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For Dee - forty years and still laughing

This book is dedicated to the broadcast pioneers who graciously shared their time and their stories for the American Scary project, and to the hundreds upon hundreds of local TV horror hosts who haunted the late-night hours. Unsung by history, three verses and a chorus to their loyal fans. 

And to every kid who tuned into their local monster movie show to see the host. 
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Sandy Clark 2004

The best thing I ever did for the film American Scary (2006) was to interview horror host and scholar Michael Monahan. Early in the production, before I had anything but a cameraman, Monahan was amongst my first interviews. It became readily apparent that I had stumbled upon someone truly special. You have to wind the clock back 20 years to picture it. It was post 9/11, and we were just entering two disastrous forever wars, and information on horror hosts was thin on the ground. I was grasping for any information I could find. I needed more than a fan of a single local host. I needed a native guide. I needed someone who saw the entire hosting landscape, and not just the snapshot through a single beloved local lens.

Elana Watson’s Television Horror Movie Hosts book, and E-gor’s Chamber of Horror Movie Hosts’ website were among the few resources. They amounted to something more closely akin to encyclopedias or bestiaries, but they were far from exhaustive. Neither did a great job of centering the hosts in American pop culture. Factual, historical information was still waiting to be picked from the brains of the hosts themselves. 

Michael pointed me toward one of the best observations about hosts. They predated corporate TV ownership. Horror hosts were a form of pure individual expression before TV was fenced, groomed, neutered, or excised from local influence through corporate mergers and C-suite indifference. Michael understood the subversive heart of the horror host, “Hey kids, your parents won’t approve. Let’s play.”

Long after our film had run its course and the rest of us drifted into other projects, Monahan persisted. He began to apply scholarly rigor to his writing. He began using libraries to track down advertising, TV listings, and other factors on the scope and impact of horror hosting. He was fearless in the slaughter of hosting’s sacred cows. (Amazing when you consider the guy’s a vegetarian.) Where the truth is concerned, Monahan’s blade revealed the choicest cuts of ever sweeter insight. 

And now you hold in your hands the product of that 20-year quest. You can observe his evolution from our relative naivety in 2003 to Monahan’s much more insightful interviews and wealth of research in the additions and introductions of this book. He expanded the material we started, fleshing out the horror hosting landscape. The next generation of writers and scholars will be standing on his shoulders, as soon as he slows down long enough for them to catch up. 

Sandy Clark

Producer / Writer 

American Scary


Introduction

When I became involved with the American Scary film documentary back in 2003, I immediately pitched the idea of a companion book. It was frustrating to think the career-spanning interviews we gathered were destined to be chopped into three-or-so minute sound bites for the film, so I asked if I could have access to the taped conversations once the film was done. This was a once in a lifetime project, and it was important that these rare and ultimately interwoven stories weren’t lost. Sandy was fully supportive, and his permission laid the foundation for this expanded project. In later years, I was able to secure additional interviews with some of the people we’d missed along the way. Fritz the Nite Owl, Ned the Dead and Doc Moreau, and Rich Koz’s Svengoolie are among those who lent their voices to this oral history of a strange and golden time in local broadcasting. 

Even with these additions, the full story is far from complete. There are literally hundreds of local personalities that we missed or couldn’t get to. Ernie Anderson, the great Ghoulardi, had passed away in 1997. Big Chuck Schodowski was able to speak for Ernie Anderson when it came to telling the story of Ghoulardi. His observations have been reorganized from the first edition, where they had woven in and out of Chuck’s later history of The Hoolihan and Big Chuck Show and The Big Chuck and Lil’ John Show. Everything Ghoulardi-related is in one focused spot now, creating a more clear and chronological overview of Cleveland TV history. 

Frank Sheridan, who, as Asmodeus, brought sarcasm and brimstone to Shock It to Me Theater, was alive at the time, but in ill health. Luckily, two of the Shock It to Me directors, Rene White and Don Humphrey, were happy to fill in some of the colorful details behind Frank and the show. 

An important note on this edition: When we interviewed Bob Wilkins back in 2003, he was already displaying the symptoms of the Alzheimer’s that would eventually take his life. His memory was spotty, and though he was charming and playful, he wasn’t able to provide much in the way of detail. When I was preparing this edition of the book, I remembered an excellent interview conducted by author Thom Carnell in 1998. With his kind permission, we’re able to present the sort of career-spanning conversation with Bob that he deserves. Thank you, Thom. And thank you, Bob.

At the time the film came out, a number of people noted the absence of Cassandra Peterson’s money-and-tassel-spinning Elvira. Clearly, she was a dominating presence in the genre during the 1980s, and a permanent part of the pop cultural landscape ever since. Sandy had approached her a few times during production of the film, without success. When preparing the first edition of this book, I made a second attempt, and came closer to the finish line. The day before the scheduled interview, I contacted her people to confirm the correct time, and they responded that it wasn’t happening after all. “Maybe next project!” Immediately sprang to mind the image of Charlie Brown, Lucy and that tantalizing football...So apologies to some for the Elvira-shaped hole in this history.

The American Scary film was a celebration of local TV personalities and their intimate, inspirational connection to the community. In a wildly crowded era of entertainment options, organized under an ever-shrinking umbrella of interconnected corporate ownership, it’s more important than ever to remember a time when something was made specifically for you. The person on that television screen was a neighbor, someone who said your name on the air, read your letter, showed your artwork, announced your birthday, made you laugh and showed you really cool monster movies. 

If you can’t remember a time when TV was fun, I hope you will by the time you’re done reading. 
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The author conking coconuts with Maila Nurmi 
in 2004 (Photo: Sandy Clark)


Preface

Horror hosts were the last popular purveyors of a show biz style that pre-dates the birth of the movies themselves. The seeds of the genre sprouted in the parlours of the spiritualism racket, snaked through the noise and color of the carnival midway, and found purchase in the fertile shadows of big city and small town theatres promoting Spook Shows, a uniquely American blend of cornball stage magic and Grand Guignol: Monsters invading the aisles! Women decapitated on stage! Glowing ghosts flying above your head and giant worms slithering between your feet! These evolved into the Midnight Spook Show, where practitioners with exotic names like Dr. Silkini, Dr. Zomb and El-Wyn, spiced up the thrills even further with a horror movie tacked onto the end of the show to the climax the late-night festivities. The elements that would eventually fuse to create the “TV Horror Host” were complete; one of their own, Dr. Evil [Philip Morris], transmigrated to television himself in 1962.
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Spook Show veteran, Dr. Evil, takes his act to TV. 
(Photo courtesy Don Glut)

Radio, meanwhile, was massaging the concept with horror tales tied to a spooky host, a strange disembodied voice that dragged happily reluctant listeners toward that unnamable terror they dare not face alone. Raymond lured you into the Inner Sanctum, Frederick demanded his story be heard with Lights Out. The Whistler and The Shadow crept from the speaker with tales of mystery and weird suspense. Through it all, a sardonic humor offset the prevailing sense of dread, an element that would carry over to horror comics, like Tales from the Crypt and The Vault of Horror, and would be key to the horror host as it transitioned to television. 

TV was ready to welcome horror hosts right from the beginning. During the heyday of radio, an experimental television station in New York, W2XAB, offered The Television Ghost. Portrayed by George Kelting, the Ghost shepherded tales told by various murder victims over the program’s 1931 to 1933 run. 

When television began to become a more realistic commercial commodity, Inner Sanctum and Lights Out both manifested themselves in these new cathode ray crystal balls. Lights Out got there first - four episodes in 1946. In 1949, Bogart-esque B-movie star Jack La Rue brought the series back. He was later replaced by the spectral Frank Gallop, staring balefully from tiny, flickering TV screens, warning of the terrible things the viewers were about to see with their very own eyes - if the reception was good. 
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Through a Tube Darkly. Lights Out!

The show ran until 1952. Inner Sanctum tried its luck in 1954. But in the style of radio, mysterioso host Paul McGrath kept his face off-camera.

Murder Before Midnight took a giant step toward the traditional TV horror host with The Swami, on Chicago’s WBKB. From January of 1950 through August of 1953, Drana Badour, the name given to The Swami, drew audiences into his tent with tales of mystery and terror. Murder Before Midnight was unique in that it was the first hosted program to present horror material from cinematic sources. But the show’s episodic presentation, airing the films in half hour segments, places it more squarely as a continuing mutation of the radio-to-television format started by Inner Sanctum and Lights Out. Nevertheless, it was an important part of the evolution along the way to the horror host in its final form. 

The show relied mainly on the Monogram library, with the Sydney Toler Charlie Chan entries leading the charge, and signaling an emphasis on the mystery titles. But a number of Monogram’s logic-defying horror oddities, like The Ape Man (1943) and The Corpse Vanishes (1942) were sprinkled across the schedule like so many stale breadcrumbs. The Swami, played first by Allen Harvey and later Art Hearn, may fall short of being a full-fledged TV horror movie host, but he was an immensely important figure in the genre. All credit to horror fan, filmmaker and author Don Glut, who first documented The Swami’s history in his book Shock Theatre Chicago Style, published by McFarland & Company in 2012.

The Tales of the Black Cat recycled episodes of Fireside Theater from 1950 to 1951, presented by James Monk and his cat Thanatopsis [“Thanatos” embodies death in Greek mythology, while “opsis” is the Greek word for sight]. The show was a syndicated package offered by ZIV through the NBC network over a span of 26 episodes. The show was revived on WTOP Channel 9 in Washington D.C. Thanatopsis remained, sitting in the lap of Bob Dalton, clad in a whisper thin black leotard. Dalton later noted that claws and urine were the personal horrors he experienced on the show. 

But the true birth of the genre came in 1954, when KABC offered up the first (if you will forgive me) full-blooded horror host in the disturbing siren form of Vampira. Her offerings, as it turned out, were not dissimilar to the titles presented by The Swami. But you got them all in one sitting, and you got them in the company of an aggressively eerie sophisticate, something truly new to television. Vampira took the country by storm. But the storm blew past almost as quickly as it arrived, a victim of corporate greed clashing with the unyielding personality of its protective and temperamental star. 

Three years later, Universal released their horror film library to television in the SHOCK! movie package, and suddenly the country was flooded with Vampira’s distaff offspring. Weathermen and female staffers were pressed into service as maître d’s of the macabre, ushering ancient monsters to the formica tables of American families across the country.

The TV horror host served a variety of functions. At a time when most markets were limited to three or four competitive channels, a station’s cast of local personalities inspired the same sort of brand loyalty on a local level as network TV families, like The Cleavers and The Flintstones, did on a national scale. On a practical level, they were highly adaptable time fillers. The average running times of the Universal flicks varied anywhere from sixty to seventy-five minutes. A talented host could stretch or contract their air time as needed to fit the show into a ninety minute time slot, all the while promoting local businesses and events. 

The late-night scheduling suggests they were initially aimed at the Mom and Dad market, a bit of nostalgia for the films of their youth. But their own kids glommed onto their parent’s monsters pretty quickly. Not just young adults, but children, were sneaking into the TV room for a dose of midnight horror. In these circumstances, a chummy host could help soften the blow for the tykes. 

The horror host went through various cycles of popularity and influence. The initial wave sparked the Monster Kid boom, igniting an era of Famous Monsters of Filmland on the newsstands, The Munsters and The Addams Family and Boris Karloff’s Thriller on TV, and Aurora monster model kits on bedroom shelves.

Gothic horror was usurped in the mid-60s by space-age adventure as James Bond and his legion of imitators created a fanatical global superspy mania. By 1965, kids had shifted their attention from man-made monsters to The Man from U.N.C.L.E. But even in the ultra-modern world of pop-espionage, classic horror stars like Vincent Price and Boris Karloff were making appearances on the Man and Girl from U.N.C.L.E. shows, proving youngsters had the capacity for dual allegiances. Bending things back and giving them a twist, Mission: Impossible’s Martin Landau could be seen rehearsing for his role as Bela Lugosi in Ed Wood (1994) in Man from U.N.C.L.E.’s “The Bat Cave Affair” episode as Count Zark, a suspiciously Transylvanian THRUSH agent. 

The Beatles, Batman, surfing and psychedelia added to the competition for attention throughout the decade. And while monsters still lurked and horror movies remained a staple, their cultural power was diluted by the overwhelming bounty of 60s popular culture. These distractions were on the wane within a few years. A pudgy, embittered Sean Connery hung up his 007 rocket pack after You Only Live Twice in 1967. The Beatles were famously imploding in recording studios and courtrooms across England and Batman had been put out to Bat-pasture by 1968.

With the proliferation of UHF stations in the latter part of the decade, local television once again found itself with a lot of time to fill. Many station owners again eyed cheaply produced monster movie shows as a profitable way to fill the space between the endless regurgitations of off-network reruns. The early 70s saw a second significant wave of horror hosts rise. It had crested and receded by the mid-80s. But in the meantime, Cleveland’s The Ghoul and Chicago’s Son of Svengoolie, had both enjoyed national syndication on the independent Kaiser (later Field Communications) networks.

Career broadcaster Dick Bennick tried his hand with Count Shockula, but wasn’t pleased with the character. So he had his second creation, Dr. Paul Bearer, drive a stake into his first draft on-air and take over the show in 1973. Dr Paul Bearer’s Creature Feature, established itself on WTOG in St. Petersburg. The popular Doctor soldiered on through the mid-90s, ending only with the passing of Bennick in 1995. 
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“How are you fixed for blades?” Dr. Paul Bearer makes the cut.

Well into the 80s, freshly-minted talent arrived on the scene. On a local level, The Son of Ghoul was beginning a multi-decade career in Cleveland. Ned the Dead raised his head in Green Bay, and kept it up for thirty years. Cable’s USA Network enlisted the aid of Commander USA to rescue the Groovie Movies with his super-enthusiasm powers, while Al “Grandpa” Lewis resurrected his Munsters persona to serve as host to Super Scary Saturday on TBS.

The old guard hadn’t yet given up the ghost either. In New Orleans, SHOCK!-era veteran, Morgus the Magnificent re-opened the Old City Ice House to continue his experiments in 1987. Undaunted by a continued string of laboratory failures, he tried again in 2005, launching a syndicated assault on the airwaves. Like his fictional counterpart, Sid Noel’s plans for broadcast domination were drowned by Hurricane Katrina. But happily, Sid Noel wasn’t. He enjoyed the legacy of Morgus the Magnificent for another fifteen years, passing away in 2020. The genial Godfather of the ghouls, Zacherley, was making television appearances, including a guest spot on Saturday Night Live, up through 2008. 

And of course, there was the goth-glitz-val-gal twenty megaton bombshell, Elvira. Her nationally syndicated Movie Macabre began at the very dawn of the 80s, a decade that made the 70s look like the 60s. The show was gone in 1986, but Cassandra Peterson’s alter-ego remained a fixture in popular culture, through live shows, TV appearances and specials, as well as a pair of big screen movies: the fun and frisky Elvira: Mistress of the Dark (1988), and the other one, Elvira’s Haunted Hills (2001).
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Early Elvira.

In Chicago, The Son of Svengoolie dropped his qualifier and returned to the local airwaves as Svengoolie in the opening minutes of 1995, hosting an all-night premiere of the station’s new format. The program expanded to national television when it was made part of the MeTV schedule in 2011, where it attracted a huge audience of loyal viewers and celebrity fans. By any measure, Svengoolie is bigger than ever. 

KOLO-TV 8 in Reno, Nevada gave a floating head in a jar his own show, Frank’s House of Horror Movies, in 1999. The following year, the name was changed to Zomboo’s House of Horror Movies, to reflect the popularity of one of the show’s supporting characters, and as an alternative to the effects-heavy Frank. Both Frank and Zomboo were portrayed by Frank Leto, so he didn’t mind the switch. 

Creepy KOFY Movie Time debuted at midnight, January 1st in 2009, on KOFY TV-20 in San Francisco. Co-hosted by a demon named Balrok and a foul-mouthed zombie called No Name, it was extremely popular with a core audience, and lasted until 2017. Meanwhile, the station passed through multiple corporate owners, and was permanently shuttered in 2022, marking the end of an era in independent local broadcasting.

By the time horror hosts first appeared on television in the 1950s, the formula had been so perfectly refined that any changes to the format were purely cosmetic, dictated by shifts in the popular culture or enhancements in technology. Through it all, the TV horror hosts continued to ply the same brand of grotesque burlesque popularized by their forebears. They were capering cornball crypt keepers, friendly phantoms with a rotted skull in one hand and a rubber chicken in the other. 

The age of the horror host as a popular staple of local television is past. Television, and old style TV broadcasters, are themselves ghosts, swept away in the digital stream of content providers intent on maximizing their product recognition model across multiple platforms to create synergistic promotional opportunities for their corporate portfolio of branded IP acquisitions. Or some crap like that. 

These days, the once ubiquitous horror host is limited to convention appearances and an infinitesimal handful of low-power stations. For America-at-large, Svengoolie stands pretty much alone, a one-man Jurassic Park for a bygone form of entertainment. But that was always the job of the horror host. They created nostalgia in real time, offering a parting glance back to a fading strain of Americana: A final stroll down the midway, a closing curtain on the Spook Show, a last stand in the analog era. 

Bless ‘em all.


1. Vampira
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On May 1, 1954, late-night viewers of KTLA in Los Angeles tuned in to see a strange and unnatural figure bleeding out of the darkness from the end of a long hallway. Tightly swathed in black, highlighting a distressingly tiny waist, she resembled a hornet nightmarishly reared up on its back legs, skittering forward on a roiling carpet of smoke. In one thudding heartbeat her face, glamorous and kabuki white, filled the screen, abruptly seized into a rictus mask and issued a nerve-shredding shriek. Spent, she melts into a kittenish pose. “Screaming relaxes me so,” she purrs; a coy come-hither from the crypt.

With Vampira, 32-year-old stage performer and pin-up model Maila Nurmi (born Maila Elizabeth Syrjäniemi) did more than create television’s first fully-formed horror host. She also melded a uniquely disturbing blend of ancient terror and modern technology, the first newly-minted mythological creature of the atomic age. Her body was an unsettling union of the voluptuous and the cadaverous, the softly rounded invitation of the bosom shadowing the desiccated cradle of birth. The physical image, married to a disdainfully cosmopolitan sophistication, was a radical agent injected into the conservative bloodstream of early American television.

The effect was immediate and beyond all expectations. Within weeks Vampira, the star of a local Southern California television show, became a world-wide phenomenon. The very scope of her popularity led to her downfall. When time came for contract negotiations, the station demanded controlling interest in the character. The strong-willed Nurmi refused and found herself unceremoniously evicted from her studio haunt.

She reappeared briefly on rival station KHJ in May of 1956, but was off the air by the end of the year. She claimed industry blacklisting as a major factor in her career difficulties and survived for a time on work in low-budget exploitation fare, like The Beat Generation (1959), Sex Kittens Go to College (1960), and, most memorably, Ed Wood’s wigged-out masterpiece, Plan 9 from Outer Space (1959).

At times her life seemed like a tragedy magnet, surviving a flint-hard childhood, violent assault (described in wrenching detail in niece Sandra Niemi’s revelatory biography, Glamour Ghoul – The Passions and Pain of the Real Vampira, Feral House Press, 2021), fire, rejection, abandonment and poverty, all the while suffering the slings and arrows of outrageous Hollywood.

Maila Nurmi kept herself creatively active throughout her life, making jewelry, selling Vampira art, performing with a punk band in the 1980s, and returning to the screen in the post-apocalyptic punk rock film Population 1 (1986) and the unreleased I Woke Up Early the Day I Died (1995), an all-star oddity based on an unproduced screenplay by Ed Wood. She appeared in a trio of documentaries covering her life - the too-arty-by-half Vampira: About Sex Death and Taxes (1995), the irredeemable Vampira: The Movie (2006) and the indispensable Vampira and Me (2012). She also weighed-in on a number of Ed Wood-themed docs, including Flying Saucers Over Hollywood: The ‘Plan 9’ Companion (1992) and The Haunted World of Edward D. Wood (1995).

She briefly reclaimed media attention when she filed a lawsuit against Cassandra Peterson, the former Las Vegas showgirl who portrayed the popular ersatz-Vampira, Elvira. The case was dismissed by the court in 1989. She lost the battle, but won a new generation of fans discovering the original brand for the first time. 

Maila Nurmi passed away on January 10, 2008. Vampira lives on in art and memory as the wellspring of the TV horror host genre and modern Goth culture.
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The American Scary interview (Photo: Sandy Clark) 

Sandy Clark: The image of Vampira is iconic and powerful.

Oh yeah, there’s that one still of her from Plan 9 from Outer Space, 1959 that they always use where she’s in alpha state. Lots of people use it for tee shirts and such. She scared lots of little boys when they were growing up. She was in alpha state. I was in an alpha state – literally – on camera. People say they don’t know what they’re looking at and it scares them, because when we see something we don’t understand it’s frightening, especially to little kids. So it wasn’t just someone being spooky. It was someone in another state of mind, in another state of being. 

SC: Tell us about the genesis of Vampira. I know it started with the costume, so start with that. What were you thinking when you put the costume together? 

Back in 1953, I needed $20,000, which was a lot in those days, because I wanted to sponsor myself as an evangelist. And I figured the best way to do it was with this new business, television. They pay me lots of money, and all I have to do is stand up and be me. I had been a monologist for 15 years, and so audiences were mine for the grabbing, you know? I thought, “I’ll get their money. But what do they like? What’s everybody watching on TV?” 

So I checked it, and they were watching a show called…I think it was called The Websters. It was the most popular thing, and it was a most mundane portrait of family happenings. And I thought, “Well, that’s what they’re watching. I guess I should do this.” And then I thought, “No, that’s too pedestrian. I can’t be so bourgeois. Well, I’ll satirize it.” And then I thought, “Oop, Charles Addams already did.” And then I thought I’ll do Charles Addams! We’ll get Charles Addams.” So I proceeded to make the Charles Addams dress, thinking to put it on TV.

I did the dress, and then there was this great masquerade ball that up to two thousand people used to go to. And they were sophisticated people, ‘cause this was done by Lester Horton. It was the ‘Lester Horton Ball Caribe’. I thought, “These are the readers of The New Yorker, they would recognize this character.” Nobody else would know who she was. So I went there - and I practiced my Victorian curtsey, because I expected to win. She didn’t have a name. But I had lavender make-up. You know, powdered with a little lavender, looking as though I had risen from the grave. Turning a little blue, you know? Barefooted, like that lady was, flat-chested, but otherwise wan and wonderful. 

I won the first prize. I chose a radio, rather than dance lessons and then I went away. They didn’t know who I was, but a TV programmer had been there, from KABC, a local station. He couldn’t use me for anything, because he didn’t have a spot for me, but he was transfixed by the visual. Everybody was talking about me all night, asking about my husband, my family, you know? Morticia [the Charles Addams character] didn’t have a name yet. Now this was a housewife, I was being a housewife. I wasn’t Vampira yet. 

So, Hunt Stromberg, the program director, finally found me after five months. He asked Rudy Gernreich, who had been one of the judges, who said, “Oh, I know Maila Nurmi. She was the first person in California to wear backless shoes.” “Well, where can I find her?” “You can find her in the phone book. She’s listed as Mrs. Dean Riesner.”

They found me and asked me to come in. He said, “Come in costume.” I came in, during the ides of March, wearing a great cape. And the winds, the winds of the ides of March were flapping it. People were coming out of their little bungalows saying, “Oh, there’s Hunt’s vampire!” I had no hair. I had just lost it in a beauty parlor accident. You just didn’t see ladies with crew cuts in those days…But I had all sorts of things women didn’t see in those days. He wanted me. But the seniors at the station didn’t, because it was too expensive to do The Addams Family. So they said, “We’re going to steal this one little character. We’re going to do it. I said, “I don’t do that, I don’t steal from artists I admire. I don’t steal from anyone. But give me a few days, I’ll think of something.”

So then I saw a book by John Willie, Bondage and Discipline. I said, “Aha, that’s it!” I had been a pin-up model, I had done cheesecake right at that time, so I took the cheesecake and the bondage and the discipline and I cinched up her waist. And I got some phallic symbols going, like a long cigarette holder, you know, black. And I put on the fishnet hose, I slit the dress. I changed Morticia’s statement, right? (Reaches into her bag for a magazine) There’s a statement here about Vampira, about who Vampira is. Maybe you could read this; you can see it better than I. 

Michael Monahan: Ah! “The Recipe for Vampira. 2 .oz Theda Bara – bam bam!, 2 .oz Morticia – Morbid Victoriana, 3 .oz Norma Desmond – Sunset Boulevard, 4 .oz Tallulah Bankhead – the voice, dahling!, 2 .oz Marilyn Monroe – demons are a ghoul’s best friend, 3 .oz Katherine Hepburn – Victorian English, 2 .oz Bette Davis – Mama baby!, 3 .oz Billie Burke – dilettante insolence, 3 .oz Marlene Dietrich – singing voice and 8 .oz Bizarre pin-up. 

That’s John Willie. That’s a Vampira cocktail. Now Vampira is supposed to be the grand mommy of the Goths, but I’m not really the first one. Theda Bara, I think, was the first one. A Gothic lady today must wear skull and crossbones. She must be risen from the grave, she’s got to be a vamp. She’s got to be somber, and she’s got to be very pin-uppy provocative. She’s got to be those three things - death-related, a pin-up, and she’s got to be a dominatrix. She can’t be a submissive, like Betty Page. She’s got to be a dominatrix like Theda Bara. She’s got to be strong, and that’s what she is. Of course there are Goths with a touch of everything. There are little Gothic girls with touches of this and touches of that. But the pure, pure Goth has got to be all three of those things. Vampira was, in spades. 

MM: So essentially, sex, death and control.

Yes, sex, death and control. I gave her Hollywood make-up and the bedraggled former glamour haircut with the disarray. I took on an attitude. I kept the cheesecake mood – but remembering, too, there was something a little like Greta Garbo in there, and something a little Dostoyevsky. And something a wee bit spooky, like Norma Desmond – who had just turned me on big in Sunset Boulevard (1950), too big. Now when you see it, it looks like I’m imitating Norma Desmond...which I was. But I didn’t know it, it was subliminal. So they said, “Okay, come in and show yourself to the producers again,” which I did. I persuaded them that for $75 a week, I would do it. My take home was $59.60 a week. It all went to taxis and body make-up. 

SC: What was different about America in those days that was feeding into this? You must have been surprising and shocking to people. 

Horrifying to people, dazzling and horrifying. When I’d do a show like Playhouse 90, we would rehearse for a week. I would know everybody and chat with the people and everything. Now it’s show day and I would retire to my dressing room. I’d do my own make-up and come out three hours later. People were afraid of me, people I’d worked with all week. (laughs) I really terrified them. The illusion was something real, I guess, because I tried to make her believable. Not like someone in a costume, but a demented woman who believed who she was. A sort of semi-surreal entity, and semi-human. I tried to make her believable that way, and it did spook people. 

SC: And there wasn’t that style of acting on television at that time. There was still a very presentational style of acting. People didn’t come on as characters. 

No, they didn’t. Everything was very staid, the whole world. The whole world we lived in was very conventional and very conservative. Vampira was a bombshell, a complete bombshell. It terrified and fascinated people. That’s why we got so much press. We didn’t have to hire a press agent. I had a fellow drive me from place to place, but we didn’t have to advertise. 

SC: Were you ever afraid that you might have pushed it too far? Did you ever look at something and think, “You know, this might be pushing it over the top?” 

Twice. I did a live show at the Pan Pacific, and little teenage girls came and said, “Oh, we have a fan club.” I had so many fan clubs all over the world. And they said, “Oh, the terrible things we have to do to get into the club!” I suddenly realized I was inspiring young people to do bad things. I wanted to quit. I didn’t, but I struggled with myself and worried about it. 

Then about a year later, I was doing a glamour shoot in a cemetery, you know, cemetery cheesecake. And the photographers had set up by an open grave already dug for a funeral. They had set up a lot of chairs. The photographer had me sit there and said, “You’re the only person who came to your own funeral and you’re mourning yourself.” I’m sitting there mourning myself, but then the people who were going to bury an Asian man, a daddy, came. Little children came, and they were supposed to attend their father’s funeral. But instead they came to me. They wanted to be with Vampira for the autographs. They wanted to see Vampira. They didn’t even care about their daddy who was going away forever. It was awful. And that’s about when…I was blacklisted anyway. I might have quit if they hadn’t blacklisted me then. I might have laid it down for awhile anyway. 

SC: Do you think you could get away with anything like that on TV today?

Oh, you couldn’t do anything like that. But there were things you couldn’t do then. I couldn’t say once, “My sister was arrested for raping a snake.” We were cut off the air, because you couldn’t say ‘’rape’’. But today you can get away with all sorts of things. I don’t know what the essences were in Vampira that wouldn’t be allowable today. 

SC: It’s just occurring to me as we’re talking about it that, in many ways, she was fifty years ahead of her time. You look at the Goth kids today and you would fit right in. 

Well, I’m the grand mommy of Goth, they say. And I look at those kids, with their rags and their skeletons and their drug habits, and I’m mortified. I don’t like them. I think they’re very physically beautiful, I love the illusion. Some of them are great make-up artists. But their moral outlook….But that’s today’s civilization, that’s what they’re reared in. It’s not their fault, and it’s not really my fault. But I do blame myself. I wouldn’t want a child who behaved that way. 

SC: So what are the other threads that have changed in America from the time you were on till now? I think Vampira was able to stand out because she was so unique. There was a quiet and stillness around she could be heard in. Do you have any thoughts about the changes that happened from that time till now?

No, actually. I have pretty much withdrawn from the world, withdrawn from society. I used to live inside the walls when I was a child at home. I was always hiding, or inside the wall bed. I’ve always withdrawn to some degree, but this society has changed and I haven’t kept up with it. I’m not really aware. I’ll read newspapers occasionally and watch a little TV, but I’m not aware how the world is changing. And like so many elderly people, I’m living my elderly life. Which is a whole different thing, a sort of divorce from the whole general theme, you know. So I really don’t know. I just live in my little world, my little cocoon. I know my way to the doughnut shop and the way to the laundry mat and so on.

SC: You mentioned your childhood. Talk a little about that. What were the influences in your childhood that led you into a character like Vampira, that gave her that visual sense? Because it’s very calculated, you knew what would work.

Oh, very much, very calculated. 

SC: Where did that come from? Was there a moment in your childhood where you remember having this sense of the visual world and how things could be put together to be more attractive or more enticing? 

Well, no. What happened was I was terrified once I popped out of the womb. I was terrified because people were so big, noises were so loud and I wasn’t able to communicate. So I hid in the closet and I found a mouse. That was my first friend, someone who was not bigger than I. Someone who was a good friend, who understood me, who was as meek as I. And in the dark, we bonded. I was, like, eighteen months old. That was in Finland. 

But then my mother found out and she pulled me out of the closet and shut the latch. She didn’t want the rat to eat the baby. I remembered it thirty five years later. She said, “I can’t believe you remembered that, you were eighteen months old.” But it was a trauma for me, because I couldn’t get to my friend anymore. I couldn’t reach the latch. So that was the beginning. I had already, for some reason, rejected the world and feared it. I had crawled into my own world. After that, wherever we lived, I usually did find a crawlspace somewhere to go into and hide. 

I just had low self-esteem – a great, great introvert. I was a nerd, a real creep as far as the world was concerned, you know? But then I saw people who weren’t. I saw them in the comic books. I saw The Dragon Lady in Terry and the Pirates, who was cool and invincible, and very, very beautiful. I was hideously ugly, and she was very, very beautiful. My mother told me it was a pity I was homely. I had to figure out how to become less homely. By the time I was twelve…it was a lot of work. I kept studying and figuring how to become less homely. It was building and building.

And then into the movies came the Evil Queen in Snow White (1937). She was the same anima, the black-haired lady who was powerful and invincible. She’s probably been around since the beginning of the caveman. Who knows? But that impressed me, that made a big impression on me, the Evil Queen. She again was cool and imperious and nobody could harm her. That’s what I wanted. I didn’t want to be evil, but I did want to be invincible and free from harm – and beautiful, cool and beautiful. I wanted to be cool and beautiful because I was so ugly and torn. 

Then I saw Theda Bara, and of course, that made a big, big impression on me. I liked that Russian melodrama, ‘cause all of that was in my blood anyway. I thought, “Oh yeah, I can make that statement. Oh yes, yes, yes!” That was it. Then along came Sunset Boulevard (1950). Norma Desmond really struck a note with me and sent me into action. I think I saw that in 1952…or ‘53? I think that’s when it was released. And within a year, I was doing Vampira. I didn’t know why I was doing it, but I’m sure that was why, that was the final impetus. Because I was way, way too much of an impersonation of her, you know, of the character. Because it suited everything else I had figured out. 

Of course, I did a lot of body sculpting, too. Because I wanted her to have a tiny little waist, I wanted her to have that perfect hourglass figure. And I created a Wonder Bra, before they were born, and a spot reducer that whittled my waist away. I’m still in the Guinness Book of Records for smallest waist in the world. But I’m not showing it today (laughs).

SC: What must this sudden fame have been like for an introvert, for someone who had crafted the layers of another self to go out into the world?

It’s the other side of the coin. I had been a monologist. On stage I was always at home, before an audience. I was only at home then, when I was not Maila Nurmi. When I’m on stage and I’m not Maila Nurmi, it’s fine, I can take on the world. 

MM: I’ve read many interviews and articles about you and about Vampira, but never really heard or read anything about the actual production of your show or the other people who worked on it. 

Nobody has asked. Nobody cares. Well, you care. But nobody seems to have cared till now. The director was Hap Wyman. You know, Hap for “happy”? (laughs) He probably should have been directing Snow White and the Seven Dwarves. And we had a brilliant script writer, Peter Robinson, who had been with the Bob and Ray show in Chicago. He arrived here without a job - a family and no job. He saw the show, the first show we had, which was very bad because the writer was a piano player who wanted to try to write, and they said okay. 

It was an embarrassment what I had to say. The first two weeks were very bad. But Peter Robinson saw the show and wrote in with a script. He said, “That’s a character without a script, and here’s the script I’m suggesting.” So he came on board, and he was a brilliant writer. That was so lucky. He did the third show for us right away. The lighting man was an eighteen-year-old boy who had apprenticed with a very old man who was still using flash powder. This was his first job, where he was on control of the camera himself, and the lighting. 

We filmed - this is the most amazing thing that no one has ever said - in the same studio where they filmed The Jazz Singer (1927). That was our studio. Now that’s a big one for you, no one knows that. My then father-in-law, Chuck Riesner, said, “Oh, so you have a job, you have a TV show. Where are you filming?” And I said, “At Prospect and Talmidge at KABC.” And he said, “Oh, that’s where we filmed The Jazz Singer.” He was the assistant director. The studio at that time had these little bungalows and this one big barn-shaped building with rafters upstairs, like a hayloft. That’s where my first pin-up layout was taken, in that hayloft. And that’s where we filmed the show. 

SC: Tell me about the routine for the show. You had a writer – so he’d write scripts and you’d rehearse?

No. They liked his writing so much they had him writing eleven shows a week. I’d get my script when I arrived at the studio. The director would say, “Use your marks” and “…a little guillotine; don’t cut your fingers off” and “This light here.” And I’m doing that, and then there’s the TelePrompTer…I was named the best female TelePrompTer reader in America. Bob Montgomery was the best male. 

But I was really doing cold readings. You have to have someone who senses your timing, the one who runs the TelePrompTer. And of course Vampira could lounge and glance at the script. And then she would muse some more…and then slowly say it. Because of the tempo, she could take her time, you know, to do a cold reading and not make it look like a cold reading. 

SC: So it was a bit like improv for you. Because the physical you had to come up with on the fly had to match what you were reading up there.

And I had to make my own props. I’d get a notice about the middle of the week from the studio. “We’re going to need this, that and that.” I modeled hats one time and I had a bandaged head with an arrow through it. “This was made by Bauer and Bauer. Suitable for archery matches.” (laughs) Things like that. I was a one woman Saturday Night Live, that kind of comedy. 

SC: Was there ever any input or collaboration on your part in terms of scripts? Did you come up with any ideas?

Peter Robinson said, “If there’s anything you want to say, just go right ahead and slip it in.” I rarely did, occasionally I did. But my husband, Dean Riesner, sometimes wrote special material for me, like when I went to the Miss Rheingold contest [a beauty pageant sponsored by the Rheingold’s Beer company]. You know, they used these Irish colleens and one – they all looked alike – would win. Very wholesome, they looked about seventeen or eighteen, and they looked very Irish, just little colleens. 

So I went in full drag, with the vulture hat and carried a gold-headed stick. I was at the tail end. All the ladies had passed in their bathing suits. Then I passed the judges and I said – my husband had written this for me – “Gentlemen, I seem to be suffering under a grave misapprehension. I had thought Rheingold’s Beer would be at the center of a Wagnerian funeral.” Well, they were stunned. They didn’t know what to make of it. It was early on yet, and nobody really knew who Vampira was, so he wrote that little piece for me. Our producer was also pretty bright, Hunt Stromberg. He was good about press agentry [sic]. He wanted me to jump out of a helicopter with a black parachute, but I wasn’t going to risk my life. 

SC: What people came and went on the show? Did you have guests?

Couldn’t afford them. They came by telephone and mail. I had Jimmy [James] Dean on one day, but just because he had come with me and was sitting there. They said, “Hey kid!” - one of the crew it was - “Put this jacket on.” He was unkempt looking, uncombed, and I was being a librarian. Pulled the hair back…a nasty librarian…and I had to rap the knuckles of a nasty student who was too noisy. So I rapped his knuckles with my ruler. They showed his back and shoulders. They didn’t pay him. They didn’t know he was a movie star.

SC: Do you think any of that footage still exists at KABC? Do they have anything still?

They threw it all away when they boycotted me. But there were nine shows on one big disc, and they gave that to UCLA. And then, two years or three years ago, they were going to have a few minutes of me on the news. So they sent for the thing and looked at it, let’s say on a Tuesday, and the next day they were going to air it. When tomorrow came, it was missing. It has been missing ever since, as far as I know. Nine shows. But some people say they have seen them. I think they may have just seen the couple minutes that are on the newsreel. There was also an eight minute piece that was made as a sample that was sent back east to show what had been done here. That’s without sound effects, without the dry ice, and so without a lot of the visuals. It was not a true rendition of the show. The shows themselves do exist…somewhere. 

I wasn’t on a political blacklist. It was just that I offended one man with a lot of clout and a big ego. He wanted me not to work, and he decided to take what I did and make it bigger and make money for himself and really punish me. He called me into his office and said, “There are sixty thousand dollars worth of work offers for you and I’ve refused them all. You don’t get to know who they’re from.” And I couldn’t pay my rent that month. So it was one man with a lot of clout. They blacklisted me. That was it. 

My contract had nine months to run out. They paid me this pittance for the nine months, but kept me out of work. It was illegal. They tried to do it to Walt Disney. But he said, “Wait a minute!” But I didn’t know about lawyers or anything. They just kept me off, hoping that people would forget about me. And they did forget about me after nine months, and then they moved in with The Addams Family [The Addams Family series aired ten years later], which is what ABC wanted to do. 

SC: Throwing out the films is not uncommon. They may have had a grudge against you, or were blacklisting you. But they did this to everyone eventually. They threw everything away. Do feel something lost when these shows were tossed out? Do you feel that, nationwide, they threw away a piece of history at that moment? I know for you personally, but did you have a sense of a greater loss around that?

I’m not sure I’m that impressed by the idea of cultural hallmarks or that kind of thing. I don’t much care about culture, I just done it (laughs). But I’ve always loved fashion. When I was five years old, I was already making movie star dresses for the dollies - little white satin evening gowns for them to wear to premieres. They were two for a nickel. That was in Cleveland. We were living in Cleveland and my girlfriends had celluloid dollies. They were little pot-bellied Clara Bow dolls. You know, with the little hairdos…Marcel. And I made little tiaras for them and glued them on with gum. And the evening wrap, the little vermin wrap, they could get for ten cents. But I was always making things for premieres. By then, I was Hollywood struck. I didn’t speak English then. But I saw the magazines, I saw the pictures. 

SC: I can see where that worked for you, too. It was a project you could do in your isolation, and then present it. And people would be wowed. 

Well, the Vampira dress, everything she wore, is now highly, highly fashionable. In Harper’s Bazaar, you see the tattered dress everywhere, the tattered hemline. You see the clothing with holes in it. I was the first person, I think, to wear tatters as a fashion statement. I wore them very proudly, as if they were beautiful…and mine. And she wore platform shoes for height, they wear that. They wear Wonderbras, she wore a Wonderbra. I wore a waist cincher, but they wear the bustier, they cinch their waist, and they wear the fishnet hose. Those are commonplace now in fashion, commonplace. There’s not a designer that doesn’t use them. 

SC: Let’s talk a little about the national Vampira hysteria. 

We started the show at KABC in, I think, March of 1954 [A preview show, “Dig Me Later,” was aired on April 30, 1954. The regular series, titled Lady of Horrors for the first five weeks, premiered the next night]. Within three weeks LIFE magazine telephoned the studio. A photographer phoned KABC and said, “I would like to shoot a layout of Vampira for LIFE. So the studio called me. Well, I had already called LIFE magazine, ‘cause I’d had a precognition. I had three precognitions about Vampira before she came to be, but one was profound. I was making a Victorian bathing suit, for no reason when I was in pin-up, which hid way too much. You couldn’t use it for cheesecake. I woke up my sleeping husband, and I said, “I just had a flash. I saw myself wearing this bathing suit on the cover of LIFE magazine. And I’m wearing a black wig, and I don’t know why. 

I had hand-sewn it, I didn’t have a sewing machine. It had a tattered hemline. When I finished it, I put it away. So when Vampira happened, I thought, “So that’s why I made that bathing suit, for this character!” So I call LIFE magazine, thinking they need me, they’re going to be looking for me. So I called them and they said, “Don’t call us, we’ll call you. Thank you.” They thought I was some lunatic calling. Here a voice came out of nowhere saying, “You want to photograph me.” 

So the next day, after that phone call, the studio called and said, “When you come to the studio, look extra nice, because LIFE wants to photograph you.” I said, “Oh, so they answered my call after all.” The two had nothing to do with each other. It was Dennis Stock wanting to freelance. He was eighteen years old, too. A lot of eighteen year olds buzzing around at that time. He had seen me on Cinerama and said, “Oh god, what is she doing here? She belongs in New York.” High fashion, you know? So he watched the show and he decided he needed to film. And sure enough, he sold it to LIFE. So we were in LIFE magazine after only three weeks [June 14, 1954], which was quite a thing, especially since it was a local show with no great money behind it. No money to speak of at all. 

[image: ]

Then of course, fan clubs all over the world, which I don’t think has happened since for a local show. Maybe they do, but…not many. Local fan clubs all over the world. And when the Funk and Wagnall’s came out in ‘55, and they covered what had happened in ‘54. I was the most outstanding female entertainer in America that year. Danny Kaye was the most outstanding male. They didn’t say talented or anything, they just said outstanding. Maybe they meant the Wonderbra, I don’t know. And I was the most photographed person, besides the President, in America. That’s because people like that visual. Photographers wanted to do it. And most photographers did not throw away their Vampira negatives, even when they did away with their others. They’ve saved their Vampira negatives, and they keep turning up and turning up. And the archivists steal them and hide them - lots and lots of pictures now belonging to archivists. And the libraries are full of Vampira. They all have files, all over the country. 

SC: There was something you mentioned early on about that form in black and white over color, and why you would never do Vampira in color. 

Oh, because color photography heightens things like bright eyes, lovely skin and luxurious hair that catches highlights. That’s the sort of thing color is good for, but those are details. Form is best in black and white, because as soon as you add color, it detracts from the form. Your eye is distracted looking elsewhere. But if it’s black and white, the form makes a very dramatic statement. Vampira was mainly form, and vampires are form. Visually they’re primarily form to begin with. That’s the first striking thing that gets the hold on you. So I thought when Vampira is photographed in color, it diminishes her. 

SC: Can we talk a little about James Dean and that relationship with him? How did you meet him and what was going on culturally out here that you would bump into him? 

Well, when the Vampira phenomenon happened, suddenly I was the golden girl and I could have met anybody in town. For the moment, I had the key to the city, so I thought I’d go to a premiere. 

I naively thought that everybody who was anybody would be at a movie premiere. I wasn’t very bright. So I went as a movie viewer, with a little camera around my neck and sat in the bleachers outside of the Paramount Theater, I think. It was an Audrey Hepburn movie called Roman Holiday, a big premiere [Roman Holiday was released in 1953, a year before Vampira’s first show aired. This was more likely Sabrina, released September 23, 1954, five months into her run on KABC]. I looked at all the people and there was nobody that I wanted to know, especially Martha Hyer. She was in all of the movies in those days. She was a typical leading lady and the mistress of the head of Paramount, Hal Wallis. 

I was looking, wondering, “Who do I want to meet? Hmmmm…” I wanted to meet the little boy who came with Terry Moore. He was wearing a tuxedo and seemed to hate it. His hair was uncombed and he was…furious. He was filled with just fury. And I watched him and he didn’t talk, he didn’t seem to communicate with her or anyone. He was just fury. That was who I wanted to meet, Terry Moore’s date. 

Twelve hours later, he came into the coffee shop I was sitting in, Googie’s. He drove up on a motorcycle. And it was the same kid. I didn’t know who it was. So I jumped up and hit one of my knees under the side of the table. You know crazy bones? When I saw him, I said, “JESUS CHRIST!,” and I wasn’t given to swearing. But suddenly, I swore. I guess an evil spirit got into me. I was saying, “Jesus Christ,” and I was just hissing the words out. And I stopped halfway up and halfway down, because I was stunned from the shock, the physical as well as the psychic shock. My friends thought I’d had a stroke. And I said, “That’s the one who was with Terry Moore. I’ve got to meet him.”

Well, the fella who was sitting with me said, “Naw, naw…you can meet anyone you want, you don’t want to meet him. I said, “Yes, I do!” “No, believe me. You don’t want to meet him.” I said, “Why do you say that?” He said, “I just finished making a movie with him.” That was Jonathan Haze, who later was in The Little Shop of Horrors (1960). He had watched Jimmy behaving and being hated and despised by all the other actors, and torn apart. Jimmy was always misconstrued, and they all misconstrued him during the filming of East of Eden (1955). Nobody liked him, as they did on all his sets. But it was the worst on Giant (1956), of course. That’s what he meant, “No, you don’t want to meet him.” But I sent Jonathan in search of him. Jonathan went away and didn’t come back, he just didn’t want to effect the introduction. 

So when I started to leave, I was waiting at the cigarette machine, waiting for my friend to pay the bill, Jimmy came over. He left the counter where he was sitting and pretended to buy cigarettes, but it was to arrange an introduction, which he got. It was effected there, it was karmic. We were meant to meet. 

SC: It sounds like you had some similarities, too. You saw the outsider in him and
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