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    Preface


    


    In the Summer of 2019, I received an email out of the blue asking me if I would be interested in participating in an autograph-signing nostalgia event as the guy who once portrayed Bingo the Gorilla on The Banana Splits Adventure Hour. The email was written by an industrious fellow and all-around good guy named Stuart Hersh who was coordinating any number of “celebrities,” Barbi Benton among them, at the event. I know this because she was sitting at the neighboring table, an invitation I answered immediately. The invitation was not a complete surprise; an enterprising fellow in England named Mike Grant had created a Facebook page about the show, and for months I had been reading Banana Splits posts, and making comments myself, correcting errant assumptions, and generally parsing out information. Interest had indeed been simmering, and was headed for a boil.


    It was resolutely impossible to say no to this personal appearance. The coordinators were supplying round trip airfare, nights at the Hilton Hotel in Parsippany, New Jersey, and per diem for food. Furthermore, Al Roker, who had been a fan of the show when he was a kid, got wind of our presence at the event and requested to interview us for The Today Show. What an astounding package of joy.


    So it was, that the surviving members of the Banana Splits, Bingo, Drooper, and Snorky were reunited for the first time in fifty years, and for two and a half days signed autographs, took pictures, and shook hands. It was invigorating, entertaining, and surprisingly exhausting. Hayley Mills sat at a table next to ours and I got the chance to tell her how much I’d been her fan since Tiger Bay (1961), where she played a tomboy who befriends runaway seaman Horst Bucholz. I was surprised when she told me she hadn’t heard from anyone else at the event how terrific she was in that film. I went on a fan-like exploration at one point and met the cast of The Warriors (1979), Walter Hill’s classic fable about a gang trying to get back home after the truce/meeting they are attending is broken up by sinister forces. Michael Beck was happy to meet me, despite the fact that I’d turned down hiring him for a gig on Pacific Blue (1996) a television show I had directed — indeed, he’d been just plain too young for the part. James Remar thought I was there for an autograph from him, when in fact I was just there to commiserate about the loss of a guy I knew casually who had directed him in an award-winning short film; it was a little awkward. I visited The Sopranos (1999) room/booth and had the chance to tell “Furio” (Federico Castellucio) that he and I were parking our vehicles at the show-biz office building at 9000 W. Sunset once upon a time, that I had told him I was a fan, and that he had told me to screw off in no uncertain terms. I reminded him of this and we had a good laugh. Touring the tables and meeting people I’d long admired was as much fun as I’ve had as an adult in a very long time.


    As a result of that nostalgia-show appearance, and the continually growing membership on Facebook’s Banana Splits page, I realized I needed to sit down at the keyboard and recount everything I could remember that might be remotely amusing about shooting that show and my life during that time.

  


  
    Introduction


    


    I can hear the knock quite well, which is surprising because inside the big, thick orange Bingo costume it is never easy to hear anything at all, even the music pumped into the Hanna-Barbera sound stage to which we bop around in the videos. That extra volume should have been a hint that something was not quite right. I didn’t exactly have time to acknowledge hints; I had a cue to react to, that is, when that knock comes, I’m supposed to answer the door. I galump my way toward it (Bingo the Gorilla didn’t exactly move like a gorilla, or like a human being…he galumped from here to there, giving you the impression that he was some sort of beast.) Before I can get to the door, it flies open and slams against the wall of the set. In stalks 90 pounds of angry, real, live chimpanzee. Judy the Chimp. She’s there to deliver a message that Daktari (1966) can be seen after our show on your local stations. In less than a second, she has crossed the ten feet separating us and now she’s jumping six feet into the air trying to determine how to rip me apart. I turn and discover that Fleegle the Dog and Drooper the Lion (my brothers, inside the costumes) are both atop the podium that is part of the set. How they scaled the five-foot high podium I will never know, but there they are, holding on to each other and shaking as Laurel and Hardy when some bully threatened them. By now, this screeching chimp has attached herself to my leg and no matter where I turn, there she is, snarling and making strange noises. (And, of course, apes are known to attack males in the testicles…all in all, it was very nervous-making.) The trainer had to come out and pry her off of me, and later, after the trainer had produced his pistol and shown it to Judy to calm her down, we are informed that Judy was infamous for having taken a big bite out of some actress, and that Judy has continued to work well past her five-year retirement date because she is so smart. Smart indeed. She certainly knew how to get the upper hand with the guys in the costumes. The ire and those teeth bared at me is an image I will never forget as long as I live. It spooks me out even now, fifty years later.


    


  
    1. In the Beginning There Was a Rice Krispie


    


    In June, 1968, I was attending college at Southern Illinois University in Carbondale, Illinois. It was not the only college that accepted me — I’d also been invited to attend Oklahoma City University, but Oklahoma didn’t seem like me and instead of heading off in the fall like all of my friends, I decided to wait and go in the winter. It is among the best life decisions I’ve ever made. (A tad more detail: by statute an Illinois state school with SIU’s charter had to accept any student if he waited a quarter before attending. It spoke to my terrible grades in high school.)


    I drove my MGB home from college on a Friday and my mother announced to me and my younger brother (by 17 months) Danny, that our older brother Jeff was driving in from school in Ithaca, N.Y. and that we were all flying to Los Angeles in a couple days to try out for a kids’ TV show that our dad was involved in. I imagine that a lot of young guys’ reactions to this might have been sheer surprise, but we were fairly accustomed to stuff like this. Our whole lives we’d been on the edges of show business thanks to Dad’s career as a creator of television commercials.


    N.B. Winkless, Jr., my dad, had been a journalism major when he went to school at the University of Wisconsin in Madison, and had accepted a gig as a writer of advertisements for $25 a week for an outfit back east, called Remington, whose client list included Calso Gasoline. He’d made his way from one agency to the next, as guys in that world will do — he worked at Batton, Barton, Durston and Osborne, aka BBDO, also Needham, Louis, and Brorby, and wound up as a creative VP at the Leo Burnett Agency in Chicago. His clients there included some huge accounts, such as Marlboro and Parliament cigarettes, Sunkist, and Kellogg’s cereals.


    At that time, Kellogg’s was big on creating cast commercials — there was Dennis the Menace (1959) featuring Jay North — The Beverly Hillbillies (1962) with Buddy Ebsen and Irene Ryan…Many of my dad’s commercials were animated, from Charlie the Tuna, to Tony the Tiger. Perhaps the best, from my point of view, and maybe the best remembered is the Snap, Crackle, Pop, Rice Krispies jingle. The three-part harmony ad was widely lauded; and the musical parts were so much fun to sing that I taught them to class-mates and we’d sing them in the back of class to the consternation of more than one instructor.


    


    Snap, what a happy sound,


    Snap is the happiest sound I’ve found,


    You may rap, tap, slap clap,


    But Snap makes the world go ‘round.


    I say it’s Crackle the crispy sound,


    You gotta have crackle or the clock’s not wound,


    Geese cackle, feathers tickle, belts buckle, beets pickle,


    But Crackle makes the world go ‘round.


    Now I
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