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Praise for JayBangs

In the history of the modern day theme park there are two names that are important; Walt Disney and Jay Stein.

— Gary Goddard
Founder/Chairman of The Goddard Group, Former Disney Imagineer and Consulting Designer/Director for Universal Studios Tour & Theme Parks

Jay Stein provided the vision, the work ethic, the demand for excellence, and most of all the passion necessary for our collective dreams to come true.

— Tom Williams
Chairman and CEO, Universal Parks & Resorts
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Foreword

I received my undergraduate degree from MCA, Jay Stein in particular; my post graduate from Mickey Rudin, a prominent entertainment lawyer; and an advanced degree from Jerry Weintraub. A finer education is unimaginable.

But for Jay Stein and MCA, both Mickey and the presidency of Jerry’s Management III and Concerts West and all that followed representing Frank Sinatra, Gregory Peck, Norman Lear, Groucho Marx, the Cary Grant estate, and others, and my running my own entrepreneurial business, would have been impossible. You see, Jay, besides his mentoring, arranged (after my graduation from UCLA and working four years for the Universal Studio Tour) for MCA to pay the tuition for me to go to Georgetown Law School in return for my agreeing to come back to MCA for three years after graduating. It is a rare privilege to be a part of introducing the public to this remarkable man.

In 1965, Mike Ovitz and I were roommates in college; we learned from Herb Steinberg that Universal Studios was hiring college students for summer jobs giving tours of the studio.

Tickets for the tour were $2.50. The tour started from a makeshift facility at the front lot. Cliff Walker was the operations manager and the face of the tour, as far as we were concerned. Cliff lived and breathed outdoor recreation and had his finger on the pulse of managing and understanding young adults. Jules Stein, Lew Wasserman, and Al Dorskind were seen at the tour from time to time, but the operation was an annoyance to the studio. We were forbidden from identifying Cary Grant if we observed him on the lot or from going to an actual filming location.

In time, we were told of plans to expand the tour and open the upper lot, and eventually heard about this “relative” of Jules Stein who was going to be involved with the Tour. This is my first recollection of the name Jay Stein; I guess that was 1967. The upper lot opened, with the stunt show, the make-up show, the Tower of London set, souvenir shops, and food service—nice but certainly not Disney standards.

Guests parked in the new upper lot parking and were directed to kiosks to purchase their tickets before entering the lobby area to board the tram. The tour was a success and attracting near capacity attendance. By this time I was a tour guide foreman who would often double on the turnstile taking tickets. Who was the man in the suit that stood for hours in the lobby just observing and observing what was happening and once in a while whispering in Cliff Walker’s ear? This was my first visual introduction to Jay Stein, the new “tower” person responsible for the tour. (The whispering soon stopped). Jay was laser focused and you could practically see the gears of his mind working. While Cliff and Barry Upson were very engaging with all of the employees, Jay followed a careful chain of command, at least at first. You could feel Cliff musing how this “suit” from the tower was going to contribute to his outdoor entertainment domain.

The most important part of the “ticket-taking” job description became the hourly count. Jay, from his new perch in the tower, appeared to be myopically fixated on the count. What the hell difference did it make if the count was one thousand an hour or six hundred—business was good, and people still had to wait too long in line after they passed the turnstile (especially during the summer months). At that time I was not privy to Jay’s equal fixation with every other aspect of the tour, its minuet of numbers and margins. Lesson: numbers are critical. Untold additional business gems are revealed in Sam Gennawey’s narrative of the MCA/Stein take-no-prisoners winning business acumen.

Jay’s “suit/tower style” morphed, somewhat, after he had absorbed all of the operational details of the tour. He would on occasion drop in after the operating day was over to Cliff’s office where Cliff and the department heads would participate in a nightly review of the day’s and upcoming events with a cocktail, or maybe two. In hindsight, I think it was these off-the-clock but on-the-record gatherings that created the foundation of loyalty and camaraderie with Jay, even when he could be as demanding and speak at decibel levels above OSHA standards.

I became an assistant operations manager of the tour while attending UCLA. The tour was open on the weekend and UCLA was on the quarter system, so I could go to school Tuesday and Thursday and work full-time at the studio the rest of the week and weekends. Jay, Dorskind, and sometimes Wasserman would come up to the tour on weekends and I developed somewhat of a relationship with each of them, in particular, Jay.

At the time I was graduating from UCLA (1969), MCA had just started Landmark Services in Washington, D.C. So not only was MCA going to pay for my law school, but Jay arranged with Tom Mack (a tour guide when I first started and another recipient of Jay’s stewardship, now running the operation in Washington) for me to work at Landmark on the weekends.

Upon graduating law school, Jay placed me in an office on the 14th floor around the corner from his palatial office and next to Taft Schreiber’s. While I loved the law, Jay had instilled in me a passion for business.

It was now that my relationship with Jay became even closer and that I studied and observed, first hand, his amazing executive prowess. The tour, while very successful, was still in its adolescence. While I had some line responsibility, I attended almost all of Jay’s meetings. Jay was a circling lion looking for new opportunities and ways to constantly improve the tour. Most importantly, he was seeking to continually introduce new elements that he could promote and advertise. I was witness to Jay’s merciless grilling of the department heads on the numbers and the assumptions. Why didn’t that fucking thing work? Under no circumstances was Jay going to get positioned with Wasserman or Sheinberg in not being able to answer any question or have proposed or implemented a solution before the question was asked.

Jay’s timelines were as demanding as his questioning. There was no moderation to his priorities of items; everything, everything was due yesterday. I recall that Jay’s first wife had to have the water running in the bathroom at the time he got home so that he would not have to wait for the water to get hot to wash his hands. (You better not be playing in a slow foursome in front of Jay.)

I worked closely with Jay on the Amphitheatre, Yosemite, the counter-culture plans for the Real Estate, a Tivoli Garden concept for the upper lot, exploring an acquisition of Mammoth, Squaw Valley, developing a theme restaurant based upon the Knights of the Round Table, and many of the other early projects that Sam artfully explores. Lesson: one-of-a-kind attractions with exclusivity and significant barriers to entry will serve you well.

Sam reveals the never-before-known depths of Jay’s competitive spirit in making sure the Amphitheatre was a success and that the Greek was going to get the second choice acts for their summer season.

It was during the first year of the Amphitheatre that Jay and I first met Jerry Weintraub, John Denver’s manager. Jerry became a friend of Jay’s and was a participant in a weekly tennis game at Jules Stein’s house in Beverly Hills. We had to sweep the court before we could play, until Jerry got a house with his own court. Sam goes behind-the-scenes of the relationship between Jerry and Jay. Jay was one of the last people to be with Jerry before his sudden death last year.

By 1975, I had worked at MCA for three years and Jerry asked me to come to work for him. I told Jerry that in leaving MCA I really would like to practice law. Jerry arranged an interview with Mickey Rudin, the attorney who represented Jerry and Frank Sinatra. One of my missions while working with Mickey, out of loyalty to MCA and Jay, was convincing Mickey and Frank that Frank should play the Amphitheatre. Frank eventually consented to an engagement and set the Amphitheatre’s attendance record.

I was there at the beginning; I was there when Dan Slusser was hired; Tom Williams, Mark and Ron Bension, Terry Winnick, Tony Sauber, but I never saw Florida, I never saw the development of the multi-million dollar thrill rides. I never saw Jay’s realization of his dreams, the result of Jay’s magic in engaging the full potential of a cadre of committed ordinary individuals achieving extraordinary results. Sam Gennawey puts you smack in the middle of this amazing journey.

JayBangs is the answer to every company that thinks they need MBAs from Ivy League schools, consultants, and market testing. They need a Jay Stein. There is a complete business/show business education to be found in Sam’s story of Jay Stein and in Jerry Weintraub’s autobiography. Ironically, both of them credit Lew Wasserman.

Robert A. Finkelstein

Robert A. Finkelstein has known Jay Stein for more than 48 years. He was in the first tour guide class along with Mike Ovitz, Tom Mack, and Jay’s second wife, Susan. Finkelstein helped opened Landmark Services and was a key executive in the early years of operating in Yosemite. He is co-chairman of Frank Sinatra Enterprises and the attorney who represents the Frank Sinatra Estate.


Introduction

I am 78 years old, Sid is 80+, Lew is dead, Jules is dead, Drabinsky is in jail, Katzenberg and Spielberg probably don’t want to be interviewed; Eisner will probably say I’m lying when he learns what I could show you. You be the judge. I’m determined to get history right. Would you like to interview me and examine my evidence as to what happened? Let me know.

—Jay Stein

The plot for the Jay Stein story could have been ripped from the typewriter of a Hollywood screenwriter. All the elements are there. An ambitious guy starts out in the mailroom, works hard, claws his way up the ladder, overcomes obstacles and bloodthirsty enemies, to end up a mogul, and then completely revolutionizes an industry. Then he disappears at the top of his game. Years later, he comes back to set the record straight.

Unlike most Hollywood stories, the Jay Stein story is true. Jay was in charge of the Universal Studios theme parks for almost 30 years. He changed the nature of theme parks, including Disney’s. Walt Disney may have invented the theme park, but Jay is the real “father” of the modern theme park.

Until Jay developed the Universal Studios tours, and ultimately the Universal parks, most second-tier theme parks were crummy affairs with names slapped on off-the-shelf rides. In Disney’s case, there were cute, wholesome attractions, which at best were only mildly scary (in a child-friendly way), along with their versions of something out of real life (or an imagined real life that never actually existed). The Universal parks put visitors in situations that either did not exist in real life or made the experience seem scary or funny, with an adult edge to them; attractions with an attitude.

Jay accomplished it all despite tight budgets and deadlines, often less- than-enthusiastic superiors, and severe external opposition. He insisted on complete involvement (generally from a leadership role) in creation and design, in both the big picture and the smallest details, as well as in advertising and marketing, frequently even coming up with the basic premises of commercials. Jay demanded that his team collaborate, with the best ideas surviving the process. He achieved this through a sometimes cruel, impatient, demanding supervision of subordinates. His management style caused many to leave, but he got the rest to perform beyond their expectations.


	[image: Image]
	Jay, in his Montecito, California, home, working on this book.




Chapter One

Becoming an MCA Man

Fast Friends

You will not know where you will end up unless you start.

In 1958, Jay Stein was twenty-one, a junior at the University of California at Berkeley, and on his way toward a degree in political science. Considering his chosen path, he could look forward to life as a teacher or work in politics. At the time, neither of those alternatives seemed very appealing, and Jay did what many before him had done. He dropped out of school.

Life goes on, and he had to make a living. With no other ambitions burning in his belly, he enlisted in the California National Guard. He figured the six months of mandatory active duty would give him time to weigh his options. Once he was done, he could move on to the “next thing.”

Just a few weeks after dropping out of college, he went off to basic training at Fort Ord, near Monterey Bay, in California.

Bunks were assigned by alphabet and Jay found himself sleeping on the lower bunk below Dennis (Denny) Shryack. Shryack was originally from Duluth, Minnesota, and joined the National Guard as a way to avoid the draft. As a member of the National Guard, both men were obligated for eight years of weekend meetings and two weeks of training every summer.

For Shryack, the arrangement was even better. He had a great job as the head of the mailroom at Revue Studios. Not only would Shryack avoid the draft, but the studio must rehire him after his initial training. He enjoyed his job and was anxious to get back to work. Jay loved hearing Shryack’s stories about working in Hollywood. They became fast friends.

As basic training was nearing the end, Jay was still unsure what he wanted to do next. He was becoming increasingly anxious and distracted about his future. Shryack noticed that his friend was troubled and came up with a brilliant idea. Once Jay completed his training, he should apply for a job in the mailroom at the studio. Shryack told Jay he would be delivering mail to some of Hollywood’s most influential people and exposed to every studio department. Maybe Jay could find something there that would get him excited.

Moreover, being in the right place at the right time and then being discovered was the Hollywood dream. That was Shryack’s motivation. He wanted to be a scriptwriter. Jay was enthusiastic about this job opportunity, and when their active duty ended, Denny made good on his word. Jay began his career as a mail boy in October 1959.

Once he made it through the front door, he decided he would become the most energetic, helpful, and personable mail boy Hollywood had ever seen. Jay would volunteer for any task, and when he was done, Jay would ask what else he could do. He learned these values from his father who always preached that this was a clear path to success. Jay was an ambitious sponge.

The Mailroom

The Music Corporation of America (MCA) was one of the most influential companies in the entertainment business. Dr. Jules Stein (a practicing ophthalmologist) started MCA in 1924, along with William R. Goodheart Jr. Stein invested $1,000 and began booking dance bands and singers into speakeasies and nightclubs on Chicago’s South Side. The firm grossed more than $30,000 in its first year. Stein said he named his company the Music Corporation of America because “RCA [Radio Corporation of America] had started two years before, and I was impressed by the name. So I used MCA.”

It was not long before Jules Stein dominated the music market and began to target Hollywood. In 1936, he hired Lew Wasserman, a 23-year-old Cleveland theater usher and former publicity director for a local nightclub. Within two years, Wasserman was promoted to vice president and became Stein’s protégé. Stein would describe Wasserman as “the student who surpassed the teacher.” Stein and Wasserman signed such luminaries as Henry Fonda, Greta Garbo, Bette Davis, Joan Crawford, Frank Sinatra, and Jack Benny.

Stein built MCA by creating a very distinct corporate culture. He believed that a talent agent was a businessman, not a cigar-chewing promoter. He tended to hire men who were willing to comply with his dicta and his clothing preferences: conservative dark suits, white shirts, and dark blue or gray ties. Lew Wasserman’s motto became, “Dress British, Think Yiddish.” The first time Jay’s father saw Jay’s closet he commented that he could have worked in a funeral parlor.

Stein also built a business based on the numbers and the deal. Facts mattered. During the Great Depression, when he was trying to collect money from the owners of the speakeasies where his artists played, Stein would routinely count the soiled napkins. The napkins told him the exact per capita of the venue, thereby giving him an edge in negotiations. This obsessive attention to detail was also a part of the MCA way.

MCA started Revue Productions in 1943 to broadcast radio productions to the troops overseas during the war. While primarily the largest talent agency in the world, it also owned a television production company called Revue Studios. During the 1950s, Revue was responsible for producing and distributing many television classics including Leave it to Beaver, McHale’s Navy, Alfred Hitchcock Presents, General Electric Theater, and many others.

Jay loved every minute working in the mailroom. Everything that Shryack had told him back in the barracks was dead on. He was meeting famous and influential people, working in a high-stress, high-reward environment, and learning valuable business lessons that would serve him for the rest of his life. Jay had found his calling. He knew this is where careers begin.

He got to know everybody at the studio and made it a point to learn how each one contributed to the success of the place. As he gained seniority, it was not long before he became anxious to move up the corporate ladder. His strategy was to continue to work better, faster, and always ask for more. This approach is how Jay thought he would be noticed.

What Jay did not realize was he was being noticed for the wrong reason. MCA had been moving their key executives from their Beverly Hills office, an elegant building that looked like a European estate and known as the Winter Palace, to the Universal lot. One day, about a week before Christmas, a smartly dressed woman walked into the mailroom and introduced herself as Ruth Cogan. She said she worked for MCA, and this was her first visit to the studio. She was carrying the executives’ bonus checks, and she needed a mail boy to direct her to the proper offices. Jay immediately volunteered to assist.

The entertainment giant was not yet a public company and most of the key executives, mostly agents, were paid a mere $100 per week. However, at Christmas time Cogan would deliver their profit-sharing checks based on how well the company was doing. Although Jay had no direct knowledge, he had heard that depending on how well the individual executive performed, the bonus checks were impressively large.

Jay grabbed a golf cart, and they started out on their mission. Cogan asked his name, and when he said Jay Stein, she suddenly shook his hand vigorously while looking directly into his eyes. She had just the hint of a smile on her lips. Jay was surprised and a bit confused.

When they arrived at the first office, all the secretaries recognized Cogan. She announced to the group, “I’d like to introduce Jay Stein, who was kind enough to direct me to your office.” The secretaries’ faces looked shocked. They all recognized the young man as he had been delivering their mail but when Cogan said his name their jaws dropped. This scenario was repeated in every office they visited. Jay had no clue as to why he kept getting this shocked reaction. When they finished delivering the checks, Cogan thanked Jay and went on her way.

Later that day, on his next mail run, one of the secretaries he just visited asked if he was related to Dr. Jules Stein, founder and chairman of MCA. Jay said no, explaining that he had never met the man or even seen him. Then she asked if he knew who Ruth Cogan was or what she did. Again, Jay said no, only having met her a couple of hours earlier. That was when Jay learned that Cogan was Jules Stein’s sister. He also learned that nepotism was not permitted at MCA and to the best of his knowledge, Cogan was the only exception.

One reason she may have been the exception was her incredible stewardship of the retirement fund. Along with MCA comptroller Hal Haas, year in and year out she provided steady returns based on the low-risk investment parameters prescribed by Stein and Wasserman. Wasserman often bragged about the performance of this critical retirement component. He was very proud of this MCA benefit, and always stressed its importance at the management meetings.

From that day forward there was always doubt. People were not sure, and the Ruth Cogan story spread like wildfire almost overnight. Employees continued to believe that Jay and Dr. Stein were somehow related. In fact, Jay would not meet Dr. Stein until six years later. Jay continued to deny the relationship but even after working for the company for 35 years, some people continued to believe he was related to the boss.

Adding to the mystery, years later while he was the head of the Recreation Division, Jay would join Dr. Stein for lunch once a month at his table in the commissary. Jay’s bosses, Lew Wasserman and Sidney Sheinberg, had their tables nearby. Within the hallways at MCA, the pecking order of who sat with whom was a major topic of discussion. Jay having exclusive access to their boss made Wasserman and Sheinberg suspicious at first. Jay was the only division president to sit with Dr. Stein regularly. Dr. Stein liked Jay. After the first few lunches, they would press their young executive to reveal the contents of their discussion. “Nothing,” Jay replied. Dr. Stein had a passing interest in the Recreation Division, and he used the opportunity to stay connected to that part of the business.

At one of these lunches, Dr. Stein, who was reputed to be a very shrewd investor, gave Jay some sage financial advice. Jay asked what criteria Dr. Stein used when investing in the stock market. Dr. Stein said he was a long time believer in the Dow Theory but offered this supplemental counsel with a trace of a smirk: “Buy low and sell high.”

Another new guy at MCA was Sidney Sheinberg. In 1959, while waiting for the results of his California bar examination, Sheinberg joined the legal department of Revue Studios. Sheinberg was a tall, lanky, liberal Texan, caustic and immodest. He was complicated, legally brilliant, and pontifical. Jay was asked to deliver something to Sheinberg, but he had never heard of nor met the man. He located Sheinberg’s tiny office in a bungalow that sat nestled among the oak and pine trees on the old front lot.

When Jay entered the room, he found Sheinberg deeply engrossed in something he was reading. Jay interrupted him to confirm if he was, in fact, Sidney Sheinberg. “Yes,” Sheinberg barked and started to yell at the messenger for interrupting. Sheinberg’s arrogance would be a defining feature in Jay’s eyes. As he quickly exited the room, Jay realized he had found a kindred spirit. Sheinberg would be credited for discovering director Steven Spielberg and in June 1973, he became president and CEO of MCA.

Good Timing

Everything was looking up for Jay until the Writers Guild of America strike of 1960. The strike began on January 16 and lasted twenty weeks and six days. It was the second longest writers’ strike in history. At the studio, many employees were laid off. Being the low man in the mailroom, Jay was one of the first to be out of a job. Now what? He was unemployed and could not make his rent or car payments. He had no idea how long this strike was going to last. Shryack warned him that it was going to be a long one.

At this point, Jay was ready to take any job when a high school friend said that he could come work for him in his schmatteh (rags) business. The job entailed riding with a truck driver to all the clothing manufacturers in downtown Los Angeles, picking and sweeping the clothing remnants off the floor and placing them into different piles such as wool or cashmere. Then he had to tie up the piles into large burlap sheets, weigh them, and hand the factory worker a receipt. He was told not to show any strain when holding the scale and confirming the actual weight. The scale may have indicated 30 pounds, but Jay knew the rags weighed much more, as some bags were so heavy he felt he was going to get a hernia. He hated the job, but Jay was paid in cash and was able to provide for himself.

Scriptwriting was another thing Jay tried his hand at while the strike continued. He and Shryack collaborated and wrote and sold two episodes of M-Squad, starring Lee Marvin. They had to use fake names to conceal their identity in case they wanted to join the Writers Guild when the strike was settled. Shryack went on to become a successful writer while Jay learned he did not possess the skills necessary to become one himself. His future would lie elsewhere.

Then, consistent with a Hollywood script, Jay learned that luck and timing could affect one’s life and one’s dreams. The guy that drove the rags truck was a drunk and undependable. One day he showed up an hour late. Had he been on time, Jay’s life would have gone in a far different direction. While Jay was waiting on the driver, Shryack called. The strike had been settled, and if Jay could get to the mailroom immediately, he could get his job back. Shryack had been trying to call the other guys with more seniority, but Jay was the first one to answer the phone. He was able to jump the line. As it turned out, Shryack was only able to rehire four out of the five guys who worked there before the strike. Jay would not have made the cut if he had not acted so quickly.

Cary Grant and Alfred Hitchcock

Back at his studio job one day, Jay was told to pick up “rush” mail from Cary Grant’s office and deliver it to him on a stage where they were shooting Father Goose with Leslie Caron. Grant was in a small trailer dressing room on the stage, and his assistant asked, “Are you Jay Stein?” Jay said he was. She instructed him to go right in as Mr. Grant was expecting him.

At first, Jay found this puzzling. When he entered the trailer, there was Grant, his back turned away from the door, resting on a couch. Grant was in his bare feet wearing tattered shorts, a t-shirt, and about a two-week growth of facial hair consistent with the beachcomber character he was portraying.

Without turning around, he said he was glad that Jay finally made it there but that he had not followed instructions. Grant put on reading glasses and began reading some legal document aloud. As he was going on, his back still facing Jay, he was revealing some very personal information. Jay started to feel uncomfortable, so he tried to interrupt the star and let him know that he was just the mail boy. Every time he tried to say, “Mr. Grant I’m the…” Grant would respond, “Just hold on; I’m not finished.”

The actor continued reading the document and pointing out errors while Jay kept trying to interrupt. Finally, Grant turned around, and their eyes met. He got to his feet and said, “Who the hell are you?” When Jay told him, Grant put his arm around the young man’s shoulder and laughed until he began to cough. “I was reading my will to you!” he said. “I thought you were my lawyer. You’re the wrong Jay Stein!” He apologized for making Jay feel so uncomfortable and heartily shook his hand. The next day Grant sent Jay a case of wine with an apology note.

Twenty years later, Jay was promoting a Bee Gees concert at Dodger Stadium and was watching the show from owner Peter O’Malley’s box, which was packed with VIPs. Jay spotted Grant and went up to him. The actor immediately recognized him and told Jay that he had so much fun telling his Jay Stein story over the years. Jay responded that he had also told that story many times and that it was an encounter he would never forget either.

On another occasion, Jay got a call to rush over to Alfred Hitchcock’s bungalow, pick up a package, and to personally hand it to him on Stage 16 where he was filming Psycho. At the door was a guard and signs indicating a closed set. No admittance. Jay tried to explain that Mr. Hitchcock was expecting the package, but the guard would have none of it. He told Jay to wait. The guard disappeared behind the soundstage door and then a few minutes later reappeared with instructions that Jay could enter the soundstage but had to be silent and hand the package to Mr. Hitchcock’s secretary who would be standing next to the director.

The soundstage was dark. Jay could barely make out the figure of Mr. Hitchcock, seated in a director’s chair with his back to the door. As Jay got closer, he began to notice that there were none of the usual stagehands nor the usual cast and crew. The soundstage was virtually empty. The only occupants were Hitchcock, his secretary, and three or four lighting and camera people. In front of the director was a drop-dead gorgeous blonde woman standing in a shower stark naked receiving direction. Now Jay understood why this was a closed set.

Frightened he might interrupt such an intimate moment, he stood there frozen like a deer in the headlights. He remained motionless as the naked model standing in for Janet Leigh began the famous shower scene. For some inexplicable reason, he looked up and there, to his astonishment, he saw every inch of scaffolding crammed with what must have been 100 men—the missing crew! Jay learned later that they were filming the international version of Psycho and nudity was permitted. In 1960 American cinema, bare breasts were not acceptable.

Over the years, Jay got to know Alfred Hitchcock. Several times a year Lew Wasserman invited the MCA Group presidents to have lunch in the executive dining room and report on their divisions. Hitchcock owned a lot of MCA stock and once sat next to Jay, who told Hitchcock his mailroom story. Hitchcock innocently smiled and said in his distinctive voice, “Nice breasts.”

Joe Minneci

It did not take long before Jay moved up the corporate ladder. Within six months of returning to the MCA mailroom, he landed a job working for Joe Minneci. Minneci’s unique skill was reading a script and costing out to the penny what it would take to build the sets. He was the best in the business and a significant player in the penny-pinching MCA ethos. Minneci had a secret formula that he would not share. He ran his operation out of four tiny offices in a bungalow near the old commissary.

Minneci had three guys working for him. When Jay joined the team, he started his day at 5:30 a.m. to check in the extras. The extras did not go through the main gate where Scotty, the legendary guard of Universal, worked. The extras came through a different entrance and waited in a long hallway. Jay sat at one end of the hall and would pass out hundreds of timecards and direct each extra to makeup, wardrobe, hairdressing, or directly to the back lot or a soundstage.

Jay would then take hundreds of workers’ time cards from the previous day and by using an average rate of pay for each category of worker (carpenters, grips, painters, prop men, greens men, electricians, Teamsters, etc.) he could calculate the approximate cost of set construction for that day.

This daily tally gave Minneci enough data to keep set construction costs close to his budgeted amounts, with perhaps some occasional juggling of costs between shows when necessary to stay on budget.

The work would usually last until 9:00 a.m. Jay’s next duty was doing everything that a unit production manager or an assistant director did not want to do. MCA’s Revue Studios was by far the busiest in Hollywood, at its peak producing 19 hours of prime time television each week. A unit production manager was responsible for overseeing a show’s budget, scheduling, below-the-line personnel, and equipment requirements. Many of the unit production managers handled multiple shows.

Jay had to make sure all their requirements such as camera, sound, lighting, transportation, security, meals, “honey wagons,” generators, and personnel were met. He was responsible for getting the wagons and period cars as well as any dogs, cats, birds, horses, or exotic animals that were needed. The unit production managers trusted him to make sure their requirements were always properly completed.

One problem: it was a struggle to get time with the unit production managers and heads of production he was trying to serve. He had to verify that there were no production conflicts on the back-lot sets or soundstages. To do so, Jay needed to see the master production boards kept in the two senior production heads’ offices. They used big corkboards with pins and different colored flags to track all of the elements necessary for production. It was critical to make sure that a production that was shooting, for example, on Western Street had no other show close enough to interfere.

Frequently, Jay could not gain access to these offices in the afternoon to create the next day’s schedule. An extra could make a lot more money if they had a part that included speaking a few words or doing something on camera other than appearing as background. This practice was referred to in the trade as “a piece of business.” Office access was blocked until the most attractive (or cooperative) female extras earned their upgraded parts. The production office was a hard-drinking place, and Jay usually could not get in until 8 or 9:00 p.m. Jay recalled that all but one unit production manager he had dealt with had died as a result of alcoholism or lung cancer.

Even with these challenges, Jay loved the job. He was learning how to board a script. Boarding a script is essentially creating the most efficient and economic sequence for filming. It projects the order in which scenes should be shot in the most cost-effective, labor-saving manner. It outlines when and what you shot on location, soundstage, and back lot. It provides for cast, crew, and equipment requirements for each shooting day, including inclement weather alternatives. Jay got his chance to schedule and estimate the cost of all the production elements of an episode of Leave It to Beaver.

Jay was gaining a reputation as a hard-working employee who always asked if he could do more. Hustle and attention to detail were paying off. He would often ask a unit production manager to show him what they were doing. He was on a trajectory to become a second assistant director, then a first assistant director, and finally a unit production manager. He could even become the head of production or possibly direct or produce. Anything seemed possible, even though he was only making a flat weekly salary of $90 and was working up to 80 hours a week. Moreover, he was fulfilling his National Guard obligations.

Jay also became responsible for maintaining the permanent star dressing rooms. One day, he could not help overhearing a telephone conversation between Minneci and Taft Schreiber. Schreiber started in 1926 as Jules Stein’s messenger boy and rose to become a top executive in the company. Schreiber and Wasserman were rivals, watched each other carefully, and both were fiercely loyal to Jules Stein.

Schreiber told Minneci to move Ronald Reagan out of his permanent dressing room so that James Drury, star of The Virginian, could use it. A television show based on Owen Wister’s novel The Virginian had been Schreiber’s idea. Wasserman used to be Reagan’s agent and made the deal with General Electric that made the actor a household name.

Minneci handed the task of telling Reagan to Jay. Reagan was being moved from a great dressing room to a dump. Jay suggested it was like going from the Waldorf Astoria to a Motel 6. It was going to be humiliating.

Reagan entered the dressing room only to find Jay. They shook hands and Jay delivered the bad news. Reagan was dumbfounded. He was still a television star and thought that this must be a joke. “Who told you to do this?” Jay replied that he did not know why the move was taking place, but he got the job since nobody else wanted to tell the longtime Universal star. Resigned, Reagan said he understood and did not blame Jay and would contact his agent. Jay found Reagan to be a perfect gentleman. As it turned out, Reagan’s television career serving General Electric was ending and this was MCA’s way of giving the actor a big hint. Reagan never came back.

Jay worked in a 10-foot by 10-foot windowless office. He got a call from Jerry and Michael, his two best friends from high school in New York. They were planning a visit to southern California, and they wanted to see the studio. Jay was embarrassed to show them his office as he had exaggerated the importance of his job. Before their arrival, Jay went to the main gate and asked Scotty (who knew Jay from his time in the mail room) to direct his friends to the commissary, thereby bypassing his office. His plan was to take them on a walking tour after lunch.

Apparently, when they arrived Scotty was on a break, and they were misdirected to Jules Stein’s elegant bungalow office complex. When Jay’s friends entered the room they were impressed with the opulence of the furnishings, the two smartly attired secretaries, and Jay’s apparent quick rise to success.

They said they were here to see Mr. Stein and were told Mr. Stein was in a meeting, and there was nothing on his schedule showing their names. Michael responded, “That’s okay, new guy is expecting us,” and without hesitation, they both moved to the conference room doors and pushed them open before Jules’ secretary Glenda could stop them. At a large conference table sat a surprised Dr. Stein, Lew Wasserman, Taft Schreiber, and every other high-ranking executive at MCA. For everyone, this was a shockingly terrifying and unforgettable moment. Jay’s friends, recognizing they were in the wrong place, sheepishly exited while murmuring profuse apologies.

When they told Jay what happened, he was certain his career was over. He called Glenda to apologize as soon as his friends left and tried to explain how this unfortunate blunder occurred. Although she seemed sympathetic, Jay was still concerned about how Stein (or Wasserman) would react. He was expecting the worst. Although he lived in fear for several weeks expecting a layoff notice, he never heard another word about this unforgettable incident.

Gordon Forbes

Jay liked working for Joe Minneci. Then one day he got the call to join Gordon Forbes’ team. Forbes was the studio manager. He worked for Al Dorskind and was the liaison between production and facilities. It was a critical job. Dorskind was the landlord for Universal City, and the studio was only one tenant. All of the technical departments reported to Forbes.

Forbes was the brother of Malcolm and the uncle of Steve Forbes. The Forbes family was a wealthy, prominent household in New York and publishers of the financial magazine bearing their surname. However, Forbes was the black sheep of the family, and that is how he landed in Hollywood.

Every day Jay would join a group of unit managers for the mandatory three-martini lunch at Sorrentino’s in Toluca Lake. He learned to empty his martini by taking a sip, not swallowing, and draining the contents into his water glass.

After lunch, the studio department heads would gather for a half hour to make sure the next day’s productions were adequately staffed and equipped. They also made sure there were no conflicts between productions.

Frequently, Jay would find Forbes in his office taking a nap after lunch, and Jay jumped right in and quickly found himself running production meetings. Part of the job meant he had to be cognizant of the nascent Studio Tour and make sure that the trams would not get in the way. In Minneci’s office, Jay was usually doing all sorts of tasks. For Forbes, it was much more of an administrative position. Jay was now making $200 a week and became central to the smooth flow of production at the world’s largest television studio.

Once again, like the time he spent with Minneci, Jay’s last name became an issue while working for Forbes. Around 1963, the eligible young bachelor was dating an outspoken young lady named Marsha with whom he was having a casual but intimate relationship. She called Jay at work, and somehow her request was misdirected to Jules Stein’s office. To make matters worse, Stein somehow picked up the call before either of his secretaries did. Marsha, thinking it was Jay answering the phone, poured out a vitriolic tirade laced with profanity. She was angry and humiliated that he had not met her for dinner the previous night without even bothering to call.

When Jay called the next day, she was even angrier. “Don’t play innocent with me. I told you yesterday what I was so upset about.” A confused Jay asked, “What the hell are you talking about? We never spoke yesterday, and I have been trying to get you on the phone to apologize.” Marsha was insistent that she called him at work and that he picked up the phone. All of a sudden, Jay was overcome with apprehension and was speechless. My God, she must have spoken directly with Jules! Now his career was over for sure.

When Jay went to see Glenda, Stein’s secretary, to explain what happened, before he could open his mouth she said, “You got yourself into another mess. Dr. Stein told us about the call, and he was not pleased.” Jay asked her if he should write an apology note. She said to wait and see if he says anything more about the call. He never did.

Years later, while Jay was the president and general manager of the Universal Studios Tour, he had parked his car in the Black Tower garage and met his boss Al Dorskind while walking toward the elevators. Standing there, also waiting for an elevator, was Dr. Stein and his wife, Doris. Jay could feel his body tense up.

Dorskind said good morning to Dr. Stein and Doris and then asked them if they had ever met the new tour president, Jay Stein. Dr. Stein gave Jay this penetrating stare with full eye contact, then said, “So you’re the guy,” with just the slightest touch of a smile on his lips. Mrs. Stein looked him up and down quizzically without saying anything. Jay shook his hand and said it was a great pleasure finally to meet him and his wife.

When they exited the elevator, Dorskind turned to Jay and asked, “What did Jules mean, ‘So you’re the guy?’” Jay replied he was late for a meeting, and he would tell him later; it was nothing important. Jay never did tell him. Jay felt like he had dodged a bullet and all his angst over the years was for naught.

After that, Jay and Dr. Stein had a cordial working relationship until Stein’s death in 1981. Jay was an honorary pallbearer at the funeral.

Jay’s first encounter with Lew Wasserman came in 1963 while working for Forbes. The partnership between Wasserman and his wife, Edie, was the stuff of Hollywood legend. For her 50th birthday, Wasserman made every effort to impress. The party was a big deal and remains to this day one of the most elaborate and expensive Jay had ever seen.

Wasserman had the largest soundstage on the lot, Stage 12, dressed to look like his hometown of Cleveland circa 1936. True to his nature, he made it clear that he wanted to be billed for all costs; not MCA. There were over 700 guests, and each of them considered themselves “A List.”

The morning before the party, Wasserman walked into the soundstage unannounced. He began a detailed critique, which included many complimentary remarks along with his expectations. Most of Wasserman’s comments were directed at Forbes, and everyone else was following him around, feverishly taking notes.

On an impulse, Wasserman asked Forbes if he had witnessed the balloon drop. When Forbes said he had not, Wasserman asked if he could see how it looked. Forbes looked over to Jay and asked, “Are we ready?” There were thousands of balloons captured in nets hidden in the rafters above the stage. Jay walked over to Virgil Summers, who was in charge of all the studios’ technical departments, and asked him if he could make it happen. Summers said it would not be a problem, but it would take some time to collect them and put them back in the nets.

Jay did not want to say no to Forbes, so he told Summers to go ahead. He dispatched a couple of grips who climbed the stairs to the catwalks to get in position to release the balloons. After a short time, Summers hollered up to the grips to see if they were ready. “All set,” they responded. Forbes told Wasserman. “Go ahead and drop them!” Wasserman commanded.

Summers shouted, “Drop them on the count of three!” When he reached three, nothing happened. He loudly repeated the number. Again, nothing happened. He tried one more time with the same result. The crew was not sure what was wrong and asked if they could have some time to troubleshoot the problem.

Wasserman, keeping his cool, motioned to all the department heads to move closer to him and described (almost whispering) how important it was to him to have this special birthday for his wife go smoothly. “You all have wives, and you know what it is like to disappoint them, right?” Everyone nodded and murmured “yes” in agreement. Wasserman then went around to every person, looking directly in their eyes, calling each of them by name, and telling them how much he depended on them to make him look good to his wife.

When it came to be Jay’s turn, Wasserman looked directly into his eyes and whispered, “Everything is going to work tonight, right, Jay?” For Jay, this was an unforgettable moment. As they had never met before, Jay was flattered and mystified how Wasserman knew his name.

That evening Wasserman arrived early, well before his wife, to make sure everything was in order.  Jay watched him as he walked around the giant soundstage peering at the seating arrangements at each table. Suddenly, Wasserman took off his tuxedo jacket, motioned for Forbes and Jay to help him, and frantically began rearranging the tables. He never explained why, but before any guests arrived, the two
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