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Saturday Night

A Backstage History of Saturday Night Live

By Doug Hill and Jeff Weingrad





Publisher’s Note

Untreed Reads’ edition of Saturday Night: A Backstage History of Saturday Night Live celebrates the 25th anniversary of this widely acclaimed book’s publication.

This is the original history of Saturday Night Live. It tells the show’s story from its conception in early 1975 through the end of its 10th season in 1985.





Foreword

The authors would like to underscore at the outset that this book is about people—highly creative and consciously eccentric people, for the most part—who were operating under extreme pressure. In particular, the effects on the psyche of major stardom, though a part of popular legend, are underestimated. Readers are urged to keep this in mind.

For the sake of the show’s writers, we would like to point out that in almost every instance where we’ve quoted sketches, they are excerpts, not the complete scripts. Readers should note in addition that we have usually used the name Saturday Night instead of Saturday Night Live because the former is shorter, and because that’s what many of the people who worked there called it, unless they just said “SNL” or “the show.”
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PART ONE


Now the war has come, bringing with it a new attitude. Youth has turned to gods we of an earlier day knew not, and it is possible to see already the direction in which those who come after us will move. The younger generation, conscious of strength and tumultuous, have done with knocking at the door; they have burst in and seated themselves in our seats. The air is noisy with their shouts.

—W. Somerset Maugham, The Moon and Sixpence




It was an age of miracles, it was an age of art, it was an age of excess, and it was an age of satire.

—F. Scott Fitzgerald, “Echoes of the Jazz Age”







Chapter 1

Mirrors and Blue Smoke

It wouldn’t be the first time Dick Ebersol had pitched the new program called Saturday Night without having more than the vaguest idea of what that program would be.

This time his audience was management: executives from most of NBC’s 219 local affiliated stations around the country who had gathered at the Century Plaza Hotel in Los Angeles for their May 1975 convention. NBC’s affiliate conventions in those days were typically described as “love feasts,” more occasions for golf, gourmet dinners, and celebratory toasts of champagne than for arguments about the way the network was handling its business.

True, NBC had trailed CBS in the prime-time ratings for more than twenty years. But the profits in second place were enormous, and in 1975, CBS seemed more within reach than it had for many seasons. Advertising revenues, and profits, were rising to unimagined new heights. Let ABC suffer, as it always had, the humiliation of being a distant third. Television’s longstanding status quo was, for those at NBC, very comfortable indeed. There was as yet no inkling that within the year the status quo would be overturned and NBC would find itself, for the first time in its history, in third place.

Dick Ebersol was counting on the affiliates’ cheerful mood to discourage any bothersome questions about the new program he was about to describe. Ebersol, who had joined NBC just nine months before as director of weekend late-night programming, cut a somewhat strange figure on the podium. At twenty-seven he was shockingly young for a network executive. He was tall and pug-nosed. His hair hung down to his shoulders in a Prince Valiant cut that framed his head like a helmet. The lenses of his glasses were so thick they looked like miniature TV sets. Usually he wore bizarre patchwork sports jackets of brightly colored madras more suggestive of the Brothers Ringling than the Brothers Brooks, but, in deference to the affiliates, that day he chose a muted dark suit. At a time when businessmen still worried about radicals running wild in the streets, Ebersol, his long hair evenly trimmed and well washed, his tailored suit neatly pressed, came across as less dangerous than curious, an odd combination of rebellious youth and white-collar convention.

Despite his youth, Ebersol was no newcomer to speaking at network affairs. He had come to NBC after spending seven years as an aide and surrogate son to the legendary Roone Arledge, president of ABC Sports. Ebersol had produced a number of sporting events on weekends for ABC, but his main job had been representing Arledge at the dozens of meetings and conferences each year that Arledge habitually avoided. Ebersol knew enough, then, to come to his first appearance before NBC’s affiliates with several jokes written out on index cards to help fill the empty spots—of which there were quite a few—in his speech.

The affiliates had heard a little about Saturday Night from a press release NBC had issued a couple of weeks before. The release had been hurried through in anticipation of the affiliates’ convention; whatever chance Saturday Night had for success would depend on the affiliates agreeing to carry it on their stations. But the network’s public relations experts had been unable to mask how little they’d had to go on when they wrote it.

The show was described as “a new concept in late-evening programming—a live, 90-minute comedy-variety series titled Saturday Night.” It was to originate from studio 8H in NBC’s 30 Rockefeller Plaza headquarters in New York beginning October 11. The producer, the release said, would be Lorne Michaels, who had won an Emmy award a year before for his writing on a Lily Tomlin special.

The release went on to list some of Michaels’s other credits: producer of a Flip Wilson special, a writer for Laugh-In, co-host and producer of The Hart and Lorne Show on Canadian television, and a writer for British television’s Monty Python. All but the last credit were true. Ebersol was quoted as saying that Michaels was “the best young producer in the comedy-variety field” (he was actually two years older than Ebersol), but it’s likely that none of the affiliates had ever heard of him. And if they had, they might have reflected that there were very few young producers in the comedy-variety field in 1975, mainly because comedy-variety was then considered a dying form.

That was about as specific as the release had gotten. Further quotations from Ebersol stated that Saturday Night would feature “a mixture of new and established talent,” but there was no mention of who that talent might be. The show would “introduce new forms of comedy-variety,” but there was no explanation of what new forms Ebersol had in mind. The release was filled out with a few paragraphs extolling NBC’s long tradition of innovative late-night programming, the grand history of studio 8H, where Arturo Toscanini had held forth in the days when NBC had its own symphony orchestra, and the network’s dedication to bringing television production back to New York City. It concluded by promising that “within the next four to six weeks a program format and names of performers who will appear in the show will be announced.”

But as Ebersol stood before the affiliates he had little of substance to add. He told them he’d signed Jim Henson, creator of the Muppets, to provide a series of new characters for the show. In 1975, however, Henson was known mainly for his work on public television’s kids’ show Sesame Street, so his agreement to contribute to a late-night comedy show for adults could hardly be considered a coup. More impressive was Ebersol’s announcement that comedian Albert Brooks would provide Saturday Night with a short film each week. Brooks at the time was one of the hotter young comics in the business, almost a regular on the Tonight Show. But since Henson’s and Brooks’s segments on Saturday Night were to total about five minutes apiece, that still left something like 80 percent of the program’s content unaccounted for.

Ebersol went into what he called his “dance.” He promised that the show would have weekly guest stars “such as” Lily Tomlin, Richard Pryor, and George Carlin (none of them had been signed); a “repertory group of young comedians from the comedy clubs of New York and other cities” (none of them had been auditioned); and regular music acts “such as” the Rolling Stones and Stevie Wonder (none of their agents had been approached). He alluded to such earlier TV comedy breakthroughs as Laugh-In and Your Show of Shows, tacked on a concluding joke or two, and left the stage.

Ebersol felt the affiliates’ reaction to his smoke-and-mirror show had been “mild”—meaning noncommittal. They could afford to be. The affiliates knew that NBC had put virtually no effort into its late-night time slot on weekends for years, filling it on both Saturdays and Sundays with reruns of Johnny Carson’s Tonight Show. The affiliates had their choice of airing the reruns either night, but less than half had run them at all, choosing instead to fill the time with their own programs, usually old movies. As a result, Carson’s weekend ratings were so negligible that the network’s sales department often gave away advertising spots in the show as a free bonus in other deals.

If NBC now wanted to risk a little money producing a new show for that moribund time period, the affiliates figured, why not? Fresh programming was always welcome. Ebersol and everybody else at NBC had also talked about what a “youth” show Saturday Night was going to be, and the affiliates didn’t need to be told that NBC’s ratings in the eighteen-to-thirty-four-year-old age group were dismal, as were those of the other networks. There was, the affiliates knew, a whole blooming, unpredictable but overflowing youth market out there that wasn’t, for the most part, watching TV. Millions of consumers were going to waste, and advertisers were aching to get at them.

Ebersol just might be the guy to do something about that—he was obviously of an age to have a clue to what the kids would buy. But Saturday Night was NBC’s gamble, not the affiliates’. If it bombed, they always had the option of bumping it, returning to their own programming, and being no worse off than they’d been before. Which wasn’t bad at all, youth gap or no.

*

After Ebersol’s presentation the affiliates adjourned to a dining room in the hotel for one more luncheon, to be followed by one more afternoon of golf. Ebersol’s meal was interrupted, however, by his boss, Marvin Antonowsky, vice-president of programs on the East Coast, and David Tebet, NBC’s vice-president of talent.

“We have to talk to you,” Antonowsky whispered, and the three men slipped out to a hallway behind the dais.

“I just got a call from Johnny Carson,” Tebet told Ebersol. “He’s heard about the show and he wants to know what it’s all about. He wants to see you and Lorne as soon as possible.”

This message—summons, really—was not a complete surprise. One of the details Ebersol had omitted from his speech to the affiliates was the fact that the impetus for the development of Saturday Night had come, indirectly, from the King of Late Night himself. Carson had let it be known within the network that he was unhappy with the weekend reruns of the Tonight Show. Five nights a week were enough, Carson believed; on the weekends he wanted his show to have a rest.

Carson had gotten his wish; the weekend reruns of the Tonight Show would soon be gone. Nonetheless, it was no secret at the network that Carson was fiercely protective of his late-night turf, and he had more than enough power to defend it effectively. Since Carson seemed to regard almost any new late-night program as a pretender to his throne, it stood to reason he’d want to learn more about Saturday Night. Ebersol dutifully called Carson’s office. He wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or concerned when he was given an appointment for the following afternoon.

The next day Lorne Michaels, dressed as he almost always was in jeans, Hawaiian shirt, and green corduroy jacket, picked up Ebersol at his hotel and they rode in Michaels’s red Volkswagen convertible to Burbank. When Carson’s secretary announced them over the interoffice phone, they heard Carson say, “Okay, send the kids in.” Evidently he’d been told of their youth.

Carson was sitting at his desk, working on his monologue. There were traces of perspiration stains on his denim shirt, and Michaels was impressed that after all these years, even the great Johnny Carson still sweated over his comedy. Carson cordially waved for them to sit down. “So,” he said, with a smile, “you guys are only going to be on one night a week, huh?”

Then he came to the point. “Well, guys,” he said, “I’ve heard about your show, and I think we’ve really got to talk about it. It’s got similarities to mine.”

Michaels said he didn’t think there would be a conflict, and Ebersol, taking care to speak with the utmost deference, quickly agreed. “What we really have is a comedy-variety show,” he said, “as opposed to a comedy-talk show.”

“Well, we have variety here too,” said Carson.

“Our show will be mostly sketches,” Ebersol answered.

“You mean there’s going to be no talk or interviews?”

Michaels and Ebersol nodded their heads. “No, none at all.”

Carson asked about the guest hosts Saturday Night would have. “Our biggest problem is going to be people,” he said. He was concerned that Ebersol and Michaels were going to be using some of the stand-up comedians that the Tonight Show had spent years nurturing. At that point Carson’s producer, Fred deCordova, walked in. The conversation started over from the beginning for his benefit, coming back to the question about the guest hosts. Ebersol and Michaels explained that they were mainly looking for people who hadn’t appeared on television before, people who would appeal primarily to college audiences.

“But you’re talking names,” Carson said. “Lily Tomlin, Richard Pryor, George Carlin, Albert Brooks.”

Michaels explained that Albert Brooks would only be doing films for their show, not stand-up routines. Ebersol hastened to assure Carson they would gladly adhere to a policy known in show business as “21 and 8,” meaning that any guest appearing on the Tonight Show would not be booked to appear on Saturday Night for a minimum of twenty-one days before or eight days after they sat on Carson’s couch.

“Well, I guess that will work for us,” Carson said. “Fred, is there anything else to say to the boys?”

DeCordova wanted to know what sorts of musical acts Saturday Night would have. Again Ebersol assured him there would be no conflict, since their show would feature only rock groups.

“Oh, there’s no problem there, then,” deCordova agreed. “That’s not our kind of music.”

There were handshakes all around, and as Ebersol and Michaels were on their way out, Carson again smiled and said, “Just one night a week?”

Later that day Ebersol got a call from Dave Tebet at NBC. “They liked you,” Tebet told him. “They thought you were fine boys.” It would not be long before Johnny Carson would decide this initial assessment had been incorrect.

*

Dick Ebersol first met Lorne Michaels six months before the affiliates’ convention. Lorne’s agent, Sandy Wernick, had heard that a new guy at NBC in New York was putting together a show. He gave Ebersol a call, thinking at first of putting him in touch with another client. But Ebersol said he wanted to produce something out of the ordinary, a show that combined comedy and rock music, appealed to young audiences, and took some chances. Wernick thought immediately of Lorne Michaels, who had been talking of producing just such a show for years. “Dick,” Wernick said, “there’s only one guy you should meet.”
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Dick Ebersol and Lorne Michaels, the summer before Saturday Night premiered.

Courtesy of Dick Ebersol/NBC



Wernick arranged a meeting for Ebersol’s next trip to Hollywood, and in late December, Ebersol, Wernick, and Michaels met in Wernick’s eighth-floor office at the Ashley-Famous Agency on Sunset Boulevard. Bob Finkel, a longtime variety producer and early champion of Michaels, came along to lend moral support. Ebersol explained that he had been hired by NBC president Herb Schlosser to develop programming for the Tonight Show time period on Saturday nights. Ebersol’s master plan was to commission forty pilots that could be tried out in late night, and then, if they worked, be moved to prime time. He thought one of them should be a comedy show for young people that was irreverent and outspoken—which was all Michaels needed to hear.

He started talking, which by all accounts was one of the things Lorne Michaels did best. Wernick used to say Lorne gave the most entertaining presentations he’d ever seen. Among his friends Lorne was known as a man from whom words gushed; sometimes people found it nice just to sit back and listen while Lorne rambled musically on. He spoke at length that afternoon of a show that would have a repertory company of young comedians from improvisational theater groups like Second City, young writers with fresh points of view, parody commercials, short films, and rock music. All the elements, in other words, that would later end up in Saturday Night. “I want,” he concluded, “to do a show for the generation that grew up on television.”

This was not, for Lorne, a new pitch. He was talking about a show he believed should have been on the air in 1968, a show he had, in fact, unsuccessfully proposed to NBC two years before. In Dick Ebersol, Lorne finally found a receptive network ear. Sandy Wernick and Bob Finkel saw Ebersol’s eyes light up as he listened to Michaels. Ebersol himself felt an immediate “bonding” between them.

“We spoke the same language,” he said. “Nobody else to my knowledge in the networks was talking about the television generation, but that was Lorne’s rap, and that was my rap.”

Lorne in truth was more wary of Ebersol than Ebersol was of him, but he was able to avoid giving that impression when it suited him. Ebersol and Michaels left Wernick’s office, drove to a coffee shop, and talked for several hours. When they parted, Michaels had a verbal commitment to produce a one-hour comedy-variety pilot for NBC.





Chapter 2

The Revolution Will Not Be Televised


I thought I was on my way to Nirvana, but all I got was recurrent flashbacks of the original Mouseketeers.

—Jim, the space cadet on the TV series Taxi




There’s something happening here,

but you don’t know what it is,

do you, Mr. Jones?

—Bob Dylan, “Ballad of a Thin Man”



Television and the television generation had drifted so far apart during the 1960s that they hardly communicated at all, an ironic disaffection considering that this was the first generation in history to have grown up taking television for granted as an everyday, ubiquitous fact of life. Lorne Michaels liked to say that his generation was as familiar with TV as French kids were with wine. For millions of children born after World War II, television had marked many of the milestones of their coming of age, from The Mickey Mouse Club, Davy Crockett, Superman, and Saturday morning cartoons to Ozzie and Harriet, Leave It to Beaver, Elvis Presley on the Ed Sullivan Show, and the coverage of John F. Kennedy’s assassination in 1963.

The Beatles appeared on Ed Sullivan two and a half months after Kennedy’s murder, and it was after the Beatles that the television generation and television began to diverge, just as the television generation was diverging from many of the values of its parents, joining in the countercultural extravaganza that would come to be known as the Woodstock Nation. Rock music carried the Woodstock Nation’s banner while television represented much of what the bands and their audience stood against. More than a wasteland, TV was the idiot engine of the Establishment, electronic opiate of the consumerist masses, and thus a favorite object of ridicule and contempt. “The revolution will not be televised” was the saying in the streets, testimony to the counterculture’s conviction that, with the occasional, almost inadvertent exception of the news, nothing close to the truth ever appeared on network TV.

Television comedy wasn’t even attempting to speak to the urban youth of America in the 1960s. The networks’ sense of humor was represented by such shows as Green Acres, Gilligan’s Island, Petticoat Junction, and The Beverly Hillbillies. Some of the performers who’d helped invent TV comedy in the fifties—Red Skelton, Lucille Ball, Jackie Gleason—were still hanging on with weekly series, but all were in the twilight of their TV careers.

The decade’s comedic breakthrough was Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In, which became a phenomenal hit in 1968. But Laugh-In was a revolution of form, not of content: It was the first show consisting largely of rhythmically edited snippets of videotape. Laugh-In’s humor, on the other hand, was mainly silly, and its politics, despite an illusion of irreverence, were toothless on-screen and conservative behind it. Head writer and later producer Paul Keyes was a friend and speechwriter of Richard Nixon’s; hence candidate Nixon’s appearance on the show during the 1968 presidential campaign, when he uttered the prophetic line “Sock it to me.” For the youth of America, no booking could have been more appropriate: One of the few things that exceeded their contempt for television was their loathing of Richard Nixon.

The only network show to reflect directly and aggressively the subversive attitudes of the sixties was the Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour. With virtually no expectations of success, CBS threw the Smothers Brothers on the air in February 1967 in the time period opposite NBC’s Bonanza, which had been one of the highest-rated programs on television for more than six years and the highest-rated for the previous three. The network expected a standard variety show, but like most of their peers, the Smothers Brothers, especially Tommy, had been going through some changes, and they had other ideas.
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Dick and Tom Smothers, the first comedians to reflect the ’60s sensibility on network TV. They were canceled for their efforts.

Courtesy of Smothers Brothers



Tommy Smothers at the time was recently divorced and sharing a bachelor pad in Hollywood with Mason Williams, a musician who became the Smotherses’ head writer. “We’d watch TV and be appalled,” Williams remembers. “There was nothing on for him, me, or anybody we knew to watch. There was a void as far as a certain kind of element. You could sense there was a revolution in the works, but it wasn’t being reflected on TV at all, except maybe with Mort Sahl on PBS. Tommy had done [a sitcom for CBS] and had gotten burned on that; it was one of those deals where you go out and people laugh at what you do no matter what, blowing smoke up your ass. He felt betrayed by that whole system.

“Tommy came home one night and said, ‘Hey, we got an offer to do a variety show opposite Bonanza,’ which was known as ‘The Kamikaze Hour.’ We talked about what the show could be about. The entree was that the network surely thought the Smothers Brothers were going to be some cutesy-pie college boys, like the Brothers Four. They had no idea that Tommy was waking up, curious about what was really going on around him. We had a shoe box in the living room, and whenever we’d get an idea we thought was different we’d throw it in the shoe box. By the fall it was pretty full. When we started we just played their game…but after about ten shows we started to try to find what was happening on the streets.”

Suddenly the Smotherses were doing jokes about politics, sex, religion, and drugs. The Vietnam War and Lyndon Johnson were favorite targets. One sketch that several CBS affiliates in Texas refused to air pictured Johnson moving his ranch to Washington, complete with barbecues and ten-gallon hats. That approach pleased young viewers—miraculously the Smothers Brothers attracted high ratings despite the competition from Bonanza—but it made CBS extremely nervous. Topical satire with bite was all but unheard-of on television in 1967, and there were constant, vicious battles over what the Smotherses could and could not say. One memo from CBS’s censors said, “It’s OK to satirize the President, as long as you do so with respect.”

With success the Smotherses grew even bolder, hiring young, inexperienced writers like Steve Martin and Rob Reiner and eventually taking over production of the show themselves. The controversy they provoked increased, as did the resistance from CBS. For Tommy Smothers, the battles became a cause and an obsession. “I was all passion and youth and belief,” he said later. “There was no room for softness at that time—you were either a short-hair or a long-hair.”

He pored over law books, federal regulations, and the censor’s policy guidelines and carried his arguments all the way up the network hierarchy to CBS president Frank Stanton and chairman William Paley. Finding no satisfaction there, he went public and complained bitterly to the press about CBS’s harassment. He traveled to Washington and sought the support of Nicholas Johnson, a young, maverick member of the Federal Communications Commission who had become similarly embattled applying his own brand of activism to the regulation of the television industry. The Smotherses became television’s symbol of dissent, and the power of their pulpit made them seem, to some, potentially galvanizing forces in that dissent; after the 1968 Democratic convention in Chicago there were rumors they were being investigated by the FBI. Paranoia was fashionable then, and not always unjustified.

CBS canceled the Smothers Brothers in June of 1969, five months after Richard Nixon became President. The reason the network gave was that one of their shows had been turned in after the deadline stipulated in their contract, but Tommy Smothers, Mason Williams, Rob Reiner, and Steve Martin believe to this day the cancellation was politically motivated. “Nixon came in and we were off,” Smothers said. “We were thrown off the air because of our viewpoint on Vietnam.” They were also thrown off, Smothers adds, “because we had no ally in high places” at CBS. That was a key mistake that Lorne Michaels, six years later, would not repeat.

The lesser-known story is what happened at CBS after the Smothers Brothers were canceled. The network decided it should draft an official statement, a “White Paper,” to explain to the public that, despite the Smothers Brothers affair, CBS remained committed to representing the viewpoints of America’s youth. Donald West, an executive assistant to CBS president Frank Stanton, argued that rather than just writing a White Paper, CBS ought to put another show of “contemporary relevancy” on the air. West believed a revolution really might be happening in the streets, and he became impassioned with the idea that by giving young people an honest forum to express their views television could help bridge the generation gap. He persuaded Stanton and Michael Dann, CBS’s head of programming, to let him give such a series a try. Its working title was The Real World; later it became The Now Project and finally Subject to Change.

Among those who were involved with Subject to Change early on was Bernie Sahlins, director of Chicago’s comedy repertory troupe, Second City. Sahlins dropped out when West hooked up with a group of video freaks called, appropriately enough, The Videofreex, whom an assistant of West’s met at the Woodstock music festival. For several months the Videofreex traveled around the country taping segments that featured a “free” school near San Francisco, Yippie leader Abbie Hoffman, Black Panther Fred Hampton, and other stalwarts of the radical left.

A first screening of Subject to Change was arranged for program chief Mike Dann in December of 1969. Don West and the Videofreex had insisted that Dann see the show on their turf, which turned out to be a run-down loft in SoHo. Dann, accompanied by several other CBS program executives, including daytime programming vice-president Fred Silverman, arrived at the loft by limousine. What the executives didn’t know as they rode upstairs in the building’s rickety elevator was that the Videofreex had staged a coup. Afraid that some of their interviews with radicals might be shown to the FBI, and leery of a hatchet job in CBS’s editing rooms, they had refused to turn the tapes of the program over to Don West. CBS would see the raw truth from the streets, undiluted. A sizable contingent of the freaks and their friends filled the screening room, smoking grass, drinking wine, and waiting to see how Dann and his companions liked it.

The raw truth was raw indeed. Shot in the crudest of cinema write styles, it included heavy doses of radical proselytizing laced with uncut streams of profanity. As Mike Dann got up to speak afterward, it’s likely his principle concern was getting out of the building alive. “I won’t know for several days,” he said, “what I think of this show. We may have witnessed something that’s a little ahead of its time.”

Dann, once he escaped, didn’t for a moment consider putting Subject to Change on the air. Soon thereafter Don West lost his job at CBS. Dann stuck with another program the network had developed to replace the Smothers Brothers. It was a series conceived by a Hollywood packager named Bernie Brillstein, who a few years later would coincidentally begin managing a young writer-producer named Lorne Michaels. Brillstein had presented his idea—a combination of The Beverly Hillbillies, The Andy Griffith Show, and Laugh-In—to two of his producer clients, Frank Peppiatt and John Aylesworth, during a breakfast meeting at the Polo Lounge in the Beverly Hills Hotel. Spotting Mike Dann and his aide Perry Lafferty eating at a table nearby, Peppiatt and Aylesworth walked across the room and pitched the concept to them. By the end of the day they had a commitment from CBS. The series was called Hee Haw.

*

The Smothers Brothers’ cancellation left hip comedy without a significant outlet on television for the next five years—five years that happened to coincide with a truly remarkable burst of activity in comedy clubs, repertory theaters, humor magazines, and video groups all over the country.

A generation of young comedians came of age and developed their craft in the comedy underground during those years. In some respects they were no different from any other generation of show biz hopefuls banging at the door: They had the dedication of the young to their art, but they were also more ambitious than most of them probably cared to admit. Nonetheless, they were distinguished by their numbers—this was, after all, the largest generation in American history—and by a sense of community and purpose that, as quickly as it might evaporate and as hard as it would subsequently be to remember, united them in a spirit of grand adventure with their peers.

The comedy underground very much reflected that spirit, even though the young comedians often ridiculed the counterculture as ruthlessly as they did everything else. There was what Lorne Michaels called “a code” to comedy then, a code that included knowing drug references, casual profanity, a permissive attitude toward sex, a deep disdain for show business convention, blistering political satire, and bitter distrust of corporate power. It articulated a sensibility that challenged and mocked most of what the Establishment stood for.

A few stand-up comedians, among them Lily Tomlin, Robert Klein, George Carlin, and Albert Brooks, were able to express toned-down traces of the underground sensibility on TV, thanks mainly to Johnny Carson’s Tonight Show. In 1971 producer Norman Lear’s All in the Family opened the network door a crack for situation comedy that dealt directly with serious social and political issues, including the generation gap. But for the most part television still wasn’t interested. There were writers and producers who were growing their hair long, smoking joints, and living in trailers in Laurel Canyon, but they worked on such series as The Partridge Family and The Brady Bunch.

Neither were the underground comedians overwhelmed with popular success among their peers. Rock and roll was the art form of the day; no accident that perhaps the best-known hip comedy group of the sixties, The Firesign Theatre, appeared on record albums, not live. Comedians who opened concerts for rock bands were not infrequently booed offstage.

So the hip comedy scene simmered, mostly beneath the surface. There was a tremendous amount of cross-pollination within it, and the breadth and quality of the talent there, once it did break out, would help define movies as well as television for the next decade and beyond.

In comedy clubs around the country, young comedians like Andy Kaufman, Steve Martin, and Martin Mull were doing strange routines quite unlike the stand-up comedy of the past. Steve Martin, for example, would take his entire audience with him to McDonald’s, where he would order several hundred hamburgers, then switch to a single order of fries. In run-down theaters and sometimes in the streets there were dozens of comedy groups performing, some of them improvisational, some of them repertory, many varying combinations of the two. Second City’s companies in Chicago and Toronto would in later years become by far the best known of these for graduates like John Belushi, Bill Murray, Brian Doyle-Murray, Dan Aykroyd, Gilda Radner, John Candy, and Joe Flaherty. But there were also The Committee and the San Francisco Mime Troupe in San Francisco, The Proposition in Boston, and The Groundlings, The Credibility Gap, and The Ace Trucking Company in Los Angeles, to name a few, which between them produced performers like Rob Reiner, Jane Curtin, Laraine Newman, Harry Shearer, Michael McKean and David Lander, Fred Willard, and Teri Garr.
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Second City, Toronto, 1972, Eugene Levy, Dan Aykroyd, Gilda Radner, Rosemary Radcliffe, John Candy.

Courtesy of Second City



The best-known humor magazine of the period was the Harvard Lampoon, which spawned the very successful National Lampoon in 1970. The watershed event of sixties underground comedy was probably the intersection of the Lampoon with Second City on the Lampoon’s syndicated radio series, record albums, and Off-Broadway revues, an intermingling of styles that would later be fundamental to the success of Saturday Night. In 1972, John Belushi arrived in New York from Chicago to star with Chevy Chase and Christopher Guest, among others, in the stage production Lemmings, a parody of the Woodstock music festival and the generation that attended it. The collaboration continued the following year with the start of the National Lampoon Radio Hour, which featured, at one time or another, Belushi, Chase, Michael O’Donoghue, Bill Murray, and Brian Doyle-Murray. In early 1975 there was another revue, The National Lampoon Show, which brought Gilda Radner into the circle.

As active as the Lampoon was, however, it was only one of scores of humor magazines that flourished during those years. Most were college-based, including the Stanford Chaparral, the MIT Voodoo, and the Occidental College Fang, which counted as one of its editors Terry Gilliam, the only American member of the English comedy group Monty Python. Other exponents of published satire toiling underground in the late sixties and early seventies included R. Crumb, whose Zap Comix were read in communal bathrooms from Berkeley to Boston, and Garry Trudeau, who was drawing a strip called Doonesbury for Bull Tales, the student paper at Yale.

It’s possible that the underground might have bypassed television altogether had it not been for the Sony Corporation’s introduction in the late 1960s of portable video cameras and recorders that were affordable by the public at large. That technology spawned a movement known as guerrilla television, which was populated by hundreds of long-hairs carrying Porta-Pak units, nascent auteurs who’d previously had no access to the mechanisms of television production and who set out to invent their own kind of programs. One such guerrilla remembers showing up with his partner at the house of a famous Hollywood writer, hoping to tell him some of their ideas. They were laden with gear, their hair hung well past their shoulders, and they wore fatigue jackets and pants. The memory of the Manson murders was still strong at the time, and the writer’s wife, answering the door and seeing the equipment they were carrying, thought it was some kind of machine gun and ran screaming back inside.

One of the most important of the guerrilla groups was TVTV, which began as a convocation of members from several video communes from the East and West Coasts—the Raindance Corporation and the Ant Farm from California and the Videofreex and Global Village from New York. TVTV took comedy off the stage and literally to the streets to improvise in conjunction with real events, among them the 1972 political conventions. Two of TVTV’s principals were Michael Shamberg and Allen Rucker, who in college had lived in the same apartment building with Harold Ramis. Ramis became a member of Chicago’s Second City troupe, and through him Bill Murray, Brian Doyle-Murray, John Belushi, and other Second City performers appeared in various TVTV productions. More than a decade later, Michael Shamberg would produce a movie called The Big Chill, a bittersweet paean of sorts to the bygone days of the sixties.

The first direct connection of underground comedy to television was a group in New York called Channel One. A young man named Ken Shapiro founded Channel One in 1967 with help from two of his friends from college, Lane Sarasohn and Chevy Chase. Shapiro’s credentials as a child of television were better than most: He had been a regular on Milton Berle’s Texaco Star Theater in the early fifties, playing the brat who nagged pitchman Sid Stone into saying, “Get outta here, kid—ya bodda me.”

In 1966, Shapiro, then twenty-four, spent $1,200 on the first Sony video system to come on the mass market. He dropped out of graduate school and, with Chase and Sarasohn, started taping comedy bits in the attic of his house in Brooklyn, where they all lived more or less communally. Their first ninety-minute show was shot in black-and-white and edited with scissors and aluminum tape. They rented a run-down theater with 150 seats on West Fourth Street in Manhattan’s East Village, installed a closed-circuit TV system with three 23-inch screens, and opened for business. Their advertising slogan was “ultra high frequently”; their target audience, “heads.”

“We concentrate on psychedelic satire,” Shapiro said in an interview with the East Village Other. “The heads are a gorgeous subculture, with their own language, their own jokes—and since so little of it can be broadcast over regular media, drugs and sex and such, it gives us a whole world of totally new material to work with. We like to think we’re providing heads with their own CBS.”

In fact, Channel One was criticized in those revolutionary days for being more scatological than psychedelic and for being too derivative of conventional TV. Which was part of the point. Shapiro’s debt to the shtick of Milton Berle was in distinct evidence. More important, Channel One was the first underground comedy group to base much of its satire on television itself. There was a kids’ show parody featuring Ko-Ko the Clown, who shooed all the Big People out of the room for “Make Believe Time,” then read excerpts from Fanny Hill. A parody commercial for the Uranus Corporation touted a product called Brown 25, which dripped repulsively from a stainless steel tube. “At Uranus,” the announcer said, “things come out a little differently.” In a parody of ABC’s Wide World of Sports, breathless commentators called the play-by-play for the world championship of sex. A hippie talk-show host pitched Zig Zag cigarette papers, and a straight news anchorman, finding himself still on camera after ending his report, smiled uncomfortably, tried to look busy for a minute or two, and finally ended up crawling out of the studio on all fours.

The hapless anchorman was played, as most of the parts in Channel One were, by Shapiro. Chevy Chase, who would later play a hapless newsman himself, left Channel One after the first show and went on to appear in Lemmings. Another fledgling comic, Richard Belzer, replaced him.
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Ken Shapiro and Richard Belzer play dope dealers in the 1972 film The Groove Tube, an outgrowth of the pioneering underground video comedy revue Channel One.

Courtesy of The Pickman Film Corporation



By 1970, Shapiro began sending a collection of Channel One’s best bits on tour to college campuses around the country under the title The Groove Tube. It directly inspired two other groups: Kentucky Fried Theater, which started in the back of a bookstore in Madison, Wisconsin, in 1971, and the Chicken Little Comedy Hour, which aired on a Spanish-language UHF channel in San Francisco in 1972. Among Chicken Little’s guest performers was a dropout from the advertising industry named Don Novello, who appeared as a chain-smoking Vatican priest called Father Guido Sarducci. A year later, Chicken Little’s founders, Matt Neuman and Stuart Birnbaum, moved to Los Angeles, where they produced a parody of War of the Worlds that featured, among others, a young comedy team named Franken and Davis.

In 1972, Ken Shapiro put together $350,000 from various investors, including his father, and transferred The Groove Tube to 35mm film. Distributed to theaters independently after every major studio in Hollywood turned it down, The Groove Tube grossed something like $30 million and made Ken Shapiro one of the first of the underground comedians to strike it rich. Kentucky Fried Theater, which by then had also moved to Los Angeles, followed suit with an independent movie of its own, Kentucky Fried Movie, the second independent feature directed by a brash young filmmaker named John Landis. Later Kentucky Fried Theater’s three principals, David and Jerry Zucker and David Abrahams, would achieve mainstream success with the movie Airplane; Landis would go on to direct such films as Animal House, An American Werewolf in London, The Blues Brothers, and Trading Places.

The Groove Tube helped prove to the movie industry the incredible untapped potential of the youth market, which wasn’t going to beach-party movies anymore. Paramount Pictures promptly gave Ken Shapiro an office, a secretary, and a generous salary to develop more films appealing to the unorthodox tastes of the counterculture. One of the first people Shapiro hired was Lorne Michaels, who was just starting to write a film script for Paramount when he met Dick Ebersol.

Television in 1975 still hadn’t figured out a way to tap that same youth market, but NBC was about to stumble upon it. Timing is everything in comedy, and the timing was right. The mood of the country was changing. Gerald Ford had pardoned Richard Nixon and declared the long national nightmare of Watergate over. Saigon finally fell in April of that year; urban guerrilla Patty Hearst was captured and repented; Nelson Rockefeller was Vice President. It was a cynical time, a time ripe for satire. And with rock stars fading into post-sixties dissolution, a time ripe for comedians. All they needed was for someone to provide a forum.





Chapter 3

Herb

Lorne and Ebersol saw each other again in January 1975, spending an evening watching a performance of Kentucky Fried Theater in a ramshackle warehouse near Century City. Lorne’s wife, Rosie Shuster, came along too, but Lorne didn’t introduce her as his wife, and Ebersol, to his later embarrassment, tried to hustle her.

By this time Ebersol’s forty-pilot idea had been toned down at the behest of his superiors in New York. He was working instead on a “wheel” concept of variety shows that would have rotating hosts and air on alternate weeks of the month. But he wasn’t having much luck putting those together, either. With the May affiliates convention drawing nearer, NBC president Herb Schlosser began to grow impatient.

Schlosser, forty-eight, had been elevated from head of the television network to president of the National Broadcasting Company the year before. A Phi Beta Kappa graduate of Princeton University and a graduate of Yale Law School, he was an average-looking man who had an air of not being average at all. Charming, urbane, and soft-spoken, he was very much a businessman of the Eastern Establishment. He was known as an ambitious executive skilled in the art of corporate politics who liked to socialize with powerful friends, among them Henry Kissinger. Schlosser sometimes chuckled that it was he who introduced Kissinger to the actress Jill St. John.
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NBC President Herb Schlosser, whose call for a new late-night program led to the creation of Saturday Night, and whose support helped it survive.

© NBC



At a staff meeting in early February, Schlosser said that he disapproved of Ebersol’s “wheel” idea because it wouldn’t build any viewer loyalty as a series. He also thought it too similar to a late-night series ABC was experimenting with at the time called Wide World of Entertainment. What Schlosser had in mind, he said, was something closer to the tradition of the Today and Tonight shows, both developed at NBC in the early 1950s by the legendary programming genius Sylvester (Pat) Weaver. Schlosser had already followed in Pat Weaver’s footsteps by developing, in 1973, Tom Snyder’s Tomorrow show, the first network series to air after 1:00 a.m. Now he was looking for something else along the same lines: a program that would open up a new time period and lay claim to it, becoming in the process what Schlosser called “a little business” that would keep making money forever. We have Today, Tonight, and Tomorrow, he said. Let’s do a show called Saturday Night.

For the next week or so, Schlosser and his aides discussed various alternatives for what Saturday Night could be. On February 11, Schlosser drafted a memo combining those ideas with his own and with Ebersol’s plans for a variety wheel. Although Schlosser later admitted that the show he ended up getting was quite different from the show he’d envisioned, if there was ever a blueprint for Saturday Night, this was it.

“I would like a thoroughgoing analysis done on a new program concept called ‘Saturday Night,’” the memo read. “This would be an effort to create a new and exciting program. ‘Saturday Night’ should originate from the RCA building in New York City, if possible live, from the same studio where we did the Tonight Show or perhaps from 8H.” (Aside from the connection to the Tonight Show, which originally aired from New York, and to Today, which still did, Schlosser was looking to make use of some of the studio space sitting idle, and eating up overhead, within NBC’s headquarters. It had also been suggested that broadcasting the show live would encourage affiliates to carry it live, so the station lineup wouldn’t be split between Saturday and Sunday, as it had been for the Tonight Show reruns.)

The memo continued: “It would be a variety show, but it would have certain characteristics. It should be young and bright. It should have a distinctive look, a distinctive set and a distinctive sound.… We should attempt to use the show to develop new television personalities. We should seek to get different hosts who might do anywhere from one to eight shows depending on our evaluation of each host. It should be a program where we can develop talent that could move into prime time…. It would be a great place to use people like Rich Little, Joe Namath [both recently signed to NBC contracts] and others…. The show should not only seek to develop new young talent, but it should get a reputation as a tryout place for talent.” (Schlosser didn’t mention it on paper, but he was also thinking of developing personalities who could take over the Tonight Show should Johnny Carson ever decide he’d rather do something else.) “With proper production and promotion, ‘Saturday Night’ can become a major show in television that people will talk about. It can carve out its own audience and increase sets in use [the number of TV sets in use during the time period] if we do a good job on it. I would like to have a meeting this week to discuss the project.”

According to many people who worked with Schlosser at the time, memos such as these were dispatched with some regularity from his office, and were not always well received. “Herb,” said one executive who worked for him, “was always writing memos saying, ‘Why don’t we look into this? Why don’t we look into that?’ That was his style.” Other executives add that Schlosser was anxious to make his mark with some program innovation, and Saturday Night was but one of many ideas he tried. “Herb was running for president of the world at that point,” said Julian Goodman, who as chairman of NBC was Schlosser’s boss, “and he was casting about in all different directions for a breakthrough.” Also mentioned was the fact that Schlosser was not known as a man with a particular flair for comedy. He had come up through NBC’s ranks as a lawyer and a negotiator, and during his tenure as head of programming NBC had maintained its reputation as the network with the least comedy on its schedule. The principal exception was Laugh-In, with which Schlosser was immensely proud to have been associated.

Nevertheless, Schlosser’s memos, coming as they did from the president’s office, tended to get things moving within the company, and various executives were soon calling Dick Ebersol, asking him what he was going to do with this new show called Saturday Night. One afternoon a couple of days after the memo made the rounds, Ebersol was sitting in Marvin Antonowsky’s office with Antonowsky and Dave Tebet. They asked who Ebersol had in mind to produce the show. Off the top of his head, he threw out two names. One was his friend Don Ohlmeyer, Roone Arledge’s other surrogate son at ABC Sports, who’d handled the bulk of the production jobs while Ebersol took care of the business end. The other was the young producer who had so impressed Ebersol in California, Lorne Michaels. Later that day Ebersol called Lorne, explained the new plan for the show, and set an appointment for him to meet Antonowsky and Tebet on their next trip to the Coast.

Two weeks later Lorne arrived home sometime after 2:00 a.m. to find an urgent message from Ebersol: His bosses’ schedule had changed; Lorne was to be at the Polo Lounge in the Beverly Hills Hotel at seven-thirty that morning. Seven-thirty wasn’t Lorne’s favorite time of day; he lived rock-and-roll hours and seldom rose before ten. But he knew the meeting was a necessary nuisance. Antonowsky and Tebet had to meet him to make sure he wasn’t, as Ebersol put it, “Genghis Khan with a heroin habit.” In 1975 you could never tell.





Chapter 4

Lorne

Lorne Michaels was very much a child of the television generation, and something of an angry young man of the sixties as well. He was living that February at the Chateau Marmont hotel off Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood, having moved from Toronto permanently two years before. His wife, Rosie Shuster, had stayed behind in Canada for a time before joining him in Los Angeles. Like many couples in the early seventies, they’d had their troubles adjusting to the unsettling beginnings of the women’s movement, and Rosie, unhappily for Lorne, had wanted some time on her own.

The Chateau Marmont wasn’t the most luxurious hotel in town, but it was probably the hippest—discreet rather than flashy, with just the right touch of faded California elegance and a few glamorous ghosts. A loose amalgamation of sixties survivors passed through the Chateau in those days, some who’d made it in music, movies, or TV, many others more or less on the make, everyone trying to have as good a time as possible in the process.

Lorne was the sort of man women described as “cute”—sweet-faced and slight of build, intensely funny but, beneath the jokes, intensely serious. He was also very smart, and something of a dreamer. The Hawaiian shirts and reindeer-patterned ski sweaters he wore were casual but carefully chosen. His dark hair, which he sometimes let grow well past his shoulders, had a flyaway quality, as if he’d just come out of the wind. There were periodic Zapata moustaches, too. Gilda Radner, who’d known Lorne in Toronto, used to say that when he’d put on a few pounds, he looked a little like David Crosby of Crosby, Stills, and Nash.

Lorne possessed what one of his friends called “a catalytic personality.” He had a talent for gathering interesting and disparate friends around him and for offering himself as their center. It was always comfortable dropping by his room at the end of the day. Invariably a few people would be there, talking and smoking joints. Later, everyone would go out to dinner at Mr. Chow’s or Tana’s, and then it would be back to Lorne’s for more smoke and talk far into the night. It had been the same in Canada. It struck Lorne once when he looked around a roomful of his friends in Toronto that the only thing they had in common was that they all knew him. Rosie Shuster used to say that as a child Lorne once spent a year without furniture in his living room and had been overcompensating for it ever since. He loved the idea of the salon.

Among the regulars at the Chateau were actress Margot Kidder, a friend of Lorne and Rosie’s from Canada, and John Head, an English filmmaker and critic they’d met in London. Joe Boyd, a record producer whose artists included the English folk groups Fairport Convention and The Incredible String Band, came by a lot, as did Tom Schiller, another filmmaker, who enjoyed a certain cachet by nature of his living as a surrogate son with the novelist Henry Miller in Pacific Palisades. A third filmmaker friend was Gary Weis, who had, among many other adventures, been a cameraman at the Altamont rock festival, smoked a joint with Charles Manson, and produced, with Joe Boyd and John Head, a documentary on Jimi Hendrix.

It was Weis who scored the capsules of powdered psilocybin mushrooms that he, Lorne, and John Head would take at Topanga Beach or out in the desert east of Los Angeles. There were moments during those trips that the three of them would end up rolling on the ground, laughing so hard they thought, as stoned people sometimes do, they might never be able to stop.

What distinguished Lorne from his friends more than anything was his love of television. Lorne not only worked in TV, he watched it, constantly. Barbara Burns, a friend who lived in the Chateau, says the set was always on when she came to his room, tuned to whatever comedy show was on at the time. Lorne was the only person she knew who religiously watched the Tonight Show. It was said that when Lorne moved from his room on the second floor of the Chateau to one on the seventh, he had to be picked up and carried upstairs in his chair during a commercial.

He analyzed comedy endlessly, theorizing, with an acid head’s attention to the underlying dynamics of it all, about what worked, what didn’t, and why.

One of his favorite themes was the expressionistic barrenness of the old Honeymooners set; later he would become an advocate of realism, saying that humor derived from the one off-center element in a setting of absolute normality. Herb Sargent, a longtime producer of television comedy who worked with Lorne in Hollywood, remembers Lorne sitting cross-legged on the floor during office bull sessions, listening in silence, soaking things in. Then he’d start talking, and the thoughts would pour out for hours.

Lorne had learned during his brief career in network television that television wasn’t particularly interested in what he had to say, and, despite his relative success, that lesson left him with his fair share of bitterness toward the business. One of his mentors in Hollywood was Tom Schiller’s father, Bob Schiller, a television comedy writer whose credits included I Love Lucy, The Red Skelton Show, and Maude. Lorne would spend weekends at the Schillers’ house at the beach, and Bob Schiller remembers Lorne worrying obsessively about whether he would ever be satisfied working in TV. “Restlessness, restlessness was all I saw,” Schiller says.

Part of the problem was that for most of his time in Hollywood Lorne was a nobody, which was not the way it had been in Canada. His given name was Lorne Lipowitz. He grew up in the affluent Toronto suburb of Forest Hill, the son of a successful furrier who died when Lorne was fourteen. Friends who would subsequently have occasion to analyze him say it was his father’s death that prompted Lorne’s need to become a surrogate father for others, and to find surrogate fathers for himself.

One of the first was Rosie Shuster’s father, Frank, who was the straight-man half of the comedy team Wayne and Shuster. Wayne and Shuster were legends in Canada and they performed often in the States on The Ed Sullivan Show and other TV variety programs. After his father died, Lorne became a sort of older son in the Shuster family. It was at the urging of Rosie’s parents that Lorne changed his name—they didn’t think “Lorne Lipowitz” had the ring to it their future son-in-law would need in his show business career, and Rosie’s mother also couldn’t bear the thought of her daughter becoming Rosalind Lipowitz. Among the alternatives Lorne and Rosie jokingly considered before settling on Lorne Michaels were Lorne Ranger and Lorne Zwelk.

Early on, Lorne showed an affinity for being in charge of things. One of his first part-time jobs was at a Toronto department store named Eaton’s. A friend recalls that by default Lorne became assistant manager of the sweater department, and he discovered that he liked it; calling the shots was not only easy for him, but fun. At Forest Hill High School he became a mentor for Rosie Shuster when she was fourteen and he was sixteen, drawing her out of her adolescent shell. “It’s hard to be a mentor when you’re sixteen,” says a friend who knew them both, “but he was. He attracted people who needed an umbrella of confidence and support. He always seemed older than he was, and he always acted like he’d done something before even if he hadn’t.”

Another quality of Lorne’s that people remember was that he was an enthusiast, completely absorbed in and passionate about whatever he was doing. “Wherever he was, it was always Broadway,” a friend who knew him remembers. He was no different when the sixties came along. Like millions of his peers, his passions became the Beatles, psychedelic drugs, and the New Vision they proclaimed. “It was always the Beatles, acid, and mushrooms,” that same friend says. “Take this button and you’ll be smart.… Why live life on the surface?”

*

Lorne had been aiming himself toward show business at least as early as fifteen, when at Camp Timberlane in Ontario he and his friend Howard Shore organized, first as campers and later as counselors, productions of Bye Bye Birdie and The Fantastiks. While attending University College in Toronto, Lorne co-wrote and directed the 1964 UC Follies, a mixture of songs and satirical sketches that was one of many early prototypes for Saturday Night.

While working on the Follies, Lorne met Hart Pomerantz, a former law student who for the next several years would be his comedy partner. They developed a stand-up act, Lorne the straight man, Hart a frenetic character in the Mel Brooks mold. In 1967, Hart and Lorne were hired as writers and performers on a Canadian Broadcasting Corporation radio comedy show called Five Nights a Week at This Time. Like Tommy Smothers that year, they were filled with youth and passion and they set out, as Lorne laughingly put it later, to “bring down the government” with their satire. But the CBC was the government’s network, there were fights with management, and eventually Hart and Lorne departed.

During this period they were also submitting jokes to Woody Allen in New York, but Allen was working more in movies than stand-up by then and he never used any of Hart and Lorne’s material. He did, however, call Lorne once to tell him that a joke he’d written was “brilliant.” Soon after that, Lorne and Hart headed for Hollywood, and Lorne often said that the inspiration from Woody’s compliment was one of the few things that kept him going for the next several years. (Lorne’s joke was that he’d become obsessed with the notion that somewhere in the world there was a person having the exact same thought he was having at exactly the same moment. He decided to call that person, but the line was busy.)

Lorne and Hart’s initiation into the ways of American television came as junior writers on an NBC comedy-variety series called The Beautiful Phyllis Diller Show. Bob Schiller was one of the writers, Bob Finkel the producer. Everyone was enthusiastic before the show went on, congratulating themselves on how great it was going to be. Rosie Shuster tried in vain to be the voice of reality, telling Lorne the material was awful. She was right: The Beautiful Phyllis Diller Show was canceled after nine weeks on the air, a shockingly quick demise in those days.

Hart and Lorne moved on to Laugh-In, again as junior writers. Mostly they wrote dialogues for Dan Rowan and Dick Martin, but whatever they submitted immediately disappeared into the comedy Mixmaster that is standard equipment in network TV. Lorne and Hart submitted their jokes to head writer Paul Keyes. If Keyes didn’t reject them outright, as he automatically did their jokes about Richard Nixon, he’d pass them on to other, more senior writers. They’d rewrite them and give them back to Keyes, who would rewrite them again before giving them to the performers, who would rewrite them some more. Writers weren’t encouraged to come to the studio on taping days, so the first time Hart and Lorne would see their material performed was when they watched the show at their motel in Toluca Lake, near Burbank. Sometimes they recognized little pieces of their ideas.

The whole process was a division of labor and a dilution of personal involvement that Lorne found despicable, and he vowed then it wouldn’t be that way if he were the producer.

Lorne got that chance in 1969 when the CBC offered him and Hart their own series. They returned to Canada and produced four specials a year for the next three and a half years. The specials aired under various titles, among them The Hart and Lorne Terrific Hour and Today Makes Me Nervous, in the same Sunday nighttime slot Wayne and Shuster had occupied for many years. They were very much forerunners of Saturday Night. Hart and Lorne, the front men, were backed by a repertory company, musical guests such as Cat Stevens and James Taylor, and guest comedians such as Dan Aykroyd and his partner, Valri Bromfield, who had a radio show together.

Plainly in evidence as well on Hart and Lorne’s specials was the influence of England’s Monty Python, whose comedy series started running on the CBC in 1970, four years before it appeared on public television in the States. To Lorne, Monty Python was a sign of the New Millennium every bit as earth shattering as the Beatles. Like the Beatles, Python not only had humor and style, they had nerve: They dared to break the rules and got away with it. Python was hip and smart, and they didn’t underestimate their audience. They turned traditional comedy inside out, making jokes in the middle of sketches about the sketches themselves, mixing film segments with videotape segments, ending sketches in the middle and moving on to something else, never stopping even as the credits rolled. “It was miraculous to me, a revelation,” Lorne said later. “It seemed that once again the winds of change were blowing from England.”
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England’s Monty Python, whose freeform TV comedy was a major influence on Lorne Michaels and on Saturday Night.
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Hart and Lorne’s shows were a minor hit in Canada, especially with the press and young viewers, but the two partners were having troubles between themselves. Lorne wasn’t satisfied with being the straight man, and he started devoting more of his energies to producing, taking on other CBC projects in addition to the Hart and Lorne shows. He liked being in control of his work for a change, and he devoted himself to developing the production expertise that would enable him to maintain that control. Hart, those who knew him say, began to resent that, feeling he was being shunted aside into the Wacky Partner role while Lorne was ingratiating himself with the network. He and Lorne started alternating as producers of their specials, and by 1972 they parted company, not on cordial terms.

Lorne could easily have stayed at the CBC, but he fell prey to a well-known Canadian psychological phenomenon, which holds that, as marvelous a place as Canada is to learn your craft, the true test of talent is in the United States. By then, Sandy Wernick was representing him in the States, and Wernick kept calling to say that if Lorne continued to pass up chances for work, there weren’t going to be any more chances. Lorne brooded for a while in Toronto and started flying back and forth to Hollywood. It was during one of these trips that Lorne pitched his idea for a comedy show aimed at the television generation to Herb Schlosser’s chief programming aide, Larry White.

Lorne, accompanied by Sandy Wernick and Bob Finkel, brought with him to White’s office in Burbank some clips from the Hart and Lorne shows and from Monty Python’s Flying Circus. White and his assistants laughed heartily as they watched, but when the screening ended, White stood up and said, “What are you, crazy? We can’t do this stuff.”

Stunned, Wernick said, “But you guys loved it!”

“No one will understand what you’re doing!” White replied.

Lorne struggled through another unsuccessful network project—a short lived series starring the comedy team Burns and Schreiber that was, in Lorne’s view, “mangled” by ABC—before his luck finally changed. In the fall of 1973 a mutual friend introduced him to Lily Tomlin, who was just starting to produce her second prime-time special for CBS.

Tomlin was one of the two performers from Laugh-In (Goldie Hawn was the other) whose reputations had continued to grow after the series went off the air. When Lorne met Tomlin she was, along with Richard Pryor, at the top of the hip comedy pantheon, respected for her unusual characters, her commitment to new comedy forms, and her feminist politics. During their first meeting Lorne and Lily talked for almost seven hours, and Lorne was hired as a writer. Their professional relationship nearly ended about ten days later.

Tomlin is known for being a perfectionist. Along with her longtime collaborator and companion, Jane Wagner, she was firmly in control of her specials and not especially flexible about what she wanted to do. Lorne at first failed to appreciate that. Lily was irritated when Lorne didn’t show up for work until after noon, and she liked it even less that he then sat around, seemingly for hours, analyzing comedy, distracting the other writers. Worse, his theories of comedy clashed with hers. Tomlin wanted as much detail in her sets as possible, while Lorne was in his Honeymooners minimalist period. Lorne also resisted, Tomlin says, Jane Wagner’s plan to produce some sketches live, in front of an audience, in order to avoid using the canned laughter the network was demanding. “Live TV is never coming back,” Tomlin remembers Lorne saying. “With all the technology it just isn’t going to happen.”

Lily’s and Lorne’s personalities also clashed. She found him “pretentious” and felt he was “subtly undermining” her in conversations. Tomlin told her manager, Irene Pinn, that Lorne had to go. Pinn called Lorne into her office to break the news. Over the course of the next several hours, Lorne talked his way out of it. He told Pinn he was used to being “the golden boy” in Canada, and that working for someone else was a hard adjustment to make. But he promised to make it. Pinn and Jane Wagner persuaded Tomlin to give him another try. From then on, Lorne carefully deferred to Tomlin, although he sometimes had to take long walks in the parking lot to keep himself in check.

Lorne and Lily never became close friends, but they gradually developed a healthy working relationship, mainly, Irene Pinn says, because he proved himself so utterly committed to the work. It was rare to find someone whose standards were as high as Lily’s, but Lorne’s were. He was rewarded by being named co-producer, with Jane Wagner, of Lily’s next two specials, both of which aired on ABC.

The writers and performers assembled by Tomlin, Wagner, and Lorne for Lily’s specials represented, more than any network show since the Smothers Brothers’, a gathering of the underground comedy tribes. Many who worked on them would end up, sooner or later, on Saturday Night, including, besides Lorne, Rosie Shuster, Gary Weis, Laraine Newman (from The Groundlings), Herb Sargent (the producer of Lorne’s first Lily special), Christopher Guest (of the Lampoon shows in New York), and writers Matt Neuman (of the Chicken Little Comedy Hour), Barbara Gallagher, and Marilyn Miller. Earl Pomerantz, Hart’s brother, also worked on the Tomlin specials, as did Valri Bromfield, who by then had ended her partnership with Dan Aykroyd. Ken Shapiro of The Groove Tube came aboard briefly, but quickly left to take his job at Paramount Pictures.

Tomlin’s specials were daring—self-consciously so. They seemed to have experimental written all over them. There were surrealistic pieces, mood pieces, and political pieces that were several steps beyond what the Smothers Brothers had attempted. Not surprisingly, there were also prolonged battles over that material with both CBS and ABC. CBS program executive Perry Lafferty, who had also battled the Smothers Brothers, waged a spirited campaign to keep Tomlin and her people somewhere near the boundaries of conventional television. At one point he stormed onto the set to stop in mid-taping a sketch in which guest star Richard Pryor played a junkie.

Like Larry White at NBC, Lafferty thought viewers wouldn’t understand this strange new humor. Every time he saw Tomlin, he’d wag his finger at her and say, “Remember Podunk!” Lafferty was supported in his resistance by his boss, Fred Silverman, who had replaced Mike Dann as head of CBS programming. Silverman let it be known often during production how displeased he was with the way things were going. Lily was later told Silverman took one look at her second special and called it “a $360,000 jerk-off.”

Tomlin’s specials were successful enough in the ratings, especially with young urban viewers. But she had been marked as a troublemaker, and, to Lorne’s deep disappointment, neither CBS nor ABC continued them as a series. Lily went off to make the movie Nashville, and Lorne, once again, was out of work. He signed on to do four specials with comedian Flip Wilson but quit after the first, beaten down once again by battles with the network.

By February of 1975 he’d accepted Ken Shapiro’s offer to write a movie script for Paramount, thinking he might leave the television business altogether.





Chapter 5

Breakfast at the Polo Lounge

Lorne didn’t know it, but by the time he reported to the Polo Lounge to be scrutinized by Marvin Antonowsky and Dave Tebet, he was Ebersol’s sole remaining candidate to be the producer of Saturday Night. The executives had already met with Ebersol’s other choice, Don Ohlmeyer, and Ohlmeyer had turned the job down, in large part because Antonowsky had spent much of their meeting telling Ohlmeyer he didn’t think Herb Schlosser’s new show had a chance in hell of succeeding. Lorne would soon discover for himself that Saturday Night did not enjoy the enthusiastic support of the programming executives behind it.

Dave Tebet was the eldest of the foursome that morning. His exact age was uncertain because he periodically revised it downward in NBC’s executive biographies, but he must have been somewhere in his mid-sixties. At any age, Tebet was one of the great behind-the-scenes figures of television, a power broker who had been pulling network strings for almost as long as there had been network strings to pull.
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Dave Tebet, NBC’s “Mr. Talent,” in charge of keeping Johnny Carson, among other performers, happy.
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Tebet had the fireplug physique and gravelly voice of a Mafia enforcer. In the early fifties he’d been a press agent for Max Liebman, the producer of Sid Caesar’s classic Saturday night comedy series, Your Show of Shows. In 1955, General David Sarnoff, chairman of RCA, installed his son Robert as president of NBC, which the elder Sarnoff had founded as an RCA subsidiary in 1926. To help guide his way in the new world of television, Robert (called Bobbie behind his back by most of those who worked with him) surrounded himself in the executive suite with two unlikely aides: Dave Tebet and a man named Al Rylander. Both were rough-edged operators by the genteel standards previously maintained in NBC’s executive suites. “It was,” said an executive there at the time, “like a B movie: Bobbie phumphering around up there with these two street guys with him, giving him advice and getting him honorary degrees at universities you’d never heard of.”

Tebet used this power base to establish himself as NBC’s chief liaison to its stars, a key position in an era when stars made television, not the other way around. When a performer’s series was canceled, it was Dave Tebet who called to break the news delicately, ensuring that the star’s relationship with the network wasn’t damaged irreparably; when a major star was getting out of hand in a Broadway dive, breaking up the place with her lesbian lover and passing out under a table, it was Dave Tebet who arrived to pay off the manager and get the unconscious performer into a taxi; when one of the network’s important supporting players fooled around with young girls and a mother was threatening to sue, Dave Tebet kept it out of the papers.

He was an indispensable fixer, handling these affairs with such acuity that over twenty years he became known as NBC’s “Mr. Talent.” The walls of his office bathroom were literally covered with pictures of himself alongside most of Hollywood’s major stars of the fifties, and he enjoyed an empire within NBC that was the envy of almost every executive there, including not a few above him in rank. “He operated,” said one, “as a law unto himself.” His annual expense account was rumored to be well into six figures and he lived in permanent suites paid for by NBC at the Dorchester Hotel in London, the Hotel Dorset in New York, and the Beverly Hills Hotel in Los Angeles. He was generous to those who helped him; it was said Dave Tebet gave away TV sets (RCA sets, of course) like Rockefeller gave away dimes. His office was a dim, opulent sitting room filled with the finest Chinese art. There was no desk; Tebet’s job didn’t require one.

By 1975, Tebet’s power within NBC was beginning to erode. A new generation of stars was coming along, stars Tebet often hadn’t met and didn’t understand, and Bobbie Sarnoff was about to resign under pressure from the board of directors of RCA. But Dave Tebet knew nothing if not how to land gracefully on his feet. He had already cultivated a new niche by aligning himself with the only performer at NBC whose power almost exceeded the president’s—Johnny Carson. Tebet was becoming something of a personal network executive for Carson, which is undoubtedly how Carson had heard so much about Saturday Night before he’d met Ebersol and Michaels.

If Dave Tebet was a character out of television’s rough-and-tumble beginnings, then Marvin Antonowsky was almost chillingly a man of its up-and-coming corporate future. Like Ebersol, he’d recently moved to NBC from ABC. (It was Antonowsky, in fact, who’d introduced Ebersol to Herb Schlossser.) Antonowsky had been ABC’s vice president in charge of research, and he was one of the first modern research experts to play a powerful role in the selection of network programs. As television’s advertising revenues soared in the 1970s, network programmers became less and less inclined to base their decisions on instinct—either their own or that of the creative types who actually produced their shows. Hence the development, by Antonowsky and others, of “concept testing,” where the viability of program ideas, performers, even titles was measured, supposedly scientifically, by polling average viewers. Sometimes these viewers were contacted at random by telephone or gathered in “focus groups” with trained interviewers. Sometimes they were seated in screening rooms, watching shows and turning knobs that registered when they were stimulated and when they were bored. The results were fed into a computer, which would spit out thick analysis reports that were used to advise producers about the programs they should make and how they should make them.

Antonowsky himself was as cool as the computers he used in his work. Tall and lanky, with slumped shoulders, he inspected people rather than looked at them, and his handshake was one of the limpest in the business. Soon after he’d joined NBC, Antonowsky had embarked on a campaign to depose the network’s current head of programming, Larry White. According to many executives who witnessed it, Antonowsky pursued this campaign with skillful determination, undercutting Herb Schlosser’s support of White by, as one observer put it, “pouring poison” in Schlosser’s ear about White’s every decision. In January, Schlosser had transferred White permanently from New York to Hollywood. Ostensibly this put the head of programs closer to the producers of those programs, but everyone in the network knew it was really Larry White’s first step out the door. Within four months of Antonowsky’s meeting with Lorne and Ebersol, he would win the job he coveted.

Ebersol and Michaels knew when they arrived at the Polo Lounge that morning that Antonowsky and Tebet had other, more important matters to think about than Saturday Night—the time of the meeting alone told them that. For the executives, a new late-night show was hardly a matter of life and death. Its budget would be small and its potential nearly meaningless. Hardly anyone was watching television at that hour, and Antonowsky was of the opinion that this show wasn’t going to change that state of affairs. The prime-time ratings were the ratings that counted anyway. If Saturday Night failed, well, it was Herb Schlosser’s pet project. A bit rash, perhaps, but no serious harm done. Dick Ebersol could take the fall.

Thus, as Ebersol and Lorne ran through their ideas for the show, Antonowsky and Tebet barely heard them. Their eyes kept shifting from their corner table to the entrance of the dining room. Then, as now, the Polo Lounge was one of the wheeling-and-dealing hubs of show business, and every time an important executive from one of the studios walked in, Antonowsky and Tebet jumped to their feet, waving greetings.

“Hello, Stanley!” one or the other would say. “How are you? How’s the wife? When are we going to get together to talk about that project?”

It happened time and again, and each time Ebersol and Lorne just looked at each other, bemused, picking at the food on their plates and talking quietly about what they were going to say next. After a while they were chatting about what they would do once the meeting ended.

Tebet and Antonowsky, when they were seated, did have a few comments to make about Saturday Night. They suggested that impressionist Rich Little, who had recently been signed to an NBC contract, would be a marvelous host for the first show. Tebet also thought the University of Southern California marching band would be a great, offbeat choice as musical guest. They blanched when Lorne said he’d like to book Richard Pryor. Lorne, presenting his ideas with his usual air of confident reasonableness, knew enough not to use words like underground or radical in describing what he intended to do; he substituted innovative and youthful instead. He did say he wanted the show to have a spontaneous, casual look. Saturday Night’s viewers should get the impression, Lorne said, that the network had gone home and a bunch of kids had slipped into the studio to put on a show.

Fine, fine, Antonowsky and Tebet said. Then they jumped up to greet another executive passing by. Lorne had, in a fashion, been approved.

*

Lorne wasn’t surprised by Antonowsky’s and Tebet’s behavior at the meeting—to him it was network business as usual. But for just that reason he found himself, now that the job was his, surprisingly ambivalent about taking it. He had his movie deal with Ken Shapiro at Paramount. He liked the idea for the script he’d be writing, which was based on the true story of a young computer wizard who ripped off the telephone company by ordering truckloads of expensive equipment and then selling it back to Ma Bell.

More than that, though, Lorne was tired of fighting the networks. Saturday Night was a year’s commitment for who knew what sort of nightmare. It bothered him that NBC, not an outside production company, would own the show. That meant he’d be an employee of the network, not the most sympathetic of bosses. Nor did he trust Dick Ebersol. Yes, Dick was young and his hair was long. But he was also an archetypical Ivy League WASP, Connecticut upper-crust, a sports guy who found himself with a variety show to produce and not many ideas of how to go about it. “He’s putting,” Lorne thought to himself, “all his eggs in one basket, and I’m the eggs and the basket.” It was also clear that, despite his hair and his youth, Ebersol was far more ambitious than hip. He was, in fact, vastly, transparently ambitious, and Lorne Michaels was not the only one to notice. Marvin Antonowsky called Ebersol “the WASP Sammy Glick.”

Still, Lorne thought Saturday Night definitely had the potential to be the show he’d always dreamed of doing. He told Rosie Shuster he liked the idea of late night: It was closer to the edge of the subconscious, more dangerous. Interesting things happened there, breakthroughs sometimes—Jack Paar came to mind. New York, too, was nearer that ragged edge than Hollywood. And going out on the network airwaves live was a big step closer still. Lorne had learned on the Tomlin specials that live production lessened the network’s opportunity for meddling. With Saturday Night it meant he wouldn’t even have to make a pilot. As for Ebersol, perhaps his inexperience and ambition could be turned to advantage. He wouldn’t know enough to interfere too much, and he’d have as big a stake in making the show a success as Lorne would.

So Lorne agreed to do Saturday Night, although his manager, Bernie Brillstein, held out for certain conditions. Most important of these was that Lorne be guaranteed a paycheck for seventeen shows. Forever afterward this would be interpreted in the press as a commitment by NBC to leave Saturday Night on the air for seventeen shows, but that’s not the way it works in network television. Any show can be canceled at any time. Lorne simply wanted a guarantee that if Saturday Night was canceled he wouldn’t have moved to New York only to be stranded there with no money coming in.

NBC’s negotiators resisted that condition for a while, then haggled about Lorne’s salary. Eventually NBC agreed to pay him $115,000 for his first year on the show, $145,000 the second year, and $175,000 the third. This was not a great sum of money considering the fact that Lorne, if he chose to, could stay in Hollywood and pick up $100,000 for a few months’ work producing some specials.

Lorne accepted the deal on April 1, 1975—April Fool’s Day—and flew to New York. NBC put him up in the Plaza Hotel and gave him a temporary office on the fourth floor, down the hall from Ebersol, Antonowsky, and Tebet. It turned out to be Larry White’s old office, vacated when White moved to the coast. Lorne glanced into the desk drawer his first day there and found a Racing Form and a few old Maalox tablets. He sat in White’s big leather chair and wondered what he’d gotten himself into.

*

Lorne and Ebersol still had a couple of exercises to go through before the show would be finally approved. The first was setting the production budget. They spent most of the next few days figuring out how many performers they’d need, how many writers, how many musicians, how much rehearsal time—a long shopping list of details. They were making things up as they went along. Ebersol had no idea what sort of budget the show should have, and budgets were not one of Lorne’s fortes either. They both adopted a policy that the less said to NBC the better: It would be harder for the network to question the show as long as it remained undefined.

Ebersol and Lorne took their plans to Don Carswell, the network’s chief financial controller. Carswell and two aides listened to their description of the show, and Lorne once again did a masterful job of imitating a man who knew just what he wanted. One of Carswell’s aides took notes, and after a few more conversations with Lorne and Ebersol he translated it all into a budget for Saturday Night of $180,000 per program. This was about $30,000 more than Ebersol and Lorne had expected. Then, to their dismay, Don Carswell called them back into his office.

Carswell had reviewed the figures and decided the budget would have to be lower: $134,600 per show would be more in line with the advertising revenue Saturday Night could be expected to bring in. Carswell was projecting that thirty-second commercials on the show wouldn’t sell for more than $8,000 apiece, which translated into another vote of no confidence in Saturday Night. “I want you to know that we’re going into this thing at a loss,” Carswell told Ebersol and Lorne. He pointed out that NBC was risking the $20,000 or so in profits it earned from the Carson reruns each weekend, adding that the network “won’t see a dime of profit on this thing for at least a year.”

So $134,600 per show it was. This amount, an NBC financial planner would later remark, was roughly comparable to what it would take to produce “a cross between the Tonight Show and Meet the Press.” No matter. It was a budget that would never be met.

The following Thursday, Lorne and Ebersol presented the show to Herb Schlosser and the heads of all the network’s major divisions: research, sales, finance, negotiations, affiliate relations, and public relations. Tebet and Antonowsky were also there. The meeting was held in NBC’s oak-paneled Art Deco boardroom, where a butler was waiting to serve the executives as they arrived.

Lorne wore his green corduroy jacket and Hawaiian shirt, rejecting a suit and tie on the theory that the executives expected him to represent the audience he was trying to reach. He impressed one of those in the room as “something of a hippie,” while someone else thought he looked like “a serious-minded college professor who was very interested in his subject.” He ran through another vague description of the show: comedy for young people with a repertory group, a band, musical guests, and guest hosts. He dropped a few names of those he’d worked with in the past, including Lily Tomlin and Richard Pryor, and told a couple of amusing stories about them. Dave Tebet brought up Rich Little and the USC marching band again, and Herb Schlosser suggested Bob Hope.

It occurred to Lorne that perhaps Saturday Night was being perceived by the brass as NBC’s version of Up with People, a relentlessly cheerful touring group of apple-cheeked kids who sang inspirational songs and danced around in crew-necked sweaters. Knowing he risked a backlash if he surprised the network too severely once the show went on the air, he emphasized that he wanted “raw, disposable” comedy, and that the format would have to evolve over time. “I know the ingredients but not the proportions,” he said. “We will always be experimenting, on the air, responding to our own mistakes.”

Several of the executives present remember that Lorne’s presentation was “mysterious” but somehow inspiring. “He seemed to have a clear idea of what he wanted without communicating to us exactly what it was,” one of them said. “He conveyed a real sense of excitement about the show.” This was precisely the effect Lorne hoped to have. “I was,” he remembers, “absolutely convinced of the rightness of what I was doing.”

The major resistance in the meeting came from Bill Rubens, vice-president in charge of research. Rubens’s department had completed the usual program analysis and was projecting that Saturday Night would achieve a rating and share of audience about equal to that of the Tonight Show reruns. The demographics—the composition of the audience by age group—might be slightly younger, but that was about it. “This show is a very high risk from a research standpoint,” Ebersol remembers Rubens saying, “because I don’t believe you can get enough eighteen-to-twenty-fours [eighteen- to twenty-four-year-old viewers] to stay home on Saturday nights to watch this show.”

Ebersol argued that Saturday Night would attract new viewers to the time period, but Rubens didn’t buy it, saying there wouldn’t be enough of them to justify the cost of the show. There was some discussion of the point. Don Carswell expressed concern about the budget, and there was discussion of that. Ebersol began to worry that if one more executive weighed in with reservations, a “brush fire” of dissent might sweep the meeting and the show might not be approved.

But Lorne’s presentation had convinced Herb Schlosser. It had been Schlosser who laughed loudest at Lorne’s jokes that afternoon, and when Lorne had said that he should have the mix of ingredients he wanted by the tenth show, Schlosser had said, “I’ll watch show ten.” Finally it was Herb Schlosser who overruled the doubters in the room. “I want a live variety show done from 8H,” he said, “and these boys are going to give it to me.”





Chapter 6

Enlightened Amateurs

After his meeting with Johnny Carson in May, Lorne decided to take one more trip to the desert.

He and Tom Schiller drove in Lorne’s VW out Route 62 toward the Joshua Tree National Monument, Lorne steering with one hand and talking nonstop about the show, Schiller listening and nervously watching the road.

They took two $7-a-night rooms at the Joshua Tree Inn, a modest little twelve-unit, “earthquake-proof” brick and terra-cotta motel huddled on the highway in the middle of nowhere. Joshua Tree was well known among Los Angeles heads as a magical place, a vast moonscape dotted with towering cactus trees and clusters of giant boulders stretching away to the mountains on the horizon. The perfect setting for Lorne to eat some magic mushrooms, clear his head from the events of the last few months, and prepare for his new thrust in New York.

Lorne spent most of his time at Joshua Tree “formatting the format” of the show, thinking about how he would integrate all the different elements he wanted it to have, how to open the show, where the music would fit, how to accommodate the commercial breaks, how to pace it. Tom Schiller, who says he faked eating the mushrooms, marveled at how Lorne could sit by the pool and talk business on the phone with Dick Ebersol back in New York, nodding his head and saying, with authority, “Right, Dick…right…um hm.”

Schiller had a mystical bent, and he was by nature an observer. Ever since he’d met Lorne he’d found him fascinating. Lorne’s astrological sign, Schiller knew, was Scorpio, and Schiller had often thought how perfectly Lorne fit that sign of fire. Lorne’s enthusiasm was so intense, so catching, Schiller sometimes felt engulfed by it.

As for himself, Schiller worried about whether or not he should postpone his filmmaking career, his art, to work in television with Lorne. The advice of his mentor, Henry Miller, kept ringing in his ears. “Don’t do it, Tom, don’t do it,” Miller had said. “You were made for better things!”

Lorne, of course, was arguing in his usual persuasive manner in favor of it. Wrestling with the decision, Schiller wrote in his journal at Joshua Tree, “I’m being auditioned for this job as Lorne’s assistant in New York—the NBC late-night show. All my dreams of power, wealth and TV glory seem to crystallize in images I imagine or am made to imagine: The RCA Building at 30 Rockefeller Plaza looms like neon magnets of the mind. Banks of gleaming Art Deco elevators ready to whisk me to the studio and offices of my choice…dreams of fluffy seances of flittering talent and excitement open their hearts and purse strings to my imagination.”

Later that day, still uncertain, Schiller threw the fortune-telling coins of the I Ching, asking, “Is this offer favorable? Will it harm my true direction and work?”

The hexagram he threw was “abundance.” Be not sad, it said; blessing and fame draw near.

*

Finding office space for the show on NBC’s 17th floor was another potent omen from Tom Schiller’s point of view.

For the better part of a month, Dan Sullivan, a dapper and amenable facilities executive, led Lorne, Ebersol, Schiller, and Gary Weis on a search in and around 30 Rockefeller Plaza. They’d inspected everything from an elegant but impractical suite in Radio City Music Hall to a torn-out floor filled with twisted girders and trash in the Exxon Building. When they discovered that half an entire floor within NBC’s own headquarters was available, Sullivan couldn’t believe it. Yes, it would be cramped, Sullivan repeatedly said, but offices overlooking the famous Rockefeller Center ice-skating rink and its magnificent gold statue of Prometheus occupied some of the most valuable real estate in the world.

Schiller was still in a state of shock at coming so quickly from the desert into the heart of the corporate beast in midtown Manhattan. When he looked out the window and saw the glittering statue below, it seemed to him one of those cosmic puns he never believed were entirely coincidental. Ah, Prometheus, he smiled. Bringer of fire.

*

This, then, would be Lorne’s salon, a gathering place for the best, most original and daring comic minds of the day. They would come, he said, from different cities and different schools of comedy and they would coalesce on 17 into something wonderful and new. During calls late at night to Rosie Shuster back in Los Angeles, he would tell her of his dreams for the show, and there would be talk of Paris in the twenties, even of a renaissance—visions too grand to be taken seriously, she knew, but that was the fantasy.

Lorne set out to find what he called “enlightened amateurs.” He wanted nobody working by the timeworn TV comedy rules, no preconceptions about what could or couldn’t be tried. Like Monty Python, Saturday Night was going to be something completely different, and to Lorne that ruled out hiring virtually anyone who had ever made a living in television. Director Dave Wilson and chief studio assistant Audrey Peart Dickman were among the very few people Lorne hired who had extensive experience in television, and he made it clear in his interviews with both that he wouldn’t tolerate their laying down any old-fashioned rules to his people. Comedy, Lorne often said, is too important to be left to professionals.

In a sense this was economically imposed. NBC hadn’t given Saturday Night a budget to pay for a show on anywhere near the scale Lorne had in mind unless the people he hired worked cheap. All the members of the repertory company were to be signed to identical five-year contracts, which Gilda Radner quickly dubbed “Mickey Rooney–Judy Garland deals” because they essentially turned the performers into indentured servants to the network. Each was to be paid $750 per show for most of the first year, with gradual increases that brought them up to a grand total of $1,600 per show in the fifth year. With payments at union scale for rerun shows, that meant the cast members in the first season would make between $25,000 and $30,000, an absurdly paltry sum by television standards. Lorne’s policy on the cast was “favored nations,” meaning they would all be paid the same, and that if one of them eventually negotiated a better deal, they would all get the same raise. The writers were paid different, but lesser, salaries. The so-called “top of the show” writer’s fee in the first year started at $650 a show and jumped to $700 in March. The other salaries ranged downward from there.

Lorne wasn’t particularly concerned about the money. He knew the comedy underground was where the truly original talent was, anyway, and the comedy underground was impoverished. Besides a paycheck, however small, Lorne’s bait for attracting that talent would be to offer them an honest chance to get their work across to a huge audience they all believed was out there, waiting. Lorne often said that in television creative people were usually given a great deal of money and no freedom. He promised to reverse that ratio. The money would come in time.

The strength of the comedy underground also allowed Lorne the luxury of searching out what he called “disciplined shock troops”—people who could go in and get the job done. He wanted Saturday Night to be different and startling, but not for the wrong reasons. The sensibility should be fresh, even raw, but the execution smooth, if not seamless. He didn’t want people saying of the show, “They’re going to be great when they get it together.” Monty Python’s Eric Idle had once described Python as “the best comedy fighting team ever assembled,” and that’s what Lorne said he was after.

Although Saturday Night was still an unknown entity, word of the show spread quickly in New York. There was very little television production in town, and Lorne’s office was immediately besieged by the city’s teeming show business subculture of agents, personal managers, and struggling performers. Lorne was interested in checking out the scene, and over the next few months he had an interview every twenty minutes or so, seeing about five hundred people in all. A table was always available for Saturday Night at clubs like Catch a Rising Star, The Improv, and The Bottom Line, and Lorne, Ebersol, and their retinue dropped by often. One evening a special showcase of several aspiring comedians was arranged specifically for them at The Other End. Andy Kaufman, Billy Crystal, Martin Mull, and Richard Belzer were among those who performed. Lorne invited all of them to appear on the show (Mull was the only one who never did), but the key members of his team came through other channels.

One of the first people Lorne contacted in New York, and ultimately one of the most important for the comedy synthesis he hoped to achieve, was Michael O’Donoghue, the Dark Prince of the National Lampoon. Like most of those in the television business, Lorne hadn’t paid much attention to the Lampoon when he was in Hollywood, but Marilyn Miller, who’d worked with Lorne on the Lily specials, had insisted he must get in touch with O’Donoghue. While he was still staying at the Plaza Hotel in April, Lorne called to ask O’Donoghue to drop by his room.

In East Coast comedy circles Michael O’Donoghue, thirty-five, was considered a difficult genius, a reputation he cultivated and enjoyed. His temper tantrums at the Lampoon were the stuff of legend, but he also affected a worldy, elegant decadence at once both antique and avant-garde. About six feet tall, and thin, he favored pleated trousers, loose-fitting shirts with billowing sleeves, dark sunglasses, wide-brimmed hats, and long brown cigarettes that he held between thumb and forefinger in the European manner.

It had been O’Donoghue’s work that gave the early Lampoon much of its outrageous, brutal flavor, and he was a principal architect of one of the new comedy’s most distinctive schools, what O’Donoghue called Cut and Slash humor. O’Donoghue saw the world as a Hieronymus Bosch canvas of horrors unimagined, indeed, actively ignored by those he called The Others, meaning the whole of American society. Consequently, a fundamental tenet of his comedic philosophy held that it was impossible to go Too Far. He was fond of quoting William Burroughs’s maxim: “Nothing is true: everything is permitted.” (Burroughs himself borrowed the quote from Hasan-i-Sahhah, the Persian founder of the Order of Assassins.) One of O’Donoghue’s more notorious pieces at the Lampoon was the Vietnamese Baby Book, which had pointers for busy Vietnamese moms on the treatment of napalm burns and gunshot wounds. Baby’s first word was medic. He wrote a cartoon strip in which Lurleen Wallace rose from the grave to poison her husband, Governor George Wallace, by feeding him cancer-riddled rats. O’Donoghue was also an aficionado of mass murderers, whom he considered to be genuine American folk artists.

The bleakness of O’Donoghue’s world view was not unshared by an entire generation of disillusioned American youth, but to his admirers it was the measure of O’Donoghue’s brilliance that he carried disillusion to new heights—squared it, at least—and laughed. Whereas Lorne Michaels was in many respects a passionate believer, Michael O’Donoghue was a passionate disbeliever. He took it as a point of honor in his comedy to savage everything.

Upon their meeting at the Plaza, Lorne immediately offended O’Donoghue by launching into one of his expositions on the rules of comedy. “How dare he lecture me on comedy?” O’Donoghue said to himself. But O’Donoghue had been intrigued by Lorne’s promises of artistic freedom, and he needed the work—the corporate backing for a new humor magazine he was putting together had recently collapsed. So O’Donoghue invited Lorne to have dinner at the Chelsea apartment he shared with his girlfriend, Anne Beatts, whom Lorne was also thinking of hiring as a writer. The purpose of the invitation was partly to talk about the show, but also, Beatts knew, to allow Lorne to glimpse in full the accouterments of the O’Donoghue style.

O’Donoghue and Beatts lived on the parlor floor of an elegant 150-year-old brownstone. It had high ceilings, mahogany woodwork, beveled mirrors, marble fireplaces, and Corinthian columns, and they’d filled it with stuffed birds, hula-girl lamps, leopard-skin pillows, and countless other objects from their vast collection of exotica and kitsch. It was said among their friends that Beatts and O’Donoghue endured their tumultuous affair as long as they did mainly because neither could bear giving up the apartment.

Anne Beatts herself added considerably to the atmosphere. On her forays with O’Donoghue through the shadowy corners of New York’s modern cafe society, she played Zelda to his F. Scott Fitzgerald, dressing in thirties backless dresses, veils, seamed nylons, and high heels. Beatts, twenty-eight, had been the National Lampoon’s only female editor, and her humor, like O’Donoghue’s, was dark. Volkswagen successfully sued the Lampoon for a parody she wrote of their magazine ads; Beatts’s version had a picture of a VW floating upside down on a lake and the headline “If Ted Kennedy drove a Volkswagen, he’d be President today.” She was every bit as biting in person; her aggressive sarcasm often seemed calculated to challenge and offend. O’Donoghue liked to say that Beatts burned her bridges before she came to them. She once considered having business cards printed that read “ANNE BEATTS, BALL BUSTER.”

When Lorne arrived with Tom Schiller for dinner, Beatts typically went straight to the attack, saying she’d seen the Lily Tomlin specials but hadn’t liked them. Too feminist, she said, too self-conscious. She preferred Cher’s specials—they were unintentionally funnier, and she liked to see the outrageous gowns Cher wore. Beatts and O’Donoghue made it clear they had no use for television in general. They called it a lava lamp with sound.

Lorne held his own. When Beatts asked why the show was called Saturday Night, he said, “So the network can remember when it’s on.” He seemed to believe what he was saying about creative freedom and risk, and he obviously had ideas. It was clear, too, he had more class than the ordinary medallion-bedecked TV hack from Hollywood. He was, after all, a man in search of a salon, and could therefore appreciate, if not necessarily believe, O’Donoghue’s boast that the Lampoon dinner parties in their heyday would have left those who sat at the famous Algonquin Round Table speechless, so sharp and fast was the wit displayed.

So O’Donoghue and Beatts joined the show, and through them Lorne gained instant credibility in New York’s Lampoon-connected comedy underground. One of those impressed by O’Donoghue’s presence on Saturday Night was John Belushi. At the time, Belushi, twenty-six, was creative director and star of the Lampoon’s current Off-Broadway revue, The National Lampoon Show. He’d also been a star at Second City in Chicago and, like O’Donoghue, was considered, by his admirers and himself, to be a genius of comedy whose talent justified his frequent lapses of decorum. Lorne, however, immediately offended Belushi by demonstrating that he failed to appreciate that genius. He arrived with his party in a limousine one night to see the Lampoon show, then left halfway through the performance. Belushi was outraged: The stupid jerk, he said, had only come to see a performer he already knew, his old friend from Canada, Gilda Radner.

Gilda, twenty-eight, had by then become the first performer Lorne signed. He had seen her in a Toronto production of Godspell a few years before, and Lorne knew as soon as he got the deal that he wanted her for Saturday Night. But she was in danger of being stolen by the comedian David Steinberg, who had offered her a job on a new syndicated talk show he was starting. Gilda found deciding between the two suitors difficult. She liked Lorne, and his show sounded good, but it wasn’t going on the air for another six months, and it was late-night. Steinberg was talking immediate employment, five days a week, at more than double the salary on Saturday Night. Lorne had his manager, Bernie Brillstein, call Gilda to help persuade her not to do the Steinberg show. When he did, Brillstein explained that her exposure would be far greater with NBC’s full network complement of stations than with Steinberg’s piecemeal collection of individual stations in syndication. Still she hesitated.

“Should I wait?” she asked Lorne.

“I don’t know,” he answered. “I wouldn’t say you have to…but, yeah, I think you should.”

Before she was officially hired, Gilda had to be approved by Dick Ebersol. She came to NBC to meet him one morning in April accompanied by a scruffy young friend she’d worked with in the Toronto company of Second City. He waited on a stool outside Ebersol’s office while Gilda and Ebersol conferred within. He wasn’t introduced, but his name was Dan Aykroyd. Danny, just twenty-two, knew Lorne well: Besides being a guest on Hart and Lorne’s CBC shows, Danny had sometimes dropped by an improv class Lorne taught at the New School of Art in Toronto. He’d also been a frequent visitor to a big pink house Lorne and Rosie lived in near the university, known by its many residents as Hormone House because of all the unwanted pregnancies conceived there. When Rosie moved out, Danny had helped her move her refrigerator. Although Lorne had talked to Danny about the show, he wasn’t as sure about hiring him as he was about Gilda, and it wasn’t until several months later that Aykroyd, or Belushi, joined the cast.

Saturday Night’s Canadian contingent was rounded out by Rosie Shuster, who was hired as a writer, and Howard Shore, Lorne’s old buddy from Forest Hill, who signed on as musical director. (Lorne and Rosie’s on-again, off-again marriage was by this time mostly off, and eventually they were divorced.) Later that summer Shore brought in another Canadian, pianist Paul Shaffer, to anchor his band. Lorne resisted hiring Shaffer at first because of the trouble he was having getting U.S. work permits—green cards—for so many foreigners. NBC’s lawyers spent a considerable amount of time and money on that problem as well; one NBC executive would later complain that Lorne had the most expensive green card in history.

Saturday Night’s reception on Lorne’s home turf in Los Angeles was perhaps the most circumspect of all. In June, Lorne and Ebersol returned to the Coast and held a two-week blitz of interviews at the Chateau Marmont and at the Beverly Hills Hotel, where Ebersol stayed. The waiters at the Beverly Hills pool looked down their noses at the strange characters parading by in torn jeans, T-shirts, and sandals, and Ebersol himself sometimes wondered where on Earth, if it was Earth, they’d come from. Michael O’Donoghue had come along, too, taking the chance to do a little slumming in the video ghettos of Tinseltown. “This will be amusing,” he thought. But O’Donoghue looked pasty and out of place by the pool, and during a meeting with Rob Reiner, who by then had become a major star playing “Meathead” on All in the Family, O’Donoghue spilled a glass of fresh California orange juice on Reiner’s clean white tennis shorts.

Several of those Lorne approached in California declined to be lured across country for a fraction of what they could earn in Hollywood. Marilyn Miller and Matt Neuman from the Lily specials were among those who turned him down, although after watching the first show, Miller, twenty-five, would change her mind. Neuman wouldn’t join the show until four years later.

Another writer who rejected Lorne’s first offer was Chevy Chase. Chevy, thirty-one, had left New York to make his fortune in Hollywood in 1974. His motel room had been robbed the day he arrived and the portfolio of material he’d written was stolen, but he soon got a job as a writer for the Smothers Brothers, who were making a short-lived attempt at a comeback on NBC. Chevy had met Lorne that March while waiting in line to see Monty Python and the Holy Grail at the Los Angeles International Film Exposition. It was a midnight screening, the movie’s world premiere, and a large contingent of Python devotees turned out for it. Chevy was “on” that night, as he usually was when he had a captive audience, cracking jokes and taking falls. Lorne was charmed, and after a couple of talks at the Chateau, offered him a job as a writer.

But Chevy was determined to make it as a performer, and when Lorne refused to hire him for the cast he left for the Midwest to act in a summer stock production with Paul Lynde. He was soon back in Hollywood, though; he didn’t mesh with Lynde’s entourage, and after a week he simultaneously quit and was fired. He called Lorne to see if the writing job was still available, and Lorne said it was. For most of the next week Chevy hung out with Lorne at the Chateau, kibitzing during other interviews and beginning a friendship between them that would grow over the next few months into something akin to brotherhood.

The only performer hired in Los Angeles was Laraine Newman, whom Lorne had met on one of the Lily specials. When Laraine (who, like Danny, was just twenty-two) came to talk to Lorne at the Chateau, she somehow came away with the impression Saturday Night was only a summer replacement show, and that it would be a combination of 60 Minutes and Monty Python. That was a mixture, Laraine thought, that would certainly get her to watch. At the time, Ebersol was sick in bed with pneumonia, and to get his approval Laraine had to meet him in his room at the Beverly Hills Hotel. Shortly thereafter she and her boyfriend strapped her possessions atop their Volkswagen and drove to New York, where the Volkswagen, along with everything she owned, was promptly stolen.

The rest of the Saturday Night nucleus more or less fell into place back in New York. As the show’s set and costume designers, Lorne hired Eugene and Franne Lee, a young team from the legitimate theater who’d just won a Tony award for their adventurous work in a Broadway production of Candide. When the Lees met Lorne at the Plaza, they told him they were suspicious of TV—neither had ever set foot in a television studio—and that they didn’t want to spend much time away from their home in Providence, Rhode Island, where Eugene was building a boat. Lorne sat barefoot on the bed and made it all seem very casual, telling them Saturday Night would be the Off-Broadway of television, a true departure, and that people who were suspicious of TV were exactly the people he wanted. He also promised there would be no time clocks; they could come and go as they pleased. Franne Lee would later laugh at how innocently this baby-faced producer had looked at them and lied.

Herb Sargent was in town writing and producing some comedy specials for Alan King. He wasn’t enjoying himself much, and grabbed the chance to join Saturday Night despite the blow it dealt his income. When the people at the Writer’s Guild learned what Sargent was making on Saturday Night, they called him in disbelief that he’d accepted it. He was hired as a senior script consultant, and he was the only member of the writing staff over forty. He was also the only writer who’d had experience in live TV. Sargent’s credits, in fact, included many of Saturday Night’s most important precursors in live television comedy, beginning in the early fifties with Broadway Open House, the grandfather of all late-night television shows, continuing with Steve Allen’s Tonight Show and the Colgate Comedy Hour, and running all the way up through the news satire series That Was the Week That Was in the mid-1960s and the Lily Tomlin special he produced in the early seventies. He’d also been Johnny Carson’s first head writer when Carson took over the Tonight Show in 1962.

Sargent was a bearlike, silver-haired New York City liberal who had worked for a variety of, as he put it, losing political causes. He was famous for his acerbic wit and taciturn manner; people who’d worked with him often noticed that if more than two people congregated in a room Sargent was in, he tended to slip quietly out the door. Sargent was not the type to throw his weight around, and he would serve as a reassuring, fatherly presence for many of the younger members of the staff, including, some thought, Lorne. Anne Beatts used to say that whenever Sargent was ambling away she felt like running after him, shouting, “Shane, Shane…Come back, Shane!”

It was a Writer’s Guild concession that allowed Lorne to round out his staff with several “apprentice” writers who were paid well below Guild minimum. One of these apprentices sent over by the Guild itself was a playwright, singer, and actor named Garrett Morris. He was hired, but he had almost no experience writing comedy sketches, and after a couple of weeks it became apparent he had no particular talent for it either. Lorne, having seen Garrett’s performance in the movie Cooley High, quickly decided he should be a member of the cast instead. Other than the receptionist, Garrett, thirty-eight, was the only black on the 17th floor. Many saw him as one of the first examples of Lorne’s deeply ingrained aversion to firing anyone, for any reason, although in Garrett’s case few on the 17th floor doubted that race had something to do with his being included in the cast.

Another of the apprentice writers hired was Alan Zweibel, a self-described “huge Jew from Long Island” who was working days for $2.75 an hour in a delicatessen in Queens and nights writing one-liners for Borscht Belt comedians. Lorne met Zweibel, twenty-four, at Catch a Rising Star and, figuring that a one-liner specialist would be a good thing to have, asked to see some of his material. Zweibel stayed up all night at his mother’s kitchen table, typing out his “book” of more than a thousand jokes. He put at the top what he considered one of his best, a joke about the post office issuing a stamp commemorating prostitution. The stamp cost 15 cents, a quarter if you wanted to lick it.

The final apprentice position was filled by a comedy team, Al Franken and Tom Davis. Franken and Davis, both in their early twenties, were then enjoying a life of near-total failure on the fringes of show business in Los Angeles. They were so broke that during the holidays they played Santa Claus and Winnie-the-Pooh at the local Sears. Marilyn Miller, whom Franken and Davis had met and looked up to as someone who’d made it, sometimes paid Franken to play tennis with her. They’d heard about Saturday Night from two writer friends who were up for the show, but they hadn’t known their own agent had submitted some of their material. Tom Schiller came across it in the reams of submissions he was reading for Lorne in New York. He liked what he saw—it wasn’t especially sophisticated, but it represented what Schiller called “college humor,” a style the show could use. Lorne and Herb Sargent agreed, and Schiller was told to call them.

Franken and Davis were outside playing basketball when he did. They booked seats on a plane, gave away their tickets to a Rolling Stones concert that weekend, and reported for work in New York three days later. Between them they split one apprentice salary of $350 a week.


Members of the show’s writing staff, on the 17th floor.

Photos courtesy of F.T. Eyre
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