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			Preface

			On April 5, 1987, at 7:00 PM eastern time, Married… With Children aired its first episode on the new FOX Network with Ronald Reagan in the White House, yuppie culture peaking, gas prices at eighty-nine cents per gallon, Lady Gaga one year old, and The Cosby Show, Family Ties, and Growing Pains atop the TV rankings. By 1990, after a slow start and a moral crusade that almost got the series cancelled, Married… With Children became FOX TV’s first breakout hit, scoring especially high in the eighteen-to-thirty-four-year-old youth demographic that advertisers covet. By 1997, after eleven seasons on the air, the controversial show became the longest-running scripted series in FOX Network history and the second-longest-running sitcom in all TV history, with 263 episodes—just one below Frasier (264), outranking such all-time hits as Friends (239) Cosby (201), and Seinfeld (180).

			Impressive as these statistics are, they only hint at conveying Married… With Children’s enduring impact on our popular culture. A recent article in New York Magazine called it, “one of the most influential shows ever made,” and ranked it fifth in a survey of “The 50 Most Definitive Series of All Time.” As Peter Roth, former president of FOX and Warner Brothers Television, put it: “It’s fair to say that there would be no Married… With Children without FOX and no FOX, as we know it, without Married… With Children.”

			What started simply as a crude parody of traditional network sitcoms, Married pushed the boundaries of acceptable language and subject matter on network TV, presenting a more realistic, biting picture of family life, ironically ending up as a blueprint for the very establishment it mocked, as evidenced by the many shows that followed down its wayward path: Roseanne, Everybody Loves Raymond, Arrested Development, It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia, Family Guy, Modern Family, Schitt’s Creek, and many more. And there is no end in sight, as Married… With Children reruns are still in heavy rotation on many cable stations and streaming services, with an animated Married… With Children series, featuring the voices of the original cast, in the works.

			Married… With Children’s lasting influence on the culture is further marked by how many subsequent hit shows in which its cast members starred, guest-starred or hosted: Modern Family, Sons of Anarchy, Friends, The West Wing, 8 Simple Rules, The Big Bang Theory, Saturday Night Live, So You Think You Can Dance, Futurama, Dead to Me, and The Conners, to name a few.

			Most of all, Married… With Children’s legacy must be viewed in the context of being a cutting-edge show, portraying marriage unlike any other family TV comedy that preceded it, debuting with no recognizable stars on a totally unknown network with limited audience coverage in an era when a staunch conservative president was elected by a landslide. As media analyst Steve Lablang noted: “Not since Milton Berle’s Texaco Star Theatre put NBC on the map at the dawn of television, has any one show had such an impact on a network and the TV landscape as Married… With Children.”

			Unsurprisingly, the inner workings and behind-the-scenes adventures of this unabashedly irreverent show were just as tumultuous and uproarious as the series itself. This secret layer was a high-stakes game of Whack-A-Mole with breakout stars, media moguls, comedic geniuses, LGBTQ+ activists, pro wrestlers, a teen siren, Playboy Playmates, hip-hop artists, moral crusaders, and anxious sponsors. Most of these shared the same passion for success, but had very different, often conflicting ideas of how to achieve it. But achieve it they did and, in most cases, parlayed that success into career and financial highs that are still on the rise.

			I was lucky enough to be a writer/producer on Married… With Children from its rocky beginning, where we were fighting the network to get our show on the air every week, to the bittersweet end, where we were fighting each other to get our show on the air every week. It is my passion and privilege to share the behind (and in front of) the scenes spectacle with you in this book. But you don’t have to just take my word for it. Along with my own memories of the show, I’ve drawn on firsthand accounts of many of the actors, writers, network executives, journalists, ardent fans, and offended detractors who were either buckled into or trying to derail this wild ride. Having relived many of the unapologetically crude and surprisingly touching moments from classic episodes and offstage moments that were as funny and over the top as the series itself, I enjoy sharing them with you. The show may have been cancelled, but Married… With Children lives on in syndication, streaming services, podcasts, blogs, YouTube (172,000 Married subscribers), TikTok (576.9 million Married views) and other social media highlight compilations, cultural references, foreign remakes, fans’ memories, and the pages that follow.

			In the final episode of the first season of Married… With Children, Al Bundy, forced to stay home and solve his family’s incessant domestic problems instead of going out to enjoy a rowdy celebration with his friends, shoots a question to the heavens that reflects not only his predicament in the moment, but his lot in life and the central query of this book:

			AL: Never wanted to get married—I’m married. Never wanted to have kids—I got two of ’em. How the hell did this happen?

			How the hell did Married… With Children happen? Let’s find out.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Introduction: The Birth of a Network…and a Series

			On April 5, 1987, the FOX Broadcasting Company (commonly known as FOX) launched the first new American television network in over forty years, with the pilot episode of Married… With Children and surprisingly little fanfare. The New York Times called it, simply: “The premier of a half-hour comedy about a suburban couple with two teenage children,” but there was nothing really simple about it. Its creation required an unholy alliance between an ultraconservative media mogul and a team of two brilliant, scruffy, irreverent, balls-to-the-wall comedy writers that could only have been accomplished by a concerted effort to put each of their considerable differences aside, give a collective middle finger to traditional network programming, and hope to emerge successful from the shitstorm that was sure to follow. As Married… With Children series cocreator Michael Moye told me, “It was like trying to launch a luxury liner by breaking a bottle of Boone’s Farm over the bow.”

			For almost six decades prior to FOX’s network debut, the TV business had been monopolized by the so-called Big Three: ABC, CBS and NBC. FOX’s gambit to join their established ranks was a long shot at best. Just to have a seat at the network table, publisher Rupert Murdoch had to ante up $250 million for 20th Century Fox Studios, knowing he would have to spend billions more to acquire enough independent TV stations and broadcast groups to even have a shot at competing in their high stakes game. On top of that, he had the even more daunting task of creating a plan to break the iron grip on the nation’s viewers ABC, NBC, and CBS held for so many decades and convince advertisers that FOX could provide the kind of programming that would reverse those entrenched viewing patterns.

			FOX’s principal strategy was to create shows so bold, controversial, and flat-out different from the traditional networks that viewers would, at the very least, be shocked into watching. Barry Diller, FOX’s CEO and Murdoch’s architect in this scheme, made this clear to his staff when he told them: “Unless you grab the audience by the neck, by the shirt collar and drag them to this other channel, they’re not coming.”

			But it wasn’t just any viewer the nascent network was trying to shock into watching. According to Rick DuBrow, writing in the Los Angeles Times at the time: “What FOX is really doing is much more significant, like it or not. Frankly, targeting the young audience, it is more blatantly, irreverently—and often more honestly—trying to reflect the outlooks of this age group than any other network except ABC.”

			Ted Harbert, ABC’s president during this startup period, however, told me: “I didn’t take the FOX threat very seriously, but I knew Barry Diller was really smart. I was just glad I wasn’t working for that screamer.”

			Michael Fuchs, who was chairman of rival HBO at the time, said he is convinced there is at least one baby picture of Diller “with a cigar in his mouth and a gavel in his hand.”

			To fathom just how much of a sea change FOX’s disruptive strategy represented in the highly corporate, profit-driven world of network television, it’s important to note that from TV’s first commercial in 1941 (a ten-second spot for Bulova watches) to the late 1980s when FOX was launched, every network’s Golden Rule was Thou Shalt Not Offend Anyone, Lest They Turn the Channel. For example, in the 1950s, when Lucy was pregnant on I Love Lucy, CBS feared that even saying the word “pregnant” would turn viewers off, so they referred to her as “expecting,” or “with child.” Sexual lines were also narrowly drawn in the ’60s on Gilligan’s Island, Gidget, and I Dream of Jeannie, where the lead women were barred from wearing wardrobe that showed their navels…though NBC didn’t seem to mind Jeannie referring to her boyfriend on the series as “Master.”

			On the mid-’70s sitcom Happy Days, ABC feared Fonzie’s signature leather motorcycle jacket made him look like a “criminal” and wanted him to stop wearing it. Series creator/producer Garry Marshall, however, claimed Fonzie was doing ABC’s audience a public service by wearing leather, as it protects bikers from injury in case they fell. ABC fell for Garry’s story: Happy Days went on to become the number-one show on TV and Fonzie’s jacket went on display in the Smithsonian National Museum of American History.

			FOX, aware of these conservative guardrails, and knowing it needed to lure the most successful, generally free-spirited writers to their lower-paying startup venture, made a bargain with them—if they created shows for FOX, they were guaranteed the creative freedom they could never get at the Big Three. This persuaded some of the top writers in Hollywood to create the type of distinctive programing FOX was counting on. For example, Stephen Cannell’s teen cop drama, 21 Jump Street, starring Johnny Depp; James L. Brooks’ sketch comedy series, The Tracey Ullman Show, starring Tracey Ullman; Ed. Weinberger’s Mr. President, starring George C. Scott; and Ron Leavitt and Michael Moye’s antisitcom, Married… With Children, starring no one…yet.

			Then, to prove FOX was putting its money where its potty mouth was, it scheduled the hard-edged, raunchy Married… With Children, as the first series of this entire lineup to launch its network. Though it struggled mightily in the ratings at first, in the long run, this turned out to be a good bet. FOX and its raunchy series eventually caught on to the extent that, in 1996, Married… With Children became the longest-running live action TV series on the air, and in 2019, Disney bought FOX from Rupert Murdoch for 71.3 billion dollars…not a bad return on his $250 million.

			Looking back at FOX’s disruptive strategy and the shows it spawned, the question some observers have raised is, was the new network really a champion of creative freedom, or was it just a cynical ploy to cash in on the changes already afoot in the culture and the TV audience that the entrenched, Big Three networks were too slow to respond to by themselves? “The corporate bosses at the Big Three at the time,” Ted Harbert pointed out, “were older white guys who didn’t want to touch the formula that had made them so much money. The FOX execs (who were younger white guys) turned the model on its head.”

			However, Daniel M. Kimmel in his book, The Fourth Network, questions the creative freedom aspect of the formula as he points out that: “Diller, time and again, didn’t personally like the shows that were putting FOX on the map. He was embarrassed that Married… With Children had become the program most closely associated with his network.”

			While Diller may have set the tone in the FOX executive suites, from what I observed in the trenches back then and in writing this book today, loosening the creative reins was not simply a cynical ploy. Yes, profits were a main target. Why wouldn’t they be? More often than not, however, there were key players on both sides who still found ways to support and guide the groundbreaking show through the inevitable conflicts that occur with any merger of art and commerce, especially one of this size and provocative intent.

			Certainly there were bitter struggles and ugly betrayals along the way, but it was a thrill ride that is in many ways still running, and regardless of the fact that it made a ton of money—as intended—as also intended, it broke the mold of the network universe and gave audiences a truly different choice. Or, as the headline of Robert Laurence’s review of Married… With Children, in the San Diego Union so aptly stated:

			“FOX Unleashes New Concept in Television: Comedy That’s Funny.”

			The key player in the cast of this gambit for FOX was Rupert Murdoch, who, before buying FOX Studios, was best known as a tabloid publisher who favored salacious headlines in his New York Post, like: “Headless Body in Topless Bar,” and (re: the discovery of U.S. Representative Anthony Weiner’s dick pics): “Weiner Exposed.” However, as Alex Ben Block points out in his book, Out Foxed, “Those who were sure he represented the lowest, basest instinct in man, all misunderstood the one lesson that cut across all of Murdoch’s media empire was, that good content, good programming and the right popular product could open all kinds of doors.” In reality, it knocked them off their hinges.

			Next on the credit roll was FOX chairman Barry Diller, the autocratic, powerful CEO who left his job at Paramount Studios to bring his dream of building a fourth TV network to FOX. A cultured man whose TV legacy and taste, including developing the “Movie of the Week,” the award winning miniseries Roots and the TV series Cheers, stood in stark contrast to the sensibilities of Married… With Children. While Diller was known to be offended by the series, and was often a huge obstacle to its progress, he also had the guts to put it on the air in the first place, as per his maxim—“To the risk-taker, as always, come the spoils.” The ringtone on his cell phone, by the way, is a dog barking.

			Jamie Kellner left his lucrative job as CEO of Orion Entertainment to become the first executive hired by Murdoch and Diller as president of FOX, where he was charged with building the affiliate network, selling programming to advertisers, and establishing relations with program producers. According to the Los Angeles Times: “Though Barry Diller was practically deified as a visionary for building FOX into a legitimate television network, within the industry it was known that FOX’s success had much to do with the low-key Kellner.”

			Then there was Garth Ancier, NBC’s twenty-eight-year-old wunderkind who, over the dire warnings of his bosses there, traded his bright future at the top-rated Peacock Network to join the fledgling FOX as head of programming. “I was twenty-eight years old,” Garth told me, “and there’s probably no other time in my life when I’d have the bravery and/or stupidity. Why not? I’ll work with all these amazing people in all these amazing ventures and whether it succeeds or fails, it’s an enormous learning opportunity.” Garth was a visionary, a true friend of the show and was single-handedly responsible for convincing Ron Leavitt and Michael Moye to create Married… With Children for FOX.

			Leavitt and Moye, having built their stellar reputation on traditional sitcoms like The Jeffersons and Silver Spoons were, nonetheless, dyed-in-the-wool iconoclasts and jumped at the chance to create a show that stoked, what Ron Leavitt described as his, “adolescent rebellion against all those shows where everyone sat together at the dinner table and got along and talked and hugged and solved the world’s problems in twenty-two minutes. I would go nuts seeing that.”

			And, of course, our original cast, Ed O’Neill, Katey Sagal, Christina Applegate, David Faustino, Amanda Bearse and David Garrison, largely unknown actors who by choosing to portray these extremely irreverent characters that the audience would forever identify with them, gambled with their future viability to be cast in more mainstream roles—a bet they stood to lose even more on in success, where the character associations would become indelible. These bold and talented actors turned out to be a mix of very distinct personalities who could enjoy raucous fun offstage yet, at other times, clash as bitterly and openly as their fictional counterparts.

			Then there was our real-world antagonist, Terry Rakolta, the Michigan woman who launched a highly publicized moral crusade against Married… With Children that succeeded not only in getting corporate giants like Proctor & Gamble and Coca-Cola to pull their advertising, which could easily have resulted in FOX cancelling the show, but also, ironically, drove so many new viewers to the brash comedy that it helped save the series and the struggling new FOX Network.

			Finally, there was me. Though I couldn’t possibly compare myself to the marquee players above, I was fortunate enough to be one of the few people in the delivery room when the Bundy bastard was born. I stuck around to the bittersweet end when we were abruptly and unceremoniously buried in an unmarked grave, which I am here to fittingly mark in the pages of this book.

			You see, back then I was a comedy writer, lucky enough to have worked on some of the most memorable sitcoms in TV history—Happy Days, Laverne & Shirley, and Mork & Mindy. My streak ran out, though, when I became executive producer of the mawkish NBC hit, The Facts of Life (a soft comedy about four girls living in a boarding school) and soon found myself embroiled in a battle with the cast over the premise of a script we were shooting where Blair’s (one of the main character’s) father was arrested in an insider stock-trading scandal.

			The actors, taking a network approach, felt that this storyline forever ruined Blair’s character, and demanded a total rewrite of the script. I stubbornly, perhaps naively, refused, which led to such a contentious standoff that Glenn Padnick, the president of the studio that produced the show, had to arbitrate. Much to my surprise, he sided with me, forcing the show’s long-established stars to perform the script as written by its new executive producer. Even in victory, however, the clash was unnerving. It foreshadowed a bumpy road ahead for me on a series I didn’t love, so I took the opportunity to resign. But quitter’s remorse soon set in. I had a wife, two kids, a mortgage, and no immediate prospects for another job. The Facts of Life, indeed.

			As a side note, shortly after my departure, The Facts of Life cast convinced NBC to reshoot the episode, this time with Blair’s father not only innocent of the charge of insider trading, but a hero for trying to take the rap for his aging father who had committed the crime because he was feeling powerless and wanted to get back in the game. As another side note, George Clooney played a recurring character, the school’s handyman, George Burnett, in The Facts of Life but he wasn’t in this particular episode.

			A few weeks after I left Facts, sitcom writers Ron Leavitt and Michael Moye handed me a script they had just written for a series for the new FOX network and asked me to consider a job on their show as a writer/producer. I had worked with Ron before and loved his strong work ethic and subversive sense of humor. All I knew of Michael was that he was one of the few African American TV showrunners working at the time and that he shared Ron’s penchant for an I-don’t-give-a-fuck-how-grungy-I-look wardrobe. One day they showed up at FOX Studios for a meeting with Barry Diller looking so unkempt that the guard at the front gate didn’t believe they were there to see the powerful CEO and sent them to the back gate, assuming they were delivery men.

			I was desperate for a job at the time, fascinated by how different this show was from the one I had just left and just how much this script had riding on it. So, with a huge rooting interest, I opened the script to the first stage direction and the very first dialogue exchange between Al and Peggy Bundy.

			PEGGY SITS ON THE COUCH. AL ENTERS HOLDING A SMALL, POTTED CACTUS PLANT.

			AL: Sweetie, is this your little cactus?

			PEGGY: Uh-huh.

			AL: Any particular reason you put it where the alarm clock used to be?

			PEGGY: I thought it would dress up the room a little bit. Oh gee, you know, I meant to tell you to be careful before you slammed your hand down on the alarm this morning.

			AL: (HOLDING UP HIS BLOODSTAINED, BANDAGED HAND) Well, you didn’t!

			PEGGY: Sorry.

			AL: It’s okay; I stopped the bleeding with your slip.

			I’m thinking, Before Sitcom Mom even says, “Good morning, honey,” she has at best carelessly, but quite possibly maliciously, inflicted a bloody wound on Sitcom Dad! This is different. What’s next?

			AL OPENS THE REFRIGERATOR AND LOOKS INSIDE.

			AL: There’s no food.

			PEGGY: I didn’t have time to shop.

			AL: Well, that happens, I understand. You don’t have a job or anything, do you?

			PEGGY: Well, I do sandpaper the stains out of your shirts and battle your socks and underwear into the washing machine but I guess that is more of an adventure than a job.

			Definitely malicious. I’m loving this—Peg can give as well as she gets—but is Barry Diller, the erudite TV pioneer who put Roots on the air going to approve this crass script to launch his new network? Intrigued, I read on.

			AL: I’m sorry…Anything I can do to make your life a little easier?

			PEGGY: You could shave your back.

			AL: Hey, that hair’s there for a reason. It keeps you offa’ me at night.

			Okay, this is really funny and, as advertised, totally different. At this point, however, I’m wondering, Where is the magic glue that holds classic TV couples together; the Sam and Diane, Mork and Mindy, Ralph and Alice factor? Do the Bundys have the essential element that makes viewers root for characters, even boorish ones like them, and invite them back into their living room week after week to watch? Then, as if Al and Peg had read my mind, in their own Bundy way, they answered my question.

			PEGGY: (LOVINGLY) Al, let’s not start. We were having such a nice morning.

			AL: (SWEETLY) Yeah, I’m sorry; you’re right.

			As Al and Peggy slyly smile and perversely-yet-lovingly-connect, they are telling the audience that it’s okay to enjoy and laugh with them, because regardless of their harsh tone, neither of them feels at all threatened by the other. They love each other anyway, in a manner that Leavitt and Moye believe millions of couples do too, but that no other show on the air was honest or risky enough to give voice to. Certainly not the Keatons or the Huxtables. In fact, Married… With Children’s working title was We’re Not the Cosbys.

			Then, in the final scene, to further drive this twisted-yet-relatable-love theme home, the Bundys stop their own backstabbing long enough to team up against their smug, newlywed, yuppie neighbors, who have dropped over for their first of what promises to be countless visits, and bait them into what promises to be countless fights of their own. This sends the heretofore lovey-dovey Steve and Marcy squabbling out the door, yelling at each other, as a now-united Al and Peg do a victory dance and go upstairs to have sex.

			Let me think: A rude but loving family. A kick in the groin to social status. A hilarious fuck you to every other network sitcom. I’m out of a job. “Hell yes, I’ll work on your show. I just pray FOX lets you do it…” Which, as you’re about to find out, they almost didn’t.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Casting the Series: When You Wish upon a Star…Shit Happens

			Imagine Married… With Children starring Sam Kinison and Roseanne Barr instead of Ed O’Neill and Katey Sagal. Or aspiring young actors Tina Caspary and Hunter Carson instead of Christina Applegate and David Faustino. This came perilously close to happening and triggered a bloody, almost fatal, battle between the network and the show before it was even shot.

			Whether you consider Married… With Children brilliant, vulgar, or, as bestselling novelist Walter Mosley dubbed it: “…brilliantly vulgar,” it was clear that casting actors who could play outlandish characters and still be likable to a fresh audience was going to be absolutely essential and especially difficult. “Casting is just one of those things that’s so damn hard, especially with comedy,” according to Garth Ancier. “You can tank the entire show if you cast badly, and the opposite too. Casting can elevate your material.”

			Working in our favor to attract good actors, however, was FOX’s thirteen episode, on-the-air guarantee. This was a key incentive, as, traditionally, networks ordered up to seventy pilot scripts per year from the TV studios. From these seventy scripts, the networks picked roughly twenty pilots for the studios to shoot, from which the networks chose only five to ten to pick up as series and go on the air. Even in a business accustomed to taking big risks, these were very discouraging odds for a studio or an actor, sustained only by the potentially enormous economic upsides of having a hit show.

			Since the upstart FOX couldn’t pay studios and writers as much for their product, or guarantee them anywhere near the audience the established networks could, in addition to creative freedom, they lured them with the holy grail of the TV business at that time. Essentially, your project didn’t have to compete with the seventy-odd aforementioned pilots being ordered for a handful of time slots on the fall schedule—you were guaranteed from the start to go on the air, at least thirteen times…or, so we thought.

			This on-the-air commitment was also powerful bait to snag A-list actors, as being in pilots, which mostly don’t make it to series, can be a slow death for performers. As Johnny Carson famously joked on The Tonight Show about his fellow comic, Don Rickles: “Don’s been in more pilots than an Air Force proctologist.” Surprisingly, even with FOX’s enticing incentive, casting the perfect Al turned out to be a vexing task, one that would lead to a major pissing contest between our studio and the powerful Barry Diller—the first of many.

			The trouble started when our studio, Embassy, thought they could outsmart everyone and bypass the traditional casting/auditioning process by simply making direct series offers to Roseanne Barr and Sam Kinison to play Peggy and Al. It’s not uncommon for a studio or a network to build a show around an established star and, thus, capture their built-in fan base: George Lopez, Ellen DeGeneres, and Tina Fey to name a few. It doesn’t always work—Dwayne Johnson, Rebel Wilson, and Michael J. Fox all bombed in various shows—but it’s a seemingly stable idea in an otherwise shaky world. It also allows executives to deflect any blame if the show fails—“Michael J. Fox was a superstar in Family Ties, who knew he would bomb in The Michael J. Fox Show? It’s not like people didn’t know the popular, young star was going to be in it.”

			In the late ’80s, Sam and Roseanne were two of the hottest comics in Hollywood. She had just won the American Comedy Award for Best Female Performer and he was in demand after his hit HBO standup comedy special, Sam Kinison: Breaking the Rules and his breakout role in the Rodney Dangerfield film, Back to School. Leavitt and Moye had always mentioned Sam and Roseanne as prototypes for Al and Peggy, so it seemed logical to the studio to make them offers to play the parts.

			The rub was that Leavitt and Moye had only invoked their names as a shorthand for pitching the show to executives, what’s known in the business as an “elevator pitch”: “Imagine if Roseanne Barr married Sam Kinison and they had kids.” Michael and Ron never intended these comics as the for-real cast and were shocked and chagrined to hear the studio had offered them the parts without consulting them.

			“We never liked working with comedians,” Moye told me, “because they come in with their character already. What were we going to do, tell Roseanne how to do her ‘Domestic Goddess’ thing? We were gonna tell Sam Kinison how to do his thing? There’d be fighting all the time.”

			As it turned out, Roseanne and Sam passed on the offers, but the damage was already done. FOX, enticed by the prospect of harnessing these actors’ star power to promote its unknown network, was disappointed to lose them. Now, in addition to finding the right actors for these difficult parts, we were challenged to find an Al and Peggy who would also make FOX forget about losing Sam and Roseanne. The truth is, it never actually had them, but in the people at FOX’s minds, they would have been perfect. Years later, Kinison would appear as a guest star and leave an unforgettable impression on the show and everyone in it, one that would only serve to made a stronger case for why he should not have been cast.

			In the meantime, our casting director Marc Hirschfeld immediately started an exhaustive process of auditioning actors for Al Bundy. Marc told me, “Michael Richards came in to read. He was just odd. It was just a very odd read,” though Hirschfeld would later cast the odd Richards as Kramer in Seinfeld. “The challenge was that the material was bigger than life and most of these actors came in and played it extremely broad.”

			“We saw comic actors,” Moye recalls. “We saw Western actors of yesteryear. We saw B- and C-movie stars. Eighty percent of the actors who read for Al played it like Ralph Kramden in The Honeymooners. The other twenty percent read it like Jack Nicholson in The Shining.”

			Running out of time—and actors in Hollywood—Hirschfeld asked the producers to see Ed O’Neill, a relatively unknown actor who had impressed Marc in a production of Of Mice and Men in Connecticut. “Who the hell is Ed O’Neill?” Moye snapped. “So, he’s a dramatic actor? You got any animated actors? You got Yosemite Sam? Sure. Bring him in.”

			Ed O’Neill, in turn, got a call from his agents, who told him that Married… With Children wanted to audition him right away, but his representatives were (as were most agents in Hollywood at the time) very negative about our project—they said it was a horrible show on a dubious new network. “Then what the fuck are you sending me over there for?” Ed inquired. In lieu of an immediate answer, they messengered a copy of the script to the Hollywood YMCA where Ed was playing handball to let him decide for himself.

			“I read it and I thought, this is kinda funny,” O’Neill told me. “Then I went over to Leavitt and Moye’s office and I had my gym bag with all my gloves hanging off it. When you play handball and its warm, you usually sweat through about ten pairs of gloves. So you hang them outside your bag to dry. The minute I came in, Ron and Michael said: ‘What the hell is that?’ So, I had to explain it to them. And you know what their office looked like, with dartboards and misarranged toys and Ding-Dongs and they were chain-smoking and I thought, these guys look like gas station attendants. They asked me if I would read the scene, and I told them, ‘Sure, I just read the pilot and, honestly, I think it’s funny.’”

			Dubious as Leavitt and Moye were about O’Neill before they met him (and even more so after the sweaty gloves deal), what Moye remembers most from the literally hundreds of casting sessions for the Al character, was a chill he felt when, before O’Neill even spoke a single line of dialogue: “He simply opened the (imaginary) door, closed his eyes and let out a world-weary sigh. As far as I was concerned, he didn’t have to say another word. That was Al Bundy. Because only Al Bundy would know that no matter what day it was, when he opened that door there was going to be crap on the other side of that door.”

			Ed told me his own theory on how he got the part. “Sometimes the good fortune is that you don’t have the time to get paralysis from analysis. You just pick something quick and go with it. The Bundy character reminded me of an uncle that I have, who was a judge. He was more or less expecting the worst and being okay with it—‘Ah Peg, what’s for dinner?’ ‘Oh, Al, I ran over the dog in the driveway; he’s dead.’ ‘Yeah,’ Al said, ‘but what’s for dinner?’ That’s how I read it and Michael and Ron looked at each other like, ‘What the fuck,’ because nobody else read it that way.”

			Finding a candidate for Peggy Bundy turned out to be much easier. Katey Sagal, a former backup singer for Bette Midler and Bob Dylan, impressed everyone with her fresh, assertive take on the character. When she first read the script, however, she recalls envisioning it differently than how it was written: “I had vanity about it because the original script was written that she was slothlike…she was the lazy housewife who laid around eating bonbons. My take was, I did not want to come in in sweats. I kinda put my hair up, and I wore these cat-eyed glasses, a tight dress, and a belt. I thought she should sort of have a retro vibe. I saw her as someone who really cares about herself. She dresses herself up. She’s an ex cocktail waitress. I loved that.” So did we.

			Katey’s audition look and the sassy attitude that came with it were spot-on and most of it was eventually incorporated into the part. Marc Hirschfeld noted, “The way she carried herself was as if she didn’t realize that she was so low class. That to me was the part of Peggy Bundy that she created that was the most fun.”

			What really surprised me, though, was when Katey told me that the inspiration for her signature “walk,” where she shuffles sexily across the room in a way that, in a bygone era, would be described as, “strutting her stuff,” had nothing to do with how she divined Peggy’s essence. It was simply a function of the stacked-heel mule shoes she chose to wear with her tight Capri pants. “Anyone who wears those kind of shoes, you walk a certain way. It was definitely the shoes.”

			“You know what else I thought,” Katey added, “it hadn’t been long since I was in a rock band, so I thought, I’m going to disguise this character, so that when I go back to my real job, which is playing music, I won’t be mistaken for this person. It kinda worked. I remember doing little promotional things with Eddie, once we were successful and walking down the street. I could go completely unrecognized, but Ed would be swarmed by fans.”

			Katey had another quality we were desperately looking for. We firmly believed, many decades removed from today’s political climate, that you had to create a balance of power in a marriage by writing for and casting a female lead who was as strong, assertive, and funny as our male lead. If she comes off weak, no matter how satirical your intent, you’ll cringe rather than laugh at the humor. With Katey’s fiery, vain, independent, cocky take on Peggy, the audience never felt she was weak or threatened in any way. If anything, at times, you were concerned for Al.

			David Garrison, an accomplished theater actor, who costarred with Jason Bateman in a previous Leavitt and Moye series on NBC, It’s Your Move, was already approved to play yuppie neighbor Steve Rhoades. Amanda Bearse, who starred in the horror film, Fright Night, and actress Rita Wilson were competing to play Steve’s banker wife, Marcy.

			The leading contenders for Kelly and Bud were two very likable kid actors, Tina Caspary and Hunter Carson (son of Karen Black and Kit Carson). Christina Applegate, who would one day make Kelly Bundy a household name, was not even on our radar, nor was David Faustino, who would eventually break out in the role of Bud.

			After our producer/writers had finally narrowed down a few choices for each part and Embassy Studio president Glenn Padnick signed off on them, we brought them all to one winner-take-all audition at FOX Studios in front of Barry Diller who, with his staff, had the final say. Even though FOX was billing itself as a different type of TV network, it wouldn’t cede this traditional, all-important casting power to the studios or the writers. It’s an old Hollywood conceit that there are moguls out there who have a sixth sense for discovering the right stars for the right parts and letting everything else sort itself out.

			As happy as we were with our choices, we had two big fears going in to this session—the fact that we had initially lost Roseanne Barr and Sam Kinison might poison FOX against Katey Sagal and Ed O’Neill. Also, the actor you thought was perfect in your casting session will give a very different, less-than-whelming performance at the network and totally bomb.

			Katey went first and eased our nerves with the same saucy, feisty audition that sold her on us in the first place. FOX loved her as well. Katey recalls the next phase of the network audition when she was paired with Ed in what’s called a “chemistry read.” “I think she [the character Peggy] was really crazy about him. And I don’t know if I just decided that or because I loved Ed so much. I loved being with Ed. He made me laugh and there was just that chemistry between us. I don’t ever think it was a conscious thing as much as it just kind of was.”

			Ed, who felt the chemistry as well, was, much like his character, more blunt: “Katey likes men. She likes masculine men. And that’s probably what she saw early on. That I was that kind of guy…this was a guy, a guy I liked.”

			Amanda Bearse said of her character, “Initially I based Marcy on my mother because when all else is falling down around her, my mother would just stand there smiling and that was sort of Marcy’s experience in the pilot when she was introduced to the Bundys.” She told me, however, that before this final audition, a studio executive offered her some “constructive criticism” on how to play the part that was quite different from her initial take, but “I trusted my performance that had gotten me this far, so I didn’t change anything.” Her trust, her instincts, and—in a way—her mom, were rewarded by getting the role.

			Our picks for Bud and Kelly, Tina Caspary and Hunter Carson, were also easily approved at this audition. Now it was Ed O’Neill’s big moment. Though this was an ensemble show, Al was clearly the red-hot center and, given the unique point of view of the series, he had a lot to carry. All eyes turned to the relatively inexperienced actor who began his audition with the same plaintive sigh that had so impressed Moye to begin with. “To me, the audition was all about timing,” said O’Neill, remembering that moment, “and getting the jokes right. That’s what I concentrate on. It’s a lot different than real life. It’s like fooling people into thinking something is real, and the more you can fool them the better it comes across.” Ed followed through with a great audition, which had everyone “fooled,”…almost.
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