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    Veteran NBC reporter and commentator Edwin Newman was appearing at the Eastern States Exposition promoting his book Strictly Speaking: Will America be the Death of English? in 1975. I had heard about it and managed to arrange to speak to him at the sales table. The book was a New York Times bestseller, and Newman, whom I had grown up watching on television, was a gentleman, which undoubtedly soothed my nerves.


    The following is my first paid interviewing gig— speaking to the veteran NBC newsman Edwin Newman about his book, Strictly Speaking. He was appearing at the Eastern States Exposition in 1975 to promote his book and I didn’t get any set amount of time with him. Instead, I had to ask questions in between interactions with people who wanted his book and autograph.


    As the time of the autograph session grew near, the crowds started to grow around the display book and magazine distributor Samuel Black had set up at the Eastern States Exposition. Women fresh from the Old English Lavender stands and the Miracle Juice display now giggled and pointed to the sign that proclaimed television newsman Edwin Newman, author of the best selling book Strictly Speaking, would be here.


    The display’s attendants looked slightly apprehensive when he didn’t appear at 1:30 p.m. Newman had a full schedule of interviews with the local press that morning and the delay is understandable. Suddenly, the crowd began to applaud as they spotted the newsman through the crowd. Smiling easily, he sat down at the table in the front of the display and began autographing paperback editions of his book.


    


    Strictly Speaking is an entertaining but effective criticism on the current state of the English language. Newman feels that due to the effects of the combined jargons of the social sciences, government and business, clear precise speech is becoming a thing of the past.


    Of course, these jargons have been passed on to the average person by the news media, a fact that Newman neither apologizes for nor ignores. Some of the book’s meatiest examples of the change in our language come from the pages of The New York Times and the broadcast media.


    Newman makes a strong argument that today’s language has gone mad searching for complex ways to say simple things. The language used in the Watergate testimonies and tapes is a language so full of “time frames,” “dialogues,” and “stone-walling” that it requires an interpreter for the reader to fully understand. However, this type of language is as close as your college course description guide. Educators in the social sciences have invented a new language to describe various situations in our society, and Newman quotes examples of this from a Hampshire College publication.


    But before the reader can conclude that this book is another essay on the inferiority of the English spoken by Americans, Newman dedicates an entire chapter to the ways the British have destroyed their language. Newman also doesn’t want readers to assume the establishment minions have been the only ones taking the clarity out of speech and writing. The many sportscasters and sports writers in this country have contributed greatly towards less descriptive speech like “pretty good” and Howard Cosell is virtually a one-man language wrecking crew.


    The people at the autograph session react in different ways to meeting a man they see frequently on national television. Two middle-aged ladies smile and make the inevitable comment that Newman “looks just like he looks on television,” while a grizzled new England farmer strides up to the table and states, “Yes, Mr. Newman, I see you quite often. Keep up the good work,” and then walks away. Newman is cordial with all and very patient even with the most obnoxious autograph seeker.


    “One effect of writing a book is that your authority is increased, or what is thought to be your authority and you’re taken for something of a celebrity, he told me during a slow period. “Now if you’re on television with any regularity or prominence, you’re something of a celebrity anyway. But writing a book seems to add to that. Especially if you’ve written a book on a subject of this kind. People think that you’re an authority on language. Well I’m not an authority on language; at least I’m not speaking from a professorial point of view. The arguments I make in my book, I try to support, and if I am an authority, it would only be because people have been convinced of what I’ve written. But they wouldn’t be convinced that what I wrote was right simply because I’m an authority.”


    Some critics of Newman’s book said that the English language is going through a period of evolution and the changes that Newman criticizes are part of this evolution.


    “Language is always going through an evolution,” Newman said. “Some of the phrases we use are becoming outmoded. What I’m writing about is not what I take to be the evolution, of the language, but the decline of the language through a misconception of what eloquence is, a misconception of what expressiveness is, or through a misconception of what useful language is. In other words, while it is true that in any given time a language is evolving. We are also in a period when our language is bloated. It’s being distended. It’s being ruined by the nonsense that comes out of the pomposity, out of the banality and out of the particular influence of the social sciences. People expend an enormous amount of energy finding new ways to express old ideas, trying to conceal the fact that they have no ideas at all. That’s not evolution, that’s decline.”


    If there is such a decline in our language, I asked Newman if there were any way we could fight it.


    “I think that any fight of that type would have to begin with the individuals. I don’t believe there is any organization set up to do that. I don’t think that the country stands the need for another committee. I think that in any case as soon as you have an organization, language goes to pot, goes to pieces. But it seems to me that individuals can affect organizations, particularly organizations of which they’re members, by insisting on simple, straight forward, precise language.”


    Listening to myself blurt out questioned tortured syntax, I realized that I was quite self-conscious speaking with a man who had written a book on the mis-use of the language. I wondered if he found a lot of that now.


    “I find a certain amount of that, but what I find much more of is people being amused and making jokes about it and saying, ‘Here comes Newman; no one say viable, hopefully, supportive, or endorsive. Don’t say dialogue.’ People say they’re afraid to speak in my presence, but they usually smile when they say that.”


    The crowd was building up again. Newman leaned over the table and took his ballpoint in hand for the next group of fair-goers who wanted to get a copy of his new autographed book. I wondered how many would take the time to read it.


    The only reason a local or regional publication would have a chance at a celebrity is because he or she is coming to town for a purpose. I learned through my five years on local radio as a talk show host that celebrities viewed the electronic medium differently.


    During my radio tenure, I discovered I didn’t require having a local hook for an actor or writer to be interested in speaking with me. People appearing on television shows were happy to speak to me if their show was in my market. Authors wanted the exposure for their books.


    Politicians were, for the most part, overjoyed to get onto radio.


    My time on the air was 1982 to 1987, a time when stations still hired local talent and the Fairness Doctrine, which required stations to present both sides of a controversial issue, was still in force. When the Fairness Doctrine was revoked, the rise of syndicated program espousing one political point of view began and stations started getting rid of local hosts, whom they had to pay, and replacing them with syndicated shows that were for free. All the local stations were given time in those shows to sell ads.


    Local hosts were supposed to be jacks-of-all-trades, talking about many subjects. Their shows would change from hour to hour, depending upon the guests.


    A show also reflected the interests of a host, and as soon as I realized that station management didn’t care what I did, I decided to care just about my interests and those of my audience.


    If there was someone of note coming into the area, I tried to book him or her to appear either by phone or in person. When I look over the list of people I was able to interview on a 500-watt daytime AM station, I feel a little pride.


    The first “celeb” was a personal favorite of mine: music historian Dr. Demento. Soon after, a science fiction convention in town gave me the chance of having actors Barry Morse and Sarah Douglas in the studio. Douglas was dressed in a black leather outfit that closely resembled her costume on the Christopher Reeve “Superman” films. I was a little intimidated, but she and Morse were wonderful.


    It’s one thing for a journalist to sputter and pause while he or she is asking questions for a newspaper story, but an interview that is broadcast live is quite another matter. You really don’t want to sound like an idiot and stumble around. On the other hand, you don’t want to ask questions that all sound pre-scripted. The best way was to simply try to have a conversation with the subject.


    If your subject is in the studio, you had to balance between speaking with the guest, running the controls and watching the clock. Keeping your finger on the seven-second-delay button was also a good idea if your guest was accepting calls from your listeners.


    A partial list of people I interviewed for my radio show, some of whom are in this book, would include two Playboy playmates— Terry Nihen and Debbie Johnson— actors such as James B. Sikking, Lucie Arnez, Richard Crenna, Keye Luke, William Benedict, Virginia Christine, Rick Moranis, Dave Thomas, Antonio Fargas and Mark Metcalf; authors Gerri Hirshey, Sidney Sheldon and Cleveland Amory; directors George Romero and Larry Cohen; abortion rights pioneer Bill Baird; Myra Lewis, the former wife of seminal rocker Jerry Lee Lewis; former Attorney General Eliot Richardson, Sen. George McGovern, Massachusetts Gov. Michael Dukakis, Rev. Ivan Stang of the Church of the Sub-Genius, Mel Taylor of the legendary instrumental guitar group The Ventures, folk artists Tom Rush and Aztec Two-Step, Larry “Bozo the Clown” Harmon, Phil Proctor and Peter Bergman of Firesign Theater, Jack Benny co-star Dennis Day, comedians Lois Bromfield, Emo Philips, Yakov Smirnoff, “Weird” Al Yankovic, and cartoonist B. Kliban.


    Two memorable interviews were with Clarence Nash, the voice of Donald Duck and Andriana Caselotti, the voice of Snow White.


    I even interviewed Dick Wilson, who was Mr. Whipple, the slightly twisted grocer in love with Charmin toilet paper in several decades of television commercials. He was fun, cracking toilet paper jokes. “It may be toilet paper to you Mike, but it’s bread and butter to me,” he cracked.


    The easiest two hours of my five years on air was with wrestling superstar Bob Backlund. For the life of me I cannot recall how Backlund decided to come on my show. I had interviewed him once at a local match and I thought he was going to slug me when I asked him how did he responded to people who claimed wrestling was fake.


    But somehow, Backlund called me and wanted to come on my show on Aug. 14, 1984, ten days after his last match with the WWF and less than a year after he lost his championship title. Backlund was highly critical of Vince McMahon, the owner of the WWF.


    The phones simply didn’t stop ringing for the two hours with adoring fans.


    The next day, I received one of the oddest phone calls in my career. Vince McMahon called me completely unexpectedly and said he had heard I had interviewed Backlund and wanted to know if I was interested in writing for his new wrestling magazine.


    I was gob smacked, and I mumbled some ambiguous reply. I was startled by the call— how did he know in the pre-Internet days of the 1980s that I had spoken with Backlund? How did he know I was a writer?


    I never followed up on it. Perhaps I should have.


    Other great moments were interviews with the first lady of American cinema Lillian Gish, and a personal hero: Vincent Price. Gish had recently re-issued her autobiography, and her publisher wasn’t cooperative. Undaunted, I contacted her agent, and Gish agreed to an interview. She was very sharp, and it was a pleasure speaking with her.


    Price was appearing at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst with a one-man show titled “The Villain Stills Pursues Me.” My wife and I had front row seats for what was a fantastic evening. The next day, Price conducted a press conference, and a fellow writer and I attended it. We asked most of the questions, and Price walked out of the building with us, continuing his remarks.


    With some of these interviews, I was able to take some of the conversation and turn it into a written piece that I sold to various publications. My best sale at this time was USA Today, which bought an interview I did with attorney and author Alan Dershowitz who spoke to me about his book The Best Defense.


    I always advise people to only sell first publication rights and try, if they can, to structure an interview so it can have multiple uses or sales.


    The interviews in this book are from the 1980s and then skip forward to 1999. During that gap, the bulk of my free-lance writing time was dedicated to Animato! The Animation Fan’s Magazine, which I co-owned and edited from 1992 to 1997. Many of those interviews were collected in my book Escape! How Animation Went Mainstream in the 1990s, also from BearManor Media.


    As the managing editor of a group of weekly newspapers, I use interviews with celebrities as a way to change readers’ conceptions about what a community newspaper should cover. People have said to me they didn’t expect to see an interview with Leonard Nimoy or Dave Attell or any number of other people in a “small” weekly with 122,000 readers.


    That’s the power of getting a good interview.


     


  
    Frank Coghlan Jr.


    2009


    


    Frank Coghlan had a long and varied career in show business starting at the age of three in silent films, progressing as a teen and young adult. He appeared in a large number of films before entering the Navy and training as an aviator in World War II. After his 23-year career in the military, he returned to acting. His best-known role is that of Billy Batson in the 1941 serial The Adventures of Captain Marvel, certainly the role that introduced him to me.


    Coghlan died in 2009.


    


    I first asked him about his entry into motion pictures.


    


    In the year 1919 at the age of three I made my first movies [laughs] and I went off the set crying.


    


    Do you remember the title?


    


    Yes, it was To Please one Woman starring Clara Kimball Young. I got the magnificent sum of $3 for the day’s work.


    


    Were your parent’s show people? Is that how you gravitated to the movies at such an early age?


    


    Actually not. My folks moved out here from New Haven Conn. For the reasons of health for my father’s mother, who was an invalid. We settled in a place then called Edendale, now it’s on the Glendale freeway. At that time that’s where many of the studios were centered— Max Sennett’s and a few others. My dad did work as an extra in a few pictures until he relocated into a steady job, and I guess, as a result of that people saw me around the studios. At the age of three I had bobbed hair, looked like Jackie Coogan, I guess. He had just done The Kid with Charlie Chaplin. So people asked my mother, “Why don’t you get the little boy into movies?” And she said, “Oh no. I wouldn’t do that.”


    But finally, my dad wasn’t doing too well in his new job, so my mother did take me around to this one studio and I got this first job…she took me around to the other studios and pretty soon I was working pretty steady. In the next four years I put my father through college. [laughs] Usually it’s the other way around.


    Yes, I put him through chiropractic college and he became a chiropractor as a result of my film earnings.


    


    You were initially billed in movies as “Junior Coghlan.”


    


    Yes, I was Frank Coghlan Jr. and at home I was called Junior. That was the name I went by at first. I used that name clear up to high school age at which time my agent thought it was time to get rid of the junior. He tacked it on the end so people would remember and for a few years I was Frank Coughlin Jr. Now I just go by Frank Coghlan.


    


    You were in many silent films and one of them was called “Square Shoulders (1929).”


    


    That was the final silent film that I made and the last film I made under a five-year contract I had for C.B. DeMille [the legendary producer and director]. It co-starred Louis Wolheim, who was an excellent character actor of the era. He was sort of an Ernie Borgnine type. In fact they both played the same part in different versions of All Quiet on the Western Front.


    I played a boy, a little orphan kid as usual. My father [played by] Louis Wolheim discovered me and actually stole money from a bank and left it in a trust fund for me to go through a military school. I was about 12 years old and had my first leading lady, the lovely young Anita Louise who was then 11.


    


    The film had a touching conclusion with your character laying a bugle on his father’s grave.


    


    Yes, he had been a bugler in World War I and taught me to play the bugle. After I got into this military school, he got a job as a stable hand. I knew him but I didn’t know he was my father. So when he did pass away I blew Taps over his grave with the bugle he taught me to play. [My character] never realized he was my father.


    


    How did your contract with Cecil B. DeMille come about?


    


    In 1925, Cecil B. DeMille was casting for one of his big pictures called The Road to Yesterday and I was recommended to him by Marshall Neilan who was a real fine director of the era and for whom I had made three movies.


    DeMille tested me for this small part in it and I got the part, went on location to the Grand Canyon with William Boyd and Vera Reynolds and Joseph Schildkraut. Rode it out for five years there. I was the kid on the DeMille lot. Jackie Cooper was the kid at MGM. [Jackie] Coogan was out of the business and soon Shirley Temple was the kid at 20th Century Fox and Rooney later at MGM.


    All the studios had their kid and I was C.B. DeMille’s kid. I remember a picture of me when I was 10 years old with shaggy hair with a sad look on my face and DeMille was supposed to have said, “Junior Coghlan is the perfect homeless waif.”


    So there! [laughs]


    Just for your information. DeMille sold his Studio to Pathé a few years later and later then RKO/Pathé and then just RKO. The contract, though, was signed by C.B. DeMille.


    


    The popular vision of C.B. DeMille is that of an autocratic man in rising jodhpurs with a megaphone. Was that an accurate picture? Did he actually use a megaphone on his sets?


    


    Yes. Most of his films were the big epics with crowds. He had to be heard. He used a megaphone like Rudy Vallee sang through. In later years [he used] a hand-held public address microphone. He was a very autocratic, demanding director when he had big crowds, but when he was in intimate scenes of just a few of us he was actually a very tender likable fatherly man.


    


    Were you worried about sound coming to motion pictures and its effect on your career?


    


    I guess so because I was only 12 turning 13 and that’s a period when the kid’s voices aren’t very good. They’re changing. Strangely enough Square Shoulders was made silent, but then they re-shot the final few minutes of it with sound. It was difficult in those days because camera noise had to be masked off. They had the camera in a little room all by itself. Microphones were hidden all over the place in flowerpots and over your head— not the single mic on a boom like they have today.


    I would say I had a very young— I still do— light voice, but it was only a year later when I made my first all talkie. I played “Sam” in Penrod and Sam at Warner Brothers. I survived all right. I wasn’t out of work for a long time.


    


    In “Public Enemy” you played the James Cagney character as a boy.


    


    “That’s right. I played Jimmy Cagney as a boy and Frankie Darro played Eddie Woods as a boy. There’s about a 12 minute sequence at the beginning of the film where it shows the degeneration of these kids from petty crooks to out and out gangster and how we were led astray by a couple of guys at the pool hall.


    Strangely enough when that film shows on television, it’s a good way to cut 12 minutes from it if they want to squeeze it into two hours. Something that first prologue doesn’t show.


    You’re right I did play Jimmy Cagney as a boy and it led to a marvelous friendship between the Cagney family and us. He was a marvelous man. I have to ask you about one of my favorite kid actors Frankie Darro.


    Oh Frank was a real character. He was raised in a circus atmosphere by his parents. He was a marvelous acrobat. By the age of four he could do great tricks. He was a little on the coarser side than some of the other kids that were around the studios, but he was a marvelous guy. We worked in lots of films together.


    He was a great rider and I became a pretty good rider and we played jockeys quite often. In fact, in Charlie Chan at the Racetrack, he played the crooked cheating jockey and I played the crippled jockey trying to make a comeback and filled in his shoes and won the big race as a result.


    Frank was a real good guy. He was a fine athlete, great hockey player— used to skate like the wind. He was just an all-around good guy.


    


    During the 1930s were you under contract to any studio or were you a freelancer?


    


    When my contract with C.B. DeMille ended at end of 1929, the beginning of 1930, I then became a freelancer and was and still am to this day. Always under contract to the picture you were making, with the exception of a series of comedies I made for two years called The Frolics of Youth. There I was under contract year by year as we made those comedies.


    


    Although you were very busy during the 1930s, you are probably best known for your role as Billy Batson in the 1940 serial “The Adventures of Captain Marvel.” How did that role come about?


    


    I believe I was handpicked for it as I was one of the best-known young actors available at the time. I kind of looked like the cartoon character Billy Batson. I don’t recall competing with a whole bunch of other actors for the part. I think I was pre-selected for it.


    At the time it just seemed to be another job, but it has now become the classic of the action serials and I guess I’m best remembered for that part, even though I made others that I thought were more inducing of stardom than that.


    Tom Tyler and I co-starred in it you might say. When I go to conventions, it’s all Captain Marvel they all seem to remember.


    


    I have to ask you about my favorite western star Tom Tyler. I know, though, you didn’t have much contact with him in the production because you’re playing the same person.


    


    Well, with the exception of when I said, “Shazam,” and the puff of smoke would go up. Tom would have to step into the same footsteps and repeat the world “Shazam” and he was there.


    He would then go about dispensing the villains and I could go off and read, but in many cases report to the second unit and continue working on other scenes.


    But yes, Tom and I were never in a scene together with the exception of the dissolve of the “Shazam.”


    


    Did you get to know him at all?


    


    Tom had been a friend of my family for years. It just so happened my family, my mother and father were great friends with another couple and Tom was their best friend. My parents and Tom used to go out to dinners and parties together. I wasn’t as buddy-buddy with him as my parents because he was older than I am. Yes, I had known Tom through the years, admired him. He was an Olympic Games weight lifter [Tyler was actually an AAU weightlifting champion], a very powerful man. But with it all, he was a modest mild mannered gentleman. Of course, when we spent 12 weeks on a picture together we were very friendly.


    Tom was a good actor. His westerns seem to be the best known, but he played some good important parts.


    


    After you shot “Adventures of Captain Marvel,” you went into the Navy.


    


    Yes, we shot Captain Marvel the very first few months of 1940. I kept working on other films, but I entered the Navy in December 1942. I went through flight training and became a Naval aviator and I stayed on active duty for 23 years. I retired in 1965 and I resumed acting again.


    


    How was that transition for you?


    


    During the 23 years I was on active duty, though an aviator the Navy made very good use of my film experience. Between 1952 and 1954 I was in the Pentagon in the Office of Information in charge of the Navy’s motion picture program and the producers came back to me for script approval, and to arrange for locations. During that time I set up The Caine Mutiny, The Bridge at To Ko Ri, and the final film was Mr. Roberts. I did many others in between but those are the three outstanding ones.


    And then the final years of my active duty I was in charge of the Navy’s Hollywood office and there I was on the sets all the time giving technical advice and consulting with the writers and directors. It was a marvelous job for me and the studios liked it too. They knew they had a Navy officer who could see both sides of a script.


    


    It kept your hand in the business?


    


    Yes, it did. When I returned I still knew all these people on a first name basis and it was quite easy for me to return to acting.


    


    I know you do a fair amount of television work, including being the commercial spokesman for Curtis Mathes television sets.


    


    Right. For five and half years. Those were wonderful. I don’t know if they showed them in Massachusetts or not. They were in 43 states.


    


    We saw them up here. I kept thinking to myself, “That guy looks familiar and that voice is familiar,” and then hit it hit me, it must be the guy who was in “Captain Marvel.”


    


    And at the end of each one [commercial] I would say, “Curtis Mathes, the most expensive television in America. And darn well worth it.”


    


    What do you think of motion pictures today?


    


    I must say that on the average I don’t like them as well. I think the movies we made in the ’30s in most cases were clean and uncomplicated and you could take the whole family to see them. Now, of course, they are still some great films being made, the Robert Redfords and Paul Newmans and all that, but golly there are other films, these murder things, hacksaw-type murders, I wouldn’t want to take my grandchildren to see them, I can tell you that.


    It is disappointing that with all of the movies today that we talk about a low- budget film being $10 million. In the 1920s and ’30s if someone had suggested spending $10 million they would have been taken out and shot by the studio chiefs.


    You know, all of Mickey Rooney’s Andy Hardy films were made for a quarter of a million dollars apiece. There was no spending more because the number of people who came to see each one, so why spend another $10 when they didn’t have to? A quarter of a million— you couldn’t make a one-reel comedy for that today.


    


    I imagine the producers at Republic studios were very cost conscious there.


    


    They were, but they didn’t waste a nickel, either. They knew what was happening every minute. They made a good product and they made it as economically as they possibly could.


     


  
    Clayton Moore


    1987


    


    For me as kid, there was no television hero more compelling that The Lone Ranger. I watched the show religiously and so when I had scheduled an interview with Clayton Moore I have to admit I had some trepidation. Would I think is my childhood idol was worthy of all of my fond memories?


    For anyone who does this kind of work, there are certainly times you speak to someone whom you admire and there are few things as crushing for an interviewer to discover the celebrity you like is a bit of a jerk.


    I’m happy to say that was not the case with Moore.


    Some actors when closely identified with a particular role feel trapped or typecast, but not Moore, who spent the majority of his career as an actor as The Lone Ranger.


    He spent years laboring as a stunt man, appearing in bit roles and switching from playing a hero and a heel, but found a calling portraying the radio hero who became true American mythology.


    Moore started playing the Lone Ranger in 1949 and did so essentially until he passed away in 1999. Although a reported wage dispute took him off the series for a year, the public demanded his return.


    Moore had received some odd press over the years as some people claimed he identified too much with his role— some went as far as saying he thought he was the Lone Ranger. There was no evidence of this when we spoke. He clearly had a sense of humor about himself.


    I interviewed Moore when I had a talk show on WREB in Holyoke, Massachusetts. At the time, the station was receiving a newsletter that carried the names and phone numbers of various people who wanted to be interviewed to promote a new book, movie or television show. At the time, Moore was riding pretty high again with his appearances as The Lone Ranger.


    He had recently been allowed to actually appear in his Lone Ranger costume after a five-year prohibition. The Wrather Corporation, owners of the Lone Ranger property, had gone to court to strip him of that ability as they were planning a new Lone Ranger film. Moore made appearances wearing sunglasses (which landed him in a television commercial for Corning sunglasses) and the public certainly sided with him, especially after the film was a dud.


    New episodes of Moore’s show had ceased production in 1956 (although new shows continued to appear on air until 1957), they were rerun into the 1980s and were still on the air in some markets when I spoke to him. His two feature films as the Ranger were also popular.


    I had called the number in the newsletter to set up the interview and was surprised when Moore’s distinctive voice was on the line. Initially he wanted to know how I got his number and I told him. He wasn’t very happy. But as soon as I explained, he was fine and said he hadn’t expected the newsletter to have printed the information so soon.


    He was going on a tour of appearances and asked to me call him back in several weeks. I did and he quickly set up a time to talk live on the air. He expressed thanks to all of the fans who had supported him through his fight to retain the right to appear as the Lone Ranger.


    


    How did you get the role of the Lone Ranger?


    


    Well, Mike I was awarded the role back in 1949 along with “Tonto,” Jay Silverheels.


    


    Was there a large field of actors with whom you were competing?


    


    Yes there were a large group of actors up for the role and I’m very happy to say that old Kemo Sabe was awarded the role.


    Actually the TV show stopped shooting in 1956, but we released a feature picture of the Lone Ranger called The Lost City of Gold in 1957 and then I made a tour of the United States and over in Europe with the feature picture The Lost City of Gold.


    


    Would you like to get in front of the camera again?


    


    Yes, I would like to do another feature picture of the Lone Ranger before I ride up to the big ranch in the sky, but I don’t know if that will ever happen. However, the TV series was a lot of enjoyable work, but it was difficult. We made three pictures [half-hour episodes] a week— one every two days.


    


    That was a tremendous schedule. What kind of preparations did you have to do as an actor to learn your lines and block scenes out?


    


    Overnight! The writers would write 15 shows and we’d go out and shoot 15 shows straight. We’d mix them all up. We never shot them in continuity. So the names, of the places and the bad guy’s names, the Indian tribes and the Indian chiefs all had to be [memorized] overnight. Even the characterizations that I did [the Lone Ranger would frequently appear in disguise to gather information]. It was not an easy job, but it was a very rewarding job in many ways.


    


    Prior to you being cast as the Lone Ranger, you were very active in motion pictures in both features and serials. You would play a hero in one and a villain in another. Did you enjoy that switching back and forth?


    


    Frankly I did because I am an actor and as actors we like to play different roles. My favorite is the good guy in the white hat, of course.


    


    You were under contract to producer Edward Small and appeared in the swashbuckler, “The Son of Monte Cristo.” Did you enjoy that kind of role?


    


    Hey, you did your homework!


    First of all I was under contract at Warner Brothers as a bit player. Prior to Warner Brothers, though, and in between Warners and Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, where I was under contract, I did stunts, I did bit parts, I did my own fights, my own horse riding. All the difficult stunts I did myself.


    Then I was under contract to Edward Small and then to Republic Studio and then to The Lone Ranger show.


    


    Speaking of stunt work, I read you that had appeared in a circus aerial act.


    


    Yes, I performed in a flying trapeze act for a good many years.


    


    Was that good experience for your stunt work?


    


    Yes, it gave me the ability to fly through the air off of horses [laughs] onto the ground, doing fights and a number of different things we have to do in the stunt business.


    


    What was working with Jay Silverheels like?


    


    He was the finest man I ever worked with— perfect gentlemen, great sense of humor, [he was a] very, very dear friend.


    


    When “The Lone Ranger” was originally on television, there were a lot of westerns, for both children and adults, but now the genre is in disfavor.


    


    We’re in a cycle right now that the westerns are now coming back. In the next year, year and half, you’ll see a lot of westerns. I can’t guarantee it. But I think you’ll see westerns on television and feature films.


    The kids have the space age and that’s very important. They’re pioneers just like we were.


    


    You mentioned the characterizations you had on “The Lone Ranger.” I remember the Lone Ranger would head into town disguised as an old prospector. Was that something you welcomed, to get from beneath the mask?


    


    Of course my favorite is the mask, the costume, the silver bullet, but I did enjoy doing characterization. I think I did six or seven of them. There was the old timer, a cantankerous Army sergeant, a Swede, an Irishman, an Italian character, a real elderly doctor. They were a lot of fun to do. I enjoyed it.


    


    Although Moore never did appear as the Ranger in another film, he and Jay Silverheels did make several very funny and memorable commercials— several for humorist Stan Freberg.


    All of his Lone Ranger television shows have recently been released in a single set.


     


  
    Film Makers


    


    I’ve had a love affair with motion pictures since I was in junior high school. Ever since then I gravitated toward any opportunity to speak with someone who has made films: actors, directors, producers and technicians.


    


    Rick Moranis and Dave Thomas


    1983


    


    For me there have been four comedy groups that have made a difference in my life: The Marx Brothers, Monty Python, The Firesign Theater and “SCTV.” They share the fact that all of them seamlessly wove together low comedy, physical humor, satire and social commentary in a very distinctive manner.


    Speaking with Rick Moranis and Dave Thomas in 1983 has been, to date, my only opportunity to talk with any of the SCTV cast and I only got the interview because the pair were going to major cities publicizing their movie Strange Brew. I was able to speak to them while they were in Boston.


    “SCTV” proved to be the launch pad for many popular characters; the public especially loved the McKenzie Brothers, created by Moranis and Thomas. The beer-swilling brothers hosted their purely Canadian program The Great White North on the series and their slacker humor was a huge hit.


    


    Rick Moranis: Basically, we took a step from the McKenzie Brothers on the television show to make a smooth and quick transition from the type of program that everyone was used to seeing them in and pulled them out of the real word and made them three-dimensional, kind of explain their characters a little bit. We also tried to blend fast paced comedy with a real strong adventure story. All I’d really like to tell you is that it’s set in a brewery. There’s no reason to be secretive, it’s my own personal opinion. I love to not know anything about a movie when I go to see it and often movies are wrecked for me when people start telling me individual scenes and jokes and all kinds of stuff from it.


    Basically the guys go to the brewery with the mouse in the bottle, the old gag we did on television, to try to get free beer and they wind up getting caught up in this plot by an evil brewmeister. Beyond that it’s hopefully a lot of good laughs.


    


    Was this your first feature film?


    


    Moranis: Yes it was. Dave had a small part in Stripes, but on the bigger scale we wrote this for ourselves and wound up directing it together. It was a pretty big undertaking relative to television.


    


    Was it intimidating to have Max Von Sydow as your co-star?


    


    Moranis: In the beginning there was. Working with someone like that is a little bit intimidating. But he was such a nice man, that after the third or fourth day he was also like a friend. He came up to me and said, “If there’s anything you want me to do, just feel free to ask, just suggest.”


    And we became pretty close during the shooting and his performance speaks for itself. He’s terrific in the film.


    


    How did Doug and Bob come about?


    


    Moranis: In Canada, There are some laws called Canadian Content laws. These were designed years ago by the government in an effort to sort of insure some kind of Canadian identity, cultural identity in the arts. For years we were dominated culturally by international product, especially American product. We all grew up watching American television and watching American films and listening to rock groups from England and the States and now Australia.


    I never thought there was anything wrong with that. Canada is a big country but there’s not that many people there and the ones who are really good at what they do wind up doing it and the others are like anybody else working in the same competitive arena.


    Well, the government came along and instituted these Canadian Content rules to subsidize the arts and promote Canadian culture. By the time it had its effect on SCTV, we were asked to do two minutes of extra programming that were uniquely Canadian to fill up time that was otherwise occupied by commercials on the half hour show. In Canada it runs on the public network and there were no commercials.


    So we said, “What do you want us to do with these two minutes? We’re all Canadians, we’re working in Canada, we’re selling this product abroad. Do you want us to sit in front of map of Canada and drink beer and fry back bacon? Wear parkas and talk like we’re from way up north?”


    And they said, “Yeah that would be fine.”


    So we started doing that. I don’t know what it was. It was just two of us. I don’t know what got people excited about the McKenzies. We enjoyed doing them because we improvised the material all the time. They’re nice guys. They were just fun to do.


    We did them on the TV show. They became popular. We did them on the album. After the album sold well, we were approached by a number of studios in California so we did this picture.


    


    Were Canadians offended by the McKenzies as being an example of Canadian culture?


    


    No one was really offended. In some circles, people resented the fact that we had taken this satirical shot at the government legislation. But intellectually, I think these people realized that we were right. The government should have stayed out of that and we wound up having a laugh on all of them. Just like in the United States there are all kinds of regional cultures, the South is different than the East and the West is different than the South. In Canada there are all kinds of strong regional cultures, too. If you try to find one overall cultural identity you’re fooling yourself.


    That’s why we came up with the McKenzies and this now has rapidly become one of the newer images Americans have of Canadians. We sort of laugh at it and a lot of people are laughing with us in Canada. They think it’s funny, too.


    


    “SCTV” was hailed as one of the best programs to hit television, won a bunch of Emmys but had a terrible time slot and was not properly promoted by the network. How frustrating was that for you?


    


    Moranis: Well, we enjoyed a great deal of freedom creatively because of the time slot. If you’re doing your show in prime time, there are an exponential number of executives who impose their creative beliefs on your programming.


    We had the opportunity of doing a show we could really control, which was great for us and one of the things that led to all the accolades that you described. I was happy the show was cancelled before it went bad.


    


    At this point Dave Thomas joined the interview. I asked him if he felt that “SCTV” had been wasted in the late nighttime slot NBC had given it.


    


    Thomas: I suppose so. If had been on an hour earlier on a Friday night it would have received a wider audience. But after a while we just became used to it. We had been underdogs in syndication, then we became underdogs on network TV. Now I think it’s ridiculous and ironic they would cancel the show when it received seven Emmy nominations.


    


    Do you think the show’s intelligence actually worked against it?


    


    Moranis: It was the kind of show that if you weren’t a long time follower of it, you didn’t understand a lot of the inside stuff. That was a mistake that we made. There was so much pressure on us to write material — we often amused ourselves. And we were often very inside our own scenarios, our own jokes.


    Thomas: Personally I prefer being kind of unreachable by the audience because you’re being too intelligent rather than reachable because you’re being too stupid, given the choice of the two. I don’t think either is ideal but given the choice of the two I wouldn’t change a thing.


    Moranis: And that’s what we tried to do with this movie, something we tried to do with the album — combine the two. We didn’t want to alienate anybody by doing something that was just subtle, satirical material. We wanted to do as many cheap jokes as we could and as many clever jokes as we could. I think the McKenzies could facilitate that for us. Unlike “SCTV,” this movie is not about show business, it’s about a complete fictional reality. We just tried to pepper it with as many different styles of comedy as we could.


    Thomas: Plus the McKenzies’ audience, I believe, are different than the “SCTV” audience. Although people watched “SCTV” saw the McKenzies, when we did the album we found there was much more of blue-collar, beer drinking crowd out there who likes the McKenzie Brothers who couldn’t give two hoots about “SCTV.”


    Moranis: I’m sure you can understand that. The station aired the album and it must have reached from that station alone more people than the show reached on that terrible timeslot we were on.


    


    Are you two going to remain as a writing and performing team? Are there more television or film projects being planned?


    


    Moranis: Well, there are all of those things right now. The thing we are going to do is wait and see the reaction to this thing. If this does well, we may do sequel or do another picture together. There are lots of things we want to do together and there are lots of things we want to do apart. So everything’s up in the air right now. We’re having a good time. It was really fun to do this movie and we’re on the road right now promoting it. We just hope folks like it. We’ve got a couple more movies in us.


    


    Moranis and Thomas revived the McKenzie Brothers for two animated series, in 2003 and 2009.

  


  
    Ken Burns


    


    For such an acclaimed filmmaker, Burns is pretty easy-going. I told him I had seen him once in a Chinese restaurant in Brattleboro, Vermont, and had wanted to come over and say hello. That, however, would have meant breaking one of my cardinal rules concerning celebrities. Burns quickly said that I should have and told me if I saw him again to do so.


    I’ve interviewed him three times to date.


    


    2007


    


    For Ken Burns, the award-winning documentary filmmaker, his approach to the story of America’s involvement in the Second World War wasn’t to focus on the presidents, prime ministers or generals, but instead to report it through the lives of ordinary people.


    Burns is quick to add the men and women who experienced the war were not “ordinary.”


    Burns said that in producing the film, the first thing one had to do was shed any idea of a standard documentary format for the production. The goal was to make “an authentic film.”


    That task was daunting because Burns added World War II was “the biggest event in human history.”


    Burns wanted to approach the subject through four communities— Luverne, Minnesota; Sacramento, California; Mobile, Alabama.; and Waterbury, Connecticut.— and their citizens. Once the communities were selected Burns and his colleagues spoke to over 600 people— individuals who saw combat and those waiting for their loved ones to return from combat.


    From that group, about 40 on-camera interview subjects were selected. They ranged from people who fought in the Pacific and European theaters to Americans who were imprisoned behind enemy lines to young women who found themselves working in jobs that supported the war effort.


    Burns said it was a privilege to speak with these people as it allowed him to see what it was like to experience the war.


    Many other documentaries have discussed the leaders and the events of the war and Burns thought this approach “keeps you away from what really happens in war.”


    The production took seven years to make and involved going through thousands of hours of archival movie footage— some of it was truly horrific— thousands of photographs and hundreds of hours of interviews Burns said.


    Burns wanted to put viewers into the shoes of Americans living during the war by cutting from scenes about the clash in Europe to the home front to the war in the Pacific rather than covering those events in separate parts of the film.


    “Americans were overwhelmed by news,” he said.


    With uncensored war footage and frank interviews with veterans and others, Burns hoped to strip away the romance that has surrounded “the good war.”


    “The good war was the worst war ever,” he added.


    Burns noted, though, one can draw some of the most positive examples of human behavior from the war.


    “The good stuff is only made better when you lift up the carpet and sweep out some of the dirt,” he said.


    The ultimate result is a film that has made a deep impression on its viewers. Burns said he has received thousands of calls and letters from veterans who have told him that finally someone has portrayed what being in the war was like. Burns has received gifts such as dirt from Omaha beach and sand from Iwo Jima from viewers.


    “It’s been an amazing, amazing outpouring,” he said.


    With America currently involved in a war started with an event that has parallels with the attack on Pearl Harbor, Burns noted Americans today haven’t been asked to make any sacrifices unlike their countrymen of 60 years ago.


    He said that at signings he always asks how many people know someone who is serving in Iraq or Afghanistan and he said only about two percent raise their hands.


    He said the lack of involvement of most Americans in today’s conflict has resulted in a separate military class.


    During World War II, Americans were in the fight together, he said.


    “Today we’re all individual free agents,” he added.


    He said we might be today “a richer nation, but we feel a poverty of spirit.”


    


    2010


    


    Behind Ken Burns’s new documentary The National Parks: America’s Best Idea is a message.


    Burns said in a press conference before his speech at the Springfield Public Forums on Dec. 1 that he wants families “to understand this valuable sense of ownership of the parks and that they would act with their feet and take their families there and do what so many of us who have visited the parks have, [gathered] not just memories of spectacular places, but memories of spectacular places experienced with the people closest to us.”


    Burns is perhaps the most honored documentary filmmaker in cinema history. His famed production of The Civil War was honored with more than 40 major film and television awards, including two Emmy Awards, two Grammy Awards, a Producer of the Year Award from the Producer’s Guild, a People’s Choice Award, a Peabody Award, a DuPont-Columbia Award, a D.W. Griffith Award and the $50,000 Lincoln Prize, among dozens of others.


    Burns, a 1975 graduate of Hampshire College in Amherst, received an Academy Award nomination for his 1981 film The Brooklyn Bridge.


    The new documentary series aired on PBS explores the history of how the parks came to be and is more than just a travelogue or tips on how to visit the parks, Burns later said.


    He admitted that picking a favorite park is difficult as they are “so beautiful, they’re like your children— you can’t choose one.”


    He told the near capacity audience at Symphony Hall that filming the sequence on Yosemite Park awakened a long-forgotten memory of his father taking him, at age six, to visit Shenandoah National Park in Virginia.


    Burns stressed the unique place in history the American system of national parks have. “For the first time in human history large tracts of land were set aside not for kings or noblemen or the very rich but for everyone,” he said.


    “It’s an utterly democratic idea,” he added.


    The parks are facing many threats, Burns said, from budgetary problems, including an estimated $8 billion in deferred maintenance. Climate change is also a real concern, especially at Glacier National Park in Montana where the glaciers are disappearing “at a terrifying rate.”


    Apathy is the biggest threat to the park system according to Burns, who while he was in production on the series, met many people who assumed the parks had always been part of the country and would always be part of the country. The parks system was formalized in 1916 by legislation signed by President Woodrow Wilson that created the National Parks Service with the charge to maintain and protect the then 40 national parks and monuments.


    Burns said that in all of his films he addresses the division between Americans but seeks to “figure out a way to speak to all sides.”


    Burns has not been tempted to follow in fellow documentary filmmaker Michael Moore’s footsteps by producing a movie with a readily apparent point of view.


    “I wish to engage everybody,” he said.


    While he readily admitted to having points of view that are easy to see in his own films, he said of Moore’s documentaries, “I don’t believe his films make any converts.”


    While he said that Moore was talented and funny, he couldn’t share Moore’s approach.


    “I just think it’s important to me to speak to as many people as possible,” he explained.


    There has been a proliferation of documentary filmmakers, and Burns did acknowledge the success of his production of The Civil War “had a kind of dramatic sea change coming as it did at the real explosion of cable [television].”


    “All of a sudden there were all of these channels and what you needed to fill them with wasn’t expensive drama but so-called reality,” he continued. Burns was quick to add with a laugh that shows featuring people choosing their mate or eating bugs wasn’t “reality” to him.


    The digital revolution in film making technology has also contributed to the increase in documentaries, but Burns noted, “you can put a camera in everyone’s hands, but that doesn’t make them a filmmaker.”


    “You have to figure out how to tell a story,” he added.


    Burns is currently working on six projects all in various stages of production. His new films will include a sequel to his popular Baseball series, The 10th Inning; a production covering the 1989 Central Park jogger rape and attempted murder case; a biography on Theodore Roosevelt and his cousin Franklin Roosevelt; and a history of the Vietnam War.


    


    2013


    


    Many people might not have heard of the late photographer Jerome Liebling, but they have heard of one of his students, Academy Award and Emmy winning documentarian Ken Burns.


    Burns was the name that drew people to the opening of A Walk Through Holyoke [Massachusetts] an exhibit of photographs taken in the city in 1982 by Liebling that made its debut on April 4 at Open Square, a benefit for the construction fund of the Holyoke Public Library. The collection will be split between the library and Wistariahurst Museum and will be on exhibit through April 28.


    The photos had not been exhibited before and Burns carefully walked around the gallery space looking at each print before his address. The photos depict portraits and cityscapes, ranging from the industrial buildings of the city to the Whiting Reservoir.


    Burns called the photos a “revelation.” Describing Liebling’s skill, Burns said the ratio between what a photographer takes and what he or she shows is always high. “With Jerry it was far less,” he added.


    Liebling, who was a faculty member at Hampshire College in Amherst at that time, was an internationally acclaimed photographer who had received two Guggenheim Fellows and a National Endowment for the Arts Photography Survey Grant. His works are in the permanent collections of the Museum of Modern Art, the Whitney Museum of American Art, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art, all in New York City, N.Y., as well as the Boston Museum of Fine Art, the Museum of Modern Art in San Francisco, Calif., and the Fogg Museum of Harvard University in Cambridge. He died in 2011.


    Speaking to the press, Burns said, “It’s hard to put into words what he meant [to me.]”


    He added that there was “no greater influence” on his career than his former professor.


    “He brought respect for the single image asking us to look into this photograph and see,” Burns explained.


    Liebling “was seminal in re-arranging my direction,” Burns said. He noted that from the age of 12, he had wanted to “go to Hollywood” and be a director such as Alfred Hitchcock and John Ford.


    Burns said that Liebling was “very, very tough as a teacher,” but was kind and supportive as a friend.


    The man who produced and directed films such as The Civil War, Baseball, The War and National Parks: America’s Best Idea, among many others, Burns believes his mentor was “secretly pleased” with his success.


    Although Burns said, “you never say never” to working on a fictional film, his schedule for up-coming documentaries is full for years. Central Park Five will be broadcast soon on PBS, he said and his production of The Roosevelts, which examines the life of Theodore, Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt, will be completed by 2014.


    He is also working on a seven-part film on the life and career of Jackie Robinson, a film on the Vietnam War and another on country music with the title of I Can’t Stop Loving You.


    Ask him which one of his films is his favorite, and he is quick with an answer: it’s the one on which he is currently working.


    Burns shed light on how Apple Computers received permission to name an effect in its video editing program “the Ken Burns effect,” after the trademark manner in which Burns photographs still images. Burns said the late Steve Jobs asked for his permission to use his name, but Burns refused, as he doesn’t do commercial endorsements. They subsequently struck a deal, though, in which Apple donated “tens of thousands of dollars” of computers to Burns who then distributed them to schools.


    When asked if he was concerned whether or not people confuse documentaries with reality television, he said yes and added, “What we call ‘reality television’ is not. No one proposes [marriage] before 50 million people.”


    He described them as “bread and circuses” and added that [documentary filmmakers] spend up to 10 years to try to get it right.”

  


  
    R.O. Blechman


    2013


    


    You may not know his name, but if you’ve watched television or read The New Yorker, the New York Times or the Huffington Post, you’ve seen— and will recognize— his work.


    R.O. Blechman’s distinctive squiggly line is featured in a new exhibit at the Norman Rockwell Museum called “R.O. Blechman: The Inquiring Line” through June 30.


    Blechman has received a Lifetime Achievement Award from the National Cartoonist Society, won an Emmy in 1984 as the director of the PBS animated special The Soldier’s Tale and has been featured in an exhibit at the Museum of Modern Art, among other honors.


    Blechman has also done a series of children’s books, and has collected many of his cartoons in the book Talking Lines. In his statements made at the opening of the exhibit, Blechman marveled the exhibition even existed. “A museum for a Saturday Evening Post illustrator? That’s important. Me in that museum? That’s fantastic,” he said.


    The exhibit features a wide selection of original examples of Blechman’s work from New Yorker covers to advertising work. Some of his animated productions play on a monitor.


    Perhaps no two artists could have such different style as Blechman and Rockwell. Blechman said growing up in New York City in the 1930s and ’40s, his world didn’t resemble the warm images of small town America that were the herald of Rockwell’s most famous work.


    He came to appreciate Rockwell more, he added, when the painter’s liberal politics came through in later paintings in the 1960s. Blechman also said that he really rediscovered Rockwell when his mother and father-in-law moved to Stockbridge and he visited the predecessor to the current museum.


    “It was a revelation…that guy could really paint, really paint and he could design,” Blechman said.


    Blechman described himself as a self-taught artist who did some cartooning for his college newspaper. After graduating from college and serving in the military, he drew what would now be called a “graphic novel,” The Juggler of Our Lady in 1953. Published by Henry Holt, the book was a huge success, which Blechman said actually negatively affected his growth as an artist.


    Ask him what his favorite medium has been and he answers it before this writer could finish the question.


    “Animation,” he said snapping his finger for emphasis.


    The medium combines his interests of telling stories and illustration, he explained.


    He has an idea for an animated feature that he would love to produce.


    Animation was the first step in his career as a professional artist. He began as a storyboard artist for acclaimed animator John Hubley who was impressed with The Juggler of Our Lady. Blechman wanted to animate, but he said, “I could not draw in those days.”


    The Juggler of Our Lady was later made into a cartoon as a collaboration between Blechman and directors Gene Deitch and Al Kouzel. The British Academy of Film and Television Arts nominated the production as best animated film.


    He was pleased with the results and later turned down an opportunity to remake the story in color with animation director Chuck Jones. Today, he expressed his regret not to have worked with Jones, but said with a laugh he wouldn’t rate his mistakes.


    Blechman is still busy working, but he admitted, “I’ve lost projects because I’m told [my style] is old fashioned.”


    He added that while more realistic illustration may be in favor now, he believes the pendulum will swing back to more idiosyncratic styles.


    “[Johann Sebastian] Bach was lost for 150 years,” he noted. “Illustration will come back.”


    Although he expressed concern for the future of two-dimensional animation, he is no Luddite. Of digital techniques he said, “I love the stuff. It can be well used if you have eye [for design].”


    Digital techniques can enhance hand-painted art, Blechman said. For him an understanding of design is essential no matter what medium is used.


    “If you have an eye, the hand will follow,” he said.


    His own squiggly line is part of his design, which he admits was sometimes a challenge for his animation staff when he operated an animation studio. The Ink Tank produced numerous television commercials including a memorable one for Alka Seltzer in which a man and his stomach argue about his love of spicy foods.


    “[My drawing style] was very difficult to animate, but I was fortunate enough to deal with two animators who took to it as if it was their own,” Blechman said.


    On his Emmy Award-winning production The Soldier’s Tale, Blechman recalled the best animators “supplemented, not just complemented” his designs.


    Blechman was effusive in his praise for the late animator Tissa David who worked at his studio starting in the 1970s, calling her a “great animator, an animated filmmaker.” He said she could look at a scene in real life and “animate in her mind.”


    The most obvious question this writer reserved for the end of the interview: how he did develop his own distinctive drawing style?


    He admitted that it is both natural and designed.


    “My stuff was so stiff and dead,” he said. The non-straight line work “loosens” his compositions.


    After decades of drawing in this style, Blechman said, “Now it’s natural. I don’t even think twice,” he said.

  


  
    Bob Backlund


    1984


    


    Perhaps this is the interview with the oddest context that I’ve conducted so far, as I mentioned in the introduction to this book.


    I had been a professional wrestling fan since childhood and even though as I grew older I was more and more aware of the show business aspects of what I was watching, I had great admiration for what these men and women did in the name of entertainment.


    My first chance to speak with a wrestler was when I brought my tape recorder to Mountain Park, a long since closed but beloved amusement park in Holyoke, Mass. Walter “Killer” Kowalski would perform there along with students from his wrestling school.


    Kowalski was an intelligent articulate man who willingly posed for a photo with me taken by my father-in-law. As soon as the camera was ready, he assumed his wrestling persona and lifted me by throat onto my toes. I smiled but I secretly feared for my life!


    I was able to initially interview Backlund when he and a group of wrestlers were in a small town high school nearby. Before the advent of nationwide broadcasts, wrestling was a regional enterprise. The World Wrestling Federation actually only operated on the East Coast from New England and New York state south to Pennsylvania or so. Backlund was the world heavyweight champion of this group— there were many other heavyweight champs in other promotions.


    Even then, wrestlers of Backlund’s stature would appear in smaller venues and I spoke with him for a few minutes at the match. He seemed to be an even-tempered person until I brought up the subject of whether or not professional wrestling is faked. I asked him how he reacts to critics who allege this.


    His response was to take his index finger and strike my recorder with it for emphasis while saying something along the line of “How do you react when someone says the contests at your radio station are faked?”


    And that was pretty much the end of the interview.


    I did a freelance story on wrestling for a local arts weekly in the early 1980s and got some quick quotes from several wrestlers back stage at the Springfield Civic Center. Wrestling veteran Pat Patterson candidly told me, “If the money wasn’t that good, I wouldn’t take all the punishment and all of the traveling.”


    I chatted with Pedro Morales, Angelo “King Kong” Mosca and with the one and only Captain Lou Albano. Backlund was there, as well, but while the other wrestlers were socializing or having a smoke, Backlund stayed to himself. He actually did stretching exercises with a broomstick.


    So, why Backlund chose me out of the blue to speak with me months after he had lost his heavyweight title to the Iron Sheik on Dec. 26, 1983 is still beyond me. I never asked him why he called and queried if he could come on my show. Why look a gift horse in the mouth? After an initial
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