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Dear Agent's Name:

I have recently completed a biography about my grandfather, Frederic La Delle, a gifted entertainer and showman who was lucky enough to perform while the circus, the medicine show, and vaudeville each took their turns as headliner on the American stage.

First a daring trapeze artist, later a clever magician, Frederic was a jack of all trades whose career spanned four decades, from the late 1880s until the fall of 1917. During that time he shared the stage with the likes of Al Jolson, Groucho Marx, Harry Houdini, and Will Rogers, among countless others. He did so while remaining a loyal husband for more than fifty years and the doting father of three children. His family, in fact, played an integral part in his act for much of his career.

To retell his story, I relied upon his memoirs, which he penned in his twilight years; my own memory, as one of only two surviving grandchildren; and three small pamphlets, which Frederic published in the early 1900s, All About Vaudeville, How to Enter Vaudeville, and Clever Card Tricks. I also unearthed many newspaper accounts, biographies, and other materials to aid in my research.

Hey, Rube! The Story of Frederic La Delle, Star of Circus, Medicine Show, and Vaudeville During the Golden Age of Entertainment has been completed at 48,000 words. I have enclosed a brief synopsis and would be pleased to send you sample chapters or the entire manuscript. An SASE is enclosed for your reply. Thank you for your consideration.


Sincerely,









Susan Leach
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Hey, Rube!
The Story of Frederic La Delle, 

Star of Circus, Medicine Show, and Vaudeville 

During the Golden Age of Entertainment
Synopsis
by Susan Leach
My grandfather lived in a different world than the one we know today. His was bigger than the imagination. Bigger than memory. When I look back at him now, I see a giant of a man. Even years ago, while still a young woman, I found myself looking up to him, a strapping man with wavy hair, a barrel chest, and huge hands big enough to hold a billiard ball between each finger. He was only six feet tall, perhaps slightly above average by today’s standards. But his persona dwarfed his well-honed physique.

Born Frederick Clifford Kirkpatrick a year after the American Civil War ended, Frederic La Delle, as he later became known, was a showman at heart. Flamboyant. A natural entertainer. He was also a perfectionist who mastered everything he attempted and expected the best from everyone around him, including his grandchildren. His story is one of commitment, perseverance, talent, ambition, and perfectionism, all rolled into one. 

His professional career began in an old German beer hall on Summit Hill in Newark, New Jersey, in 1884 and ended thirty-three years later in 1917, when the Four Fantastic La Delles performed their farewell show at Chicago’s Ellis Theatre. Along the way, he met and shared the stage with countless stars, including Harry Houdini and Will Rogers. But it was his wife Mattie and his three children, Clifford, Hazel, and Mildred, who meant the most to him. They shared with him the many triumphs and travails of a life in showbiz. 

From an historical perspective, Frederic’s odyssey makes for fascinating reading, for he carved out a career on three separate stages, making a name for himself in the circus, in medicine shows, and on the vaudeville circuit. To survive, he became a jack of all trades, teaching himself everything from clowning to magic, from tumbling to the aerial arts. He did so with his family at his side. Mattie and the children, too, went on to become stars in their own right.

Unlike other performers of his era, Frederic was, to the best of my knowledge, one of only a handful, if that many, to eventually publish his own memoirs. It was in Mattie’s memory that he committed his experiences to print, penning his own autobiography while relying on journal entries that he and Mattie had recorded over the years. The manuscript lay tucked away in an attic for nearly a century. But it wasn’t the only window into his world that he left behind. Years before authoring his memoirs, while still a performer, he wrote three small pamphlets dedicated to aspiring professionals: How to Enter Vaudeville, All About Vaudeville, and Clever Card Tricks. The net result is an intimate glimpse into a long-gone era in showbiz, complete with personality clashes and loyal friendships, tragic interludes and humorous anecdotes, romantic moments and enlightening lessons. It was largely Frederic’s own writings that my husband Dean and I relied upon to tell his story. 

Frederic, like the circus and vaudeville, came of age in a period marked by massive cultural and economic upheaval, a time when America was forsaking its rural roots for something decidedly more urban. The railroad, and to a lesser extent the telegraph and the telephone, changed everything, suddenly bridging the gap between communities previously separated by wide swaths of land. Residents of small farming towns and emerging industrial cities alike already hungered for live entertainment beyond the parlor room and church, longing as they did to experience relief from the humdrum of daily life, and now the traveling circus could bring fantasy and delight to any town capable of pitching a tent and assembling a paying crowd.

According to the Circus Historical Society, more than one hundred circuses crisscrossed the United States by 1902, from small affairs to three-ring productions, each of them drawing on a broad range of entertainers and specialty acts. The performers, for their part, were freelancers competing for a finite number of jobs. They had to be willing to travel, to work odd hours and long shifts, and to give up the benefits of a more traditional, rooted home life. My grandfather jumped into such a competitive field with both feet – and built a long and successful career in the process. 
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Hey, Rube!

The Story of Frederic La Delle, 

Star of Circus, Medicine Show, and Vaudeville 

During the Golden Age of Entertainment
Chapter Outline
by Susan Leach

Foreword


Our story begins in the fall of 1917, when Frederic La Delle, gazing out at Lake Michigan from Chicago’s newly built Municipal Pier, contemplates his final act. He has been an entertainer for more than three decades, showcasing his many talents in the circus, in medicine shows, and on the vaudeville stage. But at fifty-one years of age and as the leader of his family act, the Four Fantastic La Delles, he has become road weary, having traveled nearly nonstop since first joining the circus thirty years earlier.

Chapter 1: Show Time


Born Frederick Clifford Kirkpatrick on July 28, 1866, Frederick enjoys a relatively uneventful childhood in Newark, New Jersey, just as that city is experiencing a remarkable industrial boom. The son of deeply religious parents, Frederick sometimes catches the ire of his abusive stepmother, who seems bent on making him pay for every little transgression. 


At the age of twelve, Frederick attends his first magic show and watches in wide-eyed amazement as Dr. H.S. Lynn, a traveling English magician, dismembers and then reassembles his assistant. The experience triggers something in Frederick, who later the same year catches his first circus parade, P.T. Barnum’s “Greatest Show on Earth.” The boy has found his life’s passion.


It’s not long before Frederick has fashioned a homemade trapeze in the back yard, and when his acrobatics nearly land him in the hospital, his father bans him from his contraption beneath the cherry tree. Frederick, undeterred, finds a more suitable place to ply his new craft: the YMCA gym. Soon he’s performing as an amateur at the Academy of Music. He then lands his first paying gig as a regular performer at a German beer hall, and as Frederick hones his act, he meets other more seasoned entertainers and learns as much as he can by watching them in action.


Frederick assumes his stage name, Frederic La Delle, when his father makes it clear that his use of the family name, while pursuing a career so undignified, is strictly prohibited. In the spring of 1885, at the impressionable age of eighteen, he secures his highest paying gig to date at seven dollars a week, with all expenses paid, and leaves for Greensboro, North Carolina, to join the Sam McFlinn Circus. 

Chapter 2: Johnny Newcomer


Frederic arrives in sleepy Greensboro and meets his new boss, the hardboiled Sam McFlinn, a former clown turned circus proprietor and real estate mogul. Tagged a Johnny Newcomer by a handful of his fellow performers, Frederic endures a ruthless round of hazing before McFlinn gives him some hardy advice: “Declare yourself and fight back.” Frederic does just that and wins the respect of his colleagues as well as his boss. It’s not long before Frederic is an experienced performer, doing everything from clowning to aerial stunts. His role in a trick pony act proves especially entertaining, if at times dangerous, not to mention bruising.


After more than two years with McFlinn, who ultimately proves not so hardboiled after all, Frederic signs a contract with the Ringling Bros. Circus for the following spring. But due to circumstances beyond his control, he is left with no engagement in sight at the tail end of winter.

Chapter 3: Snake Oil


Frederic catches a train to Columbus, Ohio, and arrives on March 12, 1888, while the city is in the midst of one of the worst blizzards in years. Penniless and searching for work, Frederic is befriended first by a policeman and then by a tavern owner as well as a circus chum. Thanks to their generosity, he is fed and housed while he contemplates his next move. Finally, with no other options left, he swallows his pride and asks his father for enough money to buy a train ticket home, where he can recoup and regroup.


Frederic soon lands a job with another circus, Hart, France & Co., and is put in charge of managing the dressing room and arranging the ring and concert programs. While performing on the trapeze in Decatur, Indiana, Frederic meets his future wife: Ms. Martha Fisher, or Mattie as she is known by friends and family. Petite, buxom, and totally disarming, Mattie strikes quite a figure, complete with big brown eyes and dark, almost black hair. With the show about to hit the road, the two are promised to be engaged.


Frederic’s next stint is with Dr. White Cloud’s Cherokee Indian Medicine Company. In contrast to the fledgling Hart, France & Co., Dr. White Cloud’s show is a slick operation – and a big tent draw. Dr. White Cloud is neither a doctor nor an Indian. Instead, he’s part showman, part salesman.


While with the medicine show, Frederic survives a frightening fall from the trapeze, which makes the headlines in Richmond, Indiana, where the show is playing to packed audiences, and back home, where his father reads of his near brush with death. But after a long successful run in Richmond, Dr. White Cloud and his employees are sent packing, due to the doctor’s reputation with the ladies and his questionable medical credentials.

Chapter 4: Hey, Rube!

Frederic and Mattie recite their wedding vows on March 6, 1889, and the groom promises his young bride that he’ll take her all over the country and that she’ll hear the band play twice a day and wear diamonds. After enjoying a two-day honeymoon, the bold and charming Mattie, a natural rider who “can ride anything with hair,” takes to the circus quickly, performing on everything from ponies to elephants. She and Frederic rejoin Hart, France & Co., and the two endure their share of ups and downs.


Frederic is knocked senseless in another fall from the trapeze, and Mattie’s younger brother Thomas, who has joined the circus as a yard man, is tragically killed while trying to hop aboard a train. Frederic, who had counseled young Thomas to return home rather than pursue a fruitless career as a circus laborer, takes the young man’s death especially hard.


After another brief stint with Dr. White Cloud, Frederic and Mattie sign up with the Frank A. Robbins Circus, a successful show, but one notorious for graft and corruption. An exciting summer passes, culminating in a “Hey, Rube!” riot in Ellsworth, Maine, where Frederic, Mattie, and the other performers are run out of town on a train, hugging the floor in terror the whole way.

Chapter 5: Just Camping Out

Thanks to the booking prowess of one William Morris, Frederic lands a regular gig performing on the trapeze at Hubers Museum in New York City. During his stint there, Frederic survives another close call. He also meets a young Harry Houdini and his wife Bessie, also performing at the museum, as well as several up-and-coming entertainers of the day, including W.C. Fields. “When you leave little New York,” Fields says during their encounter, “you’re just camping out.”

Chapter 6: The Featured Act

Frederic and Mattie spend the last decade of the nineteenth century on the road, as do their children, Clifford Purvis, born July 4, 1892; Hazel, born February 15, 1896; and Mildred, born November 18, 1897. All three are born on the road, rocked to sleep in a trunk tray or a dresser drawer or a baby buggy. For them, the circus life will become normal, traditional, familiar – everything proper society claims it isn’t. 


In the spring of 1901, Frederic and Mattie join the Adam Forepaugh & Sells Bros. Circus in Philadelphia, and the two enjoy a relatively uneventful run until Mattie is injured while performing in a staged horse race. They finish up the season with the Frank A. Robbins Circus, with Frederic performing an extra specialty and Mattie sticking to the more sedate parade.

Chapter 7: Honest Showmen

In 1904, with Frederic and Mattie growing tired of the circus life, Frederic takes one last tour with the Harris Nickel Plate Circus, which proves to have its share of hucksters and outright thieves (including Frederic’s bunkmate on the train). Frederic, looking to add a new wrinkle, expands his repertoire to include a clever magic act. That same year, he hears news that his performer and inventor friend, Al W. Root, has hit it big with Enigmarelle, the world’s first robot, which Frederic helped name just months earlier.

Chapter 8: A Scuttle of Suds

Frederic, longing to try something new, puts together his own medicine show. In the process, he meets a host of colorful characters, including H.J., a seasoned old timer who delivers an unconventional but well-received lecture. The La Delle family, meanwhile, is quarantined after Clifford comes down with diphtheria. And Mattie, never one to pass up an opportunity for a little mischief, spikes the pink lemonade at a Fourth of July celebration.

Chapter 9: A Magical Sensation

Frederic, having honed his skills as a manger, promoter, booking agent, and bookkeeper, says goodbye to his medicine show in favor of exploring a new world: vaudeville. His timing couldn’t be better. Vaudeville is at its peak in popularity, and he has studiously perfected an original magic act, in which he literally pulls everything out of the hat, including doves, pigeons, bantam chickens, rabbits, and two giant Plymouth Rock roosters. 


The hours are long, and the travel sometimes arduous, but Frederic makes a handsome wage while touring the West Coast for eleven straight months. 

Chapter 10: Darn Little of That

Frederic takes a break from the road to write a how-to pamphlet for aspiring vaudeville entertainers entitled How to Enter Vaudeville. The little book is a hit and makes him a tidy sum, which gives him time to hone his next act, which will include the whole family. With Mattie working the effects offstage, Frederic and the kids hit the road as the Four Fantastic La Delles. While touring the popular Sun Circuit for eighty full weeks, they meet a host of talented performers, some up-and-coming, others seasoned. But none leaves an impression as lasting as Will Rogers, whose wit and humor are matched only by his humility and down-to-earth personality. 

Chapter 11: Stampede!

The West Coast at times still feels like a frontier society for the La Delles, who weather rough establishments, long stretches on the train, and . . . an elephant stampede, the latter in Phoenix, Arizona. 

Chapter 12: Sawdust in Their Blood


America’s bond with vaudeville in the early 1900s is, at best, a love-hate relationship, with audiences adoring performers onstage but townsfolk often shunning them offstage. The La Delles are perfectly aware of the recriminations thrown their way but never lose their swagger. The family, after all, has sawdust in its blood.

Chapter 13: Headliners


Ever steeped in their work, the La Delles barely have time to relish the opportunity to work alongside the likes of the legendary Al Jolson, Groucho Marx, and little Marilyn Miller, among others. But by 1917, having lost their zest for the road and the long hours, Frederic, Mattie, and the kids go out with a bang, headlining at the Ellis Theatre in Chicago, the last time they see their name in lights.

Afterword


After their long run in showbiz, Frederic and Mattie settle with the kids in Fort Wayne, Indiana. Frederic, never far from a deck of cards, continues to experiment with new tricks with Clifford. Sometimes, father and son just play cards. Other times, they headline local shows. Eventually, the kids move out and start their own families and their own careers, leaving Mattie to look after the house, the finances, and of course, Frederic, who keeps busy inventing puzzles for game companies.


Mattie passes away in 1939, not long after she and Frederic celebrate their fiftieth wedding anniversary. And Frederic goes on to pen his memoirs, relying on notes he and Mattie kept over the years. Next to him is a memento given to him by Bessie Houdini, who, like so many of the other wonderful performers to share the stage with the La Delles, remains in Frederic’s thoughts until his passing, in 1941, at the age of seventy-five.

