























“Then one day | was out jogging, and a
light bulb went on in my head. I'd just
taken John Darling and made him a talk
show host. | suddenly saw that his talk

~ show was the perfect vehicle for Tom’s
celebrity caricatures.”

So the spin-off was born, with Batiuk
writing the premises, and Armstrong con-
tributing the visual expression of each
idea through his laconic, whimsical line
drawings.

Their collaboration is an odd one, since
they live nearly 400 miles apart. In the
past four years, since the inception of
“John Darling,” they have met only three
times. The work goes forward via mail
and telephone, yet the end product is a
seamless, integrated version of reality in

which the sentiments uttered by the char-

acters are perfectly reflected in the emo-
tional content of the drawings. Armsirong
calls their working relationship ““bizarre,”
and says it's unique in the business.

“It's awfully easy working with Tom,”
each says of the other. “We think a lot
alike.”

“| basically do the writing,” Tom Batiuk
adds, “although Tom (Armstrong) will
often suggest premises. Once I've
worked out the idea verbally, | rough in
a cartoon—maybe just stick figures—
and send it off. Then we talk on the
phone. | tell him what kind of
expressions | had in mind, he makes
suggestions, and all the time the idea
keeps developing and being refined.”

“Our relationship is purely a working
one,” Armstrong observes. ““/ think it
works best that way—nothing but work
enters into it. In spite of our both having
enormous egos, we never clash. Our
contact with one another is focused on
strictly professional stuff, and | don’t
know if it would work so well if we were
together.”

The inspiration for the strips you see
here came from something Batiuk over-
heard in the locker room of the club
where he plays tennis.

“Someone was talking about playing a
racquetball game with one of the Cleve-
land Browns,” Batiuk recalls. “They
commented on how physically different
the game was with an enormous,
threatening opponent.”

A little snippet of information like that,
something you might not think twice
about, becomes the germ of a series of
situations and ends up giving hundreds
of thousands of readers something to
smile about when they open their
newspapers.

The racquetball series derived a further
impetus from the fact that Armstrong is
an avid player, although he characterizes
himself as “‘the world’s worst athlete.”

“If my old high school coaches saw an
article about me in a sports magazine,
they’d have cardiac arrests. In track |
used to come in last behind the asthmat-
ics and the fat kids.

"I always liked sports, though, and |
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