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			To my wife, Christine

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

			

			Who was Johnny Carson?

			Ask a dozen people and you get a dozen different answers. Trust me, I’ve asked everyone. In eight years of hosting The Carson Podcast, I talked to a multitude of Johnny’s employees, guests, and loved ones. I sought out every possible angle to understand the cultural phenomenon of Johnny’s thirty years hosting The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson, and the man himself. I never got tired of the range of answers.

			Off camera, he was “intense,” said Carson talent coordinator Shelly Schultz.

			“He was the complete opposite of what you saw onstage,” said Carson correspondent Louisa Ermelino, who answered Johnny’s fan mail. “He was very awkward, very quiet and uncomfortable…He had crepe-soled shoes…No one would hear him coming. You wouldn’t know he was in the room…Then all of a sudden, somebody would spot him and the whole atmosphere would go flat.”

			Shelly Cohen, Tonight’s assistant musical director, agreed: “When he walked through the curtain, it was Johnny Carson. When the curtain closed, he became this other person.”

			Others said the opposite.

			“[Off camera], Johnny as a person was the guy you saw on television,” opined Carson talent coordinator Pat Bradford. “He was no different.”

			“He was the Johnny you saw on The Tonight Show when he was with somebody that he felt comfortable with,” said friend David Steinberg. “Fast, witty, great storyteller.”

			“Pretty close [to how he was on air] when he was in a small group of people that he knew,” said Danny Robinson, whose parents were good friends of Carson’s. “But not quite as gregarious.”

			Carson’s second wife, Joanne, stated, “He was exactly the same [person] as he was on camera and at home…Great sense of humor, loved to laugh.”

			Larry King, legendary CNN host, said the key to Johnny’s Tonight success was simple. “[It was] because he was himself.”

			Despite the disagreements, certain qualities were highlighted again and again.

			Unsurprisingly, he was funny. “Was [Johnny as] funny off camera as he was on? Yes,” said longtime bandleader Doc Severinsen. Tonight director (and Johnny’s brother) Dick Carson said, “I think Johnny is the funniest guy in the world. But don’t write that. He always misunderstands people. He’d think I was trying to butter him up.”

			But despite Carson’s talents as a performer, with guests he never made the show about him. As Tonight producer Peter Lassally told me, Johnny felt his job was to make the guests look good. He would not go out there to try to get laughs for himself. “That was his rule. ‘I’m here to make the guests look good.’ That was uniquely Johnny.”

			He had a special knack for relating to comedians and became the ultimate arbiter of comedic talent for decades. “He was a little kid who never looked for an opportunity to top you,” Mel Brooks said. “As a comic, you knew you had a kid audience and you could really go crazy. He’d laugh so hard he’d fall off his chair. He reminded us in show business why we decided not to work in the garment district. He embodied the beauty of entertainment. He was the yellow brick road, the guy who showed us the way to Oz. He was our leader.”

			Carson was also skilled at putting nervous guests at ease. Michael Douglas admitted on Jimmy Fallon’s Tonight to being so nervous for his first Carson appearance in 1971 that he wet himself minutes before going on. A hair dryer from Wardrobe saved the day. “I came out,” said Douglas. “I was terrified, just frozen. Johnny could tell. He was very sweet.”

			“Whether it was Burt Reynolds or a hog farmer, he made the star feel like a regular guy and the regular guy feel like a star,” said the Amazing Kreskin.

			That down-to-earth attitude was rooted in Johnny’s midwestern background. “He was a little boy from Nebraska when he walked through that curtain,” comedian Tom Dreesen said.

			Carson was a true Nebraskan. All he ever wanted for dinner at home or in restaurants was steak and potatoes. Mornings, he made himself instant coffee. For fifteen years, he wore the same cable-knit cardigan he’d gotten when he first came to New York. Expensive hotels made him cringe, and he always insisted on driving himself to work once the show moved to Burbank in the early 1970s.

			His ability to appeal to Middle America was key to his success. “Johnny’s the naughty boy down the block who says precocious things,” Joan Rivers told Newsday. “He’s young and hip enough to appeal to the young people, he’s a Midwesterner in the big city and the folks back in Nebraska love him, he’s boyish enough for the mothers and handsome enough for the younger girls.”

			But Johnny’s rise to the top never would have happened without a relentless work ethic and a cutthroat competitive streak. “He’s a perfectionist,” claimed sidekick Ed McMahon. “He’s determined and intent about things. He’s outlandish in his demands on himself.”

			Carson demanded the same commitment from his staff, and unyielding loyalty. When Tonight producer Perry Cross decided to leave the show, he recalled that “Johnny, when he found out about it, almost had a heart attack. He was so upset and very angry…that I even considered leaving…He doesn’t forgive people for his perception of [their] being disloyal.”

			But if you were in his corner, he was in yours. “As long as you remained loyal with Johnny, you were his friend for life,” said Tonight producer Stan Irwin. Betty Wesley, assistant to Dick Carson, told me, “Johnny was very kind.” When the show was still based in New York, he heard that Wesley’s boyfriend was in town, he offered his car and driver and gave Betty the evening off. When she thanked him later, she said, “He seemed a little embarrassed.”

			Head writer Marshall Brickman told me he came in for his first day with a temperature of 105. “I was in the hospital for two months. Carson [phoned] me, saying, ‘Don’t worry, we’re holding your job.’ ”

			When writer Jim Mulholland saw his boss perform at the Sahara in Las Vegas, he said, “When I got back to Burbank, Johnny’s secretary said he was upset that I didn’t go backstage after the show…I’m a shy person, and it never occurred to us to go backstage and bother Johnny Carson.”

			“If you needed a friend at a tough time in your life, you had a good one in Johnny,” said Tonight drummer Ed Shaughnessy.

			Johnny had a quiet social life outside Tonight. Manhattan friends like producer and TV talk show host David Susskind and New York City mayor John Lindsay were close with Johnny. There were dinners with Don Rickles at Danny’s Hideaway. During Burbank trips, Johnny and Bob Newhart would shut down Sneaky Pete’s. Once he moved to the West Coast, Carson hung out with pals like Steve Lawrence and David Steinberg. He was a fixture at restaurants Dan Tana’s and the Palm. He played in a regular star-studded poker game. Throughout his life, he kept in touch with old friends from Nebraska.

			“You don’t get to know [Johnny] in two weeks or even two years,” said his New York press agent. “But once you do—and if he likes you—he is a wonderful friend.”

			Carson was also generous. Tonight assistant Mike Zannella told the story of how he was at a party when Johnny spotted a movie star who was down on his luck. Carson pulled out a big wad of cash and had Zannella go over to the actor and give him the money in a handshake. Throughout his life, Johnny would give to friends and charitable organizations without wanting any acknowledgment in return.

			But Carson’s warmth had its limits. Ed McMahon said, “Johnny doesn’t let too many people close to him. He’s afraid of being taken advantage of.”

			Dick Cavett agreed: “He had a history of having been screwed by certain trusted associates in the past and had pretty good reason to be paranoid. So I could understand why.”

			“He could be hurt very easily,” said friend David Lowe, Jr.

			Perhaps that was why the press characterized him as “cold and aloof” and why some people had trouble getting to know him.

			“Johnny was not an easy guy to get inside of,” Larry King observed. “He was troubled. I think there was a sadness about him, as there was about Frank Sinatra. Johnny was always a little removed.”

			One thing everyone can agree on? Johnny’s success at making The Tonight Show a powerful force in American culture. “Most of the people on the production staff were so focused…that they never really backed up and said, ‘Gee, I’m working for the most powerful man in show business,’ ” said Tonight talent coordinator Craig Tennis.

			“[Carson was] the biggest star there was in the business. As big as any [U.S.] president,” said frequent guest sports commentator Bob Uecker. In fact, at any time, Johnny could phone the White House and get the president on the line. While Carson was committed to staying above the fray, his second wife, Joanne, said she took advantage of their status. “[President Johnson] would talk to me,” she said, “and if he wasn’t [available], they would take a message and he’d call me back.”

			When Ed McMahon announced his classic “Heeerrrre’s Johnny,” and Carson stepped out in front of the rainbow curtain, everything else disappeared, and Johnny was in total control. Personal matters that might make him moody were erased from his mind. Adrenaline masked any exhaustion. He was a man at the peak of his powers, an unstoppable force who was as important as anyone in defining entertainment during the latter half of the twentieth century.

			As Dick Cavett told me, “Those ninety minutes he was out onstage were by far the happiest times of his life.”
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			Johnny’s contemporaries loved him, but you didn’t need to be watching during the show’s heyday to fall in love with Johnny. I grew up in Hershey, Pennsylvania, where the streetlights were shaped like Hershey’s Kisses. The town smelled of chocolate. Our dog was named Cocoa. The Chocolate World theme song was etched in my being. During the summers, I worked at Hersheypark selling overpriced T-shirts, grateful that at least I didn’t have to wear the giant Hershey Bar costume.

			My dad was a finance guy for Hershey and a Carson fan. As a college student, he was in the audience on June 10, 1968, when Johnny was in Studio 6B at 30 Rockefeller Center. Though my father was just an average fan of the show, like millions of other Americans, when he told me about seeing that taping, it struck a chord somewhere deep inside me. It was as though Dad’s memory of Barbara McNair singing “Never My Love” became my memory. Dad’s description of Johnny performing as Carnac the Magnificent became as real to me as it was to him. Mornings before school, I’d watch Johnny’s monologue on the VHS tape I’d set up the night before. Breakfast was Cap’n Crunch and Carson.

			As the years floated by, my fandom deepened into an addiction. Johnny expanded my universe, introducing me to old-school comics like Don Rickles and Buddy Hackett, off-the-wall comics like Richard Pryor and Rodney Dangerfield, and new comics like Roseanne Barr and Ellen DeGeneres. Because he cherished originality, so did I. Because he valued ridiculousness, I did, too. Johnny molded my mind to accept the world with all its flaws and to let laughter heal the wounds of my awkward childhood. Because he was a comic—an ingeniously versatile jokester; a monologist; a mimic; a straight man; a sketch man; a foil; a natural-born wit; a funny, lightning-fast combatant who formulated an irresistibly sweet mixture of sarcasm and sincerity—I knew that one day I wanted to be a part of that world myself.

			On one family vacation, we traveled to Los Angeles, where I had long dreamt of visiting Johnny’s NBC studio. We couldn’t get tickets to The Tonight Show because you had to be at least sixteen to attend—my brother was eleven, and I was thirteen (though I looked ten)—but at least we could take the NBC Burbank studio tour. I had to know everything: How did Johnny put his show together? What did he do during commercials? What did backstage look like? It was all a mystery.

			On that sweltering summer day in 1989 when we landed at LAX and got our rental car, I announced that we wouldn’t be heading to our hotel. NBC Burbank Studios would be our first destination.

			Mom and Dad finally caved, and we were off to the promised land.

			Some might have seen the NBC Burbank complex on Alameda Avenue as just another nondescript building. I saw it as the Taj Mahal. When the NBC page led us into Carson’s studio, my jaw dropped. I was standing fifteen feet from Johnny’s desk. The rainbow curtain was raised above twenty feet off the ground, revealing the mysteries backstage. It was all there—naked, raw, beautiful. When the page asked us to leave, Dad was forced to drag me off. I could have stayed there for hours.

			Back in Hershey, I struggled to fit in. My nerd nature was inalterable. In my bedroom was a framed photograph of Johnny obtained during his Las Vegas act. On my dresser stood a large figurine of Jackie Gleason as Ralph Kramden in The Honeymooners.

			I was sixteen on May 22, 1992, the night Johnny said goodbye to America. His retirement only further stimulated my interest in him. Other teens wanted Nintendos for Christmas; I wanted the recently released Carson VHS collection. When I received the treasured gift, I immediately started studying it like a scholar studies Shakespeare. During a biology test, I blanked on the definition of protozoa, but I could easily rattle off the fact that John William Carson was born in Corning, Iowa, on October 23, 1925. I knew he had an older sister, Catherine, born in 1923, and a younger brother, Dick, a television director, born in 1929.

			During that same school year, I managed to score two tickets to David Letterman’s NBC show through the mail. Mom drove my friend Chad Carr and me from Hershey to New York in her sea-foam-green minivan. We both loved the show, but how far did Mom’s love go? Was she willing to drive me back to New York only a week later when I managed to score another two tickets? She was. (Mom was a trouper.) Bill Hicks was Letterman’s guest.

			For college, I attended NYU to be close to NBC. Freshman year, I found a way to sneak into Studio 6B, the home of Johnny’s old Tonight Show. I stood on holy ground.

			I interned on Spin City, where I met Michael J. Fox, whom I’d hero-worshiped since age six. I stocked the kitchen, ran scripts to the stage, and, despite my then cat allergy, cat-sat for one of the writers.

			In 1998, I worked for Letterman’s CBS show for eleven months and fifteen days. I had a lackluster job, setting up people with tickets for Late Show over the phone. Occasionally I got to watch actual tapings, and I had access to the studio feed that let me watch rehearsals. Miraculously, I was entering the world of late-night talk show TV.

			Former employees were forbidden to sit in Dave’s audience. Letterman worried that seeing someone he knew might distract him. But always persistent, I convinced a staffer to sneak me into Dave’s Carson tribute show after Johnny passed in 2005.

			That day, I sat in a folding chair behind the last row at the very top of the balcony. Carson’s guys—Doc Severinsen, saxophonist Tommy Newsom, and drummer Ed Shaughnessy—played an emotional rendition of Johnny’s favorite song, “Here’s That Rainy Day.” At the end of Dave’s monologue, he revealed the astounding fact that every joke he had just delivered had been written for him by Carson. Dave knew what I knew, what all those close to Johnny had always known: Carson saw Letterman as his heir.

			After college, I took the comedy plunge and performed stand-up and sketch comedy. Eventually I created my own comedy videos. Much to my delight, I landed spots on CNN, the Today Show, and NPR.

			My biggest victory was launching The Carson Podcast. It began after I’d watched the 2012 PBS American Masters documentary episode “Johnny Carson: King of Late Night.” I was left with hundreds of questions and reached out to Peter Jones, the director of the doc. “Your Carson doc was incredible, Peter,” I said, “but I need to know more. I’m thinking about doing a Johnny-centric podcast.”

			Peter shared my passion. “Do it, Mark,” he said. “Here’s Doc Severinsen’s cell number. Here’s Carl Reiner’s home number. Here’s Angie Dickinson’s email. I’ll get you Bob Newhart’s info tomorrow.”

			The seas parted.

			Over the next eight years, hundreds of people in The Tonight Show’s orbit would share a wealth of up-close and never-before-revealed information with me. And after having read a variety of books about Carson, I braced myself for a slew of negative stories from my interview subjects. Surprisingly, that didn’t happen. Instead, the people I talked to overwhelmingly had positive memories about Johnny and the show. That’s not to say that anyone described Johnny as perfect; he had certainly had his flaws. He had been open about his struggles with alcohol and how it affected his personal life and relationships. He had also nursed his fair share of gripes and grudges and wielded the sharp elbows necessary to ensure he remained on top of the late-night game for as long as he did. Still, the people who knew him best remembered him with love and admiration. Furthermore, I learned that The Tonight Show was more than just its iconic host. It was a remarkable group effort of a team of people—writers, directors, producers, musicians, guests, and performers—who created a treasure trove of memorable moments.

			The Carson Podcast has gotten millions of downloads and received a Webby Award nomination for Best Comedy Podcast. When CNN aired its acclaimed docuseries The Story of Late Night, I appeared in three of four episodes discussing Carson. Staff members from The Late Show with Stephen Colbert, The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon, Jimmy Kimmel Live!, Late Night with Seth Meyers, and Saturday Night Live listened to The Carson Podcast every week.

			As the years ticked by, Johnny’s friends, staff, and crew—people who had never talked about him in public—accepted my invitation to appear on the podcast. They did so because they wanted the world to know the truth about the man who changed the late-night landscape forever. Though Carson’s life and behavior weren’t all sunshine and roses—there was plenty of turmoil, loss, and struggles during Johnny’s three-decade run on Tonight, which I covered in the podcast (as well as in this book)—the overwhelming feeling reported by my more than four hundred interview subjects was love. That was the inspiration for this book’s title, Love Johnny Carson.

			In this book, which draws on interviews from The Carson Podcast and on a wealth of other sources, I tell the stories told to me by the people who made The Tonight Show, setting the record straight on who Johnny Carson really was according to those who knew him best. I take you behind the scenes of the show, in both New York and Burbank, and to relive its iconic moments.

			My purpose is simple: to allow Johnny to step off the pages of this book and reveal to the reader the very qualities that endeared him to a nation: cordiality, calmness, cool, warmth, wit, and love.

		

	
		
			
				The First Decade

			

			New York, 1962–72

		

	
		
			
				One

			

			Beginnings

			Replacing Royalty

			September 1962

			Johnny Carson was concerned. In a few weeks, he’d be moving from ABC to NBC, going from a run-of-the-mill afternoon game show, Who Do You Trust?, to hosting the esteemed Tonight Show.

			He would be replacing megastar Jack Paar, a late-night fixture in American homes since 1957 and, according to Variety, “the most vivid TV personality since Milton Berle became Mister Television.” Paar had battled NBC and the censors. He had relished his headline-making feuds with Ed Sullivan. Teamsters president Jimmy Hoffa had sued him for slander. Paar had fearlessly interviewed everyone from Fidel Castro to John F. Kennedy. Hollywood legends like Judy Garland and James Cagney adored him. Journalists had dubbed him “the King of Late Night.” A wit more than a comic, Paar dealt in humor that was razor sharp. Washington Post critic Tom Shales characterized him as “explosive, combative and combustive…It was the talk-show equivalent of a forest fire…He was volatile, unpredictable and uninhibited…notorious for being an easy weeper.”

			Paar had replaced the formidable Steve Allen, who, beyond his comedic talent, was a successful songwriter and jazz pianist. In many ways, Allen had created the talk show format, introducing an anything-goes attitude that made late-night TV fun. He invented man-on-the-street interviews and the kind of outrageous stunts later emulated by David Letterman.

			Following icons like Allen and Paar was an intimidating challenge. Hosting a thirty-minute game show hadn’t prepared Johnny to take on an hour-and-forty-five-minute talk show. Insiders were saying Carson had a hopeless task: Paar was irreplaceable. But after threatening to quit the show several times over his five years as host, Paar was on the way out, and someone had to take over the reins.
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			Johnny’s decision to host Tonight required the steadfast support of his girlfriend of two years, Joanne Bee Copeland. Joanne was a brilliant thirty-year-old model, beauty queen, and former Pan Am stewardess, whom the business magnate and aerospace engineer Howard Hughes had put under contract with RKO as an actress. When she decided to focus on modeling, she moved to New York and worked on the network quiz show Top Dollar.

			Johnny moved into the same York Avenue building as Joanne—she in apartment 6B, he in 8C. They had much in common. Both were voracious readers, and both loved the theater, comedy, and good music. Their early dates consisted of Johnny showing Joanne kinescopes of his former failed variety program, CBS’s The Johnny Carson Show, as he carefully listened to her insightful critiques. When they went out, their favorite date spot was Eddie Condon’s jazz club. Back at his apartment after nights out, Johnny would set up his telescope and point out the constellations to Joanne. He had a lifetime fascination with astronomy.

			Joanne wasn’t Johnny’s first partner. Back in 1949, in his home state of Nebraska, Carson had married his college sweetheart, Jody Wolcott. They had three boys—Chris, born in 1950; Rick, in 1952; and Cory, in 1953. But by 1959, Jody and Johnny had separated in New York while he still hosted Who Do You Trust?

			Joanne came along at a critical moment. She supplied whatever confidence Carson lacked, and her understanding of the pathways to power would form the strategy to get Carson the gig that would define his career.

			Her efforts began in the spring of 1961. She was friends with Mort Werner and David Tebet, two NBC execs who were looking to replace Jack Paar as the host of The Tonight Show. On April 23, 1961, without Johnny’s knowledge, Joanne convinced the two men to attend a Friars Club Roast of comedian/host Garry Moore. Having heard Johnny rehearse the material he’d written for the roast, Joanne knew Werner and Tebet would love it.

			Carson won the two men over by reading a mock Variety performance review of the obviously fictitious comedy team of Russian leader Nikita Khrushchev and Russian cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin (the first human to travel in space). Carson began “Yuri and Kru Boffo in Red Square,” a title that mocked Variety’s overuse of the word boffo as praise, usually with regard to box-office success: “Pudgy stand-up comic Nikita Khrushchev and straight man Yuri Gagarin drew big mitt from first nighters in Moscow. Both need more topical material.”

			The day after Johnny’s show-stopping performance at the roast, Joanne sent Werner and Tebet a reel of highlights from Who Do You Trust? and The Johnny Carson Show. They were sold.

			Three days after the roast, columnist Earl Wilson reported that Paar’s agent, Dick Rubin, had told NBC that Paar was serious about leaving the show and that they should look for a replacement. They already had one. Werner and Tebet persuaded NBC president Robert Kintner to approve Carson for the job, and the offer was made.

			One problem: Johnny turned it down. The execs were upset. In pushing for Carson, Werner had put his job on the line, and now he looked bad.

			Johnny’s concerns were understandable. He already had a steady hosting job that paid excellent money. It didn’t matter that he had guest-hosted for Paar several years prior. He couldn’t see himself, or anyone, replacing the beloved Paar. He didn’t have the right skill set, he believed. Unlike Paar, Carson refused to use controversy “as a device or gimmick for shock value,” he later told the Chicago Tribune. Every ad lib and dialogue with contestants on Who Do You Trust? had been written for him. Now, on Tonight, could he balance written material with spontaneous ad libs? He had never done a live show without a script. Also, he was afraid that the all-consuming demands of the show would ruin his relationship with Joanne.

			Some of Johnny’s friends echoed his doubts. Carson’s pal, actor Tom Poston, who had won an Emmy for his comedy contribution to The Tonight Show under Steve Allen, advised Johnny to turn down the job. He argued that the first man to replace Paar was doomed to flop. After that inevitable failure, Johnny might then have a chance to make it work. Just don’t be the first to try. It was a common theme; later, Johnny recalled that “everybody advised me against it.”

			But not Joanne. One night, while dining with Johnny at Danny’s Hideaway, a Midtown celebrity hangout, she let him voice his reservations. Patiently, she heard him out, and then she dispelled his misgivings by pointing out the character traits that made him unique: his easy presence, his go-with-the-flow personality, his transparency. Because he was neither strident nor self-aggrandizing, viewers would not tire of him. They would love him. He could do it.

			Joanne knew Johnny was more than ready. He’d performed nonstop for audiences since the age of fourteen. Now, at thirty-six, he had been entertaining professionally for twenty-two years. He’d clocked in at least ten thousand hours of work, everything from a morning talk show in L.A. to appearances on The Ed Sullivan Show.

			“We decided that night that we would work as a team and do it together,” said Joanne.

			The next day, she called Werner and Tebet to ask them to offer Johnny the job a second time. They were hesitant, but Joanne prevailed. After a raft of negotiations that landed Johnny’s younger brother, Dick Carson, a job at the network, Johnny said yes to NBC.

			On January 30, 1962, Paar made it official, saying that Carson was “the only man who could or should replace me.”

			“I became convinced that Tonight was the only network show where I could do the nutty, experimental, low-key thing I like best,” Carson told The Saturday Evening Post.

			There was only one hitch: Following Paar’s March departure Johnny had six months left on his Who Do You Trust? contract, and ABC wouldn’t let him off the hook. In the interim, NBC employed huge stars, everyone from Jerry Lewis to Joey Bishop, to guest-host Tonight.

			As the first show approached, Joanne gave Johnny some advice: “Just be aware that though you tape [earlier],” she told him, “[you’ll be airing at] eleven thirty and invading [your viewers’] privacy…You’re entering into people’s night hours, their bedroom, their aloneness, and they’re watching you to settle down…Don’t be anything but yourself…Be how you are with me, and you’ll be fine.”

			Johnny responded, “I can do that.”

			Destiny and Dreams

			Johnny loved New York’s big-city buzz, the crowded streets, the swanky hotels, the swinging nightclubs, the bustling bars. But it all began back in Norfolk, Nebraska. Though he was born in Iowa, the family moved to Nebraska when he was six years old, and he would always consider himself a Nebraskan.

			Growing up, Johnny made his classmates laugh. He had a high school newspaper column, Carson’s Corn. His humor wasn’t always appreciated. Once, when he and his friend were working as overnight window dressers at Montgomery Ward, they placed the mannequins in sexual positions. The two friends laughed until it hurt—and were promptly fired.

			Johnny’s curiosity was insatiable. Briefly interested in becoming a doctor, at thirteen he went to the local hospital to watch surgical operations. The blood and guts didn’t bother him. “I was fascinated,” he reflected.

			Magic fascinated him even more. By age fourteen, he was already performing as “the Great Carsoni.” He got the idea to become a magician from an ad in Professor Hoffmann’s Modern Magic, and he sent off for a mail-order magic trick kit. “The ad said I could learn how to mystify and amaze my friends,” Carson recalled. “I couldn’t see how there could possibly be anything more glamorous than standing on a stage in a tall hat and tails and mystifying an audience.” He did just that at Norfolk Rotary Club meetings, 4H Clubs, and an egg hatchery full of chickens squawking in cages.

			Always in a rush, he graduated from the University of Nebraska–Lincoln in three years, majoring in radio and speech and minoring in physics.

			When he was fourteen, fellow Nebraskan Dick Cavett—who would go on to write for Tonight under both Paar and Johnny and who eventually became a successful talk show host himself—went to see Carson perform magic in a church basement in Lincoln. Carson was already a big star on Omaha radio. Before the magic show, Cavett went backstage and introduced himself and his friends as fellow magicians. Johnny showed them some tricks.

			“In the middle of your act, you introduced us from the audience,” Dick later recalled to Johnny on Tonight. “We felt like we were on The Ed Sullivan Show.” Cavett’s diary entry that night read, “This is the greatest day of my life. I met Johnny Carson.”

			Carson loved music as much as magic, falling in love with the big bands he heard at the Orpheum Theater in Omaha. He’d arrive at 9 a.m. and sit through five straight shows, savoring the sounds of Benny Goodman.
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			In 1943, with the world at war, Carson, fresh out of high school, hitchhiked from Nebraska to Hollywood.

			The first order of business was trying to spot his idols. “I remember sitting outside Jack Benny’s house,” he said, “figuring Jack’s going to come out and mow the lawn any minute.” While Carson didn’t get to see Benny, he kept looking for Hollywood stars during his month-long trip.

			He had enlisted in the Naval Air Corps, but had not officially joined, so he didn’t have a uniform. To make matters worse, at seventeen, Johnny looked fourteen. He wanted to appear older and enjoy the status of a soldier. At a serviceman’s uniform shop, he bought khaki pants, a khaki shirt, a tie, and an overseas cap. In his new getup, he snuck into a USO gathering at the Hollywood Palladium, where he learned that director Orson Welles would soon be performing his magic act for the troops in a tent on Cahuenga Boulevard. Carson ran over and was admitted without question; the uniform deception worked.

			Onstage, Welles was about to cut a woman in half—the woman was his wife, film star Rita Hayworth. He asked for a volunteer. The first to jump up, Johnny was called to the stage. After assisting the master, he returned to his seat. In the next act, Marlene Dietrich sang her mournful songs. Carson went back to see Welles’s and Dietrich’s shows three nights in a row, even dancing with Dietrich once. What could be better?

			Leaving the show the final night, Johnny was walking down Hollywood Boulevard when the Shore Patrol arrested him. Where were his papers? He had none. He was charged with impersonating a serviceman and detained for hours. Only the intervention of an aunt and uncle, who lived close by and posted the fifty-dollar bond—no small sum in those days—got him released.

			In June 1943, Johnny joined the navy. His service years, 1943–46, were valuable training as a performer. On the USS Pennsylvania, he performed ventriloquism and stand-up routines. He even worked a magic card trick for James Forrestal, secretary of the navy.

			Then tragedy struck. In August 1945, the Japanese torpedoed the Pennsylvania as she sailed off Okinawa. Carson told Time, “It practically blew off the stern and killed 20 guys. So she headed into dry dock at Guam. I was assigned to damage control. I guess because I was the youngest officer and the most recently arrived. My first assignment was to go down into that hole in the stern and supervise the bringing out of those 20 corpses and their personal effects. That was an awful experience. They’d been down there for 18 days by that time, and I want to tell you, that was a terrible job.”

			The trauma was no doubt massive.

			How did it impact Johnny? How did he cope with its aftermath? Those are questions he never answered.

			Seeing Red

			In the fall of 1951, Carson left Omaha and his job as a radio disc jockey, announcer, and TV host at WOW. He; his wife, Jody; and their one-year-old son, Chris, departed in a ’49 Oldsmobile pulling a U-Haul trailer. They drove to L.A., where Johnny had been hired as a staff announcer at KNXT TV, the local CBS station.

			Carson’s goal was simple: Within one year, he wanted to have his own local TV show like The Squirrel’s Nest, the one he had hosted in Omaha on WOW from 1949 to 1950. Carson later told Los Angeles Times columnist Hal Humphrey that the show “was essentially what I’m doing on The Tonight Show now.” He had a desk and interviewed guests. He realized his goal in 1952, as host of Carson’s Cellar, a local Los Angeles show on KNXT featuring sketches, guests, and satirized versions of TV shows and commercials.

			In winter 1952, at age twenty-seven, while still at KNXT, he visited New York and began to feel the pull of Manhattan’s seductive glamour. A pal suggested that Johnny drop by to meet a friend of his who was just starting out in his acting career.

			The two met at the Little Theater, next to Sardi’s, on West Forty-Fourth Street. The friend turned out to be an affable unknown actor named Jack Lemmon. Jack suggested they get a drink at the Astor Hotel, in Times Square. Johnny was game. “We had a couple of beers,” Jack remembered. The two had a lot in common: They were the same age and the same height and both harbored some of the same show business dreams. “We were just a couple of kids with very fast tongues. We were hitting it off and yapping…I had as much ego and hope and fear and insecurities as any other young actor. Because neither of us had done anything yet…Afterwards…I said to myself, ‘I don’t really know what’s going to happen to me…But I do know one thing. That son of a gun that I spent the afternoon with is going to be one big, big star.’ ”

			Five years after meeting Lemmon, Carson would move to Manhattan to host Who Do You Trust? at the same Little Theater next to Sardi’s. In the far-off future, he would have Jack on Tonight on more than thirty occasions.
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			The move to New York wouldn’t happen immediately. By 1954, Carson was hosting multiple KNXT shows when he was given a five-minute morning show, Carson’s Coffee Break, from 9 a.m. to 9:05 a.m. The budget was too small for the show to afford guests. His desk was a door on two sawhorses. Little did he know that this mini show would change his life.

			“One morning, just for the fun of it, I had the stage manager run in front of the camera,” Carson explained. “[You] couldn’t even see who it was…I said, ‘That was today’s guest, Red Skelton, and we don’t have any more time to talk with him…’ ”

			What Carson didn’t expect was that Skelton was home watching. He phoned Carson, who was in disbelief. As Carson recalled:

			
				[Skelton] says, “Would you like me to come down and be on the show?” I said, “You’ve got to be kidding.” The next morning…Skelton showed up at KNXT. I’d been a fan of Red since I was a kid.

				He says, “What would you like me to do?” I said, “If you don’t mind, nothing.” He said, “What do you mean?” I said, “I just want you to sit behind me. I’ll do the show, and you just sit there.” He said, “Okay.” I came out and I do my three minutes of jokes…and at the end of the show I turn around and I said, “What’s your name?” He would say, “I’m Red Skelton.” I would say, “A likely story. Thank you. We’ll see you tomorrow.” This bit with Skelton went on for four days. On the final day we opened up the show…I was bound and gagged—my hands were tied…and Red would sit there and did the three and a half minutes.

			

			The two comics became friends, and Johnny soon started writing material for Red. Then, in August 1954, during a rehearsal for his own show, Skelton suffered a concussion when a breakaway door failed to break apart on his head only hours before the nationally broadcast prime-time variety show was due to air live. As Red was carried into an ambulance, he told a staffer to call Johnny, who was home in Woodland Hills cleaning his garage. Skelton wanted Carson to substitute for him. Johnny jumped into his car and raced to the studio. No time to rehearse. No script. All he could do was ad-lib.

			Carson killed. The reviews were raves. “This kid is great, just great,” said Carson’s hero Jack Benny the next day. This was the big break, and in 1955, Johnny parlayed it into his own national variety program on CBS, The Johnny Carson Show.

			But the road ahead wouldn’t be easy. The Johnny Carson Show bombed after ten months. Unable to find work, Carson was forced to perform for a Los Angeles Rotary Club and emcee a show back in Nebraska. In July 1957, looking to regroup, he went to Bakersfield, California, to create a stand-up act. Audiences were less than enthused, a reception that laid the groundwork for decades of jokes at the expense of that city.

			Carson was broke but determined. Then: a miracle. During his Bakersfield disaster, he flew to New York to audition as the host of a game show. Remarkably, he got the job. With two thousand dollars borrowed from his dad, he moved his family to New York, where he finally found his footing on Who Do You Trust? One of his hires on the show was announcer Ed McMahon.

			Carson trusted his gut instinct, which said that one way or another, he’d make it big in the mysterious world of entertainment.

			The Anatomy of a Late-Night Show

			Even before Johnny arrived, The Tonight Show was a beloved institution that established many of the signatures of the genre. The first late-night talk show host was technically actress Faye Emerson, who in 1949 had a fifteen-minute show at 11 p.m., but it was not widely watched and didn’t come to light until recent years. Beyond Emerson, if anyone should get credit for the modern late-night talk show, it’s Steve Allen, the first host of Tonight. NBC executive Pat Weaver originally wanted Tonight to be a nighttime Today Show with news and weather. It was Allen’s idea to make it a comedy show with guests and entertainment. Weaver was unsure and forced a resistant Allen to break for news reports and weather until Allen proved his comedy template was a success.

			Allen was responsible for the microphone on top of the desk and for leaving the studio to do “remotes,” talking to people in the outside world (a technique that would be used to great effect by David Letterman and Conan O’Brien). He also pioneered a late-night host’s bantering with his in-house bandleader and performing in front of a live studio audience, which added laughter and energy to the broadcast. After guests were interviewed, they would remain onstage for subsequent segments, which became a staple with Paar and Carson.

			Paar made some further contributions during his stint as host. He was the first to do a monologue away from the desk and the first to have guests sit on a couch—on Steve Allen’s Tonight, the guests all sat behind Allen’s giant desk. Paar also introduced the tradition of the host’s having a sidekick. For him, it was Hugh Downs, his announcer, who sat next to the desk, just like Ed McMahon would come to do with Johnny.

			By the time Johnny took over, the basic format was already nailed down: The show began with an opening theme song by the studio band as the announcer revealed that night’s guests. The announcer then introduced the host to fanfare, and the host made an entrance from backstage. The applause sign flashed, and the warmed-up live studio audience ensured loud applause and excitement. The host welcomed the audience and went into a monologue. (Johnny was the first to do a topical monologue based on news headlines.) Next, the host sat at the desk and did a comedy piece. Guests then followed—sometimes up to five per show and including a mixture of actors, musicians, comics, variety entertainers, authors, and possibly human interest stories. If there was time, Carson would thank each guest and allow them to plug their project or club dates. Then he would announce the guests for the following night and say good night.

			Showtime

			October 1, 1962

			In Johnny’s York Avenue apartment, the morning crawled by. He read every New York newspaper as he watched the clock. The sweep of the second hand seemed slower than usual.

			Ten…10:30…10:45…11:15…high noon.

			Finally, 1 p.m.

			He left his apartment in a chauffeur-driven Cadillac. Making his way across town, he considered what was ahead: facing millions of viewers in a role he’d never attempted in front of a studio audience. In years to come, other hosts would have the benefit of unaired test shows with live audiences. Not Carson.

			Showing up at Rockefeller Center, Johnny stepped out of the car and passed under the neon NBC marquee. In his tan trench coat, he could have been mistaken for an accountant or a stockbroker. He walked to the elevator and rode to his cramped, windowless sixth-floor office, with its tacky brown carpeting and fake-wood paneling. The worn rug had belonged to Jerry Lester, host of the first NBC late-night show, in 1951.

			Johnny looked over the writers’ material stacked next to packs of unfiltered Pall Malls, Life Savers, a TV monitor, a painting of Joanne by Jan De Ruth, photos of his sons, and a mug filled with freshly sharpened No. 2 pencils. He lit a cigarette and, to calm his nerves, put on Frank Sinatra’s Songs for Swingin’ Lovers!

			Carson was not happy that on this very day and in this very studio, Merv Griffin was also taping his debut afternoon talk show. Sharing the space with Griffin on an ongoing basis made logistics difficult, as Johnny couldn’t get into the studio early.

			While Merv’s program was concluding at 3 p.m., four talent coordinators came to Johnny’s office with pre-interview questions for him to ask his guests on air. There was also a list of suggested ad libs.

			The lineup that day was strong: Joan Crawford, Rudy Vallee, Mel Brooks, Tony Bennett, the Phoenix Singers, and a surprise guest. Each was paid the American Federation of Television and Radio Artists minimum: $320.

			Ed McMahon dropped by. The announcer on Who Do You Trust? for the past five years, Ed was grateful that Johnny had brought him to Tonight. He was also apprehensive. According to Joanne, Carson’s first choice had been Hank Simms, his friend and announcer for the daytime version of The Johnny Carson Show. Simms was reluctant to leave California, and though Johnny had flown to L.A., shown up at his house unannounced, and begged him on bended knee to reconsider, Hank wouldn’t budge.

			Carson still hadn’t given up hope that he could convince Simms, but McMahon wanted the job badly. He invited Joanne and Johnny for dinner at Danny’s Hideaway and made his fervent plea: “I’ve just bought this house in King of Prussia, Pennsylvania,” McMahon said. “I’m remodeling it and I don’t even have the money to pay for the pewter door knobs my wife selected. If you don’t take me along, I’m gonna lose everything!”

			“Tears were coming down his face,” Joanne remembered. “People at other tables were looking at Ed…Johnny was so embarrassed that, just to shut him up, he said, ‘Okay, Ed. I’ll take you along.’ ”

			Despite the unsure beginning, Carson would come to see McMahon as an emotional anchor. Ed’s demeanor was steady—no wild highs, no sudden lows. And he was great at setting up Johnny’s jokes.

			Before the first show, Ed was nervous about the future. “Johnny,” he asked, “how do you see my role on the show?”

			“I don’t even know how I see my own role,” said Carson. “Let’s just go out there and entertain the hell out of them.”

			They had little preparation time. Carson’s last episode of Who Do You Trust? had been taped three weeks prior to his October 1 Tonight debut. Carson; McMahon; Johnny’s brother, Dick; producer Perry Cross; and other key staff flew to Fort Lauderdale to create a blueprint for the show, developing characters like Aunt Blabby and Carnac. In Florida, the days were all work and the nights all partying. The group hung out at the famed Polynesian restaurant Mai-Kai, where Johnny donned a hula skirt and danced onstage. One raucous evening, he got behind the drum kit while Ed belted out show tunes. When the music stopped, Carson wandered over to the beach to skinny-dip in the moonlit Atlantic.

			Now, just two weeks later, the 7:30 p.m. showtime was only an hour away.

			Mel Brooks entered the greenroom. The comic was on a roll. He had just received a second Grammy nomination for the sequel to the 2000 Year Old Man, his hilarious comedy album with Carl Reiner. Variety also announced plans for his new Broadway show, Springtime for Hitler. Yet, for all his accomplishments, he was overwhelmed when he encountered that night’s surprise guest—his hero Groucho Marx, who’d flown in from California for Carson’s big night. “I was a kid from Brooklyn,” Mel told me, “and there was the great Groucho Marx. When he agreed to give me his autograph, that was enough. I was ready to go home.”

			Across the hall, as she paced around her dressing room, film legend Joan Crawford considered going home. She had nearly canceled her appearance. Two weeks prior, she had completed shooting Whatever Happened to Baby Jane?, and the gossip columns were filled with tidbits about an alleged feud with costar Bette Davis.

			A week before the show, Johnny and staff members, including talent coordinator Sy Kasoff, had ventured to Crawford’s duplex apartment at 2 Fifth Avenue to lock down her upcoming appearance. Their first sight was of Crawford, dressed in slacks, a cigarette dangling from her mouth, standing at an ironing board, where she was meticulously pressing a sweater. The actress introduced them to her three poodles before giving them a tour of the apartment. (In her capacious living room, all the pillows were covered in thick plastic, very common for the time.) By the end of the visit, gentle Johnny was able to persuade Joan to honor her commitment.

			Now, with only thirty minutes to showtime, Carson was as nervous as Crawford. He did his best to focus on the monologue cue cards being held up by his assistant, Mike Zannella.

			NBC pages “loaded” the two-hundred-plus audience from the seventh floor, where the raked seating looked down on the sixth-floor studio. The men wore suits and ties; the women wore dresses. They no doubt felt fortunate to have scored the hottest ticket in town.

			At 7:15 p.m., Ed stepped through the studio’s double doors to warm up the eager crowd. Then bandleader Skitch Henderson led the eighteen-piece band in a mini concert, creating even more anticipation.

			Johnny’s secretary came on set, placing a mug filled with vodka and tonic on his desk. This ritual would continue throughout his New York run. Never more than the single mug of booze sipped over an hour and forty-five minutes. Producer Perry Cross and other Tonight staff emphasized that Johnny was never drunk or impaired on air.

			As he paced the hall backstage, Johnny could hear the music.

			The clock was ticking, the moment of truth quickly approaching.

			From the booth, director Dick Carson counted down from ten.

			Seven thirty p.m.: showtime.

			The initial fifteen minutes of that night’s show (from 11:15 p.m. until 11:30 p.m.) would be broadcast to fewer than half the NBC stations across the country due to many stations extending their local news to 11:30—advertising rates were higher for news than for programming like The Tonight Show. Johnny didn’t want to enter twice from behind the curtain on his debut episode, so the producers had the surprise guest enter to do the first fifteen minutes by themselves, saving Carson’s entrance at 11:30 p.m. for the whole country.

			For the first time, the band struck up the show’s theme, written by Paul Anka (Carson got co-writing credit, but never wrote a thing).

			When the music stopped, Ed said the words everyone had been waiting for. “Let us all welcome the new host of The Tonight Show.”

			An orange Applause sign lit up, and from behind the curtain, out walked Groucho Marx.

			The audience’s shock quickly turned to delight.

			“Don’t be alarmed, folks,” Groucho mused as he held his trademark cigar. “I’m only going to be out here for a few minutes. The fact is, I happened to be walking past, and Johnny Carson sent his suit out to be cleaned and pressed. He didn’t get it back, so he asked me if I’d come out here.”

			After a few jokes, Groucho turned the remaining time over to Skitch’s orchestra, which played “New York, New York,” from the Gene Kelly/Frank Sinatra movie musical On the Town.

			At 11:30 p.m., Ed did the full intro a second time and shouted, “Right now, let’s welcome the fellow you’ve waited six months to see.”

			Groucho said, “And now the permanent star of The Tonight Show…Johnny Carson.”

			Johnny briskly stepped into the spotlight, where he was greeted with warm applause. Seated right in front, Joanne beamed a smile that said, You can do it!

			Groucho and Johnny exchanged a few words and then, spontaneously, sat atop Johnny’s desk, a combination of white Formica and faux-wood-grain stick-on paper. A minute or two passed before Groucho made his exit and Johnny came off the desk and stood beneath the boom mic to deliver his first monologue.

			“This is an emotional thing for me,” he admitted. “I only have one feeling as I stand here knowing so many people are watching. I want my nana!”

			Big laughs.

			“This show is like television roulette,” he continued. “By that I mean we booked five guests and hope that at least one of them doesn’t show up loaded…”

			After concluding the monologue, Johnny went to the desk, where Ed greeted him with the words “You were very good, my prince.”

			Commercial time. Carson’s first. The show would use mainly pre-taped commercials mixed in with an occasional in-studio commercial done by Carson or McMahon, common practice at the time. Carson asked male viewers if they were still using “that greasy kid stuff,” referring obliquely to a then-popular hair cream. Instead, he recommended Vitalis, “the greaseless grooming discovery.”

			Time for his first guest.

			“I will not introduce every guest as a warm and wonderful intimate friend,” said Johnny, “but this gentleman I do know. I call him a friend…Mr. Rudy Vallee.” Vallee, who began his film career in 1929, was currently costarring on Broadway with Robert Morse in How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying. He’d come on Tonight to plug his new book.

			Johnny’s first-ever guest interview started out smoothly until out of nowhere, a bearded stranger ran through the audience and headed for the stage. Before anyone could stop him, he inserted himself into the middle of the Carson/Vallee dialogue.

			The show was “live to tape,” meaning it was taped but treated as if it was live, which meant not stopping for any reason (short of a medical emergency), hence any “mistakes” or “surprises,” bad or good, remained—so Johnny knew this incident would be broadcast. He kept his cool. Without missing a beat, he quipped that “the General”—the nickname for NBC boss David Sarnoff—“better get better locks.”

			The stranger turned out to be Stan Berman, a thirty-five-year-old New York cabbie infamous for having crashed President Kennedy’s 1961 Inaugural Ball. Berman had also caused a sensation during the 1962 Academy Awards by walking onstage and presenting Bob Hope with a fake Oscar. He had also managed to dance with Princess Grace of Monaco and to sneak into the Waldorf Astoria to meet Queen Elizabeth, stunning the monarch by asking for her autograph before being hauled off to jail.

			Unflustered, Johnny politely asked Berman to leave. Amazingly, the intruder acceded, and Carson kept things moving along.

			From Vallee, Johnny went to Brooks.

			“I just reverted to my Borscht Belt demeanor,” Mel remembered of his debut appearance on Tonight. “I found my mountain comic rhythm, and I was fine.”

			Despite standing in front of a backdrop depicting New York at night, Tony Bennett sang “I Left My Heart in San Francisco.” More music was provided by the Phoenix Singers, a trio of Black artists whom Johnny championed. (He would go on to write liner notes for their first LP.)

			To keep viewers tuned in, Johnny’s producers saved the movie star for last. Attired in an elegant sleeveless black dress, Joan Crawford made a dramatic entrance.

			Johnny handled the prickly diva with kid gloves. He inquired about her poodles. Good-naturedly, he followed her instructions on how to maintain good posture. Taking puffs from his Pall Mall, he expressed respect for her remarkable film career. Gently, he brought up Baby Jane, her movie. When he asked about the rumored friction between her and costar Bette Davis, Crawford gently brushed it aside, blaming gossip columnists. Johnny backed off.

			In the middle of the Johnny/Joan colloquy, Mel Brooks, always a ham, surprised everyone by reappearing and sitting next to Johnny behind the desk. He broke into a parody of Tony Bennett’s singing. At one point, he jumped on top of the desk to belt out Tony’s highest note. Johnny fell out of his chair laughing.

			“I don’t think Tony appreciated it,” Mel recalled.

			After the rowdy aside, Carson demonstrated his poise by bringing the attention back to Crawford, who was eager to plug her new book, A Portrait of Joan.
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			The next morning, Newsday’s TV critic reported that Johnny had handled the Stan Berman intrusion “beautifully.” Other critics, comparing Carson unfavorably to Paar, called the show “bland” and “undistinguished.”

			Carson’s audience felt the opposite. He received 12,000 letters that first week, unprecedented in NBC history. According to The Saturday Evening Post on December 22, 1962, the show’s first week garnered an impressive 40.9 Nielsen rating (42 percent of the viewing TV audience, which was 7,760,000 people). The magazine went on to say that Paar had gotten a higher rating only the one week he returned after quitting on air and walking off the show in 1960 and for another show that was set to feature a debate between the feuding Paar and Ed Sullivan, who never showed up due to a disagreement over the debate format.

			Johnny’s long night’s journey was under way. The ups and downs would be many. Feuds would follow. Marriages would come and go. Controversy would abound. Yet, despite it all, for the next thirty years, he would become the one man who could calm a nervous nation during those anxious moments between wakefulness and sleep. Competitors would try to knock him down, but Carson’s midwestern charm made him unbeatable.

			A Man Under Scrutiny

			Over the next twelve months, Carson would log an exhausting 404 hours on the air, doing 251 shows, each an hour and 45 minutes. (Today’s late-night hosts do a maximum of 180 hours.)

			The first months were rough. Joanne was in the front row nightly, lending her support. Inaccurate reports said Carson had a five-year contract. In fact, his initial deal was, in Johnny’s words, “for a firm 26 weeks.” Vocal viewers and critics demanded back their precious Paar.

			Dick Cavett, who had written for Jack Paar, joined Carson’s staff in 1964. Reflecting on Johnny’s early days visiting the set, he said, “I remember dear Fat Jack E. Leonard saying backstage, ‘This guy ain’t making it.’ ” Other industry insiders agreed. They were certain that America wanted Jack, not Johnny. Cavett said, “I know Merv [Griffin] thought, ‘They’re going to put me in [to take Johnny’s place].’ It was All About Eve,” he said, referring to the Bette Davis film about an aging star’s insecurities over a younger rival. The press didn’t help, claiming that Johnny had the wrong background for late night.

			“If Johnny failed, NBC had Merv waiting in the wings to take over,” said Perry Massey, Tonight’s commercial producer.

			The verdict wasn’t unanimous. Mel Brooks remained an early fan. “I’d watch him every night. We all rushed to our TV sets.”

			Actor Charles Grodin echoed Brooks: “Johnny was spontaneous, brilliant, and extremely likable.”

			Journalist Neil Hickey said, “Paar was a peeled grape. His emotions were right out in front. Carson had that midwestern dignity that was different. He rarely ever referred to his private life on-screen, whereas Paar referred to it practically every night.”

			Yet the negative criticism was relentless. Some called Carson’s opinions “spineless” and compared his interviewing of guests to a “faceless sound-board.” Variety had written earlier of Carson subbing on Paar’s Tonight as “wholesome…and mostly dull.”

			There were constant rumors that Carson was being replaced. UPI’s Rick Du Brow wrote, “NBC-TV is reported interested in having [Paar] replace Johnny Carson once a week on Tonight.” A month into Carson’s hosting, an Associated Press story ran with the headline “Is Griffin Real Successor to Paar?” The Chicago Tribune reported rumors that NBC was “pleading with Jack Paar to come back—even a couple nights a week.”

			Carson later told Look magazine that he refused to emulate Paar because he wasn’t equipped to talk about “burning issues,” and “in my opinion neither was Paar.”

			Paar responded, “It’s the first opinion I’ve known Carson to have.”
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			Then came a huge break. In March 1963, Carson’s former Who Do You Trust? producer, Art Stark, was hired as Tonight’s producer. Stark, who had worked for five years with Carson, knew how best to use his star’s strengths. More “demonstrations” were added, involving an expert guest teaching Carson how to do something—anything, from yoga to knife throwing to belly dancing, in which Carson’s funny reactions and quick wit were on display. Stark improved the guest spots by having the show’s talent coordinators work harder with the guests on pre-interviews—if a story wasn’t entertaining enough, Stark would reject it. He also gave Carson a safety net that hadn’t existed before: If Carson was floundering, Stark would simply have him “throw” to a commercial. It was a simple but effective technique.

			In May 1963, two months after Stark was hired, another breakthrough occurred. The show made its first Hollywood visit. Suddenly, Carson’s guest lineup was unparalleled, with huge Hollywood stars filling all nine shows—star power that wasn’t available back in New York. It gave Carson and the show more energy, especially given that the NBC Burbank studio audience was double his New York crowd.

			Soon Carson hit his stride. Certain critics who had been skeptical of his ability started to come around. Newspaper columnists began quoting his funny lines from the show. Carson’s popularity soared so high that in 1964, when he debuted his nightclub act at the Sahara Hotel in Las Vegas, he broke attendance records previously set by Judy Garland. By August 1966, the Los Angeles Times reported that in less than four years of his hosting, Tonight had increased its annual gross billings by $6 to $7 million more than when Paar hosted. NBC knew it had a major star on its hands.

		

	
		
			
				Two

			

			Guests from Hollywood and Broadway

			Carson’s interviews were relaxed. Guests were allowed to shine. He didn’t try to top them or try to outwit them with a funnier joke. He listened. Today on late-night shows, guests will appear, do their individual segment, and leave. On Carson’s show, guests would do their segment and then simply move down the couch, staying for the next guest. These guests made up “the panel,” who would occasionally chime in on the current guest’s conversation. It was almost like Carson was hosting a dinner party—complete with drinking and smoking.

			Carson didn’t force laughs with his guests. There didn’t have to be a laugh every fifteen seconds. Having a segment with a movie star without a single laugh for minutes at a time was fine. As long as the conversation was entertaining, the laughs would simply come. Carson knew the show had to be rooted in guests who knew how to tell stories and be effortlessly charming and entertaining. They didn’t have to be huge names. Tony Randall, Selma Diamond, Phyllis Newman, and Jimmy Breslin dominated the New York show.

			Of course, Carson booked a lot of big stars of the day—Steve McQueen’s coming on the show in 1964 was a coup. Johnny also loved the stars of classic Hollywood. Beginning with his job as a teenage usher at the Granada movie theater in Nebraska, he had been a student of film history. He felt moved to honor the greats from earlier eras. However, his record with the new wave of 1960s cultural figures was spottier. For instance, he refused to have Andy Warhol on the show because, as he told a journalist in 1966, “Andy Warhol has no talent.”

			Some Tonight guests weren’t famous at all—at least, not yet. Carson’s staff worked furiously to unearth new talent to debut on the show. After tapings, talent coordinators hit Greenwich Village night spots—the Bitter End, the Gaslight Café, Bon Soir—which were replete with new faces. Would-be stars’ managers and agents hounded Tonight’s talent coordinators for a coveted spot on Johnny’s show, wining, dining, and even attempting to bribe them with thousands of dollars to put on their client. (The Tonight staff I spoke with say they rejected any bribes.)

			Tonight guests in the 1960s were a great mix of all categories—comedy regulars, the hottest movie stars, up-and-coming stand-ups, and legends of the stage and screen all mingled on Johnny’s couch.

			Babs

			One of the celebrities whose careers exploded over the course of several visits to Tonight was singer and Broadway star Barbra Streisand. Her first visit was Johnny’s fourth show, on October 4, 1962. Streisand was twenty. Three days earlier, she had signed her first recording contract, with Columbia Records.

			Her visits weren’t easy on the Tonight staff. “She was just a pain,” said Carson talent coordinator Shelly Schultz. “She was an insecure kid…Just kind of a nervous wreck.”

			On her debut, Barbra sang “Right as the Rain” before discussing the reason for her move from Brooklyn to Manhattan, where she was appearing on Broadway. “I couldn’t stand the subways,” she said. “It was a traumatic experience.”

			For Streisand’s second appearance, a month later, she was more confident, performing her rendition of “Happy Days Are Here Again,” a celebratory anthem made famous as FDR’s campaign theme song in 1932. Barbra, however, decided to sing it as a ballad.

			Carson talent coordinator Sy Kasoff had been skeptical of the song choice, but the audience loved it. Streisand’s daring version was mesmerizing. Kasoff asked Streisand’s manager, Marty Erlichman, who had come up with the idea of the super-slow rendition. “She did,” said Erlichman. “She’s a freaking genius.”

			Streisand would appear on Tonight four more times. By her final appearance, thanks in part to her exposure on the show, her career had taken off.

			“I suppose pretty soon, when you get to be a really big star, we’ll never see you again,” Johnny joked.

			“I’ll never come here again,” Barbra retorted.

			Carson said, “She probably means it.”

			Turns out she did. Barbra Streisand never appeared again on Tonight while Johnny was the host.

			Brando and Zsa Zsa

			In May 1963, Johnny flew to L.A. to tape a week of shows in Burbank for the first time, in the hope of boosting ratings by booking top Hollywood stars. The week’s spectacular lineup included George Burns, Kirk Douglas, and Bob Hope, but Johnny had one more actor he wanted to land.

			At thirty-nine, Oscar-winning Marlon Brando was at his pinnacle. Would he possibly agree to a rare TV appearance? He told a journalist he wasn’t going on Tonight to plug anything, but that “he just wanted to try it.”

			Brando was booked for May 14, his first time appearing on a late-night comedy show. Johnny had high expectations. He knew Marlon was a serious man—a reader, thinker, political activist, rebel. This could well be the most engrossing interview of Carson’s career.

			Within seconds of Brando’s appearance, though, the interview turned into a farce.

			Brando walked out drunk and sat down next to Johnny’s previous guest, socialite and actress Zsa Zsa Gabor, who had been promoting her new face cream.

			Johnny knew right away Brando’s condition was partially his own doing. It had been Carson’s idea to provide champagne in the greenroom for the very first time, and Brando, who’d been waiting some ninety minutes, had downed several glasses. By the time he walked out on set, the final guest, he was blasted.

			“My,” Brando mumbled, “it’s really hot in here. Is it always so hot in here?”

			Johnny’s job was to smooth things over, and at first, Zsa Zsa came to his aid, telling Brando how much she had loved him in The Ugly American, which she’d seen three times.

			Struggling to stay coherent, Brando returned the compliment, calling Zsa Zsa fascinating and charming.

			The charm
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