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Foreword



What goes on backstage, stays backstage. Many times performers try to hide the fact that they are nervous, unprepared, or God forbid, normal. Producers don’t want the audience to see that the show is sometimes held together with duct tape and glue. This book takes what went on behind the scenes at The Tonight Show and brings it all front and center. It provides you with a glimpse of what it was like to work for one of the greatest variety shows in the history of television.

The first person I ever asked for an autograph was Joe Penner, a radio comedian who was famous for his saying, “Wanna buy a duck?” I wasn’t collecting autographs; it was just a reason to go up to someone I admired and have some sort of conversation with him.

The opportunity to be backstage at The Jack Benny Show or to carry on a conversation with the great W. C. Fields would have been something I would have cherished for the rest of my life.

The Tonight Show was a daily parade of everyone and anyone in show business. Many of the artists were just starting out and eager to get a chance to establish themselves on national television. Getting their “big shot” on The Tonight Show could make or break their career. In that same procession of performers were the legends of show business, the icons of the industry, who more than confirmed their ability to entertain an audience.

The studio audience had the thrill of seeing the show from a much different perspective than what they would view at home. They were able to see what went on when the show would cut away to a commercial break. Besides being able to hear the thunderous Tonight Show Band play uninterrupted for a whole two or three minutes, they sometimes witnessed something the home viewers didn’t get to see. Whether it was a word that couldn’t be uttered over the airwaves or something as simple as watching an artist get primped by the hair and make-up people seconds before Johnny would say, “We’re back,” the studio audience had something to tell all their friends when they got back home.

Imagine being able to watch that show from behind the curtain line, to witness the program each day from the daily production meetings to when the very last studio light was dimmed.

For nearly twenty years, Don Sweeney worked in the music department of The Tonight Show and had the privilege to interact with the many talented performers who walked through the doors at Studio 1 at NBC in Burbank. Don was able to capture some of those moments from his point of view, backstage at The Tonight Show.

Ed McMahon


1

The King of Late Night and I



Follow the yellow brick road to the land of Carson. Unknowingly, I was on that magic road to become one of the privileged people to work with one of the greatest celebrities in the history of television. Along that road I met up with several characters, sometimes similar to the characters Dorothy and Toto encountered trying to get to the Wizard. My wizard was Johnny Carson.

When Johnny Carson took over The Tonight Show after Jack Paar stepped down, I was ten years old. I lived with my mom and dad, my older sister Arlene, my younger brother Kevin, and my little sister Elizabeth in Elmhurst, New York, in a neighborhood known as the Matthew Homes. They were about eight square blocks of attached apartments made of orange and yellow bricks built before World War II. I know this because my next door neighbors found some photographs taken of their apartment when it was a World War II recruiting office.

Anyone who has taken the Long Island Expressway into Manhattan on a regular basis would know where the Maspeth gas tanks were. Alongside the expressway were two immense gas tanks about 100 yards in diameter that would raise and lower from four stories high to about ten stories high. The local news reporters would use these tanks as a marker when giving the morning traffic reports. We lived just down the block from the tanks. My grandmother lived up the street from us just across from them.

My mom told me that my grandmother was one of the first people in the neighborhood to own a television set. Her house was one of those homes where sometimes the whole block would be sitting in the living room to watch such shows as The Texaco Star Theater, Your Show of Shows, and I Remember Mama. Somewhere around 1962 my grandmother also bought one of the first color televisions. I can remember bringing a few of my friends up to Nana’s house to watch Bonanza, The Perry Como Show, The Andy Williams Show and The Wonderful World of Disney.

My grandmother was a widow who raised her five children alone. Her husband passed away when her oldest child was eleven and her youngest was barely seven months. Thirty years later, her children were all grown and Nana lived in a Grand Avenue apartment with her oldest son, a construction worker, my uncle Jimmy Gillen.

The woman who lived next door to them was Mrs. Dalton, a wardrobe mistress for all of the shows done at 30 Rockefeller Plaza at NBC Studios in Manhattan. She invited my mother to bring my sister Arlene and me to NBC Studios to be in the Peanut Gallery.

Those of you who are old enough know what the Peanut Gallery was. For anyone too young, the Peanut Gallery was the audience section of children on the Howdy Doody Show. My sister was eight years old and I was five. We both were very much into Doodyville, Phineas T. Bluster, Flub-a-dub, Buffalo Bob Smith and Howdy Doody. Except for Buffalo Bob, all were marionette characters on the show that lived in the fictitious town of Doodyville. Any television historian will tell you it was the hottest show of the ’50s.

Although I was only five, the one memory that I still can recall was that my sister and I were placed in the front row of the Peanut Gallery and we were told that the boy sitting next to us was the son of Clarabell the clown. I kept looking at his son and looking at Clarabell thinking to myself, “How could he be Clarabell’s son? The little boy doesn’t have any clown make-up on his face.” Toward the end of the show, Clarabell shows up wearing roller skates and carrying a dozen eggs. Buffalo Bob warns him to be careful not to drop those eggs. Eventually, Clarabell looses his balance, falls on the floor and winds up with broken eggs all over him. I looked at his son again and thought, “That’s what your father does for a living?”

Mrs. Dalton encouraged my mother to try to get on some of the game shows. She gave us the name of a woman who worked for Goodson and Todman, headed by Mark Goodson and Bill Todman, two of the biggest game show producers in television at that time. My mom called and made an appointment for the whole family to go into the city for an interview.

Goodson and Todman had offices on one of the top floors of the thirty-story Seagrams Building in New York City. The woman we had the appointment with was Agnes Nixon. She became very famous later on in the seventies as an executive producer of the daytime series All My Children. The Seagrams Building was famous for its glass exterior and at the time was considered very modern. When we were escorted into Ms. Nixon’s office, I immediately went over to the floor-to-ceiling glass windows that surrounded her office to have a look at the traffic below. My mother has a fear of high places and she really freaked out that my little brother Kevin and I were leaning against the window. My mom wasn’t too thrilled about taking an elevator, much less seeing her two sons, a two-year-old and five-year-old, with their noses pressed against a glass window exclaiming that the people below looked like ants. The interview was a simple one. My parents filled out a lengthy questionnaire while I simply had to answer questions like, “Where’d you get all that red hair?” and “What’s your favorite television show?” They took some pictures of us all and told us they would call us if anything came up.

Eventually, we got called to do a show. My dad and I were picked to be contestants on Play Your Hunch with its host, Merv Griffin. The show was simple. Two teams of married couples competed to solve problems and answer questions. When I came out I was supposed to try to fool the two teams with a stunt.

Days before I went to perform on the television show, they told my mom to have me practice balancing silver dollars on my forehead. One of our neighbors had a jar full of silver dollars, so I practiced. I was able to balance up to twenty-five of them on my own, which was pretty good for a seven-year-old.

When we got to the TV rehearsal we met a man named Ira Skutch, one of the producers of Play Your Hunch. Ira was the person in charge of dreaming up the scenarios for the participants to fool the contestants. Suddenly, I was given a tall top hat and told that Merv Griffin was to place the chips upon my hat and the contestants would have to guess how many I could balance. I had been told that I would be able to keep any of the silver dollars I would balance. For a seven-year-old, ten to twenty-five bucks was a lot of money in 1959. Ira turned to an assistant on stage and told him to go downstairs to the bank and get as many silver dollars as he could. While we waited for the silver dollars to arrive, Skutch took my dad and me to meet the show’s host, Merv Griffin.

When we went into Merv’s dressing room he was lying on a chaise lounge chair, wearing a white terrycloth robe and a towel wrapped around his neck. He looked like a movie star. He was very friendly to my dad and me and helped to put us at ease before our live television debut.

Our wardrobe mistress friend, Mrs. Dalton, dropped by to see how things were going. We had some time to kill, so she was nice enough to take us on a little tour of the NBC Studios. She took us to Studio 8H (where they now tape Saturday Night Live), which was set up to tape some segments for NBC’s Your Hit Parade.

We eventually went to her office area. It was practically a closet. It was filled with hanging costumes, hats, gloves, an ironing board and boxes of all sorts of costume-related items. Mrs. Dalton took out one large box and said to me, “Here’s one you might want to see.” She opened the box and pulled out a giant head of a dog costume. It wasn’t just any dog’s head. It was the head of JumPup. JumPup was a costume somebody wore weekly on the Shari Lewis Show. Mrs. Dalton showed me that one of the ears on the costume was torn, and she needed to sew it up. I grew up watching the Shari Lewis Show and watched JumPup dance with Shari Lewis at the end of each show. Although I always knew it was a guy in a dog outfit, I was clearly frightened when she took it out of the box. She saw my reaction and decided to put it away. And the Wizard said, “Pay no attention to the person behind the curtain.”

I guess if I had to pinpoint where my spark for wanting to work in television started, it had to be this day. Little did I know that the very studio we were in was NBC Studio 6B, the same studio used to tape The Tonight Show in the evenings when Jack Paar was the host. Four years later, Johnny Carson would begin his thirty-year reign as the “King of Late Night” in the same studio. I was on a game show hosted by someone who would later become a talk show host with a show of his own, competing against Johnny Carson. The yellow brick road can be a winding one sometimes.

Play Your Hunch aired weekday mornings live on the NBC television network. Depending on where you lived in the United States and if your affiliate local station opted to carry this show, you may have seen it in your area. It wasn’t live to the entire nation, but it was aired live locally in New York. My mom was home at my grandmother’s house watching us on color television along with my grandmother and the principal of my grammar school.

As the show wore on and it came time for my segment, I remember the television lights being bright and hot. I stood alongside Merv while he asked me who I was and where I lived but I was preoccupied with the microphone he was pointing my way. As I answered his questions, I could hear my voice coming out of speakers at the back of the studio. The lights were so bright; I couldn’t see the cameramen or the staff. All I could see were the feet of the stage crew. I said something that triggered a laugh from the studio audience but I couldn’t see them out there in the dark. I don’t even think I was told there was going to be an audience.

When it came time for me to do my trick with the silver dollars, I assumed the position looking straight up to the ceiling of hot lights with my two arms extended outward like I was an airplane. Although we were unrehearsed, they told me Merv would put the coins on my forehead for me. As he placed the coins in a stack on my head I could feel his hand shake and he was not placing them as neatly as I would have. When we got to ten coins, they fell to the floor. When I started to go after some of the coins that rolled away, Merv laughed and called me back to his side. But I wasn’t about to let those people in the dark walk off with my ten bucks.

In the next segment, my dad and two other men came out, each one supposed to be my father, each one with cards in front of him labeled X, Y and Z. They each had a story ready to tell about what I was going to do with the money I just won.

My dad and I do not look alike. I had flaming red hair, pink skin and freckles. My dad had dark brown hair with a long face and darker features. The other two men had rusty brown curly hair with ruddy complexions. The first man said I was into science and was going to buy a chemistry set with the winnings. The other man said I was very much into sports and was going to buy myself a new baseball mitt. My father told the real story: that the next day was my older sister’s birthday and I was going to buy her a birthday present. We fooled the contestants. They never thought a five-year-old would spend his hard-earned coins on his sister.

When we finished the show and headed home on the subway, we had a ten-block walk to our apartment in Elmhust. It was Halloween, but it was a school day. As we passed by my grammar school, my dad asked me if I wanted to go to school. There still were a few hours left in the school day and he thought I would want to go tell my friends of my television appearance. I chose to take the rest of the day off and get ready for Halloween. The next day was really my sister’s birthday and I bought her the home version of the television game Concentration. I received a free home version of Play Your Hunch, but my sister was a big fan of the show Concentration.

Many years later I met up with Merv Griffin when he was appearing on The Tonight Show and told him this story. He was so elated to hear it that every time I saw him afterward he would always be sure to say hello to me and talk about the old days.

My grandmother owned and operated a greeting card store in Woodside, New York, and after work she and Uncle Jimmy would have dinner at our apartment and walk up the block to their one-bedroom apartment on the second floor. Sometimes my uncle’s job would take him out of town, so I would help my grandmother home with her packages. Whenever I had the next day off from school or it was a Friday night, I would always ask if I could stay overnight. The main attraction was Nana’s color TV. My uncle slept in a hide-a-bed next to the television. I lay awake watching television until the wee hours of the morning. When I was ten I was especially interested in the new host of The Tonight Show, a very young and witty Johnny Carson.

Johnny was particularly alluring to a young boy like me because he was a wise guy. He’d poke fun at New York Mayor Lindsay, Fidel Castro, Nikita Khrushchev, the President of the United States, anybody who was in the news that week. Johnny would do sketches, take-offs on commercials, movies, and other television shows, always with an impish gleam in his eye, or a sarcastic smile. He and his big guy sidekick, Ed McMahon, would smirk at their own jokes as if they couldn’t believe they were getting paid to have this much fun.

As time went on and I got a little older, my parents would let me stay up to watch Johnny’s monologue. My parents were also avid fans of The Tonight Show. They were Jack Paar fans too. I remember hearing my mom talking on the phone with my Aunt Sheila about how Jack Paar said this and Jack Paar said that. At the time, I didn’t know who Jack Paar was, so whenever I envisioned him, I always pictured Bert Parks, the guy who hosted The Miss America Pageants. It wasn’t until Jack Paar left The Tonight Show and started The Jack Paar Show on prime time that I discovered yet another talk show wise guy. Jack Paar was witty and sarcastic but, to me, not as charismatic as Johnny Carson. Steve Allen was slightly before my time, although I am sure I would have enjoyed watching his show. After all, he invented The Tonight Show. Red Skelton was the funniest man I have ever heard and Johnny Carson had a lot of Red’s silliness about him. And why wouldn’t he? At one time, Johnny was one of Red Skelton’s writers.

By the time I was in high school, I was watching Johnny’s monologues every night and began to recite his jokes at the lunch table the next day. My friends didn’t stay up late enough to realize that I was stealing Johnny’s jokes. They thought I was just some witty guy who liked to tell jokes about articles in the daily newspapers. It wasn’t until I was in my senior year that my friends caught on to me. Because of my lunch room stand-up experience, I wound up hosting the annual high school talent shows and stole every joke I could from the likes of Bob Hope, Jack Carter and, of course, Johnny Carson.

To add to my Carson addiction, I was able to go into Manhattan when I was thirteen and fourteen, sometimes alone (New York and life in general were totally different in 1965 than they are now) and learned how to sneak in to watch The Tonight Show rehearsals. As I got older and became a familiar face to the Tonight Show Band members and stage crew, I was able to stay at rehearsals when others were asked to leave.

One time, my friend Richie and I went in to Manhattan to spend the day in NBC. If you got there before 9:00 a.m. they would hand out free tickets to see mostly game shows, such as Password, What’s My Line?, Beat The Clock, Snap Judgement, and a very early version of The Match Game. These shows were always fun to see as a young teenager. I got to see people like Soupy Sales, Orson Bean, Sam Levenson, Peggy Cass, Harry Morgan, Gene Rayburn, Larry Blyden and a whole list of very witty, likeable and entertaining people. For those insomniacs or those lucky few who know how to set their VCRs, these people can still be found on the Game Show Network in the wee hours of the morning.

After many visits to NBC Studios, I learned that security wasn’t as secure as Johnny Carson would have liked. My friend Richie and I would take the NBC tour in the early afternoon. The tours would be closed to the fifth and sixth floor after 3:00 p.m. due to The Tonight Show rehearsal. But if you took the tour at 2:30 p.m., by the time the tour got to The Tonight Show studio, you would be the last ones in to see the empty stage before they would cut off the area to tours. When the tour guides, also known as pages, would herd their tours down the hall to the elevators, Richie and I would suddenly have to go to the bathroom. We would hide in there until the tour was entirely gone and then sneak back into the studio audience seats. We were smart enough to know that if we dressed up in our Sunday best clothes, we would look like a couple of kids who came into the city with our parents. There was a client booth along the sidewall of the studio that was basically a glassed in living room overlooking the studio. Richie and I sat there and watched the rehearsal. The NBC pages were ushers and tour guides who were also assigned to police the area during a broadcast. Suddenly one of the NBC pages came up behind us and said, “Excuse me, boys. Who are you with?” Without a beat, I turned to him and said, “Oh, my dad works upstairs and said we could sit here.” NBC Studios is at 30 Rockefeller Plaza, a thirty-story office building where such businesses as Shell Oil and RCA headquarters were located. I knew this and so did the page. I guess he wasn’t about to eject a couple of well-dressed teenagers for no apparent reason on the chance that they might be the sons of someone who signed his paycheck. He said we could stay there as long as I put away the Insta-matic camera I was holding. I had no intention of snapping a photo knowing that the flash would be like sending up a flare in the middle of a nighttime jail-break. I was so wrapped up in watching what was going on down on the stage, I totally forgot the camera was in my hand. I quickly put the camera in my coat pocket and now had a new friend, the page.

After several studio sneak-ins, it got easier as other pages recognized me as a familiar face and a harmless son of whomever. Little did they know that my dad didn’t work anywhere near NBC Studios. He worked in the U.S. Post Office in Flushing, New York.

The layout of The Tonight Show in Studio 6B had the studio orchestra with half the band facing away from the audience and the saxophones along the right wall looking across to Johnny and his guests. (It is actually a mirror of Conan O’Brien’s band’s set up. In fact, Conan’s studio is Studio 6A, directly across from where Johnny used to do his show. Studio 6B was completely remodeled when Johnny moved to Burbank and is now used for the local news and Dateline NBC.) This Studio 6B layout allowed me to sit on the far right side of the audience at rehearsal and look directly over the drummer’s shoulder. Grady Tate was the regular drummer. He was always friendly and said hello, but rarely turned to talk to me. But in later visits, drummer Ed Shaughnessy was there. He was always eager to point out drum tips for me. (I had been playing drums since I was eleven years old.) After I started to take drum lessons from Ed, I would get security clearance to sit and watch the rehearsals and sometimes I would get to stay and watch the taping of the show rather than having to sneak in. I was sixteen, but you were supposed to be eighteen to watch the taping, so I was very lucky.

The first time I got to see Johnny Carson in person was during one of my visits to NBC to see the game show Snap Judgement with Gene Rayburn as the host. Johnny’s second wife, Joanna, had made a rare guest appearance on The Tonight Show the night before and said she was going to be a panelist on Snap Judgement. Somehow, I knew if I went to see that show I would have a chance of seeing Johnny. Sure enough, I got in to see the taping of the game show, and Joanna Carson was one of the panelists. During the course of the game, one of the answers to one of the questions was “Johnny Carson,” and Joanna got the answer wrong. The correct answers were displayed on the wall behind the panelists. When Joanna didn’t get the answer right and it was revealed that the answer should have been “Johnny Carson,” a hand from backstage came through the slot in the wall and slapped the set. Rayburn quipped, “Oh look, that must be Johnny backstage. He’s not too happy that you didn’t get that answer right.” The audience all laughed and figured it was the hand of a stagehand just playing around, when suddenly, out from behind the wall stepped Johnny Carson. I knew he was going to be there.

GREETING JOHNNY CARSON

Whenever Buddy Rich was on his way through New York or Canada, he would appear on The Tonight Show. Johnny Carson was clearly one of Buddy Rich’s biggest fans.

Buddy was appearing for a week at the Manhattan nightclub Barney Googles and made an appearance on The Tonight Show to promote it. When Buddy’s spot was nearly over, Buddy asked Johnny when he was going to come over and hear the band. Johnny teased Buddy about not having the time. “I’m sorting my socks this weekend,” Johnny said as one of his lame excuses. Buddy kept at him and cornered Johnny into giving him some kind of an answer. Just before the show went off for the night, Johnny said he would come by and see the band the following night.

I made it my business to be there too. I had never met Johnny in person, and this would be a kick to see both him and Buddy outside of The Tonight Show.

It was my first date with a beautiful girl I had met. My band was playing in her father’s restaurant, the Far East in Whitestone. She was the cashier. Her name was Dorkus Chin. I once asked her what Dorkus meant in Chinese. She told me it meant fawn or young deer. She then continued to say, “My last name is Chin.” She then grabbed the end of her chin and said to me, “Chin, you know, this part.” She was a professional model and was going to school at Bard Women’s College in upstate New York.

We got to Barney Googles and watched Buddy’s first set. There was a two-drink minimum and they delivered both of our drinks at one time. I nursed the drinks for the first show and continually looked around for Johnny Carson. He wasn’t there.

They cleared the room for the second show. I asked if we could stay. The waitress explained we could stay where we were if we ordered two more drinks. We ordered. Dorkus didn’t drink, so I ended up drinking her drinks as well. The room was definitely moving halfway through Buddy’s second set. I had given up on Johnny making an appearance, but I enjoyed hearing Buddy play.

At the end of his second set, Buddy came out front to joke with the audience. While he was talking, somebody threw a rubber chicken past Buddy’s head. It was Johnny Carson. Buddy joked with Johnny, who was sitting near the front of the stage. Buddy thanked us all for coming and gave a special thanks to Johnny, and then Buddy disappeared backstage. Everyone in the club got up and left and Johnny was still sitting at his table. I walked over to meet him. As I got up, the eight glasses of booze I had consumed during the two shows took me over and suddenly Barney Googles became a floating cloud. I managed to stay on my feet and approached Johnny. I probably scared the hell out of him. I slurred out my name and shook his hand. As I swayed back and forth in front of him, he had a look on his face as if to say, “Please don’t hurt me.” To me, his head looked as if it were three sizes too big for his body. His voice sounded as if it were coming through a transistor radio. As I told him over and over what an honor it was to meet him and how I have watched his show every night since he started, Johnny kept saying thank you and nodding and blinking at me in fear. I left before I did something really stupid, like throwing up all over him.

There I was with two of the men I admired most in show business, and I was too drunk to realize it until the next day when I was getting over a really bad hangover.

WORKING FOR JOHNNY CARSON

I started taking drum lessons from Ed Shaughnessy in 1970. Besides getting to know Ed from sneaking my way into The Tonight Show rehearsals, I was actually introduced to Ed by Buddy Rich.

My only regret was that I should have started taking drum lessons from Ed Shaughnessy when I was younger. I was eighteen when Ed started giving me lessons. Ed is a master at solving problems and usually solving those problems with one sentence. He liked to use analogies. For instance, when he taught me how to practice drum rolls and rudiments, Ed said, “Hold your hands as if you were putting them through a chain link fence. You can’t move your arm up, down or sideways.” Many years after taking lessons from him I would go to him with a drum problem to solve. One time I was doing a show that included a “West Side Story” medley. Every time we rehearsed it, the conductor would accuse me of speeding up the tempo during the song “America.” I told Ed I did not have my face buried in my music; I was staring at the conductor who would wave his arms wider but never changed his tempo. Ed gave me one of his one sentence problem-solving ideas. He said, “Look at him at the beginning of the song and don’t look back, and he will follow your tempo.” The next time I rehearsed the medley I did exactly as Ed instructed and when the medley was over, the conductor was very happy with the tempo and shouted to me, “Now you’ve got it!”

Ever since I turned eighteen I tried to get hired at NBC. I must have filled out a job application every three months. I would have liked to start out as a page. I would have made a great page. I could learn to talk and walk backwards without tripping or bumping into anything. My friends and I became experts after taking the tour so many times, we almost could move our lips to match the memorized banter the pages would recite as they showed us around NBC.

The tour didn’t change much over the years. Sometimes the tour was altered because of show taping schedules or they might take the tour to a different studio to show a set of an NBC special that was taping. There was one part of the tour where we would meet up with another tour and the two guides would take us into a room where they would demonstrate how sound effects were used in radio. The two pages would turn out all the lights and act out a short soap opera drama scene using a creaky door, thunder and rain, or a galloping horse. The scene would always end with a gun shot and a loud scream. When the lights would come back on they would show us how they created all of the sound effects. My friends and I would later verbalize our personal reviews, comparing their performance to the other times we took the tour.

When The Tonight Show moved from New York to Burbank, I was lost without it. There no longer was any thrill in taking the NBC studio tour. Ed Shaughnessy moved to California with the show, so I lost the best drum teacher anyone could ever hope for. The times that Johnny took the show out to California for a week or two were always like a series of specials. A different cast of characters would do the show, such as Dean Martin, David Jansen, Burt Reynolds, Michael Landon, and the Las Vegas–type performers, such as Sammy Davis, Jr., Ann Margaret, Debbie Reynolds and Frank Sinatra. When the show was in New York, the guests were more Broadway-type performers, comedians, newspaper columnists or movie stars passing through New York to go shoot a movie in Europe, such as Richard Harris, Bert Convy, Soupy Sales, Joey Heatherton, Myron Cohen, Jackie Leonard, or Tiny Tim. Not that the New York shows were inferior in any way, but the Burbank shows were jam-packed with special guests to boost the ratings during sweeps weeks when the networks would survey audience sizes to determine the price of commercial time. These times always pay off well for the viewer. It was these trips to Los Angeles that first sparked my interest to live there. It always seemed to be bright, sunny and cheery. It always seemed like summertime and that movie stars could be seen everywhere. In the spring of 1972, six months after The Tonight Show permanently moved to Burbank, my friend Giz and I took a cross-country trip by car. The ultimate goal was to see what life in Los Angeles was like and if I would like to move there.

Our entire trip across the United States took us four weeks. On the way to California we drove through New Jersey, Delaware, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Missouri, Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico, Nevada, and Arizona. On the return trip we went through Utah, Wyoming, Iowa, and Michigan, while backtracking through a few of the states we passed through going west. Eighteen states if you count New York and California. We saw a good portion of the United States and got a taste of what California was like. As soon as I got back to New York I announced to my parents that I was moving to Los Angeles. My parents told me I could do whatever I wanted to do after I turned twenty-one. Seven months later, when I turned twenty-one, I moved to Los Angeles.

I shared an apartment in Hollywood with one of my best friends, Phil Greenfield, who came out to Los Angeles with me from Flushing, New York. We had a beautiful apartment where Sunset Boulevard and La Cienega intersect. We had two bedrooms, a back porch, two car ports, a pool, all utilities included (except the telephone), for $190 a month.

Philip and I enjoyed going to NBC to watch the tapings of a show called The Midnight Special. The show did not have a permanent host. Each week another celebrity (usually a musical act) would host the show and would introduce the other acts. The show’s only consistency was its off-camera announcer, Wolfman Jack.

“The Wolfman” was a gravelly-voiced radio personality widely known across the Mid-West in the early ’50s. He later became even more famous as result of his appearance in the film “American Graffiti,” where he played himself. On The Midnight Special the Wolfman would come out and talk to the audience members while the stage crew set up for the next band. In later years, home audiences also would get to know the Wolfman when the producers eventually put him in front of the cameras and occasionally let him introduce some of the acts.

The first show was hosted by singer Helen Reddy, the second by Mac Davis. Phil and I went to the Davis taping. The show aired Friday nights on NBC at 1 a.m. following The Tonight Show. (Shouldn’t it have been called the 1 a.m. Special?) They taped the show on a Tuesday to be aired a week from the coming Friday. So, as Mac taped show No. 2, show No. 1 had not aired yet.

Because of the ten-day delay in airing the taped show, we caught Mac in somewhat of an error. He was introducing one of the acts they had taped the week before. The group was still high on the charts with one of their songs, so the show was going to make it look as though they were bringing them back a second time to perform their hit. They were actually on videotape. When Mac introduced the Spinners, he said, “And here they are, brought back by popular demand, the Spinners.” We asked him on the break between camera takes, how could they be back by popular demand? The viewing audience had not seen show No. 1 yet. Embarrassingly he answered, “Well, that’s just one of those show business expressions we try to get away with once in a while.”

While I am on the topic of Mac Davis, I want to add a side note about him. At that same taping, we were able to talk with the artists between camera takes. That was one of the reasons we enjoyed going to the tapings. On one of the breaks, I asked Mac why he always wore the same blue denim pants and shirt. Did he have a closet full of blue denim, or was that the same outfit? His reply was one of surprise. “I wear other outfits, don’t I?” he asked the audience. The audience all said in tandem, “No.” Suddenly he realized that he had been wearing the same outfit again and again. Ever since that night, whenever I saw Mac on other shows, he never again wore blue denim. In fact, he became quite flashy in the clothes he wore from that time on. I like to think I had something to do with it.

In the beginning, The Midnight Special could not get the superstar-level performers they would have had on the show. They didn’t quite realize that they were presenting the superstars of tomorrow. On the early episodes they had the Doobie Brothers, Steely Dan, the Spinners, the Hollies and anyone else who had a record climbing up the Billboard Top 40 charts. Phil and I would check out the new TV Guide when it went on sale at the supermarkets. The issue that appeared on Monday was for the following week. All we had to do was check the listings for The Midnight Special and we would know who was going to be taping on Tuesday, the following night. Sometimes we’d be surprised to find an added attraction of someone not listed in TV Guide.

This being 1973, the entertainment industry would mix music styles and entertainers without concern. One week George Burns was booked on The Midnight Special in order to plug the opening of his latest movie, “Oh God.” John Denver, who also starred in the movie, was hosting the show that week, so it seemed like the right thing to do to have Burns appear with all of these pop and rock acts. Definitely a corporate decision!

Burns, after doing a few jokes with Denver, was warmly received by the young audience—mainly because he was George Burns. Denver then proclaimed that George was going to sing a song for us—a song that Burns had recorded that was actually climbing the pop charts, called “I Wish I Was Eighteen Again.” He performed the song without a hitch and the audience cheered.

If that were not enough, he was scheduled to do a second song, his rendition of “Mister Bojangles,” a tune that we were all familiar with from the Nitty Gritty Dirt Band’s 1968 version. George Burns was familiar with the song from hearing Sammy Davis Jr. perform it. Sammy had made it his classic closing dance routine for his Vegas act.

Now in 1973, George was a ripe 76 years old. We thought he was old then. He just wasn’t able to get through the song without flubbing the lyrics. Take after take, he would lose it somewhere in the middle of the song. Each time we would have to applaud as though he was just introduced. After about 10 takes we were getting tired, and so was George. It must have been the 20th or 30th take before he finally made it to the end of the song. The audience was so relieved that we gave him a standing ovation.

A week later, when we watched the show at home, our ovation was well edited into the program. One would think that we all loved George Burns dearly. Well, some of us really did, but in this particular case, the ovation was not for his performance.

When I first arrived in Los Angeles it took me nine months to find a job. When I lived in New York, I had worked for the United States Postal Service for three years. I had saved up enough money to barely get me through six months of unemployment. Having been a postal worker, department store clerk, bus boy and a movie theater usher wasn’t enough experience to get a job as soon as I got into town.

I looked for job postings that listed “no prior experience” or “trainee accepted.” The clerks at the unemployment office would say, “Oh, I know it says no experience, but they want someone with some experience.” Or when it called for trainee, the clerk would again dismiss the job offer because it was “in the Valley.” They would say it was too far for me to have to drive every day.

After being so discouraged from the clerks at the unemployment office, I took the Sunday newspaper and circled three jobs similar to employment I had when I was in New York. The first one was an ad for a ticket taker at a movie theater, the second job listing was for a delivery driver (I just drove nearly three thousand miles from New York), and the third was for a department store clerk.

As I drove up to the movie theater, it was a showing the movie “Deep Throat.” When I worked at the RKO Keith movie theater in Flushing, New York, the projectionist told me when a theater would get shut down for showing pornography, the first person arrested is the projectionist because he physically is showing the movie. The second person arrested would be the ticket taker because he physically is letting the people into the theater. As I sat across the street, leering at the large marquee brandishing the words “Deep Throat,” I envisioned being taken away in handcuffs and all my friends and relatives back East thinking, “He’s gone porno.” I did not apply.

The second job listing was for a store clerk in Glendale. I had to take the freeway for a few miles to get there. It was a very hot day and my air conditioner was not working, so I had the windows opened. The slip of paper with the address and telephone number on it was sitting on the console next to me one minute and began to fly all around my car interior the next. I frantically tried to retrieve the scrap of paper while driving fifty miles an hour and trying to stay in my lane. It eventually disappeared and I thought it must have flown out the window.

I took the third job for one hundred bucks a week driving a delivery truck for Melrose Stationers in Hollywood. The only reason they hired me was because I was from New York. The store owner’s wife was originally from there and had a soft spot for any New Yorker. If nothing else, this job helped me learn how to get around town. Each day I delivered office supplies from the San Fernando Valley to Culver City. I stayed at this job for three years. Four months after starting my new job, while cleaning out my car, I found the slip of paper from the second job listing.

Phil Greenfield and I lived in an apartment building in the heart of Sunset Boulevard, just down the block from the Continental “Riot” House. If you’ve seen the motion picture, “Almost Famous,” you’d have a pretty good idea what it was like in the seventies in Hollywood. The girls portrayed in that movie were just like the girls who lived in my building. The Comedy Store was within walking distance from my place. I would go there to try out my stand-up comedy act. I was probably in line with other aspiring young comics such as Arsenio Hall, Fran Drescher, Ben Stiller and . . . oh yeah, Jay Leno. They were all starting out back then but I didn’t meet any of them. The deal at the Comedy Store was, you waited in line and got a number. That number was the order that comics would perform that night. I usually got a high number that put me on at about twelve-thirty in the morning. The few times I got a low number, I still went on at one or two in the morning because the comics with agents or TV deals would show up and get the primetime spots without needing a number. The place was packed at nine or ten o’clock at night. By twelve o’clock, the only people in the audience were other comics waiting to get on stage. I also had one problem with my comedy career. I could get up in front of an audience and say anything without being nervous, I just needed writers.

I was new to Los Angeles so I bought a ten-speed bicycle to get around town. I thought I could get by without a car. I was walking back to my apartment at 8400 Sunset Boulevard after dropping my bicycle off at the Hollywood Bicycle Center on Beverly Boulevard. It was a great bike ride from my place, all down hill. But a long walk back. I was at the corner of Santa Monica and Crescent Heights when I saw a poster for the Ace Trucking Company. It said they were appearing that weekend at a place called the Starwood. I literally took about ten steps when a car cut in front of me at a driveway to the Top Hat Dry Cleaner. The driver was Fred Willard, one of the Ace Trucking Company players. I went up to his car, excited and amazed and I told him I just saw the sign about his appearance and suddenly he whisked in front of me. It was truly a coincidence. “I’ve got to come see you guys!” I told him. “Yeah, we’re at the Starwood tonight, tomorrow and Sunday,” he smiled. He was about to head off to the cleaners when I asked him, “Hey Fred, where is the Starwood?” His smile changed slowly from a smile to a look of disbelief and said, “Uh, it’s right across the street.” Directly across from the cleaners there was a two-story marquee on the Starwood that read, THE ACE TRUCKING COMPANY TONIGHT THRU SUNDAY. I felt like such a nerd.

When I got back to my apartment I called a friend of mine, Nancy Patano, and asked if she would want to go with me and see the show. She knew nothing of the Ace Trucking Company but said she would love to join me. Suddenly Nancy and I had our first date.

After a hilarious evening we had some coffee and talked about the show. I commented on how the Ace Trucking Company reminded me of the Three Stooges, only there were five of them. The original Ace Trucking Company was Fred Willard, Patty Deutch, Bill Saluga, George Frakus and Michael Mislove. When I mentioned the Three Stooges, Nancy explained that she worked as a nurse’s aide at the T.V. and Motion Picture Hospital in Calabasas. Knowing that I was a fan of the Three Stooges she asked, “Would you like to meet one of the Stooges?”

My job at Melrose Stationers took me two or three times a week to a Rolls Royce repair shop on Santa Monica Boulevard just outside of Beverly Hills. The woman had a photo of the Three Stooges at her desk and it was signed by Moe Howard. I asked the lady if she ever met Moe. “Oh yeah,” she said, “He gets his Rolls fixed here from time to time.” When I saw that photo, I thought what a thrill it would be to meet one of the Three Stooges. And so, when Nancy asked me if I wanted to meet one of the Three Stooges, I answered as Curly would say, “Woo, woo, woo, woo, woo woo!!”

Nancy set it up for me to come to the Motion Picture Hospital the next day to meet Larry Fine of the famous trio. Larry had had a stroke and was recuperating at the hospital. The Motion Picture Hospital is a retirement home for anyone who worked in a union connected with the entertainment industry. Carpenters, lighting grips, producers, directors, writers and even musicians are eligible to go to this hospital for treatment and retirement. All of those unions contribute to it and many other hospitals like it across the country.

I was escorted through several large recreational areas and corridors leading to a large lodge-like sitting room. It had a huge stone fireplace and clusters of people were sitting at various tables playing cards or just talking to one another. Larry was seated at one of the tables with a few other men when Nancy brought me over for an introduction. Larry was almost midget size, but not quite. He was much smaller than I imagined him to be. When I looked back at some of the Stooges’ short features after I met him, I surmised that the other actors were short in stature as well. If Larry was five feet tall, then Vernon Dent, who played the boss or angry husband chasing after them in most of the films, was maybe five foot eight. I had always assumed that he was taller. Larry was also seventy-two years old. He may have shrunk a little with age. He was not quite the size of a Munchkin, but he was still very small in stature. I clearly was following the yellow brick road.

Larry’s hair was slicked down and combed back. Everyone remembers him as the one with the hair like a “porcupine.” He was the one with the curly hair while Curly was the one with a shaved head. Larry was wearing a brown hounds-tooth sport jacket and seemed excited to meet me. Larry soon was told by one of the nurses that he would have to get a blood pressure reading done at his room. He motioned for me to follow him. He walked with the help of a walker, so it was a slow walk.

His room was similar to a hospital room. As you walked in there was a bathroom to the right with the large door to accommodate a wheelchair or walker. Further into the room there was a large hospital bed. Larry was sitting on the edge of the bed. His feet barely touched the floor.

After the nurse took her readings, Larry and I sat and talked about the Stooges. I had a million questions. I asked him if there were any out takes from any of their films. He said that there were no out takes because they used everything. The films were made for such a small budget that they couldn’t afford more than one take. Later on, I would learn through Moe Howard’s book that the pie fights were dangerous after the first take. They would run out of pies and scoop up whatever was salvageable from the floor and make new pies out of them. When they scooped up the cream from the floor, they would also scoop up nails and sawdust and whatever else happened to be there. That stuff would end up in the pies and it became rather hazardous at times.

I asked Larry who was the funniest of the three. Surprisingly, his answer was Shemp. He said Shemp was a natural. He would keep doing funny stuff until the director would holler, “Cut!” The directors would say they never knew when Shemp was finished and didn’t know when to say “Cut.” Larry thought for a moment and said, “Come to think about it, I don’t think that Shemp ever knew when he was through, either.”

I must have spent two or three hours with Larry that day. He seemed happy to have me there and patiently answered questions of mine that he must have answered thousands of times during his career.

Later in the day, Larry invited me to come to a rehearsal of the “Ding-a-lings.” That was a choir made up of patients and residents of the Motion Picture Hospital. They would get together and sing songs, tell jokes and entertain any visitors at the hospital. They were



















































































THAT’S A ROOM OF A DIFFERENT COLOR















































































THE TONIGHT SHOW WARM-UP















STUDIO 3, THAT’S NO PLACE LIKE HOME




































WHO WRITES THAT STUFF?


















AND YOUR LITTLE TURTLE TOO





















LIONS AND TIGERS AND BEARS, OH MY!












JOHNNY CARSON, BUDDY RICH AND I





































FOLLOW THE YELLOW BRICK ROAD











































A MOMENT WITH THE KING









A COMMAND PERFORMANCE FOR THE KING









GOOD DAYS AND BAD DAYS
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