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To my wife, Eileen

In our dating days, she gifted me the double album
TV’s Greatest Hits, proving how well she already knew me

Eight years ago, when we had work done on our house, she gifted me
with my own version of a man cave in the form a Superman room

In between, she gifted me three wonderful sons who have begun
gifting us with beautiful grandchildren

For nearly 40 years, she has gifted me her love

I’m a very blessed person


This book was not prepared, approved, licensed or endorsed by any of the networks or production companies involved with the creation of the television shows discussed in any way, shape or form. The following is a historical look back at significant series in TV history. The opinions expressed within solely represent those of the author or those interviewed
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Introduction: A Little Magic
in the Middle of Mayhem

By Edward Gross

When you think of the 1960s, you probably think of civil rights marches, The Beatles, the space race, Vietnam, long hair, and protest signs. But if you turned on the television at night, you might find yourself watching a suburban couple trying to keep their marriage together—except she’s a witch. Or maybe it’s a sweet, all-American family… where the dad’s Frankenstein’s monster, the mom’s a vampire, and the son is a pint-sized werewolf.

For a little over a decade, fantasy sitcoms brought a touch of the surreal into America’s living rooms—and they did it with a smile and a laugh track. Shows like Bewitched, My Favorite Martian, I Dream of Jeannie, The Munsters, and Mister Ed weren’t just wacky diversions (though they were definitely that). They were also quiet reflections of a world in transition—a world that, in many ways, was trying to hold on to its traditions even as everything seemed to be shifting underfoot.

Let’s rewind for a second.

In the years after World War II, America was riding high. Soldiers returned home to start families, buy houses in the suburbs, and pursue that shimmering postwar dream of stability and success. TV shows like Father Knows Best and Leave It to Beaver captured this vision of American life—neat, orderly, predictable. Dad worked. Mom stayed home. The kids learned valuable life lessons by the end of each episode.

But under that glossy surface, anxiety was already starting to brew.

The Cold War cast a long shadow. School kids were practicing duck-and-cover drills, fallout shelters were popping up in backyards, and the threat of nuclear war was suddenly part of everyday life. Add to that the space race, civil rights protests, the beginning of second-wave feminism, and the looming generational divide, and you had a country both thrilled by progress and terrified of what might come next.

That’s the backdrop against which fantasy sitcoms emerged.

These weren’t shows that set out to comment on current events—not overtly, anyway. Instead, they took the traditional sitcom format, with its tight structure and comforting rhythms, and sprinkled in a little magic (sometimes literally). The result was familiar but strange. Safe but just a little subversive. You still had the nuclear family, the suburban home, the nosy neighbor. But now the wife could freeze time. Or the uncle was a Martian. Or the car could talk.

In a way, it was brilliant.

Fantasy sitcoms let audiences escape into a world that was just off-kilter enough to be intriguing, but not so far removed from their own lives that it felt threatening. They offered a way to laugh at the absurdities of the world without having to stare too long at the real chaos outside.

And importantly, they kept it light.

Unlike darker anthology shows like The Twilight Zone or One Step Beyond, which explored similar themes with a sense of unease, fantasy sitcoms made the strange feel safe. They didn’t challenge the rules of society so much as bend them. You could question authority, poke fun at gender roles, or explore what it means to be “normal”—as long as it was wrapped up neatly by the closing credits.

Now, these shows didn’t come out of nowhere.

They drew from all kinds of pop culture threads—Golden Age Hollywood comedies, theatrical farce, pulp science fiction, and even earlier radio shows. There had already been fantasy in entertainment for decades; TV just found a way to fold it into the sitcom mold, where audiences were already comfortable.

And let’s be honest, that comfort mattered.

After the shock of JFK’s assassination in 1963, America’s collective innocence took a hit. That single event changed the way people saw the world—and television. Fantasy sitcoms may have already been on the air, but their appeal deepened. They became more than quirky comedies; they were television’s way of saying, “It’s okay. Everything’s still going to work out.”

Even as protests filled the streets and war footage flashed on the news, these shows reassured viewers that all problems—no matter how strange—could be solved in 30 minutes with a blink of the eyes, a twitch of the nose, or a Martian gadget.

That’s not to say these shows were progressive champions.

Most maintained an idealized suburban world, with very little engagement in the real social issues of the day. But if you read between the lines—or even just beneath the surface—there were stories about outsiders trying to fit in, women trying to navigate their power, and unconventional families doing their best to be accepted.

There’s something deeply charming about that.

In the end, these shows worked because they gave viewers exactly what they needed: a break. A laugh. A reminder that weirdness wasn’t the enemy and that a little magic could make even the craziest day feel manageable. They allowed the supernatural, the surreal, and the downright bizarre to live right next to the barbecue grill and the picket fence.

In this book—a compendium of television show and actor profiles written over the past 10 years or so—we’re going to explore the world of fantasy sitcoms from Mister Ed to The Girl with Something Extra—a twelve-year window where the impossible felt perfectly at home on television. We’ll look at how these shows came to be and meet many of the people who brought them to life, week after week, year after year.

Whether it was a witch, a ghost, a genie or a talking horse, these characters weren’t just there to make us laugh. They were there to remind us that maybe, just maybe, there’s always a little magic hidden in the everyday.

Edward Gross
February 2025




Alan Young, Mr. Ed and Connie Hines (©CBS/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)


Chapter 1: Mister Ed (1961 to 1966)

At first glance, Mister Ed may not seem like a fantasy sitcom in the traditional sense. It doesn’t feature witches, aliens, or magical spells—but what it does have is a talking horse, and that alone places it firmly within the boundaries of televised fantasy. Premiering in 1961 and running through 1966, Mister Ed predated the mid-’60s boom in high-concept fantasy sitcoms, offering a whimsical and family-friendly premise that paved the way for the genre’s later, more overtly fantastical entries.

The show’s charm lay in its simplicity: Wilbur Post, a mild-mannered architect, owns a horse named Mister Ed who can talk—but only to him. The episodes typically centered on Mister Ed getting Wilbur into (and out of) trouble through misunderstandings, schemes, or horse-sized curiosity. The humor was light, the pacing steady, and the absurdity played with a straight face that only heightened the comedy. Ed, voiced by Allan “Rocky” Lane, was often selfish, petty, and attention-seeking, yet in key moments revealed himself to be Wilbur’s truest friend.

The show’s tone managed to appeal to multiple generations. As writer Ben Starr—who wrote 42 episodes—explained, “We really knew how to do that show because we figured out how to make it work for kids and for grownups. You had to take care of the grownups, and that was our secret.”



Mister Ed and Alan Young on the cover of TV Guide magazine (©TV Guide)

Premise and Format

The show’s premise created a natural tension that the series mined for laughs—Wilbur constantly had to hide the truth from his wife, neighbors, and co-workers, even as Mister Ed’s antics became harder to conceal.

The stories were self-contained, adhering to the classic sitcom structure: a small problem escalates into a comic complication, and everything is resolved by episode’s end. What made Mister Ed distinct was how earnestly it treated its central fantasy. Mister Ed wasn’t a magical creature or the result of science gone wrong—he was simply a horse who talked, and nobody thought to question it beyond Wilbur’s exasperated glances.

Episodes often leaned into absurdity. In one, Ed becomes a baseball player and hits an inside-the-park home run for the Dodgers—complete with a plastic horse used for his dramatic slide into home. In another, he tries to marry a filly and persuades Wilbur to find a justice of the peace. These plots grew increasingly surreal by the series’ end, but audiences stayed with it thanks to the consistent humor and strong rapport between man and horse.

Series Origins and Production

Mister Ed was based on a series of short stories by Walter R. Brooks, originally published in Liberty magazine between 1937 and 1945. Brooks wrote 25 stories featuring Mister Ed, with a far more adult tone—Ed’s original owner was portrayed as a heavy drinker. The stories were collected in a paperback published by Bantam in 1963. Sadly, Brooks passed away in 1958, several years before his creation became a television icon.

Director Arthur Lubin, who had helmed six of the Francis the Talking Mule films, attempted to bring Francis to television but was unable to secure the rights. When he discovered the Mister Ed stories, he optioned them and developed the series. The similarity between the two properties sparked some comparisons, but Ed’s origins in print actually predated Francis. Lubin partnered with comedian George Burns, who invested $70,000 of his own money to produce the pilot.

The original pilot featured actor Scott McKay as Wilbur Pope. When the series was picked up, the role was recast and reimagined, with Alan Young taking over as Wilbur Post. The pilot was shopped to networks without success until it was picked up in syndication in January 1961. CBS began airing it nationally later that year.

The horse who played Mister Ed was named Bamboo Harvester. Contrary to urban legend, Ed’s mouth wasn’t moved by peanut butter. According to Alan Young, the idea of using peanut butter was a cover story told to preserve the magic for children. In reality, Ed was trained by Les Hilton to move his lips on cue, initially with a thread placed gently in his mouth and later simply by touch. Eventually, Ed began anticipating his cues, moving his mouth whenever Alan Young stopped speaking, which occasionally complicated filming.

The voice of Mister Ed was provided by Allan “Rocky” Lane, a former Western star with a rugged delivery that gave Ed his distinctive tone. Lane was never credited on the show and rarely discussed his involvement, reportedly feeling some embarrassment over it—though his vocal performance became one of the show’s most iconic elements.

Themes and Appeal

Mister Ed was a perfect product of its time: gentle, modestly surreal, and rooted in the suburban ideal. At a time when Americans were adjusting to rapid societal change, the idea of a man hiding a magical secret from his neighbors—something playful, harmless, and a little ridiculous—resonated. It mirrored the tension between public image and private reality, a theme that would carry through many of the fantasy sitcoms that followed.

The show’s humor also operated on two levels. According to writer Ben Starr, who penned 42 episodes, he and producer Lou Derman figured out early on that the show needed to work for both kids and adults. “We really knew how to do that show,” Starr said in an interview with the Archive of American Television. “You had to take care of the grownups, and that was our secret.”

Legacy

While Mister Ed never reached the iconic heights of Bewitched or I Dream of Jeannie, it laid important groundwork. It proved that a sitcom could thrive on a single fantastical premise and that audiences were willing to suspend disbelief if the characters were likable and the writing consistent. Its success opened the door for other shows to try similarly surreal ideas.

Throughout its run, Mister Ed featured numerous celebrity guest stars, including Clint Eastwood, George Burns, Zsa Zsa Gabor, Mae West, Leo Durocher, and Jon Provost. These appearances gave the show pop culture cachet and often leaned into the absurdity of Ed interacting with real-world icons.

The show lived on in syndication for decades and was subject to several reboot attempts. The most notable was a 2004 pilot produced for FOX, starring David Basche as Wilbur, Sherilyn Fenn as Carol, and Sherman Hemsley as the voice of Ed. The pilot was poorly received and never went to series.

One element of the show that has never faded is its iconic theme song, written by Jay Livingston and Ray Evans, with vocals by Livingston himself. It concluded each week with Lane’s booming declaration: “I am Mister Ed!”

While the idea of a talking horse may sound absurd on paper, Mister Ed proved that when played straight—and with heart—even the most fantastical premise could become television magic.

Meet the Cast

Wilbur Post (Alan Young)



Mister Ed (©CBS/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com

It’s been less than 10 years since the death of actor Alan Young, but in some ways, he seems to have been out of the public spotlight for much longer. For many, his career is defined by Mister Ed—featuring the world’s only talking horse—but in truth, he had an extensive and acclaimed career across multiple mediums.

When he made the transition from radio to television in 1950, The Pomona Progress Bulletin commented, “Alan has found his medium in video. In the dozen weekly shows since his TV debut, he has come up with a parade of hilarious sketches. The television Alan Young is a comedian the radio and movie Alan Young didn’t know existed. His natural gift for pantomime, lost in radio except to studio audiences, is magnificently evident in television. His feelings for mimicry and situation comedy are suggestive of Charlie Chaplin and Harold Lloyd, although his style is strictly his own. And he is one of the few stars who actively helps write his own stuff. He couldn’t do that, until now.”



Gentlemen Marry Brunettes (©United Artists/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)

That’s some praise.

He was born Angus Young on November 19, 1919, in North Shields, Northumberland, England, to Scottish parents—his father a mine worker and tap dancer (how’s that for a combination?) and his mother a singer. When he was a toddler, the family moved to Edinburgh, Scotland, and then, when he was six, to West Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada. Bedridden through much of his childhood due to asthma, he spent many hours listening to radio shows and fell in love with the medium. By high school, he was hosting his own comedy radio series on the CBC network. He left that gig during World War II when he joined the Royal Canadian Navy.



Tom Thumb (©MGM/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)

Following his time in the service, Alan moved to Toronto and picked up his radio career in Canada where he left off. There he was discovered by an American agent who brought him to New York to start appearing on American radio in 1944. This would lead to his own self-titled radio show, which ran from 1944 to 1949.

“Alan Young doesn’t believe in the tried and sometimes true perception of radio,” observed the New York Daily News on September 22, 1944. “And with good reason. For he has achieved the position of a star in American broadcasting in violation of all the recognized rules. It is almost mandatory for talent to break in on small independent stations, then switch to some network on a sustaining basis, followed by a long building-up process, being spotted as a guest at regular intervals. None of this for Young. Agent Frank Cooper brought him here ‘cold’ from Toronto, after having accidentally heard him on the air there. Immediately he was sold as Eddie Cantor’s summer replacement over on NBC. So, this youngster, unknown to American radio listeners a few months ago, is now a star in his own right.”

In the 1940s, Alan starred in three movies: Margie (1946) and Chicken Every Sunday and Mr. Belvedere Goes to College (both 1949). He would return to the big screen sporadically throughout the 1950s in Aaron Slick from Punkin Crick and Androcles and the Lion (both 1952), Gentlemen Marry Brunettes (1955), and Tom Thumb (1958).



The Time Machine (©MGM/courtesy MovieStills DB.com)

The Alan Young Show began on radio as a situation comedy, featuring actress Jean Gillespie as Alan’s girlfriend, Betty. Between 1944 and 1949, the show started on NBC, moved to ABC, and then returned to NBC. During that time, the character of Betty was played by Louise Erickson, and Jim Backus portrayed wealthy and snobbish playboy Hubert Updike III. Hubert served as the springboard for Backus’s role as Thurston Howell III on Gilligan’s Island in the 1960s.



Duck Tales (©Disney/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)

In 1950, The Alan Young Show was adapted into a television series aired by CBS, now a variety and sketch comedy show. Most episodes featured a monologue from Alan, one or two songs by a guest vocalist, and a pair of comedy skits. In March 1952, it went on hiatus, returning almost a year later in a time slot alternating with The Ken Murray Show. Oddly, for the last two weeks of its run, it became a traditional sitcom, with Alan playing a bank teller.



Beverly Hills Cop 3 (©Paramount Pictures/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)

Behind the scenes, there was conflict between Alan and CBS over whether the show should be live or filmed. “My contract leaves it with CBS to decide whether I’m to do live or filmed television,” Alan related to the Visalia Times-Delta in 1952, “but it was signed before anyone knew how important TV film would be. I won’t go back on the air in the fall—in fact, I’ll stay off the air for the remaining year-and-a-half of my contract unless I can film my shows. I’d rather stay off and have people ask why I’m off than be on live and have people say, ‘What are you on?’”

By 1955, Alan was taking a break from television, feeling the medium was in transition. “I don’t know exactly where it’s going,” he admitted. “It might be pay-as-you-see TV is coming in. Possibly the spectaculars will take over. I don’t want merely a five-year career, so I’m going to sit back and wait.” He temporarily relocated to England, where he found steady television work.

Alan later said he was surprised The Alan Young Show ended the way it did. “Maybe stunned is a better word for it,” he mused to the press in 1961. “I was under the impression things were going rather well. Then a lot of things were working against us. The trend was going in opposition to comedians. Our scripts had gotten weaker, and I can say that because I was one of the writers. I sat home for a while and tried to figure out what happened.”

After Mister Ed: Later Career and Legacy

Following the conclusion of Mister Ed, Alan kept busy guest-starring on television series, including ER and FreakyLinks. He also appeared in a number of films, ranging from Disney’s The Cat from Outer Space to Beverly Hills Cop III.

Perhaps most notably for a younger generation of fans, he voiced the beloved character of Scrooge McDuck in multiple projects. His work as Scrooge began with Mickey’s Christmas Carol (1983) and continued with DuckTales the Movie: Treasure of the Lost Lamp (1990), Mickey’s Once Upon a Christmas (1999), and DuckTales (1987–1990). He reprised the role again in Mickey Mouse (2015–2016), maintaining a connection with fans of Disney’s iconic animated universe.

Alan’s work as Scrooge McDuck cemented his legacy with a new generation, making him a cherished voice across different eras of television.

Personal Life and Passing

In his personal life, Alan, who fathered four children, was married three times: to Mary Anne Grimes (1941–1947), Virginia McCurdy (1948–1995), and Mary Chipman (1996–1997). He spent his later years at the Motion Picture & Television Country House and Hospital in Woodland Hills, California. He passed away of natural causes on May 19, 2016, at the age of 96.

A life well lived.

And personally speaking, we’d like to imagine he and Mister Ed engaging in some stimulating conversations.

Connie Hines (Carol Post)



Actress Connie Hines (©CBS/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)

Connie Hines played Carol Post, Wilbur’s kind and patient wife who, despite her confusion over her husband’s odd behavior and devotion to his horse, maintained a steady and loving presence in the household. Born on March 24, 1931, in Dedham, Massachusetts, Hines came from a theatrical family. She pursued acting in regional theater and television throughout the 1950s before landing her most famous role on Mister Ed.

Prior to Mister Ed, Hines appeared in small roles on series like Whirlybirds, Sea Hunt, Johnny Ringo, and M Squad. She also had a supporting role in the 1960 low-budget stock car racing film Thunder in Carolina. Her breakout came in 1961 when she was cast opposite Alan Young. As Carol, she often played the voice of reason or the bemused observer, especially as Wilbur made increasingly odd excuses for his barn-based antics.

In later interviews, Hines acknowledged that while Mister Ed didn’t offer her the most dynamic material, she was grateful for the consistency of the job and the chance to work with a close-knit cast. She formed a lasting friendship with Alan Young and often spoke fondly of their time on the show. After Mister Ed ended in 1966, Hines retired from acting soon afterward, appearing in just a few more guest spots on television, including Bonanza and The Mod Squad.

She spent much of her later life away from the spotlight but occasionally made appearances at nostalgia conventions and in interviews related to Mister Ed. Connie Hines passed away on December 18, 2009, at the age of 78.

Larry Keating (Roger Addison)



Actor Larry Keating (Courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)

Larry Keating played Roger Addison, the Posts’ inquisitive and often condescending next-door neighbor. As the recurring foil on Mister Ed, Addison regularly found himself caught in the middle of Wilbur’s increasingly bizarre behavior—never suspecting the real reason behind it was a talking horse in the barn. Keating brought a dry wit and slightly pompous charm to the role, effectively balancing the show’s absurd premise with grounded reactions.

Born on June 13, 1899, in St. Paul, Minnesota, Keating entered show business relatively late in life. He had a successful career in radio before moving into television and film. He served as the announcer on This Is Your FBI and The Hank McCune Show, and appeared in numerous films, including When Worlds Collide (1951) and Monkey Business (1952). On television, he was a familiar face, perhaps best known prior to Mister Ed as Harry Morton—the second actor to play the role opposite George Burns and Gracie Allen—on The George Burns and Gracie Allen Show and The George Burns Show.

Keating was part of Mister Ed from its very beginning, helping to establish the suburban, slightly stuffy social structure that made Wilbur and Ed’s secret all the more fun. His chemistry with Alan Young and the rest of the cast added to the show’s ensemble strength. Sadly, Keating passed away from leukemia on August 26, 1963, during the show’s third season. His death was written into the show, and the Addisons were replaced by a new set of neighbors, the Kirkwoods, played by Leon Ames and Florence MacMichael.

Keating’s final appearances aired posthumously, and his passing marked one of the few truly somber moments in the run of an otherwise lighthearted series.

Allan “Rocky” Lane (Voice of Mister Ed)



Allan Lane, the voice of Mister Ed (©Republic Pictures/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)

Allan “Rocky” Lane provided the distinctive voice of Mister Ed, delivering the sharp wit, sarcasm, and occasional tenderness that made the talking horse such a memorable character. Born Harry Leonard Albershardt on September 22, 1909, in Mishawaka, Indiana, Lane began his acting career in the late 1920s. After a string of supporting roles, he found his niche in the 1940s and ’50s as the heroic lead in dozens of low-budget B-Westerns, earning popularity in titles like King of the Royal Mounted and as the on-screen Red Ryder.

With the decline of theatrical Westerns, Lane transitioned into television and voice work. When Mister Ed began production, his rugged delivery and impeccable comic timing proved perfect for the role. Although he was never credited onscreen—and for years the producers kept his identity a secret—Lane’s voice became one of the show’s most recognizable elements. He brought an edge of world-weary comedy to Ed’s lines, often expressing boredom, irritation, or sly amusement in a way that grounded the show’s fantastical premise.

Despite the popularity of Mister Ed, Lane was reportedly embarrassed by the role and didn’t discuss it publicly during the show’s run. He had spent years building an image as a stoic cowboy hero, and the notion of voicing a talking horse seemed, to him, a step backward. However, time has proven that his vocal performance gave the character of Mister Ed much of his charm and enduring appeal.

Lane passed away on October 27, 1973, in Woodland Hills, California, at the age of 64. Though he may have initially shied away from the spotlight that Mister Ed cast on him, his voice remains one of the most iconic in classic TV history.

Bamboo Harvester (Mister Ed)

The physical portrayal of Mister Ed was handled by a palomino gelding named Bamboo Harvester. Born in 1949, Bamboo Harvester was a Saddlebred-Arabian cross bred and trained in California. He belonged to trainer Les Hilton, who had worked under legendary horseman Will Rogers and was known for his ability to get animals to perform with subtle cues.

Bamboo Harvester was selected for Mister Ed due to his intelligence, calm temperament, and expressiveness—essential qualities for a television horse who needed to appear to “talk” on command. Early on, the illusion was created using a nylon thread gently placed in his mouth to trigger lip movement. However, Bamboo quickly learned to respond to touch.



Bamboo Harvester, who played Mister Ed, seen here
with Alan Young (©CBS/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)

Despite persistent rumors, peanut butter was not used to make him talk. As Alan Young explained, that story was invented to preserve the mystery for younger fans. “Ed actually learned to move his lips on cue when the trainer touched his hoof,” he said. “In fact, he soon learned to do it when I stopped talking during a scene.”

Bamboo Harvester was beloved on set and formed a particularly close bond with Alan Young. The horse had his own stall near the actor’s dressing room, and Young even visited him during hiatus periods. Production often worked around Bamboo’s mood and hunger levels.

The horse continued in the role for the entire run of the series. Following the end of the show in 1966, Bamboo Harvester retired from acting and lived out the remainder of his life in quiet care. He reportedly passed away in 1970.




Ray Walston and Bill Bixby in My Favorite Martian (©CBS/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)


Chapter 2: My Favorite Martian
(1963 to 1966)

Premiering on CBS on September 29, 1963, My Favorite Martian was one of the earliest American sitcoms to fully embrace science fiction as the foundation for domestic comedy. The series centered on a Martian anthropologist who crash-lands on Earth and is taken in by a young newspaper reporter. The Martian assumes the identity of “Uncle Martin” and tries to fit into everyday life while keeping his true nature hidden. The setup not only provided ample opportunity for comedic misunderstandings and fantastical sight gags but also reflected the growing American fascination with space exploration during the early 1960s.

Created by John L. Greene and produced by Jack Chertok, My Favorite Martian combined the traditional fish-out-of-water sitcom formula with Cold War-era space-age curiosity. The show ran for three seasons, totaling 107 episodes, and featured a blend of physical comedy, special effects, and sly commentary on human behavior as observed through alien eyes. While much of the humor was broad, the series also had a gentle philosophical undercurrent about tolerance, understanding, and the need to see beyond appearances.

The show’s success helped pave the way for a boom in fantasy-tinged sitcoms that would follow throughout the 1960s. It also introduced audiences to the iconic image of a Martian with retractable antennae and a levitating finger—an image that became part of the pop culture landscape.



My Favorite Martian on the cover of TV Guide (©TV Guide)

Premise and Format

The series begins when a spaceship crash-lands near Los Angeles. Tim O’Hara, a young newspaper reporter, discovers the wreckage and rescues the pilot, a Martian who looks completely human. Feeling responsible for the alien’s well-being, Tim offers him shelter. The Martian assumes the alias “Uncle Martin” and poses as Tim’s eccentric relative from out of town.

The heart of the show revolves around Tim’s efforts to keep Martin’s identity a secret from the nosy landlady, nosier neighbors, and the increasingly suspicious authorities—all while Martin uses his advanced technology and alien powers to solve everyday problems or cause accidental chaos. Martin can become invisible, levitate objects with a finger, communicate telepathically, and deploy a wide array of Martian gadgets (often hidden in his coat or suitcase).

Episodes typically involve a new situation where Martin’s powers either solve or complicate a problem: getting Tim out of a jam, helping a neighbor, repairing his ship, or dealing with unexpected visitors from Mars. Like many sitcoms of its era, episodes were self-contained, rarely referencing prior events.

Despite the wacky premise, the show emphasized friendship and loyalty. Martin acted as both a mentor and a surrogate father figure to Tim, often dispensing words of Martian wisdom. The contrast between Martin’s superior intellect and Tim’s impulsiveness served as a running comedic dynamic throughout the series.

Series Origins and Production

My Favorite Martian was the brainchild of writer John L. Greene, a veteran of sitcoms such as The Real McCoys. The idea was novel for its time: bring a straight-laced alien into 1960s American suburbia and treat his sci-fi powers as comedic devices rather than threats. Producer Jack Chertok, who had previously worked on The Lone Ranger, recognized the potential for merging science fiction and comedy and pushed the concept forward.

Ray Walston, a Tony Award-winning Broadway actor best known for Damn Yankees, was cast as the Martian. His dignified bearing and deadpan wit were perfect for the role. Bill Bixby, fresh off small roles on The Joey Bishop Show and Bachelor Father, was chosen to play Tim. Their chemistry anchored the show and became one of its most enduring strengths.

The series made use of clever practical effects for the time. Martin’s levitation abilities were often achieved through hidden wires or reverse photography. His antennae, which emerged from his head at will, were controlled by a mechanical headpiece that could be triggered during filming. Martian gadgets were imaginative and often improvised from everyday items with futuristic flourishes.

The show began in black and white, switching to color in its third season. Ratings were strong in the early years but began to decline by the third season as audiences moved on to newer fantasy sitcoms like Bewitched and I Dream of Jeannie. CBS canceled the show in 1966 after 107 episodes, despite a loyal fan base and growing popularity in syndication.

Decades later, the show would inspire a short-lived animated reboot and a 1999 feature film starring Christopher Lloyd and Jeff Daniels, though neither captured the charm of the original. The original series has continued to enjoy life in reruns and DVD collections, maintaining its nostalgic appeal.

Bill Bixby (Tim O’Hara): His Road to My Favorite Martian



Bill Bixby and Ray Walston (©CBS/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)

The legacy of the late Bill Bixby continues to live on nearly 27 years after his passing. And it’s not because he was a superstar who brought masses to movie theaters, but because he came across as so genuine in everything he played on television. That allowed him to connect with audiences on a visceral level—whether he was doing comedy or drama. Go from series to series—My Favorite Martian, The Courtship of Eddie’s Father, The Magician, The Incredible Hulk, and Goodnight, Beantown—and it’s Bixby who grounds them all.

His philosophy when starting out was simple, as he related to the Valley Times of North Hollywood in 1964: “I decided I would rather try to be an actor and fail than have to apologize to myself the rest of my life for not trying.”

Born Wilfred Everett “Bill” Bixby III on January 22, 1934, in San Francisco, California, he knew from a young age that he wanted to be an actor. “When I was about eight,” he recalled, “I said, ‘Mommy, I want to be an actor.’ And she said, ‘Of course, dear.’ So I put on shows in the garage with my cousin. He was smaller, so he pulled the curtain. My parents were very indulgent, and they came to the performances. To a child, this was a great accolade.”

It was around this same time that his father enlisted in the Navy and traveled to the South Pacific during World War II. In 1946, Bill’s mother encouraged him to take ballroom dance lessons, and soon he was performing around the city. After graduating from high school in 1952, he enrolled at City College of San Francisco and majored in drama. Shortly after his 18th birthday, he was drafted into the Korean War and joined the United States Marine Corps Reserve.

Discharged in 1956, he enrolled at the University of California, Berkeley, but didn’t graduate. He moved to Hollywood to pursue acting, working odd jobs—including hotel bellhop and lifeguard—until, in 1959, he began modeling and appearing in commercials for General Motors and Chrysler.

“I was actually a pool manager,” Bill explained, “and it gave me a chance to study and go on job interviews. A lot of Detroit advertising men stayed at the hotel. One day one of them asked me if I ever modeled. I told him to forget it, but he said it wasn’t really modeling, but sort of ‘posing.’ I said, ‘You really do mean model, don’t you?’ He said, ‘Yes, but it pays $100 for three hours’ work.’ So for the next two years, I modeled.”

While in Detroit, he also worked in industrial films. “It was a great place to learn,” he enthused. “If I made a mistake on camera—and I did—it wasn’t seen by people who could ruin me. And the work supported me darn well. When I went back to Hollywood to study—and, boy, did I study — I had enough to live on. And I had the basic tools of my trade.”

In 1961, while still in Detroit, he starred in the musical The Boy Friend. Back in Hollywood, he began building his resume with roles in Ben Casey, The Twilight Zone, and Dr. Kildare, along with comedies like The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis, Bachelor Father, Make Room for Daddy, and The Andy Griffith Show. He also had a recurring role on The Joey Bishop Show.



The duo on the cover of TV Guide (©TV Guide)

“I don’t like to be thought of as a comedian,” he said in 1963. “I want to be thought of as an actor who can do both comedy and drama.”

That same year, Bixby reached a new level in his career when he was cast as reporter Tim O’Hara on My Favorite Martian. Writing in The San Bernardino County Sun, Rona Barrett described him as “an opportunist, overly ambitious, obnoxious, ruthless, and cunning.” Bixby, however, brushed it off. “‘The breaks came right. I was lucky and, besides, had an agent who believed in me,’” he said.

His personal philosophy may have helped: “I wouldn’t accept an acting part until I felt I was ready. I wanted to reach a point where I could walk into a producer’s office with confidence. To hesitate and feel unsure of yourself is a sign of weakness. I wanted to show strength.”

That strength paid off. Cynthia Lowry wrote in the Progress-Bulletin of Pomona in 1964 that when Bixby showed up to audition for My Favorite Martian, producer Jack Chertok reportedly said, “No, you’re not [Bill Bixby]. You’re Tim O’Hara.”

The show’s premise—Martin crash-landing on Earth and being taken in by a reporter—turned Bixby into a household name and laid the foundation for his future success. He understood what that meant: “I’ve reached that mark now where I must work three times harder than I did before. I’ve sacrificed a lot for my career. That’s why I’ve often been accused of being a mad grabber and non-belonger. You can only do one thing at a time.”

In a 1965 Valley News column, Bixby noted how misleading “instant stardom” could be: “A Star is an actor whose name means box office… But a television performer? No dice… It took a year-and-a-half of constant appearances in people’s living rooms before the public knew my name. It still hasn’t made me a star, but it put me on the right road.”

Ray Walston (Uncle Martin)

Herman Raymond Walston was born November 2, 1914, in Laurel, Mississippi, though his family soon moved to New Orleans and later to Dallas, Texas. In 1958, the New York Daily News described Ray’s background this way:

“Walston began his career in his native New Orleans during the Depression. He was a stock reporter, had a big mahogany desk with a name plate and he made $8 a week majoring in rice, cotton, and sugar quotations. The Walstons moved to Houston, Texas, and Ray worked as a linotype operator by day and sallied forth with the Community Players at night. He acted 12 roles a year, The Taming of the Shrew to Winterset.”



Ray Walston as Uncle Martin (©CBS)

There followed six years in Dallas with stage director/producer Margo Jones’ community theater. “That did it,” Walston later said. “I’ve acted ever since.”

His career from that point was a long series of plays—some successful, many not—with frequent returns to print shops when times were tough. After two-and-a-half years with the Cleveland Playhouse, he made the break for Broadway. Though he performed dramatic roles from Shakespeare to Saroyan, South Pacific established him as a comic talent.



Ray Walston in Damn Yankees (©WBDiscovery/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)



Ray Walston in South Pacific (©20th Century Fox/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)

Ray made his Broadway debut in the 1945 production of The G.I. Hamlet, starring Maurice Evans (better known to TV audiences as Samantha Stephens’ father Maurice on Bewitched, and to filmgoers as orangutan Dr. Zaius in Planet of the Apes). Between 1946 and 1948, he appeared in productions including The Front Page, The Survivors, The Alchemist, S.S. Glencairn, The Insect Comedy, and Summer and Smoke. He was also one of the earliest members of the Actors Studio.



Ray Walston and Robin Williams in Popeye
(©Paramount Pictures/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)

Broadway credits in the following years included King Richard III (1949), Mrs. Gibbons’ Boys, and The Rat Race. In 1950, he earned national attention playing Luther Billis in the touring production of South Pacific, followed by roles in Wish You Were Here (1952–1953), Me and Juliet (1953–1954), House of Flowers (1954–1955), and most memorably as Applegate (aka the Devil) in Damn Yankees (1955–1957), for which he won the Tony Award for Best Actor in a Musical.

He made his film debut in 1957’s Kiss Them for Me, but found greater success reprising Luther Billis and Applegate in the 1958 film versions of South Pacific and Damn Yankees. Asked by the Daily News why he wanted to be an actor, Ray quipped:

“Fame! I wanted to be seen, to get recognition, to hear applause, see my name in lights, preferably above the play’s title.”

When it came to performing on screen versus the stage, he recognized the difference. “Stage and film technique are entirely different,” he explained. “On stage, we have to give out; in pictures, we have to underplay, keep our voices down.”



Ray Walston in Picket Fences (©20th Television/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)

In 1959, Ray confessed to The Los Angeles Times that he was being drawn more to the big screen:

“Some of the best plays I’ve been sent in years come my way now when I really don’t want to work in the theater. I want to do pictures. Nothing replaces Broadway, but movies provide a release from pressures. Also, the financial reward is more certain and substantial.”

The Martian Years

Television followed, with early credits on The Web, Studio One, You Are There, Omnibus, Playhouse 90, Shirley Temple’s Storybook, and Way Out. But 1963’s My Favorite Martian would be the role that defined him—for better or worse.

Promoting the show in The Troy Record, he addressed the risks of typecasting:

“A producer hears the actor’s name and says, ‘Sorry, but I’m not looking for an Abe Lincoln today,’ or, ‘I’m looking for a doctor, not a cowboy.’ Imagine my problem… producers will be saying, ‘Ray Walston? You’re the guy with the holes in his head.’”

To the Star-Gazette of Elmira, New York, he expressed genuine affection for the role.

“I’m a firm believer in the existence of human life in outer space. Therefore, that rules out fantasy as far as I’m concerned… As a Martian, I have a higher degree of intelligence than is found among Earth people, and my amazement at their shortcomings gives the series a solid element of truth without preachment.”

Ray even compared Martin’s language skills and telepathy to other fantastical TV characters:

“Ridiculous, you might say, but Mister Ed the talking horse has been conversing on TV for three years now.”

In September 1963, while filming a scene in the backseat of a car with a trained chimpanzee named Jimmy, Walston was severely bitten—around the eye, behind the ears, and on his hands. He underwent surgery and later sued the animal’s owner, settling in 1969 for $10,000.

One highlight of the series, he always said, was working with Bill Bixby. “A TV series is like repertory theatre, like a family,” he told TV Picture Life in 1964. “I’d never laid eyes on Bill before, but the minute we started working, everything just fell into place.”

He praised Bixby’s comic instincts to the Boston Sunday Advertiser:

“Bill has always possessed an innate comedy quality… He’s a master at energetic, physical comedy—at wild but always controlled body movements, double-takes, yet still keeping it believable.”

After My Favorite Martian

In 1964, Ray starred opposite Dean Martin and Kim Novak in Kiss Me, Stupid, replacing Peter Sellers. Directed by Billy Wilder, the film was a commercial flop and did little to boost Walston’s film career. After My Favorite Martian ended in 1966, his fears of being typecast came true. He returned briefly to Broadway in Agatha Sue, I Love You and took guest roles in shows like The Wild Wild West, The Mod Squad, Ironside, Love, American Style, and more.

He continued to work in films—Paint Your Wagon (1969), The Sting (1973), Silver Streak (1976), Popeye (1980)—and on stage. He even appeared in regional and dinner theater, but always found that My Favorite Martian lingered over his career.

“If I hadn’t had such a solid background as an actor,” he told the News-Pilot, “I would have been done after that role… I’ve lost a lot of really good parts as a result of that image.”

Still, there were career highlights ahead. In 1982, he played Mr. Hand in Fast Times at Ridgemont High, opposite Sean Penn’s Spicoli. He reprised the role in a short-lived 1986 CBS spinoff called Fast Times.

Then came a late-career renaissance: David E. Kelley cast him as Judge Henry Bone in Picket Fences (1992–1996), a role that earned Walston two Primetime Emmy Awards for Outstanding Supporting Actor in a Drama Series.

“I’ve been involved in television from the word ‘go,’” he told The Los Angeles Times in 1995. “The Martian show, which was a ridiculous, silly show, was never recognized. But Bone is the best character I’ve ever had in television. He is me.”

He elaborated to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch:

“The evolution of the character was interesting. When we started, it was only a recurring role… but as we did more, I managed to get in some compassion, some understanding. Kelley began to write some of the most beautiful stuff.”

Personal Life and Legacy

Walston married Ruth Calvert in 1943, and they remained together until his death on January 1, 2001, from lupus. He was 86 years old and had one daughter, Katharine Ann.

In one of his final interviews, given to the Houston Chronicle, he reflected with unexpected fondness on My Favorite Martian:

“What’s always been interesting to me is the popularity of that show. No matter where I go—even overseas—people talk about it. They rushed home to see it as kids. So later in life, after maybe dismissing it… I’ve become very proud of it.”

Pamela Britton (Mrs. Lorelei Brown)

Pamela Britton portrayed the ever-curious and sweetly meddlesome landlady, Mrs. Lorelei Brown. Born Armilda Jane Owens on March 19, 1923, in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, she trained at the School of Theater at the University of Southern California and adopted her stage name after being signed by MGM. She began her film career in the 1940s, appearing in Anchors Aweigh (1945), A Letter for Evie (1946), and Key to the City (1950). Her wholesome charm and comedic instincts made her ideal for light supporting roles in both musicals and comedies.

Her breakthrough came on Broadway when she played the role of Lorelei Lee in a touring company of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. This stage success brought her increased visibility in Hollywood, though she remained best known for her television work.



Pamela Britton with Ray Walston and Bill Bixby in
My Favorite Martian (©CBS/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)

In My Favorite Martian, her Mrs. Brown character often unwittingly caused problems for Tim and Martin—wandering into the wrong room at the wrong time or becoming romantically interested in “Uncle Martin.” Pamela’s performance struck a perfect balance of naïveté and sincerity, providing both comic relief and a sense of community to the show’s household dynamic. Her interactions with Martin often led to memorable moments where the audience was in on the gag and Mrs. Brown was just a step behind.

After My Favorite Martian, Britton’s screen appearances became increasingly rare. She later appeared as a guest on Perry Mason and Rawhide, and played a recurring role as Mrs. Wilgus on Blondie (1957). She passed away on June 17, 1974, at the age of 51 following a battle with a brain tumor. Her legacy lives on through reruns of My Favorite Martian, where her warm, eccentric landlady remains a beloved supporting character.




Elizabeth Montgomery, Agnes Moorehead and Dick York
(©ABC/courtesy MovieStillsDB.com)
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