
The extra o rd i n a ry story of the Ron c o
Sh owtime Rotisseri e & BBQ be-

gins with Nathan Morri s , the son of t h e
shoemaker and cantor Kidders Mor-
ri s , who came over from the Old Coun-
t ry in the eighteen-eighties, and settled
in Asbury Pa rk , New Jersey. Na t h a n
M o r ris was a pitch m a n . He work e d
the b o a rdwalk and the five - a n d - d i m e s
and county fairs up and down the
Atlantic coast, s e lling kitchen gadgets
made by Ac m e M e t a l , out of New-
a rk . In the early fort i e s , Nathan set up
N .K .M o r ris Manufacturi n g — t u rn i n g
out the Kw i K i - Pi and the Morris Met-
ric Slicer—and pe rhaps because it was
the Depre s s i on and job prospects were
d i m , or perhaps because Nathan Morri s
m a d e s u ch a com p e lling case for his
n ew pro fe s s i on , one by one the mem-
bers of his family foll owed him into the
b u s i n e s s . His sons Lester Morris and
A rnold (the Knife) Morris became his
p i t ch m e n . He set up his bro t h e r - i n -
law Irving Rosenbloom , who was to
make a fortune on Long Island in plas-
tic go o d s , i n cluding a hand grater of
s u ch exc e llence that Nathan paid hom-
age to it with his own Du t ch Kitch e n
Sh redder Gra t e r. He part n e red with his
b rother Al, whose own sons worked the
b o a rd w a l k , a l ongside a gangly Iri s h-
man by the name of Ed McMahon .
T h e n , one summer just before the war,
Nathan took on as an apprentice his
n e ph ew Sa muel Jacob Po p e i l. S . J. , as 
he was know n , was so inspired by h i s
u n cle Nathan that he went on to found
Popeil Bro t h e r s , based in Chica go,
and brought the world the Dial-O-
M a t i c , the Chop-O-Matic, a n d t h e
Ve g - O - M a t i c .S . J.Popeil had two son s .
The elder was Jerry, who died yo u n g.
The younger is familiar to anyone who
has ever watched an infom e rcial on 
late-night telev i s i on . His name is Ron
Po p e i l .

In the postwar ye a r s , m a ny peo-
ple made the kitchen their life’s work .

T h e re were the Kl i n g h o f fers of New
Yo rk , one of w h om , Le on , died tra g i-
ca lly in 1985, d u ring the Ach i lle La u ro
i n c i d e n t , when he was pushed ove r-
b o a rd in his wheelchair by Pa l e s t i n i a n
t e r ro ri s t s ) . T h ey made the Roto-Bro i l
4 0 0 , b a ck in the fift i e s , an early ro t i s-
s e rie for the hom e, w h i ch was pitch e d
by Lester Morri s .T h e re was Lewis Sa l-
t on , who escaped the Nazis with an
English stamp from his father’s col-
l e c t i on and parl ayed it into an appli-
ance factory in the Bron x . He bro u g h t
the world the Sa l t on Hotray—a sort 
o f p recursor to the microw a ve— a n d
t o d ay Sa l t on , I n c . , s e lls the George
Fo reman Gri ll .

But no rival quite matched the
M o r ri s - Popeil cl a n .T h ey were the fir s t
f a mi ly of the Am e ri can kitch e n . T h ey
m a r ried beautiful women and made
f o rtunes and stole ideas from one an-
other and lay awake at night thinking of
a way to chop an on i on so that the on ly
tears you shed were tears of j oy. T h ey
b e l i eved that it was a mistake to sepa-
rate product deve l o pment from mar-
k e t i n g, as most of their con t e m p o ra ri e s
d i d , b e cause to them the two were in-
d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e : the object that sold best
was the one that sold itself. T h ey were
s p i ri t e d ,b ri lliant men. And Ron Po p e i l
was the most bri lliant and spirited of
them all . He was the family’s Joseph ,
exiled to the wilderness by his father
on ly to come back and make more
m on ey than the rest of the family com-
b i n e d . He was a pioneer in taking the
s ec rets of the boardwalk pitchmen to
the telev i s i on scre e n . An d , o f a ll the
k i t chen gadgets in the Morri s - Po p e i l
p a n t h e on , nothing has ever been quite
so ingenious in its design, or so broad 
in its appeal, or so perfe c t ly re p re s e n-
t a t i ve of the Morri s - Popeil belief in 
the interre l a t i on of the pitch and the
object being pitch e d , as the Ron c o
Sh owtime Rotisserie & BBQ,the coun-
t e rtop oven that can be bought for four

p ayments of $39.95 and may be, d o ll a r
for doll a r, the finest kitchen appliance
ever made.

AROT I SSERIE IS BO R N

Ron Popeil is a handsome man, t h i ck
t h rough the chest and shoulders,

with a leonine head and stri k i n g, ove r -
s i ze fe a t u re s . He is in his mid-sixties,
and lives in Beve rly Hill s , h a l f w ay up
Coldwater Canyon , in a sprawling bun-
g a l ow with a stand of a v o cado trees and
a vegetable garden out back . In his habits
he is, by Beve rly Hills standard s , o l d
s ch o o l . He ca r ries his own bags. He has
been known to eat at Denny’s .He wears
T- s h i rts and sweatp a n t s . As often as
twice a day, he can be found buyi n g
p o u l t ry or fish or meat at one of the loca l
g ro c e ry stores—in part i c u l a r, C o s t c o,
w h i ch he favors because the ch i ck e n s
t h e re are n i n e ty-nine cents a pound, a s
opposed to a dollar forty-nine at stan-
d a rd superm a rk e t s . Wh a t ever he buys ,
he brings back to his k i t ch e n , a vast
ro om ove rl o oking the ca nyon , with an
a r ray of i n d u s t rial appliances, a coll e c-
t i on of fifteen hundred bottles of o l i ve
o i l ,a n d , in the corn e r, an oil painting of
h i m , his fourth wife, Robin (a form e r
Fre d e ri ck ’s of H o llywood model), a n d
their baby daughter,C on t e s s a . On paper,
Popeil owns a com p a ny ca lled Ron c o I n-
ve n t i on s , w h i ch has two hundred em-
p l oyees and a couple of w a rehouses in
C h a t sw o rt h ,C a l i f o rn i a , but the heart of
R on c o is re a lly Ron working out of h i s
h o u s e, and many of the key players are
re a lly just friends of R on’s who work out
o f their houses, t o o, and who gather in
R on’s kitchen when, eve ry now and
a g a i n , R on cooks a soup and wants to
talk things ove r.

In the last thirty ye a r s , R on has in-
vented a succession of k i t chen gadgets,
a m ong them the Ronco Electric Fo o d
D e hyd rator and the Popeil Au t om a t i c
Pasta and Sausage Maker, w h i ch fe a-
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Po p e i l , in the kitchen where he developed the Showtime Rotisserie & B B Q . Like his forebears in the gad get trad e, h e
u n d er s tands that the making and the marketing of his devices are insepara bl e. P h o t o graph by Martin Sch o el l er.



t u red a thrust bearing made of the same
m a t e rial used in bull e tp ro o f g l a s s. H e
w o rks steadily, guided by flashes of
i n s p i ra t i on . This past Au g u s t , for in-
s t a n c e, he suddenly re a l i zed what pro d-
uct should foll ow the Sh owtime Rotis-
s e ri e . He and his right-hand man, A l a n
B a ck u s , h a d been working on a bre a d -
and-batter mach i n e, w h i ch would take
up to ten pounds of ch i cken wings or
s ca llops or shrimp or fish fillets and do all
the work — c ombining the eggs, t h e
flo u r, the bre a d c rumbs—in a few min-
u t e s , without dirtying either the cook ’s
hands or the mach i n e. “Alan goes to
K o re a , w h e re we have some big ord e r s
c oming thro u g h , ” R on explained re-
c e n t ly over l u n ch—a hamburger,m e d i u m -
w e ll , w i t h f ries—in the V. I . P. booth by
the door in the Polo Lo u n g e,at the Bev-
e rly Hills Hotel. “I ca ll Alan on the
ph on e . I wake him up. It was two in the
m o rning there . And these are my exact
w o rd s :‘ St o p. Do not pursue the bre a d -
and-batter mach i n e . I will pick it up
l a t e r. This other project needs to com e
fir s t .’ ”The other pro j e c t , his inspira t i on ,
was a device capable of s m oking meats
indoors without creating odors that ca n
suffuse the air and permeate furn i t u re .
R on had a ve rs i on of the indoor smok e r
on his porch —“a Rube Goldberg kind 
o f t h i n g” that he’d worked on a year 
e a rl i e r — a n d , on a whim, he cooked a
ch i cken in it.“That ch i cken was so go o d
that I said to mys e l f ”—and with his 
l e ft hand Ron began to pound on the
t a b l e— “This is the best ch i cken sand-
w i ch I have ever had in my l i fe . ” H e
t u rned to me: “H ow many times h a ve
you had a smok e d - t u rk ey sandwich ?
M aybe you have a smok e d - t u rk ey or a
s m ok e d - ch i cken sandwich once eve ry six
m on t h s . Once! How many times h a ve
you had smoked salmon? Aah. M o re .
I’m going to say you come across smok e d
s a l m on as an hors d’ o e uvre or an entrée
once eve ry three mon t h s.B a b y -b a ck ri b s ?
Depends on which re s t a u rant you ord e r
ribs at.Sm oked sausage, same thing.Yo u
t o u ch on smoked food”—he leaned in
and poked my arm for emph a s i s — “but I
k n ow one thing,M a l c o l m .You don’t have
a smok er. ”

The idea for the Sh owtime ca m e
about in the same way. R on was at
Costco about four years ago when he
s u d d e n ly re a l i zed that there was a lon g
line of c u s t omers waiting to buy ch i ck-

ens from the in-store ro t i s s e rie ove n s .
T h ey touched on ro t i s s e rie ch i ck e n ,b u t
R on knew one thing: t h ey did not have a
ro t i s s e rie ove n . R on went home and
ca lled Back u s . To g e t h e r, t h ey bought a
glass aquari u m , a motor, a heating ele-
m e n t , a spit ro d , and a handful of o t h e r
s p a re part s , and began tinkeri n g. R on
wanted something big enough for a 
fifteen-pound turk ey but small enough
to fit into the space between the base of
an ave rage kitchen cupboard and the
c o u n t e rt o p.He didn’t want a therm o s t a t ,
b ecause thermostats bre a k , and the con-
s t a nt cl i cking on and off o f the heat pre-
vents the eve n , c rispy browning that he
felt was essential.And the spit rod had to
rotate on the hori zontal axis,not the ve r-
t i cal axis,b e cause if you cooked a ch i ck e n
or a side of b e e f on the ve rt i cal axis the
top would dry out and the juices would
d rain to the bottom .R o d e ri ck Dorm a n ,
R on’s patent attorn ey, s ays that when he
went over to Coldwater Canyon he oft e n
saw five or six pro t o types on the kitch e n
c o u n t e r, lined up in a row. R on would
h a ve a ch i cken in each of t h e m , so that
he could com p a re the con s i s t e n cy of t h e
flesh and the browning of the skin, a n d
w onder if, s ay, t h e re was a way to rotate a
shish kebab as it appro a ched the heating
element so that the inner side of t h e
kebab would get as brown as the outer
p a rt .By the time Ron fin i s h e d , the Sh ow-
t i m e p rompted no fewer than two doze n
patent applica t i on s . It was equipped
with the most pow e rful motor in its
cl a s s .It had a drip tray coated with a non-
s t i ck c e ra m i c ,w h i ch was easily cl e a n e d ,
and the oven would still work eve na ft e r
it had been dropped on a con c rete or
s t one surface ten times in succession ,
f rom a distance of t h ree fe e t . To Ron ,
t h e re was no question that it made the
best ch i cken he had ever had in his life .

It was then that Ron filmed a tele-
v i s i on infom e rcial for the Sh owt i m e,
tw e n ty-eight minutes and thirty secon d s
in length. It was shot live before a studio

a u d i e n c e, and aired for the first time on
August 8,1 9 9 8 . It has run ever since, o f-
ten in the wee hours of the morn i n g, o r
on obscure cable station s ,a l ongside the
g e t - ri ch schemes and the “T h re e’s C om-
p a ny ” re ru n s .The re s p onse to it has been
s u ch that within the next three years total
sales of the Sh owtime should exceed a
b i ll i on doll a r s .R on Popeil didn’t use a sin-
g l e focus gro u p. He had no market re-
s e a rch e r s ,R. & D.t e a m s ,p u b l i c - re l a t i on s
a d v i s e r s , M a d i s on Avenue adve rt i s i n g
c om p a n i e s , or business con s u l t a n t s . H e
did what the Morrises and the Po p e i l s
had been doing for most of the century,
and what all the experts said couldn’t be
d one in the modern econ omy. He dre a m e d
up something new in his kitchen and
went out and pitched it himself.

P I TC H M E N

Nathan Morri s , R on Po p e i l’s gre a t -
u n cl e, l o oked a lot like Cary Gra n t .

He wore a straw boater. He played the
u k u l e l e, d rove a conve rt i b l e, and com-
posed melodies for the piano. He ran 
h i s b u s i n e s s out of a low - s l u n g, w h i t e-
washed building on Ridge Ave n u e, n e a r
A s b u ry Pa rk , with a little annex in the
b a ck w h e re he did pion e e ring work with
Te flon . He had certain eccentri c i t i e s ,
s u ch as a phobia he developed about
t ra ve lling beyond Asbury Pa rk without
the presence of a doctor.He feuded with
his brother Al, who subsequently left in
a huff for Atlantic City, and then with
his neph ew S. J. Po p e i l , w h om Na t h a n
c on s i d e red insuffic i e n t ly grateful for the
s t a rt he had given him in the kitch e n -
gadget business. That second feud led 
to a climactic legal showd own over 
S . J. Po p e i l’s Chop-O-Matic, a food pre-
p a rer with a pleated,W- s h a p e d blade ro-
tated by a special cl u t ch mech a n i s m .
The Chop-O-Matic was ideal for mak-
ing coleslaw and chopped live r, a n d
when Morris i n t roduced a stri k i n g ly
similar pro d u c t , ca lled the Roto-Chop,
S . J. Popeil sued his uncle for patent in-
f ri n g e m e n t . (As it happened, the Chop-
O-Matic itself seemed to have been 
i n s p i red by the Blitzhack e r, f rom Sw i t-
ze rl a n d , and S. J. later lost a patent judg-
ment to the Sw i s s . )

The two squared off in Tre n t on , i n
M ay of 1 9 5 8 , in a court ro om jammed
with Morrises and Po p e i l s . When the
t rial opened, Nathan Morris was on the
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s t a n d ,being cross-examined by his neph-
ew’s attorn eys , who were out to show
him that he was no more than a huck s t e r
and a copyca t .At a key point in the ques-
t i on i n g, the judge s u d d e n ly burst in. “H e
t o ok the index finger of his right hand
and he pointed it at Morri s , ”J a ck Dom-
i n i k ,Po p e i l’s longtime patent lawye r, re-
ca ll s , “and as long as I live I will neve r
forget what he said.‘I know you! Yo u’re a
p i t chman! I’ve seen you on the board-
w a l k ! ’And Morris pointed his index fin-
ger back at the judge and shouted, ‘No !
I’m a manufacture r. I’m a dignified man-
u f a c t u re r, and I work with the most em-
inent of c o u n s e l ! ’ ” ( Nathan Morri s ,a c-
c o rding to Dom i n i k ,was the kind of m an
who re fe r red to eve ryone he work e d w i t h
as eminent.) “At that mom e n t , ”D om i n i k
goes on , “U n cle Na t’s face was getting
red and the judge’s was getting re d d e r, s o
a recess was ca ll e d . ” What happened
later that day is best described in Dom -
i n i k ’s unpublished manuscri p t , “The 
I nve n t i ons of Sa muel Joseph Popeil by
J a ck E.D ominik—His Patent La w ye r. ”
Nathan Morris had a sudden heart at-
t a ck , and S.J. was guilt-stri ck e n . “ So b-
bing ensued,”D ominik wri t e s .“R e m o r s e
set in.The next day, the case was settled.
T h e re a ft e r, U n cle Na t’s re c ove ry from
his previous day’s heart attack was noth-
ing short of a mira cl e . ”

Nathan Morris was a perf o rm e r, l i k e
so many of his re l a t i ve s , and p i t ch i n g
w a s , first and fore m o s t , a perf o rm a n c e .
I t’s said that Na t h a n’s neph ew Arch i e
(the Pi t ch m a n’s Pi t chman) Morris on c e
s o l d , over a long aft e rn o on , gadget aft e r
gadget to a well - d ressed man. At the
end of the day, A rchie watched the man
walk away, stop and peer into his bag,
and then dump the whole lot into a
n e a rby garbage ca n . The Morrises were
that go o d .“My cousins could sell you an
e m p ty box , ”R on says .

The last of the Morrises to be active
in the pitching business is Arnold (the
K n i fe) Morri s , so named because of
his extra o rd i n a ry skill with the Sh a rp-
c u t , the fore runner of the Ginsu. He is
in his early seve n t i e s , a ch e e rf u l , i m p -
ish man with a round face and a few
wisps of white hair, and a tra d e m a rk
m ove where b y, a fter cutting a tom a t o
into neat, regular slices, he deft ly lines
the pieces up in an even row against the
flat edge of the blade. To d ay, he lives 
in Ocean Tow n s h i p, a few miles from

A s b u ry Pa rk , with Phyll i s , his wife of
tw e n ty-nine ye a r s , w h om he re fers to
(with the same irresistible conv i c t i on that
he might use to descri b e, s ay, the Fe a t h e r
To u ch Knife) as “the prettiest girl in As-
b u ry Pa rk . ” One morning re c e n t ly, h e
sat in his study and l a u n ched into a pitch
for the Dial-O-Matic, a slicer pro d u c e d
by S. J. Popeil some forty years ago.

“ C ome on ove r, f o l k s . I’m going to
s h ow you the most amazing slicing ma-
chine you have ever seen in your life, ”h e
b e g a n . Phyll i s , sitting nearb y, b e a m e d
with pri d e . He picked up a package of
b a rbecue spices, w h i ch Ron Popeil sell s
a l ongside his Sh owtime Rotisseri e, a n d
used it as a pro p. “Take a look at this!”
He held it in the air as if he were holding
up a Ti f f a ny vase. He talked about the
m a ch i n e’s prowess at cutting potatoes,
then on i on s , then tom a t o e s . His voice, a
m a rve llous instrument inflected with the
rhythms of the Jersey Sh o re, t o ok on a
s i n g s ong quality:“H ow many cut tom a-
toes like this? You stab it.You jab it.T h e
juices run down your elbow. With the
D i a l - O - M a t i c , you do it a little diffe r-
e n t ly. You put it in the machine and 
you wiggle”—he mimed fixing the
t omato to the bed of the mach i n e . “T h e
t omato! Lady! The tomato! The more
you wiggle, the more you get. T h e

t omato! Lady! Eve ry slice comes out
p e rfe c t ly, not a seed out of p l a c e . But 
the thing I love my Dial-O-Matic for 
is coleslaw. My mother-in-law used to
take her cabbage and do this.” He made
a series of wild stabs at an imaginary
ca b b a g e . “I thought she was going to
c ommit suicide. O h , b oy, did I pray —
that she wouldn’t slip! Don’t get me
wron g. I love my mother-in-law. I t’s her
daughter I ca n’t fig u re out. You take the
ca b b a g e . Cut it in half. C o l e s l a w, h o t
s l a w. Pot slaw. L i b e rty slaw. It comes 
out like shredded wheat . . . ”

It was a vaudev i lle mon o l o g u e, e x-
cept that Arnold wasn’t mere ly enter-
t a i n i n g ; he was sell i n g. “You can take a
p i t chman and make a great actor out of
h i m , but you cannot take an actor and 
a lw ays make a great pitchman out of
h i m , ” he says .The pitchman must make
you applaud a n d take out your mon ey.
He must be able to execute what in
p i t ch m a n’s parlance is ca lled “the turn” —
the peri l o u s , c rucial moment where he
goes from entertainer to businessman. I f,
out of a crowd of fifty, tw e n ty - five peo-
ple come forw a rd to buy, the true pitch-
man sells to on ly tw e n ty of t h e m .To the
remaining five, he says , “Wait! T h e re’s
s omething else I want to show yo u ! ”
Then he starts his pitch again, w i t h
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slight vari a t i on s , and the remaining four
or five become the inner core of the next
c rowd ,hemmed in by the people aro u n d
t h e m , and so eager to pay their mon ey
and be on their way that they start the
s e lling fre n zy all over again. The turn
re q u i res the management of e x p e c t a-
t i on . T h a t’s why Arnold alw ays kept a
pineapple tantalizingly perched on his
s t a n d . “For forty ye a r s , I’ve been prom-
ising to show people how to cut the
p i n e a p p l e, and I’ve never cut it on c e, ”h e
s ays . “It got to the point where a pitch-
man friend of mine went out and bought
h i m s e l f a plastic pineapple.Why would
you cut the pineapple? It cost a couple
b u ck s . And if you cut it they’d leave . ”
A rnold says that he once hired som e
g u ys to pitch a vegetable slicer for him at
a fair in Danbury, C on n e c t i c u t , and be-
came so annoyed at their lack a d a i s i ca l
attitude that he took over the demon-
s t ra t i on himself. T h ey were, he says ,
waiting for him to fail: he had neve r
w o rked that particular slicer before and,
s u re enough,he was massacring the ve g-
e t a b l e s . St i ll , in a single pitch he took 
in two hundred doll a r s . “Their eye s
popped out of their heads,” A rnold re-
ca ll s . “T h ey said, ‘We don’t understand
i t .You don’t even know how to work the
damn mach i n e .’ I said, ‘But I know how
to do one thing better than yo u .’ T h ey
s a i d , ‘Wh a t’s that?’ I said, ‘I know how to
ask for the money.’And that’s the secret to
the whole damn business.”

Ron Po p e i l s t a rted pitching his fa-
t h e r’s kitchen gadgets at the Max-

we ll St reet flea market in Chica go, in 
t h e m i d - fift i e s . He was thirt e e n . E ve ry
m o rni n g, he would arri ve at the mark e t
at five and pre p a re fifty pounds each of
on i on s ,ca b b a g e s ,and ca r ro t s , and a hun-
d red pounds of p o t a t o e s . He sold from
six in the morning until four in the af-
t e rn o on , b ringing in as mu ch as five
h u n d red dollars a day. In his late teens,
he started doing the state- and county -
fair circ u i t , and then he scored a pri m e
spot in the Wo o lw o rt h’s at State and
Wa s h i n g t on , in the Lo o p, w h i ch at the
time was the top-grossing Wo o lw o rt h’s
s t o re in the country. He was m a k i n g
m o re than the manager of the store, s e ll-
ing the Chop-O-Matic and the Dial-
O - M a t i c .He dined at the Pump Room
and wore a Rolex and rented hundre d -
a n d - fifty - d o llar-a-night hotel suites. I n

p i c t u res from the peri o d , he is beautiful,
with thick dark hair and blue-green eye s
and sensuous lips, a n d ,s eve ral years later,
when he moved his office to 919 Mich i-
gan Ave n u e, he was ca lled the Pa u l
Newman of the Pl ayb oy Building. M e l
K o rey,a friend of R on’s from college and
his first business part n e r, remembers the
time he went to see Ron pitch the Chop-
O - M a t i c at the State St reet Wo o l-
w o rt h’s . “He was mesmeri z i n g, ” K o rey
s ays .“T h e re were secre t a ries who would
take their lunch break at Wo o lw o rt h’s to
w a t ch him because he was so go o d -
l o ok i n g. He would go into the turn ,a n d
people would just come ru n n i n g. ” Sev-
e ral years ago, R on’s friend St eve Wyn n ,
the founder of the Mirage re s o rt s ,w e n t
to visit Mich ael Milken in pri s on. T h ey
w e re near a telev i s i on , and happened to
ca t ch one of R on’s infom e rcials just as he
was doing the countdow n , a ro u t i n e
taken straight from the board w a l k ,
w h e re he says , “Yo u’re not going to
spend two hundred doll a r s , not a hun-
d red and eighty doll a r s ,not on e - s eve n ty,
not on e - s i x ty . . . ” I t’s a standard pitch-
m a n’s gimmick : it sounds dramatic on ly
b e cause the starting price is set way up
h i g h .But something about the way Ron
did it was irre s i s t i b l e . As he got low e r
and low e r, Wynn and Milk e n — w h o
p ro b a b ly know as mu ch about p ro fit
margins as anyone in Am e ri ca — c ri e d
out in unison ,“ St o p, R on! St o p ! ”

Was Ron the best? The on ly attempt
to settle the question defin i t i ve ly was
made some forty years ago, when Ron
and Arnold were working a knife set at
the Eastern States Exposition , in We s t
Sp ri n gfie l d ,M a s s a ch u s e t t s .A third man,
Fro s ty Wi s h on , who was a legend in his
own ri g h t , was there, t o o. “Fro s ty was a
w e ll - d re s s e d ,a rticulate individual and a
good salesman,” R on says . “But he
thought he was the best. So I said, ‘We ll ,
g u ys , w e’ve got a ten-day show, e l eve n ,
m aybe tw e lve hours a day.We’ll each do
a ro t a t i on , and we’ll com p a re how mu ch
we sell . ” In Morri s - Popeil lore, this is
k n own as “the shoot-out,” and no on e
has ever forgotten the outcom e . R on
beat Arn o l d , but on ly by a whisker—no
m o re than a few hundred doll a r s .Fro s ty
Wi s h on , m e a nw h i l e, sold on ly half a s
mu ch as either of his ri v a l s .“You have no
idea the pre s s u re Fro s ty was under, ”R on
c on t i n u e s .“He came up to me at the end
o f the show and said, ‘R on , I will neve r

w o rk with you again as long as I live .’ ”
No doubt Fro s ty Wi s h on was a 

ch a rming and persuasive person , b u t
he assumed that this was enough—that
the rules of p i t ching were the same as
the rules of c e l e b ri ty endorsement.Wh e n
M i ch ael Jordan pitches McDon a l d’s
h a m b u r g e r s ,M i ch ael Jordan is the star.
But when Ron Popeil or Arnold Morri s
p i t ch e d ,s ay, the Chop-O-Matic, his gift
was to make the Chop-O-Matic the star.
It was, a fter all , an innov a t i on . It re p re-
sented a diffe rent way of dicing on i on s
and chopping live r : it re q u i red con-
sumers to rethink the way they went
about their business in the kitch e n .L i k e
most great innov a t i on s , it was disru p t i ve .
And how do you persuade people to dis-
rupt their lives? Not mere ly by ingra t i a-
t i on or sinceri ty, and not by being fa-
mous or beautiful. You have to explain
the inve n t i on to customers—not on c e
or twice but three or four times, with a
d i f fe rent twist each time. You have to
s h ow them exactly how it works and
w hy it work s , and make them foll ow
your hands as you chop liver with it, a n d
then tell them pre c i s e ly how it fits into
their ro u t i n e, a n d , fin a lly, s e ll them on
the para d ox i cal fact that, rev o l u t i on a ry as
the gadget is, i t’s not at all hard to use.

T h i rty years ago, the videoca s s e t t e
re c o rder came on the mark e t , and it was
a disru p t i ve pro d u c t , t o o : it was sup-
posed to make it possible to tape a tele-
v i s i on show so that no one would eve r
again be chained to the pri m e - t i m e
s ch e d u l e . Ye t , as ubiquitous as the VC R
b e ca m e, it was seldom put to that pur-
p o s e .T h a t’s because the VCR was neve r
p i t ch e d : no one ever explained the gad-
get to Am e ri can consumers—not on c e
or twice but three or four times—and
no one showed them exactly how it
w o rked or how it would fit into their
ro u t i n e, and no pair of hands guided
them through eve ry step of the pro c e s s .
A ll the VCR-makers did was hand ove r
the box with a smile and a pat on the
b a ck , tossing in an instru c t i on manual
for good measure . Any pitchman could
h a ve told you that wasn’t going to do it.

O n c e,when I was over at Ron’s house
in Coldwater Canyon , sitting on one of
the high stools in his kitch e n ,he show e d
me what real pitching is all about. H e
was talking about how he had just had
dinner with the actor Ron Si lve r, who is
p l aying Ron’s friend Robert Sh a p i ro in a
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n ew movie about the O. J.Si m p s on tri a l .
“T h ey shave the back of R on Si lve r’s
head so that he’s got a bald spot, b e-
ca u s e, you know, Bob Sh a p i ro’s got 
a bald spot back there, t o o, ” R on said.
“ So I say to him, ‘Yo u’ve gotta get
G L H .’ ” G L H , one of R on’s earl i e r
p ro d u c t s , is an ae rosol spray designed to
t h i cken the hair and cover up bald spots.
“I told him, ‘It will make you look go o d .
When yo u’ve got to do the scene, yo u
shampoo it out.’ ”

At this point, the ave rage salesman
would have stopped. The story was an
a s i d e, no more . We had been discussing
the Sh owtime Rotisseri e, and on the
counter behind us was a Sh owtime cook-
ing a ch i cken and next to it a Sh owt i m e
c o oking baby-back ri b s , and on the table
in front of him Ron’s pasta maker was
w o rki n g, and he was frying some garlic so
that we could have a little lunch .But now
that he had told me about GLH it was
unthinkable that he would not also show
me its won d e r s. He walked quick ly ove r
to a table at the other side of the ro om ,
talking as he went. “People alw ays ask
m e, ‘R on , w h e re did you get that name
G L H ? ’ I made it up. G re a t - Lo oki n g
H a i r. ” He picked up a ca n . “We make i t
in nine diffe rent colors. This is silve r -
b l a ck . ” He picked up a hand mirror and
angled it above his head so that he could
see his bald spot.“Now, the first thing I’ll
do is spray it where I don’t need it.” H e
s h o ok the can and began spraying the
c rown of his head, talking all the while.
“Then I’ll go to the area itself. ”He pointed
to his bald spot. “Right here . O. K . Now
I’ll let that dry. B rushing is fifty per cent
o f the way it’s going to look . ” He began
b rushing vigo ro u s ly, and suddenly Ron
Popeil had what looked like a com p l e t e
head of h a i r.“Wow, ” I said.R on glow e d .
“And you tell me ‘Wow.’ T h a t’s what
eve ryone says . ‘Wow.’ T h a t’s what peo-
ple say who use it. ‘Wow.’ I f you go out-
s i d e”—he grabbed me by the arm and
p u lled me out onto the deck — “i f you are
in bright sunlight or dayl i g h t , you ca n-
not tell that I have a big bald spot in the
b a ck of my head. It re a lly looks like hair,
but it’s not hair. I t’s quite a pro d u c t .I t’s
i n c re d i b l e . Any shampoo will take it out.
You know who would be a great ca n d i-
date for this? Al Gore . You want to see
h ow it fe e l s ? ” R on inclined the back of
his head tow a rd me. I had said, “Wow, ”
and had looked at his hair inside and
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Mingus asked the waitress for a
glass of w a t e r. She was yo u n g

and blon d .“ Say, you my same waitre s s ?
I t’s so dark in here you look like yo u
keep ch a n g i n g. ” Mingus leaned back
and smiled his beautiful smile.

“I’m your waitre s s , ” she said, p u t t i n g
a hand lightly on his left arm . “A re yo u
Jaki Byard ? ”

“Jaki Byard? Jaki Byard? He’s my
piano playe r. H e’s a superstar now. I’m
glad you my same waitre s s . Now, b ri n g
me that glass of w a t e r, p l e a s e . . . . Then I
got hold of Nel King, who wrote a
m ovie I was in, and she put the book in
s h a p e . It took her a year and a half. A
whole lot of s t u f f has been left out—
s t u f f about blacks wearing Afro s
b e cause they’re afraid not to, and skin-
l i g h t e n e r s , and my wife, C e l i a .T h e re
was a lot about her in there, but she
d i d n’t want to be in the book , so I left
her out. I wrote it a-b-c-d-e-f-g-h at
fir s t , but then I mixed up the
ch ron o l o gy and some of the loca t i on s .
Like that party when I first came to
New Yo rk around 1950. It didn’t take
place at any apartment in the East
Seventies but over at the old Bandbox ,
next to Birdl a n d .The critics were there,
and they didn’t stop talking on c e .T h ey
kept right on even when Art Tatum and
C h a rlie Pa rker sat in together for mayb e
the on ly time in their live s . It was the
most fantastic music I ever heard .Ta t u m
d i d n’t let up in either hand for a secon d —
w h o o s h - h u m, w h o o s h - h u m in the left ,
and a a a a a a a a a rrrrrrrrr h h h h h h h h e e e e e e
in the right—and neither did Pa rk e r,
and to this day I don’t know what they
w e re doing. ”

— Wh i t n ey Balliett
A Reporter at Large, May 29 , 1971

TAKES



o u t s i d e,but the pitchman in Ron Po p e i l
w a s n’t satisfie d . I had to feel the back of
his head. I did. It felt just like real hair.

THE TINKERER

Ron Popeil inherited more than the
p i t ching tra d i t i on of Nathan Mor-

ri s . He was ve ry mu ch the son of S . J.
Po p e i l , and that fact, t o o, goes a lon g
w ay tow a rd explaining the success of t h e
Sh owtime Rotisseri e . S . J. had a ten-
ro om apartment high in the Drake Tow-
e r s , near the top of C h i ca go’s Magnifi-
cent Mile.He had a ch a u f fe u red Cadill a c
limousine with a car ph on e, a ra ri ty in
those days ,w h i ch he delighted in show-
ing off (as in “I’m ca lling you from t h e
ca r” ) . He wore three-piece suits and
l oved to play the piano. He smoked ci-
gars and scowled a lot and made funny
little grunting noises as he talked. H e
kept his mon ey in T- b i ll s . His ph i l o s o-
phy was expressed in a series of e p i-
g ra m s :To his attorn ey,“I f t h ey push yo u
far enough, s u e” ; to his son ,“I t’s not how
mu ch you spend, i t’s how mu ch yo u
m a k e . ”An d , to a designer who expre s s e d
doubts about the utility of one of h i s
g reatest hits, the Po cket Fi s h e rm a n , “I t’s
not for using; i t’s for giving. ” In 1974,
S . J.’s second wife, E l o i s e,decided to have
him kill e d , so she hired two hit men—
one of w h om ,a p t ly, went by the name of
M r.Pe e l e r. At the time, she was living at

the Popeil estate in Newp o rt Beach with
her two daughters and her boyf ri e n d , a
t h i rty - s eve n - year-old mach i n i s t .Wh e n ,
at Eloise’s tri a l ,S . J.was questioned about
the mach i n i s t , he re p l i e d , “I was kind
o f happy to have him take her off m y
h a n d s . ”That was vintage S.J. But eleve n
m onths later, a fter Eloise got out of
p ri s on ,S . J. m a r ried her again. That was
vintage S.J. ,t o o.As a former colleague of
his puts it, “He was a strange bird . ”

S . J. Popeil was a tinkere r. In the mid-
dle of the night, he would wake up and
make frantic sketches on a pad he kept
on his bedside table.He would disappear
into his kitchen for hours and make a
huge mess, and come out with a fara w ay
l o ok on his face. He loved standing be-
hind his mach i n i s t s , p e e ring over their
shoulders while they were assembling
one of his pro t o typ e s . In the late fort i e s
and early fift i e s , he worked almost ex-
cl u s i ve ly in plastic, re i n t e rp reting kitch e n
basics with a subtle, m o d e rnist fla i r. “Po-
peil Brothers made these beautiful plas-
tic flour sift e r s , ”Tim Sa mu e l s on , a cura-
tor at the Chica go Histori cal So c i e ty and
a leading authori ty on the Popeil legacy,
s ays . “T h ey would use con t rasting colors,
or a com b i n a t i on of opaque plastic with
a translucent swirl plastic.” Sa mu e l s on
b e came fascinated with all things Po p e i l
a fter he acquired an original Po p e i l
B rothers doughnut maker, in re d - a n d -
white plastic, w h i ch he felt “had beauti-

ful lines”; to this day, in the kitchen of h i s
H yde Pa rk high-ri s e,he uses the Chop-
O-Matic in the pre p a ra t i on of salad in-
g re d i e n t s .“T h e re was alw ays a little tw i s t
to what he did,” Sa mu e l s on goes on .
“Take the Popeil automatic egg turn e r. I t
l o oks like a regular spatula, but if yo u
s q u e eze the handle the blade turns just
enough to flip a fried egg. ”

Walter Herb s t , a designer whose firm
w o rked with Popeil Brothers for many
ye a r s ,s ays that S.J.’s modus operandi was
to “c ome up with a holistic theme. H e’d
a r ri ve in the morning with it. It would be
s omething like” — H e rbst assumes S.J.’s
g ru f f v o i c e— “ ‘We need a better way to
s h red ca b b a g e .’ It was a passion , an ab-
solute goddam passion . One morn i n g,
he must have been eating gra p e f ru i t ,b e-
cause he comes to work and ca lls me and
s ays , ‘We need a better way to cut gra p e-
f ru i t ! ’ ” The idea they came up with was
a double-bladed paring knife, with the
blades separated by a fra c t i on of an inch
so that both sides of the gra p e f ruit mem-
b rane could be cut simu l t a n e o u s ly.“T h e re
was a little gro c e ry store a few block s
a w ay, ” H e rbst says . “ So S.J. sends the
ch a u f feur out for gra p e f ru i t .H ow many ?
Si x . We ll , over the period of a couple of
w e e k s , six turns to tw e lve and tw e lve
t u rns to tw e n ty, until we were cutting
t h i rty to forty gra p e f ruits a day. I don’t
k n ow if that little gro c e ry store eve r
k n ew what happened.”

S . J. Po p e i l’s finest inve n t i on was un-
d o u b t e dly theVe g - O - M a t i c ,w h i ch ca m e
on the market in 1960 and was e s s e n-
t i a lly a food pro c e s s o r, a Cuisinart with-
out the motor. The heart of the gadget
was a series of s l e n d e r, s h a rp blades
s t rung like guitar strings across tw o
Te flon-coated metal ri n g s , w h i ch were
made in Wo o d s t o ck , Ill i n o i s , f rom 364
A l c o a , a special grade of a l u m i n u m.
When the rings were aligned on top of
e a ch other so that the blades ran para ll e l ,
a potato or an on i on pushed thro u g h
would come out in perfect slices. I f t h e
top ring was ro t a t e d , the blades formed a
c ro s s h a t ch , and a potato or an on i on
pushed through would come out diced.
The rings were housed in a handsom e
p l a stic a s s e m b ly, with a plunger to push
the vegetables through the blades.Te ch-
n i ca lly, the Veg-O-Matic was a tri u m ph :
the method of c reating blades stron g
enough to withstand the assault of ve g-
etables re c e i ved a U.S. p a t e n t . But from“ I t’s the porch plants—can they come in?”



a marketing perspective it posed a pro b-
l e m .S . J.’s products had hitherto been sold
by pitchmen armed with a mound of ve g-
etables meant to ca r ry them through a
d ay’s worth of d e m on s t ra t i on s . But the
Veg-O-Matic was t o o go o d . In a single
m i n u t e, a c c o rding to the ca l c u l a t i ons of
Popeil Bro t h e r s , it could produce a hun-
d red and tw e n ty egg wedges, t h ree hun-
d red cucumber slices,e l even hundred and
f i fty potato shoestri n g s , or three thou-
sand on i on dices. It could go thro u g h
what used to be a day’s worth of ve g e t a-
bles in a matter of m i n u t e s . The pitch-
man could no longer afford to pitch to
just a hundred people at a time;he had to
p i t ch to a hundred thous a n d . The Ve g -
O-Matic needed to be sold on telev i s i on ,
and one of the ve ry first pitchmen to
g rasp this fact was Ron Po p e i l .

In the summer of 1 9 6 4 , just after 
the Veg-O-Matic was intro d u c e d , M e l
K o rey joined forces with Ron Popeil in a
c om p a ny ca lled Ron c o.T h ey shot a com-
m e rcial for the Veg-O-Matic for five
h u n d red doll a r s , a stra i g h t f o rw a rd pitch
s h runk to two minutes, and set out from
C h i ca go for the surrounding towns of t h e
M i d w e s t .T h ey cold-ca lled local depart-
ment stores and persuaded them to ca r ry
the Veg-O-Matic on guaranteed sale,
w h i ch meant that whatever the store s
d i d n’t sell could be re t u rn e d . Then they
visited the local telev i s i on station and
bought a two- or three-week run of t h e
cheapest airtime they could fin d ,p rayi n g
that it would be enough to dri ve tra f fic to
the store .“We got Veg-O-Matics whole-
sale for $3.42,”K o rey says .“T h ey re t a i l e d
for $9.95, and we sold them to the store s
for $7.46, w h i ch meant that we had four
d o llars to play with. I f I spent a hundre d
d o llars on telev i s i on ,I had to sell tw e n ty -
five Veg-O-Matics to break eve n . ” It was
cl e a r, in those days , that you could use
t e l ev i s i on to sell kitchen products if yo u
w e re Procter & Gamble. It wasn’t so
clear that this would work if you were
Mel Korey and Ron Po p e i l , two pitch-
men bare ly out of their teens selling a
c om b i n a t i on slicer-dicer that no one had
ever heard of. T h ey were taking a wild
g a m b l e, a n d , to their amaze m e n t , it paid
o f f. “T h ey had a store in Butte, M on-
t a n a — H e n n e s s y’s , ”K o rey goes on ,t h i n k-
i n g b a ck to those first improbable ye a r s .
“B a ck then,people there were still wear-
ing peacoats. The city was mostly bars.
It had just a few thre e - s t o ry buildings.

T h e re were tw e n ty - s even thousand peo-
p l e, and one TV station . I had the Ve g -
O - M a t i c , and I go to the store, and they
s a i d , ‘We’ll take a ca s e . We don’t have a
lot of t ra f fic here .’ I go to the TV station
and the place is a dump. The on ly sales-
p e r s on was going blind and deaf.So I do
a sch e d u l e . For five weeks, I spend t h re e
h u n d red and fifty doll a r s . I fig u re if I sell
a hundred and seve n ty-four mach i n e s —
six ca s e s — I’m happy. I go back to Chi-
ca go, and I walk into the office on e
m o rning and the ph one is ri n g i n g.T h ey
s a i d , ‘We sold out. Yo u’ve got to fly us
another six cases of Ve g - O - M a t i c s .’T h e
next week, on Mon d ay, the ph one ri n g s .
I t’s Butte again: ‘We’ve got a hundre d
and fifty ove r s o l d .’ I fly him another six
ca s e s . E ve ry few days after that, w h e n-
ever the ph one rang we’d look at each
other and say, ‘B u t t e, M on t a n a .’ ” E ve n
t o d ay,t h i rty years later,K o rey can sca rc e ly
b e l i eve it. “H ow many homes in total in
that town? Maybe seve ral thousand? We
ended up selling two thousand five hun-
d red Veg-O-Matics in five weeks!”

Why did the Veg-O-Matic sell so
w e ll? Doubtless, Am e ri cans were eager
for a better way of slicing ve g e t a b l e s .
But it was more than that: the Ve g - O -
Matic re p resented a perfect marriage be-
tween the medium (telev i s i on) and the
message (the gadget).The Ve g - O - M a t i c
w a s , in the re l evant sense, u t t e rly tra n s-
p a re n t . You took the potato and yo u
pushed it through the Te flon - c o a t e d
rings and—voilà!—you had Fre n ch fri e s .
T h e re were no buttons being pre s s e d ,
no hidden and intimidating gears: yo u
could show - a n d - t e ll the Ve g - O - M a t i c
in a two-minute spot and all ay eve ry-
on e’s fears about a daunting new tech-
n o l o gy.M o re specifica lly,you could tra i n
the ca m e ra on the machine and com p e l
v i ewers to pay total a t t e n t i on to the
p roduct you were sell i n g. TV all ow e d
you to do even more effe c t i ve ly what the
best pitchmen strove to do in live dem-
on s t ra t i ons—make the product the star.

This was a lesson Ron Popeil neve r
f o r go t . In his infom e rcial for the

Sh owtime Rotisseri e,he opens not with
h i m s e l f but with a series of shots of m e a t
and poultry,glistening almost obscenely
as they rotate in the Sh owt i m e . A voice-
over describes each shot: a “d e l i c i o u s
s i x -pound ch i ck e n , ” a “succulent whole
d u ck l i n g, ” a “m o u t h w a t e ring pork - l o i n

ro a s t . . . ”O n ly then do we meet Ron ,i n
a sports coat and jeans. He explains the
p roblems of c onve n t i onal barb e c u e s ,
h ow messy and unpleasant they are .H e
bangs a hammer against the door of t h e
Sh owt i m e, to demon s t rate its stre n g t h .
He deft ly trusses a ch i ck e n , impales it on
the patented tw o - p ronged Sh owt i m e
spit ro d , and puts it into the ove n .T h e n
he repeats the process with a pair of ch i ck-
e n s ,s a l m on steaks garnished with lemon
and dill , and a rib ro a s t .A ll the time, t h e
ca m e ra is on his hands,w h i ch are in con-
stant motion , manipulating the Sh ow-
time apparatus gra c e f u lly,with his ca l m-
ing voice leading viewers through eve ry
s t e p : “A ll I’m going to do here is slide it
t h rough like this. It goes in ve ry easily.
I’ll match it up over here . What I’d like
to do is take some herbs and spices here .
A ll I’ll do is slide it back . Raise up my
glass door here . I’ll turn it to a little ove r
an hour. . . . Just set it and forget it.”

Why does this work so well? Beca u s e
the Sh owt i m e—like the Ve g - O - M a t i c
b e f o re it—was designed to be the star.
From the ve ry beginning, R on insisted
that the entire door be a clear pane of
g l a s s , and that it slant back to let in the
m a x i mum amount of l i g h t , so that the
ch i cken or the turk ey or the baby-back
ribs turning inside would be visible at all
t i m e s . Alan Backus says that after the
first ve r s i on of the Sh owtime came out
R on began obsessing over the quality
and evenness of the brow n i n g and be-
came convinced that the ro t a t i on speed
o f the spit wasn’t quite ri g h t . The ori g i-
nal machine moved at four rev o l u t i on s
per minute. R on set up a com p a ri s on
test in his kitch e n ,c o oking ch i cken aft e r
ch i cken at varying speeds until he deter-
mined that the optimal speed of ro t a t i on
was actually six r. p. m . One can imagine
a bri g h t - eyed M.B.A. cl u t ching a sheaf
o f f o c u s - g roup re p o rts and arguing that
R onco was re a lly selling conve n i e n c e
and healthful living, and that it was fool-
ish to spend hundreds of thousands of
d o llars retooling pro d u c t i on in search of
a more even golden brow n .But Ron un-
derstood that the perfect brown is im-
p o rtant for the same re a s on that the
slanted glass door is import a n t :b e ca u s e
in eve ry respect the design of the pro d-
uct must support the tra n s p a re n cy and
e f fe c t i veness of its perf o rmance during a
d e m on s t ra t i on—the better it looks on-
s t a g e, the easier it is for the pitchman to
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go into the turn and ask for the mon ey.
I f R on had been the one to intro d u c e

the VC R, in other word s , he would not
s i m p ly have sold it in an infom e rc i a l .H e
would also have changed the VCR itself,
so that it made sense in an infom e rc i a l .
The cl o ck , for example,w o u l d n’t be dig-
i t a l . (The haplessly blinking unset cl o ck
h a s ,o f c o u r s e, b e c ome a symbol of f ru s-
t ra t i on.) The tape wouldn’t be insert e d
behind a hidden door—it would be out
in plain view, just like the ch i cken in the
ro t i s s e ri e, so that if it was re c o rding yo u
could see the spools turn . The con t ro l s
w o u l d n’t be discreet button s ;t h ey would
be large, and they would make a re a s s u r-
ing cl i ck as they were pushed up and
d ow n , and each step of the taping pro-
cess would be identified with a big,o bv i-
ous numeral so that you could set it and
forget it.And would it be a slender black ,
l ow - p ro file box? Of course not.Ours is a
c u l t u re in which the term “b l a ck box” i s
s yn onymous with incom p re h e n s i b i l i ty.
R on’s VCR would be in re d - a n d - w h i t e
p l a s t i c , both opaque and tra n s l u c e n t
s w i rl , or maybe 364 Alcoa aluminum,
painted in some bold pri m a ry color, a n d
it would sit on top of the telev i s i on ,n o t
b e l ow it, so that when your neighbor or
your friend came over he would spot it
i m m e d i a t e ly and say, “Wow, you have
one of those Ronco Ta p e - O - M a t i c s ! ”

AR EAL PIECE OF WO R K

Ron Popeil did not have a happy
ch i l d h o o d . “I remember baking a

p o t a t o. It must have been when I was
four or five years old,” he told me. We
w e re in his kitch e n , and had just sam-
pled s ome baby-back ribs from the
Sh owt i m e. It had taken some time to
d raw the memories out of h i m ,b e ca u s e
he is not on e to dwell on the past. “I
c o u l d n’t get that baked potato into my
s t om a ch fast enough, b e cause I was so
h u n g ry. ”R on is norm a lly in constant mo-
t i on ,m oving his hands, chopping food,
bustling back and fort h .But now he was
s t i ll . His parents split up when he was
ve ry yo u n g. S . J.went off to Chica go.H i s
mother disappeare d . He and his older
b ro t h e r, J e r ry,w e re shipped off to a board-
ing s chool in upstate New Yo rk . “I re-
member seeing my mother on one occa-
s i on . I don’t remember seeing my father,
eve r, until I moved to Chica go, at thir-
t e e n .When I was in the boarding sch o o l ,

the thing I remember was a Su n d ay when
the parents visited the ch i l d re n , and my
p a rents never ca m e .E ven knowing that
t h ey were n’t going to show up, I walked
out to the perimeter and looked out ove r
the farm l a n d , and there was this ro a d . ”
He made an undulating motion with his
hand to suggest a road stre t ching off i n t o
the distance. “I remember standing on
the road cryi n g, l o oking for the move-
ment of a car miles away, hoping that it
was my mother and father. And they
n ever ca m e .T h a t’s all I remember about
b o a rding sch o o l . ” R on remained per-
fe c t ly still .“I don’t remember ever having
a birt h d ay party in my life . I re m e m b e r
that my gra n d p a rents took us out and we
m oved to Fl o ri d a . My grandfather used
to tie me down in bed—my hands, m y
wri s t s , and my fe e t .Why? Because I had
a habit of t u rning over on my stom a ch
and bumping my head either up and
d own or side to side.Why? How? I don’t
k n ow the answers. But I was spre a d -
e a g l e, on my back , and if I was able to
twist over and do it my gra n d f a t h e r
would wake up at night and come in and
beat the hell out of m e . ” R on stopped,
and then added, “I never liked him. I
n ever knew my mother or her parents or
a ny of that family.T h a t’s it.Not an awful
lot to re m e m b e r. Obv i o u s ly,other things
t o ok place. But they have been era s e d . ”

When Ron came to Chica go, at thir-
t e e n ,with his gra n d p a re n t s,he was put to
w o rk in the Popeil Brothers factory —
but on ly on the weekends, when his fa-
ther wasn’t there . “Canned salmon and
white bread for lunch , that was the diet,”
he re ca ll s . “Did I live with my father?
Neve r. I lived with my gra n d p a re n t s . ”
When he became a pitch m a n , his father
g a ve him just one advantage:he extended
his son cre d i t . Mel Korey says that he
once drove Ron home from college and
d ropped him off at his father’s apart-
m e n t . “He had a key to the apart m e n t ,
and when he walked in his dad was in
bed alre a d y. His dad said, ‘Is that yo u ,
R on ? ’ And Ron said, ‘Ye a h .’And his dad
n ever came out. And by the next morn-
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ing Ron still hadn’t seen him.”La t e r,w h e n
R on went into business for himself, h e
was persona non grata around Po p e i l
B ro t h e r s . “R onnie was neve r a ll owed in
the place after that,” one of S . J.’s form e r
associates re ca ll s . “He was never let in
the front door. He was never all owed to
be part of a nyt h i n g. ”My father,R on says
s i m p ly, “was all business. I didn’t know
him person a lly. ”

H e re is a man who con s t ructed his
l i fe in the image of his father—who went
into the same business, who applied the
same relentless attention to the work i n g s
o f the kitch e n , who got his start by sell-
i n g his father’s own pro d u c t s — a n d
w h e re was his father? “You know, t h ey
could have done wonders together, ”
K o rey says , shaking his head. “I re m e m-
ber one time we talked with K-tel about
joining forc e s , and they said that we
would be a war mach i ne—that was their
w o rd .We ll ,R on and his dad, t h ey could
h a ve been a war mach i n e . ” For all that,
it is hard to find in Ron even a trace of
b i t t e rn e s s .O n c e, I asked him,“Who are
your inspira t i on s ? ” The first name ca m e
e a si ly: his good friend St eve Wyn n. H e
was silent for a mom e n t , and then he
a d d e d , “My father. ” Despite eve ryt h i n g,
R on cl e a rly found in his father’s example
a tra d i t i on of i r resistible value.And what
did Ron do with that tra d i t i on ? He tra n-
scended it. He created the Sh owt i m e,
w h i ch is indisputably a better gadget,
d o llar for doll a r, than the Morris Met-
ric Sl i c e r, the Du t ch Kitchen Sh re d d e r
G ra t e r, the Chop-O-Matic, and the
Veg-O-Matic com b i n e d .

When I was in Ocean Tow n s h i p, v i s-
iting Arnold Morri s , he took me to the
l o cal Jewish cemetery, Chesed Sh e l
Am e s , on a small hilltop just outside
t ow n . We drove slow ly through the
t ow n’s poorer sections in Arn o l d’s white
M e rc e d e s . It was a ra i ny d ay. At the
c e m e t e ry, a man stood out front in an un-
d e r s h i rt , d ri n k i n g a beer. We entere d
t h rough a little ru s ty gate. “This is where
it all start s , ” A rnold said, by which he
meant that eve ryon e—the whole spir-
i t e d , squabbling cl a n —was buried here .
We walked up and dow n the rows until
we found, o f f in a corn e r, the Morri s
h e a d s t on e s .T h e re was Nathan Morri s ,
o f the straw boater and the opport u n e
h e a rt attack , and next to him his wife,
B e t ty. A few rows over was the family
p a t ri a rch , Kidders Morri s , and his wife,
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and a few rows from there Ir -
ving Rosenbloom , who made a fort u n e
in plastic goods out on Long Island.
Then all the Po p e i l s , in tidy row s :R on’s
g randfather Isadore, who was as mean as
a snake, and his wife, M a ry; S . J. , w h o
t u rned a cold shoulder to his own son ;
R on’s bro t h e r, J e r ry, who died yo u n g.
R on was from them, but he was not of
t h e m .A rnold walked slow ly among the
t om b s t on e s , the rain dancing off h i s
b a s e b a ll ca p, and then he said som e t h i n g
that seemed perfe c t ly ri g h t . “You know,
I’ll bet you yo u’ll never find Ronnie here . ”

ON THE A I R

One Sa t u rd ay night a few weeks ago,
R on Popeil arri ved at the head-

q u a rters of the telev i s i on shopping net-
w o rk QVC , a vast gleaming com p l e x
nestled in the woods of s u b u rban Ph i l a-
d e l ph i a . R on is a regular on QVC . H e
supplements his infom e rcials with occa-
s i onal appearances on the netw o rk ,a n d ,
for tw e n ty-four hours beginning that
m i d n i g h t , QVC had granted him eight
l i ve slots, s t a rting with a special “R on c o”
hour between midnight and 1 A.M. R on
was tra ve lling with his daughter Sh a n-
n on , who had got her start in the busi-
n e s ss e lling the Ronco Electric Food De-
hyd rator on the fair circ u i t , and the plan
was that the two of them would altern a t e
t h roughout the day.T h ey were pitching a
Digital Jog Dial ve r s i on of the Sh ow-
t i m e, in black , available for one day on ly,
at a “special value” o f $ 1 2 9 . 7 2 .

In the studio, R on had set up e i g h-
teen Digital Jog Dial Sh owtimes on
five w o o d - p a n e lled gurn eys . From Lo s
An g e l e s , he had sent, via Fe d e ral Ex-
p re s s , d o zens of Styrofoam con t a i n e r s
with enough meat for each of the day’s
a i ri n g s : eight fifteen-pound turk eys ,
s eve n ty - two hamburgers, eight legs of
l a m b, eight duck s , t h i rty-odd ch i ck e n s ,
two d o zen or so Rock Cornish game
h e n s , and on and on , s u p p l e m e n t i n g
them with g a rn i s h e s , t ro u t , and som e
sausage bought that morning at thre e
Ph i l a d e l ph i a - a rea superm a rk e t s . QVC’s
target was thirty - s even thousand ma-
ch i n e s , meaning that it hoped to gro s s
about $4.5 mill i on during the tw e n ty -
four hours—a huge day, even by the net-
w o rk ’s standard s .R on seemed tense. H e
b a rked at the team of QVC pro d u c e r s
and ca m e ramen bustling around the

ro om . He fussed over the hero plates—
the ready-made dinners that he would
use to showcase meat taken stra i g h t
f rom the ove n .“ Gu ys , this is impossible, ”
he said, p e e ring at a tray of mashed po-
tatoes and gra v y. “The level of g ra v y
must be higher. ” He was limping a little.
“You know, t h e re’s a lot of p re s s u re on
yo u , ”he said weari ly. “ ‘H ow did Ron do?
Is he still the best?’ ”

With just a few minutes to go, R on
d u cked into the gre e n ro om next to the
studio to put GLH in his hair: a few
ae rosol bursts, f o ll owed by vigo ro u s
b ru s h i n g. “Wh e re is God right now ? ”
his co-host, R i ck Dom e i e r, ye lled out,
l o oking around theatri ca lly for his guest
s t a r. “Is God back s t a g e ? ” R on then ap-
p e a re d , resplendent in a ch e f ’s coat, a n d
the ca m e ras began to ro ll . He sliced open
a leg of l a m b.He played with the dial of
the new digital Sh owt i m e . He admire d
the cri s p y, succulent skin of the duck .H e
discussed the virtues of the new food-
w a rming fe a t u re— w h e re the mach i n e
would rotate at low heat for up to four
hours after the meat was cooked in ord e r
to keep the juices mov i n g — a n d ,a ll the
w h i l e, b a n t e red so c onv i n c i n g ly with
v i ewers ca lling in on the testimonial line
that it was as if he were back mesmeri z-
ing the secre t a ries in the Wo o lw o rt h’s at
State and Wa s h i n g t on .

In the gre e n ro om, t h e re were tw o
c omputer mon i t o r s .The first displayed a
line gra ph ch a rting the number of ca ll s
that came in at any given secon d . T h e
s e c ond was an electronic ledger show-
ing the total sales up to that point. A s

R on took fli g h t , one by on e, people left
the studio to gather a round the com-
p u t e r s . Sh a n n on Popeil came fir s t . It was
1 2 : 4 0 A.M.In the studio,R on was slicing
on i ons with one of his father’s Dial-O-
M a t i c s . She looked at the second mon i-
tor and gave a little gasp. Fo rty minutes
i n , and Ron had already passed seve n
h u n d red thousand doll a r s .A QVC man-
ager walked in. It was 12:48 A.M. , a n d
R on was ro a ring on :$ 8 3 7 , 6 5 0 . “It ca n’t
b e ! ” he cried out. “T h a t’s unbeliev a b l e ! ”
Two QVC producers came ove r. One of
them pointed at the first mon i t o r,w h i ch
was gra phing the ca ll volume.“J u m p, ”h e
ca lled out. “J u m p ! ” T h e re were on ly a
few minutes left . R on was extolling the
v i rtues of the oven one final time, a n d ,
s u re enough, the line began to take a
s h a rp turn upw a rd , as all over Am e r -
i ca viewers took out their wall e t s . T h e
numbers on the second screen began to
change in a blur of re ca l c u l a t i on — ri s i n g
in increments of $129.72 plus shipping
and taxe s . “You know, w e’re going to hit
a mill i on doll a r s , just on the first hour, ”
one of the QVC guys said, and there
was awe in his voice. It was one thing to
talk about how Ron was the best there
ever was, a fter all , but quite another to
see pro o f o f i t ,b e f o re your ve ry eye s . At
that mom e n t , on the other side of t h e
ro om , the door opened, and a man ap-
p e a re d , stooped and drawn but with a
smile on his face. It was Ron Po p e i l ,w h o
i nvented a better ro t i s s e rie in his kitch e n
and went out and pitched it h i m s e l f.
T h e re was a hush, and then the w h o l e
ro om stood up and ch e e re d . ♦

“ Not voting this ye a r ? ”

• •


