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INTRODUCTION

The bookmobile pulled into the semi-circular driveway at A.E. Wright Elementary School in Calabasas, and we were told we had to select a book to read. At that moment, it dawned on me this was the first time I was able to choose a book to read all by myself. I thumbed through a few books, and it was daunting. I knew what a prince was, but I didn’t know what a pauper was. The Legend of Sleepy Hollow looked interesting, but I couldn’t figure out how to pronounce Ichabod Crane, yet alone what an Ichabod Crane was. Then I saw the book I wanted to read, a biography of Jacqueline Kennedy.

The cover was made from a royal blue cloth; the lettering was gold. It had that library book smell, a little musty with a touch of gravitas. Other people must have read this book and gained knowledge; now, it was my turn. I devoured the book in one sitting. Did you know that when Jackie was First Lady, she had people iron her nylon stockings and bed sheets? Yeah, that was my takeaway.

Since then, I have loved to hear real-life stories.

Whenever two or more NBC Pages are gathered, a Memory Storm emerges. Stories, good and bad and insane, begin flowing from our communal psyches. The overwhelming sentiment is what a great time we had and that if we could, we’d do it all again. Former NBC President Brandon Tartikoff was correct when he titled his autobiography, The Last Great Ride. My time, especially this time at NBC Burbank, was the tail end of an era that gave us some of the greatest stars and personalities in television history. It will never be duplicated or eclipsed. I grew up watching programs like The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson, Laugh-In, Bob Hope Specials, and Hollywood Squares. And now, I was going to be a part of the NBC family, where I could live and breathe television history as it was happening.

My sincere thanks to my NBC Page colleagues for their stories. Some names have been changed, but all the events are true.




Chapter One

HOW I GOT TO WHERE I GOT TO

You never know how it’s going to happen. Little did I know, nor could I have imagined, that when I took a thankless job, it would lead me to get my foot in the door for my dream job as a Page at the NBC Studios in Burbank.

I was the quintessential theater kid at Agoura High School, in what was, at the time, a rural community located about thirty miles from Hollywood. The teachers weren’t much older than the students. Creativity was encouraged, and we were taught the skills to practice our craft, and the freedom to think beyond our little dirt-covered campus.

While in high school, I worked as a Salad Bar Hostess at The People Tree Inn, off Las Virgenes Road, the only nice steakhouse in the area. Dressed in my skort (a combination of a skirt and shorts) and my white knee-high boots, it was my job to refill the containers in the salad bar. To this day, I’m not fond of pickled beets or marinated artichoke hearts. Occasionally, I’d see some teachers at the tables and slip them free drinks, so it was fun and I could act like a grown-up on Friday and Saturday nights.

It was a tough choice, but, being a theater kid at heart, I traded working in a smoke-filled restaurant/bar (where I was getting patted on the ass nightly by the regulars) for the pivotal role of Helen Keller when I got cast in our high school’s production of The Miracle Worker.

After graduation, I managed to sponge off my parents, as long as I went to college. I took a part-time job as a salesgirl in the Junior Bazaar department at Sears in Canoga Park to start saving for a car. I attended California State University at Northridge by day and sold clothes that smelled like popcorn by night. It was an awful job, as most of the customers were slobs who left their discarded clothes piled on the dressing room floors. I had to rehang the clothes, which was no easy task as I had to figure out which polyester piece went on each lookalike unfashionable rack. Sears was known for their Craftsman brand tools, not its fashion sense. The clothes were so itchy and ugly that we rarely had a problem with shoplifters. One day, I went to management to suggest they no longer carry a particular maternity blouse with tiny images that read, “I’m a Happy Hippo.” Yeah, it was that kind of place.

I usually worked a shift alongside Janus, a quiet, plain girl who wore braces the entire year and a half I knew her. She lived within walking distance of Sears and often arrived at work looking a little sweaty with stringy hair. I’ve always had a soft spot for the people who get overlooked by others, and I would offer to drive her home at night. We never really talked much, just exchanged pleasantries, until one night, she floated the idea that we get a group of our fellow sales gals together to see Elvis in Las Vegas. I thought, yeah, sure, Elvis. How could we get tickets or even afford a hotel on a Sears salary?

It turns out her dad, not an Elvis fan, had sold the rock icon a couple of television sets. I remember hearing Elvis would sometimes take aim and shoot the picture tube out of a television set if he didn’t like something he saw, so it made sense. Elvis comped Janus’ dad with five tickets to his show...and a weekend at the Hilton International Hotel. As you can imagine, Janus didn’t have to ask any of the sales gals twice. So, off we went: Mary-Marie and the two Susans piled in one car while Janus and I hit the road in my recently purchased used 1975 yellow Toyota Corona. It didn’t matter that it didn’t have air conditioning because we were young and stupid and didn’t care.

Mary-Marie, a gangly, tomboyish brunette towered over all of us at a little over six feet tall, had another agenda while in Vegas. She wanted to lose her virginity. Mary-Marie was tired of being a good Catholic schoolgirl. To make her escape to Sin City, she told her mom she’d be staying at a friend’s house. Fueled by weed, Boone’s Farm Apple Wine, and the two Susans’ sage advice, Mary-Marie was going to make sure her virginity stayed in Vegas. The two Susans were almost identical blondes who knew how to have a good time (and had the hickeys to prove it.)


We pulled into the valet parking area of the Hilton International Hotel as the bellhop retrieved our juvenile-looking luggage. Mary-Marie and the two Susans in one room, Janus and I in the smaller room. We changed into our evening attire, trying our best to look at least twenty-one years old so we could order drinks. And it worked, because we were escorted to the best seats in the house, ringside. And yes, I was able to place my order for my two-drink minimum: the newly fashionable Tequila Sunrise.

The lights dimmed, the music played, and out walked Jackie Kahane, Elvis’ opening act. Jackie was working the room like he was the headliner. And no one cared. I felt terrible for him. Twenty long minutes later, he took a bow. The lights dimmed. The music swelled as the theme to “2001: A Space Odyssey” filled the room. You could feel the energy as the audience sat up in their seats. The brass section was wailing to the beat of “See, See Rider.” The crowd was now on their feet, the applause thunderous. Women began rushing the stage and rushing us as we grabbed our drinks and hoped for the best.

After what seemed like an eternity, there he was. Elvis! Wearing what I’d hoped to see him in: a heavily bedazzled white jumpsuit with a detachable cape. He took long strides, walking back and forth several times across the stage, then stopped, right in front of us, undulating his hips, posing in all the signature Elvis karate moves, smiling a bright white smile. His jet-black hair was already glistening with sweat, and once we got over our initial shock of witnessing Elvis up close, we did notice he had put on a few pounds.

As he sang, women lined the apron of the stage, laying their gifts at the feet of Elvis. Some had posters, and one had a giant turquoise squash-blossom necklace. Elvis, wearing different colorful silk scarves, would pat his forehead and bend down to his adoring fans as they slowly removed the scarf from the neck of their idol. He gave every fan their moment and never dropped a note or forgot a lyric, even with all the distractions.

I grew up listening to The Beatles, and Elvis wasn’t really on my radar. Don’t get me wrong; I liked him in films like Viva Las Vegas and Blue Hawaii. As a live performer, Elvis didn’t disappoint. I had a renewed respect for his talent as a showman and that voice! He sang all the hits, and the fans couldn’t get enough. What a love-fest! I still get goosebumps (and a bit teary) when I hear his rendition of “In the Ghetto.” We stayed as long as they’d allow us, sitting in the best seats in the house, until the house announcer said those five famous words: “Elvis has left the building.”

What a night! We were a bit buzzed and high on the whole Elvis Experience. Still on the prowl, Mary-Marie caught the eye of a great-looking guy in the theater lobby, and before I could say, “Where should we go next,” Mary-Marie was gone. We were all happy for her because even if her mystery man were a lousy lay, she could dream of Elvis. The two Susans ditched Janus and me to gamble and party, leaving me with Janus. It was getting close to midnight, and I was ready to hit the strip, but Janus was tired and wanted to go back to the room.

I felt terrible for her. She’d set up the whole weekend, and the other girls ditched her. I tried to persuade Janus to do some sightseeing, but we only got as far as the coffee shop, where we had warm cherry pie with vanilla ice cream. I guess that old saying is correct: You can take the girl out of Sears, but you can’t take the Sears out of the girl.

It was too cold to sit by the pool, and I was too broke to have any real fun, so Janus and I hung around the hotel, did some people-watching, and had a few meals together. We were getting to know each other, and she opened up to me that she’d had a hard life. Her parents had a messy divorce, so this grand gesture on her dad’s part, this weekend with her friends, meant the world to her. I was the only person she could share her feelings with, as the other girls were nowhere in sight. At that moment, I knew I was in the place I was supposed to be.

We didn’t see Mary-Marie again until we checked out of the hotel two days later. She got out of a convertible and kissed the same hot-looking guy we saw after the Elvis concert. She walked, no, glided toward the valet area carrying a new designer purse, wearing a few new pieces of jewelry, smiling the smile of a woman whose road trip to womanhood was not detoured. I felt slightly left out when Mary-Marie and the two Susans took off in one car, and I was stuck driving home with Janus in my Toyota. I was dying to get all the juicy details of Mary-Marie’s obviously fabulous weekend.

I would love to tell you Mary-Marie’s romance had a happy ending, but I would be remiss if I didn’t tell you what happened about a month after our road trip. Early one morning, Mary-Marie’s mother answered the front door of her home, only to be greeted by two men bearing FBI badges. They had photos taken from security cameras at various casinos of Mary-Marie and the man we saw her with, who turned out to be a bank robber laundering his loot in Las Vegas. Mary-Marie was busted by her mom and the FBI, who confiscated her new purse and jewelry as evidence.

All our time in Las Vegas did give Janus and me more time to bond. She was uncertain about her future, but I was laser-focused on becoming an NBC Page. I told Janus that I went to the tapings of the TV series The Midnight Special and The Tonight Show when I was in high school and saw a bunch of people wearing uniforms, ushering for the shows, giving tours of the building, and thought I could do that!

I had written countless letters trying to get an interview for a coveted spot in the Page Program, long recognized as one of the premier gateways to a career in the entertainment industry. My family isn’t in show biz, and I didn’t know anyone who could slip my letter and meager résumé to the top of the Human Resources pile. Janus casually mentioned that her mom’s best friend worked at NBC, and she’d see what she could do to help. Much to my complete surprise, Janus asked her mom’s friend, Jean Messerschmitt, a longtime NBC employee, to meet me at Sears. Jean called the legendary Eba Hawkins, Head of the Page Staff, and my interview was all set. Eba was a formidable woman with a booming voice and a passion for golf and brown cigarettes. Janus’s simple act of kindness gave me the opportunity I longed for, and (spoiler alert), I got the job! I had two weeks before my training at NBC began, so I took my entire savings ($550), bought a round-trip ticket on Pan Am Airlines, and went to London by myself for a week.


How was I to know that trip would become the setting for an unexpected and unforgettable life lesson this newly anointed Page would ever learn?

I had always been envious of my friends whose families would travel to Europe for their summer vacation. My family liked to go camping. To me, it was a kidnapping, and I hated every moment of it. I wanted to see the world, walk in the steps of Shakespeare, take in the shows at the West End, drink warm beer...but I guess I could have had a warm beer while camping. I wanted to make the most out of my week, as I was sure it would be the last vacation I’d be able to take in a long time. After all, my foot was in the door, and I was going to be working non-stop in show biz!

My parents dropped me off at LAX, and I promised to call them when I got to the hotel. I was instructed to do the old trick some people used to do to avoid a long-distance phone charge. I’d place a collect call to the long-distance operator, who would dial my home and ask for “Shelley Herman.” My mother would decline the call, now knowing I was safe, and it wouldn’t cost her a cent. I got on the plane, grabbed a pillow and blanket, and snagged a window seat. I don’t know why I got a pillow and blanket. I was so excited, and there was no way I would be able to sleep. I immediately introduced myself to my row mate, a good-looking guy traveling on business to a studio in England. He was a genuinely nice guy and asked if I wanted to watch him work on a movie, but I politely declined, explaining I was already in “the business” and I’d be hanging around a lot of studios once I got home. There was also a red-haired man who caught my eye. Not in a romantic way, more like in an I-wonder-if-he’s-related-to Jack-the-Ripper way.

Throughout my week across the pond, I would see the red-haired man daily, and I’d nod and smile at him as I toured London, Oxford, and Stratford-Upon-Avon. A friend of mine asked me if I could do her a favor by going to Harrod’s Department store to get her elderly British mom a box of their chocolate-dipped oranges, a mission I gladly accomplished. My former high school theatre teacher, Jim Gilchrist, also asked a favor of me. He told me to go to the Tom Cribb Pub, look for “two very old people” seated at the end of the bar, and tell them Jimmy from America says hi and buy them drinks. Sure enough, they were sitting where he told me they’d be, she in her white crocheted gloves, he three sheets to the wind. They looked like two little toothless pickled people, with faces resembling withered, apple-headed dolls. I couldn’t understand a word they were saying, so, as Jim suggested, I just smiled a nodded. I was having a great time traveling alone. I saw five plays in five days and was invited to a private club by a few new Brits I’d met. I got a loud, continuous bout of the hiccups on Shakespeare’s grave, got rid of them with warm beer, and purchased a bone china tea set (which, to this day, I’ve never used). Oh, and I did get to witness Queen Elizabeth II’s 25th Jubilee celebration, so that was fun and splendidly British. I was now the embodiment of all free-spirited, single ladies I saw on television and read about in Ms. Magazine. As I boarded the flight home, I saw the red-haired man again. I’d never been accused of being shy, so I extended my hand and remarked that it was about time we officially met. He said, “My name is Korn,” and proceeded to spell it out, “K-O-R-N.” I said, “Oh, there is a character in the novel Catch-22 named Colonel Korn, and he replied, “Yes, I have been meaning to look him up to see if we’re related.”

I didn’t want to break his heart and tell him the book was a work of fiction, so I just moved on.

The 747 took off, and I buckled up for the long flight home, imbued with a new spirit and purpose. I was going to throw myself into my new job. I would become the career woman who could have it all. I promised myself that when I retired, I would travel more. No sooner did I have that thought, a little over halfway across the Atlantic Ocean, and while watching the in-flight movie, Alfred Hitchcock’s Family Plot, an old guy near the back of the plane got up to use the restroom, keeled over, and passed out cold!

It didn’t take long for the cabin crew to respond. The first message, spoken by a female flight attendant with a crisp British accent, came over the loudspeaker asking if a doctor was on board. Well, K-O-R-N stood up, along with a few other men, and announced he was a doctor! “What kind of doctor are you?” I asked. “A dermatologist,” he replied. I thought the old guy didn’t faint because of a rash, but at least Dr. Korn offered his assistance. The following message from the same flight attendant was something out of a Monty Python skit: “Ladies and Gentleman, I know this is an indelicate question, but does anyone onboard have a douchebag?” I am assuming a doctor wanted to intubate the poor man lying in the aisle by inserting the tube attached to the douchebag down his throat. Next, the flight attendant, now sounding like Monty Hall on Let’s Make a Deal, wanted to know if anyone had a tennis ball on them. I assume it would be used as a makeshift hand pump attached to the douchebag hose to aerate his airway. All this took place while the flicker of the Hitchcock film was playing on the wall-sized screen, illuminating the cabin.

Word quickly spread that the man was unresponsive. An older woman was sobbing loudly, and the flight crew did their best to console her. The pilot declared an emergency, and our plane was diverted to a Canadian Air Force Base in Goose Bay, a province of Newfoundland and Labrador. The crew needed to find a coroner to pronounce the man dead so his body could be removed from the plane. But it was the coroner’s night off, so after waiting for three hours on the ground, the older man was placed into two extra-large dark green garbage bags, one over his head, another started at his feet, covering his legs, and was tucked into his waistband. He was laid out in the back row of seats next to his grieving companion, secured by seat belts. We flew to Chicago’s O’Hare International Airport and cleared customs in record time.

I raced for the payphone to call my parents, who had agreed to pick me up at LAX. I didn’t want to do the old collect call trick because I needed to explain to them someone had died on the plane, and it wasn’t me. I told them to please check the updated arrival time, as I had no idea what was happening. While waiting for a flight back to LA, I ran into the first man I’d met on the plane to England and asked him how his movie was coming along.

He said, “Great, something really extraordinary,” and I should keep my eye out for it when it comes out next year.

“What’s the title?” I asked.


“Star Wars”, he replied.

Yep, I chose the Tower Bridge Tour over Star Wars, and yes, I still regret it.

Why this story? Because, at the ripe old age of twenty, I thought I knew it all. I had a plan, a sure-fire career path. I would be an NBC Page, quickly get promoted, get a better position, and write what was destined to be a classic television show. I’d run the network, win numerous awards, then retire and become a respected political advisor and philanthropist. That all changed the second that older man died on the plane. It was as though I had a seismic shift in my psyche. I realized I didn’t want to be that all-work-and-no-play person. I didn’t want to wait 45 years to have fun. I made the conscious choice to say yes to opportunities, to talk to people—better still, to listen to people, and learn what to do and what not to do.

It turns out my biggest life lesson came from a dead man.

Wait to retire? Hell no. Let the adventures begin!



Chapter Two

WHAT IS A PAGE?

Welcome to the NBC Tour. Before we begin our tour, there can be no smoking, drinking, eating, or taking pictures.

There has always been a mystique surrounding The NBC Page Program. Established in 1933 in New York and 1936 in Los Angeles, it is considered one of the most prestigious executive training programs available to college graduates looking to work in the television industry. Not everyone hired becomes the next network honcho. One famous Page who never received a key to the executive washroom was the late Regis Philbin. He holds the Guinness World Record for the most hours (over 16,746) on US television. Regis beat the long-standing record of venerable newsman Hugh Downs, also former NBC Page. High school student Bob Keeshan, best remembered as the title character portrayed on the children’s show Captain Kangaroo gave tours in New York before he began his tour of duty in the Marines. (Sidebar: When I was a kid, I thought the man who played Captain Kangaroo and Walter Cronkite were the same person. Both had white hair and a mustache. My kid's logic thought the man would dress as a Captain in the morning and talk to children, and then dress up in a suit and talk to adults.) TV personalities Peter Marshall, Gene Rayburn, Chuck Barris, Aubrey Plaza, and Richard Benjamin were not only Pages; they went on to star in NBC television series. In the early days of the program, Peter Marshall told me they were referred to as “Page Boys.” No women were allowed to join their ranks. In a full-circle moment, Peter’s daughter Jamie joined our little Pagedom in the late 1970s.

Since I worked at the 3000 West Alameda, Burbank, California facility, the company was sold several times and is now known as NBCUniversal. The East Coast location is at 30 Rockefeller Center in New York, immortalized in Tina Fey’s comedy series, 30 Rock. It’s also home to Saturday Night Live, The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon, Late Night with Seth Meyers, The Today Show, and NBC Nightly News.

The modern era program had changed considerably, as I learned when I spoke to former Page, current Vice President, Talent, Early Career at NBCUniversal, Christina Noval. NBCU recruits college graduates two or three times a year and receives about 16,000 applications for this prestigious program. Only about two percent of applicants make the final cut. People who do math better than I do have that calculated the odds of getting accepted to Harvard are better than becoming an NBC Page. The Page staff numbers about ninety people in New York and about fifty in Universal City, CA. They’re all full-time employees who are given medical and dental benefits, along with vacation and sick days.

Noval emphasized the ongoing efforts to make the program inclusive: “We have also created a large stipend for new Pages who start with us. We recognize not everyone can hop on a plane and get an apartment rather quickly, or have the financial resources to get themselves started in the city. We’re really hoping to make the program more accessible. The Pages are such a big part of our history. We want to make sure they have everything they need.”

Pages are now given twelve months to complete three assignments, each lasting four months in different divisions of NBCU. The New York Pages, in addition to giving tours and working with audiences who attend the taping of TV shows, have many opportunities to work in the sports, sales, and news divisions, whereas the West Coast Pages do their rotations in the more entertainment-oriented divisions. Sadly, the West Coast Pages no longer give tours, as that is already a function of the Universal City Studios Tour operation. In addition to their rotations, Pages will be brought in for special events.

Both staffs are able to work special events. When their twelve months are up, they have, in effect, graduated from the program. They then have an additional four months during which they are encouraged to look for jobs within NBCU.

Noval continued, “We have the Pages doing supplemental assignments, helping them with their job search. We’re coaching them, doing lots of workshops with them prepping for that launch, hopefully, into roles at the company.”

So, how did my friends get their jobs? We were a diverse staff of male and female, Black, Asian, and Hispanic, and straight and gay Pages in our ranks. Having a college degree helped a lot, and like so many jobs, having good references did, too. Some, like Neil Weiner, called Eba Hawkins every week. Because of his persistence, Neil got the job the day after graduating from USC. Some people had family connections, like Pete Hammond, who blew his first opportunity to be a Page big time. His mother knew someone who knew someone who knew former NBC President Julian Goodman.

Eba brought Pete in right away, explained the job, and Pete replied, “I don’t want to be a Page. They just sent me down here. I want to work in the news business.” A year later, desperate for work, Pete was able to sneak into an NBC event at the Century Plaza Hotel and meet Julian Goodman face-to-face. Goodman wrote a letter to Eba, who, thankfully, had forgotten their first meeting. Pete walked into his interview as it were the first time, wearing a homemade button on his lapel inspired by the peace movement that read, “All We Are Saying Is Give Pete A Chance.” The job was his.

Tommy Patino was giving tours on the Queen Mary, docked in Long Beach, CA. After his tour, he was approached by someone who complimented him on his abilities and asked if he had ever thought of becoming an NBC Page. “Thought of it. Only in my dreams. I didn’t know anyone who could get me in.” This guy got him an interview, and he was in!

Former Seattle ladies’ shoe salesman Al Ovadia became a contestant on the NBC daytime game show Wheel of Fortune. He noticed the Pages and began asking how he could get a job doing what they were doing. Now, the story I’d always heard was that Al, with his thick head of black hair, azure blue eyes, and warm smile, was enthusiastically recruited by both the female and male Pages to join their ranks. Either way, he got the job and received a promotion within twelve weeks of his start date.

Somehow, I was the exception to many of the rules, but I got the job anyway. I was twenty years old, still in my junior year of college, and carrying a full class load at California State University, Northridge. As you read this book and stumble through my attempts at correct sentence structure, you’ll see I had no chance of getting into Harvard. My only previous experience in the ushering business was volunteering during the summer at The Valley Music Theater in Woodland Hills, California. It was an enormous white-domed structure that never lived up to the community’s expectations as an elegant theatre in the round. I ushered on Aisle One, where the VIPs were seated. The highlight of my brief tenure was when I linked arms with Jack Benny and Groucho Marx, helping them to their seats to see Woody Allen perform stand-up comedy.

When I became a Page, I wasn’t put through any formal training program. I studied the history of NBC so I could be prepared for any questions I might be asked. As the newest recruits, we would shadow the veteran Pages to hear what they said on their tours. We would observe how the Pages worked as a crew, ushering guests into the building to see game shows and situation comedies, all taped before a live studio audience. This is how we learned everything we needed to know to be assigned to the best gig on the lot: The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson.

When I mentioned to a few of my longtime Page friends that I wanted to share their stories about our time walking the halls in Burbank, Renee Palyo called. She told me she’d found her husband Tim Jones’ NBC Page Manual. (Yes, they met as Pages!) When Renee offered it to me, I shrieked, “You found the Holy Grail!” I had never heard of, let alone seen, any official manual when I began. Yet, there it was. I gently opened the pristine three-ringed binder and was greeted with a bizarre sketch of a Page drawn by singer Dean Martin’s nephew, Guy Crocetti. What a blast from the past! I was immediately transported back to June 21, 1976, the Longest Day in the Northern Hemisphere, and my first official day as an NBC Page.

Our eighteen-month NBC Page Program could be considered a post-graduate program that pays you. Once a Page had their foot in the door, it was up to them to
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