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NEWORLEANSAWINNER
WITHWHEELOFFORTUNE

But they always planned to returnbecause, as Friedmanput it, “There really
is nowhere likeNewOrleans—its historical origins, the geography, the cuisine,
the sense of family.”
Many other obligations had to bemet, but Pat, Vanna,Harry, and the rest

of the crewmade it back to NewOrleans April 15, 16, and 17, 2011.Wheel
rolled in to the Ernest N. Morial Convention Center with 14 tractor trailers,
2 65-foot production trucks, and approximately 1 million pounds of equip-
ment to tape 3 weeks of shows, which aired in May. They also brought 160
staffers, rented 1,600 hotel room nights and 3 convention center halls, and
hired an additional 200 locals as crew, staff, assistants, carpenters, riggers, elec-
tricians, andpages.An additional 120 local security officers, ushers, andpolice
alsowere used.They evendressedWhite in fashions fromNewOrleans-based
designerHaroldClarke for the first twoweeks of shows, then used additional
fashions for the thirdweekby theMetairie-based family-ownedboutiquePearl’s
Place.
Although it’s not a long-term film,Wheel of Fortune is no small operation.

Originating out of Culver City, California, the program is produced by Sony
Pictures Television and distributed by CBS. Originally called Shoppers
Bazaar, Wheel is nationally syndicated and airs on 213 stations nationwide,
andhas beenproduced in 45 territorieswith international broadcasters licens-
ing the format rights to produce the show in their own languages. This year
marksWheel’s 28th season.
Just before their last taping onApril 17, Iwas granted three individual inter-

views with the two gracious Hollywood Walk of Fame co-hosts and the
renowned eight-time Emmy Award-winning executive producer. Here are
some highlights.
GARYMICHAEL SMITH: HOWHASWHEEL OF FORTUNE LASTED FOR28YEARS IN SUCH

A FAST-PACED, EVER-CHANGING TELEVISION ENVIRONMENT?WHAT DO YOU ATTRIB-

UTE TO THE LONGEVITY AND SUCCESS?

VANNA WHITE: It’s a family game show that all ages can enjoy, from babies
watching the wheel spin to 100-year-olds who have watched the show for 28
years.
HARRY FRIEDMAN:We really try to listen to our viewers. They love it when we
change up the show, whether it’s locations like coming to New Orleans, or
adding new game or prize elements, contests, sweepstakes, or opportunities

STORY AND PHOTOS BY GARY MICHAEL SMITH,

GUEST COLUMNIST

N
early six years ago, Pat Sajak, Vanna
White, and executive producer Harry
Friedman packed up their Wheel of

Fortune equipment, and with the help of two
bus drivers, evacuated their couple hundred
crew at the same time as 1.5 million New
Orleanians. As Sajak told me, “It was a mere
18 hours later that we were sitting comfortably
in our living room watching those nice people
we left behind struggling to make it, to survive.
It was just heartbreaking.”

to share inwinnings at home.Butwenever change the game.At its core,Wheel
is what it’s always been: spin the wheel, call the letters, solve the puzzle.
PAT SAJAK: Somewhere along thewaywe becamemore than a popular show;
we became part of the popular culture. We didn’t intend to, but we sort of
insinuated ourselves into people’s lives. It’s become kind of a touchstone for
people. Often someone will come up and say, “I just lost my grandmother,
and my father’s memories as a kid were of watchingWheel of Fortune with
her.” It’s the one half-hour a day when the family gets together, and no one
has to be embarrassed about what’s going to happen on the air. It’s a gener-
ational thing. Even if you don’t watch it every day, you know it’s there. It’s
kind of like the sunset—you might not go out to your balcony every day but
it’s nice to know it’s out there.We’re part of the atmosphere now; it’d be hard
to imagine thatWheel doesn’t exist.
GMS: HOW DO YOU CHOOSE LOCATIONS? WHY NEW ORLEANS, FOR INSTANCE?

PS: I don’t choose the locations—that’s Harry’s job—because if it were up to
me all our remotes would be here, and Hawaii. But there are other consid-
erations—local affiliates and the finances involved. But I’m always pushing
to come here and Hawaii. All the other cities are fine but there’s something
special about these two places.
HF: It’s unique. You never ever go anywherewhere someone says, “You know,
this is kind of likeNewOrleans.” And I think it’s that sense of family that our
viewers appreciate and pick up on.
GMS: WHAT’S YOUR IMPRESSION OF THE FILM AND TV INDUSTRY IN LOUISIANA?

HF: I think it’s amazing. I think the state has been so smart in the way they’ve
managed to keep this industry alivewith productions locatinghere, and studios
being built here. It’s pretty remarkable.
GMS: HAVING EVACUATED NEARLY SIX YEARS AGOWITH ONE AND A HALF MILLION

NEW ORLEANIANS, DO YOU FEEL SOME SORT OF KINSHIP WITH THE LOCALS?

HF:Oh, very much so. We had an emotional reunion yesterday with the two
drivers who drove the buses that brought us out of NewOrleans hours ahead
of Katrina. They drove straight through to Houston where we were able to
get flights home. We had some gifts for them and we invited them and their
families to come to a taping. And on our meal break we had the opportunity
to thank them on behalf of our staff, who had never gotten the chance to
thank them in person. As we were gathered I asked everyone who happened
to have been on those buses on that epic ride to raise their hands. I said to
the drivers, “I wanted you to see the people whose lives you saved.” And they
did, and that’s not overstating it one bit. Without them I really don’t know
what would have happened to us.
PS: Absolutely. I used to come here for the annual NATPE convention, and
at one point I was coming here a lot—a couple times a year for several years.
You get to know people, you get to know places. This is a welcoming area
and people are thrilled you’re here and are nice to you. But we just barely got
out before the storm; we had to cancel our last day’s taping. It’s not my city
and I’m not from here, but I did feel I belonged to New Orleans, and my
heart ached for what was going on, and we all felt a special kinship. And one
of the first things we said is that we’re coming back as soon as we can.
VW:Oh, absolutely. We left the evening before, and I was glued to the TV. I
felt so close to the people here because we had just been here. And I did not
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expect it to be as devastating as it was. But looking ahead, six years later, here
we are, it has come back, it survived, the city is beautiful, great restaurants
are here, people are smiling and happy. It has come back.
GMS: WHAT DO YOU LOOK FORWARD TO MOST WHEN COMING TOWORK IN NEW

ORLEANS?

VW: The food and the people! Everyone’s so nice. I grew up in the South so
I feel like I’m at home.
HF: Coming to work here usually begins with the question, “Where are we
having dinner tonight?” One of the common traits of the restaurateurs here
is that they understandbeing goodhosts, they understand the hospitality busi-
ness.Obviously, the food is great, but also you can look at yourwatch and say,
“Wow, we’ve been sitting here three hours and eating all the time and talk-
ing and having a good time.” And that’s not a common experience
anymore—especially for those of us living inCaliforniawhoare used tohaving
breakfast in our cars.

GMS:WOULDYOUSAY THAT THE FOOD ISONEOF THEMOST EXCITING THINGSABOUT

TAPING IN NEW ORLEANS?

PS:Oh, absolutely. Seems like we’ve been to every city in America and they
all have something to offer. They’re very nice places with very nice people,
but there canbe a sameness to someof them. If you’re in themiddle of Cleve-
land youmight have to look around awhile to figure out where you are. New
Orleans is one of those placeswhere you always knowwhere youare,whether
it’s the architecture, the people, or the smell of the food. I think that’s why
America responded so emotionally towhat happenedhere. Imean, theywould
in any big city, but there’s something so unique about this place. I think every-
body feels that they own a little bit of NewOrleans because it’s a real special,
unique place, and I think everyone identifies a little bit andwants to be a part,
and doesn’t want it to go away.
GMS: SO MANY CELEBRITIES HAVE BOUGHT HOUSES HERE. WOULD YOU BE INTER-

ESTED IN BUYING HERE IF GIVEN A FILM OFFER?

VW:Oh, of course, of course! Yes! Definitely!
PS:Oh, in a second! Why, you know anything? Here’s the film offer I want:
I want the film that says, “We have a role for you; it’s kind of likeRaging Bull,
but you need to put on about 40 pounds.” That’s what I want; then I’d just
come down here and eat. You know I’m having five dinners tonight? At the
end of every show one of the big restaurants is making a dish for us.
HF: If I were here long enough I probably would.We come here for 10 days,
and I know that films stimulate the economybyhiringpeople over a longperiod
of time and that’s good.We come in for a short period of time, but our shows
become a week-long love letter to New Orleans, and we are all about New
Orleans—we’re not just using it for a set or a backdrop. It’s not a “location”
for us. It is the show when we’re here.
GMS: DO YOU THINK THE CITY HAS CHANGED SINCE THE LAST TIME YOUWERE HERE?

PS: I don’t think the essential nature has changed. I do thinkKatrina still hangs
over it; it’s hard to have a conversationwhere some references don’t come up,
but how can you go through that and not have that happen? I think there’s
such a desire to get to the way it was, that people are doing everything they
can to make it feel right. I didn’t know what to expect; I knew great progress
had been made and I was hopeful, but I was knocked out by how well the
city is doing and how resilient the people here are.

Wheel of Fortune,
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