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HE
IS

BIG
BIRD

A  new film  
profiles puppeteer 

Caroll Spinney, 
the m an  

behind some o f  
‘Sesame Street’s ’ 

most-adored stars
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BY STEVEN MACKENZIE 
CONTRIBUTING WRITER.

"Big Bird was very Important in children's lives/and now they're in their 
40s with their own little children. Big Bird is strong in their heart. In their 
mind, he's real."

. CAROLL SPINNEY

I
f you are able to read this sentence, 
chances are it’s partly due to “Sesame 
Street.” The show has taught literacy 
skills to generations of children since it 

started in 1969. Learning was made fun by 
a mismatched cast of humans, monsters, a 
grouch and a very Big Bird.

Caroll Spinney has given life to both Big 
Bird and Oscar the Grouch since the 
beginning. At the age of 81, he continues 
to perform as the 8-foot-2-inch bird who 
has become a global icon and has made 
Spinney’s life quite remarkable.

Spinney has sung with Johnny Cash, 
learned the alphabet with Michael Jackson 
and promoted healthy eating with Michelle 
Obama. Watched in 160 countries around 
the world, “Sesame Street” was the first 
TV program from outside of China to be 
shown in that country.

In 1979, Spinney joined Bob Hope to 
film the first TV special made in China. A 
few years later, NASA invited Spinney (and 
Big Bird) to go into orbit to help educate 
children about the space program, 
however, concerns about the costume’s 
weight and ability to operate in zero 
gravity left him grounded. Spinney was P H O TO S  C O U R TE S Y  O F O R G A N IC  PUBLIC ITY

Puppeteer Caroll Spinney (top left and above right) has played Big Bird and Oscar the Grouch since Sesame Street hit US. screens in 
1969. His extraordinary career is documented in the new film  “I'am Big Bird. ”

replaced by school teacher Christa 
McAuliffe, who was killed on the tragic 
Challenger mission.

Spinney has played Big Bird for 46 
years, and the line between 81-year-old 
puppeteer and the eternally 6-year-old-bird 
is sometimes strangely blurred. Over the 
phone, Spinney’s voice sounds halfway • 
between Big Bird and Oscar’s, but when 
he talks excitedly, he sounds more and 
more like his feathered alter ego. Indeed, ' 
from time to time, Big Bird himself butts 
into the conversation!

Steven M ackenzie: Can you tell me how 
to get, how to get to Sesame Street?

Caroll Spinney: Well, the way I found it 
was to become a puppeteer. Jim Henson 
was looking for someone to play two 
characters, Big Bird and Oscar the Grouch. 
Big Bird was very silly to start with.
Henson said, “Think of him as a yokel.” I 
played him that way for a few weeks, then I 
began to understand what the show was 
about and I said, “I think Big Bird should 
be a child, learning th e  alphabet with all 
the other kids at home.”

S.M.: Where is Sesame Street actually . 
located?

C.S.: For the first 24 years, it was in a 
theater on Broadway. They tore if down to 
build a condo, and we moved to big studios 
in Queens that have been there for years, 
The Marx Brothers movies were mostly 
made there, and I understand that Big 
Bird’s nest is directly over the giant 
swimming pool they used to use in these 
Busby Berkeley films.

S.M.: A new documentary about you is 
called " I  Am Big Bird. ” Is that how you feel? 
Are you Big Bird?

C.S.: I am...

Big Bird: At times!

S.M.: What has beep the most surreal 
moment in your-life as an 8-foot-tall bird?

C.S.: When I was a boy, we listened to a 
radio show, “The best tunes of all come 
from Carnegie Hall!” I got to sing a song 
there, called “People.”

Big Bird (singing): People, people who 
need people, are the luckiest people in the 
world ...

C.S.: I could barely see out of the Bird, 
but I’m lounging on the piano, the 
orchestra swells, it was one of the 
highlights of my life.

S.M.: Does Big Bird have real feathers?

C.S.: They're American turkey feathers 
that have been dyed in Hong Kong to

WATCH THE DOCUMENTARY 
The film “I Am Big. Bird: The Caroli 
Spinney Story” opens in Portland 
tonight, Friday, May 15, at Living Room 
Theaters, 341 SW 10th Ave. For more 
information, visit httpV/pdx. 
Iivingroomtheaters.com/

shades of gold and yellow. There are 6,000 
on his body alone, probably another 900 on 
his head. It costs a pretty penny as thè 
feathers are about $1.50 each. I’m still 
using the same Big Bird head we had in 
1969, although the body -¿'made out of 
plastic hoops held together by netting — 
has been rebuilt many times.

S.M.: It must have been an interesting 
political climate in. America when “Sesame 
Street”first aired,

C.S.: We tried to reflect the  good things 
about America ... there are some! It was 
controversial because it was the first time 
a program for children had mixed races in 
one area living happily together. Certain 
states didn’t want that to be shown. We 
stood our ground.

S.M.: “Sesame Street” has never shied 
away from difficult issues, such as racism, 
poverty, Mr. Hooper’s death and Big Bird 
suffering from bullying.

C.S.: I was bullied a lot when I was at 
school, so I could definitely identify with 
that. One of the things I was criticized 
about was having puppets. That wasn’t a 
very masculine thing to do.

Big Bird: You still playing with your 
dolls? I never played with them, I always 
performed with them.

S.M.: What made you interested in 
puppetry in the first place?

C.S.: My mother was born in England, 
and she used to see Punch and Judy shows 
when she was a little girl in Blackpool. She 
made me a Punch and Judy set for my 9th 
birthday, which was Christmas 1942. She 
didn’t  realize she was giving me my career.

S.M.: W%y has “Sesame Street”lasted so 
long?

C.S.: We don’t talk down to kids. They’re 
treated as equals, as they should be. I talk 
to 2%-year-olds as if they’re old enough to 
vote. The genius in the beginning was 
making it as funny as it was educational. 
That kept people watching. As a result, 
famous actors and actresses would ask to 
be on the show. There are only a few I 
wish they’d put on that wanted to be on. '

S.M.: Like who?

C.S.: Pete Townshend. One person (in 
the production team) didn’t like him — they 
liked jazz. They also turned down George 
Harrison.

Big Bird: How could you? George 
Harrison? He’s a Beatle!’

S.M.: Not many people can say they have 
performed with Johnny Cash, Ray Charles, 
Michael Jackson...

C.S.: Michael Jackson was only 17. He 
asked in his little voice, “How do you get 
into that trash can?” I said, “Want to see 
how it works?” He said, “Oh no. I love 
fantasy. I want to keep thinking of this 
grouchy little green man.” He said, “I want 
my whole life to be fantasy.” It seemed to 
have worked for him.

S.M.: How many first ladies have you 
worked with?

C.S.: I think it’s eight first ladies now, 
and I’ve been to the White House nine or 
10 times. But I’ve only met presidents 
before they were presidents. I would love 
to meet Barack Obama. He happens to be 
my ninth cousin — we’re not very close.
I’ve worked with his wife twice. She’s 
charming. When we met, she said, “Well 
cousin, at last we meet!” She’s very smart, 
but she’s very human. She has a great 
sense of humor. I’ve worked with Hillary 
(Clinton) on a few different occasions, and 
She also has a fabulous sense of humor.
And I think she needs one right now.

S.M.: Big Bird became a hot topic during 
the last presidential election when Mitt 
Romney pledged to cut funding to PBS, 
despite declaring, “I  love Big Bird.”

C.S.: It was probably a mistake on his 
part. Big Bird was very important in 
children’s lives, and now they’re in their 
40s with their own little children. Big.Bird 
is strong in their heart. In their mind, he’s 
real.

S.M.: What other ambitions do you still 
want to achieve?

C.S.: I have a group of Emmys, including 
a Lifetime Achievement one. The name 
Oscar is very protected by the Academyof 
Motion Pictures — they insist I can’t  just 
say Oscar; it has to be Oscar the Grouch — 
I’d love to get one of those. r

Big Bird: Not a chance! I’m aiming to 
do at least 50 years as the Bird and Oscar.
I don’t  want to stop if they still like 
everything I’m doing.
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