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  This book is intended as a tribute to one unheralded staple of television, the horror-movie host. He is generally pictured as the guy who introduces grade-Z flicks on your local independent TV station late at night. Often he performs these duties while dressed as some sort of zany ghoul or mad-scientist character. And in some ways he is an anachronistic hangover from the days when local TV programming was more common.


  Movie-hosting, once popular on television, seems to have derived from the days of radio. Back then, it was common for a host to in¬troduce dramatic plays, particularly if it was a story of the macabre or supernatural. Shows like The Inner Sanctum used this approach. And early television anthology series borrowed this technique. The Twilight Zone and Alfred Hitchcock Presents are two famous examples of hosted television shows.


  So it does not seem unusual that when theatrical movies were first shown on television, they too were hosted. A local host was thought to increase the ratings, which is exactly what happened during the Shock Theater fad of the late fifties. The Shock package was the first time a large percentage of pre-1948 Universal films were released to television. Screen Gems, which held the syndication rights, hoped to lure large numbers of viewers. They did so by emphasizing Universal's major product, horror movies, and hyping them shamelessly. Part of the campaign was to encourage the local stations showing the films to add their own macabre hosts. Most stations did, and the results were astounding. The horror hosts became stars. Their popularity may have waxed and waned, but they remain.


  But before we visit these horrible hosts of horror, I must describe my inclusion criteria and define some terms. I should also state that I have included only shows broadcast from the continental United States from 1950 through 1989. Most shows were aired on a regular weekly basis. None were major network shows, and with the exception of two, each host began as a local personality. Some later moved on to syndication or cable TV, or sometimes both. The two exceptions began as hosts on cable stations.


  Most important, all the hosts included started as primarily movie hosts. That is, they hosted feature-length motion pictures, not hour-long made-for-TV features. The Freddy Krueger character of the Nightmare on Elm Street TV series is not a horror host. His syndicated show, Freddy's Nightmares, is, like The Twilight Zone, an anthology series. I do not consider hosts of anthology programs horror hosts.


  But what do I consider "horror"? I realize that to many purists the major requirement of the horror category is that it deals with encounters of the supernatural. While this may be true in literature, I don't feel it is completely useful in film genres. For if we use such a narrow definition, we would have to eliminate the mad-killer and plot-to-drive-someone-insane films from the horror genre. And this, I think, would be a mistake. To me, horror films are macabre excursions into fear and terror. Our fear of the supernatural is, after all, mostly our fear of death. But many of our old symbols of such things are no longer frightening. The reality of Charles Manson is scarier than any ghost could ever be. Perhaps psycho-killer films are part of our new fear mythology.


  Another problem in defining the horror film is distinguishing it from the science fiction film. While this may at first sound absurd, it makes more sense when we consider a film like Frankenstein. In spite of all the elements of Gothic horror, the occult plays little part in the plot. The doctor creates his monster scientifically (no matter how implausible), not using supernatural forces. Of course, true science fiction is imaginative speculation based on real science.


  Since there are so many hybrids between the two genres, I have considered science fiction and horror one large genre. And a horror host show must consistently show films of this type. I have not included any Charlie Chan Theater or Tarzan Theater programs, even though these films may sometimes contain horror or sci-fi elements. Often the TV Guide will use the generic term thriller to describe horror—sci-fi hybrids and nonsupernatural horror films. But I find this term too vague.


  So the following are what I consider to be acceptable subgenres of horror—sci-fi: psycho-killers, scare-someone-to-death/drive-them-insane, Grand Guignol (as in the French theater, which specialized in melodramatic bloodletting), attacking critters, psychological terror, and monsters from another world. I do not consider straight mystery, suspense, private-detective, spy, or jungle movies part of the horror—sci-fi genre.


  The main reason for most horror-host shows to deviate from "pure horror" is budget. Often stations refuse to buy more expensive film packages. And with today's preference for color, some of the better-quality black-and-white films get left behind for poorer-quality color movies. Another consideration is lack of product. Since most horror hosts appear weekly, with few or no reruns, the demand for movies is great. Rather than continuously repeating the same movies year after year (which does happen sometimes), many hosts seek va-riety. This may mean padding out the schedule with a few quasi-horror films (like sword-and-sandal). Or the host may be forced to show the "dogs," leftovers from other film packages, especially if the show is in a marginal time slot.


  The traditional horror-host time slot is on Friday or Saturday night at 11:30. An increasingly popular alternative is Saturday after-noon. During the 1970s, NBC's Saturday Night Live debut put a dent in many horror-host shows by appearing late at night. This either competed with the horror shows or pushed them back until 1:00 A.M. Now there is a similar problem on Friday nights, due to the prolifera¬tion of late-night talk shows and video shows. All of this could explain the popularity of Saturday afternoons.


  As for the horror hosts themselves, most portray vampires or mad-scientist characters. And they generally occupy some sort of vault or tomb. This was the norm established in the Shock Theater days and hasn't changed too much. What has changed is the number of hosts. When Shock debuted, it was carried on 52 stations, most adding their own host. Now there are fewer than half that many on the air. The original Shock wave was fading by the early 1960s, but since then there have been several new waves of lesser intensity. Some areas even became horror-host meccas, producing continuous and simul- taneous hosts. Other areas may have only had one host, who came and went.


  All in all, it is difficult to estimate the total number of horror hosts from 1950 to the present. Many are so transient. But I would guess that there have been close to 200. I have covered about 70. I have at¬tempted to include a representative sample. Some were chosen on the basis of their popularity, others for their uniqueness. I have made an attempt to contact as many as possible personally. Some were inter¬viewed by phone, others by mail. My emphasis has been more on the horror-host character than the person. I have also tried to cover the careers of those who have gone on to success in other fields of enter-tainment. For this reason I have included a Filmography-Discography.


  I should also mention that the book is organized chronologically. This enables one to see how horror-host trends develop and the effects the hosts have on others. It also seemed the most simple and logical approach to the topic.


  1


  Television Terror Begins with Vampira


  



  The year is 1954. It is nearly midnight. A striking woman in a torn black dress slinks down a misty, cobwebbed corridor. Candelabras line the walls. She stops. Suddenly she shrieks hysterically into the camera.


  Her next sounds are the solemn words "Good evening. I am Vampira." So began the first late-night horror host. Known only as Vampira, she later appeared in films, the most famous (or infamous) the cult favorite Plan 9 from Outer Space. It is from this film that most fans know her today, for although she has no lines as the Ghoul Woman, Vampira makes quite an impression in her wasp-waisted black tattered dress.


  Her real name is Maila Nurmi, and she was born December 11, 1921, in Petsamo, Finland. She came to the United States with her father when she was very young. At one time she appeared in a Mike Todd stage show called, oddly enough, Spook Scandals. It was there that director Howard Hawks found her. He had planned to make her the new Lauren Bacall because of her resemblance to the original. When this did not come about, Maila found work as a dancer. She was at one time married to screenwriter-actor-director Dean Riesner.


  The idea for Vampira began at a costume ball she attended with her husband, Riesner. Producer Hunt Stromberg, Jr., saw her there and was quite taken by her appearance in the now familiar tight black dress with its shredded sleeves and low-cut V neckline. Add to that the bloody scratches on her breast and her amazing measurements, 38-17-36, and one can easily understand the considerable visual im¬pact she must have made. Stromberg knew immediately that she was just the person to lure viewers to KABC TV's late-Saturday-night horror movies.
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  Vampira was TV's first horror hostess on KABC in Los Angeles from spring 1954 until fall 1955.
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  Vampira as the Ghoul Woman in cult favorite Plan 9 from Outer Space (DCA, 1958). Glenn Bray (P. 0. Box 923308, Sylmar, CA 91392) sells postcards of her, drawn by artist Drew Friedman, which outsell those of her New York counterpart, Zacherley.


  



  Besides the trademark black dress, Vampira, actually a natural blonde, sported long black hair and half-inch fingernails, painted "hemorrhage red" of course. She was also known to smoke from a foot-long cigarette holder. Her show emphasized the macabre, evident from the set, which featured plenty of cobwebs, mist, candelabras, and a Victorian sofa ornamented by skulls. Her coffee table was constructed from a tombstone, and there was also a bar lined with bottles that undoubtedly contained poison, or at least a reasonable facsimile thereof.


  She often greeted her viewers by intoning, "I hope you were lucky enough to have had a horrible week." Vampira activities included creating a foamy cocktail that "will absolutely kill you" and presenting a hospital plan for would-be suicides, the "Yellow Cross." Her favorite pastime, however, seemed to be searching for her pet spider, Rollo. She would take a lighted candle and wander about looking for him, but somehow she was rarely able to find the pesky little critter.
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  Maila Nurmi as TV horror hostess Vampira, getting a helping hand on her show.


  



  The films she showed were such spooky oddities as White Zombie (1932) and Fog Island (1945). The former starred Bela Lugosi and has the dubious honor of being the first movie made about zombies. It was also Lugosi's first film after the highly successful Dracula (1931) and contains what many critics feel is his finest portrayal, as Legrende, the creator of zombie slaves in Haiti. Fog Island stars George Zucco and Lionel Atwill, a tantalizing combination, in a murky tale about treasure hidden on an island. Also on the island is the mandatory spooky mansion filled with weird characters, secret rooms, and skeletons. Vampira would end her show each night by saying, "Bad dreams, darling" and then retreat back down her mist-filled corridor, sometimes laughing madly and running her fingers through her hair.


  But Vampira's ghoulish activities were by no means confined to late-night TV showings of moldy old horror flicks. Sometimes you could find her making public appearances in the middle of the day. In broad daylight, no less. It's easy to imagine what an odd sight she must have been riding around town in an old Packard, complete with chauffeur supplied by the station. On these occasions she would carry a large black umbrella with a wooden handle, which she would put up on sunny days and "hope for gloom." When asked for autographs, her reply was, "I give epitaphs, not autographs." She didn't mind the stares of bystanders when she was on such outings as long as they knew who she was. She also liked to scream at stoplights. It was these sorts of theatrics that made her popular enough to be a guest star on many TV shows, such as Liberace's, on which she danced with the popular pianist. Both Life and Newsweek featured stories about her during the peak of her fame. She was also named Most Outstanding Female Personality for 1954 by the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences.


  Another aspect of her fame was the fact that she was a regular at the beatnik hangout Googie's Restaurant. One of the more famous of the Googie's regulars was a young actor named James Dean. The exact relationship between Maila and Dean is uncertain. At the time, the gossip magazines touted them as a "couple," something Dean denied. In fact, he seemed to downplay the relationship by telling gossip columnist Hedda Hopper, "I don't go out with witches, and I dig dating cartoons even less." Maila maintains that they were simply close friends who both enjoyed a macabre sense of humor and were never romantically involved.


  In 1956 Maila took another step in her career; she appeared in a movie. But this was not just any movie. This was the infamous Plan 9 from Outer Space, the cult film that has made her known today to many who were not even born when she reigned as the glamor ghoul of TV. Ironically, Maila has stated in recent interviews that she agreed to appear in the movie only because she needed the money. She considered the whole production quite amateur.


  Originally Plan 9 was to have been called Grave Robbers from Outer Space, a title that describes the plot more accurately, if one can call it a plot. It was produced for DCA by J. Edward Reynolds. The director was the delightfully inept Edward D. Wood, Jr., notorious transvestite and friend of Bela Lugosi.


  Considering many of the difficulties in the production of Plan 9, it is doubtful that Maila imagined at that time that the film would later rise to cult status and that she would rise with it. The first problem was the death of the film's star, Bela Lugosi. The only footage of him looks more like a home movie. It features the aged Dracula-caped actor walking around the outside of his house. The rest of the movie is built around this, with an unconvincing double standing in for Lugosi. The plot concerns aliens who resurrect the dead as a device to take over the earth. Vampira, as she is billed, plays Lugosi's deceased wife, who has been brought back from the dead by the invading aliens, zombie-style. As such she has no lines, a decision she claims to have made after reading the inept dialogue. Instead, she silently stalks the cemetery with arms outstretched and looking, well, dead. Her fellow graveyard stompers include Lugosi's double, holding a cape over his face in a ludicrous attempt to pass as Lugosi, and the huge ex-wrestler and Wood regular Tor Johnson. Plan 9 from Outer Space was not released until two years later, in 1958, and then deceptively billed as Lugosi's last "starring" role.


  After this, Vampira appeared in three low-budget productions for producer Alfred Zugsmith. These were made between 1958 and 1960: The Big Operator, a gangster film starring Mickey Rooney; The Beat Generation, a thriller concerning police attempts to catch a rapist; and Sex Kittens Go to College, retitled Beauty and the Robot for TV. The first two also shared many of the other cast members, such as Ray Danton, Jackie Coogan, and Mamie Van Doren, whose measurements surely rivaled Nurmi's. The third film was the follow-up to the notorious High School Confidential and its sequel, College Confidential. Like its predecessors, Sex Kittens Go to College stars Mamie Van Doren, this time as a stripper who is picked by a computer to head a university science department. Obviously, it was a fantasy film. Vampira was eleventh-billed, as Etta Toodie.
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  Lovely Maila Nurmi (second from left) attends a movie premiere with (from left) Carol Borland, horror host Jeepers Keeper (Fred Stuthman), and Elsa Lanchester (courtesy of Jim Knusch).


  



  Vampira is also said to have appeared in another Ed Wood spectacular, Night of the Ghouls (1959), sometimes known as Revenge of the Dead. Those other Plan 9 favorites, Criswell and Tor Johnson, are included in this tale of a phony medium who pretends to contact the dead relatives of his unsuspecting clients. However the real dead are accidentally revived, only to seek revenge on the phony medium. Vampira was thought to be the black ghost. However, when the unreleased movie became available on video, it was discovered that she does not appear in the film.


  Her final film was a fantasy outing, The Magic Sword. It was produced and directed by Bert I. Gordon, the "Mr. BIG" who gave us The Amazing Colossal Man a few years earlier. Maila appeared as a grotesque hag and is unrecognizable except for her talonlike fingernails, which are somewhat Vampiraesque. She does, however, appear briefly without the hag makeup near the beginning of the film. In this cameo Maila is a warning apparition seen by the leading lady as she peers into a lake. The stars are Anne Helm and Gary Lockwood. Basil Rathbone is the evil magician who kidnaps the heroine, and the other evils include Richard Kiel and Angelo Rositto, as a giant and a dwarf, respectively. This 1962 adventure is considered one of Gordon's best; it includes special effects like dragons and miniature people and has an offbeat flair.


  



  [image: ]



  Maila Nurmi unrecognizable as the hideous hag in Bert I. Gordon's The Magic Sword (1962). This was her last feature-film appearance.


  



  In the early sixties Nurmi largely dropped out of sight. Since then, she has often been described as hermitlike. She blames this disappearance on the large number of crank calls and bizarre gifts given to her by admirers. It seems a large number of strange people believed that Maila Nurmi really was Vampira. Having been disturbed earlier by the death of close friend James Dean, the constant association with death became too much. The tabloids had made much of the morbid Vampira image after Dean's death, referring to her as his Black Madonna. One magazine, Whisper, implied that Nurmi may have put a curse on the young star. And all of this lurid publicity may have cost Maila her TV job, for she was fired shortly after Dean's death, in October 1955.
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  Carolyn Jones (center) as Morticia Addams, along with the cast of ABC's Addams Family show, which debuted in 1964. Vampira's look was based on the same Charles Addams cartoon character but was much sexier.


  



  According to Richard Lamparski's Whatever Became of…? series, Maila is now divorced and living in East Hollywood. She believes that she has been the victim of a blacklist in the TV industry because of a disagreement she had with the ABC network over the copyrights to the Vampira character. Although she did win the rights to Vampira, Ms. Nurmi feels she lost many guest appearances due to the dispute.


  In the early eighties Vampira was rediscovered. This was due in large part to the cult status that Plan 9 had among bad-movie aficionados. When authors Harry and Micheal Medved named Plan 9 the worst movie of all time in their book The Golden Turkey Awards, the film made a comeback on the revival circuit. Audiences who hadn't even been born when Vampira had her show in the fifties had the pleasure of discovering her for the first time.


  In April 1981 Maila Nurmi came out of retirement just long enough to appear in a short film called Bungalow Invader. The film, a horror spoof, played on weekends at a Hollywood comedy theater known as John's Place. Maila appears dressed as Vampira. She agreed to participate in the venture because of a friendship with the club's owner, John Deaven. She also felt that since his initials were the same as James Dean's, it was a good omen. Maila then returned to running her Hollywood antique store, Vampira's Attic; it would be six years before her next major appearance. Then, on Halloween of 1987, on the Fox TV network's Late Show, Vampira returned to television. She appeared chicly dressed in a black ensemble with a white jacket. Pinned to her shoulder was Rollo the spider. She also sported a black hat with attached scarf, fifties-style sunglasses, and four-inch black fingernails. As Ms. Nurmi removed her sunglasses, she revealed her pale blue eyes and her still lovely bone structure. While on the show Maila referred to current horror hostess Elvira as "Judy Canova with cobwebs." She also said that she had been contacted by TV station KHJ back in 1981 about plans to revive her show. She claims to have worked with them for three and a half months on set and wardrobe design. She indicated that she was interested in a lawsuit. Nearly a year later, Nurmi filed a $10-million suit against Cassandra Peterson, who portrays Elvira.


  Maila Nurmi also demonstrated her famous Vampira scream. After the shriek she cooed, "A scream relaxes me so." Yes, TV's original glamor ghoul was back. Bad dreams, darling!


  2


  Shock! or Horror Is Universal


  



  In 1957 something happened that was to have a major impact on the future of the TV horror host. This event was the release to TV of more than 600 of Universal Studio's pre-1948 films, films made when Universal specialized in the horror genre. In fact, although it wasn't the only studio making horror pictures at the time, Universal was generally acknowledged as employing the most skilled creators of fantasy and horror in Hollywood during the Golden Age. Today, many of these films are still considered to be classics of the genre. And it was these films that were packaged for TV in 1957 as Shock! Soon every major TV market had its own local host introducing vintage horror movies late at night under titles like "Shock Theater." A TV tradition was born.


  But before taking a closer look at Shock! I'd like to digress a bit about the history of the horror film in Hollywood. This makes it easier to examine some of the movies in the original Shock! package and to see the fluctuating popularity of horror and science fiction in film. I also think this will show not only how film affected TV (by the popularity of horror movies on TV) but also how TV affected the movies (by rekindling an interest in horror).


  The history of Hollywood films is often divided into "cycles" or waves of popularity, dependent on the number of genre films produced in any period. The first horror cycle began in 1931 with the release of two important films by Universal: Dracula and Frankenstein. Not only were they both instant sensations, but they also launched the careers of two of the genre's biggest stars—Bela Lugosi and Boris Karloff. The two films had other things in common. Both were based on literary classics that had been filmed before; Dracula as Nosferatu (1922), and Frankenstein under the same name in 1910, by Edison. Nosferatu, an uncredited silent German version of Bram Stoker's famous vampire tale, is still considered to be a masterpiece. The earlier version of Frankenstein, once thought completely lost, was recently rediscovered.
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  Bela Lugosi (left), in his star-making role as Count Dracula, bids welcome to his guest, Renfield (Dwight Frye). (Universal, 1931)


  



  The two Universal films, particularly Frankenstein, seem to have a Germanic look, no doubt because many of Universal's filmmakers at that time were European. And while the success of these two films led to a flourishing of horror-film production at all the major studios, it was the influence of German expressionism that set Universal apart. Their films were among the most stylish of the period.


  Looking more closely at these two monster hits, we see that they set the standards for the period. Dracula, for example, established the rules for vampire films to come, and Bela Lugosi became thought of as the quintessential Count Dracula. His deep Hungarian-accented voice fit the part so perfectly (and it helped that he actually came from an area near Transylvania) that it has become identified as the generic vampire voice. Curiously enough, in spite of how closely he was identified with the role of Dracula, he repeated it only once, in the spoof Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948). He played only two other vampires, in Mark of the Vampire (1935) and Return of the Vampire (1943). However, the character in Mark turns out not to be a vampire but an actor portraying a vampire.


  As for Dracula, it remains a classic in spite of the fact that it has not aged well. After a rousing start the film begins to bog down in the middle as it becomes talky and static, too much like the stage play it once was. Overlooking these faults, there still are many wonderfully atmospheric scenes and some favorite lines, such as "I am Dracula. I bid you welcome."


  Frankenstein also set standards for the genre, standards that were rarely exceeded, except perhaps for the brilliant sequel The Bride of Frankenstein (1935), also directed by James Whale and once again starring Karloff as the monster. The first film is sort of the ultimate mad-scientist-creates-monster movie because that is really the essence of the plot. But it is really much more than that, combining beauty and horror in an ageless manner, one that continues to fascinate us today as much as it did in the past. Karloff made the monster a real character, one that drew sympathy from the audience rather than being just a big lumbering lug, as the monster was later portrayed. And because of his great success in the part, Boris Karloff became Universal's new major horror star as he proved himself a more versatile actor than Lugosi, as well as the possessor of a magnificent voice.


  Universal soon put their two hot new stars into more horror pictures. They also continued to add new stars and new monsters to their roster. For example, there was Karloff as The Mummy (1932), and Claude Rains became The Invisible Man the next year. Both films were classy productions, unlike some of the sequels they later inspired. Lugosi tackled Poe in The Murders in the Rue Morgue (1932), but Poe seems to have been the loser to Lugosi's mad Dr. Mirakle. An attempt to establish Henry Hull as The Werewolf of London (1935) was not entirely successful. Universal's two biggest monsters, Lugosi and Karloff, were teamed in The Black Cat (1934), The Raven (1935), both having not much more to do with Poe than their titles, and The Invisible Ray (1935), about two scientists who discover the mysterious "Radium-X." After the studio's success with The Bride of Frankenstein, it seemed time for a sequel to Dracula. The result was Dracula's Daughter (1936), starring Gloria Holden as a chip off the old tombstone. Daddy Dracula makes no appearance in this one, but that pesky Van Helsing (Edward Van Sloan) shows up to give the countess a hard time.
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  Boris Karloff as the mummy Im-Ho-Tep in The Mummy, which inspired many inferior but entertaining sequels. (Universal, 1932)
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  Claude Rains became a star in The Invisible Man, even though he was largely unseen in the film, a tribute to his wonderful voice. (Universal, 1933)


  



  While Universal dominated the horror field, they were not the only producers of genre films at the time. The other studios jumped on the horror bandwagon, and some notable films were produced. For example, Warner Bros. came up with Doctor X (1932) and The Mystery of the Wax Museum (1932), both satisfying chillers. The Island of Lost Souls (1932), based on H. G. Wells's Island of Dr. Moreau, came from Paramount studios. RKO provided many thrills with King Kong (1933), a classic of stop-motion animation, and She (1934), based on H. Rider Haggard's adventure tale of the same name. The next year MGM produced The Devil Doll, the last film of Dracula director Tod Browning.
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  The first TV showing of King Kong was such a ratings success story that it inspired the creation of the Screen Gems Shock package. Ironically, Kong was not included because the package contained only Universal films. (RKO, 1933)


  



  Then, just as it seemed the horror film had run its course, Universal rereleased Dracula and Frankenstein together on a double bill in 1938. This was the first horror double bill, and it was such a big hit that a new horror cycle began. The first of the new wave was Universal's continuation of the Frankenstein story, appropriately titled Son of Frankenstein (1939). Karloff played the monster for one last time, and Lugosi gave a memorable performance as the hunchback shepherd Ygor. Basil Rathbone was the "son of," who returns to the family homestead only to follow in his father's footsteps. It was a very stylish film, one that is often considered the last good Frankenstein sequel.


  The forties continued to provide moviegoers with thrills, chills, and sequels. And Universal found a new star, Lon Chaney, Jr. In 1941 he appeared as Dynamo Dan the Electrical Man in Man-Made Monster, an entertaining little programmer in which Lon is given overdoses of electricity by mad scientist Lionel Atwill, resulting in a glow-in-the dark monster. But it wasn't that film which established Chaney as a Universal monster. It was his next film, The Wolf Man (1941), in which he first portrayed his most famous character, Lawrence Talbot, who was doomed to become a werewolf when the wolfbane bloomed and the autumn moon shone full and bright. Soon sequels to monster films came at a fast pace, and they continued steadily until the mid-forties. Just a few of the titles: The Ghost of Frankenstein (1942); The Mummy's Tomb (1942); Frankenstein Meets the Wolfman (1942); Son of Dracula (1943); The Mummy's Curse (1943); and those all-monster extravaganzas, House of Frankenstein (1944) and House of Dracula (1945).


  The horror wave was coming to an end along with the decade. The new decade, the fifties, brought with it a new wave of genre film, science fiction. Movies like The Thing (1951) and It Came from Outer Space (1953) replaced the spooky mansions and foggy moors of the horror film with alien invaders from other planets. Other popular themes in the fifties were giant insects (Them, 1954), large prehistoric reptiles (The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms, 1953), and shrinking or growing people (The Incredible Shrinking Man, 1957; The Amazing Colossal Man, 1957).


  The fifties also brings us back to TV and the year 1957. The year before, a TV showing of King Kong had been watched by 90 percent of the TV audience (homes with a TV). This was an all-time record. Suddenly some TV executives realized that there was a sizable market for old horror movies on television. So Screen Gems, who had acquired the rights to distribute the old Universal films, decided that since they had a large number of old horror movies at their disposal, why not put them together? They then selected 52 of what were at the time the "goriest" and put them together into a nice little package. The package was Shock!


  The arrival of Shock! was greeted with much publicity in the leading markets. Preview parties were held in abandoned TV studios. Every effort was made to provide the appropriate spooky mood. Waiters wearing fright masks served buckets of "blood." And this creepiness was hardly confined to just the TV studios, as shrunken heads and "do-it-yourself-nightmare" kits were delivered to newspaper offices by models wearing fright wigs.


  All that publicity must have paid off because Shock! had high ratings in 90 cities. The show also caused a great deal of audience response. In Berkeley, California, a demonstration by 1,200 white-sheeted students was said to be caused by a TV showing of Dracula. In Philadelphia, 100 fan clubs sprang up for the local movie host, Roland, who introduced the films with ghoulish makeup and props. Yes, the horror host had arrived, via Shock!, and such hosts were turning up everywhere. To quote Newsweek (Jan. 6, 1958), "Horror is Hot."
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  Boris Karloff (left) and J. Carroll Naish in The House of Frankenstein, the first of two all-monster extravaganzas which team up Frankenstein's monster, the Wolf Man, and Dracula. The sequel, The House of Dracula, was the last of Universal's serious monster pictures. Next stop, Abbott and Costello comedies, and then TV revival via the Shock! package. (Universal, 1944)


  



  The movies in the original Shock! package included Dracula, Frankenstein, Son of Frankenstein, Son of Dracula, Dead Men's Eyes, Weird Woman, and Night Monster, to name just a few. Two of these, Dead Men's Eyes and Weird Woman, were part of a film series called Inner Sanctum, which was inspired by a radio program of the same name. They were introduced by a misshapen head inside a crystal ball on a boardroom table, a nice but unexplained feature of the series. Each film contained some supernatural phenomena, but often this was explained away at the end. Lon Chaney, Jr., Universal's premier horror star of the forties, usually starred.


  The original Shock! package was such a big success that they planned another package, titled amusingly Son of Shock. But "shock fever" affected more than just TV. It revived an interest in the horror film, which for most of the decade had taken a backseat to science fiction. People too young to have seen such classics as Dracula and Frankenstein discovered them with delight. And although Bela Lugosi did not live long enough to benefit from his rediscovery, many of the other genre stars from the Golden Era did—Boris Karloff, Basil Rathbone, Peter Lorre, and Lon Chaney, Jr.


  Coincidentally, the same year that old horror classics started appearing on TV, some new horror classics were being made in England. The British literally injected new blood into the horror genre with the productions of Hammer Films. This small independent studio, which had previously made science-fiction films, decided it was time to remake the Universal classics in lavish color. The color red, specifically blood-red, became a Hammer trademark, along with lush period settings, straightforward directing, and the actors Peter Cushing and Christopher Lee. The first Hammer remake, The Curse of Frankenstein (1957), retells the story of the doctor and his creation. While the monster, or creature as it is called, has none of the pathos of the Karloff monster, the addition of color and gore to the story proved a great success. Next Hammer remade Dracula as The Horror of Dracula (1958). Once again, the Hammer approach was to show the bloodletting rather than to allude to it, as in the older films. And once again Hammer was successful. They continued the Universal tradition of remakes and sequels for 20 years. Lee and Cushing became the new kings of horror, replacing Karloff and Lugosi.


  The revived interest in horror films also spawned a proliferation of fan magazines and horror comics. The most famous of the former is Forrest J Ackerman's Famous Monsters of Filmland, which enthusiastically endorsed both recent productions and horror classics from the past. And Tales from the Crypt by EC Comics usually featured several short stories of the macabre, blood and gore included.


  Horror was definitely back in style, both on TV and at the theaters. And while macabre masters of ceremonies showed the old Universal horrors on television, new versions of the Universal creatures appeared on the big screen. The ultimate irony is that while the horror host may create an appetite for these new horror films, eventually those movies too will end up on TV.


  3


  Invasion of the Ghost Hosts


  



  After the success of Shock!, local TV horror-movie hosts sprang up everywhere. The most popular of them all was a fellow in Philadelphia known as Roland. His real name was John Zacherle, and he later became known as just Zacherley. His story is in the next chapter. In this chapter we will briefly salute some of the other fine hosts of the late fifties.


  Nightmare Theater in San Francisco aired on KRON-TV 4. A Shakespearean actor by the name of John Barclay was featured. He was a bit of a Jekyll-and-Hyde character in that he had two faces. This effect was achieved rather simply—by wearing a fright mask on the back of his head. The show originated from a studio mummy tomb. The original host went by the name Terrence and was played by Russ Coglin. During the showing of The Wolf Man, Terrence confessed that his family had once had the same problem as Lon Chaney, "but it hasn't shown up in my generation." He later scratched his chin with a hairy claw.


  Another Jekyll-and-Hyde character was haunting the airwaves in Miami, on station WTVJ. His name was Chuck Zink, and aside from wearing strange outfits, he would perch on top of a coffin and fly off. While aflight, bloody knives and furry claws would threaten to scrape his face. He was assisted by Screaming Mimi. In actuality, Ms. Mimi was really just a head. A five-foot head resembling a witch, that is. Sinister laughter would pour out of her withered lips, and her red eyes would blink. What a fun pair they made! Zink was really the second host of the late-night movie show, replacing the original host, Alec Gibson. In Miami Chuck Zink is now most famous for being the longtime "Skipper" of the afternoon "Popeye Playhouse" show.
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  The popular host of Philadelphia's "Shock Theater" was known as Roland and was portrayed by actor John Zacherle. He soon moved to New York where he became just Zacherley [sic].


  



  In Seattle, Washington, on KTNT-TV, there was a dapper fellow named Warren Reed. He was attired in a bow tie and an eye patch. More gruesome was his silent sidekick Paul Herlinger, who donned a Frankenstein's monster mask and was called "our boy Frankie" by host Reed. When not busy with his rubber snakes and skulls, Reed took time out to read stories to Frankie. Tom Sawyer was a favorite, selected to teach "our boy" some boyish pranks.


  Gorgon the Gruesome was the alias used by Bill Camfield when he hosted Nightmare on KFJZ-TV in the Dallas—Ft. Worth area. The show would open with a close-up of his eyes and a warning that the program was devoted to "the pursuit of the unearthly, the terrifying, the shocking." After crashing thunder the camera would pan down a long spooky hallway and focus each week on a dreadful new surprise at the end. These little surprises ranged from a beating heart floating in boiling oil to a man strapped under a swinging pendulum, as in The Pit. Gorgon also liked to accompany vampire movies by pounding a stake through the heart of a corpse.


  At KTLA in Hollywood there was a hostess with a different approach. Her name was Ottola Nesmith, and she played a demented old woman who would sit in front of her Victrola to host the movie. Unfortunately this poor old woman had rather weird visions. Often she would think that she was the terrorized heroine of the movie. In real life Nesmith was a veteran character actress who had appeared in many films, including several horror movies. A few of her credits are The Invisible Ghost (1941), Return of the Vampire (1941), and The Uninvited (1944).


  The hostess of KPTV's House of Horror, in Portland, Oregon, was more likely terrifying than terrorized. Tarantula Ghoul, as portrayed by Suzanne Waldron, formed a chapter of the Black Cross for instructions in "second aid," given when first aid fails. She also lectured on the care and feeding of infants. As a model she used a nine-foot boa constrictor snake. Her other pets included a rattlesnake named Heathcliffe and a shy tarantula called Sir Galahad. She also claimed to be a post mortem member of the Daughters of the Salem Witchcraft Trials. Local schoolboys named her The Ghoul We're Most Dying to Meet.


  This spider lady usually rose from a coffin to greet her viewers. The title of the show was House of Horrors, so it was only appropriate that her studio set included Frankenstein's laboratory, King Tut's tomb, and a disheveled cemetery. She also had a gardener at her haunted house named Milton. He was a retired gravedigger who appeared as a rather unattractive hunchback with a scar on one side of his face. She had long black hair with funny little bangs on her forehead and was much easier on the eyes.


  In Chicago, the viewers of WBKB's Shock! were entertained by a maniacal beatnik named Marvin. As portrayed by Terry Bennett, Marvin looked like a meek little fellow in his extra-thick specs. But his wife, Joy, probably wouldn't agree with the assumption that old four-eyes was harmless, for each week featured Marvin torturing Joy in fun new ways. She had her feet and fingers roasted, her brain fried, tonsils squeezed, and heart stabbed. Throughout all this, the TV audience never saw her face. But at least their marriage wasn't dull. Backing up Marvin was a ghoulish band appropriately named the Deadbeats. Host Bennett also doubled as a kiddie-show host. He later moved to New York where he also did a kid's show.


  Selwin, of WISH-TV in Indianapolis, Indiana, was never dull. His life story proves that, as he claimed to be the son of Catwoman and Wolfman. As a boy, he played the usual childhood games, like kick-the-candle and hide-and-go shriek. He had a complete education from kinderghosten to college at Voodoo U. in Louisiana. There he obtained a bachelor's degree in public spooking, maggot cum laude, of course. He met his wife, Imanold Batt, while attending a funeral. A true romantic, Selwin referred to his love as Beady Eyes. When not attending to his movie-hosting duties, Selwin would often relax by playing his favorite sports—beastball, casketball, and bowling with human heads.


  In real life the colorful Selwin was producer-director Ray Sparenberg, who had impressed the station management with his ghoulish laugh. His portrayal of the sinister Selwin was so popular that soon he had his own fan club, Selwin's Society of the Shroud. In 1961 Selwin's spooky-house set was replaced by a jungle set, and he became a Frank Buck character hosting Tarzan pictures. The next year he changed his locale to an unknown planet where the spacesuited former ghoul began hosting sci-fi movies. Sparenberg later moved to Atlanta in the mid-sixties where he unsuccessfully tried to revive the Selwin character.


  In Ft. Wayne, Indiana, London-born Dr. Meridian, of WPTA-TV, was not nearly as energetic as Selwin. He enjoyed more sedentary activities, such as crossweird puzzles. As the host of Shock!, Meridian also liked to work in his laboratory conducting experiments. Among these wonders of mad science were brain transplantation and the preservation of a human head. It's amazing what one can do with a few beakers and a Bunsen burner, isn't it?
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  Selwin, of WISH-TV in Indianapolis, was portrayed by Ray Sparenberg (courtesy of Michael Pitts).


  



  The host of Shock Theater on Cleveland's WJW-TV was the rhyming hipster who called himself Mad Daddy. Dressed in cape and hood, he presided over a mad scientist's lab, complete with dry-ice fog. The first show featured him upside down for the entire broadcast. The show itself was very short-lived, not lasting more than a month. Mad Daddy's real name was Pete Myers, and he was a popular radio deejay before becoming a TV host of horror. He is most remembered for the time he jumped out of a plane over Lake Erie. In fact, this event has even been immortalized by the post—new-wave band the Cramps in their song "Mad Daddy." By the early 1960s Myers had moved to New York where he continued working as a deejay. Eventually he was forced to drop his rhyming beat delivery. Myers died in 1968.


  Lurking in the dungeon of Miami's station WCKT was a fellow known as M. T. Graves. Perhaps monster would be a better word to describe M. T. because of his Neanderthal brow, buck teeth, giant three-toed feet, and hook in place of a left hand. His show was on Sunday afternoons at 4:00 P.M. Like many other hosts of the day, he claimed to be the offspring of remarkable parents, his mother being the popular Lona Lee Graves, his father the equally well-known Philip D. Graves. His favorite plays were Shakespeare's A Comedy of Terrors and Romeo and Ghouliet. Also residing in his dungeon was his skull friend, Hedy White. M. T. liked being a Floridian because he reasoned where else is the mildew so dewy and the fungus so fun?


  On WMBD-TV in Peoria, Illinois, there was the ghostly Milton Budd. He delighted in introducing viewers to his son, actually his head superimposed in his hand.


  George Byram was the host on KBTV in Denver, Colorado. His spooky repertoire included milling about in monster-filled catacombs and like the Chesire Cat, disappearing bit by bit. He sometimes did commercials while headless.


  Dr. Lucifer in Baltimore, Maryland, liked to rise slowly from his coffin to greet his viewers. He was seen on WBAL-TV. He could sometimes be heard to order "shock-tales for two."


  In Youngstown, Ohio, there was David Allen. He greeted local horror fans from WKBN-TV, where he appeared as a floating head surrounded by a sea of mist.


  Kansas City, Missouri, was lucky enough to have two horror shows. On KMBC there was Shock!, hosted by Gregory Grave. Grave appeared as a zombielike fiend with disheveled hair and large black rings around his eyes. He was played by Harvey Brunswick. The Witching Hour was on KCMO. This show featured Marilyn the Witch, portrayed by Dolores Denny. Marilyn seems to have been a rather traditional-looking witch, sporting long gray hair, a sharp pointed chin, and a black cape and peaked hat.


  In Wichita, Kansas, there was a show called Nightmare. This was on KAKE-TV and featured two characters, the Host and Rodney. As portrayed by Tom Leahy and Lee Parsons, these two fellows were indeed a gruesome twosome—Rodney, in particular, with his sunken eyes, overbite, and fangs.


  Omaha, Nebraska, featured Gregore on KMTV, played by Greg Dunn. Gregore's most outstanding facial feature was his eyebrow. Instead of the usual two eyebrows, Gregore's were so thick and heavy that it appeared as if he had only one large brow that snaked across his face like a herd of black caterpillars.


  A more serious host of TV terror could be found on WSUN-TV in Tampa, Florida. His name was John Burke, and the character he portrayed was "The Outsider." A mysterious figure, this ghoulish host would read each week from an ancient volume called the Necronomicon, said to be older than ancient Babylon. Burke's major influence was writer H. P. Lovecraft. A master of horror makeup, Burke also played many other characters on the show as well as blending his segments with the movie.


  Also reading from an ancient book each week was Ronald, the host of Shock Theatre on Channel 13, WVEC-TV in Norfolk-Hampton, Virginia. Rising from his coffin amid an elaborate graveyard complete with tomb, this ghoul liked to greet viewers by staring straight into the camera. He had a lumpy, scarred face and wore a moldy tux. Eerie music was provided by a real organ. The story read from the musty book was actually the movie, which Ronald delighted in spoofing. Commercials were also fair game. Before a beer ad, for example, he could be seen digging what appeared to be a grave, only to pull out a six-pack! Ronald also had a beatnik sidekick known as the Cool Ghoul. You could tell he was a beatnik because he wore a black T-shirt and smoked cigarettes. The two sat around and talked a lot. In real life Ronald was Jerry Sandford, who doubled as the popular kiddie show host "Bungles the Clown." He now works for the Hampton City Schools, and is still remembered for his famous "Bungles wave."
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  Ken Bramming as the dashing Dr. Lucifur of Nashville, Tennessee, formerly president of Transylvania for the past 200 years (courtesy of Ken Bramming).


  



  In Nashville, Tennessee, the host of Shock Theater on WSIX (now WKRN-TV) was a dapper gentleman by the name of Dr. Lucifur who claimed to have been the president of Transylvania for the past 200 years. Dressed in white tie and tails, this fiendish fellow also sported an eye patch and a long cigarette holder. He always appeared in what was called the mystic circle, a wavy border which framed the doctor as he stood under the light of a lamppost. This was used for his intro and farewell, and was always in black and white. Dr. Lucifur rarely appeared in the rest of the show, although his voice was often heard as the camera assumed his point of view.


  Ken Bramming, who portrayed the host, also appeared on the show as himself and various other characters. Helping him along was a young fellow named Corky Savely who specialized in offbeat characters. A few of these were Frantic Freddie the Hipster, Cyril Songbird the Poet, a Percy Dovetonsils type, and the infamous Granny Gruesome, who could knit a sports car out of 1,500 pounds of steel wool. Among the show's sets was a cavelike hipster hideout called The Purple Grotto. Of course, this was really just a flat with a door in it, which once fell over during a live skit.


  The show, which began in 1958, lasted until the late sixties. For the past eleven years Bramming has been working at radio station WAMB in Nashville.


  4


  Warning: Zacherley at Large!


  



  Lurking about fake forests and mad scientists' laboratories is a tall cadaverous fellow dressed in a black frock coat. He answers to the name Zacherley, or "Zach" for short, but he has also been known by such aliases as Roland and the Cool Ghoul. His crimes include stealing the best lines from vintage horror films, operating on amoebas without a license, and providing phony passports. From 1958 until 1963, he was the host of New York's Shock Theater, first on WABCTV and later on WOR-TV.


  His real name is John Zacherle. His career as a TV horror-movie host began in Philadelphia at WCAU-TV where he appeared in a Western serial called "Action in the Afternoon." The show was similar to a soap opera, with a new 30-minute episode each day. Usually the plot revolved around a new stranger in town. Zacherle found himself playing a variety of supporting roles, including an undertaker who wore a long black coat in a rather spooky episode. The shy bachelor from Germantown, Pennsylvania, must have been quite effective in this role, for he was soon asked to host the station's Shock Theater. At that time he had never even seen a horror film, because as a child he wasn't allowed to see such movies; his mother thought they were harmful. That changed soon enough.


  In September 1957 he became "Roland," the host of a batch of classic and not so classic Universal horror films from the thirties and early forties. This, the original Shock package, included Dracula and Frankenstein. As a host, Roland proved to be so popular after just three months that when he asked viewers to send in three human hairs each to make a new pillow for his vampire wife's coffin, the reaction was overwhelming. The station received over 23,000 letters.
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  The name may have changed, but the look didn't. Zacherley's appearance on New York's Shock Theater was just the same as it had been in Philly. This pose was used to make the six-foot Zach poster that one could order from the back of Famous Monsters.


  



  This was enough to impress WABC-TV in New York. Their own Shock Theater was low-rated at the time, and they felt Roland was just the fellow they needed. So in September 1958 John Zacherle moved to New York City to host Shock! as "Zacherley." The y was added to help pronunciation. In his first season the ratings tripled. He had both a Friday and a Saturday late-night time slot. By 1959, the title had changed to Zacherley at Large.


  The basic Roland formula for success had not changed, though. From his tomblike chamber he introduced the movies in a familiar frenzied manner, accentuated by his deep maniacal laugh. He spoke to unseen characters like his vampire wife "My Dear," Igor, and Gasport. Murmurs off-camera provided the illusion that his wife was actually in her on-screen coffin. Similarly, Gasport lived in a large burlap bag, and he also contributed moans and groans. Even more grisly was a basket said to contain a severed head. Zach would occasionally take a snip at one of its ears. When he stabbed at it, chocolate syrup would dribble out to give the appearance of blood. He also poked at giant spiders and oversized amoebas. Particularly memorable was his surgery on these large amoebas, which were actually glops of Jell-o wrapped in cheesecloth. This operation once included the use of a meat cleaver and is described by those who remember it as revolting.


  More shocking than revolting were his experiments with electricity. Since many of the films he showed concerned mad scientists doing experiments, Zach decided to conduct a few experiments of his own. He used a gizmo that sent a zap of electricity between two small poles. He would then put an object between these poles to see the results. The objects ranged from a Twinkie, which dissolved, to a doll's head in which the spark went in one eye and came out the other.


  Spurred on by his belief that only a dozen or so of the original Shock! features were worth watching in their standard form, Zacherley also decided to get into the picture himself. Literally. He accomplished this by cutting from the film to himself in a studio replication of the scene, such as Dr. Frankenstein's lab or a fake forest. In this way he could seem to be in the film and steal the best lines, wisecrack, or offer unhelpful hints.
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  The first time Zacherley popped into the movie was during The Black Cat, where he showed up among the followers of satanic priest Boris Karloff. (Universal, 1935)


  



  The original idea for this came about halfway through his first season as Roland and was the idea of Shock Theater writer Ed White. Probably the first use of cutting into a film was in the Karloff-Lugosi movie The Black Cat in which Karloff portrays a satanic cult leader. As he is leading the black mass, the camera cuts from him to close-ups of the followers' faces as they react to the speech. Just for fun, White put Roland in as one of the followers. They were so pleased with the result that it became a standard Roland-Zacherley effect. For example, after Dr. Frankenstein made what was intended as a serious and profound statement, Zacherley chastised him with "You didn't have to go to med school all those years to learn that, Doc!" And before long Zach would turn up just about anywhere in the movie, wisecracking, giving advice, or just carrying a torch with the mob.


  Of course, all this tampering with the films didn't mean he didn't like any of the movies he showed. Some, like Dracula, Frankenstein, Son of Frankenstein, and The Mummy, he thought good movies. But he felt a lot of the films were marred by bad acting, something he admits he probably wouldn't have noticed if he had seen them as a child. He was also amused by the fact that many of the old films not only have similar plots but actually use some of the same chase scenes, notably the torch-bearing mob from Frankenstein, which shows up in many of the sequels. His favorite of these horror movies seems to be Son of Frankenstein. He particularly admired the unusual expanded sets and describes them in print interviews as "semimodern impressionistic." Bela Lugosi's performance as Ygor also impressed Zacherle, as he is nearly unrecognizable in the part, something Lugosi rarely accomplished as an actor.


  Zacherley's fans appreciated his acting enough that they liked to send him things, as they had to Roland. The results this time, however, were often more hair-raising than just hair. One favorite gift was a brain with a roving eye and a pair of scissors stuck in it. Fortunately, neither the brain nor the eye was real. But Zach did claim to have a problem with real animal brains sent by butchers' kids.


  Late-night television wasn't the only place you could find Zacherley lurking about those days. Besides being the subject of a Newsweek article in 1959, he also had a record contract with Cameo Parkway records. He was billed as John Zacherle, The Cool Ghoul, and in March of 1958 his single "Dinner with Drac" went top 10 on the Billboard chart. It remained on the chart for 13 weeks and attained a top position of sixth. He followed this with a remake of the Bobby Pickett hit "Monster Mash" on an album that included horror takeoffs of recent hit songs by Cameo Parkway. His version of Chubby Checker's "The Twist" was "You grab him by the head / I'll grab him by the feet / And we'll twist him / Like we did last summer." The Bristol Stomp" became the "Pistol Stomp."
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  Zacherley also showed up to help ersatz Vampira (Loulie Jean Norman) promote the new Spike Jones album Spike Jones in Stereo during the fall of 1959. Norman was featured on the comedy album as Vampira (courtesy of Jim Knusch).


  



  He then made Spook Along with Zacherley, which featured novelty songs like "The Transylvania P.T.A," "Baying at the Moon," and "Ring-a-Ding Orangutang," the latter described in the album's liner notes as an example of Transylvanian rock 'n' roll, known in that country as ghoul 'n' drool music. Also of note is the romantic "Come with Me to Transylvania." As the liner notes-state, all any Transylvanian really desires is "a loaf of bones, a jug of blood and thou beneath six feet of rich soil."
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  During 1960 Zacherley ran for president under the slogan "Put a vampire in the White House."


  



  There was also a great deal of Zacherley merchandise at this time. For example, the book Zacherly for President featured the slogan "Put a vampire in the White House," referring to Zach, of course. A Zacherley passport could supposedly "get you in and out of anywhere." In Famous Monsters magazine there were ads for Zacherley rubber masks (only $2.00), and a six-foot Zacherley poster ("A million dollars worth of ghoulish glee"). There were also Zacherley books. These were paperback collections of spooky tales selected and introduced by Zach himself. The titles included Zacherley's Vulture Stew and Zacherley's Midnight Snacks. Both covers feature amusing drawings of Zach.


  Meanwhile, his Shock Theater program had moved to WOR-TV and was syndicated in Los Angeles. Unfortunately, he was allowed to show very few horror classics and instead ended up showing series detective movies. By 1963, the Cool Ghoul was beginning to fade from television. He had lost his movie-hosting show on WOR and become the host of two other shows, on WPIX. One of these consisted of hosting Hercules cartoons. The other was as afternoon host of movies like Attack of the 50-foot Woman, something more in his line. After this came what he calls a "Transylvanian Dick Clark show." The real name was Disc-O-Teen, and it appeared on a Newark station. He still had his pet amoeba, but his TV career was nearly over for a time.


  In 1966 he made the move to radio and the beginning of a 15-year career as a disc jockey, first at New York's progressive rock station WNEW and later at WPLJ. He left WPLJ in 1980 because he disliked the rigid new formats, and being in his sixties, both he and the management thought he was perhaps too old for rock and roll. A recent job was a radio spot for the Certified Public Accountants of America, not the sort of thing you would expect from someone who was once billed as the Cool Ghoul. More Zacherley-like are his appearances at horror-film conventions and special Halloween radio broadcasts.


  A special treat for Zacherley fans did occur in 1982, however, when he hosted the TV showing of the 3-D feature Gorilla at Large on WOR. Once again, attired in frock coat and greasepaint, he arose from his coffin and appeared ageless as he quipped with My Dear and conducted experiments with electricity. My Dear was still confined to her coffin, her frantic gurgles for attention greeted rather unsympathetically by the energetic Zacherley, who would occasionally attempt to soothe her with jabs from a large wooden stake. These would result in more gurgles. He also had a new speechless companion, chosen no doubt to fit in with the movie, as he was a gorilla, named Joe after his father, Mighty Joe Young. He and Zach frolicked about, donning 3-D glasses and eating snacks. Joe also took lessons on how to be a movie ape from Zach. The same year, Zacherle showed up in a cameo on Saturday Night Live as the host in a "Mystery Theatre" sketch.


  



  [image: ]



  Another, more serious campaign pose from citizen Zach.


  



  On Halloween 1984 Zacherle did a three-hour radio special on station WCBS. Halloween 1985 also saw many Zacherle special appearances, such as his Second Annual WCBS-FM Cool Ghoul Halloween Special and Zacherle's Chamber of Video Horrors on UHF Channel 63. He also made a guest (or is it ghost?) appearance on Philadelphia's Uncle Floyd show, as well as an in-person appearance at Gore Gazette's fifth anniversary bash, held at The Dive in New York City. Recently Newsweek reported that he made a TV pilot called Crazy Nites, featuring him in his old Zacherley costume. There had also been talk of his hosting a weekly MTV spot showcasing music from the fifties. He did appear on MTV in the spring of 1987, however, hosting ghoulish videos in honor of the date Friday the thirteenth.


  The fall of 1987 marked an even more important date for Zacherley. It was the 30th anniversary of Shock!, and in particular Zacherle's debut as Roland. To celebrate the occasion, Zach returned to Philadelphia just long enough to host a Halloween showing of Frankenstein. He was also a guest on the local news interview show Live on City Line, on October 29, appearing in costume. He had been in Philadelphia earlier in the year to make a guest appearance on Saturday Night Dead, the current horror-host show featuring a lusty hostess known as Stella. Other Zach Halloween activities for 1987 included his fourth annual WCBS radio special, an appearance at the Hard Rock Café, and a radio interview on WPTT in Raleigh, North Carolina. He was again in Philadelphia on October 26 for the first annual Philadelphia Music Awards Show. Zacherley can now be seen on videotape, on a cassette called Horrible Horror. The tape features Zach in a tomblike setting introducing clips from low-budget, amusing "bad" horror movies and serials. It is available on Goodtimes Video, and some of the clips include Brainiac and Glen or Glenda.


  There is also a small book on Zacherle, appropriately titled Zacherle!, by Gordon R. Guy. And an associate of Guy's and fellow Zach fan Louis Antonicello has come out with a Zacherley newsletter. This is titled "Zacherley at Large" and can be received directly from Louis. The first issue appeared in the fall of 1987 and states Louis Antonicello's desire to "get Zach back in action" through another videotape, cable TV, or a regular series.
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  Zacherley (left) and guest horror-makeup expert Tom Savini on the set of Zach's pilot episode of ZTV (photo by Jim Knusch).


  



  Zach fans like Mr. Antonicello may soon get their wish. In early 1989 the Cool Ghoul, 70, filmed another television pilot, this one appropriately titled ZTV. The weekly half-hour program would be shown on cable TV and feature clips from upcoming horror and science-fiction films as well as peeks back at the old classics. The premise is that Mr. Z has inherited an abandoned movie theater from his great-aunt, complete with a creepy projection room for him to hang out in. Also along for the fun is the unseen wife, My Dear, and a weird nephew, Dok, who has nitroglycerine for blood. Other regulars include puppet parodies of the film critics Siskel and Ebert. The pilot of ZTV also featured such guest stars as special-effects wizard Tom Savini and the Toxic Avenger (from the Troma film of the same name), who shared his toxic lunch with Zach.


  The Cool Ghoul also made his feature-film debut in the spring of 1990. It is a cameo appearance in director Frank Henenlotter's decapitation picture Frankenhooker, which as the name implies, gives the old Frankenstein theme a new twist. Zach plays a wacky local TV weatherman. After 33 years he finally made it into a horror movie for real. Previously he had made another cameo appearance in the short film Geek Maggot Bingo (1983), which is available on video. And in 1988 Zach did the voice of a brain-eating parasite for Henenlotter's Brain Damage, also on video.


  So let us hope we haven't seen the last of the most innovative horror host of all. He has been much imitated, but few can come close to his delightfully ghoulish antics. No other host seemed to enjoy himself as much as Zach did. How sad it would be if we never got another chance to witness weekly episodes of amoeba torture and vampire shenanigans, after which Zach would cheerfully chant, "Goodnight, whatever you are!"


  5


  Gorgon, a Gothic Nightmare


  



  Not all of the original Shock Theater hosts took the humorous approach to horror-movie hosting. For some, horror was serious business. Instead of spoofing the spooks, like Zacherley, these hosts tried to recreate the Universal horror-film atmosphere in their shows. Perhaps the most famous of the hosts to take this approach was Bill Camfield of KFJZ-TV in Dallas–Ft. Worth, Texas, or as he was better known, "Gorgon."


  Gorgon was a mysterious and magical man in a black cape. His ghoulishly pallid complexion was marked by a large mole on one cheek. The name came from the French noun meaning wild, terrifying, repulsive, or petrifying. The word is also familiar to us as the name for the three characters from Greek mythology whose looks could turn men into stone. While TV's Gorgon may not have had such a fearsome countenance, he did possess one unique and frightening characteristic—his voice. This was accented by a mild echo effect for maximum eeriness. Gorgon also had a long penetrating laugh. And because of the echo effect, he was the only speaking character on the show, since this effect could be done with the use of only one microphone at a time.


  In real life Gorgon was portrayed by Bill Camfield, who was then chief writer at the station. Previously, in 1949-1955, he had been the radio and TV director for the ad department at a major local department store. And since KFJZ was the only independent station in the Southwest at that time, they grabbed every syndicated movie and cartoon package that came along. The station was equally impressed by John Zacherle's success in Philadelphia and so was anxious to purchase the Shock! package.


  Luckily for Camfield, KFJZ management gave him free rein in designing their version of Shock Theater. "Since I had been an English major at TCU, I became enthralled with the Gothic novel background of the Frankenstein, Dracula, and Wolf Man works, and decided to play our show for authenticity rather than tongue-in-cheek," explained Camfield in describing the serious nature of his show, Nightmare.


  In an effort to be as consistent as possible, each film was screened by both the stage director and the set man, so that the Gorgon portion of the show would visually match the movie in some way. Generally, either a scene or just some major props would be duplicated. For example, there was the coffin with the Dracula family crest, a replica of the Wolfman's lantern, and a medallion belonging to Kharis the mummy. And since Gorgon had no established occupation such as mad scientist, vampire, or undertaker, he was flexible enough to blend in with the content of any of the films.


  Each show had an opening monologue, which was done in a style that Camfield referred to as "Gothic doubletalk… much allusion… little substance." It was this mood and atmosphere that he felt led to fear, not the specific acts of terror. This fear of what would happen was what Camfield felt constituted the trademark of the Gothic films.


  The films shown on Nightmare consisted originally of the Shock! and Son of Shock packages. Aside from these classic Universal horrors there were a few "stand-alones," such as The Beast with Five Fingers and The Hunchback of Notre Dame. Later they used movies from their MGM and Warners collections, such as House of Wax and The Pit and the Pendulum. But Nightmare never featured science-fiction or murder-mystery titles. Camfield insisted on presenting only films of the supernatural.


  Nightmare originally premiered in September 1957 and consisted of a double feature beginning at 8:00 P.M. on Saturdays. Since this was before the station had videotape, these shows were done live until 1959. After that, KFJZ switched to video. In 1960, Nightmare was cut back to a single feature, still on Saturdays at eight. In 1962 the show moved to Fridays at midnight. This lasted for only about a year. The show's last run, from 1963 until 1964, was on Saturday afternoons at four. Seven years after it began Nightmare had run its course. The show was dropped, except for annual Halloween specials. There was also a prime-time revival in 1972 featuring a showing of Pit and the Pendulum. Later that year, Bill Camfield moved to Denver to manage KOA-TV where he did a Gorgon special in 1973. Back in Dallas, Gorgon made his last appearance on Halloween of 1976 with a screening of House of Wax.


  Because of the renewed interest in horror, there have been talks of reviving the show. Camfield, however, was not optimistic about such a project. As he explained, "I do not feel that a good Gothic show can be done since the basic four genre movie packages are all broken up. Without the Franks, the Dracs, the Mummies, etc., you would have a mishmash of cheap sci-fi, splatter pictures and some mysteries. Horror (to me) must involve supernatural, not extraterrestrial."


  Gorgon, however, was not Bill Camfield's only on-screen creation. During the years 1950-1972, he developed many other characters for local TV shows, including a magician, a puppet, and a clown. But the most famous, aside from Gorgon, was Icky Twerp, the host of Slam Bang Theatre. This was a comedy show featuring old shorts by the Three Stooges. Camfield got a chance to appear with these legendary mirthmakers when he played Wyatt Earp in their last picture, The Outlaws Is Coming (1964). He later had a bit part in Willie Wonka and the Chocolate Factory.


  But Camfield admitted that acting was never his first interest. As for his behind-the-scenes career in broadcasting, he filled every position from sales manager, program manager, to news director at one time or another. He ran his own company, the Camfield Co., which has provided various management and financial services for broadcasters since its inception in 1975. Camfield died in 1991.


  But management, like acting, was also not Bill Camfield's first interest. As he told it, "My principal passion is writing. This is the type of last career that you put off until you can make a good living doing something else." He completed two screenplays, began a novel, and started a newspaper column in Texas.


  As for his days of Gothic terror as Gorgon, he recalled the times fondly as "wild and inventive." He was also glad to see a revival of interest in horror stories. And for him, a highlight of the earlier era was meeting and interviewing two masters of the macabre, directors William Castle and Alfred Hitchcock.
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  Not Hamlet, but Gorgon, the host of Dallas's Gothic Nightmare program. Bill Camfield played Gorgon straight, not for laughs (courtesy of Bill Camfield).


  



  But for those lucky enough to have grown up in Dallas during the late 1950s and early 1960s, one highlight of the horror era for them was definitely Nightmare. And Gorgon was a master at bringing terror to the small screen.
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  Into the Realm of Science with Morgus the Magnificent


  



  New Orleans. Just the name conjures up vivid images—Mardi Gras, the French Quarter, jazz. But in 1959 New Orleans meant just one thing to local horror fans—Morgus the Magnificent, the maddest mad scientist ever to hit the airwaves.


  The bumbling Dr. Morgus originated each week from his laboratory, which was set over an abandoned ice house in the French Quarter. His assistant was a towering, hooded executioner by the name of Chopsley. Morgus also had a talking skull named Eric whose primary function was to bolster Morgus's already massive ego. But it was the wacky Dr. Morgus and his even more bizarre experiments that drew viewers to his program, House of Shock, on WWL-TV week after week. Among his creations were the Morgussal perpetual cardiomachine, guaranteed to make you live 200 years, and the Morgusso incizo machine, a jigsaw for surgeons with shaky hands.


  Morgus was so popular in New Orleans at the time that he inspired a local hit record and went on to star in his own movie, The Wacky World of Dr. Morgus (1961), probably the first movie built around a horror-host character. Soon after completing the movie, Morgus left New Orleans for greener pastures. He later resurfaced in Detroit where Morgus Presents was seen on WJBK-TV during 1964.


  By the summer of 1965, however, the Magnificent One was back in New Orleans, on WWL-TV. This time his show lasted for two years. He came back for a third time, from 1970 to 1972, on WDSU-TV. And then, on January 17, 1987, Morgus returned to New Orleans television on WGNO-TV, Channel 26. His syndication began on WPIX-TV, Channel 11 in New York City, where he could be seen on Saturday afternoons. He also appeared on five other stations nation-wide until 1989.
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  Morgus retains the honor of being the first TV horror host to star in his own movie, The Wacky World of Dr. Morgus. (Bell Productions, 1962.)


  



  But who is Morgus? What is his power over New Orleans? To begin with, the man behind the irrepressible Morgus is Sid Noel. Noel, whose real name is Sidney Noel Rideau, was a deejay at WWL radio in the late fifties. When WWL-TV decided to purchase the Shock! package in 1958, they held auditions for a host. Noel, a native of New Orleans, easily won the part. But he agreed to accept the job only if he could make the show funny. Noel also did not want his name connected with the show in any way. Even after his identity later leaked out, Noel continued to resist any publicity about his personal life. He still feels that all the attention should focus on Morgus.


  As for Morgus, his full name is Dr. Momus Alexander Morgus, Esq. Momus comes from the god of ridicule, Alexander for the biggest egomaniac in history, and Morgus is a combination of morgue and disgusting. His disheveled appearance includes shaggy hair, a heavy, almost Neanderthal brow, a large lumpy nose, and snaggly teeth. His trademark attire consists of a filthy lab coat featuring a large red handprint on the back. This handprint, along with Morgus's perpetually stooped posture, is symbolic of life pushing him down.


  In creating Morgus, Noel felt he must include the following three elements: (1) the display of an ego that won't quit; (2) a satirical look at the world of science and the shortcomings of academia; and (3) a focus on the common man. Thus we have the egotistical scientist who strives for recognition from "those of the university who ostracize me." He proudly retains the stains on his lab coat, as each one becomes a monument to a different, usually failed, experiment.


  In fact, each show usually opens with a mishap as Morgus is caught "unaware" in the midst of an experiment. He can be overheard telling Chopsley, "We're going to have to do something about that." He then turns to the camera, "realizes" he is on the air, and invites "you doctors and scientists out there" to "have your notebooks ready because this will certainly go down in medical history."


  When each experiment failed, Morgus would blame all the mistakes on poor mute Chopsley. "Chopsley, you idiot! You paleologic moron!" was how Morgus generally addressed his huge six-foot-seven assistant. But clumsy, incompetent Chopsley always remained loyal to Morgus. Even when Morgus would try to use Chopsley as a guinea pig, the big guy would play along. Sure, he might resist at first, but when Morgus begins to assure him, "I promise you, you won't feel a thing," Chopsley once again becomes a willing victim.


  Morgus also liked to justify his authority over Chopsley with grandiose statements such as "Some of us are born to serve, Chopsley, and some of us are born to command. It was Aristotle who said that—or was it I?" He would then chastise Chopsley's every mistake. "How can you be around me so much and know so little? Oh, fools can only get by so long Chopsley, you idiot." Once Morgus went so far as to explain why he called Chopsley an idiot. He said IDIOT stood for "inability demonstrated in organizing thought."


  Eric the skull, however, never suffered such indignities. He managed to stay on Morgus's good side by becoming the ultimate yes man. Anytime Morgus needed confidence, all he had to do was ask Eric, who would supply the appropriate "Yes, master." Eric's other duties included opening and closing the show, which he did with the help of some eerie music. The music was produced by turning a frequency oscillator up and down. The voice of Eric was provided by Ed Hoerner, a local actor known for his many dinner-theater appearances.


  Chopsley, for the most part, was portrayed by Tommy George, a deputy with the St. Bernard Sheriff's Department until his retirement in the early seventies. In the late fifties George was a member of the New Orleans teenage band the Saxons. His career as Chopsley began after he entered a horror-hop costume contest and won as Count Dracula. Rumor had it that the winner was to appear on the Morgus show. While that prospect never came about, George got a second chance after meeting Morgus at a sock-hop guest appearance in Bay St. Louis. The two rode home together and a partnership was formed. A dedicated horror-film fan even before Morgus, George decided to forge his own executioner's ax. He cut it out of half-inch plate steel, not exactly a lightweight prop! He also designed his own costume after doing research on what real executioners wore.


  Within four months of its debut, House of Shock became a hit. Morgus became a New Orleans phenomenon. The TV studio received so many calls for him that they had to add 10 new phone lines. These new lines contained a taped message from Morgus explaining that he was too busy in the laboratory to come to the phone but that he appreciated the calls.


  Apparently he wasn't always so busy, though, as he did get out of the lab long enough to make personal appearances. These appearances were most popular at an amusement park known as Pont-chartrain Beach. He would usually be scheduled to appear on Saturday and Sunday during the evenings. One such appearance drew more than 80,000 people. In fact, Morgus was so popular at the time that it was said that even the crime rate dropped during his show.


  Morgus also inspired a hit record during the peak of his popularity, the year 1959. It was appropriately titled "Morgus the Magnificent" and made the top ten locally. Performed by Frankie Ford and Mac Rebennack under the name Morgus and the Ghouls, the song tells about how teenagers at the time didn't go out for dates but stayed home to watch Morgus.


  Because Sid Noel wasn't involved in making this record, some speculate that he resented the song being so closely identified with him. Nonetheless, the song soon became an unofficial theme for the show, even though it was never actually played on House of Shock. There were, however, records of the real "Theme from House of Shock" and the "Morgus Presents Theme." Noel also did a record of Morgus's version of nursery rhymes, "Hearsery Rhymes." But it was "Morgus the Magnificent" that became the most popular.


  Then in 1961 Morgus starred in his own movie, The Wacky World of Dr. Morgus. The film, made in New Orleans, features Morgus's invention, the instant people machine. This invention can turn people into sand. By putting the sand through a reassembly device, the process reverses, and the sand becomes people again. A representative from the small country of Microvania, Bruno, decided to use the machine as a means of transporting Microvanian spies into the States, so that his country can corner the world market on espionage. To trick Morgus into helping him, Bruno employs the lovely spy Mona Speekla (Jeanne Teslof), who convinces Morgus to bring the machine to Microvania. Once in Microvania, Bruno puts 300 spies through the machine, planning to restore them after they are safely in the United States. The plot thickens when Mona meets ace reporter Pencils McCane (Dan Barton). Pencils and Mona fall in love, and they team up with Morgus to stop Bruno's plan. The 300 Microvanian spies end up in a batch of cement used to finish off a bridge.


  Wacky World of Dr. Morgus premiered in New Orleans in October 1962. Sid Noel had left for New York before the premiere because of a dispute with WWL-TV over the release of the film. And although WWDM has been revived several times in New Orleans, it has never been widely released nationwide. In spite of this, WWDM has attained cult status among Morgus fans and has been shown at science-fiction conventions in New Orleans as recently as 1982.


  By early 1964, Sid Noel had moved to Detroit, and he took Morgus with him. Morgus Presents became an instant hit on WJBKTV. Unfortunately, the station did run into some controversy with Morgus. It seems that his time slot on Channel 2, Friday at 11:30, used to feature the Steve Allen Show. But the management at WJBK-TV decided to drop Steve's Friday show, which most often was a rerun anyway, and replace it with Morgus. This infuriated the Steve Allen fans. In an effort to please everyone, Channel 2 added a 90-minute Steve Allen Show matinee on Saturdays at 5:30 P.M.


  Once this controversy was settled, Morgus became more popular than ever. Soon he had his own weekday weather show, which appeared each day at 5:55 P.M. The shows, which lasted five minutes each, were later syndicated in Atlanta and Milwaukee by Storer Programs. The forecasts were done locally and tied in a view of the speaker on one of Morgus's machines. There were plans for wider syndication, but color was just becoming popular, and the weather shows had all been done in black and white. This decreased their value.


  Then, in June 1965, the New Orleans States-Item announced that the Magnificent One was coming back to New Orleans. His new time slot on WWL-TV was on Tuesday at 9:00 P.M. Morgus Presents remained on the air for two years. Then, from 1970 to 1971, Morgus reappeared on WDSU-TV. Unfortunately this show, which was seen in the afternoons, never really clicked. Perhaps it was the time slot or the fact that Morgus was hosting Star Trek reruns.


  It was during this period that misfortune struck Tommy George, alias Chopsley. While leading a funeral procession, George, still a deputy at the time was hit by a car. Both he and his motorcycle slid over 100 feet down the highway, injuring his leg in the process. To complicate matters, not only was his leg pinned beneath the cycle, but he landed in muddy water, which caused a recurring infection to develop in his injured leg.


  During George's recuperation several other actors filled in as Chopsley. In spite of this, Morgus Presents seemed to be running out of steam. Sid Noel decided to quit the show in 1971 and go into private business.


  But while Noel quietly readjusted to private life with his wife, Morgus's legend only grew. By the early eighties, Morgus had become a cult figure in New Orleans. Science-fiction and horror fans had held local screenings of Wacky World to promote interest in their hero. It worked. Soon enough Morgus fans had united to form a fan club, known as M.O.R.G.U.S.—for Morgusian Order to Revive a Glorius Understanding of Science. The group is led by Robert Fuller, Jr., who runs a singing-telegram outfit. He has organized nearly 100 members to help him keep the spirit of Morgus alive. He and his colleagues plan to search every attic in New Orleans to uncover missing Morgus memorabilia. A second Morgus fan club has also sprung up, The Students of Science. Led by Cheryl Bodenheimer and Judith Martin, the Students have recently begun production of a Morgus newsletter, which comes out quarterly.


  All the revived interest in Morgus paid off in the fall of 1986 when it was announced that Morgus was returning to New Orleans TV effective January 17, 1987. This time he is on Channel 26, WGNO. The show is once again called Morgus Presents and occupies his old Saturday night 10:30 time slot. Eric and Chopsley are also back to join in the fun. Chopsley is still portrayed by Tommy George. And Eric the skull has joined the computer age, quite literally; he's now attached to one.


  On the first show of his return, Morgus decided to tackle the problem of crime. He was provided with a convict guinea pig by a helpful prison warden. As usual, many things went wrong.


  However, things were only going right for Sid Noel then. Not only was Morgus once again a hit in New Orleans, but now he had finally made the move to syndication. Noel was delighted. And the rest of the world finally got a chance to see New Orleans's best-kept secret, Morgus the Magnificent!


  Unfortunately Noel's good fortune was to be short-lived. While the new Morgus was a complete success in New Orleans, he failed to catch on in his six new markets: New York, Baltimore, Atlanta, Little Rock, Wichita, and Albany, New York. Many had canceled the show by July 1989. This was extremely bad news for Noel, who is working as an independent. Meanwhile, the ratings at home have dropped to half the original level, which isn't bad considering that the shows are all reruns. Noel can't afford to produce new shows without new markets in which to show them.
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  Sid Noel in his most recent incarnation as Dr. Alexander Morgus. Morgus was briefly syndicated in New York and Baltimore during the late 1980s (courtesy of J. L. Martin).


  



  And the current syndication marketplace is more competitive than ever before. Not only are time slots hard to find because Morgus segments fill 30 minutes, leaving only 70 minutes for the movie (the rest of the time goes to the commercials), but there is now a wealth of one-hour shows in syndication like Freddy's Nightmares and War of the Worlds. These shows have the advantage of being offered on the "bartered" system, which means they are free to the station in exchange for commercial time. But a show needs to be in at least 50 markets before it becomes an attractive barter property for national advertisers. And since Morgus was not in that many cities, the alternative is to ask the stations for the money up front, something most aren't willing to pay.


  Noel's solution to his dilemma is to make Dr. Morgus a national personality. He has considered both the home-video market and the possibility of making Morgus the star of a nationally syndicated ad campaign, much like Jim Varney's popular Ernest character. Noel plans to explore every option. There is no guarantee of success, but one thing is for certain. If Sid Noel gets his way, Dr. Morgus will no longer be a well-kept secret.
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  To Ghoulardi, "All the world's a purple knif"


  



  In the early summer of 1963 a strange fever overcame the ordinary midwestern city of Cleveland, Ohio. It can only be described as "Ghoulardimania," so named for the zany host of the Friday-night late movie on TV.


  This outrageous Ghoulardi fellow, known to his family as Ernie Anderson, was everywhere that summer, thanks to Ghoulardi sweatshirts, postcards, and personal appearances. Everyone in town wanted to "keep cool with the Ghoul." By July, he was receiving 4,000 letters a week. And there was no escaping his domination of the airwaves, because not only was he on the Friday late movie, but he soon added both an early-Saturday-evening movie, and a weekly series, cleverly titled "Laurel, Ghoulardi and Hardy," to his roster. The latter program was on at 5:00 P.M. weekdays and consisted of 30-minute Laurel and Hardy short features.


  But just who was this Ernie Anderson guy, and how did he become the rage (or scourge, depending on your age at the time) of Cleveland?


  To begin with, he wasn't a ghoul at all but a former disc jockey, born in Lawrence, Massachusetts, and employed in Montpelier, Vermont.


  Later, after serving in the navy in World War II, he became the number-one deejay in Providence, Rhode Island. Albany, New York, was his next stop before coming to Cleveland in 1958. He was originally an announcer at WHK radio until the management forced him to take up freelancing because they had not been too pleased with some of his more offbeat musical selections like "The Purple People Eater." But his freelancing career didn't last too long as soon he was at WJW TV-8, hosting the morning movie on a show called Ernie's Place. But Ernie wasn't content being an ordinary host, so he and his partner, Tom Conway, began performing comedy skits during the commercial breaks. His sidekick Conway later changed his first name to Tim and made the big time on McHale's Navy.
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  Former deejay Ernie Anderson played the hugely popular Ghoulardi (courtesy of Chuck Schodowski).


  



  Back at WJW, in the early winter of 1962, the management decided to show old horror flicks on Friday nights at 11:20. They made Anderson the host. At first he was reluctant, especially since the shows were done live in those days. It was also assumed at the time that Anderson's spook character would be played straight. And a contest had been held to pick the host's name. The winner was Ghoulardo, but Anderson decided to make a slight change. The madcap beatnik Ghoulardi seemed to have a mind of his own. While the management seemed bewildered at first, the viewers were delighted. Audience response was so good by the second Friday that managerial doubt quickly vanished.


  The Ghoul reigned supreme! In Ghoulardi's world, phones do not ring but knock; there are ads for "Ghoul-Aid"; and The Tragedy of Ghoulious Caesar is considered classical literature. Other popular Ghoulardisms include: "knif" (fink spelled backward), "stay sick," "turn blue," and "you wouldn't BELIEVE." The movies he showed were often interrupted by shouts of "What a dog, what a bomb!" In fact, Ghoulardi's very appearance was so wacky that it wasn't unusual for him to show up with a faucet on his forehead or wearing a coolie hat decorated with Christmas ornaments. Kids all over Cleveland were quoting the Ghoul's philosophical statement "All the world's a purple knif." Thousands wrote in to request "knif" buttons, and "Oxnard" (as in California) was considered the most hilarious moniker around simply because it tickled Ghoulardi. He was so fond of the name that he gave it to his stuffed pet raven. Ghoulardi also featured a great deal of instrumental music on his show, a testament to Anderson's background as a disc jockey. The music he chose, incredibly hip at the time, included Duane Eddie's "Desert Rat," "Eddie's Blues" by Eddie Cochran, and Booker T. and the M.G.'s "Green Onions." Clearly John Zacherle wasn't the only "cool ghoul"!


  Like Zacherle, Ghoulardi was not content to merely remain on the sidelines condemning the films he showed as "dogs" and "bombs." No, he too wanted to be in the movies, delivering his own dialogue, which he did. Take, for example, One Million B.C. (1940) in which a primitive man is eating a hunk of meat. Suddenly, Ghoulardi's head popped up, and he said, "Cool it. Don't eat that stuff. I'll take you around the corner and get you a pizza." In another feature, possibly Attack of the Puppet People (1958), a mad scientist asked his now miniaturized victim, "What do you want?" A tiny superimposed Ghoulardi appeared with his hand raised and answered, "The men's room." In The Indestructible Man (1956), Ghoulardi could be seen hiding out in sewers with the star, Lon Chaney. Similarly, Ghoulardi was also seen frantically running down the street, eager to escape the atomic breath of The Giant Behemoth (1959).


  



  [image: ]



  Ghoulardi liked to edit himself into his movies. In One Million B.C. he popped in just long enough to tell Lon Chaney, Jr. (far right) not to eat caveman chow but to go out for pizza with him. (United Artists, 1940.)
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  Ghoulardi could also be seen running down the street to escape The Giant Behemoth. (Allied Artists, 1959.)


  



  Another highlight of his show was the weekly segment devoted to "Parma Place," a soap-opera satire named for a Cleveland suburb. Anderson was featured in these skits as muckraker Jerry Kriegle. Kriegle heads for Lake Erie each morning equipped with boots, rain-coat, and a rake. The charming residents of Parma all wear white socks, eat Cheez Whiz sandwiches, and try to keep up with their neighbors by constantly increasing the number of pink flamingos on their front lawns. The background music for these segments included polka tunes. Unfortunately, the residents of Parma complained that these skits were meant to insult their Polish heritage. The management promptly canceled "Parma Place."


  In spite of that, his other antics made Anderson the summer fad of Cleveland in 1963—so popular, in fact, that he was written up in Time magazine. There were claims that juvenile crime dropped by 35 percent during his show. And not only could one buy Ghoulardi sweatshirts, but the local Big Boy restaurants (called Manners back then) featured two Ghoulardi drinks in take-home mugs. One was the Hot Ghoulardi Cup and consisted of apple cider. The other was a Big Ghoulardi Milkshake, colored blue and green and guaranteed to make you stay sick. And back at WJW-TV, the fan mail was pouring in so heavily that they had to hire someone to open it. The lucky fellow was Fred C. Nemecek, Jr., only 17 at the time. Fortunately young Fred not only had a kooky sense of humor but was stout-hearted.


  A sample letter read, "Dear Ghoulardi, We love you. You're so different. Drop Dead. Here's something that doesn't work. Hatefully, David Jones, 10." With fan mail like this, who needs enemies? The letters were rather tame compared to the gifts, however. Packages included such items as three-foot butterflies, a knif killer, a knifometer, a ghoulitar, and a last-aid kit. The Ghoulitar featured an extra hole, with the instructions "hum in here." The last-aid kit advised, "Don't take a Bufferin, take a fink drink." Then of course, there was the really really weird stuff, like a (fake) bloody hand, a (real) dog skull, and a genuine dead bat. Not to mention the live snake. Ghoulardi would often show the homemade gifts on his program, only to blow them up with firecrackers!


  The firecrackers were a highlight of his personal appearances at local movie theaters. He also appeared at the Cleveland Zoo, where he climbed the rocks on "monkey island," and at the Great Lakes Shakespeare Festival Auditorium. The latter was also used for school graduations. But while Ghoulardi was there, he hosted a showing of The Thing and lit firecrackers. This was one reason why some parents disliked Ghoulardi so much; they considered him too anarchistic for their children to watch.


  Unfortunately for WJW, Ghoulardi began to lose his appeal to the young by early 1964. While it's true that Ghoulardi sweatshirt sales totaled $60,000 at a local grocery, mail and personal appearances were down. The Ghoul was lessening his hold on the young. "Turn blue" and "purple knif" were no longer the household words that they had been. Perhaps Ghoulardi was really just a summer fad, as many of Cleveland's adults had hoped at the time. Or maybe it was the overexposure he received from the weekday show, "Laurel, Ghoulardi, and Hardy," which had failed in the ratings.
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  Cleveland's very own Ghoulardi. Postcards like this were sent out to fans (courtesy of Chuck Schodowski).


  



  In an attempt to widen his appeal to a more adult audience, Anderson began taking a more satirical approach on the show. One of the more successful bits involved poking fun at the very popular mayor Ralph S. Locher. Although considered a very good mayor by most Clevelanders, it was generally acknowledged that his speeches were lackluster and boring. He was saluted by Anderson in the segment "That Was Weak Wasn't It?" A particularly dull clip of Locher making a speech would be shown for a few seconds; then the screen would flash in large letters, THAT WAS WEAK, WASN'T IT? In spite of this, however, all had not changed, for Ghoulardi was also still shrieking, "What a dog, what a bomb" about the films he showed.


  Anderson continued the Ghoulardi act on WJW-TV for another two years. Then, in the fall of 1966, it was reported in the Cleveland Plain Dealer that he was quitting to join his pal Tim Conway in Hollywood. Doing so many shows was taking its toll, and he was tired of fighting the station manager, who had once tried to save money by substituting old Thriller reruns for movies. Anderson was hoping to strike it big with a part in a weekly network series.


  And although Anderson is not now a household name, nor is his face a familiar sight to most TV viewers, he did strike it big in Hollywood, so big, in fact, that he is known as one of the world's highest-paid announcers. And if you ever watch ABC-TV, you've heard his voice countless times. His is the familiar voice that once invited you to stay tuned for "The Looove Boat." Yes, he is Ghoulardi "Love Boat" Anderson. Besides his duties as the voice of ABC-TV, he also does countless commercials.


  He now lives happily with his second wife, Edwina, their four children, and many pets in Studio City, California. And he's quite content working an ordinary five-day week. No more late nights howling about bad horror movies. He was seen on WJW's 1988 anniversary show, 25 Years of Friday Nights, produced by current horror host and veteran of the Ghoulardi show "Big Chuck" Schodowski. Big Chuck and cohost Little John visited Anderson at home and interviewed him for the show. Ernie joked around a bit and confessed that he would like a small character part in a good movie that people will watch for years to come.


  Let's hope that Ernie Anderson gets his wish. He deserves it. Of course, it sounds just like Ghoulardi to try to get into the movies. But don't think for a second that his hometown has forgotten him. Just a mention of the name Ghoulardi to a native Clevelander today still brings a smile.


  8


  Chilly Billy; or Night of the Living Horror Host


  



  At first glance, Bill Cardille, nattily dressed in a tuxedo, doesn't look much like a horror host. He doesn't sport fangs or white greasepaint. He isn't even mildly scary-looking. In fact, about the scariest thing you can say about Bill Cardille is that he used to host Studio Wrestling. But in Pittsburgh, Bill Cardille will always be known as Chilly Billy, the host of Chiller Theatre for 20 years.


  From 1963 until New Year's Eve 1983, Chiller Theatre, later retitled Saturday Late Show, ran on WPXI-TV 11 (formerly WIIC-TV).


  As the show's host, Chilly Billy not only introduced the movies (Chiller was originally a double feature) but also entertained between the commercials with his wacky skits. Cardille portrayed many different characters, among them Captain Bad, a hero for juvenile delinquents, Maurice the Matchmaker, and the Little Old Monster Maker. Later, a "Chiller family" of characters was added, which included Georgette the Fudgemaker, Terminal Stare (who was beautiful but speechless), Stephen the Castle Prankster, and Norman the Castle Keeper.


  When WPXI picked up Saturday Night Live, Chiller was pushed back to 2:00 A.M. and reduced to showing a single feature. In 1983 Chiller Theatre was canceled. The last show, which appeared on New Year's Eve, featured three movies and some clips from the past. It was a sad night for Pittsburgh.


  Bill Cardille, a native of Sharon, Pennsylvania, got his start in broadcasting at WDAD radio in Indiana, Pennsylvania, as a disc jockey.


  He later joined WICU-TV in Erie where he was an announcer-director for six years. It was also in Erie that Bill served as a weatherman and as the host of Uncle Billy's Tip Top Time kiddie show. He joined WIIC-TV (later WPXI) in 1957, as an announcer. In 1963, when the station first began showing Chiller Theatre, it was on Saturday afternoons, and Cardille's role was that of an off-screen announcer. Cardille decided to make the most of the role and began using a slow, spooky delivery in introducing the films. He would even occasionally throw in comments during the movie.


  Chiller's ratings were so good after 13 weeks that management decided to expand the show to a double feature and move it to Saturday nights at 11:30. Cardille was asked to be the host. In coming up with an idea for a horror-host character, Cardille decided that people would get tired of such a dressed-up character. But he thought they wouldn't get tired of different characters.


  So Bill Cardille, wearing a dark suit and tie (the tux came later) became Chilly Billy, the host of Chiller Theatre. Cardille was also the host of many other shows on Channel 11, among them Luncheon at the Ones, Six O'Clock Hop, Stock Car Racing, Saturday Dance Party, and Studio Wrestling, which was syndicated on the East Coast. One of his more unusual but short-lived shows was Mysteries Beyond, which was dedicated to the exploration of psychic phenomena, UFOs, and ghosts. Definitely the sort of show you'd expect from someone nicknamed Chilly Billy, but not exactly in tune with Polka Time, another Cardille-hosted program.


  Cardille's role as horror host included introducing the movies and writing and appearing in various unconnected skits. He played many recurring characters, such as the previously mentioned Captain Bad and the Little Old Monster Maker. There were also recurring bits like "The Break-In." This featured a wall safe, which when broken into revealed a different but strange activity going on inside each time. Sometimes there was a band playing in the safe. Others there would be a couple kissing or maybe even a fellow hanging upside down with an apple in his mouth. There was also a running feature on the PSS, the Pittsburgh Subway System. At that time there was no Pittsburgh subway.


  One of the more controversial gags on Chiller was the annual "Mess World Contest," a spoof of beauty pageants. Traditionally shown on Chiller after the "Miss America Pageant," "Mess World" featured homely women with names like Miss Transylvania of 1878. The women, all volunteers, would be rated on a scale of 1 to 10. Bags, that is. For example, Miss Transylvania was a "six-bagger." In spite of the popularity of the contest, it was eventually canceled after eight years because some viewers had complained to the station that the concept was demeaning.


  During the last five years of Chiller Theatre, the "Chiller family" of characters was introduced. It was also the fourth set for Chiller. The earlier sets had included a laboratory. The Chiller family resided in a castle set. Generally only two cast members appeared per show, although on Halloween the entire Chiller family would appear. It was during this phase of the show that Chilly Billy began wearing a tuxedo. The attractive female cast members, Georgette the Fudgemaker and Terminal Star, wore long slinky dresses. Apparently castles in Pittsburgh require formal wear.


  Aside from castle antics, Chiller also presented many fine horror movies. One of these may have inspired the making of another more famous movie. Apparently Pennsylvanian filmmaker George Romero saw The Last Man on Earth, starring Vincent Price, on Chiller Theatre. He felt he could do a better job. The movie he made was the cult classic Night of the Living Dead (1968). As a kind of tribute to Chiller, Bill Cardille was asked to appear in the film. But at first the busy Cardille refused. After much persistence on the part of Night's coproducer Karl Hardman (who plays Harry in the film), Cardille relented. He and a camera crew from Channel 11 drove 40 miles to the movie's location to film his cameo as the TV news reporter. The reporter's name? Bill Cardille, of course. Later the Channel 11 news featured a story on Chilly Billy's movie debut. His part in Night occurs in a TV news report on the zombie crisis in which he interviews the police chief. He interviews the chief again near the end of the movie.


  Later, Chilly Billy promoted Night on Chiller Theatre by showing clips to his viewers. Appropriately, the world premiere of Night was held in Pittsburgh. A family tradition was continued recently when Cardille's daughter Lori Cardille costarred in Romero's zombie sequel Day of the Dead. Other Pittsburgh locals who began as Chiller fans have gone into the horror-film field. Both Tom Savini and fellow horror makeup artist Joe Blasco used to hang around the Chiller set as kids. Blasco even made up some other kids as monsters for a Chiller episode when he was 17.


  



  [image: ]



  Bill Cardille, host of Pittsburgh's Chiller Theater, recorded some of his comedy bits on this album in the late sixties (record courtesy of Conrad Widener).


  



  The busy Bill Cardille ventured away from hosting TV shows long enough to do two Chilly Billy records. The first, Chilly Billy Goes on Record, preserves some of his Chiller Theatre bits on an album recorded in the late sixties. Included is an interview with Captain Bad and "Strange, But True," in which he relates eerie coincidences similar to the old "Believe It or Not." A few years later, Chilly Billy came out with "Chilly Billy's Vamp," a single in which he sings on side one. Side two contains more short "Strange, But True" tales.


  Then, in December of 1983, WPXI, Channel 11, decided it was time to cancel Chiller Theatre. Strange, but true. The movie, which had been retitled The Saturday Late Show 15 years before, would continue in the 2:00 A.M. time slot. But Chilly Billy would be history. The final show aired December 31, 1983, at 1:00 A.M. It consisted of a triple feature of The Wolf Man, Children Shouldn't Play with Dead Things, and It Came from Outer Space. The highlight of the show was clips from shows past, a rare commodity since Cardille and director Jack Bleriot had been able to dig up only 12 old tapes—not much to show for 20 years of TV. But the optimistic Bill Cardille isn't a man to live in the past.


  He is currently a staff announcer and weatherman at WPXT-TV. Cardille also emcees the annual Pennsylvania and Ohio Miss USA pageants. Wearing a tux, of course.
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  It's Dr. Cadaverino, Stupid!


  



  By day, he was just a mild-mannered TV announcer for Milwaukee station WITI, but at midnight every Saturday night a change came over Jack Du Blon. He became the host of Nightmare Theatre, a loudmouthed, stringy-haired, fanged fiend known as—Dr. Cadaverino.


  His show debuted in 1964 and continued on the air until October 1977 when Du Blon decided it was time to hang up his fangs. When asked by the local press to give his reasons for retiring, he stated, "I find I'm losing the hate for my fellow man that's necessary to carry on in the spirit which has guided me for so long." And he was concerned about his mental health because he was actually beginning to like the movies he was hosting.


  Those movies included mostly grade-Z monster pics like The Slime People, but they were highlighted by such classics as the Creature from the Black Lagoon trilogy (the original, Revenge of the Creature, and The Creature Walks Among Us). Dr. Cadaverino usually blasted the movies as he introduced them. He also liked to tell viewers that it didn't matter if they had already seen the movie before. "You can tell all your friends what's going to happen, stupid." Stupid was one of Cadaverino's favorite words. He applied it liberally to his audience and his headless sidekick, Igor. Upon retirement, the cantankerous Cadaverino gave his age as 165.


  The considerably younger Du Blon, born in 1930, is a native of Chicago. He ended up in Milwaukee after stints in Green Bay, Midland, Texas, and Ft. Worth. While in Midland in 1958, he began work as a puppeteer. In Ft. Worth he invented a character known as Albert the Alleycat. He copyrighted the diseased-looking but friendly feline in 1960 and moved to Milwaukee. He also brought Albert with him to do a cartoon show on WITI Channel 6 where Du Blon also did a show called Funny Farm with Barbara Becker. Later, Albert the Alleycat began appearing on the local weather report.


  In 1964 Du Blon began doing Nightmare Theatre. At first, Dr. Cadaverino was a gruesome character sporting boils, warts, and a broken nose. Gradually his look changed, and soon he was less monster and more hipster. He had long moplike hair, a beard, and fangs. Shades and a bowler hat complimented his green sport coat, which was adorned with old campaign buttons. His set looked just about as scruffy as he did. It featured one of your phonier-looking brick-wall backdrops. There were also a couple of wicker chairs, a small table, and the usual horror-host props—a telephone, a coffin, and an executioner's ax. Perhaps the latter explains the rather unusual appearance of the doctor's assistant, Igor. Whatever the cause for Igor's considerable handicap, it brought no sympathy from Dr. Cadaverino. The doctor insisted on insulting the headless one by calling him El Creepo and Dumbhead. But of course Dr. C. called everyone names, his favorites being Stupid, El Creepo, and Dumbhead. These appellations were also freely applied to guests on the show. Even when the guests were contestants from the Miss Wisconsin beauty pageant, Dr. Cadaverino succinctly labeled them Broads.


  The cranky Cadaverino was popular enough to receive a fair share of fan mail. He got about 100 or more letters a month and often read the letters on the air, showing them the same respect he gave Igor and the movies. In other words, the letters soon ended up on the floor. Other offerings from fans included macabre gifts. These usually wound up either in Du Blon's dressing room or as part of the set. The more bizarre items included mice fetuses, part of a hand, a toilet seat, and all kinds of caskets.


  Of course, Dr. Cadaverino didn't obtain such a loyal gift-giving following just by reading letters and calling Igor stupid. There were often more outrageous antics on the show, including starting fires and smashing tables. Once the doctor opened his casket to find his director in there clad in shorts. And another time, while demolishing the set with an ax, Cadaverino accidentally severed his own mike cord. With a shrug and a smile, he gleefully but silently continued the scene.


  So perhaps it is no wonder that after 13 years of assorted mayhem, Jack Du Blon decided to hang up the ol' fangs. Maybe he had truly begun to lose his edge, as he suspected. He commented at the time, "I noticed in the last year that Cadaverino didn't have as much venom as he used to." And with that and one last show on October 29, 1977, Dr. Cadaverino left the air. Nightmare Theatre had truly ended.


  Jack Du Blon, however, continued. He remained at Channel 6 as Albert the Alleycat and an announcer. But the hipster vampire was like history, man.
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  Sir Graves Ghastly Presents


  



  The wind howls. Cats squeal. Cemetery gates creak. Dense fog fills the air. Suddenly a white-faced man sits up in his coffin. He sports a goatee and mustache. Both are black and greasy, as is his hair, which has been combed down over a balding forehead. There his hair forms into a large curl. The hair on either side of his temples is also combed forward into curls. Heavy black eyebrows arch over each eye. They too curl, upward at the bridge of his nose. He is dressed in traditional vampire horror-host attire—a tux and a cape, accented by purple gloves. He is Detroit's own Sir Graves Ghastly.


  He began hosting Sir Graves Ghastly Presents on WJBK Channel 2 in 1966. The show ran on Saturday afternoons from 2:30 until 5:00 for over 16 years. It was most popular with school-age children. The show was eventually canceled in April 1983. Sir Graves Ghastly Presents was also seen in the Washington, D.C., area for a short time between the late 1960s and the early 1970s on the now defunct WTOP Channel 9.


  The ghastly one himself was portrayed by Lawson J. Deming, a native of Medina, Ohio. Born in 1928, Deming has worked in radio and television for most of his life. He has been everything from an actor and producer to a radio sound-effects man. One of his special talents, formed in the days of radio, is doing accents. He could do 27 ethnic dialects. In 1949 he began working in TV hosting a film show in Cleveland. That show lasted until 1956. Deming also used to tour the lecture circuit as a phony Russian science professor called Miechyslav Dombrozon who spoke about UFO sightings. Dombrozon also liked to say terrible things about Americans. Unfortunately for Deming, sometimes there were audience members who didn't realize that his act was a joke.


  But that was rarely the case with Sir Graves. A small man with an upturned nose, Deming looked more cartoonish than frightening in his theatrically ghoulish makeup. Perhaps that is why he was so popular with children. It also helped that the show was packed with many other equally buffoonish characters, most of these also played by Deming. Among them was Tilly Trollhouse, Sir Graves's girlfriend. She looked just like Sir Graves in a stringy blond wig and without the beard. Tilly usually lip-synched or mimed to Florence Foster Jenkins or Spike Jones records. She also ran for president once, using as her slogan "Tippecanoe and Tilly too." More menacing than Tilly was Walter, Sir Graves's alter ego. He often tried to take over the show and used to chastise Sir Graves by saying, "You're sick, sick, sick!" Walter also liked to lip-synch. One of his favorite tunes was "Three Little Fishies." Usually the screen would appear to fill with water for this number. Then there was the Glob, Sir Graves's mouth filmed upside down, then surrounded by a circle. The Cool Ghoul at least had more than just a mouth, but not much more. He was a 1950s motorcycle guy whose bike crashed on his way home from a party. The only thing left of him was his head. There were also the Voice of Doom and a sarcastic skeleton head. Ivan Awfulitch was a failed weightlifter who liked to play the guitar while Walter would read his poetry. Ghastly also had a familiar, called Baruba, who would do Sir Graves's bidding. And like a good spook, Baruba was never seen, just heard.


  In the later years of the show a new character was added. His name was Digger Deeper, and he was played by Walter Selbman. As his name implies, Digger was a gravedigger, and he appeared much like Igor from the Frankenstein movies. Sometimes Digger liked to play the organ, and when he did, it was usually something spooky, like Bach's Toccata and Fugue in D minor. Selbman also occasionally donned monster masks to portray the Frankenstein monster, a werewolf, and others.


  When asked about his origins, Sir Graves liked to explain that he was once a contemporary of William Shakespeare's. This explained his British accent. Unfortunately for him, though, back in the old days Sir Graves once had the bad sense to get into an argument with Queen Elizabeth. This resulted in his being hanged in the Tower of London. But as he cheerily liked to explain, "The hanging was like a poor vaccination. It didn't take."


  What did take was Ghastly's corny, campy cutups. He was beloved by kids and popular enough that hundreds of schoolchildren attended tours of the studio where his show was taped. Sometimes Sir Graves even slipped out of his graveyard studio long enough to do personal appearances, like the one at the Main Theatre in suburban Royal Oak. There, after a showing of Dracula, Prince of Darkness, the ghastly one starred in a magic stage show. This was rather Grand Guignol in nature and featured such lurid effects as limbs being sawed off. Afterward, the audience was invaded by rubber-masked monsters.


  The taping of Sir Graves Ghastly Presents wasn't always as exciting as the live stage shows. Because so many technical effects were required, Deming often found himself doing a lot of waiting between takes. It was then that having a coffin came in handy. As he told the Detroit Free Press in 1980, "The coffin is very comfortable. I've been known to take a nap when they have technical problems. Why not?" Actually, the idea of napping in a coffin sounds ominous only when one considers that Sir Graves's casket was mounted on two sawhorses.


  Another trademark of the Ghastly show was the time he spent showing off his fan mail. He actually had a bulletin board on which he displayed drawings by his fans. And he made birthday announcements. This gave his show an extra personal touch.


  As for the movies themselves, Sir Graves presented both the best and the worst. Among the former were the Universal classics. The latter, however, usually included films along the lines of that Japanese extravaganza Attack of the Mushroom People. Deming, a science-fiction buff himself, confided to the Detroit Free Press that he generally disliked all Japanese sci-fi movies. In particular, he despised a series of films called Starman, which actually embarrassed him. Among his favorites were The Thing and War of the Worlds.


  While Sir Graves Ghastly was primarily an afternoon ghoul, he did do some evening specials, including a highly publicized "Night of the Apes," featuring King Kong and Mighty Joe Young. There was even an iron-on patch to commemorate this event. WTOP Washington, D.C., also had a regular Friday-night version of Sir Graves Ghastly. These shows were more adult-oriented than the afternoon shows and generally had less hijinks going on. In spite of this, Sir Graves was on the air in Washington for only a few years.


  But in Detroit he continued to be popular until his cancellation in 1983. Deming's contract was not renewed. He then became an announcer on the Storer Broadcasting station in Cleveland, WJKW. Like Baruba, the familiar, he was only heard, not seen.
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  Life After Ghoulardi: Big Chuck and Little John


  



  The Big Chuck and Little John Show on WJKW-TV in Cleveland shows horror movies at noon and 11:30 P.M. on Saturdays. But the hosts do not reside in a castle or a tomb. They are not vampires or ghouls or mad scientists. The hosts are simply Big Chuck and Little John. You can tell them apart because Chuck is taller and has more hair. He also has a dimple in his chin, like Kirk Douglas's. John is partially bald and has a mustache. The two host the show in front of a studio audience where they introduce the movie and their own pretaped comedy skits. The skits usually feature Big Chuck and Little John, and can vary from parodies of TV shows and movies to simple sight gags. They generally do not feature vampires.


  In real life, Big Chuck, measuring six feet two inches, is Charles Schodowski, a producer-director at WJKW since 1969. Little John, who stands four feet three inches, is John Rinaldi, owner of a jewelry store in downtown Cleveland. Schodowski has been doing the show since 1966, when it began as the Hoolihan and Big Chuck Show. Hoolihan was actually an actor by the name of Bob Wells. Wells left the show in 1979 to pursue a career in Christian broadcasting. For a time he could be seen on many stations doing an ad for the Bible on cassettes. He later became an investment banker. Rinaldi first appeared on the show in 1972 in drag as Bridget the Midget, complete with mustache. He continued to be a popular regular on the show until taking over as cohost when Wells left.
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  Big Chuck (right) and Little John host their skits and horror movies while sitting in front of a studio audience. Inexplicably, they sometimes appear wearing no pants (courtesy of Chuck Schodowski).


  



  However, Big Chuck's horror-host involvement can be traced all the way back to the early sixties and the Ghoulardi show starring Ernie Anderson. It was in 1960 that he began working at Channel 8 as an engineer. A few years later he began chipping in ideas to Anderson's show and making occasional appearances. Some of his contributions to Ghoulardi's show include the many references to Parma, a suburb of Cleveland that was teased weekly on the "Parma Place" segment of the program.


  These days Schodowski writes, produces, performs, and sometimes even directs his show. And while the Big Chuck and Little John Show has no formal budget they always manage to have complete sets and props. They usually make or borrow the props. Local restaurants and hospitals often allow them to film on the premises free. The filming of the skits usually takes place on Wednesday nights. The rest of the show, in which Big Chuck and Little John host the movie from chairs on a set, is done on Friday afternoons. There is a waiting list to be in the studio audience.


  The show features Big Chuck and Little John introducing the movie and the skits. When the movie is bad, which is often, they can be heard groaning, "What a movie." They also sometimes comment on upcoming action in the film. But mostly they chat to the audience. They also ask the studio audience trivia questions, for which the correct answer gets a prize. And they announce their upcoming public appearances, which usually number about two per week. And it is here that Little John shines, either tossing in ad-libs or just mugging for the camera. They also introduce the backbone of the Big Chuck and Little John Show, their comedy skits.


  The skits more often than not depend on sight gags, which is not surprising considering that Big Chuck's idol is Ernie Kovacs. And back in the Hoolihan and Chuck day’s cohost Bob Wells used to play a character similar to Kovacs's lisping poet, Percy Dovetonsils. His name was Robert, and he used to read stories. One was about a little rich boy who after excitedly returning from a visit to Disneyland asked his father for his own Mickey Mouse outfit. So the father bought him Channel 8.


  Big Chuck plays a continuing character on the show, known only as That Certain Ethnic. This character is the ultimate lovable dolt, played by Polish-American Schodowski as an immigrant just off the boat. That Certain Ethnic can be identified by his battered hat, handlebar mustache, loud tie, and high-water pants that reveal white socks. Sometimes Certain Ethnic dons Western gear to become the Kielbasa Kid in Gunsmoke parodies. But he's still slow-witted, as in using kielbasa sausage in his holsters instead of guns.


  TV shows are a favorite target for skits on Schodowski's show. Many TV parodies have become regular features, such as "Ben Crazy," a take-off on Ben Casey; "That's Really Incredible," spoofing That's Incredible; and "Mary Hartski, Mary Hartski," their ethnic version of Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman. Another similar skit is "Fallacy Island," in which Chuck appears as Mr. Rourke and Little John is Cuckoo instead of Fantasy Island's Tatoo. As they stand by the shores of Lake Erie, Cuckoo looks skyward and cries, "De plane, de plane!" Suddenly a large white blob falls on his head. "De bird, de bird!"


  If Big Chuck is generally typecast as Certain Ethnic, Little John is the all-purpose leading man, playing everything from babies to husbands to executives. He also takes the brunt of the action. Schodowski is always coming up with new humiliations for Rinaldi's characters. It isn't enough that he has often played babies in buggies. For some unexplained reason, he also plays many characters without pants. Another typical Little John character is the henpecked husband.


  Rounding out the skits is the cast of regulars. Many of these folks are fellow employees of Channel 8, such as Herb Thomas, a photographer, and Art Lofredo, a studio cameraman. Thomas is most identified with the character Soulman, a black superhero. Lofredo specializes in character makeup and has played a wide variety of characters, from an old man to a fat man. Chuck has featured him in so many skits that he honored the actor with a tribute, Art Lofredo Night. Another regular who got her own night is Mary Allen, a middle-aged suburban housewife. Ms. Allen turned a one-shot appearance into a regular gig. She usually plays characters like herself, a middle-aged housewife. She is also often seen as the wife of Certain Ethnic. The resident hot babe is Julie Ann Cashel, who specializes in dumb blondes and Ben Crazy's aide, Nurse Goodbody.


  Of course, not all the skits are TV parodies. Many are simply sight gags in honor of Chuck's idol, Ernie Kovacs. One such example features Certain Ethnic working at the airport. A large sign reads Bags Checked Here. A passenger hands his suitcase over to Ethnic, who takes a paintbrush and makes a large checkmark on the side of it. Another showed a woman vacuuming a living room, TV on. As she vacuumed the top of the set, the picture moved as if everything in it was being sucked up. These black-out bits are usually followed by a laugh track. But the amazing part is that it is the same laugh track that has been used for over 20 years.


  The laugh track isn't the only thing reused on the Big Chuck and Little John Show. Sound effects, costumes, and props are likely to show up again. Even skits. Not just on tribute nights either. Sometimes they can even be tied in with the movie. For example, the showing of Carrie seemed a perfect opportunity to rerun a Saturday Night Fever parody. Why? Because of John Travolta's appearance in both films.


  The Big Chuck and Little John Show has also featured some of Cleveland's more unusual local talent. The talent in this case might be considered questionable because it includes a teenage boy who imitated a frog by slurping Jell-o and another known as Mush Mouth who crammed a whole pizza in his mouth, said to have only taken seconds.


  But some humor just doesn't translate well, and such was the case when Big Chuck and Little John was tried in Detroit for 15 weeks during 1982. The show was a flop. The ethnic humor, in particular, did not go over well. Schodowski felt that the Detroiters were just "stuffed shirts" and that Clevelanders are more sophisticated.


  Sophisticated is not the word many use to describe the Big Chuck and Little John Show. Even Big Chuck admits that it can sometimes be a little corny. But one can't argue with success. And after more than 25 years and numerous local Emmys, the Big Chuck and Little John Show is a success.


  Most of this is a tribute to the chemistry of the hosts. Chuck, the brains behind the show, is naturally shy. John is the outgoing one who makes all the arrangements for public appearances. He is also the personality who appeals the most to children.


  In 1988 Schodowski produced a twenty-fifth anniversary show called 25 Years of Friday Nights, which began with the Ghoulardi years back in 1963. The show continued to the current Big Chuck Show and featured not only film highlights from the past but also recent visits with Ernie Anderson and Bob Wells. And of course it was hosted by Schodowski and Rinaldi.
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  Chuck Schodowski (left) and John Rinaldi wear their best to host Twenty Five Years of Friday Nights, a retrospective of Cleveland horror-hosting that began with Ghoulardi (courtesy of Chuck Schodowski).


  



  Although both men work over 60 hours a week each, they also find time to socialize along with their families at the Schodowskis’ summer home on Kelley's Island. Schodowski and his wife, June, have five children. Rinaldi and his wife, Sherry, have two. But Rinaldi is a city boy and can rarely stand more than a few days in the woods. And Chuck is too much of a worrier to be away from work long.


  So who knows, the Big Chuck and Little John Show just might be on for another 25 years.
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  Dr. Paul Bearer: "Welcome, fright fans!"


  



  "Heh-heh-heh-heh. Well, fright fans, welcome to the tenement castle of Dr. Paul Bearer," says the gaunt goateed undertaker in a voice that lurks somewhere between gravel and bronchitis. Aside from being the major occupant of said tenement castle, our speaker is also the host of WTOG Channel 44's Creature Feature in St. Petersburg, Florida. Yes, that creepy fellow with the hair parted down the middle and the scar on the side of his narrow face is Dr. Paul Bearer.


  In real life the sinister doc is known as Dick Bennick, a 60-year¬old advertising director of WEZY/WLKF radio in Lakeland. He first began playing the undertaker movie host some 20 years ago in High Point, North Carolina. Six and a half years later, he moved south to the Florida suncoast where his afternoon horror-movie double feature often wins its 1:00 P.M. time slot in the ratings.


  Bennick grew up in Asheville, North Carolina, as an only child. His father was a druggist, and Dick was expected to continue the family tradition. But at the age of 5 the young Bennick saw a magic show in which a woman was sawed in half. He was so impressed that by age 12 he was producing magic shows of his own in the garage. Bennick's dream was to run away and join a magic act. After high school, and against his parents' desires, he did just that. The show was called John Calvert's Magic and Model Show. He started as a stage assistant and later became the host of the midnight horror show. He was well suited to this task since he had been a horror-film fan from childhood, favoring such classics as King Kong and Frankenstein.


  In 1949 Bennick started in radio, the beginning of what was to be a 27-year career as a disc jockey. Bennick also worked at a small TV station in Winston-Salem. His duties there ranged from reading the weather to being a dance-party host. The station also had its own Shock Theatre, featuring Count Shockula.


  When the original host quit, Bennick asked for the job. He got the part, but he wasn't quite pleased with it. Count Shockula was sort of a living human skeleton, a character Bennick thought didn't work because the count wasn't human enough. So Bennick sponsored a contest on how to kill Count Shockula. Of course, the obvious solution was to drive a stake through his heart, which was done by none other than Dr. Paul Bearer. The avenging undertaker then proceeded to take over the show.


  After six and a half years at WGHP in North Carolina, Bennick moved south to WGTO radio in Cypress Gardens. He began at the station as deejay, then worked up to program director. From there he went from salesman to sales manager, then from general manager to regional sales manager. When WGTO was sold to a new owner and switched to a religious format, Bennick moved to WEZY/WLKF in Lakeland where he is again regional sales manager. But every three months or so Bennick takes to the road and travels to the studios of WTOG where he once again transforms himself into that pallbearing punster, Dr. Paul Bearer.


  To tape so many shows, 13, calls for a great deal of planning, which is just what Bennick does. In fact, he's so organized that he even keeps a file of every joke he has ever used on the air, so that jokes will not be repeated too often. He also collects props by the dozens and boasts of a 23-year-old collection of monster magazines. The latter help him come up with ideas for the show. Once he is ready to film his shows, Bennick arrives at the studio fully prepared, his script written out in his mind. All his props are also made in advance. The artwork on these was once done by his former wife, Sue Bennick, when they were still married. The taping of 13 weeks of shows is generally done in just one Saturday, using two cameras. This may sound impossible, but after so many years of experience, Bennick has the portrayal of Dr. Paul Bearer perfected.


  A visit to the tenement castle reveals a painted brick wall or-namented by a fake spider web. To the right is a fake fireplace, and directly in front of the wall is the cushioned chair in which Dr. Bearer sits as he introduces the "horrible old movies" he shows. He begins the show coming through the door, sitting in his chair, or rising from a coffin. Then, cigarette in hand, the sardonic host treats viewers to sight gags and puns, all presented in the same deadpan croak that has become his trademark.
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  Dr. Paul Bearer, alias Dick Bennick, speeding off to his tenement castle to host another horrible old movie (courtesy of Dick Bennick).


  



  Sample schtick includes a decapitated head singing "I Ain't Got Nobody," the doctor's fingerpaint set featuring a finger next to each color, and cobwebs that turn out to be corncobs covered with spider webs. Sometimes the doctor gets hungry watching the movies, prompting him to try some Strangles Potato Chips, which, curiously enough, come in cans similar to Pringles. As for Bearer's opinion of the chips, "Not bad at all. Arrghhh…" Once, after declaring it was time for an "old-fashioned coffee break," he proceeded to smash a coffee cup with a hammer. When the doctor announced that the "horrible old movie" to be shown was Invasion of the Saucermen, he found himself pelted by tiny toy-tea-set saucers. And like the Strangles chips, a standard gimmick on the show is the macabre pun on well-known products, such as Lice Crispies, Mourn Flakes, and Bleeder's Digest.


  All of this has made Dr. Paul Bearer a very popular figure. His afternoon show pulls in consistently high ratings, and he gained an extra Saturday-night show during the summer of 1985. This was shown at 11:30 P.M. and was for summer only. Surprisingly, it often beat Saturday Night Live in the ratings. Also, according to Channel 44's program director Dr. Paul Bearer's popularity manages to cut across all demographic lines. He is equally admired by teenagers and adults.


  Most of all, Dr. Paul Bearer keeps Dick Bennick busy. On weekends, when he's not taping shows, Bennick is often making per-sonal appearances as Florida's favorite ghoul. These always increase in the fall, especially in October when he can be seen at places as various as shopping centers, parades, charities, hospitals, and tourist attractions. To keep in character, Bennick travels in true horror-host style—a black 1963 Cadillac hearse. And one year at Tampa's East Lake Mall he was so popular that he signed over 900 pictures in three hours. In the last two weeks of October alone, Bennick estimates that he usually signs over 10,000 photos.


  Bennick has also made public-service announcements on TV to warn children to be careful while trick-or-treating. That children like him as much as adults do is evident at his public appearances. The kids flock to him, and they don't seem to be the least bit frightened. Some even ask Bennick to take out his glass eye, which replaces one lost in a car accident. And while he claims not be sensitive about the subject, he always refuses to remove the eye for his young fans. Bennick sometimes ponders why the character Dr. Paul Bearer works so well. He concedes that the doctor is horrible-looking, but he is not horrible. Sure, he can be gross sometimes, as when he occasionally eats bugs. But Bennick figures we can all be gross at times. Basically he feels that people just identify with Dr. Paul Bearer in some way and that his message is that it is OK to be scared sometimes.


  As for Bennick, he has proved to be just as much of a surviver as his fearsome alter ego. He has come through a triple-bypass operation and two divorces. When not busy working, he enjoys gardening. But Bennick has another hobby, one he calls his fun hobby. The tools for this avocation include a black 1963 hearse, a coffin, and a tenement castle. "Heh-heh-heh…."
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  Dr. Shock: The Mad Magician of Fright


  



  Scream-In, Mad Theater, and Horror Theater. Whether shown late at night or on Saturday afternoons, these three horror-movie shows had one important thing in common. They were all hosted by Philadelphia's lovable Dr. Shock. Each week on WPHL-TV 17 ol' Shocky Doc would crawl out of his coffin to host another movie from his laboratory. Dressed in a frock coat and spats, the ghoulish host resembled a strange cross between Zacherley and W. C. Fields. Roaming around his lab, he would chat with the home viewers and perform magic tricks. Making regular appearances in the show was his young daughter Bubbles.


  Dr. Shock was portrayed by Joseph Zawislak, a former insurance salesman and professional magician. He began playing Dr. Shock in 1969 and continued the part until his untimely death on September 28, 1979, at the age of 42. Zawislak, a native of Philadelphia, had a history of heart problems.


  His interest in magic began at an early age after seeing a fire-eater at a carnival. Fascinated by what he saw, the 16-year-old Zawislak tried to find books on the subject. When he couldn't find any, he settled for teaching himself by trial and error. Once he had mastered fire-eating, a full magic act followed. Originally he was billed variously as Dr. Alkie and "The Amazing Mr. Joseph," and was assisted by his wife. In 1959 he became Dr. Shock to accommodate an electric chair he'd added to the act. When not performing magic, Joe Zawislak sold insurance.


  Zawislak also admitted to being a fan of early-TV horror-host Roland, better known as Zacherley. It was then that Zawislak began copying Zach's black-and-white makeup and frock coat.


  But Zawislak's TV career didn't begin until much later. It was in 1969, while at a neighborhood barbershop, that he learned that a fellow customer, Fred Bauer, then a director at Channel 17, was looking for a horror host. Bauer gave him an audition, and Dr. Shock was reborn.


  The original Scream-in was shown on Saturday evenings. Dr. Shock would often welcome his viewers with phrases like, "Greetings, my hokey hucksters of horror," "my frog-faced fools of fright," or even "my nostalgic numbskulls of night." He also started out with a hunchback sidekick named Boris. Boris was a one-eyed, scar-faced, lisping fellow of dubious sexuality and questionable intelligence who liked to fondle a rubber chicken and rinse his pantyhose out in a urinal. The show was canceled after 13 weeks.


  Within a few days, thousands of viewers wrote in to protest. The station was even picketed. Dr. Shock went back on the air, sans Boris. Boris was replaced by someone considerably more wholesome, Zawislak's baby daughter, known as Bubbles. Soon regular viewers came to know the history of Dr. Shock—how he was born 144 years before as Count Zawishlok in the mountains of Romania. A thunderstorm had destroyed his castle, his family, and his impractical nurse. He was then rescued by Bella the gypsy who taught him the art of magic. His first trick was to make Bella disappear. He was later smuggled into this country as an archaeological find and worked as a cemetery gravedigger. But he was buried one moonless night by a jealous attendant and years later was dug up by a Channel 17 expansion program. Bubbles was left on his doorstep by Witch Hazel.


  In 1972 Dr. Shock moved to Saturday afternoons where he hosted a double feature called Mad Theater and Horror Theater. And although Scream-In had featured many classic horror movies like Frankenstein and Dracula, it did have a few vintage clunkers such as The Return of the Ape Man. But soon the Saturday double features become known for even worse movies. Some of these: Teenage Caveman, Curse of the Faceless Man, and that grade-Z classic, Santa Claus Conquers the Martians, featuring the screen debut of the very young Pia Zadora. Dr. Shock had no qualms about admitting that these were terrible movies. He often panned them viciously.


  Both Mad Theater and Horror Theater would open with a close-up of a demonoid face. Slowly the face would dissolve to reveal the features of … Dr. Shock. But in spite of his cadaverish makeup, which was intended to indicate sunken cheeks and eyes, the plump Dr. Shock never seemed very frightening. Whether it was his good-natured way of chatting to live audiences or his delight in demonstrating a new magic trick, Dr. Shock just didn't inspire fear. Instead he seemed to be the friendly, reassuring type of monster. He and his baby daughter Bubbles were just the right sort of friendly folk to spend a Saturday afternoon at the spook shows with.


  Which is just what many Philadelphians did. His popularity also brought him lots of letters. Sometimes he read the more interesting ones on the show. At one time, letters were given him by a dismembered hand, which was logically referred to as Hand. And even though most of the Doc's fans were kids, the fact that he was popular with all age groups was confirmed by his mail. Oddly enough, the biggest segment of Dr. Shock's audience was female, ranging from tots to grandmas. At one time, he even speculated that perhaps he was some kind of zany sex symbol.


  Dr. Shock's mail also included the sort of bizarre gifts that only horror hosts receive. Among the strangest items were a miniature coffin featuring a tiny version of Dr. Shock, a princess phone built into an arm, envelopes with live spiders inside, and a pickled appendix. Also in the uniquely gross category were chicken feet, frogs in formaldehyde, and, horror amongst horrors, cat's eyes wrapped in tinfoil. Zawislak speculated that the last item was most likely not something available in stores.


  Young Bubbles, who made her TV debut at the tender age of 4 months, also proved popular. She received her own fan mail and gifts. Her real name is Doreen Harriet, and she was nicknamed Bubbles after the Booth line of soda, a one-time sponsor of Scream-In. Bubbles has three sisters and one brother.


  Dr. Shock also made up to 50 personal appearances per year. These were at such spots as shopping malls, banquets, parties, and high schools. For a time he used the perfect entrance for these occasions. He arrived in a chauffeured hearse. The driver would open the back door and bring out a coffin. Dr. Shock would then slowly emerge. Of course, he never got into the coffin until the last minute because as he once revealed, one can't breathe inside a coffin. Unfortunately this unique entrance became history after his hearse fell apart.


  Originally Zawislak's identity as Dr. Shock was a secret. But after Scream-In was canceled, the truth leaked out. This made for an occasional lack of privacy as kids would discover where he lived in suburban Roxborough. This happened most often at Halloween when as many as 400 would visit his house.


  In a print interview in 1976, Zawislak confessed to being a humble man. "I don't want to be recognized as Dr. Shock," he said. He continued: "I always thought I was a very dull person to interview. I thought my life was very uninteresting." He listed his hobbies as hunting and fishing. He also had his own horse, which he liked to ride on the back roads.


  Joseph Zawislak was only 42 when he died in September 1979. He was buried in Holy Sepulchre Cemetery in Wyndmoor. Channel 17 later featured a one-hour special retrospective of Dr. Shock's TV career. It was a fond tribute to a gentle man who only pretended to be a monster.
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  The Bowman Body


  



  Imagine what would happen if the balding middle-aged fellow next door suddenly became a horror host. Behind him put a crudely painted cardboard wall of stone and a plywood coffin. Add white greasepaint, a black cape, and white sneakers. Then make him host bad horror movies late at night. With a little luck, your neighbor just might approximate the appeal of Virginia's horror-host everyman, the Bowman Body.


  The Body was originally the host of Richmond's Shock Theatre on WXEX, Channel 8. The show began in June 1970 and lasted until September 1976. During that time he became a cult favorite not just in Richmond but from Charlottesville to Norfolk. Fans of all ages used to tune in to his antics on Saturday nights at midnight. Even those who normally didn't get Channel 8 would seek it out in the wee hours, hoping to catch a glimpse of the Body. There he would be, a stocky figure in whiteface. Around his eyes were big black panda-bear circles. A Band-Aid adorned his balding forehead. And more often than not he would be waving his arms frantically and exclaiming in his flat monotone voice, "What a horrible motion picture!"


  The Bowman Body later appeared on Charlottesville's WVIR-TV-29 to host Cobweb Theatre. Unfortunately this show only lasted a year, from 1977 until 1978. Then, in the fall of 1983 the Bowman Body became the host of Monsterpiece Theatre on the Fairfax public-TV station WNVC. The Body is more subdued than in his Shock Theatre days. He no longer stands in front of his coffin waving his arms about. He sits in a chair waving his arms about. And he still proclaims that the featured film is "a horrible motion picture."
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  Bill Bowman as the Bowman Body.


  



  In real life the Bowman Body is mild-mannered Bill Bowman, former production supervisor at WXEX in Richmond. Bowman, who resembles comedian Bob Newhart more than Boris Karloff, is originally from Lebanon, Pennsylvania. This accounts for his rather flat high-pitched accent. And strangely enough it was his unusual accent that got him the horror-host job. It seems a former station manager at WXEX thought Bowman's voice was funny. "He was constantly thinking of ways to use me on camera," Bowman told the Richmond Times-Dispatch. The station manager considered Bowman for every on-air job, from broadcaster to weatherman. Then one day he announced that Bowman was to be the host of their new horror show. "I thought he was putting me on, until the day the carpenters came to measure me for a coffin," explained Bowman.


  The decision soon proved a brilliant one. The Bowman Body became a hit as he spoofed his way to local fame. His appeal was definitely of the so-bad-it's-good school. And when asked if he tried to be bad, Mr. Bowman simply replied, "I don't have to try." He thought of the show as a spoof and felt that as long as the audience took it that way, they would enjoy the Bowman Body. And obviously many people did. The Bowman Body was particularly popular with college students. In fact, he once received a collective fan letter from 400 William and Mary students, and was adopted by a University of Virginia fraternity. But he also appealed to the small-fry, ages 6 to 10 and 14 to 16, a fact which puzzled Bowman and his colleagues since the show aired at midnight.


  As for the show itself, it was the apex of minimalistic horror-hosting. The set was a very two-dimensional stone wall. In front of the wall was a plywood casket. The lid would flop open to reveal a lining of bright yellow and orange flowered fabric looking like the remnants of some psychedelic sheets from the sixties. Then white sneakered foot first, the Bowman Body would awkwardly arise from the floor. Soon he would be chatting away in his Pennsylvania whine and introduce the movie, which was always "a horrible motion picture." This is about all he ever said about the movie. He also told bad riddles and jokes, such as, "What position did Dracula play in baseball? Batboy." There were no continuing characters or plots; instead, there were plenty of corny gags. And there was the Bowman Body, weary-eyed, standing with foot on coffin, and droning on. "I just bet you folks are wondering, 'When in the world is that guy going to get off and give the movie a chance?'”


  Of course, most viewers tuned in just to see "that guy." And one of the things that guy did best, or at least most often, was search for "The Gold of El Dorado." A semiregular bit on the show, this featured Bowman wearing a cowboy hat, strumming a ukulele, and lip-synching to a song about the legendary El Dorado. This was inter-cut with old black-and-white stock footage of cowboys on horses. The total effect was pure camp.


  With his wide following, it was only natural that the Bowman Body make public appearances. He showed up at the usual horror-host haunts—fairs, pizza parlors, and baseball games. And he did some more unusual duties, such as hosting college dances. There were also a few tandem appearances with his Norfolk counterpart, Dr. Madblood.


  To add to the ghoulish charm of his encounters with the public, the Bowman Body sometimes traveled by hearse. The station thought renting it was a good idea, but to Mr. Bowman it was occasionally the source of trouble, such as the time he passed a funeral procession and got mistaken for a real hearse. Soon he was leading a pack of bewildered mourners back to the WXEX studio. Or the time he was driving down the interstate late at night in full costume with a truck in front of him. The back of the truck was filled with workers. At the sight of the slightly corpulent corpse chauffeuring his own hearse, one of the workers, to Bowman's amusement, quickly slammed shut the back door of the truck.
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  The Bowman Body greets his viewers from his coffin.


  



  By September of 1976, however, the Bowman Body left the airwaves of Richmond. He soon reappeared in Charlottesville on WVIR, Channel 29, with his new show, Cobweb Theatre. Cobweb was a bit more elaborate than Shock! in the sense that the Body had a better-looking brick wall and more on-air characters. Most visible was "Mad Mike," a long-haired fellow in a T-shirt adorned with his own likeness. Mike was rather frantic and constantly trying to promote the Body. When these attempts failed, poor Body was always the hapless victim. The show was tried on cable without much success.


  More successful was the Bowman Body's public appearance at the University of Virginia. In full costume, Bill Bowman gave a little talk about himself and his alter ego, the Bowman Body. Surprisingly, his visit was sponsored by the Young Republicans.


  The Bowman Body then remained dormant for five years. He reemerged from his coffin in September 1983 on public-TV station WNVC in Fairfax. Not affiliated with PBS, this public-TV station, Channel 56, features such offbeat fare as three full hours of Chinese programming on Saturday nights. And at midnight, Monsterpiece Theatre, where B. Body sits in a chair, a la Alistair Cooke, and introduces old horror movies. He also cuts in at the middle of the feature. When asked if these films are as horrible as those he used to host in Richmond, Mr. Bowman stated that he didn't know since he never watched the movies. So how did he know they had been horrible? "Oh well, you can say that about any movie," he replied sardonically.
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  Seymour: "Good evening, Fringies!"


  



  The eerie music begins. A camera pans the slimy, moss-covered wall. An announcer possessing an irritating falsetto begins his spiel: "Good evening, Fringies! Welcome to Seymour Presents!" After naming the night's feature presentation, the voice continues, "With your host, that Master of the macabre, the epitome of evil, the most sinister man to crawl the face of the earth . . . here's Seymour!"


  The slimy wall swings open, spewing smoke and fog. Out comes Seymour, complete with wide-brimmed black hat and cape. He is a thin man, sporting a mustache and deep sunken cheeks. He announces that this evening's movie, Dr. Terror's House of Horrors, is "a 1965 bomb that Donald Sutherland would like to forget. But we're not gonna let him!"


  The sarcastic, sinister Seymour was portrayed by the late Larry Vincent. Vincent died on March 8, 1975, of cancer. The sunken cheeks were for real. He had been fighting the deadly disease for two years. The 50-year-old horror host had begun playing Seymour on KHJ-TV in Los Angeles. The show was called Fright Night and began airing about 1970. Three years later, the popular and much-loved host moved to KTLA-TV, also in Los Angeles. This show was on Saturday afternoons at five and Sundays at one. It was originally called Monster Rally. Vincent eventually moved back to KHJ to host Seymour Presents.


  Larry Vincent began his life as Jerry Vance. He was born in Boston, Massachusetts, where he also grew up. In his early twenties, Vincent moved to New York to get into the theater. He succeeded in making it to Broadway as Kirk Douglas's understudy in Alice in Arms. He then teamed up with Don McArt, and the two developed a nightclub comedy act. This led him to Los Angeles where he also appeared at the Barbary Coast Theatre. He left Los Angeles in 1951 to begin his TV career in Indianapolis, Indiana. It was there that he became a staff director at WFBM-TV. While in Indianapolis he also worked in civic theater as an actor and a director. And on television he was the host of the Captain Starr show for six years.


  Then, in 1968, Vance moved back to Los Angeles. He changed his name to Larry Vincent to avoid being confused with another actor of the same name. He also became a staff director at KHJ-TV. Soon Vincent landed small parts in many TV series such as Get Smart, I Dream of Jeannie, Mannix, and Mission: Impossible. There was also a bit part in the Julie Andrews movie Star. So when KHJ decided it was time for a late-night horror host, Vincent was ready for the part. He had directed such shows back in Indiana, and he had plenty of ideas for how he would do it his way. Along with KHJ stage manager Larry Thomas (who later worked to create Elvira), Vincent developed Seymour, complete with pay telephone, slimy wall, and Banjo Billy, his alter ego, also played by Vincent.


  Fright Night was born. The show began as a late-Saturday-night double feature. It was introduced by Wayne (Seymour's later announcer was known as Herkimer Eugenski), who soon became one of Seymour's many unseen foils. Originally, Wayne was to have introduced Fright Night very seriously. But when the staff announcer couldn't do the intro as Vincent had originally planned, the character was changed. Wayne was made a lousy announcer, a complete incompetent. He was a total annoyance to the crusty Seymour as he was heard coming to work in his squeaky bunny slippers or slamming the door to the control booth.


  Another unseen character was Pizza Fella. Seymour would call the Pizza Fella on the pay phone and try to con him into sending over pizza. A collection from the crew was usually gathered in an attempt to finance this enterprise. Seymour usually had to borrow the dime for the phone too.


  Definitely not unseen was Seymour's alter ego Banjo Billy. Dressed in a loud orange band jacket and Groucho glasses, Banjo Billy would sneak into the show as the Banjo Whiz. He was generally obnoxious in these endeavors to take over the show. His cheery disposition and lousy banjo playing were unbearable to the cynical Seymour.


  Since Vincent disliked the type of horror host who climbed out of coffin amidst an elaborate and eerie set, it was only fitting that Seymour's set be nothing but the bare minimum—the slimy wall. The wall was obviously fake. It was grey and painted to look like bricks. Covering the wall were green moss and slime. Seymour was often interested in what was going on behind the slimy wall. Sometimes this would be a party he hoped to crash. Other times he would actually venture behind the mysterious wall, enticing his viewers along the way: "Come with me if you dare, and together we will explore that uncertain horror that lurks behind the slimiest of walls!" As he would push the wall open, fog would billow out, and calliope music could be heard playing. A ringmaster would then be heard describing incredible feats, as if they were actually being performed in the center ring. Then either a small film clip would be inserted or Seymour would be shown reacting to the amazing descriptions as if he were witnessing the acts. Sometimes the audience would see just the end of the "act," like the man who set himself on fire and then jumped into a bowl of water. All that was seen on the screen was falling ashes.


  What most viewers tuned in for, however, was Seymour's comment on the movie. If other horror-film hosts had also insulted the movies they showed, it still must be Vincent who gets the credit for making the put-down an art form. Right up front he introduced the movie and labeled it a turkey. Typically Seymour would much rather crash the party down the street than stay and watch turkeys like Monster from the Surf and Attack of the Mushroom People.


  Of course, Seymour's favorite tactic was to pick on the well-known stars who can be seen in bad horror movies. He was the horror host who didn't forget. If someone like Donald Sutherland showed up in an old horror flick, you can be sure that Seymour would point it out. Once, during the showing of an old Lon Chaney, Jr., movie, Seymour made special use of a scene in which Lon is about to go to the electric chair. After Lon hears he is getting the chair, he jumps up and shouts "No!" Later, Seymour asked if anyone wanted to watch the rest of the film. This was quickly followed by the clip of Chaney shouting "No!" to which the host sarcastically replied, "Sorry, Lon, but you made this bomb, so you'll have to suffer through it with the rest of us."
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  Horror host Seymour and friend stand in front of the mysterious slimy wall. Seymour was portrayed by Larry Vincent.


  



  Seymour even gave the stars a hard time when they made guest appearances on his show. When Vincent Price was on, Seymour appropriately showed a Vincent Price movie. But he spent the whole first half of the show complaining about what a lousy job Price was doing in the movie. Then the phone rang, and of course it was Price. The conniving Seymour suddenly changed his tune. "Like I was just telling the people, Mr. Price, you certainly are delivering a splendid performance in this movie we're running!" But once they were off the phone, Seymour resumed carping about what a rotten picture it was and how bad Price was in it.


  Seymour also liked to tamper with the movies. It could be something simple, like adding music. This once occurred during The Crawling Eye. As the huge eyeball floated along the terrain, Seymour added "Smoke Gets in Your Eyes." Characters being trapped were accompanied by "Don't Fence Me In." Or it could be just wacky, like adding bits of a silent Stan Laurel movie to The Werewolf of London. Seymour also had fun with a line from X—The Man with the X-Ray Eyes. The line came from the scene in which Ray Milland asks Don Rickles what he would like to see if he had Milland's X-ray vision. Rickles says, "All the undressed women my poor eyes could stand!" Seymour spliced this in as a reply to other questions asked in the movie.


  When Vincent moved to KTLA, they had a classier movie package, including films like Dracula and Bride of Frankenstein. Since these were classics, Seymour didn't mess with them quite as much. But he still managed to have fun, like adding Banjo Billy to the cast of Dracula. This occurred when Dracula is introduced to several people at the opera. Along with them was the Banjo Whiz himself, sitting there in the box complete with opera glasses.


  Seymour was extremely popular. He had his own fan club. The official newsletter of the club was the Slimy Wall Times, which one received upon membership. Members also got a Certificate of Demerit, which stated: "To Whom It May Concern (and it won't)… This is to certify that (have a friend help you spell your name) is a member in good standing in Seymour's Society of FRINGIES. Because you enjoy such outstanding Horror Films as Attack of the Mushroom People and Monster from the Surf, etc. & etc., you are truly on the LUNATIC FRINGE and deserve all the help and recognition you can get. You are an idiot of first order. Disrespectfully, Seymour." There were also Seymour posters, which showed him going through a trash can.


  Vincent tried to merchandise Seymour in other ways too, although unfortunately most of these were failures. They included a proposed Seymour magazine, and a record album. He had also hoped to star in the stage version of Dracula as a Seymouresque version of the famous vampire. He did manage, however, to syndicate Seymour in 1973 with Rhodes Productions.


  Seymour was also in high demand for personal appearances. Some of these included "The Seymour Show" at Knott's Berry Farm's Halloween Haunt, "Seymour Day" at Marineland, and the West Coast premiere of Tales from the Crypt. The latter occurred at the Wilton Theatre and was actually billed as a "Screamiere," due to a screaming contest held before the movie. Seymour got the honor of being the judge. However, the enthusiastic screamers proved to be too much for the theater's sound system. The movie was cancelled. Seymour also put in several appearances at science-fiction conventions. He enjoyed the conventions a great deal and was quite generous about plugging them on his show.
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  From left to right, Don Glut, Linda Grey, and Larry Vincent as Seymour (courtesy of Jim Knusch).


  



  Vincent also seemed to have a fondness for the bad horror movies he showed. There were several that he considered his "unfavorites." Chief among them was the Japanese horror known as Attack of the Mushroom People, which he called "a classic." There was also Monster from the Surf, which he labeled "underwhelming," and Teenage Vampires, which he thought "had a quality all its own—you know, blood and acne." And last but not least there was The Brain Eaters, which he rated as low as Attack of the Mushroom People. On his show Seymour retitled the former Attack of the Bunny Slippers, after the less than frightening appearance of the furry little parasite monsters of the title. He even made his own killer bunny slipper-brain eater by puttin antennas on a Star Trek tribble. This little furball attacked him all during the showing of the movie.
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  Larry Vincent as Amos Coffin in The Witchmaker. (Excelsior, 1969.)


  



  Larry Vincent also appeared in three low-budget horror films as an actor. The parts were small but noticeable. The first was The Witch-maker (1969) in which his character was named Amos Coffin. The movie concerns a warlock, Luther the Berserk (John Lodge), who not only seduces young lovelies into witchcraft but also sacrifices them.


  He eventually brings his whole coven together for a black sabbath. Amos Coffin is a member of the coven, in which each member is summoned to life from the past. As Luther calls their names, they appear, one by one. Vincent makes his entrance bathed in an eerie green light. He appears very Seymour-like in a wide-brim black hat and coat, part of his eighteenth-century costume. In close-up he grins menacingly. He has no lines but makes the most of cavorting about with the other coven members, especially the beautiful young female ones.


  Vincent's next film was the amazing The Incredible Two-Headed Transplant (1971). Perhaps even more bizarre than the more famous The Thing with Two Heads, this movie features a fascinating cast. Bruce Dern, at his most obsessive, stars as the doctor who does the transplant. His wife is portrayed by Pat Priest (formerly Marilyn on The Munsters). And deejay Casey Kasem is also on hand as a family friend and fellow doctor. Larry Vincent plays Dern's gardener, Andrew, who has a mentally retarded son Danny (John Bloom). The sweet-natured childlike Danny also happens to be a human mountain who towers over his father. The excitement begins one day while Dern is in his lab doing head transplants on animals. A homicidal maniac breaks into the house and tries to rape the doctor's wife. Andrew, the faithful gardener, comes to her rescue but is killed by the maniac. The doctor is unable to help Andrew but takes off after the killer. After shooting the maniac, the doctor takes the body to the lab where he and his assistant (Barry Kroeger) decide to put the maniac's head on Danny's body. And as if he didn't have enough trouble already after just seeing his dad die, poor Danny now has two heads! Soon the maniac head gains control of the massive body, and he and Danny go on a killing spree. All the while, Danny whimpers and cries.


  While Vincent's part as Andrew doesn't last more than the first reel, it does include a dramatic death scene. Andrew seems to be a nice guy, and it is his death that sets the plot in motion. Vincent once said that if Two-Headed Transplant was ever shown on his show, he would repeat his death scene endlessly.


  The third movie Larry Vincent appeared in was Doctor Death, Seeker of Souls (1973). John Considine is the star. Also featured was Moe Howard in his last film appearance. Considine plays a young-looking but 1,000-year-old soul transplanter who operates on female patients. The special effects depict a soul rising from one body to enter another. Variety considered the film somewhat melodramatic but basically OK as an exploitation feature. Vincent played a character called the Strangler and received last billing.


  Back on TV, Vincent continued to portray Seymour even after he had been hospitalized for abdominal surgery. For a time it seemed that he left the hospital only to do his show or make personal appearances. The effects of the cancer could be seen in his face. Always a thin man, he became even more gaunt. In 1974 he had moved back to KHJ-TV. Eventually the disease won out, and Larry Vincent succumbed to cancer of the stomach on March 8, 1975. He died at St. Joseph's Medical Center, Burbank. He was survived by his wife, his four daughters, and a son.


  Traditionally, Seymour used to close his show by saying, "I'd like to thank you…. I'd like to, but it's not my style! Bad evening!" But on his final telecast it has been reported that Seymour did not use these familiar words. He merely waved. Perhaps Vincent realized that wishing his fans a "bad evening" at that point would be redundant.


  16


  The Phantom of the Opry: Sir Cecil Creape


  



  Once upon a time, deep down in the sub-subbasement of Nashville's famous Grand Ol' Opry House, there lurked a phantom. Not as famous as his Parisian counterpart, perhaps, but definitely a creep. Or Creape, to be more precise—Sir Cecil Creape.


  Sir Cecil was originally the host of Creature Feature on Nashville's WSM-TV, Channel 4, in 1971. Then in 1982 he moved to cable TV on the Nashville Network. It was there that Creape became the Phantom of the Opry. This show continued in reruns until 1985 when it was canceled for not being country enough.


  The bald, buck-toothed Creape can best be described as a cross between Charles Laughton's hunchback of Notre Dame and Alfred Hitchcock. This pudgy host wore a purple and white tunic, a red and blue cape, black tights, purple shoes, and a gold sash. A colorful fellow. His chrome dome was marked by a scarred forehead. There was enough baggage under his eyes for a six-month vacation. His teeth were roughly the size of Cleveland. And like Hitchcock, he spoke in a British accent and enjoyed poking fun at commercials.


  In real life, Sir Cecil Creape is Russ McCown, a director at the Nashville Network. He originally created the character while working as a film director at WSM. Like many stations in the early seventies, WSM noticed the public's increased interest in the supernatural. The predictable result was a package of horror movies, planned for Saturday nights at 10:30. Program director Elmer Alley then recruited McCown as the host. Creature Feature debuted in September 1971.


  But this was not Sir Cecil Creape's television debut. Creape, said to be about 235 years old at the time, first appeared nearly 10 years prior to Creature Feature on a children's show. The show featured Three Stooges shorts and was hosted by the characters Grandpa Moses and Happy A. Clown. "One day they had a special show," explained McCown to the Nashville Tennesseean, "in which Grandpa Moses was bringing Happy A. Clown down to the crypt of Sir Cecil Creape, to see if Happy had a brain." But that was in the days of live TV, and poor old Cecil had a case of stage fright. He blew many of his lines, and his career. Creape was sealed back in his crypt for another 8 long years.


  Then came Creature Feature, and the Creape had his very own show. This newly emerged Sir Cecil looked much the same as he had before. His hair was a bit longer, and his thick specs were history, but otherwise he was the same old Creape. As for his personal history, that is a bit sketchy. However, he was alleged to have been born somewhere in the moors of Scotland. This accounted for his British accent. The accent, however, was sometimes a problem for Nashville-born McCown, who admitted having difficulty with certain words, such as "a tendency, for example, to say 'git' instead of 'get.' And 'again' may come out 'agin' if Sir Cecil isn't careful. We try to have him substitute other words in the place of those."


  Before long, Sir Cecil became a local favorite. But his popularity also bred much speculation about his true identity. Several WSM-TV personalities were suspected of being the Creape. Among them was the station's resident political analyst, Floyd Kephart, whose photograph graced Sir Cecil's mantelpiece. Another popular suspect was WSM reporter Huell Howser, especially after Sir Cecil wore a Huell Howser disguise for Halloween. This was so that he would look "as frightening as possible." Some even suspected newscaster Dan Miller. The local press made light of the controversy by printing pictures of each of these gentlemen alongside a photo of Sir Cecil's real alter ego, McCown. Readers were then given a choice, although McCown's bald head and impish grin clearly marked him as the most likely candidate for Creapedom.


  But it was more than mere curiosity that enticed viewers to Creature Feature. There was Sir Cecil's charming personality and droll sense of humor, the latter most evident in his attitude toward commercials, which he generally found more horrifying than the movie.
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  Nashville Network director Russ McCown as the hunchback Sir Cecil Creape in the days before he moved into the sub-subbasement under the boiler room of the Grand Ol' Opry in Nashville (courtesy of Russ McCown).


  



  Creape also kept his viewers entertained by offering them contests. One was the "Crafty Creape Crypt Cit Contest" in which the following slogan was submitted: "Sir Cecil Wears Fruit of the Tomb." Another contest was "Sir Cecil's Cold Clammy Body Contest," which was actually a drawing for a turkey at Christmastime.


  Sometimes there were guests on the show. Among these was former Nashville horror host Dr. Lucifur, played by Ken Bramming, who had presided over the Music City's version of Shock Theater. But one of McCown's favorite guests was an exotic dancer. Creape had previously ordered a body from Nashville nightclub owner Skull Schulman and had been supplied with said dancer, a lovely Asian lass. But Sir Cecil was not pleased. He took one look at her back and exclaimed, 'Made in Japan'—and I distinctly told Skull I wanted a domestic model!"


  Sir Cecil also developed his own award, the "Frankie," which he gave to three Nashville teenagers who had made their own horror films. The Frankie award, not surprisingly, looked like a miniature Frankenstein monster. Sir Cecil also made personal appearances at everything from department stores, shopping centers, and media sporting events to the cerebral palsy telethon. At these events he was typically mobbed by children, which always surprised McCown, who claimed that Sir Cecil had originally been aimed at the college-age viewer.


  McCown eventually left WSM for the Nashville Network cable channel. In 1983 Sir Cecil packed his bags and moved with him. The result was the Sunday-evening show The Phantom of the Opry. The premise was that Sir Cecil was having his belongings sent to the Grand Opera House in Paris but that he forgot to put France on the address, so they ended up in Paris, Tennessee. The only opera house the folks in Paris knew about was the Grand Ol' Opry in Nashville. So there he stayed—three stories under the stage, in the "sub-subbasement."


  At the beginning of each show a narrator explained that a phantom lurks deep under the Opry. Organ music swelled in the background as Sir Cecil descended to his lair past cobwebs, dead bodies, and the like. Once in his tomb, he greeted his viewers, and as before, insulted the commercials. He usually had some sort of experiment or scheme planned, such as the time he tried to lure Minnie Pearl down to the tomb so that he could replace her voice with that of an opera singer of the past. While Ms. Pearl did not show, his usual nemesis, Mrs. Pruett, did. She worked for the owner of the building and was usually sent down to do his dirty work, such as try to evict Sir Cecil. In this case, our Creape decided to use Mrs. Pruett instead of Minnie Pearl in his voice-exchange experiment. As usual, the results were a disaster.


  Mrs. Pruett was again the guinea pig when Sir Cecil tried to launch his own product, Embalmolive Cold Cold Cream. He did his own commercials and demonstrated the product on the hapless Mrs. Pruett. The intended result was to make the middle-aged subject look 10 years younger. But Creape miscalculated, leaving the cream on too long. So instead of being 10 years younger, Mrs. Pruett was just 10!


  The movies shown on this show were most often old public-domain oddities, such as Scared to Death (1946), Bela Lugosi's only film in color; The Monster Walks (1932), with Misha Auer and an ape; and The Night Has Eyes (1943), which stars James Mason as a shell-shocked musician who thinks he's a werewolf.


  The Phantom of the Opry was canceled by the Nashville Network in 1985 for not being country enough. Russ McCown is still a director at the network. And perhaps somewhere in Nashville a phantom still lurks. Or maybe it's just a lovable old Creape.
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  Direct from Parma: The Ghoul


  



  He's been called everything from tasteless and self-promoting to the "prince of pap." His trademarks include plastic frogs, firecrackers, and really terrible movies. He is usually seen wearing a lab coat covered with buttons, a moppish fright wig, a pair of sunglasses missing the left lens, and a fake Vandyke beard. This could only describe one person, the controversial horror host known simply as the Ghoul.


  The man behind the Ghoul is Cleveland native Ron Sweed. His original show began in 1971 and was patterned after that other Cleveland favorite, Ghoulardi. The Ghoul first appeared on Channel 61, owned by Kaiser Broadcasting. Soon he was syndicated to six other Kaiser stations in Detroit, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Boston, Chicago, and Philadelphia. He flopped in some markets, such as Boston, but thrived in others like Detroit. Kaiser executives eventually took the Ghoul off the air. But in 1976 WXON-TV, Channel 20, in Detroit came to Sweed's rescue and featured the Ghoul's show for approximately two years. Sweed returned to Cleveland in September 1982, once again on Channel 61. But, alas, this was to last briefly, for soon the Ghoul resurfaced in Detroit, back on WXON-TV. This show lasted for about one and a half years and was also shown on Cleveland's Channel 61 for a brief time.


  But let's go back to the beginning to learn how Ron Sweed became the Ghoul. To understand that, one must go back to Cleveland in the early 1960s and witness the enormous popularity of the horror host Ghoulardi. Ghoulardi, portrayed by Ernie Anderson, used to make public appearances at an amusement park known as Euclid Beach (since torn down). At one appearance was a 13-year-old named Ron Sweed. Sweed was dressed as a gorilla and was led on a dog leash by his friends. Anderson was amazed that any kid would wear a gorilla suit in 90-degree July heat, so he invited Sweed up on stage with him.
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  Ron Sweed as the irrepressible Ghoul (courtesy of Leonard Stone).


  



  From then on, Sweed was hooked. He hung out at the TV station after school, opening fan mail and sending pictures of Ghoulardi to fans. He had various other gofer duties. The highlight of Sweed's gofer years occurred in 1964 when he got to meet the Beatles. He was 14 at the time. Using his Bell and Howell 8mm camera covered with Channel 8 stickers, Sweed sweet-talked his way into the Beatles press conference. He did it again two years later, this time using a 35mm camera.


  After Anderson left Channel 8 in 1966, Sweed continued to work as a gofer. He also worked on the Hoolihan and Big Chuck Show, Ghoulardi's replacement. Sweed found this show a bore after working with the wild and crazy Ghoulardi.


  In 1971, while in his senior year at Bowling Green University, the 21-year-old Ron Sweed convinced Channel 61 to give him his own show. He received Ernie Anderson's permission to use the Ghoulardi character, but he couldn't use the name, which belonged to Storer Broadcasting (owners of Channel 8), so Ron Sweed simply became "the Ghoul," and a legend was born.


  The Ghoul not only borrowed Ghoulardi's appearance but also some of his sayings, like "turn blue" and "Parma." Like his predecessor, he also had phones that knocked. But much of the Ghoul's act was purely Ron Sweed, and this includes the addition of the Froggy character. Froggy was modeled after the Froggy the Gremlin character on the old Buster Brown kid's show in the fifties, featuring Andy Devine. This Froggy used to harass poor Devine, causing him to sputter helplessly. Not so the Ghoul. He wreaks havoc on poor Froggy. This is done by stomping him or even exploding him as many as three times per show. The poor little green fellow hardly gets a chance to finish his greetings, "Hiya, gang, hiya, hiya, hiya!" before being destroyed. Once Sweed even put Froggy in the blender.


  But the Ghoul's favorite means of destroying plastic frogs was with firecrackers. Viewers often sent firecrackers to the show to help the Ghoul maintain a steady supply. Occasionally concerned citizens became alarmed that perhaps this Ghoul fellow was exploding real frogs on TV, but Sweed continued blowing up plastic Froggies.


  While syndicated by Kaiser Broadcasting, the Ghoul began receiving many homemade gifts from fans, such as dolls and plaques. One night Sweed decided to put a firecracker in such a doll's mouth. It blew away most of her face. Sweed later regretted doing this, thinking that perhaps fans would interpret it as disrespect for their gifts. But then a funny thing happened. The station was bombarded with more gifts and letters asking to see more things blown up. Often the gifts included car and plane models the kids had made themselves. But no matter how much effort they had put into constructing these toys, the goal was the same—to see the Ghoul blow it up on TV.
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  The Ghoul prepares a little Froggy snack in the privacy of his own kitchen (courtesy of Leonard Stone).


  



  Kaiser Broadcasting eventually took the Ghoul off the air because of low ratings and "artistic differences" between Sweed and the Kaiser executives. Sweed was hoping for more exposure, which Kaiser could not guarantee him. There was also a dispute over the ownership of the Ghoul character, which Kaiser claimed was theirs. Ron Sweed eventually won the rights to the character but was off the air for 18 months while the matter was in litigation.


  In September 1976 WXON-TV, Channel 20, in Detroit brought the Ghoul back to the airwaves. The show was directed by Len Stone, written by Moray Black, and was shot in the station's garage. Most of the movies were AIP films, which went well with the Ghoul's unpretentious approach to horror-hosting. Sweed and company would screen each film in advance and look for appropriate spots to dub in comments or brief bits of rock music. And while Sweed admitted to liking horror films, he never wanted to be confused with the type of horror host who doubled as an authority on horror films. He considered the Ghoul a satire of such horror hosts.


  When telling viewers that he was digging through his vault of classic horror films, the Ghoul would be seen going through a banged-up trash can. Sweed knew the movies he showed were bad, and he told the audience right from the beginning if the film was a stinker. And because the movies were bad, like The Last Woman on Earth, Sweed felt free to cut in with gags or rock music whenever he wanted to. He also continued to blow up toys with firecrackers. Froggy was stomped on, set fire to, and otherwise demolished. This show lasted for about two years, after which Sweed floated around to other Detroit stations such as WGPR-TV, Channel 62.


  Then, in the fall of 1982, Ron Sweed returned home to Cleveland. There he worked as a deejay on WDMT-FM between midnight and 6:00 A.M. He also returned to Channel 61 where he convinced the management to give his "Ghoul" show a test run. They agreed, and soon the Ghoul had a new Saturday-afternoon show from noon until 2:00 P.M. Then in 1983 Videolab, Inc., was formed by Len Stone and Moray Black of Detroit. One of their first projects was to syndicate the Ghoul. Strangely enough, the only station to pick up the show was WXON-TV in Detroit! This show, on Sunday nights, lasted for about a year and a half and also appeared on Channel 61 in Cleveland for a short time. Once again the Ghoul promised more trashy flicks, in the tradition of Children Shouldn't Play with Dead Things and Kiss of the Tarantula.


  This Videolab version of the Ghoul show featured all the old Ghoul standards, including Froggy, TV parodies, and flushing toilets. The parodies were often presented under the title GBC (Ghoul Broadcasting Corporation) Mystery Movie and featured such entries as "Ghoulumbo" and "The Little Rasghouls." Another show often parodied was The Waltons. When not poking fun at other shows, the Ghoul could be caught creating disgusting recipes like Chef Curdle or doing voice-overs for home movies sent in by viewers. And, of course, devising new tortures, for Froggy was always high on the list of Ghoul activities. Also high on the Ghoul's list was toilet flushing. Leonard Stone of Videolab confirms that the sound effect of a toilet flushing was one of the Ghoul's favorite sounds. The original Ghoul shows began with the sound of a toilet flush. Says Stone: "He would add this sound effect to some of the movies that he hosted." If, for example, in a serious moment in the movie a character agonized, "Oh, my God, what happened to Harold?" the sound effect of a flush would be edited in. This would be quickly followed by a shot of Harold walking into a room through a door.


  One of the few other characters on the Ghoul shows was known simply as Camera Four. Even from the beginning, the Ghoul used to talk to an off-camera person called Camera Four. When the show aired on WXON, Channel 20, in Detroit, Moray Black, later of Videolab, was the real cameraman. When the Ghoul would begin addressing Camera Four, Moray would respond. Eventually Sweed would pull Black out in front of the camera for these confrontations. Later, when Videolab began producing the show, Moray Black continued to play Camera Four even though he was no longer a camera-man on the show. This character liked to infuriate the Ghoul by telling the TV audience that he, Camera Four, and not the Ghoul, was the real star of the show.


  Len Stone of Videolab explains that even the name Camera Four was a joke. "By calling him Camera Four, the Ghoul was hinting that at least four television cameras were being used on his show." Of course, the low-budget Ghoul show was actually shot using only one camera.


  Back in the Ghoul's heyday, one could purchase several Ghoul-related items. These included buttons, a poster, a bumper sticker, and a T-shirt. Many of these proclaimed Ghoul Power. There was also a Froggy kit. This was just a painted cloth that one had to cut out, stuff, and sew at home.


  Since the demise of his last show, which was too expensive to produce for only one station, Ron Sweed has continued to live in Cleveland. He resides there with his wife, Barbara. He occasionally appears in local TV commercials as the Ghoul. Sometimes he even generates headlines, such as the recent "Ghoul lawsuit" in Akron against "Son no scare tactic." According to the article in the Akron Beacon Journal, Sweed had filed suit against Kevin Scarpino and WOAC-TV charging that they were copying the Ghoul character without permission. Scarpino, who plays Son of Ghoul on Thriller Theater, claims that he is the TV offspring of the Cool Ghoul, alias George Cavender. Cavender's character also appeared on Channel 67, WOAC, in 1984 and 1985. However, the Son of Ghoul admits to blowing up items on the air as well as associating with a small green nemesis known as Froggy. Scarpino's long hair and top hat appear unGhoulish, but he does sport a similar fake mustache and goatee. And like the Ghoul, he wears sunglasses, but his have both lenses, whereas the Ghoul was always missing the left one.


  Meanwhile, Ron Sweed continues to make occasional personal appearances as the Ghoul. These are generally around Halloween and are confined to Cleveland. In December 1987 Videolab and a local Detroit club presented a video retrospective of the Ghoul entitled "The Ghoul Remembered." This also featured a "Ghoul museum." In the summer of 1988 Ron Sweed once again resurfaced as the Ghoul, this time doing stand-up comedy. And he had clearly lost none of his edge, even though he confessed to the Plain Dealer Magazine that "in the '70s I was perpetuating the image that I was some sort of freaked-out mainlining-Drano kind of guy." But, he continued, "I'd be put away by now if I lived my life as the Ghoul." As for his lawsuit with Scarpino, Sweed admitted that the Ghoul doesn't mind having children, but "I don't want 'Son of Nothing' unless I acquiesce."


  Sweed also announced in 1988 that he was going back to school to finish the degree he started working on at Bowling Green State University. Or as he put it, "I'm gonna finish up my major in English and minor in communications so I can get a master's degree in HEAVY DUTY BRAIN DAMAGE!"


  So it is apparent that Ghoul power lives on. However, for now, anyway, neither Cleveland nor Detroit TV viewers are receiving weekly doses of the self-proclaimed "El Trasho of the Airwaves."
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  Professor Cerberus and the Museum of Horrors


  



  "Like one who on a lonely road doth walk in fear and dread," begins the quietly eerie voice. Then the words Museum of Horrors slowly crumble into place on your TV screen. The museum set soon appears amid much fog, and the sinister Professor Cerberus gradually gathers to welcome his guests.


  The Museum of Horrors show, which lasted for about two and a half years, made its debut in April of 1973 in the Dallas-Ft. Worth area. It appeared on the local NBC affiliate, Channel 5, KXAS-TV. The show also featured several other characters besides the Professor, such as his hunchback assistant Ygor, Uncle Creepy, the Frankenstein monster, and the Wolf Man. The popularity of the show soon led to public performances by the cast in which they would reenact their favorite horror stories. Unfortunately, after the arrival of Saturday Night Live, Museum was pushed back to a later time slot, and the show's ratings floundered.


  The host, Professor Cerberus, was portrayed and created by Dallas character actor Greg Bransom, who worked at his father's produce market at the time. Bransom, now in his late thirties, felt in 1973 that there was a strong need for a horror host in the Dallas area. It had been nearly a decade since Bill Camfield's Nightmare had left the airwaves. Bransom pitched his idea to several local stations, but at first none was interested. He concentrated on Channel 5, as he had friends working there. When the station finally called and invited him to talk about his ideas, he was skeptical. To his surprise, they wanted the show to debut that Saturday. Not only that, but Bransom was given 45 minutes for his segments, plus the movie! This was later cut back to 20 minutes as the cast found that 45 minutes were too hard to fill.
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  Greg Bransom as the diabolical Professor Cerberus, host of the Museum of Horrors (photo by Truitt Rogers, courtesy of Kerry Gammill).


  



  In creating Professor Cerberus, Bransom wanted to present a serious character. As he says, "I didn't want a Count Floyd (of SCTV)." He felt that it was important that his character "had dignity, but was still scary." As a role model he used Alfred Hitchcock because of his ability to be both sinister and likable. His other inspiration came from the mythical Cerberus, the three-headed dog-guardian of the underworld. Not only do the professor and the hellhound share the name, but Bransom also felt that "in a sense Professor Cerberus really was the human embodiment of the dog Cerberus." This human Cerberus was a tall, gaunt, gray-haired fellow in his seventies. His most outstanding characteristics were his low sinister voice and quietly evil laugh. He also had a wooden cane, which he used to point at the camera as he spoke. Cerberus was also more than just the curator of the Museum of Horrors; he was also a scientist with supernatural overtones.


  He began each show with a quote from The Rime of the Ancient Mariner: "like one who on a lonely road doth walk in fear and dread." This was accompanied by strange music, which was from Rosemary's Baby but was played backwards. After dissolving into the set, Cerberus would then very seriously introduce the film. Unlike other horror hosts, who criticize or lampoon their movies, Cerberus always introduced his as if they were the scariest films ever made. Even if it was something dreadful like The Astro-Zombies or Dracula vs. Frankenstein, Cerberus would introduce it as being good. Of course, Museum of Horrors did show some good movies like The Beast with Five Fingers and The Walking Dead.


  Eventually there were four museum sets, which rotated weekly. Each set was assumed to be located in or around the museum, and they included the entryway, the laboratory, the graveyard, and the dungeon. The set used generally depended on the movie. The professor also had several monsters living in the museum with him. They were portrayed by actors wearing monster masks, and included the Frankenstein monster and the Wolf Man. Since the sets were minimal, a great deal of dry-ice fog was used to create atmosphere.


  



  [image: ]



  Professor Cerberus (right) and his hunchback assistant Ygor, played by Kerry Gammill (photo by Truitt Rogers; courtesy of Kerry Gammill).
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  Kerry Gammill as a generic ghoul from the Museum of Horrors. Gammill did his own makeup for the show (photo by Truitt Rogers; courtesy of Kerry Gammill).


  



  The monsters could often be found helping Professor Cerberus with his experiments. But Cerberus's main assistant was the hunchback Ygor. Ygor was played by comic-book artist Kerry Gammill, who did his own makeup. The character was a combination of Fritz from the original Frankenstein film and the Ygor portrayed by Bela Lugosi in The Ghost of Frankenstein. To this Gammill added his own comedic touches. The result was a sinister but stupid fellow who spoke in a deep, hoarse voice. He was forever bungling experiments, which angered the professor. Ygor's main hobby was to pick on the mute Uncle Creepy character. Creepy was basically good-natured, but since he was even more stupid than the conniving Ygor, he was forever being victimized.


  Once, when the Professor was working on an antiwerewolf serum for the government, he used Creepy as a subject. But the sinister Ygor switched formulas on Creepy, so that instead of receiving the anti-werewolf vaccine, Creepy became a werewolf. Other museum hijinks included doing an Abbott and Costello "Who's on first?" routine, using gravestones. During the showing of Beast with Five Fingers, Cerberus and company had their own severed hand running around loose in the museum. Another week featured a talent show in which the Frankenstein monster did a Jolson impersonation and the Wolf Man sang "Blue Moon." But when they ran low on gags, they could always resort to what Kerry Gammill calls having "a monster walk spookily toward the camera." "Come to think of it," says Gammill, "we had an awful lot of monsters walking spookily toward the camera."


  In spite of that, or maybe because of it, Museum of Horrors became so popular in the first few months that before the year was over, the cast began doing live shows—everywhere from pizza theaters, midnight movies, shopping malls, and fairs to larger auditoriums, and the Six Flags Over Texas amusement park. Each show consisted of several 20- to 30-minute segments in which the cast would do their versions of famous monster stories, like The Fly, The Wolf Man, The Mummy, and Dracula. The grand finale consisted of Professor Cerberus bringing the Frankenstein monster back to life. His assistant Ygor would help by going out into the audience to collect body parts, such as hands, eyes, and blood. Sometimes Gammill would also go out into the audience as the Wolf Man. The terrified kids would then either run like crazy or assault him physically.
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  The Museum of Horrors cast (clockwise, from left) Ygor (Kerry Gammill), Frankenstein Monster (Jess Sherman), Cerberus (Greg Bransom), and Uncle Creepy (Mike Davis) (photo by Truitt Rogers; courtesy of Kerry Gammill).
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  One of two Museum of Horrors T-shirt designs, drawn by Kerry Gammill (courtesy of Kerry Gammill).
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  Greg Bransom as Professor Cerberus during live stage show (courtesy of Kerry Gammill).


  



  Fans could also get Museum of Horrors T-shirts. The shirts, designed by Gammill, featured the professor and eight or nine monsters. There were two T-shirt designs. Gammill also illustrated ads for the live performances. At one time a Museum of Horrors fan magazine was proposed, but it proved too costly.


  More bad news for the museum residents came in the form of Saturday Night Live, which took over the 10:30 period. The Cerberus show then ran from midnight until 2:00 A.M. This was found to be too late for many of Museum's younger viewers. A switch to Saturday afternoons failed to recapture their audience, so the Museum of Horrors faded from the airwaves for good.


  Greg Bransom says, "I don't really miss it. I do miss the live audiences, and being the star," but that's all. He is still sometimes asked about the show, but he insists he is content to play character parts.


  Likewise, Kerry Gammill feels he's found his niche in life as a comic-book artist, but he also says, "I'm certain I would have always felt a kind of void in my life if I hadn't had the chance to express the love and respect I have for those wonderful old characters [i.e., the Wolf Man, Frankenstein, etc.] by being so involved in a show like this." Maybe there would have been a small void in the Dallas-Ft. Worth area if it hadn't been for a show like Museum of Horrors. Gammill has currently been working as a Superman artist for DC Comics. He also participated in a direct-to-video movie, Nightcreeps. Aside from doing some production art and set decorating on the project, he can also be seen as the third ghoul from the left.


  Bransom has stayed busy doing commercials, TV, and industrial films. In the mid-eighties he also acted as producer on The Texas 27 Film Vault. This starred Richard Malmus and Randy Clower as film hosts for bad and campy movies. The premise was that they were film-vault technicians, first class, who worked in the lower depths of the film vault protecting stacks of films from "cellumites." Bransom occasionally appeared as the home-office inspector. The sets and costumes were patterned after the film Alien.


  Another veteran of the Museum of Horrors show, Jody Dean, who portrayed the Frankenstein monster, is now a deejay on Dallas's top radio station, KVIL. A later Frankenstein player, Jess Sherman, had a small part in the TV movie Crisis at Central High. He is also coproducer and costar of the direct-to-video feature Nightcreeps.
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  Count Gore DeVol: A Vampire Goes to Washington


  



  The wind howls. Cats screech. A wooden sign bearing the words Creature Feature creaks as it sways overhead. The setting is a graveyard. The camera pans in on a single headstone: Count Gore DeVol 1800-1847.


  The scene shifts to the inside of a stonewalled crypt. Organ music plays in the background. The doors at the end swing open. Clouds of dry-ice fog billow in. Riding on the fog is a large casket, which glides into place. The lid opens to reveal a blood-red lining and a pale-faced occupant.


  "Good evening. I am Count Gore DeVol, and I bid you velcome to ‘Creeeture Feature.’" The accent is pure Transylvania—via Bela Lugosi, that is; the appearance, pure horror host.


  From his slick black widow's peak to his tux and white gloves, Count Gore DeVol was the quintessential vampire. He was also the host of Washington, D.C.'s Creature Feature for a total of 10 years. Seen on WDCA, Channel 20, from 1973 through 1979, and then again from 1984 unti11987, Creature Feature was the exclusive product of producer-host Dick Dyszel.


  The count, however, did not originate in our nation's capital. His rather humble starting point was the unlikely town of Paducah, Kentucky. It was there that he hosted Night of Terror on WDXR-TV beginning in 1971. But that situation was soon to change, as Gore's alter ego, producer Dyszel, was hired by Channel 20 in 1972 to save the kiddie show Bozo's Circus. But once he arrived at the station, Dyszel was told that another one of his duties would be to portray Captain 20, the host of the aptly named Channel 20 Club. This was an afternoon kid's show which featured cartoons and live gerbil races. The captain was a pointy-eared Mr. Spock type of character who had the dubious pleasure of presiding over the racing rodents. Viewers sent in postcards to become "club members," which gave them a chance to be selected at random to participate in the races. Once selected, the lucky viewer got a chance to pick a winning gerbil. Dyszel was actually the third Captain 20 and later continued the character in a show which replaced Bozo's Circus after its 1977 demise.


  



  [image: ]



  Dick Dyszel as Washington D.C.'s Count Gore DeVol, host of Creature Feature, formerly on WDCA-TV-20 (courtesy of Dick Dyszel).


  



  Originally, Dyszel agreed to do Captain 20 only if Gore could have his own show. Instead the count got two shows—Saturday Chiller in the afternoon and Creature Feature on Saturday night. In exchange, Dyszel had to build his own set, buy the coffin, and write and produce the shows. After one year Gore cut back to just Creature Feature. His official Washington debut was in February 1973. At his peak of popularity in 1975 Gore had a fan club of over 50,000. It was also at this time that he managed to trade in his old wooden coffin for a more elaborate modern model. Then, at the end of December 1979, the count left the air. This was to allow Dyszel time to create two new kid's shows, W.0.W. and Kid's Break. However, horror and science-fiction movies continued to be shown in the Creature Feature time slot.


  In late October of 1984 Count Gore DeVol made a triumphant return to late-night TV. "Gore's back" was the slogan. And to celebrate, viewers had a chance to win an oversized T-shirt with a picture of the capital area's favorite vampire on the back. A year later, Creature Feature became the first locally produced show in Washington to be broadcast in stereo.


  Unfortunately, in the spring of 1987 Channel 20 was taken over by new management. Budget cuts were made, and Creature Feature was canceled again. Gore's last show aired on May 25, 1987. The movie was Invaders from Mars. And for a time, horror and science-fiction movies continued in the Creature Feature time slot as before.


  Perhaps no other horror host captured the pure essence of horror-hosting as much as Gore. He had a graveyard opening, complete with scary sound effects and organ music. He had a tomb, and he rose from a coffin. And he dressed and talked like Bela Lugosi, whose likeness hung on the wall over his casket. Gore also had other standard props, such as an executioner's ax, which hung on the wall beside Bela, and a portrait of himself. The inside of his coffin was lined with a poster of sexy comic-book character Vampirella. He also had a table and several shelves full of odd things, like a skull with red eyeballs. And to give him an extra hand around the crypt he had a motorized rubber hand with moving fingers.


  What Gore didn't have was a sidekick. No hunchback assistant, no pet amoeba, or unseen characters to converse with. It was just Gore. He often made up for this by having guests on the show. These guests ranged from contest winners to sci-fi—horror celebrities like Forrest J Ackerman. The shows also varied a great deal. One week the count might feature elaborate monster videos or commercial parodies, and the next he might simply point out the flaws in the movie. Or read aloud from the Weekly World News tabloid. He was particularly sensitive to movie flaws concerning vampires. One example of such a flaw is in Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948), a comedy which played fairly seriously on most of the horror elements. A big goof occurs, however, in one scene in which Dracula is seen biting someone on the neck in front of a mirror. Dracula's reflection is clearly seen in the mirror. Gore gleefully pointed this out to his audience, because who better than a vampire to know that a vampire has no reflection? One also supposes that this could explain why the count possessed such a large portrait of himself. Compensation, perhaps, for not being able to look in a mirror.


  A regular feature of Creature Feature was Gore's commercial-break fillers. These were particularly helpful to the viewer since Channel 20, like most independent stations, ran a huge number of commercials during the show's late-night slot. In fact, there was even a commercial for Creature Feature based on that premise. Done in the style of an H & R Block ad, this was announced as another one of Count Gore DeVol's many reasons to watch Creature Feature. It featured Gore intellectually pondering the true nature of television. After offering up a few profound suggestions about the medium, the count quickly dismissed them in favor of a more simple explanation: "The true nature of television is bad horror movies and lots of commercials!"


  The fillers themselves were just short little tags inserted between what seemed like an endless stream of commercials. One showed a hand sticking out from Gore's coffin with the voice-over "Help, they've got me boxed in again. Between the commercials that is." In another, featuring a dried-up withered rose, Gore would say, "The only thing more beautiful than a dead rose is … another commercial." Others had Gore, upside down (just "hanging around") or peering into a crystal ball, and predicting (what else) more commercials! These were often repeated but changed every few months not to get too repetitive.


  The count also did commercial parodies on the show. Some, like the ad for Essense of Evil, a perfume, were monster versions of regular ads. Others, like the Alien Creation Kit, were deliberate tie-ins with the movie. In the case of the latter, the movie was the low-budget Dark Star, which is sort of a parody in itself. The alien monster is obviously made from a beach ball. In the best style of late-night TV, Gore offered up his own mail-order Count Gore DeVol's Alien Creation Kit, complete with beach ball and a toll-free number.


  To prove to audiences that the count was a totally modern eighties vampire, Gore also created his own version of MTV: Monster Videos. For these he took clips from classic horror movies such as The Wolf Man and put them to rock music. The latter was paired with Warren Zevon's Werewolf of London. Special care in the use of the montage sequence made this one particularly effective. But Gore also had fun with regular videos. For example, during the showing of the movie Night Creatures, the count found himself inside Laura Brannigan's Creature of the Night video, where he slunk around after the sultry songstress. And he made his personal tribute to Hugh Marlowe during the showing of Earth vs. the Flying Saucers. Clips from this sci-fi favorite were set to the Ghostbusters tune. After the refrain "Who ya gonna call?" the answer, "Hugh Marlowe!" was dubbed in, in honor of the film's leading man and all-around sci-fi hero.


  More fun with movie clips was had during a showing of The Bride of Frankenstein. Gore treated it as if it were a real wedding and he was interviewing each member of the bridal party. After he asked a question, footage from the movie would be cut in to provide an answer. Of course, the best was saved for last—a talk with the happy groom himself. When asked about the quality of the food at the reception, the monster simply grunted "Good." But he was considerably more responsive than the bride, who could only manage to hiss and scream. Gore even used the occasion to get in a dig at one of his favorite adversaries, the Rev. Jerry Falwell. The count asked the sardonic Dr. Pretorious what he thought of Falwell. The doctor replied that the reverend had a perfect human brain—"living, but dormant."


  In a similar vein, Count Gore once decided to play "devil" music backward to look for hidden messages. This was in response to the many publicized claims that some rock groups use the technique of "backmasking" to insert satanic messages into their music. Many Christians have become concerned that this is an attempt to lure young people into satanic cults. However, there is scanty evidence that many such backward messages exist. Even if they do, it is doubtful that the listener could even perceive the message. Producer Dyszel decided to have fun with the controversy by letting Gore investigate backmasking in satanic music. The so-called satanic music was any song with the word devil in it, such as Charlie Daniels Band's "The Devil Went Down to Georgia." When played backward, Gore was horrified to hear … church music!


  An absolute staple of Creature Feature was contests. There always seemed to be a contest of some sort going on. Although unreliable as an accurate measure of viewership, which Dick Dyszel estimates to have been a fairly steady 35,000-40,000, these contests were popular. The number of entries often ranged anywhere from the hundreds to the thousands, depending on the nature of the contest. Two of the more amusing of these endeavors were the Featured Creature and the Best of the Bad contests. The former gave viewers a chance to cohost Creature Feature. The idea was to send in a picture of oneself in costume from Halloween. The best got to appear on the show in costume. Among the winners was a young man in elaborate Frankenstein makeup. Not only did Gore interview him as if he were the real Frankenstein monster; they also did a movie-style promo for "Count Gore DeVol Meets Frankenstein." Other contest winners included a large number of female fans, of which Gore had an abundance, who were all considered quite nice by the count's alter ego, Dyszel. So it's not surprising that female guests usually ended up in Gore's coffin with him at the end of the show.


  The Best of the Bad contest was not quite that interactive. Viewers were merely asked to vote for their favorite bad movie of those shown during the Best of the Bad campaign. As always on Creature Feature, movie titles were given for several weeks in advance so that fans could plan accordingly. During this campaign, all of the movies were named in advance. The titles had been selected by Creature Feature staff members, who each got to appear on the show to defend his or her choice and explain why it should win. Viewers wrote in to make their choice. Each week a tally was given. The big winner by far was Mars Needs Women. Although originally announced, this film was not shown. The reason was that the station no longer owned the rights to show it. This was not discovered until after the grade-Z classic had been scheduled. Count Gore took the blame himself and apologized on the air. But since Channel 20 had no shortage of bad horror movies, a quick replacement, the dreadful The Astro-Zombies, was soon found. Other bottom-of-the-barrel delights shown during this contest were The Giant Claw, a true turkey of the extraterrestrial kind, and Monster from the Surf, an unsung classic of the oft-maligned beach-party—monster genre. Gore condensed the latter down to a three-minute version which somehow managed to catch all the highlights intact, including the delightful title tune. But those despondent over the loss of Mars Needs Women weren't overlooked. Creature Feature often showcased other masterpieces by the director, Larry Buchanan. Most notably there was the cult favorite Zontar, the Thing from Venus and The Curse of the Swamp Monster.


  Creature Feature was not all schlock, however. Another campaign was called Classic Shock and featured all Universal classics, as in the days of the original Shock! package. Other perennial favorites were Invaders from Mars and The Pit and the Pendulum.


  The Alien Factor (1979) was another frequent choice, but for a special reason. Dick Dyszel was one of the costars. Gore was, of course, far too humble to mention that his producer and alter ego was in the film. He did, however, once mention in passing that Captain 20 was in it. He also interviewed an anonymous member of the cast during the showing of The Alien Factor on Creature Feature. This cast member had a paper bag over his head and his voice altered to keep his identity secret. Of course it was obviously Gore-Dyszel. It was also amusing as he told little inside stories about the making of this semiprofessional science-fiction tale.


  Obviously low budget, the Baltimore-produced film was directed by writer Don Dohler, famous to genre-film fans as the creator of the original Cinemagic magazine. The plot of The Alien Factor concerns three escaped aliens loose on a killing spree in a small town. A mysterious man claiming to be an astronomer shows up to help the local sheriff catch the monsters. Dick Dyszel portrays the mayor. He is at first concerned only with covering up the gory murders so as not to ruin the town's image. He is also obsessed with the idea of putting in an amusement park. But after talking with the astronomer, the mayor becomes convinced that the town has a serious alien problem and offers his assistance.
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  The Astro-Zombies was Gore's last-minute replacement for the previously announced Mars Needs Women. At right is John Carradine as the creator of the title monstrosities; holding the gun is dragon lady Tura Satana, also featured in Faster Pussycat, Kill, Kill! (Geneni Film Distributors, 1968.)


  



  Most of the budget had gone apparently to the creation of the aliens, the Leemoid, Inferbyce, and the Zagatile. The mayor is eventually a victim of the latter. In a surprise ending the astronomer also turns out to be an alien—sort of an intergalactic zoo keeper who has come to round up the escapees. Alien Factor is also available on videocassette.
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  Dick Dyszel played a large supporting role in The Alien Factor. As the mayor, he was eventually killed by one of the three escaped aliens, but not this one, which is the Inferbyce. (Media Home Entertainment, 1979.)


  



  Since the cancellation of Creature Feature in 1987 the Count Gore DeVol has returned to his comfy casket, where he remains dead, but well. Dick Dyszel now writes, produces, and directs programs and spots for cable TV in Fairfax, Virginia. He also runs his own compact-disc mobile-deejay company called Laser Sounds. And he owns all the rights to his ghoulish friend Count Gore, who he hopes will return to the airwaves someday soon. In the meantime, as Gore used to say at the end of every show, "May all your blood be warm."
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  Doctor Madblood's Movie


  



  Somewhere between the Great Dismal Swamp and Virginia Beach, Virginia, lies the sleepy little burg known as Pungo, famous to locals as the home of the popular horror host Dr. Madblood. The good doctor's address is 13 Idle Hour Road, where he resides in the majestic Madblood Manor. Life at the manor is far from idle, however, as Dr. Madblood conducts his medical practice and his occasional experiments. The rejects from the latter occupy the basement and are affectionately dubbed the monsters, even though some of them, like Ernie and Waldo, have names.


  The doctor also has lots of friends and neighbors who drop in, such as the wisecracking Brain, who strongly resembles a car-washing sponge. Some of the doctor's other friends are equally unusual, like the boxer Kid Exorcist, the Widow Bacon, the sinister Grinfield, the vampire Count Lacudra, and Dusty the crop duster.


  Viewers haven't seen too much of Dr. Madblood in the last decade as his weekly show went off the air in 1983 and didn't return until the spring of 1989. But to many locals, just mention Pungo, and they'll think Madblood. And while Pungo does exist, Idle Hour Road, Madblood Manor, and all the rest are simply the brainchildren of the doctor, better known in real life as Jerry Harrell. Harrell, a former Bozo who was once an interpreter in the Air Force, thought up the character when he was the creative services director for WAVY-TV-10. Also a professional magician, he left Channel 10 in the early eighties to start his own firm, Harrell Productions, which produces many local TV commercials, such as the ones that feature Harrell as Rusty, the cheerful delivery man from Rent to Own. A few years before, he could also be seen performing magic tricks as Gandalf, the AMC Wizard of Latenight, to promote midnight movies at local AMC theaters. And recently he produced a documentary about the John Walker spy case. He also hosts Club 33, a kid's show. Most longtime Tidewater residents think of him as Dr. Max Madblood.
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  Jerry Harrell as Dr. Max Madblood, the chief resident of Madblood Manor in Pungo, Virginia. Pungo is really part of Virginia Beach (courtesy of Jerry Harrell).


  



  Harrell's original inspiration for the Madblood show occurred when he started working at Channel 10 in 1974. He realized that there was no local TV of genuine creativity, and he hoped to remedy the situation. It wasn't until Halloween 1975, however, that Dr. Madblood's Movie debuted as a one-time holiday special. The show was set in a TV studio so that viewers could see what one looked like, and a trivia question was asked. They had only one receptionist to answer the phones. To everyone's surprise, the studio was swamped with calls. After this initial success, the show went weekly, which was convenient since there was a late-night horror movie on Saturday nights anyway.


  Harrell put a great deal of thought into the creation of Dr. Madblood, who was originally a very different character. Tired of the traditional vampire horror host, something Harrell felt had been done too often and lacked versatility, the original character was to be a Jekyll and Hyde personality. The catch was that he would be played by two actors. Harrell would play the mad-doctor side, Jekyll, and his partner, Mark Young, would play Mr. Hyde—as a game-show host! Eventually it was decided that having the doctor turn into a game-show host would get old fast and become a one-joke show. So they settled on just a regular mad doctor and his assistant. Mark Young played the assistant, Volley, until he left the station a few years later to be a weatherman in Miami.


  Volley was a charming character. What made him special was that he never spoke, and he wore a little monk's robe with the hood over much of his face. Young also played the role on his knees, giving Volley the stature of a dwarf. About all one could see of him were his hands. Nevertheless, he was a lovable little guy. In the third year of the show he was frozen. The character was later sent off to medical school.


  Many characters have passed through the corridors of Madblood Manor in the years the doctor has been on the air. In an effort to make the show technically well done, characters were developed and refined over the years. This is most true of the fuzzy gray-haired and bearded Madblood, who originally spoke in a German accent. The accent gradually disappeared as more and more Madblood became the normal father figure around whom the others revolved. Harrell, who wrote most of the show, often introduced new characters to fit cast members or plot needs or even to tie in with the week's movie. One example of the latter is the vampire Count Lacudra, played by local radio personality Mike Arlo. The character made his debut during the showing of Son of Dracula, in which Lon Chaney, Jr., portrays Dracula, but he calls himself Count Alucard (Dracula spelled backward). Lacudra was supposed to be Dracula spelled sideways. Likewise, Queen Mum (Donna Stam) was introduced during the showing of a mummy movie.


  Dr. Madblood almost made his appearance in a different place. Instead of being a resident of the very real Pungo, the doctor was to live in the fictional Shadow Wood. But somehow the name Pungo intrigued Harrell. After seeing that it was a very real place, and just the sort that would have an Idle Hour Road, it became the home of Madblood Manor.


  One couldn't find a more fitting spot for a mad doctor to live than the sleepy little crossroads of Pungo. It's located between Virginia Beach and the Great Dismal Swamp. Idle Hour Road most likely runs along the swamp, as Madblood Manor is surrounded by swampland. A few years ago it was reported on the local news that campers had seen Bigfoot-Yeti creatures near the swamp. Madblood viewers, however, most likely assumed that perhaps one of the monsters from the basement was on the loose again.


  Another Madblood trademark dear to fans is the Madblood theme music, which is really "Green-eyed Lady" by Sugarloaf. Many people fail to recognize it though, because none of the vocals are heard. Originally it was meant to be used on the show only as incidental music, but Harrell realized it was too powerful. It officially became the theme in 1977.


  Originally, each Madblood episode opened in the doctor's lab, with him greeting the viewers and introducing the movie. Since Harrell has long been a fan of fantasy films, his introductions were usually informative. Unless, of course, the movie was particularly bad, like Shriek of the Mutilated or Frankenstein's Daughter. Such movies were labeled "schtinkers." Often the Madblood episodes, which always told a story, would echo the plot of the movie. For example, during The Incredible Shrinking Man, Madblood found himself the incredible shrinking horror host as the result of a potion.


  The shows also contained various comedy bits that weren't connected with the plot, like comic newscasts and parodies of current movies. Two such movies that were effectively spoofed were Star Wars (1977) and Star Trek—The Motion Picture (1979). Another one was the Star Wars sequel, which became The Umpire Strikes Back and featured the puppet alien Yokel from the Bogg Planet.


  But sometimes the Madblood shows were just as scary or even scarier than the movies. These were the four or five episodes that dealt with the Madblood curse. The curse began as a locked room in which Madblood discovered a mirror. In the mirror was the mirror image and evil side of Madblood, known as Doolbdam. This doppelganger takes Madblood's place, and the curse is eventually traced back to ancient Egypt. Other serious episodes, which led to the character development of Dr. Madblood, included one that dealt with his past as a doctor in Vienna whose family was killed by his nemesis, Dr. Raider. A romantic and poignant story was the one based on a local legend—that of accused witch Grace Sherwood. She was sentenced to be dunked to prove her innocence or guilt. Unfortunately her survival of the test left her branded a witch. The event is marked by a road in Virginia Beach known as Wichduck Road. In the episode inspired by Grace, a young woman of that name knocks on the lonely doctor's door one night. They pass the rainy evening together and find comfort from each other. But later it seems that she was only the ghost of Grace Sherwood.


  For most of its run Dr. Madblood's Movie was on after Saturday Night Live, which meant starting at 1:00 A.M. Then, in 1979, the show moved to Saturday afternoons for a time. In January 1982 the doctor changed channels to appear on the local PBS station, WHRO, Channel 15, with his new show, Dr. Madblood’s Night Visions. The new time slot was Sunday evenings at 11:00 P.M. He showed many fascinating movies like The Lost World (1925), White Zombie (1932), and the awful Devil Bat (1941). It was also on PBS that he showed the positively dreadful Monster a-Go-Go (1961), which is not only one of the worst movies of all time but also the most boring. Madblood and company did manage to liven it up a bit though, through the use of humorous captions superimposed on the screen. These captions were also used with some success in Devil Bat. During a scene showing mad doctor Bela Lugosi with his killer bat, which hung off a metal apparatus, one read, "What, you hung a forty dollar bat on a wire hanger?" Sort of a tribute to Mommie Dearest.


  Unfortunately, even though Night Visions was seen on other PBS stations in the state, and on cable in Massachusetts and Connecticut, the ratings were low. It was a far cry from the doctor's heyday on WAVY-TV-10 when the ratings peaked at 52,000. Night Visions lasted for only a year on PBS. Harrell also tried self-syndication, but it proved quite difficult, so Dr. Madblood went into retirement for a while.


  Then, on Halloween 1984, Doctor Madblood returned to WAVY with Dr. Madblood's Halloween Howl. The whole Madblood gang was back at Madblood Manor, festively getting ready for the doctor's annual party. The story was completely integrated into the movie Brides of Dracula (1960), and for the first time Madblood characters appeared in the film. The premise was that Count Lacudra's coffin had been discovered by vampire hunters and he had disintegrated in sunlight. Dr. Madblood was trying to find a way to restore Lacudra so he could attend the party. This was all cleverly interwoven so that it appeared that Madblood's friends were skulking around the movie sets. And each time a large bat was seen in the movie a cutaway would show that it was really Ernie and Waldo with their "bat on a rope." This bat was actually a teddy bear with wings for arms.
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  Mad scientist Bela Lugosi (right) insists, to Dr. Madblood's chagrin, on keeping his expensive devil bat on a cheap wire hanger. (PRC, 1941)


  



  Dr. Madblood didn't return to television until two years later, this time with Doctor Madblood's Halloween Film Festival. The three films shown were The Omen, Damien, The Omen, Part II, and The Fury. Dr. Madblood hosted not from Pungo but the Videorama Monster Store, which sponsored the show. The show began at 12:30 A.M. and was cohosted by deejay Mike Arlo, who did most of the Videorama ads. Madblood tried to keep viewers awake with clips from his old show. The Brain also made an appearance, along with three of the monsters. Since it was a monster store, Brain tried to sell the monsters. Even Ernie and Waldo got carried away with video fever and tried to buy VCRs with their Monster Charge cards. There were also celebrity interviews from recent local science-fiction conventions.


  Then the residents of Madblood Manor once again slipped away into the realm of memories. Mike Arlo could still be heard on WNOR-FM-99. In fact, he even became the legendary "old man" of the station, old being over 35. Jerry Harrell still runs Harrell Productions. During 1987 he even taught a course for the local "Fun U," which features short one-night instruction in things like wine tasting and meeting people. Area experts serve as teachers. Harrell's classes were about how to buy and use a VCR. He also occasionally appeared as Doctor Madblood at science-fiction conventions to judge the traditional costume contests.


  The character lived on: Pungo, Green-eyed Lady, the swamp—all served as gentle reminders of late, bleary-eyed nights long before, nights spent before the ghostly glow of the cathoid ray tube, nights enduring the dreadful Twiggy's Jukebox show. All to spend a few hours alone with a friendly fellow called Madblood. For two hours each week we were part of his gang. Late nights were not the same without him.


  Then it happened. Dr. Madblood returned to TV in early April 1989. This time it was on WTVZ, Channel 33, part of the Fox Network. Airtime, 11:00 P.M. The place, Madblood Manor, Pungo. All the gang was there: Brain, the monsters, Audio Shadow, and the irrepressible Mike Arlo as Dusty the crop duster, Kid Exorcist, and Count Lacudra. New to the cast was the lovely Nurse Patience Dream. Madblood even started the new show out with a bang by taking a trip to Hollywood. Brain snuck along for the ride while we viewers got to see the highlights, such as the Universal Studios tour and Forrest J Ackerman's memorabilia, housed in his home, the Ackermansion. Dr. Madblood and Forry even let us eavesdrop as they chatted.


  And things are still quite lively at Madblood Manor. Brain has long since upgraded from his fishbowl to a 10-gallon aquarium, but he remains as sassy as ever. Audio Shadow still checks in occasionally, especially "to see the stars go slumming," as Tony Curtis does in the ridiculous film The Manitou (1978). Dr. Madblood had a lot of fun with that one, which concerns an ancient Native-American medicine man reincarnating himself by growing in Susan Strasberg's neck.


  And of course there is the usual endless supply of wacky visitors. Among them, Dr. Roach, a Percy Dovetonsils–like insect specialist; Salman Rushdie's cousin, Rusty Rushdie, author of The Catatonic Verses; and dueling Renfield-alikes. The latter were competing for the job of servant to vampire Lacudra, and they sang a song, "Identical Servants," to the tune of the old Patty Duke show theme song. And even Perry Mason (Craig Adams) showed up during the showing of Godzilla 1985, claiming to represent the "scaly behemoth," Mr. G. himself.


  As for Jerry Harrell, he seems quite pleased with the return to late-night television, especially after "having recently moved back into the number one position in the ratings." And he hopes to add more classic horror films to his show by using fan-mail requests as "ammo for our efforts."


  Doctor Madblood also continues to remain a part of the local science-fiction convention scene by sponsoring conventions, appearing at them, and taping them for his show. Not only does he show the highlights of the costume contests on the air, but he also features interviews with the guest stars. These have included both Denise Crosby and Michael Dorn from Star Trek—The Next Generation.


  Harrell himself muses that "television has changed dramatically since the late seventies when our particular brand of foolishness first aired." And it is true that the advent of the VCR and the availability of cable TV have certainly given the viewer more options. But it has not destroyed the appeal of the horror host.


  And while Doctor Madblood may have a new show at a new time on a new station, not everything has changed. When the episode ends for the night, old Max still glances up casually and says, "Thanks for turning us on."


  Doctor Madblood, the feeling is mutual. Welcome back.
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  Son of Svengoolie; or, "The Return of Sven-TV"


  



  Once upon a time there was a horror-movie host in Chicago named Svengoolie. Svengoolie was sort of a hippy vampire, and he wore bold bell-bottomed pants with stripes on them. He had long green hair adorned by a headband and wore sunglasses. He spoke with a bad Transylvanian accent. But what most viewers didn't realize was that in spite of his youthful appearance, Svengoolie actually had a grown son working with him on the show. To avoid charges of nepotism, his son appeared under an assumed name and face.


  Later, the elder Svengoolie left to head west where he eventually became the founder of an aluminum-siding empire. But before leaving the area, Svengoolie gave his son permission to return the family name to TV. In 1979 the young Sven had the opportunity to do just that. And so began the horror-movie hosting career of Son of Svengoolie.


  By then, Chicago was ready for more Sven-TV. The TV station, WFLD, Channel 32, kept Son of Svengoolie on the air for six and a half years. The new Sven even managed to win three consecutive local Chicago Emmy awards as Best Entertainment Series for the years 1980, 1981, and 1982.


  Of course, even though there was an original Svengoolie, Son of Svengoolie was not really his son. The TV Sven legacy all began in 1970, on WFLD, when a fellow by the name of Jerry G. Bishop did voice-overs for the Friday-night horror films. The show was called Screaming Yellow Theater, and Bishop was heard, not seen. His Lugosi-like accent and ad-libs became popular with viewers. Soon, slides of Bishop as Svengoolie were added to the show. The slides evolved eventually into videotaped segments featuring the hippy vampire character.


  Meanwhie, at Northwestern University, there was a young drama student named Rich Koz. Koz was a fan of Svengoolie. One day he wrote a letter to Bishop and included some comedy material for the show. Bishop not only used the material but asked for more like it. Soon he invited Koz to a taping session. Eventually Rich Koz was doing not only more writing but also artwork and voices for the show.


  In the summer of 1973 Screaming Yellow Theater was canceled. Kaiser Broadcasting brought in their horror host, the Ghoul, but he lasted for only six months in Chicago. Meanwhile, Bishop and Koz worked together at WMAQ radio for a time. Koz later did freelance radio work. Then Jerry Bishop left to go to Los Angeles. But before leaving Chicago, Bishop gave Rich Koz permission to use the name Son of Svengoolie should he ever get the opportunity to do his own show.


  In 1979, WFLD, Channel 32, held auditions for a new horror host. The time had come for Rich Koz to become Son of Svengoolie.


  Like the original Svengoolie, Son of, or just Sven, speaks in a bad Lugosi vampire accent. He also sports a similar handlebar mustache and goatee. And there is the same pale vampire complexion. But Sven also has large black circles around his eyes, no doubt a result of not wearing sunglasses. He also dresses more conservatively than his TV dad, sporting an undertaker's coat and top hat. Sven hosted the show from his own split-level dungeon home. Or at least he pretended it was his home. As Rich Koz says, "It was as though he knew you weren't fooled, but he wouldn't let on it was a canvas set, as long as you didn't!" The show originally aired on Friday evenings at eight. Later, the time slot was moved to Saturday afternoons from 3:00 to 5:00 where the show was quite successful.


  Sven's show also featured several regular characters. The most important was the piano-playing Doug Graves. He usually wore a fedora, dark glasses, and a loud sport jacket, a cigar often dangling from his lips. Doug accompanied Sven on the piano while Sven sang song parodies. These parodies generally had to do with the movie, current affairs, or even a viewer reaction to something on the show. In real life Graves was Doug Scharf, a friend of Rich Koz's from high school. Scharf and Koz collaborated on the songs for the show.
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  Rich Koz as the second-generation horror host Son of Svengoolie. Rubber chickens were frequently used as props on his show (courtesy of Rich Koz).
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  Son of Sven (left) and his musical sidekick, Doug Graves (courtesy of Rich Koz).


  



  Some of the songs were commercial parodies, such as "Deadly," which was sung to the tune of the Charlie perfume ad. Sample lyrics: "There's a fragrance that's like decay, and they call it Deadly." The song goes on to say, "It's an odor that's now—Deadly. Kinda like a dead cow—Deadly." Other commercial parodies have included Robert Young for Stinka Coffee and the Donny and Marie Hawaiian Punch ad, which was changed to Transfusion Punch.


  The song parodies were generally a weekly feature of the show. Other examples included "Hot Volts," to the tune of Donna Summer's "Hot Stuff" and "Boogie Woogie Boogie Man from Berwyn." Berwyn is a suburb of Chicago which became a constant source of ribbing on Sven's show. Koz has characterized Berwyn as being "a city made entirely out of used car dealers and savings and loans."


  Besides Doug Graves, other regulars on the show included Zallman T. Tombstone, Jr., and Durwood, a ventriloquist puppet. Tombstone is represented by a skull which materializes out of nowhere. He speaks somewhat like the Raymond J. Johnson character ("You can call me Ray, or you can call me…"). According to Sven's official biography, said to be researched by the Berwyn Historical Society (Morgue Division) but actually written by Koz for his fans, Tombstone was once a used-car dealer. He met a "tragic end" when a car backed over him. The car was being test-driven by the young Sven, who was living in Transylvania at the time. Tombstone returned in spirit form and began to follow Sven around as he was the last contact Tombstone had with the real world. Eventually the "overbearing, boring" former car salesman followed the young vampire to the United States. Here he continued to haunt Sven, even on his TV show, "at no additional cost." Unfortunately Durwood's history is not so colorful, although he was once a cast member of the original Svengoolie TV show. Tombstone, like Doug Graves, was a regular on the Son of show each week. Durwood was on less often, usually just a few times a month.


  For about a year, starting in 1983, Son of Svengoolie was seen on TV stations in four other cities around the country—San Francisco, Detroit, Philadelphia, and Boston. The show had been syndicated by the owners of those stations, Field Broadcasting. Rich Koz thinks that many of these stations felt the show was forced on them by management and that they therefore resented it. At the time he never received much feedback on the show from these stations. But since then he has learned that there were sizable followings in at least two of the cities. He says, "I often run into people who lived in these cities who've moved here, and assumed I did the show from their old city, since we personalized each show with local jokes for each city."


  There were more than just jokes and song parodies on Sven's show, however. Often there were skits, and "theme shows." One of these theme shows involved finding a job for Tom Snyder. Koz, portraying TV personality Snyder, tried out as a new part of The Brady Bunch, did an American Express commercial, and hosted a Sneak Previews type of show. Another episode had Sven arrested. He was suspected of burning down the Berwyn Theater. What made the show topical was that in real life the Berwyn Theater had burned. Sven was the number-one suspect because he was always putting Berwyn down.


  Skits have included "Dagwood and Gandhi," in which Koz played Gandhi. He was then superimposed in clips from old Blondie movies. The idea was that Gandhi was seeking refuge at the Bumstead household. Another skit included "The Marx Brothers Take Over Channel 32" in which Rich Koz played multiple roles as the famous brothers.


  Another part of the Son of Svengoolie show that must be mentioned was the abundance of rubber chickens. For some unexplained reason, Sven was routinely pelted with the fake fowl at the end of each show. He was also bombarded with them whenever he delivered a particularly bad or "fowl" joke. This preoccupation with rubber chickens occasionally had its effects on the audience. A case in point is the viewer who sent Sven a sliced-up rubber chicken covered in fake blood. Along with the ghoulish bird was a note warning Koz that next time the chicken would be he if he dared insult a certain movie again.


  Sven wasn't in much danger of that happening too often, as not all of his movies were cherished. More than likely the Son of Svengoolie would end up showing such losers as Yongary, Monster from the Deep or The Mole People. In fact, Koz had some fun with the former, a Korean film, along with his film editor, Mike Smith. They took a scene of Koreans running from the monster and intercut it with scenes from a Mash episode in which they were evacuating the camp.


  Koz once stated that he preferred to show a good bad movie than a boring mediocre movie. But the most fun he ever had showing a bad movie was showing two bad movies together. He and Smith combined Ghost of Dragstrip Hollow and The Giant Gila Monster into one movie, Hot Rods to Gila, a takeoff on Hot Rods to Hell. Koz says they "put it all together, into an actual plot one could follow, with new sixties type titles and additional gag footage." Unfortunately, it had to be disassembled after showing.


  In January 1986, after six and a half years on Channel 32, Son of Svengoolie went off the air. The reason was economics. WFLD had been bought by the Fox Network. News was a priority, and that left no budget for local entertainment shows. And since Fox stations felt they were forming a fourth network, Rich Koz was told that Sven was "just a local show … not suitable for a network."


  Rich Koz occasionally still does staff-announcer fill-in work at WFLD. The Son of Svengoolie is gone. A TV family dynasty has come to an end. But Koz says he still gets letters about the show.
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  John Stanley: Man, Not Monster


  



  On the air for 14 years, Creature Features on KTVU, Oakland, was once a staple of TV viewing in the Bay area. John Stanley, the host of Creature Features for six years until its 1984 demise, is now fast becoming a household name to horror and sci-fi fans across the country. The reason for this is his highly successful book The Creature Features Movie Guide. As the name implies, the Guide is a horror-movie directory which lists over 3,000 films. The third edition came out in April 1988 and is nearly twice the size of the original, which Stanley self-published in 1981.


  Sort of the Leonard Maltin of horror, Stanley is an entertainment writer for the San Francisco Sunday Datebook. As the host of Creature Features, which he began in 1979, Stanley chose to appear as himself, a "horror expert," instead of a character. This was much the same as Creature Features's previous host, Bob Wilkins.


  It was Wilkins who began the show in Sacramento in 1971 on KCRA, Channel 3. The show was a huge success. Later, Wilkins moved the show to Channel 40 in Sacramento, and it lasted until 1979. He also proposed the idea of hosting horror movies on KTVU in Oakland, and that show premiered in February of 1971. It too was a hit.


  Wilkins hosted Creature Features as himself. He did not pretend to be a horror expert because he wasn't. In fact, he knew next to nothing about the genre. His research consisted of asking a friend, Bob Shaw, for his opinion of each week's film. But Wilkins was also honest, so he freely gave opinions and was not afraid to criticize the quality of the movies. A clean-cut fellow in a suit and tie and horn rimmed glasses, he would sit in a rocking chair each week smoking an unlit cigar. His specialty was wry political and social humor. He liked to show gag film clips, such as a 1958 Edsel ad and Ronald Reagan on the old Death Valley Days series. But his favorite clip was that of Peter Finch from the movie Network in which he puts his head out the window and yells, "I'm mad as hell, and I'm not going to take it anymore!" This was often repeated.


  Originally Creature Features appeared on Saturday nights at 9:00 P.M. The idea of showing movies at this time was seen as counter-programming strategy. And the original films were good, consisting of the Universal horror package. But the quality soon went downhill to include such titles as Billy the Kid versus Dracula and The Horror of Party Beach.


  And although he was not a part of sci-fi fandom, Wilkins did promote the genre by featuring guest stars from both Star Wars and Star Trek. And also appearing as an occasional guest on the show was writer and "horror expert" John Stanley. It was on Creature Features that Stanley promoted his 1974 book, The Monster Movie Guide. Then by late 1978, Bob Wilkins decided he had had enough. He left the show and started his own ad agency.


  John Stanley was one of the first to hear of Wilkins's plans to resign. And even though he had no previous experience as a TV host, Stanley auditioned for the part. To his amazement, he was hired to replace Wilkins by January 1979. At first frightened at the prospect of doing a weekly TV show, his determination won out, and within six weeks the show was going smoothly.


  His first decision was to host the show as himself, a fellow knowledgeable about films. The show's set, however, was similar to that of the traditional horror host, featuring a tomblike video vault, a skeleton, and a throne chair. And while generally serious, Stanley was not above doing comedy schtick when necessary.


  By this time, Creature Features no longer featured the Universal film package, so, unfortunately for Stanley, many of the movies he showed were what he considered schlock. And like Wilkins, he was quick to criticize. But he also praised what was good and went into much background information.


  The host segments were 30 minutes long. This often gave him time to be creative, which he did most notably in his "minimovies." These were short satirical films that sometimes involved famous people. Examples of these include Revenge of the Channel 2 Dragon, starring Chuck Norris, and a cemetery ride with the director of Phantasm, Don Coscaselli. Nightmare of the Chamber of Horrors brought a visit to a wax museum, and The Mummy Rises featured a visit to a King Tut exhibit. As might be expected, Stanley was attacked by a mummy during the latter. These short films proved to be quite popular with the viewers. But a lack of time and the limited editing facilities at the studio made them an infrequent treat.
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  Creature Features host John Stanley and friend (courtesy of John Stanley).
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  Creature Features often featured famous guests like Leonard Nimoy (left), who were interviewed by host Stanley (courtesy of John Stanley).


  

  Perhaps Stanley's greatest strength as a horror host was his ability to book celebrity guests. A guest list for Creature Features reads like a Who's Who in horror and science fiction. Often these were the same people he had interviewed for the paper. Appearing on the show were virtually the whole Star Trek cast, the Star Wars cast, writers like Ray Bradbury, actors as diverse as Buster Crabbe and Christopher Lee, and even cult figures like Angelique Petty John.


  There were also Creature Features specials. The Wacky World of Creature Features was a 30-minute show featuring Stanley's mini-movies. A two-hour Star Trek special was devoted to interviewing Leonard Nimoy, William Shatner, and Ricardo Montálban. The Star Wars Gang of Tomorrow and Eat Your Heart Out George Lucas were showcases for amateur filmmakers. Stanley also did a show about movie trailers and a 1983 compilation of his best work.


  The show remained immensely popular. Stanley catered to fans and to fandom, promoting upcoming films and conventions. He also did giveaways. One such venture involved 250 E. T. T-shirts. He announced on the air that all one had to do to receive a shirt was to send in a bag of M & M's. After the show he learned his mistake: It should have been Reese's Pieces, not M & M's. There were simply too many mailbags to open.


  John Stanley was also in demand for personal appearances. He often hosted screenings for new movies, afterward being swamped in the lobby for autographs. Likewise, he did much autograph signing in bookstores and at special events. Eventually, however, Creature Features began to run out of steam. Part of this was due to the movies. They were mostly the same old schlock, which Stanley hated. He eventually began ignoring the films as much as possible. And since the movies were the centerpiece of the show, this alienation may have cost him viewers. The arrival of cable TV and video rentals also cut into the Creature Features audience, offering more recent and better films. By the fall of 1984, Creature Features was history. The last show aired on September 1, 1984. Stanley reflects on this by stating, "It was a case of an old, tired format having finally run its course."


  Ironically, it was also in 1984 that Stanley's book The Creature Features Movie Guide was picked up by Warner Books for a second edition. The first edition had been self-published in late 1981 by Stanley and was a success. In just 18 months 10,000 copies had been sold—pretty impressive for a book no New York publisher would touch a few years before. The 1984 edition was updated and contained many new entries. The third edition of the Guide came out in April 1988 and now lists over 3,000 movies. Many of the photographs are rare and differ from those in the previous editions. This edition is also self-published by Stanley's Creatures at Large press.


  Stanley still writes for the San Francisco Chronicle as an entertainment writer. On the side he runs Creatures at Large, which in 1987 published Robert Bloch's Lost in Time and Space with Lefty Feep. He is hoping that this will be the first of a trilogy of fantasy comedy books that have been out of print since the 1940s. In 1989 Stanley published Them Ornery Mitchum Boys, the autobiography of John Mitchum, brother of actor Robert Mitchum. John Stanley is also busy working on several screenplays. One is a horror-supernatural work called The Envoy.


  Bob Wilkins continues to run his own advertising business and is quite content. He and Stanley still speak occasionally on the phone. And Stanley is more than generous in offering credit to Wilkins for the creation of Creature Features. He also contends that Wilkins is the better remembered of the two. But Creature Features and both hosts are fondly remembered by Bay area viewers.
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  "Rock Shock": Toulouse-NoNeck


  



  Welcome zombies! It's the ghoul who's nobody's fool. Yes, that wild and crazy ghoul, the host of Milwaukee's Shock Theater and later Shock Rock on WISN-TV, the one and only Toulouse-NoNeck!


  Wearing top hat and tails, the shaggy-haired NoNeck also sported aviator shades, a big bushy beard, and lots of little spiked teeth. All this only complemented his pasty complexion. NoNeck began hosting Shock Theater in January 1979. He later moved on to host his own Shock Rock video program in 1985. Both shows appeared on Milwaukee's Channel 12, WISN-TV.


  In real life Toulouse-NoNeck is Chicago native Rick Felski, who was born in 1955. He studied broadcasting at Southern Illinois University. He then worked for Marriott's Great America in theater. He also did improvisation comedy with the children's company at Second City in Chicago. In 1978 Felski arrived in Milwaukee where he soon landed a technical job in Channel 12's staging department.


  Only several months later, the station bought a package of horror films. Felski was recruited to host them. To come up with a suitable character, Rick consulted a friend, Bill Scherbarth of Miller-Armstrong costumes. Scherbarth then came up with the makeup which transformed the red-haired Felski into a gruesome wild man. With his bushy hair, beard, and cool shades, the resulting character began to resemble another Milwaukee resident, longtime horror host Dr. Cadaverino. The always outrageous doctor had been played by Jack Du Blon, who retired Cadaverino in October 1977, a year before Felski came to Milwaukee. Whether Scherbarth or Felski was in any way inspired by Du Blon's character is uncertain. The NoNeck character did, however, originally have several differences from Cadaverino. He had a hump. He also had a bird on his shoulder and spoke like Peter Lorre.


  Once Felski had developed the character, he realized that he had no name. It wasn't until after shooting the first Shock Theater episode that this dilemma was resolved. At the time Felski was working as the floor director for Dialing for Dollars. He was still dressed in his horror-host costume, so he had been impulsively invited to appear on Dialing for Dollars. Suddenly the cast and crew realized the character had no name and that no one knew how to introduce him. In Felski's words, "I was just sitting there, and I thought of Toulouse-Lautrec, and Toulouse-NoNeck hit me." A star was born.


  The original concept of Shock Theater was to play it straight as a spook show. In fact, the opening sequence was shot in a real cemetery. But since it was illegal to do that in Milwaukee, Felski and crew had to go outside the city to St. Francis where they found an old monastery which appeared suitably scary on that snowy January eve. This gave them just the right kind of shots for a spooky start. However, once Felski got a look at the movies he was hosting, he decided a lighter approach was needed. Not only were the movies not as good as he had hoped; they weren't even frightening. It was then that ToulouseNoNeck became a "wild and crazy ghoul," the kind of guy who greets his viewers with a demented "Hi, zombies!"


  NoNeck soon became popular and began to make the usual and not so usual public appearances. Among the usual horror-host appearances were his visits to Summerfest, Milwaukee's annual party for itself. There NoNeck often talked to the kids and signed autographs for both young and old. He also rode in local parades. More unusual, however, were his visits to local night spots, where he often emceed local bands.


  In fact, Toulouse-NoNeck soon became personally involved in the local music and club scene. First there was his theme song, "Welcome Zombies," written by local musicians Pat McCurdy and The Men About Town. Then, Felski, who was also doing a radio show at the time on WLPX, got the idea to do a live club act. He teamed up with the already ghoulish band known as the Lucky Stiffs. After their regular set, the band would play something called "Ghoul Shark," which was similar to the theme from Jaws. Then the lights would blink as fog descended upon the audience. A taped message gave the following warning: "Well, zombies, anyone weak of heart should leave because it's weird Toulouse-NoNeck." The band would launch into "Welcome Zombies" as NoNeck burst through the door, assaulting the crowd with blasts from a fire extinguisher.
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  Rick Felski as Toulouse-NoNeck, host of Milwaukee's Shock Theater and Shock Rock.


  



  NoNeck's act consisted of song parodies, such as the Kinks's "Ghoul, You Really Got Me," "Secret Agent Ghoul," and the ever-popular spook classic, "Monster Mash." There was also a variation on the Trogs's popular "Wild Thing," called "Dead Thing." Accompanied by an inflatable doll on a slab, NoNeck would romantically croon, "Dead thing, you don't do anything; you just lie there and stink a lot." He also played games with the audience, such as the Shock Dating Game. And then there was the body-parts dance, which meant that each couple had to follow NoNeck's directions and dance with various body parts to body parts, such as elbow-to-elbow, or knee-to-back. Almost a dance-party version of Twister.


  By 1985, Felski's Shock Theater had given way to the music-oriented Shock Rock in which the Toulouse-NoNeck character hosted videos in place of movies. This was also on Channel 12 and lasted for a few years. However, by 1988, Rick Felski had left broadcasting to work in real estate.


  24


  Elvira, Mistress of the Dark; or, Viva Las Cleavage


  



  She slinks down a long dark hallway gracefully clearing a pathway through the cobwebs with her hands. Her black dress features a deep-plunging neckline and long shredded sleeves. She then sits seductively on a Victorian sofa, surrounded by lighted candelabra.


  No, she's not Vampira, and it's not the fifties again. It's 1989, and this is the reigning queen of TV terror, Elvira. Any resemblance to the earlier hostess is purely superficial because Elvira, as portrayed by Cassandra Peterson, is truly a woman of the eighties. She's sort of a punk Valley-girl vampire in a sexy black dress and a beehive. She's also becoming the most famous horror host of all time with her own line of greeting cards, cosmetics, videotapes, and comic books—not to mention her once widely syndicated program Movie Macabre and her own movie. Elvira has also made guest appearances on many TV shows, such as The Fall Guy, MTV, and Bloopers, Blunders and Practical Jokes.


  But for Cassandra Peterson the road to horror-hostess fame was a long one. She started life in Manhattan, Kansas, and grew up in Colorado Springs. Her father sold insurance, and her mother ran a costume shop. At the age of 17, inspired by Ann-Margret's performance in Viva Las Vegas, Cassandra left home to become a Vegas showgirl. She soon was appearing at the Dunes Hotel in the review Viva Les Girls. It was also in Vegas where she met and briefly dated Elvis Presley.
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  Cassandra Peterson as the sexy Elvira. (Photo by David Goldner. Copyright 1984 Queen "B" Productions.)


  



  Soon after that, she left Vegas to perform at the Lido in Paris. Not liking Paris very much, Cassandra moved to Italy. There she became the lead singer in an Italian rock band, which toured Europe doing American Top-Forty hits in Italian. A chance meeting with director Federico Fellini led to a small part in his film Roma, so small in fact, that it only lasts for seconds. But it was enough to give her the acting bug. She later appeared in some extremely low-budget European horror movies, so low budget that she doubts they will ever be seen in this country, even on Movie Macabre.


  Back in the states, Peterson ended up in L.A. doing TV bit parts and part-time secretarial work. She also spent three years as a member of the improvisational comedy group the Groundlings. Among her fellow members at the time were Laraine Newman and Pee-Wee Herman.


  Then, in 1981 the L.A. TV station KHJ decided to find a new horror host. Over 1,500 people applied for the job; three dozen were interviewed. Cassandra was reluctant at first to go to the interview, as she didn't have much familiarity with horror hosts. When she did show up for her "scream test," Peterson found herself one of the few hopefuls not already attired for the role. It was then that this perky strawberry blonde decided she had nothing to lose, so she took the liberty of improvising jokes into her dialogue. To her surprise, she got the part. She now credits her comedic talent rather than her appearance for getting the role. However, most Elvira fans would agree that her looks are far from inadequate.


  Originally KHJ planned to call their hostess Vampira, after the character made famous by Maila Nurmi in the fifties on TV and in Plan 9 from Outer Space. However, reaching an agreement with Ms. Nurmi on permission to use the name proved difficult. Later, a KHJ staff member changed the character's name to Elvira. But it was up to Ms. Peterson to perfect the look. In fact, her first costume idea was quite different from the skimpy black dress she now dons. It consisted of a long flowing pink dress with long waist-length curly red hair and a filmy veil worn over part of her face. This was not considered spooky enough by the station, which insisted on all black. It was then that the punk-vampire look was born. Her hairstyle inspiration was the Ronettes. Seasoned Elvira watchers may have noticed that the height of her hair seems to increase along with her popularity. As for her other popular trademark, Cassandra was at first concerned that there might be some objection to the considerable cleavage she exposed, but the executive producer requested that she also show more leg.
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  Cassandra Peterson claims that the secret behind Elvira's famous cleavage is nothing more than an old-fashioned industrial-strength push-up bra. She measures a slim but shapely 34-21-34 and is rarely recognized without the costume. (Photo by David Goldner. Copyright 1984 Queen "B" Productions.)


  



  Elvira's Movie Macabre went on the air September 28, 1981. Two months later, the ratings for Movie Macabre had doubled the previous ratings for its time slot. Elvira was a hit. By May 1982, Elvira scored an even bigger hit by presenting Movie Macabre in 3-D TV. The movie was the campy Vincent Price classic The Mad Magician (1954), an attempt to recapture the mood of the earlier and superior 3-D hit House of Wax (1953). Elvira also did considerable promos for the special showing in which she promised to come "busting out" in 3-D. Over 2 million pairs of 3-D glasses were sold by 7-Eleven stores, at 99 cents a pair. And Elvira became a major local celebrity. In April 1983 Elvira started national syndication with only 20 stations. She could once be seen in over 70 markets nationwide.


  But strangely enough, for the first six months or so of the show Peterson also kept her job as an office temporary worker, unaware that Elvira's popularity would only grow. But soon the letters started pouring in, and the ratings climbed.


  Just what makes Elvira so popular that she's syndicated nationally, the star of her own movie, greeting cards, and comic book (Elvira's House of Mystery)? Well, it certainly couldn't be the movies she shows on Movie Macabre, which usually range from bad to worse. These dreary horror obscurities have titles like Pigs, Frankenstein's Castle of Freaks, So Sad About Gloria, and The Human Duplicators. When Movie Mac, as Elvira likes to call it, does show a well-known movie, it's usually just famous for being bad, like that vegetarian nightmare Attack of the Killer Tomatoes. Elvira was rooting for the tomatoes.


  Some may suggest that it is Peterson's shapely attributes that account for the popularity of this "Mistress of the Dark." After all, who among us has not wondered at some time how she manages to keep her breasts from falling out of her dress. In fact, many of her male fans are waiting for exactly that to happen. But after a while most of us accept the fact that it never will and stop pondering why.


  Of course, it is undeniable that much of Elvira's appeal does lie in her sultry good looks. However, her ability to combine that quality with an air-headed but often sarcastic comic delivery just adds up to more fun for the viewer. Elvira is right there watching that turkey movie with you, and at each commercial break she gives you her commentary in which everything from the scenery to the characters is fodder for her put-downs. For example, during the showing of The Human Duplicators Elvira complained that the effects in the movie were so cheap that the aliens' spaceship was really a swag lamp. Besides commenting on the movie, Elvira also has a few semiregular features like "Sack Time." This is when she answers her mail, only it isn't really viewer mail but questions that serve as excuses for corny jokes and bad puns.


  Another semiregular feature is the phone call from Breather, who is sometimes referred to as her boyfriend. He's basically an obscene caller who calls from a phone booth to ask Elvira a riddle, such as "What goes ha-ha-plop, ha-ha-plop?" The answer is a man laughing his head off. Elvira usually groans and hangs up. Breather's appearance is about as charming as his jokes; he wears horn-rimmed glasses and has a greasy face that looks as if it were smeared with Vaseline. He's played by comedian John Paragon.


  Then there was the time Elvira's Auntie Virus decided to drop in. She looks like a tiny 80-year-old Elvira, with the same hair in gray, and (thankfully) not so much cleavage. She tried to take over the show by doing bad stand-up comedy routines with really terrible jokes. Elvira got rid of the old girl by sending her a telegram, supposedly from Burt Reynolds, wanting Auntie in his next movie.


  But even more amusing are the celebrity guest appearances. These are often tied in with the movie. For example, Kiss Daddy Goodbye, which starred Fabian Forte, had a rather unhappy ending. Elvira was disappointed with this and treated us to her version of the ending in which the hero and heroine would get married and adopt the two orphan children. It seems these children had been using their psychic powers to control their father's corpse and causing it to drive around in a big black car. The car would then run down anyone who threatened the kids. Fabian Forte reprised his role from the movie, and Elvira donned a blond wig to play his girlfriend. They acted out a happy ending in which they adopted the kids, who were edited in.


  To further keep up with the Mistress of the Dark, one can send for the official fan-club kit. This includes a color 8-by-10 picture, a button, a miniposter and a decal, all featuring Elvira. Also included is the Elvira Examiner newsletter that tells everything Elvira and Cassandra have been up to—professionally, that is. There's also the "Breather Briefs" page for Breather fans and cartoons and humorous "horrorscopes." Elvira Merchandising also features many more Elvira items, from her dress ($30), to calendars, posters, and various T-shirts. A recent addition is Elvira pillowcases. A computer game is in the making.


  And Elvira has kept busy making guest appearances, in person and on the big and small screens. She has appeared at horror conventions, video stores (to sign her ThrillerVideos), and even at the Atlanta Zoo where they named a panther after her. In San Antonio she appeared with the symphony to read Peter and the Werewolf. On the small screen she was featured in a special spooky episode of The Fall Guy, and appeared often on The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson. She also showed up on Bloopers, Blunders, and Practical Jokes to introduce film clips of other local horror hosts. On MTV she was seen on the video awards show and has twice hosted her own annual Halloween special, on which she once carved a pumpkin with a chainsaw. A later MTV appearance in 1989 took place on Just Say Julie, starring the henna-haired comedienne Julie Brown. Featured was the use of the technologically advanced "cleavage-cam" camera. In the spring of 1990 Elvira showed up on a TV show within a TV show. Characters on Thirtysomething were shown watching Movie Mac on the small screen.


  On the big screen Cassandra Peterson has had a few recent parts. In Stroker Ace (1983) she has a cameo as Elvira in which she tries to pick up Jim Nabors. She can also be seen as a buxom nurse in Jekyll and Hyde Together Again (1982). More recently she briefly appeared with old friend Pee-Wee Herman in Pee-Wee's Big Adventure (1985). She also has a part in Echo Park with Cheech Mann and is the evil queen Sorias in Allan Quatermain and the Lost City of Gold (1988), which stars Richard Chamberlain. However, the footage shot of her in Africa for the latter needed to be redone for technical reasons. And unfortunately the filmmakers wanted to reshoot in October, which is Peterson's busy season, so much of her part ended up on the cutting-room floor. What remains is a small speechless role in which she models two attractive harem-girl outfits and a particularly fetching gold breastplate. The latter fits like a bustier and shows off her famous physical attributes. Sorias also gets to participate in a fight scene with the heroine, lovely Sharon Stone, after which the evil queen plunges to her death. Peterson was reportedly not too concerned that her part was cut to a minimum since the movie was a bomb both critically and financially.
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  Elvira guest starred in a Halloween edition ABC’s The Fall Guy, starring Lee Majors (right).


  



  Another movie that didn't do too well was Peterson's Elvira, Mistress of the Dark (1988). While certainly not a bomb, the $7.5-million movie was initially a financial disappointment but has been a success in the foreign and video markets. Artistically it was an improvement over the basic Movie Mac fare, however, and was silly and amusing in a naive way. Written by Peterson, John Paragon, and Sam Egan, the story concerned a (surprise) horror hostess named Elvira. Disgruntled with her boss, she quits her job to realize her dream as the star of a Vegas revue. But first she needs the finances, which she thinks will come from a recent inheritance. But after driving all the way to Fallwell, Massachusetts, to get it, she finds she's been had. All her aunt left her was a musty old house, a cookbook, and a poodle. Making the best of her situation, she moves in. The residents of Fallwell resent this trashy stranger, and she finds more trouble from her sinister uncle, played by W. Morgan Shepard. She also learns about her strange heritage, including the fact that her mother was a witch and that the cookbook contains her spells. Amid all this Elvira is still Elvira. When asked if she always wears the same black dress, she replies, "No. Sometimes I like to wear something low-cut and sexy."
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  Before fame went to her hair, Elvira made a cameo appearance in Stroker Ace (1982) with Jim Nabors.


  



  But perhaps the best news of all is that Elvira has been added to the Movieland Wax Museum. Now her shapely wax effigy can be savored in person as she beckons one to enter the dreaded Chamber of Horrors. And in a 1989 Dick Clark TV special the real Elvira briefly stood in for this ersatz one to give passersby a scare.


  Of course, being immortalized in wax didn't slow down the self-proclaimed "gal who put the boob back into the boob tube." Halloween is still her big season, and she's made the most of it, starting in October 1982, by doing live shows at Knott's Berry Farm in southern California. Renamed Knott's Scary Farm for the occasion, the park featured Elvira in three shows a night during weekends. The show was like a miniature Vegas revue, not surprising considering Ms. Peterson's show-girl past. Halloween of 1987 brought Elvira to New York City where she made a guest appearance on NBC's Saturday Night Live. The night before she had hosted NBC's Friday Night Videos. Halloween 1988 found her busily promoting her movie Elvira, Mistress of the Dark, which opened that October in most cities. MTV even featured a premiere party to help launch Elvira's move to the big screen. And Elvira and her "good twin" Cassandra Peterson stayed busy during most of 1989 promoting her movie in Europe. The film was released in Belgium, Spain, Italy, France, Germany, and England. Elvira, Mistress of the Dark is now also available on videotape and was shown on network TV in June 1990.


  Her TV show Movie Macabre is currently syndicated in Canada. Elvira has a similar show, Thriller Theatre, now playing in Australia. Peterson has also recently gotten involved in the animal-rights movement and has been vocal about wearing fur in particular. Both she and her alter ego, Elvira, urge people not to buy or wear fur coats and to support PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals). And to encourage pet owners to neuter and spay their animals, Peterson offered signed 8-by-10 glossies of Elvira to all fan-club members who spayed or neutered their pets during 1990 if they sent in a copy of their vet's receipt and a return envelope.
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  The shapely Elvira surrounded by the cast of NBC's Real People. From left, clockwise (not including Elvira), Byron Allen, Bill Rafferty, Mark Russell, Skip Stephenson, and Sarah Purcell.


  



  But in spite of the fact that the glory days of Movie Mac are behind her and that even she has developed a social awareness, the ever-tacky Elvira is still with us. She continues to haunt video stores and the airwaves worldwide. There are also plans for a new line of home videos from Rhino which feature such campy horror faves as The Brain That Wouldn't Die and She Demons. Elvira's latest project is a new perfume, Evil, which did not involve the use of animal testing or contain any animal products. Part of the profits go to PETA.


  At the end of her TV shows and tapes she can still be heard to sign off with those trademark words, a seductive coo of "unpleasant dreams." But for 38-year-old Cassandra Peterson and husband and comanager, Mark Pierson, it seems that Elvira has brought nothing but the most pleasant of dreams.


  25


  Son of Invasion of the Ghost Hosts


  



  The explosion of local horror hosts in the late fifties eventually gave way to a slow steady stream. By the early and midsixties, many of the original Shock Theatre hosts were already ancient history. Even the legendary Zacherley had been reduced to hosting a dance-party show and Hercules cartoons.


  But the horror-host concept was far from gone. In fact, in some areas the horror hosts of the late fifties were soon replaced by a second wave of hosts in the early sixties. Other areas kept their original horror hosts for years and years. And in the late sixties and early seventies plenty of new horror hosts had burst back on local TV. And some, like Seymour, even managed to become known outside their local communities. Of course, even Larry Vincent's success was nothing compared to the national fame that one of his successors, Elvira, has received. Now, with cable and video markets, such personalities have more access to national exposure than ever before. But this is a double-edged sword because more markets mean more competition. And getting syndicated is not always easy.


  As far back as 1964, the mere concept of the horror host had become nationally accepted. In fact, it could have been partly because of the popularity of horror hosts that that very year became the so-called Year of the Monster. This media label referred to the two monster-family sitcoms that debuted that year, The Munsters and The Addams Family. And it was The Munsters that acknowledged the existence of horror hosts in an episode featuring the fictional horror show host Zombo, played by Louis Nye. This fright-wigged fiend was little Eddie's hero until the young Munster won a guest appearance on the show. It was then that to his horror, Eddie discovered that Zombo was not really a monster but wore makeup. So Eddie realized just how lucky he was to have Herman, a real Frankenstein monster, for a dad. Ironically, over 20 years later, Al Lewis, formerly Grandpa Munster, would briefly take up horror-hosting on WTBS, the Atlanta cable superstation.


  Further fictional horror hosts include Count Floyd of SCTV and Roddy McDowall's Peter Vincent character from the movie Fright Night. Count Floyd, of course, was a parody, but often came close to real life as he hosted Horror Chiller Monster Theatre. Played by comedian Joe Flaherty in cape and widow's peak, sans greasepaint, this hapless host would stand in his little dungeon barking like a wolf and introducing such terrors as Dr. Tongue's 3-D House of Pancakes and the sequel 3-D House of Stewardesses—all the while trying to convince his audience how scary these nonscary movies were with "Oooh, it's real scary, boys and girls," reminding them to send in $14.95 for their 3-D glasses. Make those checks out to Count Floyd, of course. Count Floyd also appeared on "SCTV"-alumnus Martin Short's animated Saturday-morning show The Completely Mental Adventures of Ed Grimley. Count Floyd's show was Ed Grimley's favorite. Joe Flaherty would appear in person as the count, while the rest of the show was a cartoon.


  The Peter Vincent character portrayed by McDowall in Fright Night (1985) is supposed to be a former horror-movie star famous for playing vampire hunters, sort of a cross between Peter Cushing and Vincent Price. He is recruited by a teenage fan to help destroy a real vampire. It is made clear in the film that Vincent considers horror movie hosting slumming. Another fictional host shows up in the recent film Gremlins 2: The New Batch (1990) in which the title creatures attack a cable TV station, including an aging Dracula-type late-night horror-show host, played by actor Robert Prosky.


  In spite of their sometimes low status, horror hosts have become staples of both local and cable TV. But they are mercurial in nature. A show may be very popular and then burn out in 2 years, or may go on for 10 or 20 years. Some areas may never have had a horror host, while others may have had many. Some even have competing horror hosts. Others have long dry spells. Some hosts leave the air only to return years later. Some who try to relocate to another area have no success, while others make the transition smoothly.
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  Roddy McDowall (right) as fictitious horror host Peter Vincent, who has been recruited to hunt down vampire Chris Sarandon (left) in Fright Night (1985).


  



  In this chapter and the next we shall see examples of most of the above. We will also encounter the phenomenon of what I call horror-host meccas, areas that continually produce horror hosts.


  



  Los Angeles


  Probably no other area has produced so many horror hosts. Three have become known outside of the local market—Vampira, Seymour, and Elvira. This is a brief look at some of the less well known horror hosts of Hollywood.


  Jeepers Creepers Theatre began in 1962 on KCOP-TV-13. The original host, known as Jeepers Creepers, was portrayed by Bob Guy. At the time he was Channel 13's program director. Jeepers had big bulging eyes and bushy brows. His show featured many sidekicks, like Pumpkin the rat, Boris the werewolf, a small skull named Doris, her Aunt Minnie (a larger skull), a lizard named Billy Joe, and a shrunken head named Julie. Typical hijinks on the show included Jeepers being chased by the Mad Mummy during a showing of The Mummy's Curse.
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  Actor Fred Stuthman applies his makeup to become horror-host character Jeepers Keeper (photo by and courtesy of Don F. Glut).


  



  In 1963 Jeepers Creepers Theatre continued, but with a new host. Actually, it was a hostess, known as Ghoulita. She was a zombielike girl with a tendency to stare right into the camera. Ghoulita sported frizzy white hair and large black circles around her eyes.
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  Jeepers Keeper rises to greet his viewers (photo by and courtesy of Don F. Glut).


  



  Within a year she was replaced by Jeepers Keeper, a more cadaverous-looking version of Jeepers Creepers. He was played by Fred Stuthman, a veteran character actor who died on July 7, 1982. He was also a stage actor and had appeared in over 20 films, Marathon Man and Network among them. He had a sidekick known as the Little Old Lady from Pasadena. She was actually a dummy with a skull for a head. The skull rattled a lot.


  In 1971 KHJ replaced their popular horror host Seymour with the voluptuous Moona Lisa. She reportedly originated from San Diego and lasted for only about a year on KHJ. Vampiraesque in appearance, this buxom beauty had long dark hair with bangs and wore considerably less makeup than Vampira or Elvira. But like them, she hosted from a couch after making an unusual entrance riding on an asteroid. Her shtick included munching on mushrooms while showing that fungus thriller Attack of the Mushroom People.
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  Jeepers Keeper creeps (photo by and courtesy of Don F. Glut).


  



  Back at KCOP a few years later in the midseventies, Famous Morris could be seen holding court. He was a fat devilish fellow who wore a red hood with horns on top. Morris spent considerable time speaking to his "boss" on a plastic pay phone. He didn't last much more than a year.


  More successful was Grimsley over at KHJ beginning in 1976. Portrayed by Robert Foster, Grimsley was the host of Fright Night on Saturday nights. He was a vampire who began each show by rising from a coffin. Wearing gray greasepaint and sporting a mustache, this frizzy-haired host resided in an atticlike set, accentuated by cobwebs and candelabras galore. Grimsley managed to crawl out of his crypt long enough to make guest appearances, as at the El Portal Theater where he did a live show and hosted two movies, Arnold and The Vampire Lovers, in 1976. The next year he was the acting Grand Marshal at Magic Mountain and appeared there during Halloween. Grimsley's Fright Night lasted until about 1979.


  Also during the 1970s were the irregular appearances of Billy Van (Pyre) on KTLA, Channel 5. He played many different characters, including mad doctors and disc-jockey werewolves.


  



  Syracuse


  While not much of a horror-host mecca compared to L.A. or Cleveland, Syracuse, New York, did produce two notable horror-host shows. The first was on WIXT-TV, Channel 9, from 1962 until 1968. The host was Baron Daemon, portrayed by Mike Price, later a reporter for the station. Back in 1962 Price did his Bela Lugosi Dracula impression for the station manager in hopes that he would be allowed to host the station's horror movies. Price got his wish. His character, Baron Daemon, became quite popular and had both a late-night and an afternoon show. Most of what he did was slapstick. The Baron was mostly a buffoon and was never intended to be scary. As a promotional gimmick, a record was released, "The Transylvania Twist," which sold about 12,000 copies and established a record for sales of a local recording.


  Monster Movie Matinee began on WSTM, Channel 3, in 1964, and lasted until 1980. The hosts, Dr. E. Nick Witty and Epal, then moved to the local cable Channel 13 where they hosted Chamber 13: Tales of Horror until 1985.


  Bill Everett portrayed Epal, a gross-looking, one-handed, one-eyed sometime werewolf who was the assistant to Dr. Witty, a mad-scientist vampire. This ghoulish fellow, played by Alan Milair, was never seen, except for his hands. His face was said to be too horrible to look upon. Originally this unseen-face gimmick was purely promotional hype. But after the initial response to the show, it was decided that leaving Dr. Witty's face to the viewer's imagination would work best, so viewers were told that Witty's face was so horrid and gruesome that it would not register on photographs and that it had caused many cameras to explode.


  The show consisted mostly of Witty operating on Epal, his helpless victim, who had been broiled, fried, irradiated, frozen, and beheaded. And when Dr. Witty did surgery to give Epal a classic nose, his scalpel slipped, and Epal lost an eye.


  Both Milair and Everett were horror-film fans as kids and saw their show as a dream come true. The campy humor was intended to appeal to both adults and children.


  



  Seattle


  In the early seventies, Seattle, Washington, had two nearly simultaneous horror hosts. The first, simply known as the Count, hosted Nightmare Theatre on KIRO-TV-7 from 1968 until 1975. The Count was portrayed by Joe Towey, a director at the station. One year he dressed up as Dracula for Halloween. When the station decided to produce a horror-host show, Towey produced his party pictures to get the job as host. Soon he was rising from a coffin on Friday nights at 11:30 P.M., flashing his fangs and chanting, "Goood eevening—and welcome to . . . Nightmare Theatre!" The Count liked to follow his greeting with a sinister laugh and like any good vampire, spoke in a Transylvanian accent. Most of the movies he showed were grade-Z stuff, such as The Amazing Colossal Man (1957), The Monoloth Monsters (1957), and The Thing That Couldn't Die (1958). The Count usually accompanied his films with lots of comic shtick.


  Then beginning in 1971, on Channel 13, there was Dr. ZinGRR, more of a hipster horror host. He was portrayed by local deejay Robert O. Smith, who later moved to Vancouver, B.C. ZinGGR sported long hair and a goatee, and spoke in a Peter Lorre voice. Besides introducing the movie, Smith played other characters. The show was more bizarre than Nightmare Theatre and featured some truly strange beings, none more so than the Dreammaker, who flew about the universe on fragile wings. The show was done live, which made the makeup changes hurried. Smith also sometimes felt like SCTV's Count Floyd, getting stuck with movies that just weren't scary, such as a remake of The Picture of Dorian Gray, starring Helmut Berger. ZinGRR thought this movie was so dull that he tried to liven it up personally by cutting himself in. Dr. ZinGRR's show lasted until 1976.
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  Son of Invasion of the Ghost Hosts, Part II: The Return


  



  When Sammy Terry began hosting horror movies on Indianapolis TV station WTTV-4 back in the early sixties, he decided he didn't want to be a silly host. Instead of mocking the films he showed, this coffin-dwelling specter sought to enhance them. And it must have worked because nearly 30 years later he is still at it, this time on Channel 11.


  Terry is portrayed by Bob Carter, a director and announcer on WTTV back in 1961. The station had recently become an independent and was hungrily looking for product. The Shock! package was just what they needed. In preparing an on-air promo to please the sponsor for the movies, Carter put together some music and a crazy voice, along with some pictures of movie monsters. The sponsor liked the voice so much that he requested that Carter introduce the commercials. It was only later that the Sammy Terry character began hosting the movie.


  Like many horror hosts, Sammy resided in a castle set and rose from a coffin. He wore a black cape and tight-fitting hood. His round moonlike face was a ghastly shade of green accentuated by devilishly peaked eyebrows and a down-turned black slash of a mouth.


  His show often featured elaborate gags, like the month of shows devoted to the Indy 500 which showed Sammy floating about the racetrack in his coffin-car. But more often he specialized in eerie illusions, such as making people float in the air, appear, and disappear, or chopping their heads off.


  He also delighted in telling spooky stories. This was his attempt to set the right mood for the movies and thereby bring out the best in them. Of course, this works best with quality horror pictures, something he didn't always have. So when the movie was awful, Sammy just ignored it.


  The original Sammy Terry show remained on the air until the late 1960s. Then Bob Carter left broadcasting for a time to find more financially rewarding employment to support his family. But the public was still interested in Sammy Terry and demanded personal appearances. Carter eventually returned to the airwaves about four years later to do more Sammy Terry shows. He also made personal appearances as Terry and performed in a live Sammy Terry stage show. Terry again went off the air in the late 1980s to return again in spring 1990 on Channel 11.


  Uncle Ted, of Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, has had two shows, Uncle Ted's Ghoul School, on WNEP-TV-16 from 1974 until about 1982, and the current Uncle Ted's Monstermania, on WVIA-TV-44 since 1984. He is a bespectacled, white-haired gent sporting a bushy mustache and wearing a fez. His sidekick on Monstermania is Nefu Ned. Ned is much younger and wears a mop wig and Groucho glasses. In real life Uncle Ted is known as Ted Raub, professional magician and TV kiddie-show veteran. His involvement in television dates back over 30 years ago to the fifties when he began his hosting career as Professor Feathers, a substitute for the ailing Mr. Nobody. Once Mr. Nobody returned, Raub moved to another station, WDAU, where he hosted Uncle Ted's Children's Hour during the sixties. Raub also wrote and produced commercials. In 1973 he left full-time TV work to become a professional magician. And it was a year later that he became a horror host on Uncle Ted's Ghoul School on WNEP-TV, filmed live on Friday nights. One regular viewer of that show was Richard Briggs, who is now a producer-director at WVIA. Briggs coproduces Monstermania with Raub and appears as the goofy Nefu Ned.
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  Ted Raub as Uncle Ted and Richard Briggs as the not too bright Nefu Ned (courtesy of Ted Raub).


  



  The format of both shows is essentially the same. Uncle Ted mostly just introduces the movie, with a gag and a trick. On the Ghoul School show he had a very cheesy set featuring a fake dungeon wall. His opening theme music was from the movie Psycho, and he made his appearance from thin air. His current set is much better looking, perhaps due to being on PBS, and looks like a room from a haunted house. There is a painting in the background, lots of cobwebs, and a sign reading No Cunning. Uncle Ted usually performs a magic trick before the movie, using the thick-skulled Ned as an assistant. The movies range from the campy Monster on Campus to the scarier Black Sabbath and Dr. Blood's Coffin and were originally a double feature but have been cut back to a single. Because of emphysema, Raub, in his late sixties, has been forced into semiretirement, which limits his outside appearances. Besides having a genial manner, Uncle Ted also possesses a wonderfully wicked evil laugh.


  The host of New York City's Creature Feature late-night movie triple feature on WNEW-TV was known simply as the Creep. Airing in the early eighties, this show did not last long in spite of the rather unique host. The show began with an exterior shot of a spooky mansion. There was a light in an upper window, and a voice-over admonished the viewer, "Don't be afraid, it's just the light from the Creep's apartment." The camera then would pull in to the lighted window to reveal said Creep, an ordinary-looking middle-aged fellow. He sat at a kitchen table in a dark, dingy room, the wooden table cluttered with books and dust, cobwebs abundant. The Creep rambled on about the movie in pseudophilosophical tones. He became more morose and incoherent as the show progressed. Each successive movie appeared under a different show title, the first as Creature Feature, the second as Son of Creature Feature, and the third as Revenge of Creature Feature.
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  Uncle Ted (left) clowns around with sidekick Nefu Ned (courtesy of Ted Raub).


  



  Count Zappula of Traverse City, Michigan, by contrast, is far from glum. The campy count is portrayed by comedian Don Melvoin and has been going strong since 1976. Aside from playing Zap, Melvoin also appears as a mad-scientist character known as Dr. Maniac. Zappula began on Channel 29 as a summer show but was such a hit, he stayed until 1980. Then he moved to his current station, WPBN-TV-7. Like most vampires, he works out of a casket, and he has a dog called Igor and a skull named Chauncey.
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  Comedian Don Melvoin as Michigan cult figure and horror host Count Zappula (courtesy of Don Melvoin).


  



  The show has also featured numerous guest stars, including the Smothers Brothers, Pat Paulsen, Forrest Tucker, Robert Reed, Tom Poston, and Vickie Lawrence. The usual routine is for the guest to end up in the coffin with Zap at the end of the show. Zap also likes to do crazy commercial parodies. And he has his own special Count Zappula stationery, which features his name in simulated blood (at least I hope it's simulated) and a cartoon of himself. His typewriter prints in Old English style. And being an old-fashioned guy, Zap mostly shows old Universal classics. His fans include adults and kids, but he is particularly adored by the college group to whom, Melvoin says, Zap is a cult figure. Reportedly they send in for a picture of their hero, hang it on the wall, and then rub their hands on it. This brings good luck, like good grades, jobs, and the like. It must do something, because 15 years later Zap's still on the air, which is pretty good for a summer show.


  Omaha's Theatre of the Macabre, on the other hand, only lasted three years, from 1982 until 1985, on Channel 6, station WOWT. The Elviraesque hostess, Macabra, was a local businesswoman who wished to remain anonymous. In her midthirties, she was the divorced mother of a young son, and the odd nature of her fan mail convinced her to keep her identity unknown. Aside from her horror-hosting, she worked for an insurance company and was working on her M.B.A. And strange as it may seem, she really enjoyed being Macabra. With no previous TV experience, she won the job over 150 other candidates. The station had come up with the concept of the character, but the execution was hers. Her wardrobe came from Frederick's and included a slinky leopard-print dress and long straight black hair. And while her long nails and hair were fake, her unusually deep voice was genuine. And it was the voice that sometimes gave away her identity.


  Macabra hosted from a Victorian sofa and wrote her own scripts. Originally she was reluctant to criticize the movie. But when hosting such dogs as Dracula vs. Frankenstein (1971), she changed this policy and would pan any movie she didn't like.


  Detroit's Count Scary also made his debut in 1982 during the summer, on WDIV-TV. But his identity is well known, for he is por-trayed by the popular local deejay Tom Ryan, host of WOMC-FM's morning show. Unlike most horror hosts, the Count never had a regular weekly show, but he did host nine "Scary" specials. The first aired in July 1982 and featured the 3-D movie Gorilla at Large. The ratings were so good, earning a 49 share (50% of the available audience), that more specials quickly followed. By September, the count was hosting "that horror classic," as he called it, Bikini Beach. The Count Scary character is somewhat like Count Floyd on speed. With his exaggerated widow's peak and face makeup he is the ultimate parody vampire. His trademark saying, "OOooo, that's scary," is spoken in a heavy Lugosi accent. A shameless self-promoter, the Count drove about in the Scarymobile, a 1956 pink Imperial. He also once used the Scare-O-Plane, an old two-winger. However, this was stopped after the Count fell out three times while filming over downtown Detroit.
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  Popular deejay Tom Ryan as Count Scary, who is now known as just the Count (courtesy of Tom Ryan).


  



  Ryan began his radio career by working at WKMH at night. By day he worked at WKBD-TV-50. In 1965 Dick Purtan joined WKMH, and Ryan did voices for his show. Soon they were a morning team. Then Channel 50 hired Ryan to replace kiddie host Johnny Ginger on the Captain Detroit show, which lasted three years. Ryan played the Spock-like Sergeant Sacto. Purtan and Ryan later teamed up again, on WXYZ radio first, then on CKLW. Ryan did many character voices. By 1983 Purtan left the station, and Ryan moved to WOMC-FM in 1984. In 1987 he rejoined for another three years.


  Channel 50 (WKBD) used Ryan in October 1984 as Count Scary to host their "Shocktober" Halloween movie marathon. They repeated this in 1987, except that WDIV no longer let them use the name Count Scary, as they claimed rights to the character. But since the station can't own the rights to all vampires, Count Scary became the generic vampire, the Count, on Channel 50.


  A talented mimic, Ryan often used his impressions on the Count Scary specials. One example was during the hosting of Dracula vs. Frankenstein in which Scary spoke to Richard Nixon on the phone. Asked to give his opinion of the night's movie, the former president said it was "a very scary movie—the scariest movie since All the President's Men." Count Scary could be seen several times on Dick Clark's Bloopers show when it featured clips of local horror hosts.


  Also making a brief appearance on the Bloopers show was the host of Chamber Theatre on WVEC-TV-13 in Hampton-Norfolk, Virginia. Lasting just two years, from 1984 until 1986, Chamber Theatre was presided over by the cranky old character known simply as the Keeper. As portrayed by station technician Rich Clark, who also served as producer, the Keeper was a white-haired, black-cloaked ghoul with a face like yesterday's oatmeal. The chamber was symbolized by bad light-ing, a rattan chair, and a potted palm tree. The Keeper's best quality was his bad disposition. He was accompanied by his little pal, Buzz the fly, and later by the obnoxious charwoman, the Chambermaid. The latter was obviously played by a man and served only to irritate the already irritable Keeper. Once she brought home a stray dog, which turned out to be a diabolically handsome vampire (David Powers) in disguise.


  The show, which often featured such relatively obscure films as Phantom from 10,000 Leagues (1955) and Journey to the Seventh Planet (1962), never really caught on. The Keeper was at his best when giving out false clues about the movie, such as "Keep your eyes on the bus driver in the next scene" and insulting viewers as he read their fan letters on the air.
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  Crematia Mortem, the Ghostess with the Mostess


  



  "I just love baby showers," deadpans the ghoulish Crematia in a droll voice somewhere between Madeline Kahn and Bette Davis. Surrounded by falling baby dolls, she continues, "They make the nicest thud when they hit the ground." Emphasis on thud.


  This 800-year-old-plus "ghostess with the mostess" is Kansas City's Crematia Mortem, the hostess of KSHB-TV-41's Creature Feature. She has been hosting the show since late 1981 and is seen by an estimated 59,000 viewers in Kansas City alone. The show is also seen on cable in five states.


  In real life Crematia is thirtyish news announcer Roberta Solomon. Solomon has been in radio for 13 years. Eleven of those years have been with her current station, KMBR. Before joining this easy-listening station, Roberta was doing a jazz show on public radio. Still in college at the time, she also waited tables. It was at this job that she was "discovered" by a KMBR account executive. He recognized her voice from the jazz show. She refers to him as "probably my one fan." With his encouragement she made a demo tape and sent it to KMBR. She was then hired by the station as a night announcer. Seven years ago she moved up to the morning show as the news announcer.
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  The ghostess with the mostess, Kansas City's Crematia Mortem, portrayed by Roberta Solomon (courtesy of Roberta Solomon).


  



  Not only did Roberta find work at KMBR radio; she also found romance. Once moved to the morning show, she found she had to work closely with the morning-show host, Jim Welch. Work became pleasure, and soon Welch and Solomon were married.


  It was shortly after being hired by KMBR that Roberta Solomon made the move to TV. Strangely enough, she wasn't originally hired as a horror hostess. KSHB was looking for a host for a Saturday-night comedy show called All Night Live. Solomon did her audition in character as a country-western singer. And although she thought the TV people seemed a bit stunned at first, they called her back. Soon she was hosting the show using the name Sally Roberts to show the folks at KMBR that she wouldn't embarrass them. This show featured monster movies with Roberta doing comedy bits in the station breaks. But even though the show was somewhat successful, Roberta realized, "My comedy bits just weren't working." It was decided that "it was much easier to change the hostess than to change the movies, so we created this monster character." On the last night of All Night Live, Sally Roberts told her audience that she had been canned. She added, "I don't know who the new hostess is. Just someone they dug up."


  Crematia Mortem lives. Roberta came up with the name Crematia herself. A longtime radio friend contributed Mortem. For the set they went to old junk shops and scrounged up some furniture. For Crematia's wardrobe Solomon went to Frederick's of Hollywood and bought a purple corset. Crematia also wears a black negligee and sports long dark hair parted in the middle. Her pasty complexion is offset by huge false eyelashes. While Crematia often refers to herself as a creature of the night and gives her age as 800 plus, it is uncertain whether she is actually a vampire. Since Creature Feature has been on the air, Crematia has gone through two manservants. The first, Rasputin, ran off with a Peculiar girl (Peculiar, Missouri, being a town just outside of Kansas City). He was occasionally seen on the show but mostly just heard. His replacement, Dweeb, has yet to be seen. He is rather quiet, but Roberta warns that he is dangerous. Crematia is also concerned that if her viewers actually saw him, they might turn to stone.


  The show begins each Friday night at 11:30 with a shot of a castle and a shadowy figure walking up the steps. The camera closes in on a window. A sinister voice, provided by Solomon's husband, Jim Welch, announces that it is time for Creature Feature. The scene dissolves to Crematia's set, ostensibly her living room. This consists of a wall and a corner. In the corner is a large gray coffin standing upright and chained to the ceiling. On the left are a couch, a coffee table, and a really ugly lamp. On the other side are a big wicker chair, a candelabra, and a TV. The TV doesn't work, but each week a different picture is put on it. There is also a stuffed bird sitting on a pillar.


  Creature Feature shows a variety of movies, everything from Hammer films to fifties classics like Them! to Japanese monsters. There is even the occasional Filipino-vampire flick. Just about the only kinds of movies they don't have are the old Universal classics. The closest Creature Feature came to those was Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein. Unfortunately Roberta didn't feel this movie worked well with Crematia's style of comedy. What does work well are bad movies, particularly if they are Japanese. Ms. Solomon recalls that she had the most fun showing that all-monster extravaganza Gamera. They were doing the show live at the time, and her director decided to drop Crematia into the movie credits. Crematia was simply to read off the names. Trying to pronounce all the Japanese names on the spot proved rather challenging. It was all Roberta could do to keep from laughing.


  Crematia's segments usually don't have a plot. Neither are they tightly scripted. Roberta usually has just an outline. Once she puts on the makeup, Crematia takes over. She mostly just comments on the movie or matters of topical interest. She enjoys pointing out plot flaws, shoddy monsters, and missing characters. The latter refers to characters that seem important in the first reel of a movie but just never show up again. Crematia is always one to ask, "Whatever happened to the guy with . . . ." Because Roberta screens the movies in advance, there are often visual tie-ins between the movie and Crematia. For example, while featuring the movie Madhouse, starring Vincent Price, Crematia became bored. The one thing that seemed like fun was making crank phone calls. She decided that once people answered, she would just breathe and hang up. When they cut back to the movie, there was Vincent Price answering the phone. "Who is this?" he demands. But all he hears is some woman breathing.


  Roberta Solomon explains Crematia's personality by saying she's naïve in a way but also vain and a little haughty. She further describes her as "one step away from really understanding things." This is often true of topical issues. About Judge Bork, the Supreme Court candidate, Crematia predicted, "There's going to be a lot more swearing going on before there's a swearing-in." She also thought his name sounded like "the noise Dweeb makes after he's been out for a wild night and then has to drive the big porcelain bus." When George Brett of the Kansas City Royals was in the news for putting too much pine tar on his bat, it seems Crematia found that she had a similar problem. She had also put too much pine tar on her bat. Of course, her bat was of a slightly different sort.


  Crematia also has an interesting family, although they usually come to visit only on Halloween. Her mother's name is Desiree, and she has a tendency to kill off her husbands. Crematia's sister is Cremora. She also has a weird Cousin Henry who writes macabre poetry. One year, the Halloween show was shot in an actual mansion. However, this was too complicated, and Ms. Solomon doubts they will ever attempt it again.


  So far, Crematia and Creature Feature have been quite successful. Crematia has a large following and several fan clubs. Roberta is quite proud that her following and several fan clubs. Roberta is quite proud that her following includes both children and adults, and whole families. Strangely enough, she receives a lot of fan mail from prisoners at the state penitentiary and Leavenworth. She reports she receives from 25 to 100 letters a week.


  Creature Feature also asks a weekly trivia question about the week's movie. Winners receive T-shirts. Since the show is seen on cable in a total of five states—Kansas, Missouri, Nebraska, Iowa, and Oklahoma—it is not unusual for winners to be from out of town. Crematia makes occasional personal appearances in Kansas City. These are often for charity, such as at the recent Trick or Treat Village during the fall of 1987. Crematia has also appeared with the Kansas City Symphony and launched a series of tapes that promote good reading and writing skills among schoolchildren. But Ms. Solomon is conscious of overexposure, and she likes the idea of keeping Crematia special, "like Santa Claus."


  One would think that being both Crematia Mortem and a radio news announcer would be enough to keep anyone busy. But Roberta Solomon is also the coproducer of Creature Feature with Steve Fritz. She then finds time to be part owner of a business called Voices, Inc. that provides voices for freelance commercial work.


  Since Roberta Solomon became a horror hostess sort of by accident, it seems only natural to wonder about her familiarity with the species. She not only enthusiastically admits to being a big horror-movie fan as a kid but also remembers watching a horror host while growing up in St. Louis. So taken with horror movies as a girl, she and a friend decided to make tape recordings of their own horror stories, perhaps foreshadowing her later career. In one particular story, she recalled, "I was to be trapped in a vault." To get the right sound effect, young Roberta decided to put a metal trash can over her head. She turned on the tape recorder and began screaming, "Help me, I'm trapped!" Just then, to her embarrassment, her friend's mother came by. Of course, Roberta was just as embarrassed as the mother was mystified.


  Now that she's grown up, Roberta Solomon still likes to have fun with horror movies. But this time lots of lucky viewers get to have fun with her.


  28


  Stella!


  



  Known variously as that Maneater from Manayunk or the Daughter of Desire, Philadelphia's Stella was the flashy, trashy, and vampy hostess of KYW-TV's Saturday Night Dead. The show aired in the wee hours of the morning, just after Saturday Night Live. And like the syndicated Elvira, the scarlet-haired Stella routinely displayed considerable cleavage. But don't for a second mistake her for just another glamour ghoul. As a horror hostess, Stella was unique. She can best be described as a macabre accordion-playing combination of Carol Burnett, Mae West, and Bette Midler.


  In real life Stella is Philadelphia-bred Karen Scioli. When not camping it up on SND Karen moonlights as a New Jersey housewife. In her late thirties, Scioli also has done stand-up comedy in New York and Philadelphia. She learned to play the accordion as a child. At Temple University Karen studied art history and drama; she has also performed in everything from Shakespeare to children's theater. She even has her own children's theater company called The Magic Carpet Company. Like Stella, Karen Scioli is also a petite redhead just five feet tall. But unlike her alter ego, she does not generally go around exposing cleavage in public. Nor does she usually wear clothes from Frederick's of Hollywood, as Stella appeared to do.
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  Karen Scioli as that Maneater from Manayunk, the former hostess of Saturday Night Dead, Stella (courtesy of Karen Scioli).


  



  As for Stella, she wasn't really a ghoul or vampire at all. She was just a vamp, a bawdy, tacky, titian-haired floozy who liked to wear evening gowns and feather boas as she hosted horror movies from her haunted condo. It's that simple. Other residents of the condo included the butler, Hives; Bed, Stella's bed, sort of a pet; and Iggy, a green projectionist who lived in a pit. All that could be seen of Iggy was his big hairy arm, which protruded from his door. He lived below the condo in the dungeon, which Stella said was located between the torture salon and the haunted Jacuzzi. It seemed that somehow everything Stella had was either haunted or possessed—including her cleavage, which whimpered when covered up.


  Stella also claimed to have been reincarnated 37 times. Because of this, she could remember back when the Liberty Bell wasn't cracked, Ben Franklin got his first hickey, and Jane Fonda was an actress. (It should be noted that Stella took credit for Mr. Franklin's hickey.) In her current incarnation Stella considered herself a cross between Raquel Welch and Marie Antoinette, depending, of course, on how her hair came out that day. Stella also had a private collection of horror memorabilia that included Bela Lugosi's dental floss.


  All of this may cause one to wonder how the otherwise demure Ms. Scioli became known as that Maneater from Manayunk. Well, it all began with a package of cheap horror films purchased in 1984 by KYW-TV's program director at the time, Chuck Gingold. Gingold thought that to boost ratings, it would help to have a cheap host to go with the cheap movies. So the station held two days of open auditions. About 50 people showed up, many dressed as vampires and ghouls. Even some men showed up, in spite of the fact that the station had advertised for a female host. Some of the more unusual applicants included belly dancers, fire-eaters, and go-go girls.


  Even with the flashy competition, Karen Scioli managed to win the audition easily with her comedy impressions and bizarre props. The latter included a skewer with ears. Her five minutes of comedy consisted of impressions of famous women in horror-movie history as well as an impression of "Jaws meets Jane" (as in "Tarzan and . . .") and the werewolf's hairdresser.


  The concept for the show was created in the beginning by Gingold. He is also responsible for the talking bed. The name Stella was chosen by SND's first producer, Steve Bronstein. As Scioli puts it, "He liked the idea of it from Streetcar [Named Desire], about a classy woman in the gutter." But it was Scioli's idea to make Stella tacky as well as cheap. In fact, Scioli had been doing most of the writing of SND along with her producers since its debut.


  The first show aired on September 29, 1984. The show was canceled by February 1990. By then, over 150 shows had been aired. SND had also gone through three producers. Ms. Scioli said in 1987 that her current producer, Stan Gibelli, "finally is as tasteless as myself." Taping for the shows was done on Monday for the following Saturday. They usually had only two hours to tape six scenes. The finished product consisted of just 12 minutes, which were scattered throughout a 90-minute movie.
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  Karen Scioli as she normally appears, without cleavage (courtesy of Karen Scioli).


  



  In spite of these hardships, each episode managed to tell a story. Stella occasionally would make sarcastic references to the movie, but more often she was found embroiled in her own plot. Whether this reflected the action of the movie varied. In general, Karen had come to think of SND as sort of a mini Carol Burnett show.


  All of the action, of course, took place in Stella's haunted condo, which Scioli thought would be more modern than a castle. The condo was located in an old section of Philadelphia called Manayunk and was situated high on a hill. It was furnished with strange green furniture, including Bed, who spoke, sort of. Actually Bed murmured more than anything, but it was very definitely alive and very possessive of Stella. Stella also had a talking portrait. And there was the butler, Hives, portrayed by Bob Billbrough. He was actually Stella's second butler. The first, Sceeves, was played by Billy Brown, a hairdresser, who left the show in the fall of 1986. When he spoke, Hives mostly mumbled, so that he did not have to be paid as a speaking actor. The elderly Hives, who hailed from Transylvania, was quite devoted to his mistress. He also had two children, Heaves and Ho, who sometimes came to visit. In spite of a resemblance to their father, they were werewolves and vampires. They also had green hair. The only other condo resident was the green projectionist Iggy, who occupied the dungeon. It had been rumored that he dined on humans.


  Like Hives, Stella also had relatives who made visits to the show. At least one had become a regular character. This was her sniveling Cousin Mel, a classic nerd, portrayed by SND regular Glenn Davish. Davish had been with the show since the second episode and had played about 57 different characters. As Karen Scioli once put it, "I see SND as a macabre Carol Burnett Show with Glenn as my Harvey Korman."


  Aside from just using local actors and comics, which SND did as much as possible, sometimes the show's guests came from more unusual fields. Like Philadelphia Councilman Thatcher Longstreth, who played Stella's lawyer in one episode. Longstreth, who once ran for mayor against Frank Rizzo, figured SND wouldn't hurt his political future any more than he already had in commercials with Rizzo, so he agreed to do the show. The episode was entitled "The Conqueror Accordion" to coincide with the movie The Conqueror Worm, starring Vincent Price. In the Stella segments, Longstreth, as the lawyer, and Glenn Davish, as Italian film producer Mario Al Dente, both became stuck in Stella's accordion. To make matters worse, the accordion was also stuck on Stella's chest. When Stella exclaimed, "I've never been in such an awkward position," Bed began jumping up and down and making muffled noises. Stella looked over and said, "Oh, now Bed, never mind!"


  Eventually the trio became unstuck. And as Stella finally pulled the large instrument off her chest, she delightedly proclaimed her freedom. Her happiness was short-lived, however, as she soon noticed huge red lines across her breasts. "I knew it! Accordion hickeys!"


  As this scene indicates, much of the humor of SND was devoted to sexual innuendo, and in particular references to Stella's ample cleavage. Scioli admits that at first she was uncomfortable with exposing so much cleavage. She also felt that some of the many jokes about it were too obvious. But eventually she came to regard Stella's bosom as just another prop. She also developed a healthy sense of humor about the whole cleavage issue. When constantly asked whether her considerable endowments were in fact all hers, she cheerfully explained that it was really all done with wires and mirrors.


  But Stella's most notorious feature was immortalized at a local restaurant. The chicken dish, Stella's Breast, was served at an eatery known as the Monster Inn. At first it may sound quite appropriate for a horror hostess to have her own entree at a place called the Monster Inn. It only seems questionable when one learns that the inn caters to a largely gay male clientele. Not your usual breastmen. But Stella had a rather enthusiastic gay following and had made an appearance at the Monster Inn in person, at which time she quipped that at last she had a chance to taste her own breasts. And Scioli is the first to admit that Stella, in her trashy gowns, wigs, and heavy makeup, did indeed look a bit like a drag queen. She is also rather proud of the fact because the fun qualities of such a character are just what she had in mind for Stella. The Philadelphia Gay News obviously agreed with her when they described Stella as "a mad, campy blessing from heaven."


  Most fortunately for those early-to-bed types like Ben Franklin, Stella wasn't always confined to the early-morning hours. For her favorite holiday, Halloween, Stella got to have a Halloween party in the fall of 1986. The party was shown during the usual P.M. Magazine time slot. But to Stella's displeasure, her clumsy Cousin Mel showed up to direct the show. If that wasn't bad enough, she was further plagued by the appearance of Rhonda the River Rat, also known as the Wicked Witch of the Wharf. Rhonda, having been duped by Stella in the past, was determined to ruin the Halloween party. Stella's only alternative was to give Rhonda her precious Bed. Not wanting to part with Bed, Stella instead managed to convince Rhonda that the handsome cohost of P.M. Magazine wanted a date with her. Convincing her of this wasn't so easy, as Rhonda not only sported a traditional witch's nose, warts and all, but gave off an offensive odor.


  Another part of the Halloween festivities included the playing of a game show with a studio audience. The game was called Let's Make Them Squeal. Contestants had to choose a card from the "squeal box," each listing some rather gruesome task. The object of the game was to perform the task without squealing. These chores included wearing a bug suit for seven seconds and bobbing for piranha. Each contestant who succeeded in his task got to participate in the Squeal of the Day. This turned out to be an accordion player whose playing sent most of the studio occupants running and squealing. The exception was Rhonda the River Rat, who liked the accordion player even better than she liked the host of P.M. Magazine.


  The often conniving accordion-playing Stella has another side, that of positive role model for high schoolers. She started a one-woman campaign to convince kids to stay in school. It all started during an early public appearance at a local high school when Scioli signed an autograph "Stay in school." From that beginning she began her anitdropout fight, which included more visits to area high schools. Unlike her first such visit, Karen dressed as Stella when making those appearances. The idea was to get the kids' attention and then express to them the importance of getting an education.


  However, it was still Stella's raunchy image that most affected her fan mail. Along with the sexually suggestive letters, Stella also got offers for dates and marriage. When asked about her mail, Scioli stated, "A lot of men have written in offering to help me with my makeup, play the part of Bed, or become my slave. It's a rough life."


  In the spring of 1987 Stella got a visit from a fellow horror host, former Philadelphian Roland. Roland, who is more familiar to the rest of us as that king of horror hosts Zacherley, was, of course, portrayed by John Zacherle. And even though it had been 30 years since Roland had hosted Shock! in Philadelphia, he looked and sounded the same. Ms. Scioli, when asked about him, declared that "Roland was wonderful to work with." And since he wasn't used to working with a script, "he ended up ad-libbing a lot," which worked out fine. The folks at SND were also kind enough to provide him with his own butler, Gorey Parks, played by Glenn Davish. Roland not only brought along his wife, "My Dear," who of course got stabbed, but also brought many of his own sound effects. Stella decided to present him with her version of an Oscar, called a Batty Award. But she became so attached to it, literally, that her hand couldn't be pried away. The only alternative was an operation. Fortunately Roland was very experienced at that sort of thing . . .


  She may have recovered from that encounter, but Stella's luck eventually ran out. Three years later, February 1990, Stella got the ax. Karen Scioli had been fired for blasting KYW's programming director in print for canceling her comedy special. So this time he canceled her. The public responded with a small demonstration in front of the station.


  But Karen Scioli took the change in stride. "I haven't been depressed for one second," she told the Philadelphia Inquirer in April. "Once I got over the shock, I realized it was the best thing for me. I had written more than 150 scripts. I was tired of graveyards. I'm not that kind of ghoul." Ms. Scioli also admitted to not being a fan of horror films, which she characterized as "too scary" and too cheaply made.


  As for life after SND, Karen planned to make the rounds in search of a new job. But in the meantime she was just enjoying being a housewife. "I feel like I'm playing Donna Reed," said the former Maneater from Manayunk, who added that she was also "getting to know my Dustbuster" and "for a change putting my best buns in the oven."


  29


  Holy Cats, It's Commander USA's Groovie Movies!


  



  Far below a teeming shopping mall in suburban New Jersey there lies the video vault of Commander USA. It is here that the campy caped crusader hosted his Saturday-afternoon Groovie Movies. Clad in red tights, blue shorts, and a red cape, the commander was on the USA Cable Network from January 1985 until the fall of 1989. Assisting him was his faithful pal Lefty. "You know Lefty, sure, he's my hand puppet," said the commander as he drew a face on the palm of his right hand with an unlit cigar. He and Lefty met while vacationing up at the Finger Lakes.


  The commander was a "soaring superhero, Legion of Decency, retired." Aside from his superhero costume, he also wore a small blue mask across his eyes. The strange part is that his mask was only painted on. He showed his movies, usually dreadful (and one assumes they were chosen for that quality), on the vault's tele-psychotronic screen, protected by a heat and radiation shield. The commander opened this by blowing on a tin whistle, causing the doors to slide open. Once, while cleaning out his closet, the commander found the shield's old hand-crank attachment. Depending on how easily the doors opened, the commander would comment on the condition of the tubular guidance system and then speculate on whether it needed lubrication. Clearly, the commander enjoyed making double entendres.


  Once the screen was in place, previews of the day's movie were shown, augmented by the commander's tongue-in-cheek commentary. He liked to pick on mediocre celebrities such as Richard Jaeckel and William Shatner. He also overreacted with mock enthusiasm, using the expressions "holy cats," "geez," and "sure" frequently.


  When the show first began in 1985, the commander presented two movies and a serial chapter. The opening also featured a shot of the commander flying around in a kitschy little car that was obviously a miniature. Even more campy were the movies, which almost exclusively consisted of Mexican horror flicks from the late 1950s and early 1960s.


  These films were generally Azteca productions that had been imported by schlock specialist K. Gordon Murray. The plots and production values are similar to the 1940s low-budget films from minor Hollywood studios like Columbia and Monogram. And many of them are talky and static, like those featuring the Mexican vampire Nostradamus. The Curse of Nostradamus and Monster Demolisher are part of this four-movie series, which was really reedited from a Nostradamus serial. German Robles portrays the vampire, and the hero is Abel Salazar. More fun, however, is Brainiac, which stars Salazar as the title monster. He starts out as a seventeenth-century baron who is burned for witchcraft. He returns 200 years later (on a comet, no less) to seek his revenge on the descendants of his executioners. The baron accomplishes this by transforming into the title creature, who sucks his victim's brains out with his long forked tongue. He later eats the brains from a special little dish.


  But if that wasn't enough fun for the commander watchers, there were the inevitable Samson movies, such as Samson Versus the Vampire Woman and Samson in the Wax Museum. These starred the Mexican wrestling superhero El Santo, who was redubbed Samson for the American market. He was a professional wrestler and a crime-fighting superhero. Hulk Hogan, eat your heart out. But if wrestling women are more your taste, there was Doctor of Doom, which featured lovely lady wrestlers combating an evil mad doctor.


  The commander's double feature would begin at noon and run until 5:00 P.M. After a while, though, the movies were repeated too often. First, the serial chapters were dropped, then the second feature. The time slot soon became 2:00 to 4:00 P.M. During the football season, the day changed to Sunday for a while, and the Commander showed many Kung Fu movies. Eventually the show went back to Saturday at 1:00 P.M. The movies were still bad but were usually of more recent vintage, like Blood Beast Terror (1969), Let's Scare Jessica to Death, and the recent Troma production Monster in the Closet (1987). In the fall of 1989 Commander USA began showing recent-vintage low-budget comedies. This was not to last long, however, because the commander was off the air before winter.
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  At one time the commander featured many films starring the hooded Mexican wrestler known as El Santo. He was renamed Samson in movies dubbed for the American market.


  



  But constant through all the changes was the commander. He was played with mock seriousness by actor Jim Hendricks, who originally didn't even have his name in the credits. Hendricks was also once the host of a radio program called the Uncle Willie Club. As the commander, he provided just the right balance of gruffness and goofiness. In a print interview he once described the character by saying, "Commander USA is a superhero who went through one too many brick walls." The commander himself explained he was just a lowly movie host "because the big guys, like Superman and Green Lantern, get all the clothing deals. Us little guys have to make it on our own."


  The commander was originally fond of talking about himself and his fellow superheroes. He used to do this regularly by browsing through his autobiography, My Groovie Life. It was then that he would reminisce about his old friends, like Frogman. "He was really something. The best thing was his really sticky tongue. He'd stand real still and some bad guy would come along and pfffft. It was effective, but kind of disgusting."


  The commander could also be seen reading the Groovie Man Gazette and doing ads for Groovie Man Dinners. In fact, when it came to food, the commander was in a class by himself. He delighted in fixing snacks. His favorite ingredient was head cheese. Another was marshmallow creme. These were often mixed together in a blender. Other ingredients could be anything from chocolate syrup to chili beans, or both.


  Commander USA also had a sensitive side. One year, on Jean Paul Sartre's birthday, the commander dedicated the show to the existential philosopher. He told of his visit to see Sartre in France. It seems that Jean Paul had just decided that "there are no moral absolutes. Then one showed up in his Rice Crispies."


  The commander also liked to celebrate the holidays. And like most horror hosts, his very favorite holiday was Halloween. He often celebrated this by having a party with many guests. Ever the gracious host, he had lots of party games planned one year. However, some of his guests began balking, saying the corn-sucking contest didn't sound like much fun. So he consulted his Groovie Man Party Game Book and found that he had made a mistake. "Holy cats! It's corn shucking not corn sucking." At the same party he also had a nifty recipe for pumpkin punch. It involved using an inflatable baby pool as the punch bowl. The insides of pumpkins were added and stomped on like grapes by the party guests. Sort of group-participation refreshments. Lefty also liked to get into the spirit on Halloween. At one party he dressed up in a very scary costume—as Lucille Ball! It sure gave the commander a fright.


  But Commander USA didn't always go to such great lengths to entertain. Most of the time he took a simpler approach. He gently mocked the movie by replicating certain scenes or props. This was done either just before or just after the scene. For example, there was one film, Blood Song, which featured a murderer (Frankie Avalon) stuffing the body of his victim into a trash bag just before the commercial break. But before the commercial there appeared the commander, stuffing an inflatable doll into a Hefty bag. Another time the commander came on after the commercial to invite us back to the movie, a Swedish version of Frankenstein. In the foreground was a bowl of ice with a rubber hand on it. The commander made no mention of this. As we rejoined the movie, Dr. Frankenstein was seen showing his associate a human arm he had been keeping on ice. Likewise the time the commander had a chorus break into song about Bigfoot. Sure enough, the same horrible song was soon sung in the movie of the same name. He also liked to point out if an upcoming scene was really scary, especially if a character had done something really exciting, like change her clothes.


  The most recent trend on the Commander USA show was having guests come to the vault. These were usually eccentric characters who made life difficult for him. There would also be a plot of some kind that reflected the movie. And sometimes these segments could also be parodies of other TV shows such as Newhart and Designing Women. In the case of the latter the commander was getting the vault redecorated by interior decorators known as the Designing Little Women. In the Newhart parody, the vault was inhabited by characters planning to turn the vault into a country inn.
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  The official membership card of the Commander USA fan club, featuring the commander and his pal Lefty. Sure!


  



  And during the showing of The Night of the Blood Beast, which features a woman who turns into a giant moth, the commander found he had his own moth women. They danced around the vault in leotards and chiffon, and looked almost as ludicrous as the supposedly vicious moth woman in the movie.


  But even with all this activity in the vault, the commander still took time out to read a letter or two from his fans. The ones he read were usually from children, although he would occasionally read letters from adults, especially if they were humorous. He once read one from a little girl who expressed her affection for him and her desire to marry him or someone like him. The commander replied that he was appreciative of the compliment but advised her that in looking for a husband she might be better off if she didn't pick a guy who wears tights.


  When the commander first went on the air, he offered to send free fanclub membership cards to anyone sending a self-addressed stamped envelope. The cards featured the Commander and Lefty on one side and a place for your name on the back. Later, he began advertising T-shirts that looked just like his uniform, blue with red suspenders. He also made his own rap video where he sang the "Com-mander USA Rap." This was shown on the show many times and sometimes used as a filler by the USA Network. The last promotion on the show was a free copy of John Stanley's Revenge of the Creature Features guidebook to any viewer whose letter was read on the show.


  Then, in the late fall of 1989, Commander USA vanished as quickly and mysteriously as he had arrived. No more Saturday-afternoon movies on the tele-psychotronic screen. He had put his trench coat on and walked out of the video vault for the last time. Perhaps he and Lefty had decided to retire permanently, and head back up to the Finger Lakes.


  But wherever he may be, we bid Commander USA a fond farewell. And what better way than by quoting his weekly closing advice: "Keep your nose in the air and your tail to yourself." Words to live by.
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  Frank and Drac Were Back . . .


  



  At first glance the teaming of Count Dracula with the Frankenstein monster looks like horror-hosting heaven. Who better to introduce horror movies on TV than two old pros from the Golden Era? And this was the premise behind the brief but popular Frank and Drac Show of Cleveland, Ohio. Airing on independent station WOIO, Channel 19, Frank and Drac served as a replacement for Elvira's Movie Macabre, which had been sinking in the ratings. The show made its debut in Elvira's 11:30 P.M. Saturday-night slot during October 1987. But sadly and in spite of increased ratings and viewer popularity, Frank and Drac were sent packing less than a year later in June 1988. Such is the mercurial nature of horror-hosting.


  The cancellation of Frank and Drac was a controversy in itself. Not only were the two hosts well liked, but they had also increased the ratings in their time slot by one-third. And many folks frequently videotaped the show for later viewing. But the station claimed that the show was simply too expensive to produce. The hosts had tried to minimize this cost factor by getting their friends to help in production. This way they only used one regular station staff member. They had also cut their segments down from two minutes each to 30 seconds each. And the hosts worked hard promoting their show by making many personal appearances, such as at car shows, and putting up a billboard. The latter featured life-size mannequins dressed as Frank and Drac. But it was all to no avail.


  The monster hosts were portrayed by two Cleveland natives—Allen Christopher as Frank and Robert Kokai as Drac. Both had previous show-biz experience. They were the only prospective hosts to bring a script to their audition, and it was those 25 pages of comedy that gave them the winning edge.
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  Short-lived Cleveland horror hosts Frank (Christopher Allen, left) and Drac (Robert Kokai, right) (courtesy of Robert Kokai).


  



  Kokai, a 33-year-old ex-teacher and singer-actor, did the writing for the duo. He attended Otterbein College in Westerville, Ohio, and spent two seasons at the Great Lakes Shakespeare Festival. He later moved to the West Coast, which is where he met Christopher, who was doing volunteer work and directing music videos for local bands. In his late thirties, Christopher also sings and acts, and was a voice student at Oberlin Conservatory of Music. While in California the two Clevelanders got tired of waiting tables and decided to return to the lakeside city and give local show biz a try.


  Soon after that, they came up with Frank and Drac. The premise was that these were really the original monsters as portrayed in the Universal horror movies. Frankenstein, of course did not look exactly like the Karloff monster, but was generally the same—a big lumbering guy with a row of stitches across his forehead. The rest of his face was a surgical nightmare of latex scars that took two hours to apply. He spoke in a funny high voice, not unlike that of Curly of the Three Stooges. Drac was of course Count Dracula; he wore a tux and spoke in a Lugosi accent. However, unlike many horror-host vampires, Kokai did not do a campy Lugosi impersonation or wear white greasepaint. Instead he came across as a handsome straight man. In interviews with the press Kokai admitted to being a big horror-movie fan as a kid and a hopeless romantic.


  The Frank and Drac Show was not a romantic ode to horror movies, however. It was comedy. And like many other hosts, Frank and Drac liked to parody other TV shows. A favorite target was The People's Court, which became "The Monster's Court." The Frankenstein monster was always the defendant. The plaintiffs would have various claims, such as "This is the plaintiff. He claims the Frankenstein monster broke into his house and ate his children." Or there would be Frank doing the weather on "The Action Monster News." "Tonight it will get dark. Then it will get darker. Then it will get really darker."


  On a more intellectual note, there were Frank and Drac performing their version of a Tennessee Williams play, Bat on a Hot Tin Roof. But soon it became apparent to Drac that Frank had not rehearsed his part. The two began to quarrel over this. Drac chided Frank: "You couldn't act your way out of a paper bag." To Frank, those were fighting words, so he chose to take Drac up on the challenge. They placed a bag over Frank's head. He pathetically tried to recite his lines from the play but instead began to wheeze and cough. Gasping for air, he exclaimed that he couldn't breathe. The worried Drac quickly removed the bag, to discover that his friend was perfectly OK. Frank had only been acting.


  Frank and Drac also sometimes featured three corset-clad women on the show. They were known as the Vampettes, Bambi, Boom-Boom, and Thumper, and were the brides of Dracula. Their occasional appearances were said to appeal to the "Elvira factor" and appease those fans who missed the Mistress of the Dark. The Vampettes also acted as comic foils for our monster duo. Other regular features on the show included the segments titled "Can I Be Frank," "Frank Fix-It," and "Drac's Bedtime Stories."


  The movies that Frank and Drac hosted ranged from Universal classics to more recent titles such as Willard and The Fog. Frank and Drac especially had fun showing the old classics because they were presented in chronological order, beginning with Dracula right through to the all-monster blowout The House of Dracula. This way the films seemed to have a straight narrative. Recent films were saluted too, however, with guest appearances by such current horror celebrities as Nightmare on Elm Street director Wes Craven.


  When the show was canceled in June 1988, it came as a big disappointment to Kokai and Christopher. Their horror-hosting careers had just begun, and suddenly they were off the air. But neither planned on dwelling in the past. The two were planning to do a one-hour special on the occult, which they hoped would go into syndication. Kokai and Christopher also had three hours of comedy material prepared and were most optimistic about finding new outlets for their work. After all, how many monsters can there be who can actually act their way out of a paper bag?
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  Grampa's Revenge


  



  Never let it be said that you can keep a good vampire down. Case in point: Grampa Munster, alias Al Lewis. If the name sounds familiar, it should.


  Cable TV's recent horror host is anything but new. Actor Lewis, born in 1910, achieved TV immortality over 25 years ago as Grampa on the monster family sitcom The Munsters. While never as popular with the critics as their ghoulish rivals The Addams Family, The Munsters nevertheless became instant pop icons. Part of the show's appeal was in the way old Universal horror-movie characters were lovingly parodied at a time when these films had become TV staples. Thanks to Shock Theatre, every kid in America knew the Frankenstein monster on sight.


  And Herman Munster was the Frankenstein monster. Only now he was a bumbling TV dad living in the suburbs with his family. They consisted of Herman's wife, Lily (Yvonne DeCarlo); her cranky father, Count Dracula, known as Grampa (Al Lewis); Herman and Lily's werewolf son, Eddie (Butch Patrick); and normal niece Marilyn (Beverly Owen, Pat Priest).


  Although the show lasted for only two seasons, The Munsters has remained popular in reruns ever since the show's 1966 cancellation. Since then, there have been two Munster movies. One was released theatrically shortly after the cancellation of the series—Munster Go Home (1966). The other, The Munsters' Revenge, was a television movie. Now there is a new syndicated version of The Munsters featuring an all-new cast.


  But many television stations feature original Munster reruns, the most influential WTBS, known as the Atlanta Superstation because WTBS is carried on so many cable systems across the nation. In October 1987, Al Lewis began doing promos for WTBS, which were shown during reruns of The Munsters. By the end of the month, Lewis, as Grampa, had popped up on Saturdays at noon. This is where he could be seen hosting horror movies for two years on Super Scary Saturday.
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  Atlanta superstation WTBS heavily promoted their reruns of The Munsters. They also produced a Munsters retrospective show, which originally ran in the summer of 1988.


  



  As for Brooklyn native Al Lewis, his career has been almost as long and diverse as Count Dracula's. He began life as the son of a sign painter. His mother was a garment worker. The young Lewis later ran away from home and joined the circus. He has worked in everything from carnivals and medicine shows to burlesque and Broadway. Along the way, Lewis claims to have had a thousand different jobs, including hot-dog vendor, postal worker, and Macy's store detective. All of these were to pay the rent so that Lewis could work in his first love, the theater. He also claims to be a closet bookworm who at the age of 31 received his Ph.D. in child psychology from Columbia University.
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  Al Lewis as he appeared on the CBS spook sitcom The Munsters. He played Grampa but was often referred to as just the Count.


  



  Now divorced, Lewis has three sons. Two of them, Ed and Paul, attend the University of New Mexico. David is an engineer in California. The elder Lewis now shares an apartment with his 40something girlfriend, actress Karen Ingelthon. Lewis also maintains homes in Zurich and Encino, California.


  Lewis's Broadway career began in the 1956 production of Eugene O'Neill's The Iceman Cometh, starring Jason Robards. This production was at the Circle in the Square Theatre in New York City. After this, Lewis went on to appear in several more Broadway productions, among them The Night Circus (1958), One More River (March 1960) and Do Re Mi (December 1960) with Phil Silvers and Nancy Walker. The second of these, One More River, features Lloyd Nolan in a story about a tramp steamer anchored in West Africa, the crew on the verge of mutiny. The New York Times review of the play described Lewis as "looking convincingly subhuman." Lewis' next production, Do Re Mi with Phil Silvers, led to a dozen or more appearances on Silver's TV show, Sergeant Bilko. Then in 1961, after a few guest shots on the TV show Car 54, Where Are You? Lewis became a regular cast member.


  He had been written into the police comedy show as Leo Schnauzer, a fellow police officer to cops Toodie and Muldoon, played by Joe E. Ross and Fred Gwynne, respectively. The series centered around the misadventures of the bumbling police officers of New York's 53rd precinct in the Bronx. Mostly focusing on the tall, serious Francis Muldoon, and his partner, the short, goofy Gunther Toodie, the show expanded to include Officer Schnauzer once Lewis joined the cast. In an issue of TV Guide, Al Lewis described the volatile character of Schnauzer as a "volcano" and said that "he's always ready to explode." Mr. Lewis admitted to being a volcano. He explained that people often thought that he was angry, when in fact he wasn't. He was just bored.


  Then in 1964 came what was dubbed as TV's Year of the Monster. Two shows featuring ghoulish families debuted that fall. One was The Munsters, Al Lewis's biggest claim to fame. He portrayed Grampa, the vampire father of Lily Munster. Lily was married to Herman Munster, Frankenstein's monster. Grampa was often referred to as simply the Count and even occasionally as Count Dracula. In one episode, an alias, Sam Dracula, is mentioned. The character was vampire (he could turn into a bat) and mad scientist in one. He had his own laboratory in the basement, under the trapdoor in the living room. The house they lived in was a beat-up old mansion located at 1313 Mockingbird Lane in Mockingbird Heights.


  Herman Munster was portrayed by Lewis's Car 54 costar Fred Gwynne. Gwynne's transformation into Herman Munster included a pair of 10-pound boots that added five inches to his already impressive height, six feet, five inches. It's no wonder the six-foot-one Lewis always looked so short as Grampa.


  During the first season of the show, Gwynne and Lewis rode together in the Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade. They were in the Munster Koach, the old-fashioned car that was featured on the show. At the time, TV Guide gave the cost of this custom car as $20,000. In the second season, Grampa got his own set of wheels called the Dragula. Whereas the Koach was hearselike, this sporty model was a dragster made from a coffin. However, most of Grampa's special effects took place in the cellar rather than on the road. He was usually found down in the lab working on one gizmo or another. And since the show was produced by Universal Studios, everything could legally look like a recreation of an old Universal horror movie and usually did. This included Grampa's lab creations. Most of these special effects were done by Ken Strickfaden, who had technically "retired" some years earlier. Strickfaden, 70 at the time, began his career back in the silents and had done effects for the 1931 Frankenstein.


  The Munsters ended in 1966. After that, there were two Munster movies. The first was Munster Go Home, a made-for-TV movie that was released theatrically when the show was canceled. Unlike the TV series, which was always in black and white, the movie was in color. The plot involves the family going to England to inherit a mansion belonging to Herman's uncle. While crossing the Atlantic on a cruise ship, Grampa accidentally takes a wolf pill instead of a seasick pill. Once they arrive at Munster Hall, the unscrupulous residents try to scare away the American Munsters. There is a subplot about a car race in which the Dragula is driven by Herman. All of the original cast appears, except for Marilyn, who this time is portrayed by Debbie Watson. The movie also features Hermione Gingold as head of the British Munsters and John Carradine as the butler. The Munster TV reunion movie appeared in 1981. This time the family had to cope with look-alike robots disguised as wax figures.


  After the series ended, Lewis continued acting in summer stock, dinner theaters, and vaudeville reviews. He also remained financially secure due to his real-estate investments.


  Then, in October of 1987, Lewis became a horror host. As Grampa he hosted sci-fi and horror films on WTBS (Atlanta superstation) Saturdays at noon. The show was called Super Scary Saturday, and featured Grampa in his dungeon. Unlike the TV series, Super Scary Saturday was filmed in color. The set was quite sturdy-looking and closely resembled Grampa's lab for the series. As Grampa, Lewis wore a tux, cape, and black gloves, just as before. But he no longer wore the pale blue-green makeup that gave the original Munster cast their ghastly pallor. Grampa also had two companions in the lab, Igor and Slim. Igor, the bat, was a holdover from The Munsters series. He was rarely seen by the home viewers although Grampa could be heard yelling at him a great deal. Igor, who squeaked, sometimes provided overhead camera shots which were credited to the Igor-Cam. He was also Grampa's projectionist. Slim, the skeleton, was a recent addition to the lab. He didn't say much except for occasional teeth chattering. He also rattled about the lab, moving in a puppet fashion.


  The show opened with a montage of famous movie monsters. The words Super Scary Saturday appeared in red. Viewers were then greeted by Grampa, who introduced himself and the movie. While Lewis's on-camera time was usually limited, he more than made up for this by being extra vivacious. He made bad puns about the movie or fought with Igor. The movies were often Japanese monster extravaganzas such as Mothra and Godzilla vs. King Kong. To introduce Godzilla vs. King Kong, Grampa produced a chart so we could "look at the stats." The way it sized up, we had Godzilla, a reptile, versus King Kong, a primate. Kong had the advantage in brain size, but this had to be countered by Godzilla's atomic breath. This was all presented as if it were a wrestling match, and the use of announcers from the real WTBS wrestling show gave it authenticity.


  Some even more elaborate shows had appeared, including two episodes of Super Scary Saturday, "Dracnet" and "Slimbo—First Blood." The first, a Dragnet parody, included Lewis in a dual role as Grampa and Detective Friday the Thirteenth. It seems someone had been stealing blood from Grampa's lab. After Detective Friday went on a manhunt, the culprit was found—Slim! Slim also took center stage in the Rambo parody "Slimbo—First Blood." In this episode Grampa learns that the terrorist White Corpuscles have invaded the Transylvania Blood Bank, holding it hostage. Since Grampa is an officer in the Transylvanian Army Reserves, he sends Slim in to save the bank. Slim drops in via airlift, and dressed like Rambo fights off the dreaded White Corpuscles. This episode was heavily promoted by WTBS as if it were a movie. Another episode featured Slim as Transylvania Bones, an Indiana Jones type, and his search for the Tomb of Doom. The treasure Grampa and Bones expected to find in the tomb turned out to be a letter from the Transylvania Publishers Giveaway.


  Unlike most local horror hosts, Grampa did not appear on every commercial break. His main segments occurred at the opening, the middle, and the end of the movie. Some of his shows featured film clips from the movie worked in, as when he tried to use bug spray on Mothra. Others were unrelated to the movie, such as the parody episodes. Sometimes short teasers were used at the commercial break, like the one featuring Grampa with a wooden stake in his chest saying, "Stake around, for more of Super Scary Saturday." Once the movie ended, Grampa always closed his show by saying, "I've had the time of my lives here with you today." He then invited us back next week for more Super Scary Saturday. But turning grim, he added, "Be there, or beware!"


  Al Lewis also showed up as Grampa on WTBS for a 1988 Labor Day Best of the Munsters special. He was there in the lab with Eddie (Butch Patrick) and Marilyn (Beverly Owen) reminiscing about some of their favorite moments. The premise was that Lily and Herman were away on vacation and Grampa had invented a device which allows one's memories to show up on a TV set. The device looked suspiciously similar to a backward football helmet with spark plugs on top. When worn, Munster memories appeared in the form of reruns from the show.


  Lewis also revived another TV character in the fall of 1987 when he appeared on the Nickelodeon channel's Nick at Nite. He did a week of hosting reruns of Car 54, Where Are You? This was advertised as The Schnauzer Seminars and consisted of Lewis introducing episodes of Car 54 as Officer Schnauzer, complete with police uniform.


  Less known is Al Lewis's role as amateur basketball scout. A passionate fan of the sport, Lewis has been keeping his eyes open for talented high school players for over 30 years. It was reported in Sports Illustrated during June 1985 that while Lewis doesn't actually recruit, he has steered many players in the right direction. This all began in the late 1930s when Seton Hall's Coach Honey Russell discovered Lewis' amazing expertise in the game. Russell then asked Lewis to keep his eyes open for talent, and an unusual hobby was born.
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  Al Lewis personally greets customers Susan McGee (left) and Barbara Sutter (right) at his Greenwich Village eatery, Grampa's Bella Gente. Located at 252 Bleeker St., Grampa's serves Italian food (courtesy of S. E. McGee).


  



  More recently, Lewis has turned another hobby into a profession. Italian food aficionado Al Lewis has become Grampa, proprietor of his own Italian eatery. The restaurant, known as (what else) Grampa's, features pizza and light pasta dishes, the emphasis on fresh ingredients. Lewis feels that pasta is the food of the future. He also believes in eating healthy and claims to be about 90 percent vegetarian. This is reflected in the menu, which includes many meatless dishes. The menus are shaped like a caricature of Lewis's distinctive profile. He can be seen in person at the door of the Greenwich Village establishment greeting customers about six nights a week. And the customers love it. Lewis has become a pop icon to the young. But while a chance to glimpse or be yelled at by a grandfatherly TV vampire may initially bring people into a restaurant, it is the food that brings them back. And at Grampa's the tasty, modestly priced entrees do just that. Business is so good that Lewis is even considering opening a second Grampa's. There is also talk of coming out with his own line of basil pasta, available at your neighborhood store.


  



  [image: ]



  New York's Spy Magazine produced a special "Separated at Birth?" issue featuring photo pairings of famous people who look similar. Of all the pairs, Al Lewis and author Tama Janowitz were selected to pose for the cover (courtesy of Susan E. McGee).


  



  Al Lewis also appeared as a gangster in the 1988 film Married to the Mob. And even though Super Scary Saturday was canceled in the fall of 1989, he came out with his own line of videocassettes. On Amvest Video, these tapes feature Grampa introducing clips from various genre movies and are titled, Grampa's Monster Movies, Grampa's Silly Scaries, and Grampa's Sci-Fi Hits. He also opened his own comedy club, Grampa's Shooting Stars.


  All proof that you just can't keep a good vampire down.


  Filmography—Discography


  



  Several horror hosts have made film appearances. For the most part, these are cameo roles. A few horror hosts began as character actors and can be seen in small film roles. The following, a listing of these appearances, is organized alphabetically by horror-host names. Real names are given afterward. Video availability is indicated by (vc). Movies made for television are marked (tvm). Also listed are home videos hosted by individual horror hosts. It is indicated before the title whether these are compilation tapes (featuring just film clips) or whole movies. Recordings done by horror hosts are also listed. These are generally of the novelty kind. I have also listed a few records that are about horror hosts, not by them.


  



  Baron Daemon


  Real name: Mike Price

  Record: "Transylvania Twist," 45 rpm single


  Count Gore DeVol


  Real name: Richard (Dick) Dyszel

  Film: The Alien Factor (1977) (vc); plays the mayor


  Chilly Billy


  Real name: Bill Cardille 

  Film: Night of the Living Dead (1968) (vc); plays TV reporter

  Records: Chilly Billy on Record, LP (Gateway)

  "Chilly Billy's Vamp," 45 single


  Elvira


  Real name: Cassandra Peterson 

  Films: Jekyll and Hyde Together Again (1982) (vc); plays Busty Nurse

  Stroker Ace (1983) (vc); cameo as Elvira

  Pee-Wee's Big Adventure (1985) (vc)

  Echo Park (1986) (vc); plays Cheech Marin's wife

  Allan Quatermain and the Lost City of Gold (1987) (vc); plays evil queen Sorias

  Elvira, Mistress of the Dark (1989) (vc); stars as Elvira

  Record: "3-D TV"

  Videos: On Thriller Video. Some of these are actually hour-long TV shows from Britain's Hammer House of Horror. These are indicated by (h3). Elvira's segments appear at the beginning, middle, and end of each film and are similar to, but less elaborate than, her TV show Movie Macabre. The boxes prominently feature her picture.

  Charlie Boy (1980) (h3)

  Children of the Full Moon (1981) (h3)

  The Cyclops (1957)

  The Carpathean Eagle (1981) (h3)

  Dracula (1973) (tvm)

  Frankenstein Parts I and II (1984) (tvm)

  Guardian of the Abyss (1982) (h3)

  Growing Pains (1982) (h3)

  The House That Bled to Death (1980) (h3)

  The Monster Club (1981)

  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1973) (tvm)

  Rude Awakening (1981) (h3)

  The Silent Scream (1980) (h3)

  The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1968) (tvm)

  The Thirteenth Reunion (1980) (h3)

  The Two Faces of Evil (1981) (h3)

  Visitor from the Grave (1982) (h3)

  Witching Time (1980) (h3)


  Gorgon


  Real name: Bill Camfield 

  Films: The Outlaws Is Coming (1964); plays Wyatt Earp

  Willie Wonka and the Chocolate Factory (1971) (vc); bit part


  Ghoulardi


  Real name: Ernie Anderson

  Films: The Law (1974) (tvm) plays announcer

  Tunnelvision (1976) (vc) plays O'Neal, on-screen announcer;

  Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977) (vc); voice only


  Grampa


  Real name: Al Lewis

  Films: Munster Go Home (1966); plays Grampa Munster

  They Might Be Giants (1971) (vc)

  The Munsters' Revenge (1981) (tvm) (vc); plays Grampa

  Married to the Mob (1989) (vc); plays a gangster, Uncle Joe Russo

  Videos: The following are compilation tapes composed of film previews hosted by Lewis as Grampa.

  Grampa's Silly Scaries (1989)

  Grampa's Sci-Fi Hits (1989)

  Grampa's Monster Movies (1989)


  Hoolihan


  Real name: Bob Wells (previously on Big Chuck Show)
Film: Summer Rental (1988) (vc); bit part


  Jeepers Creepers


  Real name: Bob Guy

  Record: "Dear Jeepers"/"Letter from Jeepers" (1962-1963) 45 rpm, recorded by Frank Zappa on Donna Records. Also on LP Rare Meat, Rhino Records (RNEP 604)


  Jeepers Keeper


  Real name: Fred Stuthman (character actor)

  Films: (partial list): Marathon Man (1976) (vc)

  Network (1976) (vc); plays Mosaic Fingers

  The Sentinel (1977) (vc)

  MacArthur (1977) (vc) plays Gen. Bradley

  The Bad News Bears in Breaking Training (1977) (vc); plays caretaker

  Semi-Tough (1977) (vc); plays minister

  Raggedy Ann and Andy (1977) (vc); voice only

  Heroes (1977) (vc); Nathan

  Another Man, Another Chance (1977) (vc); plays Mary's dad

  Firepower (1979) (vc)

  Escape from Alcatraz (1979) (vc)

  Private Eyes (1980) (vc); plays Lord Morely


  Mad Daddy


  Real name: Pete Myers

  Records: "Mad Daddy" by the Cramps (about him, not by him)

  Songs the Lord Taught Us, LP, I.R.S. Records


  Morgus


  Real name: Sid Noel

  Film: The Wacky World of Dr. Morgus (1962); Morgus

  Records: "Morgus the Magnifi¬cent" by Morgus and the Ghouls (Frankie Ford and Mac Rebennack), 45 single

  "Theme from House of Shock," 45 single

  "Morgus Presents Theme," 45 single

  Hearsery Rhymes, LP (by Sid Noel)


  Ottola Nesmith


  Real name: Ottola Nesmith (character actress)

  Films: The Girl Shy Cowboy (1928)

  Becky Sharp (1935) (vc)
Three Men on a Horse (1936)

  Nobody's Baby (1937)

  Fools for Scandal (1938)

  The Star Maker (1939)

  Lillian Russell (1940)

  Her First Romance (1940)

  The Letter (1940) (vc)

  The Invisible Ghost (1941) (vc)

  The Deadly Game (1941)

  The Return of the Vampire (1944) (vc)

  Molly and Me (1945)

  My Name Is Julia Ross (1945)

  Cluny Brown (1946) (vc)

  The Late George Apley (1947)

  Man Crazy (1954)

  Witness for the Prosecution (1957) (vc)

  From the Terrace (1960) (vc)

  Inside Daisy Clover (1965)

  Billy Bright (1969)


  Professor Cerberus


  Real name: Greg Bransom

  Films: Thompson's Last Run (1986) (tvm); bit part

  Dallas—The Early Years (tvm); crowd scenes

  TV: America's Most Wanted; plays murdered policeman


  Seymour


  Real name: Larry Vincent

  Films: Star! (1968); bit part

  The Witchmaker (1969) (vc); plays Amos Coffin

  The Incredible Two-Headed Transplant (1971) (vc); plays Andrew the gardener

  Doctor Death, Seeker of Souls (1973) (vc); plays the Strangler


  John Stanley


  Real name: John Stanley

  Film: Nightmare in Blood (1976) (vc); does not appear, but wrote and directed this film



  Vampira


  Real name: Maila Nurmi

  Films: Plan 9 from Outer Space (1956) (vc); plays Ghoul Woman

  The Big Operator (1959)

  The Beat Generation (1959); plays beatnik

  Sex Kittens Go to College (1960); plays Etta Toodie

  The Magic Sword (1962) (vc); plays Hag

  Bungalow Invader (1981); short film; appears as Vampira


  Zacherley


  Real name: John Zacherle Films: Geek Maggot Bingo (1983) (vc); cameo as Zach

  Brain Damage (1988) (vc); creature voice only

  Frankenhooker (1990) (vc); plays TV weatherman

  Records: Spook Along with Zacherley (Elektra 1960)

  Monster Mash (Parkway 1962)

  Monster Mash (Wyncote 1962)

  Scary Tales (Parkway 1962)

  Zacherle's Monster Gallery (Crestview 1965)

  "Igor"/"Dinner with Drac" (Cameo 1958)

  "Dinner with Drac I"/"Dinner with Drac II" (Cameo 1958)

  "Eighty-two Tombstones"/"Lunch" (Cameo 1958)

  "I Was a Teenage Caveman"/ "Dummy Doll" (Cameo 1959)

  "Ring-a-Ding Orangutang"/"Coolest Little Monster" (Elektra 1960)

  "Hurry Bury Baby"/"Dinner with Drac" (Parkway 1960)

  "Scary Tales from Mother Goose"/"Monster Monkey" (Parkway 1963)

  "Monsters Have Problems

  Too"/"Hello Dolly" (Colpix 1965) "Monster Mash"/"Dinner with Drac" (ABKO 1970)


  Chuck Zink


  Real name: Chuck Zink

  Film: Mission Mars (1968); cameo as radio operator Chuck
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