
[image: Cover: A Fine Line Between Stupid and Clever: The Story of Spinal Tap, by Rob Reiner with Christopher Guest, Michael McKean, and Harry Shearer.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.







    
[image: A Fine Line Between Stupid and Clever: The Story of Spinal Tap, by Rob Reiner, Christopher Guest, Michael McKean and Harry Shearer with David Kamp. Simon and Schuster. London | New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | Sydney/Melbourne | Toronto | New Delhi.]







Introduction

In 1982, I began shooting a film under the auspices of an independent studio called Embassy Pictures. Don’t look for it; it doesn’t exist anymore. But what does exist is my first film as a director, This Is Spinal Tap. It transformed my life and the lives of my three friends, cowriters, and costars, Christopher Guest, Michael McKean, and Harry Shearer.

Over the years, This Is Spinal Tap has established itself as a significant part of our culture: first as a cult hit and then as a widely watched and rewatched classic. It pioneered a new narrative format, the mockumentary, and proved as quotable as The Godfather and arguably funnier: “These go to eleven”; “None more black”; “Hello, Cleveland!”; “Enough of my yakkin’ ”; and my favorite, “It’s such a fine line between stupid and clever.”

This Is Spinal Tap transformed the way people talk and think about the music industry. Large venues are described as EnormoDomes. “Stonehenge” has become synonymous with epic stagecraft failure. Time and time again, professional musicians have approached us to recount their embarrassing “Spinal Tap moments.”



People have often asked us if we would ever consider doing a sequel. For a long time, we resisted. We had already made a movie on our own terms that has become part of cinematic and musical history. Leave well enough alone! Or, as Jack Benny famously said, “If there’s one thing that doesn’t have to go on, it’s the show.”

Then, a few years ago, after a long legal battle, we finally got the rights back to the original film. So Chris, Michael, Harry, and I decided to get together to see if there was any gas left in the tank. After rejecting most of the ideas we came up with, something clicked, and a story began to emerge that we felt we could go with. So, on March 6, 2024, my seventy-seventh birthday, in the city of New Orleans, we started shooting the sequel to This Is Spinal Tap, which at the time was tentatively titled Goodbye, Cleveland. It is now called Spinal Tap II: The End Continues, with the “II” in the form of a little model of Stonehenge.

We also decided that it was time to tell the full story of the making of This Is Spinal Tap and its long and wholly unanticipated afterlife. What you are about to read is that story.

It’s been quite a ride. None of us could have imagined, when our movie came out in limited release on March 2, 1984, that someday, Chris, Michael, and Harry would play to a sellout audience at the Royal Albert Hall, to 80,000 fans at Wembley Stadium, and to over 100,000 at the Glastonbury Festival. Never in my wildest dreams would I have thought that my first film would be selected by the Library of Congress for inclusion in the National Film Registry.

But hey, enough of my braggin’. Whaddya say? Let’s memoir!

—Rob Reiner, Los Angeles, 2025







CHAPTER 1 In Ancient Times…


The first sighting of Spinal Tap in the wild came in the summer of 1979, as part of an ABC comedy special called The TV Show. It was a satirical look at all things television. The premise was that you, the viewer, watched along with a guy seen only from behind (me, actually) as he sat in a comfy chair and casually flipped from channel to channel with his remote.

The show included a telethon devoted to stopping death, “the ultimate disease”; a Mister Rogers parody; a promo for an exploitation movie called 3 Girls in Orbit ; a cloyingly earnest evangelist; and a totally un-PC sitcom called Queen Elizabeth and Andy, in which the Queen of England is married to the Kingfish from Amos ’n’ Andy.

There was also a takeoff of The Midnight Special, a late-night NBC music show that featured the big rock acts of the day. In our parody, the show was emceed by the radio deejay Wolfman Jack (me again, in a pompadour and a beard), who introduced the next act in his inimitable growling, howling wolfman way.

“Are ya ready to rock and rawlll? Now, from England, have moycy, you’re gonna love ’em to death! Spinal Taaaap! Awooooooo!”

And for the first time, appearing as Spinal Tap, were Christopher Guest, Michael McKean, and Harry Shearer in wigs and rock makeup, performing in a music video for a song called “Rock ’n’ Roll Nightmare,” which featured lyrics such as “When the rock ’n’ roll nightmare comes / The devil’s gonna make me eat my drums.”

Me and my writing partner, Phil Mishkin, had come up with the idea for The TV Show. To help with the script, we brought in Harry, Chris, Martin Mull, Billy Crystal, and a writing partner of Chris’s, Tom Leopold. To help with the Spinal Tap sequence, Chris enlisted Michael, with whom he’d been writing and playing music since their college days.

When Spinal Tap first appeared, the band members didn’t have names yet. Harry, a fine bass player, didn’t even play on the actual track—Chris and Michael, who wrote the song, recorded it in a studio with Leland Sklar, the brilliant L.A. session bassist renowned for backing up such greats as Carole King, James Taylor, Jackson Browne, and Linda Ronstadt.

The legendary rock drummer Russ Kunkel was also recruited for the video, along with the singer-songwriter Loudon Wainwright III, who mime d playing the keyboards. Both Russ and Loudon wore Afro wigs. I can’t remember why, but I can’t say it made them more attractive.

The late seventies was a time when rock ’n’ roll was rife with pretension. Punk had hit the scene, but the over-the-top dinosaur acts were still very much out there, setting off pyrotechnics, flying inflatable pigs over the audience, and wearing tight spandex outfits that highlighted what could only be described, as Nigel Tufnel might say, as armadillos in their trousers.

There was a fantasy sequence in the “Rock ’n’ Roll Nightmare” video. It was every bit as incoherent as the ones in Led Zeppelin’s concert film The Song Remains the Same, in which Robert Plant is depicted storming a castle atop a gallant steed and Jimmy Page dramatically scales a mountain, only to encounter a hooded version of himself as an old man. Spinal Tap’s excursion into fantasy was a bit more mundane. As the band is playing cards, their game is disrupted by a sledgehammer-wielding policeman in a pig’s mask. Then, as logic would dictate, we cut to a courtroom, where a judge in a skull mask pounds his gavel and declares, “This court finds you guilty.” Then he asks the band: “How do you plead?” In unison, the band members look up at the judge and plaintively say, “Not guilty?”

The finale was an overhead shot of the band laid out on the floor, performing snow-angel motions in a lame attempt at Busby Berkeley–type choreography. To achieve an eerie effect that would suggest that the guys were condemned to an infernal hellscape, we used a piece of equipment known as a bee smoker to flood the stage with smoke.

It turned out to be an actual hellscape. As the guys lay flat on their backs, the bee smoker started spraying hot oil on them. While the crew scrambled to address this problem, Michael, Chris, and Harry, professionals that they were, remained in position.

As Harry explains, “Rather than kill the propman, we stayed in character.” Adds Michael, “While we were waiting for them to set up again, which was taking forever, we kept joking.”

And then, according to Chris, “We started schnadling in British accents. Schnadling is a term I use that means ‘improvise.’ When I’m putting together one of my films, it’s critical that each cast member be able to schnadle. In that moment under the dripping hot oil, schnadling away, we realized, ‘It’s fun to be these guys. We should find something else to do with them.’ ”

But we’re getting ahead of the story.



Of the four of us, Michael and Chris have known each other the longest. They met in 1967. They were both transfer students to what is now called the Tisch School of the Arts at New York University. Michael had spent his freshman year at a Pittsburgh college then known as the Carnegie Institute of Technology, or Carnegie Tech; as Michael likes to say, “I went to NYU before the Tisch money and to Carnegie Mellon before the Mellon money.” Chris had spent a year at Bard College in upstate New York, where, at the campus club, his bluegrass group was billed below a jazz-rock combo headed by two seniors named Donald Fagen and Walter Becker. Yes, the Steely Dan guys.

At NYU, Michael and Chris connected right away. They had the same model of electric guitar, the Gibson ES-335. And their senses of humor were in sync. Michael recalls, “Our first conversation was about music. Chris had just seen Mike Bloomfield, who was playing with the Electric Flag at the Bitter End. He took out his guitar and did an impression of how Bloomfield played, holding these big notes and making these contorted faces.”

When Michael’s girlfriend got cast in a production at the Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis, he was presented with a choice: (A) find a new place to live or (B) cohabitate with his girlfriend’s dad, who had moved into their apartment. Michael chose option A and wound up moving in with Chris, who lived near the White Horse Tavern on the corner of Hudson and West 11th Streets. It was a loft-bed situation: Chris in the upper bunk and Michael the lower. This was back when Greenwich Village was still bohemian and affordable.

The first McKean-Guest compositions were satire-free and a bit more chaste than future Spinal Tap compositions such as “Big Bottom” and “Sex Farm.” Jimi Hendrix’s Are You Experienced and the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper had come out, but the scene in the Village still had an earnest and folky vibe. Michael and Chris’s songs reflected that. With titles such as “These Are My Children,” “Carol Arrives,” “Hello, Isabel,” “Castle by the Sea,” and “Bacon Billy Roe” (about a Civil War drummer boy), they had “earnest” written all over them.

Chris was a genuine product of the world he would later satirize in his terrific 2003 film, A Mighty Wind. He grew up in Greenwich Village in the 1950s and ’60s. His father, Peter Haden-Guest, was an English diplomat and member of the House of Lords who worked at the United Nations. His mother, Jean, was a casting director who later became one of the first female executives at CBS. One of Chris’s childhood babysitters was Mary Travers, later of Peter, Paul and Mary. Chris took up the guitar and mandolin in his teens, but his first instrument was the clarinet, which he studied at Manhattan’s High School of Music & Art. While there, he played in a band called Ziggy Muldoon with a fellow student named Michael Kamen, the future composer and conductor.

The timing of Ziggy Muldoon’s one and only gig was inauspicious. “It was at either the Pierre or the Sherry-Netherland,” says Chris. “The date was Friday, November 22, 1963. I took the subway up with my instrument, got to the hotel ballroom, and it was empty. A guy was sweeping up. He said, ‘Can I help you guys?’ We said, ‘We’re the entertainment for tonight.’ He said, ‘Have you turned on the TV?’ This is the mind of a fifteen-year-old: I thought, why would the assassination of President Kennedy have anything to do with our gig?”

Music & Art proved a bit too classical for Chris, who, as he will tell you, had neither the desire nor the ability to become a concert clarinetist. So he spent his junior and senior years at the Stockbridge School, a boarding school in western Massachusetts. There, he befriended an upperclassman named Arlo Guthrie, whose father, the folk legend Woody Guthrie, was suffering from Huntington’s disease and nearing the end of his life. Says Chris, “Arlo was not known at that time. But I was a big Woody Guthrie fan and I was aware that Arlo was his son. I was already in a band and said to Arlo, ‘It would be cool to play together. I have a guitar.’ He said, ‘I have a guitar, too, but I’ll tell you what: I’ll give you this.’ He handed me a mandolin. ‘This was my dad’s,’ he said.

“I actually thought, ‘Oh, fucking great. I’m going to catch that disease, touching this thing.’ That was how scientifically astute I was.

“I started playing with Arlo. One of the places we played was the Austen Riggs Center, where James Taylor was later institutionalized. We were invited to play for people who were on lithium. They were all listing to one side, eyes glazed, and there was a guy coming around with a rag to wipe their mouths. They didn’t react to anything we played—no applause, nothing. I thought, ‘What the hell?’ But the person from the institute very kindly said, ‘Thanks for coming, fellas,’ and put us on a bus back to our school.”



Michael grew up in Sea Cliff, New York, on the North Shore of Long Island. His mother, Ruth, was a librarian, and his father, Gilbert, worked at a series of record companies. Gil McKean was not, as the internet insists, a founder of the British label Decca Records. What is true is that he worked briefly at Decca after having been stationed in London as a member of the U.S. Army Signal Corps. This proved to be a boon for Michael. “My dad met a lot of people who were connected to the jazz world,” he says. “He loved listening to jazz and decided he wanted to write about jazz for a living. So he started writing profiles of jazz musicians for Downbeat and Esquire. He sold Dictaphones for a while, then got jobs at Columbia Records and RCA Victor, mostly doing editorial writing.”

Immersed in music, Michael had an enviable collection of records that, thanks to his father, he was able to get for free. He was also blessed with the rare set of parents who were not horrified that their child wanted to pursue a life in acting and music.

Though Michael’s time at Carnegie Tech was brief, in his one year there he made some lasting friendships: with a future short-term Spinal Tap member, Loudon Wainwright III, and with a drama major named David Landau. Michael and David had instant chemistry. Within weeks of meeting each other, they started schnadling as a pair of greaser characters named Lenny Kosnowski and Anthony Squigliano. It would be ten years before everyone in America would come to know them as Lenny and Squiggy on the hit ABC sitcom Laverne & Shirley.



While Michael and Chris were connecting at NYU, Harry was teaching English and social studies at Compton High School in Los Angeles. Harry grew up in L.A. His father, Mack, owned a Shell gas station in nearby Redondo Beach. Mack died when Harry was only twelve. His mother, Dora, then ran a Texaco station, with Harry helping out by pumping gas and cleaning windshields.

Harry, too, was a musical kid. His parents started him on piano lessons when he was four. This decision improbably led to his career in show business, though not as a musician. As Harry explains, “My piano teacher had a daughter who was a child actress. About two and a half years into teaching me, she decided to change careers and become an agent for children. She called my parents to see if she could ‘try to get Harry some work.’ The first audition I went on was for The Jack Benny Program, and I got it.”

That was the beginning of what would be an eight-year stint as a player on Benny’s show. Young Harry also appeared on Alfred Hitchcock Presents, Leave It to Beaver, and General Electric Theater. Harry’s parents were careful and protected him from becoming a show business casualty. They turned down opportunities for him to work full-time on a series. He stayed in school and attended UCLA as a political science major. After graduation, Harry went through what he calls his “serious phase.” He spent a year in grad school at Harvard studying urban government. Then he interned at the California State Legislature in Sacramento before returning to L.A. to teach at Compton High.

Harry’s path to unseriousness came through a job in radio. KRLA, the also-ran AM rock station in Los Angeles, had existed forever in the shadow of the more popular KHJ. In their desperation, KRLA decided to take a flyer on comedy. They wanted to try a satirical news show that would air three times a day in ten-minute installments. At that time, Harry had a job buying and creating radio ads for a local music venue. But when a contact at KRLA told him about what the station was planning, Harry recorded a sketch, drove the tape to KRLA’s offices in Pasadena, and was hired the following day.

Not long after Harry was hired, Michael’s old friend from Carnegie Tech, David Landau, who had de-Jewified his name to David Lander, became part of the satirical news program, which was called The Credibility Gap. Richard Beebe, a real newsman, rounded out the team. In addition to performing on KRLA, the Credibility Gap guys played live comedy shows in theaters and clubs.



My beginnings in improvisational comedy started in the basement of Royce Hall at UCLA. I was nineteen and a student there. Along with my future writing partner Phil Mishkin, I formed a group that we called the Session. I directed and acted in a cast that included Richard Dreyfuss and Larry Bishop, the son of comedian and Rat Pack member Joey Bishop. Both Ricky, as I called him back then, and Larry, who was also attending UCLA, had been classmates of mine at Beverly Hills High School.

Like Larry, I, too, had a famous father, Carl Reiner. For the uninitiated, my dad performed with Sid Caesar on Your Show of Shows, created The Dick Van Dyke Show, directed a number of great film comedies starring Steve Martin, and, with Mel Brooks, recorded the classic 2000 Year Old Man comedy albums. Comedy was in the air I breathed, and, due to my mother, there was also music.

Estelle Reiner—now best remembered as the woman who says, “I’ll have what she’s having” after Meg Ryan fakes an orgasm at Katz’s Deli in my film When Harry Met Sally—was a gifted jazz singer. In her teens, she sang on the radio. But she put aside her musical ambitions to raise me and my siblings, Annie and Lucas. Once we were all out on our own, she took up singing again and performed at the Gardenia club in West Hollywood and at the Algonquin and Carlyle hotels in New York.

I was of the first generation to grow up on rock ’n’ roll. I had stacks of 45s by Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis, and the Everly Brothers. In the sixties, I worshipped at the altar of Buffalo Springfield, Cream, Joni Mitchell, Janis Joplin, and the Doors. And I had, and still have, a love of the blues. Any chance I got, I’d run to see B. B. King, Albert King, James Cotton, Taj Mahal, Lightnin’ Hopkins, or Jimi Hendrix. And being a fallen Jew, I loved Mike Bloomfield. When I saw him play with the Paul Butterfield Blues Band and later with the Electric Flag, I secretly wished I could do what he did. On the guitar, that is.

But my focus was on my improv group, the Session. Every night for six months, we snuck into the basement of Royce Hall to rehearse, until one night the campus police discovered what we were up to and politely kicked us out. But by then, we had managed to put a show together, and, after doing some backers’ auditions, we secured our own theater on the Sunset Strip. We also played the Troubadour in West Hollywood and the Playboy Club in New York.

After a year, the company disbanded. Larry and I decided to continue on as a double act. We appeared on The Steve Allen Show, The Mike Douglas Show, and The Hollywood Palace. We also performed in nightclubs. At the famous Hungry I in San Francisco, we opened for jazz singer Carmen McRae. From there, we were booked into Mister Kelly’s in Chicago, the Roostertail in Detroit, Paul’s Mall in Boston, and the Bitter End in New York.

But after the Hungry I, where we got great reviews, Larry said he wanted to quit. I don’t think he liked the idea of following his father’s path of playing clubs; he wanted to be an actor. So we canceled the rest of our gigs. I was disappointed, but I understood.

Soon after that, I learned that the Committee, the legendary improv group based in San Francisco, was forming a company that would be based in Los Angeles. When putting the Session together, I had spent a lot of time up in San Francisco observing and learning from them. I had become friendly with Committee members Howard Hesseman, Carl Gottlieb, Chris Ross, and Leigh French, as well as the group’s founder and director, Alan Myerson. So when Alan asked me if I wanted to join the L.A. company, I was thrilled. I was a huge fan of what they did. They weren’t just doing social satire, they were also playing in the political arena.

Along with performing in the Committee, for a time in the late sixties I became the resident Hollywood Hippie, getting cast as the long-haired face of youth in sitcoms that were straining to be relevant. I did parts on The Beverly Hillbillies and Gomer Pyle, U.S.M.C. In the latter, I, along with fellow Committee members Chris Ross (on guitar) and Leigh French (in a granny dress and face paint), joined Jim Nabors’s sweet-natured marine in an acoustic rendition of “Blowin’ in the Wind.” If you’re compelled to see it, you can find it on YouTube. I promise, it won’t disappoint.

Being part of the Committee was a big deal for me. Not only did it give me a chance to work and learn from great improvisers, it also led to my first job as a writer for television. One night, Tommy Smothers, who was staffing up for a summer replacement show for The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour, came in to see us and ended up plucking me and Carl Gottlieb from the cast to be writers for what he was calling The Summer Brothers’ Smothers Show. It was to star an up-and-coming singer and guitarist named Glen Campbell. A young comedian named Steve Martin was also hired. Steve and I were the two youngest members on the writing staff, and we were kind of thrown together as a team. They didn’t use much of what we came up with, but we did get a couple of pieces on the show. One of them featured the first fart joke ever done on network television. I’m quite proud of that.

My burgeoning writing career also included an ABC special cheesily titled Romp!!! It was yet another desperate attempt by a major network to be “happening” and “groovy.” The quasi-psychedelic variety show was cohosted by Ryan O’Neal and Michele Lee. There’s not much to say about Romp!!! except that the writer I worked with on it was a good friend and a really funny guy named David Lander.

Yes, the same David Lander who had gone to college with Michael and was soon to work with Harry as a member of the Credibility Gap.

You can see where all this is headed. But at the time, I don’t think anyone would have imagined that Squiggy, of all people, would forge the connections that would make rock ’n’ roll history.







CHAPTER 2 It’s Getting Louder Every Day


In the winter of 1970, Michael decided to leave NYU and move west. The previous summer, while acting in a play at a repertory theater in Connecticut, he had met a girl from California. He had also received a call from his Carnegie Tech pal David Lander inviting him to join the Credibility Gap—they needed another writer-performer, and it helped that Michael was also a singer and songwriter.

“So I had two good reasons to go out to California,” Michael says. He had saved up money by singing on a series of children’s records and briefly working as a guitarist for the Left Banke, a pop act known for their hit songs “Walk Away Renée” and “Pretty Ballerina.”

When Michael’s plane touched down in Los Angeles, David’s then wife, Thea, was there to meet him. His first experience of L.A. was even better than advertised. “Thea greeted me, stuck a lit joint in my mouth, and said, ‘Welcome to L.A.,’ ” Michael says. “I was thinking, ‘So far, so good. I’m high as a kite and the weather’s perfect.’

“The first month, I stayed at David and Thea’s, which was right around the corner from the famous Tropicana Motel on Santa Monica Boulevard. The motel featured a little breakfast place called Duke’s Coffee Shop. Everyone went there. You’d walk in and see Jim Morrison, Iggy Pop, Tom Waits. I thought, ‘This is, if not paradise, then certainly paradisiacal.’

“One night, David and Thea took me to a folk music club called the Ash Grove. The banjo player Doug Dillard was the headliner. His opening act was a singer-songwriter named Penny Nichols, who also happened to be Harry Shearer’s girlfriend. David had told me all about Harry: ‘You’ll love him. He’s great with voices. He does Mayor Sam Yorty and a great Richard Nixon.’ I’d heard Harry on tapes that David had sent me and was really impressed. For some reason I was expecting a kind of straitlaced guy in a shirt and tie.

“When our car pulled up to the Ash Grove, Thea said, ‘There’s Harry.’ I said, ‘Where? Behind the hippie guy with the long hair and the mattress-ticking pants?’ She said, ‘No, Harry is the hippie guy with the long hair and the mattress-ticking pants.’ ”



Michael and Harry hit it off, and Michael joined the Credibility Gap alongside David and Richard Beebe. For a couple of years, every weekday, three times a day, the four guys had to come up with fresh material tied to the news of the day. Harry remembers, “We would do the first show in the morning and then go to the Hamburger Hamlet for a lunch break. Then we’d get high and do the second and third shows in the afternoon.”

This particular Hamburger Hamlet, in Pasadena, had a peculiar system where, rather than ringing a bell to inform a waitress that her order was ready, the cook would get on a microphone and page her. “There was this one waitress named Betty who the cook could never find,” Harry recalls. “Sometimes he’d call for her four or five times: ‘Betty, please pick up. Betty, please pick up. Betty, please.’ So we started writing restaurant sketches just to work ‘Betty, please’ into the show.”

Michael continued to write and play music. At the urging of Penny Nichols, he got up the courage to sing on open-mic nights at the Troubadour, a storied music club on Santa Monica Boulevard. The Troubadour is often credited for launching L.A.’s singer-songwriter movement. One night, Michael was followed by a budding songwriter named Jackson Browne.

L.A.’s Laurel Canyon, in the hills above Sunset Boulevard, was the place for young creative people during that period. Neil Young, Joni Mitchell, Graham Nash, David Crosby, and Frank Zappa all lived in the canyon. In 1969, I moved into a house there with my then girlfriend and future wife, an actress named Penny Marshall. The future Han Solo and Indiana Jones, Harrison Ford, who at the time was earning money as a carpenter, built bookshelves for us. And through my Committee friend Carl Gottlieb, we got to hang out with Crosby, Young, Steve Miller, and Mama Cass Elliot.

We also became friendly with Janis Joplin, who on occasion would join the Committee onstage. Cass’s sister, Leah Kunkel, was married to the man who would become Tap’s first drummer, Russ Kunkel. And Leah, when she was still Leah Cohen, had gone to the Stockbridge School in Massachusetts with Chris Guest. Everybody seemed to know everybody.

On a visit to New York, I met Michael for the first time, through David Lander. I also met Chris in New York, when I saw him in the stage show National Lampoon: Lemmings. Chevy Chase, John Belushi, and Tony Hendra, who would later play Spinal Tap’s manager, Ian Faith, were also in the cast.

In Lemmings, Chris did brilliant impressions of Bob Dylan and James Taylor. He and I exchanged hellos after the show but wouldn’t really get to know each other until a few years later, when he appeared in an episode of the sitcom I was in, All in the Family. The night I saw Lemmings, I was also blown away by John Belushi’s body-contorting impression of the British blues singer Joe Cocker. When I hosted Saturday Night Live in 1975, I suggested to Lorne Michaels that John do his Cocker impression on the show. Lorne liked the idea and John wound up bringing down the house. A year later, Joe Cocker himself appeared on SNL alongside John, as Dueling Cockers.

The first-ever episode of SNL was hosted by George Carlin, followed by Paul Simon. I was the third host. The reason I was even asked to host was that All in the Family had made me a household name. The program was Norman Lear’s adaptation of a British sitcom called Till Death Us Do Part. Norman transplanted the characters from London’s East End to a working-class neighborhood in Queens, New York. Carroll O’Connor and Jean Stapleton were set from the beginning to play Archie and Edith Bunker. But Norman had a hard time finding the right actors to play the Bunkers’ daughter, Gloria, and her liberal husband, Mike Stivic.

Two separate pilots were taped for ABC with two different Gloria-Mike pairings. ABC rejected both pilots. Then, in 1970, the show migrated to CBS for a third shot. Penny and I auditioned for Gloria and Mike. Even though Penny and I would become a married couple the following year, Norman thought I had better chemistry with Sally Struthers.

All in the Family premiered as a mid-season replacement in January of 1971. Initially, it was met with trepidation and some confusion; CBS ran a big disclaimer before each episode out of concern that the audience would take offense at a show whose main character, Archie Bunker, was a bigot. But by the end of that summer, after CBS aired the first thirteen episodes as reruns, we had become the number one show in America. For five years straight we remained number one, watched by 40 to 45 million people every week.

I was recognized everywhere I went, and since Archie pejoratively referred to my character, Mike, as Meathead, I was regularly greeted by that lovely handle. Even in Mexico, when someone recognized me, they’d yell, “Cabeza de carne!” I’ve often said that I could win the Nobel Prize and the headline would still read “Meathead Wins Nobel.”



Chris stayed in New York for much of the 1970s. He started getting acting jobs, so, like Michael, he dropped out of NYU. His first part was in an off-Broadway production of Jules Feiffer’s play Little Murders, directed by Alan Arkin. Fred Willard and Paul Benedict, both of whom would end up playing parts in This Is Spinal Tap, were also in the cast.

In 1970, Chris joined the staff of the National Lampoon, a humor magazine that had been launched that year. Its success led to the Lemmings stage show, which Chris cowrote. They also had a popular weekly program called The National Lampoon Radio Hour, which led to a series of comedy albums. On these and in the stage show, Chris collaborated with the up-and-coming comic talents Bill Murray, Brian Doyle-Murray, Paul Shaffer, John Belushi, Laraine Newman, Chevy Chase, and Harold Ramis.

With another Lampoon writer, Sean Kelly, Chris wrote some great musical parodies. One was a James Taylor send-up called “Highway Toes.” In that reedy Taylor tone, strumming his Martin acoustic, Chris sang, “Shootin’ up the highway on the road map of my wrist / Baby, I just scratched you off my list.”

Says Chris, “Lemmings was when I realized that I had something to offer musically. I wasn’t trying to be Donovan or anything. Michael’s a different story. He could have gone either way. He could have made proper solo albums of his own material. I found this thing that worked great for me, which was that I get to play and do comedy. I thought, ‘Well, that’s my thing.’ ”

While performing in Lemmings, Chris caught the eye of Lily Tomlin, who invited him to come to Los Angeles to be a writer and performer on her new TV special. Chris had barely been in touch with Michael in the intervening years, but his trip to L.A. allowed them to reconnect in an auspicious reunion for the former NYU songwriting partners. “We got together in my apartment and took out some paper straws,” says Michael. “We clipped out a little triangle at the end of each one, making them reeds. Then we poked little holes in them, and Chris and I played straw duets.”

During this time, we were all accumulating experiences and stories that would later find their way into This Is Spinal Tap. Example: When Chris was in L.A., he paid a visit to a friend who was staying at the Chateau Marmont hotel. Chris:


As I’m waiting there in the lobby, I notice a band checking in: three English musicians and their manager, with Cockney accents. The manager says to one of them, “Where’s your bass?”

“Wot?”

“I said, ‘Where’s your bass?’ ”

“Wot?”

“Your bass. Where’s your bass?”

“Where is it?”

“Yes.”

“I fink I leffit at the airport.”

“You leffit there, you nit?”

“Leff wot?”

“Your bass, you nit.”

“Wot?”

It went on like this forever. I sat there thinking, “Please, never let this end.” It was a gift.



Another time, Chris dropped in at Matt Umanov Guitars, a famous shop on Bleecker Street in the Village. He’d been a customer there since 1964. (The Martin acoustic that he used in Lemmings had cost him $900, a fortune when he bought it in 1970; Umanov let him pay in installments.) As Chris was shooting the breeze with Umanov, a well-known British rocker walked in.

“He looked, shall we say, a little bit worse for the wear,” Chris recalls. “He was wearing leather pants and there was… a noticeable bulge in them. A baguette, basically. The guy pointed to a guitar and asked Matt, ‘Can I play that?’ Matt said to me, ‘Oh, God, that’s a fifty-thousand-dollar guitar.’ He was worried about what might happen because the guy was really high. The guy played the guitar for a while. Fortunately, no damage was done to the instrument. But when he got up to leave, the bulge in his pants had migrated. It was now down around his ankle. Gravity had done its part. So, you know, I filed that away.”




After their radio show was canceled in 1971, Michael, Harry, and David decided to take the Credibility Gap on the road. “KRLA literally told us, ‘The times are too serious for humor,’ ” Michael says. Fortunately, they got plenty of bookings at clubs.

One of the Gap’s great bits was a takeoff of Abbott and Costello’s classic “Who’s on First?” routine. Harry played a music promoter trying to explain to a newspaper adman, David, the order in which he wanted three bands to appear. The bands were the Who, the Guess Who, and Yes. Here’s an excerpt:


DAVID: Who’s on first?

HARRY: That’s right.

DAVID,: writing: That’s Right. Ooh, what a nice name.

HARRY: No, that’s wrong.

DAVID: That’s Wrong.

HARRY: Mr. Hickenlooper? It’s not That’s Right. It’s not That’s Wrong.

DAVID: Well, then who’s on first?

HARRY: Who’s on first.

DAVID: Who is on first?

HARRY: Who. Is. On. First.

DAVID: Who?

HARRY: Who.

DAVID: Who?

HARRY: Who!

DAVID: I have a suggestion. Why don’t we start with the second act and then we’ll go back? Okay, who—um, what’s the name of the second act?

HARRY: Guess Who.

DAVID: Uh…

HARRY: Guess Who!

DAVID: Uh, the Dingaling Sisters.

HARRY: The Dingaling Sisters?! First of all, they’re not even sisters. But more importantly, we’re talking about big-time rock ’n’ roll: Guess Who!

DAVID: I can’t guess who!

HARRY: You don’t have to Guess Who!

DAVID: Then I won’t guess who!

HARRY: So don’t Guess Who!

DAVID: All right, let’s just move on to the third act. Who—will you please tell me the name of the third act?

HARRY: Yes.

DAVID: Okay, who?

HARRY: No, they’re on first.



You get the idea.

The Credibility Gap was booked to perform a show in Tucson, Arizona. The unfortunate events that occurred there would ultimately find their way into Spinal Tap. The gig had been pitched as a music conference. But it turned out to be a convention for the employees of companies that made the plastic components for cassette tapes. A short, energetic promo man from Warner Bros. Records named Lou Dennis was in charge of the logistics.

The show was a complete disaster. Nothing the Gap had asked for was provided: no PA system, no screen behind which the performers could make quick changes. Worst of all, the conventioneers had been drinking all day and were far more interested in groping each other than watching a comedy show.

“It was the biggest fucking mess you have ever seen,” says Harry. “We could barely get through the show. When it was over, Lou Dennis comes up to us, and before we could vent our anger, he goes into this routine: ‘Guys, I know. I know. It’s all my fault. It’s me. It’s all me. Do me a favor. Kick my ass. Kick my ass. I’m not asking you, I’m telling you: Kick my ass.’

“We couldn’t get angry at him. He’d taken that moment from us. He preemptively asked us to kick his ass.”

Ten years later, the poetic words of Lou Dennis would be heard coming from the mouth of Paul Shaffer as the hapless Polymer Records promotions rep Artie Fufkin.



In 1977, All in the Family was finally knocked from its number one spot in the ratings by an ABC sitcom called Happy Days. The show was created by my wife Penny’s brother, Garry Marshall. A year after that, the top-rated show on TV was a Happy Days spin-off called Laverne & Shirley, another Garry Marshall show. Penny and Cindy Williams starred as Laverne DeFazio and Shirley Feeney, bottle-cappers at the Shotz Brewery in Milwaukee.

When Laverne & Shirley was being developed, Penny and I threw a party at our house in North Hollywood. We invited Garry and another of the show’s creators, a comedy writer named Lowell Ganz. Penny had this idea that to show off Michael’s and David’s talents, at an opportune moment, we’d introduce them to Garry and Lowell, and they’d just start riffing as Lenny and Squiggy. It worked. Garry and Lowell were blown away. Michael and David effectively schnadled their way onto the show. Lenny got to keep his Polish last name, Kosnowski. But Squiggy’s surname was changed from Squigliano to Squiggman because ABC was worried that the show had too many Italian American characters.

With their somewhat-less-than-genius-level intelligence and Squiggy’s patented “Hell-o!” entrances, Lenny and Squiggy became household names. The show would occasionally take advantage of Michael’s musical talents, giving Lenny and Squiggy a showcase to perform songs.

L.A.’s record company executives took notice. In 1978, John Belushi and Dan Aykroyd had scored a big success with Briefcase Full of Blues, an album of R&B and soul standards sung by them as their SNL characters the Blues Brothers. When Briefcase Full of Blues hit number one on the Billboard chart and went double platinum, Neil Bogart of Casablanca Records, the disco-era juggernaut behind the blockbuster albums of Cher, Donna Summer, and the Village People, took one look at Lenny and Squiggy and thought, “The next Blues Brothers!”

Thus was born Lenny and the Squigtones. Michael and David wrote a bunch of fifties- and sixties-style songs for an album called Lenny & Squiggy Present Lenny and the Squigtones. It was recorded live at the Roxy Theatre in West Hollywood. The lead single was “King of the Cars,” an homage to the Beach Boys…


I’ve got the fully blown Hemi like the baddest of the street machines

And the rearview mirror was imported from the Philippines



Casablanca booked a tour to support the album, and Michael recruited Chris to join the Squigtones. Lenny & Squiggy Present Lenny and the Squigtones failed to burn up the charts, but it musically reunited Michael and Chris.

It also contributed another piece of show business lore that was to prove useful. Casablanca’s PR liaison to the band was Bobbi Cowan, a dynamic young woman whose uncle had cofounded the public relations giant Rogers & Cowan.

Bobbi was an enthusiastic supporter of the band, but as the album stiffed and ticket sales for the tour failed to live up to expectations, it was her job to deliver the unvarnished truth—which she did.

“She was really friendly, but she had an abrasive New York accent and weighed about seventy-five pounds,” Chris remembers. “She said, ‘Fellas, I got some bad news. You’re not gonna be flying anymore. You’re gonna be driving.’ She was basically telling us that tour support was over. That was another one of those stories where we were thinking, ‘Is this a character?’ ”

In this piecemeal fashion, something was starting to take shape. When Lenny and the Squigtones appeared on American Bandstand, Dick Clark asked the backup musicians to state their names. Chris, though he had short hair and was wearing a fifties-style red blazer, had already developed his guitar-god alter ego. So, when asked, he nonchalantly replied to Clark, in a working-class English accent, “My name is Nigel Tufnel. I come from Swindon, England, and I play guitar.”
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