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About the Book


The first inside story of one of TV’s most popular and beloved dramas, Grey’s Anatomy.


‘I’m a Black woman casting my own show. I wanted their world to look like the world that I live in. I don’t think about it in those terms [diversity], and I militantly think I don’t have to.’ Shonda Rhimes


‘Multiple generations have discovered Derek through Netflix. They are passionate around the world. It’s humbling.’ Patrick Dempsey


More than 15 years after its premiere, Grey’s Anatomy remains one of the most beloved dramas on television in the US and the UK. It continues to win its time slot and has ranked in the Top 20 most watched shows in primetime for most of its 17-season run. It currently averages more than 9 million viewers each week.


Now it’s time to hear from the people who made the show happen.


A cultural touchstone, it introduced the unique voice and vision of Shonda Rhimes, it made Ellen Pompeo, Sandra Oh and T.R. Knight household names, and injected words and phrases into the cultural lexicon like ‘McDreamy’ and ‘you’re my person.’ And the behind-the-scenes drama has always been just as juicy as what was happening in front of the camera, from the high-profile firing of Isaiah Washington to Katherine Heigl’s fall from grace and Patrick Dempsey’s shocking death episode. The show continued to haemorrhage key players, but the beloved hospital series never skipped a beat.


Lynette Rice’s How to Save A Life takes a deep dive into the show’s humble start, while offering exclusive intel on the behind-the-scenes culture, the most heart-breaking departures and the more polarizing plotlines. It’s the perfect gift for all Grey’s Anatomy stans out there.


‘It’s incredible how this show just keeps resonating with the young generation. It’s really touching.’ Ellen Pompeo


‘As much of my life as I feel like I [gave that] character, she has saved me and helped me grow into the artist that I am. . . . If [Shonda] didn’t ask me to come back for the series finale, I would hurt her.’ Sandra Oh









I remember I was on a plane with Isaiah Washington, T. R. Knight, Jim Pickens, and Patrick Dempsey, headed to Seattle. It was during the third season of Grey’s Anatomy, when we were definitely at the height of our popularity. We were walking through the airport. Of course, nobody knows me because I’m the writer. But it was like being with the Beatles. People would stop them every thirty seconds to get a picture.


We mostly shot in the woods, which was an hour’s drive outside the city, but we also shot on the streets of Seattle. That was crazy, because women were on their way to work and would just stop because they were all of a sudden face-to-face with the Grey’s Anatomy actors. Anywhere from three hundred to four hundred people would gather, just to watch. The actors were very gracious and posed for pictures. But, seriously, I even said to somebody, “Where are you supposed to be?” And she said, “Oh, I was supposed to be at work forty-five minutes ago, but I’m not gonna miss this.”


It was definitely a fun time to be in television.


—Mark Wilding, former executive producer


for Grey’s Anatomy, 2005–2012
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Author’s Note
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Summarizing seventeen seasons of Grey’s Anatomy is almost as difficult as performing a Whipple procedure, so I decided to pay tribute to TV’s longest-running medical drama by zeroing in on specific themes, moments, and certain unforgettable stars. To achieve that, I interviewed nearly eighty actors, writers, directors, producers, crew members, and executives over the course of twelve months and one rather nasty pandemic. Not everyone was available due to scheduling and, for a few, because of the extraordinary influence (actual or perceived) of the ever-private Shonda Rhimes. (In fact, here’s an actual quote from when I was declined one interview: “No one wants to piss her off.”) So, for those who were unavailable, including Shonda, I relied on archival interviews that I and some of my colleagues had conducted over the years for Entertainment Weekly magazine. A full list of stories that I drew from is provided at the back of the book.
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Cast of Characters
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The Actors


ELLEN POMPEO


(Dr. Meredith Grey, 2005–present)


PATRICK DEMPSEY


(Dr. Derek Shepherd, 2005–2015)


SANDRA OH


(Dr. Cristina Yang, 2005–2014)


ISAIAH WASHINGTON


(Dr. Preston Burke, 2005–2007, 2014)


KATHERINE HEIGL


(Dr. Izzie Stevens, 2005–2010)


T. R. KNIGHT


(Dr. George O’Malley, 2005–2009)


JUSTIN CHAMBERS


(Dr. Alex Karev, 2005–2020)


JAMES PICKENS, Jr.


(Dr. Richard Webber, 2005–present)


CHANDRA WILSON


(Dr. Miranda Bailey, 2005–present)


KATE WALSH


(Dr. Addison Montgomery, 2005–2012)


SARA RAMIREZ


(Dr. Callie Torres, 2006–2016)


ERIC DANE


(Dr. Mark Sloan, 2006–2012)


BROOKE SMITH


(Dr. Erica Hahn, 2006–2008)


KEVIN MCKIDD


(Dr. Owen Hunt, 2008–present)


JESSE WILLIAMS


(Dr. Jackson Avery, 2009–present)


SARAH DREW


(Dr. April Kepner, 2009–2018)


KIM RAVER


(Dr. Teddy Altman, 2009–2012, 2017–present)


JESSICA CAPSHAW


(Dr. Arizona Robbins, 2009–2018)


JASON GEORGE


(Dr. Ben Warren, 2010–present)


CATERINA SCORSONE


(Dr. Amelia Shepherd, 2010–present)


CAMILLA LUDDINGTON


(Dr. Jo Wilson, 2012–present)


JERRIKA HINTON


(Dr. Stephanie Edwards, 2012–2017)


TESSA FERRER


(Dr. Leah Murphy, 2012–2014, 2017)


GAIUS CHARLES


(Dr. Shane Ross, 2012–2014)


KELLY MCCREARY


(Dr. Maggie Pierce, 2014–present)


MARTIN HENDERSON


(Dr. Nathan Riggs, 2015–2017)


GIACOMO GIANNIOTTI


(Dr. Andrew DeLuca, 2015–2021)


KATE BURTON


(Dr. Ellis Grey, 2005–present)


STEVEN W. Bailey


(Joe the bartender, 2005–2010)


MOE IRVIN


(Nurse Tyler, 2005–2014)


SARAH UTTERBACK


(Nurse Olivia Harper, 2005–2018)


JOSH BYWATER


(Intern No. 1, 2005)


SENDHIL RAMAMURTHY


(Intern No. 2, 2005)


MONICA KEENA


(Bonnie Crasnoff, 2005–2007)


JOSEPH SIKORA


(Shane Herman, 2005)


SUNKRISH BALA


(Steve Murphy, 2005)


JEFFREY DEAN MORGAN


(Denny Duquette, 2006–2009)


KALI ROCHA


(Dr. Sydney Heron, 2006–2007)


CHRIS O’DONNELL


(Dr. Finn Dandridge, 2006)


EMBETH DAVIDTZ


(Dr. Nancy Shepherd, 2006–2019)


KYLE CHANDLER


(Dylan Young, 2006–2007)


FAITH PRINCE


(Sonya Cowlman, 2006)


MARK SAUL


(Dr. Steve Mostow, 2007–2012)


MERRIN DUNGEY


(Dr. Naomi Bennett, 2007)


AUDRA MCDONALD


(Dr. Naomi Bennett, 2007–2012)


PAUL ADELSTEIN


(Dr. Cooper Freedman, 2007–2013)


LAUREN STAMILE


(Nurse Rose, 2007–2008)


MADISON LEISLE


(Lisa, 2007)


JAMES IMMEKUS


(Andrew Langston, 2008)


ROBERT BAKER


(Dr. Charles Percy, 2009–2016)


NORA ZEHETNER


(Dr. Reed Adamson, 2009–2010)


SHARON LAWRENCE


(Robbie Stevens, 2009)


SARAH PAULSON


(Dr. Ellis Grey, 2010)


MICHAEL O’NEILL


(Gary Clark, 2010)


ART CHUDABALA


(Jerry Adams, 2010)


TINA MAJORINO


(Dr. Heather Brooks, 2012–2013)


JUSTIN BRUENING


(Matthew Taylor, 2013–2018)


HILARIE BURTON


(Dr. Lauren Boswell, 2013)


REBECCA FIELD


(Sabine McNeil, 2014)


GEENA DAVIS


(Dr. Nicole Herman, 2014–2018)


SAMANTHA SLOYAN


(Dr. Penelope Blake, 2015–2016)


MIKE MCCOLL


(Dr. Paul Castello, 2015–2019)


SAVANNAH PAIGE Rae


(Winnie, 2015)


JAICY ELLIOT


(Dr. Taryn Helm, 2017–present)


SOPHIA ALI


(Dr. Dahlia Qadri, 2017–2019)


MATTHEW MORRISON


(Dr. Paul Stadler, 2017–2018)


ALEX LANDI


(Dr. Nico Kim, 2018–present)


AMY ACKER


(Dr. Kathleen Shepherd, 2019)


BEANIE FELDSTEIN


(Tess Anderson, 2020)


ROB LOWE


(considered for Dr. Derek Shepherd, 2005)


The Writers


SHONDA RHIMES


(2005–present)


KRISTA VERNOFF


(2005–present)


STACY MCKEE


(2005–2018)


TONY PHELAN


(2005–2014)


JOAN RATER


(2005–2014)


MARK WILDING


(2005–2012)


HARRY WERKSMAN


(2005–2007)


ERIC BUCHMAN


(2005–2007)


JAMES PARRIOTT


(2005–2007, 2015)


CAROLINA PAIZ


(2006)


JENNA BANS


(2008–2012)


JEANNINE RENSHAW


(2011–2014)


ELISABETH R. Finch


(2014–present)


The Directors/Producers


ZOANNE CLACK


(2005–present)


ROB CORN


(2005–2017)


PETER HORTON


(2005–2007)


JEFF MELMAN


(2005–2007)


MARK TINKER


(2005–2008)


BILL D’ELIA


(2009–2019)


DEBBIE ALLEN


(2010–present)


ROB HARDY


(2013–2015)


The Production Staff


NORMAN LEAVITT


(makeup artist, 2005–2018)


MARTY CARRILLO


(electrician, 2005–2007)


MIMI MELGAARD


(costumes, 2006–2018)


TOM BURMAN


(special effects makeup, 2006–2018)


MATT MANIA


(key grip, 2006–2012)


NICOLE RUBIO


(script supervisor/paramedic Nicole 2007–2017)


The Musical Artists


ISAAC SLADE and JOE KING of the Fray


GARY LIGHTBODY of Snow Patrol


INGRID MICHAELSON


The ABC Executives


STEPHEN MCPHERSON


(ABC Entertainment Group president, 2004–2010)


CHANNING DUNGEY


(ABC Entertainment Group president, 2016–2018)


The Staff of Entertainment Weekly


HENRY GOLDBLATT


(editor in chief, 2002–2019)


JENNIFER ARMSTRONG


(senior writer, 2002–2011)


MICHAEL AUSIELLO


(columnist, 2008–2011)


MELISSA MAERZ


(senior writer, 2011–2016)


RICHARD MALTZ


(photo editor, 1994–2017)


NICHOLAS FONSECA


(senior editor, 1999–2009)


MARK HARRIS


(executive editor/columnist, 1989–2010)


Reporters Who Cover Grey’s Anatomy


KRISTIN DOS SANTOS


(columnist/on-air TV expert, E! Entertainment, 2001–present)


LESLEY GOLDBERG


(West Coast TV editor, The Hollywood Reporter, 2003–present)
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“Pick Me, Choose Me, Love Me,”
Or, How It All Began
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Some of the best shows in television history came from unremarkable beginnings. Test audiences notoriously loathed the 1989 pilot for Seinfeld. CSI was one of the last pilot scripts in 2002 to be ordered by CBS, which had far more faith in its remake of The Fugitive, starring Tim Daly. And then there was Grey’s Anatomy, a 2005 midseason replacement for Boston Legal that was written by a TV novice whose biggest credit was penning The Princess Diaries 2: Royal Engagement. The stakes were relatively low for Shonda Rhimes and her drama about five randy interns working in a Seattle hospital. ABC wasn’t in immediate need of another water-cooler drama, having just launched Desperate Housewives and Lost. And the last network to create a must-see medical show was NBC in 1994, when ER gave us a McDreamy in George Clooney before we even knew we wanted one. And yet the audaciously confident Rhimes, a USC film school grad and self-described addict of surgery shows, was convinced she had something special on her hands.


Shonda Rhimes (Creator) I always associated hospitals with good things. That’s where I got fixed. We all think of doctors as amazing and magical, but they’re just people at work.


Stephen McPherson (Former ABC Entertainment Group President) Shonda had done a pilot about female war correspondents that everyone loved, but it was not something we were interested in. We were really encouraged by Shonda’s writing. We thought the television industry was due for a medical drama.


Peter Horton (Executive Producer) It was always about the relationships. It was primarily a story about Derek and Meredith, and longing. You saw these two people and how they longed for each other.


Ellen Pompeo (Dr. Meredith Grey) I thought it was about five interns and [Meredith’s] mother.


Peter Horton Derek and Meredith were the cornerstone of that show. The opening scene of the piece is the two of them having just slept together in a one-night stand. Now, it was like, “We can’t be together because you’re my boss.” That becomes the obstacle that the two of them have to negotiate with and dance around for, you know, years.


Stacy McKee (Writer) The original script was really long, an unmakeable draft, ultimately. We ended up shooting quite a bit of it, but obviously you can’t have a three-hour first episode, so you have to cut a lot out and shift some things. At one time Preston Burke and Richard Webber may have been related. There were a few relationships that might have shifted over time. But the core story was always there.




ABC didn’t look far for its star intern. Pompeo, a former L’Oréal model who broke out in Brad Silberling’s 2002 comedy, Moonlight Mile, was already roaming the halls of ABC after starring in the network’s failed TV pilot called Secret Service.





Ellen Pompeo The network didn’t go for it. Me . . . as the head of the Secret Service!


Shonda Rhimes I kept saying, “We need a girl like the girl from Moonlight Mile!” Finally somebody said, “I think that girl is Ellen Pompeo. We have a deal with her at ABC.”


Ellen Pompeo I said, “I hate medical shows! They make me think I’m gonna die all the time.” And they said, “Please just go meet Shonda.” So we had lunch at Barney Greengrass in Beverly Hills, and after I met her it was like, “I want to do this show.” I just liked her. We were the same age. This may sound weird, but she’s a Black woman, and I always really feel comfortable around Black people. I married a Black man! And I trusted her. She had a vision for the show.


Peter Horton She’s got that “every girl” beauty. She’s not model-y, she’s not overtly gorgeous, she’s just beautiful. That’s exactly what Meredith needed to have.


Ellen Pompeo To come from where I come from, no entertainment background, not even having the slightest idea how to get into show business? I just felt so blessed to be making a living this way.




Katherine Heigl had a little more experience than Pompeo, but not by much. Also a former model, she appeared in Under Siege 2: Dark Territory before costarring as Isabel Evans in The WB’s Roswell for three seasons. For her Grey’s Anatomy audition, Heigl tried to look smart by wearing a sweater and glasses and putting her hair up in a bun. She even considered dyeing her hair brunette to “trick” Rhimes and Horton into thinking she could play a doctor.





Peter Horton Trying to find someone that beautiful who really can act is really hard. It’s like trying to find a guy in his forties to be a lead in a series these days, with all of the competition out there. Katie came in and just nailed it. There were a couple other girls we were considering, but Katie just obliterated it.


Stacy McKee She was wearing glasses in the pilot. I think her hair was probably up in a bun for the pilot, as well. We lost the glasses pretty quickly, though, because it was sort of a nightmare with the reflections, and glasses are hard to shoot. You’ll note there are a number of scenes, even in the pilot, where she’s wearing them for a split second and then puts them on top of her head really quickly so they wouldn’t reflect all of the lighting.




The execs weren’t initially looking at stage actress Chandra Wilson to play the role of the cranky Dr. Miranda Bailey. Instead, they targeted Sandra Oh, a Canadian-born actress who’d appeared in HBO’s Arliss and opposite Diane Lane (and future Grey’s costar Kate Walsh) in the 2003 film Under the Tuscan Sun.





Sandra Oh (Dr. Cristina Yang) I was wearing a pair of scrub pants and had my hair in pigtails. I came in and read for Shonda, her producing partner Betsy Beers, and Peter Horton. And it was great. And then they came back and said, “We want you to read for Bailey.” And I was at that point in my personal space where I wanted to ask for what I wanted, and I didn’t want to play Bailey. I said, “What else is available?” And they said, “Cristina is available.” For me, at that time, I was interested in playing a role that was the antagonist. In the pilot, she was the antagonist and also not in a position of authority. Bailey had authority; she was their teacher.


Peter Horton We said, “Sure.” She went away for a little bit, studied the sides, came back, and read for Cristina. She was brilliant. And right about that time, we got this tape from out of nowhere from New York of Chandra Wilson reading Bailey. We were like, “Oh, my God. That’s Bailey and Cristina, no doubt about it.”


Harry Werksman (Writer) We called Bailey a Nazi [in the pilot]. If you were to meet Chandra herself, she’s the sweetest woman, the antithesis of what you see on-screen. It’s remarkable. Anything on Grey’s was always done to take the piss out of it. There was no evil connotation with calling her a Nazi. It’s just [meant to call her a] taskmaster. It’s much catchier to call someone “the Nazi” than “the taskmaster.”


Jenna Bans (Writer) Shonda was always really aware of being inclusive. But I also remember that she didn’t want to sacrifice a joke, in a good way. And sometimes for comedy, you can’t be so worried about offending. You’re going to offend someone. So she had a really good sense of sort of walking that line of not wanting to say anything that she didn’t believe in as a person, but also, you know, being true to the characters. And sometimes people are a little offensive and say the things they shouldn’t. She kind of let us have free rein with that type of thing.


Chandra Wilson (Dr. Miranda Bailey) People leave me alone because they think I’m mean. I’m not mean . . . I’m misunderstood.


Tony Phelan (Writer) Shonda managed to fill that pilot up with people who had a lot of stage experience, probably more collectively than they did experience in TV. But that meant they were really well-trained actors.




That described James Pickens, Jr., who had trained at the Roundabout Theatre in New York before taking recurring roles on Curb Your Enthusiasm and The West Wing. He was cast as Dr. Richard Webber. And T. R. Knight had appeared on Broadway in Noises Off before making his TV debut opposite Nathan Lane in the short-lived TV series Charlie Lawrence.





Peter Horton T. R. Knight just did a great read for George. He just came in and was so unique, his rhythms and his intonations and everything, they’re just unlike anybody else. We’d seen so many people come in and play that part really shy, embarrassed, and, you know, self-deprecating, and he came into it with all of that, but with a kind of a determination of, “But I’m going to be as good as any of these people.” That grated into his quirkiness. T.R. being T.R. just made him stand out.


T. R. Knight (Dr. George O’Malley) Who was I coming in? [Casting director] Linda Lowy really stuck her neck out, and I was so appreciative of that.




There was even some discussion about whether George should be the show’s only gay man.





Harry Werksman There was certainly a desire to include a gay character on the show. We eventually got it [first] with Callie, but she was bisexual. I do remember having some discussions about it and about a gay character and looking over the cast at the time. George seemed to make sense. Alex was the macho guy, and it clearly was not McDreamy or Burke. We were like, “Well, it could be George.” We had no idea that T.R. was gay. So we talked about it, but I think we were just like, “Eh, if it works in a story [we’ll do it].” I think a pin was put in it. I think that was about as far as it got.




The daughter of Hollywood royalty Richard Burton was recruited to play the pivotal role of Meredith’s mom, Ellis, a world-famous surgeon whose brilliant career was cut short because of Alzheimer’s disease.





Kate Burton (Dr. Ellis Grey) I was forty-six years old and I was looking at television stuff to do. I got a call from my manager, who said, “There’s the part of the mother of the leading lady who’s a surgeon, but now she’s in a nursing home and has early-onset Alzheimer’s.” And I literally thought, Are you kidding me? Ellen [who was in her thirties at the time] was obviously too old to be my child.




Finding Burke and McDreamy took a bit more doing. Paul Adelstein was cast in the role of Dr. Preston Burke, but the actor had to drop out due to conflicts with shooting the movie Be Cool. (Adelstein would later rejoin the Shondaverse as Dr. Cooper Freedman, Oceanside Wellness’s pediatrician, in the Grey’s Anatomy spin-off Private Practice.)





Paul Adelstein Shonda is very strong at writing to the actors she has, so I think my Burke would have been a completely different animal.


Isaiah Washington (Dr. Preston Burke) I didn’t audition for Burke, I auditioned for McDreamy. I had a beard and Afro and was going for a Ben Carson character at the time. Shonda and I thought it was a great idea to represent a brain surgeon who looked like Dr. Ben Carson. That didn’t go that way. There’s a rumor out there or something that Ellen didn’t want me to be her love interest because she had a Black boyfriend. The context is that she’s not into white men. I guess she implied that her boyfriend may have had a problem with her doing love scenes with me, so she felt uncomfortable. I supported her with that.


Peter Horton The network wanted us to cast Rob Lowe as Derek Shepherd. He’s not exactly who we had in mind for McDreamy, but we met with Rob. He had a choice of either doing our show or Dr. Vegas for CBS. He chose Dr. Vegas. Then we were like, “What about Patrick Dempsey?” At that point, Patrick kind of already had his career and no one was really paying attention to him. The network initially was resistant to it, but we really felt right about it.


Tony Phelan Rob Lowe! That pilot could have gone in a very different direction.


Rob Lowe (Actor) My picker was awesome! The real, honest reason was [former CBS Corporation chairman] Les Moonves’s pitch to me. His personal pitch was amazing, and there was no pitch from ABC. ABC just never said anything. I just had a better meeting with CBS. The scripts were incomparable. The vibe around Dr. Vegas was great. The script for Grey’s Anatomy was great. I went with the vibe over the script. The rest, as they say, is McDreamy.


Patrick Dempsey (Dr. Derek Shepherd) I needed something that let me play a leading man with edge. People had such a strong idea of who I was, based on who I had played years ago. I was so over it.


Ellen Pompeo I definitely was involved in the process of hiring Patrick. Ultimately I don’t have a say; the network is going to do what they want to do. But they saw the chemistry between us. There were five or six guys in the final process, and I read with all five of them. And then I think they only brought three or four to the network. And then they watched the audition, and it was quite obvious right off the bat that Patrick and I had the best chemistry.


Patrick Dempsey With Ellen, there was the magic. I just played with her. We were just present to each other and listening to each other. It was always very magical, but very professional.


Shonda Rhimes We called him Dr. McScreamMeFuckMe during the pilot. [McDreamy was] the PG-rated version. It’s really amazing that this thing that we came up with while shooting the pilot, just because Patrick Dempsey is so adorable, stuck.




An additional four actors—Josh Bywater, Sean Palmer, Grinnell Morris, and Sendhil Ramamurthy—were cast as background interns who might have gone on to become characters in their own right. But they never made it past episode one. (Ramamurthy was later cast as geneticist Mohinder Suresh in the NBC sci-fi drama Heroes.) Two other bit players from the pilot, however, got to stay in Seattle for a long time.





Josh Bywater (Intern No. 1) That made me feel really good about myself, because I was not Intern Number Two or Intern Number Three. It was an under-five role, which is an actor who has under five lines. I said something about Izzie being a supermodel. I can vaguely recollect some notion of wondering if this might grow into something bigger. I don’t think at the time anybody knew really what was going to happen.


Sendhil Ramamurthy (Intern No. 2) I had gone in and read for T. R. Knight’s part. Shonda really liked what I was doing but said, physically, I just didn’t look like how the character should look. She was like, “We love you, would you do Intern Number Two in the pilot just like a consolation prize?” Five lines? I’ll take it. It was either my first or second job on U.S. prime-time TV since I left drama school.


Moe Irvin (Nurse Tyler) I remember seeing Gabrielle Union in the waiting room for my callback. I thought I did a good job. I didn’t hear anything for about three weeks. Then I got a call that said, “We’re casting you as Tyler.” Apparently there was kind of like a juggling thing between me and Steven Bailey. I’m thinking he was considered to play Tyler at one point, but they cast him as Joe and me as Tyler. I likened my role to a good meal that you’re preparing: you need a little bit of spice to kick it up. That’s what Tyler was. Tyler would come in, throw a jab here and there, spice things up a little bit, and then I was out. I wasn’t trying to come in and throw a bunch of crazy shit like, “Look at me.”


Steven W. Bailey (Joe the bartender) I actually auditioned for the role of the guy who died in the pilot. George promised he was going to be okay and then he died. I read for that and they offered it to me, but unfortunately I wasn’t able to do it because I had something that ended up not going over at Fox. A lot of people don’t realize this, but I actually played a different role for a few episodes in season one. I played an anesthesiologist, believe it or not, with a couple of little lines of, like, “Pressure is dropping,” or, “I’m pushing some kind of medication,” or whatever. I think they had plans to develop that character, and then somewhere along the line they decided he wasn’t a thing they wanted to do, and so they came up with this Joe guy instead.




Filming on the pilot began quietly at an abandoned veterans hospital in Northridge, California.





Peter Horton We needed a practical hospital that had the topography that could double for Seattle. Since I was from Seattle, I was being really picky. When we walked into the lobby of Northridge and looked out that huge lobby window, I could’ve sworn I was looking across Lake Washington to Bellevue! The fact that it’s a veterans hospital was an added bonus in that it was almost empty, sadly. Perfect to shoot in.


Stacy McKee There were a lot of empty buildings. Our writers’ offices were literally hospital rooms. The windows were nailed shut because, apparently, it had been a psych ward or something. We were pretty sure it was haunted and it was just kind of this bizarre, weird bubble that forced everyone to bond really quickly. Everything was right there, so it really added to the sense of camaraderie, not just with the cast but with the crew. It was pretty special.


Eric Buchman (Writer) ABC basically treated the show as if it were a low priority. They had two shows with lead characters named Dr. Shepherd. Lost also had a Dr. Shephard! At no point did anyone get the note saying, “Maybe you should consider a different name since you’ll both be on the network.” It seemed to me like no one cared.


Josh Bywater It was the first big set I’d ever been on. T.R. was great. We were shooting a scene in the cafeteria and he’s supposed to be eating because he’s nervous. He just kept eating. The more takes we did, he said, “I need a bucket. What am I doing to myself?” And I grew up watching Patrick Dempsey in Can’t Buy Me Love! He came in and said, “Hey, I’m Patrick.” I’m all, “I fucking know who you are.”


Stacy McKee Patrick walked in with a certain sense of knowledge, like he understood what was happening a little bit more than some of the people who hadn’t done a lot of projects prior. He was so gracious. I remember the first read-through. There was a catered lunch or something. I just remember sitting at a table with food and him walking around and shaking hands with most everyone who was in the room and introducing himself. It was really nice.


Patrick Dempsey I’ve been around long enough that my hopes weren’t up too high.


Moe Irvin I remember Jon Voight came on the set. He was godfather to Skyler Shaye, who was the first patient in the pilot. I remember going, “What the fuck, man? This shit is real. These people ain’t playing around.” I had done one other pilot, commercials, stuff like that. But not to this level.




Once Rhimes and Horton found their perfect hospital, special care was taken to make sure the doctors looked authentic but not too hot.





Mimi Melgaard (Costume Designer) At the very beginning, Shonda wanted the scrubs to look real, but real scrubs are totally ill fitting. They’re huge. We altered them all, but we wanted them to look real. We didn’t want to make them look like they zipped up the back, but we tried to make them as flattering as possible within the reality of the show. The thing that was really challenging as a costume designer for Grey’s is that everything had to be subdued. The story was first, and the clothes couldn’t distract from the story at all. If someone’s coming into the hospital, it’s emotional. I worked really hard to never have the clothes upstage anything. Even in surgery, you see the bottom of the scrub cap and their eyes. I didn’t want anything to distract from their eyes, even in those real tight close-ups. I wanted the character and the story to come out. I don’t want someone to go, like, “What coat is that?” Or, “Ooh, that’s a cool bag.” We never wanted that, so we kind of developed this Seattle look, which was a muted color palette. Also, when the show started, my intention was to have the clothes really subtle. I kept thinking that the show was going to go into syndication, so I wanted the clothes to look timeless.


Norman Leavitt (Makeup Director) Peter Horton wanted everybody to look, like, rough and ready, to try to keep them looking real. They’re medical people just taking care of stuff, without makeup. I don’t think Shonda or Betsy Beers particularly liked that. They were young, pretty people anyway, what are you going to do? My whole thing was to do no harm. As the episodes went along, I don’t know, the network, Shonda, Betsy, whoever else was in there, wanted a little more glamour. It’s a TV show.




With everything finally in place, filming began in 2004.





Peter Horton My original opening for the pilot was Ellen lying naked on the couch. The opening scene of the pilot was Derek and Meredith having just slept together in a one-night stand. We had a very tight lens that was out of focus, going over all the curves of her body. You didn’t even really know what it was as the credits were rolling. [Her body] would come into focus as her eyes opened. It was this beautiful description of Grey’s Anatomy. We just didn’t have time for it, plus Shonda had an instinct to start the show with more of a bang than the grace of that. I kind of regret it. We seriously could have kept it.


Former ABC Studios Executive There were big debates about the big reveal [of Meredith’s romp with Derek]. Most of the men wanted to take the scene out. You’re taking your heroine to a place where she’s too promiscuous!


Shonda Rhimes I got called into a room with a bunch of people who said, “You can’t put a woman on television who had sex with a guy the night before she started work.” Because they said no woman does that, and the kind of woman who does is really trashy. There were all these old men in the room, and I had no idea how to respond. The moment I knew that Betsy Beers and I were going to be friends for the rest of our lives, she opened her mouth and said, “I fucked a guy the night before my first day of work.” She told the raunchiest story, and none of the men could get away fast enough. And no one ever brought it up again.


Former ABC Studios Executive We did the right thing and listened to them.




That wasn’t the only disagreement over the pilot.





Harry Werksman At one point Steve McPherson hated the title Grey’s Anatomy. So for a week we were called Complications.


Eric Buchman That was a book out there called Complications: A Surgeon’s Notes on an Imperfect Science. So Shonda said, “Eric, you need to go read this whole book just to make sure that this writer can’t accuse us of basically stealing his book.” It was written by Atul Gawande. It was a good book, and there were similarities, because they’re both about what’s it like to be a young doctor working for a hospital for the first time. There were things that would overlap. I heard that ABC went and optioned the book just so they could officially use the title, but I do not know who made the call to go back to Grey’s Anatomy.


Kate Burton When my manager called me, he said, “They’re doing this show called Surgeons.” That was the working title.


Eric Buchman I also remember someone in the room pitching—and it might have been me, I hope it wasn’t me—somebody pitching the name Miss Diagnosis. I’m pretty sure it was a joke. Shonda just outright hated that.




And something—or someone—felt like it was missing from those intern gatherings in the lunchroom.





Former ABC Insider We had three really big pilots that year: Grey’s Anatomy, Lost, and Desperate Housewives. Grey’s Anatomy tested better than Lost or Desperate Housewives, but the concern was that Grey’s was very generic, very derivative. And the concern was, how do you make a medical drama break out? Steve McPherson also felt, looking at the research, that there was something missing in the characters. They needed to add another younger male character. He wasn’t going to schedule the show until he was happy with what the second episode looked like.


Tony Phelan We had shot the whole pilot without Justin Chambers. One of the notes after the pilot test was: “You need a bad boy. You need a male member of the intern class who’s not just an asshole, but male.”


Peter Horton So we shot his scenes with him later.


Tony Phelan If you go back and watch the pilot, you can see how they surgically put Justin in everywhere.


Justin Chambers (Dr. Alex Karev) There were definitely nerves. I was with all these other actors, I didn’t know anybody, hoping that the show would be a success. Thank God it worked out.




Still, the addition of a new series regular wasn’t enough. McPherson continued to have concerns, which did nothing for his reputation.





Stephen McPherson I remember one time, Gary David Goldberg said that the worst executive he had ever worked with was Stephen McPherson on Spin City. There’s just one small problem with that: I never worked on Spin City in any capacity, in any way, at any time. I wasn’t even at the network that it was on during its run! I also, to this day, have not ever met Gary David Goldberg.


Peter Horton ABC was very worried. We had this one time where they decided our show wasn’t colorful enough. I had a business affairs woman come up to me and say, “Do you think that poster is colorful enough?” I mean, it was really absurd. Steve McPherson was a very controlling executive, more so than any I’ve ever worked with. We had this locker room scene in the pilot where they’re all meeting. It was shot with a steady handheld camera. Steve called us up after he saw those dailies and said to Executive Producer Mark Gordon, “I can’t sell this show because you do those shots that aren’t steady.” I mean, it was like an overreaction to every little thing.


Stephen McPherson Being in the job I was in, you have to very quickly get used to constant pessimism about every single thing you do. But that’s the nature of the game.




So he shut down production after the producers turned in the first episode. His reaction was so unforgettable that twelve years later, executive producer/showrunner Krista Vernoff told The Hollywood Reporter: “He hated it. He said to [then ABC executive] Suzanne Patmore Gibbs at the time, ‘This show is going to be the chapter in my book titled “Why I Should Trust Myself or Why I Should Trust People I Hire.” ’ Because she forced that program on the air. And then it was a great big hit, and he got all the credit.”





James D. Parriott (Co-Showrunner) Steve was surrounded by women he trusted very much and in executive positions, and they told him it was wonderful and our test results were good. We tested four episodes that first season and they all tested very well. So we knew we had something.


Peter Horton ABC was convinced we’d blown it.


Former ABC Studios Executive The rough cut was terrible for the second episode. It wasn’t terrible in the sense that it wouldn’t work for TV, but it was shot very dark because they were going for a cynical look. You have to light dark-skinned individuals really well when you shoot sixteen millimeter, because otherwise you won’t see them. They didn’t shoot this particular scene very well, and you couldn’t see two of the people.


Harry Werksman Steve was unhappy with a particular scene that had already gone through the approval process. The scene was about one of the terrible jobs that interns are given: having to deliver bad news to patients. Alex and Cristina were given that bummer of an assignment, so they turned it into a contest of who could deliver the bad news the fastest. We made it funny, these two type-A personalities competing with one another.


James D. Parriott One of the stories that we told was about a woman who had been raped and was beaten almost beyond recognition. They find the head of the guy’s penis in her stomach. It was really dark but very Shonda-esque. It was a really brilliant episode. And then Karev and Cristina were tasked with giving bad news to people. It was very funny, but it was dark. Steve McPherson, it turns out, had just lost a close friend to cancer and was feeling very sensitive about it. Steve saw that and was outraged.


Harry Werksman Apparently Steve saw it, hated it, and said, “This is not the show. This is not what will go on ABC.” So he shut the show down.


James D. Parriott We changed it to where they’re running around telling good news and we changed the makeup on the battered woman to be a little less severe. That’s all that happened.


Peter Horton We had to have big meetings and I was like, “Okay, I’m going to get fired. Writers are going to get fired. They clearly see something totally different than what we see.” They had a big meeting, where all they basically said was, “You have to make sure the show is colorful, happy, uplifting, and positive.” And then they fired my director of photography. They blamed it on him, for no reason. Everyone else took a two-week break.


James D. Parriott It was a larger issue. It wasn’t just, “Oh, gee, that’s too dark, fire him.” We felt that he was dismissive and gruff and so that was all part of it, too. The way I’ve heard some executives present it is like they saved Grey’s and turned Grey’s around. We didn’t change any of the scripts that we shot before that episode.


Peter Horton Then we started up again and nothing really changed.


Stephen McPherson Shonda and I have joked since then. I guess I was a little foulmouthed while being straight with her about this amazing show. But we had some serious work to do. To her credit, she heard it and did the work, made the changes, and off it went. So to say the person who develops the show, picks up the show . . . it’s kind of an odd position to take that I hated the show.


Stacy McKee No one thought it was going to be a phenomenon at that point. We were all just doing our part to make this little thing we all believed in, to give it the best chance of moving forward. It was new to everybody, including Shonda. We all were just hoping and dreaming.




Grey’s Anatomy premiered in the 10:00 P.M. time slot on March 27, 2005, a Sunday night. The reviews were mixed, to say the least. Terry Kelleher of People wrote, “To be worthy of study, Grey’s Anatomy needs more of a brain.” The Hollywood Reporter’s Barry Garron asked, “Can this medical drama be saved? Not without radical surgery.” A second-year surgery student at Mount Sinai Hospital in New York City told EW’s Kristen Baldwin, “If I’m really going to respect this show, by the sixth episode I want to see bags under the eyes. I want to see yellow teeth from drinking too much soda on call. I want to see a unibrow on somebody. Still, I think it’s a great show.” The divergent commentary aside, the premiere episode earned an 11.1 rating among adults eighteen to forty-nine—the equivalent of fourteen million viewers. It was the most-watched midseason drama since the premiere of Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman twelve years prior.





Patrick Dempsey The pilot was great. And then just the discovery of what was happening . . . I couldn’t believe how it came together. And the bands that came on, and the emotional impact the music had on the show. Everybody had great moments. You realize how powerful an ensemble can be, and it was the collective that made it successful, not one individual.


Stephen McPherson Jeff Bader was head of scheduling during my entire tenure and he would call me in the mornings after premieres. I would wake up and work out, usually on a treadmill, and my wife would come in and go, “Jeff’s on the phone.” I remember when he called me. It was way beyond our hopes. I mean, it just exploded on the air. Truthfully, we didn’t have a lot of media money to spend on midseason shows. So, it was mostly on-air promotion. But that is the most effective way. Billboards are more for egos than for selling shows.


James D. Parriott Our pilot numbers came in the first night and they were good but not fantastic. We dropped from Desperate Housewives. But then we started hearing things after that first week. Somebody would come in and say, “Hey, I was just at the gas station and these two women, they were filling their car and they were talking about our show,” or, “I was in the supermarket and I heard people talking in line.”


Kate Burton It had shown on Sunday night for the first time after Desperate Housewives. That Monday, I was sitting on the subway in New York doing the crossword puzzle, and this woman standing next to me said, “So are you doing the crossword puzzle to keep the Alzheimer’s away, Dr. Grey?” I had only been in one scene! But that scene became one of the indelible scenes in television. I’ve been to a few Alzheimer’s benefits. They often show that scene because it was the first time that a character with Alzheimer’s was portrayed on network television.


Tom Burman (Special Effects Makeup) Here’s what I told [then producer] Rob Corn after we did the pilot. He said, “What do you think?” And I said, “Well, I don’t know who’s gonna watch this. It’s doctors with teenage dialogue. It’s really a soap.” I said, “I can’t imagine anybody wanting to watch this. I think it’s so stupid.” He said, “Well, we’ll see what happens.” So how wrong was I?


Isaiah Washington I think America was ready for diversity, all kinds of ethnicities, because of Survivor. People were used to rooting for regular-looking people. That’s what I really enjoyed about our cast. Everyone could pick someone, an Asian, a blonde, an African American.


Sarah Utterback (Nurse Olivia Harper) I began shooting the day after the pilot aired. Those huge numbers came in and the excitement on the set was just magnificent. It was like everyone was relieved and excited. Some actors had done three or four or ten pilots that hadn’t gotten picked up. This was a hit immediately. I think it really filled everyone up with a lot of confidence and excitement. I’m really grateful I was there to witness that, because it influenced me and revealed what is necessary to make a show work. You have to have that cohesion and common goal among everyone to make the best show possible.


Josh Bywater Ever since then, and I can’t believe I’m saying this, I’ve wondered if I would’ve been able to make Intern Number One into a bigger part. I like to fancy the idea that I could have been an Alex Karev. We will never know now!


Sendhil Ramamurthy No one has ever walked up to me on the street and said, “I loved you as Intern Number Two from Grey’s Anatomy.” It’s always about Heroes. But I still get those residual checks for that one little thing in the pilot. Honest to God, I probably made more than ten times in residuals over what my one-day fee was for appearing in the pilot. [His scene often pops up in clip packages whenever a TV program looks back on the Grey’s pilot.] I met up with the cast at the 2007 Golden Globes. By that time I was on Heroes. We had been nominated and Grey’s had been nominated for Outstanding Drama. I walked by their table kind of sheepishly, because who the hell is going to remember Intern Number Two? They all stopped me to say how happy they were for me. Shonda told me, “Well done.” For someone who had like four lines in the pilot and then they hadn’t seen me in three years, it was a very cool thing.


Ellen Pompeo The show is not really about me, it’s about all of us. Even though my name is in the title, it’s not a typical show that way. The show is just as much about everyone else. I think we’re all equal. This show works because of everything that comes together. That’s what the magic is. It’s not any of us by ourselves.


Patrick Dempsey The first episodes were done in a bubble, so we had no idea what we were doing or how it was going to come out. We weren’t sure we were going to get picked up, and everybody was freaking out about missing pilot season. “What if we don’t get another gig? How are we going to pay the rent?” We wrapped those episodes and it premiered, and literally overnight everything changed. After fifteen years in the business, I had overnight success.
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