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Thanks and Dedications

This book has allowed me to cross paths with some fascinating, insightful, hilarious and warm-hearted people, all of whom just happened to have something to do with my favorite childhood show. It was touching how many of them thanked me for giving them an outlet for reminiscence, and a reason to look back on what was almost invariably such a special time in their lives. For a humble fan, this book has been an incredibly rewarding experience. I’ve got to know the people who brought to life a show that was so special to me, and had the opportunity to thank them for their work in creating it. My most sincere gratitude to the following:
 
Bill Turnbull was a joy to chat with, and gave fascinating insights into the world of child acting.
 
Brian R. R. Hebb is a great guy, full of passion for life and his work. We bonded over our respective British upbringings.
 
Jim McGrath was most helpful in offering the technical details of his craft and the wider world of film scoring, as well as fond memories.
 
Afrah Gouda is an incredibly accomplished and delightful woman who was more than happy to reminisce about her time on the set.
 
Bryan Renfro very kindly shared some photos for this project, and some of the many stories of his fascinating life and career.
 
Craig Pryce is such a fun, friendly guy who shared some great tales from his early foray into television.
 
David Winning’s insight into the practicalities of set life were brilliant, and he was a pleasure to get to know.
 
Jonathan Whittaker was most obliging in not only telling me all about his shenanigans at Horrorland, but in taking the time to chat to my daughter, for whom his episode is a favorite.
 
Neal Shusterman leapt at the chance to talk to me about Goosebumps, and it was great to hear his process and thoughts on the craft, writer to writer. He also indulged my questions about his earlier work on the life of my favorite rock star.
 
Melody Johnson, for whom Goosebumps is not the only iconic horror on her resumé, was full of appreciation for her colleagues and amusing anecdotes, as well as an infectious bubbly energy.
 
Peter Keleghan may not remember every detail about his time on the show, but he was still happy to tell me everything he could, and offer his more personal insights.
 
Scott Pietrangelo has been a joy to get to know. He is full of great memories of the show and it was lovely to reunite him with the words he wrote as a young teen.
 
Tod Fennell was happy to offer me all the resources he could, and shared some great memories, not just from Goosebumps but also from his time on The Worst Witch, another childhood classic for a British ‘90s kid.
 
Bob Sprogis, as everybody promised, is a sweet, insightful and very talented guy. We discussed the common labor of editing, whether in video or literary form.
 
Stefan Scaini is one of the rare figures who keeps everything connected to his work. Scripts, storyboards, call sheets—he keeps it all, much to the chagrin of his wife! He offered invaluable insights.
 
Randy Bradshaw, just as teddy-bearish as Steve Levitan promised, offered a great look into the psychology of directing, and much encouragement. He believed in this project, and was kind enough to contribute photos and memorabilia.
 
Don McCutcheon took a real interest in my work and why exactly this was the project I had settled on. I appreciated the reciprocal nature of our discussions, and his providing some fabulous pictures.
 
I had a whale of a time chatting to Judah Katz, who is an insanely fun guy (no pun intended). Thanks to him for his time, humor, and for the boost my ego needed by granting his first ever Goosebumps-related interview to me, because he believed I could make this book happen and do it justice.
 
Ron Stefaniuk is a busy guy, but he still found the time to share his memories, passion and expertise with me.
 
Matthew DeWilde is an absolute doll, with loads of great insight, and many amazing photos. Many thanks to him for sharing them for this book.
 
Jack Lenz, an absolute gem who always made me feel like a fellow artist.
 
Beki Lantos was one of my first interviewees, and trusted me with some deeply personal experiences. I took her confidence incredibly seriously, and hope that I have managed to tell her part of the story properly, with sensitivity and kindness. Thanks also for the wonderful photos she shared.
 
It was a delight to meet Corey Sevier and hear about his multiple experiences on the show and how instrumental they were to where they are now. Such a friendly and knowledgeable person.
 
Ian Brock is jam-packed with enthusiasm, stories and behind the scenes tidbits that were crucial to putting all this together.
 
Sir Ronald Oliver, the man, the myth, the legend. Exactly as hilarious and warm as everybody told me he was. I knew out of everybody, it would be him to recognize the three Porno Chic posters on my living room wall. A man of taste!
 
Mpho Koaho is striking in his wisdom, his humility and his philosophical approach to life. He sees beneath the surface of things, and seems to live immersed in the beauty of it all. He is generous with his time, and his spirit, and was more than happy to meet my daughter and discuss with her everything from Saw to Goosebumps, to being a kid. He’s a one-of-a-kind dude.
 
Amos Crawley’s lifelong immersion in the arts has given him some really fascinating perspectives on life, childhood and adulthood, what constitutes work and art. We chatted at length about the horror genre, about what it is really like for children in the entertainment industry, and where the art world is headed. Another kind, friendly and thoroughly interesting guy who is so easy to talk to.
 
Michael Caloz and Alex Fallis, who politely declined to be interviewed for this book, but did so with such grace and kindness that they deserve a shoutout.
 
Many thanks to Darryl Triebner and Debby Corneal at Camp Samac for going above and beyond to aid my research. Also, to Brendan Whelton at Bay Street Video and Howie Levman of the legendary Queen Video in Toronto, and Lori Kirk at Centreville, all of whom were very obliging in helping me piece the puzzle together.
 
Kingsley Abbott, without whose wisdom and guidance this book would have been the death of me. Every time I felt like giving up, he managed to make the way forward look so clear, and gave me the energy I needed to carry on.
 
My friends and colleagues Emma Kiely, Anna Miller and Emily Bernard, who cheered me on from the sidelines, and understood exactly how excruciating a long-term writing project could be. They were always interested in hearing how it was going, and quick to offer support and guidance.
 
The incredibly talented Nimesh Niyomal, whose creative and sometimes bonkers designs have always been a source of great joy, and now serve as the face of my labor here.
 
My dear friend and fellow artist Jo Turland, one of the most wonderful, sensitive and caring friends imaginable.
 
To my equally dear friend Rowan French, for hearing my frustrations and lending his critical eye as a proofreader when I needed one.
 
Dr. Ian Newey, a beacon of wisdom and humor without whom my life would be adrift.
 
R.L. Stine, for acknowledging and encouraging this project, for introducing five-year-old Luna to horror, and making a lifelong degenerate out of her on account of it!
 
This book would never have been possible without its major tentpole, Steve Levitan. He was the first person I approached, and he got back to me within an hour, excited to tell the story of how the show came to be. His comprehensive understanding of Goosebumps formed the skeleton of this book, as well as many of the ligaments, and he entrusted his wealth of memory and experience to me. He has been an absolute joy: generous, patient, accommodating, and just an all-round awesome bloke. Steve, thank you for helping me take this important step in my life and career, and for fulfilling the dream of this Goosebumps fan. Thank you for being the one to set the ball rolling on the show that influenced my life. To my wonderful partner Geoff and my daughter Willow, my Goosebumps girl. They have always believed in me, and encouraged me to make this dream a reality, even when it meant prioritizing it above all else.
 
My mum Shelley, brothers Ali, Sam and Joe and sister Relly, who has always shared my love of Goosebumps. Thank you for your encouragement and celebration of my achievements.
 
And finally, to the biggest cheerleader of them all, my Pop, Mark Alexander. Without his belief and support by any means necessary, I would never have had the confidence to even dream of this project, let alone get out there and make it happen. I escaped to his apartment to write when I felt like I was being pulled in a million different directions, and he always knew I could do it. This book is the achievement I always knew I had in me, but for so long lacked the faith in myself to see through. I know you’re proud


Introduction

X-treme Childhoods

The 1990s was the time to be a child. All the environmental stars had aligned to produce a near-perfect era for a new generation to grow up in: the threat of nuclear annihilation had largely subsided, economies were robust in ways they hadn’t been in decades, and the entertainment industry was evolving. The Simpsons had come along at the turn of the decade and transformed the ways that families consumed media, by leaning away from the happy-go-lucky perfection that defined 1980s TV and embracing the humble, the everyday, even the dysfunctional. In the US, Clinton’s presidency broke a long spell of Republican rule, while the New Labour movement of the UK gave way to the Cool Britannia era, which embraced the working classes and celebrated the underlings. Society was becoming less defined by what was considered proper, breaking out into unexplored territory, and ambitious grass-roots movements in the art world were reflecting this mood swing.

This is characterized by the entertainment industry of the 1990s. Cinema saw a boom in large-scale action and spectacle, a self-aware revival of the horror genre courtesy of Scream, and CGI was making its mark with massive hits like Terminator 2: Judgement Day and Toy Story. Meanwhile, TV sitcoms and series were moving away from the family-oriented in favor of young adult shows like Friends and The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, and the weird like Twin Peaks and The X-Files. Video games were presenting more complex and immersive worlds, extreme sports like skateboarding, BMXing and roller-blading were massive, and the World Wrestling Federation combined the two trends for extreme sport and extreme entertainment. If there’s one word to sum up the era, it’s x-treme.

Of course, all this awesomeness was catering to children as much as to teenagers and adults, and kids were getting their own brands of extreme entertainment. Channels specifically catering to kids were emerging, with Nickelodeon embodying the loud, wacky tone of the time with original cartoons and bucketloads of slime, and Fox delivering on the action-packed offerings of Saban and Warner Bros. spin-offs. A look at the Nickelodeon time capsule buried in 1992 gives a keen insight into the flavor of this era: MC Hammer and Michael Jackson CDs, GameBoys, Barbie dolls, skateboards, VHS copies of Back to the Future and merchandise T-shirts.

Movies and TV were taking on a more rough-around-the-edges shape, tapping directly into the excitement of their target audience, and selling them merchandise at Toys“R”Us. Mighty Morphin’ Power Rangers took a low-budget kids’ show, captured the childish imagination, and by the end of the ‘90s had raked in an incredible $6 billion in toy and merchandise sales, never mind the fear that the show was inciting violence and a craze for karate kicks and “hai-YAs”. The Tickle Me Elmo craze of 1996 left toy shop employees with broken limbs and parents with criminal records. There was no doubt that kids wanted cool, they wanted edgy, and they wanted to spend every penny in their piggy banks on taking their favorite shows further than the television screen. Children’s entertainment was causing mania in the ‘90s, and it seemed producers were only ever one good idea away from making a serious impact on this pop culture landscape.

Producer Steve Levitan characterizes the 1990s as “the peak of children’s television. One: you could do scripted television. Two: there were dedicated kids’ channels which were the only places kids could go to get content.” An industry geared specifically towards young viewers had emerged, in which kids got more than a couple of hours every Saturday morning or after school. They had their very own channels that would reliably turn out content that they enjoyed, without the six o’clock curfew bringing the fun crashing down with news or soap operas. “There was a lot of scary stuff, but fun scary stuff,” says children’s author and screenwriter Neal Shusterman, “and I think Goosebumps got that started. There was a lot more then than there is now for that age group, and there were many more markets to sell those things than there are now.”

“It pushed boundaries. It was less safe,” says director Craig Pryce. “But that was the fun of it! The storytelling was, for want of a better word, less corporate, and there was more freedom. Cos now when you direct, it’s sometimes more the showrunners, ‘This is how you do it’, and things like that. I would say there was more freedom for the directors, and for the writers, actually. They were trusted and they were hired for their talent. You would scare the kids. Now there’s so much concern, with censorship and things, ‘You can’t do that, you can’t do this’. There’s a lot more voices now. It was a really creative time and a fun time to entertain kids.” From a young viewer’s perspective, actor Amos Crawley agrees: “The nineties was a bit of a wild wild West. We were kind of the last generation to go unchaperoned through much of the day. We were the last generation to not have cell phones, so kids’ entertainment was a bit more vast in that sense.”

Director Randy Bradshaw remembers the late ‘80s and ‘90s as “a simpler, more gentle time” in entertainment. “The stories these days are, I think, a bit more dark. I think some of these stories are asking kids to maybe delve into more difficult, emotional terrain. There just isn’t as much fun out there anymore, or that fun comes with a terrible price. Goosebumps was a tremendous amount of fun, but there was never a deep, cynical, dark place. It was an exercise in developing the imagination of children. The children’s entertainment landscape was,you know, apart from being specifically about entertaining and making compelling and fun programming, was also teaching them about something in a gentle way, where nobody was going to suffer. The entertainment landscape was not about dealing with those difficult things for the greater part. I guess the short answer is that I think television then for kids was simply about letting kids be kids.”

For those dreaming up and making the entertainment, it was a time of creative freedom, with barely a hint of micromanagement in sight. “It was the inmates running the asylum,” jokes director Ron Oliver. “They really left us alone, and there was respect. I’ll tell you the difference, there was a respect for the kids’ imaginations during that era that disappeared almost overnight in the 2000s. At that time we understood and respected the fact that kids deserve really high quality entertainment.” Indeed, just as the ‘50s had given way to this strange new breed they called the teenager, the ‘90s prided itself on understanding the youth, and making sure they got what they wanted, and it was with this in mind that a new youth culture emerged.

The children’s horror market was booming in the ‘90s, thanks in no small part to a Canadian anthology TV series, Are You Afraid of the Dark? Based and filmed in Montreal, it was the brainchild of Ned Kandel and D.J. MacHale, and told a different story every episode, held together with the framing device of The Midnight Society, a group of adolescents who regularly gathered around a bonfire to tell each other scary stories. It was a big hit on its home channel YTV and across the border at Nickelodeon, and arguably ushered in the kids’ TV horror craze of the era. Kids were a big market, and they were being listened to.

This market didn’t stop at toys and television. In the summer of 1992, a children’s book titled Welcome to Dead House was published by Scholastic, quickly followed up by Stay Out of the Basement. They belonged to a new anthology series called Goosebumps, written by Ohio native R.L. Stine. Having made a living as a children’s author for over twenty years, Stine was well-versed in penning scary stories for young readers, but his wife/editor spotted a gap in the market, and urged him to try out horror for seven-to ten-year-olds. Reluctantly, Stine obliged, and a craze was born. In a way that only kids can pull off, word of mouth made it known that these creepy books were the thing, and before too long, the series was selling a million copies a month. The author’s ability to keep producing new material at such a high rate meant the series could keep up with demand; it was more like a magazine than a book, in that readers could rely on a new title on an almost monthly basis. Kids were fickle, but there was always a new Goosebumps. So the rabid enthusiasm of young readers paired with Stine’s incredible fecundity made Goosebumps a runaway success. It seemed inevitable that the worlds of literature and television would eventually collide.

[image: image]

R.L. Stine pictured with some of the show’s monstrous creations. Photo courtesy of Matthew DeWilde




“I’ve Got the Rights to the Hottest 
Kids’ Book on the Market”

The Creation of a Monster Hit

Steve Levitan holds up a framed black-and-white photo of himself at ten years old, proudly showing off his family’s first television set. “I got all dressed up and insisted that they take a photo of me standing next to the TV set. As far back as then, I wanted to make movies or TV shows,” he says. Survivors of the Holocaust, Steve Levitan’s parents couldn’t afford to throw him a big Bar Mitzvah party, but had a whip-round of friends and family to fund the occasion, promising him any leftover dollars as a present. He is certain that the party would have swallowed up all the funds his folks raised, but still they stumped up $150 as a gift for their son. With $50 he subscribed to Weekly Variety—a subscription he maintains to this day—and with the remaining $100, a Kodak Super 8mm Instamatic Movie Camera. He began making movies from that day. 

At eighteen, “I was ready to hitchhike to Los Angeles and sweep the floors until they gave me a camera, but my mother persuaded me to go to university and get a degree that I could at least fall back on,” he explains. It just so happened that Levitan’s local university had recently opened Canada’s first film school, and after three years of study, “I decided to hitchhike to Los Angeles and sweep the floors until they gave me a camera!” His ever-sensible mother convinced him to defer his L.A. dreams one more time and enrol in law school. “As a youth, I was arrogant enough to think that I could make great movies! I just couldn’t figure out how anyone could be crazy enough to give you a million, two million, let alone ten million dollars to basically transform your idea into an hour and a half or two hours of time-waste. I thought that law school might help me to understand that, and it did not!” he laughs.

In the ‘60s, says Levitan, the movie industry was just beginning to take off in Canada, with few players other than the national broadcaster and national film board, and all the action was happening in the USA. But by the 1970s, when he graduated law school, the industry was emerging north of the border, and so he decided to declare himself an entertainment lawyer, a move he figured would be a neat segue into the industry he had longed to break into since childhood. “It was an easy move because there were no entertainment lawyers the way there were in Los Angeles, and there was no one saying I didn’t know what I was doing, and that way I got into contact with all the early players in the industry,” he says. After a good decade of finding his feet, Levitan was hired by a client to run their company Sunrise Films, where he had his first run-in with Scholastic on a show called My Secret Identity, introducing him to co-founder and president of Scholastic Productions Inc., Marty Keltz, a contact who would prove to be instrumental in later years. Once Levitan’s contract with Sunrise Films expired, he felt the time was right to go into business for himself, and he launched Protocol Entertainment in 1993.

When asked what exactly creating a production company entails, Levitan laughs. “Everything and nothing! It really depends what kind of business you want to be in,” he says. Family members on his wife’s side were well-versed in the entertainment industry, working in West End theater in London and owning drive-in theaters in Ottawa, and gave Steve some valuable advice on getting started: “The trick is to choose between being small or large, and if you choose large, you have to keep growing and growing and growing and never stop, and if you choose small, you have to keep shrinking and shrinking and shrinking until you’re working out of your shirt pocket. In those days, that seemed like a metaphor, but now we have this,” Levitan says, holding up his cell phone. He chose to keep things small, intending his company to comprise just him, his assistant, and his contact list. With enough money in the bank to pay expenses and support his family for about a year, Levitan took the plunge, hoping that by the end of the year, things would be going well enough for Protocol to fully launch. Sharing these plans with a friend while at the gym, a business partnership was born, one that would last for about a decade, until illness necessitated his partner stepping down, and Levitan bought back full ownership of Protocol Entertainment. 

He is tickled pink when asked to explain exactly what a producer does. “That’s a great question, because most people don’t ask me that question! Most people say, ‘Wow, it’s so great to be a producer, you’re so lucky!’ There’s so many different kinds of producers. There’s producers that get credit as executive producers, because they were an agent that represented a star and when they couldn’t get the salary they wanted, then you’ve gotta give me and my agent a credit. But they actually have relatively nothing to do with the show,” he explains. “To me, the way I operate as a producer is to identify at the earliest possible stage a property or an idea or concept or IP that feels like it would be a popular piece of audiovisual entertainment. And you need tons of those, because one in twenty gain any traction. And it’s not because your guess is wrong, but because the market isn’t ready or the talent isn’t there.” 

The goal was to never be in a position where they were chasing deals just to pay bills, a common pressure for production companies, particularly when it comes to picking up the tab of evolving technologies. Levitan’s goal was to be small enough that he could retain a certain selectiveness, not necessarily over which projects he worked on, but which people he worked with. “I only wanted to be involved with people I liked and respected and could foresee enjoying being joined at the hip with them, for a year if it’s a movie, or for three or four years if it’s a show like Goosebumps was. It’s like getting married, and then you have a child.”



Protocol was in its infancy, starting from scratch with nothing but a list of contacts, and Steve Levitan was rearing to go, on the lookout for the first big project that would get the company going and make an impact. His first move was to make the rounds of his contact book, making stops in New York, Los Angeles and London, and asking to be introduced to anybody worth knowing. He hobnobbed with entertainment figures, expanding his network and getting to know everybody, while trying to gauge where their interest lay, and what sorts of projects would generate enthusiasm from networks and studios. It was during this crucial time that Marty Keltz popped up, and mentioned a series of children’s books that were “flying off the shelves”. He took Levitan to meet Deborah Forte, an executive at Scholastic who was overseeing Goosebumps affairs. She handed Levitan three books—Welcome to Dead House, Stay Out of the Basement and Monster Blood—just before he boarded a plane back home to Toronto, and the fledgling producer tore through the titles one after another at 35,000 feet. By the time he landed back on Canadian soil, Levitan was smitten with the world of Goosebumps, and was certain that he had found his big project. 

So eager was Levitan to secure the television rights to the Goosebumps books that he scribbled out a handwritten agreement while still on the plane, which he presented to Keltz over the phone as soon as he could get to one. In spite of a lot of competition, and a pre-existing agreement with Fox for the film rights, a deal was worked out. What won him the rights was his insistence that Goosebumps be a live-action series, while every other competitor was aiming for an animated show. Levitan made this call based on his unfamiliarity with animation, and insistence that a live-action show should uphold the scare factor of Stine’s books: “It’s one thing to have a cartoon kid standing beside a cartoon monster and acting scared, it’s another thing for a real kid on a real stage standing beside a real monster and acting scared,” he says. 



The first step was finding the IP, and then presenting it to broadcasters to gauge audience interest. Although he’s seen plenty of the inside of Production Hell, Steve says that as long as decisions are being made one way or the other, it’s not quite as hellish as it sounds. The real labor comes with working out financing deals. Nowadays, with streamers dominating the market, a lot of properties are kept in-house, with giants like Netflix funding entire projects in exchange for exclusive rights to the work. The ‘90s was a different beast, and there was much more collaboration going on. License fees were smaller, and broadcasters would usually offer a percentage of the budget, leading to the likes of Canada’s subsidies and tax credits filling in the gaps. Finding the appropriate combination of financing to support production in the right way was a considerable task, one that Levitan says had more to do with citizenship and who paid taxes and where, than anything creative. Then a distribution company may come into play, complicating things further. “It’s an extremely complicated and time-consuming job for a producer,” says Levitan, “one that happens simultaneously with assembling the creative team. There’s a ton going on. You’re either in an office, or you’re on a plane, or in somebody else’s office. Lots of phone calls.” This is where Levitan’s background in entertainment law, as well as his status as creative producer, rather than just a financial one, came in handy. Protocol had only been in business just over a year when Goosebumps went into production with three people on board, but Levitan’s unique combination of creativity, legal expertise and knowledge of the industry would prove vital to the success that was to come.

With television rights secured, Levitan’s next job was to find a network that would host the show. This proved to be more of a challenge than he had anticipated, given how hot the property he now had was. He called up all of the home broadcasters that handled children’s programming—CBC, CTV, YTV, Family Channel—to make them an offer that they surely couldn’t refuse. “In those days, Goosebumps was like Harry Potter, only bigger, because every month there was a new book released and they were selling millions of copies,” Steve Levitan recalls. “I said, ‘I’ve got the rights to the hottest kids’ book on the market’. All of them refused, they said, ‘Not interested, never heard of it, don’t want it’”. For whatever reason, all of Canada’s big networks passed on the opportunity, so Levitan began looking further afield and pitching to major networks over the border. 

Fox Kids Network was a giant of children’s programming, and had a reputation for airing many of the most popular shows of the time, notably Mighty Morphin’ Power Rangers. Fox was enthused about the project, recognizing it as the perfect addition to its x-treme lineup of badass entertainment for badass kids, and in early 1995, agreed to bankroll the show significantly enough that for now, Levitan could relax about not having a Canadian broadcaster on board. This was a rarity the producer was very fortunate to encounter, with the majority of Canadian productions simply not having the money to discount their own homegrown audience. With Fox money in its pockets, the show was greenlit in April of 1995, and Goosebumps officially went into production that summer. 

The plan had been to begin shooting once school let out in 1995 to accommodate the child actors, with a production schedule commencing around the end of June, and wrapping up toward the end of October, because Canadian weather wasn’t conducive to shooting out and about as the show would often require. This gave Levitan just a couple of months to get everything in order, and it was a daunting task that his youthful ambition allowed him to rise to. “If somebody pitched that to me today, I’d say, ‘It can’t be made,’” he says. “On Goosebumps we were lucky, because Fox Kids came in with a substantial enough license fee as a percentage of the budget that I felt comfortable going into production with just that, even though we had a big gap still to fill. Even though all the Canadian broadcasters who were appropriate for that show initially rejected it, which is still unbelievably difficult for me to understand.”

Midway through shooting of its first season, the show received an unexpected perk brought about by the very audience it was being made for. Steve Levitan got a call one day from a Canadian commissioner he had previously pitched the show to, asking to be reminded of that project he had brought to them. It turned out that the commissioner had just spent the weekend with her nephews, who were going crazy for the Goosebumps books, and their enthusiasm for the series prompted her to reconsider the show. An offer was made, empowering Levitan to go back to the other broadcasters who had declined a deal and try again. “I said, ‘I have an offer for this now, and you might want to do some research and determine how successful these books are.’ And we actually ended up with a bidding war, which turned out to be much more lucrative for me than it would have been if somebody had had the wisdom or did the research and actually cared to look into what Goosebumps was. They could have got it for probably half of what they ended up spending! But that’s the Canadian marketplace,” he explains. “It is reactive, not proactive, and I’ve had plenty of situations like that on other shows. Canada is a small country in a very, very large place.”

The bidding frenzy concluded, and YTV became the home of Goosebumps in Canada. As the country’s first dedicated children’s network, it was the perfect place for Goosebumps to flourish on its home turf, which makes it all the more puzzling that they passed on the show the first time around. Levitan says that once the show got its bearings, there was very little interference from broadcasters with regard to the style and scariness of the show. It was a big success, and they were largely left to their own devices, so now it was on them to get out there and make a show with the same cultural impact as Stine’s books. Financing was in place, and it was time to hire the creative team who would bring Levitan’s ambitious project to life.




“A Sweetheart Crew”

Assembling the Team

As the green light flashed on Goosebumps, a huge operation got underway to build an infrastructure that could support the television adaptation of the biggest children’s books of the era. It was a period of fine tuning the creative vision, lots of reading, meetings and conversations with the right people. It was before the internet had become a central fixture in the industry, and so ideas were exchanged either over the phone, through the mail or via fax. “Time consuming and awkward” is how Levitan remembers the process. Luckily, they had some pretty serious money at their disposal, which would help them secure the best people Canada had to offer. “As far as I know, it was the highest-budgeted kids’ TV show at the time, which probably makes it one of the highest-budgeted ever, because those were the peak years of kids’ television,” Steve Levitan explains. “I can’t tell you the exact number because the financing agreements all require confidentiality, but the comparative would be—and this is extremely unusual for kids’ television—if you think about it per minute, our scripts were about twenty-four minutes of running time and a movie is, let’s say a hundred, we were about the same cost per minute as a Hollywood studio movie would be. That doesn’t mean millions of dollars an episode, but it is an extraordinary number. It’s certainly the most expensive kids’ show in the history of Canada, which is actually saying a lot, because most kids’ shows are not actually shot in America, or weren’t in those days. It was quite high.”

In addition to a sizable investment from Fox, there were perks to being a Canadian production company. “There were tax credits in the ‘80s which really kick-started the whole industry in Toronto,” explains production designer Ian Brock. “They allowed you to write off a hundred-percent write-off on your taxes for investments in films. So, all these rich guys—mostly dentists and lawyers—they started putting in all this money.” It was in this environment that many of those on the crew got their start in the film industry, and now Canada was the place to be for more financially-rewarding film production. It wasn’t just the money, though. Toronto as a city became a very accommodating place, which was happy to make arrangements for productions. Need to plant palm trees on the waterfront to make it look tropical? Go for it. Wanna drive a car off a cliff? Be our guest! 1990s Toronto really was the best place for film and television production, and through the many challenges Goosebumps presented, the city was there to help.

Production may have been buoyed by a considerable cash float, but they were going to earn every cent of it the hard way. There were three years of incredibly long and demanding working hours ahead of them, but the entire team jumped at it with gusto, and maintained a stamina akin to that of professional dancers, by never letting it look like hard work. It was no small task, and one of the first steps was establishing a headquarters from which everything could operate. Toronto had a considerable amount of architecture leftover from the Victorian industrial era that sat more or less derelict, and among these buildings was the former Molson’s Brewery on Fleet Street. It was vast, spacious and in a central location—it was perfect. Producer Patrick Doyle was the one to find the place, and when he showed it to Steve Levitan, he was sold. On the waterfront and right next to the expressway, it was accessible, sizable and malleable. It was, however, in a state of disrepair, but this meant that production could get it on the cheap. Due to be torn down entirely, Goosebumps saved it from extinction. “It was just an ideal place,” says Levitan. 

“It’s like this giant building. It was derelict, which is great because we go shoot on it, and all the kettles have been removed, and it’s full of dead pigeons, and it was just gross,” recalls Ian Brock. This ramshackle old bird graveyard came with a number of perks though, not least of which being the hollow floors where brewing tanks used to go. “We had these empty floors where we could store all the scenery, so we never threw a thing out. So we just kept recycling and recycling as we went through season after season,” Brock explains. “We could build up from below. So, we could do stunts, like throw kids in and throw them out. You could build a pond or whatever in the studio.” 

The building spanned several stories, which would later prove useful once Protocol’s catalog expanded and the company was straddling a number of projects simultaneously. One floor of the old brewery would end up being home to Goosebumps, another was for Animorphs, and crew were free to wander from one to the other as required. “I would move my office from one level to another level, depending on what production,” director Ron Oliver recalls, “so I’d go and do two episodes of one show, and I’d move upstairs and do two episodes of another show.” The grounds of the Molson’s building were expansive, and the exteriors of the building were stylistically well-suited to a horror show. So much so that the site would later be used for some exterior shots in episodes like “Say Cheese and Die,” and “Chillogy.” The only real issue was that parking was cramped, which proved to be an issue when Levitan’s young nephew was hired as a driver, and kept crashing the van into other vehicles, but in every other way, the old Molson’s building was perfect. Goosebumps had its home base, and now it was time to find the team to work in it.

Steve Levitan had his work cut out for him when it came to assembling the team that would bring Goosebumps to life, but a key figure was gifted to production in the form of executive producer Bill Siegler. He was onboard the Goosebumps train as a Scholastic representative, acting as the middle man between the publishing house that unleashed the books on the world, and the television adaptation that was taking shape. A resourceful and well-connected man with a background in theater direction, who Levitan frequently describes as “the heart of the show,” he opened many doors and helped in the quest to find the right people to do the right jobs. “He wore the Scholastic/R.L. Stine hat”, says Steve Levitan. 

As Levitan remembers it, Siegler was friendly with the creative team behind Friends, who recommended he get in touch with Dan Angel and Billy Brown, a writing and producing team already making a good impression on the industry. The duo met with Siegler and the Scholastic gang, and then with Steve and the Protocol crew, all of whom were immediately certain that they were the perfect people to make Goosebumps happen. “It took a while of planning, it took a while of finding the right team of writers. Dan and Billy were absolutely the perfect people to write this show, but it took a while to search them out,” says Steve Levitan. The two were positioned as the executive story editors, and with their help and contacts, the show was quickly beginning to take shape.

Alongside Bill Siegler was Lena Cordina, another of those in the higher echelon of the production team, whose job it was to bridge the gap between corporate and creative and make sure everything ran smoothly. With a property as big as Goosebumps, and a network as big as Fox, this was one hell of an assignment. “The production manager is so important because so many other things are going on in the episode, unlike cookie-cutter shows like Friends, for example, always the same three sets, always the same six actors,” Levitan explains. “Lena Cordina and [production coordinator] Bernie Burford made everything work, and that was just a huge job. Huge. Their office was beside Bill Siegler’s office and the three of them were like a unit that just made everything work. Their professionalism, their ability to foresee things, they’d make sure stuff was there before we needed it. They were just so important to the creative process, and a production coordinator is not normally seen as a creative person, but they are.” Another key name on this rung of the ladder is Patrick Doyle. The producer was a happy-go-lucky sort of fellow, bursting with energy and ideas. He would fill in for minor roles, offer his house out for filming odds and ends, and always had a solution for any problem. He was greatly missed when he died unexpectedly between seasons, to the extent that he would continue to be credited for producing the show, even after his death. 

Determined to make this as Canadian a production as possible, Levitan put together a list of Canadian directors who he considered a good fit for the show, and carried out further brainstorming with Siegler, Brown and Angel to pull together a solid team of creatives who could make the show happen. Between them, they pooled their contacts and began reaching out to writers, directors, production designers and cinematographers that they felt would be valuable assets to Goosebumps, and bring the magic to life. In practical terms, this also meant an effects shop, a post-effects wizard, and, importantly, an animal wrangler. 

It turned out that magic was a good starting point when assembling the team. Director Ron Oliver describes the world of R.L. Stine as one of “fantasy, illusion and the darker side of fun. Magic and directing or filmmaking are so similar, because you’re creating the illusion of something, with various tricks and subterfuges. And I love that, there’s nothing I love more than fooling an audience,” he says. Oliver cites The Twilight Zone as having given him his first glimpse into the magic of directing. “A lot of people forget how low-budget that show really was, and they would have really smart directors on that show who would solve problems.” From Rod Serling’s signature show, he recalls a shot of clapping hands which, when compressed, gave the impression of a huge crowd when in reality it was six or eight people. “I remember seeing that as a kid and thinking it was genius,” says Oliver. Before venturing into directing, he began in the performative world of stage magic, following in the footsteps of other greats of the creative arts like Orson Welles and Johnny Carson, and feels that, paired with his love of the old horror classics, this background set him up well to direct horror. He cut his teeth on the camp icons Hello Mary Lou: Prom Night II and Prom Night III: The Last Kiss, before venturing into the world of children’s horror.

Coincidentally, he was running in the same circles as special effects artist Ron Stefaniuk. “When I was sixteen or seventeen, other people would go work at Burger King for eight hours, and we’d go do a magic show for, you know, forty-five minutes and make enough money for the whole week,” Stefaniuk regales. For him too, magic was an important initiation into the world of film. It represented the key to the unreal, to that enviable position in which you could make something impossible happen, and cast waves of amazement through an audience. So it seemed fitting that just a few years into their respective careers, the two Rons would unite for the common cause of entertaining young audiences on the small screen.

Ron Stefaniuk had nestled his way into the industry in an unconventional way. Having got started in stage magic, the theater buff frequented summer stock and amateur dramatic productions, and would wait at the stage door to meet the people who worked on the shows he watched, to sing their praises and share ideas he had for maximizing onstage effects and stunts. “The first puppets people build at a puppet company are hand puppets—the very first puppet I made was twenty-six feet long, seventeen feet high!” he says. When he heard that a local theater company was looking to put a diplodocus on stage, he took the weekend to draw up designs. “Two guys would wear it, it would be on backpacks, and the weight would be transferred to our hips. The tail would balance the head, and the head would lift and the tail would lift, and we could move it,” he explains. “So, I drew it all up, and walked into the meeting and said, ‘You should build this’. And he said, ‘OK, you’re hired.’”

Stefaniuk threw himself in at the deep end, an attitude to his work that would define him, and leave a lasting impression. He credits his comprehensive skill set to finding him the most interesting work. Having spent the last few years learning on the job to build not only puppets and masks but also sets and props, he had more to offer than the average puppet shop or special effects artist. Ron Stefaniuk was a young and highly ambitious creator who was just getting started when Goosebumps came his way. Not only was his portfolio impressive, but it was comprehensive. This show would require special effects makeup and full
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