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“The Big Show” makes it big time with
inclusion in Heinz History Center archives

By Ron Cichowicz

There was a time, call it the ACBA’s Golden Age of
Entertainment, when anyone attending the annual Bench-
Bar Conference knew that Friday night would offer unparalleled
homegrown entertainment, parody and just plain fun.

From 1974 through 2002, the ACBA Players delivered The
Big Show - an aptly named performance that regularly
involved 60 or more writers, directors, singers, actors,
technicians and others — with one collective goal: to entertain
Bench-Bar attendees with song, dance, humor and parody,
all designed to poke a little innocent (and occasionally not so
innocent) fun at Western Pennsylvania lawyers, judges,
politicians and other local celebrities.

While tied to the personalities and issues of that time period,
The Big Show had much to offer past, current and future
members of the legal community. But with each passing year,
there was a danger that The Big Show and all it represented
was destined to fade into the recesses of history.

Fortunately, that will not happen. Thanks to the work of
Michael Louik following an initial inquiry from Errol Miller,
long-time head writer of The Big Show, the Heinz History
Center has agreed to preserve the scripts, videos and other
materials from the Bench-Bar shows, ensuring that an
incredible vault of quality and hilarious entertainment
remains available to anyone wishing to relive those memories
or see for the first time how truly special those performances
were.

“It all started around 1974 or so, when I was approached
by June Schulberg and Sid Finkel (both now deceased) on
behalf of the Bench-Bar Committee and because they
weren’t happy with the entertainment they could get for the
Bench-Bar Conference,” recalled Louik. “I had been
involved in law school with others doing parity skits and I
was asked to do that for Bench-Bar.”

Louik recruited his law school crew and a handful of others
to create something similar to their old shows. It was well
received and became a staple of Friday night entertainment
at the Bench-Bar.

“The first show was in 1974 when we did a parody of West
Side Story, calling it Back Side Story, and it was a big hit, so
we were stuck,” Louik said with a laugh.

Louik was the writer and director until someone
recommended to him that he ask Miller to join the effort.
The team worked together from 1979 until just before The
Big Show held its last performance. In the beginning, parodies
of Broadway musicals were offered, such takeoffs as Typsy
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The Big Show performance of 1978.

(Gypsy), Lawyergohoma (Oklahoma), The Clink and I (The
King and I), and others. While Louik, Miller and a small
group of regulars remained the core of The Big Show, they
added writers over time and each year the cast and crew
numbered 60 or more. The chance to be a part of The Big
Show attracted interest from lawyers, judges and local politicians,
all eager to show off singing, dancing or acting talents or just
to be lampooned in front of their peers. Competition for a
spot in the production often could be fierce.

Louik said, “But it wasn’t too soon after Errol and I started
working together that others wanted to join the writing and
we would have 10 to 12 cowriters. Although Errol was always
the head writer, along the way we found that a number of
lawyers and judges were very good writers.”

Miller said The Big Show evolved to meet the changing
times.

“One year a lawyer suggested we stop doing Broadway
songs because they were not as familiar to some of the young
lawyers,” Miller said. “So we became more versatile. Another
year we parodied the songs of Billy Joel. One year we did
Motown. One year, the music of Walt Disney. We also parodied
Shakespeare and rap music. In addition to the parodies, we
filled the show with humor.”

The Big Show continued to grow in popularity and early
on the decision was made to have a third performance as a
fundraiser with different nonprofits taking charge of individual
shows. Eventually, at the request of the Bar Association, the



dress rehearsal proceeds benefited the Allegheny County
Bar Foundation. Over time, those who contributed their time
and talent to the Big Show became like family.

Additionally, Louik said, the opportunity afforded by The
Big Show to entertain their audience and “poke fun and say
we can’t take ourselves too seriously” was only one benefit.

“What it really did was provide an outlet for people like us
to do something they either grew up with or they studied or
participated in,” he said. “Just as other sports activities or
academic activities do, we provided an outlet for writers,
singers, dancers and performers - even backstage people.”

As special as those Big Show memories are, both Louik
and Miller expressed no regrets when their run at the Bench-
Bar conference came to an end.

“From my point of view, like everything, times change,
tastes change and what’s entertaining changes,” Louik said.
“So, too, do audiences change. That’s what I saw happening.
Our senses of humor, our ideas of what was entertaining
worked for a long, long time but it stopped working like it
used to. We actually affirmatively looked for other people to
take over, younger people more in tune with what their
generation found entertaining but, unfortunately, not enough
came forward.”

Yet while The Big Show may be gone, it does not have to
be forgotten, thanks to the Heinz History Center. After
several years of preparation, the archives of the former
ACBA Players has been delivered to and accepted by the
Heinz History Center. The History Center already has other
ACBA documents but, according to archivist Carly Lough,
the ACBA Players submission will be filed or recorded
separately.

“When I spoke to the archivist, she said she was
impressed by how many local celebrities — mayors, elected
officials and current judges — appeared or were parodied in
the show,” said Miller.

The scripts and other material delivered to the Heinz
History Center came almost exclusively from the multiple
archival boxes Louik kept in his home for years. Additionally,
the materials included video files of five shows, some videos
and documents that had been prepared to commemorate the
history of the Bench-Bar Conference and other videos
prepared to honor several judges who were longtime
participants in the shows. The materials included programs
for every show, from 1974 to 2002.

Both Louik and Miller expressed particular gratitude to
Marty Barron of the ACBA for helping to assemble, copy and
produce the video files. He also converted old VHS recordings
of The Big Show into DVD format and provided copies to
Louik and Miller exclusively for the Heinz History Center.

For those who participated in, or filled the audience for
The Big Show, memories remain of a unique time in ACBA
history. For those who didn’t, The Big Show remains a bridge
between the ACBA of the past, the present and the future.
And could that future see a return of locally produced, quality
entertainment at the Bench-Bar Conference?

“I still maintain somewhere out there in the legal community
there are individuals with the theater bug who can find the
right vehicle to reinvent The Big Show,” Louik said. H
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The Big Show performance of 1993.



