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A SWEEPING, VITAL BIOGRAPHY OF THE MOST
powerful and, at times, the most feared American
journalist of this century—the inventor of the gossip
column and the principal architect of the culture of
celebrity in which we now live.

Walter Winchell escaped New York-immigrant
poverty via the vaudeville stage, his massive insecurity
and ambition driving him on. But it was as a young
newspaperman that he found his real calling. In 1925,
at a time when most newspaper editors were reluctant
to publish even the notice of an impending birth for
fear of crossing the boundaries of good taste, Winchell
brought unabashed and undisguised gossip into the
public press. He understood the bitter subtext of gossip:
how invading the lives of the famous and revealing
their secrets empowered both purveyor and audience.
His columns revealed who was cavorting with gangsters
or chorus girls, who was engaging in financial shenani-
gans, whose husband was compromisingly sighted with
whose wife. By legitimizing gossip he forever shattered
the taboo against what could be said about celebrities
in the media. In his own words: “Democracy is where
everybody can kick everybody else’s ass.” Adding: “But
you can’t kick Winchell’s.”

“Calling Winchell a mere gossip writer,” one
observer noted, “is like calling Lindbergh a mere avi-
ator.” Winchell rose improbably from gossip monger to
political commentator, one of the country’s most influ-
ential. In his heyday, fifty million Americans—out of
an adult population of seventy-five million—either
listened to his weekly radio broadcast or read his daily
column. Winchell brought them intelligence from the
inner sanctum of celebrity. We see him reigning at
the Stork Club, besieged by press agents and their
clients; surrounded by starlets; chatting with Damon
Runyon or J. Edgar Hoover—always trolling for a juicy
item.

We see Winchell, plebeian, flip and intemperate, the
urban scamp, savaging his enemies—Dorothy Parker,
James Forrestal, Josephine Baker, Arthur Miller, among
them. And making reputations—Arthur Godfrey’s,
Desi Arnaz and Lucille Ball’s, later Rowan and Martin’s.
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We see him at his finest as an advocate for FDR and
the downtrodden during the Depression, and at his
worst embracing McCarthyism. :

Winchell’s detractors accused him of vulgarizing
and trivializing everything he touched. But there was
another strain in his raucous music. As Alistair Cooke
wrote for a British audience, Winchell “was the promise
of American freedom and uninhibited bounce, he was
Americanism symbolized in a nose-thumbing at the
portentousness of the great.”

Because Winchell was present at the creation of
celebrity as we now know it, because he reached the
top and tumbled precipitously, an examination of his
life illustrates how fame is achieved, how it is lost, what
one gains from it, what it exacts—and why America
is obsessed with it. “Historians,” said a speaker at his
funeral, “will be unable to explain the twentieth century
without understanding Winchell.” His life and his
times are richly recaptured—and understood—in Neal
Gabler’s brilliant biography.

DAVID TURNER

NeaL GasLer is the author of An Empire of Their
Ouwn: How the Jews Invented Hollywood, for which he won
the Los Angeles Times Book Prize for History. For-
merly co-host of the PBS series “Sneak Previews,” he
now contributes to numerous national publications.
He lives with his wife and two children in Brooklyn
Heights, New York.
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Advance praise for WINCHELL

“In energetic and meticulously researched prose, Neal Gabler tells

the marvelous story that Winchell’s life exemplifies: the story of

the rise of the most powerful force in the world today, mass-media
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culture in a democratic society.” —Nicholas Lemann

“A searing portrait of an American original, a man whose hyper-
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charged assault on the American public mirrors, uneasily, the jour-
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nalistic feeding frenzy around scandal and celebrity that seems to

dominate both print and electronic media today.” —Richard Price
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“Winchell combines fascinating biography with illuminating cultural
history, casting new light on the beginnings of the horrible war on

privacy that today engulfs the Republic.” —Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.
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“A brilliantly written and researched biography of the columnist who

hecame America's most powerful broadcaster, more influential in

his time than those who followed—Murrow, Huntley, Brinkley, and

Cronkite.” —Sander Vanocur oo
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For my beloved daughters, Laurel and Tanne,

And for all those who stand outside the
corridors of power and privilege
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What is the end of fame? ’tis but to fill

A certain portion of uncertain paper:

Some liken it to climbing up a hill,

Whose summit, like all hills, is lost in vapor.

GEORGE GORDON, LORD BYRON),

Don Fuan
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Introduction

In the end, few really remembered, fewer cared. His daughter Walda was
the only mourner at his funeral, and a memorial service held six weeks
later on what would have been his seventy-fifth birthday attracted only
150 guests, many of whom drifted out before the eulogies ended. There
were front-page obituaries, but they portrayed him as a relic long past his
prime. An attempt by friends to rename the traffic island in New York’s
Times Square after him and erect a monument there met with bureau-
cratic indifference. Nothing he left behind seemed to endure. His name
faded—the name he had worked so hard to burn into the public con-
sciousness.

By the time of Walter Winchell’s death a friend admitted that trying to
explain him to a generation unfamiliar with him “would be like trying
to explain Napoleon to the second French generation after the Napole-
onic wars.” But for more than four decades Walter Winchell had been an
American institution, and arguably one of the principal architects of the
culture. By one estimate, fifty million Americans—out of an adult popu-
lation of roughly seventy-five million—either listened to his weekly radio
broadcast or read his daily column, which, at its height in the late thirties
and forties, was syndicated in more than two thousand newspapers; it
was, according to one observer, the “largest continuous audience ever
possessed by a man who was neither politician nor divine.” It was said
that when he switched papers in New York, two hundred thousand
readers followed him, and one report attributed nearly half the reader-
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ship of the Hearst newspaper chain to Winchell’s column. Presidents
courted him, and government officials of America’s foreign enemies cas-
tigated him by name. Hit songs were written about him, and Hollywood
coaxed him to star in two movies, both of which were box-office suc-
cesses. For a time you could walk down any street on a warm Sunday
night at nine o’clock, when his broadcast aired, and hear his disembodied
voice wafting from open windows, giving ghostly validation to his own
slogan: “Winchell ... HE SEES ALL ... HE KNOWS ALL.”

He had first come to public attention in the twenties as the Bard of
Broadway, a glib, wisecracking young columnist on the New York Graphic
whose life and writing seemed perfectly synchronized to the rhythms of
the Jazz Age. “It was his contribution,” drama critic and raconteur Alex-
ander Woollcott wrote approvingly of Winchell’s early effect on Ameri-
can journalism, “to go on strike against the vast impersonality which, at
the time of his advent, was deadening the American newspaper into a
kind of daily Congressional Record.” He wrote in a smart, slangy prose
that no less an expert than H. L. Mencken credited with having enlarged
the American vernacular. Couples didn’t get married in Winchell’s col-
umn; they were “welded,” “lohengrinned,” “Adam-and-Eveing it.” They
didn’t have fun; they “made whoopee!” They didn’t have babies; they had
“blessed events.” And when they got divorced, they were “Reno-vated”
or “phffft!” Movies were “moom pitchers” and movie lovers were
“cinemaddicts.” Legs were “shafts.” Passion was “pash.” Debutantes were
“debutramps.” Jews were “Joosh.” It was a vigorous style, personal and
pungent, and as early as 1929, Vanity Fair was reporting that Winchell
had “inspired more burlesques of himself than any writer since Heming-
way.”

But if his vivid prose helped transform the style of journalism and
made him a popular curiosity, what made him a national phenomenon
was gossip. In 1925, at a time when the editors of most newspapers
were reluctant to publish even something as inoffensive as the notice of
an impending birth for fear of crossing the boundaries of good taste,
Winchell introduced a revolutionary column that reported who was ro-
mancing whom, who was cavorting with gangsters, who was ill or dying,
who was suffering financial difficulties, which spouses were having af-
fairs, which couples were about to divorce, and dozens of other secrets,
peccadilloes and imbroglios that had previously been concealed from
public view. In doing so, he not only broke a long-standing taboo; he
suddenly and single-handedly expanded the purview of American journal-
ism forever.

But he did not just invent the modern gossip column. He became an
opinion-maker largely because he understood, as no one else then seemed
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to, the bitter subtext of the gossip he purveyed. Having grown up in pov-
erty himself, attention-starved, and nursing deep resentments against his
social betters, he understood that gossip, far beyond its basic attraction as
journalistic voyeurism, was a weapon of empowerment for the reader and
listener. Invading the lives of the famous and revealing their secrets
brought them to heel. It humanized them, and in humanizing them dem-
onstrated that they were no better than we and in many cases worse. Or
as Winchell once put it to an associate, “Democracy is where everybody
can kick everybody else’s ass.” Adding, “But you can’t kick Winchells.”

Writing in 1933 with an appreciation for Winchell’s impact on society,
Woollcott predicted that historians would some day label the era “the
Age of the Two Walters, Lippmann and Winchell.” In making this
declaration, Woollcott recognized that Lippmann, the sage political col-
umnist, and Winchell constituted not only the extremes of American
journalism but, far more important, represented the combatants in a war
for America itself in a period of dynamic social change, a war over who
would finally set the naton’s cultural agenda. On one side was Lippmann,
the patrician, reasoned and moderate, the urbane elitist, the counselor to
the mighty and skeptic of the rationality of the popular will, the embod-
iment, by temperament if not birth, of the embattled American aristoc-
racy. On the other side was Winchell, the plebeian, flip and intemperate,
the urban scamp, the voice of the disenchanted and disenfranchised and
the champion of democracy, the embodiment of the ascendant American
masses.

To challenge the mature, elitist, bookish culture of Lippmann, which
had dominated American life for more than a century, Winchell had
helped inaugurate a new mass culture of celebrity—centered in New York
and Hollywood and Washington, fixated on personalities, promulgated by
the media, predicated on publicity, dedicated to the ephemeral and
grounded on the principle that notoriety confers power. This culture
would bind an increasingly diverse, mobile and atomized nation undl it
became, in many respects, America’s dominant ethos, celebrity conscious-
ness our new common denominator.

Most of his detractors seemed deaf to this Whitmanesque strain in
Winchell’s raucous music; in time they would complain that he vulgarized
and trivialized everything he touched, especially after he had made the
seemingly improbable leap from gossipmonger to political commentator.
But Alistair Cooke, at the time the American correspondent of the British
magazine Listener, observed the appeal firsthand when he visited
Winchell’s radio broadcast, which was then emanating from the colum-
nist’s vacation spot in Miami Beach, Florida. “I was astonished at what I
saw,” Cooke wrote.
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It was a small studio and possibly a hundred people were in there.
They were all the shapes of the immigrant poor in that sunny
land. . . . Winchell had something for them that he would never have
for you and that I never dreamed of. He was the promise of Amer-
ican freedom and uninhibited bounce; he was Americanism symbol
ized in a nose-thumbing at the portentousness of the great; he
released them for fifteen minutes once a week from the fear of op-
pression; he was the defender of the American faith.

Over the years, Walter Winchell would lose his reputation as a populist
who had once heralded an emerging new social order, lose his reputation
as a charming gadfly. He would be remembered instead, to the extent
that anyone remembered him at all, as a vitriolic, self-absorbed megalo-
maniac—an image indelibly fixed by Burt Lancaster’s performance as
gossipmonger J. J. Hunsecker in the 1956 film Sweet Smell of Success,
which everyone assumed had been inspired by Winchell’s life. He would
be remembered spewing bile, picking fights, destroying lives through
his column. That would be the image that would finally stick.

It would stick, in part, because of the public’s own ambivalence toward
the culture of celebrity, even as the culture continues to flourish. It would
stick because of what was perceived as Winchell’s own political wrong-
headedness in the fifties, when he seemed to turn his back on his thirties
populism and embrace the fashionable Red-baiting conservatism of the
time; the image of Winchell as a journalistic Joseph McCarthy, slash-
ing and burning his way through the American left as he had once slashed
and burned his way through the right, would become almost as powerful
an image as Lancaster’s in Sweet Smell, and it seemed to wall off anything
he had done before, anything he had been.

And it would stick, finally, because Winchell was often as vindictive,
cruel, egocentric, paranoid, selfish, cheap and thoroughly reprehensible
as his detractors portrayed him as being, though these qualities had once
been part of his waggish appeal too. “He was truly a 14-carat son-of-a-
bitch, no doubt about it,” critic John Crosby wrote in his obituary of
Winchell. “He looked like a cross between a weasel and a jackal and he
was indeed a bit of both.” George Jessel, a childhood friend and later an
enemy, said, “He can be as warm as the first night of a love affair and as
cold as the first night in a theater.” (Winchell printed the remark in his
column.) “There are bleeders and there are not bleeders,” commented
another acquaintance trying to characterize him. “You could jab him with
anything.”

Though he was capable of great kindnesses, Winchell did nothing to
discourage the darker impressions of himself; if anything, he seemed to
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promote them. Even in his autobiography, which was written shortly be-
fore his death and which one might have expected him to use to rehabil-
itate his reputation, he snarled at the ingrates who had forsaken him. “I
want them all to know that I've wearied of the mutual deception,” he
wrote.

I have forgiven, but I don’t have to forget. I'm not a fighter, I'm a
“waiter.” I wait until I can catch an ingrate with his fly open, and
then I take a picture of it.

When some heel does me dirt (after I've helped him or her) I re-
turn the compliment some day. In the paper, on the air, or with a
bottle of ketchup on the skull. I don’t make up nasty things to write
about them. I wait until they get locked up for taking dope or pimp-
ing and then I make it Public. Vindictive? You’re gahdamb’d right!
You Botcha Me, I Botcha You!

But by the time he wrote these words, the grudges that had once made
headlines seemed as petty and irrelevant as the former king of gossip
himself. Once the plucky Prince Hal of American journalism and then its
Richard III, he had become its ranting King Lear.

It was Dorothy Parker who once quipped, “Poor Walter. He’s afraid
he’ll wake up one day and discover he’s not Walter Winchell.” After a
melodramatic existence that tacked through a Dickensian childhood,
vaudeville and tabloids, divorce, tragedy, suicides, betrayals, threats and
mental illness, Parker’s prophecy was borne out. Winchell’s life became a
paradigm of what one might call the tragedy of celebrity. He lived by
fame and died by neglect. He assumed a public persona only to find that
the persona assumed him. And when the show finally ended its run, he
was left in costume but with no role to play and nothing inside himself
upon which to draw. He awoke to find that he was no longer Walter
Winchell. He awoke to find that he was no longer anybody.

And yet, despite its tragic emptiness, few lives are more instructive of
the forces that shaped mass culture in America than Walter Winchell’s.
Because he changed American journalism, examining his life enables us to
understand better the evolution of the media in this century. Because he
both effected and symbolized the changing of the cultural guard in this
century, examining his life enables us to understand better the challenge
that mass culture issued to high culture in America. Because he helped
create a culture of celebrity, examining his life enables us to understand
better the symbiotic relationship between the public and the famous. And
because he lived the cycle of celebrity himself, examining his life enables
us to understand better the mechanism by which one achieves fame and
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loses it, the things one gains by being famous and the things one sacri-
fices.

After Winchell’s death, a friend eulogized him extravaganty but not
without truth: “Winchell’s primary objective is to explain the 20th cen-
tury to his millions of readers. The fact is, however, that historians will
be unable to explain the 20th century without understanding Winchell.”

To do so now is the aim of this book.
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PART ONE

WALTER WINSCHEL

What rage for fame attends both great and small!
Better be damned than mentioned not at all!
—JOHN WOLCOT
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CHAPTER 1

The Curse

AS Criiatm WEINSCIIEL MADE

the long journey from Russia to the United States, he carried within him
an implacable darkness of spirit. “Life has not always shown me a smile,”
he would write. “I feel like the human being who hears steps over his
grave as he listens to the conversations of the living, who’ trying to
throw off the earth that covers his grave and remove the stones at its
head, only to realize that he is powerless. . ..”

Born in Minsk in 1834, the son of a rabbi named Baruch who, in
Chaim’s words, “was loved by everyone who knew him and had seen his
way of life,” Chaim had been trained to follow his father’s righteous path.
Baruch Weinschel had sacrificed for his son. He had bribed authorities to
save Chaim from military conscription and had pawned the family fur-
nishings to provide him an education. Baruch eventually settled in Bialy-
stok, where he served the Jewish community for thirty years and where
he died, greatly honored, at eighty-five in 18go. Chaim became an itin-
erant cantor, a religious singer, riding the circuit through western Russia
and Poland, wherever a congregation needed a spiritual leader to conduct
its services, from Kovno to Kolo to St. Petersburg to Grajewo to his fa-
ther’s Bialystok to Suwalki.

But despite a powerful voice that could “amaze” the congregation,
Chaim “cursed the day they put the cantorial hat on my head to serve in
the holy task.” He lived in a nimbus of gloom, racked by doubt and
stalked by misery. He married a young woman named Hannah who bore
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him two daughters, but she died in 1869, possibly in childbirth. Chaim
was inconsolable. “My heart is as ripped as my clothes,” he wrote. “I was
like a shadow oppressed by the grief that burdened me.” At the urging of
concerned friends, he began to write poetry, invariably lachrymose verses
about his own misfortunes, and these became his only succor. “Grief
stands in front of me as a wall/If I remember you, my pen, my sadness
is relieved.”

Hannah had been dead less than a year when Chaim, doubtless need-
ing a wother for his infant girls, remarried. Fannie Sweri was only nine-
teen, a plain, pious, unlettered girl sixteen years her husband’s junior.
Within a year she had borne him a son, Jacob, but neither the marriage
and children nor an apparently growing reputation seemed to lift Chaim’s
despondency. “Where am 1 going?” he wrote one midnight in Bialystok
in 1880 as he prepared to leave for an assignment in St. Petersburg.
“What am I doing?” And always the most important question: “Tell me,
my hope—will my pact with sorrow be broken now?” An invitation the
next year from a congregation in America seemed to offer the answers
he sought. “With a happy heart I prepared for my trip/ My hope was like
my right-handed shadow/Telling me that [in] going the money is ready
and/Only good will welcome you.”

With Fannie, his two daughters from his first marriage and four chil-
dren from his second, Chaim Weinschel set out for America in August
1881, intending to alter his destiny at last. In America, Chaim believed,
he could soar above the prosaic. In America, he believed, he would break
the pact.

IN Yippisu, “Weinschel” literally means “sour cherries,” and there was
a time when those who bore the name were likely to be vintmers. But
through elisions and compressions the name could also be translated as
“fine” (fein for wein) and “school” (shul), or “fine student,” which is
probably how it came to be applied to the Weinschel clan. The Wein-
schels were scholars. They disdained manual labor and extolled the life of
the mind. Chaim himself, no mere religious pedant, had been described
by a colleague as a “wise man,” and when he collected his poems for pub-
lication, the colleague wrote him that it “is justly expected that by your
valuable book you will acquire such fame as to rate your name among the
great modern poets.” “You are praised by both young and old,” Chaim
told himself in his journal. “Who does not enjoy your prayers?”

The Weinschels, soon numbering nine with the birth of a son in 1883,
settled on East Broadway on the Lower East Side of New York City,
where a small cluster of Russian Jews was already collecting that summer
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in flight from the pogroms. In those first few years of the great Russian
emigration, before the Lower East Side was ghettoized, East Broadway
was a broad boulevard with spacious sidewalks and handsome homes
where the Jewish immigrant intelligentsia would assemble to debate reli-
gious issues, and Chaim’s circular kitchen table became the center for one
particular group of scholars from Russia and Poland.

He relished their esteem, but if he had come to America expecting it
to end his pact with sorrow, he was to be bitterly disappointed. America
brought him only additional discouragements and new sorrows. What he
wanted from his new country, what he wanted from life, was regard—not
just from his religious landsmen but from the larger secular community as
well. Why not a “great poet,” as his friend had predicted? Why not a lit-
erary immortal? What he found instead was a country hard and prag-
matic, one that scorned his ethereal intellectualizing as much as he
scorned its stolid industriousness. “[TThis isn’t the country for people like
you to soar on the wings of imagination,” he wrote an immigrant friend
in commiseration. “Knowledge is not honored here. ... All wisdom is
useless. Dear friend, don’t try to be smart here.”

He attempted to adjust. By the mid-189os he was variously Hyman or
Herman Weinschel or Weinschiell, and he had moved his family north to
Harlem, which was then, before masses of Russian Jews began swarming
there, “the province of only the exceptional immigrant,” in the words of
one historian. Clearly Chaim believed himself to be among the excep-
tional. And his children believed it of themselves too. But unlike Chaim
the moody dreamer, they had no interest in the life of the mind and no
desire for regard. What they wanted, what they fully expected as if it
were their natural entitlement, was gentility.

In this George Weinschel, the second son, was the model for his gen-
eration. In 1911, after years of clerking in brokerage houses, he had
landed a seat on the “Curb”—a stock exchange literally situated on the
curb of Broad Street in the Manhattan financial district. Though the
Curb was known more for its tumult than its gentility, the Weinschels
accounted George a “big man on Wall Street” and a source of great
pride. By this time Hyman Weinschel was long gone, dead at sixty-six of
chronic pneumonia on New Year’s Day 19or, and George had be-
come not only the model but the undisputed family leader to whom all
the others deferred.

Nowhere was his authority more evident than in what happened to the
name “Weinschel.” The children, quite possibly chafing at its overt Jew-
ishness and foreignness, had never seemed entirely comfortable with it;
they would haphazardly drop the first e or the s or the ¢ one year, only
to restore it the next, and there were periods when three given family
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members were simultaneously using three different spellings. It was
George who first Anglicized it to “Winchel”—the name of a fellow
clerk—no doubt appreciating the English origins it suggested. Fannie
adopted it the year after her husband’s death, and soon all the rest, save
George’s older brother, Jacob, were “Winchels.”

But the burnished name couldn’t hide the reality that the Winchels’
gentility was as much a delusion as their father’s literary pretensions.
George—despite his limousines, his bespoke suits, his servants and his
fashionable Seventh Avenue apartment that had once belonged to the
Guggenheims, despite even his snobbish wife who wouldn’t ride in their
new car until the chauffeur put on his cap—was really just a fun-loving
and high-spirited man who made and then lost several fortunes and
whose motto was “Life is a lemon and you’ve got to squeeze out as much
juice as you can.”

Max, five years younger than George, was known primarily as a good
dancer and an excellent cardplayer. “The minute you saw Max Winchel,
you knew you were going to have a good time,” said a relative. But she
added that “anyone who was knowledgeable would say he was stupid.”
After working in his mother’s candy and cigar store and then briefly
as a conductor, he landed a job through George in a brokerage on the
Curb, where he remained until his death, in total obscurity except for a
minor trading infraction which earned him a fine and a small notice in
the newspapers.

Their older sister Dora was as doleful as her brothers were blithe, but
no more genteel. Too high-strung to hold a job, she nevertheless became
hysterical at the mere mention of marriage, despite her family’s best ef-
forts to arrange one for her. Instead she spent her life supported by
George, caring for her mother, and, after Fannie died in 1928, attending
funerals—whether she knew the deceased or not. “All the society people
in New York used to keep a seat for her in all the churches,” her niece
remembered. In 1936 she was committed to the Bellevue psychiatric hos-
pital. She died two years later at the age of sixty-six in the Manhattan
State Mental Hospital on Wards Island.

Rebecca Winchel found herself in a loveless, unhappy marriage to a
health-conscious sweater manufacturer who once insisted she walk two
miles when she left the hospital after an operation. Three children and
two separations later, he died suddenly, leaving his widow $40,000, which
her brother Max promptly invested in the stock market. She lost it all in
the crash of 1929 and in true Winchel fashion was treated thereafter with
withering contempt—ironically, by the very man who was responsible,
Max.

It was the youngest of the Winchels, Beatrice, or Beatty, as she was
called, who came closest to fulfilling her family’s lofty ambitions, and
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she did it through gambling. An attractive, elegant and independent
woman—she finished high school at a time when it was rare for women
to do so—Beatty married Billy Koch, a top lieutenant of America’s pre-
eminent bookmaker, Frank Erickson. “When you talked about Billy
Koch,” said one of the Winchels, “you were really talking about some-
body.” Money flowed easily for the Koches. For the Koch children, there
were governesses, private schools, horseback riding lessons and expensive
boarding camps in summer.

It was, however, neither literary achievement nor gentility that was to
be the Winchel legacy. Rather, the legacy would be the pretension itself.
Many years later, as his aunts and uncles were passing into their dotage,
Walter Winchell would see the lyricist Irving Caesar in some Manhattan
nightspot and insist he sing an old song Caesar had written about the
daughter of a Lower East Side Jewish family with aspirations for some-
thing better.

Living in the third floor back, what can you expect,
All the classy people turn me down.

They knock me down.

Where we live you know it’s true,

Chances for romance are few.

Papa, we gotta move uptown

With trees around. . . .

We'll settle down uptown in a very expensive flat.
We won't stop at that. You can bet your bhat and
your overcoat.

We'll bave a list to bring new visitors to our
Sloor:

A maid to say “Come in” when they knock on the door.
The furnishings must be the best which could be
Sfound.

I must have an atmosphere to catch which boys
around.

Living in a neighborhood filled with stables isn’t
good.

Papa, we gotta move uptown.

“Winchell loved this song,” Caesar remembered, though the song-
writer couldn’t possibly have known why. He couldn’t have known that it
was the story of Walter’s own family. He couldn’t have known that he had
described Walter’s inheritance of the curse of expectation.
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II

Among the Winchels, everyone hated Jacob. “The rest of the family
wanted nothing to do with him,” said his niece Lola. His brother
George’s family regarded him as “stupid,” and George once remarked
that he wasn’t sure he could ever bring himself to attend Jake’s funeral.
Though he was charming and attractive and shared the affectations of
his siblings—he wore spats, carried a cane and on occasion called him-
self Jack de Winchel—Jacob undermined any impression of gentility by
the foul-smelling cigars he smoked, the ostentatious clothes he wore and
the awful jokes he told—all of which deeply embarrassed his family.

His offenses were only compounded by his selection of a spouse. Jacob
had probably met Jennie Bakst sometime in 1895 on the Lower East
Side, where his father officiated in a synagogue at 12 Pike Street. Jennie’s
younger sister Rose had been married there by Chaim on January 1,
1896, and the Baksts were living in the building which housed the syna-
gogue, so Jacob and Jennie certainly had had opportunities to see each
other.

Morris Bakst, Jennie’s father, had brought his family from Russia in
1890. The name “Bakst” derived from a small town in Lithuania, but
most of the family, including Morris, changed it to Baxter once they had
settled in the United States. It was one of the few concessions they made
to their new country. Unlike Chaim, who petitioned for citizenship as
soon as he could, Morris Bakst never became a U.S. citizen, and neither
did Jennie. They clung instead to the old ways. The Winchel children,
despite having a cantor for a father, quickly abandoned the obligations of
keeping kosher. (For years after her husband’s death, Fannie Winchel
would hunt through her children’s iceboxes searching for bacon, which is
proscribed by kosher dietary law.) Jennie Bakst, on the other hand, was an
observant Jew. And while the Winchel children bore no trace of an ac-
cent, Jennie and her family spoke with an unmistakable one and would al-
ways grapple with English. Rose never even learned how to read.

Perhaps the biggest difference between the Winchels and the Baksts
was that the latter were simple, unassuming people of limited skills and
ambitions. There were four Bakst children. Frank remained in New
York and worked at menial jobs most of his life; Dorothy married a gen-
tile and was essentially read out of the family for having done so. (By
contrast, Max Winchel had married a gentile and none of the Winchels
cared.) Rose married an executive in a tobacco company and moved
South.

Of the four, Jennie was the most self-possessed and assertive, though
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the haughty Winchels saw her as comically self-involved and ag-
gressive—a compulsive talker. (George used to call her “Becky Sharp”
after the self-centered heroine of Thackeray’s Vanity Fair) What everyone,
even the Winchels, did grant was that she was lovely. A neighborhood
girl described her as a “beautiful, stately woman, with raven-black hair
and soulful blue eyes.” Photos show her as petite with high cheekbones,
a full mouth, a rounded little chin. Her skin was smooth and fair, con-
trasting with Jacob’s dark good looks. They made a handsome couple.

They were married by Chaim on May 14, 1896, in his new synagogue,
Congregation Nachlath Zevi, in Harlem. Jacob gave his age as twenty-
four, Jennie as nineteen. The newlyweds moved into a small apartment in
a squat three-story building at 116 East 112th Street between Park and
Lexington Avenues, just a few blocks from Jacob’s parents’ apartment on
106th Street. Eleven months later, on April 7, 1897, Jennie gave birth
there to a son. Jacob’s younger brother George provided the name: Wal-
ter. Walter Winschel.

He was an extremely attractive child. He had large blue eyes, a thin, al-
most feminine mouth, a sharp little nose and the delicate, rounded chin
of his mother. His complexion, like hers, was exceedingly fair, and it
would remain so unusually pink and soft that throughout his life people
remarked upon it. Jennie cut his blondish hair in a long bang across his
forehead; later he swept it to the right just over his eye in what was
nearly a “peekaboo.” Only the ears seemed oversized, and it wasn’t until
he reached his teens that he grew into them.

The Winchels believed he favored their family, and most especially his
aunt Dora. Jennie liked to believe he favored her, as he did increasingly
as he neared adolescence. She adored him and dressed him in stylish suits
and knickers that almost dandified him. (He didn’t get his first pair of
long pants until he was fifteen.) An aunt said of Jennie’s relationship to
Walter, “She used to butter his bread and put it in his mouth.”

And yet, whenever as a grown man Walter reminisced about his child-
hood, it was never the maternal affection he recalled, never much happi-
ness of any sort. What he remembered was the deprivation he suffered,
the times he went unfed, unclothed, and neglected. And he remembered
not just the poverty, for the poverty seemed not even the worst of it; his
sensitivity sharply honed by the Winchels’ condescension to his father, he
remembered most of all the abuse that accompanied the poverty from
people who felt superior to him—people who insulted and reviled him
because he was poor. And he related these tales of mistreatment so
matter-of-factly that at least one friend would nearly be moved to tears as

he listened. “Horrible cruelty was the way of the world. He knew no
other.”
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The Winschels were indeed poor. At the time of Walter’s birth Jacob
was a shirtmaker working with two brothers from the Lower East Side
named Lapidus who owned a clothing store at 42 Walker Street, just be-
low Canal Street in a warehouse district of lower Manhattan. But he
barely earned a living. The family was so poor that they were constantly
on the move, presumably to dodge the rent-collector or take advantage of
the rent reductions that landlords often offered new tenants as an induce-
ment. From the apartment on East 112th Street where Walter was born,
the Winschels moved to 25 East 103d Street, at the corner of Madison
Avenue, just a block from Central Park, two blocks from the New York
Central Railroad, which ran up Park Avenue and amid empty parcels of
land soon to be filled with other apartment houses. One year later they
moved again, this time to a five-story tenement at 113 East 1ooth Street,
across from the car barns of the Metropolitan Street Railway and as close
to the abject, working-class section of Harlem as any Winchel ever ven-
tured.

It was in this apartment on May 20, 1900, that Jennie gave birth to her
second child. Once again George Winchel provided the name. Algernon
he called him, with typical Winchel pretentiousness, though even Jennie
was befuddled by it. “Walter I like,” she would say. “But what’s with this
Algernon?”

The Winschels weren’t long on 1ooth Street either. Before Algy had
turned two, they had decamped for another five-story tenement on a
largely undeveloped block between Fifth and Madison avenues on 106th
Street near Central Park. Within a year, they were gone again. The
building at 15 East 117th was also five stories, but there were only six
families living there, and the area, three blocks south of Mount Morris
Park, was reasonably nice. With Jennie’s father as a boarder, this would
be their home for the next three years—a brief interlude of stability in
their otherwise hectic, unsettled life.

It was during this period that Jacob left the Lapidus brothers and went
into business for himself, selling silk for women’s undergarments. But
a partner soon made off with the bolts of cloth, and Jacob hadn’t the re-
sources to fight. “My pop wasn’t much of a businessman, but he was a
hell of a pinochle player,” was the way Walter would later put it to a
friend, suggesting that his father was really the victim of his own shift-
lessness.

Bumping haplessly from job to job, Jacob would cadge money off his
brother George or his brother-in-law Billy Koch. Billy’s son, Howard, re-
membered Jacob appearing uninvited every Sunday before dinner, always
with a new get-rich-quick scheme if only Billy would advance him the
money. “Here’s Uncle Jake again” became a family refrain. The Winchels
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saw him in his dapper suits, living far beyond his means as they them-
selves were, trying to maintain a pretense of success, but nothing could
mask his desperation. Jacob Winschel was a failure. He reminded them of
who they really were and how little removed they themselves were from
disaster. He was their nightmare.

And Jacob knew. However insouciant he may have seemed in his
weekly forays for money, he knew he was a failure. It was humiliating for
him to be scraping by while George and Max were making their way on
the Curb. It was humiliating to beg for their handouts. He was the eldest,
five years George’s senior, yet George was the family chieftain, the one
who had even named Jacob’s own children with Jennie’s blessing, while
Jacob himself was ostracized. In his own view, he was not shiftless. In his
own view, he had been the victim of bad luck and ill timing, and it was
in moments like these—when he was forced to confront his failure and
beg for money—that his humiliation would flare into resentment.

What aggravated that sense of resentment, what brewed the storm
within the Winschel family, was that Jennie was no more sympathetic to
her husband’s plight than were his siblings. “There was nasty talk,” re-
membered Beatty Koch’s daughter, Lola, speaking of family gossip about
quarrels between Jennie and Jacob. The wife of Jennie’s nephew Willie
said, “He never made the mother a living—I’ll put it like that.” Jacob
would agree that his wife’s open hostility was the product of his business
misfortunes. “My wife has been most dissatisfied with me for the reason
that I am not as good a provider or [sic] as she has observed other hus-
bands to be.” In the best of times, he later admitted, he never earned
more than $1,600 a year.

But there was more to the Winschels’ tension than financial distress.
There was also Jacob’s infidelity.* “My father was always attractive to
women—a real lady killer,” Walter would write with some pride. The
adultery ripped the family apart no less than the poverty since Jennie,
neither long-suffering nor forgiving, often responded to her husband’s
misbehavior by disappearing—usually with the children, occasionally
without them. By some accounts, Walter and Algy were shuttled from
one relative to another, even split up and boarded out to strangers

*Lyle Stuart in his 1953 exposé The Secret Life of Walter Winchell (New York: Boar’s Head
Books) asserted that Jacob was a child molester and that this was obviously a formative element
for Walter—especially when Walter witnessed Jacob being beaten by a policeman for wooing
a fourteen-year-old neighbor. If true, this would force one to reevaluate Walter’s entire child-
hood. But there is no evidence, documentary or otherwise, that substantiates this charge, and
Stuart himself told me, “I don’t believe it’s true. . . . It was as scurrilous as the stuff he
[Winchell] does.”
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while Jacob gallivanted and Jennie sewed piecework to make ends meet.

In the fall of 1905, when Walter was eight and Algy only five, Jennie
moved in with her sister Rose in Danville, a moderate-sized tobacco and
cotton mill town of fifteen thousand in the Virginia Piedmont. As Walter
recalled it unsentimentally in his autobiography, his mother took Algy
while he remained behind with Grandma Fannie in New York. It was un-
likely, however, that Jennie would have taken Algy and left Walter. Algy
annoyed her. Unlike Walter, he was pinch-faced, with a high forehead,
beetle brows and a wide mouth curled into an expression of perpetual
dyspepsia that made him look like a gunsel in a gangster film. “Algy was
pathetic,” said his cousin Lola.

It was much more probable that Jennie took both boys, possibly in-
tending to leave Jacob for good, and a gap in Walter’s education of fifteen
months—from October 190§ to January 19o7—coincides with the time
Jennie spent in Danville. Exactly what Walter and Algy did during this
year is impossible to determine; there is no record of either attending
school there. What Walter seemed to remember from this period were
his Aunt Rose’s “delicious chawklit and coconut cakes” and the nickel she
gave him each day.

But Danville was only a respite from the domestic storm, not an es-
cape. Dressing Walter like “a little bitty” so he could get on the train for
half-fare, Jennie returned to New York that winter of 190o6—07, this time
to still another apartment—the sixth in nine years—in a six-story build-
ing at 55 West 116th Street, between Lenox and Fifth avenues in their
old Harlem neighborhood, now on its way to becoming a Jewish ghetto.
And she returned to Jacob.

It was shortly after their return that Jacob gave up his foundering silk
company. For the next two years he clerked, but once again his financial
prospects failed to improve. To help out, Walter took on a series of jobs:
running errands at the local butcher shop, delivering the Harlem Home
News and the New York Evening Journal, peddling subscriptions for the
Saturday Evening Post in front of the subway kiosk at ri6th Street and
Lenox (hoping, futilely, to win a pony) and on rainy days holding an um-
brella over detraining passengers for a nickel.

In a childhood of unrelieved poverty, hard work, dislocation and paren-
tal discord, the incident Walter seemed to remember most vividly, almost
fondly, was an accident. As he told it in one version—and he loved telling
it so much that he kept telling it throughout his life with embellishments
and variations—he was chasing a ball during a game of punchball when
he was struck by a trolley. “That is how I became a Broadway columnist,”
he would quip. “I was kicked in the head by a horse when I was young.”
In another telling, he was sledding down a hill at rroth Street and Man-
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hattan Avenue when he swerved to avoid a drunk, spun into the street
and was struck by the wagon, opening a three-inch gash on his leg. Ter-
rified, he ran blocks looking for help, but nurses chased him off their
stoops. Finally he staggered into a drugstore, where a kindly policeman
calmed him and called an ambulance to take him to the hospital. He re-
ceived three stitches—his family couldn’t afford a painkiller—before his
grandmother Fannie collected him. The Evening Sun, he said, even re-
ported the incident, marking his first appearance in a newspaper.

What seemed to make the episode so memorable for Walter was not
the terror or the pain or even the nurses’ anger as he sought their help,
but that he had gotten attention. In a life of poverty and neglect, in a life
where his parents were increasingly preoccupied, that is what he most
craved, what he most needed. The questions he now asked himself were
how and where a poor boy might find attention in Harlem. And though
he was shy and insecure, he found the answer directly across the street
from his apartment building in the Imperial Theater.

Owned by two brothers named McKibbon, who prided themselves on
discovering talent, the Imperial was, in its day, one of the leading show-
places in Harlem. By 1909, its day had long passed, and its name had be-
come ironic rather than descriptive. “[T]he carpets in its aisles were
frayed from the scuffling of many shoes,” remembered one of Walter’s
neighbors, “its orchestra consisted of one piano whose ancestor must
have been a tin can, and everyone in the neighborhood knew by heart ex-
actly what its four faded backdrops looked like.” It had fallen so steeply
that the McKibbons had even converted it from a vaudeville house into
a movie theater.

None of this made any difference to Walter. Already he was practicing
to perform—pounding iron strips into the soles of his shoes and tap-
dancing on the bathroom floor until the neighbors ordered him to desist.
At school, he would rehearse for classmates. “I can still remember the
way I felt when the other kids watched me dancing,” his longtime ghost-
writer Herman Klurfeld quoted him. “It was a kind of exciting, breathless
feeling.”

The only way to get onstage at the Imperial was to be a “song plug-
ger”—someone who sang new tunes before the movie started and led the
audience in a community sing. (Pluggers were called that because their
object was to sell sheet music for the songs they sang.) Late in 1909
Walter and a classmate named Jack Weiner convinced the McKibbons
to give them a chance. For the McKibbons, the risk was low: just ten
cents per song on Sunday and five dollars for the week according to one
performer, nothing according to Walter. Ushering was a throw-in.

But before the pair got started, the son of the Imperial’s new cashier
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also approached the McKibbons looking for a job. Another victim of pov-
erty, tiny George Jessel had been furloughed to Harlem to live with his
maternal grandparents, and he frequently serenaded the customers at his
grandfather’s tailor shop. Now that his mother was working at the thea-
ter, Jessel also hatched the idea of plugging songs there. As Jessel later re-
counted it, one of the McKibbons told him that he had hired two other
boys just the day before but thought the three of them might be able to
form a trio. The owner then summoned Walter and Jack Weiner and ne-
gotiated a merger. A photo at the time shows Jessel, almost exactly a year
younger than Walter and a full head shorter, staring seriously and some-
what diffidently at the camera, while Walter, hand casually in his pocket
and wearing a flowing tie, striped knickers and a key fob, strikes a much
more confident pose. He was already preening.

Billing themselves as the “Little Men with the Big Voices,” Weiner the
tenor, Walter the alto, and Jessel the baritone took the stage name of
Leonard, Lawrence and McKinley, the Imperial Trio.* Because of the
Gerry Society, an organization that watchdogged children working in the
theater, the trio couldn’t perform on the stage; instead they sang in
the small piano pit, where Phil Baker, later to become a famous come-
dian, accompanied them. Daytime audiences received the trio generously.
However, the evening audiences, wrote Jessel, resented them as an intru-
sion on “a great deal of heavy necking (and other things), which was the
main reason for going to a movie in those days, particularly in that neigh-
borhood with its lack of motels and crowded tenement bedrooms.” The
trio often found themselves dodging “pickles and other assorted garnish
from the local deli” until the McKibbons hired a neighborhood ruffian
named Harry Horowitz to keep order. Five feet tall and “the ugliest guy
I ever saw, with sneaky little orbs” and “more pimples and acne than any
of us,” in Walter’s description of him, Horowitz would later gain notori-
ety as “Gyp the Blood,” one of the assassins of the gambler Herman
Rosenthal.

At the Imperial, Walter got attention, but not because his voice was
particularly good—he was only a middling singer—or because he under-
stood stagecraft. He was the star of the Imperial Trio because he was at-
tractive. Mildred Luber, a neighbor, remembered watching him there
with Jennie and Algernon. He was “dressed in blue serge knickers pulled
far down below the knees,” she recalled thirty years later, “his hair cut
‘Buster Brown style,” and with a collar after that worn by the same comic-

“When he was famous, Walter usually told interviewers that the trio consisted of himself,
Jessel and Eddie Cantor—an obvious attempt to revise his past and make the Imperial Trio
seem far more impressive than it really was.
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strip character.” The effect was “very romantic. For Walter Winchell was
a very handsome boy—blond, slim, with finely chiseled features.”

Jessel called him the “heart throb of 116th Street,” and Walter con-
curred. “No lady killer or any of that stuff,” he wrote in his autobiogra-
phy. “I just liked girls.” In one story, which was repeated in nearly every
profile of Winchell during his heyday, his partners took the stage while
he was occupied in the balcony with a girl. As Jessel told it, he and Wei-
ner were singing “I Dream in the Gloaming of You” when he realized
that Walter wasn’t going to appear. So Jessel stopped and informed the
manager, who, in turn, dispatched Gyp the Blood to fetch him.
“Winchell spent the rest of his life getting even with me,” Jessel wrote
earnestly after the friends had had a falling-out. For his part, Walter later
denied it had ever happened: “I missed the performance because I was
sore at my partners about something or other. Maybe I was too busy sell-
ing papers.” Years later, however, he would recall a girl named Ruthie
Rosenberg sitting in the balcony of the Imperial after school to hear him
sing or tell a few jokes between songs.

It was a happy interval, but it was to be short-lived. Jessel’s recollection
was that the Imperial Trio were fired for reasons of economy. In one ac-
count, Walter learned that they were about to be terminated and made a
preemptive assault by asking for a raise. When the manager dismissed
them instead, Walter allegedly wheeled on Weiner and yelled, “This is
your fault. I told you the jokes are lousy.” Years later, Weiner said in his
own defense that “Winchell talked too fast. He talked us right out of that
job.”

Fortunately, a song plugger named Leo Edwards had heard the boys
and mentioned them to his brother Gus, a singer/songwriter who was
then forming a new vaudeville revue featuring child performers. A few
weeks after their firing, the Imperial Trio regrouped in Tin Pan Alley to
audition and won a spot in the upcoming show. It was to be called Gus
Edwards’ 1910 Song Revue, and it was to be Walter Winschel’s passport
out of Harlem.

Not all the Winchels approved of Walter’s leaving school for vaude-
ville; no doubt they feared he would end up like his father, aimless and
broke. But Walter, having also witnessed his father’s futility, was adamant
that show business was the way he would avoid his father’s fate. “Ever
since I was a little boy,” he recalled,

I had a great suspicion that the commonly known ways to fame and
fortune were the bunk. I even charged my family with conspiracy,
when at a meeting of sixteen uncles and fourteen aunts [obviously
hyperbole], I was informed that the only way Mrs. Winchell’s little
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boy could ever be famous was by practicing “early to bed and early
to rise” and the golden rule. Look at the milkman, I childishly ar-
gued, where would he be today if he ever listened to such advice. . ..
When my grandmother seized her knitting instead of offering an an-
swer I knew that I had them tied in knots. From then onward I de-
cided that I would be different. I would attain success by going to
bed late and getting up later. . . .

The story seems improbable, since the Winchels were not a particu-
larly close-knit family. But it was almost certainly an accurate reflection
of how Walter felt at the time: angry, independent, rebellious, eager to
get on with his life. School held no attraction for him; when he was fa-
mous, he liked to brag that he had been the “school dunce.” Even if he
had been studious, his year in Danville with his mother had effectively
put him a year behind, and at PS. 184 he had been left back in Grade 5B
twice and Grade 6A once, meaning that his classmates were now more
than two years younger than he was.

In the end, he may have been too emotionally insecure for school, too
sensitive and needy underneath the tough-street-kid carapace he wore. A
teacher once mildly reprimanded him and he raced home in tears. On an-
other occasion he had secured a pass to the Alhambra Theater and
brought it to school to show off to his envious classmates. Before long he
had concocted the story that his father was manager of the Alhambra.
‘When his classmates found out otherwise and began taunting him, he was
so humiliated, or so the story goes, that he stayed away from school for
three weeks.

To the extent he was remembered by the teachers at P.S. 184, it was,
he said, “as a boy with perfect manners” who “always doffed my cap.” To
the extent Walter remembered the school, he remembered a Miss
O’Donnell, his sixth-grade teacher, “a robust looking brunette” who kept
him after school to kiss him full on the lips, though another time, musing
about having had to repeat the grade, he wrote, “Maybe she really
cared.” By June he had been expelled, almost certainly for truancy. (In his
last semester he was present only forty-six days and absent twenty-eight.)
But by this time he was already appearing with Gus Edwards.

In 1910, it wasn’t unusual for boys Walter’s age to quit school and go
to work, though in later years he would often make it sound as if it were.
In 1914, the year Walter would have graduated from high school, less
than 12 percent of seventeen-year-olds earned a diploma, and as late as
1925 the dropout rate from fifth to sixth grade was 1o percent, with an-
other 10 percent dropping out between the sixth and seventh grades.
What was far more unusual than his leaving school was his leaving home,
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leaving Harlem. Harlem, however, would never leave him. His friend Er-
nie Cuneo believed that Walter’s childhood “had left him with four
inches of scar tissue around his heart, and with a heart full of fear, instead
of some love, the fear of being broke.” That is why, Cuneo said, Walter
became such a compulsive worker, repeating on many occasions his own
axiom: If you want a helping hand, take a look at the end of your arm.
“[Wlhat was regarded as a cynical statement by him was in fact the story
of a boy who worked his way up.”

His childhood in Harlem had made him antagonistic, suspicious and
resentful. Some people said it had made him incapable of caring about
anyone or anything save himself, all of which he readily admitted. Speak-
ing before a charitable group some fifty years later, Walter told them:

I met the world and all comers at catchweights on the Harlem and
other New York streets as a newsboy. ... The only thing in my
corner (when I was 12) was the corner lamp post. . . . Any tenderness
I may have developed is entirely due to the cold iron and steel in
that lamp post.

A lot of people are going to psychiatrists these days to find out
what they want [he concluded]. From my childhood (with the Gus
Edwards’ School Days Act when I was 13) I knew what I didn’t
want. . .. I didn’t want to be cold. I didn’t want to be hungry, home-
less or anonymous.

III

They called Gus Edwards “the Dago.” A wiry man with a narrow face,
thick black hair, and dramatically dark eyes, Edwards had actually been
born in Poland in 1868 of German and Polish parents and had grown up
in Poland and Russia as the borders shifted. At thirteen he decided to join
two brothers who had emigrated to America, but having no passport, he
drove cows across the Russian border into Poland, then ran as fast as he
could “without so much as a farewell look toward Russia.” He came over
from Rotterdam in steerage, passing the voyage by singing on deck while
wealthier passengers tossed him coins.

In New York, he worked as a tobacco stripper at a cigar factory, but he
was always singing for his fellow workers and eventually pestered his way
onstage. Soon he was writing his own songs. While entertaining at an
Army camp during the Spanish-American War, he met Will Cobb. With
Edwards composing the melody and Cobb the lyrics, they wrote “I Can’t
Tell Why I Love You but I Do.” It was the first of a string of hits that
would make Edwards one of the country’s most popular songwriters: “By
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the Light of the Silvery Moon,” “In My Merry Oldsmobile,” “If 1 Was
a Millionaire,” “Look Out for Jimmy Valentine” and, perhaps the most
enduring of them all, “School Days.”

In 1905 Edwards married Lillian Bleiman, a former actress, and with
her assistance rapidly became his own cottage industry. While continuing
to write songs for stage plays, he began producing vaudeville acts: the
Blond Typewriters, the Messenger Boys (with a young Groucho Marx),
and a children’s vaudeville he called Kid Kabaret (which launched Eddie
Cantor). He had no children of his own, but his shows obviously com-
pensated. Most of his discoveries were poor kids, as he had been. “They
were talented youngsters,” his wife remembered, “that Gus had recruited
from ferryboats, street corners, alleys and wherever youngsters happened
to be singing or dancing.” One joke at the time ran: “Here comes Gus
Edwards. Hide your children.”

Walter Winschel, Jack Weiner and George Jessel joined Edwards’s Song
Revue for rehearsals in April 1910 and opened six weeks later, on June 10
at the Hudson Theater in Union Hill, New Jersey. By vaudeville stan-
dards it was an extravaganza. The program lasted forty-two minutes with
five scene changes, more than a dozen songs, and a cast of twenty-eight
including Edwards himself. Variety, the entertainment trade paper, called
it “without a doubt the largest offering from a scenic view point that va-
riety holds.”

The curtain rose to reveal seven newsboys, among them Walter, shoot-
ing craps in the Bright Light District and breaking into “Dear Old East
Side” before seguing into “If I Was a Millionaire.” In the next scene, on
an Italian street set, Edwards and a young soprano named Lillian Board-
man, accompanied by the children in peasant costumes, sang “Rosa
Rigoletto.” For “Look Out for Jimmy Valentine,” in which Walter had a
featured role, the cast dressed as burglars and crept down the aisles.
Edwards then performed a medley of his hits, the blue stage curtain em-
blazoned with his crest parting to reveal tableaux that illustrated the
songs. The finale, “On the Levee,” was a white-face minstrel show. “I
was one of the kids who helped decorate the stage with bales of cotton
and all those beautiful girls,” Walter recalled.

Though the show earned an enthusiastic reception in Union Hill, the
performances there amounted to a tryout before hitting New York City,
where the booking agents for the vaudeville circuits were headquartered.
Getting a booking on one of the circuits was the only real security in
vaudeville, but Edwards arrived in New York only to discover that the
larger agencies had little interest in “kid” shows. After a spate of rejec-
tions he finally persuaded the Hammerstein Theater to book the act.
Then he braced himself for the audience’s reaction.
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“What an ovation on opening night,” Mrs. Edwards recalled years
later. “A dozen curtain calls and Gus taking bow after bow with his tal-
ented babes screaming with glee because we were ‘in.’” The reception
was the same at nearly every performance: three encores and four curtain
calls at one show, five encores at another and, by one report, “the ap-
plause did not subside until Gus, gasping for breath, made a neat speech.”
The reception proved equally enthusiastic on the road. In Chicago, the
reaction was so tumultuous that Edwards had to take the stage again and
promise to return the following year before the crowd would quiet. One
reviewer accurately prophesied, “It will attract business in any town.”

For Walter, the success of the Song Revue meant $15 a week and the
promise of relief from the abuses he had suffered by being poor. But it
was only a promise. After contributing $5 each week to his mother and
after covering his own expenses, there was virtually no money left, not
even for necessities. He would always remember playing in Springfield,
Massachusetts, with Edwards when the air was brisk and chilly and he
hadn’t an overcoat. He was warming himself over a grate when a girl in
a song-and-dance act motioned him in and offered him an old coat that
her partner was going to toss away. Walter gratefully accepted the gift.
But just as she was shortening the coat her partner returned, saw Walter
and “flew into a terrible rage.” He began screaming at the boy, calling
him a “dirty little beggar.”

There was another promise too: the promise of emotional security. In
joining the troupe, he had escaped his own unstable family for a surro-
gate family that was designed, if only as a business proposition, to be har-
monious and efficient. Mrs. Edwards always traveled with the company,
clucking maternally over her wards, and she was especially fond, or so she
said, of Walter. “You probably never knew it,” she would later write him,
“but you were my favorite long before you became the famous W.W.—
your personality—even as a young man you were at the time you joined
us[,] was outstanding—and you appealed to me very much.”

And while Gus himself complained in mock exasperation about his
charges—“Personally, I am in favor of an act of the Legislature authoriz-
ing an official spanker with every theatrical company employing child-
ren”—he also served as a father figure to them. One writer, watching him
with his troupe before a performance, remarked that “the solicitude
Edwards showed for every one of his boys and girls was only matched by
the friendliness of the boys and girls for each other.”

But for Walter Winschel the promise of camaraderie was broken by a
single incident. A few weeks into the tour, at the Warburton Theater in
Yonkers, New York, Walter was playing tag backstage with another of the
boys, little Georgie Price, when Price accidentally broke a prop vase and
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then told the manager that Walter had done it. Walter was immediately
dismissed. Despondent, his world suddenly shattered, he sat in the gutter
outside the theater, his head buried in his arms, and wept. Irene Martin,
one of the revue’s featured performers, saw him and asked what was
wrong. When Walter told her he had been fired, she ordered him to get
ready for the show.

As Walter later learned, Irene was close to Mrs. Edwards. “When
Irene told her that I was dismissed, she gave her husband the Old What
For. . .,” wrote Walter of Mrs. Edwards’s response. But Walter, vengeful
even then, could never forgive either Georgie Price or Gus Edwards for
the injustice done him. More than thirty years later, when Edwards was
ill and broke, his wife wrote Walter asking his help and still apologizing
about the vase. It did not soften Walter. When a press agent representing
Edwards asked Walter to place an item in the column on his old mentor,
Walter allegedly said, “Go tell that SOB to go —— himself!”

The show, with Walter back in the fold, was booked for a solid year on
the Orpheum vaudeville circuit, traveling from Chicago to California and
back again. (To get reduced children’s fares on the train, it was said that
Edwards dressed all the boys in knickers, until a conductor spotted Jessel
smoking a cigar.) But whether it was his disillusionment over the vase in-
cident or his natural wariness, Walter had already disengaged himself
from the other members of the company, including Jessel. Most of the
fourteen-year-old’s attentions during the tour were now focused on beau-
tiful eighteen-year-old Irene Martin, the girl who had intervened to save
his job. With Martin’s smile, he said, “the whole world lighted up. ... 1
carried one of her valises. I ran errands for her. ... I worried so much
that someone might molest or bother her that I became her self-
appointed G-man.” Wherever she stayed, he would take a room and sleep
outside her door to ward off harm.

Though she reciprocated only with kindness, Walter cried when they
parted at the end of the season.* She would be off to another show while
he returned to Harlem that summer of 1911, to his family’s new, and
what would prove to be its last, apartment, at 125 West 116th Street, a
narrow railroad flat on the fifth floor of one of eleven tenements on the
block, next door to an undertaker who stacked his coffins on the
Winschels’ stoop. Walter rejoined Edwards that fall and spent the next

“When she married another vaudevillian several years later, Walter was jealous. Decades later
in Los Angeles, he met an acquaintance of Irene’s who suggested he call her. He tried repeat-
edly and left messages with the woman who answered her phone but never heard from Irene.
Seeing the acquaintance again not long after, he recounted his efforts to contact his old “love.”
“She wants you to remember her as she was,” he was told.
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two seasons in new editions of the Song Revwe. Though Edwards had
made only minor alterations, mainly adding songs and moving “By the
Light of the Silvery Moon” to the climax, the response didn’t diminish.
“There is not a member of Mr. Edwards’ big company, from the star
himself down to the clever children who are big factors in the success of
the act, who does not make good as a singer and dancer,” enthused one
reviewer that year, proclaiming the show “the hit of the season” and pre-
dicting a record audience.

After three seasons, though, Walter was still essentially an extra.
Georgie Price, who did imitations of stage and vaudeville stars, and di-
minutive Lila Lee, who sat atop the piano while Gus played, were the
stars who stole the show while Walter languished anonymously in the
chorus. Though he had no alternative plan, by the summer of 1913
he seemed ready to leave the show. He was sixteen, his career was stag-
nating, he was getting too old to play a newsboy, and as a supernumerary
he had never received the attention he so badly desired.

As it turned out, the decision was made for him after the Song Revue
closed at the Hammerstein Theater in New York and Edwards was forced
to reduce the company for the road. Walter was offered a job in Schoo/
Days, another Edwards act, but he latched on instead with singer Kitty
Gordon, belting songs from a box while she changed costumes. Here was
a chance for him to solo, to be the center of attention, only he went ter-
ribly off key at one performance and fled the stage in acute embarrass-
ment just as he had once fled his classroom. He never returned to the act.

Temporarily out of show business, he took a job as an office boy with
the Remington Typewriter Company, but his boss, “a young man who
was marvelous material for a second Lieutenancy, made me unhappy,”
and Walter left “before I got caught stamp collecting.” Another job with
the American Felt Company ended just as quickly. Office jobs, he quickly
realized, “bored the hell out of me.” So back he went to the rehearsal hall
where Edwards’s School Days was being readied for the summer-fall sea-
son. He arrived just as one of the boys was balking at his role. A few days
later, Walter got the part. He would play Ritchie Cross, the “tough guy.”

Walter himself was anything but tough. He was so nervous his first
week out in Schenectady, New York, that he provoked a fight at the local
pool hall because, as he later told the road manager Roy Mack, he felt he
had to seem tough all the time to hold on to his job in the show. Mack
was small and jug-eared with arching eyebrows and a round little mouth
that gave him a supercilious look; in the act he played O. Bostonbeane
Harvard, a snooty milquetoast whom Walter bashed with a rolled-up
newspaper. Though not much older than Walter, Mack now took him
under his wing. Walter, who had never planned beyond the next season,
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even began thinking that he might become a road manager like Mack.
Eventually, when Walter complained about being the lowest-paid mem-
ber of the act, Mack appointed him assistant manager, with a $5 raise
which he paid out of his own pocket, “as Edwards would not give anyone
a raise.” Together they would break the sets and pack the show for the
train ride to the next town. Between performances, they wrote songs—
Mack the music, Walter the lyrics. For the first time in his life Walter
was focused. He had an ambition.

And, that summer of 1914, he also had love. Nellie and Dolly Cliff
were two petite English orphans in the nine-member company, but Wal-
ter hadn’t had much to do with either of them until he was paired with
Nellie in a number called “Here Comes My Rover.” For the song the
boys would get down on all fours and paw the air while the girls put dog
collars around their necks. At one performance—in Lowell, Massachu-
setts, on July 4, Walter would always remember—Nellie “chucked hers at
me and struck me on the nose.” Walter cursed, and Nellie stormed off
the stage, demanding that he be fired.

As he often did when he felt desperate, Walter left the theater and be-
gan to weep. Then he went to Nellie’s dressing room and stood outside
the door, rehearsing an apology. He happened to overhear Nellie tell
Dolly that she would die for Lux, a soap and washing powder, so Walter
immediately raced out to get it. The next day a mollified Nellie sat next
to him on the train. “You know, you’re a nice boy,” she told him. “You
have nice features, too. And you’d make a nicer appearance if you did
something about those pimples.” Walter was so embarrassed by his recent
outbreak of acne that he slathered his face with medications for years
“because Nellie liked me a little.”

Nellie was a lovely girl. She had wide dimples, an engagingly broad
smile and long brownish blond ringlets that framed her square face. And,
unlike Irene Martin, she was no cold, unattainable object. She had an ef-
fervescence about her; one acquaintance said she danced when she
walked. Walter was so infatuated that he scarcely had time for anything
else but Nellie, including his duties as assistant manager. He loved enter-
taining her. Between performances Roy Mack would play “Oh, For the
Life of a Fireman!” on the piano, and Walter, singing and “doin’ my
funny imitation” would make Nellie and Dolly “holler with laughter.” It
was, Walter said, “a beautiful tme in my young life.”

The courtship took place on hot dusty trains, in dressing rooms and
boardinghouses, at the Greek diners where the thespians invariably ate.
There was no money for anything else. On nonworking days, which was
any day the troupe was traveling or was laid over, no one got paid, and
because each performer bore the cost of his or her own Pullman berth,

WorldRadioHistory



The Curse / 23

all but the highest-salaried, like the Cliff sisters, were always strapped for
funds. To his acute embarrassment, Walter looked like a vagabond. His
pants had a hole in the seat, and he claimed he never went out without
a raincoat to cover it, even on the sunniest of days.

As the School Days troupe moved West, after making the Delany Time
vaudeville circuit through New York and spending a few weeks on the
small Gus Sun circuit in Ohio, Walter decided to stage a strike. There
was a week’s layoff after the performances in Stockton, California, and
Walter told Mack he was going to stay. “Either you were pretty broke or
I had refused to advance you some money or general disgust” was how
Mack later reasoned it. How serious the threat was, with Walter so
deeply smitten by Nellie, is hard to say. But he told Mack that he had
landed himself a job on the Stockton Record as a reporter, and when
Mack, incredulous, checked it out, he found that Walter had indeed
somehow managed to sell himself as a newspaper reporter.

Now Mack tried to call Walter’s bluff by heading off to the train sta-
tion without him. Walter didn’t budge, and in the end, Mack—mainly,
he said, because he would have been obligated by California law to pay
Walter’s fare back to New York—talked him out of quitting and gave
him another small raise to load the baggage. That ended the revolt,
but it was the first time Walter had indicated any interest in journalism.

The reason seventeen-year-old Walter had wanted the raise was that he
had decided to marry Nellie and had even introduced her to his mother,
who approved. What disrupted their plans was the outbreak of war in
Europe. Nellie and Dolly had a brother back in England and felt they
should return home to be with him during the hostilities. Between per-
formances in Baltimore Walter mournfully accompanied Nellie on a
shopping expedition for the young man who, Nellie said, was just about
Walter’s size. Using him as a model, she selected a complete wardrobe.
Later that evening, at a farewell party for the CIiff sisters, Nellie pre-
sented Walter with a brown paper package. It was the wardrobe, and with
it a large brown trunk embossed with Walter’s initials. “Wear these,” she
told him, “they will keep you remembering me.”

They bade farewell the next day at Grand Central Station, pledging
their troth to each other as the train pulled out, fully expecting to be re-
united once the war ended.

NEARLY TWO MORE YEARS passed before Walter returned to New
York—two years on the road with Schoo/ Days and away from Nellie. He
was so pale and haggard after the tour that on the train from Philadelphia
to New York he sat on the sunny side of the car with his face pressed
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against the window, desperately trying for a last-minute suntan to make
himself more presentable to his parénts.

For the summer hiatus in 1916 Edwards had given him a job at 1531
Broadway in Edwards’s music publishing offices. At night, Walter and
Harry Ruby, a pianist who later became famous as the writer of “Three
Little Words” and “I Wanna Be Loved by You,” plugged songs. Though
he was still assuming that Nellie would return and they would be mar-
ried, Walter’s plans remained vague. When they had been touring the
West, he, Mack and another member of the company, Dave Seed, had
toyed with the idea of forming their own act, the Whoopee Trio, but by
the fall he was back for his third season in Schoo/ Days, his sixth season on
the vaudeville circuit.

On the road again, he was miserable, pining for Nellie. “[W]hy[,] he
even cried,” recalled a friend, “and his one thought in life at that time
was to get to England([,] for that was where his sweetheart was going and
he would not be happy until he was reunited with his lady love.” But
Nellie hadn’t written him in months, and he now began unburdening his
soul to a pretty sixteen-year-old who had joined the act as a replacement
and who seemed eager to console him.

By June 1917, with the show on summer hiatus, Walter was once again
at loose ends. He and Mack had composed a patriotic song for School
Days, drumming up support for the recent American intervention in the
Great War, and they had found a small Pittsburgh music company to
publish it. Walter spent most of that summer plugging the tune, called
“Follow the Flag,” and finally persuaded the orchestra leader at the Pal-
ace Theater in New York, the most important of the vaudeville houses,
to play the song as an exit march. “The bugle’s call to arms has sounded
round the USA,” it began.

Uncle Sam is calling for us all.

He’s in a plight.

He has tonight

10 belp humanity.

Now is there one among you who will stall?

Follow the flag you love and do your duty.
Don’t be afraid to go and fight the foe.

Wialter was so excited to hear it played that his Schoo/ Days confidante
thought “he would have a stroke.” But it didn’t take him long to realize
that the song wasn’t going to be a hit, and his enthusiasm for songwriting
quickly waned. Instead he went to work for his father, who, with George
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Winchel’s backing, had formed another new company to import and sell
silk. Walter lugged a trunk filled with bolts of silk and satin from theater
to theater, hoping to convince the chorines to buy a few yards and make
their own undergarments. “[A]s W.W. was a young and handsome fellow
in those days,” wrote his Schoo/ Days friend, “he had little or no trouble
selling his silk.”

Sdll almost totally directionless, he wangled an invitation from Mack
to help out at a summer resort in upstate New York where Mack had
headed during the layoff. Mack had struck a deal with a vaudevillian
named Billy Dale to run a casino in Kenosha Lake called Rosenzweig’s
Waterfalls—entertaining, waiting tables, tending bar. Walter was taken
on as a handyman with room and board as salary, but he lasted only one
night, claiming “[h]e couldn’t stand the noise of the crickets and frogs.”

Back in New York that fall of 1917 he continued to drift, finally
through with School/ Days but without anything to replace it. Calling him-
self with some exaggeration a “light comedian,” he began visiting book-
ing agents, but this effort didn’t pan out either, and it began to seem to
him more and more likely that he might be heading down his father’s
road to oblivion. Only one option seemed to remain. His pretty School
Days confidante had been entreating him to form an act with her. The
girl’s name was Rita Greene, and by this time she and Walter had fallen
in love.

v

Rita and Walter had first met back in late 1913 or early 1914, when
School Days was appearing at Fox’s Audubon Theater in New York and
Rita stood outside the stage door asking how she might join the show.
They met again three years later when she was pulled from another Gus
Edwards revue to replace a departing performer in Schoo/ Days, and Wal-
ter, as assistant manager, coached her through rehearsals.

Born in Manhattan on January 26, 1900, she was the eldest of three sis-
ters. Her father, James Greene, was a sensitive, donnish Irish Catholic
schoolteacher who was given to severe bouts of depression. When Rita
was still a child, he suffered a nervous breakdown, and the girls and their
mother were sent to live with his sister on Staten Island. He recovered,
but could never return to teaching, and he became a placid, almost reces-
sive presence in the Greene household while his wife, in her granddaugh-
ter’s words, was “the ruler of the roost.”

Without paternal supervision, Rita as a child was a hellion. She hated
school and found every possible way to avoid it. Once, despite her par-
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ents’ injunctions against it, she took a trip up the Hudson River on the
Day Line without telling anyone and threw her mother into a panic. Her
greatest love was dancing, and that is why she was outside the Audubon
Theater that winter day, hoping to find a spot in the chorus of a vaude-
ville show, though she was only thirteen at the time, stood well under five
feet and weighed less than ninety pounds. “I'm small but mighty,” she
used to say.

Eventually she did hook on with Gus Edwards, joined Schoo/ Days and
consoled the moping Walter over Nellie Cliff. Theirs wasn’t love at first
sight, but “sympathy being kin to love,” Rita would write, “before I knew
it I fell in love with him, and he fell in love with me.” Nellie Cliff was
largely forgotten now.* Sailing back to New York from Florida that June
with the company when the season ended, Walter natty in a straw floater,
and Rita comely in a long flowing shift, they were clearly moony about
each other and dreaded being apart, which is why Rita had pressed Wal-
ter about forming an act.

When she first broached doing a “double act” together, “the idea of
the thing,” she remembered, “almost scared him to death.” All he could
say was, “What can I do [?]” He tried convincing her to rejoin School
Days, but Rita flatly refused and joined another act instead, the Moore &
Megley Revue, while Walter dithered. They were both so miserable apart
that she soon quit and was back in New York, trying to sell him once
again on the idea of an act and trying to boost his sagging confidence. He
was young, she told him. He was handsome. He cut a good figure on-
stage. And his voice, though he was no longer a tenor or alto, still wasn’t
half bad. Finally, with no other prospect before him, Walter surrendered.

Taking command, Rita borrowed money to buy an act for them—
novices usually didn’t develop their own acts—then found an agent to
represent them. The agent’s name was Sam Baerwitz, a Russian immi-
grant who had worked his way up the ranks of the legendary William
Morris agency before leaving to open his own firm. He provided them
with an old drop, or background, and paid them a straight salary while he
got his share from the theaters, “which helped us no end,” Rita said, “for
we were both young and all we really had was ambition.”

They called themselves Winchell & Greene. Rita claimed to have
added the second / to Walter’s name because she thought the name
looked unfinished otherwise, though Walter later circulated the story, of-

*Many years later Walter would find Nellie once again—working as a cleaning woman for an
acquaintance of his. She was suffering from colon cancer and was indigent, and though she
asked that Walter not be told, he was informed anyway. He arranged for her care and she
thanked him profusely, but the two never saw each other.
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ten repeated, that it had once been misspelled with two /’s on a marquee
and he decided to keep it because it looked better. (The problem with
this tale is that Walter always dated the error to 1919 in Chicago,
whereas they were actually being billed as Winchell & Greene long be-
fore then.) In another story, Walter credited his Uncle George with hav-
ing planted the idea years before when Walter visited George’s office and
noticed an extra / on his uncle’s name on the glass door. George “ex-
plained that the signpainter had made a mistake, but that it wouldn’t be
fatal.” Again, Walter liked the way the name looked and remembered it.
Whichever story is true, he was now Walter Winchell—a name so allit-
erative, so aesthetically balanced, so crisp, that in later years many of his
enemies would assume he had simply made it up.

Baerwitz booked Winchell & Greene at a theater in Astoria, Queens,
where the Loew’s vaudeville circuit broke in new acts. At first, Walter was
so frightened he barely moved, but he practiced constantly between per-
formances, gradually gaining enough polish and confidence that in a few
weeks he was singing a solo number and making patter while Rita
changed costumes. After several more weeks at “break-in” theaters, they
got a booking at Loew’s American at 42nd Street and Eighth Avenue in
Manhattan. Over the next few months they appeared in theaters through-
out greater New York and up and down the eastern seaboard until Loew’s
sent them on the road to Canada.

At the time there were, by one estimate, twenty thousand vaudevillians
in the United States, but only eight to nine thousand of them were reg-
ularly employed. According to another, even gloomier estimate, there
were ten thousand vaudeville performers, but only eight hundred of them
had regular work. Salaries were generally paltry, as Walter himself had
discovered: $20 a week for a single at one typical theater in Brooklyn, $40
for a double. Moreover, out of that salary you had to subtract not only
train fares and expenses but the commissions for both the circuit on
which you were booked and the agent who booked you—what the per-
formers derisively called a “double dip.” (“That’s like paying the butcher
a commission to shop at his store,” said Walter.) But for those chosen few
who did succeed in getting long-term bookings on one of the better cir-
cuits, the rewards could be considerable. At one booking office, acts av-
eraged $93 per week on the small-time circuits, usually in America’s
backwaters, and $427 for those who made the big time—this in 19109,
when the average manufacturing wage was $1,293 a year.

Rita and Walter played the “small time,” a term coined by a Variety re-
porter to describe the downscale circuits where performers either perse-
vered in the hope that they might be discovered and ascend to the big
time or had already made the big time and were now in their descent.
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Whichever they were, small-timers were constantly being reminded that
they were second-raters, and Walter later recalled “a dirty crack posted
by stagehands in the wings of the house at Butte, Montana. It flippantly
reminds the ‘smallies’ that the reason big-timers never have use for bath-
robes ‘is because they don’t have to wait around between performances.” ”

To add to their ignominy as small-timers, Rita and Walter were also
what was called a deuce act. Deuce acts occupied the second spot on a
vaudeville bill, one of the least desirable since the audience was often still
arriving while the deuce performed. Most deuces on the small time, Wal-
ter said, “suffered the same agony and humiliation.” The job of the deuce
act was to “settle” the audience and prepare it for the show to follow,
though Walter cracked with some truth that being second in vaudeville
“meant that your act wasn'’t good enough for tardy customers.”

Just how good or bad Walter and Rita were in those early months is a
matter of some dispute. Watching them rehearse in her parents’ apart-
ment, Aunt Beatrice’s daughter Lola thought they were “terrible.” And as
bad as they were in the living room, she said, they were even worse on-
stage. Another who remembered them from that period was only slightly
more charitable: “He was a fair actor, with bright chatter, but not ‘big
time’ caliber.”

But Walter had been steadily improving and had conquered his early
jitters, and other reviewers, if not exactly effusive, nevertheless found
Winchell & Greene quite satisfactory. “Both have good voices, and are
conscientious workers,” wrote one. “Miss Green [sic] is a nimble and
graceful dancer, while Winchell is not far behind her in this respect.” An-
other said they “made a decided hit with their comedy chatter and songs,
putting much ‘pep’ in their clever act.” And a third called them “as at-
tractive a couple as is to be found in a ‘double.’ They are refined, talented
and strive successfully to please.”

The act, called Spooneyville, was rudimentary by the standards of big
time. It opened with Rita perched on a brick wall, where Walter ap-
proached her. After some comic patter, they launched a duet, then wan-
dered to a bench for a “spooney bit” and delivered another song. While
Rita changed costumes offstage, Walter made some wisecracks and sang
a war song before giving way for Rita’s “eccentric” solo dance. They
closed with another duet and danced off into the wings. The whole per-
formance lasted twelve minutes.

Good or not, Winchell & Greene worked steadily through the spring
of 1918, partly by default. The war had decimated the ranks of vaudevil-
lians, for even though entertainers were classified as being “engaged in a
useful occupation” and thus exempt from service, hundreds had enlisted.
Walter never even mentioned the war, but playing benefits that spring
in Canada for wounded troops, some of them terribly maimed, he
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suddenly decided to enlist and convinced some Canadian officials to
help him. (Always a performer, he told Rita he wanted to join the Cana-
dian Air Force because he liked their uniforms better than the drab ones
back home.) It was only by claiming that airplanes terrified her that Rita
was able to persuade him to postpone his enlistment until they returned
to New York.

Once back in the city, Walter enrolled on July 22 as an apprentice sea-
man in the Naval Reserve Force. It wasn’t a particularly dangerous
assignment—his only wound was self-inflicted when he accidentally
burned his nose with sealing wax while trying to overhear a conversation
his superiors were having about women—and there was virtually no
chance of his being sent overseas. While Rita danced in local nightclubs,
Walter, a two-finger typist, worked from nine to five in the New York
Customhouse in lower Manhattan as a clerk and errand boy for Admirals
Johnson and Burrage. In the evening Walter would go to Rita’s apartment
on 22nd Street for dinner, then head up to his parents’ Harlem apartment
to sleep. Occasionally Aunt Beatrice invited them for one of her soirees,
and occasionally Rita’s mother sprang for tickets to the Palace, but these
were about the only interludes in a period of dull routine.

As far as his duties went, Walter was perfectly competent, and by Au-
gust he was promoted from landsman to yeoman. Five weeks later he was
called up for active duty, and a month after that he was assigned to sea
duty on the USS Isis, a small vessel the Navy had commandeered from
the Coast and Geodetic Survey to patrol the harbor. Though he never
discussed how he felt about his naval service, he did like wearing the blue
uniform, and Rita even speculated that is why he joined the Navy rather
than the Army. Like a costume, it seemed to give him a new assurance.
“Winchell was probably one of the few men in the Navy who could strut
sitting down,” remembered a fellow seaman. “He always acted as if he
was about to make a stage entrance or exit.”

As it turned out, he was to wear the uniform for less than five months.
On November 11, 1918, the armistice was declared, and on December s,
he was released from active duty with, he was to brag, perfect marks for
proficiency, sobriety and obedience. There was never any question that
he would return to vaudeville after his muster from service. “It never
dawned upon him that any other fields of endeavor might be entered
into,” Rita later wrote, “for where in any business could you sleep until
noon and more or less live your own life as you saw fit, all of which ap-
pealed strongly to WW.”

But the winter season of 1918-19 was a particularly difficult one on the
vaudeville boards. An epidemic of Spanish influenza had begun ripping
through the East in October, closing theaters and sending performers
scurrying back to New York in retreat. One trade paper reported that the
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flu had forced the layoff of five hundred acts, and by November, as it
swept across the country, leaving millions dead, it had even crowded war
news off the front pages. In Chicago the health commissioner ordered
that tickets not be sold to anyone “suffering from coughs or colds,” and
in the city’s suburbs, the militia patrolled the streets, breaking up gather-
ings of any kind. By late November the shuttered vaudeville houses were
slowly beginning to reopen, but then a second wave of the flu, just as se-
rious as the first, slammed the nation, darkening the theaters once again.
In many cities only the drugstores remained open.

For Walter and Rita professionally, the one positive note was how
slowly the armed services were moving to discharge their fellow vaudevil-
lians. Once the epidemic had passed, this opened a small breach for
Winchell & Greene. They resumed at a dilapidated theater, misnamed
the Grand Opera House, at 23rd Street and Eighth Avenue in Manhat-
tan. Rusty from the layoff and embarrassed by the venue, they decided to
ease themselves back in—wearing old clothes rather than their good cos-
tumes and cutting out Rita’s big dance solo. After their first performance
even they realized they were awful. Rita blamed the orchestra and the
theater. Walter, suddenly snappish, blamed Rita for cutting her dance and
not flirting with the audience the way she used to. As these recrimina-
tions were flying, the assistant manager knocked on their door. Walter,
just quipping, cracked, “Yeah, we're packing.” But the assistant manager
said, “Okay, Winchell, here’s your pictures.”

Walter was stunned. Not since the Imperial had he been canceled,
much less canceled from a place like the Grand Opera House. For the
next few weeks, jobless and overcome with his old feelings of inadequacy,
he loitered in front of the Palace, “hoping to meet a friend rich enough
to invite me to join him across the street for a cup of coffee and a sand-
wich. It was all so damn frustrating and humiliating.”

Most humiliating was trying to catch on again. Booking agents, he
complained, “considered you only after you could tell them: ‘Come up to
Proctor’s on 125th Street the last half of the week after next. I have a
showing there.” ” But “[a]s a rule they stalled you until you ‘went out and
got a rep’ and then they were willing to ‘handle’ you. Many a time I used
to pull that alibi that most ‘hams’ use today when you catch them at their
worst. ‘Oh, don’t tell me that you caught me at that performance!’ I used
to howl. ‘You should have been in last night when we knocked them for
a goal!’ ” But no matter how casual he may have seemed later, he never
forgot the sting of their neglect.

By January, he and Rita were back on the boards in New York, Con-
necticut and Massachusetts, playing the Poli circuit—a small-time route
even by the standards of small time. As the season wore on, they gradu-
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ally edged west, reaching Chicago late that February. They arrived in the
midst of a wintry blast that was threatening to paralyze the city. A friend
of Walter’s named Jo Swerling (later a prominent Hollywood screen-
writer) was a reporter on the Chicago Herald-Examiner and had been as-
signed to cover the blizzard. Between performances, Walter begged him
for a chance to help, and Swerling finally assigned him to go to the Illi-
nois Central Station and report back. “I told him of the great crowds,
women, children, this and that,” Walter would remember happily. “And
on the first page of the paper next morning I thrilled seeing less than the
paragraph I phoned him—included in the general story.” It was Walter’s
first newspaper article.*

In later years, whenever Walter told the story of his first journalism as-
signment, he usually said that he was tired of vaudeville at the time and
was considering becoming a newspaperman anyway. But aside from his
brief sit-down strike in Stockton years before, there is no evidence that
Walter had ever thought about becoming a reporter, and in any case he
had absolutely no training in journalism, save visiting newspaper offices
to finagle publicity for the act. But this time he left Chicago with a press
card authorizing him as a traveling correspondent—a gift from another
staffman on the Herald-Examiner. And he left with something else: His
newspaper aspirations had been “aroused.”

THAT SUMMER, WORK WAS scarce. The best Winchell & Greene could
do was a few weeks on Loew’s New York circuit and a few more at some
of the smaller theaters owned by vaudeville impresario B. F. Keith. Weary
and dispirited after two seasons of “chairwarming in offices and rebuffs
and rebukes,” Walter grumbled that the New York booking agents were
never going to give them a fair shake, and he devised a plan that he said
would determine their future once and for all. As Walter laid it out to
Rita, first they would sharpen the act, then, saying good riddance to New
York, they would somehow make their way to Chicago and try to impress
the western booking agents there in hopes of getting themselves a long
engagement on one of the western circuits where the competition wasn’t
as fierce as back east.

Fortuitously, Walter had no sooner hatched his scheme than Sam

*It is possible that Walter’s memory failed him when he called it a massive snowstorm. On
March 1, 1919, the Chicago Herald-Examiner headlined 45-MiLE GaLE SweEeps CrTY, com-
plete with an account, in the eleventh paragraph, of how the storm was affecting railroad traf-
fic. This may have been Walter’s item, but the snow was probably his embellishment, since the
paper reported “there will be little snow, but a high wind & sharp drop in temperature.”
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Baerwitz, their agent, phoned with a distress call: One of his acts had
canceled and Winchell & Greene were to take their place—a “disap-
pointment,” as it was known in vaudeville parlance. The new booking, on
Loew’s southern circuit, originated in New Orleans and snaked through
Kentucky to St. Louis. But the best part was that it ended at the
McVickers Theatre in Chicago, precisely where Walter wanted to be.

The trip north from New Orleans was tense. Walter had gotten hold
of a week-old issue of Variety in which the Chicago critic Jack Lait had
blasted another “double act” for doing the same song Walter had added
to his act, a flag-waving anthem called “Friends.” Remembering that the
Irish patriot Eamon De Valera had recently visited Chicago, Walter
quickly revised the lyric on the train: “And so I say—from Broadway to
Long Island ... From lowland up to highland—if we free Ireland—we’ll
be the best friends the Irish ever had!” Meanwhile, with President Wilson
sailing to Europe to iron out the postwar peace treaty, Walter borrowed
some topical gags from a team called Craft and Haley, which was booked
solidly back east and freely lent the material.

RITA: I was just thinking that the man I marry must be capable of be-
ing President of the United States!

wALTER: Oh, [“I intoned with a Pained Expression”] then I won'’t
do!

riTA: Why not?

WALTER: Because [“I groaned, winking at the audience”] I get
seasick—so easily!

Another gag, designed to appeal to World War I veterans, was the one
that “Really Did It,” according to Walter.

RITA: What is your idea of a good time?
wALTER: [“To which I deadpanned”] Watching a boatload of second
lieutenants sinking!

There was a ten-day layover between their engagement in St. Louis
and their show in Chicago. To tide them over, Walter booked them in a
few small theaters in the Southwest where they were the only act on the
bill and where at least one of the theaters still used oil lamps for foot-
lights. Walter sold the tickets himself and flirted with the girls who
looked “longingly” at him. Along the way Rita came down with the
grippe and was running a high fever, but the anticipation of Chicago was
so great that she went on anyway. “I felt instinctively,” she later wrote,
“that after we played the McVickers Theatre in Chicago, all would be
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well.” At their next-to-final stop, a three-day engagement in Indianapolis,
she spent the entire time washing their costumes in the hotel sink and
pressing them in preparation.

Waiting in Indianapolis the night before their Chicago opening, Wal-
ter and Rita shared their trepidations. Walter knew that if the act failed
now he was finished in show business, and he realized that he had made
no provision for doing anything else. They calculated that they had man-
aged to save just enough money to get them back to New York—“where
we intended to leave the aches of the profession to braver hearts,” Rita
said. Arriving in Chicago the next morning, August 4, 1919, in the mid-
dle of a blistering heat wave, they were so nervous they couldn’t eat.
“[O]ur knees were shaking,” wrote Rita. “[E]ven my hands were shaking,
and we both tried to appear nonchalant, for neither of us wanted to let
the other know how nervous we really were....”

Just as they were about to go onstage—at eleven forty-eight that morn-
ing, Walter remembered fifty years later—a new crisis arose. The fire in-
spector advised them that their “drop” hadn’t been properly fireproofed
and that it would cost them an additional ten or twelve dollars to make
it acceptable. (Walter had had it done in St. Louis to save money.) On the
verge of his biggest moment in vaudeville Walter exploded, yelling that
the fireproofing was a racket. He was in the middle of his tirade when
their music started, and he and Rita raced onstage.

What happened next was remarkable. Rather than fluster them, the ar-
gument had so preoccupied them that they sailed flawlessly through the
act. By the time they hit their second dance break, the “applause was
deafening,” and when Walter closed with his joke about the second lieu-
tenants, the “roof went off the theater, as show folks used to exaggerate.
We got six bows.” Returning to their dressing room, flushed with victory
for the first time in their careers, Walter asked Rita to marry him. “[I]t
will be the perfect finale to the struggle that just ended,” he told her.

Rita demurred. It wasn’t the first time that Walter had broached mar-
riage, but Rita had always insisted that they have at least a year’s work
lined up before she would consider it. Even now, despite their apparent
triumph, she knew the only reaction that really counted was the booking
agents’. Walter looked outside to the alley to receive their verdict. It was
choked with agents begging to sign them. He took full advantage of the
moment, savoring how the tables had turned from just a few weeks ago.
He wore his “ ‘tallest millinery’ when I went out to see them for I had
never tasted of success before and that moment of being high hat gave
me my biggest thrill. Here I was really snubbing booking agents!”

They were, Rita agreed, “bewildered with offers.” They chose to go
with Bheeler & Jacobs, a distinguished Chicago-based agency, and signed
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a two-year contract. By Friday, they had landed forty-eight weeks of work
on the Keith western circuit and then were promptly offered another
forty-eight on the Pantages circuit. This meant that they had nearly two
years of solid work and, since the second offer had come directly from
the Pantages’s Chicago manager, that they didn’t have to pay a commis-
sion to an agent for that tour. They had been bringing in $125 a week,
with Baerwitz giving them $8o to split. Now they would be making $2 50
a week. They were ecstatic.

The only question that remained was marriage. Walter proposed every
day that week in Chicago—“twice a day in fact.” Now, her condition
met, Rita agreed but added one new stipulation. She made Walter prom-
ise that they would eventually leave show business before show business
left them. Walter was so giddy he readily accepted. “If I would only
marry him[,] he felt sure he could conquer the world.”

They were married at the City Court in the County Building in Chi-
cago on August 11, 1919, a week to the day after their triumph. After
paving their hotel bills, having a celebratory dinner and putting away
enough for their fare to Rockford, Illinois, their next stop, they had no
money left for a ring. Rita had been keeping an emergency fund of $40
in case they “brodied”—vaudeville slang for “flopped.” Now she dipped
into it for her wedding band. The couple’s only wedding gift was $100
worth of Liberty bonds Aunt Beatrice sent them.

Though they had no money, they affected style. Walter, now twenty-
two, wore a wide-brimmed hat, a tight suit with the cuffs riding up well
above his ankles and a broad cravat with a stickpin. Completing his outfit
was, usually, a vest with a watch chain and fob. His overcoat, with a dark
velvet collar, seemed to smother him. His hair was now parted down the
middle and slicked straight back. She, only nineteen, was a small beauty,
even in her frayed dresses and oversized bonnets. She had high cheek-
bones and large green eyes with a cascade of brown tresses. “The boy is
slim, good-looking and possessor of a good voice,” said a reviewer of
their Chicago appearance. “His partner is a cute little girl with the heels
of a frisky filly.”

They spent that fall and winter in the Midwest—in places like Col-
linsville, Illinois, and Bay City, Michigan—small-time still but with mar-
quee billing now. By spring they had joined Road Show No. 151 on the
Pantages circuit—owned by the Greek-born theater magnate Alexander
Pantages—which routed them through Minneapolis, then north across
Canada, dipped south again to Montana and west to Washington State,
nipped up to British Columbia, then dived south once again through Or-
egon and into California until they zagged east to Utah, Colorado and
Missouri.
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These were exciting times for the newlyweds, full of adventure. Walter
later remembered the time in Denver when “I had my head almost
knocked off by three gorillas for talking out of turn.” Or the time in Salt
Lake City when Bob Knapp of Knapp and Cornalla tried to steal Rita
from him. Or in Butte, Montana, when the girls in the troupe went
horseback riding and returned so sore they couldn’t dance that evening.
Or the prostitutes in Missoula who flirted from the box; the ferry ride be-
tween Oakland and San Francisco when he would watch the sun setting
over the bridge; the fragrance of oranges in the train because the troupers
“thrived on them”; the engagement in Colorado Springs where “we went
so good we were shifted from second to ‘next to closing’ for the first time
in our lives.”

But the most notable event of the tour was a gift from Rita. And that
summer it changed their lives.

\%

She had given it to him after they had struck west from Minneapolis
toward Winnipeg. Still nursing the journalism bug he had caught in Chi-
cago, he had begun submitting short columns, a mix of one-liners, news
and admonitions, to Billboard, a weekly vaudeville trade paper. In Febru-
ary it published one of his columns under the title “Stage Whispers” by
“The Busybody.” In March it published three more columns with the
same title and by-line. In April, it published two more, and at the bottom
of the second, for the first time, were the initials WW.

By now the columns were being written on a Corona portable
typewriter—the gift from Rita. They were clearly modeled on similar
chatty backstage columns in Variety, the New York Clipper and other trade
publications, and they weren’t terribly imaginative; but they did have a
voice and signature all their own. “Most actors are married, then live
scrappily ever after” ran a typical contribution. “Seen outside of Cleve-
land movie theater: ‘Geraldine Farrar supported for the first time by her
husband,”” went another. Other items were topical. He was especially
amused by the recent imposition of Prohibition. “Populace very gloomy,”
he reported. “No wonder with everybody out of spirits—News item.
Whaddaya mean, everybody?” Still other items griped about the treat-
ment of vaudeville performers. And others were personal: a note to Nellie
and Dolly CIliff to contact the column (“they will learn something to
their advantage”); a joke that the Palace was doing away with the deuce
spot altogether; a lament, “When will I play the ‘better houses’”

In May he stopped submitting to Billboard, having moved on to a new
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literary project. Enthralled by his typewriter, he had now begun chroni-
cling the various escapades of his own troupe and posting the typewritten
sheets backstage under the title “Daily Newssense.” Though he was only
playing at being a reporter, Walter exerted himself in this little hobby to
find out what was going on, and his fellow performers, seeing their names
in print, began to take note. Soon he was waking up early and hieing
himself to the basement of the theater where he hunched over his Corona
and rapped out “Newssense.” Some days he even wrote a second edition.

Rita was always his first audience—he would read every word to her—
and seeing how much he enjoyed the attention, she encouraged him. She
understood that it was Walter’s way of winning the starring role in his
company that he could never win onstage, his way of gaining attention.
And for a novice, Rita had to admit, he was good at it. He had a fine ear
and a facility for language, and from his years in vaudeville he had
learned a breezy patois and a brisk rhythm that allowed him to whittle a
wisecrack to its essentials. And he was a busybody. “He used to be pretty
good in digging up the dirt on people,” recalled one vaudevillian. “Any-
thing that was supposed to be secret, everybody would find on the theater
bulletin board, where Walter had scrawled it.”

Occasionally a subject took offense. When he wrote that “Bill J. and
Ermestine O’B. are making whoopie,” Bill J. allegedly decked him. But
Walter so enjoyed the little fuss now being made over his sheet that
nothing could deter him. By the time the troupe reached the West, Rita
was making her sightseeing excursions alone while Walter was engrossed
in “Newssense.” When they left for the next engagement, he always left
a copy for the company that followed. Just to give them a laugh. Just to
let them know that Walter Winchell had been there.

But if Walter’s quest for attention was being satisfied, his other insecu-
rity remained: money. The train fare for the Pantages circuit from Chi-
cago cost $155.27, $201 with the side jumps the troupe was required to
make. Rita sent home $10 each week to her parents, and Walter, reluc-
tantly and only at Rita’s insistence, sent $10 to his. With the remainder,
after expenses, he rushed to the post office whenever they reached a new
town and bought a money order made payable to him. The plan was to
return to Chicago and open an account there when they had saved
$500—their nest egg for the time when they would leave vaudeville.

Walter monitored their finances with despotic vigilance. “In those days
that bank book was Winchell’s bible,” remembered Rita, “it was a regular
mania with him, and I was forever hearing the ‘don’t do’ as far as spend-
ing money was concerned.” To save money, she always laundered their
clothing in the hotel basin with a ten-cent washboard, and when her
nightgowns wore out, Walter gave her his pajamas to wear, even though
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they hung ridiculously on her tiny frame. He never bought her gifts for
her birthday or Christmas. Instead he would hand her a check in front of
the company, then privately convince her to tear it up because they
needed the money for their future. By the time they left for their West-
ern swing that spring, their clothes were so threadbare that Rita said they
looked like “orphans in a storm.” Only then did Walter finally relent,
buying two suits for himself and letting Rita get an outfit for herself,
though he also pressed her to have her mother, an excellent seamstress,
make her two new dresses.

Rita claimed she was forbearing through all this sacrifice; she loved
Walter deeply, and she believed he was only saving for them. But just be-
fore their Western trip they had an awful row in Detroit when Rita in-
sisted on sending for her mother—her father had gotten a job with the
railroad so the fare was nominal—and Walter had to dig into their sav-
ings for her room and board. Seething, he fixed on an old starched collar
of his that he said Rita had let go yellow. “I got the first taste of W.W.s
temper,” wrote Rita. From that point on, Rita had Walter send out his
clothes for laundering while she continued to wash her own. But of
course, even Rita understood that none of this was about collars or laun-
dry. It was about Walter’s almost pathological obsession with money and
his dread of poverty.

TriouGit rRiTA had no way of knowing it at the time, her deliverance
from show business would come from an eight-page vaudeville trade pa-
per called The Vaudeville News, the first issue of which was rolling off an
old printing press at the Palace Building in New York that April just as
Winchell & Greene were heading into Canada. The paper, brainchild of
impresario Edward Franklin Albee, was the product of a long, costly and
heated battle for the very soul of vaudeville, a battle that had begun
nearly twenty years before when Albee and his chief rival among booking
agents, F. F. Proctor, joined forces to monopolize all vaudeville bookings
between them under the banner of a new organization called the United
Booking Office. Incensed by the usurious commissions proposed by the
UBO, performers had quickly joined the battle by forming an associa-
tion of their own called the White Rats, after a charitable English or-
ganization.

Over the next decade, warfare between the UBO and the Rats became
a seemingly permanent feature of the vaudeville world. In 1920, seeking
to deliver a deathblow to the Rats, Albee formed a cooperative associa-
tion of vaudeville managers and performers called the National Vaude-
ville Artists and required performers to join on penalty of unemployment.
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At the same time he rented a building across from the Rats” headquarters
on 46th Street from which he monitored their activities. With Rats mem-
bers unable to work, their association finally collapsed. (As a last measure
of revenge, Albee took control of their old headquarters and refurbished
it as the new seat of the NVA.) NVA membership swelled to more than
twelve thousand, all of whom were required to pay the $10 dues, perform
at NVA benefits and buy ads in the NVA programs.

The Vaudeville News was the NVA’s house organ, distributed by theater
managers free of charge. In a front-page editorial in its first issue, Albee
proclaimed the paper’s purpose: “to help cement the relationship of artist
and manager and make for a better, happier condition in vaudeville by
clean, constructive, cooperative methods,” and its masthead, somewhat
disingenuously, featured a handshake meant to represent comity between
management and artist. Thanking contributors in advance, Albee wrote,
“With their continued assistance we will soon have a newsy, entertaining
little publication.”

Walter later claimed that a Tacoma theater manager had mailed a copy
of the “Daily Newssense” to The Vaudeville News that June, but it was ac-
tually Walter himself who sent it on, as he had sent his contributions to
Billboard; only now Walter wrote in his cover letter that he was thinking
of leaving vaudeville to try his hand at journalism. Came the response the
next week from the News’ editor, Glenn Condon:

We knew of course that you were an actor, and must say that you
show an unusual aptitude for the newspaper profession. I really can-
not quite agree with your judgment in wanting to leave the vaude-
ville profession for the writing game. Newspaper men as a class are
the poorest paid professional people in the world, and very few writ-
ers ever receive an income equal to the average salary of a performer.
However, once you get the “bug” it is hard to get away from it, as
is evidenced in your own case.

Telling Walter he would be “using most of the items in this under your
name in our current issue,” Condon concluded, “Hoping to hear from
you frequently, and trusting that you will find time to contribute some
items from the coast in addition to those appearing in your little paper.”
“That was the start,” Condon later said, “of six months of calls and visits
to my office by Walter.”

As reproduced in the June 11 issue of The Vaudeville News, Walter’s
“Newssense” filled nearly three columns. “Devoted to interests of
goodfellowship, companionship and the like” ran its banner. “Fearless ed-
itorials written to bring closer those estranged.” Though it still didn’t

WorldRadioHistory



The Curse / 39

venture much beyond other, similar trade gossip, Condon called it “one
of the cleverest things of the kind that has ever come to our notice.”
Some of it was shameless pandering to the NVA, which Walter had ob-
viously included to improve his chances of getting his paper published.
The rest was essentially the same mix as his “Stage Whispers” columns
for Billboard. One long section picked up on a current craze: You tell
’em , 'm —— (e.g., “You tell ’em ouija, ’'m bored”). Other items
reported news: “Bothwell Browne appearing at the Moore-Orpheurn
here is ill abed with inflammatory rheumatism.” A new department,
“Merciless Truths,” provided aphorisms: “A fool says, ‘I can’t.” The wise
say, ‘I'll try.’ ” “The lucky gambler is the one who doesn’t gamble.” “Fa-
ther and Mother are kind, but God is kinder.”

Walter answered Condon’s letter by dashing off new columns for the
News, which the editor, who had a staft of one, happily accepted and pub-
lished under the title “Pantages Paragraphs.” By the July 16 issue Walter
had added a second column to the first, an expansion of his “Merciless
Truths.” Everywhere he went now, he carried a Vaudeville News shoved
into his pocket or tucked under his arm. Some disgruntled performers
felc he had become too closely identified with the News and the NVA,
that he was really an “Albee spy,” and Walter had even been warned that
stagehands sympathetic to the Rats might drop a sandbag on him during
the act. (He made sure to check with the theater manager about his
safety.) He was, in fact, providing so much copy that by August 13 his
photo was appearing beneath his by-line, and he was beginning to feel
that his columns were the most important departments in the paper, even
though he wasn’t earning a cent for his contributions.

“One wonders how and why actors and actresses become actors and
actresses,” he wrote in his July g column, clearly pondering his own fu-
ture now that he was being regularly published. “[S]urely the saying ‘he
was born for the stage’ doesn’t really mean what it implies.” Canvassing
his own company, Walter found that “Rita Greene aspired to make hats
and the like, but she, too, ‘couldn’t control her limbs,” and now she kicks
them high while appearing with Walter Winchell. I edit a paper for the
members of the show, entitled “The Newssense.” Once someone told me
that I would make a good editor, and I believed him.”

Though Rita had already determined that they would set Walter up in
a vaudeville agency of his own once the tour ended, and though he was
hedging his own bets by commissioning a playwright named Lawrence
Grattan to write a new act for them, there seemed little doubt that had
Walter had the option, he would have left vaudeville that summer and be-
come a journalist, so gratifying was the attention he was getting. “I
wanted to be a newspaperman and kept ‘wishing so,”” he recalled. But
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now another opportunity suddenly presented itself, and with it a whole
new dilemma. While Walter was in Los Angeles late that July, the News
gave him an assignment to interview Alexander Pantages, the head of
Walter’s circuit. “I have met many magnates in show business,” he exag-
gerated in his cover story, “but none more democratic than Alexander
Pantages, into whose private office I was ushered as soon as I presented
my card.”

Walter had naturally taken along copies of “Newssense,” and Pantages,
an illiterate ex-grocer, was impressed. On the spot he offered Walter a
job in his press bureau at $60 a week—substantially less than he and Rita
were making on the stage, but it was the first real alternative to vaudeville
Walter had ever had. “[Y]ou might be something ten years from now if
you join me,” Walter would recall Pantages saying. “You probably will
still be a song-and-dance man ten years later if you stick to trouping.”

Pantages couldn’t have realized how sensitive a nerve his comment
struck. No doubt with his father in mind, Walter had increasingly come
to fear what would happen to him if he remained on the, boards. “I felt
somehow I wasn’t good enough and that when I couldn’t knock them out
of their seats with my dance routines any longer . . . it would be too late
to start all over again in some other profession.” He doubted that he and
Rita would ever advance beyond the small time, however regular the
work, and he shuddered that “unless you ‘connect’ in a big way, old age
will find you a burden on someone or in some institution.”

Still, Rita urged him to reject the offer and pursue their original plan
in New York. Walter countered that he might not get an offer like this
again, that the money wasn’t to be taken lightly, that he would still be as-
sociated with the theater, and reiterated that he wasn’t sure they would
ever make the grade. In the end, Rita prevailed. Playing on the Winchel
in him, she got him to concede that if he didn’t at least try to succeed in
New York, he would always wonder whether he would have made it
there. So he declined the offer and continued with the tour.

By now the attention he was getting for his dispatches in the News ap-
peared, on the surface at least, to have worked a change in him. He
seemed to project a new self-assurance. One vaudevillian described him
as “cocky”—a kid who was “going places.” Yet beneath the cockiness he
continued to suffer doubt. “What people thought bothered him a great
deal,” Rita admitted, “what they said worried him, for in his heart of
hearts he always took himself very seriously, and needed constant reassur-
ance that he was good, that he had ability, that he musm’t let things get
him and that things would come out for him, and that someday he would
be a success, you had to repeat this over and over until it finally made an
impression upon him.”
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“The unpardonable sin,” he closed one of his “Pantages Paragraphs,”
was “being found out.”

Tuar sumMER, Rita cracked. In August she and Walter had traveled
through southern California, visiting warships and military aircraft at the
bases in San Diego and making a jaunt to Tijuana, before moving east to
Utah. By September they were mired in Texas, doing four shows a day in
a series of stale cracker box theaters in the baking southwestern summer.
It was then that Rita began spiraling. After a year of being continuously
on the road, she was homesick and tired of the routine. She wanted out.
“Her state of mind was low,” Walter wrote. “She was depressed day and
night. . .. I kept telling her, ‘We have only one more month, honey,” but
that didn’t help at all. Her feeling for the act was gone.” “I can’t go on,
Walter,” she begged him, “please take me home.”

Bowing to her wishes, Walter wired Pantages for a release on the
ground that his wife was too ill to continue. Pantages granted it, provided
they remain until St. Louis and that once Rita recovered, she and Walter
would obligate themselves to play the four weeks they owed him. Happy
to comply if it meant a respite, Walter and Rita finished their Texas swing
and continued on to New Orleans, with Walter making his weekly sub-
missions to the News and Rita counting the days when she would be back
with her family in New York.

What they would do once they got there was still undecided. Even as
the time neared, Walter was planning for the act and behaving as if they
would resume after a short hiatus. In Dallas he had met up with a light
comedian named Howard Langford who played a double with his wife,
Ina Fredericks, and Walter had asked Langford to write him a new act.
Pantages had already scheduled their return for November 21 in Chi-
cago, but Walter wrote Langford that he hoped “to postpone the date so
as to rehearse the new act. Then while in Chi I will show the act for half
a week (the new one) and see what the bookers say.” He closed by telling
Langford to take his time in rewriting their show and “that we are tickled
sick with our new chance to ‘get over.””

At the same time Walter was also pressing his case with Glenn Condon,
The Vaudeville News editor, to give him a job. Condon kept deflecting him.
He obviously wanted Walter’s copy; after all, it was free. A job was some-
thing else. Walter felt that if he kept submitting, Condon would even-
tually succumb. “I expect to conduct a news column only,” he wrote
Langford, “but I feel the column of truths [“Merciless Truths”] is already
identified with the sheet and he may offer me some jack to continue.”

Walter was not, however, leaving things entirely to chance. After de-
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ciding to suspend his “Merciless Truths” while he and Rita took their
sabbatical, he wrote Langford asking for assistance. “About a week from
now send a letter to the editor of the News asking why M.T.s are not
running. In this way mebbe he will think it is valuable to the sheet and
offer me cash to write, savvy? If you can get anyone else to do it I will
appreciate it.” And he added, “Let your wife sign her name to the letter,
not you, but also the team name.” In another letter shortly after, he asked
them to hold off. He had a “new idea.” He was going to try to get their
letter placed in Variety where it (and he) would get far more exposure.

Walter’s indecision over his future was now also complicated by a sur-
prising new development: As they neared the end of their tour, he and
Rita were receiving the best notices of their career. “Winchell & Green
[sic] are a youthful couple possessing all the attributes for the better
houses,” Jack Josephs wrote in Variety after their San Francisco perfor-
mance. O. M. Samuel, reviewing their New Orleans appearance that Oc-
tober for the same publication, said, “Winchell and Green [sic] stopped
proceedings in second position. Most of their matter is of the sure-fire
sort and is planted just right. Miss Green is a looker in abbreviated togs,
while Winchell is improving right along as a light comedian.” Even Wal-
ter was shocked; he enclosed the notice in a letter to Langford with the
comment that having seen them in Dallas, Langford probably wouldn’t
believe it was the same act.

That very week, buoyed by the reviews, Walter received Langford’s
script for the new act and immediately began making suggestions—asking
for additional gags, prompting him for a “match song” (“you strike me
and I'll strike you”), requesting more explicit stage directions when Rita
made her costume change and recommending they add a dance. (“Per-
sonally I believe if we do a little dancing we are in a better chance to get
away from two spots.”) “We have every confidence in you and the act
you've sent us,” Walter wrote, suddenly not sounding like a man who was
thinking of abandoning the profession. “I feel it fits us perfectly and we
should have a good break with it. That’s just how confident I am.” And
he reminded Langford of a promise to send him a letter of introduction
to Myron Bentham, one of the most prominent vaudeville agents.

They left St. Louis that October in high spirits, wrote Rita, “two
minds but with a single thought, the future of Walter Winchell, but little
did I know or think that it was the beginning of the end....”

“WALTER (‘MERCILESS TRUTHS’) WINCHELL of Winchell & Green
[sic] returned to the city after an absence of nearly eighteen months,” The
Vaudeville News reported the next week. “From personal observation, we
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are of the opinion that Walter seemed very glad to return to his ‘hum
town’ and the [NVA] club, and renew acquaintance with the many friends
he left behind when he took Horace Greeley’s advice to ‘Go West.””
Glenn Condon had many opportunities to observe personally Walter
Winchell those first few weeks. Almost immediately upon his return,
Walter visited Condon in the two-room News office on Broadway next to
the Palace Theater. “I've got $1,500 to invest in Walter Winchell, Inc.,”
he told Condon, meaning the nest egg he and Rita had saved. Walter
proposed to pay himself $25 a week if Condon kicked in another $25 for
a six-month trial period, during which Walter could determine “whether
I had any business in the newspaper racket.”

Condon, a big, affable, baby-faced fellow with a bowl haircut—he had
been a yellow journalist in Tulsa before joining Albee and had once been
fired on the front page for embellishing a story on a gunfight—claimed
that the News was already being printed at a loss and he couldn’t possibly
afford another employee. But Walter was persistent—persistent because
he was desperate, desperate because there was nothing else waiting for
him except the prospect of months more on the road. Goaded by Rita, he
continued campaigning for a job, socializing with Condon and his wife
nearly every night those first weeks back, until Condon’s resistance began
to melt and he promised to raise the issue with Albee.

Even with this concession, Walter was dissatisfied and impatient.
Though he had been back less than a month, his euphoria was already
waning. “[H]e was eager and anxious,” remembered Rita, who kept try-
ing to buck up his flagging spirits, “and although I know he has waited
for the outcome of many more important decisions since this time, I
doubt whether any job or any decision has ever been so important to him
as the getting of the job on the Vaudeville News.”

Finally, on November 17, Condon wrote Albee about his new friend:

Sometime ago you told me to look around for a young fellow to
break in as my assistant on the Vaudeville News. I now have a young
man whom [sic] 1 think is the ideal person for the place.... His
name is Walter Winchell. He is twenty-three years of age, married
and has had newspaper experience. He has also been in vaudeville
several seasons and I find, on investigation, that he has a splendid
reputation, is a thoroughly loyal NVA, and his general character is
A-1....

He is highly desirous of improving his position, and is bent on
staying in the publishing game, as he does not care for the stage. . ..
He is at liberty now and I should like to make a deal with him this
week. . ..
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At the bottom of the page, Albee scrawled only two words: “How
much?”

Three days later, Walter wrote Langford in a gush of elation about “a
wonderful proposition” to be the assistant editor of The Vaudeville News.

I have accepted, believing that the future of such a position holds
remarkable things for me (if I show ’em what I'm made of) and has
unlimited possibilities.

You no doubt don’t blame me, because you have heard me men-
tion that I would love to become a figure in the world, preferably in
the news game. I have always had an inclination to want to be in it
and at last I've had my wish granted. Of course the money is not a
hell of a lot, and I know I cannot save [crossed out “as much as we
both did”] but the fact is that any day may bring more wonderful
things. . . .

Still hedging, he said, “I also realize that when I tire of this (if I do) I
can always go back to being an ordinary actor, can’t I?” And he closed by
asking if he could keep the script for the new act “as you can never tell
when the bug will hit me to go back.”

Talk of going back, though, was Walter’s fear talking; he would never
return to vaudeville. But neither would he forget what vaudeville had in-
culcated in him. “Mr. Winchell’s rise may seem meteoric to the casual
observer,” journalist Heywood Broun would write when Walter was first
taking New York by storm with his column, “but when his life and works
are considered in Freshman English classes a hundred years hence, the
wise professor will point out that the years he spent as a small-time
hoofer constituted a period of preparation. He did not drop his pumps
for his pen until his message had taken form within his soul.” Walter had
spent his entire adolescence and then his young manhood, from thirteen
to twenty-three, on the vaudeville hustings—his changing, contingent
vaudeville family substituting for his real one, his Schoo/ Days act substi-
tuting for his formal education, his stage persona substituting for some
more fundamental and authentic identity.

Vaudeville educated him and imbued him with its values, which antic-
ipated the values of mass culture. Emerging after the Civil War out of
what were then known as “concert saloons” and flourishing at a time
when America was first beginning the difficult transition from an agrarian
society to an industrialized nation, vaudeville provided, in one historian’s
words, “a kind of theatrical laboratory for experimenting with the new
culture that clashed with Victorianism.” Vaudeville was incautious, unself-
conscious and liberated; it valued idiosyncrasy and novelty in its perform-
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ers and exposed audiences to different cultures, new values and a fresh,
exuberant, often irreverent style; it was a “kid game for men in their kid
moments,” said critic George Jean Nathan.

Vaudeville made Walter an entertainer for life and in life. Growing up
in vaudeville as he did, he not only absorbed its diversity, its energy, its
nihilism, and then deployed them in his journalism, but learned how to
create his journalism from them: journalism as vaudeville. In the end,
then, Heywood Broun was right: It was vaudeville that formed the mes-
sage within Walter Winchell’s soul. It was vaudeville that forged him.

And that included vaudeville’s dark side as well as its bright one. Walter
would always remember the anxiety of playing “a half-filled house on a
dead matinee in some hick town” and not being certain “there wasn’t
some scout for a big producer out front.” He would remember “when ev-
ery three days or a week meant ‘having to make good’ all over again . . .
for some theater manager, whose opinion mattered.” He would remem-
ber “counting on the mediocre orchestras (of five or maybe six) to play
your tempo correctly.” He would remember the “cellar dressing rooms,”
the “unsteady engagements” and the “ ‘phony’ booking office represen-
tatives” who were actually stenographers and office boys sent to cover
his act.

Above all, he would remember the audiences: the customers who threw
coins at the performers, the ones who waited outside the stage door to
throttle him for some flip remark he had made onstage, the ones who
“gaped up at you—mouths wide open and eyes colder than a headliner’s
stare” with their “‘go ahead and make me like your act! attitude.”
George Jessel always believed that Walter failed in vaudeville while he,
Jessel, succeeded because Walter could never establish the proper rela-
tionship with the audience. “We who were successful had learned to love
our audiences,” Jessel said. “And when we loved ’em, they knew it. It was
something you couldn’t put your finger on, but they knew it. Walter’s
trouble was that he didn’t like the audience. He was afraid of it and so he
wanted to outsmart it, to convince himself he was sharper than they were.
He didn’t love them and they could sense it.”

Jessel was right. Walter had always been afraid of the audience; he had
always protected himself against it, even as he craved its attention. He
once said that he had had the opportunity to play the Palace, the crown-
ing achievement for a vaudevillian, but had declined because he was ter-
rified of flopping and ruining his career forever. In elaboration, he
composed a ditty which he said summed up why he left vaudeville: “I
would rather click on second in a smallie town like Dallas, than be flop-
ping at the Palace on a Monday matinee!”

For Walter, vaudeville had provided, as his Harlem childhood had, a
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lesson in fear, humiliation and resentment, and he brought those to his
journalism too. “It was a good apprenticeship,” he was to say, “being re-
buked and rebuffed by critics, stagehands, house managers and baggage-
men. And, of course, audiences.” But whereas in vaudeville he would
always be subservient and marginal, the new promise of journalism was
that he could become, as he wrote Langford, a “figure in the world.”

For anyone who knew the Winchels, this was a familiar refrain,
echoing the sentiments of Chaim Weinschel, just as Walter’s lament
about vaudeville echoed his grandfather’s lament, so many years before,
about his religious duties. In weighing show business against journalism,
Walter was really unwittingly reenacting his grandfather’s own struggle
between his unsatisfying religious position and the literary life he so des-
perately wanted. In choosing journalism, Walter had a chance to gain the
recognition his grandfather had never received. In choosing journalism,
he had a chance to lift the family curse of expectation and disappoint-
ment. Chaim Weinschel had demanded that attention be paid.

Now, at last, it would.
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CHAPTER 2

Newsboy

‘ iALTER WINCIIELL ARRIVED IN

New York in the fall of 1920 on the cusp of what may have been the
most self-consciously epochal period in American history, a decade dur-
ing which many of the social, economic, political and demographic forces
that had been building momentum since before the turn of the century
finally tipped the national balance and during which a style was devised
to signify the changes. An agricultural country gave way to an industrial
one, a rural society to an urban one, until by decade’s end sixty-nine mil-
lion Americans—356 percent of the population—lived in cities, up from
forty-two million at the beginning of the decade. A homogeneous popu-
lation gave way to a more heterogeneous one, with more than a million
immigrants entering the United States in 1920 and 1921 alone. And a
country whose principles had long been sternly pragmatic gave way to
one caught up, as an analyst described it, in a “revolt against dullness.”

In some precincts that revolt exploded into what seemed by mid-
decade to be a binge of distraction, self-involvement, heedlessness, even
hedonism. “If all the Armenians were to be killed tomorrow,” wrote
George Jean Nathan, a member of the so-called Smart Set that would
help establish the decade’s tenor, “and if half of Russia were to starve to
death the day after, it would not matter to me in the least. What concerns
me alone is myself and the interest of a few close friends. For all I care
the rest of the world may go to hell at today’s sunset.”

But there was another, less highly publicized revolt being waged in the
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twenties besides the one against dullness. For the ever-increasing number
of minorities, immigrants, urbanites and working poor, people who didn’t
go to nightclubs or make smart chat, the twenties meant self-assertion,
not self-absorption. It meant that for the first time they would have to be
reckoned with as a cultural force, that to them, as to Winchell, attention
would have to be paid.

To some Americans this was a terrifying prospect, and perhaps no sin-
gle issue so engaged the minds of the decade as the question of whether
democracy could still work once the genteel elites no longer exercised
control. Most intellectuals had their doubts. Walter Lippmann in Public
Opinion believed that in a world as vast as ours, one in which events could
no longer be directly apprehended by the public, the ordinary citizenry
would not be well informed, dispassionate and rational, and he concluded
that public opinion could be managed only by a “specialized class,” a kind
of intellectual aristocracy. H. L. Mencken in Notes on Democracy inveighed
against the “inferior man” loaded with prejudices, and concluded, “I have
never encountered any actual evidence that vox populi is actually vox Dei.
The proofs, indeed, run the other way.” As Edmund Wilson interpreted
Mencken, he believed “it is the desire on the part of the peasants to rob
the superior classes of rewards unattainable by themselves or to restrain
them from the enjoyment of activities that they are unable to under-
stand.”

The object of all these discussions was to rescue America from the per-
ils of cultural democracy that the twenties had suddenly unleashed. And
perhaps no single figure over the years would so come to embody both
the possibilities and the dangers of that democracy as Walter Winchell.

HEe BEGAN at The Vaudeville News like a tornado. Even after he and Rita
moved from her parents’ house to their own apartment on 117th Street
in Harlem, he spent virtually all his time either at the News’ fifth-floor of-
fice at 1562 Broadway or directly down below on the sidewalk outside the
Palace Theater gathering news and gags for his column from the unem-
ployed vaudevillians who loitered there. Once a week, while Rita and
Mrs. Condon, the editor’s wife and a former vaudevillian herself, manned
the office, Walter delivered the papers to agents and managers through-
out the Palace Building. (He would always remember the ones who
tossed the bundles in the wastebasket.) When he wasn’t out on his rounds
or delivering papers, he dusted the desks or filed the mail. “I was office
boy, errand boy, and Star Reporter,” he said later.

But he loved it, couldn’t get enough of it, and each night after he left
the office, still humming with energy, he headed to the National Vaude-
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ville Artists’ Club on 46th Street, where the local vaudevillians congre-
gated in the evenings. Usually he spent the entire night there, mixing and
gabbing. “Times Square and all of Broadway have not the Bohemian at-
mosphere that the N.V.A. affords at midnight,” Walter wrote glowingly
at the time. He was soon spending so much time at the NVA that Rita
decided she would have to pass her evenings there as well if she were ever
to see him. But even after they would return home, near dawn, and Rita
would attempt to sleep, Walter would often rouse her to read her a poem
of his or a witty new saying for the column, and “if you didn’t listen you
were liable to be kicked playfully out of bed....”

He called his new column “Broadway Hearsay” and himself Broadway’s
“Fax” collector. “ ‘Hiy, Hiy" yells Harry Burns, of Burns and Frabito, as
the ‘Fax’ collector pounds the pavement on the G.[reat] W.[hite] Way
where the red trolleys kiss Times Square good-bye,” began a typical item.
“‘I wan you should poot in your paper dat I haf bought more pallons
’cause soon in mine howse I ’spect a leetyle a one. You catch me, keed?’
Which means that Harry will soon be buying new shoes or roll somebody
for them.”

It was the same sort of column he had contributed to the paper while
he was on the road, but now that he was being paid for his submissions,
now that he was a professional journalist, he felt new pangs of inade-
quacy. He feared that Condon was going to fire him and felt certain that
Condon would be perfectly within his rights to do so. (Condon, later,
didn’t disagree.) He became so discouraged that he even flirted with the
idea of dispensing with prose altogether and becoming a photographer
instead, borrowing money from his uncle Billy Koch to get a Graflex, but
he realized he was no good with the camera either and gave it away.

What brought him through this brief crisis and bolstered his confi-
dence was the way he now found himself being treated. Among vaudevil-
lians everyone read the News, and to them it hardly mattered whether his
column was brilliant or not. They realized that a mention in a column,
any column, was a form of free publicity and that a columnist, any colum-
nist, was someone to be courted. Walter basked in their attention, and
Rita bitterly recalled how “he could go into minute detail of what people
said about him, how he was doing, what a wonder he was, life was just
one grand compliment for W.W.”

But having vaudevillians toady to him wasn’t enough to soothe his in-
securities. Walter also began campaigning to be popular, and given the
hours he kept and the rounds he made, one could hardly avoid him
around Broadway. Walter didn’t enter a room; he invaded it, tossing off
greetings, slapping backs, telling anecdotes while his eyes scanned for
someone else to accost. And while there were those who found him too
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eager to please, too obvious and even obnoxious in his glad-handing,
most on Broadway saw him for what he was that first year at the News:
an unsophisticated, ambitious, driven young man working hard to get
ahead.

That wasn’t the way Walter wanted to be perceived. He would have
much preferred to be viewed as a young man of substance on Broadway,
less a go-getter than someone who had already arrived. Maintaining ap-
pearances, however, was costly, and Walter was still earning only twenty-
five dollars a week, which meant that he was obliged to draw heavily on
the nest egg. After eight months in New York the fund had dwindled to
$100, and Walter with Rita’s approval had used that to join the Masonic
lodge into which many of his fellow vaudevillians had already been in-
ducted. It was another brick in the wall of status he was building for him-.
self.

He had resisted asking for a raise because he feared that Condon might
fire him instead and destroy everything. But Rita now demanded that he
ask or she would either ask herself or force Walter back to the stage until
they had built a new nest egg. Condon griped about Walter’s request, but
within a few weeks Walter’s salary was doubled to $5o.

It was still nowhere near enough for the clothes he required, the dues,
the lunches and nightly dinners at the NVA, not to mention the rent.
Each day he rationed Rita one dollar and two cigarettes before leaving
for work, even though she told him she resented being treated like a
child. Realizing he would need much more money, he set out to convince
Condon to take ads for the News. Walter would do all the soliciting so
there would be no additional staff, and in return he would take a 20 per-
cent commission. Condon was aghast at the proposal. The News was a
free newspaper and a house organ, he said. Albee would never counte-
nance ads. But Walter was a hustler and a tireless advocate. Within weeks
he had gotten Condon to propose the deal to Albee, who surprisingly ac-
cepted.

If Winchell had been a familiar figure on Broadway before, he became
ubiquitous selling ads. “He was kind of a pest,” said one Broadway den-
izen, “and yet you didn’t mind him, and if you could spare five or ten
dollars you bought his ad and helped him write a couple of sentences
about you.” No one on Broadway worked harder. He was always knock-
ing on doors, scurrying, pressing, pushing, gabbing, always in a hurry, al-
ways promoting himself—all day long and deep into the night. He barely
slept, fearing he might miss something. The “later it grew the more in-
teresting the conversation,” Rita noted, “and W.W. enjoyed his friends
and company so much that it was next to impossible to get him home at
a decent hour.”
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“I go the pace that kills,” he wrote in one of the poems for his column.
He began another:

I bave always held a hatred for the men

Who make little effort to attain the heights;
With contempt I've written of them with my pen,
For I loathe the lazy loafers who dodge fights!

One contemporary remembered his standard greeting: “What do you
know that I don’t know?” Bernard Sobel, a theater press agent, recalled
Walter’s waving hello to him though he didn’t have the slightest idea of
who Walter was. “I saw a young man who reminded me of a college
youth, his features regular and attractive, his smile genial and his manner
so intimate that I took it for granted that we knew each other.”

Walter was beginning to feel that he was among the winners now.
Though he still complained about his finances, he was soon earning $150
a week on his commissions in addition to his base salary at a time when
the average twenty-five-year-old cub reporter on a metropolitan newspa-
per was making $25 a week and a thirty-five-year-old reporter was mak-
ing $50. More important, the Broadway regulars recognized him and
congratulated him on his doggerel. (“It didn’t dawn on me at the time
that they were giving me a line because they wanted a plug,” he wrote
later.) He and Glenn Condon joined the Cheese Club, a group of Broad-
way insiders. He became the treasurer-adjutant of the NVA’s American
Legion post. He was asked to perform at an NVA benefit and was called
onstage to sing during a tribute at the Friars Club. In an environment
that valued personalities, young Walter Winchell was becoming one.
“Nighthawk of the Roaring Forties’/Is my reputation now,” he wrote in
an ode both to Broadway and to himself:

Times Square to Columbus Circle,
Seems to take to me somebow.

Feel assured that I'll defend you

If somebody tries to bharm;

Right or Wrong I will befriend you!
I've survendered to your charm.

No one loves you more than I do,
For you’ve tolerated me;

Street of Streets! I bow before you,
You have made a man of me!
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II

The explosion came on March 1, 1922.

By the end of their first year back in New York, Rita, restless and un-
happy over Walter’s parsimony, returned to the stage with a girl named
Bernice Blair. “Two Sweet Things—Plus” they called their act, which
traveled the small-time Gus Sun circuit that winter. That Christmas Wal-
ter, in a letter to Kris Kringle in his column, was lamenting, “I have a
wife and money too, but I’'m a sad old bloke.... We have most
ev'rything at home ’cept something running 'round, so take a hint, old
fellow, from this very lonesome hound. . .. justify my faith, dear sir, by
bringing us a baby!”

Walter’s life, however, left very little time for a baby. It left little
enough for Rita. “I was a newspaperman, and I gave the job almost
twenty hours a day,” he wrote in his autobiography. He admitted that
Rita had cause to feel neglected. As he described that night of March 1,
“There was a minor quarrel, and one day Rita left a bundle for me at the
NVA Club. . .. There was no note in the bundle. I took the hint.” Thus
his marriage ended.

Rita, however, would describe the evening much differently. It was very
late, and she was talking with some friends in a room upstairs at the NVA
Club when the phone rang. The operator told her that Walter was wait-
ing downstairs for her and wanted to go home now. Fearing something
was wrong for Walter to want to leave so early, she immediately headed
downstairs, but when she saw that he was perfectly fine, she told him she
wanted to stay and asked him to join her. As they stepped out of the
crowded elevator, Walter suddenly slapped her. “Don’t you stick out your
tongue at me,” he snapped. “I saw you through the mirror.”

Rita headed directly for her friends’ room. Walter followed her inside
and again demanded she come home. “When I get good and ready,” she
said. “I shall never forget that night if I lived [sic] forever,” she would
write of what happened next. “I was sitting on a bed and W.W. just
reached his arm out and pulled me up from my seat, gave me a general
pushing and slapping around, in front of these people. . .. ” Though bris-
tling, Rita said she had enough presence of mind to get up and leave
rather than retaliate. During the taxi ride home, Rita lacerated him,
warning that she would not permit herself to be abused. The next morn-
ing she moved to her mother’s house. She returned to their apartment
the day after, but Walter had already left. Three days later he asked that
his clothes be sent to the NVA Club.

It was to be a strangely unresolved separation, not at all the sudden
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break Walter made it out to be. He kept begging Rita to come back to
him. He even “appropriated” money from the ad revenues he collected
for the News to support his wooing; that Easter, for the first time Rita
could remember, he bought her gifts, two silk nightgowns and a bouquet
of white roses. She responded coolly, questioning the sincerity of his ef-
forts. She had come to believe the only way she could save her marriage
was by establishing her independence. So that summer she decided to
form a new act, this time with a friend named Jewell DeVoie. When the
act, “Jovial Juveniles,” attracted the attention of several agents and won
first-class bookings, Walter was delighted and even helped Rita wade
through the offers. In October he went to Philadelphia to give them
pointers on their closing number, and when he mentioned that he hadn’t
sold the front-page ad for next week’s News, Rita generously took it to re-
pay him.

Walter insisted he loved her and told his cronies that he was at a loss
without her. Rita believed it was merely a ploy for sympathy. When she
played Baltimore, he wrote, “There’s a guy in the heart of Maryland with
a gal that belongs to me,” though Rita insisted she was still faithful to
him. Meanwhile, Walter’s Aunt Beatrice, in whom Rita had confided, ar-
gued that he would come to his senses and advised her not to do anything
precipitate. She and Rita both believed that Walter, however swell-
headed he might have become, wasn’t bad—just discombobulated by his
newfound recognition and not quite sure how to handle it.

Rita spent the next season, 1922-23, on the road, steadily moving west.
She kept in touch with Walter through phone calls and letters, and when
the tour concluded in Chicago that June, she returned to New York, fully
expecting that she and Walter would iron out their disagreements and re-
sume their married life together.

It was, however, to be an uneasy truce that summer. Though the two
saw each other almost every night at the NVA Club, Rita lived with her
mother while Walter boarded at the club. Neither dated. On the road she
had heard rumors of Walter’s being unfaithful, of weekend revelries at
mind-reader Norman Frescott’s house out on Long Island. Walter dis-
missed such stories as gossip (“Now Mrs. W., you know little Walter bet-
ter than that”) and continued to profess his love for her. But they both
seemed uncertain.

As the summer drew to a close, they were no nearer to a reconciliation,
and Rita prepared to tour again. She was to open with Jewell late that
August in Brooklyn. But seeing the dilapidated condition of the theater,
she canceled the engagement and arranged to meet her mother that af-
ternoon in the city instead. They were strolling up Broadway when, at
48th Street, Rita spotted Walter, his back to her, with a beautiful young
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woman who was “busily smoothing W.W.s face with her pretty hands.”
As Rita approached, she heard the young woman murmur to Walter,
“Your wife.” All Walter could do was stammer to Rita that he thought
she was in Brooklyn performing.

Rita hired a lawyer to arrange a legal separation and a financial settle-
ment. But still the odd marital stalemate dragged on, with neither party
willing to effect either a clean break or a rapprochement. Rita hadn’t
given up hope that the marriage could be salvaged, and Walter went on
writing lovelorn verses in his column:

I like to think no move my love you'd spurn,
That is—if you came back (of course, you won’t);
I like to think that you want to return—

I like to think so even though—you don’t.

They continued to correspond. “Letters exchanged by two estranged
souls have a tendency to cause the blues,” Walter wrote her in December
1923. “But yet, there’s something nice about writing to bad little girls, 1
think.” The separation payments and the legal fees, he said, were really
hurting, especially since he had borrowed large sums for her in the wake
of their breakup. “I'm sure you understand that a ten spot every week for
ten weeks not including uncle Morris Plan* who gets that and more
makes quite a dent in the old income,” and he asked if she might get her
lawyer to desist for the time being. “Although you are several hundred
miles away from me, I feel you by me constantly. ... Every minute I
imagine hearing you say: ‘I'll put you in jail! I'll get even with you, Wal-
ter”” ” He decorated the margins with little pen drawings: a ten-spot, Rita
chasing him with a knife, Rita crying and smiling.

By March, the second anniversary of their separation, he was gently
dunning her for the payments on the old Vaudeville News ad, but admitted
it “gave me an opportunity to communicate with you to find out if you
were still alive. . . . ” Not having heard from her for weeks, he had heard
rumors that she had found someone she liked, that she was planning on
divorcing him secretly in Chicago, that she had been drinking too much.
He didn’t believe any of it and had even been planning to surprise her in
Chicago before thinking better of the idea. “You and I are so far apart
that we don’t even realize it ourselves,” he wrote her. “We are just like
a great many other people who just drift away from each other and Time

*The Morris Plan was a loan program in which participants were obligated to repay in weekly
installments.
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makes us forget even more. You say I am crazy. Well, maybe I am. 'm
crazy from a lot of grief that nobody knows about. Nobody, Rita, not one
single little body knows.”

Meanwhile, his family was also drifting away. Walter’s marriage had be-
come a casualty of his desperate and ultimately successful attempt to be-
come a figure in the world, at least the circumscribed world of Broadway.
His parents’ marriage would be a casualty of Jacob’s inability to make it
in the world. It had been unraveling almost from the time it started,
frayed by Jacob’s hapless efforts to be a Winchel and by Jennie’s frustra-
tion. On January 28, 1919, it had finally come apart. “To let out my ter-
rible temper, I tore both curtains off from the front windows,” Jacob
wrote Walter a few days after the blowup, “and not alone that, but wait
till you hear the other terrible thing I done, listen, I tore both shades too
and when I came home I found all my clothes nicely packed up.” By June,
Jennie had brought suit for a legal separation. Some two years later, after
sending her brother to investigate a rumor that Jacob was now living with
another woman, Jennie filed for divorce. It was just two months before
Walter and Rita’s quarrel at the NVA.

THE GrIEF of which Walter had written Rita had actually begun at the
NVA Club the May after their separation. As he told it, he had received
a tip late one night that a young showgirl boarding at the club had
adopted a baby. Thinking this might make a good story and without con-
sidering the time, he bolted up the stairs to her room and knocked on the
door. In one version of the story, she asked sleepily from behind her
closed door who was there, and when Walter introduced himself, she told
him to go away, that he had awakened her and the baby. Chastened, Wal-
ter went to the lobby and wrote her a note of apology. According to an-
other account, the girl appeared at the door with the sleeping child and
told him to interview the child. This time Walter retreated, leaving a
note: “Sorry. It was rude of me to break in on you at such a late hour.
But I really wanted to interview you.”

Walter’s story about the baby appeared in the May 5, 1922, issue of the
News with a photo of the child and a drawing of the young woman in a
fur piece and fur hat and holding a bouquet of flowers. “The parents of
little Angeline, aged 3, could not afford to bring her up as they would like
to,” it began. “Miss Aster, who, like the child’s parents, is a vaudeville art-
ist, became attached to the baby, and obligated herself to ‘mother’ Ange-
line. Miss Aster is 17 years old and one of the prettiest girls in the N.V.A.”

But the truth was that Walter had not met Miss Aster for the first time
that night. She was one of a group of girls who dined nightly at the NVA
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Grill, and as Rita recollected it, she always seemed to have a smile for
Walter. Since he was an inveterate table-hopper—“he never sat through
his meals without getting up a half dozen times,” said Rita—he often
stopped to chat with her. Watching Walter’s effusive greeting to Miss As-
ter one evening, Rita mentioned that if anything should happen to their
marriage, she believed he might be attracted to her. Walter again de-
clared his devotion and told her that all his pleasantries were for the sake
of his business.

The “Miss Aster” was June Aster, at the time teaming with Olive Hill
in a “high kick” specialty act named Hill & Aster, and she was a slender,
leggy, reddish-blonde dancer whose “grace and beauty,” Walter said,
“drove all the guys nuts,” including, he admitted, him. She had been born
in Brookhaven, a sleepy, genteel village founded by wealthy merchants in
the hilly piney woods of southern Mississippi. Brookhaven was the kind
of town, said one guide, “where ladies never made calls without hats and
gloves, where the blinds were drawn for afternoon siestas, where streets
were unpaved and shadowy with the arching branches of live oak trees,
and where the daily arrival of the train and the mail were events to be
anticipated.”

Because June’s mother was a Hoskins, she was part of Brookhaven’s ar-
istocracy. Her great-grandfather, James A. Hoskins, had married Eliza-
beth Ann Whitworth, whose father had founded Whitworth College, the
oldest women’s college in the state, in 1858. Hoskins himself, said the lo-
cal newspaper, the Brookhaven Leader, had done “more for the growth
and prosperity of Brookhaven than any of its early residents” by helping
to complete the railroad and build the town’s first sawmill. James Hoskins
had two sons, James and Isaac, who maintained his father’s sawmill until
it burned down in 1884. Mamie, June’s mother, was Ike’s daughter.

Mamie Hoskins was short and thin with fiery red hair and a tempera-
ment to match. A family member recalls her as very theatrical, “always
acting in shows in Brookhaven and cutting up.” Another said she had a
dry wit, for which the Hoskinses were known, and a streak of rebellious-
ness, for which they weren’t. According to family lore, nineteen-year-old
Mamie found herself pregnant, and the Hoskins men, armed with shot-
guns, made the suitor marry her. As the Brookhaven Leader tersely re-
ported it, “M. C. Magee and Mamie Hoskins were married on Monday
night [July 20, 1903] and left at once for St. Louis.” Elizabeth June
Magee was born ten weeks later on September 6.* By this time Maximil-

*June always lied about her age, even to her family, shaving off two years. When she met
Walter, she was actually nineteen, not seventeen, as he thought, though it is unlikely that
Walter ever learned the truth,
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lian Magee had already departed. (He would in fact be married three
times before he was twenty-six.) June never knew him.

Though Mamie had obviously scandalized the proper Hoskins family
and become its example of the wages of sin, she hadn’t lost her verve or
surrendered her theatrical ambitions. She passed them on to her daughter
and to Elizabeth McLaurin, a cousin who lived with them. The three of
them formed a singing act, touring the backwaters of the South as part of
Earl and His Girls.

Their theatrical aspirations evidently became much more serious after
1915, when they hit the vaudeville trail—Mamie, June and Elizabeth per-
forming, Mamie’s aunt Jennie making the costumes and chaperoning.
Like Walter’s vaudeville adolescence, June’s was to be a rootless and un-
stable existence. Somewhere along the way Mamie hooked up with an-
other entertainer named Guy Aster. Whether or not she and Aster ever
married—“She may have led the family to believe they were married be-
cause she didn’t want it known that she had been ‘foolish’ twice,” sug-
gested a relative—they had a child, whom she named Mary Rose. Aster
departed; Mamie told Mary Rose that he had died, but Mary Rose said,
“I didn’t believe it.” In time the baby was recruited into the act too, now
known variously as the Aster Sisters or May and June Aster or Mamie
Magee or even as Gil Mack and His Girls, depending, apparently, on
Mamie’s mood at the time, who happened to be aboard or what show
they had hooked up with.

Eventually June struck out on her own, just as Walter had with Rita.
Mamie and Baby Mary Rose continued touring together and became
enough of a minor phenomenon that a drugstore in Memphis even
named a sundae for the little girl. Not long after June met Walter, Baby
Mary went to Hollywood to make her first motion picture, and it was
probably Walter who reported it for the News.

Though he was newly separated, Walter had tried currying favor with
June ever since his noninterview with her, and he seized every opportu-
nity to see her, even misreporting in the News that mail was being held
for her at the NVA Club just so he could pretend to assist her. The
reason was that at their encounter over the interview, he had fallen in
love with her voice. “She had such a sweet voice,” he told his cousin
Willie. He began tracking her engagements, taking the train to wherever
she was playing and showing up at the stage door with flowers. But June
was having none of it. When a friend of hers told him that she already
had a boyfriend, Walter was so despondent he said, “I couldn’t eat,
sleep or laugh at the funniest comedians in show biz.” He was hopelessly
smitten.

He was also married, albeit in a rather peculiar and ill-defined way, and
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while he was absolutely infatuated with June, his professions of love for
Rita were not necessarily lies. A victim of the twenties’ changing moral
values, he was clearly confused, shifting between the roles of suitor and
husband, living a double life, hoping that the situation might resolve itself
without his having to do anything, and never firmly opting for one out-
come over the other.

How June felt about the situation is impossible to say. Walter insists
she kept spurning his advances, asking him, when he cornered her on the
street one day, if they could just be friends. But she let him follow her
that August to Atlantic City, where she and Olive Hill were performing;
there were photos in the News of them on the beach, “[t]wo popular
young members of the N.V.A.,” and there were two separate items about
Hill & Aster’s appearances—both the photos and the items no doubt ar-
ranged by Walter, who also ran his own photograph from Atlantic City
in the News.

As Walter always told it, theirs was a whirlwind courtship. No more
than a few months passed, he was to say, before he finally wore her down,
as he always seemed to do to his prey when he really campaigned for
something. “If you go for anybody,” he told an interviewer a few years
later, “you go for them. You want to marry.” So he and June, he said, im-
pulsively raced off to the courthouse one day for a municipal wedding.
The date he always gave was May 11, 1923. There was only one problem
with this story: he hadn’t yet divorced Rita.

III

While the private Walter Winchell was brooding over his domestic cri-
sis, the public Walter Winchell also faced a dilemma. He had received an
offer from another paper, he told Rita nervously when he called her for
advice. It was a real newspaper, not a trade paper like the News, but the
pay was less than he was earning now, on which he could barely make
ends meet. He also found himself gripped all over again by the old appre-
hension that if he accepted the new job he wouldn’t be able to succeed in
this bigger journalistic arena. “[H]e couldn’t afford to fail, or so he
thought,” Rita remembered.

The paper, yet to be launched, was to be called the New York Evening
Graphic, and it was the creation of a remarkable character by the name of
Bernarr Macfadden. He had been born Bernard McFadden in Mill
Spring, Missouri, in 1868 to an alcoholic father and tubercular mother.
He spent most of his childhood as an indentured servant to a series of
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cruel taskmasters. Small and sickly, he ran off to St. Louis when he was
twelve and began weightlifting to improve his health, winding up with a
physique so beautifully sculpted that according to one of his five wives, he
would often stand in front of a mirror admiring it. Over the years he ran
health salons, sold exercise equipment, lectured, wrestled, even founded a
planned community dedicated to health; but it was one magazine, Physical
Culture, that provided the keystone of what was to be his empire and an-
other, True Story, that made him his fortune, estimated to be as much as
$30 million at its height.

To most who knew him personally, he was a crackpot. Edward Bernays,
the renowned public relations consultant, said that Macfadden once pro-
posed to walk barefoot from his office on 65th Street to City Hall to
demonstrate the benefits of healthy living, and when Bernays dissuaded
him from that idea on the ground that he would be ridiculed, Macfadden
suggested they send a nude statue of his eleven-year-old daughter across
the country as an example of what his health principles had done for his
own children. His main nemeses were doctors. He excoriated them as
quacks and recommended that people forgo their ministrations. There
was no illness that couldn’t be prevented through physical exercise and
proper nutrition and none that Nature couldn’t cure. “Doctors are ta-
boo,” he told his wife.

His vehemently dogmatic views had horrifying and heartbreaking
consequences when the Macfaddens’ infant son Byron suddenly began
convulsing. Macfadden’s wife begged him to call a doctor, but he plunged
Byron into a scalding sitz bath instead. The baby died moments later in
his mother’s arms. Another child, a daughter from an earlier marriage,
had a congenital heart defect, but her father insisted she exercise. She
died too, Macfadden declaring to his surviving children, “It’s better she’s
gone. She’d have disgraced me.”

A macho blusterer, an illiterate, a libertine, a narcissist with the hawk-
ish profile of a warrior and long, wild hair, Macfadden nevertheless har-
bored one large and ridiculous ambition: He wanted to be President of
the United States. He already had a sizable fortune. What he needed now
was a vehicle to promote him. Macfadden’s wife at the time suspected it
was Fulton Oursler, the supervising editor of Macfadden magazines, who
planted the idea that they begin a tabloid newspaper to harvest his ambi-
tion. “Money is power,” Macfadden would declare at home. “But it takes
newspapers to direct that power if a publisher expects to get anywhere
politically.”

According to Oursler, it was Macfadden’ idea to start a tabloid, and
though Mrs. Macfadden portrayed Oursler as her husband’s Cardinal
Richelieu, scheming to ride him to power, Oursler himself said he ap-
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proached the enterprise with trepidation. He “knew that there were de-
grees of sensationalism as there are degrees of fever. Macfadden had no
checkrein of good taste to hold him back, and I considered it the gravest
part of my duty to provide such a brake upon his ardor for the appalling
and the lurid.” :

His new paper, Macfadden announced in August 1924, would be “sur-
prising.” Other papers he said were like factory-made shoes—*“all alike,
made in the same mold, controlled by the same old-time worn-out prej-
udices.” They smelled, he said, “of the literary machine-shop or the cem-
etery.” The Graphic would operate by an entirely different principle.
Dedicated to “the masses not the classes,” it would present human inter-
est stories rather than hard news and not only present them but, like his
True Story magazine, present them in the first person.

Long before the public announcement, Walter had heard about the
launch of the Grapbhic, originally to be called The Evening Truth, from his
friend Norman Frescott, the vaudeville mind-reader, who was also a good
friend of Oursler’s. Walter implored him to phone Oursler on his behalf
that very moment. Frescott protested that it was too late at night to call,
but Walter wasn’t to be denied. Frescott arranged an introduction at the
NVA Grill, where Oursler, somehow under the mistaken impression that
Walter was the playwright Winchell Smith, kept calling him “Mr. Smith”
until Walter finally corrected him.

In agreeing to meet Walter, Oursler couldn’t have known what he
was getting himself into. Just as Walter had done with Glenn Condon
when he set his sights on the News job, he now began calling Ours-
ler morning, noon and night, once at 2 a.m., to convince him that
the Graphic would need a Broadway columnist and that he was the per-
fect candidate. Oursler thought the items in Walter’s “Broadway Hear-
say” in the News were “nothing to write to Chaucer about,” but there
was something appealing about the way Walter presented them. “It was
personal. It was intimate.” Oursler had even submitted a few poems
of his own to the column which Walter had rejected. “I knew then,”
Oursler allegedly said, “he would make a good editor for our drama
pages, etc.”

Like Condon before him, Oursler eventually capitulated to Walter’s as-
sault, introduced him to the paper’s editor at the NVA Grill and closed
the deal. For Oursler, Walter’s real value wasn’t the column so much as
the pipeline he seemed to have. “From my talks with him I soon realized
that he knew more about the goings-on and the goings-off of Broadway
than anyone I had ever met,” Oursler later wrote. “It was my understand-
ing that he would constantly be giving tips to the City Desk.” The offer
was $75-per-week salary for a column and drama criticism, plus a 15 per-
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cent commission on all the theater advertising he sold.* But Oursler, who
obviously didn’t know Walter very well, believed the salary was really ir-
relevant to him. “[W]hat meant everything to Winchell was that he could
have a daily column.”

Still, there was that fear of failure. Having won the job with his tenac-
ity, he was now in a quandary, as he explained to Rita, of whether to take
it. “Winchell was scared about it,” said Glenn Condon. He and Condon
spent all day pacing up and down Fifth Avenue while Walter deliberated.
At one point he asked if Condon would become his agent, promising him
10 percent of his earnings for the next one hundred years. Finally
Condon ended the debate. “Look, Walter,” he said, “as of now you’re
fired.” “That’s how he moved over,” Condon recalled, “he couldn’t make
up his mind so I had to do it for him.”

His Aunt Beatrice tried to talk him out of accepting, and offered to
send him to journalism school instead. Walter pondered the offer and ap-
proached Herbert Bayard Swope, the highly respected editor of the New
York Worid, for his advice. As Walter remembered it, Swope said, “Wal-
ter, yow’ve had four years’ experience as a newspaperman. If you and a
journalism graduate walked in the door this minute, I'd hire you.”

However terrified he was at the prospect of moving to a daily newspa-
per, Walter had won enormous goodwill among the Broadwayites as
amiable, bright and industrious, and now they offered to come to his as-
sistance. “Are you going to handle the theatrical advertising on the
‘Evening Truth’?” wrote Walter Kingsley, a Keith circuit press agent and
himself a fixture on Broadway. “If you are, count us as your allies with
copy, for you are a good kid and regular and I don’t know of anyone who
stands better on the Rialto or along Tin Pan Alley.”

In his four years on the News, twenty-seven-year-old Walter had ingra-
tiated himself so well among his Broadway brethren that a hundred of
them threw him a testimonial dinner two days before the Graphic’s
launch. One news account said it “proved beyond question of doubt that
he is one of the most popular figures on Broadway.” Oursler admitted he
was “astonished at the gathering. The room was filled with Broadway ce-
lebrities including Fred Stone, George Jessel, Eddie Cantor, Al Jolson,
Jimmy Walker. . .. ” Twenty-two performers rose to give him testimo-
nials, which, said one account, “Winchell deserves. And more,” and then
presented him with a gold cigarette case. Oursler made a sentimental
speech that had everyone “dissolved in tears” and promised that Walter

*Or so said Oursler. Walter later indicated that he got no advertising commission on the
Grapbhic.
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would be given a free hand to run the theatrical department on the paper.
But it was Jimmy Walker, then a New York state senator, who made the
most lasting impression of the evening. “Walter, as a dramatic critic and
knowing every manager, actor and playwright in this town who will nat-
urally expect undeserved boosts, you must make your choice,” he intoned
dramatically. “You can keep your friends and be a failure—or lose them
and be a success.” It was advice Walter would often quote as his career
ascended.

THE ANTICIPATION of the Graphic in journalistic circles was immense,
not because anyone imagined the paper would be good but because no
one could imagine how awful it might be. “We couldn’t envisage,” said
one journalist, “one [paper] made up of the ingredients of muscles, bare
feet, out-thrusted chests and raw vegetables, or mistakes in love and
life—before and after.” Only two test runs were scheduled early that Sep-
tember before publication was to begin on September 15. After the sec-
ond dress rehearsal Macfadden was so pleased he returned to his home in
Nyack that evening, examined his nude body in the mirror and then pro-
claimed to his wife that it would be a propitious time for them to con-
ceive a son.

The next day the Graphic made its first appearance, with Macfadden
prophesying in ads “A Newspaper with a New Idea. ... It will flash
across the horizon like a new comet.” The staff gathered that morning in
the musty city room on the fourth floor of the old Evening Mail building
to receive its marching orders from the health faddist. Hoisted atop a
desk by some reporters and compositors, Macfadden looked, to one em-
ployee, like an Indian, “his gestures and bearing having some quality
of the Noble Savage,” and he spoke in a unique dialect that struck the
observer “as a combination of Old Scotch and Choctaw.”

“We are going to publish a newspaper,” he told them, “which will pub-
lish Nothing but the Truth. ... We will have it on the cover. Be ready to
fight for the Truth to the last ditch. We are not going to have a paper
governed by any secret power. It will be of the people, by the people and
for the people.” Telling them that with their assistance the “people them-
selves will write a great deal of this paper,” he then launched into an
attack on “medical ignorance,” “prurient prudery” and the “contami-
nations of smallpox vaccine.” (In time, critics said the Graphic was “for
fornication and against vaccination.”) With the staff cheering he was car-
ried to the elevator, and the presses began their “rumble.”

An inaugural editorial, titled “We Are of the People” and illustrated
with a cartoon of a man with “Graphic” across his chest leading a phalanx
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of common citizens, sounded the same themes. “The common people are
the salt of the earth,” it began. “They are the great rank and file that
make up this nation. ... [W]e just want to be recognized as one of the
folks.” But the real point came later in the editorial, and it wasn’t about
populism; it was about entertainment. “We intend to interest you might-
ily,” it said. “We intend to dramatize and sensationalize the news and
some stories that are not news. But we do not want a single dull line to
appear in this newspaper.”

If sensationalism was what Macfadden was promising, he more than
delivered. The headline that first day shouted: SHE GAVE UP ART FOR A
BARONET and 1 KNOW WHO KILLED MY BROTHER, and on page two,
a motion picture actress who was depressed over losing a suit against a
producer declared, MY FRIENDS DRAGGED ME INTO THE GUTTER.
PRINCE TELLS ME JUST WHY IT1S HE'S SO sAD went another story, this
one on the Prince of Wales. ALWAYS COUNT YOUR CHANGE, ran an ad-
vice column. And in the fifth column ran this announcement: BROAD-
WAY GOLD PAVED FOR WALTER WINCHELL. There were other stories
that week about a divorcing couple, an eloping heiress, an unmarried
mother, a broker who absconded with one million dollars and a pastor
who claimed to have poisoned two parishioners.

The reaction was swift and predictable. After the Graphic's first week,
Time magazine, itself just a fledlging, adjudged it “hardly a newspaper,”
to which the Graphic spikily retorted, “We are not a newspaper in the ac-
cepted sense. . . . The Graphic will try to be more the maker than the fol-
lower of fashions.” Editor & Publisher, a leading newspaper trade weekly,
surveyed one issue and found on the front page “only three inches that
did not relate either to murder or rum running.” Other features it disap-
provingly noted were a “stock market discussion without quotations,” a
daily sermon, a love diary, a bedtime story, an article on how to play the
ukulele, another on physical culture and “Broadway gossip by Walter
Winchell.” The New York Public Library stopped carrying the paper af-
ter six weeks. Even an irate reader of Walter’s wrote asking, “[I]f you're
so clever why aren’t you on a regular paper?”

There would come to be a standing joke about the Graphic reporter
whose mother begged him to leave the paper and return to his old, more
respectable job: piano player in a whorehouse. But for Walter, his per-
sonal insecurities aside, having a daily column in a newspaper, regular or
not, was nearly all that one could ask from life. Citing some scathing crit-
icism of the Graphic by H. 1. Phillips of the Daily News, Walter quoted
the columnist Franklin P. Adams: “Our advice to young men about to en-
ter journalism is to enter it if possible, for any other business or profes-
sion seems to us like shooting craps for no stakes. But to the youth we
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must add: ‘Any friends you must consider as just so much velvet.” ” Wal-
ter had the quote, which echoed Jimmy Walker’s advice, pasted on the
wall over his desk.

IF WINCHELL was fearful despite campaigning so hard for the job, it
was in part because the field of columning was already so crowded, the
competition so stiff. Columnists were everywhere. The Tribune had Percy
Hammond on the theater, Burton Rascoe on publishing and Don Mar-
quis writing humor pieces in the guise of archy the cockroach—*“the god-
dam biggest cockroach you ever saw”—who tapped out the column by
leaping on the typewriter keys. When the Tribune and Herald merged, Al-
exander Woollcott, pundit, raconteur and curmudgeon, took his column
of wry observations there. The American had humorist Bugs Baer and po-
litical commentator Roy K. Moulton. The Post had Christopher Morley
on literature and Russel Crouse on amusements. The Morning Telegraph
had a half dozen columnists, including Helen Green on slang. The
Telegraph-Mail had S. Jay Kaufman’s “Around the Town.” The Sunday
World had Ring Lardner, Milt Gross’s “Looie, Dot Dope” about the
Bronx, Frank Sullivan, Karl Kitchen on theater, Laurence Stallings and
Lloyd Mayer on the latest doings of the younger set. And the Morning
World had, in Walter’s estimation, the “crack” columnists: Heywood
Broun and Franklin P. Adams, a sour-tempered autodidact whose “Con-
ning Tower,” a compendium of poems, aphorisms, criticisms, witticisms
and reflections, was the most highly regarded of them all.

For Walter the immediate challenge was staking out his own
territory—because other journalists wouldn’t stand for anyone trespassing
on theirs, and neither would readers. “This newcomer, who shook in his
hoofing shoes in awe of all the 1924 Mighties, figured the only way to
fight extinction was to prepare his own menu, and let the other fellow’s
dishes alone,” Walter would write of his days just before the Graphic’s in-
troduction. “Broadway was unexplored copyland and besides it was the
only area he knew.”

There had in fact been columns at the periphery of Broadway—ones
like S. Jay Kaufman’s that occasionally reported Broadway news or Benny
Holzman’s in the Muail that reprinted press releases. But no columnist
outside the entertainment trade papers had made Broadway his exclusive
domain. No columnist had burrowed himself in its folkways, its language,
its fads, its opinions, its quips, jokes, tales, grievances, failures and
triumphs—above all, its personalities. None had, probably because no ed-
itor was sure readers would care about this alien and insular enclave.

Other daily columnists ruminated about events and ideas in general
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circulation. Some, like O. O. Mclntyre, even presented themselves as
representatives of the common man—MclIntyre, the small-town boy from
Plattsburg, Missouri, taking a wide-eyed view of the big city. What col-
umnists as disparate as the erudite FPA and the gaping Mclntyre shared
was a certain nineteenth-century regard for language—for the well-
turned phrase, the polished sentence, the literary allusion, the rhetorical
flourish. FPA even had a regular department chiding fellow journalists for
their grammatical errors.

But Winchell’s new Broadway column had little to do with his readers’
daily experience, and it had no pretensions whatsoever to literary
merit—no reverence for grammar, high-blown prose, intellectual palaver
or edification. Walter was an entertainer, and that was what he sought to
be in his column. “Other columnists appealed to the highbrows,” Wal-
ter’s editor wrote of the columnist’s alter ego in a novel based on the
Graphic experience. “I would try a column run for the masses in their
own vernacular.”

“Your Broadway and Mine,” as he called the column, debuted on Sep-
tember 20, 1924, with a poem that expressed Walter’s trepidation about
taking on the “Mighties” among the columnists, and concluded: “It’s
hard to be a youngster, in the learning / Beginners, as you know, must go
through hell.” But having displayed his humility, he then served notice to
his rivals by criticizing them for having stolen from his old Vaudeville
News column without giving him credit: “For seasons we have wished
that the boys would give us the ethical by-line when borrowing from our
department. . ..” He included a gag from humorist Fred Allen—“If there
is such a thing as reincarnation in vaudeville, could the Hunchback of
Notre Dame come back as a straight man?”—and had another gag about
sufferers of the sleeping sickness epidemic: “While I was in a certain
small time theater last night I noticed they were all in the house.” He
ended his column with an explanation of why torch singer Sophie Tucker
had left the Vanities (she wasn’t allowed enough time to sell her songs)
and promoted a dancer named Ed Lowry who quit the Ritz Revue because
the producers wanted him to do comedy and play the clarinet rather than
dance.

Walter entered the Graphic offices that first night buzzing with energy.
“The place vibrated to his gait,” remembered one staff man to whom
Walter immediately introduced himself. “It was our first meeting but one
would have thought he had known me all his life. ... He came up in a
way that made one feel important and pleased.” The offices themselves
were in an open loft partitioned by frosted glass. Cubicles were assigned
by rank; the highest-ranking staff members got the ones in the rear. Wal-
ter as the lowest-ranking member on the paper—a Broadway character,
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not even a journalist—was given an old rolltop desk out in the open near
the sports department and about halfway between the managing editor’s
cubicle and the city desk. Anyone getting off the ancient, clanking eleva-
tor which led from the bowels of the pressroom to the city room practi-
cally bumped into Walter’s desk. Since there was no receptionist, the desk
became the depository for most of the paper’s deliveries, and Walter
spent the evenings after his rounds plowing through the detritus so he
could clear the top and write his column.

His editor described him sitting at his rolltop, “a hunched figure with
a white lean face of deceptive humility, looking up occasionally, startled.”
He worked with “frenzied determination.” Another co-worker said he
had a “lean hungry look but he was young and so ambitious that when
you watched him crouched tensely before his typewriter, he reminded
you of a five pound sack into which ten pounds of humus had been
pounded. You looked at him and expected something to give at any
moment.”

Much of what seemed like single-mindedness was actually anxiety,
which Walter ascribed to his vaudeville experience, when each day
brought new pressures to make good. He admitted now to “stage fright”
and was always soliciting suggestions for improving the column. On Sun-
days he remained at the Graphic until three or four in the morning,
scouring the last editions of the competition to reassure himself that his
own copy was fresh. To his fellow workers he was always cordial, but he
seldom fraternized.

After work he vanished in the direction of Broadway to forage for col-
umn material at the NVA Club or at a bustling chophouse on West 48th
Street called LaHiff’s—after its proprietor, Billy LaHiff—where the
Broadway cognoscenti usually gathered. These were centers of theatrical
Broadway—the Broadway of show people, chorus girls, prizefighters, res-
taurateurs, journalists, even politicians like Jimmy Walker. Walter knew
this Broadway intimately. But there was another Broadway—the Broad-
way of speakeasies and gangsters and idle playboys hunting for good
times—about which Walter was almost completely ignorant. He couldn’t
glad-hand his way through this Broadway. He needed guides.

Because Broadway was an open and tolerant community of exhibition-
ists, self-promoters and gossip-mongers, and because Winchell was
clearly a young man on the rise who could provide publicity, guides read-
ily presented themselves to him. The first was named Sime Silverman.
Silverman, with his raspy voice, unmanageable chestnut hair and perpet-
ual cigarette, was one of Broadway’s most familiar figures; he was also
among its most powerful. Born in upstate New York to an iconoclastic
money broker, he had entered the family business as a bookkeeper, but
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the pull of show business proved irresistible. He eventually took jobs at
two entertainment trade papers, then, with a $2,500 loan from his father-
in-law, decided to start one of his own. Variety debuted on December 16,
1905, and stumbled through its infancy. The field was already crowded
with more than a half dozen other trades, and Silverman’s debts were
enormous—sheriffs parked out in the office so often that everyone as-
sumed they were employees—but Variery had a lively, irreverent appeal,
not unlike Walter’s, and within a year it was outselling Billboard and the
New York Clipper, its two chief competitors.

At the time he met Walter, Silverman had been Broadway royalty for
nearly twenty years, with a sense of noblesse oblige toward newcomers
trying to make their way. Toward Winchell he assumed an attitude that
Silverman’s biographer called “almost paternal.” He escorted Walter to
nightspots, introduced him to celebrities, advised him on how and what
to write, lent him money when he needed it, even gave him tips for the
column. (“My best tipster” Walter called him.) When Walter asked
Silverman why he gave away items that just as easily could have appeared
in Variety, Silverman answered, “Walter, I give you tips to use so I can
jack up my staff for being scooped.”

It was Silverman, too, who introduced Walter to the woman who
would become another of his mentors. Walter had reported that the
bouncers at a nightclub owned by the racketeer Larry Fay subdued un-
ruly customers by socking them with a fistful of quarters, and that one
unlucky drunk had been knocked down a flight of stairs. Silverman called
to tell Walter the story was false, and offered to take him to the club to
get the real story from its hostess. Walter feared he might be beaten up,
but the hostess, a loud, amply proportioned, overdressed, brassy blonde
by the name of Texas Guinan, greeted him warmly and explained that the
injured man was an obnoxious drunk who had been cursing and shoving
other patrons. “A couple of the boys went to reason with him, to quiet
him down,” she continued. “Do you know what he did? He pulled a gun!
So we had to go to work on him.” Walter apologized. “From that time
on, I was one of her best friends,” Walter said, and he was soon station-
ing himself in her club each night from midnight to 6:00 a.m., the way
he had at the NVA Club, while Texas schooled him in the ways of the
rich, rambunctious Broadway she inhabited. He called her club his “fort.”

No association could have proved more profitable for Walter in his
first months at the Graphic. In those days Texas Guinan was the sun
around which all of Broadway seemed to orbit. She had been born Mary
Louise (Cecilia) Guinan on a ranch in Waco, Texas, in 1884, but a family
friend dubbed her Texas, and the name stuck. A skilled horsewoman and
an independent soul, she spent most of her adolescence traveling in Wild

WorldRadioHistory



68/ WINCHELL

West shows before trying the legitimate stage and then, at the invitation
of cowboy star William S. Hart, the movies. Starring as a cowgirl in a se-
ries of two-reelers, she became widely known as the female Hart and won
a following that included President Harding and the Prince of Wales. But
she was an incurable romantic, and her Hollywood career ended when
she followed her leading man back to New York, where she continued to
bounce between vaudeville and the movies.

In 1922, during an engagement at New York’s Winter Garden Theater,
she was enjoying an after-theater repast at the Beaux Arts Café when
someone suggested she sing. “I didn’t need much coaxing, so I sang all I
knew,” she remembered. “First thing you know we were all doing things.
Everybody had a great time.” The café’s owner was so impressed by the
conviviality she inspired he promptly hired her as the greeter, and, dyeing
her brown hair a bright yellow, she assumed a new career: hostess.

It was a year later as hostess at El Fey—owned by horse-faced Larry
Fay—that Texas became the Queen of the Nightclubs. El Fey was less
than splendid—just a narrow, crowded, smoke-filled room decorated
sparely with colored hangings. The tables were tiny and crammed to-
gether. The dance floor scarcely accommodated a dozen people and even
those kept colliding, though a jazz band blared away anyway. When the
band wasn’t playing, there was a roving quartet; asked once if this was
sufficiently grand for her entrance, Texas said, “It depends how many
quarts are in the quartet.”

It wasn’t the setting that made El Fey the hottest club in New York; it
was the hostess. At forty, Texas was no longer conventionally beautiful.
She was large, wore too much makeup and jangled with far too much
jewelry. Edmund Wilson described her as a “prodigious woman, with her
pearls, her glittering bosom, her abundant beautifully bleached yellow
coiffure, her formidable rap of shining white teeth, her broad bare back
behind its grating of green velvet, the full-blown peony as big as a cab-
bage exploding on her broad green thigh. . . .” But Texas “had something
that made everyone feel instantly at ease and ready for a good time,” re-
membered Sophie Tucker. That was her talent. The customers would
pound their silverware on the tables, the trumpets would blast a flourish
and out would come Texas braying, “Hello, sucker!” “There was some-
thing in that ‘Hello, sucker!”” wrote veteran newspaperman Jack Lait,
“which softened up a man and made him what she called him.” Then
she’d sing in her deep-throated voice:

Let’s turn this into a whoopee place and have a lot

of fun,

And if we sing about you, why don’t get up and run.
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We'll sing about the Broadway folks, and anyone you
choose.

It'll save you then from buying the Graphic, Mirror
and the News.

Technically, Texas’s job was to serve as mistress of ceremonies for El
Fey’s ribald floor show. “This little girl is new: give her a hand,” Texas
commanded her patrons, coining a popular phrase for the national lexi-
con in the process. More accurately, she was a spirit—in host Nils T.
Grandlund’s description, “the spirit of after-the-war, the spirit that says:
‘Come on, fight it out. It may be life, it may be bitter, but laugh at it, you
old fool.” ” This was certainly a source of her enormous appeal, and it was
something she imparted to Walter. But equally appealing, and no less a
part of Walter’s repertoire, was a kind of cynical honesty she provided
that was attuned to the contemporary urban mood. “It was as if, elevated
to fame by a world suddenly gone cockeyed,” one observer wrote, “she
had taken her fortune as a measure of the world’s moral aberration.”

Ir Trxas Guinan served as a maternal figure showing Walter the demi-
monde, and Sime Silverman as a paternal figure making him contacts and
teaching him a sort of sophistication, Mark Hellinger served as Walter’s
fraternal guide, offering him companionship as Walter made his nightly
rounds. Hellinger had grown up on Park Avenue, the first child of a self-
important Orthodox Jewish Hungarian attorney who disdained other
Eastern European Jews and of a rich Polish mother whose family had
taken the improbable name of Rinaldo when one of her ancestors joined
the circus.

Despite this rather genteel upbringing, Hellinger was an insurgent who
seemed to design his life to antagonize his strict, conservative father.
Having been expelled from one school and flunked out of another, he be-
gan writing advertising copy, but he dreamed of becoming an actor or a
playwright or a reporter, anything that would put him in the thick of the
Broadway action. Through a friend of his mother’, he got a job at an en-
tertainment trade paper called Zits Weekly and promptly began inundat-
ing Phil Payne, the editor of the Daily News, with clippings until Payne
finally hired him as an entertainment reporter at $50 a week.

Hellinger looked as if he belonged on Broadway. He was painfully slim
and sharp-featured and so self-conscious about his looks that he had had
all his stained snaggleteeth pulled when he was eighteen and replaced
with a set of gleaming white dentures. Even as a young man—he was five
years younger than Walter—he exuded a weary confidence, his walk
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stooped, his head cocked, his voice clipped. He spoke in slang, always
tipped big and wore dark blue shirts and white crepe ties because he said
the Broadway names never wore white. “His conscious effort,” wrote his
biographer, “was always to sound hard-boiled, disillusioned.”

He met Winchell in the bathroom at the federal court building in
Manhattan when both were covering a trial there—Walter gave him a
bum tip—and they hit it off so well they became virtually inseparable. “If
Hellinger comes, can Winchell be far behind?” Broadway denizens joked.
“The gintellectuals,” said Walter, “named us the Damon and Pythias of
Broadway.” Making the rounds together each night, they exchanged
items, shared confidences, waited up together for the first editions of the
News when Hellinger was given his own weekly column and swore that
whichever of them died first, the survivor would devote an entire column
to him.

There was spirited rivalry between them—Hellinger once got Walter
drunk and left him in Central Park to beat him to a story—but never jeal-
ousy. When Percy Hammond, the hulking, pear-shaped drama critic of
the New York Herald-Tribune known for his acidulous intelligence,
praised Walter—“He is young, fearless, sophisticated, and he combines a
pungent news-sense with good Broadway taste, endurance and a forth-
right style of prose expression”—Hellinger was the one who enthused for
his friend. “I was happy. I was happier than if it had been written about
me,” Hellinger wrote Walter the morning of Hammond’s tribute. “Hun-
dreds, thousands, millions in the bank couldn’t buy a thing like that. It
was written by the greatest of them all. It is only an inkling of the praise
and joy that are rushing your way at a hectic pace.”

Hellinger was right. Winchell was becoming a novelty. His name and
exploits were cropping up in other columns with greater and greater fre-
quency. He initiated the idea for a contest to determine the “Mayor of
Broadway,” and S. Jay Kaufman promptly conducted a poll in his column.
He wrote a song at Nedick’s orange drink stand one night, then raced to
LaHiff’s to sing it to Damon Runyon and “the other illiterati of the Main
Stem, who lauded the idea” and noted it in their columns. There were
several accounts in the columns of how a gangster named Two-Gun Mur-
phy escorted Walter to some of New York’s roughest speakeasies, where
the young columnist witnessed one act of violence after another, not re-
alizing that the tour was a practical joke staged by his friends. Wrote one
reporter after this flurry of activity: “If Walter Winchell ever gets a flat
tire or loses his pencil what’ll that fornograph [the Graphic] do?”

But, among general readers, Winchell was generating interest less be-
cause of his exploits than because of the way he was exploiting language
in his column. The gradual migration of newspaper offices northward
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from Park Row to the Times Square area, the opening of the new Mad-
ison Square Garden nearby, and the proliferation in the quarter of speak-
easies defying Prohibition had created in the twenties a new enclave
around Broadway of journalists, gamblers, sportsmen and bootleggers, all
joining the showpeople who were already there. Out of this enclave had
emerged a distinctive patois that was a form of self-identification, and
Walter, borrowing heavily from the show business shorthand in which he
was so well versed, quickly became, as one speech professor later put it,
“the dictator of contemporary slang.” '

On its face this might have seemed a relatively minor achievement, not
a likely foundation for real popularity, were it not for the fact that lan-
guage in the twenties was assuming a new and energizing role in the cul-
ture. Like so much else in the decade, slang was a form of cultural
democracy; it was a way for the disenfranchised to reclaim their language
from the genteel elites. Slang aerated English and in doing so created a
new language, a kind of subversive tongue that was especially attractive to
young urban Americans. To know which words were in vogue, to know
what “scram” meant and “palooka” and “belly laughs” and “lotta balo-
ney” and “pushover,” was like being part of a secret society—one from
which the arbiters of good taste were obviously excluded. For these read-
ers, then, language wasn’t just a means of expression; it was a nose-
thumbing, a fashion, an entertainment, a way of showing one was in the
know when being in the know was an important differentiation.

Walter often said that he had adopted slang as protection against his
own deficiencies in grammar; with slang he felt he could say anything
without feeling inadequate. But slang was obviously more than a defense
mechanism for him. It was practically keyed to his metabolism. Since
vaudeville, it was the way he chose to talk, the way he was most expres-
sive. “I'm an alleged representative of Broadway,” Walter told Editor &
Publisher, “and the mob I mix with express themselves in the argot of the
‘Canyon.” That’s the language I savvy better than any other,” adding that
“most four syllable words are over my head.” What he didn’t say is that
slang put him ahead of the curve. Slang gave him importance.

Recognizing its appeal, he worked as painstakingly as a lexicographer,
collecting new phrases and coining his own, until what had begun as a
column subheading, “Slanguage,” soon permeated every paragraph of his
column. People began to read Winchell for his new coinages the way fans
read the sports section for the latest scores. In Winchell, Broadway was
the “Main Stem,” “Coffee Pot Canyon,” “The Incandescent Belt,”
“Mazda Lane.” Speakeasies were “sotto voce parlors” or “hush houses,”
and liquor was “giggle-water.” A mistress was a “keptive.” Newspaper-
men on Park Row were “Park Rowgues.” An oriental dancer was a “torso
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tosser,” a “hip flipper” or a “thigh grinder.” Every day brought newly
minted words, and the words themselves became an objective correlative
for the syncopated rhythm of the twenties. “My idea is to play you as the
coming poet of Broadway,” one editor wrote him while asking Walter to
slip him some pieces. It was an astonishing idea.

v

Walter’s editor may have been right that “No paper but Macfadden’s
tabloid could have nursed such a prodigy,” if only because no respectable
paper would have hired him in the first place. Even among tabloids, the
Graphic was legendarily unrespectable.* Though it had long since given
up on its idea to convert all the news into first-person accounts—the ed-
itor had even tried to get President Coolidge to write one—it had be-
come, if anything, more outrageous as time went on. Scantily clad women
were a staple; the only instruction one Graphic editor received upon his
hiring was that “The boss wanted sex on every front page, big gobs of it.
On the inside pages he expected it to be spread out like butter over
canapés.” Next to sex, Macfadden loved contests best, and the Graphic ran
dozens of them, sometimes several simultaneously: crossword puzzle con-
tests, joke contests, a contest to pick yourself out of a crowd photo, a
contest for the best letter on “why I grew a beard,” and an Apollo-Diana
contest which offered a reward to selected men and women of athletic
physiques who married each other and had children.

The paper’s lonely hearts column evolved into a Lonely Hearts Club
which sent dozens of the lovelorn streaming into the office and hectoring
any employee who would listen to their plaints. (They joined dozens of
health faddists who also made pilgrimages to the office, one of them rip-
ping a telephone book in two, another hanging from a pipe by his hair.)
To demonstrate to advertisers how popular the hearts column was,
Macfadden arranged Lonely Hearts Balls and attracted so large a crowd
at Madison Square Garden that loudspeakers had to be rigged outside to
accommodate the overflow. The column and the balls were discontinued
when one “member” wound up murdering another, but the demand was
so great that the column was reinstated, only to be killed again when

*In 1927 the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice attempted to close down the
Grapbic on the grounds that it was a violation of the penal code to publish and distribute a
newspaper made up “principally of criminal news, police reports of criminal deeds, or stories
of deeds of bloodshed, lust and crime.” In dismissing the charges, Judge Martin J. Healey ad-
mitted that some might find the paper “disgusting” and “not what we believe should be
printed. .. .”
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an unsophisticated editor innocently listed men looking for other men.

The Graphic's major investigative crusade was to prove that the Miss
America contest was rigged. When Broadway producer Earl Carroll, one
of those allegedly implicated in the scheme, called to demand a retraction
on threat of a half-million-dollar lawsuit, the editor screamed, “Piker!”
and told Carroll he couldn’t make the front page of the paper with any
suit less than $1 million. The paper was sued by another aggrieved party
after it had successfully campaigned to save two accused murderers
named Greco and Carillo from the death penalty. Having no photo of the
men, editors used a picture of actor Leo Carrillo instead.

The Graphic's most notorious contribution to journalism, aside from
Walter himself, was the “composograph.” Composographs were essen-
tially composite photos. Pictures of actual individuals were spliced with
those of models, or the faces of actual individuals were put on models’
bodies, with the result that the Graphic could provide a photograph of
virtually any event, whether a photographer was present or not. The first
of these was a composograph of the Kip Rhinelander trial at which
wealthy playboy Rhinelander was seeking an annulment of his marriage
to Alice Jones on the ground that Jones hadn’t told him she was a Ne-
gress. Jones had been ordered to bare herself in court to show her skin
color. The Graphic found a model to reenact the scene, and the compos-
ograph was born.

“Newspapers have not yet recovered from the old Graphic days,” a
former Graphic editor wrote in the mid-thirties, taking account of the
ways in which the paper debased journalism. But in fact the Graphic, in-
cluding Walter, was part of a journalistic upheaval so profound that it
amounted to a revolution from which newspapers never recovered: the
tabloid revolution.

The first modern American tabloid, the Ilustrated Daily News, debuted
in New York on June 26, 1919, the inspiration of Chicago Tribune pub-
lisher Joseph Medill Patterson, who had been introduced to tabloids in
England during the war. The Daily News was distinguished chiefly by its
size, half as big as a full paper, and by its heavy reliance on photographs,
but a rival editor fingered the real difference between it and New York’s
seventeen other daily English-language newspapers: it operated “on the
psychological principle that, no matter what his background or education,
a man is governed by his emotions.”

Like the old yellow press of the 18gos, which had since grown nearly as
gray and respectable as its more traditional confreres, the Daily News em-
ployed a formula of screaming headlines, lurid tales and plentiful illustra-
tions to build a huge following. Within a year and a half it was showing
a profit; within four, at the time Walter went to work at the Graphic, it had
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the largest circulation of any paper in the country at 750,000 readers. A
year later the number had risen to just under 1 million. (The Graphic, by
comparison, had a circulation of roughly 250,000, though it carried less
advertising than the Post, which had only 35,000 readers.) By then the
Daily News had been joined by William Randolph Hearst’s Daily Mirvor,
launched in June 1924 with the promise to be “go per cent entertainment,
10 per cent information,” and by Macfadden’s Graphic, which debuted that
fall—an assault of tabloids on more delicate journalistic sensibilities.

“Why do most journalists dislike the N.Y. tabloids?” Walter asked in
his column, and then gave the answer. “Because they have 1,600,000 cir-
culation in Greater N.Y.” It was true, much to the distress of more sober
journalistic observers, that the tabloids had rapidly attracted nearly 4o
percent of the readership of New York’s papers. The only consolation one
could find in this situation was that while the population in the metropol-
itan area increased by 128,000 in the first half of the decade, newspaper
circulation rose by almost exactly the total circulation of the tabloids, al-
lowing fretful critics to announce that at least the tabloids hadn’t drawn
readers from real newspapers, hadn’t in fact drawn real readers at all.

But this was small comfort to the journalistic establishment. While a
tiny minority of observers believed the tabloids had actually provided a
necessary tonic for an enervated journalism and while others praised
them for being “of the people instead of trying to be above the people,”
the vast majority of journalists deplored them. Their readers were “semi-
literate,” carped one. “[O]nly a sharp lowering of the IQ of a newspaper
was necessary to make it attractive to a hitherto unexploited portion of
the great metropolitan rank and file,” sniped another. “It is difficult to
believe that one half of the population of the world’s greatest metropolis
is one hundred per cent moron,” wrote a third, but that was the only
conclusion he could draw from the popularity of tabloids.

Many critics cast their opposition in moral terms. The tabloids struck
at the very fiber of the American soul, contributing to widespread degen-
eracy, they said. They filled impressionable heads with drivel. They de-
graded the “taste of their readers and set up wholly fictitious standards.”
E. E. Cummings, writing in Vanity Fair, blamed them for a current of in-
fantilism in American life, and journalist Aben Kandel warned, “If this
appetite is not curbed, a tabloid a day will soon be a national drug habit.”

At least one defender believed that the uproar over the menace of the
tabloids was really just the old conservative order yowling once again
over something beyond its control. “It is a skirmish in the war tradition-
alism is waging to block liberalization of education, music, art, dress, lit-
erature,” he wrote. “It is the protest of the static against the movie; the
drab expressing distaste at the dramatic; the ghostly dead moaning at the
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ways of the quick.” This may have been true in the larger culture. But to
the journalistic establishment, the antagonism had a special edge. For it,
the tabloids threatened the fundamental tenets of respectable journalism
and all the things these tenets symbolized: objectivity, order, reason.
They threatened the practice of journalism itself.

Even, or especially, their publishers realized that the function of the
tabloids wasn’t to dispense news, provide information or allow readers to
comprehend their world, which had been among the traditional functions
and obligations of the newspaper. The tabloid really wasn’t a newspaper at
all, but rather an entertainment medium, and as such it had far more in
common with the motion pictures than with journalism. Like the movies,
the tabloids were primarily visual; no less an authority than William
Randolph Hearst declared, “The success of the tabloid is largely PIC-
TURES.” One didn’t read a tabloid, one watched it, and the images, as
one analyst noted, soon became as familiar and iconographic as any-
thing on the screen: “Shaggy Einstein was the symbol of intellectuality;
fierce-featured Toscanini was the artistic temperament personified; Hem-
ingway was the artist as adventurer; Gertrude Stein the artist as incom-
prehensible.”

But perhaps an even greater affinity between the tabloids and the mov-
ies than the visual one, and an even greater threat to the old journalistic
order, was the narrative one. Tabloids told stories. Day after day they
presented their readers with serials—real-life soap operas complete with
stars, melodrama, lurid details and cliffhangers. The juicier the plot ele-
ments, the bigger the story, in a reversal of the revered idea, seldom
breached since the decline of the yellow press, that events dictated the
news, the newspaper didn’t dictate events. “There was a time when a
reader of an unexciting newspaper would remark, ‘How dull is the world
today!” ” historian Daniel Boorstin succinctly summarized the change
four decades later. “Nowadays he says, ‘What a dull newspaper!” ” That
was the legacy and to most journalists the danger of the tabloids.

Anyone reading the tabloids then would have found the twenties an
endless stream of mayhem and debauchery, obviously because these sorts
of things provided the most vivid story elements, the best entertainment.
Especially lurid murder trials, like the Hall-Mills trial in New Jersey, in
which an heiress was tried after the bodies of her minister husband and
his choir singer mistress were found on a deserted lover’s lane, or the
Snyder-Gray trial, in which a corset salesman and a suburban housewife
were tried for bludgeoning her husband to death with a sashweight, be-
came the tabloid equivalents of motion-picture blockbusters.

For comic relief there was the long-running saga of an eccentric real
estate speculator named Edward West Browning. Browning first came to
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the tabloids’ attention when his wife ran off to France with her dentist,
and the lonely fifty-one-year-old millionaire placed a newspaper ad for a
young girl to adopt. The winner out of twelve thousand applications was
Mary Louise Spas, the sixteen-year-old daughter of Bohemian immi-
grants living in Queens. Soon, however, the tabloids were reporting that
Mary was older than sixteen and not as demure as she let on. The next
day the headline in the Daily News proclaimed: 1 WANT TO GO IHOME.
The day after that, back in her parents’ house, Mary allegedly drank a
bottle of iodine in a suicide attempt, though “Daddy” Browning, as he
was now called, believed it was faked. The same day Browning dropped
his claim to be her legal father when it turned out Mary was actually
twenty-one. All this in only five days.

Once the tabloids had developed a character, there were usually se-
quels. In Browning’s case the sequel concerned a teenager named Frances
Heenan whom Browning married after meeting her at a high school so-
rority dance he had organized. Meanwhile, the Graphic contracted with
Miss Heenan, now known as Peaches, to give a running account of her
new life with Daddy Browning. Far from objecting, Browning seemed to
enjoy the publicity. To keep up the momentum, the Graphic convinced
him to buy a gander, a rare African honking gander, it assured him,
which, to the delight of photographers, he now carried with him wher-
ever he went. When Peaches, pleading a nervous breakdown, returned to
her mother and filed for a separation, the Graphic paid her another thou-
sand dollars for the story. “Honk Honk. It’s the Bonk” was the caption of
one composograph of Peaches, Daddy and the goose in their bedroom,
presumptively about to engage in the strange sexual practices that
Peaches divulged. She eventually wound up in vaudeville—a celebrity
created by the tabloids.

To the tabloids’ antagonists, it was these daily melodramas that made
the papers a potpourri of idiocy and degeneracy. “Distort the world, until
its news is all murder, divorce, crime, passion and chicanery,” reproached
one critic describing the tabloids.

To the poor struggling upward present the paces above as tenanted
by witless millionaires and shallow adventuresses, contemptible yet
glorious in their spending. Sentimentalize everything, with cynicism
just beneath. In place of the full life, or the good life, or the hard life
of experience, fill the mind with a phantasmagoria where easy
wealth, sordid luxury, scandal, degeneracy, and drunken folly swirl
through the pages in an intoxicating vulgarity.

But taken altogether in just this way—not simply the headlines and the
featured melodramas—the various elements of the tabloids, including
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Walter Winchell, provided something more than mindless entertainment
for their readers. They purveyed a cosmology, an attitude toward the
world which was every bit as rich as the cosmology of the traditional
press. In place of cool reason, heated passion. In place of the primacy of
world and national events that presumably determined the readers’ own
destinies, trivial and salacious events, a “drama of life” as one called it,
that reflected a world gone mad. In place of faith in the objective and ver-
ifiable, the subjective and provisional that ceded no higher truth. (Mys-
tery was always a major component of the tabloid: Who did it?) In place
of facts marching in neat ranks down the page and conveying the essen-
tial orderliness of things, a jumble of words and images conveying the
essential disorderliness. This was the tabloids’ message: chaos.

And their readers, however much they were demeaned as morons, al-
most certainly knew it. Largely working-class and, by one estimate as
much as one-third women, the tabloid readership self-consciously em-
braced this view as its own alternative truth set against the truth of the
wealthier and more powerful custodians of the social order represented
by the conservative press. “To be seen reading The New York Times is a
stamp of respectability,” that paper had once advertised. But to be seen
reading the Graphic or the Mirror or the Daily News was a stamp of dis-
reputability, and the readers, like the papers themselves, bore it proudly
as an assertion of their own power.

All this made the tabloids a battlefield in the twenties’ ongoing cultural
war. And because Walter Winchell was not only in the tabloids but of
them, he was inevitably drawn into the conflict. But not yet. Not until

gossip.

WiNCHELL No more invented gossip than he invented slang. The old
“penny press” of the early nineteenth century had carried news of family
strife and scandal, and in the 1880s a New York patent attorney named
Louis Keller launched Town Topics, largely to establish a pecking order in
high society now that the Gilded Age had added nouveau riche industri-
alists to the aristocratic Old Guard, but also to document their
behavior—the bawdier the better. “When someone tells us a long story
about mice in China, culled from the Encyclopedia Britannica, we are
bored,” a Topics ad later admitted. “When we hear of Mrs. Brown’s latest
indiscretion we are thrilled.”

In the early twenties a wily operator named Stephen Clow hit upon the
brilliant notion that since gossip was most often derogatory, individuals
might pay him not to be gossiped about. Clow’s Broadway Brevities and
Social Gossip had a circulation of only four thousand, but the editor wound
up coercing such financial stalwarts as banker Otto Kahn, railroad mag-
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nate W. Averell Harriman and yeast king Julius Fleischmann into giving
him money or taking out ads in return for his not printing their names
and foibles. It worked until one enraged victim lodged a criminal com-
plaint, and Clow and three of his associates were brought to trial for us-
ing the mails in furtherance of a criminal scheme.* “I know of few things
meaner than to threaten publicly to blast the lives of private individuals
by the publication of their social or moral errors,” pronounced the judge
in sentencing the publisher to six years in prison and a $6,000 fine.

Where Clow had led, the general press was obviously loath to follow.
Society columns, often called gossip, were really less gossip than reports
of who had attended which party and what they wore. Anything more
would have been regarded as unseemly by the traditional press. But even
if the press hadn’t been restrained by its own sense of decorum, the law
hovered menacingly. In 18go then Harvard law professor and later Su-
preme Court Justice Louis Brandeis had written a highly influential arti-
cle in the Harvard Law Review decrying gossip and arguing for a legally
enforceable right to privacy. As the courts continued to grope their way
through the issue—and they continued to grope for decades—even the
tabloids trod lightly where rumor and innuendo were concerned, obvi-
ously fearing legal action. The rule of thumb, as enunciated by the Daily
News’ Joseph Medill Patterson, was “no private scandal or private love
affairs” unless they came to trial in a divorce action, thus becoming part
of the public record.

Yet the media themselves were exerting an almost inexorable pressure
toward gossip by engendering a fascination with personalities. In the
movies, magazines and the tabloids, personalities were sales devices; once
the public became aware of these personalities, its curiosity was insatiable.
With the interest in place, all that was needed to cross the line to gossip
was someone with the audacity and nerve to begin writing frankly about
the various private doings of the celebrated—someone who would defy
the taboo. That was where Winchell came in.

Less than three weeks after he started his column, Walter had in fact
begun running a few mild items that might have qualified as gossip, if just
barely: “Edna Wheaton and Bert Gordon were married last week,”
“The Ray Hodgsons had another baby day before yesterday,” “And don’t
say that I told you, but Amy Frank of ‘Vanities’ is stuck on Charlie
Morrison.” The idea for a more daring gossip column, he sometimes
said, came from Texas Guinan. An inveterate gossip herself—Damon

*Charges of blackmail or extortion were not brought because that would have required the vic-
tims to testify about the specific nature of the rumors. For the charge of mail fraud, witnesses
needed only to identify letters sent to them by Clow and his associates.
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Runyon described her alter ego, Missouri Martin, as a woman who “tells
everything she knows as soon as she knows it, which is very often before
it happens”—Texas sat with Walter nightly, drinking coffee, chain-
smoking and providing him with a running commentary on her custom-
ers’ activities. One night she mentioned that Mrs. Vanderbilt was going
to have twins. Walter admitted he hadn’t the slightest idea who Mrs.
Vanderbilt was. “Why don’t you make a note of it for the column, you
fool!” Texas razzed him. He did, and Mrs. Vanderbilt had her twins two
weeks later.

Walter also gave another version of how his gossip column was born.
In this account, he had gotten a tip that Imogene Wilson and Frank
Tinney, two popular vaudeville headliners with a long and tangled ro-
mantic history, were going to reconcile, and he brought it to his editor to
have it vetted for publication. The editor refused, saying that Walter had
no verification. A week later the item appeared in another paper and
Wialter was furious. Meanwhile, Walter received two more items—one on
the notoriously bibulous John Barrymore taking the pledge not to drink,
then winding up drunk the very next night, and another on Irving Berlin’s
elopement with heiress Ellin Mackay—but his editor still insisted Walter
verify the stories before they could be published. “If you got a tip over
the phone from some half-witted schoolboy, you’d rush ten reporters out
on motorcycles,” Walter fumed.

“I was giving them hot news, and the dumb bastards were throwing
them on the floor,” Walter said years later. But he kept collecting the
items nonetheless, scribbling them on little scraps of paper which he
stuffed into his pockets, until, stuck one day for a column, he gathered
the items, sneaked them past his editor and ran them with an apology for
his breach of taste. “This news feat,” the veteran editor Stanley Walker
wrote half-jokingly, “marked one of the greatest advances in journalism
since the first transatlantic cable.”

Headed “Mainly About Mainstreeters,” the new column stunned
everyone. “People could scarcely believe what they saw in print,” remem-
bered one Broadwayite. “All the old secrets of personal sex relations—
who was sleeping with whom—were exposed to the public gaze. Only
Broadway Brevities and Town Topics had been purveying that sort of infor-
mation up to then. If Winchell were to keep on talking this frankly, no
one would be safe. A fellow wouldn’t be able to escort a girl across the
street without having everyone think that . .. The buzz of comment and
criticism and alarm spread from Broadway to Park Avenue.”

Since it appeared on Monday, readers took to calling it simply “the
Monday column,” as distinguished from his columns of anecdotes, gags
and slanguage that ran the other days of the week. And it was soon typo-
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graphically distinguishable from those columns too. “Mainly About
Mainstreeters” began with the gossip arrayed in large blocks. On June 6,
1927, the Monday column’s name was changed to “This Town of Ours,”
signifying that Walter was expanding his scope beyond Broadway, and its
format was changed so that items were now separated by ellipses, or
“three dots,” as Walter preferred to call them. Graphically the dots gave
the column a jazzy, almost musical look; items now seemed to cascade
down the page, each with its own urgency. (Ben Hecht said he wrote
“like a man honking in a traffic jam.”) At the same time Walter modified
his prose, paring each item to its bare essentials—occasionally to not
much more than subject and predicate. The effect was that of a high-
velocity montage of snapshots, a fragmentary new journalistic form that
mirrored the modernistic experiments in high literature then being con-
ducted by Gertrude Stein, Hemingway, Céline and others.

As for the danger of libel actions that had deterred everyone else from
gossip, Walter finessed the problem by using deliberately cryptic slang.
To say a man was “that way” about a woman gave a reader a clear impres-
sion of the situation but left Walter with other defensible interpretations.
Similarly, “blessed event,” “on the merge” or “on the verge,” “sealed,”
“this-and-that-way,” “uh-huh,” “curdled,” “Adam-and-Eveing it” and
“on fire”—all of which Walter coined—conveyed and obfuscated at the
same time.

As to what had motivated him to begin writing gossip, the most Walter
ever said was that he saw it as a way of avenging himself on his editor.
But the real explanation may have simply been that Walter loved gossip—
loved hearing it, loved writing it, loved printing it, loved getting reactions
to it, loved the attention it elicited, loved the way it seemed to turn him
into an incorrigible rascal, loved the sense of omniscience it bestowed.
“Winchell reacted almost physically to gossip,” his ghostwriter Herman
Klurfeld would write, “and seemed to purr with delight when he had a
particularly juicy item. . . . He was as fascinated and unself-conscious as a
four-year-old gravely making mudpies.” His ethics, he proudly boasted,
never permitted him to reveal a source and required him to exert “every
effort not to involve a married man or woman with another person. Our
record is pretty good.” With those exceptions, virtually everything else
was permissible.

Not surprisingly, the journalistic Old Guard was enraged by the affront
to privacy, but the avidity with which the Monday column was devoured
by readers left no doubt that Walter had tapped into the American psy-
che, into something beyond voyeurism, even if it would always be diffi-
cult to define precisely what it was he had struck. Part of it was the
general interest in anything that had to do with the new class of celebri-
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ties. Part of it may have been attributable to urbanization. Sociologist
Louis Wirth had distinguished between the concept of commiunity, where
individuals knew one another and were bound by ties of kinship and
neighborhood, and the concept of society, where secondary relationships
increasingly supplanted primary ones. As the twenties transformed Amer-
ica from a community into a society, gossip seemed to provide one of the
lost ingredients of the former for the latter: a common frame of refer-
ence. In gossip everyone was treated as a known quantity; otherwise the
gossip was meaningless. In gossip one could create a national “backyard
fence” over which all Americans could chat.

Like slang, gossip also made one feel knowing, ahead of the curve. And
like the tabloids in which it first appeared, it could be a means of wreak-
ing vengeance in a country that prided itself on its social mobility and
provided very few outlets for class antagonism. It could serve, said one
approving editorial more than six decades later, “as justice in a corrupt
world.” The rich, the powerful, the famous and the privileged had always
governed their own images. Now Winchell, with one act of defiance, had
taken control and empowered his readers. No one was safe from the
Monday column. It was the ultimate revenge for the humiliation he felt
he had suffered.

\%

The somber-faced Graphic editor who kept thwarting Walter was
named Emile Gauvreau, and “from the very beginning{,] September 15,
1924,” Walter was to say, “Gauvreau was opposed to me.” “I think
Gauvreau was jealous of him and wanted to keep him way in the back of
the tabloid so he would not become highly visible or popular,” public re-
lations man Edward Bernays said. Several times Bernays suggested that
Walter’s column, easily the tabloid’s most popular department, be moved
nearer the front of the paper, but Gauvreau kept vetoing the idea.
Bernays believed that Gauvreau knew he “would be overshadowed if
Winchell became famous and popular.”

While it certainly seemed true that Gauvreau was envious of the atten-
tion his young columnist was getting, his intense, almost pathological
hatred of Winchell seemed to have much deeper roots. This cheerless,
cynical and bitter man had had a childhood in New Haven, Connecticut,
that had been, if anything, worse than Walter’s in Harlem. When
Gauvreau was five years old, his father, a French-Canadian who liked to
reminisce about his role in putting down a separatist rebellion, angered a
group of drunks, who retaliated by dragging a cannon to the Gauvreau
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home and firing. Little Emile was so severely injured by the blast that he
spent a year in a wheelchair and walked with a pronounced limp thereaf-
ter. At school his classmates taunted him as a “freak” and goaded him
into wrestling another student, a hunchback whose hump prevented him
from being pinned. His tormentors, Gauvreau remembered, “burst into
a savage jeering, a depraved howl of laughter, whose hardness of heart I
couldn’t believe was possible among human beings.”

He began his newspaper career at the age of fourteen, when he got a
job at the New Haven Journal-Courier because his family desperately
needed the money. During the war he moved to the more highly re-
garded Hartford Courant, a rock-ribbed Republican newspaper whose ed-
itor inculcated in Gauvreau a hatred of the yellow press and its practices.
Eventually Gauvreau became managing editor of the paper, but when he
began a campaign to expose Connecticut doctors who had received their
degrees from a diploma mill, he was fired. The same day, February 3,
1924, his infant son died of pneumonia.

Job-hunting in New York the next month, he happened to board at a
hotel across the street from the Macfadden offices and decided to intro-
duce himself. He was taken immediately to see Fulton Oursler, then al-
ready planning the Graphic. Oursler took him to see Macfadden. With his
abhorrence of doctors, Macfadden was impressed by Gauvreau’s cam-
paign at the Courant and asked him to join the Truth, as the paper was
then being called.

The Graphic soon revealed an intractable division within Gauvreau:
One side of him wanted to sin, and the other needed to pay penance. On
the one hand, Gauvreau was a stern moralist who was forever upbraiding
transgressors, especially Walter, and talking ruefully of the painful com-
promises he had had to make in editing the Graphic. “I was part of that
strange race of people,” he would say, “aptly described as spending their
lives doing things they detest to make money they don’t want to buy
things they don’t need to impress people they don’t like.”

On the other hand, Oursler, who harbored the same reservations about
the paper as Gauvreau, accused him of being among the Graphic’s worst
offenders. The editors, Oursler wrote, “behaved like the sons of clergy-
men suddenly on their own in the midst of the world. That blunder of
mine [hiring Gauvreau], more than anything else, made the Graphic the
crazy thing it was, a daily nuisance of vigor and bad taste. . . .” Gauvreau’s
own wife thought the Graphic was her husband’s “rebellion against hy-
pocrisy, strait-laced New England puritanism. It was a kicking over of
the traces.” But a staff man strongly disagreed with this assessment—
“Gauvreau’s heart was involved with the paper”—and Gauvreau himself
quoted favorably an analysis that George Sylvester Viereck, a poet and
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one of the paper’s advisers, had made of him. “You are pouring out all
your passion, tenderness, all you have to give, all your love, vitality and
libido into jazz journalism to escape from the realities of life. This en-
ables you to give vent to all these base instincts—lust and savagery and
crime—which dwell like Apaches in the subcellars of your mind, without
assuming responsibility for your escapades.”

A large portion of his guilt Gauvreau displaced onto Winchell. Very
early on, Walter became a symbol of Gauvreau’s own compromises, of
the bargain he had struck with the tabloid world and with his own less
admirable impulses. That may be the only explanation for Gauvreau’s ob-
sessional hatred of the columnist. Walter was as much a part of his
thoughts, he admitted, “as though he had been a design woven into the
editor’s mind.” Gauvreau even went on to write a novel about him, The
Scandal Monger, in which he portrayed Walter as a poverty-stricken dy-
namo who “bludgeoned his way out front,” and a ruthless self-promoter
with “an utter lack of a sense of ethics.”

Yet at the same time that Gauvreau was heaping on Walter all the sins
of tabloids as well as all of his own, he was living through him. Gauvreau
was a power-fetishist. His office had paintings, books, even a bust of Na-
poleon, and Gauvreau, short and dark with a deep cleft in his chin, often
had a forelock of hair strategically curled on his forehead as his hero had.
It was said he paced his office like Napoleon and struck Napoleonic
poses, his hand stuck in his jacket. There were those who said he actually
believed he was Napoleon’s avatar.

But if he was Napoleon, his army was Walter Winchell. Loathing Wal-
ter, he nevertheless always took credit for having created him, and in his
novels at any rate boasted through his alter egos that he would use the
popular gossip columnist as the instrument of his own triumph: “crown-
ing himself king of Broadway, Monarch of the Main Stem, with all the
sycophants kneeling at his feet in homage.” “He’ll smell out the rats in
their vile holes, so I can dangle them in the faces of my greedy public,”
snarls the French-Canadian editor William Gaston in The Scandal Mon-
ger, speaking of his gossip columnist. “A swell business, my fine bastard,
and you, Gaston, are its most artful practitioner.”

Only in his fantasies, however, would Gauvreau ride Walter to power.
In real life he was one of fortune’s losers, which could only have exacer-
bated his resentment of a comer like Walter. Gauvreau had fallen in love
with an ambitious young opera singer and had maneuvered her into the
Metropolitan Opera, only to find himself cuckolded as soon as he left the
love nest for which he was paying. “I was the only one on the paper who
didn’t know,” he grieved, telling the story over and over again for years
like the Ancient Mariner. Another time, during his row with Earl Carroll

WorldRadioHistory



84/ WINCHELL

over the Miss America contest, his enemies placed him in a compromis-
ing situation with a young woman in a negligee and only his political
connections saved him from an embarrassing trial.

But even if Gauvreau hadn’t been as feckless as he was, his dreams of
power through Walter would have been chimerical. Walter detested
Gauvreau every bit as much as Gauvreau detested him. He harped cruelly
on his deformity, calling him a “cripple,” and mused on whether it was
Gauvreau’s “defect” that “accounts for their [the managing editors’] ex-
treme bitterness on and off the paper.” By some accounts he once heaved
Gauvreau down the stairs, though Walter claimed the feud had gone on
as long as it had only because “it is dangerous in New York to strike an
antagonist who wears spectacles or who is otherwise handicapped.”
Gauvreau once even hinted, without actually naming him, that Walter
had asked gangland contacts to murder the editor.

Still, it was much more a matter of seething tensions between the two
than outright warfare—until the Shubert affair. Jacob and Lee Shubert
were two of the most powerful and tyrannical Broadway producers and
theater owners in New York. For years they had wreaked vengeance on
drama critics who dared disparage their shows, and in 191§ they had even
won an injunction barring Alexander Woollcott from their theaters after
he had called a farce of theirs “not terribly amusing.” They were espe-
cially offended by the Graphic’s policy of inviting guest critics, ordinary
theatergoers, to accompany Walter and review their shows. “As I do not
approve of this system of criticism, nor do I want it,” the Shuberts’ gen-
eral manager, C. P. Grenaker, informed the paper, “I must decline to give
you additional seats for our openings.”

Had the Shuberts only left well enough alone, Walter might not have
become the Graphic’s only critical voice, but they hadn't, and he did. He
brought to the task the same irreverence he brought to the column and
a dogged populism that, editorialized the Graphic, did more “to show up
the bunk of theatrical criticism than any drama reporter in a decade.”
When taunted by another critic with the remark, “Only those who have
been written about sarcastically know the sorrow it causes,” he retorted
with the story of the columnist who “never prepared a roast, rap or dis-
paraging comment on any one or anything, and was suddenly replaced by
writers who do.”

Wialter conceded he wasn’t a very good critic no matter how high he
ranked on Variety’s box score correlating reviews with box-office success
or failure. When fellow critic John Mason Brown solicited Walter for
some pieces of criticism for an anthology, Walter wrote back, “I really
don’t think any of my regular reviews are any good at all,” and sent on
only one, his deadpan demolition of a lavish Ziegfeld musical called
“Smiles”:
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The greatest and most marvelous and grandest and stupendous and,
most thrilling and most colossal and most wonderful show that ever
had been produced in the whole, wide world is “Smiles.” ...

What a show! The great book by William Anthony McGuire was
so funny throughout the entire proceedings that bluebloods, and
even the anemic, fell right into the aisles laughing and laughing and
laughing.

As for star Marilyn Miller, her dancing “so excited the auditors she
stopped the show 18 times. Perhaps it was 19 times, we lost count, so
thrilled were we at it all.” The scenic design, particularly a Chinese set,
was “too much for one pair of eyes,” and the girls “are more beautiful
than any Mr. Ziegfeld has collected; he sure is a wonder.”

He had run afoul of the Shuberts at first not because he was lambasting
their shows but because they felt he was ridiculing them personally. Both
prideful men, they demanded to be referred to as the “Messrs. Shubert,”
not “Jake and Lee,” as Walter had taken to doing. “One is named Lee
and the other Jacob,” instructed General Manager Grenaker in a huffy
note, to which Walter replied, “All I ask is to let me write my column
and give me a pass now and then. I will give your firm publicity in return.
I get no advertising AT ALL so let me clown when I'm in the mood.”

The Shuberts were not amused. By March 1926 they had pulled their
advertising from the Graphic. Walter called Lee Shubert daily until
Shubert finally promised to place “all special announcements on Shubert
productions such as opening ads, closing ads, big copy, etc.,” but he had
not delivered and Grenaker was giving Walter the “runaround.” When
Walter wrote that singer Al Jolson, then performing in a Shubert produc-
tion, was “complaining of his pipes already,” Grenaker fired off a tele-
gram once again warning that the Graphic would not get Shubert
advertising unless Walter behaved. “Am I to write what I think or call his
bluff?” Walter wrote Macfadden. “I want your backing and if you take
my only weapon away from me, I'll be helpless.”

Macfadden agreed with Walter that “we should not allow them to bull-
doze us,” and advised that Gauvreau and Walter come to some accommo-
dation with the Shuberts. An uneasy stalemate continued, though Walter
would always assert that Gauvreau was maneuvering behind his back to
use the situation as a pretext to get him fired. Even so, he kept up a
steady barrage of jokes about the Shuberts and criticisms of their plays.
“I made the terrible mistake,” he quipped, obviously unbowed, “of pan-
ning fifty-four of their [the Shuberts’] shows, when it appears they pro-
duced only fifty-two of them.”

The showdown came on January 11, 1928. Walter received a telephone
call notifying him that the “Shuberts feel you are unfriendly to them and
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their interests,” and banning him from all thirty of their theaters—clearly
an impediment for a drama critic. The Graphic, apparently at Macfadden’s
instruction, leaped to Walter’s defense with a full-page editorial warning
the Shuberts that “this paper is staffed by nothing but Winchells!” and
advising the producers to “read Mr. Winchell’s remarks and to profit
thereby. . . .” Meanwhile, other theaters began following the Shuberts’
lead, even posting detectives at the door to keep him out. “Walter very
likely will soon find himself a critic always dressed up with no plays to
go,” one newspaper punned.

Walter enjoyed the controversy. Barred from The Buzzard at the
Broadhurst, he said he slipped around to the stage entrance posing as a
reporter from the Bronx Gazette and watched from the wings. “Fun, no
end!” he exclaimed in his column. As for the Shuberts, Walter now inten-
sified his little attacks. “You get weary being barred from the Shubert
theatres. You miss the splendid exercise you got walking out on their
shows.” Or “A certain critic has been barred from all Shubert openings
but he isn’t worried. He will wait three nights and go to their closings.”

While Walter sniped, Gauvreau was trying to arrange a truce that
would “placate them, keep you happy, and secure their advertising.” He
suggested that they simply assign another critic to review the Shuberts’
shows. “I am trying very hard to save you from embarrassment so that
you will have the proper spirit to keep up your very fine column,” he
wrote Walter in conciliation. Grenaker was adamant: no Winchell.
Winchell was equally adamant: no other reviewer. Oursler backed him,
but Walter thought Gauvreau was still too eager to capitulate.

In the meantime, the feud was becoming a cause célebre. “Everybody
in town is talking over the nocturnal tables of Walter Winchell’s feud
with the Shubert boys,” one paper noted. Mutual friends—among them
Mayor Jimmy Walker and New York World editor Herbert Bayard
Swope—were now lobbying the Shuberts to desist. “You are making a
mistake,” they cautioned, “he is unknown, except around Texas Guinan’s.
But the hullaballoo over the ban will make him appear more important
than he is!” Walter wasn’t really unknown by this time—he was already
the author of the Monday column and master of slanguage—but he was
to say that the Shubert contretemps “taught me that the way to become
famous fast is to throw a brick at someone who is famous.”

That November, after ten months of squabbling, Walter sued for
peace, offering to stop his personal digs at the Shuberts if they dropped
their ban. The Shuberts countered by demanding that he promise not to
pan their shows. “I won’t crawl,” Walter told them, and took up arms
again. The Marx Brothers were opening in a new show named Animal
Crackers which included a character modeled on Walter—Wially Winston
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of the Evening Traffic. Walter had publicly vowed to see it on opening
night. The Shuberts assigned nine press agents and two detectives to pa-
trol the doors and make sure he didn’t.

Opening night Harpo Marx stuck a beard on Walter with mucilage and
shoved a Hotel Algonquin towel up his back to make a hump. (Walter re-
membered passersby pointing at him and roaring with laughter as he sat
in a cab.) The “hunchback” easily slipped past the lookouts and into the
Marzxes’ dressing room, where he was now made up to look like Harpo.
Standing in the wings undetected, he watched the entire show and wrote
a review, though Gauvreau wouldn’t run it.

It wasn’t until four years later, when Al Jolson refused to appear on the
opening night of his new show Waunderbar unless Walter was permitted to
sit in his regular spot, that the ban was lifted. Then Walter, incorrigible
to the end, panned the show, and the ban was immediately reinstated. But
by that time he was bigger than the Shuberts. By that time he was bigger
than almost anyone.

VI

Writing a Broadway column, Winchell became synonymous with
Broadway in the twenties. He was called the “Boswell of Broadway” or its
Samuel Pepys, the “North Star of Broadway” (in Percy Hammond’s trib-
ute), the “Mayor of Broadway,” the “Bard of Broadway.” He seemed to
own Broadway. Alma Sioux Scarberry, a Graphic reporter, remembered
dancing with actor Tommy Meighan at a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer ball on
Broadway when Walter interrupted to ask what she was doing there.
“Covering,” she said. Walter snapped, “You can’t. Don’t cover anything
on Broadway. Broadway is mine!” The next day he told Gauvreau that he
had seen her drunk at the party. “He was making Broadway ‘mine,’ as he
said ... and it was,” recalled a Graphic staff man. “It became so com-
pletely his Broadway that he could give it to America....”

The Broadway Winchell gave America was something strange and fan-
tastic that would take its place beside the tabloids, slang and gossip as an
expression of the decade. “[E]very race in every age has picked out some
one street, one square, one Acropolis mount or Waterloo Bridge to cel-
ebrate its most glowing literature,” wrote columnist and critic Gilbert
Gabriel. “Let it be known to the Americanologist of 3000 A.D. that we
New Yorkers idolized a strange, boomerang-shaped, nightly fiery thor-
oughfare of broken hearts and blessed events, which we called Broadway.
That will explain us.”

Physically, Broadway was New York’s longest street, extending some
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eighteen miles from its source at Battery Park on Manhattan’s southern
tip up north through Union Square where it veered west and then shot
up north again through the West Side, Harlem, Washington Heights,
and on up to the Broadway Bridge at Manhattan’s northernmost finger.
The stretch from just below 42nd Street, however, at what was known as
Times Square, after the New York Times building there, to 5oth Street
was its heart. Here, in what one visitor described as a “suffusion of floods
of soft electric light,” legitimate theaters alternated with dance halls, clip
joints, nightclubs, speakeasies, diners, newsstands. And all this populated
each night by an extraordinary menagerie, as Gauvreau would scornfully
observe, of “actresses, night club wenches, doctors playing the market
with the money they raked in from venereal treatments, underworld pol-
iticians, racketeers interested in the collection of high art, gamblers, the
occasional virgins who were considered among the underprivileged.”

To almost everyone in the twenties, even those in the American heart-
land who would never visit it, Broadway was more than New York’s the-
ater district; it was as much a mythical city as Hollywood, and made
nearly as strong a claim on the national imagination. Hollywood was
balmy and languorous; Broadway was a place where the pace never slack-
ened, the lights never dimmed, the crowds never thinned, the revelry
never stopped—a place where all the hedonistic energy of the age could
roar. Hollywood symbolized glamour; Broadway symbolized freedom.

And it was no less a magical city for its inhabitants. For them Broad-
way was a form of living theater, highly self-conscious and highly stylized;
in fact, the imaginary city of Broadway evolved in the twenties because it
was theater, and it was theater because it had attracted a set of largely
rootless, dissatisfied people, people without families or commitments,
people whose lives could be fulfilled by the nightly rituals of saloon-
hopping and flagrant display, people who had nothing else to do and no-
where else to go—people like Walter Winchell. “Broadway was to me
where everybody who felt rejected where they grew up would come,”
confessed one press agent. “Because nobody felt rejected on Broadway.
Everybody was accepted there. We didn’t care how rich you were or what
your background was. What we cared about was did you have a [story],
were you anecdotal.” On Broadway these denizens collected nightly in
their costumes and played their roles. The gangsters looked like gang-
sters with their dark shirts, garish ties and droopy felt hats. Texas Guinan
looked like a speakeasy hostess. The chorus girls looked like chorus girls,
the gamblers like gamblers, the society swells like society swells and the
newspapermen like newspapermen.

Whether the reality of Broadway came first and this image then fol-
lowed or the image came first and the Broadwayites felt compelled to
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conform to it, is difficult to say. Certainly Walter in his daily dispatches
helped shape the idea of Broadway for his contemporaries; his friend Er-
nie Cuneo compared what Walter did for Broadway to what Mark Twain
had done for the Mississippi River. Later generations, however, were
more likely to think of this mythical city as the sole invention of another
of its inhabitants: Damon Runyon.

Runyon’s Broadway was winsome; the man was anything but. A
drunken father, a wild and unrestrained childhood, a peripatetic career as
a newspaperman that took him from Pueblo, Colorado, to San Francisco
and back again, had all taken their toll on Damon. He arrived in New
York in 1910 to work on Hearst’s American, an aloof, cynical, bilious man
and a caustic drunk. Acquaintances called him “Demon” with good rea-
son. Few men were as self-absorbed. Though his glasses eerily magnified
his blue eyes and his complexion was always sallow, he was a peacock who
spent an hour each day dressing himself and another hour preening in
the bathroom. He had dozens of suits color-coordinated not only down
to his socks but even to his typewriters. “If you happened to meet Damon
three different times in a single day,” remembered sportswriter Bill
Corum, “it was not unusual to see him in as many costumes, complete to
hat, suit, and shoes.” He wore suspenders bearing his own profile.

His wife, a former society editor of the Rocky Mountain News, bore him
two children, but he seldom saw them. “Give a woman a couple of kids
and she’ll let you alone,” he told a friend. His son remembered him as a
“fierce fellow”—an impression “heightened by the constant storm warn-
ings from the womenfolk, ‘Don’t bother your father.’” By 1920 he had
abandoned them all, and his wife turned to alcohol. She was to die eleven
years later in a drunken stupor; their children went to live with her
mother in Washington State while Damon continued his nightly per-
formance as Broadway’s resident cynic.

But however cruel and steel-hearted he was to his family, his darkling
vision of life gave him a certain cachet on Broadway, where cynicism and
misanthropy were the respected attitudes and where his bragging that he
wrote for money, not sentiment, only enhanced his status as journalistic
royalty: a newspaperman’s newspaperman. It was as an author of fiction,
though, rather than as a journalist, that his reputation soared. The sub-
jects of his stories were what Runyon knew best: the guys and dolls who
inhabited Broadway. By romanticizing them, and in romanticizing them
immortalizing them, he became Broadway’s man of letters too—a distinc-
tion Walter would never hold and one he greatly respected.

Awed by Runyon, Walter was tickled when the great man modeled a
character after him. “Damon Runyon, darnim, has prepared a magazine
article in which the villain is a tabloid critic named Walter Winchester,”
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Walter boasted in a column in January 1927. The character was actually
called “Waldo Winchester” in the first of Runyon’s Broadway tales, “Ro-
mance in the Roaring Forties,” and for whatever reason, it wouldn’t ap-
pear until July 1929 in Cosmopolitan, but Walter had obviously served as
the inspiration. “This Waldo Winchester is a nice-looking young guy,”
Runyon wrote, “who writes pieces about Broadway for the Morning
Item. He writes pieces about the goings-on in night clubs, such as fights,
and one thing and another, and also about who is running around with
who, including guys and dolls.”

In the story, fast-talking Waldo strikes up a romance with Miss Billy
Perry, a chorine at Missouri Martins Sixteen Hundred Club and the
girlfriend of gangster Dave the Dude, who happens to be in the Bahamas
on business at the time. When the Dude returns to find Waldo kissing
his girl, he socks him, only to watch Billy minister to her fallen lover. A
few weeks later in a gesture of sacrifice, the Dude grabs Waldo off the
street to take him to the Woodcock Inn on Pelham Parkway to marry
Billy. Waldo is miserable. He may love Billy, but it just so happens that
he is already married. (Did Runyon know about Walter’s own predica-
ment?) Nevertheless, the ceremony proceeds. Waldo and Billy are about
to exchange vows when there is a commotion at the door, and in bursts
Waldo’s wife, circus acrobat Lola Sapola, who socks the Dude and flings
Wialdo over her shoulder “like he was a sack of oats.” As the Dude recov-
ers, Billy pledges her love to him, and the ceremony continues with the
new bridegroom.

Written by a transplanted Coloradan for whom New York would al-
ways be exotic no matter how long he resided there, Runyon’s stories
were as fanciful and fabricated as the actual Broadwayites were. His was
a Broadway of tough-talking, swindling, showy, licentious, eccentric,
quintessentially twenties folk with a perspective no larger than the next
bet, meal, romance or show. The characters were caricatures who spoke
in their own highly distinctive argot. They were “Runyonesque.” Emo-
tionally they may have been Runyonesque too, as hollow as their author,
but Runyon himself wrote that his breezy, slangy, nonjudgmental prose
was itself a moral judgment, like Texas Guinan’s detached merriment. “By
saying something with a half-boob air, by conveying an air of jocularity,”
he said of his work, “he gets ideas out of his system on the wrongs of this
world.”

It was difficult to say what Runyon felt those wrongs were. While Fitz-
gerald plumbed the tragic depths of the Jazz Age, examining its ambiva-
lence toward the money and the verve that enlivened it, Runyon, no less
a twenties writer, skated over its shiny surface where there was no trag-
edy, only comedy, some sentiment and occasional rue—unless that was
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the real tragedy: that, like so many others on Broadway, he had lost the
capacity to feel and was left only with the capacity to perform.

Winchell was much more overtly ambivalent about the street than
Runyon was and contributed another, contrasting vision of Broadway.
“With one hand it bestows, and with another it takes away. ... It yields
to all men what they have the strength to take, and then, like the water
that is drawn from the sea, Broadway takes its own again.” “It is a hard
and destructive community even for those who ‘click.”... What you ac-
complished last season doesn’t matter. ‘What have you got now?’ is the
incessant query.” “The popular maxim is ‘Every man for himself’ and
‘Knife the other fellow before he knives you,” ” he wrote. “What can you
‘get’ on the other fellow?” the gossip king asked. “What do you know
about him? Is he doing anything he’d be ashamed of, and how much is
there in it for me?” “It is vicious, merciless, selfish and treacherous,” he
concluded.

Nor did Walter spare himself in this account. He was anxious to get
ahead too. “The reason why the Broadway character usually acts selfish,
untrue and indifferent toward his friends,” he told a high school journal-
ist in an analysis with obvious application to himself, “is that he is desper-
ate for recognition. Our Broadwayites experience so much bitterness
trying to crash the heavens, they go to extremes to make good. . .. I have
personally experienced many difficulties with the Broadway gang who
were envious of my success and tried to shove their elbows in my way. I
merely retaliated with my own elbows and continued on my way.”

The slang, the gossip, the Broadway gags and anecdotes had all
accreted—accreted until Walter Winchell, in just a few years on the
Graphic, had become a name. “One day he was a nobody,” recalled a
Broadway ticket broker, “and the next time you looked, everybody was
reading his column and around Broadway you had to decide whether to
fear him or favor him.” But not just on Broadway and not just in New
York. “[Y]ou are a very much admired young man in the said city of De-
troit,” a press representative wrote him. “I was repeatedly asked the color
of your hair, eyes and eyebrows. Further than that the polite Detroit
maidenhood goeth not in inquiry.” Even O. O. McIntyre, whom Walter
often twitted as “the very Odd Mclntyre,” wrote him from a San
Francisco vacation, “I hear you widely quoted on the coast and many in-
quire about you.” The Chicago Evening Post said he was so “widely
quoted in the big city that there’s hardly a conversation among folk who
know things that he isn’t mentioned” and added that a friend of Walter’s
claimed “Winchell is always desiring to prick himself with a pin to see
whether it isn’t all a dream.”

Most of the sudden attention was the result of syndication, first by the
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Graphic and then, in the early fall of 1928, by the Central Press Associ-
ation, a Cleveland-based agency, which introduced the column to major
metropolitan areas with a heavy advertising blitz and brought it to dozens
of new papers. (FPA, by comparison, was carried in six.) “According to
the gossip syndicates,” editorialized the Louisville Herald-Post, “Winchell
is the high man in the outlying districts,” permitting him to claim “a
truly national audience.” “There are those who affect not to understand
his daring flashes,” it continued. “But to understand Winchell is a test of
Americanism, no less than to be able to explain the Constitution.”

The national recognition both thrilled and scared Walter. On the one
hand, where once he had hunched over his desk lost in his own world, he
now bustled into the office brandishing his column and read it aloud.
“When he did this he’d put his head almost against mine, holding the
copy a few inches from my eyes,” remembered one staff man. “He had
to have undivided attention and even the ringing of the telephone had to
wait until he had finished. His voice carried throughout the building and
sprinkled fine saliva on my face.” When a copy editor ribbed him that his
column was “lousy,” Walter moped until he caught on. If the criticism
was intended seriously, Walter would never solicit the person’s advice
again.

On the other hand, the attention convinced Winchell he could not let
up for fear of losing his competitive edge. Offers were coming from all
quarters, and Walter hardly refused any of them even though he was al-
ready overworked. In August 1927 he signed with Simon & Schuster to
write a book. Cosmopolitan wanted to talk to him “about doing some
things for us.” H. N. Swanson, the editorial director of College Humor,
kept pressing for stories on “young people in picaresque and picturesque
situations in the Big Town,” and when Walter didn’t respond to this sug-
gestion, pressed him to do a series to be called “Broadway Biographies,”
though not necessarily on real people. (“Like all editors,” admitted
Swanson, “I am pretty much afraid of libel.”) Walter was also contribut-
ing articles to fudge and Life, a humor magazine, and when Life folded,
he promptly agreed to a monthly column for the Detroit Athletic Club
News. Even Vanity Fair, the most sophisticated of magazines, solicited
him. VF editor Donald Freeman, Walter wrote, “played me up as being
a ‘somebody.” ... And to make sure I would be accepted and not ridi-
culed, Donald Freeman polished my pieces of drivel, embroidered them
with big words.” When the offers finally overwhelmed him, Walter
farmed out assignments to his friends, keeping the fee and repaying the
favor with column items.

An even better gauge of his popularity than how much he was being
asked to write was how much was written about him. Editor & Publisher
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had run two articles on Walter in 1928. John O’Hara, then at Time, was
working up a piece on columnists and wrote Walter, “[I]f ever I can find
you, I want certain information which has been holding up the yarn.” Thke
Outlook and Independent ran a long profile, and Robert Benchley, one of
the original Algonquin wits, wrote an encomium in The New Yorker call-
ing Walter “one of the phenomena of modern newspaper writing. . ..
Within a year, Winchell has become an institution, both as a personal re-
porter and a compiler of folk-sayings. People buy the Graphic who never
knew it existed before and hide it between sheets of their Evening Post.
His words and the words of the people he quotes are taking their place
in the national language....” According to another New Yorker item,
Walter had also inspired a two-hour debate in one of the “shadier night
clubs” over whether he was a stylist or not. Walter arrived during the dis-
cussion, but, wrote Heywood Broun, “that didn’t help much because he
kept shifting his ground and taking now one side and then the other.”

Amid all the accolades describing him as the spirit of the urban zeit-
geist, Walter called himself a newsboy: “A newsboy is a citizen immature
in everything but nerve, who posts himself conspicuously in a public
place and shrills so relentlessly as to menace the stoutest eardrums for a
radius of several blocks.” Asked by an interviewer if he had ever dedicated
himself to anything, he answered, “[T]o exposing the phoney,” then
added, “but I'm a phoney myself, and the best phoney on Broadway, be-
cause I admit that I am.”

He began cultivating the image of gadfly, always picking fights, trying
to goad targets into counterattacking him. One of his more incongruous
vendettas that fall of 1928 was aimed at St. John Ervine, a novelist and
playwright and the celebrated drama critic of the London Observer, who
had accepted a one-year appointment on the World to replace the de-
parting Alexander Woollcott. Walter immediately began baiting Ervine,
“not only to fill my column,” he admitted, “but to get some attention
from this distinguished visitor.” Walter always referred to him as St.
Yawn Irksome. Ervine’s mild retort was to call Walter Little Boy Peep. It
was only after Ervine had returned to England that he derided Walter,
who, he said, “looked like an over-grown choir boy who had taken to bad
ways in the vestry,” and tweaked him as “the darling of the pseudo-
intellectuals in New York.”

Not everyone viewed Winchell’s popularity with the same equanimity
as did the Algonquin crowd. Walter himself reported that producer Mor-
ris Gest had cornered him one night at the new St. Regis Roof Café and
“out of a sky as blue as Mineralava,” asked him, “ “Tell me, Winchell.
What is going to happen to America if people like you are successful?’
Not a little amazed we stammered: ‘I don’t know what you mean. Please
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don’t be sarcastic.” ‘I'm not,’ he thundered, ‘if people like to read the
slang you write and the junk you prepare and publishers pay you for that
stuff, what is going to happen to art, literature and intelligence?’ ”

This had been Lippmann’s fear too, and in an election year that pitted
conservative lowa-born Herbert Hoover against New York Governor Al
Smith, the derby-hatted, cigar-smoking eastern urbanite, the fear as-
sumed a force and poignancy inspired, wrote Lippmann, “by the feeling
that the clamorous life of the city should not be acknowledged as the
American ideal.” Walter Winchell was New York. He was the clamorous
force of the twenties; that was one reason he had suddenly been seized by
so much of the populace that year. “Whether used as a warning or as an
example,” said the Literary Digest the next year, “the success of Walter
Winchell as a newspaper man makes him a notable figure.” But which it
was to be, warning or example, was yet to be determined.

VII

The great revealer of other people’s secrets had one large secret of his
own: He had still not resolved the situation with Rita and June, though
he seemed to behave as if he had. After her encounter on Broadway with
Walter and June in August 1923, Rita was off on tour again and Walter
still plaintively wrote her, despite the fact that he and June were now liv-
ing together. (He told Rita he was living with a friend named Jack and
had then moved back into the NVA.) They had taken an apartment in the
Seventies, far beyond his means with his Morris Plan installments, his
support payments to his mother and his weekly stipends to Rita, but Wal-
ter couldn’t bring himself to admit to June that he hadn’t as much money
as she thought. (Rita had no way of knowing that this was the reason for
his letters begging her to restrain her attorneys dunning him for support.)
Instead he borrowed from The Vaudeville News' ad income, just as he had
for Rita.

In October he had a new expense: June had a baby. The story the
Winchells told was that June was shopping along 49th Street one morn-
ing when she saw a thin, sickly woman sweeping the sidewalk and sur-
rounded by a hungry brood of children. June asked if the woman wanted
help with one of her babies. “Oh, I wish you would,” the mother told
her. “You must love children to want to do that.” June gave the wo-
man her address and phone number and Walter’s office address and
number and promised to bring the infant by every day. Then she took the
baby home and, as Walter told it, surprised him.

There would always be those who suspected that the baby hadn’t been
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adopted this way, that she was Walter and June’s natural child, and they
had concocted the story to cover her illegitimacy. These skeptics pointed
to a family resemblance as proof, and suspicions were only fueled by
June’s refusal to adopt the child formally—because she never wanted the
child to find out she wasn’t theirs, she said.

The Winchells’ was the more likely scenario. As her custody of
Angeline had demonstrated, June liked caring for infants (Angeline was
eventually returned to her parents). Her own strange, peripatetic child-
hood had given her a chronic longing for a family, and she frequently
volunteered at an adoption agency called State Charities Aid, providing
foster care for infants until permanent homes could be found for them.
The emaciated six-week-old infant she had brought home that October
morning, however, was unlikely to find a new home. June took her to Dr.
Curley, a prominent pediatrician, who suggested she be returned: she was
sick—a heart ailment. Instead, June resolved to nurse the child back to
health.

The baby’s name was Gloria, and Walter, a man of few real attach-
ments, absolutely adored her as he had adored no one else in his life. “I
don’t recall her ever crying the way most babies cry,” he wrote in his au-
tobiography. “She never screamed or shrieked, never disturbed my sleep.
I often washed and changed her diapers, took the chill off her bottle, and
shoved the nipple into her rosebud mouth around 6:00 a.m. when I came
in from doing the Broadway night places just as Gloria was about to wake
up—so that June could slumber a little longer. I knew she had been up
hours before, feeding Gloria. I was a Very Good Daddy. Ask Junie.”

Gloria never was returned to her mother; no one ever said why. In-
stead, with “pablum and the other baby food that you feed infants with
a spoon—and so much Love,” Walter said, “Gloria grew up strong and
healthy.” True to June’s word, she never told anyone the child wasn’t
theirs. Gloria was always treated as if she were.

Yet, much as he loved her, the addition of Gloria intensified the finan-
cial pressures on Walter, who was then still at The Vaudeville News. The
Winchells were living now in a furnished apartment over LaHiff’s Tav-
ern, where Damon Runyon, Jack Dempsey, Bugs Baer and other notables
had all once lived. June had found it and hadn’t bothered to inform Wal-
ter about the rent—June, like Rita, took care of business—but when he
learned it would cost them $150 a month, he informed June they would
have to leave. In what was probably Walter’s very favorite story, one he
would tell “at least a million times” over the years, he approached genial
Billy LaHiff to give notice. “Justaminnit,” said LaHiff in Walter’s version.
“How about making it one twenty-five?” Walter said it was still too steep
for the salary he was making on the News. “Can you afford a hundred?”
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LaHiff asked. Walter said he thought he could manage that. “Okay,
then,” said LaHiff. “It’s a hundred a month. Just promise me you won’t
take that baby’s carriage from in front of this building—it’s the only sign
of respectability it has!” Elsewhere Walter said that when “I didn’t know
where the rent was coming from or the next meal—Billy LaHiff ‘carried’
me and my brood for nearly a year.”

Gloria grew into a beautiful little girl—tall for her age and lanky, with
straight blond hair in a pageboy cut, a fragile triangular face, large blue
eyes and a broad smile. Almost everyone described her as angelic, and
these admirers meant not only in appearance but also in temperament.
Wialter’s affection for her was genuine and deep. He made a point of
phoning her each evening from the office to bid her good night, occa-
sionally passing the receiver to a deskmate who remembered a “caress in
her gay voice.”

By Walter’s own admission, it wasn’t much of a family life even before
he moved to the Graphic. He got up in the afternoon, was out all night,
returned to feed the baby and then go to sleep. Sometimes weeks would
pass without his having any time with June; she often was sleeping when
he came home and out shopping when he woke up. And if Walter was
largely an absentee father, June herself was not exactly the epitome of
Victorian domesticity, Walter’s assertion that her “respectability was
Topic A around the NVA Club” notwithstanding. Like Nellie Cliff and
Rita before her, she had grown up wild, stubborn, and rebellious. Like
them, she had been a lifelong performer, without a father or anyone else
to discipline and anchor her. Exhibitionism was her way of getting atten-
tion, even love. Once she and her partner Olive Hill were arrested in At-
lantic City for refusing to wear stockings on the beach. On another
occasion Walter’s Aunt Beatrice had seen her in a nude revue and told
Rita, but Walter insisted she had only done it on a dare.

Walter had to protect her honor, since by this time everyone assumed
that June was his wife. Many of his acquaintances hadn’t even known
Rita, and those who had naturally thought that she and Walter had di-
vorced. For her part, June had given up her career to care for Gloria. In
any case Walter always introduced June now as Mrs. Winchell. Only Rita
seemed oblivious of the situation, both because she never seemed terribly
curious, perhaps fearing what she might discover, and because Walter
constantly lied to her, denying that he was involved with anyone else.

Still, Walter was painfully aware that his relationship with June was il-
licit. He wrote her when he was at The Vaudeville News:

Supposing, sweetheart, I were lying lifeless in a shroud,
And there were grieving relatives and others by my bier.
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Would you come forward from the mourners, unashamed, and
proud,
But broken-hearted—weep a little—so they all could hear?

I really think it would be tactless of you if you did.

They’d question and embarrass you and your right to be there,
And from the dismal chamber wherve I'd lie, I'm sure they’d bid
You leave the place—and that would be too much for you to bear.

He concluded, “They wouldn’t understand our kind of love—they never
do!”

Early in 1925, Rita was introduced as Mrs. Winchell to a woman who
insisted they had already met in Atlantic City. “Don’t you remember, I
held your baby,” Rita quoted her as saying. Rita immediately phoned
Walter at the Graphic for an explanation, but Walter just scoffed, and Rita
obviously wanted to believe him. Still, she warned that “I had no inten-
tion of handing him over on a platter to anyone, blonde, brunette or red-
head, he was married to me for better or worse and as I had gone
through the worst I was going to be there for some of the better....”

Then, that summer, thumbing through the Daily News, she saw a pho-
tograph of “Mrs. W. Winchell, making a cradle of sand for daughter,
Betty,™ taken at the ocean on Long Beach, Long Island. Once again Rita
demanded an explanation from Walter, and once again he waffled. But
she insisted that if he could support June and a child, he could certainly
afford to support her, and she had their separation agreement reinstated.

What Walter thought he was doing is impossible to say. He may have
been hoping to stave off Rita from getting a divorce so that he wouldn’t
have to pay alimony, which was sure to be larger than the ten dollars she
was getting each week in their separation agreement. No doubt he was
also trying to protect himself now that he was beginning to succeed. No
one appreciated better than he the power of gossip. A scandal was the last
thing he wanted, especially since he had dug his own grave by letting ev-
eryone think that he and June were married. What would the smart folk
on Broadway say if they knew he had never gotten a divorce, if they knew
there was another Mrs. Winchell? How would he be ridiculed? His ca-
reer, he felt, was precarious under the best of circumstances. It could
never survive this. Then, too, Rita was the one person who knew just how
insecure he really was. What would she reveal if he were to tell her that
he was living with June? So he continued to pretend, with astonishing

*One has to assume this is a reporter’s error, since the child certainly appears to be Gloria.
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immaturity, that nothing was wrong. And that is what he kept telling
Rita.

Moreover, he had recently seen the bloodletting of divorce firsthand in
his parents’ breakup. His mother still lived in the old Harlem apartment
at 125 West 116th Street with Algernon, now a bookkeeper, and a young
boarder from Poland. His father, now calling himself Jacko, had moved
in with a new “wife” named Adlina (sometimes Adelina) Laino, a recent
arrival from Puerto Rico twenty-two years his junior. Adlina, her younger
sister Mary and Jacko ran a store selling ladies’ silk underwear. The
Winschels had been apart for five years, but Jennie’s hostility always
seemed fresh. She despised Jacob. Without the slightest provocation she
would break into denunciations of her former husband, prompting
George Winchel to bark, “What did I pay for the divorce for if you're
going to keep talking about him? Do you want him back?”

While her bizarre marital minuet continued, Rita happened to brush
past June in a drugstore that fall of 1926, and what she saw appalled her.
June was obviously pregnant. The next day she phoned Walter and ad-
vised that “he was in a position whereby a divorce was about to become
an absolute necessity.” Walter, however, was still denying everything. Full
of skepticism, Rita left for a vaudeville engagement in Chicago. “I felt in-
stinctively from reading his column that a blessed event of great impor-
tance was about to take place.” When she saw an item in his column late
in March announcing that “Mr. and Mrs. ??” expected a blessed event,
she knew the reference was to Walter and June and immediately returned
to New York.

She arrived on April 1, 1927, and began phoning all the hospitals
where she thought June might have gone. None of them had a Mrs.
Winchell as a patient. Then she remembered a sanitarium where theater
people often went. She phoned and discovered that June wasn’t there ei-
ther, but only because all the beds were filled; she had been sent on to the
Park West Hospital. When Rita called there, her suspicions were con-
firmed.

Walter, meanwhile, had been contriving to have his Aunt Beatrice
break the news to Rita, and even when Rita and Walter met the next day
and she pressed him for information, he said nothing about a baby, only
about work. Rita didn’t let on she knew, but she was boiling. Aunt Beatty
counseled her to wait and let Walter work it out. Rita was nearly hyster-
ical. “(TThe more I thought of the situation at hand the more strained I
became,” she wrote, “from the way I felt one would have thought that I
was the direct cause of a tragedy....”

Finally she decided to have it out with Walter. They met one evening,
and Rita told Walter she knew about his new baby. For Walter the an-
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nouncement seemed to bring relief, releasing him from three years of
tension and anxiety. After all the backing and filling, he was now bold, al-
most insolent. “His bravado,” wrote Rita, “was sickening.” He began
ranting that kings had had illegitimate children, though Rita reminded
him that while he was becoming increasingly popular, he was no king and
had to live by the same moral rules as everyone else. It was only when he
realized that Rita wasn’t going to exact revenge, wasn’t going to try to
ruin him, that he calmed down and was willing to discuss their options.

Obviously he wanted to keep the divorce secret. Secrecy, after all, was
the whole point. A friend of his at Variety suggested that Rita obtain the
divorce in Chicago, far from the glare of New York. As for the financial
terms, Walter wanted to reach an agreement before either of them went
to attorneys. He proposed to pay some alimony and post a bond to guar-
antee the payments for five years. But when Rita said the bond was inad-
equate and insisted on getting the divorce in New York, Walter refused,
and the situation dragged on still further.

In the meantime, there was the new baby, born on March 31, 1927.
Walter and June wrestled with a name. Her birth certificate said “Eileen
Joan Winchell.” Two days later Walter came up with one of his word-
weddings, Walda, for “Waldarling,” though nearly everyone thought it
another instance of Walter’s own egomania. In May he was still debating.
“If you had a new baby girl,” he asked in his column, “would you name
it Eileen or Joan?” A reporter that fall called her Patsy.

Eventually he and June settled on the name Walda and settled into a
new apartment in the sizable Whitby at 325 West 45th Street in the the-
ater district. A neighbor, Bernard Sobel, would remember dropping in on
Walter each day around noon. “ ‘Bills, rent, bills, rent,” he’d lament while
June toiled away [with] the children, a lovely-looking mother, patient and
capable.” He worked doggedly and complained constantly, yet he had
gotten his $200 raise from the Graphic that Christmas and had enough
money to hire a West Indian nursemaid for the girls. “In the background
of all his first efforts was a wind-blown clothesline full of diapers,” Alex-
ander Woollcott wrote of Walter’s stay at the Whitby, “and the only fel-
low scribe toward whom I ever saw him vindictive was a plump and
mincing bachelor who lived in the same apartment house with Winchell
and who complained to the janitor that he could not get to his monastic
flat without barking his shins on the darned old Winchell perambulators
which cluttered up the hall. Winchell, as [ recall, was planning to kill
him.”

A year after Walda’s birth and Rita’s confrontation with Walter, the
Winchells finally agreed on their divorce. They would file the action on
Staten Island, across Upper New York Bay from Manhattan, where it was
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likely to escape notice. Walter offered to provide Rita with a lawyer; she
refused, preferring to choose her own. She would, however, instruct him
to accept Walter’s proposed financial settlement: thirty-five dollars a week
beginning immediately. Walter would arrange for the witnesses—they
would have to testify to adultery—because he feared Rita still might
double-cross him. He was terrified that he was being set up.

“I do trust it is done quickly,” Walter wrote Rita’s mother, who had
asked him for theater tickets. “You see I have no protection that it will
ever be done at all, except a promise. The thing can be prolonged and
postponed indefinitely now that I have admitted my alleged guilt, which
you know was done purely to give a name to my baby to keep in accord
with the so-called moral code of our America.” He asked her not to tell
anyone about his marriage. “Of course if publicity comes, let it come.
When you have a child you love as I love mine you don’t really give
a damb [sic] what happens.” It was the first time in the entire episode that
Walter expressed concern for anyone other than himself.

The hearing was held on the unseasonably cool, rainy morning of June
4, 1928. By prior arrangement, Walter didn’t appear, but an acquaintance
of both June and Rita’s testified that Walter had called June “Mrs.
Winchell” and that she had seen them together in their nightclothes ca-
ressing. (Also by prior arrangement, June’s name was not to be mentioned
in the courtroom. The corespondent was identified only as “a woman
whose name is unknown to plaintiff,” though June’s friend slipped and
the name had to be stricken from the record.) Next to testify was Mark
Hellinger, who also said he had met a “Mrs. Winchell” and seen Walter
and her in intimate circumstances. The court then confirmed Rita’s
financial agreement with Walter and granted an interlocutory decree for
divorce.

That evening Rita telephoned Walter, who was waiting to hear the dis-
position. Everything had gone as planned, and she assured him that noth-
ing had leaked to the press. Then Walter offered her theater tickets to
see Helen Hayes in Coguette, warning her it was a very depressing play.
Rita went anyway. “I was not in the mood for laughter.”

The divorce became final in September. For Rita it was to be the
trauma of her life. Her family believed she loved Walter still, would in
fact always love him. She never remarried, never even had a serious rela-
tionship with another man. Occasionally over the next year she would
run into Walter on Broadway, and he would regale her as always with his
latest exploits. Several times she asked him whether he had gotten around
to marrying June, but Walter told her he hadn’t yet—he was very busy
just then, and their plans kept getting postponed. In the end they never
did get married, most likely because Walter was just too afraid that some-
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one might find out about Walda’ illegitimacy and his own odd double
life.

Indeed, there were enormous demands on his time now. In November
he needed minor surgery. And in December Mamie, June’s mother, died
from pneumonia after a stage appearance in Reading, Pennsylvania. June
brought the body back to New York for burial. Baby Mary Rose, who was
with her mother when she died, stayed with Aunt Jennie and then an-
other aunt until June got her. She moved in with Walter, June and the
children at the Whitby, adding another mouth to feed and another re-
sponsibility for Walter, a man who hated responsibility.

As the decade drew to a close, Walter had a new wife, a new family,
new fame and status. He had arrived with the twenties, a scared but eager
young man, untested in a new profession, nervously riding the tide of
merriment, a creature of the times. He was leaving the twenties as one of
its architects and its symbols.
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CHAPTER 3

Surviving

NOW HE NEEDED A NEW PAPER.

Ever since the Shubert dispute, Walter’s relationship with Gauvreau had
been deteriorating from what was already a state of belligerence. When
Walter complained that correspondence was stacking up on his desk
and asked for occasional assistance, Gauvreau quashed the idea. When
he asked for a salary increase after adding a syndicated series on vaude-
ville to his duties, Gauvreau refused, saying he “didn’t want the damned
stuff in the paper.” When Walter put in for expenses of $10.80 incurred
covering a story, Gauvreau vetoed it, saying it was a food receipt and
Walter should have eaten at home. And even aside from these constant,
nagging indignities, Walter was beginning to feel that he had outgrown
the Grapbic.

At the same time there was no lack of suitors waiting to woo him away.
The Daily News, the Morning World, William Randolph Hearst’s Journal
and its sister paper the Mirror, had all made inquiries about his availabil-
ity. But while the World and even the Daily News might have seemed too
restrictive for the kind of journalism he practiced, he had no such qualms
about Hearst. The son of the discoverer of the Comstock Lode silver
mine, Hearst had grown up a rich, aimless, headstrong rapscallion. After
being expelled from Harvard for a practical joke, then having been read-
mitted and flunked out, he surveyed his father’s numerous holdings and
decided to ply his talents on the San Francisco Examiner, where, by
_launching a crusade against safety violations of the Southern Pacific Rail-
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road, he doubled circulation in the first year. By 1895 he had come to
New York, bought the Fournal and begun journalistic warfare against Jo-
seph Pulitzer’s World—a war that was to end with massive circulations for
both papers and a flamboyant new style of news presentation labeled the
“yellow press” after a mischievous comic strip street-urchin known as the
Yellow Kid.

Like Walter’s contributions to journalism, Hearst’s were usually casti-
gated by the press establishment. Detractors said he had introduced sen-
sationalism and distortion into the news. Less jaundiced observers saw his
main innovations as placing the story function of the newspaper above
the information function and elevating reporters to the role of stars. For
New Yorker press critic A. J. Liebling, however, Hearst’s legacy was not so
much what he did with his newspapers as how he acquired them. He
would be remembered “as the man who introduced the use of big money
into the newspaper business”—the one who demonstrated that “a man
without previous newspaper experience could, by using money like a
heavy club, do what he wanted” with no apparent regard for tradition or
taste.

What he wanted, it seemed, was to shape American opinion in the
mold of his own idiosyncratic political philosophy, which was one part
populism and one part conservatism. To this end he created a formidable
press empire. In 1920 he owned twelve daily newspapers in eight cities.
By decade’s end he had twenty-six papers in eighteen cities, with a total
circulation of roughly five million. In their peak years in the early thirties,
Hearst papers represented 12 percent of total daily circulation in America
and 21 percent of Sunday circulation. And that may underestimate his in-
fluence; the percentages were double those figures in most of the large
urban areas where Hearst’s blunderbuss journalism found its natural con-
stituency.

In the past, Walter had been loath to move from his situation at the
Graphic, which, if untenable, was at least predictable, and he had used any
offers he received only to leverage up his salary and his freedom at the
paper. Now, however, Walter was seriously considering proposals. If the
enervating battles with Gauvreau and the ever-falling status of the paper
(falling while Walter’s status was rising) weren’t reasons enough to leave,
there was also Walter’s belief that the Graphic had reneged on a promise
to raise his salary to $300 a week plus 50 percent of its gross revenue
from the syndication of his column.

It was a sign of just how badly other papers wanted Walter that they
were willing to negotiate in the spring of 1929 even though his contract
with Macfadden had two more years to run. William Curley, the manag-
ing editor of Hearst’s Evening Journal, asked sportswriter Bill Corum, a
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mutual friend, to arrange a meeting with Walter. Curley offered Walter
a signing bonus, $500 per week, and 50 percent of the gross syndication
revenues for his column. In “reprisal” against Gauvreau, Walter accepted
the first week of April. A reporter interviewing him the day he signed the
contract found him “jubilant.” In announcing the deal, Editor & Publisher
reported, “It is believed to be the first time any newspaper man has
signed a contract to be effective at such a distant date.”

So now began the wait. Outraged by Walter’s lame duck status,
Gauvreau instructed the “letters to the editor” department to stop run-
ning any favorable mentions of Walter and to feature instead letters that
attacked the columnist’s credibility. Meanwhile, Walter hired Arthur
Driscoll, a prominent Manhattan attorney, to see if he could find any
loophole in the Macfadden contract that might win him early release.
That incensed Gauvreau even more. “My secretary has informed me that
you offered her one-thousand dollars to procure for {sic] her the original
copy of your contract with Macfadden,” he wrote Walter in May. “I am
informed on legal authority that this is attempted larceny.” Driscoll fired
back that if Gauvreau didn’t immediately retract his accusation of larceny,
Walter would sue him for libel.

Now, or so Gauvreau later claimed, Walter shifted the attack to
Macfadden. He began phoning the health-faddist in the middle of the
night and shouting imprecations at him. During one call at four o’clock
in the morning, according to a story Gauvreau heard but never verified,
Walter supposedly accused Macfadden of having eaten a planked steak
bathed in Worcestershire sauce followed by a baked Alaska while he was
supposed to have been in the middle of a two-week fast. Macfadden had
never really appreciated Walter anyway; like Gauvreau, he resented being
upstaged by his employee, and his wife said he found the column a “daily
preparation of unintelligible jargon” and “wondered what made people
talk about it.” As Gauvreau told it, he received a call from Macfadden the
morning of May 29 and was ordered to fire Walter.

But before breaking the news to Walter, Gauvreau called Louis Sobol
into his office. Sobol was a diminutive young man with a balding, bulb-
shaped head, a rather pronounced nose, thick horn-rimmed glasses and a
pencil-thin mustache. He had been a small-time Connecticut newspaper
reporter before moving to New York to work on Automotive Daily News,
a Macfadden trade journal, although he admitted his “chief claim to du-
bious prestige” was having ghosted pieces for Queen Marie of Romania
during her widely publicized American tour. “Do you think you can han-
dle Winchell’s job?>” Gauvreau asked him. When Sobol said he could,
Gauvreau ordered him to tell Walter of the firing.

“Winchell stared at me in disbelief,” Sobol remembered. “He fiddled
with some clips on his desk and then, rather subdued for him, asked,
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‘When did he tell you that?’ ” He was silent for a few moments before
erupting, then grew silent again, “unlike the self-confident, vehemently
assertive chap those of us on the Graphic and folks generally around
Broadway had come to know. . ..” Walter went to Gauvreau’s office for a
confirmation and returned five minutes later, handing Sobol some press
releases he could use for the column. “See you later,” he waved as he left.
He never stepped into the building again.

Now, with Walter unexpectedly at liberty, a fight broke out within the
Hearst ranks for his services. William Curley at the Fournal had signed
him up, but Albert Kobler, the publisher of Hearst’s tabloid Mirvor,
which was in much more dire straits at the time, wanted him too. Hearst
decided that the Mirror would get Walter until the end of his Graphic
contract, which had been due to expire on May 18, 1931, and the Journal
would get him afterward.

Though the Mirror had a checkered past, it was still an improvement
over the Graphic. For one thing, being tied into the Hearst syndicate,
called King Features, meant a whole new magnitude of readership—
millions more than the Graphic syndication afforded. For another, it dis-
infected Walter from the taint of the Macfadden press. No more of those
laborious articles about physical culture and advice to the lovelorn that
cluttered the pink pages of the Graphic. The Mirror took its sensational-
ism straight. Its credo, stated daily on the editorial page, was Thomas Jef-
ferson’s self-evident truths: “that all men are created equal, that they are
endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights, that among
these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of happiness,” though it was the
pursuit of happiness that seemed to interest the Mirror most.

By one account the Mirror had spent more than $50,000 to ballyhoo
Walter’s defection—“When New York sophisticates and thousands of
others want to enjoy the best column in New York ... they read
Winchell,” trumpeted an ad—but his first column for the Mirror ran on
June 1o, 1929, without fanfare, just a silhouette of Walter on the front
page with his signature and “Page 18” underneath. Nor did Walter him-
self acknowledge the move. “The Sig Thayer (Emily Vanderbilt) ro-
mance has wilted already,” he began, and then ran through several dozen
more items of marital hijinks (“As soon as they get their respective de-
crees Sonny Whitney and Mrs. Edgarton Warburton will be sealed”), of
misdeeds (“One of the better known moom pitcher execs welched on a
100 grand roulette loss last week”) and anticipated births (“The Frederic
McLaughlins [Irene Castle] anticipate another blessed event”). Had he
been nervous about switching papers? Mark Hellinger asked. “Not at
all,” said Walter. “It was just as if I had closed in Bridgeport and opened
in Danbury.”

Within months, in fact, he was joined by Hellinger, who had been told

WorldRadioHistory



106/ WINCHELL

by the Daily News to write gossip or leave. Hellinger, who preferred writ-
ing “novelettes” about life in the city, left. And there was soon to be
another defector to the Mirvor, one whose arrival solved one of the mys-
teries that had been gnawing at Walter since his own departure from the
Graphic: Why had Gauvreau let him leave? Everyone knew that Walter
was responsible for a considerable portion of the Graphic’s circulation. So
how could Gauvreau have let him go when Walter was contractually ob-
ligated to stay for two more years? To Walter there had always been a
“smell” about it.

And then, to Walter’s astonishment, Gauvreau joined the Mirror as its
new managing editor. As Gauvreau later told it, he had long suspected
that the Graphic couldn’t keep hemorrhaging money and survive; conse-
quently, he had kept open lines of communication with Arthur Kobler.
One Sunday morning, Kobler arrived unannounced at Gauvreau’s door in
a limousine and drove him out to Hearst’s opulent Long Island estate.
While Kobler, Gauvreau and Hearst breakfasted and then uncrated furni-
ture, the press magnate grilled Gauvreau about the Graphic. “You have
created an awful nuisance,” Hearst said. The three subsequently went
shopping for art in Manhattan. Whatever the exact nature of the test,
Gauvreau evidently passed it. Over lunch at the Ritz-Carlton the next af-
ternoon, Kobler proffered him a five-year contract, and when the editor
hesitated, Kobler stuffed a $10,000 bonus check in his pocket. “We’re go-
ing to be happy together,” Kobler said. “We’re going to get out a great
tabloid and do splendid things.”

Walter suspected that this wasn’t the whole story, and it probably
wasn’t. He discovered that Gauvreau had not gotten permission to fire
him from Macfadden’s chief, O. J. Elder, who was in Europe at the time
and who, upon his return, told Walter how unhappy the firing had made
him. Walter also thought it strange that when he went to Gauvreau’s of-
fice after Sobol’s announcement the editor already seemed to know Wal-
ter was going to the Mirvor, not the Journal as originally planned. What
Walter later heard was that Kobler had struck a deal with Gauvreau to
release Winchell, which Kobler evidently assumed would kill the rival
tabloid, in return for Kobler’s buying Gauvreau’s worthless Graphic stock
for $80,000 and hiring him as editor of the Mirror. Macfadden was furi-
ous. “Gauvreau sold me out,” he told an interviewer years later.
“Gauvreau fixed it so that I'd fire Winchell. ... We didn’t have much
chance after that at the Graphic.”

IN CHANGING papers, Winchell wasn’t quite as sanguine about things
as he told Hellinger he was. Working for the Mirror created new expec-
tations and, as always with Walter, new fears of failure. The reporter who

WorldRadioHistory



Surviving / 107

interviewed him the day he jubilantly signed his Hearst contract also de-
scribed him as tense and insecure and betraying “in a hundred ways the
fear and anxiety of the arriviste™

He is still sensitive about ridicule [the reporter wrote]. He is taut
and self-conscious of his role all the time. He cannot relax. He seems
to be eternally vigilant, fearful of missing something. He seems to
have no privacy, no retreat to which the human being Walter
Winchell can sometimes find shelter. He is constantly betraying a
nervous, horrible fear of losing his punch, of being discarded as a

vogue.

For Winchell it always came back to the same theme, one which had
been bred in the bone: The fates were fickle, success was short-lived; one
had to work beyond endurance, beyond exhaustion, to stave off the inev-
itable descent. “If the gossip doesn’t materialize,” he admitted then,
“people forget.” So he worked hard to fill the column’s insatiable maw or,
more accurately, its maws, since the format changed each day and no sin-
gle type of material would satisfy them all.

The Monday column, of course, was for gossip. Tuesday’s and Thurs-
day’s columns, the ones that most resembled his early columns at the
Graphic, featured gags, puns, poems and anecdotes arranged in two col-
umns. Wednesday’s column, which he called “Portrait of a Man Talking
to Himself,” contained observations and animadversions. Friday’s column,
which he had devised one day when he was strapped for material and de-
cided to run his log of calls and memos, was labeled “A Columnist’s Sec’y
Jots Down a Few Notes.” Saturday’s column was a list of arcane facts:
“Things I Never Knew Till Now.”

His office in the Mirvor building on 45th Street was a grim cubicle on
the third floor, all its available floor space filled with newspapers and
magazines, the walls plastered with photographs. In practice he occupied
the room only in the early hours of the morning. Most of the time it was
the redoubt of his secretary, Ruth Cambridge. Young, effervescent and
strikingly pretty with thick chestnut hair, Cambridge was a former show-
girl from Pittsburgh who had been steered to Walter’s cubicle by mutual
friends. Though he insisted he couldn’ really afford his own secretary,
Cambridge convinced him when she picked up the phone and began
fielding calls, including one from an angry column subject who was
threatening retaliation. She could neither take dictation nor type, and her
schedule was irregular (lunch breaks could take hours), but she was
unfazable and self-confidently chipper and she was so attractive that press
agents haunted the office just to flirt with her.

While Ruth held down the office, Walter foraged for gossip, jokes,
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slang—anything to fill the maws. He described his life as a “tough
racket.” “My beat is the Main Stem and environs; my hours are often
twenty-four a day. They telephone me from as far as Chicago and Den-
ver, and I don’t count a day productive unless I've seen and talked with
fifty or sixty of those ‘in the know.”” One night at Reuben’s delicatessen
he complained to Hellinger that he couldn’t get any sleep. “Edison only
slept four hours a night,” Hellinger riposted, “and he invented the elec-
tric light.” “Yeah, but he didn’t have a column to write,” said Walter.

That October, just four months after Walter joined the Mirror, the
stock market crashed, fatally weakening the economy, effectively ending
the twenties and creating new anxieties for Walter. All the high times and
mirth, the sharp and lively cultural warfare, the bohemianism, the hedo-
nism, the egotism, the bold cynicism, the spirit, were snuffed. “All over
the country people were sitting around in stunned bewilderment just as
I was,” wrote madam Polly Adler, “trying to understand what had hap-
pened to all that money. One minute you were kinging it on top of the
world and the next you were flat on your behind in the street.” “It was
borrowed time anyhow—the whole upper tenth of a nation living with
the insouciance of grand ducs and the casualness of chorus girls,” F. Scott
Fitzgerald was to write in his own valedictory to the twenties.

Walter’s reaction to the crash, at least publicly, was extremely cavalier.
On Black Tuesday he quoted an Eddie Cantor joke: “The situation is so
terrible that when a man goes into a smart hotel these nights and asks for
a room on the 17th floor, the clerk says, ‘For sleeping or jumping?’ ” The
next day he quoted Cantor again that if investors wanted to recoup their
losses, they should buy National Casket (this drew howls, he said, at
Dave’s Blue Room) and quoted Heywood Broun’s political gibe: “I only
wish that those people who said they wouldn’t vote for {Al] Smith be-
cause business would suffer were up to their necks in Montgomery-Ward
[stock]!”

But however lighthearted he may have seemed, it soon became appar-
ent to him that in terminating the age, the crash had destroyed the spir-
itual wellspring of his column; it had dampened nightlife and dimmed the
luminosity of Broadway from which Walter drew his inspiration and to
which he was inextricably linked in the public mind. So for Winchell the
issue was less whether the economy would survive than whether his im-
age would survive the end of the twenties. He had been whelped by the
decade. His manner, morals, dress, attitude, even his prose style, were
products of the period. He was, rhapsodized one writer before the full
impact of the Depression hit, “the spirit of this mad jazz age. Like the
times, he is brilliant, enthusiastic, keyed to the highest pitch, successful—
with the faults of our day and all its glamor.” The very week of the crash
Walter had posed for photographer Edward Steichen at the behest of
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Vanity Fair; in the photo, published that January, he sat on a stool and lit
a cigarette, his silhouette cast on the wall behind him: an icon of twenties
insouciance.

But Walter knew these were no longer times of insouciance. He just
didn’t know how he would adjust. So he plunged ahead, hoping to make
up in energy what he lacked in direction. A friend said that being with
him was like being with “human electricity.” He smoked furiously,
gabbed incessantly, scribbled quickly (usually with a stubby pencil on
the back of envelopes or on a folded square of newsprint) and drummed
the table with his fingers on the rare occasions when he wasn’t talking.
He walked fast, airily, like the dancer he once was, but the jauntiness was
gone; the pressure of making good at the Mirror had driven it out. Old
friends suddenly found him peevish. When Walter asked if he might put
his name on an article press agent Bernard Sobel had written and Sobel
refused, Walter exploded. “He cursed me,” wrote Sobel, “and said some-
thing ugly about getting even.” For weeks Walter wouldn’t speak to him
or mention him in the column, until Sobel finally relented. Another time
he motioned to Louis Sobol at the Club Abbey, and Sobol, tired and
prickly with the flu, snapped, “You want me, come over here.” It trig-
gered, said Sobol, a “coolness between us that lasted for years.”

His own assessment of himself at the time was that he was “unques-
tionably the town’s most conceited peasant” and that when he praised
other columnists, “you can tell that he isn't sincere. ...” He admitted it
was harder to do the column than in the past when he was unknown be-
cause “I didn’t know the well-knowns intimately” then and “I could write
what I liked about them.” Now they came to him with their scandals, try-
ing to exact promises that he wouldn’t publish what they told him. “You
can’t have friends and write what people like to read about them,” he
said, echoing once again the advice Jimmy Walker had given him. But
when he asked himself if he boiled when he was attacked, he “thundered
(as he is very primadonnish and highly strung)” that “(w]hen people dis-
like me they have damn good reasons!”

Yet it was an odd sort of self-importance he had acquired at the Mirror.
He wasn’t arrogant, and was anything but smug. Whatever he demanded
was for the column. It was the column that was important, the column
that had to be served and read and respected. Walter never deluded him-
self that he had any popularity or power independent of the column; if
anything, he believed that were he to lose it, he would immediately lose
everything. Winchell was only the column’s instrument, important only
insofar as the column was. That was why the column had to be tenderly
nurtured each day. It was the column that gave Walter Winchell life, not
the other way around.
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And if he stopped moving, if his desperation -lessened, would it all
evaporate? “Gotta have excitement,” Walter wrote in 1930. “Gotta have
a reason for being incessantly charged with zip ... Never believed that
theory that too much work laid a guy low . .. It’s a short life at most . ..
That’s why I want to crowd all of it in before some kid with a new idea
comes along.” He was constantly searching for new ideas of his own—
anything that would keep him in the vanguard, anything that would make
him seem fresh, anything that would give the impression he was moving
forward. And in 1930, less than a year after joining the Mirror, he found
one: He was going to go on the radio.

By 1930 radio was, much to the consternation of the press barons, no
longer a novelty. While newspapers had been devastated by the crash,
with advertising revenue plummeting in its aftermath, radio actually en-
joyed a go percent increase in ad revenue during the first two years of the
Depression, and a committee formed by the American Newspaper Pub-
lishers Association to analyze the threat of the new medium concluded
that radio was newspapers’ “greatest competitor.”

None of this, however, deterred print journalists from signing on for
radio programs, and Walter, with his vaudeville training, his rapid-fire
delivery and his already well-defined puckish persona, seemed a natural
for the new medium. As early as January 1928, when Walter was still
at the Graphic, Bernarr Macfadden had asked public relations adviser
Edward Bernays to investigate the possibilities of getting the columnist
on the air, “as Mr. Winchell is very popular, and could talk on Broadway
and New York plays, about which he is a unique authority.” Nothing
came of this particular inquiry, but Walter made an appearance in the fall
on a special broadcast boosting humorist Will Rogers’s mock presidential
candidacy—Walter called for a more entertaining House of Representa-
tives with some girls and a stage erected in the Capitol building—and was
singled out by one radio critic for seeming “more at home before the
mike than any newspaperman we have ever heard.” In January 1929 he
made a special appearance over forty-two stations on the National Broad-
casting Company network conducting a tour of Broadway, with, in one
critic’s description, “deprecating yet loving gestures.” Over the next few
months he made several guest appearances on singer Rudy Vallee’s radio
program (at $250 per shot), and by the fall he was MC’ing Alexander
Woollcott’s show and doing occasional interviews. But he was still search-
ing for a program of his own.

What probably happened that spring of 1930 was that the advertising
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agency for the Saks & Company department store devised a fifteen-
minute program of gossip and a guest interview for Walter to air on
Monday nights at 7:45, and that William Paley, head of the Columbia
Broadcasting System—who was then actively courting agencies and spon-
sors to bring their programs to CBS rather than the more established
NBC—convinced them to place it on his WABC flagship station in New
York. As for Walter, he was so eager to please that he willingly submitted
his script for vetting by the sponsor: “Let me know as soon as possible
what to delete, if anything.”

“Before Dinner—Walter Winchell” debuted on May 12, 1930, boldly
listed among the radio highlights in the Mirvor. (Within a few weeks it
was renamed “Saks Broadway with Walter Winchell.”) “I introduce my-
self to you as New York’s most notorious gossip,” Walter began modestly,
“in case you have never read my drivel in the Daily Mirror or the other
papers with which I am associated. I'm the ‘Peek’s Blab Boy’ who turns
the Broadway dirt and mud into gold, a terrible way of making a living,
perhaps, but some people are radio announcers. They have called me a
lot of things, too numerous to mention now, and what will you call me
if any of the gossip I offer this evening concerns you, won’t really
matter.”

It wouldn’t matter, he said, because he was just then locked in a highly
publicized feud with Ethel Barrymore that would drown out any other
criticism. Calling all tabloid columnists “rock men,” in an interview with
the Sunday World on April 27, Miss Barrymore had reserved her harshest
criticism for Walter. “It is a sad comment on American manhood that
Wialter Winchell is allowed to exist,” she told the World. “And the worst
of it is, not that he is published here [New York], but his stuff appears all
over the country.”

Never one to take a hit without firing back, Walter immediately at-
tacked the World’s interviewer, a disgruntled playwright whose last effort
Walter had panned, for allegedly distorting Barrymore’s remarks. But
when Barrymore wired the interviewer that she had indeed made these
disparaging remarks about Walter, he attacked her too. “[Y]ou may rest
assured that she is in a lather because we have printed many things about
her. According to our files of several months ago we wrote: ‘Ethel
Barrymore will not make any Paramount Pictures, her screen test not be-
ing so hot!”” On radio, Walter crowed, “[I]t is a pretty good advertise-
ment and I need publicity also, considering that I am supposed to be
somewhat of an exhibitionist ... With a little luck, perhaps, Miss
Barrymore’s argument might help me to greater profits [...] [Wlhen the
other editors hear about Walter Winchell they might be deceived into
believing that I am important. . ..”
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Not even radio was enough. On one show that June, Walter an-
nounced that he had been engaged to star in a movie short. “And he isn’t
going to be seen as the villain, either,” he reported. “He will be the hero
who burns down a school so that the kids can have more time to put the
black mustaches on pretty girls [sic] billboard faces.”

Filmed in July at the Vitaphone studios in Queens, Bard of Broadway
was a disposable eleven-minute vignette, significant chiefly for being
Walter’s first screen appearance and for bearing witness to how fully for-
mulated his Broadway persona already was. The movie opens at Mrs.
Williams’s School for Girls, where the matronly schoolmistress tells her
teenage charges that she “does not tolerate smoking, drinking or any
other form of weakness.” Tuning a large radio receiver at the front of the
classroom to a broadcast of Professor Lovejoyce on the “Elizabethan era
and its refining influence on the twentieth century,” Mrs. Williams in-
structs the girls to take notes and then leaves the room. No sooner has
she left than one of the girls, smoking a cigarette and reading Winchell’s
column, suggests they find something “torchy” on the radio. Discovering
Walter’s broadcast, they crowd the receiver, secret conspirators in the
revolution against gentility.

Looking small and boyish at the microphone, despite streaks of silver
in his hair, Walter delivers a discourse on Broadway, “the double-
crossroads of the world,” where “there are broken promises” for every
light. When Mrs. Williams returns and asks for a summary of the lecture
on Queen Elizabeth, one of the girls says, “She made so much whoopee
she didn’t even have time to have a blessed event!” But another of the
girls tattles, and Mrs. Williams promptly expels the transgressors, all of
whom then conspire to meet that night at the Alpine Casino, where
“Winchell gets the lowdown on the high hats.”

That evening at the casino with two of the girls dressed as male es-
corts, the group asks the maitre d’ if they might be introduced to Walter
Winchell. When Walter is informed, he decides to play a little joke on
them. He asks the maitre d’ to seat him next to the girls and call him
“Mr. Smith.” Naturally one of the students, the pretty blond trouble-
maker (Madge Evans), asks him if he knows Winchell, and Walter sneers,
“Oh, that Winchell is always stirring things up.” He is still jesting when
the club is raided by the police and the girls are carted off to jail.

At the police station the girls and Walter are both unmasked—*“Always
on the job when the story breaks,” says a policeman—and Walter pleads
the girls’ case. “O.K., Walter. I'll take your word anytime,” says the of-
ficer in charge. Now Walter offers to get them reinstated with Mrs. Wil-
liams, but the girls are incredulous. How could he? “She doesn’t know
Mrs. Winchell’s bad little boy, Walter,” he smiles. “He has a way of doing
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things, even when it seems impossible.” At that moment the police drag
in Mrs. Williams, who is decked out in a gown and carrying a feather fan,
obviously having been caught making whoopee herself. If she will rein-
state the girls, Walter says, he won’t embarrass her in print. Mrs. Wil-
liams agrees, and the film ends with the blonde asking Walter for his
autograph. “You can have my name anytime you want to,” he says. “For
keeps.”

Like Runyon, he said he did it all for the money, did it because the ex-
igencies of living made it necessary. By July, with Bard of Broadway com-
pleted and still another month to go on his radio contract, he was tired
and restless and itching to get out of New York to see June and the girls,
who had decamped to Hollywood for the summer. “Maybe if I could get
out of the radio deal,” he confessed in his column, “I could scram to
H’wood and see June and the kids, miss ’em so.” Addressing an item to
Walda and Gloria, he wrote, “Daddy loves you so ... Daddy is making
pennies . .. Huh, huh, lotsa pennies, pussycats, so mamma can travel in
drawing rooms.”

Hoping to win his escape, he had submitted compilations of old col-
umn material to Kobler to run in his absence, but Kobler rejected the
columns and warned him that he would be suspended without pay unless
he provided new material. “I agree with you that you should have a va-
cation and certainly a vacaton with full pay,” Kobler wrote him after
Walter made a veiled threat to stop writing, “but both you and I owe a
holy obligation to over five hundred thousand fans. ... Fortunately for
you, you have a constitution of iron, and I often marvel at the amount of
work you can do, but I would suggest that instead of writing for five or
six magazines and doing moving pictures, that you defer this and write
twelve extra columns in advance so that you may fully enjoy your vaca-
tion without depriving readers of what is coming to them.” And Kobler
closed with some advice “of an older man with more experience than you
have. Don'’t ever threaten. That is bad business. But, if you try to get
even with me it will please me very much because I think you owe me a
hell of a lot.” Meanwhile, Gauvreau forbade Walter to go to Hollywood.
“I would advise you to stay here and cover Broadway as usual.”

So Walter stayed in New York, moping in a room at the new Lincoln
Hotel, camouflaging his impotence in the face of the Mirror edicts by
pretending he didn’t want to leave the city after all “for fear I'll miss
something.” When his family finally returned the first week of August,
Walter was noticeably euphoric. “Walda, 3, was so cute with her excited
tale of ‘the hot hot’ that came on the train with her from California [. . .]
‘I come home to my daddy, and never leave him no more ’cause I, he
baby, love him all much, my poor, poor daddy’ . . . Her gorgeous hair and
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eyes are just like June’s ... And Gloria, beautiful Gloria ... I can see
her ten years from now when she’s 16 . .. Wonder if I'll amount to any-
thing ten years from now?”

The next week the family escaped again from the sweltering city heat,
this time to Atlantic City, and Walter was still stuck in New York, think-
ing wistfully of them. “Maybe if I told everybody where they could go
to—then I could get on a train and see Walda running up and down like
an Indian without any top on . . . I see those Club Abbey gals every night
without any tops on . . . But what’s that? . . . Copy, merely copy . . . Copy,
however, that turns into paragraphs ... Paragraphs that turn into col-
umns and columns that turn into gold . .. Gold, pretty gold—to turn the
wolves away from Waldas and Walter’s door.”

Angry that he had been forced to stay in New York even after his radio
program ended on August 4, and no doubt taking Kobler’s dare, Walter
began circulating feelers that he might be available to another paper
when his contract expired the following May. “I had dinner with
Winchell last night,” Daily News managing editor Frank Hause wrote the
paper’s publisher, Joseph Medill Patterson. “He assured me he would like
to work for The News. He contends that the Mirror offered him $1,000
(?) a week and all syndication rights. I am of the opinion that The News
could get him for one-half or $500 a week.” Hause was scheduled to go
on vacation, but he regarded the matter as urgent enough for him to stay
and arrange a meeting for himself, Patterson and Winchell.

It was a thorny situation. Walter wanted more power and more money,
but he was afraid that the News, which was already running three gossip
columns, might try to trim his sails. The Mirvor couldn’t really afford to
let him go, but neither did it want to grant him the freedom he wanted
and that it had just denied him. The News knew that getting him would
be a terrific coup, one that would wound the Mirror as mortally as his de-
fection had wounded the Graphic, but it was only prepared to get him at
a price and all along thought it was outmaneuvering him. “Winchell is
trying to give us the rush act,” wrote one News executive after Walter re-
ported that the Mirror had tendered him a new offer. “Mr. Hause said
not to pay any attention to all the things that Winchell would say.”

But the News had outsmarted itself. When Hause contacted him in
early September, Walter informed the News editor that he had already
signed a contract with Kobler that would make him one of the highest-
paid journalists in the country. Walter had played each side against the
other and emerged the victor.

“It’s a regular Horatio Alger story!” Walter gloated. “And I wish I
wasn’t the one on the spot, so that I could write the story myself about
some other guy.” The new five-year contract would pay him $121,000 a
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year, double his old salary. Moreover, he had signed a new radio contract
for $1,000 a broadcast with the Wise Shoe Company, which billed him
reasonably as “New York’s Highest Priced Reporter.” There were those
who might grouse that he wasn’t worth any of this, but Kobler, who re-
sented Walter’s popularity nearly as much as Gauvreau did, wasn’t being
charitable. The Mirror’s circulation had climbed from 430,000 to 585,000
in Walter’s first year there. The new contract was the price of keeping
him and presumably the new readers.

With his contract freshly signed, he returned to the radio on Septem-
ber ¢, once again on station WABC, all ajitter. “There is a wallop in the
breathlessness and nervousness that grip you waiting for your guest star
to show up,” he had written a few days before. “The crowding in of sev-
eral sentences in the few minutes allotted ... The problem of keeping
from faltering or stumbling over a swift sentence, a syllable or a scoopee
containing too many s’s ... It will be a thrill, again, to hear that heart-
thumping march-tempo’d ‘Give My Regards to Broadway’ ... The tap
on the shoulder from the time-keeper signalling ‘one minute to go’ ...
All of which hastens the blood thru my veins and keeps me from getting
bored with myself.” He opened the program: “It is a great kick for me at
least, this giving you the lowdown on the big heads.” He closed another
broadcast: “I remain that very conceited Winchell Person who has gone
slightly deaf—the result of so much applause, you know.”

For all his blatant self-promotion, Walter was indeed the recipient of
swelling applause that fall. When he appeared at the premiere of Bard of
Broadway later that September in the Winter Garden Theater, a record
audience cheered at his introduction and again at his first appearance on
screen—“instantaneous, general and sincerely enthusiastic.” “To report
that Walter is a popular young man in the theater,” added the observer,
“is to pull one’s punches plenty.” The only damper for him was the de-
cision by Wise Shoes that December not to pick up the radio program
because, its operating director reluctantly wrote Walter, the board of di-
rectors hadn’t approved a radio budget and there were no additional
funds to divert. Ordinarily Walter might have panicked at this kind of
news, but he had been so overworked that he seemed to regard it more
as a commutation than a setback.

Now he could spend time with his neglected family. In December, two
days after his final broadcast, he and Gloria were on a train to Florida for
his first Miami trip—they were to meet June and Walda, who were riding
down on a bus after a minor train accident in Stafford, Virginia—to get
“some of that sunshine that everybody appears to think is good for the
body.” “It will be a thrill being alone with Gloria,” he wrote on the trip.
“Getting acquainted with her, after all these years {...] I can see myself
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being a nurse and cutting her food into tiny slices for her, and seeing that
she gets to bed by 7.”

But even on the rails with his beloved daughter, Walter felt the column
asserting its priority and disturbing his peace. The maws had to be fed,
the public served. “Wonder how it would feel if I ever could get one of
those ‘holidays’ where I didn’t have to be bothered with pencils, typewrit-
ers, paragraphs, drivel, columns and the other things that floor you!” But
all he could ever do was wonder since he was already the column’s victim.
The maws were devouring him.

THouGHTS OF avenging the slights he had suffered before fame struck
were never far from Winchell’s mind. He often remembered his vaude-
ville days when he was a nobody scrambling for recognition. Sometimes
he daydreamed about revisiting the small towns where Winchell &
Greene had flopped a decade earlier—revisiting them not as a celebrated
columnist but incognito, observing the citizenry for a day or two with his
cold eye and then writing them up in the column.

His biggest dreams were about the Palace Theater. The Palace was the
vaudeville pinnacle where the best of the big-timers played, and it was the
place outside which Walter had loitered with the other out-of-work
vaudevillians when times were hard and he needed company and a hand-
out. “All the years of playing the hick towns, getting the rebuffs and the
humiliations and hoping that someday you’ll play the Palace,” he told an
associate years later. “It’s difficult for people who weren’t part of the old
vaudeville days to understand. But for me, playing the Palace was better
than being elected to the White House.”

By 1930 the grand old Palace was gasping in the general collapse of
vaudeville as the motion picture increasingly took the place of live per-
formers. The Depression only accelerated the decline. With the intro-
duction of the talkies, the Palace was losing as much as $4,000 a week—in
flush times it had shown a yearly profit of $800,000—and its manage-
ment, in one last effort to resuscitate it, was desperately shuttling in
headliners, sometimes three or four on a single bill. As often as not,
headliners who once appeared shortly after intermission were now clos-
ing the shows just to keep people in the house.

Another innovation vaudeville managers had instituted was hiring
newspaper columnists as masters of ceremonies. It wasn’t that newspaper-
men were necessarily good or even adequate performers, but they
provided free publicity in their columns, and they often attracted en-
tertainers whom the theater could never afford in salary but whom the
columnists could afford in generous column mentions. Heywood Broun,

WorldRadioHistory



Surviving / 117

the rumpled wit of the World, appeared at the Palace early in 1930. Mark
Hellinger, following Broun’s lead, made appearances in Queens and Man-
hattan that summer. Walter was originally scheduled to play the Palace
beginning June 28, but something interfered—possibly preparations for
Bard of Broadway or just his overwhelming workload or nerves—and his
debut was postponed indefinitely.

In January, however, shortly after Walter’s return from Florida, the
Palace renewed the offer at $3,500 a week, and this time Walter promptly
accepted, then fretted over having done so. However much he wanted
vindication, the Palace Theater was still daunting. Rita, who knew how
much appearing at the Palace meant to him, called him at the office to
wish him luck and found him a “nervous wreck.” The Palace, for its part,
did everything it could to soothe his fears, teaming him with Harry
Richman, a popular and handsome crooner, and singer Lillian Roth. His
friends also offered their support, many of them—Texas Guinan, Jimmy
Durante, Rudy Vallee, Irving Berlin, Bugs Baer and Hellinger—making
appearances onstage during the week.

As for the show itself, Walter read telegrams, acted in blackout
sketches (in one he played a lover discovered by Richman as a cuckolded
husband, in another he played a cuckold himself who jumps out of the
closet dressed as a Salvation Army Santa Claus), heckled Richman from
a box, did a brief soft shoe (“[T]he audience started to howl with glee,”
wrote one reviewer, “and when it was over they howled for more”) and
in the finale served as the base of a human pyramid with everyone piling
on him. “That’s Winchell under there!” they shouted joyfully.

Nothing, however, could disguise Walter’s initial discomfort. Despite a
thirty-five-second ovation when he appeared, the “daily columnist was
scared out of his blue serge suit almost at the start of the opening mat-
inee,” said Variery. Another reviewer in the same issue wrote, “His
nervousness was not assumed to make the public think him a shy,
unpretentious fellow; it was real agony, translated into clenched hands
and short, jerky movements,” and ended, “Add simile: As scared as
Winchell.” In a review of his own, also for Variety, Walter called himself
“another freak attraction ... His appearance is oke—he has a natty tone
about him . .. But he is hardly big time material. He simply won’t do.”

By midweek, his appetite destroyed by nerves, he had dropped four and
a half pounds; by week’s end, seven. “I'll never do this again for twice the
coin,” he averred in his column but admitted, “I would have been a
chump to spurn all those ‘coconuts.’ . . . It will pay for the bride’s and the
kids’ holiday at Miami Beach.” Still, for all Walter’s grumbling, the ap-
pearance was an unqualified success, avenging his vaudeville career once
and for all. His first show set a house record, his first weekend set a
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weekend record, and he just missed Eddie Cantor’s week’s record set over
New Years. His 249 congratulatory telegrams broke still another Palace
record. (“If you are as good on the stage as you are in your column,”
wired George S. Kaufman, “please cancel my seats.”) Most gratifying was
the reception by his Broadway confreres. “They went out of their way to
give me a break, which is something I certainly never gave any of them,”
he wrote halfheartedly. “Remorse set in when I heard that reception . . .
I've been such a rat.”

Before the week ended, the Palace was asking him to extend his appear-
ance, but Walter declined. Shortly after the close, producer Charles B.
Dillingham approached him to do a summer revue, and Publix theaters of-
fered him $5,000 a week for four weeks—two each at the Paramount The-
aters in Manhattan and Brooklyn. He declined these too—as much as it
must have pained him to do so—but later in the year, another producer,
E. Ray Goetz, asked him to appear in a new musical by Cole Porter and
Herbert Fields, and evidently under pressure from Kobler, who saw it as an
opportunity to publicize the Mirror, he reluctantly accepted—so reluctantly
that even the reports announcing the signing included the possibility of his
reneging.

This time June put her foot down, and Walter wrote Kobler begging
off the show because it “threatened my otherwise placid home life.”
“Mrs. Winchell, who asserts she has waited ten years for me to give her
some companionship, is fed up with not getting any,” he wrote. “That
my joining a show or taking on any extra work only robs her of me, and
she has told me in no uncertain terms that if I go with any show and
overwork myself more than I am doing now,... she would not only
throw a bomb right under your chair, but would take the babies and leave
me. I would rather not irritate her. She has been patient with me for a
long time.” He practically beseeched Kobler for a release from the Goetz
commitment. “My family and my health deserve some serious thought
before it is too late,” he warned.

Survival was very much on Walter’s mind that winter of 1931. His pro-
fessional survival as he saw it—and as Kobler and Gauvreau encouraged
him to see it—depended on his continuing to go the pace that kills. On
the other hand, there was the very real matter of Walter’s physical and
emotional survival—sleeping only a few hours, racing from club to club,
pounding away at the column and the articles and until recently the
broadcasts, making the appearances. While Kobler and Walter himself
were strapping him to the rack of the column, June was encouraging
Walter to disengage. These countervailing forces obviously agonized
him, pitting as they did his professional life against his personal life,
enforcing the fact that he couldn’t have both (at least not as he per-
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ceived his job), and he was becoming physically and emotionally drained.

Back in October 1930 his personal physician had advised the Mirror
that a vacation was “mandatory,” but Kobler and Gauvreau had held him
off until December, and even then compelled him to submit columns
from Florida. By January, after the Palace appearance, the doctor told
Walter that he “should leave the city at once,” but Walter, obviously pro-
tecting his flanks, offered to continue writing the column, provided that
no mention was made of his being out of town. Gauvreau warily re-
sponded that “the matter of your health has been a matter of grave con-
cern to me for six years,” and offered to confer with Walter about it.
When Walter pressed the issue again a few days later, Gauvreau reluc-
tantly conceded, warning that if he didn’t return in two weeks, “The Mir-
ror shall reserve the privilege of employing a ghost writer to carry on
your column. . .. ” Gauvreau knew there could be no more dire threat to
Walter. But by this time Walter was so exhausted, Ruth Cambridge in-
formed Gauvreau, that he couldn’t leave the city no matter how badly he
wanted to.

When he was able to depart a week later, he headed once again for Mi-
ami Beach. He had first gone there at the instigation of a bright young
press agent named Steve Hannagan who had been hired to publicize the
area and who calculated that Winchell describing Miami Beach’s attrac-
tions and its personalities, rhapsodizing over its weather and lauding its
creature comforts, could make of it the same sort of mythical city the
columnist had made of Broadway: Broadway South, another island of
splendor in hard-times America.

The Winchells stayed in the penthouse of the Roney-Plaza Hotel, Mi-
ami Beach’s swankiest hostelry. It sat upon six palmy acres along the
ocean on three blocks of private beachfront. It boasted an Olympic-size
swimming pool, tennis courts, a putting green, nightly dancing and shop-
ping, all enfolded in what it advertised as “pleasant privacy.” The hotel
building itself was tall and L-shaped in a style once labeled “Mediterra-
nean eclectic,” since the brickface was smooth and sand-colored with the
junction of the L topped by a Romanesque cupola, and there were ac-
cents of Spanish Colonial Baroque, Tuscan Villa and Venetian Gothic in
the ornamentation. Walter called it a “sample of heaven.”

The Roney-Plaza would have been an ideal place for relaxation if Wal-
ter had been capable of it. Instead, he manned the phones and the wires
and trolled the Miami clubs, collecting column material while June and
the girls frolicked on the beach. As badly as he desired to get away, he
was uncomfortable far from Broadway, far from the action. (Before Mi-
ami, Walter had “vacationed” in Long Beach, Long Island, or in Atlantic
City.) The only way for him to relax, ironically, would be for him to draw
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the action south with him—the press agents, the celebrities, the journal-
ists, the nightclubbers. In time he would. “Winchell was very important
in making that season there,” said a press agent who migrated to Miami
when Walter occupied the Roney. In time Miami Beach became
Winchell’s own kingdom.

But that winter there was another beleaguered figure ruling Miami
Beach. A mutual friend, quite possibly New York gang chief Owney Mad-
den, had asked Walter if he wanted to meet the chief of the Chicago
crime organization, Al Capone, and Walter leaped at the chance. Taken
out to Capone’s fortress mansion on Palm Island connected to Miami
Beach by a causeway, Walter found the gang leader playing cards with his
cronies. Capone waved them off and invited Walter in. “The size of Al-
phonse was what impressed me more than anything about him,” Walter
recalled. He spotted a large automatic pistol in one of the gullies on the
table where the poker chips were kept. “I don’t understand that,” Walter
said, making conversation. “Here you are playing a game of cards with
your friends, but you keep a gun handy.” “I have no friends,” Capone
snapped. Walter found Capone visibly “glum” over charges that he had
evaded income taxes, and when Walter asked him why he didn’t just pay,
Capone insisted that all his wealth came from presents.

Walter apparently enjoyed Capone’s company. He made three visits to

. &

Capone’s “shack,” as he called it, and was rewarded with a racing card full
of winners. “[Alnd what long shots!” He also won $16,000 in two nights
at the roulette and dice tables. “I am feeling better,” he wrote Gauvreau
after two weeks away, “and when I come back I will try and be a good
boy, but remember I am not promising!” Even so, Walter was concerned
over the continuing acrimony between him and Kobler. “I am still won-
dering why the last tiff with Mr. Kobler started. Until I find out the rea-
son I will sulk. Don’t tell me it is because I lost my temper. What was the
reason for making me lose it? ... Sometimes I think you prefer having
Kobler and I [sic] mixing it up—to prove to him that I am all you told
him I was.”

Ir WALTER had learned anything from his incipient breakdown, it cer-
tainly wasn’t evident. Rather he returned from Miami refreshed and re-
charged and ready for the wars, and he threw himself into the fray with
the same desperate energy as before and heading for the same fate. His
moaning the previous winter about radio notwithstanding, by summer he
was back on the air for La Gerardine, a preparation that created waves in
a woman’s hair without a permanent. Advertising man Milton Biow wrote
Walter a few days later, outlining an aggressive push Biow was planning
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for La Gerardine. “I want you to feel, Walter, that you are not merely
talent in a broadcasting campaign, but an integral part of a great sales
campaign.” And he added, “I know that you will write to all your friends
in the newspaper world, whether they carry your column or not, about
your series of broadcasts, so we'll get the largest amount of newspaper
advertising.”

For Walter, however, the product being sold was less La Gerardine
than Walter Winchell. Having had only limited success with Saks and
Wise and even then only in the local New York market, Walter wanted
to conquer radio as he had the papers, and he was willing to suffer re-
straints he would never have tolerated from the Mirror. “I wont [sic] sub-
mit offensive stuff,” he promised Biow shortly after his first innocuous
broadcast on September 15. “I know better. I like the job and the
G—and I don’t mean a string on a violin!”

Walter still complained about the grind as if he weren’t the one ulti-
mately responsible. “I am now leaving my office at §:10 a.m.,” he wrote
Biow. “I could collapse so awful do I feel. Nothing to eat. Little sleep,
had to do a review, my Sat col’'m and this broadcast.” But celebrity had
to be stoked, stoked constantly, or it would be extinguished. He said he
had been offered $10,000 for three weeks’ work in a movie and asked
Biow to arrange to broadcast from Hollywood, and he was now reconsid-
ering the E. Ray Goetz musical that June had prevailed upon him to exit
earlier that year.

Meanwhile, La Gerardine was thrilled with the new broadcast. “[W]e
insisted that Walter Winchell be sold as ‘the world’s greatest colum-
nist,’ ” the company’s general manager gushed after the first program, “but
after hearing you broadcast last night, I've written a letter to each of
our eighty salesmen instructing them not only to sell you as a great col-
umnist, but as a great radio personality.” He prophesied that Walter
would build a radio audience equal to that of his newspaper readership,
and La Gerardine salesmen were soon reporting a dramatic rise in pur-
chases of the tonic, especially on Wednesdays and Thursdays, after the
Tuesday night broadcast.

Walter was far more critical. June listened devotedly every Tuesday,
and together she and Walter would meticulously critique the broadcast.
After one show, he wrote Biow, June had concluded that “I talked too de-
liberate and slow (I thought so, too). I'm a racy talker and must speak fast
to get the breathlessness of my stuff over. ... I want to cooperate, but
let’s have speed, zip, pep.”

Walter’s own criticisms notwithstanding, one impressed listener was
George Washington Hill, maverick president of the American Tobacco
Company. At the time the gaunt, beetle-browed Hill was sponsoring a
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one-hour musical program on Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday nights
over the NBC radio network. Called “The Lucky Strike Dance Hour,” it
featured big bands from across the country with B. A. Rolfe, a jovial,
bald, rotund bandleader, as master of ceremonies. As Walter later told it,
Hill, apparently looking to add some kick to the program, ordered his ad-
vertising agency to sign Walter as Rolfe’s replacement. One NBC execu-
tive said that the choice of Winchell “startled the town.”

The problem was that Walter was already under contract to La
Gerardine on WABC, the local CBS station. But Hill, an eccentric auto-
crat who wore large sombreros at the office and personally chose the mu-
sical selections for his program by forcing the NBC president to dance to
them, was not to be denied. If La Gerardine didn’t want to release Wal-
ter, Hill offered to pay them $35,000 to let Walter appear on “The
Lucky Strike Hour” every Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday at ten o’clock
for a four-week trial period while Walter continued to host the La
Gerardine show at 8:45 on Tuesdays. It was an unprecedented arrange-
ment, both because of the money involved (Albert D. Lasker of American
Tobacco’s Lord & Thomas & Logan ad agency called it the “first baseball
player deal in radio history”), and because of Walter’s duties as “the first
commercial air doubler.”

If King Features had given him national visibility as a journalist, Wal-
ter realized that “The Lucky Strike Dance Hour” had the potential to
make him a star. This was precisely what Hill had had in mind in en-
gaging him. The thirties were an “age of sound”; radio performers ri-
valed movie stars in popularity, and surpassed them in their intimate re-
lationship with their audience. The number of radio receivers had
skyrocketed from eight million in 1928 to eighteen million just four years
later (by comparison, daily newspaper circulation had dipped 7 percent to
thirty-six million over the same period), but those numbers only hinted
at the cultural implications of radio. As the country seemed to disinte-
grate under the stress of the Depression, radio provided a bond and a
balm—the sense of shared culture to which the gossip column had also
contributed. “Sound helped mold national responses,” according to one
analyst, “it helped create or reinforce uniform national values and beliefs
in a way that no previous medium had ever before been able to do,” and
it would be as much through the sounds of the era—through the hiss and
crackle of the imperfect sound of the talkies, the sonorities of Franklin
Roosevelt, the songs of the Dust Bowl and the melodies of the Depres-
sion—as through anything else that the period would be remembered.

Radio was the power that helped unify America, and the NBC radio
network was the power behind radio. Its fifty stations stretched from
New York to Los Angeles, offering Walter an even larger audience than
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syndication had. Yet, as always, the prospect that so tantalized Walter also
frightened him. As always, he was haunted by the possibility of failure, by
the possibility that if he did fail, he would destroy his new aura of invin-
cibility and ruin his career, by the possibility that he would finally be
found out to be talentless. He debuted on November 3—he was intro-
duced as “the one and only Walter Winchell, whose gossip of today be-
comes the news of tomorrow”—nervous and contrite but surprisingly
candid about his motives. “[Mly skin is thick,” he said. “As the Honor-
able Ham Lewis of Illinois said to the editor of a famous New York
daily—‘notice me, for Heaven’s sake, notice me. If you can say something
good, say it; but, in any event, say something.’ Notice me!”

Nor was he being anything other than honest in expressing his fear in
having graduated from La Gerardine to Lucky Strike. “This alleged heart
of mine is actually thumping and bumping all over the studio,” he told
his listeners, “because I realize I am part of what certainly will prove to
be one of the greatest radio entertainments—an air show that must at-
tract millions of ears. It excites me, of course, to be in the show. ... It all
sounds so Big-Timey to me.” He began his second broadcast thanking his
listeners for their criticisms and soliciting more. “I have been in long
trousers long enough to know that sticks and stones may break your
bones—but slams only prove that you are not being snubbed.”

It was not by any means all Walter’s show. His assignment was to in-
troduce the orchestras and the station identification (“Here’s that fellow
with the chi-MES,” he would say of NBC’s trademark three-note scale)
and to deliver two gossip breaks of roughly five minutes’ duration each.
The program’s primary appeal was stll its music and its “magic carpet”
gimmick of zipping from an orchestra in one city to a second orchestra
in another, and it was this that earned the show its encomiums as “one
of the greatest steps forward in radio entertainment on record.” Plans
were soon being made to connect orchestras from Buenos Aires, Havana
and Montreal, and in December “The Lucky Strike Dance Hour” fea-
tured the first transatlantic broadcast of an English dance band on a
sponsored program.

But if Walter was not the central attraction yet, he was making his
presence felt. Under B. A. Rolfe, the program had been criticized for its
lack of spontaneity. “He was continually under wraps,” wrote Graphic ra-
dio columnist Jerry Wald, “and every note played, every cymbal crashed,
was passed on pompously by a board of directors.” With Rolfe gone, the
program was still choppy, Wald believed, but Walter energized it and
provided it with a unifying personality and perspective. “It’s a known fact
that the red-faced gossiper’s chattering is holding up the whole feature on
his frail shoulders. He has something interesting to offer.”
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He went about his radio business with the same sort of imploded en-
ergy that had drawn comment in his early days at the Graphic. One visitor
said he was so intent on his work that he required an extra announcer to
stand beside him during the show and depress his shoulder when it was
his turn to broadcast. He smoked constantly and dashed about the studio
asking people what they thought of the broadcast and telling them about
letters he had received. Even after he was renewed for four more weeks
that November, he took nothing for granted. When Louis Sobol, who
had recently moved to the Journal from the Grapbhic, planted an item with
Bide Dudley of the World that Lucky Strike had made him an offer, Wal-
ter detonated, firing off letters to American Tobacco and to Jerry Wald
at the Graphic asking them to refute the implication that he would soon
be replaced. To Sobol, he wrote: “That was certainly third-rate trying to
even a grudge with me. ... Get a big radio contract, all the more power
to you, but don’t try to do it the way you tried in the Journal on Mon-
day.” Sobol remonstrated that Lucky Strike had only signed him to a
retainer in case anything happened to Walter, but this didn’t appease
Walter. Their feud, already hot after Sobol’s apparent snub, boiled.

Sobol was undoubtedly telling the truth. By mid-December, with Wal-
ter’s second four-week contract nearing an end, Radio Guide reported that
he would soon be forced off “The Lucky Strike Dance Hour” unless La
Gerardine relented. Already he was quibbling with La Gerardine both
over the censorship of his broadcast and over the provision that he secure
the guest star for his program each week and pay him from his own sal-
ary. “I am glad, Walter, to have done this for you,” Raymond Spector of
the Biow agency wrote him when Spector landed singer Morton Downey
for the show in October, but warned, “perhaps that is the end of the rope
of my talent contact.”

Even if he hadn’t been unhappy, the idea of being forced to relinquish
the national “Lucky Strike” for the local La Gerardine was unthinkable,
especially since his La Gerardine contract still had thirty-seven weeks to
run. But, again, one could never underestimate George Washington Hill.
Hill, whose father had also been president of American Tobacco, lived for
one thing: to sell his Lucky Strikes. It was an obsession more than a pro-
fession. And Hill believed that Walter in his eight weeks on the air had
helped sell cigarettes. Hill wanted Winchell. La Gerardine wanted
$55,000 to release him. By December 20 a deal had been struck. Walter
signed a new contract at, Radio Guide said, $3,000 a week, putting him in
the lofty company of radio stars Morton Downey, who got $5,000 a week
from Camel cigarettes, Kate Smith, who got $4,000, and Bing Crosby,
who got $2,000. Knowing the publicity value of a salary, Walter sent the
magazine a correction: he was actually getting $3,500 a week.
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“I don’t know how to say what I want to say,” he wrote American To-
bacco’s ad agency, Lord & Thomas & Logan, the week of the contract.

Maybe you will understand if I get right to the point like this.
Thanks. Thanks for everything. I mean my new contract. It’s [sic]
generous contents and what you have done to elevate me—lifting me
from a circulation of 602,000 (the Mirror), and an estimated six mil-
lion among my syndicated newspapers—to the greatest circulation of
them all: the Lucky Strike Dance Hour tuner inners.

I am the happiest boy in town right now and, of course, you gen-
tlemen must know that. You have brought the day nearer to me
when I won’t have to strive so much, and maybe get that vacation
I've been looking forward to since 1g910....

Frankly, I was apprehensive at first when I started the Lucky
Strike Dance Hour. I feared that the people in the smaller towns
would be opposed to me and my “gossip.” To my amazement they
appear to like me. I attribute this to the fact that such a represent-
ative and dignified organization as the American Tobacco Company
sponsored me.

“If anything happens to me now,” he closed, “it will be my fault I feel
sure.”

There remained only one barrier between him and the possibility of
stardom: La Gerardine wouldn’t release him until he found a replace-
ment. He immediately thought of Hellinger and dangled the salary in
front of him, but Hellinger declined, saying, “I wouldn’t be a Winchell
imitator for $10,000 a week.” Next he recruited Sidney Skolsky, a local
gossip columnist and friend of Walter’s, but Skolsky’s voice didn’t register
properly for radio when he auditioned. He finally enlisted the young gos-
sip columnist at the Graphic who had been tapped to replace Sobol there.
Ed Sullivan was stiff, but he had good contacts and had done some
MC’ing, and La Gerardine found him acceptable. After a two-week hia-
tus, the program returned that January with a new title, “Broadway’s
Greatest Thrill,” and its new host. As a result, Walter would always take
credit, not without justice, for having launched Ed Sullivan’s radio and
television career.

MoneEy. If it was always about fear of failing, at some level it would also
always be about money: about securing the present against the harms of
the past. With his new Lucky Strike contract, he was making an almost
unconscionable salary—$6,000 a week by one estimate—but he was gen-
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erally frugal, allowing himself surprisingly few luxuries for a man of his
means. Since the fall of 1929 he and June had lived comfortably but not
extravagantly in a five-room suite at the Hotel Park Central at 5sth
Street and Seventh Avenue; he also maintained a room two floors below
where he could sleep daytimes undisturbed. Late in 1930 they moved to
the new Lincoln Hotel, a tall buff-colored building at Eighth Avenue and
44th Street, where Walter had stayed while his family was in California
that summer. The Winchells moved back to the Hotel Park Central late
in 1932, but they still lived unostentatiously. Walter bought his suits from
Earl Benham, a former vaudevillian turned clothier, and as always dressed
nattily and tastefully but within his means. His only jewelry was a gold
wristwatch that Hellinger had given him on his birthday and a ring with
a blue stone which he described only as a recent gift. His sole indulgence
was a Stutz Bearcat automobile that he acquired after signing his Wise
Shoe contract in the fall of 1930.

While most of his frugality stemmed from childhood deprivations, part
of it was the claims made upon him. In November 1929 he had voluntar-
ily increased Rita’s weekly stipend to $50; when she notified him in July
1931 that she was contemplating legal action to increase the amount
again, he agreed to pay her $75 every Monday so long as he lived. As for
his other familial responsibilities, Jacob Winschel had retired from the
women’s undergarment business and was now dependent on doles from
his sister Beatty and from Walter. Walter was also supporting Jennie after
his brother Algernon, a credit manager, married in November 1929 and
moved out of his mother’s apartment. Walter assumed the rent and sent
her a weekly allowance—later he ensconced her in an apartment in the
Hotel Franconia at Central Park West and 72nd Street—but he never be-
grudged her these things. Whatever his childhood adversities, he loved
Jennie and was always attentive to her, making a point of stopping by her
apartment no matter how demanding his schedule and occasionally taking
her to lunch at Lindy’s with the Broadway wise guys. For her part, Jennie,
whom everyone now called “Grandma Jinny” after Walda’s and Gloria’s
name for her, remained independent. “She went around a lot by herself,
and she’d say she liked her own company,” recalled one relative.

Walter also lent money to other journalists when the Depression tight-
ened its fist around them, including FPA, whom he had never even met.
“Cast your bread upon the waters, I once read, and sometimes you get
back angel food cake,” Walter wrote. “All of them helped fill my column
with quips and advance news about their intimates—which newspaper
exec was on the Way Up or Out and so on.” This way Walter feathered
his own nest, his column, and subtly exerted his power. But when
Gauvreau accepted a salary cut out of solidarity with Hearst, who was
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taking a beating during the Depression, and recommended that Walter
do the same, Walter laughed at the idea. Money was for safety, and it was
for power. It was never to be surrendered out of symbolic gestures of sol-
idarity. Years of poverty had taught him that.

III

At NBC, the idea was fame. Now that he worked for Lucky Strike, the
idea was to make of Walter Winchell a star whose popularity would rub
off on the cigarettes the way Walter believed the dignity of the American
Tobacco Company had rubbed off on him. Walter represented the mod-
ern, the breathless, the indomitable, the glamorous. So would Lucky
Strike. “Hill wanted me to help build a radio audience for Winchell, who
was unknown except to readers of his syndicated newspaper column,”
public relations counsel Edward Bernays later wrote, underestimating
somewhat Walter’s level of public recognition. “I planned to build him as
if he were an institution.”

With this commitment from Hill and infused with confidence, Walter
began “The Lucky Strike Dance Hour” that January under his new con-
tract. He was talking faster and hitting harder. And he was acting less like
the continuity between orchestral segments than like the star of the pro-
gram. Critics approved. “To the thrill furnished by the competition in the
musical portion of the program,” reported the Portland Oregonian,
“Winchell adds the thrill of suspense. You listen not because you admire
him, but because you expect each night his egotism will overreach itself,
plunging [him] up to his neck in trouble.”

But Walter was still his own severest critic. “It sounded monotonous,
even to me,” he told an interviewer a few years later. “Too many blessed-
eventings, heartings, reno-vatings, elopements, twoings; too many movie
people and flash-flashes. Needed highlights. Something.” Walter said he
had discovered the missing element himself, but George Washington Hill
also closely monitored the broadcasts and soon advised Walter that he
knew what was missing: humor.

There had always been an element of humor in Walter’s columns; be-
sides the jokes, he had always planted his barbs with a grin that for most
readers, if not for the subjects themselves, softened any sense of malice.
Though an egomaniac, he also had a self-deprecating wit, and he never
hesitated to make himself the butt of his own gibes. Now he had to find
a way to bring some of that to the radio. Walter remembered that before
they both joined the Mirror, he and Mark Hellinger had waged a mock
feud in their columns, stopping only when readers began taking their sal-
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lies seriously. Now Walter decided to begin a new mock feud on the air.
And the first target that came to mind, he said, was Ben Bernie.

Bernie was a banana-nosed, nasal-voiced band leader who had a more
or less permanent engagement at the Sherman House’s College Inn in
Chicago, where he broadcast over local radio. Walter knew him from the
days when Bernie had played New York—they had actually written a song
together—and liked him. He now phoned Bernie and told him he was
going to take a crack at him and asked Bernie to fire back in kind. “I just
had some swell scrambled eggs,” went a typical Bernie gag. “Gosh, if
only Winchell had come in, I'd have had ham and eggs.” To which Wal-
ter riposted on his show, “Old fooph Bernie needn’t worry about ever
running for President, ’cause how could you get that nose on a two-cent
stamp?”

Over the months—and then years—hundreds of these juvenile insults
flew back and forth. It was a measure of Walter’s popularity that Bernie
practically parlayed their feud into full-fledged stardom. Soon Pabst Blue
Ribbon Beer was sponsoring Bernie on his own national radio show, Par-
amount Pictures was flying him out to Hollywood for a film, and his sal-
ary escalated to $6,500 a week for the broadcast and $7,000 for personal
appearances. He even hired a young writer just to craft his insults.

Some listeners never caught on, just as some readers had never caught
on to the Winchell-Hellinger feud. They couldn’t understand why two
men would engage in this sort of nasty banter if they didn’t mean it, and
they deluged the sponsors with letters asking them to desist. No doubt
realizing the damage a truce would inflict on his own career, Bernie ner-
vously wired Albert Lasker of the Lord & Thomas & Logan ad agency
to lobby for the continuation: OFFSETTING THIS SMALL MINORITY OF
CHRONIC OBJECTORS ARE THOUSANDS OF LISTENERS WHO WAIT EAGERLY
FOR WINCIIELL'S GIBES AND WHO RFALIZE THE RAILLERY IS ALL INJEST. De-
spite this plea, a year after it started the feud was temporarily suspended
by the sponsors, prompting Walter to muse in the column, “Don’t tell
me that we've both been that ‘deep’—unfunny or harsh!” But if the feud
confused some listeners, especially those outside the big cities where this
sort of banter was acceptable, it also launched a trend. Other mock
feuds followed—Jack Benny and Fred Allen, W. C. Fields and Charlie
McCarthy, Bob Hope and Bing Crosby—enlivening the airwaves by par-
odying show business competitiveness and helping dissipate the much
more serious tensions and anxieties loosed by the Depression.

WHhiLE WaLTER and Ben Bernie jousted, George Washington Hill had
been supervising the entire Winchell campaign approvingly. “I am, my-
self, as great an enthusiast over timely gossip as you are,” Hill wrote Wal-
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ter early in February, offering what he called some “constructive
criticism” but also demonstrating surprising acuity about the functions of

gossip.

I think it is the modern trend and the modern thing that builds rep-
utations and businesses. The psychology of the American public is
not interested in what has happened, so much as they are interested
in those happenings which point out what is going to happen. On
the other hand, there seems to be a danger, and I say this from your
personal point of view, of too much enthusiasm in connection with
news, to the end that one runs the risk of getting the reputation of
being destructive. Therefore, 1 think that in your programs, you
have been consciously, or unconsciously, very wise of late—because
to me your programs exemplify thoughtful consideration of four ma-
jor points.

Hill said he noticed that Walter didn’t speak ill of anyone unless the
person’s reputation was already “nil”; that Walter was more and more
drawing a “moral” from the tales of misbehavior he told (“This seems to
be building you in the eyes of your public . ..”); that Walter was includ-
ing a few “heartthrob” items in the broadcast, which “builds in the public
mind the consciousness that you, too, have a real heart”; and that Walter
made as many kindly references to individuals as he made negative ones.
Walter gratefully acknowledged these letters and responded with toady-
ing letters of his own.

Walter had reason to be grateful. As he had hoped, “The Lucky Strike
Dance Hour” extended his popularity far beyond New York and far be-
yond the newspapers, and it established him as a national icon. When he
began introducing orchestras with the slogan “Okay, America,” the
phrase instantly became a national catchword, and Hill quickly incorpo-
rated it into his Lucky Strike advertising. By the spring of 1932 there
were 45,000 billboards of Walter in a tuxedo riding his microphone stand
like a broomstick with the legend “OK—America!” underneath, scattered
throughout 18,886 cities. National magazines presented full-page ads of
Walter trilling, “Luckies are kind to your throat ... I KNOW.” When a
skeptical stockholder asked at a meeting if the money on Winchell was
well spent, a company representative answered that American Tobacco
had done a telephone survey of five hundred respondents in six cities
each week and found that “not only is our program successful, but it is
one of the most popular on the air.” Sixty percent of all radio listeners on
the Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays Walter broadcast were tuned to
his show.

In the past there had been journalists who had attained celebrity—the
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dashing Hearst reporter Richard Harding Davis, for one—but it had al-
ways been a function of their journalism, of the stories they reported
and of their own exploits in reporting them. Winchell was a different
kind of phenomenon. He was not a star reporter. He was a journalistic
entertainer—a radio star, a stage star, even a minor movie star. There
were now songs about him,* ads featuring him (“His infallible taste in
correct pocketwear is comparable only to his instinctive flair for topical
tattle,” ran a handkerchief spot in Vanity Fair), stories about him, soon
plays and movies about him. Envelopes bearing nothing but his picture
were routinely delivered to the Mirror.

And there were now imitators of him. Louis Sobol had succeeded Wal-
ter at the Graphic and then, in July 1931, moved to Hearst’s Journal, but
Sobol was a sentimental and timorous man, not a true challenger, and
Walter kept him under control. “Why do you go into places when I do?”
he would ask, and Sobol would respond feebly, “Walter, I don’t know
when you’re going to be here.” Sobol’s replacement at the Graphic, Ed
Sullivan, was something else again. Sullivan would later become the
wooden, cadaverous, pickle-faced host of a popular Sunday television va-
riety show, but once he had been a ruddily handsome high school athletic
star in Westchester County outside New York City. Upon graduation he
had drifted into sportswriting, landing on the Graphic. An ambitious but
lazy man, Sullivan was described by one staff member as “getting more
use out of a chair than anybody else connected with the place.” With his
carefree attitude, Sullivan was so popular with his fellow writers that they
elected him sports editor when an opening developed, but a new manag-
ing editor replaced him, and he floated in a kind of limbo until Sobol left
for the Jowrnal. Sullivan was offered the Broadway column as a sop. He
accepted largely because it got him a $50 raise.

“It’s only fair to warn Eddie, of course, that his home life from now on
is a thing of the past,” Sobol wrote in his valedictory column. “He’ll be
coming home anywhere from § to 8 in the morning. He’ll be coming

*You can talk of Shakespeare or Eugene O’Neill
They may have great appeal

But when you talk of writers

This is how I feel

There’s just one for me

I'm sure you'll agree

Who knows more about you than you do

Be it sorvow or joy?

It’s that gadabout guy

We're madabout—Myrs. Winchell’s boy.
(“Mrs. Winchell’s Boy” by L. Wolf Gilbert and Abner Silver, Marlow Music, 1932)
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home worn out, tired, grouchy and resentful at the world in general.
He’ll toss around in bed wondering what in the world he’ll use for a col-
umn the next day.” But Mrs. Sullivan shouldn’t worry, he said. “They’ll
only mean that Eddie is a good Broadway columnist. Only good Broad-
way columnists act that way.”

Sullivan, however, was not in a fraternal mood when he wrote his first
column on June 1, 1931. Titled “The Maimed Stem,” the column blasted
his rivals. “I feel, frankly,” he said, in what seemed an obvious dig at
Walter,

that I have entered a field of writing which offers scant competition,
a field of writing which ranks so low that it is difficult to distinguish
any one columnist from his road companies.

Other writers, in other departments of a newspaper, must hoist
themselves by their own bootstraps; the Broadway columnists have
lifted themselves to distinction by borrowed gags, gossip that is not
always kindly and keyholes that too often reveal what might be bet-
ter hidden. ... I charge the Broadway columnists with defaming the
Street.

Later that week he continued the barrage. “To my former associates in
the field of sports writing,” he wrote, “I must report that THIS is a soft-
touch in an unusually responsive arena ... While all my columning con-
temporaries are fuming and fretting at my invasion, one of them has even
carried his personal alarm into the two-column measure of his daily
piece. This particular fellow has never had much competition. He’s got it
now. I have not decided whether to chase him over the right field fence
or the left field fence.

“This, however, is purely a matter of route, and immaterial.”

It turned out that the fellow he was referring to was Louis Sobol, who
had counterattacked that week by writing, “[E]mpty vessels make the
most sound.” At a theater opening a few nights later Sullivan, possessed
of a choleric temper, grabbed Sobol and threatened him. Of course, it
was one thing to pick on Sobol and quite another to pick on Walter
Winchell.

Winchell and Sullivan had had a testy relationship ever since their time
together on the Graphic. Sullivan often told the story of how Walter, at
his wits’ end over the constant squabbles with Gauvreau, had asked Sul-
livan to intervene with O. J. Elder, a friend of his and a ranking Macfad-
den executive. On a fishing trip with Elder the next week, Sullivan. did.

A few days later, an enraged Gauvreau called Sullivan into his office
and demanded to know why he had gone over his, Gauvreau’, head. As
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Sullivan told it, he explained to Gauvreau that he had simply told Elder
what a shame it was that the editor and Winchell were always at logger-
heads. “When he finally cooled down, he said, ‘All right, now, who do
you think told me about your going to Elder?’ ” And when Sullivan said
he just assumed it was Elder, Gauvreau told him it was actually Winchell.
Gauvreau then called Walter in and, again according to Sullivan’s version,
Walter, white with fear, sheepishly admitted having told Gauvreau, but
said that Gauvreau had forced it out of him. “Walter, what can I do with
a cringing coward like you?” Sullivan snarled. “If I hit you, you might get
hurt; if I spit in your eye it will be coming down to your level.” (Walter
denied that any of this ever happened.)

The night after his first Broadway column appeared, Sullivan said he
arrived at Reuben’s Delicatessen and found Walter there. Sullivan was
voluble, but Walter was uncharacteristically quiet before finally cutting
in. “Did you mean what you wrote today?” he asked Sullivan. Sullivan
hedged, saying that he was merely trying to make a big entrance. When
Walter said that he accepted this as an apology, Sullivan exploded. “I got
so mad,” he later said, “I grabbed him by the knot in his necktie and
pulled him over the table, right on top of the cheesecake. ‘Apologize to
you?’ I said—‘You son of a bitch, I did mean you and if you say one more
word about it I'll take you downstairs and stick your head in the toilet
bowl.” ” Then, said Sullivan, Walter got up and slunk out.

These were terrific stories, dramatic evidence of Sullivan’s power, but
he told them only years later, when Winchell’s own power was in decline.
In 1931 almost no one, certainly not a fledgling columnist, treated
Winchell that way. In fact, several weeks after his debut Sullivan was
writing Walter, grumbling good-naturedly that Walter hadn’t tossed him
any bouquets over his scoops but had instead bristled when Sullivan cor-
rected a “wrongo,” and singing Walter’s praises. “Your Monday column
still fills me with respectful amazement,” he wrote flatteringly. “It’s gor-
geous great. Where you get it, I don’t know but as I pay better dough,
I believe your operatives, with the possible exception of Dorothy Parker,
will see the error of their ways and get on the Sullivan bandwagon.”

If Sullivan was hoping to curry favor, Walter was having none of it.
Walter knew it was a cutthroat business, and he was deeply suspicious of
everyone. Paul Yawitz, a young staff writer at the Mirror, remembered
Walter’s telling him he was going to Detroit. Yawitz absently said that he
was glad. Why was he glad? Walter insisted on knowing. He demanded
credit for his gags, coinages and innovations and did battle against any-
one who denied it as if the slights were a conspiracy against him. “Won-
der why it is every time a word becomes popular some publicity-hungry
abba-dabba breaks into print with his argument that it isn’t new, at all?”
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Walter complained in 1931, when his coinage of “whoopee” was being
challenged by a professor. “Whoopee, the Dr. told the Times, was at least
300 years old . . . He never would explain why the edition of the diction-
ary waited 300 years before including it under the Ws. Or WW.s.”

He had no sense of proportion. While he steadily attacked journalistic
heavyweights like O. O. Mclntyre, accusing him of stealing from the col-
umn, of using improper English, of recounting a “true” story that turned
out to be the plot of a recent Broadway hit, he was equally hard on the
flyweights. A screed by an M. Glebowitz in the Yiddish-language Fewish
Daily Forward—“Broadwayites fear him as they would a conflagration”—
which chided Walter for having implied that Larry Fay had given Texas
Guinan an automobile for sexual favors, drew his wrath even though the
number of people who had read it was minuscule compared with the
number of people who now read the charge in his column. “Apparently,
Mr. Glebowitz cannot read our ‘English’ as well as he can read the lan-
guage he writes,” Walter fumed.

The line in question was printed here in this manner: “Larry Fay has
sold his $38,000 car, which once belonged to the Belgian King, to
Texas Guinan for $2,000.” What we meant to say, Mr. Glebowitz, if
we didn’t make it clear, was that Larry Fay has sold his $38,000 car,
which once belonged to the Belgian King, to Texas Guinan for
$2,000.

It was all so precarious, he believed. There were so many who wanted
to see him fail now that he had risen, so many who wanted to make him
an object lesson in hubris once they had built him up. “The big idea now
is to wreck Walter Winchell,” he complained to Variety’s Sime Silverman,
his longtime mentor, when the paper suddenly began censuring him for
various and sundry offenses, including his having formed a corporation
allegedly to avoid taxes. (“That’s a pip—maybe I would wind up in jail,
thanks to an old friend,” he wrote Silverman.) At the same time Walter
was oblivious of the insults he issued. A young press agent had written
some jokes for an act Mark Hellinger was doing at Loew’s State Theater
in Manhattan. That night Walter wrote: “Many years ago when a yokel
came to the Big City, we’d sell him the Brooklyn Bridge. Now we sell
him tickets to see Mark Hellinger at Loew’s State.” The press agent was
furious. How could Winchell write that about his friend? But when he
went to Hellinger’s office to commiserate, Hellinger instead picked up
the phone and called to thank Walter for the plug. “Winchell thinks if
you mention him it’s a break,” explained Hellinger. “Winchell would be
upset if I didn’t thank him.”
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With Walter Winchell’s popularity that winter of 1931-32 had come
an issue: the “Winchell problem.” Almost everyone recognized that
Winchell had created a new and highly imitated form of journalism—so
much so that press observers were now regularly referring to the “new
journalism” when they discussed his effect on their profession. Almost ev-
eryone recognized that he had expanded the purview of news into the
most private behavior of public personalities and that in doing so, he had
torn down not only the long-standing barrier between the private and the
public but the barrier between marginal gossip sheets like Broadway Brev-
ities and Town Topics and the daily newspaper, making it nearly impossible
to tell where to draw the line.

Traditionalists were appalled and not a little frightened. Winchell was
an entertainer certainly, but was he, they asked, really a journalist? And
if he was a journalist, had his gossip compromised journalistic integrity
beyond repair? The Code of Ethics adopted by the American Society of
Newspaper Editors said, “A newspaper should not invade private rights
or feelings without sure warrant of public right as distinguished from
public curiosity.” By that standard, the answers seemed self-evident.
“[HJe is fond of calling himself a newspaper man, but he will be a wise-
cracking, gossiping trouper as long as he lives,” wrote one critic, who
nevertheless admitted to reading Winchell’s column daily. “[H]e outdoes
the yellow sheets in prodding impudent fingers into intimacies which any
gentleman would consider deserving of privacy.” “When Winchell dis-
cusses the personal affairs of actors, musicians, nightclub performers, cab-
aret rounders, no one is much concerned because many of these people
court such publicity,” said another, drawing a new distinction, “but when
Winchell gets down into the financial district and talks so carelessly, so
cruelly, often so inaccurately, about people below Fulton Street, his flip-
pancy and misstatements can ruin careers. . . . Winchellism throws mud
upon the institution of journalism.” Incensed by a “swarm of Winchell
imitators” cropping up on the radio, the motion picture studios, under
the leadership of film industry czar Will Hays, petitioned the Federal Ra-
dio Commission to stop them. Walter said he welcomed an investigation
but added that the studio press agents were the ones who were feeding
him material.

In January 1932 Marlen Pew, the respected editor of Editor & Publisher,
weighed in with his pronouncement on the practice of gossip. “The talk
of the columnists is borrowed from gigolo society and is about as respon-
sible as the chatter one might hear over cups in a night club,” he wrote.
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“In fact, much of the stuff is faked or guessed. Other matter is dirt no re-
spectable writer would put on paper. ... It is a dirty business.” But Pew
was confident that “every such column carries the germ of its own self-
destruction. We have been seeing them come and go for thirty years, usu-
ally passing out by the libel route, though occasionally some more violent
form of control is exercised by outraged victims. These columns, we
daresay, belong in certain mediums. . . . They disconcert us mainly when
we see them tucked away, like a secret cabinet of sin, in some newspaper
which makes pretenses of virtue.”

Some of the soul-searching even came from quarters once friendly to
Walter. New York World-Telegram columnist Heywood Broun had been
an early admirer of Walter’s, and when Broun had run for Congress in
1930, Walter served as master of ceremonies of the candidate’s fund-
raiser and recruited most of the talent. Walter even carried a wallet that
Broun had given him as a token of friendship. But when Broun received
a letter from a woman saying she had been sinned against by Winchell
and asked how she could get redress, Broun began musing on ethics. “A
great tradition is being smutted over,” he wrote in his column. “Some
may say that the brilliant young commentator on the passing scene has
merely adapted the small town paper practice to the needs of Broadway.
That is an insufficient argument. Who wants New York to have the same
sort of underground wires which make small towns so mean and so
petty?” As Broun saw it, former World editor Herbert Bayard Swope’s
rule was the correct one: that only private issues which were matters of
court or official record should be made public. In any case, good journal-
istic practice demanded verification. “Mr. Winchell prints the tips. He
uses not only what he knows but what he thinks he knows.” “There used
to be a thing called private life,” Broun lamented. “Some people like it
very much. A man or a woman ought to have the right to say ‘I love you’
or ‘I don’t love you’ without first turning up the carpet to see if any tab-
loid is represented around the premises.”

Walter leaped to his own defense the next day, taking exception to
Broun’s categorization of him and especially to Broun’s complaint that he
listed who was dining with whom. “He confuses me with the ladies who
report such trivia.” He did have his own code of ethics, Walter insisted.
He was not like others who “never pause to separate the names of the
married men who might have told their squaws that they were going to
be late on business ... so the list comes out and there is hubby’s tag
under the name of a doll that perhaps his wife has heard things about.”

Even so, Walter was pulling his punches against Broun until the fol-
lowing week, when the issue was joined by the reporting of Mayor Jimmy
Walker’s personal life. Every journalist knew that the lively Walker, a Ro-
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man Catholic married to another Roman Catholic who would not grant
him a divorce, was having a torrid romance with a young Broadway ac-
tress named Betty Compton. Walker never hid it from them. But there
had been a long-standing gentlemen’s agreement among reporters that no
one would publish anything about the affair. When Compton shocked
the city by suddenly marrying actor Eddie Dowling in the spring of 1931,
she returned from her Cuban “honeymoon” and told Walter that she had
been drugged by political confederates of Walker’s and steamrollered into
the tnarriage, but she begged him not to publish anything about her plans
to seek a divorce. As hot a story as it was, Walter kept her secret, and her
romance with the mayor was soon renewed.

Now, a year later, the gentlemen’s agreement seemed to be unraveling
as word of the affair began leaking into the press, though no journalist
wanted to take responsibility for the breach. Instead, the Mirror self-
righteously editorialized against reporting about the mayor’s private life,
prompting Broun to attack the inconsistency of a newspaper editorializ-
ing thus while printing in the same issue a news story “filled with a con-
siderable amount of innuendo.” Editor Burton Rascoe, writing a series
for the Detroit News, then attacked Broun for indulging in the same sort
of subterfuge as the Mirvor: “[T]o attack Mayor Walker’s private life
while trying to appear to defend it from attack is a bit thick.” Walter now
attempted to enter the fight by reprinting Rascoe’s charges in his column
and adding a few new ones of his own. But Gauvreau nixed the column,
saying Walter couldn’t use the space to indulge his “personal prejudices.”
So Broun, in a gesture of journalistic solidarity, ran it unexpurgated in the
World-Telegram.

In his piece Walter claimed that all these newsmen solemnly invoking
ethical standards were hypocrites. “As if this or that newspaper cares a
continental about ethics, as they are so amusingly called—in these wild
days of thefting each other’s circulation ideas, plans and all the other
malaaaarkey that passes for tradition—haw!” The Herald-Tribune, the
Evening Telegram and Time magazine, he said, had all made insinuations
about Mayor Walker while pretending to be above such prattle. “I re-
member them well,” Walter wrote, “for I chuckled long and loud at the
time, when I thought how these same goodies (who belittle the tabloids)
grabbed and front-paged what they must have termed a news-beat.” And
in a left-handed defense of Broun, he said, “All Broun did was keep men-
tioning it after all the others had decided it was none of their business.”

Though the issue of the public’s right to know, which Walter’s column
had raised, was obviously an important one, the debate just as obviously
wasn’t terribly rigorous, at least outside legal circles. That was largely be-
cause it was never really the ethical debate it purported to be. It was, like
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the conflict over the tabloids themselves, a cultural debate. Traditionalists
believed that certain things just weren’t done by decent people, including
decent journalists. Certain proprieties had to be maintained. Revealing
romances, divorces, anticipated births, illnesses, financial exigencies—all
of which Walter did—whether ethical or not, was unseemly, ungentle-
manly.

On the other hand, Walters defense of gossip wasn’t in any way
philosophically based either. It wasn’t an issue of First Amendment pro-
tections or the unimpeded flow of information. It was personal and intu-
itive: him against them, outsiders against insiders, democrats against
cultural royalists. In his mind it was all a matter of the journalistic estab-
lishment trying to maintain its control against usurpers like him. “How
they have groaned about me—these old-fashioned fogies,” he wrote.
“How they cried for publishers to dismiss me ... And when they failed
there, they penned their own versions of their imaginations hoping it
would ‘blow the man down! ... Yes, indeddy . ..”

For all the labels of hypocrisy he pasted on others, however, Walter
was stung by the charges of knavery. Privately he always called himself a
reporter, not a gossip. “While a lot of people say I'm a dirt-disher,” he
wrote Lucky Strike’s ad agency after signing his new contract, “I have al-
ways been a reporter of chiefly news—with my name signed to my drivel,
so that anyone who wanted to know who ‘wrote that terrible thing’ could
put the finger on me, as we Broadway vulgarians always say.” He made a
similar comment to Stanley Walker, the Herald-Tribune editor, who was
preparing a chapter on Walter for a book and had called him a “mogul
scandalmongerer.” “I wish you would call me something else, Stanley,” he
protested in a letter. “I don’t consider it scandalmongering . . . I strive so
hard to get news. The only thing that annoys me is that most of the
boys—who try to do what I do—go in for scandalmongering.” After
Marlen Pew’s assault in Editor & Publisher, Walter frantically phoned
Bernays for advice on how to control the damage. Bernays advised him to
do absolutely nothing. The squall would quickly pass.

But Walter was incapable of heeding Bernays’s advice. The attacks by
Pew, appearing as they did in the leading journalism trade paper, were
particularly nettlesome, and Walter needed to do something, though
what he did only added credence to Pew’s charges that he was a thug and
bully. Through his sources, Walter had learned that Pew had once been
jailed for criminal libel for accusing a corrupt Philadelphia politician of
bribing a juror. (The case was never tried.) The incident had been elab-
orated upon in the National Republican newspaper in an effort, Pew said,
to intimidate him into desisting from criticizing misleading Republican
press releases on the Teapot Dome scandal, but opponents had also ac-
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cused him of conducting a vendetta against then-President Coolidge. As
Wialter related the events in his column in January 1933, a full year after
Pew’s criticism of “gigolo journalism,” Pew had been convicted of libel and
had drawn the wrath of the Republican party for his intemperate attacks
on the President. Consequently, “he is hardly qualified to appoint himself
as dictator of American journalistic ethics.”

“A great many people have suffered injury and indignity at the hands
of Walter Winchell in recent years,” Pew answered in his own column in

Editor & Publisher,

but few have stepped forth to call his bluffs. He is considered by
some an American untouchable. To sue him is to touch pitch. ...
Among racketeers he is a hero. Respectable people flee from such
menaces as Winchell and not without reason. Better to ignore his li-
bels than wallow. In one respect this is sensible, because Winchell is
now so thoroughly revealed, thanks to a few courageous playwrights,
magazine writers, columnists and others, that the public must dis-
count his daily blather almost entirely.

“Winchellism,” as Pew called the practice of gossip, was endangering
“the good name of journalism,” and now Pew himself had been put “on
the spot.” “I could sue him and doubtless make it stick,” but “my hide
has thickened during the jazz age,” and the editor merely sought now to
set the record straight. “I have more interesting things to write about in
this space,” he ended, “but some good will come of this week’s install-
ment, aside from personal allusions, if the editors of the land get a better
view of the real meaning of Winchellism.”

Two days later, Walter twitted Pew for filling a whole page defending
himself: “When a man takes more than § minutes denying anything—he
must be guilty!” Two days after that he framed the fight as one between
a “veteran of the Old-Fashioned School of journalism and an upstart rep-
resenting the New School.” “[E]very time a controversy arises about the
old-time journalism and the new—I am selected as the concrete example
of ‘Stop Selling These! ” he wrote. “Some fun!” After throwing a new and
incongruous charge at Pew—that Pew had called a policeman to arrest a
noted attorney who, while inebriated, had accosted a woman on the sub-
way and that Pew then had failed to appear the next day in court—he
challenged the editor to “match my public life as a newspaperman, with
his.” “Here’s his chance,” Walter dared. “Has he anything on me? If so,
print it, sweetheart. It is also a grand opportunity to other enemies to
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help him show me up as a schemer, an on-the-cuff guy,* or a hotel bill
grafter, as the legends go ... I may be a naughty boy, but I'm not a
naughty-naughty one ...”

But Pew—now called “Peeyew” in Walter’s column—didn’t respond,
and the skirmish turned one-sided with Walter taking frequent, gratui-
tous shots at Pew. The Old-Fashioned School of journalism seemed to
know it couldn’t win by getting into a fight with a bare-knuckles scrapper.
The New School couldn’t fight any other way.

For tuE Old School it didn’t end with ethics. There was also the mat-
ter of image. Now that Walter Winchell was the most famous American
journalist, he was regarded by many as the model of how journalists
looked and acted. Broadway and Hollywood had accepted and amplified
this impression, so that journalists were typically portrayed as Winchell
clones: fast-talking, wisecracking, cynical, fedora-hatted snoops without
scruples. Journalistic traditionalists who had spent their lives trying to el-
evate the status of their profession were furious and blamed not Holly-
wood or even Charles MacArthur and Ben Hecht, whose The Front Page
had contributed mightily to the image before the advent of Winchell;
they blamed Winchell. When Warner Brothers released Five Star Final, a
picture about an amoral, sensationalist newsman, Marlen Pew raged at it as
“one of the evils that oozed out of the New York Graphic office, thanks to
the Winchell and Gauvreau journalistic gangsters.”

Walter was no less concerned about the scabrous image that was now
circulating, even as his behavior gave it credence. When two young ex-
newsmen approached him with the first act of a play they had written
about a famous gossip columnist who double-crossed an unwed mother
for a scoop, Walter “nearly plopped.” “You don’t think any columnist
ever did or would do a thing like that?” he said, again protecting his rep-
utation. “Say anything else but that, please! That’s horrible.” The authors
assured him that their hero would redeem himself in the end, but Walter
realized that he would be sullied by it anyway. Even before it landed on
Broadway on February 12, 1932, the play, called Blessed Event and adver-
tising itself as “The Lowdown on a Broadway Columnist,” was purchased
by Paramount Pictures for the movies, its main appeal apparently being
the extent to which it capitalized on Walter’s growing notoriety.

“Alvin Roberts [the gossip columnist] is a curious figure,” said one

*Being “on the cuff” meant getting things gratis. Most of the Broadway columnists were
on the cuff at nightclubs and restaurants.
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critic, “funny as monkeys in the zoo are funny, naive, impervious to crit-
icism, bold, daring, alternately good-hearted and inconsiderate, ruthless
in his search of vital statistics for a ‘punch’ for his column, possessed of
a strange code of morals and a growing megalomania as his notoriety in-
creases.” Brooks Atkinson of The New York Times called it “both vulgar
and funny. . ..” “Founded on the Broadway career of Walter Winchell, it
is America’s private joke.” Another critic, feigning shock that Winchell
“hasn’t taken the precaution to have his individuality copyrighted,” called
it “the biggest advertisement he has ever had from someone else.”

In reality, as the authors must have anticipated, Walter was the biggest
advertisement for the play, and on opening night he was as much the ob-
ject of attention as Blessed Event itself. Alexander Woollcott reported that
“several members of the audience were suffering from conjunctivitis,
brought on by the strain of trying to keep one eye on the play and the
other on Walter Winchell.” Another observer said Walter “squirmed and
blenched and betrayed all the familiar symptoms that go with a sense of
guilt.” To which Woollcott cried, “Nonsense! Winchell’s emotions at
‘Blessed Event,’ if any, were probably an ingenious and gratified surprise
at finding himself, at thirty-five, already recognized as enough of a na-
tional institution to be made the subject of a play.” In his own column
Walter sniped that he gave a better performance in his seat than anyone
onstage. Nevertheless, he went to see it at least twice.

That signified his dilemma. Respect, if not respectability, was impor-
tant to him. When the prestigious literary magazine Scribner’s ran a piece
on him in February 1931, describing the column as the “most widely
read, the most frequently quoted, and the most stolen from of any col-
umn” and describing Walter himself as the “unsurpassed ... satirist of
this going-to-hell civilization,” he was so delighted that for years he car-
ried it with him in a special binding, reading it to others at the slightest
provocation.

Yet however much he desired respect and however viciously he re-
proved those like Pew who he believed had maligned him, there was the
other side of Walter Winchell which actively promoted his image as a
wholly unscrupulous journalistic gangster—his ear to the ground and eye
to the keyhole. “[Tlhat’s merely a pose on my part,” he once boasted of
this persona. “So that people won’t think I'm a columnist.” He opened
another column with the story of an irate husband who arrived at the po-
lice station to confess that he had just shot Winchell for printing things
about him in the Monday column. “ ‘Veriwell,” said the desk sergeant in-
differently, ‘but you’re in the wrong place. They pay rewards down at
headquarters.” ” “Whenever you complained about an item,” remem-
bered Oscar Levant, “he said, ‘I’m a shitheel.” ” Meanwhile, a brochure
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for King Features publicizing Walter’s syndication called him “The Angel
Lad, The Devil Man”—a description that seemed to capture the division
within Walter between the journalistic trailblazer he wanted to be re-
garded as and the puckish rogue he hated to surrender, between the re-
spect he desired and the revenge he needed to wreak.

He loved to tweak the newspaper establishment. The New York Times,
Walter reported, had set up an internal committee to see who was leaking
information to him, and when he published a story about the World’s
spending forty-five dollars a minute for a transatlantic call to the wife of
an aviator named Dieudonne Coste and it turned out she spoke only
French, the embarrassed World began an investigation to unearth Walter’s
source. “Well, 1 guess I won’t rate a pass to heaven, after all.” Walter
chuckled. “I'm a bad boy, that’s what I am.... All the time making
cracks.”

Even Congress got into the act. Representative William Sirovich, a
physician, a onetime playwright, and in 1932 the chairman of the House
Patents Committee, announced that he had received letters from ag-
grieved theatergoers denouncing New York drama critics and fingering a
conspiracy, launched at the Algonquin, to predetermine which shows to
praise and pan. The ringleaders, said Sirovich, were George Jean Nathan
and Walter Winchell, and he asked both of them to come to Washington
to explain themselves. Walter refused, saying that he “never went out of
town to cover a show, a circus, or a carnival” and then that he wouldn’t
go because “I saw some of the Congressman’s other shows on Broadway.”

Like most of Walter’s squabbles, this one quickly fizzled. Late in Jan-
uary, however, two weeks after Pew’s first attack and just a few days after
the brief contretemps with Broun, a new controversy erupted that would
testify both to Winchell’s reputation as a cultural pariah and to his status
in a growing community of celebrity much disapproved of by the old so-
cial and journalistic establishments. The roots of the controversy stretched
back to May 1926, when Broadway producer Earl Carroll was tried and
convicted for perjury for having lied about hosting a party in which a
young showgirl named Joyce Hawley took a nude dip in a bathtub of
champagne. Walter had attended the party and testified before the grand
jury, but he claimed to have stonewalled: “No one was ever going to say
of me that my testimony helped send Carroll to Atlanta [penitentiary].”

Nevertheless, Carroll had gone to Atlanta, and he had returned to
Broadway nursing a grievance against Winchell, evidently believing that
Walter had betrayed him while testifying before the grand jury. Walter
hadn’t, but neither had he helped matters by blasting each of Carroll’s
subsequent shows and printing a quip credited to George S. Kaufman
and Groucho Marx: “What did you think of Earl Carroll’s ‘Vanities’?”
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asked Kaufman. “I’d rather not say,” replied Groucho. “I saw it under
bad conditions—the curtain was up!”

The night of January 30 more than one hundred New York and Hol-
lywood notables gathered at the Central Park Casino—a posh restaurant
that Mayor Walker had erected, it was said, for his assignations with
Betty Compton—to fete producer-financier A. C. Blumenthal and his ac-
tress wife, Peggy Fears. “[T]he nicest party I ever crashed,” Walter called
it. Singer Morton Downey provided the entertainment, then introduced
actor Billy Gaxton, who, in turn, introduced several movie stars
before asking Earl Carroll for a few words. “Mr. Carroll seemed
strangely pallid as he took the floor,” Mark Hellinger observed. Walter
believed he was “charged to the gills” when he spoke. Carroll made some
“gracious and charming” remarks. Then he paused and fixed his gaze on
Winchell. His voice quivering, he said, “Walter, in each gathering there
must be a serious note. You have been saying things about people in your
column for years. I wonder if you, yourself, can really take it?”

Walter later admitted he was “handcuffed.” “Go ahead, it’s OK,” Wal-
ter shouted back. Carroll wet his lips. “There are some wonderful people
here,” he said, “and 1 don’t think you are fit to be with decent people.”
“If there had been a bomb dropped on the building,” remembered one
guest, “it would not have had more effect. There was complete silence.”
It was broken by producer George White, who shouted, “Walter, I'm
ashamed of that. I apologize for him.” And to the accompaniment of boos
and catcalls, Carroll raced from the room.

Now the crowd demanded that Walter make a speech. “Don’t lose
your head,” Mayor Walker whispered to him. “You've got the judge and
the jury with you. Be smart. Make it sweet and short.” So Walter arose
and used Dorothy Parker’s line: “Will somebody please open a window?
The room stinks with celebrities.” This won him an appreciative laugh
and defused the tension. Meanwhile, Carroll broke down and wept in the
foyer. Later that evening he phoned Mayor Walker to apologize and sent
his regrets to the Blumenthals.

“This important incident in social history might have ended there,”
Marlen Pew sneered in the next issue of Editor & Publisher, “had not Mr.
Solomon, the restaurateur, muscled in.” Solomon, the custodian of the
Casino, had his own gripe against Mark Hellinger for having called the
place too “high-hat.” Now, as the party was breaking up, Solomon an-
nounced loudly that he agreed with Carroll and thought the same thing
applied to Hellinger. On the gravel path outside the restaurant escorting
guests to their limousines, Solomon shouted one last blast: “Winchell
and Hellinger are not fit to associate with decent people—that goes.”

By Monday the Carroll incident had become one of those minor events
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that had all New York talking. Hellinger and Sidney Skolsky at the News
had both written their accounts (“As always, he was once more the victim
of his own craving for sensationalism,” Hellinger said of Carroll), and Ed
Sullivan jested in a note to Walter, “If you let me know who’s fighting at
the Casino next week I would like to make my reservations in advance.”
Though this seemed no less a “personal prejudice” than Walter’s tiff with
Broun, Gauvreau was not about to stop Walter from writing a column
about the incident since he had had his own run-in with Carroll back in
1926 over the Miss America fraud. “If you want to say that he attempted
to frame an editor with a gang of crooked private detectives,” Gauvreau
wrote Walter, “bribed an assistant district attorney who was fired for his
part of it in the editor’s presence, go ahead.”

In fact, Walter was wary of being framed himself. Since the episode
three friends of Carroll’s had approached Walter in the course of one eve-
ning, trying to reconcile the antagonists. One of them, Renee Bonnie,
who had once been mobster Dutch Schultz’s girl, asked Walter to come
to her apartment, but he hung up on her. “I am trying hard not to get
into a spot which they are obviously attempting,” he wrote Gauvreau and
his secretary, Ruth Cambridge, with surprising solemnity. “However
should anything happen to me bury me from Campbell’s [Funeral Home]
but only let my family in there—I dont [sic] want anybody else!” Writing
to editor Stanley Walker a year later, he said, “If I wanted to use the
gangster people I know to fight my battles for me, that is one time I cer-
tainly could have taken advantage of it. I fought my own battles right
along however.” But he admitted, “Carroll was certainly entitled to a
scolding of me. I treated him pretty mean for many years.”

In his column on February 2, Walter began to even the score. Identi-
fying Carroll as “formerly of Pittsburgh, but more recently of Atlanta,”
he recounted the incident at the Casino complete with Carroll’s crying
jag afterward. The next day he took up the cudgels again. “Mr. Carroll
said that I was not fit to associate with decent people, meaning, of course,
decent people like himself.” For ten years, Walter cheerfully confessed,
he had lambasted Carroll, and Carroll had suffered the abuse, even saying
hello to Walter when they met. “He turned the other cheek, which shows
you what a damn fool he is ... I knew he was never sincere in his how-
dys, but I didn’t care” because, Walter said, for him it was all sport—a
way to keep up interest in the column. “I am putting on a show myself,”
he freely acknowledged, “or did you know that? ... I must change my
show every day . . . And keep my audience interested and so often my star
act is Earl Carroll.” If the roles had been reversed, however, and Carroll
had been abusing him, “I would break your head with a loaded mineral
water bottle or break the bottle on your conk!...”
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In the end, as Walter understood so well, the whole affair was just an-
other entertainment, another spur for circulation. (Kobler even invited
Carroll to retaliate in the Mirror.) But for Pew it illustrated once again
the dangers of the new journalistic order that Winchell represented. Wal-
ter was one of the creators of a “new culture” which “circles about the
Broadway column, babbles an audacious brand of illiteracy, sets up a new
concept of decency in human relations and has as its bugle call the Bronx
razz.” Moving from the Carroll incident to a condemnation once again of
Broadway gossip, Pew fastened on a recent item in Walter’s column—
“The best known film magnate attempted suicide last week”—and sug-
gested that this pernicious item “contained no truth, but was just one of
those spontaneous hunches that may easily pour from an undisciplined
brain onto a permanent printing surface when stirring copy is feverishly
needed, and nobody is reading manuscript.” “I have no stomach for the
job of regulating the journalistic morals of the white light paragraphers,”
he said, “being perfectly willing to let Broadway sewage find its own way
to the sea.”

LiBEL was the magic incantation of the Old School to topple the new
one. And libel was the dread of the gossip columnists themselves—all ex-
cept Winchell. Anyone who wanted to sue him, he joked, should get in
line, and he would always brag that no one had ever won a judgment
against him. There were many comers. Stephen Clow, the old editor of
Broadway Brevities who had returned from prison to resume his duties at
the revived paper, sued Walter late in 1930 for $250,000 over a report
that Brevities would soon cease publication. Novelist Georgette Carneal
sued him when he asserted that another writer had authored one of her
books. (Walter’s attorney argued, haplessly, that Walter had attacked not
the author but the book.) Lady Nancy Cunard filed a libel suit against
him for stories he had written about her while she was gathering material
in Harlem for a book.

In a column on November 25, 1931, Walter related the story of a
young caricaturist who was fired by an ad agency back in 1927, when he
was three hours late for work because his wife was having a baby. Four
years later the old boss, “shabbily attired with a sad face,” slunk into the
office of the caricaturist, now head of an art department himself. “I know
I was a rat to do that to you,” the man said, “but I've lost my job. I have
no money and my wife is having another baby.” As Walter told it, the car-
icaturist gave the man a job. But now the former boss brought suit
against Walter for calling him a “rat” and won a $300 judgment. “The
word is used in objurgation and has come to be regarded as an opprobri-
ous epithet,” the court declared.
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The same week as the column about the caricaturist, Walter broadcast
on “Lucky Strike” that he had read that Prince and Princess Matchabelli
were being investigated by the government for helping the Soviet Union.

I wonder if they are in league with the Reds? I say, I wonder—
because I know that Prince Vasili, a nevview of the Czar[,] is now
working for the Matchabellis who are in the perfume racket now,
times being what they are. And anyway—any kin of the Czar (who
was murdered by the Revolutionists you know) certainly doesn’t
want to help them now. I know I wouldn’t. The Czar’s nevview, they
would have me believe, brought with him all the secret formulas for
perfumes that were in the Romanoff tribe. But as Mack of Moran
and Mack would say, “Ah wouldn't like it even if it wuz good!”

Five days later the Matchabellis brought suit against Walter for his re-
marks and asked for damages set at $1 per listener.

The suit made all the papers, but the complaint included remarks that
Walter had not used in the broadcast; they had appeared instead in a
news story in the Mirror the day before the program. “You had all been
afraid I would involve you in a suit,” Walter wrote Gauvreau, “and here
you have involved me in one.” The Matchabellis amended their suits in
December and again in January and then eventually settled without dam-
ages. But the publicity, Walter said, “pained me very much.” “Obviously
the Matchabellis never heard my broadcast,” he wrote Stanley Walker af-
terward, still defending himself as unassailable. “I never made any settle-
ment, nor have I ever reconciled myself with these people when the
opportunity was presented. ... Of course—they were looking for some
publicity—and they got it.”

But if Walter had escaped largely unscathed from the lash of libel, an-
other episode soon revealed that it wasn’t because he was particularly cau-
tious or cagey. Back in 1929, about a month after he had joined the
Mirror, he was sitting at his typewriter in the city room and racing to fin-
ish a column when a man named Michael Picard approached him. Talk-
ing “very swiftly and hurriedly,” Picard explained that he had just gotten
married and that his wife either worked for or had worked for or knew
(Walter couldn’t remember which) Gus Edwards, who had given him
Walter’s name, and that he was looking for a break. Picard was selling
memberships in what was to be an “exclusive” club called the Fleetwood
Beach Club on Long Beach, Long Island, and he wanted to add Walter’s
name to those of other notables like George Jessel and Eddie Cantor who
had joined the board of governors. Walter demurred on the grounds that
he might have to write about a club member, but Picard was so persistent
that Walter finally agreed, just to get rid of him and get back to the col-
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umn. Later Walter said that Hellinger had also badgered him into lend-
ing his name to the Fleetwood because, unlike so many other country
clubs which prohibited Jews, it was to be non-discriminatory.

A few days later a young Mirvor reporter named Nathan Zalinsky
stopped by Walter’s office to thank him for the invitation to join the
Fleetwood, while admitting he was concerned about the cost. Now Wal-
ter realized that it wasn’t an exclusive club at all but that his name was
being used to solicit names he believed were selected from the phone
book. A few nights later, as Walter told it, he got a call from Mayor
Walker informing him that the club was run by gangsters and asking
what Walter’s name was doing on the Fleetwood letterhead. Walter im-
mediately fired off a registered letter demanding his name be removed,
but he got no response. Then, at 3 a.m., while he was composing his col-
umn at the Mirvor, three men entered his office—“immaculate appear-
ance, fancy duds, clean shaven, boots shined, and nails manicured”—and,
calling themselves “friends of friends,” began interrogating Walter on the
Fleetwood. When Walter again demanded that his name be removed
from their stationery and solicitations, the men told him it was staying.
“We’ve invested a lot of dough in this thing, and you behave yourself.”

Even if Walter hadn’t had mob contacts of his own, he did have his
column. The next morning, November 23, 1929, his opening ran: “If I
were king I would throttle the swift-talker who got me to consent to
serve on the Board of Governors for the planned Fleetwood Beach
Club,” and he said the enterprise “is being worked along the lines of an-
other ‘racket’ to which I am opposed, and I hope others won’t invest in
the damb [sic] thing because our names are being prostituted.” After the
column appeared, Walter received a visit from Picard and his partner,
Sam Zack, obviously agitated. Restraining themselves from taking a
punch at Walter, they asked why he had written what he had, and when
he explained that he was committed to exposing rackets “for the benefit
of the public,” Zack, as Winchell told it, said, “Well, I will sue you and
take you for all you have got, you son of a bitch.” Zack’s version was dif-
ferent. He claimed Walter had boasted that “he writes anything he wants,
there is nobody who can stop him, he gets paid to do anything he wants
on that damn thing, and he pointed to the typewriter. ... That was his
opinion and that was all that was important; he was the Great Winchell.”

On January 24, 1930, Picard and Zack filed suit against Walter and the
Mirror for libel. Thus began a long legal odyssey—Walter said the case
dragged on because no attorney wanted to represent the Fleetwood for
fear of Walter’s reprisals—that revealed much more than Walter must
have liked about his methods and his motives. The case went to trial on
December 18, 1933, in New York Supreme Court in Manhattan. As
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Fleetwood saw it, Walter was not a civic crusader, exposing fraud where
he found it. Rather he had been slighted when Eddie Cantor demanded
he be removed from the board of governors. “Imagine playing cards at
the club,” Cantor was said to have told one of the Fleetwood’s organizers,
“and telling my wife I visited a sick friend and that bastard Winchell
would put it in the column the next day that I had lost a fortune gam-
bling at the club.” Or “[i]f I dance with a woman at the club, it would be
inferred in the column of Winchell that I put my hand up her
clothes. . ..” Cantor said that if Winchell and Hellinger weren’t thrown
off the board, he and Jessel would resign. “Am I not as good as [Bugs]
Baer, Hellinger, [Harry] Hershfield and the rest?” Walter allegedly
whined before taking arms against the Club. (Cantor, however, testified
in Walter’s behalf.)

More, Fleetwood’s attorney accused Walter of snobbery. He had been
angry when Nathan Zalinsky joined the club, angrier still when he heard
that a plumber had joined. That “so disgusted him,” declaimed the attor-
ney, “this man of high social standing, a man who thought he is too big,
too exclusive to associate with a common plumber, that so disgusted
him that he went out and wrote this rotten article.” The charge was
baseless, and Walter, rightfully incensed, snapped, “If you are trying to
make me look like a snob, Mr. Mackey, please don’t, because I am not
like that.”

But if Walter Winchell was no snob, the trial revealed that he was also
not the careful reporter of facts he often claimed to be. Under cross-
examination, Walter, wearing smoked glasses, admitted that his accusa-
tions were based on no hard evidence, only a conversation with an
insurance executive who had been approached to become the club’s pres-
ident and unfounded rumors about the unsavory backgrounds of the
club’s principals. On the stand he could neither substantiate the charges
nor even remember who spread them. (The phone call from Mayor
Walker had now faded from memory.) The best he could muster was that
the organizers were “dishonest” and “I didn’t want to be associated with
those fellows.” In the end the article was an act of pique over the fact that
his letter of resignation had gone unacknowledged. “[T]hese men that
write columns on the papers, particularly those men who are employed to
put over a scandal and bring out distasteful things,” roared the Fleetwood
attorney in summation, “they get to feel they are king; they get to feel
that if they are offended, off with his head.”

After four days of trial and five and a half hours of deliberation, the
jury returned a verdict in favor of the plaintiffs and awarded them
$30,000 from the Mirror and $2,500 from Walter for malice. (Walter
blamed the histrionics of the plaintiffs’ attorney for the loss.) Appeals

WorldRadioHistory



148/ WINCHELL

prolonged the case for another eighteen months until the judgment was
finally halved and affirmed in May 1935.

But that was not the end of it. After the ruling by the Court of Appeals,
Albert Kobler came to Walter’s office and said he expected him to pay
half the $15,000 judgment against the Mirror. Astonished and outraged,
Walter packed his things and left the office. “I just got lost. To hell with
all of them.” A representative of Hearst phoned to assure him that every-
thing would be taken care of if only he would return, but Walter refused.
He was on strike.

One afternoon during his protest he sneaked into the Stork Club for
a sandwich and was waylaid by Jack Lait of the Mirror and Hearst syndi-
cation chief Joseph Connolly, who had claimed all along that he sided
with Walter. (Someone had tipped them off that Walter was coming.)
While the three chatted, a waiter handed Walter a phone. Hearst was
calling from his San Simeon estate and wanted to know why Walter had
stopped writing. “I just found out, boss, that I am responsible for half the
liabilities at the Mirror but not half of the profits,” he said he told Hearst.
Hearst chuckled and asked what he wanted them to do. “I could never
again, Chief, go to a typewriter and feel free to report the news worried
that I might have to pay a hefty sum and have no money,” said Walter.
And when Hearst asked again what he wanted, Walter said he wanted “a
letter from you holding me blameless from damages. ... Why should I,
Chief, be held to blame for stuff my bosses O.K. for publication?” Hearst
asked that Connolly be put on the line and instructed him to place the
requested clause in Walter’s contract immediately.

So ended Walter’s strike and any possibility of his ever having to pay a
libel judgment. In its own tortuous way, the Fleetwood case had brought
him this freedom and had proved Pew and the other defenders of the jour-
nalistic faith wrong. No court, no law, could stop Winchell now.

\%

Even before his manumission from libel, Winchell’s power spelled
trouble at the Mirvor.

Albert Kobler, its publisher, was a short, florid man with white hair,
moist gray eyes and a bulbous nose. Favoring tailored suits, pince-nez
and a yellow snakeskin-handled cane and sporting an ample paunch, he
might have been mistaken for a Mittel-European diplomat, but he was in-
stead deep in the world of yellow journalism and tabloidia, having man-
aged Hearst's American Weekly Sunday magazine supplement for years
before taking over the Mirror in a complicated transaction that not even
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veteran Hearst watchers fully understood. (Kobler had bought the paper,
then sold it back to Hearst.) His main interests were art and women,
whom, one staffer opined, he pursued with far more avidity than he ever
showed toward his newspaper.

From the time he joined the Mirror, Walter had found himself at odds
with Kobler. Walter was a star rather than an employee; he was irreplace-
able. Nevertheless, Kobler, like Gauvreau, felt obliged to remind Walter
that the publisher was still the boss, even if the reminders were often ca-
pricious and even if the net effect was to annoy Walter rather than bring
him in line. Much of their conflict, then, seemed to have little to do with
Walter’s column and much to do with Kobler’s asserting his own prerog-
atives in a test of wills—in this case between the traditional newspaper
hierarchy from which Kobler derived his authority and a new order that
was every bit as daunting to the structure of a paper as Walter’s column
was to a paper’s ethics.

At the beginning, Gauvreau was stll the instrument of Kobler’s re-
venge when Gauvreau wasn’t inflicting vengeance of his own. It was
Gauvreau who deducted $227.68 from Walter’s paycheck for telegraph
and telephone tolls when Walter was filing from Miami in the winter of
1930. And when Kobler in January 1931 ordered that a secton of Wal-
ter’s column called “Recommendations for Diversion Seekers” be killed
because it gave “publicity to night club entertainers who got into the pa-
per without paying a penny for advertising,” it was Gauvreau who deliv-
ered the message to Walter, bringing the two into “open battle” once
again. Walter was so vituperative protesting the action on the phone
that Gauvreau demanded that henceforth they communicate only in
writing. Walter was also forbidden to enter the editor’s office.

Later that year a new irritant arose. Walter had been asked by
Gauvreau to submit his column the day before publication, and Walter
had acceded. But now Gauvreau was slicing so much out of it—for fear
of libel, he said—that Ruth Cambridge had to scramble to fill the column
by deadline. Walter asked Kobler to ask Gauvreau to read the proof
earlier. Failing that, Walter said he would simply deliver later. “I used to
like to annoy him,” Walter later said of Kobler, “because I knew he was
a pushover for irksome teasing and had phone operators listen to my con-
versations. I know this sounds childish, but it was fun....”

No sooner had the censorship issue arisen than Kobler raised a new
one. On his “Lucky Strike” show Walter had broadcast that two bodies
found in northern Canada might be those of the French aviators Charles
Nungesser and Francois Coli, who had been lost four years earlier at-
tempting to cross the Atlantic. Kobler thought this was totally irrespon-
sible, and he waited at the Mirror office until midnight to tell Walter so.
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According to one account, the confrontation made the famous telephone
scene in The Front Page where the reporter excoriates his managing editor
“look like last year’s straw hat in comparison.” Kobler began yelling and
banging on the desk. One report said he carried Walter’s typewriter into
the hall and smashed it. Walter screamed back at him. “He told him what
he could do, where he could go and to do things that are utterly impos-
sible,” went another report. Kobler then threatened to hit him, and Wal-
ter replied that if Kobler did, he’d better call an undertaker. Kobler left
Walter’s cubicle, slamming the door behind him. A few weeks later, early
in December, Kobler removed Ruth Cambridge from the payroll and or-
dered Walter to pay for all the daily papers he received. Walter re-
sponded this time by sending a bill for a news story he had submitted. In
the midst of all this, Gauvreau was writing his novel loosely based on
Walter. Walter threatened to resign unless it was suppressed, and the two
skulked around the city room “exchanging malevolent glares.”

Matters worsened that January, when the Mirror launched a Sunday
edition with all of its regular columnists except Winchell, who demanded
that he be paid a thousand dollars for the additional column and that
Ruth Cambridge be reinstated on the Mirror payroll. Kobler refused. For
a time the publisher thought of holding one of Walter’s daily columns for
Sunday, but Saks and Ipana toothpaste had contracts guaranteeing that
their ads run next to Walter’s column. Another rumor had Walter agree-
ing to write the Sunday piece if Kobler agreed never to speak to him
again, but when Kobler accepted, Walter allegedly reneged. In the end
Kobler hired Lee Mortimer, a young reporter from the “amusements”
section, for the Sunday piece.

Seething over Mortimer’s Sunday column and no doubt fearful that it
was trespassing on his franchise, Walter once again sicced his attorney,
Arthur Driscoll, on the Mirror, accusing it of breaching his contract by
publishing a column substantially similar to his. Kobler answered by lock-
ing Walter and Ruth Cambridge out of the Mirror offices. Walter now
screamed breach of contract again and began hunting for a way to leave
the Mirror and join the Daily News. Under this threat Kobler relented,
discontinuing Mortimer’s column and ending the lockout but restricting
Walter and his secretary to their own office. In his last column Mortimer
said that Walter had “cluttered up the air waves” and called him an
“aspirinated columnist.”

One rumor had Kobler selling Walter to the American, but when Wal-
ter confronted Gauvreau and Kobler with this, they both denied it. “Ig-
nore all silly rumors,” Gauvreau wrote. “Don’t be pediculous.” He added
in postscript: “How could you leave without me? I wouldn’t stand for it.
This is a common-law marriage.” Walter was not assuaged. Variety
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reported that Driscoll was “itching to go into court and place on the

record . . . how it treats a star reporter responsible for much of its circu-

lation. . .. No reason is known by newspapermen why Winchell is subject

to so much irritation,” the article said, “unless it be enviousness over

Winchell’s rapid rise to a national figure and his much larger earnings.”
For all his newfound fame, he was clearly unfulfilled. He wrote:

I am perched for the moment moderately well upon the slippery
rungs of the ladder called success, and it isn’t nearly as jolly as I had
been led to suppose. The initial sensation in undoubtedly exhilarat-
ing. One stands for the moment enchanted in the gaudy flare of hav-
ing been shot out of the vast herd of nobodies into a somebody. . ..

The ego soars off in a wonderful joy ride; one’s eyes brighten;
one’s pulse quickens; one’s step lightens. . ..

A month or two of this toxic drug, and then the ego comes home
to roost, the ground firm under one’s feet, and there is today to get
through and tomorrow—and the day after—crammed from morning
to night; aye, and far into the night to think up, create and invent
wordage so that the checks will keep coming in.

His blood pressure was low, he was perpetually nervous and he still
couldn’t sleep. Comparing a photo of himself before he had joined the
Graphic with another taken after he had joined the Mirvor six years later,
he remarked that his hair was now prematurely silver where it had once
been dark. “You get old-looking too fast in this racket.” And for all his
outward confidence, he was still filled with self-doubt. “He thinks his
stuff is terrible,” an interviewer said. “When anyone likes it enough to
tell him so, he doesn’t believe it.”

Most of all, he was dissatisfied with the demands of the column.
“There must be a time in your career when you do not have to do
things,” he wrote in April 1931. “I'm a loafer, at heart, I know ... But
you can’t be a professional loafer . .. Not in this town, sir . .. Unless you
never get hungry.” “[{OJh, the weariness that follows the two hours or
more searching every letter for a nugget you can use!” he complained
while discussing the rigors of preparing his column. “The chief trouble
with columning daily is that your most affectionate admirers are fickle . . .
They demand that your stuff be better than it was yesterday [. ..] Which
is too tough a verdict.” When another interviewer asked where he
thought he would be in ten years, he told her, “Dead. I'll not live that
long.”

Though he was only thirty-four, increasingly he spoke of retiring. It
was, he seemed to realize, his last chance to disengage from the column

WorldRadioHistory



152/ WINCHELL

before it completely overtook him, his last chance to preserve himself. He
would leave the paper in five years, he told one reporter in 1931, and
write when he chose. “I want a few more years’ time yet—so I can get
enough practice at columning to learn how to throw anything into type
and be two weeks in advance like an expert,” he said. In another column,
in February 1932, he dreamed of writing only once a week so he could
spend time with the children and June. “She’s been waiting a decade to
go away with me—and if I had any moxie I'd chuck the whole routine
and go somewhere with her and the children and laugh a litdle.” If it
weren't for June, he admitted, he never would have had his success. “And
when I tell her that, she dismisses it with a shrug and tells me that noth-
ing else matters but me—not even the kids.”

June was, in fact, remarkably supportive of Walter under trying cir-
cumstances. “She has never, ever done anything to distract me,” he told
an interviewer, adducing as evidence of her thoughtfulness that she
wouldn’t even attend the theater if she had a cough, for fear of disturbing
other playgoers. For her it was a lonely existence with Walter seldom
home. He once recounted an episode of finding himself at §:14 one
morning at the corner of Broadway and 52d Street when the city was ab-
solutely empty and sepulchrally quiet. Unnerved, he raced home to the
Park Central and collapsed in the foyer, before being roused by a bellhop
and helped upstairs. June refused to open the door. “It can’t be Mr.
Winchell,” she insisted, “it’s yesterday yet!”

That Walter loved June, there was no question. Whether he was faith-
ful to her was something else. Broadway Brevities, locked in one of its fre-
quent tussles with Walter, kept accusing him of philandering. “Gee! It’s
that sob column on how much I miss the wife and kiddies,” Brevities
spoofed, “and how they tug at my heart strings even when I’'m mugging
some blonde in the back room of the Club Jason [...] Mustn’t mention
girl-friends’ names too often . . .The gang gets wise.” Letters in his office
files seemed to substantiate the charges, though it was entirely possible
that the correspondents were women fantasizing about Walter and not
real romantic interests. One woman, describing her search for a “dream
man,” wrote: “I believe my search is near ending. . . . I hope our contact
will prove interesting and agreeable.” Another said, “What particularly
depresses me is the fact that I'd found a friendship that promised to be
ideal, and phfttt—it went. But who cares about that?” A third woman
asked, “Why haven’t I heard from you? I bet the answer’s funny,” and
told him she would need the job he promised her.

In any case, Walter first love wasn’t women. His mistress was the col-
umn, and she left little enough time for anything else, including his be-
loved daughters. “Can’t golf, fish, swim, fly in planes, play piano, cook,
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or even ice skate!” he once said, but he added that he had his family to
compensate. “My family comes first with me every time,” he boasted, and
at the time meant it even if his dedication to the column betrayed his
words. It grieved him that he knew he neglected Walda and Gloria, that
he often had only a half hour each morning to play with them, at one
point even forcing himself to get to bed at 3 a.m. instead of six to extend
his time with them. He hated to rush into Childs restaurant to grab din-
ner with them and then rush off again.

It was partly in compensation that he began doting on the children in
the column. “Gloria is a beautiful child, whose face, someone once re-
marked, seemed as though it had been chiseled from marble by a genius,”
he wrote in one typical entry, which also described how devastated she
had been when Olympic swimming champion and movie star Johnny
Weissmuller had told her to eat her spinach and carrots so she could
grow up faster and they could be married and then she found out
Weismuller had gotten married to someone else. “Gloria broke down and
wept furiously . . . She hasn’t been the same since.” “That Walda of mine
hands me the heartiest chuckles,” he wrote in another column, meditat-
ing on her photograph and Gloria’s in his office. “For without the like-
nesses on the office walls of Gloria and Walda—the ache of missing them
would be too much to take ... Their pretty faces and their affection for
me offsets all the other trivia that comes up in a week....”

“I only want to live long enough to see Gloria and Walda grown into
girlhood,” he wrote in another column early in 1932. “And have the nec-
essary stuff to get them beautiful frocks, and furs and things that girls
seem to like so much.”

Some readers, wanting gossip, resented these columns. Some thought
they were nauseatingly self-serving. Westbrook Pegler, a sportswriter on
the Chicago Tribune, devoted one of his own columns to a blistering par-
ody of Walter’s “Portrait of a Man Talking to Himself.” He began:

Oh, how I love my beautiful darling wife and kiddies. I am one of
the best husbands in the world. And fathers, too. Some husbands and
fathers keep these things in the bosom of the family, but it is a busi-
ness with me, and I blab it all over the good white paper.

Hell, sweetheart. Here is a kiss for you. I am selling this kiss to the
customers for three cents a copy; ten cents on Sundays [...] Hello,
Shirley, darling. Your papa sends you a kiss. Your papa loves you.
Papa loves baby. Isn’t that original, darling?

Ernest Hemingway, writing to editor Arnold Gingrich, derided Pegler’s
parody and defended Winchell. “You should be a better writer than the
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man you parody,” said Hemingway, “and not just try to establish a moral
superiority. Pegler is a better writer but not 1/100th the newspaper man
Winchell is. Winchell is the greatest newspaper man that ever lived.”
Writing a sports column, Hemingway believed, was easy. “But this
bloody Winchell has to function six days a week and if on his off days,
which are very obviously days of rest, he wants to put in a lot of senti-
mental crap about his family it is 0.k. with me. Look what he does on
Mondays.”

‘The best evidence of Walter’s devotion to his daughters was the money
he lavished upon them when he was so stingy with himself. They were
privately educated. They received dance lessons at the Ned Wayburn
New York Institute of Dancing. They spent at least one summer at Camp
Tekakwetha near Lake George in upstate New York, and in winter they
went to Florida. All these things required substantial funds, and Walter
always justified his negligence by appealing to his need to make money.
“If you really care anything about the three of us you’d do something
about it!” he quoted June as saying about his workload. “ ‘But I can’t do
anything about it,” I say back. ‘If I do not hustle around tonight for the
next paragraph, then what? Don’t you see, honey? Paragraphs! Things!
Stuff! To keep them from saying things. If I start getting careless, where
is the coin coming from to pay for those fancy skirts, and your dressy
feathers on Walda’s collar, and the very “smart” and fancy 19-dollar-
dresses for Gloria and so forth?’”

But it was, in truth, more than the money. Even as he realized that the
column was overtaking him, Walter needed it, needed the excitement and
the pressure if only to feel that he was not stagnating. Nor was it some-
thing he could slough off at the end of the day; it was a part of him. Once
he was talked into spending a weekend in the country. In the morning he
was awakened by the birds and blinded by the sun. “I guess my own ar-
tificial routine of living is best, after all,” he concluded. Another time he
got three columns ahead, then found himself restless. “I thought, I re-
member at the time—‘Gee, it must be terrible to be [jobless] and have
nothing to do with yourself—but sit in the movies and wonder where
the next meal or job is coming.’. .. The very thought gave me the shud-
ders ... I just couldn’t be idle—a fight, a controversy or anything—
something to do!”

And there was a column of Franklin P. Adams’s he had clipped at
roughly this time about the strange attraction that journalism held. “You
might suppose that the thrill of hearing things a few hours sooner than
your fellows would soon pass away,” Adams wrote, obviously speaking for
Walter as well as himself. “Some of us never find it has passed. We al-
ways seem, at our work, to be closer up against the life of our time than
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anywhere else, nearer its center and more in its confidence.” But within
the romance lay the mystery. “Or perhaps it is for none of these sound
and plausible reasons [we love journalism] any more than it is for sound
assignable reasons that men fall in love.” So it was for Walter Winchell.

FiNaLLY, IN April 1932, he crashed.

It had begun with Kobler—with the niggling disputes, with the re-
moval of Ruth from the payroll and the cutting off of his private office
phone and the dunning for tolls for the stories he filed outside the office.
And it had continued with a small item in the middle of his Monday col-
umn on February 8 that was to apply new pressures. “Five planes brought
dozens of machinegats from Chicago Friday,” it ran, “to combat the
Town’s Capone . .. Local banditti have made one hotel a virtual arsenal
and several hot-spots are ditto because Master Coll is giving them the
headache ... One of the better Robin Hoods has a private phone in his
cell! ... Haw!”

“Master Coll” was Vincent Coll, a vicious young rogue gangster nick-
named “Mad Dog” who was terrorizing both the public (he had killed a
child while attempting to gun down an enemy) and his rival mobsters. He
had kidnapped Owney Madden’s friend and parmer Frenchy Demange to
extort money from Madden. After Demange was ransomed, for a re-
ported $40,000, Madden apparently declared he had had enough. So
Coll, by arrangement, was in a drugstore on 23rd Street when he was
called to the phone booth. And as he took the call, three gunmen entered
and pumped more than sixty bullets into his body before vanishing into
the night. That was February 8—the night of the day that Walter had
predicted Coll’s demise.

Walter had known Madden for years; it was Madden who had given
him his Stutz Bearcat, though Walter insisted on sending the gang leader
a check as payment. As a protégé of Madden’s, Walter had enjoyed the
protection of the mob. Occasionally, however, there were reported death
threats, presumably from other gang chiefs he had offended. When Paul
Sweinhart, the editor of Zit’s Weekly, reported that a “certain daily news-
paper columnist will be bumped off in six months,” everyone just as-
sumed he meant Winchell. A Philadelphia newsman wrote: “We hereby
notify Walter Winchell that he’s likely to be shot any day now.” Time
magazine said there were rumors that Walter had placed the names of
would-be assassins in a safe deposit box. At the time Walter himself joked
to the New Yorker’s Robert Benchley: “DEAR BOB SEE YOU AT THE NEW
YORKER THEATER TONIGHT[.] DON"T WORRY ABOUT ANYTHING AS I 1IAVE
JUST BEEN KILLED[.]”

WorldRadioHistory



156/ WINCHELL

Of course nothing had ever happened. Why? “Very simply—Winchell
could make money for them. Big money,” said his friend and crime re-
porter Robin “Curley” Harris, meaning that Walter could plug the mob-
sters’ nightclubs. But his prediction of the Coll murder had sent a shock
wave through the mob ranks, not so much because Walter had broken a
confidence, though that was bad enough, but because he would almost
certainly be questioned by the district attorney. All of this was compli-
cated by the fact that Madden at the time was fighting the parole board,
which wanted to return him to Sing Sing for parole violations. Walter
knew immediately that he was in trouble. “I turned green. I was sick to
my stomach,” he later told an interviewer. “I learned later that Coll had
a list of names in his pocket when he was shot—names of people he in-
tended to murder. Mine was on it.” The next day two confederates of
Coll's emerged from hiding and were killed.

On Tuesday, at the NBC radio studios, Walter received a phone threat
to stop publishing stories about Broadway gangsters and racketeers or he
would be “taken for a ride.” He received another threat three hours later
at his hotel suite and another by mail on Wednesday. The next day he ap-
peared at the 47th Street police station with two private guards provided
by “Broadway friends,” presumably Owney Madden, and asked for pro-
tection. Officers described him as “nervous and in genuine fear of his
life,” and they provided him with the additional guards.

On Monday, a week after the murder, Assistant District Attorney
George M. Carney subpoenaed Walter to testify before a grand jury in-
vestigating Coll’s death. Walter was now roiling with terror. “He stayed
up all night,” recalled Curley Harris. “He thought he was going to be ex-
posed.” He arrived at the courthouse early the morning of February 16
and brushed past the gang of reporters. After an interminable wait Walter
finally testified for about twenty minutes, then left just past noon, telling
photographers, “I'm no heel; I'll stand up to be shot.” In fact, on advice
of counsel, Walter said he refused to divulge his source—it was later re-
vealed to have been Texas Guinan—but he admitted to Stanley Walker,
“I' lost seven more pounds, I think, testifying before the grand jury that
time.”

As Walter related it to Curley Harris afterward, he had been dealt with
much differently from the way he expected. He had expected to be
treated like a criminal. Instead the authorities greeted him as if he were
a visiting celebrity. “The members of the grand jury—they all got around
Walter,” Harris said, “and he gave most of them [theater] tickets. . .. So
by the end, he’d been there fifteen minutes [actually twenty] and he
owned the whole place.” His only regret was that the World-Telegram re-
ported him being “curt” to his fellow reporters. Walter apologized in his
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column that he hadn’t slept for twenty-nine hours, he was anxious to get
home and he was legally prohibited from discussing grand jury proceed-
ings, but he had always vowed to be civil with reporters because “so many
people we had to meet and interview years ago—were not civil or cour-
teous.”

Coll’s killers were never found, Walter’s source was not revealed until
many years later, Madden was ultimately remanded to Sing Sing, and
eventually the issue of Vincent Coll subsided. (One later, unverified ac-
count claimed that Madden had spared Walter only after he had extorted
$90,000 from him.) But Walter had been emotionally drained by the ep-
isode. He was dispirited and irritable. He wanted desperately to get away,
but he was enchained by contracts and obligations.

Then, on April 16, after his “Lucky Strike” broadcast, Winchell col-
lapsed in the studio, suffering what reports called a “nervous breakdown.”
Details were vague. “They said it would happen for a long time,” wrote
radio columnist Jack Foster in the World-Telegram two days later, specu-
lating on whether Walter would be able to return for his next broadcast.
“], for one, hope he is back at the microphone soon, for he gave vitality
and speed to radio.”

Reports, however, were soon circulating that Walter was seriously ill
and confined to his suite at the Lincoln Hotel, where he was being at-
tended by his physician, and that he would not be returning anytime
soon. One account said his doctor had ordered him to take a month’s va-
cation. Louis Sobol was to take over the broadcasts, and Paul Yawitz, who
had been writing the Sunday column, was to assume the daily column.”
For one commentator, at least, it spelled the end of the Winchell phe-
nomenon. “He was dragged out of the place into the quickest oblivion
that perhaps ever engulfed a man whose name was so well-known,” he
wrote. “Within 48 hours the wolves had torn him to pieces, leaving him
not a vestige of anything. ... Wherever he is now and whatever he’s
doing, he faces the prospect when and if he recovers, of starting com-
pletely over again.” Several days after the breakdown, editor Herbert
Bayard Swope wrote him: “I hope the reports of your illness are exagger-
ated. It’s too bad you had to smash up just as you were going so well.”

What really had happened? Everyone wanted to know, and the answers
ranged from Walter’s being mentally and physically exhausted to his hav-
ing been shot and paralyzed. Walter remained mum, leaving for Califor-
nia with his family to convalesce. But a year later he explained the truth

*To get the assignment, Yawitz had submitted a sample column with fictitious names, and it
had accidentally been published—proving that the form of gossip was more important than its
content.
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to Stanley Walker. The breakdown “was a trick on my part to get out of
all contracts,” he said, warning Walker not to print this information if
Walker thought Walter could get sued. “I was fed up with fighting my
publishers and editors who were horsewhipping me and killing my col-
umn every day by removing choice bits at the last moment. So I decided
to take a rest—the first in eleven years.”

Wialter admitted it was “painful” for him to feign illness, and he didn’t
feel comfortable until he debarked in California. Announcing that a small
nerve at the base of his brain had become temporarily numbed and saying
he was taking the “sun cure” at his doctor’s insistence, he checked into
the Hotel Biltmore in Santa Barbara. “It’s great to have been ill,” he pro-
claimed to an interviewer. “I'm getting a chance to become acquainted
with my wife and family.” To George Washington Hill he wrote that he
was feeling much better thanks to Santa Barbara.

But the sun cure didn’t last long. Within days the Winchells had left
Santa Barbara and landed at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles,
where Walter immediately threw himself into Hollywood nightlife.
Though he had been reporting on Hollywood for years, it was the first
time since his vaudeville days that he had actually been there, and he was
dazzled by the differences between this world and his own Broadway uni-
verse. “I'm utterly amazed by Hollywood’s round of entertainments,” he
told an interviewer. “Hollywood’s parties outdistance those on Broadway
or any place else in the world.” As for the Hollywood celebrities, he liked
them because “they aren’t demanding. They’re letting me rest. They are
considerate enough not to push and prod me into going places merely so
they can gratify their curiosity.” While in Santa Barbara, he had received
hundreds of invitations from stars eager to meet him, he said, and had re-
ceived hundreds of calls since arriving in Los Angeles but without anyone
attempting to obligate him socially.

Could he live and work in Hollywood? He certainly liked the glamour,
which, he said, exceeded that of Broadway. “Nowhere in the East is there
so enchanting a rendezvous as the Coconut Grove in Los Angeles . ..
Where the celebrated of the screen and even the lesser prominent sip and
sup and stay up until almost 12:30 in the morning [...] And swap loves
almost daily.” But Hollywood gossips were required to turn major stories
of divorce or romance over to the city desks. “And often without a by-
line ... I would rather perish first.” In any case, he believed his writing
and broadcasting would suffer in California. “I'd be handicapped by pub-
lic opinion and by censorship. In New York I can say what I want about
Hollywood, and by the time it has soaked in out here, those involved
have cooled off.” An old New York friend, then an MGM story editor,
Sam Marx, remembered Walter always had his “eyes out” when he visited

WorldRadioHistory



Surviving / 159

the studio commissary for anyone he might have insulted. “He always
took the most circuitous route to the table.”

He had no sooner landed in Hollywood than he was being courted by
studios as well as stars. Referring to him only as “one of the most famous
newshounds in the big town,” Louella Parsons had earlier written that he
was scheduled to appear in a movie called Beau Peep. Variety reported that
both Columbia and Universal were pursuing him to star in a picture and
that Columbia had offered him $50,000, but Walter, negotiating for him-
self, was holding out for $100,000. MGM had apparently also entered the
bidding, but by mid-May Walter had concluded a deal with Universal for
a picture titled Okay America, to start shooting on June 6 and to be based
on Walter’s own career.

Originally he had been scheduled to recuperate for a month. He had
already been gone that long when he made his agreement with Universal,
which threatened to keep him out for at least another month. George
Washington Hill was getting restive, wanting to inaugurate a new format
for the “Lucky Strike Dance Hour” of three rotating hosts and saying,
reasonably, that if Walter was healthy enough to make a movie he should
be healthy enough to fulfill his broadcast obligations.

Oddly enough, Walter was feeling restive too. Though he was enjoying
California, he was all too aware of how rapidly the wheel of celebrity
turned. “They’ll forget you,” Sime Silverman had warned him when
Walter departed New York. Furthermore, new rumors were flying that
Walter had decided to retire. Another rumor called him despondent be-
cause he had allegedly been on the verge of a scoop in the kidnapping
of aviator Charles Lindbergh’s baby and the kidnapper had double-
crossed him. “Winchell—” he said of himself, “the guy who for years said
almost everything about everybody—couldn’t stand the rumors and leg-
ends he heard out there.” He decided to hasten back to New York “at the
hottest time of the year” to “prove that all these things were not true.”

Universal, already preparing Okay America, was shocked, but Walter
had agreed to star in the film only pending a satisfactory negotiation; he
had not signed a contract. Two hours before his scheduled departure
Universal executives arrived with a certified check for $25,000 as an ad-
vance payment on $50,000—the amount Walter had already refused from
Columbia. They promptly raised their offer to $60,000 plus 10 percent of
the picture’s profits. Walter held firm. He said he wanted $100,000 in ad-
vance. What he really seemed to want was to get back to Broadway.

And so Walter left for New York on May 21 to reclaim his throne.
(Lew Ayres ultimately played Walter’s role in Okay America.) He told a
reporter in Chicago that he planned to rest a little while longer when he
got back to the city, but June wagered that he would be back to the col-
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umn the next day, and she was very nearly right. He had become an emo-
tional bulimic—gorging himself on work, then purging himself as he did
on his California trip, then gorging himself again. “Walter Winchell.
Now—Completely recovered from his recent illness will resume writing
his famous and inimitable column,” declared a Mirror advertisement on
May 27, just days after his arrival.

He returned to the paper on June 1, after nearly six weeks away, with
the snarl stll in his voice. Broadway was as “dull as ever,” he wrote.
“Those groups of nobodies, however, are still sitting around complaining
about those who get the juicier breaks—or telling those who are clicking
how it ought to be done.” As for the rumors of his retirement, “That’s
why I came back. I figured that if I hurried home I'd make thousands of
people a little ill. They had me paralyzed in both legs, dead, shot by
gangsters, run out of town by them, and all sorts of wild reports.”

As everyone on the Mirror soon discovered, the rumors of Walter’s de-
mise had been greatly exaggerated, and he moved quickly to reassert his
authority. Paul Yawitz lost Walter’s “famous show-window” but was given
the consolation of a small column of his own. Bernard Sobel, who had
taken the drama critic’s position, was less fortunate. “He [Winchell] was
in perfect health and straight away took his place as first critic, making
me automatically a second-stringer,” Sobel remembered. Now Walter be-
gan waging “guerilla warfare” against him, having Kobler tell Sobel what
to do and what not to do. “If I wrote one sort of column, I was told to
change it,” Sobel said. “It was an encroachment on Winchell’s premises.”

Two weeks later Walter resumed the Lucky Strike broadcast, but the
series suffered from the changes made in Walter’s absence. “I cannot see
any reason, as a critic, for applauding the present series,” wrote Radio
Guide three weeks after the new format’s debut. There were hints that the
program would undergo another revamping, but by that time Walter had
suffered another collapse and had been ordered by his physician to rest.
At least that was Walter’s story. Kobler, less charitably, insisted that Wal-
ter had gone out of town on private business and he, Kobler, hadn’t any
idea when he might return.

In late August, two weeks after this second (putative) collapse, there
were stories that Lucky Strike was planning to “struggle along” without
him. “We want Walter Winchell back on the air again or we change from
Luckies to some other brand of cigarette,” wrote an irate listener. “That
is what my friends want me to write you and they mean it.... Remem-
ber, this is not the only spot in the world that feels that way.” Walter,
however, had delivered his last broadcast for American Tobacco.
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His cONVALESCENCE was short-lived. In the vise of his bulimia, he
was soon engorging himself again. Within a month he signed to appear
in and assist in the production of thirteen one- or two-reel film shorts. By
October he had concluded a deal with the Andrew Jergens company,
manufacturer of Jergens hand lotion, for a fifteen-minute weekly radio
broadcast on Sunday nights over the NBC Blue network.” The “Jergens
Program,” as it was first called, debuted on December 4, 1932, with Wal-
ter’s salutation “Good evening Mr. and Mrs. United States, Cuba, Can-
ada and Alaska!” He confessed that he had missed the “excitement that
goes with radio” during his months off the air and that he was “breathless
and keyed up to an exciting pitch.” He renewed the feud with Ben
Bernie—his ears remind you of a taxicab “with both doors wide open!”—
then glided into gossip. “This is where I peddle my papers.” Later he
recommended plays and books, read a brief story and answered letters.
He closed, “And so until next Sunday evening at the same time, then—I
remain—your New York correspondent, who has come to the conclusion,
after seeing some of the latest motion pictures, that the wrong actors—
are out of work!”

It had been a strong performance—energetic, dramatic, riveting. The
advertising manager of the Jergens company wired: ALL EXECUTIVES IM-
MENSELY PLEASED ... YOU HAVE SET A HIGH MARK TO SHOOT AT IN THE
rUTURE. The only dissenter among a raft of favorable reviews seemed to
be Ed Sullivan, who wrote Walter apologizing for some remarks that had
been construed as criticism but then going on to say that Walter hadn’t
selected the best items from his column for the broadcast and that Wal-
ter’s “written stuff had a certain impertinent air to it that made it great
reading and that your broadcast that night lacked it.” Still, for all their
professional rivalry, Sullivan said he didn’t want it to affect their friend-
ship. “[Y]ou are the only one for whom I hold a sincere personal and
professional respect.”

The challenge, Walter seemed to realize now that he was free from the
distractions and interruptions of “The Lucky Strike Dance Hour,” was to
translate the column into the terms of radio. He couldn’t simply read the
column aloud. He had to find aural equivalents for the column’s pitch, for
its breathlessness, its ellipses, its abrupt shifts, its drama. He had to refine
his “voice” and convey a radio persona like his newspaper persona. And
he had to devise new segments that could provide variety and pace. It was
the challenge of providing a whole new format and approach—there were

*NBC had two networks: the Red, which was the more prestigious and over which “The Lucky
Strike Dance Hour” was broadcast, and the Blue.
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no antecedents for this sort of program, except his own early efforts—just
as he had at the Graphic with his column.

What did the listeners hear? They heard the clack of a telegraph ticker
at the top of the show and also in between the items—a sound that was
to become as closely identified with Walter Winchell as his trademark
salutation to “Mr. and Mrs. America and all the ships at sea,” which
he incorporated into the broadcast in 1934 and retained thereafter. The
clacks meant nothing in Morse code, though they suggested that the
news was hot off the wire. “The Big Idea is for sound effect,” Walter ad-
mitted, “and to set the tempo.” He also said it helped him catch his
breath.

They heard Walter’s voice, the timbre high and clipped like verbal tap
shoes, racing at nearly two hundred words per minute. (His scripts were
a mess, evincing the visual urgency that the broadcasts bore aurally. He
scribbled over words, crabbed notes into the skinny margins, pasted old
copy over new.) “My voice goes up exactly one octave on the air,” he told
a friend. “I want to create as much excitement as a newsboy on the
streets when he yells, ‘Extry, extry, read all about it.” After a while—most
people don’t notice this—my voice settles down to normal.”

They heard an effluence of romance, marriage, divorce, the effect of
which was like that of a sexual fantasia. In Winchell’s broadcast, mar-
riages seemed to have the life expectancy of a mayfly. Divorces seemed
commonplace and unexceptional—this at a time when they were anything
but in the ordinary experience of Americans—and new romance was al-
ways in the offing. Indeed, Reno, where the wealthy hied for a quick di-
vorce, and Yuma, where they hied for a quick, unobtrusive wedding, were
the program’s twin capitals. It was as if there existed a single massive ce-
lebrity ronde of partners continually coupling and uncoupling. Some-
times, in fact, Winchell’s romantic carousel spun so fast that a divorced
couple remarried each other; once he reported that Henry Fonda and di-
rector William Wyler were both aspiring to remarry the former wife of
both, actress Margaret Sullavan.

It all seemed mildly but excitingly illicit—this world Winchell hurled
each Sunday night into the teeth of Depression America. It was a glam-
orous world governed by none of the ordinary rules of behavior or re-
sponsibility. It was a world where romance was a euphemism for sex and
where each listener was a voyeur, vicariously enjoying the suggestion of
perpetual sexual availability of these stars, celebrities and socialites who
changed lovers, husbands and wives like clothes. And it was Walter’s pres-
entation that made it seem so. By piling one item on another and by
wrenching them all from any context, he created a new context: a dizzy-
ing and disorienting bacchanalia, almost prurient in its appeal. Once
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Broadway’s Boswell, Walter Winchell was now, on the “Jergens Program”
and in the Monday column, becoming America’s Ovid too.

VI

It was the greatest tragedy that was ever to befall him, and it so rent
his life that he was never quite the same again. He had noticed it initially
a week after his first broadcast for Jergens lotion. “Gloria had walked
across the parlor on her heels with outstretched arms, as though to make
me her prisoner,” he wrote in his autobiography. “She giggled as she
teased: ‘I'm gonna get my daddy and let him take me to breakfast!’ ” But
at the breakfast table she didn’t eat and complained that she didn’t feel
well. “The doctors and specialists said pneumonia. . .. The doctor slept
on a sofa alongside her oxygen tent.” On a wet, gray Christmas Eve
morning in the Winchells’ suite at the Hotel Park Central, eleven days
after the onset of her illness, nine-year-old Gloria Winchell died. The
clock read 7:50 a.m., Walter noticed. “Every time 1 wake up,” he wrote
later, “it always seems to be 7:50 in the morning or night. Thirty-six
years later, it still makes me think of her.” “Stardust” was playing on the
radio.

“The sympathies of friends are comforting indeed, even though they
do not erase the terrors that come in the night when slumber is stubborn
and you think you hear the baby you miss in the room,” he wrote a friend
who had sent a note of condolence.

You talk about those of us who have had some good breaks being
ready to sacrifice everything to keep our babies well. Twice before,
when Gloria was six weeks old and when she was five, she was
gravely ill with pneumonia, and when I was getting $25 per week,
the doctor saved her. Now, when I can afford eight doctors at a time,
scores of oxygen tanks and all the other things, that coin couldn’t
buy me when we wanted so much. . ..

She was such a lovely little girl; I never saw her cry, and the third
day she was sick, when Mrs. Winchell and I realized she was in dan-
ger, my tear ducts opened wide and Mrs. Winchell, for want of
something to say to Gloria under the glass tent, said “Poor Daddy
cried when he heard you were so sick” and Gloria said, in amaze-
ment “He did? Why I didn’t know daddies cried!”

June was devastated. She had neither slept nor eaten through most of
Gloria’s illness. When she was told that Gloria had died, she ran franti-
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cally to the window and attempted to leap. Walter caught her by her hair
and nightgown and pulled her from the windowsill. “She said her heart
was broken,” remembered a friend of June’s. “She would have killed her-
self if it weren’t for Walda.” The funeral service was held at Campbell’s
Funeral Home, at Broadway and 66th Street at two in the afternoon on
December 28. Afterwards Gloria was interred in a receiving vault at the
Woodlawn Cemetery, where her body would remain for the next thirty-
five years. Walter was unable to bury her.

She had been, with Walda, the love of Walter and Junc’s lives, and with
her passing the family foundation was rocked, its cracks more evident
than ever before. June, unable to shake her grief, left with Walda for
Florida shortly after the funeral. Walda’s own response to her sister’s
death was, according to a later assessment, “unusually severe and endur-
ing.” Walter and June found themselves incapable of telling their surviv-
ing daughter the truth, so they told her instead that “Sissy has gone to
camp,” even though Walda, then five, said she realized it was too cold for
her sister to be at camp. During the funeral she was packed off with a
strange nurse. Weeks passed before she was finally told the truth—with,
it turned out, terrible consequences.

While June tried to escape her pain in Florida, Walter inured himself
to his by diving back into his work. “With my numerous activities I man-
age to get through the daytime all right,” he wrote a friend. But any
chance he might have had to decouple himself from the column and pull
himself from its maw was now irretrievably lost. He generally hid his
grief. Though he immediately suspended the column, the night after
Gloria’s death he delivered his broadcast without mentioning his personal
tragedy. “I couldn’t have said it,” he wrote later. “It would have made me
choke.” A week later, on New Year’s Day, he opened the broadcast with
a story about Greta Garbo’s applying for a passport. He closed the broad-
cast with: “To you, you, you, and you, from Border to Border and Coast
to Coast—Mrs. Winchell and I thank you so very much from the depths
of what’s left of our hearts.”

But however well he seemed to cope, he found, he sought, reminders of
Gloria everywhere. A reader in Johannesburg, South Africa, had sent him
an ebony and gold mourning ring which he never removed, not even
when he washed his hands. (One day, years later, he injured his hand and
was forced to remove it; the ring disappeared, and Walter suspected that
June had taken it. “It makes me sad,” she had told him.) On his desk he
kept a small white shoe of Gloria’s. He always touched it now before he
began to type his column. Her photo was on his wall, and he made
certain that flowers were regularly sent to her crypt. Subsequent Christ-
mases, he said, were always “faked.”
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“He never got over her, never got over her,” recalled a friend. “He car-
ried her memory to the grave.” “I met him long after she was gone, but
he brought her up every now and then,” confirmed Walter’s longtime as-
sociate Herman Klurfeld. “He said he missed her. How beautiful she
was. . . . He could cry easily—about children. He wouldn’t actually weep,
but you would see he would well up.... Anything involving children
touched him very deeply.” “The only tragedy in my life,” Walter wrote
a year after her death, “was the ‘going upstairs’ of Gloria. She was an in-
spiration to me and I'm afraid I will never get over her going.”

On January 2 he resumed his column, again without mention of Glo-
ria. But on January 4 he made his grief public with a poem:

The Garden of Verses and all of ber toys

Had been placed in an orderly row.

The dollies and tea things bad all been arvanged
For a Christmas night “party,” you know.

“Right after the broadcast, now please hurry home,
Or the tea will get chilled,” she had said.

“My dolls will be hungry and weary for sleep
And they should be early to bed.”

Ob, Little Boy Blue, whose tin soldiers faithful
Hold their vigil with never a noise—

Please send a few of your trustiest guardsmen
To watch over Gloria’s toys.
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PART TWO

W.W.

Fame sometimes hath created something of nothing.
—Tromas FULLER
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CHAPTER 4

Filling the Void

ER MANY AMERICANS, THE GAY

times of the twenties ended with the crash. For many others, they ended
when the full severity of the Depression finally set in several years later.
But for Walter Winchell the good times ended with Gloria’s death. Her
passing came as an awful fulfillment of Walter’s own deeply held belief
that life was beyond one’s control, that everything was provisional. For
years he had worked indefatigably, almost literally without rest, with the
promise that he would soon be able to retire to his family, to the one se-
curity he could know. Gloria’s death had now broken the promise and
driven him back into his work, where he could fend off insecurity only
with hell-bent energy.

With June and Walda having escaped to Florida, leaving Walter to his
despondency, he invited Curley Harris to room with him. Harris, a young
red-haired Daily News crime reporter, was cocky, gregarious and well con-
nected with the Broadway crowd—the sort of fellow Walter himself had
been a decade earlier. A self-confessed “fresh kid,” he readily accepted
Walter’s offer. They lived companionably in a two-room bachelor apart-
ment at the Park Central. He and Harris kept similar hours: out during
the night, sleeping during the day. Sometimes, Harris remembered, Wal-
ter brought a girl to their quarters. Most of the time, however, they went
their separate ways, Walter immersing himself once again in his grueling
routine of six columns and one broadcast each week and, by the first
week of February, acting in a new film short for Universal called I Know

WorldRadioHistory



170/ WINCHELL

Everybody and Everybody’s Racket, despite the fact that he had broken his
ankle.

“No heroics,” Walter said he cautioned the screenwriters this time,
“Make the other fellow a smarty. Keep me in character—let me be the
chump, which I am.” That, he said, is what the public wanted. They are
“not satisfied with knowing that a ‘Weisenheimer’ (a columnist or New
Yorker) has one pedal on a banana peel. . . . People like it better knowing
that the ‘wise guy’ has both feet on one!”

Based on a story by Mark Hellinger, the short starred Walter as him-
self, bored with New York nightlife, wearily offering to squire a pretty
out-of-town news reporter around the nightspots because “I know every-
body and everybody’s racket.” After a whirlwind tour Walter introduces
the young lady to some gangsters, who continue her education. Some-
time later the gangsters return—without the girl and, they soon realize,
without their wallets. Patting himself down, Walter discovers his watch is
gone. They have all been conned. The picture, bragged Walter, “did
more to offset the legends about Broadwayites being so smart—than any
other trick.”

But Walter’s busyness that January and February could not distract him
from thoughts of Gloria. When James Carroll, a screenwriter, wrote a
poem about his own dead infant daughter, Walter published it and then
added “Poor fellow ... He’s missed so much!” At the same time another
correspondent was sending him reminders not only of Gloria but of how
much animosity and envy Walter had stirred. These reminders came in
the form of daily postcards with insults in green ink. Each was signed
“the Old Copyreader.” On one card, received just two days after her
death, was pasted a news photo of Gloria with “RETRIBUTION?” writ-
ten below it. The same man was apparently firing off letters to any essay-
ist, columnist or editor who had remarked favorably on Walter. Walter
suspected Gauvreau until a new postman who had been collecting the
cards for mailing happened to read the one on Gloria and decided to
contact Walter.

“We know the identity of the ambusher, the sniper or the hit-and-
runner . . . None of his groans matter, really,” Walter bristled in the col-
umn. Claiming he didn’t yet know what he was going to do with the
information, he decided, “[O]fficial proof is best to make him ashamed of
himself before the audience (who will be amazed, they won't easily asso-
ciate ‘anonymous letters’ with him), so famous is he....” “I thought I'd
die from the thrill when the investigators told me that the distinguishing
mark on my favorite anonymous letter writer’s machine was an ‘M,”” he
wrote a week later. “Such irony! Because—up to that time, I couldn’t
really believe that the lad I suspected could find the time to send me or
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editors all over the country such stupid comments [. ..] I never dreamed
I affected him that terribly. ...”

Three days later, Hearst wrote Kobler complaining about Walter’s us-
ing the paper for his “personal antagonisms” and ordering the publisher
to take “definite” action to stop Walter’s campaign against the letter
writer. In this, however, Hearst was merely attempting to protect one of
his highly valued properties—a man who had been much bothered by
Walter’s little gibes in the column. As Hearst no doubt knew, the address
the postman had given Walter was a new residence at 29o Park Avenue
that had but a single occupant. That occupant was one of the Hearst
Fournal's most popular syndicated columnists, O. O. Mclntyre.

By T1iE sECOND week in February, Walter had managed to escape New
York himself and join his family in Miami Beach. “The scenery between
here and Miami Beach is most depressing—broken down shacks, debris,
rubbish and people in tatters,” he wrote during his train ride. But Miami
was glorious, especially because of a “bit of Titian-haired monkey-
doodle” named Walda, “who thinks I'm just grand [...] If she keeps
thinking that for so long as I live—nothing else will matter, matter, mat-
ter, matter, matter!!”

It was to be a week’s vacation—quiet time with Walda and June, who
was still depressed and uncommunicative and now physically debilitated
by her ordeal. But there seemed always to be a force field of action
around Winchell that prevented him from resting. He had barely arrived
when a demented young Italian bricklayer named Giuseppe Zangara at-
tempted to assassinate the President-elect, Franklin D. Roosevelt, at an
American Legionnaires’ nighttime rally in Miami. Zangara’s shots missed
Roosevelt but struck Chicago Mayor Anton Cermak, also on the podium.
While being disarmed, Zangara shot several bystanders. Cermak lan-
guished in a Miami hospital for three weeks before dying of his wounds.

Walter was leaving the Western Union office that evening after filing
his column when a breathless messenger boy related the news of the at-
tack. Stranding June and Walda, Walter raced to the Florida East Coast
Railroad siding a block away, where the President-elect’s railroad car sat,
enveloped now in chaos and confusion. Rumors were circulating that the
assassin had already been apprehended. “Where would they put a man in
this town if they arrested him?” Walter quickly asked a bystander. The
man speculated they might put him in the county jail and indicated
the courthouse building just a short distance away.

Now Walter played the reporter—a role he coveted. He dashed to the
courthouse and bribed the elevator operator to take him to the eigh-
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teenth floor, where the cells were. But the operator was helpless to let
him out there since, for security reasons, the elevator door on that floor
opened only from the outside. Banging on the bars and yelling, Walter
attracted the attention of the sheriff and “told him that I’d print his name
all over the world if he would let me in on what was happening.” With
that inducement, Sheriff Hardie agreed to let him observe the first inter-
rogation. For twenty minutes Winchell had the naked, deranged Giusep-
pe Zangara virtually to himself.

“I did it because I don’t like rich men or presidents,” Zangara said in
barely decipherable English, giving every indication, acccording to Wal-
ter, “of being crazy.” “I no shoot working man. I once tried to kill the
king of Italy but they wouldn’t let me.” The next week on his broadcast,
Wialter attributed Zangara’s motives to a “terrible burning pain in his
stomach.” “{H]e thought that if he killed an important man the police
would kill him and that his own pain and torture would be ended for all
time ... Nobody is sorrier, I suspect, than the assassin Zangara that the
judge could only give him 8o years.”

His scoop in hand, Walter was ecstatic. “[O]h, the thrill of it—the ex-
citement and the nerve-wracking tension that went with flashing the
news to my paper in New York,” Walter said. “Talk about being
lucky! . .. I was blessed with the breaks again ...” To his fellow journal-
ists he gloated. “Oh, I know I didn’t help you get into that elevator
leading to the 26th floor* of the jail to see Zangara, and thought of my-
self first, but my bad manners bested me that time, Kid ... I won’t do
it—until the next time, honest. . ..”

In truth, though, Walter’s exclusive hadn’t made anywhere near the
splash he had hoped. Flushed with having beaten the real journalists
whose respect he so longed for, he filed his interview at Western
Union and then left before the copy had been sent. Steve Hannagan, the
Miami Beach press agent who had first coaxed Winchell to the area, was
in the telegraph office rooting around the pile of telegraph transmissions
when he discovered Walter’s story. Apparently to ingratiate himself with
the press, Hannagan decided to wire its exclusive quotes to other New
York papers. They arrived just minutes after the Mirror had received
them, making it seem, in the end, as if Winchell hadn’t really beaten his
fellow journalists to the story.

Four days later he was on his way back to New York and the grind. If
he hadn’t received the respect he sought for his Zangara scoop, the Mi-

*Walter never got the floor quite straight. In one article it was the eighteenth floor, in another
the twenty-eighth, here the twenty-sixth.
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ABOVE RicHT: Walter as a small child, outfitted in
finery despite his family’s poverty—a sign of their
affectations. Rese Bigman collectioii

aBove: Walter at roughly the time he was appearing
in the Imperial Trio, when his chiseled features and
china-blue eyes made him the heartthrob of 116th
Street. Rose Bigman collection

rRiGHT: Jenny Bakst Winchel, Walter’s mother. An
attractive, vivacious woman, she periodically took
revenge on her hapless, philandering husband by
taking off with the children. The family retained no
photographs of Jacob Winchel, her husband and
Walter’s father. Pat Rose collection

Walter, fourth from
left, with Gus
Edwards’s Schoo! Days
company, where he
spent his adolescence.
Walter’s vaudeville

mentor, Roy Mack, is
second from the right.
Nellie Cliff, Walter’s
love before World War
I intervened, is third
from the right with the
bow and ringlets. Rose
Bigman collection
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Twentv-vear-old Walter and seventeen-year-old Rita Greene gazing moonily
atcach other in June 1917 as they return to New York from Florida aboard
the S. S. Lenape. Puat Rose collection

LerT: The wedding photo, August 11, 1919, exactly one week after Winchell
& Greene scored their unexpected triumph at MeVieker's Theater in Chicago.
ricuT: Mamie Hoskins Magee (Ieft) and her beautiful daughter Elizabeth
June, two free vaudeville spirits. As June Aster, Elizabeth captivated Walter.
Courtesy of Surah Fried
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Walter (left) as a Daily Graphic columnist, with two of his guides to Broadway:
Texas Guinan, the brassy hostess at the hottest speakeasy, and Mark Hellinger,
himself a columnist at the Daily News. Author’s collection

LErT: Editor Emile Gauvreau, Walter’s nemesis, first at the Graphic and then
at the Mirror. Tortured by his own compromises with the world of tabloids,
Gauvreau seemed to displace his self-loathing onto Winchell. Wide World Photos
RIGHT: A characteristic pose: Walter at his Mirror desk in 1931 or early 1932,
chain-smoking, talking on the phone and rapping out a column to fill the
gossip maw. Courtesy of Hal Layer

WorldRadioHistory



Winchell the national
phenomenon. His
gossip column had
become the number-
one attraction at
William Randolph
Hearst’'s Mirror,

Rose Bigman collection

OI(-AMRICA J

His role as host of “The Lucky
Strike Dance Hour” made him a
radio star. By spring 1932, over
45,000 Lucky Strike billboards
bore his image and his trade-
mark phrase “O.K.-America!”
Courtesy of Hal Layer

And his fame made him a More for your money than
in any other cigarette!

headliner, finally, at the Palace
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His terror of failure made him lonely. Rose Bigman collection
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Walter with Assistant District Attor- ENTRANCE

ney George Carney in February ”
1932, outside the grand jury room e ——
where indictments in the death of
gangster Vincent Coll were being
deliberated. By predicting the assas-
sination in his column the morning
of the killing, Walter had placed
himself in jeopardy with the mob.
Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center,
the University of Texas at Austin

A rare respite from
the grind with
June, Walda (left)
and Gloria (right),
outside the Roney-
Plaza in Miami
Beach. In less than
two years, Gloria
would be dead.
Walter called it
“the only tragedy
in my life.” Courtesy
of Hal Layer
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Walter with Jimmy Cagney in Hollywood, where he recovered from Gloria’s
death. The crisp urban style that Cagney and others purveyved was so much like
Winchell’s that critic George Jean Nathan cited Winchell as an influence on
performance. Museunr of Modern Art Film Stills Archive
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The secret sharers: \Walter
Winchell (testing the finger-
printing pad) and J. Edgar
Hoover, director of the Fed-
eral Bureau of Investigation.
Winchell provided Hoover
with support, Hoover pro-
vided Winchell with informa-
tion and favors. /¥ide World
Photos

v

The Flemington, N.J., courtroom where Bruno Hauptmann was tried in 1935
for the kidnapping and murder of aviator Charles Lindbergh’s infant son. PPress
ing for Hauptmann’s conviction while covering the trial, Winchell (arrow) man-
aged to thrust himself into the center of the event and helped convert it into one
of the first media festivals. Courtesy of Hal Layer
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ami trip had at least yielded one accolade that would always be a balm:
Damon Runyon, also in Miami at the time, had dedicated a column to
him. Calling him “The Grey Ghost of Broadway” for his prematurely
silver-streaked hair, and “the most publicized newspaper man of our
times,” Runyon joked that Winchell had hit Miami Beach and then “ric-
ocheted in a northerly direction again before Old Sol could get a good
aim at him.” Still, Runyon personally vouched for Winchell’s having been
there. “He was walking around swathed in a blue dressing gown, saying,
‘I must get some of this sun.” The chances are he would have gotten some
of the sun, at that, if he hadn’t been halted at every cabana along the
Roney line for a chat.”

Runyon seemed impressed that Walter had come all this way at what
proved great expense (he had paid $1,500 so his broadcast could emanate
from Miami) just to see his family for a few days, and he lamented the
passing of Gloria, “a flower of a girl.” But Runyon reserved his greatest
admiration for Walter’s total absorption in his work. “He eats, sleeps and
breathes ‘shop,” which is his column,” lauded Runyon. “He has the joy of
accomplishment. He is never blasé about his business. . . . The newspaper
game is fun to him. An exclusive piece of news is manna from the heav-
ens. He will always be young in it....”

Runyon, whose own family was anathema to him, didn’t detect the des-
peration in Winchell’s absorption or the oddity of Walter’s racing back to
New York while his wife and daughter, obviously anguished and needy,
remained in Florida. The first week of March, with June still withdrawn
and suicidal, she and Walda left for California, hoping to find some kind
of surcease. But there was no peace there either. An earthquake damaged
the Ambassador Hotel where they were staying, forcing them to move in
with Walter’s cousin Lola and her husband until the hotel was repaired.
The quake, said Walter, had “tattered” June’s nerves. Afterward on the
phone, she described it to him “like the world was coming to an end—
the way it did at Christmas.”

Walter, in the meantime, joined Ben Bernie for two weeks of personal
appearances at the Paramount theaters in Manhattan and Brooklyn,
where he did a mock broadcast, sparred with Bernie and introduced ce-
lebrities from the audience. (Walter would always claim that Ed Sullivan
had stolen this feature from him for Sullivan’s popular televisiori show.)
Despite heavy sleet, the show, advertised as “Broadway’s Biggest Hit,” did
standing-room-only business and failed to break Mae West’s house record
in Brooklyn only because Winchell and Bernie did five shows a day while
West did six. The week after closing, Walter filmed another short for
Universal, Beauty on Broadway, costarring chorus girls from Nils T.
Grandlund’s Paradise Club. His only complaint was that the studio de-
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manded he blacken his graying hair to preserve his image. On his broad-
cast that same week, he sent birthday greetings to Walda, “six years
young.”

Estranged and unhappy, the shadow of Gloria’s death still adumbrating
her life, June returned east in April for a physical exam and rest at the
Pocono Hay-ven resort in Pennsylvania, then headed back to California.
By the end of May, Walter was complaining about the unbearable New
York heat—“The struggle that goes with gasping for a breeze in the ho-
tels isn’t worth the bother”—and pointing toward a reunion with his fam-
ily in California. “ ‘Why, then?’ a woman recently queried, ‘do you have
them so faraway from you for so long?’ ” Walter wrote as he headed to-
ward his family. “But she wouldn’t understand . .. She wouldn’t under-
stand how frightened a man and woman can be—in New York ... Where
the Sun is the name of a newspaper . .. Where the trees are only in parks
or in speakeasy backyards—and where one frail flower—didn’t stand a
chance.”

Though his thoughts inevitably kept drifting to Gloria, his trip west
was a satisfying one. In Chicago he stopped to visit the Century of Prog-
ress world’s fair, met Hearst columnist and resident philosopher Arthur
Brisbane (“Devoured every word he said”), laid over for his broadcast and
received a studio visit from Will Rogers, was feted by Ben Bernie at the
College Inn and visited with Texas Guinan, who was appearing in a revue
at the fair, until 5:30 in the morning.

A few days later he arrived in Los Angeles, thrilled to be reunited with
his family and even more awestruck by Hollywood’s seeming impervious-
ness to the Depression than he had been the year before. But Holly-
wood’s style was not quite Winchell’s style. For all the oblivious glamour
at the Colony and Coconut Grove, Walter also saw “armies” of “men
and women here who are in despair” and who “must become weary of
being weary in life and the struggle....” Only at Bob Perry’s café on
Hollywood Boulevard did he really feel in his element. “Fight promoters,
fighters, wrestlers, screen stars, discarded wives of famous men and other
Broadwayish folk people in the place—and for the first time last night—I
felt at home in this city of make-believe.”

Like his Miami trip in February, this excursion to California was in-
tended to be a family respite. “Experiencing what it was like for the first
time to keep normal hours—was a novelty,” he later reflected. Again he
was inundated by offers for movies and personal appearances; one theater
in Los Angeles and another in San Francisco offered him $5,000 per
week and 50 percent of their profits. Walter turned them all down. “I
didn’t come out here looking for vaudeville jobs,” he told the Hollywood
Herald. “Five grand a week is serious with anybody who hasn’t checked
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his brains with his derby; but I'm here on vacation, to see my wife and
baby for the first time in three months.”

For August he was finally to receive a reprieve from the column and
get a real vacation, but Kobler objected to the guest columns Walter had
submitted late that June and suggested that Walter now either write the
columns in advance or hire another writer at a “very nominal” fee (out of
Walter’s salary) to fill in. Obviously fearful that he might lose his vacation
after all—he had had only one week off since Gloria’s death—Walter took
the extraordinary step of contacting Hearst. “The important thing is for
you to go ahead and get your holiday,” Hearst wired back soothingly. But
at the same time he warned Walter not to do a movie with Twentieth
Century Pictures’ head Darryl Zanuck, as Hearst had heard Walter was
planning, since the columnist was constantly breaking down as it was.

Hearst’s warning had, in fact, come too late. Shortly after arriving in
Hollywood, Walter had visited Harry Brand, an old friend from the
LaHiff days and now chief publicist at Twentieth Century Pictures. Al-
ways prowling for new sources of income, Walter told Brand that he
had an idea for a movie. Brand advised him to tell the story directly to
studio head Zanuck, who had lately been the chief of production at
Warner Brothers and was vigorously searching for stories at his upstart
company. “It probably took a half hour or so,” Walter later told an inter-
viewer of his meeting with Zanuck. The deal was signed on June 23 with
Walter getting $5,000 for his “outline” and the promise of another
$25,000 upon acceptance of a script, to be written by a studio scenarist.

In the meantime, Hollywood was having as much trouble adjusting to
Walter Winchell as Walter Winchell was having adjusting to Hollywood.
Should it be respectful of his power or fearful of it? Should he be em-
braced as a friend, as he had been by so many the year before, or rebuffed
as an enemy? Was he really one of them or was he a smart-alecky New
Yorker having sport with them? That June some members of a Los An-
geles organization of screenwriters and journalists called the Writers’
Club invited Walter to a luncheon. As Variety reported it, other members
then demanded—with temporary success—that the invitation be re-
scinded since he was not a “legitimate newspaper man, but simply a chat-
terer, etc.” Then the manager of the club, writing on behalf of its
president, screenwriter Rupert Hughes, apologized and asked Walter to
be guest of honor at a dinner the following month. Variety, in particularly
vicious fettle, said the invitation had been withdrawn because Winchell
had “gone on a wide open tipping off spree,” meaning that he was
blowing the cover of philandering husbands and wives. “It can’t even be
admitted that the Kid Marvel is dumb enough to do that. Mrs. Winchell’s
egotistical rubberneck knows when he’s tipping off and why.” But he was
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so eager to receive tribute from the Los Angeles writers, said Variety, that
he “managed to blackjack” the Writers’ Club into throwing him a dinner
anyway.

The dinner itself, on July 15, indicated just how conflicted Hollywood
was over Winchell. The first speakers from the gathering of six hundred
roasted him humorously. But then Eddie Cantor took the podium and
turned serious. He claimed that Winchell was no longer a “dirt digger.”
Over the last year Winchell had changed, had become “constructive” in-
stead of “destructive,” and Cantor saluted him for it. More and more,
Cantor said, Winchell was “using the column to get fair play for the un-
derdog” rather than what he called “turnabout-face.” “I was hated until
I crusaded” was how Walter summarized these remarks, but he burned
over the idea that he had gone soft, and he resented Cantor for having
turned his gala affair into a criticism session. Will Rogers then rose and
promised to “tell the truth.” “I didn’t come here to honor Mr. Winchell
any more than they did,” Rogers joked, but not without a tincture of se-
riousness. “I come here for the same reason that all the rest of you
did. . .. I was afraid not to come.”

By this time there was a new source of fear from Winchell. Word of
Walter’s scenario for Broadway Through a Keyhole had been spreading, and
one Hollywood luminary was appalled. The script concerned a mobster
who has romantic designs on a virtuous young woman and sends her to
Florida for her own protection during a gang war. In Florida she falls in
love with a handsome crooner. When the gangster discovers what has
happened, he is hurt and angry and threatens the crooner, then, realizing
he cannot win the girl’s heart, reluctantly surrenders his love. But when
the girl is kidnapped by a rival gang, the mobster rushes to rescue her.
The story ends with the girl back with her crooner and the mob-
ster, wearing a crown of nobility, wounded and alone in a dark hospital
room.

It may have sounded like a routine potboiler, except for one thing: It
had been inspired by actual events. Back in 1928 Ruby Keeler, a pretty
teenage dancer at Texas Guinan’s Salon Royal, was being romanced by a
bootlegger named Johnny “Irish” Costello. Costello was lovestruck, and
under his patronage Keeler had become a nightclub and theater head-
liner. Then Al Jolson, the legendary entertainer, saw her in Chicago in a
production of Sidewalks of New York and fell as hard as Costello had.
When she arrived in Los Angeles for an appearance at Grauman’s The-
ater, Jolson was at the station to greet her, and over the next three weeks
he laid siege to her heart with honeyed words and expensive gifts, includ-
ing a lynx fur.

Confused and frightened, Keeler, only nineteen, wired Costello for
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money and sped back to New York. Almost immediately, the Warner
brothers began pressing her to return to California for more personal ap-
pearances. Costello let her go, with the assurance that Jolson was a con-
tinent away in Florida at the time. Costello didn’t know that the Warners
had invited Keeler largely at Jolson’s instigation, and he was there again
when she returned. Again panicky, she hurried back to New York.
Costello greeted her at the train station with a diamond engagement
ring. Walter remembered her flashing the diamond at him at Guinan’s
Salon Royal.

Confident that Jolson was vanquished, Costello now let Keeler fulfill
an engagement in Washington. But Jolson was nothing if not persistent.
By the end of her run she was phoning her agent, Billy Grady, and telling
him that she had finally fallen in love with the singer and asking Grady
to please tell Costello. “This nice man lowered his head without a word,”
Grady later wrote of Costello’s reaction, “and for several minutes stared
at his clenched fists. The knuckles were white from pressure. That good-
looking Irish face was portraying inner agony. A lapse; he looked at me,
banged his fists together, and abruptly left the table without a word.” By
one account, he wept outside Dinty Moore’s.

Just before Jolson and Keeler were to wed and sail to Europe for their
honeymoon, Costello phoned Winchell. He was upset, he said, by reports
that Jolson was still terrified for his life, and he wanted to set the record
straight. After hearing the talk about Jolson and Keeler, he said, he had
arranged a meeting with Jolson at the singer’s Ritz Towers apartment,
fully expecting Jolson to deny the rumors. Jolson had instead confirmed
them. “I shook hands with him,” Costello told Walter, “and told him that
he was getting the sweetest girl of them all and that I would step aside.”
Later he visited Keeler and professed his love one last time. Could she do
the same? “She hesitated, bit her lip, and was about to cry, so I said: ‘I
understand, Ruby. It is okay with me.””

Jolson and Keeler were married on September 21, 1928. Now, five
years later, Keeler had read an item about Walter’s movie in Louella Par-
sons’s column and panicked, realizing the film was about her. “She
couldn’t sleep,” said Jolson. “She became hysterical.” The next evening,
July 21, Jolson and Keeler were attending the prizefights at Hollywood
Legion Stadium when Walter and June came down the aisle. By one ac-
count, Jolson got up and exchanged words with Walter. By Walter’s own
account, at least his first account, Jolson got up and, without saying a
thing, socked him in the back of the neck, then decked him with a second
blow. (Later Walter claimed he was sucker-punched by a “hitman” hired
by an aggrieved studio.) Pandemonium followed. June took off her shoe
and tried striking Jolson on the head but hit Warner Brothers executive
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Hal Wallis instead. Wallis and others tried to pull Jolson off the stricken
Winchell.

The packed house broke into cheers. Walter might have been the
champion back east, he might even have been the champion among ordi-
nary readers and listeners, but among the celebrated in Hollywood he
had emerged as a threat. Later, when Jolson left, the crowd gave him an-
other ovation. He had smote the man who smote the stars. At Walter’s
own paper Kobler cheerfully radiogrammed the news to Gauvreau, then
on an ocean liner bound for Europe: “I hope this will make you feel
better.”

But if Hollywood’s sympathies lay with Jolson, Winchell once again
seemed to get the last laugh. Three days after the scuffle, Walter re-
ported that Broadway Through a Keybole had drawn more than $500,000
worth of advance bookings, and he issued a new challenge to Jolson for
a rematch “any time, any where, with any thing,” with the proceeds go-
ing to charity. Jolson declined. More, the fight contributed to Walter’s
image as a scrapper. “How many fights are you in now?” Ruth Cam-
bridge asked in the column. “I can’t remember—” he answered, “it’s a lot
of fun—making people mad.” Three weeks later, seemingly more for
publicity and image than for justice, he filed a $500,000 lawsuit against
Jolson.*

Within a week after the Jolson bout, Winchell was headed back to
New York to resume the column and broadcast. “To the gentlemen and
gentlewomen of the movie colony,” he wrote in the column only some-
what tongue-in-cheek, “I am indeed indebted for some jolly times. . ..”
And he told the Los Angeles Examiner that he would move to Hollywood
as soon as the tax laws were relaxed. He would gladly leave New York,
“where I will be bothered again, by the oppressive heat and humidity.”
“And then will come the treacherous winds in the Winter—” he wrote,
obviously still thinking of Glorias pneumonia, “which makes me so
afraid . . . Carrying with them epidemics of dreaded plagues—which man
cannot combat successfully. .. .”

*As time passed, Jolson would be contrite, admitting that Walter had offered to show him the
original scenario but that Jolson hadn’t been interested. But the two weren’t reconciled until
years later, when a mutual friend gave Walter a salve for hemorrhoids that Jolson had used
with success.
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Unable to endure the ghosts at their old apartment in the Park Cen-
tral, the Winchells returned home at summer’s end to capacious new
quarters in the Majestic Apartments at West 72nd Street overlooking
Central Park. The apartment, covering the entire twenty-ninth floor of
the South Tower, contained ten rooms, decorated, said one visitor, in a
manner that was “elaborate yet tasteful.” There, as fall came, June con-
tinued her mourning. Walda attended first grade at the Ethical Culture
School. And Walter resumed his scavenging for gossip and money to es-
cape the pain.

The immediate lure, the one which offered the easiest money, was the
movies. On September 18 Zanuck screened Broadway Through a Keyhole
and was ecstatic. “[T]he best picture I've been associated with in the past
two years,” he wired Walter. “Makes Forty Second Street, Golddiggers
[of 1933] look like a trailer and I mean it sincerely.” Now Zanuck quickly
began contemplating a sequel: Hollywood Thru a Keyhole. “1 want you to
get to work immediately, undercover, on a story to fit the title,” he wrote
Walter the day of the preview. The next day Zanuck, wasting no time,
emerged from a story conference with an idea and wired Walter asking if
he would lend his name and how much money he would want to do so.
Two weeks later, apparently angling for more money, Walter wrote
Zanuck suggesting a story of his own. Now Zanuck was the one who was
balking. He said he would have to read it to make certain Walter’s story
would be a “worthy successor” to Broadway Through a Keyhole, but
Zanuck realized that “Winchell” was a brand name, and he seemed far
more interested in obtaining the label than the contents.

Two days later Walter wasn’t so sure about his association with Zanuck,
money or not. He had seen a trailer for Keyhole, and what he saw made
him “sick to my stomach a little.” It looked tawdry. He complained to
Zanuck that “I left the cheapest newspaper in the world five years ago. It
was the lowest of the low in newspapers. Now, suddenly, in 1933, I find
myself surrounded by the same type of person who on the Graphic cre-
ated such sloppy announcements as ‘Are they real—or are they fiction?’
‘Who are they—do you know?,”” referring obviously to publicity sug-
gesting in so many words that the movie was based on Jolson and Keeler.
“I do not see why, Darryl, the exploitation on ‘Keyhole’ cannot be done
in a dignified manner,” Walter wrote, trying to protect his image as a re-
spectable gossip and warning that “to even hint that the picture concerns
living people” would invite a lawsuit.

While the new project languished, Broadway Through a Keyhole opened
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in New York on November 2 with a traffic-stopping gala premiere. A
sound truck festooned with a banner patrolled the streets blaring the
song “Broadway Through a Keyhole” and disgorging specially printed
tabloids about the movie. Gimbel’s and Macy’s department stores featured
window displays. Five thousand posters were tacked up at newsstands.
And a national radio hookup brought the festivities to the country while
street amplification of the broadcast tied up traffic for more than an hour.

Though Winchell’s participation in the movie had been minimal—
Gene Towne and Graham Baker were credited with the screenplay, and
Winchell’s voice in the picture was his only remaining imprint—almost
every reviewer treated Keyhole as if it were his creative product. “Walter
Winchell, the author of this story, has discovered a way of righting mat-
ters so far as true love is concerned, and it is done in a vigorous dramatic
fashion,” wrote The New York Times’ Mordaunt Hall. Rose Pelswick in
Hearst’s Evening Journal awarded “[o]rchids, and plenty of them, to Wal-
ter Winchell for the story of ‘Bway Through a Keyhole.” A smart, color-
ful and exciting piece about the Main Stem that he knows so well....”
Richard Watts, Jr., of the Herald Tribune used the occasion to extol Wal-
ter as “Broadway’s best pal and severest critic,” a “distinguished and
vigorous chronicler of the vital trivia of this bewildered metropolitan
epoch,” and an “incisive and dramatic observer of these critical days
of perishing bourgeois gayety.”

But then Watts went on to say what the other critics had seemed to
tiptoe around for fear of offending Winchell: that the movie wasn’t par-
ticularly good. It “reveals too few signs of its author’s shrewdness, knowl-
edge and dramatic instinct. It is a pleasant enough gangster melodrama,
but only in a few scenes does [sic] the necessary humor, power and knowl-
edge merge. For the rest, it might just as well have been written by any
of the studio staff men”—as, of course, it had been.

Walter agreed completely. Greedily as he had taken the studio’s money,
the movie embarrassed him. As the trailer had forewarned him, it wasn’t
first-class, wasn’t worthy of being associated with the name of Walter
Winchell. Starring Constance Cummings as the girl, Paul Kelly as the
gangster and Russ Columbo as the singer, with bit parts for Blossom
Seeley, Gregory Ratoff and, at Walter’s suggestion, Texas Guinan, it had
a small-time cast. “I'd encourage newcomers, of course,” Walter griped
in his column, “but I wouldn’t break in seven ‘names’ who never had big
roles or movie experience before—as was done in ‘Broadway Thru a Key-
hole.” And the next time I sell a picture, if ever, I won’t take coin for
merely suggesting the theme. Nor would I permit a company to rush a
picture of mine just because it wanted to cash in on some front-page
publicity.”
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Three days after the picture opened, Walter suffered another collapse
or begged off for another vacation—it is unclear which—and headed back
to Florida. On November s, 1933, the same day as Walter’s breakdown,
came the sad news from the West Coast that Texas Guinan was dead. She
had suffered the fate that so terrified Walter himself. She died an anach-
ronism, hounded from New York by Prohibition agents before the crash
and rendered a superfluous figure after it. In September 1931 she had
taken her girls to France with the intention of opening a club there, but
authorities refused to admit her. She returned to America touring in a
new revue she called Too Hot for Paris. That too failed when local author-
ities kept shuttering it for indecency. Guinan had become the scapegoat
of the twenties—a hostess without a party.

Still, some vagrant nostalgia lingered. When Twentieth Century of-
fered her the supporting role in Keyhole, essentially playing herself, she
headed out to California, stopping along the way to make vaudeville
appearances. Americans seemed to sense this was a farewell tour of the
lost spirit of the last decade, and she was greeted by surprisingly large
crowds: 102,000 patrons in a week at the Chicago Theater, 105,728 at the
Fox in Detroit, a house record.

In the end, the movie disappointed her as it had Walter; the role, she
felt, was so insultingly small that she said she played the “keyhole.” But
out in California, Texas had an inspiration. Attracted by the peculiar
combination of show business and piety—a combination within Texas
herself—she got the idea to make a film based on the popular Los An-
geles evangelist Aimee Semple McPherson. Since McPherson was touring
in New York at the time, Texas received permission to appear in
McPherson’s temple and wound up enjoying it so much, that she dropped
the idea of the movie. Instead, the very image of twenties indulgence de-
cided to become an evangelist herself. Besides, she reasoned, the money
was good.

She debuted at a small church in Tacoma which she had urged her
manager to book, but as she began to preach, she stumbled, groping for
words beyond her slang, then broke down. “I'm sorry—I—I never cry,”
she told the congregants, “but I have never talked to—to people like you
before.” From Tacoma she limped north into Canada. Since her appear-
ance at the Chicago world’s fair earlier that year, she had been suffering
from severe stomach and bowel pains. In Vancouver she fell ill with what
was described as ulcerated colitis, was hospitalized for a week and then
was rushed into surgery for what was believed to be a perforated bowel.
She never recovered. As she lay on her deathbed, she joked about getting
the toilet concession at Versailles, though she added it wouldn’t be worth
anything since there was no indoor plumbing. She died two months shy
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of her fiftieth birthday. Walter, recuperating in Florida at the time of
her death, wrote upon his return: “We learned Broadway from her. She
taught us the way of the Street.”

THEY WERE ALL passing—all the protagonists of the twenties Broadway
that Walter had helped create—as if the new decade had to expunge the
symbols of the old one. Earlier that year, on New Year’s Day, Larry Fay,
Texas’s flamboyant partner and onetime head of the milk rackets in New
York, was gunned down at his Casa Blanca Club by a disgruntled em-
ployee protesting a pay cut. (Mrs. Fay heard the news while listening to
Walter’s broadcast.)

And just six weeks before Guinan’s death, Sime Silverman, the founder
of Variety, died of a hemorrhage in Los Angeles. Like Guinan, Silverman
had fallen on hard times. At the time of his death he was sick and broke
and tired, but despite his own troubles and despite the fact that Variery
was warring with Walter, Silverman was most solicitous of Walda and
June when they were regrouping in California that spring and summer,
even buying Walda diamond and pearl necklaces. “Why do you give his
children costly gifts and take me to dinner, and then beat his brains out
in your paper?” June asked Silverman in the coffee shop of the Ambassa-
dor Hotel one day. “Sime looked at June and said: ‘You don’t understand.
Walter is a famous man and that makes him news, and anything he does
or says is of interest to others.””

Perhaps the most symbolic of the Depression’s casualties was New
York Mayor Jimmy Walker. Walker had taken such pride in his wild, er-
rant ways that after the crash, when reformers began scrutinizing his ad-
ministration, he opined, “Life is a circus and there must be a clown in
every circus, and we’ll say, ‘New York had its clown.”” Clowning now,
however, was little tolerated. After months of investigations of kickbacks
and bribes, Walker was forced from office in September 1932. As if his
city’s fate were bound to his own, he rapidly spiraled downward. Walter
reported that he was penniless since a partner had absconded with his
money; that his wife, having finally granted him a divorce, was now re-
marrying; that his book couldn’t get serialization; that his health was
failing.

And as with the personalities of the era, so too with many of its insti-
tutions. The scandal sheet Broadway Brevities had miraculously risen again
after Stephen Clow’s imprisonment, but what the courts couldn’t accom-
plish, the Depression did. Even the venerable society gossip tabloids Town
Topics and The Tatler couldn’t survive. In 1932 an investigation by New
York State’s attorney general revealed that salesmen acting for the sheets
had pressured prospective investors into buying stock by threatening to
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disclose “uncomplimentary” information the magazines had collected on
cards. As part of a settlement, the attorney general’s office forced Town
Topics to burn all five hundred of its cards in the furnace of the State Of-
fice Building—an event which The New York Times described as “ceremo-
nious.” Both magazines expired soon thereafter.

Another victim of the tdmes was Walter’s alma mater, the Graphic. Even
before Walter’s departure, it had been losing money in gushes: $7.5 mil-
lion by Bernarr Macfadden’s own estimate, while another put the total at
$11 million. Sull, Macfadden kept flogging the paper, even, in despera-
tion, attempting to upgrade it by prohibiting its famous composographs,
its photos of scantily clad women and its sex scandals unless they could
be corroborated by a court record. Stanley Walker described this rehabil-
itation as an effort to emerge from “the red light district of journalism—
but cautiously and gradually, so that no one would be aware of the
transformation until it has become fact.” Walker added, “It was no use.”

On July 2, 1932, Macfadden filed a bankruptcy petition for the Graphic,
citing $760,528 in debts and only $165,000 in assets. On July 7, the paper
ceased publication. “Gauvreau tried to make it sensational,” analyzed one
of its employees, “Winchell tried to make it amusing, [editor Lou]
Weitzenkorn tried to make it semirespectable, but it remained one thing
over all: Macfadden.” The Christian Century magazine seemed to speak
for many when it reported, “Out of the prevalent business gloom comes
at least one ray of sunshine—Mr. Macfadden’s New York tabloid newspa-
per, the Evening Graphic, has suspended publication!”

ONE SOCIAL WORLD was gone, but in the four years since the crash a
new social world had been aborning. Its lineaments may have been less
readily perceptible at first than those of the dying Jazz Age, but it would
prove every bit as powerful an imaginative landscape, and Winchell
would prove every bit as instrumental in promulgating it.

It was called “café society.” Exactly where and when it originated
would always be in some dispute. One observer dated it from the late
189os, when a former champagne agent named Henry Lehr induced Mrs.
Astor, a regent even among New York’s so-called Four Hundred social ti-
tans, to attend a dinner at Sherry’s restaurant. Until then high society’s
denizens had dined and entertained exclusively in their homes, and the
next morning a society reporter expressed his shock: “I never dreamt it
would be given me to gaze on the face of an Astor in a public dining
room.”

The more generally accepted version was that of Maury Paul, who
wrote the society column for Hearst’s American under the nom de plume
Cholly Knickerbocker. As Paul told it, he was sitting in the Ritz on a
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brisk February night in 1919 and observing the socialites when he mused
to himself, “This place! Society isn't staying home and entertaining any-
more. Society is going out to dinner, out to night life, and letting down
the barriers.” The next morning Paul dubbed this phenomenon “café so-
ciety,” and the name stuck.

Exactly what café society was was not easy to determine and became
even more difficult as time went on. It wasn’t just that high society had
gone public. Café society included people whom the Old Guard of high
society would never have countenanced privately or publicly. Rather, it
seemed to have been born during Prohibition from a combination of
Winchell’s showy Broadway crowd and a restless group of young social-
ites who were, in one observer’s words, “vaulting the barriers of Newport
and Fifth Avenue in search of adventure beyond,” with the speakeasies as
the catalysts. Certainly the Broadway-society axis constituted an unmis-
takable new social formation; and in the thirties, when people talked
about “café society,” this incongruous mix is what they meant.

And they meant a certain set of values that the group seemed to rep-
resent. It had traditionally been the function of society to set an example
for Americans; not only power but decorum had emanated from the Old
Guard. But what was one to make of this new mélange of showfolk and
socialites mixing at nightclubs? What were they teaching the unfortu-
nates of this country during the Depression? “We must dispel the idea
that we are a frivolous, heartless, Godless coterie, living in a maze of
costly dinner parties, wild orgies, etc.,” Maury Paul declared. He fully
sympathized with those of the Old Guard who were threatening to aban-
don America for Europe now that high society was being corrupted by
café society. “Mrs. Goelet is not a snob,” he wrote, referring to one of
the Four Hundred. “She is simply of the old school, and will never un-
derstand why a Frelinghuysen will hobnob with a songwriter who hailed
originally from the Lower East Side [he was speaking of Irving Berlin].”

Café society may have been an odd and ungainly organism with seem-
ingly disparate parts, but if its precise definition was inexact, the engine
that drove it was not. The Old Guard had maintained its power partly
through the mystification of its own isolation and privacy; one was pow-
erful enough, secure enough, not to need or want attention, unless it was
that of one’s social equals. Café society was predicated on something else
entirely. Here power was really a function not of wealth or breeding or
talent or connections but of publicity. “Publi-ciety” Cleveland Amory
called it, where the object was to be seen and known, where the object
was to be famous.

The ones who could bestow fame, particularly upon individuals who
hadn’t done anything to deserve it, were the press, and of the press, most
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especially the columnists, and of the columnists, most especially those
who were widely syndicated. In a very real sense, then, social authority in
the early thirties had been turned on its head; it now derived from the
media, or as Walter put it, “Social position is now more a matter of press
than prestige.” And since the king of the media in the thirties was Walter
Winchell, café society was in many ways a function of him. A mention in
his column or on his broadcast meant that one was among the exalted.
It meant that one’s name was part of the general fund of knowledge. It
meant that one’s exploits, even if they were only the exploits of dining,
rated acknowledgment. It meant that one’s life was validated, albeit vali-
dated by fame rather than accomplishment.

On its face it seemed absurd that a nation racked by unemployment
should care about a band of swells whose deepest concern was whether
they rated a column mention. (Walter thought it ridiculous too and con-
stantly scolded the idle rich while continuing, hypocritically, to feed their
publicity habit.) Yet people did care, and they read about café society as
if it were an exciting new social drama to replace the now shuttered
bawdy farce of twenties Broadway. If Broadway had been an imaginative
landscape coruscating with images of hot freedom, café society was an
imaginative world shimmering with glamour, just as so many Depression-
era movies did. For most Americans, “café society” immediately triggered
images of women in smart gowns and men in satin-collared tuxedos, of
tiered nightclubs undulating in the music of swell bands, of cocktails and
cigarettes, of cool talk and enervated elegance, all of which made café so-
ciety one of those repositories of dreams at a time when reality seemed
treacherous.

More, with so many of the great personalities of the twenties gone, the
café socialites replenished the stock of cultural stars the way young talent
might replenish a depleted stock of movie stars at a film studio. Accord-
ing to critic Richard Schickel, these, in turn, provided, “as players in
any good sleazy melodrama must, occasions for envy and moralizing in
roughly equal measure.” As Schickel saw it, that was also one of the div-
idends that high society got from mixing with show business; it was the
writers and the actors in café society who went out to Hollywood and
memorialized the socialites in bright, crackling comedies that made high
society seem the very apogee of intelligence and sophistication.

But as Schickel also understood, all of this was exciting to the general
public only insofar as café society represented a secret world to which or-
dinary Americans had access exclusively through Winchell’s column and
through other dispatches from the tabernacle. “It [café society] was a fic-
tion that purported to give outsiders an insider’s view of the previously
closed world of wealth—with titillating hints of scandal part of the bar-
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gain struck between the suppliers of this entertainment and their avid au-
diences,” Schickel wrote. These golden, chosen few would retreat to their
clubs, dress, dine, drink, chat, and /ive beautifully, establish their names
and then donate their sagas of romance to the public. And the public, far
away and trapped in its own travails, would feel that it had, if only briefly,
penetrated the very deepest chamber of American society. That was the
transaction Winchell brokered.

ONE NECESSARY ingredient of café society was the café. (“The idea of
Café Society was all right,” grumped Frank Crowninshield, former editor
of Vanity Fair, “all but the café. What actually ruined the whole goddam
thing was alcohol and noise.”) In the early thirties there were three pri-
mary locales, the Big Three, as they were then known. One was the Col-
ony at 61st Street and Madison Avenue. Really more a way station from
high society to full-fledged café society than a gathering place for the café
socialites, the Colony was an opulently appointed restaurant where, Wal-
ter noted, “frequenters usually attire themselves in their ermines and tall
millinery and the cuisine is grand.” The food, which was “peddled,” Wal-
ter said, “at so much a karat,” was considered the finest in New York, but
of equal appeal to the elite was the Colony’s exclusivity. At the Colony,
Maury Paul reported as early as 1925, “social grandees feel safe from the
prying eyes of those who would exploit them.”

Exploitation, by oneself and others, was more probable at the EI Mo-
rocco. Its owner was an Italian immigrant named John Perona who had
worked his way across the ocean from England to South America on a
steamer. (A romantic dalliance in Southampton had prevented him from
keeping his original assignment on the Titanic.) Taunted by the crew,
Perona jumped ship in Buenos Aires and became a boxer. It was there he
met the Argentine heavyweight contender Luis Firpo. Eventually Perona
migrated to New York, got a job as a busboy at the Knickerbocker Grill
and opened a small restaurant of his own on Broadway. When Firpo
mentioned the place to reporters after his championship bout with Jack
Dempsey, patrons flocked to it. With this cachet, Perona ran several
speakeasies before opening the El Morocco at 154 East 54th Street in
1931. Among café socialites it became an instant favorite.

The café Walter was to choose for his own listening post, however, was
the Stork Club. Like John Perona, Sherman Billingsley, the Stork’s
owner, had roots about as far from café society as one could get. He had
been born in 1900, the son of a police chief, in a white clapboard farm-
house in Enid, Oklahoma. When he was twelve, the family moved to
Anadarko, and Sherman quit school to work for his brothers Ora and
Logan, selling bootleg liquor at their drugstore; on one occasion the gov-
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ernor of Oklahoma led a contingent of ministers into the store while
young Sherman was serving drinks, and Sherman, to destroy the evi-
dence, flung a beer bottle at the whiskey jug, touching off a melee in
which a bullet grazed him.

When the Billingsleys moved to Oklahoma City, Ora and Sherman
struck out on their own, floating through the West. In Seattle in 1916
Sherman was arrested for violating the local liquor ordinance. A few
more aimless years later, the brothers found themselves in Detroit, run-
ning three drugstores and bootleg liquor from Canada. In January 1919
they were convicted in federal court of rum-running, fined $5,000 and
sentenced to fifteen months at Leavenworth prison. Sherman served
three months and twenty days. He came to New York, nineteen years old,
with a $5,000 stake from his brother Logan and bought a drugstore in
the Morris Heights section of the Bronx, where his best-selling curative
once again was uncut whiskey for medicinal purposes. In a few years his
single store had multiplied into a chain, and he invested the profits in real
estate.

Then two Oklahoma friends asked him to help them find a location for
a speakeasy they wanted to open. Drawing on his real estate experience,
he suggested a spot on §8th Street near the New York Athletic Club. The
Oklahomans thought of calling it the Red Pepper or the Green Onion,
but, as Billingsley later told it, “somebody left a toy bird and somebody
else put it behind the bar. It looked like a stork and soon the regulars
were referring to it as the Stork Club.” The club lost money, the Okla-
homans and their wives got homesick and Billingsley and a new partner—
some said it was New York gang leader Frank Costello—bought them out
in 1927. That was how druggist Sherman Billingsley became a restaura-
teur.

The Stork wasn’t an instant success under Billingsley either, but as an
old acquaintance said, “Sherman had the instincts of a shithouse rat. He
knew how to prevail.” In one story that Billingsley would tell about those
first months, he was biding time, counting passing cabs, when he hap-
pened to talk to the men’s room attendant. The attendant said he had
once worked in a club where the owner showed up only to pick up the
day’s take from the headwaiter. But the headwaiter had made friends
among the patrons and eventually opened his own place. Now, said the
attendant, the former owner works for his former headwaiter. Whether
the story was true or not, Billingsley certainly saw its moral. “I went to
work on every customer who came in,” Billingsley recalled. “Oh, how I
went to work on him. Found out his favorite drink, his favorite cigar . ..
his friends, his relatives, everything about everybody. Everybody was my
buddy.”

Meanwhile, he began advertising in college newspapers and paying the
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bills in chits redeemable for food and drink at the Stork. That drew the
young editors. “They were all good kids,” Billingsley said, “many of
them rich and social, and they began talking about the place. Their par-
ents began to come in to see what kind of a joint their kids were hanging
out in. That way I hooked the parents and kept the kids.”

The Broadway crowd with its own regular haunts was slower to come.
Billingsley made some headway when singer Helen Morgan decided to
hold a party at the Stork before it had become chic to do so. But the
Stork’s own “blessed event,” Billingsley would always say, didn’t arrive
undl 1930 with the appearance of Winchell.

At the time Walter was a moveable feast, flitting from one nightspot to
another. It was Texas Guinan who told Walter that “there was a nice fel-
low, a country boy from Oklahoma, running a speakeasy and things
weren'’t going right,” and Guinan who asked Walter to give him a plug
in the column. Guinan even made the introductions. Billingsley, apple-
cheeked, unaffected and, for a host, surprisingly diffident—it took an ef-
fort for him to be as affable as the club demanded—was obliging, and
Walter liked him. Buried deep in the column that September, Walter
wrote, “The Stork Club perhaps is New York’s New Yorkiest place on
W. 58th,” and went on to report a line on the menu warning, “No ladies
without male escorts permitted after 6:00 p.m.” “The proprietor should
be given two lusty cheers if for nothing else than keeping wives from sud-
denly startling husbands who have weak hearts,” Walter quipped. A few
weeks later on his Wise Shoes radio program, he broadened the plug.
Now, he said, “The New Yorkiest spot in New York is the Stork Club
on West 58th Street which entices the well knowns from all divisions
nightly.”

To Walter this may have been just another favor granted. To Billingsley
the words would become immortal. Suddenly the Stork Club, now offi-
cially designated the quintessence of New York by the city’s quintessential
columnist, became the hottest rendezvous in the city. Comfortable with
Billingsley, Walter began hanging out there as he had at Guinan’s clubs
in the late twentes. “He needed a capitol to have people come to him,
instead of him going to sources” was how one press agent described it. By
settling there, Walter attracted other newsmen and columnists, not to
mention celebrities. “They kept coming in and they really tided me over
until things got better,” Billingsley remembered.

Even then the Stork was not without its difficulties. A successful club
was always a target for mobsters horning in on the profits. Billingsley had
apparently severed his ties with Costello—if such ties had ever existed—
but into the breach “waltzed” Dutch Schultz, Bo Weinberg and Julius
Martin, as Billingsley recalled it, demanding a half-interest. “I laughed
and they countered with a guarantee of union troubles.” Vincent Coll was
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even less willing to negotiate. Coll kidnapped Billingsley and held him
captive for three days in a Bronx garage, beating him repeatedly until a
$25,000 ransom was delivered.

What the mob didn’t threaten, Prohibition agents did. On Decem-
ber 22, 1931, agents raided the Stork, and Billingsley filed suit for an in-
junction. In January a federal judge not only denied Billingsley’s request,
but ruled that agents could seize all furnishings and equipment used in
connection with the sale of liquor. Within a week of the ruling, a crew of
agents dressed in work clothes loaded all the club’s furnishings, including
a seven-hundred-pound safe, onto two trucks. “I do not believe that there
will be many who will venture in the future into expensive enterprises
which have for their objects the breaking of the prohibition law,” de-
clared an official.

Of course, he was wrong. Having weathered these threats, Billingsley
moved the club to new quarters at 51 1/2 East s1st Street and then into
a vacant furniture store at 3 East 53rd just off Fifth Avenue, where he in-
troduced the first champagne cocktail, the first contour bar and, for a
speakeasy, the first canopy over the doorway. The aim was an aura of
convivial elegance. The one homely touch was Jack Spooner, who had
been the headwaiter at Billy LaHiff’s when Winchell and Runyon hung
out there and who now became the captain at the Stork.

Billingsley admitted that the new club was different from the prior
ones, not only in decor but in ambition. Moving to 53rd Street had in-
spired a “metamorphosis in thinking,” he said. Though he was unsophis-
ticated himself—his daughter said he would walk down Fifth Avenue
casually munching an apple—Billingsley had always liked the socialites
best. He appreciated their civility, the class which they bestowed upon his
club and by extension upon its proprietor. Now he wanted only the
“right people.” “I decided that my clientele would be strictly carriage
trade or nothing,” he later wrote. “Believe it or not this passion for per-
fect behavior on the part of the patrons has paid off and soon the glitter
circuit was channeling their [sic] activities in our direction by the car-
load.”

It seemed anomalous. Within the arid desert of the Depression, café
society sat as a gaudy oasis. At the better clubs a ten-pack of Camel cig-
arettes cost $1, a rag doll $6, a four-rose boutonniere $4.50, a paper gar-
denia $1, a pitcher of water $2, a pint of whiskey $10, and another $20
went for the cover charge. Nor did Prohibition seem to dampen spirits.
By the fall of 1933, even before it had been officially lifted, it had, ac-
cording to Walter, already ended in New York, where the “ropes are up
at the better cabarets—and the crowd bruise one another attempting to
crash the gate....”

By April, with Prohibition legally over, Walter had taken up the cause
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of rolling back the 4 a.m. nightclub curfew, which had been instituted
to curb the speakeasies. In May the Board of Estimate in New York
agreed—largely, grateful club owners concurred, because of Winchell’s
efforts. The night of the rollback Billy Rose, owner of the Casino de
Paree, hosted a celebration formally in Walter’s honor but also in honor
of the onset of flush times. When Walter took the stage, he told the as-
sorted celebrities how much this meant to him and how much he wished
Texas Guinan had lived to enjoy the occasion with them.

If all seemed well again in café society, the Depression in its own cu-
rious way did invade even the tony precincts of the Stork. To keep his pa-
trons from straying to other clubs, Billingsley got the idea of staging a
café society version of the bank night giveaways that movie theaters were
holding to lure customers. What he understood, said one observer, was
that no matter how wealthy their parents were, the young debs and soci-
ety swains loved getting something for nothing. So Billingsley would raf-
fle off a car (“There is only one catch,” reported Walter. “The winner
has to be in the Stork Club when his or her number is called.”) Or he
would hold a drawing for money. Or he would stuff bills and gift certif-
icates into balloons, inflate them and then release them from the ceiling.
And as the cascade of balloons drifted down, the young café socialites be-
gan their mad scramble, “like starved men and women battling for crusts
of bread,” remembered one onlooker, falling over one another, elbowing
competitors aside, pushing, grabbing, shoving, pouncing to get the bal-
loons and the prizes inside—fighting for balloons while outside the Stork,
most Americans lived in dread of what the weeks and months ahead
might hold.

III

For most New Yorkers the fourth year of the Depression was bitter
and desperate. The day Franklin Roosevelt assumed the presidency in
March 1933 fifteen million people, one-third of the American workforce,
were unemployed, but the figure was much higher in the cities, where the
Depression struck hardest. New York was pocked by Hoovervilles—
shantytowns of the homeless constructed out of cardboard boxes, egg
crates, tar paper and corrugated tin. The Great Lawn at Central Park had
become a vast squatters’ village that even the police had taken to calling
Hoover Valley. Joseph Mitchell, then a young reporter assigned to find
stories of human suffering on his editor’s belief that the “man on the
street is so gloomy nowadays that a story about somebody else’s bad luck
cheers him up,” found a city of people who were “utterly spiritless.”
“Poverty and riches side by side and neither knows but what tomorrow
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they may change places,” Hearst columnist Adela Rogers St. Johns wrote
that fall.

“Well, now, isn’t that fun and gay?” Walter complained, finding the
city listless despite a mayoral campaign. “True, the city is in a mood—but
hardly a merry one, and I long for diversion, the sort we had night after
night before most of us had to be concerned with problems of State and
Nation. . ..” Beneath his complaint lay fear. He had lost nothing in the
stock market crash because none of his money was invested, but when
Roosevelt declared a bank holiday the week of his inauguration to fore-
stall possible runs, it drove home again the precariousness of Walter’s
success. Caught without cash and without the scrip that was to be issued
while the banks fortified themselves, “I was in the same predicament as
Mr. and Mrs. New York. ... To the café cigarette peddlers I said that I
would settle the various 15 items—in time . . . I made drastic cuts in tips,
and the night club attachés, who once received a dollar for their
attention—and who are now rewarded with two-bits—made no sour
faces.... They understood it seemed.” Out in California, June and
Walda had less than a dollar between them, awaiting Walter’s next check.
He had asked three “pals” who had stockpiled some cash and to whom he
had lent money in the past if they might advance him a small loan. “But
when I practically begged them all to give me some cabfare and barber
fees, on account, the excuses they offered made me ill! ... What made
me sicker was the realization that if I really needed it, I couldn’t getit!. ..
And from people who got it from me when I was the kid with the ‘GI’”

It was scarcely a week after Roosevelt’s inauguration, as Walter remem-
bered it, that he received a call at the Stork Club from a man identifying
himself as Joe Kenenan of the Justice Department. Kenenan told him
that he was wanted at the White House at nine o’clock the next morning.
Walter was skeptical, but Kenenan said he could verify the order by call-
ing the FBI or Secret Service and asking for him. When Walter did,
Kenenan came on, gave him travel instructions and advised him that the
visit was to be secret.

Wialter had never been politically inclined. He was impartial through-
out most of the 1932 election, only afterward printing a quip from writer
Milt Josefsberg: “He said some people voted Republican but most people
voted sensibly.” At that, Walter said he could sympathize with former
president Hoover: “He’s a human being, and his heart must have cracked
when he saw the returns come in as they did.”

But now the new President wanted to see him, wanted to see gossip
columnist Walter Winchell. Why had he been sent for? Walter wondered
on the 3:20 a.m. train down to Washington. In his autoblography, he
speculated that Roosevelt wanted to thank him for his support, but since
the support was perfunctory, much more like well-wishing, that hardly
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seems likely. What is much more likely is that someone in the new ad-
ministration decided that Winchell with his enormous following might be
a valuable ally if one could recruit and politicize him.

Walter’s was to be the only account of the meeting. As he told it years
later in his autobiography, the President greeted him warmly, asked how
his fan mail was holding up and said that whenever Walter had anything
he thought the President should know, he should tell him personally.*
“That’s an order!” Roosevelt snapped. After roughly ten minutes the
President hastened Walter out by saying he had the secretary of state and
others on his appointment list.

However brief the meeting, it had its intended effect on the outcast
from Harlem. Walter suddenly became a rabid Roosevelt enthusiast. In
his appearance at the Paramount Theater the week of March 17, Walter
called the new President “the one man who certainly did more for his
country than any other citizen or United Statesman. . . . Better times are
almost here again—because of President Roosevelt!” Two days later on
his broadcast, he called Roosevelt “the Nation’s new hero” and praised
him for wanting to “bring about a more equal distribution of income.”
He signed off as “Walter Winchell who wants to shout to the world what
he thinks of Americas new leader, who is certainly facing every issue
squarely.”

“Winchell developed a blind adoration for FDR,” Walter’s friend Er-
nest Cuneo later wrote. “He idolized Roosevelt,” his secretary agreed. Of
course, it was no secret that Roosevelt had the ability to charm. Even a
self-professed curmudgeon like the columnist Westbrook Pegler admit-
ted, “For the first time in my life in this business I might find myself
squabbling for a chance to carry the champion’s water-bucket.” And Wal-
ter, who thrived on acknowledgment, was a far easier mark than Pegler.
But timing had something to do with Walter’s infatuation too. Assuming
office as he did so soon after Gloria’s death, Franklin Roosevelt filled a
void for Winchell—a void that Walter had been trying futilely to fill
through work. Roosevelt provided a new attachment, a cause, an outlet
for Walter’s grief, a way of connecting his own depression to his nation’s.

And as his support for the President revived Walter emotionally, it also
began sharpening his awareness, actually bringing him a whole new

*It is entirely possible that Walter confused dates or, at least, had confused meetings. In this
version Walter says that FDR thanked him for funneling information to the FBI and naval in-
telligence about suspected subversives. Since FDR had been in office only a few days and since
Walter had made little mention of subversive activities in his column as yet and since the bu-
reau’s own file on Walter contains no information prior to 1934, it seems unlikely that the
President would be praising Walter for his assistance.
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awareness. In April his newfound civic spirit moved him to suggest that
people forgo one meal each day and donate whatever they saved to a fund
to feed the hungry. He pushed the campaign in his column before finally
conceding, somewhat disingenuously, that a “tiny column like mine isn’t
strong enough to make it the success it has to be.”

He had far greater success with another project also inspired by his de-
votion to the President. A Los Angeles listener had written Walter sug-
gesting that a President’s Day be declared for Americans to go to church
to pray for their new leader and express their gratitude. Walter supported
the proposal on his April 2 broadcast, designating the Sunday following
Easter, and he elaborated in his column the next day. Within a week
Hearst promised to put his papers behind the campaign, and soon hun-
dreds of municipalities, from Monroe, Louisiana, to Mishawaka, Indiana,
passed resolutions declaring April 30 President’s Day.

For Walter, however, President’s Day still seemed an insufficient ex-
pression of his devotion. Nearly every column and broadcast now dis-
pensed tributes to the President. In one column, titled “If I Had an
Aladdin’s Lamp,” Walter wrote: “I'd fix matters so that ED.R. never even
caught a cold.” And he not only praised the President but made certain
that Roosevelt knew of his adulation. “Busy as you are, sir, I realize you
haven’t time to tune in on your New York correspondent—me,” Walter
wrote him. “However, I want you to know—how often I have mentioned
you in an affectionate way on the radio and in my newspaper column,
which is syndicated throughout the country.” This was just one of many
such letters.

By taking up politics, Walter had also found a vehicle to transform
himself from a quintessential figure of the twenties, the Broadway wise
guy, to a quintessential figure of the thirties, a journalistic populist whose
voice would join other voices of protest. There had long been a populist
component in his gossip. Despite the left-wing playwright Mike Gold’s
contention in 1930 that Winchell “never picks on anyone with influ-
ence,” Walter was proud of his fearlessness, even if it was usually ex-
pressed in digs rather than bombs. But whatever Walter’s populism prior
to Roosevelt, it had always been generalized and fuzzy. He would razz the
rich. Or he would devote a column to the miseries of some unfortunate
and ask readers to donate money. Or he would award “orchids” to do-
gooders and give “scallions” to the socially irresponsible. Now, with a
new seriousness of purpose, he became what one paper called a “people’s
champion” who “picks out the happenings of the world, selfish, heartless,
moronic and so on, which arouses onr spleen, and then proceeds to lash
them with savage oratory. ...”

What he did now, with the President’s blessing, was make himself an
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avenging angel for the dispossessed. With an eye for the scathing anec-
dote, he could be especially rough on petty bureaucrats. He excoriated a
local relief administrator who told a farmer he had to kill the family dog
before he could get aid. “It makes me considerably ill,” Walter said on his
broadcast. He attacked a New York magistrate who sentenced a mother
to a day in jail because she let her two-year-old dig with a spade in Cen-
tral Park. “I'll bet that made Dillinger laugh right out loud. . . . Children,
in New York parks, it appears, commit a crime when they damage the
grass. ... But with my own eyes the other day—I saw a police car speed
all over the lawn there to chase away other kids who were playing . .. and
this is 1934 and we’re supposed to be human beings.” At Thanksgiving
he told of a destitute father who shot a duck for his family and was sen-
tenced to thirty days because he had no hunting license.

Hundreds of ordinary Americans now phoned or wrote Walter asking
if he would air their grievances or solve their problems. He was “the man
you instinctively turn to in times of distress,” reported one columnist, cit-
ing an ex-model who had tried to reach Walter before she leaped to her
death in Greenwich Village. “How many columnists, and in fact, how
many writers of any type in this sorry old world have succeeded in win-
ning the attention of a great multitude of readers day after day and then
used that power to help the underdog, and without hesitation or fear?”
asked Plain Talk magazine in commendation of Walter’s new efforts.

It was, of course, one thing to sound grievances and another to get ac-
tion. Often, as in his anecdotes of bureaucratic cold-heartedness, Walter
shamed public officials into restitution. But just as often, out of the public
glare, he pressed agencies to assist those who had contacted him as their
last hope, asking New York Mayor Fiorello La Guardia to assist a news-
stand owner who had wanted a paper delivery service but had been
thwarted by the papers themselves, or forwarding to the President a letter
from a reader who had been unable to secure a bank loan.

In years to come, critics would impugn Winchell’s motives. They
would say that his sudden political conversion in 1933 was engineered to
advance his career when his old japery had been exhausted. They would
say his populism was really irresponsible demagoguery. But writer Jim
Tully was right that Walter had learned “early the patter of life from
those who faced the economic bullets” and then “became their spokes-
man.” Gloria’s death and Roosevelt’s ascension had merely given shape to
Walter’s impulses.

TuEeRE was another factor in his politicization that winter: Adolf Hitler.
In February 1933, less than a month after Hitler had assumed the chan-
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cellorship of Germany, Walter wrote in his column, “Too bad that a man
like Hitler can rise so high in politics, who hates so intensely. . . . His ha-
tred of the Israelites is contemptible—and when an assassin shoots him
down some day a lot of locals won't be sorry. . ..” In the same column he
told a story about Albert Einstein presenting an address on the theory of
relativity at Hitler’s insistence and Hitler then cracking an anti-Semitic
joke. “It’'s a good thing you're an anti-Semite,” Winchell had Einstein
telling Hitler. “Why do you say that?” Hitler asked. “Because if you
weren’t that,” answered Einstein, “—you’d be nothing!”

With his proper English surname, Winchell was not often thought to
be a Jew, but he never denied it or forgot it. As a boy, “when my nose
was even more upstartishly Gentile,” he passed a group of children who
jeered him and called him a kike—the meaning of which, he made it a
point to discover, was one who pries. He certainly wasn’t a religious
Jew; he hadn’t set foot in a synagogue since his confirmation. Nor did the
Jewish community particularly rush to claim him. Back in the twenties,
when he got into a feud with someone who had made an ant-Semitic
slur, a prominent Jew had sent him a letter chastising him. “It is not
good for Jews like you to disgrace us with a defense,” the man wrote. “It
would be more to the honor of the Jews if you didn’t make others look
ridiculous: you are not what is known as a Jew.” Walter felt “painfully
ashamed.”

He called himself an “intuitive” Jew, but his Judaism ran deep. “If
there was one consistent thread in his crazy-quilt life, it was his Jewish-
ness,” ghostwriter Herman Klurfeld said, citing especially his “radar-like
sensitivity to any form of anti-Semitism.” He was always fighting these
battles; he had even fought NBC to approve a young Jewish announcer
named Ben Grauer for his “Jergens Program” when the appointment
seemed stalled by Grauer’s religion. “He considered himself a Jew,”
agreed Arnold Forster, a Jewish activist and Winchell confederate. “He
thought as a Jew. ... He was self-conscious about his Jewishness.” And
like Klurfeld, Forster believed Walter was never more Jewish than when
Jews were under fire. He suffered a vulnerability about being Jewish, a
sense that “underneath, they’re all anti-Semitic.” To him, it was always
the latent motive of his enemies: They had to destroy the powerful Jew.

Acting out of his sense of revenge and his fear of anti-Semitism, Walter
took on Hitler in 1933, far earlier and with far more prescience than all
but a few political pundits. “The best way to fight a person like Hitler is
to ridicule him, of course,” Walter wrote that February, as if Hitler were
another of his Broadway targets. His first point of attack was the chancel-
lor’s alleged homosexuality. (The irony of fighting anti-Semitism by pro-
moting homophobia was entirely lost on Winchell.) “I cannot refrain
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from flaunting the fact that he is a homo-sexualist, or as we Broadway
vulgarians say—an out and out fairy. ...” He concluded one column, “I
believe that a man’s private life and preferences are his own, but Hitler is
so dangerous and such a faker, that any weapon can be used with justifi-
cation.” The jokes continued unabated.

Within months Walter was being called, justifiably, “the most rabid
anti-Hitlerite in America.” “A recent issue of a Berlin gazette front pages
a likeness of me, the caption of which reads ‘A New Hater for the New
Germany,” ” Walter crowed that fall. In the Jewish community his attacks
had now made him a hero. An article he had written in August 1934 for
the Fewish World circulated widely and was even reprinted in the Palestine
Post. Titled “Down with the Jews,” it described what would have hap-
pened to the world if the Jewish contributions to art, medicine, science
and sport had been expunged. “Let us out-Hitler Hitler,” he wrote. “Let
us not be satisfied with any half-way measures. Let us not only get rid of
the Jews, but wipe from the pages of history all that he [sic] has done. If
we don’t do that he may continue to do some of the pernicious things
that he has done in the past. . . . We [gentiles] can afford to throw stones
because we have no personal or racial faults.” That year the B’nai B'rith
named him one of five honorees for its Hall of Fame of American Jewry,
declaring that no one “has contributed as much as this gentleman gossip
and columnist toward laughing Nazism off the map....”

But Walter’s guns were not trained only on Adolf Hitler. Sometime late
in 1933, a friend had sent him a mimeographed newsletter from the Sil-
ver Shirts of America. Headed by a gaunt, goateed North Carolina reac-
tionary named William Dudley Pelley, who looked like a Confederate
general, the Silver Shirts believed themselves to be the last defense be-
tween “The Juden Horde” of Jewish bankers and the Roosevelt adminis-
tration, on the one side, and white, gentile America, on the other. Hitler
at least was an ocean away. Right here in America were Hitler’s minions,
as Winchell saw them, trying to import the Nazi revolution. He was de-
termined to stop them.

Walter forwarded the newsletter to Roosevelt’s press secretary Steve
Early and began a new campaign to identify Nazi sympathizers here.
(One of them, he discovered, was listed as general director of President
Roosevelt’s Birthday Ball, which raised money for the March of Dimes
charity; he immediately fired off a memo to Early with the information.)
Throughout the winter and spring of 1934, he was regularly reporting
the activities of pro-Nazi groups, prompting Nazis in Milwaukee to
launch a smear campaign against him. “Knock Winchell down whenever
you can—say anything about him—he’s a menace to our cause!” he
quoted them as saying. To which he answered, “You bet I am! ... And to
any cause like it, t0o0.”

WorldRadioHistory




Filling the Void / 197

Walter’s campaign against the American Nazis that year brought him
into the orbit of another government figure who was to play nearly
as important a role in his life as his beloved President. “When I was
in New York last week, Mr. Frank Fay, the special agent in charge
of the New York office of this division, told me of the assistance which
you have been to him and of the interest which you have taken in our
work,” the director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, J. Edgar
Hoover, wrote Winchell in April 1934. “I wanted to write you a per-
sonal note and let you know how deeply appreciative I am, not only
officially, but personally. ... [I]t is particularly gratifying to receive the
understanding cooperation of one who can so thoroughly appreciate our
problem.”

And, Hoover might have added, one who could so thoroughly pub-
licize the Bureau. For all his associations with gangsters—he still visited
Owney Madden in Sing Sing—Walter had been supportive of the FBI,
cheering on its agents and regularly condemning bandits like John
Dillinger, Pretty Boy Floyd and Bonnie and Clyde when others were
openly wondering why it was taking the Bureau so long to bring these
lawbreakers to justice. When, under a presidential directive, Hoover be-
gan conducting a limited investigation of domestic Nazi groups, Walter
had another reason to laud the Bureau, and he apparently cooperated not
only by publicizing the FBI but by funneling intelligence to its New York
office. That was what brought him into the FBI circle and presumably
what elicited Hoover’s letter.

Walter’s zealousness in hunting Nazis moved him to apply for a com-
mission in naval intelligence in March 1934, apparently so that he would
have official authorization in his efforts. The day after he received the
letter from Hoover, Walter wrote back asking for the director’s assistance.
“I' am told that there are hundreds of applications ahead of mine and with
vacancies so few, I fear I may be forgotten. . . . Would you please do what
you can with the commandant of the third naval district regarding this
application?” Hoover wrote an effusive recommendation, and the Faust-
ian bargain seems to have been struck.

A week later, when Walter, June and Walda left for a tour of personal
appearances beginning at the Palace Theater in Chicago, it became ap-
parent that he had actually made two Faustian bargains: the new one with
Hoover and an old one with the mob. Walter had learned that it was the
custom for the Chicago mobsters to shake down performers, and he was
especially aggrieved by the idea of paying a percentage of his take for this
so-called protection. As Curley Harris told it, Walter contacted Charles
“Lucky” Luciano, the head of the New York rackets, for relief. Mean-
while, Walter’s new friend J. Edgar Hoover decided that Walter might
need his protection and assigned two agents to ride with him on the
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Twentieth Century en route to Chicago.” At Englewood, on the Chicago
outskirts, where the westbound trains stopped before chugging into La
Salle Street Station, Walter was having breakfast with the agents when
two or three Chicago policemen boarded, also under instructions to pro-
tect Walter. Walter told the FBI men that he didn’t need them, but they
were there under orders and refused to move. So now, guarded by both
the police and the FBI, Walter arrived at La Salle Street, where he was
greeted by the Fiaschetti brothers, cousins of Al Capone’s, who had been
enlisted by Lucky Luciano to provide their protection for Winchell.

The three groups eyed one another warily—“Get rid of those fags,”
the Fiaschettis told Winchell when they saw the law officers—then began
pushing one another until Walter managed to restore civility. “The three
factions all went together,” recalled Curley Harris. “And they stayed with
him all the time he was there: the cops, the FBI and the underworld.” His
last night they threw a party for him. As Walter later described it to Har-
ris, the groups sat sullenly at different tables, glowering and tossing in-
sults. “Walter said you never saw such a mess in your life.”

This farce aside, the Chicago appearance was a resounding success.
“The crowd sounded twelve on the gong of spontaneous approval,”
trilled Ashton Stevens of the Chicago American, one of the critics who
had covered Walter back in his vaudeville days. “Nobody can do a
Winchell as well as Mr. Winchell can. ... He is as vivid as a nerve, and
he is all nerves.” Lloyd Lewis of the Chicago Daily News concurred, mar-
veling at how a young man with no more than a hat tlted back on his
head and his necktie loosened could generate such energy. “With no ac-
tion save his voice and the occasional cracking of a telegraph key, he
makes something vivid happen on the stage,” Lewis wrote. “His own de-
monic energy crackles. . ..”

The next week he moved on to Detroit while June and Walda contin-
ued toward California. COME OUT VERY sooN, Walda wired him from Los
Angeles. COME HERE AFTER DETROIT AND BROADCAST FROM HERE [.] WE
MISS YOU TOO MUCH AND YOU CAN AFFORD THE WIRE CHARGES. After an-
other triumph in Detroit and another $7,000 for his week’s engagement,
Walter returned to New York briefly, then left on May 29 to join his fam-
ily in California for the summer. But he was concerned. “He has been
very active in the anti-Nazi movement,” Hoover wrote his special agent
in Los Angeles, “and feels that there may be some efforts to cause him
harm or embarrassment in Los Angeles by reason of his activities along
these lines.” Hoover also said that Winchell had “considerable informa-

*This is Harris’s recollection. FBI documents indicate that Melvin Purvis, the special agent in
charge of Chicago, assigned the agents when Walter arrived.
g g gn g
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tion” which he might like to pass on to the bureau, and the director asked
that an agent contact him immediately upon his arrival.

As it turned out, Walter’s fears of Nazis seemed ungrounded, and his
vacation proceeded uneventfully. He rented a bungalow for the summer
at the Ambassador Hotel, fended off new movie offers, partook of Hol-
lywood nightlife and, insofar as he was able, generally relaxed. But Hoo-
ver’s offer of protection was nevertheless appreciated, as the director no
doubt knew it would be. “I had quite a conversation with Mr. Winchell
about things in general,” reported Los Angeles FBI agent B. E. Sackett
to Hoover, “and I am sure you will be pleased to hear that he expressed
great satisfaction with, and was very enthusiastic about, the treatment ac-
corded him by the personnel of the New York, Detroit and Chicago Di-
vision offices.” That very day, Sackett said, Walter had even visited the
FBI offices to give them information about Nazi activities.

On August 9 the Winchells returned to New York, Walter to some bad
news. The commandant of the Third Naval District in New York had re-
jected his application to join naval intelligence. “Naturally, I am low with
disappointment,” he immediately wrote Hoover. “Because your last letter
was so encouraging to me—I decided to tell you about it. With the hope
that when you find a spare few minutes—you can help put me through
into a service I am anxious to be.” Hoover certainly got the message, and
he promptly pressured the commandant to reconsider.

Meanwhile, Walter decided to go to Washington, in part to report to
the President on Nazi activities and in part to press his case. In Washing-
ton Walter’s fervid support of President Roosevelt and his increasing
politicization had hardly gone unappreciated, especially since so many of
the establishment columnists were hostile to the New Deal. Winchell was
greeted like a conquering hero. When the spotlight fell on him in a club
at the Shoreham Terrace hotel, he was mobbed by autograph seekers, and
when he was introduced at Loew’s Fox Theater, the “ovation accorded
him as he left the rostrum, blowing kisses to the top galleries, almost
blew the sides of the building out,” the Washington Post reported.

It was on this same trip that Walter finally met J. Edgar Hoover. The
FBI director had heard about Walter’s reception at the Shoreham and
promptly invited him and Curley Harris, who had accompanied Walter
on the drive down, to FBI headquarters, where he showed them memen-
tos from the recently slain Dillinger. (Hoover kept Dillinger’s death mask
in his outer office.) That week Hoover also put Walter’s name on the
FBI’s special correspondents list, which meant that he was to receive all
FBI releases. It was the highest privilege Hoover afforded a journalist.

Since Hoover never wanted to be seen as having cultivated supporters
in the media, his own account of his first meeting with Winchell was en-
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tirely different. As Hoover told it, he was in New York working out the
final arrangements for the arrest of Bruno Hauptmann for the kidnapping
and murder of the infant son of aviator Charles Lindbergh. Walter had
been trying to cooperate with the bureau to catch the murderer by pub-
licizing the circulation of bills which the FBI had linked to the ransom.
“Someone brought me a note saying Winchell wanted to see me outside
the conference room,” Hoover recalled.

I was just “country” enough to want to see what he looked like.

I came out of the room, and Winchell came out of a crowd of
some 200 reporters. In his usual staccato manner, he asked if I had
received the letter he wrote me the day before in which he gave me
information on where the kidnap ransom money had been found and
other details of the case. I suspected he was trying to pull a fast one
on me—trying to trick me into giving him a “scoop” on the story we
were about to break. I told him I had seen no letter. I was pretty an-
noyed at Winchell.

But when Hoover returned to his hotel room that night and phoned
his office, he discovered that Walter had sent him the letter and the de-
tails were exactly as Walter had said.

“I felt like a cad,” Hoover admitted, and called Winchell the next day
to apologize and ask why he didn’t print the story since he had it. “He
told me he was the father of two children* and deathly afraid of kidnap-
pers. He said he had not wanted to do anything that might hurt the case
or hamper the investigation.” (All Walter had written at the time was that
“federal men are convinced that they will break the most interesting
crime on record—the Lindbergh snatch.”) Hoover was grateful. “That
was the beginning of my friendship with him,” he remembered.

In truth, the friendship had been cemented three weeks earlier during
Walter’s Washington trip, when Hoover began pressing again for Walter’s
much-desired naval commission. After having waited nearly five months
only to learn that his application was being denied, Walter had waited
less than a month since his return from California and his letter of dis-
appointment to Hoover, when he learned that he was now likely to be
commissioned after all. He knew whom to thank. Hoover had done it. “It
was through him,” he told an FBI agent, “that my application for lieuten-
ancy in the naval intelligence was not stalled.”

*In fact, he was the father of only one at the time of Hauptmann’ arrest on September 271,
1934.
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Walter was overjoyed, and the withholding of the Hauptmann story
was really a form of payback. But there were others. Walter applauded
Hoover and the bureau at every opportunity—both publicly, in the col-
umn and broadcast, and privately. “Winchell was probably the first na-
tionally known radio commentator developed by the FBIL” onetime
Assistant Director William Sullivan wrote years later in recognition of
the consequences of having the media manipulated by Hoover. “We sent
Winchell information regularly. He was our mouthpiece.” One Hoover
biographer said that Walter “did more than any other man to perpetuate
the myths of J. Edgar Hoover and his G-men.”

As early as 1935, rumors were swirling around New York that Winchell
was so tight with Hoover that the columnist was getting information
from the bureau before official press briefings.* When an agent visited
General Hugh Johnson, the head of the National Recovery Administra-
ton, Johnson’s son, an NRA aide, exploded that Winchell had already
announced there would be an investigation of Communists in the NRA
before the NRA had made the announcement, and claimed that it was a
“well known fact Walter Winchell has ‘an in’ in Washington.” Hoover
seemed untroubled. He defended Walter from a similar charge of having
leaked information by scrawling on a report, “He never knew the names
& didn’t mentioned [sic] as I heard the broadcast.”

The director seemed no more annoyed by another charge that had
gained credence from his relationship with Winchell: that he liked to
party. Hoover had, in fact, taken up Walter’s invitation to come to New
York and visit the Stork Club with his deputy and close friend Clyde
Tolson. Soon he was making regular trips. In preparing an article on
Hoover, Time magazine quoted Walter to the effect that the director very
much enjoyed this nightclubbing. It seemed an innocuous remark, but
Walter had gotten wind of it before publication and, anticipating that
Hoover might be angered by this image, wrote him pleading innocence
in the matter. “I, of course, knew that you had never made any such

*Most likely one of those stories critics had in mind was the capture of Pretty Boy Floyd in Oc-
tober 1934, the month after the Hauptmann arrest. As Walter told it, he was going on the air
but didn’t have a big opening item, so he phoned Hoover. “Did any of your boys nab a burglar
or maybe a gangster today?” he asked. “Hoover replied casually, ‘We caught Pretty Boy Floyd.’
And I was flabbergasted.” When Walter asked if anyone else had gotten the story, Hoover told
him that no one had, and when Walter asked why, Hoover replied, “Well, Walter, you’re the
only one who has asked me today for any news.” Years later, apparently to prove that itand not
the local authorities was responsible for Floyd’s death, the bureau decided to investigate Wal-
ter’s scoop and discovered that Floyd wasn’t dead when Walter said he was: that he had only
been wounded by local police until the FBI finished him off the next day.
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statement as attributed to you,” Hoover wrote back reassuringly. “As a
matter of fact, I do get some real relaxation and enjoyment in attending
some of the night clubs, particularly when you have been with me, and I
am looking forward to many evenings in the future when we can get to-
gether and have some real fun and settle the momentous questions of the
nation.” The next month, his mind put at ease, Walter was again brag-
ging in the column of having escorted Hoover and Tolson around the
town.

The affinity between Hoover and Winchell, however, was grounded in
something more than the utility of each to the other. Though Hoover
had grown up in Washington under the domination of his deeply reli-
gious, deeply conservative mother and Winchell had grown up in Harlem
and then on the vaudeville circuit under the domination of no one, they
were both poor boys who resented the rich and the privileged, and they
guarded their status as outsiders, never seeking to invade the social estab-
lishment except as visitors. Never having had any resources but their
own, they were both indefatigable, with an abiding faith in their energy
and rightness. They were both distrustful, by nature, with a deeply in-
grained conspiratorial view of the world. They were both political prim-
itives who translated their personal distrust into professional paranoia.

Perhaps the greatest affinity between them was that they both traded
in secrets: Hoover with his thick investigative files, Winchell with his
gossip. Their lives were predicated on the clandestine, and perhaps no
two men so fully appreciated the value of secrets—of finding them, de-
ploying them, protecting oneself from them. No two men so believed in
secrets. If the world was a dangerous place where conspiracies lurked
under a deceptive crust of civility, Hoover and Winchell would pierce the
crust, loose the secrets, reveal the inherent dishonesty and menace be-
neath. Together they would save the world from itself.

v

As Emile Gauvreau remembered it, Albert Kobler seemed distracted
that fall of 1934, though Gauvreau had no hint of why. Then, one eve-
ning in October, Kobler entered Gauvreau’s office and sank into an old
Queen Anne chair. “There was an expression of agony in his face which
made me stop my work,” Gauvreau later wrote. “He was fifty-eight but
he might have been taken for a man of three score and ten. ‘T've lost the
paper,’ he said.”

Kobler had apparently bought the paper with a $1.3 million note owed
to Hearst, which made Kobler the titular head of the Mirror and Hearst
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its real power. So long as the economy boomed, Kobler had no problem
meeting his obligations. But the crash had wiped out his fortune, forcing
him into a settlement with his creditors that was achieved, so Gauvreau
said, only because he let the Mirror endorse Roosevelt in 1932 and
reaped some political favors for doing so. Now, with the favors exhausted,
Hearst had called in the note, and Kobler was gone.

Walter certainly wasn’t unhappy about this turn of events. He detested
Kobler, whom he called “Mickey Mouse,” and he had been making noises
again about leaving the Mirror, this time to write movies in Hollywood.
The new editor in chief Hearst appointed that November was seventy-
year-old Arthur Brisbane, one of the publisher’s closest associates and al-
ready a journalist of legendary proportions. Brisbane looked like a sage,
with a huge head, towering forehead (he was nicknamed Double-Dome
or Big George) and wrinkled brow that seemed to squinch his features
toward his receding chin. He had been born in 1864, the son of a crusad-
ing utopian socialist who had known Karl Marx, studied with Hegel and
Charles Fourier, and helped establish the Brook Farm colony. The son
had started out as an idealist too, becoming a brilliant foreign correspon-
dent for the New York Sun and then its managing editor. But eventually
the lure of money proved too great to resist. He joined Pulitzer’s sensa-
tionalist World, and when that began softening its tone under the lash of
outraged moralists, he left for Hearst’s Evening Fournal as the new man-
aging editor, his salary pegged to circulation. He loved money. “I am paid
for doing badly what he did well,” he said of his father. “I am paid the
largest salary of any editor in the world.” Investing his money wisely with
Hearst’s advice, primarily in real estate, he became an extremely wealthy
man, almost certainly America’s wealthiest journalist.

Most Americans knew him not as an editor but as the author of a pop-
ular daily column, “Today,” which appeared on the front page of many
Hearst papers and in which he expatiated on subjects as diverse as Nero,
whom he considered the greatest man who ever lived, the possibility of
a human’s besting a gorilla in a boxing match and the superiority of peo-
ple with blue eyes. (“It annoys many when I talk about blue eyes but any
man who ever amounted to a damn in history had them, or gray eyes,
even men from dark races, like Napoleon from Corsica, Caesar from
Rome.”) He dictated these columns by the dozens onto wax cylinders,
talking constantly, even as he bustled about, his arms loaded with papers
and briefcases. “No matter how vulgarly commercial the topic,” wrote
King Features syndicate head Moses Koenigsberg of Brisbane, “a classic
essay was forthcoming.”

Walter, who had just recently re-upped at the Mirror, immediately ex-
pressed his enthusiasm for the journalistic solon. “Since you came here a
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few days ago,” he gushed like a cub reporter in a note to Brisbane, “it has
made me want to work! For it is the first time in ten years that I have felt
free. And those ten years it has not been pleasant working for an editor
who dislikes me and with whom I have had no contact—at all. . . . I know
your being my boss will renew ambition.” Gauvreau noticed that Walter
“emerged from his rabbit warren, now somewhere in the bowels of the
building,” and began tagging after Brisbane, toadying up to him as he
customarily did with a new boss.

For his part, Brisbane, a man even more full of himself than was Wal-
ter, was fascinated by the columnist but not necessarily impressed. “I
don’t understand a word of his jargon,” he told Gauvreau. “I'm always
worried for fear he will land us into a pile of trouble. He annoys me.” He
complained that Walter had even barged into his office once and pulled
out a handful of clippings about himself. “Does he think we’re working
for him?” And yet, with a voluptuary’s delight in money, he was intrigued
by Walter’s enormous salary. Twice, Gauvreau said, Brisbane had asked
him to recount the tale of Walter’s early days on the Graphic when the
young columnist was drawing only $100 a week. “That money came fast
to him,” Brisbane said, shaking his head. “Maybe too fast.”

At the Mirror, Brisbane had a simple mandate: Build circulation. His
first impulse was to refine the paper—not so that its readers wouldn'’t rec-
ognize it, but just enough to make it more competitive for advertising
and perhaps draw readers from the News. He instructed Gauvreau to
“print photographs of as FEW prostitutes as possible unless they commit
an interesting murder, or otherwise force themselves into the news, as
they are bound to do.”

While Brisbane tried to pump circulation, Walter was compliant. After
months of arguing with Kobler over the Sunday column, he now agreed
to write it, provided he received additional pay. (When Brisbane was dil-
atory, Walter snapped, “Four weeks or so have passed but nothing has
happened to my paycheck.” Brisbane finally ordered him to be paid one-
sixth his regular salary)) As Gauvreau analyzed it, however, the capitula-
tion was less the result of Walter’s deference to his new boss than his fear
of surrendering the Sunday audience of 1.3 million readers to Paul
Yawitz, who had been writing the Sunday column.

It was in one of his first Sunday columns that December that Walter
broke what he called “the biggest scoop in his career!” In bold face cap-
ital letters in the middle of the column he wrote: FLASH! scoop!! Ex-
CLUSIVE!!! THE WALTER WINCHELLS ANTICIPATE ABUNDLE FROM
HEAVEN IN T1IE SUMMER! In his Monday column the next day, he re-
peated the news for those who might have missed it: “Sometime next
Summer the Winchells will be 4 again.”
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No longer having Kobler to squabble with and no longer on speaking
terms with Gauvreau, and in an obviously expansive mood that Christmas
over June’s news, Walter picked a fight with Ed Sullivan, almost, it
seemed, to prove that he wasn’t going soft. (Walter’s own explanation a
few weeks later was fear: “[Wlhen I imagine people are not mentioning
me during dinner or supper [...] I get a little worried . . . I fear my time
has come . . .”) In his December 13 column Sullivan had written an open
letter to heiress Barbara Hutton, the Princess Mdivani by marriage. As
Sullivan later told it, he had seen Hutton around town and had been im-
pressed by her decency. “I got the idea that maybe she could help make
a better Christmas for some people . .. sort of like a Fairy godmother.”
His open letter urged her to be a “regular guy” to compensate for the
spendthrift ways of her foreign-born husband—Prince Mdivani was really
faux royalty from Russian Georgia and a notorious playboy—and donate
$5,000 to charity.

No sooner had the column run than Hutton phoned Walter, yelling
blackmail and asking for his help. However he felt about Hutton, Walter
saw an opening against his old rival and took it. In his column Walter
excoriated Sullivan for trying to extort money from Hutton and com-
mended her for her considerable charitableness. “We endorse anybody
who helps the poor,” Walter wrote, “but that’s beside the argument
[...] The open-letter-sender took pains to point out that her husband
wasn’t popular with the gang chiefs ‘who would like to meet him on some
waterfront.” A remark, incidentally, that some of the ‘boys’ resented.”
“[W]e subscribe to the sentiment of many who considered the article in
the ugliest taste,” he concluded, “and we pledge them all, that every time
anybody uses (or abuses) a newspaper in that manner, we’ll fight it and
protest against it at the top of our lungs and typewriter . . . That means
YOu!

Hutton wound up giving Sullivan $5,000 for charity, but Sullivan was
livid at Walter. If there had been any chance at rapprochement before the
Hutton incident, there was no possibility after it. Ed Sullivan and Walter
Winchell were now at war, and Walter seemed as happy as he had been
since Gloria’s death.

At the Mirror, however, Walter’s brief honeymoon with Brisbane was
coming to an end. The week after the Sullivan episode Brisbane scolded
Wialter for seeming to plug businesses and advertisers in his column—the
same dispute Walter had had with Kobler—though Brisbane couched his
objections in more conciliatory language than had his predecessor. In
January, Brisbane struck a more sensitive nerve. Walter had been devot-
ing virtually all his columns to the trial of Bruno Hauptmann, but the
syndicate was complaining to Brisbane that it couldn’t “dispose” of the
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Sunday column “unless it is a Broadway column. That is what the out of
town papers want.” “I am very anxious to build that up,” Brisbane wrote
him. A short time later Walter signed a contract with the G & W liquor
company to serve as a spokesperson in its ads. Again, Brisbane was chill-
ingly concise—*“I learned from our attorneys that your contract forbids
any work of this kind”—and Walter was forced to withdraw under threat
of an injunction.

In February, Brisbane hired Walter’s friend, Texas-born Stanley Walker
from the Herald Tribune, to become editor at the Mirror in an uneasy ar-
rangement with Gauvreau, and told Walter that Walker from now on was
to advise “what is and what is not the right kind of copy for editorial col-
umns.” Brisbane, it would seem, expected the new editor to domesticate
Walter. But things did not turn out that way. Walker liked Walter; he
called the column “simply marvelous!” Instead of domesticating the col-
umnist, Walker freed him to bedevil Brisbane as he had Kobler before
him. Walter even began poking fun at Mirror advertisers. The salesmen
at the 1. Miller Shoe Company, he wrote, coined the phrase “The Shoe
Must Go On.”

Watching bemusedly from the sidelines, Gauvreau and the other edi-
tors could barely stifle their laughter at each new Winchell gibe, but Bris-
bane was apoplectic. “Who in hell does he think he is?” he boiled. “I’ll
fix his wagon for him! I'll send him to cover an execution! I understand
his stomach can’t stand it!” “You have neither ethics, scruples, decency or
[sic] conscience,” he reportedly chastised Walter on another occasion.
“Let others have those things,” Walter answered. “I've got the readers.”

He had, and that made him nearly unassailable at the struggling
Mirror. A survey by the New York University Department of Marketing
conducted throughout 1934 found that Walter’s column was not only
the most popular feature in the M#ror but the most popular in 4/l the
city’s papers. The Mirror had more direct evidence. Sunday circulation
had increased by 167,066 copies since he had begun writing his Sunday
column. “The Mirror is a mess of newsprint built around page 10,” went
a popular saying, referring to the page on which Walter’s column now
appeared.

So in the end, Brisbane did nothing but splutter, just like the other
Hearst executives who silently begrudged Winchell his power, his salary,
his flouting of journalistic tradition. “There was something about
Winchell that people feared,” Gauvreau said of the apprehension with
which the Hearst establishment treated the columnist. “By implication,
without even the use of a name, he could make the gullible quake and
writhe and even suffer.” He would say, “I let him have it today,” or “He
had it coming to him,” and his putative enemies would be reminded of
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their own vulnerability—of some small misstep or indiscretion through
which they could be mortally wounded. His friendship with Hoover only
intensified the sense of terror. Brisbane was one of Hearst’s mightiest, but
not even he could contend with Walter’s power, so large it was, so inef-
fable, so uncontrollable and potentially so destructive.

TuAT JANUARY, two months after Brisbane’s ascension to publisher at
the Mirror, both he and Winchell were preoccupied with what promised
to be the story of the decade: the trial of Bruno Hauptmann for the kid-
napping and murder of the Lindbergh baby. Just as the nation had been
galvanized in euphoria by Lindbergh’s transatlantic flight in 1927, so had
it been galvanized in grief in 1932, when the child’s body was found near
the Lindberghs’ Hopewell, New Jersey, estate. For more than two years
investigators and journalists studied every false lead, sifted for every tiny
shard of evidence, examined motive and execution and reaction to bring
closure to the case and relief to the country. No other story had so riv-
eted Americans’ attention, possibly because none spoke as poignantly to
the sense of national vulnerability.

Walter’s own interest was no doubt fueled by his loss of Gloria less
than a year after the crime, and he became one of the most assiduous re-
porters on the progress of the investigation. His primary source was a
psychiatrist whom the police had consulted in devising a profile of the
murderer and whom Walter had flattered by calling “eminent” in his col-
umn. With Walter’s own physician as the go-between, Dr. Dudley D.
Schoenfeld fed information to the column and permitted Walter, in his
own mind at least, to separate rumor from fact. By September 1934 Wal-
ter knew the police were closing in on a suspect. A police briefing on
September 10 disclosed that officers had recovered several gold notes
from the Lindbergh ransom, but reporters agreed to withhold the story
until an arrest had been made. A few days later, on his September 16
broadcast, Walter called bank tellers “yaps” for not scrutinizing bills that
might be from the ransom money. He repeated the charge in his column
that day.

Meanwhile, the day before the broadcast, a Harlem gas station atten-
dant named Walter Lyle had become suspicious over a bill he had re-
ceived, a $10 gold note, and had brought it to the attention of a bank
teller named Walter Strum. (Lyle had also taken the precaution of getting
the license number of the car of the man who had given him the bill.)
Strum had heard Walter’s broadcast and was incensed. He spent the night
tossing and turning and cursing Winchell. He wanted to “show that wise
guy from Broadway” that tellers were not the “yaps” he said they were.
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Strum was not the only one who was incensed. So were the police, who
now feared that their investigation might be jeopardized. Gauvreau said
that police officials hammered him all evening over printing the informa-
tion. According to Gauvreau, Joe Connolly, the head of King Features,
which syndicated Winchell’s column, even told him “it would soon have
to be decided whether Winchell’s actions were beyond the control of the
Mirror itself.” But while the police were wondering whether their work
had been for naught, Strum verified that Walter Lyle’s bill was indeed
part of the ransom, and Lyle gave police the license number he had jotted
down. Bruno Hauptmann, an itinerant carpenter from Germany, was ar-
rested seventy-two hours after the broadcast. Walter said he had had all
the information before it was publicly released, including Hauptmann’s
arrest, but had withheld it from publication, instead passing what he
knew to the FBI in the note he had sent to Hoover.

On his next broadcast Walter naturally claimed partal credit for
Hauptmann’s apprehension. “I am happy—that an arrest followed im-
mediately after the warning [to be on the lookout for gold notes}—
considering that the clue that trapped the Lindbergh crime suspect—was
his passing of gold certificates.” (Gauvreau said that Walter had raced
down to the courthouse to convince Lyle to say that he had turned in the
bill only after listening to the broadcast. But Lyle hadn’t, and Walter
scratched a reference to him from the script.) The question would long
remain whether Walter had impeded the investigation or helped it. In his
own defense, he always adduced a letter from Hoover written at the time
thanking Walter for his assistance. In 1936, after an appearance before
the convention of the Newspaper Editors of America, Hoover wrote
Walter another letter, once again expressing his appreciation. “I pointed
out without, of course, mentioning names specifically,” Hoover said,
“how a well-known columnist had refrained from printing a truly na-
tional and international scoop on the Lindbergh case for twenty-four
hours in order not to harm the investigation. ... Of course you know
who that person is. I thought that the editors should know that there was
at least one columnist who put patriotism and the safety of society above
any mercenary attitude in his profession.” Walter had the letter framed
and placed on his office wall.

In December, Brisbane notified Walter that he was to be one of the
Mirror’s three-man delegation to the Hauptmann trial in Flemington,
New Jersey. Brisbane himself would provide perspective, Damon Runyon
the actual reportage and Walter human interest. Almost immediately,
however, Brisbane accused Walter of having taken all the tickets assigned
the Mirror. Walter protested that he had gotten his tickets not from the
sheriff, as had other reporters, but directly from New Jersey Governor
Harold Hoffman and that he had secured tickets for himself, Brisbane

WorldRadioHistory



Filling the Void / 209

and Dr. Schoenfeld, “who has edited and practically prepared my numer-
ous Hauptmann case col'ms.” “Without him by my side at the trial,”
Walter added, “I couldn’t get what I intend to get—inside stuff.” Since
the Mirror reporters were to be headquartered in Trenton, miles from
Flemington, Walter also requested a police escort, but Brisbane de-
murred.

Battles for tickets, concerns for a police escort, human interest
coverage—all these things were harbingers of the kind of trial
Hauptmann would get. The Hall-Mills and Snyder-Gray trials of the
twenties, with their battalions of reporters, were hardly decorous affairs,
but nothing had quite prepared the American public for the spectacle in
Flemington, where radio and newsreels were added to the mix and where
the crime involved one of the country’s most revered figures. The enter-
prising sheriff sold tickets: $10 for the main floor, $5 for the balcony.
Sightseers arrived by the busloads on Sunday to tour the empty court-
room. (Walter’s seat was marked by a sign.) Witnesses were given vaude-
ville offers. Celebrities regularly attended the trial, sometimes doing
crossword puzzles or knitting in boredom, prompting Cholly Knicker-
bocker to gasp, “What a sorry spectacle New York society has made of
itself these last few weeks.”

Between 100 and 130 photographers descended on Flemington, and
between 300 to 350 reporters, including most of America’s journalistic
elite. “If all the famous writers covering the trial were placed side by
side,” Walter wrote, “they’d probably all talk about themselves.” One of
them, Hearst star reporter Adela Rogers St. Johns, admitted that the trial
was an occasion to perform and that she had worked out a wardrobe with
designer Hattie Carnegie as part of her expense account. “They had to be
things Papa would have approved,” St. Johns later wrote; “still they had
to be noticeable.” Among the most noticeable of the reporters was Wal-
ter, who usually sat seven feet from Hauptmann, near the balustrade, in
his trademark blue or gray suit and gray fedora and wearing dark glasses,
which made him instantly recognizable in the crowd.

The trial began on January 3, 1935, with the selection of the jury, and
Walter was immediately thrust into the proceedings. Hauptmann'’s de-
fense counsel asked one prospective juror if he had ever read Walter
Winchell’s column. “I wouldn’t let a man like that influence me,” the ju-
ror answered, then continued, “I don’t read his column, but I listen to
him on the radio.” The spectators, reported Walter, “broke into laugh-
ter” until Judge Thomas Whitaker Trenchard silenced them. The same
question was asked of each juror, allowing Walter to brag that “of all the
comments written and said about the Lindbergh case, The Mirror col-
umnist’s comments are apparently considered the most damaging and in-
criminatory.”
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There was never the least doubt in Walter’s mind that the dark, lank
German carpenter had committed the crime, though efforts by NBC le-
gal department to prevent Walter from convicting Hauptmann on radio
before a jury had, went for naught. He simply ignored the department’s
instructions. Walter had already trucked out the evidence in his column
and on the broadcast, declaring each new item a scoop: the bank notes
from the ransom in Hauptmann’s possession, a wooden rung from the
kidnapper’s ladder that matched a missing plank in Hauptmann’s attic, the
similarity in speech inflections between the kidnapper and Ifauptmann
that an intermediary named Condon noticed, the rare postage stamp on
a ransom note which had been purchased at a drugstore in Hauptmann’s
neighborhood.*

That first week the Lindberghs testified, but Walter kept watching
Hauptmann, speculating that he had committed the crime to prove that
he was as good as Lindbergh. “I, too, am world famous,” Walter pro-
jected Hauptmann as saying to himself. “Why look! I even have Lind-
bergh, the most famous man in the world, sharing the same spotlight!”
The next day Hauptmann allegedly asked Runyon, sitting behind him, to
point out Winchell to him. “He should not be allowed here,” the defen-
dant grumbled in his thick accent; “he is not a nice man.” “We are never
cordial to suspected murderers,” riposted Walter in the column.

He devoted his entire broadcast that night to the trial. “I have heard
it said of me, and I have read it, too—that I am partial and biased,” he
announced. “As a matter of record, ladies and gentlemen, when I have
encountered important information about the case I have turned it over
to both sides—the State and the defense. . ..” But he then proceeded to
promise new evidence that “will lift the beard from your face, or the
lashes from your eyes.” The new bombshell was that the misspelling of
the word “signature” on the ransom note matched exactly Hauptmann’s
misspelling of it when he was asked to write the word by police. As far
as Walter was concerned, that made the trial a formality. “I think your
theories and deductions have converted many,” Brisbane wrote him three
days after the broadcast, “or rather convinced them including myself.”

For the time being, gossip had drifted away. “I can’t get into the mood

*Even away in Flemington, Walter could not avoid feuds. One night at Dinty Moore’s restau-
rant in Manhattan, George Jessel, Walter’s boyhood friend, said that Winchell seemed to know
more about the Lindbergh case than anyone else, and a fellow diner quipped, “Maybe he did
it.” The story got back to Walter, who now wrote, referring to a mysterious character in the
case named Isadore Fish thought by some to be the real mastermind behind the kidnapping:
“Could Isadore Fish be George Jessel>” Jessel was booed at his next engagement in Cleveland
and for years afterward refused to speak to Winchell.
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of writing trivia about people, except those at the trial,” Walter said as
the proceedings moved into their second week. “At any rate, nothing else
interests me, and its my column, so what are you going to do about
it ...” For Walter the trial was a challenge to prove that he was what he
had always claimed to be—a reporter. To prove it, Walter admitted he
was driving himself to illness. “You can’t eat regularly if at all [.. ] for
someone near you is certain to bring up an ‘angle’ you haven'’t figured be-
fore and you can’t wait to jot it down for the wires.” After staying up
twenty-seven straight hours to put himself on a regular sleep schedule, he
found himself rising early, unable to go back to sleep—“from thinking,
thinking and thinking of this and that about the case....”

Folded within the challenge to be regarded by his peers as a newspa-
perman was the challenge to prove that his so-called scoops were in fact
accurate: to prove that Hauptmann was indeed the murderer as Walter
said he was. Only then would Winchell get the respect he felt was due
him. “Every time we ventured a prediction or a bit of advance informa-
tion on the Hauptmann case, we were rebuffed and rebuked or chal-
lenged by opposition newspaper reporters, editors or readers,” Walter
wrote with the wounded tone of a wronged man. That was why he stayed
in Flemington, he said, “not so much to see the trial as to be there to
check off the confirmations of advance tips printed here—to column
about them chiefly for those who sniffed at them.” And so it wasn’t only
Bruno Hauptmann who was on trial in Flemington. Far more important
for Walter Winchell, be was on trial.

“The big idea is to keep your eyes on Bruno, your ears on the wit-
nesses and lawyers and your mind on how the soandso are you going to
fill the column for tonight’s paper?” Walter wrote. Much of the time he
sat next to Mrs. Hauptmann, placing himself in the middle of the fray.
Watching her as the prosecution questioned handwriting experts who
connected Hauptmann to the ransom note, he was amazed by her “dead
pan,” exactly like her husband’s. “You can’t tell what might be in their
minds by merely looking at their faces,” he wrote, though he had also
concluded that if Hauptmann were innocent, he “could not sit there so
patiently and ‘take it’ without causing a scene.” (During one handwriting
expert’s testimony Walter sneaked a look at a note Hauptmann had
passed to his wife: “Make sure about my insurance.”) As a neighbor was
testifying against Hauptmann, Mrs. Hauptmann whispered to Walter, “I
could choke her,” while Bruno tried to catch her attention to warn her
not to speak to Winchell.

By the time Hauptmann took the stand on January 25, the outcome
seemed in little doubt. “That spellbinding 40 minutes late Friday after-
noon will never be forgotten by those of us who were there,” Walter said
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on his broadcast. The entire courtroom was kept on edge by “the fury
and fire of the prosecutor ... Mr. Wilentz, it seemed to some of us, was
representing civilization . .. And he was confronting the defendant with
facts—hard, stubborn facts—which lies, lies, lies cannot drown out.”

As expected, Hauptmann was found guilty, the verdict igniting pande-
monium in the courtroom as reporters bolted to the phones to file their
stories. By one account, the verdict had no sooner been rendered than
Walter jumped to his feet, yelling, “I said that in October. I predicted
he’d be guilty. Oh, that’s another big one for me! Come on, fellas, put it
in your stories. I was the first one to call it.” Robert Musel, covering the
trial for the United Press, was appalled. “How do they let a fucking child
like this in the room?” he fumed.

And so was rendered the “other” verdict: the verdict on Walter
Winchell as a reporter. He had stayed in Flemington throughout the
trial, nearly two months away from his pregnant wife and Walda, even
sending for his dentist rather than return to the city when a tooth
cracked. He had written, by one estimate, seventy thousand words since
Hauptmann’s arrest. He had come down with a severe case of lumbago
from the hard benches. He had sat in the courtroom, chewing orange and
lime drops, desperate for a cigarette but not allowing himself to miss a
minute of the proceedings. He had furiously scribbled notes, passing
them to Mrs. Hauptmann, who passed them down the row to a messen-
ger who spirited them to the paper. He had repeatedly crowed over his
scoops, at one point even running a tally of each story he had broken. He
had done all these things to demonstrate that he was more than a gossip.
And he had loved every minute of it. “Never thought I'd ever get to the
point where I didn’t care a hoot about being on or seeing Broadway,” he
wrote halfway through the trial. “Don’t give my regards to anybody!”

He was also among those who most vehemently decried the whole cir-
cus atmosphere surrounding the trial, complaining of the “moron” seated
near him “who giggles or tee-hees every time there is a tense and dra-
matic moment at the trial” and wishing the person would “just go out
some place and die.” And yet there were many who believed that
Winchell was one of the main contributors to that circus atmosphere. On
the same day he cheered the end of what he called the “Flemington Fol-
lies,” he had written, “Smasho! Flash! Crash!!! Verna Snyder, juror no. 3,
who tips the Toledos at 261, is said to have fallen out of bed in her Union
Hotel boudoir night before last. First rumors were that there had been an
earthquake.” It was Walter, in his dark glasses, who was constantly
forcing himself into the trial as a protagonist. It was Walter who thrilled
when Dr. John “Jafsie” Condon, the onetime intermediary between the
kidnapper and the Lindberghs, had threatened to “punch Winchell in the
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eye,” and Walter who leaped up to shake Condon’s hand as the man left
the witness stand. It was Walter who, when a movie cashier testified that
the Hauptmanns had spent some of the ransom money at her theater,
where Walter’s Broadway Through a Keyhole was then playing, held up a
sign to Hauptmann asking, “Bruno—was my picture good or lousy or
good and lousy?” (Hauptmann whispered that he hadn’t seen it.)

“He sits in the front row every day at the trial,” one paper said, “and
leans so far forward you think any moment he is going to fall flat on his
face, which isn’t a bad idea.” Variety reported that he had “annoyed the
self-exiles from Broadway with his prattling about the Hauptmann trial.
For a time all of us thought he was on trial, not Hauptmann. Too bad it
wasn’t so.” (To Walter’s credit, he reprinted these criticisms in his col-
umn.) “What do you think Hauptmann would rather do,” Runyon was
said to have asked Bob Musel, “sit where he is or spend the rest of his life
listening to Winchell talk?” “He’d jump in the electric chair,” said Musel.

As the first trial to be covered by the full panoply of national media,
Hauptmann’s prosecution was a milestone in the culture. Thereafter, the
media would be as much participants in an event as reporters of it, shap-
ing and sensationalizing on a new scale and turning events into occasions,
national festivals. “The same thing would happen again, in any part of
America, if a similar trial were held next year,” Stanley Walker wrote
shortly after. “Walter Winchell would bounce about, giving tips and sug-
gestions to the prosecution if his sympathies lay that way, as they did in
the Hauptmann case. If convenient, Arthur Brisbane would drop in to
size up the situation. Damon Runyon would be there, and Adela Rogers
St. Johns with her heavenly prose. Illustrators would be there, some
merely for the fun of it, and there would be the usual aggregation of well-
dressed women with nothing better to do.” And to the extent that this
state of affairs seemed to threaten “this civilization,” as Walter said some
critics believed, he would be judged guilty of having helped make it so,
of having helped turn tragedy into entertainment.

\%

In large measure it was radio that enabled him to do so. “You had to
be around at nine o’clock eastern time* on Sunday night to realize the
compelling power of Walter Winchell and the ‘Jergens Journal,”” film

*The program originated at 9:30 pM. until October 1, 1939, when it switched to g:00. Walter
broadcast again, at 11:00 ET, for the West Coast.
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producer David Brown, then a journalist, recalled, using the program’s
new name. “He just punched through the air. And we all listened because
you never knew what he was going to say.” Another listener remembered
“strolling one Sabbath evening for 6 blocks through a residential section
of Birmingham [Alabama] and never losing a word of WW’s broadcast as
his voice came through a succession of open windows.” His radio ratings,
which steadily grew from 11.5 percent of all listeners in his first season
on the “Jergens Journal” to 11.6 percent in 1933-34 to 13.8 percent in
1934-35 to 19.2 percent in 1935-36, consistently ranked him among the
highest-rated commentators on the air, though in large urban areas the
figures were undoubtedly much higher.

In May 1934 General Motors, recognizing his impact, offered him a
raise of $1,000 per week to work under its sponsorship. His option with
Jergens foreclosed him from taking the offer, but that same month he
signed a new contract with the Jergens company calling for $2,000 per
broadcast for thirty-nine weeks. Less than a year later his salary rose once
again, this time to $2,500 per broadcast. More important, in November,
shortly after the Fleetwood Beach Club judgment and his brief dispute
with the Mirror over its refusal to indemnify him, Walter got Jergens to
agree to indemnify him against any damages awarded for libel, slander,
invasion of privacy or infringement of copyrights. He also secured him-
self a sabbatical from the program each summer from June through
August. The new contract, Walter announced, made him the “only indi-
vidual on radio who has held the same job, without a partner or an
orchestra—for § years—And so my thanks to Mr. Jergens, and to
you—Mr. and Mrs. America—for making it all possible.”

The broadcast with its insistent rhythm and the distinctive high report
of Walter’s voice not only burned Walter Winchell into the American
consciousness but facilitated his transformation—the transformation that
had accelerated in Flemington—from a show business gossip to a gossip-
cum-newsman. [t was harder to make the change in the newspaper, where
Walter was segregated from the hard news, placed in the exile of the en-
tertainment pages, which he could escape only for events like the
Hauptmann trial, and even then his contributions were considered less
reportage than entertainment.

Radio, newer and without any tradition of its own, made no such dis-
tinction between entertainment and news. For one thing, owing to a dis-
pute between news agencies and the young medium, there was very little
news on the radio to begin with. Fearing competition from radio,
newspaper editors in April 1933 had coerced the Associated Press into
withholding its news service from the networks. “If radio companies want
news,” declaimed Hearst, “let them get their own news.” The networks
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were now forced to do precisely that, though their news departments
were often no more than a staff member manning a phone.

The dispute had arisen shortly after Roosevelt’s inauguration, at the
very time when Walter’s own news consciousness was being raised and
announcer Ben Grauer was introducing him on the show as “the most
versatile reporter in America ... Walter Winchell covers Broadway and
Hollywood, politics and society ... and his news of today makes the
headlines of tomorrow.” Stuck for copy while the AP and NBC bickered,
Walter enlisted the help of a young Toronto-born journalist named Art
Arthur. Arthur began combing newspapers, particularly foreign papers,
for hints of upcoming political developments. Using Arthur’s tips, Walter
often scooped the news agencies; he even predicted the abdication of
Britain’s King Edward VIII when Arthur sighted an item in an English
paper from a royal insider who said that Edward’s brother George was
well trained for kingly duties.

In March 1934 the newspaper editors and broadcast executives agreed to
form the Press-Radio Bureau, which gave the networks access to the wire
services so long as the use was limited to two five-minute broadcasts each
day, one after 9:30 A.m. and the other after 9 pm., so as not to interfere
with the morning and evening newspapers. But Walter’s program fell out-
side this proposition anyway. Neither news nor entertainment, it was an
odd weave of both; “infotainment” another generation would call it.

He seemed to arrange it like a vaudeville bill. It begain with a “flash,”
usually a dramatic news story. (“Get me a good murder or a train wreck
so I can get off to a good start,” he later told ghostwriter Herman
Klurfeld.) He followed with about a half dozen more items, blending gos-
sip with hard news and opinion. These were followed by “By Way of the
High Seas,” roughly a half dozen international stories, usually of a polit-
ical nature. (An electronic beep rather than the telegraphic clack intro-
duced these pieces.) Then came “Dots and Dashes and Lots of Flashes
from Border to Border and Coast to Coast”—a series of brief gossip
items, mostly marriages, divorces, births and illnesses. “Oddities in the
News” came next: four or five offbeat stories that would have been re-
garded as filler in a newspaper or magazine, though it was in this segment
that he often took his pokes at what he thought were bureaucratic idio-
cies. Then he would snap, “I'll be back in a flash with a flash.” After a
commercial for Jergens Lotion, Walter reported more small items, some
gossip, some not, and answered listeners’ mail. He always ended with
what insiders called the “lasty”—a sentimental or humorous one-liner.
“Get your audience, keep them interested, sell them an idea in the mid-
dle, finish with a great line, and get off for the bows” was how he de-
scribed the process to an associate.
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The pace was furious. Grauer said that Walter entered the small studio
on the second floor of Radio City “like a comet.” Awaiting the signal that
the program was to begin, Walter puffed nervously at a cigarette, then re-
moved his jacket, loosened his collar, unzipped his fly to relieve pressure,
pushed his fedora back on his head and took his place at the mike. At the
opening, as he jiggled his telegraph bug with one hand, he drank a glass
of water with the other and his foot beat time. “[I]t is as though the
whole broadcast were set to a metronomic rapid tempo, as indeed it is,”
remarked a journalist watching the show.

He barked the news, racing so quickly that a listener was hard pressed
to keep up but was also loath to miss a single word. Grauer said his
“voice was not loud,” but there was an “adrenaline high at all times.”
“Considering the important issues you discuss, don’t you think your over-
emotional manner might irritate some people?” a friend once rebuked
him. “Winchell stared at me in amazed silence. ‘Okay, so they’re irri-
tated,” he said. ‘But you and all the other critics are wrong, because you
fail to realize that this manner of talking is my trademark. And once a
guy’s got a trademark, he’s set for life.” ”

Every week seemed to bring a new shipwreck, train crash or airplane
accident, a new kidnapping, murder or police dragnet. And Walter not
merely reported these, not even merely dramatized them, but frequently
inserted himself directly into the action as he had in the Hauptmann trial.
If a ship was sinking, Walter issued a call for help. If a child had been
kidnapped, Walter appealed to the kidnappers. If someone had been mur-
dered, Walter often suggested he had evidence about the crime. (“Atten-
tion[,] Commissioner Valentine,” he once announced after describing a
triple murder. “Please phone—I have an alleged clue!”) If a suspect
wanted to turn himself in, Walter offered his good offices for the surren-
der. “Benny/[,] waited for you for two hours at the corner of 28th Street
and Fifth Avenue last night from 7:20 to 9:30,” he reported. “Benny[,]
did not tell the police anything. Don’t believe everything you read.”

This was the world according to Walter Winchell, the world that he
purveyed to his listeners in the thirties and that formed such an indelible
part of the imagery of the decade. And if his effulgence of gossip con-
veyed a prurient farrago of celebrities, his presentation of news con-
veyed a world of disaster and violence, a world seemingly poised on the
edge, a world that reified the imminent sense of peril that his listeners
felt about their own lives and a world in which Winchell seemed always
to be either at the center of every event or above events, an oracle proph-
esying the future and then sharing his knowledge.

Of course, there was still gossip interlarded with the news. There was
still humor, still the verbal jousting with Ben Bernie. There was still the
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cynicism over meanness and ingratitude—stories about a daughter who
was arrested by her father, a “so-called human being,” for taking flowers
from his garden to place on her mother’s grave or about a schoolteacher
who was fired for giving students free meals even if they didn’t have relief
tickets to pay for them. And there were the oddities about a cross-eyed
man whose eyes were uncrossed when he was hit by a truck or about a
robbery victim who got the better of the exchange when the bandit left
behind a new overcoat during the getaway or about a jury that convicted
a man of grand larceny and then wound up leaving behind a hotel bill for
items its members stole.

There were still all these elements, but it was the commingling of them
with the news that now made the program the strange, unique, virtually
surrealistic concoction it was. The death of ten thousand people in
Ethiopia was followed immediately by a Hollywood divorce or romance,
and that followed by some coincidence that rated inclusion as an oddity.
Dozens of these items raced past listeners each program, not only abut-
ting one another but most given the same urgency and drama. Nothing
was differentiated.

Journalistic traditionalists, who had earlier decried his gossip, now de-
spaired over what his acceptance as a news commentator said about
America’s changing media culture. Though no one could ever know for
certain, what it may have said was that many Americans in the Depres-
sion had become distrustful of traditional authority and even traditional
modes of understanding, both of which Winchell’s broadcast directly
challenged. What it may have said was that many Americans found
Winchell’s bald histrionics more open, honest and forthright than more
reasonable and conservative sources of information and that his implied
promise to tell his audience what was going to happen before it had hap-
pened took them into the sacred aerie of secrecy and power from which
they had always been barred. And it may have said that many Americans
found Winchell’s bizarre blend of the most serious news and the most
trivial gossip a far more accurate objective correlative for the modern
world in which his listeners lived than the hierarchical facts in respectable
newspapers, just as his unrelenting gossip had been an objective correla-
tive for the twenties.

And it may have said simply that Americans were having fun listening
to Winchell—a conclusion that traditionalists might have found the most
depressing of all. It was one thing to gossip; everyone understood that
was a distraction. But by applying the techniques of show business to
news, as radio permitted him to do, Winchell blurred the distinction be-
tween the two. The question was whether hard news could survive once
it had been exposed to show business, whether it might not be tainted be-
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yond recognition as it was at the Hauptmann trial. That was what the
traditionalists feared and what Winchell as newsman threatened.

VI

The baby arrived on July 26, 1935, shortly after three o’clock in the
afteroon at the Park West Hospital. Walter had joked that if the child was
a boy, they would name him Reid and if a girl Sue. (Ben Bernie had sug-
gested Lynch.) The child was actually named Walter, Jr. Walter was on
vacation from the paper at the time of the birth and missed the scoop,
but he returned to work four days later absolutely ecstatic. What had
been the most interesting thing he saw during his month’s vacation? Ar-
thur Brisbane asked in an editorial welcoming him back. “THE SPELL-
BINDING MAGIC OF NATURE AS OUR SON WAS BEING BORN,” Walter
answered.

It was “the most enjoyable [thrill] 've known,” he told a reporter after
taking Walter, Jr., home. Though he opened his first column after his va-
cation with an item on actress Mae Murray’s green sandals and matching
green toenails, by the second paragraph he was rhapsodizing over his new
son. “Portrait of a Bundle from Heaven,” he wrote.

His tiny ears are up against his well-shaped head ... Dark blue
eyes ... Black hair ... Exceptionally good chest expansion (accord-
ing to his nurses) ... He keeps his little hands open (denoting
strength) ... He rolls both of his huge eyes at the same time ...
There isn’t a blemish on his sturdy little body [...] He tastes like
honey ... And smells like gardenias.

Two days later he filled the column with notes from well-wishers.
Hoover wrote: “So you also get your man!” Sports columnist Jimmy
Cannon asked Walter to tell the baby that “his mom is the First Lady of
Broadway and his dad a great friend who stands up in the pinches,” and
then joshed that this “should be worth more than a million dollars can
buy him. But if he is a true Winchell he’ll take the cash.”

The euphoria was genuine. Four again. The Winchells were four
again. A piece had been put back in place. Now they were whole. Now
the happiness would return.

But it was a chimera. If anything, Walt Jr.s birth underscored how
much had changed since, and partly because of, Gloria’s death. Walda,
like June, had never fully recovered. She was a troubled child who had
even withdrawn from first grade after an argument with a teacher some-
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how triggered an “aversion to men,” as her school transcript put it. Now
eight, she reacted badly to the baby’s birth. She began having night ter-
rors and nightmares. She would see monsters emerging from her closet
and drawing closer until she felt she would be smothered, and she would
awaken in a state of such “wild terror,” as a psychiatrist later described it,
that she was afraid to go to sleep. June, though only thirty-two, was frag-
ile and high-strung, smoking almost as much as Walter. And Wialter,
painfully aware of how he had neglected his family, again talked about
scaling back and eventually retiring to California, although almost every-
thing he had done since Gloria’s death belied his words.

He was still plagued by insecurity. Now that he was among the most
famous men in America, there was more to lose, more work to do just to
stay in place. It was the one thing everyone commented upon, his obses-
sion with his work, and it had only intensified since Gloria’s death. “It
grabbed Winchell from the time he opened his eyes in mid-afternoon till
he closed them in the mists of dawn,” his friend Ernie Cuneo wrote.
Winchell “lives his column,” fellow columnist Dorothy Kilgallen ob-
served. “He never forgets his job. When he dines with you, he whips out
a black pencil and copy paper (folded three ways, reporter fashion) and
takes southpaw notes on what you say.” To his associate Herman
Klurfeld, Walter himself admitted, “The truth is that any time spent
without any value to the column is a waste of time. A bore.”

June had been forbearing, but inevitably she had come to resent Wal-
ter’s single-mindedness, and she seldom accompanied him on his rounds.
“It has long been her contention that the whoopee places offered little
and she could never quite understand their lure for others,” he once
wrote. Even at home she found no pocket of calm from the column.
“Don’t put me in the paper—don’t make me say things I didn’t say,” Wal-
ter had her say in a column in the form of a domestic dialogue. “People
will think I'm silly or something. Walda, come here. Be careful what you
say in front of Daddy—he’ll put it in the paper.” Walter replied that ev-
erything he had her say was true and that anyway “it’s a good idea for a
column [. ..} intimate, personal, inside stuff about us ...” In another of
these “Mr. and Mrs. Columnist at Home” columns, Walter told June he
was going to print their conversation, and June protested, “Don’t you
dare. I've told you. I don’t like being made a character. And I'm not
kidding. T'll divorce you if you do!”

Most of all, June had come to disapprove of Walter’s lifestyle, dis-
approve of most of his Broadway acquaintances and his gangland as-
sociates. Part of her disapproval, though, was really anxiety over her
husband’s safety. Early in 1934 he got himself an all-wave radio and tuned
to the police band. Later that year he bought a convertible roadster—
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“the best investment I ever made” he called it. Now, every night, after
the clubs closed, he cruised the streets with two or three other reporters,
tracking police calls from three until six in the morning, racing to the
crime scenes as soon as he heard a “Signal 30,” which meant a crime was
in progress. Walter was as excited as a child as he sailed through the
streets on his way to a robbery or murder. If he was especially lucky, he
would arrive at the same time as the police. Once he and an officer found
a murder suspect feigning sleep in an unlocked apartment; the policeman
arrested the man because his shoes were still warm.

“She worried that he was going to be murdered or hit or wind up in
the hospital,” said his friend Arnold Forster of June. By this time Walter
was receiving numerous threats on his life, some from crackpots, others
from Nazi sympathizers. (One mentally unbalanced woman wrote him a
letter every day for years, accusing him of ridiculing her in the column.
“Even if we discussed a statue, we were talking about her,” said his sec-
retary.) During the Hauptmann trial a court messenger had handed him
a series of unsigned cartoons: The first was a swastika, the second a skull
and crossbones, and the third a columnist hanging from a tree.

But Walter managed to avoid any physical confrontations with the fas-
cists until December 18, 1935. At 8:30 that night he was leaving the
Dawn Patrol barbershop on Seventh Avenue between 52nd and 53rd
streets when two young men jumped him. One struck him in the back;
the other punched him in the face. Walter crumpled to the sidewalk.
(Later there was a question over whether he chased them.) His nose
bleeding, Walter staggered back into the barbershop, where the manager
sat him on a chair and ordered the blood wiped from his face. While the
manager and two customers left to see if they could find the assailants, a
tooth of Walter’s fell to the floor. The attackers were Nazis, he was
certain.

The next day, predictably, the incident landed in the papers, overshad-
owing a major labor address, the first in New York City in two years, by
John L. Lewis of the United Mine Workers. “I am quite ready to admit
that if Walter Winchell is punched, that is news; although I would not
put it in the list of either epochal or strange incidents,” Heywood Broun
opined the next week in The Nation. In the meantime, the police provided
Walter a bodyguard, and Lucky Luciano vowed to “even things up for
you” if Walter could find out who had done it. Walter said he would han-
dle it himself, but Luciano had already assigned a bodyguard of his own,
a hulk named Pete Boretti, who now accompanied Walter everywhere.
Just in case, Walter also started carrying a gun—a snub-nosed .38 that he
wore under his coat and brandished to impress spectators.

The gun, the police calls, the snap-brim fedora he always wore, the
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constant public feuding, the bold taunts to Nazis, even the populism,
were now part of a pattern that had firmly established a new Walter
Winchell in the public consciousness to replace the twenties model. He
was no longer just an imp. He was an avenger who strutted through the
culture and blasted over the airwaves, meeting injustice and righting
wrongs.

But whether Winchell realized it or not, the new model was no less a
role than the old one, and if he didn’t realize it, at least some of his public
did. In October 1935 Walter had reprinted a letter from a fan who signed
himself “Prince Charming.” The fan said he had waited outside the Stork
Club one evening to see his hero, but Walter had given him the brush-
off. “Now I have heard it said that you will print two sides to every story
you get—that you are a Lilliputian of a knight fighting the crusades of
the little people—the waiters, the cab drivers, the cigarette girls, the
honky-tonk acts, the abused, the Broadway halt and the Broadway blind.
Occasionally, you scream of treason, of larceny, of treachery in high
places—in a shrill and honest voice.”

“Prince Charming” said he hadn't really been disappointed when Wal-
ter brushed past him. “Maybe, it is just as well you didn’t stop the other
night when I plucked at your sleeve,” he wrote. “It might have spoiled
the illusion. My friend is not a guy named Winchell. My friend is a guy
with ten fingers on a typewriter—that is my friend—and a voice noisy

with news and excitement coming out of a black box. That is what I
like. . ..”
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Stardom

s iALTER WINCHELL HAD CHANGED

remarkably in the fifteen years since he arrived back in New York late
in 1920 as a naive but aggressive young vaudevillian trying to make his
name in the world. He was stll handsome, still with fine features and
penetrating blue eyes that locked so intently on a listener that they often
unnerved those who met him. He still talked like a “magpie,” in Ben
Grauer’s words, and he still sent off waves of electricity that could set a
whole room buzzing. He was still fearful and insecure, still always worry-
ing about money. He was still much more outwardly than inwardly
directed, still campaigning for himself every chance he got, still at turns
sycophantic and resentful.

But he had changed. Physically he was trim, but his five-foot-seven-
inch body was no longer lithe. His hair was rapidly turning gray, his hair-
line receding. He looked older than his thirty-nine years, even if his
aging had imparted a certain distinction—something no one could have
imagined thinking back on the ambitous, glad-handing young Winchell.
The larger change one detected, however, was in his temperament.
Though quick-witted and often funny, he had become much more self-
conscious about his growing status as a political commentator and much
more concerned about preserving his image as an American institution.
There was a sobriety one seldom found in the younger Winchell, a sense
that he could no longer stand on the sidelines heckling, that to be taken
seriously he had to grapple with weightier issues.
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Yet at the same time that he was completing his transformation from
imp to institution, he realized that he still couldn’t rest. He had to move
or someone would catch up to him, even surpass him. That, he knew as
well as anyone, was how celebrity worked; there was always something
new coming along, something hot. So one always had to reinvent oneself.
It was out of this impulse that he had first ventured into radio when he
felt he had reached a ceiling with the column. Now that he was preem-
inent in both radio and print, he needed to master another medium to
stay ahead of the pack. And this time he looked to Hollywood. This time
he was going to become a movie star.

As preposterous as this might have sounded for any other journalist, it
was far more than a pipe dream for Winchell. His film shorts aside, he
had been courted by Hollywood for starring roles since his first trip
there, but he had always rebuffed the studios by asking for a prohibitively
high salary. By 1935 Walter was listening more attentively, not only be-
cause he wanted something to rejuvenate him but because he thought he
had found a way to reduce the risk of failing while he tried: Ben Bernie.

Over the years Walter and Bernie had had their real-life disputes—
when Bernie wrote for permission to mention Walter’s name in a trailer
for a film he was doing at Paramount, Walter refused and warned, “{I]f
you persist then I’'m washed up with you forever”—but their radio feud
had continued unabated since those few weeks back in 1933 when the
sponsors temporarily ordered them to desist, and Bernie spent part of
1935 in Hollywood prospecting for movie projects for the two of them.
By the fall Walter, obviously over his anger about Broadway Through a
Keybole, was also pressing Darryl Zanuck at Twentieth Century-Fox to
come up with a vehicle for Bernie and Winchell. “Reliance films have
been writing me for weeks for an interview, claiming they have three
scripts for me,” Walter said. “Thalberg [of MGM] and Harry Cohn of
Columbia are also interested but I think you are top man and our alleged
prestige would be safer with you.”

Zanuck had promised Walter that he would find the “proper and cor-
rect vehicle for you and Bernie,” but it wasn’t until September 1936
that he found it. Zanuck was clearly excited. He dispatched Fox Vice-
President Joe Moskowitz to New York with a temporary story treatment
and instructions to contact Walter the minute Moskowitz arrived. Less
than three weeks later, with Moskowitz trailing Walter on his rounds and
by one account pleading with him to agree so that Moskowitz could re-
turn to California, Walter signed for his first starring film role. The sal-
ary was to be $75,000. “I hope I haven’t been swindled!” Walter wrote
Zanuck three days later. Walter also asked that he not be forced to come
to Hollywood much before actual production began, since his syndicate
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had complained of too much Hollywood gossip and not enough New
York. Zanuck cheerfully agreed. “I will not send for you until I actually
need you and you will receive script far in advance so you will have plenty
of time to build up your own dialogue and cut down Bernie’s,” Zanuck
joked. To Fox publicist Harry Brand, Walter made one more request: that
he be given a bungalow on the lot to race to between takes so he could
“get another couple of paragraphs done.”

Walter departed New York on December 14, 1936, from Penn Station
and arrived in Los Angeles three days later. Though Eddie Cantor, who
was to costar, had begged off the picture—Walter later said because Can-
tor thought it would fail—Walter arrived in high spirits. The story,
adapted by Curtis Kenyon from Dorothea Brande’s novel Wake Up and
Live, was a farce about a timid page at a radio station who has a lovely
singing voice but gets “mike fright.” The beautiful hostess of an inspira-
tional radio program (Alice Faye) encourages him to conquer his fear by
practicing in front of the microphone. One day while he is singing to
himself, his voice is accidentally broadcast on Ben Bernie’s program. The
public response is overwhelming, but the page is unaware that he is the
object of its affection, and so is Bernie. Inundated by calls and telegrams
demanding the singer’s name, Bernie decides to call him “The Phantom
Troubadour.” Suspicious, Winchell demands that Bernie produce the
troubadour. When Bernie tries, hiring a stand-in, Winchell reveals the
hoax and humiliates his rival. Meanwhile, an unscrupulous agent, who has
discovered the truth, kidnaps the page. By the end the page has been
freed and, with the help of the hostess, sings publicly at a nightclub while
Bernie and Winchell declare a truce. All this was to be punctuated with
songs by Mack Gordon and Harry Revel. But as Zanuck had told Walter,
“The beautiful part about this story is that neither you nor Bernie have
to carry the plot, the plot is carried for you and yet you are an integral
part of it without being dragged in....”

“I have just seen the final script on ‘Wake Up and Live,” ” Walter
wrote Variety editor Abel Green enthusiastically the first week of 1937,
“and really think it is one of the swiftest paced I have ever read or
seen. ... I am playing a semi-menace with the usual windup. ‘Why Wal-
ter we didn’t know you were using it for That reason!’” Walter’s confi-
dence, however, rapidly ebbed the closer he got to production, and his
mood was souring. “From the office—dressing room windows,” he wrote,
“it [Hollywood] looks like the front of the Palace used to look ...
The same agents, actors, hangers-on, lobbygows, phonies, front-putter-
uppers . .. Strange, too, seeing so many falsefaces. ...” He admitted he
was overtaken by nerves and began suffering a severe case of lumbago.
The night before his screen test he had slept only three and a half hours,
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which “certainly isn’t enough to make a guy feel like doing anything but
committing a murder.”

Zanuck tried to bolster his spirits. After seeing Walter’s test, the studio
head declared himself “very happy.” “Your personality is swell on screen
and you have the best pair of eyes I've seen on an actor in a long while,”
he gushed to Walter. “This is no bull, I mean it. The way they have dark-
ened down your hair looks good. If you know your dialogue and do not
let Bernie step back on you, I'm afraid you are going to be a bit of all
right.” Walter had also objected to several of his lines, and Zanuck readily
agreed to change all but one. He had even given Walter the star dressing
room.

But for all Zanuck’s attempts at accommodating him, Walter was not
reassured. One rumor had him fainting on the set his first day. Walter ve-
hemently denied it, saying that he had been on the set for only two min-
utes that day—just long enough for Patsy Kelly, who was playing his
secretary, to nudge him after a crack by Bernie, run a finger across her
throat and say, “Hmmm, your pal!” Nevertheless, the film’ director, Sid-
ney Lanfield, who had known Walter from the NVA days, said he was al-
ways having to shoot around his star in the morning because Walter was
too jittery to sleep and usually arrived late. And when he did arrive on the
set, he was still so nervous and uncertain that Lanfield usually had him
perform the first take to an empty camera until the actor calmed down.
Bernie told an interviewer that the technicians on the picture had been
bothered for ten days by a strange noise that kept drowning out the di-
alogue. “We found out it was Winchell’s knees rattling madly against
each other!”

He finished shooting in late February with high praise in the column
for Lanfield, who “finally got what the authors intended, we think, after
perspiring blood and dying a little every day ... It seemed a dirty trick
to play on a man—handing him two ‘actors’ such as Bernie and us.”
Lanfield was so moved by this little tribute that he wired Walter his
thanks rather than phone him, for fear he would lose his composure: To
THINK THAT IT TOOK THE TOUGHEST GUY FROM THE TOUGHEST CITY
TO COME OUT HERE AND SOFTEN UP A LOT OF CALLOUSED FARMERS STOP
WE ALL LOVE YOU AND WE'LL MISS YOU LIKE HOLY HELL YOU LOUSE.

Walter lingered for several weeks, adjusting his sleep schedule and hit-
ting the clubs again. By the time he returned to Broadway, Zanuck’s pub-
licity machine was already cranking up for Wake Up and Live. “Prepare
yourself for the kick of your life,” Zanuck told a journalist even before
the picture was cut. “When you see ‘Wake Up and Live’ you are going
to see a new screen actor the like of whom has never been on the screen.
Forget that he is Winchell, look at him under the name of Joe Doakes,
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if you wish, but look at him and you will agree with me he is one of the
greatest picture possibilities that has come to the screen in many a day.”

At Grauman’s Chinese Theater in Hollywood on April 4, two weeks af-
ter Walter’s return to New York, Wake Up and Live received its first press
screening. “It is sheer entertainment, fast stepping, sparkling, without a
foot of waste material or a dull moment,” rhapsodized Daily Variety.
“Dust off all your SRO signs,” joined the Hollywood Reporter. “ “Wake
Up and Live’ will make the box offices of the nation do exactly that. It
is headed for record-breaking business.” 1 HAVE TO ADMIT PREVIEW GREAT,
Lanfield wired Walter that night. ALL NOTICES RAVES[.] DOUGLAS
FAIRBANKS[,] ZANUCK [,] [ADOLPHE] MENJOU AND HUNDREDS OF OTHERS
SAY BEST MUSICAL 'THEY HIAVE EVER SEEN.

Wialter seemed to have won his gamble and should have been ecstatic.
But the day after the preview he was rushing back to Hollywood to con-
front a new crisis. While he had been in New York, his family had fallen
ill. To those to whom he mentioned the crisis, he didn’t specify what was
wrong, but by way of explaining his sudden trip west, he wrote Hearst,
“My wife is pretty sick,” and he informed columnist Leonard Lyons that
June was going to be operated on the following Monday. “She’s a pretty
sick girl and so I belong here with them,” Walter said, adding that he had
already told his radio bosses that his family must come first and that they
had graciously agreed.

The nature of the operation or the degree of its seriousness Walter
again did not divulge in his letters, but whatever June was undergoing
was complicated by another development. The very day that she went
into the hospital, Walter tersely ended his column: “The W.W.s antici-
pate a blessed event in the Winter.” June had now lost the baby and pos-
sibly the ability to have any others. “The Walter Winchells aren’t that
happy,” he wrote in the column a week after the operation. “Mrs.
Winchell was suddenly rushed to a surgeon’s stiletto but is on the mend.”
Privately, he wired his secretary: WE WOULD RATHER HAVE BABIES ‘THAN
MONEY.

As June convalesced, Walter remained in California, missing, as it
turned out, the New York premiere of Wake Up and Live at the Roxy later
that month. The critics there had been as enthusiastic as the ones in Hol-
lywood, but they reserved their loftiest encomiums for Walter. Regina
Crewe in the New York American said that “the Winchellian personality
dominates the screen when Walter is in camera range. The qualities that
have won him fame in two media are apparent in the third. His acting has
the fine virtue of appearing natural.” (She added that he was turning
down offers of $15,000 now for personal appearances and that his fan
mail equaled that of Fox’s biggest star, Shirley Temple.) Frank Nugent in
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The New York Times called Wake Up a “blessed event at the Roxy.” “He
runs through ‘Wake Up and Live’ with the assurance of an ex-vaudeville
hoofer and the high tension we always have associated with Broadway’s
Pepys,” Nugent wrote. Producer Billy Rose, then in Fort Worth, Texas,
for the state centennial fair, saw the picture the same night as its New
York opening and sent Walter a glowing telegram offering to back a re-
vival of The Front Page starring Walter. He even promised to donate the
profits to any charity Walter designated.

Louella Parsons, Hearst’s Hollywood gossip, was so impressed that she
devoted an entire column to an interview with Walter—a rare benefi-
cence. No longer hedging about his future in pictures—after returning
from California he had said that “wild horses couldn’t drag another pic-
ture out of him”—he openly discussed with her his jitters while the film
was being made and said he thought his second movie would be less
nerve-racking.

Audiences swarmed to the picture. On opening day more than 6,000
patrons attended a midnight screening at the Roxy, helping set a one-day
attendance record of 38,825. More than 1,500 people were in line at ten
o’clock the next morning. It broke house records at the theater on Sat-
urday and Sunday by more than $2,000 each day and broke another the
following Tuesday despite a continuous rain.

As years passed, however, the luster of Wake Up and Live would dimin-
ish until the film virtually vanished, as most of Walter’s work would. Cer-
tainly no one any longer would be calling it one of Hollywood’s greatest
musicals. Once past the flush of initial excitement and Winchell’s power
of intimidation, the picture receded as forgettable froth with some tune-
ful songs, none of which became a standard, and some winning per-
formances by veteran character actors Patsy Kelly, Ned Sparks, Walter
Catlett and Jack Haley as the Phantom Troubadour—the same Haley of
Haley & Craft who had provided Walter jokes back in vaudeville.

Despite its impermanence, Wake Up and Live may have had one effect:
Some observers thought that Walter’s performance had a lasting influ-
ence on screen acting. “Walter Winchell is so positive an acting person-
ality that professional actors imitate him,” drama critic George Jean
Nathan wrote after seeing the film, citing twenty-seven plays and forty-
three movies over the last few years in which actors patterned themselves
after Winchell. To the extent that he symbolized the city in the thirties,
Walter did seem to define an urban style for actors. Something in his
clipped, nasal voice, something in the fast, kinetic, herky-jerky way he
moved, something in his snap-brim fedora and the double-breasted blue
suits he wore, something in his wisecracking and his slang, something in
his bantam size and sharp features, provided a model of tough-guy urban
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America, and there would be a little of Walter Winchell in James Cagney,
George Raft, John Garfield, Edward G. Robinson, even Humphrey
Bogart, all of whom rose to prominence after he had become a national
figure.

Whether he could actually have become a successful movie star is a
moot point. Though he waffled, he really seemed to have no desire to do .
any more pictures. In any case a friend had warned him to take his time
before making another film. “I think you’re a chump to hurry back be-
fore the cameras,” the friend wrote. “You’re in a spot where audiences
want more of you, but if you oblige too fast, I'm afraid you might weaken
the grand value you have won. You're not a hungry actor who must work
to be remembered.” “This is very difficult for me to tell you,” Walter
wrote Zanuck, taking the friend’s advice to heart, “but I would be happier
if you wouldn’t take up my option.”

“Whoever wrote you that letter that you quoted in your letter to me
should have his head examined,” Zanuck indignantly wrote back the same
day. “I think your attitude, as expressed in the letter—if you are sincere
about it—is certainly a slap in the face at me and ungrateful to say the
least.” Zanuck promised not to “mince words” with Walter. “In the first
place, you asked me to find a picture for you when you were out here last
year. I did not ask you. I found a picture and paid the price that you
wanted without quibbling. I designed the picture and spent over
$850,000 to find out whether I was right or wrong. No one took a gam-
ble except Twentieth Century-Fox and Darryl Zanuck.” He said that the
studio had extended Walter every consideration, and he ended, “I am sur-
prised at you, Walter.” Two months later Joe Moskowitz sent Walter an
agreement, exercising the option and ordering Walter to California on
September 23 to begin a movie to be called Love and Hisses, once again
costarring Ben Bernie. Now he was enslaved not only to the column but
to Hollywood as well.

Actually he had been in New York only once—a week in mid-July—
since June’s surgery, and in all likelihood it was only the operation and
her convalescence that saved him from the Mirror’s usual dunning that he
return to New York and write a Broadway, not a Hollywood, column. In
late June, he made an appearance on Cecil B. De Mille’s “Lux Theater”
playing reporter Hildy Johnson to James Gleason’s editor Walter Burns
in a radio adaptation of The Fromt Page. As Johnson, a reporter whose
soul belongs to journalism but who struggles futilely to extricate himself
from it and live normally, Walter was clearly playing a role wrenched
from his own life, and he was brilliant at it. When Hildy’s fiancée scolds
him for being on the job every time she calls for his presence, it could
have been June talking to Walter, and when Burns, after being excoriated
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by the fiancée, admits, “I'm a bum,” Hildy chimes in, “I'm a newspaper-
man!,” again sounding one of Walter’s own defenses. There are not many
Hildy Johnsons left, not many journalistic “swashbucklers,” Walter told
De Mille in an on-air interview after the play, but Walter left little doubt
that he considered himself one of that dying breed whose chief dedication
was to the paper, and he promised that he would be back on Broadway
as soon as he finished his film obligation, probably in October.

But as the starting date for Love and Hisses approached, Walter was
clearly growing apprehensive again—this time less over his acting than
over his workload. He couldn’t help remembering how difficult it had
been to balance the film, the broadcast and the column during Wake Up
and Live, and in mid-September Walter advised Jergens that his health
would prevent him from doing the broadcast for the next eight weeks. Al-
ways protecting himself, however, he asked Jergens not to replace him
with another commentator but to do another kind of program entirely.
Jergens granted the leave but not the request for a different program.
OUR INTEREST REQUIRES US TO PROTECT THE GREAT INVESTMENT MADE
IN DEVELOPING TIHIS PERIOD AS A NEWS SPOT, Robert V. Beucus of Jergens
wired him. He got the same consideration from the Mirror, with Louis
Sobol taking over the column for syndication in his absence.

Now Walter was forced to deny rumors that he was going to let his
contract lapse and finally scale back, as he had been promising June for
years. He insisted that he was simply going to recharge. “The odds are
a good ten to one that if I had not received this leave I would have been
a very sick fellow,” he wrote a friend. A press release from Fox reported
that Walter was suffering from “nervous exhaustion” and that aside from
the suspension of his broadcast and column, precautions were being taken
on the set to ensure his well-being. A physician was to be present at all
times, and the start of shooting had been pushed back from g:00 a.m. to
11:00 a.m. to accommodate Walter’s sleep. But none of these things
seemed much to appease him. If he had been nervous and sick with an-
ticipation during his first film, he was ill-tempered and bored during the
second, knowing he had already proved himself, and tired of the whole
thing. “All I know is that I sit around fifty minutes out of every hour
waiting to do a scene that is seldom over four or five lines,” he wrote
Abel Green. “My God, how they waste time out here! ... I need more
action than that, Abel, or I fall asleep.”

Tur pay after he wrote Green, Walter received a letter from a ghost of
his youth. It had been years since he had had any contact with Rita
Greene. He had expunged her like so much of his past, readily agreeing
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to an increase in her stipend fourteen months after their divorce and
then, less readily, to another in 1931, but neither seeing her nor writing
her in the six years since. (Evidently Walter had been so angry over her
second request that he instructed his secretary not to put her calls
through.) Those years had not been kind to Rita. After the divorce she
had continued in vaudeville, but she was exhausted and frequently ill with
a thyroid condition, and she finally quit on her doctor’s advice. Eventu-
ally she enrolled in business school, and on August 11, 1930, her eleventh
wedding anniversary, she set out for an employment office and wound up
landing a job in the New York branch of Pathé Pictures where, out of
consideration for Walter, she dropped the name Winchell.

It was never easy. With one sister married and gone and another un-
married and working only fitfully, Rita became the main provider for her
family, living in an airy house on Staten Island. Her life revolved around
her job, first at Pathé and later as a legal secretary, around her obligations
to her family and around the local church. She and her family huddled in
front of the radio each week to listen to Walter’s broadcast, but he was
never mentioned in the household in any context other than as a reporter
and gossip.

Then she got the news, the news of which she wrote Walter that Oc-
tober while he was filming Love and Hisses. “Sometime back I found out
I had a tumor in my breast,” went the letter. “I have been taking treat-
ments for this tumor in the hope that it would dissolve, but I am now of
the belief that it must come out.” The operation, which doctors advised
she have immediately, would cost roughly $500, and she was now asking
Walter if he might see his way to giving her $300 toward it. The re-
sponse, whether Walter authorized it or not, was unspeakably cold. His
secretary in California wrote: “[W]e are doing our best to simplify his

routine as much as possible for him. ... I have been given strict orders
not to bother him with any mail at the present time. . .. I'm sure you un-
derstand.”

Of course, all Rita understood was that she had cancer, that Walter had
promised years ago he would help her if she needed it and that now she
needed what amounted to a pittance, though Walter, always suspicious,
probably believed the tumor was a ruse to pry more money from him.
Rita angrily wired back that if Walter was too busy to answer his
mail, could his secretary please see to it that his wife got the request?
Within a few days Rita got her money and soon after had a radical mas-
tectomy that saved her life. But she could never forgive Walter his insen-
sitivity, and she bridled at the injustice of her supporting a family on her
wage of less than $20 a week and Walter’s stipend of $75 while he
boasted of making thousands of dollars a week. At any rate, she believed
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that by getting her to agree to forgo alimony, Walter had conned her into
accepting less than what she was entitled to.

After the operation Rita attempted to contact Walter for redress. Again
and again she found he was “too busy, or in other words can’t be both-
ered.” “My hours are never regular,” he wrote her after a year of her try-
ing to arrange a meeting. “I sleep when I can and get up when I can. ...
I just can’t make dates.” It was, Rita said, after another year of these re-
buffs that she devised a new plan. She would write a book about her life
with him. She would reveal the secrets he had worked so desperately to
conceal. “I am not getting any younger,” Rita wrote in her manuscript by
way of explanation. “I am getting older, my health is nothing to write
about, and I have come to the time when I must have some security. . . .
[Als everyone has written about Winchell, and it appears that he is such
good copy, I have tried my hand at it, and perhaps it will give a few peo-
ple a laugh when they read why Winchell’s life is more interesting than
the others.”

Rita wrote her manuscript, leaving little doubt that she intended it less
as a literary effort than as a means to coerce Walter into increasing her
stipend. But then she locked it away in a trunk with an old photo album,
clippings, letters and other mementos of her life with Walter. For in the
end, no matter how desperate her plight and no matter how cold-hearted
Walter’s treatment of her, she loved him. Rita Greene never stopped lov-
ing Walter Winchell.

WitH Love and Hisses completed, Walter returned to New York in No-
vember and resumed the broadcast on November 14, after his eight-week
hiatus, vowing yet again that his days as a movie star were through. In all,
he had spent eight and a half months in Hollywood that year, the longest
stretch of time he had been away from New York since his last vaudeville
tour in 1920, and he had become increasingly disenchanted with it, in-
creasingly restless over its pace and its social life. “There’s nothing for me
to do in California,” he told 7ime magazine. “I can’t go to people’s homes
and then write about them.” He was especially struck by Walda’s reluc-
tance to tell him anything about her friend Shirley Temple. “You would
just put something in the paper about her,” she said.

In California, Love and Hisses was being previewed. Based on an orig-
inal story by Walter’s friend Art Arthur, who had been the Broadway col-
umnist for the Brooklyn Eagle before heading to Hollywood to write
pictures, Love and Hisses was in the vein of Wake Up and Live but even
slighter. The plot is triggered when Bernie asks Walter if he will promote
a new find of Bernie’s, a pretty French singer who, Bernie claims, has en-
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tertained the crowned heads of Europe. Discovering otherwise, Walter
blasts her on the air instead. The next day a worried French aristocrat ar-
rives at Walter’s office, asking the columnist’s assistance in finding his
daughter, who has run away to Broadway. Walter promptly finds her at
a casting call at Bernie’s club and is wowed by her voice. What Walter
doesn’t know is that this has all been part of an elaborate deception by
Bernie to make Walter eat crow, since the girl (Simone Simon), whom
Walter now promises to publicize, is the same one he has criticized. But
before Bernie can make a fool of him, Walter discovers the plot and
springs a practical joke of his own on Bernie. He has some gangsters kid-
nap Bernie and threaten to kill him unless Walter hands over $50,000 in
ransom money. At film’s end, Bernie, blindfolded, is pleading for his life,
not realizing he is onstage at his club before a full house. With Walter
now having regained the upper hand, the French girl sings to an appre-
ciative audience. “I'm the guy who brought her over,” says Bernie. “But
I'm the guy who put her over,” replies Winchell.

Sidney Lanfield, who directed Love and Hisses, wrote Walter that “the
consensus out here is that it is much better than ‘Wake Up and Live,””
and he added that he had received “fifty rave wires from people who said
the audience screamed from beginning to end.” When the picture
opened early in January, however, the consensus was anything but the one
Lanfield had described. Frank Nugent in The New York Times was kindest,
saying, “As sham battles go, this one is not quite up to the standard of
their [Winchell and Bernie’s] previous engagement, but it stll must be
reckoned a lively, well-scored, amusing show....” More typically,
Newsweek called it “uninspired entertainment,” which “misses by a con-
siderable margin” the success of Wake Up and Live, but the magazine
spared Winchell and Bernie responsibility. Howard Barnes in the New
York Herald Tribune found a cruelty in the banter between Walter and
Bernie that the critics had surprisingly overlooked in the first picture.
“Their continual heckling of each other has already lost its freshness.”

Lest the film be perceived a failure and a blow to Walter’s seeming in-
destructibility, he was at some pains in the following weeks to tell listen-
ers that Love and Hisses was actually outperforming Wake Up and Live at
the box office. At the same time he was now insisting that he would have
continued making movies if the tax bite hadn’t been so deep and left him
so little return. Yet whatever gloss he put on it, Love and Hisses had been
a disappointment after Wake Up and Live, and the willingness of critics to
say so could be laid partly to Walter’s long sabbatical without his column
and broadcast. Defenseless, he was fair game.
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II

“The Column.” It was always “The Column,” as if it were something
holy and inviolable, as if the others were pretenders, which, in a sense,
they were. Everyone read “The Column.” “I have never been able to get
far enough into the North woods not to find some trapper there who
would quote Winchell’s latest observation,” Alexander Woollcott wrote as
early as 1933, and he recalled a “painful” scene in Hatchard’s bookshop
in Piccadilly where a lord was in a dither because his orders to have
Winchell’s Monday column rushed to him as soon as it arrived had been
disobeyed.

But however popular it was elsewhere and however much civilians en-
joyed it, it was in New York and especially among show people and café
socialites that “The Column” was devoured with the avidity of a child
racing to the tree on Christmas morning to see what gifts had been left.
By eight o’clock each evening, press agents and other show business
personalities were queuing up at the newsstand, waiting for the early
or “green” edition of the Mirror. “Before anything you turned to page
ten,” a press agent recalled, referring to the page on which “The Col-
umn” was found. “A press agent would grab the Mirror, run through it
like a dose of salts and run to the telephone and say, ‘Pete, you're in
Winchell today!” ”

And the interest went beyond ego gratification or professional ad-
vancement. “The Column” was so sacrosanct and café society’s faith in
publicity so devout that Winchell’s items had an oracular authority. “If
Winchell says so, it’s gotta be true,” Lucille Ball said about a report of
Walter’s that she was expecting a child. (She was.) Others learned of un-
happy spouses and impending divorces or soured romances. David Brown
was shocked to read in Winchell that his wife was divorcing him, then
heard from her lawyer the next morning.

Walter himself seemed to regard “The Column” with a kind of rever-
ence, too, as if he were merely its custodian and not its creator. “Other
columnists have jocular moments when they suggest to a very limited
group of intimate friends, that perhaps there are more important mat-
ters on earth than their daily essay,” wrote one press analyst. “When
Winchell says something about “The Column’ it is as if he were discuss-
ing an immutable force which he had miraculously unleashed but scarcely
understood.”

For Walter, everything had to be seen through the scrim of “The Col-
umn”; life was reduced to column fodder. As Emile Gauvreau put it in
one of his novels, “The interests of others concerned him only in so far
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as he could make capital out of them.” Once Walter was strolling down
the beach in Miami while composer Richard Rodgers was discoursing to
some friends on an investment he had made. Seeing Walter, Rodgers of-
fered a brief summary, but Walter stopped him after a moment. “Never
mind, never mind,” he said, holding up his palm. “It's no good for the
column.”

In one sense his reverence for “The Column” enslaved him to it;
in another sense it liberated him from responsibility for it. Walter’s
“wrongoes” on both the broadcast and in “The Column” were numer-
ous, as might be expected from a column that could contain well over
fifty items each day. He repeatedly reported that Judge Joseph Force Cra-
ter, a New York jurist who had suddenly disappeared, was still alive. A
week afte<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>