
		
			[image: The cover of True Believer: The Rise and Fall of Stan Lee by Josephine Reisman shows bold yellow text on a grayscale background with comic-style illustrations. It includes a mention of being a Hugo Award finalist and the subtitle 'With New Material.']
		

	
		
		
			
				Praise for

				TRUE BELIEVER

			
			

			
				“[A] serious biography…What [True Believer] does best is unfurl a Künstlerroman, a story about the growth of an art form and an artist, who was also a director and a leading man, unable to admit that the show could go on without him.”

				—The New Yorker

				“True Believer…has the thunderous sweep of a Kirby epic, beginning with a Romanian pogrom…and ending with the pitiful Götterdämmerung of Lee’s last quarter-century. “

				—J. Hoberman, New York Review of Books

				“Absorbing…One need not be a comics nerd to find Riesman’s portrait of the deeply flawed and relatably human pop-culture icon an absorbing read, and some of its revelations are stunning.”

				—USA Today

				“Striking…True Believer paints a portrait of a man who was just as flawed as his heroes, and he emerges all the more human for it…. [Riesman is] a must-read chronicler of the comic book industry.”

				—The Hollywood Reporter

				“A serious look from someone who holds an abiding love for Lee’s work, without letting it blind a critical, journalistic eye.”

				—Jewish Exponent

				“Well-researched and thorough.”

				—The New Republic

				“A significant contribution to comics history scholarship…It’s a book that anyone concerned with the hard truths of human nature and the business of popular culture over the last 80 years needs.”

				—Forbes

				“This detailed, clear-eyed examination pulls back the curtain on one of America’s great storytellers and is sure to reignite debates over Lee’s legacy.”

				—Publishers Weekly, starred review

				“True Believer is smart, well-researched, and likely to change Lee’s legacy outside of comics.”

				—ComicBook.com

				“[An] illuminating new biography.”

				—Fast Company

				“Tantalizing…Riesman puts in the hard yards to separate fact from myth.”

				—Dorian Lynskey, The Spectator

				“An illuminating and reliable account of Lee’s improbable odyssey.”

				—Jacob Heilbrunn, Washington Monthly

				“For those who know Stan Lee from his sunny, funny cameos in Marvel films, get ready for an unputdownable deep dive. The man lived a life—warts and all—and Riesman captures the shadow and sunshine in equal measure.”

				—Patton Oswalt

				“True Believer is in every imaginable way the biography that Stan Lee deserves—ambitious, audacious, daring, and unflinchingly clear-eyed about the man’s significance, his shortcomings, his transgressions, his accomplishments, and his astonishing legacy.”

				—Robert Kolker, author of Hidden Valley Road

				“Stan Lee was a mythmaker, both creatively and autobiographically. To reach the truth of his troubled and troubling life story, Riesman has had to peel away layers of quarrel, exaggeration, credit-grabbing, dispute, and faulty memory. The result is an enthralling, vibrantly written portrait of one of American popular culture’s great innovators.”

				—Mark Harris, author of Pictures at a Revolution and Five Came Back

				“The story of Stan Lee is a wild ride, sometimes breathtaking, often shocking—but it is also a wholly American one, rooted in the transformation of hardscrabble reality into glorious dreams, of legends into truth, of absence into action, of immigration into assimilation.”

				—Sarah Weinman, author of The Real Lolita

				“Stan Lee was, all at once, a genius, a schlepper, a hack, a huckster, and a marvel. Riesman painstakingly digs into how much credit each of those overlapping personae deserves, and spins all those threads into a book that reads with the supple speed of Mr. Fantastic himself.”

				—Christopher Bonanos, author of Flash: The Making of Weegee the Famous

				“A life rich with unexpected turns and a biography filled with personality. In looking at a man who created heroic stories for a living, Riesman bravely examines the trace lines underneath the legends of his life. The result is a startling, fresh portrait of a truly American career.”

				—Nathan Heller, author of The Private Order

				“Jam-packed with carefully compiled evidence of just how much delectable bullshit, staggering failure, and vicious backbiting goes into the making of a great American genius. I genuinely could not put it down.”

				—Penny Lane, director of Hail Satan?

				“Take it from someone who has always found comic books alluring but knew next to nothing about the medium’s history before reading True Believer: this book will pull you in no matter what level of knowledge or built-in curiosity you bring to it.”

				—Leon Neyfakh, co-creator of Slow Burn and Fiasco

				“The first great biography to emerge since Lee’s death, True Believer is an origin story of the modern entertainment industry, a portrait of a man who never felt comfortable with the industry his tastes came to dominate, and—in its dizzying last third—a true crime story that rivals Bad Blood.”

				—Adam Westcott, Politics & Prose staff pick

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Black and white photo of Stan Lee as a young man.]
				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
				
					[image: Book Title, True Believer: The Rise and Fall of Stan Lee, Author, Josephine Riesman, Imprint, Crown]
				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				Crown

				An imprint of the Crown Publishing Group

				A division of Penguin Random House LLC

				1745 Broadway

				New York, NY 10019

				crownpublishing.com

				penguinrandomhouse.com

				Copyright © 2021 by Josephine Riesman

				This Is Not a Secret Jewish History of Stan Lee by Josephine Riesman in Jewish Currents, copyright © 2021 by Josephine Riesman

				“The Stan Lee Myth Is Safe—for Now” was originally published onlineon Vulture and “Stan Lee’s non-Marvel movie cameos are a schlocky window into his psyche” was originally published online on Polygon.

				Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

				Crown and the Crown colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

				Originally published in hardcover in the United States by Crown in slightly different form, an imprint of Random House, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, in 2021.

				Library of Congress Cataloging-In-Publication Data

				Names: Riesman, Josephine, author.

				Title: True believer / Josephine Riesman.

				Description: First paperback edition. | New York : Crown, [2022] | Includes index.

				Identifiers: LCCN 2020016622 (print) | LCCN 2020016623 (ebook) | ISBN 9780593135730 (trade paperback) | ISBN 9780593135723 (ebook)

				Subjects: LCSH: Lee, Stan, 1922–2018. | Cartoonists—United States—Biography.

				Classification: LCC PN6727.L39 Z89 2020 (print) | LCC PN6727.L39 (ebook) | DDC 741.5/973092 [B]—dc23

				LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2020016622

				LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2020016623

				ISBN 9780593135730

				Ebook ISBN 9780593135723

				Book design by Barbara M. Bachman, adapted for ebook by Kyle Madigan

				The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

				ep_prh_6.9a_155617255_c0_r0

			

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

				Epigraph

			

			
				Overture: What It Takes

			

			
				Part 1: Ambition and Its Discontents

				
					Chapter 1: Escape at Any Cost

				

				
					Chapter 2: Means of Ascent

				

				
					Chapter 3: Quiet Desperation

				

			

			
				Part 2: Mister Marvel

				
					Chapter 4: What Price Victory?

				

				
					Chapter 5: Lonely at the Top

				

				
					Chapter 6: Chafing in the C-suite

				

				
					Chapter 7: Lost in Hollywood

				

			

			
				Part 3: Get Rich Quick

				
					Chapter 8: The Great Experiment

				

				
					Chapter 9: Spotlight and Shadow

				

				
					Chapter 10: Disintegration

				

			

			
				Photographs and Illustrations

				Acknowledgments

				Notes

				Index

				Bonus Material

				
					Biography In the Age of Fandom: A Q&A with Tegan O’Neil

					This Is Not a Secret Jewish History of Stan Lee

					Stan Lee’s Non-Marvel Movie Cameos Are a Schlocky Window Into His Psyche

					The Stan Lee Myth Is Safe—for Now

				

				About the Author

			

		

	_155617255_

	
		
			
			
				For Tom Spurgeon,

				who took comics just seriously enough

				For my father,

				the first biographer in the family

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					“I have no spur

					To prick the sides of my intent, but only

					Vaulting ambition, which o’erleaps itself

					And falls on th’ other.”

					—Macbeth, Act 1, Scene 7

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
				Overture

				WHAT IT TAKES

			
			

			We cannot know for certain whether Sofie and Zanfir Solomon saw the celebrity when he returned, but we may presume they got word of his arrival soon enough. It was the bitter winter of 1899 and the couple were in their mid-thirties, married for sixteen years and raising a growing nest of children. Their home county, Vaslui, was a sparsely populated chunk of land in eastern Romania, containing just over 110,000 people, roughly 6,800 of them Jews like the Solomons, all of them struggling through a devastating recession. But even in the long, bleak nights, there was cause for excitement in the local Jewish community: The prodigal son was on his way.

			“For months before, if you had put your ear to the ground, you might have heard the distant rumble of his approach, and Vaslui held not only its ear to the ground, but its breath,” wrote Marcus Eli Ravage, a Vasluiander of the Solomons’ era. “On the street, in the market, at the synagogue, we kept asking one another the one question, ‘When will he arrive?’ ” At last, the long-anticipated landsman rode a midnight train into town, and on his finely tailored frock coat lay the scarcely visible dust of a place the Solomons may have heard of but could barely imagine; a place where the laws of the Old World didn’t apply (perhaps even the laws of physics—given that it was on the other side of the world, it was said that people walked upside down there); a place where a Jew could be whatever he saw fit to be. “I had heard of people going to Vienna and Germany and Paris, and even to England for business or pleasure, but no one, to my knowledge, had ever gone to America of his own free will,” Ravage continued. And yet here was one of their own, back from fourteen years in what they called “Nev-York,” decked out in finery such as they’d never seen.

			“The streets were lined with craning, round-eyed, tiptoeing Vasluianders, open-mouthed peasants, and gay-attired holiday visitors from neighboring towns who, having heard of the glory that had come to Vaslui, had driven in in their ox-carts and dog-carts to partake of it,” Ravage recalled. Perhaps Zanfir and Sofie and their nine-year-old daughter, Celia, were among the rubberneckers; if so, they would have been astounded by the man’s diamonds, his capacity to rattle off words in the alien tongue of English, and his trunkful of presents: “There were railways that were wound up like clocks and ran around in their tracks like real trains, and dancing negroes, and squawking dolls, and jews’-harps, and scores of other delights for the palate as well as the fancy,” Ravage reported. The returnee said he was working for the American government in a high post and, though he maintained a humble demeanor, he alluded to a significant fortune. Surely the Solomons heard tell of what happened when the man went to synagogue on Saturday: He received the honor of an aliyah—an opportunity to recite a blessing alongside the holy scrolls of the Torah—which came with the obligation to make a donation, and instead of the customary three or four francs, the man calmly offered 125 of them. “From that day on,” wrote Ravage, “Vaslui became a changed town.” Suddenly, it seemed like everyone had the notion to pack up and leave.

			But wait. Was it true that, as one local with information from overseas said, the man was wildly exaggerating his success? Sure. Did Ravage later find out that this revered individual—whom he nicknamed Couza, a Romanian word denoting royalty—was actually a mere foreman in a bedspring factory, his wife a dressmaker, and his palatial New York estate just a fraction of a flat? Of course. Did any of that matter? Not one jot. “There was a country somewhere beyond the seas where a man was a man in spite of his religion and his origin,” mused Ravage. “Even if the informer were right, and Couza were a sham, America surely was no sham.” Perhaps we are to take the story as allegory; either way, the point stood: In the new Jerusalem they called the United States, you could make it just fine as a bullshitter.

			

			—

			Sofie and Zanfir begat Celia. Celia and a man named Jack Lieber begat Stanley. Less famously, Celia and Jack also begat Larry, and that was it for their begetting. Stanley, as it turned out, sort of begat himself—he invented a character to play named Stan Lee and never got around to being Stanley again. The character is well known to myriad people in America and around the globe: a jovial, energetic man with a pedigree in comic books, bearing tinted glasses and a white mustache, bounding through the world with a gusto for life and community, spouting catchphrases (“Face front!” “ ’Nuff said!” “Excelsior!”) and winning the affections of both the young and the young at heart. But as the sun set on the year 2018, Stan was dead and Larry was the only living human who remembered what it was like before.

			Before Spider-Man, before the Avengers, before the X-Men, before the Fantastic Four. Before Marvel Comics, before Atlas Comics, before Timely Comics. Before Stan Lee Media, before POW Entertainment, before the accusations of investor fraud and criminal activity. Before the movie cameos, before the mobile games, before the webisodes, before the straight-to-DVD movies that no one seemed to see. Before Stripperella, before the second coming of Stripperella. Before the elder-abuse allegations, before the sexual-assault allegations, before the 911 calls, before the comics signed in blood. Before the lawsuits, before the arrests, before the Supreme Court, before the guilty pleas. Before Jack Kirby, before Steve Ditko, before Peter Paul, before the Clintons (yes, those Clintons), before Gill Champion, before Jerry Olivarez, before Keya Morgan. Before Joan, before Jan, before JC. Before the name “Stan Lee” was trademarked, before it was signed away, before it was signed away again, before people started fighting over it like jackals at a bloodied wildebeest. Before everything was built, before it all fell apart. Before anything, there was Larry.

			And after everything, there was still Larry. It had been forty-five days since Stan died just shy of age ninety-six. Larry, eighty-seven, sat on a beige couch in a breadbox-size studio apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, pants hiked up past his belly button and a green button-down covering his withered chest. The scene around Larry’s place was chaotic: papers piled atop a disused drawing board, boxes of miscellany lying haphazardly on the floor, a priceless personal sketch from the creators of Captain America yellowing in a cheap frame, a bedroom pillow bungee-corded to a computer chair for ergonomic purposes, pictures of dead women he once loved adorning nondescript shelving units. His goatee scraggled its way across the lower part of his face, and his eyes were mournful behind Coke-bottle lenses. He sighed.

			“He had different sides to him,” Larry said of his late brother in the near-extinct New York Jewish accent the two of them had shared. “I feel like I’m almost talking about Charles Foster Kane. Who was he? What was he? What was he like?” Larry paused and pondered his own questions. His answer was simple, though entirely accurate: “It depends on who you talk to at what moment.”

			By way of example, you could fast-forward a few weeks to a massive Stan Lee tribute show held at the famed Chinese Theatre in Hollywood. There, thousands of admirers waited in line to flash their tickets—the cheapest of them cost $150—and be admitted into the auditorium to see various entertainment professionals who knew or looked up to Stan talk about his impact on their lives. Outside, a fan mused on why he’d come. “I felt it was the best way to honor and celebrate the life of Stan Lee,” he said, “who in many ways shaped and formed the person I am today with all the comics and creations he made.” Another called Stan “the Mark Twain of Marvel” and said he belonged on a “Mount Rushmore of comic books.” Yet another said, “He’s an icon. You can’t beat Stan the Man. You can’t take that legacy away.” One well-wisher had driven all the way from Las Vegas, and with understandable cause: “For me, Stan Lee was actually pretty close to a father figure,” he said, “just because of growing up with his comics and everything. That’s how I learned a lot of my morality and got to connect on a deeper level with other people. I had a single mom, so it was nice to have a male person to look up to that I didn’t have in the household.” They waxed rhapsodic about his narratives, his interactions with fans, and his plentiful appearances in dozens upon dozens of superhero movies, where he’d pop in to offer wisdom or comic relief, often both at the same time. To these people, Stan had been an inspiration, something close to a god.

			Months later, an even higher-profile tribute event was held by Stan’s former employer, Marvel, in his honor at New York City’s New Amsterdam Theatre on 42nd Street and recorded for subsequent broadcast on ABC. There, the praise was even more effusive. “Stan Lee started a story with no end, and it changed the world,” said Marvel movie actor Tom Hiddleston. “For me, Stan Lee was probably the most important writer and artist of my life,” said talk-show host Jimmy Kimmel. “Stan was a superhero when it came to creating great characters and telling memorable stories,” said Disney CEO Bob Iger. “Stan was a visionary whose passion for art and storytelling left a lasting impact on pop culture and entertainment,” said Marvel TV star Clark Gregg. “I was so grateful for him being such a big part of my childhood, and I never outgrew it,” said Star Wars icon Mark Hamill. “He’s one of the founding fathers of American mythology,” said Marvel Comics editor Sana Amanat, “and I think that is going to outlast all of us.” There were laughs, cheers, and moments of tender remembrance that left wet eyes from the orchestra section to the balconies.

			The New Amsterdam event was invite-only, and most members of Stan’s inner circle weren’t there, which made sense, given that most of them were by then either suing one another, awaiting trial, or trashing Marvel in the press—and, in one case, doing all three at once. So the tribute at the Chinese Theatre was the closest thing to a funeral that Stan had, and Larry wasn’t in attendance. He wasn’t entirely sure he had been invited, but, if he had, one suspects he wouldn’t have attended. There was his fear of flying, for one thing. But there was also a lingering bitterness he felt when it came to Stan. Larry, despite working for Stan on and off for fifty years as both a writer and an artist, was always kept at arm’s length emotionally by his brother. His voice breaking and his eyes watery, Larry recalled a story from the 1970s, when he was struggling to get Stan to throw some work his way. Stan kept passing the buck, saying he was the publisher of Marvel Comics now, not an editor, and that the matter was simply out of his hands. Larry knew that was a load of nonsense and eventually turned to one of the editors for help. “Well, Larry,” he recalls the editor saying, “it’s the consensus of opinion here that the only people Stan thinks about are himself and his family, and that doesn’t include you.”

			No, Stan’s family ever really consisted of only two people: his wife and his daughter. The former, Joan Boocock Lee, died a little more than a year before he did, so the only member of the triad left was their sixty-eight-year-old daughter, Joan Celia Lee (named, in a rare bit of ancestor acknowledgment, after Sofie and Zanfir’s kid), more commonly known as JC. She had recently become the subject of some very bad press: There had been reports in major news outlets that she was verbally and physically abusive of her parents in their waning days, was a profligate spender of her father’s money, and had made a full-court press to break into a trust that had been set up to prevent her from spending all of Stan’s cash after her parents’ deaths. However, she deserved some sympathy: She was allegedly (and her father privately adopted this assessment) schizophrenic, bipolar, and an addict. I’d spent weeks trying to get her lawyer/publicist/business partner, Kirk Schenck, to set up an interview. He’d said it would happen, but he never delivered and, strangely enough, instead tried to get me to participate in a movie project he and JC were putting together. A few days after recording Larry’s lament, I obtained JC’s phone number from a source and decided to try my luck, hoping we could have an initial on-the-record conversation and set up a larger interview later. She picked up.

			“This is worse than fake news,” JC said of those nasty media items about her, shortly after we began speaking. “It’s just evil. My father had a terrible time, my mother had a terrible time, and now I’m having a terrible time.” She began to cry. “Nobody was hurting anybody!” she said. “It was all about love.” (This was, apparently, a favored phrase: She had self-published a strange book of captioned family photos a few years earlier, entitled Stan Lee’s Love Story: “It’s All About Love!”) As she went on about her father, her tears turned to sobs and her words became unintelligible. She collected herself, then, without my prompting, she started to talk about the rumors of her spending habits: “Let’s just say I bought a pair of shoes or I bought thirty pairs of shoes. Is it anybody’s business? Am I asking anyone else to pay for it? Whose business is anything about this? Whose?” Her words became paranoid. “I’m just curious: Who sent in the creeps? They’re the lowlifes. And who are the people who sent them in? Who are the higher-uppers? The people flying around in Learjets they got because of my father. I really consider everything that’s happened a conspiracy. You wanna call Stan Lee’s daughter crazy? Go right ahead and do it. I’ll sit with any doctors and lawyers any week.”

			At last she said she’d be willing to speak to me for my article. I told her there must have been a misunderstanding—I was writing a biography, not an article. Immediately she changed her mind. “Tell Random House that JC Lee is coming to New York—I have a two-thousand-page book,” she said, defiance rising in her voice. “They know me by name and have since the eighties.” Abruptly, she was screaming at me. “I’m not interested in your book, and I’m interested in one book: mine!” she bellowed. “It’s called My Father Bought Me a House. It just has to start there!” She hung up; our conversation had lasted for only about three minutes. A few moments later, a source from Stan’s inner circle (these people, despite hating one another, are in constant and instant communication) texted me to say JC was telling everyone I had stolen her book manuscript and was trying to publish it under my own name. I texted Schenck to apologize for going behind his back and to ask what we should do next. He called me. “Now,” he said wearily, “you see what I have to deal with.”

			The only thing predictable about Stan’s only surviving progeny was that she was unpredictable, and that was never more evident than when I got a text a few months later from a man I’d been in touch with named Peter Paul. “JC is sending me a locket containing Stan’s ashes,” it read. This was more than a little shocking, as Stan had gone to his grave loathing Paul, and the feeling was mutual. When I expressed my surprise, Paul texted me a picture of a locket that, presumably, contained a bit of the late maven’s remains. “Wow,” I texted. Paul’s reply: “Abe—I don’t bullshit.”

			That particular claim was a questionable one, as Paul is full of stories that at least feel too amazing to be true. Back in the 1990s, he and Stan had been the closest of friends, wining and dining together while Stan languished in uselessness at Marvel. Paul, a longtime hidden hand pushing along the careers of various C-listers—Fabio and Buzz Aldrin being two of the most notable—had decided to help Stan out in breaking free from his contract with the company that had made him famous. Subsequently, the two got into business together, forming an online-entertainment company called Stan Lee Media around the turn of the millennium. It was a cash cow in the early going, working up a froth on Wall Street and briefly eclipsing Marvel’s own market cap. However, by the end of 2000, it had very publicly and spectacularly collapsed due to the end of the dot-com bubble, malfeasance, and, more important, a DOJ and SEC crackdown on major financial crimes that had been committed at the top of the company. Stan was cleared of wrongdoing, but Paul was hit with a heap of charges, pleaded guilty to one of them, and was sent to prison. It was his fourth felony conviction, believe it or not: Back in the 1970s and ’80s, he’d done time for possession of large amounts of cocaine, using a dead man’s identity to cross the Canadian border, and defrauding the Cuban government (that one’s a long story). Stan believed that Paul was responsible for the destruction of Stan Lee Media and openly denounced him on multiple occasions. As Stan put it in his second memoir while describing the whole debacle: “I’ll never be so stupidly trusting again.”

			If only that were true. Stan was an astoundingly poor judge of character and was very susceptible to being conned, or at least woefully manipulated. He lived to regret it. His final year and a half, after his departed wife could no longer act as a bulwark against mountebanks, had been a hellish maelstrom of abuse and theft. But who was at fault? It was like a game of Clue. Was the biggest villain Keya Morgan, a memorabilia collector and Hollywood hanger-on who was arrested multiple times for various alleged crimes involving Stan? Was it Jerry Olivarez, who had set up a fake for-profit charity and roped Stan into it, then made off with a massive, allegedly forged check from Stan’s bank account? Was it Max Anderson, Stan’s road manager, who was accused of stealing countless expensive artifacts from Stan’s career? Was it JC? Was it an alliance of some or all of them? All of the aforementioned people will tell you that they were the only one who had Stan’s best interests at heart and that all the rest were sticky-fingered criminals who are not to be trusted.

			For what it’s worth, Morgan was and is the most flamboyant of these suspects, making sure to appear in red-carpet photos with Stan at every turn during their years of acquaintance and attending confabs between Stan and various celebrities, from Leonardo DiCaprio and Robert De Niro to David Copperfield and Buzz Aldrin (there Aldrin is again, bizarrely enough), typically wearing a dark suit and a black bowler hat he says he received as a gift from Michael Jackson. Nearly a year after Stan’s death, a suited and shades-wearing Morgan strode into a restaurant in the Los Angeles suburbs and sat down at a booth along with me and his armed bodyguard. He demanded a seat where he could face the exit, because “I never put my back to the door.” Given the fact that he was about to go to trial over alleged elder abuse toward Stan, it was supremely odd that he brought no lawyer. Over the course of nearly five hours, Morgan spoke about how the whole world was arrayed against him and depicted himself as a paragon of virtue. He made a self-aggrandizing point of showing me books, newspapers, and magazines that cited his role as a collector of celebrity artifacts, then opened his laptop. He’d come to play me audio and video of Stan in his twilight months, media that forever changed the way I thought about Stan. I couldn’t help but wonder whether any of what I saw and heard then was legitimate and believable, which is sadly appropriate: After all, Stan Lee’s story is where objective truth goes to die.

			

			—

			We can be certain of one thing: Stan Lee was far less than truthful about his life and accomplishments. He lied about little things, he lied about big things, he lied about strange things, and there’s one massive, very consequential thing he may very well have lied about. If he did lie about that last thing—and there’s substantial reason to believe he did—it completely changes his legacy.

			Stan became a name and face recognizable to literally billions of people because he said he created the Marvel Universe. And, to be sure, he played a key role in doing that. In 1961, after more than two decades of toiling away in obscurity as a writer/editor at an unremarkable comic-book publishing house, he and a writer/artist named Jack Kirby put together a superhero comic book called The Fantastic Four #1. It was action-packed, with dynamic illustrations and propulsive dialogue, and—most important—unlike the superhero comics that preceded it, it depicted protagonists who hated each other almost as much as they hated their superpowers. It is no exaggeration to say that this comic was an inflection point in global popular culture, as its success led to a bevy of revolutionarily humanistic superhero comics from the publisher, which had been known by various names but renamed itself Marvel Comics. Spider-Man, Iron Man, the Incredible Hulk, Black Panther—these pieces of intellectual property and many more, all of them eventually lucrative beyond anyone’s wildest dreams, emerged in an axial period, a handful of years of fevered creativity.

			But whose creativity? Stan always said it was mainly his, that he dreamed up all these characters, then handed them to Kirby to merely draw. Ever since then, a credulous public has believed him. Countless articles and interviews have taken him at his word and he has thus been canonized as one of the greatest cultural sources in American history—“the Homer of the twentieth century,” as an oft-repeated line goes. Yet none of these tributes acknowledge a bizarre and shocking fact: It’s very possible, maybe even probable, that the characters and plots Stan was famous for all sprang from the brain and pen of Kirby, who spent much of his life despising Stan for, as he saw it, stealing credit. It’s already provable that Stan lied blatantly and often about Kirby’s contributions to their comics together. How far did this deception go? There are those who claim, more than a little convincingly, that Stan pulled off one of the most daring acts of artistic theft in modern history.

			Stan Lee was, by most accounts, a remarkably pleasant man to deal with. He was charming, self-effacing, kind, warm, and gracious. He passionately loved his wife, he unceasingly supported his daughter, he uplifted many of the creators who worked for him, and he was always nice to his legions of fans. Certainly there were scores of people far more cruel than he in the comics industry and the creative arts in general. And there is no doubt that he contributed greatly to the Marvel Universe: He wrote snappy dialogue and ruminative narration, and his wizardry at management and editing created a never-rivaled roster of comics creators and an ever-expanding sequence of interconnected stories that continues to this day. What’s more, his remarkable gift for promotion is what sold Marvel to the world and made it the multibillion-dollar brand it is today.

			But at his core, Stan was a man whose success came more from ambition than talent. He lived a quintessentially American life, one in which he came from virtually nothing, struggled in middle-class purgatory, then reached the heights of fame and fortune. And yet, like the prodigal son of Vaslui, he was unsatisfied with what he actually achieved and always boasted of more. His is a tale of triumph, but it is also one of overreach and agony.

			The often-false story Stan Lee told about himself and his work was that of the American dream: success earned through hard work, optimism, and staying true to oneself. But the true story of his life is that of the American reality: success won in no small part through nepotism, corner-cutting, dissembling, and stealing. Perhaps this approach to life gave him a blind spot, as he was ultimately beset by caricatures of his own ambitious self, people who had far fewer personal limits in their quests for cash and recognition. Taken as a whole and with sober eyes, the man’s journey adds up to one of the more fascinating stories of the past century of American arts and letters, and it is a journey that has heretofore gone unexamined in public. The time has come to tell that story.

			One of Stan’s trademark phrases was “True Believer.” He used it to address his followers—“Face front, True Believer!” and the like—but perhaps, when it came to his own legend, his truest believer was he himself. That kind of commitment to his own hype would prove to be his undoing. Another slogan of his was “Excelsior!”—Latin for “ever upward.” And up he rose. But so, too, did he fall.
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					AMBITION AND ITS DISCONTENTS

				
				

				
					“Of what import are brief, nameless lives…to Galactus??”

					—The Fantastic Four #49
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				ESCAPE AT ANY COST

			
			

			(To 1939)

			

				
				The pogrom that Stan Lee’s father survived as a child could hardly have come at a more sacred time. It was the evening of Tuesday, September 11, 1890, and the Jews of the eastern Romanian city of Botoșani—likely numbering just below sixteen thousand, putting them roughly at parity with the Gentile population—were beginning their observance of the holiest twenty-five hours of the year, the supremely important fast day known as Yom Kippur, or the Day of Atonement. As they beat their chests and wailed to God in a collective plea for mercy, a congress of more than two hundred Romanian students were screaming at one another beneath a newly unveiled statue of national poet Mihai Eminescu, incensed over the great dilemma of the day: what to do with the Jews. All Jewish people had recently been expelled from the student congress, and the matter of the members’ concern that day was a resolution, raised by a group of socialists, that would have allowed Jews to return to their number. Opponents of that proposal were furious and, after about two hours of arguments, people were starting to throw punches, so the matter was dropped and the students went to a banquet.

			At around 9:30 p.m., the group, now likely inebriated, stumbled out into the streets, and some of the students from the anti-Semitic faction wandered into a Jewish neighborhood. They smashed stones through the windows of a school, then made their way to a synagogue, where they saw, through a window, people lost in prayer. Suddenly the Gentiles broke into the house of worship and hurled insults at the frightened and somber congregants, demanding that they dance and shout cheerful phrases. The Jews did so, but it wasn’t enough—soon, the Romanians were screaming, “Down with the kikes!” and setting holy books aflame.

			Having done all this, the students returned to the streets and continued their rampage, attacking and desecrating more synagogues full of worshippers, as well as looting dozens of Jewish-owned homes and businesses. At one synagogue, the rioters found a Jewish doorman and a Christian who helped the Jews out on holidays and the Sabbath; some held the former down and set his beard on fire, while others physically attacked the latter for debasing himself through servitude to Jews. At the Sticlarilor School, they beat a Jewish guard named Nachman. In the home of Ștrul Herș Schwarz, a teacher of calligraphy, the students destroyed the furniture and forced the man’s wife and daughters to run into the night clad only in their sleeping clothes. The Săvener synagogue, the Reb Eizig synagogue, the Simchi synagogue—all were targeted, all were defiled. Exhausted, the Jew-hating youths eventually abandoned their task and went to bed, leaving the traumatized Jewish community of Botoșani to pick up the pieces in the cold light of dawn. It was just a few days before Iancu Urn Liber’s fourth birthday, and already he knew the cruelty of our unredeemed world.

			Gray-eyed, brown-haired Iancu was born into a community that was fast crumbling under the weight of the world’s oldest prejudice. Most or all of his family were so-called Ashkenazim, Jews whose proximate origins lay in Mitteleuropa (“Ashkenaz” is an antiquated Hebrew term for Germany) and who, after various expulsions and massacres, had traversed Eastern Europe in more-recent centuries. That said, we must here take a pause, as Iancu’s paternal grandmother, Pesseh, was born with the surname Pesica, which perhaps placed her origins in the far-western Romanian town of Pecica. There had been Jews in that part of the world as long ago as the days of Roman antiquity: Could it be that one of Iancu’s bloodlines stretched through to the age of the empire, thus making his birthright even firmer than that of many of those Gentiles who would tar him as an alien? Either way, the monikers of Iancu’s other forebears suggest they themselves were of more-recent vintage. We can surmise this based on the fact that their names all emerge from Yiddish, the German dialect that was the proprietary lingua franca of the Ashkenazim.

			On Iancu’s father’s side, his grandfather—Pesseh’s groom—was Bercu Liber; on the boy’s mother’s side, his grandparents were Haia Sura (her birth surname is unknown) and Sloim Leibovici. Leibovici and Liber are Romanian domestications of the Yiddish names Leibowitz and Lieber, respectively. We can hazard a guess that most of Iancu’s forebears were drawn from the mass of Ashkenazi migrants who fled the poverty and persecution of Galicia and Poland beginning in the fifteenth century and found themselves in the principality of Moldavia, which is where Botoșani can be found. Pesseh and Bercu had a son, Simon Liber, around 1843, but his birth location is unknown. His bride was Estera Malca Leibovici, child of Haia Sura and Sloim, born circa 1856, though she went by the nicknames Manta and Minnie; the place of her birth, like that of the groom, is a mystery. However, we do know they were wed in Botoșani, and it is entirely possible that that was the only city they’d ever known. After all, there had been Jews in Botoșani since at least the 1600s, and by the time the Romanian-illiterate, intermittently employed, and profoundly religious Simon and Manta welcomed Iancu to the world on the afternoon of September 21, 1886, it was a bustling Jewish center.

			It’s hard to pinpoint the inception of the towering wave of anti-Semitism that engulfed Romania in the last decade of the nineteenth century and the first of the twentieth, driving Stan Lee’s parents to flee the continent. But if we are to understand the forces that shaped Stan’s parents and, in turn, Stan himself—as well as the origins of the cold distance between Stan and his father—we must attempt to sort the historical narrative out. On the one hand, Jew hatred in the Romanian territories had been present for centuries. Vlad Tepes, the infamous impaler of men and alleged inspiration for Dracula, had been a sworn foe of the Jews of his principality during the mid-1400s. Romanian church literature of the 1600s punished with excommunication any Christians who made contact with Jews. Greek-born overlords of the region made accusations of Jewish ritual murder during the 1700s. Russian invaders of the early 1800s propagated czarist anti-Jewish literature, sentiment, and legal codes. But the particular brand of anti-Semitism that permanently changed the lot of Romania’s Jews came in the late 1800s, with the rise of romantic nationalism in the region. As is so often the case with downturns in the fortunes of a minority, the hatred came after a period of hope. A continent-wide series of revolutions in 1848 led to promises from liberal Romanian nationalists that the Jews would be granted full citizenship, civil and political rights, and the freedom to cease wearing the Polish-style caftans and shtreimels (large, furry hats) they were obligated to don. The revolution turned out to be a failure, and there was a subsequent political tug-of-war between promises and disappointments that lasted decades.

			The 1878 Treaty of Berlin, authored by a convention of the great powers of the day, mandated equal rights and emancipation for the Jews of Romania. Yet it was there that the horrors truly began. In an age when nationalism meant uniformity, the Jews were seen as a fly in the ointment; in a populace drunk on the ecstasy of national independence, the Jews were targeted as a foreign element. The Treaty of Berlin was overruled time and time again by the Romanian leadership, and more than fifty specifically anti-Semitic laws were put into place. Jewish activists were deported; Jews were blocked from being doctors, lawyers, or pharmacists; Jewish businesses were barred from selling certain products; Jewish children were booted from schools; and so on. Life for the Jews became increasingly impoverished and intolerable. We do not know what Stan’s grandparents did for a living in Romania, but it is entirely possible they lost skilled jobs and were forced to choose menial professions instead. Racist orators roamed the streets. Reactionary pamphlets papered the reading rooms of the country. A gathering with the straightforward official title “the Romanian–European Anti-Semitic Convention” was held in Bucharest with government endorsement, and speech after speech in the legislature excoriated the Jewish population.

			“It is immaterial in which country they live, the Jews do not become assimilated,” one senator bellowed in a legislative session. “They form a nation within the nation and remain immobile in a state of barbarism.” It was against this backdrop that Stan’s father saw the Jews of his city assaulted and learned he would never be at home in his homeland. The impact of such trauma on a human being and its reverberations in that person’s children should never be underestimated. Stan would walk away from Judaism and the institutions of Jewish life—even, it can be argued, from Jewishness as a concept—but his parents’ and grandparents’ experience must have been an influence. Iancu, forged in tragedy, grew up to be a harsh and bitter man, as well as one who was passionate about being Jewish. The contrast between him and his firstborn is striking and intriguing.

			And what of Stan’s mother? Celia was a half decade younger than Iancu and came from a family whose names similarly imply an Ashkenazi background—indeed, they don’t appear to have Romanianized their names the way the Libers and Leibovicis had, which might mean they were more-recent arrivals to the region, perhaps coming during a massive influx of Jews that occurred in the 1830s. Isaac Solomon and Sarah Bernstein gave birth to Zanfir in 1863; Moses Hoffman and Rachel Seigel brought about a child named Sofie in roughly the same year. The pair wed around 1883 and resided in Vaslui county, possibly in the small town of Perieni. They brought Celia into the world on January 3, 1890, and within a few years they were either newly or still in a slightly larger municipality known as Huși. Huși was smaller than Botoșani, containing some 16,000 people as of 1899, but about 4,000 of them were Jewish, making for another significantly Jewish area. These high concentrations of Jews in urban locales should come as no surprise, given that Romanians had, through stigma, violence, and legislation, long seen to it that Jewish people couldn’t live in the countryside among the Romanian peasantry. Nevertheless, Jewish life grew in these quasi-ghettos, and Huși was no exception: In Celia’s time, multiple Jewish cemeteries and houses of worship were there. Life carried on, even under horrible conditions.

			It was not to last. An 1899 crop failure brought a devastating economic recession to Romania, and that, combined with continuing anti-Semitic persecution, pushed Jewish life in the country to a breaking point. A mass exodus began. Starting in that year, Romanian Jews sailed to the United States in astounding numbers: more than 1,300 in 1899, more than 6,000 in 1900, and well over 54,000 in total by the end of the century’s first decade. Great masses of them exited the country on foot, marching long miles to ports that would allow them to commence a journey to the Americas. They became known as the fusgeyers—Yiddish for “foot-wanderers”—and their exodus was the single most important story in the Jewish world of their day. Although their numbers were not as great as those of the Russian Jews who had arrived in North America in droves in the 1880s, the Romanian cousins bore a tragic distinction: While the Russian Jews had been only one stream among many Russian migrants who were departing to escape turmoil and poverty, there were hardly any non-Jewish Romanian departures in the run that began in 1900. The only reason to leave Romania was a Jewish heritage. These were, first and foremost, refugees escaping political persecution that had befallen them by virtue of their birth.

			As was true for countless millions of immigrants of the day, the Romanian Jews fled largely to New York City, and Celia and Iancu—who, at this point, still had not met—were among the horde. The Solomons arrived first, on the day after Christmas in 1901, when Zanfir, Sofie, and their children disembarked from a ship known as the Majestic. Zanfir was listed at Ellis Island as a “laborer,” a catchall for someone whom the authorities deemed to have no particular profession—perhaps they didn’t understand him when he spoke, perhaps he declined to share the nature of his work, or perhaps he simply wanted to start with a fresh slate. Whatever the case, he took his clan to 4th Street—now known as part of the East Village, but then considered part of the Lower East Side—not too far from the heart of the sub-neighborhood known as “Little Rumania.” Although the Jewish Lower East Side is today remembered with a certain degree of romance and wistfulness, it was often hellish for the new arrivals, widely known as “greenhorns.” Perhaps the Solomons knew the aforementioned Marcus Eli Ravage, the fellow Jewish Vasluiander who had arrived in 1900 and later wrote vividly of the awful conditions in this boiling pot of humanity, which was one of the most densely populated areas civilization had ever seen.

			“So far is the immigrant from being accustomed to such living conditions,” wrote Ravage, “that the first thing that repels him on his arrival in New York is the realization of the dreadful level of life to which his fellows have sunk. And when by sheer use he comes to accept these conditions himself, it is with something of a fatalistic resignation to the idea that such is America.” People were shoved into dark tenements where a dozen might share an apartment that was divided from their neighbors only by a dangling sheet. Men who had been doctors and lawyers in the Old Country were reduced to roving as street peddlers. “This was the boasted American freedom and opportunity,” said Ravage, “the freedom for respectable citizens to sell cabbages from hideous carts, the opportunity to live in those monstrous, dirty caves that shut out the sunshine.”

			Despite such challenges, the Solomons planted a stake in the ground. The family entered the hat-making business, and Celia, once she was old enough, got a job as a salesgirl at the Woolworth’s department store, then ascended to being an accountant there. Having come to the United States at an early age, she quickly discarded any trace of an accent—so much so that her own sons were never quite sure whether she had actually been born in Romania. The groundwork was being laid for a child like Stan to have a foothold in the American experiment.

			Iancu got out relatively late in the Romanian Jewish exodus, showing up at Ellis Island only on August 6, 1906. When he sailed from Rotterdam to New York on the Nieuw Amsterdam, he came with the clothes on his back, four dollars in his pocket, and a brother, Litman, about whom we know little. Short, lean Iancu Urn, just shy of the age of twenty, spoke to the immigration agents and was given the Anglicization of his name, which he carried for the rest of his life: Jacob Aaron. He soon started going by an even more American name, which he’d utter in a Romanian-Yiddish accent that he never quite shook: Jack. He had been trained in Romania as a saddlemaker, an important artisanal trade for an era in which horses had yet to be replaced by motorcars. At some point during his new life in New York, he abandoned that profession to become a dress-cutter in Manhattan’s Garment District.

			A huge portion of New York’s new Jewish immigrants worked in the garment industry, so Jack was no exception to the general rule, but his status as a cutter meant he rose to the top of the crop. Cutters were relatively well paid and had to demonstrate incredible skill, as they were the ones who carefully sliced through stacks of fabric to create the outlines of a given piece of clothing. While a slipup in sewing would ruin only one dress, a mistake in cutting could destroy far more, all in one go. In other words, Jack was good with his hands. Though there are no extant records of his initial dwelling place, it’s likely that Jack, like virtually every other new Jewish arrival, dwelled on the Lower East Side, where, by then, Romanian Jews had made a significant impact. They were known as the bons vivants of the Jewish population, as spicy as the pastrami—a Romanian dish influenced by years of Turkish occupation—that they introduced to American cuisine. Romanian Jews were heavily involved in the culinary trades and were pioneers of the Yiddish theater, bringing raucous and impassioned performances (not unlike Stan’s eventual self-presentation) in the tongue of the Eastern European Jews.

			There are no known records or stories, even from Larry, about how Jack and Celia met, but it may well have happened far from the Lower East Side. As the years of the twentieth century wore on and New York’s subway system was born, Jews started leaving that sardine-packed pit and spreading out to enclaves across the city. By 1918, Jack was living at 40 West 116th Street in Manhattan, near Columbia University. We know this from his World War I draft-registration card, which also reveals a sad aspect of his existence at the time: When asked for his closest relative, he listed his father and said the man was still living in Romania. This was a curious choice, given that Jack already had family in the United States: There was Litman but also a sister, Rebecca (or Beckie), and another brother, Welwel (or Willie), who ended up in Titusville, Pennsylvania. Larry says Jack hardly ever spoke about his family of origin, but Willie’s daughter, Martha Leiber Dermer (that branch of the family went with an alternate spelling of their surname), recalls her dad visiting Jack in New York regularly and that “Jack was always happy to see my father; he and my father were close”—although she hastens to point out that Jack never returned the favor by visiting them, as far as she knew. As for Jack’s father, Simon, Martha says he ended up in what was then Palestine and later became Israel. It stands to reason that Stan Lee may have cousins wandering the Holy Land.

			Whatever the case, the year 1920 found Jack living as a bachelor boarder in East Harlem, on East 114th Street, deprived of the family presence that the Solomons enjoyed. However, he soon entered their embrace: At some point, Jack and Celia found each other, and they wed in the spring of 1920 in the home of a rabbi from Botoșani. The newlyweds moved to a building at 777 West End Avenue, at the corner of 98th Street, on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, where they were childless for more than two years. But on December 28, 1922, they had their first son and gave him a pair of distinctly non-Jewish names followed by a very Jewish one that he would come to discard: Stanley Martin Lieber. Perhaps those first two English monikers were Jack and Celia’s way of declaring that this lad, whatever his troubles, would be distinctly of the New World to which they had fled at such great cost.

			

			—

			The biographer’s challenge is similar to the psychoanalyst’s but far more futile. Both professions seek to understand a human being by analyzing recurring themes and motifs in that human’s external and internal worlds. Both will tell you there is no more formative period than one’s childhood—as the saying often attributed to Saint Ignatius goes, “Give me the child for the first seven years and I will give you the man.” Both are held back by the unreliability of a subject’s memory about those early years of shaping and growth. However, the psychoanalyst is far more likely to get honest answers about the young life of a patient than is the biographer, who must largely rely on the stories the subject wants spoken about publicly. There is no more unreliable narrator of a person’s life than that person. This is a particularly thorny problem when it comes to Stan, given his tendency toward deceit and exaggeration.

			Case in point: the tale of the essay-writing contest. At age fifteen, Stan entered a competition for young scribes held by the New York Herald Tribune, a publication that would come to be significant in Stan’s later life on multiple occasions. The challenge was to write a nonfiction piece about the news of the week. “I won it three weeks running,” he said in 1977, “and finally the editor called me down to the Herald Tribune. He said, ‘Will you stop entering the contest and give someone else a chance?’ ” Per the story, this editor asked Stan what he wanted to be when he grew up, and the lad said he dreamed of being an actor. “He said, ‘Well, why don’t you think of being a writer? I don’t know how good you act, but you seem pretty good with words.’ ”

			Surely Stan never expected that anyone would bother fact-checking something as trivial as that little anecdote. And a dive into the paper’s archives reveals that young Stanley Martin Lieber had, indeed, competed and won seventh place on May 7, 1938, then netted an honorable mention (as did ninety-nine other kids) on two subsequent weeks. But that was it. No first-place finish at any time, much less a jealousy-inducing streak at the top, which makes the idea of his having an inspirational audience with an editor quite unlikely. That incident should give us pause about believing that anything Stan said about his youth was strictly—or even remotely—factual. But that doesn’t mean his stories lack significance. They tell us much about how Stan perceived himself and, more important, how he wanted to be perceived by others.

			The overarching theme of all the stories Stan Lee told about his childhood is that of escape: from his economic class, from obscurity, even from his own family. All three of those escapes were readily visible in the opening portions of 2002’s Excelsior!: The Amazing Life of Stan Lee, a curious quasi-autobiography co-written by a celebrity biographer named George Mair, in which first-person recollections are interspersed with third-person narration. Stan begins his account of his own life on a somewhat Oedipal note:

			
				I always felt sorry for my father. He was a good man, honest and caring. He wanted the best for his family, as most parents do. But the times were against him. At the height of the Depression there were just no jobs to be had.

				Seeing the demoralizing effect that his unemployment had on his spirit, making him feel that he just wasn’t needed, gave me a feeling I’ve never been able to shake. It’s a feeling that the most important thing for a man is to have work to do, to be busy, to be needed. Today, I never feel more fulfilled than when I’m working on a number of projects at once, which is really nuts because I’m always wishing I had more free time. Still, when I’m busy I feel needed, and that makes me feel good.

				There you have it, instant psychiatry, and it didn’t cost either of us a cent.

			

			This is, perhaps, the lens through which we should look at Stan’s entire life. Stan was not a publicly self-reflective man and showed virtually no interest in talking about his parents—their deaths go nearly unmentioned in Excelsior, despite the fact that both were tragic and surely impactful in their own ways—so it must be deeply significant that, on a rare occasion when he mentioned his dad, he spoke of him this way. By his own admission, Stan wanted to be wealthier, more needed, and generally better than the man who had sired him.

			If we want to consume more information about the kind of people Jack and Celia were and how Stan saw them, we must subsist on breadcrumbs. According to Stan, Jack “was a brilliant man, I think. He was very well read, mainly on current events. He read every newspaper you could find.” It appears that his marriage was turbulent: “I always wished my mother and father would lavish as much love on each other as they did on my younger brother, Larry, and me,” Stan said in Excelsior. He continued:

			
				They were both good, loving parents, and I think the only thing that gave them any pleasure was their children. My brother and I always regretted that fate had not been kinder to them and that they couldn’t have had happier lives. They must have loved each other when they married, but my earliest recollections were of the two of them arguing, quarreling incessantly. Almost always it was over money, or the lack of it. I realized at an early age how the specter of poverty, the never-ending worry about not having enough money to buy groceries or to pay the rent, can cast a cloud over a marriage. I’ll always regret the fact that, by the time I was earning enough money to make things easier for them, it was too late.

			

			There, again, is that Depression-kid avarice (as well as, perhaps, an echo of his own fights over money with his wife and daughter, which we shall get into later). But there, too, is a dubious claim: that of a loving relationship between father and son. It seems that Stan was stretching the truth in that regard. “Often he was, I’d say, a difficult man,” Larry recalls when asked about Jack. “I don’t know what made him tick.” Jean Davis Goodman, the boys’ cousin (and wife of the publisher of what became Marvel Comics, Martin Goodman), called Jack “demanding” and assessed the situation this way before she died: “He was exacting with his boys—brush your teeth a certain way, wash your tongue, and so on.” That squares with Larry’s estimation: “He was worried about doing what’s right all the time, and he did it in a way that made me worry about things other kids didn’t have to worry about. Let’s say we were in front of a store. He’d say, ‘Come here, don’t stand in front of the man’s window. He has to sell his goods and you’re blocking it.’ ” Larry says Jack was never abusive, but he was cold, cryptic, and “always worried about disturbing somebody else.” He had particular views about how people should act and was unafraid of enforcing them, even with strangers, in Larry’s recollection: “I used to go to the movies with him, and he sometimes argued with the woman sitting in front who—women wore big hats then—refused to take off her hat,” he says. “So I got embarrassed and stopped going.” When Stan let his guard down late in life, he contradicted his memoir’s warm account of his father. “Even when I made a good living, my dad didn’t think of me as a success,” Stan told an interviewer in 2014. “He was pretty wrapped up in himself most of the time. Some of that rubbed off on me.”

			The slender and quiet Celia, on the other hand, appears to have been a more welcoming presence, albeit one in chronic distress. “She was very honest, and if she believed in something, she’d speak up,” Larry says. “Otherwise, she didn’t.” She left her job to raise her children and, as Stan put it, she “spent almost all her time cleaning our small apartment or cooking in the kitchen.” Larry says his mother “was a worrier. If I went anyplace, I had to be back on time, not because she’d be angry but because she’d be worried. She worried a lot.” Jean Goodman said Celia was a “persecuted mother” and that her relationship with her husband “made the atmosphere difficult.” Larry confirms this: “I think my father didn’t—I don’t want to go into it—didn’t get along with my mother,” he says. Nevertheless, Celia seems to have adored Stan. “My mother was my biggest fan,” Stan would eventually write in an early outline for his memoir. “Always led me to think a talent scout would grab me the next time I walked down the street.”

			By the time Larry was born, on October 26, 1931, there was a nearly nine-year gap between him and his older brother, and thanks to their mother, the eldest perpetually cast a long shadow over the youngest—a fact of life that never stopped being true. “My mother used to say to me, ‘Be like your brother,’ ” Larry says. “That’s what I remember. ‘Why aren’t you more like your brother?’ That was my childhood.” He recalls a specific incident that stuck with him all his life: His mother “told me the story that one day, when she went to school for Stan, the teacher said, ‘He is so wonderful. He reminds me of our president Roosevelt.’ ” That kind of praise for her older son never ceased, as Larry tells it. “I lived with that and I had an enormous respect for this image,” he says. “It was almost like the movie Rebecca, where she kept hearing about Rebecca but never met her, you know?”

			The location of all of this family drama was constantly shifting. The Upper West Side was an expensive place for a struggling immigrant family to live, and perhaps the price drove them away, as they decamped much farther north, to 619 West 163rd Street in Washington Heights, by the end of 1924. At some point, the family packed up again and moved to 1720 University Avenue in the Bronx. Both areas were solidly lower-middle class and heavily—though by no means exclusively—populated by Jews, including a number of members of Celia’s family. The Solomons were a large brood and the boys interacted with them regularly, a fact that would prove to be highly significant in Stan’s career. That said, young Stan seems to have loathed his relatives. “Hated to visit my family,” he would eventually write in that memoir outline, “but every so often, on a Sunday, I had to.”

			The dramatis personae for these dreaded meetups was colorful. There was glamorous Aunt Mitzi and her British husband, Arthur, who worked as a fixer in the movie industry. There was Aunt Freda and her overly generous groom, Sam, who gave away their money and left her with virtually nothing. There were cousins Mort and Midge, the former of whom was a salesman and the latter of whom died young of hepatitis. There was “Little” Ed, who sold hats and had a son, Stuart Solomon, who would go on to don the name Mel Stuart and become a filmmaker, directing Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory and If It’s Tuesday, This Must Be Belgium. (Despite the fact that they both worked in the entertainment industry, Mel and Stan don’t appear to have had much contact over the course of their adult lives; in fact, in some notes Stan wrote down for the co-author of Excelsior, he cryptically comments, “My one celeb relative—MEL STUART—disliked at sight.”) Most important, there was the aforementioned cousin Jean and an uncle from a different branch of the Solomon tree, Robbie. Robbie had been an athlete in his youth and grew up to be, as Larry puts it, “a nice guy,” working for and marrying the sister of publisher Martin Goodman. Jean further solidified the familial connection to Martin by marrying the man. Those two marriages would prove to be crucial in changing the history of the arts.

			The groundwork for those momentous changes was also being laid in the homes and schools of young Stan. The boy was, by all accounts, a voracious consumer of whatever media he could take in. Newspaper comic strips were an early love—he would later cite The Katzenjammer Kids, Skippy, Dick Tracy, Smitty, and The Gumps as some of his favorites. Like millions of other Americans, he and his family got into the nascent technology of radio: “Sunday night, we listened to the comedians,” he’d later recall. “There was Fred Allen and Jack Benny, Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy, and there was W. C. Fields.” Although Stan rarely cited radio as an influence, the evocative and percussive verbiage of golden-age radio would later be echoed in his dialogue and narration at Marvel. Movies were another obsession; he recalled there being five movie houses near his home in Washington Heights, giving him plenty of options. Young Stan reveled in the films of Charlie Chaplin, Roy Rogers, and his screen idol, the swashbuckling Errol Flynn—a proto-superhero if there ever was one. “Errol Flynn was my god,” he would say many decades later. “I was about ten years old, I don’t know. I’d walk out of the theater after an Errol Flynn movie; I’d have a crooked little smile on my face, the way I thought he smiled, and an imaginary sword at my side, and I’d be hoping that I could find some bully picking on a little girl so I could come to her rescue, you know?”

			But, above all, Stan was a nut for reading. “At every meal at home—breakfast, lunch, or dinner—I’d have a book or magazine to read while I ate,” he wrote. “One of the first presents my mother bought me was a little stand to keep on the kitchen table to rest a book against while eating….My mother used to say that if there was nothing to read, I’d read the labels on ketchup bottles, which I did.” In his memoir and interviews, he’d list examples of his early favorites throughout the canons of both high and low art. “Some of the books I most enjoyed were H. G. Wells, Arthur Conan Doyle, Mark Twain, and Edgar Rice Burroughs,” he wrote. “Then there were the seemingly limitless tales of the Hardy Boys, Don Sturdy, Tom Swift, the Boy Allies…After a while, my tastes in reading became more eclectic. I discovered Edgar Allan Poe, Charles Dickens, Edmond Rostand, Omar Khayyam, Émile Zola, and, of course, Shakespeare.” Early Modern English became a passion of his, both in Shakespeare (“While I’m sure most of the Bard’s work was way over my then-juvenile head, I was fascinated by the rhythm of his words, by the flowery language, the ‘What ho, Horatio’ type of outpourings”) and the King James Bible (“I love that style of writing, the almost poetical phrasing and the ‘thees’ and ‘thous’ and ‘begats,’ which can make the simplest thought seem fraught with drama”).

			And yet, although all of these famed works no doubt moved Stan, one can argue that the most influential texts for his eventual impact on the world were the now-forgotten children’s book cycles Jerry Todd and Poppy Ott, both penned by the pseudonymous scribe Leo Edwards. Oddly enough, Edwards’s influence on Stan’s life and career had less to do with his stories than his backmatter, specifically a section Edwards dubbed “Chatterbox.” “At the end of each book, there were letters pages where the writer, Leo Edwards, would write a little message to the readers and print some of their letters with answers,” Stan would say later in life. “I loved the fact that they had letters and commentary by the author. Leo Edwards was the only guy that did that. Maybe I remembered the warm, friendly feeling of those letters.” Stan would go on to ape Edwards’s innovation to great effect during the heyday of Marvel, answering readers’ missives with a peppy, conversational tone in the so-called Bullpen Bulletins section of each comic he put out. This connection is no mere surmise—Stan eventually made it explicit, saying of “Chatterbox”: “In fact, that’s what gave me the idea to do the ‘Bullpen Bulletins’ pages in the comics years later.”

			Unsurprisingly, this fixation on words made Stan a successful student in elementary school—perhaps to his emotional detriment. Like many working-class parents of that era, Celia, it seems, wanted her son to be able to help support the family through wage labor, and that meant getting done with his school career ahead of schedule. “Was always the youngest kid in my class and in my social group,” he wrote in his memoir outline. “It happened because my mother wanted me to finish school as soon as possible, so I’d work hard in order to get into the ‘A’ classes, the ‘skipping’ grades—and I was usually in classes with kids older.” There were occasional bright spots in these classes, such as his experiences with an instructor named Leon B. Ginsberg, Jr., who made a lasting impression on young Stan: “He would entertain the class with humorous and exciting stories to illustrate teaching points,” Stan later wrote. “It was Mr. Ginsberg who first made me realize that learning could be fun, that it was easier to reach people, to hold their attention, to get points across, with humor than any other way. It was a lesson I never forgot, a lesson I’ve tried to apply to everything I do.” But, on the whole, Stan’s status as the runt of his class overshadowed his early education: “It made my early years hell,” he would later write, “ ’cause I was the one they always picked on.”

			In Stan’s framing, that bullying was just one of many factors that drove him to feel as though he had to leave his life behind. His recounting of his childhood never portrayed it as idyllic. Even the view outside his window depressed him. “Though it may seem like a trivial thing, I was saddened by the fact that my family always lived in a rear apartment—never one facing the street,” he wrote in his memoir. “Looking out the window, all we could see was the brick wall of the building across the alley. I could never look and see if the other kids were out in the street playing stickball or doing anything that I might join in.” (He then boasted that, as of the memoir’s writing, “my home is on a hilltop in Los Angeles, where we have a view stretching from the Pacific Ocean to downtown.”)

			He hated that poverty kept him from certain social situations, as well. “A real depressing time for me was summer, when most of the kids went away to camps with unpronounceable Indian names,” he wrote. “What made this depressing for me—aside from not being able to send postcards home from places like Camp UgaUgaTa and Camp Monga-Wonga-Donga, or whatever—was that I was usually alone in the city. Most of my friends would be at camp and I’d be hanging around the school yard, hoping someone would come by for a game of handball.” He certainly felt no kinship with the Jewish community and was allergic to the very idea of religion. “I never believed in religion. I don’t mean the Jewish religion—I mean in religion,” he would later say. “To me, faith is the opposite of intelligence, because faith means believing something blindly. I don’t know why God—if there is a God—gave us these brains if we’re going to believe things blindly.”

			This was a stark contrast with his parents. Jack had been raised in a deeply observant Jewish family and, although he became more moderate in his observance than his brother Willie, Jack still went to synagogue somewhat regularly and was passionate about his Jewish identity. Celia lit Sabbath candles and said the prayer for the dead every Friday night and, at Jack and Celia’s behest, Stan and Larry both had the coming-of-age ceremony known as a bar mitzvah. None of that moved Stan. “My father insisted I be bar mitzvahed, and I took a crash course in learning to read Hebrew, all of which I’m sorry to say I’ve forgotten now,” he said in old age. “My parents didn’t have much money at that time, and I remember during the ceremony at the temple, there was my father and me, and maybe two other people had wandered in. That was the whole thing.” In 2015, I was allowed to send Stan a few interview questions via email, and when I asked him, “How important was New York Jewish culture in forming the way you talk, write, and think?” he completely dodged the Jewish part and simply replied, “The city of New York itself informed the way I talked, wrote and thought. There was something about New York culture that seemed to be, and still seems to be, different than any other place in the world.”

			In order to explore the city he loved so well, he used one object that brought him great joy: a bicycle. “When I rode it, in my imagination I was a mighty knight atop a noble steed,” he wrote. “That bike was my best friend because it gave me a feeling of freedom. So what if our family didn’t have a car. I finally had wheels. I could ride all over the city, go wherever I pleased. No kid ever loved a bike more than I loved mine.” Larry says he doesn’t remember his brother riding a bicycle especially often, but even if this story is an exaggeration, it’s one that evokes that recurring motif of Stan’s urge to leave behind everything he’d been born into. “Stan never spoke about his past, about Mother and Father, with any great warmth, because I think he was trying to escape from it,” says Larry. “That’s why he mentioned it, I think, in his book, getting on the bicycle to ride. He wanted to get away from it all. And he got away from it, all right.”

			

			—

			Whatever was in the water at the Bronx’s DeWitt Clinton High School in the twentieth century, it should have been bottled and studied. The all-male public school—named after the early U.S. senator, New York City mayor, and New York State governor DeWitt Clinton—was first established in Lower Manhattan in 1897 and subsequently moved to the north-central Bronx in 1929, where it has remained ever since. By the time Stan studied there in the mid-1930s, the institution had already served as the alma mater of future luminaries such as author Richard Condon, journalist Daniel Schorr, and composer/lyricist Frank Loesser. Later, it would produce even bigger names: Neil Simon, Ralph Lauren, Judd Hirsch, and many more. And while Stan studied there, the school bustled with a mishmash of geniuses. He may well have shared classes with James Baldwin, Paddy Chayefsky, Richard Avedon, or Sugar Ray Robinson, just to name a few contemporaries.

			But perhaps the oddest fact of all was the way the school, in Stan’s day, influenced the development of the American comic book. In addition to Stan, DeWitt Clinton gave diplomas to both of Batman’s creators, Bob Kane and Bill Finger, as well as to the first master of the full-length graphic novel, Will Eisner, who is often regarded as the greatest American cartoonist of all time. However, Stan never spoke of having any relationships with these men. Indeed, the only fellow student he ever spoke of at any length was a boy named John J. McKenna, Jr. McKenna never went on to fame or fortune, but he made an impression on Stan, thanks to his part-time job: selling subscriptions to The New York Times to fellow students. Stan waxed rhapsodic about this boy in Excelsior, devoting about as much space, if not more, to him as he did to his own family members. Here’s just a portion of the remembrance:

			
				I was one of the first to subscribe, but the main thing on my mind was, Man, if only I could address an audience as confidently as that and speak off the cuff as glibly as he. He spoke for about ten full minutes, looking his audience straight in the eye, never once fumbling or losing the attention of the class. I was terribly impressed by the smooth, easygoing way he made his pitch and the way he managed to hold the interest of the students while talking about a subject that normally would bore the pants off them.

				I decided that I wanted to be able to speak that way, to be able to hold the attention of an audience the way he did.

			

			There does appear to have been a New Yorker named John J. McKenna, Jr., whose birth date would make him roughly Stan’s age, but the rest of the story may well be apocryphal. What matters is that Stan devoted so much energy to conveying it to his fans. “He never knew it,” Stan wrote, “but McKenna, with his great gift of gab, who could make a tough teenage audience listen attentively to every word he had to say, was one of my first role models (after the aforementioned Leon B. Ginsberg, Jr., of course).” In this tale, Stan laid out a trio of traits that he valued enormously throughout his professional life: confidence, charisma, and salesmanship. McKenna knew how to generate demand and move product, and Stan wanted in on that action. In a very concrete way, he achieved that goal insofar as he said he subsequently got his own job selling newspaper subscriptions, albeit for the publication that had so lukewarmly reviewed him in that essay contest, the Herald Tribune.

			That was only one of Stan’s micro-professions in that era. Dress-cutting was a gig-based trade, without much in the way of stability, and Jack’s chronic unemployment during the years following the Great Crash of 1929 took a toll on the familial wallet. According to Stan, Jack once owned a diner—something relatively common among Romanian Jews—but it swiftly went bankrupt. Even while Stan was a student at DeWitt Clinton, he was regularly employed in one odd job or another, according to his recollections. The anecdotes about these jobs would roll out of him whenever he recounted his youth, their order getting mixed up, and it was always unclear which ones he did in high school and which came after graduation. There was the time he wrote advance obituaries about celebrities who had yet to die. There was the time the Goodman family apparently linked him up with a Jewish employment network that netted him a remote job writing publicity copy for a tuberculosis hospital in Denver called the National Jewish Health (“I could never understand what I was trying to do—get people to get tuberculosis so they go to the hospital?”), although the hospital tells me they have no record of his doing so. He said he did paid acting work in a theater program run by the Works Progress Administration, in no small part because a girl he liked was doing the same—but no record of his being employed there has survived, if there ever was one. He said he delivered sandwiches from the Jack May drugstore to the offices of Rockefeller Center and that he was faster than all of his fellow delivery boys. He spoke of working as an office boy for a trousers manufacturer and, feeling exploited and disrespected by the higher-ups, throwing a pile of informational papers into disarray after being fired. He said he worked as an usher at Midtown Manhattan’s Rivoli Theatre and once walked Eleanor Roosevelt to her seat, tripping over someone’s foot in the process.

			In contrast to all these jobs, school held little interest for Stan. “I didn’t hate being in school,” he would later tell an interviewer, “but I just kept wishing it was over and I could get into the real world.” That said, he did find himself involved in school life, albeit in an extracurricular manner. The yearbook for his DeWitt Clinton graduating class of 1939 reveals an array of clubs in which he was a member, from the Future Lawyers Club to the school literary magazine, The Magpie, for which he served as—appropriately enough—the publicist. He was fond of telling a story about that job, one that, in true Stan Lee style, deviated from the truth: He would tell of climbing a painter’s ladder in the room where The Magpie operated and painting the words “Stan Lee Is God” on the ceiling, but very late in life, when questioned about his use of that nom de plume at such an early age, he said he probably wrote “Stan Lieber Is God.” Or maybe none of that story happened at all. Whatever the case, his yearbook entry summed up a philosophy that would stay with him for the rest of his life: When asked for his life’s goal, he wrote, “Reach the Top—and STAY There.”

			In Stan’s retelling, around the time he graduated, he rented an apartment in Manhattan’s West Village to have some space to himself and, no doubt, to romance a few young ladies along the way—he was growing into something of a hound for them. Along those lines, he said he briefly attended night school at the City College of New York solely to spend time with a young woman he was seeing. “I don’t remember what I studied or what course I took, but I enrolled just so I could be with her,” he later said; within six months, the pair had split and Stan, who would eventually become a sought-after speaker on college campuses around the country, abandoned his own attempts at higher education forever. He bounced from job to job, searching for permanent employment, without any sense of where his future lay. There is a kind of irony in what happened next. When he told stories about those early years, Stan always portrayed his family as ancillary to his own career ambitions and autodidactic sense of purpose. He wanted you to believe he’d gotten where he was through sheer hard work and talent. But an unexpected bit of nepotism allowed him to set foot on the path toward—to use his words—reaching the top and staying there: A pair of family members offered young Stanley Martin Lieber an insider deal that would, in its way, alter the shape of global public consciousness.

		

	
		
		
			
				2.

				MEANS OF ASCENT

			
			

			(1939–1945)

			

			About five decades after a teenage Stan started working for Martin Goodman at the publishing imprint initially known as Timely Comics, an interviewer asked him how he had landed the job. “Well, I answered this ad,” he said. “There was an assistant wanted at a publishing company and I figured, Hey, great! I was just out of high school. I wanted to be a writer. I didn’t know it was a comic-book company. Particularly when you say ‘publishing company,’ I figured books or regular magazines. And I got up there and when I found out that the opening was for an assistant in the comic-book department, I was really surprised.” The interviewer was friendly, but he’d done his homework and confessed to Stan that he was a little confused: Wasn’t Goodman Stan’s relative? Was their professional link really the result of happenstance? “Martin was my…I had a cousin, and he was my cousin’s husband,” Stan said, waving his finger in the air near his chest, as though drawing the family tree. “And I’m not sure…” Stan trailed off and started again. “The whole thing was quite a coincidence, because he saw me in the hall one day and said, ‘What are you doing here?’ and I said, ‘I’m working here!’ ”

			That could have been a slightly plausible account of events, and Stan often spoke of boldly answering an ad in the paper (sometimes he said the ad acknowledged it was for a comics job, sometimes not) and then finding himself working for Timely. That is, except for the fact that he quietly threw the story out the window in his later years, perhaps after being caught wrong-footed in the lie one too many times. By the time he and Mair put together Excelsior, he’d updated his official line. “My uncle, Robbie Solomon, told me they might be able to use someone at a publishing company where he worked,” he wrote. “So I contacted the man Robbie said did the hiring, Joe Simon, and applied for a job. He took me on and I began working as a gofer for eight dollars a week at this small company located in the McGraw-Hill Building on Forty-second Street at Ninth Avenue, on the west side of Manhattan. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I had embarked on my life’s career.”

			That last bit about not knowing that comic books would be his destiny rings true, if only because virtually no one working on the things back then had any sense that they were going to be toiling in that medium for the long haul. Comic books hadn’t even existed ten years prior and, despite an initial streak of success, few took them seriously as art; there was no reason to believe they were anything more than a children’s fad that would die out within a matter of years, if not months.

			Before the comic book, there was the nudie and the smoosh. In the late 1920s, New York City publishing was in no small part built on disreputable publications, crammed with slapdash material and slammed onto cheap paper before being thrown to a populace with an insatiable appetite for content of low moral fiber in an increasingly libertine age. Smooshes were text-based magazines about illicit liaisons, while nudies were pictographic celebrations of the female form that just barely eluded decency laws. And even if they were indecent, a publisher could always grease a palm in Tammany Hall to get a pass. The average Gentile publisher would never stoop to print such content, so certain Jewish businessmen, far removed from the strict codes of their parents’ Old World life, were happy to satisfy the demands of the debased consumer.

			Though these publishers were undoubtedly the ones who would come to popularize the comic book, it’s a matter of debate who actually invented the art form. People had been putting newspaper comic strips into compiled editions since at least the 1840s, and an 1897 set of reprints of New York newspaper staple The Yellow Kid coined the term “comic book” on its back cover. However, the size and shape of these publications looked nothing like what we’d today identify as a standard-issue comic book. That only came in early 1929, when New York-based publisher George T. Delacorte, Jr., put out The Funnies, an insert for tabloid newspapers that was filled with strips that had been rejected by the syndicates. It was arguably the first real comic book—and it was a consistent sales failure, eventually getting the ax in the autumn of 1930.

			Enter New Yorker Maxwell Charles Gaines, a Jewish former teacher and necktie salesman with a serious limp who was desperate for a big break during the nadir of the Great Depression. After making contact with Connecticut-based Eastern Color Printing, he arranged to republish some of the most popular newspaper strips of the time in a comic book called Funnies on Parade in 1933. It was distributed as a coupon giveaway through Procter & Gamble, was a smash hit, and was followed by sophomore effort Famous Funnies. The latter, also released in 1933, was the first publication we can undoubtedly refer to as a comic book, insofar as it featured a wraparound cover and was sold individually on stands, not through a coupon mail order. Another ambitious publisher and former cavalry officer, Malcolm Wheeler-Nicholson, one-upped Gaines in late 1934 by forming National Allied Publications and subsequently putting out New Fun, the first comic book to feature new material, but it lasted only a handful of issues.

			It wasn’t until pornography maven Harry Donenfeld got into the action that the comic book really took off. A Romanian-born Jew who was raised on the Lower East Side and whose publishing business was astoundingly mobbed up (he allegedly helped gangster Frank Costello move Prohibition-era liquor from Canada in boxes for shipping paper), Donenfeld faced a crisis in the mid-thirties. New mayor Fiorello H. La Guardia was cracking down on vice and indecency, and that meant a slump for the smooshes and the nudies. Donenfeld and his uptight business manager, fellow Lower East Side Jew Jack Liebowitz, somehow ran into the desperate Wheeler-Nicholson and were inspired to get into the nascent comics business. It had a special pecuniary appeal: Retailers were nervous about selling girlie mags, but Donenfeld and Liebowitz could persuade them by throwing in some clean comic-book fun for the kids.

			Donenfeld and Liebowitz were in the right place at the right time. Other publishers at the margins of good taste got in on the action and the comic-book fad started to rise nationwide, built on versions of the sci-fi, crime, and adventure tales of the day’s youth magazines. However, the medium didn’t explode until Donenfeld and Liebowitz ousted Wheeler-Nicholson from National and one of their employees discovered a slush-pile submission. It was the creation of two Jewish kids from Cleveland, Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster, and the lead character was called Superman. His 1938 debut in National’s Action Comics #1 made comic books the single hottest item in the entertainment market of the time, and an industry was finally born.

			Although Stan was a reader of newspaper strips, there is no evidence that he was in any way a regular consumer of comic books prior to obtaining a job at a company that put them out. Nevertheless, he swiftly became a key player in the budding ecosystem of the American comic book. Indeed, the story of Stan’s early years in comics is one of a stunningly quick rise to prominence and material success, spurred by both his undeniable talent and the family-first attitude that dominated so many immigrant-owned workplaces in New York City at the time. Well, that and a bitter act of betrayal, which, although it may or may not have been perpetrated by Stan himself, certainly gave him a huge leg up.

			

			—

			None of what happened in Stan’s life past the age of sixteen would have been possible without the efforts of the controversial and under-sung founder of the company that became Marvel Comics. He was another ambitious second-generation American Jew who wasn’t afraid to cut corners and do a little backstabbing here and there in order to get ahead. If you were to invent him as a fictional character, you might be accused of mild anti-Semitism. In fact, he was just one of the first in a long succession of domineering and ambitious—and, as it happened, Jewish—men who loomed large in Stan’s life until its end.

			Moses Goodman was born to Lithuanian Jewish émigrés Isaac Goodman and Anna Gleichenhaus on January 18, 1908, in Brooklyn, though the child would eventually come to be known as Martin. Theirs was a large family, even by the standards of the time: thirteen children in twenty-two years. Martin was the eighth child but, improbably, the first male, and before he could reach the sixth grade, he dropped out of school to supplement the peddler’s wages of his father with scattered jobs. Members of the Goodman family speak of how young Martin developed a precocious interest in publishing as a kid, cutting out articles from magazines and rearranging them with paste into his own mock compilations. He was an iconic American type, not just in his entrepreneurial desires but in his lust to understand the inner workings of the country his parents had adopted: People who knew him would often tell—perhaps inaccurately—of the days of wanderlust Goodman spent hitching rides on trains across the United States in the middle of the 1920s. “Before his publishing days, there were many tramp trips, freight cars, cooking beans over a fire,” one of his lawyers, Jerry Perles, would later say. “I don’t think you could mention a town to him that he didn’t know about. He is knowledgeable about this country. It helped him a great deal later on in magazine circulation.”

			The circumstances under which Goodman came to that trade are murky. He most likely worked for the so-called Father of Magazine Science Fiction, publisher Hugo Gernsback (birth name Hugo Gernsbacher—another Jewish immigrant, albeit one from Luxembourg), but evidence of such employment is limited to hearsay. Somehow or other, Goodman came into contact with Gernsback’s onetime circulation manager, a Jewish law school graduate named Louis Silberkleit. As of late 1929, Silberkleit was working as circulation manager for Eastern Distributing Corporation, a national distributor of dozens of magazines, and he took Goodman on to work in the circulation department. There Goodman got a firsthand view of the world of the so-called pulps. So named for the cheap paper, often made from low-grade wood pulp, on which they were printed, pulp magazines were deliciously trashy items, chock-full of punchy text about everything high culture wouldn’t touch, from lurid tales of sex and death to the still-forming genre of sci-fi. The pulps were a sensation with youths around the country, particularly a certain kind of obsessive young man, the likes of which would go on to become Stan’s bread and butter: Gernsback and his ilk were cultivating the first generation of what would one day be referred to as geeks.

			Though Gernsback was worshipped by adolescent nerds, he was hardly beloved by the people who knew him best in the industry.
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