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Dedicated to anyone who found solace in the warm glow
of
the television sitcom…
may this take you back to those treasured moments
shared with the likes of the Owens and their beloved Mr.
Belvedere, Mork and Mindy, the news team at WJM, Dorothy,
Rose, Blanche and
Sophia, the kids of Bayside and beyond…
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An Overview of the Very Special Episode

By Lee Gambin

What is a Very Special Episode?

In my research and in working on this book – which has been as rewarding and comforting as the classic American sitcoms that I grew up watching and continue to revisit and wholeheartedly embrace – I have come to the conclusion that there are in fact four variants of what constitutes a Very Special Episode (VSE) in a television situation comedy.

Number one is the most popular and the class of VSE that is most thoroughly examined: that is, an episode that addresses a social issue that counters the standard comedic lightheartedness of the series. These episodes are a one off example of exploring “serious” subject matter. These issues could involve drug addiction, rape, abortion, molestation, domestic violence, prostitution, homelessness, racism, coming out, disability and so forth.

The second example is an episode where a regular character’s life is jeopardized or cut short – i.e. they are in an accident, diagnosed with a terminal illness or killed off. So these are not necessarily taking on social issues, but instead putting characters we have come to love in peril.

The third, and possibly the most ambiguous one, is where an event or happening occurs that would be classified as a social issue or social concern, but it’s something that carries with it a history of dramatic influence throughout the entire series. In other words, topics and socially conscious subject matter will pop up throughout the sitcom’s run. A perfect example of this are the varied episodes from say The Mary Tyler Moore Show (1970–1977) – a sitcom which continually addressed themes of sexism, women in the workplace, the plight of the decidedly single woman, contraception and more. These are commonly found in the advent of the dramedy fad which would rise to prominence in the late eighties and into the nineties with sitcoms such as Roseanne (1988–2018) being a clear example.

And the final example of a VSE are episodes that are landmarks – i.e. final episodes that leave a major impression, weddings, when characters leave or when characters who will become massive pop-culture icons are first introduced and so forth. “Goodbye, Farewell and Amen” from M*A*S*H (1972–1983) would actually be a feature TV film rather than a regular episode, making it an extra special VSE in a sense, and would boast one of the highest ratings in television history.

To get to where the Very Special Episode firmly established itself as a pop-cultural phenomenon, you have to look at the history of TV comedy. The fifties was the true starting point for what we now know as the traditional American situation comedy – and during this period, most of the shows were built around a star’s appeal – be they from movies or theatre such as The Donna Reed Show (1958–1966), The Phil Silvers Show (1955–1959), The Danny Thomas Show (1953–1965), The Bob Cummings Show (1955–1959) and so forth. However, concept television was becoming incredibly popular and steady plot-driven situational comedy was winning the hearts of audiences spearheaded by shows such as I Love Lucy (1951–1957), Leave it to Beaver (1957–1963), Father Knows Best (1954–1960) and others. These provided halcyon ideals about America and domesticity. When the sixties hit, TV sitcoms were massively popular and were varied in theme and content, however, there was a definite running theme as to how they were conceived and constructed and their tone was almost in perfect synch with one another – something I like to call the “comfort zone” period of television, where everything was warm, inviting and fun.

Sixties sitcoms were very genre specific; for example The Munsters (1964–1966) used the classic Universal monsters as a launch pad, and some shows would be based on high concept ideas or loosely based on films that came before them, such as Mister Ed (1958–1966) which would be inspired by Universal’s popular 1950s Francis the Talking Mule movies and a lot were fantastical and way out, such as My Mother the Car (1965–1966). These sitcoms were bright and completely developed to be escapist fare – absolutely fun and sweet, but not really reflecting the times they aired.

So along comes the seventies and TV “grows up”. A landmark moment in television will come in the form of All in the Family (1971–1979) which would ultimately be the starting point in this trend of TV that went hard and hit home and delved into serious subject matters within a comedic format. All in the Family also came into popularity during a period in television called the rural purge, where shows with country settings were gradually disappearing off air and urban shows began to surface. Green Acres (1965–1971) and Petticoat Junction (1963–1970) would disappear, as audiences were welcomed to the gritty world of “real life” cities like New York.

The forerunner in this kind of television, would be writer/producer/show runner Norman Lear who would introduce direct and overt social commentary to his situation comedies, changing television forever. These TV shows and the descendants of the Norman Lear universe would be extensions of two major artistic influences from primarily the fifties – the social message film and the dawn of the PSA (the public service announcement).

I feel that the Very Special Episode is practically an off-shoot of these two distinctly American institutions – one being message movies that were tapping into social taboos during the final years of the Motion Picture Production Code (films that defied the censors and discussed sex, teen angst, drug warfare, race issues, adultery, abortion) and the PSA which came in varied forms such as white coat films or propaganda shorts which taught you about varied things such as STDs or how to spot communists among other “essentials”.

Lear would create shows such as Maude (1972–1978), with a lead who was militantly feminist and leftist in her leanings, and Good Times (1974–1979), which would feature a black family struggling in the ghetto. Lear would also create revisionist television with Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman (1976–1977), an unconventional, almost eerie deconstruction of soap operas and the incredibly popular sitcom The Jeffersons (1975–1985) which ran for a long time and featured an affluent black family, something never before seen on TV.

All in the Family would originally air with a PSA, a disclaimer, warning audiences about what they were going to see. The series shocked audiences and ruffled a lot of feathers from both conservatives and liberals. The characters included Archie, a bigoted, sexist, racist, homophobic buffoon, who was also loveable and not without tenderness. His wife Edith, whose character came from a question which was “What would Jesus do?” simply because she was so sweet, loving, selfless and giving. (As an aside, I strongly feel that if the world were made up of Ediths, it would be a perfect place). Their daughter Gloria and husband Mike “Meathead” Stivic, two progressive pro-equality liberals, who are sexually liberated and atheists (the first overt atheists to appear in a TV sitcom). These differences of character in this poor working class household of course would make for great confrontation, and a lot of it comes from Archie’s prejudices. There are many Very Special Episodes that ran through All in the Family –- shows dealing with counterculture, poverty, drugs, menopause, intellectual disabilities and so forth.

A lot of these would come from Archie dealing with issues that would fire him up – his conservative politics and bigotry getting in the way of “understanding”. However, Archie would show some kindness here and there, and also learn and grow as a man. For instance, his compassionate side is on display in a very tender moment between him and his daughter Gloria in “Gloria Has A Belly Full”, which was an early episode where Gloria falls pregnant, causing Archie grief, however as the episode moves forward the old cantankerous cigar chomper comes around and gets excited about the promise of a grandchild, only to find out that she has miscarried, which leads to a heartbreaking and touching scene that allowed to showcase some of Archie’s sympathetic tenderness. Even though he can’t say the words “I love you” to Gloria, she knows full well he does.

Edith would get her fair share of the Very Special Episode treatment as seen in “Edith’s Christmas Story” where she finds a lump in her breast. This episode helped women across America learn about their own health and wellbeing and lead to an increase of women getting their breasts scanned. “Edith’s Crisis of Faith” where Edith sparks a beautiful friendship with a gay drag performer Beverly LaSalle, a recurring character in a couple of episodes. In this episode Beverly is killed in a gay bashing and the heartbroken Christian Edith starts to question her faith in God. Atheist Mike ends up being the character who helps Edith come back to her faith. This show put a spotlight on homophobia and violence against gay people. And the groundbreaking “Edith’s 50th Birthday”, a landmark double episode where Edith is sexually assaulted, which was harrowing and shook audiences. However, the writing is so wonderful that the follow up episode leaves more of an impact. Gloria was also a victim of sexual assault in an earlier episode called “Gloria the Victim” and it’s up to her to snap her mother out of her trauma in order to get her to a place of growth and freedom. There is a powerful sequence which renders the men in the background and voiceless, with the scene being all about the women finding their power. Also, this episode refers to a previous episode, which would make it one of the first sitcoms to acknowledge a set in place ongoing narrative arc. And also, when Edith fights off the rapist, it sparked one of the biggest studio audience cheers ever. Norman Lear consulted with the founder and director of the Rape Treatment Center at Santa Monica Hospital, and hosted advance screenings for police and hospitals across the country and the New York Police Department showed this episode to convey the woman’s side of rape. It was also shown at rape crisis centers. The show would be so powerful that actor David Dukes who played Edith’s would-be rapist, received persistent death threats from some viewers for years for his character – they couldn’t separate the actor from the guy who tried to rape their beloved Edith. TV sitcoms would have this kind of power.

A perfect example of how shows would have such power and even influence votes and legislation would have to do with the Briggs Initiative where conservative state legislator John Briggs teamed up with Christian evangelist Anita Bryant to ban openly gay teachers from teaching. Along comes the groundbreaking All in the Family episode “Cousin Liz” and the power of visibility goes toe to toe with Briggs and Bryant. In this episode, Edith discovers that her cousin Liz, a school teacher, has passed away and that she had a long term lover Veronica, a fellow teacher. This show gave a face and voice to gay people and influenced voters who got to see the humanity and understand the love shared between Liz and Veronica. The show helped influence America to vote no on the Briggs Initiative. Edith comes to represent the collective compassion people’s votes reflected and here she even stands up to Archie, something that will develop as the show moved forward.

And then there’s Maude…

The excellent Maude, a spin-off from All in the Family, would be a groundbreaking sitcom that challenged people’s political beliefs and one of the most controversial and influential episodes was “Maude’s Dilemma” which had the mature aged Maude fall pregnant and consider an abortion. This double episode brought the issue of abortion to a public sphere with co-star Adrienne Barbeau as Maude’s single mother daughter Carol championing a woman’s right to choose. The show’s star Bea Arthur received death threats for doing the episode, some states refused to air it and the United States Catholic conference campaigned against it with over 17,000 letters of protest from conservatives and varied Christian groups.

Norman Lear considers Maude the favorite of his shows. Maude is a loud, brash, opinionated liberal. She is the antithesis of Archie Bunker and is so pro-everything that it drives everyone around her crazy. Maude dealt with multiple serious topics including manic depression and bipolar disorder, censorship, face lifts in response to ageing, race relations and more. Alcoholism in “Walter’s Problem” had the issue of every day drinking taken for granted. When Maude’s husband Walter develops a drinking problem there is voice for concern and there is a very dark moment where he slaps her. Suicide in “Walter’s Crisis” where Walter tries to kill himself after his business falls apart and therapy is explored in the magnificent “Maude Bares her Soul” where Bea Arthur is given the opportunity to do so much in her performance. The thing about these VSEs, is that actors most commonly regarded for their comedic work, can do dramatic stuff. “Maude Bares Her Soul” was ultimately a one woman show, and there is some true gut-wrenching stuff where she talks about her father.

“Maude Bares Her Soul” would influence the incredible double episode “A, My Name Is Alex” from Family Ties (1982–1989). This aired outside its regular time slot and free from commercials. It dealt with Alex P. Keaton coping with the death of his friend and was set up like a theatrical piece, reminiscent of the American classic play Our Town. Michael J. Fox wowed critics with his poignant performance and this would garner multiple awards and proved to cynics that sitcoms most certainly could offer powerful examples of dramatic work. An eighties sitcom like Family Ties would deliver a lot of Very Special Episodes – a personal favorite being “Read it and Weep” about censorship in schools and a popular one would be “Speed Trap” where Alex gets hooked to diet pills so he can stay up and study for exams. Amphetamines would become the go-to drug of the eighties VSE.

Drug culture would infiltrate both the ghetto and urban landscapes which would provide the background for shows like Welcome Back, Kotter (1975–1979) and it would also find its way into suburban middle class homes presented in Mr. Belvedere (1985– 1990) and one of the most successful shows to deliver the hard message of drug addiction would be found in Good Times in “J.J.’s Fiancée” where heroin addiction was given the sitcom treatment. Another Norman Lear show, and spin off from Maude, the excellent Good Times would showcase a vast number of VSEs ranging from child abuse, racial profiling, the effects of poverty and of course drugs.

Poor kids like Punky Brewster would face the dangers of drugs as well as kids adopted by rich parents as seen in Diff’rent Strokes (1978–1986). Punky Brewster (1984– 1988) tapped into the latchkey kid market; kids who were pretty much babysat by their TVs and it was paired with a campaign that had been firmly established in American TV called “Do You Know Where Your Children Are?” which ran from the early sixties and wrapped by the late eighties. Punky Brewster also attempted to empower kids who were from broken homes and the series was established as one that would tackle social issues from the get go, one being the massive “Just Say No” campaign, where child actress Soleil Moon Frye went across America campaigning for this anti-drug initiative.

Nancy Reagan stood alongside child actor Gary Coleman during her appearance on an episode of Diff’rent Strokes and the new morality of Reagan-era America started to buy into network television and use it as an “in” to get some of their messages across. Conservatives who once despised situation comedies for their liberal ideals now used some shows to push their anti-drug agenda.

The wonderful Diff’rent Strokes and its spin-off The Facts of Life (1979–1988) would provide amazing celebratory reflections of togetherness and inclusion and would become record holders in the number of VSEs delivered throughout the late seventies and all the way through the eighties. Interestingly enough, The Facts of Life started life with a VSE with the pilot entitled “Rough Housing” being an episode that had tomboy Cindy question her sexuality making the sitcom a series that went straight into tackling complex subject matter. “Breaking Point” dealt with teen suicide, “Runaway” looked at teen prostitution and the much loved episode “Cousin Geri” gave voice to people living with cerebral palsy. The young actress and comedienne Geri Jewell who starred in the episode was bullied as a child for having cerebral palsy and her escape was TV, she would find solace in the characters she’d watch. When she got on The Facts of Life as a regular character she felt loved and accepted – and she would have a wonderful lifelong friendship with co-star Lisa Whelchel, who played Blair. The episode featured a powerful line that would become a war cry for people living with disabilities, which was: “Questions don’t hurt, ignorance does”. The episode “Fear Strikes Back” would tap into rape trauma and sexual assault issues and what it does is go into a second act where the girls start up self-defense. This episode would generate mass interest in girls across America to join karate classes and would prove influential in the nineties subculture Riot Grrrl off shoot of “Free to Fight” which encouraged girls to take classes to protect themselves from predators.

Diff’rent Strokes would feature a long list of VSEs from steroid use to epilepsy to the importance of vaccinating your dogs, but possibly the most famous or infamous of VSEs would be “The Bicycle Man”, which left a huge impact on audiences and children growing up in the eighties. The episode opened with a special PSA announcement from actor Conrad Bain which was something some of these VSEs would feature, which would set the tone for the unsettling nature of the episode in question.

Mr. Belvedere also dealt with child molestation. The episode “The Counselor” featured a PSA as its coda with actors Brice Beckham who played Wesley Owens and Christopher Hewett as the housekeeper Mr. Belvedere addressing the audience as themselves and breaking the fourth wall. This series was another major contributor to the VSE. The character of young Wesley was very popular for kids – a new generation’s Dennis the Menace. Mr. Belvedere presents child molestation very differently to Diff’rent Strokes in how it depicts the pedophile. Instead of a creepy lascivious older man, here the predator is young, athletic and good looking and earns Wesley’s trust only to exploit it.

Just a quick personal note – I recall being a kid and not liking it when some of my favorite characters were hurt in any way. I wanted to jump in the TV and rescue them from revolting abusive people. It would be a case of “Don’t do that to Wesley!” or “Don’t do that to my Mallory!”

“Give Your Uncle Arthur a Kiss” from Family Ties, where the lovely Mallory as played by Justine Bateman is assaulted by a friend of her parents is another unsettling VSE. Mallory was a wonderfully conceived character who resonated with me at an early age because there was an episode where she gets upset at her family because none of them respect or care about the stuff she loves and is passionate about. For some reason I related. I guess sitcoms hit home for me and people like me – devotees of the format and genre, plus they would also possibly be the first word on major events that the world was trying to get its head around, such as a global crisis like HIV.

Come the eighties, the AIDS crisis became a major focal point in news reports and scared millions – television did its best to address the disease with made-for-TV films such as An Early Frost (1985) and Our Sons (1991) and sitcoms took on the issue as well, but generally shied away from the gay male aspect, and keeping the focus on transfusions and children with the disease. “Wesley’s Friend” from Mr. Belvedere dealt with juvenile AIDS, and in an interview Ilene Graff, who played Marsha Owens, the mom of the family, explained that it combatted prejudices against children living with AIDS. The episode was based on the producer’s manager’s own children: one who passed away from AIDS and the other who didn’t have it but for her entire childhood faced prejudice for being a twin of one who did.

Not shying away from gay male AIDS, the excellent Designing Women (1986–1993) delivers one of the most controversial episodes in sitcom history. “Killing All the Right People” infuriated conservatives and at the time, the Reagan administration wanted it pulled. The show’s creator Linda Bloodworth-Thomason was not only a show runner, producer and writer but an activist. She was inspired to create this episode when she was in hospital visiting her mother who was dying of AIDS after a transfusion and overheard two orderlies say that they thought the disease was “Killing all the right people” – an insight into their bigotry primarily aimed at gay men, intravenous drug users and sex workers. The empowering speech from Julia Sugarbaker became yet another war cry for people living with the disease in the face of a government who rejected them and refused to treat them.

From one legendary woman to another, writer, producer and show runner Susan Harris would create some of the most influential shows in TV history. She transformed TV with her groundbreaking Soap (1977–1981), which was a revolutionary series that would satirize soap operas of the day, and developed her own universe with spin-offs such as Benson (1979–1986). Empty Nest (1988–1995) would also stem from another of her creations, the most successful and much loved series, The Golden Girls (1985–1992). Empowering older ladies everywhere, Susan Harris singlehandedly gave a voice to elderly women with her hit series and rather than painting a picture of doting grandmothers with one dimensional niceties and eccentricities, she conceived an entire situation comedy that allowed her senior women to be intelligent as well as empty headed, sexual as well as conflicted, vulnerable, independent, headstrong and also delicate but ultimately very human. The show would feature many VSEs including “Dorothy’s New Friend” which tackled anti-Semitism and the curse of the elitist country club, “Old Friends” where Sophia came to terms with a pal developing Alzheimer’s Disease, an episode taking on suicide amongst the elderly in the heartbreaking “Not Another Monday” and the revolutionary “Sick and Tired” which brought chronic fatigue syndrome into the public consciousness. Susan Harris herself had this condition and modelled Dorothy on her own experiences. She addressed issues concerning malpractice, women not being listened to and the fact that the elderly are neglected and ignored. Dorothy’s angry speech to her negligent doctor has since become a campaign for people living with fatigue and conditions such as fibromyalgia.

[image: image]

Night Court would provide a number of Very Special Episodes while delivering a great balance between broad humor and an acute commentary on humanity.

Earlier examples of the Very Special Episode before the advent of Norman Lear’s works, included an episode of Bewitched (1964–1972) that got super topical with the heart-warming episode “Sisters at Heart”, which opened with a special message from the show’s star Elizabeth Montgomery. The episode was conceived by twenty seven mostly illiterate students from a public high school who all loved Bewitched and saw Samantha Stephens as an icon. Montgomery paid for them to visit the set and was so moved by hearing stories from their teacher on how these kids related to the whole concept of a witch being married to a mortal and how she has to repress her true powers in order to fit in, that Montgomery convinced the network to have the children write an episode about race relations and the vital importance of black pride. With the help of Bewitched writer Barbara Avedon, the children worked on a show where Tabitha and her best friend Lisa teach everyone about the magical powers of friendship that doesn’t see color – in turn, this episode helped bridge gaps between black and white and was a critically revered moment in American TV history.

Early examples of VSEs come from shows such as The Brady Bunch (1969–1974) and The Partridge Family (1970–1974), but for the most part, the phenomenon would be a seventies and eighties invention. It would even find its place among fantasy escapist TV sitcoms during the eighties such as Small Wonder (1985–1989), which would feature an episode all about missing children which would spark a lot of heated debate among networks. But for the most part in the late eighties and early nineties, comedy would stay grounded in realism and the advent of dramedy would make its mark. These would be sitcoms that would have overriding arcs dealing with social issues such as addiction, domestic violence, racism, homophobia and other social concerns that would be ongoing incidents that carried over throughout the narrative, rather than treated as a one-off special, as seen in shows such as Cheers (1982–1993).

One of the last nineties sitcoms to continue the traditional VSE trend would be Blossom (1990–1995), which would really push the VSE and even have a catch phrase unto itself “Tonight, on a very special BLOSSOM”. The show that marked the end of the VSE would be Seinfeld (1989–1998), which boasted that it would be a show most definitely without all the “feels” and no lessons learned.

Personally, as brilliant as Seinfeld is, its characters are completely unlikeable, whereas as saccharine as Blossom may be perceived, there was plenty of heart and tenderness, which I personally respond to more wholeheartedly. Television would start to lose its sweetness and warmth with cynical shows emerging, mostly spearheaded by seemingly edgy stand-up comedians.

So, as I wrap up this introduction and welcome you into this mammoth look at various VSEs as examined by myself and a host of incredibly gifted writers, I just want you all to remember how important these TV sitcoms are. There is a beauty and magic in the writing, the performances, the catchiness of each theme song, a magic in each character’s plight, their hopes, their dreams, their alienation, their struggles. All this can be seen in examples such as the mournful episode of Laverne & Shirley (1976–1983) entitled “Why Did The Fireman…” which has Laverne finally think she has met the man of her dreams only to lose him in a devastating accident and the episode spends time with her, coping with loss and grief. While the wonderful late great Penny Marshall makes us laugh with her brilliant comic timing and ace hand at physical comedy, she can also break our hearts as we cry for this working class gal who wants a chance at love – and that is the power of the Very Special Episode.

Henry Fonda once hosted a special that showcased the best of All in the Family and he asked us: “What is bigger – the laughter or the lump in your throat?” And that is a perfect summation of the phenomena.

So, let’s celebrate these great moments from some special episodes that have touched us in a special way, and remember how important these messages, these images, these characters and these stories were and always will be.

Moments such as the backdoor pilot for The Jeffersons where long-time friends Edith Bunker and Louise Jefferson have to say goodbye. Here, Louise is off to live the life of wealth and luxury, while Edith remains working class in a poor neighborhood. It is a heartbreaking farewell and a TV friendship akin to that of Wilma and Betty of The Flintstones (1960–1966) or Mary and Rhoda of The Mary Tyler Moore Show (1970–1977).

The darkness of child abuse in Major Dad (1989–1993) as seen in the episode “Conduct Unbecoming”, or when ALF befriends a lonely blind woman on ALF (1986–1990), here a wise cracking alien makes an isolated woman feel good about herself. There was also that time where Zack learnt about his Native American heritage on Saved by the Bell (1989–1993) in “Running Zack” giving him a newfound respect for the eternal struggles of indigenous people or in “Baby of the Family” from Gimme a Break! (1981– 1987) which dealt with racism. Drink driving on Growing Pains (1985–1992) in the episode “Second Chance” was made notable for Tracey Gold’s heartbreaking performance and a title card PSA at the end explaining that people have died in drink driving accidents during the time we’ve spent watching that particular episode. Whether it’s when Chachi finds out he has diabetes on Happy Days (1974–1984), or D.J. develops an eating disorder on Full House (1987–1995), or the dangers of cults on both Charles in Charge (1984–1990) and Boy Meets World (1993–2000), or the heartbreaking finale from The Mary Tyler Moore Show where our girl Mary tearfully thanks her colleagues for being her family. These are all important and wonderful moments of television, that are not only part of popular culture, but in many ways a reflection of the reality they spawn from. In an episode called “Mork in Wonderland” from Mork & Mindy (1978– 1982), Mork disappears into a parallel universe where laugher and joy are not allowed. Mindy dies in this universe which breaks Mork, but when he returns to the real world to find Mindy alive and well, he is overjoyed as is Mindy, and their reunion is tearful and momentous. What Mork says to Mindy is just beautiful, and also, upon hearing this, it’s even more profound knowing what had happened to Robin Williams himself. So there is truth within the form, and the magic of television sitcoms will live forever.

Thank you everyone! And keep watching classic TV!

AND NOW FOR THE EXCITING CONCLUSION TO…

TONIGHT, ON A VERY SPECIAL EPISODE WHEN TV SITCOMS SOMETIMES GOT SERIOUS


It’s Like I Started Breathing On The Night We Kissed

1986 – 1989


“Urban Fear” from Punky Brewster

Original Air Date: 5 January 1986

By Susan Leighton

From 1984 until 1988, television viewing audiences became captivated with a little girl named Penelope “Punky” Brewster. Soleil Moon Frye portrayed the inventive and imaginative lead character. Punky Brewster had all the hallmarks of a hit sitcom. A family dynamic of sorts (even though unconventional) and plenty of episodes with jokes and happy endings where the conclusion is wrapped up with a gigantic bow. However, at the heart of it, the series also looked at abandonment, adoption and other serious topics, which is where “Urban Fear” comes in. The story of Punky is actually heartbreaking. At a young age, her father left her and her mother never to return. A little bit later, the same fate befell Punky when she and her dog Brandon were abandoned at a shopping center by her mother. Left to fend for herself, the child managed to locate a vacant apartment nearby where she took up residence. Of course, it doesn’t take long for Punky to find a friend in Cherie Johnson who lives with her grandmother and registered nurse, Betty. As it turns out, Henry Warnimont (George Gaynes), the manager of the building and a photographer occupies the apartment across from where Punky has made her new home. As luck would have it, he discovers that she is living there.

The two form an unbreakable bond and Henry decides to adopt her. While he is going through the process with the help of social worker, Randi Mitchell (Talia Balsam), Punky is forced to live in Fenster Hall by the state which is a facility for orphans and abandoned children. Fortunately, she is rescued from there when George is approved to be her legal guardian. Not everything is smooth sailing for the duo though. In season two, George’s photography studio burns to the ground and he is hospitalized for a bleeding ulcer due to the stress of possibly not being able to make a living. To make matters worse, Simon P. Chillings, another social worker, shows up and determines that Henry can no longer care for Punky because of his condition and his age. Once again, a ward of the state, the youngster finds herself back in Fenster Hall.

A foster family is found for her but it is definitely not a match. The Buckworths are upper crust and for their lifestyle, Punky is just too working class. Luckily for her, Henry makes a full recovery and the court decrees that he is now the young Brewster’s father. Believe it or not, this unlikely pairing became a hit for a time on NBC before being cancelled in its second season due to not being able to compete in the ratings against 60 Minutes. All was not lost, though. The series returned in syndication and became so successful that an entire line of toys was released based on the show including dolls, plush versions of Punky and Brandon, coloring books, party decorations and the list goes on and on.

In the eighties, it wasn’t uncommon for a series that had some clout with viewers to start aiming special episodes to the younger audience with morals and messages infused in the storyline. Punky Brewster was no exception and had its share of heart tugging moments. In “Urban Fear,” feelings of abandonment and obviously fear are the underlying themes. As I watched the show, I couldn’t help but compare it to the events of our present day. A serial killer, “The Northside Stalker,” is on a rampage. The entire city of Chicago is locking its doors and living a paranoid existence by looking over their shoulders at every turn. Meanwhile, the news media floods every broadcast with stories of the murderer which just ramps everyone’s emotions up to near crisis levels. When Betty turns on the late breaking segment of the news featuring The Stalker, Henry immediately tells Punky and Cherie to go play in her bedroom because he doesn’t want her exposed to violence. He is trying to shield her from as much of the real world as possible. Because she is a precocious youngster, she questions why he lets her watch World War II films. When he answers her because they are not real, she inquires if the war wasn’t real either. Finally, the girls leave the living room. Betty thinks that Henry should just talk about The Stalker with Punky because she already knows the story. This leads them down the path of how he needs to make the building more secure by adding an alarm system and extra deadbolts on the doors. All of these suggestions, Henry dismisses because in his words, she’s overreacting. He believes that people need to keep a clear head and remain calm. If he and Betty ignore The Stalker, the girls will too.

The parallels to our changing world with the COVID-19 lockdown are striking. Everyone is presently living in fear just like Chicago with The Stalker. It is almost as if Punky is a microcosm when viewing it with 21st century eyes. Our present day threat isn’t a tangible entity, it is something we can’t see that makes it even more dire and frightening because right now, the only way to fight succumbing to the illness is by staying quarantined in our abodes with no personal interaction except with those in our immediate households. For all intent and purposes, Punky, Henry, Betty and Cherie couldn’t see The Stalker either. He lingered in the background causing everyone a great deal of anxiety. Henry finds out just how upset Punky is over the entire business when she sets up elaborate booby traps in her room to wake her in case of an unwanted intruder. Her fear of losing Henry is so deep rooted that in art class, she draws a picture of The Stalker chasing him with a knife. This alarms her teacher, Mike Fulton (T.K. Carter) so much that he requests a parent-teacher conference with Henry to inform him of Punky’s anxiety. Being a concerned and devoted guardian, Henry vows to talk with his charge.

When he returns home that evening, he makes dinner for the two of them. Punky inquires as to why the meal is so early to which Henry informs her because he has to go to work. She tries every trick in the book to keep him home with her like feigning illness. In order to pretend that she has a fever, she sticks the thermometer Henry gives her in her hot baked potato but when he looks at the reading, it is 108 degrees and has sour cream on it. So, he knows she isn’t sick. Then she tries simulating a rash by putting red dots on her arm with a marker. No luck with that ploy, either. Finally, she takes a sip of Kool-Aid and asks Henry to check her throat because it feels sore. He notices the redness but it is also all over her teeth so he immediately knows what she did. After all of these shenanigans, Henry can see how distraught Punky is at the thought of him leaving her alone. She pours out her heart to him by telling him that she was abandoned by the people she loved the most and she couldn’t bear to lose him too. In fact, she worries about him all the time. Henry is so touched by what she is saying, that he admits to her that he fears for her safety and wellbeing too. He is concerned when she crosses the road, when she isn’t in his sight he wonders if she is okay. But then he teaches her the most important lesson of all. Fear is healthy but it shouldn’t dictate your life. Punky understands this and before he leaves for work, he tells her not to worry because he’s a “tough, old bird.” He lets her know he can handle himself. This assuages her fear.

The dread of being abandoned is unfortunately real for many people. Especially now, with the threat of the virus looming over everyone’s heads. Parents worry about their children and vice versa. I can relate to the character of Punky Brewster, oddly enough. I was abandoned by my parents and put up for adoption as a baby. It was your typical melodramatic story from what I gather or at least what was conveyed to me. I was adopted by older parents just like Punky was adopted by Henry. They too came from the “Greatest Generation.” To a certain extent, and I don’t really admit this to anyone, I have abandonment issues. Perhaps that is why I keep people at arm’s length. I get why Punky holds on to Henry so tightly but I have learned that nothing in this life lasts forever. We have to accept the fact that there is an expiration date. It’s painful but it is reality. In her heart, Punky knows Henry won’t be around forever just as Henry knows that one day, Punky will be an adult and on her own. You can only protect and hold the ones you love near and dear to you for so long before you have to let them go. You have to take that risk.

Risk is a four-letter word especially now. Everywhere you look, there are people fighting about reopening public venues, not wearing masks, they are the opposite side of the spectrum. Then there are those who are living in fear and screaming at others to enforce the public safety initiatives. This is a new era that we are living in. Our lives as we know it are permanently altered. Some can deal with this new reality while others cannot. We are all living in a perpetual state of insecurity from not knowing when we will go back to work, if we will work, will we see our loved ones again and on and on…

Henry has a point. It is healthy to be vigilant. You have to be aware of your surroundings. It is good to think before you leap. However, when you allow your phobias to rule your world, you aren’t really living. You are merely going through the motions and playing it safe. If everyone would be cautious all the time, we wouldn’t have technological breakthroughs, new art or anything original. Who knew that I could learn so much and face my personal fears through an eighties sitcom? Henry was right. It’s time to conquer our fears and get on with the business of life…


“Bulimia” from Diff’rent Strokes

Original Air Date: 17 January 1986

By Michelle J. Smith

By season eight of Diff’rent Strokes (1978–1986), the cast had changed significantly. Widower Philip Drummond (Conrad Bain) had married Maggie McKinney (Mary Ann Mobley), who brought her red-headed son, Sam (Danny Cooksey) into the household, an addition that many fans regard as the series’ “Jumping the Shark” moment. Gary Coleman, who played Arnold, was now 18 years old, and less capable of trading on his diminutive cuteness; older brother Willis (Todd Bridges) was absent in many episodes with a new focus on Arnold’s relationship with his “adorable” younger brother. Most notably, daughter Kimberly (Dana Plato) had been written out of the show after Plato became pregnant (and on the back of substance abuse issues) during season six. Kimberly was conveniently sent to Paris to study. Ratings dropped during season seven and in the spring of 1985 the show was cancelled by NBC, with ABC picking it up for the eighth and final season.

After Plato’s baby was born in July 1984, the uncomfortable issue of a pregnant Kimberly was resolved, and she returned for six guest appearances in Diff’rent Strokes’ final two series. Her last appearance on the show was a Very Special Episode entitled “Bulimia”, which engaged with the topical subject of eating disorders. Family Ties’ mother Meredith Baxter Birney’s made-for-TV movie Kate’s Secret (1986), about a suburban housewife suffering from bulimia nervosa, aired later the same year on NBC. In retrospect, the suggestion that Kimberly is far more troubled than the fun-loving tone of Diff’rent Strokes would ordinarily allow seems prescient given Plato’s own tragic life story. From wealthy child star, Plato would go on to lose custody of her son due to drug addiction, pose for Playboy, appear in softcore pornography, rob a video store while armed with a pellet gun, and die of an intentional drug overdose at the age of 34 in 1999.

The episode begins with Kimberly modelling a bathing suit in the Drummond’s apartment, preparing to take part in a fashion parade that Maggie is organising. Though it would likely not have been an enticing prospect to wear an eighties high-cut one-piece after recently giving birth, Plato looks perfectly trim, and in an odd moment, her father assures her that she “really does something for that bathing suit”. As the episode goes on to suggest, heaping excessive praise on young women based on their appearance can put them under intense pressure as they tie their self-worth to their thinness. Mr. Drummond’s obliviousness to his daughter’s unhealthy relationship with food means that Arnold and Sam must be the ones to discover her secret. The duo has been blamed for vacuuming up the ample supply of food in the wealthy family’s fridge, but soon discover their newly-returned sister binge eating in the kitchen. Her initial delicate taste of the icing on a gigantic cake that Arnold had brought home turns into a frenzy as she consumes the entire slab with her hands. The tell-tale sounds of retching in the bathroom signal to Arnold that something is wrong, but, ironically, he initially suspects that she must be pregnant.

Kimberly becomes angry when Arnold raises the possibility of an eating disorder, but maintains the expected warmth of the series through his deflecting jokes about the quantity of food she has eaten. While Arnold is genuinely compassionate and concerned for his sister, Mr. Drummond is not convinced until he personally views the kitchen table covered in half-eaten food, hears vomiting from the bathroom, and confronts Kimberly as she emerges while wiping her face. Kimberly explains that she is consistently on a diet, and has adopted binging and purging to enjoy food but still be able to “fit into my clothes the next day”. Maggie displays her maternal instinct when she encourages Kimberly to seek professional help, while Mr. Drummond naively believes that his daughter will be able to keep her promise not to binge eat. Predictably, this strategic approach to a psychological disorder leads to Kimberly poised at the fridge in the dark scarfing a jar of peanut butter with her hands.

The much-derided Sam, who initially thinks that the problem is about “dumb girls”, fulfils an important purpose in this Very Special Episode, serving as a stand-in for the child viewers who would need bulimia explained to them. Maggie and Mr. Drummond have met with a therapist and convey to Sam that bulimia is a disease and that it tends to affect people who are self-critical “perfectionists”. While Kimberly is dismissive of Maggie (whom she accuses of “watching too much Donahue”) and becomes angry at their secret therapist visit, she eventually admits to her problem. The modelling premise from the beginning of the episode becomes significant when Kimberly reveals that many of her Paris friends were models and that she had borrowed their dieting techniques. Being thin is something she “has to be” and Kimberly declares that she will do anything to avoid being even an ounce overweight. Thankfully for Kimberly, Maggie was written into the series, as Mr. Drummond is clearly incapable of appreciating the subtleties of body image for young women. Maggie remains in great shape and owns her own exercise studio, but offers Kimberly the insight that maintaining good looks will not “make the whole world love you”.

Following Maggie’s words of wisdom, Mr. Drummond contributes his first piece of useful advice to his daughter: “You don’t need to reach for some imagined perfection”. The episode closes with Kimberly’s reassurance – and final words in the series – that she “will try”. As a contemporary viewer, it’s impossible not to see Plato herself behind these words. Adopted out as a baby and raised to become a talented figure skater and actress, Plato’s best try saw her written out of the show she had been integral to because she became a mother, unable to secure reputable acting roles, and resorting to breast implants to attempt to retain the fame that had made her a household name. Like many young actresses, Plato learned a similar lesson to the one presented to her alter-ego: you might make the whole world love you, but they can just as easily find someone else to love instead.

[image: image]

Kimberly Drummond (Dana Plato) struggles with an eating disorder in “Bulimia” from Diff’rent Strokes. This would be actress Plato’s final appearance on the long running sitcom and sadly her life would take a tragic turn – she would sadly die at age thirty four from a drug overdose.


“Cherie Lifesaver” from Punky Brewster

Original Air Date: 19 January 1986

By Michelle J. Smith

With Very Special insight from actress Cherie Johnson

Punky Brewster (1984–1988) was a new concept: a primetime television show aimed at children and centered on the experiences of the child protagonists, particularly that of the lead girl character. It was created to pair with Silver Spoons (1982–1987), NBC’s comedy starring child star Ricky Schroder, in a family-oriented block of programming on Sunday night aimed to capture those outside the demographic of the ratings-winning current affairs program 60 Minutes. Although Punky (Soleil Moon-Frye) was a ray of sunshine, the series tackled grim topics, beginning with the pilot in which the eight-year-old girl is abandoned in a shopping mall by her heroin-addicted mother. With Punky’s father playing no role in her upbringing, her only companion is her golden retriever, Brandon. Like a hobo with his belongings enclosed in a bandana, Punky also wanders with no home to call her own (and fittingly wears a bandana tied around her leg).

Cheerful and unconventional Punky doesn’t allow Chicago’s mean streets to daunt her, and takes up residence in an abandoned apartment until she is discovered by building superintendent Henry Warnimont (George Gaynes). Henry is old enough to be Punky’s grandfather, but as in Diff’rent Strokes (1978–1986), age is no barrier to a kindly white man agreeing to raise orphaned or abandoned children. Punky’s best friend in the apartment block, Cherie Johnson (Cherie Johnson) is being raised by her grandmother, Betty (Susie Garrett), producing some rare positive interaction between children and elderly people in a genre that is usually self-absorbed with youth. While Henry is gruff, Punky’s irreverence and humor usually brings a smile to his face, even if she also provokes occasional frustration. Many eighties sitcoms confronted race issues, but Punky Brewster uniquely paired a white lead character with an African American best friend and did not treat Cherie’s race as a “problem”: the friendship was supposed to be unremarkable, just like the one between Henry and Betty.

The show’s genuine attempts to explore real and frightening issues that affected children in numerous Very Special Episodes – from sexual abuse to death, and a “Just Say No” episode featuring Nancy Reagan – made Punky a trusted figure for child viewers. Costume designer Gene Doucette recalls that the production office received hundreds of letters from children describing situations of physical and sexual abuse that were forwarded to authorities. The massive volume of fan letters sent to Punky often contained ideas for plotlines, influencing the decision during the second season to encourage children to send in a premise for a future episode, with the winner of the competition receiving a family trip to Hollywood. Seven-year-old Jeremy Reams won the contest with his idea for a story about the characters learning CPR at school and coming across someone, such as an elderly woman, who needed medical help. The producers liked the idea of teaching children the importance of CPR, but merged Jeremy’s idea with research they had conducted about the frequency of child deaths from suffocation in old fridges or freezers. Prior to laws instituted in 1958 in the United States, refrigerators often were unable to be opened from the inside. As these models were built to last, they were still being discarded in the 1980s, particularly in poorer neighborhoods, where they would likely be dumped in vacant lots.

Henry’s vintage fridge blows up with a cloud of black smoke around the time that Punky’s class at school receive a CPR lesson from their teacher Mr. Fulton (T.K. Carter). Both Punky and her rich kid friend Margaux (Ami Foster) work hard to follow the procedure they have learned on the resuscitation dummy. However, wisecracking Allen (Casey Ellison) is banished from the class after repeated failure to take the task seriously (he jokes that the dummy “isn’t his type”), missing out on learning the techniques. What comes next would prove to be a defining moment of childhood terror that would produce ongoing paranoia about discarded refrigerators, making this episode the only one that most adults can recall with any precision.

During a game of hide-and-seek involving Punky, Cherie, Margaux, and Allen in the apartment courtyard on a wintry afternoon, Cherie conceals herself in Henry’s broken fridge. He had intended to remove the door for safety, and warns the children to keep their distance, but the arrival of snowfall induces confusion and Cherie is left inside the fridge: she futilely cries out for help and then loses consciousness. Originally Johnson wore an oxygen mask during the filming of the scene, before the decision was made to remove the back of the fridge to ensure she could breathe. When Cherie is eventually discovered by Henry, he calls on Allen to attempt CPR, but both male characters are ignorant and powerless to help. It falls to Punky and Margaux – who had taken the class seriously – to save Cherie’s life before the arrival of the paramedics. While the show’s didacticism on issues such as drugs make it an easy target for mockery, the significance of a program with three leading girl characters and a decidedly unheroic boy was a critical influence on girls of the period. Moreover, sexism was a topic that Punky Brewster explicitly confronted, as in the episode “Girls Will Be Boys”, in which Punky signs up to a remote-control car-racing club but is initially barred from the track once they realize that “Punky” is not a boy. Most of all, “Cherie Life-saver”, and the series more generally, gave the child characters significant agency and, in turn, attempted to empower child viewers. Producer Rick Hawkins received a call the week after the “Cherie Lifesaver” episode aired from a woman who explained that her husband had been electrocuted and received CPR from a group of children who had seen the Punky Brewster episode and helped to save his life. The concept of “Punky Power”, through which Punky gained strength through her belief in herself and her abilities, preceded the Spice Girls’ “girl power” by a decade, and had more substance. It is no wonder that more than 200,000 girls petitioned NBC for a Punky Brewster doll, looking to the character as a model of independent and positively-minded girlhood.


CHERIES JOHNSON: The Very Special Episode phenomenon for me was television really being invested in tackling real life serious issues. My mother was always very open with me about things that were happening in the world, so it was just another way to open up a conversation with my family and I. From our “Just Say No” episode to Diff’rent Strokes taking on bullying, these were always conversation starters for my parents and I. That episode where Arnold is bullied on Diff’rent Strokes really stuck with me. I felt for him because he was so much smaller than the bullies. I [also] remember the episode of Webster (1983–1989) when there was the whole adoption issue being covered and there was an explanation as to why he was adopted and how his family were a different color to him. I grew up in a biracial family so color was never a concern, we never saw color, I never looked at color or thought about it. But watching things like Webster confused me because I never thought it was a big deal, it just wasn’t the way I was raised. There was also an episode of Little House on the Prairie (1974–1983) where one of the girls thought she was adopted and she tore the house apart to find her birth certificate. I remember getting in trouble because I knew that I wasn’t like anyone else in my family, and so my explanation to them for not seeming like any of them came from those Very Special Episodes. I truly believed that I was adopted, and nobody would tell me the truth, so I rummaged through all my mom’s papers, looking for my birth certificate! Unfortunately, I wasn’t adopted, so that was disappointing to me, because I wanted to be like those kids on those TV shows!

Punky Brewster was the best work I have ever been involved in and the most treasured years of my life. We worked with a group of people that really let us kids be children. They cast the show with the most beautiful, good hearted people and a lot of the cast members on the show are still my dear friends to this day. A lot of those people were foundations of friendship. Everyone was cast in the roles that really honestly reflected them. The little girl who played Margaux, Ami Foster, was very much what you would call a “girly girl”. She loved the color pink and loved to be in pretty dresses and such. I remember her mother and my mother having a conversation and my mother said “Don’t send Ami over to my daughter’s slumber party all in white!” and her mother was like “Ami never gets dirty!” But of course, we ended up playing out in the hill and we fell in the mud and Ami got all dirty. I was a tomboy and I got around in jeans and a t-shirt. When I would go to Ami’s house, the whole room was pink and there were dolls everywhere, so Punky Brewster was a true reflection of who we were as kids. Ami was a perfect little princess and I took pride in my tomboyish behavior. Soleil Moon Frye was amazing. She was like a child hippy. Her mom was a hippy! Soleil would get around without shoes and didn’t care about what she looked like, she was just so earthy and beautiful and free spirited. When it came to her, and me and Ami, all of our personalities were very different. And we all loved each other. We were misfits who loved each other and had each other. That was us in real life and in the show. The producers always handed our scripts to us on Friday nights and we would go home and read through them with our parents over the weekend, and then get back on Monday and have a table read. My mom did talk to me about the issue, and there was this thing going around where there were reports of kids getting stuck in refrigerators. There was a story where a little girl was trapped inside a fridge and her brother saved her by using CPR after he saw the episode, so that was amazing. My mom and I did talk about it before the show went to tape, and there was discussion, but I really had no idea that thirty four odd years after it aired, people would still be talking about it. Like it has such a cult reputation. The producers were so right on target, that not only did we do an episode all about the importance of CPR, but we kids actually took lessons on it and learned how to do it! So we were all like CPR experts by the end of the week. I think it’s so amazing that the producers cared that much and got us on board to actually know the practice rather than just do this Very Special Episode where it could have just been treated as strictly entertainment. Nothing like this happens now, producers don’t care about that kind of thing. They’d just want to do their show and be done with it. The producers on Punky Brewster felt it was their duty to instill some life lessons not only for the audience, but for the cast of the show, which I think is amazing. There was a sense of responsibility. There was a show where someone spoke through sign language and so they brought in a sign language teacher to teach us kids some words. They were so pro-child on that show, it was incredible. We learned so much from working on Punky Brewster. I had a baby recently and I got put on bed rest and I thought, “I should take up child CPR classes”, then I started laughing, “I know CPR from Punky Brewster!” But then I thought that I should get recertified. And my recertification was so easy because I knew it from doing the show those many years ago. It was like riding a bike, you never forget – thanks to Punky Brewster it was easy to pass my test!

Physically doing the stunt was awesome! The first time I got into the refrigerator, the back was not off. There were two producers standing behind the fridge, the director and a stage manager and they bought me towards the fridge all together because they didn’t want me to be afraid. Now I was a tomboy, so I was like “Hey! I can’t wait to do this!” This was one of my first ever stunts. I was excited. They told me if I got nervous they would open up the fridge, so we did it and I was fine, and when I came back to do another run through, they had cut a hole in the back. The stage manager said that he wasn’t comfortable with me being inside a sealed fridge, he was just not happy with me getting in there without a hole being cut out. So, while I was doing the scene, the stage manager kept asking me “Are you OK? Are you OK?” and I was like “I’m fine!” Now come tape night, the whole back of the refrigerator had been taken off, this stage manager was just so afraid of me being in that thing! These adults that worked on the show really cared about us as kids. While the audience was there, the stage manager was still asking if I was OK!

George Gaynes was very quiet, sweet and humble. He was so grandfatherly it was astounding. As a child, I never thought I would grow up to be an actress forever, I thought I was going to be an architect. George was from Finland, and Finland had always had this gorgeous architecture, so every time he came down on set and got to spend some time with me, he would bring along his architecture books and sit down with me and read with me about these old cathedrals, and show me these big beautiful buildings, and that was our very own personal, and special connection. The fact that I wanted to do architecture and the fact that he really wanted to do it as well and loved it so much, was something special that I will never forget. He would also teach me art history, and that was amazing. Sitting on his lap and him telling me about a place called Finland, which eventually I went to, was just beautiful. Even though the world seems so small as an adult, when you’re a kid, the world is so big and to learn about this faraway place like Finland was just awe inspiring. I loved George. He definitely will always hold a piece of my heart. Susie Garrett wasn’t my real grandmother, but she was totally my grandmother at heart. When I was a kid and my mom had to punish me, I would run to my grandmother, and she would save me, and that’s how Susie was. Susie would give me treats and hugs, and there was nothing like a hug from Susie Garrett. You know you’re home when she was there. T.K. Carter is one of those people where you would leave your house and he would pop up out of nowhere. I was on my first date and I’m driving down the street and T.K. was there and he asked the boy to pull over, he said to him “Pull over, that’s my niece you got there in the car with you!” He was hilarious. He was like an overprotective big brother for years! I was even nervous to tell him I was pregnant even though I was thirty eight years old! He calls me at least once a week and asks “Whatchu doin’?” I was at a club a few years ago and I saw a man surrounded by all these young girls, all giddy over him, and I was like “Hang on a minute, that’s T.K
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