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“A True Monster Treat!”

“Ted and Mark have really done a great and thorough job! It’s a fun read, and answers a lot of the ‘frequently-asked-questions’ viewers usually ask of me!”

—Rich Koz, Svengoolie

“I’ve always wondered why no one tackled this subject before. It’s about time...thanks!”

—Bob Sirott, NBC 5 News and WGN Radio

“For true Chicago television fans, there’s no better gift than this splendid new book...Authors Ted Okuda and Mark Yurkiw happily grew up on local TV fare here and write with real authority.”

—Robert Feder, Chicago Sun-Times

“Any book that hopes to recapture the fun of this chapter in local television must offer that same sense of fun in the reading, and the authors have succeeded in a manner that induces a feeling of sweet ‘homesickness’ for those days when we horror-movie fans felt like we belonged to something secret, subversive, and wonderful. The exceptional text and the equally exceptional photos and graphics evoke nostalgic, hilarious memories.”

—Mark A. Miller, The Christopher Lee Filmography

“The writing is warm, lively and energetic—not to mention, often, very funny...this book is an absolute delight.”

—Mark Clark, Smirk, Sneer and Scream: Great Acting in Horror Cinema

“A comprehensive history...traces not only local horror movie programs with wacky hosts, but those without hosts as well.”

—Michael Bonesteel, Pioneer Press


“The writing is rich with lively anecdotes...Sure to amuse even the casual fan.”

—Jake Austen, TimeOut Chicago

“Smart mix of reminiscence and the nuts and bolts of the TV biz. Loved it.”

—David J. Hogan, Science Fiction America

“A delight...and a great cover too!”

—Bill Jackson, The B.J. and Dirty Dragon Show

“Lavishly illustrated and well written...Time, effort, and true affection for the material went into this tome...a joy to read.”

—Brian A. Bernadoni, Amazon.com

“Finally, looking for something more local? If you grew up in Chicago in the baby boom era, or know someone who did, you could do a lot worse than Chicago TV Horror Movie Shows: From Shock Theatre to Svengoolie, at a reasonable $18. Authors Ted Okuda and Mark Yurkiw recall the original poetic opening to WGN Channel 9’s Creature Features, and the opening theme music to WFLD Channel 32’s Screaming Yellow Theater (Link Wray’s Rumble, but you knew that, right, Aware One?). And if you think Rich Koz is the only Svengoolie there’s ever been, this book’s for you, too, squirt.”

—Ted Cox, The Daily Herald

“A lovingly chronicled history of spine-chilling local programming.”

—Robert K. Elder, Chicago Tribune

“A well-researched delight. It provides a nice overview and context for the cursory reader and enough solid reporting and detailed referencing to satisfy hardcore fans.”

—George Haas, SouthtownStar


“All the childhood memories of TV in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s come crashing back with the book Chicago TV Horror Movie Shows. Authors Ted Okuda and Mark Yurkiw have hit the nerve that electrifies an era of our pop culture. It doesn’t matter if you grew up with the fantastic Chicagoland TV hosts or not...it was the period of fun monsters for kids across America in the form of the television movie packages from golden age Hollywood to model kits at the corner hobby store to saving your allowance for the latest monster magazine or comic book. This book takes you back with fun writing from people who are passionate, wonderful TV listing ads, rare photographs, the theatre promotions, and insight into Chicago’s versions of it all. A true monster treat for The Monster Boomer Generation!”

—Ron Adams, Director, The International Monster Bash Classic Movie Conference; Editor, Monster Bash

“This is the kind of history book I love...Okuda and Yurkiw explore the ways a generation’s collective memory was formed by these shows.”

—Kevin Maher, AMC Monsterfest Blog

“An unexpected surprise...I was taken in by the book’s buoyancy and verve, not to mention the great first-hand insights. This is a unique report that shouldn’t be missed.”

—Laura Wagner, Classic Images

“An enjoyable history of fantastic film broadcasting.”

—Don Mankowski, Scarlet: the Film Magazine

“A great reference for anyone who lived during that era in Chicago, but others will find a familiar common ground for what was happening in their local area...useful for someone looking for the history of these hosts and the programs, but what comes across most in the writing is the authors’ personal attachment to these shows and the movies.”

—Corpse S. Chris, Horror Host Graveyard


“A labor of love, but more than that, a labor of passion and knowledge. What went on in the Windy City mirrors what all of us around the country were experiencing as the ‘Monsters Are on the Loose.’”

—Richard Klemensen, Little Shoppe of Horrors

“It’s delightful light reading and I mean that in the best sense. From the colorful cover to the index of horror movies seen on these programs (with credits and synopsis of each film) it’s cover to cover time travel.

Shock Theatre, Svengoolie, Son of Svengoolie, Creature Features, Screaming Yellow Theater, The Early Show, The Ghoul—they’re all here and more.

What a thrilling time to grow up with television, much of which was local programming. Co-authors Ted Okuda and Mark Yurkiw perfectly capture that golden era with remarkable insight, it’s a brilliant ride back to a happier time that reveals so much about the fascinating folks who made television so much fun in the 1950s, ‘60s and ‘70s.

I can’t recommend this book highly enough.”

—Billy Ingram, TVparty!
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To Terry and Joy Bennett, Jerry G. Bishop, and Rich Koz

Thanks for all the laughs
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Strolling down memory lane is an enjoyable experience in itself, but the journey is much more satisfying when you have some guidance along the way. And we had terrific people to guide us.

Kerry Bennett graciously supplied us with material on his parents, Terry and Joy Bennett, and their program Shock Theatre. Kerry was instrumental in putting us in contact with Joy, who was also supportive of this project. We are saddened that Joy passed away before the publication of this book, though we take comfort in the fact that she read and enjoyed the early drafts of the Shock Theatre chapter.

We are also indebted to Rich Koz, Bruce Newton, Patrick Ferreri, Steve Cooper, Joey D’Auria, Ralph Schiller, Jim Mueller, Leonard J. Kohl, and Marcia Opal, for sharing their memories. All of these individuals provided keen insights, and we hope we have justified their faith in us.
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We also owe a great debt of gratitude to Scott and Jan MacGillivray, James L. Neibaur, David Maska, Jamie Brotherton, John Cavallo, Mary Cooper, Mark A. Miller, David J. Hogan, Mark Clark, Bryan Senn, Joe Konrath, Maureen and Victor Rothstein, Sam Mastromauro, Mark Neel, Bill Haffner, Mike Olszewski, and Joseph Francik, for contributions and assistance that shaped this volume every step of the way. (We advise you to watch for Mark Neel’s forthcoming book about a legendary Cleveland TV personality, Chewing Cobwebs With Horror Host Ghoulardi. And if you want to learn more about the history of Chicago television, we urge you to check out Steve “The Video Veteran” Jajkowski’s Web site at www.chicagotelevision.com.)

Our appreciative hurrahs to Sharon Woodhouse, Elizabeth Daniel, and Diana Solomon of Lake Claremont Press, for their wholehearted support and for displaying commendable patience during our detours along the road to completion. And though Karen Formanski left Lake Claremont to pursue other career goals, she has remained enthusiastic about this book.

For their help, encouragement, and tolerance, our thanks to Ron Adams (Monster Bash), Jawad Ali, John Aranza (Horrorbles), Buddy Barnett, Alex Bartosh (A-1 Video & Film Services), Matt Berkowitz, Leah Bezin, Marlena Bielski, Scarlett Bielski, Vici Bielski, Amara and Dennis Bleau, Jackie Brandstein, Eric Caidin (The Hollywood Book and Poster Shop), Jim Christopulos,

Patryk Conaway, Michael Copner, Dennis Corpus, Eddie Deezen, Jason and Michelle Dummeldinger, Robert Feder (Chicago Sun-Times), Bob Furmanek, Cy Gaffney, Mark Griffin, Dustin Hambly, Elizabeth Haney, Stacey Lynn Hankins, David and Lisa Harnack, Mike Hawks, Greg Hilbrich, Kim Hogan, Bruce Ingram, Hajime Ishida (Castle Company, Ltd.), Bill Jackson (The B.J. and Dirty Dragon Show), Ken Jernberg, Steve Kaplan (Alpha Video), Jerry King, Dick Klemensen (Little Shoppe of Horrors), the Konraths (Del, Gus, Gina), Kim Kozak (a.k.a. Celia Coffin and El Bano), John Lazar, Elisa Leon, Tony Lossano (Nude Hippo—Your Chicago Show), Greg Luce (Sinister Cinema), Barry Mahone, Giovanny Matallana, Charlie Mayer, David Messinger, Judy Miller, Teresa Miller, Jessie Montanez, Don Moreno, Robbie Moreno, Jack and Elaine Mulqueen, the Okuda gang (Sakiko, Belinda, Cheryl, Christopher, Kimberly), Rick Ortega, Paul and Donna Parla, Brendan and Chris Peleo-Lazar, Eve Pool (and the entire Pool family), Steve Randisi, Kathy and John Rankin, Gregory and Mary Revak, Ryan Reynolds and Ofelia Castillo (and Frida!), Brian Ross, Joseph and Jack Rothstein, Samuel K. Rubin, Neal Sabin, Joe Sarno, Richard Sauer, Sean Silver, Anthony Simone, Bob Sirott, Doug “Hot Dougs” Sohn, Karen Stanley, Gary and Sue Svehla (Midnight Marquee), Bill Tsanakas, Russ Vandermeir, Jason Vaught, Pam White, Michael Yurkiv, Adam Yurkiw, and Mr. Show Biz himself, Bill Zehme.

Last but certainly not least, we acknowledge those kind souls who passed away before the publication of this book: Scott Okuda, Jack Okuda, Carolynn Yurkiw, Melinda Miller, Nathaniel Koch, Mary Anne Styburski, Charles P. Mitchell, Joe Meadows, and Claire Newton. They will always remain in our cherished memories. (As this book was being prepared for publication, our friend Sean Silver died of cancer at the much-too-young age of 32. A dedicated rock-music enthusiast and the ultimate Chicago White Sox fan, Sean will be missed by his family, his fiancée, and the many, many friends he made during his lifetime.)
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Monster Movie Memories

by Ted Okuda

During my generally misspent youth, I devoted an inordinate amount of time to watching the most preposterous movies ever made. I use the word preposterous advisedly, because that’s the precise term to describe films involving giant scorpions, teenage werewolves, little green Martians, big alien brains, fire-breathing space turtles, 50-foot women, puppet people, humongous leeches, killer shrews, and grasshoppers as big as the Shedd Aquarium. Not that I have any regrets. On the contrary, some of my favorite childhood memories are directly linked to these movies and how I viewed them on Chicago television stations.

Back when I was a kid—which, as memory serves, was shortly after man harnessed the power of fire—there were no such luxuries as home video, DVD, cable and satellite television, or TiVo. If you wanted to see a particular movie on TV, you had better be positioned right in front of your television set at the exact moment it was being broadcast. If you weren’t there, you were simply out of luck until the next time it was shown, which could be weeks, months, even years later. In extreme instances, the film in question seemed to vanish from the Chicago airwaves forever. (Every TV viewer who grew up during this period has his or her story of missing out on a movie that was never broadcast again.)

In addition to the classic comedies of the Three Stooges, Laurel and Hardy, Abbott and Costello, and the Bowery Boys, I was obsessed with monster movies. It made no difference if it was a glossy Frankenstein or Dracula picture from the 1930s or a meagerly produced endeavor from the 1950s—if it had a mad (or moderately unhinged) surgeon, a snarling man-beast (or, better yet, woman-beast), spaceships, zombies, grave robbers, mummies, regenerated dinosaurs, radioactively enlarged insects, or any combination thereof, it made my must-see list. And thanks to Chicago’s TV horror movie shows, I was able to gorge myself on a steady diet of scare fare.

While showcases like Creature Features, Thrillerama, and The Big Show simply ran the films, others featured “horror hosts” who interspersed comedy

routines and audio commentaries throughout the proceedings. Terry Bennett was hipster-beatnik Marvin on Shock Theatre, Chicago’s first horror movie show. Others followed, most notably Jerry G. Bishop, as a ghoulish hippie named Svengoolie on Screaming Yellow Theater, and Rich Koz, whose enduring Son of Svengoolie evolved into Svengoolie and which is still going strong. With these freaky funsters serving as our macabre guides, millions of viewers were introduced to the entire spectrum of monster cinema, from the great Golden Age chillers to the endearing low-budget schlock. In the process, they were just as memorable as the movies they were hosting—often more so.

[image: Image: Ted Okuda (left), a young fan of monster movies, enjoys a bowl of nutritious Tee Vee Time Popcorn while watching Godzilla, King of the Monsters. His brother Scott has not yet acquired a taste for TV horror shows or snack food.]

Today’s technology has made it easier than ever to watch a movie. Just set your recorder or TiVo, or rent or purchase a film outright, and you can view it whenever you please. For someone like me, who grew up in the Mesozoic Era of home entertainment, these are mind-boggling innovations. And yet, progress has made things too convenient. I don’t want to sound like an ingrate, but what I miss is the anticipatory now-or-never adrenaline rush that we Baby Boomers experienced during the heyday of horror movie shows. A time-honored tradition of our TV-viewing habits is now gone for good. And no, I’m not waxing nostalgic because I desperately want to relive my childhood. The truth is I can’t relive it—because I never left it behind.

On the surface, our book is a history of Chicago TV monster movie shows. But it’s also remembrances of them from our perspective as humble viewers, as well as an extended thank-you note to all the producers, directors, writers, programmers, on-air talent, and behind-the-scenes staffers responsible for these shows. We thank them for fostering (and continuing to foster) an interest in monster cinema and for providing us with memories that will last a lifetime.

Local TV Legacies

by Mark Yurkiw

Like my coauthor, I also am a child of the video age. Growing up in the Chicago suburbs, I came from a small family of modest means; television proved to be a

convenient form of entertainment in our household—and back then you could get it for free, too!

In my generally misspent youth, I spent a lot of time acquainting myself with the colorful personalities who flashed across the screen, be they animated characters or some of my favorite classic comedians, such as the Three Stooges, Laurel and Hardy, Abbott and Costello, W. C. Fields, and the Marx Brothers.

[image: Image: Even at the tender age of two, Mark Yurkiw was conducting research for this book. Here, Mark and his sister Kathy are enthralled by the wonders of television.]

I had and still retain a special affection for the now near-extinct breed of local television performers who graced TV airwaves in the Chicago area for several decades. Personalities like Ray Rayner (Ray Rayner and Friends), Bill Jackson (The B.J. and Dirty Dragon Show), Frazier Thomas (Garfield Goose), and the cast of WGN-TV’s Bozo’s Circus were frequent electronic visitors to our household, almost (but not quite) seeming like family. Speaking of family, television viewing was mostly a family activity in our household back in those days, when a lot of shows were written to appeal to two levels of viewers; a lot of times, parents got the jokes and references, which sailed right over their kids’ heads. This is an element that is sorely lacking from a lot of contemporary entertainment choices.

My sister and I watched Creature Features and Screaming Yellow Theater on a regular basis. Well, for a while, at least . . . until my sister found she was deathly afraid of Jerry G. Bishop’s Svengoolie character, the host of the horror movie showcase Screaming Yellow Theater. (My sister and I, respectively, were about nine and five years old at the time. I guess Bishop did his job a little too well.) For quite some time afterward, we kids were strongly discouraged from watching horror programming on television; even reruns of sitcoms like The Addams Family and The Munsters were frowned upon. In retrospect, I appreciate having had parents who looked out for us, as well as a childhood devoid of more serious threats to worry about.

Later on, Rich Koz reinvented Bishop’s character for Son of Svengoolie on Saturday nights; by then, my sister and I were both several years older and had a more mature appreciation for the show’s humor. And besides, who could be afraid of those 1980s leisure suits?

Today, Koz is just about the last remaining practitioner of the old school of Chicago-style TV. I hope this book expresses our appreciation for the contributions Koz, Bishop, Terry and Joy Bennett, and the rest made to an already proud entertainment legacy.


A note about the text

The programs discussed within are ones that were either bona fide horror movie shows or specific movie showcases that featured horror movies on a semi-regular basis. Over the years, some local stations ran horror films as part of generic, untitled programming (they were fillers in time slots usually devoted to sporting events or special presentations), but we chose to exclude them, given the structure and editorial intent of this book.

Our coverage concentrates on programs that were produced by local Chicago television stations. For this reason, we have elected not to include public-access cable programming (Count Gregula, American Nightmares, Creepy Theatre, The Bone Jangler, World of the Weird Monster Show) and nationally syndicated shows (Elvira: Mistress of the Dark, The Canned Film Festival, The L.A. Connection, Mystery Science Theater), with the exception of The Ghoul, because of that program’s immediate impact on Chicago’s Screaming Yellow Theater.

A Word About Researching TV Listings

Actually, several words about researching TV listings.

Although consulting old issues of TV Guides is a great aid in attempting to confirm exact broadcast dates, it is by no means an infallible method of documentation. TV programming was (and is) subject to unforeseen delays and last-minute changes. The death of a notable figure or a baseball game going into extra innings are just two reasons why stations postpone or cancel scheduled programming.

Another reason is public protest. WBKB, Channel 7, planned to broadcast Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960) during the summer of 1967, as noted in all of the local TV listings. Before the air date, however, the station received letters and calls of protest from concerned individuals who were apparently distressed that this “violent” film (with its notorious shower scene) would be exposed to impressionable young minds. So when the Saturday night in question arrived, many anxious viewers, eager to see Psycho, were surprised and disappointed to discover that Channel 7 presented Kings Go Forth (1958) as an unannounced replacement for Psycho. The station had shied away from any potential controversy.

A few months later, Psycho again appeared in the TV listings, and when that fateful day arrived, viewers were treated to . . . Kings Go Forth. Again. The World War II melodrama, starring Frank Sinatra, Tony Curtis, and Natalie

Wood, is not a bad movie at all, but it was little compensation for those of us eagerly anticipating a masterwork from the Master of Suspense. As the old adage goes, “When you’re expecting ice cream, even the best fish tastes like poison.”

[image: Image: Psycho (1960) finally made its Chicago television debut on Saturday, December 2, 1967. (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

[image: Image: Alfred Hitchcock feeds peanuts to the pigeons in Washington’s Lafayette Square while promoting The Birds (1963). Hitchcock’s suspense classic Psycho was considered so disturbing that it had to be rescheduled a couple of times before being broadcast in Chicago.]

[image: Image: This TV Week movie listing from Monday, September 17, 1962, is a perfect illustration of how critical perception has changed over the years. The Guilt of Janet Ames (1947), a well-done melodrama, is awarded “Day’s Best Movie” status, while Citizen Kane (1941)—considered by the majority of film critics to be the finest motion picture ever made—only receives a “Good” rating. Better luck next time, Orson. (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

Psycho finally made its Chicago TV debut on Saturday, December 2, 1967. Channel 7 still exercised caution by whittling the shower scene down to a few fleeting seconds. (Today, many of you might find it hard to believe that this film could cause such an uproar, but it did.)

The point is that none of the rescheduling was reflected in the TV listings, and unless you’re old enough to remember all of this, there’s no documentation that any of it occurred.

In the grand scheme of things, this kind of minutiae seems beyond trivial. But for a book like ours that revels in such minutiae, it’s just one example of the perils of documenting history, even if it’s pop culture.
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[image: Image: An advertisement for a double-feature reissue of Son of Frankenstein (1939) and Bride of Frankenstein (1935).]

In a 1946 issue of Motion Picture Herald, a Midwest theater owner praised the reissue of two “old-time” movies: Pardon My Sarong (originally released in 1942), starring Bud Abbott and Lou Costello, and Argentine Nights (from 1940), starring the Ritz Brothers and the Andrews Sisters. It may seem astonishing that films made a mere four to six years earlier could be considered relics, but that was the mind-set of the era—an era in which dozens of new titles reached the big screen each and every week. So any films more than a couple of years old were already looked upon as outdated.

The major movie studios were concerned about their latest releases, not the older titles that had already run their course; despite an occasional rerelease, little was done with them. In time, the older product was licensed to smaller fringe companies that specialized in soliciting bookings for reissue packages. While a number of distributors (such as Favorite Films, Film Classics, and Astor Pictures) worked this peripheral market, none were as ambitious or successful as Realart Pictures. In 1948 Realart secured the reissue rights to the Universal Pictures library, which included the classic Universal monster movies, among them Dracula (1931), Frankenstein (1931), The Mummy (1932), The Invisible Man (1933), and The Wolf Man (1941). As a result, Realart horror “thrill-bills” were popular attractions in second- and third-run theaters across the

nation. Here in Chicago, these fright films played on neighborhood screens all over the city, such as the Mode (pronounced MOE-day) Theater, which was located on North Sheridan Road near Irving Park, and the Oak Theater, formerly at Western and Armitage.

[image: Image: The Karloff-Lugosi chiller The Black Cat (1934) was reissued by Realart Pictures in 1953 as The Vanishing Body.]

[image: Image: The Chicago television debut of Hold That Ghost (1941) on August 2, 1959, was considered a big enough event to rate a full-page advertisement in that week’s TV Guide. (The photos of Abbott and Costello used for this ad are taken from one of the team’s later efforts, Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein.)]

Television was something the motion picture industry initially disparaged and feared. Then the studios began to look upon the medium as a convenient dumping ground for thousands of older titles that were gathering dust in the vaults. As local TV affiliates acquired syndicated film packages, countless morning, afternoon, and evening movie showcases turned up on stations all over the country. These showcases were often named for a specific series (The Charlie Chan Theater, The Sherlock Holmes Theater, The Laurel & Hardy Theater, Blondie), a specific station (The Best of CBS), designated categories (Family Classics, When Movies Were Movies, Academy Award Theater, Mystery Theater, The Action Movie, Men and War, The Gunslingers, The Funky Film Festival), the time of day (The Early Show, The Late Show, Picture For a Sunday Afternoon) or the week (The Movie of the Week ran every selected title for seven consecutive days) or the

season (Summer Movie), or a local TV personality (The Ray Rayner Theater) or a local sponsor (Courtesy Theatre, sponsored by Courtesy Motors).

[image: Image: Channel 7’s ad for Female Jungle played up the fact that the film had been in theaters five years previously when it aired on October 6, 1961.]

[image: Image: Movie 5, the forerunner of Thrillerama, broadcast The Neanderthal Man (1953) on November 27, 1960. (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

[image: Image: Ray Rayner, a local TV favorite who appeared as Oliver O. Oliver on Bozo’s Circus and as Sgt. Henry Pettibone on The Dick Tracy Show, hosted his own movie showcase, which was a summer replacement for Family Classics.]

[image: Image: As its title indicated, Channel 9’s Family Classics showcased the station’s library of family-friendly movie fare. Tobor the Great (1954) was broadcast on December 11, 1964. (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

One of the most popular genres among TV viewers was the horror movie, and stations offered showcases such as Shock Theatre, Creature Features, and Chiller Theater1. This television exposure resulted in a nationwide revival of vintage fright films, a phenomenon that did not go unnoticed by the publishing industry. Magazines such as Famous Monsters of Filmland (which began in 1958), Castle of Frankenstein (started in 1962), Fantastic Monsters of the Films (also 1962), and Gore Creatures (1963; later became Midnight Marquee) created a spectacular reinterest in horror movies—and the actors who appeared in them—while hyping current releases from American International Pictures and Britain’s Hammer Films.

[image: Image: This Castle Films abridgment of Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948) was released in 1959, to the delight of 8mm home movie collectors. (From the collection of Ted Okuda.)]

Another milestone for monster movie fans was the release of Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein to the home movie market in 1959. Castle Films, then the leading manufacturer and distributor of movies for the private collector, offered this condensation of the 1948 feature-length film in both 12-minute (Complete Edition) and three-minute (Headline Edition) abridgments in the 8mm home movie format.


[image: Image: Freaky Film of the Week, Channel 7’s short-lived Saturday night showcase, ran a few monster movies, including Horror of Dracula (1958), which aired on May 8, 1971.]

[image: Image: Channel 7’s Chuck Bill hosted Serial Theater, a three-and-a-half-hour showcase devoted to movie serials, during the summer of 1958. (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

Founded by Eugene W. Castle, Castle Films, which had been affiliated with Universal Pictures since the late 1940s, offered cartoons, travelogues, newsreels, sports reels, and abridgments of Universal features in 8mm and 16mm. Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein marked the first Castle release to contain footage of classic Universal monsters (in addition to the Frankenstein Monster, Bud and Lou encounter Count Dracula and the Wolf Man); it quickly became one of the company’s top sellers, and Castle followed it up with “digest” versions of Dracula, Frankenstein, Bride of Frankenstein, The Mummy, The Invisible Man, and several others. (For more on Castle Films and 8mm movies, see Appendix B.)

Our interest in collecting 8mm digests, in reading the monster magazines, in building model kits of movie monsters (the cool ones made by the Aurora Model Company), in buying monster trading cards (which were like baseball cards, only with scenes

from horror movies on them), and in monster films in general was fueled by what we saw on Chicago’s TV horror movie programs. Programs like WBKB’s Shock Theatre.

[image: Image: Before the classic monster movies of the ’30s and ’40s were made available to TV markets, local stations had to make do with an assortment of low-budget horror thrillers made by “Poverty Row” studios like Monogram Pictures and Producers Releasing Corporation. In this scene from The Mad Monster (1942), PRC’s bargain-basement version of The Wolf Man, Glenn Strange (who would later play the Frankenstein Monster) claims a young victim. The Mad Monster aired on Channel 9’s Friday night movie showcase (11 P.M.) on November 3, 1950.]



1 Titles like Shock Theatre and Creature Features were used for Chicago horror movie programs, although these were not exclusive to our town. Other stations across the country also utilized these stock names.
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[image: Image: Terry Bennett, star of the genial Jobblewocky Place and the maniacal Shock Theatre. (Courtesy of Kerry Bennett.)]

In 1956 Screen Gems, the television subsidiary of Columbia Pictures, secured the broadcast rights to 600 pre-1948 titles from the Universal Pictures library. The following year, Screen Gems put together a collection of 52 movies that included familiar horror titles (Frankenstein, Dracula, The Mummy, The Invisible Man, and others) plus some obscure mysteries (such as Secret of the Chateau, Reported Missing, The Witness Vanishes, and A Dangerous Game) and offered them to local TV markets as a package called “Shock!”1 (See Appendix C for a complete listing of titles.)

The “Shock!” package was sold in 142 markets. As a result, stations across the country aired a late-night Shock Theatre series to showcase these pictures. At first, the films were broadcast by themselves, until stations decided to feature live hosts to introduce the movies and perform skits between commercial breaks.

TV horror movie hosts began springing up everywhere. John Zacherle, as Roland the Cool Ghoul, developed his shtick at WCAU-TV in Philadelphia and then later set up shop at WABC in New York. Ernie Anderson, father of director Paul Thomas Anderson (Boogie Nights, Magnolia), was Ghoulardi in Cleveland. (For more on Ghoulardi, see Chapter 11.) Bill Camfield, a sales promotion executive, doubled as Gorgon on KFJZ in Dallas. Sid Noel was Morgus the Magnificent on WWL in New Orleans.

Chicago’s ABC-TV network affiliate, WBKB, Channel 7, picked up the “Shock!” movie package in 1957. (WBKB is now WLS-TV, Channel 7.) In a memo, program director Dan Schuffman explained the station’s decision to utilize the services of a horror movie host:


 

If you can think about it for a moment, you’ll realize that these pictures are a curiosity to most people. Those who have seen them will want to see them again just to check—were they as good or as bad as they remember them? For new viewers, they mean excitement and suspense—tension relievers. For all viewers there will be a host or hostess on the show who will help give them an excuse to watch. Many people will be reluctant to admit they want to watch a Frankenstein movie, but they always say, “I just watched to see what the [emcee] is going to do next.” Thus goes the twisted humor of most of us.

 

For the role of Chicago’s first horror movie host2, WBKB didn’t have to look very far: The multitalented Terry Bennett had been with the station since 1954.

Born April 25, 1930, in Brooklyn, New York, Bennett developed an interest in ventriloquism when his uncle gave him a Charlie McCarthy3 dummy on his tenth birthday. Within four years, Bennett was winning talent contents and touring with the USO. Not long afterward, he made appearances on a number of early TV variety programs, such as The Arthur Godfrey Show and The Kate Smith Hour.

Bennett befriended veteran ventriloquist Frank Marshall, who created Red Flannels, Bennett’s best-remembered dummy. Although still a teenager, Bennett was a seasoned veteran of the nightclub and theater circuit.

On August 4, 1950, while appearing at the Bayshore Royal Hotel in Tampa, Florida, 20-year-old Terry Bennett met 15-year-old Joy Ann Page. She would become an integral part of his life and career.

[image: Image: Terry Bennett in character as Marvin, Chicago’s first TV horror movie host. (Courtesy of Kerry Bennett.)]

Bennett was drafted in 1951. During his two-year army stint in Orleans,

France, he entertained troops with his ventriloquism act. Two weeks after being discharged, Bennett married the now 18-year-old Page on June 18, 1953, in New York. Joy joined Terry’s act (“Terry Bennett and Joy”), and though she had no prior show business experience, she turned out to be the ideal partner for him, onstage and off. The Bennetts—and Red Flannels—toured Canada for one year; upon their return to the United States, they settled in Chicago.

[image: Image: This advertisement for Shock Theatre publicizes Marvin just as much as the featured movie, The Secret of the Blue Room (1933)—which is a mystery, not a horror film. (Courtesy of Kerry Bennett.)]

[image: Image: The horror classic Dracula (1931) made its Chicago television debut on Shock Theatre. (Courtesy of Kerry Bennett.)]

Terry Bennett was hired by WBKB in 1954. TV historian Steve Jajkowski observed, “Terry took on the responsibilities of writer, producer, on-air promotion director, and program development coordinator. As if that wasn’t enough to keep him busy, he also created the familiar logo for the ABC-TV network and promoted the network’s many offerings, including Maverick [starring James Garner] and The Ford Show [starring Tennessee Ernie Ford].”

When WBKB picked up the “Shock!” horror movie package in 1957, Terry devised a way for the station to capitalize on it. Joy Bennett recalled:

 

Terry was an innovator and had a very creative mind. He could visualize how he could enhance this series—plus get on camera as well—and he sold his idea to [general manager] Sterling “Red” Quinlan. Shock Theatre and the later Jobblewocky Place were not really produced by WBKB. Shock Theatre was a series of horror shows that Red Quinlan and Matt Veracker bought for airing only.

 


The 90-minute Shock Theatre (or Theater, as it was occasionally spelled) debuted on Saturday, December 7, 1957, at 10 P.M., broadcast live from WBKB’s studio on the tenth floor. Frankenstein, the 1931 classic starring Boris Karloff, was its premiere attraction. The program opened with its theme song, “Weird Incident,” accompanied by the sounds of thunder, lightning, chains, and shattering glass. The title “SHOCK THEATRE,” painted on a glass slide, appeared over a model of a haunted house with gravestone “credits.” Then the scene shifted to a gloomy basement setting, complete with coffin and electric chair.

Wearing a black turtleneck sweater, black jacket, and horn-rimmed glasses with Coke-bottle lenses that magnified his bright eyes, Terry Bennett was Mad Marvin—or Marvin the Near-Sighted Madman, as some fans called him—the keeper of the Shock Theatre dungeon. (Marvin has been referred to as a “hipster beatnik,” and that’s as good a description as any.) Joy Bennett appeared as Dear, his shapely blonde cohost. Appeared may not be an accurate term in this case, because Dear’s face was always obscured. Either she would have her head turned away from the camera or her face would be masked by props such as cue cards or lace doilies. Additionally, Dear didn’t talk; she just made occasional grunting sounds.

[image: Image: Marvin with his female assistant, Dear (Joy Bennett). She never spoke or revealed her face until the very last installment of Shock Theatre. (Courtesy of Kerry Bennett.)]

Dear became one of the most popular characters on Shock Theatre, though Joy Bennett wasn’t on the program from the very start. She explained:

 

For a few shows in the beginning, the station used a staff member named Dorothy Johnson. That way, it did not cost them anything extra. However, because of our ability to work so well together, Terry talked them into using me for Shock Theatre. This caused the station a bit of concern. I was playing the part of a 12-year-old, Pamela Puppet, on our morning children’s show, Jobblewocky Place, and they felt it was not good for the audience to know that I was also part of Shock Theatre. Thus the mask over my face, and a “different” form of speech—to say the least—and

we pretty well kept it a secret. Terry was staff and I worked for scale; it cost the station a little more money, but the show really caught on. Since everything was ad-libbed, it became a comedy show.

 

Between commercial breaks, Marvin gave full range to a macabre sense of humor. He delighted in torturing Dear; mannequin parts were utilized for comedy skits in which she was dismembered. Marvin and Dear spared nothing to scare their TV audience out of their wits. On one notorious occasion, Marvin informed viewers that he would swallow poison and then describe in detail what it was like to die slowly. People were horrified—and the ratings soared.

[image: Image: Mannequin parts were used for comedy skits in which Marvin dismembered Dear. (Courtesy of Kerry Bennett.)]

Viewers who had initially tuned in to see such monster movies as Bride of Frankenstein (1935) and The Wolf Man (1941) became enthralled by the wild comic antics of the diabolical hosts. In a short span of time, the Bennetts developed a loyal fan base that tuned in each week just to see what kind of crazy stunts Marvin and Dear would pull. Joy Bennett remembered:

 

We had such a supportive staff. No one produced the show and there were no writers, per se. We weren’t afforded the luxury of rehearsal time; for the benefit of the director [Dick Locke] and the technical crew, we’d do a walk-through about 15 minutes before we went on the air. We would have a premise but we ad-libbed our way through everything. This was live television, and you had to be prepared for any contingencies, like malfunctioning props. Terry was such a pro that he could ad-lib his way around any situation.

Most of the props we had to buy ourselves, with the exception of the background set—cellar, dungeon, stairs, etc.—which Frank Oakley, who was also a WBKB staff member, was able to build.

You must remember that Terry was first, last and always a ventriloquist,

so it is rather amazing that he came up with this goofy Mad Marvin, a befuddled yet funny character. And we had all the creative freedom anyone could ask for. No one monitored what we were going to do! That’s because the ratings said it all. God bless Terry, he kept those ratings up until the very end.

We did remotes from Lincoln Park, Wrigley Field—playing with the Chicago Cubs, if you can believe that one—and a remote on State Street where Terry, surrounded by policemen on motorcycles, was driven to the State Lake Building [WBKB] in a hearse!

 

“Shock Theatre was a blast every Saturday night,” said Robert Andrews, who was then a preteen horror film fanatic. “I loved Marvin’s antics and the old movies. My only gripe, though, is that the opening title and credits were clipped from all the films. Marvin would introduce the picture, and then all of a sudden they’d cut right into the action. How much time did the station think they were saving by doing that?”

As a result of the show’s enormous popularity, fans who got hold of the Bennetts’ home phone number (they resided in Schiller Park at the time) would call Mad Marvin at all hours of the day—and night, which seemed to make sense to his fervent followers.

[image: Image: Macabre antics like these made Shock Theatre a hit with TV viewers, who tuned in to watch the program regardless of what movie was being shown. (Courtesy of Kerry Bennett.)]

While hosting Shock Theatre, Terry Bennett created, wrote, produced, and starred in WBKB’s Jobblewocky Place (1958–61), an innovative children’s program that combined the educational agenda of Ding Dong School with the good-natured zaniness of Soupy Sales and the skewered imagination of Ernie Kovacs. Bennett, the genial host who wore a turtleneck sweater with a big J on it, opened each show by singing the theme song, which he composed:


[image: Image: A candid behind-the-scenes shot of Terry and Joy Bennett. Who would have ever guessed that such a nice, normal-looking couple was responsible for so much ghoulish mayhem? (Courtesy of Kerry Bennett.)]

 

Igglehocky, trobblebocky, that’s a lot of Jobblewocky

And it means why don’t we take a little walk

Igglehocky, trobblebocky, that’s a lot of Jobblewocky

Everyone who’s anyone knows Jobblewocky talk

 

If you want to learn how to do it

Practice in front of a mirror

Every morning, every noon, and almost every night

 

Igglehocky, trobblebocky, that’s a mountain called the Rocky

Just like eating crackers with a spoon and fork

 

Then he would interact with a variety of ventriloquist dummies and puppets, among them Timothy Timber (a sailor created by Frank Marshall), Rusty Hinges (another Marshall creation), Uncle Louie (a talking picture), Mr. Head (a talking box), Mr. Engineer, and Bertram Turtle. Also on hand was Joy Bennett, as Pamela Puppet, Terry’s 12-year-old ward.

Juggling a children’s program and a horror movie showcase was a pretty daunting challenge, but Terry Bennett was certainly up to the task. Asked if they preferred one show to the other, Joy responded:

 

Not really; those programs were two separate entities running together on the same station. We had the same freedom. Terry, however, had to come up with ideas for everyday shows, so he spent most of his evenings in the basement of our very small house—newly purchased because of the steady

employment with Channel 7. I was always amazed how his creative mind could come up with these concepts.

Shock Theatre gave us greater notoriety. As a result, we were in such national publications as Saturday Evening Post and Life magazine. Jobblewocky Place allowed Terry to use his ventriloquial skills and gave us great satisfaction because we had a loyal, preschool audience that we felt our show catered to in a loving and educational way. We probably had a more positive feeling toward Jobblewocky Place because it brought us personal rewards.

 

Broadcast live weekday mornings from 10 to 10:55 A.M., Jobblewocky Place was praised by the press and the public and would go on to earn three Emmy nominations.

After less than a season, Shock Theatre became such a Saturday night hit that WBKB expanded the time slot by 30 minutes. This new half-hour segment, which followed the movie, was called “The Shocktail Party,” with Bruce Newton and Ronny Born added to the cast.

[image: Image: Terry Bennett and Red Flannels were the stars of the innovative children’s program Jobblewocky Place (1958–61), which initially aired weekday mornings from 10 to 10:55 A.M. Joy Bennett also appeared on the show, as Pamela Puppet. (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

Newton, an artist, puppeteer, and performer, was a veteran of local television; in addition to cocreating Garfield Goose, his credits included making puppets for local children’s shows, such as The Happy Pirates, The Play House, and Princess Mary’s Castle. He recalled:

 

I was on the staff at WBKB, and in those early days I would be assigned to do two or three shows a day. I’d function as a producer, manipulate puppets, create graphics and visual effects, put together scripts . . . whatever had to be done. It’s not like today where everyone has one function and one function only.

One day Red Quinlan came to me and said, “You’re going to be Frankenstein on Shock Theatre next Saturday night.” I said, “No, I’m not.” I was making a nice salary, but I was already putting in long hours six days a week and I didn’t feel like giving up my Saturday nights. So Red

said, “You’ll do it or you’re fired.” Then I said, “In that case, I’ll be very glad to do it.” [laughs]

[image: Image: Marvin confers with his cohorts, the hunchbacked Orville (Ronny Born) and the lumbering Shorty (Bruce Newton). (Courtesy of Kerry Bennett.)]

I already knew Terry and Joy from Jobblewocky Place. They did all their own stuff with the ventriloquist dummies and puppets, but once Terry asked me to make a mechanical man prop. So I went to the drugstore down on the corner, got some empty boxes, and put together a mechanical man with a box head, box arms, and box legs.

On Shock Theatre, I played a Frankenstein Monster character named Shorty. I’m six-foot four and I wore these shoes with big heels that made me over seven feet tall, so I towered over everyone else on the show. I never had any dialogue; I’d just growl and make gestures with my arms.

For the first show I was on, they put all this make-up and putty on me, which took about an hour-and-a-half to apply. Afterwards, I said, “No more of that!” The following Monday, I went over to a place called Treasure Island over on Randolph near State Street and bought a rubber Frankenstein mask. I could slip that thing on in a matter of seconds; it was a lot easier.

Terry and Joy were lovely people. Terry—boy, what a talent! He was a genius . . . and a great ventrickilist, as we used to say. It really was fun to work with them.

 

Ronny Born was another prolific WBKB staffer, whose credits included providing voices for Princess Mary’s Castle and cocreating the live-action Chatter’s World. Bruce Newton noted:

 

Ronny would float between various shows, wherever he was needed. On

Shock Theatre, he played Orville, a hunchbacked character. He would also don masks to portray other monsters. Me, Ronny, and Art Hern—who was one of the pirates on The Happy Pirates [a children’s program also broadcast on WBKB]—would put on monster masks and try to scare the folks who worked at the station. They knew it was us, so they went along with the gag. Then we’d go over to the Tribune Building down on Michigan Avenue; we’d walk around and scare the women in the newspaper office until we were thrown out. That’s what happens when three big kids get their hands on monster masks. [laughs]

 

“The Shocktail Party” featured a band known as the Dead Beats, who performed musical numbers behind gravestones marked “MARVIN’S DEAD BEATS.” Marvin would refer to their selections as “Lullabies to Die For,” “Cremation Concertos,” “Music For Murder,” and similarly sinister classifications. Joy Bennett commented, “As the show grew in popularity, we were then able to take advantage of the staff musicians, so Terry came up with the idea for the band. Frank Oakley designed those gravestones, and the Dead Beats became a success of their own, so we all benefited.”

[image: Image: Marvin’s Dead Beats provided the music for Shock Theatre’s “Shocktail Party.” The group consisted of gifted staff musicians who loved to play “rip-roaring jazz.” Pictured, left to right: Russ Crandall (harp), Lenny Druss (flute), Sam Porfirio (accordion), Patrick Ferreri (guitar), Harold Siegel (bass), and Clay Campbell (drums). (Courtesy of Kerry Bennett.)]

The Dead Beats comprised local musicians who were among the best in their field. Jazz guitarist Patrick Ferreri, a member of the group, recalled:

 

I was in the band for Don McNeill’s Breakfast Club for nine years. Rex Maupin was the chief director of musical operations at WBKB. He was from the old school of radio; he had worked on radio shows like Suspense and wrote all the appropriate mood music. He could write any kind of music that was needed.

One day, Rex said, “Pat, I’ve got bad news for you. You’re going down to the TV station and you’re going to wear funny costumes and do some funny things.” Now, that’s not exactly what I wanted to hear, and he knew

it, but I did it out of respect for him. Rex was a world-class musician who just happened to be stuck in this chief director’s position. I would have beat my brains out to make him happy—the other musicians felt this way, too, which is why we all agreed to do the show.

[image: Image: Marvin conducts the Dead Beats in one of their sinister selections, “Music For Murder.” (Courtesy of Kerry Bennett.)]

For me, the best thing about the Dead Beats was that it gave us the opportunity to play good, fast, rip-roaring jazz. It was a thrill to play music with these guys. We had Harold Siegel on the bass; Clay Campbell on the drums; Lenny Druss played alto sax, flute, and clarinet; and Russ Crandall played jazz harp. I have never heard a harp player that could compare to Russ. He could have played classical music with a symphony orchestra. All these guys were older than me; I was the kid in the group.

Sam Porfirio handled all the musical arrangements for Shock Theatre. Sam was the greatest influence on my life, from a musical standpoint. He was a big fan of Count Basie, so we had a lot of Basie arrangements. Sam played the accordion, but he also played the guitar—better than I did!

When you’re playing with a group of guys like the ones that were assembled for the Dead Beats, then . . . I don’t wish to sound melodramatic, but it’s like a spiritual thing. It’s all about musicianship, and to me that’s worth more than all the applause on the planet.

 

Putting together the show every Saturday night was a collaborative effort. Bruce Newton elaborated:

 

Carl Carleton, who was in his 80s at the time, was sometimes credited as being the writer, but we didn’t actually have writers. We’d have midweek

production meetings where we’d exchange ideas. One thing we’d do every Saturday night is kill a dozen people . . . in a nice way. That was one of the regular bits.

[image: Image: The Dead Beats gather around a framed portrait of their fearless leader. (Courtesy of Kerry Bennett.)]

We also had a double dungeon set. By that I mean there were two dungeon sets; we’d all stand in front of one of them, so when the camera faded from the empty set to the one we were in, it looked like we materialized out of nowhere. This was pretty ambitious stuff for a live program with a limited budget.

We had a talented group working on that show. The musicians, the directors [Dick Locke, George Paul, Richy Victor], the cameramen, the stagehands—they were all professionals.

 

Patrick Ferreri remembered how the Dead Beats were recruited for some of the comedy sketches:

 

Everyone connected with the show was cooperative, and even though most of us weren’t really comedians, we did make an effort to make people laugh. Terry and Joy were a lot of fun to work with, and we did some pretty weird stuff. One time, I was sitting on the end of a teeter-totter, playing my electric guitar, and Sam Porfirio was on the other end, playing his accordion. I had to be careful to make sure the cord on my guitar was the right length, so I wouldn’t get yanked off the teeter-totter when I went up in the air.

Another time, there was a huge bucket of water on the set. The bucket had a hole in it so Terry could put on a rubber glove and stick his hand

through the hole. The idea was that Joy would go bobbing for apples and when she leaned into the bucket, Terry’s arm would grab her. Well, while they were performing this bit live on the air, the bucket broke and all this water poured all over the set. I was worried I’d be electrocuted because of my electric guitar. What a mess—the station had to cut back to the movie real fast.

 

Joy Bennett added, “We worked together as a family—the stagehands, the soundman, everybody. It was all good healthy fun.”

For many viewers, the fun was infectious. Steve Cooper is now a professional musician; in the late ’50s, he was an avid fan of Shock Theatre:

 

The thing I loved about Shock Theatre was its spontaneity—it was done live and was always full of surprises. It was a very funny show, and you never knew what to expect. They did all kinds of shtick and inside jokes that worked on a double level, for kids and for adults, similar to the Rocky and Bullwinkle cartoons. Terry and Joy Bennett seemed to be having so much fun that it was contagious. Terry established quite a rapport with his viewers. Even when the jokes didn’t work, Terry would manage to turn it to his advantage, in the same way Johnny Carson would react when a joke flopped—he’d make a bigger, funnier joke out of it.

The musicians who played the Dead Beats were terrific. The music was great and they had nice arrangements. Back then there were 28 television shows that had live bands on them, so it wasn’t unusual to see a live band on Shock Theatre. WBKB had a morning show called Captain Stubby and the Buccaneers that featured a small band. It was like a radio show on television; they’d read letters from viewers who would try to stump the band by requesting obscure songs. Some of the same musicians who were on this program were also members of the Dead Beats, which was another reason why I enjoyed Shock Theatre.

Aside from the music and, of course, the movies, the part I liked the best was watching Terry and Joy perform the comedy skits. It was all done real well. Everything had to be done real well—you couldn’t get away with mediocrity back in those days.

 

WBKB was located at 190 North State Street. With the Chicago Theatre across the street and the Chez Paree nightclub not far from there (610 North Fairbanks), celebrities who were appearing at these venues were tapped for Shock Theatre’s

impromptu craziness. Bruce Newton remembered:

 

We had stars like Burt Lancaster, Jerry Lewis, and Sammy Davis Jr. on the show. Sammy agreed to come down and appear in one of the skits. Before we went on the air, Sammy looked around and said, “So this is Shock Theatre!”

I outlined what he was going to do. I told him, “You come down the steps and into the dungeon. You kick a skeleton—it’ll fall apart—and sit down in the electric chair. I’ll come out of the shadows as the Frankenstein Monster, then you look up and say something. Now, this is a live show, so be careful what you say.” Sammy said, “OK, I’ll watch my mouth.” I asked him, “What are you going to say?” He said, “None of your business—I’ll come up with something.”

[image: Image: Joy and Terry Bennett observe Shock Theatre’s one-year anniversary in 1958. (Joy valiantly covers her face to keep Dear’s mystique intact.) (Courtesy of Kerry Bennett.)]

So we’re on the air, and Sammy is standing in the middle of the dungeon set. Normally, I’d come out growling, but I decided to sneak up on him silently. Sammy was a little guy, and I didn’t realize he only weighed about 100 pounds. When I grabbed him and picked him up, I accidentally put him right into the overhead lights. After I put him back down, he looked up at me and said, “Man, you’re gonna turn me white!” I started laughing uncontrollably.

The glass window of the director’s booth was very thin, and you could hear practically everything that was going on in there. So after Sammy delivered that ad-lib, you could hear our director yelling frantically, “Cut to black . . . I mean, cut to white . . . I mean . . . whatever!”

 

Throughout the run of Shock Theatre, Dear’s identity remained a mystery. Joy Bennett explained:

 

We would do teasers regarding Dear. Terry would announce that Dear would turn around and take off her mask on next week’s show. The following

Saturday we would lead up to the “Big Moment,” and Terry would start to turn me around. Then our director, Dick Locke, would do something with the cameras so that, to the audience at home, it would appear as if their TV set had problems. The switchboards would light up for hours, with callers saying that they never got to see me because something went wrong with their screen.

 

After two seasons, cost-cutting measures brought an end to Shock Theatre. The station had arranged to broadcast Cuban baseball games, which was a cheaper alternative to producing a live television show. Additionally, the horror films had been rerun several times; WBKB felt people were tiring of them, so the station decided not to renew their rights to the package.

[image: Image: Terry Bennett’s Shock Theatre gig came to an end on October 17, 1959. (Courtesy of Kerry Bennett.)]

The final installment of Shock Theatre aired Ed Wood’s Bride of the Monster (1956) on October 17, 1959. (As Shock Theatre by this time had exhausted the initial “Shock!” movie package, it showcased other horror-related titles in the station’s film library. Bride of the Monster, along with Plan 9 From Outer Space [1959], was immortalized in Tim Burton’s biopic Ed Wood [1994].) When it was all over, the cast members revealed themselves to viewers. Bruce Newton related:

 

At the end of the last show, Terry took off his thick glasses, rolled down his turtleneck, and reverted to his regular speaking voice. Joy took off the doily—like you’d use for a table mat—revealed her face, and spoke for the first time on the program. When it came time for me to reveal myself, I started rolling up my rubber mask, but I had another one underneath it. So nobody got to see who Shorty really was.

 

Although thousands of fans signed a petition to keep Shock Theatre on the air, Terry and Joy Bennett had no interest in continuing this facet of their career. Joy

remarked, “We had fun doing Shock Theatre, but it wasn’t something that we planned on doing long-term. Terry was a ventriloquist and an actor, and he didn’t want to become typecast as Mad Marvin or any other sort of horror movie host.”4

[image: Image: After Jobblewocky Place ended in 1961, Terry Bennett created, produced, and starred in WBKB-TV’s The Wacky World of Mr. B (1962–63). (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

The Bennetts didn’t have to worry about keeping busy. They still had their acclaimed morning program, Jobblewocky Place, and they adopted a baby boy, whom they named Kip. Raising a child, Joy now only worked on Jobblewocky Place three days a week

After Jobblewocky Place ended in 1961, Terry Bennett created, produced, and starred in WBKB’s The Wacky World of Mr. B (1962–63), which provided a similar showcase for his unique talents. When that show wrapped up, the Bennetts decided to move back to New York. Red Quinlan wrote a letter of endorsement that read, in part:

 

Terry Bennett is indeed a triple threat man. He has done some of the [most] outstanding kid shows ever seen in Chicago. He produces. He writes. He does an acceptable job as a staff announcer. He is a good master of ceremonies. He is a stable asset to any station’s roster.

 

Terry went to work for WPIX, Channel 11, in New York, where he produced The Chuck McCann Show (which was reminiscent of Jobblewocky Place), The Sammy Kaye Show (Bennett could again indulge his love of music), and David Susskind’s Hot Line. Terry also supervised the development, scripting, and budgets of other programs and commercials.

A career high for Bennett was his stint as executive producer of WPIX’s The Clay Cole Show. He booked many stars to appear on the program and was personally responsible for booking the Rolling Stones. (After the show, Terry and Joy had dinner with Mick Jagger and the band.)

Debuting in 1965, WPIX’s Let’s Have Fun marked Terry Bennett’s return to performing. This Sunday children’s show was patterned after Jobblewocky Place, utilizing many of the same dummies and puppets. Bennett’s considerable charm

and versatility again made him a popular TV personality. During this period, Terry and Joy became the proud parents of two more children, daughter Jill (born 1966) and son Kerry (born 1967). Let’s Have Fun ran until 1967.

[image: Image: Terry and Joy Bennett spend an evening out on the town. (Courtesy of Kerry Bennett.)]

Terry had worked in advertising during his years in Chicago; after WPIX, he left television to pursue a career in the ad industry.

In 1972 the Bennetts moved to Tampa, Florida, where Terry became involved in advertising and local television. On WTOG, Channel 44, in Tampa, he served as a news anchor for a short period of time, and he hosted a Saturday morning showcase for Little Rascals comedies. Kerry Bennett recalled:

 

The Little Rascals program was sponsored by Burger King. Dad came up with a character called BK the Lion, which he played wearing a full-body lion suit. BK would appear at the opening and closing of the show, as well as in and out of commercial breaks. He would do silly stunts, gags, etc. I remember going to an air show to see my dad do a live appearance as BK. He arrived in a helicopter and, much to my surprise, was mobbed by a large group of children and teenagers seeking autographs.

 

After a two-year illness, Terry died on October 12, 1977, at the age of 47. It’s always sad when anyone that young passes away. It seems even sadder when it’s someone who brought so much laughter and happiness into the lives of so many people.

He accomplished a great deal in a relatively short span of time and probably looked upon his Shock Theatre gig as a minor entry in his amazingly diverse résumé. However, for a generation hooked on Shock Theatre, Marvin was the coolest, hippest, funniest guy in town.

And so was Terry Bennett.

*      *      *      *      *      *


Joy Bennett passed away on December 15, 2005. We appreciated her support of this project and are pleased to relate that she read and enjoyed an early draft of this chapter. We’ll miss you, Dear.



1 This package was so successful that Screen Gems put together a collection of 20 additional titles and called it “Son of Shock.” (See Appendix C.)

2 Prior to Shock Theatre, Drana Badour (played initially by Allen Harvey, and later by Art Hern) hosted an obscure movie showcase called Murder Before Midnight, which ran on WBKB (then Channel 4) from 1950 to 1952. The half-hour program ran feature-length movies in serialized installments; the viewer would see the entire film over the course of three days. On the day a film concluded, the TV listing would indicate, “The solutions you’ve been guessing are unraveled tonight!” Badour, dressed as a swami character complete with a crystal ball, would also quiz viewers about the movie. Murder Before Midnight usually aired, appropriately enough, before midnight (the starting time varied from 11:30 P.M. to 11:45 P.M. though occasionally it was right at midnight) on a Monday through Saturday schedule. Some observers feel that Badour was the first Chicago horror movie host, but we beg to differ. Murder Before Midnight was actually a mystery movie showcase. While the program ran a handful of horror films (such as White Zombie and Revenge of the Zombies), the overwhelming majority of the selections were B mysteries, such as Charlie Chan in the Secret Service, Blake of Scotland Yard, Detective Kitty O’Day, and Bandits of Chinatown. Additionally, this was before the “Shock!” package was made available to local stations. For these reasons, we consider WBKB’s Shock Theatre to be Chicago’s first official horror movie program, which makes Terry Bennett Chicago’s first official horror movie host.

3 Charlie McCarthy was the dummy of famed ventriloquist Edgar Bergen (father of Candice). Bergen and McCarthy hosted a popular radio program and appeared in a surprising number of movies, including The Goldwyn Follies (1938), A Letter of Introduction (1938), Charlie McCarthy, Detective (1939), You Can’t Cheat an Honest Man (1939; with W.C. Fields), Look Who’s Laughing (1941), Here We Go Again (1942), Stage Door Canteen (1943), Song of the Open Road (1944; again with Fields), and Fun and Fancy Free (1947).

4 During the spring and summer months of 1962, Channel 7 broadcast a hostless horror movie showcase called Shock Theater at 12:15 A.M. on Sundays. This show had no real relationship to Terry Bennett’s program, other than its similar title.
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[image: Image: Godzilla, King of the Monsters (1956) made its Chicago television premiere on Movie 5, the Sunday evening forerunner of Thrillerama, on October 18, 1959. (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

[image: Image: On Saturday, April 29, 1961, Beginning of the End (1957) was the first film to air on WNBQ-TV’s Thrillerama.]

Throughout 1959 and 1960, the local NBC affiliate, WNBQ-TV1 (Channel 5), regularly ran horror thrillers on its Sunday evening Movie 5 showcase at 10:15 P.M.2, most notably the Chicago television premiere of Godzilla, King of the Monsters (1956), the first and, in many ways, the best entry in the long-running Japanese series. This was the English-dubbed version of Gojira (1954), with added scenes of Raymond Burr (Perry Mason), whose character—named Steve Martin!—serves to “interpret” the plot developments. The original Japanese version remains a monster movie classic, and the Americanized edition acquits itself quite nicely. Burr’s sequences are creatively inserted into the original footage, and the gimmick works surprisingly well; in fact, Burr gives a good, solid performance, free of the camp aspects that would creep into the Godzilla films of the 1960s and ’70s. For young viewers relishing the opportunity to stay up late, Godzilla, King of the Monsters was grand entertainment.

Unfortunately, the opportunity to stay up late on a Sunday night wasn’t an option for kids who had to get up early for school the next morning. Even the most cunning students had difficulty talking their parents into letting them stay up until almost midnight just to watch a monster movie.

In the spring of 1961, WNBQ came to the rescue with Saturday Movie 5 Thrillerama—also known as Saturday Thrillerama but more commonly referred to simply as Thrillerama—a Saturday night showcase for the horror and science fiction titles in the station’s film library. Thrillerama premiered on April 29, 1961, at 10:15 P.M. Unlike Channel 7’s Shock Theatre, there was no host or

comic interlude between commercial breaks; this 90-minute program (which often ran 95 minutes) was merely Movie 5 with a horror theme.

The very first film aired on Thrillerama was Beginning of the End (1957). The big bug movie craze of the ’50s resulted in American cities being overrun with giant-sized ants (Them!), scorpions (The Black Scorpion), a praying mantis (The Deadly Mantis), and arachnids (Tarantula!, Earth vs. the Spider). In Beginning of the End, agricultural radiation experiments create an army of oversized grasshoppers that threaten to destroy Chicago.

The idea of optically enlarged grasshoppers “attacking” stock footage and still photos of the Windy City seems laughable today, but the film does earn considerable points and goodwill—in this corner, at least—for setting the action right here in Chicago. (It’s a matter of civic pride. Why should New York and Tokyo get all the monster invasions?)

[image: Image: Beginning of the End was the only giant-monster movie of the era to be set in Chicago.]

[image: Image: Taste of Chicago: Photographically enlarged grasshoppers chomp their way through the Windy City in Beginning of the End. Note the Field Museum in the background.]

In the wake of the slick bug creations seen in Eight-Legged Freaks, Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets, and The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King, the hopping menaces on display in Beginning of the End aren’t likely to arouse much enthusiasm in contemporary viewers. But for those of us who remember watching the film on Thrillerama (and other subsequent horror movie programs), this was pretty exciting stuff.

Thrillerama also aired Plan 9 From Outer Space (1959), only a couple of years after it received scattered theatrical release and decades before its writer-director, Edward D. Wood Jr., became a major cult figure. Brimming with Wood’s trademark fruity dialogue and dreadful special effects, this tale of alien invaders reviving the dead is a textbook example of how a film production can go hopelessly

awry. (Apparently, the word retake was not in Ed’s vocabulary.) But Wood’s dogged determination to cobble together a feature-length movie out of incomprehensible scraps of celluloid is admirable, if not amazing. For example, Lugosi died in 1956, after shooting only a few random scenes for another project—so Wood reworked the footage into Plan 9 and employed an outrageously phony double for additional “Lugosi” sequences. Even then, that didn’t stop Wood from giving Lugosi prominent billing in the film’s opening credits and on the promotional posters! You’ve got to admire the man’s chutzpah.

[image: Image: Cast members of Edward D. Wood Jr.’s infamous Plan 9 From Outer Space (1959), left to right: horror movie hostess Vampira (Maila Nurmi), Swedish wrestler Tor Johnson (in grave), chiropractor-hypnotist Thomas R. Mason (filling in for the late Bela Lugosi), and self-proclaimed psychic Criswell. Frequently cited as “The Worst Film of All Time,” Plan 9 is actually more entertaining than many “superior” genre movies.]

Still, for TV viewers of the era, Plan 9 From Outer Space was no worse than several other ’50s science fiction movies that turned up on the tube. In fact, a sequence featuring humongous Swedish wrestler Tor Johnson (a regular in Wood’s films) emerging from an open grave is impressively photographed and genuinely chilling (though the sight of Tor Johnson emerging from a taxi would have been pretty scary, too). So let’s give Ed Wood some credit. Besides, how many movies have you made?

Almost immediately, Thrillerama pulled in higher ratings than its chief competition, Channel 2’s (WBBM-TV, the CBS affiliate) movie program The Best of CBS, which began approximately one hour later. The Best of CBS showcased such prestige films as The Caine Mutiny (1954) and All the King’s Men (1949), but apparently they were no match for the likes of Prehistoric Women (1950) and The Neanderthal Man (1953).

On September 16, 1961, Thrillerama ended its summer run with the ultracheap thriller Phantom From 10,000 Leagues (1955). WNBQ then gave the format a rest and resumed its regular Movie 5 schedule, which also included an occasional horror film. The following summer, Thrillerama returned on May 19, 1962, with

Hangover Square (1945; actually a melodrama with horrific elements) and was again seen every Saturday night until The Atomic Man (1956) brought the season to a close on September 15, 1962.

[image: Image: Caltiki, the Immortal Monster (1960) kicked off the third summer season of Thrillerama, on May 18, 1963. (Courtesy of Bill Haffner.)]

[image: Image: Prehistoric Women (1950) premiered on Chicago television on August 12, 1961.]

[image: Image: Rodan (1957; a.k.a. Rodan the Flying Monster) made monster movie addicts count their blessings on June 22, 1963. (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

On May 18, 1963, Thrillerama kicked off its third year with Caltiki, the Immortal Monster (1960). Directed by Robert Hampton (a.k.a. Riccardo Freda) and photographed by Mario Bava (Black Sunday, Planet of the Vampires), who also served as uncredited codirector, this Italian production about a radioactive, flesh-eating blob contains some nightmare-inducing passages.

In the summer of 1964, WNBQ further stacked the odds in its favor by offering back-to-back presentations of Thrillerama and Midnight Thrillerama. This new double-feature policy (with a five-minute NBC news Midnight Report before the start of the second film) was launched on May 23, 1964, with I Bury


the Living (1958; an entertaining graveyard chiller), followed by Target Earth (1954). The last twin bill of the season paired Curse of the Faceless Man (1958) with Invaders From Mars (1953; a childhood favorite) on September 12, 1964.

[image: Image: Thrillerama presented The Giant Behemoth (1959)—a redundant title if ever there was one—on July 13, 1963.]

[image: Image: In May 1964, Channel 5 began back-to-back presentations of Thrillerama and Midnight Thrillerama. Caltiki, the Immortal Monster (1960) and The Beast of Hollow Mountain (1956) were paired on June 20, 1964. (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

[image: Image: The Monster That Challenged the World (1957) and The Indestructible Man (1956) were the twin bill for August 1, 1964.]

[image: Image: Science fiction films of the ’50s featured tales of female-dominated planets, such as Queen of Outer Space (1958), which aired on Thrillerama on August 10, 1963.]

[image: Image: In the fall of 1964, Channel 5 brought back Movie 5, which showcased melodramas and action films and, to appease horror fans, kept Midnight Thrillerama. The prison drama The Last Mile (1959) preceded Son of Frankenstein (1939) on November 21, 1964.]

[image: Image: Time Limit (1957) and House of Frankenstein (1944) aired on December 5, 1964. Even though the cast of House of Frankenstein included Boris Karloff, Lon Chaney Jr., John Carradine, Lionel Atwill, and George Zucco, Glenn Strange (who played the Frankenstein Monster) was the only one who got singled out in the advertisement.]

For the fall of 1964, WNBQ retained the Saturday night double-feature format, as the regular Movie 5 showcased melodramas and action films before Midnight Thrillerama delivered the anticipated horror fare.

By 1966 WNBQ had changed its movie programming and dropped the older films from its library, including many of the horror and science fiction titles. As a result, Thrillerama faded from view.

Although it was a hostless, no-frills venture, Thrillerama earned the gratitude of countless Chicago-area horror movie addicts.



1 WNBQ-TV later became WMAQ-TV and has remained an NBC affiliate.

2 This was in the days when the 10 P.M. news broadcast was only a 15-minute program—covering both news and weather.
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[image: Image: The Big Show presented Varan the Unbelievable (1962), the Americanized version of the Japanese production Daikaiju Baran (Giant Monster Baran, 1958), on November 18, 1965. The original Japanese version is vastly superior to its English-dubbed counterpart. (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

[image: Image: How to Make a Monster (1958), which borrowed the title menaces from I Was a Teenage Werewolf (1957) and I Was a Teenage Frankenstein (1957), was The Big Show’s attraction for January 26, 1966. (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

In 1957 United Artists Corporation offered TV stations a package of 737 feature-length films that had originally been produced and released theatrically by RKO Radio Pictures from 1929 to 1954. Referred to as the “Movietime USA” package, the films were hastily printed in the then-standard 16mm format, with references to RKO clipped out or omitted optically to accommodate the distributor’s new C & C Television Corporation identity.

That same year, WBKB-TV purchased the “Movietime” package, which became a staple of the station’s film library1. The package included several of RKO’s greatest productions (Citizen Kane, The Magnificent Ambersons, King Kong, Top Hat, Bringing Up Baby, Gunga Din) and many of their worst (Down to Their Last Yacht, Check and Double Check, Girl of the Rio, Man of Two Worlds); nevertheless, they all possessed a production gloss associated with major studio releases.

In 1963 WBKB leased a package of movies that were on the opposite end of the celluloid spectrum. These were films largely from low-rent operations such as American International Pictures and Allied Artists (formerly Monogram Pictures), small firms that reaped big profits by churning out inexpensive fodder that proved popular with the Saturday matinee and drive-in crowd. Armed with titles such as I Was a Teenage Werewolf and The Bowery Boys Meet the Monsters, WBKB launched The Big Show, a late afternoon (4 to 5:30 P.M.) weekday movie showcase2. Going head-to-head with WBBM’s Early Show, The Big Show differed from its rival in that each day was devoted to a specific genre: Monster movies were scheduled on Mondays, action pictures on Tuesdays, Bowery Boys comedies on Wednesdays, Westerns on Thursdays, and dramas on Fridays. (In February 1964

the Bowery Boys moved to Thursdays.)

[image: Image: Invasion of the Saucer Men (1957) was the sci-fi thriller du jour for February 9, 1966.]

[image: Image: An “Incredibly Fantastic!” 1958 twin bill of Attack of the Puppet People and War of the Colossal Beast (the sequel to The Amazing Colossal Man), both produced and directed by Bert I. Gordon. These and other American International releases were shown regularly on The Big Show.]

On Monday, September 16, 1963, The Big Show premiered with American International’s The Amazing Colossal Man (1957), a passable sci-fi thriller about an Army colonel (Glenn Langan) who gets caught in a nuclear explosion, resulting in a discomforting growth spurt, as he eventually reaches a height of 60 feet. The film has some effective scenes and a colossal number of unintentionally funny ones. Nevertheless, it started The Big Show off with a bang, as it grabbed the attention of the young just-got-home-from-school TV audience. With the September 23 broadcast of Earth vs. the Spider (1958) and the September 30 broadcast of Attack of the Puppet People (1958), The Big Show began outdrawing The Early Show’s viewership, with an estimated 80,000 children tuning in to Channel 7 every Monday afternoon.

For many monster movie fans, The Big Show marked their first exposure to the oeuvre of American International Pictures (AIP), an outfit founded as American Releasing Corporation by Samuel Z. Arkoff and James H. Nicholson in 1954. The folks at AIP had no artistic illusions and certainly made no bones about the fact that their main (if not sole) objective was turning a quick profit. Tailoring their films for younger moviegoers, AIP produced such sensationalized fare as The Day the World Ended (1956), It Conquered the World (1956), The She-Creature (1956), Voodoo Woman (1957), Invasion of the Saucer Men (1957), I Was a Teenage Werewolf (1957), I Was a Teenage Frankenstein (1957), Blood of Dracula (1957), How to Make a Monster (1958), Teenage Caveman (1958), War of the Colossal Beast (1958; a sequel to The Amazing Colossal Man), Terror From the Year 5,000

(1958), and Ghost of Dragstrip Hollow (1959)—all of which turned up Monday afternoons on The Big Show.

While the AIP output was reviled by critics and older observers (and who could blame them, really), kids ate this stuff up. These ragged little films would never be mentioned in the same breath as the earlier Universal monster movies, yet the unabashedly vulgar AIP output had a raw energy and in-your-face style that appealed to the younger set. Even though these films had been shown theatrically only a few years previous, preteen Big Show watchers weren’t old enough to have caught them in theaters or drive-ins, so all of it seemed brand new.

Not every selection was homegrown, however. The station’s horror package included English-dubbed versions of foreign shockers like Atom Age Vampire (Italian, 1961) and The Awful Dr. Orloff (Spanish, 1961). Black Sunday (Italian, 1960), an atmospheric chiller by horror maestro Mario Bava, had the usual substandard English dubbing but also featured a sensational music score (by Les Baxter) that was composed specifically for AIP’s U.S. release version. (Ironically, the film’s original score [by Roberto Nicolosi] was vastly inferior.)

[image: Image: The Big Show also showcased Bowery Boys comedies such as Master Minds (1949), one of the team’s horror movie spoofs.]

[image: Image: Before Bonanza and Highway to Heaven, Michael Landon had the title role in I Was a Teenage Werewolf (1957).]

From 1956 to 1959 there was a Japanese television serial titled Supah Jianto (Supergiant), about a caped superhero in tights sent to Earth by the “High Council of the Emerald Planet” to help earthlings kick invading alien butt. Fortunately for humankind, Supergiant (played by Ken Utsui) came equipped with a special watch that enabled him to fly and speak all Earth languages.


[image: Image: I Was a Teenage Frankenstein (1957) and Blood of Dracula (1957), two Big Show favorites, were released theatrically in Great Britain as Teenage Frankenstein and Blood Is My Heritage.]

[image: Image: Special-effects genius Paul Blaisdell designed, constructed, and wore many of the monster suits seen in American International productions of the ’50s. Blaisdell reconfigured the suit from The She-Creature (1956) for his appearance in The Ghost of Dragstrip Hollow (1959).]

The TV episodes were edited into feature films for U.S. distribution, and Supergiant was renamed Starman. Starman adventures including Atomic Rulers (1957), Attack From Space (1958), Evil Brain From Outer Space (1958), and Invaders From Space (1958) were shown continuously on The Big Show during the 1960s. The low-budget, black-and-white, English-dubbed exploits of Starman won’t mean a thing to a current generation raised on high-tech computer graphics, but for Big Show veterans, they stir quaint memories of a time (as documented in these films) when the Japanese drove American automobiles.

[image: Image: Cult favorite Barbara Steele starred as a revengeful witch in Mario Bava’s chilling Black Sunday (1960).]

During the 1963–64 season, The Big Show attracted a loyal following. For the 1964–65 season, however, WBKB picked up a package of mid-level Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer releases and decided to showcase them on The Big Show. Viewership fell off sharply, as kids who had become accustomed to ghoulish tales turned up their noses at staid fare such as They Met in Bombay and The Adventures of Tartu. So at the beginning of the 1965–66 season, monster movies, Bowery Boys comedies, and cheap potboilers returned to The Big Show, although not on the same genre-specific schedule.


[image: Image: Shortly before its cancellation, The Big Show presented “Monster Week,” April 8–12, 1968. For the record, the lineup was: Monday, Monster From a Prehistoric Planet (1967; a.k.a. Gappa); Tuesday, It Conquered the World (1956); Wednesday, Reptilicus (1962); Thursday, Frankenstein Meets the Space Monster (1965); and Friday, Valley of the Dragons (1961). (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

[image: Image: Ken Utsui played Starman in Attack From Space (1958), one of the feature films culled from Supah Jianto (Supergiant), a Japanese television serial. (Courtesy of Alpha Video.)]

In mid-1966 WBBM’s The Early Show switched to a 3:30 to 5 P.M. time slot, and so did The Big Show. In the fall of that year, The Big Show briefly experimented with an “All Science Fiction” schedule, airing AIP thrillers with a newly acquired package from Columbia/Screen Gems that included The Giant Claw (1957), Zombies of Mora Tau (1957), and Mothra (1960). By now it was in a 3:30 to 4:45 P.M. time slot, and the movies underwent an even more severe editing job3. In the summer of 1968, WBKB dropped The Big Show entirely, in favor of talk shows and expanded news coverage.

Although there was no host to anchor this series, The Big Show remains a vivid memory for many Chicago TV viewers, especially those of us who remember rushing home from school to see teenage monsters, saucer men, big bugs, puppet people, and atomic rulers.




1 Because the rights to the “Movietime USA” titles were sold in perpetuity, Channel 7 (which is now WLS-TV) still owns the package, despite the fact that the same titles are “exclusive” to some cable channels. The “Movietime USA” library is still showcased on Channel 7’s Insomniac Theater and Friday Night Movie.

2 The Big Show took over the time slot previously devoted to Dick Clark’s American Bandstand and reruns of Love That Bob (the syndication title for the sitcom The Bob Cummings Show [1955–59]).

3 Like other local stations during this period, WBKB ran a minimum of 22 minutes of commercials during a 90-minute time slot, meaning that each movie had to be edited down to a maximum length of 68 minutes. When The Big Show was reduced to a 75-minute time slot, the movies were further scaled down to less than an hour in length.
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[image: Image: Channel 2’s publicity department didn’t exactly knock themselves out for this advertisement announcing the broadcast of Revenge of Frankenstein (1958) on Wednesday, May 27, 1964.]

[image: Image: An unsung horror classic, The Werewolf (1956) put a new spin on the old lycanthropy legend.]

The Early Show, WBBM’s midafternoon (4 to 5:30 P.M.) movie program, had been around in one form or another since the late 1950s, showcasing the station’s film library. Their selections ranged from glossy soap operas (Written on the Wind, Magnificent Obsession) to Tarzan pictures.

The success of theme programming on Channel 7’s Big Show did not go unnoticed by WBBM, and on April 29, 1964, the Saturday-through-Friday Early Show launched “Science Fiction Wednesdays,” airing sci-fi and horror-themed movies every Wednesday afternoon. However, the monster-less sci-fi tale The Gamma People (1956) did not provide the rousing start younger viewers would have hoped for. Fortunately, the following weeks saw more kid-friendly titles, such as It Came From Beneath the Sea (1955) and Gigantis, the Fire Monster (1959), and the series was off and running.

Because the bulk of the movies aired on “Science Fiction Wednesday” were from the 1950s, they were relatively new to TV in 1964, and many were hyped as a “Chicago Television Premiere.”

WBBM had a wide selection of titles to choose from, as part of their library was leased from Warner Brothers–Seven Arts (which handled both Warner Brothers and Universal-International products) and Screen Gems (the television subsidiary of Columbia Pictures). As a result, The Early Show was able to broadcast titles such as The Son of Dr. Jekyll (1951; one of the most disappointing horror films ever made), It Came From Outer Space (1953; a thoughtful, intelligent sci-fi entry), Creature From the Black Lagoon (1954; a great ’50s monster movie), The Deadly

Mantis (1957; an entertaining big bug movie), The Monolith Monsters (1957; the intriguing title creatures in this above-average entry are meteorite fragments), The Unknown Terror (1957; a low-grade time-waster in which a deadly fungus is represented by soap suds), and Revenge of Frankenstein (1958; a sequel to The Curse of Frankenstein that many feel is even better than the original).

[image: Image: Dismissed as a substandard ’50s effort, The Giant Claw (1957) is one of the all-time great guilty pleasures.]

[image: Image: A behind-the-scenes model for Black Scorpion (1957). The scorpion models used for the actual film were more detailed.]

[image: Image: Willis O’Brien—the special-effects pioneer responsible for The Lost World (1925), King Kong (1933), Son of Kong (1933), and Black Scorpion (1957)—poses with the miniature models from Mighty Joe Young (1949; coanimated by Ray Harryhausen).]

The Screen Gems package included some titles that really were gems. Curse of the Demon (1958; a.k.a. Night of the Demon) is an amazingly effective chiller about a cult leader (Niall MacGinnis) who uses an ancient curse to bring forth a murderous demon. The Werewolf (1956) is an unsung horror classic in which experiments with “wolf serum” transform an innocent victim (Steven Ritch, in a riveting performance) into a snarling beast.

The Giant Claw (1957) is a gem of another kind. Most reviewers are quick to dismiss it as a substandard low-budget ’50s sci-fi effort. But the endearing title monster—a large prehistoric bird that wreaks havoc in the skies—is such a unique creation (a cross between a buzzard marionette and a troll doll, the look of Giant Claw seems influenced by Mexican folk art1) that the film merits a reappraisal, if only as one of the all-time great guilty pleasures.

The Warner Brothers–Seven Arts selections included Black Scorpion (1957), one of the era’s better big bug movies. This tale of gigantic scorpions running loose in Mexico is a carbon copy of the much more successful Them! (1954), but it generates plenty of excitement, thanks to excellent stop-motion animation sequences by Willis O’Brien (King Kong, The Lost World, Mighty Joe Young) and

Pete Peterson. The aforementioned Gigantis, the Fire Monster (1959) is the English-dubbed version of Gojira no gyakushu (1955; a.k.a. Godzilla Raids Again and Godzilla’s Counterattack), the first sequel to Godzilla (Gojira, 1954). Apocryphally, Warner Brothers didn’t realize they were allowed to use the Godzilla name when they purchased the U.S. distribution rights to the film, so the monster is referred to as Gigantis. By any moniker, this was one of the lesser Godzilla entries, although kiddie viewers thrilled to the spectacular fight scenes between Godzilla—rather, Gigantis—and his spiny-backed foe, Angilas.

This Warner Brothers–Seven Arts package also included a number of previously unaired Abbott and Costello comedies, primarily their output from 1948 to 1955. Titles such as Abbott and Costello Meet the Killer, Boris Karloff (1949), Abbott and Costello Meet the Invisible Man (1951), Abbott and Costello Go to Mars (1953), Abbott and Costello Meet Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1953), and Abbott and Costello Meet the Mummy (1955) received their Chicago TV premieres on The Early Show.

[image: Image: The Early Show also showcased several Abbott and Costello comedies, including horror spoofs such as Abbott and Costello Meet the Mummy (1955).]

In 1966 The Early Show was switched to a 3:30 to 5 P.M. time slot2. In the summer of 1968, the weekday editions of The Early Show were replaced by reruns of McHale’s Navy and The Man From U.N.C.L.E.

The Early Show returned with a vengeance the following season, although Wednesdays were no longer theme-specific. In fact, all of the scheduling now seemed arbitrary, as evidenced by the broadcast of War of the Worlds (1953) on Saturday, February 20, 1971, with The Beast From 20,000 Fathoms (1953) shown the following Thursday afternoon.

By the mid-’70s, The Early Show had fallen victim to the changes implemented by all local stations, which were phasing out movie showcases and kid programs in favor of syndicated programming and news broadcasts.


[image: Image: By the early ’70s, the presentation of science fiction movies was no longer limited to Wednesdays. War of the Worlds (1953) aired on The Early Show on Saturday, February 20, 1971.]

[image: Image: The Beast From 20,000 Fathoms (1953) was The Early Show feature for Thursday, February 25, 1971.]

[image: Image: The Early Show presented the Chicago television premiere of The Brain (1962; a remake of Donovan’s Brain) on Saturday, May 8, 1971.]

The Early Show was never strictly a showcase for science fiction/horror films, but it did provide a welcome outlet for many memorable scary movies.

*      *      *      *      *      *

(WBBM’s after-hours Late Show and weekend Picture For a Sunday Afternoon often ran some of the same horror titles, though not in any kind of organized fashion.)



1 Which only stands to reason, since the Giant Claw was designed and created by a Mexican special-effects company.

2 There were times when The Early Show ended at 4:45 P.M., necessitating further cuts in films that were already truncated. On some occasions, The Early Show ran in a one-hour slot; as a result, an 80-minute movie like Abbott and Costello in the Foreign Legion (1950) was slashed to 45 minutes, nearly half its original running time.
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While Channel 11’s Toy That Grew Up and Channel 7’s Prize Movie With Ione weren’t really horror movie shows, both programs occasionally showcased films that fell into the horror category, as detailed here.

The Toy That Grew Up

(WTTW, Channel 11)

During the 1960s silent movies were given more exposure on television than you might imagine, although they were rarely shown in their complete, original form. In 1960 television syndicator National Telepix obtained a library of silent comedy shorts. They whittled each film down to a running time of 15 minutes each (sans title cards), adding hyperactive music scores (composer Jack Saunders relied heavily on rinky-tinky piano and xylophone melodies) and shrill sound effects, and distributed them like cartoons, under the series titles Mischief Makers and Comedy Capers.

Mischief Makers consisted primarily of Our Gang entries, although a handful of other silent-era kiddie comedies were also included. Each episode opened with a song by Phyllis Blandell and Jack Saunders1 (“Hip hip hooray/the Mischief Makers play/adventure’s on its way/declare a holiday . . .”) and title animation by Gene Deitch (who was responsible for a series of made-for-TV Tom Terrific and Popeye cartoons). In addition to the music and sound effects, a handful of entries had simplistic narration by a pair of youngsters credited only as Bobby and Bunny.

Comedy Capers offered a broader selection of performers, among them Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy (as a team and as solo artists), Charley Chase, Harry Langdon, Ben Turpin, and the Keystone Kops. Similar in approach to Comedy Capers was the series The Funny Manns; in wraparound segments to each installment, comedian Cliff Norton (Mann) would reminisce about one of his relatives (for example, Uncle Police Mann, Uncle Fire Mann, Uncle Repair Mann) whose exploits would be documented via silent comedy footage.

A more respectful treatment of silent-era material was attempted by historian-collector-distributor Paul Killiam, who produced Silents Please, a syndicated series that condensed feature-length films to fit a half-hour time slot. While Killiam’s intentions were admirable, the results were less so. Watching 20-odd-minute cut-downs of such titles as Way Down East (1920) and Orphans of the Storm (1923), both plot heavy—and lengthy—D.W. Griffith productions, frustrated purists

and confused the uninitiated. Quite often, Killiam relied upon far too much narration to smooth over continuity gaps or call attention to specific scenes.

The Charlie Chaplin Comedy Theatre, a half-hour syndicated series produced in 1965 by Vernon P. Becker, was another earnest effort to bring silent cinema to the television screen. Chaplin’s brilliance was showcased in these revamped comedy shorts from his years with the Keystone (1914), Essanay (1915–16), and Mutual (1916–17) film companies, yet the series did have its flaws. The biggest drawback was the curious decision to present the films in a “step-printed” format—in other words, the film speed was slowed down to represent what was thought to be a more naturalistic form of movement, instead of the herky-jerky pace some associate with early silent movies. The problem with step-printing, however, is that it slows down the action too much, especially in the case of visual comedies. Chaplin’s physical grace is still very much in evidence, but by slowing down his actions, the original tempo is often adversely affected.

[image: Image: Silents Please was a syndicated series that showcased abridgments of feature-length silent films, while Channel 11’s The Toy That Grew Up always tried to broadcast the most complete versions available.]

As these films were “stretched,” their running times were increased, necessitating numerous cuts. Ironically, had these films been left alone to begin with, they would have easily fit into the allotted 30-minute time slots. Fortunately, Chaplin’s work was good enough to survive even this kind of cavalier presentation. On the plus side, Philip Tonken’s narration (heard during each episode) was generally restrained and informative.

In 1962 Robert Siepp began producing The Toy That Grew Up for Chicago’s WTTW (Window To The World), Channel 11. The title of the program referred to the fact that motion pictures, in their infancy, were dismissed as simple toylike diversions. This weekly series—which was also carried on other NET (National Educational Television) stations—showcased vintage films in their entirety, or as close to it as possible given the prints at hand, with simple piano or organ scores taking the place of over-orchestrated melodies, hyperactive sound effects, and verbose narration. WTTW staffer Don Ferris performed the hosting

chores, providing background information on the weekly selection. Though the scripting was credited to Siepp, Ferris’s intros consisted of appropriated passages from books on the subject, with a heavy reliance on Classics of the Silent Screen (Citadel Press, 1959; credited to New York–based TV host Joe Franklin but mostly written by film historian William K. Everson, who was billed as research assistant).

[image: Image: The Chicago Daily TV News featured The Toy That Grew Up as their cover story for the week of August 9–16, 1969. The cover design by Al Hainke depicted (clockwise from bottom left) silent-screen comedians Harry Langdon, Oliver Hardy, Stan Laurel, and Charlie Chaplin. (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

The titles that aired on the series came from distributors, archives, and private collectors (who, in the event of any possible legal repercussions regarding ownership of the films, preferred anonymity). A number of the prints shown were of substandard pictorial quality and in worn condition; regardless, viewers were grateful to see uninterrupted broadcasts of titles such as The General (1927; starring Buster Keaton), The Gold Rush (1925; Charlie Chaplin), and Son of the Sheik (1926; Rudolph Valentino).

The Toy That Grew Up began airing in the fall of 1962 on Fridays at 8:30 P.M. While the program mostly dealt with feature-length films, there were occasional exceptions. An installment called “The Golden Age of Laurel and Hardy” (airing July 19, 1963) focused on three silent-era L&H shorts: Putting Pants on Philip (1927), Two Tars (1928), and Big Business (1929). The Toy That Grew Up would later showcase short films by D.W. Griffith, Mack Sennett, and Hal Roach.

For its Christmas 1964 broadcast (Tuesday, December 22, 1964, 7 to 8 P.M.), The Toy That Grew Up presented My Boy (1921), a sentimental comedy-drama with child star Jackie Coogan. (At the time, Coogan was a regular on ABC-TV’s The Addams Family, so imagine how jarring it was for some viewers to see Uncle Fester as a pint-sized moppet.)

By the late 1960s, The Toy That Grew Up aired twice a week, usually on Thursdays at 10:30 P.M. and again on Saturdays at 1 P.M. (However, the station’s schedule was erratic, and quite often the program would disappear for weeks at a time.) Channel 11 was a noncommercial station, so the movies did not have to

conform to a rigid time slot. When Tumbleweeds (1925; William S. Hart) and Metropolis (1926) were broadcast, each one ran longer than 90 minutes. Others, like The Forbidden City (1918; Norma Talmadge) and On the Night Stage (1915; William S. Hart), ran less than an hour apiece.

[image: Image: A disguised Forrest Stanley menaces Laura LaPlante in The Cat and the Canary (1927), the granddaddy of all “old dark house” mysteries.]

[image: Image: Unmasked: Lon Chaney confronts Mary Philbin in The Phantom of the Opera (1925).]

[image: Image: Patsy Ruth Miller and Lon Chaney in The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923), which featured another memorable performance (and makeup creation) by Chaney.]

Though not actually a horror movie program, The Toy That Grew Up did provide us with the opportunity of seeing silent films that either were horror themed or contained horrific elements. The 1920 version of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde remains one of the best adaptations of the acclaimed Robert Louis Stevenson story, with master thespian John Barrymore giving one of his finest performances as the original dual personality. The Cat and the Canary (1927) was the granddaddy of all “old dark house” mysteries, as a group of nervous heirs, gathered together for the reading of a will, spend a listless night in a haunted mansion.

For many film students, the series afforded them their first look at The Phantom of the Opera (1925)2, Lon Chaney’s masterpiece about a masked composer who skulks about the catacombs of the Paris Opera House. It’s still the best version of Gaston Leroux’s oft-filmed novel.

The series also showcased another Chaney classic, The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923), based on the Victor Hugo novel. Although it’s not as good as the definitive 1939 version, starring Charles Laughton, Chaney made an unforgettable Quasimodo, the bellringer of Notre Dame Cathedral. The subsequent availability of

other Chaney silents has proven that the versatile performer was more than just a horror actor. But that perception lingered at a time when Phantom and Hunchback were among the very few Chaney titles accessible to programs like The Toy That Grew Up. (However, the series also ran Shadows, a touching 1922 melodrama featuring Chaney as a Chinese immigrant.)

[image: Image: A Brontosaurus (now called Apatosaurus) runs loose in the streets of London in The Lost World (1925).]

[image: Image: A mysterious doctor (Werner Krauss) feeds his hungry somnambulist (Conrad Veidt) in The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919).]

One of the most popular—and most frequently aired—titles in the series was The Lost World (1925)3. In this age of computer-generated dinosaurs (Jurassic Park, Peter Jackson’s King Kong), it’s difficult to convey the thrill of watching the models of prehistoric beasts, animated by Willis O’Brien (the original King Kong), on display here. Nevertheless, the film made quite an impact on dinosaur-crazy, TV-addicted kids of the ’60s, just as it did on all moviegoers of the ’20s. It may seem antiquated today, but it retains a vintage charm that other movies of the period lack.

In showcasing silent cinema, The Toy That Grew Up introduced young viewers to three brilliant German films: The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919), Nosferatu (1922), and Metropolis (1926). For The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, the working definition of expressionism, director Robert Weine and his production staff came up with abstract set designs and shadowy camerawork to tell this tale of a mysterious doctor (Werner Krauss) who uses an eerie somnambulist (Conrad Veidt) to do his evil bidding. F.W. Murnau’s imaginative Nosferatu, an unofficial adaptation of Bram Stoker’s Dracula, is still one of the scariest vampire movies ever made4. Fritz Lang’s landmark Metropolis, about the exploitation of the working class in a futuristic society, is one

of the most acclaimed silent-era productions; even those who normally have an aversion to silent pictures acknowledge the film’s greatness5.

[image: Image: Max Schreck stars in Nosferatu (1922), one of the scariest vampire movies ever made.]

[image: Image: A futuristic society is depicted in Fritz Lang’s remarkable Metropolis (1926).]

NET eventually became PBS (Public Broadcasting System); by the early 1970s, original NET programming was dropped in favor of such PBS fare as Zoom and Masterpiece Theater. It was unfortunate that PBS felt there was no longer a place for The Toy That Grew Up, because in the days long before home video and cable TV, the series was a sincere attempt to make an important era in motion picture history accessible to everyone.

Prize Movie with Ione

(WBKB, Channel 7)

During the years before Oprah Winfrey—was there ever a time before Oprah?—Channel 7 filled their early-morning time slots with broadcasts such as the locally produced Morning Show with Jim Conway or syndicated programming along the lines of Gypsy (a half-hour talk show hosted by ex-stripper Gypsy Rose Lee) and Dateline Hollywood. On Monday, March 17, 1969, Channel 7 launched Prize Movie With Ione6, a weekday morning movie showcase (8:30 to 10:30 A.M.) featuring a perky brunette hostess named Ione (pronounced eye-OWN) Rolnick.


Ione did not have any previous experience with the station and would later tell viewers that she simply auditioned for the job and was chosen over the other applicants. She did have some acting experience; she mentioned on-air that she had a minor supporting role in The Helen Morgan Story (1957), starring Ann Blyth and Paul Newman. A credit that was not brought up, however, was her role in Suburban Roulette (1967), an exploitation movie that dealt with the subject of wife swapping. Produced and directed by Herschell Gordon Lewis7, a Chicago advertising man–turned–filmmaker, Suburban Roulette was shot in a suburban neighborhood near O’Hare Airport on a nine-day shooting schedule and was released to theaters (mainly drive-ins) about two months after completion.

For a movie with such an adults-only theme, Suburban Roulette is a curio in that it contains no nudity or foul language. Yet it earned a small fortune, not because of any spicy content (it may be the cleanest dirty movie ever made) but because Lewis cannily promoted the wife-swapping angle. As a result, adult audiences—suburbanites in particular—flocked to see it.

[image: Image: Between movie segments, Channel 7’s Prize Movie With Ione offered viewers cash prizes for correctly identifying songs.]

In a film that exposes its impoverished budget in every shot, Ione actually gives a decent performance. Even though she doesn’t receive top billing, her character also serves as the narrator, as the action is related from her viewpoint.

It’s doubtful that Channel 7 hired Ione on the strength of Suburban Roulette. Whatever her credentials, she was given a two-hour time slot to fill.

As the Prize Movie hostess, Ione would play an unidentified song at the beginning of the program. During commercial breaks, she would call viewers at home and ask them the name of the song; viewers who guessed correctly won $7. Ione would then play another song—usually a lesser-known tune—for the viewer to identify, with the correct answer earning a bigger cash prize (the amount escalated until somebody won). Hence the “Prize” in Prize Movie. WGN’s Wally Phillips, who was then Chicago’s most popular morning radio personality, would often catch the beginning of Ione’s show and then delight in telling his listeners what song was played so they could win seven bucks in case she called them.

Although monster movies were shown, Prize Movie With Ione wasn’t a monster movie show—in fact, it was difficult to ascertain what viewer demographic

the station had in mind. The program was basically a catch basin for films that weren’t easily categorized; a typical week’s lineup would include such diverse fare as Beau Geste (1966), Freud (1962), and His Kind of Woman (1951).

[image: Image: Ione Rolnick, the host of Prize Movie, was one of the stars of Suburban Roulette (1967), perhaps the tamest exploitation film ever made. Today it could be broadcast uncut on any commercial TV station.]

[image: Image: House of Wax (1953) was intense fare for morning viewers accustomed to musicals and melodramas.]

To make room for the phone calls and other conversational interludes, the movies were trimmed accordingly. If a particular film ran too long, it was aired in two installments. Unfortunately, station editors didn’t always examine each movie as closely as they should have, resulting in blatant continuity errors. Viewers would discover characters who were alive and well before a commercial break had died and been buried once the plot resumed, with no explanation as to the nature of their abrupt demise.

One well-remembered incident involved John Ford’s The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962). The editor who whittled down this 123-minute Western classic inadvertently excised the crucial flashback sequence that revealed the true identity of the title character! There were also occasions when Ione’s sequences ran overtime, and because this was being broadcast live, the show would stop exactly at 10:30, leaving viewers in the dark as to how the movie concluded.

Ione hosted relatively few monster movies, but just enough to jolt early-morning viewers who might have been seeking more sedate fare. Godzilla, King of the Monsters (1956) had usually been reserved for late-night broadcasts; Prize Movie marked the first (and only) time it was presented on a weekday morning. House of Wax (1953), starring Vincent Price as a disfigured sculptor, was an oddly

intense selection for that time of day. Perhaps to counterbalance this assault on the nerves, the show also ran milder fantasy films such as The 30-Foot Bride of Candy Rock (1959), Lou Costello’s only starring picture without longtime partner Bud Abbott.

[image: Image: Dorothy Provine, Lou Costello, and a talking computer named Max in the comedy-fantasy The 30-Foot Bride of Candy Rock (1959).]

[image: Image: The initial response to Ione was mixed, but at least she and Channel 7 maintained a good sense of humor about it.]

[image: Image: Willis O’Brien’s Styracosaurus and Triceratops models used for The Lost World (1925).]

[image: Image: The Prize Movie’s “See-Thru Week” (June 15–19, 1970) created problems for Channel 7 after it was learned they no longer had the broadcast rights to the Invisible Man movies, even though 16mm prints were still in the station’s film library.]

One monster movie, The Invisible Man (1933), became a visible faux pas. Channel 7 had acquired a print of it back in 1957 as part of the “Shock!” package, and it was still in their film library, even though they no longer had the broadcast rights. So when an unsuspecting programmer scheduled it for “See-Thru Week” on Prize Movie, word got back to the distributor, and the station was forced to pay the broadcast fee plus a fine. It would be quite a while before Ione introduced another movie featuring any kind of monster.

On Monday, March 30, 1970, Prize Movie was reduced to a 90-minute time slot, airing from 8:30 to 10 P.M. By the time Ione left the show in February 1973, it had been rechristened Morning Movie8, minus the song quiz. Perhaps there were too many viewers who snagged those hefty $7 cash prizes. If that’s the case, blame Wally Phillips.




1 Blandell and Saunders also composed another Mischief Makers song, “Here We Are Together.”

2 The print of The Phantom of the Opera that aired on The Toy That Grew Up was taken from the 1929 reissue version, which contained altered scenes and different title cards. Although the 1925 version has since resurfaced, the 1929 version has survived in much better shape, and is usually the one that is shown at revivals.

3 For many years after its initial theatrical run in 1925, The Lost World was available only in a partial form (running 52 minutes), as the only surviving prints were streamlined versions released to the 16mm nontheatrical market by Kodascope Libraries in 1929. Fortunately, in recent years, the film has been restored to its near-complete glory; a 93-minute version (the original reportedly ran 104 to 106 minutes) is available on DVD from Image Entertainment, as are countless inferior-quality editions of the edited print from other distributors. So caveat emptor—or, as we common folks say, buyer beware.

4 Nosferatu was remade in 1979 as Nosferatu the Vampire. It also served as the inspiration for Shadow of the Vampire (2000).

5 The greatness of Metropolis was evident even in the incomplete, mediocre-quality prints that circulated at the time. Today, a beautifully restored version is available on DVD from Kino Video. (Like The Lost World, beware of the cheap, inferior editions available from other distributors.)

6 Prize Movie debuted with Welcome Stranger (1947) starring Bing Crosby. WFLD, Channel 32, had their own weekday movie/cash giveaway program, Dialing For Dollars, hosted by Jerry G. Bishop (who didn’t wear his Svengoolie outfit for this gig).

7 Herschell Gordon Lewis—the auteur who gave the world such films as Blood Feast, 2000 Maniacs, The Blast-Off Girls, The Wizard of Gore, and The Gore-Gore Girls—is a cult figure in certain circles, and there have been at least two books devoted to his cinematic output.

8 Even though Ione departed, Channel 7 continued to air the now-hostless Morning Movie until the mid-1970s.
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[image: Image: Channel 9 double billed Frankenstein (1931) and Bride of Frankenstein (1935) for Valentine’s Day, 1970. The favorable response from viewers prompted the station to come up with Creature Features.]

Creature Features, WGN-TV’s first (and, to date, only) horror movie show1, began in 1970 when the station inherited the old “Shock!” and “Son of Shock” film packages of Universal classics (Dracula, Frankenstein, The Wolf Man, and so on) that had served WBKB’s Shock Theatre so well.

On Saturday, February 14, 1970, WGN aired Frankenstein (1931) and Bride of Frankenstein (1935) as a special Valentine’s Day double feature (“Guaranteed to get You and Your Valentine together tonight!!” read the advertisements). It was a ratings hit, encouraging WGN to devise a regular showcase for its horror film library.

Creature Features debuted on Saturday, September 19, 1970, at 10:30 P.M. There was no host. Instead, the program opened with a montage of classic monster scenes2 as the sound of a creaking coffin lid segued into Henry Mancini’s eerie theme from Experiment in Terror (1962; directed by Blake Edwards)3. As the music played, WGN newscaster-announcer Carl Greyson would read the show’s introductory poem, which was written by a station employee named Karen Verwolf (a pseudonym?):

 

Gruesome ghouls and grisly ghosts

Wretched souls and cursed hosts

Vampires bite and villains creep

Demons scream and shadows sleep

Blood runs cold in every man

Fog rolls in and coffins slam

Mortals quake and full moon rise

Creatures haunt and terrorize

 


When the montage concluded, the screen dissolved to an illustrated portrait of Lon Chaney Sr., in character as a shark-toothed vampire in the long-lost London After Midnight (1927). Greyson would then announce the evening’s lineup4.

[image: Image: On Saturday, September 19, 1970, the first installment of Creature Features presented a double bill of Dracula (1931) and She-Wolf of London (1946).]

[image: Image: Lon Chaney and Polly Moran in a publicity shot for the long-lost London After Midnight (1927). Chaney’s image as a vampire from this film was used to promote WGN-TV’s Creature Features throughout its run.]

(Providing introductions for Creature Features did not constitute Greyson’s only job duties for the station5. He had hosted The Three Stooges Show with Chatter the Chimp more than a decade earlier, and he was the sole newscaster on Night Beat, which usually aired around 2 A.M.)

Initially, Creature Features showcased back-to-back horror movies. The first installment presented a double bill of Dracula (1931) and She-Wolf of London (1946) in a two-hour-and-45-minute time slot. Whether serendipitous or intentional, it was a clever pairing of the very first film in Universal’s horror cycle and the very last one6.

Capturing the attention of monster movie addicts of all ages, Creature Features was an immediate hit, and double bills such as Bride of Frankenstein and The Mummy’s Ghost (broadcast on September 26), The Mummy and House of Frankenstein (October 10), and Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man and The Mummy’s Hand (October 17) followed. The dual presentations ended with Frankenstein and The Mummy’s Tomb on November 14. The next Saturday

(November 21), Son of Frankenstein marked the beginning of recurring single-feature screenings, as well.

[image: Image: Creature Features showcased Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (1943) and The Mummy’s Hand (1940) on October 17, 1970.]

In early 1972, WGN experimented with an on-camera host for Creature Features. Shown in tight close-up, the uncredited host (whose real identity was never revealed) wore a witch’s/wizard’s cap and sported fangs, some facial stubble, and a phony eye. After reading the show’s poem over the opening montage, he appeared just long enough to introduce the evening’s film. While the unknown host played this “ghoul man” sort of character, his speech was slightly slurred because of the overbite of the plastic fangs in his mouth. This ill-conceived hosting gig was abandoned after only a few installments, and Carl Greyson returned to do the offscreen voice-overs.

In addition to the Universal titles, WGN augmented their horror selection with other films already in their library from Warner Brothers (The Beast With Five Fingers, The Walking Dead, Doctor X, The Return of Dr. X), Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (Mark of the Vampire, The Mask of Fu Manchu), 20th Century Fox (Dr. Renault’s Secret, The Undying Monster), and Republic Pictures (The Lady and the Monster, The Vampire’s Ghost).

For a generation of Chicagoans, Creature Features served as their introduction to golden age monster cinema. Leonard J. Kohl, author of The Sinister Serials of Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, and Lon Chaney, Jr. (Midnight Marquee Press, 2000) and numerous movie-related articles, fondly recalls that the program sparked his interest in the subject:

 

Creature Features was unique to Chicago TV viewers because it treated the old horror films with respect. Channel 9’s announcers and on-air talent could certainly have done a show filled with skits and corny jokes. But unlike Screaming Yellow Theater—where Svengoolie’s shtick was better than any moment from low-budget thrillers like The Ape Man or How to Make a Monster—Channel 9 gave the classic Universal films a straight presentation.


The format was simple: that well-edited montage of classic Universal monsters lurking about, that sound of a creaking coffin lid, that magnificent Henry Mancini music, and that wonderful, atmospheric poem read by an offscreen announcer in an “echo chamber.” Then the screen became a bright but darkish blue color with a drawing of Lon Chaney Sr. with the Creature Features logo done in white script lettering. Then the film began.

There were commercial breaks, of course, but no comedy skits. Humor was reserved for the ads in the newspapers and TV listings. For example, a laundry detergent of the time boasted of containing “The Three Bs: Bleach, Borax and Brighteners.” So an ad for the Creature Features broadcast of Son of Frankenstein stated that the film contained “The Three Bs: Basil [Rathbone], Boris [Karloff] and Bela [Lugosi]!”

[image: Image: Wrap with Drac: Dracula (1931) and The Mummy’s Ghost (1944) were presented on February 20, 1971.]

[image: Image: The Wolf Man (1941) made one of several appearances on Creature Features on October 9, 1971.]

The first installment of Creature Features was a grabber, though I was too young to realize that the program director had slyly paired Dracula, the film that began Universal’s “horror cycle,” with She-Wolf of London, which ended it. So, in a sense, it was an ideal horror movie double bill. Dracula made me an instant, lifelong fan of Bela Lugosi. The film itself was a slowly paced, photographed stage play, and the sound track snapped, crackled, and popped more than my morning breakfast cereal, but it also had the evil charm of Bela Lugosi—and that was enough for me!


[image: Image: Bela Lugosi in his signature role as Dracula, in the 1931 movie by that name.]

[image: Image: Despite its sensational-sounding title, She-Wolf of London (1946) was a mystery picture—and a mild one at that.]

However, I considered She-Wolf to be a terrible “cheater” of a thriller. I was really anticipating watching the young and pretty June Lockhart transform into a beastly werewolf right before my very eyes, and—SPOILER ALERT!—I was extremely disappointed to discover it was actually a wolf [that is, mystery film] in sheep’s [that is, horror movie] clothing. Miss Lockhart’s character was not a monster at all, but a woman tricked into believing she was a murderous beast. The letdown was so severe that I never bothered to watch the film again on subsequent broadcasts, and to this day, more than three decades later, I’ve had no desire to give it another chance. Old grudges die hard.

Now, one thing I didn’t like about Creature Features—and WGN’s policy toward movies in general—was that the station would often cut the main title off the beginning of a film and put it at the end of the picture. I’ve never been able to figure out the rationale behind this practice—and they certainly weren’t the only station in town that did this. Maybe they believed that it got the viewers swept up in the movie that much quicker . . . which, if that’s the real reason, is foolish logic. Both serious fans and casual viewers want to see a movie from the very beginning, main title and all.

Thanks to Creature Features, I became a fan of vintage horror movies. It was a part of my childhood that I’ll never forget. Because of the show,

I soon discovered Forry Ackerman’s Famous Monsters of Filmland magazine, Aurora movie monster plastic model kits, and wonderful reference books like Carlos Clarens’s An Illustrated History of the Horror Film. I was hooked on monster movies, pure and simple. I still am.

 

Film historian Ralph Schiller also got a crash course in classic horror movies thanks to Creature Features:

 

Like everyone else who watched Creature Features, I loved the opening montage with that creepy Henry Mancini music. After that, what I remember and loved most was that the show would run double features and usually have a theme. For example, you would see Frankenstein followed by its immediate sequel, Bride of Frankenstein. By watching the films back-to-back, you could catch similarities and inconsistencies between them. Once Creature Features ran House of Frankenstein [1944] followed by its sequel, House of Dracula [1945]. In House of Frankenstein, Dr. Niemann [Boris Karloff] and Frankenstein’s Monster [Glenn Strange] sank into the quicksand together. In House of Dracula, the Monster was found inside a cave that the quicksand drained into, and there beside him were the skeletal remains of Dr. Niemann. Yet no explanation was given as to how the Wolf Man and Count Dracula, who also appeared in House of Dracula, survived their death blows in House of Frankenstein.

[image: Image: Prior to Creature Features, Channel 9 featured some of the classic monster films on When Movies Were Movies. The Mummy (1932) was broadcast on Monday, March 9, 1970.]

I recall watching The Mummy’s Hand [1940] followed by its sequel, The Mummy’s Tomb [1942], which used plenty of stock footage of the previous film for flashback sequences. Tomb was set 20 years later, and Dick Foran, the hero in the first one, was an early victim in the sequel. Yet

George Zucco was killed in the first one but somehow had survived his wounds in the second! An Ivy League campus in Massachusetts was the setting for The Mummy’s Ghost [1944], but the sequel, The Mummy’s Curse [1944], shifted the action without warning or explanation to a Louisiana bayou. You would never spot these inconsistencies unless they had run these films back-to-back.

[image: Image: This Creature Features twin bill of Frankenstein (1931) and Son of Dracula (1943) was broadcast on Friday evening (October 29, 1971) instead of the usual Saturday night time slot. As a result, it went head-to-head with Channel 32’s Screaming Yellow Theater double-feature presentation of The Wasp Woman (1960) and How to Make a Monster (1958). Yet another example of the tough choices TV viewers had to make in those pre-home video days.]

I was delighted that Creature Features included the Abbott and Costello monster series, recognizing that these films were direct sequels to the original horror classics—a fact that we fans knew all along. So it was great to see The Invisible Man [1933] paired with Abbott and Costello Meet the Invisible Man [1951], and The Mummy [1932] with Abbott and Costello Meet the Mummy [1955].

 

Marty McNeely, another station newscaster-announcer, eventually replaced Carl Greyson as the offscreen voice of Creature Features. (McNeely also hosted Night Beat during this time, which makes us wonder if landing the Night Beat assignment meant you were also obligated to the Creature Features gig.)

Our collective TV memories deal with how we watched certain programs as much as exactly what we were watching, and Creature Features was no exception. Looking back on those years, journalist Jim Mueller shares his own observations:

 

We had my grandma’s big old 1950s Philco black-and-white TV with the wood cabinet and doors down in the basement to use for sleepovers with our friends. The picture tube was going bad. Images were milky: soft around the edges, giving off more of a creepy glow than a crisp picture—especially with the lights turned out! The Philco was perfect for watching the old Universal horror movies that ran on Creature Features.

There was nothing terribly original about Creature Features.

Compared to [what was showing in] other cities, it was kind of lame. In Cleveland they had Ghoulardi, right? Here we got a freehanded graphic, a little spooky music, and Carl Greyson putting on corny Moo-ha-ha! voices? I was about 12, and my friends and I would sit in the cellar with the Philco fired up, eating those greasy John’s Frozen Pizzas and waiting for Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man, because Creature Features always seemed to be showing Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man. You could miss the show for two months and come back and it would be Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man. Anyway, I remember us arguing about the voice of Creature Features and my friend Doug Bergstrom saying, “Ahhh, he’s just that grouchy old news guy you hear on Night Beat.” Creature Features was all about the Philco and watching Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man in the dark and eating bad frozen pizza that my mother never got cooked all the way through.

 

[image: Image: While the Wolf Man (Lon Chaney Jr.) and the Frankenstein Monster (Bela Lugosi) settle their differences, Ilona Massey is distracted by something off in the distance in this publicity shot for Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (1943).]

Creature Features was highly successful during its early seasons. Inevitably, however, the titles became overly familiar with repetition. By 1973 the station had acquired newer, more contemporary movies for their library (many in color), and the black-and-white horror films were eventually relegated to an 8 to 9:30 P.M. time slot on Saturday evenings (where it was frequently preempted by Chicago Blackhawks games during hockey season). In 1976 WGN sent Creature Features to its television graveyard. (The final installment, showcasing Dracula, aired on May 29, 1976, at 7:30 P.M.)

After all these years, Creature Features remains one of the best-remembered and best-loved of all local horror movie shows7.




1 Over the years, WGN had many showcases for their film library, including Family Classics, When Movies Were Movies, The Sherlock Holmes Theater, The Charlie Chan Theater, and The Laurel & Hardy Theater. However, Creature Features was the only one that dealt specifically with horror films. In the mid-1960s, WGN occasionally ran thrillers, such as Boris Karloff’s The Haunted Stranger and Corridors of Blood, as part of their generic Monday night 10:15 movie broadcast.

2 The Creature Features montage included clips from Dracula, The Wolf Man, Frankenstein, Bride of Frankenstein, Ghost of Frankenstein, Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man, House of Frankenstein, The Mummy’s Curse, and Creature From the Black Lagoon.

3 WGN briefly tried using other music, but nothing worked as well as the Henry Mancini score.

4 Because different movies were shown each week, this narration was not prerecorded but performed live.

5 Carl Greyson was a serious, old-school news anchor who was known for being very opinionated. On one Greyson-anchored 10 P.M. newscast during the late-’60s Vietnam era, a filmed segment depicted antiwar demonstrators burning their draft cards. The reporter asked one protester wearing a Green Beret uniform if he had burned his actual draft card or if it was all staged for show. The young man replied, “Did I really burn my draft card? Yes, of course I did. If I tried to make a statement on this war by burning a piece of paper, well, that would be hypocritical!” Cutting back to the studio, Greyson glared into the camera and snapped, “It certainly would!” (Second City alumnus Joe Flaherty has claimed that Greyson served as the model for his news anchorman character, Floyd Robertson, on SCTV.)

6 Many aficionados feel that the Universal horror cycle ended with Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948). Others contend that this Abbott and Costello parody was made after the cycle had officially concluded.

7 For a brief period, Channel 7 (WLS-TV) tried to compete with Creature Features on Saturday nights with Chiller Theater in direct competition. Chiller Theater featured titles that were already in the station’s library (King Kong, Cat People, The Body Snatcher, Island of Lost Souls), in addition to a selection of newly acquired horror films that had been shot in color (Horror of Dracula, The Gorgon, Revenge of Frankenstein, The Fly [1958], The Pit and the Pendulum). Opening to the strains of Jerry Goldsmith’s score from Planet of the Apes, the hostless Chiller Theater never attracted the loyal following Creature Features did. In fact, most people don’t remember Chiller Theater at all.







[image: image]


[image: Image: Channel 32’s Science Fiction Theater presented Terror From the Year 5,000 (originally released in the year 1958) on Saturday, December 12, 1970.]

[image: Image: Science Fiction Cinema, the Sunday afternoon twin of Science Fiction Theater, showcased low-budget ’50s fare such as Roger Corman’s It Conquered the World (1956).]

It probably wasn’t a coincidence that WFLD-TV’s hostless Science Fiction Theater debuted on the very same day as WGN’s Creature Features. However, there really was no comparison: WGN had an entire library of Universal monster movies at their disposal, while WFLD assembled a ragtag collection of lower-profile titles from smaller distributors.

The Science Fiction Theater debuted on Saturday, September 19, 1970, at 6 P.M., a time slot previously devoted to reruns of Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea and Rawhide. The first installment showcased Invasion Earth 2150 A.D. (1966; a.k.a. Daleks—Invasion Earth 2150 A.D.), a sequel to Dr. Who and the Daleks (1965), which in turn was based on the long-running British television serial, Doctor Who.

After this inauspicious start, the program aired an assortment of films produced by two low-budget specialists, American International Pictures and Allied Artists. It was déjà vu for Chicago TV viewers who remembered Thrillerama and The Big Show, as The Science Fiction Theater presented familiar titles such as The Atomic Submarine (1959), Invasion of the Saucer Men (1957), The Beast With a Million Eyes (1956), and Terror From the Year 5,000 (1958).

On Sunday, October 4, 1970—two weekends after the debut of The Science Fiction Theater—WFLD launched another movie showcase, Science Fiction Cinema, airing from 1 to 2:30 P.M. It was simply a Sunday afternoon edition of The Science Fiction Theater, as evidenced by its first selection—the aforementioned Dr. Who and the Daleks. (Which makes one wonder why the station chose to broadcast the

sequel before the original.) Like its Saturday night twin, Science Fiction Cinema featured such low-budget ’50s fare as It Conquered the World (1956) and Earth vs. the Spider (1958).

[image: Image: The big bug movie Earth vs. the Spider (1958)—which actually featured an optically enlarged tarantula—was advertised simply as The Spider for a November 22, 1970, broadcast of Science Fiction Cinema, advertised here as Science Fiction Theater. Now, is everyone thoroughly confused? Good.]

[image: Image: Inspired by the successful Godzilla series, the Gamera movies featured a giant fire-breathing turtle that battled an assortment of equally bizarre creatures. Gamera (1965), the initial entry, was released in the United States as Gammera the Invincible, with an extra m added to his name.]

Adding to the fun (and, for historians, confusion) was Channel 7’s decision to ride Channel 32’s coattails by starting a no-name horror movie showcase the very same afternoon Science Fiction Cinema debuted. Cleverly, Channel 7’s 90-minute program began at 2:30 P.M., so all TV viewers had to do was turn the dial from 32 to 7 in order to enjoy a three-hour monster marathon1.

Among the titles shown on both The Science Fiction Theater and Science Fiction Cinema were the Japanese-lensed Gamera movies. In these cut-rate attempts to capitalize on the successful Godzilla series, Gamera is a 200-foot fire-breathing prehistoric turtle that does battle with an assortment of equally bizarre creatures. Gamera (1965), the initial entry, was released in the United States as the English-dubbed Gammera the Invincible (an extra m was added

to his name) with newly shot footage of American actors inserted. This was followed by a series of generally interchangable adventures: War of the Monsters (1966; a.k.a. Gamera vs. Barugon), Return of the Giant Monsters (1967; a.k.a. Gamera vs. Gaos), Destroy All Planets (1968; a.k.a. Gamera vs. Viras and Gamera vs. the Outer Space Monster Viras), and Attack of the Monsters (1969; a.k.a. Gamera vs. Guiron)2.

[image: Image: Lance Fuller and Marla English in Voodoo Woman (1957), one of the films showcased on Channel 32’s short-lived Spooky Movie.]

[image: Image: The Science Fiction Theater attraction for October 9, 1971, was Evil Brain From Outer Space (1958), a Japanese-produced Starman adventure. The generic illustration used for this advertisement is not relevant to the actual film. (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

Although they’re seldom mentioned in the same breath as the higher-bracketed Godzilla productions, the Gamera films often contain memorably audacious imagery. In Attack of the Monsters, one of the better efforts, a monstrous foe named Guiron uses his knife-shaped head to slice-and-dice his enemies. And at some point in every Gamera movie, our reptilian hero pulls his head and legs into his shell and begins spinning; as flames shoot out of the sockets, he flies into the air like a jet-propelled fireworks pinwheel. The Gamera pictures were aimed squarely at young children and very-easy-to-please adults, yet they are remembered fondly by those who grew up watching them on television3.

By early 1971 The Science Fiction Theater expanded to two Saturday broadcasts: afternoons at 1 P.M. and early evenings at 6 P.M. (The understandably confused editors of television guides often listed these programs incorrectly as Science Fiction Cinema.) The station also added a short-lived Spooky

Movie showcase (featuring low-budget thrillers such as The Day the World Ended [1956] and Voodoo Woman [1957]) to their lineup, on Sundays at 5:30 P.M.

[image: Image: The aliens-from-the-moon-inhabiting-corpses tale Invisible Invaders (1959) was broadcast on October 24, 1971, and the folks at WFLD-TV spared no expense in putting together this dazzling ad for the occasion. Seriously, this so-called artwork reeks of the station’s apparent indifference toward this kind of fare. (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

In 1973 Kaiser Broadcasting purchased WFLD from Field Communications. By the fall of that year, both The Science Fiction Theater and Science Fiction Cinema 4 were history.

There are many of us who still wax rhapsodic about Creature Features and The Big Show. Although The Science Fiction Theater and Science Fiction Cinema didn’t have the same kind of impact, the programs did manage to keep a lot of these films accessible to fans of the genre.



1 The first film featured on this no-name Channel 7 showcase was Evil of Frankenstein (1964). Later titles included Horror of Dracula (1958), The Curse of the Werewolf (1961), King Kong vs. Godzilla (1962), and Mutiny in Outer Space (1965).

2 Gamera vs. Monster X (1970; a.k.a. Gamera vs. Jiger) and Gamera vs. Zigra (1971) were not part of the Gamera TV package until the 1980s. Another entry, Gamera Super Monster (1980), was compiled from stock footage of the earlier films.

3 The Gamera series was revived in the 1990s. To the surprise of many observers, efforts such as Gamera: The Guardian of the Universe (1995), Gamera 2: Assault of the Legion (1996), and Gamera the Brave (2006) are exciting, scary, and (intentionally) funny, equaling and often surpassing the quality of some of the Godzilla entries.

4 Science Fiction Cinema was also referred to as Sc-Fi Cinema.
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[image: Image: Channel 44’s library of horror and science fiction movies included Voodoo Man (1944), one of Bela Lugosi’s low-budget thrillers for Monogram Pictures, a money-conscious independent film studio.]

[image: Image: A minor “lost world” yarn, Unknown Island (1948) didn’t have the budget to match its ambition but deserves credit for daring to dream big. The dinosaurs in this film are represented by scale models and stuntmen in suits. (Originally photographed in the Cinecolor process; TV prints were in black-and-white.)]

Although it’s known today for its Spanish-language programming via Telemundo, WSNS, Channel 44, began in 1970 as an English-language station with an accent on news. Five times a day each weekday (at 12:55 P.M., 2:55 P.M., 5:55 P.M., 7:55 P.M., and 8:55 P.M.), the five-minute installments of The Odd Hour News were broadcast. Race Track News, another five-minute program, aired weeknights at 6:25 P.M.

WSNS also tried to appeal to a youthful ’70s audience by offering The Underground News, an offbeat blend of “subversive” commentary, political views, and celebrity gabfests. (On one installment, Woody Allen dropped by to discuss his latest comedy, Bananas [1971].) Without question, the station’s most bizarre program was The Heart of the News, featuring a sexy blonde who spouted the daily headlines while she sat on a heart-shaped bed. (To date, no other local news station has ever attempted anything like it—to the dismay of bar patrons across the city.)

Not everything on WSNS was news oriented, however. The station had sporting events (Championship Bowling, College Basketball, Bob Luce Wrestling, Boxing From the Forum, Outdoor Sportsman), cartoons (Prince Planet, Deputy Dawg), religious shows (Oldtime Gospel Hour, Dr. Jess Moody), music (That Good Ole Nashville Music), talk-variety (Sig Sakowicz, Jack Eigen), and programming geared toward Spanish-speaking viewers (Mundo Hispano, The Oscar

Canales Show, El Grand Show de Niños) and other ethnic groups (Black Reflections, German Request Time).

[image: Image: In Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956), one of the finest science fiction films ever made, Dana Wynter, King Donovan, Carolyn Jones, and Kevin McCarthy are threatened by alien pods.]

The station’s movie library was a curious collection of vintage cowboy films and second-tier American and British productions. In order to create their own monster movie program, WSNS leased packages of 46 horror movies and 34 science fiction films from National Telefilm Associates (NTA). With the higher-profile titles tied up in other syndication packages, the NTA selection was an odd mix of low-budget B movies from the 1940s (including Voodoo Man, Bowery at Midnight, Unknown Island, Strangler of the Swamp, Dr. Renault’s Secret, The Lady and the Monster, Brute Man, The Flying Serpent, The Undying Monster), ’50s (The Maze, Cat-Women of the Moon [retitled Rocket to the Moon], Bride of the Monster, Tobor the Great, Back From the Dead, The Monster of Piedras Blancas, The Unknown Terror, Fire Maidens of Outer Space [a.k.a. Fire Maidens From Outer Space]), and ’60s (Cape Canaveral Monsters, The Beast of Yucca Flats, Gammera the Invincible [a.k.a. Gamera], Eegah, Destination Inner Space, Cyborg 2087).

The best film in the collection was Don Siegel’s Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956), starring Kevin McCarthy and Dana Wynter. This tale of small-town residents being “replaced” by aliens hatched from pods is one of the finest examples of science fiction cinema ever made.


[image: Image: The Maze (1953) was one of the titles broadcast on Monster Rally—minus, of course, the original 3-D effects. The film’s “amazing climax” involved a human-sized frog! Let M. Night Shyamalan top that.]

[image: Image: The Mask of Diijon (1946), starring Erich von Stroheim, was a title that implied horrific content, though it was actually a melodrama. It turned up on Monster Rally nevertheless.]

There were also titles that implied horrific content, though they were actually melodramas: The Mask of Diijon, Strange Illusion (a.k.a. Out of the Night; an update of Hamlet), Bluebeard, The Lost Moment, and Whirlpool.

Channel 44 began broadcasting horror movies, half-heartedly, in 1971, usually on Sunday nights at 10:30 P.M. The Monster Rally showcase was officially launched a short while afterwards, although the time and day were subject to change because WSNS secured the rights (in 1972) to broadcast Chicago White Sox baseball games and Chicago Bulls basketball games. By the mid-1970’s, Monster Rally found a home on Friday evenings, sometimes at 7 P.M., sometimes at 10:30 P.M., sometimes later. By 1978, Monster Rally was being broadcast on Friday afternoons at 1 P.M. As a result, a good portion of the show’s target audience didn’t even realize it was still on the air because these potential viewers were either at work or still in school. Shortly thereafter, Monster Rally slipped away quietly. (Channel 44 would continue to broadcast horror and science-fiction movies, though not under the Monster Rally banner.)
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[image: Image: “Fangs” a lot: Jerry G. Bishop as Svengoolie on Screaming Yellow Theater.]

[image: Image: A station-issued publicity photo of Svengoolie. Curiously, ads for Screaming Yellow Theater that ran in the television guides seldom made any reference to him. Allegedly, the program took its name from a then-popular snack food called “Screaming Yellow Zonkers.”]

There hadn’t been a genuine Chicago-based horror movie host since Channel 7 shut down “The Shocktail Party” on Shock Theatre back in 1959. All that changed in the early 1970s. At a time when the youth culture was protesting the war in Vietnam and chanting “flower power” and “make love, not war,” a hippie vampire hit the airwaves to put a contemporary spin on the tried-and-true horror host format. His name was Svengoolie, and the man behind Svengoolie was Jerry G. Bishop.

Bishop was born Jerry Ghan in Chicago. A graduate of Columbia College, Jerry was singing in a folk trio when he began his broadcasting career in 1961 at WNMP in Evanston. He told Steve Jajkowski in 2002:

 

I heard WNMP on the car radio, drove there and asked if they were hiring. The PD [program director] was an interesting guy Chan Overton. He gave me some audition copy to read, put me in a studio and taped me. He called me the next day, offered me $67.50 a week. I did a morning show Commuter Express. My newsman was Bill Plante, now White House correspondent for CBS.

 


After a yearlong stint as WNMP’s morning disc jockey, Jerry went to work for WCVS in Springfield. By 1962 he was at WPGC in Washington, D.C.

Ken Draper, the programming director at KYW in Cleveland, Ohio, hired Jerry in 1963. At Draper’s suggestion, he used the on-air name Jerry G. His radio success at KYW led to a weekly TV program, a teen dance show called Jerry G. and Company.

On radio and television, Jerry established a genial, irreverent personality and was fond of using sound bites and sound effects to punctuate his verbal patter, as he would subsequently do on Screaming Yellow Theater. KYW changed their call letters to WKYC in 1965, and as he played the badly written KYW weather jingle for one of the final times, Jerry told his listeners, “We’re gonna miss those jingles—but not that much!”

At the height of Beatlemania, Jerry was one of only a dozen reporters selected to chronicle the Beatles’ 1965–66 U.S. tour. He traveled across the country with the Fab Four, and the access he had to the group resulted in hours of taped interviews.1

[image: Image: During the height of Beatlemania, Jerry G. Bishop (then known as Jerry G.) got a chance to cover the Fab Four’s 1965–66 American tour.]

The phenomenal rise of the Beatles and other rock bands forced local radio stations to change their staid, old-fashioned formats to appeal to a younger, hipper audience. WLS, an AM radio station in Chicago, completely revamped their image by switching to rock music, and their huge success didn’t go unnoticed by other stations in town.

In an effort to compete with WLS, Chicago’s WCFL hired Ken Draper as programming director in 1966. Draper, in turn, hired Jerry G. and asked him to come up with a last name. Before leaving Cleveland, Jerry thumbed through a telephone directory and selected Bishop.

Bishop remained at WCFL until 1969. After meeting with Cliff Braun, the programming director at WFLD-TV, Channel 32, Bishop was hired to host the movie showcase Dialing For Dollars, which aired weekday afternoons in a two-hour time slot beginning at 1 P.M. (some weeks the starting time would vary). In segments sandwiched between breaks in the movie, Bishop would answer phone calls to give cash away every day, as well as to interject bits of comic business. He’d

inform viewers, “They’d have to pay me to sit through these films.”

[image: Image: In 1969 Bishop was hired by Channel 32 to host the movie showcase Dialing For Dollars.]

Bishop was always a cutup and brought his disc jockey demeanor to WFLD. He seemed to have a hard time doing things in a completely straight manner, and he would occasionally giggle while reading formal station announcements, promos, and even the brief news breaks between programs.

WFLD (named for its parent company, Field Communications) started in 1966 and within a few short years rivaled WGN-TV, Channel 9, as Chicago’s leading independent television station. But Channel 9 had been around longer and had picked up many of the prime syndicated movie packages, including the collection of classic Universal monster movies they showcased on Creature Features (see Chapter 7). So when Channel 32 decided to schedule a scary movie show on Friday nights, all they had to offer was a ragtag selection of low-caliber horror and science fiction thrillers. Since he was already on duty as the Friday staff announcer, Jerry G. Bishop was assigned to serve as the off-camera announcer for Screaming Yellow Theater, Channel 32’s horror movie showcase.

Screaming Yellow Theater began at 10:30 P.M. on Friday, September 18, 1970, with Ghosts on the Loose (1943), starring the East Side Kids, Bela Lugosi, and Ava Gardner. It wasn’t a horror movie but a comedy-mystery (although critics would argue that it’s neither funny nor mysterious). Nevertheless, with Lugosi in the cast, it was promoted as a horror film. And because of Lugosi’s presence, the unseen Bishop did an imitation of

Lugosi’s voice to introduce the movie and continued to do so during the commercial breaks.

[image: Image: Ava Gardner tries to maintain her composure while posing with Huntz Hall and Leo Gorcey in this publicity photo for Ghosts on the Loose (1943), the first movie showcased on Screaming Yellowing Theater (September 18, 1970).]

[image: Image: Channel 32 used a shot of Bela Lugosi from Dracula (1931) to promote every Lugosi movie they ran on Screaming Yellow Theater. Spooks Run Wild (1941), a horror spoof pairing Lugosi with the East Side Kids, aired on October 16, 1970.]

[image: Image: Screaming Yellow Theater broadcast The Diabolical Dr. Z (1966), an English-dubbed Spanish-French thriller, on October 23, 1970. (Well, you can’t show Bride of Frankenstein every week, can you?)]

[image: Image: It was one thing to promote a Lugosi movie using a shot from a different Lugosi film. However, using a shot of Boris Karloff from Frankenstein (1931) to advertise a low-budget atrocity like Frankenstein’s Daughter (1959)—which Karloff doesn’t even appear in—was the height of deception. This epic aired on December 11, 1970, leaving impressionable young viewers permanently disillusioned.]

Even though the following week showcased a Boris Karloff movie, Corridors of Blood (filmed in 1958, released in 1962), Bishop continued his Lugosi imitation. It didn’t take Bishop long to start interjecting humorous comments during his introductions and bumpers. (“Bumpers” are the re-introductions after commercial breaks.)

Over the next six months, Bishop’s commentary would run longer and longer, sometimes for two solid minutes. He still did these announcing chores off camera, so while he was talking and reading letters from viewers, the station would broadcast an ID slide with the words Screaming Yellow Theater, the channel 32 logo, and a few horrific illustrations. (This kind of inert visual may seem odd now, but it was a common practice among local TV stations in those days.) Bishop also began identifying himself as Svengoolie, a pun on the name Svengali. (There was a transitional period where the simple title slide was replaced by slides of Bishop—in costume, in various poses—that ran during his voice-overs.)


In the summer of 1971, Svengoolie began informing viewers that Screaming Yellow Theater would be “going live.” When that day arrived, the slides were replaced by silent home-movie footage of various spooky images—graveyards, skeletons, bats, and so on—while some eerie-sounding public-domain classical music played in the background.2 (The rock music would come later.) As the spooky footage flashed across the screen, Svengoolie read a poem that would become the standard opening for the remainder of the series:

 

The time has come for scary things

Like monsters, ghosts, and vampire wings

Like horrible movies, all drippy and drooly

And horrible jokes, like me, Svengoolie

 

The camera cut to Bishop, sitting in a coffin, in time to deliver the last half of the last line, “like me, Svengoolie.”

This was the first time viewers saw the character in his full glory. Svengoolie was a green-haired hippie vampire (the Lugosi accent still intact) who wore a headband, sunglasses, red sweatshirt, and striped bellbottom trousers. (Bishop also put black makeup around his eyes. At first, he wore sunglasses on occasion, but when the show went to video, he always wore the sunglasses, so viewers wouldn’t see his eyes shifting to the cue cards.) He was a guitar-strumming horror host who was in sync with the attitudes of the era.

Mike Bacarella, an actor and makeup artist, designed Svengoolie’s makeup. Bacarella also built Durwood, a ventriloquist’s dummy that would serve as Sven’s sidekick.

[image: Image: Svengoolie’s sidekick, Durwood, a wisecracking ventriloquist’s dummy.]

Bishop was the perfect choice for this assignment. The comic timing and improvisational skills he had developed during his formative radio days served him well in front of the television camera. And the crazy costume seemed to liberate him, as his personality became even more extroverted.

As he did on radio, Bishop started tossing brief prerecorded audio bits (with other voices) into the mix. Whenever Sven made what he felt was an astute observation, a voice exclaimed, “That’s right, Svengoolie!” Whenever Sven referred to

“our crack Channel 32 engineers,” a slightly befuddled voice was heard saying, “Maybe this wire,” followed by a loud electrical bzzzzt sound, as the same voice exclaimed, “OUCH!” Another Svengoolie audio bit was a brief song consisting mainly of the lyrics, “Vote for Sig Sakowicz for president!” (Sakowicz was a local celebrity interviewer who, at the time, hosted a show on Channel 44.)

[image: Image: The “Gruesome Twosome Double Feature” for July 30, 1971, was I Was a Teenage Frankenstein (1957) and The Screaming Skull (1958).]

[image: Image: The Wasp Woman (1960) and How to Make a Monster (1958) were the not-quite-yet-Halloween treats for October 29, 1971.]

[image: Image: Screaming Yellow Theater presented a double feature of Daughter of Dr. Jekyll (1957) and Honeymoon of Horror (1965) on Friday, October 15, 1971. (Notice there’s no mention of Svengoolie. What did we tell you?)]

When Sven would crack a (deliberately) lame joke, a disgusted-sounding male voice would be heard saying, “Ay, p’tooey!” as though he were spitting on the ground in contempt. If Sven mentioned the suburb of Berwyn, a chorus of puzzled-sounding voices would chime in, “Berwyn?” This bit stems from a similar routine by Ernie Anderson’s Cleveland-based horror host Ghoulardi, who would ridicule the suburb of Parma (“Parma?”) in a similar manner. (Ghoulardi’s show aired in Cleveland in the mid-’60s when Bishop was working at KYW.) An off-camera “thud” sound would be followed by a voice yelling, “OW! OW! OW!” Rubber chickens were thrown at Svengoolie by unseen crew members, in protest of an especially corny joke. (And there were plenty of them.) All of these running jokes have endured to this day.

Approximately six months after “going live,” Screaming Yellow Theater went “really live” by expanding the comic skits between the movie segments. Though he never had much of a budget to work with, Bishop’s imagination and resourcefulness resulted in some extremely funny routines. As Mad Man Sven, an

unscrupulous used car dealer (are we being redundant?), he parodied late-night TV commercials. He presented “Svengoolie Street,” an educational program where “every day is a learning experience, and every night you run for your life.” (He used a hangman’s noose to represent the letter O.) There were Svengoolie public service messages, such as, “Brush your fangs, comb your face, and drink your milk before it clots!” and “Remember, this is the height of the flu season, so don’t go near your mailman—he’s a carrier!”

[image: Image: Svengoolie uses a hangman’s noose to illustrate the letter O on “Svengoolie Street.”]

And there were constant pitches for Svengoolie-oriented products and businesses (Svengoolie’s Jr. Grave Robber Kit, Svengoolie’s School of Self-Defense, Svengoolie’s School of Match Design, Sven’s TV Palmistry), all endorsed by his own company, S.T.D. (Sham, Trickery, and Deceit).

Svengoolie would read “Scare Mail” from viewers and offered a “Svengoolie Song Time,” performing parodies of old standards, like this ditty, sung to the tune of “Bye Bye Blackbird”:

 

Grab your shrouds, girls and boys

Here I come making noise

I’m Svengoolie

 

Creeping from my moldy vault

Don’t blame me, it’s not my fault

I’m Svengoolie

 

I’m the only one who’s not forgotten

How to host those movies that are rotten

 

So ’til you bury me again

C’mon folks, welcome Sven . . .

. . . goolie, that’s me!

 


Initially, Bishop wrote all the material himself and depended upon his director (whoever was on duty that day) to help stage the action. (Bishop has noted that his best directors were Ray Barnas, Rich Bernal, Phil Doty, and Don Shannon.) Because of the freewheeling nature of the program, mistakes and technical gaffes were usually left in.

[image: Image: Zelda, a wig-adorned skeleton head, listens as Svengoolie strums his guitar.]

A Northwestern University student named Rich Koz became a fan of Screaming Yellow Theater and began sending his own comedy material to Bishop. Born in Chicago on March 12, 1952, Koz grew up in the northwest suburbs and started in broadcasting at WMTH-FM, the radio station at Maine East High School in Park Ridge. Bishop was impressed by the quality of Koz’s contributions and started incorporating the material into the show. Their comic sensibilities meshed well, and soon Bishop hired Koz as a writer, voice actor, and rubber-chicken thrower.

In addition to Durwood the ventriloquist dummy, Svengoolie had another on-camera foil: Zelda, a sassy, wig-adorned skeleton head who spoke in a high, screechy voice like Flip Wilson’s Geraldine character. (At first, Wilson conveyed Geraldine verbally whenever he did the character in his standup act. Later, on his NBC variety show, he appeared in drag whenever he played Geraldine.) Zelda would weigh in with her own sarcastic remarks, such as cautioning viewers, “Tonight’s feature is rated ZZZ. . . . That means no one will be admitted except clergymen wearing blindfolds and earmuffs.”

Contrary to some reports, Chet Coppock, a noted and respected sportscaster who was a staff announcer at Channel 32 at this time, did not supply the voice for Zelda. (It was always done by Bishop, who pre-recorded the voice.) However, Coppock did occasionally make brief on-camera appearances as himself, and Svengoolie would refer to him as Chet Comicbook or some other variant.

Screaming Yellow Theater began presenting a series of guest coffin openers who would sign Svengoolie’s guest book (and, sometimes, the actual coffin) at the beginning of the show and then pry open the coffin’s lid so Sven could pop out and recite his poem. At first, Bishop tried to get any celebrities passing through town to appear on the show. After a while, as the show became better known,


celebrities would call Bishop and ask to be a guest.

[image: Image: (Top Left) On Saturday, April 28, 1973, Jerry G. Bishop appeared as Svengoolie at Northern Illinois University in DeKalb, where he hosted a special film screening for the University Center Board Forum Committee. Here Sven clowns for the camera by the University Center’s prominently identified waiting room. (Top Right) Sven poses with Marcia Opal, the MC of the event. (All photos on this page courtesy of Marcia Opal.)]

The guests were an eclectic group that included Barry Manilow, Neil Sedaka, political satirist Mort Sahl, exotic dancer Tempest Storm, crooner Rudy Vallee, Gabe Kaplan (Welcome Back, Kotter), Morey Amsterdam (The Dick Van Dyke Show), actress-comedienne Liz Torres (who later appeared on All in the Family and The John Larroquette Show), and Jay North (Dennis the Menace). When Bette Midler guested on the show, she appeared with her backup singers, one of them a then-unknown Katey Sagal (Married With Children, Futurama, 8 Simple Rules For Dating My Teenage Daughter).

[image: Image: Jay North (of Dennis the Menace fame) was just one of several guest coffin openers.]

The guests—among them, the comedy team of Phil Proctor and Peter Bergman, who had been members of the acclaimed Firesign Theater troupe—would often stick around to converse and participate in skits.

One notable guest coffin opener was . . . Jerry G. Bishop! The use of the split-screen technique was executed perfectly (it was surprisingly ambitious, considering the show’s limited budget), and a body double was used to play both Bishop and Svengoolie in alternating shots. Bishop also appeared later in the show to strongly deny rumors that he and Svengoolie were the same person.

This denial was a running joke. Bishop hosted the local portion of the Jerry Lewis Labor Day Telethon during the early ’70s, and on one occasion he spoke on the telephone with Svengoolie. Sven’s primary message was to urge viewers to donate to this worthy cause, but he also took the opportunity to deny claims that he was, in fact, Jerry G. Bishop. (Bishop had prerecorded Sven’s portion of the conversation.)

By this time, Screaming Yellow Theater’s theme music was Link Wray’s “Rumble,” with a horrifying scream dubbed in at the beginning. Svengoolie also had a new, upright coffin (the one Rich Koz uses to this day), with a painted portrait of Sven on the lid.

While at WFLD, Bishop hosted Chicago Voices, handled on-camera news assignments, and taped an unsold pilot for a talk show, Jerry G. and Company.


Just as Screaming Yellow Theater was really coming into its own, Kaiser Broadcasting took over WFLD. In mid-1973, Kaiser began phasing out much of the Field Communications programming, such as Bill Jackson’s B.J. and Dirty Dragon Show (which began at WFLD in 1968 as Cartoon Town). But at least Jackson was allowed to put on a big farewell show. The new owners did not extend the same courtesy to Svengoolie.

Kaiser already had a horror host of their own, the Cleveland-based Ghoul, and from a business standpoint, it didn’t make sense to have the two of them on the same payroll. From a public-relations standpoint, however, the decision was a disaster, especially since Kaiser made no announcement of the impending change. So in September 1973, unsuspecting Screaming Yellow Theater fans tuned in to get their weekly Svengoolie fix and were thunderstruck to find that some out-of-town interloper had usurped him. Svengoolie was gone. The sound of jaws hitting the floor filled the night air.

[image: Image: Svengoolie’s coffin (he’s hiding behind that lid).]

Jerry G. Bishop returned to radio, hosting a morning show on WMAQ, and brought Rich Koz along with him as a producer and writer. They discussed the possibility of reviving Svengoolie at another station, but the opportunities, for the moment, didn’t materialize. (For more on Rich Koz, see Chapter 12.)

In 1978 Bishop left Chicago for San Diego, California, where he hosted a daily talk show, Sun Up San Diego, on KFMB-TV. The program ran until 1990, and Bishop won three Emmy Awards (TV Performer of the Year) during that period. Clearly, Chicago’s loss was San Diego’s gain.

Bishop returned once again to radio in 1991 at KPOP (adult standards) in San Diego. His radio program for oldies station WRLL-FM began airing in Chicago in 2003.

The Bishop/Svengoolie story does have a happy ending. Jerry G., his wife, and their two children own and operate two successful, top-rated restaurants—Greek Islands Café and Asaggio Pizza Pasta Plus (“The best deep dish pizza west

of Wrigley Field”)—in Seaport Village, San Diego’s downtown marketplace. So the guy who was once knee-deep in rubber chickens is now cooking real ones.

[image: Image: The real Jerry G. Bishop. (Courtesy of Jerry G. Bishop.)]

Bishop recently appeared in American Scary (2006), a documentary about TV horror movie hosts. Screaming Yellow Theater may be gone, but Jerry G. Bishop hasn’t been forgotten. The laughter he created still resonates in the hearts of his fans.



1 CDs of Jerry G.’s interviews with the Beatles are available at www.BeatleTalk.net.

2 The music used at the commercial breaks early on was “Hey, Hey!” from Gershon Kingsley’s Music to Moog By.
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[image: Image: Ron Sweed as the Ghoul, the unannounced replacement for Jerry G. Bishop’s Svengoolie. (Courtesy of Mark Neel.)]

As Chicagoans, we have strong likes and dislikes, regardless of the rationale—if any—behind our sentiments. In point of belabored fact: There’s no logical explanation for years of fanatical devotion to the Chicago Cubs, a team that has often ranked as one of the worst in major league baseball. Yet even in their bleakest seasons, the Northside Cubbies often drew larger crowds than their Southside rivals, the Chicago White Sox. (The Sox had to win the World Series in order to get the kind of attendance and media attention the Cubs regularly enjoy.)

It just goes to prove that there’s little rhyme or reason as to what Chicagoans choose to embrace or reject. Rest assured, however, that no one’s gonna tell us what to like. For a prime example of this mind-set, one doesn’t have to look any farther than the ill-fated Chicago stint of Cleveland horror host Ron Sweed, a.k.a. the Ghoul.

Born January 23, 1949, in Euclid, Ohio, Ron Sweed, at an early age, developed a love of horror movies (especially the ones with Boris Karloff). As he got a little older, he also became enthralled by the wild-and-woolly shenanigans of a Cleveland-based horror movie host known as Ghoulardi.

Beginning in January 1963, Ernie Anderson (1923–97) was seen as Ghoulardi, the gothic beatnik host of the Friday night Shock Theater on WJW-TV, Channel 8, in Cleveland, Ohio. Anderson had established himself as a local favorite on Cleveland radio and television; he was a popular host and announcer and performed sketches with his then–comedy partner Tim Conway (McHale’s Navy, The Carol Burnett Show). But it was the Ghoulardi gig that won him a huge following among young viewers, who were held spellbound by his antics—and no wonder. Ghoulardi was like the already demented Salvador Dalí on the worst (or maybe best) acid trip of his life. As pop culture historian Mike Olszewski has noted:

 

Ernie created a bizarre character unlike anything yet seen on the tube. There was shadowy lighting, the echoey voice, and electric blues playing

in the background that would explode into wild polka music. But Ghoulardi was also an anarchist. Every rule was meant to be broken, and anyone could be cut down by his acid tongue.

 

Viewers initially tuned in to check out the horror movie, but they quickly realized Ghoulardi was the real attraction. The sly, incorrigible Anderson filled his in-between segments with a variety of outrageous skits and stunts in which he also appeared as non-Ghoulardi characters. He was fond of needling the folks who lived in Parma, a middle-class suburb with a predominantly Polish population, and routinely featured a parody of the soap opera Peyton Place, titled Parma Place. When the real-life mayor of Parma complained that his town was being held up to ridicule as “the home of pink lawn flamingos and white socks,” Anderson responded in his typically unrepentant fashion: He continued his derision of Parma.

[image: Image: Ernie Anderson was the beloved Ghoulardi on WJW-TV, Channel 8, in Cleveland, Ohio. (Courtesy of Mark Neel.)]

But Ghoulardi’s most notorious stunts were the ones that involved “blowing things up” with firecrackers. When station management warned him to “cool it with the boom booms,” Anderson doubled his explosive demonstrations—which were broadcast live—as he merrily blew up items sent in by fans: food, dolls, plastic model cars, even dead rats! Not content to limit himself to his own segments, Ghoulardi took to wandering into scenes from the horror movies he was hosting, for additional wisecracks and tomfoolery.

Though concerned parents and teachers denounced the show, Ghoulardi tickled the funny bones of TV-addicted adolescents, who bought Ghoulardi merchandise, quoted his verbal shtick (“Stay sick! Turn blue, you purple knif!”), and

flocked to see him whenever he made personal appearances. It was at one of these appearances in the summer of 1963 that Ron Sweed met his TV idol.

[image: Image: The wild-and-woolly antics of Ernie Anderson’s Ghoulardi made a great impact on Ron Sweed. (Courtesy of Mark Neel.)]

“I wore a gorilla suit to a Ghoulardi performance, hoping he would notice me,” Sweed told Detroit News reporter Wendy Case in 2001. “He called me onstage, and I wangled my way down to the studio the next day for his TV show. I just started showing up every week and became his gofer.”

Sweed wound up working with Anderson on Shock Theater from July 1963 until the end of the show’s run. He later told Mike Olszewski:

 

I’ve never seen anyone who was funnier or could do anything better than Ernie. He never used a script. Right from the start he never scripted out what he was going to do when he developed the character. He’d have a martini at Pierre’s two doors down between breaks. He’d come running in and he’d never think what he was going to do. Ernie just did it. The man is a genius. He was just so underrated throughout his whole career. He just didn’t realize how big [Ghoulardi] was.

 

Shock Theater signed off in November 1966, and Ernie Anderson headed to Hollywood, where he embarked on an enormously successful career as an announcer for the CBS and ABC networks1. Shortly before Anderson’s death on February 6, 1997, Olszewski brought up the subject of Ghoulardi, to which Anderson replied:

 

Every once in a while, people come out of the woodwork: “Hey, Ghoulardi!” I think, what the hell do you mean “Ghoulardi”? You know how long ago that shit was? Really! It was a long time ago and people still remember it. To me that’s amazing! It’s amazing and it’s wonderful and I’m glad I did it. But it’s nothing you consciously want to brag about. “You were who? You did what with a beard and mustache? And you screamed

and hollered?” I don’t know why the hell they remember that, because it wasn’t that great!

 

Ernie Anderson was entitled to his opinion, but his legion of fans beg to differ. Ghoulardi is revered as one of the greatest horror movie hosts of all time. (For more on the subject, watch for Mark Neel’s upcoming book Chewing Cobwebs With Horror Host Ghoulardi.)

After Anderson left, Ron Sweed worked on Channel 8’s The Hoolihan and Big Chuck Show, which starred Bob “Hoolihan” Wells and Chuck Schodowski (both had been involved with Shock Theater). On March 6, 1971, during his senior year at Bowling Green University, the 22-year-old Sweed made his TV debut as the Ghoul on Cleveland’s Channel 61, which was owned by Kaiser Broadcasting. Although Ernie Anderson gave him permission to use the Ghoulardi character, Sweed wasn’t allowed to use the name since it belonged to Storer Broadcasting, the owners of Channel 8. So Sweed shortened Ghoulardi to Ghoul, and he was off and running.

As Cleveland’s new horror host, Sweed’s Vandyke-bearded Ghoul wore a pair of sunglasses that had the left lens removed and a lab coat covered with buttons. On his head was a mop-top wig that resembled a Cossack’s fur hat. The original Ghoul shows opened with the sound of a toilet flushing. The flushing sound was also heard during the movies, usually right after one of the onscreen actors inquired as to the whereabouts of an offscreen character.

[image: Image: Froggy—the Ghoul’s favorite victim. (Courtesy of Joseph Francik.)]

The Ghoul reached into Ghoulardi’s bag of tricks and put his own spin on them. Blowing up dolls and model cars with firecrackers, references to Parma, and expressions like “Turn blue!” were still evident, but Sweed also added a nemesis named Froggy, which was the Froggy the Gremlin doll seen on Andy Devine’s mid-1950s kiddie show Andy’s Gang2. Whereas the ornery Gremlin harassed the hapless Devine, the Ghoul tormented his incarnation of

Froggy. Their relationship was not unlike Saturday Night Live’s Mr. Bill and Sluggo, as the Ghoul blew his plastic cohort up with firecrackers and, on more than one occasion, stuffed him into a blender.

For additional gag routines, the Ghoul would kibitz with the offscreen operator of Camera Four—an in-joke that delighted Sweed and his crew, because the low-budget show only had one camera.

Ron Sweed explained his comedic approach to Wendy Case:

 

Mr. Anderson was on in the ’60s—that was a slower-paced form of comedy then. Once I got on the air, it had to be a little more explosive. By that time, Alice Cooper was comin’ on, and heavy metal was starting. I’d bring in a garbage can full of film and put an M-80 in it, and all of a sudden I’m getting a standing ovation. I just had to do it at a little more rapid-pace and package it a little different. In the ’70s, I was the most feared man on TV as far as parents were concerned. PTAs would warn parents “Don’t let your kids watch this.” When I’d be blowing things up as [the character] Chef Curdle, that station would get 20 letters saying, “Y’know, there’s people starving in Bangladesh, and this clown’s wasting food!”

 

By the end of 1971, The Ghoul was being carried on other Kaiser-owned stations around the country, including outlets in Los Angeles, San Francisco, Boston, Philadelphia, and Detroit. The show flopped in Boston but succeeded in other markets, most notably Channel 50 in Detroit, where he developed his most faithful following. (“They’re the best fans you could ever have!” Sweed recently remarked.)

[image: Image: In 1982 The Ghoul was back on Cleveland’s Channel 61. (Courtesy of Joseph Francik.)]

But while Sweed became a legend in Cleveland and Detroit, his Chicago stint rates little more than a dubious footnote. He did, however, gain some notoriety: Ironically, Sweed’s success helped to spell the end for Chicago’s original incarnation of Svengoolie.

In the summer of 1973, Kaiser

Broadcasting took over Chicago’s WFLD-TV, Channel 32, from Field Communications. Kaiser began streamlining the station’s programming schedule. With The Ghoul in the bullpen, the station’s new management deemed Screaming Yellow Theater redundant and ultimately expendable. As a result, Jerry G. Bishop’s Svengoolie was sent packing in the fall. His loyal fans were outraged and were further incensed when, without warning, the Ghoul turned out to be his replacement. (There was no official announcement of the switch, and, for a while, the program was still identified as Screaming Yellow Theater in the TV listings, even though it was clearly The Ghoul.)

[image: Image: In 1997 Cleveland’s Channel 55 made The Ghoul part of their Friday night lineup. (Courtesy of Joseph Francik.)]

In fairness to Kaiser, this change probably seemed to make sense at the time, at least from a business perspective. With programming shared among stations in multiple markets, there simply wasn’t room for two horror hosts; furthermore, The Ghoul had been a proven success in other cities. But to say the change did not sit well with Chicago viewers would be an understatement. Compared to the genial, goofball humor of Svengoolie, the barnstorming antics of the Ghoul came across like the rant of an obnoxious loudmouth. Worse yet, he wasn’t even a Chicago loudmouth.

Although Ron Sweed had no say in Kaiser’s programming directives, viewers held him personally responsible for Svengoolie’s departure. Sweed reinforced this perception when he snidely remarked on his first Chicago broadcast that “Svengoolie is a no-talent rip-off, and we made him leave.” And with that, the Ghoul effectively signed, sealed, and delivered his own death warrant. So it didn’t matter how many plastic frogs Sweed blew up or how many times he flushed his toilet—a wave of anti-Ghoul sentiment swept through the city, making him as welcome as ketchup on a Chicago hot dog. Some viewers still tuned in to watch the movies, but they fled to their respective kitchens and bathrooms during the Ghoul’s comic interludes.

Early in 1974 Kaiser Broadcasting dropped The Ghoul from all its markets, citing low ratings and the usual excuse—“artistic differences”—between Ron Sweed and the Kaiser honchos. The final Chicago broadcast of The Ghoul aired on

Friday, January 4, 1974, showcasing a twin bill of Invasion of the Star Creatures (1962) and The Screaming Skull (1958); in the following weeks, Sweed’s program was replaced by reruns of Rod Serling’s Night Gallery. In the short span of time Sweed was on Channel 32, he never established the kind of rapport Jerry G. Bishop enjoyed with his audience.

[image: Image: Big Mike, a member of the Ghoul Crew, and the Ghoul at Cleveland’s Cinema Wasteland convention in 2004. By the 1990s the little rubber toy that Ron Sweed used as Froggy on his show was no longer being manufactured, so he resorted to using a person in a costume to play Big Froggy. For a while, Big Mike played Big Froggy. Eddie Willie (not pictured), another crew member, also filled in. (Courtesy of Joseph Francik.)]

Soon after, when Kaiser claimed full ownership of the character, Sweed fought back; though he eventually retained rights to the Ghoul, he couldn’t do anything with his creation during the 18 months of litigation.

The Ghoul returned to television in September 1976 on WXON, Channel 20, in Detroit, where Sweed had retained an enormous fan base. He was at Channel 20 for nearly two years; the show then turned up on other Detroit stations, like WGPR, Channel 62.

In 1982 Sweed returned to Channel 61 in Cleveland. The homecoming was short lived, and before long The Ghoul was back in Detroit on Channel 20. This lasted for about a year and a half; ironically, this version of the show also turned up on Cleveland’s Channel 61 for a brief period. By the mid-1980s, The Ghoul was off the air entirely.

Thanks to public demand, Sweed continued to make personal appearances long after his show was canceled. Then in July 1997, Channel 55 in Cleveland made him a part of their Friday night lineup; this show ran for two seasons. During this period Sweed also cohosted a Saturday night radio show on Cleveland’s WNCX-FM (98.5).

In retrospect, there’s nothing more the Ghoul could have done to win the hearts of Chicago TV viewers. He was rejected not so much because of who he was (though his abrasive personality certainly didn’t help matters), but because of who he wasn’t: Jerry G. Bishop’s Svengoolie. And no amount of subversive hijinks could have changed that. The poor guy—make that the poor ghoul—never stood a chance in this town.




1 Ernie’s son Paul Thomas Anderson is a successful writer-director whose credits include Hard Eight (1997), Boogie Nights (1997), Magnolia (1999), and Punch-Drunk Love (2002). His production company bears his father’s Ghoulardi name.

2 Andy’s Gang was the successor to Smilin’ Ed’s Gang starring Ed McConnell. Andy Devine took over the hosting chores after McConnell’s death in 1954. Froggy the Gremlin was also featured on the original program.








[image: image]


(For information on Rich Koz’s pre–Son of Svengoolie career, see Chapter 10.)

Even though the original Svengoolie show was dead and buried, horror movies continued to be a staple of weekend programming on WFLD-TV. After local viewers burned the Ghoul at the stake, the station’s library of horror films played without a host for most of the remainder of the 1970s. The collection was a mixed bag; classic Universal shockers from the ’30s and ’40s were shown alongside lesser foreign productions, some of which were more campy than scary. The films continued to air on Saturday nights, under the title Creature Feature, which ironically included many of the same movies that had previously been shown on the similarly titled WGN horror showcase (see Chapter 7).

Meanwhile, a series of events paved the way for Svengoolie’s resurrection. After his show was canceled in 1973, Jerry G. Bishop returned to radio and, for a while, hosted a morning show on WMAQ. Rich Koz continued to work with Bishop as a producer, writer, and comic coconspirator. Over a period of time, the pair discussed the possibility of bringing Svengoolie back, possibly on another station.

Koz was starting to establish a career of his own. In 1974 he began what would turn out to be a three-and-a-half-year working relationship with Chicago radio legend Dick Orkin, cowriting some of the last series of 65 Chickenman comedy segments, under the title “Chickenman Returns For the Last Time Again.” Orkin had been a WCFL radio personality in the ’60s, and the original Chickenman series had been launched there. This series was a success and continued in syndication, with reruns intermittently airing on other stations over the years, including the short-lived revival of WCFL as an FM oldies station in the early ’90s. (Orkin’s voice can still be heard in a variety of radio commercials to this day.)

Bishop and Koz discussed the possibility of a Svengoolie revival. Ultimately, Bishop decided against donning the costume and makeup again. At the time, “he was considering going into politics, and he said he didn’t want to dress like that anymore,” Koz recalled. When Bishop decided to move to San Diego, he gave Koz his blessing to assume the role. Koz approached a couple TV stations with his proposal for an updated version of Screaming Yellow Theater, but there were no takers. At the same time, things were changing at WFLD-TV. When Field Communications had sold a share of Channel 32 and other stations to Kaiser Broadcasting in 1973, with Kaiser assuming management, this more or less had spelled the end of locally produced entertainment programming on the station. But in 1978 Kaiser got out of the TV business, and ownership and management of WFLD fully reverted to Field Communications.


[image: Image: The Son of Svengoolie made his TV debut on Saturday, June 16, 1979—although the program was advertised as Creature Feature and there was no mention of his name. Channel 32 had two installments of the horror-movie showcase Creature Feature on Saturday evenings, one at 8 p.m. and another at 10:30 p.m.; Koz became the host of the 8 p.m. program. The station also offered another showcase called Monstrous Movie. Jim Barton served as the announcer; there was no on-air host.]

The station held auditions for a new horror movie host, and a number of people tried out, including radio personality Steve Dahl. For his audition, Koz made himself up in the hippie style of the original Svengoolie, complete with the long green wig, T-shirt, headband, and bell-bottom trousers. Koz succeeded in landing the gig, and station management suggested a different look for the character, although they had no idea what they wanted. As Koz recalled, “That ‘hippie’ look was getting dated, so I decided to change it to suit my own impression of the character.”

In the best horror tradition, Koz’s character was dubbed Son of Svengoolie. Koz painted black circles around his eyes, just like “daddy” used to have (although he abandoned Jerry G. Bishop’s sunglasses); he also sported a handlebar mustache and goatee and wore a scarf, black wig, black top hat, and tuxedo coat. He still retained the character’s vaguely Transylvanian accent and kept his portrayal close to Bishop’s original.

The resurrected program premiered at 8 P.M. on Saturday, June 16, 1979. For the record, the first film aired on the new show was In the Year 2889, a 1967 American International Pictures release (a remake of Roger Corman’s 1956 The Day the World Ended), featuring former child star Paul Petersen (The Donna Reed Show). Print ads that appeared in the local editions of TV Guide and the Chicago Tribune’s TV Week did not include a mention of the Svengoolie name, but they featured a photo of Koz in (quite primitive) costume and makeup, with the description as follows:

 

It took six days to create the world . . .

And one false move to destroy it!

IN THE YEAR 2889

With Creature Feature’s new host!

 


As mentioned earlier, WFLD had been using the Creature Feature name for its 8 and 10:30 P.M. horror films on Saturday nights, although the name was never used on Koz’s show. Creature Feature did continue for a time at 10:30 P.M., sans Koz. In the following weeks, viewers who tuned in to Son of Svengoolie would be treated to a mix of other low-budget quickies and badly dubbed Japanese monster vehicles alongside classic Universal titles such as Dracula, Frankenstein, The Mummy, The Wolf Man, and various sequels. Throughout the show’s run, Son of Svengoolie would be identified in TV listings simply as Movie, with details of the specific film underneath. But whether that week’s scheduled flick was a classic or a flop, Koz was the main attraction.

With the new show maintaining a lot of the spirit of the original, the revival was a success. Koz’s stint eventually lasted more than twice as long as Bishop’s.

Like his mentor, Koz created and voiced other characters for the show. He replaced Bishop’s wisecracking skull head Zelda with a wisecracking skull head of his own, Zallman T. Tombstone Jr. Tombstone was based on the then-popular ’70s character Raymond J. Johnson Jr., played by comedian Billy Saluga. As portrayed by Saluga, Johnson was a curious combination of city slicker and country bumpkin who dressed like one of the mobsters from Guys and Dolls. He would launch into his trademark spiel whenever someone addressed him as Mr. Johnson: “Now, you can call me Ray, or you can call me Jay, or you can call me Johnny, or you can call me Sonny, or [mentions several other nicknames] . . . but you doesn’t have to call me Mr. Johnson.”

At that time, Saluga/Johnson, a staple of comedy-variety and talk shows, could often be seen appearing on the weekly syndicated series The Comedy Shop, which originally followed Son of Svengoolie on Channel 32. Saluga also portrayed the character in a series of beer commercials (performing opposite Comedy Shop host Norm Crosby), which frequently played during the Svengoolie program. And for a brief period, Saluga, as Johnson, was seen in commercials and advertisements for the Illinois State Lottery (“You can call it fun!”).

Ironically, while the Tombstone character continues to be an integral part of Koz’s show, Saluga’s original character is somewhat obscure today, so many contemporary viewers are unfamiliar with Tombstone’s inspiration. Despite this, Raymond J. Johnson Jr. has been referenced on both Seinfeld and The Simpsons (with Saluga supplying the voice), and some of his performances (including appearances on The Comedy Shop and the Canadian series The David Steinberg Show) are available on DVD.

Koz once provided a biography for Tombstone, claiming that he had been an “overbearing and boring” used car dealer who met a tragic end when the young Svengoolie, then living in Transylvania, accidentally backed his car over him.

Tombstone—or at least his skull—returned in spirit form and followed his killer around, continuing to haunt Sven on his TV show “at no additional cost.”

Tombstone served as Koz’s prop teammate and was often the centerpiece of the sketches. In a Lone Ranger parody, Tombstone was the Bone Ranger, the “boring and repulsive Masked Rider of the Dan Ryan [Expressway],” while Koz played his faithful Indian companion Scripto. Doing his best Tonto/Jay Silverheels impression, Koz remarked in broken English, “Violence bad—that’s where Scripto draw the line.”

In the beginning of the revived show’s run, the theme music (“Rumble” by Link Wray) remained the same, and Koz performed many of his hosting duties from inside the very same coffin (still sporting the painted image of Bishop) used by his predecessor. For the show’s first anniversary (in 1980), Son of Svengoolie got his own theme music and his coffin was repainted to feature Koz’s image. (Koz, a skilled artist, painted it himself.)

In between segments of horror films, Koz also often played several characters in the same sketch “through the magic of chroma-key, and because we didn’t have enough actors,” Koz laughed. In one skit, Koz played a taxi driver who picked up passenger Svengoolie and carried on a conversation with his alter ego. In The Sven-eymooners, a spoof of The Honeymooners, Koz shared the screen with himself, portraying Jackie Gruesome and Art Carnage. And for an installment titled “The Marx Brothers Take Over Channel 32,” Koz impersonated Groucho, Harpo, and Chico Marx and interacted with his own images. (Koz’s gift for mimicry was also evident in his imitations of celebrities such as Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Jerry Lewis, Jay Leno, and Elvis Presley.)

The chroma-key process was often used to put Koz’s image into the actual movie. When The Mole People (1956) was run on Son of Svengoolie, good ol’ Sven was in the picture, too, attentively listening to the mumbo-jumbo–riddled speech by Dr. Frank Baxter at the beginning of the film.

Jerry G. Bishop and station engineers added sound effects to the movies run on Screaming Yellow Theater, and Rich Koz elaborated on the process with “Svensurround.” He explained on his 1997 “Sventennial” (celebrating his 100th show at Channel 26) how it started back in 1979:

 

The first or second week the movie is short, so the crew puts up a reel of next week’s film, superimposes me in the corner, they run the film—which I haven’t seen at that time—and I make comments on what’s being done and said . . . we also would, in subsequent weeks when we could, add sound effects and redub lines in the movie, although station management [at Channel 32] frowned on it.

 


Svensurround comes from Sensurround, a short-lived gimmick that was first used for the theatrical release of Earthquake (1974), one of several disaster films of the ’70s. This painfully loud audio innovation was supposed to make audiences feel like they were right in the middle of the action. Instead, it was an assault on the eardrums that made lackluster movies like Midway (1976) and Rollercoaster (1977) even more difficult to endure. Svensurround satirizes the process by adding smart-alecky quips, odd sound bites from other sources (motion pictures, TV and radio programs), and noisy sound effects to the existing sound track, usually to liven up a particularly dull feature film. (Sensurround is gone and forgotten, but Svensurround is, blessedly, still with us.)

The late Mike Smith, a technician in WFLD’s film library, worked closely with Koz selecting clips and other oddball film footage from the station’s archives to use in various show segments. “Rich has got an encyclopedic knowledge of those things,” Smith remarked at the time. For a broadcast of Yongary, Monster From the Deep (1967), a film produced in South Korea, Koz and Smith inserted scenes from an episode of M*A*S*H into the action. On another occasion, they edited together sequences from The Ghost of Dragstrip Hollow (1959) and The Giant Gila Monster (1959) and added their own sound effects and dialogue (à la Woody Allen’s What’s Up, Tiger Lily?) to create a brand-new movie, Hot Rods to Gila, a spoof of the juvenile-delinquent melodrama Hot Rods to Hell (1967).

Many of Koz’s comedy sketches were based on then-current commercials and entertainers. Sketches included “Sventlemania,” with the Son of Svengoolie performing parodies of Beatles songs with a horror twist, and the mail-order TV album parody “Roger Half-Wittaker’s Half My Best” (based on a Roger Whittaker commercial that frequently turned up during the program). References to “Santa’s Brother Ralph” (an advertising character used in a local television appliance dealer’s “Christmas in July” promotion) and “famous actress” Rula Lenska (a relatively unknown English-Polish thespian who served as a spokeswoman for Alberto VO5 hair conditioner) were frequently heard in some of the early shows.

When a trendy perfume called Charlie hit the market, the Son of Svengoolie began hawking his own scent, Deadly (“It’s an odor that’s now/Kinda like a dead cow”). And when actor Robert Young became the spokesman for Sanka coffee, Koz devised a “Stinka Coffee” parody.

Noted magician Marshall Brodien (Wizzo on Bozo’s Circus) starred in a series of TV commercials that successfully marketed his TV Magic Cards and books on magic. Koz spoofed these commercial spots by playing Marshall Boredom, author of the “Real-Life Magic!” book. Koz demonstrated tricks that

required “very little money or practice and a lot of time,” such as the Disappearing Ice Cube Trick (the cubes melt away over a period of time) and the Magic Color-Changing Cloth (which makes a green banana turn yellow then black over the course of ten days).

Koz’s popularity led to a special appearance in a real commercial for Chicago-based Empire Carpets, in which Koz played several characters. When Empire spokesman Lynn Hauldren asked various individuals where to shop for carpeting, Koz—dressed as a baseball ump—replied “Umpire Carpets,” while the Son of Svengoolie preferred “Vampire Carpets.”

Lampooning other programming also became a staple of the show. One of these sketches, “Mister Robber’s Neighborhood,” has achieved classic status among longtime Svengoolie fans. Koz, dressed like children’s show host Fred Rogers (wearing a necktie and sweater and carrying a pair of sneakers), breaks into a house and instructs young viewers on how to loot the place:

 

When there’s nobody home in the neighborhood

We visit someone who’s got stuff that’s good

And steal it

We can steal it

 

We’ll break open the door but we’ll do no harm

And hope they don’t have a burglar alarm

To nail us

Or they’ll jail us

 

“Sometimes we can’t do things alone,” advises Mister Robber. “Sometimes we need help to do things. That’s why I have my friend, Mister Crowbar.”

Channel 32 acquired the syndicated package of Blondie movies (1938–50; based on the Chic Young comic strip), starring Penny Singleton and Arthur Lake as Blondie and Dagwood Bumstead. After the film bio Gandhi was released in 1982, Koz wrote a faux promo for Gandhi and Dagwood, riffing on the theme song heard in the Blondie series’ opening credits1:

 

We could start a whole new era

Without Blondie or Indira

What a family

Too muchable

Untouchable!

 


Since Gandhi’s film was big

He wants to do TV

And if I wear a wig

I’ll look like Mr. T

Dagwood and Gandhi

Gandhi and Dagwood

Sounds like a hit to me!

 

[image: Image: The Son of Svengoolie with his talented musical director, Doug Graves (Doug Scharf). (Courtesy of Rich Koz.)]

In addition to the comedy sketches and commercial spoofs, Koz would answer viewer mail and perform song parodies, frequently lampooning whichever movie was being featured in a particular show. Musical accompaniment was (and still is) provided by keyboard artist Doug Scharf, a friend of Koz’s since high school. Using the on-camera name Doug Graves, Scharf dressed in a fedora, dark glasses, and loud sport jacket and, in those early days, smoked a cigar. “Doug is a great musician and he does all my musical arrangements,” Koz said.

Perhaps the show’s most famous catchphrase is a holdover from the days of Screaming Yellow Theater: the pained cry of “Berrrrr-wyn?” groaned by a chorus of off-camera voices and cued every time the Chicago-area suburb is mentioned. Although neither Jerry G. Bishop nor Rich Koz were residents of Berwyn, Bishop had introduced the line as a local knockoff of the catchphrase “beautiful downtown Burbank” from the ’70s sketch comedy show Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In. It also is reminiscent of Ghoulardi’s constant ribbing of Parma (“Parma?”), a suburb of Cleveland, Ohio. (See Chapter 11 for more about Ghoulardi.) In turn, the Ghoulardi bit stemmed from a running joke that Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis used on The Colgate Comedy Hour every time Lewis

played an annoying character named Melvin. (Melvin would introduce himself to Dean, who would pause for a beat and then comment on the nerdish-sounding name: “Mellll-viiiin?”)

Bishop had initiated poking fun at Berwyn, and Koz continued the playful teasing by repeatedly making references to the city in comedy skits and song parodies. One of the best of the latter was “Bye Bye Berwyn,” a duet by Frank Sinatra and the Son of Svengoolie (both played by Koz) sung to the tune of “Bye Bye Blackbird”:

 

Pack those chickens in a load

Head right down Cermak Road

Bye bye Berwyn

 

There, babushkas look so smart

And they dig modern art

So bye bye Berwyn

 

No one there can tell you why their heart zooms

When they hold parades each year for mushrooms2

 

Just be careful where you go

You’ll end up in Cicero

Berwyn, bye bye

 

Berwyn . . . it’s Berwyn, it’s Berwyn

My kind of town . . . it’s Berwyn!

 

In another running gag, a doorbell would ring, prompting the Son of Svengoolie to go to see who was there, only to wind up serving as a foil for the unseen stranger (unseen except for a wildly gesturing hand), whose off-camera voice was prerecorded by Koz:

 

STRANGER: You’ve been lying to me!

SVENGOOLIE: What are you talking about?

STRANGER: All these years, you’ve been telling me you have three brothers.

SVENGOOLIE: Well, honestly, I do have three brothers.

STRANGER: Yeah, well, I just talked to your sister and she says she has

FOUR brothers!

 


[image: Image: The Son of Svengoolie once again serves as a comic foil to an unseen visitor at the door.]

These comic exchanges were inspired by similar answering-the-door routines that Soupy Sales performed on his popular children’s program. In fact, Koz’s work in general shares many of the same surreal, lunatic qualities found in the freewheeling Soupy Sales Show; as performers, Koz and Sales are kindred spirits.

And, of course, Koz retained Bishop’s beloved rubber chickens, which were hurled at the host with relish by any number of unseen crew members.

Much of Koz’s humor stemmed from topical events. When the Berwyn Theater burned down in real life, Koz took advantage of this news story and had Sven arrested (in a comedy sketch) as the prime suspect.

When the City of Chicago decided to knuckle down on scofflaws and penalize motorists who had outstanding traffic tickets, the police began using the Boot, a large metal clamp that was locked onto a wheel of a targeted automobile and stayed there until the past-due fines were paid. The Boot—or the Denver Boot, as some called it, after the Colorado city that first utilized the device—not only prevented a car from being driven (or moved), but it also sent a message to other guilty parties. Koz made that message clearer in his tune “Puttin’ on the Boot,” a parody of “Puttin’ on the Ritz”:

 

If you’re bad and don’t pay your fines

You’ll be sad

When the police do institute

Puttin’ on the boot

 

If you get a summons that you don’t make good

The way you should

They’ll get your loot

By puttin’ on the boot

 


Cops backed by the Boot know you can’t lick it

Bet your car you’ll pay now when they stick it

With a ticket

 

Firestones and Michelins

All wear one size

Fits all cars on the Rush Street route

Where they’re puttin’ on the Boot

 

[image: Image: Fred Astaire, eat your heart out: The Son of Svengoolie is “Puttin’ on the Boot.” Trivia note: Portions of the Svengoolie set are from the same set used for Shock Theatre, Chicago’s first horror-movie showcase. (Courtesy of Scott and Jan MacGillivray.)]

As a topper, the Son of Svengoolie performed a tap dance wearing metal clamps on his feet.

The insanity perpetrated by Koz didn’t go unnoticed or unappreciated by the local press. As Tom Valeo observed in the Daily Herald (“Rich Koz: Better Known As the Ghoul Next Door,” February 16, 1983):

 

Virtually every major TV market in the country has someone like Sven introducing the monster movies that are so popular with the prepubescent set. But Koz is unique . . . when Koz starts to perform, it is clear that he brings with him a marvelous sense of irony, an eye for genuine satire and the comic timing of a pro. Sure, he includes a lot of corny jokes and half-baked schemes in his routines. Sure, it’s all aimed at a youthful audience that isn’t looking for sophisticated humor. But when Koz steps in front of the camera, he becomes very funny. Even the cameramen crowd around the monitors after each segment and actually laugh as they watch the scene unfold on the TV screen.

 


The article singled out for praise one of Koz’s best skits, “It Came From the Audio-Visual Department!” a parody of the many horror films with a high school setting:

 

Only in this version, “That one horror that no one could escape in any high school anywhere, the one no one could endure,” is the typical nerd who has a habit of cornering girls and asking them for dates. Watching Koz dress for this segment demonstrates his remarkable eye for comic detail. At his dressing table, located next to the anchor desk Kathy McFarland uses to broadcast Channel 32’s news, Koz dons an ordinary shirt and plain black pants. He adds just a bit of makeup to his face, including a couple of blotches for pimples, and musses his hair slightly.

But then he pulls the pants up too high, pulls one shirt tail out of his pants, puts on a pair of black horn-rimmed glasses and starts to squint. Suddenly, he looks like a perfect nerd, not a blatant exaggeration of a clumsy, obnoxious boy, but a real, true-to-life nerd who actually might be found working in the audio-visual department of some high school.

In one brief scene, Koz, breathing loudly with a nasal hiss, as though his adenoids were the size of golf balls, approaches a girl, played by a woman who works in a nearby department. “Hey, I was wondering if you wanted to go to the prom with me?” Koz asks. With a little coaching, Koz gets a blood-curdling scream out of her that evokes laughter from the crew every time they rerun the tape during the day.

 

Concocting all of this nonsensical material was no easy task. Koz’s typical workweek would begin with developing ideas for possible skits on Monday and Tuesday. By Wednesday he would finalize the script, design artwork, build props, and prerecord off-camera voices to be used during the comedy sketches. On Thursday Koz would spend approximately three hours taping all the segments (sketches, songs, promotional spots) for the following week’s program. He explained to Tom Valeo:

 

We try to make a new show every week. . . . I’m surprised I’m not burned out. That kind of pressure is tough. I’ve learned to keep my mind open all the time. Maybe something I see in the paper, or on the street or in a TV commercial will trigger an idea I can use. I try to stay as observant as possible all the time. Then, once I’ve got an idea, I just have to fill it in.

People always think the show is live. It just looks that way because we never have the time to go back and fix anything up.

 


Koz’s hard work paid off with an Emmy Award from the Chicago Television Academy for the Best Entertainment Program in a Series for 1979–80, an honor he never expected, as he told Tom Valeo: “I almost wasn’t even at the presentation. It was a black tie affair, and I attended in a blue business suit because I didn’t know I would be going until two days before.”

[image: Image: Rich Koz played the ultimate high school nerd in “It Came From the Audio-Visual Department!”]

During his seven-year run at WFLD, Koz would win three consecutive Emmys and even served as an awards presenter. On one occasion Joey D’Auria, who played Bozo the Clown on WGN’s Bozo’s Circus, copresented an award with Koz. D’Auria remembered:

 

Rich and I were scheduled to appear at the Emmys dressed as our respective characters. I said to him, “Wouldn’t it be great if you dressed up as Bozo and I dressed up as the Son of Svengoolie?” And he said, “Yeah, that would be great . . . of course, we’d never work in this town again, but that would be great.”

 

After launching the revived series, Koz continued to work in radio, taking the occasional job as a commercial announcer and later filling in as a host on WGN during the final days of WCFL.

Meanwhile, Koz kept plugging away at Channel 32. One memorable promotion was a special 3-D telecast of Revenge of the Creature (1955), which aired Thursday, July 29, 1982. Viewers were able to purchase 3-D glasses (with one red lens and one blue lens) for 89 cents at participating 7-Eleven stores, but the technical bugs had not been worked out prior to the telecast, and the fact that the 3-D effects simply didn’t work for many viewers led to a class-action lawsuit against WFLD-TV. The 3-D TV craze fizzled out even more quickly than the original early ’50s movie fad.

Nevertheless, Son of Svengoolie remained a favorite, and by this time the program had been picked up by other Field Communications stations in other cities

across the country, exposing Koz to a wider audience and getting the last laugh on Ron Sweed’s Ghoul.

But over time the show faced tough competition, eventually being moved to a Saturday afternoon and then morning time slot on Channel 32. For the first Saturday afternoon broadcast, which aired at 3 P.M., Koz wrote and recorded a musical parody of The Beverly Hillbillies theme, making specific reference to declining ratings for the evening time slot; station management then told Sven to “move away from there!”

[image: Image: A special 3-D broadcast of Revenge of the Creature (1955) aired on Thursday, July 29, 1982.]

Later, when the show was moved to a Saturday 10 A.M. time slot, the first broadcast kicked off with a parody of the Beatles’ “Good Morning, Good Morning” (from their Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band album), retitled “Good Morning, Sven.” Koz was bounced all around the station’s schedule over the next few years, ending up in a very late Saturday night/very early Sunday morning time period, where the show frequently would be delayed even further due to WFLD’s broadcasts of Chicago White Sox baseball.

As in the past, Svengoolie’s fate remained tied to the ups and downs of WFLD, which went through an upheaval in the early 1980s with the dissolution of Field Communications. A rift between the company’s owners resulted in the liquidation of all of Field’s assets. The television stations were sold off (one, Philadelphia’s WKBS, actually went dark), with the majority being bought by media tycoon Rupert Murdoch. Murdoch also had bought 20th Century Fox, and Murdoch’s Metromedia stations formed the core of the new Fox television network, which launched in 1986.

It was a reprise of the 1973 Kaiser takeover; despite the Son of Svengoolie’s popularity with the station’s viewership, the writing was on the wall. Koz recalled, “The Fox management felt my show wasn’t ‘suitable’ programming for their network—yet somehow The Joan Rivers Show was.” Sven left without fanfare. His final WFLD broadcast aired in the wee morning hours of Sunday, January 26, 1986; it featured the film Supersonic Man, a laughably bad 1979 Spanish-Italian homage to Star Wars and Superman.


[image: Image: Son of Svengoolie’s Halloween Special for Friday, October 31, 1980, presented Son of Frankenstein (1939) in a two-and-a-half-hour time slot.]

With the end of the show, Koz left the station, although he was called back as staff announcer relief on a few dates. He found work producing television commercials and promos, and did some freelance projects. Koz also had a weekend shift on the Satellite Music Network in a syndicated radio show that was heard worldwide.

The Son of Svengoolie remained a cherished memory until 1989, when Chicago Sun-Times media columnist Robert Feder lamented that the show would have celebrated its tenth anniversary (“if I had stayed on the air,” Koz was quoted as saying). The column was critical of station management, and shortly after it appeared, WFLD approached Koz about returning to the station as a horror movie host, this time playing himself. “I think the whole reason was to keep them from looking bad,” Koz said. He based the new show, The Koz Zone, on the adventures of a real-life video pirate who had recently been in the news for disrupting the signals of WTTW-TV and WGN-TV. “Someone with a remote truck had somehow managed to break into their signals,” Koz remembered.

So Koz created a concept partly based in reality, where he played a disgruntled former station employee who had been fired and began breaking into the station’s signal from a home studio for two hours every Friday night. Promos for the show began as promos for other shows on the station, when “all of a sudden, it would go into static.” Koz would make his pitch for his own show, then the interrupted promo for The Cosby Show or Donahue would resume. The ads received attention. “People started to call and say, ‘Somebody’s breaking into your signal,’” Koz laughed. “Somebody from the FCC called and spoke to the chief engineer. They were none too pleased.”

Around the same time, Koz also used the concept of a pirate radio personality when he briefly hosted a morning music show on WCKG-FM. Shortly afterward, the format of The Koz Zone was changed. On Saturday evening, January 6, 1990,

Koz began hosting Three Stooges comedy shorts instead of horror movies. This was a throwback to the late ’50s and early ’60s, when the Stooges and other comedy shorts (Andy Clyde, Buster Keaton) would air with a local host. On WGN-TV in Chicago, first Carl Greyson (with Chatter the Chimp) and then Bob Bell (as Andy Starr) appeared in brief wraparound segments, warning children not to imitate the slapstick and roughhousing seen in the films. Some 25 years later, it was appropriate for Koz to play an updated version of that same role, hosting these same films, probably for many of the same viewers, who were now adults. Wraparound segments still featured viewer mail, including questions and answers about the films, but the presentation was more adult oriented, with many shows based on a common theme, such as “Stooges in Love,” which aired around Valentine’s Day.

[image: Image: Appearing sans Svengoolie makeup, Rich hosted The Koz Zone (1989—93), which carried on the grand tradition of local children’s programming. (Courtesy of Rich Koz.)]

The connection to children’s television hosts seemed natural for Koz, and after several months of hosting the Stooges shorts, the Fox network adopted a children’s afternoon lineup with a local host in each city. Koz was approached for the position, and The Koz Zone moved to weekday afternoons. Additional duties would later include serving as the weekend weatherman, hosting remote broadcasts from the Taste of Chicago and other live events, and counting down to midnight on the New Year’s Eve broadcasts.

By the mid-1990s, Koz had again been fired by WFLD. He recalled, “What it essentially boiled down to was that Koz Zone was on in the mornings, and a new general manager at the station decided she wanted a morning news show in that time slot.” In the meantime, fans still frequently wrote and called in to inquire about the Son of Svengoolie. Koz said he had never deliberately tried to distance himself from the character, although he noted that The Koz Zone “let people know there was a guy behind the makeup.” Still, he remarked, “All the time I wasn’t doing it, people came up to me and asked when I was going to do it again.”

While working at WCKG, Koz donned the Svengoolie costume for a Halloween event sponsored by the radio station, which was the first time the character had appeared since 1986.


In late 1994 WCIU-TV, Channel 26, which for years had served primarily as an outlet for Spanish-language programming and business-oriented news shows, changed to a more mainstream format, with Chicago TV veteran Neal Sabin hired over from WPWR-TV as the new general manager. Sabin had grown up in Chicago, and “local programming was important to him,” Koz noted. By this time, WCIU was just about the last remaining local Chicago television station without a relationship to a national network; WGN, Channel 9, had aligned with the WB (Warner Brothers) network, while WPWR, Channel 50, had signed on with UPN (United Paramount Network).

Sabin approached Koz about reviving Svengoolie, and “we were on the same wavelength,” Koz recalled. Svengoolie returned to TV on New Year’s Day, co-hosting a marathon of The Munsters with controversial talk-show host Morton “The Mouth” Downey Jr. (Technically speaking, Svengoolie returned to TV in an unannounced “Sneak Preview” of the U’s programming on New Year’s Eve.)

[image: Image: Back from the TV graveyard: The “Son of Svengoolie” returns as just plain ol’ Svengoolie on Channel 26, Saturday, January 7, 1995. (Courtesy of Rich Koz and WCIU.)]

Rich Koz returned to horror hosting duties, now known simply as Svengoolie, as opposed to Son of Svengoolie. Koz’s stint as the character had lasted nearly twice as long as Bishop’s, which had ended 22 years earlier. Koz explained that fans who didn’t remember Bishop had been confused by the name. He considered dropping the “Son of” title but was somewhat hesitant “in deference to Jerry, because he was the original Svengoolie,” Koz said. Bishop frequently visited Chicago and came to town shortly before the launch of the revived show. “He said I could still have a pretty good run with it,” Koz remembered. Regarding the name change, Bishop remarked, “At this point, consider yourself all grown up.” And so Svengoolie rose from the dead.

On Saturday, January 7, 1995, at 5 P.M., WCIU (“U’z Got It!”) proudly presented the official return of Rich Koz as Svengoolie: “Look who the U dug up. Sven’s back with scary movies and even scarier jokes!” (The first film showcased on this new program was the 1984 horror tale C.H.U.D.3)


[image: Image: Svengoolie with his favorite numskull, Tombstone. (Courtesy of Rich Koz and WCIU.)]

[image: Image: It came from Berwyn: The clever artwork on the latest Svengoolie T-shirt parodies ’50s monster movie posters. (Svengoolie artwork courtesy of Jeff Hinkle and the crew at WCIU.)]

When Koz arrived at WCIU, the station still occupied its cramped quarters on the 43rd floor of the Chicago Board of Trade at 141 West Jackson, where it had originated back in 1964. (The station had initially planned to occupy the 26th floor there—hence its name, Channel 26.) WCIU, the first UHF station in Chicago, offered such eclectic fare as The Mulqueens’ Kiddie A-Go-Go, Soul Train, and The Marty Faye Show. By 1996 WCIU moved to its current location at 26 North Halsted, which had formerly housed a print shop.

Despite the passage of time, Koz picked up right where he had left off, with the same brand of vaudeville-style shtick and songs, with his trusty companion Tombstone and the ever-reliable Doug Scharf at the keyboard. (The ventriloquist puppet Durwood, a holdover from the days of Screaming Yellow Theater, was also seen again.) In one of his newer music parodies, Koz lamented the glut of mediocre TV reruns, to the tune of Bobby “Boris” Pickett’s “Monster Mash”:

 

I was staring at the screen late one night

When I caught some cruddy show in black and white

There was living color too and stuff so bland

It was banished to cable and TVLand

 


It’s only trash

It’s just some sitcom trash

It’s sitcom trash

As bad as After Mash

It’s only trash

It’s like a video rash

It’s only trash

You’ll turn it off in a flash

 

Forget Ralph Kramden and Barney Fife

It’s more Miss Romano and The Facts of Life

The folks all came to watch Will & Grace

But not Two Guys, a Girl and a Pizza Place

 

It’s only trash

It’s just some sitcom trash

It’s sitcom trash

It made the ratings crash

It’s only trash

They cancelled it in a flash

It’s only trash

It’s just some sitcom trash

 

For his triumphant return, Koz modified Svengoolie’s appearance. He still had the black circles around his eyes, but the rest of the makeup was now less severe, allowing for greater facial expression. A red turtleneck, a piece of heat-intensive apparel that Koz would jokingly regret, replaced the scarf. And Sven’s Transylvanian accent had softened to the point where it was much closer to Koz’s real speaking voice.

Another thing that changed was the selection of available horror films. Koz remarked in 2004:

 

Years ago, all those Universal monster movies and ’50s science fiction films could be picked up for very reasonable rates. Nowadays, they’re not even being offered to local markets. The rights to many of these pictures are now tied up with cable networks, so we can’t get a lot of the ones we used to show. Instead, we have to settle for some packages that contain newer horror movies—movies that we have to caution viewers about.

These movies originally carried R ratings, and even though the versions we get for broadcast are supposed to have the explicit material edited out, we still have to tone them down before we’re comfortable with airing them.

 

In order to present less contemporary fare, the new edition of Svengoolie has also shown public-domain films (that is, films with an elapsed copyright status), such as Bela Lugosi Meets a Brooklyn Gorilla (1952; a.k.a. The Boys From Brooklyn), Killers From Space (1954), The Killer Shrews (1959), The Giant Gila Monster (1959), The Brain That Wouldn’t Die (1962), Night of the Living Dead (1968), and Godzilla vs. Megalon (1973).

[image: Image: Svengoolie’s new look: modified makeup and a turtleneck. (Courtesy of Rich Koz and WCIU.)]

The program occasionally relies on nongenre material in the station’s library: comedies such as I’m Gonna Git You Sucka (1988) and City Slickers (1991) and selections of Twilight Zone and Batman TV episodes grouped under the umbrella title “Svengoolie’s TV Graveyard.”

A fond throwback to earlier horror movie shows was the New Year’s Day 2005 broadcast of that Chi-Town perennial, Beginning of the End (1957), in which giant grasshoppers attack Chicago. Newly animated scenes of giant grasshoppers swarming all over landmarks like the Marina City Towers, the John Hancock Building, and Oprah Winfrey were cut into the film, and Koz offered an imitation of the Blues Brothers (playing both roles himself) singing a parody of “Sweet Home Chicago” titled “Eat Home Chicago.”

Koz continues to gleefully skewer syndicated programming, such as the Judge Judy spoof, “Judge Jerry,” which allowed him to again trot out his on-target impression of Jerry Lewis. One tradition cherished by Svengoolie fans is Koz’s “Svenards” promos, parodies of the commercials for Menards, a chain of Midwest building center/hardware stores (“Svenards: Now Open in Berwyn, Across from the Toxic Waste Dump”). Koz wears glasses and a white wig to perform a wicked

imitation of Ray Szmanda, the genial pitchman for Menards from 1976 to 2004. Koz even exaggerates—slightly—Szmanda’s trademark toothy smile.

The new incarnation of Svengoolie has outlasted the six-year run on WFLD and, at this writing, is only a year shy of doubling it. “Svengoolie: Year One,” his first anniversary special for WCIU, earned Koz yet another Emmy award (1995-96). In addition to local broadcasts, the show also airs on WMLW-TV in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and on WMYS in South Bend, Indiana, with reruns carried on WCIU’s sister station, WWME-TV Channel 23 (Me-TV).

[image: Image: A Svengoolie promotional card for fans. (Courtesy of Rich Koz and WCIU.)]

In 1997 Rich Koz and Jerry G. Bishop were honored with an evening at Chicago’s Museum of Broadcast Communications, where clips from the several versions of the Svengoolie series and other Koz material were shown, while the pair fielded questions from audience members.

The show has continued to survive in spite of the shrinking local television scene; with the end of WGN’s long-running Bozo Show in 2001, Svengoolie became the sole survivor of a long series of locally produced television shows in a town that once was home to such legends as Frazier Thomas (Garfield Goose), Ray Rayner (Ray Rayner and Friends), and Bill Jackson (The B.J. and Dirty Dragon Show), among many others.

In 2003 Koz and Channel 26 launched another program that harked back to the golden age of local television: Stooge-A-Palooza, a two-hour weekly showcase for Three Stooges shorts. Refining the format he first used back at WFLD, Koz grouped these comedies by a theme, such as “Now That’s What I Call Mayhem,” “Martha Stoogert Living,” “Stooge Wars: Revenge of the Saps,” “Desperate Half-Wits,” “Fool Factor,” and “Oh, No, It’s Joe” (a collection of shorts featuring Joe Besser, the least-loved Stooge). The shorts were broadcast uncut and uninterrupted, and Koz made sure that every two-reeler was shown at least once before rerunning any of the titles. (WCIU is currently the only station in the country that has a complete library of all 190 Columbia-produced Stooges shorts.) The viewer mail segments are exceptionally informative for a program of this nature, and Koz has always gone to great lengths to answer questions regarding the comedy team’s career.


[image: Image: The Three Stooges—Larry Fine, Moe Howard, and Shemp Howard (Rich Koz’s favorite Stooge)—encounter a familiar-looking character (Curly Howard) in Hold That Lion (1947). Curly had been a member of the trio until he was felled by a stroke in 1946. Shemp (Curly and Moe’s older brother) had been part of the act years earlier and wound up taking over Curly’s position as “third Stooge.” Although he made a brief appearance in this film, Curly never recovered fully enough to rejoin the team.]

It helps that Koz is a lifelong fan of the Stooges, and although most viewers prefer the shorts with Curly Howard, Koz remains loyal to the undervalued Shemp Howard:

 

I’ve always loved the Stooges, and I’ve always preferred Shemp. Curly’s great, no doubt about it, but there’s something about Shemp’s smart-alecky, wiseguy personality that appeals to me. Shemp used to ad-lib a lot, and it’s pretty obvious when he does. And those are the moments that make you realize what a sharp, clever comedian he really was.

I would go over to my great-aunt and great-uncle’s house to watch the Stooge shorts on television. My great-aunt didn’t like them at all, but my great-uncle did, and he would use the fact that the kids were coming over as an excuse to watch them.

 

In 2004 Svengoolie celebrated his 25th anniversary with a telecast of The Screaming Skull (1958), a horror movie that had been shown on both Screaming Yellow Theater and Son of Svengoolie. It had been difficult to track down a copy of this film, and the print used for the broadcast had signs of wear. Undaunted, Svengoolie presented the picture in “Scratch-O-Vision,” making its tattered condition part of the festivities.

That same year, the Chicago/Midwest Chapter of the Academy of Television Arts & Sciences honored Koz with its prestigious Silver Circle Award. In an interview with Steve Darnall of the Chicago Tribune, Koz reflected, “I’ve been so pleasantly surprised by these people who very sincerely come to me and say, ‘I’ve been watching you since whatever year, and I wanted to thank you for the fun you’ve given me.’ It’s far outlived anything I would have expected.”


[image: Image: On Saturday, October 7, 2006, Svengoolie once again began presenting monster movies from the Universal library, starting with the horror spoof Abbott and Costello Meet Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1953). In this behind-the-scenes publicity photo from the film, Bud Abbott meets two stuntmen doubling for Boris Karloff as Mr. Hyde. (Courtesy of Bob Furmanek.)]

Koz, whose efforts have garnered him seven Chicago Emmys to date, is grateful for the support he has received from viewers and station management. “One of the reasons why other stations don’t do local television is because of the expense,” Koz said. “Even our show costs more money than people want to spend. I’m very lucky to be in a place where people think it’s important to do the stuff I do.”

What Rich Koz shares with his predecessors Jerry G. Bishop and Terry Bennett is the ability to convey an infectious sense of fun. And like Bishop and Bennett, Koz has never been afraid to be silly. In fact, he’s reliably silly, and his fertile comic imagination has unleashed a seemingly endless supply of corny puns, outlandish visual gags, and clever song parodies. His humor may be irreverent, but it’s not mean spirited. “I’m just trying to make people laugh,” Koz said. “I’m not into cruel humor . . . many of the jokes are at my own expense.”

All of this, combined with his gleeful enthusiasm as a performer, has endeared Koz to successive generations of TV viewers who simply want to settle back and have some good laughs. And Koz has never let them down.

Rich Koz represents one of the last links to the golden age of local television and is the only on-air personality who’s still serving up the kind of unpretentious entertainment that nearly every local station used to provide. “Rich is fortunate to be associated with WCIU,” said Joey D’Auria. “It’s the only station in the country that still makes an effort to produce the sort of local programming that’s disappeared everywhere else. And it couldn’t happen to a nicer guy. Rich is a great talent, and he deserves all of his success.”

In the fall of 2006, Svengoolie moved to a new time slot: 9 P.M. on Saturday evenings, immediately following Stooge-A-Palooza. The greater change, however, was Channel 26’s acquisition of the Universal monster movie library. For the first time in years, a Chicago station was broadcasting films that launched the horror

movie show cycle. In a press release, Koz stated, “Ever since I came to ‘The U’ in 1995, fans have been asking me to show the originals, the classics. I’m thrilled to be able to bring back these movies that have scared so many generations, and to introduce them to new generations!”

[image: Image: Channel 26’s incarnation of Svengoolie—complete with rubber chickens—has outlasted Koz’s six-year run on Channel 32. (Courtesy of Rich Koz and WCIU.)]

[image: Image: Rich Koz, au naturel, so to speak.]

When Svengoolie presented Abbott and Costello Meet Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1953) on October 7, 2006, five decades of local horror movie programming had come full circle.

In addition to his current duties at WCIU, Rich Koz continues to make personal appearances as Svengoolie. His fans range from new converts to those who remember the fledging days of the “Son.” He is touched when “people come up to me and quote dialogue from a bit I did almost 20 years ago. I don’t think I’d be doing the character if it didn’t mean so much to so many people.”



1 The “Blondie” theme song was heard in the remade opening credits that appeared only in the King Features Syndicate TV prints of these films (circa 1966). The song was not a part of the movies when they were originally released to theaters.

2 This is a reference to the International Houby Festival, Berwyn’s annual parade in honor of mushrooms.

3 The initials stand for Cannibalistic Humanoid Underground Dwellers, for those of you who care. All three of you.







[image: image]


This alphabetical listing is by no means intended to be a comprehensive survey of horror and science fiction cinema. It does, however, represent a cross section of the titles that have turned up on Chicago TV monster movie programs over the years.

Purists will argue that not every film on this list qualifies as being a true monster movie. Well, they’re right. And that’s because television stations utilized whatever was in their libraries; films with horrific-sounding titles often wound up on monster shows, regardless of the actual content. The inspired minds on SCTV poked fun at this practice in a great skit featuring Count Floyd (Joe Flaherty), host of the fictional Monster Chiller Horror Theatre, who tried to pass off Ingmar Bergman’s somber melodrama Hour of the Wolf (parodied as Whisper of the Wolf) as a monster flick. At least we don’t go that far.

We’re sorry if we’ve overlooked any of your favorites, but there are valid reasons (we believe) for certain omissions. Acknowledged classics such as The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951) and Forbidden Planet (1956) were not featured on Chicago horror-themed programs; evidently, the stations considered them too prestigious to run on their lowly monster shows. While The Day the Earth Stood Still was given a big buildup on Family Classics, other highly regarded genre films (The Thing From Another World, Invasion of the Body Snatchers, the Universal horror classics) were relegated to programs such as Thrillerama and Creature Features.

Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1931), The Old Dark House (1932), and Freaks (1932) were not in Chicago TV station libraries of the era, though they’re readily available on DVD today. Likewise Mystery of the Wax Museum (1933) and The Ghoul (1933), which for years were considered to be “lost” films. (Curiously, when Channel 7 obtained the rights to Mystery of the Wax Museum in the early 1980s, it was broadcast on the station’s generic Late Movie showcase with no fanfare.)

The monster movies we decided to focus on were made from the early ’30s to the early ’70s. This was our judgment call, and we apologize to fans of silent films (discussed in Chapter 6) and of contemporary horror fare if they feel slighted.

A “star” rating system—or, in this case, a “skull-and-crossbones” rating system—is a convenient method of instantly conveying an opinion. As with any genre, horror and science fiction movies are best evaluated when judged against other similarly themed efforts. Compared to The Bicycle Thief and Wild Strawberries, productions like Black Scorpion and I Was a Teenage Werewolf seem deficient on numerous levels; yet taken on their own terms, they are well worth seeing.


Keep in mind that the ratings reflect gut-level responses to these titles—no more, no less. Even the staunchest monster movie admirers will have to admit the films all share a basic undefendable absurdity. But that doesn’t mean they’re bereft of entertainment value. On the contrary, some of the most appealing efforts are the most outlandish ones, which explains why Plan 9 From Outer Space receives a three skull-and-crossbones rating here.

If you’re looking for in-depth critical analyses, you’ll have to search elsewhere—though is anyone clamoring for a scholarly treatise on Teenagers From Outer Space? (Besides, monster movie enthusiasts shouldn’t go around using terms like auteurist and mise en scene.) Consider the following entries to be merely humble opinions, although The Wolf Man, Island of Lost Souls, Them!, Horror of Dracula, Godzilla, and other titles awarded a four skull-and-crossbones rating truly are excellent films.

 

Guide to the ratings:

[image: image]   Classic Chills

[image: image]   Monstrously Good

[image: image]   Still Worth Eyeballing

[image: image]   Scary for the Wrong Reasons

 

The distributor and the year of release are given after the title.

Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein [image: image]

(Universal-International, 1948)

Directed by Charles T. Barton. Starring Bud Abbott, Lou Costello, Lon Chaney Jr., Bela Lugosi, Lenore Aubert, Jane Randolph, Glenn Strange, Frank Ferguson.

Abbott and Costello’s best film, this superb blend of belly laughs and chills is bolstered by the appearances of the Wolf Man (Chaney Jr.), Count Dracula (Lugosi), and the Frankenstein Monster (Strange). Easily the funniest of the team’s monster encounters—even those who are normally resistant to A&C’s brand of humor will find this is a bona fide comedy classic. (By the way, Bud and Lou never actually meet Frankenstein, the doctor responsible for the creation of the monster.) Also recommended: Abbott and Costello Meet the Invisible Man (1951) and Abbott and Costello Meet Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1953); Bob Hope’s The Cat and the Canary (1939) and The Ghost Breakers (1940); Martin and Lewis’s Scared Stiff (1953; a remake of The Ghost Breakers); Don Knotts’s The Ghost and

Mr. Chicken (1966); Roman Polanski’s The Fearless Vampire Killers or: Pardon Me, But Your Teeth Are in My Neck (1967; a.k.a. Dance of the Vampires); and Mel Brooks and Gene Wilder’s Young Frankenstein (1974).

Abbott and Costello Meet the Mummy [image: image]

(Universal-International, 1955)

Directed by Charles Lamont. Starring Bud Abbott, Lou Costello, Marie Windsor, Michael Ansara, Richard Deacon, Dan Seymour.

Stranded in Egypt, Bud and Lou get mixed up with cultists, tomb raiders, and a revived mummy. Undervalued A&C vehicle is no Meet Frankenstein, but it still offers hearty laughs for their loyal fans. (If you’re not a convert, then there may not be much here to amuse you.) The film plays like an expanded episode of The Abbott and Costello Show, and that’s part of its charm. Also recommended (for guilty-pleasure seekers): Abbott and Costello Go to Mars (1953), an extended burlesque skit masquerading as a feature film.

The Alligator People [image: image]

(20th Century Fox, 1959)

Directed by Roy Del Ruth. Starring Beverly Garland, Bruce Bennett, Lon Chaney, George Macready, Richard Crane, Frieda Inescort, Douglas Kennedy.

A newlywed (Garland) searches for her missing husband (Crane), unaware that the poor fellow is turning into an alligator after undergoing an experimental medical procedure. A solid performance by Garland (It Conquered the World, Not of This Earth) anchors this absurd tale.

[image: Image: Alligator wrestling: Beverly Garland is in the clutches of one of the alligator people in the 1959 film by that title.]

The Amazing Colossal Man [image: image]

(American International, 1957)

Directed by Bert I. Gordon. Starring Glenn Langan, Cathy Downs, William Hudson, James Seay, Larry Thor.

An Army colonel (Langan) gets caught in a nuclear explosion, resulting in a

discomforting side effect: He grows to a height of 60 feet. Acceptable sci-fi thriller has a few effective scenes and showcases an excellent performance by Langan. Sequel: War of the Colossal Beast (1958).

Attack of the Crab Monsters [image: image]

(Allied Artists, 1957)

Directed by Roger Corman. Starring Richard Garland, Pamela Duncan, Russell Johnson, Leslie Bradley, Mel Welles.

Giant crabs—mutated by atomic radiation—menace scientists stranded on a small island. The golf cart–sized crustaceans look downright creepy, while the film contains some surprisingly intelligent ideas and manages to generate a good amount of suspense.

[image: Image: A 1957 advertisement for two entertaining low-budget thrillers, Attack of the Crab Monsters and Not of This Earth, both directed by Roger Corman.]

[image: Image: Attack of the 50 Ft. Woman (1958): The film’s meager budget couldn’t possibly capture the glorious mayhem depicted on this classic poster. Still, it’s a fun movie.]

Attack of the 50 Ft. Woman [image: image]

(Allied Artists, 1958)

Directed by Nathan Juran. Starring Allison Hayes, William Hudson, Yvette Vickers, Ken Terrell, Mike Ross.

A high-strung millionairess (Hayes) has an encounter with a giant space alien and winds up growing to a height of 50 feet. Legendary grade Z production (with deliriously awful special effects) is actually very entertaining if you’re in the right frame of mind. The performances by the formidable Hayes and the sultry Vickers are quite good, under the circumstances.


Attack of the Giant Leeches [image: image]

(American International, 1959; a.k.a. The Giant Leeches and Demons of the Swamp)

Directed by Bernard L. Kowalski. Starring Ken Clark, Yvette Vickers, Jan Shepard, Bruno Ve Sota, Michael Emmet, Gene Roth.

Oversized leeches prey on Florida swampland residents. Intriguing mix of horror and white trash melodrama. The leech costumes are appallingly threadbare, but the solid performances by Vickers and Ve Sota make this little cheapie worth watching. Also recommended: Kowalski’s Night of the Blood Beast (1958) and Monte Hellman’s Beast From Haunted Cave (1960).

Attack of the Mushroom People [image: image]

(Toho Co./American International Television, 1963; a.k.a. Matango)

Directed by Ishiro Honda. Starring Akira Kubo, Kumi Mizuno, Kenji Sahara, Yoshio Tsuchiya, Miki Yashiro, Hiroshi Koizumi.

An offbeat, highly effective psychological horror movie (with overtones of Invasion of the Body Snatchers and Lord of the Flies) that is much, much better than its gimmicky American title would indicate. (The original title of this Japanese film was Matango.) Five men and two women are stranded on an uncharted island, where hunger and lust drive them mad. And what’s with those mysterious mushrooms they’ve been warned not to eat? The English dubbing is better than usual for this kind of fare, and the film is well worth your time. Also recommended: The H-Man (1958) and Goke—Bodysnatcher From Hell (1968; a.k.a. Body Snatcher From Hell).

Attack of the Puppet People [image: image]

(American International, 1958; a.k.a. Fantastic Puppet People and Six Inches Tall)

Directed by Bert I. Gordon. Starring John Agar, June Kenney, John Hoyt, Ken Miller, Laurie Mitchell.

A doll-maker (Hoyt) decides to spice up his lonely existence by miniaturizing six people and holding them captive in his shop. A fair thriller (there’s no real attack by the wee folks), but as young TV viewers, we looked forward to watching it.


[image: Image: Special-effects master Ray Harryhausen (seen here holding a dinosaur model used in The Animal World) was responsible for memorable stop-motion animation sequences in numerous films, including The Beast From 20,000 Fathoms (1953), It Came From Beneath the Sea (1955), Earth vs. the Flying Saucers (1956), 20 Million Miles to Earth (1957), The 7th Voyage of Sinbad (1958), and Jason and the Argonauts (1963).]

The Beast From 20,000 Fathoms [image: image]

(Warner Brothers, 1953)

Directed by Eugene Lourie. Starring Paul Christian, Paula Raymond, Cecil Kellaway, Kenneth Tobey.

Revived by an atomic blast, a dinosaur leaves the Arctic and heads to New York City, where it does a whole lotta damage. One of the best monster-on-the-rampage movies, thanks to a clever script (derived from Ray Bradbury’s short story “The Foghorn”) and imaginative special effects by Ray Harryhausen. Also recommended: King Kong (1933), Mighty Joe Young (1949), It Came From Beneath the Sea (1955), 20 Million Miles to Earth (1957), and Gorgo (1961).

Beginning of the End [image: image]

(AB-PT, 1957)

Directed by Bert I. Gordon. Starring Peggie Castle, Peter Graves, Morris Ankrum, Richard Benedict, James Seay.

Agricultural radiation experiments create an army of oversized grasshoppers that threaten to destroy Chicago. This admittedly minor item may seem like just another low-budget ’50s big bug movie, but it was great fun to watch on

late-night TV. And it earns points for setting the action right here in the Windy City. One of the few films produced by AB-PT, a collaboration of American Broadcasting and Paramount Theaters.

[image: Image: My kind of town: Big grasshoppers invade the city of big shoulders in Beginning of the End.]

[image: Image: “HORROR STALKS THE LOOP!” On Wednesday, June 19, 1957, Beginning of the End opened at the downtown Roosevelt Theater on a double bill with The Unearthly. Peter Graves and Peggie Castle, the stars of Beginning of the End, made personal appearances that day, autographing photos in the theater lobby.]

[image: Image: Peggie Castle, in town to promote Beginning of the End, is greeted by local TV personality Ernie Simon (wearing the light-colored jacket) and bearded gentlemen from the Mendotta, Illinois, Centennial.]

Bela Lugosi Meets a Brooklyn Gorilla [image: image]

(Realart, 1952; a.k.a. The Boys From Brooklyn)

Directed by William Beaudine. Starring Duke Mitchell, Sammy Petrillo, Bela Lugosi, Charlita, Muriel Landers, Ramona the Chimp.

Lambasted by virtually every critic and historian, this nutty jungle movie satire (often categorized as a horror farce) is a hoot on its own modest terms. Not so much a motion picture as it is an extended sketch showcasing nightclub performers Mitchell and Petrillo, a musical-comedy twosome whose specialty was doing a full-out imitation of Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis, then the hottest act in show business. (Petrillo’s mimicry of Lewis is astonishing.) The tissue-thin premise finds Duke and Sammy stranded on a remote tropical

island where mad scientist Bela conducts experiments in evolution. Eventually, Bela transforms Duke into a gorilla—or to be more precise, a Brooklyn gorilla. At times, the film is just as amusing as some of the authentic Martin and Lewis vehicles, and Lugosi deserves credit for turning in a valiant performance in the face of declining health, indifferent scripting, and a scene-stealing chimp named Ramona. Costar Muriel Landers would later work with the real Jerry Lewis on his ’60s variety show for NBC and in the films Who’s Minding the Store? (1963) and The Disorderly Orderly (1964).

[image: Image: Sammy Petrillo (left) amuses Charlita and Duke Mitchell with his uncanny impersonation of Jerry Lewis in Bela Lugosi Meets a Brooklyn Gorilla (1952).]

Billy the Kid vs. Dracula [image: image]

(Embassy Pictures, 1966)

Directed by William Beaudine. Starring John Carradine, Chuck Courtney, Melinda Plowman, Virginia Christine, Olive Carey, Harry Carey Jr., Charlita.

Rock-bottom attempt to combine horror and Western genres is sunk by poor scripting and production values. When film historian Jack Gourlay asked John Carradine why the actor considered this to be the worst movie he ever made, Carradine snapped, “Who wouldn’t?” Also avoid: Jesse James Meets Frankenstein’s Daughter (1966) as well as John Carradine’s Wizard of Mars (1964), Blood of Dracula’s Castle (1967; a.k.a. Dracula’s Castle), Astro-Zombies (1967), and Nocturna (1978; a.k.a. Nocturna, Granddaughter of Dracula), to name a few.

[image: Image: John Carradine considered Billy the Kid vs. Dracula (1966) to be the nadir of his screen career. Who are we to argue with him?]

The Black Cat [image: image]

(Universal, 1934)

Directed by Edgar G. Ulmer. Starring Boris Karloff (billed simply as Karloff), Bela Lugosi, David Manners, Jacqueline Wells (Julie Bishop), Henry Armetta.

The first Karloff-Lugosi pairing is a stylized horror film that pits a Satanist

(Boris) against a doctor (Bela), with powerful results. A bizarre, one-of-a-kind gem. No relation to the movies from 1941, 1968, and 1980 bearing the same title. Also recommended: Karloff and Lugosi’s The Raven (1935) and The Invisible Ray (1936).

The Black Room [image: image]

(Columbia, 1935)

Directed by Roy William Neill. Starring Boris Karloff, Marian Marsh, Robert Allen, Katherine DeMille, Thurston Hall, John Buckler.

Karloff gives one of his greatest performances (actually, two) as twin brothers, one cruel and one kindly. Havoc ensues when one impersonates the other. We won’t reveal any more details—you’ll just have to take our word that this is an outstanding thriller, even though it’s basically a costume melodrama dressed up as a horror movie.

Black Scorpion [image: image]

(Warner Brothers, 1957)

Directed by Edward Ludwig. Starring Richard Denning, Mara Corday, Carlos Rivas, Mario Navarro.

Volcanic eruptions in Mexico unleash an army of giant scorpions. This carbon copy of Them! still generates plenty of excitement, thanks to excellent stop-motion animation sequences by Willis O’Brien (King Kong) and Pete Peterson. Love those drooling scorpion close-ups!

Black Sunday [image: image]

(Galatea-S.P.A./American International, 1960)

Directed by Mario Bava. Starring Barbara Steele, John Richardson, Ivo Garrani, Andrea Checchi.

A witch (cult icon Steele), executed centuries earlier, is revived and seeks revenge on the descendants of her tormentors. A chilling, atmospheric film by Italian horror maestro Bava; even the substandard English dubbing can’t blunt the movie’s impact. The version of Black Sunday that aired on Chicago television was the edition released in the United States by American International Pictures in 1961, featuring a sensational music score by Les Baxter. The original Italian version, La Maschera del Demonio (The Mask of the Demon or The Mask of Satan), has since been made available; however, the original music score (by Roberto Nicolosi) can’t compare to Baxter’s. Also recommended: Mario Bava’s Black

Sabbath (1963; a.k.a. The Three Faces of Fear), The Whip and the Body (1963; a.k.a. What!, The Whip and the Flesh, Son of Satan, and Night Is the Phantom), Planet of the Vampires (1965; a.k.a. The Demon Planet), Kill, Baby . . . Kill! (1966; a.k.a. Curse of the Living Dead), Twitch of the Death Nerve (1971; a.k.a. Bay of Blood, Last House on the Left Part II, and Carnage), and Lisa and the Devil (1972; a.k.a. The House of Exorcism); Barbara Steele’s The Horrible Dr. Hichcock (1962; a.k.a. Terror of Dr. Hichcock), The Ghost (1963; a follow-up to The Horrible Dr. Hichcock), Castle of Blood (1964; a.k.a. Castle of Terror), The Long Hair of Death (1964), and Nightmare Castle (1965).

The Blob [image: image]

(Paramount, 1958)

Directed by Irvin S. Yeaworth Jr. Starring Steven (Steve) McQueen, Aneta Corseaut, Earl Rowe, Olin Howlin, Steven Chase, John Benson.

This celebrated ’50s thriller doesn’t hold up as well as one would like, although the title monster—a giant, formless, flesh-eating mound—is an ingenious creation. Notable for Steve McQueen’s performance (this was his first starring role) and the title song composed by Burt Bacharach. The 1988 remake isn’t bad, but you’re advised to avoid the sequel, Beware! The Blob (1972; a.k.a. Son of Blob). For the terminally curious, there’s Blobermouth (1990), which takes The Blob and replaces the original sound track with a new “comic” redubbing.

Blood of Dracula [image: image]

(American International, 1957; a.k.a. Blood Is My Heritage)

Directed by Herbert L. Strock. Starring Sandra Harrison, Gail Ganley, Jerry Blaine, Louise Lewis.

Under hypnosis, a misfit teenager (Harrison) becomes a vampire. A good lead performance by Harrison distinguishes this okay shocker, which predates Carrie in several respects.

The Body Snatcher [image: image]

(RKO, 1945)

Directed by Robert Wise. Starring Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, Henry Daniell, Edith Atwater, Russell Wade, Rita Corday.

During the 1940s producer Val Lewton was responsible for a series of intelligent,

literate thrillers that belied their lurid titles (I Walked With a Zombie, Curse of the Cat People). In The Body Snatcher, one of Lewton’s finest, Boris plays the title character, who supplies cadavers for a doctor’s experiments. This was the final pairing of Karloff and Lugosi; they’re great together, although Lugosi’s scenes are limited. Also recommended: Val Lewton’s The Cat People (1942), I Walked With a Zombie (1943), The Leopard Man (1943), The Seventh Victim (1943), The Ghost Ship (1943), The Curse of the Cat People (1944), Isle of the Dead (1945), and Bedlam (1946); plus Peter Cushing’s The Flesh and the Fiends (1959; a.k.a. The Fiendish Ghouls, Mania, and Psycho Killers).

[image: Image: An advertisement hyping the 1952 reissue of two great Val Lewton thrillers, The Body Snatcher (1945) and I Walked With a Zombie (1943).]

The Bowery Boys Meet the Monsters [image: image]

(Allied Artists, 1954)

Directed by Edward Bernds. Starring Leo Gorcey, Huntz Hall, Bernard Gorcey, Lloyd Corrigan, John Dehner, Ellen Corby, Bennie Bartlett, David Condon (a.k.a. David Gorcey), Laura Mason, Paul Wexler.

Agreeable entry in the long-running series (48 films produced from 1946 to 1958) has Terrence Aloysius “Slip” Mahoney (Gorcey), Horace Debussy “Sach” Jones (Hall), and the rest of the Bowery denizens encountering Addams Family–type eccentrics in a spooky old mansion. This is the group’s best-known film, and in the eyes of their young fans, motion pictures just didn’t get any better than this. However, viewing it through still-sympathetic adult eyes, it’s hardly indicative of this gang at their funniest. Admirers of these loony lads will also want to check out Spook Busters (1946), Bowery Buckaroos (1947), Jinx Money (1948), Master Minds (1949; a superior horror

parody), Blonde Dynamite (1950), Blues Busters (1950; their best film), Let’s Go Navy! (1951), Hold That Line (1952), Jalopy (1953), Loose in London (1953), Jungle Gents (1954), and Looking For Danger (1957). (For those of you who aren’t old enough to remember the Bowery Boys, Huntz Hall was the Will Ferrell of his day.)

[image: Image: Beastie boy Huntz Hall gives Leo Gorcey a throat massage in The Bowery Boys Meet the Monsters (1954).]

The Brain From Planet Arous [image: image]

(Howco International, 1958)

Directed by Nathan Juran. Starring John Agar, Joyce Meadows, Robert Fuller, Henry Travis, Morris Ankrum, Thomas Browne Henry, Dale Tate.

Gor, a huge floating brain (with glowing eyes!) from the planet Arous, inhabits the body of a nuclear research scientist (Agar) in an attempt to seize control of Earth. Fortunately for humankind, a heroic interplanetary police-brain named Vol is in hot pursuit. Every bit as goofy as it sounds, yet a perfect example of how a preposterous premise can be fashioned into an enjoyable little movie.

The Brain That Wouldn’t Die [image: image]

(American International, 1962; a.k.a. The Head That Wouldn’t Die)

Directed by Joseph Green. Starring Herb (Jason) Evers, Virginia Leith, Leslie Daniel, Adele Lamont, Lola Mason, Eddie Carmel, Bruce Brighton, Doris Brent.

Horror movies don’t come any more horrible than this repugnant yet oddly fascinating shocker. When his fiancée (Leith) is decapitated in an auto accident, a noted transplant surgeon (Evers) manages to keep her head alive while searching for a suitable replacement body at strip joints and camera clubs. Without question, this was the goriest horror film of its era and was often heavily edited by TV stations. Beware of incomplete versions that still circulate (although you might want to beware of this film in general). Also recommended: The Head (1959) and The Manster (1961; a.k.a. The Split and The Manster: Half Man, Half Monster), which features a two-headed creature.


Bride of Frankenstein [image: image]

(Universal, 1935)

Directed by James Whale. Starring Boris Karloff (billed simply as Karloff), Colin Clive, Elsa Lanchester, Valerie Hobson, Ernest Thesiger, Dwight Frye, Una O’Connor.

This sequel to Frankenstein (1931) is generally hailed as the best of the series. The monster (Karloff) returns, this time demanding that Dr. Frankenstein (Clive) furnish him with a mate (Lanchester). A wonderful horror movie filled with humor, pathos, and many classic set pieces. Followed by Son of Frankenstein (1939).

Caltiki, the Immortal Monster [image: image]

(Allied Artists, 1960)

Directed by Robert Hampton (Riccardo Freda) and Mario Bava (uncredited). Starring John Merivale, Didi Sullivan (Dioi Perego), Gerard Herter, Daniela Rocca.

A radioactive, flesh-eating blob runs (slithers?) amuck in Mexico. This Italian production (filmed in Spain) contains some genuinely chilling passages.

[image: Image: This advertisement for Caltiki, the Immortal Monster (1960) alters the title to Caltiki, the Undying Monster, on the assumption that not everyone knows the meaning of immortal.]

[image: Image: Candace Hilligoss and Sidney Berger in the cult classic Carnival of Souls (1962).]

Carnival of Souls [image: image]

(Herts-Lion, 1962)

Directed by Herk Harvey. Starring Candace Hilligoss, Sidney Berger, Frances Feist, Stan Leavitt, Herk Harvey, Art Ellison.

After an auto accident, a young woman (Hilligoss) is haunted by ghostly images. Cunningly conceived, impressive low-budget thriller is deservedly a cult item.


Creature From the Black Lagoon [image: image]

(Universal-International, 1954)

Directed by Jack Arnold. Starring Richard Carlson, Julia Adams, Richard Denning, Antonio Moreno, Whit Bissell, Nestor Paiva, Ricou Browning, Ben Chapman.

Members of an Amazon expedition find a prehistoric Gill-Man. Exciting, entertaining tale; the title monster is one of sci-fi cinema’s legendary creations. Filmed in 3-D, although it’s just as effective without the visual gimmickry. Followed by Revenge of the Creature (1955) and The Creature Walks Among Us (1956); both have their merits, but neither come close to the original.

[image: Image: Actress-artist Millicent Patrick adds some touches to the Creature suit from Creature From the Black Lagoon (1954). Although the suit was designed by a team of artists, Patrick was the one who created its look.]

Creature With the Atom Brain [image: image]

(Columbia, 1955)

Directed by Edward L. Cahn. Starring Richard Denning, Angela Stevens, Gregory Gaye, S. John Launer, Tristram Coffin, Pierre Watkin.

A mad scientist (Gaye) creates an army of radio-controlled, atom-powered zombies. Intriguing mix of ’40s serial exploits and Dragnet-style police procedural, this was very thrilling stuff in its day and still generates a good amount of excitement now.

The Creeping Unknown [image: image]

(Hammer Films/United Artists, 1956; a.k.a. The Quatermass Xperiment)

Directed by Val Guest. Starring Brian Donlevy, Richard Wordsworth, Jack Warner, Margia Dean.

An astronaut (Wordsworth) returns to Earth with an infection that transforms him into a matter-consuming monstrosity, with our hero, Professor Quatermass

(Donlevy), in hot pursuit. For ’60s viewers this was one of the scariest movies ever shown on television. It’s still impressively creepy. Also recommended: Enemy From Space (1957; a.k.a. Quatermass 2) and Five Million Miles to Earth (1967; a.k.a. Quatermass and the Pit).

[image: Image: Preparing a scene for The Curse of Frankenstein (1957): Christopher Lee is strapped to the operating table; cameraman Len Harris has his hand on Lee’s forehead while Jack Asher checks the lighting; and Peter Cushing gets a touch-up on his makeup while Robert Urquhart waits patiently.]

The Curse of Frankenstein [image: image]

(Hammer Films/Warner Brothers, 1957)

Directed by Terence Fisher. Starring Peter Cushing, Christopher Lee, Hazel Court, Robert Urquhart, Valerie Gaunt.

This revisionist take on the Frankenstein legend deservedly put Britain’s Hammer Films on the map. Cushing is brilliant as Baron von Frankenstein, and Lee turns in a haunting performance, despite his limited screen time. A milestone in the horror genre. Also recommended: The Revenge of Frankenstein (1958), Frankenstein Created Woman (1967), and Frankenstein Must Be Destroyed! (1969).

Curse of the Demon [image: image]

(Columbia, 1958)

Directed by Jacques Tourneur. Starring Dana Andrews, Peggy Cummins, Niall MacGinnis, Maurice Denham, Athene Seyler.

Amazingly effective chiller about a cult leader (MacGinnis) who uses an ancient curse to bring forth a murderous demon. The original British version, which ran longer, was titled Night of the Demon. Also recommended: Weird Woman (1944), Horror Hotel (1960; a.k.a. The City of the Dead), Burn, Witch, Burn! (1962; a.k.a. Night of the Eagle), The Devil Rides Out (1968; a.k.a. The Devil’s Bride), and The Wicker Man (1973).


Day the World Ended [image: image]

(American International, 1956)

Directed by Roger Corman. Starring Richard Denning, Lori Nelson, Adele Jergens, Touch (Mike) Connors, Paul Birch, Paul Blaisdell.

Atomic war survivors fight contamination and each other. Corman’s first sci-fi effort is one of the grimiest-looking movies ever made, but it’s not entirely without merit. Avoid the remake, In the Year 2889 (1966; a.k.a. Year 2889). Remade in name only in 2001.

[image: Image: Day the World Ended (1956): Remember, it could come true!]

The Deadly Mantis [image: image]

(Universal-International, 1957)

Directed by Nathan Juran. Starring Craig Stevens, Alix Talton, William Hopper, Donald Randolph.

A giant praying mantis breaks free of its Arctic confines and wreaks havoc in Washington and New York. Okay big bug movie has some effective scenes.

[image: Image: PETA approves: Bela Lugosi handles his “pets” with tender loving care in The Devil Bat (1941).]

The Devil Bat [image: image]

(PRC, 1941; a.k.a. Killer Bats)

Directed by Jean Yarbrough. Starring Bela Lugosi, Suzanne Karen, Dave O’Brien, Guy Usher.

A mad scientist (who do you think?) gives his enemies a special brand of shaving lotion; its fragrance attracts a trained killer bat. Bela’s only film for Producers Releasing Corporation—a bargain basement operation that was the dollar store of “Poverty Row” studios—is grand fun for ’40s horror movie connoisseurs, though diehard Lugosiphiles may find it distressing to see their idol toiling under such dire conditions. The remake (The Flying Serpent, 1946) and the

sequel (Devil Bat’s Daughter, 1946)—neither of which feature Lugosi—are nowhere near as devilishly entertaining as the original. Also recommended: The Corpse Vanishes (1942), The Ape Man (1943), Return of the Ape Man (1944; despite the title, not a sequel to The Ape Man), and Voodoo Man (1944), four raggedy-but-enjoyable Lugosi efforts produced by Monogram Pictures, another minor studio specializing in zero-budget fare.

Dracula [image: image]

(Universal, 1931)

Directed by Tod Browning. Starring Bela Lugosi, David Manners, Helen Chandler, Dwight Frye, Edward Van Sloan.

This landmark vampire movie doesn’t hold up as seamlessly as one would like, but Lugosi is sensational as the definitive Count Dracula. The performances by Frye and Van Sloan are also memorable. The scenes in Dracula’s castle are a knockout. An alternate Spanish-language version (directed by George Melford and starring Carlos Villarias and Lupita Tovar) was filmed simultaneously for foreign markets; although it lacks Lugosi’s powerful presence, it’s more visually impressive and better directed than the original. Also recommended: Bela Lugosi’s Murders in the Rue Morgue (1932) and Mark of the Vampire (1935).

Earth vs. the Flying Saucers [image: image]

(Columbia, 1956)

Directed by Fred F. Sears. Starring Hugh Marlowe, Joan Taylor, Donald Curtis, Morris Ankrum, Thomas Browne Henry.

Ray Harryhausen’s magnificent flying saucer effects bolster this alien-invasion tale. Also recommended: The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951), The Man From Planet X (1951), War of the Worlds (1953), This Island Earth (1955), and Forbidden Planet (1956).

Earth vs. the Spider [image: image]

(American International, 1958)

Directed by Bert I. Gordon. Starring Ed Kemmer, June Kenney, Gene Persson, Gene Roth, Hal Torey, June Jocelyn, Mickey Finn, Sally Fraser, Skip Young.

A giant spider (whose proportions vary from scene to scene) pops out of a cave and terrorizes a small town filled with mature-looking teenagers. Okay big

bug movie, though it seemed a lot more exciting back in its day. Remade in name only in 2001.

Fiend Without a Face [image: image]

(MGM, 1958)

Directed by Arthur Crabtree. Starring Marshall Thompson, Kim Parker, Terence Kilburn, Michael Balfour.

Experiments in “thought materialization” produce nightmarish flying-brain creatures. Deliberately paced shocker takes a while to get going, but the climactic brain-creature attack is one of the most pulse-pounding sequences from any horror movie. Also recommended: First Man Into Space (1959) and Devil Doll (1964).

[image: Image: Flying brain-creatures provide gory thrills in Fiend Without a Face (1958).]

The Four Skulls of Jonathan Drake [image: image]

(United Artists, 1959)

Directed by Edward L. Cahn. Starring Eduard Franz, Valerie French, Henry Daniell, Grant Richards, Paul Cavanagh, Howard Wendell, Paul Wexler.

Sorry, but this is only a two-skull movie. Jonathan Drake (Franz) tries to avoid falling victim to the ancient voodoo curse (involving decapitation and shrunken heads) that has claimed other family members. This low-budget thriller made a stronger impact on impressionable young minds back in its day, but it remains acceptably creepy fare.

[image: Image: The Four Skulls of Jonathan Drake (1959): Jonathan may have four skulls, but this voodoo tale rates only two.]


Frankenstein [image: image]

(Universal, 1931)

Directed by James Whale. Starring Colin Clive, Boris Karloff (billed in the opening credits as “?”), Mae Clarke, John Boles, Edward Van Sloan, Dwight Frye.

This beautifully rendered horror classic is still galvanizing, despite years of sequels and parodies. Doctor Frankenstein’s (Clive) experiments result in the creation of a living, stitched-together being (Karloff). A must-see. Followed by Bride of Frankenstein (1935). Also recommended: Eyes Without a Face (Les Yeux sans Visage, 1959; a.k.a. The Horror Chamber of Dr. Faustus) and The Witch’s Mirror (El espejo de la bruja, 1960).

Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man [image: image]

(Universal, 1943)

Directed by Roy William Neill. Starring Lon Chaney Jr., Patric Knowles, Ilona Massey, Bela Lugosi, Maria Ouspenskaya, Lionel Atwill.

The Wolf Man (Chaney), seeking a cure for his condition, meets a scientist (Knowles) who revives the Frankenstein Monster (Lugosi). Imperfect, contrived, but undeniably entertaining sequel to both The Wolf Man (1941) and The Ghost of Frankenstein (1942). For the record, the Wolf Man never does meet Doctor Frankenstein. Followed by House of Frankenstein (1944) and House of Dracula (1945).

[image: Image: The Frankenstein legend takes a severe beating in Frankenstein’s Daughter (1959).]

Frankenstein’s Daughter [image: image]

(Astor, 1959)

Directed by Richard Cunha. Starring John Ashley, Sandra Knight, Donald Murphy, Sally Todd, Harold Lloyd Jr.

More mad-scientist experimentation produces yet another misbegotten creature. The Frankenstein legend takes a real beating with this abysmal effort, an absolutely terrible movie by anyone’s standards. Also avoid: The Atomic Brain (1964; a.k.a. Monstrosity).


The Giant Claw [image: image]

(Columbia, 1957)

Directed by Fred F. Sears. Starring Jeff Morrow, Mara Corday, Morris Ankrum, Edgar Barrier.

This is the kind of film that nearly every monster movie fan ridicules, yet nearly every monster movie fan owns a copy of it. (And those who don’t wish they did!) By any conventional rating system, The Giant Claw would rank as a lower-bracket entry, making the three skull-and-crossbones awarded here seem like the height of misguided charity. But truth be told, this unpretentious programmer (an inexpensively made movie designed to play on double bills) is more satisfying on a purely visceral level than most highbrow ’50s sci-fi pictures. And the endearing title creature—a large prehistoric bird that wreaks havoc in the skies—is such a bizarre conception (it’s a cross between a buzzard marionette and a troll doll) that the film merits a position as one of the all-time great guilty pleasures. On that level, it really deserves four skull-and-crossbones.

The Giant Gila Monster [image: image]

(Hollywood Pictures Corp., 1959)

Directed by Ray Kellogg. Starring Don Sullivan, Lisa Simone, Shug Fisher, Janice Stone, Jerry Cortwright, Fred Graham, Beverly Thurman.

An oversized lizard’s reign of terror is thwarted by a ukulele-strumming hotrodder (Sullivan) and a carload of nitroglycerin. From the folks who brought you The Killer Shrews, The Giant Gila Monster is nowhere near as entertaining as that picture. Nevertheless, it’s infinitely more watchable than bottom-rung fare like Frankenstein’s Daughter (1959) and The Incredible Petrified World (1960), if that’s any kind of recommendation.

Gigantis, the Fire Monster [image: image]

(Toho Co./Warner Brothers, 1959; a.k.a. Godzilla Raids Again and Godzilla’s Counterattack)

Directed by Motoyshi Oda. Starring Hiroshi Koizumi, Minoru Chiaki, Setsuko Wakayama, Yukio Kasama, Harou Nakajima.

This Japanese production, originally titled Gojira no Gyakushu (Godzilla’s Counterattack, 1955), was the first of many sequels to the original Gojira (Godzilla, 1954). It has never been ranked among the best entries in the series,

although the exciting battle scenes between Gigantis (inhabited by Nakajima) and a spiny-backed foe named Angilas have an intense, manic energy that’s lacking from many of the later entries. Unfortunately, the English-dubbed, Americanized version is riddled with some of the most wildly inappropriate dialogue ever contained in one of these imports. (Sample: “Oh, banana oil!”) Further diminishing its commercial appeal was the U.S. distributor’s curious decision to change Godzilla’s name to Gigantis.

Godzilla, King of the Monsters [image: image]

(Toho Co./Embassy Pictures, 1956)

Directed by Ishiro Honda (U.S. version: Terry Morse). Starring Raymond Burr, Takashi Shimura, Momoko Kochi, Akira Takarada, Haruo Nakajima, Ryosaku Takasugi.

H-bomb testing unleashes a radioactive behemoth (played in this film by Nakajima and Takasugi). The first and arguably the best in the long-running Japanese series, this Americanized version of Gojira (1954) contains added footage of Raymond Burr, whose character serves to interpret the plot developments. A monster movie classic. Also recommended: Godzilla vs. Mothra (1964; a.k.a. Godzilla vs. the Thing), Destroy All Monsters (1968), Godzilla vs. the Smog Monster (1971; a.k.a. Godzilla vs. Hedora), Godzilla vs. Megaguirus (2000), and Godzilla, Mothra and King Ghidorah: Giant Monsters All-Out Attack (2001).

[image: Image: The man in the gray monster suit: Haruo Nakajima was the man inside the Godzilla costume in 12 movies from 1954 to 1972. Nakajima also played other Japanese monsters, including Mothra (in caterpillar form), Rodan, Mogera (the robot in The Mysterians), King Kong (in King Kong Escapes), and Varan the Unbelievable.]

Godzilla’s Revenge [image: image]

(Toho Co./United Productions of America, 1969)

Directed by Ishiro Honda. Starring Tomonori Yazaki, Kenji Sahara, Eisei Amamoto, Sachio Sakai, Kazuo Suzuki, Haruo Nakajima (as Godzilla), Little Man Machan (as Minya).

This oddball Godzilla entry (released as Oru kaiju dai shingeki [All Monsters

Attack] in Japan) is actually a kiddie movie that could easily have been retitled Godzilla’s After-School Special or Mister G’s Neighborhood. Ichiro (Yazaki) is a lonely little boy who’s tormented by neighborhood bullies. In his daydreams he journeys to Monster Island, where he meets Minya, Godzilla’s son, who offers Ichiro advice on how to deal with his foes by showing the youngster stock footage from earlier Godzilla movies (Godzilla vs. the Sea Monster, Son of Godzilla). This was an attempt to carve a niche in the kiddie market, as if the series didn’t have one already. The English dubbing is worse here than it is in other entries, and there’s even a song (“Go! Go! Go-jir-a!”). Yet this film does have its staunch defenders, who proclaim it to be an above-average fantasy for children. Judge for yourself, if you care to invest the time.

The Hideous Sun Demon [image: image]

(Pacific International, 1959)

Directed by Robert Clarke. Starring Robert Clarke, Patricia Manning, Nan Peterson.

Radiation causes a scientist (Clarke) to transform into a scaly lizardlike monster whenever he’s exposed to sunlight. Often-maligned low-budget sci-fi effort contains some effective moments, thanks to a good lead performance by Clarke. Beware of Revenge of the Sun Demon (1985; a.k.a. What’s Up, Hideous Sun Demon?), which takes Hideous Sun Demon footage and replaces the original sound track with a new “comic” redubbing. (An unbilled Jay Leno is one of the voice artists.)

Horror Castle [image: image]

(Zodiac/Woolner, 1965; a.k.a. The Virgin of Nuremberg, Terror Castle, Back to the Killer, and The Castle of Terror)

Directed by Anthony Dawson (Antonio Margheriti). Starring Rossana Podesta, Georges Riviere, Christopher Lee, Mirko Valentin.

This English-dubbed version of the Italian production La vergine di Norimberga (1963) may be the most stomach-churning movie on this list. A young newlywed (Podesta) finds herself in an old German castle where a madman sadistically tortures and mutilates his victims. Good for its kind—but, oh, what a kind! Definitely not for the faint of heart. Also recommended: Dario Argento’s The Bird With the Crystal Plumage (1969; a.k.a. The Phantom of Terror), Deep Red (1975; a.k.a. The Hatchet Murders), and Suspiria (1977).


Horror of Dracula [image: image]

(Hammer Films/Warner Brothers, 1958)

Directed by Terence Fisher. Starring Christopher Lee, Peter Cushing, Melissa Stribling, Michael Gough, Carol Marsh, Valerie Gaunt.

Count Dracula (Lee) matches wits with the indefatigable Professor Van Helsing (Cushing) in this classic chiller, arguably the best horror movie produced by Britain’s Hammer Films. Also recommended: Christopher Lee as Dracula in the entertaining Dracula Has Risen From the Grave (1968); also, the Hammer vampire tales Brides of Dracula (1960), Kiss of the Vampire (1963; a.k.a. Kiss of Evil), Vampire Lovers (1970), and Twins of Evil (1971); and the enjoyable Lee-Cushing teaming in Horror Express (1972).

Horrors of the Black Museum [image: image]

(American International, 1959)

Directed by Herman Crabtree. Starring Michael Gough, June Cunningham, Graham Curnow, Shirley Ann Field.

A psychotic crime reporter (Gough) orchestrates a series of unbelievably gruesome murders. This was one of the most mean-spirited horror movies of its time—and one of the most ghoulishly entertaining. Not to be confused with the inferior Black Zoo (1963), which also stars Michael Gough.

[image: Image: Outside Chicago’s Ambassador East Hotel, House of Wax star Phyllis Kirk proves she has no superstitions by standing under a ladder while holding a black cat and an open umbrella.]

House of Wax [image: image]

(Warner Brothers, 1953)

Directed by Andre de Toth. Starring Vincent Price, Phyllis Kirk, Frank Lovejoy, Carolyn Jones, Charles Buchinsky (Charles Bronson).

A deformed sculptor (Price) uses human bodies to replace the wax figures destroyed in a museum fire. Even without the benefit of the original 3-D effects (which don’t register at all on the boob tube), there’s still plenty of effective scare scenes. This remake of Mystery of the Wax Museum (1933; which many feel is the superior version) cemented Price’s reputation as a horror movie icon. Also recommended: Vincent Price’s The Fly

(1958), Pit and the Pendulum (1961), The Masque of the Red Death (1964), The Witchfinder General (1968; a.k.a. Conqueror Worm), The Abominable Dr. Phibes (1971), and Theater of Blood (1973).

House on Haunted Hill [image: image]

(Allied Artists, 1958)

Directed by William Castle. Starring Vincent Price, Carol Ohmart, Richard Long, Alan Marshal, Elisha Cook Jr.

A wealthy host (Price) offers to pay a motley group $10,000 apiece to spend the night in his creepy mansion—that is, if they’re alive to collect it in the morning. Spooky, hokey, in-your-face (literally) fun from master schlockmeister William Castle, whose other directorial credits include The Tingler (1959), 13 Ghosts (1960), and the gloriously demented Homicidal (1961).

[image: Image: House on Haunted Hill (1958) offers creepy fun courtesy of shockmeister William Castle.]

The House That Dripped Blood [image: image]

(Amicus, 1971)

Directed by Peter Duffell. Starring Peter Cushing, Christopher Lee, Jon Pertwee, Ingrid Pitt, Denholm Elliott, Joss Acklund.

A quartet of horror tales (based on short stories by Robert Bloch) centering on the bizarre occurrences at a house in the British countryside. Good direction and lively performances make this a rousing, highly entertaining horror anthology. Also recommended: Dr. Terror’s House of Horrors (1965) and Trilogy of Terror (1975).

I Married a Monster From Outer Space [image: image]

(Paramount, 1958)

Directed by Gene Fowler Jr. Starring Gloria Talbott, Tom Tryon, Alan Dexter, Robert Ivers, Maxie Rosenbloom.

Although the title makes it sound like a second-rate Chevy Chase comedy, this is actually a solid sci-fi thriller with overtones of Invasion of the Body Snatchers. A

young bride (Talbott) discovers, to her consternation, that her husband (Tryon) is actually an outer space alien. A genuine cult item.

The Incredible Petrified World [image: image]

(Governor Films, 1960)

Directed by Jerry Warren. Starring John Carradine, Robert Clarke, Phyllis Coates, Allen Windsor, Sheila Noonan.

Rock-bottom fare about a diving bell crew that winds up in an underwater cavern. Even the most entertainment-starved kids of the era couldn’t switch the channel fast enough when this dud turned up on TV. Also avoid: Man Beast (1956), Teenage Zombies (1960), The Wild World of Batwoman (1966; a.k.a. She Was a Hippie Vampire), or any other movie with Jerry Warren’s name attached to it.

The Incredible Shrinking Man [image: image]

(Universal-International, 1957)

Directed by Jack Arnold. Starring Grant Williams, Randy Stuart, April Kent, Paul Langton, William Schallert.

Beautifully realized story of an ordinary man (Williams) who begins shrinking at an alarming rate. Excellent, exciting special effects. This film was the inspiration for an inept spoof, The Incredible Shrinking Woman (1981).

[image: Image: The Incredible Shrinking Man (1957) is an intelligent science fiction story that may have been too cerebral for younger viewers.]

Invaders From Mars [image: image]

(20th Century Fox, 1953)

Directed by William Cameron Menzies. Starring Jimmy Hunt, Helena Carter, Arthur Franz, Leif Erickson, Hillary Brooke.

Strikingly designed, imaginative sci-fi story about a young boy (Hunt) who tries to warn the folks around him of an alien invasion. A childhood favorite that holds up beautifully. Also recommended: Dr. Seuss’s brilliant musical-fantasy The 5,000 Fingers of Dr. T. (1953).


Invasion of the Body Snatchers [image: image]

(Allied Artists, 1956)

Directed by Don Seigel. Starring Kevin McCarthy, Dana Wynter, Larry Gates, King Donovan, Carolyn Jones, Virginia Christine, Whit Bissell, Richard Deacon.

While they sleep, residents of a peaceful West Coast town are being replaced by aliens hatched from pods. This classic tale of paranoia, with obvious parallels to McCarthyism (Joseph, not Kevin), is one of the finest examples of science fiction cinema ever made. Sweet dreams! Remade in 1978 (a three skull-and-crossbones version starring Donald Sutherland, Brooke Adams, and Leonard Nimoy) and 1994 (a two skull-and-crossbones version titled Body Snatchers).

Invasion of the Saucer Men [image: image]

(American International, 1958)

Directed by Edward L. Cahn. Starring Steve Terrell, Gloria Castillo, Lyn Osborn, Frank Gorshin, Raymond Hatton, Russ Bender.

Little green men from outer space invade Earth—thank goodness there’s a gang of alert teenagers around to thwart them. A cherished childhood memory that, unfortunately, does not stand the test of time. However, the saucer men (created by special-effects genius Paul Blaisdell) are sensational. Avoid the remake, The Eye Creatures (1965; a.k.a. Attack of the Eye Creatures).

Invasion of the Star Creatures [image: image]

(American International, 1962)

Directed by Bruno Ve Sota. Starring Robert Ball, Frankie Ray, Dolores Reed, Gloria Victor, Mark Ferris.

Two bumbling soldiers (Ball and Ray) are abducted by a pair of voluptuous aliens (Reed and Victor) who are plotting to take over Earth with the aid of plant monsters called Vege-Men. Spellbinding in its awfulness, this alleged comedy is one of the most inept films ever released by American International Pictures, and that’s saying

plenty. In light of this movie, we all owe Ed Wood an apology. Also avoid: Cape Canaveral Monsters (1960), The Beast of Yucca Flats (1961), The Beach Girls and the Monster (1965; a.k.a. Monster From the Surf and Surf Terror), and The Navy vs. the Night Monsters (1966).

[image: Image: Planet of the shapes: Dolores Reed, Gloria Victor, Robert Ball, and Frankie Ray take up plenty of space in Invasion of the Star Creatures (1962).]

The Invisible Man [image: image]

(Universal, 1933)

Directed by James Whale. Starring Claude Rains, Gloria Stuart, William Harrigan, Henry Travers, Una O’Connor.

Remarkable tale of a man who experiments with an invisibility serum and his subsequent descent into madness. A genuine horror classic. Also recommended: The Invisible Man Returns (1940); plus The Old Dark House (1932) and The Man Who Changed His Mind (1936; a.k.a. The Man Who Lived Again).

Island of Lost Souls [image: image]

(Paramount, 1933)

Directed by Erle C. Kenton. Starring Charles Laughton, Richard Arlen, Kathleen Burke, Leila Hyams, Bela Lugosi.

Mad Dr. Moreau (Laughton) experiments on wild animals in his House of Pain, turning them into half-human, half-beast freaks (“manimals”). An unnerving, knock-you-out-of-your-seat horror tale that hasn’t lost an iota of its queasy power. Also recommended: Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1931), Freaks (1932), Doctor X (1932), The Most Dangerous Game (1932), Murders in the Zoo (1933), Mad Love (1935), Dr. Renault’s Secret (1942), and Captive Wild Woman (1943).

[image: Image: Kathleen Burke, a young starlet from Chicago, shows Paramount contract star Herbert Marshall a telegram she received from her hometown, congratulating her for being selected to play the Panther Woman in Island of Lost Souls. (Marshall does not appear in the film.)]

[image: Image: Charles Laughton is surrounded by the misbegotten man-beasts he created in Island of Lost Souls (1933).]


It Came From Outer Space [image: image]

(Universal-International, 1953)

Directed by Jack Arnold. Starring Richard Carlson, Barbara Rush, Charles Drake, Russell Johnson, Joseph Sawyer, Kathleen Hughes.

Restrained, intelligent sci-fi movie based on a story by Ray Bradbury about alien visitors who assume the identities of earthlings while trying to repair their crashed spaceship. Originally filmed in 3-D. Also recommended: The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951), The Man From Planet X (1951), This Island Earth (1955), and Forbidden Planet (1956).

It Conquered the World [image: image]

(American International, 1956)

Directed by Roger Corman. Starring Peter Graves, Lee Van Cleef, Beverly Garland, Sally Fraser, Paul Blaisdell.

A pointy-topped, cone-shaped creature from Venus plots to take over Earth. Cheap but enjoyably gritty sci-fi thriller with a memorable title creature designed and inhabited by Blaisdell. Avoid the remake, Zontar, the Thing From Venus (1968).

It! The Terror From Beyond Space [image: image]

(United Artists, 1958)

Directed by Edward L. Cahn. Starring Marshall Thompson, Shawn Smith, Kim Spalding, Ann Doran, Dabbs Greer, Ray “Crash” Corrigan.

A Martian monster (Corrigan, wearing a creature suit designed by Paul Blaisdell) hides aboard a spaceship and begins killing off members of the panicked crew. An inspiration for Alien (there are several similarities), this is one of the better low-budget thrillers from the late ’50s.

I Was a Teenage Werewolf [image: image]

(American International, 1957)

Directed by Gene Fowler Jr. Starring Michael Landon, Whit Bissell, Yvonne Lime.

Behind this comic-sounding title is a solid little horror movie about an evil psychiatrist (Bissell) who transforms a disturbed teenager (Landon, who’s excellent) into a snarling beast. Much more satisfying than its companion piece, I Was

a Teenage Frankenstein (1957; a.k.a. Teenage Frankenstein) and the pairing of Teenage Werewolf and Teenage Frankenstein in How to Make a Monster (1958).

Journey to the Seventh Planet [image: image]

(American International, 1961)

Directed by Sidney Pink. Starring John Agar, Greta Thyssen, Carl Ottosen, Ann Smyrner, Mimi Heinrich.

A big alien brain turns the fantasies and fears of five astronauts into reality. This is one of those movies that you remember being much better than it actually is, although it does have its defenders.

Killers From Space [image: image]

(RKO, 1954)

Directed by W. Lee Wilder (Billy’s brother!). Starring Peter Graves, James Seay, Steve Pendleton, Barbara Bestar.

Aliens with ping-pong balls for eyes revive a dead scientist (Graves) in an effort to gain important atomic data. Dreadful on every possible level. Also avoid: Phantom From Space (1953) and The Unknown Terror (1957).

The Killer Shrews [image: image]

(Hollywood Pictures Corp., 1959)

Directed by Ray Kellogg. Starring James Best, Ingrid Goude, Ken Curtis, Baruch Lumet, Gordon McLendon.

Potentially laughable yarn turns out to be an unexpectedly exciting horror tale about oversized shrews (played by dogs wearing masks and shaggy outfits) terrorizing a group of people trapped on an island. Some scenes have surprising similarities to Night of the Living Dead!

King Kong vs. Godzilla [image: image]

(Toho Co./Universal-International, 1963)

Directed by Ishiro Honda (U.S. version: Thomas Montgomery). Starring Tadeo Takashimi, Mie Hama, Kenji Sahara, Yu Fujiki, Ichiro Arishima, Tatsuo Matsumura, Akihiko Hirata, Haruo Nakajima (as Godzilla), Katsumi Tezuka (as King Kong), Michael Keith, Harry Holcombe, James Yagi.


Americanized version of King Kong tai Gojira (King Kong Against Godzilla, 1962), showcasing the historic encounter between two cinematic giants. Hampered by a shabby-looking Kong (it’s an astonishingly ill-conceived gorilla suit) and the addition of bland U.S.-shot footage, this is still an entertaining entry in the long-running Godzilla series. The climactic battle is a particular highlight. Also recommended: the enjoyably silly King Kong Escapes (1967).

Kronos [image: image]

(20th Century Fox, 1957)

Directed by Kurt Neumann. Starring Jeff Morrow, Barbara Lawrence, John Emery, George O’Hanlon, Morris Ankrum.

A colossal metallic “energy accumulator” threatens to destroy Earth. An interesting sci-fi entry that earns considerable points for attempting something different and succeeding most of the time. Also recommended: The Magnetic Monster (1953) and The Atomic Submarine (1959).

The Land Unknown [image: image]

(Universal-International, 1957)

Directed by Virgil Vogel. Starring Jock Mahoney, Shawn Smith, Henry Brandon, William Reynolds.

Members of an Antarctic expedition are forced to land their helicopter in a lost world inhabited by dinosaurs. The prehistoric monsters aren’t terribly convincing, but the film is impossible to dislike.

[image: Image: A scale model of the Elasmosaur from The Land Unknown (1957).]


The Mole People [image: image]

(Universal-International, 1956)

Directed by Virgil Vogel. Starring John Agar, Cynthia Patrick, Hugh Beaumont, Alan Napier, Nestor Paiva, Dr. Frank Baxter.

An expedition discovers an underground race of albinos who use monstrous “Mole People” as slaves. Mediocre effort that has its moments but should have yielded much better results.

[image: Image: Cinematographer Ellis Carter and director Virgil Vogel pose with Jack Kevan’s creations for The Mole People (1956).]

The Monolith Monsters [image: image]

(Universal-International, 1957)

Directed by John Sherwood. Starring Grant Williams, Lola Albright, Les Tremayne, Trevor Bardette, Linda Shelley.

Absorbing moisture from humans and other sources, meteor crystals grow to an enormous size, threatening the residents of a small desert town. Unusual, inventive concept is imaginatively brought to the screen.

The Mummy [image: image]

(Universal, 1932)

Directed by Karl Freund. Starring Boris Karloff, Zita Johann, David Manners, Arthur Bryon, Edward Van Sloan.

The first and best of Universal’s Mummy series emphasizes subtle horror over in-your-face shocks (although there are a few of those, too). A revived mummy (Karloff) tracks down the reincarnation of his lost love (Johann). A poetic, haunting film. Also recommended: The

Mummy’s Hand (1940), The Mummy’s Ghost (1944), The Mummy’s Curse (1944), The Mummy (1959), and Blood From the Mummy’s Tomb (1971).

[image: Image: Makeup artist Jack Pierce transforms Boris Karloff into the title character of The Mummy (1932). Pierce’s brilliant makeup creations were also seen in Frankenstein, Bride of Frankenstein, Werewolf of London, The Mummy’s Tomb, House of Frankenstein, and many other horror films.]

The Mysterians [image: image]

(Toho Co./RKO, 1959)

Directed by Ishiro Honda. Starring Kenji Sahara, Yumi Shirakawa, Momoko Kochi, Akihiko Hirata, Takashi Shimura, Haruo Nakajima.

Elaborate, colorful sci-fi story about alien invaders seeking Earth women for, ahem, breeding purposes—and, oh yes, the usual stuff about conquering our planet. This English-dubbed version of Chikyu Boeigun (Earth Defense Force, 1957) is one of best Japanese science fiction films of the period. Also recommended: Warning From Space (1956; a.k.a. The Mysterious Satellite), Battle in Outer Space (1959), and Atragon (1963).

Night of the Living Dead [image: image]

(Walter Reade, 1968)

Directed by George Romero. Starring Duane Jones, Judith O’Dea, Russell Streiner, Karl Hardman, Keith Wayne.

A movie milestone that forever changed the horror landscape. The fact that this played local television (courtesy of Channel 32) in nearly complete form during the 1970s is amazing—especially when you consider that it took years for local stations to broadcast Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960) in its entirety. Also recommended: Raw Meat (1972; a.k.a. Death Line), Dawn of the Dead (1978; the first sequel to Night of the Living Dead), and The Return of the Living Dead (1985; a satiric sequel).

[image: Image: Even for first-time viewers watching it on commercial television (and with all the lights in the house on), Night of the Living Dead (1968) was a jolting experience.]


Not of This Earth [image: image]

(Allied Artists, 1957)

Directed by Roger Corman. Starring Paul Birch, Beverly Garland, Morgan Jones, William Roerick, Jonathan Haze, Dick Miller.

An alien vampire (Birch) comes to Earth to see if human blood will be suitable for his home planet. This terrific low-budget shocker features fine performances by Birch and Garland, plus a memorable bit by B-movie legend Miller. Remade in 1988 (with Traci Lords in the Beverly Garland role), 1996, and 1997 (as Star Portal); none of these remakes are anywhere near as good as the original. Also recommended: Roger Corman’s A Bucket of Blood (1959) and The Little Shop of Horrors (1960).

Plan 9 From Outer Space [image: image]

(DCA, 1959)

Directed by Edward D. Wood Jr. Starring Bela Lugosi, Vampira, Lyle Talbot, Criswell, Gregory Walcott, Tom Keene, Duke Moore, Mona McKinnon, Joanna Lee, Paul Marco, Conrad Brooks.

By any conventional rating system, this would deserve a one star (or less) rating. But then, Ed Wood wasn’t a conventional filmmaker. No one else has ever equaled Wood’s ability to make movies that are both mind-bogglingly awful and compelling in their ineptitude. In this respect, the hugely entertaining Plan 9 From Outer Space is his masterwork. Also recommended: Ed Wood’s three skull-and-crossbones Bride of the Monster (1956), in which Bela Lugosi actually has the lead role.

Reptilicus [image: image]

(American International, 1962)

Directed by Sidney Pink and Poul Bang. Starring Carl Ottosen, Ann Smyrner, Mimi Heinrich, Asbjorn Andersen, Marla Behrens, Dirk Passer.

Scientists discover the remains of a giant prehistoric reptile; the specimen regenerates itself and goes on a rampage through Copenhagen. This strangely watchable Danish production is routinely cited as one of the worst science fiction films ever made, though it does have its defenders. In its regenerated form, Reptilicus is nothing more than a marionette, bobbing and weaving in front of substandard miniature sets. For some, that’s the appeal. And there’s even a song,

“Tivoli Night.” Everybody sing: Tivoli night/Oh, what a sight/All Copenhagen is dancing. . . .

[image: Image: This Danish poster for Reptilicus (1962) makes the film seem more elaborate than it actually is.]

[image: Image: Poor, helpless earthlings are no match for an alien invader wearing a gorilla suit and a diving helmet in Robot Monster (1953).]

Robot Monster [image: image]

(Astor, 1953; a.k.a. Monster From Mars)

Directed by Phil Tucker. Starring George Nader, Claudia Barrett, George Barrows, Gregory Moffett, Selena Royale, John Mylong.

Sent to our planet to kill and destroy, an alien invader named Ro-Man (Barrows, wearing a gorilla suit and a diving helmet!) hunts down the last remaining family on Earth. You can’t watch a movie like this and then cry foul afterward; you know exactly what you’re in for right from the start. This jaw-dropping effort is actually pretty entertaining, if you’re in the right frame of mind. Released theatrically in 3-D; the impact will be lost on television. (However, when viewed in its original format, the 3-D visuals—which rely more on depth perception than on having projectiles hurled at the camera—are quite good.)

Rodan [image: image]

(Toho Co./DCA, 1957; a.k.a. Rodan the Flying Monster)

Directed by Ishiro Honda. Starring Kenji Sahara, Yumi Shirakawa, Akihiko Hirata, Akio Kobori, Haruo Nakajima, Katsumi Tezuka.


Two flying prehistoric reptiles (Nakajima and Tezuka) wreak havoc on Japan. Hugely entertaining, this English-dubbed version of Sora no daikaiaju Radon (The Sky’s Giant Monsters: Rodan) is one of the better Japanese monster movies. Also recommended: Mothra (1961), Ghidrah: The Three-Headed Monster (1964), Frankenstein Conquers the World (1965), and War of the Gargantuas (1966).

Samson vs. the Vampire Women [image: image]

(K. Gordon Murray/Filmadora Panamericana, 1962; a.k.a. Santo vs. the Vampire Women [Santo contra las Mujeres Vampiros])

Directed by Alfonso Corona Blake. Starring Samson (El Santo), Lorena Velázquez, Jaime Fernandez, Ofelia Montesco, Maria Duval.

With its wild blend of vampires, werewolves, mummies, outer space aliens, mad scientists, and wrestlers (male and female), Mexican exploitation cinema is a category unto itself. Samson vs. the Vampire Women is an English-dubbed version of one of the many films starring El Santo, Mexico’s legendary masked wrestler. (In this and other English-dubbed Santo movies, his name was changed to Samson.) El Santo—who never removed his trademark silver mask in public—was no stranger to monstrous opponents, in or out of the ring, and here our hero takes on the evil title femmes, led by lovely Lorena Velázquez, a familiar presence in Mexican movies of the era. Taken on its own terms, this one is a lot of fun. Also recommended: The Vampire (El Vampiro, 1957), The Ship of Monsters (La Nave de los Monstruos, 1959), The Brainiac (El Barón del Terror [The Barón of Terror], 1961), The Wrestling Women vs. the Aztec Mummy (Las Luchadoras contra la Momia, 1964), and The She-Wolf (La Loba, 1964).

[image: Image: A Mexican lobby card for Santo contra las Mujeres Vampiros (1962), which was shown on U.S. television as Samson vs. the Vampire Women. This was just one of many films starring El Santo, Mexico’s legendary masked wrestler.]


The She-Creature [image: image]

(American International, 1956)

Directed by Edward L. Cahn. Starring Marla English, Chester Morris, Tom Conway, Ron Randell, Frieda Inescort, Cathy Downs, El Brendel, Paul Blaisdell.

Under hypnosis, a beautiful young woman (English) reverts to her monstrous prehistoric incarnation. Moody, well-acted thriller with an impressive title monster (designed and played by Blaisdell). Avoid the remake, Creature of Destruction (1968). Remade in name only in 2001. Also recommended: Cult of the Cobra (1955) and The Undead (1957).

[image: Image: Master monster-suit creator Paul Blaisdell designed and played the title monster in The She-Creature (1956).]

Son of Dracula [image: image]

(Universal, 1943)

Directed by Robert Siodmak. Starring Lon Chaney Jr., Robert Paige, Louise Allbritton, Evelyn Ankers.

Count Alucard (you-know-who spelled backward) journeys to Louisiana, where he claims, for once, a willing victim (Allbritton, in a standout performance). While this may not be as familiar as some of the other Universal horror pictures, it’s a topflight entry with a powerful finale. By the way, the title character (played by Chaney) is Dracula, not his son. Also recommended: Dracula’s Daughter (1936).

Son of Frankenstein [image: image]

(Universal, 1939)

Directed by Rowland V. Lee. Starring Basil Rathbone, Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, Lionel Atwill, Josephine Hutchinson.

Unlike Dracula, Frankenstein did have a son. The third installment of Universal’s Frankenstein series may be a slight notch below the first two entries, but it’s a fine example of horror cinema nevertheless. Dr. Frankenstein’s offspring

(Rathbone) finds himself slipping into his father’s old habits by reviving the long-dormant Monster (Karloff). Atwill gives a memorable performance as Inspector Krogh, and Lugosi steals the show as Ygor. Followed by the three skull-and-crossbones Ghost of Frankenstein (1942).

Tarantula [image: image]

(Universal-International, 1955)

Directed by Jack Arnold. Starring John Agar, Mara Corday, Leo G. Carroll, Nestor Paiva, Clint Eastwood.

Growth serum experiments produce deformed humans and one gigantic tarantula. One of the better ’50s big bug movies, although it pales in comparison to Them! (1954).

[image: Image: Although Tarantula (1955) is an above-average big bug movie, this is yet another example of a poster that contains more thrills than are to be found in the film itself.]

Taste the Blood of Dracula [image: image]

(Hammer Films/Warner Brothers, 1970)

Directed by Peter Sasdy. Starring Christopher Lee, Ralph Bates, Linda Hayden, Geoffrey Keen, Gwen Watford, John Carson, Peter Sallis, Isla Blair, Anthony Corlan (Anthony Higgins), Roy Kinnear, Michael Ripper, Maddy (Madeline) Smith.

Three pillars of Victorian society (Keen, Carson, and Sallis) secretly engage in hedonistic activities. In search of the ultimate high, they rely on the expertise of a known degenerate (Bates), whose blood ritual revives Count Dracula (Lee). Although Lee’s scenes are limited, this commendably offbeat vampire tale is one of Hammer Films’ finest shockers—and one of their most underrated. (Our rating applies to the uncut version.) A sequel to the three skull-and-crossbones Dracula Has Risen From the Grave (1968).

Teenagers From Outer Space [image: image]

(Warner Brothers, 1959)

Directed by Tom Graeff. Starring David Love, Dawn Anderson, Bryant Grant, Harvey B. Dunn, Tom Lockyear (Tom Graeff).


A great title wasted on a terrible film. Space invaders plot to destroy Earth with an army of lobster monsters; things get sidetracked when a teenage alien (Love) falls for a human girl (Anderson). You’ve been warned. Also avoid: Teenage Monster (1958; a.k.a. Meteor Monster) and The Creeping Terror (1964; a.k.a. The Crawling Monster).

[image: Image: Teenagers From Outer Space (1959): a great title wasted on a terrible film.]

Terror Is a Man [image: image]

(Valiant Films, 1959; a.k.a. Blood Creature)

Directed by Gerry de Leon. Starring Francis Lederer, Greta Thyssen, Richard Derr, Flory Carlos, Oscar Keesee, Peyton Keesee.

Decades of explicit gore movies have taken the edge off this shot-in-the-Philippines shocker, but this was pretty potent stuff for impressionable young TV viewers back in the ’60s. In this tale loosely based on H.G. Wells’s Island of Dr. Moreau (and the film Island of Lost Souls), a mad doctor (Lederer) attempts to surgically transform a panther into a human being. Sequences that once seemed suspenseful now seem to drag on endlessly, but the film does deliver the goods during the last half-hour.. . if you’re willing to stick around that long.

[image: Image: Terror Is a Man (1959): so terrifying that a warning bell has been installed for your safety.]


Them! [image: image]

(Warner Brothers, 1954)

Directed by Gordon Douglas. Starring Edmund Gwenn, James Whitmore, Joan Weldon, James Arness, Onslow Stevens.

An army of giant ants, mutated by atomic testing, invades Los Angeles. A thumbnail plot description doesn’t do justice to this brilliant film, the first and easily the best of the ’50s big bug movies. Don’t be misled by the premise—this is rousing entertainment by any standards.

[image: Image: Them! (1954) was the best of several big bug movies of the 1950s and an outstanding film by any standards.]

The Thing From Another World [image: image]

(RKO, 1951)

Directed by Christian Nyby. Starring Kenneth Tobey, Margaret Sheridan, Robert Cornthwaite, Douglas Spencer, Dewey Martin, James Arness.

Powerhouse sci-fi tale (supervised by producer Howard Hawks) of Arctic outpost scientists battling a decidedly unfriendly alien invader (Arness). Suspenseful, riveting, and creepy. One of the all-time greats.

Unknown Island [image: image]

(Film Classics, 1948)

Directed by Jack Bernhard. Starring Virginia Grey, Philip Reed, Barton MacLane, Richard Denning, Richard (Dick) Wessell.

Adventurers encounter prehistoric beasts on an uncharted island. This minor “lost world” yarn admirably tries to stretch its low budget as far as it will go, with dinosaurs represented by scale models and stuntmen in suits. Perhaps it’s way too ambitious for its own good, but give the film credit for daring to dream big. (Originally shot in Cinecolor; TV prints were in black-and-white.)


The Vampire [image: image]

(United Artists, 1957; a.k.a. Mark of the Vampire)

Directed by Paul Landres. Starring John Beal, Coleen Gray, Kenneth Tobey, Lydia Reed, Dabbs Greer, Herb Vigran.

A physician (Beal) is accidentally given experimental medication that transforms him into a bloodsucker. Although the film’s shortcomings (awkward scripting, uneven pacing) are readily apparent, this well-acted shocker was a jolting experience for late-night horror show viewers.

The Walking Dead [image: image]

(Warner Brothers, 1936)

Directed by Michael Curtiz. Starring Boris Karloff, Edmund Gwenn, Marguerite Churchill, Ricardo Cortez, Warren Hull, Barton MacLane.

An innocent man is accused of murder and executed for the crime. Thanks to modern medical science, he returns to life and tracks down the real culprits. Typically outlandish premise is distinguished by a slick budget and a strong lead performance by Karloff.

[image: Image: In The Walking Dead (1936), Marguerite Churchill and Edmund Gwenn can’t help noticing that Boris Karloff has become, for the moment, one of the sitting dead.]

The Werewolf [image: image]

(Columbia, 1956)

Directed by Fred F. Sears. Starring Steven Ritch, Don Megowan, Joyce Holden, S. John Launer, George M. Lynn, Eleanore Tanin, Kim Charney.

Experiments with “wolf serum” transform an innocent victim into a snarling beast. An unsung horror classic, with a riveting lead performance by Ritch.

White Zombie [image: image]

(United Artists, 1932)

Directed by Victor Halperin. Starring Bela Lugosi, Madge Bellamy, Joseph Cawthorn, Robert Frazer, Clarence Muse.


[image: Image: Bela Lugosi plays a ruthless zombie-master (is there any other kind?) in White Zombie (1932).]

Though the film creaks a bit around the edges, Bela gives a fine performance in this effectively weird tale of a Haitian sugar plantation overrun with zombies. Lugosi devotees will undoubtedly tack on an additional skull-and-crossbones to our rating. So go ahead.

The Wolf Man [image: image]

(Universal, 1941)

Directed by George Waggner. Starring Lon Chaney Jr., Evelyn Ankers, Claude Rains, Maria Ouspenskaya, Ralph Bellamy, Patric Knowles, Warren William, Bela Lugosi.

One of the all-time great horror classics, with Chaney as the doomed sufferer of lycanthropy. Poignant and poetic, The Wolf Man is superlative on all counts. Also recommended: Werewolf of London (1935).

Zombies of Mora Tau [image: image]

(Columbia, 1957)

Directed by Edward L. Cahn. Starring Gregg Palmer, Allison Hayes, Autumn Russell, Joel Ashley.

Medium-level thriller—about zombies that guard a sunken treasure—has effective sequences but is hampered by its meager budget. Still worth watching for the performance by cult favorite Hayes.

[image: Image: Allison Hayes, the star of Attack of the 50 Ft. Woman (1958), was also one of the living dead in Zombies of Mora Tau (1957).]
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[image: Image: A page from a 1973 Castle Films catalog showcasing their abridgments of horror and science fiction movies. (From the collection of Scott MacGillivray.)]

[image: Image: A page from a 1973 Columbia Pictures 8mm home movie catalog detailing a few of their “shock” digests. (From the collection of Ted Okuda.)]

It’s difficult to explain to a generation raised in an age when you can readily obtain DVD copies of full-length films the mystique of collecting 8mm movies that were fragments of longer pictures. After all, these were silent abridgments—using title cards or superimposed subtitles to convey what remained of the plot—which only ran three to 12 minutes in length. With the technological advances in home entertainment over the past half century, comparing 8mm movies to DVDs is like comparing cave paintings to the Internet.

Back in the ’60s, young monster movie fanatics treasured these little “digest” editions. Naturally, it wasn’t as satisfying as having an entire movie with sound, but in that pre-DVD era, owning a portion of a favorite film was the ultimate souvenir.

Like DVDs, these 8mm home editions were prominently displayed in many retail outlets, primarily camera shops and department stores. The largest distributor of this product was Castle Films, a New York–based company that

offered subjects ranging from cartoons and travelogues to cut-downs of major Hollywood films. Castle made their 8mm releases available in two versions: a Headline Edition (50 feet of film, which ran approximately three minutes) for $1.95 and a Complete Edition (approximately 200 feet, running about nine to 12 minutes) for $5.951.

In the late 1940s, Castle became affiliated with Universal Pictures, giving them access to the studio’s film library. As a result, Castle dominated the home movie field with attractively packaged titles (the box art was impressive) featuring Abbott and Costello, W.C. Fields, the Marx Brothers, Bob Hope, John Wayne, James Stewart, Dean Martin, Mae West, and other well-known stars. Castle’s horror and science fiction titles were among their biggest sellers. The company offered digest editions of such Universal classics as Dracula, Frankenstein, The Mummy, Bride of Frankenstein, The Wolf Man, The Invisible Man, and Creature From the Black Lagoon.

The profits reaped by Castle didn’t go unnoticed by rival distributors. Competitors such as Ken Films and Columbia Pictures Home Movies also released a wide variety of 8mm digests—including a number of monster movies—in head-to-head competition with the ubiquitous Castle line2.

These 8mm digests were rendered obsolete with the advent of Beta and VHS videotape cassettes in the early 1980s. There was no point in selling outdated “toy” editions when home video made it possible for consumers to purchase an entire movie. So the 8mm abridgments quickly became quaint relics of another era.

Today you can search for “8mm” or “Super 8” when you’re on eBay and discover a number of folks who are auctioning off these novelty items3. Here are some examples of the 8mm movies from way back when:

Abbott and Costello Meet Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde

(Castle Films)

This condensation of the team’s 1953 horror parody was released in 1961 as part of the company’s best-selling Abbott and Costello line. Castle Films historian Scott MacGillivray comments, “The feature wasn’t

Bud and Lou’s best, but the Castle version was much better, with tight editing and a good selection of scenes.” Castle’s box art was particularly enticing to young collectors, who were convinced that this was one of the greatest movies ever made. Castle also released abridgments of Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein and Abbott and Costello Meet the Mummy (see following entries). Curiously, however, they never offered a digest edition of a fourth spoof, Abbott and Costello Meet the Invisible Man (1951).

[image: Image: Castle’s best-selling line of Abbott and Costello digests included Abbott and Costello Meet Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. (From the collection of Ted Okuda.)]

Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein

(Castle Films)

In 1959 Castle Films released this abridgment of the 1948 box office hit, inaugurating a whole new market for digests with classic movie monsters. It immediately became one of the company’s best-selling titles. Scott MacGillivray has noted, “Superb editing encapsulates the 82-minute feature into 12 minutes, and even the three-minute version has a lot of meat in it.”

Abbott and Costello Meet the Mummy

(Castle Films)

By concentrating on the straight plotting rather than the gag material, this snore-inducing abridgment of a very funny 1955 outing was a bitter pill for A&C fans to swallow. Even the box art, usually one of the company’s merchandising strengths, left a lot to be desired. Issued in 1971, this was among the last of Castle’s 8mm Abbott and Costello digests.

Battle of the Giants

(Castle Films)

Not all Castle releases were culled from the Universal library. Issued in 1960, this excerpt from One Million B.C. (United Artists, 1940) showcased a fight to the death between two dinosaurs, played by a pair of photographically enlarged lizards. Victor Mature, Carole Landis, and Lon Chaney

Jr.—the film’s human stars—were seen to better advantage in a digest that retained the film’s original title issued by Castle in 1961.

[image: Image: Two real lizards thrash it out in Battle of the Giants, an excerpt from One Million B.C. (1940). (From the collection of Scott MacGillivray.)]

The Beast With Five Fingers

(United Artists 8mm/Ken Films)

This stylish Warner Brothers horror tale from 1946 boasted a chilling confrontation between Peter Lorre and a severed hand, and that’s exactly what the Ken Films 8mm digest showcased. Based in Fort Lee, New Jersey, Ken Films was the 8mm division of United Artists’ television subsidiary (the company had originally been called United Artists 8mm). The 8mm digest for The Beast With Five Fingers was initially released under the UA label; apparently, no one connected with the company’s marketing department was familiar enough with Lorre to know how to spell his name correctly, as he was billed as Peter Lori on the box art. (This was corrected when the box art was changed for subsequent editions.) With access to the UA film library, which included the pre-1949 Warner Brothers movies, Ken offered abridgments of Doctor X (1932), Mystery of the Wax Museum (1933), The Monster That Challenged the World (1957), The Vampire and the Ballerina (1963), and The Return of Dracula (1957; a.k.a. The Curse of Dracula). Ken also obtained material from Paramount (War of the Worlds, When Worlds Collide), RKO (Mighty Joe Young, The Hunchback of Notre Dame, Son of Kong, The Thing), Allied Artists (The Giant Behemoth, Frankenstein Meets the Space Monster), and American International Pictures (I Was a Teenage Werewolf, I Was a Teenage Frankenstein, It Conquered the World, Night of the Blood Beast, Screaming Skull, Reptilicus). Many of Ken’s 200-foot editions ended with frames of film marked “COUPON,” which a person could clip and save and eventually trade in for other Ken titles. Castle Films may have had exclusive rights to the Universal horror classics, but Ken Films offered the consumer a wider selection to choose from.

The Birth of Frankenstein

(Americom 8mm)

Of all the home movie distributors, Americom 8mm was the most novel—or the oddest, depending on your point of view. Each of Americom’s silent 12-minute digests came with a soft vinyl record of the sound track. The collector was instructed to cue the film to a specific frame when threading the projector and then play the record on a phonograph and attempt to synchronize picture and sound. It was a noble concept, but one that was doomed to failure, as the audio

rarely matched the visual. The results were like watching a badly dubbed foreign movie. In 1965 Americom began releasing 8mm Laurel and Hardy comedies, Popeye cartoons, and horror movies, which included digest editions of The Cosmic Monster (1958) and Horror of Dracula (1958). Americom issued two separate abridgments of The Curse of Frankenstein (1957): one under the original title and the other as The Birth of Frankenstein. Frustrated collectors would invariably give up the challenge of synchronized sound, preferring instead to just watch these 8mm digests in silence. Americom apparently anticipated this, because all their releases were subtitled. (They also issued a three-minute edition of Horror of Dracula sans record.)

[image: Image: The Birth of Frankenstein: The 12-minute digests from Americom 8mm came with soft vinyl records of the sound track. (From the collection of Ron Miller.)]

[image: Image: The vinyl record that came with Americom’s abridgment of The Curse of Frankenstein. The collector was instructed to cue the film to a specific frame when threading the projector and then play the record. This attempt to synchronize picture and sound was a noble concept, but one that was doomed to failure. (From the collection of Ted Okuda.)]

[image: Image: Americom also issued a three-minute edition of Horror of Dracula, sans record. (From the collection of Ted Okuda.)]


Bride of Frankenstein

(Castle Films)

Castle released this well-edited condensation of the 1935 sequel to Frankenstein (1931) in 1960. Author and Castle Films aficionado Mark Clark has stated that this “ranks as perhaps Castle’s finest short, which only seems natural since it’s based on the film many consider the greatest horror movie ever made.” It was the company’s first digest of a “legitimate” horror classic (Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein was always listed in the “Abbott and Costello” section of their catalog), and others would soon follow.

The Creature From the Lagoon

(Castle Films)

Why Castle’s marketing mavens decided to drop the word Black from the title of their digest edition of Creature From the Black Lagoon (1954) is anyone’s guess. Even more puzzling was their decision not to include the Creature on the box art, which instead depicted the Metaluna monster from This Island Earth (1955). Nevertheless, collectors were delighted to have this condensation, which was released by Castle as one of their “Science Fiction” selections in 1957.

The Creature Walks Among Us

(Castle Films)

Seven years after releasing a condensation of the first Creature film, Castle issued a digest of the third entry, The Creature Walks Among Us (1956), in 1964. The full-length feature had a number of effective moments, though it was oddly structured and poorly paced; the Castle editors selected some of the key sequences and came up with a brisk, exciting abridgment. In 1965 Castle released a digest of Revenge of the Creature (1955), completing the Creature trilogy.

[image: Image: Castle’s abridgment of The Creature Walks Among Us expertly wove together key scenes from the source film. (From the collection of Ted Okuda.)]


The Curse of the Mummy’s Tomb

(Columbia Pictures Home Movies)

Although Columbia made some horror and science fiction films (including Curse of the Demon, The Werewolf, The Giant Claw, and Earth vs. the Flying Saucers), they never came close to Universal’s output. For this digest edition, Columbia took advantage of the fact that they had the U.S. distribution rights to this British production (by Hammer Films). The 1964 original was photographed in color, but Columbia issued their digest in black-and-white. In their attempt to lure consumers away from the Castle product, the box art for The Curse of the Mummy’s Tomb replicated the film’s original poster art, accompanied by the tag line “Half-Bone, Half-Bandage, and All Blood-Curdling Terror!”

The Deadly Mantis

(Castle Films)

This 1957 big bug movie was perfect grist for the Castle mill; they trimmed the excess fat and got right down to business. In this digest edition, issued in 1965, a giant praying mantis (“4,000 Tons of Horror!”) attacks Washington and New York. Author Mark Clark notes, “Nine to 12 minutes of The Deadly Mantis should be enough to satisfy anybody!”

[image: Image: The Deadly Mantis: “4,000 Tons of Horror” condensed to 12 minutes of film. (From the collection of David Maska.)]

Doom of Dracula and House of Frankenstein

(Castle Films)

Castle often double-dipped from their source material, producing multiple digests from a single feature; Ghost of Frankenstein (1942), for example, yielded two Castle abridgments: The Trial of Frankenstein and Frankenstein’s New Brain. With a story line neatly divided into two halves, House of Frankenstein (1944) was ideal for Castle’s needs. In the film mad scientist Boris Karloff and his hunchbacked assistant, J. Carrol Naish, have encounters with Dracula (John Carradine), the Wolf Man (Lon Chaney Jr.), and the Frankenstein Monster (Glenn Strange). Castle turned the stand-alone Dracula segment into Doom of Dracula, while the last half of the picture was excerpted under the original title. Enterprising collectors would splice these reels together to produce a 24-minute

edition, which in those humble prevideo days was like assembling the director’s cut to one of the Lord of the Rings installments.

Dracula

(Castle Films)

Disappointingly, the Castle editors chose not to include any footage from the 1931 film’s opening reel, which contained the best sequences. What was utilized wasn’t bad, but there was always that feeling of what could have been. Regardless, this digest was a big seller from the moment it was released in 1963 and pleased many 8mm collectors. Author Mark Clark considers this “lightning-paced” abridgment to be “a remarkably eloquent encapsulation, managing to retain the thematic thrust of the original.” In their initial catalog listing, Castle advised, “Close your windows and hang out the garlic leaves—Count Dracula is on the loose!”

[image: Image: Regrettably, Castle’s abridgment of Dracula did not include any footage from the source film’s superb opening reel. (From the collection of Ted Okuda.)]

The East Side Kids Meet Bela Lugosi

(Entertainment Films)

Entertainment Films was a second-tier distributor that offered variable-quality digest editions. This was one of their worst offerings, and that’s quite a distinction. The source film, Ghosts on the Loose (1943), was a mediocre East Side Kids comedy costarring Lugosi as a Nazi spy, although it was cunningly promoted as a horror spoof. Worse yet, the pictorial quality of Entertainment’s digest was appallingly murky, making it look as though the action was taking place during a total eclipse. For 8mm collectors, purchasing this extract was tantamount to getting swindled in a real estate deal.

The Evil One and Savage Justice

(Walton Films)

Walton Films was a British distributor best known for its 8mm Laurel & Hardy and Charlie Chaplin comedies. Two exceptions were these abridgments

taken from The Witchfinder General (1968; a.k.a. Conqueror Worm), a solid thriller directed by Michael Reeves, featuring one of Vincent Price’s best performances. Walton’s limited horror line also included Castle of Death, a digest edition of Vampire Circus (1971), one of the better efforts from Hammer Films.

Frankenstein Meets the Space Monster

(Ken Films)

Any movie with a title like this (or its alternate moniker, Mars Invades Puerto Rico) won’t be turning up on the Library of Congress’s Film Preservation List anytime soon. Ken Films grabbed this one shortly after its 1965 theatrical release and marketed a digest edition that was largely incomprehensible—just like the source film itself. The “Frankenstein” in this case was an android that was pitted against a low-budget but impressively designed space monster.

Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man

(Castle Films)

This was one of Castle’s most popular digests—and one of their most perfunctory, in terms of content. A reawakened Wolf Man (Lon Chaney Jr.) winds up in a castle where he meets the Frankenstein Monster (Bela Lugosi), who was evidently just standing around waiting for him to show up. Those who invested in the Complete Edition also saw a grave-robbing sequence that ingeniously juxtaposed a later Wolf Man transformation scene, making it appear as though Chaney is undergoing his change in a coffin. Castle’s catalog description grabbed your attention: “If eerie, spine-tingling tales of the supernatural are your cup of tea, then the feared clash between Frankenstein and the Wolf Man is definitely up your alley.” Now, who could resist an endorsement like that?

[image: Image: Every 8mm monster movie fan had a copy of Castle’s Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man in their collection. (From the collection of Ted Okuda.)]


Frankenstymied and Frankenstein’s Cat

(Castle Films, Ken Films)

Horror themes frequently popped up in animated cartoons, a fact that 8mm distributors used to their advantage. Frankenstymied, a later-era Woody Woodpecker entry from 1961, had our feathered hero matching wits with a mechanical man. Though the Woody Woodpecker cartoons varied wildly in style and content, they were among Castle’s most successful releases. Frankenstein’s Cat, a better-than-average Terrytoons effort from 1942, starred Super Mouse—a character renamed Mighty Mouse two years later—who rescued his vermin chums from the clutches of the title feline menace. Ken Films also offered a companion piece of sorts, Mighty Mouse Meets Jeckyll [sic] and Hyde Cat (1944), in addition to the Mr. Magoo cartoon Magoo Meets Frankenstein (1960).

Ghidrah the Three-Headed Monster and Ghidrah Battles

(Ken Films)

Ken Films offered abridgments of these Japanese monster rallies (movies featuring more than one monster) that were distributed in the United States by American International Pictures. Godzilla, Rodan, and Mothra united to combat the title foe in a digest of Ghidrah the Three-Headed Monster (1964); the fight continued in Ghidrah Battles, a digest of Godzilla vs. Monster Zero (1965; a.k.a. Monster Zero). (Curiously, the Ghidrah Battles digest bears the onscreen title Battle of the Monsters.) For fans of Japanese monster movies, Ken also offered abridgments of Godzilla vs. the Thing (1964; a.k.a. Godzilla vs. Mothra), Frankenstein Conquers the World (1965), Monster From a Prehistoric Planet (a.k.a. Gappa: Triphibian Monster, 1967), and Destroy All Monsters (1968).

The Giant Claw

(Columbia Pictures Home Movies)

Mere words cannot describe the jubilation felt by 8mm monster movie collectors when this baby hit store shelves in the mid-1960s. The working definition of guilty pleasure, this low-budget sci-fi thriller from 1957 had one of the most notorious title creatures of its day, a reputation that has remained intact all these years later. (See entry on The Giant Claw in Appendix A.)


The Incredible Shrinking Man

(Castle Films)

In 1969, when Castle issued this abridgment of the 1957 science fiction classic, collectors wondered how they could condense such a deliberately paced movie with a haunting conclusion into a trim 12-minute running time. It turned out Castle forsook the plotline and merely assembled a series of thrill scenes.

A Lost World

(Regent Films)

In 1948 Encyclopædia Britannica’s educational film division released A Lost World, a 12-minute digest edition of the silent-era dinosaur feature The Lost World (1925). Originally intended for classroom and instructional use, this abridgment was eventually made available to the 8mm market by Regent Films, a division of the Select Film Library. For 8mm collectors who wanted to skip the feature film’s romantic subplot, this was a great way to own just the dinosaur-related highlights. (Collector’s Club, a British distributor, released an 8mm digest of the film’s climax under the title Monster on the Rampage.) A longer, 52-minute version of The Lost World was available, as was The Lost Whirl (1927), a bizarre live-action comedy short that incorporated scenes involving stop-motion animated dinosaurs.

The Mad Magician

(Columbia Pictures Home Movies)

Columbia began releasing 8mm digests in the 1960s. Although they couldn’t compete with Castle Films in terms of classic monsters, Columbia delved into their vaults and came up with some offbeat items. For this condensation of a 1954 thriller starring Vincent Price as a crazed illusionist, the studio’s 8mm division issued 3-D prints. The original film was shot in this process, but showing it in a theater with two 35mm prints and synchronized 3-D projection equipment was one thing—trying to watch it at home in the amateur 8mm format was another. Columbia provided viewers with a pair of 3-D glasses—not that it mattered, considering the blurred vision and migraine headaches viewers developed while trying to view this digest. Columbia also offered excerpts of the Three Stooges short Spooks (1953) in 8mm 3-D (under the titles Spooks and Tails of Horror), with the same dismal results.


[image: Image: An 8mm abridgment of Spooks (1953), a 3-D Three Stooges short, was available to collectors in a “flat” version as well as a special three-dimensional edition (with color-filter viewers supplied). Aficionados will notice that the picture on this carton is from an entirely different Stooge short, The Ghost Talks (1949). (From the collection of David Maska.)]

Monster From Under the Sea

(Walt Disney 8mm)

The Disney Company offered retitled 8mm extracts from some of their full-length features, such as The Super Nanny and Jolly Holiday (both from Mary Poppins), The Dwarfs’ Dilemma and Whistle While You Work (both from Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs), Monstro the Whale (Pinocchio), Brer Rabbit and the Tar Baby (Song of the South), and Island of Mystery (Swiss Family Robinson). Monster From Under the Sea showcased the exciting giant squid attack from the 1954 hit 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. As usual with the Disney 8mm line, this was a well-edited, high-quality digest edition.

Monster of Death

(Mountain Films)

Like Walton Films, Mountain was a British home movie distributor that specialized in nongenre fare like Charlie Chaplin and Laurel & Hardy comedies. This digest of The Hideous Sun Demon (1959) was one of their rare horror offerings. The complete film contained a fair amount of low-budget scares, and Mountain was able to fashion a satisfactory thrill reel out of that footage.

The Mummy’s Tomb

(Castle Films)

This was a textbook example of a Castle digest that outshone the original feature. The Mummy’s Tomb (1942) was a ponderous, stock-footage-infested sequel to The Mummy’s Hand (1940); by focusing on the film’s fiery climax, Castle came up with an exciting condensation for the home movie collector.


My Son, the Vampire

(Republic Pictures 8mm Home Movies)

Long before Dame Edna sashayed “her” way into the spotlight, comedian Arthur Lucan became a beloved figure in British Music Halls (their equivalent of American vaudeville) as Old Mother Riley, a feisty yet kindhearted Irish washerwoman. Lucan didn’t indulge in outrageous drag humor; it was a completely sincere portrayal, and since he never broke out of character, one could easily be fooled into believing he really was a little old lady. From 1937 to 1952 Lucan appeared as Riley in 15 ultracheap British comedies; My Son, the Vampire (a.k.a. Mother Riley Meets the Vampire and Vampire Over London) was the final entry in the series. Since Old Mother Riley was—and remains—an unknown commodity in the United States, Republic 8mm hyped their digest edition as a horror movie with Bela Lugosi, who only costarred in the picture as a mad scientist. (The catalog listing enthused, “See Dracula at his scariest!”) The sight of Lucan running around in his wig and shawl baffled unsuspecting collectors who thought they had purchased a legitimate Lugosi fright film and instead received shocks of a different kind. (In England, Walton Films released two digest editions of the film, under the titles Mother Riley in Dracula’s Desire and Mother Riley Runs Riot, with Lucan prominently featured on the box art.) Republic 8mm also offered abridgments of the sci-fi thrillers The Blob (1958), Master of Terror (1959; a.k.a. 4D Man), Dinosaurus! (1960), and Equinox (1971), in addition to extracts from serials (see next entry).

Mysterious Dr. Satan

(Republic Pictures 8mm Home Movies)

Serials (or “chapterplays”) were a staple of Saturday afternoon movie matinees during the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s. Each serial comprised 12 to 15 chapters, with each installment running approximately 20 minutes in length. Theaters would screen one chapter a week, and since all but the final chapter ended with a cliffhanger—the hero or heroes trapped in a perilous situation—curious audiences were lured back week after week to see how these folks could possibly escape what seemed like certain death. From 1935 to 1955 Republic Pictures produced some of the most technically proficient and fastest-paced serials in the business. In the 1960s Republic Pictures 8mm Home Movies (a division of United Artists 8mm) marketed extracts from a few of their serials, making them available in three-minute, 10-minute, and 20-minute digest editions and packaging them to look like science-fiction thrillers. Republic had intended to produce a Superman serial in

1940, but plans were scrapped when the licensing agreement proved to be too restrictive. So the script was refashioned into Mysterious Dr. Satan, with the Clark Kent character rechristened Bob Wayne, and Superman transformed into a masked superhero known as the Copperhead. Republic’s 8mm serial digests concentrated on thrill scenes; in this instance, the Copperhead battled the title doctor and his evil robot. Other serial digests included Bat Men of Africa (from Darkest Africa, 1936), D-Day on Mars (from The Purple Monster Strikes, 1945), Retik the Moon Menace (both taken from Radar Men From the Moon, 1952), and The Claw Monsters (from Panther Girl of the Congo, 1955). None of the box art for these digests indicated that they were extracts from serials; on the contrary, several of them utilized contemporary-looking graphics to disguise the age of the source films. The box art for Robinson Crusoe of Mystery Island (from Robinson Crusoe of Clipper Island, 1936) was more suitable for one of Ian Fleming’s James Bond novels, while the box art for Nyoka in the Caves of Death (from Perils of Nyoka, 1942) resembled the cover of a “True Men’s Adventure” magazine.

The Phantom of the Opera

(Blackhawk Films)

Unlike many other 8mm distributors, Blackhawk specialized in offering full-length editions of silent-era movies, such as Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1920), The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923), and She (1925). Blackhawk also offered some titles in condensed form, although a Blackhawk “digest” could run as long as an hour. One of their perennial Halloween selections was Great Moments from “The Phantom of the Opera”—a 20-minute condensation of the 1925 Lon Chaney feature that included the celebrated unmasking scene. Another Blackhawk abridgment was a 40-minute edition of F.W. Murnau’s Nosferatu (1922) retitled Dracula. (Several Blackhawk prints turned up on Channel 11’s silent movie showcase The Toy That Grew Up; see Chapter 6.)

Revenge of Frankenstein

(Columbia Pictures Home Movies)

In an effort to compete with Castle Films’ horror line, Columbia’s 8mm division dragged the one film out of their vaults that had Frankenstein in the title: Hammer Films’ Revenge of Frankenstein (1958). A sequel to The Curse of Frankenstein (1957), Revenge was subtler than the original, a fact borne out by this rather tame digest edition. Like Columbia’s digest of The Curse of the Mummy’s Tomb, this was a black-and-white version of a film originally photographed in color.


[image: Image: This digest edition of Rodan the Flying Monster was one of Ken Films’ most popular releases. (From the collection of Ted Okuda.)]

[image: Image: Hey ladyyyyyy!: Martin and Lewis are silent comedians in the Ken Films digest of Scared Stiff. (From the collection of Ted Okuda.)]

Rodan the Flying Monster

(Ken Films)

Ken Films’ digest edition of Rodan (1957) was one of the company’s most popular releases. The collector had a choice of watching the Rodans (they came in pairs) pulverize Japan for either three or 12 minutes—whichever his home movie budget would allow.

Scared Stiff

(Ken Films)

Of the 16 feature films Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis made during their ten-year partnership (1946–56), only two were used as source material for the 8mm digest format: Sailor Beware (1951) and Scared Stiff (1953). The shortage of M&L product is understandable; the team’s raucous, song-and-dance-oriented antics were hardly suited for silent viewing, though their movies did contain a lot of visual humor. A remake of Bob Hope’s The Ghost Breakers (1940), Scared Stiff is an admittedly weak substitute for the original. As a showcase for the wacky pair, however, it’s an above-average effort, and this 8mm abridgment wisely concentrates on the spooky climactic scenes involving Dean, Jerry, romantic interest Lizabeth Scott, and zombie Jack Lambert . . . with the running and the pushing and the nice ladyyyyyy!


She-Monster of the Night

(Entertainment Films)

Even the most tolerant monster movie fan gets a case of the dry heaves at the mere mention of Frankenstein’s Daughter (1959), so we can’t imagine there was a huge demand for this digest edition of that awful film. But with “She-Monster” in the title, it must have enticed a few unsuspecting folks (particularly those who hadn’t seen the source movie) to cough up some hard-earned cash to add this dud to their collections.

The Terror of Dracula

(Entertainment Films)

Noted film historian William K. Everson, whose books included Classics of the Horror Film and The Films of Laurel and Hardy, supervised the editing of this 20-minute abridgment of Nosferatu (1922), F.W. Murnau’s celebrated vampire tale. Everson managed to retain the flavor of the original by selecting all of the major shock scenes and plot points, weaving them together in a skillful fashion.

Trog

(Ken Films)

Nowadays it’s not uncommon for a film to turn up on DVD immediately after its theatrical release. This 1970 thriller starring Joan Crawford (in her last movie role) didn’t experience that technological luxury, but an 8mm digest edition was marketed not long after its less-than-stellar box office run. Joan plays an anthropologist who discovers a troglodyte (Trog), or missing link, as some would say. At least the 12-minute Ken Films condensation relieved the viewer from having to slog through the additional 79 minutes of the feature film.

[image: Image: An 8mm digest edition of Trog (1970) was marketed shortly after the film’s theatrical run.]


The Undead

(Ken Films)

Fans of Channel 7’s The Big Show were pleasantly surprised when Ken Films obtained the rights to this 1957 film, along with a few other American International titles, for digest purposes. Unfortunately, this entertaining tale of witches and reincarnation didn’t lend itself to the condensed format, so unless you had seen the original movie in its entirety, this abridgment made little sense. More successful were the Ken digests of the American International films It Conquered the World (1956), I Was a Teenage Werewolf (1957), I Was a Teenage Frankenstein (1957), The Amazing Colossal Man (1957), Earth vs. the Spider (1958), and War of the Colossal Beast (1958).

The Wolfman’s Cure

(Castle Films)

Castle was in another one of their rechristening moods when they culled this digest from the multiple-monster rally House of Dracula (1945). This time out, werewolf Lawrence Talbot (Lon Chaney Jr.) is actually cured of his lycanthropy (only to have a relapse three years later upon meeting Abbott and Costello). Castle also utilized footage of John Carradine as Count Dracula for a separate condensation issued under the film’s original title.



1 These were the suggested retail prices; they could often be found at a slightly cheaper price. In addition to 8mm, a number of these titles were also available in 8mm sound and 16mm sound. These formats, however, were too cost-prohibitive for the budget-minded collector, so few retail outlets stocked them.

2 In 1965 Super 8, a variant of the 8mm format, was introduced. Super 8 eventually pushed “Standard” 8mm off the store shelves, similar to what the DVD format has done to VHS video.

3 For additional coverage of Castle Films, and collecting 8mm in general, we recommend Scott MacGillivray’s book Castle Films: A Hobbyist’s Guide (iUniverse, 2004), and Mark Clark’s article “Little Giants” in Monsters From the Vault #10 (Winter/Spring 2000).
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The “Shock!” Library

When Screen Gems, Columbia Pictures’ television subsidiary, released the “Shock!” movie package to local TV markets in August 1957, it triggered the start of a vintage monster movie revival as well as a nationwide TV horror movie show tradition. This collection of 52 films (Screen Gems issued 16mm prints in those prevideo days) consisted of mysteries and bona fide horror pictures that had originally been released theatrically by Universal Pictures. (Early television listings often categorized these films as melodramas.) The following is a list of the titles that made up this package.

The Black Cat (1934)

Directed by Edgar G. Ulmer.

Starring Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, David Manners, Jacqueline Wells (Julie Bishop).

“A totally unique film. There has never been another quite like it, either in mood or execution.”

—Bryan Senn, Golden Horrors.

[image: Image: In The Black Cat (1934), Bela Lugosi lives in mortal fear of the title feline.]

Calling Dr. Death (1943)

Directed by Reginald LeBorg.

Starring Lon Chaney Jr., Patricia Morison, J. Carrol Naish, Ramsay Ames.

“One of the better Inner Sanctums, undeserving of the critical scorn usually heaped upon it.”

—Alan Warren, Lon Chaney, Jr.: Midnight Marquee Actors Series.

The Cat Creeps (1946)

Directed by Erle C. Kenton. Starring Noah Beery Jr., Lois Collier, Paul Kelly, Douglass Dumbrille, Rose Hobart.

“Minor horror thriller . . . More frivolous than frightening.”

—Blockbuster Video Guide to Movies & Videos.


Chinatown Squad (1935)

Directed by Murray Roth. Starring Lyle Talbot, Valerie Hobson, Hugh O’Connell, Andy Devine, Leslie Fenton.

“A hidden gem in the Thin Man vein.”

—moviebuffcan, The Internet Movie Database.

A Dangerous Game (1941)

Directed by John Rawlins. Starring Richard Arlen, Andy Devine, Jean Brooks, Edward Brophy, Marc Lawrence.

“A poor movie, an attempt to combine comedy and murder mystery [that] completely fizzled.”

—Don Miller, B Movies.

Danger Woman (1946)

Directed by Lewis D. Collins. Starring Don Porter, Brenda Joyce, Patricia Morison, Milburn Stone, Samuel S. Hinds.

“It’s not particularly bad in the way that Universal programmers of the ’40s often were, it’s just so resolutely small-scale and unambitious . . . the shudder-hungry Shock Theater audiences of the fifties must have been tuning out in record numbers.”

—bru-5, The Internet Movie Database.

Dead Man’s Eyes (1944)

Directed by Reginald LeBorg. Starring Lon Chaney Jr., Jean Parker, Paul Kelly, Thomas Gomez.

“Interesting Inner Sanctum yarn.”

—Leonard Maltin’s Classic Movie Guide.

Destination Unknown (1942)

Directed by Ray Taylor. Starring William Gargan, Irene Hervey, Sam Levene, Turhan Bey, Keye Luke.

“Some good performances are completely lost in this silly spy story.”

—Steven H. Scheuer, TV Movie Almanac & Ratings.


Dracula (1931)

Directed by Tod Browning.

Starring Bela Lugosi, David Manners, Helen Chandler, Dwight Frye, Edward Van Sloan.

“With all its flaws, Dracula still inspires an almost primal, hypnotic fascination which [a] true lover of horror’s Golden Age finds impossible to resist.”

—Bryan Senn, Golden Horrors.

[image: Image: Shortly after his death in 1956, Bela Lugosi was rediscovered by a new generation of fans when his prime film work was released to television.]

Dracula’s Daughter (1936)

Directed by Lambert Hillyer.

Starring Gloria Holden, Otto Kruger, Marguerite Churchill, Irving Pichel, Edward Van Sloan, Nan Grey.

“Holden’s performance forms a poetic bookend to Lugosi’s work in the original film. These two masterful performances serve as the alpha and omega of the initial wave of horror’s Golden Age.”

—Mark Clark, Smirk, Sneer and Scream: Great Acting in Horror Cinema.

Enemy Agent (1940)

Directed by Lew Landers. Starring Richard Cromwell, Helen Vinson, Robert Armstrong, Marjorie Reynolds, Jack LaRue.

“Modestly entertaining espionage.”

—Blockbuster Video Guide to Movies & Videos.

Frankenstein (1931)

Directed by James Whale. Starring Colin Clive, Boris Karloff, Mae Clarke, John Boles, Edward Van Sloan, Dwight Frye.

“Frankenstein remains not only the best and most important performance of Karloff’s career, it ranks among the most striking portrayals in cinema history and stands, arguably, as the greatest ever offered in a horror film.”

—Mark Clark, Smirk, Sneer and Scream: Great Acting in Horror Cinema.

Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (1943)

Directed by Roy William Neill. Lon Chaney Jr., Patric Knowles, Ilona Massey, Bela Lugosi, Maria Ouspenskaya, Lionel Atwill.

“Slick, atmospheric, fast-paced fun; Lugosi’s only stint as the [Frankenstein] Monster.”

—Leonard Maltin’s Classic Movie Guide.


[image: Image: On Saturday, December 7, 1957, Shock Theatre began its two-year run with the Chicago television premiere of Frankenstein (1931).]

[image: Image: Boris Karloff’s milestone performance as the Monster in Frankenstein (1931) was the most important role of his career.]

The Frozen Ghost (1945)

Directed by Harold Young. Starring Lon Chaney Jr., Evelyn Ankers, Milburn Stone, Douglass Dumbrille, Martin Kosleck, Elena Verdugo.

“Insufficiently vigorous entry in the Inner Sanctum series.”

—Halliwell’s Film & Video Guide.

The Great Impersonation (1935)

Directed by Alan Crosland. Starring Edmund Lowe, Valerie Hobson, Wera Engels, Murray Kinnell, Spring Byington.

“Fair spy thriller . . . Plenty of complicated intrigue, but not many thrills.”

—Steven H. Scheuer, TV Movie Almanac & Ratings.

Horror Island (1941)

Directed by George Waggner. Starring Dick Foran, Peggy Moran, Leo Carrillo, Fuzzy Knight, Iris Adrian.

“Fast-paced, diverting B-thriller comedy.”

—Leonard Maltin’s Classic Movie Guide.

House of Horrors (1946)

Directed by Jean Yarbrough. Starring Martin Kosleck, Rondo Hatton, Bill Goodwin, Robert Lowery, Virginia Grey.

“Minor horror item enhanced by smooth production values.”

—Blockbuster Video Guide to Movies & Videos.


The Invisible Man (1933)

Directed by James Whale. Starring Claude Rains, Gloria Stuart, William Harrigan, Henry Travers, Una O’Connor.

“Through his intelligent, powerful voice and expressive body language, Claude Rains creates a character who, although faceless, becomes more real (indeed, more visible) than many other star portrayals.”

—Bryan Senn, Golden Horrors.

The Invisible Man Returns (1940)

Directed by Joe May. Starring Vincent Price, Nan Grey, John Sutton, Cecil Kellaway, Alan Napier.

“Almost as good in its own way as the original.”

—Steven H. Scheuer, TV Movie Almanac & Ratings.

The Invisible Ray (1936)

Directed by Lambert Hillyer. Starring Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, Frances Drake, Frank Lawton, Walter Kingsford, Beulah Bondi.

“Interesting yarn, but a notch below other Karloff-Lugosi vehicles.”

—Leonard Maltin’s Movie & Video Guide.

[image: Image: Even though The Invisible Ray (1936) is considered to be one of the lesser Karloff-Lugosi outings, if you’re a fan, it’s still worth checking out.]

The Last Warning (1939)

Directed by Albert S. Rogell. Starring Preston Foster, Frank Jenks, Joyce Compton, Kay Linaker, E.E. Clive, Robert Paige, Albert Dekker.

“A complex, frequently hilarious, and suspenseful novel [Jonathan Latimer’s The Dead Don’t Care] was turned into a tepid, clumsy, run-of-the-mill detective film.”

—wiluxe-2, The Internet Movie Database.

The Mad Doctor of Market Street (1942)

Directed by Joseph H. Lewis. Starring Lionel Atwill, Una Merkel, Claire Dodd, Nat Pendleton, Anne Nagel.

“Dull and misleadingly titled second-feature melodrama.”

—Halliwell’s Film & Video Guide.


The Mad Ghoul (1943)

Directed by James Hogan. Starring David Bruce, Evelyn Ankers, George Zucco, Robert Armstrong, Turhan Bey, Milburn Stone, Rose Hobart.

“Ranks among the most, well, ghoulish of Universal’s horror shows from the 1940s . . . The film isn’t top-flight, but Zucco’s performance is.”

—Mark Clark, Smirk, Sneer and Scream: Great Acting in Horror Cinema.

Man Made Monster (1941)

Directed by George Waggner. Starring Lionel Atwill, Lon Chaney Jr., Anne Nagel, Frank Albertson, Samuel S. Hinds.

“A taut, well-acted, entertaining thriller . . . For Chaney fans, it is not to be missed.”

—Bryan Senn, Lon Chaney, Jr.: Midnight Marquee Actors Series.

The Man Who Cried Wolf (1937)

Directed by Lewis R. Foster. Starring Lewis Stone, Tom Brown, Barbara Reed, Marjorie Main.

“Cheaply filmed; Stone is mainstay of film.”

—Leonard Maltin’s Movie & Video Guide.

The Mummy (1932)

Directed by Karl Freund. Starring Boris Karloff, Zita Johann, David Manners, Arthur Bryon, Edward Van Sloan.

“Classic horror film . . . I believe it’s overrated, but there’s little doubt it’s the best of the crummy mummy subgenre.”

—Danny Peary, Guide for the Film Fanatic.

[image: Image: Boris Karloff looks over a copy of the script in this posed publicity shot for The Mummy (1932).]

The Mummy’s Ghost (1944)

Directed by Reginald LeBorg. Starring Lon Chaney Jr., John Carradine, Ramsay Ames, Robert Lowery, Barton MacLane, George Zucco.

“Least interesting of the series, with nothing new or different to offer.”

—Leonard Maltin’s Classic Movie Guide.

[image: Image: Lon Chaney Jr. (unwrapped) and director Reginald LeBorg on the set of The Mummy’s Ghost (1944).]


The Mummy’s Hand (1940)

Directed by Christy Cabanne. Starring Dick Foran, Wallace Ford, Peggy Moran, Cecil Kellaway, George Zucco, Tom Tyler, Eduardo Cianelli.

“Starts off in comedy vein, but the last half hour is among the most scary in horror film history.”

—Halliwell’s Film & Video Guide.

[image: Image: The Mummy’s Hand (1940) was Channel 5’s Midnight Thrillerama selection for July 4, 1964. (Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)]

The Mummy’s Tomb (1942)

Directed by Harold Young. Starring Lon Chaney Jr., Elyse Knox, John Hubbard, Turhan Bey, Dick Foran, Wallace Ford, George Zucco, Mary Gordon.

“Recycled footage [from The Mummy’s Hand] makes for a rickety horror film.”

—Blockbuster Video Guide to Movies & Videos.

Murders in the Rogue Morgue (1932)

Directed by Robert Florey. Starring Bela Lugosi, Sidney Fox, Leon Waycoff (Leon Ames), Brandon Hurst, Arlene Francis, Noble Johnson, Bert Roach.

“Lugosi is marvelous—marvelously fun to watch, anyway—wonderfully, shamelessly theatrical.”

—Mark Clark, Smirk, Sneer and Scream: Great Acting in Horror Cinema.

The Mystery of Edwin Drood (1935)

Directed by Stuart Walker. Starring Claude Rains, Douglass Montgomery, Heather Angel, David Manners, E.E. Clive.

“Atmospheric thriller . . . A fine, spine-tingling showcase for Rains.”

—Blockbuster Video Guide to Movies & Videos.

The Mystery of Marie Roget (1942)

Directed by Phil Rosen. Starring Maria Montez, Patric Knowles, Maria Ouspenskaya, John Litel, Edward Norris, Nell O’Day, Lloyd Corrigan.

“[Edgar Allan] Poe story provides basis for fairly good murder mystery.”

—Leonard Maltin’s Classic Movie Guide.


Mystery of the White Room (1939)

Directed by Otis Garrett. Starring Bruce Cabot, Helen Mack, Roland Drew, Constance Worth, Thomas E. Jackson.

“This could have been a good film, but the story just leaves good actors to struggle with poor material to work with.”

—Daryl 17, The Internet Movie Database.

Night Key (1937)

Directed by Lloyd Corrigan. Starring Boris Karloff, Jean Rogers, Warren Hull, Hobart Cavanaugh.

“Karloff fans will find the actor too gentle in this unimportant offering.”

—John Stanley, The Creature Features Movie Guide.

Nightmare (1942)

Directed by Tim Whelan. Starring Diana Barrymore, Brian Donlevy, Gavin Muir, Henry Daniell, Hans Conried.

“Occasionally flavorful mystery.”

—Leonard Maltin’s Classic Movie Guide.

Night Monster (1942)

Directed by Ford Beebe. Starring Irene Hervey, Don Porter, Nils Asther, Lionel Atwill, Leif Erickson, Bela Lugosi, Ralph Morgan.

“Nifty grade-B chiller . . . Ideal cast and surprise twists throughout make this good, creepy fun.”

—Blockbuster Video Guide to Movies & Videos.

Pillow of Death (1945)

Directed by Wallace Fox. Starring Lon Chaney Jr., Brenda Joyce, J. Edward Bromberg, Rosalind Ivan.

“Fumbling story in the Inner Sanctum series.”

—Halliwell’s Film & Video Guide.

The Raven (1935)

Directed by Louis Friedlander (Lew Landers). Starring Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, Irene Ware, Lester Matthews, Samuel S. Hinds.

“An exciting, fast-paced horror film which sports a quintessential Lugosi performance.”

—Bryan Senn, Golden Horrors.


Reported Missing (1937)

Directed by Milton Carruth. Starring William Gargan, Jean Rogers, Dick Purcell, Hobart Cavanaugh, Joe Sawyer.

“An entertaining B movie, so long as you don’t look too hard for plot holes or object to pretty basic production values.”

—Arthur M. Fried, The Internet Movie Database.

Sealed Lips (1941)

Directed by George Waggner. Starring William Gargan, June Clyde, John Litel, Anne Nagel, Mary Gordon.

“Routine detective yarn, mild interest.”

—Steven H. Scheuer, TV Movie Almanac & Ratings.

The Secret of the Blue Room (1933)

Directed by Kurt Neumann. Starring Lionel Atwill, Gloria Stuart, Paul Lukas, Edward Arnold, Onslow Stevens, William Janney.

“Pretty standard ‘old dark house’ stuff, but the cast is interesting.”

—John Stanley, The Creature Features Movie Guide.

Secret of the Chateau (1934)

Directed by Richard Thorpe. Starring Claire Dodd, Clark Williams, William Faversham, Ferdinand Gottschalk, Osgood Perkins, Alice White, Jack LaRue, George E. Stone.

“A straightforward (and rather uninteresting) mystery . . . without much suspense or excitement.”

—Bryan Senn, Golden Horrors.

She-Wolf of London (1946)

Directed by Jean Yarbrough. Starring Don Porter, June Lockhart, Sara Haden, Jan Wiley, Lloyd Corrigan.

“Risibly inept semi-horror melodrama with a highly implausible solution.”

—Halliwell’s Film & Video Guide.

Son of Dracula (1943)

Directed by Robert Siodmak. Starring Lon Chaney Jr., Robert Paige, Louise Allbritton, Evelyn Ankers.

“One of Universal’s most atmospheric chillers, with crisp acting, fine effects . . . and an unexpected finale.”

—Leonard Maltin’s Classic Movie Guide.


Son of Frankenstein (1939)

Directed by Rowland V. Lee. Starring Basil Rathbone, Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, Lionel Atwill, Josephine Hutchinson.

“A grand epic of horror filled with memorable performances and quirky, brilliant touches.”

—Bryan Senn, Golden Horrors.

[image: Image: Let ’em eat cake: Boris Karloff, director Rowland V. Lee, Bela Lugosi, and Basil Rathbone celebrate Karloff’s 51st birthday on the set of Son of Frankenstein (1939).]

The Spider Woman Strikes Back (1946)

Directed by Arthur Lubin. Starring Brenda Joyce, Gale Sondergaard, Kirby Grant, Rondo Hatton, Milburn Stone.

“Pitiful waste of fine actress Sondergaard in campy thriller with little relation to earlier Sherlock Holmes feature [The Spider Woman, 1944].”

—Leonard Maltin’s Classic Movie Guide.

The Spy Ring (1938)

Directed by Joseph H. Lewis. Starring William Hall, Jane Wyman, Jane Carlton (Esther Ralston), Robert Warwick, Leon Ames.

“Unexciting film.”

—Steven H. Scheuer, TV Movie Almanac & Ratings.

The Strange Case of Doctor RX (1942)

Directed by William Nigh. Starring Lionel Atwill, Patric Knowles, Anne Gwynne, Mona Barrie, Shemp Howard, Mantan Moreland.

“Inept semi-horror which wastes a good cast.”

—Halliwell’s Film & Video Guide.

Weird Woman (1944)

Directed by Reginald LeBorg. Starring Lon Chaney Jr., Ann Gwynne, Evelyn Ankers, Ralph Morgan, Lois Collier, Elizabeth Russell.

“Way-out entry in the Inner Sanctum series . . . good fun, with Ankers’ nice change-of-pace villainess.”

—Leonard Maltin’s Classic Movie Guide.


Werewolf of London (1935)

Directed by Stuart Walker. Starring Henry Hull, Warner Oland, Valerie Hobson, Lester Matthews, Spring Byington.

“A somewhat stolid but still dependable second-string player on the Universal horror team.”

—Bryan Senn, Golden Horrors.

[image: Image: Shock Theatre presented Werewolf of London (1935) on January 18, 1958. (Courtesy of Bill Haffner.)]

The Witness Vanishes (1939)

Directed by Otis Garrett. Starring Edmund Lowe, Wendy Barrie, Bruce Lester, Forrester Harvey, Walter Kingsford.

“One of Universal’s Crime Club series . . . has a few good moments and a decent premise, but it falls apart halfway through the story.”

—cygnus58, The Internet Movie Database.

The Wolf Man (1941)

Directed by George Waggner. Starring Lon Chaney Jr., Evelyn Ankers, Claude Rains, Maria Ouspenskaya, Ralph Bellamy, Patric Knowles, Warren William, Bela Lugosi.

“[Chaney’s] impassioned portrayal of Larry Talbot, the Wolf Man, richly deserves its place among the pantheon of landmark horror characters.”

—Mark Clark, Smirk, Sneer and Scream: Great Acting in Horror Cinema.

*      *      *      *      *      *


The “Son of Shock” Library

The success of the “Shock!” movie package prompted Screen Gems to release “Son of Shock” in May 1958. Of the 20 titles that constituted this follow-up package, 11 of them were taken from Screen Gems’ own Columbia Pictures library, while the others were Universal titles. The following is a list of the titles that made up this package. (The films that were originally released by Columbia Pictures are noted.)

Before I Hang (Columbia, 1940)

Directed by Nick Grinde. Starring Boris Karloff, Evelyn Keyes, Bruce Bennett, Pedro de Cordoba, Edward Van Sloan.

“Starts strongly and is well acted, but slow-moving second half derails it.”

—Blockbuster Video Guide to Movies & Videos.

Behind the Mask (Columbia, 1932)

Directed by John Francis Dillon. Starring Jack Holt, Constance Cummings, Boris Karloff, Edward Van Sloan.

“Okay thriller, not a horror film despite presence of Karloff and Van Sloan.”

—Leonard Maltin’s Classic Movie Guide.

Black Friday (1940)

Directed by Arthur Lubin. Starring Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, Stanley Ridges, Anne Nagel, Anne Gwynne.

“[Stanley Ridges’s] sober, evocative performance helps make Black Friday one of the more interesting variations on the Jekyll and Hyde theme.”

—Mark Clark, Smirk, Sneer and Scream: Great Acting in Horror Cinema.

The Black Room (Columbia, 1935)

Directed by Roy William Neill. Starring Boris Karloff, Marian Marsh, Robert Allen, Katherine DeMille.

“A joy for Karloff admirers . . . arguably his finest vehicle.”

—Bryan Senn, Golden Horrors.


The Boogie Man Will Get You (Columbia, 1942)

Directed by Lew Landers. Starring Boris Karloff, Peter Lorre, Jeff Donnell, Larry Parks, Slapsy Maxie Rosenbloom.

“Lightweight cash-in on Arsenic and Old Lace . . . No great shakes, but pleasant.”

—Leonard Maltin’s Classic Movie Guide.

Bride of Frankenstein (1935)

Directed by James Whale. Starring Boris Karloff, Colin Clive, Valerie Hobson, Ernest Thesiger, Elsa Lanchester, Una O’Connor.

“Stylized, stunningly imaginative, wickedly funny horror masterpiece.”

—Danny Peary, Guide for the Film Fanatic.

Captive Wild Woman (1943)

Directed by Edward Dmytryk. Starring Acquanetta, John Carradine, Evelyn Ankers, Milburn Stone.

“Mindless but fun.”

—Michael Weldon, The Psychotronic Encyclopedia of Film.

The Devil Commands (Columbia, 1941)

Directed by Edward Dmytryk. Starring Boris Karloff, Amanda Duff, Richard Fiske, Anne Revere.

“By far the best of the quartet of decidedly economical horror films that Boris Karloff made for Columbia in 1939–40 [the other three are Before I Hang, The Man They Could Not Hang, and The Man With Nine Lives].”

—William K. Everson, Classics of the Horror Film.

The Face Behind the Mask (Columbia, 1941)

Directed by Robert Florey.

Starring Peter Lorre, Evelyn Keyes, Don Beddoe, George E. Stone, John Tyrell.

“Swift and action-packed . . . a classic in low-budget filmmaking.”

—Doug McClelland, The Golden Age of “B” Movies.


Ghost of Frankenstein (1942)

Directed by Erle C. Kenton.

Starring Cedric Hardwicke, Lon Chaney Jr., Lionel Atwill, Ralph Bellamy, Bela Lugosi, Evelyn Ankers, Dwight Frye.

“The last good and reasonably serious entry in Universal’s Frankenstein series . . . probably the least appreciated of the entire series.”

—William K. Everson, Classics of the Horror Film.

House of Dracula (1945)

Directed by Erle C. Kenton.

Starring Onslow Stevens, Lon Chaney Jr., John Carradine, Martha O’Driscoll, Jane Adams, Lionel Atwill, Glenn Strange.

“Acting, direction, eerie set design compensate for over-ambitious script, hasty resolution.”

—Leonard Maltin’s Classic Movie Guide.

House of Frankenstein (1944)

Directed by Erle C. Kenton.

Starring Boris Karloff, J. Carrol Naish, Lon Chaney Jr., John Carradine, Elena Verdugo, Anne Gwynne, Lionel Atwill, George Zucco, Glenn Strange.

“It could have been pacier in view of the possibilities, but it has its interest.”

—Halliwell’s Film & Video Guide.

Invisible Man’s Revenge (1944)

Directed by Ford Beebe.

Starring Jon Hall, Alan Curtis, Evelyn Ankers, Leon Errol, John Carradine, Gale Sondergaard, Ian Wolfe.

“More floating objects, but the story and acting are uninspired.”

—John Stanley, The Creature Features Movie Guide.

[image: Image: “Make a wish!”: The cast of House of Frankenstein (1944) celebrates Elena Verdugo’s birthday during a break in filming. Left to right: J. Carrol Naish, Glenn Strange (as the Frankenstein Monster), Elena Verdugo, Lon Chaney Jr., and Boris Karloff. (The cake is inscribed: “Happy Birthday Elena from The Devil’s Brood.” The working title for House of Frankenstein was The Devil’s Brood.)]


Island of Doomed Men (Columbia, 1940)

Directed by Charles Barton. Starring Peter Lorre, Robert Wilcox, Rochelle Hudson, George E. Stone, Don Beddoe.

“Stock characters, stale melodramatics.”

—Leonard Maltin’s Classic Movie Guide.

Jungle Captive (1945)

Directed by Harold Young. Starring Otto Kruger, Amelita Ward, Phil Brown, Vicky Lane, Jerome Cowan, Rondo Hatton.

“Low-grade horror thriller.”

—Steven H. Scheuer, TV Movie Almanac & Ratings.

The Man They Could Not Hang (Columbia, 1939)

Directed by Nick Grinde. Starring Boris Karloff, Lorna Gray, Robert Wilcox, Roger Pryor, Ann Doran.

“Quite entertaining and a solid blueprint for the myriad of ‘Mad Medico’ movies to come.”

—Bryan Senn, Golden Horrors.

The Man Who Lived Twice (Columbia, 1936)

Directed by Harry Lachman. Starring Ralph Bellamy, Marian Marsh, Thurston Hall, Isabel Jewell, Nana Bryant, Ward Bond.

“Daft melodrama, acted with far more intensity than it deserves.”

—Halliwell’s Film & Video Guide.

The Man With Nine Lives (Columbia, 1940)

Directed by Nick Grinde. Starring Boris Karloff, Roger Pryor, Jo Ann Sayers, Stanley Brown.

“Good science-fiction hokum, slightly ahead of its time.”

—Blockbuster Video Guide to Movies & Videos.

The Mummy’s Curse (1945)

Directed by Leslie Goodwins. Starring Lon Chaney Jr., Peter Coe, Virginia Christine, Kay Harding, Martin Kosleck, Dennis Moore.

“Surprisingly eerie and effective, with a good performance by Christine.”

—Leonard Maltin’s Classic Movie Guide.


Night of Terror (Columbia, 1933)

Directed by Ben Stoloff. Starring Sally Blane, Wallace Ford, Tully Marshall, Bela Lugosi, George Meeker.

“More terrible than terrifying . . . Not only does this film make little sense, it also lacks even rudimentary suspense.”

—Arthur Lennig, The Immortal Count: The Life and Films of Bela Lugosi.

[image: Image: This decidedly memorable artwork of Bela Lugosi was used to promote the decidedly unmemorable mystery-thriller Night of Terror (1933). (Courtesy of Leonard J. Kohl.)]
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If you’re looking for monster movies or you want to read about them, here are a few video sources, magazines, and Web sites you might want to consider. The following information was valid as we went to press; some things may have changed since then. If you’re contacting any of these sources via snail mail, don’t forget to include a self-addressed, stamped envelope if you desire a reply.

Movies on DVD

Here’s a cross-section of DVD distributors that offer horror and science-fiction titles.

Alpha Video

This company specializes in affordably priced DVDs. They offer an assortment of horror movies, such as White Zombie (1932), The Devil Bat (1940), House on Haunted Hill (1958), The Head (1959), Atom Age Vampire (1961), Werewolf in a Girl’s Dormitory (1961), and Jessie James Meets Frankenstein’s Daughter (1966). Their catalog also includes science fiction films, comedies, dramas, Westerns, silents, mysteries, and musicals. Alpha’s colorfully designed packaging brings back fond memories of Castle Films in their heyday.

Mailing address: P.O. Box 101, Narberth, PA 19072.

Phone: 800/336-4627.

Web site: www.oldies.com.

A-1 Video & Film Services

A-1 Video has videotapes and DVDs of horror and science fiction films ranging from silent-era classics to ’30s and ’40s movies with such stars as Lugosi and Karloff to the drive-in era ’50s fare. They also have a selection of movies dealing with early cinema, vintage television, rare musical performances, newsreels, railroading, amusement parks, and much more.

Web site: www.A-1video.com.

Casa Negra Entertainment

A division of Panik House Entertainment, Casa Negra offers stunning-quality DVDs of legendary Mexican horror thrillers, with remastered picture and sound from newly restored vault elements. Their releases include Black Pit of Dr. M (1958; Misterios de Ultratumba), The Witch’s Mirror (El espejo de la bruja, 1960), Curse of the Crying Woman (La Maldición de La Llorona, 1961), a double feature

of The Vampire (El Vampiro, 1957) and The Vampire’s Coffin (Ataúd del Vampiro, 1958), and everyone’s favorite Mexican horror movie, the outrageous Brainiac (El Barón del terror, 1962).

Web site: www.casanegrafilms.com. (And if you’re in the market for outré Asian cinema, check out Panik House Entertainment’s Web site: www.panikhouse.com.)

Cheezy Flicks

Cheezy Flicks Entertainment, Inc. boasts that they offer some of the “cheeziest films on the planet,” and their releases include Brute Man (1946), Red Planet Mars (1952), The Neanderthal Man (1953), Robot Monster (1953), The Headless Ghost (1958), and Billy the Kid vs. Dracula (1966). But they also offer decent movies, such as The Vampire (1957), Horrors of the Black Museum (1959), and The Day of the Triffids (1963).

Web site: www.cheezyflicks.com.

Classic Media

A division of Sony Music Entertainment, Classic Media offers a two-disc Godzilla set with the original Gojira (1954) and the English-dubbed version, Godzilla, King of the Monsters (1956). Other releases include English-dubbed/Japanese-language (with English subtitles) editions of Godzilla Raids Again (1955; a.k.a. Godzilla’s Counterattack and Gigantis, the Fire Monster), Godzilla vs. Mothra (1964; a.k.a. Godzilla vs. the Thing), Ghidrah: The Three-Headed Monster (1964), Godzilla vs. Monster Zero (1965; a.k.a. Monster Zero), Godzilla’s Revenge (1969), and Terror of Mechagodzilla (1975; a.k.a. Monsters From an Unknown Planet), as well as an English-dubbed version of Rodan (1957).

Contact: Sony Music Entertainment, Inc., 550 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10022.

Web sites: www.sonywonder.com and www.sony.com.

Columbia Pictures

Columbia offers DVDs of such horror and sci-fi titles as The Devil Commands (1941), The Return of the Vampire (1943), It Came From Beneath the Sea (1955), Earth vs. the Flying Saucers (1956), 20 Million Miles to Earth (1957), The Tingler (1959), 13 Ghosts (1960), Homicidal (1961), and Mr. Sardonicus (1961). They also offer a nice selection of Godzilla movies in their original Japanese-language editions, including Godzilla vs. the Sea Monster (1966; a.k.a. Ebirah, Horror of the Deep), Son of Godzilla (1972), Godzilla vs. Hedora (1971; a.k.a. Godzilla vs. the Smog Monster), Godzilla vs. Gigan (1972; a.k.a. Godzilla on Monster Island), Godzilla vs. Mechagodzilla (1974), Godzilla vs. Megaguirus (2000), Godzilla, Mothra and King Ghidorah: Giant Monsters All-Out

Attack (2001), and Godzilla: Final Wars (2004). We highly recommend Columbia’s DVD edition of Curse of the Demon (1958), which contains both the longer British release (as Night of the Demon) and the edited U.S. version.

Web site: www.SonyPictures.com.

Creepy Classics Video

If you’re having trouble finding an elusive title, then Creepy Classics might be able to help you out.

Mailing address: P.O. Box 23, Ligonier, PA 15658.

Web site: www.creepyclassics.com. Be sure to inquire about the annual Monster Bash convention. (And check out the Monster Bash Web zine at www.horror-wood.com.)

Dark Sky Films

A subsidiary of MPI Home Video, Dark Sky has a mission “to deliver the highest quality in classic horror, grindhouse, oddities and ‘lost’ films to fans of the more eclectic genres of home entertainment.” They offer several horror-movie fan favorites, including The Flesh Eaters (1964), Frankenstein Meets the Space Monster (1965), Werewolves on Wheels (1971), The Beast Must Die (1973), And Now the Screaming Starts! (1974), a Special Edition of Trilogy of Terror (1975), and a Del Tenney double feature, The Horror of Party Beach (1964) and The Curse of the Living Corpse (1964).

Mailing address: 16101 South 108th Avenue, Orland Park, IL 60467.

Phone: 708/460-0555.

Web site: www.darkskyfilms.com.

Digiview Productions

While there are several distributors that specialize in low-priced DVDs, Digiview’s $1 discs frequently turn up at Wal-Mart, dollar stores, and similar retail outlets. Digiview offers a variety of public-domain fare: cartoons, comedies, mysteries, and musicals. Their horror titles, which tend to hit discount store shelves around Halloween, include The Phantom of the Opera (1925), White Zombie (1932), The Ape (1940), Bowery at Midnight (1942), Bela Lugosi Meets a Brooklyn Gorilla (1952), Attack of the Giant Leeches (1959), Little Shop of Horrors (1960), The Brain That Wouldn’t Die (1962), and Carnival of Souls (1962). The quality varies from surprisingly crisp to distressingly murky, but, hey, they’re only a buck apiece.

Mailing address: 100 South Washington Avenue, Dunellen, NJ 08812.

Phone: 732/926-9230.

Web site: www.digiviewus.com.


Image Entertainment

Image’s eclectic selection includes high-quality editions of The Lost World (1925), The Phantom of the Opera (the original 1925 version and the 1929 reissue), Black Sunday (1960), and Devil Doll (1964), plus a Special Edition of Beginning of the End (1957)!

Address: 9333 Oso Avenue, Chatsworth, CA 91311.

Phone: 818/407-9100.

Web site: www.image-entertainment.com.

Kino on Video

Specialists in “world cinema,” Kino offers a superb restoration of Metropolis (1926), along with The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919), The Golem (1920), Nosferatu (1922), The Old Dark House (1932), and She (1935).

Address: 333 West 39th Street, New York, NY 10018.

Phone: 800/562-3330. Fax: 212/714-0871.

Web site: www.kino.com.

Lions Gate Home Entertainment

Lions Gate offers Cult Classics Double Feature DVDs of some of the American International thrillers as part of their Samuel Z. Arkoff Collection series. These combo discs include Earth vs. the Spider (1958)/War of the Colossal Beast (1958), How to Make a Monster (1958)/Blood of Dracula (1957), Day the World Ended (1956)/The She-Creature (1956), and Teenage Caveman (1958)/Viking Women and the Sea Serpent (1957; a.k.a. The Saga of the Viking Women and Their Voyage to the Waters of the Great Sea Serpent). Additional Arkoff twin bills are scheduled for future release.

Mailing address: 2700 Colorado Avenue, Santa Monica, CA 90404.

Web site: www.lionsgatefilms.com.

Media Blasters/Tokyo Shock

Media Blasters’ Tokyo Shock DVD series (“The Live Wire of Asian Cinema”) offers Japanese-language editions of some of Toho’s non-Godzilla science fiction films, including two of the studio’s finest: The Mysterians (1957) and Matango (1963; a.k.a. Attack of the Mushroom People). They have also made the original version of Varan the Unbelievable (1958) available to U.S. fans of kaiju eiga (Japanese monster movies), along with Atragon (1963), Dagora, the Space Monster (1964), and Space Amoeba (1970; a.k.a. Yog: Monster From Space). And there’s more on the way!

Mailing address: 519 Eighth Avenue, 14th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Phone: 212/868-0991, ext. 252.

Web site: www.media-blasters.com.


Sinister Cinema

This was the first distributor to specifically cater to the needs of horror fans, and it’s still a great source for hard-to-find titles in both the DVD and VHS formats. In addition to horror and science fiction movies, the company also offers a wide selection of other genres (including Westerns, exploitation, silents, mystery-suspense, film noir, serials, fantasy, sword and sandal, jungle, and action-adventure).

Mailing address: P.O. Box 4369, Medford, OR 97501.

Phone: 541/773-6860. Fax: 541/779-8650.

Web site: www.sinistercinema.com.

Something Weird Video

Rarely has a company been so aptly named. Their inventory includes some obscure horror and science fiction titles, along with all sorts of exploitation movies. Everything from Starman and Coffin Joe to Bettie Page and Wrestling Women. They offer some of the weirdest, wildest, most bizarre films ever made. And, boy, are they proud of it.

Mailing address: P.O. Box 33664, Seattle, WA 98133.

Phone: 206/361-3759. Fax: 206/364-7526.

Web site: www.somethingweird.com.

Universal Home Video

Many of the classic Universal monster movies are now available on DVD, thanks to Universal’s Franchise Collections of the Frankenstein, Dracula, Wolf Man, Mummy, Invisible Man, and Creature From the Black Lagoon series, plus special collections devoted to Bela Lugosi, Boris Karloff, Lon Chaney Jr., and Hammer Films. Other releases include English-dubbed versions of King Kong vs. Godzilla (1962) and King Kong Escapes (1967). Go online to see what’s currently available.

Web site: www.universalstudios.com.

Warner Home Video

The Warner Brothers library also includes MGM, RKO, and Hammer Films titles, so they have quite a backlog to choose from. Their DVD releases range from some of Hammer’s best productions (The Curse of Frankenstein, Horror of Dracula, The Mummy, Taste the Blood of Dracula, and so on) to nifty double feature discs pairing movies with their remakes—such as the 1931 and 1941 versions of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and the twin bill of House of Wax (1953) and Mystery of the Wax Museum (1933). They also offer impressive box sets, including the Val Lewton Horror Collection (Cat People, I Walked With a

Zombie, The Body Snatcher, The 7th Victim, and so on) and the King Kong Collection (King Kong, Son of Kong, Mighty Joe Young).

Mailing address: 4000 Warner Boulevard, Burbank, CA 91522.

Web site: www.warnervideo.com.

Magazines

Several magazines, including Cult Movies, Psychotronic Video, Filmfax, Video Watchdog, Movie Club, Scarlet Street, and Fangoria, deal with the horror and sci-fi genres as part of their wider coverage of cult and fantastic cinema. The following publications deal almost exclusively with older genre movies.

G-Fan Magazine

This is the ideal publication for those of you who can’t get enough of those giant monsters from Japan (Godzilla and all the rest). It’s from Daikaiju Enterprises (DKE). Daikaiju (pronounced DIE-ky-ju) is the Japanese word for “giant monster.”

Web site: www.g-fan.com.

HorrorShow

HorrorShow (“What Screams Are Made Of”) is a high-quality, full-color magazine with a full spectrum of horror coverage, including horror retrospectives, film analyses, special FX, garage kits, vinyl toys, books, comics, and more.

Mailing address: 3248 South Big Bend Boulevard, St. Louis, MO 63143.

Web site: www.horrorshowmagazine.com.

Little Shoppe of Horrors

Richard Klemensen’s long-running Little Shoppe of Horrors (“The Journal of Classic British Horror Films”) has been referred to by Cult Movies as “The most fantastic magazine being published.” It’s hard to argue with that effusive claim. Klemensen’s publication has been devoted to coverage of Britain’s Hammer Films, with lots of superlative interviews and essays. Every issue is a treat for horror movie fans.

Contact: Richard Klemensen, 3213 48th Place, Des Moines, IA 50310.

E-mail: Klemdia@msn.com.

Web site: www.littleshoppeofhorrors.com.


Midnight Marquee

This landmark magazine began as Gore Creatures and then changed its name to Midnight Marquee. Each issue is packed with entertaining articles and interviews dealing with a wide variety of horror films. Also check out the Midnight Marquee/Luminary Press line of movie books—lots of great stuff to add to your library. (After you’ve purchased this book, that is.)

Contact: Midnight Marquee Press, 9721 Britinay Lane, Baltimore, MD 21234.

E-mail: MMarquee@aol.com.

Web site: www.midmar.com.

Monsterscene

They proudly proclaimed their magazine was “everything you loved in monster mags as a kid, but written for grown-ups!” We can’t think of a better description. Although it’s no longer being published regularly, back issues are definitely worth tracking down. Every one is a gem.

Address: Gogo Entertainment Group, Inc., 1321 Crain Street, Park Ridge, IL 60068.

Web site: www.monsterscene.net.

Monsters From the Vault

Consistently well-researched articles distinguish this always-interesting magazine.

Address: Monsters From the Vault, P.O. Box 981, Abingdon, MD 21009.

Web site: www.monstersfromthevault.com.

Scary Monsters

This magazine (published quarterly) is the closest in spirit to the old Famous Monsters of Filmland. (In fact, they call themselves “The Only ‘Real’ Monster Magazine.”) It’s a nice mix of scholarly essays and fan remembrances.

Address: Dennis Druktenis Publishing & Mail Order, Inc.,
348 Jocelyn Place, Highwood, IL 60040.

Web site: www.scarymonstersmag.com.


Internet

There are various Web sites devoted to the subject of horror hosts. Here are a few of them.

Creature Features

www.wgncreaturefeatures.tvheaven.com

This site is devoted to Creature Features (1970–76), WGN’s popular horror-movie showcase. If you were a fan, you’ll find a lot of great memories here.

DVD Drive-In

www.dvddrive-in.com

A great site for news of current and upcoming DVD releases. Also has reviews and “NY TV Monster Movie Memories” articles.

The Ghoul

www.theghoul.com

Although his Chicago stint was short lived, the Ghoul has been around for nearly four decades.

HorrorFind.Com

www.horrorfind.com, www.horrorseek.com

“The horror and Halloween search engine.” Their Web site says it best: “The Directory and Search Engine Dead-icated to Horror, Halloween, Supernatural and Spooky Subjects.”

The Horror of the Svengoolies

www.horrorseek.com/horror/svengoolie/index.html

This site claims that they’re “your best source for Svengoolie and Son of Svengoolie!”

Svengoolie

Contact Svengoolie at: svenonu@aol.com; or via snail mail: c/o WCIU-TV, 26 North Halsted Street, Chicago, IL 60661.


The Svengoolie Web

A fan-based, fan-operated Web site approved by Rich Koz. Online “for no good reason since July 2000.” If you’re a Svengoolie fan, you definitely need to check it out.

Site has been discontinued...check out www.wciu.com for lots of Svengoolie content.

The Video Veteran

www.chicagotelevision.com

If you want to know more about the history of Chicago television, then you definitely need to check out this terrific Web site by Steve “The Video Veteran” Jajkowski.

Stores

These Chicago-area stores offer an assortment of monster movie-related collectibles:

Horrorbles

6731 West Roosevelt Road
Berwyn, IL 60402
708/484-7370

www.horrorbles.com

Horrorbles in Berwyn (Berwyn!) has a variety of T-shirts, masks, toys, figures, model kits, posters, movies, magazines, and even rubber chickens. What more could you want?

Monster Island Toys

3407 South Halsted Street
Chicago, IL 60608
773/247-5733

Godzilla@monsterislandtoys.com

www.monsterislandtoys.com

This toy store is stocked with hundreds of Japanese imports, with a particular focus on Godzilla and his brethren (including Gamera and Ultraman). There’s also a selection of American-made figures too (such as Star Wars, Chucky, Aliens, Spawn, and more).
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‘This Denish poster for
Reptilicus (1962) makes the
film seem more elaborate
than it actually is.
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Poor, helpless earthlings are no
mateh for an alien invader wearing
a gorilla suit and a diving helmet
in Robot Monster (1953)
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The horror classic Dracula (1931)
made its Chicago television debut
on Shock Theatre.
(Coustesy of Kerry Bennett.)
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Marvin with his female assistant,
Dear (Joy Bennet). She never
spoke or revealed her face until
the very last instaliment
of Shock Theatre.

(Coustesy of Kerry Bennett.)
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A scale model of the Elasmosaur
from The Land Unknouwn (1957).
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Cinematographer
Eftis Caster and director Virgil
Vogel pose with Jack Kevan's creations
for The Mole People (1956).
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Makeup astist Jack
Pierce transforms Boris Kasloff into the
title character of The Mummy (1932). Pierce's
brilliant makeup creations were also seen in
Frankenstein, Bride of Frankenstein, Werewolf
of London, The Mummy's Tomb, House of
Frankenstein, and many other hosror films.
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for first-time viewers

watching it on commercial television

(and with all the lights in the house

on). Night of the Living Dead (1968)
was a jolting experience.
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Kathleen Burke, &
young staslet from
Chicago, shows
Paramount contract
star Hesbert Marshall a
telegram she received
from her hometown,
congratulating her for
‘being selected to play
the Panther Woman
in Island of Lost
‘Souls. (Marshall
does not appear in
the film.)
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Chasles Laughton is

surrounded by the misbegotten man-

beasts he ereated in Island of Lost
‘Souls (1933),
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The Prize Movie's “See-Thru Week”
(June 13-19, 1970) created problems for
Channel 7 after it was learned they no longer
had the broadeast rights to the Invisible Man
movies, even though 16mm prints were still
in the station's film library.
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Willis O'Brien’s Styracosaurus and Triceratops
‘models used for The Lost World (1923).
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The initial
sesponse to Tone
was mixed, but at
least she and
Channel 7 main-
tained a good
sense of humor
about it.
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Dorothy Provine,
Lou Costello, and a talking
computer named Max in the comedy-fantasy
The 50-Foot Bride of Candy Rock (1939).
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House of Wax (1933) was intense
fare for morning viewers acous-
tomed to musicals and melodsamas.
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Tone Rolnick. the host of Prize Movie, was one of the
stass of Suburban Roulette (1967). perhaps the tamest
exploitation film ever made. Today it could be

broadeast uncut on any commercial TV station.
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Between movie segments,
Channel 7's Prize Movie With
Tone offered viewers cash prizes
for correetly identifying songs.
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Bela Lugosi plays a
suthless zombie-master
(is there any other kind?)
in White Zombie (1932).
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Allison Hayes,
the stas of Attack
of the 50 Ft.
Woman (1958).
was also one of
the living dead
in Zombies of
‘Mora Tau
(1957).
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“Put Action, Terror, Fantasy on Your Screenl”

—ad copy from a Castle Films catal
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Teenagers From Outer
Space (1939): a great title
wasted on a tersible film.
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Terror Is a Man (1939):
S0 tersifying that a wamning bell has
been installed for your safety.
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Them: (1934)
was the best of several big bug
‘movies of the 1030s and an outstanding
film by any standards.
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In The Walking Dead (1936),
Masguerite Chuschill and Edmund
Gwenn can't help noticing that Boris
Karloff has become, for the moment,
one of the sitting dead.
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A Mexican lobby card for Santo contra las
Mujeres Vampiros (1962), which was.
shown on U.S. television as Samson vs.
the Vampire Women. This was just one of
‘many films stasring I Santo, Mexico's
legendary masked wrestler.
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Master monster-suit ereator

Paul Bleisdell designed and

played the title monster in
‘The She-Creature (1936).
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Although Tarantula (1933) is an
above-average big bug movie, this is yet another
example of a poster that contains more thrills

than are to be found in the film itself.
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Preparing a scene for The Curse
of Frankenstein (1957):
Christopher Lee is strapped to
the operating table: cameraman
Len Harris fhas his hand on Lee's
forehead while Jack Asher checks
the lighting: and Peter Cushing
gets a touch-up on his makeup
‘while Robert Urquhart waits
patiently.
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Day the World Ended (1956):
Remember, it could come true!
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Candace Hilligoss and
Sidney Berger in the cult classic
Carmival of Souls (1962).
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Actress-astist Millicent Patrick adds
some touches to the Creature suit
from Creature From the Black
Lagoon (1934). Although the suit was
designed by a team of artists, Patrick
‘was the one who created its look.
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Terry Bennett in character as Marvin,

st TV horror movie
of Kerry Bennett.)
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Sammy Petrillo (left) amuses
Chasfita and Duke Mitchell with his
uncanny impersonation of Jerry Lewis
in Bela Lugosi Meets a Brooklyn
Gorilla (1932).
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John Cassadine considered

Billy the Kid vs. Dracula (1966) to be the

nadir of his sereen carer. Who are we to
argue with him?
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An advestisement hyping the 1952
seissue of two great Val Lewton
thsillers, The Body Snatcher (1945)
and I Walked With a Zombie (1943).
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Beastie boy Huntz Hall gives
Leo Gorcey a throat massage in
The Bowery Boys Meet the
Monsters (1934).





OEBPS/images/pg161.png
Planet of the shapes: Dolores
Reed, Gloria Victor, Robert Ball,
and Frankie Ray take up plenty
of space in Inoasion of the Star
Creatures (1962).
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Outside
Chicago’s Ambassador East

Hotel, House of Wax star Phyllis itk
proves she has no superstitions by

standing under a ladder while holding
a black cat and an open umbrella.
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House on Haunted Hill (1938)
offers creepy fun courtesy of
shockmeister William Castle.
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‘This advertisement for Shock Theatre publi-
cizes Marvin just as much as the featured
movie, The Secret of the Blue Room (1933)—
which is @ mystery. not a horror film.
(Coustesy of Kerry Bennett.)
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The Incredible Shrinking Man (1957)

is an intelligent science fiction story

that may have been too cerebral for
younger viewers.
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Flying brain-creatures provide
gory thills in Fiend Without
a Face (1938).
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‘The Four Skulls of Jonathan
Drake (1939): Jonathan may
have four skulls, but this
voodoo tale rates only two.
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‘The Frankenstein legend takes
a severe beating in
Frankenstein's Daughter (1939).
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The men in the gray monster
suit: Haruo Nakejima was the
‘man inside the Godzilla
costume in 12 movies from
1054 to 1072, Nakejima also
plaged other Japanese
‘monsters, including Mothra
in caterpiller form). Rodan,
Mogera (the robot in The
Mysterians), King Kong (in
King Kong Escapes). and
Varan the Unbelievable.
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PETA approves: Bela Lugosi handles
his “pets” with tender loving care
in The Devil Bat (1941).





OEBPS/images/pg72a.png
Despite its sensational-sounding title,
SheWolf of London (1946) was a mystery
picture—and a mild one at that.
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Bela Lugosi in his signature role
as Dracula, in the 1931 movie

by that name.
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Wolf Man

THE HAIRY HARBINGER OF HORROR

CREATURE FEATURES

The Wolf Man (1941) made one of several
appeasances on Creature Features on
October 9, 1071.
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Weap with Drac: Dracula (1931) and
The Mammy's Ghost (1944) were
presented on February 20, 1971.
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Creature Features showeased
Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (1943)
and The Mummy's Hand (1940) on
October 17, 1970.
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Lon Chaney and Polly Moran in a
‘publicity shot for the long-lost
London After Midnight (1927). Chaney’s
image as a vampire from this film was
used to promote WGN-TV's Creature
Features throughout its run.
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On Saturday, September
19, 1070, the first
installment of Creature
Features presented a
double bill of Dracula
(1931) and SheWolf of
London (1946).
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Channel © double billed
Frankenstein (1931) and
Bride of Frankenstein (1933)
for Valentine's Day. 1970.
The favorable response from
viewers prompted the station
to come up with Creature
Features.
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‘This Creature Features twin bill of
Frankenstein (1931) and Son of Dracula
(1943) was broadeast on Fridey evening
(October 29, 1071) instead of the usual
Saturday night time slot. As a result, it

went head-to-head with Channel 32's
Sereaming Yellow Theater double-featuze
presentation of The Wasp Woman (1960)
and How to Make a Monster (1938). Yet

another example of the tough choices
TV viewers had to make in those
pre-home video days.
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Prior to Creature Features, Channel 9
featused some of the classic monster

films on When Movies Were Movies.
The Mummy (1932) was broadeast on
Monday, March 9, 1970.
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~CREATURE:
WALKS AMONG Us

Castle’s abridgment of
The Creature Walks Among Us
expertly wove together key
scenes from the source film.
(From the collection of Ted
Okuda,)
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In 1969 Bishop was hired by
Channel 32 to host the movie
showease Dialing For Dollars.
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Americom also issued
& three-minute edi-

tion of Horvor of
Dracula, sans record.

(From the collection
of Ted Okuda,)
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Dusing the height of Beatlemania, Jerry G.
Bishop (then known as Jerry G.) got a chance to
cover the Fab Four’s 1963-66 American tour.
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The vinyl record that came with Americom’s

abridgment of The Curse of Frankenstein. The
collector was instructed to cue the film to a
specific frame when threading the projector and
then play the record. This attempt to
synchronize picture and sound was & noble
concept, but one that was doomed to failure.
(From the collection of Ted Okuda.)
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A station-issued publicity photo of Svengoolie.
Cusiously, ads for Sereaming Yellow Theater that
san in the television guides seldom made any
seference to him. Allegedly, the program took its
name from a then-popular snack food called
“Sereaming Yellow Zonkers."
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The Birth of Frankenstein: The.

12-minute digests from Americom

Smm came with soft vinyl records
of the sound track.

(From the collection of Ron Miller.)
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“Fangs” a lot: Jerry G. Bishop as Svengoolie
on Sereaming Yellow Theater.
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Two seal lizards thrash it out in
Battle of the Giants, an excespt
from One Million 5.c. (1940).
(From the collection of Scott
MacGillivray.)
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“If you're just tuning in, far out . .
you missed the whole show!”

—jerry G. Bishop as Svengoolie
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kits in which Marvin dismembered Dear.

(Coustesy of Kerry Bennett.)
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‘The Mask of Dijjon (1946), stasring Erich von
Stroheim, was a title that implied horrific
content, though it was actually a melodrama.
It turned up on Monster Rally nevertheless.
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Castle’s best-selling fine of Abbott and
Costello digests included Abbott and
Costello Meet Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.
(From the collection of Ted Okuda.)
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‘The Maze (1933) was one of the titles broadcast on
‘Monster Rally—minus, of cousse, the original 3-D
effects. The film's “amazing climax” involved a
humen-sized frog! Let M. Night Shyamalan top that.
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A page from & 1973 Columbia Pictures
‘Smm home movie catalog detailing.
& few of their “shock” digests.
(From the collection of Ted Okuda.)





OEBPS/images/pg85.png
In Invasion of the Body
Snatchers (1956). one
of the finest science
fiction films ever
made, Dana Wyater,
King Donovan,
Casolyn Jones, and
Kevin MeCasthy are
threatened by
alien pods.
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A page from a 1073 Castle Films
catalog showeasing their abridgments
of horror and science fiction movies.
(From the collection of Scott
MacGillivray.)
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A minor lost world” yarn,
Unknown Island (1948) dida’t have
the budget to mateh its ambition
but deserves credit for dasing to
dream big. The dinosauss in this
film are represented by seale
‘models and stuntmen in suits.
(Originally photographed in the
Cinecolor process: TV prints were
in black-and-white.)
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Channel 44’s library of horror and
science fiction movies included
Voodoo Man (1944), one of Bela
Lugosi's lowbudget thrillers for

Monogsam Pictures, a money-
conscious independent film studio.
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The Deadly Manti
00 Tons of Horror” condensed

to 12 minutes of film. (From the
collection of David Maska.)
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‘The aliens-from the-moon-inhabiting-
corpses tale Invisible Invaders (1939)
was broadeast on October 24, 1971, and
the folks at WFLD-TV spared no expense
in putting together this dazzling ad for
the occasion. Seriously, this so-called
axtwork reeks of the station's apparent
indifference towasd this kind of fare.
(Coutesy of Robert Andrews.)
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The Science Fiction Theater
attraction for October 9, 1071, was
‘Evil Brain From Outer Space (1938).
& Japanese-produced Starman
adventure. The generic illustration
used for this advertisement is not
selevant to the actual film.
(Courtesy of Robert Andrews.)
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Lance Fuller and Masla English
in Voodoo Woman (1937), one of the
films showeased on Channel 32's
short tived Spooky Movie.
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|

Cast of thousands!

| Starring:

| ALBERT DEKKER
BRIAN DONLEVY
DIANE FINDLAY

+ SEE.. The Mystery of
{he Flying Saucers Solved

Inspired by the successful
Godzilla series, the Gamera,
movies featured a giant
fire-breathing turtle that
battled an assortment of
equally bizasse creatures.
Gamera (1963), the initial
entry, was released in the
United States as Gammera the
Invineible, with an extra m
added to his name.
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‘The big bug movie
Earth vs. the Spider
(1938)—which actually
featused an optically
enlarged tarantula—
was advertised simply
&s The Spider for a
November 22, 1970,
‘broadeast of Science
Fiction Cinema,
advertised here as
Soience Fiction
Theater. Now. is
everyone
thoroughly
confused?
Good.
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Science Fiction Cinema, the Sunday afternoon
twin of Seience Fiction Theater, showcased
low-budget "30s fare such as Roger Corman's
It Conguered the World (1936),





OEBPS/images/pg78.png
Channel 32s Science Fiction Theater
presented Terror From the Year 5,000
(originally released in the year 1938)
on Saturday, December 12, 1970.
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While the Wolf Man (Lon Chaney Jx.)
and the Frankenstein Monster (Bela
Lugosi) settle their differences, Tlona
Massey is distracted by something off
in the distance in this publicity shot
for Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man
(1943).
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“Malke a wisht": The cast of House of
Frankenstein (1944) celebrates Elena
Verdugo's birthday dusing a break in
filming. Left to right: J. Carrol Naish,

Glenn Strange (as the Frankenstein
Monster), Elena Verdugo, Lon Chaney Jr.
and Boris Kerloff. (The calke is inscribet
“Happy Bisthday Elena from The Devil's
Brood.” The working title for House of

Frankenstein was The Devil's Brood.)
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‘Shoek Theatre presented Werewolf of
London (1933) on Jenuary 18, 1038,
(Coustesy of Bill Haffner.)
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Let "em eat cake: Boris
Kasloff, director Rowland V. Lee,
Bela Lugosi, and Basil Rathbone

celebrate Kearloff's S1st birthday on the

set of Son of Frankenstein (1939).
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The Mammy's Hand (1940) was
Channel 3's Midnight Thrillerama.
selection for July 4, 1964
(Coustesy of Robert Andrews)
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Lon Chaney Jr. (unwrapped)
and director Reginald LeBorg on the
set of The Mummy's Ghost (1944).
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Boris Kasloff
looks over &
copy of the

seript in
this posed
publicity
shot for
The Mummy
(1992)
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' From Shock Theatre to Suengoolw
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Even though The Invisible Ray

(1936) is considered to be one of the lesser

Kasloff-Lugosi outings, if you're a fan, it's
still worth checking out.
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A candid behind-the-scenes
shot of Terry and Joy Bennett.
Who would have ever guessed
that such a nice, normal-look-
ing couple was responsible for
S0 much ghoulish mayhem?
(Coustesy of Kerry Bennett.)






OEBPS/images/pg99.png
The real Jerry G. Bishop.
(Courtesy of Jerry G. Bishop.)
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Bois
Kasloff's
milestone
performance
as the
Monster in
Frankenstein
(1931) was the
most important
sole of his
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Svengoolie’s coffin (he's hiding
‘behind that lid).
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Saturday.
December
7. 1057,
Shock
Theatre
began its
two-year run
with the
Chicago
television
premiere of
Frankenstein

(ss1).
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Jay North (of Dennis the Menace fame) was just
one of several guest coffin openers.
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(Top Left) On Saturday, April 28, 1973, Jerry G. Bishop appeared as Svengoolie at Northern Ilinois
University in Dekalb, where he hosted a special film screening for the University Center Board.
Forum Committee. Here Sven clowns for the camera by the University Center's prominently
identified waiting room. (Top Right) Sven poses with Macia Opal, the MC of the event.

(Al photos on this page coustesy of Marcia Opal)

A Jesry G. Bishop/Svengootic autogeaph,
complete with a picce of Svea's mustache.

' dooy,
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Shortly after his death
in 1956, Bela Lugosi was
sediscovered by & new
generation of fans when
his prime film work was
released to television.





OEBPS/images/pg196.png
In The Black Cat (1934), Bela
Lugosi lives in mortal fear of
the title feline.
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Zelda, a wig-adorned skeleton
head. listens as Svengoolie
strums his guitar
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Svengoolie uses a hangmen's
noose to illustrate the letter O
on "Svengoolie Street.”
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32

Sereaming Yellow Theater
presented a double featuse of
Daughter of Dr. Jekyll (1957)
and Honeymoon of Horror
(1965) on Friday. October 13,
1071. (Notice thee's no
‘mention of Svengoolie.
What did we tell you?)
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Hey Indyyyyyy!: Mastin and Lewis
are silent comedians in the Ken
Films digest of Seared Stiff.
(From the collection of
Ted Okuda,)
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‘The Wasp Woman (1960)
and How to Make a
Monster (1938) were the
not-quite-yet-Halloween
treats for October 29,
1971.
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This digest edition of Rodan the
Fiying Monster was one of Ken
Films' most popular releases.
(From the collection of
Ted Okuda,)
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‘The “Gruesome
Twosome Dotible

Feature" for July 30,
1971, was I'Was a

Teenage Frankenstein
(1937) and The
‘Screaming Skull (1938).
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Macabre antics like these made
Shook Theatre a hit with TV viewers,
who tuned in to watch the program

segardless of what movie was being shown.

(Coustesy of Kerry Bennett.)
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An Smm abridgment of Spooks (1933,
3D Three Stooges short. was
available to collectors in a “flat”
version as well as a special three-
dimensional edition (with color-filter
viewers supplied). Aficionados will
notice that the picture on this carton
is from an entirely different Stooge
shost, The Ghost Talks (1949).
(From the collection of David Maska.)






OEBPS/images/pg91b.png
It was one thing to promote a Lugosi movie
using a shot from a different Lugosi film.
However, using a shot of Boris Karloff from
Frankenstein (1931) to advertise a low-budget
atrocity like Frankenstein’s Daughter (1939)—
which Kasloff doesn't even appear in—was the
height of deception. This epic aired on
December 11, 1970, leaving impressionable
young viewers permanently disillusioned.
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Every Smm monster movie fan
had a copy of Castle's
Frankenstein Meets the Wolf
Man in their collection.
(From the collection of
Ted Okuda,)
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Soreaming Yellow Theater broadcast The
Diaboical Dr. Z (1966), an English-dubbed
‘Spanish French thiller, on October 23, 1070.
(Well. you can't show Bride of Frankenstein
every week, can you?)
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Regrettably. Castle’s
abridgment of Dracula did not
include any footage from the souce
film's superb opening reel. (From the

collection of Ted Okuda)
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Channel 32 used a shot of Bela
Lugosi from Dracula (1931) to
‘promote every Lugosi movie
they ran on Sereaming Yellow
‘Theater. Spooks Run Wild
(1941). a horror spoof peiring

Lugosi with the East Side Kids,

aited on October 16, 1970.

BELA LUGOSI
IN SPOOKS
RUN WILD
SCREAMING
YELLOW
THEATER
10:30 PM FRI.
WFLD TV32
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‘maintain her composure while posing
‘with Huntz Hall and Leo Goreey in this publicity
photo for Ghasts on the Loose (1943). the first
‘movie showeased on Sereaming Yellowing
Theater (September 18, 1970).
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VAN OR MONSTER?
A THRILL A MINUTE

Tie
NEANDERTHAL
MAN

ROBERT SHAYNE
DORIS MERRICK

\

A

1V Frst Run
10:15 ¢ . SUNDAY

Movie 5, the forerunner of
Thrillerama, broadeast The
Neanderthal Man (1933) on
November 27, 1960.
(Coustesy of Robert
Andrews.)

I
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Ray Rayner, a local TV
favorite who appeared as
Ofiver 0. Ofiver on Bozo's
Circus and as Sgt. Henry
Pettibone on The Dick
Tracy Show, hosted his
own movie showcase,
which was  summer
seplacement for
Family Classics.
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An advertisement for a
double-featuse reissue of
‘Son of Frankenstein
(1939) and Bride of
Frankenstein (1933).





OEBPS/images/pg08a.png
‘The Kasloff Lugosi chiller
‘The Black Cat (1934) was
reissued by Realart
Pictuses in 1933 as
The Vanishing Body.
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‘The Chicago television debut of Hold That Ghost (1941)
on August 2, 1959, was considered a big enough event
to rate a fll-page advertisement in that week's TV
Guide. (The photos of Abbott and Costello used for
this ad are taken from one of the team's later efforts,

Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein)





OEBPS/images/cover.png
! Ted|Okuda and Mark  Yurkiw/j





OEBPS/images/pg09a.png
195 RELEASE

ikinas
i
T

|magame e

Channel 7's ad for
Female Jungle played up
the fact that the film had
been in theaters five
years previously when it
aired on October 6, 1961,
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Alfred Hitcheock feeds peanuts to the pigeons in
Washington's Lafayette Square while promoting The
‘Birds (1963). Hitchcock's suspense classic Psycho was
considered so disturbing that it had to be rescheduled
& couple of times before being
broadcast in Chicago.
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This TV Week movie
listing from Monday. September
17, 1962, is & perfect illustration

of how eritical perception has
changed over the years. The Guilt
of Janct Ames (1947), a well-done

‘melodsama, is awarded “Dey’s

Best Movie” status, while Citizen
Kane (1941)—considered by the
mejority of film eritics to be the

finest motion picture ever made—

only receives & “Good" rating.
Better luck next time, Orson.
(Coustesy of Robert Andrews)
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“Good Pictures Like Good Books Never Grow OldI”

—The motto of Fim Classics,a reissue distribution company
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Taste of Chicago:
Photographically enlarged grasshoppers
chomp their way through the Windy City
in Beginning of the End. Note the Field
Museum in the background.
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the End was the only giant-
‘monster movie of the era to
be set in Chicago.
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MONSTERS INVADE CHICAGO!

TVERST RN

“BEGINNING OF THE END' .,
PEGGIE CASTLE « PETER GRAVES
10:157.Mm. SATURDAY a

On Saturday. April 20, 1961, Beginning of
the End (1857) was the first film to air on
WNBG-TV's Thrillerama.
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Godzilla, King of the Monsters (1936)
‘made its Chicago television premiere on Movie 5, the
Sunday evening forerunner of Thrillerama, on October 18, 1939.
(Coustesy of Robert Andrews.)
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“The greatest array of science fiction-suspense
feature films ever shown on televisionl”

—Channel 5 ad copy for Thrilerama
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Terry and Joy Bennett spend an
evening out on the town.
(Coustesy of Kerry Bennett.)
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After Jobblewocky Place ended in 1961, Terry
Bennett created. produced, and starred in WBKB-
TV's The Wacky World of Mr. B (1962-63).
(Coustesy of Robert Andrews.)
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Terry Bennett's Shock Theatre
ig came to an end on
October 17, 1939,
(Coustesy of Kerry Bennett.)
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Joy and Terry Bennett observe Shock
Theatre's one-year anniversary in 1938,
(Joy valiantly covers her face to keep
Dear's mystique intact.)
(Coustesy of Kerry Bennett.)
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Even at the tender age of two,
Mask Yuskiw was conducting
research for this book. Here,
Mask and his sister Kathy are
enthralled by the wonders of

television.
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Psycho (1960) finally
made its Chicago televi-
sion debut on Saturday,
December 2. 1067.
(Coustesy of Robert
Andrews.)
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Ted Okuda (left). & young fan
of monster movies, enjoys a
‘bowl of nutritious Tee Vee
‘Time Popeorn while watching
Godzilla, King of the Monsters.
His brother Scott has not yet
fcquired a taste for TV horror
shows or snack food.
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Television/Horror/ Media History/Chicage

During my generally misspent youth, | devoted an inordinate amount of
time watching the most preposterous movies ever made. I use the word
preposterous advisedly, because that's the precise term to describe
films involving giant scorpions, teenage werewolves, little green
Martians, big alien brains, fire-breathing space turtles, 50-foot women,
puppet people, humongous leeches, Killer shrews, and grasshoppers as
big as the Shedd Aquarium. Not that | have any regrets.

—coauthor Ted Okuda
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The Dead Beats
gather around
framed portseit of
their fearless leader.
(Coustesy of Kerry
Bennett,)






OEBPS/images/pg24.png
Masvin conducts the
Dead Beats in one of
their sinister selections,
“Music For Musder.”
(Coustesy of Kerry
Bennett.)
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Masvin's Dead Beats provided the music for
‘Shock Theatre's “Shocktail Pasty.” The group
consisted of gifted staff musicians who loved to

play “sip-roaring jazz.” Pictured, left to right:
Russ Crandall (harp). Lenny Druss (flute). Sam
Porfirio (accordion), Patrick Ferreri (guitar),
Harold Siegel (bass). and Clay Campbell (drums).
(Coustesy of Kerry Bennett.)





OEBPS/images/pg229.png





OEBPS/images/pg223.png





OEBPS/images/pg22.png
Masvin confers with his cohorts, the

hunchibacked Orville (Ronny Born) and

the lumbering Shorty (Bruce Newton).
(Coustesy of Kerry Bennett.)
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‘This decidedly memorable
artwork of Bela Lugosi was used
to promote the decidedly
unmemorable mystery-thriller
Night of Terror (1933)
(Coustesy of Leonasd J. KohL.)
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Terry Bennett and Red Flannels were
the stars of the innovative children's
‘program Jobblewocky Place (1938-61),
which initially aired weekday mornings
from 10 to 10:35 .. Joy Bennett also
appeared on the show. as Pamela Puppet.
(Coustesy of Robert Andrews.)





OEBPS/images/pg45b.png
Cult favorite Barbara Steele starred
as a revengeful witch in Mario
Bava's chilling Black Sunday
(1960).
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Special-effects genius Paul Blaisdell
designed, constructed, and wore many
of the monster suits seen in American
International productions of the "30s.

Blaisdell reconfigured the suit from The
She-Creature (1996) for his appearance

in The Ghost of Dragstrip Hollow (1939).
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IWas a Teenage Frankenstein (1937) and
‘Blood of Dracula (1937), two Big Show
favorites, were released theatrically in
Great Britain as Teenage Frankenstein

and Blood Is My Heritage.
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Before Bonanza and Highway to Heaven,
Michael Landon had the title role in

IWas a Teenage Werewolf (1957).
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The Big Show also showcased Bowery Boys
comedies such as Master Minds (1949),
one of the team's horror movie spoofs.





OEBPS/images/pg43a.png
An “Incredibly Fantastic!” 1038 twin bill of Attack of the
Puppet People and War of the Colossal Beast (the sequel to The Amazing
Colossal Man), both produced and disceted by Bet I. Gordon. These and other
American International releases were shown regulasly on The Big Show.
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Invasion of the Saticer
Men (1957) was the sci-fi
thsiller du jour for
February 9, 1966,
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How to Make a Monster (1938), which borrowed the
title menaces from I Was a Teenage Werewolf (1037)
and I Was a Teenage Frankenstein (1957). was The
Big Shours attraction for January 26, 1966
(Coustesy of Robert Andrews.)
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The Big Show presented Varan the Unbelicoable (1962). the
Americanized version of the Japanese production Daikaijit
Baran (Giant Monster Baran, 1938), on November 18, 1965.
The original Japanese version is vastly superior to its
English-dubbed counterpast. (Courtesy of Robert Andsews.)
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A Svengoolie promotional
card for fans.
(Coustesy of Rich Koz and WCIU.)
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The Three Stooges—Larry Fine,
Moe Howard, and Shemp Howard
(Rich Koz's favorite Stoogel—encounter a
famitias looking character (Curly Howard)
in Hold That Lion (1947). Curly had been &
‘member of the trio until he was felled by &
stroke in 1946, Shemp (Curly and Moe's
older brother) had been part of the act
years carlier and wound up taking over
Curly's position as “third Stooge.”
Although he made a brief appearance
in this film, Curly never recovered fully
enough to rejoin the team.






OEBPS/images/pg133.png
On Saturday, October 7, 2008,
‘Svengoolie once again began pre-
senting monster movies from the

Universal library, stasting with the
‘horror spoof Abbott and Costello

Meet Dr. Jelcyll and Mr. Hyde
(1933). In this behind-the-scenes

‘publicity photo from the film, Bud
Abbott meets two stuntmen dou-

bing for Boris Karloff as Ms. Hyde.

(Courtesy of Bob Furmanek.)
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Channel 26's incarnation of Svengootie—
complete with rubber chickens—has outlasted
Koz's six-year run on Chanel 32.
(Coustesy of Rich Koz and WCIU.)
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Svengoolie with his favorite
‘numskull, Tombstone.
(Coustesy of Rich Koz

and WCrTU)
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It came from Berwyn:

‘The clever artwork on the latest Svengoolie

T-shist parodies '30s monster movie posters.

(Svengoolie artwork coustesy of Jeff Hinkle
and the crew at WCIU)
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“I never thought in a million years that this inferest
in my husband Terry would continue fo this day.
I only wish he were here to know it.”

—Joy Bennett
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Svengoolie’s new look: modified
makeup and a turtleneck,
(Coustesy of Rich Koz and WCIU.)
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Appearing sans Svengoolie makeup,
Rich hosted The Koz Zone (1989—93).
which carried on the grand tradition
of local childsen’s programming.
(Courtesy of Rich Koz.)
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Back from the TV graveyard: The
“Son of Svengoolie” returns as just
plain of’ Svengoolie on Channel 26,
Saturday. January 7, 1993,
(Coustesy of Rich Koz and WCIU.)
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‘Time Limit (1957) and House of Frankenstein
(1944) eired on December 3, 1964. Even

though the cast of House of Frankenstein

included Boris Karloff. Lon Chaney Jr., John
Casradine, Lionel Atwill, end Geosge Zuceo,
Glenn Strange (who played the Frankenstein
Monster) was the only one who got singled

out in the advertisement.
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In the fall of 1964, Channel 3 brought
back Movie 5, which showeased melo-
dramas and action films and, to appease
horror fans, kept Midnight Thrillerama.
The prison drama The Last Mile (1959)
preceded Son of Frankenstein (1939) on
November 21, 1064.
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MAN'S FIRST FANTASTIC FLIGHT TO
VENUS, THE FEMALE PLANET! =

Science fiction films of the "30s featured tales

of female-dominated planets, such as Gueen of

Outer Space (1938), which sired on Thrillerama
on August 10, 1963,
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The Monster That Challenged the
World (1937) and The Indestructible
Man (1936) were the twin bill for
August 1, 1964,
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In May 1964, Channel 3 began back-to-back
presentations of Thrillerama and Midnight
Thrillerama. Caltiki, the Immortal Monster
(1960) and The Beast of Hollow Mountain
(1936) were paired on June 20, 1964,
(Coustesy of Robert Andrews.)
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Thrillerama presented The Giant
Behemoth (1939)—a redundant
title if ever there was one—
on July 13, 1963.

HEN THE WORLD WAS ORN, THE BEAST WAS MADE!

The
BIGGEST
Thing
Since
Creation!

THE

BEHEMOTH
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HMI'\NG NEC NEWS NIGHT REPORT AND THE NEATHER

Rodan (1937; a.k.a. Rodan the Flying Monster)
made monster movie addicts count their
blessings on June 22, 1963,
(Coustesy of Robert Andrews.)
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Caltiki, the Immortal Monster
(1960) kicked off the third
summer season of

Thrilterama, on May 18, 1963,
(Coustesy of Bill Haffner.)
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Cast members of Edward D. Wood Js.'s infamous
Plan 9 From Outer Space (1939), left to sight:
borror movie hostess Vampira (Maila Nurmi),
Swedish wrestler Tor Johnson (in grave), chiro-
practor-hypnotist Thomas R. Mason (filling in for
the late Bela Lugosi). and self-proclaimed psychic
Criswell, Frequently cited as “The Worst Film of
All Time,” Plan  is actually more entertaining
than many “superior” genre movies.
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My kind of town:
Big grasshoppers invade the city of
big shoulders in Beginning of the End.
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“HORROR STALKS THE LOOP!"
On Wednesday, June 19, 1037, Beginning of the End
opened at the downtown Roosevelt Theater on a
douible bill with The Unearthly. Peter Graves and
Peggie Castle, the stars of Beginning of the End.
made personal appearances that day. autographing
‘photos in the theater lobby.
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Peggie Castle, in town to
promote Beginning of the End.,
is greeted by local TV
personality Ernie Simon
(weasing the light-colored
jacket) and bearded.
gentlemen from the Mendotta,
Hiinois, Centennial.
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A 1957 advertisement for two

entertaining low-budget thillers,

Attack of the Crab Monsters and

Not of This Earth, both directed
by Roger Corman.
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Attack of the 50 Ft. Woman (1938):

‘The film's meager budget couldn't

‘possibly capture the glorious may-
hem depicted on this classic
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Terry Bennett, star of the genial Jobbletwooky
Place and the maniacal Shock Theatre.
(Coustesy of Kerry Bennett.)
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Special-effects master Ray Harryhausen
(seen here holding a dinosaur model used
i The Animal World) was responsible for
‘memorable stop-motion enimation
sequences in numerous films, including
The Beast From 20,000 Fathoms (1933),
It Came From Beneath the Sea (1935),
Earth us. the Fiying Saucers (1936),
20 Million Miles to Earth (1957).
‘The 7th Voyage of Sinbad (1958). and
Jason and the Argonauts (1963).
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Rich Koz, au naturel,
s0 to speak.






OEBPS/images/pg135.png





OEBPS/images/pg138.png
Alligator wrestling: Beverly Gasland is
in the clutches of one of the alligator
people in the 1959 film by that title.
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A mysterious doctor (Werner Krauss)
feeds his hungry somnambulist
(Consad Veidt) in The Cabinet of
Dr. Caligari (1919).
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A Brontosaurus (now called
Apatosaurus) runs loose in the strects
of London in The Lost World (1923).
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Patsy Ruth Miller and Lon Chaney in The

Hunehback of Notre Dame (1923). which

featured another memorable performance
(and makeup creation) by Chaney.
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A disguised Forrest Stanley menaces
Laura LaPlante in The Cat and the
Canary (1927). the granddaddy of all
“old dark house” mysteries.
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‘This Castle Films abridgment of Abbott and
Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948) was released
in 1939, to the delight of 8mm home movie
collectors. (From the collection of Ted Okuda.)
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‘The Chicago Daily TV News featured The Toy
That Grew Up as their cover story for the week of
August ©-16, 1969, The cover design by Al
Heinke depicted (clockwise from bottom left)
silent-screen comedians Hasry Langdon, Oliver
Hardy, Stan Lausel, and Charlie Chaplin.
(Coustesy of Robert Andrews.)
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Frealcy Film of the Week.
Channel 7's short-tived
Saturday night showease,
ran a few monster movies,
including Horror of
Dracula (1958), which
sired on May 8, 1971.
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Silents Please was a syndicated series that
showeased abridgments of feature-length
silent films, while Channel 11's The Toy
‘That Grew Up always tried to broadeast

the most complete versions aveilable.
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The Earty Show
presented the Chicago
television premiere of

The Brain (1962; a remake
of Donovan’s Brain) on
Saturday, May 8, 1971
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In 1982 The Ghoul was back on
Cleveland's Channel 61.
(Coustesy of Joseph Francik.)
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A futusistic society is depicted
in Fritz Lang's remarkable
Metropolis (1926).
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In 1997 Cleveland's Channel 53
made The Ghoul past of their
Friday night lineup.
(Coustesy of Joseph Francik.)
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Mex Schreck stars in
Nasferatu (1922). one of the scariest vampire
movies ever made.
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Big Mike, a member of the Ghoul Crew, and
the Ghoul at Cleveland's Cinema Wasteland
convention in 2004. By the 1090s the little

subber toy that Ron Sweed used as Frogey on
his show was o longer being menufactured,

50 he resorted to using a person in a costume

to play Big Frogey. For a while, Big Mike
played Big Froggy. Eddie Willie (not pictured).
another crew member, also filled in.
(Coustesy of Joseph Francik.)
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As its title indicated,

Channel s Family
Classics showeased

the station's library of

family-friendly movie
fase. Tobor the Great
(1934) was broadeast
on December 11, 1964.
(Coustesy of Robert
Andrews)
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Ron Sweed as the Ghoul, the

unannounced seplacement for

Jesry G. Bishop's Svengoolie.
(Coustesy of Mark Neel)
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‘The wild-and-woolly antics of Ernie
Anderson's Ghoulardi made a great
impact on Ron Sweed.
(Coustesy of Mark Neel)
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Froggy—the Ghoul's favorite victim.
(Coustesy of Joseph Francik)
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By the early '70s,
the presentation of
science fiction movies
was no longer limited
to Wednesdays. War of
the Worlds (1933)
sired on The Early
Show on Saturday.
February 20, 1971.
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The Early Show also showeased several

Abbott and Costello comedies. including

horror spoofs such as Abbott and Costello
Meet the Mummy (1953).
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Willis O'Brien—the special-effects pioneer respon-
sible for The Lost World (1020). King Kong (193).
‘Son of Kong (1933). and Black Scorpion (1937)—
poses with the miniature models from Mighty Joc
Young (1949: coanimated by Ray Harryhausen).
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A behind-the-scenes model
for Black Scorpion (1937).
‘The scorpion models used
for the actual film were
more detailed.
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Dismissed as a substandard "50s
effort, The Giant Claw (1957) is one
of the all-time great guilty pleasures.
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An unsung horror classic, The
Werewolf (1956) put  new spin on
the old Iycanthropy legend.
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SON OF SVENGOOLIE'S HALLOWEEN SPECIAL
*% " The Son of Frankenstein ~

Staring Borls Karoft, - . s
Beia Liogost andl Basl Tonight at 7:30

Rathbone in this
terrifying movie classic!

- 31, 1980, presented
f Frankenstein (1939) in a two-and-a-half-hous time slot.
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Channel 2's publicity department didn't exactly knock
themselves out for this advertisement announcing the
‘broadeast of Revenge of Frankenstein (1958) on
Wednesday. May 27, 1064.
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Ken Utsui played
Starman in Attack From Space (1938),
one of the feature films culled from Supah Jianto
(Supergiant). a Japanese television serial.
(Coustesy of Alpha Video.)
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The Invasion Is Upon Us!

This week is
MONSTER WEEK
on The Big Show

Every day at 3:30

Shortly before its cancellation, The Big Show
presented “Monster Week,” April 8-12, 1965,
For the record. the lineup was: Monday. Monster
From a Prehistoric Planet (1967; a.k.a. Gappa);
Tuesday, It Conquered the World (1936);
Wednesday, Reptilicus (1962); Thursday.
Frankenstein Meets the Space Monster (1965);
and Friday. Valley of the Dragons (1961)
(Coustesy of Robert Andrews.)
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The Beast From
20,000 Fathoms (1953)
was The Early Show
featuse for Thursday,
February 23, 1971.
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Fred Astaire, eat yous heast out
The Son of Svengoolie is
‘Puttin’ on the Boot.”
Trivia note: Portions of the
Svengoolie set are from the
same set used for
‘Shock Theatre, Chicago's first
horror-movie showease.
(Coustesy of Scott and Jan
MacGillivray.)
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Rich Koz played the ultimate high
sehool nerd in "It Came From the
Audio-Visual Department!”
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A special 3-D broadeast of
Revenge of the Creature (1953)
aited on Thussday. July 29, 1082.
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The Son of Svengootie made his TV debut
on Saturday, June 16, 1079—although the
‘program was advertised as Creature Feature
and there was no mention of his name.
Channel 32 had two installments of the
hosror-movie showease Creature Feature
on Saturday evenings, one at 8 p.m. and
another at 10:30 p.m.; Koz became the
host of the 8 p.m. program. The station
also offered another showease called
Monstrous Movie. Jim Baston served as
the announcer; there was no on-air host.
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The Son of Svengoolie with his talented musical
director, Doug Graves (Doug Schasf).
(Courtesy of Rich Koz.)
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SATURDAY
1:00-4:30 PM

Swrh “BIEL

Channel 7's Chuck Bill
hosted Serial Theater, &
three-and-a-half hous
showease devoted to
movie serials, during the
summer of 1038,
(Courtesy of Robert
Andrews)
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Before the classic monster movies of the '30s and
'40s were made available to TV markets, local
stations had to make do with an assortment of
low-budget horror thrillers made by “Poverty
Row" studios like Monogram Pictures and Producers Releasing
Corporation. In this scene from The Mad Monster (1942). PRC's bargain-base-

ment version of The Wolf Man, Glenn Strange (who would later play the Frankenstein
Monster) claims a young victim. The Mad Monster aired on Channel 9's Friday night
‘movie showease (11 p.x) on November 3, 1950.
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“Over the years, I've heard from many fans who tell me, 1 grew
up watching your show, and now I'm watching i with my kids.”

stight, on someone’s life by making them laugh.”
—Rich Koz






