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Dedicated to anyone who found solace in the warm glow of

the television sitcom…

may this take you back to those treasured moments shared

with the likes of the Bunkers, Maude, the Jeffersons,

the Cunninghams and their beloved Fonzie, Punky, ALF,

the girls of Eastland and beyond…
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Volume One:

1956 – 1985

An Overview of the Very Special Episode

By Lee Gambin

What is a Very Special Episode?

In my research and in working on this book – which has been as rewarding and comforting as the classic American sitcoms that I grew up watching and continue to revisit and wholeheartedly embrace – I have come to the conclusion that there are in fact four variants of what constitutes a Very Special Episode (VSE) in a television situation comedy.

Number one is the most popular and the class of VSE that is most thoroughly examined: that is, an episode that addresses a social issue that counters the standard comedic lightheartedness of the series. These episodes are a one off example of exploring “serious” subject matter. These issues could involve drug addiction, rape, abortion, molestation, domestic violence, prostitution, homelessness, racism, coming out, disability and so forth.

The second example is an episode where a regular character’s life is jeopardized or cut short – i.e. they are in an accident, diagnosed with a terminal illness or killed off. So these are not necessarily taking on social issues, but instead putting characters we have come to love in peril.

The third, and possibly the most ambiguous one, is where an event or happening occurs that would be classified as a social issue or social concern, but it’s something that carries with it a history of dramatic influence throughout the entire series. In other words, topics and socially conscious subject matter will pop up throughout the sitcom’s run. A perfect example of this are the varied episodes from say The Mary Tyler Moore Show (1970–1977) – a sitcom which continually addressed themes of sexism, women in the workplace, the plight of the decidedly single woman, contraception and more. These are commonly found in the advent of the dramedy fad which would rise to prominence in the late eighties and into the nineties with sitcoms such as Roseanne (1988–2018) being a clear example.

And the final example of a VSE are episodes that are landmarks – i.e. final episodes that leave a major impression, weddings, when characters leave or when characters who will become massive pop-culture icons are first introduced and so forth. “Goodbye, Farewell and Amen” from M*A*S*H (1972–1983) would actually be a feature TV film rather than a regular episode, making it an extra special VSE in a sense, and would boast one of the highest ratings in television history.

To get to where the Very Special Episode firmly established itself as a pop-cultural phenomenon, you have to look at the history of TV comedy. The fifties was the true starting point for what we now know as the traditional American situation comedy – and during this period, most of the shows were built around a star’s appeal – be they from movies or theatre such as The Donna Reed Show (1958–1966), The Phil Silvers Show (1955–1959), The Danny Thomas Show (1953–1965), The Bob Cummings Show (1955–1959) and so forth. However, concept television was becoming incredibly popular and steady plot-driven situational comedy was winning the hearts of audiences spearheaded by shows such as I Love Lucy (1951–1957), Leave it to Beaver (1957–1963), Father Knows Best (1954–1960) and others. These provided halcyon ideals about America and domesticity. When the sixties hit, TV sitcoms were massively popular and were varied in theme and content, however, there was a definite running theme as to how they were conceived and constructed and their tone was almost in perfect synch with one another – something I like to call the “comfort zone” period of television, where everything was warm, inviting and fun.

Sixties sitcoms were very genre specific; for example The Munsters (1964–1966) used the classic Universal monsters as a launch pad, and some shows would be based on high concept ideas or loosely based on films that came before them, such as Mister Ed (1958–1966) which would be inspired by Universal’s popular 1950s Francis the Talking Mule movies and a lot were fantastical and way out, such as My Mother the Car (1965–1966). These sitcoms were bright and completely developed to be escapist fare – absolutely fun and sweet, but not really reflecting the times they aired.

So along comes the seventies and TV “grows up”. A landmark moment in television will come in the form of All in the Family (1971–1979) which would ultimately be the starting point in this trend of TV that went hard and hit home and delved into serious subject matters within a comedic format. All in the Family also came into popularity during a period in television called the rural purge, where shows with country settings were gradually disappearing off air and urban shows began to surface. Green Acres (1965–1971) and Petticoat Junction (1963–1970) would disappear, as audiences were welcomed to the gritty world of “real life” cities like New York.

The forerunner in this kind of television, would be writer/producer/show runner Norman Lear who would introduce direct and overt social commentary to his situation comedies, changing television forever. These TV shows and the descendants of the Norman Lear universe would be extensions of two major artistic influences from primarily the fifties – the social message film and the dawn of the PSA (the public service announcement).

I feel that the Very Special Episode is practically an off-shoot of these two distinctly American institutions – one being message movies that were tapping into social taboos during the final years of the Motion Picture Production Code (films that defied the censors and discussed sex, teen angst, drug warfare, race issues, adultery, abortion) and the PSA which came in varied forms such as white coat films or propaganda shorts which taught you about varied things such as STDs or how to spot communists among other “essentials”.

Lear would create shows such as Maude (1972–1978), with a lead who was militantly feminist and leftist in her leanings, and Good Times (1974–1979), which would feature a black family struggling in the ghetto. Lear would also create revisionist television with Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman (1976–1977), an unconventional, almost eerie deconstruction of soap operas and the incredibly popular sitcom The Jeffersons (1975–1985) which ran for a long time and featured an affluent black family, something never before seen on TV.

All in the Family would originally air with a PSA, a disclaimer, warning audiences about what they were going to see. The series shocked audiences and ruffled a lot of feathers from both conservatives and liberals. The characters included Archie, a bigoted, sexist, racist, homophobic buffoon, who was also loveable and not without tenderness. His wife Edith, whose character came from a question which was “What would Jesus do?” simply because she was so sweet, loving, selfless and giving. (As an aside, I strongly feel that if the world were made up of Ediths, it would be a perfect place). Their daughter Gloria and husband Mike “Meathead” Stivic, two progressive pro-equality liberals, who are sexually liberated and atheists (the first overt atheists to appear in a TV sitcom). These differences of character in this poor working class household of course would make for great confrontation, and a lot of it comes from Archie’s prejudices. There are many Very Special Episodes that ran through All in the Family –- shows dealing with counterculture, poverty, drugs, menopause, intellectual disabilities and so forth.

A lot of these would come from Archie dealing with issues that would fire him up – his conservative politics and bigotry getting in the way of “understanding”. However, Archie would show some kindness here and there, and also learn and grow as a man. For instance, his compassionate side is on display in a very tender moment between him and his daughter Gloria in “Gloria Has A Belly Full”, which was an early episode where Gloria falls pregnant, causing Archie grief, however as the episode moves forward the old cantankerous cigar chomper comes around and gets excited about the promise of a grandchild, only to find out that she has miscarried, which leads to a heartbreaking and touching scene that allowed to showcase some of Archie’s sympathetic tenderness. Even though he can’t say the words “I love you” to Gloria, she knows full well he does.

Edith would get her fair share of the Very Special Episode treatment as seen in “Edith’s Christmas Story” where she finds a lump in her breast. This episode helped women across America learn about their own health and wellbeing and lead to an increase of women getting their breasts scanned. “Edith’s Crisis of Faith” where Edith sparks a beautiful friendship with a gay drag performer Beverly LaSalle, a recurring character in a couple of episodes. In this episode Beverly is killed in a gay bashing and the heartbroken Christian Edith starts to question her faith in God. Atheist Mike ends up being the character who helps Edith come back to her faith. This show put a spotlight on homophobia and violence against gay people. And the groundbreaking “Edith’s 50th Birthday”, a landmark double episode where Edith is sexually assaulted, which was harrowing and shook audiences. However, the writing is so wonderful that the follow up episode leaves more of an impact. Gloria was also a victim of sexual assault in an earlier episode called “Gloria the Victim” and it’s up to her to snap her mother out of her trauma in order to get her to a place of growth and freedom. There is a powerful sequence which renders the men in the background and voiceless, with the scene being all about the women finding their power. Also, this episode refers to a previous episode, which would make it one of the first sitcoms to acknowledge a set in place ongoing narrative arc. And also, when Edith fights off the rapist, it sparked one of the biggest studio audience cheers ever. Norman Lear consulted with the founder and director of the Rape Treatment Center at Santa Monica Hospital, and hosted advance screenings for police and hospitals across the country and the New York Police Department showed this episode to convey the woman’s side of rape. It was also shown at rape crisis centers. The show would be so powerful that actor David Dukes who played Edith’s would-be rapist, received persistent death threats from some viewers for years for his character – they couldn’t separate the actor from the guy who tried to rape their beloved Edith. TV sitcoms would have this kind of power.

A perfect example of how shows would have such power and even influence votes and legislation would have to do with the Briggs Initiative where conservative state legislator John Briggs teamed up with Christian evangelist Anita Bryant to ban openly gay teachers from teaching. Along comes the groundbreaking All in the Family episode “Cousin Liz” and the power of visibility goes toe to toe with Briggs and Bryant. In this episode, Edith discovers that her cousin Liz, a school teacher, has passed away and that she had a long term lover Veronica, a fellow teacher. This show gave a face and voice to gay people and influenced voters who got to see the humanity and understand the love shared between Liz and Veronica. The show helped influence America to vote no on the Briggs Initiative. Edith comes to represent the collective compassion people’s votes reflected and here she even stands up to Archie, something that will develop as the show moved forward.

And then there’s Maude…

The excellent Maude, a spin-off from All in the Family, would be a groundbreaking sitcom that challenged people’s political beliefs and one of the most controversial and influential episodes was “Maude’s Dilemma” which had the mature aged Maude fall pregnant and consider an abortion. This double episode brought the issue of abortion to a public sphere with co-star Adrienne Barbeau as Maude’s single mother daughter Carol championing a woman’s right to choose. The show’s star Bea Arthur received death threats for doing the episode, some states refused to air it and the United States Catholic conference campaigned against it with over 17,000 letters of protest from conservatives and varied Christian groups.

Norman Lear considers Maude the favorite of his shows. Maude is a loud, brash, opinionated liberal. She is the antithesis of Archie Bunker and is so pro-everything that it drives everyone around her crazy. Maude dealt with multiple serious topics including manic depression and bipolar disorder, censorship, face lifts in response to ageing, race relations and more. Alcoholism in “Walter’s Problem” had the issue of every day drinking taken for granted. When Maude’s husband Walter develops a drinking problem there is voice for concern and there is a very dark moment where he slaps her. Suicide in “Walter’s Crisis” where Walter tries to kill himself after his business falls apart and therapy is explored in the magnificent “Maude Bares her Soul” where Bea Arthur is given the opportunity to do so much in her performance. The thing about these VSEs, is that actors most commonly regarded for their comedic work, can do dramatic stuff. “Maude Bares Her Soul” was ultimately a one woman show, and there is some true gut-wrenching stuff where she talks about her father.

“Maude Bares Her Soul” would influence the incredible double episode “A, My Name Is Alex” from Family Ties (1982–1989). This aired outside its regular time slot and free from commercials. It dealt with Alex P. Keaton coping with the death of his friend and was set up like a theatrical piece, reminiscent of the American classic play Our Town. Michael J. Fox wowed critics with his poignant performance and this would garner multiple awards and proved to cynics that sitcoms most certainly could offer powerful examples of dramatic work. An eighties sitcom like Family Ties would deliver a lot of Very Special Episodes – a personal favorite being “Read it and Weep” about censorship in schools and a popular one would be “Speed Trap” where Alex gets hooked to diet pills so he can stay up and study for exams. Amphetamines would become the go-to drug of the eighties VSE.

Drug culture would infiltrate both the ghetto and urban landscapes which would provide the background for shows like Welcome Back, Kotter (1975–1979) and it would also find its way into suburban middle class homes presented in Mr. Belvedere (1985–1990) and one of the most successful shows to deliver the hard message of drug addiction would be found in Good Times in “J.J.’s Fiancée” where heroin addiction was given the sitcom treatment. Another Norman Lear show, and spin off from Maude, the excellent Good Times would showcase a vast number of VSEs ranging from child abuse, racial profiling, the effects of poverty and of course drugs.

Poor kids like Punky Brewster would face the dangers of drugs as well as kids adopted by rich parents as seen in Diff’rent Strokes (1978–1986). Punky Brewster (1984– 1988) tapped into the latchkey kid market; kids who were pretty much babysat by their TVs and it was paired with a campaign that had been firmly established in American TV called “Do You Know Where Your Children Are?” which ran from the early sixties and wrapped by the late eighties. Punky Brewster also attempted to empower kids who were from broken homes and the series was established as one that would tackle social issues from the get go, one being the massive “Just Say No” campaign, where child actress Soleil Moon Frye went across America campaigning for this anti-drug initiative.

Nancy Reagan stood alongside child actor Gary Coleman during her appearance on an episode of Diff’rent Strokes and the new morality of Reagan-era America started to buy into network television and use it as an “in” to get some of their messages across. Conservatives who once despised situation comedies for their liberal ideals now used some shows to push their anti-drug agenda.

The wonderful Diff’rent Strokes and its spin-off The Facts of Life (1979–1988) would provide amazing celebratory reflections of togetherness and inclusion and would become record holders in the number of VSEs delivered throughout the late seventies and all the way through the eighties. Interestingly enough, The Facts of Life started life with a VSE with the pilot entitled “Rough Housing” being an episode that had tomboy Cindy question her sexuality making the sitcom a series that went straight into tackling complex subject matter. “Breaking Point” dealt with teen suicide, “Runaway” looked at teen prostitution and the much loved episode “Cousin Geri” gave voice to people living with cerebral palsy. The young actress and comedienne Geri Jewell who starred in the episode was bullied as a child for having cerebral palsy and her escape was TV, she would find solace in the characters she’d watch. When she got on The Facts of Life as a regular character she felt loved and accepted – and she would have a wonderful lifelong friendship with co-star Lisa Whelchel, who played Blair. The episode featured a powerful line that would become a war cry for people living with disabilities, which was: “Questions don’t hurt, ignorance does”. The episode “Fear Strikes Back” would tap into rape trauma and sexual assault issues and what it does is go into a second act where the girls start up self-defense. This episode would generate mass interest in girls across America to join karate classes and would prove influential in the nineties subculture Riot Grrrl off shoot of “Free to Fight” which encouraged girls to take classes to protect themselves from predators.

Diff’rent Strokes would feature a long list of VSEs from steroid use to epilepsy to the importance of vaccinating your dogs, but possibly the most famous or infamous of VSEs would be “The Bicycle Man”, which left a huge impact on audiences and children growing up in the eighties. The episode opened with a special PSA announcement from actor Conrad Bain which was something some of these VSEs would feature, which would set the tone for the unsettling nature of the episode in question.

Mr. Belvedere also dealt with child molestation. The episode “The Counselor” featured a PSA as its coda with actors Brice Beckham who played Wesley Owens and Christopher Hewett as the housekeeper Mr. Belvedere addressing the audience as themselves and breaking the fourth wall. This series was another major contributor to the VSE. The character of young Wesley was very popular for kids – a new generation’s Dennis the Menace. Mr. Belvedere presents child molestation very differently to Diff’rent Strokes in how it depicts the pedophile. Instead of a creepy lascivious older man, here the predator is young, athletic and good looking and earns Wesley’s trust only to exploit it.

Just a quick personal note – I recall being a kid and not liking it when some of my favorite characters were hurt in any way. I wanted to jump in the TV and rescue them from revolting abusive people. It would be a case of “Don’t do that to Wesley!” or “Don’t do that to my Mallory!”

“Give Your Uncle Arthur a Kiss” from Family Ties, where the lovely Mallory as played by Justine Bateman is assaulted by a friend of her parents is another unsettling VSE. Mallory was a wonderfully conceived character who resonated with me at an early age because there was an episode where she gets upset at her family because none of them respect or care about the stuff she loves and is passionate about. For some reason I related. I guess sitcoms hit home for me and people like me – devotees of the format and genre, plus they would also possibly be the first word on major events that the world was trying to get its head around, such as a global crisis like HIV.

Come the eighties, the AIDS crisis became a major focal point in news reports and scared millions – television did its best to address the disease with made-for-TV films such as An Early Frost (1985) and Our Sons (1991) and sitcoms took on the issue as well, but generally shied away from the gay male aspect, and keeping the focus on transfusions and children with the disease. “Wesley’s Friend” from Mr. Belvedere dealt with juvenile AIDS, and in an interview Ilene Graff, who played Marsha Owens, the mom of the family, explained that it combatted prejudices against children living with AIDS. The episode was based on the producer’s manager’s own children: one who passed away from AIDS and the other who didn’t have it but for her entire childhood faced prejudice for being a twin of one who did.

Not shying away from gay male AIDS, the excellent Designing Women (1986–1993) delivers one of the most controversial episodes in sitcom history. “Killing All the Right People” infuriated conservatives and at the time, the Reagan administration wanted it pulled. The show’s creator Linda Bloodworth-Thomason was not only a show runner, producer and writer but an activist. She was inspired to create this episode when she was in hospital visiting her mother who was dying of AIDS after a transfusion and overheard two orderlies say that they thought the disease was “Killing all the right people” – an insight into their bigotry primarily aimed at gay men, intravenous drug users and sex workers. The empowering speech from Julia Sugarbaker became yet another war cry for people living with the disease in the face of a government who rejected them and refused to treat them.

From one legendary woman to another, writer, producer and show runner Susan Harris would create some of the most influential shows in TV history. She transformed TV with her groundbreaking Soap (1977–1981), which was a revolutionary series that would satirize soap operas of the day, and developed her own universe with spin-offs such as Benson (1979–1986). Empty Nest (1988–1995) would also stem from another of her creations, the most successful and much loved series, The Golden Girls (1985–1992). Empowering older ladies everywhere, Susan Harris singlehandedly gave a voice to elderly women with her hit series and rather than painting a picture of doting grandmothers with one dimensional niceties and eccentricities, she conceived an entire situation comedy that allowed her senior women to be intelligent as well as empty headed, sexual as well as conflicted, vulnerable, independent, headstrong and also delicate but ultimately very human. The show would feature many VSEs including “Dorothy’s New Friend” which tackled anti-Semitism and the curse of the elitist country club, “Old Friends” where Sophia came to terms with a pal developing Alzheimer’s Disease, an episode taking on suicide amongst the elderly in the heartbreaking “Not Another Monday” and the revolutionary “Sick and Tired” which brought chronic fatigue syndrome into the public consciousness. Susan Harris herself had this condition and modelled Dorothy on her own experiences. She addressed issues concerning malpractice, women not being listened to and the fact that the elderly are neglected and ignored. Dorothy’s angry speech to her negligent doctor has since become a campaign for people living with fatigue and conditions such as fibromyalgia.

Earlier examples of the Very Special Episode before the advent of Norman Lear’s works, included an episode of Bewitched (1964–1972) that got super topical with the heart-warming episode “Sisters at Heart”, which opened with a special message from the show’s star Elizabeth Montgomery. The episode was conceived by twenty seven mostly illiterate students from a public high school who all loved Bewitched and saw Samantha Stephens as an icon. Montgomery paid for them to visit the set and was so moved by hearing stories from their teacher on how these kids related to the whole concept of a witch being married to a mortal and how she has to repress her true powers in order to fit in, that Montgomery convinced the network to have the children write an episode about race relations and the vital importance of black pride. With the help of Bewitched writer Barbara Avedon, the children worked on a show where Tabitha and her best friend Lisa teach everyone about the magical powers of friendship that doesn’t see color – in turn, this episode helped bridge gaps between black and white and was a critically revered moment in American TV history.

Early examples of VSEs come from shows such as The Brady Bunch (1969–1974) and The Partridge Family (1970–1974), but for the most part, the phenomenon would be a seventies and eighties invention. It would even find its place among fantasy escapist TV sitcoms during the eighties such as Small Wonder (1985–1989), which would feature an episode all about missing children which would spark a lot of heated debate among networks. But for the most part in the late eighties and early nineties, comedy would stay grounded in realism and the advent of dramedy would make its mark. These would be sitcoms that would have overriding arcs dealing with social issues such as addiction, domestic violence, racism, homophobia and other social concerns that would be ongoing incidents that carried over throughout the narrative, rather than treated as a one-off special, as seen in shows such as Cheers (1982–1993).

One of the last nineties sitcoms to continue the traditional VSE trend would be Blossom (1990–1995), which would really push the VSE and even have a catch phrase unto itself “Tonight, on a very special BLOSSOM”. The show that marked the end of the VSE would be Seinfeld (1989–1998), which boasted that it would be a show most definitely without all the “feels” and no lessons learned.

Personally, as brilliant as Seinfeld is, its characters are completely unlikeable, whereas as saccharine as Blossom may be perceived, there was plenty of heart and tenderness, which I personally respond to more wholeheartedly. Television would start to lose its sweetness and warmth with cynical shows emerging, mostly spearheaded by seemingly edgy stand-up comedians.

So, as I wrap up this introduction and welcome you into this mammoth look at various VSEs as examined by myself and a host of incredibly gifted writers, I just want you all to remember how important these TV sitcoms are. There is a beauty and magic in the writing, the performances, the catchiness of each theme song, a magic in each character’s plight, their hopes, their dreams, their alienation, their struggles. All this can be seen in examples such as the mournful episode of Laverne & Shirley (1976– 1983) entitled “Why Did The Fireman…” which has Laverne finally think she has met the man of her dreams only to lose him in a devastating accident and the episode spends time with her, coping with loss and grief. While the wonderful late great Penny Marshall makes us laugh with her brilliant comic timing and ace hand at physical comedy, she can also break our hearts as we cry for this working class gal who wants a chance at love – and that is the power of the Very Special Episode.

Henry Fonda once hosted a special that showcased the best of All in the Family and he asked us: “What is bigger – the laughter or the lump in your throat?” And that is a perfect summation of the phenomena.

So, let’s celebrate these great moments from some special episodes that have touched us in a special way, and remember how important these messages, these images, these characters and these stories were and always will be.

Moments such as the backdoor pilot for The Jeffersons where long-time friends Edith Bunker and Louise Jefferson have to say goodbye. Here, Louise is off to live the life of wealth and luxury, while Edith remains working class in a poor neighborhood. It is a heartbreaking farewell and a TV friendship akin to that of Wilma and Betty of The Flintstones (1960–1966) or Mary and Rhoda of The Mary Tyler Moore Show (1970–1977).

The darkness of child abuse in Major Dad (1989–1993) as seen in the episode “Conduct Unbecoming”, or when ALF befriends a lonely blind woman on ALF (1986–1990), here a wise cracking alien makes an isolated woman feel good about herself. There was also that time where Zack learnt about his Native American heritage on Saved by the Bell (1989–1993) in “Running Zack” giving him a newfound respect for the eternal struggles of indigenous people or in “Baby of the Family” from Gimme a Break! (1981– 1987) which dealt with racism. Drink driving on Growing Pains (1985–1992) in the episode “Second Chance” was made notable for Tracey Gold’s heartbreaking performance and a title card PSA at the end explaining that people have died in drink driving accidents during the time we’ve spent watching that particular episode. Whether it’s when Chachi finds out he has diabetes on Happy Days (1974–1984), or D.J. develops an eating disorder on Full House (1987–1995), or the dangers of cults on both Charles in Charge (1984–1990) and Boy Meets World (1993–2000), or the heartbreaking finale from The Mary Tyler Moore Show where our girl Mary tearfully thanks her colleagues for being her family. These are all important and wonderful moments of television, that are not only part of popular culture, but in many ways a reflection of the reality they spawn from. In an episode called “Mork in Wonderland” from Mork & Mindy (1978–1982), Mork disappears into a parallel universe where laugher and joy are not allowed. Mindy dies in this universe which breaks Mork, but when he returns to the real world to find Mindy alive and well, he is overjoyed as is Mindy, and their reunion is tearful and momentous. What Mork says to Mindy is just beautiful, and also, upon hearing this, it’s even more profound knowing what had happened to Robin Williams himself. So there is truth within the form, and the magic of television sitcoms will live forever.

Thank you everyone! And keep watching classic TV!

[image: images]

“Thank you for being my family”. The tearful Mary Tyler Moore as Mary Richards farewells her “family” in the finale for the iconic The Mary Tyler Moore Show.


Here’s The Story

Early Examples of the Very Special Episode

1956 – 1969

“The Ricardos Visit Cuba” from I Love Lucy

Original Air Date: 3 December 1956

By Susan Leighton

I Love Lucy (1951–1957) was a groundbreaking show for the 1950’s on many levels. It was the first multi-camera filmed sitcom before a live audience. This was something the American public at that time wasn’t used to. Television was a relatively new medium and the notion that you could actually sit in your home and be entertained was amazing. Also, it gave families a chance to come together in the evenings and bond with one another. At the time that “The Ricardos Visit Cuba” premiered, the series had been on the air for six seasons and was an unqualified success. People would tune in to see America’s sweethearts and to see what wacky escapades Lucy would get caught up in for the week. It was like visiting a friend’s house and let’s face it, that is what the Ricardos were. After all, we experienced the ups and downs in Lucy and Ricky’s lives. We were there for the birth of their son. The trust was established. When you gain that intimacy with your viewing audience, then you can give them that Very Special Episode, because it is another layer in the relationship.

Cuba in 1956 was a paradise for tourists. Havana was one of the most popular vacation spots in the world. This was also pre-Communism and pre-Castro so relations between the U.S. and Cuba were at an all-time high. The idea that a Cuban man would marry an American woman isn’t an issue today, however, back then times were not as progressive. In America, we were getting used to the cultural melting pot but mixed marriages were not prevalent like they are today. But in Cuba, which was very much the “old country,” the idea of a mixed ethnicity union was still taboo. With deft humor, I Love Lucy decided to tackle this topic head on by having Ricky take Lucy back to Cuba to meet the man who raised him, his Uncle Alberto. This episode also took a look at both cultures.

Although women were still cooking and cleaning and birthing babies in the fifties, I Love Lucy depicted her world as being a partnership with her and her husband. However, Ricky’s homeland had a very different view since its society was patriarchal. This is clearly evidenced with Ricky advising Lucy to always say, “Muchos gracias,” to Alberto because he loves that. The entire notion that Lucy has to “please” Alberto in order to gain acceptance with Ricky’s family despite bearing him a son and being married to him for 18 years is somewhat ludicrous when you look at it in the 21st century. Of course, from the get-go, we can clearly see that Lucy is going to be out of her element in this situation because she struggles with saying, “Buenos dias,” while her son, Ricky, Jr. pronounces it perfectly. You feel sorry for her because she really does want to make a good impression on her husband’s family because she realizes how important it is to him. After all, Alberto is more or less his father. When Ricky laughs at her attempts at Spanish, she gets upset but he shrugs it off and says, “You have been making fun of my English for eighteen years.” He makes that joke because he wants her to feel comfortable and he knows that she is extremely nervous.

When the plane touches down, the Ricardos head to their hotel where they prepare for the family reunion. Although Lucy looks radiant, she is still very insecure. While Ricky tries to assuage her anxieties, the doorbell rings and the parade of relatives begins. Everyone is pleasant and cordial but then Uncle Alberto makes his grand entrance. Immediately, the atmosphere in the room changes. It is like being on hand when royalty appears. Ricky presents him to his wife and all Lucy can manage to blurt out is “Hi.” So, of course, Ricky quickly explains that she is nervous and tries to smooth things over but Lucy is in full overcompensation mode and ends up breaking Alberto’s straw hat. Things are off to a rocky start and it is about to get worse. While Ricky draws everyone’s attention to little Ricky who is adorable so that momentarily Alberto forgets what happened to his favorite hat. Meanwhile, Lucy is trying to hide behind the curtains. At this moment, we see how truly talented Lucille Ball is as an actress and a comedienne.

Her willingness to sometimes go “over the top” with her performances are not only daring but they make the “smaller moments” even more powerful. As she removes herself from the cacophony of people, we clearly see the pain and embarrassment all over her face. This is what makes Lucille Ball an icon. The ability to make people laugh at you, with you and then immediately go toward the opposite of the spectrum is a skill. Clearly though, she is the odd woman out. Although Ricky’s mother accepts her, it is quite clear that Cuba is a male influenced society and women don’t really have much of a say. Except in Lucy and Ricky’s life that dynamic is definitely different because he is away from his roots. Ricky also experiences the not so subtle overtones of racism when Alberto remarks that he should have married a “Cubano.” To which Ricky laments, but “I didn’t fall in love with a Cuban girl.” Even though Alberto compliments Lucy on her beautiful red hair and her looks, it seems disingenuous and somewhat patronizing what you would do to a favorite pet who was bothering you when you are busy.

However, she does the unthinkable. While trying to do her part and impress Alberto, instead of saying “Muchas Gracias,” to thank him, she says “Mucha Grasa,” which means fat pig. That is the straw that breaks the proverbial camel’s back. The entire evening falls apart and just reinforces Alberto’s prejudice toward Ricky’s “Americano” wife. She only makes matters worse when she destroys his expensive Cuban cigars thus reinforcing that she is unsuitable for Ricky.

The next morning, the Mertzs drop by for a visit to see how the evening went. Lucy isn’t her usual cheerful self; in fact, she is moping around. After she tells the pair about the gaffes she made last night, both Fred and Ethel insist that she will be forgiven. Wanting to take her mind off everything and escape for a bit, Ethel suggests a shopping trip. Now, you would expect that nothing could go wrong on a shopping spree but yet it does. Feeling that buying Uncle Alberto a box of his favorite Cuban cigars would smooth things over, Lucy sets out to do that while Fred and Ethel continue exploring the city.

Upon entering the cigar shop, Lucy is immediately met by the proprietor. She requests (in rather poor Spanish) a box of Alberto’s brand. The shopkeeper is more than happy to oblige. However, when Lucy goes to pay him, she notices that since she switched purses prior to leaving the hotel room, she doesn’t have any money. She tells the proprietor that she will be right back to pay him and prepares to leave taking the cigars with her because in typical Lucy fashion, she is a little flustered. He perceives this as her trying to shoplift. They start wrangling over the cigars, the box crashes to the ground and Lucy steps all over the contents ruining the cigars infuriating the shop owner. Despite Lucy trying to explain that she wasn’t stealing the items, he insists on calling the police because she is a crazy “Americano.” Before he can dial the phone, Uncle Alberto enters and the two men start conversing. Lucy seizing the moment, disguises herself as one of the employees to avoid Alberto’s detection. She starts rolling cigars while Alberto converses with the shop owner. Meanwhile, Lucy who has no idea what she is doing is making a mess of things as to be expected.

As the shopkeeper proceeds to tell Alberto about the thievery that took place, Ricky appears. He listens to the owner describing a “loco” redhead who was trying to abscond with an expensive box of cigars. A lightbulb goes off and Ricky wanders over to the table where Lucy is working. One glance at her and Ricky immediately knows that it is his wife. He proceeds to try and hustle Alberto out of the shop before she gets found out. After all, she sticks out like a sore thumb. Before Ricky can get his uncle out the door, Alberto notices the huge cigar that Lucy is making, intrigued he attempts to take a look at it. By this time, the shopkeeper is alerted and knowing that this is NOT the way a cigar should be rolled, sees Lucy in her disguise. Before he can grab her, she runs out the door with Ricky blocking the proprietor and his uncle is once again, without a cigar because of his nephew’s incredibly inept “Americano” wife.

After all this craziness, it is the last night that the Ricardos will be in Cuba. Ricky is set to play the Casino Parisien. He takes his son with him to rehearse. Little Ricky will be making his drum playing debut on stage with his father’s hit rendition of “Babalu.” Lucy is worried that since she has to sit near Alberto, the night will be ruined. Everyone tries to assure her that won’t be the case. It is pretty clear throughout the entire episode that no matter what she does it is never enough. But that is how prejudice works. It is pretty stealthy and covert. On the outside, sure, Alberto seems respectful but that is for appearances sake. In Spanish, he speaks his mind to Ricky. The duplicity is insidious and it can even be seen at work in today’s political landscape. Sorry to think that in over 60 years, we still can’t see beyond race.

At the nightclub, Lucy is seated next to Alberto. All seems to be going well. Ricky sings a song about being at home wherever he is no matter if it is Cuba or the U.S.A. The reason behind the tune is he is accepted in both places. “In Cuba, I’m a Cuban and in the U.S.A., I’m a Yank. Wherever I am, I’m at home.” This is the teaching moment, the wrap up to the episode told in an innocuous way through song and entertainment. We get that message loud and clear. After he finishes, to rousing applause, Ricky gets serious and talks about leaving Cuba alone but he didn’t come back alone. It is at this point, and he is a bit emotional, he introduces “his wife, a wonderful girl.” When Lucy stands up and takes a bow, Alberto beams with pride. Now, he understands. He gets why his nephew loves her. Love has no boundaries. The heart is color blind and always will be. That is the universal language we all speak. While this is tied up in a nice, neat bow, I Love Lucy is from another era. Yes, it was troubled but at least through entertainment, we could come together and forget our struggles. Entertainment is for everyone no matter what race you are.
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The iconic and legendary Lucille Ball. The queen of the American sitcom.
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Relations between North and South America examined in “The Ricardos Visit Cuba” in I Love Lucy.

“Beaver and Andy” from Leave it to Beaver

Original Air Date: 13 February 1960

By Amanda Reyes

When one looks back on the sugarcoated nostalgia of 1950s television, family-centric sitcoms such as Father Knows Best (1954–1960) and The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet (1952–1966) certainly make the list. But no other show seems to have had the cultural impact of Leave it to Beaver. The beloved series made its debut on CBS in 1957, and finished its run on ABC in 1963, mere months before the assassination of John F. Kennedy. It seems apt, as Beaver’s childhood innocence now remains completely untouched by the tumult that was to come in the later years of the sixties.

The Beaver (Jerry Mathers) was a small boy growing up in an idyllic town named Mayfield. His real name was Theodore Cleaver, and he had an athletic older brother named Wally (Tony Dow), and two loving parents named June and Ward (Barbara Billingsley and Hugh Beaumont). The series was told through the perspective of Beaver’s childhood wonderment, and therefore, problems were usually easy to manage, and could be solved in 30 minutes (if you count commercial breaks).

It is Beaver’s untouched view of the world that made the show a classic. Sure, it’s overly sentimental, but it is also genuinely funny and aside from the crisp and light dialogue, the series featured a number of clever sight gags that still tickle the funny bone. In the season three episode, “June’s Birthday”, Beaver buys his mother the most horrendous blouse, which June eventually wears to please him. In another season three episode titled “Tire Trouble”, the brothers have a great time rolling a flat tire through town. And, of course in one of the series pinnacle sight gag moments, Beaver gets his head stuck in a gate in the season two episode titled “Price of Fame”. All of these moments, along with many others, remain laugh out loud funny.

The main cast was terrific and they were supported by incredible recurring characters that were equally as comical and memorable. Beaver’s first BFF, Larry Mondello (Robert “Rusty” Stevens) was a potentially troubled kid with an absentee father, and a monstrous appetite. He always found a way to drag Beaver down with him, and their adventures were uniformly amusing. Wally had his own crazy set of buddies, including, of course, the infamous Eddie Haskell (Ken Osmond) who played it very nice for the adults, but couldn’t wait to create problems for Wally and his other friends. Lumpy Rutherford (Frank Bank) was a sweet, if not terribly smart kid, who was dedicated to two things – his car and his daddy, who just happened to be Ward’s boss (and played by the great Richard Deacon).

The Cleaver’s universe was simple and fun. They lived the good life in Suburban Paradise, and they believed in family, friendship and always having a homemade dessert after dinner. Because of this, critics regularly prescribed Leave it to Beaver as tone-deaf, or too sickly sweet to be thought of with much regard in terms of its social legacy. And to a degree, it’s true. The Cleavers were so enveloped in living the American Dream they often found themselves unprepared when real issues crept into their sleepy neighborhood.

But, contrary to popular belief, the series did confront some concerns that were relevant to their audience. There’s that time Beaver made friends with a kid from a broken home (season four’s “Beaver’s House Guest”), and there’s the episode where Wally meets a girl and becomes so enamored with her older sister’s married life, he considers forgoing college to settle down (season five’s “Wally Goes Steady”), and one time Beaver accidentally insults his new Mexican friend, which allowed the Cleavers to explore the cultural gaps and tensions found within migrant families coming into a predominately white suburban space (season two’s “Beaver and Chuey”). Each of these episodes expertly traverses possibly touchy issues with the solid guidance of Ward, the ultimate patriarch of fifties television.

Ward Cleaver was a nine-to-fiver, almost always in a suit, and known for his mild temperament. He kissed his wife as he went to work, and had another one for her when he came home. He always made time for his children, and while his kids could rattle him, he did his best to see things from their side. And it was here that some of the deftest writing in the series took place. Ward was a character who grew in small and human ways with each piece of advice he doled out to his loyal children. Because he was willing to alter his perspective he often saw the world in different ways, and his gentle mediation frequently ended with Ward giving a little advice to himself. So, while we saw the show through Beaver’s eyes, we were also witness to Ward learning how to become a better father in the process.

However, Ward’s devotion to his kids would sometimes lead him to attempting to shelter his children from the realities of life outside of Mayfield, when he should have had more faith in their ability to make mature decisions.

Such is the case with the season three episode titled “Beaver and Andy”. A handy-man named Andy (Wendell Holmes) approaches Ward for work, but Ward is hesitant to hire him because of a “problem” Andy had the last time he did odd jobs for the Cleavers. But Beaver has taken a real shine to Andy, because he tells great stories and knows how to tie a monkey knot. The two become fast friends, but Andy’s “problem” is that he’s in a constant battle with the bottle, and after the requisite commercial break, Andy finds himself asking Beaver to help him snake the family brandy.

Because June and Ward are so uneasy about explaining Andy’s situation to their children, Beaver doesn’t fully understand the severity of the situation, and he’s easily hoodwinked by the pathetic drunk. When Beaver confesses that it was he who gave Andy the brandy, Ward is understandably upset. But, he soon realizes that the entire situation could have been avoided had he been more open with his son.

“Beaver and Andy” is poignant. Holmes is as tender as he is wretched as drunkard Andy. He appears to be on the verge of homelessness when he pursues work at the Cleavers, but has such a dignified manner about him, it’s hard to not instantly want to take him in. Ward feels much the same way, despite knowing better. Holmes would play three characters on the series – the other two were teachers – but it’s here that he is most memorable, likeable and complex.

Andy tells Ward that he’s been sober for several months, but through the course of the episode we see otherwise. Beaver finds an empty whiskey bottle in the bushes, and the drunk truly lowers himself to scum status when he seeks the Beaver’s help as the shakes kick in. Even through the wary eyes of adulthood, Andy’s plight is harrowing. It is only through the docile perspective of a child that Andy can truly come to terms with his situation. At the end of the episode, Andy returns to apologize to Beaver. In the process he heartbreakingly confesses that “An empty life and an empty bottle go pretty much together.” It’s a sad, dramatic beat that is also starkly realistic and brutally honest. Beaver takes the line with a grain of salt, absent-mindedly picking the mud off his shoes with a stick while he lets Andy clear his conscience. He accepts Andy, despite his flaws, and, therefore, so does the audience. We want to see their friendship go on and for Andy to get back on his feet.

Inevitably, there are two lessons learned here. One is that parents often underestimate their child’s ability to understand serious issues. Keeping secrets from them leads to harm, and maybe they should put some faith into their little ones. The other, more important lesson is that people who hit rock bottom are still people and nothing good comes from judgment. Andy is able to open up to Beaver because he knows Beaver may ask some tough questions, but inevitably, he believes Andy is “a real neat guy.” This is what makes Andy want to be better, and I trust he will be.

Certainly, there’s plenty of white-picket-fence-softness to the series, but Leave it to Beaver’s quiet approach to important real-world problems is one of the many reasons the show remains not only watchable and enduring, but also wonderful.
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An early representation of the Very Special Episode is found here in “Beaver and Andy” from Leave it to Beaver, which dealt with alcoholism in a frank but compassionate manner.

“Pine Lake Lodge” from Mister Ed

Original Air Date: 25 June 1961

By Lee Gambin

The premise of Mister Ed (1958–1966) is a simple one and stems from the likes of the popular 1950s Universal comedies in the Francis the Talking Mule series of films; here, a domestic horse converses with his human owner Wilbur Post (Alan Young) while everyone else around him are oblivious to his ability to talk. This is a sitcom that would come into the realm of the fantasy comedy series that were incredibly popular during the sixties including The Munsters (1964–1966), I Dream of Jeannie (1965–1970) and My Mother the Car (1965–1966).

The series would deliver a form of comfort escapist entertainment for decades as it would run in syndication and reruns, and develop a following of classic American TV fans who reveled in the likes of Gilligan’s Island (1964–1967) and The Brady Bunch (1969–1974) as well as the rural-themed comedies such as The Beverly Hillbillies (1962–1971), Petticoat Junction (1963–1970) and Green Acres (1965–1971) – all of which would suffer at the turn of television’s famous “rural purge”. Among the many episodes of Mister Ed, there would be moments of tenderness and lessons learned, but not so much in the vein of the traditional Very Special Episode formula, which would ultimately become a phenomenon come the seventies, when television would “grow up”, and varied shows as the aforementioned classic fun sitcoms would slowly make way for edgy and overtly socially aware series such as the shows spearheaded by producer Norma Lear, who would deliver the likes of All in the Family (1971–1979), Maude (1972–1978) and so forth. However, in “Pine Lake Lodge”, an early episode of Mister Ed which would ultimately be a potential pilot in the making for a spin-off series (that never eventuated), the double issue of environmentalism and conservation as well as the plight of disadvantaged children sits at the core of what truly is a unique episode and one out of three attempts at backdoor pilots for the show.

It also serves as a foreshadowing aside to what was slowly developing into a trend in what would come in fruition in the seventies where animal-centric shows with an incredibly environmentally aware point of view and message, would be a majorly popular form of entertainment as seen in series such as The Life and Times of Grizzly Adams (1977–1978). The show has Wilbur and lovely wife Carol (Connie Hines) prepare to head out to spend some time away at Pine Lake Lodge, a rural retreat run by friends of theirs. Mister Ed’s annoyance at this lays out some gags and because he is left behind this is an episode that doesn’t feature him as much as usual, which makes the piece have a different tone. Also, further subversive commentary is made in regards to animal welfare when Ed is seen contacting the SPCA complaining about his “mistreatment” (not going along with Wilbur and Carol) and this may be in there as a joke, but it also could be read as a political statement, enforcing an ideology continually made in shows such as Mister Ed and then others such as Gentle Ben (1967–1969), that animals should be seen as equals to humans. The love and companionship shared between animals and humans in TV shows is a constant, and openhearted warm characters such as the critter loving Elly May Clampett (Donna Douglas) of The Beverly Hillbillies are poster children of animal rights – Wilbur Post is yet another example. When Ed calls out to Wilbur, “Drive carefully, you’re all I have”, the love and connection these two have is on display, and this is the heart of the show.

Bill Parker’s (William Bendix) lodge is a resort that does relatively well (of course depending on the sometimes present wet weather which never helps) and he and Martha (played by Nancy Culp, who is best known to audiences as Miss Hathaway from The Beverly Hillbillies as well as starring in animal-centric movies such as The Two Little Bears (1961) and The Night of the Grizzly (1966)) are under the pump when they decide to help out in raising money and providing new furnishings for a local camp for under privileged children. This is the focal point and a continual topic of conversation for the episode – children who need help, a seldom seen issue or concern on television during the halcyon early sixties, especially in the sitcom format – and the bumbling but well meaning Bill promises to get “all the furniture those children need”.

Bill’s first idea is to get a friend to donate limber, but the pal shows no interest in helping. Bill goes out fishing and it is here where he gets the idea about using an old pine tree for furniture, assuming that an “act of nature” would cause the tree to fall by its own accord. Upon Wilbur and Carol’s arrival, Bill tricks the gullible (and paranoid) Wilbur into chopping down the tree, and here a message is subtle, but there with the issue of commerce versus environmentalism as well as the law being broken all come into play. When Mr. Thompson (Will Wright), the owner of the land where the tree was once upright comes into the scene, the show shifts gears into a series of missteps, mistakes and miscommunications. Bill’s initial confession to Mr. Thompson is turned around when it’s learned that there is the opportunity to get off scot-free, however, Wilbur’s conspicuous Hawaiian shirt gives them away and they are busted. Bill finally admits his guilt and protects Wilbur (a noble act), but Wilbur comes to Bill’s defense by insisting that “Cutting down your tree is wrong, but the motive behind it is right…” Wilbur’s speech is accompanied by maudlin pleading music, something that will become a standard come the golden age of the Very Special Episode, and when the surrounding characters pull together to buy the tree that has been cut down in an effort to pay back Mr. Thompson and carry forward with the wood being used for new furniture, the rights of children who have never had anything in their life becomes the main point of reference in what counts as a forerunner in the advent of the VSE.

The episode lends itself to being a message episode about children’s rights, however, it says more about environmentalism in that it blurs the lines between ownership and commerce. It actually paints a picture of the man “protecting natural forestry” as a “bad guy”, but his means behind his “That is my tree” is all about possession, personal principle and ego, it is not at all an admirable act of defending land and flora, but instead a bratty “That is mine, leave it alone!” mantra.

Mister Ed as a television sitcom truly does power through a message of animals being just as vitally important as their human counterparts, but essentially children during this period take precedence. Animals serve children, especially lonely alienated children who find it hard fitting in with fellow kids – and this is played out beautifully in the episode “Little Boy” where an unpopular youngster is thrown a party by Carol and where Mister Ed provides a platform for him to be celebrated, cheered and looked upon as a hero.
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Mister Ed would be one of the most popular in the quintessential escapist TV sitcoms of the sixties.

“That’s My Boy??” from The Dick Van Dyke Show

Original Air Date: 25 September 1963

By Nell Musolf

The Dick Van Dyke Show (1961–1966) was filmed in black and white, apt for the early to mid-1960’s, an era when the world, for the most part, was black and white with very little variation into even the faintest shades of grey. Television was dominated by white characters in dramas, sitcoms and commercials. When African Americans were portrayed, it was seldom, if ever, in any kind of role that advanced a plotline.

The main character of The Dick Van Dyke Show, Rob Petrie, lived in that black and white world where his contemporaries were cut very much from the same upwardly mobile middle-class cloth. While the sitcom was one of the few to have regular characters who weren’t WASPS but who, in fact, were Jewish, the cast was overwhelmingly white with the few non-white roles minor and fleeting. The people in Rob Petrie’s world, for the most part, looked like him, thought like him, and acted like him. A groundbreaking episode in the 1963-64 season set out to change the status quo. Entitled “That’s My Boy??”, The Dick Van Dyke show’s creator, Carl Reiner, took a very large step in the colorization of black and white television and he did so gracefully, intelligently and humorously, all trademarks of a man who wrote about life not only the way it was, but also the way it ought to be.

“That’s My Boy??” was written by Bill Persky and Sam Denoff, veteran scribes for The Dick Van Dyke Show. The show opened with Mel Cooley as a dinner guest at the Petrie house when his wife was out of time helping her sister out after her sister had a baby. The writers used flashbacks as Rob told Mel about the chaotic events surrounding his son Ritchie’s birth after Mel jokingly remarked that his new niece was so beautiful he was afraid the hospital might have given his sister-in-law the wrong baby. After a little prodding from his wife Laura, Rob, an extremely nervous first-time father, admitted that he suspected that they’d brought home the wrong baby after Ritchie was born.

Laura:Darling, why don’t you start at the beginning?

Rob:Okay. You see, Jerry and I went to the hospital to bring Laura and Ritchie home. You know how hectic that first day can be.

Mel:Uh-huh…

Rob went on to explain how he became convinced the hospital gave his wife Laura and himself the wrong baby and that their baby had been given to the Peters family. The rest of the episode revolved around Rob finding “evidence” of the hospital’s mistake (the nurse confusing rooms 203 and 208, Laura getting rice pudding instead of a blueberry tart and flowers from Dick and Betty Carter being delivered to the Petries to name a few). Reading the card from the Carters was one of the “clues” Rob zeroed in on as proof that the hospital had made a big mistake.

Rob: “Congratulations and much love… Dick and Betty Carter.” Do we know a Dick and Betty Carter?

Laura: No. Maybe it’s someone from your office.

Rob: No. The only Dick and Betty Carter I know are Phil and Edna Greenbaum.

Worried, but not wanting to upset Laura, Rob takes his next door neighbor and best friend, Jerry Helper, into his confidence. At first Jerry thinks Rob is mistaken but as Rob shares all of the mishaps that have occurred since Ritchie’s birth Jerry quickly jumps on Rob’s paranoid mixed-up baby bandwagon. Together they concoct a scheme to find out whether or not the baby lying in a bassinet in the Petrie’s living room really and truly is a Petrie: they take an ink print of the baby’s foot and attempt to compare it to the ink print on the baby’s birth certificate.

Jerry, as a dentist and therefore more or less a scientist, studies both prints carefully.

Jerry: Rob… I would say… that that footprint and that footprint are from that baby!

Rob: You’re positive?

Jerry: Yep!

Rob: That’s what I was afraid of. Read the top line.

Jerry: Sex… male… name… Baby boy… Peters!

With Jerry’s “testimony,” Rob is convinced he has all the proof needed to swap babies with the Peters family, not something he wants to do but a task he feels must be done so that the “right” baby is brought up by the “right” family. Rob calls the Peters and explains the situation. To his surprise, the Peters agree to come over right away, not only to pick up the right baby but because they got Laura’s aunt’s dried figs by mistake. Rob breaks the news to Laura who is understandably upset.

Laura: Rob, we just got the wrong flowers!

Rob: You forgot the rice pudding and the blueberry tart pretty fast, didn’t you? Not to mention the dried figs!

When the doorbell rang Rob ordered Laura to their bedroom but she refused to leave her baby in the hands of a man who is obviously half out of his mind. Rob opened the front door and the audience heard: “Hi, we’re Mr. and Mrs. Peters.” In stepped an attractive young black couple holding a basket of figs and smiling widely. Laughter ensued as the audience immediately saw there was no way the Peters baby could be mistaken for the Petrie baby. Rob, embarrassed, asks, “Why didn’t you tell me on the phone?” to which Mr. Peters responded, “And miss the expression on your face?”

An interesting endnote was Rob remarking that perhaps the hospital had given them the wrong baby after all. When Laura expressed shock, Rob explained that while the Peters son was at the top of the class, Ritchie wasn’t at all academically inclined. The subtle statement that an African American child could do better than a white child academically was also a subtle nudge that race didn’t matter when it came to brains.

The premise was simple. The message packed a wallop. By introducing another obviously upwardly mobile young couple that happened to be African American, The Dick Van Dyke Show showed its viewing audience that, appearances aside, we are all the same. New parents are nervous regardless of race, new mothers are tired and new fathers are frazzled. As John F. Kennedy said, “Our most basic common link is that we all inhabit this planet. We all breathe the same air. We all cherish our children’s future. And we are all mortal.” The Dick Van Dyke Show’s “That’s My Boy??” gave the same message, albeit very humorously.

What has changed after “That’s My Boy??” aired almost sixty years ago? Practically everything. The civil rights movement, which was just beginning to pick up speed in the early sixties, really began rolling as the decade progressed. How blacks were portrayed in the media changed radically as well and it’s safe to say “That’s My Boy??” played a part in kicking off that change. Prior to “That’s My Boy??” blacks in sitcoms were typically portrayed as either domestic help or comic relief or both. While sitcoms of the sixties treated black characters with a sort of restrained respect, those characters were never integral to a story’s plot. “That’s My Boy??” changed that. Other popular television shows of the 1963-64 season included The Patty Duke Show (1963–1966), Petticoat Junction (1963–1970) and My Favorite Martian (1963–1966). While an African American character might have appeared on any of those shows (although the likelihood of that happening on Petticoat Junction must have been slim to none), it is doubtful such a character would play the pivotal role Greg Morris had in “That’s My Boy??”

Going forward five years to the 1968-69 television season and one sees a marked change in what was being offered to the viewing audience. Julia (1968–1971), a sitcom with an African American female lead, a groundbreaking event for blacks on white television if ever there was one. The year 1968 also saw Mission: Impossible (1966–1973) as a highly rated show and one Morris played a regular character on. Another hit from the 1968-69 season was The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour (1967–1970), a sharp, witty, politically incorrect romp that would have been an impossible mission itself just a few years earlier.

Carl Reiner was justifiably proud of The Dick Van Dyke Show’s “That’s My Boy??” episode as well he should be. Without preaching or hitting his audience over the head with a heavy handed message, Reiner managed to get his point across beautifully. Television was no longer black and white. It was the beginning of it being both, along with all other races, genders and people. The changes didn’t happen overnight, but they started and nothing can ever change without taking that first step forward.

“Little Bamm-Bamm” from The Flintstones

Original Air Date: 3 October 1963

By Michael A. Smith

Seventeen days before this episode first aired, a child was born in Cleveland, Ohio. He never knew his birth parents as he was given up for adoption. A few months later that child found his forever family and, as of this writing, has gone on to live happily ever after. That child is me.

The subject of adoption is one that wasn’t evident in the early days of television. In fact, thinking back to my childhood, the only character on television that I knew had been adopted was Ernie Douglas (Barry Livingston) on My Three Sons (1960–1972), who was officially adopted into the Douglas family in September 1965.

Normally, the addition of a new child on a television show was heralded. Ten years prior to Bamm-Bamm Rubble’s arrival, television rating records were set when, on 19 January 1953, Lucy Ricardo gave birth to Little Ricky on I Love Lucy (1951–1957). But it took The Flintstones (1960–1966) to tackle the subject of adoption.

Following the arrival of Miss Pebble Flintstone, the new daughter of Fred and Wilma, their neighbors the Rubbles have become constant visitors. Wanting some time alone with his family, and jealous of how Pebbles has taken to Barney, Fred typically blows his cool and scolds the couple, meanly telling the Rubbles to “get your own baby and leave mine alone!” Upsetting, needless to say. At the time, The Flintstones was aired in prime time, and was made much more with adults in mind then children. I can’t think of any other animated program where a couple’s infertility was part of a punch line!

Barney and Betty go home and, that night, both wish on a shooting star and, though they don’t reveal their wishes to each other, you know they each wished that they would someday have a child. Barney even breaks the fourth wall by asking the audience if they know what he was wishing for. The next morning Barney finds
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