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PROEM

“Look, the Lord is overturning the land of Judah and
making it a vast wasteland of destruction.
Isaiah 24:1

When television is good, nothing is better. But when
television is bad, nothing is worse. I invite you to sit down in
front of your TV set and keep your eyes glued to that set
until the station signs off. I can assure you that you will
observe a vast wasteland.

You will see a procession of game shows, violence, au-
dience participation shows, formula comedies about totally
unbelievable families, blood and thunder, mayhem, violence,
sadism, murder, Western badmen, Western good men, pri-
vate eyes, gangsters, more violence, and cartoons. And
endlessly, commercials, many screaming, cajoling, and of-
fending. And most of all, boredom. True, you will see a few
things you will enjoy. But they will be very, very few. And if
you think I exaggerate, try it.

—Newton Minnow
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INTRODUCTION

A public figure undertaking to write his autobiography
faces at least one problem: so much is already known of him
that his story can scarcely hope to surprise the reader at
every turn of the narrative. The novelist is under no such
handicap. Unhindered by facts, he need be guided only by
his imagination, which has unlimited freedom. The auto-
biographer on the other hand, if he has a conscience, must
conform to the details of his history, particularly those which
are a matter of public record.

I choose to start, therefore, by referring to several ele-
ments of my personal history which have been reported by
the media. Let me briefly set them down:

—1I was born in Chicago.

—1 am Jewish. My first wife was Jewish.

—_1 am the third richest man in the entertainment field,
after Bob Hope and the late Bing Crosby, with a personal
fortune of over 200 million dollars.

—1I play the piano only in the key of G.

—1 write every word of my own comedy material.

—1I am generally pro-communist, despite which I at one
time recommended bombing China’s nuclear facilities.

—1I am a pacifist.

—1I am also a Unitarian.

—I take drugs.

—1 plan to run for political office.

—I am the composer of such successful songs as “Misty,”
“Teach Me Tonight,” and “Quando Caliente El Sol.”

—I am a gifted clarinetist, as proven by my performance
in the motion picture The Benny Goodman Story.

—1 replaced comedian Jerry Lester on the Tonight show.

—Though generally affable, I am a man of occasionally
violent temper, and in one instance broke the plate-glass

W oXi W
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Xii Y& INTRODUCTION

door of the William Morris Agency building in Beverly Hills,
after having been refused admittance late at night by a
security guard.

Anyone about whom the above specifics are true must be
a fascinating fellow, indeed. Unfortunately, I am not nearly
so interesting. There is no truth at all to any of the statements listed
above, though each has appeared in the public record.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Beginning

Angeles, in 1947. I was in my twenties. A friend had just

purchased a set and a dozen of us—most of whom had
no connection with entertainment—were invited to see the
strange new device unveiled. For three solid hours we sat
huddled together around the tiny screen—watching local
game and variety shows—fascinated. But we approved of
very little. We criticized, picked everything apart.

“God,” our host said, “what kind of dress is that?”

“1 don’t know,” said his wife, “but get a load of the face of
that bandleader. I've seen better looking pans under
iceboxes.”

“That’s an old joke,” I pointed out.

“That’s all right,” said my hostess. “I picked up the habit
from the so-called comedian on this program. If he can tell
’em and get paid for it, why should I have qualms?”

But even at that early point, when the general cultural
level of television fare was much lower than it has ever been
since, it's nevertheless significant that for three hours we did
not turn off the set and do whatever human beings did with
their free social time before TV intruded. Deplore it as we
did, we were nevertheless hooked. And, luckily for the

Idistinctly recall the first time I ever saw TV. It was in Los

w 1w
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2 w STEVE ALLEN

fortunes of the new giant in our midst, in millions of homes
across the country, little groups of families and friends were
sitting as we were, criticizing, enjoying, liking this, disliking
that, but—above all—totally mesmerized by the talking
picture box. I have never forgotten this, my initial perception
of television.

In the late 1940s there was only a handful of stations
scattered around the country. The black-and-white picture
was fuzzy and jumpy, and so, sometimes was I, come to think
of it. The general quality of those early programs is evi-
denced by the very first Emmy Award given to “The Most
Popular Show.” It went to a game series in which adults—
myself occasionally included—simply sat around a living-
room-like set and played Charades.

But how could it have been otherwise? The major stars of
radio, films, and Broadway at first had little or no interest in
the infant medium; the pay was low. Consequently, the
programs were performed and created largely by beginners,
semi-amateurs, and small-time professionals, many of whom
would be shouldered aside within just a few years as more
creative people, having carefully avoided the ground floor,
Jumped aboard and took advantage of the newer, better
opportunities that presented themselves.

Shortly after TV opened up for business, I and many
others took our places on its screens; even so it was at first
the technological wonder of the new medium that was
exciting, not the newly popular television personalities. East
Coast celebrities like Milton Berle, Jackie Gleason, and Ed
Sullivan were at first almost totally unknown in Los Angeles
and most other parts of the country. Residents of large cities
could identify Milton Berle, of course, but only as a nightclub
and vaudeville comedian.

The first Eastern-based TV entertainer who dramatically
broke through this national indifference was Arthur God-
frey. Primarily because he was already tremendously popu-
lar on radio, there was understandable curiosity to see him in
action on the TV screen. No one since has achieved God-
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frey’s level of television renown. Oh, there've been many
success stories in television’s brief history. Performers like
Milton Berle in the early 1950s, Lucille Ball and Jackie
Gleason during their heydays, Carroll O’Connor in the early
years of All in the Family, Bill Cosby during the first two years
of his 1980s’ series have been tremendously popular. But not
even these superstars achieved the impact of Godfrey be-
cause they were simply one of a long list of important
performers and/or programs, whereas Godfrey had not only
the pinnacle but much of the mountain all to himself in the
primitive 1949-51 period.

When I first began to work in television, in the season of
194748, 1 was doing my own daily network radio show from
Los Angeles, and my ambitions were concentrated fully on a
career in radio comedy. The mind-set was not quirky or
unusual. In L.A., radio was at the time The Big Deal.
Television was important mainly in New York City, where
the networks’ corporate headquarters were, as well as the
advertising agencies that sponsored and largely controlled
the TV shows. It was also where the majority of programs
were produced. In most of America, in fact, there was little
or no TV at all until the end of the 1940s.

I've never met anyone over the age of ten who wasn't a
critic of television. What is true of television is true of life
and the universe itself—part of it is magically wonderful and
part of it is dreadful. The thoughtful viewer, therefore, picks
his way among the assorted cathedrals and rubble, glorying
in the former and avoiding the latter.

Viewers become habituated to watching certain per-
formers or series. Lonely people may literally fall in love with
a television hero, as they do with film stars and popular
singers. Certainly I'm not the only TV personality to have
received letters from women expressing romantic feelings,
and, from men, openly and emotionally pledging respect
and affection. The influence of television can be seen in
fashion as well. In the early Fifties, for example, many men
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began wearing horn-rimmed eyeglasses or plaid sports
Jackets simply because I wore them.

A Jesuit priest who interviewed me not long ago on the
radio, in commenting on the number of books I've written
(38 including the one you're holding) said, “Apparently
you've never had an unpublished thought.” My bringing out
one more volume, in any event, can hardly now be consid-
ered a noteworthy event, per se. This particular one, how-
ever, merits attention in that it is an account of half-
a-century of experience in the two chief branches of broad-
casting: radio and television.

Philosophers did not have to wait for Robert Frost to
speculate about roads not taken. All of us have pondered
what our fate might've been had we made decisions other
than those we did make at critical moments in our lives. I've
never had to indulge in such musings for the simple reason
that as each professional road opened up to me I took it
while at the same time continuing to travel those paths to
which I'd become accustomed.

With the advantage that hindsight gives us, it is now easy
to see that my gravitating toward radio was inevitable. I'd
already shown an aptitude for acting, writing, music, and
comedy. Radio accommodated them all. The only more
glamorous field at that point in my life—the 1930s—was
motion pictures. But the figures it made famous seemed
superhuman, creatures from another realm. It literally never
occurred to me, even as an idle daydream, that 1 might
profitably aspire to a film career, although in later years I
would appear in a number of pictures.

Radio, on the other hand, seemed closer to reality and its
ramparts not nearly as impregnable as those of Hollywood,
despite the wide popularity and glamour of programs
starring Bob Hope, Ed Wynn, George Burns and Gracie
Allen, Rudy Vallee, Amos and Andy, Fred Allen, Fibber
McGee and Molly and the medium’s other major figures.

Though I didn’t realize it at the time it seems, in looking
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back. that at this stage of my life—the teens—fate was gently
nudging me toward my later assignment as a comedian. No
matter what I turned my hand to, however seriously, it
always developed a comic side. In a school play a piece of
scenery would fall on me as I opened my mouth to make my
first speech, or if a teacher bawled me out the situation for
some reason would amuse me (and consequently other
members of the class). I cannot explain all this; I can only
report it.

Example: one of my closest companions at this time was
Richard Kiley, the actor. Dick and I have been good friends
ever since eighth grade, and whenever we've spent time
together we have almost invariably gotten innocently into
trouble and then laughed our way out of it. I remember that
one night when we were both about sixteen we went for a
walk to a deserted park area on Chicago’s lake front. The city
had just built a playroom and shelter on the 55th Street
beach that looked, to our youthful imaginations, very much
like a small castle. On this particular dark and moonless
night Dick and I were talking about horror movies. We both
wanted very much to be actors, and so as a sort of dramatic
exercise we decided to take turns portraying ghouls and
zombies, each of us determined to outdo the other in giving
a blood-chilling performance. Dick went first as I stood
watching some distance from the stone “castle,” not far from
the water’s edge. Stepping behind a bush to effect a change
in his appearance he removed his jacket, mussed up his hair,
then leaped into sight, uttered a fearful moan, and lunged
toward me stiff-legged, like Frankenstein’s monster. The
effect was truly frightening, and I admitted as much to
him—whereupon it became my turn to put on a
performance.

Determined to surpass his effort I ran toward the building
and retired behind the same bush to change my “wardrobe”
and “make-up.” On a sudden inspiration 1 whipped off my
jacket and sweater, put the jacket on again, and then rolled
the sweater up into a ball and stuck it up behind my
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shoulders so that I appeared to be hunchbacked. Next, like
Dick, I plastered my hair down over my forehead. (Since I
usually needed a haircut in those days I had a definite
advantage here.) Touching my hand to the ground I picked
up a bit of soil, rubbed it on my face, and then, dragging one
leg and alternately snorting like a maniacal werewolf and
howling like a banshee and extending my arms like some
great-clawed bird, I lumbered out into sight. I had advanced
perhaps twenty yards down the path toward Dick in this
terrifying manner when suddenly two flashlight beams
pinned me against the darkness of the night.

“Stand right where you are!” a voice rasped. Two police-
men, one with revolver drawn, approached me.

For some reason, all I could think of to make myself look
more like a human and less like a werewolf was to lower my
arms and smile inanely.

“What the hell’s going on here?” one of the policemen
said. By this time they had noticed Dick.

“We're just playing, officer,” I said.

“Playing?” he said, incredulously. Though young, both
Dick and I were over six feet tall. After I had embarrassedly
straightened my dragging leg, removed the hump from my
back, and pushed my hair back the officers at last realized we
-were harmless. But it took quite a bit of talking. Things like
that happened to me all the time.

On another evening I borrowed a voluminous Navy cape
given to my mother many years before by a submarine
officer, found an old black fedora, and sallied forth into the
Chicago night to enact the role of Lamont Cranston, the
Shadow, a popular Robin Hood-like character of the air-
waves. Urged on by my less imaginative cronies I secreted
myself in a dark areaway and began chuckling deeply in true
Shadow fashion as people strolled by. To my surprise
passersby didn’t seem to get the idea at all that I was doing
an imitation of The Shadow. Instead they assumed that I
was a dangerous madman. This became evident to me when,
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after a few minutes, I peeked out from my hiding place and
perceived that a small, angry, and terrified group of people
had gathered a few yards down the street. A muffled chorus
of guffaws and giggles from Dick and my other chums across
the way convinced me that I was making quite an impres-
sion, so I ducked back into the darkness and waited for my
next victim. After a moment I heard footsteps approaching.
As a couple reached the areaway in which I was standing the
woman gave a small yelp of fear and the man, to my utter
astonishment, jammed a pistol into my gut, and pulled on
my cape so hard that the snaps keeping it closed flipped off
one by one in a series of small musical plinks. Again it had
been my misfortune to bump into a Chicago policeman, this
one in plain clothes. When I nervously pleaded that 1 was
only a kid having some fun and meaning no harm, suggest-
ing that he ask Dick and my other friends for confirmation,
these worthies took off into the night like frightened deer,
leaving me to talk my own way out of the spot. That was my
last appearance as The Shadow.
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CHAPTER TWO

Preparation in Radio

any of today’s talk show hosts, at least those on
Mprograms requiring some minimum knack for
comedy on the part of the master of ceremonies,
have a background of work in small comedy clubs. This is a
sharp departure from what was common during the 1950s
and ‘60s when Jack Paar, Johnny Carson, Merv Griffin, Mike
Douglas and I emerged; our group had come out of radio.
'The distinction between the two groups has to do with the
fact that in clubs one need only get laughs, whereas in radio
the ability to communicate coherently is the basic require-
ment. Our group, therefore, spoke for the most part in
actual sentences. With the exception of Jay Leno, who is not
only quick-minded and very funny but also a writer, today’s
hosts communicate in a surprisingly disjointed way, a fact
which 30 years ago would have worked to their disadvantage
but which, given the general cultural collapse of the past few
decades, apparently at present represents no problem at all.
If the reader doubts this statement, I suggest the following
simple experiment: Audio tape-record the opening mono-
logue of the average host-comic, then have his remarks
meticulously transcribed. The result will read very much like
this:

w 8
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Hi. What? Oh, hey, come on. Anyway, tonight we have a
really—Thank you. I love you, too. Zowie! Yeah! You're
beautiful!

Hey, how about Elizabeth Taylor? Isn’t that something?
She was— What? No, we did that last night. I think it was
last night. . . .

Is this a band—or what?

And all of this, mind you, from men who have a large staff
of writers and are presumably literate enough to read cue-
cards.

Having established, then, the advantages of a radio back-
ground, I'll review my experiences in that medium, which—
although the thought never entered my mind at the time—
was ideal preparation for everything 1 would later do in
television.

In the fall of 1942 1 entered Arizona State Teachers
College (today known as Arizona State University) in Tempe,
a small township just outside of Phoenix, but after a few
months I quit school to take a part-time job at radio station
KOY. I could have continued my education at Tempe, of
course, but I wanted to work in radio. So I started at KOY
three years early, at a job that involved announcing, writing,
playing the piano, and acting. On the side, when I thought
the executives weren't listening, I even found time to sneak
in a little horseplay.

One night I found out the hard way they were listening.
One of my regular assignments was doing the commercials
on the Alka-Seltzer news; I was the man who dropped a
white tablet into a cup of hot water and said, “Listen to it
fizz!” On this particular night I tipped the bottle upside
down and discovered it was empty. Rushing to a drug store
was out of the question; in two minutes I was scheduled to
close the program. Necessity thereupon mothered a solu-
tion. Racing back to the men’s room I yanked open the
medicine cabinet and found a small can of Bi-so-dol that
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belonged to a staff newscaster who evidently hadn’t been
listening to my Alka-Seltzer commercials. A minute later I
was back in the studio, puffing heavily but victorious, ready
to go into the usual spiel. I said, “Listen to it fizz,” and
confidently dropped a spoonful of Bi-so-dol into the cup of
water. The powder hung there on the water’s surface like a
white cloud—and as silent. Bi-so-dol, I learned in that
instant, doesn’t fizz. It just sinks slowly into the water and
waits for closing time.

‘Two seconds passed in agonizing silence; in the control
room a curious engineer turned to frown in my direction.
Acting on heaven knows what inspiration I opened my
mouth and did as nice a vocal impersonation of a stomach
tablet’s fizz as you've ever heard. So pleased was I with the
sound, in fact, that all the rest of the week I disdained
employing the real McCoy, choosing to continue to rely on
my larynx. Then one night the boss wandered in while I was
fizzing. I almost lost my job.

My years at KOY were pleasant ones and extremely
educational. Although the station had hired me as an
announcer I was given free rein to take on as many
additional duties as I desired, as long as it was understood
that I would demand no additional salary. Accordingly I
wrote commercial copy, newscasts, a few episodes of a
popular Arizona soap opera called Love Story Time, and now
and then a dramatic show. Besides this I played the piano
and sang, spun records, announced dance broadcasts from a
local ballroom, created program ideas, and tried my hand at
ad-lib, on-the-spot descriptions of such western Americana
as sheriff’s parades and rodeos. Being a city dude I proved
something less than polished at the latter. As a result of this
experience I began to have inklings that I might end up
specializing in the less serious aspects of broadcast
entertainment.

It might seem that describing a parade would be an easy
Job. It isn’t. KOY admitted as much in splitting the assign-
ment up three ways, positioning one man somewhere near
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the parade’s starting point, another in the middle, and the
third down the road a piece.

As the middleman, I took up my post on the roof of the
station itself, spread my notes out on a ledge, and watched in
horror as half of them blew away immediately. (Today
optometrists tell me, by the way, that one of my eyes is very
slightly out-of-line with the other, a condition that just might
be attributable to my early attempts to keep one eye on a
page of typewritten notes and another on a passing parade,
calf-roping event, or trick-riding exhibition.) In any event I
was nervous this particular morning as I stood in the bright,
hot Arizona sunshine, leaning out and looking down the
road for the approaching troops like Barbara Fritchie.

At last the sound of martial music, marching feet and the
clip-clop of horses’ hooves signaled the advent of the pa-
raders. Over the radio I heard Joe Dana, the station’s head
announcer, say, “And now we turn you over to Steve Allen
for a further description of the parade.”

I took over, starting calmly enough, giving a fair descrip-
tion of the usual parade components: the Shriner’s band, the
drum majorettes from Phoenix Union high school, a sher-
iff’s posse, a company from a nearby Army post, and so
forth. Gaining confidence by the moment as the pageant
flowed smoothly by, I had just started a description of a Boy
Scout drum-and-bugle corps when, to my surprise, 1 ob-
served that the parade was grinding to a halt.

“Well, sir,” I said, “here it is, that fine Boy Scout drum-
and-bugle corps, horns glistening in the sunlight as the boys
march proudly by. What a fine sight they are as they—uh—
pass our vantage point here. Yes, sir. What a fine sight
indeed, all these—uh—Scouts. I'm sure you can hear them
in the background as they—uh—play for you.” On a sudden
inspiration 1 pointed my mike down into the street below
and picked up a few seconds of the Scouts’ music, but that
this was clearly only a stopgap measure was promptly
indicated by the weary engineer who by gestures indicated
that it might be wise if I resumed talking.
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“Well,” 1 said, as the boys stood slowly sinking into the
boiling asphalt of Central Avenue and my dreams of one day
replacing Bill Stern or Ted Husing, two famous sports
announcers of the period, sank with them, “there they are,
all right. They're still right here. Yes, sir. All these fine young
Scouts. From Phoenix...or of Phoenix. They look very
snappy this morning in their...in their shorts and—uh—
shirts. Yes, indeed, they do, believe you me—out there—
folks.”

I must have gone on in this pathetic vein for another three
minutes, describing the same thing over and over again
before enough time had elapsed for me to throw the ball to
one of the other announcers.

Even worse pitfalls were in store that same afternoon
when 1 was dispatched to the fair grounds to do an ad-lib
description of the big annual rodeo show. Fresh from
Chicago, I was as un-Western as it is possible to be in Arizona
without being chased off the streets as an eyesore. My
knowledge of Western terminology, 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. At this late date I naturally have no clear memory of
the faux-pas-laden monologue with which I puzzled the
people of Phoenix that day, but I do clearly recollect giving a
lengthy description of a “steer-milking contest,” a phe-
nomenon theretofore unknown to biological science, not to
mention the cattle business. _

Another awkward moment that remains vivid occurred

Just after 1 had somewhat over-emotionally described the
ferocity of the giant Brahma bulls that were being released
directly beneath the platform on which I was positioned.
“These great, powerful beasts,” I intoned ominously, “are
bucking and snorting down here, breathing defiance at the
brave cowpokes who will shortly leap on their brawny backs
and attempt to remain there when the gate is opened!” The
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bulls were truly snorting at that moment but as soon as I
said, “I'll hold the microphone down in their direction so you
can hear their fearsome grunting and snorting,” they
stopped and for some reason merely looked curiously up at
me. Determined to deliver what I had promised, I solved the
dilemma the bulls’ sudden silence posed by bringing the
mike back up to my lips and snorting furiously myself as I
pawed the floor. The noises I made may have fainty
resembled the grunt of a hog or the squeal of a horse;
certainly no such sounds ever came out of the throat of a
Brahma bull. Curiously enough no one ever wrote in to
comment on these peculiar imitations but I did receive a
sharp glance from one of the rodeo officials standing near
me on the platform.

Another happy memory of the KOY days has to do with
my youthful penchant for perpetrating practical jokes, a
practice I am happy to say I have almost outgrown. The one
of which I was proudest at the time, because it involved
considerable ingenuity and cunning, regularly trapped the
various announcers who worked the early-morning shift.
Within a few months after starting work at the station I'd
been given the job of writing a great deal of its commercial
copy, and naturally I had access to all script material used at
the station. This material, almost exclusively commercials,
used to be put into a folder and left in the control room on a
small stand in front of a microphone. As the man on duty
read each announcement he simply turned it over, marked it
with his initials and the exact time, and then was ready to go
on to the next.

Now I'd observed from my first days at the station that the
average announcer gradually developed a parrotlike ap-
proach to the drivel he was forced to read daily. This
accounts for the peculiar sing-song speaking style of most
announcers, and in a reverse way I think accounts for the
success of the occasional announcers (Ed McMahon, Regis
Philbin and Alex Trebek) who have the ability to speak like
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human beings and can rise to greater heights precisely
because they are unlike the mass of falsely jovial, voice-
€onscious announcers.

At any rate, it was the purpose of my practical joke to
write a commercial that was completely nonsensical and then
force an announcer to read it. The pay-off would come as I
lay in bed at home in the morning listening to hear if my
victim realized that he was speaking drivel—and, if he did,
what his reaction was. But to put this plan into effect
required ingenuity. A fresh piece of copy among the dog-
eared and finger-smudged sheets comprising the bulk of the
average day’s material would always receive careful attention
by the man on duty. The very cleanness of the paper would
signal that he had new words to interpret and would sharpen
his attention or even suspicions. Accordingly I baited my
traps by selecting and then counterfeiting a particular bit of
commercial copy that had been in service for many weeks.
First I would type a duplicate copy of the commercial,
identical to the original except that only the first three or
four lines made sense. The commercial would then read
roughly as follows:

Say, men, if you're in the market for a new suit why not see
the fine new worsteds and tweeds at Thew’s Clothing Store
on Central Avenue? Yes, Thew has a fresh delivery of
good-looking new models priced to please your pocket-
book. Believe me, when you try on one of these fine suits
you'll find a number of small green cabbages in the
pockets because Thew insists that a man working on his
income tax is a man who will refuse to step on a crack for
fear he’ll break his mother’s back home again in Indiana.
And among men who know good clothing you’ll find a
great many chain-smokers, tobacco-chewers, and cotton-
pickers. So remember, one if by land and two if by sea.
There isn’t a better car on the road and I'll be glad when
you’re dead you rascal you.

Then I would rub the paper on the floor to make it
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smudged and dog-eared, rubber stamp it, forge the initials
of the various announcers who had read the real commercial
in the past, and then before leaving the station for the night,
place my little time bomb deep in the copy book.

Since each commercial was scheduled to be read at a
particular time I was able to set my alarm the following
morning, wake up two minutes before the explosion, turn on
the radio, and lie there happily waiting for the fireworks.
You might think that you could not get very far into such a
commercial without realizing that a trick had been played on
you but that is because you are not a radio announcer.
Announcers, as I say, often have only the foggiest notion of
what they are reading, and my victims sometimes used to get
almost all the way through one of these insane commercials
before they realized what had happened. At home I would
laugh long and loud before going back to sleep and pleasant
dreams.

My most grandiose practical joke of this period was
perpetrated not upon one of my fellow announcers but on
the people of Arizona. It was at the time of the 1944
Democratic national convention in Chicago, a period of
unutterable boredom in radio stations atross the land be-
cause almost all regular daytime programming was canceled.
For hours at a time the station would simply broadcast
whatever fare came in over the national network line from
convention headquarters. There was nothing whatever for
the local announcers to do but identify their station every
thirty minutes. While there are moments of high drama in
any political convention, they are few and far between. Much
of the time there is almost nothing going on in a literal sense
because the men conducting the convention are not con-
cerned that radio is broadcasting what transpires and are not
interested in the fact that there are great chunks of dead air
from time to time.

During these moments when nothing could be heard but
the slow, soft mumble of the giant convention crowd I
noticed that the public-address system in the auditorium in
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Chicago could occasionally be heard in the background,
amplifying announcements that frequently had no direct
connection with the activities of the convention.

“Will delegate Charles Samuels of St. Louis, Missouri,
please call his home,” a distant voice would cry.

“Will the party who owns the green Cadillac parked at the
south entrance please go immediately to Gate 12.”

“There is an urgent message for Dr. Frank Jarecki of
Detroit. Will Dr. Jarecki please report to the officer at the
main entrance.”

After two days of these occasional glimpses into the
private lives of various conventioneers an idea formed in my
mind. I knew that Ray Busey, a Phoenix paint dealer who
was later to be elected mayor, was in Chicago. Suddenly I
instructed a bored engineer to open a microphone in our
largest studio.

“What for?” he said. “It’s not time for the break yet.”

“I know it,” I said, “but this is pretty dull. Just open the
mike and I'll take it from there.”

The engineer did as instructed. I walked into the studio,
stood as far from the microphone as possible and imitated, as
best I could, the distant, nasal sound of the voice that came
over the air through the public-address system in Chicago.

“Attention, please,” I called. “Will Mr. Ray Busey of
Phoenix, Arizona, please go to the parking lot back of the
auditortum. Someone has just covered his car with whipped
cream.” :

The engineer cut off the mike and we both sat down to
await developments. Believe it or not, there were none! As
Orson Welles had proved some years earlier people will
evidently believe anything they hear over the air (except
possibly a few of the more ridiculous commercials). Em-
boldened by this lack of censure my friend and I took
another crack at the thing a few minutes later. He opened
the mike again, and muffling my voice I said distantly, “Mr.
Ray Busey of the Arizona delegation, will you please call
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home at once? They have just discovered that green paint is
leaking under the door of your shop.”

Evidently my imitation of the Chicago stadium announcer
was exact enough to still all suspicions that might have been
aroused by the content of my remarks. In any event the
other announcers and I had another two days of laughs of
this sort before the joke wore thin. It was at about this point
in my life that I began to have something less than con-
fidence in the interest of the masses in the political activities
of their representatives.

Some years ago a staff memorandum to the House Special
Subcommittee on Legislative Oversight, prepared by the
Subcommittee’s chief counsel, Robert Lishman, charged that
some radio stations had spuriously rigged man-on-the-street
interviews “in a systematic vilification of persons and
companies.”

Since this past decade has been a time for widespread
coming clean, breast beating, and sackcloth donning it may
not be amiss for me to join the parade by confessing that
once in Phoenix many years ago I shamelessly rigged a man-
in-the-street interview show, although not for purposes of
vilification. The crime was committed in broad daylight at a
supermarket not far from radio station KOY and my accom-
plice was Bill Lester, a fellow announcer.

Bill and I were on the air doing a fifteen-minute program
the name of which was How Do You Vote?, Who Will You Vote
For? or something of the sort. This was a public service
feature that KOY put on the air from time to time during
political campaigns and its format was extremely simple. A
team of two announcers would go to a bus depot, busy street
corner, or grocery store and take turns interviewing people
selected at random. Our remarks were of a vague introduc-
tory nature and always led up to: “All right, now for whom
are you going to vote in the coming election? And why?”

This was 1944 and the political contest was between
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Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Thomas E. Dewey. On the
afternoon in question Bill and I were soliciting endorsements
for the two candidates from the assorted housewives, loafers,
and breadwinners who happened to be in the supermarket.
Bill conducted the first interview while I stepped away from
the microphone and induced an elderly woman to submit to
the next. Then while I pumped this kindly soul for her
political opinions Bill quietly rounded up his next prospect.
All went swimmingly until about halfway through the
program when I looked up to notice that we were absolutely
alone. There was no one left to interview. Bill was just
concluding a chat with a middle-aged man; frantically
looking about for prospects I signaled him to stretch out the
conversation. But the man had nothing more to say and after
a moment or two had to be dismissed.

With hand signals I attempted to convey the dimensions
of our predicament to Bill and then was suddenly seized by
an inspiration. “Bill,” I said unctuously, leaning in close to
the hand microphone, “I have another guest for you right
here. It's Mr. Walter Kline.” At this Bill's head spun around
looking for Mr. Kline, but I promptly resolved his confusion
by saying, “How do you do?” in what I hoped was the high,
squeaky voice of a citizen of very advanced years.

Bill caught on right away. “Pleased to meet you, Mr.
Kline,” he said. “Tell me, where do you live?”

“Oh, out on 24th Street,” 1 said, tiredly chewing an
imaginary wad of tobacco.

“I see,” Bill said. “All right, you know the name of the
program. Just whom do you plan to vote for in the coming
Presidential election?”

“Well,” I said, “let’s see.” My own mind, as I recall, was not
firmly made up on this point, but clearly enough 1 had to
make up Walter Kline’s mind, and fast. “Why,” I said, “I'm
pretty much of a Dewey man.”

“Oh, really?” Bill said. “And why is that?”

“Well, I think it’s time for a change.”

“Is that your only reason for preferring Dewey?”

WorldRadioHistory



Hi-HO, STEVERINO! w 19

Yes,” 1 said. “That’s about the size of it.”

“Well, thank you very much, Mr. Kline,” Bill said. “And
now, Steve, I believe you want to interview our next guest.”

“Why yes, thank you, Bill,” I said, speaking in my own
voice. “And we have a gentleman right here. What is your
name, sir?”

“My name,” said Bill Lester in a strange, choked tone, “is
A. K. Johnson. I'm from Tucson.”

“Oh, really? How do you happen to be doing your grocery
shopping here in Phoenix this afternoon?”

We went on like that for another seven or eight minutes,
conscientiously splitting the votes right down the middle:
half for Dewey and half for Roosevelt. We said nothing
unkind about either man and so I presume that’s why the
House Special Subcommittee did not call us. Anyway, years
later I feel much better for having made a clean breast of the
whole affair.

Probably the craziest stunt ever pulled at KOY had as its
victim one of the staff announcers. His assailants were his
fellow spielers. The trick could never have been perpetrated
in a studio that accommodated an audience, for it involved
the gradual disrobing of the unfortunate man as he deliv-
ered a fifteen-minute newscast, commercials and all.

Once he’d said, “Good evening, and now KOY brings you
a fifteen minute round-up of world and local news,” he was
of course hopelessly trapped. He couldn’t protest or do a
thing for the next quarter-hour but stand there at the
microphone and read the news while two of his friends
quietly removed his tie, unbuttoned his shirt, took it off,
loosened his belt, and slipped off his trousers and under-
wear. There he stood, stark naked, speaking to the people of
Arizona while all the other male members of the staff
gathered in the neighboring booth looked at him through
the glass and rolled in laughter. The sad part of this crazy
stunt was this: I was not an eyewitness to it.

During my three years in Phoenix, I got married to
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Dorothy Goodman, another Arizona State student, fathered
a son—Steve Jr.—and began to make plans for the jump to
Los Angeles and big-time radio. I worked nights as pianist
and singer at a local restaurant, the Steak House, saved a
thousand dollars, quit the job at KOY and took off for
Hollywood.

For the next three years I worked at L.A. radio stations
KFAC and KMTR, did a good deal of songwriting, and
worked a few comedy dates with my fellow radio announcer
from Arizona, Wendell Noble, who had preceded me to Los
Angeles and been hired at station KH]J, which was affiliated
with the Don Lee/Mutual network. In 1946 Wendell and I
started a daily morning comedy show called Smile Time,
which was shortly picked up by the network.

So there we were, only in our mid-twenties and already
starring in our own coast-to-coast comedy show, which ran
through the 19464748 period before being canceled.
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CHAPTER THREE

The End of the Vorld

the American consciousness every day of the week,

morning and night. And, one night back in 1938, 1
had had an experience which dramatized what should never
have been in doubt: radio’s power to rivet the attention of a
nation.

I \ilms were a now-and-then treat, but radio was part of

It was in the year of our Lord 1938—the last year, I briefly
thought, that the Lord was to vouchsafe to us—that my
mother, my Aunt Margaret, and I (along with several million
other Americans) went through an experience that few if
any people will ever be privileged to share: We were on hand
when the world came to an end and survived it.

The occasion was the famous Orson Welles War of the
Worlds broadcast. I have never before told the story of my
own response to that broadcast, because I have seen the
reaction of those who were not taken in by Welles’s radio
drama to those who were. It is the standard reaction of the
level-headed citizen to the crackpot. In my own defense, and
in that of all the other crackpots who went squawking off
into that unforgettable night like startled chickens, I offer a
word of explanation. Admittedly anybody who heard the
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entire Welles broadcast from beginning to end, and believed a
word of it, should be under observation. Unfortunately,
millions did not. For various reasons a great many of the
listeners did not hear the first few minutes of the show. If
some of these were in the mood for dance music they
accepted what a randomly discovered orchestra on the dial
was playing, lighted cigarettes, or picked up magazines and
settled back to listen.

In a suite on the eighth floor of the Hotel Raleigh, an
ancient and rundown hostelry on Chicago’s Near North Side
that was our home that year, I was lying on the floor reading
a book. Feeling in the mood for background music, I turned
on our radio, fiddled with the dial until I heard dance music,
and returned to my book. In the adjoining room, Aunt
Margaret and my mother were sitting on the bed playing
cards.

After a moment, the music was interrupted by a special
“flash” from the CBS news department, the authenticity of
which there was not the slightest reason to doubt, to the
effect that, from his observatory, a scientist had just detected
a series of mysterious explosions of a gaseous nature on the
planet Mars. After this fascinating bit of intelligence, the
announcer said, “And now we return you to the program in
progress,” and the dance music was heard once more. I ask
the reader: Would you doubt anything Peter Jennings or
‘Tom Brokaw told you on their evening newscast? Of course
not.

There soon followed a series of news items, each more
exciting than its predecessor, revealing that the strange
explosions on Mars had caused a downpour of meteors in
the general area of Princeton, New Jersey. By this time the
music had been entirely forgotten, I had cast aside my book,
and sitting cross-legged by the radio, listened with mounting
horror while the network news department went into action
to bring America’s radio listeners up-to-the-minute reports
on what was transpiring in New Jersey.

More meteors had landed, it seemed, and one of them, in
crashing to earth, had caused a number of deaths. CBS at
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once dispatched a crew to the scene, and it was not long
before first-hand reports began coming in. Up to now there
was not the slightest reason for those who had tuned into the
dance music to question the truth of a word of what had
been broadcast. This granted, there was no particular reason
for being suspicious of what immediately followed.

With disbelief rising in his throat, a special-events CBS
man on the scene near Princeton reported that one of the
Martian meteors seemed to be no meteor at all, but some
sort of spaceship. It actually appeared, he said, although one
could scarcely believe one’s ears, that this giant blob of metal,
half-buried in the New Jersey mud, was not a blind, inert
fragment shrugged off by some burly planet hurtling
through infinity. Rather, it appeared to have been manufac-
tured somehow. Bolts and hinges were in evidence. The
National Guard had roped off the area, allowing no one
near the gargantuan hulk. This, as far as one could deter-
mine, was simply a formal precaution, for it seemed clear
that even if some strange form of life had made the flight
from Mars inside the meteor, it could certainly not have
survived the crushing impact when the weird craft plunged
into the earth.

By this time my mother and Aunt Mag were huddled
around the speaker, wide-eyed. The contents of the news
broadcast were inherently unbelievable, and yet we had it on
the authority of the Columbia Broadcasting System that
such things were actually happening.

But if our credulity had been strained up to now, it had
yet to face the acid test. The network next presented an
army officer who made a dignified plea for calm, stating that
the National Guard and the New Jersey police had the
situation completely in hand. He requested that motorists
give the area a wide berth, and concluded with a few words
conveying his complete assurance that it would be only a
matter of hours until order had been restored.

But it at once developed that his confidence had been
badly misplaced.

The network interrupted his sermon with another report
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from the scene, frankly emotional in nature, which con-
firmed the suspicions that there might be life of some kind
inside the rocket. Fearful listeners were now treated to the
benumbing description, by a patently frightened newsman,
of the emergence of strange, leathery creatures from the
spaceship.

I suppose if one has been convinced that there is life on
Mars it matters little whether Martians be leathery, rubbery,
or made of Philadelphia Cream Cheese. The description of
grotesque monsters by this time seemed in no detail too
fantastic; what was fantastic was that there were any crea-
tures in the rocket at all. Their slavering mouths, jelly-like
eyes, and the devastating fire they directed toward the
soldiers who dared stand and face them, were all minor,
almost unimportant, details, and even now they are not clear
in my mind.

To our horror, the National Guard troops dispatched to
the scene were massacred almost at once by the huge
interplanetary invaders (there were several of them now, for
other ships were landing). In the confusion of the battle, the
network’s facilities were impaired and its “man-on-the-spot”
was cut off in mid-sentence.

CBS, however, was equal to the occasion. Civic and
government spokesmen were rushed to microphones; du-
tifully—and ineffectively, as it turned out—they instructed
the populace not to panic. An airplane was sent up over the
trouble area and the network continued its blow-by-blow
description from the clouds. My mother, my aunt and I
didn’t wait to hear more. We looked at each, hardly knowing
what to say.

“Good God,” Aunt Mag gasped, her face pale, “what’s
going on?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “What do you think we ought to
do?”

“There’s only one thing to do,” my mother responded.
“We can all go over to church and wait there to see what
happens.” She referred to the Holy Name Cathedral, not
many blocks from our hotel.
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“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” I cautioned.
“There might be crowds.”

Just then we heard the word Chicago on the radio. “More
spaceships have been reported,” a voice intoned. “Observers
have seen them over Cleveland, Detroit and Chicago!”

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph!” Aunt Mag shouted. “We’ll be
killed right here in this hotel!” She ran back into the other
room and grabbed her coat.

“What are you doing, Maggie?” my mother asked.

“What do you think?” Mag replied. “We can’t stay here
and be killed. Let’s get out of here.”

“You're right,” Mother said. “We’ll go over to the church.
Who has the key to the room?”

“Who the hell cares about locking the door?” Mag said. “It
doesn’t matter now.”

I was putting on my coat, still too shocked to say much.
Oddly enough, and this I recall quite clearly, my predomi-
nant emotion was not fear, but blank stupefaction. I remem-
ber saying “Gosh,” idiotically, over and over again, and
frowning and shaking my head from side-to-side. I couldn’t
believe it, and yet I had to, on the basis of years of
conditioning. CBS news had never lied to me before.

Aunt Mag was still fluttering around the room. The door
was now ajar, but she was like a bird that, with its cage
opened, doesn’t know just where to fly.

“What are you looking for?” Mother asked.

“My glasses,” Mag said, in a mixture of anger and panic.

“You’re not going to have time to read anything, Maggie,”
Mother told her. “Just get your hat and let’s get the hell out
of here!”

“If I don’t need my glasses, what good is my hat?” asked
my aunt.

“Never mind,” said my mother. “Let’s go!”

They both stopped to look at me. Perhaps I was a bit pale.

“Are you all right?” my mother asked.

“Gosh,” I said, resourcefully, and we headed for the door.
By this time people all over the nation were reacting
similarly. Many stayed glued to their radios and heard the
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reassuring conclusion to the program, but millions, like us,
rushed off wildly. They had not heard the introduction to
the broadcast, and they did not stay to be calmed by its
finale.

Police stations, newspapers, and churches were badly
shaken by the first wave of frightened, fleeing citizens. In
one New Jersey town, a terrified man rushed into the First
Baptist Church during evening services and announced that
the end of the world was at hand. The pastor made a futile
attempt to quiet his flock by leading them in a prayer for
deliverance.

Switchboards at radio stations from coast-to-coast were
clogged for hours by callers, some angry, some panicky.

In New York’s Harlem more than one police station was
besieged by terror-stricken men and women seeking refuge.

Conscience-plagued sinners all over the country began
making efforts to return stolen money, confess undisclosed
sins and right old wrongs. People in houses rushed into the
streets, and people on the streets rushed into houses.

About this time Welles and the members of his cast,
glancing toward the control room of their mid-Manhattan
studio, perceived that it was crowded with policemen. They
must have finished the program in a state almost as dis-
turbed as that of many of their listeners. Needless to say,
none of this was known to us at the time.

“Button your overcoat, Stevie,” my mother said. “You’ll
catch cold when we go out.”

This remark did not at the moment strike any of us as
amusing. I buttoned my overcoat, and we hurried out. My
mother and aunt ran down the hall. I followed at a slower
pace, not because I was trying to maintain a shred of
discretion, but because I was too stunned to move with
speed. Rounding a corner, we burst suddenly upon a digni-
fied-looking young woman holding a little girl by the hand.

“Run for your life!” my mother cried at the woman, at the
same time jabbing a shaky but determined finger at the
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elevator button. In response, the woman looked at her with
no expression whatsoever.

“Pick up your child and come with us!” Aunt Mag
shouted, wide-eyed. The woman paused a moment and then
laughed right in my aunt’s face.

Mag was outraged. “Oh, yes,” she sputtered with wither-
ing sarcasm. “Go ahead and laugh! But for the sake of that
dear baby in your arms, don’t you laugh!”

At this the young woman drew back in alarm, evidently
concluding that she was confronted by three violently de-
ranged people who might do her physical harm. She looked
at me questioningly.

“We just heard on the radio,” 1 said, “that there’s, er,
‘something’ up in the sky.”

The merest flicker of bemusement crossed her face, but
the woman did not speak. It was clear that she was hovering
between two alternatives, Alan Funt and his Candid Camera
not having yet been let loose upon the world: Either we were
a trio of incredibly inventive and determined practical
jokesters, or we were insane. The third possibility—that
there might actually be “something” up in the sky—appar-
ently was never given serious consideration. Instead, she
shifted her child in her arms to a more secure position and
retreated a few steps down the hall, walking backwards so as
to keep an eye on us. But my aunt was not to accord this
gesture the honor of understanding. She moved angrily
toward the woman, and her right hand pointed up toward
the heavens. She must have looked like a witch calling down
a curse.

“You ought to get down on your knees,” she shouted like a
complete nut, “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!”

Before the woman could interpret this admonition, a soft
whir and click announced that the elevator had reached our
floor. A moment later the door slid back and the smiling face
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of the Negro operator greeted us. Never have I seen a smile
fade so fast. If this scene were to be enacted in a motion
picture, the man’s role would be to open his eyes wide with
fear and say, “Feet, get movin’!” In any event, the violence
with which we dashed into the elevator at once convinced the
operator that all was not well. My mother’s first words
confirmed his suspicions.

“Hurry up and take us down,” she gasped. “They're up in
the sky!”

“Who 1s?” asked the man, aghast.

“How do we know who is?” my aunt shouted. “But you'd
better get out of this hotel right now while you've still got the
chance!”

“Yes, ma'am!” he whispered, withdrawing completely to
his corner of the elevator. For perhaps ten seconds he
regarded us warily, holding the car-control handle at full
speed. Then, torn between fear and curiosity, he succumbed
to the latter. “What did you say the matter was?” he said,
timidly.

Aunt Mag'’s patience was exhausted. How many times did
you have to explain things to people? “They’re up in the
sky!” she repeated. “Haven't you been listening to the radio?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Well, you'd better do something, let me tell you. The
radio just said they’re up over Chicago, so you'd better run
for your life!”

I am sure that if the elevator operator had been convinced
that an interplanetary invasion was underway, he would have
faced the challenge as bravely as the next man. But instead,
he apparently concentrated on the idea that he was cooped
up in an elevator with three dangerous lunatics. As a resul,
he became positively petrified. Fortunately for his nervous
system, the elevator arrived at the main floor at this point.
He yanked the door release and shrank back against the wall,
as we thundered past him into the lobby.

Though we had met with icy disbelief twice in quick
succession, we were still ill-prepared for the sight that now
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greeted us. The lobby, which we had expected to find in
turmoil, was a scene of traditional lobby-like calm. Nowhere
was there evidence of the panic we had come to accept as the
‘norm in the last few short minutes. Aggravatingly, people
were lounging about, smoking cigars, reading newspapers,
speaking in subdued tones, or dozing peacefully in thick
leather chairs.

It had been our intention to sweep through the lobby and
proceed right across Dearborn Street, pausing only in the
event that a sudden spaceship attack should force us to take
cover, but something about the tranquillity around the
registration desk presented a challenge we did not feel
strong enough to resist. Indeed, we felt it our duty to warn
the unfortunate souls who thought all was well to prepare
for ultimate disaster.

The elevator man peered after us from what was now the
safety of his cage as we raced up to confront the blasé desk
clerk. “Is something wrong?” this worthy asked quietly,
evidently hoping that if something were amiss he could
contain the area of alarm within his immediate vicinity.

“Well,” replied my aunt with a contemptuous sneer, “it’s
the end of the world, that’s all that’s wrong!”

The clerk’s face was an impenetrable mask, although after
a moment he permitted a suggestion of disdain to appear on
it. I started to explain that on the radio—and then, in some
clear, calm corner of my mind I heard soft sounds in the
corner of the lobby. It was a radio, and the sounds were not
the sort a radio should be making at a time of worldwide
crisis. The sounds, as a matter of fact, were of a commercial
nature. Some other announcer on some other station was
extolling the virtues of a brand of tomato soup.

A wave of shock passed through me as, in the instant, I
saw things as they really were. Turning to my mother, 1
began speaking very fast, explaining what 1 presumed had
happened: It was all make-believe on the radio. For a split
second she wavered, hoping, yet fearing, and then for her,
too, the ice broke.
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Light, followed by painful embarrassment, also dawned on
Aunt Mag. Like bewildered sheep we retreated back towards
the elevator, excruciatingly aware that all heads were turned
toward us, that the clerk was smiling at us in a frightfully
patronizing way, and that never again as long as we lived
would we be able to walk through that lobby without casting
our eyes to the floor.

“We’ll have to move out of this place,” my mother said.

Our next reaction, upon us before we could even stagger
back into the elevator, was one of wild hilarity bordering on
hysteria. We laughed until our sides ached and tears poured
down our cheeks. We fell into heavy chairs and laughed
some more, and at long last, we pulled ourselves together,
still shrieking with laughter, and started back toward the
elevator. We laughed so hard going up that I don’t recall the
elevator operator’s reactions. I'm sure he must have assumed
we were now in the hilarious stage, still nutty as three
fruitcakes, probably no longer dangerous.

We spent a restless night, alternately laughing and repeat-
ing, “We’ll never be able to face all those people again!”

The next day on the way to school, I glanced at the blazing
newspaper headlines and knew that we had not been alone.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Wild World of
Wrestling

y earliest foray into television was in a rather odd
Mrole for a comedian: I was an ABC-TV wrestling
announcer.

Ron Powers, in his book Super Tube: The Rise of Television
Sports, asserts that back in the late 1940s I frequently “sat in”
as announcer of the televised wrestling matches at the old
Olympic Auditorium in Los Angeles. Actually, 1 did consid-
erably more than sit in. Over a period of several weeks, 1
made my living describing the contortions of assorted hab-
itues of big and tall men’s shops—though as humorist rather
than in deadly earnest. There were some potentially deadly
elements to the experience, I suppose, but perhaps we
should start at the beginning.

In the fall of 1949, while doing a nightly ad-lib comedy
show for the CBS radio station in Los Angeles, 1 got a call
from an ABC television executive. “We’re thinking of trying
something with our wrestling matches,” he said. “We believe
it might be interesting to hire somebody to do funny
commentary on what’s happening in the ring. We think you
could do that. What do you think?”

“It sounds like fun. I'm willing to try.” I didn'’t tell the
gentleman that I knew nothing whatever about wrestling.
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There have always been a good many Americans dubiously
qualified for their jobs, so I figured I would perhaps go
unnoticed in the general incompetence.

In the 1940s, wrestling, even more popular than it is today,
was a television staple. Consequently, I suppose it was
assumed that almost anyone who owned a television set
would know something about the manly art of attempting to
maim a colleague without the aid of a concealed weapon.

In any event, I prepared for the assignment during the
following two weeks by paying careful attention to a popular
wrestling announcer of the time, a former film actor named
Dick Lane. After concentrating on Lane’s hold-by-hold
descriptions for three nights, I realized I was party to a
secret that could have rocked the republic—Lane didn’t
know a hell of a lot more about either wrestling or the
human body than I did. He did have a knowledge of the
more common holds—the full Nelson, the half-Nelson, the
flying mare and so forth—but the terms he applied to other
more obscure or random positions seemed to be solely his
own. Nor was he always consistent. A position he’d clearly
called a stepover toehold on one night might be called a
Boston land-crab the next.

There were no rehearsals scheduled, so as the night of my
first broadcast approached, my only preparation was to
write a few wrestling jokes and hope that somehow I'd find
an opportunity to throw them in. A witty friend named Bill
Larkin gave me a few more, but I realized I would have to
ad-lib exactly as if the proceedings were absolutely
legitimate.

At the appointed hour on the appointed night, I arrived at
the old Ocean Park—not Olympic—Arena and took my
place beside Bill Stern, Graham MacNamee, Ted Husing,
and other great sportscasters of that era. Five minutes into
the first match I'd used up my meager supply of prepared
material. All I had left was a combination of creativity and
panic.
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After a few more minutes, I was able to recognize one or
another standard positions the burly professionals assumed,
but for the most part, as the evening wore on, the bulky
bodies rocked and rolled before me in positions rarely seen
this side of the Kama Sutra. These were positions for which 1
had no terminology. Had I been hired for my sports
expertise, I would have been in serious trouble, but in-
asmuch as my task was to get laughs, my ignorance actually
turned out to be a plus.

One of the stars of the show was a gentleman named
Baron Leone, whom I have reason to suspect was not
actually a member of the Italian nobility. Since, in my
opinion, he was very funny himself, I had no qualms about
describing him in suitable terms: “Leone gives Smith a full-
Nelson, slipping it up from either a half-Nelson or an Ozzie
Nelson. And now the boys go into a double pretzel-bend,
with variations on a theme by Veloz and Yolanda (a ballroom
dance team of the day). Whoops, Leone takes his man down
to the mat! He has him pinned. Now they roll—it’s sort of a
rolling-pin.”

During the filmed commercials and after every broadcast,
I would quickly jot ad-libs like this into a notebook, since 1
knew that during the weeks ahead the opportunity to use
some of the lines, with slight switches, would present itself
again.

The Ocean Park Arena in those days was a bizarre, noisy,
animalistic sort of place with an atmosphere I imagine was
similar to that of the Coliseum in ancient Rome. The air-
conditioning system in the arena was unable to cope with the
smoke of thousands of cigars and cigarettes that hung in the
air, adding a sort of Ingmar Bergman-touch to the general
ambiance.

“There’s sure a lot of smoke in this auditorium,” I ad-
libbed one night. “In fact, this may be the only arena in the
country where they cure hams from the ceiling.”

In most sports, even the most rabid of fans shout only
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every few minutes. Not so in wrestling. During every mo-
ment of every match, the air at the Ocean Park Arena was
filled with a constant roar. Raucous cries, bloodthirsty lynch-
mob imprecations, and general incitement to riot led me to
conclude, perhaps unfairly, that true-blue wrestling fans are
not our most civilized citizenry.

Perhaps the aspect of audience misbehavior that I found
most depressing was that a good many of the loudest, most
maniacal ringsiders were women. If this seems a sexist
statement, then so be it. If there have to be loudmouthed
nuts in this world, I honestly prefer that they all be male.

In any event, some of the faces in the front rows looked as
if they’d been borrowed from the Missing Persons telecast
and, since none of them could hear me, 1 would frequently
comment on the more colorful characters as they became
visible on camera, a shtick that would later evolve into one of
my standard comedy show routines. “There’s a man down in
the third row yelling boos and catcalls—and if I'd had that
much booze, I'd call a few cats myself. By the way, it’s Ladies’
Night here at Ocean Park, folks. There’s still time to come on
down—and you don’t even have to prove that you're a lady.”

Oddly enough, my comments about the audience never
received any criticism, although my lines about the wrestlers
did. “If you think wrestling is so funny,” one correspondent
wrote, “try getting into that ring yourself, wise guy.” After a
few weeks, however, no more death threats or other com-
plaints were received, apparently because listeners got used
to my unorthodox approach.

Actually 1 was, from time-to-time, in the general prox-
imity of physical danger, not in my announcer’s perch high
atop the arena, but later, after the matches, when 1 would
venture into the locker room for some post-bout interviews
with the winners and losers. I was never absolutely certain if
the animosity the wrestlers displayed toward each other was
real or faked, so heated were their exchanges. Sometimes 1
found myself nervously separating two hulking athletes who
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seemed fiercely determined to continue their battle in the
dressing room. And on at least two occasions I received
painful electrical shocks because I was holding a microphone
as about two inches of water splashed out of the nearby
showers and eddied around my feet.

Fortunately, the pre-game locker room interviews never
lasted very long because the mayhem-lovers gathered
upstairs could wait no longer for the punishment to start,
and hundreds of them would pound their heels on the floor.
The effect in the first floor dressing area was rather like
being inside a tom-tom during Gene Krupa's solo on “Sing,
Sing, Sing.”

Those were the golden days of wrestling and some of the
new representatives of the artform became not only popular
within the narrow context of sports but celebrities in the
larger world, rather like certain rock-music performers of
the present day. The best known, of course, was a man
named Gorgeous George, a hulk with wavy blond hair.
George would enter the ring followed by an adoring entou-
rage of managers, servants, agents, butlers, etc., some of
whom would spray him with perfume from a large can of
the sort customarily used to discourage the growth of aphids.
I once called George the Human Air-Wick, but he didn’t
seem to mind since his approach to wrestling was rather like
that of Liberace’s to nightclub entertainment.

Another of my favorites was the aforementioned Baron
Leone who, long before the Beatles introduced feminine
hairdos to American males, wore the long, flowing tresses of
a medieval philosopher. The Baron would've made a great
actor in silent films because he could convey so much by the
art of pure pantomime. One of his stock routines was to
inquire of the referee before the match, by gestures, whether
it would be permissible to pick his opponent up and fling
him not just outside the ropes but to the topmost reaches of
the auditorium. The referees would patiently explain to
Leone that such conduct was not to be countenanced, after
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which the Baron would turn to the audience with a Mediter-
ranean shrug as if to say, “How can a man be expected to
perform his appointed task under such restrictions?”

Also among the artists of the grappling game at the time
were Chief Little Wolf, the Navajo Indian Deathlock Artist,
Gino and Leo Garibaldi (a clean-cut father and son team
popular in tag-team matches), Brother Frank Jares who'd
been trained by Brother Jonathan, the Mormon Crusher (I
once asked how many Mormons Jonathan had crushed,
which perhaps did not endear me to his co-religionists), and
Argentina Rocca, who I alleged was the brother of Almond
Rocca and one of the sweetest guys in town. Rocca’s crowd-
pleasing move was a prodigious high-jump, at the apex of
which he would wrap his thighs around his opponent’s head
with intent to do bodily harm.

I've always suspected that at least some percentage of
those watching at home did not really attend clearly to what
Dick Lane, I, or any other wrestling announcer said. One
night I tested this theory by waiting until a particularly
dramatic moment of the match and then shouting excitedly,
“Leone now has his krelman frammised over the arm of
Hayes’ kronkheit, but the referee doesn’t seem to zelman the
croyden. Ladies and gentlemen, the zime is going absolutely
mactavish!” Not entirely to my surprise, not a single fan ever
wrote in to say, “What was that again?”

In New York a while back I saw a televised Madison
Square Garden match between “Cowboy Bob” Orton and
Tito Santana. Little seemed to have changed over the years.
There were still power slams, back-breakers, chokeholds,
kicks in the gut, forearm smashes to the face. The reactions
to these assorted blows and holds, as ever, were incredibly
exaggerated, not at all what they’d be in reality.

I detected only one difference, which I took to be signifi-
cant. 'The screaming, booing, shouting, frothing-at-the-
mouth crowd reaction appeared to be chiefly a sound effect
since members of the audience who appeared on camera, in
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reaction shots, were usually taking the proceedings relatively
calmly.

After the Orton/Santana bout, Greg “The Hammer”
Valentine opposed a man named Hulk Hogan. Both Hogan
and Valentine, I noted, had long hair, of the sort boasted in
the earlier generation only by Gorgeous George, Baron
Leone, and a few others. Hogan seemed determined to make
short work of his opponent, who was seconded by what
appeared to be the oldest, fattest Hell’s Angel in the world.

The action, needless to say, was by no means one-sided.
After taking what appeared to be a terrible beating, Valen-
tine suddenly turned the tables, placed his locked hands
under Hogan’s chin while sitting on the Irishman’s back, and
seemed determined to tear the man’s head from his body.

After another beating, Hogan threw Valentine mightily
against the ropes and, when he bounced off, kicked him in
the face. Valentine staggered, half-crazed, fell out of the ring
and down on the floor, where he was pursued and pum-
meled again.

Hogan then climbed back into the ring. When Valentine
didn’t immediately follow, Hogan came back to the floor,
beat Valentine soundly and then threw him back into the
ring. Valentine retaliated by kicking Hogan in the face and
beating him to the mat. When Hogan finally pinned his
opponent, he burst into a paroxysm of conceited delight.

Legitimate wrestling—that engaged in by amateurs in
schools and in the Olympics—is one of the least interesting
sports in the world, which explains why it is so rarely seen on
television. The more theatrical sort engaged in by profes-
sionals is vastly more entertaining and at least served the
purpose of introducing me to the Southern California
television audience.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Out of Radio and Into
Television

y first network TV assignment was for CBS—a
Mlow-key daily 11:00 a.m. mix of comedy, music and

ad-lib starting December 25, 1950, shortly to be
converted to a nightly 30-minute TV comedy series in the
7-7:30 p.m. time-slot. There was a serious complication, the
program had to be done from New York rather than my
home city of Los Angeles. This was not just a whim on the
part of CBS; at the time it was not possible to use Los
Angeles as a live network origination point since the West
Coast was not yet hooked up to the telephone coaxial cable
that carried the TV signals which linked the East and
Midwest.

I was quite confused emotionally at the time because my
first marriage was in a state of collapse. As the father of
three dearly-loved sons I was seized by strong feelings of
guilt and depression, hardly a propitious background against
which to launch a career as a network television comedian.

Another problem emerged in my first meeting with my
new employers, the New York-based network programmers.
They were a likable and talented bunch although I now can
recall the names of only two: Hubbell Robinson and Marlo
Lewis. Because they were accustomed to dealing with estab-
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lished personalities of the Bob Hope, Burns & Allen, Red
Skelton, Fred Allen-type, or else with rigidly formatted
game shows, they had some trouble getting me into focus,
given that I worked in a loose and largely extemporaneous
way. I had not given much thought as to what the title of my
new program would be but had assumed, on the basis of the
long history of radio, that it would bear my own name, just as
Jack Benny or Eddie Cantor’s programs had borne theirs.

“But we’d like to come up with some sort of cute, fresh
name for the show,” one of the executives said. “Not just The
Steve Allen Show. You know, something like Strike It Rich or
You Bet Your Life”

“Those are perfectly good names,” 1 admitted, “but they
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