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Texvision is the copiously illustrated companion to the
cight-part PBS series of the same name that looks at the
television industrv—its history, success stories, comic
disasters, current problems, and trends—and takes a
glimpse at s tuture, through interviews with the men
and women who were and are intimatelv involved in its
creation and development.

More than hiftv interviews take us from the pioneers
wlo figured out how to transmit vidco through the air
and invented the first television camenas to the pro-
ducers who juggle mulnple satellite tecds to brng us the
roval wedding and the Olvimpics; trom the carly davs ot
live drama to million-dollar miniseries; from wars to
peace conterences; from the race tor the pennant to the
race for the presidency to the race for space.

Television contains interviews with the proneers and
innovators: the stars, writers, producers, directors, tech-
nicans, engineers, makeup and hair stvhists, journalists,
and commentators whose stories amuse and intorm us
as thev relate behind-the-scenes inaidents.

There are stories trom the legendary Golden Age of
five TV, trom wnter J. P. Miller (The Davs of Wine and
Rosss),, director John Frankenhermer (It just happened
to be a ime when there was an awtul lot of wlent col-
fected in one place™); and actor John Forsvehe (I had
three people tearing my clothes oft, dhree people put-
ting mv clothes on, and I made it—Dbreathing hard the
whole way!™

The creators and producers of evarvone’s favonte
sitcoms speak, including: Grant Tinke= (The Marv Tvler
Moo Show), Tony Thomas (Seap, The Golden Gurls),
Danny Thomas’s real-hte son (**There would be a din-
ner. a tight, a happy moment...and tl ¢ next thing vou
knew mv tather was tleshing it out into a storv™); and
Larrv Gelbart, who started out as a wnrer tor Sid Caesar
and went on to develop, write, and coproduce
M*A*S$*H (**I'd like to talk about censorship, but I'm
not allowed to™).

We hear tfrom the people behind the westerns
Willhiam Orr, Chevenne), the dramas (Herbert Brodkin,
The Defenders), the docudramas (J. I Miller, Helter-
Sketter), the miniseries (David Wolper, Roots), and
today’s crop of innovative and expenimental program-
mirg: Steven Bocheo (Hill Steet Blues, L.A. Law),
Michael Mann (A Viee), Barbara Cordav (Cagnev
and Lacev);, and Glenn Gordon Caron (A leonlighting).

Jack Barrv speaks of the quiz-show scandals of the fit-
ties. Merv Gnftin tells of the creation ¢ his game-show
successes Wheel of Fortune and Jeopady, Jnd Walter

(cont:nued on back: flap)




(continued from front flap)

Cronkize discusses whether or not he'd have made a
good president.

With an introduction by Edwm Newman, who has
been in television for almost thirtv-tive vears, Telviston
is llustrated with more than 250 photographs—some
never before pubhished—that illuminate the entertain-
ing and anccdotal interviews.
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“In just half a century, television has covered the planet, becoming a global power
with a profound impact on everything from buying habits and fashion styles to poli-
tics and language. There are now more than 750 million TV sets in almost 160 coun-
tries, watched by more than 2.5 billion people. For every child born in the world, a
television set is manufactured—a quarter of a million every day....”

—From the Preface

Quotes from

*“You cannot have a modern sociery without television. It's as simple as that™
—Arthur C. Clarke, author

“I don’t think in history any part of the entertainment business has taken on the challenge that TV docs,
which s to create sixev-six hours of entertainment a week —Glenn Gordon Caron, Moonlighting

“The Golden Age was golden largely in the sense of opportunity. There was an awtul lot of drama. Televi-
sion was still new and exciting,. Evervbody watched. You would walk down the street the next davand vou
would hear people talking about it. You had a sense ot an audience, and vou had a sense that what vou did
was needed.” —Gore Vidal, author

“Earlv TV was a good deal like vaudeville—it was the box they buried vaudeville in after it died ™

—Larry Gelbart, M*A*S*H

“We were in some deserted village in the wilds on the Caspian Sea. This waiter came up—ot course he
didn’tspeak anv English—the man was as remote trom civilization as vou can get. He said, *Captain Kirk?”
In the back room of the restaurant where I was cating, on this ancient black-and-white television set, St
Tivk was plaving.™ —William Shatner, actor

“Television must continue to changeatit’s £OING tO SUIVIVE as an mntelligent medium. Television is a canni-
balistic kind of show business. It cats its voung™  —George Schlatter, Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In

“Almost cvervthg in television is a cop show. It just1s.”™ —Steven Bochco, Hill Sticet Blues, L.A. Law

“The only way vou can getany feeling out of a television set is to touch it when vour're wet.”
—Larry Gelbart
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PREFACE

I was standing next to Jim Lehrer, the co-anchor of

The MacNeil/Lehrer Newshour, in a darkened TV
studio. We were waiting, which is something vou do
a lot of in television, waiting for a light to be reposi-
tioned or a camera to be fixed or a tape to be
rewound and reset—""reracked.’

“The thing you’ve got to understand,” Lehrer

€

said, in frustration, “is that television is not a feasi-
ble medium.

For a long time, those of us involved with a
project catled Television thought it might not be
teasible either. We struggled with the contents of
the eight programs that make up the series. What
should we include, what can we leave out, how do
we make this a comprehensive series about our
industrv?

We're talking about a truly remarkable inven-
tion. In just half a century. television has covered
the planet. becoming a global power with a pro-
found impact on evervthing from buving habits and
fashion styles to politics and language. There are
now more than 750 million TV sets in almost 160
countries. watched by more than 2.5 billion people.
For every child born in the world, a television set
is manutactured—a quarter of a million every day.
More people have access to television than to tele-
phones. There are more than sixty thousand trans-
mitters on the earth’s surface or orbiting over our
heads. In fact, hecause of all that activity, in some
low frequencies, the earth gives off more energy
than the sun.

Think about how TV affects vour daily life. liven
if vou’re not the tvpe who clicks on Good Morning
America first thing in the morning and signs off at
night with David Letterman, Mary Tvler Moore Show
reruns, and ““T'he Star-Spangled Banner,” televi-
sion is all around you. People talk about last night’s
Dvnasty in the corridors of oftice buildings, get up

in the wee hours of the morning to watch the latest
royal wedding, and set the timer on their VCR to
tape Out of Africa on Home Box Oftice. When |
walk down the hall of mv apartment building on
Thursday nights, I can hear The Cosby Show blast-
ing away behind almost every door.

There’s no escape.

For news and sports, there’s nothing like it. With
the three networks, local coverage. and the twenty-
four-hour service of Cable News Network, we can be
whisked away. live, to virtually anyplace in the
world—or out of it. We can watch a hijacked air-
liner sitting on the tarmac at Beirut Airport, or we
can dive to the depths of the Atlantic to see for the
first time the ghostly remains of the Titanic. Men
walk on the moon, space probes transmit close-up
pictures of Halley's Comet, and seven astronauts
vanish in a violent explosion. smoke curling in the
sky like the head of a scorpion.

Television scholar Joshua Mevrowitz writes that
because of TV “children are taken across the globe
hefore we give them permission to cross the street.”

One of my sisters-in-law tells me that my niece
has learned to tell time—with a slight hitch.
“Mom,” she asks, “'is it almost nine o’clock, eight
o’clock Central?”

Another sister-in-law remembers living in kl
Paso. Texas. during the mid-sixties when my
brother-m-law was drafted into the army. The high
point of their day, she savs. was the CBS Lvening
News. When Walter Cronkite signed oft with “And
that’s the way it is,” the whole family would erv out,
“Walter, don’t go! Don’t leave us!” Thev felt he was
their onlv contact with the real world.

Television, using Cronkite and Barbara Walters
as de facto intermediaries, helped set in motion
peace talks between Menachem Begin and Anwar
Sadat. Television has helped win elections—and
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not just in this country. Corazon Aquino, denied
almost any access to the Marcos-controlled televi-
sion system, got her message out to the Filipino
people with an elaborate network of home videocas-
settes. In exchange for two blank cassettes, voters
got a cassette of Aquino on the campaign trail.

There has been an explosion of access. When |
was growing up, in western New York, we could
receive four stations—NBC and CBS affiliates in
Rochester and Syracuse. When | was a teenager,
the inauguration of ABC stations in both those cities
was a cause for major celebration. Now, my mother,
with her cable hookup, can receive almost thirty
channels. And with the VCR she got for Christmas.
she can watch movies or Jane Fonda herself into a
frenzy. In the United States, we rent more videocas-
settes than we take hooks out of public libraries.

And then there’s the money involved in commer-
cial television. The amounts are staggering. Con-
sider:

+ Advertisers spend about $21 billion a year on
television.

* A thirty-second commercial on the 1987 Super
Bowl cost around $600,000. A similar thirty-
second spot on the phenomenally successful
Cosby Show costs $440,000. Fortune magazine
reported that the series generates around $75
million in revenue for NBC per year.

« WOR-TV, a New York-area independent station.
was sold by RKO to MCA for $387 million.

+ Capital Cities bought ABC for $3.52 billion.

+ General Electric bought RCA, NBC’s parent com-
pany, for $6.3 billion.

So the television business appears to be an auto-
matic moneymaking machine. Television is an ex-
tremely lucrative game.

Well, ves and no.

With the growth of independent stations, the
availability of so much inexpensive advertising
space on cable stations. and the boom in home
video, network advertising revenues were down in
1980. the tirst time since 1971, when cigarette ads
were banned from the air.

Another factor is the skyrocketing cost of pro-
gramming: about seventy percent of a network’s
money is spent on programming. American televi-
sion spends about $4 billion on shows every year.
The cost is increasing as much as twenty-five to
thirty percent a year.

The upcoming massive miniseries War and Re-
membrance reportedly cost more than $100 million
to produce. Episodes of Miami Vice often run around
$1.5 million an episode; Moonlighting, around
$900,000 per episode. The Washington Post said
that Moonlighting’s elaborate “Taming of the
Shrew” parody, called “Atomic Shakespeare”™ —
not. incidentally, a ratings success—cost $3 million.

The studios are losing money on these shows.
Some are beginning to refuse to produce certain
series for the networks unless there’s a guarantee of
income. Most half-hour shows lose about $100,000
per episode. The hope is that the money will be
retrieved—and then some—in syndication.

For some, that dream comes true. WOR-TV in
New York has paid $30 million for a three-and-a-
half-year package of Coshy shows. KPIX in San
IFrancisco, a smaller market, is paying $20 million
for that same package. In fact, Viacom, the syndica-
tion company handling Cosby, will make as much
as $500 million in Cosby sales—just in the first
go-around.

Two of the three major networks are losing
money. the studios say they’re taking a heating, and
some of the independents are filing for bankruptey.
But some of the players are making a mint.

And what is the future of public television, where



a PBS producer once had to cancel a guest for a
news special because they could not afford enough
chairs? [n the current atmosphere of cutthroat com-
petition and deregulation, can it, with its smaller
audiences and sometimes rarified programming,
survive?

There are other problems and issues as well,
issues of a more social nature: Does television breed
violence? ls it a dumbing and addictive drug? Is it
educating the world or driving us crazy? Is it de-
stroying society or bringing us closer together?
What about censorship: Are the nude talk shows

and soft porn of the Playboy Channel and some of

the public access cable stations eating away at the
core of American morality? What about the lyries
and sexual innuendos of MTV rock videos? For that
matter. what about the fundamentalist evangelists,
filling the air with consternation, outrage, and pleas
for more tithing?

“Television is busily destroying the world,” pro-
ducer Herbert Brodkin claimed.

“Television is not a luxury, i’s a necessity.”
visionary and author Arthur C. Clarke said. "Peo-
ple demand information and entertainment.”

And Reuven Frank, former NBC News head said,
“Mankind might be better oft if television had never
been invented.”

Bernard Greenhead, an Englishman who worked
as an engineer with EML in Britain in the early days
of television experiments, remembered a demon-
stration at which Russian émigré inventor Issac
Schoenburg was present. “After the visitors had
gone, Schoenberg came back into the control room
and said, “Well, gentlemen, you seem to have per-
fected the greatest time waster of all mankind. |
hope vou use it well.””

We wail and moan about television. but the bot-
tom line is, of course, we all watch it. “How can you
attack 1t?”" Federico Fellini asked an interviewer.

“To attack television would be as absurd as launch-
ing a campaign against the force of gravity.”

Television is certainly as pervasive as gravity,
but immune from neither criticism nor scrutiny. As
F.dward R. Murrow said, in words that are inscribed
on the Alfred I. duPont Award for broadcast jour-
nalism:

This (nstrument can teach, it can illuminate; ves, it
can even inspire. But it can do so only to the extent
that humans are determined to use it to those ends.
Otherwise, it is merely lights and wires in a box.

With so much attention being paid to television,
so much to discuss, and so much to remember, it
seemed like the pertect time to produce a series like
Telecision. Certain colleagnes accused us of “navel
gazing,” of being too wrapped up in our business
and thinking other people would be just as fas-
cinated as we are. Frankly, | think people are as
fascinated with television as we are. It’s an essential
part of all of our lives.

The Television project began in February 1985.

I was just wrapping up my final script for the
Smithsonian World series when Jack Sameth. who
would become Television’s American executive pro-
ducer. told me about an exciting new series being
shown on British television, produced by Granada
TV. one of Britain’s leading broadcasting compa-
nies. It was a series that undertook nothing less
than a full-scale examination of the television indus-
try.

WNET, the public station in New York City, and
KCET. the public station in Los Angeles, were in
the process of acquiring the United States rights to
the series, Jack said. He had been put in charge of
creating a new American version of the series, using
Granada’s as the bedrock and building on it with
updates, new interviews. and more material about



American television. Would | he interested in work-
ing on it with him?

Absolutely, I said. I'm a self-confessed TV junkie.
Coproducer Susan Kim and | are of the first genera-
tion who can’t remember a time when there wasn’t
television. I was brought up on the Nelson family,
Leave It to Beaver. and Captain Kangaroo (until the
day he died, my father kept on his desk a pencil box
| fashioned from a milk carton—made under the
careful tutelage of the Captain). | was a contestant
in the Howdy Doody Lookalike Contest, a five-vear-
old whose birthday party was produced with a
Mickey Mouse Club motif, and at six. | did passable
Perry Como and Edward R. Murrow imitations.

I love television, and | love working in it. | feel
about TV the way Orson Welles felt about movies:
“the greatest set of electric trains a hoyv ever had.”
When | hear that a friend has left the business to
pursue another profession, | can never understand
why.

Most of my work has been in public television.
although I've also worked on cable projects for Ted
Turner, Showtime, and 'The Fntertainment Channel
(a pay-cable effort that took a $34 million bath in
pre-tax losses and drowned).

You're also reading the words of a man who
scripted a videocassette called Haircuts at Home.

Maybe not the broadest experience, hut certainly
varied.

As a viewer, television has widened my horizons,
while at the same time exposing me to some of the
most incredible tripe and nonsense ever. As a par-
ticipant, it has brought me into contact with extraor-

dinary people and extraordinary events. Because of

television, | stood in the hearing room of the House

Judiciary Committee as they debated the articles of

impeachment against Richard Nixon. | got to hang
out with players from the Steelers and the Cowboys
at Super Bowl X in 1976. | traveled to the bhottom

of a salt mine underneath Lake Erie to view a mas-
sive experiment to detect proton decay, a key to
understanding the forces that created the universe.
I have spent time in Georgia with Charlayne
Hunter-Gault of 7The MacNeil/Lehrer Newshour
working on a show that reexamined the time in
early 1961 when she integrated the Universitv of
Georgia, written about evervthing from Abscam to
reindeer racing, and collaborated with a wild vari-
etv of talent—from Bill Movers and Robert Mac-
Neil to Dinah Shore and Julie Andrews.

I’s a wonderful life—mostlv. There have been
moments when | felt like running away to Djakarta
and becoming a hicycle messenger. Sometimes the
pressure can be close to overwhelming. Deadlines,
last-minute seript revisions, surly stars—they all
happen. But ultimately, this is a great business.

Our eight programs. we hope. will entertain and
enlighten and make us all think about the effect that
television has had upon ourselves and our society.
It’s an opportunity for us to examine the television
revolution—its ability to inform, entrance, and se-
duce.

The groundwork laid for us by the original
Granada series was invaluable. Their production
team spent three years filming all over the world,
combing historical archives, and interviewing the
most interesting and distinguished people in the
industry. Many of the voices speaking from these
pages are those of men and women who were inter-
viewed bv Granada, others have heen interviewed
for the American series, and still others have heen
tracked down exclusively for this book. Our thanks
to all of them.

What follows is a look at the television indus-
try—its history, success stories. comic disasters,
current problems and trends, and a glimpse at its
possible future

a story told by the men and
women who make it happen.
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INTRODUCTION

BY EDWIN NEWMAN

Television speaks for itself. [t may be argued that
it is better watched than written about and read
about. 1 am not so sure. We ought to try to pull
together a coherent and svstematic view of what
television has accomplished; also, of course, what it
has failed to accomplish, what its effects have been,
and what thev might have heen. Television, from its
network beginnings. has been with us tor about
forty vears. Full blast, so to speak, it has been with
us for about thirty-tive. It is time to take stock. This
book, and the series on which it is based, do that.

Here | must correct myself. | spoke of “us.”
Television, as it exists and has existed, especiallv in
the United States, Britain, and other countries
called “advanced,” has not existed in the same wav
and to the same extent in countries called “develop-
ing”" or “underdeveloped.” Nor has it been the
same in countries where governments nse it as an
instrument of policy or. in their own interest. sup-
press it. The consequences of these diflerences can
be tremendous. So can the consequences of an end
to those differences or of a narrowing of them. Tele-
vision has been, for example, a kev part of Mikhail
Gorbachev’s glasnost in the Soviet Union, not only
because of what it has told the Soviet people about
their country but also because of the impression it
has created abroad.

In somewhat the same wav. footage of South
Korean student riots, seen abroad. has surelv been
a factor in the calculations of the government in
Seoul. while South Afvrica’s ban on television cover-
age of disturbances there has heen damaging to the
government in Pretoria, though probably less dam-
aging than permitting the disturbances to be seen.
Perhaps those in authority in South Africa had in
mind the eflect on public opinion of television’s
coverage of the turmoil in the United States brougin
on by the eivil rights movement of the 1960s and

*70s, coverage that greatlv speeded up the reforms
that black Americans had waited for for so long.

[nevitably. much of what television has done was
not planned. Turn an invention of such potential
loose. and there is no telling what may come out of
it. Mv own case may be instructive. | began in the

news business—there was, happily, no talk of

“media’”” in those days—in a wire service. The next
step was newspaper work, then writing radio news,
then on the air in radio, and as television moved in,
staring into cameras and saying who | was, and
where. None of this was planned: | had no visions
of speaking to larger audiences or getting across
this or that vital message. True, there was more
money in radio and television than in working for
a paper. but in those early days. most of us were
happy just to have a job. There was no grand de-
sign. Television had come along; it offered emplov-
ment and, incidentallv. the work was easier. Why
not get aboard?

Permit me. if vou will, another reminiscence. The
first television work | did was for the BBC. on a
L950 series called An Americun lLooks at Britain. |
was not, however. the American originally hired to
do the looking. Howard K. Smith, then of CBS in
London, was. He was called awav and had to miss
the second of the three programs. He recommende
me as a substitute. In short, accident took over.

Are vou nervous, the first time vou do television?
Indeed vou are. It was even more nerve-racking in
those beginning davs when there were no lele-
PrompTers, or even cue cards (less respectfully
called idiot cards) held above or below the camera
lens with the script hand-printed on them in large
letters. With no prompter and no cue cards, you
memorized the script. because it was thought unde-
sirable for you to be looking down and losing “eve
contact.” No wonder some of those who were promi-
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nent in radio resented and resisted television. It

seemed to them merely a more troublesome way of

doing what they had been doing all along.

Going back to that first day at the BBC, nobody
on the production team had ever heard of me, so it
was lonely at the desk, under the lights, heavily
made up. sounding outlandishly American in that
nest of English accents. waiting for the signal to
speak, and hoping that my memory would not fail.
Few things in television are more embarrassing
than having the “takes” mount up during a taping,
having the floor manager shout, “Scene one. take
ten!”—or fifteen or twenty or whatever it may be.
One thing that is more embarrassing, however, is
flubbing live, on the air. Evidently, I did not flub,
because the producer of An American Looks at Brit-
ain, Norman Swallow, became a friend. These many
years later, he was executive producer, for Granada
Television. of the original series from which the
eight-part Television series was adapted by WNET
in New York and KCET in Los Angeles for showing
on PBS. Accident again. It should be added that
Swallow himself is part of television’s history.

In any case. because of having taken part in his
program, | found myself making occasional appear-
ances on other BBC and Independent Television
shows. One result was that | was sometimes recog-
nized as | went about. You get used to being recog-
nized. You come to enjoy it; what is distressing is
not being recognized, being ignored. There is also
a larger significance: The wire service or new spaper
Journalist is unknown to the general public (unless,
that is. he or she turns up from time to time on
television). Television newspeople are. to a greater
or lesser degree, celebrities. That may affect their
outlook. It may affect the public’s view of their
reporting. Newspaper people are judged by what
they write; we are judged also by how we sound,

how we look, and whether we seem to be *‘sincere.”
We are much more readily accused of being biased.
Some television anchors cannot cover stories; they
would attract too much attention and distract atten-
tion from the story itself.

Because we are recognizable, and because we are
present with cameras, we have a special place. Go
to scenes of devastation, particularly devastation
spawned by political oppression, and people cry
out, “Tell the world! Tell the world!” It might at
times be said of television newspeople, ““Thine is
the burden of a whole world’s weeping.”

The chapters of this hook tell where television
has made its mark. For television can, and does, do
extraordinary things, things that would once have
been thought miraculous. Put this in terms of news:
As this is written, the Persian Gulf, with the Iran-
Iraq war and the escorted convoys passing through
the Strait of Hormuz, is a big story. It is very nearly
taken for granted that if something happens there
during the day, we will know about it—and see
it—that night. Imagine the technological progress
that has made that possible; imagine also the ex-
pense involved in getting the reporting and camera
crews there, keeping them there, and getting their
reports out.

Knowing this, it is hard for some of us not to
think back to the early days of television news. |
remember being told to go to what was then French
Morocco. to do what would now seem thoroughly
rudimentary stories about life on the American air
bases there. And to Kenya at the time of the Mau
Mau uprising, and the Suez Canal Zone to see
whether the British would pull out, and if they did,
how soon. We did our best to appear nonchalant,
but we were tremendously excited. We were pio-
neers.

Take Kenya: American print journalists had



heen there. but so far as we knew. television had
not. NBC had a trailblazing program at that time,
Background. which offered a halt-hour documentary
each week. The Mau Mau rebellion was being pre-
sented in the press as primarily a black uprising
against whites. In fact, the number of whites killed
was tiny. It was blacks who were being slaughtered.
in some cases for tribal reasons, in others because
thev were thought to be subservient to the British.
We went to the “white highlands,” where the only
settlers were white, and there found a couple who
ran a large ranch. The wite was an American, small
and blond. She wore a revolver in a holster on her
hip—good pictures. We interviewed a white who
said that British rule could not possiblv last and put
on blacks 10 speak for themselves. We got a stirring
recording of singing by blacks being trained as sol-
diers against the Mau Mau. We shipped the record-
ing to New York by commercial air and—this was
not uncommon in those days—it was lost.

The film it was to accompany was, luckily. not
lost. It took a few days to reach New York. and
there the developing and printing and editing pro-
cess took a few davs more. Program schedules then
took account of such things. The delays were annoy-
ing to some accustomed to radio or to wire service
or newspaper work, hut they were worth it. How
many Americans had ever seen Kenya? We were
able to give some idea of what was happening there
and some idea of the countrv’s physical magnih-
cence.

We had a lot to learn. In the Suez Canal Zone,
we wanted an interview with the British comman-
ding general, and we wanted the interview to take
place in the desert. This involved going to the trou-
ble of pretending that the general and | had met in
the desert by accident, that he just happened to be
riding around out there and so did we. and that we

had with us all our bulky equipment and film, just
in case our paths crossed. We wouldn’t bother to do
that now. We would simply say that this is what
almost all the Canal Zone looks like. and “General.
I can’t help wondering why it is thought to be worth
holding on 10?”* As for the equipment, it might he
one tenth the size.

In those davs—a phrase | keep using—the mere
fact that we went somewhere gave a place a degree
of importance. There was a thrill in seeing a Kenyan
game reserve for the first time, or the pyramids and
the Sphinx. The audience must have felt it, too.
Still, our achievements did not stand. Television
was moving far too quickly for that.

How quicklv? This book, and the PBS series to
which it is a companion, is appearing in 1988, an
American election year, ten presidential elections
since the hirst election in which television plaved
even a modest part. Some political experts thought
that the stifiness and. as it seemed. arrogance of the
1948 Republican candidate, Thomas L. Dewey.
helped elect resident Truman. The number of peo-
ple who actually saw Dewey on television must have
been tinv by todav’s standards, but in a very close
election, so the theory went, it might have been
enough to make the difference.

Now. of course. television substantially shapes
our politics. Take. as a case in point, the first debate
between President Ford and Jimmy Carter in 19706:
Thev had come together, under the auspices of the
l.eague of Women Voters, in the Walnut Street
Theater in Philadelphia. ABC was the pool pro-
ducer for television—that is, it provided the cam-
eras and the sound and lighting equipment. and the
technicians 1o run them, with picture available to
all. In addition, the networks were there. like other
news organizations. covering the event. That. at any
rate, was the pretense emploved to comply with the
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requirements of the Federal Communications Act:
[t was not a television debate but a debate television
happened to be covering.

When a piece of equipment failed and the sound
was lost, the debate was suspended and the net-
works filled the time with their own correspondents;
Mr. Ford and Mr. Carter fell silent. The audience
in the theater sat and waited. Twenty-seven minutes
went by before Jack Sameth, ABC’s director (and in
1987 executive producer of the Television series).
passed along word that the sound had been restored
and 1. as moderator, called for the debate 1o he
resumed. Go on with this non-television event with-
out television? Ridiculous. Moreover. for news
value, the technical snafu overshadowed anything
else that emerged from the debate.

Irom the 1950s and "00s and even "70s, when
network television gobbled up the conventions and
elections, there has been a great change. For exam-
ple, unless there is a genuine contest for the nomi-
nation, which the primary syvstem makes unlikely.
conventions are no longer covered “gavel 10 gavel.”
The novelty has worn off: the thrill is gone. The
attitude was summed up during last vear’s British
general election—the story achieved wide circula-
tion—Dby a British mother. She was able to get the
children away from the television set and into
bed early. “Darlings,” she told them,

EL]

3

‘i’s only men
talking.

Debates, it is true, because of their gladiatorial
aspects and the possibility that those participating
will be caught oft guard. mav still be eagerly
watched. Yet even they may be less important than
a characteristic product of television—the political
commercial. We have reached the point where it is

ditheult for a candidate to get himself or herself

taken seriously without the slick appeals produced
by “media consultants.” This is because political

commercials are expensive. H a candidate does not
have them, that means the candidate has not heen
able to raise the necessary money. A candidate in
those circumstances tends to be shrugged off.

It is not only politics that yields to television’s
pressures. Changes in diplomatic positions may be
signaled on television rather than in more formal
ways. Israel’s Menachem Begin and Egypt’s Anwar
Sadat did exactly that, on programs with Barbara
Waliers and Walter Cronkite, before thev reached
their peace agreement with the help of President
Carter at Camp David in 1978. Equally, grilling by
reporters may force those in authority to define
their attitudes more precisely than thev would have
preferred. Moreover, when something happens that
appears to call for a response from Washington,
American administrations may feel compelled 1o
have their positions set out in time for the evening
news shows. Lloyd Cutler. counselor 1o President
Carter, has written of decisions made 100 hastily. so
that Washington would not he open to the charge
that it was taken by surprise.

[f administrations do make such mistakes, televi-
sion should not be blamed. After all, the words no
comment have not disappeared from the English
language.

On a similar point, the argument that television
coverage plavs into the hands of airplane hijackers
is wide of the mark. No doubt the hijackers relish
the publicity, and no douln the coverage is fre-
quently excessive. somelimes grotesquely so. Yet
perhaps the attention given the hijackers hyv televi-
sion keeps the hostages alive. That is possible, too.

Another criticism of television coverage seems to
me highly doubtful: that if, for example. television
had heen present at Gettyshurg, the North might
not have gone on, or that cameras at lwo lima might
have weakened American resolve. The fact is, thev



might just as easilv have done the opposite. The
Vietnam experience is not relevant here. Vietnam
was a war milhions of Americans thought we shoukd
not be hghting. Television provided a daily re-
minder of that.

Television was once expected to cement the tamily
as an stitution. After all, the familv would be
together. gathered around the set, seeing the same
programs and comparing individual reactions. Yet
the mighty success of television coincided with a
weakening of the familv as an institution and in-
creased rates of illegitimacy. teenage pregnancy.
and drug use. Was there a connection? NBC de-
voted an entire night of prime-time viewing period
to a documentary we called The American Family:
An Lndangered Species. Might it have been less
endangered without television? or more? | wish |
knew.

A family scene | will never forget was buih
around television. 1t was in the 1960s, and we were
making a documentary called Poverty Is People. the
Johnson administration’s “War on Poverty” having
brought on a spate of such programs. We were
filming in New York, in Harlem, and we went into
the grim apartment of a family on welfare. The
mother and children were sitting around a televi-
sion sel—the onlv thing thev had, so far as we could
tell, that was not an absolute necessitv—almost in-
anmimate, but watching. getting glimpses of lives
thev could not hope to duplicate or even approach,
seeing products thev could not hope to own. Did
television dull their understanding and simply hold
them captive? That seemed to be the case. Would
those same programs arouse resentment and envy
in others? That was probably the case. as well. And
what impressions of the United States do those pro-
grams create abroad? | remember being 1old that

one eflect of showings of Dallas overseas was an
influx of foreign nurses wanting to work in so rich
and glamorous a city.

Let’s take up, finally, the matter of television as
an educational tool. In the earlv davs, hopes were
high that television would be a great instructor. that
it would banish ignorance and iiliteracy. 1t does
educate, of course, whether it intends to or not, in
the sense that it implants ideas. impressions, atti-
tudes. Some of what it does—in the conscious and
deliberate production of tripe—is deplorable.

Because my career has been overwhelmingly in
news. that has tended to determine my judgment
and measurement of television. Still. 1 have heen
the host of some musical programs—concerts by
the Boston Symphonv Orchestra from Tanglewood
among them—and | have done some work for NBC
Sports anid on religious programs. I have taken part
in comedy shows, including Saturday Night Live,
and in situation comedies. usually carrving out the
daunting task of playing myself, and in game shows
and quiz shows. 1 have also heen the host of dra-
matic series on cable. All this has given me some
sense of television’s varietv. Thanks to that variety.
television’s impact varies. It varies also from coun-
try to country. We Americans should understand
that our television is not tvpical. despite the popu-
larity of some American programs overseas., not
tvpical by a long shot.

[t would be foolish to trv to assess the relative
importance of television and of other twentieth-cen-
turv inventions. There would be no point in an
argument between supporters of television and sup-
porters of the airplane. or of nuclear energy, or
of—Ilet this stand for a host of medical advances—
the Salk vaccine. We can let it go at this: Television
has hbeen monumentallv important, incalculably in-
fluential, even for people who do not watch it.
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For those who make their livings in it, there are
questions that come up endlessly. One is this:
Which programs do vou enjoy doing most?

The answer is that enjoyment matters less than
the conviction that yon have. at times, done a neces-
sary job well. Usually, this involves some melan-
choly event that you wish had not happened at all.
I had a large hand in NBC’s coverage of the shoot-
ings of President Kennedy, Robert Kennedy. Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr., George Wallace, and President
Reagan. In the course of those assignments, | did
not feel that | had any obligation to “hold the coun-
try together” or anvthing of that sort. That would
have been highly presumptuous.

The obligation is the age-old obligation of the
reporter: to establish the facts so far as they can be
established, to make plain where the facts are miss-
ing, to try to put what is known into perspective,
and to offer some enlightenment about what the
consequences may be. If the country in some way
benefits from that, so much the better.

I remember one such program. It dealt with
drugs and alcohol use among teenagers, and | sug-
gested an opening to NBC’s producer, Patrica
Mauger. Lach teenager appeared before the camera
and told what substances he or she had used; how
the addiction began; whether his or her parents

knew; and where the monev for the addiction had
come. The opening could not have heen more direct.
or more frightening.

I tell this story to suggest not that I am a directo-
rial genius but rather that this is often the nature
of effective television: getting to the point, whether
through the tiny blonde in Kkenya decades before
with the gun on her hip or the succession of teenag-
ers personifying the grim problem of drug use in the
United States.

There were also regrets. One of the earliest docu-
mentaries | worked on was The Orient Lxpress, in
the early 1960s, when an NBC camera crew and |
rode the famous train from Paris to Istanbul. It was
a lighthearted show, and | was given free rein.
Although Istanbul is in European Turkey and not
Asian Turkev, 1 still wish 1 had sung that old Al
Jolson favorite, with a few words changed, “Noth-
ing could be finer than to be in Asia Minor in the
morning.” Who knows what it might have done for
tny career?

So, again: knjoyment? Sometimes. Gratification?
Sometimes. And over the vears, along with the let-
downs and disappointiments. a sense that 1 should
count myself fortunate to have worked in television.
and for all its faults, more fortunate still to have
seen it.
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Fven in the thirties, the movies were wary of this
newfungled menace called television. Posed behind a
nightmarish device that Hollvwood thought resembled
TV camera of the future, Marv Astor sturred in a 1936
Seature called Trapped by Television.

here was no sudden flash of inspiration
that came to a single lone inventor. Tel-

evision was an idea that existed long

before its realization, a natural progres-

sion in a world that had seen the birth

of telephones. radio, and motion pic-

tures. At the turn of the century, for
example, it was the subject of a Tom Swifi novel.
I.ven before that, cartoonists such as Albert Robida
in France and George Du Maurier in Britain had
fun imagining the potential uses—and abuses—of
“living pictures” in the sanctity of the home.

Nor can television be claimed as the sole prize of
a single nation. Parallel research and development
were going on in many countries, including the
United States, Britain, Germany, France, Japan,
and the Soviet Union.

Serious work began toward the end of the last
century, with such inventions as the Nipkow Disc,
created by Paul Nipkow in Germany. The disc was
a fundamental component of “mechanical’ televi-
sion svstems in which dises rotated in both the
camera and the receiver. Light passing through the
discs created crude television images.

The advocates of the mechanical system—such
as John Logie Baird in Great Britain and Charles
Francis Jenkins and Ernst Alexanderson in the
United States—were challenged by other inventors
who favored an electronic system. Vladimir Zwory-
kin, a Russian émigré who came to the United
States, was one of the men who believed in the
notion of electronic TV. He worked first at Westing-
house, where his experiments were toterated but not
taken seriouslv, and then at RCA.

RCA was at the forefront of the development of
television in America, largely because of the entre-
preneurial spirit and enthusiasin of one man—
David Sarnofl. His storv has become a legend of
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AT&T was one of the leading experimenters in early television. In 1927 they

scored « political coup when they successfully transmitied pictures between New
York and Washington. AT&T President Walier Sherman Gifford, Research
Director 1. R. Arnold, and Vice President General [. [. Carty in New York
(left) exchanged greetings with then—Secretury of Commerce lerbert Hoover and

two unidentified men (right) in Washington.

sorts. He too was a Russian émigré, a poor kid who
worked as an ofhice boy, earning less than a dollar
a day. He learned telegraphy and later created a
largely apocryphal story that he picked up the first
radio signals reporting the news of the Titunic di-
saster. President William Howard Taft, the story
went, ordered all radio stations on the East Coast
shut down so that Sarnoff’ could pick up the faint
signals relaying the news of the tragedy’s survivors.
Sarnoft’ did actually assist in the monitoring of
transmissions, but he was neither the first nor the
only. In any case, the story did much to enhance his
reputation.

He became an up-and-coming executive, first
with American Marconi and then with RCA. One of
the first to see the vast entertainment potential of
radio, he created the first network—NBC—and in
1923 wrote a memo stating. | helieve that televi-
sion. which is the technical name for seeing as well
as hearing by radio, will come to pass in the future.”
Sarnotf underwrote Zworykin’s research.

While work on both mechanical and electronic
television proceeded at a steady pace in Britain, in
America it was slowed by patent wrangles involv-
ing, among others, Sarnoff, Zworykin, and a young
Mormon named Philo T. IFarnsworth. Farnsworth
was a leader in the development of electronic televi-
sion. His wife, Illma, worked closely with him.

“It was in 1919 that Phil first heard about me-
chanical television. He had been raised on a farm
and there hadn’t been money for books and he was
just information starved,” she said. But Farnsworth
discovered that the previous occupant of the ldaho
farm on which he was living had left hehind a stack
of Popular Science magazines and scientific jour-
nals. In them, he read articles about the potential
for mechanical TV. According to Mrs. Farnsworth,

this seemed “verv crude to him. . . . He didn’t see

how you could get the speed of the discs high
enough, and he thought it might be potentially dan-
gerous.”

But an interest in electricitv—he was alreadyv in
charge of the farm’s power system—sent his think-
ing in other directions. “"He was fascinated by elec-
trons,” Mrs. Farnsworth said. “He read that you
could manipulate electrons in a vacuum by a mag-
netic force,” a basic principle of electronic televi-
sion.

1

Farnsworth had his “Fureka!” moment when he
was fourteen, plowing the fields. “He turned at this
little high spot to see if his rows were straight, and
it just hit him like a thunderbolt—°1 can scan a
picture that way. by taking the dots, the electrons,
back and forth as vou would read a page.”” Within
a vear, he had diagramed what he believed to be a
feasible electronic TV svstem.

He worked his way through Brigham Young Uni-
versity, graduating in 1925, his obsession with tele-
vision intact. His zeal caught the imagination of a
financial backer, George kverson, a California fund-
raiser who persuaded Farnsworth to move west,
while he set about finding additional backers.

Television also drew Farnsworth’s new wife
under its spell, although it first did so with a bit of
a shock.

“We married quite quickly because Phil had to
leave for California. On our wedding night he had
to see George Everson. It turned into hours, and |
was getting very upset, and then | began to worry
for his safety. When he did come back, he apolo-
gized for having been gone so long, and he said,
You know, there is another woman in my life.

“l didn’t say anything, | was so dumbstruck.
Then he said, ‘Her name is television. And in order
to have enough time together, | want vou to work
with me. We are going to be working right on the



edge of discoverv. It is going to be very exciting,
and 1 want vou to be part of it.” That’s how we
started and we were that way all our married lite.”

Work progressed in California, imterrupted hy
occasional frustration and unintentional hilarity.
“During Prohibition, it was quite frowned upon to

make vour own liquor,” Mrs Farnsworth said.

| guess we looked a liftle suspicious to the neighbors. Be-
cause of the things we were doing with light, we had fo set
the blinds when we were demonstrating.

These policemen came to the door—two of the biggest
policemen | ever saw. They said, “We have a report that you
are operating a still here.”

| said, "Well, come on in.” Phil took over, anc he said to
them, "“This is what we're doing,” and he showed them all
that we were trying to do. It was all set up on the dining
room tab'e.

George Everson was caught by two policemen at the
back door. The two from the front said, "Joe, it's all right.

They're doing some kooky things called visions, but they're
not doing any stilling.” George had come in with his hands
full of shellac. He was winding coils in the back yard and
he had wanted to ask Phil a question. He had his hands up
because he didn't want to get shellac on anything, and it
looked very suspicious.

The big dav came on September 7, 1927.

In the previous year, Phil had goften more backing, and the
agreement was that he promised to get a fransmission in
a year. He came in two weeks early.

It was a beautiful moming. | went info the office to do
some skefches in his notebooks.

He called me in. My brother Cliff, who had made the
tubes, was in the transmitting room, which was behind a
partition. Phil said, “Put in a slide, Cliff,” and we saw a line.
It was a curvy, thick line. He adjusted it, and it became
sharper. He asked Cliff to turn the slide on its side, and the
line turned. Phil looked at us and he said, "Well, there you
have television.”




For the Television series. television engineer Bill Elliow built « replica of

Seottish inventor John Logie Baird’s mechanical television system to

demaonstrate the kind of image Baird was able to create in the mid-twenties. As

his subject, Ellion had the same ventriloquist dummy's head used by Baird, a

puppet named Stukey Bill.

I could tell he was very excited. He was beaming all over.
| was jumping about in my nineteen-year-old excitement.

One of the first things he said was, "Remember, there is
a lot to do yet.”

First and foremost was the need to make televi-
sion a moneymaking proposition. This desire was
not only Farnsworth’s, but his backers, of course.

“There was one colorful person, he was a sort of

product of the Gold Rush days,” Mrs. Farnsworth

atd. ““Fhev called him Daddy Fagan, the executive
vice president of the Crocker Bank. . . . All of the
backers came to the lab, and we were all sittin
around waiting while Phil went in to make sure
evervthing was all right at the transmitter. Mr.
Fagan called out, “When are we going to see some
dollars i this thing. Farnsworth?” And immedi-
ately. a dollar sign appeared on the screen.
Farnsworth had close encounters with manv of

the other kev plavers in the race for television.




including Vladimir Zworvkin. “Dr. Zworvkin was a
very charming person. We entertained him in our
home. When he saw the first television picture in
Phil’s lal—this was in 1930, and we had a good
picture. a clear picture—he said. ‘Beautitul. 1 wish
I had invented it mvself.””

In 1930, much to David Sarnoft”s chagrin, Farns-
worth was awarded a patent for electronic televi-

RCA

television-related

sion. wanted to buy this and other

patents from Farnsworth. He
refused. insisting on rovaltv. pavments instead.
Lventually, a licensing agreement was reached. Ac-
cording to hroadcast historian Erik Barnouw. “The
RCA attorney is said to have had tears in his eves
as he signed the contract.” As a result. it can he said
that American television as we know it today is
fargelv an invention that combined the genius of
RCA’s Zworvkin and Philo Farnsworth.

Farnsworth wound up holding mare than 105
patents. He worked for Philco brieflv and eventu-
ally formed his own companv, the Farnsworth
Radio and Television Corporation, which would be-
come part of I'T1. He was also involved in radar and
atomic energy research, but he never lost interest in
television.

“He was disappointed in the programming to
begin with,” Mrs. Farnsworth said, “but he realized
it was in its infancv and had to go through growing
pains. When he saw the first man walk on the moon.
he said. "It's been all worthwhile.” ™ Farnsworth
died in 1971,

Simuhaneousty with RCA and Farnsworth’s elec-
tronic efforts. American inventor Charles I'rancis
Jenkins was continuing his work with mechanical
television. lle had conducted manv experimental
broadeasts from Washington, D.C.. and created the
Jenkins Television Corporation in New Jersev,
which manufactured receivers and had it own

broadeast service. Its program manager was Irma
Kroman, to whom earlv TV was an adventure.

“I was working in New York Citv as a desk clerk
when a friend of mine., who was an engineer. came
to me and asked it 1 would like to he program
manager of the Jenkins Television Corporation,’
she said.

This was in 1930. | said, “"What's a program manager?” He
said he didn't know, so | went out to Jenkins Television,
which was in Jersey City, and was interviewed by a Mr.
Replogle. He listened to my so-called qualifications—I had
a bachelor's in literary interpretation, and | had done a lot
of stage work—and he said, “"Well, | think you are the per-
son we're looking for,” and | got the job.

He didn't know what a program manager for television
was, and | certainly didn't, so | had a job | could manufac-
ture, all by myself. There was nobody in the whole country,
maybe in the whole world, who knew how to be the pro-
gram manager of a television corporation!

I had no idea about the future of television at that time.
Television was extremely primitive, and as far as making a
program schedule, | was a novice. | would take a piece
of paper and | would list the things that we were going to
broadcast. We would show a Charlie Chaplin film or an-
other movie, but in between there were blank spaces,
and we had nothing to put on. Amos ‘n’ Andy was very
popular on radio, so | created a female character similar
to theirs. | put her on the air once a day doing all kinds of
nonsense. I'd make up programs as | went along. I'd drag
in one of the engineers—you know, engineers are not
noted for being verbose, so | had to dig words out of
them in front of the camera—but it really didn’t matter be-
cause there were not many people outside watching
what we were doing.

The picture was about six by six inches. We were using a
neon tube with a 365-degree scanning wheel in front of it.
This resulted in a red background. The figure appeared as
a black silhouefte. The picture looked very much like a
shadow play. | was never stopped on the street. NO one
said, "l recognized you.” They couldn't have recognized
me. They could not have known my features, because they
could not have seen any. | was just an outline in black.






Miss Murie Delroy was the camera’s focus of attention
when General Electric demonstrated its experimental
mechanical television svstem at « radio trade show in
New York Citv in the late twenties.

| do know that there were people out there seeing our
shows. People were buying Jenkins television sets. They got
them for—I think—$57.50 or $58.50. . . .

Working conditions were chaofic. You never knew what
was going to happen next. We were on the eighth floor of
a loft building in Jersey City. On the roof was our sending
apparatus. Whenever we had a thunderstorm and the light-
ning would come cracking, someone was designated to
go up on the roof, crawl into this broadcasting shack—and
because there were wires all along the top of it you had to
crawl along the floor to get to the switches—and turn it off
so none of us would get electrocuted downstairs.

The studio walls were concrete, and the floor was con-
crete, and the studio itseilf was a room maybe twelve by
eight feet, filled with banks of light on each side. When you
were broadcasting, the glare was such that you squinted
your eyes when you tried to look in the camera. That didn't
make any difference because nobody could see your
eyes anyway.

It was so hot in the studio that even on a freezing winter
day you were perspiring heavily. The engineers would stay
all night and experiment with the equipment because they
were so fascinated with this new development in broad-
casting. | would come in in the morning to start our daily
broadcasting, and they'd say, “Now watch out for this wire.
See, it's red at this end, that's live. Don't step on it, you might
get electrocuted.” So you had to go hip-hopping around
the studio to get to the place where the camera could
reach you. . . .

We brought some very famous people into the studio.
Ruth Efting was one; Ethel Barrymore was another. They
came because they wanted to know about this new broad-
casting medium. They knew nothing about it. . . . They were
scared to death of the cameras.

One pertormer who expressed no fear whatsoever
before the cameras was a twenty-one-vear-old who
would would go on to become “Mr. Television,”
Milton Berle. He appeared on an early experimental
TV broadeast in Chicago in 1929. I was at the
Colisenm as master of ceremonies, and somehody
contacted myv mother and said, I have a television
station over here.
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Percy Kilbride (left). who gained fame as the movies’
Pa Kettle, played the owner of u country drugstore in
The Fortune Hunter. one of the first dramas to be
transmitted by NBC's regular television service in
October 1939.

My mother said, A what station?” What the hell
did we know? We thought TV meant tired vaude-
ville. . . . So we went over there. It was called the
United States Television Company, and the studio
was like a closet with lights. Thev put makeup on
me—black lipstick. | looked like Pola Negri, or
Garbo, vears ago in silent pictures—whiteface and
all that. Was it hot!

“People ask me when | started in television. | say
1929. They never believe me.”

By the end of the twenties, when Berle made his
first TV appearance, there were twenty-eight li-
censed “visual broadcasting” stations in the United
States. Research would make it clear that the me-
chanical television svstems were a failure. The pic-
ture transmitted by electronic systems was far
superior. Depression economics and the wrangling
bv different companies over different television de-
signs soon drove individuals like Irma Kroman’s
boss, Charles Francis Jenkins, out of business.

Only companies like RCA, with the huge profits
generated by radio sales and its NBC radio network,
could afford to continue research. Vladimir Zwory-
kin had tokl David Sarnofl that perfecting his elec-
tronic system cost  $100,000.
Sarnofl wound up spending $50 million.

television would

Sarnofl” and others, including Philo T. Farns-
worth, urged the speedy introduction of television
on a commercial basis. Competitors balked. Why
hurry, they asked, when the picture still needed to
be perfected and radio was so profitable?

Sarnofl’ persevered. The CBS network, fonnded
in 1928 by William S. Paley, had begun experimen-
tal broadecasts, but NBC was poised for a major
launch. Arthur Hungerford was an evewitness to
the first NBBC broadcasts.

“1 came from a small town with a graduating
class of twentv.” Hungerford recalled.

In my very early teens, | made radios. | read some place
that you go to MIT if you want to make radios, so | was the
first student to ever go from my littie town to the Massachu-
sefts Institute of Technology.

| hadn't been there very long when | heard about televi-
sion. It turned out there was an experimenter there named
Hollis Baird, who was putting on some experimental pro-
grams. In the fratemity house we had a television set that
we put together so we could watch. We sent some of our
brothers over, they would appear, and we would try to rec-
ognize them. We were bit by the television bug very early—
this would be about 1931.

| graduated from MIT with useful connections, and | was
able to get ajob with the National Broadcasting Company.
After being there about a year and a half, a friend and |
tried to get into television.

It was very secret—Studio 3-H. No one could go in; it was
under lock and key. Of course, the real reason for this was
that we were trying to beat the British, who were ready to
start a program service.

The British succeeded in November 1936.
“My friend and | watched all the newspapers and
magazines from kEngland.” Hungerford continued.



One of NBC's first remote hroadcast trucks. Cameramen transmit

man-on-the-street interviews from New York's Times Syuare.

We put out a little television newspaper, which we then sent
to many of the big shots in New York—all the heads of the
advertising agencies and so on.

All of a sudden, we were called into the offices of our big
bosses. They said, "Do you really want to be in television?"

“We certainly do.”

“Well, if you stop your magazine, we will give you a job.”

That's all we wanted from our reports anyway! That's how
| got info television and went through that magic door for
the first time, into that studio where there was just one cam-
erq, just beginning to get ready for the opening show in July
of 1936.

We were given very menial jobs. My buddy was given the
job of pushing the dolly on which the camera was to be
mounted, and | was given the job of running a microphone
boom.

The first program—July 7, 1936—began with James Har-
bord, who was the chairman of the board of RCA, David
Sarnoff, who was the president of RCA, and Lenox Lohr, who
was the president of NBC. They all wanted to be in on this
act, the big beginning of television in America. They ap-
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peared in an office scene, and they told how television was
just around the corner.

Then we aired a variety show. The first thing that | remem-
ber is a fashion show with three lovely models and a narra-
tor. Then there was a bit of a comedy scene with Ed Wynn,
followed by Graham McNamee, who was one of the best
sports announcers. To show drama, we brought over Henry
Hull, the star of a long-running show called Tobacco Road.
Then, as a sont of climax, we had the Pickens Sisters, and
some dancing. Russell Market came over from the Radio
City Music Hall, which was just across the street, to see what
place we had for dancers. It turned out that instead of the
one hundred and twenty dancers that they used on the
Music Hall stage, we had room for three! So he worked out
a routine for our program, we showed a film to prove that
we could transmit motion pictures, and that was about it.

This show, incidentally, was for the RCA licensees and
people who were close RCA family. Two or three hundred
were brought upstairs to the top of the Empire State Build-
ing, where sets were placed so that they could look at the
program.

M oy <
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A woman crew member (helow left) truins light on the singer Yvette as she performs before
television cameras in the mid-forties. Entertainers were euger for a chance to appear on early

TV, even though radio and the movies were still the most popular entertainment medinms.

From the very beginning, broadeasters realized the need to make the most prosaic
information visual and interesting. A weatherman (below right) at WNBT-TV in New York
(now WNBC) bhuttons up tight to deliver the forecast against the backdrop of an appropriate

winter scene.

Hungerford, too. remembers the problems of

those early broadcasts. “One of the limitations in
the television studios in those days was the light
level,” he said. “We had 10 have one thousand
footcandles of light in order to get a decent picture.
This caused a lot of problems for us. | remember
one young singer. She was standing in front of a
piano and singing. | was the floor manager on the
show, and it became apparent that she was having
great diftienlty. | thought she was going to faint, but
in the way you learn to signal back and forth, she
indicated that she would be able to finish the song.

“So we went to the end of it and turned the lights
off and got her out of there, and it turned out that
the mascara on her eves had melted on her
eyelashes and had been seeping into her eves all the
time she was singing that song. It impressed us, the
stamina of this voung artist, who later became one
of the best known American stars in television—
Dinah Shore.”

Burke Crotty was one of NBC’s first producers.
“The truth of the matter is that evervthing was

experimental, everything was a challenge,” he said.
“It was invigorating. It was a thrilling thing to do,




With a camera close-up. viewers of this early TV drama
could see the consternation of a naval officer as he
pitched to and fro. but would never notice the wooden
rocker device built by clever stage carpeniers to achieve
the special effect of a ship rolling at sea.

and as | look back at it todav, 1 think I’ve never
been so frightened in mv life, and | am not prone
to frighten very easily. . . . | will never forget the
gang that we worked with, including <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>