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    No project like this is the creation of a single person. A finished work reflects the contributions of many. Sometimes all it takes is to be the friend who sits across the table while you spit out your ideas, smiles warmly as you finish, claps a hand on your shoulder and says, “I’ve heard worse.”


    First and foremost, I want to recognize the important women in my life.


    My mother, Virginia, opened the door to the weird and wonderful world of horror hosts when she brought home a UHF-enabled television set in 1970. Within 24 hours, I had discovered Shock It to Me Theater on KEMO-TV 20. She took me to see Thunderball (1965) and Fahrenheit 415 (1966) in the theaters, and she joined me for a screening of Faster Pussycat, Kill, Kill (1965) at my home in the late 1980s. Seriously, is that some kind of Mom, or what? She nurtured my passion for films and books from childhood and forever remained a champion for my artistic endeavors.


    Dee Plunkett is my absurdly indulgent wife and best friend, always intensely supportive, but firmly practical. I learn something from her every day, whether I want to or not. Her smile brings light to the morning and comfort to the night. I love you, sweetie.


    I can’t think of this book without thinking of my dog, Stella, our beautiful girl. She watched me writing every day and always made sure I got out for walks. She passed away at the age of 11 in March 2011, just as I was wrapping up the bulk of this manuscript. She is loved, remembered and missed.


    For the rest of you clowns, sincere thanks go out for all your support over the years. The following barely scratches the surface: Dave and Debbie Billman, Richard von Busack, Nicolas Caesar, Joseph Capuana, George “Egor” Chastain and his invaluable horror host website, John Cork, Kent Daluga, Jim Fetters, Gabrielle and Magoo Gelehrter, Jeff “The Sickie” Hall, John and Kelly Hlucky, Lon Huber, Chuck Jarman, Brian and Sarah Karas, Tim Lones, Bob Paulin Steve Sherman and ak smith. And if I didn’t mention my brothers, Frank and Jim, I would get clobbered.


    A special thanks goes to Frank Sheridan, who portrayed horror host Asmodeus on Shock It to Me Theater. You never forget your first. Thanks for the inspiration, Frank. You were the best.


    Sandy Clark and John Hudgens: Thank you for inviting me into your project.


    And finally, sincere thanks and appreciation to a nation of local TV horror hosts, the women and men who wove cherished memories from the stuff of which nightmares are made.
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      Frank Sheridan as the immortal Asmodeus, host of KEMO-TV 20’s Shock It To Me Theater, circa 1970.

    

  


  
    Some People Call Us Horror Hosts by Sandy Clark


    


    We have gnat-like cultural memories that are awash in distractions from Angry Birds to Dancing with The Stars. We are too busy learning the next thing to remember the last.


    There are not just new distractions, but new screens for new distractions. Most of us carry around enough electronics to make Dick Tracy look like a Luddite. Make no mistake; all of these new technologies are draining the old media empires that guided television up to this point. Your iPads and YouTubes force her head back and the fangs are in. Viewers are trickling away. That is one reason the 2002 Wondercon in Oakland California was so baffling for me. I was selling a comic book, trying to slip it under the door of the media machine. I struck up a nice conversation with a guy named Bob Wilkins, who used to host KTVU’s Creature Features throughout the 1970s.


    What in the world a guy who had been off the air for 22 years was going to do at a comic book convention, I couldn’t say, but I enjoy talking to old broadcasters. They remember a time when your local programming decisions were made a lot closer to home. They remember when your television used to respond to you. Kids could send in photos to the kiddy shows and Bob Wilkins would read your letter on the air.


    Still, that was more than 20 years before, and I was clueless.


    The doors opened and the stampede of people started. I hustled funny books. In the down times, I glanced over at Bob. The line went around the hall and out the door. When I broke for lunch, the line was still there. When they began to shut the show down, the line was still there. I realized that I was missing some crucial understanding of horror movies, Bob Wilkins or the obsessive nature of fans.


    “Well, I don’t know,” Bob said. “People really loved us. Some people call us “horror hosts,” but I just tried to give people a good show.”


    He used the word “us.” That implied a twilight fraternity of similar guys out there. I got curious. I hadn’t had a horror host growing up in the hills of Tennessee. The closest I came was Commander USA. Now, here was a world of collective experience that played out locally on a national scale. How had I missed this? I couldn’t let that idea go.


    So that’s how American Scary was born, and it barely scratches the surface. There are so many more hosts, and so much material we had to leave on the floor that I sometimes despair at the impossibility of telling a comprehensive tale.


    The great thing about this moment in time, though, is that it is all becoming available again. We live in the age of availability. Netflix will bring American Scary to one of your screens, even if you don’t want Amazon to bring a hard copy for your shelf.


    It seems that every one of these hosts has someone willing to digitize their clips and bring them back. If they don’t, then maybe you should. The technology gets cheaper every day.


    That’s the other great force at work, the democratizing of media. Right at this time when the quality of mainstream offerings claws at being inoffensive enough to lick the last drop of blood off the corpse, new life springs from the corpse itself.


    Now you have the ability to open the door so others can see your childhood hero. Remind people of an age when they knew the people talking to them on the TV. Make media personal again. Maybe decide to become a horror host, or something like it, yourself.


    This book is a collection of just those kinds of stories. People who became unexpected stars or just thought it would be a hoot to play at becoming monster for a while. You can read it as history. You can read it for fun. I’d like to invite you to read it as inspiration.


    This is the time. You can make a show. Maybe, some people will call you a horror host.


    


    Sandy Clark


    December 2010
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      Sandy Clark (right) with cameraman Trey Stokes.

    

  


  
    Scaring Is Caring by Michael Monahan


    


    At the time Sandy Clark first approached me in 2003 for information on the history of TV horror hosts, I had been researching the genre for about five years. I grew up in the San Francisco Bay Area, where we enjoyed a particularly rich and varied mix of hosts, beginning with Terrence (Russ Coglin) in 1957. Being a zygote at the time, I never got to enjoy Terrence. But when I discovered Asmodeus and Shock It to Me Theater in 1970, I knew my world had been fundamentally and irrevocably changed.


    Bob Wilkins followed in 1971 with Creature Features. The Ghoul was imported from Cleveland on our local Kaiser station, KBHK-TV 44, in 1973. An ex-Marine named Tom Stone donned a Dracula cape to host Saturday Nite Dead as Tom B. Stone, military issue crew cut intact. John Stanley attempted to fill the void left by Bob Wilkins’ departure from Creature Features in 1979. But by that time hormones had superseded horror in my world and I was no longer paying attention. The Son of Svengoolie arrived from Chicago in 1982 just in time to stir nascent nostalgia, he being the seed brought to bloom by cable host Commander USA in 1985.


    In the late 1990s, Bob Wilkins released a multi-volume set of Creature Features highlights on VHS, reigniting a childhood passion for classic monster movies and the people who presented them. I was trading tapes with fellow collectors across the country and started asking for any old programs featuring a horror host. The first example to arrive was Indiana’s Sammy Terry. The show struck a shockingly familiar chord. All the traditional elements I had grown up were on colorful display. At the same time, the show generated a sort of regional vibration that marked it as the creation of a specific time and place. This experience was repeated as other hosted shows came in from Cleveland, Florida and Missouri, leading me to view horror hosting as a form of American folk art worthy of serious study.


    That was the pitch I gave Sandy when we first got together. Sandy had recently seen lines snaking out the door at a comic book convention leading to a table occupied by Bob Wilkins and marveled at the idea of crowds swarming a local personality, whose show had been off the air for a quarter of a century. The joyful and passionate atmosphere of the moment suggested this was ripe material for some sort of documentary.


    As I laid out the materials I’d gathered in my research and explained the national scope of the phenomenon, he started grinning like a kid. “When I came here, I wasn’t sure there was enough for a short,” he said at the time. “But, damn, this is a feature!” And that’s how I got involved in making the film documentary, American Scary (2006).


    The film was a celebration of local TV personalities and their intimate, inspirational connection to the community. With corporate ownership of media poised to snuff the last struggling ember of local broadcast identity, it’s more important than ever to remember a time when the person on that television screen was a neighbor, someone who said your name on the air, read your letter, showed your artwork, announced your birthday, made you laugh and showed you really cool monster movies.


    The opportunity to expand the conversations we had with these unique celebrities is something I treasure, because, in full, they present a sweeping oral history of radio and television in America. If you can’t remember a time when TV was fun, you will by the time you’re done reading.


    


    Michael Monahan


    May 2011
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      Author Michael Monahan conking coconuts with Maila Nurmi (Vampira) in 2004.

    

  


  
    Preface: From the Carnival to the Couch


    


    TV horror movie hosts were the last popular purveyors of a show biz style that pre-dates the birth of the movies themselves. The footprints of the genre can be found in the sawdust of the traveling carnivals, where midway barkers called crowds into the tents, promising forbidden delights and freakish horrors.


    The Spook Shows of the late ’20s and 1930s brought these dark attractions out from behind the canvas flaps and onto the stage, mixing blatant ballyhoo with a potent blend of magic and spiritualism to create a uniquely American form of Grand Guignol. These highly theatrical presentations, presided over by showmen with names like Dr. Silkini, Ray-Mond and Kara Kan, usually ended in a blackout, wherein all of the lights in the house were extinguished. In total darkness, strings from the balcony and from under their seats would tickle audiences, while glow-in-the-dark “ghosts” and skeletons swirled over their heads.


    By the mid-1930s, the revival of cinematic horror led to the slightly tweaked Midnight Horror Show. Monsters — often running right through the audience — were added to the mix, as was an element that would tie it directly to the TV horror host of the 1950s. The midnight show, hosted by an elegantly dressed figure, aided by mad scientists and monsters, punctuated by screams and ghoulish humor, climaxed with the presentation of a mystery or horror feature. It was a ritual that audiences a generation removed would come to know intimately. Vampira offered a tantalizing glimpse of things both past and future in 1954. But it wasn’t until 1957, with the release of Universal studio’s Shock movie package, that TV horror movie hosts would explode into popular culture. In October of that year, the grim, lurching, classic monsters of Hollywood’s premiere horror factory spilled out onto America’s hearth, ushered into living rooms across the country by an army of comically spooky sideshow barkers.


    These hosts served a variety of functions. At a time when most markets were limited to three or four competitive channels, a station’s family of local personalities inspired the same sort of brand loyalty as network TV households, like The Cleavers, The Nelsons and The Flintstones. On a practical level, they were highly adaptable time fillers. The average film running times varied any where from 60 to 75 minutes, and the host could stretch or contract their air time as needed to fit the show into a ninety minute time slot. The horror host went through various cycles of popularity and influence. The initial wave ignited the Monster Kid boom, ushering in an era of Famous Monsters of Filmland on the newsstands, Boris Karloff’s Thriller, The Munsters and The Addams’ Family on TV and Aurora monster model kits on bedroom shelves.


    Gothic horror was usurped in the mid-1960s by space-age adventure as James Bond 007 — personified by the brutishly elegant Sean Connery — created a fanatical global superspy mania. By 1965, kids had shifted their allegiance from man-made monsters to The Man from U.N.C.L.E. — though horror stars like Vincent Price and Boris Karloff popped up on the Man and Girl from U.N.C.L.E. shows, and Martin Landau would rehearse for his Oscar-winning role as Bela Lugosi in Ed Wood (1994) by appearing as THRUSH agent, Count Zark, in “The Bat Cave Affair.” The Beatles, Batman, surfing and psychedelia competed for attention throughout the decade. And while horror movies remained a staple, their cultural power was diluted by the overwhelming bounty of ’60s popular culture. These distractions were on the wane within a few years. A pudgy, embittered Sean Connery hung up his rocket pack and tossed away his license to kill after You Only Live Twice in 1967. The Beatles were famously imploding in recording studios and courtrooms across England and nobody gave a crap about Batman by 1968. With the proliferation of UHF stations in the latter part of the decade, local television once again found itself with a lot of time to fill, and many station owners eyed cheaply produced monster movie shows as a fun and potentially profitable way to fill the space in between the endless off-network reruns. And so the early 1970s saw another significant wave of horror hosts. Some, like Cleveland native The Ghoul, even attracted national recognition, thanks to sister station affiliation on the Kaiser network.


    The party was largely over by the mid-1980s. A few new hosts, like Chicago’s Son of Svengoolie and Northeast Ohio’s The Son of Ghoul, established long-term careers. But local stations were disappearing under a steamroller of corporate ownership. The whole concept of local programming was becoming quaintly old-fashioned. Even Elvira’s nationally syndicated Movie Macabre — which began on local Los Angeles station KHJ-TV 9 in 1981 — was gone by the middle of the decade. Commander USA and Joe Bob Briggs appeared on cable in the ’80s and ’90s. Fondly remembered local hosts across the country enjoyed brief revivals or seasonal Halloween specials. Zacherley, a pioneer of the original Shock Theater days, was making television appearances as late as 2008. And generations of fans, both old and new, were carrying the early TV traditions to the Internet. But as a popular mainstream force, the time of the horror host had passed.


    As the world approached the new millennia, a few feisty independent stations began to reassert themselves. The Son of Svengoolie had returned to television on WCIU-TV 26 in 1995. But as the son becomes the father, so The Son of Svengoolie became simply Svengoolie. His resurrection proved strong and lasting, eventually leading to limited national syndication in 2011.


    In 1999, KOLO-TV 8 in Reno, Nevada launched a new host in Zomboo, who also showed continued strength after more than a decade on the air. KOFY-TV 20 in the San Francisco Bay Area began an aggressive campaign of locally produced programming, following an extended period as the market’s WB affiliate. One of the first new in-house shows to go on the air was Creepy KOFY Movie Time, debuting at midnight, January 1 in 2009. Co-hosted by a demon named Balrok and a foul-mouthed zombie called No Name, it quickly established itself as one of the station’s highest rated shows.


    Elvira returned with a syndicated movie program in 2011, and suddenly everything old was new again.


    By the time horror hosts first appeared on television in the 1950s, the formula had been so perfectly refined that any changes to it after the first big wave were purely cosmetic, dictated by trends in the popular culture or enhancements in technology. Through it all, the TV horror hosts continued to ply the same strain of grotesque burlesque popularized by their forebears in radio, the comics, Spook Shows and carnivals. They remained capering cornball crypt keepers, friendly phantoms with a rotted skull in one hand and a rubber chicken in the other.
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      Dr. Evil (Phillip Morris), toured the country with his on-stage Spook Show for two decades, transitioned to television as the host of Horror Theater on WBTV-TV 3 in Charotte, North Caralina. He is equally famous for owning Morris Costumes, a Halloween and prop company.

    

  


  
    The Vampire Monologues: Vampira (Maila Nurmi)


    Interviewed by Sandy Clark and Michael Monahan (2003)


    


    On May 1, 1954, unsuspecting late-night viewers in Los Angeles tuned into KTLA-TV 5 to find a strange and unnatural figure bleeding out of the darkness from the end of a long hallway. Tightly swathed in black — highlighting a distressingly tiny waist — she resembled a hornet nightmarishly reared up on its back legs, skittering forward on a roiling carpet of smoke. In one thudding heartbeat her face, glamorous and kabuki white, filled the screen, abruptly seized into a rictal mask and issued a nerve-shredding shriek. Spent, she melted into a kittenish pose. “Screaming relaxes me so,” she purrs; a coy come-hither from the crypt.


    The mysterious woman was Vampira, created and played by stage performer and pin-up model Maila Nurmi, who debuted not only television’s first horror host, but also a uniquely disturbing marriage of ancient terror and modern technology, the first newly minted mythological creature of the atomic age. Her body was an unsettling union of the voluptuous and the cadaverous, the softly rounded invitation of the bosom swelling over the desiccated cradle of birth. She was death, the irrepressible flirt. The physical image, coupled with a disdainfully cosmopolitan sophistication, introduced early TV viewers to something genuinely radical — in a medium already developing a reputation for playing it safe.


    The effect was immediate and beyond all expectations. Within weeks Vampira, the star of a local Southern California television show, became a worldwide phenomenon. The very scope of her popularity led to her downfall, as the station — already concerned about her tendency to challenge propriety — pressed for controlling interest in the character. The strong-willed Nurmi refused and quickly found herself evicted from her studio haunt (blacklisted is the term she uses).


    She reappeared briefly on rival station KHJ in May of 1956, but was off the air by the end of the year. She survived for a time on work in low-budget exploitation fare, like The Beat Generation (1959), Sex Kittens Go to College (1960) and, most memorably, Ed Wood’s wigged-out masterpiece, Plan 9 from Outer Space (1959). Maila Nurmi kept herself creatively active throughout her life, making jewelry, selling Vampira art, and fronting a punk band in the 1980s. She briefly reclaimed media attention when she once again fought for control of her character by filing a lawsuit against Cassandra Peterson, who was finding fame as the ersatz-Vampira clone, Elvira. The case was dismissed by court in 1989.


    Maila Nurmi passed away on January 10, 2008.


    


    Sandy Clark: The image of Vampira is iconic and powerful.


    Oh yeah, there’s that one still of her from Plan 9 (From Outer Space) that they always use where she’s in alpha state. Lots of people use it for tee shirts and such. She scared lots of little boys when they were growing up. She was in alpha state. I was in an alpha state, literally, on camera. People say they don’t know what they’re looking at and it scares them. Because when we see something we don’t understand it’s frightening, especially to little kids. So it wasn’t just someone being spooky. It was someone in another state of mind, in another state of being.


    


    SC: Tell us about the genesis of Vampira. I know it started with the costume, so start with that. What were you thinking when you put the costume together?


    Back in 1953, I needed $20,000, which was a lot in those days, because I wanted to sponsor myself as an evangelist. And I figured the best way to do it was with this new business, television. They pay me lots of money, and all I have to do is stand up and be me. I had been a monologist for 15 years, and so audiences were mine for the grabbing, you know? I thought I’d get their money. But what do they like? What’s everybody watching on TV? So I checked it, and they were watching a show called…I think it was called The Websters (She is likely referring to Father Knows Best, which premiered in 1954). It was the most popular thing, and it was a most mundane portrait of family happenings. And I thought, well, that’s what they’re watching. I guess I should do this. And then I thought, no, that’s too pedestrian. I can’t be so bourgeois. Well, I’ll satirize it. And then I thought, oop, Charles Addams already did just that. And then I thought I’d do Charles Addams! We’ll get Charles Addams. So I proceeded to make the Charles Addams dress, thinking to put it on TV.


    I did the dress. And then there was this great masquerade ball that 2,000 people used to attend. And they were sophisticated people, because Lester Horton hosted.


    It was The Lester Horton Ball Caribe. I thought these are the readers of the New Yorker, they would recognize this character. Nobody else would know who she was. So I went there. And I practiced my Victorian curtsey, because I expected to win. The character didn’t have a name. But I had lavender make-up. You know, powdered with a little lavender, looking as though I had risen from the grave. Turning a little blue, you know? Barefooted, like that lady was…Flat chested, but otherwise wan and wonderful.


    I won the first prize. I chose a radio, rather than dance lessons. And then I went away. They didn’t know who I was. But a TV programmer had been there, from KABC,a local station. He couldn’t use mefor anything, because he didn’t have a spot for me. But he was transfixed by the visual. Everybody was talking about me all night, asking about my husband, my family, you know? Mortica (the Charles Addams character) didn’t have a name yet. Now this was a housewife, I was being a housewife. I wasn’t Vampira yet.


    So Huntz Stromberg, the program director, finally found meafter five months. Heasked Rudy Gumwright, who had been one of the judges, who said, “Oh, I know Maila Nurmi. She was the first person in California to wear backless shoes.”


    “Well, where can I find her?”


    “You can find her in the phone book. She’s listed as Mrs. Dean Roddesdam.”


    So they found me and asked me to come in. He said, “Come in costume.” And I came in, during the Ides of March, wearing a great cape. And the winds, the winds of the Ides of March were flapping it. People were coming out of their little bungalows saying, “Oh, there’s Huntz’s vampire!” I had no hair. I had just lost it in a beauty parlor accident. You just didn’t see ladies with crew cuts in those days. But I had all sorts of things women didn’t see in those days.


    He wanted me. But the seniors at the station didn’t, because it was too expensive to do The Addams Family. So they said, “We’re going to steal this one little character. We’re going to do it.” I said I don’t do that, I don’t steal from artists I admire. I don’t steal from anyone. But, I said, give me a few days. I’ll think of something. So then I saw a book by John Willie, Bondage and Discipline. I said, aha, that’s it! I had been a pin-up model. I had done cheesecake right at that time. So I took the cheesecake and the bondage and the discipline, and I cinched up her waist. And I got some phallic symbols going, like a long cigarette holder, you know, black. And I put on the fishnet hose. I slit the dress. I changed Morticia’s statement, right?


    Now Vampira is supposed to be the grand mommy of the Goths, but I‘m not really the first one. Theda Bara, I think, was the first one. A Gothic lady today must wear skull and crossbones. She must be raised from the grave. She’s got to be a vamp. She’s got to be somber, and she’s got to be very pin-uppy provocative. She’s got to be those three things: death-related, a pin-up, and a dominatrix. She can’t be a submissive, like Betty Page. She’s got to be a dominatrix like Theda Bara. She’s got to be strong, and that’s what she (Vampira) is. Of course there are Goths with a touch of everything. There are little Gothic girls with touches of this and touches of that. But the pure, pure Goth has got to be all three of those things. Vampira was, in spades.


    


    Michael Monahan: So essentially, sex, death and control.


    Yes, sex, death and control. I gave her Hollywood make-up and the bedraggled former glamour haircut with the disarray. I took on an attitude. I kept the cheesecake mood, but remembering there too was something a little like Greta Garbo in there, and something a little Dostoyevsky. And something a wee bit spooky, like Norma Desmond, who had just turned me on big in Sunset Boulevard (1950), too big. Now when you see it, I look like I’m imitating Norma Desmond…that I was. But not consciously, it was subliminal. So they said, “Okay, come in and show yourself to the producers again,” which I did. I persuaded them to go for $75 a week; I would do it. My take home was $59.60 a week. It all went to taxis and body make-up.


    


    SC: What was different about America that was feeding into this? You must have been surprising and shocking to people.


    Horrifying to people, dazzling and horrifying. When I’d do a show like Playhouse 90, we would rehearse for a week. I would know everybody and chat with the people and everything. Now it’s show day and I would retire to my dressing room. I’d do my own make-up and come out three hours later. People were afraid of me, people I’d worked with all week. (Laughs) I really terrified them. The illusion was something real, I guess, because I tried to make her believable. Not like someone in a costume, but a demented woman who believed who she was…A sort of semi-surreal entity — and semi-human. I tried to make her believable that way, and it did spook people.


    


    SC: And there wasn’t that style of acting on television at that time. There was still a very presentational style of acting. People didn’t come on as characters.


    No, they didn’t. Everything was very staid, the whole world. The whole world we lived in was very conventional and very conservative. And Vampira was a complete bombshell, a complete bombshell. It terrified and fascinated people. That’s why we got so much press. We didn’t have to hire a press agent. I had a fellow drive me from place to place, but we didn’t have to advertise.


    


    SC: Were you ever afraid that you might have pushed it too far? Did you ever look at something and think, “You know, this might be pushing it over the top?”


    Twice. I did a live show at the Pan Pacific, and little teenage girls came and said, “Oh, we have a fan club,” and I had so many fan clubs all over the world. And they said, “Oh, the terrible things we have to do to get into the club!” And I suddenly realized I was inspiring young people to do bad things. I wanted to quit. I didn’t, but I struggled with myself and worried about it.


    And then about a year later, I was doing a glamour shoot in a cemetery, you know, cemetery cheesecake. And the photographers had set up by an open grave already dug for a funeral. They had set up a lot of chairs. The photographer had me sit there and said, “You’re the only person who came to your own funeral, and you’re mourning yourself.” I’m sitting there mourning myself, but then the people who were going to bury an Asian man, a daddy, came. Little children came, and they were supposed to attend their father’s funeral. But instead they came to me. They wanted to be with Vampira for the autographs. They wanted to see Vampira. They didn’t even care about their daddy who was going away forever. It was awful. And that’s about when…I was blacklisted anyway. I might have quit if they hadn’t blacklisted me then. I might have laid it down for a while anyway.


    


    SC: Do you think you could get away with anything like that on TV today?


    Oh, you couldn’t do anything like that. But there were things you couldn’t do then. I couldn’t say once, “My sister was arrested for raping a snake.” We were cut off the air, because you couldn’t say “rape.” But today you can get away with all sorts of things. I don’t know what the essences were in Vampira that wouldn’t be allowable today.


    


    SC: It’s just occurring to me as we’re talking about it that, in many ways, Vampira was 50 years ahead of her time. You look at the Goth kids today and you would fit right in.


    Well, I’m the grand mommy of Goth, they say. And I look at those kids, with their rags and their skeletons and their drug habits, and I’m mortified. I don’t like them. I think they’re very physically beautiful. I love the illusion. Some of them are great make-up artists. But their moral outlook is vacant. But that’s today’s civilization, that’s what they’re reared in. It’s not their fault, and it’s not really my fault. But I do blame myself. I wouldn’t want a child who behaved that way.


    


    SC: So what are the other threads that have changed in America from the time you were on till now? I think Vampira was able to stand out because she was so unique. There was a quiet and stillness around where she could be heard. Do you have any thoughts about the changes that happened from that time till now?


    No, actually. I have pretty much withdrawn from the world, withdrawn from society. I used to live inside the walls when I was a child at home. I was always hiding, or inside the wall bed. I’ve always withdrawn to some degree. But this society has changed and I haven’t kept up with it. I’m not really aware. I’ll read newspapers occasionally and watch a little TV. But I’m not aware how the world is changing. And like so many elderly people, I’m living my elderly life, which is a whole different thing. A sort of divorce from the whole general theme, you know. So I really don’t know. I just live in my little world, my little cocoon. I know my way to the doughnut shop and the way to the laundry mat and so on.


    


    SC: You mentioned your childhood. What were the influences in your childhood that led you into a character like Vampira, which gave her that visual sense?


    Oh, very much, very calculated.


    


    SC: Where did that come from? Was there a moment in your childhood where you remember having this sense of the visual world and how things could be put together to be more attractive or more enticing?


    Well, no. What happened was I was terrified once I popped out of the womb. I was terrified because people were so big, noises were so loud and I wasn’t able to communicate. So I hid in the closet, anyway, then. And I found a mouse; that was my first friend, someone who was not bigger than me, someone who was a good friend, who understood me, who was as meek as I was. And in the dark, we bonded. I was, like, 18 months old. That was in Finland. But then my mother found out and she pulled me out of the closet and shut the latch. She didn’t want the rat to eat the baby. I remembered it 35 years later. She said, “I can’t believe you remembered that, you were 18 months old.” But it was a trauma for me, because I couldn’t get to my friend anymore. I couldn’t reach the latch.


    So that was the beginning. I had already, for some reason, rejected the world and feared it. I had crawled into my own world. After that, wherever we lived, I usually did find a crawlspace somewhere to go into and hide. I just had low self-esteem — I was a great, great introvert. I was a nerd, a real creep as far as the world was concerned, you know? But then I saw people who weren’t. I saw them in the comic books. I saw The Dragon Lady in Terry and the Pirates, who was cool and invincible, and very, very beautiful. I was hideously ugly, and she was very, very beautiful. My mother told me it was a pity I was homely. I had to figure out how to become less homely. By the time I was 12…it was a lot of work. And I kept studying and figuring how to become less homely. My identity was building and building.


    And then into the movies came the Evil Queen in Snow White (1937). She was the black-haired lady who was powerful and invincible. She’s probably been around since the era of the caveman. Who knows? But that impressed me. That made a big impression on me, the Evil Queen. She again was cool and imperious and nobody could harm her. That’s what I wanted. I didn’t want to be evil, but I did want to be invincible and free from harm. And I wanted to be cool and beautiful. I wanted to be cool and beautiful because I was so ugly and torn. And then I saw Theda Bara, and of course that made a big, big impression on me. I liked that Russian melodrama, because all of that was in my blood anyway. I thought, oh yeah, I can make that statement. Oh yes, yes, yes! That was it. Then along came Sunset Boulevard. Norma Desmond really struck a note with me and sent me into action. I think I saw that in 1950? I think that’s when it was released. And within a year, I was doing Vampira. I didn’t know why I was doing it, but I’m sure that was why, that was the final impetus. Because I was way, way too much of an impersonation of her, you know, of the character. Because it suited everything else I had figured out. Of course, I did a lot of body sculpting, too. I wanted her to have a tiny little waist. I wanted her to have that perfect hourglass figure. And I created a Wonder Bra, before they were created, and a spot reducer that whittled my waist away. I’m still in the Guinness Book of Records for smallest waist in the world. But I’m not showing it today (laughs).


    


    SC: What must this sudden fame have been like for an introvert, for someone who had crafted the layers of another self to go out into the world?


    It’s the other side of the coin. I had been a monologist. On stage I was always at home, before an audience. I was only at home then, when I was not Maila Nurmi. When I’m on stage and I’m not Maila Nurmi, its fine. It’s fine, I can take on the world.


    


    MM: I’ve read many articles about you and Vampira, but never really heard or read anything about the actual production of your show or the other people who worked on it.


    Nobody has asked. Nobody cares. Well, you care. But nobody seems to have cared till now. The director was Hap Wyman. You know, Hap for happy? (Laughs) He probably should have been directing Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. And we had a brilliant scriptwriter, Peter Robinson, who had been with the Bob and Ray show in Chicago. He arrived here without a job; a family and no job. He saw the show, the first show we had, which was very bad because the writer was actually a piano player who wanted to write, and they said okay. And it was an embarrassment what I had to say. The first two weeks were very bad. But Peter Robinson saw the show and wrote a script. He said, “That’s a character without a script, and here’s the script I’m suggesting.” So he came on board, and he was a brilliant writer. That was so lucky. He did the third show for us right away.


    The lighting man was an 18-year-old boy who had apprenticed with a very old man who was still using flash powder. This was his first job where he was in control of the camera himself, and the lighting. We filmed — this is the most amazing thing that no one mentions — in the same studio where they filmed The Jazz Singer (1927). That was our studio. Now that’s a big one for you, no one knows that. My then father-in-law, Chuck Riesner, said, “Oh, so you have a job, you have a TV show. Where are you filming?” And I said, at Prospect and Talmidge at KABC. And he said, “Oh, that’s where we filmed The Jazz Singer.” He was the assistant director. The studio at that time had these little bungalows and this one big barn-shaped building with rafters upstairs, like a hayloft.


    That’s where my first pin-up layout was taken, in that hayloft. And that’s where we filmed the show.


    


    SC: Tell me about the routine for the show. You had a writer. So he’d write scripts and you’d rehearse?


    No. They liked his writing so much they had him writing 11 shows a week. I’d get my script when I arrived at the studio. The director would say, “use your marks” and “…a little guillotine, don’t cut your fingers off” and “this light here.” And I’m doing that, and then there’s the Teleprompter…I was named the best female Teleprompter reader in America. Bob Montgomery was the best male. But I was really doing cold readings. You have to have someone who senses your timing, the one who runs the Teleprompter. And of course Vampira could lounge and glance at the script. And then she would muse some more…and then slowly say it. Because of the tempo, she could take her time, you know, to do a cold reading and not make it look like a cold reading.


    


    SC: So it was bit like improv for you. Because the physical business you had to come up with on the fly had to match what you were reading.


    And I had to make my own props. I’d get a notice about the middle of the week from the studio: “We’re going to need this, that and that.” I modeled hats one time and I had a bandaged head with an arrow through it. Bauer and Bauer made it. Suitable for archery matches. (Laughs) Things like that. I was a one woman Saturday Night Live, that kind of comedy.


    


    SC: Was there ever any input or collaboration on your part in terms of scripts? Did you come up with any ideas?


    Peter Robinson said, “If there’s anything you want to say, just go right ahead and slip it in.” I rarely did, but occasionally I did. But my husband, Dean Riesner, sometimes wrote special material for me, like when I went to the Miss Rheingold contest (a beauty pageant sponsored by Rheingold’s Beer). You know, they used these Irish colleens and one — they all looked alike — would win. Very wholesome, they looked about 17 or 18, and they looked very Irish, just little colleens.


    So I went in full drag, with the vulture hat and carried a gold-headed stick. I was at the tail end; all the ladies had passed in their bathing suits. Then I passed the judges and I said — my husband had written this for me — “Gentlemen, I seem to be suffering under a grave misapprehension. I had thought Rheingold’s Beer would be at the center of a Wagnerian funeral.” Well, they were stunned. They didn’t know what to make of it. It was early on and nobody really knew who Vampira was. So my husband wrote that little piece for me. Our producer was also pretty bright, Huntz Stromberg. He was good about press agentry. He wanted me to jump out of a helicopter with a black parachute, but I wasn’t going to risk my life.


    


    SC: What people came and went on the show? Did you have guests?


    Couldn’t afford them. They came by telephone and mail. I had Jimmy (James) Dean on one day, but that was just because he had come with me and was sitting there. They said, “Hey kid!” — one of the crew said — “Put this jacket on.” He was unkempt looking, uncombed, and I was being a librarian. Pulled the hair back — a nasty librarian — and I had to rap the knuckles of a nasty student who was too noisy. So I rapped his knuckles with my ruler. They showed his back and shoulders. They didn’t pay him. They didn’t know he was a movie star.


    


    SC: Do you think any of that footage still exists at KABC? Do they have anything still?


    They threw it all away when they boycotted me. But there were nine shows on one big disc, and they gave that to UCLA. And then, two years or three years ago, they were going to have a few minutes of me on the news. So they sent for the thing and looked at it, let’s say on a Tuesday, and the next day they were going to air it. When tomorrow came, it was missing. It has been missing ever since, as far as I know. Nine shows. But some people say they have seen them. I think they may have just seen the couple of minutes that are on the newsreel. There was also an eight-minute piece that was made as a sample that was sent back East to show what had been done here. That’s without sound effects, without the dry ice, and so without a lot of the visuals. It was not a true rendition of the show. The shows themselves do exist…somewhere. I wasn’t on a political blacklist. It was just that I offended one man with a lot of clout and a big ego. He didn’t want me to work, and he decided to take what I did and make it bigger to make money for him self and really punish me. He called me into his office and said, “There are $60,000’s worth of work offers for you and I’ve refused them all. You don’t get to know who they’re from.” And I couldn’t pay my rent that month. So it was one man with a lot of clout. They blacklisted me; that was it. My contract had nine months to run out. They paid me this pittance for the nine months, but kept me out of work. It was illegal. They tried to do it to Walt Disney. But he said, “Wait a minute!”


    But I didn’t know about lawyers or anything. They just kept me off, hoping that people would forget about me. And they did forget about me after nine months, and then they moved in with The Addams Family (The Addams Family TV series aired on ABC in 1964), which is what ABC wanted to do.


    


    SC: Throwing out the films is not uncommon. They may have had a grudge against you, or were blacklisting you, but they did this to everyone eventually. They threw everything away. Do feel something lost when these shows were tossed out? Do you feel that, nationwide, they threw away a piece of history at that moment? I know for you personally there was a sense of loss, but did you have a sense of a greater loss around that?


    I’m not sure I’m that impressed by the idea of cultural hallmarks or that kind of thing. I don’t care much about culture. But I’ve always loved fashion. When I was five years old, I was already making movie star dresses for the dollies, little white satin evening gowns for them to wear to premieres. They were two for a nickel. That was in Cleveland. We were living in Cleveland and my girlfriends had celluloid dollies. They were little pot-bellied Clara Bow dolls. You know, with the little hairdos. And I made little tiaras for them and glued them on with gum. And the evening wrap, the little vermin wrap, they could get for ten cents. But I was always making things for premieres. By then, I was Hollywood-struck. I didn’t speak English then. But I saw the magazines; I saw the pictures.


    


    SC: I can see where that worked for you, too. It was a project you could do in your isolation, and then present it. And people would be wowed.


    Well, the Vampira dress, everything she wore, is now highly, highly fashionable. In Harper’s Bazaar, you see the tattered dress everywhere, the tattered hemline. You see the clothing with holes in it. I was the first person, I think, to wear tatters as a fashion statement. I wore them very proudly, as if they were beautiful…and mine. And models today wear platform shoes for height, and Vampira wore that. Models wear Wonder Bras, and she wore a Wonder Bra. I wore a waist cincher, but they wear the bustier to cinch their waist. And they wear the fishnet hose. Those are commonplace now in fashion, commonplace. There’s not a designer that doesn’t use them.


    


    SC: Let’s talk a little about the national Vampira hysteria.


    We started the show at KABC in, I think, March of 1954. Within three weeks Life magazine telephoned the studio. A photographer phoned KABC and said, “I would like to shoot a layout of Vampira for Life. So the studio called me. Well, I had already called Life magazine, because I’d had a precognition. I had three precognitions about Vampira before she came to be, but one was profound. I was making a Victorian bathing suit, for no reason, when I was in pin-up, which hid way too much. You couldn’t use it for cheesecake. I woke up my sleeping husband and I said I just had a flash. I saw myself wearing this bathing suit on the cover of Life magazine. And I’m wearing a black wig, and I don’t know why. I had hand sewn it, I didn’t have a sewing machine. It had a tattered hemline. When I finished it, I put it away. So when Vampira happened, I thought, so that’s why I made that bathing suit, for this character! So I call Life magazine, thinking they need me, they’re going to be looking for me. So I called them, and they said, “Don’t call us, we’ll call you. Thank you.” They thought I was some lunatic calling. Here a voice came out of nowhere saying, you want to photograph me. So after that phone call, the studio called and said, “When you come to the studio, look extra nice, because Life wants to photograph you.” I said, oh, so they answered my call after all.


    It was Dennis Stock, wanting to freelance, who was responsible for this spread. He was 18 years old, too…a lot of 18-year-olds buzzing around at that time. He had seen me on Cinerama and said, “Oh god, what is she doing here? She belongs in New York.” High fashion, you know? So he watched the show and he decided he needed to film. And sure enough, he sold it to Life. So we were in Life magazine after only three weeks (June 14, 1954), which was quite a thing, especially since it was a local show with no great money behind it.


    Then of course, fan clubs formed all over the world, which I don’t think has happened since for a local show.


    Maybe they do, but…not many. Local fan clubs started all over the world. And when the Funk and Wagnall’s came out in ’55, and they covered what had happened in ’54, I was the most outstanding female entertainer in America that year. Danny Kaye was the most outstanding male. They didn’t say talented or anything. They just said outstanding. Maybe they meant the Wonder Bra, I don’t know.


    And I was the most photographed person, besides the President, in America. That’s because people like that visual. Photographers wanted to do it. And most photographers did not throw away their Vampira negatives, even when they did away with their others. They’ve saved their Vampira negatives, and they keep turning up and turning up. And the archivists steal them and hide them. Lots and lots of pictures now belonging to archivists. And the libraries are full of Vampira. They all have files, all over the country.


    


    SC: There was something you mentioned early on about that form in black and white over color, and why you would never do Vampira in color.


    Oh, because color photography heightens things like bright eyes, lovely skin and luxurious hair that catches highlights. That’s the sort of thing color is good for. But those are details. Form is best in black and white, because as soon as you add color, it detracts from the form. Your eye is distracted looking elsewhere. But if it’s black and white, the form makes a very dramatic statement. Vampira was mainly form, and vampires are form. Visually they’re primarily form to begin with. That’s the first striking thing that gets the hold on you. So I thought when Vampira is photographed in color, it diminishes her.


    


    SC: Can we talk a little about James Dean and your relationship with him? How did you meet him and what was going on culturally out here that you would bump into him?


    Well, when the Vampira phenomenon happened, suddenly I was the golden girl and I could have met anybody in town. For the moment, I had the key to the city. So I thought I’d go to a premiere. I thought naively that everybody who was anybody would be at a movie premiere. I wasn’t very bright. So I went as a movie viewer, with a little camera around my neck and sat in the bleachers outside of the Paramount Theater, I think. It was an Audrey Hepburn movie called Roman Holiday (1953), a big premiere. I looked at all the people and there was nobody that I wanted to know, especially Martha Hyer. She was in all of the movies in those days. She was a typical leading lady and the mistress of the head of Paramount, Hal Wallis.


    I was looking, wondering, who do I want to meet? Hmmmm…I wanted to meet the little boy who came with Terry-Moore. He was wearing a tuxedo and seemed to hate it. His hair was uncombed and he was…furious. He was filled with just fury. And I watched him and he didn’t talk, he didn’t seem to communicate with her or anyone. He was just fury, and that was who I wanted to meet, Terry-Moore’s date. So 12 hours later, he came into the coffee shop I was sitting in, Googie’s. He drove up on a motorcycle. And it was the same kid. I didn’t know who it was.


    So I jumped up and hit my knees under the side of the table. You know crazy bones? When I saw him, I muttered, Jesus Christ, and I wasn’t given to swearing. But suddenly, I swore. I guess an evil spirit got into me. I was saying, Jesus Christ, and I was just hissing the words out. And I stopped halfway up and halfway down, because I was stunned from the shock — the physical as well as the psychic shock. My friend’s thought I’d had a stroke. And I said, that’s the one who was with Terry-Moore. I’ve got to meet him.


    Well, the fella who was sitting with me said, “Naw, naw…You can meet anyone you want, you don’t want to meet him.” I said, yes, I do! “No, believe me. You don’t want to meet him.” I said, why do you say that? He said, “I just finished making a movie with him.” That fella sitting with me was Jonathan Haze, who was later in Little Shop of Horrors (1960). He had watched Jimmy behaving and being hated and despised by all the other actors, and torn apart. Jimmy was always misconstrued, and they all misconstrued him during the filming of East of Eden (1955). Nobody liked him, as was true on all his sets. But it was the worst on Giant, of course. That’s what he meant.


    “No, you don’t want to meet him.” But I sent Jonathan in search of him. Jonathan went away and didn’t come back. He just didn’t want to affect the introduction. So when I started to leave, I was waiting at the cigarette machine, waiting for my friend to pay the bill, Jimmy came over. He left the counter where he was sitting and pretended to buy cigarettes, but it was to arrange an introduction, which he got. It was karmic. We were meant to meet.


    


    SC: It sounds like you had some similarities, too. You saw the outsider in him and were attracted to that.


    Well, we’re both from other planets and didn’t know our way around on Earth, you know. We realized that, and saw that in one another. We saw that comradeship. And we were both named after poets. His mamma named him after James Byron, and my father named me after Maila Talvio, who the Finnish poet laureate. And when you’re raised like a hothouse flower, then thrown out among the barracudas, it’s just pretty hard to function. We could compare notes.


    


    SC: What kinds of things did you guys do together?


    We hung out, just like teenagers. I was living the adolescence I never had. And he was just a perpetual adolescent. I guess he had always been one. But we did pranks. You know, climbed up on rooftops, threw bottles, foolish things that teenagers do. Went to a lot of bongo sessions. He played the drums and I danced Bop. And we sat in Googie’s. There were about five all-night restaurants we sat in all the time: The Hamburger Hamlet, Barney’s Beanery, Up’s and Tiny Naylor’s, the midget carpenters, but mostly we connected at Googie’s.


    


    MM: “Tiny Naylor’s, the midget carpenters”. I’d never heard that one before.


    That’s what my then-husband, Dean Riesner, used to call it. Dean wrote Dirty Harry (1971). A lot of guys like that. They say, “Dean Riesner, a man’s man!” When he was a young boy, he was Dinky Dean; he was a Chaplin-esque star.


    


    MM: I saw a brief clip of you dancing with Liberace in a jester’s costume, which is pretty surreal. There’s no way I would put you two together. Were you doing work in Las Vegas at the time?


    Most people don’t know that’s Liberace, because he’s in that funny costume and they don’t recognize him. He wrote a show for Bela Lugosi as a co-host, starring himself in a history of music, going back to the caveman day. And then he found Bela was too old to do it. And then he thought, “Oh gee, I’ve already spent $60,000 and I don’t have a co-host. There’s no one else I can get.” And somebody said to him, “How about Vampira?” I was already blacklisted, boycotted, whatever. He didn’t mind about that, so he approached me. And I said sure, swell. It was in the beginning, when I could still do a little, before no one would hire me. But he hired me.


    


    MM: How was that show? Did you have a good time?


    Maybe, yes. But it was only a short run, maybe 15 days in Vegas. But that’s when I met Elvis. I wouldn’t have met Elvis otherwise. He was opening at the New Frontier.


    


    MM: Wow. What was that meeting like?


    The night before we opened our show, Lee (Liberace) and his mother were there, and so was his brother, along with his entourage, and we went around to see as many of the shows as we could see while we were still free. We went to the New Frontier and this band in the lobby was playing some music. It sounded really good. They were older musicians, sounded really good. Then we sat at the table in the dinner theater. When the curtain went up, a kid came out, and the kid had the real talent. Played the same way, but the kid was amazing.


    There was a big band, the one who used to play at the Coconut Grove, Freddy Martin I think it was, a 22-piece orchestra with older players, and they were playing. And then the one kid came out with a guitar. He had a lot of eye make-up and no one had seen a man with eye make-up. He started to play and act like a stripper, spinning his hips. He was so gifted. I was so stunned. I said to Liberace, the people out in the lounge are imitating this boy. And Lee said, “Well, in the lounge, that’s Chuck Berry. He’s been doing that for fifty years” So it was Elvis and Chuck Berry (Laughs). I thought Chuck Berry was ripping off Elvis (Laughs).


    When Elvis did that, people were appalled. The theater was full and people were appalled. And the orchestra, one by one, they put their instruments down and crossed their arms like this behind him. Finally, he was playing alone. He continued to sing and play without the orchestra. Then when Elvis finally stopped playing, there was a big silence. Then they booed, they all booed. Then I excused myself from Liberace. I said I had a headache. We were staying at a hotel adjacent, the old Frontier. I said I’ll walk home. He said, “I’ll walk you.” I said no. I’ll walk home, it’s just right here.


    So I went around to the back. I deduced that the stage door was out around there somewhere near the swimming pool. So I went out there. It was dark, just the blue lights from the swimming pool providing illumination. There were two big golden doors leading to the casino, and then I saw a silhouette coming out of the doors with a canary yellow jacket on. A voice had told me he’d be out there with a canary yellow jacket.


    The kid came out, looking into the dark, and I said, I’m over here. It was Elvis, and we had a long talk. I said, don’t worry, Life magazine will cover you and they’ll say that you’re so wonderful. And then everybody will kiss your shoes, any minute. He’s says (Elvis impression), “Comin’ out Thursday.” (Laughs) I said, they just booed, ‘cause they didn’t know what to do. He said, “Every night before I go out, I pray. I pray to God. Every night I’m in the wings and he always answers me.” And he said, “Tonight, he didn’t answer me. And when I saw all those grey hairs and glasses, I knew why.”


    He went in to do a second show. I walked him to the stage door. He was going to do a second show, which to me was phenomenal, to walk back into that, unheard of. How could a human do that, especially a sensitive artist? And he said to me…Now let’s see, I was 33 years old. He was 19. He said, “I know you’re getting old and all, ma’am. But if you’d care to come back after the show, I’d
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