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			Praise for Jeff Margolis

			 

			“I’m happy to have gotten to know Jeff working together on the Oscars and so many other gigs over the years. Nobody has better stories or more to say.”

			–Whoopi Goldberg, EGOT winner and 4x Oscars Host

			 

			“Jeff Margolis and I have worked together for over twenty-five years on numerous TV specials including The Oscars. Over the decades, we’ve developed a deep professional respect for each other, a true fondness for one another, and an unshakeable and abiding friendship. Jeff is my brother from another mother. With We’re Live in 5, the world will get a front row seat to Hollywood’s biggest moments as they really happened.”

			–Quincy Jones, 7x Oscar–nominated, 28x Grammy–winning, Emmy and Tony Award–winning entertainment legend

			 

			“The man who has called the shots, pulled the strings and been in the driver’s seat of every major Hollywood TV spectacle has seen it all and now he’s gonna show it to you. Break out the bejeweled sunglasses—you’re in for a ride!”

			–Bruce Vilanch, 2x Emmy Award–winner and 19x Oscars writer

			 

			“From my perspective, Jeff is an entertainer’s director. He would be there in rehearsals with me figuring out camera shots to enhance my choreography. He would make sure the lighting and sound was immaculate and that the dialogue, staging and costumes were perfect. I knew that if Jeff was in the booth, it would be great.”

			–Donny Osmond
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			“Three things in human life are important: 
The first is to be kind; 
the second is to be kind 
and the third is to be kind.”

			—Henry James
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			Dedication

			I want to dedicate this book to my dad, Robert Margolis; may he rest in peace. I thought a lot about him as I wrote this book. It was my dad who introduced me to television when I was five years old. And it was my dad who became tremendously supportive of my plan to be a television director and producer when he realized I did not want to become a doctor or a lawyer.

			My dad was in the electronics business, and he always wanted to be the first person in our neighborhood to have the latest electronic gadget. One day he brought home a Philco eight-inch black-and-white television set—one of the early models—and I was hooked. He plugged it into the wall, and I pressed my face into the glass and searched for the tiny door that let the people in and out of that magical box. That was the beginning of my life-long obsession.

			Television and I grew up together. By the time I was a student in the School of Theater, Film and Television at UCLA, and was working part-time holding cue cards for actors who needed assistance remembering their lines, I had a plan. I would become a director/producer and make a career for myself in Hollywood. Buh-bye to the doctor and lawyer career.

			Years later—after sitting at the helm of the Oscars, and winning industry awards, my dad came up with the idea that I should write a book about my experiences in Hollywood. He wrote five pages of ideas that he thought would make for a good read. As I have been writing this book, I realize that he was right on the money! Many of his ideas are exactly what I’m writing about.

			I used to get tickets for my parents to come to all my shows and sit in the audience. A lot of times, though, my dad preferred to sit in the control room with me.

			In the mid-1990s, I took my parents to Washington, DC, where I directed A Gala for the President at Ford’s Theater. My parents were guests at the event, and I introduced them to Bill and Hillary Clinton. My parents were thrilled to be embraced by the President and the First Lady, who gave them extra time in the receiving line because they were the producer/director Jeff Margolis’s parents. Wow! I remember teasing them that day, saying, “And you wanted me to be a fucking doctor?”

			My dad had a wonderful sense of humor. When I started directing live television shows, I told my parents, “I’ve got to figure out a way to go to the bathroom before the show goes on the air and hopefully not have to go until it’s off the air. I can’t leave my seat—not for anything.”

			That’s when my dad started a tradition of sending me a present whenever I was directing a live show. He would secretly arrange for a production assistant to stop by his house and pick up a small jewelry box, which would be delivered to me in the control room.

			The first time this happened I was surprised. The card on the box said, “To Jeff, From Dad.” I opened the box, and inside was a solitary wine cork. And there was another little card next to the cork, and it said, “Shove this up your ass, and you’ll never have to go to the bathroom during a live show.” My father had a wry and clever sense of humor, and this joke was one of his best. (You’ll hear more from my dad.)

			From then on, every live show I directed until he passed away, he sent me a cork. I’ve saved them all. That tradition made me feel so loved and supported, and, wherever his soul might be, he’ll always know how appreciative I was of his support.

			When my dad passed away and the immediate family had an open-casket viewing for one final goodbye at the funeral home, the rabbi blessed my dad with a beautiful prayer, and when he finished the service, he asked if any of my dad’s kids wanted to say something. We all did. I got up, and I told the cork story. Before the casket was closed, as I wiped the tears from my eyes, I took a cork out of my pocket, wrote my name and the date on it—May 29, 2019—and placed it next to my dad’s hands. Rest in peace, Dad. Thank you. I love you.

			Jeff Margolis

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Other than what can be fact-checked or what is excerpted from newspapers or radio transcripts, everything in this memoir reflects my memory of the events that I am sharing with you. It is sometimes difficult to mine the motherlode of memories, and how I remember may change over time. Had I written this book ten years ago or ten years from now the retelling might have been slightly or dramatically different.

			It is impossible to fully know the truth, and if I have misremembered I apologize for any inaccuracy, but this is how I see it. What I can say is that I have enjoyed every minute of recollecting the events of my life and the emotions that encompassed them—even those that may not have been the most pleasant at the time. For those of you who were there with me, your recollection might be different from mine. But I couldn’t have done it without you!

			To be sure, I can lay claim to a jam-packed life and I wish the same for you. There is never enough time. But here we go in 5…4…3…2…1.

			 

			JEFF MARGOLIS

		

	
		
			Foreword

			Throughout my career I’ve worked with incredibly talented people, and some came at important moments in my life.

			In 1990, legendary Oscars producer Gil Cates asked me to host the Academy Awards. The first time for both of us. Jeff Margolis was the director and, basically, after the disastrous 1989 telecast, we were all teamed up to help save the Oscars. Simply put, we did a very strong and well-received show, and there seemed to be an audible exhale throughout the industry. Jeff and I ended up working together on four of my nine hosting appearances. An event as huge as the Oscars is loaded with tension and anxiety. How to make it different and exciting was always my task. For anyone in that job you need a talented, creative, and instinctual director (and a good sense of humor helps). So when a billion people are watching and you hear the countdown to walk out there…5…4…3…2…1…you know that you are in safe hands.

			What I liked best about those days was knowing the trust Jeff had in me. I would tell him what my entrance was and who in the audience I would mention in my monologue, so he’d be ready to cover them, but as far as the specific jokes, he was like the audience, seeing them for the first time on the air. Only a director with confidence in himself and his ability to react instantaneously could handle that. I also admired how Jeff knew how to capture my spontaneity, which he encouraged, always telling me, “Don’t worry, I’ll get it.” I knew when I went off script—thank you Jack Palance and his one-armed push-ups, and one-hundred-year-old Hal Roach’s speech without a microphone—that he would showcase the moment perfectly.

			I could go on and on…but those stories are in my book, and this is Jeff’s book, full of his fascinating stories about the people and the world of variety television in his now-tremendous career. So, when I count down from five, start reading…5…4…3…2…1.

			BILLY CRYSTAL

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			ON WITH THE SHOW
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			During my senior year at Hamilton High School in Los Angeles, I started to watch the Academy Awards broadcast on television. I told myself, “Boy, one day I’m going to direct the Oscars.” That became my mantra. Looking back, it was unusual for a teenager who didn’t come from a show business family to be so focused and driven toward a goal that to most people might have seemed a pipe dream, but to me it felt real. Life coaches say that intention is 90 percent of attainment and how you get there is 10 percent. I had the 90 percent in my pocket. I would just have to figure out the route to getting there. There’s no one answer to “getting to the Oscars.” It’s alchemy: a mixture of drive and ambition, perseverance, talent, practice, luck, experience, education, and, last but not least, people who believe in you and go out of their way to help you.

			Hollywood is filled with dreams, but so much of the time those dreams never come true. It’s a highly competitive business. I started dreaming about directing the Oscars as soon as I knew I wanted to be a director.

			Twenty-five years after I made that teenager’s vow, I achieved my first Oscars directing gig in 1989. Not really such a long time to have climbed the highest peak in Hollywood! That same year, I received my first Primetime Emmy Award for directing the spectacular special Sammy Davis, Jr. 60th Anniversary Celebration. Six years later I won another Primetime Emmy Award, this time for directing the Oscars! Meanwhile, I also took home two Directors Guild of America Awards for directing the Oscars in 1991 and again in 1994.

			I was so glad that I didn’t trip on the way to the podium to receive the Emmy with my name on it. I told the audience in my acceptance speech:

			I knew I wanted to paint television pictures and have my signature on them, like every other famous artist. I never had a Plan B. This is all I ever wanted, and it is my dream come true. Thank you very much!

			When I walked off the stage and the applause died down, I went right back to work, and I’ve been at it for more than fifty years. It’s been an extraordinary ride, and I’ve loved every minute of it—even the tough times. This is my love letter to television. Whether you’ve chosen a career in the entertainment industry or some other field, there are lessons here that you might borrow, and it is my hope that you will be as fulfilled in your life’s work as I have been in mine. And now on with the show.
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			I can barely remember my childhood without television: I was obsessed with the programs that the little Philco brought into our home. Television was more exciting to me than playing with my friends, doing homework, or practicing the piano. School was a sidebar to television as far as I was concerned, except for the time I spent with my shop teacher Mr. Marks learning stagecraft.

			As television technology advanced with color television, sharper images, and an explosion of programs, I was hooked. Every spare moment when I wasn’t in school, I was in front of the TV set. Yes, there was Howdy Doody and Beany and Cecil, but I also remember Arthur Godfrey and My Three Sons, The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet (which was my favorite family sitcom), and, as I got older, I was a loyal follower of dramas like Dragnet and westerns like Have Gun – Will Travel and Gunsmoke. But it wasn’t just what was on the programs that interested me but how they were made—who called the shots, who wrote the dialogue, who picked the actors, who made it all happen. It couldn’t just have been the sponsors like Kraft Cheese, General Motors, or Lucky Strike. I thought there must be someone who put everything together, and I wanted to be that person.

			There was a show in the early 1950s on Sunday morning starring the chubby-faced and friendly Bob Yeakel, a Los Angeles car dealer who had a home-grown variety show. Local talent came on, and he’d move cars out of the way in the showroom so he and his staff and friends could sing and dance. It was very folksy and lots of fun to watch. (Not-to-be-missed television for this kid.)

			I was fascinated by musical talent. At six years old, I said to my parents, “I want to take piano lessons.” I loved music, and my dad owned a fancy-dancy record player. He used to love to listen to Frank Sinatra, Tony Bennett, and Ella Fitzgerald. When high-fidelity sound was introduced and long-playing records (LPs) came on the market, my dad was first in line to buy them. I used to listen to music all the time. Then when I saw performers on television playing a musical instrument or singing on some of the specials, like Perry Como and Dinah Shore or Dean Martin or Nat King Cole, I wanted to do it too. I couldn’t sing worth a crap, but I loved playing the piano. I heard all the tunes in my head, but I couldn’t sing them. When I got older, I continued with piano lessons and added guitar and flute to my repertoire, but I never thought about becoming a professional musician. Music has been one of my life-long passions, and I brought this passion to my directing and producing career, as you will learn. And the stars that I’ve worked with know how much I admire their talent. We can’t be good at everything, and I learned that lesson after years of practicing piano, flute, and guitar.

			I was a young Jewish boy living in Cheviot Hills, California (almost right next door to Hollywood), in a very nice house that my mother’s father, Sam Groper, built for us. I have two siblings: my sister, Jan, who is two years my junior, and my brother, Peter, who came along ten years after my sister. I was the happy, curious, fun-loving eldest child. From the time I started school my grandparents and my parents said to me, “You’ll grow up and go to college and become a doctor or a lawyer.” I’d smile and nod my head, but in my heart, I had other plans. I just didn’t know how to articulate them or go against the family’s wishes for their son, Jeff Margolis, who was such a good boy.

			On the weekends, television was always a family event with my siblings and me sitting on the floor and my parents on the sofa in what became the “TV room.”

			Sunday night was The Ed Sullivan Show. It was one of the most popular shows on television, and Ed Sullivan had a knack for booking up-and-coming talent. He was known for his quirky expression, “a really big shew,” his most famous, which he would say with a swing of his arm, like a baseball player winding up. (Johnny Carson adopted a similar gesture for all his years on his own show.) When he said that, we all perked up to hear who he would introduce.

			Elvis Presley debuted on The Ed Sullivan Show nationally (although the cameras could only shoot him from the waist up, as I remember), and then Sullivan booked a new British rock ’n’ roll group called The Beatles, on their first American tour. Pandemonium erupted at Studio 50 (later renamed the Ed Sullivan Theater). There were Sullivan copycats, of course, and eventually television programming became more diversified. I watched situation comedies, other variety shows, dramas, and talk shows. Each genre fascinated me, but I was especially fascinated with The Jack Benny Program and The Red Skelton Hour.

			Television sets more than doubled in size, and the transmission of the picture greatly improved so that programs were no longer interrupted by some glitch where we’d all be sitting around watching “white snow” (referred to as static), and a message which came on for audiences to “please stand by.” My dad brought home a thirty-two-inch TV. An antenna was installed on the roof of our house to receive many more stations for me to choose from. In Los Angeles there were the three major networks—CBS, NBC, and ABC, channels 2, 4, and 7—plus local stations KTLA, KTTV, and KCOP, channels 5, 11, and 13. Then public television, channel 28, was introduced and with it shows such as Sesame Street, Evening at Pops, Great Performances, and the science series Nova, none of which depended upon advertising revenue. Instead, they were supported by public donations widening the educational and cultural offerings. Public television was like a live encyclopedia with features that spanned the world and covered a range of topics not normally seen on the commercial networks.

			My parents wanted me to become involved in extracurricular activities like tennis and swimming when I became a teenager. But I always made sure that there was time every day for me to sit in front of the television set to catch my favorite programs.

			I wasn’t the best student, and I owe it to my mother for helping me get good grades. My mother was a straight-A student herself. I struggled to get an A; most of my grades were Bs and Cs. I had an especially hard time with math (which wasn’t a good thing for a boy whose family expected him to go on to medical school someday). In geometry I was in real trouble. Mom saw that and wanted to help me as best she could. She was very patient with me and explained geometry and whatever other subjects I was not doing well in. If I still didn’t get it, I’d sit around and sulk. When it was bedtime and I hadn’t completed my homework assignment, guess what? Mom would help me figure it out.

			When it came time to take tests, I had to study hard on my own, but I had my own personal tutor to help me if I got stuck, and I always passed with flying colors…. Flying colors for me was getting a B on a test.

			My parents were lenient about my bedtime. As long as I wasn’t tired and I got at least eight hours of sleep, they were happy. By the time I was in eighth grade at Palms Junior High School, I had a lot of friends, and whenever I would go to their homes, we would study or play games or sports. But when they came to my house, it was television, television, and more television. But I still didn’t know how it all came together—that is until Mr. Marks, my shop teacher, introduced a class called “Stage Crew” after school in the auditorium. Bingo! I couldn’t wait to sign up and, of course, I was one of his most eager pupils, taking in every golden nugget he had to offer. Mr. Marks opened up a whole world to me, including receiving my first reprimand. Up to this point, I was what you’d call a “goody two-shoes,” following orders from my parents and teachers.

			Mr. Marks taught his eighth graders how to build scenery. The auditorium had stage curtains, and, in the back, there was a control room that controlled all of the sound—the microphones on the stage and the speakers in the auditorium. We also learned how to hang stage lights. I was so excited to learn about it all.

			Sometimes I would walk to school early in the morning. I’d stop in to see Mr. Marks and ask him if I could have the key to the backstage of the auditorium so I could get a head start on whatever we were working on before classes began. That way I could start working on my piece of scenery, or the microphones that I was setting up on the stage for whatever the drama class was performing for the school play. He would give me the key, and I would give it back to him every day after I used it. I was over the moon that I’d be given a chance to fiddle around with all this equipment. I wanted to learn how everything worked—that was the “inventor” in me, something that I must have inherited from my father and from my grandfather (as you’ll learn about soon)!

			One Friday I had this plan in my head that I would surprise Mr. Marks and everyone else. I decided to keep the key on a Friday afternoon and return it the following Monday. I walked down to the school on the weekend. At this time there was no security. No nothing. There was no one around. I spent all day backstage in the auditorium, working on my set. I was putting my microphones in place and going into the sound room and testing things out, plus playing music and making sure the speakers were right. I did all that work on Saturday and Sunday, and I was so proud of myself. I thought everyone would be so pleased with what I did. Monday morning, I got to school, and standing at the front door with their arms crossed were the principal, the boys’ vice principal, and Mr. Marks. I was found out. I had done something terrible—I kept this key, and I broke into the school. I got reprimanded for it, and I thought I was going to get suspended—or even worse, expelled. Luckily, I only got a good tongue-lashing.

			Mr. Marks pulled me aside after I was reprimanded and said to me, under his breath, “Don’t ever tell anybody that I told you this, but you really did good work. I’m very proud of you.”

			After the key incident, I kept out of trouble, finished up at Palms Junior High School, and went on to Hamilton High School, where I graduated in 1964. I was accepted into the University of Southern California, intending to follow a track that would lead me to become a doctor, fulfilling my parents’ and grandparents’ dream. But it wasn’t my dream. I had other plans for myself, and by the time I was eighteen I knew that I had to be true to myself. Otherwise, I would never be happy.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			FROM ONE GENERATION 
TO THE NEXT
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			I was a truly lucky kid with a large extended family filled with loving parents, siblings, grandparents, aunts and uncles, and cousins. I learned from a young age that keeping Jewish traditions was an important part of family life. It was what was expected of me, and I embraced Jewish values and holidays unconditionally. I couldn’t have had a better childhood. I won the lottery in that department.

			I was very respectful of my parents and grandparents. Every Jewish holiday was important to my family. My grandparents on my mom’s side were Orthodox Jews. They kept a Kosher home and were very religious. My grandparents spoke Yiddish and Hebrew to each other. I heard both languages while growing up whenever I went to my grandparents’ home.

			My maternal grandfather, Sam Groper, escaped the pogroms against the Jews in Russia in the early twentieth century, emigrated to Canada, and from Canada to Los Angeles, bringing his tailoring skills with him. He left my grandmother Sarah and his first daughter in Winnipeg and settled in Boyle Heights, a predominantly Jewish neighborhood in Los Angeles shared with a mainly Latino population. That’s where my mom (the middle child) and her younger sister were born. The center of Jewish life in Boyle Heights was the Breed Street Shul, which survived into the latter part of the twentieth century. It was ultimately converted into a community center serving the Latino population after most of the Jews moved away.

			My grandpa was a tailor in Canada, and when he arrived in Los Angeles, he went to work as a tailor, but he really wanted to be a builder. Then he met somebody who owned a meat market, and he went to work for that guy, but he held on to his dream of becoming a builder. He just didn’t know how he was going to get there.

			At the meat market, when there were no customers, he would take a pencil and some of the meat-packing paper that he would wrap steaks and lamb chops in, and he’d draw on it. He would design buildings. As the story goes, he kept drawing and drawing. One day a man came in to buy some meat, and he saw my grandfather drawing.

			My grandfather asked, “Can I help you, sir?”

			The gentleman said, “What are you doing?”

			“Oh, I want to be an architect and a builder one day. I’m just drawing.”

			“Son, let me see your drawing.”

			My grandfather put the drawing up on the counter, and the gentleman said, “I’m an architect, and I have my own company. Your drawing skills are phenomenal. I’d like you to come and work for me.” How do such things happen? The universe must have been listening to what was in my grandfather’s heart and led this gentleman into the butcher shop. As I like to say—you can’t make this stuff up.

			My grandfather became a very successful builder. Soon he had his own one-man company. I can drive through the streets of Los Angeles—from La Cienega to Vermont Avenues between Beverly Boulevard and Sunset Boulevard—and point out every apartment building still standing that my grandfather built. He became very successful and very wealthy. From tailor to butcher to builder, living his American dream!
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			On Friday nights, my mom and dad, my sister, Jan, my brother, Peter (who is thirteen years younger than me), and I, and my mom’s two sisters and their families would all have Shabbat dinner at the Gropers’ house to mark the beginning of the weekend, and of course to catch up on what was happening with each one of us. All of the cousins were together. It was always a wonderful, wonderful time. My grandparents lived in a big home with a swimming pool: the reward for my grandfather’s hard work and passion for building. In the summer, the whole family lived at the pool during the day.

			My grandmother and grandfather just loved their house which could accommodate big family gatherings. My grandfather worked from home. He had a big drafting studio in the house. He was such a good man. I loved him so dearly.

			I don’t want to admit that I was the favorite of all the grandchildren, but I was. Don’t tell anybody. But everybody knew it. On Friday nights my grandfather said to me, “Do you want to go for a walk with me?” And we did.

			On our Friday night walks we would talk about school. One night he got up the nerve to ask me, “So, Jeff, do you have a girlfriend yet?” Of course, I did—what, are you kidding? That was the end of that subject. What he really wanted to talk to me about came next. He finally said to me, “I’ve been watching you. I know you don’t want to be a doctor or lawyer, but I’m not going to tell your grandma or your parents. I know how much you love television, and I know how much you love to watch me draw.”

			I used to try and draw with him, but I didn’t have any of his talent. We continued our walks on Friday nights, and I shared with him my love for the entertainment industry—for music and drama. He knew that I wasn’t going to fulfill my parents’ dreams for me, and he was very supportive. It was always our secret.

			One Friday night he said to me, “It’s time for me to introduce you to your second cousin. His name is Monty Hall.” Monty and his wife, Marilyn, and their kids had just moved to Los Angeles from New York; they were originally from Canada. Monty hosted a CBS TV show called Video Village and later created a show called Let’s Make a Deal for NBC in 1963. He was a bona fide celebrity and a great entrepreneur in the burgeoning television industry. Just my good luck! My grandpa said to me, “We don’t call the slightly older generation cousins even though he’s actually your second cousin. You’ll call him Uncle Monty.” And I did; Monty Hall was always my Uncle Monty. And what a great uncle he was to me.

			My grandfather put us together at a family event, and Monty said, “Why don’t you come over and let’s talk.” I stayed in touch with him, and he gave me an open invitation to come and watch Let’s Make a Deal, the game show he hosted and produced. I walked into the television studio, and Monty laid out the red carpet for me. Everybody was extra kind. They took very good care of me.

			I went into the control room and saw the director work. At that time there was live music on the show, and I watched the bandleader with the four-piece band. They used to play all the jingle music. I got to go backstage and see them set up the prize packages for the contestants to bid on when the curtain opened. Oh God, I loved it. I just absolutely loved it. This was my first exposure to a real television studio. I felt like this was where I belonged.

			At the time I was already in high school. My parents and my grandma still thought I was going to be a doctor. My grandpa knew that Grandma was really, really set in her ways, and all she could imagine for me was the doctor thing. My grandpa wasn’t henpecked, but he knew what to do and not to do with my grandma. He never told her about my plans, and he always agreed with her. “Oh, yes, Jeff’s going to be a doctor.”

			Meanwhile my older cousin Dick was already in college and preparing to go to medical school, so it took a little bit of the pressure off of me. At least one of my grandma’s grandkids was headed “in the right direction” as far as she was concerned. He is today a very successful psychiatrist.

			[image: ]

			What can I tell you about my father’s parents, the Margolises? Every other Sunday night, we’d have dinner with them. My dad’s dad was a hard guy to get to know, but my grandmother was a sweet, sweet lady. Grandpa had a jewelry store in Compton which is south of Los Angeles. He went to work every morning by trolley car to his store, worked there until dark, came home, and my grandmother would have dinner waiting for him. He watched television to unwind and then went to bed. That was his life. Sometimes on the weekends, I would get on the trolley car with my grandma and ride it all the way from Third Street and Fairfax to Compton and spend the day with them. It’s hard to imagine today taking public transportation all that distance, but I didn’t have a license or a car until sometime later, and neither of my grandparents drove.

			My grandfather worked very hard and finally became somewhat successful. My dad said to him, “You’re such a good jeweler and such a good watch repairman and such a good salesman—you should move to Beverly Hills!”

			Of course, my grandfather replied with, “Ah, I don’t know. I’m comfortable in Compton; my customers know me, and Beverly Hills is too fancy.” My dad made the decision for him and rented him a little space right next to the Music Hall Theater on Wilshire Boulevard. My dad knew he didn’t need a big space. He had no employees. His store—wait for it—was called Margolis Jewelers. It was the first time my grandfather had his name on a storefront and the first time I saw him smile from ear to ear. His income probably tripled in the first five years he was there with all the foot traffic on Wilshire Boulevard and his reputation for doing good work. He and my grandmother got a fancy-dancy apartment on Doheny Drive in Beverly Hills near the store. They used to walk to work and walk home from work every day. They worked six days a week and only took Sundays off. I think my grandma’s greatest joy was to spend time with our family.

			Going to Compton and spending time with them, I appreciated the Margolis work ethic and realized how important it is to work hard and persevere. They were an important example to me of how to be successful.

			Both the Margolis and Groper grandparents were survivors of anti-Semitic violence in Russia. My grandma Sarah Groper spent days with one of her cousins in a storage chest at the bottom of a boat without food or water; she almost didn’t make it. She used to tell that story all the time, and every time she told it she’d cry. I wasn’t fully aware of just how horrific this experience was or how they feared the Nazis later on, but I do know that their personal histories made my grandparents even more grateful for the blessing of family and the success they attained in America.

			When I turned sixteen—I was in the eleventh grade at Hamilton High School—my parents and my mother’s parents gave me a very generous early graduation gift and told me I could go out and buy whatever I wanted. And, of course, as any teenager is wont to do, I went out and bought myself a car. What I could afford was a 1961 German Volkswagen bug. I put some money down and my dad cosigned the loan on the car. I waxed it, I shined the tires, I cleaned the inside. I was incredibly proud of this car.

			When I got my driver’s license and before I bought my car, I used to take my mom’s car and I would pick up my grandma Sarah Groper and take her to the hairdresser every Friday afternoon before Shabbat dinner. After her appointment, I’d drive her home, and she’d make me a cup of tea and we would sit, talk, and wait for the rest of the family to arrive for dinner. Sometimes she’d give me a delicious piece of fruit cake. I loved those visits—they were my Friday afternoon ritual, just as my walk with Grandpa Sam was also a ritual for me. All was good until I went to pick Grandma up in my VW. I was so excited to show off my car. I pulled up to my grandparents’ house, honked the horn, and waited for my grandmother. She came outside. I rolled the window down and said, “Hi, Grandma. I’m here.”

			She refused to get into the car. She said something like, “I’ll call a taxi,” or “I’ll walk. I’m not getting into that German car. Not on your life.”

			I was, of course, crushed, but I eventually understood her repugnance for my VW. At the time, I did not realize that VW was made by a company that had close ties with the Nazis during World War II. It brought up terrible associations for my grandmother. I’m not sure why I didn’t put two and two together sooner, but like so many Jewish kids of my generation, the Holocaust and the anti-Semitic pogroms of Russia were just stories we were told. And in our defense, many survivors didn’t want to talk about what they went through in great detail—to spare us from reliving their pain.
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			I discovered wrestling in high school. I was really good at it, and I became captain of the wrestling team. I tried football, and I was a disaster. I tried baseball, and when I was up at bat, I was really good. But when I was out in the field, I was terrible. I loved basketball, but my high school had giant sixteen- and seventeen-year-old boys, who just towered over me. I loved wrestling and excelled in that, and I played a lot of tennis in high school, but I wasn’t good enough to earn a college scholarship.

			My interests were in show business—music, dance, scenery, lighting, and staging—not sports.

			I did take some drama classes in high school but was never in a school play. Every time there was a talent show, I would try out. I always wanted to do something musical. When I was in the eleventh grade in 1963, The Beatles were performing at huge arenas and theaters to the screams of adoring fans. (And, of course, they had appeared on Ed Sullivan’s really big shew.)

			I got some friends together and said to them, “Let’s be The Beatles in the talent show. I want to be Ringo. I’ll play the drums. And why don’t you be John and you be George and you be Paul?” I put together this group, and we lip-synched to The Beatles song “I Want to Hold Your Hand.” We entered the talent show, which we won because everyone loved The Beatles at the time, and nobody else thought of it, I guess. Or they heard that we were doing it and didn’t want to compete with us.

			It was great. We all had The Beatles wigs and facial expressions. I mimicked playing the drums just like Ringo Starr. It was a whole lot of fun. I wanted to do anything that I could to get me as close as I could to where I wanted to go. (Spoiler alert: years later I directed a TV special with Ringo, and of course I had to tell him this story!)

			I was a very lucky kid in every way. My parents gave me so many opportunities and introduced me to cultural events—music, plays, museums, and so much more. We used to go to the Music Center in downtown Los Angeles. My dad loved to travel, and we were always going somewhere. I remember my dad saying to me, “Jeff, this summer we’re going here, here, and here for three weeks.” I told him, “Dad, you know what, I think I’m going to pass.” I was in junior high school at the time. My dad looked at me with a quizzical expression, “Why?”

			“’Cause I don’t want to leave Paula.” Paula was my girlfriend at the time.

			“Is she going anywhere?”

			“No.”

			“Well then, she’ll be here when you get back.”

			I went on the trip with my family, but I did spend time in the hotel room on the telephone with Paula. I loved what my dad had said to me, and I loved his logic—he was practical and witty at the same time. What I saw on our trips enriched my appreciation of the world beyond Hamilton High School and Beverly Hills. I was bitten by the travel bug, which has served me well in my television career. If you’re not willing to pack your bags at a moment’s notice, don’t think about being a director/producer.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			FROM A TROJAN 
TO A BRUIN
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			After graduating from Hamilton High in June 1964, I went to summer school at Los Angeles City College to take extra classes so I could qualify to major in pre-med at USC. Yes, I initially responded to family pressure, and I was going to fulfill their dream of becoming a doctor (that is, with the exception of Grandpa Sam, who knew what I really wanted to do). I got into USC in the fall semester as a pre-med student. I had to take Logic and Biology 101. We had to dissect a frog, learn about all the body parts that helped the frog go, “Ribbit,” and see the little heart dead as a doornail. I hated it. That poor frog.

			I said to myself, “Oh, God. I don’t want to do this.” I made it about halfway through the first semester at USC, and I thought, “What the fuck am I doing? I’ve got to do what I want to do. I can’t live my life for what my parents and my grandparents expect me to be. I can’t do it.” I thought to myself, “I’m not happy; I’m never going to be happy. I’ve got to make a change.”

			One day, early on in the first semester, I drove to USC in my VW, and I didn’t go to my first class. I went directly to the counselor’s office and said to the receptionist, “I’ve got to see the counselor.”

			“She’s very busy in meetings this morning. You’ll have to wait.”

			“I’ll sit here all day if I have to.”

			Before lunch I saw a counselor. I went in and said, “I can’t do this anymore. I’ve got to change my major. I can’t be a pre-med student. I want to be in television.”

			“You know we don’t have a television school here at USC. We have a film school.”

			“Yes, I’m aware of that. I’ll go to the film school.” Which I did. She allowed me to make the change, as it was early enough in the semester to do so. We worked out all the classes that I would need to take. I knew that I had to stay at USC because my parents had already paid a fortune for the full semester tuition, and I wasn’t about to waste their money. That would have put salt on a wound. Bad enough that I’d never have an MD after my name. No more bragging rights for my parents, but I’d eventually give them reason enough to be proud of their son—just not in the way they envisioned.

			I enrolled in the beginning classes in film school, and I loved it, but it wasn’t television. I wanted to be in television. I learned that when you make a film you may spend years preparing. Sometimes it may take as much as a year or more to shoot it. And then you have to edit it. I think that I was too impatient to be a film director or producer. Television was fast-paced and suited my personality better. I didn’t want to have to wait years to see the fruits of my labor—or maybe never see them because getting a film financed and distributed can be a road of endless frustration.

			There I was in USC film school, still unhappy. It was the second half of the semester. I had an idea. I drove to UCLA in Westwood. I knew that UCLA had one of the only television schools in the country, and it was ranked number one. I walked into the dean’s office and asked the receptionist, “Is there any way I can speak to the dean?”

			She said, “Who are you?”

			I said, “My name is Jeff Margolis, and I’m in the film school at USC. I’m very interested in transferring to UCLA and getting into the television school.”

			“Well, I don’t think that’s going to happen. That’s virtually impossible.”

			“Could I just speak to the dean?” I wanted to say, “Who the hell are you to make that decision?” but I knew that wouldn’t get me anywhere and would just piss her off royally. Then I said, “I would really like to see the dean. May I just wait, please?”

			“Okay, I’ll see what I can do, but I don’t think he’s going to see you. I don’t think it’s going to happen.” I thought, “Shut the fuck up with your opinions and just let me talk to the dean.”

			I waited and waited, and finally she took me into the dean’s office and I introduced myself. I talked about my childhood obsession with television—that it was in my blood. I explained that I started as a pre-med student and then I changed to film and I was at the USC film school. At the end of the conversation he said, “You know what, kid? I like your spunk. When are you ready to make the move?” He sounded just like Ed Asner from The Mary Tyler Moore Show.

			“Yesterday,” I quickly responded.

			“Do you have to finish up the semester at USC?”

			“No. I don’t think so.” (Oy, how was I going to tell my parents?)

			“I can’t get you into a program formally until next semester because it’s too late for this semester. But you are welcome to come here and audit any class that you want.”

			I went back to USC to the counselor and thanked her very much for allowing me to make the change to the film school. Then I told her about meeting with the dean at UCLA who arranged for me to matriculate starting the next semester. I politely said, “Thank you so very much for all you did for me, but I am going to transfer to UCLA.”

			“Good luck. I hope I see your name in lights someday.”

			“Oh, you will,” I told her. “Oh, you will.” I was brimming with self-confidence because I knew I was being true to myself.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			TAKING A CUE
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			I was excited about classes at UCLA, but I felt instinctively that I also needed practical hands-on experience. I reached out to Uncle Monty who was the executive producer and the host of Let’s Make a Deal, which was one of the most successful game shows on television at the time. I told him, “I’m taking classes in directing—a little bit of producing, but mostly directing at UCLA. And very soon, maybe not this semester but the following semester, I’ll be able to get into a control room at school and actually start doing things on camera as a director. I need to get my foot in the door at a real television studio.”

			“Jeff, I’ve been waiting to hear from you. I know exactly what I can do to help you get that foot in the door.

			“Sit right here. I’m going to make a phone call.”

			I was at Uncle Monty’s house at the time. I didn’t feel any pressure, but this call was about to change my life. Had I known, I probably would have had a bad case of sweaty palms, but I didn’t realize what was at stake and how rare this opportunity was. To me I was just talking with my Uncle Monty.

			He called the associate producer of his show and said, “I want you to set up a meeting for my nephew Jeff Margolis with Barney McNulty.”

			Barney McNulty owned the only cue card company in the television industry. He had a monopoly. He happened to be at the right place at the right time. He was working with Bob Hope. When Hope was getting ready to go on camera for a television show, and McNulty was on the stage doing something, I don’t know what, he said to McNulty, “I can’t remember all this dialogue! I need somebody to hold up the script to help me remember my lines.”

			McNulty heard that and said, “Mister Hope, I’ll be right back.” He tore up some cardboard boxes, got a pen, wrote Mr. Hope’s dialogue on the cardboard, and held it up next to the camera lens. That was the beginning of the cue card industry. Just like that. It was amazing that no one had thought of it before.

			McNulty had a monopoly in Hollywood. In New York they were still using teleprompters. I heard a rumor once that one of the many reasons Johnny Carson moved his show to Los Angeles was because he didn’t want to use a teleprompter anymore. He wanted to use cue cards, and there were no cue card companies in New York. It was only a rumor, however.

			McNulty was doing almost every show on live and taped television because producers/directors were turning to cue cards. It made life much easier for the on-camera talent. They didn’t have to worry about forgetting their lines, and cue cards were more flexible than teleprompters for lots of reasons.

			Monty set up a meeting for me with Barney. We met, and Barney asked me, “What do you want to do?”

			“I’m going to be a producer and a director one day.”

			“Oh, you are, are you?” Barney had probably heard that a million times, but to his credit he didn’t laugh in my face.

			“Yes, but I’m willing to learn, pay my dues and do what I have to do. And I’d love to do cue cards.”

			“Okay, you’re hired.” I couldn’t believe my chutzpah, but Uncle Monty had my back, and his endorsement meant everything. He was the “eight-hundred-pound gorilla,” with a huge fan base and the respect of the network behind him. That’s one of the lessons I’ve learned over the years. Try and find someone with connections and a stellar reputation to help you achieve your goals. And if they are your uncle or aunt, all the better.

			What are cue cards, anyway? Cue cards are white cardboard cards about the size of a thirty-two-inch desktop computer. What you do with them is write, with a black marking pen, the dialogue in the script for a host to introduce a guest, the words to a singer’s song, dialogue for a sketch, or anything else someone might need to say. Those words are printed on consecutive cards. The job is difficult in the sense that when you “pulled” the cards for the talent who was saying their lines, you’d have to make sure that the home audience was not aware that the talent was actually reading their lines. The trick was to make sure that you followed the talent’s eyes and positioned the cards where the talent was looking—so that it looked like they were looking straight into the camera. You also had to make sure that you broke up the dialogue on the cards in the same way that the talent takes a pause—for example, you’d only put five lines on a card, flip that card, and the next card of dialogue would be behind it. And of course, you’d have to make sure that you used the most current script. Often directors and talent revise dialogue almost until the minute the show is taped or goes live on the air. If it sounds like a three-ring circus, it sometimes was, but it was exhilarating and exciting. Especially for a kid like me who was still a college student. (I don’t think anyone in my program was actually working in television at the time.) Cue cards are used on game shows for the host to read (such as Uncle Monty, of course); on soap operas for the stars to read so they don’t have to commit all that dialogue to memory every day; on variety shows for all the guests; and as I mentioned earlier, for singers who need an assist with their lyrics. Cue cards are still used today on many shows, although for big arena venue shows, such as award shows and concerts, it’s always necessary to use big screen monitors.

			It was exhausting printing up cue cards. We always came in before the first day of rehearsal, and we’d look at the schedule to learn what sketches were being rehearsed on the first day. Then we’d print those cards to be ready for the full day’s rehearsal, and while a couple of us were holding cue cards, there were sometimes three or four more guys backstage printing the next day’s dialogue.

			Back in the days of weekly variety shows, there were three days of rehearsal in a rehearsal hall, and then you’d go into the studio, and you’d shoot for two days. You’d block and tape, and then, at the end of the second day, you’d let an audience in and do certain parts of the show so that the performers could hear real laughter and live applause.

			Let me take a moment here to explain what “block and tape” means on a variety show or entertainment special. Blocking is rehearsing “on camera.” The director gets to see if the shots he or she has planned for a comedy sketch, musical number, or interview work the way he or she planned it in his or her head. The performers get to “practice” to see if they are comfortable with what they have to do, whether it is singing a song, dancing, doing comedy, acting in a sketch, and so on. You get it. The lighting designer, the set designer, the audio engineers, the prop department, and all the other departments involved get to practice making sure that their part is working properly.

			The cue cards used in rehearsal were pretty much the finished product. Sometimes the director, writer, or talent would change lines, and you’d go back and print a new card. Or if it was just a word, you were able to put a piece of white tape over the word and then just print over the tape. But that’s what rehearsals were for: to make sure that everything worked seamlessly and that there would be no glitches.

			There are usually five people dealing with cue cards on a one-hour variety show—two backstage prepping cards and two or three on stage holding cards. It’s extremely labor intensive. Without cue cards there would be a lot more bloopers and outtakes.

			[image: ]

			I went to work doing cue cards on guess what show? Let’s Make a Deal. It was the number one game show on television and aired on NBC. That was my first show, and man, I loved it. I was on stage. I would stand next to a camera holding cue cards for Monty. The only one happier about it than Monty was me.

			The show was live on air at the
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