Hundreds of people are gathered in
a large clearing in the middle of a
war-torn community. Casually
walking into the center of the
crowd is a slightly built man
wearing a polyester suit with thin
lapels, checkered socks, black
shoes, and thick horn rimmed
glasses. Fuzzy wisps of hair stick
out from under the pile of bowler
hats which hide, temporality, his
shiny bald head. He carries a
beat-up brown suit- case, puts it
down, stands on it, and hollers,
"Yoo Hooo, Yoo Hooo!" After
getting everyo ne's attentio n,
Mr. YooWho, M oshe Cohen begins
his play.

Above Mr. YooW ho blows bubbles for a group of children in the
Guatemalan town of Nebaj. Moshe Cohen has clowned around the
world in stressed communities and now heads up Clowns W ithout
Borders - USA. Below a group from Clowns W ithout Borders
performs at the SO S Children's Village, Mbabane, Swaziland.
Selena M acMahan, waving the newspaper, tells her story - Travels

with Selena. Below Selena are Perry Daniel, Tim Cunningham, and
Jamie Lachman. They are with Project Njabulo (Zulu word for
"Joy") in South Africa, Lesotho, Swaziland - A Three Year
Intervention Program focused on providing psychosocial support
to children affected by the HIV/AIDS pandemic and poverty.
Continued on Page 11

bought on Haight Street. He stuffs a yellow handkerchief into
his inside pocket and switches to thick, black-rimmed glasses.
For effect, he puffs out the tufts of hair on both sides of his
head.
"Excuse me as I do my warm-up exercises," he says, launching
into a series of silly, exaggerated tai-chi movements. His arms
and legs extend and arch in ways too angular to be called
graceful.
Cohen suddenly remembers to put a windup penguin in his
breast pocket. Finally, he adds a checkered bow tie to his
collar, perches three bowler hats on top of his head, slings the
ukulele across his chest, picks up his battered brown suitcase
and cane, and heads for the door. At the last minute, he stops
and takes one last look around to make sure he has everything.
OK, now Mr. YooW ho is ready.
As teachers herd dozens of kids into the classroom,
Mr. YooW ho waits in a darkened hallway. The children dash
for front-row seats on the floor, excited and chattering.

Mr. YooWho
Moshe Cohen
(Photos by Paolo Vescia)
Moshe Cohen was born in Los Angeles and moved to Europe when he
was nine. He spent most of his childhood and adolescence moving all
over Europe from France to Germany to Belgium. It is from this
background that Moshe has developed his clown persona and his well
traveled worldly sense of humor.
His clown character had a slow beginning. Moshe seemed to always
juggle through college and at lunch breaks at mundane jobs. He never
considered himself a performer until he spent a summer (1981) in
Europe where friends encouraged him to take up street performing.
"Busking," as we clowns call it, is a very popular and lucrative
occupation in Europe, more so than in the USA.
"I was immediately attracted to performing, but I was surprised by the
laughter. I had no clue I was funny." He had to go back to work at a
San Francisco stockbrokerage firm, but as soon as his student loans
were paid off he turned back to the life of the independent street
performer, working all over Canada and Europe.
In 1983 Moshe decide to enhance his performance and took mime and
clowning workshops. It was during intensive training with Richard
Pochinko that he realized the potential of his clown.
As M oshe continued to perform his clown persona started to emerge.
Mr. YooW ho came as he would stand on his suitcase and call for his
audience. "Yoo hooo! Y oo hooo!" Then he takes out of his breast
pocket a tiny umbrella and begins to balance with simple dignity and
his performance begins.
W hen he is not traveling out of the country Moshe performs for local
children at centers and schools. For those of you who have not seen
Moshe perform, here is a description of M r. YooW ho performing for
a classroom from the SF W eekly by Bernice Yeung. It will give you
a better idea of his persona than anything I can say.
. . . the transformation from Cohen to Mr. YooW ho begins. Using
a small mirror, he darkens his eyebrows with eyeliner. He removes
a set of clothes from a garment bag and dons a white button-down
shirt, narrow suspenders, and a brown suit with puce lining that he
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"Today we have a special performer, and he will do
mind-boggling tricks that will make you think and make you
laugh!' a teacher says.
Mr. YooW ho enters the room immediately and, loaded down
with all his props, pretends to get stuck in the door. Once
inside, he places the suitcase on the floor and pounds it with the
cane. The children watch silently as Mr. YooW ho climbs atop
the suitcase, wobbling precariously, as if he's about to fall. He
reaches into his coat pocket and pulls out a tiny yellow drink
umbrella, opens it up, regains his balance, and smiles. The
teachers laugh heartily.
He gets off the suitcase, pulls out a mini harmonica, and plays
a carnival tune, his hats wiggling. The kids applaud politely.
In preparation for his more active stunts, Mr. YooW ho
removes all three bowler hats and sets them aside, revealing his
glaringly pale, bald head. The kids are surprised by his naked
pate and burst out laughing. Mr. YooW ho pretends to be
indignant. But soon, he's eliciting more laughter by playing
with his tufts of hair, pretending they're wings and using them
to fly away.
"You look like Albert Einstein!" one kid bellows.
Unfazed, Mr. Y ooW ho summons an audience member to the
front to help him with the next trick. Rueben, a chubby boy
wearing green pants and a dazed look, stands next to the clown.
Mr. YooW ho blows on his own fist and makes a red ball
appear. Then, with a quick sweep of the hand, he makes the
ball disappear. The next instant, he's pulling it from Rueben's
ear. The children are amazed, their eyes widening.
Soon Mr. YooW ho returns to his suitcase of wonders and starts
stacking a few cow-patterned juggling boxes. As he begins to
walk away with the stack, he drops one. W hen he picks it up,
another box falls. One impatient boy calls out, "That's boring!"
W ithout a word, Mr. YooW ho walks casually to his satchel and
removes a colorful plastic hammer. He walks swiftly toward
the naysayer and bops the kid lightly on the head while
emitting a loud squeaking noise. The crowd giggles.
Mr. YooW ho returns to his cow-patterned boxes and juggles
them for several minutes while playing the harmonica.
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"M ore boxes?" he says, preparing for the grand finale.

Moshe Cohen in Israel

"More! More!" the kids respond. He pulls out box after box
after box from his suitcase. Lastly, he removes a crystal
wineglass, which he fills with water.
After stacking the boxes in a complex, precarious-looking
configuration, he struggles to place the glass on the very
top. The children squeal with anticipation and excitement.
"No! Don't do it!" they cry.
He plays on this tension for a few seconds more, takes a
slow sip of water, and finally succeeds in placing the goblet
on top of the boxes. He then balances the whole teetering
configuration on his nose for a few amazing seconds.
"Ta-da!" he cries. The boxes crash to the floor, and
Mr. YooW ho catches the glass as it plummets toward the
ground. W ater splashes everywhere. The audience -students and teachers -- applauds with vigor, thrilled and
relieved at the same time.
The show is starting to fall apart because several parents
have arrived to pick up their children. Mr. YooW ho regains
command of the audience and ends the show swiftly,
juggling the hats back onto his head.
"Thank you, everybody!" he says in an exaggerated French
accent.
And then he pauses.
"YooW ho?" he asks, putting a cupped hand to his ear.
"YooW ho!"
He takes a deep bow, and exits.
By Bernice Yeung
SF W eekly.com 12/4/02 - New Times, Inc.
You can read the full article on the web at:
www.sfweekly.com/issues/2002-12-04/news/feature.html

Moshe is pictured in Israel (above right). An article about a trip
to Israel by Moshe can be found on Peter Cunningham's
website at: www.wordwiseweb.com M any of the photos in this
article were taken by Peter when he accompanied Clowns
W ithout Borders on an expedition to Chiapas, Mexico in 2001.
Moshe has spent the last decade performing all over Europe
and giving workshops. In Moshe's words: "I perform as
Mr. YooW ho in many different venues and I also teach
character clown workshops - working on discovering one's
sense of humor, finding ways to express it and learning to share
it with audiences. I work mostly on the non-verbal side of
clowning - non-language as a vehicle for actions that are
humorous. Language can be present, but the audience follows
the actions through the eyes. That is the connection with their
spirit and connection between the clown and the audience.
.
"There is a listening that happens with clowning. I teach
Clowning to Zen Buddhists in LA and one of the parallels
between those two practices - clowning (shall we say
performance clowning) and the Zen, is the listening. The Zen
meditate by listening to their breath and the clown is listening
to the audience and to him/her self at the same time."
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Egyoku W endy Nakao the director of the Zen Center comments: "His
humor is very funny, but gentle. He is so easy to open up to. He is in
fact, helping you connect with your own humor, and that's a gift
really."
For M oshe, clowning opened up a deep and powerful pathway to
humor. "Once I performed, I became interested in what was funny,
because the laughter attracted me the most," he says. "I was asking
myself, "W hat was the center of the humor?' And I'm afraid to say
something that sounds pompous, but there is a certain release of the
oppression of your ancestors through joy. It seems like a stretch for me
to say that I have the energy of my ancestors, of the Holocaust, in me,
and I'm releasing their energy through my joy. It seems like a far
stretch, but I feel a large well of joy inside of me that I discovered, that
I recognize through performing that I can now tap into."
It is my aim here to show Moshe Cohen as a very intriguing complex
human being and it comes out in his clown work. I am not sure that I
can, in this short article, give you a full picture. For example, in our
interview Moshe dropped this comment, which I only picked up on
when transcribing our tapes. I have been contemplating it for weeks.
"I think each chakra has its own unique laughter. "I (Shobi) have been
working at identifying these different kinds of laughs in my own
chakras - very interesting indeed. If you have ever studied Yoga you
might want to work at this too.
The word chakra is Sanskrit for one of seven basic energy centers
in the body - the Chakras. Each of these centers correlates to major
nerve ganglia branching forth from the spinal column. In addition
the chakras also correlate to levels of consciousness, archetypal
elements, developmental stages of life, colors, sounds, body
functions, and much, much more.
Read on at http://www.sacredcenters.com/chakras.html
So, I have tried to give you an idea of Moshe Cohen as the performer
Mr. YooWho, now I will try to cross the broad frontier of his travels
and those of his fellow clowns in Clowns W ithout Borders. These are
truly heroes of our times going into areas where few dare to venture.
I am humbled by the breadth and scope of their endeavors and find it
an overwhelming task to present it with all the merit it deserves.
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Last year, I was able to interview Moshe on a break from his busy schedule.
This is the beginning of Moshe's involvement with Clowns W ithout Borders
("CW B") in his words.

From Moshe Cohen:
In 1986 I met Alejandra Alvarez, Program Director of
Seva Foundation (www.seva.org) at W avy Gravy's Camp
W innarainbow. She was working with Guatemala
refugees in Chiapas, Mexico. I said "I'd really like to
help, but what can I do?' She just looked at me surprised.
So I went to meet Alejandra in San Cristobal de las
Casas, Mexico. She took me to three small communities
in Chiapas. They were refugee communities from
Guatemala that had regrouped in Chiapas. The Seva
Foundation was helping them build houses and set up a
breakfast program for the children.
At that time I was more of a juggler than a clown, so I
took out my juggling props and placed them on the
ground in a semi circle. Then I started playing a little
sleight of hand magic with the kids. The kids started
giggling. Then I hear the mothers yelling at the kids in
what I gathered was some sort of Mayan language to tell
them, I imagine, to be quiet. I was relatively uninformed
and inexperienced in those days. I wanted to holler,
"W ait, wait I want them to laugh," but not knowing their
language, I couldn't tell them that. So there I was in front
of maybe 60 children and mothers. The men were still
working, cutting cane in the fields.
So, I did my hat tricks and they watched respectfully. I
did a variety of things, but I couldn't get them to laugh.
All the things that were usually funny to my audiences
were not being funny there. At that time I had three solid
years of street performances and festival performance
under my belt, so I was a pretty seasoned performer, but
I was just not connecting.
Then I tried to juggle my big five-inch yellow stage balls.
They were very slippery because the silty soil of the
region had gotten on them. To juggle five balls you have
to hold three in one hand to start. I couldn't get the three
balls to stay in my hand and I was trying to juggle the five
balls and they kept slipping. At one point I let out a
whimper of frustration and then I heard some chuckles. I
thought: "Oh that's interesting, they think that is funny!"
So I got a little playfully angry and the crowd thought that
was very funny.
One of the first rules of clowning is to play what is
happening. If something is funny to your audience, you
"play" it. So I just started to get angrier and angrier, and
they were laughing and laughing. There was a cabin
behind me with really hard wood. I went and banged my
fist at the cabin and that became hilarious. I came back
holding my hand and that was funny. So for good
measure I went back and kicked the cabin with my foot
and came back hopping on one foot "Ouch, ouch, ouch.
" They were hilarious. That is what worked - basic
slapstick.
The slapstick really broke through the ice. It was a human
condition that they could relate to and the idea of an adult
male getting into trouble in a funny way was hilarious to
them.
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I knew if I tried that same business up in Northern America, it might not be
funny to the audience. At that time, in most communities in Chiapas, they
didn't have performances and movies, so the cultural references are very
different. They didn't watch TV or movies and didn't have that knowledge.
That's when I really discovered what it is to have some cultural sensitivity
and also how a clown can really make a connection.
In 1991 I went in to South Africa to Cape Town and worked with street kids
showing them how to juggle and working with a social worker. W e went
around to where street kids were hanging out. W hile I was there I wanted to
do more and made contact with M avis Taylor who ran small theater tours.
She basically organized shows in schools in the townships that were
populated by the Afrikans and Black communities. I did one show in a very
wealthy "white" school and 5 shows in the townships. The one school paid
for the shows in the other schools. And in 1993 and 1994 I went with Wavy
Gravy and Cary Heller to Saint Thomas in the Caribbean. W e worked in a
school that was surrounded by crack houses. It was the poorest
neighborhood on the island. The kids were wonderful. W e would teach all
day and go to the beach in the late afternoon.
This was all well before Clowns W ithout Borders ("CW B") which started
in 1992-3 with the Kosova and the X-Yugoslavia conflicts. A well-known
circus clown Portella Portrona from Catalunia, an area around Barcelona,
Spain was invited to perform by a school in a Croatian refugee camp. Tortell
performed for seven hundred people in this camp and they loved it. He
recognized the value of it. How it changed the atmosphere and how much
they appreciated his effort to travel there and how special a moment that was
for them. He went back to Spain thinking, "I have to do more of this." A few
months later he went back with two other performers - circus jugglers Boni
and Caroli and did shows in different refugee camps. W hen they came back
Tortell realized that it would be a good idea to start an organization Clowns W ithout Borders.
So when Clowns W ithout Borders started up I was thrilled, because here
was this organization of clowns and circus people doing what I was doing.
So I went in 1994 with the French Clowns W ithout Borders who started
soon after the Spanish CW B. W e went to Croatia and did 11 shows in 8
days in refugee camps.
W hen I came back to the states, I brought CW B here by being their
representative in the USA. CW B is now in six countries: Spain, France,
Sweden, Canada, Belgium and the United States.
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Moshe’s adventures continue on the next page. Please
read his journals at: www.ClownsW ithoutBorders.org
for more detailed adventures.

Clowns Without Borders

is a ‘not for profit’ NGO
which travels around the world bringing smiles and
moments of joy to those in crisis. They work in war
zones, natural disaster areas, refugee camps and
disadvantaged social areas. Their aim is to work mostly
with traumatized children, watching over and improving
their psychological condition. “A smile has the potential
to bring back a collective psychological balance, it
promotes social and creative values, as well as tolerance
and diversity within communities.”
The Clowns are volunteers from all areas of the
performing arts who work without any political or social
agenda. Nor do they work under the guise of educators or
social commentators. They perform with a keen
awareness of the local cultural environment and are
sensitive to the often difficult and traumatic situations the
children find themselves in. Their motivation is simply to
alleviate fear and sadness by bringing smiles to the faces
of those who need it most. And as we all know, laughter
is always the best medicine.
Spain:
France:

Payasos Sin Fronteras – www.clowns.org
Clowns Sans Frontières
www.clowns-sans-frontieres-france.org
Sweden: Clowner Utan Granser – www.skratt.nu
Canada: Clowns Sans Frontières
www.clownsf.com
Belgium: Clowns Et Magiciens Sans Frontières
kbzt@skynet.be
USA:
Clowns without Borders
www.clownswithoutborders.org

–

–
–
–

Mr. YooW ho performing in Todo Santos, Guatemala
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To bring in celebration . . . laughter is a celebration of the joy of the spirit
I had them doing W olf Howling at the Moon, a Taoist
Health exercise. In Kosova there are all these walls around the school and the houses. W ith the sounds of wolfs
howling, all of a sudden there were all these faces coming
over the walls looking to see "W hat is going on?"
No Child W ithout a Smile
W e focus on bringing performance and workshops into
refugee camps and conflict zones. W e generally don't teach
clown character to kids - they have a natural clown. You
can help children to learn how to offer their humor on
stage, and we teach various circus skill workshops.

Mr. YooWho playing the crowd in Kosova
Moshe continues: One of the unstated goals of Clowns W ithout Borders
is to gather the whole community when possible (as opposed to just the
children) - bringing the whole community together to laugh together is so
wonderful and healing. Even just to get the children together to laugh is a
reminder of what life can be like. Humanitarian organizations focus on
meeting basic needs - food, shelter, medical needs and schooling. W e
work with the needs of the spirit. If there is no reason to laugh there, we
can provide one.
We are like a spark plug!
W e can't go into refugee camps when they are hungry, or they don't have
shelter or if they are all sick. W e go into situations where there are a lot of
refugees and there is nothing going on. They are being fed and sheltered
and they are sitting there for months with nothing to do.
Then all of a sudden our presence, even if it is just for a few hours or an
afternoon, changes something -- it's like a spark plug. I don't claim that it's
going to change their lives, but I do know that it changes their mood and
it reminds them of a sense of hope - that there is something about
celebration and life. That it is still there and will be there, maybe not
tomorrow, but eventually the celebration of life comes back.
W e felt we wanted to leave something behind besides just doing a
performance so we started working with teachers and children so they can
continue to do workshops with the children. And we did workshops with
children so they could continue to explore what we brought.
In Kosova in 1999 and 2000 there was a project between Doctors W ithout
Borders and the Spanish Clowns W ithout Borders. This was a mental
health program to relieve Post Traumatic Stress before it became a
disorder. Children had witnessed horrific things, so Doctors W ithout
Borders and the Spanish Clowns W ithout Borders had a six-month
program with occupational therapists. They had them drawing. I was doing
Tai Chi with the teachers and giving workshops with the children to open
up their voices.
I taught clown workshops where we did all these clown exercises to
express their emotions and open an avenue to release them. I had them
walking over an imaginary gorge with a river below and they had to
balance. I asked them to play the fear of being on the trunk over the gorge,
and almost falling off the log, and at the end, a sigh of relief after crossing.
I did an exercise with a Japanese Rhythm of Jo Ha Que - slow, medium
and fast with physical expression. By the end they were all running and
screaming at the top of their lungs and loving it.
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I found that out with the Prescott Clowns in Oakland
California. I do 12-15 clown sessions with them every year.
These are fourth and fifth grade children living in W est
Oakland, an economically disadvantaged neighborhood.
They do ham bone, unicycling, hip hop, and they create
performance. I had no need to teach these kids how to be
funny. I just needed to help them shape their funniness and
then teach them to play for an audience. [See HCN
W ebsite/past issues Vol. 3 No3 for an article on the
Prescott Clown - Eileen Moffitt's after school program]
W hat we find valuable for children all over the world is that
by learning these physical (circus arts) skills, they improve
their capacity to concentrate and focus. They are often very
motivated to learn as they find the skills so fascinating. It is
a great teaching tool to teach children how to learn. And
they are all having fun.
I discovered that even when I was teaching the juggling in
South Africa that the children that would never concentrate
on anything for more than a minute or two, all of a sudden
were spending 10 and 20 minutes practicing their juggling
and really focusing on it. The social workers who were
working with us were really fascinated by this. They
couldn't believe it.
Most of the children on the street are out there because they
are smart, independent and are getting away from abusive
situations. They are trying to make their own lives, but they
are also faced with hunger and cold. By teaching them
juggling skills, there was a possibility that they might make
money street performing.
I often wish that our education system in the USA would
teach the so-called privileged children the value of what
they have so they can understand what other children don't
have. Still, it seems there is a greater awareness among the
children that all is not well everywhere, and that they have
the power to help people. Children are incredibly resilient,
and even in the worst situations, they are often capable of
forgetting the harshness and finding reason to be playful
and joyous.
It is always the case if you are performing in a regular
public or in a refugee camp; children open up the laugher
in all of us. Their laughter breaks through so much of the
barriers that we adults hold, and allows us to laugh.
I'll never forget in Croatia there was an older man leaning
against this tent as we were setting up this circus show. W e
were inviting people to come and he just looked at me and
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refused. I said "OK" but I watched him from a distance. He was watching
the show, but he was not willing to participate. W hat I recognized there
and what I saw in some of the parents afterwards, was that their joy was
seeing their children have fun.
In some cases they just wouldn't let themselves go, because too much had
happened to them - too many challenges. It wasn't that they didn't have
hope. T hey had hope but they kept it in reserve. They didn't wear their
heart on their sleeves; they wore it with about four layers over it. You
uncover it one layer at a time and see what the response is.
For me it was the understanding that I was giving a lot to those parents. It
was laughter and it was seeing the joy of their children in that situation.
Other times, it was the parents who laugh the most because they had the
most tension to release.

W e take performers who really have the skill and the humor
to offer. W e are looking for ways to take more people with
us, but it is about money and logistics and it is also about
whether the people have the "chops" to come along (to be
able to deal with the traveling, and the refugee
environment)
I receive email often from clowns who want to go on trips
with CW B. I need to be careful as to whom I take because
of cultural sensitivity. Certain cultures don't understand the
painted faces. Sometimes clowns can look extremely
wealthy dressed in nice costumes with the big shoes and
wigs and everything. Clowns W ithout Borders works with
performers who have the capacity to be funny (without
verbal language) for large audiences.
The power of the clown is what is coming from the inside
out. W hen the human being comes in there with very little
costuming, but starts doing little quirky eccentric things or
things that are just plain funny just the way you look at
them. Then there is connection and laughter.
“Please don’t bring us your plastic toys.”

Clowns perform wherever they can find space as above in Kosova and
often for thousands as below in Nepal
W ith CW B we tend to do performance instead of walk-arounds
(roaming/meet and greet) mainly because of the economy of skill. W e can
do a show for a thousand people (or 2 or 3) in a day and reach a lot of
people and know that we are going to get through.
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I remember very clearly when I went to the Chiapas in
1996. This was after the Vapelucia Revolution. W e went to
LaGaruchia which was one of the main community
gathering places that was created. There was a school room
where all the volunteers who came to help out would sleep.
On the wall was a sign “Please don’t bring us your plastic
toys. Please don’t bring us your culture. W e are happy to
have you here, but we don’t want your culture, we have our
own culture.” I think that is something really important to
comprehend. W e are all human and if we get down to that
basic humanism and find something funny, there you
connect with every culture.
Visit Moshe’s website and read all his journals at:
www.clownswithoutborder.org
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