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Funny, witty, the ad-lib king- Steve Allen was the host of the long-running Tonight Show from its first New York broadcast in 1953.  Steve Allen brought “intelligent comedy, serious writers, and controversial problems” to network television (Galanoy, 9). Steve Allen was in the “biz” since the day he was born. He traveled and worked many jobs, each taking him an inch closer to stardom. Steve Allen always had a special, natural talent that could draw in big audiences. From backstage, to radio and to television, Steve Allen has done it all. He gave us a foundation and standard to live by for years to come. 


Steve Allen was born into the entertainment world on December 26, 1921. He was born in New York, New York to “vaudeville luminaries” Belle and Billy Allen. Belle and Billy had a comedy act and just the same as being the “forgotten Christmas Present” he became the forgotten child backstage as his parents would perform from city to city (Metz, 54). Steve’s early childhood was lonely. He seldom had friends his own age, he was deprived of the life most kids take for granted, and “he craved attention to an unusual degree” (Newcomb, 42). A few months after Steve was born he became very sick and was left at a hospital in San Francisco while his mother and father performed in other cities. Steve’s Aunt Rose went and looked after him and then later returned him to his parents in Chicago and Steve was traveling again. Life was hectic, and when Steve was eighteen months old his father died. Belle continued her show-biz career and Steve was dragged along (Howard). Steve was determined to be noticed. He would often step into audience view creating a comic sight and soon the impromptu appearances were written into the act. He soon refused to continue his “walk-on’s” and chose to wonder offstage finding his own audiences. Once Steve reached school age other family members took care of him. The Donohues were the family the he was most fond of, Steve describes them as “flighty Irish” (Metz, 57). 

The Donohues were crazy and arguments came by the dozen, he was ready to get out. In his second year of high school, after a girl he was fond of turned her shoulder and his grades were poor, he decided to run away. At sixteen Steve hoped on his bike and headed into the sunrise. Before hitting Indiana he eventually left his bike and began to hitch-hike. This is when Steve began to learn and appreciate the “unusual qualities” and “essential goodness” of strangers and the experience “undoubtedly contributed to his knack for interviewing total strangers in later days on the air” (Metz, 58).  Steve bummed his way and accepted any handouts he could get. He went to Texas, and then to California. He went to his aunts in California and she persuaded him to finish school, so he went back to Chicago. Steve developed a passion for writing and his work was published in the Chicago Tribune. Due to asthma problems Steve and the Donohues moved to Arizona where he finished high school. He received a scholarship to Drake College in Iowa. He became involved in radio, and band, and as a freshman wrote for the humor column. The scholarship was for only a year however and he soon returned to Arizona. Allen attended Arizona State Teachers College and then took a part time job at a radio station KOY, this marked the beginning of his radio career (Metz, 59-61).  
Steve began his radio career at KOY. Here he wrote commercial copy, newscasts, a few dramatic shows and soap operas. “He also did some acting, spun records, played the piano and sang” (METZ, 61). Allen tried his hand at the army but his asthma came back and he soon returned to KOY. Allen was at a station, KNX, and he was told that “funny” wasn’t what the station needed. He looked to his audience for help, read a memo on the air that was addressed to Allen stating that he only play records. The audience backed up Allen and wrote in letters demanding that Allen be able to do his own bits. Allen dumped all the letters on his managers desk, and then received the Okay to talk, but to play some music here and there (Galanoy, 46-47).  Steve began to develop an audience and they had to move him to a studio that would hold about fifty. Allen would interact with the audience, converse with guests and keep a comedic atmosphere throughout the show. Steve began doing game shows like What’s my Line? and he developed as a song writer. One night on the radio show, a guest star didn’t show up and he took the microphone into the audience and learned that they respond more to ad-lib comedy. Steve began incorporating the audience interviews into all his shows and believes that if the guest star would have shown up that night he “might never have gotten into network TV” (Start of Something Big). Allen then met Jules Green, the man who would put Steve on the road to riches.
 On September 24, 1954 "Tonight" premiered on NBC, hosted by Steve Allen (Peavey). Allen knew what he wanted the format of his new show to be. Allen got what he wanted and created the “late night format and many of the routines and characters aped by Carson and Letterman” (Tucker). The show was relaxed, funny, interacted with the audience and entertained guest. Allen was free to do what he pleased. For example, one night he wore his pajamas while playing the piano because he was “ready to go to bed as soon as the show was over.” Sometimes he would even have a barber cut his hair during the show, or even eat meals while on camera. He even once had a tooth filled while on the show (Galanoy, 56). With the “Tonight!” show Allen did things different. He wasn’t afraid to use cameras, equipment and the crew as props. He would let one camera shoot another and even let the audience in on what was going on backstage. Allen’s humor was unique and even at times when he was stuck would revert to old bits such as, “Q: I saw you waving at the camera, who are you waving at? A: My Brother. Q: When did you see him last? A: At Supper!” (Galanoy, 57). The audience loved the humor he would squeeze out of the simplest things. Allen also did bright new material. He would play the piano, sometimes talking the lyrics, sometimes singing them. After the forty minutes was over he left “music in the ears, a tickling in the ribs, and a good feeling” in the people who put on the show and the people who watched it (Start of Something Big). Steve Allen had a talent for being able to carry on the comedy; he was the master at ad-lib. On the show Allen did some crazy things; He dove into a gigantic pool of jell-o, he was dunked into hot water with thousands of tea-bags tied to his clothes. He even once dressed as a policeman, stopped cars and pulled pranks on drivers just as a teenager would do (Tucker). Allen had many fans. One dedicated fan felt a deep appreciation for Allen and the show. He even wrote Allen a letter of thanks expressing his love of comedy and a couple of days later attended the show. During the show Allen had his quests fill out an index card with a question they would like asked on the show that night. This dedicated fan had no question but wrote that he had a great impression of Jimmy Stewart and Ed Sullivan. Luckily enough this fan was chosen to come on stage and share his impression. The audience was laughing and Allen loved the bit, the two laughed together on stage and the fan describes it as “a dream come true!” (Carlson). Allen didn’t look at the show to top fellow comedians; he wanted them to get the best out of the material. “Tonight!” was the Tonight Show at its early best and Steve Allen was the main source. 

On January 25, 1957 Mr. Allen hosted the show for the last time (Peavey). He was determined to appear on prime time television, with The Steve Allen Show. The show did win a Peabody award as best comedy show in 1960. However after seven years with the network, he left NBC in 1960. After that he appeared on a weekly comedy hour on ABC- TV. IN 1963 he returned to late-night TV with a show he referred to as “his old Tonight” (Howard). He stayed for three years with indifferent success, and went on to three seasons of “I’ve got a secret”. No matter what Steve Allen did, it was hard for him to realize that people remembered him most fondly as “host of the original “Tonight!” live from New York on NBC (Newcomb). 
Allen wrote more than fifty books including his work Steve Allen on the Bible, Religion, & Morality, published in 1990. He supported religious groups and spoke on many topics such as Salvation Army kettles, or Catholic Christmas seals. He was to be a speaker at the fifth annual “Lloyd C. Douglas Spiritual Quest award luncheon in Beverly Hills, California, on November 10” and to receive a lifetime achievement award. But he died, of a heart attack (Moral Voice). Steve Allen, a “comedian and pioneer of late-night television talk shows”, died on October 30, 2000 (Richard). At his death many recalled his career as the “original host” of NBC's Tonight! Show, actor and comic, “prolific composer” and author (Moral Voice). 

In 1986 Steve Allen was inducted into the TV Academy's Hall of Fame. The multi-talented comedian, writer, composer, lyricist, actor, concert artist, lecturer, was a tall (6'3"), 200 pound man, married for more than 46 years to the beautiful actress Jayne Meadows.  They lived for more than forty years in a hillside home overlooking the San Fernando Valley.  They had a son, Bill, “President of Meadowlane Music and Meadowlane Enterprises and former president of MTM Television in Hollywood” (Richard), and Steve's three sons by his first marriage:  Steve Jr., a doctor and lecturer in Ithaca, New York; Brian, President of Windermere, Cronn & Caplan, realtors in Portland; and David, a songwriter in San Francisco.  (Allen's eight-year marriage to the late Dorothy Goodman, whom he met while at Arizona State Teacher's College, ended in divorce in 1952.)  Steve often said his favorite role in life was Grandpa, one he got considerable practice playing as he had 12 grandchildren.
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