in 1923, though that turned out about as well as had their film work. Legend has it that in their first foray, they appeared at the end of a bill, got not a single laugh, and suffered the indignity of watching the crowd walk out during their routine. It grew worse when they found out that’s why they were hired—to clear the room of stragglers to make way for the next group of paying customers.

But they were learning. They’d changed their last name to the less ethnic Howard. Moe himself described that early work as “not good but loud. We held the record of that period because in those early days of vaudeville, the manager in the contract had the right to cancel any act after the first performance. And we played seven theaters in one week, which means we were thrown out after the first performance each time at each theater. Due to that clause in the contract, there came a very well known saying from superstitious actors—and weren’t we all—never to send your laundry out until after the first show.” It was a tradition Moe would adhere to throughout his entire career.

The Howard brothers’ fortunes soon changed for the better. It began when they noticed that their old pal Healy was top-lining a stage act of his own. The family is still divided over whether it was Shemp or Moe who first became a member of Healy’s troupe, but they are consistent about the circumstances.

It happened one fateful night at a Brooklyn vaudeville house.

Healy was in a jam because the second in his act, an acrobat, had tired of having cold water poured on him and quit in a huff. Moe, who apparently was playing in a stock company directly across the street at the time and was between acts, was persuaded by Healy to go AWOL from his show and replace the defector. Moe took the dousing, his baptism into stoogery. Moe claimed several times that he was the first to join Healy, followed by Shemp. But even Moe’s daughter, Joan, feels that the order could have been reversed or that the two could have joined Healy during the same performance.

In any case, Shemp became part of the act when Healy spied him in the audience and coaxed him to participate. Shemp heckled him, then came onstage, much to the amusement of the crowd. The improvisation between the heckling Shemp and the slapping Healy left the audience in stitches.

They knew they were onto something, and Healy immediately made Shemp and Moe members of his team.

Healy, the roguishly charming Irishman, had grown to more than six feet tall, and by the time Moe and Shemp saw him again, had gotten married and had become an established stage presence. Healy began his stage career doing burlesque, then performed a single in blackface, doing passable imitations of Eddie Cantor, Ed Wynn, and Al Jolson. He married dancer Betty Braun in 1922, and they became partners in an act that caught on with the Keith Theater in Jersey City, landing a contract for forty-six weeks. Shortly after that, Healy had the idea to add four people to the act, for the purpose of being his stooges.
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Healy’s first wife, Betty Braun, who was part of the early Stooge stage act. Though divorced, she never stopped loving Healy, and when he was killed after a bar fight, it was she who pressed for police investigation.
Joining Healy was an easy choice at the time. The boys were still finding their way. And their pal seemed to know what he was doing. So they didn’t mind the fact that they were trading an unsuccessful partnership for an arrangement where they were suddenly employees of their old friend.

The term “stooge” at that time was condescending parlance for Healy’s foils. His comedy was a mix of vaudeville song and dance, but the highlight came when Healy orchestrated mayhem between himself and his stooges. He’d play straight man, and when his lackeys delivered dumb answers, he’d dish out a beating consisting of slaps and eye pokes. For instance, the question “Do you know Abraham Lincoln?” would be met with “Nice to meet you” and a crisp slap from Healy. The slaps outweighed the jokes, and Healy hit them hard, the theory being that you wanted the person sitting in the back row to hear the blows.

“I defy anyone to describe the performance in words,” said Moe. “This is something that would have to be seen, because it was mostly sight comedy. Here and there there was a joke. Well, it is not so much a joke as it is an incident. When we stepped onto the stage, we handed Ted a note which he read. ‘This will introduce three charming gentlemen. They are very talented. They sing, dance, female impersonations, acrobats; in fact, they are the best act of this kind in the nation. Very truly yours.’ And he said, ‘Who wrote this?’ And I would say, ‘I did.’ And that caused a complete smack right across the three faces, a sweeping smack.”

When Moe joined Healy in 1924, he was forced to put his dramatic aspirations on hold. There were other concerns involved in being a stooge. Like hairstyle. Moe needed a funny one, and recalled the bowl cut he’d given himself in front of his friends at the age of eleven.

“I went to this boy’s home, used his mother’s scissors, cut the whole thing off. When I looked into the mirror, the next time I saw myself like that was with Ted Healy,” said Moe. “I recalled what I looked like, and that’s the way I wore my hair.”

Shemp’s was a greasy middle-of-the-road hair part which was a funnier comic tool than that of his brother. The hair was long and would fly forward over his face after a particularly spirited beating.

Hitching their wagon to Healy’s burgeoning career, the Howard brothers were on their way.


CHAPTER THREE

A FINE FIND
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Healy and his Stooges: bad hair, big dreams.



WORKING FOR HEALY WAS HARDLY AN E-TICKET TO THE BIG TIME. THE WORK WAS CATCH-AS-CATCH-CAN. HEALY PAID LOUSY AND SLAPPED HARD. BUT AT THE TIME, THE HOWARDS WERE GRATEFUL TO BE WORKING. AND LEARNING.



In its first incarnation, the act was billed “Ted and Betty Healy.” Also on the card was a trio of dancers. And the stooges.

“Ted Healy at the time did two acts on the same vaudeville bill,” said Moe. “He would do the act with his wife and the dancers, and then he would proceed to call an assistant from the audience, and we would go up and do the remaining portion.” Though the ensuing comedy seemed impromptu, much of it was scripted.

“Ted Healy developed the dialogue, but as to gestures and personalities, that was left to ourselves. We would decide that we were going to use a joke, which Ted Healy would start, and answers would come from either I or Shemp or both. As long as we had the body of the joke itself, the terminology used or the words used made no difference, as long as the punch line was there.”

Healy owned the act, which at the time seemed to be fine with the Howards. They were treated like employees, and when Healy would get paid $1,000 or more for a week’s work, he’d give Moe and Shemp $100 each.

A year later, a third stooge was added to the act. His name was Moody Braun, and he was Betty Healy’s brother. Healy finally relented to her urging that her brother be given a job. Brotherly love didn’t last long.

“I don’t mean this detrimentally to the person himself, but he was extremely incompetent as a performer,” Moe recalled.

Braun did show Healy and the Howards that there was strength in numbers. Though they were still experimenting with material, it was clear the act benefited from the presence of a third stooge. The act moved around the country and might be called anything from Ted Healy and the Lost Soles, to Ted Healy and His Racketeers, to Ted Healy and His Gang, to Ted Healy and His Three Southern Gentlemen. The formula was so herky-jerky, Moe recalled, that at one appearance at the Palace Theatre, Healy used nine stooges onstage at the same time.

All that changed during a performance in 1925 at Chicago’s Marigold Gardens when Healy and the Howards watched a nutty and wild-haired performer doing a Russian dance in tails and high hat while playing a fiddle. Healy and the Howards rushed backstage to meet him, knowing they’d found the final missing piece to their act.

His name was Larry Fine, a likable, easygoing Philadelphian. Follically challenged even then, his scalp situation lent itself to his trademark hairstyle which would later be ripped off by Bozo the Clown. It was a look decided upon during their very first meeting.
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Young Stooges sing, likely off-key.
“When we came into his dressing room, he was at the point where he had wet his hair, prepared for combing, and when he saw us, he neglected to comb his hair back, and as it kept drying, it started standing up in curls all over the top of his head,” Moe recalled. “So Ted Healy said, ‘If you will wear your hair that way, forget the tails and fiddle, you can join with us at $100 per week.’ Larry said, ‘For a hundred, I’ll forget everything.’ ”

Born October 5, 1906, in Philadelphia, Lawrence Feinberg was the son of jeweler Joseph Feinberg and his wife, Fanny Lieberman. His prowess as a violinist was the result of a terrible accident that scarred the youngster for many years. One night, while his mother was out at the movies, his father baby-sat the toddler. In close proximity to the crib, Feinberg was testing the gold qualities of jewelry with a chemical called oxalic acid, a powerful mixture that turns phony gold green or eats through it. It has the latter effect on human skin.

Larry awoke, reached through the crib, and grabbed the bottle. His father pulled it away at the same time, not noticing that some of the liquid had splashed onto his son’s arm. When his mother returned, she undressed the boy. By that time, the acid had eaten away part of his arm. It was so serious that the hospital wanted to amputate. His father would have none of it and found a doctor who grafted skin from the child’s leg over the wound.

As part of his therapy, Larry was given violin lessons to strengthen his arm, and he became an accomplished musician. He also took up boxing during his formative years, primarily to further strengthen his arm.

As was the case with the violin, Feinberg was a quick study. After training alongside such fighters as featherweight champion Benny Bass, he began taking amateur fights as a teen, showing promise. Until his father found out.

Clearly feeling that his son’s future was in music, the elder Feinberg tracked him down to a gym. After watching his son win by early knockout, Feinberg cornered the youth and threatened to clean his clock. The boxing career was over, though learning to take a punch would certainly come in handy when he became a human punching bag for Healy and later Moe.

Despite playing violin in school bands and even conducting the orchestra, Feinberg was already rebelling. Touted as a potential concert violinist, he became more interested in jazz than the classical music he was being taught. At thirteen and all of four feet two inches (he’d eventually reach the same diminutive five feet four inches as Moe), he’d play hooky to seek out music publishers for jazz sheet music, teaching his fellow grammar school students the numbers. A combination of events kept Feinberg from realizing his parents’ dream. His teacher wanted Feinberg to be sent to Europe to seriously study the violin, but the onset of World War One prompted his mother to refuse to send him overseas.
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Early Stoogery.
Stuck at home, Feinberg caught the vaudeville bug. He got a job that paid two dollars a performance, in which he’d sing in movie houses, and appeared at the Keystone, Alhambra, Broadway, Nixon’s Grand, Allegheny, and other theaters in Philadelphia. He met Gus Edwards, who with his brother, Ben, needed a replacement for an act called the Newsboy Sextette. Larry played violin, danced, and did Jewish dialect. He played twelve weeks in Philadelphia, twenty weeks in New York, and fifteen in Boston, joining Eddie Cantor, Walter Winchell, George Jessel, Georgie Price, Herman Timberg, and Billy Gould in the act.

Feinberg’s father was as unconvinced of his son’s career choice as he had been when Larry boxed. He coaxed Larry into the jewelry business. Like Shemp Howard’s attempt at honest work, Larry’s foray into jewelry was short-lived.

“I lasted three months,” Larry later recalled. “The boss came to me one day and gave me two weeks notice and salary and an extra bonus of $100 to go on the stage, because I kept everyone laughing in his place and they were getting no work done.”

It didn’t take Larry long to find his true calling, or true love, for that matter. On the strength of his stint with the Newsboy Sextette, he was given a job by theatrical agents Jules Black and Jolly Joyce. They were organizing a school-age act being readied to tour for hospitals and entertain military troops. By his own account, Larry played “the sissy in Lord Fauntleroy clothes,” alongside a group called the Haney Sisters and the husband and wife team of Marty and Nancy Bohn.
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Early Stooges, when Larry had most of his hair.
Shortly after, Larry was involved with a talented singer named Nancy Decker. Unfortunately for Larry, the Haney Sisters—led by Mabel Haney—lobbied for her to drop him and she did. Mabel might have had ulterior motives, because soon after, she and Larry were an item. She was a beautiful blue-eyed blonde with a singing voice she’d been honing since she began performing at the age of four. They carried on an affair in secret, because he was Jewish, she Roman Catholic. They dropped the secrecy and married on June 22, 1926, when Mabel converted to Judaism. They remained wed until their deaths, and Mabel became a colorful fixture when the Stooges toured in later years.

After they were married, they left the act to form a trio, the Haney Sisters and Fine. Together, they performed an act called “At the Crossroads.”

“It was an act consisting of the two sisters as traffic cops on the road to music land,” said Larry. “My wife directed traffic toward the jazz section, and their sister Loretta toward the classical. I came in the middle of the road and they each tried to convince me which road to take, so my wife did a jazz dance, which I played for her, and then my sister-in-law, a beautiful dancer, did a classical dance while I played that on the violin for her. I wrote this act myself, including the music. Then we joined and did a combination jazz and classical singing and dancing. We introduced the Charleston in vaudeville in Charleston, South Carolina. That was quite a coincidence and we got a lot of write-up on it.” They worked together until 1928, starting in the Broadway show Good News and touring all over the country.

The trio was riding high, and after playing the Paramount Theatre in Toronto on a bill that included a popular emcee and future Stooge straight man, Eddie Laughton, a booker named Sol Berns offered them fifteen weeks touring Canada. But Larry’s sister-in-law Loretta had had enough.

She was engaged to a man in Philadelphia and wanted to go home. She did, and it proved a fortuitous move for Fine. Mabel and Larry, trying to figure out what to do after losing their partner, stayed on a few extra days in Canada with Laughton and his wife and were taking in a performance on amateur night.

Because several of the acts were snowbound and couldn’t make it, Larry was asked to fill in. “I was embarrassed and I had just played the theater and I said they’ll recognize me as a professional,” said Larry. Eddie Norton, the man who’d booked Larry as a pro and who was in a bind, convinced him to don blackface and do a routine of a comedian named Mel Klee, who was part of the Haney Sisters and Fine bill. Larry was called Joe Roberts.
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Larry and Mabel Haney. She went from his stage partner to his life partner.
“My wife was sitting with Eddie Laughton’s wife in the box, and when she saw me come out, she ran down the aisle because she didn’t want to watch,” said Larry. “But she never got out, because I started to get laughs right away and she came back. Naturally, doing this professional’s act, I was a riot.” The contest was rigged so that Feinberg didn’t win, even though he drew the loudest applause from the audience.

Later that night at a party, the booker, Sol Berns, tried desperately to find the blackface comic who’d brought down the house. “He was questioning Eddie about how he could get in touch with the blackface comedian, and he said to me, ‘If I didn’t know you were part of the Haneys’ act, I’d swear it was you,’ ” Larry recalled. “Never having done blackface before, I left a little bit of the black in my ears, and he finally noticed it and knew it was I who had done the act, and he said to me, ‘I’ll give you the fifteen weeks I was going to give the trio, and for the same money, as a single.’ ”

Mabel agreed that her husband should go it alone, and she decided to retire. But Loretta called her sister and said that after a vicious argument with her beau, she was ready to rejoin the act. Already locked into the fifteen-week deal, Larry was stuck in Canada while his wife and her sister headed back to the States to continue as a duo. But Larry and Mabel missed each other so badly that they couldn’t bear to be apart.

“It’s two weeks before Christmas and they are working for Mike Fritzel, who owned the Chez Paris in Chicago, and my wife called me,” said Larry. “I was in the St. Catherine’s in Canada, and she said, ‘This is going to be our first Christmas and we’ll be apart, why don’t you quit and come to Chicago? I’m sure you can get a lot of work around here.’ ”

Berns, whom Fine considered a friend, allowed him to leave and head for Chicago, where he’d first be glimpsed by Healy and the Howard brothers.


CHAPTER FOUR

FROM VAUDEVILLE TO HOLLYWOOD
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A typically colorful vaudeville marquee.




ONCE IT BECAME CLEAR THAT HEALY AND THE HOWARDS WANTED LARRY FINE TO BE PART OF THEIR ACT, THE TRICKY PART WAS GETTING HIM OUT OF A CONTRACT HE’D SIGNED TO EMCEE A REVUE AT MANN’S RAINBOW GARDENS. GETTING THAT JOB HAD SEEMED A STROKE OF LUCK FOR FINE, WHO WAS ADRIFT AS HE TRIED TO FIND A USE FOR HIS UNUSUAL TALENTS.



Fine had gotten the Rainbow Gardens job during a card game with Fred Mann, owner of the club, the revue producer LeRoy Prinz, and its publicist, Mort Hyman. During a hand that afternoon, Mann was interrupted with a phone call saying that his emcee, the comedian Ray Evans, had abruptly left the revue because he wasn’t getting top billing above the emerging songstress Ruth Etting. Calmly puffing a cigar, Fine attempted the ultimate bluff. He told his cardmates he could not only do the job, but could do it better, since he danced and played violin. And he pulled it off.

“I went on that night, and was quite a hit, and Mr. Mann signed me to a three-year contract,” said Fine. He’d play the Rainbow Gardens in Chicago, as well as another in Havana.

That was great until Fine met Healy, who at the time was in a bind of his own. After hitting Chicago with the touring company of a Shubert-produced show called A Night in Spain, Healy was suddenly given two weeks’ notice by Shemp, his chief foil in the show. It was a popular show—Al Jolson was on the card—but Shemp had gotten a better money offer to do a double act. It was also clear that Shemp, who shrank from confrontation, had tired of Healy’s offstage antics. He was drinking much of the time, and by all accounts he was not a pleasant drunk. Shemp had been battered by Healy in the Broadway shows Earl Carroll Vanities of 1925 and Passing Show of 1927, and he was ready for a break. At a party while Healy mulled over his dilemma, Larry met up with them.

“Healy and Shemp took one look at me, and Shemp, who was anxious to leave, suggested to Healy that he could use me, and they yelled me to the table and offered me the show,” said Larry. It was a much higher profile opportunity, and Fine was thrilled. Trouble was, Mann, who held his contract, wasn’t.

“When I mentioned it to Mr. Mann, he refused to let me out of the contract,” said Larry. “The next day was a Wednesday matinee at the theater and Healy invited me over anyway, and when I saw Shemp in the show I went backstage and told Healy I didn’t think I could do it. Shemp was so great, and I explained to him I couldn’t get out of my contract anyhow.” They had dinner that evening. Just when it looked like Fine would be stuck, fate intervened again.

When he returned to the Rainbow Gardens, it was padlocked by the Internal Revenue Service, which had cracked down because Mann’s café had been caught serving liquor, which was illegal under the prohibition of the day. Fine said it was a scheme involving the café’s managers and waiters. Though Mann apparently knew nothing about the illegal liquor sales, he took the crackdown as hard as any man could.

“I immediately called LeRoy Prinz and asked him how I stood with this contract, since the place was closed,” said Fine. “Was I still on salary or not? He told me very sadly that Mr. Mann committed suicide from the shame. I immediately took another cab back to the theater and told Mr. Healy the situation. He let me stand in the wings and watch the show again, and hired me.”

Shemp left, and Fine took his place for more than fifty weeks of the show’s run. He followed that with another Healy-led revue, A Night in Venice, which held the billing “Ted Healy and His Three Southern Gentlemen.” The show was a smash, playing the prestigious Palace Theatre in New York. It ran through 1929 and closed in Boston shortly after the stock market crash, when live theater business began drying up along with the disposable income used for entertainment.

The acts themselves changed from time to time. In his memoirs, Stroke of Luck, Fine recalled the time Healy conjured up an act in which their costar was a bear—a real bear.

The act began with Moe wrestling the bear, a fairly harmless animal which would chase Moe off the stage. When Moe returned, he’d drag out a dummy bear that had a rope attached to it.

“Moe would throw the dummy out to the audience, and Shemp would pull it back with the rope. It always went over well, frightening and making the audience laugh at the same time.”

Once, Moe fell, knocking the rope loose from Shemp’s grasp. When Moe jumped up and flung the bear, it kept going, braining a man in the audience and causing the woman behind him to faint. The guy eventually sued, and the first show ended. The second show didn’t go much better because as Moe got ready to grapple with the bear again, the creature employed a move most unorthodox for wrestling—it defecated all over the stage. “They turn off the spotlight and darken the stage,” Fine wrote. “An attendant runs out with a broom and shovel to clean up the mess. While cleaning, the spotlight accidentally is turned on and spotted right on the attendant that was cleaning up the mess. The audience roared with laughter, and the attendant just turned around and took a bow. Now the audience went berserk with laughter and wouldn’t stop. Finally, Ted Healy raised his hands at the audience to stop, and when they quieted down a little, hollered out at them, ‘If that’s the kinda crap you want … we’ll shovel it to you.’ ”

According to Fine, that set the audience laughing even harder. Unfortunately, the manager of the D.C. Loew’s Theater was not amused. He fired them immediately and got Loew’s to cancel the rest of a contract that was supposed to run ninety weeks.

Moe had problems of his own at the time. He had fallen in love with and married Helen Schonberger, a cousin of the magician Harry Houdini, the same year that Shemp married his wife, Gertrude. Moe temporarily left acting around the time his daughter, Joan, was born, mostly because an aunt who helped raise his wife railed about the prospects of a woman raising a daughter when her husband was busy cavorting in show business. His wife’s concerns led him to bow out of A Night in Spain and take a short leave of the business.

As it turned out, there was actually little cause for the beefing aunt to complain. She was getting her ammo from a most curious and beefy source.

“There was a group called the Beef Trust, which was essentially a bunch of fat ladies doing dances,” said Joan Maurer, Moe’s daughter. “My mother was practically an orphan and this one aunt was a relative of someone in that group and had heard that show business personalities could not live a normal life.”

But a normal life and Moe just did not mix. He tried his hand at real estate, taking cues from his mother and buying and restoring properties. He did not have her touch and promptly lost his shirt. He began getting involved in the theater again. In 1927, while he was still concentrating on real estate, he directed for the Bensonhurst Theater Guild a musical called Stepping Along, which he wrote with a friend, Dr. Sam Cohen. Before long, he was back taking slaps from Healy.

Working for Healy had its pros and cons. The grizzled Irishman with the bulbous nose and bald pate was one of the great characters of the day and molded the slaphappy style that was to become the Stooge signature during their run at Columbia. The Healy regimen was largely based on spontaneity, as were most of the events in his life. His singing ability was never hailed for anything more than its volume, but sing and dance he did. Partway through his act he’d be interrupted by a heckler or a messenger, who’d be brought onstage and become the butt of his merriment.

There was not much glory and plenty of indignity in being a Healy stooge. Healy cast a long shadow, was clearly the star. His antics were quickly establishing him as one of the best-paid entertainers on the vaudeville circuit. While he was quick to dispense a slap, he wasn’t slapping huge sums on his partners. Reports filed during the period of Healy’s heyday had him pulling down salaries that were generally in the neighborhood
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