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    Foreword


    


    The classic monthly magazine, The Readers Digest, used to have a column in every issue titled “The Most Fascinating Person I Ever Met.” While I have been blessed with a long career in the entertainment industry that has put me in close proximity with many “fascinating” persons, certainly right up at the top of my list would be the name Mervyn Edward Griffin, Jr. I first met Merv in 1962 when I was head of TV and movies for the Seattle World’s Fair. That one-day encounter would last a lifetime.


    When Merv was selected to host his own talk show for Westinghouse Broadcasting in 1965, he brought me on board as head of promotion, publicity, and public relations. I also took on the added duty as show photographer, which neatly tied in with my other responsibilities. Consequently, I was actively involved in all the day-to-day functions of the series with the golden opportunity to interact closely with the entire production staff, musicians, and guests. More important, I was able to be with Merv, not only on a professional basis, but also on personal level with his family. It was a joy to become close friends. Many, many weekends were spent with the Griffins on their Califon, New Jersey farm where Merv taught me how to skeet shoot; and his wife, Julann, taught me how to make her famous Parmesan baked chicken. Over these casual weekend getaways from New York City, the Griffin clan became the close-knit family I never had.


    It was back at our offices at The Little Theatre where The Merv Griffin Show originated that I was able to learn and grow the most. In the beginning, I simply knew Merv as the affable TV personality, host, and singer. But the real learning curve for me was witnessing, close up, Merv’s immense talent as an entrepreneur and businessman with an intensive and unquenchable appetite for a mind-boggling array of interests.


    One of Merv’s most touching and admirable qualities was his profound compassion for virtually everyone he encountered, be they world famous or man-on-the street. An incident that has forever remained close to my heart involved one of our most important and memorable guests on the show, the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Merv had long wanted to do a one-on-one sit down interview with Dr. King, and on July 6, 1967, Dr. King appeared at the Little Theatre with his friend Harry Belafonte. With Merv’s keen talents to extract the most out of a guest, Dr. King’s interview was open, heartwarming, candid, and enlightening. It was one of the most profound and unforgettable appearances on any episode of The Merv Griffin Show (as detailed later in this book).


    Nine months later, on Thursday, April 4, 1968, we were about half way through videotaping another day’s episode when tragedy struck. As we did for every show, producer Bob Shanks and I sat next to one another in the first row of the theatre, giving us quick access to the stage during commercial breaks. We would confer with Merv, chat with the guests, and I had moments to take candid close-up photos of everyone.


    As the commercial break was about to begin, one of the pages came down to Bob and me. He knelt down and whispered into our ears: “Martin Luther King has been shot! He has been rushed to a hospital in Memphis and there is no word on his condition.” We asked to be kept quietly informed during the breaks. Bob and I agreed that there was no sense in breaking this news to Merv in the middle of the show, since we had no definitive word on the situation. The show continued and over the course of the next few breaks, to the best of our knowledge, Dr. King was still alive. Merv could see the commotion going on around us, and asked what was up. Bob wisely told him it was nothing to be concerned about. Then, during the last break, with less than a minute to go in the show, Bob broke the news to Merv that Dr. King had been shot, but was still alive in the hospital, which was all anyone knew at that time.


    When the show ended, Merv did something that still resonates deeply in my heart to this day. He walked to the edge of the stage to be as close to the audience as possible and motioned them to remain in their seats. He commented that perhaps some audience members had noticed the staff running back and forth to Bob and me. Merv then announced to the audience the stunning, tragic news out of Memphis. A loud gasp and cries of anguish erupted from the theatre. He recalled that just a few months earlier, Rev. King had sat on that very stage, discussing non-violence, peace and love for one another, and reflected emotionally on the enormous impact King’s preaching and insights had had on him and, of course, the world.


    Impulsively, Merv then asked the entire audience to stand and hold hands as he led them in prayer for Dr. King to survive this terrible attack. Merv quietly asked the audience to go home to their loved ones, as he was planning to do, and to keep Dr. King in their thoughts and prayers.


    It would have been easier for Merv to say little or do nothing that day; just let the audience depart the theatre. But that was not how Merv Griffin lived his life — in public or private. He was unabashed to show his emotions, grief, compassion, and heartfelt empathy. In that one evening, Merv climbed higher in stature to this young broadcaster.


    We all remember Merv’s larger-than-life successes; his legendary career broke many milestones as an entertainer, producer, and real estate tycoon. I am blessed to have known him as a man of character, integrity and compassion. Hopefully, readers of this book will discover for themselves the exceptional and very special Merv Griffin.


    


    Albert Fisher


    Los Angeles, CA

  


  
    1. The Man Behind The Microphone


    


    “Your wife will tell you she watches Merv Griffin for his boyish charm. Don’t count on it.”


    Trade ad, 1967


    


    In March 1979, while honoring Merv Griffin at a testimonial dinner, Orson Welles extolled the talk show as the only legitimate art form to emerge from television. The legendary filmmaker acknowledged Griffin as a true master of the format, possessing all the attributes of the “classic talk-show host.”


    Welles wasn’t merely dispensing empty praise. As countless hours of video can attest, Griffin displayed the same panache with superstars, ranging from John Wayne to Jane Fonda, as he did with the up-and-comers he enthusiastically nurtured. His interviews in the political category — and there were plenty of them — offered compelling insight into powerful leaders like Martin Luther King, Jr., Robert F. Kennedy, Adam Clayton Powell, Richard Nixon, Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan. These “heavyweights” usually shared the bill with other front-page luminaries. Day after day, year after year, an array of singers, comedians, writers, artists, athletes, raconteurs, and newsmakers could be seen chatting fluently with the always affable Merv.


    This book is not a full-scale biography of Merv Griffin. Rather, it’s the story of the television program bearing his name. The Merv Griffin Show journeyed through multiple lives — constantly growing and adapting as changing times and tastes dictated. Debuting on October 1, 1962, the first incarnation was a 55-minute entry on NBC’s afternoon lineup. From the beginning, Griffin was a groundbreaker, bringing to daytime television an unprecedented blend of guests and topics as colorful as the network’s famous peacock. The early reviews couldn’t have been more flattering. Look magazine proclaimed the show as “one of the few bright lights on TV.” The New York Daily News praised the host as “a sophisticated wit.” Even the Christian Science Monitor weighed in favorably, noting how Griffin “patiently aids his duller guests, and seldom misses an opportunity for humor.” Rarely are such accolades expressed so boldly in a field where talent, intelligence, and charm are commonplace.


    Success didn’t materialize overnight for Griffin; his “dues” had been paid long before he began ad-libbing behind a desk. He’d been a piano-playing prodigy at age four, and a nationally known radio crooner by the time he was 19. Over the course of his career, Griffin would prosper as a big-band singer, recording artist, movie actor, composer, and game show impresario, before finding his niche as a literate purveyor of conversation. “Merv Griffin, in short, is an individual plurality,” observed TV Guide in 1963.


    Despite critical acclaim and a loyal following, the first Merv Griffin Show did not win its time slot and was canceled after a six-month run. The program would make a quiet return in May 1965, when the Westinghouse Broadcasting Company revived it in a 90-minute format for first-run syndication. Conceived as a late-night offering, but seen mostly in late-afternoon or early-evening time slots, Griffin’s Westinghouse series would evolve into one of the most influential talk shows of all time. It was during this second wave of popularity that Merv Griffin permanently re-established himself as a thought-provoking interviewer as well as a versatile entertainer.


    In August 1969, CBS wooed Griffin out of his comfy syndication deal and thrust him into a three-way, late-night race against NBC’s powerhouse, The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson, and ABC’s The Joey Bishop Show. Though Griffin competed vigorously under the CBS banner, his efforts would prove futile owing to several inescapable factors. CBS owned fewer stations than NBC, making it impossible for Merv to win the ratings race. There was also a dwindling roster of illustrious guests on the New York scene, which necessitated changes in venue and format. One year after taking on the late-night shift, Griffin moved his show to Hollywood where he would master the format for which he’s best remembered — the “theme show.” While the ratings never increased, the pressures, tensions, and skirmishes between network and star did. Finally, after two-and-a-half acrimonious years, CBS and Griffin parted ways.


    In March 1972, The Merv Griffin Show returned to the turf on which it had enjoyed its greatest success — syndication. This version of the show, which would eventually be cut back to an hour, would endure until Merv’s final sign off on September 5, 1986.


    How does a talk show evolve, and eventually thrive, in the fiercely competitive realm of television? It’s accomplished through the dedication of producers, directors, writers, talent coordinators, musicians, and technicians, all of whom strive to make the show, and the star, look good. After the behind-the-scenes tasks are completed, it’s up to the star to make the finished product come off as “spontaneous.” Through this process, a talk-show host emerges as a consistent personality that the viewer gets to know as a friend. This is why people often refer to TV talkers by their first names. During the 1960s and ’70s it was not uncommon to hear someone say: “Did you see who was on Merv last night?” or: “How about what Merv said to Zsa Zsa Gabor?” In recent years, we’ve heard things like: “Oprah has had some great shows lately!” and “Did you happen to catch Ellen yesterday?”


    Several strengths distinguished Merv Griffin from his contemporaries. First, and obviously, Merv was a host without any sharp edges. Even so, he never lost sight of the fact that it was his show. He had no problem interrupting guests when they spoke too much (like Henny Youngman frequently did), or chiming in when a guest wouldn’t speak at all (as Andy Warhol once did). When the situation demanded it, Merv could be uncharacteristically blunt, as record producer Phil Spector found out one night in 1965. Spector kept mentioning rival hosts Johnny Carson and Les Crane, despite negative reactions from Merv, who pointedly said, “cut it out.” Spector kept it up. Then, in an unmistakable annoyed tone, Merv asked, “Did you come here tonight to plug other people’s shows?” Spector cut it out.


    Maintaining control of an interview requires acute listening. Merv knew when to talk and when not to. “I’m a good listener, a good reactor, and I’m terribly curious,” he told Look magazine in 1968.


    “You care about people,” TV host and producer David Susskind told Griffin on the air. “You’re not thinking of the next joke and you haven’t got a prepared shtick. You listen with all your might and that’s the secret of great interviewing.” Lucille Ball was equally forthright in her appraisal of Griffin. “Sometimes I’m not paying attention to what the other person is saying,” she told him during an interview. “I am watching you listen!”


    Second, and equally important, was Griffin’s meticulous attention to preparation, even in a format generally perceived as unscripted. Rather than relying on notes or summaries from staffers, Griffin would actually read the books his guests had written, screen their films, and review as much relevant material as his schedule would allow.


    “Merv prepared,” says Peter Barsocchini, Griffin’s producer from 1979 to 1986. “It’s a myth to say that he didn’t prepare. Merv had an uncanny ability to sit down and read four or five sets of notes and retain them. He’d have the note cards on his desk, but he could do an interview without having to look at them. He would sit with the interviewers and talent coordinators before the show, read that set of notes, ask a few questions, and then it all sunk in.”


    Being a guest on a talk show can be an intimidating, if not terrifying, ordeal. It may look easy to walk out in front of a studio audience and chat with a congenial host, but it isn’t. Uninhibited people, famous or not, make the best guests on these shows. Even performers with decades of experience on their resumés can become unnerved when that red light on the camera flashes on. Griffin had an amazing faculty for recognizing stagefright, and could quell someone’s fears with the simplest of techniques. The trick was to make the guest feel comfortable in what is essentially an uncomfortable environment. To accomplish this, Griffin would express intense interest in even the dullest of subjects. It’s practically impossible to watch the man and not notice his unbridled enthusiasm.


    As a means of establishing intimacy between his guests and the studio audience, Griffin would often interview certain personalities (usually the lead star) at center stage, just a few feet away from the first row. Even more striking was his tendency to lean toward a guest with a heightened eagerness and murmur his questions softly. “The guy’s really at his best with a nervous guest,” said talent coordinator Paul Solomon in 1970. “I’ve seen people go on shaking and stuttering and then come off saying, ‘That man is terrific; it was a lot of fun and I’d love to do it again.’ ”


    Actress/singer Kaye Ballard (The Mothers-In-Law) is a veteran of some 150 talk show appearances. “Jack Paar, Merv Griffin, Johnny Carson, Mike Douglas, I worked with them all,” says Ballard. “And what I remember most about Merv is that he was always so down to earth. With Johnny Carson, you were on tenterhooks all the time. Jack Paar was a brilliant conversationalist and easy to talk to. But I’d have to say that Merv was easier, and the atmosphere on his show was always completely relaxed.”


    Another notable trait of Griffin’s was a penchant for exploring new ideas, thereby offering his audience food for thought. The turbulent ’60s provided stimulating topics that were either addressed lightly, or avoided altogether, on other daytime variety/talk shows of the period. Merv was the first of the important daytime talkers to tackle controversial subjects potently, but tastefully. Civil unrest stemming from racial tensions, political assassinations, the burgeoning use of psychedelic drugs, the war in Vietnam, and the contempt for authority demonstrated by American youth, were all fodder for comprehensive discussion on Griffin’s daily talker.


    On the lighter side, Griffin’s program was a much sought-after venue for fresh talent. Though Griffin’s show wasn’t the only game in town, it was the one that was the most feasible, in terms of landing a booking, for newcomers. Many of today’s younger viewers are surprised to learn that several iconic performers (e.g., Richard Pryor, Tiny Tim, Lily Tomlin, Jerry Seinfeld, and Whitney Houston) got their first big break on the Griffin stage. Through the years, writers and historians have sometimes credited The Ed Sullivan Show or The Tonight Show for giving inventive comics like Pryor, and several others, their first national exposure. This genuinely irked Griffin. As early as 1969, he complained: “We got pretty tired of being an audition ground for the late-night shows — especially when they would introduce someone I discovered and add the announcement, ‘making his first network appearance.’ ”


    On the flip side of Griffin’s list of first-timers is an equally impressive tally of final farewells. Judy Garland, Groucho Marx, Rosalind Russell, Totie Fields and Orson Welles are among the greats who basked in the limelight one last time via The Merv Griffin Show.


    The roster of legends wasn’t limited to those who’d earned fame onstage or in front of a camera. Many influential and groundbreaking directors sat on Griffin’s sofa throughout the years. Alfred Hitchcock, Otto Preminger, William Wyler, Federico Fellini, Roman Polanski, Franco Zeffirelli, Martin Scorsese, and Francis Ford Coppola invariably found Merv to be a worthy platform on which to discuss their esteemed works.


    Though Merv was not a comedian, he could toss one-liners alongside the best in the business. Rather than going for the big laugh, Merv frequently underplayed it, scoring just as heavily with a light retort. One night he was discussing the growing acceptance of cosmetic surgery with a prominent Beverly Hills plastic surgeon. Totie Fields, the lead guest, recalled a man who had offered to reshape her face. “Was he a doctor?” Merv quipped. The look on Totie’s face was priceless. She chuckled; the audience roared.


    Then there was the time Kenny Kingston, the self-proclaimed “psychic to the stars,” told the audience that he constantly had three spirits around him — his grandfather, Chief Running Bull, and actor Clifton Webb. “You could be the Kingston Trio,’ cracked Merv. “You’ll do very well around here,” he added, as Kingston chuckled.


    The “hip choir boy,” as Griffin was frequently characterized, wasn’t above the risqué double-entendre or a saucy “setup.” In a late ’70s segment, Sophia Loren and Charles Nelson Reilly were among several participants in an amusing poker-playing exhibition. “Do you have a pair, Sophia?” asked Merv, glancing impishly at the buxom actress. “She certainly does!” said Reilly enthusiastically.


    Then there was the time Merv and Don Rickles subjected themselves to acupuncture. With large needles dangling from their faces, the two men sat there, staring at each other beseechingly. “I’ll pull yours out if you’ll pull mine out!” Merv offered, challenging the censor. “Let’s not get that close,” Rickles retorted.


    Whether blatantly broad or extremely subtle, Griffin’s quips never shattered anyone’s dignity. In fact, the most pervasive criticism of Merv was the notion that he could be overly solicitous. By the early 1980s, Griffin’s affable persona was so entrenched that it had become a springboard for parody and satire. Rick Moranis, on NBC’s SCTV Network, lampooned Merv in a series of sketches, portraying him as a chubby, fawning host who prefaces or concludes every sentence with a resounding “ooooooooh” or “aaaaaaaah.” Such good-natured ribbing was to be expected, given Merv’s tendency to speak in italics (“Gee, what BEAUTIFUL girls they are”).


    Griffin’s rapture was patently genuine. Unfortunately, the same can’t be said of all who sat next to him. Some celebrities make the rounds on talk shows solely to push whatever they’re selling, be it a movie, book, concert tour, or whatever. Thus, extracting a cohesive interview from an uncommunicative guest often requires the skill of an experienced trial lawyer. In a 1981 segment, Ringo Starr dodged questions about the breakup of The Beatles, and his impending marriage to Barbara Bach, who occupied the seat next to him. Starr wanted to focus exclusively on his new film, Caveman (1981), and not much else. Awkward situations like this can sometimes work in a host’s favor. Carson, for example, could perk up a stagnant interview with a double take or sardonic one-liner. Griffin would go the opposite route, playing the nice guy card to win the guest over. If he didn’t, as in the case with Ringo, he’d simply move on to the next topic or the next guest.


    On another occasion, actor Al Pacino expressed annoyance when he thought Merv had asked him a dumb question. Pacino hadn’t yet achieved full-fledged stardom from his work in The Godfather (1972). He was an up-and-comer appearing as part of an ensemble in a Broadway show. “How did you make it from the Bronx to Broadway?” Merv asked. “By subway!” Pacino answered dryly. Merv cut to a commercial.


    Aside from what viewers could see on the tube — an attractive host with a bouncy energy and innate curiosity about people — there was Merv Griffin, the producer, media mogul, and entrepreneur.


    According to those who worked for Griffin, he was a “hands-on” exec. “He worked harder on that show than anyone else,” says Don Kane, a Griffin talent booker who would ultimately rise to the rank of associate producer. “Virtually every aspect of the program was overseen by him.”


    The combined pressures of hosting a daily talk show, running multiple production companies, and overseeing a diverse range of ancillary enterprises can be daunting. Just as Merv knew when it was time to break for a commercial, he knew when it was time to break away from the endless cycle of showbiz stress.


    “If we were taping two shows on a Thursday,” recalls Barsocchini, “he’d be looking at his watch and I could tell he was already mentally on his airplane. He couldn’t wait to get up to Carmel for the weekend. And after three days of Carmel, he needed the action and couldn’t wait to get in the plane and come back to Los Angeles. Merv was somebody that was constantly hitting the refresh button. That’s the way he liked it.


    “Merv was not one to sit still for very long. He thrived on having the activity going on. He’d get up in the morning and often play tennis before going to work. But once he came into work, it was all non-stop and that’s what he wanted. He kept in with the stuff that he liked, such as the game shows. He really didn’t want to sit in on business negotiations, and meetings about crunching numbers and things like that, even though he did have a great sense of business.”


    Anyone who thinks hosting or producing a talk show is easy should talk to Peter Barsocchini. “It definitely is a pressure cooker,” Barsocchini admits. “And with a talk show, we were turning out five 90-minute shows a week. We were doing six a lot of the time, trying to fill in for the times Merv would go on vacation. And that’s a lot of pressure. It’s a business for young people, because it’s hard to have a family, or a normal life, because you’re working around the clock.”


    What’s the hardest part of the process? “Part of it is the realization that the show must go on,” Barsocchini laughs. “But the hardest thing, actually, was keeping it fresh. You’re talking about 30 guests a week, and you don’t have a budget where you could fly people in from all over the world. And trying to get someone special would be even harder today because there are 80 billion outlets! Then, everybody was competing. Merv didn’t want some big star, like Jane Fonda, right after she’d been on with somebody else; it was a big fight as to who was going to get her first. And it was also a matter of getting it on the air first. It was a lot like a newspaper because you were constantly churning out new material. You’re in the middle of production complications during the day, while trying to put something together for tomorrow. Then you’re thinking of something you’ll be shooting in New York!”


    While Griffin knew instinctively which celebrities would generate respectable ratings, he didn’t rely solely on the name value of his guests. “Much of The Merv Griffin Show focused on conversation,” observes Kevin Sasaki, a Los Angeles-based public relations executive who worked for Griffin from 1991 to 2007. “It wasn’t just movie stars, music stars, or comedians on his show. He’d have people on who were running companies, politicians, astronauts, artists, and scientists. You name it, he had it,” says Sasaki. “And some of the people who were guests on his show were not necessarily there to plug a book, a movie, or a product. They would all stay for the duration of the show. It was like a party. Today, it’s one chair and one guest at a time. The guest is on for three minutes, and then it’s on to the next guest.


    “Merv would have people on that weren’t the top music artists of the day. He would have them on, of course, but he’d also have people like Zsa Zsa Gabor, who had nothing to promote other than being Zsa Zsa. He had people who made great conversation, like Totie Fields, and others that weren’t A-list stars, but were entertaining and loved to sit and talk. Merv liked to dish. He loved little bits of gossip, and loved to hear about people. When we’d get together to discuss business, he would take the time to talk personal. ‘What did you hear about this one? What did you hear about that one?’ He never lost his curiosity about the world and it kept him up about things. He was very into what young people were looking at. And with me being quite a bit younger, he looked to me for a perspective on places to go. So I took him to a few places where the younger stars would hang out, and he wanted to see them. A lot of that was because he was formulating the club at his hotel, and I think he wanted to get a sense of what the kids were jamming to.”


    As an employer, Griffin was known to hire young people for entry-level jobs. If they wanted to keep those jobs, they had to carry their weight. “He’d offer you an opportunity,” says Barsocchini. “But Merv was not one to suffer fools gladly. When I was offered the job to produce his show around the end of 1979, I was 27-years-old. Not a lot of the shows back then would have made that offer. Now I had been working there and had shown what I could do. But if things had gone south, I would have been given a handshake and a ‘see-you-later!’ That’s the nature of show business, generally speaking. Show business is not a get-rich-quick scheme. You can elevate quickly and you can also descend quickly.”


    “Merv had certain rules and guidelines that his employees had to abide by,” offers Sasaki. “Some of that probably wasn’t easy for his assistants, because Merv was a 24/7 kind of man. He was very dynamic. He didn’t like people who went against his rules, or people he felt he couldn’t trust, which was understandable. If by chance, an employee’s performance was not up to par, you would very quietly hear that that person was no longer there.”


    With Griffin, the task at hand was far more important than personal reactions. “I once overheard people who were working for Merv talk about him behind his back,” recalls Julann Griffin, who was married to the star from 1958 to 1976. Julann immediately brought the matter to her husband’s attention. “I told him about it, and he said, ‘Don’t bother me with that. I don’t care what they say. I just want them to do their jobs.’ He didn’t believe in getting mixed up with ‘small stuff.’ To him, the big stuff was getting the job done.”


    Unlike many other powerful showbiz moguls, Griffin remained accessible to his employees. “He wanted to talk to you,” Sasaki recalls. “It wasn’t as though you had to go through five people, even though he was on the phone all the time.”


    Off-camera, Griffin was pretty much like his on-screen persona. “The bottom line with Merv was — and I say this after having worked for him many years — what you saw was what you got,” says Barsocchini. “He wasn’t a phony. Being a celebrity is more complicated than most people think, and it gets old fast. When you’re dealing with the public, some people are rude and you can spot them. Merv knew how to handle them all, ranging from the curious onlooker to the intrusive fan.


    “Many times in Vegas, there’d be someone who’d say, ‘Merv, may I shake your hand? And Merv would say, ‘Hi, how are you?’ He’d put his arm around them to take the picture, sign whatever it was, and say, ‘Nice to meet you.’ And he would start to move on. Then you’d hear, ‘Oh, wait, Merv, would you do this, or do that?’ They wouldn’t let it go. But Merv knew how to handle the public.”


    “He knew how to get through a crowd easily,” recalls Julann Griffin. “He always smiled and looked in everyone’s eyes as he rushed by them. It was as though he had made contact with everybody. And whenever he looked at people, he could kind of empathize what they were going through. He saw everybody as interesting.”


    One thing Merv never lost, from his days as a radio singer to his years as a media mogul, was a zest for performing. “Merv remained the consummate host,” says Sasaki, referring to the period during which Griffin owned the Beverly Hilton Hotel. “He would participate in many things, and everybody wanted to stage their event as his hotel, especially because of that great ballroom, which could really support major TV productions such as award shows, and the like. Charities would always ask him to emcee, and they loved it if he would sing a song. I think Merv genuinely liked that; it was his joy.”


    Throughout his life in the public eye, Griffin personified the master showman. “With Merv, the bottom line was to produce the most satisfying show possible,” says Don Kane. “He was willing to do whatever was necessary to keep his guests and audiences happy.”


    Making people happy was something that came naturally to Mervyn Edward Griffin, Jr. He was born on July 6, 1925 in San Mateo, California, a place he fondly recalled as: “A wonderful little community about 18 miles out of San Francisco.”


    He was the second child of Rita Robinson and Mervyn Edward Griffin, Sr. Merv, Jr. had one sibling, a sister, Barbara, born in 1923. “He was a Depression-era child,” says Julann Griffin, “and he did not have an easy childhood. His father was never around. He had a weight problem. But he also had an active mind and a genuine interest in people.”


    The Griffins were among millions of American families affected by the Great Depression. When Mervyn, Sr., who worked at a sporting goods store, couldn’t keep up the payments on his house, the family was forced to move in with Merv’s grandmother.


    If the men in the Griffin family had one thing in common, it was an unwavering passion for tennis. On a 1963 Griffin segment, screenwriter Adela Rogers St. Johns appreciatively recalled how Merv had come from a long line of tennis champs, on his father’s side. Tennis for the Griffins was a way of life, something to be taken very seriously. “Your uncle Peck,” St. Johns beamed, “was one of the great champions.” Nodding in agreement, Merv added that while all the Griffins were pros, it was his Uncle Elmer who had been the family’s undisputed champ.


    “I’ve got a lot of uncles,” Merv smiled. “You see, my name is really Mervyn,” he explained, as though no one had been aware of that. “I’m Mervyn, Junior. My father’s name was Mervyn. And his brother was Elmer. His other brother was Clarence. And there was another brother, Milton. And there was Frank. We never knew how a Frank got in there. And they were all great tennis players — the Irish Griffins with their lace curtain names.”


    To distinguish Mervyn, Jr. from Mervyn, Sr., the younger Griffin was nicknamed Buddy. Rita Griffin decided Buddy should take piano lessons and enlisted her sister Claudia to give him lessons. “He used to play beautifully when he was four,” Claudia said of her nephew/prodigy in 1963. “He was so little, he had to play standing up. I loved him. He was just a doll.”


    Merv, Sr. knew nothing of his son’s musical abilities until someone casually mentioned that they’d seen Buddy perform at a recital. When confronted by his dad, Buddy responded by simply offering a snappy performance of “Tea for Two.” Long before he would enter his teens, Buddy’s devotion to music was sealed forever.


    “He was a slightly unusual child,” recalled Rita Griffin. “He was always putting on shows. He took our clothes to costume his actors.”


    When he wasn’t playing the piano or singing in the school choir, Buddy could be seen organizing backyard productions with his friends, the way Judy Garland and Mickey Rooney did in the old MGM musicals. An enterprising lad, Buddy also mowed lawns, sold magazines door-to-door, and published his own one-page newspaper detailing what his neighbors and classmates were up to. (Could this have been an early indication of Merv’s proficiency for dishing gossip?)


    Another favorite activity in the Griffin household was the word game “Hangman,” which Buddy would play regularly with his sister and classmates. This simple pastime would one day provide the basis for one of television’s most enduring game shows.


    As a teenager, Merv ventured to Los Angeles to spend summer vacation with his Uncle Elmer, the family bon vivant who hobnobbed with the Hollywood elite. It was during this period that Merv got to meet his childhood idol, Errol Flynn, who happened to be Elmer’s house-guest. Flynn, who starred in such unforgettable screen classics as Captain Blood (1935) and The Adventures of Robin Hood (1938), gave Merv his first autograph.


    That summer, Merv would also encounter another of his Hollywood heroes, the renowned character actor Monty Woolley, nicknamed “The Beard” because of his distinctive white whiskers. Woolley had achieved a respectable degree of fame for starring in the stage and motion picture adaptations of The Man Who Came to Dinner (1942).


    On screen, Woolley epitomized the feisty but grandfatherly curmudgeon. That wasn’t the image Woolley presented when 14-year-old Merv encountered him at a posh country club. What he saw, to his utter disappointment, was a lecherous old man hitting on women at the bar. Nevertheless, Merv did what any teenage fan would do: he asked for an autograph. Woolley responded with two words: “Fuck off.” It was then and there that Merv vowed that if he ever achieved any level of fame in show business, he’d never refuse to give autographs to fans or pose for pictures.


    Following graduation from San Mateo High School, Merv worked at a number of nondescript jobs unrelated to the entertainment industry. He continued to offer his services as a pianist at church socials, weddings, and funerals. Following brief stints at San Mateo Junior College, and the University of San Francisco, he curtailed his education to pursue a full-time career in show business.


    In 1944, at the insistence of a friend, Griffin applied for a staff musician’s job at radio station KFRC in San Francisco. What the 19-year-old hopeful didn’t realize, however, was that the station was seeking the talents of a singer, not a pianist. Merv auditioned for the job and was instantly hired to sing on a 15-minute oddity called San Francisco Sketchbook. One week later, the station manager not only raised his salary, he changed the title of the program to The Merv Griffin Show.


    Soon, the Mutual network began broadcasting the program nationwide. Fan letters began to flood the station, requesting autographed pictures of Merv Griffin. All well and good, except for one potentially embarrassing problem. At five feet, ten inches tall, and weighing 240 pounds, Merv hardly fit the description of “America’s Romantic Singing Star,” as he’d come to be known. In addition to the excess weight, he had to deal with a chronic acne condition.


    The enterprising station manager, Bill Pabst, came up with a shrewd plan. Henceforth, Merv Griffin would be billed as America’s Romantic Mystery Voice. The autographs would be sent, but not on pictures. As Merv’s voice continued to enthrall female fans coast to coast, his face would remain unseen. The only exceptions would occur during live performances, which Griffin did on weekends to earn extra money.


    One day in 1946, an overzealous fan sneaked into the radio station hoping to meet her idol, Merv Griffin. In an effort to shoo the woman away, the receptionist said that Merv was rehearsing in the studio, an area “off limits” to the public. Equally disappointing was the fact that The Merv Griffin Show did not invite a studio audience. Because the visitor had never seen Merv, she didn’t recognize him as he stood several feet away in the reception area. As luck would have it, a secretary called out to Merv, telling him he was wanted on the telephone. The woman stared at Merv for a few unforgiving seconds, then burst into spasms of cruel laughter. That laughter would echo in Merv’s ears for the rest of his life, especially whenever he’d contemplate a sumptuous meal or high-calorie dessert.


    America’s Romantic Singing Star wasn’t looking or feeling very romantic. Producer Bill Dozier (best remembered today for the 1960s Batman series) had heard Merv on the air and believed a romantic voice such as his would be perfect for movies. Then he got a good look at him in person and changed his mind. Likewise, singer Joan Edwards (of radio’s Your Hit Parade) thought Merv’s vocal talents could be exploited beyond the confines of radio. It was Edwards who told him, rather bluntly, to get rid of the “blubber.” He did.


    The Griffin diet menu was simple: nothing but steak and salad. The strict regimen lasted three months, resulting in a slender, 150-pound Merv Griffin who could meet and greet his adoring public without fear of embarrassment. A national fan club was soon established, with a west coast chapter headed by an enthusiastic teenager named Carol Burnett.


    In 1948, bandleader Freddy Martin heard Griffin on the air, and offered him a job as the lead vocalist for his orchestra. Griffin accepted the job, albeit at a substantial cut in salary. He accepted the assignment with the expectation of greener pastures, and the exhilaration of cross-country travel.


    Over the next several years, Griffin would become an increasingly popular personage at all the hot venues across the country, including the Cocoanut Grove in Hollywood. By 1951, Merv’s name had become a household word, thanks to a novelty song called “I’ve Got a Lovely Bunch of Cocoanuts,” which he sang with a delightfully convincing Cockney accent. More than a million copies of the record were sold, and the catchy ditty shot up to number one on the nation’s “Hit Parade.” Merv was signed as a solo artist by RCA Victor, and scored a second triumph with “Eternally,” performed with Hugo Winterhalter and His Orchestra. Recorded in late 1951, the song ranked high on the Billboard charts by the third week of January 1952. Additional hits followed: “Wilhelmina,” “Dream Street,” “Never Been Kissed.” Throughout this career, Griffin would hold recording contracts with several major labels, including Dot, Decca, Carlton, and MGM Records.


    With the recent success of his recordings, Griffin took leave of the Martin orchestra and embarked on a solo tour. He once said that there probably wasn’t a major hotel or nightclub that he hadn’t played at least once, either as a band singer with the Martin orchestra or as a single.


    It was during this period that Doris Day, a major star at Warner Bros., happened to catch Merv’s nightclub act. Day, herself a former band singer, was on the lookout for a new male co-star. Impressed with Griffin’s good looks and charismatic presence, she arranged a screen test for the boyish baritone.


    In 1952, Griffin finally bid goodbye to Freddy Martin, joining the ranks of contract players at Warner Bros. Over the next two years, making movies would be the focal point of his existence. After a small role in the low-budget, black-and-white Cattle Town (1952), the crooner-turned-actor was cast in a Doris Day film. Unfortunately, anyone who blinks at the wrong moment is likely to miss his “performance” in Day’s By the Light of the Silvery Moon (1953). In this Technicolor musical, Merv is afforded one line as a bullhorn-toting announcer. This cameo contrasts sharply with an expanded role in So This Is Love (1953), in which he’s the romantic lead opposite the star, Kathryn Grayson. A lavish production based on the life of opera star Grace Moore, Love would provide Griffin an ample opportunity to exploit his appeal as a singer. Though Merv got to sing “I Kiss Your Hand, Madame,” the kiss he would recall most fervently was the one he gave Kathryn Grayson.


    On his show, and in various interviews, Merv would claim that his smooching scene with Grayson represented the first open-mouthed kiss in a mainstream movie. (Not to detract from Merv’s ardor, but open-mouthed kisses were depicted in films that pre-date his birth!)


    Griffin’s other screen credits include Three Girls and a Sailor (1953), The Boy From Oklahoma (1954), and Phantom of the Rue Morgue (1954). In Oklahoma, Griffin played the unlikely role of a deputy sheriff. By his own admission, Griffin looked “ridiculous” in the role. In the scene in which his character is required to fire a gun, he does so, but with an expression that registers nothing less than sheer panic.


    When Griffin wasn’t working before the cameras, he was busy behind the microphones. Any bona fide Merv Griffin fan will definitely recognize his melodious tones in such diverse films as The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms (1953), and the Hitchcock thriller, I Confess (1953). His voice would also be heard on the radio, promoting major Warner Bros. releases such as John Wayne’s Hondo (1953).


    The early ’50s would mark a tenuous time for young actors in Hollywood. The availability of desirable screen roles was on the wane, as was the studio contract system itself. “That’s because the major studios were losing money left and right,” said actor Jack Larson, best remembered as Jimmy Olsen on the 1950s TV series Adventures of Superman. “And one reason was a restructuring of the way films were distributed to theaters.”


    Larson became acquainted with Griffin at Warners. “We were both contract players there at the same time,” the actor recalled. “There was a sense that Merv, this young Irish-Catholic fellow with a good voice, was being groomed as the next Bing Crosby.” Although the two of them worked in Three Sailors and a Girl (1953), they did not have any scenes together. “Jack E. Leonard was also in the picture,” recalled Larson, “and in later years, he would be a frequent guest on Merv’s show.”


    Larson observed that up until the early ’50s, the contract system had “keyed” the studios. “They had always kept their people under contract and turned out product like General Motors turned out cars. At Warner Bros., they’d turn out two Bette Davis pictures a year, two Errol Flynns, two Humphrey Bogarts. And they knew, in advance, where they were going to book these films. But during the fifties, there was a deregulation ruling concerning how the major studios distributed their films. That had to do with what was called block-booking, forcing exhibitors to buy the studio’s films in groups, or blocks, which was considered unfair to the independent filmmakers who had become very aggressive.”


    Declining profits were attributable not only to the rise of the independents, but also the foreign market which, in the years following World War II, had begun to crank out more and more movies.


    Another major blow to Hollywood was television, which had become more popular than movies. On Tuesday nights, when Milton Berle was on the air, many movie theaters closed early because people were at home watching Uncle Miltie on their newly purchased TV sets. The new medium was now more of a threat than radio had ever been. Along with that, the industry had to reassess how it would produce films for distribution. The studios had to either slow down or close down, and that situation contributed to the demise of the once lucrative contract system.


    Merv hated the tedium associated with filmmaking. Sitting around all day waiting to be called to a set, and then delivering one or two lines in a miscast role, hardly seemed like a feasible path to stardom. The thing he enjoyed most was driving his white Buick convertible through the studio gate each morning, waiving to the guard who addressed him as “Mr. Griffin.” That, more than anything else, made him feel like a star. Even so, he wanted out. After two years of walk-ons, voice-overs, and small roles, a discouraged Griffin bought out his contract. His status as a free agent came with a price tag: he would be precluded from working at any other movie studio for the next two years.


    No one would cast more zingers at Griffin’s failed film career than Griffin himself. Over the years, he would frequently joke that a “Merv Griffin Film Festival,” comprising all his scenes spliced together, would run four minutes!


    In 1954, with his movie contract effectively ended, Griffin decided that the best place to jump-start his career would be New York. Before heading east, however, he would enhance his resumé considerably by opening for the legendary Tallulah Bankhead at the Sands Hotel in Las Vegas. Years later, Bankhead would return the favor by making several memorable appearances on Merv’s Westinghouse series.


    Beginning life anew in the Big Apple, Griffin soaked up as much work in radio and television as he could find. He spent the summer of 1954 co-hosting a twice-a-week series with Betty Ann Grove, telecast under the tile Song Snapshots on a Summer Holiday. Premiering on the CBS television network on June 24, the first installment was set in Central Park and featured such popular tunes as “Three Coins in a Fountain,” “Hooray for Love,” and “My Friend.”


    Merv’s next big break came the following winter, when he landed the role of Woody Mahoney, the young romantic hero, in the Broadway musical Finian’s Rainbow. In his review for the New York Journal-American, John McClain wrote: “Merv Griffin, new to the stage and Broadway, is an assured and prepossessing performer with a good voice.”


    Despite positive reviews, Merv acknowledged his lack of discipline for Broadway, and came to terms with the fact that the stage held no more allure for him than movies did. Undaunted, the young star continued to reinvent himself in Manhattan, the epicenter of the television industry, with its vast resources and enticing opportunities. It was at this point that Merv decided he’d rather talk than sing for his supper. Over the next few years, he would zealously pursue the electronic medium, filling in for various stars or emcees, and by appearing regularly on such diverse offerings as CBS’s The Morning Show; The Robert Q. Lewis Show; The Arthur Murray Party; and a religious program on ABC called Look Up and Live.


    While Griffin was sharpening his emceeing skills for television, a phenomenon within the medium itself was unfolding late at night. It was a potent development that would alter the career of Merv Griffin, and scores of other entertainers for decades to come.

  


  
    2. Make Talk, Not Love


    


    Programs like The Merv Griffin Show, which fall into the variety/talk category, have their roots in late-night television. In 1950, TV stations that didn’t offer old movies or local programming in the post-11:00 p.m. period simply signed off until the next day.


    The programming genius that paved the way for late-night talk shows was a broadcaster named Sylvester “Pat” Weaver (Sigourney’s father). Weaver’s background was in radio, where he had achieved considerable success as an advertising executive. He made the transition to television in 1949, having joined the NBC network as head of programming, and would ultimately serve as its president from 1953 to 1955.


    Pat Weaver was a visionary in many respects, not the least of which was his conviction that television would have an ineffable impact on the world. He rightly predicted that the medium would ultimately make adults out of children (although some contemporary sociologists might argue that it’s the other way around).


    During his tenure at NBC, Weaver would be responsible for developing several of the network’s earliest hits: Howdy Doody, Your Show of Shows, The All Star Revue, and The Colgate Comedy Hour, among many others. Many of his concepts and innovations are still widely used today. A notable example is the “live” magazine format that would materialize in the form of the Today show. Another is videotape, a revolutionary device that Weaver immediately employed when it became widely available in 1958.


    In 1950, Weaver began pitching the idea that significant revenue could be earned in the post-11:00 p.m. hours. His colleagues were skeptical; they contended that most people, at that time of night, were either sleeping or making love. Nevertheless, Weaver’s goal for live, late night entertainment would be realized in a vaudeville-style venture called Broadway Open House.


    The man hired to host this after-hours experiment was a largely unknown comic named Don “Creesh” Hornsby. His nickname was earned by yelling “Creesh! Creesh!” as he frantically ran through the smoke-filled clubrooms in which he performed. Unfortunately, Creesh never went on the air. He died of polio two weeks before the premiere of the program.


    Nevertheless, on May 29, 1950, Broadway Open House quietly made its debut with comedian Jerry Lester serving as host. Lester would alternate on the program with actor-comic Morey Amsterdam (remembered today as the acerbic comedy writer Buddy Sorrell on the 1960s hit, The Dick Van Dyke Show). Amsterdam’s tenure on the show would be brief — four months. Lester, however, went on to make a name for himself and the program, essentially becoming television’s first late-night star. The program peaked fairly quickly, particularly with the introduction of a bosomy, golden-haired bombshell nicknamed Dagmar (Jennie Lewis), who would serve as the show’s foil. Also on hand was an assortment of zany comics, up-and-coming comedians (including Lenny Bruce), wild stunts with members of the studio audience, and a house band led by accordionist Milton DeLugg.


    Broadway Open House was anything but a talk show. Its format was devoid of monologues, interviews, and serious discussion. What it did have was a party-like ambiance that kept viewers glued to the tube during hours traditionally spent sleeping, studying, partying, and making whoopee. More important, it paved the way for future programming in the post-11:00 p.m. “graveyard” shift.


    The task of devising fresh comedy material five nights a week proved more demanding than anyone had anticipated. Additionally, Lester was said to have become disgruntled when Dagmar’s popularity eclipsed his. After a mere nine months on the air, the show was beginning to wear thin. The ratings began to drop. Then, in May 1951, Lester quit the program. Dagmar remained, but without a strong comic presence, the series’ days were numbered. A significant number of NBC affiliates, irate over lost revenue, began to drop the program in lieu of old movies. Finally, on August 24, 1951, Broadway Open House closed its doors for good.


    Pat Weaver continued to develop fresh ideas for programs molded in the magazine-style format. Riding high on the success of Today, which debuted in January 1952, Weaver began to map out ideas for a similar series styled for the midnight hour. His attention would soon be focused on a local late-night personality who was essentially doing on local New York television what he had done on a Los Angeles radio station. The young host was a multi-faceted performer whose bag of tricks consisted of ad-libbed comedy, music, interviews, and lots of free-wheeling stunts and sight gags. His name was Steve Allen.


    Jayne Meadows Allen, Steve’s widow, recalled that: “Broadway Open House was gone and NBC was looking for something new. And there was Steve’s local show seen only in New York on NBC’s local station, WNBT-TV. This was in 1953. After Steve’s show had been on the air for almost a year, Pat Weaver happened to tune in one night by accident. The next day, he called a meeting of all his executives and told them, ‘Put that genius on the network immediately.’ And they did. Going network was a big step up, because with a local show, you don’t get the money you get when you’re on a network. Pat told Steve he’d be on the network, with one proviso: ‘your show is called The Steve Allen Show. I’ve brought Dave Garroway in from Chicago and I renamed his show Today. We awaken the country with Today. And since you’ll be the last thing we have at night, I would like to change the title to Tonight!’ ”


    Meadows recalled the pre-show jitters of comedian Louie Nye, one of Allen’s regulars: “Louie said, ‘Jayne, America will never understand us. We’re too new, too experimental, and we’re going to be a flop. You’ve got to be hip to understand Steve Allen.’ I told him, ‘Louie, darling, Monday will be your first Tonight Show. It’s my birthday, and I predict that this show will someday be the longest running show in television. You’re going to take America by storm because everybody in the country is going to love it. It’s different. It’s not a vaudeville show or a game show, and it’s not like anything that was ever done in radio. This is a one-of-a-kind thing.’ ” Meadows didn’t believe one word of what she had said. “I was just saying this to put Louie at ease,” she said. “But it all came true.”


    On September 27, 1954 the program formerly known as The Steve Allen Show joined the NBC network under the title Tonight! The Hudson Theater, the venue for the Allen’s local series, was retained as the home base for its network successor.


    “Pat Weaver created the title of the program,” Meadows recalled. “He was a brilliant advertising man and was good with slogans. But not one soul created anything on that show except Steve. And he did it without any writers!”


    The Tonight Show, as the program came to be known, would endure longer than anyone could have anticipated, but not always with Steve Allen at the helm. Although the program was a critical and financial success, its frantic pace was a draining exercise for even the most energetic of hosts.


    In October 1956, comedian Ernie Kovacs was hired to host the program on Monday and Tuesday nights. By January 1957, NBC decided that Steve Allen was far too valuable to be confined to the darkness of the late-night shift. The network moved him into its prime-time schedule, on Sunday nights, in an effort to challenge CBS’s ratings winner, The Ed Sullivan Show. On January 25, 1957, viewers saw the last installment of Steve Allen’s Tonight!


    The NBC network sought to retain its status as the pioneer in late-night programming. The execs remained acutely aware of the moneymaking potential in those midnight hours. Indeed, the Allen show had proven itself to be eminently profitable in its relatively short run, and the network remained committed to what was fast becoming a national habit. Though enormously successful in terms of ratings and revenue, Allen’s Tonight! was by no means devoid of criticism, even within the ranks of the NBC hierarchy. Several execs felt that the program, with its offbeat guests, wild stunts, and unrestrained zaniness, was too artless — even for midnight consumption. In an effort to broaden the range of audience appeal, the network would develop a format with more substance — one that consisted of news coverage, remote broadcasts, and diverse entertainment.


    By this time, Pat Weaver had departed the halls of NBC after a heated disagreement with chairmen of the board, Robert Sarnoff, Jr. With Weaver gone, it was up to the other execs to come up with a magic formula to fill the void left by Allen. What they came up with was a radically different concept called Tonight! America After Dark. It was not a talk show. Instead, the program would focus on American nightlife as reported via studio segments and mobile cut-ins from various “hot spots.” The host, Jack Lescoulie, was supported by a line-up of notable columnists who would report from various cities: Hy Gardner and Earl Wilson in New York; Irv Kupcinet in Chicago; and Vernon Scott in Los Angeles.


    Though boldly innovative and technically sophisticated for its time, America After Dark proved to be an unmitigated disaster. Audiences accustomed to Steverino’s brand of buffoonery rejected the show instantly. Critical reaction was equally negative.


    Jayne Meadows Allen recalled the level of desperation of the NBC brass: “They tried every gimmick imaginable, including cutting from city to city with various news and entertainment features. They even came up with the idea of adding a ski report, presumably to attract the nation’s avid skiers. But nothing worked. It was pretty bad.”


    How bad? So bad that, according to one of its writers, Walter Kempley (a future Griffin writer/producer), viewers disliked the show so much they’d go next door and shut it off.


    Unfortunately, Jack Lescoulie was no Steve Allen. He was fired less than a month after the show had been on the air. To replace Lescoulie, the producers hired the equally forgettable Al “Jazzbo” Collins who, like Steve, had been a successful disc jockey. Collins couldn’t make a go of it either. As a result, Tonight! America After Dark actually went dark on June 26, 1957. The program did have an impact on the career of a 24-year-old man whose contributions to the medium of television would be incalculable. The young man was future Merv Griffin Show producer Robert H. Shanks.


    The Illinois-born, Indiana-raised Shanks (“Bob” to everyone who knows him) recalls the dawn of the late-night variety/talk show. “Steve Allen is really the one who is responsible for the television variety/talk shows, although he didn’t realize it at the time. But he was truly amazing. I loved the old Allen show and wanted to become a part of it. As it turned out, I’d gotten a coffee pour job on Tonight! America After Dark and got to meet a few people who would later go on to work for Jack Paar, who took over the Tonight Show in July of 1957. One of these people was John Carsey, who later became the husband of producer Marcy Carsey. He was the unit manager of the Paar show and I had lunch with him one day. ‘Would you like to be a talent coordinator on the Paar show?’ he asked. And I said, ‘God, John, I’d kill for that.’ And it happened that night. I was hired and went into the studio and met the producer. I saw the show that night and met Jack afterward.”


    Jack Paar had subbed successfully on Allen’s Tonight! in mid-1956, and knew the mechanics of the format forward and backward by time he was hired to take over the show on a permanent basis. Paar, who would influence the video career of Merv Griffin more than anyone else, adhered to a basic philosophy to insure talk show success. “You want an electric undercurrent that keeps the audience from knowing what’s going to happen next,” he advised Griffin. “You be ready with your next question, but know when to let the show run itself.”


    Tonight Starring Jack Paar had its unceremonious debut on July 29, 1957. Whether it’s a rerun of Merv, Johnny, or any of the current talkers, the modern viewer is actually watching the format refined by Jack Paar. It was Paar who popularized the now familiar desk-and-sofa combo that has become the hallmark of the American talk show, although some historians attribute that innovation to “Steverino.”


    “Paar was a very complex man,” recalled Jayne Meadows. “But he was also a brilliant and talented man.” Adjectives like “unpredictable” and “mercurial” were also frequently used to describe Paar’s interviewing style. An overtly emotional man, he had no qualms about expressing his likes and dislikes on the air. Certain performers wouldn’t be seen on his show (even if they were brilliant) simply because he didn’t like them. He disliked shaking hands with people he didn’t know, and avoided the elevators in the RCA Building (where his show relocated in 1959) because he didn’t want to be spoken to by strangers.


    In the absence of big name stars, Paar generated excitement from a blend of personalities who were colorful — and readily available. Some of his favorites included the renowned party-giver Elsa Maxwell, author-humorist Alexander King, Zsa Zsa Gabor, comedienne Dody Goodman; actor-comedian Cliff Arquette (in character as the lovable “Charley Weaver”); British star Hermione Gingold, the French-born actress Genevieve, and the delightfully neurotic actor-pianist Oscar Levant. In the mid-to-late sixties, many of these stalwarts would turn up regularly on the syndicated Merv Griffin Show.


    While millions of people adored Paar, many disliked him. Yet almost everybody watching television late at night was watching The Jack Paar Show, as the program had been renamed in 1959.


    Described by one observer as “a bull in his own china shop,” Paar regularly sparred with important columnists, including Walter Winchell and Dorothy Kilgallen, whenever he felt they had treated him unfairly. The host also took on politicians, sponsors, his head writer Jack Douglas, TV host Ed Sullivan, and even his own guests. In fact, Paar once threw Mickey Rooney off the show because he thought the actor was drunk.


    Despite such rancor, Bob Shanks maintains that Jack Paar was not a difficult man to work for. “The only problem was that he was always a nervous wreck,” Shanks recalls. “His nervousness radiated and you picked up all that energy and anxiety. He was actually a sweet guy, but he could also be sarcastic and quick. When you had a bad booking, almost everybody would run. And the situation would fester. Carsey told me, ‘Bob, when you have a rotten booking — and you will because every talent coordinator does — make sure you’re the first face Jack sees when he comes off the stage
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