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Gertrude Berg portrayed a quintessential
Yiddishe Momma, Molly Goldberg, in the
1950’s. Berg was a beloved Jewish radio and
TV icon at time when anti-Semitism was rife in
the USA. A documentary about this remarkable
media star will be screened at the Drexel, with
proceeds going to support CTA.
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YOO HOO, MRS GOLDBERG!

‘Positively Jewish’in the 1950’s

By Michael Elkin

A one-woman TV titan
with her own sit-down,
stand-up for what matters
series; millions of fans and
even more millions in the
bank; apostles who appro-
priated anything she rec-
ommended at the drop of a
cup of Sanka; the nation’s
social conscience and inar-
guably the country’s No. 1
minority star ...

Oprah-Shmoprah! We’re
talking Gertrude Berg here.

In the here and now, that
name may not mean much
to many. But then and there
—the nascent media in the
1950s—Berg was the ice-
berg no one wanted to run
into, while all were trying to
chip a piece of their own life
from the Brooklyn block she
and her TV Goldberg fam-
ily famously inhabited.

All this from leaning on a
windowsill and crying out,
“Yoo-Hoo, Mrs. Bloom?”

Aviva Kempner offers a
shout-out of her own to
Berg as the medium’s magi-
cal Molly Goldberg in
“Yoo-Hoo, Mrs. Goldberg,”
a compelling new documen-
tary about the plump Jew-
ish woman with a fat influ-
ence on the nation at a time
when anti-Semitism ce-
mented many an Americans’
feelings for its Jews.

But not for Gertrude.

Here was a woman who
couldn’t speak Yiddish but
had the accent down right.
She couldn’t cook, but she
wrote a cookbook that
caused a blitz on blintze in-
gredients at local delis.

The nation may have been
Molly-coddled, but the ac-
tress who played her was
anything but: This prime-
time progenitor of Lucille

Ball, Bette Midler, Ma-
donna and Oprah—strong
women with gristle, muscle
and money—built her
strength out of portraying
the quintessential cuddly
Yiddishe Momma.

Yoo-Hoo? Berg had
enough money to buy Ya-
hoo, too—had it been
around then.

Kempner goes a round
with Berg (and Bergs), us-
ing interviews (Supreme
Court Justice Ruth Bader
Ginsburg; producer Gary
David Goldberg) and archi-
val footage in footnoting
history at its most hysteri-
cal: it was the Red Scare and
blacklisting that abetted the
fade to black facing the
Goldberg TV brownstone,
which ended in 1956, de-
cades after first making
waves on the radio airwaves.

Kempner knows a thing or
two about documenting the
lives of heavy hitters, going
to bat for a baseball big in
her honored film of The Life
and Times of Hank
Greenberg, following on the
heels and hellish existence
of Partisans of Vilna.

Participating in this
project was a natural for
Kempner, committed over
the past three decades “to
make documentaries about
underknown Jewish heroes
that counter negative ste-
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reotypes,” as she writes in
her notes.

And who kept a counter
cleaner than Molly

Goldberg? “She was very
positively Jewish at a time
of great anti-Semitism in our
history,” says Kempner.

Berg was an energized
Jewish feminist, entrepre-
neur and mover/shaker of
a mogul who motivated
others with unmitigated

moxie. She co-opted co-
star Philip Loeb’s battle
when he was laid low by
those who wanted him off
the show when he was col-
ored “Red.”

But even Berg couldn’t
broker a deal without be-
ing broken. Loeb’s even-

Movie will
benefit CTA

“Yoo-Hoo! Mrs.
Goldberg!” about radio
icon Gertrude Berg will be
screened at 7 p.m. Oct. 26
at the Drexel Theatre,
2254 E. Main St. Film-
maker Aviva Kempner
will introduce the film.
Proceeds for this special
event benefit CTA. For
tickets, contact Betsey at
236-1492 or EBetsey
@yahoo.com.

This event is made pos-
sible with support from
Value City Furniture.

tual departure after a con-
tract settlement and his ul-
timate suicide left the
sing-song lilt of Molly
Goldberg with a forever
flat note of an aftermath.
Certainly, celebrating
her 60th birthday this year
as a TV tour de force,
Molly Goldberg has her se-
nior moments: “Every day
I’m losing audience mem-
bers,” concedes Kempner
of Berg/Molly’s original

audience and their dwin-
dling aging state.

But bang the drumstick—
and poulka—slowly; seeing
this film revives the senses.
Why was this series differ-
ent from all others?

“Gertrude was the only
one on TV who had a Pass-
over episode, with a cer-
emony celebrating the
seder. She was the only one
[on TV] who would talk
about the Holocaust.”

Berg wouldn’t go gentile
into the night although non-
Jews were a mainstay of her
evening viewing audience.
But Berg wasn’t without her
pettiness.

Near death, she whis-
pered of her wishes—and
demands:

Whatever you do, she told
one and all, says Kempner,
“if they make a movie about
my life, don’t let Molly
Picon”—the legendary star
of Yiddish theater and
film— “play me.”

No one played Gertrude
Berg—for a fool or folly. So,
who better to bring her life
to the screen these days than
a filmmaker whose love of
baseball and bintel brief
bonhomie proves her a
clean-up hitter and hit-
maker?

Town without pity? Aviva
Kempner lives in her own
little burg of Bergs without
bathos, a triple play of per-
fection from Greenberg to
Goldberg to ...

“I’d make a film about Mo
Berg,” she says of the leg-
endary baseball catcher/
American spy on the on-
deck circle, “in a minute.”

Michael Elkin is the Arts
and Entertainment Editor
The Jewish Exponent; re-
printed with permission



