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The Harlem hid

On a crisp winter afternoon in the 1900s, the streets of Harlem were
filled with people moving briskly among the rows of tenements and
the litter. A confetti of sounds was in the air: the voices of conversa-
tions, the tinkling of a piano, the rumble of horse-drawn vehicles
crossing the trolley tracks at Lenox Avenue and 116th Street, the oc-
casional screech of a motor car, and the shrill cries of boys running,
jumping, and gliding on their sleds.

Suddenly one sledder skidded into a horse-car, leaving him
sprawled across the gutter, bleeding and terrified. Many years later,
when the boy had became a man and was prowling the streets of
Harlem in his car sniffing for excitement he pointed to the exact spot
where he had been hit.

“That's where Mr. and Mrs. America almost lost their favorite
newsboy,” he said smiling.

The boy's injuries were minor, and within ten day he was playing
on the streets again. But several local dailies reported the accident,
marking the first appearance of Walter Winchell's name in the papers.

“I still have nightmares about it,” Walter once told me. “I'll never
forget how my mother and grandma cried and cried.”

Walter's mother, Janet, a prematurely gray woman with lively
blue eyes, had more than one reason for tears. She and her husband,
Jacob Winchel, had migrated from Russia in 1893, lured by the
glittering vision of America. Their disenchantment was cruelly swift.
They settled in a tiny three-room apartment in Harlem, in a neighbor-
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2 Winchell

hood mushrooming with Jewish, Italian, and one or two Negro families
whose melancholy biographies were printed on their unpaid bills.
“The devil came in the form of the landlord,” Walter later recalled.
On April 7, 1897, four years after Janet and Jacob’s arrival in America,
their first child was born. They named him Walter. Three years later,
they had a second son, whom they named Albert.

Ill-equipped 1o enter the arts or the professions, Jacob Winchel, like
many Eastern and Central European immigrants, tried to make a
living by going into business for himself. He opened and closed several
small shops on upper Broadway, mostly hole-in-the-wall emporiums
where he sold silk piece goods, laces, and other sewing notions—little
things for poor people. The struggle to make ends meet was brutal
and at first Jacob fought bravely, but then he retreated and eventually
surrendered. His annihilation was complete, and he exiled himself
to the quiet shuffle of pinochle games with other defeated men in the
neighborhood. "My pop,” Winchell recalled, "wasn’t much of a busi-
nessman, but he was a helluva pinochle player.”

With Jacob lost in the world of pinochle, the burden of supporting
the family fell to Walter's mother. Janet, a realistic, resourceful woman,
went to work as a seamstress and took other odd jobs to keep the
family afloat. But with only her earnings to live on, it was inevitable
that tension should develop between her and Jacob. Beset by frustra-
tion and failure, they clawed at each other, and their bickering became
more and more destructive. Eventually, after a succession of separa-
tions and reconciliations, Jacob deserted his wife and children. All
alone now, Janet continued to provide for the boys as best she could.
One way or another, she saw to it that they were always fed and
housed, often boarding them out with strangers or sending them to
stay with their grandmother, who operated a candy store nearby.
Whenever they could, other relatives, aunts and uncles, pitched in to
help her take care of the boys.

Janet Winchel had an alert and inquiring mind and considerable
personal charm. "My mother,” Walter recalled, “read books and tried
to impress her sons with the value of formal education. I didn’t listen,
but my brother, Al, who was smarter in school than I was, eventually
went to college and became an accountant. My big problem was
math. I never knew anything about long division. I know that I dis-
appointed my mother when I was a kid. But my grandma, who ran
a candy store a few blocks from where we lived (117th Street and
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Madison Avenue), was always understanding. She fed me chocolate
twists and told me not to worry. She reassured me and comforted me
with Yiddish proverbs, about being a good boy and things like that.
I remember how beautiful it was to see my grandma light candles
on Friday nights and say the traditional prayers.”

At a very early age, Walter enlisted in the struggle for survival in
the tough Harlem streets. Juvenile fights were a way of life, and kids
huddled together in block gangs for security. Walter, as aware of his
neighborhood as a tiger of his jungle habitat, became an aggressive
leader of the young gang members. By the time he was ten he had
begun to channel his energies not only into gang fights but also into
a series of money-making chores. He sold papers, peddled magazine
subscriptions, and waited with an umbrella near subway entrances
on rainy days to escort people home for a nickel or a dime. Even at
that age he was always on the watch for the big chance. A handsome
lad with a lost-puppy smile, he knew even then how to manipulate
people to get what he wanted. A tangled family life had deprived him
and his brother of a warmth that he would miss all through his days,
but the demanding fight for existence kept his mind clear and street-
smart.

Being street-smart, however, did not win high marks at Harlem’s
Public School 184. “I was the school’s prize dunce,” Walter admitted
in the Journal American in 1964. The succession of unfamiliar beds,
the shattering image of a father’s failure, and the need to scurry for
odd jobs undoubtedly dulled the youngster’s interest in classwork.
and homework. Boredom bred rebellion. On one occasion Walter fled
the school in tears after being censured by a teacher. In time he began
to seek escape from the tedium of the classroom.

He found it in the city around him. In the 1900s New York’s cos-
mopolitanism was speckled with provincial communities. Daily ex-
istence was generally confined to one’s neighborhood, and the journey
from the Bronx to Brooklyn was a great adventure. When Walter
explored the “darkest Bronx,” he found a dusty hamlet of elegant
homes and trees where rabbits skittered at the sound of footsteps. Once
or twice he and other truants went on an expedition in the other
direction, as far as Brooklyn and even to Coney Island. A great deal
more frequently (when he earned the price of admission), young
Walter would skip school and head for the nickelodeon or a vaudeville
show. Slouched in a darkened theater, with its gay tinkly sounds, he
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could shut out the harsh realities of home, the streets, and P.S. 184.

Walter would hike from Harlem to the newly rechristened Times
Square (formerly Longacre) to see its fiery challenge to the night.
("New York is an electric city,” reported the Tribune on September
22, 1906. "It is probably the most brilliantly illuminated city in the
world. The most remarkable tract of night illumination lies in Broad-
way from 34th Street to 46th Street. The glittering trail along upper
Broadway, the ‘Great White Way, is celebrated all over the world.”)

He enjoyed watching the well-groomed folk sweeping in and out
of such posh restaurants as Rector’s and the Metropole, and on occa-
sion he caught sight of show-business royalty of the period—the
Floradora Sextette, Otis Skinner, Maude Adams, Ethel Barrymore.
One night he slipped through the side door of a theater and saw the
Weber and Fields act. Very impressed, he memorized their flippancies
and later regaled his schoolmates with their routines. Four decades
later, he still remembered snatches of the old-time songs and patter.

During the first decade of the century New York was the stage
for another dazzling show. Daily newspapers engaged in no-holds-
barred battles for circulation, and the winner was the first to deliver
a kick in the groin. When James Gordon Bennett's New York Herald
Tribune attacked William Randolph Hearst’s moral and political
character, Hearst returned the compliment. Bennett’s paper was directed
to, a relatively sophisticated audience; however, prostitutes used its
“personals” columns to advertise their fleshly lures in laundered
phrases. Newspapermen called these lucrative columns “The Whores'
Daily Guide.” Hearst assigned one of his reporters to expose their
sinful traffic. As a result, Bennett was eventually convicted of sending
obscene matter through the mails and fined $25,000.

Joseph Pulitzer's World was the first paper to earn the epithet
“yellow press,” but Hearst’s Journal outdid its competition with front-
page stories of personal scandals headlined in big black letters. The
New York Times shunned the hoopla of its rivals and adopted the air
of informed dignity that was to become its trademark.

Young Walter's interest in journalism at this time was confined
to hawking papers. He walked the streets of Harlem bellowing out
headlines. Years later, he would shout them on the radio for $1,500
a minute, but at the age of eleven he was satisfied with two dollars a
week. His earnings enabled him to contribute to the family’s support.
No less important, they made it possible for him to indulge with in-
creasing frequency in his favorite escape: vaudeville shows.
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In school, there was no music or applause, nor were there bright
visions. The classroom environment, never a joy, became a daily
torment for young Walter. At twelve he was the oldest student in the
sixth grade, having been left back twice. More and more he replaced
school—his gray reality—with the multihued dreams of the stage.
He took on the style and accoutrements of a vaudevillian. With sharp-
pronged iron strips hammered into the toes and heels of his shoes,
he spent hours at home practicing the ratatat of tap dances on the
white-tiled bathroom floor, humming the songs of the day. Eventually
his tapping brought complaints from the neighbors and his mother
forbade him to dance in the house. Walter then transferred his per-
formances to school, where, during his infrequent visits, he would
dance and sing for the other kids. A failure as a pupil, he was some-
thing of a success as the class entertainer. He never forgot his early
triumphs and forty years later he would say, "I can still remember
the way I felt when the other kids watched me dancing. It was a
kind of exciting, breathless feeling. And it was more fun than playing
cops and robbers.”

One of the neighborhood kids impressed by Walter’s hoofing was
George Jessel, who lived with his widowed mother and grandparents
at 118th Street and Lenox Avenue. Mrs. Jessel, the ticket-taker at
the local Imperial Theater, got her George and Walter jobs as ushers
at the theater. Walter was thrilled. And, a little later, when he and
George Jessel were asked to entertain during intermissions, he was
beside himself with joy.

The youngsters put all they had into singing old and new ditties,
from “Swanee River” to “Pony Boy,” the hit of the moment, the lyrics
being flashed on the screen so that the audience could sing along.
The $4 a week they earned as ushers was not increased when they
became singers, but, for Walter at least, the spattering of applause
was payment enough. They did their duets from the orchestra pit
beeause they were too young to appear on the stage, but that didn't
bother Walter. He was in show business and all his mother’s finger-
waving arguments couldn’t stop him. He was a celebrity on his block.

When a lad named Jack Weiner joined Walter and George, they
became the Imperial Trio. Later Walter conjured up a deluxe tag
for them: “Lawrence, Stanley, and McKinley.” The names, otherwise
meaningless, they thought, “had the connotation of class.” The trio
was billed as “The Little Men with the Big Voices.” “Little men”
they were, but “big voices” was a typical billboard exaggeration.
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Weiner had almost no singing ability, and Jessel's voice even then
had virtally no range. Walter, whose tenor was at least adequate,
provided the harmony for the trio. But as far as the young performers
were concerned, they were the archetype of the big-time vaudeville
act. And, for about three months, they made up for their lack of
talent with vigor and enthusiasm.

Once he had become famous, magazine profiles of Winchell invari-
ably included this anecdote: One afternoon Walter neglected to come
to the theater. When Weiner and Jessel raised ragged voices, there
ensued a series of vibrations that had little or no relation to music.
The audience responded with a shower of fruit and vegetables. The
house lights were turned on. And there, in the back row, was the
missing Walter, smooching with a girl. When I asked Walter about
the anecdote, he smiled and said, “It's a good story, but it never hap-
pened. I missed the performance because I was sore at my partners
about something or other. Maybe I was too busy selling papers.”

Eventually “Lawrence, Stanley, and McKinley” were dismissed
from the Imperial, but the trio, especially Walter, continued rehears-
ing and dreaming. His first taste of mass approval had fortified his
vision of the stage as a safer and happier playground than the streets.
The feeling was intensified by his increasing difficulties at P.S. 184.
At the end of the school year, he learned that he had been left back
for the third time.

A week later, the Imperial Trio was auditioned by Gus Edwards,
a small-time vaudeville producer-performer. Edwards liked their act
and asked them to join his troupe. This was the escape hatch Walter
had been looking for. At last he would be able to put behind him
the shame of school and the disappointments of family life. When
he was twelve years old, going on thirteen, Walter, with more relief
than remorse, left home.

After he became Walter Winchell, the columnist, the harsher
realities of his childhood faded.

Once I accompanied him on a sentimental journey to Harlem. He
parked his car at 120th Street and Lenox Avenue, stepped out, and
beckoned me to follow. A few hours earlier he had conducted his
weekly monologue for Mr. and Mrs. America, heard by an estimated
30 million people. But here, at 5 A.M. in the streets of Harlem, we
were alone.

Walter moved quickly along the street. Head turning and eyes
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roving, he seemed responsive to a thousand external and internal in-
fluences. From time to time he would stop and make a comment.
“When I was a kid there was a kosher butcher shop there,” he mur-
mured, pointing to a hardware store. “I used to run errands. Deliver
the chickens and get a penny or a nickel tip. When things were dull
I swept the place and wiped the blood off the hooks. It wasn’t Miami
Beach!” As we walked he remembered the candy store of the area:
“My first Stork Club.” He recalled it as the hangout of neighborhood
kids, the place where they would meet to argue and wrestle and
gossip. We continued our tour. Pointing to an apartment building, he
whispered, “That’s where Ruthie Rosenberg lived. She was my girl.”
Then he suddenly remembered: “Y’know, I never told Ruthie I
planned to leave home. And I didn’t tell my mother. After my third
straight flop in the sixth grade, I decided to go someplace else, any-
place else.”

As we drove from the Harlem streets, I inquired, “What kind of
kid were you?”

“T just received a letter from my fifth-grade teacher,” he said. “Her
name is Mary Petrey. She says she remembers me as a boy with perfect
manners. She remembers how I always doffed my hat, the only boy
in the school of fifteen hundred kids who didn’t wear a cap.”

“It's hard for me to image you in a Lord Fauntleroy role,” I
chuckled.

“When I had to be tough, I was tough. Tough as hell. On the
streets, where you had to be tough.”

“But kids learn courtesy from their parents,” I observed.

“My mother and grandma taught me how to be a good little boy.
Don'’t forget, my grandpa had been a rabbi and a cantor.

“Yes,” he continued, “my mother and father went to shool on the
High Holy Days. But they weren’t orthodox, although we had kosher
foods in the house.”

He laughed. “Now when I tell my mother about all the great food
on the Stork Club menu, she says, ‘What's wrong with a corned beef
sandwich?’

“For me it's baloney and eggs,” Walter sighed. “The trouble with
poverty is that it’s so damn boring.”

Suddenly he reminded himself, “You know, my mother loved to
80 to vaudeville shows when she could afford it in the Harlem days.
When she got home she repeated the acts practically word for word.
Maybe that’s where I got my taste for show business.”



8 Winchell

He was silent for a moment or two and then repeated a thought
I had often heard him express: “The tough life is not so tough.
Harlem gave me something money can’t buy. It cost me a lot, but I
learned plenty. It wasn’t all bad. Not bad at all.”
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The Song-and-Dance Days

In 1910, vaudeville was at the height of its katzenjammer period. All
across the nation, from big city palaces to provincial bistros, hypnotists,
one-legged dancers, ventriloquists, comics, dramatic actors, singers,
wirewalkers, contortionists, female impersonators, and other assorted
acts with more courage than talent provided thrills for Mr. and
Mrs. America. Except for a tiny elite, the vaudevillians found neither
fame nor riches. But they were hooked on “show biz.”

As homeless as clouds, they wandered from place to place. Each day
added to their store of anguish and humiliation, but they never stopped
hoping. Sporting flashy clothes and big imitation diamonds, they were
always prepared for trades with pawnshops when bookings were scarce.
They lived in the same boarding houses, spoke a special language, and
had similar hopes and fears. Children joined their parents onstage
and took bows. When they grew up, they went into vaudeville and the
pattern was repeated.

What vaudevillians called “kid acts” were usually a pretty sure
thing. They were cheap and they always got a good response from
the audience. That was why Gus Edwards had recruited not only
Walter, George Jessel, and Jack Weiner but also Eddie Cantor, George
Price, and Lila Lee. He called the group the “Newsboy Sextette” and
opened it at a theater in Union Hill, New Jersey. The theater was more
like a rabbit hutch than anything else, but for thirteen-year-old Walter
and the others it was a pleasure dome.

Eyes popping, arms windmilling, the ragamuffins dashed onstage
and performed a series of demonic exercises. With flapping shirts, long

9



10 Winchell

trousers, and huge rainbow-splashed ties they zigzagged around chat-
tering nonsense while Walter ran from one kid to another clubbing
him with a rolled-up newspaper and yammering, “Shaddup!” It wasn’t
art, but Walter made $15 a week. Later, when he took on the duties
of handling and caring for the props, he was raised to a lavish $25.

After several months of touring, Gus Edwards sold the act to Roy
Mack, a former vaudevillian turned booking agent. Mack renamed
it “Gus Edwards’ School Days,” increased the cast to ten teenagers
and choreographed their routine for a dizzying pace.

The act would open with the entire company bellowing the song
“School Days”; then all the kids would begin dashing hither and
thither. The teacher, played by Dorothy Mack, would calm the bedlam
by rapping a hickory stick on her desk, but as soon as she did another
brushfire of insubordination would flare up. Wearing a stiff white
collar and spectacles, with his cheeks rouged, Roy Mack was the focus
of the raunts of the rambunctious pupils, who slapped, teased, and
pelted him. He played the part of the execution victim resigned to
his fate. He accepted the boys' indignities with bland resignation,
gaining sympathy laughs by suffering in silence. Pouting and shrug-
ging, he faced the malevolent universe, which had singled him out
for siege, with his shoulders hunched for self-protection. The act was
a monument to the "Unknown Chump.” The eternal patsy that is
in every man and every kid.

Walter portrayed a bad boy, a leering nogoodnik. Garbed in a
turtleneck sweater, cap yanked down over his left eye, face frozen in
a scowl, he roamed the room belting random victims with his standard
prop—a rolled-up newspaper. Using a newspaper as a weapon was
in the shape of things to come for Walter. The act raced to a finish,
with the entire gang singing a medley of pop tunes. The chanting
kids, emitting joy as if they were anticipating candy, won the admi-
ration of the audience. The act was a successful one. It toured for more
than four years.

For Walter, the vaudeville circuit was a new world. A snapshot
taken during these years was inscribed, “Hello, Ma, here I am in San
Diego!” On others he penciled in the names of towns and cities he
visited with the vaudeville vagabonds. In some of the photos he wears
a cap at a rakish angle. He was in a perpetual state of discovery.
Everything excited his curiosity—a new dance step or gag, some odd
fact about the towns he toured. His occasional letters to his mother
were highlighted with impressions of people and places. Once, in
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response t¢ my questioning, he said, “I don’t remember being home-
sick during those years. In the first year or two I was too excited
about what was going to happen tomorrow.”

The excitement was combined with hard work. Walter “never
knew when to quit,” said Eddie Cantor. “While the rest of us were
fooling around, he was occupied with some project or other. I hardly
ever remember seeing him relax. He didn’t have any definite direction,
but he was all motion.”

After a year of swatting heads with a newspaper, he began to watch
and study other acts. One that fascinated him particularly was the
sand dance. In that routine, the performer ambled onstage with a
cardboard box half filled with sand. To the sound of soft music, the
performer would cavort in an imitation ballet while sprinkling the
stage with sand. Then he would hand the container to someone in the
wings and go into a series of slides, shifts, and shuffles augmented by
a light tap. It seemed an effortless routine, but actually it was quite
difficule. Walter learned it well enough to beguile performers back-
stage with his own version of it. He wasn’t really good, but he was
energetic.

Whenever vaudevillians got together offstage they talked shop.
Communicating in their own jargon, they frequently discussed audi-
ences, but mostly they talked about one another, their acts, their
families, their gay and melancholy experiences on the road. Their
backstage conversations were often peppered with talk about sex. This
was gossip pure and simple, sometimes tangy, sometimes malicious,
but always a continuous gabble. Whether or not he knew it, Walter
was developing a taste for gossip communicated in breezy, direct
language.

Vaudevillians, like most professionals, were extremely status-con-
scious. In their rigid caste system, billing determined status, and there
was a marked difference between headliners and small-timers. Walter
learned to divide people into those who had “class” and those who
didn’t. The people with class were generally successful or famous.
A goggle-eyed adoration of stars characterized Walter all his life.
Stars had class.

Walter’s education, as he later remarked, came from “meeting
people everywhere and reading newspapers in every city. I read the
editorial page to find out what the news and happenings meant. I
became interested in the world around me.” This was undoubtedly true.
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But his more enduring education came from vaudeville. In myriad
playhouses, he learned from audience reactions, getting the feel of
crowds, to know what people wanted, what excited them, and what
trick or style manipulated them. Almost by osmosis he learned about
the mob, the public—the conglomeration of humanity he was later
to enthrall. He learned how to quicken the imagination, developing
a subtle and mysterious power that can come under the heading of
“showmanship.”

Still, he was a standoffish, complex youngster who puzzled those
around him. The crises of his early life made him, at heart, something
of a loner and left him with a frosty edge. There was always some
part of Walter that was secret. Perhaps the fear of losing himself in
the motley family of vaudeville forced him to isolate himself. In
any event, his human relationships were never wholly satisfactory.
Sometimes he seemed to crave attention. At other times he pulled
away from any participation in social relationships. A “quite good-
looking kid, he talked very little about himself. He didn't engage in
the usual roughhousing. He seemed very alone and aloof,” recalled
one of his companions during his vaudeville era.

Eddie Cantor, who was older and more mature than the other
youngsters in the troupe, once said to Walter, “In this business you'll
meet the most beautiful girls in the world. But you must remember
that your career comes first. Don’t waste your time with the other
nonsense.” Walter relished the nonsense, however, and when he was
sixteen he fell madly in love with a taffy-haired girl he met on a
train. He wrote her poems and passionate letters, but she never replied.
“I've had trouble with girls since I was sixteen,” he once sighed.

This remark has no basis in reality unless you consider having too
many girls a problem. Walter was always popular with girls, but
when he was on the brink of seventeen he was more concerned about
his career than anything else. If he remained with the Schooldays act
another year or two he would outgrow the act and find himself a full-
fledged failure at eighteen or nineteen. He had to find a way out. The
most obvious out was an act of his own. Walter began spending hours
in boarding-house bathrooms outlining a song-and-dance turn spiced
with patter. He wrote in the bathroom because it was the “only place
I could get peace and quiet.” After several months of preparation he
decided it was time to leave. About this time, the marquee at a
Chicago theater misspelled his name, adding a second “1.” Waler
liked the way it looked, and from that time on he was Winchell.
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In December 1914, in Detroit, Walter said good-bye to the School-
days act. The break was not easy. “When the time came to leave, I
was more than a little afraid,” Walter remembered. “I was leaving
home again. After I made my decision, I wasn’t sure it was the right
thing to do. But I had done it and that was that. I sure as hell remem-
ber I couldn’t sleep that night. But I wasn’t alone. One of the dolls
in the show kept me company.”

Those first four years in vaudeville were more significant in Wal-
ter's development than any comparable period of his life. Thanks to
a vast amount of sheer nerve, the skinny, good-looking youngster had
become enormously self-sufficient. His contacts with new people
and new experiences were exhilarating as well as educational. Most
important, vaudeville gave him a feel for life and eventually a choice
of career.

Unfortunately, there was a human penalty for the rewards of the
vaudeville experience. Difficult as it is for most people to put the pieces
of their life together, it was especially arduous for Walter. He never
really had an opportunity to know his mother, father, and brother.
There was no time for a normal relationship. After all, he was only
about six years old when he went to work after school, a bare thirteen
when he departed. He was out of the house and into the world before
he could form mature relationships with his family. Throughout his
years in vaudeville, Walter’s family remained a series of distant figures.
He was never able to reach out to it.

Yet he adored his mother and eventually showered her with material
goods. But the man who communicated with millions was unable
to communicate with his mother. When he was with her, he talked
about his triumphs as a columnist and newscaster, which probably
bored her after a while, although she was proud of him. “When I'm
with my mom,” Walter complained, “she talks about her aches and
pains and sick relatives.” Whether it was his mother, his wife, or his
children, he had little time and less patience for ordinary family
obligations.

Some of Winchell’s thornier critics later portrayed Walter the
vaudevillian as a glacial, calculating young man of meager talents.
A kindlier portrait was drawn by surviving vaudevillians who had
been impressed with his energy and single-minded will to succeed.
Always infectiously and throbbingly alive, he had a sense of drama
about himself and his destiny.



A Taste of Failure—and the
Smell of Newsprint

Back in New York, Walter moved into a small hotel on West 44th
Street and began making the rounds of agents. But with little to offer
except furious dancing and borrowed jokes, all he could get were
sporadic bookings—split weeks at broken-down theaters in the boon-
docks.

Now that he was on his own, it scemed that he would become a
failure before he got started. But he wouldn’t give up. He would sit
for hours on end with other small-timers in shabby Broadway restau-
rants, bemoaning the frustrations and indignities of vaudeville and
asking veteran performers about gimmicks he might use to make his
act unique. One suggested, perhaps in jest, that he dance on roller
skates. Walter bought a pair of skates and spent weeks trying to learn
to dance on them. But he gave it up when he saw an act with a roller-
skating chimpanzee as its chief attraction.

In 1915, America was swept by patriotic fervor, and vaudeville was
quick to realize that flag-waving spectaculars would be good box office.
Such titles as "For Your Country and My Country,” “You've Got to
Be an American to Feel That Way,” “Let’s All Be Americans Now,”
and “Liberty Bell, It's Time to Ring Again” began to appear on bill-
boards and programs. Comics would peer down at the orchestra pit
and blandly inquire, “How are’you boys down there in the teenches?”
Walter wrote a song called “The Land I Love” and spaced his hoofing
with a fiery patriotic oration complete with a quavering finish. He took
the act on the road and had fairly steady bookings. But everyone
jumped on the bandwagon, and before long patriotic acts were a
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dime a dozen. Managers again demanded something new. So after six
months of small-time success, Walter was again an unemployed vaude-
villian.

He returned to New York. In the mornings he would once again
make the dreary rounds of agents’ offices, but at noon he would station
himself in front of the Palace with other players who were “at liberty.”
“I often stood in front of the Palace for hours swapping lies,” he re-
called. “There were always jobs we turned down because the agents
were either too stupid to appreciate us or unable to meet our price. I
used to wait at the Palace hoping to meet a friend rich enough to in-
vite me to join him across the street for a cup of coffee and a sandwich.
It was all so damn frustrating and humiliating. The strange part of it
was that none of us ever thought about trying another job or getting
into another field. It was like a religion. We were in show business,
and we intended remaining in it even if it meant we had to starve to
death. There is something about the pride of actors that is hard to
understand. I guess you have to be an actor to understand it. It cer-
tainly isn’t anything rational.”

When Walter recalled this experience, it was with a sort of ironic
jocularity. To him it gave harsh relevance to his opportunistic methods
and his oft rendered admonition “Save your money while you're hot—
you stay cold a long time.”

Despite the rebuffs and layoffs, Walter continued trying to find some-
thing unique to impress agents and managers. For a while he thought
of forming his own “Schooldays” act, but by then there were more
than sixty such acts on the boards, including one featuring the Marx
brothers. He beseeched act writers for something new and went to
vaudeville shows in and around New York whenever he could to pick
up new ideas. While doing so, he frequently dated girls in the com-
panies he went to see. One of his dates was a dancer named Rita
Greene, who had been George Jessel’s partner. Trim and saucy, Rita
was as ambitious as she was talented. On dates she and Walter swapped
ideas for improving their acts and eventually decided to form Winchell
and Greene, which played for the first time in 1916.

Woalter gave me a vivid description of the act one evening after a
newscast in June 1942. Three or four of us were sitting in the studio.
Walter was relaxed and, as happened now and then, he began talking
about his vaudeville days. Suddenly he leaped from the chair facing
the microphone, nodded toward an invisible orchestra, and said, “If
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you please, professor, bring me on with ‘Give My Regards to Broad-
way’ with lots of brass.”

“I danced out with my cane, straw skimmer, and white flannels,”
he said.

His feet swished against the carpeted floor in a shorthand version of
a time-step.

“I waited for the opening applause. It wasn't always there. The sec-
ond curtain parted, and my partner, Rita Greene, sat on a replica of a
wall, gazing soulfully at the sky. She looks my way and then we duet
—a love song for the act which I named ‘Spooneyville.””

Winchell gazed upward as if searching for the balcony’s reaction.

“Then we danced together for a short time, a bit of cakewalk, con-
tinuing to give out with the romantic duet. And don’t forget that blue
spotlight. Oh, how I waited for the sound of applause. If it came, it
was something grand. After the duet, my partner exits. I take the stage
solo.”

With a passing genuflection to the honor of the stage solo, Walter
continued, “I then sang a war song, just to get the chill out of their
bones. I wrote the lyrics.” He glided from one side of the studio to
the other, miming a song. “Then my partner returned to the stage for
her solo dance. A twirly-whirly. When she was finished, she pretended
she was breathless. The hard breathing was a popular bit. It helped
milk applause.”

Woalter flapped his arms. “Then I bounced back onstage for an ex-
change of gags with my partner. Oh, those jokes! They were such
dandies as ‘Are oysters healthy?’ ‘I never heard them complain.’ “Yocky-
yockyyock.” Then there was ‘You can drive a horse to drink, but a
pencil must be lead.” And listen to this: ‘I sent my wife to the Thou-
sand Islands for a vacation. Why the Thousand Islands? A week on
each island.””

A quick jig and another swish-swish-swish on the carpet.

“After each joke the band would hit a crescendo, to whip up ap-
plause or make it impossible for us to hear the lack of it. Then I went
into my topical humor: ‘Walter,’ she asked, ‘what’s your idea of a
good time?’ My punchline: “Watching a shipload of second lieutenants
sinking!” Then came the musical thunder.

“The act finished with a double bit of wild tapping.” Winchell
leaned over and moved his feet and arms briskly in an effort to recall
the mounting intensity.

“Segue into two choruses of ‘Swanee River’ pizzicato and pianissimo
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—-until the last four bars. Then bring it up fast and forte to the exit
and the bows.”

Then he commanded with harsh emphasis, “Applaud, you bastards,
applaud!”

The audience of two or three dutifully applauded while Winchell
took bow after bow.

Winchell and Greene worked steadily for almost a year. They played
the Sun Circuit, a chain of eight theaters in the Midwest owned by
Gus Sun, the leading impresario of vaudeville’s lower depths; the
Sullivan-Considine Chain in Washington, Oregon, and Vancouver;
and the Pantages Circuit, which included a half-dozen theaters on the
West Coast. The money, between $50 and $75 a week, was no great
shakes by movie-star standards, but it was better than average for
lesser vaudevillians. Besides, for Walter there were other compensa-
tions. He had an independent act for the first time, and it was well
received by managers, audiences, and his fellow vaudevillians. “It
wasn’t sensational, but it was pretty good,” remembered Emmett Cal-
lahan, one of Walter’s contemporaries. “It had good potential. Walter
was a cocky kid. And many of us believed he was going places.”

But just when it looked as though Winchell and Greene were on
their way, “the war came along and everything went blooey,” Walter
recollected. With the country’s entry into World War I, military service
shriveled the ranks of performers as well as audiences. Many show
people who were not in uniform volunteered their talents to entertain
the troops at home and abroad. An evening blackout was ordered for
Broadway and other entertainment centers, and theaters were closed on
Tuesdays to conserve fuel. The box-office problem was compounded
when the nation was hit with a flu epidemic. For many weeks, Walter
and Rita discussed what they should do. Finally, Walter returned to
New York and enlisted in the Navy. “I decided to enlist because I
thought it was the right thing to do. Politics or philosophy had nothing
to do with it. It was just an emotional thing. And I was damn proud.”

He was assigned to the New York City customs house as a recep-
tionist for Rear Admiral Marbury Johnson. In his more imaginative
moments, Walter later described his military function as that of a
“courier,” giving the impression that he was engaged in some sort of
cloak-and-dagger work. Actually his duties consisted of handling,
stamping, mailing, and applying sealing wax to envelopes. In other
words, he was a uniformed office boy.

One day, while using a candle to spread sealing wax, Walter leaned
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forward to eavesdrop on Admiral Johnson’s conversation with other
officers and burned his nose. This story, one of Walter's favorites,
became a staple in magazine interviews, but when I casually mentioned
to him that it sounded too pat, he grinned and said, “Never spoil a
good story by trying to verify it.”

For many people the war was a time of loneliness and introspection.
And so it was for Walter. When he was off duty, he would seek out
fellow vaudevillians to discuss the news and to gossip. He planned to
return to the stage once he got out of the navy, but he felt a nagging
yen to do something else. He and Rita exchanged torrid love letters.
Whenever she came to New York, they discussed their future. In the
back of his mind, Walter wondered what kind of future they would
have if he remained in vaudeville. But vaudeville was the only game
he knew.

Shortly after the Armistice was signed, Walter and Rita were
married in a civil ceremony in New York. Having decided to revive
the “Spooneyville” act, they spent their honeymoon playing the Pan-
tages Circuit. A time bomb had been placed under acts like theirs in
the form of the new movie industry, but Walter and Rita were ob-
livious to the threat to their career. “We were always hoping and
planning, striving to improve,” he recalled. “Other acts might go from
nowhere to somewhere, and we thought it might happen to us.”

It almost did. In March 1919, Winchell and Greene appeared at the
American Roof in New York. The Variety critic described it as a “lik-
able act” and hailed the singing and dancing but was unimpressed
with some of their lyrics. He concluded, “The turn isn’t one to bring
forth any volume of applause, but it's pleasant.” For their appearance
at the American Roof, Winchell and Greene received $100 a week.
The act never rose above the number-two spot. In the vaudeville
hierarchy this was one step above the opening turn, which was gener-
ally an animal act. As the months passed, hopes of upgrading the act’s
billing became more and more remote. Walter and Rita then took
their repartee, songs, and footwork to the stages of the Midwest and
the Far West. Lightning didn’t strike, but at least they had steady work.

It could have been the culmination of a chain of events, or it could
have been a sudden whim. In any case, while playing a Chicago
theater, Walter pinned on the backstage bulletin board a typewritten
sheet that he called “Newsense.” An informal guide for vaudevillians,
peppered with human interest, jokes, and plugs for restaurants popular
with performers, it was an instant hit. Walter could hardly believe it.
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He brought out other issues of the sheet from time to time, gradually
adding tidbits regarding births, deaths, and marriages among show
people. Soon “Newsense” expanded to two typewritten pages spiced
with romantic items, and Walter found that his behind-the-scenes bill-
ing was suddenly elevated. Onstage, he was a “deuce act,” practically a
second-class citizen; backstage, he was becoming an admired chronicler.

There were exceptions, of course. One member of an acrobatic act
was so incensed by an item in “Newsense” that he threatened to punch
Walter in the nose. But such reactions were rare. The popularity of
Walter’s sheet spread beyond the backstages, and one day while playing
a theater in Chicago he was asked by an acquaintance on the Herald
and Examiner to cover the arrivals and departures of well-known
people at the Illinois Central Station. Walter promptly tagged himself
the Herald and Examiner’s traveling reporter.”

When the “traveling reporter” left Chicago, he returned to his back-
stage beat. With considerable relish, Walter would spend several
hours a day drumming with two fingers on the keys of a borrowed
typewriter. Turning out “Newsense” became almost an obsession with
him. The one-man paper began to take on a life of its own, an ex-
citing life that enlivened Walter’s otherwise routine existence as a
small-time vaudevillian. Slowly his interests were being diverted. The
mirage of vaudeville stardom began to give way to the vision of him-
self as a newspaperman. By the end of 1919, Walter had begun sub-
mitting items to various trade papers. Most of them spurned his
material, but Billboard accepted some of his submissions and published
them under the heading “Stage Whispers.” Signed “W.W.,” they
were mostly about the comings and goings of vaudeville acts. There
was no such thing as a gossip column then, and Walter’s efforts were
rather tame and dull. Occasionally, however, there was an item with
a touch of piquancy: “Seen outside of a Cleveland movie theater:
Geraldine Farrar supported for the first time by her husband.” His in-
itial B#llboard check was for $6.90, and he literally jumped for joy.
“Imagine being paid for something you would do for nothing. I later
received fancier paychecks, but no reward, not even the five-figure
fees I received for a single broadcast, gave me the glorious feeling I
had then. It was just great.”

Another paper to which Walter sent contributions was the New
York Vaudeville News, a propaganda sheet launched by Edward F.
Albee, the vaudeville tycoon, to “put Variery out of business.” Variety,
a sprightly, independent show-business weekly, had dared to criticize
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Albee’s dictatorial methods and express its support for the actors’ union
known as the White Rats—"star” spelled backwards. The union had
been organized to break Albee’s grip on vaudeville. Albee immediately
inserted in all his contracts a clause that read, “The Actor hereby
guarantees that he is not a member of the White Rats Actors Union
and that he is a member in good standing of the National Vaudeville
Artists. In the event that either of these statements be found untrue
this contract is automatically canceled.” The National Vaudeville
Artists was a company union, and the New York Vaudeville News was
its organ, In 1919, when the White Rats became the first actors’ union
to obtain a charter from the AF of L, the struggle against the Keith-
Albee empire intensified. The White Rats struck against Albee, who
responded by using his own acts as strikebreakers and bribed and
intimidated others to works in his theaters. Sime Silverman, the
publisher of Variety, made the White Rats’ cause his own. It was
a David-and-Goliath struggle, but in the end the mighty Albee was
forced to give his performers better salaries and better working condi-
tions.

Walter's association with the organ of Albee’s National Vaudeville
Aritsts was not, as some of his later critics claimed, a reflection of his
antilabor bias. At the time, he was a struggling vaudevillian with no
deep convictions about the dispute. If he thought about it at all, his
sympathies probably lay with the White Rats. Then, as later, how-
ever, he was primarily pro-Winchell, and his chief concern was his
budding writing career.

Conditions may have improved somewhat for vaudevillians in
general, but for Winchell and Greene the going was downhill. They
seemed to be frozen in the number-two spot, and long hours in day
coaches, plus the monotony of small-time theaters, were taking their
toll in the Winchells' personal and professional lives. While they
were playing Birmingham, Alabama, their act was suddenly canceled
in the middle of the week, leaving them with just enough money for
one of them to take the train home. Walter gave all their money to
Rita. His own passage, on a railroad car that was transporting chickens,
he earned by feeding the birds en route. “For years afterwards,” he
recalled, “I hated to eat chickens. Boy, how they stunk.™

When he returned to New York, he no longer had visions of
making it big in vaudeville. He asked Glenn Condon, editor of the
New York Vaudeville News, for a permanent job on the paper. Finally,
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on November 1, 1920, Condon made him an offer. Walter wrote to
Howard Langford, a vaudeville friend:

My dear Howard:

I am writing you again to tell you what a wonderful proposi-
tion has been made to me from the Keith Exchange to be
assistant editor of the Vawdeville News. 1 have accepted be-
lieving that the future of such a proposition holds remarkable
things for me (if I show ’em what I'm made of) and has un-
limited possibilities.

You no doubt don’t blame me, because you have heard me
mention that I would love to become a figure in the world,
preferably the news game. I have always had an inclination
toward it, and at last have had my wish granted.

Of course, the money is not a helluva lot, and I know I
cannot save, but the fact is that any day may bring more
wonderful things, on the connection itself with such a wonder-
ful organization as the B. F. Keith Exchange can give.

I also realize that when I tire of this (if I do) I can always
8o back to being an ordinary actor, can’t I?

Walter's departure from vaudeville was an act of surrender. Ac-
cording to George Jessel, his failure was due to his inability to enjoy
either his audiences or his work. A more realistic appraisal is simply
this: Audience resistance to Walter’s talent had become insurmount-
able. Any lack of affection Walter felt for his audiences was merely
a response to their lukewarm reception of his efforts. All his life, he
craved affection and attention, and if there had been any enthusiasm
for his act, he certainly would have returned the sentiment. What
Walter disliked, with spitting distaste, was failure. Period.

By the end of 1920, Walter had cut his ties with Rita. Their mar-
riage had been built on their youthful dreams of success, and when
those illusions were shattered the marriage was doomed. Years later,
newspaper and magazine writers working on stories about Walter
tried to interview Rita. She always turned them down. For years she
worked as a typist in a law office while Walter continued to pay her
alimony. In 1940, it was reported that she was writing a book about
her early days with Walter, but it never materialized. Rumor had it
that Winchell had paid her to suppress the book, but Walter always
denied the story.
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In 1950, Walter and Rita had a chilly reunion in Walter's office
at the Daily Mirror to discuss an increase in alimony payments. As the
day of the meeting approached, Walter grew skittish. “How do you
act with an ex-wife you haven't seen for years? What do you say?
How will she look to me? How will I look to her?” Afterward,
Walter was morose. “I could see how old I was getting by looking
at her,” he said. It had been thirty years since he had crossed the
threshold of the world of the 1920s, a world that would nourish him
and give him wings.



4

The Byline Upiate

When Walter got his first regular job on a newspaper in 1920,
tabloids were becoming common in America. It had taken almost two
decades for them to spread to this country from Britain, where, at
the turn of the century, Alfred Harmsworth had started a “halfpenny
illustrated” called the London Daily Mail. The low-priced “busy man’s
newspaper,” with its capsule news and lively features, was a howling
success, and in time Harmsworth started another paper, the Daily
Mirror, which splashed pictures all over its pages and instigated bizarre
promotional stunts such as an expedition to the Arctic. Its circulation
rocketed to more than a million, and before long the Mérror had two
imitators—the London Daily Sketch and The Daily Graphic—and
Harmsworth had become Lord Northcliffe. On a visit to the United
States he urged Joseph Pulitzer to publish an edition of the World in
tabloid form. Pulitzer published a single issue, and it added one
hundred thousand to the World's circulation, but he shrugged it off
as a mere curiosity and promptly forgot about the new format.

In 1919, Joseph Patterson, publisher of the Chicago Tribune, with
his cousin Robert R. McCormick, visited Lord Northcliffe in England.
Impatient with the reluctance of Americans to begin publishing
tabloids, Northcliffe told Patterson, “New York’s got to have a picture
tabloid. If the rest of you don’t see the light soon, I'll start one myself.”
Patterson, the son of a wealthy and influential family, had long ago
abandoned his flirtation with socialism, but he retained an intuitive
awareness of the preferences of masses. Perhaps he sensed that the
swift expansion of cities and the quickened pace of life in the previous
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decades had made the American public hungry for newspapers that
could be read quickly and digested easily. He knew that soaring pro-
duction costs had forced publishers into a circulation battle with an
increase in the number of sensational stories and entertainment features.
Moreover, shocking war pictures had created a mounting interest in
news photos.

Patterson returned from Britain and made arrangements to use the
New York Evening Mail's plant to publish a tabloid to be called the
Lllustrated Dasly News. Simultaneously, William Randolph Hearst
equipped a tabloid plant at 55 Frankfort Street in New York City
and waited to see how Patterson’s experiment would turn out. The
Lllustrated Daily News credo was published in the paper’s first issue:

WHO WE ARE

The lllusirated Daily News is going to be your newspaper. Its
interests will be your interests. . . . It is not an experiment, for
the appeal of news pictures and brief, well-told stories will be
as apparent to you as it has been to millions of readers in
European cities,

We shall give you every day the best and newest pictures
of the interesting things that are happening in the world. . . .
The story that is told by a picture can be grasped instantly.
Ten thousand words of description cannot convey to you the
impression you receive when you look at Millet’s painting ‘The
Angelus.” . . .

No story will be continued to another page—that is to save
you trouble. You can read it without eye strain.

The policy of the lllustrated Daily News will be your policy.
It will be aggressively for America and for the people of New
York. . . . It will have no entangling alliance with any class
whatever. . . .

Because the doings of the very fortunate are always of in-
terest we shall print them as interestingly as possible in our
society column. Because fiction will always be appealing we
shall print the best and newest that is to be had. We shall
print the best features that are to be found.

Advertising in the New York Times, the Daily News invited the
public to “"SEE NEW YORK’S MOST BEAUTIFUL GIRLS EVERY MORNING
IN THE ILLUSTRATED DAILY NEWS.” Within six months the News
had a circulation of four hundred thousand—more than any other
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paper in New York. Journalism had entered a new era. The stage was
set for Walter Winchell.

Bursting with ideas and, as his boss, Glenn Condon, recalled,
“always talking,” Walter lost no time in attracting attention at the
Vaudeville News. At twenty-three, he already had traces of gray in his
hair, but his burning eyes and lean, handsome face gave him an electric
presence. He showed uncanny resourcefulness as he went around
town picking up quips and items for columns he called “Merciless
Truth” and “Broadway Hearsay.” He was constantly looking for ways
to supplement his $25 weekly salary. The paper had been distributed
as a throwaway, but two months after Walter joined the staff he
persuaded Condon to charge a nickel for it and make him advertising
manager with a commission of 20 percent of the gross. As both
columnist and advertising salesman, he often earned more than $100
a week, though he averaged half of that. By an unwritten agreement,
he gave favorable mention in his column to actors or restaurants who
bought advertising space in the paper. Occasionally, however, he
would toss in an item critical of an advertiser, just to assert his inde-
pendence.

Quips, comments, and superficial notes were the stuff of Walter’s
early columns. His material was rather bland, but occasionally there
was a whiff of something new, a turn of phrase, a unique spelling,
or a hint of gossip. To compensate for his lack of formal education
and his limited vocabulary, Walter invented words. Many of them
were difficult to understand, but some of them had imaginative and
humorous qualities that immediately conveyed their meaning. Walter
was like a clumsy juggler, but gradually he gained control. With
each column he became more nimble.

He wrote, for example, “One of the Vanderbilts is about to be
Renovated [divorced]. . . . The A. K. Rowans of the Vaudeville Set
are expecting a baby-joy. . . . Are the Jerome Astors of High Sassiety
tossing it out the window? . . . A blondiful sextress is asking for
trouble. Fooling around with married men. Are there any other men?
Hehehheh.”

I once asked Walter how he created his three-dot style to . . . sep-
arate . . . items. He explained: “I originally used dashes when I was
writing Newsense.” But the dash key got stuck, so I used three dots. I
don’t know why it was three. It just looked right, I guess.”

The columns sent out ripples in all directions. Among his early
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fans were newspapermen, politicians, gangsters, and, above all, show
people, whose press agents began submitting material to him. Walter
was quick to judge the ability of these people to help him, to feed
his column. Years later, he would say, “Doing a column is a tough
job. I think I'm appreciative of the people who help me. When they
help me, I try to return the compliment. Everything else is a waste
of time. The truth is that any time spent without any value to the
column is a waste of time. A bore.” The roots of that philosophy went
back to Walter's very first months on the Vawdeville News.

Prohibition had just spawned the speakeasies. The best of them
were the nightclubs run by Texas Guinan, Harry Richman, Helen
Morgan, and a few others, most of them financed by beer barons and
mobsters. From midnight to dawn, show people, politicians, gang-
sters, high-society types, and other celebrities hobnobbed in the clubs,
where they conducted their business deals and their amours. Their
table talk was grist for Walter’s mill. He began making the rounds
of the clubs, and before long he had cultivated a wide circle of con-
tacts and created a network of news sources that would be of
inestimable help to him. One of the people he met during his rounds
was Mark Hellinger, the Daily News Broadway reporter, who intro-
duced him to Texas Guinan, hostess of the most popular speakeasy in
town. Born in Waco, Texas, Mary Louise Cecilia Guinan, came to
New York in 1922. She earned her Broadway stripes as a chorus
girl and fell in love with a married mobster who gave her the oppor-
tunity to manage one of his clubs. Soon she was the raucous darling
of the speakeasy habitues. Her “Hello, suckers!” welcome to patrons,
and the nude dancers she featured, made her nightclub one of the
more fashionable watering places of the Prohibition era.

By the time Walter had been on the Vaudeville News for a little
more than a year, he was a minor celebrity in his own right and
the star of the paper. He was becoming the “folksinger of show
business,” Glenn Condon later recalled. Show people talked more
about his items than about Albee’s ponderous editorials.

In the spring of 1923, Condon gave Walter an assignment that
would change his life. The editor had received a tip about a jobless
girl who had taken in a homeless infant and was struggling to sur-
vive and support the child. “It sounds like a good human-interest
yarn,” he said. Walter listened and nodded.

He walked out of the Vaudeville News office and over to the small
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hotel on West Forty-sixth Street where the girl was supposed to be
staying. He knocked on her door. No answer. He knocked again.
Still no answer. “I was about to leave,” Walter recalled, “when some-
thing made me knock again.” A woman’s voice from behind the
door asked who he was. Walter explained that he was a Vaudeville
News reporter. Silence. Walter explained again. This time the voice
said, “"Go away, I have nothing to say. Peddle your papers elsewhere.”

Walter then said he had heard that the young woman was jobless
and caring for someone else’s baby. “Is the story true?” he bellowed.

The young woman replied that she was temporarily caring for a
friend’s child.

Satisfied with the explanation, Walter wheeled and walked away
from the door. Then, suddenly, he made an about-face. "I fell in love
with her voice,” he said.later. He returned to the young girl’s door
and knocked again, announcing, “This is Walter Winchell.” The
young woman unlocked her door.

As they stood facing each other, Walter was unusually silent. He
gave her a long look and was promptly enthralled.

“I'd like to call on you tomorrow,” he stammered.

“Go ahead,” she said calmly as she closed the door.

June Magee was a blue-eyed, titian-haired beauty who had left
her native Mississippi to become part of a girl dance team called
Hill and Aster. The act’s success, or lack of it, matched that of
Winchell and Greene. June’s experience on the battlefield of small-
time vaudeville and a broken marriage had made her shrewd, down-
to-earth, and realistic. She was more detached, more reflective, and
in some ways tougher than Walter.

After their first date, Walter gave June his version of a romantic
token: a free photo of her dance team on the inside cover of the
Vaudeville News. It was his equivalent of caviar and orchids. Three
weeks after they met, Walter and June married and moved into a
two-room apartment on West 46th Street, a few doors down from
the hotel where they had met. For a while, June accompanied Walter
on his nightly rounds of the clubs, but she soon tired of night life
and exiled herself from the spurious wonderland. In later years, it
was rare for her to join him.

The year Walter and June married, Patterson’s Daily News zoomed
to a circulation of half a million, topping Hearst's American. A zany
circulation war began. The American started a lottery with a grand
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prize of $1,000 and many other cash awards. Mob scenes accom-
panied the distribution of numbered coupons in Manhatian, and the
American’s circulation soared. The Daily News countered with its own
lottery for a top prize of $2,500. The next day, the American raised
its top prize to $5,000. From then on, it was no holds barred. Every
other day, one paper or the other increased the amount of its grand
prize, and news about the contest crowded out the news of the day.
When the Daily News raised the ante to $25,000 and the American
matched it, Patterson’s paper announced that it would double any
prize offered by the American. On hearing this latest bit of one-upman-
ship, Victor Watson, the American’s editor, literally fainted. The
circulation war lasted for another month, until both publishers decided
it was too costly. The Daily News came out of it with an edge it
never relinquished.

The success of the Daily News in appealing to the masses paved
the way for two papers that seemed to be made for Walter. In 1923,
Hearst decided to storm the tabloid fortress with the New York Daily
Mirror. At the same time Bernarr Macfadden and Fulton Oursler were
planning a tabloid called the New York Evening Graphic.

Macfadden had amassed a fortune with raw carrots and sex. He had
built a multimillion-dollar empire with his two magazines, Physical
Culture and True Story, and “he reasoned that if a million readers
paid a quarter each to palpitate with a good woman who kept her
virtue despite temptation, countless readers would pay two cents a day
to read the same story with names, addresses, and pictures of the lead-
ing characters,” one of his staff members later recalled.

The first issue of the New York Evening Graphic appeared on Sep-
tember 15, 1924, with an editorial proclaiming:

We intend to interest you mightily. We intend to dramatize
and sensationalize the news and some stories that are not new.

But we do not want a single dull line to appear in this
newspaper. If you read it from first to last and find anything
therein that does not interest you, we want you to write and
tell us about it.

We want this newspaper to be human, first, last and all the
time. We want to throb with those life forces that fill life
with joyous delight.

We want to show our readers how to live 100 percent.

Don't be a dead one! Gird up your loins. Make ready to
fight for the thing that you want in life and if you read the
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GRAPHIC with sufficient regularity you can be assured of worth-
while assistance.

The loins-girdling, life-forces throb was exemplified by a page-
one heading: “SHE GAVE UP ART FOR A BARONET.” Page two was
emblazoned with “MY FRIENDS DRAGGED ME INTO THE GUTTER,”
detailing the sad story of a minor motion-picture actress who had
fallen on hard times. Another column on the same page was head-
lined, "BROADWAY GOLD-PAVED FOR WALTER WINCHELL.” Walter
had joined the Graphic.

Through Norman Prescott, a vaudeville friend, Walter had met
Fulton Oursler, cofounder with Macfadden of the Graphic. Oursler
was a reader of the Vaudeville News and had even submitted some
verse, which Walter had rejected. When they met, Oursler told Walter
that the rejection showed good editorial judgment. Right then and
there, Walter pitched for a job. Oursler promised to think it over.
Always impatient, Walter awakened Oursler at two the next morning
with a phone call: “Have you made up your mind about me?” Qursler,
barely awake, succumbed and hired him. Years later Oursler said to
me, "“The funny thing is that I hired him because I believed he would
be a good source of stories for the Graphic. The column was secondary.
Originally, the Graphic wasn’t column-minded. Its big attraction was
human interest.”

Walter started at $100 a week plus a percentage of the revenue
from the advertising he solicited. Eventually he held down five jobs
for the Graphic: amusement editor, drama editor, drama critic, amuse-
ment-advertising manager, and Broadway columnist. He launched his
career on the Graphic, however, as a once-a-week columnist, appearing
on Mondays. His pieces were headed “Broadway Hearsay” and “Your
Broadway and Mine.”

The gossip was tame. Most of the space in the columns was given
to reports of the casting activities of Broadway shows, plus verse and
gags. Winchell led off his first Graphic column with a syrupy poem
entitled, “A Newspaper Poet’s Love.” The column also revealed his
penchant for verbal fornication. More and more words were mated—
“cinemagic,” “playbore.” They gave his column a verve and style
that became his hallmarks.

One day Winchell heard that a male musical-comedy star and a
chorine were sailing for Europe in adjoining staterooms. Winchell
noted the rumor in his column. The city editor deleted the item, saying
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that it was “not news.” Winchell fumed. Several days later he defied
his superiors by printing the following:

Helen Edy Brooks, widow of William Rock, has been plung-
ing in Miami real estate. . . . It’s a girl at the Carter de
Havens. . . . Lenore Ulric paid $7.00 income tax. . . . Fannie
Brice is betting on the horses at Belmont. . . . S. Jay Kaufman
sails on the 16th via the Berengaria to be hitched to a Hun-
garian. . . , Reports have it that Lillian Lorraine has taken a
husband again.

Several hours after the paper hit the stand, his managing editor,
Emile Gauvreau, called him. Instead of administering the expected
rebuke, the editor conceded that the items were interesting and urged
Winchell “to write more of the stuff.” Thus the modern gossip column
was born.

Within two months after Walter joined the Graphic, his column
became its biggest mail-puller. Soon he was allowed to write several
columns a week and was given a $65 raise.

As his popularity mounted, Winchell began spicing his column
with startling intimacies. He promptly ran into opposition from
Gauvreau. For the Graphic editor to frown on gossipy tidbits was a bit
incongruous. Morally, it was thg equivalent of a prostitute’s closing
her ears to profanity. The blue-pencil slashing surprised and infuriated
Winchell. Twenty years later, the incident still rankled. “This was my
first contact with stupid censorship,” he fumed. “It was so damn ridicu-
lous, it made me punching mad.”

The Gauvreau-Winchell tussle became a daily exchange. The editor,
one of the leading newspapermen of the period, obviously resented
the up-and-coming Winchell. Gauvreau’s critics said he had an over-
bearing power drive. Because Winchell’s hunger for power was almost
insatiable, the collision was inevitable. Moreover, the cat-and-mouse
game was intensified by a basic personality clash.

At a time when the Graphic editor objected to Winchell’s reports
of imminent divorces and other scandals, the paper’s headlines tended
to feature rape, murder, and suicide. But Gauvreau had made his
decision, and for a time Winchell submitted his items only to have
them fired into a wastebasket. “I was giving them hot news,” Winchell
recalled, “and the dumb bastards were throwing them on the floor.
Sometimes they didn’t even bother to read them.”
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Gauvreau was later to inscribe his impressions of Winchell in a

book:

In a corner sat a hunched figure with a white lean face of decep-
tive humility, looking up occasionally, startled. He pecked a type-
writer nervously, with a frenzied determination, but from the
machine, a form of gossip was beginning to appear which he
himself never dreamed could be accorded the benediction of
print in a daily paper. When his column, “Your Broadway and
Mine,” became the talk of the town, no vestige of humility
remained in him.

He was known as Walter Winchell, a vaudeville “hoofer”
who had been introduced to me by Fulton Oursler. . . . No
stranger phenomenon has yet appeared in the newspaper busi-
ness. Gossip acquired such a tangibility, such a grip on his
life, chiefly from the bare nucleus of a slim fact that, many
times, he was more often cleverly wrong than monotonously
correct. . . . That he could convey as much implication in a
line as could be safely expressed in a column undoubtedly
accounted for the fact that, some fifteen years later, his tech-
nique had helped him to “salt away two million smackers.”

Winchell's income-tax returns indicate that this statement might
approach at least 60 percent in accuracy.
Gauvreau continued:

His lack of newspaper experience, when I began to handle
his copy; his refreshing insouciance about the difference be-
tween a subject and a predicate, became an ironical asset which
preserved his personality and may have had the virtue of saving
him years of learning to be like everyone else. In his pate
rattled more than a grain of genius which was to produce a
“slanguage” often too puzzling for the venerable gentlemen
of the courts who were not permitted to go beyond old man
Webster.

“Blessed events” were no longer confined to official bulletins
from royal households, and disintegrating marriages appeared
in print long before the judges heard their painful details.
Making an innocent interrogation serve the purpose, at times,
of damning affirmation had as much to do with the rash of
intimate columns now spread over the land as Winchell's
diaper drolleries. For more than a decade I was to be held to
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the task of “legalizing” his output. Our mutual relationship
was never boring. No paper but Macfadden’s tabloid could
have nursed such a prodigy who, by some form of self-hypnosis,
came to feel himself the center of his time.

But Winchell wasn’t selling syntax. Grammatical and other niceties
were picayune considerations. Nor was he engaged in a moral crusade.
He was writing what he considered news, and to hell with anything
else. His gossip was Rabelaisian and earthy. Of course, it was occasion-
ally tasteless, malicious, and inaccurate—but it was always readable.
If the column material had a stink to it, at least it was the aroma of
humankind. For Gauvreau, the editor of an anything-goes paper, to
place an ethical yardstick against Winchell’s column was pure hypoc-
risy.

What was often damned as the early Winchell’s weakness was his
strength. He was a primitive, and he took his work as seriously as
any master of the high Renaissance. Winchell reacted almost physically
to gossip and seemed to purr with delight when he had a particularly
juicy item. While on a news-gathering foray, he would approach
potential sources and impudently inquire, “Got an item for me? Have
you heard a new joke?” He was as fascinated and unself-conscious as
a four-year-old gravely making mudpies. As it turned out, the things
that fascinated Walter also mesmerized millions of others. For better
or worse, Winchell was doing something new and catchy in journalism.

The ban on Winchell’s gossip was temporary. With an assist from
Fulton Oursler, the Winchell column became Winchelly again. When
the Graphic's circulation then increased dramatically, Gauvreau re-
nounced his objections and enthusiastically acknowledged the worth
of gossip. In newspaperdom, circulation is the name of the game.

Thirty years later, Tsme magazine rehashed the Gauvreau-Winchell
tangle. The news weekly wrote, “Gauvreau's most durable contribution
to U.S. journalism was a vaudeville hoofer named Walter Winchell,
whom he launched as a daily columnist. It was a contribution he bit-
terly regretted: He soon loathed Winchell, once threw a bust of
Napoleon at him.”

Winchell responded: “(1) Fulton Oursler was the one who
launched me on a daily newspaper. But Gauvreau always stole the
bows. . . . (2) I soon despised him for reasons that are unpublish-
able. . .. (3) He flung a bust of Napoleon at me??? It was I who
did the flinging. I flung him down a flight of stairs after he took
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advantage of his game leg and threatened to hit me with a weapon.”

Over the years, Winchell's relations with editors, with several
exceptions, were taut and tense. Because he was as fiercely independent
as an emperor and was the principal actor in all of his own perform-
ances, he resented what he considered to be intrusion in his domain.
During his peak years, when he was sure of his power, Winchell
goaded and teased editors and made them his unwilling servants. If,
in his judgment, an editor had tinkered with his column, he ordered
the syndicate to immediately stop servicing the offending paper with
his column, “For the first time in history,” he once crowed, “a reporter
fired a publisher.”

Some of the more portentous significance-spotters in later years,
including the New Yorker magazine, were to label Winchell's free-
wheeling gossip in the Graphic as the start of a journalistic revolution.
But at the time he was unaware of his journalistic implications, social
significance, or psychological repercussions. As a reporter, he was
covering Broadway in inventive fashion and was interested solely in
the pragmatic alliance of money and power. As a scholar, his subject
was biology, Broadway style.

Winchell of the Graphic was a young man in a hurry. The purity
of his ambition and his uncomplicated attitude toward the value of his
work gave him the proper spirit to achieve success. He was engaged
in an unsparing struggle for excellence in his field. If some purists
objected to his rat-a-tat-tattling, there were many other people who
were impressed with his style and success.

While the column’s primary throb was derived from gossip, more
than half of its space was devoted to verse, gags, and vignettes. In
many respects, this branch of his column-writing was an echo of
“The Conning Tower,” the column by F.P.A. (Franklin Pierce Adams)
in the New York World. Incidentally, one of F.P.A.s features consisted
of spotlighting grammatical boners in other columns. Winchell, a
frequent victim, never forgave F.P.A. for citing his. Thirty years
later, when he learned that the aged and ailing F.P.A. was in a
nursing home, Winchell coldly commented, “Too bad about him. But
he wasn’t a very nice man. He once made a young man named
Winchell very sick with his petty copyreading, holding up my mis-
takes for everybody to see.”

In his second year with the Graphic, Winchell's Broadway trivia
column was having an impact that exceeded his own compulsive am-
bitions. It had become the most talked-about newspaper feature.
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The Daily News kept pace with Mark Hellinger's Broadway column.
Winchell and the tabloids—the dirty-faced boys of journalism—were
smudging some of the well-groomed papers. The New York Times
devoted more space to the sensational Hall-Mills murder case than the
Mirror and Graphic did. Readers gaped at the sideshow, and circula-
tion-hungry papers were quick to produce tawdry spectaculars. In this
respect, Winchell and the tabloids were putting on the best acts.

The “gee-whizzer” of 1927 was the brainchild of Broadway pro-
ducer Earl Carroll. He had made a happy splash in the tabloids with a
party that inspired the headline-catching word “orgy.” Carroll invited
Broadway luminaries, including Winchell, to the wingding. He
had one of his chesty chorines, Joyce Hawley, dunking happily in a
bathtub fizzing with champagne. As Miss Hawley giggled and
swished in the jolly carbonation, the assembled guests stared and
wahooed and filled their glasses with the bathtub champagne. As the
champagne was consumed, more and more of Miss Hawley’s natural
charms became visible, In the end she showed all of what pretty
girls are made of—and the gurgling shingdig ended with the cheers
of goggle-eyed guests.

The tabloids joyfully covered what Miss Hawley uncovered. A
police investigation followed, and Winchell was eventually summoned
to be a witness in court. When he mounted the stand, the judge
urged him to identify some of the people at the party. The columnist
testified, “Among those at the party was Senator . . .” The judge’s
gavel promptly came down, and Winchell was excused from offering
further testimony before he could utter the name. L'affaire Hawley had
a three-day tabloid spin and was forgotten.

Much to his delight and surprise, Winchell was acquiring an aura
of respectability. He was befriended, encouraged, and hailed by
some of the towering literary newspaper figures of the day. Heywood
Broun publicly embraced him by writing that “"Winchell was the
only thing worth reading in the Graphic.” Alexander Woollcott turned
out a magazine piece in praise of Winchell. An exception was Damon
Runyon, who was unimpressed. He considered gossip “strictly for
women” and failed to savvy the dither Winchell created. Nevertheless,
periodicals catering to the bookish crowd, among them Vanity Fair
and the Bookman, ran articles bylined with Winchell’s name. Simon
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