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AUTHORS’ NOTE


If a subject speaks in the present tense, it refers to an original interview conducted by Bill Zehme or Mike Thomas. If a subject speaks in the past tense, it refers to archival material, which is cited in the endnotes at the back of the book. A full list of original interviews that appear in the text can also be found at the back of the book.






PROLOGUE Tiptoeing Up the Mountain


My decades-long friendship with Bill Zehme, who wrote most of this book, began as a professional partnership. In the fall of 1995, after discovering he’d moved back to Chicago from Los Angeles, I found his address, wrote him a letter, and mailed it with some of my very best (in retrospect, very amateurish) freelance clips. I’d been reading his work since high school, in Rolling Stone and then Esquire, and I asked if he’d meet with me sometime to impart his writerly wisdom. To my surprise and delight, he agreed. Not long after we linked up and hit it off, I began helping him streamline and organize transcripts for a memoir he was working on with comedian and former Tonight Show host Jay Leno. Eventually, that morphed into a gig as Bill’s first-ever research assistant—“legman” in crusty journo parlance. Over the next few years, we worked together on an homage to Frank Sinatra and a biography of the late comic-provocateur Andy Kaufman, among other collaborations. Every project was different, but with a common thread: Bill’s preternatural reportorial thoroughness. No detail was too small, no source too insignificant. Bill brought that mindset to every endeavor he undertook, but never more so than when in 2005 he signed the contract to write this book—the culmination of a lifelong fascination with Johnny Carson.



South Holland, Ill., Fall 1973. At fifteen years old William Christian Zehme, Bill to most and Billy to some, is already a full-blown Carson fanboy who holes up in his bedroom (always alone, door locked) most weekday evenings to watch, study, the undisputed lord of late night on a tiny black-and-white television—a recent birthday gift from his parents. “I think it was a deep, private connection,” recalls Bill’s younger sister, Betsy, who bore witness to this sacred ritual. He even names his high school newspaper column “Monologue.” But the show is all. Starting at 10:30 p.m. central standard time, here’s (and, yes, HeeeEEEEERE’s) Johnny parting the Tonight Show’s rainbow curtain in NBC’s Studio 1 and sauntering up to his star-shaped mark. On the way he greets bandleader Doc Severinsen and sidekick-announcer Ed McMahon, who proffer slight bows in return. Here’s Johnny waxing comedic in his opening monologue—about showbiz, politics, his employer, the weather (“It’s so cold today.” Ed McMahon or audience, as per running gag: “How cold is it?!”)—and reveling in wry sexual innuendos that skirt the censors. Here’s Johnny at The Desk, the one that’s equipped with a hidden slide-out ashtray—bantering with (and being annoyed by) McMahon. Hi-yohhhh! Here’s Johnny chatting up guests who act in films and perform stand-up sets and wrangle exotic beasties and elucidate the cosmos. Here’s Johnny sporting an ornate turban, a dowdy dress, a vampire-esque cape, a plaid flannel shirt as, respectively, “all-knowing, all-seeing, all-omniscient” soothsayer Carnac the Magnificent, fiery oldster Aunt Blabby, hapless magician El Mouldo, and uber-patriot Floyd R. Turbo. His self-professed favorite is the rapid-yapping, pointer-wielding Tea Time Movie host-huckster Art Fern—flanked as always in this era by actress Carol Wayne’s dim-witted Matinee Lady. In total, ninety glorious minutes, minus commercials, of inspired and inane comic escapism that lodges in young Bill’s evolving psyche and never leaves. As he’ll one day write in a letter to Carson protégé David Letterman, who made his first Tonight Show appearance in 1978, “For me, as with so many others, [Johnny] was sort of a ‘third parent’—that dependable happy constant presence, there no matter what.”

Throughout high school and then college in the late 1970s and early ’80s, Carson remains Bill’s god among gods. With almost religious devotion, Bill continues to watch him most evenings on his wee TV in a cramped Loyola University of Chicago dorm room. At the same time, Sinatra and Playboy magazine’s Hugh Hefner join Bill’s pantheon of pop-culture deities. During his junior year, in the spring of 1979, Bill (“Scoop” to select friends) marks the Chicago-based Playboy’s twenty-fifth anniversary by penning a front-page feature on the iconic glossy’s perpetually pajamaed founder, complete with quotes from Mr. Playboy himself. It appears in the Loyola Phoenix student newspaper, and Bill is thrilled when seven deans submit a letter to the editor expressing their collective indignation. Better yet, Hef loves the article. In a savvy bit of self-promotion, Bill had placed stacks of Phoenix newspapers in the elevator lobbies of Playboy’s offices near downtown Chicago. In line with his master plan, Playboy muckety-mucks saw the story and alerted Hef. As a thank-you for the generous coverage, Bill gets a plus-one invitation to that year’s Playmate of the Year bash. His pal and schoolmate Chris “Pix” Pallotto accompanies him to memorialize the event on film. Emboldened thereafter, Bill writes to request a tour of Hef’s fabled mansion in L.A.’s Holmby Hills neighborhood during what he claims is an upcoming trip out west. No trip is upcoming; Bill isn’t even due in a western suburb of Chicago, let alone California, but the bunny folks say come on out. So that summer, he and Pallotto book $99 flights and flop at Pallotto’s uncle Ernie’s house in Garden Grove. Ernie has a gold Cadillac Fleetwood Brougham that they borrow to tool around town. Its bumper sticker reads “Enjoying Marriage,” which Bill loathes, but the car is luxurious compared to the barely steerable jalopy he drives back home.

Before heading to Hef’s Shangri-la, they navigate the hills of Beverly and Hollywood, stopping now and then so Bill can hop out and approach the gated estates of celebrities whose addresses he somehow knows. They also swing by NBC’s Burbank studios in the hopes of attending a Tonight Show taping. But the line is already long and their chances look slim. So Bill does what he’s done countless times in Chicago at fancy gatherings he wished to crash sans invite: he produces a press pass. Make that “press pass.” In reality just a beat-up Time magazine ID he’d kept after a stint doing scut work at the publication’s local offices, it’s still more impressive than his actual pass from the Loyola newspaper. Declaring himself a Time “stringer” and dropping the name of Carson’s producer, Peter Lassally, he flashes the bullshit badge and attempts to gain entry under guise of journalism. And it’s almost successful; there’s chatter among gatekeepers. Before long, though, the lads are turned away. Sorry, guys, no room. In the years ahead Bill will return to Burbank for Tonight Show tapings, and with less crappy credentials. Until then, he’ll have to settle for watching Carson on the (very) small screen like most everyone else.

Post-graduation, Bill still has the journalism bug and soon lands a writing gig at Chicago-based Success magazine, for which he pens a December 1982 cover profile of NBC’s newest late-night star, David Letterman. Letterman’s then-pal Jay Leno gives Bill quotes for the piece and, not long after publication, brandishes a copy of the magazine during a guest shot on the recently launched Late Night with David Letterman. “Just coincidentally,” he tells the visibly embarrassed host, “I happen to be on the December issue of “Supersuccess Magazine.” Here, Leno displays a mocked-up cover featuring his grinning mug and accompanying red verbiage that hails him as “The Best Comedian in the World.” Bill’s ongoing relationship with these eventual giants, whom he’ll profile for other magazines in the years ahead, helps him gain entry to the late-night realm and bolsters his reputation as a reliable and compelling chronicler of the burgeoning scene. Early on, however, Carson isn’t a consideration subject-wise. He’d already been on the cover of Success in February 1982, and he’s entirely wrong for the Chicago beat Bill goes on to cover for Vanity Fair from 1984 to 1987, one that has him profiling the likes of Christie Hefner and Siskel and Ebert and a handful of other locally based notables before it peters out. Several more years will pass before Bill is at, and in, a place to approach his idol.



Los Angeles, Calif., Spring 1991. Carson is entering the final year of his Tonight Show tenure and Bill is a fast-rising star in the magazine world thanks to his stylish, funny, and intimate portraits of entertainment luminaries—Robin Williams and Madonna, Tom Hanks and Eddie Murphy, Warren Beatty and The Simpsons—in Rolling Stone magazine, where he began freelancing in 1989 before scoring a regular gig. At thirty-two, he belongs to an elite group of new New Journalists, successors to literary nonfiction OGs like Gay Talese, Tom Wolfe, and Joan Didion, and nearly all of his subjects land on the coveted cover. Carson was a Rolling Stone cover boy twelve years prior, in 1979, when he sat for an in-depth Q&A conducted by Timothy White. It has so far been his sole substantive appearance in those oversize pages. (In early November of 1988, Carson struck a cover pose with Letterman for the magazine’s annual comedy issue, but only Letterman talked.) Early in the summer, as Carson’s camp readies for a media onslaught en route to his May 1992 sign-off, Bill sets out to procure some Johnnytime of his own. Or at least get permission to lurk in Carson’s vicinity. With his portfolio of high-profile work, much of it comedy-centric, plus a soon-to-publish appreciation of comic greats (Carson included) titled The Rolling Stone Book of Comedy, he now has enough juice to make the ask with some hope of not being ignored. And so, in late July, Bill writes to Rolling Stone editor Bob Wallace:


Hey Bob—Now that Carson is mending after his son’s death, I think we should start the march toward getting him for the magazine. A letter from Jann [Wenner, the publisher] is necessary, I think, to open the dialogue….

I think he liked Tim White’s interview in March 79—certainly he was kindly disposed enough to do the cover again with Letterman a few summers back. So we should remind him of our good relationship with him, then propose that in the coming months he sit[s] for a series of conversations with me—at his convenience. Obviously, this would be played as the definitive exit interview, in which he can reflect upon his life and The Tonight Show as well as giving the King a chance to sound off about TV and comedy and his place in both. There’s no sense in begging for hangout time, but perhaps he’ll agree to have me occasionally hover on the periphery of the show….



Wallace agrees to get things rolling, and five days later Wenner (or someone on his behalf, perhaps Bill) drafts a short letter that’s sent to NBC’s media relations department. In it, he touts Rolling Stone’s “unparalleled… dedication to intelligently chronicling the American comedy landscape.” He also mentions Carson’s previous Rolling Stone associations and Bill’s journalistic bona fides. But Carson can’t be coaxed into talking. “[W]hile he has every confidence in your abilities and finesse,” Carson’s personal assistant, Helen Sanders, writes back in a letter dated January 3, 1992, “he is simply not doing any interviews at the present time.” Bill does, however, finagle backstage access to glean color and collect quotes. In early April of 1992, at the invitation of Doc Severinsen’s publicist, he spends some time at The Tonight Show in Burbank, watching Carson walk into makeup for pre-taping beautification and inhaling the “cloud of spiced cologne that trails him like an entourage” for a one-page Rolling Stone appreciation that hits stands shortly before Carson’s much-heralded finale, on May 22. Bill also snares a much-coveted ticket to that show of shows. In a conversation years later, he’ll describe the evening as being “like church—such reverence and nervousness. It was totally unlike any other audience experience I’ve ever had in my life. You knew you were seeing something that you were never going to see again.”

Although Carson stops performing and largely recedes from public view soon after his last Tonight Show, he remains on Bill’s brain. They even cross paths during Bill’s occasional visits to Carson’s Santa Monica offices at the corner of Main Street and Marine. In 1996, pre-television fame, Ted Allen (now host of the Food Network’s Chopped) profiles Bill for Chicago magazine.


[S]omewhere in the misty future, there is the Holy Grail, the profile to end all profiles, the fin de siècle interview, within which surely lies the answer.

Johnny.

“Now, that would be the ultimate story,” Zehme says….

And so, Zehme has started tiptoeing up the mountain toward the great Carnac, the once and forever éminence grise of late night, a man among men whose lofty confines no journalist-seeker has breached since his abdication of the latenight throne. He has thus far decided it is not prudent to ask. Not just yet.



The nineties tick by without a sit-down. But in 2001, Bill is ready to try again—this time for Esquire, his post–Rolling Stone home since 1994. It’s been a decade since his failed first attempt and almost as long since Carson agreed to an interview. In early February of 2002, after months of gently nudging Carson via faxed entreaties—and aided by years of strategic schmoozing—Bill at last gets extended face time with the media-shy host during a long lunch at Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Santa Monica restaurant, Schatzi on Main, during which Carson holds forth on a variety of topics. He’s also fine with Bill interviewing friends, family, and colleagues.I That Bill and Carson are both Midwesterners almost certainly facilitates their rapport. So does Bill’s deep knowledge of and previous writing about the late-night scene, most notably profiles of Leno and Letterman. The resulting piece, titled “The Man Who Retired,” is published in Esquire’s June 2002 issue.

A few years later, shortly after Carson dies in late January 2005 and barely a year into sobriety, Bill starts work on a celebratory biography—this biography. Building on the foundation of his Esquire reporting, he begins interviewing and reinterviewing friends, family members, ex-wives, costars, poker pals—anyone who has or had even modestly meaningful relationships and run-ins with Carson. He also begins expanding his already sizable collection of Carsonia: anything Carson-related, he must have. Here’s a sampling of the jam-packed miscellany that came to fill most of a large storage locker on Chicago’s North Side: Rows of fat binders stuffed with interview and show transcripts; piles of newspaper and magazine clippings; every book ever written on Carson; scads of photos; crates of videotapes, cassette tapes, and DVDs; tax returns, accounting records, and financial ledgers; marriage agreements and divorce settlements; personal notes and handwritten jokes; a canceled $1,500 check, big and pink, from Carson to Severinsen; one paisley polyester necktie, seventies (or maybe eighties) fugly, from the once wildly popular Johnny Carson Apparel clothing line. “He wanted everything we could get,” one of Bill’s more recent legmen, Layton Ehmke, recalls. “Every magic moment of Carson’s life; every aspect of the effects of those moments, in full context; every meaningful conversation and interaction, both on and off the air.”

But what began with such energy and enthusiasm eventually becomes burdensome. In early January 2007, bookmaking halts. It’s more, though, than just work-related. Bill is also stymied by the suddenly unrepressed grief he has managed to keep at bay since his mother’s death. When she died only three weeks before Carson, in early January 2005, he hadn’t allowed himself to fully process the loss, so as to stay on task with his writing and reporting. His mood is further blackened by growing consternation that’s rooted in an earlier realization: Johnny Carson is no Frank Sinatra—reserved versus expressive, interior versus exterior. Which makes him trickier by far to capture in prose. Several months later, Bill vents his discouragement in glum emails to Carson sources—including former Tonight Show writer Michael Barrie:


I will tell you that [Carson] vexes me in countless ways. Unlike Sinatra, he was not an exciting guy living life in big bold strokes; instead, he was—like I need to tell you—the ultimate Interior Man, large and lively only when on camera. He was the inscrutable national monument on constant full view, ever occluded nonetheless.



Before signing off, Bill also remarks that he has “somehow absorbed [Carson’s] perfectionism and inner depressed spirit, I’m fairly sure—not to mention his hiding in plain sight.” He’ll eventually reenter the fray and charge on for six more years, all the while growing his mountain of material and tussling with self-doubt.



In general, magazine profiles are to biographies as inland lakes are to oceans: far less sprawling and easier to navigate. For Bill, Carson started off as a lake and became the Pacific (or at least the Atlantic), complete with dark and unfathomable depths. Writing about his post–Tonight Show life for Esquire had been limited in scope and guided by a central clarifying theme: Johnny’s retirement. Documenting Carson’s existence from birth to earth came to feel impossible, in no small part because there was always more to be gleaned. As Bill’s friend and fellow author Robert Kurson told the Chicago Sun-Times, exaggerating slightly for effect, Bill “always felt compelled to interview a third cousin he’d just discovered, or a friend of a friend of a friend who’d emerged from his research and had a wonderful anecdote to add.” And so the mountain kept growing. “It’s mind-blowing, it’s overwhelming,” Bill said in 2016. “You can never have too much information, but in this case, yes, you can.” Nonetheless, he admitted, “There’s always this nagging thought, What if I’m missing something? That makes me nuts.”

Bill surely felt the weight of public expectation, and he fretted about doing right not only by his subject but by the scores upon scores of people in Carson’s orbit who shared memories and insights and resources. He also began questioning his own abilities, journalistic and creative, as never before. Bill was highly skilled at probing and humanizing public figures—especially talk show hosts, and perhaps most of all Letterman, whose psyche he described as “squirming, dark, and exquisite.” But Carson proved to be, in Churchillian terms, the proverbial “riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.” Consequently, the most important undertaking of Bill’s career became the most frustrating and intimidating.



Chicago, Ill., late December 2013. Four decades have passed since those early fanboy days. Now in year eight of his Carson toiling, Bill receives a dire health diagnosis: Stage 4 colorectal cancer. From here on out he is primarily focused—at first, solely focused—on surviving. With the help of major surgery, potent medication, and as much humor as he can muster, he manages to regain a semi-normal existence. But it’s a very different existence from his previous one—more fraught, more tenuous, more precious—and every day is a struggle. Though he vows to rally and continue his Carson chronicling, the mental and physical wherewithal required to do so are gone. So is his initial book advance, whittled down by debts and living expenses and healthcare costs. Money is a constant concern—has been for years, even before the cancer came. “Life is a tidal wave,” Bill once said as the subject of a Loyola University alumni profile. “It’s a wave you’re caught in and the waves have just taken me where they’ve taken me.” He was talking there about his career, but it’s also true more generally. Cancer, though, is a crushing tsunami that makes it far tougher to simply go with the flow. But Bill learns to do just that, partly through sheer willpower and partly by erecting psychological barriers that allow him to cope with daily trials and indignities. He never googles his disease, for instance. Ignorance is bliss. And, as ever, he leans on language. In texts and emails, chemo is renamed “keemo.” He’s also fond of “hot sauce” and “glow juice.” Those terms, he thinks, make cancer sound “more fun.” “You better bring some levity to this,” he tells Chicago magazine in 2016. “And you better laugh every day. Because if you forget how to laugh, cancer will just spin you out.” But despite his best efforts over the course of more than nine years, it finally overtakes him.

Bill’s death on March 26, 2023, at age sixty-four, spawns a flurry of local and national obits that pay tribute to him and his unique body of work. “Mr. Zehme bridled at being identified as a celebrity biographer,” Sam Roberts writes in the New York Times, “although most of the people he profiled had been famous long before he wrote about them. They had not, however, seemed as familiar as next-door neighbors until Mr. Zehme wrote about them.” Bill’s friend and former editor David Hirshey tells the Times, “Bill didn’t dig around for dirt or comb through the proverbial closet hunting for skeletons. What interested him was more subtle than that. Zehme looked for the quirks in behavior and speech that revealed a person’s character, and he had an uncanny ability to put his subjects at ease with a mixture of gentle playfulness and genuine empathy.” Some of Bill’s favorite celebrity subjects weigh in, too. “It’s hard to explain how one can miss a journalist so much,” Sharon Stone says in statements to Esquire and Vanity Fair. “Bill was a wonderful person, a delicate, delicious, open, deep, robust feast of a human. Bigger and more special than most. A holiday of a man, the kind that comes around very rarely, that you remember forever, like the Christmas you got the things you thought your parents couldn’t afford.” Social media is also rife with remembrances. “I wish you love and godspeed old friend,” Nancy Sinatra writes in an Instagram post. Veteran Chicago Tribune columnist Eric Zorn tweets, “All Chicago writers stood in awe of Bill Zehme.”

What most of it boils down to is this: For a long stretch of time, no one did it better. No one elevated his art form, in Bill’s case celebrity journalism (I’m cringing for him), in such an engaging and, yes, meaningful way. Of course, the same can be said (and often is said) of Carson. Even now, many would argue—including those, like Letterman and Conan O’Brien, who have done what Carson did to great acclaim—the King has yet to be dethroned. That certainly was Bill’s view. Ever since boyhood, he had marveled at Carson’s comic timing and enviable élan, his personification of cool. But the allure ran much deeper, into a realm of comfort and joy that New York Times scribe Frank Rich encapsulated in 1992, a couple of weeks before Carson’s finale. “In truth, the actual content of a Carson show did not matter,” Rich wrote. “At a time of anxiety, who cares about the color and material of a security blanket?” Expanding on Rich’s metaphor, Bill considered Carson to be nothing less than “the greatest security blanket this country ever had”—one under which a nation snuggled nightly, safe and warm (and randy!). For resting and restless millions, including an almost-lifelong mega-maven from suburban Chicago, Carson’s steadiness brought solace, his humor buoyancy, his very presence assurance that the world would keep turning—that, in Bill’s words, “tomorrow will come and we can laugh about what just happened today, and we can get up in the morning, and it’ll be alright, here we go again.”

Bill completed the first three-quarters of Carson the Magnificent before his illness in 2013. The continuation of Carson’s story that follows it was made possible by the extensive groundwork Bill laid. Everything I needed (and so much more) was there, somewhere, stashed in long unopened binders and torn envelopes and dusty bins. It was mostly a matter of sifting through the stockpile, extracting and sorting the relevant material and reaching out to a handful of Bill’s sources, all of whom were eager to help, for further illumination. But I’ve never lost sight of the fact that, despite my contributions, this is Bill’s book. I’m grateful and humbled, however, that friends and family members—including Bill’s daughter, Lucy, and his sister, Betsy—think he would have approved of my stewardship.

More than just a challenging and engrossing endeavor, and more than I ever anticipated, this book has kept me connected to a close pal with whom I can no longer communicate in any traditional sense. I can’t text him about some podcast episode he’d dig, or shoot the shit with him over slabs of zesty ribs at our favorite Chicago joint. But his influence remains ever-present, and I spent many months surrounded by artifacts from his life and career. In those ways, he’s still near. There’s also a surreal full-circle element in that, after nearly a quarter century, we’re back working together like in the old days, when Bill let a twenty-something wannabe inside his rarefied world, shared knowledge, opened doors, and made me feel like I had a future in journalism. Like I could even do something akin to what he did, if maybe not how he did it. Because no one did it how he did it. Of course, I never imagined then or ever that one day he’d essentially be my legman, but here we are. And here, at long last, is Johnny.


	
I. “It was a long dance,” Bill will later tell writer Alex Belth for the curated archival website Esquire Classic. “If you ever want to succeed in our racket, make sure you get to know the assistants of people very well. That’s what you want to do. That’s the key. Because they’re your pipeline to getting to the subject.”








PART ONE There Will Be a Tomorrow





Tuesday, September 18, 1973; Burbank, California; NBC Studio One; The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson. Program guests: Tony Randall (actor, keen raconteur), Ozzie and Harriet Nelson (legendary archetypal radio/television sitcom parental figures), Jerry Van Dyke (comic actor), and William Peter Blatty (bestselling author).

The forgotten rites of many moons (abbreviated):

He stands offstage unseen before seen by millions—oh, sweet polarities!—consolidating adrenaline into twinkling brio. With balls of feet bopping rhythmically, he waits… as his signature brassy fanfare blares away out there… and then, a couple dozen seconds later, comes the indelible booming pronouncement (reassurance?) that he is emphatically nowhere else but… here. As in: Heeeeeeeeeeeere. So summoned, he lopes out through a rustling split of the multicolored curtain, or “rainbow rag,” briefly clutching its fabric until releasing it with a dismissive toss. Neck cranes—snaps, really—most birdlike, absolutely—toward all compass points of audience, which noisily exudes fierce approval; before uttering a single word, his manner variously approximates surprise, glee, reproach, humility, authority. Attire tonight: blinding electric-plaid sport coat (woefully au courant weave of flammable synthetic polyester fibers, very likely a sample selection from his own bestselling menswear line) with pastel buttons; beige shirt, French cuffs; slacks and tie and loafers, all brown. Hair: thick flames of silver at sides and forked throughout otherwise still-dark crown. He is five weeks from turning forty-eight years old.

Ed, tucked in shadows to his right, barks, Hi-yohhhh, which the attendant crowd obediently parrots back; this is Pavlovian rote by now. Leftward, Doc bows at his host’s arrival, twirling salaam. Ed also nods prayerfully, fingertips pressed together. This exaggerated reverence heralding the mere manifestation of his physical presence—never all that completely exaggerated, in truth—reinforces the long-established comic premise of grateful subservience to their imperious yet suavely benevolent master. Theme music ends with dependably abrupt shave-and-a-haircut-two-bits flourish; studio applause thins to random yelps and hoots.

Stationed at white star affixed to black linoleum floor, he begins. Opening salvo: “I walked to work tonight. I cut through the park over here, and Euell Gibbons ate my monologue.” Laughter burbles. (Euell Gibbons—right, yes, right—naturalist, plant-eater, pop curiosity, Grape-Nuts cereal pitchman.) He sets forth, as required, several other fresh items of public and personal interest, inserting at will or at whim contemplative pauses, defensive asides, wounded grimaces, cackles of self-mockery and a kaleidoscope of perpetual hand movements—punctuation marks all, ineffably precise at each turn. Sample item (re: President Nixon’s Watergate scandal, the tumultuous marriage of his colorful attorney general/wife, et al.):


John and Martha Mitchell are in the news again. According to the papers, they have split up again. This time, he left her. They’re becoming the Liz and Dick of the political world.

John left his wife; he moved out. He says his wife, Martha, is mentally disturbed. She says that John threw out her clothes. He says she threw out his clothes and burned his mail. She sounds like a perfectly normal wife to me.

[With chastening self-consciousness] That’s a little humor there. That could cost me, couldn’t it? And has.

John says Martha needs psychiatric help, and Martha says she refuses to go to a psychiatrist because she’s afraid they’ll break in and steal her files. No, she says she’s gonna get a divorce—did you read that?—as soon as she can find a lawyer in Washington who’s not under indictment….



Eight or so minutes later, after first cluster of commercials—which, of course, he’d introduced with customary pantomimed golf swing, medium velocity—he sits at his desk while band finishes up vigorous musical interlude that fills every break, during which he taps syncopated pencil (his predominant tic whenever sedentary) on the faux-rosewood Formica surface, also on carved cigarette box, also on coffee mug that bears his likeness. (This tapping—essential private reverie for him; most often, he loses himself inside the wailing live orchestrations, speaking to no one throughout and just… taps.) As expected at this juncture, Ed sits to immediate right of desk in chair (known to staff as “the swivel”) reserved for the evening’s procession of featured guests; each of them will politely make room for the next by shifting dutifully rightward farther and farther, down along the adjoining burnt-orange couch, where they must remain (with certain exceptions) until this ninety-minute airwave cavalcade concludes. (By show’s end, Ed will be seated furthermost from desk; think Siberia.) Now, however, to evince camaraderie, Ed mentions that they—the two of them, host and announcer, John William Carson and Edward Leo Peter McMahon Jr.—will soon mark fifteen consecutive years of working together (which, they note, includes four years of collusion on the wisecracking popular Golden Age afternoon quiz show Who Do You Trust?).


	JC: That’s a third of my life! I have been with you longer than any wife.

	EM: That’s amazing, so I’m throwing a little party.

	JC: Am I invited?

	EM: Absolutely, you’re invited.

	JC: We should do something special that night—like stay sober.



Desk piece (i.e., prepared comedy material, internally designated “the five-spot” for its placement in the show’s production rundown) commences: Cosmopolitan magazine, Carson explains, has published tips on how to avoid being mugged; Ed bellows trademark bombastic setup (“It’s amazing—every time Cosmopolitan does an article, they absolutely cover EVERYTHING you can say about that particular subject; I’ve never seen a magazine that can quite do that!!” To which Carson demurely injects, “Well, they didn’t do it, either…”). Tonight Show writers have provided, and Carson delivers, additional if less conventional advice, such as: “Remember that effective lighting is a deterrent—wear neon panties.” And: “If attacked, make as much noise as you can, like with a submachine gun.” After next commercial break, guest Tony Randall is introduced, so as to promote new duet record album (made with his sitcom costar Jack Klugman) of vaudeville-style tunes, called The Odd Couple Sings, and he rousingly performs a sample number (with foolish aplomb, candy-striped blazer, cane, straw boater), “When Banana Skins Are Falling (I’ll Come Sliding Back to You),” the incongruous absurdity of which mostly stuns all present. He then takes seat beside desk to confess his general dislike of vaudeville-style tunes, as Carson reaches for his cigarette box, inciting consternation from the persnickety Randall, who famously abhors smoking.


	TR: You will not smoke in my presence.

	JC: And, from now on, you will not sing in mine.



Carson, nevertheless, refrains from smoking, while Randall discourses on his passion for opera; after more commercials, Carson invites Randall, a seasoned veteran among guests (JC: “You’ve been out here a couple, three, four dozen times?” TR, feigning hurt: “Oh, closer to a hundred, but that’s all right”), to embark upon a topic of his own choosing, so Randall relates two amusing near-death experiences concerning his mother, which prompts Carson to lightly broach existential matters of the mortal coil.


	
JC: Does the prospect of death concern you in any way?

	TR: I don’t really believe it—the fact that, as we sit here and as the clock ticks, both of us are that much closer to the grave. In fact, all of us are.

	JC: [Pauses here to conspiratorially give a withering stare into camera, then an elaborate shuffling of notes on desk, as though searching for escape from grim topic] Okay, who’s next? [Then, in patient, lecturing mode] You see, Tony, at this time of night, people who watch the show are ready to go to bed, lie down, and sleep. A lot of them would like to think that they will wake up in the morning. My job is to give them that feeling—that there will be a tomorrow.

	TR: All right, tell them that. There will be a tomorrow!

	JC: But it doesn’t bother you? You don’t think about it?

	TR: Do you?

	JC: Not really, no. I really don’t.

	TR: I don’t have the slightest fear of death. However, I dread growing old. Don’t you dread growing old?

	JC: I think about it. I think the biggest issue for most people is health. They wouldn’t mind growing old if they felt they were going to be alert and physically capable.



They then marvel for a while over the inspiring longevity of Russian villagers in the Caucasus Mountains where, Carson authoritatively (if idiosyncratically) reports, there are “forty-one people over one hundred years of age—nobody knows why.”

After commercials (and there will be bunches more of them scissoring up the rest of the proceedings), the sexagenarian first couple of American domestic comedy Ozzie and Harriet Nelson join panel (promoting new television series, Ozzie’s Girls, and Ozzie’s autobiography, Ozzie), and Carson apologizes for doleful tone set by Randall (“Tony really got things off to a flying stop”), and after subsequent break, Ozzie elects to warble his own composition, “Underneath the North Dakota Moon” (after which Carson teases, “We just had a telegram from North Dakota—they just seceded from the union”), and comic actor Jerry Van Dyke performs a vintage “Mule Train” record-pantomime bit from his stand-up comedy nightclub act that Carson had recently seen again in Las Vegas (“Like a lot of standard pieces of material, it’s something that you never get tired of seeing, and I asked him to repeat it here tonight”), and then author of The Exorcist, William “Bill” Peter Blatty, takes the chair to promote his new nonfiction book about how he communicates with his dead mother (keeping things appreciably charming and light), whereupon this particular ninety-minute edition of orchestrated happy calm draws toward conclusion (nearing one o’clock a.m. in time zones east and west, and midnight in the middle). Band starts up soft swinging amorphous sign-off number as Carson announces that tomorrow night’s guests will be comedian Richard Pryor, Japanese magician Shimada, and the violin-playing Miss America contestant Judy (Miss Texas) Mallett. After which he rises, as do his guests, and, bopping rhythmically on balls of his feet, he joins them in front of the couch to make awkward end-of-party chuckling chitchat—the host, in effect, shepherding them all out the door of his home and into the night, so that he can remove his shoes and let surplus adrenaline deflate once more to a natural ordinary human level. Within seconds, clockwork always, he is gone and realization dawns—at least among those still wakeful enough to give it thought—that tomorrow has yet again arrived, safely, if only by a little.



Here’s him, just to be clear:

John William Carson lived all the fat glamorous thrilling life he ever needed, and wanted, inside of that picture box. The very best of him, he made sure, was electro-magnetized and transmitted and reconverted, which is the way he always wished it to be, and this was more than fine with us on the receiving end. Inside the box, where it was dark and warm, where he was bright and cool, he became a man called Johnny (and was not ever John). There, he had risen and reigned as iconic king and cultural potentate—a smooth midnight sentinel possessed of Herculean fortitude and winking glimmer and other ineffable qualities mastered solely to resonate behind a glass picture screen, especially when it was very late. (No other skills came to him as naturally.) There, his stinging japes humbled unworthy leaders of state and his facile charm stirred the bosoms of desirous females and soothed the sleepy souls of prone subjects who numbered in the millions upon millions upon millions, possibly ad infinitum. By 1978 (halfway into his long helmsmanship), more than four times the population of the planet had supposedly and somehow beheld his wry splendor, by dint of recurrent encounter on multitudinous boxes planted throughout North America alone—although (and here he surely would have yawped, “Give me a break!”) this was some statistical meringue whipped up by the National Broadcasting Company, chief patron of his sturdy tenure. In fact, he measured out a careful ubiquity so as to never wear out welcome: across twenty-nine years, seven months, three weeks—an epoch that commenced on October 1, 1962—he performed his unique services in full public view for at least 5,500 hours, or a bit less than eight months of hours, which is still more than any other mortal filled in his peculiar line of night work and does not factor in additional hours when his work was shown over again (which it was, generously) or when other people gamely spelled him from duty; his frequent absences, after all, merely stoked his legend of general evasiveness. (Wheeeeeere’s Johnny?)

His oversize life in the box transcended ordinary fame, no matter how ordinary he wished to be seen. That he was seen nightly—and collectively experienced—during hours most intimate and vulnerable only deepened his American meaning. (Yes, his was predominantly an era of limited televiewing alternatives, a time when those boxes pulled in only a handful of options at any given hour… and yet he very likely would’ve remained our chosen night magnet if, say, time had frozen him in 1978 and the inevitable onslaught of cable channels had dared to arrive early and challenge his irresistible sway. Such was his absolute essentiality to the culture.) National patriarch and broadcast lion Walter Cronkite, a.k.a. the Most Trusted Man in America (although all forthcoming evidence could suggest that Second Most may better apply), had on one celebratory occasion offered this homespun nutshell of the Carsonian essence: “a cool kid from Nebraska with a cockeyed smile who became the most durable performer in the whole history of television.” Such durability, Cronkite seemed to imply (as did, well, everyone else), bespoke a winsome Midwestern ethos in Carson, a cheerful honor-bound pledge to do what you are supposed to do when you are supposed to do it. And so, like sun and moon and oxygen and ionosphere, Johnny Carson was always there, reliable and steadfast. Like no one else in a later century lifetime, his was the last face flickering onto the brain before so many billions of slumbers. Quite literally, he launched the dreams of generations, as no golden Hollywood dream merchant might have fathomed, even in metaphor. Never a movie star, he shone maybe bigger anyhow. Thus, his somewhat jarring inclusion in critic David Thomson’s fine, fanciful The New Biographical Dictionary of Film, where a recalculation of his small-screen hours cautiously translated, in conventional terms, to more than 2,500 movies broadcast live. Concluded Thomson, a British subject who has illuminated the culture of the colonies most acutely, “He came away from that scrutiny as both an American ideal and a mystery man; agreeable and withdrawn; good company and intensely alone; attractive yet cold… always there, never graspable…. I feel he stayed unknowable so as to be seductive, to stay there, on TV.”

Carson, of course, never really went in for this Unknowable jazz. “What you see is pretty much what it is,” he said always, meaning himself, because always his perceived aura of power made the deep thinkers incredulous. “Johnny Carson on TV is the visible eighth of an iceberg called Johnny Carson,” said one anonymous colleague, most indelibly, long ago when personal attribution in speaking freely of Carson was considered perilous. (In certain sustaining cases, I will tell you, the ghostly wrath of this deceased king seems to still spook eternal; ancient pledges of tight-lipped ones persist, especially regarding his very human flaws and missteps, many of which he quickly copped to in life.) The iceberg theory above presumes that the other submerged seven-eighths of him crackled with forbidding titanic chill—which, one supposes, is what makes mythos fun. Whereas, being a staunch pragmatist, he simply favored good business sense: “Always leave them wanting more,” he would genially repeat to quell chronic speculation about his personal world—all evasive twinkle, all the time.(J. W. Carson, by the way: lifetime majority shareholder, Evasive Twinkle, Inc.) Certainly, he understood withholding better than a tax accountant, and thus all but effortlessly made such careful withholding both his art and his magic. He perfected the economy of self, accumulated untold fortune by virtue of deft omission. He never slighted his work (when he worked, which was far more than viewers could know), but his work bedazzled with sleights imperceptible. In a warmhearted foreword to a magician friend’s 1997 book of close-up tricks, he wrote this cursory sentence about the author’s stage prowess: “The audience is never aware of the manipulation or sleights involved.” Which, in fact, said everything—i.e., everything you need to know about the majestic Carson career is right there, in that one small sentence! (He also wrote, parenthetically as well as tellingly: “I don’t like the word ‘tricks.’ ”) During thirty years inside the box, he manipulated his own serial disappearances, and reappearances, with subtle panache nightly—like Merlin of the Midwest, like Mandrake of Malibu, née Manhattan (i.e., those ten years prior to permanent job relocation). In the end, and in the altogether, nobody would ever disappear as well and as elegantly as he did.

This regimen of regular vaporization—how could it not give a man so possessed even grander and more dramatic notions? He flirted several times, in fact, with vanishing himself entirely from view, or at least from the view of him to which all were happily accustomed. But, as history confirms, he only truly meant and kept to it once. Just once, ultimately, in earnest, with final punctuation attendant. Whenever he had previously advanced the notion of departure, of abdication, the American news media unleashed panic waves and the populace quaked apprehensively, uncertainly, and then he would reconsider (or accept financial inducement to reconsider) and thus cast off whatever escape-strategy currently under assessment, and people could sleep again safely knowing that this particular cultural abandonment issue had once more been put to bed. Still, the possibility was always real—nobody stays in one place forever—but he also knew that somehow, by showing up for work, he conferred intrinsic order and reassurance upon his country and constituency (while also likely wondering to himself, How the fuck did this ever happen?). So, responsibly, year after year, he placated and… twinkled onward. For instance: “I don’t have any other skills,” he nervously joshed in early 1991, at age sixty-five, when pressed at some television industry function (a rare off-job sighting!), as hungry microphones jabbed at his whitely crowned head. “If I didn’t stay with the show…” he began saying, then just concluded with a shrug: “I have no other abilities. So I better do this.”

But by that point in particular, it was penultimate coyness—his exit plan, he had decided (or would, apparently, within weeks) loomed pretty hard and fast. Whence the bombshell: on May 23, 1991, before a unsuspecting and unprepared NBC corporate assemblage at Carnegie Hall in New York (seven blocks from where his great stewardship of night had commenced inside 30 Rockefeller Plaza), he decreed—light as a soft-shoe, heaving no sighs of wracked gravitas—that there would be just one more year of him and that would be all, absolutely, no kidding.

And this was received as hurled Olympian thunder, and there was reeling and roiling and, by the following spring, as his vacancy encroached, strange portents of transition came to bear. (Principally, this included the untidy subplot of two comedy princes-in-waiting—the affable unstoppable longtime Carson substitute host of recent vintage, James Douglas Muir Leno, who’d been swiftly anointed by strong-armed fearful executives to succeed him, and the spurned personal Carson favorite, David Michael Letterman, who’d masterfully served with grand postmodern significance for a decade in the adjoining nightly hour, more than proving his entitlement—thrashing in their very separate camps over rightful spoils; i.e, the vanquished Carsonian-gilded kingdom of The Tonight Show.) Meanwhile, the inescapable zeitgeist and cultural entirety of the United States of America had formed itself into one big irrepressible throat lump. Because the inevitable was actually happening. And nobody—except maybe for the one about to vanish himself as never before—knew what to make of it.



April 1992: A small regression here—forgivable, one hopes—to conjure maybe a visceral jolt of national loss impending: I had gone to the front and to the sanctum, to NBC West Coast headquarters, Burbank, California—epicenter of the exodus—and for a few days gained behind-scenes access to the tremulous, impossibly waning empire of Carsonia. I was there on assignment for Rolling Stone, to add another layer of media keening to a pre-memorial wail already shot skyward. In my dispatch, I reported he had kept two artifacts at his feet behind his desk all those years: a rubber chicken, symbolizing Comedy, and a wooden arrow, left over from a bad Custer sketch, symbolizing failure. Thirteen years earlier, when he was fifty-three, he had told another Rolling Stone writer, “I don’t envision sitting there in my sixties. I think that would be wrong.” At stake, however, were matters greater than Comedy itself or various iconic and dynastic trappings (Desk, Chair, Fork in Road, et cetera). “We are not just losing a comedian,” wrote the astute Washington Post television critic Tom Shales, also on the epochal deathwatch beat (who wasn’t?). “We are losing a continuum.” Shales went on: “It’s very clear that parting will be much more sorrowful than sweet. People went through the same kind of thing back in 1981 as they looked forward with dread to Walter Cronkite’s retirement as anchor of The CBS Evening News. But this is worse. Carson’s reign dwarfs that of Cronkite and of just about anyone else. For nearly thirty years, at a tender and delicate hour… he has cured innumerable cases of the blues, alleviated countless depressions, mercifully interrupted millions of arguments…. It’s natural to panic.” (Even amid this panic of his own making, Carson soothed: “Don’t think of me as leaving,” he said in one homestretch monologue. “I’m just going on a longer vacation than usual.”) The great film director Billy Wilder had long ago, with much admiration, coined this iconic summation of the Carson effect: “He is the Valium and the Nembutal of a nation.” (Per his unique alliance with Hypnos, god of sleep—and didn’t Carson put the hip in Hypnos?—medical science eventually recognized the condition of temporary one-eyed blindness, caused by burrowing the other eye into a pillow while watching television in bed, as Carsonogenous Monocular Nyctalopia.) But, perhaps more important, before pharmacology caught up with metabolic imbalance, he was also our Prozac and our Zoloft. His was the bump in the night that delivered hope and perspective.

I have heard one sentence spoken several times in the years since he left television, much less the planet: “Johnny Carson saved my life.” It’s a declaration rarely uttered with glibness—the way, for instance, I’ve sometimes heard cocksure men say the same thing about Frank Sinatra, whose music clarified private pain or inspired much-needed hubris at stark, defining moments. Sinatra brilliantly offered the jolt of emotional solidarity in performance, whereas Carson specialized in dangling forth an emotional distraction, with the bonus of prompting improbable laughs at times when you thought you would never laugh again. Also, in his era, he was readily available at his appointed hour, like household din; no need to dig through your LP collection to achieve balm. (Interestingly, up in the period’s stratosphere of legitimate spotlit power, their own relationship—King of Late Night vis-à-vis Chairman of the Board—while mutually respectful also bore resemblance to the intangible force of repelling magnets: “Johnny and Frank were too much alike to be too close,” says Joanne Carson, the second of his four wives. Or, notes Don Rickles, whose moniker “Mr. Warmth” was bestowed by Carson, “Let’s put it this way: They were very uncomfortable with each other. They pretended like they were really pals, but they weren’t.”)

Nevertheless, it’s worth observing a passage from Pete Hamill’s terrific appreciation, Why Sinatra Matters, that well applies to both of these preeminent night watchmen of the psyche: “In their work all great artists help transcend the solitude of individuals; they relieve the ache of loneliness; they supply a partial response to the urging of writer E. M. Forster: ‘Only connect.’ ” Then Hamill brings the haymaker: “In their ultimate triumph over the banality of death, such artists continue to matter.” Which, while certainly true, throws a wrinkle in the lasting legacy department, re: J. W. Carson. For instance, just step into most any clubby mahogany-paneled restaurant dedicated to selling steaks and scotch and martinis and ambient machismo, and Frank’s voice will inevitably still be sweeping across the joint’s sound system, relieving aches of loneliness, et al. Whereas the ephemeral magic of Johnny Carson, who loomed just as large and swung just as mightily, albeit only inside of his box and ours, 1962 to 1992, no longer hums and flickers into nightscape ambience. While his greatness had no expiration date, his art needed one in order to be great. When it mattered the most, he was transient as a breath, and every bit as vital.

But then there was this added incredulity: And when he left… he left.

Oh, they still shake their heads over that hard fact, these insatiable showbiz narcissists who would rather die than disappear—gone? poof? completely?—while still capable of absorbing affirmation and applause. Why bother to even go on breathing? What would be the point? Yet, of course, this was to be regarded as his second most remarkable feat, the first being the body and effect of his work. Plus, this second feat was not just remarkable, but it was, well, also kind of goddamned plain peculiar… spooky almost. Still jarringly true, though: He went gone, stayed gone, was just gone… gone gone gone. But… also… he was still out there living his life, doing a whole lot more of whatever it was he did back when nobody really knew what he did when he wasn’t doing his job anyway.

As for him, during this perceived vacuum of time? Wherever he was after he left, he soon enough found that only sleep could return him to where he’d so famously been. And this persisted long after he’d inadvertently started shielding himself from public view, probably even persisted into his last mortal days, when the idea of him returning at all had—for him, absolutely—grown almost as unfathomable as his departure once seemed. And now, though, here he was—right here, locking eyes, being all brightly conversant—explaining what it was like for him to be locked, pleasantly enough for the most part, inside this opaque retirement of his:

“I still, believe it or not, have dreams in which I am late for The Tonight Show,” he was saying one crisp early February afternoon, nearly a decade into his adamant absentia (and just a week short of three years prior to his passing into the afterlife that he never much went in for). “It’s a performer’s nightmare, apparently. I’ve checked with other people, and it occurs to them frequently. And it’s frightening. Because I’m not prepared. It’s showtime and I’m going on—and I’ve got nothing to say! Jesus! I wake up in a sweat. It’s now been ten years since I’ve been done with the job. But I will be back there—it was two-thirds of my adult life, remember—and people at the show will be as real and fresh and current as ever in the dream, and all of a sudden, I’m having to go on and I’m not prepared. You revisit the whole thing. You think you’re on the air. And you’re not ready. You hit the wall.”

There was something tremendously pleasing about this confession at the time he shared it with me. Not so much in his artistic phantom panic episodes—which were nonetheless thrilling to imagine astir in this gently contented man of seventy-six with an enormous yacht always ready and waiting for him—but more so that Night and Morpheus had conspired to not entirely permit him to leave behind what he had so dearly loved for so long. In dreams, he could still and often did drive from Malibu to Burbank in his white Corvette (which, in real life, he had now replaced with a silver-gray Lexus SUV) and reenter that make-believe debonair world he dismantled upon departure—the same jazzy world that mesmerized generations of intrepid youths who snuck peeks and saw forbidden wonder in his after-bedtime consortiums. “He represented a world, and a time of day, that had nothing to do with children,” Nancy Franklin would later write in the New Yorker, “and if you were quite young when you first watched him that made him even more glamorous and mysterious—much as adulthood itself was glamorous and mysterious…. Carson made adulthood seem less laden with responsibility, more full of play and promise, than childhood.” Thus, even his own subconscious wanted to maybe tug him back to the exaggerated fun of it all, now that ordinary civilian life produced fun less dependably than when taped before a live studio audience.

(For the record, he was not alone experiencing this preternatural yank: Fresh into the millennium, a half-hour television infomercial advertising The Ultimate Carson Collection of repackaged show-highlight videos became fairly ubiquitous during insomniac hours—which, at the time, prompted bandleader Doc Severinsen to make the blushing confession: “My wife and I had fallen asleep with the television on, and at about two a.m., I heard the sound of The Tonight Show. I woke up and this thing is running and it looked like the show was actually on. I bolted up in bed and thought, ‘Oh my God! I’m late for work!’ ”)

But nothing so subliminal could alter the unbudging reality of the Vanish—and, oh, this was a Vanish!—whence Johnny Carson ceased himself from ever again being what he was. The Vanish, the unyielding totality of it, after all, had not quite been in the cards: the second-to-last sentence he spoke to the nation on his Final Night, on May 22, 1992, even beheld certain vague promise. He said, “I hope that when I find something that I want to do, and I think you will like, and come back, that you will be as gracious inviting me into your home as you have been.” (Note lack of “if” anywhere therein.) But there was no falsity in his words, either—he wasn’t kidding about that “when,” not until he finally knew better. Because whatever he found that he may have wanted to do, he also found unworthy of what he believed we had come to expect of him. Nevertheless, optimism personified, he dutifully opened a modest but swank suite of offices for his Carson Productions headquarters in Santa Monica, a half hour from his Malibu home, so as to preside over emeritus years’ possibilities. Seven weeks after leaving The Tonight Show, he had in fact signed a new long-term contract with NBC—an exclusive so-called “housekeeping” deal to develop or star in various specials and such. Upon signing, however, he told the network entertainment chief, Warren Littlefield, “I’m not ready to go to work on Monday.” (“Fine, I’ll call Tuesday,” replied Littlefield.) “That’s why we set up this office,” says Helen Sanders, his devoted executive assistant who had followed him from Burbank to help tend to these new ventures, undecided but inevitable. “He fully intended to do new projects, but once he got here, nothing appealed to him. After a while, he said, ‘You know what? I’m not going to do anything.’ ” He had reached that conclusion in very short order, rationalizing: “What would I do that I couldn’t do on The Tonight Show, and do it better?” The idea of hosting specials, in general, had long made him queasy. (“Dear John, all your shows are Specials,” the writer and critic Kenneth Tynan wrote to him in a long beseeching 1979 letter, when Carson had seriously flirted in public with the idea of quitting for new pursuits. “What other TV format would give you the freedom to improvise, to take off and fly, to plunge into the unpredictable? Carson scriptbound would be Carson straight-jacketed.” Addressee’s reply: “I have never received a more flattering letter in my life and you may well have helped me give a new direction to my thinking.” Indeed, thereafter he did keep on with his unshackled flying and plunging routine for another thirteen years.) Moreover, after a life of pure domination over competitors of all version and variety, he saw little wisdom in risking the unseemly embarrassment of failure.

“I don’t want to do television just to do television,” he told Tom Shales in December 1993, on the eve of becoming a Kennedy Center Honors recipient (there was no way to bag out on that one; it would be televised, yes, but at least he wouldn’t have to perform or even speak, only accept grand platitudes, which itself had no actual appeal, either). “You have to have a reason to do it. If I had wanted to stay on television, I had a marvelous job. I could have stayed right where I was…. [But now] I’ve got to follow what I did. The nice thing about The Tonight Show was that you could have a bad night, a guest didn’t work out, or I wasn’t working well, so you say, ‘Okay, there’s tomorrow night.’ Not so in prime time anymore. You go on and the first thing the other network does is to counter-program you. So let’s just say I get an idea together that I really like and get some writers and you pump a lot of effort and time into it, and the other network buys a first run of Unforgiven with Clint Eastwood. So you go on at nine o’clock at whatever night and you get killed and you say, ‘What am I doing this for? For my ego? For the money?’ I don’t need that anymore. I have an ego like anybody else, but it doesn’t need to be stoked by going before the public all the time.”

Which, oddly enough, was also his sly way of admitting that it was ego—and only ego—that would serve to keep him away from public view forever more. As with so many lesser mortals who tried for decades, he knew no easy triumph could come from competing with the legend that was Johnny Carson. Why in the hell would he want to try it?



And so it was, more or less, that he had become our Garbo of Comedy, our J. D. Salinger of Television—spectral man of leisure and potential consultant for the federal witness protection program. Here was Johnny, but really—mostly—he was just John anymore (personal letterhead notwithstanding), happily occluded, unbound, unwound, a shambling and carefree customer, minus schedule and obligation, showing up only wherever he happened to be, only if it pleased him to do so. (Historically, we knew already that social gatherings and public events pleased him not a scintilla.) He was, however, no recluse—no Charles Foster Kane bumping around the marbled hush of Xanadu, no Howard Hughes coveting Kleenex boxes in a sterile penthouse at the Desert Inn, no eccentric coot hermetically sealed in a mayonnaise jar on Funk & Wagnalls’ porch since noon today. (“I’ve been reading a book about J. Paul Getty,” he informed a reporter in 1986, aghast at the rarely seen miserly billionaire’s random peculiarities. “The man had a pay phone in his house!”) Indeed, Carson the man walked among us, he drove in afternoon traffic, he lunched alfresco with old chums and new acquaintances. He took his wife shopping and to the movies, played morning tennis on his Point Dume property high above the Malibu shoreline, became a boat owner possessed, thus an insatiable high-seas adventurer. Also, as one who prized a well-nourished curiosity, he consumed books by the hundreds, cleaving almost exclusively to matters factual—nature, science, history, languages. All that he did not do, simply, unapologetically, was return to television or performance life in any meaningful way—defying that desperate universal law in which a true comedian must get laughs or perish. Thus, the incredulity and astonishment that burbled first among show people, even among those who considered themselves personally close to him. (“I thought he’d last about five months away from TV,” the unceasing Ed McMahon told TV Guide in 1993. “He’s surprised me.”) Disbelief eventually morphed into an altogether new genus of reverence—“I think he’s the only man who has retired from this business and actually meant it,” Carl Reiner marveled to me in 2002, by which time the Carson retirement had come to be regarded as near mythically flawless, as was the career that had preceded and earned it. Don’t you miss it, John? they said to him. You’ve got to miss it! Always with a shrug and a genial whiff of self-satisfaction, he would offer them all the same three words: “I did it.” Nobody argued. The curtain had been drawn and sealed, fortified with impenetrable lead plating.
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