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who is my everything,

and to my dear friend and boss,
JIM HENSON,
who is now exploring new worlds, no doubt.


Hold fast to dreams
For if dreams die
Life is a broken-wing bird
That cannot fly.

— LANGSTON HUGHES

INTRODUCTION
MY LIFE AS A BIRD
[image: image]
Show your true colors. Mine is yellow.
— BIG BIRD
The alarm goes off. The clock says 6:00 A.M., and my wife,  Debra, and I wake up in our tiny studio apartment near  Lincoln Center on the West Side of Manhattan.
It’s a lovely day. For a moment I wish we were at our country home in New England. But it’s a workday. It’s time to go to  Sesame Street.
I get up and put on the water for the tea.
For the first twenty-four years, Sesame Street was taped at  studios in Manhattan and I would ride my bicycle to work.  Then, in 1992, the show moved to the Kaufman Astoria  Studios in Queens, and ever since I’ve been driven to and from  work in a van. It’s waiting for me at a quarter to eight in front  of my building, and as we drive up West End Avenue, I wave  to Debi, who hangs out our thirtieth-floor window and waves  back.
Some days we stop to pick up Kevin Clash, who plays  Elmo. We’ll talk shop—about puppets, or the scripts for the  day, or any special projects we’re working on—and the thirty-minute ride goes pretty quickly. Soon we’re across the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge and at the studio door.
I head right to the back of the huge building, to my dressing room, where I gather my prepared scripts for the first  scenes. Previously, I have cut, folded, and abridged the pages  down to a size that I can fit inside the Bird with me. Six or  seven pages of script have to fit on a card that is only five by fifteen inches. Perfecting this technique has made me quite an  origami artist. I sometimes spend as much as three or four  hours preparing the scripts for a day, and although I’ve been  offered help with this task, I feel that if I don’t do it myself, it  just won’t be done right.
At two minutes to nine, I pull on Big Bird’s feet and legs.  They’re basically a pair of pants made of orange-dyed fleece  with the feet already attached, like hip boots or big “feetie” pajamas. A pair of my Hush Puppy loafers is built into the foam  feet, which are covered in slippers when they’re not actually  seen on camera. The slippers protect the feet from getting dirty  (children love to step on them while we work), and they are  usually little characters in their own right, with eyes and ears,  made by our clever puppet builders. My current pair is green,  with floppy bunny ears.
At nine o’clock the speaker in my dressing room crackles  and Adam Matalon, the stage manager, says, “We need the   Bird on the floor, if you’re ready, Caroll.” That’s my cue to  waddle out toward the set. In order not to trip over the big  feet, I have to walk toes-out, which took me some years to learn  to do naturally. I grab my folded scripts and walk past the soda  machine and the coffee urns that are set up for the cast and  crew, through the carpentry shop and the prop-building shop,  past the control room, and onto Sesame Street in Studio G.
The set curves around itself, starting with the new Mail-It  Shop and Hooper’s Store on the left, followed by the  Community Garden at the bend, the  brownstone at 123 Sesame Street, and  Oscar’s trash can. Big Bird’s nest area    is around the next bend,  and in the back of the   studio is a large space for  blue-screen or green-screen  work, or sets for inserts like  Bert and Ernie’s apartment,  the Count’s Number of the  Day, or musical numbers.  It’s always easy to see where  we’re working—it’s the area   surrounded by three large TV  cameras and a lot of bright  lights. When I get there, Chuck   Tutino, who’s been the head utility   man for all the years we’ve done the show, hands me my harness, or “electronic bra,” as we refer to  it. It has my tiny TV receiver and wireless microphone  strapped into a halter-type rig. Chuck helps me Velcro it to my  chest, and I’m ready to go.
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The director leads a read-through of the scene. This is essentially our first rehearsal. We shoot so many scenes in a day  and so many episodes a season that we don’t have time to rehearse otherwise. During the read-through, we’ll get the basic  flow of the scene worked out and make any necessary changes  to the script. Then we do it again for the cameras, and the director works out all the shots with the cameramen and the  control room. When we’ve got it, somebody calls for  “Feathers!” and Michael Schupbach, my assistant, brings out  the puppet.
Kermit Love, who originally built Big Bird, would chastise  anyone who called it a costume. “It’s not a costume, it’s a puppet,” he would insist. “Do not say, ‘Put on the costume,’ say,  ‘Put on the puppet!’ ” But it’s really a brilliant combination of  the two, conceived by Jim Henson. Personally, I don’t mind  what it’s called, and we’ll refer to it interchangeably as “the  Bird,” “the feathers,” “the costume,” or even “the suit.” The  late Bob Myrum, who gave so much to Sesame Street as one of  our directors, would always say, “Bird up the suit!”
The Bird sits on a two-by-four that is hinged, something  like a catapult, so that it can bend over and the puppet can be  removed.
“Ready?” asks Michael.
Everyone’s waiting to begin, but I can’t resist starting the  running joke he and I have done for years.
“Hmm,” I muse. “Do you have anything in blue for me  today?”
He smiles. “Blue? No. Not today. I do have something in  yellow. Will that do?”
“Yellow, eh? Well, I was really hoping for blue, but okay. I’ll  take the yellow one.”
Michael picks up the Bird by grasping the lower beak while  the upper beak rests on his hand. Then he grabs the puppet by  a little tab of cloth that sticks out from the midst of the feathers. He holds it up, and I put my hands out in the diving position and walk right in. I hold my right arm up—that becomes  the Bird’s neck, and his head is in my hand. My little finger  rests on a small lever that controls how wide his eyelids open.  My thumb is in the lower jaw—that’s how I make him speak.  My left arm operates Big Bird’s left wing and, via a piece of  monofilament, his right wing too.
I have to wear a pair of ten-dollar drugstore reading glasses  to see the tiny monitor that’s inches from my eyes. This is the  only view I have outside the Bird; it’s the same third-person  image that the TV cameras see, not the first-person view that  we’re all used to using to move around. My script is attached  with Velcro to its place above the monitor. The stage manager  counts us down: “Quiet on the set! In: Five! Four! Three!...”   I count the last two numbers silently in my head, and then—  “Action!” Big Bird greets the children at home, looking directly  at them through Frankie Biando’s Camera One.
Playing Big Bird on Sesame Street has been my job for half  my lifetime. It is a fabulous career—more than I ever  hoped for, yet everything I believed it could be. Going to work  each day is a joy. The people I work with are tremendously talented and dedicated, and our mission—to educate and inspire  young children—is extremely motivating.
Watching Sesame Street teaches children lessons that get  them ready for school and the world. Being on Sesame Street  for thirty-four years has taught me a lot too. Through Big Bird  I’ve learned things that have changed my life, lessons that have  stayed with me even when I’m not in the puppet.
Big Bird has opened up new worlds to me. Because of him  I have made lifelong friends, overcome personal challenges,  traveled the world, performed on legendary stages, and found  my soul mate. I’m certain that being a bird has made me a better person, and I’ve tried to explain how in these chapters. I  hope that you too can benefit from what I’ve learned.

1
LISTEN TO YOURSELF
[image: image]
To find out what one is fitted to do, and to secure  an opportunity to do it, is the key to happiness.
— JOHN DEWEY
Do you know how to get to Sesame Street? Some people have  found the way easily. I took a more scenic route.
When I was five, I saw a puppet show for the first time. It  was a version of “The Three Little Kittens.” I was very concerned that since the little kittens had lost their mittens, they  would be punished by not being allowed to have any pie. Great  relief when in the end they got their pie after all!
After the show, the players came out front to take their  bows with their Steiff puppets, and I saw how a whole show  could be done with little things on your hands. This idea  stayed with me, and when I saw a puppet at a rummage sale a  couple of years later, I put him on my hand, and I knew that I  had to have him. The puppet was a monkey who had such a  large hole in his head that my finger wobbled around inside.  He cost a nickel.
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I paired him up with a stuffed snake that my mother had  made from green flannel. My family didn’t have much money,  so my mother would make us things like that for Christmas.  With some orange crates, and curtains made from borrowed  cloth, I fashioned a little puppet theater. I put a sign on our old  barn: PUPPET SHOW! TWO CENTS! Sixteen people came and  paid, and I had an audience.
I can’t imagine what I did with only the monkey and the  snake to keep people entertained for half an hour. But as I recall, everyone left with smiles on their faces, and I had thirty-two cents in my hand. In 1942, that was enough money to go  to the movies three times. I already wanted to be a cartoonist  when I grew up. After this show, I decided that I would also  become a puppeteer. By that time I was eight years old.
It was my mother who really started my career. She secretly  enlisted the help of my brother Donald to make my combination Christmas and birthday gifts (I’m only five hours younger  than Christmas day) for my ninth year.
On Christmas morning, there was a mysterious something  sitting next to the tree, hidden under a blanket. My mother  whisked the cover away like a magician to reveal a beautiful  puppet theater! Under the tree were eight puppets that she had  built herself, in bright satiny colors that would look fine on the  stage. With those puppets and that theater I had everything I  needed to do a Punch and Judy show. My mother was from  England, and she thought that Punch and Judy was a good  way to get started in puppets.
The more I gave shows, the more I felt the power that one  has when one is performing. All these people would sit in a  room and listen to everything that I said. I did all the character voices: little girl voices, an old lady voice, and a ghost voice.  The audience listened, and clapped at the end, and paid me to  do it. What could be a better way to make a living than to perform? I knew that I would wind up in the world of entertainment.
Puppet shows were the way I made money during junior  high and high school. When I needed money to go to art  school, puppet shows helped me pay for my tuition. In college,  I studied commercial art because it seemed like a secure way to  make a living based on my talents and abilities. It has served  me well over the years. But I always looked for my next chance  to put on a show.
Before I could finish art school, I joined the Air Force because I was afraid I’d be drafted into the Army to fight in  Korea. I found myself stationed in Las Vegas drawing large pictures of bombs for training aids. Due to the heat of the desert,  we started our workdays at 5:30 A.M. and were finished by two  in the afternoon. This left me with a lot of free time. Drawing  advertising cards got me a job with a local television station.  That was the foot in the door that I needed to show the station  manager my idea for  Rascal Rabbit, a puppet show for kids.  Eventually, he gave me a weekly half-hour time slot. The television industry was only eight years old, and I was part of it.
Rascal Rabbit was only on the air for a couple of months  before I was transferred to Germany, but once I tasted performing live for the camera, I knew that was what I wanted to  do. There wasn’t much difference, especially in the days before  videotape, between putting on a live puppet show and putting  on a television show. I got the same thrill, only magnified a  thousand times because of the much greater exposure. Even  though I couldn’t see the audience, I knew they were there,  and in far larger numbers than could fit in any theater. Having  done it once, I knew I would find a way to get back to television again.
After the Air Force, I finished art school and looked  around for work. I got into animation, which paid the bills  but could be tedious work with no applause or glory. I knew  I couldn’t do it forever. A local Boston television station gave  me a summer-replacement time slot, and I teamed up with a   talented singer named Judy Valentine to create  The Judy and  Goggle Show. Though our ratings were good, we were not  picked up in the fall. Instead, we were offered a weekly appearance on  Bozo’s Big Top. It wasn’t what we wanted, but we  took it. It was another chance to do puppets on TV, and Bozo  was the most popular kids’ show of its time. It had a huge live  audience and took place in a circus tent set.
On Bozo, I played a number of characters that were hand  puppets, as well as nine different walkabout characters. The  full-body characters got me out of the puppet theater, onto the  main floor, and into the audience. It’s ironic that Jim Henson  never saw my work on Bozo, because I’m sure that playing  these full-body characters was valuable experience for the  claustrophobic job of playing Big Bird. Being a puppet as well  as a costume, Big Bird is much more technically demanding  and expressive than the simple costumes we used on Bozo, but  some of the skills I developed there were useful later. I learned  to roller-skate in costume, which I’m sure helped me to skate  as Big Bird and Bruno the Trashman.
I was on Bozo for ten years. Some of my characters were:  Grandma Nellie, Bozo’s clown grandmother, who constantly  tried to hoodwink him; “Mr. Lion—the fastest draw alive,” a  ringmaster lion who drew animals out of kids’ names; and  Kookie, the boxing kangaroo, who could be knocked out by  any little kid, because he had a glass jaw and always led with  his chin.
As the years went on, and my work was on the air live three   days a week and on tape Sunday mornings, I slowly began to feel  that my career wasn’t really going anywhere. While what I was  doing paid pretty well, it did not make me feel I had ever done  anything really important. People study and work for years to  become doctors, nurses, teachers, scientists—professions that  add to the community and the nation. What was I doing?  Working on the  Bozo show as a bunch of sidekicks. It was  schlock, and I was basically phoning it in. I wanted to do something more meaningful, but I didn’t know what. All I knew was  that it would be a TV show for kids and that it would involve  puppets. So I decided to go see some puppet shows.

2
ASK HIM WHAT HE MEANS
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Assumptions allow the best   in life to pass you by.
— JOHN SALES
I was a member of the Puppeteers of America, an organization dedicated to the advancement of puppetry for amateur and professional puppeteers alike. They used to hold   an annual weeklong festival of puppet shows from America  and all over the world. In 1968 the festival was in St. Louis,  Missouri, and I thought that if I went, I might gain some inspiration.
The previous festival I had attended was in 1963 at a small  resort hotel in the Catskills. I had driven there in my  troublesome Volkswagen bus with only fourteen dollars in my  pocket. Too broke to register as a participant, I had to sneak in  to all the shows. There were lots of hilarious acts with both  hand puppets and marionettes. Jim Henson performed, and   he introduced his wonderful dog puppet, Rowlf. The dog was  so new, his ear, which was only pinned on, fell off during his  performance. Rowlf spoke of his deep philosophy using one of  his fleas to make a point.
“You know,” he said, “life is funny sometimes. How you  look at things often depends on your point of view. Let me  demonstrate.”
He searched his fur and looked satisfied when he found a  flea.
“Take this flea. Now, to me, it’s this tiny and annoying  creature that I can barely see. But to him, I’m a towering  mountain of a being, and he knows that I hold in my hand the  power of life”—he placed the flea on the play board and  bashed it with a closed fist—“or death!”
I didn’t get to talk to Jim at all at that festival, but I was  humbled by his talents.
One of the presentations at the St. Louis festival was a film  on Richard Teschner, an Austrian puppeteer who died in  1948. He had worked with rod puppets, magnificent figures  with porcelain faces and flowing gowns. His stories were  mostly macabre, with scenes such as a mad scientist working in  his laboratory with his Igor-type assistant.
Still, in spite of the strange stories, they were the most  beautiful scenes I had ever seen done with puppets. I was   moved by the last story, “There Goes My Heart.” A mechanical man sits at an impressive puppet organ and begins to play.  A little mechanical glass duck waddles in and sits, obviously  enjoying the music. When the tune is finished, the robot  reaches over and pats the duck on the head. The duck looks at  the man with loving eyes, and the little duck’s heart suddenly  glows bright red through his glass body. Did Spielberg get his  E.T. idea here?
Teschner’s work inspired me, and somehow I got the idea  to create kinetic scenery for a multimedia puppet show. Not  only would the puppets have movement, but the backgrounds  themselves would move in time with the action. I would draw  the scenery and film it on an animation stand.
I thought that I might build a large hand-puppet stage with  a background made of a special surface for rear-screen projection. On the screen, I would be able to project animations of  anything I chose: puppets who were done in animation, moving backgrounds, all sorts of special effects not usually possible  in normal puppet presentations. I thought that combining the  media of film and live puppetry could bring a new dimension  to puppet theater.
I wasn’t officially performing in this festival, but fortunately for me, like many puppet festivals this one included  something called “potpourri,” in which anyone can start a  show, whether he’s booked or not. One night at midnight, a  bunch of puppeteer friends and I decided to get a potpourri   together. We started knocking on doors, anyplace we saw a  light on, and called out, “Potpourri in fifteen minutes in the  lobby!” Thirty or forty people came down, and we did a show.
My cat puppet, Picklepuss, was with me, and I did some  ad-lib stuff, making fun of lip sync. I did a demonstration of  bad lip-synching, first talking with Picklepuss’s mouth not  moving, then suddenly with his mouth moving too much, and  it got big laughs. Some people from the audience came up to  me the next day and asked if I had a larger show. I boldly told  them I did and that it was an experiment combining film and  puppets. They liked the idea and said they wanted to book me  for the Puppeteers of America convention the following year.  Now I had to actually make my show.
In Newton, Massachusetts, I had use of an Acme animation stand. For months I spent evenings drawing and filming  my presentation and designing and building my theater. I had  studied some of the works of the Canadian Film Board and  had learned how to make an endless zoom-in to give the image  of a bird flying through a swamp jungle. I constructed a puppet seagull that flew directly away from the audience, and the  illusion of dimension and movement worked perfectly. I also  created in animation some tall dancing cones that would suddenly take form as rod puppets that appeared to jump off the  screen and then perform in front of their own filmed images.
The screen itself was the largest and most expensive element that I required. It was seven feet wide by three and a half   feet high and cost two hundred fifty dollars. It was a fortune  for me, but necessary to fulfill my vision. I already had the  projectors—a slide projector and an RCA sixteen-millimeter  film projector, which I set up on ladders behind the screen.  Then I built an elaborate theater out of aluminum tubing,  with beautiful black cloth sewn on over the framework.  Because the screen was above the play board, the top of the  thing was nine feet in the air. This forced me to work on my  knees, because to work standing up would make it even  higher, too high for most stages. I put down padding, and  made knee switches to control the music and the projectors. I  could run the entire show—all of the puppets, the sound, and  the visuals—by myself, on my knees.
I was asked to perform my new show at a small regional  puppet festival in Binghamton, New York. A good friend and  neighbor, Ronny Chick, helped me build a large plywood box  in which to transport the theater to Binghamton.
I believe it was in April 1969 that I first presented my new  production. It went smoothly and I considered it a success.
I named the show Picklepuss and Friends. It featured  Picklepuss, my puppet cat, as master of ceremonies. I was  going to place the opening scene in a back alley, where Pick  would emerge from a trash can with a fish bone on his head.  There were so many elements to put together that I never got  around to making the trash-can prop. Of course, Jim didn’t  know about this when he assigned Oscar to me.
Building this show was so exciting that it lifted me out of  the Bozo miasma I had been dwelling in over the previous  years. With this magic theater, I could mount any scene, with  a background done either in art or in real photography.
I thought I was ready for the big audience at the national  puppetry festival in Salt Lake City.
I assembled my stage and set up my projectors and my knee  switches. I carefully set the theater spotlights so they’d illuminate my puppets but not throw any unwanted light on my  movie screen. This was the one element that I could not control from inside my theater, and it had to be right from the  start. Finally, all was set and I left to have supper.
It was showtime.
Just as I was going on, I was told that Jim Henson had arrived and was in my audience. Suddenly, the other thousand  people in the hall vanished and he became the audience. I  was both delighted and apprehensive. The curtains parted,  revealing my large black velour puppet theater at center  stage. I stepped out and briefly stated that I was presenting a  new medium—live puppetry with active backgrounds on  film, an experimental production that I hoped the audience  would find interesting and entertaining. After some polite  applause, I disappeared behind my stage, turned on my  taped music, and pushed the knee switch to start my movie  projector.
The theater lit up and I picked up my puppets. The routine  was supposed to be a carefully choreographed dance. First,  three white cones would appear on-screen. They were very shy,  and they moved around cautiously to the music. Then I would  bring on the two rod puppets I’d made out of Styrofoam cones  from the flower shop, one in each hand. The cones on screen  were afraid of the puppets at first, but all of a sudden, at the  right spot in the music, the puppets would appear to jump  onto the screen. Then all five cones would dance together.  That was how it was supposed to happen.
I started the music and the film and looked up from below  the screen. To my horror, a brilliant pool of light was washing  out the entire picture! I couldn’t see the images on-screen at all.  A spotlight that wasn’t on when I set up the stage was now  blazing from the back. Who turned that on? I couldn’t see my  film to synchronize my movements or do any of the planned  choreography with the figures. I tried a few things, but what  could I do? I had to see what was happening on-screen to manipulate the puppets in time, and since I couldn’t see anything,  it was immediately a disaster. I lost the whole bit. All the little  nuances and signals were gone, and the audience just saw  cones randomly moving around to no purpose. It was a terrible start to the show. Worse, once the soundtrack was off, there  was no way to get back in synch for the next act. And Jim  Henson was in the audience!
I killed the music and cut the power to the projector, completely stopping my show. I could sense the audience’s confusion. I stepped out and looked up to see where the spotlight  was coming from.
There, up in the back, from among the small spots I had  carefully aimed earlier, a large klieg light blasted onto my  screen.
“Would you please turn off the big spot?” I shouted out  into the dark hall, a prayer to the theater gods.
“We don’t know how,” answered a student operator.
“Why don’t you look at all the switches that are on, and  turn them to off until the big light goes off,” I suggested, unable to hide the frustration in my voice.
“We don’t know how.”
Standing helpless at center stage, I was fully aware that this  was not a show people would pay to see. And did I mention  Jim Henson was in the audience?
I was desperate. “Does anyone in the audience have a rifle?”  I implored.
This got a laugh.
The students shut off all the lights, and the only light   onstage was from my slide projector behind the screen.  Struggling to save the show in any way I could, I quickly ran  back there and turned myself into a shadow puppet. I mimed  pulling out my hair in frustration and screamed, “Aaaaugh!”  This got an even bigger laugh. Then from the wings I heard,  “Stop! Don’t take another step back!” Inches behind me was  a huge pit, twenty feet deep, where a section of the stage had   been lowered. My show was a disaster, and now I had almost  fallen to my death.
Eventually, the students fixed the lights and I recued my  film and music for my big finale, the flying-bird scene. I managed to pull it off, and I got a big hand. When my show ended,  I wanted to really disappear into the floor. I felt it was a total fiasco.
Then I heard a soft voice next to me say, “Hello.”
It was Jim. He asked me to meet him in the lounge once I  had finished putting my stuff away. What could he want?
I had met him only once, seven years before in Sturbridge,  Massachusetts. My friend Gordon Bennett, a teacher and a  puppeteer, had sponsored a regional puppet festival at  Tantasqua High School. The Boston Area Guild of Puppetry  sent out announcements to other guilds, and we were amazed  and delighted that the Muppets had come. Jim and Jerry Juhl,  a Muppets writer, gave a fifty-five-minute presentation. It was  the most fascinating puppet show I have ever seen. A troop of  wooden soldiers marched on under the command of a bellowing drill sergeant and went through a lot of drill moves. They  ended up blowing him away with little puffs of smoke coming  out of their little guns. And that was only one of eight scenes.
Then I gave my show “The Big Bad Dragon,” followed by  my snarky bird, Goggle, who would never cooperate and always ended up biting my nose. I would end his bit by going  back behind my stage and when I couldn’t get him to depart I   would reach up with my left hand, grab him by the neck, and  yank him off. Jim always liked physical moves with puppets  like that.
Jim had come backstage, complimented me on my show,  and then said, “Why don’t you come down to New York and  we can talk about the Muppets?”
I said that would be nice, and I thought, I’ll do that, by  gosh, maybe. But I never got around to it. I had mistakenly assumed that he just wanted to chat. When I got to know him  better, I learned that Jim Henson never wanted to chat. He almost always wanted to work. If he said he wanted to talk about  something, it meant that he wanted to do it. But I hadn’t asked  him what he meant. Now, in Utah, he wanted to talk to me  again. I had a sense that this time I had better find out what he  wanted to talk about. I quickly stashed my show safely away  and rushed to the lounge.
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He sat on a low couch, in a way only Jim seemed to sit. His  whole back was on the seat with his head bent forward and his  long legs halfway across the floor.
“I saw your show,” he said. “I liked what you were trying to  do.”
I discovered I could smile again. He recounted some of his  own disasters, including driving a hundred miles to do a show  and finding he’d left the all-important audiotape back in the  workshop.
Then he said, “Why don’t you come down to New York  and talk about the Muppets?”
This time, amazed at this déjà vu moment, I asked him to  clarify. “What do you mean by ‘talk about the Muppets’?”
“I mean, would you like to work for me?” he replied.
I could hardly believe my ears. This was bigger than anything I had hoped would come of the festivals. My mind reeled  at this fabulous turn of events, a chance I had dreamed of for  what seemed my whole life.
He told me that he was working with the producers of a  new, experimental show for kids called Sesame Street and had  done some puppetry for them in their two trial shows. He and  Frank Oz had already created Ernie and Bert, who tested very  well, but they were too busy to spend every day at the studio.  The show had as its set a very realistic city street, and it needed   more fantasy. Jim had given the problem a lot of thought   and came up with two new characters that one person could  perform—a large bird and a Grouch.
Of course, I said I’d do it. I told him that as soon as I was  back on the East Coast, I’d drive down to New York, to “talk  about the Muppets.”
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