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    Half the Wits of the Firesign Theatre


    


    My dear partner, Peter Bergman, succumbed to complications of leukemia in 2012 at the age of 72. I first met Peter in the Yale Dramat in 1960 and ’61, when he co-authored lyrics for two musicals by Austin Pendleton, Tom Jones and Booth is Back in Town, where I played Tom and Edmund Booth respectively.


    Pete and I reunited in 1966 when I participated in an anti-curfew demonstration that became known as the Sunset Strip Riot, where I sat down on Peter’s face in a picture in the LA Free Press and discovered that he was on the LA Pacifica radio station KPFK-FM, as “The Wiz,” hosting an alternative late-night call-in talk show called Radio Free Oz. The next day I called him and was invited to appear on the show that night, November 17, 1966 (over 50 years ago!), where I met fellow firesigns David Ossman and Phil Austin, and playing off of one another in a spontaneous improv called the Oz Film Festival, The Firesign Theatre was born.


    Our stream-of-consciousness comedy, both silly and surreal, spoke to a generation in turmoil and caught the attention of producer Gary Usher at Columbia Records, leading to a contract for four albums from 1968 to 1972: Waiting for the Electrician or Someone Like Him, Don’t Crush That Dwarf, Hand Me the Pliers, How Can You be in Two Places at Once when You’re Not Anywhere at All, and I Think We’re All Bozos on This Bus. The rest is history, or histrionics.


    And Peter continues the story:

  


  
    The Director’s Cut by Neal Israel


    


    “We’re all bozos on this bus.” Although I was waiting at the bus stop longer than most. I was the last one in my college class to smoke grass. The last one to experience psychedelics. The last one to run off to a commune. The last one to hear Firesign Theater. But when I did, I was ready to get the joke. This was comedy to expand the synapses and whatever brain cells you had left. It wasn’t about jokes (although there were plenty), and it wasn’t about irony/satire (plenty of that too).


    Firesign was about surrendering to madness. Getting carried away to something I like to call “Reality Adjacent.” Like a great jazz riff, you’d go to a place neither you or the performers expected. It just came out of their minds and ended up in yours. Like jazz, this stuff wasn’t for everybody. It wasn’t the stuff you’d see on Laugh In. It was part of the revolution that never happened. Totally subversive, comedy as a weapon.


    It was 1975, or maybe 1976, and I had gotten to know Proctor and Bergman a bit. This was a few years after I had tried hanging out with Firesign in some place that seemed like the middle of nowhere but was actually just off Cahuenga in Hollywood. They sat around a big table riffing, speed riffing. Although intimidated, I tried to toss in a few lines and got “who the hell is that guy” looks. The pot they were passing around didn’t help. My mind screaming, “you can’t keep up with these guys” paranoia. But I didn’t give up. I’m a Leo, damn it. I’m a Firesign, too. Whatever I said next seemed to spark a whole bit. We were off and running for a good two hours— or maybe it was two minutes. That was strong pot.


    Jump cut to the mid 70’s. After a miserable career in network television I managed to bite the gland that fed me. I made a movie that satirized the future of television programming ten years in the future.


    The film, Tunnelvision, was a hit. Among the many comedy greats in the cast was Phil Proctor as the head of Tunnelvision, the fake future network that would stoop to anything for a big rating (yes, I know it came true).


    As a result of its success, I was sent on a promotional tour for the film. I found myself in Boston at the same time Proctor and Bergman were performing their extended sketch, Americathon. The guys told me where to show up, a club in a basement with a low ceiling. I had no idea what to expect.


    There was just the two of them, but I’d swear there was a cast of thousands. Right away I loved the premise. In a not too distant future, America was belly up, bankrupt, and the only thing that could save it was a Jerry Lewis-like telethon. Show biz was going to rescue America from the barbarians at the gate. Act after act went on, one more insane than the next. Singing, dancing, spinning plates. America, it turns out, really didn’t have talent, but it still had that good old can-do spirit. Yes, we can! I remember there was an (invisible) tote board, Bergman frantically checking the totals; Proctor covered in flop sweat, begging, pleading, selling all the things we hold near and dear. It was an everything-must-go sale. Black Friday and every other day of the week rolled into one.


    None of this was that farfetched. Under the Nixon/Agnew juggernaut, America was still reeling, and Jerry Ford didn’t exactly calm us down. We didn’t get a revolution, but we did get change. Just not good change. We were in free fall. The future was now. All of this was a boon for comedy. Laughing at the stupidity of it was the only thing that saved us.


    I recognized that Americathon, like Tunnelvision, predicted a slightly exaggerated possibility of where things were headed. All we had to do was take a couple more wrong turns, elect a few more crooks, commit to a few more idiotic wars, fall asleep at the wheel, and we’d be there: broke, out of fossil fuel, living in our cars, taking the Schwinn along the 405 to work, our president left with nothing to sell but optimism. It would be a new age with new age think.


    A lot of this came to me as I was sitting there that night. A lot more was created after I made the deal to turn the Americathon into a movie. I had a three-picture deal at Fox. I was their golden boy. They were old, and I was the new face of comedy. This was going to be easy. I pitched the idea to the execs and they loved it. Then when they read the script they hated it. I sold hard. ”I’m telling you I see lines around the block.”


    They replied, “We don’t.” And that was that. I was moved from an office in the main building on the lot to a shack behind the grounds keepers.


    I didn’t give up though and tried bringing the project to other studios. Same reaction. There had never been a movie like this, ever, and therefore there could never be one. I was about to give up, then a miracle happened. In my bedroom.


    “I was dating a sweet actress, I’ll call her Jane, who looked at my sad face post-coitus and worried that somehow my depression had something to do with her. I told her about Americathon and the universal rejection (including the rejection at Universal). She held me close and said the five words I’ll never forget. “You’re sitting on my hand.” Not those. These. “I know a studio head.” Before she finished, I had the script in her hand. Then we went to sleep and I forgot about it. Sure, she knew a studio head, and I knew Jimmy Carter’s brother, Billy.


    Another Jump Cut. The phone rings. And rings. I didn’t have an answering machine yet. Finally, I answer, and it’s the studio head. He read the script and loved it. Can I come by? Before he finished I was knocking on his door. Turns out, he really loved it. He got it. Political satire was his thing. He used to be a journalist. Let’s make it!


    “By the way, how do you know Jane?”


    I told him I was dating her.


    “You sleeping with her?” he asked.


    Strange question, but the guy wants to make my movie, so I said, “Yes I am.”


    “Me, too,” he says. Then we laugh for what seemed like an eternity.


    I loved making Americathon. So much has become a reality, and I’m worried so much more will. But it all started in Boston with two of my favorite bozos on a night that seems like yesterday and an eternity ago…

  


  
    From a Small Stage to The Big Screen


    


    Americathon is a 1979 comedy film starring John Ritter, Fred Willard, Peter Riegert, Harvey Korman, and Nancy Morgan, with narration by George Carlin, and the participation of Jay Leno, Tommy Lasorda, Cybill Shepherd, Howard Hesseman, Zane Busby, Peter Marshall, Richard Shaal, Ben Fong-Torres, Meat Loaf and Chief Dan George, with musical performances by Elvis Costello and Eddie Money. And even Neal Israel, whose credits after Tunnelvision included co-writing and directing the 1984 Tom Hanks-starring Bachelor Party, as well as Police Academy and Real Genius, shows up in a cameo as a Rabbi holding a picket sign reading “The President is a Yutz.”


    To reiterate, Peter and I had developed the premise in a series of surreal club performances in the late 70s, first as a delirious local telethon called Gothamathon, designed to save the cities in which we were appearing, and then as a nationwide broadcast desperately raising monies to pay off the country’s debt. When our friend Neal caught the show at Paul’s Mall in Boston, he approached us to develop the project into a film and, after a short collaboration, the script was eventually completed by Neal, Michael Mislove, and Monica Johnson, and was produced by Joe Roth.


    Set 20 years in the future, the film contains many prophetic elements, such as the demise of the Soviet Union, China embracing capitalism, Vietnam becoming a tourist attraction, the spread of reality television, banning of smoking, increasing homelessness, the depletion of oil production, crushing foreign debt, a rage for casual clothing
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