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A special pride
by Frank Maxwell

National President

AII of us can pointto somethingin
which we take special pride. Those of us
who have chosen careers as actors and
broadcasters and have managed to
make a living at our craft can certainly be
proud of that.

A source of pride for me is to have
been associated with, and a part of the
performing unions for as long as | have
been an actor: to have been elected to
represent the members of the three ma-
jor unions of performers — Equity, SAG
and, most important for me, at least,
AFTRA.

Like many others, | lived through the
early history and the constant struggle
that you'll be reading about in this spe-
cial anniversary issue. | remember what
working conditions were like in radio be-
fore AFTRA and its predecessor, AFRA,
brought stability and dignity to our pro-
fession. | remember, and | never want to
forget.

| am proud of AFTRA and my connec-
tion to it — and proud that | come from a
family of trade unionists — my grandfa-
ther was a founder of the Brotherhood of
Railway Trainmen way back when
“Brotherhood” and “Trainmen” seemed
perfectly logical titles for a union.

Recently | bumped into Henny Young-
man in a restaurant in New York. “Hi,
Frankie,” he greeted me. (I like to think he
calls me “Frankie” because I'm so much
younger!) “I see your name all the time,
you're the head of the union,” Henny
said. He didn't say, “a union,” or “one of
the unions,” he said “the union.” Of
course, that made me proud.

Today, AFTRA is the largest of the per-
forming artists unions, counting 67,000
people among its membership. To be the
National President of AFTRA as it com-
memorates its 50th Anniversary instills in
me the greatest pride of all. %

Frank Maxwell

John Hall

Honor roll of AFTRA
National Presidents

Since our union was founded 50 years
ago, the following members have served
AFRA and AFTRA as National President:

Eddie Cantor 1937-39
Lawrence Tibbett 1939-46
Ken Carpenter 1946-48
Clayton (Bud) Collyer 1948-50
Knox Manning 1950-52

Alan Bunce 1952-54

Frank Nelson 1954-57

Bud Collyer 1957-59

Virginia Payne 1959-61

Art Gilmore 1961-63

Vicki Vola 1963-65

Tyler McVey 1965-67

Mel Brandt 1967-70

Bill Baldwin 1970-73

Kenneth Harvey 1973-77

Joe Slattery 1977-79

Bill Hillman 1979-84

Frank Maxwell (incumbent) 1984 —

An act of faith

by John Hall

National Executive Secretary

Too often history holds little interest for
busy professionals practicing their craft.
The Great Depression of the 1930s is a
long way off — so distant that most peo-
ple who didn't live through it have no con-
cept of what it meant not only to America,
but to the world.

So it is not surprising that many of us
who have ploughed the fields of organiz-
ing and tended labor's crops bemoan,
with tedious regularity, the perfectly un-
derstandable insistence of most of our
members to concern themselves only
with today.

it is therefore important to understand
that American unions — AFTRA included
— had their birth during the Depression
and were mostly forged on the anvils of
injustice. But this is 1987, and few of us
know or, it seems, care that our founders
— many of them stars — risked their ca-
reers to insure their colleagues’ well-
being, any more than modern industrial
workers know or care about the “Battle of
the Overpass.”

Then and now the only way we can
protect ourselves is to keep our union
strong. If we are to survive in today’s eco-
nomic and corporate climate, AFTRA
must be strong. If we are to presper,
AFTRA must rededicate itself to the prin-
ciples of a democratic union and the only
people who can accomplish this are the
union members.

When times are good, unions seem
less important, especially to their mem-
bers. But today is a time of peril because
the scenerio of our profession is chang-
ing and its cast of players is changing
even faster. More and more we are deal-
ing with strangers; loyalty has become
the exception, not the rule.

Your membership in AFTRA is an act of
faith. We hope to justify that faith by trynng
to do a better job than ever.



THE WHITE HOUSE

WASHINGTON

May 29, 1987

I am happy to extend congratulations to the
American Federation of Television and Radio Artists
as you celebrate your 50th anniversary. This is a
special moment for Nancy and me as proud members
of AFTRA.

Through the years AFTRA has meant a great deal
to countless performers, broadcasters, and others
in the television, radio, recording, and audiovisual
industries. The gains won by this fine union have
resulted in much progress for the profession and
industry alike. This past is surely prologue to
continued achievement.

Again, congratulations on this milestone. Nancy
joins me in sending best wishes for many more
anniversaries and for every success and happiness.
God bless you.

QM%



Reflections on Civility

and the Art of Bad-Mouthing

One day in my 28th year, by steps too many and luck
too freakish to recount here, | found myself for the first
time in a position to employ people. Actors.

I had just become a radio director at CBS. It was be-
fore the dawn of AFRA, and even then there were more
actors looking for work than there were jobs. And be-
cause broadcast drama was then relatively new, and
programs relatively few, the emergence of a new di-
rector anywhere along the route was of interest to the
profession.

Actors began calling and writing for appointments,
and for a chance to audition. Having always been a
seeker and not a giver of jobs, | identified with the ap-
plicants. Some, especially the hungriest, were nervous
— not because | was forbidding, but because ! had the
power to hire. | had been a publicity flack a few weeks
earlier, and before that, a newspaperman, and in both
capacities | was no more capable of inspiring appre-

“I wish most actors and
actresses had better opinions of
themselves . . .”

hension than a frozen haddock. But now | could assign
paying roles, and that made me someone to reckon
with. Actors asked each other about me, as they did
about every new director. Was | easy to meet? Did one
have to wait long for an appointment? Did | furnish au-
dition material, or must one bring his/her own?

Out of empathy | would not stay behind the desk in
my office, but came around and sat in front of it, to
equalize spatially the terms of meeting. Not as a point
of strategy, but out of interest. | talked casually of
unrelated matters before getting down to the purpose
of the interview. Usually when the visitor saw that | took
interest in him as a person, and not just as a hireable
type, the onus of having to sell himself, always a strain,
tended to vanish, and | could get a truer impression of
qualities that might be heipful in a studio.

| never had reason to change my outlook on actors.
They are not as a class the easiest company, especial-
ly if they enjoy exceptional celebrity or have been
fanned and petted and inflated by stardom. But the
young, talented actor, unfossilized by doctrine or
method, eager to learn and put his learning to work, is a
joy to the playwright and director. So is the star who
keeps his head when all about him are wrangling over
contracts, publicity, co-casting, billing, agents, mana-
gers, schedules, and the rest of the distractions in
Pandora's makeup box.

It may be quaintness, but | have always regarded

by Norman Corwin

actors and actresses as collaborators, not puppets; as
instrumentalists, not instruments. All but a few justify
that outlook, and the exceptions tend to be those
whose insecurity may be so deep, or whose training so
doctrinaire, they they are difficult for most, if not all di-
rectors.

To me the cardinal No-No of directing is hauteur. |
have only contempt for producers and directors, in
whatever medium, who treat job-seeking actors,
singers and dancers, as though they were robots dis-
missible by the flip of a switch. To interrupt an audition
literally in mid-sentence with a cold, "Thank you, that's
all!" is unforgivable. It takes very little time to be consid-
erate, to honor common courtesy and, at no cost to
management, protect the dignity of the artist. Even the
untalented have a right to be treated civilly, and not as
some kind of cattle mistakenly let in from a pen.

Perhaps even more unforgivable than rudeness in
auditions, is abusiveness in rehearsals. | once
watched a major film director, frustrated because he
could not get what he wanted from two stars of the first
magnitude, take it out on a bit player — a violent

In his 1940’s network series, Columbia Presents Corwin, Nor-
man Corwin, radio’s preeminent dramatist, realized the full
potential of the medium as a dramatic art form. Even when
the casts of his programs included the President of the
United States, it was Ccrwin's scripts and the values that his
direction brought to them that millions of Americans tuned in
to hear. He is also the author of numerous films (earning an
Oscar nomination for Lust for Life), scores of television plays
and many books, the most recent of which is Trivializing
America, published by Lyle Stuart in 1983, and recently reis-
sued. The list of Mr. Corwin's awards is almost as long as this
article which, like all others in this issue, was written especial-
ly for AFTRA Magaczine's 50th Anniversary edition.



tongue-lashing over a picky, arbitrary matter, in front of
a whole company. It can be argued that genius has
certain prerogatives, that artistic tyranny can be
justified by results, but that is a cop-out. An acting, mu-
sical or dance company is not a boot camp for military
recruits, and it has yet to be demonstrated that a pro-
duction of any kind will turn out better if the director is a
son of a bitch.

Of course artists are not without sin either, but unless
they own the studio, their sins do not carry the same
weight as those exercised by authority. One of the
singular features of radio drama, incidentally, was that
its casts would assemble, read, rehearse and go on
the air, all within a few hours, so that there was no time
for neurotic frills, intramural intrigues, backstage bick-
ering or general moodiness.

I have experienced only two or three destructive art-
ists in all my years in the media, and they only in the
theatre — the kind who, having time to incubate some
sort of conspiracy, work against the interests of a play,
or against other actors, to gain some dubious personal
advantage. But most of the species is wonderfully
awake and aware, talented, dedicated, hard-working,
inquiring, considerate, as treasurable to the playwright
and director as a master performer to a composer and
conductor.

Still, over the long run | wish most actors and ac-
tresses had better opinions of themselves. | bridle
whenever they are assisted in self-deprecation by
such troglodytes as the late Westbrook Pegler, who
scorned singers and actors because “a singer emits
certain sounds from the neck, that's all . . . An actor ut-
ters recitations written for him; he bawls, whimpers or
whispers, and stands here and there according to mi-
nute directions after long and patient instruction.” It is
one thing for non-actors like Pegler to say such things;
or for Samuel Johnson, who had serious reservations
about even Shakespeare, to denigrate players as “no
better than creatures set upon tables and stools to
make faces and produce laughter, like dancing dogs,”
or for the wry Oliver Herford to say, with better humor,
“Actresses will happen in the best of families.”

But it is another thing for actors to dump on them-
selves, as when Richard Burton told an interviewer,
“You may be as vicious about me as you please. You
will only do me justice.” Or when Bing Crosby summed
up himself by saying, “I think t've stretched a talent
which is so thin it's almost opaque (he meant transpar-
ent), over a quite unenviable term of years”; or Tallulah
Bankhead advising a young woman, “If you really want
to help the American theatre, don't be an actress, dar-
ling, be an audience”; or Cedric Hardwicke specu-
lating that “God felt sorry for actors so He created Hol-
lywood to give them a place in the sun and a swimming
pool. The price they had to pay was to surrender their
talent.”

I'm afraid Orson Welles summed it up when he con-
fessed, “Every actor in his heart believes everything
bad that's said about him.” That may be, but itis no rea-
son for the artist to add to his burden by saying bad
things about himself. There is enough rudeness in hir-
ing halls and casting calls without voluntary contribu-
tions from members of the organization whose jubilee
we celebrate, and in whose publication this appears. It
will never hurt to begin to believe everything good
that's said about you, too. %

The threat to
America’s
standard of living

by Lane Kirkland

In any line of work where there is a shortage of jobs,
employers will be tempted to take advantage of their
position by using the threat of unemployment to keep
people with jobs “in line,” and to keep wages and ben-
efits to the barest minimum.

Those are the conditions under which too many
Americans labor today. The shortage of good jobs, the
rise of unfair foreign competition, and the emergence
of a predatory class of corporate raiders who leave
their victims debt-ridden shells of their tormer selves —
all of these forces today threaten the American
standard of living for artisans, industrial workers, and
professionals alike.

For as long as people have needed to work for oth-
ers, the best and most effective safeguard against ex-
ploitation has been the collective strength people have
found in free trade unions.

At the most basic level, through collective bar-
gaining unions have managed to win cecent wages
and health, pension and other benefits, not just for their
members but for the society as a whole.

With those basic employee protections, unions have
contributed to the cause of individual freedom and ex-
pression by freeing those who must work for a living
from the complete control of their employers.

The American labor movement is fourded on the
principle that human labor is not just another commodi-
ty or a mere factor of production; the principle that hu-
man beings are entitled to respect and dignity in the
conditions and terms of their employment.

A firm belief in those principles unites the carpenter,
the auto worker, the hotel employee, and the skilled
and talented members of AFTRA.

Since its founding 50 years ago, AFTRA has consist-
ently held fast to those fundamental! principles, faithful-
ly meeting the needs of its members.

On behalf of the AFL-CIO, you have our thanks, our
best wishes and our support for your goals for the fu-
ture. %

Lane Kirkland is the President of the American Federa-
tion of Labor-Congress of Industrial Organizations
(AFL-CIO).






An interview

Hugh Downs

Plagued by mike fright, camera fright, color blindness and a
“fear of getting clobbered” that kept him from playing team
sports as a child, AFTRAn Hugh Downs now holds the record
for the most hours logged on commercial network television
and has courted more real danger than most professional
daredevils. In this exclusive interview, this deceptively
complex man talks about his life and times in broadcasting,
what makes him angry, the funniest blooper he ever heard,
and the worst interview he ever did.

Hugh Downs may be as close to the Renaissance
Man as one can find these days. Aside from a career
that has seen him log more hours on network commer-
cial television — 10,000 — than any other person
(Johnny Carson is second with about 7,000 hours, and
it would take him 15 more years on The Tonight Show to
reach 10,000), Mr. Downs is a committed AFTRA mem-
ber, whose concern for the union dates from his early
radio days in Chicago 40 years ago. Mr. Downs has
amassed a mind-boggling list of personal and profes-
sional achievements. A few include: Currently host of
ABC's 20/20; author of six books, numerous articles;
expert on nutrition and problems of the aging; Chair-
man of the National Space Institute; consultant to the
Center for the Study of Democratic Institutions; Chair-
man of the Board of the U.S. Committee for UNICEF;
lecturer on such subjects as the quality of life, energy,
the role of the communicator in environmental con-
cerns, space exploration, aging in America; he is a li-
censed pilot and glider pilot; a composer, navigator,
race car driver, sailor and deep-sea diver.

Mr. Downs attended Bluffton (Ohio) College, Wayne
State University (Detroit), Columbia University (New
York) and Hunter College, and he holds honorary de-
grees from five universities. He lives in Manhattan,
Arizona and, most recently, Massachusetts. He and his
wife Ruth have been married for 43 years and have two
grown children.

Punctual to the second, Hugh Downs greeted
AFTRA's editor in his comfortable, unpretentious ABC
office in New York.

QUESTION: Given the diversity of your achievements
and your interests, it's hard to imagine that you've
logged more time on commercial network television
than any other person. What do you do in your spare
time?

ANSWER: You know, there is spare time. What | long
for now are lumps of time that are a little bigger. But |
have the ability to sleep in very short segments.

Q: You once fell asleep on the Tonight Show!

A: Yes. | took a five minute nap while we were on the
air. There is spare time, but in little nooks and crannies.
I've also developed a thirst for a garden and a dog, nei-
ther of which | can have with my present schedule.
Usually | fill spare time with reading or listening to mu-
sic. | am trying now to compile a new book list. In 1944 |
started reading the great books list — 131 books. |
wanted to doitin seven years; it took me 13. In 1974, 30
years after | had started the great books, | started the
Great Books of the Western World, published as a set
by Britannica. Right now | am starting to compile a bib-
liography for another book list that | want to build for
myself, a cosmic history. | want to read the best books
written on the origin of the universe, the solar system,
the geology of the earth, the origin of life, and history.
Knowing my reading rate, it will take about four years.

Q: You have written that people who are accus-
tomed to playing scripted roles often have difficulty
hosting on camera.

A: | have never played a role on television. Some
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people do, they put down their own per-
sona. The public is remarkably astute at
seeing through that kind of costuming. |
never wanted to do that for two reasons.
First of all it would be an embarrassment
to me and second it would be a betrayal
of the person tuned in, to present some-
thing that was false. For that reason |
present myself, such as | am, which is all
| can do. | acted briefly in summer stock,
and later played myself on a soap opera,
but ABC took the view that enough effort
is necessary to keep the reality and in-
tegrity of a news situation and as soon as
you start doing dramatic scripts the pub-
lic might be confused as to what is fic-
tional. That is something that we want to
avoid in news. | suspect that the public is
less confused about that than we think.
But 1 agreed with the policy. | have since
turned down offers of that kind.

Q: Jack Paar used to say that “TV is
killing me.” You've done more TV than
anybody. How do you handle the stress?

A: Someone once said | make Perry
Como look like a nervous wreck, which
has led to the idea that maybe | am not as
involved as | ought to be. | do not think
that's the case. Early in my career | was
the most stressed person | know. | had
terrible mike fright, and later camera
fright. It was terrifying! | look back on it
and wonder how my physical system
stood it, and why | put up with it. Why
didn’t | do something etse? But some-
thing made me want to do broadcasting.

| went through agony, and then | learn-
ed a couple of things which are very use-
ful: One, you do not have to hover over
other people’s jobs. You do need to be
with people that are competent, to ar-
range the support and the machinery
that is right for you. Sometimes that takes
awhile. If you get into a situation where
people are expending 80% of their ener-
gy on turf defense and 20% on moving
the project forward, it becomes an ulcer-
ous and miasmic situation. When | was
doing Concentration, the game show,
there was nothing to rehearse, so | could
go into my dressing room, ten minutes
before airtime, tell someone to wake me a
minute-and-a-half before | go on the air
and wake up and do the show. So |
overcame the stress.

But another vast concern was wonder-
ing if | was adequately prepared. | finally
also learned that in my business, your
whole life is a preparation for anything
you do on the air.

| used to think that if you interviewed an
architect you had to study and learn all
about architecture. You do not have to
know his subject; you have to know the
right questions. And that's a different
ballgame. You do not cram to prepare for
a situation that is unnatural, you just let
your whole life be the background for
whatever you are going to do at that mo-
ment. Of course, | like to know about my
guests for reasons of politeness. Sup-
pose | had never met you and did not

know who you were. And suddenly we're
on the air before 25 million people. |
could make an interview out of it. You ask
the questions: who, what, where, when,
how and why, and listen to the answers. it
is that simple, but it took me years to find
that out.

Q: You have interviewed literally
everybody — presidents, kings, heads of
state, actors. Who impressed you the
most?

A: Martin Luther King. l interviewed
him on several occasions. | remember
once he had taken residence in the
southside of Chicago, a large slum area.
He was at that time working on legislation
to give tax breaks to landlords who fixed
up their rat infested uninhabitable build-
ings. You would think that anybody
would want to go along with that idea and
yet he had opposition. During that inter-
view, | saw that the man was really dedic-
ated to the human race and not just the
black race. It was a much broader con-
cept at the time than | had thought. | ad-
mired him and saw what he was all
about. | admired his involved and com-
passionate unemotional approach. It
was not hysterical. It was the most grati-
fying reward insofar as discovering a
guest, and the one that | felt the best
about.

Q: Who was your most unexpected
guest?

A: 1t was on The Today Show, a man
who's name | do not even remember. He
had a project called Invest in America. |
found out later that the producer had not
pre-interviewed. It was a ghastly embar-
rassment, one of the few interviews that |
cut short because there wasn't any place
to go. | had asked him to explain what /n-
vest in America meant and he said that
people should invest their savings in the
corporations of America, to stimulate
business and move us forward on the
road to free enterprise. | said it would be
nice if everyone could do that, but that

Moving the South Pole

many people did not have the means to
make investments of any kind.

He said that there are not any poor
people in this country. | began to think,
“Is this some joke, was it April 17" He
said, no there were no poor people, only
a few Eskimos and Indians that are too
lazy to work. | said, “There are no poor
people in America?” He said, “No.” There
was no place for me to go. There was no
basis even for arguing. | said, “Thank you
Mr. —" whatever his name was — and
went to a commercial. That was probably
the worst interview | ever did.

| have had my share of bloopers, too.
Once | was doing a commercial for Pacif-
ic Mills which made a contour sheet.
Their slogan was, “Makes bedmaking as
easy as child's play.” And they had this
little girt helping her mother make the
bed. | guess my mind was wandering,
when | said "Makes childmaking as easy
as ..." | got that far and realized what |
was saying. | never really got to finish it
for laughing.

The best blooper that | had ever heard
of (and | am told it happened — | did not
hear it on the air) was when | was on staff
with NBC, before television. Apparently
there was a rookie announcer in Los An-
geles, who did radio coverage of a movie
premiere at Grauman's Chinese Theatre,
or wherever. The story is that this young
announcer was going over names of
people likely to appear. He was very alert
and nervous about this plum assign-
ment. An older announcer heard him go-
ing through names and heard him say
Deborah Kerr which he pronounced
“Cur.” He corrected him: “It looks like
Cur, but it's pronounced Car. So the kid
repeats Deborah Car, Deborah Car, and
he is very conscientious about getting
these names right. That night on the air
he was heard to say, “Celebrities are be-
ginning to arrive now. Darryl Zanuck's
car has pulled up and Mr. Zanuck is
getting out. He is going into the theatre.




Behind that is Charles Laughton’s car
with Mr. Laughton and Elsa Lanchester.
Following that is Deborah Kerr's car” and
he was so pleased that he got it right that
he said, “Immediately behind that is
Alfred Hitchcar’'s cock!”

They had to restrain him from doing
himself in!

Q: One of the subjects that you re-
ported on last season on 20/20 is why
people lie. Why do they?

A: Everybody lies if you are going to
be puristic about it. “"Gee, you look nice,”
if you do not think the person looks nice.
Or, “Nice to have met you.” it goes from
mild, meaningless hypocrisies that are
part of our social amenities to lies that are
vicious and destructive of other people
for the purpose of aggrandizing the liar.
So, there is a vast range of off-white
through gray to black-black lying. | sup-
pose the motivation seems obvious. In
the short term, it does some good for the
person who lies. One of the things that
helps to restrain liars is that any one with
long-term credibility realizes the value of
integrity. Of course, human memory is
fallible. | think sometimes people will
slightly embellish a story and then really
believe it. | interviewed Dwight Eisen-
hower in the last year of his life. | spent
three hours in his Waldorf suite, when |
was still doing Today. He told me that he
had met at least five men who told him —
and he did not think they were lying —
that they were the guy on the football
team who tackied him and gave him his
knee injury, which kept him from playing
professional football. He settled for a mili-
tary career instead. You can imagine a
man playing on a team against West
Point. Maybe he is involved in a game
that Eisenhower was in or that they be-
lieve he was in. And perhaps they even
tackled him and later, in the compost of
their memory, they would really begin to
think that they had made that crucial tac-
kle.

There are people who will tell you that
they saw Betty Furness struggle with a
refrigerator door. Betty told me that never
happened. She said that she was doing
those commercials, and one night she
was not there and the substitute did them
and could not get the door open. But the
story persists that Betty Furness could
not get the refrigerator door open. She
said, “I will never be able to get rid of that
story. There are people who swear that
they saw it.” Isn't it interesting how public
legends can spring up and have a tre-
mendous vitality with no basis of fact. |
am told there was never a phrase “Gee,
Dad, it's a Wurlitzer” in advertising. But
that phrase became a cliche like, “Mean-
while, back at the ranch.”

Q: Have you interviewed all of the re-
cent Presidents of the United States?

A: No. | interviewed Kennedy, Eisen-
hower, Nixon, Gerald Ford, Jimmy
Carter, President Reagan. Never
Johnson. Kennedy was pretty impress-

ive. Sometimes Johnson used to call the
network after The Today Show. He would
comment to the control room. | do not re-
call talking to him. | talked to him person-
ally in the White House. | always felt kind-
ly toward him, even though | was not real-
ly a Johnson fan, because he flattered
me. Johnson could do that. He could be
very crude or very charming.

I think the most charming President we
have had recently is Ronald Reagan.

Advantages of
joining early

Recently | heard from charter mem-
ber Stanford Espedal, who now lives
in Honolulu but who became AFRA
member #2,436 on December 27,
1937 while living in Chicago. While
in Chicago, he worked for many ra-
dio stations, including WMAQ,
WBBM, WCFL, WJJD, WAAF, and
WIND; and he also worked for WTMJ
in Milwaukee.

Stanford Espedal will always re-
member the December day when he
joined AFRA 50 years ago. Who
could ever forget the $10 initiation
fee? — Dick Elliott

When it comes to charm, he is a smooth
and sincere guy. His style of Presidency,
his lack of involvement, could have
worked, | think, if he had been sur-
rounded by people with a semblance of
statesmanship instead of the characters
he had. | don't think he had the wisdom to
see the difference. It is kind of sad. | do
not think the man is cynical. | think he is
sincere.

Q: Speaking of public figures — and
you are one — How do you feel about
public figures, such as actors or other
broadcasters, speaking out on national
issues?

A: My feeling is that they have a per-
fect right to, as citizens. They're criticized
because their visibility gives them more
than "one man, one vote" opinion vol-
tage. But | don't agree with that. | think
the public has the ability to sort things
out. They say to themselves, “That guy is
right,” or “He is wrong.” | do not know
many instances where people say “Be-
cause this is an actor | admire, | am going
to change my ideological opinion about
what he said.” People do not do that. A
democracy has got to be able to sort out
from an enormous amount of influences.
And that goes for political advertising. |

would rather see more debates that did
not cost so much money. As Jefferson
said, “If I had to have a government and
no newspapers or newspapers and no
government, | would have to go with
newspapers and no government.” Like
any institution, the press is not Utopian.
But | would hate to see public annoyance
with the press get to a point where press
freedom was really undermined.

Q: You once wrote that Jack Benny
made the transition from radio to televi-
sion effortlessly, and that Fred Allen
could not adapt. You said that Benny in-
stinctively knew the difference between a
radio joke and a TV joke. What is the dif-
ference?

A: Both Benny and Allen had back-
grounds in vaudeville. You would have
thought that they would have adapted
equally. But for some reason Allen never
fitin TV.

I will give you an example of a marvel-
ous radio joke. When Don Wilson was
Benny's announcer — and he was very
overweight, you will remember — they
got off a train and a porter said, “Can |
brush you off, Mr. Benny?” Benny said
thanks, and you heard wisk, wisk, wisk!
“Can | brush you off, Miss Livingston?”
and she said, yeah, thanks: wisk, wisk,
wisk! Then he gets to Don Wilson. “Can |
brush you off, Mr. Wilson?” He says,
please, thank you. Then you hear a
wisking going on for ten seconds.

That is funny. The audience knew with-
out seeing it that the reason for all of that
wisking was that he was so much more
expansive to clothe. People laughed. If
you had done that one on TV, no one
would have laughed. It would have had
no meaning.

I think one of the bases of humor is the
cleverness of discovering why it is funny.
So you laugh. Every joke has to have
some subtlety. If the subtlety is all re-
moved, it ceases to be funny. A person
reacting to a joke is saying by his laugh-
ter, "l understand that because | am sup-
plying the missing part.” That is why that
kind of a joke was very funny on radio.
But it would not even be a joke on televi-
sion. Benny had that instinct, and he had
the knack of allowing the people around
him to get the laugh lines at his expense,
and that is why he was great. Even when
he was attempting to top somebody, he
became the butt of the joke. Remember
when someone insulted him as he was
walking down the street. Benny said,
“Just a minute,” and went into a phone
booth and called his writers. He said, “So
and so just insulted me. | want a retort.”
You hear him saying, “Yeah, yeah, yes!
Oh great! Thank you.” Then he hung up
and went out and said, “Oh Yeah!”

Q: You wrote in your recent book, On
Camera, that in this country you always
have to be what you do for a living. Ex-
plain that.

A: | do not remember writing that, but |
do remember when | first got hold of that
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concept. People say,
“What are you going to
be when you grow up?”
The only real answer is
“An adult human be-
ing.” If you ask a kitten
what it will be when it grows up the only
answer is, “A cat.” A human being seems
obliged early on to be a doctor or a faw-
yer, or whatever. When | was in my early
twenties, | decided that | did not want to
be anything. | wanted to do things. | did
not want to be a writer. | wanted to write. |
did not want to be an actor, but | enjoyed
acting. And as aresult, | have a great dif-
ficulty filling in the space on government
forms that asks for occupation. | don’t
know what to put down. Once | was an
announcer. Then | discovered that as a
generalist | do a lot of things.

| am probably the world's champion
dilettante. | could say that I'm a sailor. |
did make my way across the Pacific
navigating a small boat. | recently got a
degree in Gerontology at Hunter
College. | don't want to be a
gerontologist, but | want to concern my-
self with gerontological matters and
geriatric medicine, which | am really in-
terested in. But | am not going to become
a doctor. Again, it is a question of doing
things instead of being something. | do
admire people who are something. It
means that they have arrived at a plateau
of specialization where they are devoting
their life to some one thing. As a
generalist, I'm not doing that. | don't
know if | drifted into the position | am now
in broadcasting because of my general-
ist approach, or whether my experience
in broadcasting has developed my gene-
ralist approach. Alexander Woolicott
once said of himself, that he was interest-
ed in everything except incest and folk
dancing! There also is very little that I'm
not interested in.

Q: What makes you angry?

A: Moral injustice makes me more an-
gry than anything else, | guess. The real
feeling of outrage if there is an injustice.

Q: Did that once surface on the air
with Governor George Wallace?

A: Yeah. | can't accept the whole mys-
tique of a person that supports the idea
of segregation. It is so emphatically pro-
vincial. The same people can also be ca-
pable of real emotional feeling for people
in their own group, you know. A white
who can weep over the fate of some oth-
er white, but to whom black is not human
— that kind of bigotry | call empathetic
provincialism. It is characteristic of a
cramped soul. | think that most injustice
comes out of the fact that some stunted,
self-righteous people cut a wide swath
and cause a lot of pain. When something
is unjust, that outrages me more than
anything else that | can think of.

Q: Was moving the South Pole your
greatest thrill?

A: Inmany ways. What happened was
that in 1911 Roald Amundsen discov-

ered it, and really boxed it in, in about a
three mile radius. With a horizon sextant,
three miles is pretty good. | remember
when | was going across the Pacific; if |
was within three miles | had a pretty good
fix. By 1957 or 1958, during the Interna-
tional Geophysical Year, they had the
South Pole boxed in to about 75 feet with
a ring of 55 gallon oil drums. We knew
that 90° South was inside of this circle,
and that was a great achievement for the
current technology, determining that on
a globe that is 8,000 miles in diameter.
Then with satellites they had determined
within 20 inches where the axis of the
earth is.

That is how | got to move the South
Pole. They were going to relocate it partly
because of that and partially because
there is a glacial drift of the polar ice cap.
The ice is two miles thick and moves very
slowly, so the location of the pole needs
correcting every now and then. The num-
ber of people who moved it may total half
a dozen. | was one of them, and it was
quite a thrill.

Q: You wrote that Pat Weaver, when
he was President of NBC, more than any
other person, eliminated the enormous
influence that sponsors had over early
television programs.

A: He brought on participating spon-
sorship by instituting the spot commer-
cial, so that individual sponsors did not
sponsor entire programs. It was a great
contribution to the industry — and to the
public.

Before that, when Lucky Strike spon-
sored Your Hit Parade, George
Washington Hill — the head of American
Tobacco — gauged the popularity of
songs by whether his aunt tapped her
foot. If she did not tap her foot, he would
call up and say, “That song is no longer
on the top of the Hit Parade.” His aunt de-
cided what was going to be on. People
trembled. He could wipe away the whole
program.

When participating sponsorship came
in, it was really welcome. If a sponsor got
miffed and pulled out, the next one in line
would put his spot in the time slot. No one
controlled the show. That was one of Pat
Weaver's contributions.

Q: Do you miss the spontaneity of live
TV?

A: Oh, yes! | would like to anchor
20/20 live, and on occasion we do, four
or five times a year. To have it broadcast
live regularly would be less polished, but
more spontaneous.

There is also a different morality in-
volved in pre-recording something than
in showing it live. For example, if you are
a producer of a talk show and a guest
comes on and says something really ac-
tionable legally, or false, you are not held
to account for that, unless you invite him
back to do the same thing. If you pre-
tape it, by just a few minutes, there is a
different standard involved. And now you
have a different moral obligation. To my

mind, that makes a case for doing more
live things. They also generate more ex-
citement in an audience. The audience
senses when there is really something
happening.

Q: Have you done everything that you
want to?

A: 1think so, by and large. If | had the
opportunity to go into space — if | could
still pass the flight physical — | would do
it. More for the experience than to make a
broadcast out of it, although | would want
to do something to record it and share it
with the viewing public.

My other ambitions are probably
smaller things. If | had a lot of time on my
hands | would go back to writing music. |
have written for large orchestra before |
got too busy in broadcasting. | have had
some performances before and some
publication of compositions for large or-
chestra. And that is what | like to listen to:
large orchestra.

I would attend more concerts and
plays if | had more time. | would devote
more time to certain aspects of recrea-
tional flying. Whenever | get a chance |
like to get into my glider. And next week-
end I'm going to fly an F-15. The last
fighter plane | flew was an F-104. It is
hard for me to believe that now it's obso-
lete, it was so ahead of its time. | would
love more time to get on a horse and go
into the wilderness, and spend days in
the country the way it was 1,000 years
ago. If | had four more lifetimes, | would
not be bored! There are a few things that
| might yet tackle, if invited.

Q: What is the most important pro-
gram you have ever done?

A: Maybe one of the Todays — the
one that resulted in a collapse of a coup
against Adlai Stevenson.

Some people in the Kennedy adminis-
tration wanted to ease him out. They
might have done it very well if he had not
gotten wind of it, at a dinner at the White
House. One of the Kennedy Cabinet
members said to my wife, who was not
sitting near me, “You ought to tell your
husband to have Adlai Stevenson on the
Today Show.” She said, “Why?" He said,
“I can't tell you.” When she told me this |
called Stevenson's office and asked if he
could come on Thursday or Friday. They
said yes. They called back the same day
and said, "Could he come on tomorrow?”
He had now found out about the coup.
This was in the early '60's. They wanted
to move him out over that “eyeball to eye-
ball" business at the UN.

When he came on the show he made
an eloquent defense of his conduct as
UN Ambassador. | said, “Do you expect
the Kennedy Administration to give you a
vote of confidence?” He said, “l cannot
speak for them, but | would hope so . . ."
and he continued with the interview. Be-
fore the day was out, they gave him the
vote of confidence — and the coup col-
lapsed! | felt that | was participating in an
important bit of history!—Dick Moore %



Where
women
stand in
television

entertainment

today

“TV has finally discovered that

women can be alluring to viewers

even though they're past 30.”

Last November the National Commis-
sion on Working Women released its fifth
annual critique of the fall television sea-
son. Since 1982 we've been examining
the portrayal of women on the networks’
new shows and comparing that portrayal
to the real world. By now we've amassed
enough data to also measure changing
trends in the portrayal of women from
season to season. Our first report, re-
leased in 1982, looked at a ten-year span
of network entertainment programming
(1972-1981) so that we actually have 14
years’ worth of information.

What have we found? The good news
is that there are more women on prime
time entertainment television than in the
past and they are no longer confined to
one or two narrow stereotypes. There is
more diversity in female characters' age,
race, job, and marital status. But the bad
news is that TV still has a long way to go
before it reflects the true richness and va-

Sally Steenland is the media director of
Wider Opportunities for Women, the par-
ent organization of the National Commis-
sion on Working Women. As Media Di-
rector, she directs the organization's me-
dia projects, including an annual awards
competition for outstanding TV and radio
programs about working women's is-
sues; and writes regular reports on the
image and employment of women in the
media. Before joining the Commission,
Ms. Steenland worked for Ralph Nader's
National Citizens Committee for Broad-
casting. Prior to that, she was a high
school English and film teacher. Ms.
Steenland has completed her course
work for a doctoral degree in education.

riety of women's lives in this country to-
day.
Greater Visibility

The good news first. Fifteen years ago
male characters outnumbered females
on prime time TV by a ratio of three to
one. Although women are over half the
population, in TV's world they have been
vastly outnumbered by men. And 15
years ago certain types of women were
virtually invisible on TV: women over age
40, minority women, women who com-
bined job and family, single mothers.

But today, females are easier to find on
the television screen because there are
more of them. Two seasons ago, the per-
centage of continuing female characters
versus males on new shows was 45% to
55% — almost half. Although last season
(1986) the percentage of women on new
shows decreased to about 40%, it is still
an improvement over the past.

In fact, the 1986 fall season contained
a significant number of new programs
starring women in leading roles: My Sis-
ter Sam, Easy Street, The Ellen Burstyn
Show, Designing Women, Life With Lucy,
and Kay O'Brien. Although several of
these new shows were cancelled, others
survived and are quite popular with view-
ers. They are joined by existing shows
with female leads such as Kate and Allie,
Cagney and Lacey, Golden Girls, and
Murder, She Wrote.

Diversity

Not only are there more women on TV
today, they come in greater varieties than
years past. A decade ago, the profile of
women on television was overwhelmingly
young, single, and white. Today that pro-
file has begun to change.

by Sally Steenland

First of all, women are growing older on
television. From the prime time soap op-
eras which star female villains, execu-
tives, matriarchs, and sex sirens over 40,
to situation comedies containing widows,
divorced women, and grandmothers
who are middle-aged and older, TV has
finally discovered that women can be al-
luring and popular with viewers even
though they’re past 30.

Golden Girls and Murder, She Wrote
are the two most successful illustrations
of this truth since they have no male
leads and instead rely solely on the ap-
peal of the shows' female stars. The pop-
ularity of these programs, combined with
the aging of the viewing population,
bodes well for additional TV programs
starring midlife and older women.

Secondly, female TV characters have
finally entered the work force, albeit sev-
eral years after their real-life counter-
parts. Inthe 1960s and 70s, this gap was
perhaps most pronounced, as women in
the real world went to work in record
numbers, while women on TV were still
either at home or else involved in ro-
mance, with their jobs merely a back-
drop.

But today the TV pendulum has not
only corrected the imbalance but kept on
swinging so that there are virtually no
housewives left on television. More TV
women work than real-life women (about
two-thirds compared to slightly more
than halt), and they work at very different
jobs. TV's female work force is over-
whelmingly professional, with very few
clerical or service workers, while in real
life, the reverse is true.

Jobs held by TV’s women include ar-
chitect, reporter, oil tycoon, lawyer, au-
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“The link between who is
employed behind the camera and
who appears in front of the
camera is strong.”

thor, detective, travel agent, advertising
executive, waitress, spy, singer and cop.
As opposed to real life, TV women can
have it all and without much effort. On sit-
uation comedies especially, they suc-
cessfully combine work and family and
still look beautiful, live in a clean house
and have time for romance with their hus-
bands. Child care problems and finan-
cial worries are noticeably absent. So is
stress.

TV's dramatic programs, such as
Cagney and Lacey, St. Elsewhere and
even the evening soaps, pay more atten-
tion to work issues and actually show
women on the job. Issues of sexual har-
assment, unequal pay, unfair working
conditions, and balancing job and home
life have all been treated on these shows.

Thirdly, TV women today are portrayed
in more diverse marital roles than in the
past. Once again trying to catch up with
the growing variety of family combina-
tions in the real world, television has ex-
panded the limited roles confining its fe-
male characters. On the air this season
are single mothers who are widowed and
divorced — their living arrangements
range from Kate and Allie to Our House
to Who's the Boss.

Nuclear families are back in style, after
being absent from the screen for several
years, but they are joined by married
childless couples (Newhart, Jack and
Mike) and unmarried couples who live to-
gether (LA Law).

Romance still abounds (Cheers,
Moonlighting and many more) but televi-
sion has also introduced self-reliant
women who lead happy lives on their
own (Murder, She Wrote, Golden Girls,
Designing Women).

All in all, the picture for women on TV
today is an improved one. Their numbers

are greater, the characters are less nar-
rowly drawn, and they more closely re-
flect the lives of women in the real world.
So what is still missing?

Leisure, Glamour and Wealth

One of television’s starkest failures is
its seeming inability to create programs
with characters who are not financially
well-off. Qver 90% of TV women are mid-
dle class or wealthier. Almost no one is
working class and absolutely no one is
poor.

This economic upscaling of female
characters is true for women on situation
comedies as well as those on prime time
dramatic programs. Because there are
so few TV women who don't lead lives of
financial ease, the exceptions come
quickly to mind. (Two examples are Mary
Beth Lacey on Cagney and Lacey and
Carla Tortelli on Cheers.)

In the real world, less than 0.2% of all
women have annual incomes over
$75,000; in fact, the median annual in-
come for women today is $7,568. And
13% of all women live below the poverty
level.

Women's economic situation, fragile to
begin with, becomes worse as women
grow older. In the real world, women over
age 65 constitute 71% of the elderly poor
and 80% of the elderly who live alone.

But television has been unable to take
this reality and translate it into compelling
characters on prime time programming.
On TV, only financially well-off people
have lives interesting enough to be on a
show — everyone else is invisible.

This preponderance of TV millionaires
has not always been so. Television has
gone through periods when programs
about blue collar characters were both
pervasive and highly popular. In the

“TV’s definition of minority seems
to be ‘black,’ since Asian,
Hispanic and other minority
females are practically invisible.”

1950s The Honeymooners was an audi-
ence favorite, and in the 1970s All in the
Family was the most popular of a string of
shows with blue collar characters.

Such cyclical swings prove that view-
ers are not inherently adverse to
watching programs about ordinary peo-
ple leading regular lives, despite what
network executives say to the contrary.

In fact, such a cycle may be returning.
Although television seems not ready
anytime soon to introduce a schedule in
which shows about the working class
predominate, these past two seasons
have seen a definite decline in the num-
ber of female characters who are million-
aires and a return to those who are solidly
middle class.

It should be noted that, although there
is nothing wrong with portraying wealthy
female characters per se, it does be-
come troubling when the television net-
works fill the screen with affluent women,
creating a new narrow stereotype and
crowding out other, more diverse, possi-
bilities.

For example, TV's portrayal of women
over age 50 is exceedingly positive, al-
though unrealistic. These older female
characters are seen as powerful, attract-
ive, healthy, affluent, and creative. Over
25% of them are millionaires, while none
is poor. This unremittingly rosy view,
while preferable to a negative stereo-
type, leaves no room for the stories of
more realistic older women whose strug-
gles can be both entertaining and en-
lightening.

A White World

Although far more black women are on
television this season than a decade
ago, their portrayals still need improve-
ment. Most are confined to situation com-
edies, leaving dramatic programs virtual-
ly all white. (A few exceptions are St.
Elsewhere, Hotel, and Dynasty.)

Furthermore, too few black women
have leading roles. When they do, they
tend to be on situation comedies, such
as 227, Gimme a Break, or The Cosby
Show. Many TV shows which take place
in large cities with ethnically diverse pop-
ulations have no continuing minority fe-
male characters (Hill St. Blues, Cagney
and Lacey, Kate and Allie).

In fact, TV's definition of minority
seems to be “black,” since Asian, His-
panic and other minority females are
practically invisible. Despite the growth
of both the Asian and Hispanic popula-
tion in the real world, their dramatic coun-
terparts on television have yet to be cre-
ated.

But sometimes, portrayals are so dis-
torted and stereotyped that invisibility is
preferable. The black female characters
on this season’s new program, Amen,
are a case in point. Thelma, Deacon
Frye's daughter, is an unemployed wom-
an in her 30s, desperately on the prow!
for a mate, although all her attempts have
been unsuccessful. Equally negative are



the portrayals of two sisters who work at
the church, bickering over the attention
of men and spreading whatever gossip
they hear.

The Employment Link

Television deserves praise for expand-
ing female roles and airing portrayals of
strong women leading successful lives.
However, it still needs to confront the is-
sues of race and class and develop fe-

male characters who provide a contrast
to what is already on the screen.

In order to do this, more women and
minorities must work in decision-making
positions in the industry. The link be-
tween who is employed behind the cam-
era and who appears in front of the cam-
era is strong. As the industry has hired
more women, it has provided authenticity
and nuance to the female images on the
screen.

Yet more women are needed and far
more minorities. Hollywood's employ-
ment profile should be more reflective of
the real world, with producers and writers
who have diverse life experiences. When
those life experiences are translated,
with sensitivity and talent, into compel-
ling entertainment programming, then
television will come closer to meeting its
responsibility to its audience and will bet-
ter live up to its true potential. %

by Shelby Scott

I remember distinctly the first AFTRA
membership meeting | attended. It was
1963 in Seattle.

AFTRA’s past National President was
there and was | impressed. A woman had

been the leader of the union | had just
joined.

Virginia Payne, | was to learn, was not
just a figurehead for AFTRA. She was a
founder of AFRA, served on the National
Board of AFTRA, from its beginning, was
President of the Chicago Local for seven
years and of the New York Local for two
years.

Virginia Payne was the first wornan to
serve as president of a national entertain-
ment union. But she was not the only
woman to whom AFTRA looked for lead-
ership. Long before the Feminist Move-
ment took hold in our country, the mem-
bers of AFTRA, men and women, saw

Women in AFTRA —
a record of achievement

that it was not one's gender, but one's in-
telligence and willingness to work for the
good of the union that mattered.

I could name names for line after line,
names of women who have served our
union in elected leadership roles and as
executives in our locals. Names like;
Nellie Bush of St. Louis, who was the ex-
ecutive from 1938 to 1957; Eleanor Engle
who was the Chicago Local President for
four years in the early 1950s then be-
came one of its executives; Nellie Booth,
who led the St. Louis Local from the days
of AFRA’s founding in 1937; Evelyn
Freyman of Washington, who served first
as the Local President then for 35 years
as the Local's Executive; Lurene Tuttle
who served as President of the Los An-
geles Local during some of the War
Years of the 1940s; Florence Sando, who
served as the Pittsburgh Local President
in the early 1950s; and Vicki Vola who
was our National President 1964-65.

During the 1960s and '70s other
AFTRA women took up the reigns of lead-

Shelby Scott, Chair of the AFTRA Nation-
al Women's Committee, former National
Vice President and current President of
AFTRA's Boston Local, has, in her job as
newsbroadcaster for Boston's WBZ-
TV4's Eyewitness News, received con-
siderable acclaim for her coverage of ev-
erything from train wrecks to tree plant-
ings. This year she received the William
F. Homer, Jr. Award for Excellence in
Journalism from Suffolk University; she
has won UPI's Tom Phillips Citation, re-
ceived an honorary Doctor of Humane
Letters from Notre Dame College in New
Hampshire, and has been honored re-
peatedly by the city of Boston.

ership. In New York there were Local
Presidents Carol Reed and Martha
Greenhouse; Chicago elected Patti
Wilkus its President in 1977; Rochester’s
President in 1974 was Anne Keefe, and
June Baller has been an officer of the
Rochester Local for 21 consecutive
years. For eight years, Shirley Diercks
served as President of AFTRA's Twin Cit-
ies Local. Carol Matt became Seattle’s
Executive in 1977, serving into 1985; D.J.
Sullivan was elected San Diego's Presi-
dent in 1978, while Jacqueline Walters
was that Local's executive from 1971 un-
til 1985; and Clinta Dayton served as the
executive for Dallas-Fort Worth from
1974 to 1982.

In 1973 the delegates to AFTRA's Na-
tional Convention directed the creation of
a National Women's Committee to look
into the special concerns of the union’s
women members. Alice Backes of Los
Angeles was the committee’s first Chair
and is still active as a committee member
and member of the National Board.

During the 1980s the women of AFTRA
have continued to accept leadership po-
sitions. Ann Loring became President of
the New York Local in 1983, a position
she still holds along with being the un-
ion's National First Vice President; K.T.
Stevens is President of the Los Angeles
Local and a National Vice President; San
Francisco’s Belva Davis is a National
Vice President and Chair of the Equal
Employment Opportunity Committee;
Peg Nielsen of the Seattle Local was an
active National Chair of the Women's
Committee, a National Vice President
and it is Nielsen's language on alcohol
and drug abuse treatment that is used in
AFTRA's station contracts.

And there are so many, many more.
Today, nearly half the members of the
National Board are women, five of our
National officers are women and 13
women are presidents of their Locals.

Itis a good record of accomplishment
for women, but more than that it is a re-
cord of which the entire membership of
AFTRA can be proud.

One wishes that the industry in which
we all labor could understand what
AFTRA knew years ago: it's not the sex
that matters, it's the quality of the person
that counts. ¥
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AFTRA: Fifty Years

n the mid-1930s, America was in
economic depression, but radio was
booming. Americans forgot their troubles
in the evenings, when movie stars came
into their living rooms via radio. Eddie
Cantor, Jack Benny, Amos 'n' Andy
made them laugh; daytime serials, spon-
sored by soap companies, entertained
housewives in the afternoons, and chil-
dren rushed home after school to catch
the Lone Ranger and the Green Hornet.
The evening also brought news broad-
casts: up to the minute intimations of ten-
sions in Europe. In 1936, radio was the
fourth-largest industry in America. In
1937, it collected over $140 million in ad-
vertising revenue, a 19% increase over
the previous year.

Sponsors were selling products, broad-
casters were getting rich, stars were col-
lecting princely weekly salaries. In
1935-36, for example, Major Bowes, host
of the popular Amateur Hour, earned
$25,000 a week; Eddie Cantor made
$10,000 and Jack Benny $7,500. For
those who were not stars, however, con-
ditions were quite different. They might
be paid anything from $5 to $50 per per-
formance, including hours or days of re-
hearsal. They might be expected to play
multiple characters on one show for the
single fee. and if a pilot show didn't make
it onto the air, they wouldn't be paid at all.
If they didn't like the terms, hundreds of
others were eager to take their places.

The late actor Frank Nelson remem-
bered those days in the early 1930s. “I
worked on Hollywood Hotel as the lead-
ing man opposite the star. The star got
$3,500 to $7,500. | did not even get name
credit. | got $25. This was to sit there for
all the hours the producer wanted you
there, sometimes two or three days. Lu-
rene Tuttle was also getting $25 for doing
the lead opposite the male stars. One
day | told her, Tut, this is just not right. We
have to get more money. She said, Je-
sus, don't say anything to him, or he will
fire us both. | went to the producer and
said, if we are good enough to work op-
posite these stars, we ought to be at least
good enough to get another $10. He
said, I'll just have to get someone else.
The upshot was, the son of a bitch gave it
to us. You had to pull every dime out of
those bastards during those early days.”
Performers had already discovered the
benefits of unionism. The American Fed-
eration of Musicians, the Screen Actors
Guild, Actors’ Equity were already on the
scene in 1935, when a group of 21 Los
Angeles radio performers got together to
see what they could do. But the *21

Club,” as they called it, never got off the
ground. Six months into its existence,
several radio stations got wind of the en-
terprise, and threatened — on station let-
terhead — to blacklist any performer in-
volved. The club dissolved.

The second attempt at organization was
more successful. Actor Howard Swart
alerted his colleagues to the fact that the
ClO was planning to organize radio per-
formers as part of the Telegraphers Un-
ion. Radio performers held a hasty meet-
ing at the Freeman Lang Studios in Holly-
wood to study the formation of some sort
of professional guild. The result was
RAG, the Radio Artists Guild.

At the same time Actors’ Equity, which
had jurisdiction over radio peformers,
was also exploring some sort of organi-
zation in New York under George Heller,
an actor. The two groups got together in
New York on July 17, 1937, with repre-
sentatives of SAG, Equity and the newly-
formed (1936) American Guild of Musical
Artists to form a new national union, the
American Federation of Radio Artists
(AFRA). Actors’ Equity relinquished its
own jurisdiction over radio performers,
and the existing unions lent the new one
seed money. On August 16, the Associa-
ted Actors and Artistes of America (the
Four A's) granted a charter to the new un-
ion. Eddie Cantor was named President,
and Emily Holt, an Equity lawyer, the first
National Exective Secretary, with George
Heller as her assistant. AFRA was in busi-
ness.

AFRA grew fast. A third local, Chicago
(the soap opera capital) was organized
right away. By December, AFRA an-
nounced that it had signed between 70
and 90% of all the radio artists (apart
from musicians) in key broadcast cities,
and by the first convention in November,
1938, eight locals had been formed. Lo-
cals have remained the strong, and to a
large extent autonomous, building
blocks of the union.

Organizing was a fight, however. In St.
Louis, radio stations led by KMOX chal-
lenged AFRA’s legitimacy as a bar-
gaining unit for radio talent. In a hearing
betore the National Labor Relations
Board, network attorneys tried to pit staff
performers against freelance talent to un-
dercut the union. Announcer Marvin Mill-
er was asked, “Do you realize that every-
one has an equal vote in AFRA, and that
with ten announcers at KMOX there are
150 freelancers who could force you to
go out on strike?” Miller replied, “I'd
much rather be dominated by my fellow
performer than by the network.” AFRA
won the election.

Emily Holt and George Heller met with
considerable resistance and stonewall-

ing by the networks and the sponsors in
their efforts to secure a national contract
for radio performers. “We were treated
very civilly,” Mrs. Holt remembered.
“Nevertheless the answer was ‘go away.’
The networks said we'd have to speak to
the sponsors. The sponsors said they
couldn’t talk because there was no one
empowered to negotiate for all of them.
They had nothing like a bargaining
committee.” But AFRA had a powerful
weapon: its stars. Radio stars had sup-
ported the union from the beginning:
Eddie Cantor and Edgar Bergen got two
of the first ten membership cards issued
by AFRA. When word got back to the
broadcasters that performers like Jack
Benny and Fred Allen were prepared to
go out on strike, they went to the bar-
gaining table. Heller, Holt, attorney Hen-
ry Jaffe, singer Alex McKee and Mark
Smith, president of the New York local,
met with a committee of broadcasters.
On July 12, 1938, after four days and
nights of negotiation, AFRA signed the
first collectively bargained agreement on
a national scale with NBC and CBS. This
Basic Network Sustaining Agreement es-
tablished a wage increase of 125%, and
a union shop agreement for radio talent.
The next dogfight involved wages and
conditions for members who appeared
on commercial shows produced by the
advertising agencies, such as the day-
time serials. The power of radio was
clearer than ever: in 1938, thousands of
listeners all over the country panicked
when a news-style broadcast of H.G.
Wells' The War of the Worlds convinced
them that the Martians had landed in
New Jersey. Key advertisers like Wrigley,
who sponsored many daytime adverture
shows, were not about to lose that clout
through strikes. They made their own
agreements with the union, and their col-
leagues capitulated. In 1939, the union
signed the first Commercial Code, and
by the 1939 convention, held in August,
Emily Holt announced that 70% of live
broadcasting was now covered by col-
lective bargaining agreements.

World War I galvanized the American
public, and radio fed its appetite for infor-
mation. The outbreak of war in Europe in
1939 prompted round-the-clock report-
ing. A media-conscious country rejected
Wendell Wilkie, who did poorly on radio,
in favor of a third term for Franklin D.
Roosevelt, whose Fireside Chats gave
the public intimate contact with the Presi-
dent. When America entered the war aft-
er Pearl Harbor in 1941, radio performers
went into action as well. Kate Smith sold
$2 million in war bonds in one day by per-
sonally answering phone calls. Serials
sent their characters off to war. Paper



shortages made radio a better media
buy for sponsors. Despite the cessation
of production of civilian radio sets, the
1943 census determined that 82.2% of
all occupied dwellings had radios.

War conditions curtailed some bar-
gaining possibilities, but AFRA was
nonetheless able to secure gains. In
1941, it signed the Transcription Code,
providing for programs recorded for later
broadcast, and built cost of living in-
creases into contracts. The war years
also saw two bitter disputes. The AFM,
led by James Petrillo, was flexing its
muscles on many fronts, including the at-
tempted seizure of jurisdiction over
announcing and sound effects person-
nel. AFRA and the engineering unions,
led by NABET, resisted the musicians
and prevailed despite a walkout.

A second AFRA victory in 1944 upheld
the union’s right to take political action. In
July of that year, AFRA, together with oth-
erunions, levied an assessment of $1 per
member to fight passage of legislation
that would destroy union shop agree-
ment in California. Producer-director
Cecil B. DeMille, who was host of the Lux
Radio Theater, the enormously popular
dramatic series which featured movie
stars, called the levy a “political assess-
ment” and refused to pay. He was ex-
pelled from the union. DeMille chal-
lenged AFRA in the courts, but the un-
ion's position was upheld. The U.S. Su-
preme Court found that the union could
use its funds for support or resistance to
legislative actions that affect the condi-
tions of its members.

In 1946, Emily Holt resigned as National
Executive Secretary. She was succeed-
ed by George Heller, who brought in
Frank Reel, who had been local Execu-
tive Secretary in Boston, as his assistant.
Bing Crosby signed a new contract with
ABC, at $30,000 per week, to transcribe
his weekly show for Philco to eliminate
the necessity of rebroadcast of a live
show for a different time zone. This end-
ed the long-standing network insistence
on live broadcasts, and opened a new
can of worms for performers, who might
now have their work played more than
once. Technology, stalled in the war
years, was moving ahead, and the big-
gest technological revolution was about
to change the face of radio forever.
The major networks had been experi-
menting with television before the war.
Most of the programming was sports,
such as boxing and wrestling. But with
equipment and know-how freed for civil-
jan purposes, television began to move
ahead with production of its own shows.
In 1946, WCBS-TV issued its first rate
card. By the end of 1947, Howdy Doody
had debuted on television, and 12 TV
stations were broadcasting to 14,000
households. In 1948, CBS launched
Toast of the Town which would later be-
come the Ed Sullivan Show. {n 1949,
Milton Berle, television’s number one

star, hosted the first telethon, a 16-hour
marathon on NBC which raised $1.1 mil-
lion in pledges for the Damon Runyon
Cancer Fund.

Radio shows and personalities began
the migration over to television. The Lone
Ranger went in 1949, followed a year lat-
er by George Burns and Gracie Allen,
and Jack Benny. Your Show of Shows
and Jackie Gleason went on the air. The
audience went too, and radio started to
feel the pinch. In 1950, a Philadelphia ra-
dio station cut its night advertising rates
in order to compete with television.
Television performers were still unor-
ganized. AFRA and SAG had a long-
standing jurisdictional dispute over
them. On April 16, 1950, the Four A's cre-
ated a new organization, Television Au-
thority, with jurisdiction over television
actors. George Heller took a leave from
AFRA to head the new group, and Frank
Reel became National Executive Secre-
tary of AFRA. TVA negotiated the first net-
work television contract in December
1950. On September 17, 1952, TVA and
AFRA merged to create a new union:
AFTRA. George Heller became its Na-
tional Executive Secretary.

With television attracting the stars and
the soaps, radio began to look for for-
mats that would enable it to retain listen-
ers and sponsors. Some stations had al-
ready tried out the “disc jockey” format
— a recordings program built around a
personality. These programs were easier
to sell to local sponsors than other locally
produced shows, and by 1947, nine out
of ten stations surveyed had DJ pro-
grams. As television grew in the early
1950s, and radio networks turned back
more and more time to local affiliates, the
“Top 40" program concept gained in
popularity and individual “spot” commer-
cials became an important factor. Radio
had made the shift from entertainment to
a more commercial enterprise.

With records an increasing part of radio
programming, AFRA negotiated the first
phonograph recording contract for sing-
ers, and assumed jurisdiction in 1951.
During Frank Reel's tenure, AFRA took a
good look at its Transcription Code and
realized that there was room for improve-
ment there. Reel said, “The heavy use of
transcriptions for commercials really
started after the war; before the war, a
commercial was usually thrown away. By
1950, we realized that the radio economy
was going downhill because TV had a
very clear future. We knew we could not
get a bigger slice of the economic pie out
of radio as we had known it, but the new
form of radio, commercial radio, begged
for improvement.” The 1950 Transcrip-
tion negotiations resulted in more money
for performers and cut the weeks of use
of a commercial transcription from 26 to
13, providing more work for radio talent.
Heller, back as National Executive Sec-
retary of the new AFTRA, turned his at-
tention to an issue that had been raised

at the very first meeting: some sort of
health coverage for members. Few in the
industry — even within the union —
thought it could be achieved, partly be-
cause of the transitory nature of AFTRA
employment, but he persisted (aided by
then President Frank Nelson and other
dedicated AFTRAns) and in 1954, the
union established the Pension and Wel-
fare Fund (now called Health and Retire-
ment), the first performers union to have
one. It did not help Heller, however: he
died in May 1955, at the age of 49.
The 1950s also saw considerable tur-
moil in the entertainment industry as a re-
sult of Senator Joseph McCarthy and the
House Committee on Un-American Ac-
tivities. Names of performers suspected
of being connected with left-wing organi-
zations began to be published in anti-
Communist tracts such as Counterattack
and Red Channels. Performing arts un-
ions at first claimed to be investigating
and resisting the existence of blacklists,
but as McCarthy and other anti-Commu-
nists gained in power, and sponsors be-
gan to pressure for the removal of listed
persons from television and radio pro-
grams, the unions, worried about their
bread and butter, became fragmented
and fearful. There was considerable in-
ternal turmoil about the appropriate re-
sponse. In 1953, a new organization,
Aware, Inc., targeted the entertainment
industry specifically. Tragically, the un-
ions caved in. In 1955, AFTRA passed a
national referendum that if a member re-
fused to answer the now-infamous ques-
tion, “Are you now or have you ever been
a member of the Communist Party?” —
as many entertainers called before the
HUAC had — he or she “shall be subject
to the charge that he is guilty of conduct
prejudicial to the welfare of AFTRA ...
(and may be) fined, censured or
expelled from the union by the member’s
local.” The unions and sponsors were
sorry later, going so far as to depict their
behavior in docu-drama. Broadcaster
John Henry Faulk, blacklisted in 1956,
sued for libel and won a judgment in
1962. In 1975, an award-winning televi-
sion special, Fear on Trial, showed how
Aware and CBS Radio had ganged up on
him.
To this day, more than 30 years later,
traces of the bitter memories and divi-
sions of the McCarthy era remain.
When George Heller died on Memorial
Day, 1955, Alex McKee, active in AFTRA
since its beginnings, succeeded him as
National Executive Secretary. A signifi-
cant achievement of McKee's brief ten-
ure was the first replay agreement for tel-
evision. Early television agreements had
been based on live performances, but by
the late 1950s, videotape had improved
to the point where programs could be
broadcast again and again. McKee in-
serted a formula for replay in a clarifica-
tion letter to the main contract of 1956,
which has become the basis for replay
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and syndication in an industry now domi-
nated by repeated use of programming.
When McKee resigned as AFTRA’s
chief administrator to pursue other inter-
ests, Donald Conaway, a lawyer from
Chicago, became National Executive
Secretary in 1956.

The power of broadcasting grew in the
1950s. Eisenhower, packaged with a
“hero” image by his advertising firm, tri-
umphed through television in 1952; his
opponent, Adlai Stevenson, recalcitrant-
ly refused packaging and came off as
“the intellectual.” The sophistication of
programming increased: the variety
shows prevalent early in the decade
were joined by prestigious dramatic
series, like Hallmark Hall of Fame's pres-
entations of The Taming of the Shrew and
The Little Foxes. The NBC Opera Theatre
offered The Magic Flute with Leontyne
Price, and choreography by George Bal-
anchine. Such high-brow fare continued
through the 1960s. Networks warred with
each other to create more star-studded
“color spectaculars.” And Elvis Presley
appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show —
from the waist up — in 1956. The public
went mad for quiz shows too, but the
phenomenon exploded in scandal when
major ones, like The 64,000 Question
were shown to be rigged. Radio was not
immune either: some powerful DJs and
their stations were investigated for ac-
cepting payoffs from record companies
to favor particular releases.

Veteran radio star Virginia Payne was
named president of AFTRA in 1959. The
first woman to serve as president of a na-
tional entertainment union, Payne had
been one of the founders of AFRA, and
president of the Chicago Local. The fol-
lowing year, CBS cancelled her radio
soap opera, Ma Perkins, along with the
other five that had hung on. Payne, who
had played Ma since the show’s birth in
1933, quipped, “They told me from the
beginning it wouldn't be permanent.” Ra-
dio was almost entirely given over to
news and music, with DJs and popular
hosts like John Gambling and Jean
Shephard.

The 1960s saw the conversion to color in
television; by the end of 1965, NBC had
only one regularly scheduled half hour of
black and white programming in prime
time.

In 1963, the country banded together as
it watched the funeral of John F. Kennedy
on television, the same impulse that kept
listeners glued to their radio sets a few
decades before, to hear the fate of a
child trapped in a well. As it stayed on the
air for four straight days during that tragic
time following the assassination, televi-
sion news assumed an even greater im-
portance in the life of the nation. In 1967,
the first network news contract was cre-
ated, and newscaster Roy Neal became
a member of AFTRA's National Board.
Previously, news people had been

lumped into the announcer category.
Also in 1967, National AFTRA called its
first network strike, which lasted for 13
days.

In 1968 Sanford (Bud) Wolff succeeded
Donald Conaway as National Executive
Secretary — a post he held for 16 years
before retiring — and the first issue of the
award-winning AFTRA Magazine rolied
off the presses with a circulation of
18,000. Today, the magazine reaches
73,000.

Americans had grown accustomed to
seeing the news in their living rooms via
television. An astronaut walked on the
moon, Richard Nixon went to China. But
the positive events were coupled with
horrifying ones: viewers saw the helicop-
ters and body bags of Vietnam on the
nightly news, and stayed glued to the
Watergate hearings of 1973. Television
programming began to catch up with the
real world as well. In 1971, All In The
Family debuted, starring a racist, chau-
vinist family patriarch played by Carroll
O'Connor. The lighthearted comedy
shows of the '60s gave way to new fare:
13 million people watched the miniseries
Roots in 1977.

AFTRA and SAG had had their differ-
ences over the years, but they had also
contemplated merging from time to time,
an idea which SAG had staunchly re-
sisted. In 1974, the two unions negoti-
ated jointly for the first time, for a contract
covering prime time dramatic
programming. They also began again to
discuss a possible merger. Some of their
common cause was displayed in 1978,
when the two unions struck the advertis-
ing agencies over the commercial code,
the second strike in the history of AFTRA.
In 1980, they struck again, this time over
the prime time dramatic series, and held
up production of the 1980 fall season.
The contract settlement included new
provisions for residual payments to per-
formers in pay TV and home video, mak-
ing it more expensive for producers to
reuse material.

Other AFTRA breakthroughs of the
1970s included a victory over William F.
Buckley in the courts, which upheld the
union’s right to require commentators to
pay union dues. The 1974 Phono Code
got additional payments for non-royalty
artists based on sales, and in 1982, a
provision that the voices get an extra fee
when sound recordings are converted to
videodisc or cassette. The union also be-
gan to organize public television and ra-
dio performers. Today, AFTRA has
agreements with seven flagship public
television stations, and with National
Public Radio, providing for pay scales
approximating 80% of network mini-
mums.

AFTRA does not endorse political cand-
idates, nor does it customarily take
stands on political issues unrelated to its
members’ work. It does enter the political

arena when necessary in support of its
members. In 1976, when the Corporation
for Public Broadcasting announced that
it would contribute over $1 million to the
production of a Shakespeare series in
Britain, to be broadcast in the U.S.,
AFTRA effectively protested the expendi-
ture of tax dollars to export American
jobs. In 1978, the union cancelled plans
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