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  To my mother, with love and gratitude.




  In memory of Steve Allen, whose early encouragement and support
made this project possible.
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FOREWORD





  BY JAY LENO




  Steve Allen had a tremendous influence on me. He was the inspiration for everything we do here. He started the very first Tonight Show in 1954.




  When I was a kid, I remember the first time I had stayed up to midnight and saw twelve o’clock on a clock at night. And when you’re six or seven, and you see a clock hit twelve for the first time at night, it’s like, “Oooh, this is magical!” I looked over, and Steve Allen was on TV. That’s always been in my mind. His face is a part of my childhood.




  Steve Allen was the first modern comedian that I saw on TV. Most comedians up to that point came from vaudeville, and they were song-and-dance men and clowns. He was the first wise guy—always had a quip, always had a line. The first wise guy that my mom liked. He wasn’t a wise guy in the sense that he was ever mean or nasty to people. He was just so quick on his feet and so smart. He always used his intellect. He always had smart jokes. He always brought the audience to a higher level. He rose above the lowest common denominator when he went for his jokes. That was the thing I most admired about him.




  Steve Allen was an innovator. When he started this program, there was nothing to fashion it after. Nobody had ever done this before! He made it what it is. He was the first guy to put audience members on TV, read angry letters to the editor, do characters on the show, and take the cameras into the street in search of “found comedy.”




  All this stuff you see on all these late-night shows, network or syndicated—it started with Steve. There’s nothing new. It all started with him.











  
INTRODUCTION





  “If you have ever turned on the TV after the 11 o’clock news and laughed, you owe Steve Allen a debt of gratitude.”




  That’s what Entertainment Weekly wrote when Allen died on October 30, 2000. Numerous other tributes celebrated the enduring legacy of one of television’s most creative and innovative minds.




  Newsweek crowned him “The Father of Late Night, the man who created the TV-talk-show format we go to sleep with and led the way for Johnny, Dave and Jay. . . . He created an insomniac’s paradise and changed television forever.”




  “All of us who have hosted The Tonight Show owe a debt of gratitude to Steve Allen,” acknowledged Johnny Carson in a statement issued upon Allen’s death. “He was a most creative innovator and a brilliant entertainer.”




  “His early work is really the foundation for what late-night shows have become,” said David Letterman on the day Allen died. When he had Allen as a guest on his NBC daytime show twenty years earlier, he told his hero, “You started the whole thing. You’re the reason we have a desk here. You’re the reason talk shows are what they are today.”




  The Tonight show—America’s longest-running nighttime entertainment program and most successful late-night show—marked its fiftieth anniversary on September 27, 2004. It all seems so simple: the home base desk, the opening monologue, the announcer/sidekick, the horsing around with the bandleader, the breezy celebrity chats, the wacky stunts, the comedy sketches, the cameras roaming backstage and outside the studio, the irreverent observations of passersby, the offbeat and eccentric guests, and the ad-lib banter with the studio audience.




  Five nights a week.




  But this formula did not exist before Steve Allen. If America stayed up late at all, it was only to doze in front of tired movie reruns. Drawing from his unique combination of gifts—wit, freewheeling silliness, musical talent, and an amiable manner—Allen invented the format that made late-night television fashionable and Tonight a national institution. He also drew from another gift that dwarfed all of his others: a rare ability to ad-lib his way out of anything. “He was one of the sharpest guys off the cuff,” said current Tonight host, Jay Leno. “Allen was more improvisational than anyone in high-stakes television is today,” Newsweek noted. The Chicago Tribune assessed Allen as one of the first entertainers “to find ways of being funny on television peculiar to the medium.”




  Allen created the Tonight show and served as its original host from 1954 to 1957. Much of what has succeeded on late-night talk shows over the following fifty years was introduced, in some form, during Allen’s early years in television. Even conventions identified with later hosts—like “Jay Walking,” “Stump the Band,” “Stupid Human Tricks,” “The Tea-Time Movie with Art Fern,” and even “Carnac the Magnificent”—owe their origins directly to the early Allen shows. Before Dave was giving away canned hams, Steve was giving away salamis. And before Johnny found fun with exotic animals brought by Jim Fowler and Joan Embery, Steve was getting up close and personal with tigers, elephants, and tarantulas.




  Through Allen’s direct descendants—Jack Paar, Johnny Carson, and Jay Leno—NBC continued to build the grand Tonight tradition. Buoyed by the enormous profit potential of Tonight, the network cloned the show for David Letterman and Conan O’Brien. NBC’s senior vice president of specials, variety programs, and late night, Rick Ludwin, acknowledged that the Letterman and O’Brien shows probably would not exist today had there not been Steve Allen “because Steve proved that not only would people stay up late to watch television, but that the premium would be on funny—and that the more unpredictable and wilder, the better.”




  Other networks replicated the Allen template with variety talk shows of their own hosted by Merv Griffin, Joey Bishop, Dick Cavett, Pat Sajak, Joan Rivers, Arsenio Hall, Magic Johnson, Chevy Chase, Craig Kilbourn, Dennis Miller, Jimmy Kimmel, Jon Stewart, Craig Ferguson, and a host of others—all with the same basic look, but not always with the same level of success.




  Under Allen’s guidance, Tonight not only defined late-night television but also influenced modern television entertainment. It blazed the trail for classic ’60s and ’70s comedy variety shows like The Carol Burnett Show, Rowan and Martins Laugh-In, The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour, and SCTV, as well as contemporary programs like Saturday Night Live. The original Tonight, explained Allen, was “very experimental, a canvas on which we could paint anything we wanted,” including dramas, segments from Broadway shows, musical tributes, wild stunts, political debates, and remote segments from around the country—all groundbreaking and mostly never before attempted on live network TV. Tonight was the vehicle by which Allen pioneered the road show, the single-theme show (a format popularized by Phil Donahue and Oprah Winfrey), and the single-guest show (later adopted by hosts like Dick Cavett, Charlie Rose, and Bob Costas).




  Allen’s Tonight was the spawning ground for comedians like Jonathan Winters, Don Knotts, Shelley Berman, Buddy Hackett, Louis Nye, Don Adams, Jackie Mason, and Mort Sahl. It launched the singing careers of Andy Williams, Steve Lawrence, and Eydie Gorme and showcased cultural icons like Carl Sandburg, James Michener, Billie Holiday, Leonard Bernstein, Willie Mays, Abbott and Costello, Martin and Lewis, and Grace Kelly It presented the network debut of Hal Holbrook’s classic characterization of Mark Twain and the whimsical comedy of Jim Henson’s Muppets. Allen founded a living museum of American jazz by regularly featuring Count Basie, Duke Ellington, Dave Brubeck, Lionel Hampton, Gene Krupa, Dizzy Gillespie, Ella Fitzgerald, and dozens of other jazz legends on the show. In its posthumous tribute to Allen, Variety noted that he provided TV exposure to renegade talents like Jack Kerouac and Lenny Bruce at a time when other broadcasters still considered them taboo.




  In addition, Allen’s social conscience permeated the show’s fabric. He frequently booked African American musicians, singers, and athletes to appear prominently on Tonight in an era when they were rarely visible on television. He devoted entire shows to race relations, organized crime, McCarthyism, drug addiction, and other serious topics. A nondrinker himself, he once downed six vodkas throughout the course of a live broadcast to demonstrate what happens to drivers who drink. He promoted charitable causes, including support for the disabled, needy families across America, and orphans overseas. And even when he moved from late night into prime time, he was not afraid to risk his career by publicly opposing the death penalty in a controversial case involving convicted serial rapist Caryl Chessman in 1960.




  The unprecedented success of Tonight led NBC in 1956 to gamble on slating Allen in a prime-time comedy series opposite the Sunday night king of the era, Ed Sullivan. Not only did Allen’s Sunday night show win critical acclaim and rescue NBC from a long-time ratings drought, but also it launched one of the fiercest ratings wars between NBC and CBS in television history. In 1980, NBC aggressively tried to woo Allen back to late night with a program to air after Johnny Carson—a move that backfired embarrassingly on the network but ultimately paved the way for David Letterman to enter the late-night arena.




  The stellar achievements of Allen and his colleagues should long ago have dictated the compilation of a Best of Steve or The Tonight Show: Season One archival video series. Tragically, nearly all of NBC’s Allen-era Tonight kinescopes, along with thousands of films and tapes of other early shows, were destroyed. Only about two dozen shows survive because, Allen once lamented, “Some idiot in charge of the network storage facility in New Jersey needed to clear some shelf space.”




  The creative spirit and camaraderie behind the birth of the Tonight show are recalled by the people who were there—fifty years ago. Conductor Skitch Henderson remembered the band members leaping onto their chairs and the audience fleeing the Hudson Theatre when a bunch of trained circus snakes was suddenly spooked by the harsh studio lights. Doc Severinsen, a young horn player in the Allen Tonight band, remembered when there was no budget for arrangements, which meant that each musician had to write out his own part. Director Dwight Hemion recalled coaxing Eydie Gorme to sing a number perched perilously on a tree branch above the thundering waters of Niagara Falls—on live TV. Singer Steve Lawrence recalled how Allen had successfully fought the NBC brass’ attempt to dump him and Gorme, the show’s resident singing duo, because they were Jewish. Producer Bill Harbach admired Allen’s on-air condemnation of a bigoted viewer who had written to chastise Allen for giving Lena Home a friendly kiss on the cheek on a previous night’s show. And Allen himself recalled how he and his wife, Jayne Meadows, had to live under round-the-clock police protection after he spoke out on the show against organized crime and was subjected to death threats, a tire slashing, and a stink bomb erupting in the Hudson Theatre.




  Especially remarkable is how the versatile Allen and his talented team pulled off their clever feats using primitive technology. All of the Allen-era Tonight broadcasts were live, back when stagehands hadn’t yet learned how to hold cue cards, clunky TV cameras plodded across the stage like elephants, and the harsh lighting needed to transmit an acceptable picture made some performers look like ghouls. There was no tape delay because, as Bill Harbach noted, “There was no tape!” (with a “Don’t you get it?” tone in his voice). In contrast to the army of writers employed by late-night shows today, Allen’s Tonight show began with a writing staff of one: himself. Vulgar humor, virtually a staple in today’s programs, was scrupulously policed by network censors.




  According to Variety, Allen’s “inventive, wry, cerebral style of comedy influenced . . . most prominently Steve Martin and David Letterman.” They, along with contemporary figures like Billy Crystal, Bill Maher, and Jay Leno, pay tribute to Allen as a major influence on their work. In addition, Allen’s legendary peers—including Sid Caesar, Carl Reiner, Jonathan Winters, and Larry Gelbart—offer revealing insights about their dear friend.




  The reflections collected here offer an entertaining, behind-the-scenes look at the birth of a television institution and the brilliance of the Inventor of Late Night, whose influence continues to make America stay awake and laugh—night after night after night.











  Chapter 1




  THE NIGHT BEFORE TONIGHT




  Although millions of Americans alive today grew up with the Tonight show as hosted by one of Steve Aliens successors, few realize that it was Allen who actually created it. But to say that he deliberately set out to “create” the Tonight show is not quite accurate. Rather, the elements that came to define Tonight emerged out of Allen’s early life experiences and a series of creative experiments in which he discovered and developed his personal strengths in radio and television.




  Born on the day after Christmas in 1921 in New York City to a vaudeville couple, Stephen Valentine Patrick William Allen grew up immersed in showbiz culture. His father, Billy Allen, was a vaudeville straight man and singer. His mother, Isabelle Donohue—better known by her stage name, Belle Montrose—was one of seventeen children in a poor family and began her entertainment career at age nine by joining the circus. It was her mother’s decision to apprentice her out to their neighbors, the Watson Sisters, a pair of aerialists who traveled the world with the Barnum and Bailey Circus. “One less mouth to feed,” justified Belles weary mother, Bridget Donohue, who years earlier had been abandoned by her illiterate husband. Belle tried her hand as an aerial acrobat and over the next few years graduated to chorus girl and later comedienne, working on the road with a series of acts and partners, and meeting her future husband in the process.




  Steve, too, was a child of the road. When he was only a few months old, he became ill while his parents were performing in San Francisco, and he had to be hospitalized—and ended up being left there for several months while they continued to tour the country. Not long after his first birthday, one of Belle’s sisters, Rose, traveled to San Francisco to take him from the hospital back home to Chicago. Steve marked the reunion by slapping his mother’s face with all his might. She angrily responded by striking him back, alarming his aunt Rose, who seized the boy from her and considered keeping him herself.




  When Steve was eighteen months old, Billy Allen died. Belle became the family breadwinner and typically had to work late at night. Baby-sitters were not always easy to find, especially in strange towns across the country. “I can dimly remember waking up alone in the middle of the night in various hotel rooms,” recalled Allen, “wondering where I was and where my mother was. Sometimes I would get up, get dressed, and go out into the night looking for her.” One sitter turned out to be a young vaudevillian named Milton Berle, who worked with Belle and cared for two-year-old Steve.




  ”I was just a teenager,” remembered Berle, “and one of the acts on the bill with me was a very, very funny lady, Belle Montrose. And one evening, after she came off stage, she looked at me and she said, ‘Hey, sonny, you see that stroller over there? Could you keep an eye on my little Stevie?’ So I did.”




  Allen regarded his mother as a wonderful companion and comedienne who exerted a tremendous comedic influence on him. As a young boy, he sat through countless movies and live acts in any number of theaters, waiting for his mother to come on. Belle was known for her airheaded, addle-brained onstage persona that became the trademark of another vaudeville wife, Grade Allen (no relation). Belles was a casual style of comedy—“low-volume, not big like Jackie Gleason’s humor,” as Allen put it. Allen absorbed “her mannerisms, her way of throwing off hand gestures, her attitudes, and the way she looked and talked.”




  Decades later, on one of Allen’s television shows, the two recreated a vaudeville routine that she frequently had performed with her husband—she as the dimwit amateur actress and he as the suffering emcee who had to interview her before a live audience. The routine exemplified her masterful comic timing and also made clear the source of Allen’s own timing:




 

    BELLE (confused): Everybody thunk? Thought? Thinks that I have all the earmuffs—




  STEVE: No, no. Earmarks.




  BELLE: All the earmarks . . . of an earmuff.




  STEVE (impatiently): No!




  BELLE: An earache.




  STEVE: No, no.




  BELLE: Of a birthmark?




  STEVE: No, not a birthmark. Earmarks of an actress.




  BELLE: Oh, that old thing.




  STEVE: An actress, yes.




  BELLE: Of course, I’m not a regular mattress—




  STEVE (exasperated): ACTRESS!




  BELLE (startled): Of course, I’m not a regular actress, and if I make any mistakes, look them over—overlook them (nodding her head in satisfaction).







  Although Belle influenced her son’s comedy talents, she also subjected him to her drinking problem. “If she didn’t have a drink, then there was a problem” chuckled Allen warmly, with no visible trace of bitterness. But one of the wiser decisions Belle did make was to enroll her son in piano lessons for three years. “I made up little songs at first,” he recalled, “but afterward lost interest in music.” Actually, it was the ability to read music that Allen never seemed to pick up, whereas his ability to play melodies and harmonies by ear emerged and later blossomed.




  Belle’s success in show business, like that of many other performers, fluctuated perilously. She earned as much as $700 a week, and when she had that kind of money, she placed Steve in a boarding school, such as Bishop Quarter School at East Avenue and Lake Street in Oak Park, Illinois, or St. Joseph’s Institute in LaGrange, Illinois, a quiet Chicago suburb. An order of strict nuns ran the latter school, where Steve spent the third through fifth grades. The rest of the time, when it was not feasible to take the boy on the road, Belle sent him to Chicago to live with a succession of aunts, uncles, and grandparents on her side (the Donohues) and even strangers for months at a time. Consequently, he bounced around between eighteen schools (including high schools in Chicago, Los Angeles, and Phoenix) and two colleges.




  The other Donohues, like Allen’s mother, were high spirited, independent, argumentative, popular, wild, unruly, unstable, and irrational—in other words, he explained, “flighty Irish.” They lived in neighborhoods scattered throughout Chicago’s South Side, including Hyde Park and the Back of the Yards, and subjected those neighborhoods to their endless bickering and quirks. “Instead of answering the door calmly, in a civilized way,” Allen wrote, “the members of the family would start up like a flock of startled quail, some running into bedrooms, others hiding behind curtains and peeking out of windows to see what enemy was invading their privacy.”




  During his formative years, Steve was surrounded mainly by women (“I have no recollection of my father,” he would later write in Mark It and Strike It [1960]). In the absence of a father, he found a father figure in his uncle Steve Donohue, who devoted countless hours to his young nephew, taking him to the Lincoln Park Zoo, to the circus, or just for long walks in the park. Allen remembered how at every intersection his uncle would lecture him on looking both ways before crossing the street. There was more advice: “Take deep breaths and keep your back straight like a soldier. Drink lots of milk. Get plenty of exercise.” Uncle Steve admired Clarence Darrow, Luther Burbank, Thomas Edison, and Abraham Lincoln.




  But Uncle Steve couldn’t hold down a job. He drank hard and got into bar fights, coming home late, drunk, bloodied, and wild; breaking dishes; and stumbling in the dark. Late one stormy night, little Steve and his terrorized aunt Mag surreptitiously watched Uncle Steve standing on the porch outside their apartment on 60th Street just off Halsted, where torrents of rain drenched his long underwear. “My God,” said Aunt Mag, “if anybody sees him out there like that, we’ll all be arrested.” Uncle Steve began yelling to someone on the street, affecting a southern accent: “Pahdon me, podnuh, but ah was wonderin’ if pe’haps you maght have a cigarette.”




  “I got a fit of giggles and laughed so hard my aunt had to press her hand over my mouth,” Allen later recalled. “I don’t remember what happened after that, but I fell asleep happy.”




  At Uncle Steve’s funeral in 1958, Allen curiously noticed how his uncle, dressed for the first time in an elegant suit, looked handsomer, healthier, younger, and more at peace in death than he ever was in life. Despite his uncle’s overwhelming failure in life, Allen found himself indebted to him: “His advice was excellent, his example deplorable. And yet by listening to him I learned what to do, and by watching him I learned what not to do.”




  John O’Rourke met Allen in the sixth grade at St. Thomas the Apostle School in Hyde Park. He lived just a few blocks away from Allen and his mother, who at the time were living in a second-floor apartment above a grocery store at 55th Street and Kenwood. He and Allen and their friends used to hang out together after school in another friend’s basement, which had a Ping-Pong table and a piano.




  In a 2005 interview, O’Rourke remembered Allen as a popular kid: “He knew more than everybody. He read more, and he had a lot of charisma. And he could stay out later than most kids.” On Halloween, Allen would get into some of his mothers stage outfits, walk down the street, and scare people. He and O’Rourke snuck into the 1933 World’s Fair held at Chicago’s Northerly Island. Unlike his peers, who had never been anywhere outside the city, Allen, at age eleven, had been everywhere.




  The worldly Allen had an imaginative mind. He started a game where he and his friends would refer to each other by pronouncing their names backwards. In class, where most other students were afraid to open their mouths, he was not afraid to voice his opinions about many topics and sometimes would even correct his teachers. “He wouldn’t be snippy with the nuns because they were tough ladies, but he’d just voice his opinions,” remembered O’Rourke. “He’d been more places and read a lot more than probably any other student the nuns had encountered.” Allen’s precociousness, however, didn’t always sit well with the good sisters. During the course of one school year, a nun wound up breaking three different wooden pointers across Allen’s back.




  Allen looked back on his topsy-turvy childhood with affection because he felt genuine love and concern from his quirky, if not tragic, elders. One stabilizing factor was his family’s love of humor and ability to find it in almost any situation. One such situation occurred in 1938, when sixteen-year-old Steve, his mother, and Aunt Mag were living in the rundown Hotel Raleigh on Chicago’s Near North Side. Suddenly in the mood for background music, Allen turned on the radio, fiddled with the tuner, and settled on a station playing ballroom dance music. The 1930s was the decade when nearly every home in America had a radio, and big-scale dramas, quiz shows, and comedies were broadcast for the mass market. Television, however, was still in its infancy. It would be another year before NBC would inaugurate regular TV service by broadcasting the opening ceremonies of the 1939 World’s Fair in New York.




  Allen lay on the floor near the radio with a book, while his mother and aunt played cards in the next room. They had no idea that he had tuned into Orson Welles’s legendary radio play, War of the Worlds, and, like millions of other listeners across the country, had missed the opening disclaimer that the entire broadcast was make believe.




  The innocuous dance music was interrupted by a series of bulletins from CBS News—first reporting a series of mysterious explosions on Mars, and later reporting meteor showers over Princeton, New Jersey. Soon afterwards, a spaceship landed with grotesque leathery creatures emerging from within. National Guard troops dispatched to the scene were immediately massacred. “The contents of the news broadcast were inherently unbelievable,” recounted Allen, “and yet we had it on the authority of the Columbia Broadcasting System that such things were actually happening.” Then the announcer reported more spaceships observed over Cleveland, Detroit, and—gulp—Chicago.




  “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” exclaimed Aunt Mag. “We’ll be killed right here in this hotel!”




  “There’s only one thing to do,” Allen’s mother bravely declared. They would all flee to nearby Holy Name Cathedral. After fluttering around the room and bickering about whether Aunt Mag would need to take her glasses or hat, the three departed their eighth-floor suite, missing the reassuring finale to the program.




  As they stood in the dim hallway, waiting for the elevator, Allen’s mother admonished a dignified-looking young woman holding a little girl in her arms, “Run for your life!” She then turned to her son and ordered, “Button your overcoat, Stevie. You’ll catch cold when we go out.”




  The young woman looked blankly at Belle. A wild-eyed Aunt Mag began shouting at her. The woman started laughing.




  “Go ahead and laugh,” snapped Aunt Mag. “But for the sake of that dear baby in your arms, don’t you laugh!” The woman eyed the relatively even-keeled Allen quizzically, prompting him to explain to her, “We just heard on the radio that there’s something up in the sky.”




  Apparently Allen’s explanation didn’t help. The woman and her child began retreating a few steps down the hall—“walking backward,” noted Allen, “so as to keep an eye on us.” This inflamed Aunt Mag, who by now was on a roll: “’You ought to get down on your knees, instead of laughing at people! We’re going to church to pray, and that’s what you ought to be doing right this minute, praying!’”




  At that moment, the elevator doors opened, revealing the customarily cheerful, smiling elevator operator. “Never had I seen a smile fade so fast,” mused Allen. The three charged into the elevator, and Belle and Aunt Mag practically pounced on the poor boy with their hysterical warnings about an interplanetary invasion. The boy was petrified—not at the thought of invaders from Mars, but by the fact that he was trapped in a tiny elevator with three lunatics from Earth.




  The elevator boy slid the throttle all the way forward for a full-speed ride down to the first floor. He slid the folding doors of the cage open, and the three thundered past him into the lobby. To their surprise, the atmosphere was, well, normal. “It was a scene of lobbylike calm,” recalled Allen. People were sitting or dozing in overstuffed chairs. Some were smoking cigars. Others were reading newspapers. The conversations were subdued.




  Such tranquility was disarming. The three had planned to warn everyone in the lobby about the crisis and then sprint across Dearborn Street, pausing only in the event that a sudden spaceship attack should cause them to take cover. A frustrated Aunt Mag tried to apprise the blasé desk clerk that the world was about to end.




  Meanwhile, Allen overheard a radio at the other end of the lobby. Instead of an urgent crisis update, what he heard was an announcer calmly reading a commercial for tomato soup. A light-bulb suddenly went on in Allen’s mind. He told his mother and Aunt Mag, and the three embarrassed souls tip-toed, eyes downcast, toward the elevator, “excruciatingly aware that all heads were turned toward us, and that the clerk was smiling at us in a frightfully patronizing way,” remembered Allen.




  “We’ll have to move out of this place,” shuddered Allen’s mother. But before they ever made it to the elevator, they broke into shrieks of laughter, forcing them to sit down and create even more of a scene in the hotel lobby than the panic they had displayed only moments earlier.




  The young Allen’s ability to extract humor so quickly out of a situation foreshadowed his aptitude for spontaneous, off-the-cuff comedy. “Funny things used to pop into my head all of the time when I was a little boy in school—and I’d start laughing,” Allen told Redbook magazine in 1954. “Other kids and their mothers told me I could make my living with my jokes. But my humor met with a very mixed reception from my teachers, some of whom thought I was a young show-off.”




  EARLY EXPERIENCES IN BROADCASTING





  In 1939, television attempted nightly experimental broadcasts solely in New York, where most of the few television sets that existed were located. Viewership was so minuscule, in fact, that NBC mailed weekly postcards containing its program schedule to a list it kept of known TV set owners.




  That same year, Allen was attending Hyde Park High School in Chicago. There were days when he would alight the streetcar at Stony Island and 62nd Street, and, instead of heading toward the campus, he would stroll toward the windy lakefront, wander the hallowed halls of the Museum of Science and Industry, or sit in Jackson Park and write poetry. He might take in a movie at the Tivoli Theater on Cottage Grove, walk under the “L” tracks at 63rd Street, or invite a girl to the Walgreens at 63rd and Stony Island, where they would sit in a booth and indulge in hot cocoa and cookies wrapped in transparent paper.




  A kindly teacher recognized the bright, inquisitive student lurking beneath Allen’s disinterested exterior and took him under her wing. She had Allen attending classes regularly, and she made him an editor of a school magazine. This teacher, Mrs. Marguerite Byrne, encouraged him to enter essay contests, and he won a $100 prize in a Civitan club contest. She also encouraged him to submit material to Chicago newspapers, and the Chicago Tribune published his jokes and light verse in its famous “Line-o’-type” column.




  Allen dreamed of becoming a newspaper reporter, but his asthma got so bad that he and his mother left Chicago and moved to Phoenix, where the hot desert climate cleared his symptoms immediately. He enrolled in Phoenix Union High School, where he completed his senior year and developed his interest in journalism by writing humorous features and sports stories for the school paper. This led in 1941 to his acceptance of a journalism scholarship to Drake University in Des Moines, Iowa, where he joined the university newspaper and became the sole writer of humorous material (as well as the first freshman in the schools history to be assigned a regular feature).




  While in college, Allen played piano in the dance band and discovered that his musical abilities could attract more attention and popularity than his painfully shy personality ever did. He also took a course in radio production, which awakened his interest in the medium. Although his first year at Drake was idyllic, his $1,000 scholarship expired at the end of that year, and he could not afford the next years tuition. In addition, his asthma began to catch up with him. In the fall of 1942, Allen transferred to Arizona State Teachers College (now Arizona State University) in Tempe.




  A career in radio, however, continued to beckon. Ultimately, Allen chose radio over journalism when he discovered that “while there seemed to be many brilliant men on newspapers, the radio field impressed me as one swarming with idiots.” He dropped out of Arizona State a few months later to take a fifty-dollar-a-week part-time job at Phoenix radio station KOY, announcing, piano playing, record spinning, and acting. He also wrote advertising and news copy and soap opera scripts and took on “as many additional duties as I desired, as long as it was understood that I would demand no additional salary.”




  By this time, NBC and CBS had recently been granted commercial licenses for their New York stations, thus marking the birth of commercial television. Throughout the 1940s, most television programs would continue to be seen only in New York, which held the honor of being America’s TV capital.




  One of Allen’s regular assignments at KOY was to drop an Alka-Seltzer tablet into a cup of hot water for an on-air commercial and exclaim, “Listen to it fizz!” One night, just two minutes before the commercial, Allen discovered that the Alka-Seltzer bottle was empty. He dashed to the men’s room and found a small can of Bi-so-dol, another antidote of the day, “that belonged,” he recalled, “to a staff newscaster who evidently hadn’t been listening to my Alka-Seltzer commercials.” Confident and relieved, Allen raced back to the studio, just in time to start the commercial, only to discover—in that instant—that Bi-so-dol doesn’t fizz. After two seconds of dead air, Allen recovered by doing “as nice a vocal impersonation of a stomach tablet’s fizz as you’ve ever heard.”




  In a weekly man-on-the-street interview program, Allen and fellow KOY announcer Bill Lester asked passersby for whom they intended to vote in the 1944 presidential election—Roosevelt or Dewey—and why. The show, which was originating that week from a Phoenix supermarket, was progressing smoothly until Allen and Lester discovered, without warning, that the store had run out of customers. With ten minutes of airtime left to fill, Allen and Lester desperately took turns posing as imaginary customers and interviewing each other. Allen became “Walter Kline,” an elderly tobacco-chewing geezer who preferred Dewey because “it’s time for a change.” Lester posed as “A. K. Johnson” from Tucson and chit-chatted with Allen. They went on that way, carefully splitting the votes down the middle and saying nothing unkind about either candidate.




  Allen didn’t recover quite as nicely from pitfalls that awaited him in other assignments. While doing live commentary on a parade from the rooftop of the KOY studios, he watched in horror as his carefully prepared notes about each of the floats blew away. His predicament was compounded when the parade came to a grinding halt, leaving him straining to find different ways to describe the Boy Scout drum-and-bugle corps that was marching in front of him—in place. That afternoon, his coverage of a rodeo show was similarly abysmal. Fresh from Chicago, Allen’s knowledge of western speak, “gleaned entirely from cowboy movies, seemed to consist solely of words like hombre, ornery sidewinder, no-good varmint, chuck wagon, and six-gun, none of which appeared appropriate to the task at hand,” he recalled. Allen proceeded to describe a “‘steer-milking contest’—a phenomenon,” he would later acknowledge, “theretofore unknown to biological science, not to mention the cattle business.”




  Despite these mishaps, Allen had begun to develop his glibness speaking into a mike, even if he felt the need to practice by talking to himself as he drove through the streets of Phoenix, describing things and people he observed along the road.




  SMILE TIME




  While at KOY, Allen collaborated with singer and fellow announcer Wendell Noble to form Noble and Allen, an upstart comedy team that played clubs in the Phoenix area. Their act was a hodge-podge of goofiness consisting of Allen playing piano, Noble singing, and the two clowning in jokes and sketches. In 1946, Noble moved to Los Angeles to work at KHJ, an affiliate of the Don Lee/Mutual network. Once Allen saved up $1,000, he, too, followed, and the two teamed up again—this time, on a daily morning show being carried by Don Lee/Mutual along the entire West Coast. The program, Smile Time, was based on their Phoenix act and packed a punch into its fifteen-minute timeslot. It was a fast-paced cavalcade of songs, patter, goofy characters, jokes, zany time checks and weather reports, soap-opera parodies, and nonsense (Allen: “Hey, Wendell, how are the letters coming in?” Noble: “By mail, mostly”) squeezed into a twelve-page script. There were even mock band remotes: “From the beautiful Aragon Ballroom, high atop the fabulous Hotel Fabulous, in the heart of downtown Gallup, New Mexico, just a short forty-five-minute drive from the ball-bearing center of the world, Leavenworth, Kansas. . . .”




  The Smile Time theme song was cheerfully silly: “It’s Smile Time // Chase your blues away because it’s Smile Time // The way to start the day is just to sing this minute // Put rhythm in it // And smile, ‘cuz it’s Smile Time now!”




  The show was an instant hit, but its wild success alarmed the two partners. “Somehow we had talked our way into a big break,” explained Allen. “But now it suddenly occurred to us that we really weren’t ready for such a giant step. Within the short space of two weeks, we had used up all our tested material and were staring with horror at the bottom of the comedy barrel.” In desperation, there was only one thing to do: Go to secondhand bookstores and buy every joke book they could find and adapt or lift as much material as they could. But even this wouldn’t cut it for a daily twelve-to-fifteen-page script. Allen dredged and recycled the humorous verse he had written for his high school magazine and the Drake University paper.




  Just as the boys were reaching the point of collapse, the Mutual brass called them in. “Boys,” declared a beaming executive, “we like what you’re doing. In fact, we like it so much that we’re going to put you on the air coast-to-coast starting next month!”




  At twenty-four, Allen was starting to attract national attention. The network permitted him to hire another player, June Foray, a petite, young actress with a growing reputation for character voices. (She would later be revered as the voice of Rocky the Squirrel and Natasha Fatale on the Rocky and Bullwinkle animated series, as well as Grandma on Warner Brothers’ Looney Toons.) She was capable of doing any dialect, any age, comedy or drama, which was just what Allen wanted for his sketches. On Smile Time, recalled Foray in 2003, she played everything: “Irish, Brooklyns, Mexicans, and loudmouths,” thereby relieving Noble of having to play old ladies and society matrons.




  In addition, the show’s budget increased to allow for the hiring of a young organist, Skitch Henderson, who had just been discharged from the Air Corps (and who in 1954 would lead the band on Allen’s Tonight show). Henderson remembered the show: “Their ‘orchestra’ was me on piano. And we gave away groceries to get an audience. That’s the way that the salami thing [Allen giving away salamis] started on the Tonight show.”




  The music and silliness and lightning pace were unusual for the era and soon became a national wake-up call. “Here it was, seven-fifteen in the morning,” said Foray, “and people would show up in the auditorium before they went to work and watch us.”




  Foray found Allen a fascinating and complex personality: “Steve had no inhibitions about comedy He could be outrageous in his comedy. But in person he was very quiet. And here he was, a songwriter, played piano beautifully, and he told me that he could never read music. That’s what was so wonderful about Steve. His talent just opposed his nature.”




  For Allen, Smile Time became the GED equivalent of a high school course in radio comedy: “I knew almost every old joke ever written, had learned how to write new jokes on every conceivable subject; and the simple business of performing five times a week had given a certain professional polish to my work.”




  During Smile Time’s run, television’s first mass audience—an “East Coast network” comprising New York, Philadelphia, Schenectady, and Washington, DC—tuned in to the 1947 World Series. A total of 3.9 million people watched the games—3.5 million of them in bars, the primary recipients at the time of television broadcasts, where most people encountered their first television set. This eventually triggered a revolution of home TV set purchases.




  ATTRACTING A FOLLOWING





  By 1948, network television was just getting off the ground. CBS and ABC opened for business that year, and landmark shows hosted by Milton Berle, Ed Sullivan, Arthur Godfrey, and Ted Mack premiered. Still, less than 2 percent of all US homes owned a television set.




  In early 1948, after a two-year run, Mutual dropped Smile Time, and Allen accepted an offer to host a nightly thirty-minute records-and-talk program, Breaking All Records, at KNX, the CBS Los Angeles affiliate. At first, he considered the move from network star back to a local disc jockey a sort of demotion—“a big step in the wrong direction.” But then he began to attract an avid local following that encouraged him to play records less, talk more, and keep playing piano. Allen saw that this would be in his own best interest: “Perceiving at once that by playing a great many records I would be performing an estimable service for Bing Crosby, Frank Sinatra, Dinah Shore, et al., but doing very little for myself, I determined immediately to make the music on the new program secondary in importance to its humor. Therefore, I wrote out a seven- or eight-page script each evening, read it in an offhand conversational manner to create the impression that I was speaking more or less extemporaneously and played a little less music than instructed.”




  After two months, frowning station bosses ordered him to go back to doing what they had hired him to do: play records. Like a spoiled boy, Allen went on the air and reported the entire exchange to his listening audience, who came to the rescue, flooding the KNX mailroom in the next two days with over four hundred letters of support. Fans declared that they were more interested in Aliens banter than in the records. KNX relented and let Allen gab. It was a smart move. The popularity of the show (now The Steve Allen Show) continued to grow, and Allen started receiving letters from a few listeners wanting to visit the studio. Allen obliged, still wondering why a dozen or so drop-in visitors a night would want to watch a guy “in his shirt-sleeves sitting at a table reading from a script and introducing recordings.” Observing that “twelve people laughing in a small room sounds like a larger number,” Allen saw the number swell to over a hundred, and the show moved to a larger studio, all for an 11 p.m. radio broadcast. In another eighteen months, Allen would not be playing any records on the show at all.




  Buoyed by the shows growing success, KNX expanded the show to an hour. Up to this point, Allen had been adhering to radio’s tightly scripted format, slavishly writing his own comedy scripts to perform on the air. Disappointed that his $175-a-week salary failed to keep pace with his expanding duties and timeslot, not to mention the show’s growing popularity, he decided to take the lazy way out. Rather than spend even more time writing scripts, he began interviewing more and more guest entertainers—something he discovered he could do well and with far less preparation.




  Allen’s new approach worked until one night, when the scheduled guest, actress/singer Doris Day, failed to show up. Her agent had forgotten to tell her about the booking. Allen was suddenly forced to fill twenty-five minutes of air. He had already used up all of his minimal, prepared script, and he had played both sides of Day’s new record.




  Suddenly, without quite knowing why, Allen found himself hauling the clunky studio floor microphone into the audience, where he chatted with visitors. The audience response stunned him and gave rise to another revelation. “Whatever was said was greeted with almost hysterical laughter,” recalled Allen. “I was astounded to learn that audiences would laugh more readily at an ad-libbed quip, even though it might not be as funny as a prepared and polished joke.”




  “Others in radio had wandered into audiences before Allen—gabby guys like Art Linkletter and Bert Parks,” wrote entertainment columnist Gerald Nachman in his 2003 book, Seriously Funny. “But they lacked Allen’s ingenuity and verbal dexterity,” opting for more contrived conversation starters (“Who’s the oldest lady in the audience?” “Who can describe a spiral staircase without using his hands?”). “His background as a jokesmith allowed him to go beyond mere audience chitchat,” continued Nachman, and create jokes on the spot.




  Although Allen sensed an epiphany, he wasn’t sure he could pull it off night after night: “Believe me, that wasn’t easy at first. I used to think of my ad-lib while my guest was talking. Then I found the secret: base your ad-lib on what is said or done.”




  From that night on, Allen incorporated audience interviews into every program, and he eventually stopped writing comedy material altogether, just showing up at the studio within fifteen minutes of airtime. He would select a few letters and newspaper articles for the opening ten-minute monologue, which would be followed by the celebrity guest interview, a musical number he would play or sing, and the all-important ad-lib banter with the audience.




  The show graduated to an even larger studio and became a late-night cult hit not only in southern California but also in other parts of the United States, for a local show beamed from a fifteen thousand-watt station such as KNX could on certain nights (depending on the atmospheric conditions) be picked up several states away. Allen received upwards of two thousand fan letters a week, and he reported receiving mail from as far away as Florida and New England. Katherine Hepburn and Fanny Brice headed a club that staged listening parties around the show. The show became the darling of the comedy elite, including Jack Benny, Bob Hope, Fred Allen, Groucho Marx, Milton Berle, Red Skelton, and Phil Silvers, many of whom were occasional guests. But the more Allenesque type of guest might be a burlesque dancer, a lobster, a waiter from a posh Hollywood restaurant (who brought a seven-course dinner that Allen consumed on the air), or a tiger.




  By now, hundreds of fans—men in business suits and ties, women in sensible skirts and blazers—were lined up around the block on Sunset Boulevard in front of the theater at CBS. Ushers would be on duty, along with a cop and a CBS night watchman. The audiences would average three hundred or four hundred on a week-night. “After a while,” recalled Allen, “we’d have a thousand persons there on Saturday night, and I’d have to do two shows. My twenty-five-minute show was lengthened to forty-five minutes a night, five nights a week, but I was still getting only $100 a week.”




  PIC magazine captured the flavor of the midnight show and its amiable twenty-nine-year-old host this way: “No script, no format, no stars, and one lone phonograph record. What does Allen do that can fill the Columbia Broadcasting System’s largest radio studio at midnight? Almost no one on the Pacific Coast can tell you—least of all Allen.” Groucho Marx, one of Allen’s biggest boosters, said, “Allen, the trouble with you is you’re too damn good” and later called him “the funniest Allen since Fred.”




  Smile Time alum June Foray helped Allen out on Saturday nights, when there was one broadcast of the show to the East at five o’clock and a second performance for the West Coast at eight. Foray remembered that some of the actors would imbibe at a bar next door to the studio, often shortly before airtime. One actor got so sloshed that, in the middle of the show, “he just walked off the stage.” It was the calm and quick-thinking Allen who saved the day, Foray recalled: “Everybody recovered because Steve did. He could talk his way out of anything. So everybody felt very comfortable.”




  One night, Allen conned his audience into participating in a national, fraternity-style prank. He convinced listeners, at the count of ten, to sound their automobile horns, so that engineers at CBS stations all over the country could “measure” his show’s automobile listenership with “audiometers.” Thousands all over the country bought into the practical joke, which today might be dubbed “Horns across America.”




  The Steve Allen Show enjoyed a nearly three-year run through 1950. Pleased with Allen’s phenomenal rise on its Los Angeles affiliate, CBS brought him to New York to find him a network program. The announcement of his first network assignment also attracted the attention—and approval—of a growing segment of Allen’s audience: college students, who dug Allen’s irreverent yet good-natured jabs at guests, audience members, sponsors, CBS officials, and even himself. The Daily Trojan, the student newspaper of the University of Southern California, wrote: “When CBS decided to make The Steve Allen Show the summer replacement for Our Miss Brooks last month, the only ones who were not surprised were local college students. As far back as two years ago, when Steve Allen was first starting out as a comic, students formed the nucleus of his group of admirers. Now, still composed mostly of students, the number of Allen fans has reached the point where anyone who shows up outside CBS studios after 11:15 p.m. in hopes of getting in is considered, by them, a rank optimist.” (Allen remained popular with college audiences throughout his career; his last conceit, a one-man music and comedy show, took place the night before his death before a sold-out crowd at Victor Valley Community College in Victorville, California).




  THE TRANSITION INTO TELEVISION





  Allen’s local radio successes caught radio and television programmers by surprise, as the shows were low budget and largely unpromoted. His radio background proved invaluable, for it facilitated his successful transition into entertaining on TV. The great comedians of vaudeville and nightclubs simply adapted their stage acts to television. In contrast, Allen’s television comedy sprung from his ability on radio to ad-lib, interview, and connect with audiences in loose, extemporaneous fashion. His very first television experience came in 1949 as the unlikely announcer/commentator for wrestling matches, which required him to ad-lib and get laughs—two talents he would have to summon to compensate for his virtual ignorance of the sport.




  But Allen didn’t dare admit his ignorance to the ABC exec who recruited him for the assignment. At the time, wrestling was a very popular television attraction. The ABC exec thought Allen could do a funny but reasonably knowledgeable commentary on what was happening in the ring. Allen decided to prepare for his assignment by watching three nights of televised wrestling matches on KTLA that were announced by the jovial, fast-talking former actor Dick Lane. Once Allen was settled into the announcers booth at Ocean Park Arena in Santa Monica, his meager preparation got him through the first five minutes of the match. The rest would be up to him and whatever he could conjure.




  “Leone gives Smith a full nelson now,” ventured Allen on the spot, “slipping it up from either a half-nelson or an Ozzie Nelson. Now the boys go into a double pretzel bend with variations on a theme by Velox and Yolanda. Whoops, Leone takes his man down to the mat! He has him pinned; now they roll. It’s sort of a rolling pin.” Allen’s confused, unorthodox descriptions of the various holds had audiences laughing from outside the arena. He would even comment about the more bizarre people attending the match, as well as the haze permeating the arena: “There’s lots of cigar smoke in the air here. I don’t like to say that this joint is too smoky, but this is the only wrestling arena in town where they cure hams from the ceiling.” Allen’s career as a wrestling announcer lasted several months before ABC decided to replace the matches with old movies.




  After CBS radio gave Allen a weekly prime-time show, CBS television believed it could groom him for national small-screen stardom and gave Allen his first network television show. The Steve Allen Show premiered at 11 a.m. on Christmas Day, 1950, and was later moved into a thirty-minute, early evening slot. Allen’s new television show required him to uproot himself and his family (consisting of his wife, Dorothy Goodman, and their three sons) from their home base in Los Angeles and move to New York. The reasons were technological. In 1950, it was not possible to originate a live network broadcast from L.A., since the West Coast was not yet hooked up to the television coaxial cable that carried the TV signals linking the East and Midwest. The link to the West Coast would not be completed until September 1951, when America would finally enjoy coast-to-coast television.




  The Steve Allen Show, which ran through 1952, was a daily television version of Aliens old Hollywood radio show—part music, part comedy, and part talk. It featured Peggy Lee as the regular vocalist and Llemuel, a huge, lovable, and affectionate South American llama. The show introduced audiences to routines that would later become Allen trademarks, including wild physical stunts, reading funny items in the newspaper, and prank phone calls. One day, he read an ad, “Leiberman Brothers’ third floor is now open to the public,” and commented to the studio audience, “I wonder what’s been going on on the third floor that we couldn’t get in on until today?” Allen picked up the phone, called the company on the air, and asked that question to the man who answered. “The first time he hung up on me,” recalled Allen. “I called back four times, and it all got screams from the audience.”




  On another day, an annoying clatter outside the stage doors of the studio began to disrupt the proceedings. Unable to ignore the disturbance, Allen had the ushers open the back door, and he took a hand mike in search of the source of the noise. He found an elderly Italian gentleman running a cement mixer. A bemused but quick-thinking Allen decided to interview the laborer for several minutes, to the screaming laughter of the studio audience. The workman, who even apologized for the disturbance, was probably unaware that he could be heard in the studio, not to mention throughout the entire country. “It didn’t matter much what either of us said,” concluded Allen. “It was the situation itself that was funny.” And it was that particular situation that prompted him to interview fewer celebrities and more “just plain folks.”




  The show was only a modest ratings success. When CBS canceled it in 1952, Allen came up with an innovative way to mark the final broadcast. Ten minutes before the show’s end, the stagehands proceeded—on the air—to dismantle the set and cart off the scenery, Allen’s breakfast table/desk, and his piano. Allen bid good-bye to Miss Lee, Llemuel, and the other cast members, and he thanked the studio audience and television viewers for their support. With three minutes of air left and the orchestra softly playing the show’s theme song, Allen donned his coat and hat. The camera followed him as he walked across the now bare and deserted set, through the large stage door, and out into the street. An outside camera picked up the shot as Allen walked down the street, fading into the crowd under the pale New York sunlight. In the days that followed, Allen received a flood of letters from women reporting that their children had “cried uncontrollably as my tiny figure vanished in the distance and that they, too, were reduced to tears by the sight and by the realization that the program would be seen no more. Here was another surprising example of the power of television to arouse the emotions of an audience.”




  CBS kept trying to carve out opportunities for Allen. In 1953, it assigned him to host a ninety-minute Saturday night program, Songs for Sale, in which songwriter wannabes had their tunes performed by professional singers and evaluated by a panel of experts. The show ran for a year and a half under Allen, who parted company with CBS when the network wanted to move the show into weekday afternoons, in order to open up the Saturday evening slot for a then-unknown comedian who had been working on New York’s DuMont station: Jackie Gleason.




  Although Allen’s radio experience factored into his successful transition into television, there were daunting adjustments to television that even the most skilled radio entertainers struggled to make. The atmosphere of the typical radio studio was “controlled, respectful, tomb-like silence,” explained Allen, void of even the slightest distraction. “Supporting performers are sometimes even dismissed for crossing their legs or for distracting in other ways the attention of the studio audience at a crucial moment during a broadcast—and with considerable justification. If the audience is distracted, it does not laugh.”




  Allen found the mayhem of the early television studio to be the opposite extreme.




 

    I shall never forget my shock at the first few months in TV. I was horrified to learn that instead of being separated from the spectators by one thin microphone and a few feet of conditioned air, I was now required to reach them through a squirming jungle of cameras, lights, props, microphone dollies, scenery, stagehands, cameramen, audio-men, and lighting men, all creeping around in the darkness in full view of the audience; assorted production assistants who strode about with headphones, muttering audibly while receiving communications from the control booth; and a sprinkling of actors, musicians, announcers, and dancers.




  Trying to make an audience laugh under these circumstances is a little like working on the stage of a theater while between you and the footlights the Harlem Globe Trotters run through a few fast-moving plays. Television audiences in some studios are usually so intrigued at being behind the scenes that they can scarcely take their eyes off the technical equipment to look at the actors.




  Many times I have sat at home with friends watching one or another comedian reap three or four seconds of silence for what was obviously an excellent joke. The reason may easily have been that just as the comic was delivering the line, a stagehand walked in front of the studio audience with a ladder, or that a line of chorus girls moved into position off camera. Of course, the home viewers are not aware of these distractions; all they see is the clown with egg on his face.







  Since the new medium was visual, holding a script in one’s hand suddenly became a no-no. Cue-card reading became the norm, but since there were yet no experienced cue-card holders, many an on-camera performer had to endure awkward instances of cue cards being dropped or flashed in the wrong sequence. In addition, unlike in radio, early television studios were extremely uncomfortable, given the massive amount of light necessary to transmit an acceptable picture—which, in turn, called for anyone on camera to be pasted with heavy makeup.




  Allen found that such unending chaos made it more difficult to be funny on television than in radio, where “the only thing that moves is the comedian’s mouth.” He told Redbook, “On second thought, when everything goes right on my show, I’m sunk. I depend for laughs on what pops into my head. And if everything moves smoothly, nothing may pop. But television being what it is, I think I have little cause to worry.”




  A whole school of early television hosts came out of radio and into TV in the early ’50s, including Arthur Godfrey, Dave Garroway, Jack Paar, Garry Moore, and Johnny Carson. Although they were heralded as television pioneers, Allen said that neither he nor his contemporaries felt that way at the time. Rather, he believed that their entry into TV was more likely accomplished by stumbling rather than strategy:




  

     As a freshman at Drake University in 1941, I had quite casually taken a snap-course in radio production and immediately perceived that, while the newspaper business was likely to be a demanding profession, almost anyone not cursed with an annoying speaking voice could find work in radio. And several years’ experience in that medium accidentally placed me in that enormous job-pool from which the first wave of television personalities were drawn. Thus, far from having to make any willed attempt to get into TV, I was pulled into it, along with hundreds of others, as if we all were in the grip of an enormous vortex. It was simply a matter of being in the right place at the right time.







  THE FAILURE OF BROADWAY OPEN HOUSE





  In 1950, the year CBS was signing Steve Allen to a television contract, Sylvester “Pat” Weaver, NBC’s vice president in charge of programming (and later president), was exploring new programming avenues. In addition to the network’s lineup of daytime soaps and prime-time comedies and variety shows, Weaver saw the potential for a network to fill the early-morning and late-night hours with original programming and commercial time sold by the network. He was developing a late-night show to be called Broadway Open House. It would be vaudeville in style, featuring comedy skits, music, and dance. Network execs were skeptical, wondering who would be staying up to watch. Given the absence of any real competition other than reruns of old movies, Weaver was convinced that an original late-night network show would be profitable.




  The first choice for host was not Steve Allen but the “other” hot young Hollywood comic, Don “Creesh” Hornsby. Like Allen, Hornsby was in his late twenties, played piano and composed novelty songs, and got laughs the then-new way, by ad-libbing. Unlike Allen, Hornsby was bombastic, manic, and more physical in style, with high energy and lots of props—a cross between modern-day comedians Leo “Gallagher” Anthony and Scott “Carrot Top” Thompson. At one point in his nightclub act, Hornsby would swing from a trapeze bar while engaging in nonstop patter, or he would run around the stage yelling, “Creesh! Creesh!” He would point a high-beam railroad yard flashlight at startled audience members and engage them in comical banter. Other not-so-subtle gimmicks included walking through the audience with a rubber gila monster, wearing a cheerleaders megaphone dunce cap-style over his head, magically pulling brassieres out of women’s blouses, and spraying sections of the audience with pressurized dry ice from a fire extinguisher.




  With his high energy, ad-lib wit, and physical style, Hornsby convinced NBC that he was a natural for television. But in the tradition of the twisted movie plot, Hornsby was stricken with polio just days before the premiere of his new late-night show. He had just flown into New York to meet with the NBC brass. Two days later, on May 22, 1950, he was dead.




  In show-must-go-on fashion, NBC replaced Hornsby with two veteran comics. One was Morey Amsterdam, who hosted the show on Mondays and Wednesdays. (He would ascend to greater heights as the wise-cracking Buddy Sorrell on The Dick Van Dyke Show.) The other was the frenetic vaudeville and nightclub comic Jerry Lester, who hosted on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Fridays. Amsterdam left the show early in its run, and Lester took over the other two nights. As entertainment historian Stephen Cox reported in his 2002 book Here’s Johnny! the breakout success of Jenny Lewis, who played a ditsy blonde bombshell known simply as “Dagmar,” upset the balance of the show’s large cast of regulars and the ego of Lester, who originally hired her. The resulting turmoil led to Lester’s departure, an unsuccessful stint by replacement host Jack E. Leonard, and, after a fifteen-month run, the show’s demise in August 1951. For Allen, the cancellation would pave the way for a huge opportunity.




  SUBBING FOR GODFREY





  In the early 1950s, Arthur Godfrey dominated the radio and television airwaves. As a widely popular and charismatic host, he was the Oprah Winfrey of his day, commanding a huge and fiercely loyal following. Folksy, witty, and laid back, Godfrey “had such a vital personal magnetism that it was difficult not to be pleased by almost anything he presented,” recalled Allen. “Somehow when Arthur said, ‘Well, the weather is certainly nice today,’ one felt that the weather was unusually pleasant.”




  Godfrey hosted Arthur Godfrey’s Talent Scouts, a top-rated TV forerunner to latter-day talent shows like Star Search and American Idol. Talent Scouts had a contest format in which new entertainers performed their acts on live TV, with the winner determined by an audience applause meter.




  In January 1952, Godfrey found his plane locked in by bad weather in Miami, unable to return to New York for that evening’s show. A panicky CBS programming exec phoned Allen that afternoon and wondered if he could fill in for Godfrey—tonight. Allen ran right over to the studio. The only thing was, he had rarely seen Godfrey’s show and had never studied its mechanics, but he confidently assumed that he could learn them all within the next three hours.




  “As it turned out,” remembered Allen, “the very fact that I was unacquainted with the production details amused the audience. I got the message at once and proceeded to purposely goof up even more than my ignorance justified. I kept forgetting the contestants’ names, and I misread the applause meter and announced that the wrong contestant had won the night’s honors.”




  Godfrey often played his trademark ukelele and did commercials for Lipton in which he made a cup of tea or a bowl of chicken noodle soup on-camera. Allen, who was never known for his dexterity, spilled the tea, combined the tea and soup in a pot, and then poured the concoction into Godfrey’s ukelele amid screams from the audience. A master of ad-lib, Allen almost prayed for things to go wrong because it stimulated his imagination and provided him with an instant springboard for humor. “When something on the show goes wrong,” he once explained, “all you have to do is let the people in the viewing audience know about it. Immediately it becomes funny, and the laugh helps you over the situation.”




  As it turned out, Allen himself was scouted by Variety, the show-business bible:




 

    Chalk up the first five minutes of Monday’s Talent Scouts display as one of the most hilarious one-man comedy sequences projected over the TV cameras in many a day. One could have wished that, for the occasion, the Talent Scouts format of bringing on semi-pro performers could have been tossed out the window to permit Allen greater latitude as a stand-up comedian in his own right. . . . The guy’s a natural for the big time.







  WHAT’S MY LINE?




  Also in 1952, Allen accepted game show guru Mark Goodson’s invitation to join What’s My Line? in which a celebrity panel of four interviewed contestants with unusual occupations. The panelists had to guess the occupation from the yes or no answers to which the contestant was limited. It was a sophisticated show, entirely ad-libbed, with erudite panelists such as publisher/author/humorist Bennett Cerf and comedian Fred Allen, along with Arlene Francis and Dorothy Kilgallen and host John Daly. One would think that Steve Allen would feel right at home in this genteel crowd. At first, however, Allen found himself nervous: “Ad-lib shows had always been child’s play. But this was not my program; I was not in control. I had to concentrate on the technical business of the game and hope to pick off the funny lines on the fly.”




  Allen had no reason to be nervous. Jayne Meadows, the red-haired, charming, and glamorous actress who would marry him in 1954 (and who herself starred on another popular celebrity panel show, I’ve Got a Secret), recalled how What’s My Line? viewers discovered “this young man who was so funny, the youngest person on a panel of much older celebrities.” During his yearlong stint, Allen charmed audiences with his ad-lib ability, even coining the catch-phrase that still survives today: “Is it bigger than a breadbox?”




  In asking that question, Allen wasn’t even trying to be funny. He was genuinely trying to determine the size of an object manufactured by a guest. But the audience laughed uproariously. Allen speculated that the breadbox was “such an old-fashioned item, and so the word had the sort of connotation that surrounds phrases like high-button shoes, celluloid collar, or raccoon coat.” Soon, the other panelists made the line a running joke. One kitchenware manufacturer even wanted to put a Steve Allen breadbox on the market.




  Not only did Allen’s initial nervousness vanish, but he reveled in the format that was new to him: “If you can manage to feel at home on a TV panel, it’s like stealing money. There’s no rehearsal, no memorizing, no emoting, and no physical effort of any kind. You just show up an hour or so before airtime, sit around a dressing room making small talk with charming people, go on the air, play a parlor game, and if you get two big laughs for the evening, people will tell you all week long how funny you were.”




  Because he was so likable, Allen was able to get away with the kind of casual, offbeat humor that “consisted of merely telling the truth when you expect a polite evasion,” as one newspaper writer described. Upon interrogation by the What’s My Line? panel, a woman revealed that her occupation had something to do with chimpanzees. Dorothy Kilgallen asked if she made the animals’ clothes, but she answered no. Although the other panelists didn’t dare bring up the woman’s eccentric choice of attire, Allen precociously seized upon the opportunity. “Without thinking, I asked if the chimpanzees made clothes for her. It got a big laugh—but it was inexcusable. If I hadn’t worked so hard at learning to talk before I know what I’m saying, I never would have said that.”




  WNBT’s THE STEVE ALLEN SHOW





  In the early 1950s, NBC was in the process of assembling a local television station in New York City, WNBT (later known as WNBC). Ted Cott, a successful New York radio exec at WNEW, was hired as general manager to create and head the new station, which would cover the New York–New Jersey–Connecticut area. Richard Pack was hired as director of programming and operations. In an Emmy Online article written by Pack, in 1953, WNBT was “being clobbered most nights from 11:20 p.m. on because WCBS-TV, the CBS flagship Channel 2, was spending a great deal on movies to supply their new Late Show strip.” A major local brewer, Knickerbocker Beer, wanted to sponsor a late-night slot to compete against WCBS’s movies and a variety program out of ABC’s New York station.




  Pack decided to drop the mediocre British movies then being aired, “which were so bad they had never played in American movie houses.” He recommended that WNBT counter with a variety show. Although Cott agreed, he needed a star and a show. Pack suggested comedian Jack Carter, but Cott approached Steve Allen, who after three years had not seemed to take off at CBS. Not only was Cott a fan, but he knew that, as an ad-lib comedian, Allen didn’t need any writers, thus making him financially attractive to a fledgling station with a small staff and budget. Allen would be the star, explained Cott, and whatever he wanted to do would be the show—as long as it had that freewheeling quality that marked his radio show in California. Allen said yes.




  Premiering in the fall of 1953, Allen’s new program showcased his loose, ad-lib style with its minimal script and guest and audience interviews. Five nights a week, from 11:15 to midnight, there was music from popular trombonist Bobby Byrne’s orchestra, Allen on piano, and a seventeen-year-old singer named Steve Lawrence. It was essentially, described Allen, the television version of his old Hollywood radio show: “Only instead of a table, I now sat at a desk. All I actually required on a typical night was a piano, a couple of amusing letters from viewers, a newspaper article that had caught my fancy, an unusual toy that a member of my staff had picked up, a guest or two to chat with, and an audience to interview.”




  The show was originally titled The Knickerbocker Beer Show, which was representative of an era in early television in which sponsors frequently forced their names into show titles; WNBT had managed to sell a full sponsorship to the brewer. What’s more, the program would open with the sponsor’s advertising pitchman—a costumed medieval friar named Father Knickerbocker—waddling on stage, ringing a town crier’s bell, and shouting with gusto, “Hello, Steve!” Allen would obligingly shout back, “Hello, Father Knickerbocker!” Thirteen weeks later, the program would be renamed The Steve Allen Show.




  If Allen prayed for mishaps, the premiere of his new show delivered more than he bargained for. At the time, Jayne Meadows was dating Allen. (He and Dorothy Goodman had divorced in 1951.) She and her actress sister, Audrey (who would later star as Alice Kramden in The Honeymooners), gathered about a dozen friends to go to the studio and surprise Allen in the audience. They arrived at the stage door to wait with the rest of the audience, only to discover that they were the audience. “This was early TV,” explained Jayne. “It just shows you how little the executives knew in those days. It never occurred to them that, for a man who was famous for working with an audience, they gave him a theater with no audience. Steve met us at the door, and when he saw how many of us there were, he said, ‘Thank God, you’re here! I have no audience. Will you guys be the audience?’”




  This was twenty minutes before air. By that time, Cott realized that someone had forgotten to get Allen an audience, and so a hurry call went out. Allen was a half hour into the show, recalled Jayne, “when they got a busload of thirty, forty old ladies. What they didn’t figure on was that Steve preferred old ladies. He said, ‘They’ve gotten beyond the self-conscious age of wanting to see themselves on the monitor and how they look. They’ll tell you anything.’ And some of his biggest laughs came that way.”




  To compound matters, the show originated from a studio on 67th Street—which, explained Pack, “in the earliest years of TV had been built on the fallacy that directors would want to hide the studio audience from the cameras. The audience had to be seated high up in a balcony with so many lights in front of them that they could never see the action, except on small, badly-placed monitors.” Allen wanted to interview those lovely elderly ladies, but how would he get up there? He could go the conventional way and slip out of the studio, climb a back stairwell, and reappear in the audience. Instead, remembered Jayne, he scaled a rickety ladder perched against the wall, making a joke out of that studio, and got laughs right away: “Nothing made him happier than to climb an old ladder to reach this local New York audience on television.”




  Johnny Sterns was the show’s first producer, but he was unable to adapt to Aliens nontraditional, spontaneous style of comedy and was almost immediately replaced by Bill Harbach, a WNBT director and son of Broadway librettist Otto Harbach (No, No, Nanette! and Roberta). WNBT management told Harbach that the station’s new flagship show needed help, and that only he—with his quick, adaptable, and ebullient personality—could work with Allen better. As Harbach explained, management pleaded with him to terminate his first vacation in two years in order to return to New York and accept the position: “My ego was helped a little because you think you’re saving some kind of a ship. So I flew back and had lunch with Jules Green [Allen’s manager] and Steve Allen at the Drake Hotel because they wanted to see how our chemistries would be. Steve and I found out that we were both crazy about one very special thing: jazz. I loved jazz and had great friends in it, and Steve is a big aficionado. So we hit it off right away.”




  According to Harbach, Allen required his producer to be right off camera—next to him at the desk or wherever he would be—because Allen had to “relate” to him. This allowed Allen to remain spontaneous throughout the show. Harbach watched the show for about a week to figure out what “relating” to Allen meant, discovering that “with Steve’s way of doing things, you had to be alongside the camera. You couldn’t be in the control booth and say, ‘Tell Steve to do this,’ as the communication would be too slow. He didn’t want to have to call the booth and say, ‘Tell them I want to go into the audience next,’ or ‘How are we doing?’ He wanted the control of somebody just off camera. You had to be right alongside the camera to look at his eye and run the show to make it work.”




  Harbach made it work: “I would be behind the camera saying, ‘I feel something’s not going,’ and I’d go like this [in a shouting whisper, motioning]: ‘Go into the audience!’” Taking Harbach’s cue, Allen would get rid of the guest or whatever he was doing, casually remark, “I think it’s time we go into the audience,” and get up from his chair. In the meantime, Harbach has told director Dwight Hemion, “He’s going to go into the audience.”




  “And when he went into the audience,” said Harbach, “he was always pure gold. It was like a great safety net. If anything was dying on the show, send him into the audience because he would find something crazy going on, and it would be a riot.”


OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg
@ Prometheus Books

59 John Glenn Drive
Amherst, New York 14228-2197






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
inventing late night

. dlfd”fhé original ;
tonight show

ben Olba * foreword by |Cl)’ |enb





