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  Foreword

  by Carol Serling


  Man consists of body, mind and imagination.


  His body is faulty


  His mind untrustworthy,


  But his imagination has made him remarkable.


  —John Masefield

  



  SUBMITTED FOR YOUR approval, as Rod would have said, HERE is a book that for the first time goes behind the TV cameras to dissect and examine the mysterious, provocative, seductively terrifying stories that make up the body of The Twilight Zone world.


  If you watched The Twilight Zone as a child, you might have been thoroughly frightened, though in actuality only a few of the programs were intended to scare. If you were a teenager back then, you might have enjoyed the fables as electronic-age campfire folktales. Now, as an adult, it’s likely that you have learned that the stories can be viewed on many different levels. Entertainment? Yes. But enlightenment, too. For there is a morality to those episodes; a message, if you will. And that is what this book is all about.


  Through parable and suggestion, Rod commented on the state of the world and man’s eternal search for self. He often wrote of the dread of the unknown, the loss of identity, and the subtle destruction of human freedoms. But there were stories, too, that dealt with the dignity of man, his treatment of his fellows, his need for commitment, and the importance of love.


  The TV sponsors and network bigwigs didn’t wield the black pencil of censorship because they either failed to understand what Rod was saying or just figured that he was off somewhere in outer space. But in truth, Rod was writing about the problems and issues of the day. Think of The Twilight Zone, then, as a thinly veiled call to public consciousness. Strange, but unfortunately true, the issues we encountered back then are not so very different from those we face fifty years later. Perhaps that partly explains the show’s continued relevance over the past half century.



  The Twilight Zone continues to thrill audiences decades after it first aired on television in the late 1950s and early 1960s. No other television series has surpassed The Twilight Zone for sheer excitement and wealth of ideas. Those original 156 episodes still play in reruns around the world, proof of the power and timelessness of intelligent stories well told. Individual episodes deal with all aspects of the human condition, past, present and future, and are as varied as man’s dreams and fears. But all reveal a deep concern for taste and adult sensibilities.


  I know that Rod would approve of Douglas Brode’s remarkable book and the insight that he offers into Rod’s work. The Twilight Zone lives on in the twenty-first century and will entertain and provoke as long as the art of storytelling exists.


  I hope that you enjoy your journey through these pages.


  Carol Kramer Serling

  September 25, 2008
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  INTRODUCTION:

  THE WORLD ACCORDING TO ROD


  “I DON’T HAVE THE imagination most writers have,” Rod Serling once claimed. Anyone hunting for proof that the worst place to go for an understanding of an author is his own words need look no further! Zone’s still-potent stories attest to Serling’s stellar reputation as the most imaginative of all American writers since Edgar Allan Poe. So. . . was Serling merely being humble? Did he fail to grasp the full enormity of his gift? Might he have hoped that his non-fantasy work, Patterns (1955) and Requiem for a Heavyweight (1956) most notable among them, might be more vividly recalled if he downplayed his contribution to the under-appreciated imaginative-fantasy genre? Likely, Serling’s words derived from a combination of all the above. And, truth be told, other elements that tormented this deeply conflicted man.


  On other subjects, Rod spoke truthfully and fearlessly. One early observer of TV hailed him as the medium’s “angry young man.” The only other contender: Edward R. Murrow, whose interview show followed Zone on Friday nights (1959–1960). What Murrow achieved in CBS’s newsroom—integrity!—Serling pulled off at that network’s entertainment arm.


  Earlier in the decade, Serling and other top talents openly addressed important issues during TV’s brief “golden age.” Colleagues included Reginald Rose (Twelve Angry Men), Paddy Chayefsky (Marty), and J. P. Miller (The Days of Wine and Roses). All turned out smart scripts for “live” anthologies that dominated TV drama from 1948 to 1955. Then the price of sets lowered and TV became big business for mass entertainment. Serious drama was out; predictable potboilers were in. From that point on, Serling necessarily presented politics and philosophy in a foxier manner. Yet present them he did, initially as a haunting off-screen voice. Then, beginning with the first show of Zone’s second season (Fall 1960), he spoke directly into the camera. Eyeballing the audience, Serling charmed the nation with his charismatic presence, uniquely alliterative way with words, and the ideas, largely of a liberal-progressive order, he so deeply believed in.



  Casting a seductive smile, Serling alone continued to convey on TV what every other serious writer wanted to say but wasn’t allowed to. High-profile sponsors now acted as self-appointed censors, making certain that their products were presented in a context that offended no one. So Serling “said something” by doing so indirectly, dropping confrontational realism for parable. During The Twilight Zone’s five-year run (1959–1964), he employed imaginative/allegorical fiction to comment on (and sharply criticize) postwar America. “On Zone,” Peter Kaplan claimed, “the nightmare side of American life was opened up.” What initially seemed to be out-of-this-world dreams of darkness reflected a shadow-world existing on the edge of our brightly lit suburbs.


  But where did such a politicized view of drama come from? Serling’s early surroundings appear unlikely to lead to an intellectual approach. Born on December 25, 1924, young Rod (age two) moved with his family (parents Sam and Esther; older brother Robert) from Syracuse, New York to the smaller city of Binghamton. As a child growing up in a provincial area, Rod remained blissfully unaware of John Steinbeck or Clifford Odets, the era’s great realists. “Upstaters” might have the opportunity to catch an occasional touring company, but Manhattan’s live “theatre of ideas” was not easily accessible. Movies had emerged as an average American’s source of drama and comedy. An avid fan, Rod memorized dialogue from his favorite film, Adventures of Robin Hood (1936), then performed the story for family and friends. Likewise, he enjoyed Flash Gordon and Buck Rogers.


  In time, Zone would offer the next generation an open door to an alternative universe. Serling’s approach transformed the time/space fantasies he’d adored as an impressionable boy into sophisticated fantasy, his configured paradigm of imaginative fiction, appropriate for a brave new world in which a trip to the moon or an invasion from Mars suddenly seemed a likely possibility.


  But back to the beginning . . . friends recall young Rod as a red-blooded American boy, fascinated by pretty girls, all sports, model airplanes, and Hollywood movies. Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde left an indelible impression with its vision of dual identities. Such movies were special, a once a week treat. Radio, on the other hand, existed as a part of the emergent twentieth century environment. Listeners discovered seductive realms of music, sports, and chatter. Rod, like most everyone else, devoured it all. Best of all, he listened to drama everyday. Not serious stuff, mostly: The Shadow and The Green Hornet took troubled minds off the Depression. Rod best loved Lights Out. This aural spook-fest had been created by innovative author/producer Arch Oboler. In an anthology format, qualifying Lights Out as predecessor to Zone, Oboler experimented with strange stories introduced by the sound of a slowly opening door. Just such a doorway (now visual and floating through space) would eventually open many excursions into the fifth dimension on commercial TV, still a seemingly far-off dream in the thirties.


  Mostly, Lights Out had been just for fun. As such, and however much the youth who would become Rod Serling enjoyed it, he already grasped Oboler’s limitations. Then by chance, at age thirteen, Rod encountered something important. Spinning the dial, he happened upon The Fall of the City, the inception of serious writing for radio by already established playwrights and poets. Penned by Archibald MacLeish, Fall dealt with the heavy issue of fascism, emotionally involving its audience, then intellectually challenging listeners much as Zone would a generation later. So key influences that shaped the Serling vision and his artistic approach piled up: movies, an anthology format, the lure of a good scare, a highly politicized play presented as fable . . .


  Shortly, Norman Corwin began broadcasting his legendary liberal-crusader pieces. Corwin, whom Rod Serling would idolize all his life, pushed beyond MacLeish’s political parable into fantasy. One December eve, Corwin enthralled the nation with The Plot to Overthrow Christmas. Broadcast on CBS, the piece left its mark, particularly on one boy eagerly awaiting his birthday. Serling later referenced that play in Night of the Meek, a second season Zone, and Carol for Another Christmas (1964), a U.N. special. From Corwin, Serling inherited the coda to which he would remain true, a variation on what critic Kenneth Rexroth once tagged “literature as equipment for living.” Art, and for that matter commerce and entertainment, ought never be empty, style without substance. Their reason for existing is to make better people of us; teaching the masses, through positive examples and cautionary fables, how we ought to live our lives, what we must avoid at all costs.


  Not surprisingly, then, Rod’s editorials in Panorama, his high school paper, were overtly didactic. When chosen to address his graduating senior class of 1943, he quoted Goethe! How the All-American Boy discovered that German poet, even his most influential teacher, Helen Foley, could not guess. Passionately and persuasively, the intense youth implored fellow graduates to do the right thing after they left their sheltered enclave. “The writer’s role is to menace the public’s conscience,” Zone’s creator insisted a quarter-century later, addressing the Library of Congress. Though Rod might not have been able to articulate that idea so precisely at age nineteen, the Serling sensibility was in place even at that early age.


  Also, Rod always wanted to write. Initially, he tried his hand at conventional literary genres. Poetry, the most exalted form, he tenuously delved into during the war years. Serling enthusiastically signed up for active duty, originally hoping to be a tail-gunner, settling for the paratroopers. Big brother Robert took one glance at a Tennyson-like military ode Serling mailed him and scribbled back: “Forget about it!” Their father brought one such piece to seasoned Syracuse journalist Leo Kosoff; the old pro lamented, “Better he should be a butcher” (Sam’s occupation). Rod sensed that they were correct. Not that he couldn’t write; verse just wasn’t his natural outlet. What, then, was? By fate or accident, Rod would soon happen upon the proper medium. Serving in the South Pacific, he had the opportunity to pen his first radio playlet. Serling was about to engage in the battle of the Mahonag foothills on Leyte Island. To relieve tension at the 511 th’s headquarters, Jack Benny flew over for a morale-boosting show performed live in the jungle. Broadcast over AFR, the partly scripted, partly improvised performance went out to servicemen about to participate in Manila’s recapture. Serling, who would shortly be reassigned to demolitions, was attached to his outfit’s communications team. Contributing to this show allowed a budding talent to reach an immense audience for the first time. Already enthralled by radio, Serling now grasped its full potential.


  Despite these rich and varied experiences, Serling did not encounter the tradition of “serious” stage drama until 1946. Following discharge, he took advantage of the new G.I. Bill and traveled to Yellow Springs, Ohio, enrolling at Antioch College. His initial major was, of all things, phys. ed. (How intriguing to imagine Serling as the beloved gym teacher at some small-town high school, perhaps in a place called Willoughby or Homewood?) Under the guidance of the college’s English department, Serling switched to liberal arts. Now he was exposed to the famous dictum Henrik Ibsen, father of modern drama, had in 1877 scrawled over the entrance to his theatre of revolutionary ideas: “Not for entertainment only!” A good story brings in the masses; once they were seated, a writer could employ theatre magic to challenge any existing prejudices.


  At Antioch, Serling encountered such work . . . when not slipping off to make a much-needed buck by testing new parachute technology, “hitting the silk” for the army air force. He also knew how to relax. If art struck Serling as serious, sports offered a great escape. He played intramural football and loved to listen to a Sunday afternoon baseball game on the radio. Meanwhile, his desire to write increased. Forsaking poetry, Serling tried his hand at hard-bitten prose. Several times, he turned to the subject of boxing, a gifted flyweight himself. The short stories, which appeared in the campus literary magazine, fared better than had his brief fling with verse. His most successful piece, “The Good Right Hand,” concerns a KO’ed fighter, serving as a primitive prelude to and dry-run for Requiem for a Heavyweight.


  Because Serling attended a leading liberal arts college, he sensed that to be academically correct, he ought to at least try and become a novelist. Yet personal instincts insisted otherwise: Radio was where he wanted to go. Here was the medium in which Serling’s talent could run free. And where he could earn a living! Want-ads in the local paper didn’t contain job offerings for a poet. Radio, however, had work aplenty, for both writers and announcers. Serling qualified as a double threat. In addition to his authorial way with words, there was that mesmerizingly grainy voice. Fortunately, Antioch qualified as a progressive school with a work-studies approach to higher education. To fulfill this commitment, Serling found employment at several local stations and, in time, at Manhattan’s public radio outlet, WNYC. While there, he composed an on-air tribute for the first-ever Veterans Day celebration, a deep commitment to the men who fight our wars always as basic as his anti-war philosophy.


  In November 1948 Serling was named manager of the campus radio station. Immediately he formed his own troupe. Now he commanded an academic variation on Orson Welles’ Mercury Theatre of the Air, which Serling recalled from childhood. Like that legendary group, Serling’s company of writers, actors, and directors mounted a weekly dramatic anthology. “There was a lot of Welles in Rod,” Rudy Ruderman, who worked with Serling at Antioch, later recalled. It’s worth noting that in 1958, while Zone was in the planning stages, Serling agreed to narrate only after Orson Welles, his first choice, passed. And that the most famous of all Mercury Theatre broadcasts had been science fiction: H. G. Wells’ War of the Worlds.


  Not that all Serling’s energies went into radio. Always a magnetic figure to women, diverse attractive objects of his temporary affection slipped into the background the moment he met and fell in love with co-ed Carol Kramer. A brainy beauty, Carol’s lineage included former President Taft. Despite such social status, her immediate family took a liking to this brash beau, obviously a highly talented as well as attractive young man. Still, they felt that Carol ought to complete her studies. She honored that request from her mother’s side of the family. The one exception to acceptance was her father, who objected to her marrying a Jew. She stood by her man; the two were married on June 30, 1948.


  The couple moved into married student housing, nicknamed “Trailertown” by war veteran residents and their brides, for the final two years of her education. Carol’s influence on her husband’s career cannot be overstated. She learned that ABC had initiated a scriptwriting contest for their Dr. Christian Show, and insisted that her husband mail in an entry. Serling’s play To Live a Dream tied for second. Acceptance of a $500 check transformed a gifted amateur into a professional. Another prize went to Earl Hamner, Jr., who before creating The Waltons in 1971 would pen many a Zone. Shortly afterward, Serling accepted a full-time job as staff writer at WLWAM radio in Cincinnati. Far more intriguing to him was a newly created sister station, WLW-T(V). Initially, Serling took a liking to this evolving medium as it allowed him to watch, as well as listen to, sports. Gradually, his desire to emerge as the next radio auteur gave way to a reconfigured dream.


  To try for a career in radio, Serling would have to compete with established writer-stars. On the other hand, well-known scribes hesitated to risk their reputations on an untried form. In television, then, the field remained wide open. With myriad time slots, TV boasted an immense appetite for fresh talent, particularly young writers who instinctually understood the uniqueness of TV/video. Serling grasped this as fully as Corwin and Welles had the specific demands of aural storytelling. Also, the yet open book of TV might turn out to be the serious populist venue radio should have become.


  Network head William Paley had scuttled Corwin’s serious dramas for silly comedies and overwrought soaps. In Serling’s words, radio now offered “writing and thinking downward at the lowest possible common denominator.” Though this pattern would be repeated by television once it passed a pioneering stage, no one could have predicted that at the time. If only some young turks might seize power from the onset, TV could become a Group Theatre of the airwaves—an emergent popular art form. Sensing this, Serling hoped to be among that company. He quit his day job at WLW to freelance for regional venues, turning out scripts for The Storm, produced at Cincinnati’s WKRC. Without that steady paycheck the Serlings had come to depend on, however small, “it was tuna casserole time,” Carol recalls. Eager, ambitious, and quite irresistible, Serling persuaded New York agent Blanche Gaines to send his scripts around to Manhattan TV producers. These were grabbed up for shows like Danger, Studio One, Lux Video Theatre, and Hallmark Hall of Fame. Then as always, Rod’s best work derived from personal experience. He had killed and been wounded during the war; he was awarded a Purple Heart with Oak Leaf clusters; he now drew on lingering memories of that period in his life.


  By writing about what happened, Serling discovered, he could put events into proper perspective; popular art proved therapeutic as well as financially rewarding. Now, though, the realities of life at its most intense (that is, in war) rubbed up against the fantasies in the Hollywood movies he had been drawn to earlier. The mentality of John Wayne vehicles (Sands of Iwo Jima, 1949) struck Serling as dishonest, dangerous. A naive pro-war kid had become a battle-scarred pacifistic adult. This burning desire to set the record straight would eventually turn up in some of Zone’s most poignant episodes, The Purple Testament among them. That had been the case sans imaginative fiction’s devices in plays he penned for NBC’s Armstrong Circle Theater. Most notable among them: The Sergeant, broadcast live on April 29, 1952. A mini Lord Jim set during WWII, the tale concerned a conscience-stricken soldier, unable to resolve his self-image as a hero with stark reality: During an enemy attack, his sudden shriek of fear caused the death of squad members. So what was he . . . really? The brave hero of his own imagination? Or a craven figure who in actuality betrayed, however unwittingly, his comrades? Is the self as each of us sees himself more or less “real” than the way the world views any one person?


  The tricky nature of identity, first encountered years earlier in Jekyll and Hyde, would be raised in such early TV plays—eventually reaching full fruition with Zone, most strikingly in Mirror Image—as would the notion that all reality finally exists, for a modernist, in the human mind.


  Meanwhile, with considerable sales under his belt and the pressures of small-town radio/TV finally getting to him, Serling decided that it was time to head for the east coast. Carol agreed. The timing couldn’t have been more perfect, since network TV remained headquartered there. At that moment, the industry was still “dominated by creative people,” producer Jerome Hellman later recalled, “to whom New York represented a kind of creative Mecca.” As to television in those final hours of infancy, producer Fielder Cook added: “We had no rules, so we in effect created the medium ourselves.” An insistent Serling broke into Kraft Television Theatre, at that moment the best of all live dramas. Playhouse 90 would shortly seize that distinction due to Serling’s contributions, including Requiem (1956). That masterpiece remained two years away. In 1954, Serling wrote The Strike, his most vehement anti-war play yet. The piece received rave reviews when aired on Studio One, making his name more widely known.


  Serling set to work on Patterns, detailing the dehumanizing aspects of a Madison Avenue career. When ABC telecast this on January 12, 1955, on Kraft Television Theatre, the country discovered a new writer-star. According to the New York Times ’ Jack Gould, Patterns rated as “one of the high points in the TV medium’s evolution.” Only the Wall Street Journal had something nasty to say. That bastion of conservative values attacked his politics. In an era of McCarthy-inspired red-baiting, the businessman’s newspaper labeled Serling a “Marxist.” The irony was that he remained one of the more conventional, if politically left of center, among the era’s writers. Following the first sweet smell of success, the Serlings had moved to upscale Westport, Connecticut, there beginning a traditional family: kids and pets everywhere, neighbors invited over for backyard barbeques.


  Many other writers set out on different trips. This was the period when Jack Kerouac and Neal Cassidy went “on the road.” Beatniks became dharma bums in search of Zen-like truth, subterraneans inhabiting an underground existence in Greenwich Village cellar clubs. Bearded rebels wore dirty jeans and burly sweaters, but Rod Serling always looked clean-cut in a natty suit. The Beats scorned suburbia for its homogeneity. Folksinger Malvina Reynolds complained about “little houses made of ticky-tacky, and they all look just the same.”


  If the Serlings enjoyed an upscale lifestyle, they saw through its hypocrisies. Whereas Kerouac and his ilk dropped out of a mainstream they detested, hurling angry insults backward, Serling attacked its limitations from the inside. Later, after he and Carol had moved to the west coast, Serling insisted (with a tinge of guilt) that he did indeed “like” the lifestyle: “We had a swimming pool and a tennis court. Got a little work done, too.” Some old friends and critics claimed that he had sold out. In truth, first Westport and later Pacific Palisades allowed Serling the necessary experiences to write about split-level traps with a knowing eye, not the blind contempt of the Beats. Had he never “gone Hollywood,” how could Serling have penned his brilliant indictment of that place, The Velvet Alley?


  “I was a strange, haunted middle of-the-roader trying to find his way,” Serling confessed. Not so different from Franz Kafka in Europe a generation earlier, Serling was likewise a physically small man in an unassuming suit. As Kafka stated in 1920, “I have lost my way among my own thorns.” Many Zones have been described as “Kafka-esque,” most notably The Obsolete Man.


  Why did Serling leave the New York scene? Out of necessity! His euphoria after winning a well-deserved Emmy for Patterns proved short-lived. 1955, the year in which Serling rose to the top of the talented writing heap, also marked a juncture as the industry began its move to California. TV executives had gradually grasped that film allowed them greater control over the product, also providing larger revenues through reruns. Overnight, TV became the entertainment form for people who couldn’t afford to leave the house. In response to this reality, the networks lowered their aim, afraid to offend anyone, including extremists on the far left or right. Serling was stunned to learn that The Arena, his biting analysis of political infighting for CBS’s Studio One, would be watered down to make it “palatable,” precisely what he did not want. Later, he recalled that “to say a single thing germane to the current political scene was absolutely prohibited.”


  The result, as FCC Chairman Newton Minnow would shortly note, constituted “a vast wasteland,” all but devoid of the innovation and creativity that characterized TV only half a decade earlier. For a writer of social conscience, the choice became painfully evident: Drop out of TV to concentrate on the higher level of movies and Broadway plays, or join the migration to “the coast” and try to somehow survive in an industry now obsessed with achieving the highest ratings by playing to a lowest common denominator. Chayefsky chose the former route; Serling, the latter. In Hollywood Serling would continue to fight the good fight for quality TV, if now necessarily going “underground” to do so.


  The result: The Twilight Zone. What could possibly sound less controversial to a network head or wary sponsor than science fiction, perceived by those who fail to comprehend it as superficial escapism? But Serling employed the genre as a means to take a video-inspired weekly walk on the wild side. Zone crystallized menacing alleys and badly lit back streets of what people in retrospect chose to recall as a simpler, more prosperous time: our “happy days.” In truth, this had been a difficult era: The cold war, fear of nuclear oblivion, ever-escalating violence over civil rights, supposed infiltration of our government and military by subversives, and an economic recession that dimmed the brief postwar boom. As Stephen King noted, one TV writer “had put none of his cudgels away but was now wielding them in the name of fantasy.” Within the context of amazing stories, Serling created a forum that freed him to say anything he wanted while, by implication rather than direct statement, he then addressed immediate problems.


  Understandably, then, when Minnow delivered his damning speech about TV in May 1961, he hastened to point out that there remained one last oasis in the desert this once-potent medium had degenerated into: The Twilight Zone.


  TV’s age of live experimentation (1948–1955) now over, the industry began an imitative approach that would last for three decades: tagging along behind whatever was new at the movies by several years. The Thing (from Another World) and The Day the Earth Stood Still in 1950 paved the way for high-impact movies appealing to America’s first youth audience. When initial ratings were tabulated (decent, if never huge), Serling had been surprised to learn that a great many Zone viewers were teenagers. He needn’t have been: This was the only show that equaled the impact of the daring films they loved best. Like those films (Invasion of the Body Snatchers the ultimate example), Zone often opened with a deceptively calm tableau. During the following thirty minutes (sixty in the fourth season), this semblance of normalcy gradually twisted up into something terrifying.


  The vision proved as true as it was terrible. Many of its wondrous epiphanies occurred as fans were entranced by turnabouts during any episode’s final seconds. Zone was not the only dramatic anthology that offered such a powerful, if unexpected, conclusion. Alfred Hitchcock Presents (1955–1965) preceded Serling’s show by four years, likewise raising audience expectations for a final revelation. The Master of Suspense insisted on a distinction between a “trick” ending (which he disparaged) and a true “twist.” A trick feels arbitrary, tacked on at the last moment, leaving a viewer unsatisfied; we sense there was, after all, nothing in the unfolding drama to imply that this alone had been coming. A twist succeeds because it simultaneously delights and frustrates. We take ourselves to task for not guessing at once that this would (must!) be the conclusion. In the great Zones, Serling dutifully followed Hitchcock’s dictum, thus the similarity between TV’s two finest filmed dramas.


  More significant was the difference. Hitch’s work (with the possible exception only of The Birds in 1963) derived from an attitude expressed by a character in The Lady Vanishes (1937): “I’m half-inclined to believe,” one ordinary chap confides to another as their lives turn without warning into a nightmare by daylight, “there’s a perfectly logical explanation behind all of this.” In Hitchcock, however bizarre things may seem, they ultimately can be explained as part and parcel of the everyday world. In Zone, characters not only momentarily feel as if they’ve been pulled into an alternative dimension (or visited by denizens of other worlds) but, at the end, realize that they have been. Here, Serling was inspired by his single favorite line in Shakespeare: “There are more things in heaven and earth,” the metaphysically minded Hamlet informs his realist friend Horatio, “than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”


  Week after week, Zone offered modern Grand Guignol, the theatre of horror, a freak show that forced its audience to gaze back into its collective psyche and admit the existence of something disturbing (all the more frightening because it proved inexplicable) there. Still, the initial grounding was often, as in Hitchcock, everyday reality. Zone shocked and scared because stories usually took place close to home rather than in distant Transylvania. Frankenstein, Dracula, and the Wolfman, once blood-curdling visages, now appeared (to borrow from Poe) quaint and curious, particularly after their joint encounter with Abbott and Costello (1949). The book now closed on what horror had once meant. A new volume opened for the likes of Rod, Richard Matheson, and Ray Bradbury to fill.


  A theatrical movie like Body Snatchers or a Zone might begin in a seemingly average corner of our world. Then its odd, unsettling vision stretched further, rippled outward, turning that image of ordinariness into an exaggeration, revealing a deeper, more profound truth just beneath the surface vision. Between Zone’s initial conception and its premature demise, the series survived the Eisenhower era’s final years and pushed into Jack Kennedy’s New Frontier. However brief-lived, at the time (and on the show) a spurt of youthful optimism emerged, only to be shattered that day in November 1963 when the global community learned of the president’s blood spilling out onto a Dallas street.


  Zone not only existed during that era of transition from gray days to blinding psychedelic colors, but reflected all that happened. “Of all the dramatic programs which have ever run on American TV,” King noted, Zone “is the one which comes closest to defying any overall analysis.” Serling’s series included science fiction and horror, Westerns and comedies, arch melodrama and serious social commentary without being limited to any of them. The whole was always greater than the sum of its parts, explaining why those episodes that do not work (Serling admitted that there were plenty) don’t trouble us. We emphasize the positive by recalling the best. This volume will concentrate on those Zones which did touch a common core, focusing on classics written by Serling himself. Key episodes by other contributors will be discussed in passing so Zone’s full impact will be fully represented.


  Note, then, that this is not an encyclopedia with an entry on every episode. That has already been provided by Mark Scott Zicree in The Twilight Zone Companion. Rather, consider this an in-print equivalent to the pre-title sequence in Twilight Zone—The Movie (1978). On a starry, starry night, two guys drive down a lonesome highway. The passenger, Dan Aykroyd, is a hitch hiker whom the driver, Albert Brooks, picked up to relieve boredom. Initially, they sing college drinking songs, then swap favorite Zone plots. As the two relate these tales with great passion and vividness, viewers grasped the incredible impact this series had on an entire generation. That will be the approach here: to try to capture what we all loved most about the best Zones, those that live on in what Jung tagged our “collective unconscious.”


  To conclude as we began, here’s yet another quote that reveals how little Serling grasped the enormity of what he had accomplished. In an interview weeks before his death at age fifty (Serling’s passing occurred on June 28, 1975, following open-heart surgery), he said; “When I look back over thirty years of professional writing, I’m hard pressed to come up with anything that’s important. Some things are literate (and) some are interesting . . . but very damn little (seems) important.” Au contraire: If there is one word that best describes his output, that word is important.


  Zone was never subtle; elitist sophistication was not Rod’s way. Nor is it for popular entertainers, influenced by him, such as Stephen King and Steven Spielberg. Let others worry about the literary/arthouse crowd; here’s a work that, in the tradition of Shakespeare, may just move the masses. And alter them for the better!


  Yes, Rod Serling and Twilight Zone were important. The purpose of this book will be to reveal how and why.
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  THE WAY WE WERE:

  The Lure of Nostalgia


  DURING THE POSTWAR years, average Americans in ever greater numbers deserted small towns and big cities to embrace the emergent concept of suburbia. Rod and Carol Serling made that move, follo wing commercial success, to a notably upscale aspect of the new American paradigm. But like so many other young adults of the 1950s, Serling experienced an uneasy sense of dislocation. Something essential, however hard to define, had been lost en route; some aspect of innocence, perhaps, that at least to a romantic imagination, once existed in our towns. Each such place had been unique, organically created over decades, taking on a shape and style all its own. Suburbia, in comparison, was defined by Pulitzer-prize winning author David Halberstam as “the new social contract according to Bill Levitt.” Reacting to rampant blandness, residents began to yearn for the good old days, if less the reality of a bygone lifestyle than what Richard Schickel called “an imagined past.” Our growing hunger for this mythic America shortly informed “much of the new popular culture.” What would eventually come to be called The Nostalgia Craze would prove essential to Zone from its earliest episodes.



  You Can’t Go Home Again:



  WALKING DISTANCE (10/30/59)



  The opening image of the fifth Zone broadcast offers what had already become a Friday night ritual: A slow descent from primordial darkness punctuated by dots of light. The camera’s downward tilt then highlights the tops of trees in daylight, suggesting a romantic vision in which nature serves as a positive element. As our viewpoint lowers to a rural service station where a young attendant works, a modern sports model tears down the road. From the moment we first see Martin Sloan (Gig Young), he appears angry, on the verge of losing control. The character is not now, and never will be, provided with any clear motivation for simmering hysteria, though such details will be supplied in a follow-up, A Stop at Willoughby. Sloan isn’t running from a single incident like the one we’ll encounter there but from the lifestyle: high-powered board meetings, underhanded deals, cocktail lunches with men he neither likes nor respects.


  An executive in charge of media relations for a New York City advertising firm, Sloan engages in an irrational flight from unsatisfying conformity. His vaguely understood (for Sloan as for us) departure from all he’s become mired in is clear from erratic behavior: driving furiously, then beeping the horn like a crazy person once he screeches to a halt. The weekend allows Sloan furtive attempts to escape an everyday schedule filled with ennui. His (implied) work-week existence is not the one that, in his idealistic youth, he planned on. A creative person who sold his talent for commercial success in a consumer-driven society, Sloan is posited as a contemporary Everyman for white-collar, button-down types. He might be considered typical of those who, according to Thoreau, lead “lives of quiet desperation:” consumed by an inner angst that derives from a gnawing sense of self-betrayal not unlike the author’s own.


  “This is not just a Sunday drive,” Rod’s voice-over informs us. “He is looking for an exodus,” hinting at a Biblical dimension. Sloan’s odyssey provides an entrance into the imaginative realm he will return from, if in a notably altered state. A believable plot development (his car needs a lube job, requiring several hours work) provides Sloan with incentive to walk to the aptly named “Homewood.” A rural town, this is where Sloan grew up. Relocated in its leisurely streets, this visitor steps into the drugstore. There, he learns an ice-cream soda (three scoops) still costs a dime. That we must deal with two Sloans (his once-idealistic self and the cynical creature he has become) is established by director Robert Stevens’s use of a mirror, set behind the counter, allowing us to view a dichotomized Martin. One aspect is glimpsed to the right of Charlie (Byron Foulger), an elderly fellow behind the counter in the mirror image, the other to the left. “As if I left yesterday,” Sloan notes of a place that appears identical to warm memories of it. Sloan even notes that the soda jerk looks vaguely familiar. “I have that kind-a face,” Charlie softly replies.


  Early in the decade, Jack Kerouac titled his first novel The Town and the City. That narrative focused on a growing distinction in American lifestyles, suggesting a split between the positive ambience of small towns and the glitzy, superficial appeal of modernity. Sloan’s problem, we grasp, has less to do with spending most of his time in New York (the place) as that Manhattan (the idea) now exists inside him and cannot be left behind. Learning how cheap a soda is here, he expresses not delight but concern as to profit margin: “You’re gonna lose your shirt!” His flight to freedom is doomed to failure; how can you run away from the contemporary money culture when you carry it around inside? Nobody sells sodas for a dime anymore. Then again, this is not anymore, or anywhere . . . but the fifth dimension.


  We learn this before Sloan does. He speaks of the long-deceased owner, Mr. Wilson (Pat O’Malley), before stepping back out onto the street. Violating the established point of view (Sloan’s) for a single shot, the camera remains inside. Charlie ascends rickety stairs and speaks to his elderly boss, fanning himself in a stuffy office. If we have guessed that Mr. Wilson awaits before Charlie arrives at the dark at the top of these stairs, our shared premonition adds to the impact. We are allowed the sensation of collaborating with Serling, of being in on a grim joke before it’s actualized. We’re invited to stand alongside Serling, sharing his detached vision on this mid-twentieth century American Faust who furtively dreams of winning his soul back from the modern Mephistopheles of corporate greed and suburban existence.


  A series of anecdotes gradually make Sloan aware that he hasn’t arrived in Homewood circa 1959, but the town as it existed twenty-five years earlier. A little boy (Ron Howard) playing marbles knows an eleven-year-old Marty Sloan. A teen (Buzz Martin) polishing a new ’34 roadster forces Sloan into a growing cognition of his situation. The single incident that cinches Sloan’s understanding occurs in a park. “Wonderful,” he sighs, finding the grassy area more appealing than the town. He helps a distraught mom (Nan Peterson) coax her son down from dangerously high branches. (Trees, benign in most Zones, are something we’d be unwise to take lightly.) He is, at this moment, J. D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye, the rare sensitive adult who knows that children must connect with nature, then stations himself nearby to prevent a hard landing. After the boy safely reaches the ground, Sloan recalls how he once climbed up a post, carving his name there. Glancing in that direction, he spots himself (as a boy) doing precisely that and tries to confront his eleven-year-old alter-ego, causing the frightened Marty (Michael Montgomery) to run away.


  Sloan does not know what to say. Words written by William Wordsworth in 1802 might serve his purpose:

  



  O blessed vision! Happy child!


  Though art so exquisitely wild,


  I think of thee with many fears


  For what may be thy lot in future years.

  



  Ironically, Martin Sloan will later that day inadvertently create a physical incapacity that will form Marty’s lot in life. For the time being, this experience leaves Sloan with one option: to confront his parents. He approaches the house where he was raised only to be rejected by his father and mother. She (Irene Tedrow) and he (Frank Overton) cringe behind the screen door, its hazy surface lending an other worldliness to their presence. Like the figures in Grant Wood’s American Gothic, these small-towners fearfully glance at a deranged stranger. At the dramatic midpoint, Martin Sloan will return, as he must, to again try. In Serling’s words, Sloan has a “resolve to put in a claim to the past”: to redeem a wasted life by recapturing a golden summer. But that’s not possible without forcing out his youthful self.


  The inability of two versions of one person to coexist in a juncture of the time/space continuum will be referenced in Robert Zemeckis’s Zone-influenced Back to the Future (1985). Here, Sloan must accept the impossibility of returning to the lovely dream of an idealized past while realizing such a situation can lead to a positive view:

  



  Here I stand, not only with the sense


  Of present pleasure, but with pleasing thoughts


  That in this moment there is life and food


  For future years . . .


  —William Wordsworth—

  



  For Sloan, as for the poet’s nineteenth-century narrator and upcoming Marty McFly (who shares Sloan’s first name), that conclusion must be understood, accepted. Sloan, like a Greek mythic hero, must face a set of parents who emerge from out of the past to seal his fate. Martin Sloan will not, Oedipus-like, violate the primal taboo, though Marty McFly nearly does!


  As to namesakes: why did Serling name the man “Sloan”? Another writer had a few years earlier offered a similar vision in a non-fantastical context. Sloan Wilson’s book The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit (1953), filmed in 1956, offered an unsparing portrait of upwardly mobile fellows who shop for suits at Brooks Brothers. The book encapsulated the common experience of a generation; in Tom and Betsy Rath (Gregory Peck and Jennifer Jones on screen), several million upwardly mobile couples were treated to a nightmare scenario of their lives. In Walking Distance, Serling brought that vision home to those who had overlooked both the book and movie, knowing only what they saw on television. “Their dreams seemed to be about material progress,” The Fifties tells us about the Raths and their real-life counterparts. This preoccupation led to a “narrowness” among men who, in their adolescence, dreamed of becoming poets or playwrights only to turn out advertising tripe. Their talent with words had, if for a considerable price, been co-opted to manipulate members of a new consumer culture into purchasing items they neither wanted nor needed, yet couldn’t resist after a marketing campaign by those whom Vance Packard tagged “the hidden persuaders.” After a full day’s debasing work, these junior executives retreated to an upscale enclave on Long Island or Connecticut to wash down depressions with Chivas Regal while trophy wives gazed on, confused. What was wrong with their husbands?


  Rod delivers as imaginative fiction what Sloan Wilson realistically documented. Like the narrator of Wordsworth’s “Lines” (1789), Martin Sloan is

  



  . . . More like a man


  Flying from something that he dreads, than one


  Who sought the thing he loved.

  



  Temporarily, Sloan has rediscovered just that: the Main Street, USA of his lost youth. Still, he’s now

  



  . . . Changed, no doubt, from what I was when


  First I came among these hills . . .


  —Wordsworth—

  



  Sloan senses this as he touches the baseball mitt his dad gave him or rings the bell on his beloved bike. “I belong here,” he desperately tells his father as the concerned man steps out from the screened porch and accuses this thirty-six year-old of delusions. “I’m Martin,” the protagonist insists to his mother when she joins them. “You’ve got to believe!” The act of believing, in defiance of all rational thought, will underline the entirety of Zone. But in fear and panic, she slaps him as Sloan attempts to offer proof (his driver’s license). Her simple act might seem like minor stuff compared to the incessant din of machine gun fire on The Untouchables every Thursday night during that 1959 season. Yet her slap remains a classic moment of televised violence.


  Context, in art and entertainment, is everything. The gesture happens so unexpectedly, yet seems so right in its wrongness that it never fails to shock a first-time viewer. This loving mother never before struck her son. But this vaguely familiar stranger threatens the fragile order of her world. She does so not because she still believes him to be an imposter, but because, on some unconscious level, Mrs. Sloan senses that he speaks the truth. At that moment, Sloan is shocked into a recognition that his presence is dangerous. Simultaneously, he hears the sound of the calliope and turns away from them: nostalgic chords invoke an entire era via a tune emanating from the predecessor of a modern theme park.


  Sloan is drawn to the well-lit amusement pier that in the 1930s offered simple wholesome entertainment. By 1959, such spots had fallen into disrepair. Walking Distance now segues into a perfect resolution. The style alters as Sloan notices his youthful self on the merry-go-round; director Stevens shifts from simple camera set-ups to oblique angles, turning a relatively realistic setting into something quite surreal. The shots grow more disconcerting as Sloan hops on and is glimpsed by Marty, who falls off, injuring a leg. At that moment Sloan is gripped with pain. “I only wanted to tell you,” he whimpers as people rush to the boy, “that this is a wonderful time of life for you. Don’t let any of it go by without enjoying it.” From personal experience, Sloan can grasp the essential truth to a time-worn adage: How tragic that youth is wasted on the young. There won’t be any more merry-go-round rides, the mature Martin Sloan knows; young Marty can’t, in his innocence, imagine the shape of things to come: no more cotton candy or band concerts.


  “The boy will be all right,” Pop Sloan confides after tracking down Martin. Checking the dropped I.D., Pop now knows that this is an older incarnation of his son. “But he will limp some.” Pop grasps what Sloan, clinging to the pathetic hope he can return to a paradise lost, must accept: It’s time to leave. “Maybe there’s only one summer to every customer,” he wistfully sighs. Sad news! Yet we experience a sense of guarded optimism. “Maybe when you go back,” Pop suggests, “you’ll find there are merry-go-rounds and band concerts where you are.” The problem is not that they no longer exist—Martin has merely been looking in all the wrong places. Or perhaps not searching hard enough.


  Initially, Sloan is not convinced by his father’s words, fearing (as Wordsworth did) that



  
    The things which I have seen I now can see no more. (“Ode,” 1804)

  


  Gradually, though, as he slouches out of town, Sloan draws hope from the possibility that his father may be right.

  



  Nothing can bring back the hour


  Of splendor in the grass, of glory in the flower

  



  Like Wordsworth’s narrator, Sloan will grieve not; rather, he will find strength in what remains behind. Even when youth has left us, gilded memories of that final summer may be enough to see us through the winters of our adult discontent.


  The (contemporary) soda jerk asks whether Sloan’s limp is the result of a war wound. No, he confides, a freak accident when as a kid he fell off a merry-go-round. Serling concludes with a statement worthy of Wordsworth: “Like all men, on occasion, maybe some summer night, he’ll look up from what he’s doing and listen to the distant music of a calliope. And feel a melancholy yearning,” stirred by

  



  . . . that primal sympathy,


  Which having been must ever be;


  In the soothing thoughts that spring


  Out of human suffering


  —Wordsworth—

  



  Man in the Gray Flannel Trap:



  A STOP AT WILLOUGHBY (5/6/60)



  The first season’s thirtieth episode served as a follow-up to Walking Distance. Like other Zones, Willoughby opens with a shot of twinkling stars on a black night, the camera then drawing us down to an incident in progress. In a Madison Avenue office, the aptly named Mr. Misrell (Howard Smith) dominates a silent scene, the capitalist king perched on an overstuffed throne, pompously puffing a cigar. A window frames the vulgar fellow from behind; above and beyond, we notice a line of high-reaching Manhattan office buildings.


  Misrell faces but does not directly eyeball an assortment of suited executives, seated on either side of the meeting room’s long table. Director Robert Parrish sets up his mise-en-scene so that the hapless men appear to spread outward in the manner of a half-open fan. At last, Gart Williams (James Daly) is revealed as a marginalized figure on the far right. The positioning proves ironic since Williams will shortly be revealed as the only radical present. Like the others, Gart wears the costume of choice for the era’s rising executive. Yet we’re visually informed that this man is different. Williams relentlessly taps a pencil against his hand while the others remain in a state of stony silence. Shortly, we learn the reason for anxiety. Misrell and his staff impatiently await the arrival of Williams’s protege, 35 minutes late. The first physical action surprises us after such stasis: Williams leaps up to use the phone. He’s the only group member regularly seen in action, whether bolting from his seat or reaching under his jacket to apply pressure on an irritated ulcer. Williams’s abrupt movements foreshadow that climactic moment when he leaps forward to embrace his fate.


  For the time being, Williams confronts a secretary (Mavis Neal) who delivers disastrous news: the protégé has quit, taking an automobile account worth $3 million. This leads to an excoriation as well as repetition of the boss’s mantra: “This is a push! push! push! business, Williams!” four times during the berating. Such excessive repetition, when effectively applied, partakes of a time-tested tradition, reaching back at least to Shakespeare. Most notable: Lear’s squeal upon entering the ruined scene of ancient England with dead daughter Cordelia in his arms: “Howl, howl, howl, howl.” Serling takes this approach with another elderly (in status, kingly) man to make the audience despise rather than empathize with him. “Push! Push! Push!” renders any question as to the wisdom
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