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To my parents,
for their love

and their twenty-one-inch Zenith color console



I would sit in that control room, and as it got closer to air you could feel everything going
softer and quieter. In front of me would be the director and his associates and all the ear-
phones, switches, and plugs. Outside that plate-glass window was the studio. You could
see the sets for your play. Finally, the lighting people would beam the sets, and the actors
would come in and take their places in their costumes, standing quietly, waiting. In that
last minute before you went on the air, you would watch the sweep hand going around,
and there would be absolute silence, nobody moving. Then suddenly, the sweep hand
would hit the hour, and you would hear a crash of music, and the announcer saying,
“Live from New York,” and you knew that your little play was going out to fifty million
people. And nowhere have I ever felt a thrill like that. I love the theater, but it beats open-
ing night in the theater every time.

—TAD MOSEL
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INTRODUCTION

It says something about our society that Elvis Presley gets his face on a postage
stamp while the memory of the man whose great invention beamed the swiv-
eling pelvis into millions of American homes is relegated mostly to “Jeopardy!”
questions.

Philo Farnsworth is not the only television pioneer consigned to the dustbin
of the American psyche. This project was in its embryonic stage when Dan
O’Connor, a retired NBC employee, offered to track down Robert Sarnoff, the
former NBC president and son of the late David Sarnoff. The General, as he
liked to be called, was a founder of RCA, NBC’s parent company, and its guid-
ing spirit for forty-two years. He is easily the most important figure in the
history of telecommunications.

After a few phone stops around the NBC offices, Dan was transferred to the
personnel department. He explained once again that he needed to reach Rob-
ert Sarnoff. A silence at the other end of the line prompted Dan. “You know
who he is, don’t you? He’s the General’s son.”

There was another hesitation before the voice asked, “How do you spell
Sarnoft?”

Dan never got the number, but he confirmed the sad fact that those who
contributed so much to television’s development have largely been forgotten.
Few people know of Ted Smith, who built the first television station in New
York City; or Fred Coe, who opened the curtain on television’s Golden Age;
or Alex Anderson, who gave us two of early television’s most beloved cartoon
characters, Crusader Rabbit and Bullwinkle Moose.

When Sid Caesar’s name came up in a recent conversation with a friend of
my own vintage, I could have identified the brilliant comedian as Julius’s Jewish
cousin and gotten the same disinterested shrug. The irony is that Sarnoft and
the magnetic power of the device he helped develop and market so skillfully
must take some of the blame for people who think “Dr. Quinn, Medicine
Woman” provides them with all the history they need to know.
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The comedian Red Buttons made a career out of moaning about how unap-
preciated he is. “Nobody ever gave me a dinner,” he whines at the Friars’ Club
roasts. The same can be said for many of the people in this book who were
never famous enough to be forgotten, so let this tome be their dinner, and to
make it more interesting we’ll even invite those we prefer to forget.

This is a memory book, not a fact book. I have tried to answer the basic
question “What was it like?”” by re-creating those years when men and women
from many fields came together first to assemble the golden box and then to fig-
ure out what to do with it.

Who were these people? There was Captain William Crawford Eddy and his
merry band of pirates at WBKB in Chicago who liberated a barber’s chair to
build their first elevated camera and used an empty pickle jar to complete their
transmitter. There was Klaus Landsberg, KTLA’s feisty genius, who gave the
world Lawrence Welk and television’s first live broadcast of an atomic bomb
test. (Which was the more destructive force depends on your point of view.)
There were the twin cameramen, Eugene and Charlie Jones, television’s first
foreign correspondents, dodging live bullets on the front lines in Korea;
Sylvester “Pat” Weaver, the president of NBC who insisted that television could
elevate as well as entertain; and Paul Draper, the effervescent dancer who had
the courage to stand up to Senator Joseph McCarthy’s allies, and for his efforts
never worked in television again. There was also Charlie Vanda, who created a
live daily western in a vacant lot in Philadelphia and made it work, even though
the horses sometimes mistook the microphones for oats; and another Charlie—
Douglas—who invented the laugh machine, and Gracie Allen, who didn’t need
one. Even they are only part of the story. Television had large subsets of heroes.
Landsbergs atomic bomb broadcast succeeded because Joey Featherston
camped on a bare, snowy mountaintop to make sure the network held together.

Over the course of some four hundred interviews, time and again I heard,
“We didn’t know what we were doing. We just made it up as we went along.”
How exciting it must have been to be there at television’s beginning. These
people really were explorers, trekking like Lewis and Clark through uncharted
territory.

If anything united the early pioneers, it was an innate skepticism and curios-
ity that led them to question axioms and to search for solutions to complex
problems. None of them entered television with the idea of making a killing. It
was the possibility of combining sight with sound and making it work that fas-
cinated them. Even now, their memories of those days are remarkable for their
lack of cynicism. This really was a different time and these people were a differ-
ent breed, brilliant and gentle but determined to make something good come
from their work.

The book opens back in the years before radio came along, when the notion
of sending voices through the air was still scoffed at. The scientists and the ex-
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perimenters soon take up the story of the early days of radio. One cannot fully
comprehend television’s development without appreciating radio. When televi-
sion finally came along, broadcasters had only their experiences in radio to
guide them. Like a child in hand-me-down clothes, television inherited the best
and worst that radio had to offer, from the Ed Wynns and Jack Bennys, who
made millions of Americans laugh every week, to the blatant commercialism
that drove the system. Television did it all, but radio did it first.

The witnesses’ reminiscences then cover television’s story through 1961, the
year of Federal Communications Commission Chairman Newton Minow’s
“vast wasteland” speech, delivered the same month that a Congressional com-
mittee opened hearings into violence on television. The disturbing aspect of
those hearings was not so much the violent programs as the cynical attitude of
the three networks toward such programming, laid bare when the committee
subpoenaed the networks’ internal memoranda. The crass commercialism of
CBS president Jim Aubrey’s dictum that his shows contain “bosoms, broads, and
fun” provides a natural counterpoint to the idealistic atmosphere that perme-
ated Philo Farnsworth’s television laboratory in the 1930s where, one visitor re-
called, the dedicated staff looked gaunt from overwork and undereating.

The voices represent every aspect of the industry, from the scientists and
technicians who created it to the producers, directors, writers, performers,
cameramen, stage managers, stagehands, station managers, network executives,
advertisers, and lawyers who ran it. Many of them spoke with genuine passion
of their work, and most of them made the interviewing process a rewarding
one. A few were unforgettable. The comedian Jack Carter, whose now-
forgotten variety show on NBC closely rivaled the classic “Your Show of
Shows” for laughs, stood for an hour and a half in the kitchen of his Beverly
Hills home and turned our interview into a hilarious monologue on his life in
show business. And for an old TV buff, how does it get any better than sitting
with Morey Amsterdam in his video editing room, roaring at kinescopes of
Amsterdam and Art Carney cutting up on his old DuMont show?

By the time my early afternoon interview with director Greg Garrison was
over, we were sitting in darkness. His stories were so mesmerizing that we had
neglected to turn on the lights when the sun went down. Unfortunately, most
of what he told me couldn’t be included here, only because this is not the Greg
Garrison story. That deserves its own volume, and I hope he’ll write it one day.

The greatest pleasures of this project came, however, from getting to know
those who took part in the creation of television. That world is still alive to
them, even in their eighties and nineties. While they expressed general dismay
at the path their invention has taken, they also spoke with genuine pride in their
achievements.

Some of those included here had already spent a lifetime talking to the press
and had little more to gain by cooperating with me, but they did, sometimes
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with a raw honesty that amazed me. Rod Steiger’s forthright self-criticism was
astonishing. Albert Freedman, who was indicted in the quiz-show scandals,
spoke openly about the subject, which still causes him great pain. Kim Hunter
broke into tears talking about her efforts to remove herself from the blacklist.

Stockton Helffrich, the longtime NBC censor, does not appear often
enough in these pages, simply because he was hard to place in specific areas, but
nobody I spoke with surprised me more. Helffrich’s work at NBC went much
further than making sure dirty words weren’t broadcast or that lacing was
draped over Faye Emerson’s decolletage. Helffrich worked hard to remove racial
stereotypes and denigrating references to mentally handicapped people from
scripts. For his efforts he received several awards from the American Mental
Health Association.

Helffrich lobbied forcefully, but unsuccessfully, to keep “Amos 'n’ Andy” off
television, though he was more successful in keeping astrology advertising off
the air. He worked hard to limit the violence in NBC’s programming and did
the best he could to promote truth in advertising on the network. For ten years,
he published a weekly in-house report on the efforts of his office. I had a chance
to read the reports, and they provide a consistently literate, witty, and sometimes
quite critical commentary on NBC programming practices—too critical for his
superiors at NBC who eventually put a stop to them.

As for the more mundane work of the censor, the blue pencilling of “objec-
tionable material,” Helffrich’s views have evolved. “I used to argue about this
with the ACLU. They took the position that there ought to be built into this
thing self-obsolescence, that we should eventually cease to exist. As time went
on I began to find my own views broadening, and I came to that conclusion
myself at the end of my career: that even a little bit of censorship is bad.” It is
a remarkable statement from someone who has spent most of his adult career as
a censor.

Other interviews were less thrilling. I literally fell asleep in the middle of one
telephone interview, and I can still see Frank Stanton’s face contorted in anger
after I had the temerity to question his judgment regarding the CBS blacklist.
Two former children’s show hosts were shockingly rude. At least one of them
could say he was drunk at the time. The other couldn’t even use that as an ex-
cuse. The interviews with them were like walking into a bedroom and finding
your favorite uncle having a good time with someone who is not your aunt.

On the other hand, there was Barbara Billingsley. If the woman who played
June Cleaver had turned out to be more suited for the role of Alexis
Carrington, there’s no telling what this baby boomer would have done. No
need to have worried. About a minute into our interview she began calling me
“hon.” Barbara Billingsley wasn’t acting on “Leave It to Beaver.” She is Mrs.
Cleaver.

One could ask what a book whose time frame reaches only to the Kennedy
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administration would have to say in the age of tabloid TV and the information
superhighway. The answer is that for all its glass and wire, television is a very hu-
man gizmo, a kind of electronic mirror, reflecting those who have developed it
and we who have watched it over the years. The technology may change, but
the way it changes doesn’t. DuMont Television and Apple Computer were both
born in garages, just forty years apart. This book is a celebration of creativity
and persistence, human qualities that are valued in any era.

For better or worse, television programming has a lot to say about who we
are or, at least, who network and advertising executives have thought we were.
Those attitudes haven’t changed much over the past fifty years. Tabloid TV is
simply an extension of the hard-nosed attitude Don Hewitt brought to CBS
News back in 1948. There really isn’t anything on television now whose roots
don’t go back at least forty years. MTV? NBC was doing *“Disc Magic” in 1946.
This also extends to deceit. When the afternoon trash talk shows bring on
guests whose stories are faked in order to stir up the ratings, they are just repeat-
ing what the producers of the rigged quiz shows were doing forty years ago.

Six years ago, I wrote a book about New York City that was also an oral his-
tory. I believed then that there was much to learn from listening to those who
survived nearly a century of life’s challenges. The same principle applies here.
Pat Weaver proved that contrary to what H. L. Mencken said, sometimes you
can underestimate the intelligence of the American people. Fred Coe showed
that an atmosphere of creativity and a bedrock faith in talented writers could
give rise to superb results. By sponsoring “CBS Reports,” Peter Peterson of
Bell & Howell courageously thumbed his nose at the accepted advertising the-
ory that controversy is by its very nature dangerous to a company’s bottom line.

Many of television’s biggest success stories occurred because somebody was
willing (or was persuaded) to take a chance. Nobody at CBS wanted to give
Desi Arnaz the opportunity to play opposite his wife. Only after Lucille Ball in-
sisted did they give him the chance to show that he was one of the best straight
men television has ever seen. Irna Phillips had to personally foot the bill for the
pilot of “The Guiding Light” because Procter & Gamble said soap operas would
never work on television.

The people who tell these stories were interviewed (for the most part) sep-
arately over a four-and-a-half-year period. When threading the interviews to-
gether, | tried to imagine all of them (except the Mormon Farnsworths)
bantering and trading war stories over beers at Hurley’s bar. Remarkably, even
the bitterest of their memories are laced with humor, and happy times are
sometimes recalled with touching wistfulness.

Each of the chapters generated its own arclike storyline. If there is a link that
connects them, it is this: money rules. He who has it wins. Farnsworth had the
talent and the drive, but he didn’t have the money, and he didn’t win.

When money rules, as the writer Max Wilk points out, Gresham’s Law ap-
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plies: bad television pushes out good television. Maybe thats why Philo
Farnsworth has been forgotten, and his electronic miracle largely reduced to
one big home shopping network. Ironically, it violates the industry’s own code,
which says the bad guys are supposed to get it in the end. Maybe they still will.
Until then, a tip of the hat to those whose talents at least sometimes turned that
box of glass and wire into a magical window on the world.

They tell great stories, too.
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SOMETHING
IN THE AIR

If Hollywood ever makes a movie about the invention of television, a suitable
title might be Three Hundred Men and a Baby. Three hundred is, in fact, a con-
servative figure since it took nearly a century of research before Milton Berle
could show up in your living room in drag.

However, in the crowded field of TV’s fathers, one name—Philo Farns-
worth—stands out. Farnsworth was skinny as a stick with blue eyes, brown hair,
and principles. “Phil,” as his friends called him, was a true genius. At thirteen,
he was doing more advanced work on television theory in his attic with a pencil
and paper than men three times his age were doing in their corporate research
centers. He was all of twenty-one in 1927 when, with a staff consisting of his
wife, Pem, his brother-in-law, and a few trusted associates, he produced the first
all-electronic TV picture, years ahead of scientists at Bell, RCA, and GE. Cer-
tainly, it was one of the most remarkable scientific achievements of the century.

Farnsworth, of course, benefitted from earlier research. Television was pieced
together like Lego blocks by scores of scientists over more than half a century.
The parallel development of radio also made television possible. Wireless re-
search produced the first vacuum tubes and transmitters, leading to the develop-
ment of the first broadcasting techniques, all of which were later integrated into
television. Early radio also lit the inquisitive fires of hundreds of young boys.
Wide awake long past their bedtimes, they used sets cobbled together from oat-
meal boxes and galena crystals to pick up distant stations from the ether. They
would be the future engineers, inventors, and technicians, who went to work
for RCA, Farnsworth, Philco, DuMont, and Baird.

The first efforts to create moving pictures took place in the 1820s. These
early marvels had equally marvelous names—the Fantascope, the Phenakisti-
scope and the Zoetrope. They were made by imprinting drawings around the
edges of a disk. When the disk spun and was seen through a viewer, the pictures

appeared to be in continuous motion.
[
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In the decades that followed, communication research branched off in new
directions. Morse’s telegraph made instantaneous cross-continental communi-
cation practical. Then, Alexander Graham Bells telephone not only linked
voices electronically, but also raised the possibility of bringing music and other
forms of entertainment into the home.

In a cartoon for the magazine Punch in 1879, an artist named George
DuMaurier took the idea even further. He depicted two people sitting by a fire-
place in their home watching a sporting event on a screen above the mantel.
DuMaurier may or may not have known that scientists had already taken their
first steps toward making that impish suggestion a reality.

Back in 1858, Julius Pliicker and Heinrich Geissler had designed a sealed
glass tube that glowed when a current was applied to its electrodes. This was the
first primitive vacuum tube which would eventually power early wireless and
television systems. It was also the basis for the cathode ray tube, which provides
our television pictures today. «

In 1884, Paul Nipkow applied for a German patent for what later became
known as the Nipkow Disk, which was a more advanced version of the old
Phenakistiscope. In theory, a person or object is placed before a very bright
light. The light from the subject would be passed though a spinning disk per-
forated with holes that would mechanically “scan” the subject and turn the im-
age into electrical impulses. The transmitting disk was connected electronically
with a receiver, whose disk inside spun at the exact same speed as the transmit-
ting disk and would transform the electronic impulses back into the image of
the person or object, which could then be seen on a small tube in front of the
receiver. This simple mechanical system would be the basis for nearly all televi-
sion research for the next fifty years until Farnsworth rendered it obsolete al-
most overnight in 1928 with his all-electronic system. His was a system that used
no moving parts, such as a spinning disk, to create a picture. Instead, the scan-
ning is done electronically by a tube. That is the way television operates today.

While Nipkow’s invention was going through a series of refinements, star-
tling advances were being made in wireless communication. In 1896, an Italian
college student named Guglielmo Marconi created a small black box that gen-
erated radio waves, which could then ring a bell across his workroom. That was
only the beginning. He immediately recognized the box’s potential to bring
about long distance wireless communications. At his mother’s insistence, he
packed up his black box and took it to England, hoping to find backing for his
ideas. However, English customs officials took one look at the box, decided
Marconi was an assassin, and smashed his invention to pieces.

Marconi was undeterred. He quickly rebuilt his box and convinced a group
of British businessmen to form the British Marconi Company. The twenty-
three-year-old inventor was now a twenty-three-year-old millionaire inventor.

In 1901, Marconi caused an international sensation when he transmitted a
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Morse code “s” by radio wave from Cornwall, England, to Newfoundland.
Soon, wireless communications became the rage on both sides of the Atlantic,
and the race began to be the first to replace Morse’s dots and dashes with voice
transmission.

Reginald Fessenden had a plan to do it, but needed a high-powered gener-
ator that only General Electric could then build. The people at GE thought so
little of the idea that they assigned the project to a low-level engineer, a Swedish
immigrant named Ernst E W. Alexanderson, the only one “crazy enough to try
it,” according to his colleagues.

Alexanderson was also smart enough to build it. On Christmas eve, 1906, us-
ing the newly developed Alexanderson Alternator, Fessenden sent out voice
transmissions to ships at sea from his factory in Brant Rock, Massachusetts. That
night, radio operators on the Atlantic accustomed to the usual blips on their
wireless headphones were startled to hear the strains of a violin (Fessenden him-
self playing O Holy Night) and a voice reading a chapter from Luke.

With the transmission of voices a reality, the next step was to improve the
process of receiving those voices. Up until then, the detecting device had been
the sort of quartz crystal common to any backyard garden. It worked, but not
always reliably. Almost by accident, an American inventor named Lee DeForest
developed what he called the Audion tube while attempting to improve his
radio receivers. Although DeForest received a patent for his tube, which broad-
casting historian Erik Barnouw termed “a Pandora’s tube of endless ramifica-
tions,” he never really understood how it worked. Still, the Audion improved
radio reception dramatically.

DeForest was quite a character. In 1902, he raced an automobile equipped
with his wireless apparatus around the streets of New York to demonstrate ra-
dio’s possibilities. He also rented out the Eiffel Tower one night to promote ra-
dio broadcasting. While others viewed wireless as a communications tool for
ships at sea, it was DeForest, perhaps alone among early radio pioneers, who
saw radio’s potential as a broadcasting and entertainment medium. He produced
a series of programs in New York featuring the singer Enrico Caruso. In 1909,
his mother-in-law took to the air, demanding votes for women. In 1915, he be-
gan a regular schedule of programs from a transmitter in the Bronx. The next
year, he was the first to broadcast election returns, albeit incorrectly, declaring
Charles Evans Hughes the victor over Woodrow Wilson. .~

In 1909, Charles David Herrold began regular broadcasts in San Jose, Cali-
fornia. His wife, Sybil, became the first female disc jockey when she borrowed
hot records from a local record store to amuse the younger listeners.

Someone else also grasped radio’s potential. In 1915, the American Marconi
Company’s young commercial manager, David Sarnoff, wrote a memo to his
boss, proposing that radios be marketed and sold as home “music boxes.” He
even suggested that the radio would become a “household utility in the same



6 THE BOX

sense as the piano or phonograph. The idea is to bring music into the house by
wireless.” Unfortunately for the Marconi Company, Sarnoft’s ideas were too
radical. The memo was filed away and forgotten—but not by Sarnoff who in
later years enjoyed dusting it off whenever he felt people needed to be reminded
of his prescience.

Memo or not, the twenty-four-year-old Sarnoff was already a rising star in
the communications field. His was a classic bootstrap story. He was nine years
old when his family arrived in America from Russia in 1900. They settled
amidst dreadful poverty on the Lower East Side of New York. His father
worked only sporadically, so it fell to young David to keep the family alive. Like
many other immigrant children, he became a newsboy, but he separated himself
from his peers by forming a group of investors to back him in a newsstand and
hiring others to deliver his papers.

Newspapers instilled in him a love for the English language and journalism.
Seeing himself as a future great American newspaper editor like his hero James
Gordon Bennett of the New York Herald, Sarnoff at age fifteen walked over to
the Herald office at Thirty-fifth and Broadway to seek a job. By mistake, he en-
tered the ground floor office of the Commercial Cable Company and was im-
mediately offered a job as a messenger boy for five dollars a week. Sarnoff
accepted, and the communications industry would never be the same. Years
later, his son Robert Sarnoftf would say, “Imagine what would have happened
had he turned left instead of right . . "

Sarnoff loved the clatter of the telegraph keys. Soon he became a skilled op-
erator. Within a year, the local Marconi branch hired him away. There, he got
to meet the great inventor himself, and ran errands for him (including arranging
flower deliveries to the married Marconi’s many inamoratas). Eventually the two
became close associates.

Sarnoff made it a point to work harder than anyone else and to learn every-
body’s business. One story has it that Sarnoff’s co-workers would harass him by
putting every bit of extra busywork on his desk. They stopped only when they
realized he was doing all of it without complaint. He soon became Marconi’s
commercial manager, developing a better grasp of the company, its equipment,
and the industry itself than anyone else at Marconi, including its president.

As Sarnoft climbed the Marconi ladder, events began unfolding in Washing-
ton and Schenectady, New York, that would determine not only his fate but
that of radio and television, too. In 1919, the British Marconi Company made
an offer to buy the worldwide rights to the Alexanderson Alternator, which was
proving to be vital for transatlantic communication. Officials in Washington be-
came alarmed by the prospect of a foreign company controlling international
communications. A counterproposal was made to GE: the alternator would be
placed with a newly created subsidiary of GE. The subsidiary would operate the
U.S. end of international wireless circuits for both government and commercial
traffic. As a further inducement, the Navy offered to turn over wireless patents
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it had received through wartime research. The government, in effect, was
handing GE a private mint, its own monopoly instituted and supported by the
United States.

Of course GE accepted. The new organization was called the Radio Corpo-
ration of America. RCA’s chairman was Owen D. Young; its chief engineer
Ernst Alexanderson; and its general manager twenty-eight-year-old David
Sarnoff.

Within a few months, AT&T, Westinghouse, and United Fruit (which used
wireless to coordinate work on its Central American plantations), bought major
chunks of RCA shares and agreed to divvy up radio’s future riches among
themselves.

World War I had pushed radio research a long way. Technology and produc-
tion advances now put the most modern equipment into the hands of thousands
of amateurs. Scores of these “hams” set up their own stations powered by
cheaper tubes and spark-coil transmitters, which only sounded slightly less irri-
tating than a revving sports car. Soon, the airwaves crackled with hams gleefully
talking back and forth like mutes suddenly given the gift of speech.

The most important of the amateur stations was set up in the Wilkinsburg,
Pennsylvania, garage of Frank Conrad, a researcher for Westinghouse. Conrad
builc his first receiver to hear the time signals from the Naval Observatory at
Arlington, Virginia, so he could settle a five-dollar bet on the accuracy of his
twelve-dollar watch.

Soon he began regular broadcasts. Like Mrs. Herrold, Conrad also played
records donated by a local store. It was a good deal for the store’s owner, who
found that the records played over Conrad’ station enjoyed increased sales.

Conrad’s station made history when a local department store mentioned it in
an ad for wireless sets. A Westinghouse vice president named Harry P. Davis
spotted the ad, and the proverbial light bulb blinked over his head: radio’s great-
est potential lay in the home! DeForest and Sarnoff may have realized it first, but
it was Davis who followed through. He convinced Conrad to increase the
power of his small transmitter and move it to the roof of the Westinghouse fac-
tory. Next, they applied for and received a commercial license, the first one
granted by the government. KDKA’s inaugural broadcast was on November 2,
1920, when it announced the returns of the Harding-Cox presidential race—
and this time the winner was called correctly.

Within weeks, Westinghouse stations with powerful transmitters sprang up
all over the country: WJZ in Newark, WBZ in Springfield, and KYW in Chi-
cago. Other companies quickly followed suit. By the end of 1921, twenty-eight
stations had been granted licenses. In the first seven months of 1922 some 430
more were issued. Licenses went to department stores, hotels, stockyards, farms,
even laundries. A station in Washington, ID.C., was granted to a local priest. Its
call letters were WJSV, which stood for Will Jesus Save Virginia.

Wiatching these new developments from the sidelines was David Sarnoft. He
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toted out the old music box memo, and this time his bosses reluctantly agreed
to back him, though only to the tune of $2,500. That was enough for Sarnoff.

The most hyped sporting event of the 1920s took place on July 2, 1921,
when the barbarous heavyweight boxing champion Jack Dempsey fought a
rather undernourished French light heavyweight named George Carpentier.
The whole world was anxious to learn the results from Boyle’s Thirty Acres in
Jersey City where the fight took place. Sarnoff decided that RCA would pro-
vide them. In a historic radio “first” (and in violation of an agreement among
RCA’s partners), he arranged to broadcast the fight. He borrowed a huge trans-
mitter and stationed it at a nearby Erie-Lackawanna Railroad shed. He then
hired an announcer, Andrew White, one of his own employees and a boxing
buff. However, while more than 300,000 people heard the broadcast, they
couldn’t hear White’s breathless commentary. Networking technology didn’t
exist yet. Instead, White’s words were relayed to an RCA technician at the rail-
road shed who reported the story into a microphone attached to the transmitter.

The show went off without a hitch, owing to the speed with which the
Manassa Mauler dispatched the Orchid Man. Had the fight gone beyond four
rounds, the only way anybody would have heard the story would have been by
White shouting very loudly; the July heat had turned the transmitter into a
molten mass that all but ceased to function at the same time Carpentier did.

Still, the fight generated tons of publicity, which was Sarnoff’s intention. The
company then installed a transmitter atop Aeolian Hall in New York and also
absorbed Westinghouse’s WJZ as its flagship station. The new stations sold lots
of radios.

Sarnoff, who was now RCA’s most important asset, wasn’t through writing
visionary memos. He correctly saw that the immediate future of radio was not
in smaller local stations, but in a national network which, he wrote in 1922,
would “entertain a nation” with high-quality programs of news, sports, and
music. In the memo, he proposed a “National Broadcasting Company,” which
would be run by RCA.

AT&T hooked up a network of its own, using AT&T telephone lines to link
stations around the country. Sarnoff now knew he had to move on his own net-
work plan, but when he approached the phone company for permission to lease
its lines, AT&T refused. Instead, Sarnoff was forced to use Western Union and
Postal Telegraph lines which were poorly equipped to carry voice.

AT&T seemed determined to drive a wedge between itself and its partners.
In 1925, it announced it would begin manufacturing receivers without paying
a licensing fee to RCA. Things got even uglier when the head of AT&T, Walter
Gifford, suggested that the disagreement could be solved if RCA got rid of its
“Jewish” general manager. However, cooler heads prevailed, and RCA and
AT&T began negotiations to settle the dispute. The result was a complete vic-
tory for Sarnoff. RCA got AT&T's radio network, including its flagship station,
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WEAE The phone company would not manufacture receivers. In return, RCA
agreed to rent AT&T’s phone lines, which it was willing to do all along.

Sarnoff’s 1922 memo was now dusted off. In September 1926, RCA ofh-
cially announced the formation of the National Broadcasting Company. NBC
would be composed of two networks: WEAF would be the flagship station of
the Red network and WJZ would be the flagship of its Blue (and slightly lesser
quality) network. Legend has it the colors were derived from the colored mark-
ers used by the engineers on their network maps.

The rise of the national networks all but ended the hegemony of the local ra-
dio stations. The move was hastened by Herbert Hoover, who then headed the
Federal Radio Commission. When Hoover granted AT&T a clear (long dis-
tance) channel, he did so at the expense of the smaller stations, which received
limited assignments and were trampled upon by the larger stations.

“That opened the whole barn door and was one of the pivotal moments in
American broadcasting,” says television historian Erik Barnouw. “The govern-
ment created a hierarchy when they began assigning channels. The big stations
became big business, and the local stations were small entrepreneurs. It’s amaz-
ing how readily that was accepted, despite the fact that it is a perversion of the
idea that the air belongs to everyone.

“Since Hoover, the Federal Communications Commission [stepchild of the
FR C] has not served the public; they have been serving the industry,” Barnouw
adds. “He made the right pronouncements about things being scandalous, and
then he handed this plum over to AT&T. And he continued to feel that un-
healthy tendencies would be purged by competition. It is a nice theory anyway.”

As radio moved into young adulthood, television was still very much a
toddler—but a growing one. The term was used for the first time in a paper on
the subject given by Constantin Perskyi at the 1900 Paris Exhibition. However,
much of the research centered on Teleautograph machines, which were prim-
itive faxes.

In 1907, Boris Rosing, a physics professor at the St. Petersburg Institute of
Technology, applied for a Russian patent for a television apparatus that for the
first time departed from the Nipkow system, because the receiver would scan
the picture electronically, without the moving disk. Rosing’s research also intro-
duced one of his students to TV’s possibilities. This was Vladimir Zworykin,
who would soon leave Russia and accept a post at Westinghouse in Pittsburgh.

The first working television apparatus was a mechanical system produced in
1910 by two Frenchmen, Georges Rignoux and A. Fournier. Reporters who
saw the system said that it produced crude pictures of a series of alphabet letters,
as well as images of a lead pencil and a bottle.

Meanwhile, in 1920, a Scottish inventor named John Logie Baird returned to
Britain from South America where his plan to make a fortune manufacturing
jams and preserves fell through when a swarm of insects devoured his profits.
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When another idea to manufacture a special resin-based soap failed, Baird, who
had always been a reader of scientific journals, began taking an interest in an-
other wild scheme: television.

Working on an extremely limited budget, Baird managed to file for a patent
in 1923 for a mechanical television system. Its receiver was a bank of lamps.
Baird built an operating system in 1925. A few months later, an American in-
ventor, Charles Francis Jenkins, reported that he, too, had mechanically pro-
duced a picture. Although both systems produced images of less than fifty
scanning lines (the higher the number of lines the sharper the picture—today’s
pictures are 525 lines), at least the pictures were recognizable. Television really
worked! Baird in particular produced a picture that differed from others in that
it showed gradations of black and white. In that sense his was the first practical
television system.

Despite his successes, Baird had a difficult time interesting others in televi-
sion. At one point, he even knocked on the door of the British Marconi office
to see if someone there might like to hear of his work. When the door was
opened by a Marconi assistant, Baird inquired, “Are you interested in
television?”

“Not in the slightest degree,” the man said. “No interest whatsoever.”

“It was,” Baird later said, “as if I had asked if he was interested in brothels.”

In 1926, Baird gave a demonstration to scientists from the prestigious Royal
Institute. Baird’s biographer, Sidney Moseley, wrote that the doubts of the senior
scientists were not erased by the demonstration. In fact, they were only increased
when one of the men got his long white beard caught in the spinning disk.

However, Baird’s work did attract some interest. He was invited to set up a
demonstration at Selfridge’s Department Store in London, probably the first
such public demonstration of any television system. A reporter who covered the
demonstrations in the store’s electrical department was intrigued by the jerry-
built nature of Bairds equipment. He described several motors, which he said
looked like electrical fans, a lot of electrical parts, and “a Rich Mix biscuit tin.”
While the television showed several simple pictures, the reporter said the inven-
tor busied himself keeping little old ladies from tampering with the wiring.

Jenkins was a better salesman than Baird and had little difficulty attracting
major investors. In 1927, he obtained the first experimental TV license issued
in the United States, W3 XK. While his station broadcast film shorts, he also set
up a manufacturing plant in Jersey City. Jenkins sold several thousand receivers,
but his programming simply wasn't sufficient to attract enough viewers, and he
couldn’t make enough money to cover his costs. Within a few years Jenkins de-
clared bankruptcy and was out of the TV picture.

At least four other companies were actively involved in TV research. In
Schenectady, GE’s Ernst Alexanderson built a mechanical system and received
experimental license W2XAD. In 1928, the station received gobs of publicity
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when it broadcast the first television drama, J. Hartley Manners’s “The Queen’s
Messenger.” In later years, Alexanderson enjoyed recalling the dubious re-
sponses to his early TV research. Once during a meeting in his living room he
suddenly introduced a man who appeared on the small screen. The man greeted
his friends from a house located in another part of town, but the others in the
room refused to believe it. One guest even checked the back of the cabinet to
see if the man wasn’t somehow hiding inside.

At Bell Laboratories, a scientist named Herbert Ives headed a team that de-
veloped a mechanical system capable of a fifty-line picture. Ives even convinced
Herbert Hoover, then running for president, to be televised. It didn’t take much
convincing, and Hoover became the first politician to walk a path that would
become well-worn in the years to come.

In Boston and Chicago, Hollis Baird (no relation to J. L. Baird) and U. A.
Sanabria were putting together successful mechanical systems and selling sets on
the basis of limited broadcasts. Baird even climbed on the roof of his laboratory
and aimed his cameras at Fenway Park across the street, televising baseball games
nearly eight years before RCA claimed it had achieved this historic “first.”

However, even before these inventors reported their first successes, their sys-
tems had been rendered obsolete when in January 1927, twenty-year-old Philo
Farnsworth filed his historic patent for an all-electronic system which used
guided electron beams that did away with a revolving disk. That Farnsworth
succeeded in becoming anything other than a poor Utah farmer is amazing in
itself. He began working to help support the family before he was in his teens.
In high school, he worked so hard at part-time jobs that he had to limit his own
study time to between two and four in the morning. Although his family was
supportive, they had no money for college. Nevertheless, he managed to enroll
at Brigham Young, but his college education ended midway through his fresh-
man year with the sudden death of his father. To keep the family going, he
worked as a radio installer, an electrician’s trainee, and a janitor, without ever
losing sight of his dream of perfecting a television system.

Farnsworth was not yet of legal age when he convinced several backers to
give him enough money to set up a laboratory in San Francisco. This was no
RCA or AT&T setup. The lab was a converted loft. His budget for both per-
sonal and professional expenses was less than two thousand dollars a month. The
staff seemed to fluctuate between five and seven, depending on whether or not
there was money to pay for an extra hand. Farnsworth’s most trusted aide was
his brother-in-law, Cliff Gardner, who became an expert glass blower by neces-
sity, since the tubes they needed hadn’t even been invented yet.

Despite the odds, Farnsworth promised his backers a picture within a year. It
was a startling boast for any experienced group of scientists, but here was a
youth with little formal education charting territory that the likes of Baird,
Alexanderson, Zworykin, and Jenkins had yet to even approach. He would
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soon force the others to take notice. One of those who did was David Sarnoff,
and before long the boy genius and the communications industry’s boy wonder
would find themselves on a collision course.

AGNES FARNSWORTH LINDSAY: From the beginning,
there was a special thing about Philo. When Mother was ready to give birth, Fa-
ther went to get the horse ready to go to the doctor. He had been a widower
when he married Mother, and while he was in the barn, he had a feeling that
his first wife was very close. He said that she was there to tell him that this child
would be a very special person. He related that to Mother, and from that mo-
ment on they felt that there was a reason for this boy to come to the earth. And
truly, he brought with him something that has changed the whole world.

From the time he was a little boy, Philo wanted to know what made things
go. He would open up a watch to figure out how it ran. He was always thinking
of ways that he could do things better.

ELMA “PEM” FARNSWORTH: He was six when he saw a
gramophone and a telephone for the first time. His father told him they came
from two inventors named Thomas Edison and Alexander Graham Bell. Philo
decided right then that inventors were special people and that he would be an
inventor one day.

Phil never had any experience with electricity until he was twelve and the
family moved to his uncle’s ranch in Idaho. The ranch had a large Delco farm
generator, and this was just heaven to Phil. He soon learned all he could about
electrons.

AGNES LINDSAY: Untl then we only had kerosene lamps. What a
miracle it was that you could just reach up and turn on a light! That engendered
a lot of the dreams we all had. It was Phil’s and my job to turn the handles on
the washing machine. He fixed up a little motor and put it on our washing ma-
chine and made our first electric washer.

Walking up and down the long beet rows in Idaho, thinning beets, we would
dream about all these things we were going to have. First was an inside bath-
room. Then Philo told us that we would sit in our home and talk on the tele-
phone and see the people we were talking to. He said we were going to see
people from as far away as Salt Lake, maybe further. He didn’t call it television
at that ume. It was just something where we would be able to see people at a
great distance.

Gradually, he started thinking more and more substantively about what this
television thing could do. Then he began drawing sketches about what it would
be like. We thought his idea was wonderful. With his enthusiasm, we never
questioned what he was telling us. It was just going to be.
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HAROLD BEVERAGE: I grew up on a farm in North Haven,
Maine, and I was fifteen years old when I built my first receiver in 1908. It was
all handmade. It didn’t have any tubes. I got the crystal from the floor in the
high school. I could hear NAX, a Navy station down in Panama. Of course, it
was all Morse code. There wasn’t any voice transmission then.

BENJAMIN CLAPP: We never even imagined we could pick up
voices with our radio. No one really thought of sound until after the first World
War. And we never had the minutest thought of sending pictures over the air.

A friend and I built a little spark transmitter and receiver together when I was
still a boy in school outside London. The neighbors didn’t know why I was put-
ting up wires in the garden. They thought radio was a joke. Somebody called
me “The Mad Boy of Perley”

HAROLD BEVERAGE: My grandmother didn’t believe that all the
buzzing noise on my receiver meant much. One day I recorded a message that
Mrs. Woodrow Wilson had died, and she didn’t believe it. A few days later it
was verified in the newspaper, and she said to me, “My goodness, that buzzing
noise did mean something.” And she gave me a five-dollar gold piece.

Then in 1912, I was at the University of Maine, and when the Titanic set sail,
I copied the regular messages it was sending to Cape Race. That nighe, I hung
up the phones and went to bed. The next morning I put the phones on, and |
heard the Carpathia describing what had happened.

HERBERT IRVING: When I was in the Navy from 1917 until 1919,
they sent me to radio school in the Philippines. Then I came back to the United
States. I was on a ship anchored in Hampton Roads, Virginia, just prior to the
armistice when I heard voices on the radio for the very first time. I was on duty
that night, and I had dozed off. I could see myself being shot at sunrise, but I
woke up to hear these submarine chasers talking to each other over the radio.
They'd get on the air and say, “Hello, hello.” That sure surprised me!

ARCH BROLLY: There was a man in San Jose named Charles Herrold.
He had the first radio station out in this area. He took his power for his trans-
mitter off the trolley system in San Jose. He was on the air with an old Edison
phonograph and his own voice about once a week for an hour or two. All of us
kids around here made our own radio sets so we could listen to his broadcasts.

CAPTAIN WILLIAM CRAWFORD “BILL” EDDY:
When I was a teenager in Saratoga Springs, I think it was Popular Mechanics that
had an article about how to build a radio receiver with a Quaker Oats carton,
coil, and a hunk of coal. People came from all over town to listen to these fan-
tastic voices through the air.
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BENJAMIN CLAPP: It wasn't until after the First World War that I
heard the first voices over the air. One day, I was listening in on my radio and
I heard a voice come in and I answered him. It was an American named Sheldon
Heap. That was the first two-way radio conversation ever made overseas.

HAROLD BEVERAGE: I made a couple trips on the steamship
George Washington with a radio phone for the use of President Wilson. He was
going back and forth to the peace conference at Versailles. Every day I made a
test call to the Navy Department in Washington. One time this voice with a
very special quality came over the air. I said, “To whom am I speaking?”

He said, “This is the Assistant Secretary of the Navy, Franklin Delano
Roosevelt.”

BILL EDDY, JR.: My grandfather was very close to Roosevelt at that
time. That’s how all the Eddy boys got into the Naval Academy. My grand-
mother died when my Dad was ten, and the boys were left to run and got into
some trouble, so he sent them away to military school and then to the Naval
Academy. Dad prided himself that he graduated from the Naval Academy with
more cumulative demerits than any other person in its history.

BILL EDDY: After I graduated, I chose the submarine service because it
had the fewest regulations. You wore a sweater and no uniform whatsoever.
The freethinkers in the Navy were all in the submarines. Submarines were the
gulag of the Navy, and that appealed to me no end.

I started losing my hearing as a kid and was deaf when I entered the Navy,
but [ had learned to read lips, so every time they put me through the audio tests,
they said I had perfect hearing. With the great knowledge of the Navy I was as-
signed to be sound officer on the submarine. I couldn’t hear the signals coming
from the enemy submarines, so I went to Kresge'’s department store and bought
some parts and devised an amplifier where the sound signals came out as a
movement on a dial. By looking at the dial, I knew if we were on target for an
enemy ship and could fire a torpedo. It worked very well, and our submarine
was the only one that was scoring hits. Soon, so many people had these ampli-
fiers and were scoring hits that the Navy Department heard about it, and they
asked me to develop a model of this amplifier using the finest parts. I put it to-
gether and it didn’t work. In desperation, I went out to Kresge’s and bought
these cheap tubes and transformers and put together the Eddy Amplifier and it
worked. It became a very interesting patent because it only worked with Kresge
parts. That was how I got into electronics.

HERBERT IRVING:I heard KDKAY first broadcast on November 2,
1920, when I was a civilian radio operator on an Army transport ship. In 1923,
I got a job at KDKA as a technician. To save money, they had the operating
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technicians make all the local announcements and station breaks. I had a pretty
good voice, so they asked me to do some announcing.

I had never heard the word “broadcast” as it pertained to radio until I came
to KDKA. When I grew up out West, the farmers didn’t have modern tools,
and they would “broad cast” the wheat, barley, and rye seeds from the rear end
of a wagon, throwing them out in all directions. A radio station does the same
thing with radio waves.

Years later when KDKA moved its radio transmitter to Saxonberg, it went on
higher power to a seven-hundred-foot vertical antenna. That summer was ex-
tremely dry, and the farmers in the area thought that the KDKA antenna might
be the cause of it. Around the farms in the area, poor or broken metal connec-
tions on barn rain scuppers and downspouts at times caused small electric arcs
and acted as crystal detectors, and they played music as one farmer was milking
his cows. At the same time, his garden gate, which was also metal, picked up
enough radio frequencies to become real warm.

I helped repair the poor connections, and I explained to him that the antenna
had nothing to do with the weather, but the farmer said to me, “When your
garden gate gets hot, and your barn plays music, you’ll believe most anything.”

W. GORDON SWAN: In September 1924, I went to work at WBZ,
the Westinghouse station in Boston, as an announcer. I was still in school at the
time, but that didn’t cause any problems because they didn’t go on the air till six
o’clock at night, and we were off by ten or eleven o’clock.

THEODORE A. “TED” SMITH: Westinghouse was never very
enthusiastic about radio. They sort of submitted to this work that Conrad had
been doing in Pittsburgh. They were more interested in selling dynamos, gen-
erators, and instruments, things like that, so in Pittsburgh they sort of fenced off
a little corner in the top floor of their factory for a studio. They had phono-
graph records, but once in a while a soprano would come in and sing—if she
didn’t charge anything.

W. GORDON SWAN: Our studio in Boston was in a building on the
roof. You would take the elevator to the top floor, then go up a flight of stairs.
The studio was a single room draped with monk’ cloth to deaden the sound.
It had a piano at the center of the room. At the far end was a microphone stand.
At the right was the announcer’s desk. Over his head in the corner was a loud-
speaker so he could hear what was coming down the line from Springfield.

The engineer had a little room in one corner of the studio. He had to set up
the program by guess and by God. If we had time, we had them do a brief run-
through of their numbers to see if we had the balance good. Sometimes, we
didn’t even have time for that.

The engineer sat at a desk in one corner of the studio. The amplifier was
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powered by wet batteries, which were where would normally be the typewriter
slide of the desk. If he didn’t get in there early and open up the windows that
we had, you would walk in that door and the acid from the batteries would cut
your breath right out. There were a couple of times when a soprano who
started to sing a song just quit.

TED SMITH: RCA eventually took over WJZ and moved it over to Ae-
olian Hall in New York. They had a famous announcer named Norman
Brokenshire. They had a problem with him—he used to drink—but he was best
when he was about half-lit. They had a special microphone made so he could
lay down and be supine and talk while it was held over his head.

There was no air-conditioning in those days, and in the summertime, the
studios got to be hot. Brokenshire would sometimes talk for hours. While he
was on the air, he would shed all his clothes except for his underwear. Then
he would lay down on the sofa and talk. That didn’t cause any problems either
until one day when Sarnoff had a group of foreign visitors in, and they discov-
ered the great Norman Brokenshire laying there broadcasting in his underwear.

W. GORDON SWAN:I had to dress in a tuxedo every night. Our one
hostess dressed in an evening gown. The idea was to show that radio was an im-
portant thing. It made us look very important, and the guests felt that they were
important, having been asked to perform.

The station manager’s secretary booked the guests. We had a hypnotist on
who said he could hypnotize people over the air. The plan was he would go on
the air in Springfield, and then get some people lined up in Boston that he
could hypnotize. They got some Harvard students, but after he supposedly hyp-
notized them, we lost the line between Springfield and Boston. They had to get
the line back so they could bring them back to.

We picked up the organ from the Capitol Theater. We had a mike backstage
until two stagehands got too close to it and were telling dirty stories, so we had
to set up in the dressing area. People called up after the show and asked about
the end of the stories. Unfortunately, where we now set up was a toilet. That
thing sounded like the end of the world when anybody flushed it, and it would
happen right in the middle of a show.

TED SMITH: When I got involved with the radio network, RCA sent
their signals by Western Union telegraph wire. RCA also had to maintain its
own repeater stations, because Western Union knew about telegraph but not
radio or telephone. There was a repeater station in Conchohocken, Pennsylva-
nia, which was the only one used between Washington and New York. If a tube
went out in that repeater, somebody put on their overcoat, got on the Pennsyl-
vania Railroad, came to Philadelphia, bought a couple of tubes, took the bad
one out, and put the new one in. In the meantime, the network didn’t work.
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Even when it did work, it was a terrible system because the telegraph wire
was so bad. By the time you sent music from New York to Washington, it didn’t
sound like anything at all.

W. GORDON SWAN: The Western Union line ran along the Boston
and Albany railroad tracks, and people had a habit of throwing baby carriages up
on the wire, which didn’t help at all. We would be in the middle of a program
out of Boston and something would happen, and then Springfield would have
to take it over.

STUDS TERKEL: I first heard radio in the rooming house, 1923. It
was a crystal set. My father had an earphone and I had an earphone. You move
around the wire and you don’t know what the hell you'd get. Then you get
something and you strike pay dirt. The two great names for me were Sen
Kaney, the famous announcer, and Wendell Hall, “The Red-Headed Music
Maker.” He played the ukulele. “It ain’t gonna rain no more. How in the heck
are ya gonna wash your neck when it ain’t gonna rain no more?”

I heard the Scopes trial on WGN in the summertime, and the death of Floyd
Collins, who was stuck in the Sandstone Cave. I heard the auto racing from In-
dianapolis. A girl named Dorothy Koppel and I, both of us were the top kids in
the class, and we were invited down to the basement gym to listen to the radio.
We each had an earphone to hear Calvin Coolidge accept the presidency from
a New Hampshire back porch.

In the summer of 1924, we were at Rosensweig’s Resort, Workman’s Circle.
They had a huge ugly set. The kids were all playing outside. I listened to all 104
ballots at the Democratic convention. “[Loudly] Twenty-four for Alabama,
twenty-four votes for Underwood.”

LEE COOLEY: Radio was magic, and it grabbed me completely. In 1920
or 1921, we were living in a house on Coronado Terrace in Los Angeles. My
brother and I slept on a back screen porch, and an uncle of mine gave us a crys-
tal set, and we could hook the antenna into the screen. The station we could get
best was only about ten blocks away from us. That was Aimee Semple
McPherson’s station, KFSG, K Foursquare Gospel. I listened every night to
Aimee McPherson and to Dr. Black and the Silver Band and the whole come-
to-Jesus bit that she did beautifully.

HERBERT IRVING: After NBC was organized, it changed every-
thing. Radio jumped from nothing to millions of millions of dollars. Operators
had to have a license and the station had to have a license. Of course, now, you
have to be a millionaire to get a broadcasting license.

ERIK BARNOUW: When the formation of NBC was announced,
Sarnoff didn’t let out that the whole system was based on the sale of time on a
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national basis, because there had been quite a lot of uproar against the idea. A lot
of people said this was a shocking way of using this great public service. Even
Herbert Hoover said that. Instead, NBC announced that they were bringing im-
portant events before the public. They didn’t go into the economics, except for
some phrase that they would “always show discrimination,” which is interesting.
When the commercials began, NBC insisted that there would only be indi-
rect advertising. No prices would be mentioned, and nothing callous on the air.
Then during the Depression, George Washington Hill of American Tobacco
found that on the CBS network, he could say what he wanted to about his ci-
gars: that they cost five cents and were not made with spit. “There is no spit in
Cremo.” That was the beginning of the kind of advertising we see today.

O & Jx

WILLIAM PARKER: I graduated from high school in "25. When I
was at the University of Illinois, I worked for a couple of fellows who were
making photoelectric cells for various experimenters, including Lee DeForest
and U. A. Sanabria. They said, “Bill, as long as you live in Chicago, why don’t
you go see Sanabria? Maybe you can work with him over the summer.”

Sanabria did not complete high school, but when he was a teenager, he
talked William Randolph Hearst out of several thousand dollars to set him up
a laboratory in the Hearst Building in Chicago.

When T first saw Sanabria he was just in his twenties. He had a very active
mind and was a real inventor. His lab was two rooms about ten or twelve feet
square. He demonstrated his television for me. You held your hand between the
light and the drum and you could look at it on the scanner at the other side of
the drum. You could just about distinguish your hand from a monkey wrench.

He gave me a little written test. I didn’t pass, so I didn’t work for him that
summer. Instead, I spent the summer in Schenectady at General Electric. Ray
Kell was working in Alexanderson’s laboratory. Occasionally, they would do
some broadcasting in the evening, no programs or anything, just to see if they
could get a signal over the air.

EDITH ALEXANDERSON NORDLANDER: Daddy
came to this country in 1903 when he was twenty-five. He went to see Edison
himself to ask for a job. Edison offered him a job, but for fourteen dollars a
week, and Daddy said it wasn’t enough. Not only did he not get a job, but he
also got his wallet swiped on the Brooklyn Bridge.

In the meantime he had read all about Charles Steinmetz’s work at General
Electric, so he came to Schenectady and went to Steinmetz’s home. Steinmetz
was a hunchback and had a long beard, and when he met Daddy, he was wear-
ing a black bathing suit that came down to his knees. Daddy said he wasn’t at
all sure this was exactly human, but from that minute they got along beautifully,
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and he started to work for GE as a test man. He made many inventions for the
company, but he only got a dollar from GE for each one. That was the compa-
ny’s policy.

BILL EDDY: RCA also paid a dollar a patent. When I was there, I didn’t
need the money, so I would paste the checks on the wall of my working space.
I had a whole wall covered with RCA one dollar checks until the comptroller
of RCA wondered why he couldn’t balance his books. Then he found out
about my wall. We tried to wet ’em down and get ’em off the wall, but it didn’t
work, so we finally destroyed the wall, dissolved the plaster, took the checks
out, and balanced the books of RCA.

EDITH NORDLANDER: Daddy used to bring these men home
from General Electric, and they experimented with television in our living
room. Of course, there were no programs at the time. If we saw anything at all,
it was usually a man at GE sitting around eating a chicken sandwich or some-
thing like that.

BENJAMIN CLAPP: In 1926, Baird gave a demonstration to the
Royal Institution of a vague television picture. I had read about that, so I rang
Baird up and told him I would like to come and see him.

On that first visit, I was received very undiplomatically. He wasn't really in-
terested in talking about it because it was all very secret. He merely said, *“Yes,
I’m interested in television, but there’s not much in it.”

I went by there again. This time Baird was more cooperative. Then Baird
asked me himself to come visit, and he asked me to work for him for eight
pounds a week.

His laboratory had four rooms. One they used as an office. One was a little
workshop with a bench where I worked. Then he had the little transmitter in
a bigger room, divided into two so that nobody could see anything but the re-
ceiving disk at the other end of a long shaft. At the receiving end, you could see
the picture through the lens. For the first few weeks, I wasn’t allowed to see the
transmitter because it was all so secret, but he realized that if he were going to
make any use of me at all I would have to know all about it.

He was quite eccentric. One night he went to a restaurant with an engineer.
He drew some diagrams on the tablecloth. The restaurant manager said, “Look,
you’ve ruined my tablecloth.”

“Never mind, I'll buy the tablecloth and take it with me so the engineer can
have it.” He gave it to the engineer and said, “I want to see how it works in the
morning.”

HAROLD BEVERAGE: Alexanderson was also very absentminded.
You'd be talking to him, and all of a sudden he’d start talking in Swedish. You'd
have to say, “Hold on, back to English.”
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EDITH NORDLANDER: Once he bumped into a telegraph pole,
and just said, “Good morning,” and walked away. Another time I met him at the
corner of Erie and State, and he bowed to me. I finally said, “Daddy, hello!” He
didn’t know who I was.

TED SMITH: But he was also a brilliant scientist with a stable of some of
the very, very finest research people at that time. His alternator was a great new
invention for radio because it could send radio waves across the ocean. Then in
the 1920s, he decided to develop television.

EDITH NORDLANDER: One day my mother invited these ladies to
lunch because she wanted to show them how the TV worked. We turned on
the set and nothing happened. We tried everything we could, but it wouldn’t
work. At that point, my father drove up in a taxi, and my mother said, “Thank
goodness, here’s the expert.”

But Daddy said, “I have no idea.” He couldn’t cope with anything like that.
He couldn’t open a can of soup. Finally, mother and I saw that the set wasn’t
plugged in. We plugged it in, but the man on the screen was so still that every-
body thought it was a photo. Then Daddy told him to wiggle his ears. He did,
and then they believed it.

ERIK BARNOUW: My first awareness of television goes back to
around 1927. My father was a professor at Columbia and was considered sort of
a cultural consul. He was constantly being invited to one thing or another. One
day he said to me, “I have an invitation. Maybe you want to go with me. This
is a demonstration by AT&T of television. They want two people. I'm supposed
to go to 195 Broadway. You have to go to the Western Electric Laboratory on
West Street. Then we’re going to talk to each other by television.”

That sounded interesting. I hadn’t been aware of television. I went down to
this place on West Street. I was told to go into a little room and talk to my fa-
ther. They were very emphatic, saying, “You can only use three minutes be-
cause it is very expensive.”

So I went into this little booth, and my father’s face appeared on this screen,
looking absolutely ghastly. I remember the conversation vividly:

“It’s amazing, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, absolutely, amazing.”

Then he said, “Are you going home for lunch?”

“Yes, I'm going home for lunch.”

“I think I'll go to the Century Club. Will you tell Mother I won’t be home
for lunch?”

We had already had this conversation on the subway on the way down, but
we simply couldn’t think of anything else to say. Finally, I said, “Well, I suppose
our time is probably up. We can only use three minutes.”

“Yes, I guess so, but it is amazing.”
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“Yes.”

I said good-bye and left the room, and the man said, “You only used a min-
ute”” He asked me what I thought of it. I said, “Oh, it’s amazing. What are you
going to do with it?” 1 didn’t see any hope in it at all.

He said, “Well, we figure there will be a time when a man wants to cash a
check in Minneapolis, and he’s from New York, so they will ask him to step into
this booth, and somebody from1 New York will identify him. It will be very use-
ful that way”” They weren’t thinking about entertainment, but even as a two-way
telephone, the picture was so poor, I didn’t think it was worth anything at all.

BENJAMIN CLAPP: The first picture I saw on the screen was a very
crude face of a ventriloquist’s dummy. Baird had to use the dummy because the
heat from the lamps was so bad, it was completely impossible to sit there for
more than five minutes at a time.

When he first showed the picture to the Royal Society, he got a boy off the
street and sat him there. When he went into the other room, there was nothing
there, and he was terribly disappointed. He thought he was a failure. He went
back and found out the boy had left. He was so hot, he couldn’t stand it anymore.

One day, Baird said to me in his slow way of talking, “Mr. Clapp, will you go
up to Glasgow and see if we can get a picture on land line?” It was about four
hundred miles away. I went up there, and we experimented for about a week, and
we did get this very, very crude, vague picture. It was seen by three eminent Glas-
gow citizens, who also couldn’t understand the use of a little tiny thing like that.

Then one day he said to me, “Mr. Clapp, can you go to America?” We were
going to try to send a picture across the ocean. I put the receiver I made in a big
black box, which I called “experimental radio equipment” at Customs because
I was afraid if [ called it television equipment they would stop it.

I was met at the boat by a Mr. Robert Hart. He took me up to his home in
Hartsdale, New York. We set up the equipment in his basement. It took about
two months until we could receive a picture because we had to build much of
the equipment and there were problems with the weather. Finally, one evening
a picture of the dummy suddenly appeared. I was jumping for joy. It was then
that we decided to call the press. We demonstrated it for them, and we got one-
inch headlines all over the country.

Undoubtedly because of all the press coverage from my trip, the company re-
formed as Baird Television Development, Ltd. We raised altogether from public
subscription over a million pounds. Baird soon moved to a much larger place
above a motor engineering firm. We had a whole floor there with quite a lot
of space, and by then we had two or three hundred employees.

TOM GOLDSMITH: My grandmother was almost stone deaf. She
used one of those ear trumpets. | got into electronics when I tried to build an
amplifier so she could hear better. In 1925, 26, I began to build amplifier tube
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radios. One day I picked up a signal at the end of the AM broadcast band.
Through the Federal Radio Commission, I traced down what it was. It was
television signals being sent by C. Francis Jenkins in Washington, D.C. He had
a station there, and it was transmitting very crude pictures about the size of a
postage stamp.

IRMA KROMAN: In 1929, a friend of mine said to me, “Would you
like to work in television?” because I had done some acting.

“I don’t know. What is television?”

He told me something about it, and I went over to Jersey City and met a Mr.
Replogle and was hired as the program director at the Jenkins Television Cor-
poration. No one knew what they were doing. They had the eighth floor of an
empty factory building. On the roof was a shack in which they had their broad-
casting stuff. It was the beginning of everything.

ARTHUR “ART” HUNGERFORD: While I was in MIT, a fel-
low in Boston named Hollis Baird had a television with quite a large revolving
disk machine. We had a receiver in our fraternity. The only way we could keep
it in sync with the transmitter was by taking a pencil eraser and holding it
against our disk so it would be the same speed as the disk in Hollis’s studio. We
would send one of our brothers over there, and the rest of us watch our machine
to see if we could see him, but all we ever saw was really shadow.

DONALD GLEN FINK: When we sent Art over to the station to be
televised, and he came back, we said, “We knew that you were a man and not
a dog because you were smoking.” The smoke came out very clearly. It is an in-
teresting thing that smoke is the one thing that always looks good on television.

IRMA KROMAN: Jenkins also made television sets and sold 'em, but
people didn’t buy too many of ’em because there wasn’t much to see. Mostly
you would get somebody to stand in front of there and talk or read or just make
faces. When you looked at the picture on the tube, the background was bright
red, and the figures were black, and there was no delineation whatsoever. I re-
member Mickey Mouse’s figure with the ears standing up. That was all you
could see.

LOYD SIGMON: Idid some work for Hollis Baird. We usually went on
the air in the evening hours with somebody reading a book or talking. We were
right in back of Fenway Park, and we used to get up on the roof and try to pick
up a baseball game. I guess you can say they were the first games ever shown
on TV.

IRMA KROMAN: I was supposed to put out programs for a certain
number of hours a day, but the whole thing was so tenuous I never knew what
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we were going to have that day. I might interview people, like Ruth Etting,
“Ten Cents a Dance,” or Lee DeForest, who used to visit the studio. If 1
couldn’t think of something to do, I would put on a movie. If I didn’t have a
new one, I played the same ones over. Who was gonna look? I never got any
complaints about it. There weren’t that many people watching.

WILLIAM PARKER: In the fall of 1929, I was assigned to design and
build television equipment for the use of WIXAP, that was the Chicago Daily
News station. It later became WMAQ. For the first time, multiple cameras were
to be used to facilitate instantaneous scene changes required for programming.
The equipment was on a rigid metal stand, but you could tilt the mirror on the
camera to direct the scanning field around.

For our grand opening we had Bill Hay, of “Amos 'n’ Andy” fame. We had
sets out at the various Sears & Roebuck’s stores around the Chicago area, but
it was a complete disaster, because that night the atmospheric conditions made
the picture so terrible.

Still, that fall, we broadcast the election returns. We just scribbled the results
on a piece of paper and stuck ‘em up on the wall. In January 1931, we broadcast
the play “The Maker of Dreams” with Ireene Wicker and Vinton Hayworth.
We had a little bit of scenery. People could move around within their limits of
six or eight feet.

I thought television would be entertainment with educational possibilities.
Sanabria also thought it would be used for education and entertainment, but he
believed he would make money selling sets, not in broadcasting. Later on he did
go into business making television receivers. He built quite a few of them and
sold them around the Chicago area.

BENJAMIN CLAPP: The BBC granted us their first television li-
cense. It was called 2TV. We began to send out our own programs over BBC af-
ter midnight. We had to pay the BBC five pounds for each half hour’s
transmission. The shows usually consisted of someone sitting in front of a trans-
mitter singing, or Cyril Smith, the one-armed piano player.

There were a few hundred amateurs who had receivers by then. They built
their sets themselves. Plessey eventually made what they called the Tin Lizzy
Televisor. It was a tin box with a flat front and a flat top. At the back of the box
was the circle raised up where the disk was. A few thousand of those were
manufactured.

TED SMITH: I went to RCA for twenty-five dollars a week, which was
a large amount of money in 1925. RCA was a very small company then, with
a total sales of less than fifty million dollars a year. We were simply a sales agency
for GE and Westinghouse receivers, plus the transoceanic communications
business which was out in Long Island. We also did research on communica-
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tions. That was Beverage. The only other facility we had was the Technical and
Test operation where I worked, which wasn’t very big.

There was no talk at RCA about television then. This was such an early stage
of development of the whole field of electronics, that we had all kinds of other
things to work on. For example, we developed the first radio receiver capable
of operating from an AC source.

Nobody except Zworykin at Westinghouse and Farnsworth were doing any
work on electronic TV. I didn’t know of Zworykins work. Even Westinghouse
didn’t think it was worth anything. I didn’t read anything about Farnsworth. Then
in 1927, Alexanderson invited Sarnoff up to see his mechanical system. I went up
with him and saw it. They had a little studio where they had produced these el-
ementary programs. We weren’t that impressed with the system itself. When we
were riding home, Sarnoff said, “Its a great advance, but we can't sell it.”

But when he went back and thought about it, he realized that sooner or later
RCA and GE might not be following the same path, and that television could
supplant radio and that we ought to be in on this thing. His concept of being
successful was that you had to be first, and if you were first you could make all
kinds of money.

I got appointed as the person to do it. I was given four things to do. First, I
was to build a television station in New York. Second, I was to devise a system
which would transmit the picture and sound on the same channel. The third
was to improve the picture as much as I could. The fourth thing was later.
Sarnoft had gotten the idea that the future of television was the showing of pic-
tures in theaters, so I was to develop a system that would produce a picture in
a standard motion picture theater. I didn’t think it would work so I didn’t want
to do it, but he insisted.

PEM FARNSWORTH: Phil had read about mechanical television,
but he felt that the mechanical disks were not only clumsy but possibly danger-
ous to operate at the speeds they’d have to be run. He figured he could train
electrons to do what the mechanical system was doing. That was just after
World War I when he was thirteen.

The summer after he turned fourteen he was on a harrow when he had a vi-
sion about television. He had read that you could manipulate electrons in a vac-
uum, and he had been thinking about how to make these electrons cover a
picture. At one point he turned and saw all the fine lines on the field he had
gone over with the harrow, and he said to himself, “I can just magnetically de-
flect those electrons across the screen in the same way you plow a field, line after
line.” That’s the way he did it, and that’s the way it is done today.

AGNES LINDSAY: He made himself a lab in a little attic in our home
in Idaho. He would set the alarm and be up at two o’clock in the morning and
have maybe four hours of precious time to study by himself.
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PEM FARNSWORTH: When Philo entered his first year of high
school, he wanted to sign up for chemistry, but the teacher, Justin Tolman, said,
“You can’t handle that. That’s a senior subject.” Philo asked if he could sit in on
chemistry. Mr. Tolman said it wouldn’t do any harm. He figured Philo would
lose interest quickly. Within two weeks, Mr. Tolman realized Phil was getting
the subject better than a lot of his students.

One day, Mr. Tolman happened to go by the study hall, and he saw that Philo
had covered the blackboard with equations. He was explaining Einstein’s theory
of relativity to the class.

When Philo was fifteen, he explained his theories about television to Mr.
Tolman and drew him a picture of his “image dissector” camera tube. Mr.
Tolman told him, “I don’t understand all that you told me, but I'm sure if you
keep working on it, you'll get it.”

Eventually, Phil lost contact with Mr. Tolman. In 1936 during the patent in-
terference with RCA, our patent attorney found Mr. Tolman in Salt Lake. He
went out to take his deposition, and Mr. Tolman was able to describe what
Philo had drawn for him. It proved to RCA that Phil had made this invention
at that time.

AGNES LINDSAY: Pem and I met the day we both entered Provo
High School. One day when we were sophomores, we were home for lunch
when Phil came in. He was taken immediately.

PEM FARNSWORTH: He had very deep blue eyes with a twinkle in
them. He was charming, but I was only a sophomore in high school. I couldn’t
think of anything romantic with him. But my brother played the trombone. 1
played the piano. When Phil found out, he came over with his violin, and we
got better acquainted.

He had been going with a young lady and I guess he was talking to her about
marriage, but when he told her about his ideas for television, she said, “I would
never marry a dreamer. The man that I marry has got to be going somewhere.”
That turned him off cold about revealing his plans.

He was even careful about what he would say to me about television. Then
one day we went on a horseback ride up Provo Canyon to a place called Bridal
Veil Falls. We came over a high cliff, and there was a huge rock in the center
that parted the stream in two and created misty falls that resembled a bridal veil.
It was actually very romantic. When he first told me, it was a fairy tale. I had
a hard time understanding it, but I had such faith in Phil that if he said he could
fly to the moon, I would have believed him.

He talked a lot about what television would do. He foresaw everything that
was going to happen. He saw that television would allow people to learn about
each other. He felt that if you could learn how other people live, world problems
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would be settled around the conference table instead of bloody battlefields. He
thought that everyone in the world could be educated through television, and
that it could also be used for entertainment and sporting and news events.

I remember asking him, “How are you going to get the signal over the
ocean?”

He said, “We’ll get it there. We’ll have to replay it with captive balloons,”
which is the same concept as the space satellite.

Phil was at Brigham Young when he got a job on the community chest cam-
paign, which brought him in contact with George Everson and Les Gorrell,
who had come from California to organize the drive. Phil had also become
close with my brother Cliff. It was Cliff who told Gorrell that Phil had some re-
ally good ideas that they should hear about. Cliff knew Phil’s reticence about
talking about it, but he felt that perhaps this would be the one chance he might
have. At least people from California had different ideas from Utah people. Phil
had approached a number of people in Utah about funding his ideas, but no one
could understand it. They thought Phil was just a crazy kid.

Phil was apprehensive because his idea wasn’t patented and these Californians
were strangers, but he realized it was a chance, and they agreed to set him up
in California with six thousand dollars.

By this time Phil and I had become engaged, and when he got his backing,
he said, “I don’t want to go without Pem.”

Then he called me and said, “Can you be married in three days?”

George loaned Phil his Chandler roadster to come down to Provo for the
wedding, and the night Phil had to return the car he was gone a long time, but
they had a lot to talk about. George and Les were putting their faith in this
young boy they had known for just a couple of months, but I really think that
they had an ulterior motive: I think they were trying to keep us apart.

When Phil finally came back that night, he said, “I have to tell you, there’s
another woman in my life, and her name is television. I want you to work with
me, because it’s the only way we’ll have much time together.”

After we were married, we spent three months in Hollywood while George
Everson tried to get more backing up in San Francisco. My brother Cliff came
to live with us. He took a lesson in glassblowing from the head of the glassblow-
ing department at U.C. Berkeley. Very quickly, he could do things that no one
else had done before, and it was Cliff who made the first workable television
tubes.

Phil was doing a lot of experiments on a dining room table. When George
and Les would bring friends in to see, he would shut the blinds. When they'd
go, we would open the blinds. This was during Prohibition, and I guess it
looked very suspicious because one day two very large policemen came to the
door. One of them said, “We’ve had a report that you're operating a still hére.”

I said, “Just a minute, I'll go get my husband.”
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George had been in the back winding deflection coils and had his hands all
covered with shellac. He beat a retreat out the back door because he didn’t want
to be caught in that situation, but two more big policemen came and said, “Oh,
no you don’t buddy.”

Phil invited them in and explained what we were doing. Then the ones who
came in from the front called the ones in back and said, “It’s okay, they don’t
have a still. It’s something crazy they call vision or something.”

TED SMITH: Soon after we began working on television at RCA, we
used a Kerr cell to generate light for the television picture. One problem with
it was if there was the slightest amount of moisture in the liquid the thing would
just go up in smoke. We finally found out that the only way we could dry out
the Kerr cell was with absolute alcohol: 240 proof.

But this was during Prohibition, so we had to file an application with the
Department of Alcohol in downtown New York. We needed about a quart a
month. It took a while before we finally got permission to get some. They were
terribly suspicious, thinking what the hell are we going to do with all this stuff
in the laboratory? Each time we notified them we needed some alcohol, they
would send an armored truck up, with guards, and deliver one quart to the lab-
oratory on 242nd Street.

After the lab closed up, we had some left over. I think my boss would take
it home, mix it with some flavoring, and make liquor.

PEM FARNSWORTH: At the end of the summer, George Everson
got additional backing from this financial group in San Francisco, so we moved
up there. We found a space about thirty by thirty, and out of that Phil made a
laboratory.

CIliff, Phil, and I were the only three working on the project. Phil told the
backers, “If you'll give me twenty-five thousand dollars, in a year I'll have a pic-
ture for you.” Phil knew he could do it, but I think he felt more pressure than
he let on.

They agreed he would get a thousand dollars a month. Out of that, we had
a personal budget of two hundred dollars a month. Food was forty-five dollars
and transportation was forty dollars. Cliff lived with us and paid something like
twenty-five dollars a month on the rent. We had enough to eat. We had a nice
place to live. We had no money for movies or entertainment or anything like
that, but we made out all right.

We felt very fortunate to have what we had. Our biggest fortune was having
Phil, who was nineteen. I was eighteen. I felt like I was a kid, but Phil looked
and acted much older than his age. In fact, when George Everson found out he
wasn’t even old enough to sign a legal document yet, he was surprised.

Very few people thought Phil could do it. He spoke to the heads of the elec-
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trical departments at Berkeley and Stanford. Both gave him the same advice he
was given at BYU: “You are just attempting the impossible.” Well, he knew he
could do it, so he didn't listen to them, but Phil needed help so badly that I
learned to do a lot of things. They taught me how to use the precision welder.
I made components to go in the tubes. I did his drawings in his books from his
sketches. There were tense moments, but Phil’s attitude was, “Well, if one way
doesn’t work, I'll invent a way around it,” and that’s what he did.

AGNES LINDSAY: I went to San Francisco in June of 1927 after I
graduated from high school. Eventually, the whole family moved out to San
Francisco into Phil’s house at 3208 Lyons Street. Instead of going to college, I
got a job with the telephone company, and I was the family breadwinner for
several years.

We were very much a part of the ups and downs. Cliff would work for days
getting a tube ready, and then it would break. There were so many discouraging
times. There were times when he didn’t have money. That first summer, I've
never eaten so many beans in my whole life.

PEM FARNSWORTH: On August 30, 1927, he got a fuzzy image of
a horizontal line—or so he thought, but he was afraid it was just interference,
so he took it all apart and tried it again on September 7, 1927.

That morning we went over to the lab around eight as usual. Phil said, “Will
you go in and finish making drawings of the sketches I left on my desk, and we’ll
call you when we’re ready.” They did. Cliff was in the next room at the transmit-
ter with a picture of a line on a slide. Phil called to him and said, “Turn it at right
angles, Cliff.” They could see the line move, so they knew they had it.

There was stunned silence in the room for a little bit because we couldn’t be-
lieve what we were seeing. We were all exhilarated. Phil was outwardly fairly
calm, but he was also very, very excited. There was no celebration. It was just
get back to work, “We need a two-dimensional picture before we can show the
backer.”

They did one thing, though. Les Gorrell used to come in and slap Phil on the
back and say, “Hi, Phil, you got the damn thing to work yet?” So, George and
Phil concocted a wire to send to Les that said, “The damn thing works.”

AGNES LINDSAY: That was the way we all felt: the damn thing
worked. We were living the dreams we had in the beet fields. And there it was,
the most exciting thing in the whole world. It makes my heart beat faster now.

TED SMITH:I built our mechanical station, W2XBS, in 1928. An engi-
neer came up with the idea of focusing on something in motion instead of still
pictures, so we got this little figure of Felix the Cat and let it run around on the
phonograph for hours at a time. There may have been twenty-five receivers
around New York who could have seen Felix the Cat dancing on a turntable.
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In 1930, we demonstrated the system for Sarnoft in a theater on West Fifty-
eighth Street. We were able to generate a six-foot picture in the theater, and it
was black and white, which you could get with a Kerr cell as opposed to the
salmon color you got from the neon tube. Still, the outcome of the demonstra-
tion was we took all the equipment down, threw it away, and left. He could see
there wasn’t enough resolution to go to a movie where you had to have a sharp
resolution on the screen. After talking with Zworykin, he knew that there was
no future in the mechanical system.

ART HUNGERFORD: A scanning disk machine has a built-in end to
it. The more lines you have, the smaller the holes have to be, and it’s harder to
get light through, so there comes a point of diminishing returns. The most it
could get was 240 lines.

WILLIAM PARKER: In 1933, we built mechanical equipment for a
number of different places in Canada, but somehow or other we never got paid
for that. We got paid in Eskimo Pie stock because they were the ones who were
bankrolling us. I still have a lot of Eskimo Pie stock that’s not worth anything.

WMAQ, which I built personally with my own two hands, was purchased by
RCA in 1933. That was the end of my mechanical television career. Sanabria
was working on large screen television. He had the Chicago Bridge and Iron
Company build a great big television about ten or twelve feet square, and he
demonstrated it all around the country.

I went to Philadelphia and got a job at Philco. Four of five of RCA’s key en-
gineers also joined the company. In September 1934, I saw my first electronic
TV picture in the factory. It was quite an improvement over Sanabria’s mechan-
ical picture.

LOYD SIGMON: Hollis Baird tried to sell stock to keep the place going,
but it finally folded. I drove all night to Germantown in Pennsylvania. By then
Farnsworth had moved there. He showed me his TV picture, and I just flipped.
I said, “Boy, this is it.” It was no comparison to ours.

He wanted me to join him. I went to his lab, and it was pitiful. These poor
guys were wearing suits that looked like they had been moth-eaten. These guys
were so dedicated but they were starving. I thought about it, and I went back to
Farnsworth, and I said, “I’'m gonna get married, and I better stay with my job.”

Hollis and I tried to build a tube like Farnsworth’s, but we never could. Still,
it was great being a young man and seeing the possibilities, not knowing what
would happen.

ERIK BARNOUW: The inventors who built mechanical systems, Baird,
Alexanderson, and Jenkins, got people excited about the possibilities of televi-
sion, getting them to accept the idea that it was inevitable in spite of the fact that
it was so obviously unsatisfactory at that time. That was their importance.
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PEM FARNSWORTH: One day, we saw something that looked like
smoke coming on the picture tube. It turned out that Cliff had tried to step in
front of the viewing area but the lights were too hot. Instead, he blew some
smoke past the viewing area, and that was the first two-dimensional picture
we saw.

Then we started sending still pictures and cartoons. We had the first Mickey
Mouse Disney film, Steamboat Willie. We also had short bits of film from Hol-
lywood that we did experiments with. We made a loop of Mary Pickford
combing her hair in The Taming of the Shrew.

She came to the lab. United Artists had gotten a little concerned about what
television might do to their business, so Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, and
Robert Fairbanks, who was Douglas’s brother and business manager, and the
producer Joseph Schenck all came to take a look.

We had had a good picture before then, but something happened, and it
wasn't nearly as good as it had been, so they went home not very worried.

We didn’t show the backers anything until 1928. By then we were showing
geometrical forms. One of the backers was a man by the name of James J.
Fagan. Whenever he saw George Everson, he would say, “When are we gonna
see some money in Phil’s gadget?” So when they came in May 1928, Phil was
ready for them.

That day, he called to Phil, “Farnsworth, when are we gonna see some
money in this gadget?” As an answer, Phil put in a slide with a dollar sign on
it and showed it to him on the television.



THE RACE IS JOINED

“There are liars, damn liars, goddamn liars, and patent experts,” Ernst
Alexanderson once complained to Harold Beverage in the wake of yet another
patent fight. Indeed, patent battles consumed most of those who ventured forth
with new ideas in the electronics industry. The most aggressive fighters were
those with the deepest pockets to pay for high-priced legal talent, and in the late
1920s, the deepest pockets and longest arms belonged to RCA. In 1924, sales
from RCA radio receivers passed $50 million. Two years later, RCA reached a
patent licensing agreement with other radio manufacturers that gave the com-
pany five percent of their sales, which added $506 million to its coffers.

Under Sarnoff’s direction, RCA’s patent attorneys were among the busiest in
the field. The company aggressively pursued anyone it believed was infringing
upon its manifest destiny, which apparently covered the entire electronics field.
RCA was also the defendant in numerous suits brought by those who felt
RCA’s long limbs were reaching too far. That included an angry claim by the
inventor Edwin Armstrong, RCA’s single largest stockholder, against his former
friend Sarnoff for infringing on his patent for FM broadcasting. But the biggest
threat to RCA’s patent empire was coming from the loft in San Francisco where
Phil Farnsworth and his small crew had confounded the industry by producing
the first all-electronic television picture.

Sarnoff respected Farnsworth—even liked him, he claimed later—but busi-
ness was business, and he set out to teach the young Mormon a lesson. He
moved quickly on two fronts. First, he pushed RCA’s own television research
ahead at full speed. Second, he instructed his lawyers to do whatever was nec-
essary to stop Farnsworth, knowing that Farnsworth’s small operation couldn't
hold up under the financial crunch of a full-court legal press. Where he miscal-
culated badly, however, was in measuring Farnsworth’s determination.

Meanwhile, RCA’s own research team would prove to be enormously suc-
cessful, thanks largely to the blank check Vladimir Zworykin received from
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Sarnoff. Arriving in the United States in 1919, Zworykin went to work at
Westinghouse, where he continued the television research he had begun under
Boris Rosing at the University of St. Petersburg. However, Westinghouse re-
mained skeptical of Zworykin’s work—and for good reason. Although he filed
for a patent on his all-electronic camera, the iconoscope, in 1923, the thing just
didn’t work very well. A demonstration for Westinghouse executives in which
they saw only the haziest of pictures left them shaking their heads in bewilder-
ment. They were more interested in refrigerators anyway.

The government altered his fate in 1930 when the Justice Department filed
an anti-trust action against RCA, Westinghouse, AT&T, and GE to dissolve the
monopoly it had created only eleven years earlier. As a result, GE and Westing-
house agreed to divorce themselves from RCA (AT&T had already split) and
end their TV research. Zworykin, who had been encouraged by Sarnoff at a
1929 meeting, happily moved to RCA’s new research center in Camden, New
Jersey. He quickly organized a team of some sixty researchers. Much of their
work centered on improving Zworykin’s iconoscope TV camera, which used an
electronic “storage” system that required less light on a subject than Farnsworth’s
image dissector to produce a picture. On the other hand, the image dissector,
being a simpler camera, produced sharper pictures, although it required so much
light that its subjects were virtually baked in order to get those pictures.

In England, like Harold Lloyd dangling from a huge clock, Baird was still
clinging tenaciously to his mechanical system. To his credit he had improved his
picture to 240 lines. In 1936, however, the BBC decided to match Baird’s ap-
paratus against an all-electronic system produced by British Marconi that sur-
passed even RCA’s in the sharpness of its resolution. The test was intended to
take a year, but Marconi’s superiority was apparent from the start. Baird was
devastated. The man who had produced the first working television system
faded from the TV scene, although he would contribute vital work on radar
during World War II.

While RCA feverishly worked to improve its camera as well as the rest of its
TV system, Farnsworth was granted a patent on his entire electronic television
system. It was the first such patent granted. Unfortunately for him, the FCC
refused at the time to issue commercial TV licenses. Without the possibility of
income from programming, there was little incentive for broadcasters to set up
stations, and without any stations, there were no manufacturers interested in
taking licenses from Farnsworth (and risking RCA’s wrath) to build sets.
Farnsworth could only hope that further research advances would pressure the
FCC to relent. In the meantime, he entered into a working agreement with
Philco, one of the nation’s top radio manufacturers, to move his laboratory to
the company’s headquarters in Philadelphia.

Before Farnsworth headed east, he was visited by both Zworykin and
Sarnoff. Sarnoft stated publicly that Farnsworth was no threat to RCA even
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though he knew that wasn’t true. RCA stepped up its anti-Farnsworth cam-
paign. Philco secretaries were suddenly courted by RCA flunkies. RCA em-
ployees harassed Farnsworth during his public lectures. Finally, by claiming that
Zworykin should be credited with inventing all-electronic television, due to his
1923 patent application, RCA goaded Farnsworth into filing an expensive pat-
ent clarification suit. That was the opening bell of the heavyweight champion-
ship of patent fights, an electronic paternity suit to settle once and for all who
was the father of television.

PEM FARNSWORTH: Although we got a picture within a year, the
backers said they were in the banking business, not the television business, and
they kept saying, “This is going to take a pile of money as tall as the tallest build-
ing in town.”

A couple of times, the backers just closed the lab and locked Phil out. Some-
times, Phil and his men had to take in outside work to keep going. They were
about to set up a lab in my basement when George Everson decided to go pub-
lic with it, so there was a press conference on September 2, 1928. The press
people were so excited about this Horatio Alger story. Here was a farm boy
who came out here with almost nothing and produced electronic television
when all the other companies couldn’t do it. Finally in 1929, the company was
reorganized, and Phil got a percentage of the stock.

TED SMITH: In the early 1930s, Sarnoff began putting about a million
dollars a year into television. The stockholders had complete confidence in
him. They were mostly Russian Jews like he was, and they believed in him.
Under Sarnoff, RCA was a marvelous company to work for. It was very
loose-jointed with very few rules or regulations. There was a great freedom for
people to make decisions down the line, and there was very little pressure on peo-
ple for what they did. They let you try, and if you failed, you weren’t necessarily
out in the cold. The emphasis Sarnoff put on research and development was un-
usual. Of course, he believed that all sorts of goodies would come out of it.

ROBERT SARNOFF: He wasn't a trained engineer or physicist, but
he had an innate understanding of electronics, and a great respect for scientists.
He loved them, and he loved talking with them in their language.

LES FLORY: Sarnoff always told the story about his first meeting with
Zworykin when Zworykin was trying to convince him to put money into tele-
vision research. Sarnoff asked Zworykin, “How much do you think it will take?”
Zworykin said, “Oh, maybe a hundred thousand.”
And Sarnoff would say laughing, “After we invested a hundred million, then
we got someplace.”
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LOREN JONES: Zworykin had interesting ideas about inventing in
general. When he said that the iconoscope was a thousand times more sensitive
than the image dissector, he said it didn’t pay to invent things that aren’t many
times better than what came before, that any minor improvement is not worth
very much. He had other interests besides television. He had 114 patents. He
developed a computer for medical purposes because he thought computers
could help doctors diagnose diseases. I remember him saying that a computer is
not going to have a hangover one day or a bad memory. Today, of course, doc-
tors use them all the time, so Zworykin was on the right track.

He learned about acupuncture long before Nixon’s trip to China. He
worked with General Motors on an automatic automobile. The idea was to
bury some wires in the roadway and have them control the direction of the car,
which would also prevent collisions. I rode in the car on a test track. It worked
Just fine, but it wasn’t practical because of the cost of wiring the roadways. Still,
it was Zworykin as usual being thirty to forty years ahead of his time.

The very first remote-control TV receivers that I ever saw, maybe the first in
the country, were Zworykin’s. He used a telephone-like dial on a small box
equipped with a transmitter, and he could dial the receiver and get the station
he wanted. He had a volume control on it, too. He was a good scientist, maybe
not in Einsteins depth, but he deserves credit. He was really a promoter, and a
very effective one.

TED SMITH: Most great scientists were promoters.

LOREN JONES: Yes. Speaking of Einstein, when Zworykin lived in
Princeton, he and Einstein were neighbors. Zworykin had a dog named Rex,
and they used to say it must be a very intelligent dog because it ran around with
Einstein’s dog.
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TED SMITH: Unlike radio, in television, things had to fit together. Every
receiver must be capable of picking up every transmitter. The picture must have
enough resolution to fool your eyes into thinking you are seeing more detail
than there really is. You also have to have enough pictures in a second to give
you motion and not flicker. All of this requires a great deal of coordination, be-
cause if you don’t have the things that will work together, it won’t work at all.

RCA spent more time and more money on a system that would hang to-
gether. This was the phase in which RCA did one of the most remarkable
things that has ever been done. Sarnoff put up the money for a complete test
system, including not only the receivers, but also the transmitters and a com-
plete broadcasting studio. Eventually, they solved all the problems that needed
to be overcome. In that sense, television was really invented by RCA, because
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you had to have it all fit together in a lock-and-key type of thing, and RCA’s
system did.

LES FLORY: When I joined RCA in 1930, I went into television re-
search because it was something that was totally new and important. We weren'’t
working towards a means of broadcasting Milton Berle. We were interested in
the technical part of it. If anything, we looked at it more as an extension of your
vision, putting a camera where you couldn’t put your eyes, where it was too
dangerous, like into a hot furnace.

There were about twenty people working in television at RCA, ten in the
research group and ten designing equipment. Zworykin headed up the research
department. I liked Zworykin very much, but he was an impatient person. He
wanted everything done instantly. Sarnoff and Zworykin were always of the
same mind in that they wanted to get things done faster than we could do "em.

PEM FARNSWORTH: In 1930, Zworykin came out to San
Francisco to see Phil’s work. Our backers hoped to sell a license to Westing-
house or have them buy it. They thought Zworykin was still employed there,
but he had already been hired by RCA. He said later that the patent attorneys
for RCA had asked him to come out.

The backers told Phil to show Dr. Zworykin the whole thing, which he did.
When Zworykin saw it, he said, “Beautiful, I wish I had invented it myself.”
This came back to haunt him during the patent interference case. Zworykin
also asked Cliff if he could watch him make a tube. When he saw Cliff’s work,
Zworykin said, “My man said that was impossible.”

LINCOLN FARNSWORTH: My brother Carl was in the lab in
1930 when Zworykin and Sarnoff came out together to see what the kid had.
They had already made up their mind they were going to find some way of
claiming prior conception. On the way out, he heard Sarnoff telling Zworykin,
“It’s our job to collect royalties; we don’t pay royalties.”

At that time, their receiver tube was all electronic, but they didn’t have a
transmitter tube. They went to work on it with the ideas they took from Phil.

LES FLORY: We knew about his work and had contacts with him. He
was a real genius, but his camera lacked sensitivity. We came up with the icon-
oscope camera tube, which needed about one one-hundredth of the light that
Farnsworth’s dissector took. The image dissector gave quite a good picture, but
for commercial television pickup, the iconoscope was definitely a better tube.

My job mostly involved making the internal parts of the tubes. Everything
was done by hand, so it could take several days to make just one experimental
tube. We had numerous moments when we got a new idea and we made a tube
that worked. That was exciting, but the other ninety-nine of them didn’t work,
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and they weren't so exciting. That’s research. You learn as much from things
that don’t work as you do from things that do work.

By ’32, with the iconoscope, we were ahead of Farnsworth. We began to
poke our camera out the window at a street corner and watch cars go by. If it
was a bright day, we had a good picture.

LOREN JONES: Once, as the engineers had the camera aimed out the
window, a building across the street caught fire. The cameramen called the fire
department, and the picture showed the whole thing. That was our first news
broadcast.

[ was in the Empire State Building when RCA put up the transmitter. [ spent
a lot of time at the top of the tower. There was a trapdoor by which you could
get out to the top, and we had to put an antenna up there.

TED SMITH: It was quite a feeling to go through that trapdoor and find
yourself on top of the world. You couldn’t see the rest of the building because
the sides sloped down. You were suspended in space on a six-foot-diameter sur-
face of slippery stainless steel metal with four rickety iron posts and a chain
around that kept you from going down.

LOREN JONES: You're talking to a world champion here. I flew a pa-
per airplane from the top of the Empire State Building, I followed it with bin-
oculars, and it landed in Brooklyn.

TED SMITH: That used to be a favorite pastime of the engineers. They
had club called the Top Notchers. To be a member, you had to fly your paper
airplane from the Empire State Building either to Brooklyn or New Jersey.
There was a metal circle about six feet in diameter on the top. Going through
it was a rod about half an inch in diameter with a cross on top. The Top Notch-
ers had to climb that rod and touch the weather vane atop that cross, which was
about twelve feet up. I got as far as the crossbar and then couldn’t go any farther.
I didn’t have the nerve.

Joe Chambers was the engineer at WNW in Cincinnati. He did a number of
rash things as a flier and he wanted to try it. When he got to the top, he made
one dive for the thin metal pole in the center, grabbed it, and was too scared to
even look around. He said later, “If you ever get back there, you’ll find my fin-
gerprints in the iron.”

N
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PEM FARNSWORTH: In 1931, we moved to Philadelphia to set up
a research laboratory and an experimental TV station for Philco.

TED SMITH: Philco had a camera at the University of Pennsylvania
swimming pool. They would just keep the camera running to test their transmis-
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sion. OQur people would tune it in occasionally to test their own equipment.
Merril Trainor called them one day and said, “You know your camera at the
swimming pool? Do you know some men are swimming without bathing suits?”

PEM FARNSWORTH: Phil was fired by Philco because RCA told
them, “If you do business with Farnsworth you can’t do business with RCA.”
RCA held the licenses on the radio business where Philco was making a lot of
money, so they had no choice.

This was typical of RCA. While we were at Philco, RCA tried to get infor-
mation from our secretaries by plying them with drinks. RCA also had a “get
around Farnsworth” department. They would hire the best young engineers
they could find. If they couldn’t get around Farnsworth they were let go. We
found out because a lot of these people came to us for jobs.

Phil avoided writing papers and giving talks because he knew that these peo-
ple who had lots of money and lots of engineers would try to take his work and
run with it. When he did do lectures, he would use slides to describe what he
was talking about. The front of the lecture hall would always be lined with peo-
ple with cameras. Afterward, they would file a patent on the things they heard
Phil talk about. It was harassment action more than anything else. After we left
Philco, Phil decided to stay in the East. He set up a new company called Farns-
worth Television Co.

ARCH BROLLY: They took a little plot of land just outside of Philadel-
phia in Chestnut Hill and built on that a small development laboratory from a
truck garage. I came East and went to work in the laboratory. They also built
a little studio with lots of equipment. Every once in a while something would
be broadcast, but it could only be seen by people who came to the laboratory
and went upstairs to watch the receivers. That’s where Bill Eddy came into the
picture.

BILL EDDY: In 1934, the Navy finally tripped me up by changing to an
electronic system of measuring hearing. I was sent to the Brooklyn Navy Yard
for retirement. That fall, I was driving to Washington when I ran into a snow-
storm and got iced up in Philadelphia. With nothing to do that afternoon, |
looked in the phone book to see if I could find this boy Farnsworth whom I had
read about.

Luckily, Phil was listed. I went out to see him, outlining my own interests in
the field. Then he outlined what he was doing. By the time he was halfway
through, I was enthralled. By midnight that night, after we had completely ex-
hausted each other, I said, “Phil, I'd like to go to work for you.”

He said, “Fine, Bill, I'd like to have you, but I can only give you thirty-five-
dollars a week.”

I called my wife, and she thought if that was what I wanted to do it was okay
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with her, so I joined this small group of people who were trying to send pictures
through the air. Besides Phil and Pem, there was Mabel Bernstein, his secretary;
Arch Brolly, the chief engineer; Cliff Gardner and the two Rutherford boys;
plus Joe Spallone, the janitor. That was the whole crew. Arch was the only grad-
uate engineer. The rest of us were starry-eyed technicians.

One of our major problems was the insensitivity of the camera tube. I was as-
signed to investigate the problem of lighting, makeup, and miniature staging,
which would be required in the future of television.

We had to develop a system of lighting that could be controlled from back-
stage. Since we were live, we couldn’t stop the action and adjust the lights. I built
an eight-by-ten-foot house on the studio floor, lined it with lights on the inside,
and got one of the girls to sit in front of the holes on the side of the box in which
we stuck the camera tube. We turned the lights on until her hair began to smoke,
and we knew that was the limit. Her hair was the key to the whole thing.

Our cameras were red sensitive: red lipstick, red rouge, or pink rouge came
out pure white, which destroyed all details on the face, so we resorted to black
lipstick, black eye shadow, and black rouge, which made for quite a beautiful
person.

All this time, we knew nothing about what was going on at RCA. They
were able to keep their work under wraps because they had all the financing to
do a major program of development. Meanwhile, we, with five thousand
dollars a year development fees, were forced to make every move we made very
obvious to the public in the hopes of getting new investors and new money.

If we didnt have money, we didn’t get paid. Phil would sometimes give us
fifteen dollars, or twenty dollars and a couple shares of stock. A stock that had
no real value at all. To eat, we'd go to the Italian market in South Philadelphia
and buy a gunnysack of week-old bread for one dollar. Bread, and rabbits that
I raised on our farm in Philadelphia, constituted my family’s menu.

Still, there was no lack of enthusiasm. We were either naive or crazy. If mo-
rale dropped, Phil would get up on his platform and start spouting his ideas, and
we were back in battery again. He was a world class promoter and PR. man.

PEM FARNSWORTH: In 1934, we gave the first major public dem-
onstration of Phil’s system at the Franklin Institute in Philadelphia. The screen
was about a foot square set in a fifty-seat auditorium. There were long lines to
get in. We had to change audiences every fifteen minutes to take care of the
crowds.

BILL EDDY: We had one camera at that time. That was on the roof, and
we had one receiver, which we put in the auditorium. Our program matter was
primarily the traffic flowing down the parkway, which you could see from the
roof, or the skyline of Philadelphia. Both of them actually entranced the
audience.
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PEM FARNSWORTH: We also had ventriloquists, puppet shows,
and trained animal shows. We set up a ring and invited little urchins to come
and box a few rounds.

LINCOLN FARNSWORTH: I never thought of it this way, but I
guess we were the first TV producers. One of the scientists at the Franklin In-
stitute was W. E G. Swann, a doctor. He was also a very good cellist. He had a
Stradivarius, which started to burn up under the bright lights. We tried to get
him to stop, but he wouldn’t. Luckily, all that burned up was a little shellac.

BILL EDDY: One of the biggest stories to come out of that was when we
happened to focus on the moon, and we got an absolutely perfect picture of a
full moon. That also got Phil to come up with the idea of using his tubes for an
electronic telescope.

PEM FARNSWORTH: Around 1934, we learned that RCA was
claiming that Zworykin was the originator of television. Therefore, we couldn’t
sell licenses under Phil’s patents because people said, “What about RCA?” So
we went to the patent office and said, ““We have to have a clarification on this.”

Zworykin had filed for a patent on a camera tube in 1923. He didn’t know
how he was going to build it, but he wanted to get control. Well, the plans he
filed were not workable, and he wasn’t issued a patent, but RCA hired
Zworykin, thinking that they could control television the way they controlled
radio to the point that nobody could build anything without a license from
RCA. When they finally got their tube to work, they claimed they had a right
to the patent based on the 1923 application.

BILL EDDY: They sued Farnsworth for patent infringement. It all went to
court. In the end, whoever would win was going to be the kingpin of television.

LINCOLN FARNSWORTH: That lawsuit! That’s why we all got so
damned angry at RCA. I am still angry with a man like General Sarnoft. They
tried to steal the whole damn thing. Phil had to spend money on patent lawyers
to prove that it was his idea, and it was money he didn’ really have.

BILL EDDY: In the end, the patent office had awarded these two very
important patents to Farnsworth. When the papers were dropped off at the lab-
oratory, everybody went into raptures. It was amazing what it did for our stock
and what it did for the morale of the group.

PEM FARNSWORTH: The end result was that Phil held the six basic
patents for television. Without them, no television system could function, even
today. RCA had to take a license under Farnsworth’s patent. The whole indus-
try had to and they did, but RCA was the last, in 1938. The agreement was
pretty close to what we were asking, and Phil was pleased. It was the first time
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that RCA had ever had to pay royalties to anyone. Our patent attorney was
there when the deal was signed, and the RCA attorney had tears in his eyes.

DONALD GLEN FINK: Still, RCA clearly won the battle for a tele-
vision camera that had memory, which was the iconoscope. The use of memory
was absolutely essential if you were going to get a practical camera that could be
used in ordinary outdoor light and ordinary movie studio light.

As to who was the inventor of electronic television, that’s a different matter.
I think Farnsworth should clearly be given the credit, and I'm not sure that he
does get it.

ERIK BARNOUW: Farnsworth is certainly the father of electronic
television. Zworykin had the vision, but he couldn't figure out how to do it. It
was Farnsworth who helped complete the package. That infuriated Sarnoff be-
cause he thought he had assembled all the best people in his laboratory. They
had been ordered to get the job done. That was typical of Sarnoft. Later, when
he was trying to block the FCC from okaying the CBS color system, he told the
FCC, “One year from now, we will be able to demonstrate to you a system that
is completely compatible with present black and white sets. I will have it for you
in a year”” And he did.

But this kid out there put together the first electronic television. Sarnoff and
Zworykin thought they didnt need him, but they did. It is absolutely mind-
boggling what Farnsworth accomplished. And it came just at the time when ev-
erybody was assuming that from now on inventions are going to be something
in corporate laboratories, but it continues to happen the way it did with
Farnsworth.

ARCH BROLLY: In 1937, Farnsworth was really having difficulties in
maintaining the laboratory, so they just closed the place. We were all out out of
Jobs. Bill Eddy went to RCA. I went scouring around clear up to Boston look-
ing for a job. Finally, I was welcomed back at Philco.

PEM FARNSWORTH: The Farnsworth Television Corporation op-
erated an experimental station in Philadelphia from 1936 until the end of 1938.
We applied for a commercial license, but RCA wasn't ready so they lobbied
against us. When our last appeal was turned down, Phil realized that everything
had been going into research and decided to go into manufacturing. They
bought the Capehart plant in Fort Wayne, Indiana. They produced radios and
radio phonograph combinations under the Farnsworth name, and when com-
mercial television did come they produced televisions.

AGNES FARNSWORTH LINDSAY: It was around 1935 that
I saw the beginning of the change in my brother. I didn't realize it because he
was still very productive. At meals, instead of chattering away about what was
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going on like he used to, he was withdrawn. He would get these ideas and he
couldn’ turn his mind off. You go to bed and you usually want to sleep to re-
store your mental capacities and your body. He would be working on a prob-
lem, and he couldn’t turn it off. He would work on it while he was sleeping.
He paid a heavy toll for this brilliance.

PEM FARNSWORTH: Baird brought Phil over to England because
he wanted to get in on the electronic scene. While Phil and I were in Europe,
it became obvious to us that there was going to be a war. Phil said, “You know,
we're not going to get commercial television until after all this is settled, and we
might be in for a long haul”

The problem was patents go into public domain after seventeen years. He
worried that we wouldn’t have commercial television until his patents were
about to expire, which is what happened.

Phil wanted the patent money, yes, but to finance his research. There were
so many things he wanted to work on. He had invented the Isolette, the baby
incubator, and the gastroscope. These were things he felt he owed to humanity,
and he never took any money for these things.

When he realized that his work hadn’t gone to anything, he had a nervous
breakdown. He had given practically his life’s blood to television. He had done
a superhuman job. Having to worry about finances all the time had just taken
all his will, and he was so physically exhausted.

For a while, he wouldn’t even allow the word television to be used in our
home. When the Encyclopedia Americana asked him to do the article on televi-
sion, he just threw the letter in the wastebasket. I was very very worried that we
might lose him altogether.

Still, he never stopped thinking about what he could do to make the world
better for people. He had made a tube which he called an electron amplifier.
While testing it, he saw a strange light. He finally realized it was fusion. He
thought it might provide a clue to taming atomic power. Phil was even ap-
proached to go to Chicago during the war to work on the Manhattan Project,
but he said he wasn’t interested in building an atomic bomb. He thought fusion
could be used to eliminate pollution and help save the planet. That’s what he
was working on up until the day he died in 1971.



TV COMES TO
30 ROCK

Studio 3H at Rockefeller Center was a radio studio until 1933 when its doors
were suddenly locked to all but a few NBC employees. Teams of carpenters and
electricians were allowed inside. They were followed by stagehands carrying
crates filled with strange equipment, and engineers and technicians who pre-
sumably knew what to do with the stuff. Something big was going on, but few
knew just what. Then in 1936, NBC threw open the doors, revealing a full-
fledged television studio. At twenty by fifty feet it was not very large. Camera
movements were limited, and the low ceilings meant the hot lights were dan-
gerously close to the performers and crew.

That year, NBC’s inaugural broadcast was aired exclusively for RCA licens-
ees. The show opened with an introduction by radio commentator Betty
Goodwin, an attractive, personable brunette. She was selected to host the show
at the last minute when the veteran radio announcer, George Hicks, walked off
the set, disgusted with the chaos in the studio. Ms. Goodwin introduced a
number of acts, including the cabaret singer Hildegarde, comedian Ed Wynn,
members of the Rockettes, and a coterie of RCA executives eager to get their
own mugs on the air. The twenty-minute show was followed by a press dem-
onstration in November.

The New Yorker, for one, took a dim view (literally) of those proceedings, re-
porting that faces looked like they were mounted on watered silk. “President
Roosevelt’s face not only came and went,” the reporter wrote, “it came and
went under water.” There was still work to be done, but make no mistake about
it, television was on its way.

BETTY GOODWIN BAKER:I wasa feature writer with the Seat-
tle Times until 1 was fired the morning after I eloped with Bernie Goodwin.
They had a rule during the Depression that they fired anybody who had other
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means of support, so in January 1934, we decided I would go to New York and
forage for work. I had letters to the head of NBC and Henry Luce at Time.

In New York, I was terribly disillusioned with Luce because he only offered
me twenty-five dollars a week. Also, it wasn’t in fashion, which I wanted to do.

He sent me to Edna Woolman Chase at Vogre. Here was this enormous gray-
haired stern-faced woman, who had scared her own daughter to death, and I
decided I didn’t want to spend another five minutes with this woman who
looked just like Queen Mary.

Then I went to see the president of NBC. By then I didn’t care what he of-
fered me, I would have swept out the place, but being an old newspaperwoman
I was hired as an assistant to Abe Schecter, who was their head of news.

RAY FORREST: I started at NBC when I was twenty in the mailroom.
Then a friend got me a job as a page for fifteen dollars a week. A stint as a page
was obligatory if you wanted to advance, even if you wanted to be a producer
or director. You might spend a few months in “guest relations.”” From there you
worked your way into other categories. The whole idea was that you got to
know the company, and you would find your niche in the business.

Then I became a guide. That was fun. You hung around the locker room
with fifteen or twenty other guys—Dave Garroway was one of them when |
was there—and waited for your turn to lead a tour. You would take people into
a radio studio and do sound effects for them. There were coconut shells that did
clippity-clops or crinkly cellophane for fire. Another studio had a bunch of
cathode ray tubes with the green lines. A tourist could sing or talk and watch
these waves being made by his voice. One guide loved to stand there singing
and watching his own voice. That was Dick Haymes.

BETTY GOODWIN: There were a lot of sustaining [unsponsored]
shows on the air, and they gradually began to ask me to do some of them. They
sent me to places like the opening of the horse show or the opera. For anything
that Mr. Sarnoff felt was important, there would be an announcer.

RAY FORREST': Guides could also participate in an announcer’s class.
Radio announcers were supposed to be very stentorian with beautiful pear-
shaped tones. You had to get up and read. The idea was to write intros and then
try to sound understandable. A lot of the scripts were introducing dance bands
like Glenn Miller’s. Mainly, we learned about what to do in a pinch, like when
the thing dies on you and you get into “Due to circumstances beyond our con-
trol, we are unable to continue.”

The course was about six months. If you graduated and were considered ca-
pable, you could then do menial announcer’s work on your own time. There
were about forty senior announcers for the Red and Blue networks. Each show
had its own announcer. There were an awful lot of soaps, and the real hotshot
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announcers would introduce the shows and make a bundle doing the commer-
cials for them. They would also do remotes like sports events.

BETTY GOODWIN: Ben Grauer was always used for the opera. He
would present the social personalities, and I would describe what they were
wearing. The listeners thought that stuff was incredibly glamorous. One partic-
ular night, Ben announced, “This is Marjorie Merriwether Post” I then said
that she was wearing some beautiful carved green beads around her neck, and
she hissed at me, “Carved emeralds, you dope!” I had never seen emeralds that
large. They were the size of pheasant eggs.

RAY FORREST: I had volunteered to do all the station breaks, includ-
ing signing on the station at six o’clock in the morning. We weren’t on during
the night in those days. Fortunately, I lived nearby. I could get up at a quarter
to six, put on some clothes, run like hell across the parking lot, go up to the stu-
dio, and sign on the station with, “This is WJZ, authorized by the Federal
Communications Commission to transmit on a frequency of so and so and so.
We now begin our broadcast day.” Then we would play “The Star-Spangled
Banner” and go into programming,

I would work from six o’clock in the morning until five o’clock in the after-
noon, except for grabbing a sandwich, doing all these standbys. I got so tired lis-
tening to soaps all afternoon. Then at five o’clock I would report for my guide
duty tll twelve-thirty, one o’clock.

After six months, I heard that there was an opening for a junior announcer
for a hundred and twenty bucks a month—big deal. I auditioned for the job be-
fore Pat Kelly, a tough old Irishman who was head of the announcers. Pat told
someone else, “This other guy’s better, but Ray’s been knocking the crap out of
himself. He isn’t any good, and he doesn’t know what he’s doing. He’s got a
lousy voice, but I can’t give it to anybody else.” Thats how I got the job.

My real name is Feuerstein. My very first show as an announcer was a thing
called “Neighbor Nell” with Nellie Revell, a nice old lady who did homilies.
The first time I introduced the show, she said, “Thank you Ray Feu . . . Feu. . .
Feur . .. Fire . .. Feur, what the hell is it?”

After the show, she said, “If you're going to work with me, you're gonna have
to change that to something I can say.”

I thought I could change it to Firestone, which is the correct translation and
would have been easy enough to do, but then I thought, “If I ever get anywhere
being an announcer, I'll never get a tire commercial”

Then | remembered that before I led my tours, the head guide would say,
“Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to introduce your guide Ray Forrester.”
That sounded pretty good, but all the announcers had nice short names so it be-
came Forrest.
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ART HUNGERFORD: I joined RCA in 1933. Studio 3H activated as
a television studio a year later, but it was all locked up and we couldn’t get in
there. Three of us decided that the world didn’t know enough about television,
so we decided to call ourselves the Television Research Institute. We read all the
British magazine stories about TV and typed up stories about it. We put them
in a newsletter which we sent out to advertising agencies for free. We had pro-
posed to do this for NBC, but they said they wanted to keep it quiet. We knew
we would get caught sooner or later, but we wanted to do it anyway. After eight
months, we got a call from the vice president in charge of sales at NBC. We
knew the jig was up then. What had happened was one of the sheets got into
the hands of Mr. Sarnoff from Young and Rubicam. They had called him up
and said, “David, what is this thing? It sounds like it’s coming out of your shop.”

He told us, “If you guys want to be in television that much, we better put
you in it if you just promise to give up the magazine.”

He then turned us over to Jimmy James, who asked us to think about tele-
vision and write reports. For instance, we would ask ourselves, “How are we
going to measure our audience?” Since we pretty much knew at the beginning
where all the sets were, it was practical to send out cards to each of the viewers.

It was always assumed that TV would be supported by advertisers, so we were
asked to think about how we should deal with the advertisers and how to intro-
duce the system to them and make them experiment with commercials.

BETTY GOODWIN: In 1936, I was sent to the Democratic and Re-
publican conventions. Mostly, I escorted Dorothy Thompson, who had signed
on to be a commentator. CBS had Clare Luce, and these two were rivals. Dor-
othy used to say, “Oh, Clare Luce, she just climbed up by her bra straps.”

She was married to Sinclair Lewis then. He was in Italy, and he would send
her a wire every morning, saying how much he loved her. Dorothy was not
wildly enraptured with Sinclair. Every night she would tell me, “Oh, Betty, |
haven’t answered this. You better go down and send lover boy a message.”

“What should I tell him?”

“Oh, just like he sends in the morning.”

The convention was the maddest kind of escapade. The engineers were
working out of hotel bathrooms. We had to put up with all kinds of inconve-
niences, so it wasn’t surprising that right after the convention Mr. Sarnoff gath-
ered us together to tell us about some crazy new scheme. He figured the kind
of people who lived through a convention were the people he wanted involved.

We were sitting in this congratulatory meeting when Doc Morton says,
“You’ll be working with the RCA engineers, and we’re going to be able very
soon to make public our achievements in television.”
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We said, “In what?”

“Television, it’s just like radio except with pictures.”

Then they ushered us into this horrible studio that had been closed off. It
was a huge room full of more machines, more engineers, more lights, more
chalk marks on floors, it was completely unlike anything we had ever seen. It
was like some mad Hollywood studio. The cameras were these huge big black
dinosaurs on wheels. They had people screaming from the control room. We
were just bug-eyed by the whole thing.

They were planning this inaugural show for RCA license holders with Grace
and Eddie Albert, Jean Sablon, Hildegarde, and a fashion show segment. Of
course, the main thing was David Sarnoff announcing that television would be
open to the public for the *39 World’s Fair. I was supposed to assemble the fash-
ion show, and go on to introduce the fashion models and tell what they were
wearing.

ART HUNGERFORD: The whole show was only twenty minutes or
so. I ran the mike boom for the show.

BETTY GOODWIN: I had to find out what the engineers needed for
the fashions. They said nothing on your face would show unless you wore chalk
white and black makeup, so all the clothes had to be sharp black or white.
We had hired Eddie Senz, a Hollywood makeup man, to do our makeup. He
said to me, “Oh, the eyebrows are terrible,” and he plucked my eyebrows out. I
haven’t had any since. Then he smeared chalk-white clown makeup all over my
face and gave me brown eyebrows and lips. I didn’ care. It was all so much fun.
In the meantime, the engineers would call me on the intercom by the hour
to come down to the studio so they could test the cameras. You had to stand
where the chalk marks were, and the second that red light went on, you were on.

ART HUNGERFORD: Betty would do that so often the engineers
used to call her “The Human Test Pattern.”

BETTY GOODWIN: The lights were so hot. Finally, I said, “Look, I
can’t do this, I'm getting blisters on my cheeks.” I got them a mannequin I
named Miss Patience. We gave her a whole wardrobe, and she did their testing.

She was my real contribution to television. They could experiment with all
different shades of makeup on her without having her burn up under those
lights.

George Hicks was the announcer picked to introduce General Sarnoff at the
beginning of the show. He was chosen rather than Ben Grauer because Hicks
was blond and tall, and Ben was short and dark. Poor George. Every day, they
kept changing his script. Finally, he blew his stack and said, “This is just driving
me crazy.’
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Not only did George bow out, but so did Ben Grauer and all of the well-
known personalities. They wouldn't touch television with a ten-foot pole. In
radio, they simply had to read what the advertising agency gave them. For this,
they had to prepare for hours and hours, and they weren’t making any money
from it, because there were no commercials. I didn’t complain, because [ had al-
ways done ad-libbing, so I was given the job of announcing the show and in-
troducing Mr. Sarnoft.

ART HUNGERFORD: After the introduction, there was a Pathé
newsreel. Then we decided there should be some drama, so we had James Bar-
ton from Tobacco Road sit on a stool and do part of that. Then Ed Wynn and
Graham McNamee did their bits. Wynn wasn’t funny. He was a radio comedian
who just didn’t know what to do on television. Plus, we had a thousand foot-
candles of light on him. That was a lot of heat.

We had the Pickens Sisters. We wanted to put the Rockettes in, but there
were 120 of them. Russell Market from Radio City Music Hall looked the stu-
dio over and said we could fit three.

BETTY GOODWIN: The day of the show, Bonwit’s sent over a black
gown with a wide red cummerbund. On the screen, the cummerbund made
the woman look like she had been sawed in half and had a missing middle. The
people who watched it on television thought it was funny as hell.

ART HUNGERFORD: That first show was more or less a secret. The
first show we did for the press was in November 1936. Hildegarde was on it.
She was beautiful and talented, and we all loved her. She was a Milwaukee girl
who wasn’t getting anywhere. Then somebody sent her to France and she
started the “Darling, je vous aime beaucoup,” and she became very famous.

HILDEGARDE: Before I went on, they told me I had to wear black lip-
stick and, of course, mascara. I was hideous. The lights were so hot that my
mascara fell down my cheeks. The cameraman crawled under the camera and
gave me a napkin to blot out the smears. They didn’t stop the cameras, and I just
made believe it was part of my act. I'm famous for a hanky, so when it came to
sweating [ was pretty lucky, because I was always dabbing anyway.

BETTY GOODWIN: With that press show, RCA television came out
of the closet. Now we could talk about it, and we didn’t have to sneak into 3H
as if we were going into a speakeasy. Of course, all hell broke loose. All of these
stories about me came out. I was on the cover of Scribner’s. American magazine
did a feature. NBC even sent me to audition for the role of Scarlett O’Hara in
Gone with the Wind.

The company immediately started planning more demonstrations. Mostly,
they were Mr. Sarnoff and Grover Whalen talking about the World’s Fair, and
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[ would introduce them. We just did these shows on call. We did so many that,
after a while, we didn’t even know who we were doing them for. We just knew
it was for people on the fifty-second floor, who were looking at us through
those crazy sets with the mirrors. We were just meat on the hook down below.

They debuted commercial television at the World’s Fair. I had already left
NBC by then. Women don’t have to face this today, but there was a time when
you made a definite choice, and we were told that if you wanted a child, you
better have one before thirty. I was twenty-nine.

[ didn’ have to resign, but I said, “If you think that the television announcer
of NBC is going to go up and down those elevators with a bulging stomach,
you're crazy.’

After the fair opened, everybody who took the NBC tour could go before
a television camera and look at each other. At the exhibit, they also had Felix
the Cat, and they would have Betty Goodwin on the first official television
broadcast with David Sarnoff and Grover Whalen.
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It is 1940. You've just returned from seeing the exciting RCA exhibit at the
New York World’s Fair, and you’ve decided to be a pioneer. RCA and DuMont
are selling television sets for $395. That is more than a month’s salary for most
Americans, but the idea of having a window on the world in your living room
(even if it does come with freeloading neighbors) is irresistible.

Once you've mortgaged your home for a ten-inch black-and-white set, you
send in a postcard to RCA to let them know you are now an official television
viewer. In return, RCA sends you a postcard each week listing their program-
ming schedule on their experimental TV station, W2XBS. RCA does this for
every person who owns a set in the New York area. In 1940, there are about
2,500 of them.

The week of February 26 is fairly typical of what you can expect to enjoy on
W2XBS. The week begins on Wednesday with a film short at 3:30 called “Lit-
tle Miss Cowboy.” It is followed by another movie—fifty minutes long—
“Today We Build.” Both films are typical 1940 TV-movie fare. The major film
studios refuse to allow their films to be used on TV. Already, they are worried
about potential competition from the small screen, so the station can offer only
C movies from the most minor studios.

When “Today We Build” is over, you face two and a quarter hours of test
pattern. You can tune in DuMont’s station, but chances are that in the late af-
ternoon the only advantage to DuMont’s W2XWYV is better music over their
test pattern.

The news comes on at 6:45. Finally, you can see what newscaster Lowell
Thomas looks like. The program is only fifteen minutes long, but by then you’ll
be tired of looking at him. This is a one-camera simulcast of Thomas’s radio
broadcast, so the script can’t be changed to include pictures. Remember, there
are 100 million people listening in, while only 2,500 can watch Thomas. He
knows that, too, and some nights he doesn’t bother to appear in the TV studio
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and does his radio broadcasts from his home. On those occasions, Ray Forrest
will sit in at the studio and do the news. To most people who own a TV in the
New York area, Ray is “the Television Man,” W2XBSs only regular an-
nouncer. He is good-looking, friendly, and remarkably informal, compared to
the stentorian announcers who fill the radio waves. Ray’s manner is as comfort-
able as an old easy chair. He is the first of a long line of TV personalities to re-
alize that this is one the secrets of success in the new medium.

After the news, it’s back to the test pattern, but this time you might catch
something on DuMont. Dennis James’s sports show has been running, and he
might have an interesting personality on with him. If not, it’s back to 2XBS for
the evening’s big event—intercollegiate basketball from Madison Square Gar-
den, a doubleheader featuring Fordham vs. Pittsburgh and NYU vs. George-
town. If you don’t want to miss any action, you might want to take care of
business before the games begin. Unlike radio, which often sandwiches a little
bit of programming between commercials, there are no planned interruptions.
That doesn’t mean there won't be any unplanned ones. Breakdowns in trans-
mission are frequent. All kinds of things can go wrong between the Garden and
the Empire State Building transmitter, and often all of them do, leaving the TV
viewer literally in the dark.

The games, like all remotes, are picked up by two linked buses, a common
sight around Manhattan since 1937. Called the Mobile Unit, the double bus
is actually a studio and transmitter. It beams the signals from the broadcast loca-
tion to the Empire State Building where they are transmitted to your TV set.
Once the game is over at 11:15 or so—there is always an “or so” with pro-
gramming scheduling; shows rarely begin or end on time—that’s it for the
evening.

For the rest of the week, you can look forward to wrestling from Ridgewood
Grove arena on Thursday; “Burn ’Em Up Barnes,” a film serial, on Friday. Also
on Friday, if you are home between 4:20 and 4:30, you will be able to catch
Thomas ]. Watson receiving a plaque at the San Francisco Fair. Saturday has a
feature film called “Little Red School House,” starring Dickie Moore and Ann
Doran, and a studio art show, “Art for Art’s Sake,” which will teach you all
about the works of the great masters. It is usually the lowest-rated show on the
2XBS schedule.

Sunday is the big night. There’s hockey at Madison Square Garden, with the
Rovers facing off against Valley Field of Quebec. Then at 8:30 will be the best
reason other than status or wrestling to have a TV: NBC presents from Radio
City, Robert Henderson’s production of “When We Are Married,” a comedy
currently playing at the Lyceum Theatre. Live theater is a W2XBS staple.

Considering the new medium’s limitations, the range of live performances
on the station is remarkable. There are also dancers like Buck & Bubbles, Paul
Draper, and Hanya Holm. The comedienne Imogene Coca performs live, as
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does the satirical group called the Revuers, with Judy Holliday, Betty Comden,
and Adolph Green, accompanied by a young pianist named Lenny Bernstein.

ate ats .
PR

e 7

R CA opened its regular service on April 30, 1939. That historic telecast from
the New York World’s Fair featured an address by President Franklin R oosevelt
and a presidential speech by David Sarnoff.

“Now we add radio sight to sound,” said Sarnoff. “It is with a feeling of
humbleness that I come to this moment of announcing the birth in this country
of a new art so important in its implications that it is bound to affect all society.
It is an art which shines like a torch of hope in a troubled world. It is a creative
force which we must learn to utilize for the benefit of all mankind.”

The other president for his part nearly stopped the show—literally. His car
ran over the TV cable, but much to everyone’s relief the transmission was
uninterrupted.

Over the next year, this new art form began probing its own boundaries.
There were programs of live interviews, parades, and even a broadcast from a
plane circling around New York City. There were sports and lecture programs,
including one show called “Microvivarium,” depicting “the great battles be-
tween the uncounted hordes of bacilli in an ordinary drop of drinking water.”

Ever so slowly a regular programming schedule began to evolve. Young, tal-
ented theatrical directors were brought in. They experimented with more so-
phisticated camera techniques and new programming ideas to take advantage of
the new medium. The newcomers were often at odds with RCA’s older radio
directors, who were now only reluctantly in television, where the absence of
commercials meant there was less money to be made on the side. Men like the
legendary Warren Wade (some say the inspiration for Howdy Doody’s Mr.
Bluster) brought little visual sense to the new visual medium, and fought hard
to impose a “radio with eyes” sensibility on television.

This disagreement went beyond the intellectual realm of Sarnoff, a “hard-
ware man,” who despite paying homage to “honing the new art form” had little
interest in programming. Instead, such decisions were left in the hands of John
Royal, the vice president in charge of television, and his subordinates Thomas
Hutchinson and Alfred Morton, who had cut their teeth in radio during its ear-
liest years.

The lack of young, innovative programming talent would eventually cost
NBC, but not for a few years. In the meantime, RCA reveled in its long list of
“firsts.” There was the first entire baseball game shown on television, a
Columbia—Princeton matchup at Baker Field, which NBC covered using only
a single camera. On August 26, 1939, RCA used two cameras to broadcast its
first major league game between the Cincinnati Reds and the Brooklyn Dodg-
ers. At the mike was a young redhead, Red Barber. The hard-pressed an-
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nouncer worked without a monitor. He had to watch the cameras and guess
where they were pointed. Barber wasn't paid for his efforts, either. As a matter
of fact, the game cost him when he asked RCA’s programming chief Doc Mor-
ton for a souvenir of the historic broadcast. “He sent me an engraved silver box
as Television’s First Sports Announcer,” Barber recalled, “and with it a bill for
thirty-five dollars.”

W2XBS also aired the earliest quiz shows, “Paul Wing’s Spelling Bee” and a
version of charades called “Play the Game,” emceed by a college professor
named Harvey Zorbaugh. The show’s featured players were Zorbaugh'’s wife
Geraldine and a group of their friends.

RCA also aired the first cooking shows. The earliest efforts featured salad
recipes because the lights made it too hot to do any real cooking. In 1940, the
station was the first to televise the Democratic and Republican conventions
with Ray Forrest handling both the anchoring and interviewing chores.

In 1939, Sarnoft declared that by the end of the year, RCA would sell a hun-
dred thousand sets. Despite the station’s many triumphs, few people were will-
ing to part with $2,400 (in 1991 dollars) for a TV set, and only three thousand
sets were sold. Price was an issue but not the only one. An even bigger problem
was the lack of relay facilities. In New York City only those within sight of the
Empire State Building antenna could pick up the broadcasts. There were sta-
tions on the air in other cities like Los Angeles and Chicago, but their schedules
were sporadic and they had no networking capabilities either. For most Amer-
icans, an RCA TRK-12 would have been nothing more than an expensive
piece of furniture.

To make matters worse, two major radio manufacturers, Zenith and Philco,
were succeeding in convincing the FCC and the public that commercial TV
was not ready yet—largely because they weren’t ready yet. The arguments be-
tween RCA and its competitors had a long history. For years Sarnoff considered
the smaller electronic companies to be “bloated parasites who feasted on the
products of RCA research.” In return, Zeniths Eugene McDonald called
Sarnoff a “monopolistic predator who played scheming Russian [a euphemism
for Jewish] tricks to enforce RCA’s illegal clutch on the industry.”

Both Philco and Zenith were involved in TV research, but were also wary of
television’s potential to cut into profitable radio sales. Moreover, they were wor-
ried that when television did come, RCA would dominate the market. A delay
in FCC approval would give them a few more years of uninhibited radio sales
and also close the TV gap with RCA.

Sarnoff, of course, believed that television was ready, and if RCA was to
dominate the market, so be it. The company had sunk more than ten million
dollars into television research and now deserved to enjoy the fruits of its labors.

In the end, Philco and Zenith were no match for Sarnoff and RCA. A
Sarnoft decision in 1938 to push ahead and market receivers without FCC ap-
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proval forced the other manufacturers to come to an agreement with RCA on
broadcast standards, the final roadblock to FCC approval of commercial televi-
sion. The issue of standards was a crucial one that centered on the number of
picture lines to be transmitted by every licensed TV station so that every set
manufactured in the United States would be capable of receiving every broad-
cast TV signal.

An agreement on 525 lines was reached in early 1941. Quickly, the FCC
announced it would grant the first commercial TV licenses. The big day was
July 1, 1941, when W2XBS became the first TV station to end its experimental
status. It was now WNBT with the right to broadcast advertising messages to
pay for its programming.

The historic moment was announced on the air by Ray Forrest. Standing
before the camera that July 1, 1941, he told New York’s now five thousand
viewers, ‘“Tonight is the night we have been waiting for since we first started
our program five years ago. We are proud to have you, our partners, through
this experimental period with us tonight as we present our first ever perfor-
mance under our new commercial license. . . .”

In other words, Sarnoft’s “new art which shines like a torch” would now be
polished by the likes of Ivory Soap.

RAY FORREST: In 1939, the television station was regularly calling up
Pat Kelly to say, “We need a guy to do a variety show,” or, “We need a guy to
go to LaGuardia.” Pat would then have to take one of his announcers and send
him over to the television station, which loused up his schedule. Finally, Pat said,
“Why don’t you hire your own announcer? I got six junior announcers, and you
can have ’em for a hundred and twenty bucks a month, and you can keep ’em.”

We had an audition, and much to my delight, I won. I was their boy from the
fall of *39 until I went to the Army in 1942, Everything that was put on the air
I introduced. Right after the test pattern came the full face of whoever was
signing the station on—in this case myself—in a tuxedo because it was evening
and we were a high-class station. I had to have all my shirts tinted bright blue.
That way they would look nice and white on the TV. I would say, “By author-
ity of the Federal Communications Commission this is W2XBS, and we now
begin our broadcast evening.”

NOEL JORDAN: I came to NBC television in 1937 as a property man,
even though I didn’t know my ass from page eight about television.

EDWARD PADULA: Most of us weren’t quite sure what we were
doing or why. I joined NBC in 1938, fresh from the graduate school of drama
at Yale where I had co-produced the American premiere of T. S. Eliot’s Mur-
der in the Cathedral. That caused quite a stir and brought me to the attention of
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John E Royal at NBC. They were looking for young, fresh, promising guys to
get into a production unit.

I was hired for a hundred and twenty-five dollars a week. Coming out of
school, it was a bonanza. I felt like a pioneer. In a sense we all were. I was car-
ried away with the promise of TV. I realized then and I realize today that the
power of television, the immediacy, exists nowhere else. Television is probably
the most thrilling thing to come along since the beating of the first drum.

LENORE JENSEN: I was a radio actress doing serial shows in Chicago
during radio’s heyday when I married Joe Conn and we moved to New York.
I wanted to be part of television, because he was in it as a cameraman.

I once heard a fellow say, “A control room is very much like being in the
cockpit of a B-25 bomber.” My husband told me that originally, the director
with his microphone and his earphones was talking to each cameraman and the
mike boom man, but in the excitement, everyone gets very tense, and pretty
soon he’s cursing the cameramen who are getting madder and madder and mad-
der. The engineers all objected, so it was decided they would have a technical
director—CBS calls them switchers—who would interpret and translate what
the director says in more polite terms.

ART HUNGERFORD: My job was to provide all the film that NBC
used. We didn'’t have a very good choice of movies because all the studios were
down on us. Monogram and Republic helped, so did another studio named
Chesterfield. Once in a while I would get a Disney. None of the films were very
good. We had a lot of Hoot Gibson. We also got a lot of commercial movies
from places like General Motors.

The theaters put pressure on producers of films not to help us. They would
say to MGM, “If you start giving your pictures to television we won't allow
your pictures in our theaters.” In those days, the movie theaters were controlled
by powerful chains, and they could call the tunes.

I went to see Spiro Skouras, the head of Twentieth Century Fox, to try to get
their films. After I told him my story, he grabbed the phone and told his secre-
tary to call Ralph Austrian, who was a big shot at RCA. He got on the wire,
and Mr. Skouras said, “I've got some very enterprising young man here from
your office who wants my films. What’s going on?”

I was thrown out of the office. I thought I was fired. When I got back and
called Mr. Austrian, he just said, “Well, you tried. I won't tell on you.”

I finally got a decent film with Leslie Howard called The Scarlet Pimpernel. It
had big reels that went twenty minutes. I was home watching it and all of a sud-
den the thing was over in forty minutes. The projectionist had put the third reel
on instead of the second; the one decent film I had and the damn projectionist
blew it.
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NOEL JORDAN: The engineers were as important as the program peo-
ple. There was a whole spirit of curiosity. We used to go out after shows or
sometimes between the rehearsals and get a bite and talk about television, and
try to think about what it was about, how it should be handled, and new kinds
of options it might offer. There was a great deal of exploring and fantasizing
about programs. There was a relationship between the engineers and the pro-
gramming people that never existed in radio, and the engineers were very cre-
ative guys and full of ideas.

BILL EDDY: Sometimes we became a little bit obstreperous. One time,
when an actor reached into a wall safe to take out the family jewels, we handed
him a hot banana, and that caused a little bit of disruption.

EDWARD PADULA: The guys on the floor were tough. They
thought I was a little crazy and arty. They would call me “Alfred Lunc.” I de-
manded movement, to dolly in and get closeups and get a sense of thythm. I was
proud of my cutting. I knew how to grab a shot in what Bresson used to call the
“obligatory moment.” Youd see something on three screens and youd say,
“Take three! Take one! Take two!” They would say, “What the hell are you
doing? We can’t keep up with you.”

George Balanchine befriended me early in my career. I asked him if he would
let us have one or two of his dancers. His prima ballerina Tanaquel LeClerq and
Moncion danced the pas de deux on television probably for the first time in the
history of the medium. I learned how to shoot them, how to cut from hands to
feet to body and torso and yet encompass the whole figure whenever the move-
ment was full. I experimented a lot. Most of the people were wonderful about
it, but there was resistance from Tom Hutchinson. He would say I couldn’t do
this or that. Here was a brand-new medium, and I would say, “Why not?”

When we did The Revuers, Leonard Bernstein played piano. If Lenny got
carried away on the keyboard, I would say, “Shoot his hands!” Sometimes it was
distracting, sometimes it was indulgent.

Generally people like Katherine Dunham or Hanya Holm were willing to
experiment with television. One day I asked this young dancer on Broadway to
create something. I could only pay him thirty-five dollars, but he agreed, and
he appeared many times. That was Gene Kelly. He designed dances for the me-
dium that ultimately led to Singin’ in the Rain.

I got into montage, and we also superimposed images when Tom would let us
alone. Bill Eddy was fabulous at playing with light. We did Vaseline shots and wa-
ter shots, or we put gauze or netting over the lens just for effect.

RAY FORREST: Bill Eddy was brilliant. He devised the lighting for the
studio. He and Reinald Werrenrath created a system of banked bird’s-eye lamps,
which were all on swivels and run by pulleys. It was amazing how he could
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move around on the narrow scaffolding. He had been very well equipped for
that from working on submarines.

REINALD WERRENRATH: There were four different sets of
light you had to provide: key light, which is the strongest light; fill light to fill
shadows; back light to bring out highlights in hair and shoulder and separate
them from the background; and background light to wash out shadows that
people might cast on the background. All that light could really burn you.

We did a play called “A Game of Chess” in which a man is killed by drinking
a poisoned glass of wine. What happened was the glass of wine had been sitting
under the hot lights for about five minutes and had reached the boiling point.
When he drank it on live television, he probably gave the most vivid and truth-
ful death scene I've ever seen.

RAY FORREST: For hours after you stared into the camera you had
spots in your eyes because those things were so strong. We would get people
who wanted to get their feet wet for these afternoon variety shows. One of
them was Dinah Shore. I got through introducing her, and she started singing
when suddenly we realized there was something terrible going on.

ART HUNGERFORD: I was the stage manager, and I could see she
was in trouble. She looked like she was going to faint. I tried to signal her to see
if she wanted us to get her off. She somehow wiggled back that she could make
it. It turned out that the lights had melted her mascara into her eyelashes and it
had gone into her eyes.

RAY FORREST: Because of the heat, you got wringing wet in like five
minutes.

LENORE JENSEN: The number-one requirement for appearing on
television was your ability to keep your eyes open. You wanted to blink all of
the time. My husband wore a sun helmet it was so hot.

RAY FORREST: When I arrived all the cameras were painted black, and
all you had to do was put your hand on one and you would get a blister. Finally,
somebody got the bright idea of painting them aluminum to reflect the light.

REINALD WERRENRATH: The producers were always looking
for anything they could get. They would come in and say, “Bill, I need this . . ”
And he would say, “Well, we’ll work on it,” and we'd come up with it. We were
always improvising. We made trees out of sponges. We took sawdust and sprin-
kled it on a board and painted it green to make grass.

BILL EDDY: Miniature staging became highly important because we
couldn’t take this equipment outdoors. For instance, for “Jane Eyre,” we had to
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burn down a castle. Well, we couldn’t go do that on a remote, we had to burn
a miniature. I used asthma powder to get a good cloud of smoke. Unfortunately,
the air-conditioning system picked it up and spread it through the building,
which didn’t make me too popular with the management.

REINALD WERRENRATH: Walter O’Hara and I worked as a
team for Bill. One show we did had a lot of special effects. One of them was an
inkwell that tipped over mysteriously and left a blot, but during the show, it
didn’t work correctly. As Walter reached in to fix it, they cut to it when they
shouldn’t have, and there was this arm reaching out. The people who were
watching thought it was part of the show. After that, the show became known
as “The Hairy Arm.”

BILL EDDY: We spent a great deal of our time wearing sandwich boards
with test patterns on them to see what the camera could do with an image that
moved back and forth across the screen. One night, I was walking back and
forth, and I changed my sandwich board to one saying, “David Sarnoff is unfair
to television technicians.” I started to parade with this in front of the camera,
not knowing that this was the one time Sarnoff would turn on his receiver
while he was trying to demonstrate it to his bigshot investors.

NOEL JORDAN: Everybody worked sixty to eighty hours a week. They
had a first-aid room with a couple of cots. We would sleep there at night. We
felt pretty cocky about being in the forefront of something new. We didn’t
know what the hell it was, but we were too damned busy to dwell on it.

ART HUNGERFORD: The daily routine was interesting. We spent all
day rehearsing. Then we would do a dress. Then we would go down to the
basement of the R CA building and have oyster stew because we were all so ner-
vous we couldn’t eat a real dinner. Then we would come back and do the show,
and then go back down and really eat and enjoy it. There was a lot of strain. You
wanted to do it with as few mistakes as possible. One guy called these shows that
didn’t have much rehearsal “the Feenamint Follies,” after the laxative. The ten-
sion was just terrible.

RAY FORREST: We were trying our equipment out to see what we
could do with it, where it would work, how far we could get with it. We in-
terviewed clowns at the Barnum and Bailey circus. We did every conceivable
kind of remote. We went to LaGuardia airport which had just opened and in-
terviewed the chefs and the flight attendants.

NOEL JORDAN: They tried to fill time with all kinds of crap. They had
a guy come on with his coin collection. I was stage managing one of these
clambakes, and ten minutes before this show the director Tony Bunzman was so
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bored he said, “I’'m not going to do this. You direct the show.” It was pretty ter-
rifying, but he helped me out of trouble, and that’s how I became a director.

EDWARD PADULA: Thelma Prescott was the first woman director/
producer, and she did women’s programs, but Tom Hutchinson really ignored
her. I told him, “You can’t let her go into the studio without letting her go
through the indoctrination.” He said, “Then do it yourself.” I became her Pyg-
malion, and I married her in 1942.

The character of characters was Warren Wade. He was a big, fat radio theater
actor, the personification of Barnum, blowing his own horn all the time. As di-
rectors, he and I were poles apart. He would do all this terrible vaudevillian
stuff. One day I said, “You put on all those cheap dog acts and people jumping
through hoops. I don’t care how low you go, but it has to be high art. We’ll do
burlesque and really show you how it can be done well,” so I convinced Gypsy
Rose Lee to come in and do a strip on camera, but with great art. That put
Warren in his place.
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ERIK BARNOUW: In those years, I was at NBC as script director, and
the programming people were taking all the categories of programming that ex-
isted on radio, and they were trying them one by one: drama, cooking, news,
etc., and particularly advertising.

RAY FORREST: We talked Lowell Thomas into doing his radio news
show as a simulcast out of Studio 3H. I had already learned that if you didn’t put
Pan-Cake makeup on, you looked terrible. Lowell had a very heavy beard. He
was also a very macho guy. He had been with Lawrence of Arabia, and he had
been in Tibet, so, when I said to him, “Lowell, you're going to have to put
makeup on,” he said [with pear-shaped tones], “Makeup? Not me”

“Lowell, you're gonna look like hell.”

He went on without it, but someone said something to him, and the next
week he agreed to use makeup. He wouldn’t touch it, though. It was much too
effeminate for him, so I became his makeup man.

Then every so often he would say, “I'm doing my show from Pawling.” That
meant he couldn’t do the TV part of the simulcast, so I got the job of anchoring
the TV news. I did it mostly by going up to the newsroom and tearing the copy
off the teletype.
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ART HUNGERFORD: Our budget on most of our plays was about
three thousand dollars. That was out of pocket, covering talent and scenery and
stuff. Doing live shows was less expensive than film, which has to be edited and
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scored. Besides, whatever television had at that time was spontaneity. So we
were live as much as we could.

EDWARD PADULA: Gertrude Lawrence did “Susan and God” for
virtually no payment. I would take our monologuist Sue Read to Saks Fifth Av-
enue to borrow clothes because everything had to be free. I would literally have
to beg. It was like whoring. I would say, “I'm doing a program for NBC, but
we don’t have any money.”

“Forget it.”

Finally, I learned to give them credit at the end of the show in exchange for
use of the dress.

NOEL JORDAN: The whole key to everything was that it was live. As a
result, you got performances that you couldn’t get on a movie set, but also it was
panic for the actors. It was just terrible. Seasoned actors would turn ashen white.

RAY FORREST: Every once in a while you would get mike fright. Sud-
denly, everything disappears from your mind, and you don’t know where you are,
but somehow you work through it and hopefully it doesn’t happen again.

Once, everybody thought it would be great to get this newsreel narrator to
help me out on a boxing show. We went over to Madison Square Garden and
got into the announcing cage. After the first round, I said, “And now it’s a spe-
cial privilege to present a man you know very well from the ‘Review of the
News, and here he is.” I looked at him, and nothing was coming out. He never
did say a word that whole night.

NOEL JORDAN: For the most part they were (a) scared, (b) curious be-
cause they were doing something different, and (c) wondered why the hell they
ever got themselves into a mess like that.

RAY FORREST: The radio guys were all very formal, very serious. De-
spite my tuxedo, I realized that this was not my way of talking. I just had an
easygoing style. As a result, since I was the only guy on all the time, everybody
thought they knew me, and they did. I got letters along the lines of, “If you're
ever down here, drop in and have dinner with us” It was always very personal.
People would even call me to say they were driving into New York City and to
ask for directions to the Bronx.

I never thought I ever did anything to warrant that kind of recognition.
Sometimes, it was embarrassing. There was an Automat right around the cor-
ner. Because I didn’t have much money, that’s where I ate. I would be having
dinner, and people would stare at me. I thought I had spaghetti all over myself
until it dawned on me that they had a set.

By the time the war began we had a viewership of five thousand to six thou-
sand sets. We knew that from the cards we sent out. Each viewer got a tri-fold
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card every week, listing the programs that we were going to do for the week.
On the third fold was an automatic judging card—poor, fair, good, excellent.
They would check them off, send it back, and we had automatic ratings.

ART HUNGERFORD: The whole rating system was based on those
postcards. It was interesting. They would do a play and it wouldn’t get as good
a rating as my two-hundred-dollar film. We had a lot of fun with that.

EDWARD PADULA: One of the shows I did was “Sunday Evening
Supper” with Elsie de Wolfe, who was later known as Lady Mendl. She was a
famous woman back then. She said, “I’ll do it if you send a limousine for me,”
so every Sunday night I would send a limousine for her at the St. Regis, and she
would invite her regular group, who were very café society, people like Sir
Charles and Brenda Frazier, the kind of people she normally had over for her
Sunday evening suppers, which we recreated in 3H. We had the table, the glass-
ware, the china, the linens, all of which were sort of advertising for the compa-
nies that supplied them. Companies also gave us wines and champagnes.

Each week, a different chef from a famous restaurant would cook and give
his recipes. Elsie would preside with her white gloves and jewelry and her blue
hair and present her friends and guests. It was awful under those lights, but Elsie
never complained. I don’t think she allowed herself to sweat.

NOEL JORDAN: I remember that show. There were all these people in
tuxedos. One time the chef was supposed to shake the salad in one of these wire
baskets, but the top came off and he threw the salad into the lady’s face.

RAY FORREST: With our mobile units we did boxing from Ridge-
wood Grove arena and wrestling from Jamaica Arena. The first time I got sent to
do a hockey match was also the first hockey game I had ever seen. I had no idea
what was going on, and it was a total fiasco. We also did the races from Belmont
and Aqueduct. Clem McCarthy would call them. If Clem was away, Jack
McCarthy used to call the races. Jack was a good race caller, except Jack was “un-
dependable” and would occasionally not show up. Sure enough, I was there one
day when Jack wasn't there and I was told I would have to do it. All I had were
Clem?’s long glasses, which would let you see maybe one horse or half a horse on
the other side of the track if you were lucky. They said to me, “Just do it.”

I got about as far as the first turn and that was it. I just said into the mike, “I
don’t know where they are. I can’t find them.” And I never found them again the
whole way around except at the end when I found out which horse had won.

In 1940, we did the Republican convention from Philadelphia. I think
twelve people from RCA did the convention. Today, there would be five hun-
dred. We all stayed in the Warwick Hotel in Philadelphia. It was the first net-
work show. It went from Philly to New York to Schenectady.
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We had three cameras there, and I did everything, like all these guys do today,
except I was the only one. We didn’t have any reporters on the floor. There was
just me with a printed schedule of who was going to talk. When it got quiet on
the floor, I would go downstairs, and interview anybody who was available. Of
course there were no fancy sets. We tallied the votes for the nomination on a
big piece of cardboard that was leaning against the back of a chair.

ART HUNGERFORD: Soon after the convention, the FCC shut us
down. They told us that the standards weren’t satisfactory. That’s where Fink
came in.

DONALD GLEN FINK: By 1940, the FCC knew we had to have a
single standard for the number of lines in a television picture. All the companies
wanted that, but they wanted it to be theirs not the others’. The FCC said it
would not make that decision; the industry would have to make it.

Along came Doc Baker of GE, whose company didn'’t have a big stake one
way or the other, but he was so well known and such a strong figure that he was
able to convince people in RCA, DuMont, Zenith, and Philco that they should
pull together and do things right or they weren’t going to make any money.
That convinced everybody. That’s how the National Television System Com-
mittee was formed.

That year, I published a book called Principles of Television Engineering, which
turned out to be the first technologically accurate treatment in book form of
the state of television. It became a sort of bible. That was how I got into the
NTSC.

The biggest decision we made was to establish the number of lines. RCA had
441 lines. Philco and DuMont wanted a higher number of lines, with DuMont
looking for something like 650. Baker asked me to come up with a recommen-
dation that would bridge this gap. We were on the phone when he challenged
me to come up with a number, and I suggested 525. Everybody agreed, and
that’s the number we have today. Without the agreement we could have had a
mess like they had in Europe where Britain had a 625 system and the French
had 819, and they couldn’t pick up each other’s programs.

TOM GOLDSMITH: From 1939 to 1941, NBC had Channel Four in
New York and Philco had Channel Three in Philadelphia. The FCC decided
to use Channel Four in Philadelphia and Three in New York for mobile radio
units in police and fire departments. I pointed out that if those cruisers used
their radios outside their territory, they would squirrel up the TV pictures.

To prevent that, [ suggested that they give the television people the clear
channels two through six and take Channel One and assign it to the mobile ra-
dio police and fire departments. They did. That’s why there’s no Channel One
on any television sets.
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RAY FORREST: Everybody was thrilled to death on July 4, 1941,
when we became commercial and went from W2XBS to WNBT, because now
the station could make a little bit of money. That included me, even if it was just
twelve dollars and fifty cents a commercial, which it often was. The first tele-
vision commercial I did was for Adam Hats. I had to wear the hat. I didn’t get
any money for it, but I got to keep the hat. Once we went commercial, we did
the same stuff we had always done, except that we would have these occasional
announcements.

LENORE JENSEN: The absolute first commercial was my idea of the
best commercial I have ever seen. All it was was the face of a Bulova watch. It
had a sweep second hand. They would focus on it for one minute while they
played the Minute Waltz.

I did tons of commercials. I did one for Waring Blender. When you turned
on the blender, it sounded like an earthquake. They said, “Oh, God, that’s a ter-
rible noise.”

I'said, “Why not play a record when I throw the switch? The record I picked
out was “I'm Looking Over a Four Leaf Clover,” because that’s the way the
blender was shaped. There was just one problem: after seeing the commercial,
a lot of people went to the store and asked for the blender that played music.

EDWARD PADULA: I had a passion for the medium, but I felt alone
in this group. Suddenly, with sponsors, segments of time became important, not
the whole show. I didn’t allow commercials in the middle of my shows, and I
was able to get away with it. I just said, “This is the program. It starts here and
ends there. There’s no break in the middle.”

I just wanted to be left alone. If someone wanted to present a commercial at
the beginning or the end of the show that was great, but after a while, I couldn’t
get away with it.

In 1941, the William Morris office got me a contract with Paramount Pic-
tures and [ left. I didn't fit in with NBC anymore. I was reaching for something.
I wasn’t quite sure what, but it wasn’t what they were looking for. When I
would bring in two dancers, they would say, “What’s that gonna sell?”

RAY FORREST: On December 7, I was standing by on a broadcast of
a film, Millionaire Playboy with Harry Richman, when somebody opened the
door and said, “You better go over to the newsroom. I think we’re in the war.”
The word came down from the newsroom that Pearl Harbor had been attacked.
I was the guy who ran to the newsroom, got the copy, broke into the film, and
announced the war on television. My first thought was, “Here I go.” I was in
the reserves, so I knew I was going to go in soon, and I did. When I came back
after the war, everything was different.



DUMONT (THE RISE)

Allen Balcom DuMont’s basement garage was an unlikely source of electronic
miracles, but no more so than Philo Farnsworth’s loft, John Logie Baird’s garret,
or Steve Jobs’s garage, for that matter. In fact, so many great strides have been
made in such improbable venues that even today’s byte-oriented pioneers still
might want to consider unused closet space for inspiration before hustling off to
the great corporate laboratories.

In the case of Allen DuMont, his Upper Montclair, New Jersey, garage pro-
duced a modern electronics version of the biblical Hanukkah story. That an-
cient tale found the Hebrews partying hearty for eight days in a light
miraculously provided by a single drop of oil. In the DuMont version, he and
his three assistants were able to produce a picture tube that would last one thou-
sand hours, ten times longer than the standard, thus springing television from
the laboratories and into the home.

Within a few years, he went into television manufacturing and into network
broadcasting. The excellent DuMont receiver was the first all-electronic set on
the market, quite an achievement in itself considering the head start enjoyed by
both Farnsworth and RCA.

Television’s first self-made millionaire was born on January 29, 1901, in
Brooklyn. His father was an executive with the Waterbury Clock Company,
makers of the Ingersoll watch, a dollar timepiece known for its extraordinary
accuracy. Young Allen and his two brothers all contracted polio as children.
Then eleven years old, Allen was confined to bed for nine months. His father
bought him a crystal set to keep him occupied. By the time he was able to leave
his bedroom, the young man had taught himself enough about radio to build his
own receiver-transmitter.

He graduated from Rensselaer Polytechnical Institute with an engineering
degree in 1924 and went to work for Westinghouse where he modernized their
radio tube manufacturing machinery. He went on to do the same thing for Lee
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DeForest, the legendary radio inventor. While employed at DeForest, DuMont
came across the television equipment that had formerly belonged to Charles
Francis Jenkins. DeForest had purchased the equipment after Jenkins’s television
business went bust in the Depression. Curious about television, DuMont began
experimenting with the Jenkins machine but realized quickly that Jenkins’s
Nipkow system was doomed.

He approached DeForest about investing in an all-electronic system, but the
elder DeForest, once a pioneer himself, refused. So there was his young prodigy
at the crossroads age of thirty ready to make his move in life. Although he was
so cautious he wore suspenders and a belt at the same time, and he had a wife
and child to support, he left the security of a fifteen-thousand-dollar-a-year job
in the depths of the Depression to set up shop in his garage.

When he opened for business, DuMont could count one thousand dollars in
capital, some secondhand manufacturing equipment, and three assistants, two
of whom were part-time. The third was a full-time apprentice machinist,
whom he paid ten dollars a week. However, he also had an unsurpassed knowl-
edge of tube making and knew that if television was ever to become commer-
cially viable, the cathode ray tube had to be improved dramatically. So far no
one else had succeeded in doing it.

Very quickly he started increasing the life of the tubes. That first year he even
sold two of them. His business grossed seventy dollars. By 1933, the company
did twelve thousand dollars’ worth of business, mostly selling tubes for use as os-
cillographs, invaluable laboratory diagnostic equipment. That year the company
finally moved out of the garage and into a building in town. By 1935, they were
incorporated as Allen B. DuMont Laboratories. The next year, after adding Dr.
Thomas T. Goldsmith, a brilliant young engineer, to his staff (the DuMont sta-
tion WTTG was named for him), he made his first moves into practical televi-
sion research.

While business was solid, DuMont still did not have the capital to compete
with Farnsworth or RCA. The problem appeared to be solved when he nego-
tiated a stock deal with Paramount Pictures. With Paramount’s cash, DuMont
not only began manufacturing and marketing his own sets, but also went into
broadcasting. He received a license for an experimental station W2XVT in
February, 1939. The fifty-watt station operated out of the Passaic factory from
twelve midnight to nine A.m. That spring, he was granted a permit for another
station, W2XWYV at 515 Madison Avenue, in New York City. It later became
WABD, the flagship station of the DuMont network. It went on the air that
spring. The kid from Brooklyn was about to go big time.

DR. THOMAS T. “TOM” GOLDSMITH: [ was born in
Greenville, South Carolina. In high school I won a chemistry prize and got a
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two-volume life of Thomas Alva Edison. I read those and said, “Gee, I think
I'm gonna go work for that guy,” but he up and died on me before I got
through college.

I went through college at Furman University. When I came out, because of
the Depression I could hardly get a job pumping gasoline at a gas station with
a college degree! I decided I would take the two hundred fifty bucks that I saved
being a newspaper courier boy for the Greenville News in South Carolina and
chootle off and go to graduate school.

In 1934, I published a paper on cathode ray oscillographs while I was at
Cornell University. Then in the summer of 1936, I was working on my thesis
with Dr. Bedell, and I went with him to visit his sister in Montclair. The next
morning, he said, “Let’s go up the street to visit Allen DuMont.”

I got to talking to Allen about his cathode ray tube, and he said, “Oh, you
know something about oscillographs? You can start working for me.”

I joined Allen that November, as the fourteenth employee of the company.
I was the director of research, but whatever came along I worked on. We had
to do whatever we could to stay solvent.

BRUCE DUMONT: I am the youngest of three brothers. We were raised
in Brooklyn. All three of us had polio at the same time. My brother Donald and
I threw it off in a couple of days, but Al was in bed for nine months. While he
was in bed, he got a book by Jenkins. That’s what got him interested in radio.

Al graduated from Rensselaer in 1924 and went to work at Westinghouse.
He was there when he ran into Lee DeForest. DeForest was quite a guy. He had
about seven wives. Later, when I worked with him in Passaic, he used to say, “I
have to keep inventing things just to keep the alimony going.”

TOM GOLDSMITH: Allen got started in television with Lee, who
hired Allen to automate his manufacturing process. After Jenkins went bank-
rupt, DeForest bought his mechanical television equipment and moved it to
Passaic, New Jersey. Allen worked with him on that, but finally he told Lee that
cathode ray tubes were the only way to make television work. He said, “If
you're going to go on with that mechanical system, fine, but I'm gonna start my
own business, improve cathode ray tubes for television.”

BRUCE DUMONT: He left DeForest and went on his own with his
brother-in-law, Al Steadman, who was a chemist. I used to see them working
on it down in the cellar. There was also John Hinck, who was his first employee.
He was handy making welds.

TOM GOLDSMITH: Then there were four of them. Stan Cook was
the glass blower. They got the fluorescent chemicals for the cathode ray tubes
not from any supplier, but by going up to the zinc mines in New Jersey, collect-
ing rocks in a bag, and lugging them back to Allen’s basement.
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In the early days, you were lucky to get a hundred hours out of a cathode ray
tube. They worked out a process where they could make tubes that lasted. So
that now, I can turn on a television set that was built twenty years ago and it still
works. Television could not have been possible without it.

By the time Allen hired me, the laboratory was in two places, Allen’s base-
ment and three converted hat stores in Upper Montclair. My lab was just a
workbench and some equipment in the corner of the lab. I didn’t have any as-
sistant. | was it.

My first assignment for DuMont was to set up a television system in the
laboratory. By March or April 1937, we were getting pictures. We generated
pictures right there in the laboratory by taking a tube and printing on it a pic-
ture of Claudette Colbert in black ink on an aluminum background. We'd scan
that and use it as a test pattern.

BRUCE DUMONT: One of the things Al invented was the electronic
eye tuner. He made twenty thousand dollars out of that.

TOM GOLDSMITH: It was enough for us to move out of our little hat
stores and buy the Anna Meyers Pure Pickle Works in Passaic with six thousand
square feet on each floor. The basement was relegated to me for research. We
used to put a TV camera out the window to see what the weather was like.

We were up to around thirty-five people at the end of 1938 and there were
three of us working on television. By 1941, when we stopped because of the
war, we had maybe twenty-five people making them. Eventually, we built about
two million sets all told at DuMont Laboratories.

Our first sets, like the Model 180, had a snap-switch tuner which selected
four different channels. There were only three in New York, so we had a spare.
The set cost $325, and while it didn’t have the automatic features that the cur-
rent TV sets have, it produced some very nice black-and-white pictures. There
were eight knobs on the front of the set, a volume control, picture contrast, and
tuning knobs. People wouldnt know how to tune those knobs or they'd let
their kids get to ’em, and they’d turn "em all out of adjustment, so they wouldn’t
get a picture for a while. So I made the sales department make a cardboard insert
with slots to go over the knobs that would tell ’em how to turn ’em.

During the World’s Fair, we had about five of those 180 sets and the 183
console model. One of them was in the Crosley exhibit. We had to go out there
every day, turn on those sets, and see that they behaved. If one gave up, | would
put it in the car, take it back to the plant, fix it, and bring it back.

BRUCE DUMONT: After I saw the opening of the World’s Fair in 1939
on television at Al’s house, I decided to join the business, and I began selling
televisions. We decided that the bars were a good place to start. I would put a
TV in the trunk of my Ford and I'd go around to north Jersey and Hoboken.
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On the corners in these towns would be four bars, and we would say, “Look,
you got the same beer as the next guy. If you have a television they’ll come in
here” We had a hard time, because we couldn't really demonstrate them. The
problem was, there wasn't really any programming on. Still, we sold a few hun-
dred sets.

TOM GOLDSMITH: Our sets were the only ones on the market at the
start. We beat R CA to the market by a few weeks. We put Mark Lajoy in charge
of selling television sets to the radio stores. He'd go around to a store and say,
“We’ve got television. How about signing up to be a dealer for DuMont.” They
were tickled to death to get ’em, because it was great publicity. They’d have a
television set on display and sell radio sets instead. They'd advertise, “Come see
DuMont television in our store.” They'd only have two sets, because we hadn't
produced very many of em.

People could see the experimental transmissions from NBC, CBS, and
DuMont. We had two studios: one in New York and one in New Jersey. The
studio in New Jersey was in the pickle factory building. We were on the air in
early 1938 in New Jersey and early 1939 in New York. DuMont mostly had
movies and stills. Most of the early stuff was just experimental transmissions to
show the FCC what television was all about.

BRUCE DUMONT: To sell our televisions, we had one hour of wres-
tling a week. Al had an engineer named Lou Sposa. One day Lou told me he

had a brother who was in radio. He asked me if I would speak to Al about him,
and I did.

DENNIS JAMES: I started in radio in 1938 as a kid just out of St. Pe-
ter’s College in Jersey City. They hired me as a disk jockey. Frank Sinatra and
I started there at the same time. The station manager at WAAT was Italian, but
one day he said to me, “Why don’t you change your name? [ don’t want any
Italian names on the station.”

[ said, “My old man will kill me.”

“I don't care. Change your name or you're fired.”

[ said, ““What about Sinatra?”

“He’ got talent.”

My brother Lou said, “Why don’t you take your first two names?” My first
name was Demi, which came from Demitriou, my father’s name. And he came
up with the idea of Dennis James.

TOM GOLDSMITH: Our studio in New York was at 515 Madison
Avenue. We had an antenna atop the building. RCA had the Empire State
Building. The next tallest building was the Chrysler Building, and CBS had a
corner on that one. DuMont picked the 515 building which was not sur-
rounded by taller buildings.
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HELEN GOLDSMITH: Our first son was born in March 1939. I was
in the hospital two weeks. Tom brought the boy and the television set in the
house the same day. All the neighbors came in to see the baby but they were
more interested in television even if all they saw was a test pattern.

DENNIS JAMES: One of the first things I did for DuMont was a
fifteen-minute show called “Dennis James’ Sports Parade.” I would interview a
sports luminary for five minutes and then partake of the sport. If it was a wres-
tler, I wrestled. If it was a boxer I boxed him. If it was a fencer I fenced him. I
wrestled a guy named Bibber McCoy. He put me in a choke hold and I was out
unconscious on the air. They slapped me around, and when I came to I was all
disheveled, but I completed the show.

I also did a show called “Television Roof”” Because I was in radio as well, |
would say to guys like Frank Sinatra and the Pied Pipers, “Nobody is gonna see
you anyhow, if you come on with me, I'll play your stuff on radio.” That was
the incentive. Sinatra wouldn’t do it, but the Pied Pipers did.

TOM GOLDSMITH: We had the bandleader Fred Waring, but only a
few of his Pennsylvanians because we couldn’t get them all in that small room.

About this time, we negotiated a deal with Paramount. They paid us $55,000
for 55,000 shares of B stock in DuMont. Paramount paid that much money in
cash, which was useful to expand our business. Allen and I had talked it over,
and we said, “We’ll get Paramount in here, because we in the technical field
know about electronics, but they are in the program field. They know the pub-
lic and have a big backlog of movies. The combination of DuMont and Para-
mount ought to make a great go in building a network of television.”

I was a scientist. Allen DuMont was a scientist. We were rookies in Wall
Street. We didn’t know the jargon. Had I known what was going to happen, I
would never have agreed to it.
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RCA and CBS may have been arch radio rivals, but when it came to television
research, RCA’s blazing lights had already melted dozens of performers by the
time CBS’s technicians began laying their first camera cables. As a manufacturer
of television sets unlike CBS, RCA had much more of a stake in getting pro-
grams on the air, but the real reason for RCA’s head start was the difference in
the fundamental makeup of William S. Paley and David Sarnoft.

Sarnoff, who was Paley’s elder by ten years, was a visionary when it came to
technology. It was Sarnoff who first saw radio’s possibilities and brought his
dreams to fruition by altering RCA’s corporate structure. Now, he was mobi-
lizing RCA’s resources to make television a reality against considerable opposi-
tion inside and outside the company.

Paley was one of the naysayers. He had little interest in pioneering. He was
content to let Sarnoff take the lead and draft him like a bike racer before scoot-
ing ahead in the end. Actually, Paley did much the same with talent. While
RCA developed stars, such as Jack Benny and Red Skelton, Paley waited until
they were popular and then plucked them one by one off the RCA roster.

While Sarnoff believed from the start that TV would revolutionize home life,
Paley publicly suggested that TV’s métier would be in the theater. “Man is a so-
cial creature; he likes to rub shoulders with his fellows,” he said, adding, “Per-
fections in the projection of motion pictures will play a large part in making
television applicable to theater, rather than home, presentation.”

Only after RCA made real strides in television development did Paley make
his move, and even then with ambivalence. As CBS was building its studio and
transiitter, its executives were sent down to Washington in a vain effort to con-
vince the FCC to delay TV’s arrival. Why? Since the FCC only permitted ex-
perimental licenses, broadcast companies could not recoup expenses by selling
commercials. Therefore the only income available from television came in the
sale of sets, which only RCA and DuMont were manufacturing. CBS, with no
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manufacturing arm, only saw money going into broadcasting and no profits
coming out.

Paley never was a risk taker. Even his entry into the broadcasting business was
a reluctant one. That story begins in 1927 when a theatrical agent named Ar-
thur Judson created a network of second-line radio stations called United Inde-
pendent Broadcasters to compete with NBC and make sure his artists were
represented on radio. It was a struggle from the start for Judson and his partners,
a salesman named George Coats and the radio announcer ]. Andrew White.
The next year, the nearly bankrupt network merged with the Columbia Pho-
nograph Company to form the Columbia Phonograph Broadcasting System, a
long name for a still-fledgling company whose books were kept in the head of
its chief accountant, the future announcing star Ted Husing.

After absorbing huge losses, Columbia bowed out. With the company about
to collapse, Coats began looking for new investors. He approached Leon and
Isaac Levy, the owners of the network’s flagship station WCAU. The fact that
WCAU was the network’s biggest prize was an indication of the kind of uphill
battle it was facing. Leon was a dentist, who as Paley’s biographer Sally Bedell
Smith wrote, “divided his time between filling teeth in the mornings and pro-
gramming the station in the afternoons.”

According to Smith, the partners were on the verge of closing shop when
Vitaphone, the makers of the first talking movies, agreed to advertise on the
network. For the time being, that kept the grim reaper at bay. Then it was sug-
gested that Leon Levy’s brother-in-law, Sam Paley, a wealthy cigar maker, buy
the network for his son Bill.

In the fashion of the day, Paley owned a time slot on CAU and called his mu-
sical show “La Palina Boy,” to market his number-one cigar, La Palina. Neither
the cigar nor the woman on the cigar band hailed from Cuba. Palina was a der-
ivation of Paley, and the supposedly Hispanic woman on the band was actually
Sam’s wife, Blanche. When Sam told Bill about his plans to buy the network,
the twenty-six-year-old Paley replied, “I don’t want anything to do with this
pipsqueak radio network, this phony chain.”

Bill found, however, that he enjoyed the glamour of producing a radio show,
and he had a change of heart. In 1928, he put up his own money and bought
control of the company. For all his reluctance, he was a quick study. In short or-
der, he made several business decisions that put CBS on solid footing. He de-
veloped an affiliation agreement which was more attractive than the deal offered
by NBC. It brought many new stations into the fold. CBS had had nineteen sta-
tions in the network when Paley took over. By 1935, there were ninety-seven.
He also displayed a nearly unerring program sense, signing on a number of tal-
ented young performers, including Morton Downey, Bing Crosby, Kate Smith,
Burns and Allen, and Fred Allen, then raided NBC for more established stars,
among them Al Jolson and Nelson Eddy.
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Unlike Sarnoff, who resisted sharing authority, Paley hired a number of very
capable people and leaned on them for guidance. There was Edward Bernays,
the country’s foremost public relations expert, who Paley hired to refine CBS’s
corporate image. Bernays in turn suggested Paley hire Ed Klauber, a New York
Times editor, as his right-hand man. Klauber was the kind of tough-minded ad-
ministrator that the somewhat reticent Paley needed. Klauber was so tough he
soon fired Bernays. Klauber also hired Paul White, a veteran newspaper re-
porter, and together they forged the journalistic standards that made CBS’s news
division the finest broadcast news operation in the world.

Another Klauber find was Paul Kesten, who came from the advertising agen-
cy Lennen & Mitchell to direct CBS’s promotions department. Kesten, who
was so fastidious he polished the soles of his shoes, in turn hired Frank Stanton,
who would work his way up from the marketing department to become Paley’s
second in command. Kesten was nicknamed “vice president for the future,” be-
cause of his interest in TV. In 1935, Kesten read an article on television by a
young Hungarian inventor, Peter Goldmark, and hired him to set up CBS’s first
electronic system.

CBS already had a Nipkow system that was in occasional operation. The
company inaugurated the service on July 21, 1931, with a forty-five-minute va-
riety show starring Ted Husing as the emcee, with performances by Kate Smith,
the Boswell Sisters, and George Gershwin. In 1933, the station was dismantled.
PPaley was content to wait until NBC perfected their electronic system.

Soon after NBC aired its first show in 1936, Kesten was instructed to build
an antenna that would be “bigger and better” than NBC’s. Since NBC had the
Empire State Building, Goldmark chose the city’s number-two skyscraper, the
Chrysler Building, which had one added benefit according to one former CBS
employee, the john in the upper spires afforded the user the most spectacular
views in the city.

Paley brought in a distinct outsider to program his new station. Gilbert
Seldes, the New York critic, was best known for his book, The Seven Lively Arts,
a critical look at popular culture. Seldes had written an article for the Atlantic
Monthly in May 1937, called “The Errors of Television.” In it, Seldes laid out a
plan for television in the coming years, saying the medium needed an experi-
mental period to find its way. At the same time, he wrote, popular entertain-
ment was the surest road for success, a notion that appealed to Paley.

Again looking to top NBC, Paley told Goldmark he wanted the biggest TV
studios in New York. CBS’s real estate people found a suitable location in the
area above the waiting room in Grand Central Station. Goldmark later wrote,
“] measured the studio’s dimensions carefully and drew up the design, and when
I was finished, while I couldn’t claim victory on height, I could happily report,
after checking on RCA, that CBS had the largest television studio in the
world—a fact that may have delighted Paley and for a moment made me feel a
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significant part of show business. . . . The urge to beat RCA and its ruler, David
Sarnoff, was such an overriding force at CBS that it actually began to shape the
direction of my own career.”

That quest would meet with disastrous results for Goldmark and CBS. In
1940, Goldmark found himself enthralled by Gone with the Wind, the first color
movie he had ever seen. With Kesten’s approval he began experimenting with
a color-TV system based on the old Nipkow disk. CBS eventually sunk millions
into the project, which, because of its incompatibility with black-and-white re-
ceivers, was doomed virtually from the start.

Meanwhile, in late 1939, CBS began a limited closed-circuit programming
schedule. The veteran Broadway director Worthington Miner was brought in to
assist Seldes. The two of them had different views about TV from their NBC
counterparts, whose roots lay deep in radio and vaudeville. Both Seldes and
Miner believed that television was a unique medium whose potential could not
be developed fully without a whole new set of production and technical guide-
lines. They hired a small but devoted staff, whose talent and youthful aggressive-
ness created a crackling atmosphere of excitement and experimentation,
undoubtedly aided by the small budgets and the low expectations placed on
them from above.

RUDY BRETZ: Before I joined CBS in 1938, I was in a department
store on Madison Avenue when I saw television for the first time. | wrote about
it in my diary:

Well, finally I saw a television program. I must confess I am most unimpressed.
It was the noon hour broadcast. First a bunch of movies, then a studio presentation,
a woman interviewing a hat manufacturer about current styles, and a news com-
mentator with his face shown on the screen as he read his news. If I had lots of
money to spare, I wouldn’t buy a television set. I wouldn’t want to even look at it
if I had it, if this is all it’s gonna be.

... What does television got that radio and film haven’t got? Whatever it is,
that is what television programs must be built on. I think it is a sense of immediacy,
a feeling of seeing something happen as it happens. The first real success of televi-
sion will be not art, but as informal reporting of events as they take place.

JOHN HOLLYWOOD: I went to CBS in 1936 as an engineer on Peter
Goldmark’s staff. We were not broadcasting yet, but we did give demonstrations
on the fourth floor of Grand Central Terminal. During one demonstration, we
showed a film on coffee making in Brazil. Our jack-of-all-trades, Bill Young,
set up a percolating pot of coffee in a place that would feed into the air-
conditioning system. And the visitors were quite impressed by the film. They
said, “You can almost smell the coffee!”
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MARIAN SELDES: When I was twelve I would just run down to
Grand Central from the Dalton School. I would walk through that glass-
enclosed walkway two or three stories up into this magical world.

BOB BENDICK: I had never been in a space as big as that studio. It was
a little frightening. The studio was one big open room with big glass windows
and a high, vaulted ceiling. There were cables all over and a huge grid of water-
cooled lights. Too often during a program, the lights would begin to leak, you
would hear the constant drip, drip, drip.

EDWARD ANHALT: And when the trains came in and out of the sta-
tion, you could see it on the tube. Goldmark tried to fix it by cushioning the
equipment, but he never really cured it.

I was working for Pathé News in 1938, ’39, when I met Worthington Miner
at a party. He had just been hired by CBS. He and I went out and started to bar-
hop, and the next thing I know I was working at CBS. Everybody did every-
thing there. I worked the cameras. I directed a show. I wrote. Whatever was
going on, we did.

BOB BENDICK: There were three cameras in the studio. Mine was
mobile. With the early cameras, the cameraman saw the image upside down and
in reverse. We had to learn that if we saw something going to the left, we had
to pan to the right. When you took your eye away from the finder the world
began to look upside down.

RUDY BRETZ: I got to the point where I could see things quite well
upside down. At restaurants, I could read the menu of a guy sitting opposite me
without much trouble.

JIM LEAMAN: I was hired as a producer/director. When I came on,
Seldes told me he wanted television to be a window on the world. He didn'
think television was going to get anywhere unless it could get out of the studio.

RUDY BRETZ: We thought that by making it very informal, even if
there were mistakes (which would be terrible in a film), they would add to the
immediacy of it by keeping the audience aware that the damn thing was hap-
pening at the time they were watching it. Variety called it “Take It Easy Televi-
sion,” which was a pretty good description.

Seldes was a delight. He would come up with great little aphorisms, which
we would repeat like, “Don’t forget you are working in a postage stamp art,”
which was true.

BOB BENDICK: We were aware of the potential of this thing, and we
were enthusiastic about learning how to use it. What was a closeup in televi-
sion? What does a cut mean? No one cared about getting a program off and on



74 THE BOX

on time. We didn’t think that was possible anyway, and no one thought of it
from a commercial point of view.

RUDY BRETZ: Even if we had a commercial license, there was not a big
enough audience to be able to sell commercials. They could only see a long pe-
riod of throwing money down the drain. As a result, Seldes spent a lot of time
developing programs which were really not programs, but things to put onto
the picture tube that wouldn’t cost anything.

BOB BENDICK: We went out to Jones Beach to film the waves, and we
played music to it.

EDWARD ANHALT: Their mortal fear was that NBC would be able
to get color out of the Zworykin electronic television.

RUDY BRETZ: Because CBS was behind in the technology, they were
anxious for Dr. Goldmark to develop color TV. At first they wouldn't talk about
it. Then in 1940, I was sent out with a still camera to take a lot of color pictures.
I asked them, “Why, are we going into color television?”

Goldmark said, “Oh, no, we just want to see how colors respond on the
black-and-white system.”

JIM LEAMAN: When we did see it, though, it was marvelous. We were
invited to the sixth floor of 485 Madison where Goldmark had his lab. He
pointed his camera out the window down at the intersection. At that moment,
a Macy’s truck went by with that big red star, and a woman in a yellow dress
stepped off the curb. Well, we cheered. It was beautiful!

Soon after that, we rented a racetrack in Maryland, and Eddie Anhalt and |
went there with a crew. We hired jockeys, and we recruited spectators, and we
staged a race and shot it in color.

EDWARD ANHALT: CBS realized that the real money in television
was at that point in equipment, like sets, so they first tried to acquire the man-
ufacturing capacity. When that failed they tried to stop RCA by sabotaging
television. Peter Goldmark and I went down to Washington with Peter’s equip-
ment and the test film I shot. We showed it to the FCC and the Senate com-
mittee and said that it was foolish to approve black-and-white television
broadcasting when here was color. Of course, it was a foolish kind of color be-
cause Peter’s mechanical system didn’t work so well. At one point in the hear-
ings, someone moved the TV set and the wheel inside the TV went right
through the set and up to the ceiling.

Also, you had to be be looking directly at the set or maybe at a ten-degree
angle away from it, because as you moved out of that line the color broke up.
During the hearings, one senator asked Goldmark, “When I shake my hand in
front of my eyes, the color breaks up. What can we do about it?”
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And Goldmark answered, “Don’t shake your hand in front of your eyes.”
It didn’t work, but they made a run at it.
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RUDY BRETZ: In the studio, Miner and Seldes were very competitive.
Whatever Seldes did, Miner wanted to do it differently.

CARL BEIER: They didn't like each other. Seldes used to make remarks
about the memos that Tony kept grinding out. It seemed a little ridiculous be-
cause you could talk to anybody walking by the office door. Seldes thought they
were asinine as well as pompous. They were filled with things like how many
watts of light you had to have, or he would pontificate on lenses.

PETER MINER: That was the difference between Tony and Gil. Tony
had tremendous ideas about the mechanics of doing this. His role was to work
out by experimenting in the studio how he thought this medium should be
done. He essentially invented the way we shoot television.

BOB BENDICK: Tony knew that TV wasn'’t an extension of the movies,
that it had to be interpreted in a different way. In the home, you got up, walked
around, and had a hot dog, which was different from theater or movies. He
wanted to find out how you overcome these things or how to use them to your
advantage. For example, we learned to do more closeups, that with wide shots
you lost much of the information.

PETER MINER: He cut to reaction shots. He also used lenses and shots
to make the studios look big, getting it to look like Rome.

CARL BEIER: Seldes was definitely the man in programming. Gil per-
sonally brought in Anya Anders. We had Alexandra Danileva and Leonid
Massin and we had Markova and Boland from the real ballet world. I brought
in Eugene Loring and “Billy the Kid,” with Aaron Copland.

Vice President Henry Wallace was set to appear on one of Seldes’s panel
shows. Gil called me on the phone and said, “Henry Wallace is here. [Whisper-
ing] He’s nervous as a cat. Can you take him downstairs and get him a drink or
something and tell him he’s gonna be all right?”

There was no secret service or anything. We just went down to the Oyster
Bar and had a drink. He was a very nice, pleasant man. Mostly, I said to him he
must have been in tougher cabinet meetings, that he should just ignore the
cameras and talk to the other people. Here I was twenty-one years old, just out
of Princeton and having a drink with the vice president of the United States.
Actually, I was much more impressed with having met Argentinita and Aaron
Copland.

We had Eddie Condon’s jazz group, and people like Pee Wee Russell. I saw
them shooting up before air.
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Seldes wanted to do a museum show. He schmoozed around with Francis
Henry Taylor, of the Metropolitan. Taylor did not want to run it by his trustees,
and Seldes didn’t want to run it by CBS, so the two of them worked out this
deal whereby the museum truck would pull up by the back of the Metropolitan
at midnight. They would take whatever artworks we were having on that week’s
show, put them in the truck, and bring them up to the studio. We would use
them that next day on two shows in the afternoon and the evening. The follow-
ing midnight it would all be loaded back onto the truck and taken back up to
the museum, and nobody asked any questions. That’s what it was like to be in
the early days of television.
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JIM LEAMAN: Every afternoon we were obliged to go to the twenty-
second floor at 485 Madison and watch what NBC was doing.

RUDY BRETZ: We would go down there and watch wrestling. Imagine
that. And with great interest! They even sent us to a wrestling match to observe
how the cameras were placed.

JIM LEAMAN: NBC would announce a show, and we would put a sim-
ilar show together and have the fun of seeing how it matched up with what they
did. They did “The Monkey’s Paw,” so we did it.

NBC published a program schedule every week and mailed them out to
people who requested them. We got on their mailing list. That way we knew
where their big truck was gonna be, and we could follow it. They went to Mad-
ison Square Garden, and we went too. We'd go up close and look at the cameras
and their huge cables.

When they did their inaugural broadcast from the Worlds Fair, we were
there. 1 saw Roosevelt make his speech, but to tell you the truth he wasn't
nearly as fascinating as seeing what kind of cable systems NBC was using in its
mobile unit.

EDWARD ANHALT: Seldes sent me to the World’s Fair with a hand-
held 16-millimeter Eastman camera to cover anything that looked interesting.
There was an African village, and the people appeared to be naked. There was
a lot of excitement about that. I also spent a lot of time at the Billy Rose Aqua-
cade because the girls were pretty, but I spent most of my time at the Ford Mo-
tor Company because they had a free bar for newspaper people.

JIM LEAMAN: Oh, yeah, we all took advantage of those things. There
was an exhibit that we went back to a lot even though we couldn’t get it on
television—the Salvador Dali exhibit. It was females underwater, and their cos-
tumes concealed all of their bodies except the relevant parts. Then there was
Billy Rose’s nude ranch. We photographed that, too.
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EDWARD ANHALT: Some of the pieces were edited and put together
as part of a news presentation from time to time, because that was one thing we
were concerned about: how to handle news. I used to keep this little camera
with me all the time, and I just happened to be at a bank when the Esposito
Brothers hit it. I photographed all the shooting and the guys being arrested.
Then I ran to the studio, and we had it on the air that night.

When I heard that the Normandie was burning, I went down there before the
cops closed off the area. I gave a kid a couple of bucks for a white Red Cross
costume and I got on the boat, but I couldn’t get off because I would have got-
ten caught with the film. It started to turn over very slowly. I had to keep
changing my position and climb up the wall until it was on its side and stable,
then I got off with the film. At that point I was arrested, not by the police, but
by the Naval Intelligence people. They grabbed the film, so we weren't able to
show it until several days later when we got it back censored.

Seldes was trying to get television into the news by doing things the news
never got around to doing. Then, if it became controversial, naturally they
would mention that it was CBS television. I was assigned to dive into the Hud-
son in a diving suit with a camera to photograph an area of Dyckman Street that
was pouring sewage into the river. There were rats crawling all over me, but we
got a lot of stuff.

Seldes was a real visionary. I don’t think anybody was doing news with his
format. Cutting in with film was his concept. He used maps and models. He
said that just having somebody standing there to talk to the audience wasn’t the
way to handle it because a visual medium should be visually interesting.
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RUDY BRETZ: In July 1941, when TV went commercial, that changed
the atmosphere a lot. There were suddenly more pressures on you. Now we had
to fill four hours a day with programs five days a week.

EDWARD ANHALT: We had no money to fill those four hours, so we
got very innovative. I remember just sticking a camera out the window of
Grand Central Terminal and following gitls on the street, which was surpris-
ingly erotic to the degree that the FCC made us stop it.

RUDY BRETZ: RCA used to do that, but just to get some light on the
camera. We pointed it out the window and said, “Let’s do a story about a pe-
destrian.” And we actually did a ten-minute show called “The Pedestrian.” The
idea was to find out what made him tick. We even created a drawing that
showed a cross section of a pedestrian’s brain. [Laughs.]

It became the essence of television. You saw all those people walking down
there and the melody of the traffic and everything. That was fascinating. Have
you ever seen a camera obscura? There is one in a park in Santa Monica. You
can go inside the building and watch people outside walking by. People stand
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there for hours and watch. That was the thing about television. It was real. It
was two-dimensional.

BOB BENDICK: Because most of our shows were live and real time,
you could use that to create suspense. That’s an element in TV we have mostly
lost, because now we are using television mostly to transport tape or film. The
intensity of live TV could be great fun.

EDWARD ANHALT: There was another side to that. The pressure on
us was tremendous. Some of us drank a lot in those days, so we were sort of
anesthetized; drinking in the daytime, which very few people do now. Tony and
I used to go to the Oyster Bar every day for lunch, and we always had two mar-
tinis in the middle of the day, so that made life easier.

RUDY BRETZ: One of the regular live shows we did was badminton.

BOB BENDICK: Badminton was the great sporting event, because we
only worked in the studio, and badminton lent itself to a studio sports opera-
tion. The biggest problem was when the shuttlecocks went toward the lights,
because back then if you focused the cameras on a bright light it knocked you
off the air.

EDWARD ANHALT: We also got government films or commercial
films from places like General Motors. We once got a film from the Bureau of
Mines, which I put on the air without checking it first. There was a bar across
the street on Vanderbilt Avenue where I used to go. After I put the film on, the
bartender called me on the phone. “Have you looked at your monitor?”

I said, “No, I have them turned oft.” I turned the monitor up, and there’s a
lady lying on her back stark naked, exercising her legs. I looked at the can, and
the label said, “Post-Natal Exercise.” Why it came from the Bureau of Mines |
don’t know.

Then he said, “Look out the window.” I looked out and there were five hun-
dred people watching. With that the phone rang. It was the FCC. Then it was
“Due to circumstances beyond our control . . .”

There were always funny things happening. We had a variety show called
“Men at Work.” An announcer would say, “And now the magician.” They
would cut away and the guy would be sitting there having coftee, or people
would come with pet animals that couldn’t be controlled. We finally stopped
that after Fred Allen brought an eagle into the studio, and the eagle got away.
That was a very famous broadcast in which Allen described the flight of the ea-
gle as it shit on everybody.

MARIAN SELDES: We had a house in Croton Falls, New York,
called Strawberry Hill. One Sunday morning, my father had a rather bad cold,
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and this extremely active man was sitting in bed. I brought him the papers and
coffee, and the phone rang, and I saw my father suddenly transformed. At first,
I heard him give a lot of instructions. Then, we all got in the car and went down
to the train station and off my father went. Pearl Harbor had been bombed, and
my father galvanized this small group of people into a news organization, and
they aired the first news special.

RUDY BRETZ: Our newsman Dick Hubbell had the idea that we ought
to put a camera on top of the Chrysler Building, where the transmitter was, so

that we could show the action if the Japanese came and bombed New York. We
didn’t do it.

EDWARD ANHALT: I had to go in the Army. I was in there for six
years, and I never came back to CBS. We suffered a lot of casualties during the
war. Eleven or twelve people from CBS were killed. A lot of them became
combat cameramen, and the death rate for combat camera people was very
high. I was supposed to be a combat cameraman, but I wormed my way out of
it when I found out what the casualty rate was.

RUDY BRETZ: It was sad to see everybody go. We were all close. We
had a routine where each member of the staff would give a party for the whole
staff. Eddie Anhalt gave his at a roller-skating rink. Someone else had one at a
burlesque theater in New Jersey. After the war we had more people, more pro-
grams. Being a larger group it wasn’t the same.

Before we all split up, we had a going-away party. We played musical chairs.
Our announcer, Giles O’Connor, won. The prize was an iconoscope tube.
Giles took it home and put it on his mantel. The months went by, and CBS was
still trying to keep something going, but they couldn’t get any more iconoscope
tubes. Then they remembered this one that Giles had won. They called him up
and asked him if he still had it, and they offered him five hundred dollars for it.
That was a fortune in those days. He agreed, and CBS was able to stay on the
air for a while longer.



CAPTAIN BILL EDDY
AND THE STORY
OF WBKB

At six feet seven inches tall, the legendary Captain William Crawford Eddy was
a giant in the burgeoning TV industry, in both a literal and figurative sense.
Eddy was too skinny to be called Bunyanesque, but he was probably as close as
one could get in a world where the hero is the one who in the end always gets
the patent. Eddy had over a hundred of them.

In 1939, the ex-submarine commander was hired away from RCA to set up
and operate W9XBK, the experimental television station owned by Balaban &
Katz, a Chicago-based movie-theater chain, which pioneered the use of air-
conditioning in its ornate movie palaces. The marriage of the free-thinking
Eddy and the bottom liners at B & K would last about a decade. During his ten-
ure, WIXBK (later WBKB) along with KTLA in Los Angeles were the most
influential independent stations in the country. Eddy was the creator of the
puppet show “Kukla, Fran & Ollie.” He also was the first to put Marlin Perkins
of “Wild Kingdom” fame on the air. With the encouragement of Cubs’ owner
Phil Wrigley (who enjoyed TV coverage of his club because it meant he didn’
have to go to the park himself), he literally wrote the book on how baseball
should be done on television.

When Eddy took over the station, he had no radio or TV network to supply
programming, and he had no manufacturing facility to offer up the latest tech-
nology. All he could hope for was the continued generosity of Balaban & Katz.
Fortunately, their air-cooled movie houses were often packed. The company
was co-owned by Paramount Pictures, and the TV station’s start-up costs of
sixty thousand dollars were less than the price of one of Paramount’s B movies,
so the investment wasn’t much of a risk.

B & K and Paramount faced more serious problems, which prompted their
interest in television in the first place. Paramount’s founder, Adolph Zukor, like
his fellow movie moguls, not only produced movies but also controlled their
distribution in part by buying up theater chains around the country. At its peak,
Paramount controlled some two thousand theaters.
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The monopolistic practices of the big studios in general and specifically the
cozy relationship between Paramount and Balaban & Katz eventually came to
the attention of the Justice Department. A series of antitrust suits were initiated,
which took more than a decade to settle. As the cases wound their way through
the lower courts, Barney Balaban, who along with his brother, A.]., and Sam
Katz, ran Balaban & Katz, realized that in the anti-monopolist New Deal era,
they weren’t going to win. It was time to look for alternative sources of revenue.
Paul Raibourn, an M.LT. graduate who worked for Barney, convinced the
partners to apply for a TV license.

However, owning a TV license in 1939 didn’t mean that Balaban & Katz
knew what to do with it. For that, B & K needed Eddy, who knew as much
about TV broadcasting as anyone else did in those days. But Eddy was no com-
pany man. Even as a youth in Saratoga Springs, New York, he displayed a rebel-
lious, but inventive, genius. Thrilled by the exploits of the barnstorming pilots
who worked Saratoga, he decided to build his own airplane. After the plane’s
engine blew up the woodshed and nearly took the house with it, he was sent
packing to military school.

From there, he was enrolled at Annapolis where he built a small radio trans-
mitter to warn his fellow students of surprise inspections. While serving in the
Navy’s submarine corps, he is said to have installed China’s first flush toilet. But
Eddy was no clown. His Eddy Amplifier was a sonar detection device that was
much more accurate than anything the Navy employed. He was also a profes-
sional cartoonist, whose annual calendars for the Honeywell Corporation were
printed in the millions.

With Farnsworth and later at RCA, Eddy virtually invented television light-
ing. He also pioneered the use of miniature sets for TV and created some of
TV’s first special effects, at times with unanticipated results. His former co-
workers still chuckle at one Eddy idea that went awry on live TV. For a drama
set on the high seas, Eddy put several model ships in a tank of water. To darken
the water, Eddy bought a clutch of turtles, dabbed paint on their shells, and let
them flap around in the water to spread the paint around. All went swimmingly
until one of them picked the wrong moment to come up for air, and a closeup
of a turtle looming over the model boat inadvertently turned the drama into a
prequel of Jaws.

When Eddy joined Balaban & Katz and moved into the fourth floor of 190
North State Street, there were less than fifty TV sets in the Chicago area and no
guarantees that there would ever be sixty. Eddy’s chief engineer was Arch Brolly,
an associate at Farnsworth. He also brought Reinald Werrenrath with him from
New York. The rest of his staff he filled out from the Chicago area. The young
staff of merry pirates were devoted to their leader, although Eddy must have
taken some getting used to. Quite deaf, he had a habit of turning off his hearing
aid when he became bored during meetings. To disguise his hearing loss, he in-
vented a pipe that acted as a hearing aid by conducting sound through his teeth.
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“Inventing came naturally,” Eddy said years later. “Generally, the easiest way
to do a job was to invent a new way of doing it, so that’s what we did.”

BILL EDDY: I was very happy with NBC, so I gave Paramount a price
they could not accept and then set sail on my boat for New London. By the
time I got there, they had sent a telegram saying my offer had been accepted.
We built a studio on the top floor of the State Lake Building. I had brought a
transmitter and a few receivers with me in the compartment of my Century.
Reinald Werrenrath came out with me, and I hired about five boys, Jim Leahy,
Bill Kusack, Dick Shapiro, Stan Osterlund, and of course Arch Brolly. That was
the entire staff.

WILLIAM PETER “BILL” KUSACK: I was working for
RCA Victor, which was the service company for RCA. I was a young engineer
at the time. I got all the crud that no one else wanted to do—like television.
The big operators were in theater sound and radio broadcasting. I got PA sys-
tems in churches. I also repaired RCA’s TRK-12 television receivers. We had
about ten of them in Chicago. I used to service those with the instruction book
in my lap. If I needed more help, I would call Camden, where the sets were
built, but we kept the sets goin’. One day, I read in the paper that Balaban &
Katz was going to build a TV station. I told my boss, “We’ve got enough head-
aches with these ten receivers. Now, they’re gonna import more of them.”

He told me to go over there and see what these jokers were doing, so I went
over to the State Lake building and met them. Once Bill found out I was ser-
vicing TV sets, which was a rare person in town, he talked me into giving up
my job at RCA for the standard salary which he offered everybody, thirty-five
dollars a week.

DICK SHAPIRO: Bill Kusack and I were working at RCA together. He
called me up and said, “If you want to get into this stuff, you better run over,”
so I did. After five minutes, Bill Eddy said, “When can you start working?”

BILL KUSACK: We not only worked together, but we shared our spare
time and our pleasure together, and we all had a great liking for Bill. He was the
“Skipper” to us.

ARCH BROLLY: Our first transmitter was a little thing about a yard
wide and seven feet high with all vacuum tubes. Bill, with his ingenuity, said,
“Let’s get a windmill tower and stick it on the roof. You design an antenna, and
we’ll put it up there and run this thing.” So we did!

At first, we put audio signals on it, and we got a portable receiver together
and went out and measured the signal around Chicago to see how far it would
reach.
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REINALD WERRENRATH: We got a panel truck and named it
“Mobile Unit Number One” as a joke because there was no number two. Bill
put some equipment inside and a collapsible antenna on the roof. Then he said
to me, “You're gonna be the one to rig the antenna.” We drove the truck
around the outskirts of Chicago, and we’'d run up the antenna, take a signal
strength reading, run it down, go a few blocks, and run it up again and take an-
other reading. My running in and out of the truck to do this took so much time
that he said, “Why don’t you just stay up on top?” It was a cold night, and I
nearly froze to death. It was one of those cases where I found myself wondering
how I ever got myself into this.

ARCH BROLLY: We also had to build our own cameras, and you
couldn’t go out and buy camera-mounting equipment, so Bill Eddy got the idea
of taking a lift from a barber’s chair and attaching a little motor to it, and we put
the camera on that.

BILL KUSACK: Before we got the test pattern on the air, people would
call up and say, “Hey, we just got a TV set but we don'’t see anything on Chan-
nel Four.” We’d say, “Okay, keep the set on, and we’ll turn on the transmitter.”
And we did that.

Zenith had a station and was already on the air at that time on Wednesday
nights. They had one film which they showed every time they were on the air.
It was called “Elephant Boy.”

REINALD WERRENRATH: We were on every day for an hour or
two. I did all the programming before the war. We did a lot of “man in the
street” shows, because we could send an announcer down and let him go for an
hour or more. That made life much easier for us.

The idea was to stay on the air as long as we could to develop an audience.
We always thought there were four hundred sets, but that may have been a little
optimistic.

BILL KUSACK: We used to ride the elevated into work, and if we saw
a new antenna on a roof we would get all excited.

BILL EDDY: If Sally Rand was at the theater across the street, I could
bring her in, set her in front of the camera, and we had an hour’s program, but
it was all hit and miss. We had no real audience to worry about, and there was
no printed schedule.

BILL KUSACK: Whenever you got a call to have a meeting in Bill’s of-
fice, you knew you were either in trouble or he had a bright idea. If he was
puffing on his pipe something fierce with a pixie smile, all excited, that meant
he had some wild idea. Once, that wild idea turned out to be a remote. He says,
“We’re gonna do remotes.”
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“We don’t have remote cameras.”

“We’ll build a remote camera.”

So we built a camera with a big lens. We told Beldon Cable we needed fif-
ty feet of cable. When it arrived, it was about three inches in diameter, and fifty
feet of that was a bloody ton. There weren’t any connectors for a cable like that,
so we hard-wired the camera to the cable. That meant whenever we moved the
camera, one guy had to take the lens off, because the lens weighed as much as
the camera. Somebody grabbed the camera, and two or three guys would try to
carry the cable, which didn’t coil very well. We looked like we were feeding a
python at the zoo.

ARCH BROLLY: Our first remote broadcast was from a parking lot out
at the lakefront in Chicago. We went out there with a little van we rigged up.
We put the camera on top of the van and showed some neighborhood scenes.
While we were there, a colored man came around, a street performer. His trick
was to eat light bulbs. I introduced him as an itinerant street performer, and he
chewed up a light bulb for our viewing audience.
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BILL EDDY: I wasin Michigan City on December 7, 1941, when I heard
the news. I caught the four o’clock train to Washington. I went to the Navy
Department and said, “We're gonna need radar in this war, and nobody knows
anything about it. I've got a staff and a facility in Chicago that we can convert,
and I’'m sure Paramount will be glad to give it to you if you want to use it.”

Without further recourse to Paramount Pictures, they accepted my offer of
all the assets of BKB, and I returned to Chicago to set up the school. We esti-
mated that they would have to train 135 radar technicians. We ended up train-
ing 86,000 and still not meeting our quota, but the school became a very, very
large operation with classes held all over the country.

ARCH BROLLY: About a year into the war, the FCC notified all hold-
ers of experimental licenses that if they went on the air for four hours a week
their licenses would be extended for the duration of the war.

The old transmitter was no good anymore, so Paramount ordered a transmit-
ter to be built for us by a small firm in New York. They got started on it, but
then they got a government contract, and work on our transmitter came to a
halt. We decided to finish it ourselves. The problem was that parts were hard to
find, so I spent two or three days canvassing the surplus and junk stores around
Manbhattan, looking for parts. Then my engineer and technician associates and
I worked nights and Sundays putting it together, and we got on the air in time
to satisfy the FCC. One typical problem was finding a water-cooling system re-
ceptacle. Then I remembered what we used in the old Farnsworth lab in San
Francisco. We found a ten-gallon pickle jar, and it worked fine.
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LEW GOMAVITZ: Before World War II, T was in New York, working
as an assistant stage manager at a nightclub. The war came and I enlisted in the
Navy. Because of my background, they had me doing shows for the enlisted
men. Then they shipped me to Bill Eddy’s place as a radio technician. While 1
was there, I spent half of my time at the television station, helping them out. If
somebody wasn’t on a camera I'd get on a camera. I did everything but run a
record player for audio.

Eventually, I became the studio manager. I hired the help. Nobody wanted
to work for twenty-five, thirty-five dollars a week. That’s how Esther Rajeski,
Rae Stewart, and Felice Kerrigan came aboard.

BILL EDDY, JR.: Pop always surrounded himself with women, and
when he had the authority to hire, he hired them. His teams after the war were

usually fifty percent women. They used to joke about his covey of girls, but they
did the job.

FELICE KERRIGAN ELIAS: During the war, there were seven
women who worked there. We called ourselves the WATC girls, the Women’s
Auxiliary Television Corps. We pushed cameras. We rode the microphones. We
did the console work. We did everything.

LEW GOMAVITZ: These women were tough. During one show, Es-
ther Rajeski put her foot in the power, and it knocked her across the studio
floor. I said, “Esther, are you all right?”

“Yes, I'm all right.”

“Then get the hell back on the camera.”

FELICE ELIAS: I started as a dolly pusher. The dolly was the size of a
dining-room table. Lew would say into your earphones, “Camera two, dolly
in,” and you would move it to a certain chalk mark on the floor. For $17.25 a
week, it was hard work. I didn’t know we were getting half the pay the men
were getting, but people would do anything for Bill. I adored him.

They needed material to put on the air, so I wrote a couple of scripts for them.
One of them was a murder mystery set in a saloon. At one point, the victim is
standing at the bar, and he orders a bottle of liquor that turns out to be poison.

We didn’t have any bottles of liquor, but I remembered there were some bot-
tles in the darkroom that resembled liquor bottles. I found one that had formal-
dehyde in it. I made one of those old-fashioned liquor labels with “XXX” and
a skull and crossbones which I put on the bottle. During the show, I was sitting
in the control room, and when he picked up the bottle I said to myself, “God,
Felice, you didn’t emipty the bottle! He really is drinking formaldehyde!”
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The actor’s last words before he collapsed on the floor were, “Hey, guys, I'm
not kidding!” They rushed him to a hospital, and fortunately he lived. I didn’t
know what to do. I ran into the ladies’ room and hid. When all the commotion
died down, 1 went back to the control room, and Bill was there. I said, “My
God, Captain Eddy, you won't believe it.”

He said, “Did you have something to do with that? Just go home and don't
say a word.”

The next day, the headline in the Chicago Tribune said, REALISM HITS WBKB.
Fortunately, my name wasn’t mentioned.

LEW GOMAVITZ: We also had Hugh Downs and Mike Wallace doing
shows.

HUGH DOWNS: I didn’t know what I was going to do until the De-
pression. After one year of college, my dad suggested rather pointedly that I get
a job. I pounded the pavement, but I couldn’t find anything.

Then one day I was coming home after buying a jug of milk, when I passed
by the local radio station. I went in and put the jug down, but a receptionist said
they had auditions on Tuesday. I was getting ready to go when the program di-
rector appeared in the doorway. He said they were losing the one announcer
they had. I read for him, and he said, “That was very bad, but great oaks from
little acorns grow,” and he hired me.

When I told my father, he told me to continue looking for a job for another
week, and if I didn’t find it then go to work for the station. As far as he was con-
cerned I never found a job.

In 1945, I did a fifteen-minute newscast on WBKB. It was fifteen minutes
with a camera on me. When the lights went on, the place was heating up so much
that the sweat was dripping off my chin onto my paper. I sweated right through
my jacket. I thought, “That’s good, it'll keep the jacket from catching fire.”

Television was fascinating, but I didn’t do any more of it for another four
years. You'd get five bucks for doing a television program, and who needed that.
I kind of hoped television would go away. I thought it was a fad like 3-D mov-
ies. Mike Wallace didn't really take it seriously either. It’s a sad commentary on
our prophetic abilities.

LEW GOMAVITZ: I remember when he was a big shot in Chicago on
radio, and I wanted him to do TV. Mike said to me, “Gomi, I can’t do the show.
Look at my pocked face. Who in the hell would want to look at it?”

“Mike, nobody sees your face. We’ll put a little makeup on, and nobody will
pay any attention to you.”

MIKE WALLACE: | was sensitive about my skin. I figured I would
look bad, but no one ever said anything about it.
When I got out of the Navy after the war, BKB called me. I made one ap-
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pearance, and I figured I was dead in television because I couldn’t take the bru-
tal lights.

STERLING “RED” QUINLAN: I got out of the Navy in ’45. 1
tried to write the great American novel and fell on my ass, so I got a job writing
continuity for a radio station. Then [ began hearing about this great new adven-
ture called television and WBKB, which had just gotten its commercial license.
Soon, there were signs all over the bars, WE HAVE TELEVISION.

“What the hell is television?”

“Pictures. You watch a test pattern with music on and wait for wrestling to
come up.”

I knew right then that that’s what I wanted to get into. One night, I walked
right into BKB. There was no security. I told the switchboard operator, “I just
went to a saloon and saw television, and now I'd like to meet somebody in it.”

She sent me down the hallway. 1 opened the door, and there was a bunch of
people sitting around waiting for the wrestling to start. 1 had to go back a few
times until I finally ran into Bill Ryan, who was in charge of the crew. He agreed
to give me a job for thirty-five dollars a week. We would paint sets and move
scenery. You did anything that anyone told you to do. There were no unions.

After six months, I got a big offer to go into the engineering crew, and I ran
the record turntables. It was such free-form. The movies would usually be cow-
boy shoot-’em-ups. When the guy shot an Indian, I'd put in machine-gun
sounds to see if anybody would phone. Nobody called. Nobody gave a shit. If
the announcer, John Dunham, was a little stoned, he would sign on with, “This
is WBKB, Constantinople, Turkey,” just to see if anybody would call in. No-
body did.

Anybody could come down and audition. We had quartets, dancers, ukulele
players, people mouthing words to Frank Sinatra, you name it. If they were any
good we’d put ’em on between wrestling bouts. One night, I was in the control
room when this quartet was on the air. The phone rang, and it was the Twelfth
Street police station. Some guy says, ““You got those singers on there? Keep ’em
singin’. The guy on the right is wanted for burglary.” We kept ’em on for an-
other fifteen minutes until the police came and put the guy in jail. That was
early television.

BILL KUSACK: Bill’s biggest problems were with the bean counters
who wanted to bomb the television group because they were losing money. We
had to sell John Balaban and Barney Balaban that this was the thing, so he tried
to get anything that was spectacular, like baseball and wrestling.

BILL EDDY: Phil Wrigley thought that television might increase the au-
dience for baseball. He wanted a system that would better describe baseball to
housewives, and he asked me to go to spring training and try to work out a sys-
tem for televising baseball. We experimented with everything from buried cam-
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eras on the third-base side which players continually slammed into, to aerial
cameras and cameras in back of the catcher. In the end, I wrote a manual on
how to televise baseball, which is still in use today. In return, he gave me the
rights to the Cubs for two years at no cost.

DICK SHAPIRO: We had a right-angle prism on the lens, so we could
look into the dugout while they thought the camera was shooting out on the
field. There were a couple of women who sat in back of the cameraman. He
would swing the camera around so it would look south but it was actually shoot-
ing right into their crotches. Our transmitter would send these pictures of the
women on Channel Thirteen to the guys in the control room before we went on
the air. We found out later that people were tuning in Channel Thirteen and
watching. The cameraman got his, though. One day a foul careened off the dug-
out right into his privates. They had to rush him down to the locker room and
pack him in ice.

BILL KUSACK: One day, Werr and I went to see Fred Kohler, who was
promoting wrestling at the Rainbow Arena, about putting wrestling on TV. We
said, ““We can’t pay ya anything, we just wanna try it.” He decided there was no
harm in it, so he agreed. The arena was so empty when we first went in, there
was an echo in the place. But the first night we started broadcasting some guy
in a TV-repair place put a receiver in his window. They had to call the police
because he was afraid the crowd outside his window would shatter the glass.

We had to put about five hundred foot-candles of light on the ring. People in
the first three or four rows were wearing sunglasses. The sweat poured off the
wrestlers, but they didn’t complain. People were asking for their autographs for
the first time in their lives, and in the meantime Kohler is building bleachers like
mad. One day he said to me, “Bill, you know, all my wrestlers look black on TV.”

I said, “That’s easy to explain. It’s the white mat you got on the ring. The
electrons are redistributing in our tube, and it makes them look black.”

He said, “How are we gonna get ’em back white?”

“Dye the mat some color.”

So the next week he has that mat dyed green. That first night, there are hardly
any falls. Or if there was a fall, it only lasted a short time. I grabbed one of the
wrestlers, and I asked him, “What’s the matter? There were no falls tonight.”

He says, “You can fry an egg on that mat.”

It was the infrared being soaked up by that darker mat.

DICK SHAPIRO: We also went to the track and put the five o’clock
race on the air. We would be out there all day, practicing and sending in races.
A couple of stagehands saw the picture come in, and they would send a guy to
call their bookie, because the bookies back then got their information fifteen
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minutes later. The guy would make a big bet, clean up, and get out. Bill Eddy
found out and made them cut it out real quick.

ARCH BROLLY: Bill was so imaginative and inventive. He could think
of shows galore. He initiated “Kukla, Fran & Ollie.”

LEW GOMAVITZ: Once they decided to do a kids’ show with Burr, he
came down to a meeting with Bill. At the meeting, Burr said he would like to
have someone work with him in front of the stage. He said he wanted it to be
a woman. I said to Bill, “The person who would be ideal for this would be Fran
Allison” I had worked with her on Don McNeill’s charades show.

Burr said, “I've done some shows with her at the Great Lakes Naval Station.”

Well, she came down the next day, and we sat down and worked out a pro-
gram for an hour’s show. On that first show, Beulah Zachary was the director,
and [ was the producer. When Burr got on that Monday, he didn’t follow notes
or anything. We did it catch as catch can. It was really a wild thing for one hour.
At the end of that one hour, Beulah said, “You direct and I'll produce.” For the
rest of the history of that show it was always ad-libbed.

DICK SHAPIRO: Burr was a very serious guy. He had a certain mysti-
cism about the puppets. Sometimes, I would walk by the set in the dark studio,
Kukla would be on the stage, and he would watch me walk by. I did what I had
to do and then walked back, and the puppet would still be following me. Pretty
soon it would say, “Hello, Dick,” and I would answer it.

LEW GOMAVITZ: Burr had met a ballerina named Tamara Touma-
nova. When she appeared in Chicago, she invited him backstage. He brought a
puppet in a little paper bag to give to her. In the dressing room, he took it out
of the bag, and he put it on her shoulder, and she said, “Oh, a kukla.” Kukla in
Russian means “doll.”

Well, Burr didn’t have the heart to give it to her. He took the puppet back
and called it Kukla. In those days Kukla had a little round head made of cloth
and a button nose, with a little red dress. The head was not much larger than a
tennis ball.

In the beginning, Burr would bring Kukla and Ollie to the studio in a paper
sack, and he traveled by El. Later, the puppets had their own leather cases, and
Burr traveled by limousine. In the beginning, he only had Kukla and Ollie.
Then he made Buelah Witch. Beulah Zachary loved it because she was a witch.
She protected Burr and was tough as hell.

Burr also made Cecil Bill, the “tu tui man,” who was named after Bill Ryan,
who was on BKB’s production crew. Bill talked like that. You couldn’t under-
stand the guy. Colonel Crackie was named after an RCA salesperson that Burr
met in Bermuda. Fletcher Rabbit was Burr’s mailman.
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RED QUINLAN: With “Kukla, Fran & Ollie,” finally, there was some~
thing for Mama to watch besides wrestling, and she said, “Okay, Daddy, let’s spend
a few hundred bucks for a TV’ That was the first broadening of the demographic
profile where the viewers were not just men going to the saloons to watch it.

ARCH BROLLY: Another show we started was with Marlin Perkins,
who was the director of the Lincoln Park Zoo.

BILL EDDY: Perkins would arrive with boa constrictors and all sorts of
wild animals which he would let loose in my office to attract my attention while
he went on with this spiel about this “Zoo Parade” that he was going to put on.
In desperation, I had to hire him to keep clear of all his animals.

BILL KUSACK: He would come to the studio with his animals in a bag.
One day, he reaches into the bag and pulls out these snakes. In seconds, the
place was empty. It was just Marlin Perkins alone in the studio.

BILL EDDY: We tried interesting Marshall Fields and Commonwealth
Edison and all the other companies in advertising, but they said, “You get a big
audience and we’ll buy some time on your station.”

We did it with subterfuge. We'd go to a bar in Michigan City and put a re- |
ceiver in. Then we started calling up various bars around the city, asking “Do
you have television?”

They said, “No.”

We said, “Oh, we’re sorry, we know the Indy has one up the street,” so we’'d
send a salesman out and sell a receiver to that man. From then on, we multiplied
the receivers in Michigan City very fast, and we were able to use it as a guinea
pig as to what the future market might be.

ARCH BROLLY: That was also when Bill discovered that women’s
wrestling had become popular in and around Michigan City. It was lawful in In-
diana, but not in Illinois, so he arranged for remote pickups, and that became
quite a hit in Chicago.

BILL EDDY: I figured one of the big programs we could put on would be
the Notre Dame football games. Arch and I decided that since we could transfer
the signals by microwave from Chicago to Michigan City we could also trans-
fer them to Rolling Prairie and from Rolling Prairie down into the stadium at
Notre Dame. So we put all the publicity out that we were going to televise the
games beginning a certain day. We had never seen a picture out of South Bend
at that time, but the publicity sold a lot of sets.

BILL KUSACK: I built the whole microwave system between South
Bend and Chicago. We put one relay tower in Bill Eddy’s backyard in Michigan
City, but then we found out there was no geodesic survey of the land elevation
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between Michigan City and South Bend. You need that to develop a line of
sight and figure out how you're gonna build your towers, so I took a road map
and drew a straight line between Michigan City and South Bend and walked the
twenty-odd miles. Before I would cross certain fields, [ would get the farmers’
permission. They were all very suspicious that we were gonna be prospecting
for oil. When the first tower was built at a place called New Carlisle, it looked
like an oil derrick for sure, and the property around it went sky high.

In the meantime, I read that Bell Labs had done some tests across Long Island
Sound and said that microwave was not very practical for transmitting over wa-
ter, and at one point we had to go over forty miles of water. But Bill said,
“We’re gonna go over the water.” Now I was sure we were gonna lay a real egg.

BILL EDDY: About ten o’clock in the morning the day of the game, [
pressed the button and nothing happened. Eleven o’clock the same day, same
thing. The game was not scheduled until one-thirty. In the meantime, [ devel-
oped a world-class migraine. Then came time for the game, the opening whis-
tle. Arch pressed the button, and in came Rolling Prairie, Michigan City, and
Chicago. There is a God.

BILL KUSACK: The guy ran back the opening kickoff one hundred
yards for a touchdown. You couldn’t have done it any better if you cued it.

LEW GOMAVITZ: Even though AT&T called it “Eddy’s Folly,” the
fact was that Bill’s relay to South Bend was a great success, but it was very ex-
pensive and John Balaban wasn't in favor of his money being spent like that.
Still, Bill spent it anyhow. He never cared about money. He was like the great
theatrical directors. They spent as much as they needed for a super end product.

BILL EDDY: It was hit or miss when [ was there. That’s what caused John
Balaban lots of worries. Paramount had spent sixteen million dollars developing
BKB; John was the type who wanted to get a return on it yesterday. All we were
interested in was spending money. We were having more fun building and test-
ing the equipment than we were in making it pay off.

BILL KUSACK: Some of us in engineering looked at programming as
a necessary evil. The test pattern gave us more information.

BILL EDDY, JR.: My father also couldn’t understand the movie indus-
try people who were moving into the television business. These were people
who had a strictly turnstile mentality. He thought these people were used-car
salesmen. These weren’t people with vision, these were people who had grown
up in the environment of big movie theaters with organs, sixteen million
60-watt light bulbs, chasers, and doing everything they could do to bring peo-
ple in and sell them tickets. It just became so dichotomous to my father’s own
personal business mind, and he decided that he was fed up with it.
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RED QUINLAN: Barney Balaban also got a little fed up with the costs
of running that station. Bill, with his fantastic ability to sell ideas, may have got-
ten them enthused about breaking even sooner than the station was able to, and
they decided that he wasn’t gonna be able to do it.

BILL KUSACK: The company was losing money, but right after that
particular time, a baboon could have run the company because television just
took off. Bill always had a lot of faith in the future of television. I once went
with him to a meeting with Paramount. He pleaded with them to buy more
stations. He named the cities, but they turned him down. If they had listened
to him, they would have made a bundle.

RED QUINLAN: Bill was called up to a showdown meeting with John
Balaban up in Wisconsin. When he came back, there was a very sudden an-
nouncement that Bill Eddy was gone. The next thing I knew, a big tall guy
named John Mitchell, a theater manager from South Bend, came in and an-
nounced that he was the manager. Around the station was just shock and sadness.

LEW GOMAVITZ: We were all very angry. Bill's departure didn’t set
well with Burr. “Kukla, Fran & Ollie” moved to the NBC station soon after
Bill’s departure.

BILL EDDY: I was only alittle bit of a small potato. When you try to isolate
and give anybody credit for anything as big as television, it’s just foolish because it
is the result of many, many people and many years of research by unknowns.

RED QUINLAN: Bill built the third station in the country at a time
when there was no network, no film, and it was all from scratch.

BILL KUSACK: I call the present TV group “appliance operators.” If
anything goes wrong, they call the plant and have it fixed. We had to build ev-
erything, and when something broke down we had to fix it ourselves, and it al-
ways surprised everyone whenever they came to the station, and they saw how
young we were. Except for Bill and Arch, we were all in our early twenties.

RED QUINLAN: WBKB’s success was all Bill. I was heartbroken when
he left. He was the most innovative and the most unusual guy I ever met in
broadcasting. I was glad just to polish his shoes.



OVER HERE
AND THERE

Like Lucky Strike Green, television also went to war after Pearl Harbor. One by
one, personnel shortages forced the stations to shut down with only DuMont
remaining on the air.

While the studios were dark, the laboratory candles burned bright. From the
RCA labs in Camden, New Jersey, to Baird’s factory in England, TV research-
ers, who only a few months before were striving for sharper black-and-white
pictures, were turning the same cathode ray tubes into instruments of war. The
intensified research effort produced huge jumps in television technology, which
brought TV into the modern era when the war was over.

Over 550 electronic companies supplied goods for the military. GE, Bell
Labs, and RCA were all in involved in the war effort. Much of RCA’s work re-
volved around television. Les Flory, one of RCA’s earliest TV researchers,
found himself working on infrared imaging tubes, which would be used for
night viewing. “We put small tubes in binoculars which were attached to a hel-
met. You could put that on your head and use it for driving at night with in-
frared lights,” he said. “We also made something called a Sniperscope. It was a
monocular device on an infra-tube with a rifle and also an infrared light. You
would illuminate a target with an infrared light and you could see it through
your telescope, and whoever you were focusing on couldn't see the light at all.”

One of the biggest projects involving television was the torpedo bomb, an
idea Zworykin proposed in 1934 in a paper he called “Flying Torpedo with an
Electric Eye.” Although the torpedo bomb was used effectively during the war,
the project probably had a greater impact on television itself when scientists re-
alized that a tube superior to the iconoscope was necessary in order for the
bomb to work. RCA’s lab developed the Image Orthicon, a much more sensi-
tive tube than the iconoscope. Since it required less light, it deserves full credit
for finally making television practical.

Radar, with the cathode ray tube as its main component, was a natural out-
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growth of television research. Baird in particular was very active in this area. His
mine detectors cleared the way for Montgomery’s troops in North Africa.

While the scientists worked their miracles, production staffs emptied as more
and more men went into the service. DuMont was able to keep its station on
the air only by persuading some of its factory workers to travel to Manhattan at
night to work the cameras and run the station.

A number of television veterans signed on with the motion picture units of
the Air Force and Army Signal Corps where their production experience was
put to use in the making of propaganda films. It could be glamorous work when
the corporal sitting across the luncheon table was William Holden.

The two chieftains of RCA and CBS were personally involved in the war ef-
fort. David Sarnoff, who had been a lieutenant colonel in the Signal Corps re-
serve since 1924, was activated in 1944 and sent overseas to organize the massive
communications lines needed for D-Day. For his efforts, he was appointed
Brigadier General, a title whose use he did little to discourage after his return
to civilian life.

William Paley undoubtedly took note of Sarnoff’s military status and secured
a position with the Office of War Information. He was later attached to the
OWT’s Psychological Warfare Department working principally to organize
broadcasts in the wake of the D-Day invasion. By all accounts he did excellent
work, but he complained that he was only a colonel.

LENORE JENSEN: One day in 1940, on the first floor of Radio City
I saw all these mannequins dressed in military uniforms. I went right upstairs to
Warren Wade, and I said, “I can do a program where I interview people dressed
in military uniforms about what they’re doing to prepare for war.”

He said “Great! Here’s fifty dollars, go out and prepare it.” After that first
show, they asked me to do one on civil defense. When Pearl Harbor came,
NBC got the idea from my series that they could train air-raid wardens with
television. First, they borrowed as many of the three thousand sets as were then
extant in New York City, and put them in precinct houses. People who were
going to be air-raid wardens had to watch these twenty-minute programs. A
warden would call on a couple. I played the wife. The warden would say, “I
would like to tell you how to behave during a bombing,” and we would ask
questions. We did that seven times a day for seven weeks.

FRAN BUSS BUCH: Almost all the programming at CBS was aimed
at the war effort. I did a series of programs about Red Cross First Aid. We used
to call them Old Blood and Boredom.

CARL BEIER: In the Army, this personnel man went through my file,
and since he couldn’t punch in television on the IBM card, he punched in mo-
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tion pictures, which was the closest thing. When the First Motion Picture Unit
in Hollywood was looking for people, my card popped up.

I didn’t know what the orders were for. I took a bus and a trolley to what
turned out to be the Hal Roach Studios. I walked up to the guard gate and
handed in my sealed orders. Inside with his feet up reading a book was Alan
Ladd. He sent me to the adjutant. I walked around the corner. There was this
big handsome guy feeding the fish in the pool that was used to film the Our
Gang comedies. That was George Montgomery.

He directed me up a flight of stairs. There, the sergeant, who was Harold
Hecht, told me to go on in. I stood in the door. The adjutant was wearing cav-
alry jodhpurs and riding boots. He was sitting there with his feet on the desk
reading the Hollywood Reporter. When he finished his article, the paper came
down, and there was Ronald Reagan.

Officially, Reagan was the adjutant to the commanding officer, who was Paul
Mance, the stunt flyer, who practically never came in. As far as I could see
Hecht ran the outfit like Radar O’'Reilly in “M*A*S*H.”

RAY FORREST: | was put in the training film business at Fort
Monmouth and also in Long Island City and with the Signal Corps Photo-
graphic Center. We had a whole bunch of Hollywood brass out there as well as
actors.

Once, we needed a tough young officer to demonstrate a 37-millimeter can-
non. We got—much to his disgust—Dan Dailey. He had been in charge of an
infantry company in the South Pacific. He was really very proud of his accom-
plishments. Suddenly, he was to report to a studio in Long Island City, and he
was absolutely livid. When he showed up he hated everybody. He was a first
looie, and all cameramen and grips were sergeants and corporals. He’d get teed
off at them and make them dig foxholes. They were really grumbling, “That
son of a gun, he’s never gonna work in Hollywood again.” They'd see to it.

CARL BEIER: Reagan would go out to Warner Brothers to have his hair
cut. Their boot maker made his boots, and he'd go to the Warner’s ranch to
ride. He'd also go to the PX up in the valley to get steaks for himself and Jane
Wyman. He narrated a series of films I did. He never bothered to memorize his
lines. Holden was there, so was Joe Cotten who was 4F, and Clark Gable, who
kept trying to get himself killed after Carole Lombard was killed. He was angry
because he really wanted to go down. He was volunteering for the most dan-
gerous missions, but they wouldn’t put him on them.

RAY FORREST: We had also Herb Brodkin, Forrest Tucker, Herbie
Anderson, who played Dennis the Menace’s father. They knew I had been in
television, but they were only vaguely interested in it. They thought it was just
a toy.
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LENORE JENSEN: I did the air raid warden shows until the end of
’42. Then the Navy asked all the NBC engineers to join the Naval Reserve. My
husband was sent to Western Oklahoma in the Dust Bowl. He worked on the
drone airplane bomb.

TED SMITH: Loren Jones and I were responsible for that project. We
persuaded the Navy that TV would be useful to them. One of the contracts
we got was to build a small plywood plane without a motor, which could be
hooked onto an airplane. There was a television camera mounted on this
thing which could be controlled from the ground. The point was to put a
charge with explosives in it and smash it by remote control against an enemy
target.

LOREN JONES: This was Zworykin’s idea. He was the first person to,
in effect, propose that he could change the course of a missile after it left the
gun barrel. We had a company build a small plane with an eight-foot wing-
spread to carry a TV camera and a parachute. We heard about this place called
Muroc Dry Lake out in California. Now it’s called Edwards Air Force Base, a
tremendous dry area and absolutely flac. We took the thing out there to test it.
We had two planes. On the first attempt, the thing tumbled out of control like
a falling leaf and cracked into pieces. We were able to control the second one
better, but we never could get them to drop with any real control.

JACK BURRELL: Before the war, I operated the RCA Mobile TV
Unit. Then I went to Oklahoma with Joe Conn and some of the other fellows.
Joe was my right-hand man on the drone project. We redesigned the camera
tubes to make them work better. Then we put them in these big four-motored
planes along with a pilot and copilot who were supposed to bail out after they
got up, and then the control plane was supposed to take over.

In the South Pacific, they were a complete success. They were used to bomb
the Japanese caves on Chock Island. We had about fifty percent hits, and we
didn’t lose a man, but the planes were also to be used against the German sub-
marine pens in Europe, and there is a terrible story. The head of the program
was also a pilot named Bud Wiley. His co-pilot was Joe Kennedy, Jr., and they
were killed when their plane exploded in midair.

I have a very dear friend named Ernie Olson, who warned Kennedy that the
pin on the bomb was unsafe, but Kennedy said, “I just can’t believe the Navy
would do anything that was desperately bad.”

LOREN JONES: The bombs they are using today are based on
Zworykin’s original idea. You saw them in the Gulf War.

TED SMITH: When the project began, they knew the iconoscope wasn’t
sensitive enough. That’s when Albert Rose, Paul Wymer, and Harold Law of
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RCA developed the Image Orthicon, which was something like a hundred
times more sensitive than the iconoscope.

PAUL WYMER: Actually, the first orthicon camera tube was developed
around ’38 or *39. Then Al brought Harold Law and me in to work with him.
We worked on it continuously throughout the whole war. The objective was
the TV-guided torpedo, but the Image Orthicon ended up being used in tele-
vision from 1946 until about 1965 or 1970. There aren’t many devices that have
a useful period of twenty-five years. They actually called it the “Atomic Bomb
of Television” because it made television a feasible thing.

TED SMITH: That’s right. The iconoscope produced a very poor pic-
ture, and it took an operator adjusting something like fifteen knobs to get it
right. The orthicon at first didn’t have the resolution of the iconoscope but be-
cause it was more sensitive, it didn’t require that tremendous light that was
needed to get a picture from the iconoscope. In the long run television could
not have operated under those hot lights.

OTIS FREEMAN: In 1944, Tom Goldsmith hired me at DuMont.
One thing they did was send me over to a press conference at NBC where they
introduced that Image Orthicon. There was a bunch of receivers in the room.
They kept lowering the lights in the room until it got dark. In the middle of the
room was a camera and a stool. When the lights went out, a girl slipped in and
sat on that stool. A guy struck a match, and I swear there was a picture of the
girl on those TV screens. It was the most wonderful thing I had ever seen.

TED SMITH: After the Image Orthicon was developed I had to make the
decision. Are we going to build commercial equipment with iconoscopes or use
the Image Orthicon? We couldn’t afford to do both. The NBC technicians
wanted to use the iconoscope because they weren’t familiar with the Image Or-
thicon. Still, I made the decision to go with the Image Orthicon. Even if it
didn’t have the resolution of the iconoscope, I thought it would be improved.

PAUL WYMER: Sometimes, I look at television and say, “My God,
what have you done?” But we didn't do it for that. If a problem exists, and you
solve it, the results can be used in a lot of different ways. That was the case with
our camera.

OTIS FREEMAN: During the war, DuMont’s experimental station in
New York City, W2XWB, was on the air about two or three hours a night
twice a week. They used equipment that was put in there before the war. They
just kept repairing that stuff.

RUDY BRETZ: I had been transferred to radio. The CBS television studio
was closed, but Tony Miner sometimes used the control room to broadcast film.
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LETTER FROM WORTHINGTON MINER TO HIS
STAFF, CHRISTMAS, 1943:

Another year is drawing to an end, and a new one is about to start. To many
of you, it will be hard to picture the gloomy emptiness of the shop. On Thursday
and Friday evenings when we go on the air, one small, shielded pilot light stands
in the studio, directed toward an announcer’s script. The rest is towering shad-
ows. . . . Inside the control room, we grind out long out-dated features, with the
faces of out-dated stars abounding.

- - - This charnel mask is not, however, a completely valid picture of what goes
on. For six months now, there has been, beneath the surface, a rising groundswell
of interest in television. When luncheons, given by advertising clubs, the American
Television Society, marketing associations, etc., advertise the topic, television, they
JSind their doors stampeded with eager listeners, many of whom have to be turned
away. Gil Seldes went to a lunch the other day, at which 300 people were turned
back at the door. Radio Daily, which a year ago devoted about two inches in a
month to television, runs now about two articles a day.

Most important of all, the electronic laboratories scattered all across the country
have turned out a lot of stuff that is liable to make our 1941 system look like a
patchwork of high hopes and spittle. . . . On every side, people are announcing
new and revolutionary discoveries, practically guaranteeing a thousand-line-three-
color-television-set in every pot. Don’t be surprised if you hear reports in the near
Suture that Butch LaGuardia has said, “What this country needs is a new five-cent
kinescope.”

Seriously though, the old girl isn’t dead yet, and this is to let all of you know
that Seldes and Miner,—old, fat, and forty,—are working overtime to try to make
it a better toy for all of us to play with after the shooting’s done. That would seem
the least we can do.

HEINO RIPP: I wasat RCA in their development group in New York.
After a while, they reopened the film studio, 5F and began showing some mov-
ies. The live studio, 3H, was just a storage room. Then they started 3H and a
few times we would fire the gear up for test patterns and demos.

TED SMITH: One day, a fellow from Washington State came in and said
he wanted to buy one of these TV cameras and portable equipment. We said,
“We're sorry, but the only ones we'’re making are for the Army and the Navy.”

He said, “We have a much higher priority than the Army and the Navy”

That was a jolt. Merril Trainor went out there to install the equipment. He
came back shaking his head and said, “This was the damndest place I've ever
been to in my life. It must be very, very secret.” It turned out they were using
the equipment to monitor the atomic bomb explosion in New Mexico.

RUDY BRETZ: In 1940, the BBC was actually in the middle of a pro-
gram when a bomb cut the current. They were off the rest of that evening, and
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they were never on again until the end of the war. When they went back on
after the war, they got the same announcer they had before, the same cast,
the same script, and they said, “As we were saying when we were rudely
interrupted.”

RAY FORREST: I was still in uniform when I went to visit NBC, and
they said, “We’d love you to host a variety show. We can show everybody that
you're still alive.” I did. Soon after that [ was discharged from the Army and I
went back on staff.

LETTER FROM WORTHINGTON MINER TO HIS
STAFF, JULY 26, 1944

... It was agreed that we would attempt, in the face of a grim situation indeed,
to open the studio May 1 with one evening of live programs. For your information
and, we hope, interested information, there wasn’t much left of our erstwhile staff.
One person only proved available to us,—Frannie Buss. 79% of all the male mem-
bers of CBS Television as of January 1, 1942, were in the armed services. . . .

And so, a very new, very untried, untested, and totally fledgling staff was accu-
mulated. Presumably, technical rehearsals were to begin on April 1. But, as it
turned out, we had only one stagehand available at that time . . . only one camera
was working (and that not all the time), Frannie Buss was in the hospital and un-
able to come back until the middle of the month, one of the directors was still under
contract to shortwave, CBS General Files still occupied the entire outer part of the
studio, there were no officers, no furniture, no telephones, “no nothin’.”

Somehow or other we got on the air on Friday, May 5,—no one yet has figured
out exactly how. The program that evening truly dripped with nostalgia. We had
news, music, an interview program called “They Were There,” and closed with the
quiz. It wasn’t too bad, and actually a lot smoother in most ways than the opening
in 1941.

But the net result was that every trade paper in town came out and took us for
an unmerciful sleighride. . . . The boys compared us to the picture at the Roxy and
the latest Norman Corwin Opus 57 on radio, and in that company they allowed
as how we stank. And, in that company, we did. By the following Wednesday
morning, everybody realized that whatever we got away with in 1941 and *42, we
were never going to get away with it again.
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By late 1944, Studio 3G in Rockefeller Center was a dark, forsaken place. Only
the dustballs were dancing before the unplugged NBC cameras. While as enter-
tainment that was only slightly inferior to much of what was on the air before
Pearl Harbor, upstairs RCA executives were confident that peace would bring
with it television’s long awaited breakthrough.

Was it ready? Well, we already know the answer, but it’s a mistake to assume
that television would have automatically taken hold as quickly as it did. The
truth was most people were quite content with their radios. You didn’t have to
see Jack Benny to laugh at his miserly ways. Indeed, Benny’s Maxwell auto
would always be a lot more amusing coughing and spitting across the cerebel-
lum than it would be on the TV screen. While there was curiosity about tele-
vision, there was no great demand for it. That’s why God invented copywriters.

An RCA ad in the fall issue of Televiser magazine crowed that postwar view-
ers would “tour the world via television,” and that “almost the entire American
population should share in the variety of entertainment now concentrated only
in large cities . . . drama, musical shows, opera, ballet.” The ad also promised
that television would provide jobs for returning soldiers and—for potential
advertisers—“millions will be kept busy supplying products that television can
demonstrate in millions of homes at one time.”

RCA was not alone on the hustings. An enthusiastic DuMont copywriter
proved that with all the wartime shortages, exclamatory type wasn’t one of them:

Coming! Television: the greatest show on earth! Glamorous musicals and the
stage’s most brilliant dramas! Boxing and ballgames, races and wrestling! Parades,
movie premieres and political conventions . . . running bumper to bumper in the
most magnificent pageant ever dreamed!

Journalists took a more cautious view. In a three-part series for the Saturday
Evening Post entitled “Television: Boom or Bubble?,” Alva Johnston noted:
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Television is the greatest of all fields for prophets. They see the new medium
putting a stadium, amusement park, theater, university and charm school in every
home. . . . One cheerleader of television has promised the nation millions of iden-
tical dinners of gorgeous cookery, all presided over by one world-famous chef. . . .
Another enthusiast has committed himself to having a Poiret dress the nation while
an Escoffier feeds it. The greatest authorities on etiquette—dowager duchesses and
possibly queen mothers—are to demonstrate what to do with olive pits after eating
the olives, how to snub an upstart and whether to lead off with the right foot or left
foot in entering a drawing room.

. . . One television exccutive has predicted that the new art will provide millions
of new jobs in America.

But for every prophet there is a counter-prophet. There are brainy men in the in-
dustry who say that television will be an all-around disappointment and will be
staggering along ten years from now about as it is today.

In 1944, the Rotarian waded in with a debate among industry heavyweights
on the topic of “Is Television Ready?” The answer was a resounding yes from
RCA and DuMont whose factories were ready to roll, and a Bronx cheer from
the gang at CBS and Zenith, whose weren't.

Televison’s arrival also created a series of political and technical disputes that
would have left Solomon scratching his head. Any one of them could have sent
television back to the laboratory for another ten years. That they didn’t is attrib-
utable to the great democratic force known as the consumer. Four years of
pent-up spending urges had created an unprecedented demand for new prod-
ucts by the wars end. Guided by the PR. pens at RCA and DuMont, the
glass-eyed wonder was more than another gleaming appliance in the local
hardware-store window, it was the chance to own a piece of the American
dream, “a miracle of engineering skill which one day will bring the world to
the home,” declared David Sarnoff, even if a grand duchess would never teach
anyone the proper way to dispose of an olive pit (under your seat).

RCA and DuMont were anxious to start cashing in on years of costly research.
CBS, however, presented a formidable roadblock. The argument between them
was, as many are, over money. RCA and DuMont were about to rake it in, and
Mr. Paley wasn't. As the war ended, the assembly lines at RCA and DuMont were
poised to roll. Those dollars would be used to dominate the broadcast industry.

Paley and CBS President Frank Stanton saw salvation in their own labs, where
Peter Goldmark had developed a system for color television, which, under the
right circumstances, was capable of producing extraordinarily vivid pictures. If
CBS could convince the FCC that color—and particularly the CBS color sys-
tem—would soon be ready, the FCC might delay black-and-white broadcasting.
This would not only prevent the others from getting the upper hand, but would
also give CBS the time to set up its own factories.
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RCA and DuMont, of course, demurred. They had spent millions develop-
ing black-and-white television, and, as RCA was quick to point out, the CBS
system was not yet workable. While color and the battle for TV dominance was
the real issue before the FCC, the legal arguments were actually fought over a
much narrower question: the area on the broadcast spectrum that would be used
for television broadcasting. The CBS system required UHF frequencies while
RCA wanted broadcasting to remain at VHE, the area set for TV broadcasting
before the war. The decision was in the hands of the FCC. It came in May,
1945. With some adjustment, television would be broadcast along pre-war
channels. It was a defeat for CBS, albeit a temporary one, for the color fight
would be joined another day. In a way, it was also a defeat for the consumer, be-
cause fewer channels were available on the VHF band, which meant fewer
viewing options. That wouldn'’t be rectified for decades, when UHF and cable
television would become widely available.

Nevertheless, the assembly lines could now be manned, and the dust blown
off the camera lenses in 3G. If the people were indeed ready for television, it
was now time to get television ready for the people. Uncle Miltie would be vis-
iting soon.

RUDY BRETZ: I covered the ships carrying the GI’s home from Europe
as a cameraman. That was thrilling. The first ship was the Normandie, and it was
loaded with GI’s. It was still dark when we went out beyond the harbor to meet
them with a couple of boats loaded with mothers and with girls. It was this
foggy morning, and we began to hear it before we saw it loom up out of the
fog. The guys were yelling, and there were all these white and black condoms
floating off the ship in great numbers. It was fabulous.

MAX WILK: In New York after the war, I did a one-shot television show
at NBC called “Home on the Range.” It was Vincent Sardi demonstrating a rec-
ipe for some Broadway people. That’s the kind of ideas you had in those days. To
me, television was a toy. It was a way to make money. Suddenly youre making
three or four hundred bucks and somebody says they’re gonna give you a con-
tract. All the guys I knew were doing it. Fred Coe, I knew from Yale. Perry Laf-
ferty and George Schaefer were from Yale. If you came from Yale Drama School
you had automatic entree, because hardly anybody knew anything about TV.

RALPH LEVY: I was a theater major at Yale. In 1946, CBS had an
opening for an assistant director. [ applied, and somebody at CBS asked me
about my background. I said, “I used to direct theater at a summer camp.”
They said, “Well, that’s more experience than anybody else has,” so I got the
Jjob. One of my jobs was to tell the announcer the time and to frame the camera
on the clock, at which point he said, “It is six-thirty, Bulova watch time.” I was
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congratulated because I suggested he say, “This is the correct Bulova watch
time,” because people could see the time on the screen. You see, they still
weren't thinking in terms of television.

FRANKLIN HELLER: After the war, I was the resident director of
the Bucks County Playhouse, which was one of the top theaters in America,
but I wasn’t making any money. Then one day I had lunch with a press agent
named Sol Jacobson, and he called Jerry Danzig at CBS. Jerry said, “Send him
right over. He’s just the kind of fellow we need.”

I met Jerry, but he said his boss Charlie Underhill did the hiring. Couldn’t I
come in tomorrow?

That night I went to see my mother. I was already getting gray hair, and she
said, “You can’t go in there looking like that,” and she rubbed some stuff in my
hair that darkened it. The next day I went to see Underhill. He was two years
younger than I and his hair was absolutely white. He hired me that day, and I
stopped putting that stuff in my hair. A few days later, someone at CBS said to me,
“You're a legend around here. You're only here a week and your hair got gray”

BOB BENDICK: I returned to CBS in early "46. The place began to ex-
pand and subdivide quickly. I was now director of news and special events and
religion and sports and everything else. Tony’s operation became the entertain-
ment one, and the two didn’t have too much to do with each other.

Gil and Tony and Len Hole, all believed that this was a new medium, and
they wanted to explore what its impact could be, but Paley decided we would
follow radio’s path with commercial programming. A lot of us were disap-
pointed, especially Seldes.

Larry Lowman came in. He was in with Paley. They also brought in Jack Van
Volkenburg for sales. He was strictly a commercial guy. He changed a lot of the
aura around CBS television. It was no longer a medium that was great fun to
experiment with. Now, we had to tighten down. Programs had to be fifteen
minutes and thirty minutes and sixty minutes, and they had to have commercial
possibilities. It was now, “What is going to appeal to the masses?” and, “How
do we sell the most commercials?”

RAY FORREST: NBC was now very much more a business rather than
the close-knit family we were before the war. I was no longer the sole guy.
There were now a couple of other announcers. Back then, I shifted scenery if
I had to. Now, I couldn’t bring a prop into the building. It had to be left out in
the street, and some union guy would bring it in.

DICK SMITH: I became interested in makeup in 1938 when I was a se-
nior in prep school and 1 saw The Hunchback of Notre Dame with Charles
Laughton. Even then, I was always doodling in my textbooks, turning Louis
Pasteur into a monster with horns.



104 THE BOX

I was going to be a dentist, but at Yale, I bought this book called Paint, Powder
and Makeup. One Saturday night, I made myself up as Spencer Tracy as Mr. Hyde
and I scared a guy down the hall. Eventually, I went through all the old Universal
film monsters, and every Saturday night we'd go around scaring people in my
dorm. Soon the war was on, and I figured I was going to be killed. I decided to
hell with being a dentist. If I survived, I would try to be a makeup artist.

I was hired by NBC after I got out of the Army. One of my first jobs was to
pencil in hair on James Beard’ scalp. It’s like penciling eyebrows. You pencil long
thin strokes. Television wasn't sharp enough to pick them up as pencil strokes.

When I began at NBC, Fred Coe was still an assistant director. He shared an
office with Eddie Sobol and Ernie Colling. My office space was the bottom
drawer in Fred’s desk.

NOEL JORDAN: I got out of the Army in November 1945, and was
hired back as the night operations supervisor. Then I went into the mobile unit.
We did boxing and wrestling but what we really prided ourselves on were our
“firsts.” We did the first show on a submarine; and the first show from an air-
craft carrier. We thought that was very exciting, but the shows themselves were
probably as dull as dishwater.

We did the first pickup from the House of Representatives. The only inci-
dent was an engineer dropped an eight-inch lens off the balcony. It just missed
killing a congressman. After that we chained the lenses to the cameras.

HARRY COYLE: At DuMont in those days, to do something extra spe-
cial was to stay on the air. If we did an hour-and-a-half show and we lost the
show for just a half hour, that was a victory. Forget losing a camera, this was
where all you saw was a slide because all the cameras were out. Even when they
were working they weren'’t that good. In the first remotes when you put the
picture on the air, you didn’t see the edges, all you saw was a little circle. That
was Dr. Cyclops, the first remote camera.

The transformers in the remote trucks were burning up all the time. The en-
gineers would go out there with their soldering irons trying to get them back.
The trucks were always dark. I didn’t have a suit that didn’t have a burn in it
from putting my coat down on a red-hot soldering iron.

NOEL JORDAN: The RCA truck was terribly confined. You practically
got two elbows in your stomach for three hours. There were four of us in a
space that wasn’t eight feet by eight feet, and you had all those monitors, but for
a young kid it was exciting.

HARRY COYLE: It was very common to hear during a remote, “We
lost the West Coast somewhere over the Rockies.” In one World Series, we lost
the lake goin’ up to Minnesota because some kid was sitting up on a hill with
a .22 shooting out the microwave.
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TED BERGMANN: DuMont did boxing and wrestling from the Ja-
maica arena. Qur transmitter was on the roof of the arena, but after a while our
chief engineer said, “I can’t figure it out. Every week we have to put more
power into the transmitter.”

One of the engineers traced the signal and found that when it passed over
Forest Hills it was within thirty feet of the ground, so he drove over there and
found they were building an apartment house. As the framing went up, the sig-
nal got more interfered with. The question came up, “Do we rent a floor of the
building and open up all the windows and send the signal through?”

Tom Goldsmith came up with a very bright idea. Behind the arena was the
railroad station. He mounted a sheet of polished metal on top of the station. He
turned his transmitter around and shot it at the sheet of metal which acted as a
mirror and bounced it back out to 515 Madison. Now, the signal was two hun-
dred feet off the ground, and the building didn’t cause us any more problems.

CHRIS WITTING: NBCF signal came off the Empire State Building.
DuMont’ signal and CBS’s signal came off lower buildings, which created shad-
ows on the picture. The fiction grew under NBC'’s sponsorship that the only
people who knew anything about the business was NBC. “You could tell just
by looking at our picture.”

Under the rules of the FCC, we could not force NBC to share the space up
there, but we had a very smart lawyer, who had one failing: he was a drinker.
I was about to fire him when he said to me, “Wait. I've just determined how we
could get on top of the Empire State Building.”

He said, “We’ll tell Dave Sarnoff that we're taking the second highest build-
ing in New York where we can get a clear signal. He’ll have to give us that be-
cause under the FCC rules if you can’t get the tallest building, you can go on
to the next highest building. He can’t turn us down.”

I said, “So what.”

“Well, that building is the RCA Building. And to prevent any airplanes from
running into it, we’ll tell him we’re gonna run the DuMont name down the
front of the building on the top.”

Three weeks later we were told they would let us share the space on the Em-
pire State Building, and that’s how we all were able to improve our signals.
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RUDY BRETZ: Directors were always under tension. It didn’t seem to
bother me very much, but other people had nervous breakdowns. There was
one director who vomited all over the keyboard and switching system, scream-
ing, “Help me. Help me. Save me.”

Terrible things happened from the strain, and it wasn’t only the directors.
There was a set designer at NBC who went berserk and started slashing the
scenery with an axe.
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RALPH LEVY: A movie director couldn’t have worked in the control
room. Once, I got a call saying that Frank Capra was interested in doing tele-
vision. Could he follow me through a day and sit with me in the control room?
I said I would be honored.

He sat through a rehearsal, we did the show live. I didn’t use a script, and
control rooms can be pretty confusing. I was just talking for a half an hour, cu-
ing all the cameras, the sound, and God knows what. Capra was sitting behind
me. Then, as he left, he turned around and he said, “Mr. Levy?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Are you out of your fucking mind?” He walked out of the building never
to be seen again.

RUDY BRETZ: Producers were also under a lot of stress. As the pro-
ducer, you might have two weeks from the time a script was accepted to the
time where you got it on the air. You had to get the sets ready, the music, hire
the actors, put the rehearsals together, and then get it into the studio. There
were dozens of things that you had to watch over, and in the meantime you are
working on other shows, too.

You were in charge of 150 people in the studio. Any one of them could make
a mistake and ruin your program, and it would be your fault, but you can’t pos-
sibly tell 150 people what to do. So much depends on everybody knowing what
they were doing and doing beyond what they were told to do. And if something
went wrong, you knew you wouldn’t have another chance because you were
live. You swore the day before you weren'’t going to do this ever again. Then,
most of the time it came off and it felt so great, and you said, “Well, when does
the next thing start?” [Laughs.]

One constant problem was the tension between the engineers and the pro-
gram people. Among union workers, the loyalty was first to the union, then to
the company. When I had a union job at CBS I felt the same way. Since we
were protected by the union, we didn’t have to be cooperative and we weren’t.
I was shocked by my own behavior, but that was the way it was. When the pro-
gram guys were in a rush to get a show edited, that wasn’t our concern. We
were just doing our jobs. They would say, “Hey, hurry up a little.”

And someone would go, “Sure, we’ll hurry every chance we’ll get”

HEINO RIPP: I wasin the union. Many times I would come in at seven
o’clock in the morning, and I wouldn’t leave until the late news was over at
eleven-thirty at night. I would do everything that was on the air that day. It just
never stopped. I couldn’t even get a lunch. It was finally put into the contract
that after the fifth hour you had to have lunch. I was doing so much work from
seven o’clock in the morning on, I was even making transitions in my sleep and
in my sleep I never made it.
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RUDY BRETZ: The contract protected the workers, but it also created
problems. The stagehands’ union was very jealous of their rights. They
wouldn’t let anybody touch anything. There was a case where a group of people
were going to do a Ping-Pong demonstration. They brought in this Ping-Pong
table with their own station wagon, but when they carried it across the side-
walk, it was not acceptable because it hadn’t been brought in by a union crew,
so they had to take it away and transfer it to a union truck, and then a couple
of hours later the stagehands would take it across the sidewalk.

STEWART MACGREGORY: [Sarcastically] I could talk about a
couple of actors. I worked on one show with Robert Montgomery. He was a
pain in the ass from the motion picture industry. We did a show where there was
to be a rain effect from these tanks put up over the set. There was a fellow up
on a ladder with a nozzle and a hose to wet Montgomery down. During the
dress rehearsal, the sprocket noise from the projector was bleeding out of the
booth into the studio and was being picked up by the overhead microphone.

The director said, “What the heck is that noise?”

Montgomery said, “That’s the special effects man.”

The special effects man said, “No, it’s not, it’s the projectionist.”

On the West Coast, they use the term “special effects” as everything. The
guy who was special effects didn’t want to be blamed for the thing, but it hap-
pened four times in a row. Montgomery kept saying, “It’s the special effects
man,” and the special effects man kept saying, “No, it’s the projectionist.”

Now, they’re gonna rehearse with the rain, so the projectionist is running the
film, and they give him the cue, and the special effects man starts the water, and
he soaks Montgomery who hadn’t been informed that they were gonna do it,
and Montgomery again says, “What was that?”

And the guy on the ladder says, “That’s the special effects man.”

RUDY BRETZ: In 1949, I visited TV stations across the country while
I was researching a book. I visited a station in Syracuse where they didn’t sep-
arate the engineers and the program people. That seemed to me to be such a
wise way to go about it. There was a big difference in the attitude of the people.
They were much more involved. Instead of working first for the union and sec-
ond for the company, they were looking to do a good job.

In New York you often had a problem when engineers ran the cameras. You
were always beating your head against the wall trying to get an engineer to
frame a picture pleasantly. He doesn’t know about principles of composition.
The better cameraman knows what makes a good shot and will get a hold of a
closeup quickly without the director having to tell him. They work together
without having to talk to a large extent. It's important because a good camera-
man could make quite a difference in a television show.
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OTIS FREEMAN: Two things I never did but once in my life. One was
umpire a Little League game and two was run a TV camera. They both gave me
such a hard time. I was on a camera once—at DuMont during the war. We were
at Ebbets Field, and they were short a man, so there I was behind a camera
when this guy started tellin’ me what to do, “You’ll pan the camera this way and
that way,” and I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. Then he called
me a dumb son of a bitch and I . . . well, I tell you in my whole career I never
operated another camera.

DON HASTINGS: At DuMont, Wally Ferris did something that no-
body else could do if they practiced for a month. When Jackie Gleason would
say, “Away we go,” he moved down a runway, and Wally would dolly in with
an eight-inch lens and no zoom and stay in focus by pushing the camera while
running his arm down the lens. That was an art.

WALLY FERRIS: I really practiced. I would put a match cover on the
wall and take a very difficult lens, a long focal lens, and I would dolly in focus-
ing. The focus handle was a little spinning wheel, and I would run the focus up
my arm until I got it right. The technical aspects of the job really weren’t tech-
nical, it was more physical, and I was a good athlete.

The Gleason shot came about accidentally. I was on the side camera, and he
would do his monologue downstage and walk to the camera on the right. Then
he would say, “On the show today is so and so, and away we go.” As he leaned
forward with those banjo eyes, I instinctively went to meet him, and all of a sud-
den I'm in on his eyeballs, and then I came back and followed him right into
the wings. They said, “From now on it’s in.” It became a trademark, and it give
me a reputation.

BOB BENDICK: A big holdup in the early days was the musician’s
union. They didn’t allow any live music or a lot of movies with background
music on the air. That precluded a lot of movies from being shown.

GIL FATES: The ban created an interesting problem. We would go to
Madison Square Garden to do the rodeos or whatever, but we could only take
the picture from there, not the sound, because we couldn’t let any of the music
come through, so they used to put me in a booth in the studio in Grand Cen-
tral, and I would have to talk over the program. Then we put in crowd noise
and other sounds. Otherwise it would have been a very dead picture.

CHARLES POLACHEK: I was in charge of the record library at
CBS. From their sound effects collection, we would add everything we could
think of, the horses’ hooves in the rodeo, the cheering of the crowd. We had ra-
dio soundmen working the sound effects. They even would do the punches in
the boxing matches. They knew how to do anything.
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BOB BENDICK: The Petrillo agreement in ’49 allowed us to use live
music. Immediately, NBC announced that Toscanini would play live on televi-
sion that Saturday night. CBS then decided that it could not allow NBC to go
on with the first live major musical program, so we got hold of Eugene
Ormandy and arranged to pick up his Saturday afternoon concert live from
Philadelphia. A local director was going to direct it, and as the director of special
events | was there, even though I don’t know very much about music. Charlie
Polachek, who did know music, was there, too.

We went over in the morning to set up the cameras. The local director was
all set by one-thirty. Ormandy walks in at two, straight up, and this director has
his watch out. There’s much applause. Ormandy picks up his baton and bows
to the audience. This guy still has his watch out. We poke the guy, and we tell
him, “You’ve got to cut to a closeup,” but the guy was frozen, absolutely pet-
rified, so we pushed him out of the chair. I got in, and directed the thing. Not
knowing music, I hadn’t the vaguest idea when the bassoons were going to go.
Whenever he could, Charlie, who was sitting there with the musical score on
his lap, would say, “Bassoons, bassoons, go,” so CBS put on this horrible pickup,
but we were first.
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PETER LEVATHES: In June 1946, I was at Twentieth Century Fox.
I made arrangements to microwave the second Louis-Conn fight from Philadel-
phia into a theater on Broadway. We did the fight just to illustrate the advances
that were being made in this miracle of television. Fox was also interested in
large-screen television. That was another reason why it was done, to demon-
strate the magic of the large screen.

We had a full house, over three thousand people. Within minutes after it
started, we had ringside conditions. I couldn’t believe the excitement. People
were screaming as if they were at the fight. When it was over, our researchers
polled them. One question we asked was, ‘“What impressed you with this expe-
rience tonight?”

“The third round.”

I waited for someone to say, “Hey, how the hell did you get this from Phil-
adelphia to Broadway?”

We could have brought it by carrier pigeon, and they wouldn’t have cared
less. I never forgot that. After that, when people would talk to me about tech-
nicalities, about large screen, small screen, I wanted to talk program.

IRA SKUTCH: There were three thousand sets in New York in 1945. At
NBC, we were broadcasting three or four nights a week, filling time with what-
ever would work and was cheap. Walter Law worked in the sales department.
He was a philatelist. We used to put him on with his stamp collection.
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Sunday night was NBC’s big night. We had “Face to Face” with Steve
Dunne and Bob Dunne. Steve would describe somebody in another room in
the studio, and Bob would draw that person based on the description. Then
they would bring the guy down, and he would stand next to the picture. At the
end of the show, they would face the camera and say, “I’'m Bob.”

“I'm Steve.”

“And we’re Dunne!”

Then at eight o’clock we did a Broadway play. The First Year and Blithe Spirit
were two shows we did. There were no time restrictions and no commercials,
so everything ran when it ran. Nobody even timed anything.

We also did variety shows. Ray Forrest would host some of them. Others
wouldn’t even have a host. They would just go from one act to another. We had
Rosie the Bear, who used to eat cigarette butts out of ashtrays. She would dance
with her owner and pee down his leg.

GIL FATES: CBS did a fascinating show called “Whats It Worth?” It
could still be done today. Everybody has something in their attic that was given
to them by an uncle who used to be a seafaring man. A few days before the
show, people would come to the office, and an appraiser named Sigmund
Rothschild would sit there and look at what they brought in. If Sig saw some-
thing interesting, he would tell them to come back to the studio without telling
them what it was worth. He would appraise it on the air. You can imagine the
excitement when he would say, “It’s worth five thousand dollars!”

It was great. Actually, the only problem was that every time the camera did
a closeup on Sig’s hands I used to cringe, because his fingernails were always
dirty. I always had to take him aside and tell him to clean out his nails.

IRA SKUTCH: One night in 1947 we opened the station early. John
Royal wanted us to audition Kyle McDonnell because he had just seen her in
Make Mine Manhattan. She did two songs. We aired it so Royal could watch her
at home. Then we went back to test pattern.

He liked the audition, and he put her on a show called “For Your Pleasure,”
and she became the first real television star, which didn’t really mean much.
Basically, she got some local publicity and local column items, and of course
recognition among the people who had television sets.

HENRY MORGAN: I had no interest in television until I thought,
“Maybe I better get into this.” I thought up a fifteen-minute across-the-board
show of sketches and things, and Bob Sarnoft stared at the floor when I told him
about this and said, “Okay, go ahead and do that,” without ever lifting his head.

I had no idea what I'd have to go through to do this every day, coming up
with stuff, doing the rehearsal. There were no prompters. You had to memo-
rize, and I had never been too good at that. It never occurred to me that acting



Now It's for Real 111

would be a problem. It turned out to be a Mexican standoft because they didn’t
know what to do with the cameras either.

It would have been easier had I started doing some work at eleven o’clock in
the morning like a normal person. We went on at three. At one o’clock I said,
“I better think of something” There was a harpist. Every time he was on, I
would get a hard-boiled egg and slice it through the strings of the harp. He
didn’t think it was funny the first time, but fortunately he got used to it. It didn’
matter. There was no studio audience, and the show lasted only six weeks, so I
don’t know if any human being every saw it.

IRA SKUTCH: Daytime television didn’t really start until 1947 when the
Swift Home Service Club came on at noon on Fridays. They opened the sta-
tion with that. Then they closed the station until Friday night. Lee Cooley was
the producer.

LEE COOLEY: NBC let us know at McCann-Erickson [a leading adver-
tising agency] that if we would come in and program, they would reserve that
time for us in perpetuity. They were desperate for us to come in. They virtually
met us down in front of 30 Rockefeller with a red carpet.

Swift wanted a show that would be slanted toward women who did the
shopping, cooked the food, and took care of the home. Nobody knew what
would make a television show work in those days. Our research department
took the ten leading women’s magazines and analyzed all the editorial material
in them. They came back with the contents of a typical show that would appeal
to women: cooking, interior decoration, child care, recreation, education, and
things of that sort.

Then I went to the Swift stockyards in Chicago. Shortly before lunch we had
a meeting. When we finished our presentation, I couldn’t tell whether or not
they liked it. Then their number-two man, Ollie Jones, turned to his assistant
and said, “Has Lee ever been through the killing floors?”

He had this funny look on his face.

I said, “Not really.”

He said, “Let’s go to lunch and we’ll talk about what Lee has told us. In the
meantime, show Lee the operation.”

He took me to the noisiest and the bloodiest of all places, where they slaugh-
tered the pigs. When you entered, the first thing you saw was a stretcher on the
wall and a first-aid case and a telephone in case somebody fainted. It was not a
pretty sight. These big Polish killers were standing on white tile floors with
drains for the blood after they cut the carotid arteries on the hogs. I saw the pigs
and heard "em screaming. Their hind legs were chained together and pulled up
on a conveyor belt. They knew what was gonna happen to them.

We walked on through the whole business and then got downstairs again.
Jones said to his assistant, “How did Lee enjoy the operation?”
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He said to him, “Sir, we have a real country boy on our hands here.”

They were testing me. It only took about ten minutes more of hemming and
hawing to sign the deal. I guess if I had fainted, they would have laughed like
hell but gone ahead anyway.

The first program was called the “Swift Home Service Club.” It was a half-
hour show with Tex McCrary and Jinx Falkenburg as the hosts. We proved with
the Home Service Club that daytime television would work. Swift was pleased
not so much with the sales results because the market was so limited, but that
they could show the product and demonstrate it while talking about it.

IRA SKUTCH: In 1946, Eddie Sobol directed another landmark pro-
gram called “The Hour Glass.” It was an hour show and was booked by J. Wal-
ter Thompson. It was the first big sponsored variety show on NBC, the
forerunner of “The Ed Sullivan Show,” but it didn’t have Ed Sullivan. It had a
minor movie star named Helen Parrish as the hostess. She was very good.

DICK SMITH: They had Bert Lahr doing the old woodchopper’s act
from burlesque. It was hilarious. He had a toupee that was truly a rug. It must
have been stuck on only in the center of his scalp, because during the skit the
toupee would rotate madly in one direction or the other.

They had a little fake tree, and he would sing this song, that went something
like, “When the sun comes up, I chop, chop, chop.” Every time he said, “Chop,
chop, chop,” he would swing this axe in mime at this little tree, and the prop
man on the other side would throw kindling at him. In rehearsal he said, “Don'’t
be afraid of hitting me. Throw it right at me.” Well, they loved that, so they
threw these handfuls at him, and he was ducking and weaving, and the toupee
was rotating. It was hysterical.

IRA SKUTCH: “The Hour Glass” was a big deal. It was a network show,
and it was completely agency produced, and it had commercials. That’s why it
was so important: it showed that there was money coming in. ]. Walter Thomp-
son was happy with the show, and so they brought in the Kraft Theater, which
was the first big, live dramatic anthology.

AL DURANTE: They had a new product they were bringing out called
Cheez Whiz. There were discussions about how to introduce it, and the deci-
sion was made to try a dramatic show. That’s why the Kraft Theater came about.
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MAX WILK: In October of ’48, I got a call from Marc Daniels. He said,

“Listen, I got a job doing television. Do you know how to write for television?”
“Yeah, as a matter of fact,” and I told him about “Home on the Range.”
So Marc said, “Then you know how to write for television.
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“We're going to do a television show called ‘The Ford Television Theatre’
We’re gonna be live, and we’re gonna put on a Broadway show for one hour at
CBS, and by the way, youre gonna get paid.”

I think he said two hundred dollars. The first show was “Joy to the World”
with Alfred Drake and Janet Blair. We literally took the play as it had been done
on Broadway and cut it down to fifty-five minutes. Then we rehearsed for six
or seven days and on the eighth day we camera blocked. On the ninth and tenth
days we did dress, and on the eleventh day we did the show. The way you
worked was insane. You would get a studio for three hours and you do a show,
and your crew would finish and be out the door and the next crew would walk
in and take over the booth immediately. It was tension, tension, tension, all the
way. When you put the show on, you sat there and you prayed that it would
work, because you had no control on a live show.

While this is going, in comes Ralph Levy. He says, “You and George Axel-
rod come and do a television show.” Then we get Dick Lewine and Ted Fedder
and Al Selden, and the director is Barry Wood. We do a show called “The 54th
Street Revue,” three original sketches and four or five original musical numbers
a week. A week! The dance team was Bob Fosse and Mary Jane Miles.

Pressure. “Go home and rewrite this whole scene.” Every day we were fixing
problems. We used to do what I would call, “wall writing.” We would be back-
stage, and the comic would say, “We need two lines here,” or the producer
would say, “We’re under three minutes,” so you would take a piece of paper and
put it on the wall, and we would write the stuff and hand it to him to do, and
he would say, “Okay, I'll do that”

RALPH LEVY: During that show, Harry Ackerman came to see me
work and decided to take me out to the Coast. He said they were going to open
up a West Coast spot for emanation of shows that would be done by kinescope.
The first show they were doing was “The Ed Wynn Show.” Then I did George
Burns and Jack Benny.

CBS wanted to go out there for the talent. People like Benny and Burns
wouldn’t give up their lives out there to do a show. I enjoyed the possibility.
Hollywood is a town where you are fine if someone asks you to come out. If
you want to go out and try to get into this, that’s no way to go to Los Angeles.

1
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BUDDY ARNOLD: I wrote a lot of Milton Berle’s nightclub routines.
He was also on radio for the Texas Company. One day in 1948 the Kudner
Agency, which handled the show, said, “We’re thinking of putting a show on
television. Have you got any ideas?”

This was like three weeks before going on the air. Milton said, “I got no ideas.
Get a few acts together and I'll introduce them just like I do in nightclubs.”



114 THE BOX

There were two tryout shows in June. They wanted to see what the audience
reaction would be before they committed to a season. The first show was intro-
duced by a lady in a white smock named Betty Alexander. She just stood there
and held up a can of Marfak and said, “We welcome you to a new program put
on by the Texas Company, and this is their product, Marfak.” She spoke about
it for thirty seconds and then introduced Milton.

The next morning he called me and said, “Did you see it last night? The way
the damn show opened was ridiculous. We gotta think of something else.”

So Woody Kling and I met with Milton the next afternoon. I said, “Why
don’t we make it a singing opening?” They had a lot of jingles on radio at the
time. I said, “Let’s have a bunch of guys singing about the product and about
you and introduce you.”

One word led to another, and it was built to four guys at a service station
who would sing a song. Milton said, “Can you have it done by next Tuesday?”

I said, “We’ll not only do that, we’ll cast it and rehearse it so it will be ready.”

By Thursday night Woody and I wrote what is now the Texaco song. The
lyrics are Woody’s and mine. It is very intricately written with triple rhymes all
the way. It was purely a plug for Texaco, so there is no mention of Milton in it.
The music is mine, except the second section, which is Liszt’s Hungarian
Rhapsody no. 2.

For four or five years, it was the number-one sponsor-identification theme
melody on radio and TV. It’s still recognized today. When we edited the song
down to size, we had to cut out about fifty percent of what was written. It orig-
inally had a big ending to it. Then they would make an announcement about
some product they were featuring, and they would say, “Remember to be back
next week [sings] to the best friend your car has ever had.”

AARON RUBEN: Nat Hiken and I were writing Milton’s radio show,
but it never occurred to me to ask if I could work on the TV show. TV was like
a trackless forest. Nobody realized what was about to happen until Milton burst
forth.

That he was first was one reason for his success, but also, let’s face it, the man
was funny. He had one of the funniest, if not the funniest nightclub acts ever.
You put that on TV and suddenly hundreds of thousands of people who have
never seen him in a club are laughing their heads off. Until then, nobody really
realized what a gigantic entertainment medium this was about to be or could be.

Pretty soon people were saying, “What the hell? Why should I pay money to
go to a theater when I can see all this on television?” Milton and Sid Caesar
were suddenly doing these marvelous one-hour shows. As a result, the tradition
of the great Broadway revues, Lend an Ear and Call Me Mister, ceased to be and
radio became a thing you listened to in your car.

OSCAR KATZ: Paley was a very itchy guy. He wanted things fast, and if
NBC had something, he wanted it, too. When NBC put on specials, Paley
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wanted specials. When Berle came on, he wanted something to compete
against him.

PETER MINER: My father was program manager by then. He knew
Berle was gonna burn out, and when Paley told him to come up with an alter-
native to Berle, my father knew just what he needed: a variety show with a
nonperforming emcee as host. The idea was the acts would change, and all the
talent should do is introduce the acts. That way he wouldn’t burn out.

He sat my mother and me down in front of the set to watch the Harvest
Moon balls at Madison Square Garden. He was always looking to steal talent
from anywhere and here was Ed Sullivan, hosting the balls and getting all the
top stars.

JOSEPH CATES: Ed Sullivan was the Ziegfeld of our era. He didn’t
have a personality, but he didn’t need one. He got the acts, and to get the acts
you have to understand the country and the times. He did, and he was better
at it than anybody else.

He also changed routining. In vaudeville, you start with an opening act and
build to the closing. Ed said, “It’s television. You think people are gonna wait
to see what you got at the end? This isn’t vaudeville. People flip that knob,” so
he front-loaded. He would start with Elvis Presley and the Beatles, and he
would say, “They’ll be back later in the program.” Then he’d bury the weak acts
in the back.

He knew that a variety show meant novelties. He worked even harder to get
a balloon act than he did to get a star, because he knew the public tuned in for
the novelty. He also recognized the contemporary nature of TV. If a guy pitched
a no-hit game, he had him there in the audience to introduce.

JACK CARTER: The exposure you got from being on Sullivan was un-
beatable, but Sullivan was vicious. Sullivan was crazed. That veneer of being
[slips into a perfect Sullivan imitation] very holier-than-thou. “Hi there, the
nuns are out here, and the priests are my dear friends. These nice youngsters . . .”
But when you got into the dressing room after your run-through, he called you
in [again, as Sullivan]: “What kind of fucking shit is that?! You do that shit on
my fucking show. You asshole. Fuck you with that shit. How dare you come in
here with that cock-sucking shit. I don’t need that fucking shit. Don’t do that
cock-sucking shit on my show. Balls! That’s bullshit. You'’re doing fucking shit.
Now, take that out. You can’t do that” It was hysterical.

Many a time, I was waiting to go on, and he forgot it was me next. They go
[whispers], “Jack Carter.”

“Oh, is he here? Is he in town? We never knew he would make it. His plane
was late—Jackie Carter.”

I'd come out, “Ed, I've been here three years. You saw me at the dress this
afternoon,” and he’d get furious.
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JERRY DANZIG: In the beginning, people said, “God, he is so stiff”
We thought he would get better and become more relaxed over time. What re-
ally happened was people began to imitate him, which indicated that he was be-
ing accepted, and he developed an ability to laugh at himself.

MADELYN PUGH DAVIS: In 1948, Bob Carroll, Jr., and I were
staff writers at the CBS Radio Pacific network. By then, CBS had decided to
do its own shows instead of having them created by the advertising agencies.
They did “Our Miss Brooks” and “My Friend Irma.” One week, Bob and I
were were assigned to Lucy’s radio show, “My Favorite Husband.”

When CBS told Lucy they wanted her to go into television, we knew she
would be wonderful because she was so physical. The trouble was that CBS
wanted to go in with the radio cast, which had Richard Denning as her hus-
band. Lucy said no. She wanted to go into television with Desi. She was doing
movies and radio. He was doing bands at night. She would get up at five o’clock
when he was just coming in. They wanted to see each other.

OSCAR KATZ: Hubbell Robinson, the head of CBS programming, said
nobody will believe that Lucy, an all-American girl, could be married to a
Cuban. He said, “No, no, not that Cuban, the country won’t understand what

the hell he’s saying” He also didn’t believe that Desi could act. “He’ just a
bandleader.”

MADELYN DAVIS: To prove that he could play her husband, Bob and
I wrote a bit for them to take on the road with a stage show. We had never
worked with Desi before, and we were thrilled. He was a charming man and he
turned out to be a pretty good actor. Together they were a big hit.

Jess Oppenheimer and Bob and I wrote the pilot. The only problem was she
was pregnant at the time. We covered it up by putting her in a bathrobe that was
as big as the Ritz. There wasn’t any discussion about that. You just didn’t have
pregnant women on television.

RALPH LEVY:Idirected the pilot. I didn’t think it was so great, but that
day you would have thought we had just won the war. The pilot was the talk
of the town. Their agent and Desi came up to the house and offered me ten
percent of the show to stay with them, and I turned it down. I was doing Benny
and Burns and I was very happy.

MADELYN DAVIS: Someone said they’ve got to have neighbors be-
cause everybody has neighbors. I had neighbors named Mertz when I was kid,
so we gave them neighbors named Mertz.

Then CBS said, “Of course, you’ll do the show from New York,” because
the biggest audience was in New York, and they didn’t want them to have to see
kinescopes, which were terrible. This was before the coaxial cable went from
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coast to coast, but Lucy and Desi wanted to stay in California. Desi figured it
would cost another five thousand dollars an episode to put it on film. He said
they would absorb it if they could own the shows. CBS didn’t care who owned
the shows. In those days, they didn’t rerun shows because the kinescopes were
so bad. Lucy and Desi ended up making a fortune. From that they built Desilu
Studios.

Then CBS said, “You can’t do film in front of a live audience. It won’t
work.” When they make movies, they stop and do the closeups and then start
again. Here, they couldn’t do that because the audience would be there until
four o’clock in the morning. They had to figure out how to film the show in
one shot, so there was a meeting at Lucy and Desi’s ranch with the technical
people, and they worked out this complicated formula for filming a comedy be-
fore a live audience with multiple cameras that has been the standard ever since.

MILTON DELUGG: I had come to New York to do a nighttime show
with Abe Burrows called “Breakfast with Burrows.” The joke was he got up
late. It wasn’t much of a joke, and the show only lasted thirteen weeks. I was
about to go back to the coast when I got a call, “NBC wants to do a show live
at eleven o’clock at night called ‘Broadway Open House.” Do you want to stick
around?”

There was nothing on TV at eleven o’clock except “The Star-Spangled Ban-
ner,” but I thought why not. We did a pilot with a fellow named Creesh as the
host. Then he suddenly died. The show went on with a different host each
night. Everybody you can think of tried that show, and then they found Jerry
Lester.

ALICE LESTER: One night, as Jerry and [ were getting ready to go to
a movie, Pat Weaver called and asked Jerry if he could do the show that night.
Jinx Falkenburg and Tex McCrary had just hosted it, and it was a pretty sad
show. Tex was rather dull.

That night he did anything that came to his mind. He wrecked the place. He
jumped up and down on the couch like a monkey. He poked fun at the cam-
eraman. He kidded everybody in the audience and kidded the show. He just
had himself a good time.

After the show we rushed out to go to a movie when a page stopped us in
the elevator, saying Pat wanted to talk to Jerry. He said the switchboard had lit
up with a million calls. The next day they made a deal for Jerry to do the show,
alternating with Morey Amsterdam.

MOREY AMSTERDAM: He did it one night, and I did it the next
night. It wasn't like the late-night shows now where they have guests. It was like
a little stock company stuck together with spit.
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ALICE LESTER: The kids who went to work on the show were
friends of ours. The Mello Larks were living in our building. We had met
Dagmar in St. Louis. Then, when we got back to New York, we ran into her
on the street, and she said, “Oh, boy, can I use the work. If you don’t give me
any lines, maybe I can have a couple of walk-ons.”

MOREY AMSTERDAM: Most of the time she just sat there with big
tits. People had never seen anything like that on television.

ALICE LESTER: She always was trying to show ’em, and they were
tryin’ to cover em up.

MILTON DELUGG: The big joke was, I said to Jerry, “This is gonna
be our new girl singer.”

Jerry says, “How does she sing?”

“Who cares?”

MOREY AMSTERDAM: I wrote her a routine where she'd play a
dumb dame, kind of a Gracie Allen. She would say, “My father owned a grape-
fruit farm in California.”

I would say, “I can understand why.”

The toughest part was getting a studio audience from eleven to twelve at
night. I went down to the Greyhound Bus Company. They had all these tours of
New York, and I said, “As you go around in the nighttime, ask the people in the
buses if they would like to see a television show.” Well, television was so new at
that time, they all wanted to see it. That’s where we got our studio audience.

MILTON DELUGG: Jerry left the show after a year or so because he
wanted to be on by himself like Jack Benny. They tried Jack Leonard after Jerry.
That didn’t last. Then we did a show called “Seven at Eleven,” me, Buddy
Hackett, George DeWitt, but that didn’t work either. Finally, they picked Steve
Allen, and he did make it, and they called that version of it “The Tonight Show.”

+ 1
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MAX WILK: My agent said I would have to go to the Coast, but I didn’t
want to. The kind of television they did in California was where they gave you
a shot of a fireplace, and a man sitting beside it, turning the pages of a book and
saying, “I will tell you a wonderful story,” and they dramatized something in the
public domain. It was shit.

In New York you were writing a play or a book. You can be on Bleecker
Street doing anything you want, and nobody can say boo because, they say,
“He’s got talent. It’s gonna happen.” Or he says, “I'm gonna make it” You
could struggle in New York.

Yeah, you did crap in New York, “Martin Kane, Private Eye,” “Rocky King,
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Inside Detective”” Look at the DuMont list. It’s hilarious. Cheap writing has al-
ways been with us, but in New York if you wanted to write a little better than
cheap writing you still had room to do it. That was the difference.

MARIAN SELDES: In a way I can understand it, but when television
became this money-making machine, it lost people like my father. I don’t think
he ever was a company man. He couldn’t toady to anybody or manipulate peo-
ple. He had imagination, enthusiasm, and a willingness to give talented people
a chance. He gave other people confidence. That was his gift.

He saw television as what people now regret that it isn’t. He saw it as a teach-
ing and cultural tool. He wasn't a fool. He loved Jack Benny and Fred Allen. He
knew you can’t put on stuff that doesn’t succeed. We're not talking about some-
one in the clouds. He was realistic, but not in the sense of (a) his own career and
(b) the commercial world. I think he dreaded what he knew was coming, but
he knew it had to come, but as for himself, he didn’t have it in him to compete
politically with people like Tony Miner and remain a part of it.
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“’Bout coupla monts ago business started gettin’ stinkin’. We was losin’
money, but fast. I gotta do somethin’ to goose da place up. Now I'm a sport lover,
see. So I figure maybe dese guys is goin’ to hockey games or fights, an’ I say, why
not bring hockey or fights here, so guys can see sports and drink atta same time. So
I buy dese gadgets. Slump in business stopped.”

—Chicago saloonkeeper Al Schlossberg as quoted in Time, 1947

Sometime after V] Day Americans were treated to the odd sight of their
rooftops sprouting metal antlers. This phenomenon was not the bizarre result of
radiation clouds wafting over the country. Such germination was usually pre-
ceded by the appearance of an RCA service truck on the block. The driver
generally received the same hearty welcome that the local hero got upon his
safe return from overseas. Television had finally arrived, and life in the
home, around the country and around the world was about to be changed
forever.

Modern sets had actually been on sale since 1939 when DuMont and RCA
marketed their first all-electronic receivers. However, at prices ranging from
$199.50 to $625 there were few takers, especially given the inferior program-
ming available. Five months after they first put the sets on the market, RCA had
sold only four hundred of them. Even when the company lowered their top
price to $395, there was litte interest. Had researchers, however, been paying
attention to those pioneer families, they would have observed some surprising
behavioral patterns that would be played out many thousand times over in the
years to come.

The select few almost overnight altered their eating and sleeping schedules to
accommodate viewing hours. Evening hours previously reserved for family
conversation were now devoted to the set, which required two senses instead of
radio’s one. It also demanded quiet attention—except when conversation con-
cerned what was on the screen.
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The doorbell got a lot of exercise, and chairs had to be set up theater-style
in the living room to accommodate neighbors who suddenly found reasons to
drop by in the evening. The author’s grandfather was a New York television
dealer and had a set installed in his home just before the war. “We were the first
ones in the area to have it. Everybody came to look at it. Even if all they saw
was a test pattern with no sound, they would sit there and watch,’ recalls his
daughter.

“During the war they had lectures on for the air-raid wardens, and once a
week my folks invited the air-raid wardens to come into the house. They used
to sit there and smoke and put their cigarettes out on the floor. They thought
they were in a movie theater. My mother was hysterical.”

Although relatively few sets were sold before the war, a Gallup poll taken in
1939 indicated that some four million Americans said they would buy a televi-
sion if it was available to them. After the war, that number was reached with
surprising swiftness. In 1946, the first RCA 630TS sets, the Model T of televi-
sion, began rolling off the assembly lines to be sold mostly to bars in New York,
Chicago, Los Angeles, and the four other cities that had TV stations. By the end
of the year, ten thousand sets had been sold at $385 apiece. Within a year
250,000 sets made by dozens of manufacturers were sold nationwide. By 1950,
over seven million sets were in circulation.

For RCA, David Sarnoff’s theories of being first with the most paid off
handsomely. Four-fifths of the sets sold the first year of mass production were
manufactured by RCA. The company’s number-two man was a marketing ex-
pert named Frank Folsom. Folsom instituted a policy offering a service contract
with every set sold. To back it up, RCA hired and trained two thousand tech-
nicians to install and repair television sets, which not only kept the sets running
but was also a remarkable public relations ploy for RCA, which had not been
known for its service before then.

At the same time, RCA engaged in virtual warfare with its dealers, who were
purple with rage over the company’s allotment policy. When demand for the
new sets far outstripped supply, RCA not only rationed its TVs carefully, but
also forced a dealer to buy the company’s less popular products if it had any
hope of getting the 630. The situation lasted about a year before the seesaw
tipped the other way. As more and more companies entered the market and set
production increased some 500 percent over the previous year, RCA’s market
share dropped. Now the company was forced to fight for shelf space and regain
the loyalty of dealers with long memories.

Nobody benefited more than the consumer. On New York City’s Cortlandt
Street, which in earlier years was known as “Radio Row,” a customer could
wander from one TV store to another, pitting the shopkeepers against each
other until he left the last store with a TV at a price not far above wholesale. He
was now a bona fide postwar neighborhood hero, only the metal was on his
roof, not on his chest.
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IRVING NEEDLE: I'm an old record man. I used to be with Colum-
bia Records, Mercury, Decca, MGM Records. We all moved around. After the
war, I went to Bruno New York, the distributor for RCA. I was the wholesaler.
Back then, everybody got their televisions from Cortlandt Street. There were
dozens of stores there. Leonard Radio, Vim, Davega. Hines and Bollet. I dealt
with all those guys.

BOB ELLIOTT: Sam Alessi and I opened our own store in 1940. Before
that I worked in a lot of places on Cortlandt Street starting in 1928.

JERRY FISHMAN: | worked for Elliott and Alessi and for Sam
Coyne. There were maybe fifty stores. People came from all over to get the best
deals, no matter what it was. If it was for a goddamned nickel battery, he was
lookin’ to pay four cents.

Most of the people who operated on Cortlandt Street were mom and pop
shopkeepers without much capital. If that store cost a hundred dollars a day, no
matter what, that hundred dollars had to come in. The most important thing
was to make the nut. If you had to take a five-dollar bill or a ten-dollar bill for
something, you did it. That hundred dollars had to come. That was the way the
whole street operated.

The good table model TVs went for about $375 retail. That set cost roughly
$175. On Cortlandt Street, you could buy it for $250, but the best price de-
pended on how bad the day was. If it was a slow day, you could buy it for prac-
tically nothing.

The door was always open, no matter how cold it was, because people liked
to walk into an open doorway. And no matter how cold it was outside, you had
to stand outside along the window, and when somebody approached you had to
start talking to him and entice him into the store and try to sell him something.

BOB ELLIOTT: The salesmen had a lousy habit. If they thought a cus-
tomer was chiseling them, when he was walking out of the store, they used to
spit on the back of his jacket, so if he went in the next store he would be
marked. That was called “marking the noodge.”

JERRY FISHMAN: Or throw snot on him. I heard of that. I never
did it.

IRVING NEEDLE: Those customers were called “the toothpick bri-
gade.” Lunchtime, a guy would come in, just ate, toothpick in the mouth, used
to walk around the stores. Nobody ever waited on ’im. They knew right away
he was not a buyer. He was a looker.

BOB ELLIOTT: The pipe brigade! Anybody come in the store with a
pipe, you lost im like they had cancer. They were just killing time on their
lunch hour.
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The dealers were also shrewd. We had another phrase, “shtup the seller.” To
get back at the people that used to chisel them they fix the radios so they would
only get half the stations. They wanted the customer to come back and ex-
change it. Then you hit ’em on the head and got a nice price for another set.

We weren'’t selling television until 1945. That projection set they had before
then, that was crap. The picture stunk. Philco had one too. It really started up
right after the war when RCA came out with a seven-inch set and a ten-inch.
DuMont came out with a twelve-inch set. We sold that when we moved to
Newark. Philco had a ten-inch. The RCA 630 was one of the best sets they
ever made. Then after a while they built a set that you had to have a fire insur-
ance policy.

JACK SIEGRIST: DuMont made the best sets. I worked in their mar-
keting division. I also worked for Admiral, Motorola, and Philco. For one thing,
the DuMont cabinets were superb, and everything that we put in that chassis
was absolutely top grade. We could only spend so much for the material, but
when in doubt we always put in the good stuff and raised the price. On the line,
if a little decal or a frame was out of alignment by a whisker, the line would stop
and they would call me and ask if I would accept it. “No, fix it At Philco I
bent a little.

I remember something interesting about the manufacturing at Philco. We
had girls for about an eighth of a mile assembling sets. One time, there were de-
fects, and they traced it back to one woman. In winding coils, the women
weren’t allowed to do it when they were menstruating because we found that
some acid would exude from their fingertips, and it would ruin the transform-
ers. You can imagine the foreman on the line trying to keep track of who was
menstruating. The routine was to ask her to see the nurse. There was one story
about a woman who went to see the nurse, and the nurse asked her, “Are you
menstruating?”

She said, “No, I'm winding coils on the fourth floor.”

JERRY FISHMAN: The RCA 630 chassis was the biggest selling set

of its day. Admiral, Philco, Motorola, and Crosley, used the same circuit. They

just put it in different cabinets, but if you were to ask ten people to make their

pick, nine of them would pick RCA. But if a dealer wanted a hot RCA prod-

uct, he had to buy the rest of their line. You couldn’t say, “I won't take this.”
They’d say, “Nope, you gotta take the rest of the crap too.”

BOB ELLIOTT: You had to buy those 45 r.p.m. record players from
them. They wouldn’t move, so you threw ’em down the basement. RCA
dumped ’em on everybody. It was the same with Admiral. “If you want to buy
the TV, you have to buy our white goods [kitchen appliances] too.” They had
you by the nuts.
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IRVING NEEDLE: The service contracts were our salvation. They
were a bonanza for us because we didn’t get returns on the sets. The less prob-
lem you had the better the reputation.

We trained the serviceman. They had only two chassis to work on, so it
wasn't too difficult. Sets were sold in the beginning with one hundred percent
service contracts. The retail salesman made a commission on the service con-
tract. Sometimes nothing happened to the set. Then it was all profit, but you
scared the hell out of the consumer. You said, “Look, if it doesn’t work, who
are you gonna go to? | wouldn’t give it to an Admiral serviceman. He doesn’t
know the set. I wouldn’t give it to a DuMont serviceman,” which wasn’t true
because they both had the same RCA chassis. Look, [ can't say it, but I'll say it,
most dealers they’re crooks. They're tryin’ to make whatever they can.

JACK SIEGRIST: In those days, if you had a television you were the
big entertainer on the block. Those poles on the roofs were quite a status sym-
bol. Some people put them up even though they didn’t have television, just to
achieve the status.

TED BERGMANN: | was a salesman for the DuMont network. We
found that the largest concentration of television receivers was on the Lower
East Side. The Italians liked the idea of an appliance that brought the family
closer together. They were the first ethnic group to embrace television.

The biggest occupational group buying television was cab drivers. They
would get home after driving a cab around, and all they wanted to do was put
up their feet and stay home, so they bought television sets even though there
wasn’t much to look at.

LEONARD FAUPEL: The taverns were the first to get TV. That was
a major thing because the people couldn’t afford it at home. I worked for
Ballantine Beer. After the war, the taverns were really having a hard time be-
cause people thought in terms of building up the home, not hanging out at tav-
erns. The taverns were very much interested in a vehicle that would get people
into their places again. Television was ideal.

OTIS FREEMAN: Ifa TV set went out in the bar, the people would
Jjust go across the street to the next bar, and the bar would lose its customers.
He'd look in the Yellow Pages and wouldn't find any TV servicemen. They
didn’t have any, so he would call the station. If [ was there, sometimes | would
hop in a cab and run up and fix his TV set. Usually, I would just have to turn
a knob. They didn’t know how to do it or they were afraid of them.

JAMES MCMANUS: This bar has been here [at the corner of Nine-
teenth Street and Sixth Avenue in New York City] since 1937. After the war,
people were going to bars that had TVs, so | wanted to get one. My father
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didn’t. He figured at a bar people talk. They meet somebody, and the next time
they come in they look to see if he’s here, and he says, “Have a drink with me.’
With television, people drink while they’re watchin’. The conversation is dead.

He may have been right, but I thought it would be good for business, so
early one afternoon I went to an appliance store and bought a TV without my
father’s knowledge. I bought it with the condition that it be installed and playin’
the right way before my father came in, which was about six o’clock at night.
They got the TV in, but it wasn’t workin’ too good, so they got hold of the two
RCA servicemen. They said we should try to get permission to run an antenna
from the high-rise next door.

As we were doing this, there was a man in the men’s room cleanin’ Cosmo-
line off his hands in the sink. I gave him a can of Ajax and a rag, and said
[sternly], “When you finish cleanin’ your hands, clean the sink, and when
you’re finished, I want to check it to make sure it’s properly cleaned.”

He came out, and it was clean. Anyway, then I went next door to ask permis-
sion to put an antenna up, and the doorman tells me to go see his boss, Mr.
Riley. He sends me to this guy who has his back to me. I tap him on the shoul-
der and say, “Pardon me, I'm from next door.”

He said, “Oh, hello, Jimmy, how are ya?” This was the man in the men’
room. I figured he would just say no. I explained what I wanted to do, and he
said sure, so the RCA man went up, and he strung the wire, and the TV was
fine. My father came in and looked at the TV and said, “QOh, that’s nice.”

There I was breaking my chops.

It brought in business, and Pop didn’t object. He liked to watch Lawrence
Welk on Sunday night. You better not drop a pin on the floor. You had to be
quiet so he could enjoy the music.

MEL GOLDBERG: I was head of research at DuMont. We found that
television grew in the same way most new inventions grew. You have prime
movers. They are technological, and they buy a set. People all around them
come to look at it, and then they buy one. You had that all over. Mostly, youn-
ger people bought it first.

WILLARD LEVITAS: After the war, the thing to do in Newark was
to go downtown to L. Bamburger and R. H. Macy to see all the new things that
were coming out. In the radio department was a roped-off area where they had
a TV set, and all these people were standing around watching this little football
game and you could see it so clearly.

My brother was a dentist. We would go to the fights together, and we heard
about them being on TV, but you couldn’t get a set. They were that much in
demand. One of his patients was a salesman from the local radio-TV appliance
place. While this guy’s mouth was open, my brother said to him, “How about
getting me a set?”
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You know, it was “yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah.” Finally, he got a call one day, “but
you better come down and get it quickly,” so we drove down, paid him $475
and loaded it in the car.

RCA had to install it. We didn’t know how to do it. They plugged it in and
put the antenna on the roof and aimed it at the Empire State Building. There
was a test pattern on all day long, and he would tune it in to the test pattern.
For forty-five dollars a year, you got a service guarantee. You needed it. The sets
had vacuum tubes and they blew.

HARRY DUBIN: Of course when I got my TV, I was the fair-haired
boy on the block. When there was a big fight, everybody called, “Can I come
up for a few minutes?”

WILLARD LEVITAS: You would see the RCA truck parked on the
street and everyone would say, “They’ve got a TV Then, when Berle came on,
the streets would literally be deserted. There would be a crowd in front of every
store that had a TV in the window. Every house with a TV, there would be a
crowd. You didn't invite, but you couldn’t say no. They would all come in and
sit around and watch the pictures and eat.

HARRY DUBIN: My living room was jammed. I lined up seats like a
theater, maybe thirty of them, and everybody was glued to this little picture. It
was more the phenomenon of a telecast, because the picture wasn't all that great.

WILLARD LEVITAS: The first show we saw was from one of the
tire companies, “How to Make a Tire,” with Brandon DeWilde’s father as the
narrator. We were very excited to see that.

E. LAWRENCE DECKINGER: Soon after the war, I did a survey
of TV owners for a television research conference at Ohio State. So many of
them told me it was the greatest thing that ever happened to them, to have this
miracle in their living room. Nowadays people take it for granted, but back then
people sat there in awe. Many of them were already constructing their lives
around the daytime and evening programs. I realized it was going to change the
lives of Americans.

RON DUBIN: It was such a novelty. People were always commenting on
what was said and what they saw. There was as much conversation coming from
outside the set as there was coming from the set. Nowadays, people are rather
passive when they watch TV. Then, it was a much more active involvement.

HARRY DUBIN: To give you an idea of how few sets there were right
after the war, we watched “Cash & Carry” with Dennis James. He had a barrel,
and the TV audience could guess what was underneath it from these clues he
gave you. Like he would say, “I'll throw you a line,” and it was a fishing pole. The
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moment I had an idea, I rushed right over to the phone and called and you'd get
them directly. The phone was never busy, and I'd make a big five dollars. [ won
almost every other week. After I kept guessing this thing, Dennis James called me
up and invited me down to the studio and introduced me on the air.

JERRY FISHMAN: For a while, there weren’t enough sets to go
around. All you had to do was have it. There were enough customers for every-
body. Then, by 1947, the dealers had all the sets they wanted because there were
so many companies on the market. It was up to you to try to sell what you were
overloaded in or what you got a better deal on.

JACK SIEGRIST: Home Demo. Our retailers would offer to come out
and put a set of your choice in your home. Then they would come around to
pick it up on Tuesday nights when Uncle Miltie was on, and the kids would
hang on to the legs of the delivery man and everything, “No, no, no.” So the
old man would buy it. That was a great way of selling sets.

We would also work night and day before the big football games or during
the World Series, and we would advertise specials where we would have it in
your home almost like Domino Pizza in thirty minutes.

IRVING NEEDLE: Once the others started making enough sets, RCA
had to kiss the dealer’s ass instead of their kissing ours.

JERRY FISHMAN: There were some sets [ would make more money
on than RCA. Admiral might be an extra five dollars or they might have a pro-
motion, like a trip to Vegas if you sold enough sets. Some company was always
running a gimmick. If Admiral was offering us a trip, [ tried to sell that set. If
Philco was, [ tried to sell theirs.

IRVING NEEDLE: Before you got a trip, you bought merchandise
against the trip. Philco used to have a meeting on a boat going across the ocean.
They'd get all the dealers on the boat, take their orders, and then tell the radio-
man, “No messages going back to the office,” because otherwise every dealer
would go up there and cancel his order.

JACK SIEGRIST: Wed take dealers on free trips. Some of them would
want us to pimp for them. I remember telling my boss, “This son of a bitch
wants me to get him a girl. I'm not gonna do it,” so he said he would take care

of it. What he did I don’t know.

IRVING NEEDLE: There was a story about GE. Hotpoint had a
meeting in New York. There was plenty of stuff [prostitutes] floating around.
They made the mistake of transporting them to Jersey, and all these executives
got fired. They got caught. All the dealers that were there fortunately got off,
but that was really a fiasco.
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The dealer would say, “Hey, what do you have up here besides food?” You
take him over to your sales manager and let him take care of it. It was all paid
for. Most guys didn’t want to get laid. They wanted a blow job. They never got
it at home. It was a new experience for them.

I once walked into a room without knocking, and there is this guy sitting on
the couch with his pants down around his knees with some broad giving him
a blow job. He said, “Hey, you're next.” Everybody did it.
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BOB ELLIOTT: My partner got a little too smart, so we had a terrible
argument, and he wanted out. He took Cortlandt Street and I took Newark.
He was only in business a very short while. He forgot my value to the store. I
went out of business in 1955. Newark had been one of the finest shopping
places in the country, but it died. It not only died, it dropped dead.

JERRY FISHMAN: I left in the fifties. It was starting to be thrown
down for the World Trade Center. Leonard’s Vim, Hines and Bollet. They
don’t exist anymore. The street doesn’t even exist.

BOB ELLIOTT: They all went bankrupt. Nobody cared for the future.
They all wanted to grab it right away. I'll tell ya, if you wanna curse anybody,
let 'im go into the appliance and TV business. The customer cuts you down to
the bone, but like a schmo we didn’t want to lose the business. Instead of like
a shoe store. Did you ever go to a shoe store and tell him you don’t wanna pay
the tax? You ever tell him you want shoelaces for nothin’? You ever tell him you
want polish for nothin’? He'd tell ya to get lost. Shoes are at least a forty-percent
markup. You know what my fondest wish was? To have a shoe store.

Any schmuck can open up a TV store, and most of them are underfinanced,
so they gotta find dollars, and the manufacturer doesn’t give a shit. You think
you can tell these appliance guys to hold a price? We were friendly, but we'd cut
each other’s throat. Friends my eye. Business is business. Like you say, “Friends
to the end.”

“Lend me ten dollars.”

“This is the end.”
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There isn’t a better symbol of televised sports in their postwar infancy than Gor-
geous George, the caped grappler with the peroxide do, of whom Red Smith
once wrote unenthusiastically, “Groucho Marx is prettier than he, Sonny Tufts
a more gifted actor, Connie Mack a better rassler, Happy Chandler funnier, and
the Princeton Triangle Club has far superior female impersonators.”

Maybe so, but George and his hairpins sold more television sets than Milton
Berle ever did. The reason was simple: before the network technology was a re-
ality, television stations had to fend for themselves in terms of finding program-
ming that would get people to buy sets. The best shows were those which were
cheap, occupied a big chunk of the schedule and appealed to the crowds in bars,
(“videots” to Smith) where most television sets were located since they were still
too expensive for the home. What went better with beer nuts than wrestling?

Actually, boxing had traditionally rung the opening bell for the mass media.
In 1894, Jim Corbett kayoed Pet Courtenay in front of Thomas Edison’s first
movie cameras. Radio’s first nationwide hookup featured the 1921 Dempsey-
Carpentier match. In 1946, fight fans filled theaters in Washington, Schenec-
tady, New York, and Philadelphia to watch Joe Louis defend his title against
Billy Conn, and then again in 1947 against Jersey Joe Walcott.

Boxing would continue to be a popular attraction for television, but wrestling
seemed to have a special appeal for programmers, maybe because women
seemed to enjoy it as much as men did, and the fact that—kids, if you are read-
ing this, please skip ahead to the next paragraph—the bouts could be controlled,
which meant that the shows would not play havoc with the evening schedule.

Sports had been a staple for television programming since Hollis Baird first
climbed up to his roof and aimed his camera across the street into Fenway Park.
In 1939, when NBC broadcast its first baseball games, cameras were allowed
into the park, but not with open arms. Surrendering even a few seats to an up-
start, freeloading, television operation was still a losing proposition to a team
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owner. That changed dramatically in 1946 when television regained its com-
mercial status. Now, sponsors were opening their checkbooks in exchange for
TV rights, and most teams were only too willing to accommodate the equip~-
ment in return.

However, while the cash was welcome, some worried that it was a Faustian
bargain. A fan no longer had to buy a ticket to see a match. He could see it in
his living room for free. What would happen if the rights’ fees failed to cover
the decline in gate receipts? Boxing was one case where those fears were Jjusti-
fied. For years, the sport was fed by a wellspring of small clubs around the coun-
try. After the war, boxing shows from the clubs were on the schedule almost
every night of the week. Attendance soon dwindled below the break-even
mark. One by one the clubs shut their doors forever, and the sport hasn’t been
the same since. Certainly, baby-booming and Messrs. Berle and Caesar also
played a role in the clubs’ demise, but there is no question that overexposure
decimated the sport.

On the other hand, television transformed professional football teams from
mom and pop operations into multi-million-dollar corporations. In the last de-
cade, the combination of television and clever marketing has shot professional
basketball into stratospheric popularity. Nor is television any longer a mere ob-
server. In the late October chill, World Series games are played at night for
prime-time audiences. The Super Bowl is delayed three hours to accommodate
all the advertisers on the pregame show, and children grow up worshipping
peroxide-coiffed wrestlers whose continued employment hinges on their ability
to grunt and groan on cue. Plus ¢a change . . .

HARRY COYLE: Sports put TV over the barrel. DuMont had three
nights of wrestling and two nights of boxing a week. We were almost the ESPN
of that day. In 1947, we did every Yankees game. That year I directed the first
World Series on TV. It helped put television over the hump, that, the Army-
Navy game and the Louis-Walcott fight even though it only went to seven
stations.

JACK JACOBSON: In 1948, I was hired as a cameraman at WGN in
Chicago four days before the station went on the air. There was still no coaxial
cable, so we relied on local programming. Sports, film, and kids’ shows were the
tripod the station was built on. Wrigley didn’t charge rights fees, so with the
Cubs we could cheaply fill three or four hours in the afternoon when we had
nothing else.

Even when the cable came in from New York, sports were great counter-
programming. We must have done twenty remotes a week between boxing,
wrestling, the Cubs and the White Sox, soccer, the Zephyrs, the Bears, high
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school sports. Wherever there was an event in Chicago, we covered it. We even
did a six-day bike race.

BOB BENDICK: Sports has the greatest spontaneous quality and the
most thrilling climaxes of any progranuning, much more so than dramatic
shows or movies where the endings are often known. Nothing shows off tele-
vision’s ability to bring live action into the living room better than sports. That’s
why CBS did so much sports after the war. Also, sports were easy to pick up.
There were no rehearsals, and we knew that TV was mostly in bars, where you
had a male-oriented audience.

JACK JACOBSON: Most of the sponsors were male-oriented: beer,
cigarettes, automobiles. Also, all our sponsorship was all local. Every car shop in
Chicago was on television.

LEONARD FAUPEL: Of course, sports and the beer crowd are the
most natural combination in the world. When Ballantine bought the rights to
the Yankees the tavern business was the prime reason for our going into it. We
made signs to put in the windows, WATCH THE GAMES HERE.

TOM VILLANTE: | was with BBD&O when the Brooklyn Dodgers’
TV and radio rights were owned exclusively by our client, Schaefer Beer. In
1952, they sold half of that to another client of ours, the American Tobacco
Company, which made Lucky Strike cigarettes.

In those days, the ad agencies played a very important role in the sports pic-
ture. They negotiated the rights, produced the broadcast and telecast, hired the
talent, selected the flagship TV and radio station, developed the regional net-
work, took care of the billing. In our case, 1 ended up doing all these things for
the Dodgers.

Walter O’Malley was a very shrewd marketer. He knew that television would
be a tremendous selling tool for baseball, and that someday it would generate
huge revenues, but he and Branch Rickey wanted to protect the gate. To them,
the gate was the single most important revenue source. Back in the early days
of radio, they thought that broadcasting home games on radio would hurt the
gate. They found out it didn’t. Then they felt for sure that televising the home
games would hurt the gate. That was the bugaboo, and it’s still prevalent today.
They felt the ideal way to go was to black out the home games and do the road
games, which would not hurt the gate, while the road games would serve as a
terrific promotional tool for the next home stand.

JACK JACOBSON: Wrigley always felt that the more exposure baseball
got the better it was. Bill Veeck, who owned the White Sox, was a pussycat, but
he felt that televising some of the home games could hurt attendance. They
would let us televise a limited number of games, fifty percent of two-thirds,
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while the Cubs let us televise all of them. There is no question in my mind that
the initial television exposure helped make the Cubs what they are in Chicago
today. Kids grew up in Chicago knowing the Cubs were on television. If you
were walking down the street and you walked by a bar or a window of some-
place selling television, they always had a ball game on and it was the Cubs.

TOM VILLANTE: Rights were determined by sitting down with the
owner, and he would say, “You're gonna cost me X number of seats,” and you
multiply that X number of times and you arrive at a rights number. It wasn’t an
add-on, it was a replacement.

The rights we paid to O’Malley were peanuts. Our first year we may have
paid $200,000 for television and radio. Our last year, in 1957, we paid $600,000
for 125 TV games and all the radio games and the regional network. It was a
tremendous buy.

BOB BENDICK: In the beginning, we were still small change. CBS
would beg the Dodgers to allow us to put a camera behind first base. “But that
will take three seats out of operation.”

HARRY COYLE: There was no sense in complaining, because TV
didn’t generate any money. Yankee Stadium, they were the worst bastards. The
first year, we didn’t have a control room. We had to work out of a cage with a
canvas over our head. We complained and complained, so they gave us space on
the third deck between an elevator shaft and a men’s room. Now, in double-
headers, everybody lined up to go to the john. Some of ’em couldn’t wait, and
we noticed streams of water—not really water—coming under the door.

HEINO RIPP: After being in the studio, I wanted a taste of the field. One
rainy day we went to Madison Square Garden. We had to crawl up these filthy
holes to set up the cables. When it was over and we took them down, everything
was wet. Dogs had crapped all over the cable, and I was filthy. Boxing crowds
were cuckoo to begin with, and I just said, “I'm going back to the studio.”

ALVIN “BUD” COLE: I was on the remote crew, and in the begin-
ning when there were still only a few sets in New York, married guys would go
to the fights with their girlfriends, and sometimes the wives would watch TV
at their friends’ and see their husbands. The husbands would call and threaten
us. We had to announce that you are in a public place and you might be seen.

SAM LAINE: I was working at CBS radio in 1946 when Dennis James
came by to do a commercial. He mentioned that he was gonna be doing his first
fight that evening for DuMont. We started talking about fights, at which I had
a background, and he asked me to come with him. I picked up a pair of binoc-
ulars and we went out to Ebbets Field. The ring was over the pitcher’s mound,
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and we had to work from the upper grandstands, a considerable distance away.
They had one camera, which was in back of us, and one lens, the Cyclops. We
had no monitor, so we had no idea what was being shown, except that at the
end of each round, I waved to one corner or the other so the camera would pan
to that corner.

DENNIS JAMES: I had never seen wrestling, so before I covered my
first bouts, I bought Frank Gotch’s wrestling book and during the match if T saw
a hold, I would look it up and then say, “That’s a hammerlock!”

SAM LAINE: Dennis built up the TV audience through wrestling. We
even got letters complaining that Milton Berle was in conflict with our matches.

DENNIS JAMES: This is how I did it. I figured if I tried to tell these
guys in the bars what a step-over toehold was, they would resent me and say,
“Who the hell is he?” So I would tell it to “Mother.” And if Mother was watch-
ing, she would say, “John, is that a hammerlock?” And John would say, “Of
course,” and I would make him a hero. Also, in those days, there was only one
set in the home, so I had to interest Mother in sports or that house was in trou-
ble and the guy could never watch. It worked, because wrestling really became
a ladies’ sport.

HARRY MARKSON: When I ran the Garden’s boxing department,
we had the Friday Night Fights. Television revolutionized boxing because it in-
troduced the sport into thousands of homes where it had been completely un-
known. If there was a controversial decision I would be swamped with mail
calling me every kind of name you can think of. Many of these complaints
come from women.

NOEL JORDAN: We had a problem with wrestling when we went net-
work, because then we had to get on and off the air on time. I mentioned this
to the promotor, and he said, “Don’t worry. Tell me when you want the
matches to end, and we’ll end them.”

ED STASHEFF: I produced a special on an eclipse for WPIX in New
York with a special camera on the roof of the Daily News building. Then some-
body discovered that that same night they had a contract to cover wrestling at
St. Nicholas Arena. What to do? The sales manager and I went out to the arena,
and the owner said, “You have to be on the air those whole two hours?”

“No, we need about two minutes when the eclipse starts, two minutes when
the sun is completely obliterated, then two minutes at the end.”

“You can tell just when that’s gonna be?”

“Oh, we can give it to you in the split second.”

“You write those times out for me, and I'll guarantee ya, every time you
need the cameras, a bout will end.”
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He was as good as his word. We had an assistant director at ringside cue the
referee, and the good guy pinned the bad guy right on time.

SAM MUNCHNICK: I started promoting fights in St. Louis in 1932.
I had Jimmy Londos, Ed “Strangler” Lewis, Joe Stecher, and Lou Thesz. Some
of those matches used to last two or three hours. I saw Lewis wrestle Stecher at
the St. Louis Coliseum. The first fall was two hours and seventeen minutes.

LOU THESZ: It was very dull unless you were a wrestling student. You
couldn’t do that on television.

SAM MUNCHNICK: After TV came in there was a lot of showman-
ship, because that’s what the people wanted. They also had to have time limits.

LLOU THESZ: I started wrestling in ’36. I'm from the old school. Right
after World War II, the Gorgeous George thing came in. A lot of the serious as-
pects of wrestling were watered down to the point where they’re doing things
my grandmother can do, but they said, “This is what is making money.”

SAM MUNCHNICK: I didn’t mind Gorgeous George because he
could wrestle. His real name was George Wagner, but when he wrestled as
George Wagner he wasn't a drawing card. Then he came up with Gorgeous
George, and television made him a star.

LOU THESZ: He got a lot of what we call in the business “heat,” a big
response from the women. After that, a lot of guys took it upon themselves to
come up with some kind of gimmick, like Farmer Jones, who would enter the
ring with his pig. I wouldn’t wrestle on the same card with girl wrestlers or
midgets or when some idiot brought in a bear, because then you are guilty by
association, although I did train a kid who wrestled a bear in Tennessee and
kicked the hell out of that bear. He was booked with that bear about a week
later. The bear saw that kid coming into the ring, and it left. The bear remem-
bered him.

DENNIS JAMES: When I went to my first wrestling match, I said, “I
can’t play this straight.” Yet, I had to find some happy medium so that the wres-
tlers wouldn’t hate my guts, so I added sound effects. If a guy was twisting an-
other guy’s leg, I had a crackle bone that I would twist. If he pulled on his
trunks, I would tear a window shade. I got hold of a slide whistle when they
went up and down. I did one whole wrestling match in rhyme: “They’re out of
the ring, but now they’re back, and when they do, two heads will crack.”

SAM LAINE: There were a few wrestlers who struck up a friendship
with Dennis, but most of them felt he was ridiculing them. Still, a lot of them
realized that because of the publicity he was making them money.
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There were the Garibaldis, who were a family of wrestlers. Gino Garibaldi
was 240 pounds of solid rock. He was from the old school who stayed with
wrestling when it became show business. He resented Dennis very much until
one night when Gino’s son was taken to the hospital with the possibility of po-
lio. Dennis went on the air to ask the public to say a prayer for the boy. From
that point on, he could do no wrong as far as Gino was concerned.

BOB DOYLE: I used to do wrestling all over New York. Oh, I hated it,
wrestling and the Roller Derby. In Roller Derby nobody cared who won. It
was just the action, but nobody had ever ever seen anything like Roller Derby
before.

KEN NYDELL: Leo Seltzer owned the Roller Derby. He hired me to
do the announcing. In the summer of "49, he and I went to New York to get
Roller Derby started on TV. CBS agreed to broadcast it from the armory on
Twenty-fourth Street. The armory was nearly empty the first night. The cam-
eramen had no idea how to follow it. It was really funny. I would say, “There
goes Tuffy Bruzhoon over the rail, ladies and gentlemen. The cameramen don’t
have it for you, but don’t blame them, because the action is so terrific you’'ll
have to be here in person to see it. Call Judson 6-4646 for reservations.”

The phone started ringing twenty minutes after we were on. The game
ended at eleven. At three o’clock in the morning we were sold out. We were
there for seventeen days, and we sold out every night.

RUSS MASSRO: I started skating with them right when TV started. It
was utterly fantastic. Girls would literally corner me and try to tear my clothes
off me. We booked the Garden for our playoffs and we had the largest crowd
ever in there for the month of May. I think we had 21,000 people.

MEL ALLEN: In 1937, CBS offered me a job as a staff announcer, but
they said they would appreciate it if I thought of some other last name. My
name was Israel. They said, “Not that there’s anything wrong with the name,
but it’s a little too all-inclusive. It includes all the tribes.”

My parents were against it, but I didn’t think I was gonna be with CBS for
long, I was going to be a lawyer, so I thought of a name to take, and I used Al-
len, which was my father’s middle name. I ended up staying. I did quiz shows
and soap operas. If there was a second sports event, they would assign me to
that. When I came out of the Army in 1946, I asked CBS for permission to do
free-lancing. I did the Notre Dame games at DuMont, but primarily I worked
at NBC, and I eventually became their top sports announcer.

The first baseball games we did on television were simulcasts. You had to ad-
just by taking a little off your radio report so you wouldn’t be overtalking for
television, the idea being that the people can see what is going on, and you're
describing what they’re already seeing.
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JACK BRICKHOUSE: In those days, of the 10,000 sets in Cook
County, probably 9,500 of them were in bars. In the beginning, we took the
position, “Let the picture do the work. Don't talk too much.” However, be-
cause of the noise level in the bars, they weren’t getting much information from
the audio part of the television. They turned on the radio—to watch the picture
and listen to the radio broadcast, so we started to talk more.

Then as sets started to go into the homes, we got mail saying, “Don’t talk so
much,” so we reduced it. We also had to learn to watch the monitor. There’s no
substitute for the human eye, but if you describe too many things that don’t ap-
pear in the picture, you’'ll antagonize your audience.

MEL ALLEN: I used to check in with other announcers. “What would
you rather do, radio or TV?”

“Oh, hell, I'd rather do radio.” The reason being that when you're doing ra-
dio, your eyes are moving all the time. A lot of people think nothing is going
on in baseball between pitches when everything in the world is going on. A
shortstop after a pitch adjusts his position to the count. A smart infielder won’t
give his position away. He’ll walk around to the edge of the grass and with his
back to the plate, maybe take a blade of grass and chew on it. Then he gets set
for the next pitch, but this time he might be two steps to his left. You bring
something like that to your description in radio, but you can’t do that in TV, If
the camera is on one part of the field, and you see somebody jumping up in the
dugout waving a fielder over, by the time you get word to the director and have
the cameraman point the camera to that spot, it’s all over.

You were constantly distracted. You'd be in the middle of a description, and
you'd suddenly hear the director say, “After this pitch, we’re gonna take a shot
of some cheesecake up in the left-field stands.”

TOM VILLANTE: Red Barber recognized early on that unlike radio,
TV was under the director’s control, so what he did was build two miniature
replicas of the ballpark, with little lights at the various positions on the field.
One of these was in the broadcasting booth and the other in the director’s
booth, so if he wanted a shot of the bullpen, he would flick a little switch and
a light would go on in the bullpen in the director’s room, and he knew that Red
wanted a shot of the bullpen. That way Red got back some of the control of the
picture and the flow of the game.

HARRY COYLE: Put yourself in the stands. Where are the best seats in
the house? Behind home plate, so that’s where your main camera should be.
Baseball is the toughest sport going. Football and basketball are obvious. You
know they're either gonna run or pass, and it’s obvious when they’re gonna pass.
What can happen? An interception, maybe a fumble. The majority of your ac-
tion is right there. Basketball just goes up and down.
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In baseball, you don’t know where the hell the ball is gonna go. We play per-
centages. If a right-hander is up it should go to left field or center. The ball is
travelin’ at what, ninety miles an hour? We checked it one time, a hit to third
base and the throw to first took about two and a half seconds. In that time you
might have to click twice.

JACK JACOBSON:In 1951, I directed a Little League game at Thillins
Stadium. We couldn’t get a behind-the-plate shot because it had a real low
screen. The field was so small that if you went between third base and home
plate there would be so much panning everyone would get dizzy, so I walked
around out in center field, and I saw the pitcher pitching batting practice. I took
a framer out with me and said, “Let’s try a camera here.”

That was the first center-field shot ever done. The next day we put it in at
Wrigley Field. About two or three years later, NBC started using it on their
Game of the Week, and it’s been a standard shot for baseball ever since.

NOEL JORDAN: When we first covered the Giants’ games at the Polo
Grounds for Chesterfield, Lucky Strike bought up all the billboards around the
outfield, so everytime you panned up you had ads for the opposition. The first
game that season, I got this roar through my headset. “What the hell are you
doing showing those signs? Don’t you know who our sponsor is?”

I tried to evade the signs, but there was no way you could do it when a ball
was hit to the outfield.

HARRY COYLE: It was the same thing with the Dodgers. Gillette
screamed that at Ebbets Field there was a Gems sign in right field. We couldn’t
do anything about it.

There were also a lot of discussions with Happy Chandler about what they
would not like you to show. Spitting, players grabbing their crotches, or making
gestures out of the dugout was a terrible thing in the early days. They didn’t want
us to look into the dugout, because they didn’t know what we would pick up.

I said, “Why worry about shooting in the dugout? At Yankee Stadium if
there are 75,000 people there, 35,000 can see in each dugout. What about
them?” In those days, there were more people in the stadium than there were
watching TV.

BOB DOYLE: After I moved to ABC in 1948, Bob Kintner made a deal
to do the Major League Game of the Week. Every week we would go to, say,
Chicago, use the local baseball crew and put [former pitching great] Dizzy
Dean’s voice on instead of the local announcer. Diz was a great guy. I thought
I knew baseball until I met him. I loved to listen to him describe what was
gonna happen next and get it right.

We used to get hundreds of letters from teachers. “You can’t say ‘slud into
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third base’ or ‘he flang the ball” ” Dizzy could speak better English than you or
me, but he knew it made him distinctive. He was self-educated and extremely
bright.

Diz didn't like to fly. We went everywhere by train. When his wife stayed at
home, she would give me his money and say, “Only pay for his dinner, and
don’t let him have a drink.”

He wasn’t a drunk, but he’d look at me and wink and say, “I won'’t, honey.”
Then he'd walk into the bar car and stand up and say, “Who wants to buy O’
Diz a drink?” And every guy in the bar would buy OI’ Diz a drink.

Dizzy did the commercials for Falstaff Beer. He always ad-libbed them. He'd
say, “Me and my wife was having our beer last night. I thought about how won-
derful Falstaff is. The taste, oh, boy, let me tell you.”

He was marvelous. He put Falstaft on the map with those commercials. The
president of Falstaff told me that Dizzy had built him three or four new
breweries.

He did something that broke me up for years afterwards. At one point, a lictle
guy about five feet three came to be the coordinator of the commercials, and we
had to go to Detroit. This time we had to fly. A limousine met us at the airport.
This guy immediately started nagging Dizzy, “You gotta read this.” He just kept
saying it. It was about a thirty-mile ride from the airport to the hotel. After
about four or five miles, Dizzy had had enough. He reached over and tapped
the driver on the shoulder, and said, “Will you stop here, Pardnuh?”

We were out there in nowhere. He grabbed this little guy, opened the door,
put him out in the street, shut the door, and said to the driver, “Move on.”

LEONARD FAUPEL: Ballantine was responsible for putting presea-
son games on TV. The Yankees never considered it until we suggested it to
them. “You mean you're gonna bring the game up from Florida?”

“Yeah, we'd love to.”

We wanted to lengthen the season, knowing that it was a tremendous selling
tool. Bringing in a baseball game in March from Florida had quite an effect on
the public.

TV also made Ballantine in the greater New York area. Of the three major
breweries in the area, Schaefer, Rheingold, and Ballantine, we were third. To be
able to tell tavern owners, “We are bringing you the Yankee baseball games for
your television and your patrons,” was a tremendous incentive to put our beer
in or to favor it. Soon, we were number one in the East.

MEL ALLEN: Toward the end of the game, the Ballantine people would
bring up a bottle and an opener and set it alongside. When the game was over
you would say, “While we recap the game for you, how about joinin’ me in a
bottle of Ballantine?”

You'd ad-lib a brief commercial, uncap the bottle, and pour the beer into a
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glass (I had to practice how to pour it to get a reasonably proper head) and take
a sip. Soon, the other beer companies started doin’ the same thing, because that
was your best commercial.

The idea of sipping a beer came to me while I was watching a Bette Davis
movie. She was constantly smoking, and during her movies, people would be
walking into the lobby to light up. It was auto-suggestion. In our case, a guy
would say, “Gee, I'll go upstairs and get a bottle of beer.”

It worked beautifully, but a couple of years later, the Women’s Christian
Temperance Movement went to Washington and caused them to stop it because
kids were watching. After that, you'd bring it up to your mouth, and they
would cut away. Then they would cut back as I was putting it back down after
I had poured out so much of it. It was too enticing the other way.

LEONARD FAUPEL: After that, you had the famous rule that you
had to show lights between the lips and the beverage. Television is a very pow-
erful medium, and the impact per person when Mel would take a sip was in-
credible, but the breweries went along with the rule because this wasn’t long
after Prohibition, and they knew they were vulnerable.

We had another innovation at Ballantine: letting the foam cascade over the
side, which gave it terrific appetite appeal.

WES KENNEY: I worked for Harry Coyle sometimes. They used to
put Alka-Seltzer in the beer to make it foam.

TOM VILLANTE: There were no taboos against cigarette smoking.
You could light up a cigarette, and there were no problems showing the an-
nouncer puffing or exhaling.

SAM LAINE: Dennis would always refer to me as “my bald-headed
friend.” He did the commercials, except one night the producer said I would
have to do it because Dennis was late. It was for Troll Hair Control. Everything
we did was ad-lib, so I got on and said, “Hey, don’t laugh. If I had used Troll
I wouldn’t look like this.”

ROGER MUIR: I did the famous push-push, click-click commercial for
Gillette when the blade wouldn’t open. This was a big introduction of this new
razor during the Friday Night Fights. Bob Stanton was Mr. Sports Commenta-
tor at NBC. He gets on the air, and push, pull, click-click, and the goddamned
thing didn’t work. He’s struggling with it, and I've got the agency people right
over my shoulder and they’re dying. It made the front page of The New York
Times. I thought we would lose the account, but it wasn’t our fault, but Gillette
got too much mileage out of it to fire us.

WES KENNEY: One night, I was sitting home watching the Melrose
Games. Nobody had ever cleared fifteen feet in the pole vault, and this was the
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big event. DuMont was covering it live. Cornelius Warmerdam just missed. He
threw his pole down and sat down on the runway.

“Well, Mr. Warmerdam will be ready for his second attempt in a few min-
utes. In the meanwhile we’ll go back to the studio,” and they went into a com-
mercial. When they came out of the commercial, Madison Square Garden was
in bedlam. The minute they cut away, Warmerdam had run up, grabbed his
pole, taken off down the runway, and cleared fifteen feet. Harry told me that
Just before he jumped, they were arguing with the agency man. “We should
come back.”

“No, no, he won’t make it.”

Well, of course, they didn’t come back and he made it

Harry has never lived that down. When he used to do the football games out
here, I would sneak in the back of the truck and say, “Then there were the
Melrose Games of 1950,” and I would hear this voice go, “Get that son of a
bitch Wes Kenney out of the truck.”

o . N
£ 5 N

LEONARD FAUPEL: Because of heavy sponsorship by the breweries
and their willingness to invest in it, I think it brought a lot of innovations in
sports coverage.

HARRY COYLE: The zoomar lens, color, and the instant replay were
the three biggest innovations.

OTIS FREEMAN: We started the instant replay at WPIX around 1959.
One day I was standing in the tape room when Mel Allen said about one play,
“Wouldn't it be great if we could see that again?” I picked up the phone and
called our director, Jack Murphy, and said, “You know, we have that on tape.
We could rewind the tape and play it again,” and that’s the way instant replay
started.

HARRY COYLE: Overall, televised sports really changed around 1952
when we went nationwide for the first time. Until then, the equipment was so
unstable you spent most of your time thinking about keeping the show on the
air, but then the equipment improved so you could think about programming.

Tom Gallery of DuMont signed the first contract with the NFL for DuMont.
That deal made football. Those games were very popular on Saturday night. I
directed the ’58 championship game. I was at NBC by then. It changed things
too, but the greatest thing that ever happened to football was the Heidi game [a
crucial 1968 game between the New York Jets and the Oakland Raiders that was
interrupted on the air so the network could show the film Heidi, generating
huge protests]. It proved to the networks and the advertising people that people
were watching. Up to that point the AFL was a lame-duck operation.
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JACK JACOBSON: With the success of pro football, the networks
moved into college football and pro basketball. And after the coaxial cable, the
networks began paying big rights fees and the sponsors began really paying for
commercials. That’s when things really changed. We were no longer just cover-
ing the games, we were a part of them.

TOM VILLANTE: Because of the Dodgers, Schaefer had this tremen-
dous identification. Then in 1958, the Dodgers left for L.A.

Budweiser and Miller and Schlitz were all local beers. The smartest thing
they ever did was call themselves “premium” beers. The reason they called
themselves that was they had to charge more because the beer had to be
shipped.

But when the Dodgers went west, there were still no national beers, so there
was a big void for Schaefer, which had all of this money for a TV budget but
no Dodgers. I suggested to Rudy Schaefer that if we don’t have the Dodgers,
there were a lot of sports out there to be had that had not been seen on TV or
were seen very infrequently. We could put them all together on a regional net-
work and give them an umbrella and call it “The Schaefer Circle of Sports.”

We bought a lot of these different sporting events, racing, jai alai, major
league players playing golf. That show did very very well. That show was the
forerunner for ABC’s “Wide World of Sports,” which Roone Arledge did soon
after that. When Roone came in that’s when the story changed and sports be-
came really big business.

HARRY MARKSON: We started getting a better class of viewer. In-
stead of calling me a dirty rat, people were writing me letters saying I was an
incorrigible reprobate.
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Richard Nixon claimed he was tested by six crises in the early stages of his po-
litical career. Colby Lewis usually reached six by noon. As it was, the young di-
rector at WTM] in Milwaukee was ready for the men in the white coats after
three months on the losing end of a Herculean battle with the electronic Hydra,
live TV. This was not the way it was supposed to be in the exciting new world
of television, but in 1948, there were dozens of Colby Lewises at local stations
that were springing up across the country, battered young television warriors,
with fingernails chewed down to the nub, living on Maalox and coffee.

The reason for so much heartache was that network links between New York
and the rest of the country were—with the exception of some connections be-
tween New York, Washington, and Schenectady—nonexistent. That left station
managers to their own devices when it came to programming their stations.
They did use kinescopes—films of New York television shows, which were re-
ceived by mail, but kinescopes were usually of such poor quality that viewers of-
ten preferred the cheaper, local programming. There was plenty of that. Start-up
costs were generally so high that there was little left in the budget for program-
ming. That, and a paucity of both on- and off-camera talent combined to make
ulcers the number one health hazard among station executives. At least Lewis was
warned, as he ruefully noted in a letter that April to his mentor Rudy Bretz.

By now with some 13 weeks of television directing behind me, I appreciate the wis-
dom of many of the opinions you declared to our class at the workshop. For instance
Lrecall you stressing the question: What are you going to do when the film breaks, the
camera busts, etc.? By now I've encountered many such emergencies—not so much be-
cause of equipment failure as because of human error: the fashion model who forgets her
purse, which you realize as the announcer begins to describe it, the light stand a floor
man left right in the middle of your opening shot; the camera-boom dolly that by being
six inches out of place, prevents you from dollying in to a tight closeup on an actor to
cover his companion’s leaving the table to get to another set, etc., etc., etc.
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Good professional talent is scarce in Milwaukee. The more skillful entertainers
are busy in nightclubs and won’t come for the small fees I can offer them. If they
are comedians, their patter is too risqué for television.

There’s insufficient rehearsal time. Besides [his five regular shows], I catch as-
signments on the control desk for films and remotes. I have to cast all my live shows
(and talent searching takes a lot of time), hunt up music, plan sets, write whatever
script is necessary. Result: about fifty-five or sixty-hour week that's worn me down.

1 also miss an opportunity to achieve perfection. Everything is so compromised
by lack of time to plan and do things right . . . and anyway, Milwaukeeans don’t
like the aestheti—at least most of them don’t. Their favorite radio shows are pol-
kas and hillbilly ballads. Our audience is sharply divided between the barroom
trade on one hand and well-to-do ladies on the other; and on Man About Town
[one of his shows] I soon discovered that one man’s bear is another’s poison.

At least I've learned a lot. I'm used to the complexity, know what to expect of
lenses and cameramen, am beginning to be able to give orders, watch script and pic-
tures and even think at the same time. It’s a perverse, exhausting, but fascinating,
business.

Milwaukee was no different from Seattle, Los Angeles, Boston, or Buffalo
when it came to the conundrum that plagued nearly every station trying to
keep afloat in the days before the growing network of coaxial cable reached
their city from New York, bringing with it big-time programming and adver-
tising manna: people won’t buy TV sets if there are no quality programs; adver-
tisers won't pay for quality programming if there is no audience; station owners
can’t put on quality programs without advertising money.

To break the cycle, programmers had to put something on the air besides a test
pattern in the hope that at least the novelty of TV would raise circulation. Un-
fortunately, while anyone with a few dollars and some back issues of Popular Sci-
ence could put a radio station on the air, television start-up costs were in the
seven figures before the cameras were even turned on. That left a program man-
ager with a budget only slightly larger than the average adolescent’ allowance.

Typical was WLWT in Cincinnati. When Saul Carson of The New Republic
visited the station, he found that its owners had spent some $1.5 million on the
latest television gear to air $1.50 worth of programming:

.. . WLWT? showing recalls one that took place a little more than two years ago
in New York when the DuMont firm opened a brand-new, beautifully equipped stu-
dio. The piéce de résistance of the premiere was a series of corny acts and amateur-
ish singing that would not pass muster at a grammar school graduation.

If a programmer was lucky, his city had a baseball team; real lucky, a wrestling
arena. The grunt-and-groan game was a sure bet to attract viewers. Some sta-
tions were more successful than others. While some simply aired test patterns or
waited for fuzzy kinescopes to be sent by mail from New York, others showed
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remarkable ingenuity. WRGB in Schenectady carried a variety of live programs
as early as 1943. Their schedule included a hoedown, a revival meeting, a pro-
fessional circus, a bridge tournament, and grand opera. WBZ in Boston, New
Englands first television station, carried a very strong local lineup, especially in
news coverage. Philadelphia’s WFIL and New York Citys WPIX also aired
ground-breaking prime-time newscasts. PIX, owned by The New York Daily
News, often scooped the local NBC and CBS stations, and in 1951 scored a beat
on the networks with its coverage of the Kefauver anti-crime hearings.

WPTZ in Philadelphia, which was owned and operated by Philco, primarily
to sell Philco sets, suffered the typical birth pangs of a local station but benefit-
ted from an early connection to the NBC network. Still, WPTZ had one asset
that no network could match, the most inventive comedian ever to develop at
a local station—Ernie Kovacs, who in 1950 burst onto the screen with the kind
of unhinged mischief that made the “Today” show’s chimp J. Fred Muggs
seemed dignified by comparison.

Network TV, however, offered fame and fortune, for Kovacs and many other
talented performers. While they looked toward New York, the coaxial cable
spread west, and by 1951 could wrap its copper fingers around every television
station from coast to coast. Now, “I Love Lucy” could be broadcast instantane-
ously in New York, Omaha, and Detroit. Was there a station manager in the
country who didn’t prefer the latest hijinks of the Ricardos and the Mertzes to
the amateurish offerings from a local dance troupe? Surprisingly, Lewis, for all
his troubles, was ambivalent.

“Its my guess that ‘Man About Town’ will be replaced by a feature movie,
since better features seem available,” Lewis continued in his letter to Bretz. “Along
about October, we expect to be hooked in on a Midwest network, which by Jan-
uary will be joined to the Atlantic coast. What happens to the local direction staff
I don’t know.”

What happened to Lewis was mirrored around the country. Improved pro-
grams arrived in the mail or by cable from New York. These were no longer
two-bit productions, but sophisticated newscasts (including coverage of all three
political conventions) and expensive variety shows such as “Texaco Star Thea-
ter” and Ed Sullivan’s “Toast of the Town.” The shows attracted both national
and local advertising, and the local stations began turning the corner.

Lewis, for one, had had enough, though. He went back to school, earned his
Ph.D. in communications, then spent the rest of his career teaching. The local
talent that remained on the air was, for the most part, pushed aside to daytime
or late-night, and quite naturally so, for few on the local level could match the
brilliance of a Sid Caesar or an Ed Murrow. On the other hand, something was
lost when the juggernaut blew in from the East—the local flavor, a showcase for
home-grown talent. WTM]J’s programming may not have been great, but it was
theirs. Ernie Kovacs was great, because he was given a chance to be great. When
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the “Today” show took over his time period, he moved on, and a slot for the
next Kovacs was lost forever. Who knows how much we are the poorer for it.

GREG GARRISON: What was it like? IT WAS SUCH GREAT
FUN! SUCH WONDERFUL PEOPLE! SUCH NON-BULLSHIT! Such no
fucking newspapers to pick up on Wednesday to say our ratings were 7, 12, 102.
You didn’t know whether you were getting picked up or not. Sometimes you
didn’t know whether your check was coming in, but we all generally liked and
cared for one another.

HERBERT HORTON: We worked for $18.75 a week, and we could
work for as many days and hours as we wanted to, as long as it was over a hun-
dred, and it was a very bright spot in all our lives.

SYLVESTER L. “PAT” WEAVER: In 1932, I was working for
KH]J radio in Los Angeles. One day, I went up on the roof to see if the sun was
out. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw this little movie machine. Harry
Lubcke explained that there were two television sets in Los Angeles, and the
programs were all old movies, and old movies in ’32 were old movies.

HARRY LUBCKE: I got into television before there was a television.
In 1928, I gave a talk at the Institute of Radio Engineers in San Francisco.
When 1 finished speaking, Philo Farnsworth approached me and asked if I
would be interested in working for him. While I was at Farnsworth, I heard
Don Lee was interested in television. He had a network of radio stations. I went
to see him, and the next day I was hired.

We began building a television system at Seventh and Bixel, where the KHJ
studios were above Mr. Lee’s Cadillac agency. It took a few months to get a pic-
ture on our apparatus. Meanwhile, we applied for a TV license. They assigned
us W6XAO. W means North America. Six means the sixth district. The X
meant experimental.

Starting on December 23, 1931, we went on the air one night a week
from six to seven. After a while, we were on the air eighteen hours a week ev-
ery day and every Sunday, and soon there were about three hundred sets in the
area.

LEE COOLEY: In 1937, I got a job as a news editor and announcer at
KH]J. There was a room right next to the announcer’s booth. The sign on the
door said No ApMITTANCE. Of course, a reporter would never take that sign se-
riously. I opened the door and walked into W6XAO.

There was Harry, and maybe two or three other engineers. Harry was one of
those wonderful dreamers like Lee DeForest. He saw no limitations at all. His



146 THE BOX

only limitation was money, but Don Lee was an innovator in those days, and he
was generous.

TV SCHEDULE FOR W6XAO, JUNE 13, 1940
8:00 Sign on
8:02 Film—cartoon
8:08 W. H. Mehring (acro)
8:14 Judy Lynn (song)
8:17 Jerry Linton (play)
8:27 Jack Miller (song)
8:30 Neal (interview)
8:35 Film (war news)
8:43 Buddy Swan & Marcella Wisman (mono’)
8:51 Jane Jones Trio (song)
8:55 Tanchuk Play
9:07 Film—two reel
9:37 Sign off

LEE COOLEY: We had the Sons of the Pioneers do a show for us. The
were all Okies who knew horses and were also damn good musicians. One of
them was a guitar player named Len Slye. Len came to me one day and said, “Hey,
Lee, I hope I can miss rehearsal tomorrow.” He said he had a very important ap-
pointment at one of the studios. At the next rehearsal I asked him how he made
out, and he said [in a Western accent], “Well, Ah think ah made out all rahght.
They're talkin’ about takin’ me into pictures, but they wanna change mah name.”

I said, ““What do they want to call ya?”

He said, “They wanna call me Roy Rogers.”

ARCH BROLLY: In 1940, both Philco and NBC broadcast the political
convention from Philadelphia. Somehow or other NBC had gotten a special
telephone line up to New York to broadcast the convention, but Philco decided
to set up a special relay from Convention Hall to the plant. I was appointed to
build the relay transmitter. During the convention I sat with my fingers crossed
in a hut on the roof of Convention Hall watching the transmitter while my
compatriots ran the cameras on the convention floor.

HERBERT HORTON: I was hired by Philco a few months after the
convention. There were still less than five hundred television sets in Philadel-
phia, but we knew it was gonna be really big. When it became commercial in
1941, a bunch of us went out and drank all the beer we could. Our world was
now without end.

At that time, there was a radio-wave network between Schenectady, New
York City, Philadelphia, and Washington. My first job was to go to the Univer-
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sity of Pennsylvania. They had a shack on a rooftop there. I was to call the station
at a certain hour, and they would tell me when to turn this antenna around so
we could get pictures from New York instead of from Washington. What they
didn’t tell me was that sometimes I had to go up there in a blinding rainstorm
with all the thunder and lightning. They would ask me, “Is it lightning there?”

“Yeah.” I was expecting them to say, “Don’t go out.”

Instead they said, “Grab it and move it real quick.”

We were on five or six hours a day. Some of our programming came from
New York, but we also did our own news, like films and wrestling. We signed
on the evening’s broadcast ourselves. When it was my turn, I'd put on a clean
shirt and tie, focus the camera a little bit ahead of the drape, and run around in
front of it and say, “This is W3XE your Philco television station,” and so on,
“This evening’s program will begin with a newscast.” Then I would run around
and point the camera at a newscaster.

HARRY LUBCKE: We were really flexing our muscles come Decem-
ber 1941. After Pearl Harbor the technical help went to war. We worked for the
military on overtime and on regular time we put on the television station once
a week and then slowly expanded with various wartime programs. By the end
of the war, we had really blossomed quite a way.
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TED SMITH: Right after the war, David Sarnoft called a series of
monthly meetings in Washington to discuss all the things that would be neces-
sary to establish a working commercial television system. Engineers from
RCA’ home instrument department reported on the status of manufacturing,
The tube people reported on what tubes were available. NBC talked about their
plans for programs. I reported on transmitting equipment. Our lawyers dis-
cussed their plans to get the FCC’s permission to begin their efforts to get
AT&T to move on the coaxial cable.

These meetings were crucial because everything had to hang together. For
example, you couldn’t install transmitting equipment without any receivers.
You couldn'’t build receivers without tubes. The stations that Sarnoff was push-
ing to put in transmitting equipment couldn’t really afford to do their own pro-
gramming. They needed to hook up with the network.

The meetings went from seven o’clock Saturday night to three in the morning
on a monthly basis until Sarnoff got the answers he needed and the plans for tele-
vision were put into motion. Our ultimate goal, of course, was to sell receivers
and tubes. To do that we had to set up TV stations. There were already stations
in New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, Los Angeles, and Schenectady, but no place
else. To get it going as quickly as possible, several of us traveled around the United
States in 1946 to try to persuade radio people to get television licenses.
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We went to all our newspaper customers, because they owned a lot of radio
stations. We went to the Buffalo Evening News, to the Chicago Tribune, the
newspaper-owned stations in Omaha and Denver, Dallas, Nashville, and back
to Philadelphia. They had all made a lot of money in broadcasting, and they
were all favorable.

TOM GOLDSMITH: RCA had an interesting technique in dealing
with them. Take an affiliate, let’s say in Columbus, Ohio. When TV started,
R CA would tell that station, “Hey, we’re startin’ in television now. Get yourself
a TV license and we’ll feed programs to you. If you don’t, we’ll cut your
AM-FM affiliation off.” That was some serious pressure, and most of them
ante’d up if they wanted to keep their money rolling in.

TED SMITH: There is something to that. NBC was desperate to get
enough stations on the air so that you could have national programs, so they
would say, “If you don’t set up a TV station, we’ll look for another outlet.”

BILL SWARTLEY: Plenty of stations wanted to get into it but were
scared stiff of the coast. There was a question of how fast the network could be
delivered, according to where your city was. In our case, at WBZ in Boston we
were fortunate because the link was completed before we hit the air, so we were
assured of whatever network service there was at the time. That wasn’t always
true in other cities.

MAXIE SOLOMON: I was a time salesman in radio before I moved to
TV. Everywhere I went in Philadelphia, people said, “You should have stayed in
radio because this television thing is only a flash in the pan”

TED SMITH: On our trip, we also saw the heads of Fox, Paramount, and
MGM. We tried to convince them that television was the coming thing, but with
the exception of Paramount, they all said, “Who is going to look at a little picture
like that when they can go to a theater and see something on the big screen?”

PETER LEVATHES: In 1947, Fox bought a station in St. Louis, but
the home office showed little interest in it. I made applications for stations in
San Francisco, Los Angeles, Boston, and Washington, but the board withdrew
its support. They said television was not their business. Actually, they didn’t
want to upset the theater owners, who were well organized and very powerful.
The licenses would have cost us $50,000 apiece. Soon, those stations were
worth many times more than the whole company was worth.

TED SMITH: I started planning for TV back in 1938. As I saw the situ-
ation, stations would not be making money for a few years. They would need
programming that would be cheap but interesting. I told the RCA engineers,
“Develop portable equipment that a small station in Albuquerque can take to
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baseball and football games,” which everybody would want to see, even if they
were high school games.

We developed a cheap low-power transmitter and a specially equipped pro-
jector to show movies. We also sold them trucks with power supplies and gen-
erators to transport all the gear. We gave them a catalogue that had everything
a TV station could want, tripods to mount cameras, lenses, towers, and antennas
that went on top of the towers. The whole package only cost about $100,000,
and that would get you on the air. We also set up a school to train their tech-
nicians. It worked very well. We actually couldn’t manufacture the equipment
fast enough because the demand was so high.

BILL SWARTLEY: In each department one man was given the re-
sponsibility of learning all he could about television in that category. An assis-
tant in the program department was sent to NBC to learn programming. In
engineering, a radio expert was sent to RCA’s school to learn about transmit-
ters. Westinghouse had its own building and construction department. With
them we built a studio that would house Arthur Fiedler and his orchestra.

RUDY BRETZ: When I visited TV stations around the country, I always
knew I was approaching the studio when I came across scenery in the hallway.
That was because most of the stations were owned by radio people who were
not used to worrying about scenery. Even CBS in Grand Central Station was
the same way. After a show, the sets were ruthlessly taken out and destroyed.

There were exceptions. A Fort Worth station had their studio designed to fit
a herd of cattle. That’s Texas for you. They planned to have real cattle auctions
on the air.

BILL BODE: At WCAU in Philadelphia, the assholes that built our stu-
dios put slots in the ceiling so we could fly the flats up to the second floor. That
lasted twenty minutes. Who has time to put hooks and chains on and fly things
up and down? The director was yelling, “Get the goddamn set into the god-
damn studio now!” It was bullshit, so we just stored them in the halls.

The sound deadening didn’t work. When you put a live orchestra in you
could hear right through the walls into the other studios. He also didn’t believe
in windows. The place was a cave. One of the announcers found himself saying
the sun was shining when it was raining. He refused to renew his contract until
they built him a window so he see what the weather was.

Frank Lloyd Wright came in to do a show. His only comment was the archi-
tect must have had very good kidneys, because the rest rooms were seven thou-
sand miles from the studio.

MAXIE SOLOMON: I was with WFIL in Philadelphia when the
station opened. The studio was maybe twelve by fifteen. Up the hall was a den-
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tist. When we first put the cameras on wheels, if we had to pull the camera into
the hall for a longer shot, people couldn’t get through to the dentist. They
would say, “What are you doing here?”

“We're doing television.”

“What the hell is that?”

JACK STECK: We generally did an hour and a half at night, starting at
six o’clock. We just did whatever we could think of. We had no schedule. We
found eleven installments of a serial called “Ramar of the Jungle” We played
each one eighty-five times by actual count. The odd thing was, they grew in the
ratings each time. The kids loved knowing the lion was going to jump out at a
certain moment and the guy would hit him with a lance.

That was all due to the general manager, Roger Clipp, who was a martinet,
very Wharton School-oriented. I operated programs at one half the budget of
any other station in town and was competitive. Clipp’s reasoning was, “Anybody
can be a genius with a million dollars. Your job is to be a genius without it.”

TED SMITH: Before the network was delivered, some stations began to
fail. This was the old chicken and egg problem. The whole system nearly went
under. They were running out of funds, and they worried that it wouldn’t
amount to anything. Then, in 1947, there was a meeting of the National Asso-
ciation of Broadcasters in Atlantic City. There was a lot of talk about getting out
of television, but Sarnoff gave a very inspiring speech. He said, “I haven’t ever
broken my promise to you. I told you you can make money on this, and you
will. You can buy it cheaply now or spend a lot more money later”

BILL SWARTLEY: That was a very important speech. There’s no
question he got it moving when a lot of broadcasters were dragging their feet.
He assured them that television had a great future, and he was right.

TED SMITH: This was a year before Berle came along. There was no
question Sarnoff saved it.

BILL SWARTLEY: We knew we would be in the red for some time.
Our first rate card was $50 an announcement and $250 for an hour. We couldn’t
charge any more because we only had five thousand sets when we got the air.
The advertisers didn’t buy circulation, though; they bought to be first on and
for prestige. Shawmut Bank bought up almost anything. We hoped to be in the
black in three years. We actually earned it back in a year and a half.

LENORE JENSEN: My husband Joe came out west after the Los An-
geles Times promised they would build the finest TV station possible. Everybody
who applies for a license claims that, but the Tines was very anxious to have a
first-rate station.
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We officially went on the air on January 1, 1949, with the Rose Parade. By
then, the Times had sold half the station to CBS, and all the noble ideas were be-
ing changed. It was no longer going to be an independent station. That broke
Joe’s heart, but he stayed on as chief engineer.

You can imagine how nervous everybody was before the parade began. Then
at five minutes to nine, bang! They lose their picture. “What’s the matter?”

Some guy with a popcorn machine had plugged into the same house where
we were getting our power, and it blew a fuse. They said, “Make him stop.”

“He paid twenty-five dollars to the people to get the power.”

“Collect twenty-five dollars and buy popcorn.”

They got it back with just seconds to spare.

MARGE GREENE: I went to a party, and the hostess had this tiny tele-
vision. Nobody cared about the party. The TV was the party. We sat and
watched the kids’ show. Who cared what it was, we wanted to see radio with
pictures. After that I decided television was where it was going to be. I quit my
advertising job, marched over to WPTZ, and told them I could act and write.
They asked me to write a Westinghouse commercial. I guess I did a good job
because they gave me another one and another.

Then I said I wanted to act in these commercials. Well, my first one was
for—say it fast—the Gerard Trust Corn Exchange Bank. I was the wife. My
only line was “Well, if it works the way you say it does, let’s go down tomorrow
morning and open up an account at the Gerard Trust Corn Exchange Bank.”

We rehearsed at the end of the studio. Then we waited for our cue. The sec-
ond guest on the show was a piano player, who came in carrying extra shirts.
Then he sat down and beat the hell out of this piano. I couldn’t believe a human
being acted like this. There was perspiration flying all over. After he was fin-
ished, they cut away to the commercial, and he ripped his clothes off down to
his shorts! That was Johnny Ray, and he knocked every line out of my head. I
said, “Oh, if it works like you say it does, let’s go down tomorrow and open up
a bank, the Gerard Crust Chorn Exchange Bank.”

The bank was furious. I was fired, and I didn’t act again on TV for a long
time.

BOB DOYLE: Most of us who were around then are so thankful that
Milton Berle didn’t start selling television sets until 1948. In Washington, we
did shows you wouldn't believe. The wife of the station’s vice president was a
Junior Leaguer. She talked him into an hour show put on by the League. They
taught you how to sew. Oh, God, what a disaster, but it stayed on for a year. A
lot of crap stayed on for a year.

JIM LEAMAN: We were really desperate for programming at KFI in Los
Angeles. We had an idiot savant who came on. Someone would take a dollar bill
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out of his pocket and flash it, and he could tell you the serial numbers, or we
would flash a page from the Bible in front of him, and he could tell you every
word on both pages.

MARGE GREENE: PTZ found a puppeteer named Lee Dexter. He
sold them a show called “Nixie the Pixie.” They needed a “Nixie the Pixie”
script, and I got the job.

Lee was a wild man. He worked with his wife behind the booth. It was her
job to put puppets on his hands at the right time, but she would miss cues and
he’d beat the hell out of her backstage. He would scream at her, and she would
throw the puppet at him. He would yell at her again, and she would hit him
over the head. Once a shoe came out of the booth toward the camera. If they
had turned the booth around the ratings would have gone through the roof.

LENORE JENSEN: I did a cooking show on KFI. I couldn’t cook,
but they had a colored lady who was a wonderful cook mix everything. Monty
Margetts couldn’t cook either, and she was always having things happen on her
show. People watched it because she was so funny.

MONTY MARGETTS: I was the only child of English parents. They
traveled a good bit. We always lived in apartments and hotels, so I knew nothing
about cooking. I became an actress and like a damn fool got married, and I still
knew nothing about cooking. That didn’t cause the divorce. Other things did.

One day a friend of mine at KFI called me and said, “Monty, can you cook?”

I said, “Is this a switch on the casting couch?”

“No, smart-ass. We want to try out some commercials. We’ve had a home
economist doing a show, but they’re so deadly dull. Would you like to try it?”

One of the commercials was for Iris Canned Peaches, so I went to the library
and read everything I could about peaches. On the air, I launched forth about
peaches. They said, “That probably set the Encyclopaedia Britannica back a few
years.”

Naturally, I had trouble with the can opener and sort of a comedy show was
born. The upshot was, they said, “Will you do Monday through Friday, a half
an hour. We've got commercials waiting for you from guys who have been
watching you.”

One of them was for a tuna company. My daughter remarked under my win-
dow to her little neighbor, “Mary Louise, my mother used to be a Shakespear-
ean actress. Now she sells fish on television.” That has been my accolade in life.

The show was called “Monty Margetts.” They tried to call it “The Cook’s
Corner,” but I said, “You can’t call it that because there’s no cook here.” I'm not
a dizzy dame, I'm just interested in a hell of a lot more things than cooking, and
I made no secret about it. I always did my best, but nobody knew at the end of
the show whether it was going to come out, least of all me. I went through a time
trying to run out a Jell-O mold. That ran for ten days before I finally made it.
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I had a friend I would phone in desperation. Once I asked her, “For God’s
sake, Helen, what does marinate mean?”

She said, “How could you live so long and learn so little?”

All sorts of things would happen. One day, I was trying to make a simple
white cake before the show, and I had never made a cake in my life. It said to
beat it well. I knew nothing about electric mixers, so there I was hand-beating
it when an electrician came by to change a bulb. All this carbon came floating
down into the batter. When he got down I hissed, “Look at that! What am I
going to do?”

“Tell them it’s raisins.”

On the show, when I brought it out of the oven, it hadn’t raised very much.
I said, “Well, that’s the saddest-looking cake I've ever seen, but those are raisins.”
The crew ate it anyway. They ate anything.

PRESTON STOVER: I was a cameraman at PTZ. One night they
brought in a guest chef for a cooking show. He started scrambled eggs in a pan
and got distracted. Suddenly, the eggs were about to burn. A stagehand ran to
a workbench, picked up a can of motor oil, squirted it into the pan, and gave
the eggs a quick stir. Nobody saw this except the crew. The chef took the eggs
out, and the guests ate them. Nobody ever said a word.

MONTY MARGETTS: I had a sponsor that made pasta. They
brought out a deep thing with a built-in colander. You boiled the pasta, then
lifted out this colander to drain it. I thought this was something great.

I felt brave, so I made a sauce. I took this thing with the spaghetti in it to the
sink and lifted up the colander to drain it. Then I said, “Now you toss in the
sauce.” | poured it over the pasta while it was still in the colander, and it all went
through into the sink! Of course, my director knew goodamn well what was
going to happen. He brought the camera in for a closeup.

People would write in and say, “My dear, I remember when I was first mar-
ried and this happened. Try this,” and I would read these different things on the
air. I also got letters from people who were aghast that I would lick my fingers
and things like that. I read them on the air, too. I said, “It hadn't occurred to me
that I was doing anything wrong. I'm awfully sorry”” Then I got letters like,
“Monty, pay no attention. Tell that person to take a long walk off a short bridge.”

I gave up the show after five years. By then, I was actually learning, and 1
couldn’t have gone on being amusing much longer. I wouldn’t say I got good
at it. My husband, poor soul, he used to say he lived dangerously.
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GREG GARRISON: When I was a kid growing up I was a runner for
the Fiaschetti Mob in Chicago. They would give me a paper bag and a dollar
and say [gruffly], “Take the bag down to Thirty-fourth and Austin Street. Don’t
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look in the bag, and take money for the trolley car before you go. You don’t
need no transfers.”

My father was a mechanical engineer. Son of a bitch was a genius. He de-
signed printing machines, and he had patents all over the world. For that he
made a dollar a year; one of the truly great men who ever lived was my father.
Hardly a week ever goes by that I don’t think about him for three minutes.

He said to me one day after I got out of the Army, “I want you to come to
Philadelphia Monday morning. Wear a shirt and a tie and jacket. If you don’t
have one buy one.” My father never talked to me like that. My father had no
neck, but he never touched me. My mother used to beat the shit out of me.

He told me to go see Roger Clipp. He said, “You're going to work for his
television station.”

“Gee, Pop .. "

“Nine o’clock, sharp. Be there.”

The station was owned by the Philadelphia Inquirer. My father helped design
the world’s largest rotogravure plant for Triangle Publications, which owned the
Inquirer, WFIL, the Daily Racing Form, TV Guide.

Mr. Clipp sent me to see the guy in charge of the studio. After I introduced
myself, he said, “Who the fuck sent ya?”

“Roger Clipp.”

“Oh yeah? He never called me.”

He calls, and he says, “Okay, fine, thank you.” Then he says to me, “All right,
here’s your schedule. I want you here eight every morning. First, clean out all
the wastepaper baskets. Next, go around to all the men’s rooms and ladies’
rooms and clean them up. I want everything done by nine. Then you work the
switchboard.”

He hated my guts. That’s what I did for two weeks. They didn’t have light
stanchions. I would be standing there like a Polack holding lights. He'd go by
and go [slaps himself in the belly], “Hold em up higher.” 1 did that for another
three weeks, and I loved it.

Three or four weeks later was Easter Sunday. The director got sick. They call
me and they say, “You do it” Even before high school, I worked nightclubs
around Chicago, developing pictures of the customers. | knew cameras. I knew
lenses. I was taking movies when I was twelve years old, so I felt comfortable
right away, and from that day on I was a director.

HERB HORTON: Greg was a natural. He had the attitude, which was
the only one you could have, “You're very lucky I'm working here.” He was a
ballsy guy. That’s why he could handle Berle, and all these people. Nobody
could shake Greg.

In those days, FIL was a business in every respect, and the business was selling
air time, however we did it. The sales department ran the station. Still, I liked
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Maxie Solomon. Maxie was the prototype time salesman. He was the only per-
son I've ever known who could walk down the boardwalk in Atlantic City with
his wife on one arm and his girlfriend on the other.

MAXIE SOLOMON: I was only only five one and a half, and every-
body called me the “Big Doctor”” I had fun. One night a guy said to me,
“There’s only one good spot, Tuesday night right before Berle.”

[ said, “I'll give you that spot if you could buy it.”

“I'll take it.” He calls me the next morning. “My spot wasn’t on.”

I said, “Yes, it was. It was on my station.”

“But you don’t carry Berle”

I said, “I never said we carried Berle, but your spot was on immediately pre-
ceding Berle” He wasn’t angry. I put it down as a no-charge.

At FIL, we were always a poor third, so when the clients wanted to talk rat-
ings, I would tell them jokes. When I got through with the jokes they forgot
what they asked me.

One day Roger Clipp told me that CAU and PTZ are tied for first place.
said, “Let’s promote that. If they are both in first, it’s the first time we’re ever in
second place!”

GREG GARRISON: Paul Mowry showed up one day from ABC, and
he said, “You want to go to work for us?”

“Sure.”

He said, “You can go to New York or Chicago.” I picked Chicago because
it was going to be six months to a year before the outlet in New York got going,
and Chicago was really rolling. I learned my trade there. Fifteen years ago, I had
four series on the air at the same time, and [ directed and produced all four of
them. [ was able to do that because of my experience in Chicago. I was direct-
ing between thirty-five and forty shows a week. I did the news, sports, an hour
variety show. I also did “Super Circus,” which was the big show on the sched-
ule. Mike Wallace was the announcer. | worked with Mike in radio before the
war. | was a kid then, and he was like a big brother to me.

MIKE WALLACE: I knew Greg before the war, long before he came
out to Chicago the second time. He was a kid named Harvin Ginsberg. He was
my copyboy on “The Air Edition of the Chicago Sun.” He was just this dirty-
nailed teenager, a really good kid, willing to work but utterly unschooled. After
a while, he departed for the Army. As far as we knew he had been captured by
the Germans, and he was in a stalag and he had died.

GREG GARRISON: The war is over. I'm in New York, Philadelphia,
and now Chicago. | come up with an idea for a show called “Standby for
Crime.” The guy who plays Inspector Webb can’t memorize his lines. He once
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fucks up a show so badly that at the end I take the card that reads “produced and
directed by Greg Garrison” and rip it up. He’s fired. The next day, I call some-
one and say, “Listen, find Mike Wallace and a few other people for an audition.”

I go out and I buy a baseball hat as a disguise. I get a cigar, stick it in my
mouth. I never smoked a cigar in my life. I'm sitting there as Mike walks in
along with everybody else. [He mimes their slow recognition of each other.]
We stood up, and we cried, and nobody knew why.

He got the job. Then I got him a job as a commercial announcer on “Super
Circus.” He didn’t want to be ringmaster because that was a schmuck job.

One day I'm looking at Billbourd magazine, and I see TOM KATZ AND HIS FIVE
BABY ELEPHANTS CLOSE IN ST. LOUIS ON MAY 6TH AND ARE OPENING UP AT THE
MILWAUKEE SHOWGROUNDS ON MAY 15TH. They gotta go through Chicago.
“Mr. Katz, how do you do, my name is Garrison. I'm with WENR. We have
‘Super Circus, the television show.”

[In a very, very gruff monotone] “What the fuck is this ‘Super Coicus’ tele-
vision show. Whattayou? Whattayou kiddin’ me, what coicus? What, you gotta
coicus on television? You're hoitin’ my fuckin’ livelihood. Is that what ya tryin’
to tell me? Ya gonna put a fuckin’ circus up?”

“No, sir, we’re just trying to get . . ”” Anyway, to cut around the bullshit, I
booked the act. At rehearsal, he’s standin’ in the wings of the Civic Opera
House. He’s wearing a big rubber glove, and he’s standin’ behind the elephants
and he’s goin’ into each one and Pushhhht [makes the motion of extending his
arm and pulling it back five times]. I'm watching this, and I don’t dare say,
“What the fuck are ya doin’? You gettin’ ya fuckin’ nuts off goin’ through an el-
ephant’s ass?”

The assistant says to me, “He cleans ’em out so they don’t do anything on
stage.”

“Fine” [Screams] 'M NOT SMART ENOUGH TO SAY, “WHY
DOESN'T HE DO IT RIGHT BEFORE THE SHOW?” I'M ASSUMING
HE’S GONNA DO IT BEFORE THE SHOW, RIGHT?

We start the show live, boom, bing, da, da, bing, bing. A lion, a tiger, an acro-
batic team, “And now, ladies and gentlemen, here is Mary Hartline and the
Super Circus Orchestra.” Mary Hartline is a girl about twenty-four years old
who has the biggest pair of tits on a white girl I have ever seen [extends his
arms]. Unbelievable, and a dingbat, but she married some of the richest men in
America, five husbands.

We decided that she should follow the elephants, so out come the elephants,
and they go badabib badabing badabing badabing. Bang! One elephant starts to take
a crap. And when one elephant starts to take a crap, on cue, five baby elephants
start crapping and pissing all over the fucking ring.

“AND NOW, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, MARY HARTLINE.” Out
she comes, and she’s leading the whole fucking orchestra right through the shit.
She falls right on her ass. She gets up, and she’s covered.
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MIKE WALLACE: The smell of elephant shit was heavy in the hall.
Now the doors open and the kids come running down and they begin to smell
it themselves, and nobody wants to sit in the first ten rows.

Greg goes out to shovel the shit. Now, instead of being eighteen inches deep,
the shit is a mere nine inches deep, and I have to do a Peter Pan Peanut Butter
commercial. I'm not on camera, although the boy is. I say, “Watch little Tommy
as he spreads Peter Pan Crunchy Peanut Butter on that piece of bread. Watch as
he bites into that luscious Peter Pan Peanut Butter.” The kid bites into it, smells
the shit, and begins to cry.

GREG GARRISON: Mike yells, “Jesus Christ!” With this, the kid
turns and runs across the stage, falls in the elephant shit, and starts bawling again.

KARL WEGER: Murphy’s Law was invented to describe what was go-
ing on them. We just took it for granted because it happened so regularly.

HERB HORTON: When Israel became a state, FIL sent a camera crew
up to Boston to shoot a freighter that was sailing under the Israeli flag. We got
a recording of the “Boston Cadre March” to use over the picture. The whole
thing was beautiful until they cut to the shot of the flag as it went up the mast,
and the music changed to eight bars of “Onward Christian Soldiers.”

Shortly after that, we made arrangements with the Catholic Congress to pick
up their annual convention at Convention Hall. As soon as they booked it, my
boss said, “Look, after this Israeli thing, I want you to do this, but I want it
flawless.”

They gave me the name of a priest who would help out. We went over how
it worked. Then he said, “By the way, the whole ceremony is in Latin. Do you
understand it?”

“Me, a Methodist? We gotta sit down and talk.”

I told him that he would have to tell me what was coming up so I could
punch up the right buttons. Well, we did the show. For an hour and a half it
went perfectly. We got the nuns with their hands crossed on the Bibles. It was
splendid. Then Cardinal Doherty came in, and my helpful priest says, “It’s very
important that every time the Cardinal crosses himself, we get a picture of it.”

“Okay. Just punch me on the arm when he’s gonna do it, and I'll punch up
Camera One.”

Great. He punches me on the arm. I take the shot. The priest says, “Watch,
the Cardinal is gonna cross himself.” Bump, I punch up Camera One. This goes
on for ten minutes and everything is beautiful. He says, “Can you get closer?”

So we flip the lenses, and I get a real headshot of the Cardinal. Now, I start
having fun with my friend, because I am beating him to the punch. When I see
the Cardinal’s hand come up, I punch the picture up. Now; I see his hand come
up, and I punch it up, and I am mesmerized because this time the Cardinal takes
his right finger and puts it up his nose. He takes out a couple of boogies and flicks
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them with his finger. Finally, I call to Camera Three, but he is laying on the floor
hysterical. My priest friend is muttering something. He’s got his beads out.

When we get off the air, I walk out to the truck, and there is the priest stand-
ing there in utter shock. His hair is standing on end, and he is in full sweat. He
grabs me by the arm, and he says, “Herb, we're gonna go talk to the Cardinal,
and you’re going to tell him how this happened.”

We had a room set up for all the dignitaries to watch the program. We go in,
and there are all the priests standing there mimicking the Cardinal, who is stand-
ing in front of them Jaughing! He says, “Well, that just shows you I am human.”

I spoke to Clipp after the show, and he said, “That was great. I've gotten so
many calls from the church. They say they finally got something on the old man.”’

RUDY BRETZ: The most interesting program experiment was done on
WCAU in Philadelphia. It was a daily western, live, half an hour five days a
week. It was called “Action in the Afternoon.” I went down there and watched
them do it.

The station was on the outskirts of town. They had a big lot out back where
they built a replica of this town. The interior shots were done in the studio. It
was the same cast each day. If they didn’t like an actor, they would eliminate him
from the script by shooting him.

BILL BODE: Charlie Vanda created that show. He ran WCAU. He was
forever going to New York to pitch more shows. In those days, the local stations
fed many programs to the network, which was a gargantuan thing that required
a lot of product. At one point, WCAU fed nine network shows a week.

One day he was up there pitching three or four other shows. They didn’t like
them, and they said, “What else have you got?”

He didn’t have anything, so on the spot he came up with this idea for a live
outdoor western set in a town called Huberle after [CBS executives] Hubbell
Robinson and Harry Ommerlee. He knew how to sell. They said, “Okay, feed
us a pilot.”

We had three or four weeks to get the pilot together. Our whole budget was
$6,900 a week. This was for five shows. Under that kind of pressure, the writers
were going to their old script trunks for their old plots. We were up to midnight
sharpening up the scenes. Sometimes, we would literally have runners taking
pages from the writers to the mimeograph machine. Once I simply rewrote
Macbeth, and it worked fine, great plot.

JAMES HIRSCHFELD: I was an assistant director on the show.
Outside the studio, there was nothing on Cityline Avenue besides CAU, so we
could shoot the exteriors and just get trees in the background.

BILL BODE: There was a natural creek, and in the parking lot they put
mockups of the bar, the jail, and the newspaper office.
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JOHN ZACHERLE: They got horses from a local riding academy. We
did the chases live. The lot was at least a hundred yards long. You could do a
chase that disappeared up into the hills.

BILL BODE: You never knew with the horses, though. At the end of one
episode when the baddies had ridden out of town, our hero went to the sherift
and said, “Where did they go?”

He said, “Thataway.”

Jack jumped on his horse to race after them, but the horse walked out of
town.

JOHN ZACHERLE: Occasionally, the camera would pick up an air-
plane passing overhead or a bus would be seen through the trees. It kind of
ruined the illusion of being in 1884.

I started out as an extra on the show. Eventually, [ got some starring roles.
Sometimes we played more than one role on a show. You'd do a scene, put on
a beard, and you were somebody else.

JAMES HIRSCHFELD: Sound was the biggest problem. The mikes
had to be hidden in the hitching posts along the street. You had to walk over to
the hitching post to do a scene.

JOHN ZACHERLE: They were also in tree stcumps. Sometimes, a mike
would go out and you would have to run and die in another place. They would
tell you, “Don’t die here! Die over there!”

BILL BODE: Once, there was a horrendous sound over the air. We
couldn’t figure it out until we saw a horse biting one of the microphones at a
hitching post.

JAMES HIRSCHFELD: We did a hanging scene which got scary
when the actor nearly got hung. We had to cut away and quickly cut him down.
You shouldn’t hang somebody on live TV because you can’t get off.

BILL BODE: We all lost five years of our lives working on the show. Be-
tween casting, scripting, staging, it was almost impossible to do. We weren'’t that
good for the first six months. We were damn good the last six months.

DOC LIVINGSTON: We were all learning. At KFI, it was like the stu-
dio was on fire. You didn’t mind working long hours. You woke up in the
morning, and you were ready to go to work. Each of us had three or four shows
every day. The high creativity was unrestricted by the accountants and lawyers
who came later.

BUD COLE: While we didn’t have the budgets of some of the New York
shows, we were in some cases better than the shows that were on the network,
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but our stuff never saw the light of day. When you did a local show in New
York, the execs saw them, but they didn’t see the shows that were being done
out here.

One day this tall, European-looking guy walks into my office. He says his
name 1s Renzo Cesano and he’s got this act called “The Continental,” which he
had done on the radio up in San Francisco. He played a romantic foreigner who
talks to his girlfriend. The gimmick is you never see the girl. She’s the camera.
All you see is The Continental making love to the camera.

I knew right away it was a big fucking idea. This was the first true television
show; it took advantage of what television really was instead of the warmed-
over crap they had on the air. I ran down to my boss, and I said, “He’ll either
be the biggest fuckin’ thing that ever happened on television or he’ll be the big-
gest bomb. I personally think it’ll be the former.”

The secret to the show was the illusion. The woman at home thinks that
when he opens that door and says, “Come in, darling,” and the camera goes in,
and he lights her cigarette and hands her a glass of champagne, that broad is
sittin’ at home thinking that he’s with her and he’s gonna lay her.

The show generated tons of publicity. Durante, Berle, every one of them did
him or had him on as a guest. Letters poured in from love-starved women. I still
have one from a truck driver that says

Dear Continental, I used to come off the road, having been gone 48 hours or
a week. I kick off my shoes, sit around in my underwear and have a couple of beers
and wait for my wife to fix dinner. Now, I have to wear a shirt and tie. We have
to have the goddamned candlelight and champagne. You’ve ruined my life.

BILL SWARTLEY: In the early days you had to create a lot of pro-
gramming because it wasn’t coming down the line. Different stations approach
that in different ways. Westinghouse stations traditionally did a lot of local pro-
gramming and got a lot of awards for it. Still, when we got those network
shows, which were usually of superior quality, we were glad to have them, and
we found another outlet for our programming.

RUDY BRETZ: Much of the local programming was an effort to strike
a common denominator. They had to make it salable, but forget that baloney
about television being an art form. That didn’t interest anybody who was in
charge. I was interested, but I wasn’t in charge.

The FCC would specify that the stations had to do a certain amount of pub-
lic service broadcasting. The stations would put it on in the middle of the night
or anyplace they felt it would do the least harm, because they were sure it was
going to lose audience, and in most cases it probably did.

CAL JONES: We were very proud of a show at PTZ called “Telerama.”
It was kind of a low-budget “60 Minutes.” We went behind the scenes to watch
how they got the Philadelphia Inquirer out from midnight to three A. m. We pho-
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tographed a peace meeting between youth gangs. I found out about it from
Frank Rizzo, who was a twenty-six-year-old police inspector. He used to tip
me off to everything that was going on in town.

ED STASHEFF: At WP1X, we had a show called “Television Chapel.”
We did different religious services each Sunday. PIX poured money into the
show after they had trouble getting their license. The Daily News owned the sta-
tion, and their editorial writer, John O’Donnell, was probably the most bigoted
editorial writer journalism has ever known. The American Jewish Congress and
the Anti-Defamation League fought the News getting a TV license. The FCC
granted it, but only for a year, not three, and they had to prove that far from be-
ing anti-semitic, they would provide the most ecumenical religious program-
ming you ever saw.

They leaned over backwards. They made no secret of why they did it. Then,
at the end of their first year, they got their three-year license, and the budget for
our programming went from $80,000 to $40,000.

CAL JONES: Ifyou look at the most prosperous television station in any
market, I guarantee you that that guy was number one on public service. For
Westinghouse stations, your budget was never penalized for any dollar you spent
on public service because they believed public service was good business. All
the Westinghouse stations, Boston and Philadelphia, were king of the hill be-
cause of their public service attitude.

RUDY BRETZ: There were very few local dramatic productions. You
need a day in a studio for each show, and hell, they’ve got sixteen other shows
to do that one day.

BILL SWARTLEY: We found out early in the game that a whole lot
of live drama was not gonna pay off. A sponsor would much rather go for star
value of a movie when movies became available. The very first film package was
the Alexander Korda package. Shawmut Bank immediately agreed to sponsor it.
We dropped a popular local variety show called “Swan Boat” when the films
were made available. We lost some audience for a while, but film eventually
brought in more audience than we had had.

BILL BODE: Charlie Vanda, always out for the buck, knew of these two
photographers who went to Africa and filmed these fantastic animal battles,
lions fighting tigers, stuff like that. Charlie made a deal for their unedited foot-
age, from which we discovered that those animals never fought each other will-
ingly. They'd catch them and throw them into a pit they couldn’t get out of,
horrible stuff.

By editing those films and splicing in our own inserts, Charlie created a show
called “The Adventurer.” We shot outside from the ground up so all you saw were
trees and sky. Then we put an actor named Piggy Barnes in this adventurer’s uni-
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form with a pith helmet, and he went on these “adventures” He would push
through the trees and say things like “Ny eeria nieeria acumba” which he suppos-
edly picked up from the natives. Then as he pointed, we would cut to the films.

After that we began getting free films from everywhere. One was about tuna
fishing. We cut out everything but the fishing. I put Piggy in a mockup of a
boat, and we shot up at him fishing. When he didn’t fight enough with the fish,
I grabbed the line and fought the son of a bitch. I made him reel me in. Then
I would run like hell and take the line away from him.

JACK STECK: Bob Horn was a disk jockey who we hired to do a tele-
vision show at WFIL. He just played these musical film shorts, and it wasn’t
drawing. At the same time, two local deejays were on PEN radio, playing rec-
ords, but they would also invite kids in the afternoon to come and watch the
show. Finally they said, ““Why don’t you kids dance while we’re doing this?”

Horn picked the idea up and brought it to us. We were a few blocks from
two Catholic schools. We deliberately put this show on after their classes, and
we told them they could come dance on TV. They flocked over, and the show
was a hit from the beginning. The record industry loved it. Their acts could ap-
pear on the show, and they gladly lip-synched to the records. We had to do it
that way. Otherwise, we would have had to hire a band.

Then Horn got involved with some of the kids on the show, and we had to
fire him. He wasn’t entirely to blame, and I felt sorry for him. For the next six
months we did it with Tony Mammorelli, but the station manager hated Ital-
1ans, so we had a meeting. Roger Clipp asked our production manager, “Who
should get the show?” Now, I auditioned Dick Clark, and had used him on ra-
dio for a while. The production managed suggested Dick, and that was it.

A couple of years later, ABC was looking for a cheap show to put on in the
afternoons. Dick went over to New York and sold them the idea. They just
changed the title from “Bandstand” to “American Bandstand.”

Horn ended up working at an Austin radio station under the names Charles
Adams. Then a tourist going through town recognized him and called the sta-
tion and they fired him. He died very shortly thereafter. He didn’t have a dime.

i [ &85

HAROLD PANNEPACKER: We always had hangers-on, kids who
wanted to be in the business. There was one kid who spent so much time in our
studios everybody thought he worked there. One day we hired somebody new.
He said to the boss, “Why would you hire somebody else? I'm here, and I want
a job.”

We said, “We thought you worked here” That kid was Andy McKay.

JACK KENNEDY: Ernie Kovacs was a big talent, but he had Andy who
was a genius at figuring out ludicrous situations for him. Andy was more Kovacs
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than Kovacs. When Ernie would fill the glass and the glass would slide back and
forth, that was Andy. He lived for gimmicks and prop shtick. He'd spend hours
rooting around prop closets and trunks to come up with sight gags.

ANDY MCKAY: In January 1950, Ernie came in to audition as host of a
fashion show called “Pick Your Ideal.” The others that came in were radio peo-
ple in three-button suits. Ernie was dressed in a barrel held up by suspenders.
He had no clothes on except his shorts. He broke us up.

He did that show, and then he did a cooking show called “Deadline for Din-
ner.” It was a straight show, but Ernie played it anything but straight. The cook
was a regular chef named Albert Mathis. It was a tossup who was funnier,
Kovacs or Mathis. Sometimes, they forgot what was being cooked.

But the best show Ernie ever did was “Three to Get Ready.” It was on Mon-
day through Friday from seven-thirty to nine in the morning.

CAL JONES: I did the first “Three to Get Ready” and then Joe Behar did
the show. The idea was “turn on Channel Three and get ready to go to work.”
It turned into a vehicle for Ernie.

ANDY MCKAY: The set was a mish-mash of stuff from other shows.
There was a piece of a mansion, a piece of farmland, a moon painted on a flat. Er-
nie sat at desk with all this behind him, and he would give the weather, time,
news, and do bits. Norman Brooks would do the news in front of an ordinary
flat. If Norman said it was raining, Ernie would climb up on a ladder behind the
flat and drop water on Norman’s head.

He would talk to the cameraman or the mike boom operator. He'd go inside
the control room and play with the buttons or pull out a deck of cards and play
with the director—during the show! The cameramen had no choice but to fol-
low him. The director was usually at a loss trying to outguess Ernie, “What’s he
gonna do next?” It was all ad-lib.

TRIGVE LUND: There was absolutely no rehearsal. He walked in about
ten minutes prior to the show, sat down and started talking. When [ stage-
managed, he would say, “Hey, Trigger, what are ya doin’ tonight?” And I would
get out and talk to him for a while. For this doughnut commercial, a guy would
deliver fresh doughnuts every morning. He would just come onto the set with
them, and Ernie would take one, offer me a doughnut and ask me if I liked them.

Sometimes he would show up late. Once, we started without him and we
were wondering where he was. We kept calling his apartment, thinking he was
asleep. We did about fifteen minutes of the show, and then he strolls in and says,
“Hey, you guys did a pretty good job. I was home watching.”

JOE BEHAR: He was constantly late. We would yell at him, but it didn’t
do any good. One day to embarrass him I took a zoom lens and pointed it out
the window, and we took a shot of him coming up the street to show everybody
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that it was two minutes after seven and he was just showing up. That became
such a big hit that we started to do stuff like that on purpose.

ANDY MCKAY: We did all kinds of bits out in the street. The problem
was we couldn’t get a mike out there, so we held up large cards with the dia-
logue written on them like silent movies.

KARL WEGER: Ernie would come up the street with a big papier-miché
version of the RCA Victor dog. Sometimes, he put it down beside a fire hydrant.
He paid the driver of a horse-drawn trash wagon to allow him to drive it.

JOE BEHAR: They were excavating the parking lot, and this was sort of
an ethnic slur, we dressed up someone as a Chinaman, and he came out of the
hole. In theory they were digging so far, they dug all the way to China.

CAL JONES: We dressed Ernie in a gorilla suit and let him run into res-
taurants with this suit on. We were adventurous kids having fun, and we were
encouraged to do different things. I never saw that happen in New York when
they got him up there. They didn’t know what to do with him.

KARL WEGER: Ostensibly, I was lightning the show, but I did a little
bit of everything. I had a Crosley station wagon, which was smaller than an
Austin. One day, Ernie looked at it and said, “How many people can you get
in that?”

I said, “Two in the front and maybe one in the back.”

“What happens if you take the seats out except for the driver’s seat?”

“I don’t know. Why?”

“I'd like to get six or eight people in that.”

We did it. I dressed as a chauffeur. Ernie was in the back with six others
dressed up formally like ambassadors with sashes across their chests. We drove
into the lot. Andy rolled out a red carpet. I got out, went around, and opened
the door, and one by one these guys got out and lined up alongside the car. Fi-
nally, Ernie came out puffing his cigar.

JACK KENNEDY: Edie [Adams] added a lot to the show. He would
trash her act when she sang, people falling off the piano benches, things like
that, but she learned to deal with this clown, and she was very good for him.

ANDY MCKAY: Ernie once put out a plea on the air, “We’ve got a fif-
teen dollar a week budget. We're very low on props. Anything around the
house you don’t want, send it in.” Immediately, the lobby was filled with all
sorts of bric-a-brac, fishing poles, old clothing, hats, canes. A lady sent a life-
sized doll that Ernie dubbed “Gertrude.” She became our mascot.

TRIG LUND: Gertrude had a terrible life. He would throw her up into
the rafters or onto the light bridge. Sometimes he would climb up to the cat-
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walk with her and toss her off while the soundman would throw in a scream or
a flushing toilet.

ANDY MCKAY: I had a wagon where I kept all the props. One of them
was a dead fish that had been mounted. I took it off the mounting board, and
if I thought Ernie was going long, I would throw the fish at him.

We were always going to the thrift shops or the Salvation Army to look for
props. I picked up the Percy Dovetonsils glasses for a dime in a novelty shop. I
just thought, “These will be great for Ernie.” A poet named Ted Malone was
the inspiration for Percy Dovetonsils. He had a radio show called “Between the
Bookends.” Percy’s hairdo was suggested by a man named Mr. John, who de-
signed ladies’ hats.

KARL WEGER: I was playing around on my own when I developed the
“Image Inverter.”

ANDY MCKAY: Karl Weger was very inventive. He took out the ends of
a Campbell’s Soup can and put in a couple of mirrors at an angle. Then he at-
tached this gizmo onto a three-inch camera lens. By turning it you would invert
the picture. We could actually rotate Ernie upside down.

ANDY MCKAY: With that we had Ernie vacuum the ceiling. That in-
verted lens was really the precursor of the tilted table routines that Ernie later
made famous in New York and Hollywood.

JOE BEHAR: That show was complete insanity, but it got such big rat-
ings, they didn’t care what we did.

ANDY MCKAY: Philadelphia did not carry the “Today” show because
we were on the air the same time.

CAL JONES: I came over to the Architects’ Building one morning. Pat
Weaver was sitting in the lobby. He was there to read the riot act to the station
manager. “Get that son of a bitch off the air and take the ‘“Today’ show. The
whole future of the show is riding on your clearing Philadelphia,” and we had
to do it. I'm sure they threatened to take away our affiliation.

MARGE GREENE: Ernie’s morning show was very successful, but he
didn’t have to pay attention to the practicalities and time factors because he had
two full hours, and it wasn’t network. He could take twenty minutes to build a
horse if he wanted.

It was Cal Jones who came to me and said, “We're creating a show for him
on the network, and I would like you to be part of it as an actress.” I said sure.
Ernie always denied any part in creating the format for “Kovacs on the Corner.”
People wrote that it was the worst thing that happened to Ernie when these ex-
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ecutives who didn’t know anything foisted the Fred Allen format on him. Let
me tell you, you didn’t push anything on Ernie. He did what he wanted to do.

The idea was that he would emerge from the door, and everything would
happen on the block. When the show hit the air, it was a horror. There was no
continuity to it. Ernie had a wonderful imagination, but he was a punster. A
pun lasts for twenty seconds. This was a thirty-minute show. They called a big
meeting in New York. Then I got a call to meet with Cal Jones. He said,
“Marge, Ernie’s not the writer anymore. We think you can pull this show off”

Come Monday morning there was a big meeting, Ernie and Edie, myself,
Cal, and a few others. Ernie walked in, eyes down, didn’t say a word. He had
already been told. Cal announced that I was now the writer of the show, and
everybody looked down. We didn’t know what to say. Then he said, “All right,
Marge, why don’t you pass around the scripts.”

Ernie took the script and ripped it into a hundred pieces and threw it up in
the air. We all sat there in complete shock. Cal said, “Ernie, may | see you out-
side for a moment?”

They went out, and they came back, and he said, “Okay, Marge, will you
give Ernie another script?”

CAL JONES: I told Ernie, “We’ve got a whole new set of responsibilities.
It’s not “Three to Get Ready’ If we do it right, everybody’ gonna benefit,
mostly you,” but it was like pulling teeth. He was paranoid about trusting other
people’s creative ability. There was also an “I know better” attitude.

MARGE GREENE: From that moment on, there was absolute hatred
for me. I became a nonperson to Ernie and Edie. The scripts were handed to
them, and I can still hear him say, “Just lay it over there. I'll look at it when I'm
ready.”

«

The word was “unprofessional.” He wouldn’t rehearse. When he had to
work with me he played it, but he didn’t give me anything. After a while he
wouldn'’t even act. In one bit I was supposed to blow up his closet to get to his
money box. I had grease all over me. Now, Ernie knew what would happen,
but he still wore one of his expensive suits. After the explosion, I grabbed his
suit. He went out of character. He pushed me, and said, “Get away, look at my
suit.” He just walked off. We had to go to music. No one could believe such un-

professional behavior.

CAL JONES: The station manager finally said, “We’re not gonna renew
his contract.” Actually, his exact words were, “You can fuck Sears and Roebuck
only once.”

There was another thing that really screwed Ernie with all of us. We were
missing some things from our desks. Also, papers were looked at and files were
opened. We alerted the security people. When it happened again, we asked the
guard who had been upstairs the night before, and he said, “Mr. Kovacs.”
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Ernie did not have an office in our building. We decided he had been look-
ing for memoranda that would confirm his suspicions that everybody was out
to get him. He was paid off before the conclusion of his contract. The show was
over. We tried to build a stable situation on an unstable star, and you just
couldn’t do it.

MARGE GREENE: I had to come up with a script for the last show.
I decided to say we're all going on vacation. I joked to Ernie on the air about
the Scotch being very frugal. I said, “I’m goin’ somewhere, Ernie, but I'm not
payin’ a penny.”

I explained how my friends were going to nail me in a coffin and put me
aboard the ship. Then a balsa-wood coffin was wheeled in. I got in. He closed
the lid, and he had a hammer and a few nails. We didn’t know it, but he had a
bunch of nails in his pocket, and he starts pounding then in. He was supposed
to put three in around the edges, but he is pounding, and the nails are coming
in all around me. He wouldn’t stop. He went insane! I started to scream because
I realized something was wrong. Cal started yelling, “My God, he’s gonna kill
her. The nails are going to go through her face.”

Then I thought, “That son of a bitch,” and I stopped screaming. Now, he
wondered, “Did I hit her?”

They never finished the show. It went off the air while he was screaming at
me, “Have a good time in Scotland,” and pounding nails into the coffin.

Cal was screaming, “Is she dead? Get her to say something.”

I didn’t say anything. Ernie panicked. He yelled, “Are you all right in there?”
I wouldn’t answer. Cal and the others came down to the floor. Ernie realized he
went too far. I jumped out of there, and grabbed him around the neck. Cal
pulled me away. My husband was coming out of the control room to knock Er-
nie through the scenery, but somebody held him back.

Ernie later said that he took a hammer and destroyed the set, but that’s not
true. They would have killed him. Everybody thought he had gone oft his mar-
bles, and they just hated him for what he did. There was a big party afterward at
Johnnie’s bar. Ernie and Edie came, but nobody sat with them. They ate and left.

E 8

GREG GARRISON: When I was in Chicago, two guys would come
by the studio. One was a little guy from New York, who wore a funny hair-
piece. Another one was Fred Allen. They would ask me why I did what I did.
I tried to explain while I sat and looked into Fred Allen’s eyes, and I would
go, “Yes, Fred,” because he kept saying, “Please call me Fred.” Inside I'm going,
IT’S FRED ALLEN AND HE’S TALKING TO ME. I CAN'T STAND IT,
AND HE’S CALLING ME GREG; GOD, POP, WHERE ARE YOU? CAN
YOU HEAR THIS! “Yes, Fred, that’s very interesting.”

Then I get a call from Pat Weaver. He says to me, “When’s your day off?”
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“Thursday.”

“Can you fly to New York and meet me in my office at NBC on Thursday
afternoon?”

*“Bababababababa. Okay.”

I was making three hundred bucks a week. I had to borrow the money for
my ticket. I fly to New York. I go up to his office. He puts his arm around me
and he gives me a hug. I say to myself, “Jesus Christ, what a nice man. He’s
chairman of the board of NBC. He runs the world, and he’s patting me on the
head.”

He says, “We're going up the street, here. C’'mon.”

We got downstairs and get into a limousine, which is a block long. I never
sat in a limousine in my life. We go to the City Center building, take the ele-
vator up to the fifth floor, go inside into an office, and there’s this little man
that’s been coming to Chicago, and he stands up and he says, “Hello, son, I'm
glad you’re going to do our show.”

“What show?”

Weaver said, “I haven't told him yet.”

The man was Max Liebman, and the show was “Show of Shows.”

MARGE GREENE: When Lucy came on, someone decided PTZ
ought to have a show like that in the afternoon, so I created a five-day-a-week
domestic show called “Marge and Fred.” We were an average couple with a dog
who lived in an apartment.

We didn't have time to rehearse or memorize lines, so we never used a script.
There was never one word written. DuMont fell in love with the show and
took me to New York and it was a big success for them.

BOB DOYLE: Harry Truman helped me an awful lot. I put him on tele-
vision the first time he ever went on, at the Mayflower in Washington in 1947,
People were sitting before a long table. Margaret was there, sitting way down
below the salt. She fell asleep, and the whole crew wanted me to get a shot of
iton TV.

I'said, “Nabh, it’s not fair. She wasn't elected to anything.” I'd be fired for that
today. About ten days later, Truman’s secretary called me, “The boss wants to
see you.”

“What have I done?”

“Just go in to see him.”

I walked in, and the president said, “I want to thank you.”

Phew. “For what?” I didn’t know what he was talking about.

“You didn't take a picture of my baby.”

I laughed and said, “No, I didn’t think I should.”

He said thank you again. A few weeks later, Sig Mickelson, who was the vice
president of CBS News, asked me, “What have you done? It’s been intimated
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to us that whenever the president goes on it would be okay with him if you
were the director.”
I never told him why.

BILIL BODE: In the late fifties, the business moved from New York to
Hollywood when they went to film. As soon as Hollywood could produce the
stuffF—and reruns came in with films—they just locked us out of the network.

CAL JONES: PTZ became an O & O [network-owned and -operated
station], which are somewhat sterile when it comes to programming innova-
tion. They’re all stepping stones for people going into the network, and you
don’t go onto the network by people risking capital on local programming.
That would piss them off.

TRIG LUND: I hated to leave Philadelphia, but when Ernie decided to go
to New York, it took me five minutes to give him an answer. I had a little old
Mercury car, and I filled it up with all of our props. Andy and I drove up in
front of CBS on Madison Avenue. Here we were, our first time in New York
and in this old heap full of garbage. The doorman comes up with this long coat
and big hat, and he says, “Whattya doin’ here?”

“We’re movin’ in. We're with the Ernie Kovacs show.”

“Who zat?”

Finally, he let us up. We unloaded all this crazy stuff, things like Gertrude.
They couldn’t believe it.

ANDY MCKAY: You have to get New York out of your system. If you
don’t go to New York, you're going nowhere. I tagged along with the right guy.
I knew Ernie had it. He always tried to outdo himself with fresh material. I used
to say, “Ernie, why don’t you give Edie another vocal or give Eddie [Hatrack]
some time on the piano to stretch the material?”

He would put his two hands on my shoulder and say, “Nothing in modera-
tion, my boy, nothing in moderation.”

It is very rare that you come across a person like that. He was somehow des-
tined to do what he did do. He always lived according to tomorrow, never today.
That was Ernie. When we first got to CBS we went up to the ninth floor. He
opens the window and he hollers down below, “New York, I ain’t afraid of you.”



KTLA:
PROMISE FULFILLED

There was a company, Hoffman Television, which built TV sets in the early days.
They came to KTLA with a commercial about the “easy tuning” Hoffman Tele-
vision. Easy tuning was the switch from channel to channel. Klaus refused to accept
the commercial because, he says, “People aren’t ever going to change from Channel
Five. I'm not gonna carry the commercial.”

—BILL WELSH

In 1939, Klaus Landsberg was a rising star in Allen B. DuMont’s New Jersey
stables when Paramount offered him the same advice that Horace Greeley prof-
fered five score years before. It had to do with following the setting sun.

One wonders about the fate of Greeley’s young charge, but of Landsberg one
need only switch on Los Angeles’s Channel Five to find KTLA, the country’s
greatest independent station and a monument to the skill, brilliance, and sheer
audacity of a German immigrant who literally gave his life to the new medium.

For Landsberg, the journey west began in 1937 when he was twenty-one
and fled Germany rather than turn over a radar patent to the Third Reich.
Landsberg arrived in America in 1938. He worked briefly for Philo Farnsworth
before moving on to RCA in New York and then to DuMont. At the time,
Paramount was buying into television with the idea of promoting its films. The
company not only co-owned the DuMont station but also had TV licenses in
Chicago and Los Angeles. Bill Eddy, given the choice of running either of the
two, took the former. That left KTLA for Landsberg.

The station began operating experimentally as W6XYZ in 1941. It went
commercial with its new KTLA call letters on January 22, 1947. The gala open-
ing was hosted by Bob Hope, who was so nervous he flubbed his lines even
though he was reading them off a script. Since there was no network service to
the coast, the station had to rely on Landsberg’s own programming sense to at-
tract viewers. That he succeeded beyond anyone’s expectations is not only a
tribute to him, but also to the notion that through creative local programming
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and public service, an independent station could compete commercially and ar-
tistically with the networks.

During Landsberg’s tenure, it wasn’t unusual for KTLA to carry eight of the
top ten programs in the ratings. Even after the coaxial cable finally touched both
coasts in 1951, KTLA had twenty-two of the top twenty-seven shows in the
Tele-Que ratings.

KTLA flourished because Landsberg promoted local talent. He liked upbeat
musical variety shows, and since his viewers agreed with him, he gave them
their fill. There was Ina Ray Hutton and Her All-Girl Orchestra, Harry Owens
and his Royal Hawaiians, Spade Cooley’s Western Swing show, and Lawrence
Welk. To every show he attached a host who was also local favorite, so it wasn’t
just wrestling, it was Dick Lane and wrestling or Dick Lane hosting Roller
Derby. Who cared if ninety-nine percent of the country never heard of Dick
Lane, the people of Los Angeles had, and they loved him.

He also had an eye for odder fare, whether it was Bob Clampett’s puppet
show “Time for Beany” or Bud Stefan’s “Yer Ole Buddy,” an often hilarious
guide to the machinations of a television studio. Landsberg, an Olympic-level
skater, also produced the first and only weekly variety show on ice—"“Frosty
Frolics.” The organist Korla Pandit was another curiosity. Pandit, a native of In-
dia, never spoke a word during any of his nine hundred shows. Instead, he
would play the organ wearing a jeweled turban, while superimposed clouds
floated behind his head.

Landsberg really left his mark in news coverage. “The most outstanding of
the contributions that television can be expected to make to further democracy
... will be its unique usefulness as a means of public information,” he said.

This wasn't just lip service. It was Landsberg’s desire that when breaking news
occurred in Los Angeles, viewers would automatically turn to Channel Five for
the story. They did, starting on April 27, 1949, when a four-and-a-half-year-
old girl named Kathy Fiscus fell some 237 feet into a large pipe near her home
in San Marino. Landsberg immediately ordered his remote crews out to the site.
There, Stan Chambers and Bill Welsh broadcast uninterrupted for twenty-seven
and a half hours straight until the girl’s lifeless body was brought to the surface.
Los Angeles television was never the same again. No longer was it considered
merely an entertainment tool. More than anything, the Kathy Fiscus tragedy
demonstrated television’s powerful ability to captivate and unite a community
around a news story.

Another event also demonstrated Landsberg’s amazing zeal. On April 22,
1952, the Atomic Energy Commission exploded an atomic bomb at its Nevada
testing site. Only three weeks before, Landsberg had sought and received per-
mission to telecast the blast live. To do that, he and his crew needed to set up a
275-mile relay through the desert and over the treacherous Charleston Moun-
tains, a process the Bell Telephone company said would take six to eight
months. When the connection was made, they had one chance to get it right;
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there were no second takes with atomic explosions. It did work, and the broad-
cast was one of the most stunning achievements in television history.

What is even more remarkable is that Landsberg was putting in twenty-two-
hour days to get the telecast ready while being treated for cancer. Over the next
four years, his health was buttressed only by his obstinate nature. He was often
driven by ambulance to work, and then back to the hospital when shooting was
completed. His body finally gave out in 1956. He was forty.

In 1958, the station bought the nation’s first telecopter. A flying remote was
a natural in a traffic-choked city, but it was during the Watts riots that its cov-
erage earned the station a Peabody Award. In 1992, with Stan Chambers
aboard, the copter captured some of the fiercest riot footage in the wake of the
Rodney King verdict. Thirty-six years after his death, Landsberg’s spirit still
permeated the station. Los Angelinos should be grateful.

EDDIE RESNICK: Klaus’s first studio was the size of a big living room.
It was just off the Paramount lot. He only had himself and two kids out of
school. He hired me to push the cameras.

We had a list of about 150 people who had hand-built TV sets in the city. We
would go on at four o’clock with an Indian-head test pattern, and all four of us
would get on the phones. “How is the pattern?”

“Well, it’s a big goose egg.”

Klaus sat on the telephone by the transmitter, twiddling dials and fartin’
around with the thing. Then, when enough people by eight o’clock or eight-
thirty said, “Well, it’s not a bad goose egg,” he'd say, “Okay, we’ll go on with
the show,” so we went on with a one-hour show of newspaper comics on slides
and this guy sitting at a desk reading news from off a teletype machine. At the
end of the hour, we would get on the phones again, “Hey, how did you like
the goddamn show? Pretty good wasn'’t it>” We fiddled around that way for a
year.

On my second Thursday, someone didn’t show up just before we were about
to go on the air, so Klaus said, “Get on that camera and point it. Don’t touch
nothin’ except the handle, and if you break anything I'll break every bone in
your body.”

So I got on the second week I was there, and never got off.

BUD COLE: When I was offered a job with Klaus, I asked around, because
he had worked at NBC when he first came over from Germany. They said he
was a good engineer, but he was also a real son of a bitch. He turned out to be
worse than that. He really brutalized guys. I got along with Klaus because he
was a coward. I was a pretty big guy, and he knew not to fuck around with me.
Still, I'll hand it to him. He did everything. We did mobile unit shows up the
yang-yang. There wasn’t anything in town that we didn’ cover.
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STAN CHAMBERS: Bud Stefan and I came to KTLA from USC in
1947. There was a lot of delightful chaos. That’s one reason why I fell in love
with television. Shortly before I went to work there, the studio was moved into
a great big old garage. Eery so often, someone would open one of the service
doors and walk right into the set while a show was going on.

BUD STEFAN: After Stan was hired, I went down there and kept bug-
ging them with show ideas. Finally, I was hired for forty cents an hour as a dolly
pusher. I was frightened to death of Klaus. He was very stern, with his German
accent, and just not likable.

He used me unbelievably financially. At one point I wrote, and produced,
and starred in “Yer Ole Buddy” every week. I wrote, produced, and directed
“Fantastick Studios, Ink.” I wrote and directed “Sandy Dreams.” I did another
little show called “Flickers Snickers,” in which I narrated old silent movies over
music. He also made me write for “Frosty Frolics,” which was the toughest di-
alogue I ever did, because it was all mime. I was also doing regular directing for
all shows. Still, it never dawned on me to go to another station. There was a tre-
mendous feeling of camaraderie at KTLA. We all lived and worked together.
We all got off at midnight. What else are you going to do?

BILL WELSH: Klaus once asked me, “What do people say about me?”
“That you're great technically, and you’re great on programs.”
“I want to be a programmer, not a technician.”

BUD STEFAN: He was. Just look at Lawrence Welk. Klaus had Law-
rence before anybody. Klaus believed in that show, and to this day that son of a
bitch is still big in syndication.

BILL WELSH: Welk owes all his multi-million dollars to Klaus. He was
playing dances at a ballroom over in Ocean Park when Klaus found him. Klaus
had a great feel for what people would watch on television, whether it was
Spade Cooley or Harry Owens or Ina Ray Hutton and her All-Girl Band.

BUD STEFAN: Because of Klaus we were number one all those years.
To me, the number-one reason was familiarity. Everybody got to know the
people at KTLA, and they wrote us letters, like “Dear Buddy,” “Dear Stan.”
You were just a friend. The other stations were not like that. Also, we didn't
look professional. Lawrence Welk wasn’t a very good show, but people liked
him even with his mistakes. Spade Cooley for years beat Milton Berle, even
though it was a lousy show, but they loved him. I don’t know why. He was a ter-
rible guy. He actually murdered his wife.

Also KTLA had the best signal and picture. You tuned in KTLA, and your
TV looked good. The others didn't.

STAN CHAMBERS: KH]J’s signal was a problem because they were on
Mount Lee, which isn’t very high. Klaus put our transmitter on Mount Wilson,
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six thousand feet up. He always wanted to have that perfect picture. He was al-
ways tuning the transmitter, which would take hours and hours.

JOHNNY POLICH: Even after he went home at night, he would tell
them to put the test pattern on after sign-off, and Klaus would call Mount Wil-
son and tune the transmitter from his house.

BUD STEFAN: He was on the phone all the time. I don’t know how
Stan and the others did it, because when they were on camera, Klaus was talk-
ing to them on their headsets chewing them out.

Dick DeMille was a director at KTLA. He hated Klaus as much as Bud Cole
did. He could do a perfect audio imitation of Klaus. He would call you on the
phone and yell at you for ten minutes, and you had no idea it wasn’t Klaus.

EDDIE RESNICK: You had to follow his directions to the nth degree.
One time, he says, “Dolly in.” I go in until I'm about to knock over a back-
ground flat and I stop. After the show, he says, “I didn't tell you to stop.” I told
him what happened. He said, “I don't give a shit. You do what I say.”

The next time he said “Dolly in,” I dollied in until I knocked a flat over. He
says, “What the hell did you do that for?”

I said, “You told me not to stop until you said so.”

BUD STEFAN: Klaus was also a great counterprogrammer. He would
start a movie at one minute to eight. The networks couldn’t do that. By the
time a network show came on, we had ’em.

STAN CHAMBERS: One of the first on-camera shows I did was
“Meet Me in Hollywood,” a man-on-the-street interview at Hollywood and
Vine. Bill Welsh and I did it together.

BILL WELSH: People came from all over Southern California to get on
camera. Marie Windsor showed up to plug a picture she was in. There was also
a guy named Fred Mellenger, who gave away “clocked stockings.” He became
Frederick’s of Hollywood. That show was his first real exposure.

STAN CHAMBERS: The musical shows were the great formula that
Klaus had. He liked bright, ethnic music, a Hawaiian show with Harry Owens
or a German oom-pah-pah band. They were all successful because they were
happy and live.

BUD COLE: I was the one who saw Spade Cooley down in Santa Monica
and told Klaus it would make a hell of a television show. I was also intrigued be-
cause here was Klaus, this banty rooster Nazi-type, and Spade, who was a heavy
drinker and who would fight at the drop of a hat. I thought, “All I've got to do
is introduce these two guys, and they’ll destroy each other.” Talk about lessons
in human nature. It was love at first sight!
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JOHNNY POLICH: Spade was tough. Once, he hired a piano guy, but
the guy didn’t sound good in rehearsal. He reminded Spade that he had a con-
tract to play, so Spade put him in the men’s room and made him play there.

STAN CHAMBERS: Central Chevrolet sponsored a segment of “The
Spade Cooley Show.” The segment was done by Dick Lane, who had this great
voice. He was really L.A. television’s first big star. There would be a thousand-
plus people for the dance. When the music stopped everybody would start talk-
ing, and people couldn’t hear Dick do the commercial, so Dick would bang the
car with his hand. One night, he hit the car so hard, the fender fell off. From
that night on, banging the fenders became his trademark.

JOHNNY POLICH: Actually, he bent the hood. He would hit it and
say, “This car goes for eight hundred dollars.” This time he bent it. “You can
have this one for seven hundred dollars!”

Just before another show, I unbolted the fender and put the jack under the
wheel and took all the lug nuts off, so when he hit it the whole car fell apart.

BUD STEFAN: After some of those shows I would go out in the alley
and throw up because of miscues.

STAN CHAMBERS: Bud was a tremendous hit. His “Yer Ole Buddy”
was really the first local comedy show.

BUD STEFAN: It was really a rip-off of Robert Benchley. Stan and |
used to love staying after midnight answering calls from viewers who would
have questions about television, like, “Where do you put the film in the cam-
eras?” So [ came up with this idea to do a show where I would make up ques-
tions about television and then answer them. I would sit at a desk and talk, and
on purpose I would get hopelessly lost in my explanations.

Soon, we started to make fun of other shows. One of them was a show I did,
“Sandy Dreams,” which was about a little girl who dreams of faraway places,
and then other kids act out her dreams. Well, [ would be the one who day-
dreams, and I needed a girl who would be so sexy that every time I started to
fall asleep I would dream of her in any role, whether it was Little Miss Muffet
or Little Red Riding Hood. In that case, Joe Flynn, as my grandma, would slap
my face and wake me up.

I asked a friend at William Morris to get me a girl who was so sexy that you
couldn’t forget her once you've seen her.

He sent down Marilyn Monroe. This was her first TV appearance.

She came in with no makeup and a loosely fitting dress. | was so disappointed,
because she didn’t look that good. We walked through the script, and then she
disappeared into the makeup room. We went on at seven-fifteen. At seven
o’clock, I knocked on the door and said, “Marilyn, we're on in fifteen minutes.”
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She said [whispering], “Okay.”

She came out of that dressing room not five minutes before we went on the
air, and my God, she had on a strapless yellow dress. Her hair was done, lots of
false eyelashes, and the crew just went wild. She was absolutely transformed.

She was so sexy that everything we said on the show was taken wrong. Joe
was saying things like “If you pricked your finger . . ” I looked up at one point,
and I saw Klaus shaking his fist at me. After the show, he threw Marilyn out, and
he threw Joe oft the station. He, of course, went to glory as Captain
Binghamton on “McHale’s Navy.”

STAN CHAMBERS: Klaus was very particular about what went on
the air. He would also get very upset if a skater on “Frosty Frolics” had too
much showing. He would literally go out onto the ice and put lace around her
or have her change the costume. “Frosty Frolics” was a brilliant idea. Who
could think that you could put an hour of musical comedy on ice every week?
It was incredible.

BUD STEFAN: Klaus wasn’t always that smart. I had known Liberace,
and I took him to see Landsberg, but Klaus said, “Who wants to look at a piano
player for fifteen minutes,” so he went to KLAC and became a big hit.

STAN CHAMBERS: Klaus always wanted to get the cameras out of
the studio into the community to show what was going on. One show was
called “Fun on the Beach.” That was typical Landsberg. He was doing “Band-
stand Review” on Sundays at the Aragon Ballroom on a pier at Ocean Park. He
had the crew there for eight hours, but he only needed them for three hours to
do the show, so Klaus said, “I’ll do another show on the beach.”

Kids would come down to play running games and swimming games. The
budget may have been seventy-five dollars with twenty-five dollars left over,
and when we were through we took the cameras right back up on the pier for
our evening show. We would go to the Pacific Auditorium for a basketball game
or to a horse show. We would go to community events like the Fish Fry in
Costa Mesa. People remember those fish fries to this day.

He had no problem with interrupting the regular schedule to cover a special
news event. In fact, he wanted to. It was smart, because when events of that
magnitude hit the area, everybody knew they could tune to Channel Five to
find out what was happening. Other stations did that too, but we were the first.

BILL WELSH: I was at home one Saturday morning when Klaus called
me and said this little girl had fallen down a well. He said, “I think we ought
to televise 1t.”

STAN CHAMBERS: Kathy Fiscus was playing hide-and-go-seek with
her cousins on a Friday night when she fell down the well in her neighborhood.
I was emceeing a luncheon at the Biltmore Hotel on Saturday when the phone
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rang. The headwaiter picked it up, and I saw him come toward me out of the
perimeter of my eye. Klaus was calling to say I should head out to the site.

When I got out there, our remote equipment was already there getting ready
to go. KTTV was there too.

EDDIE RESNICK: We expected to be back in an hour or two, but we
stayed on for thirty hours. We just focused on the hole and the guys trying to
reach her by digging a hole right next to her. It was dramatic as hell.

STAN CHAMBERS: Bill would do something for twenty minutes,
and when he was talked out, he would sent it over to me for twenty minutes.

BILL WELSH: No television station ever operated for thirty straight
hours. They would go on for four or five hours and shut down. Klaus said, “I
don’t know how long we can stay on the air. The transmitter might melt down,
but we’ll go till it does.” It never melted down. They discovered that a television
transmitter is much better if it is left operating all the time.

STAN CHAMBERS: At no time did we even make an attempt to talk
to the Fiscus family. We didn'’t even give it a thought. I'd probably get fired for
that today. Right off the top, the mother was talking to her, hearing her cry on
Friday night for an hour or so, and that was the last they heard her. As it got
dark on Saturday, the early optimism faded, and then they ran into a series of
problems. The hole they were digging started to sag. They had to stop and build
a paralle] hole. Then they hit rock. The guys went in with picks and shovels to
break the rocks up. They got through that and then they hit mud.

Finally, they sent the family doctor down in a parachute harness, and he ob-
viously found out she was dead, but we didn’t know that until later. Still, at that
point, everyone got very grim, and you knew the news wasn’t very good.

BILL WELSH: When it was over, the sheriff came up to me, and he
said, “Bill, the Fiscus family lives a block up the street.” They were watching on
television until it got so depressing they turned it off. “They don’t know what’s
happened, and somebody has got to tell ’em, and I'd sure appreciate it if you
would do it.”

So I walked up the street to the Fiscus house, got the family together in the
living room, and said, “I’'m here to tell you that Kathy is just not coming home.”
It was a pretty grim finish to the whole thing.

STAN CHAMBERS: | remember sitting in the truck, saying to myself,
“Who in the world is watching this at three o’clock in the morning?” Little did
we know.

BILL WELSH: Around that tinte, I said it was getting cold and we were
not prepared for it. A friend of mine got in his car and drove thirty miles, to
bring us two topcoats. That’s when I realized we had an audience.
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EDDIE RESNICK: Every store that was selling TVs had this on in the
windows, and there were crowds outside watching. Every set in the city was
tuned to the sight until the city practically shut down.

STAN CHAMBERS: It was a real surprise to learn how much atten-
tion it got. We had been on for almost two years, and nobody said anything
about those shows. The Kathy Fiscus story was the turning point for television
in Los Angeles. Until then, television was just a plaything. It was just something
to watch, but here people lived through the moment. They were a part of the
scene. To this day, I'll meet two or three people a week who will recall the
Kathy Fiscus story.

BILL WELSH: Now, television not only made you laugh, it had a heart
and soul. If you can be pleased with a tragedy, I think Klaus was satisfied that
television had done its job the way he believed it could.

STAN CHAMBERS: The story had an impact on my life in a difterent
way. | used to date my wife’s sister when I was at USC. She was at her parents’
ranch the weekend of the telecast. While they were watching it, her mother
said, “Maurice, Beverly should meet some nice young man like this,” and Marie
said, “I know Stan, we were at SC together.”

“Well, you ought to call and have him over for dinner.” She did, and I met
Bev and we were married five weeks later.

- ! X
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BUD COLE: I saw Klaus mistreat people so badly. I remember saying to
myself, “You son of a bitch, when I go, I’'m gonna fuck you good.” Finally,
NBC asked me to come back. When I told Klaus he got chalk white. Nobody
did this to him. He did this to other people. “You can’t do that!”

I said, “You know, Klaus, this is a wonderful country. We can work for some-
body until you really don’t want to anymore, and then you can say, ‘Fuck you,
I'm leaving That's what I'm telling you.” After that he respected the shit out of
me. He even congratulated me after I won an Emmy.

I went to KNBT, which was coming on the air. They said, “We’re gonna get
all these big network shows, and Klaus is gonna be nothing.”

But the network was a hindrance in Los Angeles, because the local programs
were the whole show. | warned them, “You're not just gonna come in here with
big names. That station has almost a personal relationship with everybody in
this town. It’s gonna be a hell of a fight, and you better be on your toes.” And
I was right.

STAN CHAMBERS: We did so many ambitious things. We always
used microwaves whenever we went long distances, while the others used tele-
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phone facilities. The microwaves were easier because you didn’t have to deal
with the phone company’s bureaucracy. When the Marines went to Korea and
when they returned, we were down at the harbor for five, six, seven hours
straight. It was very emotional and very powerful. Klaus set up the microwave
system by himself.

JOHNNY POLICH: Some of the crew would get together on Sunday
mornings at Klaus’s house. We would have a nice lunch and talk about what we
were gonna do. One Sunday he said, “Jesus, I went to Las Vegas, and they want
the networks to cover the A-bomb test, but the telephone company can’t supply
video [a picture by telephone line] for six months to one year.”

Klaus told Paramount he could do it himself with five or six transmitters, and
sell the video to the networks. They told him to go ahead, and the networks
agreed to pay the expenses. It was a terrific gamble. We had three weeks to set
up a relay between Las Vegas and L.A. that the telephone company said could
take a year. We had a transmitter which could go that distance, but we hadn'’t
used it before, so we didn’t know if it was gonna work. If he failed, we were
stuck with all the expenses.

We had to set up four relay points from mountaintop to mountaintop. The first
thing he did was call up the fellows on Mount Wilson and say, ““Why don’t you
fellows go up to Mount Wrightwood and see if we can get a picture from
Wrightwood to Mount Wilson.” They took a transmitter up on a ski lift. We
were at Klaus’s house that day when they called us from Mount Wilson to say they
had the signal. Klaus had them cut into a program so he could see it. It was fine.

Then Klaus drove by himself to the desert. He came back and said that the
best place to get the signal to Wrightwood would be Clark Mountain. Clark
Mountain is four thousand feet.

JOE FEATHERSTON: I was sent up to Clark Mountain. We called
it Mount X because we were afraid once the others figured out where we were
they would try to set up their own relay.

JOHNNY POLICH: Klaus called the PR. guy for the Atomic Com-
mission. He said, “Gee, we can’t get our equipment to the top of the
mountain.”

The guy found two helicopters in Buffalo and had them flown out in a
bomber, so we took our transmitter and drove to the foot of Clark Mountain.
The helicopters come flying in about fifty feet above the ground. Klaus says, “If
you can fly up the mountain and find a place at the point it will be perfect.”

About an hour later the pilot came back and said, “Klaus, there’s not a place
to put down. Everything is razor-backed, staight up and straight down.”

“How about on the right-hand side of the highway?” Klaus went up with
him, and that was perfect. We took our transmitter, a generator I rented from
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a U-Haul place and an eight-foot dish that they tied to a rope on the side of the
helicopter and flew it up the mountain.

JOE FEATHERSTON: After they flew the equipment up there, we
had to climb the mountain. We had five-gallon cans of gas in our packs to keep
the generator going. It was really tough up there. Lightning would strike quite
often, and there was this very shale-like, loose rock. You would climb two steps
and fall back one. Finally, we set it up, and we turned on the transmitter, and
the guys at Wrightwood saw us.

After that we had to go up and down the mountain with gasoline cans. We
did that hike, a mile and a half, every day. We took sandwiches, and the copter
would bring in warm soup every once in a while. It was very cold, and the
privy was a straight drop—a thousand feet down. There were plenty of times
when we thought, “What are we doing up here?”

We had to make sure the dish was lined up perfectly. It kept shifting because
at the top of the mountain the wind was very strong, and we had no anchor
point to keep things in place.

JOHNNY POLICH: Now we have two points set up. From there we
went to Mount Charleston, which was the point for all transmissions from Las
Vegas. They have a good line of sight to the place where they are exploding the
bomb. We could drive to the top of Mount Charleston in our truck. That was
easy. From there, the signal went to the top of a building at Frenchman’s Flat in
Yucca Valley. So now we have it all set up from Yucca Flat to Charleston to
Clark, to Wrightwood to Mount Wilson.

All this time Klaus is sleeping maybe two hours a day. A few days before the
blast, there was a snowstorm at Wrightwood and we lost the picture. As the
snow was melting, they had to keep moving the disk to make sure it was in line.

EDDIE RESNICK: There was a parade on in Las Vegas the day before
the blast, and typical of Klaus, as long as we were there, he had us shoot it.
When we needed some rest, he sent us to a room in the hotel—one room for
eight or ten of us.

Early the next morning we left for Frenchman’s Flat to set up the cameras.
We had a twenty-four-inch lens. An atomic blast is like shooting the sun. You
burn the camera, so we put six black filters on the lens. We were also issued
goggles so dark you could barely see the sun, and we waited.

JOHNNY POLICH: Now we also had a camera up at Mount Charles-
ton in case something happened to our two cameras at the site or the transmit-
ter. Well, about fifteen minutes before the bomb was supposed to be dropped
the gas runs out of the generator that is powering the transmitter. Holy God.
Klaus was flipping like crazy, “What the hell we ran out of gas, for Chrissake?”
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We put in a couple of gallons and got the thing started, but by the time the cam-
eras were turned on again, they weren’t ready when the bomb went off, so the
blast was shown from the cameras on Mount Charleston.

All this was done without any advance publicity. There was a food show on
KTLA. Thirty seconds before the blast, we cut the food show off the air and just
went on.

The blast was scary. As soon as it exploded you could feel the heat on your
neck, instantly. As soon as I felt the heat I turned around to take a look at it, but
you could not look, it was brighter than the sun, and it was white, not yellow.

EDDIE RESNICK: It was the most gorgeous piece of fireworks I will
ever see in my life. The streamers of light and fire coming down, all the colors
of the rainbow. God, it was a pretty thing, but destructive as hell.

JOHNNY POLICH: I figured the truck would shake like hell, too, so I
took some rope and tied it down against four big rocks. There was a kid was on
top of this truck. He died of cancer, never smoked, never drank Coca-Cola. He
had the healthiest body you ever saw in your life. His name was Jerry Westfall.

They told us that providing the wind keeps going away from you we were
okay. If the wind shifted, we were supposed to get in the car and get the hell out
of there. The next year, we televised two bombs. Of the guys that were there,
three died of cancer. Two of them were young guys.

Klaus already had cancer. He was a heavy smoker. It started in his throat.
Then he found a brownish mole the size of a nickel on his belt line. I told him
to go to the doctor. He wouldn’t at first, but finally he had a doctor cut it out.
We were doing a “Frosty Frolics,” and after the show he went to the telephone
and called the doctor. The doctor told him it was malignant.

He lived five years; had seven operations.

STAN CHAMBERS: The station was his life to the end. I even
brought a client to his house to complete a sale about three weeks before he
died. He had lost a lot of weight, and he was in his bathrobe, but we talked
about it, and that program lasted for another ten or fifteen years.

JOHNNY POLICH: I spoke to Klaus the day before he died. The next
day we were doing “The Fisherman’s Fiesta” from San Pedro. He said to me,
“John, they can take a knife and cut off my arms and legs and everything. Just
leave my head.” He had a lot of pain, but he said he would see us tomorrow at
the fiesta.

STAN CHAMBERS: When I arrived at the parade, I was told Klaus
had died. Even though I knew it was going to happen, I couldn’t believe it.

I think the station had already started to slip. Sales were good and ratings
were good, but we just didn’t dominate. Once the live cable came, that was the
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topper. We lost the advantage of going up against old kinescopes. We had live
shows against us. Although *“City at Night,” Lawrence Welk, and Spade Cooley
were right up there until the late fifties, we weren't able to re-create the early
era and keep it as fresh and new and exciting.

BUD STEFAN: We slipped because the other stations had far better pro-
gramming. My other little show, “Fantastick Studios, Ink.,” was on at six-thirty
Saturday night. Out came “Your Show of Shows.” That blew us away. You
know, the Model T Ford was great in its day, but the Cadillacs came out and
knocked ’em out.

STAN CHAMBERS: We still went after news. Right after Klaus died,
John Silva came along with our Telecopter. When the Watts riots happened in
’65, we were the only ones up there.

BUD STEFAN: Even today, if there is a fire or a flood in L.A., people
turn to KTLA first, because they know KTLA will wipe out the whole night’s
programming to cover that fire. The networks can’t afford to do it. Still, Klaus
could not have survived in the network period. Klaus was a man of his time.
You could say that about a lot of people. Maybe Henry Ford couldn’t cut it to-
day for all I know, but he sure did it for his time.



THE CHICAGO
SCHOOL

I wasn’t sure what television was going to be, but I knew what it could be and

should be—different from any other communications medium, and I wanted to ex-

plore it to the nth degree. I wanted to innovate like crazy and blaze trails.
—TED MILLS

Jules Herbuveaux was a trumpet player by training, which didn’t exactly
qualify him to head up a TV station. On the other hand, in 1948 it didn’
disqualify him either.

Herbuveaux may not have recognized the difference between a wipe and a
dissolve, but he did know that a band was only as good as its sidemen, and in his
young crew at Chicago’s WNBQ, he had the wisdom to surround himself with
some of the best (and hungriest) young talent in the business.

“TV is the most honest thing in the world,” said Herbuveaux in 1951, “and
there’s no fakery in it. Be honest. Put on a good show, and the camera will take
care of the rest.”

Under Herbuveaux’s guidance, the station earned a hallowed reputation for
its charming puckish programs. These little gems such as “Studs’ Place,” “Gar-
roway at Large,” and “Kukla, Fran & Ollie,” demonstrated that television is often
at its best when it is at its most intimate and that big budgets are as dispensable
as suntan oil in the Arctic when creative people are given the freedom to create.

WNBQ was already Chicago’s fourth TV station when it debuted from the
Merchandise Mart on January 7, 1949. Its first network offering was “Kukla,
Fran & Ollie,” a pickup from crosstown rival, WBKB. Within two years, the
station was supplying half of NBC’ network schedule. Most of those programs
originated in the office of Ted Mills, the station’s program director and a relative
television veteran with three years under his belt when he signed on. It was
Mills who assembled the staff, mostly recent college graduates with no experi-
ence in the medium. All Mills could offer them was low pay and long hours, as
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well as a blank programming slate with a mandate to fill it as creatively and
cheaply as possible (with an emphasis on the latter). The need for thrift no
doubt led to the “Chicago style” of television, whose hallmarks were intimacy,
informality, and creativity born out of necessity. “The Chicago shows are mak-
ing an effort to do something,” said Fred Allen in 1950. “They’re short on
money, short on talent, and long on inventiveness.”

Allen got two out of three right. The station had talent to burn. The young
staff’s inspiration was Paul Rhymer, the creator of the daffy radio serial, “Vic
and Sade.” Rhymer’s influence could be seen on nearly all the station’s success-
ful offerings. His protégé, Charlie Andrews, was the creative force behind
“Garroway at Large,” a more-or-less variety show that virtually invented the vi-
sual pun. For example, after a performance by a harmonica quartet, Garroway
appeared on camera gnawing an ear of corn.

The unique conceit of “Garroway at Large” was to include the viewing au-
dience in the show’s wink at show business. When a group of dancers ended
their routine by diving into a swimming pool, Garroway suddenly appeared on
camera and hopped in too, only to bounce back out. He then called in the over-
head camera, so the viewers could see a pile of mattresses and an abashed group
of hoofers huddling under the wooden set.

Nobody seemed to enjoy the mischief more than the show’s amiable host.
He could give a deadpan lecture about constructing eleven-foot poles “for
touching people you wouldn’t touch with ten-foot poles,” while behind his
thick lenses, his eyes literally sparkled in merriment. The thirty-seven-year-old
former deejay was an unusual television star. He was low-key, and he radiated
intelligence. Off-camera he had more interests than a troop of Eagle Scouts.
Newsweek described him as an “an amateur mechanic, gem cutter, tile setter,
photographer, bird fancier, cabinet maker and bibliophile.”

Andrews struck gold again when he devised a format that showcased the
personality of Studs Terkel, a veteran actor and radio personality who, one
imagines, was a warm, crusty figure the day of his birth. “Studs’ Place” was re-
markable in that it had no script. The weekly show was set in a bar, where
Terkel and his mates, folk singer Win Stracke, actress Beverly Younger, and pi-
anist and racetrack habitué Chet Roble, improvised for half an hour from an
outline by Andrews that was anywhere from two paragraphs to two pages in
length. The characters they played were so real that they caused visitors to the
city to wander the streets, searching for Studs’ Place to enjoy the good fellow-
ship and a home-cooked meal.

Improvisation was also the hallmark of “Kukla, Fran & Ollie,” a Peabody-
Award winner for children’s programming in 1950, even though the show fans
were mostly among the shaving set. WNBQ produced a number of honored
children’s shows—*"“Mr. Wizard,” “Ding Dong School,” and “Zoo Parade”—
that moved on to the network. Creativity also extended to the news depart-
ment, whose “Five Star Final” not only featured outstanding local journalists
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but for entertainment purposes also threw in a pianist, Herbie Mintz, and the
remarkable talents of Dorsey Connors, who earned national renown for her
ability to transform a coat hanger into just about anything.

The Chicago school peaked in the early fifties. There was just too much am-
bition on the staff for a local station to hold. At the same time, network pro-
grammers were more interested in big shows that attracted larger advertisers.
Most of the crew departed for New York, where they became key contributors
to televisions “Golden Age.” As early as 1950, Newsweek reported that Garroway
was headed for New York. Little did the magazine know that NBC president Pat
Weaver was cooking up something called the “Today” show for him.

As for the rest, Andrews followed Garroway to the Big Apple, where he en-
joyed a long successful career not only with “Today” but also as a writer for Sid
Caesar and as producer of “The Arthur Godfrey Show” and “Candid Camera.”
The station’s young directors seemed to be everywhere on the dial. Norman
Felton produced and directed “Robert Montgomery Presents.” Daniel Petrie’s
work was featured on “The U.S. Steel Hour” and “Playhouse 90.” Bill Hobin
directed the comedy classic, “Your Show of Shows.” Bob Banner became one
of the medium’s busiest producers, while Ted Mills and Ben Park joined Weav-
er’s executive staff at NBC.

Only Studs Terkel never found another niche on TV. After Joe McCarthy’s
minions turned the lights out on “Studs’ Place” and cut short a promising tele-
vision career, Terkel took up reporting. His series of oral history books set the
standard for those who have followed in his footsteps.

By 1959, Chicago didn’t have a single offering on the network schedule.
Herbuveaux continued as head of NBC’s central division until that unit was
finally shut down in 1962. The Chicago School, whose doors were opened by
Captain Bill Eddy in 1940, was closed for good. The kids had all graduated.

BOB BANNER: Its funny to hear people talk about the “Chicago style.”
When we were there doing it, we never thought about it. We were just trying
to do the best we could with what we knew about television, and most of us
didn’t know anything.

STUDS TERKEL: Chicago was like a frontier town when it came to
television. “Studs’ Place” was a Chicago show. It could not have been done in
New York. New York was so uptight. “You've got to be it! You’ve got to be big!
You've got to score!”

CHARLIE ANDREWS: New York was the great museums, the great
opera, the great everything. California was the golden land where you sat in the
sun and created great big fuckin’ movies. Chicago was the Second City. It made
us work harder and take chances.
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STUDS TERKEL: The city itself was different. Chicago was not the
center of money. Chicago was the gypsy taverns on North Avenue and the
South Side blues places. It was blue collar, farm equipment, steel, packing
houses. We had Chicago jazz, Bud Freeman and Jimmy McPartland, and the
writers. H. L. Mencken said, “You can’t discuss American literature unless you
discuss the Chicago palatinate,” Dreiser, Norris, Sandburg, and Farrell.

People come to Chicago from the middle of the country, from the deep
South, from farm country in Minnesota. Charlie Andrews came from Fond du
Lac, Wisconsin. Fran Allison came from Waterloo, Iowa. I came from Sheboy-
gan, Wisconsin. Everybody who came reflected that.

CHARLIE ANDREWS: I was raised in Fond du Lac, Wisconsin, by
my grandparents. My grandfather was a railroad worker. He loved radio, and he
loved books. I loved radio. After supper, we would go into the living room and
read and listen to the radio. That’s all we ever did during the winter months. I
listened to all the jazz bands and the usual “Fibber McGee and Molly,” and Fred
Allen, but the show that I loved the most was “Vic and Sade”” “Vic and Sade”
was a continuing story, but it wasn’t a soap opera. It was just episodes in the lives
of these people “in a little house halfway up on the next block.”

“Vic and Sade” had a magic. Everything about it was totally charming. Paul
Rhymer wrote it. He didnt tell jokes. He just had great characters like
“Richigan Sishigan from Fishigan, Michigan.” He talked about one girl, “who
was the most beautiful girl ever to drown in Miller’s Pond.” Vic told a story
about one fellow, who worked for forty years for the railroad. He rode a bicycle
to work. It had a wire basket on the handlebars to carry his lunch. Every day he
would take home a small piece of the locomotive in his lunchbox. After forty
years, he assembled an eight-wheel-drive locomotive in his backyard.

God, all I wanted to be was a radio writer. Later, when [ went to Chicago,
I wanted to meet Paul so badly. When I finally did, we went for a drink. We
laughed at the same things. We became very close friends for years. He was a
sweet funny man.

NORMAN FELTON: I went to see Paul about doing “Vic and Sade”
on television. When I arrived at his apartment, I rang the bell, and there was no
answer. The door was ajar. I opened it, and he was spread-eagled on the
ground. For a second I was scared, but he was just being Paul Rhymer.

He would do crazy things. When he traveled the country, he would send post-
cards, saying, “I'm locked in the toilet in Grand Central Station. Get me out.”

STUDS TERKEL: In 1944, I got a radio job, playing folk songs and old
opera records, jazz. I called the show “The Wax Museum,” a pun, wax museum
and old records. 1 did takeoffs on the opera. Longshot Silvester, a tout who
loved opera, was my character. After Louis’ “West End Blues” or Woody doing
“Do Re Mi,” I'd slip in an old scratchy Columbia record of Emma Calvé, 1915,
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doing a great habaiiera, but before that I'd tell the story of Carmen through
Longshot, “It’s about a tomato who loves not too wisely but too often.” Or
Longshot would do Tristan. “He takes that magic potion and, ‘Isolde, Isolde, I

LIR1)

smolder and smolder.

CHARLIE ANDREWS: In those days, radio stations had girl singers
on staff. At NBC there was Carolyn Gilbert. When fifteen minutes during the
daytime wasn’t sold, the word would go out, “Carolyn, you're doing fifteen
minutes a day for the next three weeks,” and all of the sudden on the radio
would be “Carolyn Gilbert Time” with Hugh Downs as the announcer. I
wrote some scripts for Carolyn on speculation. Jules Herbuveaux liked them,
and he agreed to pay me seven dollars a script. Then he gave me other shows.

By then, I had heard Garroway on the radio. Dave was a staff announcer with
a great voice and a very relaxed delivery. He had the “11:60 Club” between mid-
night and one o’clock in the morning. Dave would play records and tell little sto-
ries. I contacted him and said, “I've got a lot of stuff I think you could use.”

We immediately hit it off. I was the only writer who really ever matched
Dave. I designed “Garroway at Large,” and later I came to New York with Dave
for the “Today” show. He was the best man at my wedding and my best friend
through all of those years.

TED MILLS: I got into show business by writing propaganda films with
Frank Capra’s unit during World War II. Then I took a job with NBC televi-
sion. Two years later, I received an offer from WGN to put that station on the
air, and the opportunity to be station manager and program manager was too
good to pass up.

Unfortunately, I was working for Colonel McCormick and a guy named
Schreiber, who ruled the station with an iron fist. I developed such a loathing
for Schreiber that I went to Jules Herbuveaux. He said, “Why don’t you come
and work for me?”

I said, “I'll come over if I can have my head.”

He said, “You know, Ted, I like to play golf,” so I said okay, and I was totally

on my owi.

CHARLIE ANDREWS: Jules was a great guy. He had been a trumpet
player, so he came out of the entertainment side as against the administrative
side. He was the one who found Paul. Jules was also a great champion of Burr
Tillstrom.

REINALD WERRENRATH: He didnt try to dictate what was
done. He just tried to get the creative people to do a creative job. NBC was
where I had begun, and when they started up out here I applied and was the
second producer hired by Jules for the TV station. Norman Felton was the first.

TED MILLS: I put most of the staff together. There was Norman, who
was later head of MGM Television, Dan Petrie, Ben Park, Bill Hobin, and Bob
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Banner. They were talented with great ideas, and not one of them had any real
experience in television. I just felt they would be explorers.

BOB BANNER: I was teaching at Northwestern University in the the-
ater department. The dean of the department said to me one day in 1948, “You
are the junior member of the faculty. Why don’t you learn about television so
we could teach it here?”

I got an intern job at WBKB. I also applied to WNBQ, but I never heard
from them. Then just before Christmas, I came home late one night, and the
phone was ringing. I picked it up and a voice said, “Congratulations, you have
been accepted to work at WNBQ.”

They wanted me to come down that night. I said, “Tonight?”

“Yes, right now.”

I got there around nine o’clock, and they said, “You're going to work as a
general helper but to do specifically stage managing, and you're stage managing
a show tomorrow evening.”

This was a Christmas show from the Great Lakes Naval Training Center in
Chicago. The other person helping on the stage was Duane Bogie, who later
became the chief executive for “Hallmark Hall of Fame.” I introduced myself,
and he said, “Have you worked at NBC?”

“No, I just got the job last night.”

He had been working in the mailroom. I said, “Duane, what are we sup-
posed to do?”

“Don’t you worry, nobody else knows what they’re doing either, so we’ll be
fine”

It seemed that the show ran nineteen hours. It probably ran an hour and a
half. T suspect we showed more stagehands than we showed performers.

BEN PARK: One day when I was in radio I went to a party at which Burr
Tillstrom was one of the guests. He asked me, “Do you ever see ‘Kukla, Fran
& Ollie’?”

I said no, I didn’t have a television.

“Well, you ought to see it some time.”

He was very cheerful and charming about the whole thing, so I went to a
bar across from our office, and I watched an episode, and I was wiped out. I
said, “Wow!”

I called Burr up, and told him I had seen it. He said, “Why don’t you come
over and sit in with me and the kids?”—the kids meaning the puppets. I did,
and it was mind-boggling to watch the show from backstage. Ted Mills had al-
ready made a couple of overtures to me, but after I had seen “Kukla,” I called
him up and said, “I'm coming.” It was that simple. Dan Petrie came in about
the same time as I did. He was a wonderful assistant, because he actually knew
something about television.
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DAN PETRIE: I was teaching at Creighton University when I went to
see Ted. I jokingly—but seriously—got down on my knees in his office, and I
said, “You've got to give me a job.”

He didn’t have anything, but when I got back to Omaha, there was a message
that he had called. Norman Felton had gotten an offer to do the Robert Mont-
gomery show, and so a place had opened up. I was back two or three days later.
I was supposed to be a floor manager, but that Saturday night Ted really riled
over one of the shows, and he turned to me in back of the control room, “Well,
kid, do you think you’re ready to fly?”

Naturally, I couldn’t say, “Oh, no,” so I said, “Oh, yes.”

“Next week, you’re doing this fuckin’ thing.”

BOB BANNER: If you could read your name and spell it you could di-
rect. They said they were going to train us, but training us meant walking us
through the studios, and saying, “That’s what it is and here’s what you do. Here’s
a little dissolve thing, and here’s the show you're going to do.”

The first show I directed in the studio was a fifteen-minute program called
“Gone But Not Forgotten.” It was simple, just a singer, a piano player, and an
announcer. | would sit in the control room and look at it. Then I would run
downstairs to the floor and tell ’em where to stand, and then I would run back
upstairs. After about a week, the technical director said, “Did you know that if
you pressed this little button here, you can talk to the people in the studio?”

I thought, “My God, that’s gonna save all our lives. I'm so exhausted from
running up and down the stairs.”

1
@ 1

DAN PETRIE: My wife and I first heard Garroway on radio in ’46 or
’47. His theme song was “Gonna Take a Sentimental Journey” He would talk
in that tone [softly], “Hi, Tiger,” just like he’s talking to a woman, and oh, man,
we loved him.

LYNWOOD KING: He was very esoteric and very big with the North-
western University crowd, but it took a Charlie Andrews to give him that twin-
kle in the eye. Not that Dave was humorless, he wasn'’t, and he was brilliant.

CHARLIE ANDREWS: He loved working on his car. Just before air
time, the announcer would say to me, “Charlie, for Chrissakes, go get Dave.”
I'd get in a cab and go to Huron Street where Dave would be under a car, his
overalls all covered with grease. I'd bring him to the studio still in his overalls.

LYNWOOD KING: NBC in Chicago had one of the most gorgeous
staff orchestras in the world, but by the late forties they weren’t doing much,
and Jules figured since they were being paid, they would find a way to make use
of them.
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BOB BANNER: We decided to do a variety show. For the host, I said to
Ted, “You know the darling of Northwestern is the radio announcer that’s on
late night, the crazy guy who talks to a mouse in the studio,” and it was Dave.

TED MILLS: The first thing we put on the air was an absolute monstros-
ity called “Contrast.”

CHARLIE ANDREWS: After two shows, Dave said, “These are so
awful I can’t do this anymore. Let’s bring Charlie in and have him work on it.”

Ted wanted to do a show with an audience, but on the radio, Dave would
lean close to the microphone, lower his voice, and talk. It was very personal,
and he had a big following so I said, “Do it in a studio so Dave won'’t have to
face an audience. Let him talk to the camera.”

We told Dave, “You are only talking to one person. The camera is your friend.”
Dave did that better than anyone, except Godfrey. Milton Berle was funny, man,
but his show was television trying to be theater. We believed the Garroway show
should be pure television—in other words, do what the camera indicates you
should do rather than try to make the camera sit in the theater and look at a stage.
That was partly why we decided to show the equipment on camera. There’s noth-
ing bad about a camera. If it takes pictures, take pictures of a camera.

BILL HOBIN: The camera would follow Dave walking from one set to
the next one with the studio walls and the stagehands in the background.

LYNWOOD KING: I was stage manager for a few months. On the first
show, Garroway started wandering all over the set, and the camera cables got so
mixed up they looked like rows of knitting. It got so you couldn’t get from Set
A to Set B without panning across the man on the boom. “Well,” Garroway
said, “you just go ahead and do that.” He just wandered by and said, “Hi, Bob,”
to the boom man and Bob said, “Hi, Dave,” and that became the show.

TED MILLS: We used to pan the camera up and catch the stagehand
shaking snow.

LYNWOOD KING: On the first show, Carolyn Gilbert sang a sad song
called “The Black Coffee Blues.” When she was done, Dave walked into the set
and gave her a bottle of milk. That was another of those Charlie Andrews
things. After that, they would say, “What’s the milk bottle for this number?” In
other words, “What’s the kicker?”

For “By the Light of the Silvery Moon,” the set was a barbershop with the
moon shining through the window. At the end of the song, Dave came in with
the moon as if it were a lollipop.

BILL HOBIN: We never had a script. We knew the musical numbers,
and for the connecting talk, Charlie would just type out, “Dave talks to so-
and-so and crosses to this set.”
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LYNWOOD KING: Charlie came up with great visual tricks. One of
them people ask about to this day. Cliff Norton was a baseball pitcher and
Garroway a catcher. When Cliff threw the ball it did all sorts of loops and curves.
What we did was have two stagehands out of camera range on either side, and the
ball was on a very fine piano wire that allowed it to behave that way.

There was another one where Les Paul and Mary Ford came out to do the
show. Garroway just stood there and said, “I bet you didn’t know I could play
the guitar” Then the camera cut to these hands going wild over the guitar
strings. Of course, they were Les Paul’s hands, while Garroway would give that
little twinkle when the camera was on him.

CHARLIE ANDREWS: | wrote little stories that could be danced
out. One of them our choreographer, Edie Barstow, loved. A boy and a girl go
to the beach. They change into bathing suits, leaving their glasses behind. Their
world is a beautiful blur, and the camera goes blurry. They meet and they talk
and they dance and they throw the ball back and forth, and they fall in love.
They agree to meet at the bus stop and go home together, so they go get dressed
and put their glasses on, and now they don’t recognize each other, so they leave,
two lonely people.

BOB BANNER: They made us say at the end of the show, “This pro-
gram came to you from Chicago.”

I asked, “Why do we have to say that? The shows from New York don’t say,
this program came from there.”

“Because you are remote. New York is television.” We got so annoyed, we
said, “Let’s do something about that.”

So we did something that was considered to be very fancy. We said, “This
program came to you from Chicago, which is at the bottom of Lake Michigan,”
and we got an aquarium and had the camera shoot through the fish tank with
Dave Garroway on the other side.

New York said, “Don’t add clauses to that. Just say, ‘Came to you from Chi-
cago. ” Well, we were determined. The next week we said, “This program
came to you from Chicago, which is thirty-five miles southeast of the birthplace
of Pat O’Brien.”

LYNWOOD KING: Or “This program came to you from Chicago,”
and Dave would take an axe and cut a piece of cable on the floor and the picture
went kaplooey.

CHARLIE ANDREWS: “This program came to you from Chica-
go, the friendly city,” and when Dave turned around there was a knife in his
back.

BOB BANNER: New York got progressively more annoyed at this, but
we kept doing it. Around Thanksgiving, we had Dave standing there with a tur-
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key, and he said, “This turkey came to you from Chicago.” By then, they were
terribly annoyed.

It was those kinds of things that made the show instantly recognized and cri-
tiqued as being special and good. One critic wrote, “A breath of fresh air blew
out of windy Chicago. ...”

CHARLIE ANDREWS: | was never so happy working. We had no
interference, not from the advertisers, and not from Jules Herbuveaux. It wasn't
like now where you have meetings about everything. We just met with Bill
Hobin and Ted and David and I and Edie Barstow, the choreographer. Mostly we
had lunch, and Billy would say, “Gee, I want to do a dance number with this.”

I would say, “Well, you know how we could get into that? If you can use an
umbrella, then we could do this”

“Yeah, we could use an umbrella.”

They would change my mind or I would change their minds. Then at the
end, we would have an agreement on what to do.

TED MILLS: This would happen all the time: the night before the show,
we had to build scenery, but Charlie says, “I don't got one, sorry. Let’s just can-
cel this one. I can't figure it out.” Then at eleven o’clock, “Suppose . . ” And
it would be brilliant.

CHARLIE ANDREWS: Sometimes it came easy; sometimes it came
hard, but you always had to get there. I later wrote for the Sid Caesar show.
There, if someone came up with an idea and you said immediately, “Let’s use
it,” you were accused of being a “pilgrim,” an early settler. If you finish too far
ahead of time, you're being a pilgrim. My wife used to irritate the shit out of
me. She'd say, “Here you are worried again. Why didn't you do it yesterday,
then you could have gone to the movies tonight?” She didn’t understand that
you do it when your heart tells you it has to be done.

Who knows where an idea comes from. If you're struggling with an idea, the
best thing to do is look at pictures or go to the movies. Go wherever there are
things to look at. It doesn’t do you any good to look at a wall, because then
you’ve only got your head to work with.

I think the creative process is a negative process. It's a process of elimination.
If you are writing about chickens, you read everything to read about chickens.
You go to a museum and look at all the paintings of chickens. You go to a
chicken movie and listen to chicken music. Then you sit at the typewriter and
say, “Now, let’s see, this is no good. I can’t use this. This has nothing to do with
it.” Finally, you get down to about two things that are usable, and you say, “I'm
gonna go with this one.”

I got an idea for a routine when I was in a dentist’s chair. I'm sitting there,
and the light comes into you like this, and this machine comes right into your
face. Back at my office, I called Bill Hobin, and we worked on it together.
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On the show, Dave walks by a little flat that says DENTIST. He says, “I think
you people need to have your teeth fixed.” He walks into the door, and there
is Cliff Norton. “Okay, sit down.” He takes a napkin and goes up to the lens,
looks at it and says, “Let’s see what we have here.” He takes a probe and brings
it right up to the lens. We scratched an ice pick on a piece of slate so it would
squeak. Then, he takes the drill, and we have an exaggerated sound. While he
puts the drill just under the lens, another guy holds a fireworks sparkler under
the lens. Well, it was funny, man, and it came from my trip to the dentist.

Sometimes, it was the cameramen came up with the ideas. Bob Haley loved
that camera. He would say, “Hey, look what happens when I do this.” There
might be vertical lines on the screen, and we would say, “Hey, do that and we’ll
have a jail scene.”

One time he came in with a glass building brick. He had one of the guys
hold it up to the lens, and we could see something like one hundred images.
The following week we had a number with Betty Chappel about twins. We
said, “Hey, bring that in to rehearsal, and let’s see what we can do with it.”

BILL HOBIN: New York couldn’t figure out how we got this “image
multiplier,” and we wouldn'’t tell them. Finally, they demanded that we tell
them, so we just mailed them the brick.

CHARLIE ANDREWS: Our first advertiser was Congoleum Nairn.
They left us alone, and we never had any trouble with them. Then the show
moved to New York in 1951, and we did a season for Pontiac. At the end of the
season, Mr. Pontiac said, “Fellas, I just love your show, but why doesn’t Dave tell
a few jokes?”

I said, “Gee, Mr. Pontiac, we've developed a style that Dave is comfortable
with, and besides, it’s very hard to do jokes without an audience.”

He said, “You've put your finger on it. We need an audience.”

And we were doomed. I've learned since that the people you have to answer
to in television don’t trust the audience at all. If you had a guy like Garroway
who was just amusing, never funny, they were never sure. “How do you know
people are amused?”

They always needed those guffaws. That’s why they put in laughter in all the
shows. It limited Garroway greatly, and I'm sure it hurt Paul Rhymer on tele-
vision. Paul’s stuff never had punch lines. I liked that. It made me chuckic cather
than laugh out loud. It was warmer, sweeter, and had more character. [ wanted
to write like that.
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BOB BANNER: I was still teaching at Northwestern when someone at
NBC asked me to stage manage a puppet show. I was ashamed. I was in the
“theattah” department at Northwestern. It was “Kukla, Fran & Ollie.” When [
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got there, they explained that most of the show was ad-lib. Then they said,
“What are we going to do today?”

I thought, Jesus, three hours before they go on the air, and they’re deciding
what they are going to do? They obviously don’t know about the theater, music
and art.

They said to me, “What did you do the last day or s0?” I said [ had seen La
Bohéme at the Met. “Great, let’s do a parody of La Bohéme.”

I thought, What do these puppeteers know about La Bohéme? I said, “Would
you like me to go to the music library and get some music?”

“No,” whereupon Jack Fascinato started to play. Fran said, “I want to sing
Mimi’s theme at the end of Act Two.”

They never went to get any music. They made it all up, and I was astonished.
They had so many subtleties, and it was funny and so understandable for the pub-
lic, and to do a parody of La Bohéme is tougher than doing the real La Bohéme.

Of course, “Kukla, Fran & Ollie” became an instant hit. Then at Northwest-
ern, when I said, “Do you know what show I'm working on? ‘Kukla, Fran &
Ollie, ” that was a big thing. [Laughs.]

LEW GOMAVITZ: Burr knew every opera. He had seen every ballet.
When we had the singer Gladys Swarthout on, she did Carmen, and Kukla sang
right along with her.

LYNWOOD KING: When their stage manager left, Burr knew I was a
fan, and he asked me to take the job. I took it even though I was directing all
sorts of things. That’s how much I enjoyed it.

LEW GOMAVITZ: They began working on each show about two in
the afternoon. Over coffee, Fran might say, “Guess what happened to me to-
day?” Before you knew it, that would be a story line. Sometimes, if they hadn'’t
Jelled the music or the story, the meeting would go right up to airtime. When
[ got into the control room I had an idea of what it might be, but even then,
it might start as a show about a fire and end up being about Harry Truman.

Fran had to keep up with Burr, but she was like an Artesian well. Kukla never
knew what Fran was gonna say, either.

LYNWOOD KING: She was funnier than they were lots of times. She
would break Burr up. Sometimes, I would hear him giggling over the microphone.

LEW GOMAVITZ: Marlin Perkins came on with a skunk which was
supposed to have been deskunked. For some reason, the skunk got uncontrol-
lable and bit Marlin on the hand. Fran laughed and ran off the stage just before
the skunk sprayed the entire place. You can’t imagine the stench. Meanwhile,
the cameraman was laughing so hard, the camera was moving up and down.
You would have thought there was an earthquake.
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Finally, Perkins left and Kukla came up on the stage after a lapse of about two
dead minutes. He had this little mop in his hand. He started mopping the stage
and he looked out at the audience and said, “It happens in the best of families.”

LYNWOOD KING: The only thing that Burr insisted on was that you
treated the “kids” as if they were absolutely real.

LEW GOMAVITZ: We all looked at them as individuals. Kukla was Kuk-
la. Burr would have fits when someone called Ollie an alligator. Ollie was, and is,
a dragon. We had a stage manager do that on the air. That was his last show.

HUGH DOWNS: I replaced the first announcer after they found him
backstage poking his arm into Ollie. That was a no-no. And anybody who said,
“Hey, Burr, hold up Kukla a second,” would be dismissed. No one ever ad-
dressed the puppets as Burr.

LYNWOOD KING: Over the intercom, I would tell Kukla or Ollie to
do this or that. After the show, we would play our own kinescopes, and Burr
would say, “Did you see what Kukla did?”

HUGH DOWNS: One show started going very differently from the way
it had been planned. Colonel Crackie was talking about his high-school grad-
uation. He went on and on and on. After the show, Burr said, “I couldn’t get
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the Colonel to shut up

STUDS TERKEL: I was doing a radio show called “Briefcase,” and |
said to Burr’s manager, Beulah Zachary, “Burr could come on with Madame
Oglepuss to talk about opera, and I would do Fran Allison’s role.”

It was the most amazing experience. I was absolutely mesmerized. I would
say, “Madame Oglepuss. I'm so delighted.”

“Oh, dear boy. I'm so glad you like the opera, Studs.” She was great. After
it finishes, Burr, Bev Younger, and I go the bar downstairs. I say to Burr, “How
did you like the show?”

Not a word.

In the middle of my second drink, Bev goes, “Ask him how Madame
Oglepuss liked it.”

“How did Madame Oglepuss like it?”

[Loudly] “She loved it. Fantastic” Unbelievable, Burr became this person.
They were real to Burr.

HUGH DOWNS: Burr had kind of a multiple schizoid approach to these
people. The character speaking would make errors, but Burr never crossed a
voice. I thought that kind of error was just impossible to avoid until I saw him
do a show at the old Actors’ Club. This was mind-boggling. Burr had been
drinking, and when he brought Ollie out, Ollie was pretty drunk. Kukla came
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on and was cold sober. With clear disapproval and without any slurring of
words, he said, “Don’t come to me with your big head tomorrow complaining
about a headache.” Burr was not sober! I said, “My, God, this is spooky.”

LYNWOOD KING: Once it got on the networks, the show really
caught fire. It appealed to show-biz folks. Tallulah Bankhead became a big fan,
and Gertrude Lawrence, Shirley Booth, Lena Horne. One day, I asked Burr
“Who’s that upstairs?”

“Oh, that’s that new actor, Brando.” He was still growing the beard to do
Viva Zapata!

LEW GOMAVITZ: Delores Dragon was named after Tallulah Bank-
head’s niece. Tallulah was a great, great fan of the show. In fact, when we took
the show on the road, General Sarnoff gave her carte blanche to use the NBC
lines to call us wherever we happened to be. One year, she called us every single
night. We were in New York, and naturally she wouldn’t miss one of the shows.
One night she forgot what she was doing. She said, “My God,” and she threw
on her mink coat and jumped into a cab to the theater. She came in about two
minutes before air. There wasn't a seat left in the theater, so Burr had her sit
down right in front of the stage on the deck in her mink coat. During the show,
Kukla said, “Talu, aren’t you a wee bit warm with your coat on?”

“Yeah, but I can’t take it off.”

Kukla says, “Why not?”

She opened up her coat, and she didn’t have a stitch on.

LYNWOOD KING: Burr never played to children. You don't build an
entire half hour around “Talullah Bankhead called you yesterday,” and call it a
children’s show. Even though he won awards, he used to really get red in the face
and say, “This is not a kids’ show.” It wasn't. It was way too sophisticated for kids.
Burr always did just what he wanted to do. You didn't tell Burr anything.

Everybody was saying what a genius Burr was, but the show got inbred. A half
hour about Tallulah was too show-bizzy. My favorite show would be about Fran’s
shopping in Glockenspiel’s or Buelah Witch buzzing the UN, things like that.

Eventually, NBC did up and drop him. ABC picked him up, but the show
was never again as prestigious, and frankly it had lost some of its charm. Every
show runs its course no matter how good it is, and “Kukla” had been on five
days a week for five years.

STUDS TERKEL: Burr was the genius of television. At his funeral, I
talked about Burr’s world. In the world today it’s every man for himself. The
Kuklapolitan world is a tender world in which people behave decently toward
one another. That was the world Burr created. In the midst of high technology,
1t was no-technology, just a guy with his hands and little pieces of cloth.
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BEN PARK: “Hawkins Falls” pursued the whimsical tradition of “Vic
and Sade”

LYNWOOD KING: Hawkins Falls was a small town, population 6,200.
Belinda Catherwood was the richest lady in town. At one point she got bees in
her attic. That would be the whole plot.

Philip Lord played the judge, and Butler Manville, who had to be eighty
years old then, was the town clerk. He was wonderful. One day I went into his
dressing room and he had lines all over his face. I said, “What are you doing?”

“I’m putting on my age.”

He was an ancient, ancient guy, who would wear celluloid cuffs. He would
write his lines on those cuffs, so when you saw him staring fixedly at his hands,
he would be reading his lines.

One day we had finished dress rehearsal, and we were short, and there was
a scene with Butler eating a sandwich, and I said to him, “We're short. See if
you can do something.”

He said all right. Well, when we got to that scene, he took out his sandwich
from a brown paper bag. He looked at this sandwich. Then he opened the desk
drawer, fumbled around, and pulled out a pair of shears, and he very meticu-
lously trimmed the lettuce around the four sides of his sandwich. It was totally
delightful and so fascinating I forgot we were on the air for a minute. It was
things like that that no writer could write.

HUGH DOWNS: Frank Dane was the male lead until he got so over-
bearing. He once so humiliated Ben Park and the writer Bill Barrett in front of
everybody, my toes curled up in my shoes. He said something like, “I was an es-
tablished actor when you guys were in knee pants. Don't tell me .. .” and “If
you don’t meet my demands you won’t see me on the set tomorrow.”

He put on his hat and stormed out, and after an awkward silence, Ben looked
at Bill and one of them said, “Let’s kill him,” and they did. They wrote him out.

BEN PARK: We sent him off in an airplane, and it crashed, but then Bill
found it very hard to keep on writing Bernardine as a widow, so we resurrected
him a year and a half later [laughs], only it was his twin brother. Frank had been
chastised to stay on the ball from then on.

LYNWOOD KING: It started as an hour show. Then it went to a half
hour and then fifteen minutes. By then it was really a soap opera. We felt very
sad about that, but there was nothing we could do.

BEN PARK: The goodside of beingan O & O in the days before the ac-
counting guys got in was we could call up and say, “We want to do something,”
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and they would say, “Do it”” On the other hand, we were constantly saying,
“They don’t know how good we are. They don’t know how hard we’re work-
ing out here.” The network’s decisions about our shows were pretty arbitrary. If
they wanted to take something off they took it off. If they wanted to put it in,
they put it in, and that was it.

LYNWOOD KING: Because we were an O & O, we had to carry the
entire network lineup from New York. My first year, the entire Sunday-night
schedule came from New York. I'd be about the only person in the station. My
Jjob was to take about three hours worth of film, splice in the blanks for station
breaks, and roll it. I also had to cut “Hopalong Cassidy” from an hour and
twenty minutes to fifty minutes to fit them into an hour and make way for com-
mercials. The other fellow I worked with sometimes just whacked off the first
twenty minutes of the film. I tried to be a little more sopbhisticated. I tried to cut
out just the mushy love stuff.

BEN PARK: We originated “Ding Dong School,” which was one of the
few shows that was a friendly educator of children.

REINALD WERRENRATH: My five-year-old son named the
show. I showed him the school bell that we were using as the signature of the
show, and he said, “Ding dong,” and that gave us the name of the program.

BEN PARK: It was the first show with the announced intention of intro-
ducing children to a full world of ideas, in terms of stories, experiences, and
doing things.

I did a series of shows designed to bring the outside world into the home.
“Down on the Farm” was a series of live visits to a working farm. We also did
“Portrait of America” because I had this notion of looking into real people’s
lives. The first show was about a family that has an interracial marriage in it.

LYNWOOD KING: “Coffee And” starring Hugh Downs was another
local show. It was a variety show that later became “The Bunch” on the network.
Hugh was great fun. We did little things to take advantage of who he was. One
of the best things we ever did was coming up with the Concerto for Kazoo and Or-
chestra. We had the NBC orchestra in their tuxedos performing a very compli-
cated arrangement. Hugh stood there and played the kazoo all the way through.
People like Hugh became stars because of the public’s acceptance. They
think he’s a nice man. It was the same thing with Arthur Godfrey, except Hugh
really is a nice man. Godfrey was the biggest son of a bitch in the world.

HUGH DOWNS: The nature of my job is to get that spotlight directed
someplace else. I'm comfortable with that, and if people are comfortable with
me, I'm very grateful.
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I used to think I was terrible because I don’t sing or dance. I thought I didn’t
belong in the business, but if you take a really blockbuster talent like Frank
Sinatra, he wouldn’t dare go on the air on television once a month. He would
burn out in a year, so in a way the less talent you have or deploy the less chance
you have of overexposure. That may be why I have been on network television
more than anybody in the world.
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NORMAN FELTON: I had known Studs from his radio shows. I
wanted to find some way to do a show with him. While he was playing Death
of a Salesman in Detroit I said to him, “When you're through with the show,
we’ll figure out something.” We talked about it, and out of that eventually came
“Studs’ Place.”

CHARLIE ANDREWS: His show originally was a showcase for
Carolyn Gilbert, who wanted to be on television, so we designed a show with
her playing piano in a bar. We needed a guy behind the bar, and Studs was per-
fect for that. The problem was after the first show it was obvious who was going
to be the star. Studs came off naturally. Meanwhile, Carolyn realized she was
better on radio than she was on television.

STUDS TERKEL: It was easy from the beginning. I had done radio,
and I had a way of talking as though to one person. When we put together the
cast, Charlie said, “We need a waitress.” We were watching a show called “The
Clocks.” In “The Clocks” was this actress, Bev Younger. She was good, so we
went to Bev and asked her to play the waitress. She said, “Where’s the script?”

“There isn’t gonna be any.”

“I’m leavin’, good-bye.”

But we got her. She was fantastic. She broke the stereotype of the waitress.
Hitherto the waitress in the movies was the Brooklynese gum-chewing type.
She had a kind of mother wit. We used our real names, but Beverly wasn’t the
right name. She suggested Grace. There was a slight touch of that intimation.

After Bev, in comes Win Stracke, my old friend from the Labor Theater.

CHARLIE ANDREWS: Win had played Lenny, the idiot guy in Of
Mice and Men. 1 fell in love with him from the minute I met him. He just radi-
ated this sweet shyness that you see occasionally in big men.

STUDS TERKEL: Win played the self-educated hobo. He was actually
a very cultured guy. He attended Lake Forest College, but he also traveled with
some of the hoboes when he was young. He sang on picket lines, but he could
sing anything.

So we got the waitress, the handyman Win, who—and this again is my
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credo—is a self-educated laborer. The fourth regular was Chet Roble. Charlie
knew I liked jazz. He says, “There’s a guy at Helsing’s Lounge, where Georgie
Gobel is performing. This guy is the house pianist,” and it’s Chet.

Chet invented the piano bar. He knew the hep world. He had a language all
his own. We called it “Roblasian.” “Here comes Joe Loot,” he’s got lots of
money. Or, “Here comes Joe Dames,” the guy was a ladies’ man.

In my case, I was the entrepreneur who didn’t know what the hell he was
doing. As a generosity, people come, but he is not very good as far as business
was concerned. John Crosby loved the show. He wrote, “These are people you
think it’s real, you know it’s not real, but they’re people you learn to care for.”

The end was a credit, “Dialogue by the cast.” We had visitors on the set, and
they'd ask, “Are you guys having conversation or is it part of the script.”

“Oh, it’s the script.” They couldn't tell. Neither could the cast sometimes.
[Laughs.]

CHARLIE ANDREWS: I'd write up a two- or three-page outline.
“Studs had a fight with his wife. He doesn’t want to buy her a refrigerator.”
Then we’d meet on the balcony of the Civic Opera Building and rehearse. I'd
say, “Studs is upset because he just had a fight with his wife. What are you fight-
ing about, Studs?”

Studs would say, “Last week, she wanted to go visit with her folks, and I
didn’t want to go.”

“Well, tell me about that.”

So he would say this and that. “Tell that to Grace.”

He would fall into the character, “Grace, my wife ..

Then I would say, “Grace, what’s your position on this?”’

“He was wrong. He should have never .. ”
“Tell him that, Grace. Now, Chet, can you put in your two cents?”
“Well, my attitude is people should never get married.”
“Good, say that.”
And at the end of a day, we'd have a half-hour show.

STUDS TERKEL: We never played down to the audience. One show
was about cigarettes being bad, long before there was anything about it. A guy
comes in puffing on a cigar. I say, “Oh, God, I love cigars. I am Ulysses passing
the Isle of Circe. Tie me to the mast.”

NBC said, “You can'’t do that. They won’t know what the heck you're talk-
ing about.”

“They’ll get the idea. Goddamn, we gotta do it.” That was my whole point.
People will get it.

People were never put down. The stories were about little aspects of their
lives. It was built on character. There was no audience and no canned laughter.
Charlie or I would have ideas.
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CHARLIE ANDREWS: One time | was moving and I had trouble
with a sofa, so now we had a show about getting a sofa stuck in the doorway.

STUDS TERKEL: Charlie came in with a penknife, and he says, “How
about a show about an old con game?” These two old guys come in with their
frayed collars. It’s obvious they are down on their luck. I give them a cup of cof-
fee, and they get into a big argument. It’s fake! They may have done this fifty
years ago. They're trying to sucker me into buying this knife.

“You telling me what that knife is worth?”

“Are you kidding me? How dare you?”

Then one of the great lines: “And where do you play piano?” That’s an old-
time phrase for “Who the hell do you think you are?” He’s accusing him of
playing piano at a sporting house.

So I walk over and ask them what the problem is. One of them says, “He says
this knife is only worth a hundred dollars.”

I say, “I tell you what. I'll give you guys two great meals.”

“Deal”

In real life, I'm a sucker for any beggar on the street. Mike Royko did a col-
umn about me once. There was a great huge black kid on the streets. Mike
called him “The Weeper.” One day Mike and I are together and The Weeper
stops me. He’s starting to cry, so I give him a buck. He starts crying, “But my
little brother” So I give him another. “And my mother.” I wound up giving
him four or five bucks.

Mike says to me, “You fell for The Weeper!”

“You forget, Mike. You forget the performance. How much do you pay to
see Olivier or Alfred Lunt?”

It was this principle with the two old boys. They don’t know that I know it’s
an act. At the end, I buy it from them. I give them two big meals. I slip them
both a sawbuck apiece. Bev and Win, they think I was taken, but I said, “No,
I wasn’t. They were wonderful. Did you ever see a performance like that?”

CHARLIE ANDREWS: They relied on their lives. Studs was never
much out of character. He was Studs Terkel, a James T. Farrell character. Studs’s
tastes are so catholic. He knows a little about everything and has a firm position
on everything.

Chet was a barroom pianist, and that’s all he was. He liked horse-racing and
football scores. Beverly was the only real pro actor. She had a small town back-
ground to fall back on, which she knew how to do. Win was a folk singer. He'd
have a fight with the cook, and say to Studs, “They’re wasting food out there,
Studs, and like the song says,” and he’d sing a folk song about not wasting food.
That would give us a breather.

LYNWOOD KING: People thought there really was a Studs’ Place
where we poked our cameras in and overheard what was going on.
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STUDS TERKEL: For twenty years, women would look out the win-
dows of their buses, ““What happened to Studs’ Place?”” Or waitresses. Bev wore
a union button, of course. “What the hell you lettin’ him talk to you that way
for?” It was real to them. When we had guests, we used their actual names. Phil
Lord, the old actor, we called him Mr. Lord.

HUGH DOWNS: As Time magazine put it, “Phil Lord, a crusty old ac-
tor, is played by Phil Lord, a crusty old actor.” I went on as myself, too.

STUDS TERKEL: That one with Phil was a nice one. A famous actor
is coming through, and this old battered actor who hangs around the restaurant
proudly says he was his teacher once. He says, “I left a message for him to come
here. He’ll come.”

We call up his agent who says he never heard of Phil Lord. We ask him to ask
his client. I called back, and he says, “He never heard of him,” so what are we
going to say to Phil Lord? We say the guy wanted so much to see you, but he’s
been stricken, and we make up a message to read to Phil, how much he respects
and admires him and how he’ll never forget him.

DAN PETRIE: I admired Studs because he would often dare to look bad,
to be the villain, to supply the conflict. In a show about opera, he intimates that
the masses don’t understand it, but the point he wanted to make was that Win and
Chet and Grace would instinctively be attuned to those beautiful masterpieces.

STUDS TERKEL: I wanted to show every aspect of the human being,
so sometimes I played a shit. Charlie came in one day with a bottle of cognac.
He got the idea of having this German actor play the bar’s janitor. His daughter
is getting married. “We gotta give her a gift.”

In the meantime, this bottle of cognac is standing behind the bar. It’s too val-
uable to touch, but Bev says, “Let’s give her that.”

“Are you crazy? You can't touch that. Its up there for show.” But then Win
sings this old German drinking song, and I realize, “What's it for?” We give her
the gift. We open it and do a toast. The theme is very simple: you live, for
Chrissake.

LYNWOOD KING: “Studs’ Place” had the first pregnant woman on
television, Eloise Kummer, a local actress. They worked it into the plot. She felt
faint and wandered into Studs’ Place. In those days, you didn’t even use the
word “pregnant,” and they had to wait on clearance to use her.

STUDS TERKEL: Eloise was very pregnant and very beautiful. She
had a little girl in her belly who turned out to be a Miss USA. Her name was
Amanda Jones. Amanda used to say, “I was in show business before I was born.”

We did a show about deaf people. Bev’s husband Les Podewell played this
deaf guy who loves this woman who is also deaf. It’s also comic about how
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hearing people react to them. I would say [loudly], “How do you feel about
things?”

Then they dance. Win had a way. He came up with the song “Spanish Is a
Loving Tongue,” a very beautiful song. They touched the strings of his guitar,
and somehow they dance without hearing. That show won some award.

BEN PARK: Win played a character in “Hawkins Falls” until NBC black-
listed him. They said, “You've got to get Stracke off the show. The sponsor
won’t have him”” It was one of those soul-searching problems. What are you
gonna do? Are you gonna pull the show and put everybody out of work? Win
became the sacrificial bait. It still doesn’t make me happy.

STUDS TERKEL: I signed all kinds of petitions. I'd emcee programs
for Soviet-American friendship during the war, or anti—Jim Crow and anti—poll
tax. I’'m not in Red Channels, which I attribute to New York parochialism.

Chicago had its own McCarthy, a guy named Ed Clamage. Ed was the head
of the Americanism Committee of the Legion. He was a fat clown figure, but
people were scared. He would say he would get the Legion after them. He
didn’t have any Legion. It was a one-man thing, but he had some clowns, and
the climate was with him.

One day, Ted Mills gets a call, and he says, “Oh, shit.” It’s a guy from New
York named [Fred] Wile. He'’s Pat Weaver’s assistant. Ted says to me, “You've
been called a Red. They’ve got your name on a lot of things.”

There’s a meeting in Chicago, and some NBC guy says, “Our suggestion is,
say you were duped.”

I knew communists had signed those petitions too, but I was being cute. I
said, “I don’t know if they were communists or not, but what’s that got to do
with price control? Suppose they came out against cancer. Should I come out
for cancer?”

Finally, he said, “Look, you've got to stand up and be counted.”

I stood up. He didn’t think that was funny, but I refused to say I was duped,
and they knocked me off the air.

DAN PETRIE: When that happened, we were up to our hips in letters
in Studs’s living room.

TED MILLS: Most of them were addressed to “Studs’ Place, Chicago.”
They believed there really was such a place.

STUDS TERKEL: The span of the letters was quite remarkable, the
embossed stationery of an old dowager or an actual scrubwoman who signed it
with an X. Her daughter wrote the letter. I got one from an old man in Cleve-
land. He wrote, “I’m a Dutchman, and the show gives me a feeling of what we
call hein weh, homesickness. You may or may not have heard I was a ballplayer
with the Indians. My name is Bill Wambsganss.”
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I wrote back, “My God, you're the guy who pulled the triple play in the
World Series!” Bill Wambsganss!

AN +

BEN PARK: When I was doing “Hawkins Falls,” I would get in at eight
A.M., and I would be there until midnight. That’s when we went out and drank
and talked shows. We talked shows all the time. We knew we were doing some-
thing that was so vibrant, so integrated with our time. We never went on vaca-
tions. Who wanted to go on vacation? We didn’t want to miss out on what was
going on. Life was a vacation.

Then New York began filling the network schedule with its own shows, and
our shows were locked out. Somewhat begrudgingly they felt that the stuff we
were doing was often very good. I think Chicago gave Pat Weaver trouble.
While he had a lot of respect for what we had done, his other half, which he
got from the advertising agency, told him that what sells are big smashing shows.
Those weren’t our shows.

BILL HOBIN: The “Garroway” show got a “Look” award, and we all
went to New York for that. There was a big party at the Stork Club. Max Lieb-
man introduced himself to me, and he took me over to the bar to meet Sid Cae-
sar and Imogene Coca. Then he said, “We'd like you to do ‘Show of Shows. ”

I had just decided that “Garroway” was my love, and I didn’t particularly care
about “Show of Shows” at that time. Then “Garroway” was canceled, and Max
again offered me the job. This time I took it.

LYNWOOD KING: In 1955, I knew that Chicago as a network-
originating point had had it. We all wanted to be network. I was asked to direct
“Don McNeill’s Breakfast Club,” and I took it.

TED MILLS: I left in '51. Coca-Cola wanted to pay me a lot of money
to do the “Kostelanetz” show, and I wanted to get into the big time in New
York or on the Coast.

CHARLIE ANDREWS: New York was big time, and we all wanted
to conquer the world. I went with Dave to do the “Today” show. Then I wrote
for Sid Caesar. That was heavyweight stuff. It was all I could do to hang on. I
wasn't the fair-haired boy anymore.

But it wasn’t that we disappeared after Chicago. Bob Banner has been a top
producer. Billy Hobin was a top-dog director. Edie Barstow was going great until
she died. In a small way what we did opened up what you can do in a studio.

STUDS TERKEL: One night, Dave and I were in the urinal on the
nineteenth floor of the Merchandise Mart. He says to nie, “They love me. Gen-
eral Sarnoff called me.”
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I said, “Dave, you are very popular. You've got a very good program, and
you’re not hurting NBC at all. They love you because you’re very valuable to
them. Protect that, Dave.”

He says, “Oh, they’re wonderful people.”

Twenty years later, Dave is out completely. There’s a reunion of old men.
Dave, Charlie, Cliff Norton. At dinner, Dave says to me, “You were right.”

CHARLIE ANDREWS: I became a producer. I did the Emmys and
Miss USA, Miss Universe, and they were damn good shows. Of course I wanted
to write a novel, paint a great picture, write a great opera, and write an epic
poem. A friend of mine wrote a poem, and the last line was, “He wanted more
to have written than to write.” That’s how I feel. I would love to have written
a great novel, but that takes a long time. You gotta know how to spell all those
words.

It was wonderful that I drifted into this business and had some success and
got those paychecks. When I was growing up I couldn’t have imagined a better
life. I wasn’t ashamed of writing commercial stuff. I never thought of myself as
an artist. | was a good craftsman, a damn good craftsman, better than most.

STUDS TERKEL: We did “Studs’ Place” locally for Manor House
Coffee. Then they dropped us. The last show, we lost our lease on Studs’ Place,
and we're leaving. I said, “You guys go on.” Chet plinks the piano, bangs it shut,
and leaves. Win strums the guitar and puts it on the wall. Then Bev does one
last wash of a glass and takes her apron off, puts it neatly away, blows the candle
out in the bottle we have, and gives the place that last look.

I just go, “Ahhhh, okay” I wipe some dust off the wall, turn out the light,
and leave. You see the empty stage. [Laughs.] We milked that to the end. The
letters came! “How dare you break their lease!” That was great. All along our
attitude had been, “We’'ll show those guys.” It felt good when the New York
critics paid tribute to Chicago. It was exciting to be seen all over the country.
It was one of the most exhilarating times of my life.



DUMONT (THE FALL)

When we last saw the folks at DuMont, an infusion of greenbacks from Para-
mount Pictures had enabled them to set up a manufacturing plant for DuMont
television sets and broadcast facilities for its two experimental stations, W2XVT
in Passaic and W2XWYV in New York City. The future was as rosy as a black-
and-white picture could be.

It didn’t work out that way. In September 1955, the DuMont network, which
at its peak consisted of three owned and operated stations and over 175 affiliates,
shut down. Three years later, the corporation was reconstituted as the Metropol-
itan Broadcasting Corporation because management feared that the stigma of the
DuMont name would only lead to more failures. Allen DuMont then resigned
from the company that was born in his own garage. Seven years later, at sixty-
four, he was dead. Today, he is largely forgotten except by those who recall his
excellent TV sets, innovative programming, and, among those who worked for
him, the joy of competing against the big boys and very nearly pulling it off.

Actually, television history is littered with the detritus of small companies who
“nearly” overcame the odds. The fact is that once the industry was established,
no matter how creative the programming or how inventive the technology, with-
out a mountain of cash the little guy never really had a chance. You can sit at the
card table with the big three, but they deal, and from a marked deck supplied by
the federal government. In 1955, Allen DuMont was only the latest to be sent
home with a wallet picked cleaner than zebra bones at a buzzards’ picnic.

Yet in only the narrowest sense was DuMont a failure. His contributions to
the field are still being felt today. DuMonts long-life cathode ray tube made
broadcasting possible. He put the first modern sets on the market and was man-
ufacturing twenty-inch sets when the rest of the industry was selling postage-
stamp-size TV screens.

The DuMont network had more firsts than Adam. It produced the first live
network broadcast, between New York and Washington, the first regularly
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scheduled children’s show, “The Small Fry Club” with Big Brother Bob Emery;
it introduced the first daytime schedule. It was the first to regularly broadcast
pro football. It was on DuMont’s “Cavalcade of Stars” that Ralph Kramden first
threatened to send Alice to the moon.

DuMont’s programming was often a triumph of brains over budget. Few kids
noticed or cared that Captain Video’s opticom scillometer was put together
with assorted parts from Wanamaker’s automotive department. “Monodrama
Theater,” a monologue in front of a curtain, was one of television’s first late-
night hits, and Bishop Fulton Sheen and a blackboard gave Milton Bertle a run
for his money in the early 1950s. DuMont was also a temporary home for Ernie
Kovacs, still fondly remembered for guaranteeing the accuracy of a harpoonist,
whose missile then mistook the control-room window for Moby Dick.

So what happened? Well, if the broadcasting field was a series of high hurdles,
the DuMont Corporation was Danny DeVito. The FCC didn’t help matters any
by handing down a series of rulings that eventually crippled DuMont. The most
critical was the “Sixth Report” issued in 1952, which decided on station alloca-
tions around the country. The “Sixth Report” allowed as many as four stations
in only seven cities around the country, while smaller cities got only two or three
stations. Most of those stations affiliated with NBC, CBS, or ABC, with whom
they had had long relationships going back to radio. DuMont, which never had
a radio network, was effectively blocked from those markets.

“If there had been four VHF outlets in the top markets,” said Dr. Hyman
Goldin of the FCC in a 1960 interview, “there’s no question [that] DuMont
would have lived and would have eventually turned the corner in terms of
profitability. I have no doubt in my mind of that at all.”

But it didn’t happen. DuMont did have some affiliates in the larger cities, and
those stations were committed to carrying DuMont programs. However, in the
smaller cities, where there was no DuMont affiliate, it was left to the network’s
sales representatives to try and convince the local station to “clear” (air)
DuMont’s programs to fill out their broadcast schedules. But even when the
salesmen succeeded and a station cleared a DuMont show, the program would
often air after prime time when viewership was low. Fewer outlets and limited
prime time access around the country for its programs meant huge financial
losses for the network. And while CBS and NBC could rely on radio income
to subsidize their TV networks, DuMont’s only other income came from the
sale of its TV sets, which was not enough to make up the deficit.

NBC and CBS permanently entered the black in 1951, but DuMont’s losses
were over a million dollars and mounting. Programming suffered, and while the
staff down at the Wanamaker’s studio did their best, they could no longer com-
pete with the slicker productions offered by the larger networks. “Rocky King,
Inside Detective” may have been a charming little show, but it wasn’t much
against the likes of the “Philco Playhouse.”
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The company’s fate was sealed in 1953 when the FCC approved the merger
of United Paramount Theatres with the ABC network. The infusion of $30
million into ABC, which had been considering a merger with DuMont, meant
that DuMont was now fourth, and very definitely last in the industry hierarchy.

DuMont’s other problems were internal. Paramount Pictures’ cash put
DuMont in business, but Barney Balaban and Paul Raibourn soon shut off the
spigot. Under FCC rules, a company was allowed to own a maximum of five
stations. Because Paramount was a half owner of DuMont and also owned two
other stations, the FCC denied DuMont permission to purchase two more sta-
tions to go along with the three it already owned. The FCC ruled despite the
fact that a Paramount station—KTLA—refused to clear any DuMont programs.

The company’s top-level management also made some disastrous moves, the
worst being the sale of its successful Pittsburgh station, WDTYV, to Westing-
house in January 1955. That severed the last bastion of profitablity from the net-
work. Within nine months, the DuMont network was gone. Perhaps not
coincidentally, that same year CBS brought in its big-money quiz shows, while
ABC began to make waves with violence and gore. The pioneering spirit may
still have been still celebrated—but only in TV westerns. The little network that
could, could no more.

TED BERGMANN: I worked for NBC before the war as a staff an-
nouncer. I went back after the war, but three months later they gave me my no-
tice. They said they had fulfilled their obligations to me under the GI Bill of
Rights. They had hired many people during the war, and they were the ones
they wanted to keep.

I was fired the day my first son was born. I was desperate, so I answered an
ad in The New York Times for a time salesman. I had never sold anything in my
life. It turned out to be for DuMont. I was hired for a $150-a-week drawing ac-
count. Instead of a salary, you got a commission of ten percent of any time you
sold, and our commissions would be charged against $150 a week. At the end
of the first year, I owed the company about six thousand dollars. That’s how
much time I was able to sell.

CHRIS WITTING: After the war, I became the managing director of
WABD in New York and WTTG in Washington. That was the first television
network. We used to bring a fifteen-minute news show in from Washington at
seven o’clock, “Walter Compton and the News.”

LES AIRRES, JR.: The DuMont station in Washington was named
WTTG in honor of Tom Goldsmith. The station was located in the Harrington
Hotel, which was a salesnian’s hotel. The transmitter was on the top floor, and
you could see a lot of things going on through the windows. That went through



DuMont (The Fall) 209

your mind, so once when our announcer didn’t show up and I was called on to
do a station break, I announced it as, “located in the Whorington Hotel” I
didn’t do any more announcing for a long time.

CHRIS WITTING: In New York, we were operating out of the studio
on Madison Avenue. We needed a larger one, so we moved into a huge space
at Wanamaker’s department store.

DON HASTINGS: There was no security whatsoever. Someone could
walk in and say, “What's going on here?” And we'd say, “We’re on the air.”

JACK RAYEL: Wanamaker had a tremendous auditorium with a huge
balcony all around the edge, and you could sit at the railing and look down on
the studio and watch.

STAN EPSTEIN: Richard Hayes and Peggy Ann Gornish used to
make love up there. We used to call her “Peggy Ann Gornished.”

JACK RAYEL: You could sit up in the balcony and look down and see
the shows that were on the air and others preparing to go on. The sets for each
show were cheek and jowl, arranged around the walls of the studio. Mary Kay
and Johnny did a kind of soap opera. Right next to them in another cubicle was
something called “The Record Shop.” The host would talk about popular rec-
ords. Next to that was the set for Wendy Barrie’s talk show.

CHUCK TRANUDM: The station didn’t have a regular announcer. They
did all of their station breaks by “electrical transcriptions.” I was then doing
guest relations at DuMont. [ asked the station manager if I could do the station
breaks live. I had never done anything like that in my life. We did a test, and I
was sweating, and I could hardly get the words out, but he couldn’t care less.

“That sounds all right, Chuck,” so I became DuMont’s first staff announcer,
“This is WABD, New York’s window on the world.”

JACK RAYEL: Jim Caddigan was in charge of programming. I became
his assistant. Much of what went on DuMont was his. I used to sit in his office,
and it was incredible to meet the people who wanted to come into television.
The agents Ted Ashley and Aaron Steiner. Bill Todman and Mark Goodson
came in a lot. These guys were all just beginning in television.

It was my job to screen all the new program ideas. Some of everything came
in, personality shows, dramas. A columnist for a trade paper convinced Jim that
his wife could do a fashion show. Once the show was on, we were bombarded
with requests to put it on a better slot. We had the post office examine the let-
ters, and it turned out they had faked all of them.

LARRY MENKIN: I was at WMCA in New York when a friend told
me that the DuMont network was looking for people. I got in to see Caddigan
who said he needed program ideas.
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LEE POLK: Larry and Charlie Spear were partners and very prolific writ-
ers of mystery shows. If you were in trouble and had to get something out, no-
body could turn it out faster. That was important in live television where you
had to cover hours and try to maintain an audience against three networks. To
have an innovator like Ernie Kovacs or a comedian like Gleason were the kinds
of things we aspired to, but the meat of the schedule were the shows like Larry’.
Caddigan would say to him, “We gotta fill some time,” and Larry would think
for a second and say, “Got it.”

LARRY MENKIN: I started out working for a guy who sold radio
scripts around the country. He hired me to do a western series, but after a while,
even I began to get tired. He said, “You stay here until you finish four scripts.
I’'m gonna lock the door. If you have to go to the bathroom, knock, but that’s
all. You have to learn the biggest thing in this business is put it on paper and get
it finished” I did. He was the greatest teacher I ever had.

Charlie Spear had been a news reporter, so he was very fast too. It was kind
of an ESP between us. One week, I'd write the outline and then he would write
the script. The next week we'd switch. One week we did a script, and then the
next week we did the same script again. Chris Witting said, “Larry, are you guys
running out of gas?”

He was the only one who noticed. The directors didn’t give a shit. We asked
Chris if he wanted us to do an extra one. He said, “No, both of them got big
ratings.”

JACK RAYEL: I became the daytime program manager in '48. We went
on the air at seven o’clock. Caddigan ran a highly inventive schedule, consider-
ing that he was doing it with spit and ceiling wax. We began with an exercise
program. Then we had news. There was also “Morning Chapel,” “Your Tele-
vision Babysitter,” and others one after another right into the evening,

Every day at noon, I did a half-hour show called “Man on the Street” outside
the Madison Avenue studio. I wore a pack on my back, and they put the camera
in the window. I would walk from the corner up a block to the corner opposite
CBS and down. I had regular visitors like Tuffy Bruzhoon, the Roller Derby
queen. We never lacked for people to talk with.

Then one day Caddigan asked, “What would happen if we put a camera in
the window at five o’clock in the afternoon and just looked at New York?” We
tried it, and we showed some great sunsets, while I talked about New York in
the afternoon.

WES KENNEY: We were all trained to direct on “Morning Chapel” be-
cause it was so simple. Within five weeks, I was doing about seven shows a day.

LEE POLK:Idont know when I had time to have kids. The schedule was
continuous, “Okay, what’s next?”
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PAT FAY: I was directing like fifteen shows a day. One time I came in and
they said, “You're directing the show.”

“When?”

“It’s already on.”

WES KENNEY: Youd walk down the hall, and they would pull you in
to do anything. You'd have thirty seconds to set the cameras and go for the next
show. You had no rehearsal, no preparation or anything.

LARRY MENKIN: Charlie and I were very busy. Every week for a year
and a half we did “Rocky King, Inside Detective” We also had “Captain
Video” in the beginning, “Hands of Murder,” and “The Plainclothesman,”
where the camera was the detective. You never saw his face.

LEE POLK: “Hands of Murder” was one of the shows where the title
would change but it was really the same show.

PAT FAY: Every time we had a new sponsor, it went from “Hands of Mur-
der” to “Hands of Destiny” to “Hands of Mystery.”

LARRY MENKIN: A lot of the plots were the same. You can do the
homicidal maniac and the gitl a thousand times. He wants to kill girls, and the
detective finds out. Who will get there first, the detective or the maniac? One
week the killer works in a beauty parlor, maybe the next week a record library,
or maybe he’s a cutter in the garment industry with one of those big knives.

A timid guy gets angry at the world. He dreams that he kills all these people.
When he wakes up he finds out he did kill all these people. Now he’s a fugitive.
I did that one three times.

I also created two cheapo soap operas called “One Man’s Experience” and
“One Woman’s Experience.” I hated them. I walked out of the studio one day.
Somebody said, “C’mon back, it’s not that bad.”

“Yes, it is.”

Then I was talking to an actor named Marty Koslick. He says, “Use the best
stories. I'll do Crime and Punishment. Someone else can do Shakespeare.” So we
started “Monodrama Theater.”” There were no sets. It was a combination of
monologue and narration.

LEE POLK: It was a fifteen-minute show. The same actor, Steve Elliott,
for example, would do Moby-Dick as a monologue for a week. All he’'d have to
work with was a telescope. The camera would move up and down and be the
ocean. It was a great actors’ showcase. Koslick did several of them. He was a
Method actor. He'd still be getting in the mood while we were throwing him
cues to start. “We’re on the air!” The stage manager had to crawl over, grab his
leg, and turn him around.

The show wasn’t bad. Those who put down the early days of television are
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putting down the technical aspects of it. To them that’s more important than
seeing something that touches you, but some of the things I saw were better
than some of the multimillion-dollar productions you see today.

“Monodrama Theater” was the kind of low-budget show we had to do. The
other networks could spend on their shows, while we were always cutting back.
To save money on furniture, a guy would reach off-camera for, let’s say, a de-
canter, and instead of having a cabinet there, a stagehand would simply hand it
to him. Or they would take a flat from one show, drape it with venetian blinds
and use it for another show.

LARRY MENKIN: We didn’t have a lot of space for those shows, so for
the chases we would show a sequence of very tight shots and intercut them: the
cop chasing the guy, the guy looking around, the girl trying to run, the guy
coming closer. We just used the three cameras and cut from one to another.

WES KENNEY: We cheated a lot with the chases. One Sunday when
Wanamaker’s was closed, I used the freight elevator for a shot. We just followed
the feet into the elevator. That way the cameras wouldn’t pick up the fact that
they were running through Wanamaker’s piano department.

Once, we had a chase on the fire escape outside the Ambassador Theater.
Nobody thought to get clearance from the police because we weren’t going out
on the street. We were on the fire escape and the first thing you know we had
a street full of police out on Ninth Street.

LEE POLK: A cop took out his gun. It took somebody diving in to save
Karns. “It’s a television show!”

Actually, imagination was the order of the day. “Magic Cottage” was a live
show for kids. Pat Meikle would stand at the easel and draw a leprechaun. Then
she would say, “We'’re going to have our friend visit us today.” She would say
some magic words, and the leprechaun would be standing there. For years, I was
stopped by people, asking, “How did they do that?”

That was Hal Cooper’s imagination. We also did rear-screen projection on
that show.

HAL COOPER: We invented things all the time. We had a “magic” vase,
that had “cracked” and lost its magic, and we needed somebody to say the
magic words to make the cracks disappear. We had an artist draw all the cracks
on the vase in dark red—this was in black and white. Then, when the time
came we flipped a red filter in front of the camera and all the cracks disappeared.

There were a lot of other things. We needed to pan up a set to see a mouse
in a clock. We were using a huge lens, and it was too cumbersome to pan up
that far, but my cameraman strapped himself to the camera and said, “I can do
it, watch.” By using all his weight he did it. Everybody was trying things like
that in those days.
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LARRY WHITE: I directed “The Plainclothesman,” which used the
subjective camera as part of the concept. If he got something in his eye we made
the camera blink by flicking it on and off. If he got hit, we would spin the camera
up, and quickly out and into focus, or the guy would just wobble the camera.

WES KENNEY: Shows like “Magic Cottage” and Chuck Tranum’s
“Manhattan Spotlight” weren’t rehearsed. You would just wing ’em. Of course
all kinds of things happened. One day, a baby elephant was going to appear on
“Manhattan Spotlight.” Meanwhile, “Captain Video” was on the air. Suddenly,
the elephant started trumpeting. The trainer gave him a jab, and he trumpeted
again. On the air, Captain Video stood up and said, “What the hell is that?”

And the Ranger said, “I don’t know, Captain, but get down, it could be
dangerous!”

-
- -

TED BERGMANN: I put together the deal that gave birth to “Caval-
cade of Stars,” which starred Jack Carter, then Jerry Lester, and ultimately was
the show Jackie Gleason did on DuMont. It worked so well that we sold a sec-
ond hour called “Cavalcade of Bands” that ran simultaneously on another night.

JOSEPH CATES: Jack Carter was an enormous hit, but he was hired
away by NBC and Jerry Lester took over. An agent got me a job as an assistant
to the producer, Milton Douglas, who spent most of his time playing tennis or
gin rummy.

Jerry stayed on until he got fired. What happened was he came out to do a
monologue. He tells a joke. It doesn’t work. He tells another joke. It doesn’t
work. He says, “You know what I think of the writer of that? Thppt.” He spits.
“That’s too good for him, thhpt thhhp thpt.”

Two days later, the president of the drug chain which owned the show said
to Milton, quite properly, “Look, we don't interfere with how you do the show,
but spitting on the runway is not appropriate.”

At the next rehearsal, Milton said to Jerry, “A couple of guys took offense.
You shouldn’t spit.”

Jerry said, “Sure, okay”” Comes the show. Jerry does his monologue. He says,
“You know, last week I told a joke. It didn’t work. I said, “You know what I
think of the writer?” ” He spat on the stage. “Then I wanted to make it clear,
so | went thpt thpt thpt. I was criticized for it. I was told it was not appropriate
for me to go, thpt. You know what I think of the people who told me that? Thpt
thpt thpt.”

He was fired the next day. We signed Peter Donald to replace him, but he
backed out. Benny Piermont knew Jackie Gleason from his nightclub days, and
Jackie was available. We were desperate, and we took a chance on Gleason for
$750 a week.
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TED BERGMANN: As far as we were concerned, Gleason might have
been a thirteen-week host if he didn’t work out. A week before he started, [
met him backstage at the Adelphi Theater. At that point, he was a tall, slim,
good-looking man with black hair and a kind of map-of-Ireland face. He took
my hand, and said, “Mr. Bergmann, I just want you to know that this is a great
opportunity and I appreciate it. I'm gonna work my ass off, and we'’re gonna
make a real dent with the show.”

I didn’t see him again until about six weeks later when the show was a big
hit. I went backstage to his dressing room. He was sitting there staring at himself
in the mirror. I tapped on the door, which was open, and he looked up at me
in the mirror and said [contemptuously], “What the fuck do you want?”

JOSEPH CATES: Coleman Jacoby and Arnie Rosen wrote the first
year for us. They created every character Gleason ever did with the sole excep-
tion of the Honeymooners.

COLEMAN JACOBY: They had a lot of trouble in the beginning with
Gleason. They didn’t know what to do with him, so Arnie and I started invent-
ing. Our first sketch was a Reggie Van Gleason sketch. We wrote up a contract
where we owned the characters we created. Unfortunately, when it came time
to sue him, which we did, because he used those characters forever, we didn’t
get a quarter. The contract Arnie drew up was no damn good.

Gleason had no input into our work. His input was in his very good per-
formance of the things we wrote.

JOE CATES: Art Carney was hired the second week of the show. Jacoby
and Rosen had this sketch, a takeoff on Seagram’s “Man of Distinction” ads.
They needed a fey—you didn’t say fag—photographer. I said, “Who will play
the photographer?”

Either Arnie or Coleman said, “How about Art Carney?”

MOREY AMSTERDADM: One day I was auditioning people to play
the waiter on my radio show. A guy walks into the theater. He picks up the
script. He looks at it and then he starts to walk off. I said, “Hey, whatsa matter?
Don't ya like the script?”

The theater is dark. He’s looking. He can’t see where we are. He says, “I
guess it’s all right, but I don’t do comedy. I'm the heavy on ‘Gangbusters. ”

“As long as you're here, read it

Well, he read, and the guy broke me up. I wanted to hire him. Irving
Mansfield looked at me, and he said, “This isn’t television. They can’t see that
he’s funny.”

“They can hear it. If he don’t work out, we’ll get another waiter.”

Well, he started working with me. That guy could play piano. He could



DuMont (The Fall) 215

dance. He could sing. He could do any goddamn thing, and it was the first
comedy Art Carney ever did.

JOE CATES: I asked Irving Mansfield if I could use Art. He said okay, so
Art shows up for rehearsal. Gleason walks in, and he says, “Who’s gonna play
the photographer?”

“A guy named Art Carney.”

“Who is he, pal?”

“He’s on Morey Amsterdam’s show.” So Jack walks over and says, “Hiya, pal,”
and that’s how they met.

Everyone liked Art. He was brilliantly funny, but there were all sorts of Irish
factors. Art would get drunk every six weeks, and Jackie would take care of
him. It was a very odd relationship. If Art had been a slightly different person-
ality it would have been Laurel and Hardy, Gleason and Carney.

I didn’t like Jackie for many good reasons, but unlike performers like Ethel
Merman, where if a smaller part stopped the show, the song was cut or she got
it, Jackie welcomed it. He had confidence. He loved it. Art always said Jackie
gave him stage. After that first show together, Jackie said, “Hey, pal, get him for
next week. He’s gold.”

I said, “Jackie, the stuff’s not written.”

“We’ll write for him.” He was not threatened by him. He’s maybe the only
performer I met in forty-odd years who wasn’t threatened by a fantastic talent.
That’s the nicest thing I can say about Jackie.

COLEMAN JACOBY: Almost everything Jackie did, even the way he
crossed legs, I invented. All of the characters sprang into existence the first two
months. Reggie was the first. Joe the Bartender was a steal from Art Duffy’s
Tavern. The Poor Soul started out as The Bachelor.

I directed the sketches. Gleason was a very apt pupil. He could move like
Chaplin, and he never changed anything when it worked. After we left,
Gleason reduced them all either to pantomime or they were almost identical to
each other week to week. The aim was to do away with the necessity of learn-
ing a sketch. He did that with all of his sketches, except the Honeymooners,
which were all scripted.

JOE CATES: The Honeymooners started the second year of “Cavalcade”
when Joe Bigelow and Harry Crane were the writers. Even the truth of that has
never been told. Jackie had a friend, Lew Parker, a vaudevillian. Lew had just
spent the summer touring with his wife, doing Phil Rapp’s Bickersons sketch.
Gleason promised Lew he would put it on the show, so we rented the sketch from
Phil Rapp. The Bickersons were characters on radio played by Don Ameche and
Frances Langford, a husband and wife who bickered. We did the sketch, and at a
meeting two days later, Jackie said, “We could steal that. Its perfect for me.”
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I said, “Jackie, let it rest for two or three weeks. If we do it again next week,
Phil Rapp will sue the hell out of us.”

“Don’t be an idiot, Joe. After we're through switching, nobody will recog-
nize it. I'll be’a bus driver in Brooklyn. Art will be the guy who lives upstairs.
He’s a sewer worker,” and that’s how it grew.

I knew an actor named Ralph Bell, who was married to Pert Kelton, a funny
Irish biddy of a lady who played the trombone. I got her to play Alice. I called
Joyce Randolph to play Art’s wife. It was no big significance. It was just a sketch.

We didn’t have a set designer yet, so I designed the original set. I went across
to the builder after Jackie had said, “I want a center entrance with a window so
I can yell upstairs to Art. Put the kitchen here and the entrance to the bedroom
here” I didn't let them decorate it. I was brought up in the Bronx during the De-
pression. I know what a grim set looks like, and they stayed with it all those years.

HARRY CRANE: Ilove Joe, but the Bickersons had nothing to do with
it at all. I said to Jackie after the fourth or fifth week I was with him, “You need
more characters.” I even wrote an idea to do a sketch called “The Beast When
the Honeymoon Is Over” about a bus driver and his wife, who fought all the
time. That was my mother and father. I wrote about my life. I saw these people
every day when I was growing up, fighting and scratching for their lives, and the
arguments. There were no surgeons living in my building. When they could get
a job, they worked as pressers in the hat factories and in the dress houses.

For the set, I just described my apartment, the three rooms. The kitchen was
painted green. It looked like I lived inside a mailbox.

Jackie didn’t want to do it. He said, “There’s no bits. There’s no action.
They're talkin’”

“But the whole world knows this.”

For weeks I begged him to do the sketch. Finally, five weeks later, he agreed
to give it a shot. Well, the fuckin’ switchboard was flooded with calls. When I
went up to the dressing room after the show, I said, “What'd I tell ya.”

He says, “We gotta do one of these every month.”

“No, we’ll do it every week.”

COLEMAN JACOBY: Nat Hiken always said that what made “The
Honeymooners™ great was that it was the only show where you see the real
Gleason. All that anguish and the bellowing and the bullying and the pipe
dreams, that was really part of Gleason’s early life. That’s what made contact
with millions of people. That plus one other thing—Carney, who gave it a note
of originality, and who took the edge off the brutal aspect of it.

We quit after the first year. He became impossible to work for as he got big-
ger and bigger. He copped a plea with every sketch, so if it fell through he was
off the hook. Hed say, “You've got nothing there, pal,” but I would jam it



DuMont (The Fall) 217

through and tell him to try it. Then, after it worked, he would come over to the
table and say, “Did it again, pal”

JOE CATES: At the start of the second year, Gleason, who was always in
debt, needed money. He said, “If you will give me thirty thousand dollars, I'll
sign up for an additional three years” Well, it was obvious to Milton Douglas
and Ed Kletter, who was with Whelan, what to do, but they didn’t have the
money. It was DuMont’s key show, so they went to Jim Caddigan for the mon-
ey, but he said, “I have better plans for this money.” He bought a dramatic hour
starring Joseph Schildkraut. That was how wonderful Caddigan’ instincts were
about show business. Jackie finished out the year, sifted through his offers, and
went with CBS.

o A N
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TED BERGMANN: One of the most interesting sponsorships I was in-
volved with was Bishop Sheen. We put him opposite Milton Berle because it
was a dead time period and we wanted the cheapest programming possible. We
decided that one week we would have a rabbi, one week a priest, one week a
Protestant minister. Bishop Sheen was the priest. Early on we noticed that
when he was on, the ratings blossomed, but at the end of the season we can-
celed the shows. When we told the archdiocese, they said, “If we got a sponsor,
would you keep it on?”

I said, “You're talking our language. Sure.”