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            Introduction

            The House of Brady

         

         When Vince Gilligan decided to set the penultimate episode of The X-Files inside the Brady Bunch house, his show’s cast, crew, writers, and producers were excited. Given the storyteller’s attention to detail, his cohorts knew the setting needed to look exactly like the real thing. When the real thing wasn’t available—the owner of the Los Angeles split-level that was used for the exterior of the Brady home in the 1969–74 ABC comedy didn’t want the hassle of accommodating the production—Gilligan did the next-best thing. The future Emmy-winning creator of New Golden Age of Television classics Breaking Bad and Better Call Saul reworked the episode, titled “Sunshine Days,” to focus on the equally iconic interior of the Brady family homestead, and tasked the X-Files production team with re-creating it meticulously.

         That weird horse statue that sat on a credenza near the living room staircase? Check. The vase Peter broke when he ignored Carol Brady’s rule to not play ball in the house? Check, even though the props department had to grab some clay and fashion a knockoff guided by photo stills they captured while watching videotapes of the episode when an exact replica could not be found. The staircase itself, the living room doorway that led into Mike Brady’s home office, the attic bedroom where Greg hung his groovy beaded curtain after sister Marcia magnanimously let him claim the space and be the only Brady kid to enjoy the privacy of a solo bedroom? Check, check, and check. Gilligan and company had pulled off this spectacular rebuild of the TV home, and they’d done it with an assist directly from the Brady universe.

         “Sunshine Days” wouldn’t have been possible without getting the permission of Brady Bunch creator and copyright owner Sherwood Schwartz, who also created Gilligan’s Island. The coincidence of a man named Gilligan now readying to pay homage to his other classic sitcom both surprised and tickled Schwartz.

         “I think Sherwood wanted to get on the phone with me and see if I sounded like a complete yahoo or if I sounded like I was going to be making fun of his show,” Gilligan remembered. “I got on the phone with him, and I told him how much I enjoyed [The Brady Bunch] growing up.

         “The really interesting thing about the conversation was the minute I got on the phone with him, his first words to me were, ‘Is that seriously your last name?’ I said to him, ‘Mr. Schwartz…actually, yes, my real name is Gilligan, and I think you owe me some residual money for using my family’s name.’ He said, ‘Haha, no, I don’t think so.’ We had a very nice conversation. He had a good sense of humor, and it was really cool that I got to talk to him. I wish I had met him in person.”

         Schwartz not only gave his thumbs-up to the Brady-themed story, but he lent the X-Files team the blueprints his production had used to create the original interior set for the Brady home. He, his son (and Brady producer) Lloyd, and his daughter (and Brady guest star) Hope also visited the X-Files set and posed for photos on Brady living room staircase 2.0.

         Gilligan soon found out the Schwartzes were not the only ones excited about the retro TV home’s reconstruction. News of the new set had traveled throughout Los Angeles’s television community, and Gilligan and series star Gillian Anderson were among the X-Files staff who received calls from executives at Warner Bros., Fox, and Sony, as well as friends and family, all calling in favors to wrangle invitations to visit the set.

         “They showed up from all over town. They came out of the woodwork, because they wanted the photo,” Gilligan said. “It’s not that they were big X-Files fans…they wanted their photo taken on the staircase of the Brady Bunch set, and this was, of course, before smartphones with cameras built in. People were showing up with their film cameras and snapping pictures of their loved ones on the Brady Bunch staircase, and that was, for a couple of weeks there, a really big deal. That was a hot ticket in Los Angeles.”

         What was it about getting the chance to see that living room, that weird horse statue, that bright orange kitchen, live and in person, that had everyone from actors and camera operators to executives who make daily multimillion-dollar decisions about their own TV shows—and even the Brady Bunch creator himself—giddy about a series that was, at that point, more than thirty years old?

         Why, now fifty years later, do thousands of Brady devotees still travel to 11222 Dilling Street in Los Angeles each year just to get a look at that Studio City split-level, which, because it provided the exterior shots for the Brady hacienda for all five seasons of the show, is now the second most-photographed house in America (after the White House)?

         To deconstruct the appeal of the Brady Bunch home, and every other iconic symbol of Sherwood Schwartz’s seminal family comedy, is to deconstruct the enduring status of The Brady Bunch as a cultural touchstone.

         In July 2018, newspapers and websites around the world rushed to report a big event in Bradyworld. If you happened to have a spare $1.9 million lying around and wanted to own the house on Dilling Street, you might be in luck. Boy band alum Lance Bass from 'N Sync, Disney star turned pop diva Miley Cyrus, and Property Brothers star Jonathan Scott were among the most famous names bidding for the privilege of owning the two-bedroom, three-bathroom, shag-carpeted domicile. “I’m obviously obsessed with The Brady Bunch. I mean, I grew up watching that show. Reruns!” Bass said. “I want to buy this house.”

         In August 2018, a surprise bidder emerged as the new owner of the Brady home: HGTV. The cable network paid more than $3 million for the property, and immediately began construction to expand the house, revamp the interior to match the look of the television-show interior set, and document the whole process for a TV series.

         What happened inside the house of Brady happened elsewhere—on Paramount Studios Stage 5, eight miles away—but those Dilling digs remain the real-estate representation of TV’s all-time happiest blended brood, which itself is the familial representation of the exact kind of childhood many TV watchers wished—still wish—they’d had.

         
            *  *  *

         

         To The Brady Bunch uninitiated, all this fuss about a house, both the real thing and the soundstage creation (and the Vince Gilligan–ordered re-creation), might sound like just more clickbait headlines for fans of a TV series that’s long past its glory days. But, as even some Brady fans will be surprised to learn, the family comedy’s best years all came after ABC canceled it in 1974.

         The Brady Bunch has been spun off as a Saturday morning cartoon, a variety show, and an earnest dramedy called The Bradys.

         It’s been developed as a stage musical, two big-screen movies, and a 1990s theatrical production in which episodes of the original series were reenacted verbatim by future stars like Jane Lynch and Andy Richter.

         It has been reverently spoofed by The Simpsons, Family Guy, and Sesame Street. Its iconic theme song and tic-tac-toe-board opening sequence have been copied by Game of Thrones and The Avengers. “Weird Al” Yankovic has sung about it. A casino company adapted it as a themed slot machine, complete with video clips and theme song. The porn industry has turned it into a XXX adult film (with four sequels).

         Brady parents Carol (Florence Henderson) and Mike (Robert Reed) top lists of TV’s all-time greatest moms and dads every year. The Brady Bunch was named the all-time favorite television series of Generation X, according to an MTV survey. Since the show launched in syndication in 1975, it has aired somewhere in the world every year.

         For decades after its premiere—five decades, in fact, as The Brady Bunch marked its fiftieth anniversary on September 26, 2019—the show has only grown in popularity and in influence on popular culture. But its beginnings, and its entire original run on ABC, were modest. Critics ignored (in the best cases) and disparaged (in the worst cases) the series, dismissing it as nothing but a fluffy, unrealistic portrayal of blended-family life. Only kids were watching the Bradys, critics said, and they deserved better. The Brady Bunch’s Friday night ratings seemed to support those theories. In five seasons, The Brady Bunch was never a top 10 hit. Nor a top 20 hit. Nor did it ever crack the top 30. The best the Bradys could manage was in season three, when it finished as the 31st most-watched show on TV.

         Which raises the questions: How did the Bradys become more popular than ever after being canceled? Why have fans demanded their return again and again, on TV, at the movies, in books, on stage, at casinos…in whatever venue viewers of those XXX films are getting their naughty Brady on? What about this show and its simple premise—a premise so simple that it’s been the subject of derision almost as often as it’s been the subject of fan love—has sparked tributes on today’s most popular TV programs and influenced works by today’s most respected TV auteurs? Why do we still love The Brady Bunch so much?

         As a journalist covering television and pop culture for more than twenty-five years, I view The Brady Bunch now with a fresh perspective. Even with the hundreds of current TV series available to watch—so many that new, fantastic shows often get lost in the shuffle—The Brady Bunch is a classic I come back to again and again.

         Any show that can not only stake out a place in TV history, but maintain and expand it into a permanent presence as a pop culture icon, is worthy of respect. And it’s worthy of examination, of a chronicle on how and why it endures, of answers to that question: Why do we still love The Brady Bunch so much?

         The answers, as we’ll explore in the pages ahead, are legion, but they all tie back to one fact: Simplicity can be powerful. If you didn’t have a family like the Bradys, you wanted one. If you did have a family like the Bradys, you identified with the show. If you were a big brother, the forgotten youngest one, a middle child who always felt the need to do something outlandish to draw more attention, a little sister who loved to tattle on her siblings, or the older sister who seemed impossibly perfect to her junior brethren, there was a Brady kid and dozens of their comedies and dramas with which to relate.

         Not to mention a mom and dad (and don’t forget Alice!) whose every waking moment was devoted to nothing so much as the happiness of all six children.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            A Hunch About The Bunch

         

         As he perused the Los Angeles Times during a routine weekday breakfast in 1966, a surprising statistic caught Sherwood Schwartz’s eye: More than 29 percent of all marriages now included at least one child from a previous marriage.

         Schwartz was in the middle of producing the third season of his high-concept CBS sitcom Gilligan’s Island, but his next big series seemed to be leaping off the newspaper page at him. If this was suddenly such a prevalent family configuration, wouldn’t TV viewers be drawn to a weekly depiction of one of these new, modern families?

         He felt so confident in the concept and all the new storyline possibilities it opened up that he left his eggs and coffee behind and immediately started to draft a general outline of the show, along with a handful of episode ideas. Time was of the utmost essence, he felt. He needed to put down his marker on the idea before any of his fellow TV scribes got there first. So with just those few pages in his hands, Schwartz set off to the Writers Guild of America West offices on Sunset Boulevard, where his plan for a series about a blended family, titled Yours and Mine, was officially registered as a Sherwood Schwartz joint.

         Now he was free to develop this new family comedy further. And then he was free to wait…and wait, and wait some more, through three years, with interest from all three major broadcast networks, for his future classic to finally make its small-screen debut.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sherwood Charles Schwartz had stumbled into the television-making business by way of medical school. Born in Passaic, New Jersey, in 1916 and raised in Brooklyn, the middle son of Herman and Rose Schwartz graduated from the famous DeWitt Clinton High School in the Bronx (where his fellow alumni included Neil Simon, Paddy Chayefsky, James Baldwin, Stan Lee, and Garry Marshall) before entering New York University as a premed student. “I grew up loving a book called Microbe Hunters,” Schwartz said. “That’s really what influenced my life. It was about the great humanitarian doctors who were guys like Dr. [Frederick] Banting, who discovered [insulin]. He was the one who discovered [its] relationship to diabetes and the effect it has on your body. I wanted to become an endocrinologist.”

         But despite top grades at NYU, Schwartz was told he’d never get into a med school program because of an unofficial medical school quota system meant to limit how many Jewish students would be admitted. His NYU counselors even advised him to change his last name to “Black” and lie about his religion on his application. He refused to do either.

         Schwartz had also been advised that additional credentials, like a graduate degree, might help him break past the anti-Semitic barrier of the quota and into med school. So he followed his older brother Al, a comedy writer for Bob Hope’s radio show, to Los Angeles, and in 1938 earned a master’s in biological sciences from the University of Southern California. While living with Al and waiting for news about his med school application, Sherwood asked his sibling if he might make a few bucks writing some jokes for Hope. “It never seemed that difficult to me to write jokes,” he said. So he typed up four pages of monologue bits for the comedian and submitted them.

         Sherwood’s jokes landed, earning big laughs for Hope. And the comedian offered him a surprise in return: Instead of throwing some cash his way for the material Sherwood had already written, Hope had his agent, Jimmy Saphier, propose that the younger Schwartz sign a seven-year contract to become a writer for The Pepsodent Show, Hope’s radio classic.

         Sherwood was flattered. He hadn’t considered a career as a writer. That was Al’s thing. Al had completed a law degree and passed the bar exam solely because their parents had insisted. He then gifted his diploma to his mother and told her, “Here, now I can write.”

         Not that Sherwood’s writing talents hadn’t earned him praise before.

         One of his NYU professors had returned a test essay to him with the message, “Get out of premed and become a writer” scrawled at the top in red…but what about medical school? He’d moved across the country and put forth the effort to earn a second degree, on just the chance that he’d get a shot at his dream of becoming a doctor.

         So while he appreciated Hope’s generous offer, he told Saphier, and certainly didn’t want to offend him by turning down the job, he had to see this med school journey through.

         When Saphier relayed the news to Hope, he countered. Schwartz would find out shortly whether or not he had landed a spot in a medical school program, right? Hope was about to leave Hollywood to spend his show’s summer hiatus in England. Before he went, Hope signed that seven-year contract. If Sherwood was admitted to medical school, Hope would wish the future Dr. Schwartz good luck. But if he wasn’t, all he had to do was countersign, and he would have a job as the newest writer for The Pepsodent Show.

         With the contract in his pocket, Sherwood returned to New York City, where he’d scheduled a meeting with an assistant dean at the medical school of Flower Hospital. Knowing what a long shot his admittance was, the future legend of TV comedy had a dramatic gesture planned for the interview. He knew the dean would ask how badly he wanted to be a doctor. And when the question came, Sherwood pulled out his seven-year contract, signed by Hope, and explained what it was. The dean was impressed. Sherwood explained he was so committed to a career in medicine that he’d be willing to rip up that contract then and there.

         The dean, impressed even further, decided he had to be honest with Schwartz. He confirmed what Sherwood had already been told about the quota for Jewish doctors, a quota the AMA would never acknowledge, Schwartz later said, and one that would no longer be enforced after World War II. But in 1938, the quota would work against him, he was told.

         The Flower Hospital dean offered to allow the very academically qualified Schwartz to fill out his own evaluation form—which the dean would then sign—assuring him the quota would prevent him from getting into the med school no matter what he wrote. Sherwood refused. The dean wrote a glowing recommendation himself, which he showed to Schwartz. Upon Sherwood’s return to Los Angeles, he received a telegram.

         He didn’t get into the Flower Hospital program. He was the number one alternate, and the telegram advised him to stand by for a second telegram, should anyone drop out.

         
            *  *  *

         

         That second telegram never arrived. It was a good thing the dean hadn’t insisted Schwartz follow through with tearing Bob Hope’s contract to shreds.

         It broke his heart to leave his plans to be a doctor behind, and for the rest of his life he would think about the good works he might have done, the patients he could have helped, the diseases he might have cured. Brady Bunch star Ann B. Davis said she was once brought to tears by Schwartz’s wistful tale about how much he had wanted to be a doctor. His daughter, Hope Juber, said he kept a black medical bag beside his desk throughout his life. He even made one of his most-loved TV characters, eldest Brady Bunch son Greg, a physician.

         He saved a copy of the wait-and-see telegram for decades, Juber said, and finally demanded a decision as only a comedy writer would. “When Dad was in his late eighties, he sent a letter to that particular medical school [now renamed New York Medical College], saying, ‘I’m a patient man, but I have to get on with my life.’”

         Sherwood signed his name on Hope’s contract and officially joined brother Al in what would become the Schwartz brothers’ family business (youngest brother Elroy would soon follow his siblings to Los Angeles and work as a Hollywood writer).

         Sherwood spent more than four years penning jokes for Hope on The Pepsodent Show, then was assigned to write for the Armed Forces Radio Service (serving his time at an Army desk in Hollywood) when he was drafted during World War II. He jumped right back into the comedy world after the war, declining the chance to return to his job at The Pepsodent Show so he could try his hand at situation comedy.

         A stint as a writer for The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, the radio version of the future TV show, led Schwartz to a writing gig on I Married Joan. The 1952–55 I Love Lucy-ish NBC comedy starred Joan Davis as Joan Stevens, a Lucy Ricardo–like character with similar gifts for physical comedy and turning misunderstandings into screwball gems. The series was not only Schwartz’s first foray into TV, but Joan’s husband, Judge Bradley Stevens, was played by Jim Backus, an actor who would later play a key role in Sherwood creating his own series for the first time.

         But before that, he shared an Emmy with his brother Al and two other writers in 1961 for their work on The Red Skelton Show. The volatile Skelton had been unhappy with the output of a previous head writer, Schwartz’s former I Married Joan colleague Artie Stander, so he shot a loaded gun at the man’s feet to encourage him to turn out more creative scripts. Sherwood had helped steer the program out of the bottom of the ratings heap to success as the series’ head writer, a job he took only after CBS guaranteed he wouldn’t lose any appendages.

         “I have ten toes, and I want to keep them all,” Sherwood told CBS executives, who desired Schwartz’s services so badly that they promised he’d never have to meet with the star of the show. He would write the scripts, and they’d be delivered to Skelton. For seven years, star and head writer never had an in-person meeting.

         Schwartz also spent a year as the script supervisor for My Favorite Martian, one of the many ’60s series—like Screen Gems’ I Dream of Jeannie, Bewitched, and The Flying Nun—that tried to freshen up the stagnating situation comedy with fantastical elements.

         By this point, though, he’d had enough of writing other people’s stories. He had important ideas he wanted to tackle, points he wanted to make with his writing. And, as he was about to illustrate, he certainly wasn’t above using a grand, outside-the-box concept himself to share his philosophies with sitcom viewers. Like stranding seven people on a deserted island, as a social microcosm showing what can result when disparate people are forced to live together and find a way to coexist peacefully, and maybe even happily.

         That was the lofty premise of Schwartz’s pitch for Gilligan’s Island, in which SS Minnow charter-boat captain Jonas “The Skipper” Grumby, his first mate Gilligan, wealthy marrieds Thurston and Lovey Howell, movie star Ginger Grant, Roy “Professor” Hinkley, and farm girl Mary Ann Summers are shipwrecked on a deserted island in the Pacific Ocean after their three-hour tour meets a tropical storm head-on.

         But before he could get the idea in front of TV executives, he first had to convince his longtime agent, George Rosenberg, that this Robinsonade vehicle wouldn’t get him laughed out of the pitch meeting.

         “Are you outta your fuckin’ mind?” Rosenberg asked Schwartz. “Who the hell is gonna tune in week after week to watch those same goddamn people on that same goddamn island?”

         Sherwood was undeterred. When “Rosey,” who was not only his agent but also a personal friend and godfather to Sherwood’s son Ross, couldn’t be sold on the pitch, Schwartz, with his friend’s blessing, took the idea to another agent, Perry Leff. Leff, too, thought the series was pretty out there, but agreed to make a call. CBS, Schwartz’s network employer for The Red Skelton Show and My Favorite Martian, was interested.

         Knowing the skepticism he would face about how he could turn this idea into a new episode week in and week out, Sherwood started jotting down episode ideas. He took a long sheet of white butcher paper and tacked it to the walls of his office, wrapping it all the way around the room. In just a week, he’d filled the paper with dozens of plots, and he removed the sheet—all thirty-one feet of paper—rolled it up, and secured it with a rubber band. He was ready to hand it over to anyone who questioned if he could sustain this “social microcosm” for thirty-some episodes a year.

         None of the CBS executives ever unspooled that tube of paper. CBS programming president Jim Aubrey had only one major concern about the Gilligan premise: Valuable time would have to be spent at the beginning of every episode to explain how the Skipper, Gilligan, Mr. and Mrs. Howell, the Professor, Ginger, and Mary Ann ended up marooned on the island. It would grow tiresome, Aubrey insisted, and viewers wouldn’t tune in. He was so insistent this was a hurdle that couldn’t be overcome that he spent one entire meeting between Schwartz and CBS honchos showing his obvious lack of confidence in the series by fashioning memo sheets into paper airplanes and launching them around the room while Schwartz pitched.

         Schwartz remained resolute: Gilligan’s Island was a solid idea, and he knew a snappy opening theme song could double as weekly exposition. The night before a pivotal meeting with the network, he spent a few hours hastily writing a tune about “the tale of a fateful trip”…a three-hour tour (a three-hour tour!) “aboard this tiny ship” that ended with a crash landing on an “uncharted desert isle” after some rough weather. Schwartz went to the next morning’s meeting with lyric sheets he passed around the room. Aubrey didn’t want to read the theme song, though; he wanted to hear it.

         Sherwood obliged. Aubrey’s only response was to suggest the middle part of the song needed a little work, which served as his confirmation that Schwartz had ensured Gilligan’s Island’s place in the network’s lineup, and eventually, in TV history.

         Schwartz was just relieved Aubrey hadn’t turned the theme song lyric sheets into paper airplanes.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Gilligan’s Island was a ratings winner for CBS and Schwartz, finishing its first season as a top 20 hit. Season three, however, would end with a surprise cancellation, not because of poor ratings but as collateral damage from CBS president William Paley’s insistence that Gunsmoke retain a spot on the network’s schedule. To keep the long-running Western in play, Gilligan and the rest of the marooned travelers of the SS Minnow were tossed overboard from their primetime spot.

         That left Schwartz free to focus on his idea for a new sitcom that would, just like Gilligan’s Island, allow him to prove his theory that broad, sometimes silly comedy was the most palatable way to share bigger, more substantial ideas with viewers.

         “I was unsatisfied until I developed my own shows and I created Gilligan’s Island,” Schwartz told L. Wayne Hicks at TVparty.com. “That was what I wanted to do. I wanted to say something important, but in very comic terms. And I think that show did it.”

         The Brady Bunch—a series he was, at the time, calling Yours and Mine—would say important things, too. But because he knew he would be judged by the last thing he did (the critically drubbed Gilligan’s Island), Schwartz felt he needed to try a new approach to pitching Yours and Mine.

         As with Gilligan’s Island, the family-focused Yours and Mine would be a parable about the ways any group of people can learn to live well together, a personal philosophy of Schwartz’s that he saw as key to a more peaceful world. But this time the group didn’t have to cooperate to survive together on an uncharted island. In this case, the biologically unrelated group must somehow form a family.

         To make certain network executives would understand that slapstick comedy would give way to more heartfelt moments on the new series (lest they assume, as star Robert Reed would later on, that Brady would be “Gilligan’s Island with kids”), Schwartz decided to write an entire pilot script. It would set up the series premise—that a widow with three kids would marry a widower with three kids, and they’d merge their families together for better and (sometimes, to comic effect) for worse—introduce all the characters, and provide an important taste of the plots, pacing, and tone he was proposing.

         The script immediately resonated with executives from all three TV networks. They understood Schwartz’s vision that this scenario provided inherent but fresh ideas for telling family stories. “Everybody can relate to a family trying to get along, because they have to,” he said, and he used examples from his own children’s lives to convince network executives how fertile a storytelling patch the blended Yours and Mine family would be.

         Schwartz’s young daughter, Hope, had recently come home from school upset about a classmate’s dilemma. A school pageant was being performed in a small space, which meant students were limited to just one ticket each. Hope’s friend was torn: Should he invite his mother to the show? If he did, his new stepfather might feel left out. But if he invited his new family member in an effort to help bond the new household, he might hurt his mom’s feelings.

         It might seem like an incredibly insignificant worry to adults, but Schwartz knew his daughter’s schoolmate’s problem loomed large for the boy, and for his daughter, who felt bad for her friend. This was the kind of issue Yours and Mine would tackle (and The Brady Bunch did, in season one’s “Eenie, Meenie, Mommy, Daddy”). The show would reverently present the concerns of the Yours and Mine children, no matter how small they might seem in the larger scheme of things. And not just because that is what children really experienced in their lives, but also because, Schwartz felt, it was these little things that build the connections and forge the emotional bonds that create the fabric of a family.

         But while CBS, NBC, and ABC executives loved Sherwood’s script, they all wanted tweaks.

         CBS, the first place Schwartz pitched the idea, didn’t want to do a “pilot pilot” episode. The Yours and Mine script told the story of how the couple with the individual families got married and moved into their new home as a new combined crew. CBS wanted Schwartz to instead save that story for the seventh or eighth episode of the first season. Paul King, the head of CBS’s comedy development, wanted to jump right into the action with the new family already in progress, reasoning that viewers would happily figure out the backstory.

         “I said, ‘Why do you have to figure out what happens?’” Schwartz recalled. “‘I think it’s pretty good the way it is. We show them what happened.’”

         CBS stuck to its no “pilot pilot” rule, however, and Schwartz stuck to his pilot pilot script. Yours and Mine would not make its debut on the same network that hosted its Schwartz sitcom sibling, Gilligan’s Island.

         Next up, NBC’s comedy development executive, Peter Robinson. He also loved the script and had just one request for a change that would affect only the last few pages. Those pages were the final scenes of the pilot, though. Robinson was asking for an entirely new ending. In Schwartz’s script, the newlyweds left their newly blended brood behind to go off on their honeymoon. But when attempts to enjoy themselves left them miserable, they realized why: They missed their children. So, still in their bathrobes, they drove home, packed up the kids (and housekeeper Alice), and returned with the whole family—Fluffy the cat and Tiger the dog also included—to enjoy their lodge vacation.

         “Viewers will never buy it,” Robinson said. No one would ever believe that newlyweds would take children on a honeymoon…especially not six children. And a housekeeper!

         “I think people will love people who love their children that much,” Sherwood responded. But he’d reached another impasse. Neither side would budge on the ending, so it was time to go to ABC.

         Finally, in his Goldilocks-like quest for just the right network home for Yours and Mine, Schwartz met with development honchos at Paramount Television, which produced series for ABC. Happily, those executives—future Hollywood moguls Barry Diller and Michael Eisner—liked Schwartz’s pilot script the way it was. They liked how it would introduce the series to viewers. They liked the ending. They liked the entire script so much, in fact, that their only demand was that Sherwood make it longer.

         Diller had recently developed the two-hour, original-TV movie concept for ABC, and would go on to score major successes with Duel, the November 1971 thriller that was Steven Spielberg’s first feature-length film, and, later that same month, Brian’s Song, the Emmy and Peabody Award–winning sports classic about the friendship between Chicago Bears legend Gale Sayers and his cancer-stricken teammate, Brian Piccolo. Diller and Eisner thought the half-hour Yours and Mine script would be a fantastic fit with the new format. But they needed the script to be three times as long (leaving room for commercials, of course). If Sherwood would agree to it, he had a deal, and a Yours and Mine TV movie would launch a Yours and Mine TV sitcom on ABC.

         No problem, Sherwood said. He would add a half hour to the front of the script, telling the story of how the couple met. For the second half hour of the movie, he’d explore the issues the couple face with getting their children on board with their relationship. Then the original script, featuring the wedding and honeymoon, would end the movie.

         But Eisner and Diller didn’t want him to add anything to the script. They wanted him to stretch the half-hour tale he’d written into a ninety-minute story.

         “Stretching it into ninety minutes with no additional story will make it dull,” Schwartz argued. “If it’s dull, no one will watch. If no one watches, you won’t get ratings. And if you don’t get ratings, you’re not going to want this show on your network.”

         Schwartz was hoping for a guaranteed home for his new show. But he’d been in the television business a long time, certainly long enough to understand there were ways around guarantees if a project landed with a thud. As far back as that signed contract from Bob Hope he carried with him to the meeting with the Flower Hospital dean…The dean was impressed Schwartz had been offered a seven-year commitment from the superstar comedian, but what he didn’t know was that the contract also came with the option for Hope to pick up the contract for thirteen-week periods or cancel it altogether at the end of each thirteen-week run.

         Eisner and Diller would simply exercise similar exit options if Yours and Mine flopped, as Schwartz was certain it would under the format and parameters they were suggesting. Again, the network loved his series idea. Eisner and Diller loved his script. And again, Sherwood was being asked to make a compromise that he felt would ruin the very thing he was trying to create.

         So, with the “fuck-you money” of Gilligan’s Island in his bank account, he said no to ABC’s movie/series offer, and put Yours and Mine on hold.

         Until April 1968. On April 24, United Artists released a family comedy movie called Yours, Mine and Ours. Based loosely on the real-life story of Frank and Helen Beardsley, the movie unfolds the marriage of naval officer and widower Frank (Henry Fonda) and nurse/widow Helen (Lucille Ball), who fall in love, marry, and merge their children—all eighteen of them!—into one chaotic household.

         The movie was the eleventh top box-office earner of the year, and ABC, remembering Schwartz’s similar series pitch—with a similar title—from a couple of years earlier, came calling. Network execs have always loved nothing as much as the idea of a “new” project based on already proven material.

         It didn’t escape Schwartz’s appreciation for the often-ridiculous vagaries of his profession that ABC was now approaching him to do the exact series he had wanted to do two years earlier, the exact way he had wanted to do it. And the network’s catalyst for reconsidering the project: the big-screen movie that had been successful in telling the story Schwartz had proposed—to follow a couple from a meet-cute to their complicated courtship and through to their wedding and household merger—the exact way he had proposed it be told when ABC asked him to lengthen his original pilot script.

         The important thing was that he’d stood his ground in the face of interest and attempts to meddle with his vision from all three networks. Now The Brady Bunch (known under the working title The Bradley Brood at this point) had received a thirteen-episode order to premiere on ABC.

         The comedy series had been renamed to avoid confusion with the Yours, Mine and Ours movie, but the original title, and Sherwood’s wise instinct back in 1966 to register his idea with the Writers Guild, turned out to be serendipitous when rumblings of a lawsuit threatened to dampen the show’s September 1969 debut.

         Yours, Mine and Ours producer Robert Blumofe contacted Paramount Television, noting there were a lot of similarities between the plot of his movie and the just-debuted show now known as The Brady Bunch. When Schwartz heard about the lawsuit Blumofe was hinting at, he assured Paramount’s legal department they shouldn’t be worried. He’d registered his idea for the series long before Blumofe’s movie was released. In fact, he’d registered his show under the title Yours and Mine…maybe he should be suing Blumofe! The movie producer may not have found Schwartz’s irreverence to be so funny, but it did put an end to any further discussion of a lawsuit.

         So Schwartz would continue to tell stories in the comedy genre, but these would be tales of a happy, affectionate family. He had experienced a very happy childhood, with a father who loved him and respected his intellect, and a mother who had suffered two miscarriages before his birth; he theorized that the relief of his healthy arrival was why she didn’t hide the fact that he was her favorite child.

         Sherwood and wife Mildred created their own happy family, with four children and a marriage that would last for seventy years before his death in 2011.

         Happy families were what Sherwood Schwartz knew, and that’s what he insisted The Brady Bunch would be about. Critics would go on to have a field day mocking the show’s simple humor and emotional tugs at the heartstrings as mawkish manipulations. Even Brady Bunch star Robert Reed would engage in a series-long war against Schwartz’s scripts. But Sherwood Schwartz was in the happy-family business, and The Brady Bunch was going to be another example of what he believed was one of the most important ideas in life: that any group of people, no matter how different, no matter how little they might seem to have in common, could learn to live together.

         He wanted the show to be groundbreaking and modern, to reflect this new and significant sociological change with the prevalence of blended families, and it did. He couldn’t have planned for the decades-long impact his slice of Americana would have on television and every other avenue of pop culture, but it did indeed achieve that, too.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            The Way They Became
The Brady Bunch

         

         The Brady family began to take shape during the summer of 1968 after Sherwood Schwartz saw a girl about a horth. That’s not a typo.

         Seven-year-old Susan Olsen was among the hundreds of children—454, to be exact—Schwartz personally interviewed to cast the younger members of his new blended-family comedy. Olsen didn’t need to dazzle him with a reading or a test screening. Instead, she became Cindy, the first official Brady and the only Brady kid who was hired after just one meeting with the series creator, after she told him about the guest role she’d recently filmed for Gunsmoke. Or “Gunthmoke,” as Olsen pronounced it (for fans who still wonder, the lisp was real, not a creation for the series). Schwartz recalled in his memoir Brady, Brady, Brady that Olsen “told me about how she got to ride a ‘horth,’ and that there was a ‘thnake.’ She was adorable, and she got to be ‘Thindy’ based on that brief meeting.”

         Though selecting Olsen’s on-screen siblings would occupy the rest of his summer, with many more interviews, readings, and test screenings (1,200 kids made up the initial pool of Brady candidates), Schwartz’s vision for the series made his casting mission clear. Like few series had done since Leave It to Beaver premiered back in 1957, The Brady Bunch was going to unfold its stories from the children’s points of view. Each episode would spotlight one of the Brady kids and his or her relatable issues, creating, Schwartz hoped, a series that would appeal to a wide variety of young TV fans and make for appointment viewing for the whole family. Adding to the portrayal of the Brady crew as a realistic bunch viewers would welcome into their homes every week, Schwartz also wanted the young actors and actresses depicting the characters to come across as down-to-earth, charming kids; he wanted no entitled child stars, no demanding stage parents to complicate the production. Instead of writing specific outlines of the characters ahead of time, the actors’ personalities would shape the characters they were playing. He wanted the Brady six to be portrayed by dynamic young people with pleasant temperaments, capable of maintaining focus, working well together, and behaving professionally on the set.

         Susan Olsen, he was certain, was the perfect little girl to fill that role as Cindy, the youngest one (in curls), even though she was the one junior cast member who differed in some significant ways from her character. Olsen’s vivacious nature—and, yes, her lisp—became Cindy Brady hallmarks, though Olsen wanted fans, and later her school classmates, to know that Cindy’s habit of snooping and tattling was pure writers’ fiction. She also, unlike Cindy, was not fond of frilly dresses. She was not afraid of spiders and snakes. As she told a reporter who visited the Brady set, “Cindy’s too sweet! She looks like candy canes and gumdrops. I’m a lot rougher. And she’s afraid of bugs and mice. I love ’em.” Susan also preferred pants to dresses and lacy ankle socks. “I don’t have to worry about getting them dirty or my knees skinned,” she reasoned. Florence Henderson recalled her TV daughter as “such an independent little cuss,” and the “toughest little kid you ever ran into.”

         The other Brady kid performers inspired their characters’ signature traits, right down to specific episodes and scenes throughout the series. Barry Williams was the youngest of three boys in his family, and all the time he’d spent with his big brothers and their friends afforded him a certain maturity that impressed upon Schwartz that he’d be a terrific Greg, the oldest of the Brady sibs. He would also be the oldest of the young cast, and Schwartz knew that would be important on-screen and off, when Williams would serve as a leader and good example for his TV relatives. Christopher Knight said of his TV big bro, “He was definitely the big man on our campus.” And Williams’ youngest TV sibling, Olsen, said, “Barry, to me, was like way older, so he was almost in the realm of being an adult.” Williams, whose acting ambitions were sparked, at least in part, by his admiration for his next-door neighbor, Mission: Impossible star Peter Graves, had already made guest appearances on series like Dragnet 1967, It Takes a Thief, The F.B.I., Gomer Pyle: USMC, and That Girl. Fashioning his stage moniker from his middle name, Barry William Blenkhorn made the most of those early roles. His appearances on Gomer Pyle and That Girl were helmed by well-respected director John Rich, who went on to direct the first seven episodes of The Brady Bunch. Rich was a Williams proponent during the arduous audition process with Sherwood Schwartz. Williams also wrung extra mileage out of his time on the It Takes a Thief set with star Robert Wagner. When the young actor arrived at casting calls and faced a large group of competition, he liked to casually, but loudly, talk about how he “was talking to RJ the other day…and he gave me some really great character-building tips. I think I’ll try them out today.”

         When the Pacific Palisades resident wasn’t spending his after-school hours on the audition circuit or hanging out with TV stars like Wagner and Jim Nabors, he was a self-proclaimed sports nut who was especially fond of baseball and surfing. Coincidence that Greg Brady was ready to quit school to become a professional pitcher in “The Dropout,” or that he showed some groovy moves on his surfboard during those season-four Brady episodes in Hawaii? It is not.

         Like Williams, Eve Plumb was the youngest member of her family (consisting of four siblings), but in TV land (and TV Land), she became the icon of Middle Child Syndrome, Jan Brady. Six-year-old Eve began her acting career when a children’s talent agent moved next door to her family in Burbank. The agent encouraged Eve’s parents to send her out on auditions, and Eve nabbed the job of pitching Final Touch fabric softener in her first tryout. More commercials followed—including a 1968 Mattel spot for the new Talking Barbie, who uttered phrases like “I love being a fashion model!” and “What shall I wear to the prom?”—before she segued to series work and guest appearances on Lassie, Mannix, Gunsmoke, It Takes a Thief, and The Big Valley.

         Most of Plumb’s pre-Brady TV work had been in dramas, and both Sherwood Schwartz and Brady Bunch co-star Ann B. Davis later called her the finest performer of the young cast, especially when it came to handling Jan’s angst-filled storylines. Her most notable pre-Brady sitcom appearance, a 1968 episode of CBS’s Family Affair called “Christmas Came a Little Early,” showcased Plumb’s dramatic acting chops. In a true tearjerker of a story, she played Eve, a very sick, bedridden classmate of twins Buffy (Anissa Jones) and Jody (Johnny Whitaker). Buffy’s vision of her Uncle Bill (Brian Keith) as a hero capable of fixing any problem led her to promise Eve he’d be able to find a way to make her well. Spoiler alert: The title of the episode—written by Sherwood Schwartz’s brother Elroy—refers to the pre-Christmas party Uncle Bill arranged so his kids could celebrate the holiday with Eve…because Eve wouldn’t be able to celebrate with them later. The nature of Eve’s illness went unspecified, as did confirmation of her fate (though the episode ends with Buffy sobbing in her bed). Plumb’s charming, earnest performance made it easy to see why Sherwood Schwartz cast her to play Jan after just a couple of interviews—no screen test or reading required. Brady producer Lloyd Schwartz called Plumb the most like her character, recalling in his entry of the Brady, Brady, Brady book the “standoffish attitude” that sparked many of the show’s storylines in which Jan saw herself as a misfit among her siblings.

         Another part of Sherwood Schwartz’s plan to make the Brady kids as appealing as possible was to match up the three girls and the three boys by age. Starting with Cindy and Bobby as the youngest boy and girl, continuing with Jan and Peter as the sister and brother a few years older, and with junior high students Marcia and Greg as the oldest sibs, Schwartz felt younger audiences would always have a Brady kid they identified with, even as they themselves grew up. Today’s elementary school students who worried about missing Kitty Karry-All dolls and kazoos would grow into preteens fretting over their more accomplished sister and their lack of an engaging personality, only to hit their high school years and be faced with real heavy drama like being a responsible employee at your first job and deciding where to hide a goat after you’ve stolen a rival school’s mascot (or maybe something a little more universally and timelessly relatable, like a sibling tussle over who gets to ditch roommates and move into a solo bedroom). This prescient decision by the series creator is as key to the enduring popularity of The Brady Bunch as the fine casting choices Schwartz made and the scripts’ trademark happy endings. For the entire five-season original run of the series and the subsequent decades of syndication airings, the Brady kids’ adventures covered a broad spectrum of topics that would keep kids tuning in, and draw new generations of kids to find the show, even when new episodes were no longer being produced.

         With Cindy, Greg, and Jan cast, Schwartz still had to find the perfect young talents to portray their same-age, opposite-sex counterparts, Bobby, Marcia, and Peter.

         Seven-year-old Mike Lookinland would prove to be the exception to another of Schwartz’s rules for casting the Brady kids. Because the younger characters were hired before the performers who’d lead the Brady household, Schwartz decided to choose two teams of six kids each. One set would have three girls with brown hair and three boys with blond hair, and the other would have three girls with blond hair and three boys with brunette hair. Which ones ended up on-screen when the show hit ABC airwaves depended on the hair color of the actress and actor chosen to play Carol and Mike Brady, a fact that Barry Williams puts in proper perspective in his memoir Growing Up Brady: I Was a Teenage Greg: “Even after surviving the interviews, the callbacks, and the screen tests, my big break still hinged upon a fictional character’s hair color.” Fictional-character-hair-color fate wasn’t as kind to a dark-haired actress named Debi Storm, for example, who was going to play Jan Brady if Carol had been played by an actress with brunette hair. Debi still spent some time with the Bradys, guest-starring as Molly Webber, the wallflower whose ego spins out of control after schoolmate Marcia gives her a makeover, in the season-three installment “My Fair Opponent.”

         Though it was the brunette-haired boys and blond-haired girls who made up the Brady six, Schwartz had been so impressed with the inquisitive, energetic, and sandy-haired Lookinland that he hired him to play youngest Brady boy Bobby. Lookinland, a Utah native whose parents moved their family to Los Angeles after an agent saw a photo of Mike on his father’s desk and suggested he’d have a successful acting career, would be making his TV series debut with the role, provided he and his parents agreed to one condition: He’d have to dye his hair brown to match up with his TV dad and brothers. The Lookinlands agreed, though it was a decision Mike would have to deal with every day, as the hot lights of the set at Paramount’s Stage 5 often caused him to sweat and the dark dye to trickle down his head.

         All in all, the family was happy with their decisions. They’d given Mike the opportunity to experience a career as a young actor with their move to Los Angeles, and he quickly built a résumé that featured more than two dozen commercial appearances, including ads for Band-Aids, paper towels, and Cheerios. And despite no series experience, Mike’s commercial work and natural enthusiasm had earned him not only the role of Bobby Brady but an offer to play the role of the titular son on The Courtship of Eddie’s Father, the ABC sitcom starring Bill Bixby as a widowed father raising his six-year-old. The Lookinlands never doubted they’d made the right decision when they chose the blended family of the Bradys for Mike’s first series, versus the single-father TV life of Courtship. That series ultimately ran for three seasons and made Eddie portrayer Brandon Cruz a star. But as part of the Brady ensemble, Mike had five other kids to hang out with at work, and a trio of adults who were impressed by and protective of their young television kin.

         For middle brother Peter, Schwartz chose ten-year-old Christopher Knight, the only Brady kid who didn’t actually want the job. When he’d come home from school and find his mother all dressed up, his heart would sink, knowing it meant he had an audition. Chris would rather have been outside playing baseball and football with his siblings and the other children in his neighborhood.

         But Chris’s father, Edward, was an actor, and had moved his family—including Chris’s two brothers and sister—from New York to Los Angeles in hopes of finding more work. The elder Knight made guest appearances on series like The Rockford Files, Mission: Impossible, Hogan’s Heroes, My Three Sons, and Bonanza, but failed to find the steady work that would allow him to support his household. Chris recalls his father advising Mrs. Knight to feed the kids every other day to stretch their budget, but the solution to the family’s money woes instead came from the commercials and TV guest work Chris began to rack up. Ads for Toyota, Tide, and Marx Toys led to small roles on Mannix and Gunsmoke, and when Schwartz met the friendly, fun-seeking sports fan and animal lover, he knew he’d found the boy who’d go on to make pork chops and applesauce a classic TV dinner.

         Completing the lineup of young talent that would soon anchor ABC’s Friday night schedule and fill the pages of teen magazines with color pinups was twelve-year-old Maureen McCormick. After winning the Baby Miss San Fernando Valley beauty pageant when she was seven, Maureen attracted the attention of an agent who helped her land a series of TV commercials for Mattel’s Baby Pattaburp and Chatty Cathy dolls. Commercials for Pillsbury cookies, Kool-Aid, Barbie, and bubble bath followed, as did guest appearances on I Dream of Jeannie, My Three Sons, and Bewitched (where she played Samantha and Darrin’s daughter in a Darrin fantasy sequence, and later, a magically transformed child version of Samantha’s mom, Endora). She also co-starred in a La Jolla Playhouse production of Wind It Up and It Breaks with future Mannix star Mike Connors, the actor Marcia Brady referred to as a “far-out” guy in the Brady Bunch episode “Mail Order Hero.”

         And then came The Brady Bunch, which began for Maureen with a series of interviews with Sherwood Schwartz. In her 2008 memoir Here’s the Story, McCormick described herself as a drama queen who noticed right away how “supercute” her three male kid co-stars were…so very Marcia-like. She was originally chosen to play Carol’s middle daughter—Marcia Brady was almost Jan Brady!—but when Sherwood Schwartz decided to tinker with the ages of the kids to represent a narrower span of childhood, Maureen became the oldest girl, paired in a group with Eve Plumb and Susan Olsen. The three had met before during previous auditions for other projects, including Maureen’s and Susan’s tryouts for parts in the 1969 Elvis Presley movie The Trouble with Girls, which Susan landed. Their instant chemistry won over Schwartz and director John Rich, who spent the summer of ’68 helping Schwartz cast the series. When Florence Henderson was hired as Carol and the crucial hair-color question had been answered, Maureen got the call that she and Eve and Susan were going to be TV sisters.

         Finally, with two-thirds of the cast set, it was time to add some grown-ups to the mix, and that, surprisingly, would involve a lot more drama than rounding up half a dozen potential child stars.

         Despite the fuss about the hair color of the Brady parents, the detail that largely determined the casting of the girls, all three candidates to play Mom Carol were blondes. First, there was Shirley Jones; Mama Partridge was almost Mama Brady! The Oscar-winning actress was looking for an opportunity to star in a television series, and she initially considered an offer to take up residence in the Brady house. “I turned it down because I didn’t want to be the mother taking the roast out of the oven and not doing much else,” she said, obviously unaware that it was almost always Alice who was responsible for the family’s baked entrees.

         Schwartz continued to interview potential leads, and though some actresses pursued by the Paramount casting department wanted no part of potentially being typecast by playing a mother of six on TV, others played hardball to try to win the part. He didn’t name names, but in Brady, Brady, Brady, Schwartz revealed that one actress presented him with a portfolio of totally nude photos. Another suggested she would give a better reading if they could go to his house or meet at hers to go over the script. When he tried to shake the hand of another Carol wannabe, she stuck out her hand a few inches lower and shook something else. Spoiler alert: None of these performers was Florence Henderson, i.e., none of them got the job.

         Schwartz and John Rich offered the part of Carol to Joyce Bulifant, a theater actress and frequent TV guest star who had appeared on Gunsmoke, My Three Sons, and Perry Mason. She was also one of the titular stars of the 1964–65 sitcom Tom, Dick and Mary, part of a short-lived NBC block of comedies called 90 Bristol Court in which three separate series (including Karen and the Jack Klugman starrer Harris Against the World) were linked together by the main characters of each show, who lived in the same Southern California apartment building.

         Bulifant had tested well with Robert Reed, the top candidate to play Mike Brady, and was so excited about her new gig that she threw herself into preparations without complaint, even when she was asked to lose five pounds in a week. Her round face might appear even rounder on TV screens, network suits thought, so she employed the services of massage therapist Louise Long. Long’s Sherman Oaks studio was a hot spot for actresses about to begin a new project, as her aggressive body poundings would leave the stars bruised and several pounds lighter. The cellulite-banishing treatments that had been suffered by everyone from Marlene Dietrich and Lana Turner to Sally Field and Jane Fonda did the trick for Bulifant, though the all-eggs-and-tomatoes diet Long prescribed deserved some of the credit, too.

         When Bulifant wasn’t being massaged black and blue, not eating, and not sleeping because of her grumbling stomach, she spent the rest of the week helping the show’s costume supervisor select outfits for the pilot episode. There was a pretty yellow dress she’d helped choose for the big backyard wedding of Carol Ann Tyler Martin to Michael Paul Brady, and a smart blue suit for Carol’s postnuptial outfit. She was pleased, after the grueling effort she had put forth to do what her producers had asked of her in such a short time, to show off Carol’s beautiful wardrobe. But when Schwartz and Rich visited her in the wardrobe department a couple of days before filming was to begin, they didn’t look happy. She knew something was wrong.

         “Joyce, sit down, honey,” Schwartz said. “We have a problem.”

         Bulifant had fully committed to the show, but the show, or rather the network people behind it, hadn’t fully committed to her. Network executives thought Bulifant was too young to play Carol; Broadway star and frequent TV guest star and hostess Florence Henderson was the perfect Carol, Bulifant was told, and Schwartz did not disagree. Bulifant, even after her week of eggs, tomatoes, and being pummeled at Louise Long’s studio, accepted the decision gracefully, and was given one of the Carol Brady outfits she’d helped shop for as a parting gift.

         As for the new Carol, Schwartz and company had tried to get Henderson to meet with them earlier in the process, but she was doing her nightclub act in Houston and didn’t want to make the trip to Los Angeles. She also wasn’t sure she wanted to star in a television series. She had four children, a marriage that was not on altogether solid ground, and a thriving music career that afforded her the flexibility to take on a new project like filming the movie Song of Norway (in Norway) or performing in Las Vegas. Her family’s home base was New York City, and signing on for a TV series in Los Angeles not only meant a time obligation that would limit her career choices but also uprooting her family to the other side of the country for a significant portion of the year.

         Still, her manager pushed her to at least meet with Schwartz and the network. A TV show was a major time commitment, yes, but TV stardom could significantly expand Henderson’s fanbase and her career options. Being in people’s homes every week, especially as the mom in a happy-family sitcom, would mean millions of new viewers who might never have seen Henderson on Broadway or in a nightclub but who would now be interested in her musical releases or buying any products she could be paid to promote in commercials (she would later, after all, prove to have Wessonality).

         Henderson finally agreed to talk to Schwartz, as long as she could fly into LA, take the meeting, hop on another plane, and be back in Texas for the rehearsal of her show at the Shamrock Hotel the next day.

         Arriving at the Paramount Studio lot, she chatted briefly with Schwartz, Rich, and Paramount executive Douglas Cramer, who would oversee the series for the studio. They clicked, and the Brady team asked her if she would be willing to do a quick screen test. After reminding them of the plane she needed to catch later that day, Henderson was sent off to a nearby studio lot makeup trailer to spruce up for the camera. She immediately met one of her future Paramount co-workers, as William Shatner began to complain—completely within her earshot—about her stepping into his Star Trek makeup trailer. A few minutes later, she was back in Schwartz’s office, and after filming a screen test with a potential Mike Brady (not Robert Reed), she bid the group adieu and scooted off to that flight to Houston.

         Within two days, Henderson got a call with the offer to star as Carol Brady, and Joyce Bulifant was out of a job. Bulifant soon began a recurring role as Marie, the wife of Gavin MacLeod’s Murray on The Mary Tyler Moore Show, and would also become a regular panelist on game shows Match Game and Password Plus. After delivering the bad news about The Brady Bunch, Schwartz promised her they’d work together again, and he kept his word. Bulifant co-starred in the Schwartz-produced 1976 NBC comedy Big John, Little John, about a forty-year-old teacher (Herb Edelman) who morphs into a twelve-year-old boy (The Brady Bunch star Robbie Rist) after drinking from the Fountain of Youth. Bulifant was Mrs. Big John in a cast that also included child star and future reality-TV superproducer Mike Darnell (American Idol, The Bachelor, The Voice) and child star and future The Young and the Restless Daytime Emmy winner Kristoff St. John.

         No one has questioned that Schwartz and ABC picked the perfect Carol, but the casting of Henderson did pose another dilemma in the effort to finalize the Brady bunch. Bulifant was considered a comic talent, whose Carol would carry most of the humor among the adult characters on the series. For live-in housekeeper Alice Nelson, who would be a more serious character, Schwartz had chosen Monty Margetts, a radio announcer and TV actress who was best known for hosting the first daily cooking show in the LA TV market and for being frank with her audience that she knew nothing about cooking. Her many TV guest appearances included The Munsters, Hazel, Bewitched, and The Red Skelton Show, during Schwartz’s stint as that series’ head writer. Margetts was a fine choice to play a sharp, no-nonsense version of Alice when Bulifant would be the more gregarious laugh getter. Florence Henderson, with decades of experience in Broadway and touring musicals and developing her own nightclub act, was no slouch in the humor department, either. But her Carol would be a more down-to-earth, realistic mother of six, and Schwartz thought that required an Alice actress who could help lighten the mood and Carol’s busy household workload.

         His first, and only, choice to play this Alice, a character whose importance to the success of The Brady Bunch is impossible to overstate: Ann B. Davis. Davis, like Schwartz, had started out with ambitions for a career in the medical profession, even majoring in premed at the University of Michigan (where Brady Bunch director John Rich was her classmate). Her twin sister, Harriet, was a drama major at the university, and after Ann saw her older brother, Evans, perform in a stage version of Oklahoma! she decided to make entertainment a true family business and pursue an acting career herself. She spent several years honing her skills in small theaters all across the country, and saved up enough cash from her modest earnings to move to Los Angeles. She was working in a Hollywood theater when she was spotted by a casting agent who’d already seen more than fifty actresses for the part of Charmaine Schultz, “Schultzy,” in the NBC and CBS comedy The Bob Cummings Show. The next day, Davis was signed to play Schultzy, the secretary to Hollywood photographer and playboy Bob Collins (Robert Cummings). Schultzy had an unrequited love thing for her boss, and several of her many scene-stealing moments were spent trying to thwart his efforts to woo other women (Davis’s portrayal of the character inspired the creation of Iron Man’s secretary, Pepper Potts, who also had a crush on her boss, in the Tales of Suspense comic book in 1963). Davis earned four Emmy nominations, and two wins, for her performance, and among her many fans was Sherwood Schwartz. When he had the chance to hire the vivacious, happy-go-lucky actress for his own series, he made it clear to network and Paramount execs that she would be key to Brady’s success. They thought her Emmy cred would make her prohibitively expensive. He said he didn’t care. They said she was already under contract to perform a nightclub act she’d developed in Seattle. He said, “Buy out the contract.”

         “I got this call on Friday, just before going on [stage],” Davis recalled. “They wanted me for the pilot, and they meant right away. So I flew down to Los Angeles Saturday for a [meeting], flew back to Seattle Sunday to get my car, and returned Monday to start shooting.”

         Six kids, one future iconic TV mom, and one beloved, blue-uniformed, ninth member of the family set; one quintessential TV dad still to be hired.

         The legend about Gene Hackman almost becoming Mr. Brady is not true, or at least (actually, at most) is very exaggerated. Hackman was on Sherwood Schwartz’s wish list for maybe Mikes, and he’d hoped to set up an interview with the actor to discuss the part. But once again, the suits had something to say about his idea, and the something they were saying was, no one knows who this guy is. It was 1968, and Hackman had made guest appearances on I Spy, The F.B.I., and Robert Reed’s legal drama The Defenders. He’d also earned his first Oscar nomination, a supporting-actor nod for Bonnie and Clyde. But his popularity among TV audiences, network execs said, was zilch, and they ultimately wouldn’t sign off on Schwartz even scheduling an interview with Hackman. Things turned out okay for him, despite his lockout from the Brady universe. The year after The Bunch debuted, Hackman won his first Academy Award, for Best Actor in The French Connection.
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