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Shepherd,
man in the
ironic mask

By Lou Lumsnick
Movle G

Hurnorist Jean Shepberd bas written six best-zelling

now, one of his middle-American yarns has been turned
inte A Christmas Story,” a movie that’s currently the
nathon's top box-office attraction.

Bul Shepherd, whose wry wil has been compared o
that of Mark Twain and James Thorber, complains that
folks who live in the metropolitan area identify bim with
one thing: his late-night radio show on WOR. Every night
From 1959 {0 1978, he hyponotized a fanatically layal band
of listeners with the adventures of Ralph Parker, the
disagter-prone Indiana youngster who figures in most of
his stories and the new movie.

“You're pever 3 hero in yoor hometown, and T made
the mistake of being suceessful in New York,” says Shep-
berd, flling his =uite at the St. Regis with the kind of
‘explosive laugh that crackled over the alrwaves for 19
years. "Do you know what Johnoy Carson todd me? I'm oot
Just name dropping, this really happened. He told me that
when he goes home to Nebraska, people ask him, ‘When
are you going to give op all this norsense you're doing on
TV i cone hack to-that great dise jockey show on
radio? There's an old show business axiom: God protect
you from your fans. They never want you to do anything
new of different.”

{m promotional towr

Shepherd, a stocky, bearded fellow, was pol promoting
something completely new or different (af least to his
fans) during his recent publicity tour. “A Christmas Sto-
ry,” which be co-wrole and narrales, is adapted from a
short story in his Bret (1967) novel, “In God We Trust, All
Others Pay Cash” The movie copcerns, among other
things, Ralph Parker's efforts to persuade his parenis to
buy him a Red Ryder B-B gun for Christmas during World
War I1. The atypical, apple-pie title is completely at odds
with = somewhal warped, hyperbolie humor,
and he % unhappiness over the choics,

“T fought it all the way down the Lne,” sald,
“If was based on a story called 'Red Hyder Mails the
Cleveland Street Kid' and I could accept that was too long

rgued
"Boys' Life," after the magazine. It turned out that Steven
ownid it — il was the original title for "E.T. —
and reflused Lo give it up. Finally, by cemosts — and this =

Shepherd bad already turned down several offers to
the story, including one from the Dispey studio (“Can
imagine it with Dean Jones and a talking Volkswa-
77) when he was approached by a then-unkoown Cana-
movie director named Bob Clark in 1973, The humor-
was impressed by a stylish horror film that Clark had
direciod (the titke was “Black Christmas," oddly encugh),
bt it took 10 years (o line up the francing for the project.
MGM-UA ﬁlﬂyi.g:mmhci “A Christmas Story™
after Clark directed “Porky's,” a tesn-age sex comedy
that grossed millions (Enancially and otherwise).

Some schmalizy touckes

While Clark has injected some schmalizy touches that
are uncharacteristic of Shepherd's work, the movie re-
maing brse Lo Shepherd's rather unsentimeontal wision of
the Forties, As usual, Shepherd plays the adult Ralph, who
is mever seen but continuously delivers his typically over-
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A scene from A Christmas Stony.”

blown reminizcences of the mishaps that befall his perpet-
ually bullied 10-year-ald self (Peter Billingsley), his father
{Darren McGavin), and his mother (Melinda Dillon) daring
one particularly memorable holiday season. At one point,
a mildly sadistic Santa Claus kicks Ralph down a chute
from the top of a three-story mountain that the film's
makers actnally erected in a Cleveland department store.
“Miracle on 34th Street” it i=n't.

“I think mostalgla |= one of the great sicknesses of
America,” Shepherd declares. “What my work says is: If
you think it's bad now, you should have sten it then, You'll
potice that pothing works out for the ldd. H.Bgublul:wﬂ.h

“I think nostzlgia is one of the great
sicknesses of Amerfca. What my work
says is: If you think it’s bad now, you
should have seen it then."

— Jaan Shepherd
ey S P e T

the gun, the furnace blows up, the dogs go wild, and the
{amily winds up having to go to a Chinese restaurant for
Christmas."

Which brings up the inevitable question of exactly how
autobiographical Shepherd's work is. He admits that —
like Halph Parker — be grew up in Hammond, Ind., an
industrial city abutting Chicago; worked in a steel mill as
a teen-ager; and served in the Army. But Shepherd s
ovasive to the point of being intentionally misleading
aboul the actial details of his personal life. For instance,
he says that he taught for a time at New York University
and that his father was a cartoonist for the Chicago Tri-
bbune — red herrings that are disputed by both institutions.

Deceptively realistic writing

Shepherd rather incredibly asseris thal be frst came
lﬂNHﬁu‘hhap_pﬁ:HlkthmMnaym MNew
Faces of 1961,” though a 1955 interview with The Hecard
has him already working for WOR and residing in New
Milford, (1 never lived in New Jersey,” the siztyish bu-
morist faily states, dismissing his three-acre farm in
Warren County as an investment and repository for old
records and tapes that overflowed his Greenwich Village
apartment.}

Given his penchant for invention, Shepherd may very
well be telling the truth when he insists that his first-
person stories are mostly fictional.

“Though it's a very different kind of writing, my style
s a lot like J. I Salinger's,” said Shepherd, who & not
oxactly given to modesty, “'When you read Salinger, you'd
swear it was all about him, His stuff is so realistic that you

assume that it really happened. That's good fiction, You
take Harold Robbins: You can't believe a word. All wril-
ers are autoblographical to some extent, but fiction is
taking your knowledge of life and putting it throogh a
filter and turning it into something entirely different. My
mither, mﬁum:tarbm,nﬂmmid,Tdmlm
where you get all this stuf.' She was nothing like (be
mother in the movie, nor was my father.”
According to Shepberd, Salinger would probably be
mmedulvmh.tgihwltnml[ﬂbcma radio show.
“I think the guys who have heard me on the radio are
at a very bad dizsdvantage. Ouiside of New York, they
just assnme I was writing fiction. People are wsed to radio
as a factual medium that provides the time and weather,
but I just used it as a nightelob stage. But becamse you
didn't hear people laughing in the background, people took
|Laetiwﬂ3r That's why they put langh tracks on TV com-
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ey's Might of Golden Memories and Other Disasiers,” The
story had earlier been adapled into a PES

“ABC still owns it, but it was far too advanced for
them. The network executives took ooe look at it and said,
‘Holy God, the average crowd won't undersiand thal’
They must have a warchouse hall the size of Manhattan
filled with unsold pllots. Decasionally, hey trol them oul
disguised as made-for-TV movies.”

Movic's dolng surprisingly well

Shepherd thinks the pilol may be dusted off if “A
Christmmas Story”™ hits pay dirt at the box office. Despite
mixed reviews, the movie is doing sarprisingly well, ap-

crease in business over its opening twee-day total, That
made it the weekend's top-grossing film, thoagh the No. 2
film (“Terms of Endearment”) is a moch bigger hil, mak-
ing nearly as moch money though playing in only a third
as many theaters.

Shepherd has plenty of other irons in the Gre, however.
He's still in demand as a stand-up comic, recently doing a
Eig at The Improvisation in Los Angeles. His latest collec-
tion of stories, “Banjo Buit Moets Julia Chikd " is due ot
pext month. His tidrd flm for PES's American Playhouse
— "The Star-Crossed Romance of Josephine Cosnowski™
— will air sometime next year. And he's filming new
episodes of “Jean Shepherd's America” the critically
lauded travelogee-monologue serics that ran on public
television back in 1971

“I;:stgnl.baetfrm the Okelenokes Swamp in Flor-
ida,” said Shepherd, who has bomes in Fort Lauderdale,
Fla., and Portland, Maine, as well as in Manhaitan and
Mew Jersey, "That's one of the advanliges of modemn
show biz — you can live anywhere you like. It doesm't
matter; your next job is always 2,000 miles away.”



