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Groucho Marx was once playing pinochle with David Ben-Gurion, Audrey Hepburn and
Albert Einstein when he was called away to take a phone call from Winston Churchill.
Returning to the table, Groucho noticed Einstein jotting figures on the score pad.
"Rethinking relativity, eh, Albert?" quipped the famous comic. "No, no," replied the
beloved, frizzy-haired genius, "just checking the score—and you owe me 75 cents,
Groucho!"

That imaginary anecdote does not appear in Jeffrey Lyons's new book but hundreds of
other, equally inane but purportedly true and occasionally charming tales do. Indeed,
reading "Stories My Father Told Me: Notes from 'The Lyons Den' " is a bit like watching
Woody Allen's new movie, "Midnight in Paris," whose bedazzled hero finds himself
magically chatting with Hemingway, Picasso and Dalí in a lost Parisian golden age. Mr.
Lyons's cast, drawn from his father's newspaper gossip column, includes those folks plus
four decades of other luminaries, from Ty Cobb to Shelley Winters, with Somerset
Maugham, Helen Keller, Gen. George Patton, Grace Kelly, JFK, Brendan Behan, Marilyn
Monroe and dozens more along for the ride.

Leonard Lyons confected his column six days a week in the tabloid New York Post from 1934
until 1974. Lyons père was a young lawyer writing a weekly column for the Sunday English-
language page of the Yiddish Forward when he won a Post contest to find a challenger to
Walter Winchell, the vulpine king of newspaper gossip.

A trim, dapper man with the look of a bright-eyed sparrow, Leonard Lyons was the un-
Winchell. Without help from PR flacks and other enablers, he made his lunchtime and late-
night rounds of Gotham restaurants and nightclubs, jotting down items from the stars (art,
lit, musical, political and movie) of his day. They invariably came off as witty, debonair
icons of talent and glamour. Never was heard a discouraging—or scandalous—word in the
"The Lyons Den," which was affectionately known around the Post city desk, where I
worked as a 20-year-old rewrite man, as "The Liars Den."

Thus, one reads a mystifying squib about Cary Grant and his third wife, the actress Betsy
Drake, who was sailing to New York on the doomed liner Andrea Doria in 1956 while Grant
was filming "The Pride and the Passion" with Sophia Loren in Spain. When Grant learns
that Drake has been rescued from the sinking ship, he calls her and begins to cry. "Relax,"
she says. "I'm fine. Now go take Sophia Loren to dinner." Grant, of course, was conducting a
notorious affair with Loren—a juicy detail that Lyons fastidiously spared his readers.

There is an anecdote per paragraph on every
double-columned page of "Stories My Father
Told Me," some of them, as Spencer Tracy said
of Katharine Hepburn's behind in "Pat and
Mike," "cherce." The German ambassador to
Vichy France visits Picasso's studio in Paris
during the Occupation and admires "Guernica,"
the epic depiction of a fascist massacre during
the Spanish Civil War. "Did you do that?" asks
the German. "No," replies Picasso, "you did."
Freud analyzes George Bernard Shaw: "an
intellect and no heart." During the filming of
"Notorious," Ingrid Bergman dons a witch's
costume on Halloween, knocks on Alfred
Hitchcock's door and shouts: "Boo!" Asked to
say something during a Broadway audition with
Alfred Lunt, a young Marlon Brando recites
"Hickory . . . dickory . . . dock" and walks away.
Marc Chagall dismisses a painting by Joan Miró
as "drek."

For most of the 1930s, '40s and '50s, Leonard
Lyons's universe was bounded by the Stork
Club, El Morocco, the "21" Club and Toots
Shor's. And for all the dross, he did mine some

gems. Orson Welles, a friend, writes a guide to the theater for one of Lyons's sons,
including: "Like Hamlet, every director tries to persuade his cast to do the show as he
rehearsed it." And skeptical Rebecca West on "In Cold Blood": "It's not reportage, it's
Capoteage."

Chronically starstruck, Lyons was a connoisseur of weird juxtapositions. In one of his
columns, the urbane Noël Coward is introduced by the columnist to "Two-Ton" Tony
Galento, the fireplug Jersey heavyweight who once knocked down Joe Louis. "Nice to meet
you, Mr. Galento," purrs Noël. "Howdy doody," replies Two-Ton. In another column,
Salvador Dalí sends Harpo Marx a harp with barbed-wire strings, and Harpo reciprocates
with a photo of himself plucking away with 10 bandaged fingers.

And some of the material is just bizarre.

Lyons has J. Edgar Hoover visiting Robert Stroud, the Bird Man of Alcatraz, and buying one
of Stroud's 300 canaries—which refuses to sing when Hoover gets it back to Washington.
Meeting heavyweight champ Rocky Marciano at the White House, Dwight Eisenhower
whispers: "I envy you." And Douglas MacArthur takes his tiny wife backstage at "Top
Banana" to meet comedian Phil Silvers. "Mr. Silvers," the general says, "this is my top
banana!"

Did any of these things really happen? Jeffrey Lyons attests that all his father's gleanings
were exclusive and those that weren't were fact-checked. It should matter, but somehow it
doesn't really. Leonard Lyons conjured a burnished world of beauty, artistry, wealth and
worldly success that one would like to think flourished and should have if it didn't. Stars—
whether Richard Burton or LBJ, Gypsy Rose Lee or George Patton—spun in their own
firmament of authentic achievement. We lived in their refracted glory, glad for their
sublime gifts and quips, however unlikely the provenance.

Poor, gentle Leonard Lyons would be driven out of journalism today by a tsunami of snarky
blog posts. How can a bon mot from Hemingway or an aperçu from Winston Churchill
compete with Dominique Strauss-Kahn's DNA swab or Rep. Anthony Weiner's crotch-tweet
as chronicled in Lyons's old paper or by Gawker?

Lyons was old-school. In 12,429 columns, he never once described anyone as a "celebrity"—
or so his son Jeffrey claims. A coarser culture gets the gossip it deserves.

Mr. Kosner is the former editor of Newsweek, New York, Esquire, and the New York Daily
News, and the author of the memoir "It's News to Me."
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Before Gossip Was Gawkerfied
Hitting the Stork Club and Toots Shor's, coming back with tales of JFK, Grace Kelly, Ty Cobb and plenty more.

By Edward Kosner
June 10, 2011

STORIES MY FATHER TOLD ME

By Jeffrey Lyons 
Abbeville, 352 pages, $35

Police Body-Camera
Footage Reveals New
Details of George
Floyd Killing

1.

What Kamala Harris
Brings to Biden’s
Ticket

2.

Samsung Galaxy Note
20: This Pandemic
Sure Changed
Smartphone
Marketing

3.

NYC Sets Up Traveler-
Registration
Checkpoints to
Enforce Quarantine
Orders

4.

If New Zealand Can’t
Stamp Out
Coronavirus, Can
Anyone?

5.

WS J  M E M B E R  M E SS AG E :  N E WS L E T T E RWS J  M E M B E R  M E SS AG E :  N E WS L E T T E R

Sign Up for Breaking
News Alerts
Never miss a story. Get live updates on
major world and business news, delivered
straight to your inbox.

S I G N  U P  N OW

The Wall Street Journal Sign OutEnglish Edition

BACK TO TOP

«

SAVE PRINT TEXT

SHARE

FACEBOOK

TWITTER

EMAIL

PERMALINK

Home World U.S. Politics Economy Business Tech Markets Opinion Life & Arts Real Estate WSJ. Magazine Search

https://www.wsj.com/coupons/walmart
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/kohls
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/expedia
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/ebay
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/the-home-depot
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/target
https://www.facebook.com/wsj
https://twitter.com/WSJ
https://www.instagram.com/wsj/
https://www.youtube.com/user/WSJDigitalNetwork
https://www.wsj.com/podcasts
https://www.snapchat.com/discover/Wall-Street-Journal/4806310285
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=wsj.reader_sp
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/the-wall-street-journal./id364387007?mt=8
https://www.wsjplus.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://subscribe.wsj.com/membership
https://subscription.wsj.com/wsj-com-wall-street-journal/?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.subscription.wsj.com/corporate/?mod=wsjfooter
https://education.wsj.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://education.wsj.com/students/?mod=wsjfooter
https://highschool.wsj.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://buy.wsj.com/amenitysales/?mod=wsjfooter
https://conferences.wsj.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://customercenter.wsj.com/home
https://customercenter.wsj.com/contact
https://www.wsj.com/newsletters/?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/news/how-to-guides?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/watchlist/news?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/news/rss-news-and-feeds?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/video?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/watchlist/?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/podcasts?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsjmediakit.com/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/advertise/real-estate-commercial/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/ad/Business-For-Sale-Ads
https://classifieds.wsj.com/advertise/real-estate-residential/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/advertise/careers/
https://www.wsj.com/coupons
https://www.wsj.com/articles/about-the-newsroom-1539110913?mod=wsjfooter
https://wsj.com/partner
https://www.wsj.com/news/column/corrections?mod=wsjfooter
https://wsj.jobs/
https://www.wsj.com/masthead?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/news/archive/?mod=wsjfooter
https://customercenter.wsj.com/register
https://www.djreprints.com/
https://wsjshop.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://dowjones.com/privacy-notice/?mod=WSJ
https://dowjones.com/cookie-notice/?mod=WSJ
https://www.wsj.com/policy/copyright-policy
https://www.wsj.com/policy/data-policy
https://www.wsj.com/policy/subscriber-agreement
https://www.wsj.com/
https://www.wsj.com/digital-print-edition?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsj.com/video?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsj.com/podcasts?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsj.com/news/latest-headlines?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsj.com/video/police-body-camera-footage-reveals-new-details-of-george-floyd-killing/18E43BDB-F4B9-4396-821C-0E72F7251B60.html?mod=trending_now_video_1
https://www.wsj.com/video/what-kamala-harris-brings-to-bidens-ticket/0390CAA6-F844-4F2F-BF64-15B34DF79996.html?mod=trending_now_video_2
https://www.wsj.com/video/series/joanna-stern-personal-technology/samsung-galaxy-note-20-this-pandemic-sure-changed-smartphone-marketing/0308E9F6-38CD-43D3-86FB-CF67750A8D72?mod=trending_now_video_3
https://www.wsj.com/video/nyc-sets-up-traveler-registration-checkpoints-to-enforce-quarantine-orders/6A324E33-9C4E-4BF3-8247-E07728F01B8F.html?mod=trending_now_video_4
https://www.wsj.com/video/if-new-zealand-cant-stamp-out-coronavirus-can-anyone/9DA698C4-1041-4D14-971B-82E5C4DB311E.html?mod=trending_now_video_5
https://www.wsj.com/newsletters?sub=0
https://www.wsj.com/
https://accounts.wsj.com/logout?target=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.wsj.com%2Farticles%2FSB10001424052702304474804576369410580018404
https://www.wsj.com/
https://www.wsj.com/news/world
https://www.wsj.com/news/us
https://www.wsj.com/news/politics
https://www.wsj.com/news/economy
https://www.wsj.com/news/business
https://www.wsj.com/news/technology
https://www.wsj.com/news/markets
https://www.wsj.com/news/opinion
https://www.wsj.com/news/life-arts
https://www.wsj.com/news/realestate
https://www.wsj.com/news/magazine

