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To everyone working, with the drive of Leslie Knope, to sincerely make their communities better





A group of individuals who have learned how to communicate honestly with each other, whose relationships go deeper than their masks of composure, and who have developed some significant commitment to “rejoice together, mourn together,” and to delight in each other, making each other’s conditions our own.

—M. Scott Peck’s definition of “community”






Foreword by Nick Offerman

Where do I begin? How can I possibly introduce you to the life event that, excepting my marriage/salvation, was the most monumental, consequential moment of my life? Where do I begin to introduce you to this glorious tome on such an impossibly charismatic subject? It’s too daunting. I might have an easier time introducing something more quantifiable, like the individual droplets of the Ohio River or the favorite sausages of my lifetime. Parks and Recreation changed my life so profoundly, I cannot even consider this conversation without a powerful swelling of emotion in my ursine heart. I mean, imagine you’re just this guy with a mustache, a husband and woodworker and actor who happens to have a compulsion for grilling and eating meat, and then some really talented writers come along and turn all of that into Ron Swanson. Utterly life-changing. As it turns out, the show has changed a great many other lives as well, in both big and small ways, and I’m not just talking about Li’l Sebastian.

(Pauses to regain composure.)

Damn it.

At the time of this writing, this is a show that people have been finding, watching, watching again, and loving for sixteen years. That’s how long people have been laughing and crying along with Leslie Knope and her team of protagonists, while shaking their fists at the (total butthole) citizens of Eagleton, the Sweetums corporation, and the infectious crapulence of Councilman Jeremy Jamm and the Saperstein family. For sixteen years, viewers having been quaking in erotic fear at the merest sexy whisper of the name Tammy II. Or is that just me? Since the advent of streaming services, more fans seem to watch the show now than at any time in its lifespan, because, as I’m given to understand, it’s become a “comfort show.” This checks out.

I’ve worked on a great many film and TV sets in my career, and I have found they’re generally fueled by one ethos or another. In some instances, as you might imagine, ambition and greed will drive a production, which can breed fear and unrest among the cast and crew. Fear that you might mess up and get yelled at, or worse, fired. These sets are not fun to work on, because even if the show succeeds, the cast and crew don’t want to go to work because nobody wants to be with mean people or “assholes.”

It may sound corny, but the other kind of set is powered by love, laughter, farting, and joy (not necessarily in that order), which, despite sounding like a self-help book, is exactly what I found when Parks and Recreation began. Our top producers Mike Schur, Morgan Sackett, and Amy Poehler are the best I’ve ever seen at using this wonderful tradition, that of the serialized narrative television series, to manifest a show that was truly so amazing, you yourself are now beginning to consume an actual book about its history. Throughout each of the seven seasons, they treated every one of us with affection, respect, creativity, and a sense of humor. They stirred that alchemy on the set where we embroidered and delivered the most medicinal and good-hearted pack of storytelling I’ve ever seen; thanks in no small part to a literal “no assholes” rule. If you were a jerk to anyone, or yelled at somebody, you were excused from our show … forever.

In this splendid book, Jennifer Keishin Armstrong has done a magnificent job of chronicling the unlikely beginnings of the show—the way that Greg Daniels and Mike Schur conceived of the premise and the world, and then the ragtag way they put the cast together. She shares the story of how we set off slightly in the wrong direction with a sort of six-episode pilot, which everyone agreed was almost good. Good in a lot of ways, but the cornerstone of the show, Leslie Knope, still needed something that we weren’t seeing a lot of on television at that time—what she needed was optimism. Ebullience. Mike and Greg and Amy determined that they didn’t want our leader to be cynical in any way. She was meant to be an unflappable female leader in a world where that’s a difficult thing to be. Once we wrapped our heads around that, the world said, “Please do this for six more years and 120 more episodes. Line up a murderer’s row of Pawnee, Indiana’s absolute all-stars, a buttload of waffles, and a daunting number of rib-eye steaks, then pick up some dozens of three-ring binders on wholesale, because we got us an old-fashioned doozy of a must-see-TV comedy joint.”

One thing I love about this book is that it delivers so much more than just the names you now know. I love to lionize Mike Schur, Greg Daniels, Dean Holland, and Amy Poehler for their leadership. But I’m also always quick to give some special attention to Morgan Sackett for his quietly midwestern frugality and his ability to move money around, thereby cleverly delegating our different departmental budgets in a strategic fashion, which allowed us, without getting any extra money from the studio, to take Parks and Recreation, our small-town Indiana sitcom, all over the world (some people, in crime novels, call this “cooking the books”). Thanks to Morgan’s genius, we were able to take the production from its home base in Los Angeles to Indiana, New York City, Washington, DC, Wrigley Field in Chicago, San Francisco and the California redwoods, London, the Lagavulin distillery on the Isle of Islay in Scotland, and, oh, Paris—they just nipped over to Paris for a quick Leslie and Ben scene!

You’ll be treated within to all manner of winning anecdotes about the adorable and talented team of champions that made up our cast, as well as the actor Jim O’Heir. For every plucky thespian that graced the screen, there were many more behind the scenes concocting every detail of this damn fine comedy program, and quite often doing it with a smile. That’s because for a show that’s as stupid as ours was—“First in friendship, fourth in obesity,” or like anything to do with Entertainment 720, or every word out of Bobby Newport’s mouth, or Jerry Gergich’s fart attack, or “Stop! Pooping!,” or the number of patties in a Paunch Burger, or “if we put a tax on soda, I mean, what’s next, income?”—it’s a world like the Simpsons’ Springfield, where the ridiculous is commonplace, which means there are jokes everywhere you look. That’s just a stupidly fun place to get to work, and that’s why we were so damn happy making this show for you.

Then, on top of that, to fabricate and inhabit a world like that, yet still have the emotional stories sneak up on you to strike the right notes and actually make the viewers cry? That’s why the writers of our show should have won every award there is. Nobody could do it like them. April and Andy’s wedding. Ben and Leslie’s wedding. Li’l Damn Sebastian. I’m literally crying just making this list. When Ben gave Leslie the box with her campaign button. When Ann tells Leslie she won the race. Ron waiting at JJ’s for Leslie to ask her for a job. Leslie giving Ron the job of superintendent of Pawnee National Park. Ron being proud of anyone or listening to Willie Nelson sing “Buddy.” I’m afraid this list is leaning a little Ron-ward but, hey, I’m only human over here.

I’m sitting in the laundry room of an RV park in Oregon, doing our laundry because I’m a good spouse, and I’m openly weeping warm tears of gratitude and love, and laughing just thinking about our show. That’s all I ever wanted to be part of. The kind of TV that made me both laugh and cry, and feel so powerfully, deliciously human. That’s what made me love shows like Cheers and M*A*S*H and Six Feet Under and, of course, The Office (both versions)—the relationships make me care about these people, who thereby help me want to be a good and generous participant with the people I love, and to laugh and cry with them. I want them to find a great deal of eggs and bacon—really, all the bacon and eggs and other breakfast delights to boot. Because, please say it with me, “there has never been a sadness that can’t be cured by breakfast food.” I can’t really tell you in words how special this show was to all of us, but I think we do a pretty good job of telling you in the episodes themselves. Now please enjoy this excellent book.




Introduction

“American Normality”

When I worked as a local newspaper reporter in the late 1990s, my first job out of the prestigious and expensive Northwestern University’s Medill School of Journalism paid $15,000 a year, much less than Medill’s annual tuition. The publication that hired me, The Hemet News, sat out in the middle of the desert, eighty-seven miles southeast of Los Angeles and, spiritually, not even on the same planet as Los Angeles. After I escaped that nadir months later, I landed in Newport Beach, an ultra-wealthy community in conservative Orange County, California, at the Daily Pilot, where I made only $50 more per week. I qualified for government assistance on my phone bills even as I met with city council members on their yachts. My go-to black dress cost about $25 at Target, but it was a simple cut and flattering shape. One of the council members admired it and asked, “Is that Calvin?” As in Klein. I made a noncommittal noise. How could I explain to this woman that some dresses come from Target?

To a girl who grew up in a small Midwestern town, this felt like the heights of glamour. I wrote three stories a day and competed with the Los Angeles Times’s local bureau for scoops. It was so stressful that I had my first panic attacks and an ulcer. The local residents made the job both exciting and exhausting; rich people are vocal with their complaints, as they worry about property values around their multimillion-dollar homes, and they feel entitled to things being the way they prefer them. But working in local news for five years provided the best journalistic training I could ask for—in fact, when I got my dream job at Entertainment Weekly magazine, which led to two decades–plus of pop culture writing, the editor who hired me said he chose me out of dozens of applicants because of my news training. I have appreciated local government ever since. Being a reporter requires dedication and perseverance, and a commitment to being underpaid, just like being a public servant does—all in the name of the greater good.

Recently I moved from New York City to the small upstate town of New Paltz, New York, and my interest in local government has been reinvigorated. Debates over whether to allow a new pizza place, cannabis dispensary, or hotel in town get intense because they affect everyday lives in tangible ways. And as my partner, Jesse, and I have been building a new house in town, I’ve found myself back at planning board meetings, to my nerdy delight. Here was the real room where it happened, where the tiny details of people’s lives were scrutinized and negotiated, where people fought their way through infuriating bureaucracy, and where colorful locals could air any and all grievances and be, at least briefly, heard.

And yet, though I spent hundreds of hours attending city council and planning board meetings in person during my newspaper career, what my visits to town hall make me think of most is the NBC television show Parks and Recreation. Running from 2009 to 2015, and cocreated by The Office producers Greg Daniels and Michael Schur, it follows ambitious deputy parks director Leslie Knope, played by Amy Poehler, as she tries to make her midsize town of Pawnee, Indiana, just a little better, one action at a time, with the help of quirky department staffers—and, occasionally, her obstructionist boss, Ron Swanson, a proud anti-government libertarian played by Nick Offerman.

Local officials know their territory, and often know many of their constituents, which makes the job personal to them (and means they answer to folks they see at the grocery store). I have witnessed this, first as an intern and summer reporter during high school and college, and then for my five years at the Daily Pilot, as well as covering Seventh-day Adventist–dominated Loma Linda, California, and mall-dominated Orland Park, Illinois, for other local papers. I reported on sewage-management meetings, planning board meetings, and city council meetings. I got scoops on hospital expansion plans and investigated police overspending on lap dances at a strip club that they were supposedly trying to shut down. (My god, the amount of time I spent in the parking lot of the Mermaid, Newport Beach’s version of Pawnee’s Glitter Factory, trying to nab interviews with workers or witness police officers exiting.) I monitored strife over airport plans, bay dredging, and lights from a new Mercedes dealership bouncing off the waterfront and disturbing residents of those multimillion-dollar homes. I interviewed many Leslies, Rons, and Councilman Jamms in my time. Some of them proved corrupt or incompetent. But the ones I remember most were working hard to do their jobs, often for very little recognition or pay.

Parks and Rec goes several steps beyond depicting the truth that many local officials have good intentions. It creates a world of its own—as all good sitcoms do—and in that world, local government officials like Leslie and her crew are truly beacons of hope. It makes small-town government into a font of optimism, of faith in institutions. Government isn’t perfect, it says, but it helps people, no matter who they are or whether they deserve it. While many denizens of Pawnee are dim, vapid, wacky, infuriating, and sometimes all of these at once, Parks and Rec shows us that many bureaucrats are working for us despite all our flaws.

Writer David Foster Wallace argued that television is a good barometer for Americans’ fondest desires: “If we want to know what American normality is—what Americans want to regard as normal—we can trust television. For television’s whole raison is reflecting what people want to see. It’s a mirror. Not the Stendhalian mirror reflecting the blue sky and mud puddle. More like the overlit bathroom mirror before which the teenager monitors his biceps and determines his better profile.”

Indeed, Parks and Rec creates the kind of world in which I want to live. Like millions of other streaming viewers, for the past few tumultuous years, I have found solace in its vision of can-do optimism, of government officials who care, of people who have different beliefs moving past their opposing views to make others’ lives better. I can feel the good intentions of its creative team and its cast emanating through the screen. Talking to cocreator Schur and stars Poehler and Offerman confirms this; they speak of this show as something like a spiritual experience.

This book is meant to share the joy and light that Parks and Rec continues to bring to the world, at a time when we need it more than when it was on the air. While it’s lighthearted, it’s hardly lightweight, especially in an era when democracy is under threat and faith in government is at an all-time low. TV has a unique ability to change people’s attitudes and lives as a medium that comes into homes regularly and allows us to know characters more intimately than we know some of our closest friends. Parks and Rec’s characters feel like good friends, and can also restore our faith in institutions as well as in humanity as we watch Leslie passionately lead the Pawnee Goddesses, a feminist version of the Girl Scouts; put everything she has into saving the parks department with a killer Harvest Festival; or scrape together a last-minute children’s concert despite budget cuts.

Schur, a nerd about both politics and philosophy, and a huge Wallace fan, wanted to impart a specific message. “Parks and Rec was explicitly designed to be about the Obama era and about the idea that Obama was an incrementalist,” he tells me. “Leslie Knope was an incrementalist. It was about, ‘Let’s make this town one percent better than it was yesterday.’ Obama was less about enormous revolutionary change than he was about saying, ‘Let’s grind it out and make everything a little better than it was before.’ He was always a guy who preferred to do things in concert [with Republican opponents], and in a sober and reasoned way.” This recalls a quote from sociologist Max Weber: “Politics is a strong and slow boring of hard boards. It takes both passion and perspective.”

Governing, Schur says, is “difficult work, and you’re often not rewarded for it, and you’re not going to be lifted up on people’s shoulders and carried off in a triumphant parade. You’re going to probably get nothing but grief and pain and misery for your work. But that’s not the point. The point is that your job is to try to improve the place where you live.”

Poehler saw this in her character immediately. She says, “Leslie was coming off of the ‘Yes, We Can’ Obama years of ‘you can make a difference.’”

Schur, however, didn’t regard the show as a deeply political statement in the moment. “We were more trying to reflect back what the vibe was that we felt from the country,” he says. “It was a show very much made for the era in which it was made. You couldn’t make the show now with the same themes because things have gone so sideways that it would seem naive.”

Parks and Rec constructs a deliberate fantasy, a vision to aspire to, as Wallace wrote. While politics gave Parks and Rec its bite, relationships became its strength and its secret to selling its satire. Fans seized upon its sunny celebration of friendship, whether it was Leslie’s with local nurse Ann—as Leslie says, “She’s my best friend, and anyone who would hurt her is someone I would murder, probably”—or the self-care-worshipping duo of Tom and Donna, who preach the gospel of “Treat yo’ self.” The show invented “Galentine’s Day,” a female friendship–based alternative to Valentine’s Day that women continue to celebrate. It depicted enviable romances between Leslie and fellow bureaucrat Ben, and between deadpan April and goofball Andy. April’s wedding vow: “I guess I kind of hate most things, but I never really seem to hate you.”

Parks and Rec gave itself a difficult assignment, balancing sharp political commentary with heart, optimism, and top-notch comedy. And, in fact, it struggled to stay on the air for most of its 2009–2015 run. But it became the show we needed in 2016 and beyond, as the political landscape morphed from Obama-era hope and change to the fearmongering and extreme polarization of Trump eras one and two, and the mass trauma of the 2020 pandemic in between. During this period, Parks and Rec emerged as one of the most streamed shows in the country, and touchstones like Galentine’s Day gained cultural momentum. Fan service projects proliferated: Andy’s fictional band got a real album release; star Rob Lowe and executive producer Alan Yang launched a podcast called Parks and Recollection.

The people behind Parks and Rec constructed a unique blend of civic lesson, rom-com, love letter to local government, and comedy. This book traces their journey together from their origins in more optimistic political times to their efforts to make Parks and Rec great and keep it on the air, and to their postshow transformation into a symbol of a better America.

The cast members have all talked glowingly of their time on the show and remain close to this day, which is a tribute to Schur’s careful selection of his colleagues. (In short: a strict “no assholes” policy.) They banded together to achieve something special, and they appreciate that this is a rare occurrence. Their all-for-one spirit comes through in the work itself, which is, at its core, about what can be accomplished when people who are good work together to make the world a better place. Parks and Rec shows us that caring people in local government can make lives better; this book will show how caring people in television can make lives better, too.

Television is a unique medium, particularly the traditional broadcast model under which Parks and Rec operated, because it allows for a show to find itself, right before viewers’ eyes. A television series, as it airs, is a work in progress that we watch unfold. Parks and Rec was a striking version of this, because it was allowed extra leeway as an outgrowth of the successful show The Office. It clicks into place to some extent at the end of its first season, and even more at the end of its second, in palpable ways. This book tells the story of a group of brilliant and well-intentioned people who worked together to find that vision, following their hearts to clarify the show’s voice and trusting that their vision would eventually find its way to viewers who would appreciate it. These good people followed their instincts and were rewarded, but those rewards were hard-won and took time.

Television has at least as much potential to do harm as good, to spread fear and darkness as much as optimism and light. The ascension and domination of Donald Trump, a very effective TV star, represented the equal and opposite reaction to Parks and Rec.

When Trump won the 2024 election, securing a second term of office with his defeat of Vice President Kamala Harris, CNN.com called it “the most momentous comeback in political history that will hand him massive, disruptive power at home and will send shockwaves around the world.” Despite several criminal trials, indictments, a conviction, and a civil court holding him liable for sexual assault, he won not just the electoral college but, for the first time, the popular vote. Emboldened by the decisive victory, Trump and his henchman, billionaire businessman Elon Musk, began dismantling government institutions built over the nation’s 250-year history.

Pete Buttigieg, the previous administration’s transportation secretary and a former Indiana mayor, spoke soon afterward at a forum held by his alma mater, Harvard. “In moments like this, our salvation really will come from the local and the state bodies,” Buttigieg said. “We would like a little more consistency in federalism, but a lot of the answers are going to come from mayors, from communities, from states that aren’t captive to some wacky ideological project.”

It would come, in other words, from real-life people like Leslie Knope.

One of those people is Ric Offerman, the father of Parks and Rec star Nick Offerman and the mayor of Minooka, Illinois, where Nick grew up, a few towns over from where I grew up in Lockport, Illinois. Minooka has faced major challenges in recent years due to its growth. A new transportation hub there threatened to bring increased truck traffic and concerns about water supply; think of the gentrified Pawnee in Parks and Rec’s final season. (Minooka has about 13,000 residents now; when Nick was in high school, there were 1,000; and when Ric was in high school, there were 360.)

Minooka has also maintained an ongoing rivalry with the wealthier neighboring town of Channahon—not unlike Pawnee’s with Eagleton—which Ric found extra complicated because he taught in Channahon for thirty-four years. At one point, the mayors of both towns made news by giving each other the finger, he says, which is the kind of thing you can imagine happening on Parks and Rec.

“I wasn’t involved,” Ric clarifies.

Has he ever encountered anyone like Ron Swanson in his time in local government?

“Listen, now, I got to be careful,” he says. But he adds, “Nick’s uncle is kind of like this. No matter what the subject is, it’s almost an automatic null and sometimes he gets emotional, but he’s not always wrong.”

For example, he says, “Our public works wanted to buy a new small snowblower for our downtown area because we’ve just developed a number of nice restaurants and we want to keep it clean for the people coming to eat. And he didn’t think the taxpayers should have to pay for that.”

In Kingston, New York, a town of twenty-three thousand near where I live now, Mayor Steve Noble has followed a career path remarkably similar to that of Leslie Knope. He began as the second-in-command in the town’s parks and recreation department, where he worked for a decade that included the span of the show. He even worked with his future spouse there.

“My spouse and I shared a desk for the first couple of years that we worked full-time for the department,” he says, “and we would talk about the fact that we felt like we were living episodes of Parks and Recreation because we were dealing with all of the different cast of characters, people that were so vehement about how they felt about our city and about things that they wanted to see changed.”

He appreciates the show because of the many details it gets right, like its focus on incremental progress and the challenges of getting things done in local government—and, more than anything, the impossibility of keeping constituents happy. “What we do is very visible,” he says of the parks department. “So if we don’t mow the grass in a park, someone is going to call us and complain. The show was able to make light of some of those things, that level of dedication that the public has about their parks and how much they care.”

He thinks Parks and Rec’s depiction of the department itself as close-knit isn’t merely a sitcom trope. “It’s a stressful work environment, but at the same time, we know the work that we’re doing is improving [things for] everyone,” he says. “And you then have a better willingness to work with your colleagues, to then get to know them as people and bring out the best in people.”

He adds: “In our department, we do act like a family. We still bake a turkey together for Thanksgiving.”

When Noble became mayor in 2016, he hired a secretary who worked for him for four years. She decided to take the civil service test for the parks department. In 2020, the department’s director retired and she took the job. She still invites Noble back for the department’s holiday parties, and she has a Ron Swanson photo on the wall in her office.

Schur and his team had reflected what went on in local city halls across the country, using that as a microcosm for national politics. And they had anticipated what was to come in American politics. Before the final season, Schur said, “It was like, we’re going to create people with completely polar opposite viewpoints and show that they can disagree strenuously on every single aspect of the way the world should function and still like each other, speak to each other in a respectful manner, collaborate on certain issues, teach each other certain things about the other’s point of view that are actually real and logical and make sense and are practical and function. Really, that was it. It was, can we function as a country when we’re heading toward these opposite ends of the spectrum?”

According to the world of Parks and Rec, the answer was yes. The real world was another story, but we could dream.
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“The Nobility of Working Really Hard for Your Little Tiny Slice of America”

Creating the Show

Mike Schur rushed into Greg Daniels’s office on the set of The Office. The entire space was like a set of office nesting dolls: offices in offices from The Office, offices pretending to be offices, offices that actually were offices. Because of this, you can imagine Daniels’s office fairly accurately by picturing Michael Scott’s office on The Office, with its blinds and cheap particleboard furniture. Here, real life and fiction blended easily.

Schur couldn’t wait to tell Daniels the news he’d just heard: Amy Poehler was leaving the cast of Saturday Night Live. Schur and Daniels had continued to brainstorm concepts for their Office spin-off, but the idea they felt momentum behind was not an Office spin-off: a show that would focus on a small-town government official. NBC was waiting for their big Office follow-up, ready to rush whatever Schur and Daniels came up with straight into production for a post–Super Bowl premiere set for January 2009. But the producers had yet to hit upon a galvanizing moment, the feeling that they were onto something ready to present to the network.

They continued to brainstorm on the government idea, a show that, in Daniels’s mind, would center a “gullible, optimistic” bureaucrat: “She’s really into the power of government, and I thought it would be funny to contrast her with a libertarian who didn’t believe in government at all,” he says. This concept could match well with Poehler, with whom Schur had worked at SNL.

Poehler as a sitcom star made a lot of sense to Daniels. Both Steve Carell and Tina Fey had become major stars in NBC’s strong comedy lineup, on The Office and 30 Rock, respectively, and Poehler had also come out of the Second City improv troupe around the same time.

“Carell had proven to be such an amazing leader, partly because he had all these years of improv experience,” Daniels says. “Amy seemed like somebody who had the same heft as Carell, who could lead the show.”

Hearing about Poehler’s sudden availability felt like the glimmer of a real vision for Schur. He had started as a writer at SNL in 1998 and met Poehler when she joined the show in 2001. Poehler, a petite blonde who was now thirty-six, had become one of Saturday Night Live’s standouts over her seven seasons, known for her impressive range. She could play a Boston teenager; pop stars Avril Lavigne, Madonna, and even Michael Jackson; conservative commentator Ann Coulter or, on the other side of the political spectrum, presidential candidate Hillary Clinton. She became part of the series’ first all-female team to host its faux-news segment, “Weekend Update,” with Fey, her frequent comedy collaborator. Now, at the end of SNL’s 2007–2008 season, Poehler was planning to leave the legendary sketch comedy show that had made her famous (though she’d stay on for the fall of 2008 for the impending presidential election).

Like Daniels, Schur thought she would make a stellar sitcom lead. That is, if they could get her. As far as Schur was concerned, Daniels ranked as the No. 1 reason The Office was so successful, but No. 2 was Carell. As cringeworthy boss Michael Scott, Carell carried the show with his underlying intelligence and his comedic talent, but behind the scenes, his grounded personality, work ethic, and dedication were also key. “He’s just a very, very sturdy, load-bearing wall on a TV show,” Schur recalls. “And those people are very rare. There aren’t that many people who can be at the center of a giant ensemble comedy like that.”

Parks and Recreation grew from seeds cultivated at The Office and cross-pollinated with Obama-era spirit.

Its existence became a foregone conclusion when, in 2007, NBC hired a successful agent-turned-producer named Ben Silverman as cochair of its entertainment division. He would be taking over for Kevin Reilly, who hadn’t managed to reverse the network’s downward trajectory. The thirty-six-year-old wunderkind’s expertise became widely coveted after he, as an agent, shepherded hits such as Ugly Betty and The Office to television, translating other countries’ shows for American audiences.

As one of Silverman’s first acts in his new job, he had asked Daniels, who had adapted the British Office for American audiences, to make a spin-off of the breakout show for the 2008–2009 television season. As talks progressed, the offer crystallized: thirteen episodes in the second half of the season, starting with a premiere in the hottest slot on TV, after the Super Bowl in January 2009.

Optimism was taking hold at NBC and in America. The nation was on its way to electing its first Black president, the handsome and charismatic Barack Obama (a man who literally espoused “relentless optimism” in a 2017 speech). The Great Recession remained many months in the future. And The Office, a show about mundane office workers with regular-person problems, was hitting new heights in its third season on NBC, a bright spot on an otherwise struggling network. The network had ordered six “supersize” forty-minute episodes of the season’s total of twenty-five, one of their latest promotional gambits and a major vote of confidence. Surely the guy who had brought The Office to America could turn things around for NBC.

The Office’s American life began with a six-episode first season in 2005. Along with the British series’ cocreators, Ricky Gervais and Stephen Merchant, Silverman—who had secured the American rights while an agent in England—had chosen Daniels, cocreator of the animated series King of the Hill, to make it for US television. Daniels cut a professorial figure, standing six feet two, with dark, slightly graying hair, a light beard, and, often, dark-framed glasses.

The American version employed a mockumentary style, like the British version, this time to chronicle the workday lives of the employees at the Dunder Mifflin paper company branch in Scranton, Pennsylvania. The first season, largely a remake of the first UK season, struggled tonally, and landed with a thud, ranking No. 102 of 156 network shows that year. The cast and the creative team did not believe they had a hit on their hands before it aired. “There was a moment when we were shooting the last episode [of the first season], where the cast was sort of huddled outside, and everyone was a little bit glum because it was our last week of shooting,” remembered Schur, who was writing for the show at the time. “Even though the show wouldn’t air for months, everyone kind of felt like, there’s no way this ever works.”

Schur, then twenty-nine years old, was six feet tall and had a thicket of dark hair, a boyish face, and an impish smile; he was prone to wearing Converse sneakers, jeans, and fleece jackets. He was one of three junior writers who supported Daniels, along with Mindy Kaling and B. J. Novak, both of whom also appeared on the show. Schur had a different vibe, coming from Saturday Night Live as a writer, just as Daniels had. “We hit it off pretty early,” Daniels recalls of Schur.

By the third and fourth seasons, The Office had found its own voice and steadily grew to become one of the biggest and best comedies on television at the time. Its focus on regular characters at regular jobs resonated with viewers, and the mockumentary format, with characters often talking to the camera as if being interviewed by an unseen producer, rhymed with the zeitgeist as reality TV invaded airwaves using a similar technique. Thus Silverman’s excitement over the possibility of a spin-off, though Daniels felt too overwhelmed by The Office’s speeding train to think it through much and generally resisted the idea of trying to clone success.

But after twelve episodes of the fourth season of The Office had been shot, the Writers Guild of America decided to go on strike, shutting down productions across Hollywood. During the strike, as Daniels had more downtime to think, he widened his view. He realized that any show, any kind of sitcom that had existed in the past, “you could do a mockumentary treatment of it and refresh. So I got open to doing another mockumentary.” He adds, “And Ben was begging for a spin-off.”

He didn’t want to do the project alone while running The Office, so he looked around his writers room for people he could develop with. His most senior writers were Jen Celotta, Mindy Kaling, Paul Lieberstein, B. J. Novak, and Mike Schur. Kaling, Lieberstein, and Novak appeared as series regulars on-screen, so they couldn’t leave. He decided to start with Schur, who had gotten to the show a year before Celotta. Schur, he says, “felt to me like he was ready to run a show.”

As Daniels and Schur walked the picket line together one day in the fall of 2007, Daniels said, “Hey, NBC wants me to do a new show. Would you want to do it with me?”

Schur, then thirty-two, couldn’t believe that his idol, the man he regarded as the best in the sitcom business, was asking him to collaborate. And on a show with the rare privilege of getting directly on the air, in the prime spot after The Office, rather than having to go through a laborious pilot process. Daniels would step down from day-to-day showrunning at The Office to devote more time to the project, leaving Celotta and Lieberstein in charge; Daniels would then mentor Schur toward becoming the new series’ showrunner and its driving creative force. They would develop the show over the next year, and then it would debut after the 2009 Super Bowl.

Though Schur was nervous, he said yes. “You’d have to be an idiot to say no,” he says. That decision would change his life and recalibrate TV’s appetite for unflinchingly empathetic comedy not undercut by the cringe factor that The Office had made so popular.

Their considerable mission: an unspoken request to live up to the network’s biggest recent hit. They needed to reproduce the magic of The Office, capturing a setting that people related to and filling it with charismatic actors playing amiable but flawed characters. They had to find another Steve Carell to be at the center, no small feat; Carell imbued The Office’s boss character, Michael Scott, with pathos despite his bigotry and buffoonery.

When the writers’ strike ended, Daniels and Schur began meeting for breakfast a few times a week at Daniels’s favorite restaurant in Van Nuys, California—NORMS—pitching each other idea after idea.

Schur took notes as they worked together and still refers to them to this day: “Greg understands that you have to generate dozens and dozens and dozens of ideas just to get to the ones that are good,” Schur says. “It requires a tremendous amount of generating ideas, throwing them away, revising them, coming back to them, remembering little bits of them that are worth pursuing.”

Raised in West Hartford, Connecticut, Schur graduated in 1997 from Harvard University, where he was president of The Harvard Lampoon. (Daniels had served on the same staff in the eighties alongside future late-night host Conan O’Brien.) Like many Lampoon grads, Schur landed on the writing team at Saturday Night Live. In 2001, he became the producer of the show’s trademark “Weekend Update” faux-news segments. He won his first Emmy in 2002 as part of the writing team and left the show in 2004 to move to Los Angeles with his then-girlfriend, J. J. Philbin, a fellow TV writer who was working on the teen drama sensation The O.C. at the time. After interviewing with several shows, he secured a position at The Office.

Now, as he and Daniels pondered what could be Schur’s biggest career move so far, they felt stymied by the concept of a spin-off. Still, they dutifully came up with a few spin-off ideas, the most promising being a series that centered Ed Helms’s character, Andy, from The Office with a new, quirky family living in the suburbs, inspired by the progenitor of the reality genre, the 1970s PBS documentary An American Family. It would, like The Office, use the mockumentary format, and they envisioned calling it American Family. They would make Andy’s family the most average family in America—with the most common number of kids, living in the most average city, with the most average income.

Other ideas included a show about Jim and Pam’s family, a show about Dwight on his beet farm, or a show about Craig Robinson’s rule-following warehouse foreman Darryl. None seemed quite right to Daniels and Schur. For starters, they could not take Jim and Pam, played by John Krasinski and Jenna Fischer, or even Dwight, played by Rainn Wilson, off The Office. And the other ideas just didn’t feel inspiring. They worried, in fact, that with any of these ideas, they would be “robbing the mother ship” of colorful characters who might not hold up as leads, Schur says.

The bit about the average family, however, came closer to something that would inspire them: What if the show were about an average town instead? So many shows were set in exceptional cities like Los Angeles and New York, but that wasn’t where most Americans lived. What if they could see their own town reflected on a major network series?

From there the producers riffed on doing something about local government. Daniels thought there were two kinds of government narrative: the politician and the small bureaucrat. Since the politician had been done plenty, Daniels liked the idea of focusing on a small bureaucrat. “We were trying to build the character of a very government-believing, optimistic bureaucrat who was taking herself very seriously,” he says. “And in order not to repeat a lot of the real estate that The Office was taking up, we thought it would be good to center it around a female character.”

Daniels still liked the family idea. But Schur latched on to the government idea, particularly as a fan of The West Wing and of Robert Caro’s The Power Broker, a behemoth biography of Robert Moses, the urban planner who shaped mid-century New York City to extreme degrees while never holding elected office. That was fine, Daniels figured. He could do the family one with Celotta next.

The stage was set. It was time to move forward. In the early spring of 2008, Schur called Poehler from his office to tell her about the new show he was working on, with only the vaguest idea of what it might be about. He wanted to know: Did she maybe want to star in a sitcom? One that was made by the people behind The Office?

Poehler, for her part, had been preparing to leave SNL for a while. That was not only because she had been on it for seven years but also because she was starting a family with her then-husband, actor Will Arnett. She knew she would have to abandon the weekly grind of a live sketch-comedy show that airs at 11:30 p.m. Eastern time to become a mother.

Schur told her that he and Greg Daniels, The Office guy, were making … something together. They hadn’t settled on an idea yet. “We’re working on a new show,” he remembers saying to her. “We understand that you’re leaving SNL at the end of the season, and we want to just sort of see if you’d be interested.”

She said yes, to his delight. They would keep in touch as plans developed.

Soon afterward, however, she demolished those plans by revealing that she was pregnant and due to give birth in October, exactly at the time when the show would already need to be shooting to make the Super Bowl date. They were back to the beginning again.

At first, Schur felt hopeless. Would their show ever happen?

For the next few months, Daniels and Schur kept brainstorming ideas for both shows and stars, but nothing jelled.

Then it occurred to them: They were too focused on the Super Bowl of it all. Poehler was the key to the project, the most important part. Would she do it if they started shooting in February instead and gave up seven of their thirteen episodes as well as the Super Bowl slot to do so? To them, there was only one choice in the end. “Airing after the Super Bowl is a short-term decision, a decision that has the most impact now,” Schur explains. “But getting Amy Poehler on your show is a long-term decision.”

They agreed: Their priority was making a show with Poehler at the center.

Schur called Poehler from the balcony of his house to tell her this, and to get into the nitty-gritty of the concept a bit more. As he chain-smoked, Schur mentioned that they’d been considering a family-centered idea and something on local government. Poehler still liked the idea of doing a show with them, but she knew she didn’t want to play a mom, like so many sitcom moms before her. Sunny and agreeable when it was warranted, she also had clear boundaries and was quick to express them. So that eliminated the family concept for good.

Schur switched gears, offering the faintest outline of the idea: an average American town and its government. She would play some kind of city hall wonk. They had some folks in mind for supporting roles, funny people they’d seen on TV, in improv shows, who were friends of friends. They hadn’t yet determined a title, or even a strong premise; they felt like her commitment could help them to start writing.

She liked the idea and responded to the small-town setting of this show in progress. She grew up in Burlington, Massachusetts, a not-large town (with a population of about twenty-one thousand around the time she was born). Though it’s only sixteen miles from Boston, she says, it “seemed culturally very far away. We were a suburban town, very middle-class.” Her parents taught in local public schools and were always attending school board and committee meetings. They would often have campaign signs on their lawn for candidates running for selectman, a New England term roughly equivalent to a city council member, with one called a “first selectman” equivalent to a mayor. She spent time at a local candidate’s campaign headquarters when she was in fourth grade. She went door-to-door passing out pamphlets for Michael Dukakis around the time she was in junior high. She understood what it was like to feel connected to your town, your local government.

But more important, she had learned in the past decade or so of her career to follow one rule: She should always work with people whom she liked and cared about. From their time together on Saturday Night Live, she knew she loved both Schur and his writing. She understood “how he operated in the world,” she says. “Mike and I spoke the same language comedically.” She also admired that he knew every word to the song “Baby Got Back.”

On top of that, she appreciated what Daniels had done with The Office. She had loved the original British Office, which she had watched with Schur and her castmate Seth Meyers on the set of SNL. She had followed the American adaptation because it starred Carell, a friend from Second City. Now, she liked what Schur told her about Daniels’s improv-friendly approach. “It felt like a logical next step,” she recalls, “this way of collaborating and working in real time on the set that didn’t involve so much ‘Lights, camera, action!’ That felt really exciting to me.”

Poehler wanted her own show, but the right project had yet to present itself. She had fielded some offers during her time at SNL that didn’t appeal to her and had done several other TV pilots and table reads that hadn’t amounted to anything.

She appreciated that Daniels and Schur were planning to shoot the series in the single-camera style, which mimicked movies instead of the way traditional sitcoms are shot, with a laugh track or a live audience. (Mockumentaries like The Office took this a step further, mimicking documentary film specifically.) She had liked the format when she was part of a pilot called North Hollywood, created in 2001 by future super-producer Judd Apatow. It featured Poehler alongside Kevin Hart and Jason Segel as a group of young people trying to make it in Hollywood. But ABC rejected the show; HBO considered it but found it too similar to another show it was weighing, Entourage, which would go on to become a sensation of the 2000s.

With all this in mind, Poehler told Schur that, yes, she wanted in. He was relieved. His show was finally coming together.

Poehler appreciated his and Daniels’s display of faith, giving up the prime premiere spot and half their season just to work with her. And she felt that this show was the one, the sitcom she should star in. Her philosophy: “If you’re working with the right people, you’re a success. Whether or not it hits for other people, that’s not really the point.” She knew that no one could will it into popularity, much less into having a lasting impact. She and her castmates at Saturday Night Live used to joke about this kind of thing: “What are you going to work on tonight?” “Oh, I’m going to write a classic sketch.” TV didn’t work that way. You did your best work, showed it to the masses, and it was none of your business how they received it.

Now, however, Poehler had to make a gamble, to match the producers’ ante with her own: She would have to move from New York to Los Angeles, at least for a few months. With a husband and a new baby. Mostly, she remained in denial: “I did not think a lot of it through, because if I had, I would have been overwhelmed,” she says. “I just did that one-foot-in-front-of-the-other thing at the time. That is kind of how people get you to do projects, right?”

At the time, she concentrated on what Schur had told her: They would be in LA shooting for two months, would put together a few episodes, then they’d see what happened from there. Maybe no one would want them to make more. If someone told her that she was going to make seven years of a show and raise her children in Los Angeles, she might have thought twice. But at the time, she couldn’t know, which was probably for the best.

Poehler did have a long talk with Arnett about moving to Los Angeles, at least while the show was filming, and they decided to give it a shot. “I was such a New Yorker,” Poehler says of her hesitation to commit to the West Coast. “I didn’t physically and emotionally move to LA for a long time.”

While she was closing out her run as a full-time SNL cast member, she put in overtime the following fall for the 2008 election. She continued to play vanquished Democratic primary candidate Hillary Clinton as the presidential campaign season kicked into gear for the Democrats’ Barack Obama versus the Republicans’ John McCain. Poehler, while visibly pregnant, played Clinton in a memorable sketch in which she and Fey, as vice presidential candidate Sarah Palin, address the nation together about the “very ugly role that sexism is playing in the campaign.” Poehler as Clinton follows up with “an issue which I am frankly surprised to hear people suddenly care about.” Later in the sketch, she breaks down. “I didn’t want a woman to be president,” she says. “I wanted to be president.” Though Poehler is perfection here, the sketch would be best remembered for Fey’s quip as Palin: “I can see Russia from my house!”

Poehler would continue working through what the SNL cast called “the gauntlet,” when they aired not only their weekly live shows on Saturdays but also Thursday-night editions of their “Weekend Update” segments, which Poehler was still coanchoring, now alongside Meyers. So in the final weeks of her first pregnancy, she was appearing in two live shows per week, including an astonishing performance of a rap from the perspective of Palin. (Palin was appearing as a guest but, perhaps wisely, declined to perform a rap written for her.) Poehler was so pregnant during this one that it was hard not to wonder if she was about to go into labor that second.

“It would be like if at the end of a seven-year marathon, the last mile was a sprint,” she says.

She got as far as she could in the election season. On October 25, 2008, just hours before she was scheduled to appear on a Saturday edition of “Weekend Update,” she gave birth to son Archie Arnett in New York.

Meanwhile, Daniels and Schur were getting somewhere on the new series. They understood that The Office succeeded because it was set in a familiar workplace. Viewers knew fluorescent lights and cubicles all too well. “It occurred to us that if we did a show about small-town government, we had the opportunity to do for the public sector what The Office had done for the private sector,” Schur says. “The government is an abstract concept, but everyone uses it, right? If the trash doesn’t get picked up, we sure blame someone. And we get parking tickets, and we have to go to traffic court, and we need to get a dog license or whatever. The government, as a concept, was a thing that had been demonized and continues to be by roughly half the country. Our feeling was the government is just a group of people that aren’t very different from the people in The Office.”

Schur thought about his hometown of West Hartford which was a smoothly functioning town with excellent schools and libraries and well-maintained parks. He appreciated the nice life the town had made for him and wanted to examine the kinds of people who might have made that happen behind the scenes.

He was always struck by the way that in a crisis, like a hurricane, the people who showed up to help were from the government.
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