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A Jewish Standard exclusive interview with the 2,000-year-old master comedian

It’s good to be an American." With those words Mel Brooks, one of only a few people to win an Emmy, an Oscar, a Tony, and a Grammy, accepted another award on April 17 at Ellis Island: The 2008 Ellis Island Family Heritage Award in entertainment. Presented by The Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island Foundation, the annual award recognizes Ellis Island/Port of New York immigrants or their descendents who have made their mark on American life.
Shortly after the rare public appearance, Brooks sat down for an even rarer telephone interview with The Jewish Standard. He is not a religious man, but anybody who has seen his movies — and witnessed such memorable creations as the "Jews in Space" musical number in "History of the World Part I," his Rabbi Tuckman character in "Robin Hood: Men in Tights," or the thick Lower East Side accent of the all-powerful, all-knowing Yoghurt in "Spaceballs" — knows that Mel Brooks is a product of the Borscht Belt brand of humor who embraces his Jewish identity.
One of the most famous lines often repeated in his movies is "It’s good to be the king." He adapted the line at Ellis Island to show his pride in the country that welcomed his family as they fled Europe for better opportunities and lives free of persecution. But, he told the Standard, he also firmly believes that "it’s good to be a Jew."
The man who brought the world dancing Nazis was born Melvin Kaminsky in Brooklyn in 1926. He adapted his mother’s maiden name, Brookman, for his stage name while working in the Catskills as a drummer after World War II in order to avoid confusion with another entertainer, Daniel Kaminsky, who later took the name Danny Kaye. (To this day, Brooks isn’t sure if the two are related.)

Kitty Brookman’s parents came from what Brooks described as "a little shtetl outside of Kiev." Kitty and Max grew up in the same neighborhood, both speaking Yiddish at home and learning English at school. Although actor/songwriter Eddie Cantor, who grew up in the same neighborhood at the same time, tried his best to woo the young Kitty Brookman, she and Max eventually wed and had four children.
Brooks’ appreciation for his heritage developed during his childhood in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, where he was surrounded by "20 surrogate Jewish mothers." He recalled that when he would play in the streets other kids’ mothers were constantly watching to keep him out of mischief — whether he wanted them to or not.
"You couldn’t get away with anything; they’d tell your mother," he said. "I was filled with joy, love, goodness, kindness, and kasha knishes."
It was in the streets of Williamsburg that his Jewish pride took shape, even as anti-Semitism began poisoning Europe.
"There was no sense of ‘woe is me, I’m a Jew,’" he said. "It was ‘Hooray, I’m a Jew.’ It’s good to be a Jew. That’s what I grew up with."
It wasn’t until he joined the Army Reserve at 17 and attended the Virginia Military Institute that Mel Kaminsky realized not everybody around him was Jewish. He was greeted with new experiences like cheeseburgers and Dr Pepper (the beverage didn’t make its way to New York until years later). It wasn’t until after he graduated and entered the U.S. Army that he had his first run-in with anti-Semitism.
One day after eating lunch, Kaminsky was standing in line with his mess kit, waiting to clean it. As he waited to dip his kit in soapy water, he heard from behind him, "Come on, Jewboy, hurry up!"
Although the offender was twice his size, he immediately hit him in the head with his mess kit, knocking him down.
"That was the last time anybody called me Jewboy," Brooks said. "He didn’t know I was a tough Brooklyn kid. Maybe he thought I was a kind of provincial shtetl Jew that would hide under the bed when the Cossacks came by. Jews gotta stick up for themselves."
The young Kaminsky soon found himself in Normandy as part of a combat engineering team. After the war he spent another six months in Germany with the American occupation forces. Although he had been born and raised in New York, he knew he was near the land his family had come from. Sometimes, others would ask him, "You’re Jewish? Where are your people from?"
To which he replied, "My people naïvely thought that they were Germans — not Jews."
The Jews of Germany had assimilated into the country long ago as doctors, teachers, and in the army, which made it difficult for them to break their German bonds. "Many Jews won the Iron Cross in World War I," Brooks explained. "They were heroes like any other to the German people."
As tragic as the Holocaust was, Brooks recognized that if the Nazis had not targeted the Jews, many likely would have proudly fought for Germany in World War II.
"Hitler made a big mistake in picking on the Jews," he said. "He could have had Einstein, he could have had the atom bomb. He probably would have won the war if he had kept his Jews close to him. He made a big mistake — thank God."
Hitler’s mistake was a wake-up call for assimilated Jews across Europe, but especially in Germany.
"I think before Hitler came, more than in any other country, Jews were so accepted [in Germany] that they lost a lot of their Jewish heritage and proclaimed themselves Germans. It wasn’t until Hitler that they said, "Waitaminute, this is all a joke. We’re not really Germans, we’re always Jews and no matter what country we’re in we’ll be designated as Jews.’"
The 81-year-old Brooks doesn’t make many public appearances these days. But when the Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island Foundation selected him to receive its annual award, he felt that he had to be there to accept it in person. His pride in being Jewish is seemingly overshadowed by one thing: His pride in being an American.
America, he said, is "the only country that doesn’t point a finger…. It is the first country that accepted us as people and not as Jews."
Israel is, of course, the second country. One of Brooks’ regrets is that he has never visited the Jewish state. When "The Producers" opened there in 2006 (a "big, big hit," Brooks said) he was busy writing the Broadway version of "Young Frankenstein." But, he said, "I will get there. I’m not very religious but I’d like to see Yad Vashem and the Wailing Wall. There are a few things Jews, if they get a chance, should see."
Israel may not be the only leg of the tour Brooks misses. "The Producers" is expected to open for its first run in Vienna at the end of June and Brooks has been invited to attend the premiere.
"You’d think I’d be comfortable going to Vienna, but I’m not," he said, noting that the city is not far from where Hitler was born. The Kaminskys came from Austria, and Brooks’ memories of the war still weigh on him. And with such memorable lines as "Don’t be stupid, be a smarty, come and join the Nazi Party," he is unsure how the audience will react to the show’s biggest musical number, "Springtime for Hitler."
"I don’t think I’m going to naïvely go there and get shot by a sniper or something," he said. "Better to wait until one or two reviews come out."
For Brooks, the history and culture of the Jews means more than their religious practices.
Referring to the Royal Air Force, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill once said, "Never in the history of conflict have so many owed so much to so few." When it comes to the Jewish people, Brooks believes the same.
"We have offered the world so much, from Maimonides to today, just in terms of culture and information and what to live by," he said.
As proud as he is of his Jewish roots, Brooks has trouble labeling his own level of affiliation with the tribe.
"I’m hard to pin down," he said. "Jackie Mason is not. Jackie Mason is a stand-up Jew. Bang, you got it. Woody Allen and I are just a little — we’re not totally Jewish. If you pinned us down, we’d be closer to having a New York comic sensibility.
"There aren’t many Jews who can do ‘Blazing Saddles.’ It’s not in the lexicon. But I’m not ashamed of being a Jew. I’m very happy to be a Jew. Truth be told, I brag about it. I’m proud that I come from such a wonderful people…. These people shaped the world. They shaped knowledge. I’m very proud."
From his early days as a writer on Sid Caesar’s "Your Show of Shows" and co-creator of "Get Smart" to his long line of satirical movies to his latest Broadway creation "Young Frankenstein," Brooks has had one of the most recognized careers in show business.
"If you go into show business to make money, you’re crazy, because it’s very rare," he said. Rather, his motivation through the years has been love and laughter. Whereas with movies it can take several years until a movie is written, made, released, and audiences react, Broadway usually offers Brooks instant gratification.
"On Broadway, you hear it with the first preview," he said. "You know ‘OK, this is good,’ or ‘I need to do some more work.’ The payment of love and laughter is there. It’s unbelievably rewarding."
Nominations for this year’s Tony Awards are due out next week and Brooks is hoping for his reward there. "The Producers" won 12 Tonys, including best musical and best original score. The New York Times gave "Young Frankenstein" a not-exactly glowing review last year, but it also panned the film version of "The Producers" in 1968, which earned Brooks an Oscar for best original screenplay.
If there is one thing people ask Brooks about, it’s the sequel to "History of the World Part I," previewed at the film’s end. The preview was, Brooks said, a joke, but he has received thousands of letters since asking for the sequel.

"There’s been a lot of history since I did my history film. Maybe it’s in the works. Who knows?"
At the end of "Spaceballs," Brooks’ Yoda-character, Yoghurt, tells the film’s hero, Lone Starr, that "God willing we’ll all meet again in ‘Spaceballs II: The Search for More Money.’" A "Spaceballs" sequel has actually been floating around Hollywood for a few years, but last year it morphed into a "Spaceballs" cartoon series, which will premiere June 1 on the cable network G4 (Channel 175 on Cablevision). Brooks will reprise his movie roles of Yoghurt and Spaceball President Skroob in 13 episodes. Although in the movie Yoghurt unveiled a line of "Spaceballs" merchandise including "Spaceballs the lunchbox" and "Spaceballs the flamethrower," Brooks said with a chuckle that it’s in his contract not to do merchandising. 
"Robin of Locksley? I’ve just come from Maid Marian, the woman whose heart you’ve stolen, you prince of thieves, you! I knew her parents before they were taken in the plague, Lord and Lady Bahgel. You know, you two were made for each other. I mean, what a combination. Locksley and Bahgel! It can’t miss!"


— Rabbi Tuckman, �"Robin Hood: Men in Tights"
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