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Television has offered more people more
entertainment than any other medium in
history. When it first appeared in American
homes in the early 1950s, every broadcast was
live,from cooking shows to Shakespearean
drama. Casts and crews experimented with the
new medium in full view of the audience.
Everything from a dropped egg to a botched
soliloquy happened on camera, but the
audience was in no mood to criticize: this was
better than the movies.

Live comedy, drama and variety vied with
the popular quiz and game shows and soap
operas that gained the status of institutions. A
whole host of adventure series like Dragner and
Have Gun, Will Travel spun off into outer
space with Star Trek. Children’s television
began with Howdy Doody and Captain
Kangaroo. Newscasters like John Cameron
Swayze and his successors became the nation’s
arbiters of what was news and what was not.
Sitcoms and, later, miniseries, kept people
home in droves.

History of Television also contains a definitive
chapter on British TV by the famed critic
David Lazell. Thus, the book covers every
stage of television’s progress from its first
halting steps to the sophisicated satellite
technology of today. A wealth of illustrations
enhance its value as a source book on the
medium that has become the message for our
times.

Rick Marschall is the author and/or editor of
ten books on popular culture, ranging from
comic strips to popular music to literary
humor. He was born in Ridgewood, New York,
and grew up listening to radio and watching
television. He has been the host of a radio
popular music program, has traveled widely
interviewing radio and television personalities
and has been a reviewer of the performmg arts
for newspapers.

Front cover: The cast of M*A*S*I: {left to right)
Captain B | Hunnicutt (Mike Farrell)), Father
Francis Mulcahey (William Christopher), Colonel
Sherman Potter (Harry Morgan), Captain
Benjamin Franklin ‘Hawkeye® Pierce (Alan Alda),
Major Margaret ‘Hot Lips’ Houlihan (Loretta
Swit), Corporal Maxwell Klinger (Jamie Farr)
and Major Charles Emerson Winchester (David
Ogden Stiers). (Tom Rogers).

Back cover: ‘And away wego .. . Jackie
Gleason, star of The Jackie Gleason Show. (The
Bettman Archive).
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Previous spread:

Clockwise from bottom left :

Henry Winkler, 'The Fonz,” on Happy Days.

Mary Tyler Moore and Dick Van Dyke on The Dick Van
Dyke Show.

Mike Farrell and Alan Alda starred on M*A*S*HL

The tragic explosion of the space shuttle Challenger in 1986
was seen by millions of viewers.

Masterpicce Theater has presented many popular British
series in the United States including Edward and Mrs
Simpson, starring Edward Fox,

British comedian Benny Hill whose comedy show was a hit
on both sides of the Atlantic.

Above left: Leo McKern as Rumpole of the Bailey.
Above: Joan Lunden and David Hartman are the hosts of
ABC’s Good Morning America.

Opposite: Roots, starring Madge Sinclair, John Amos and
Leslie Uggams, was a popular miniseries in the 1 9F()s.
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THE HISTORY OF TELEVISION

Previous spread: The first
mass-produced RCA black
and white television set —
1946.

Below: Sumuel I B Morse.
the inventor of the telegraph.
On the tuble is his telegraph
key.

In commercial terms, television fairly well burst
on the scene in 1948. To the children of the
1980s, a backwards glance at entertainment
history would include the Age of Radio before
TV. sound movies before radio’s Golden Age
and, way back, silent movies. (What in the
world did people do with their time before that ?)

But in fact television was frequently discussed
and conspicuously experimented with for two
decades before 1948. It was often a matter of
speculation even before that: many cartoons
looked forward to the day when pictures and
sounds could travel through the ether. Fiction,
too—and not always science-fiction—considered
the possibilities. Edward Bellamy’s Looking Buack-
ward (1888) predicted the transmission of
‘music and sermons’ for the masses on ‘'musical
telephones.” Later, an uncanny vision of the
future was presented in Charlie Chaplin's
Modern Times (1936): Charlie is discovered
smoking in the washroom by his boss via TV
monitor.

In a sense all the predictions were not start-
lingly prescient. The inevitable march toward
television was plain to see in both communica-
tion and technology. Literature and art—the
combination of story and image—had been on
converging courses for centuries. The precursors
were cave paintings that told stories; medieval
tapestries that recounted whole battles; Renais-
sance triptychs that portrayed the Passion story;
the morality cartoons of Hogarth and Gillray
and the picture-stories of Rodolphe Topffer and
Wilhelm Busch. At the end of the 19th century—
all within ten years of each other—this narrative/
visual synthesis found its apogee in three separ-
ate but related forms: the motion picture, the
comic strip and the animated cartoon.

The technological imperative was no less in-
exorable. To add to Franklin and Faraday's ex-
periments with electricity, there were Volta's
battery; the theories of Ohm, Ampere, and
Henry, whose work all ran in currents; Morse's
telegraph; Caselli's ‘photo-telegrams’ that repro-
duced the sender’'s handwriting; Herr Professor
Nipkow's disc-scanner, a crude but prototypical
television of 1884 Bell's telephone and scores of
Edison’s discoveries, including the talking ma-
chine, the motion picture, the electric light and
the rectifier.

To join these honored scientists, inventors
and tinkerers, came a corps of Electronic-Age
geniuses bent on using the very air (or ether,
that theoretical substance that transports pulsat-
ing ‘waves’) for communication—messages, sig-
nals, even entertainment. Hertz discovered
waves; Marconi sent messages over them;
De Forest developed oscillators: Zworykin re-
ceived patents for the iconoscope and kinescope,
which enabled the capturing and transmission
of television images, and, in England. John L
Baird organized a regular system of television
broadcasting.

In Dr Baird's time (he introduced wireless
television in 1925) there were concurrent experi-
ments elsewhere in the world. In America there
were public demonstrations of television by
AT&T in 1922 and General Electric in 1928. On
7 April, 1927, Dr Herbert Ives of Bell Labora-
tories watched an image in his office of a tap-
dancer, televised from the sunlit skyscraper roof
above. He soon was able to display a moving
image of Herbert Hoover (then Secretary of
Commerce) to an audience in New York—a ‘live’
transmission from Hoover's office in Washington,
DC. In 1928 General Electric's experimental
television station, W2XCW in Schenechtady,
New York. began thrice-weekly half-hour broad-
casts simultaneous with programs over its radio
station WGY. The same year the station broad-
cast television's first live drama, The Queen's
Messenger, with separate cameras focused on
every actor as well as on a prop table for close-ups
other than faces! And, in England, daily tele-
vision transmissions on the BBC began.

For all the activity, these experiments were



still just that—experiments, often crude and
usually impractical. It is fascinating to consider
that just at the moment when the novelty of
sound was added to pictures (‘all-talking, all-
singing’ movies), pictures were being added to
sound (that is, radio was receiving its visual
missing half via television). Yet silent movies
were obsolete relics by 1930, and television
was a full two decades away from wide-spread
acceptance and utility. Why?

Just as the answer lay in a multitude of
obstacles, mostly technical and commercial, so
did television’s advent rely on a new group—not
of ideas, which had converged through the
centuries in a seemingly inevitable rendezvous;
and not of scientists, although they were still
essential path-finders. The new group consisted
of entrepreneurs. Businessmen saw the commer-
cial possibilities in television, sniffed the value of
patents and dreamed of the manufacturing
bonanzas. So while in England and on the con-
tinent, state-subsidized television assured its
measured growth and support. in America, TV's
Bronze Age is filled with fits and starts. wild
improvisations and a gambler's style of mid-
wifery.

There were also ridiculous predictions; now
that television seemed to be closer than ever, the
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Above: An elderly Thomas
Alva Edison speaking into his
dictaphone machine.

Left: Thomas Alva Edison at
age 31. with an early model of
his phonograph.
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anticipation was, in some quarters, breathless.
In July of 1930 a Schenectady theater installed
a temporary, five-foot screen for television images
— ironically as part of its vaudeville. not movie.
portion of the show — and the Theatre Guild maga-
zine reported the occasion thusly: ‘With this
successful experiment, the technical arrange-
ments are virtually complete for projecting on
normal-size motion picture screens . . . television
will be a regular feature in the large RKO theaters
before the New Year.'

David Sarnoff was no less a publicist, but he
was an official of RCA, the Radio Corporation of
America, and the National Broadcasting Com-
pany. He was also frequently given a platform in
The New York Times's science pages, where he
wrote on 13 July, 1930 that ‘television would be
a theater in every house,” with benetfits for child-
ren, and would provide ‘cultural education.” He
even nobly foresaw the television as a vehicle for
‘home art galleries.’ Sarnoff also looked to the day
when ‘color as well as shadow’ could be trans-
mitted.

A year earlier Dr Vladimir Zworykin, his ex-
pertise and his patents, joined RCA. Sarnoff fully
expected RCA to be the leading manufacturer
and seller of the television sets that his visions of
culture and art would need to enter the home.
Nevertheless his own background was vitally




Above: Professor John Logie
Buaird with his first television
apparatus. built in January
1927.

Right: Lee De Forest, the
inventor of the three-clement
audion tube.

Opposite top: The youny
Muarchese Guglielmo Nuareoni,
photographed with his “bluck
box" — the first apparatus for
wireless telegraphy — when
he arrived in England in
February 1896.

Opposite bottom : David
Sarnoff. RCA exevutive and
visionary of home
entertainment.

involved with new forms of communication.
Sarnoff was a youthful wireless operator in 1912
when he received the first news of the Titanic's
disastrous collison with an iceberg. He remained
at his post tor 72 hours and from this came his

belief in wireless impulses as essential modes of

communication; he also, as he moved up the

THE BEGINNINGS

corporate ladder of the American Marconi Com-
pany and its successor. RCA. foresaw entertain-
ment as well as communication and commerce.

‘I have in mind [he wrote in a 1916 memo to
his superiors] a plan of development which
would make radio a household ufility. The idea
is to bring music into the home by wireless. The
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Below: Felix the Cat (and
later Mickey Mouse) was a
pioneering ‘performer’ on

television in the United States.

During the late 1920s. Felix
and Mickey whirled for hours
on a phonograph turntable in
Jront of television ‘eyes’ while
RCA and NBC engineers in

the field made reception tests.

receiver can be designed in the form of a simple
“radio music box" and arranged for several
different wave lengths . . . events of national im-
portance can be simultaneously announced and
received. Baseball scores can be transmitted in
the air. This proposition would be especially
interesting to farmers and others living in out-
lying districts.’

What now seems so mundane was revolution-
ary when the young Sarnoff proposed it, and he
brought the same long-range vision to the
nascent technology of television.

First there were problems to be overcome,
however. Radio waves could be picked up on
crystal sets, even without electricity. But tele-

vision necessitated masses of wires and tubes,
sophisticated cameras and broadcast arrange-
ments, and troublesome receivers. To the night-
marish financial hurdles for broadcasters and
consumers was added the fact that television,
unlike radio. could transmit to an effective
radius of only approximately 45 miles. Hardly
dismayed, Sarnoff and his fellow competitors —
William S Paley of Columbia Broadcasting, Allen
DuMont of DuMont Labs, Philo Farnsworth of
Philco and others — merely gritted their teeth and
pursued their goals.

Their progress can adorn the textbooks of
American enterprise and ingenuity, but some of
their techniques were odd. The first television




star was not a person but a doll — Felix the Cat.
To constantly monitor factors of definition and
transmission, a small replica of Otto Mecesmer’s
classic cartoon creation was placed on a rotating
phonographic turntable. Under bright lights and
before test-pattern backgrounds, Felix spun for
a dizzying decade as technicians checked, ad-
justed and improved their equipment. Besides
the fact that the doll worked cheaper than actors,
his advantage was a solid black figure, his staying
power, and his impervious nonchalance under
the lights; early television studios required ex-
ceptionally bright lights for contrast and defini-
tion in figures. Crew members wore pith helmets
to avoid the technological age’s indoor equiva-

Al

lent of the sunstroke. (The New York Times, by the
way. in reporting Felix's contributions to in-
creasing the number of lines on the TV screen —
thereby sharpening the image — characteristi-
cally mis-identified the lowly cartoon figure as
Mickey Mouse.)

Schenectady may have experimented with
five-foot screens. but most of the sets in use dis-
played images on smaller screens. In 1933, in a
demonstration of cathode-rays, a 200-line screen
(3 x 4 inches!) achieved sharp definition. Tele-
visions progressed from indistinct 60-line scans
to 120, 180. 240. 343, and 441 lines.

In 1936 RCA showed off its advances in tech-
nology and larger-screen sets. It had begun field
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Below: A televised image of
Felix the Cat us he appeared in
the early television
experiments of the late 1920s.
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Above: A 1935
demonstration of a televised
program of u horse show
[from the Crystal Palace
Grounds in London, using the
Baird Intermediate Film High
Definition process.
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tests to ‘iron out the kinks' on 29 June, when a
ten-watt transmitter was installed atop the
Empire State Building: on 7 July the Company
staged a show for its invited licensees. The
show’s program: speeches by three RCA execu-
tives: 20 lively Walter Lily Dancers: a film of a
locomotive: a Bonwit Teller fashion show; actor
Henry Hull offering a monologue from his role in
Tobacco Road: Graham McNamee and Ed Wynn
doing comedy bits and a tilm of army maneuvers.

The 225 licensees, and a limited number of
public eavesdroppers. huddled around small
flickering screens in a semi-darkened lab room.
They were told by David Sarnoff that outside the
labs. three sets were in operation in the New
York area, the furthest being in Harrison, New
Jersey. He added that there were no plans for
RCA to design commercial television sets that
year.

On 6 November RCA repeated the event, this
time for the press. Three hundred guests beheld
20 TV sets in a row, some 6x 8-inch mirror-
tops and the rest 8 x 10-inch front-facing screens.
These were prototypes of commercial sets, and a
reporter for the New York Herald-Tribune re-
called the early novelty days of nickelodeons as
reporters gathered around the ‘greenish-white’
images that were ‘less flickering than home
movies.” Betty Goodwin, who was to be the RCA/
NBC announcer at these early events for years
to come, welcomed the guests to the broadcast.

On this day the broadcast consisted of a newsreel
of Franklin Roosevelt; footage of a starm in Green-
land and the Italian army at maneuvers: music
by the Ink Spots (singing "Mama Don't 'Low No
Piano Playin’ in Here') and Hildegarde: a Robert
Benchley comedy monologue and a newsreel ex-
planation of the television studio’s procedures.

Significantly, there was still more of an audi-
ence in the control room than there was in the
entire metropolitan area. Sarnoff annaunced at
this occasion that there were now 50 sets around
New York — most of them in the homes of RCA
technicians, who could check reception.

Amid this activity, D.H. Munro, television chief
of the BBC, visited New York. Although by this
time the British were broadcasting with more
regularity than the Americans, his reflections
were more aesthetic than commercial; he was
‘terrified,’ he reported, that small screens and
their attendant technical problems, the inevit-
ability of close-ups and small casts of players,
would ‘limit the scope of productions.” At the
time the BBC was telecasting daily experimental
programs from Alexandra Palace. Events like the
Derby and Wimbledon were seen in over 3000
home sets in use around London.

EMI was developing television receivers in
England, and in France experiments were being
conducted from atop the Eiffel Tower. There were
active laboratories in Holland (working on 405-
line screens, the most advanced to that point),
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Below : Fontaine Fox, in his
cartoon panel, ‘Toonerville
Folks,” in 1939, poked fun at
the impending effects of
television.
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to the movie industry. In a formal report the
committee foresaw a more orderly reaction than
the ‘hurried, disorderly, and costly’ conversion
to sound by Hollywood; after all, television had
been discussed for so long. But they also looked
forward to the ‘technical and commercial com-
plexity’ that would continue to impede the
popular acceptance of TV — at least until 1937
‘or more probably in 1938!" Further, they added,
‘it should be noted that its scope, as far as we can
prevision it, is limited to home entertainment
purposes in urban areas.’ It is interesting to note
that Variety, the show-business daily, for years
harbored an animus toward television. This
changed when program schedules filled up, when
performers switched from stage and radio, and
when television companies started buying ad
space.

Slowly the technical advances were chipping
away at the logistical problems in bringing the
TV set into millions of American homes. In 1937,
Life magazine surveyed the progress but yet had
to conclude that ‘television is a scientific success
but a commercial headache.’ In that year David
Sarnoff and William Paley traveled together to
Europe and were impressed by mechanical and
broadcast innovations. They were also im-
pressed by the funding available to the BBC
which, in addition to straight government sub-

orld Radio Histol

sidies, received three-fourths of the ‘use tax’
levied on television set owners. Whether their
motives were primarily an acceptance of the
American situation or a determined pursuit of
advertising revenues — or a combination of both
— they returned with a statement looking to ‘the
American capitalist free-enterprise system' and
‘advertisers to support the fledgling television
industry.’ Massive infusions of capital, they noted,
were needed to develop technology and produce
shows.

Paley entered broadcasting when his family's
Congress Cigar Company of Philadelphia, of
which he was advertising manager, doubled
their sales because of commercials over the
Columbia Radio Network. The Paleys bought
controlling interest and in 1928, William, a
graduate of the Ohio State University, became
president. Columbia eventually achieved radio
leadership over NBC and Paley set his own sights
on television's future role.

So the course seemed set: develop program-
ming to the point where stage conditions were
receptive to the new form; inaugurate (at a loss,
of course) a schedule of shows to assure the
public of entertainment viability; keep the
scientists working to lower costs, increase effici-
ency and make larger, more attractive home
sets; and keep the stream of public-relations
chatter flowing — Public relations: the public
must be convinced of TV's inevitability and the
affordability of sets. Advertisers must be recruited
to the new medium. And investors must come —
straight-out financiers, as well as licensees,
potential appliance-store representatives, parts
manufacturers, etc.

Consequently the few pioneer television com-
panies started to produce regular program
schedules starting around 1937. By then con-
sumers could buy custom-made sets for less than
$500, and a dozen hours of programs a week
was their reward. But the companies produced
the shows routinely, for publicity value (the
schedules were printed in newspapers) and to
continue their own refinement process (when
technological adjustments had to be made on
sets, the manufacturers would send servicemen
to homes to effect the synchronization). Many
chat and information programs were uniformly
mundane, but there was also a constant effort to
employ ‘name’ talent. A typical sampling of
early NBC fare in 1937 included Walter Dam-
rosch giving a piano recital; Hildegarde again
(she was under contract to NBC and had appear-
ed, incidentally, on television in England and
Germany — the first international TV star);
fashion shows: the Madison Square Garden six-
day bicycle races; Betty Green discussing child-
rens’ fashions; and Pinky Lee, comedian.

There were two notable dramatic presenta-
tions in these early days of television. In 1937
Louis Hector starred as Sherlock Holmes in The
Three Garridebs. The New York Herald-Tribune
noted that the production would offer ‘no serious
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Above: The British
Broadcasting Corporatian
televised the Derby from
Epsom for the first time on 1
June 1931.

Right: The Marconi-EMI
Instantaneous television
camera stands in front of the
Alexandra Palace television
station in London.

Opposite: The Berlin
Olympic Games of 19 36
were televised.
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and in Germany television was reaching sophisti-
cated levels. There was widespread television
coverage of the Olympic Games at Berlinin 1936;
events were filmed by a movie camera, developed
in two minutes, and broadcast.

Nineteen thirty-six was also a watershed year
in the progress toward network and widespread
broadcasting in the US. On 1 December Bell
Laboratories tested the coaxial cable, an innova-
tion that allowed simultaneous carrying of many
telephonic transmissions. But already its signi-
ficance for the infant industry of television was
recognized; the coaxial cable was instantly nick-
named ‘the TV Pipe’, and Dr Frank Jewett stated
that ‘this is not a television circuit . . . but it is a
necessary step toward television.” The test line
was between New York and Philadelphia.

In Philadelphia, at the Franklin Institute,
David Sarnoffi demonstrated that commercial
foresight is not synonymous with wisdom:
‘Unlike a play on a stage or a motion picture.
which may ran for a year,” he ventured, ‘the
television program, once it has been shown to a
national audience, is on the scrap heap; it is
finished.” Possibly with premonitions of I Love
Lucy dancing in their heads, the Academy of
Motion Picturss Arts and Sciences in 1936 em-
powered a Research Council Scientific Commitee
to investigate this new electronic mystery, which
was on everyone's mind, and ascertain the threat
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Above: Columbia
Broudcasting System
executives checking their
television plans in 19 30. Left
to right: EE X Cohan. William
S Pualey. 11V Akerberg and

G Stanley McAllister.

Left: A 1938 New York
television studio Betty
Goodwin, NBC’s first
television announcer. is before
the camera und is being
televised over the
experimental station WW2XBS
in New York.
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challenge to the contemporary stage or screen,’
but called it ‘an interesting welding of film with
studio production.” The teleplay combined filmed
exterior shots with live interior action much in
the way today’s contemporary video productions
on PBS and the BBC mix film and video. On
7 June, 1938, Gertrude Lawrence starred in an
act from her stage success Susan and God. It was
not, however, for all the publicity it excited, a
full-blown event. It was not the whole play, there
was little movement, and there were an in-
ordinate number of close-ups, tailored to the
small-screen requirements. The actors complain-
ed of the ‘fearful heat’ and the bizarre make-up
of oranges, reds and browns (television did not
reflect reds at the time). Also in 1938 the first

feature-length movie was presented on television
when NBC broadcast The Scarlet Pimpernel.

Yet in 1938 there were, reportedly. still but a
hundred sets in the United States. And six syn-
chronization adjustments had to be made over
12 months on each of them. The companies con-
tinued to produce shows, and NBC inaunguratad a
tour of its facilities for 50 cents. RCA signed an
agreement to broadcast from the New York
World's Fair (constructing a Hall of Television
in its RCA Pavilion), and CBS hired Gilbert Seldes
as its Experimental Television Program Director.
He was the network’s entertainment courter-
part to the brilliant Dr Peter C Goldmark, who
was even then developing color television.

The Milennium was always being preached.

THE BEGINNINGS

Left: A 1939 RCA Victor
television receiver with its
five-inch screen. It had a
built-in radio and carried 24
tubes for the television set and
eight for the radio.

Above: A see-through
television receiver with an

8 x 10-inch screen attracted a
lot of attention at the 1939
New York World's Fair.
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RCA announced the marketing of home video
sets for 1939. DuMont Labs of Passaic, New
Jersey, announced plans to market their sets for
$150-%200), and to broadcast Paramount movies
(the studio had bought an interest in DuMont),
and it began the first assembly-line production of
television sets. As TVs went on sale at New York's
Bloomingdale's. Abraham & Strauss, and Davega,
NBC announced a permanent broadcast schedule
of five hours (minimum) a week : still pictures and
charts every Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday
from 3 to 4 PM, and live talent or films every
Tuesday and Thursday between 8 and 9 PM. New
York — no, the United States — appeared ready to
break the 100-set mark.

In 1939 a milestone that will be noted with
mixed emotions was reached — the first commer-
cial sponsorship of a television program. George
Ross's Show-Biz Interviews was sponsored by
Andrew Geller's shoe store. Nor was sports un-
tainted. Later that year Red Barber switched for
a day from WOR/Mutual radio to broadcast a
Dodgers-Reds baseball game on NBC. The spon-
sors were Proctor and Gamble soap products,
Wheaties breakfast cereal and Socony oil. Con-
temporary reports indicate that the images were
extremely weak but that the audio, including
sponsor notices, was clear as a bell.

Other highlights of the 1939 ‘season’ were live
performances of Gilbert and Sullivan's Cox and
Box and H M S Pinafore (with a young Ray
Heatherton, later a children's-TV pioneer as
‘The Merry Mailman'); location coverage of the
premiere of Gone With the Wind and Noel Coward’s
Hay Fever. At this time the Federal Communica-
tions Commission began to ease its restrictions
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Above: The first opera
telecast in the United States
incorporated scenes from

Pagliacci — 10 March 1940.
In the cast were (left to right):

Hilda Burke as Nedda,
Allesio de Paolis as Beppe,
Richard Bonelli as Tonio and
Armand Tokatyan as Cario.
Opposite top: NBC telecast
a Columbia University
baseball game in 1939.
Opposite bottom: A young
Red Barber talking with
Dodger manager Leo
Durocher before the first
professional baseball game
ever telecast — Dodgers vs
Reds, August 1939.

and policy strictures, which had heretefore been
blamed on fears of ‘letdowns’ among consumers.
It appeared evident that the persuasive argu-
ments of the young television lobby, somehow

paralleling its financial strength, were slowly over-

taking the traditional industry interests. More-
over, the radio and film industries — in addition
to those companies already involved in TV pro-
duction and manufacturing — were casting hun-
gry eyes on this growth industry.

Even so, Europe was still far ahead of America
in certain areas. The New York Herald-Tribune
reported in 1939 that the ‘BBC with its schedule
of two or more telecasts every day as contrasted
with the present American average [two to five
hours a week] is the measure between a smooth-
running, relatively intensive program schedule
and a schedule hardly out of the engineering
demonstration class.” The article noted the
advantages of government support and didn't
mention, but could have, the vast geographical
obstacles to national service in the United States.
‘What is very popular in England and unknown
over here,’ the article continued,’ is the 90-
minute play . . . The British have turned over
television to trained program showmen; the
Americans are not as advanced in that regard.’

The article also notes the trend of major New
York stores and restaurants featuring TVs as
‘crowd-catchers.’ One location was ‘so congested
that nothing short of a stench bomb seems cap-
able of making people leave the building so that
other people can gain admittance.’

Another Earopean comparison was noted by
T H Hutchinson, Television Program Director for
RCA/NBC, who visited Germany shortly before
the War. He reported ‘frank amazement' at the
strides in European television programming and
technology. Returning to the US, he spoke of
‘pictorially perfect stages’ and sets with 20 to
26-inch diameters, as well as 12 x 14-foot
screens. He examined a dozen models available
to consumers, and — observing studio-production
sets —noted a routine use of six cameras on each
stage, and the widespread use of a coaxial cable.
Back home, America was catching up. In 1941
fulk approval was granted by the FCC for com-
mercial TV operation. A Dodgers-Pirates baseball
game was broadcast from Ebbets Field in Brook-
lyn, and a Bulova clock was displayed to an-
nounce the time — for a commercial fee of nine
dollars.

During the War, television — which had just
seemed to be gaining its long-awaited impetus —
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was curtailed severely. CBS offered a nightly
newsreel, and presented The Gillette Cavalcade of
Sports, consisting mostly of boxing and wrestling
matches easy to present over television — static
platforms, well-lit, with minimal production
demands. Very occasional sports programs
afforded the only daytime programming through
the War Years.

In 1945 The American Broadcasting Company
tentatively went on the air with chat and variety
programs. ABC was a re-formed branch of NBC
that had been required under an anti-manopoly
edict to be divested. In its early years it rented
studio facilities from its rivals, and only became
a network in 1948 when WCAU in Philadelphia
signed on as an affiliate. ABC's first stars were

Left: Harry Lillis ‘Bing’
Crosby was an early
television star whose relaxed
demeanor gained him even
more fans.

Opposite top: ‘Buffalo Bob®
Smith playing his ukelele for
the kids in the ‘Peanut
Gallery.’ Entrance to the
Peanut Gallery was something
special and had to be booked
months in advance. Some
mothers threatened to kill for
tickets for their moppets.
Opposite bottom: Buffalo
Bob and his upstaging
marionette — Howdy Doody.

Henry Morgan and Bing Crosby, while DuMont
had Ed and Pegeen Fitzgerald hosting a variety
program, and Ted Mack bringing his famous
Amateur Hour over from radio. NBC discovered
it had one of television's first ‘personalities’ when
John Cameron Swayze, slick-voiced and with
trademark boutonniere, became the popular host
of the Camel News Hour. Dennis James, later a
ubiquitous game-show host, was a football
announcer for DuMont and Mel Allen, later the
voice of the New York Yankees and probably the
most famous ‘voice’ in American sports broad-
casting, inaugurated his television career as host
of College Football on CBS.

In 1947 baseball's World Series was very con-
veniently played between two New York teams



(the Yankees and the Dodgers) and was tele-
vised. Coaxial cables were being laid as fast as
they could be, but there was as yet no national
network; there were two regional networks in
the East and the Midwest, but there was finally
real numbers in the category of private TV-set
ownership — 170.000 sets. President Harry S
Truman's State of the Union message was tele-
vised. He was not yet reaching a vast video
audience, but it was at least a significant
audience. Soon thereafter that audience was
reached by NBC's Puppet Television Theater, star-
ring Buffalo Bob Smith and Howdy Doody. Fore-
shadowing President Reagan's ‘Star Wars' offer
to the Russians, RCA in 1947 offered to share
its technology with rival manufacturers in order
to speed up the sale of television sets.

Also in 1947 an interesting event occurred.
E F McDonald |r, the president of Zenith Radio
Corporation, postulated that advertising revenues
alone could not pay for television's expansion
and production costs. To support the future of
TV, he declared, the public would have to pay
for programs the same as it did for magazines,
newspapers, and movies.

The interesting event ? Nobody listened.

The Television Age had finally come, and no
one was prepared to let any more delays —
whether due to technical difficulties or thearetical
interruptions — stop the show.

THE BEGINNINGS
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Previous spread: Desi Arnaz
Jr (left). Sr (center) and
Lucille Ball in1 Love Lucy.
Opposite: Milton Berle, ‘Mr
Television.” in typical
burlesque costume — baggy
pants, loud jacket and all —
carrying a baseball bat.
Below: In 1945. Berle began
his long career on television,
for CBS, starring in a show
called ‘Let Yourself Go.'

By 1948 television had arrived. After all the
years of rumors, all the articles concerning its
imminent arrival, all the promotion about its
inevitability, all the tantalizing peeks under the
tent-flap, it had come to America. Many homes
had it — thousands by the week ordering them —
and those that didn't knew that it was merely a
matter of time. The collective public mind had
crossed the imaginary Rubicon: TV was no
longer thought of as a fantasy, a curiosity, or
even a luxury. It was being thought of as a
necessity.

TV was in the position of the struggling singer
who makes the big time with a hit after a career
of disappointing records. Television was, in 1948,
a 20-year overnight success.

Perhaps the clearest view of the country’s new
love affair was offered by a foreign visitor. Alistair

Cooke — a transplanted Englishman who eventu-
ally became a fixture on American TV screens
via hosting Omnibus and Masterpiece Theatre —
offering the following observations in an essay
titled ‘The Television Craze in America’ for the
BBC in 1949.

‘... Television is going to be part of our world.
And people who try to ignore it, or preach against
it, or keep their children away from it, are soon
going to show up as “‘nutty” people, exercising
their virtue in a vacuum, like old gentlemen who
brandish sticks at motor-cars . . . We are doomed
— or privileged, according to your point of view —
to be the television generation.

‘[The promoters and radio stars] are not
worried, because they know the technical possi-
bilities. They have watched the great rush for
television sets before any great news event, and
after the discovery of only one great television
comedian — Milton Berle.’

Cooke observed that Berle ‘did very nicely in
night clubs and none too well in radio, but his
swift pantomime and absolute mastery of a for-
gotten library of vaudeville gags and situations
has brought the intimate nonsense of vaudeville
back with a bang. The radio comedians, more
than any other radio stars, appear ready to
accept the fate they fear: the end of mass radio.
Thereby they can help it come true. “‘All I know
about television,” said Bob Hope lately — and he
spoke for legions in the radio and the movies —
“is, I want to get into it as soon as possible.”

‘It may all lead to galloping arthritis of the
lower limbs. But Americans have put up with
more chronic nagging ailments — radio advertis-
ing, for instance. If they can take radio commer-
cials in sight and sound, and they are taking it
gamely, they can put up with anything.’

Apart from his comments on Americans’ in-
discriminate cultural masochism, Cooke touched
the surface of truth with his views of vaudeville
on TV. In the first dozen years of the Television
Era — a period that most will concede to be the
Golden Age of Television — television did best
what it could do best. That is, it could have im-
mediately turned to two-dimensional comedies,
hackneyed quiz shows, and formula dramas.
Instead, it postponed those creative turns and
thought very hard about the limitations as well
as the special potentialities of the form.

Whether such celebrations actually occurred
or whether TV’s first generation was merely
astonishingly adaptable and gifted, we have little
record. But the outstanding accomplishments of
television's first dozen years were mostly in the
fields perfectly suited for the small screen :

Slapstick comedy, built on unsophisticated
premises and stage settings, and relying on
visual humor.

Live drama of the intimate, not the grand,
sort, actually involving the viewer more than
he had ever been throughout the history of
drama.
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News. Television, in public-affairs events
(not the instant sort of news, which would
only be captured by TV in the days of portable
cameras) was able to both inform and propa-
gandize in ways that newspapers and news-
reels and radio news could never do.

The medium Bob Hope yearned to enter in
1948 consisted of four networks — already the
lexicon of a new technology was accepted without
quotation marks or asterisks — totalling only 37
stations in but 22 East-coast cities. No matter:
stars and advertisers alike were as certain of
continental coverage as the man on Main Street
was of his having a set by Christmas.

One advertiser with absolutely no hesitation
was Texaco. The oil company had an established
hit radio with the Star Theater, and wanted to
switch to the video tube; further, so sure was the
company of the new medium and its nature that
it designed a makeover from a drama-and-variety
format to a comedy showcase. At the time of these
determinations, Milton Berle was a guest host on
the Texaco Radio Star Theater; he was tried on the
TV entry. Then, as part of a planned audition — a
kind of on-the-job tryout of refreshing honesty —
he was followed by Henny Youngman, Morey
Amsterdam, George Price, Jack Carter, Peter
Donald, Harry Richman, and then Berle again,
twice. Bingo! The chemicals mixed just right —
overwhelming favorable reaction from critics and
viewers convinced Texaco, and NBC, that Milton
Berle was perfect for the job.

More, he was perfect for television, itself, at
least in 1948. The humor was visual (and out-
rageous) — perfect for the small screen. The stage
settings were basic, straight-on, theater-like —
perfect for the limited technology. The pace was
frenetic, and the guests came and went with
dizzying abandon — perfect for grabbing viewers'
attention. There was even a symbolic rightness
to it all: the show was clearly an uninhibited
throwback to the vaudeville stage, and as such
represented the prototypical aura of it all. Per-
formers knew that they, as well as Berle, were
pioneers in a new medium. Before ‘Uncle Miltie'
there were television hits — Ted Mack’s Amateur
Hour and Howdy Doody were certifiable Vid
Presences — but it was all still a competition with
radio.

The Texaco Star Theater, with Berle seemingly
present every moment as host and sketch-
participant, usually in bizarre burlesque costumes,
was not at all as slap-dash as the frenetic pace
might have suggested. It had a relatively big
budget for productions and guests, and was
managed tightly; even the ad-libs, so much a
trademark of the sketches, were neatly timed, if
not actually planned. After a few months, store
managers and restaurateurs and movie theater
managers noticed something on Tuesday nights:
their trade was down. People stayed home to
watch Uncle Miltie; bought TVs to watch Uncle
Miltie. The final triumph — really so swift once
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the battle lines were drawn — of TV over radio
entertainment was complete and symbolic.
People used to stay home, too, for radio’s Amos
and Andy; theater owners used to interrupt their
fare and place a radio tuned to the comedy on
stage, so patrons would not foresake the movies.
Uncle Miltie was also Mr Television, but he might
also have been dubbed Uncle Moses. Via the
Texaco Star Theater’s videogenic atmosphere,
Milton Berle delivered the Promised Land.
Berle's formal debut on the new show was
8 June 1948. Less than two weeks later another
institution was born: The Toast of the Town. If
Berle was born-again vaudeville and burlesque,
then Ed Sullivan revived the traditions of legit
variety. Sullivan, a former sports reporter for

Ed Sullivan, the inexperienced
gossip columnist who hosted
the very first variety show for
CBS and went on to rule the
Sunday night airwaves for
more than 20 years,

featured acts from around the
globe.




the racy New York Graphic in the 1920s and
thereafter a Broadway columnist for the New
York Daily News (that paper's answer to Walter
Winchell), introduced acts and then withdrew
to let them do whatever they did that justified
their invitation. Sullivan thereby gave tele-
vision a true showcase of variety — in an in-
credible 23-year run, there was everything
from embarrassingly corny trained-dog routines
to Russian ballet; TV debuts of Elvis Presley and
the Beatles; acts of such unpredictability that
scores of impressionists (who found a gold mine
in Sullivan's perpetual awkwardness, strange
posture, and inevitable malapropisms) would
announce: 'Right here, tonight on our stage,
the entire Boer War! C'mon — let's hear it!" The

THE FORTIES AND FIFTIES

impressionists (led by Will Jordan; in a sense
all the others were doing Jordan doing Sullivan)
also seized on Sullivan's catch-phrase ‘Really
big show' when listing his acts. The host
occasionally became a performer, but usually
only as straight-man to a puppet, Topo Gigio —
and even at that he never overcame his
awkwardness. Usually Americans want their
favorites to be larger than life and better than
themselves (forever creating ersatz royalty out
of politicians and movie stars), but sometimes
they take to someone as humble as themselves;
Ed Sullivan was an unlikely early superstar who
greatly defined television’s flavor and role for a
generation.

Later in 1948, CBS introduced a show that
was to be another pathfinder: Studio One. Live
drama, so tentative in TV's early days, staked
its claim in the new territory with a production
of The Storm, starring two actors who remained
as constant figures on the screen through the
years, Dean Jagger (in addition to many guest
roles, he would play the principal on Mr Novak)
and John Forsythe (later of Bachelor Father and,
of course, Dynasty).

Before the significant year of 1948 closed,
another personality came to television, a man
who seemingly charted the middle course
between Berle's humor and Sullivan’s everyman
appeal. Arthur Godfrey brought his CBS radio
Talent Scouts to the screen — simultaneously
broadcasting on TV and radio — and was a hit
as much for his relaxed folksiness as for hosting
the acts he introduced. Although most of the
performers were eminently forgettable, he did
‘discover’ a wealth of certifiable talent, including
the McGuire Sisters, Julius LaRosa (whom he
later fired — on the air — for ‘lacking humility’),
and Patsy Cline, whose first appearance made
her an overnight star and occasioned a hurried
demand performance the following week. Red-
haired, freckle-faced Godfrey would chuckle and
purr, chat about his sponsor's products instead
of pitch them, and sing little ukelele songs when
the spirit moved him. He was so popular that
he had a concurrent show, Arthur Godfrey and
Friends (LaRosa was one) on the nightly
schedule, and a four-day-a-week morning show,
Arthur Godfrey Time.

In 1949 the daytime schedule was opening
up beyond the variety formats of the Arthur
Godfreys. Housewives were identified as the
target audience and, appropriately, household
items were advertised. One of radio's last
bastions, the serial drama, was raided, and when
detergent products underpinned their sponsor-
ship the shows were christened as they had been
in radio, ‘Soap Operas.” DuMont’s Faraway Hills
and NBC's These Are My Children were the first
of their ilk.

Other teletraditions were established before
the 1940s ended. John Cameron Swayze became
the first ‘news personality’ when the Camel News
Caravan found success. Since then television has
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Above: Al Hodge. as
Captain Video. tests a new
zapgun.

Above right: A very young
Tony Randall got his start an
Captain Video. went on to
Mr Peepers and finally hit
pay dirt with The Odd
Couple.

Opposite: William Boyd, a
washed-up Hollywood
romantic leading man, made a
comeback by playing
Hopalong Cassidy in the
movies and later became a
millionaire because he owned
his own Hopalong Cassidy
television show.
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been replete with news personalities (as opposed
to journalists, a distinction usually lost on the
viewing public and always ignored by the news
personality), and he was to continue his career
with intermingled stints as quiz-show host,
commercial pitchman, and even actor. Ripley's
Believe It Or Not debuted on NBC's Tuesday
schedule — hosted by Robert Ripley himself,
believe it or not — and spawned the tradition of
viewer-participation anthology pastiches like
You Asked For It, and another generation's
Believe It Or Not. Inspired by the DuMont
network’s popular broadcasts of wrestling, ABC
introduced Roller Derby, and both sports were
perfect for the television screen. Their violence
was only outdone by their phoniness, and the
bizarre personalities and names of the athletic
actors — played with ferocious seriousness —
proved that TV could be a theater of the absurd
too. Jon Gnagy turned a generation' of American
youngsters into aspiring artists. With his trade-
mark flannel shirt and goatee (in the 1940s?
This guy has gotta be an artist!), he endlessly
drew spheres, cones and vanishing points and
pitched art supplies for Art Brown, Inc.

In june of 1949 two more genres made their
bow. William Boyd brought his hundred-odd
(and some were very odd) Hopalong Cassidy
feature films to Sunday afternoons, and the
TV Western was established; virtually absent
today, at one time it overwhelmed all other
forms of TV programming. And DuMont intro-
duced an incredible package of five-day-a-week
low-budget hokum, Captain Video. First played
by Richard Coogan and then Al Hodge, Captain
Video proved — and it was possibly the first
major proof of a truth that has since gained the
force of one of Nature's Laws — that production
values and quality writing had virtually no
relationship to audience acceptance. The show
was perched at just such a ladder rung in the
business that many starving actors in their salad
days — including Jack Klugman, Tony Randall,
and Ernest Borgnine — got their video starts in
its spacey scripts.

As the schedules needed filling, a thematic
virtuosity asserted itself. Many shows failed, but
many displayed staying power. The Lone Ranger —
he of masked mysteriousness and veteran's
status of Fran Striker's novels, a comic strip,
movie serials, and a radio show — became one
of the fledgling ABC's first hits. He was played
by Clayton Moore, with his faithful Indian side-
kick Tonfo played by Jay Silverheels. The Life of
Riley pioneered the now-standard video stereo-
type of the American father as Fool. The blue-
collar comedy ran for a while on NBC, with
Rosemary DeCamp and a seemingly uncom-
fortable Jackie Gleason as Chester A Riley; it
seems, in retrospect. that he was waiting for
Ralph Kramden to materialize, but another
factor added to the melancholic mood of the
show — it had no laugh track and was not filmed
before a live audience. Despite all the insulting
idiocies perpetrated in the name of TV comedy,
Gleason's Life of Riley (and early episodes of
M*A*S*H later on) proved that the small screen
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Opposite top: Sid Caesar and
Inogene Coca were the toust
of Sutwrday night with their
comedy on the hour-and-a-
half Your Show of Shows.

Below : The Lone Runger
(Clayton Moore) and Tonto
(Jay Sikverheels) discover
dirty work at the crossroads.

needed the communal ambiance of the theater
to ‘feel right.” In 1953 a more appropriate
William Bendix. with Marjoric Reynolds. Tom
D'Andrea, Gloria Blondell, Martin Milner. Ster-
ling Holloway, and Henry Kulky — and the
laugh-track — proved a success: the new Life of
Riley ran on NBC five years. Bendix's catch-line,
"What a revoltin' development this turned out
to be! became the first of many phrases to be
spawned by television and to become part of
the national vocabulary.

And, finally, the game show reared its head
to claim its place in TV's artificial sun. Diverting
to the audience (sometimes even challenging to
their minds), always varied in content il not
form. and deliciously cheap to stage and pro-
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duce, the game show had been a feature of
radio and TV from its earliest moments. But a
prime-time entry, What's My Linez, convinced
cveryone that quizzes and games had their
major place in the scheme of things. John Daly.
a sclf-consciously distinguished news reader
from ABC. was borrowed by CBS for the games.
A regular panel (consisting through the years of
celebrities like Bennett Cerf, Dorothy Kilgallen,
and Arlene Francis) had to guess the professions
of eccentric nobodies and — through their blind-
folds — mystery somebodies. It was genuine fun,
and the long-running daytime and weeknight
game proved to be the tlagship for the gameshow
factory of Mark Goodson and Bill Todman.

As the new decade dawned. so did a new




type of television. On 25 February 1950.
Your Show of Shows debuted on NBC. Headlined
by Sid Caesar, but really lorded over by producer
Max Licbman, new heights of comedic virtuosity
and brilliant writing were scaled.

Imogene Coca was Caesar's comic sidekick:
the pair had been matched with Liecbman on
TV's Admiral Broadway Revue. but for only 17
weeks. It seems that the show was so popular
that Admiral could not keep pace with the sales
demand it generated. and therefore cancelled
its advertising vehicle. Nevertheless Liebman
carricd the magical chemistry of Caesar and
Coca to the new show. and added Carl Reiner
and Howard Morris to the repertory company.
It was indeed a troupe: improvisational in its

Right : William Bendix and
Marjorie Reynolds played
Chester A Riley and his wile.
Peg. on the NBC version of
The Lite of Riley from 1953
to 1938, Previously. Riley
had been played by Jackie
Gleasan. with Pey played by
Rosemary DeCamp. in the
Dumont version in the
194950 season.
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creative process, the crew was meticulously
professional in its presentation, although a
madcap ambiance cleverly camouflaged that
fact. Caesar was a man of a thousand accents
and lightning-quick response; Coca was a
virtuoso comedienne in the daffy extreme:;
Reiner and Morris were perfect foils as straight-
men or bit-players for any occasion. Big-name
guests clamored to be on Your Show of Shows,
and the stars created a wealth of zany characters
week after week — Prof von Wolfgang, Doris
and Charlie Hickenlooper, Somerset Winterset,
et al.

But just as important as the players were the
writers, and here is what set Your Show of Shows
apart from other ensembles. There has possibly
never been a comedic crew assembled like
Reiner, Mel Brooks, Neil Simon, Woody Allen,
Larry Gelbart, and Selma Diamond, the writers
who put the words in Caesar’'s clever mouth
and the premises under his capable feet.

If Berle could prove that TV was a receptive
vehicle for stage comedy, then Caesar proved
that TV could initiate its own form of consistent
ensemble humor. After its all-too-brief five-year
run, Your Show of Shows left television with a
legacy that was occasionally matched but could
hardly be surpassed.

Besides thematic improvisation, TV was
proving itself capable of format experimentation,
not really that surprising in pioneer days. But a
late-night variety show proposal was met with
scepticism, gloomy predictions — and finally
audience acceptance. The brainchild of NBC's
Pat Weaver, the genre had a few antecedents
but was untested on network insomiacs. Weaver
had a vision, however, and even a tip-of-the-
tongue instinct for the perfect host. Jan Murray
was invited but declined. Creesh Hornsby
contracted a fatal disease and died the weekend
before the show's debut. Tex McCrary and Jinx
Falkenburg — an unlikely husband-and-wife
team (he an adman, she a former Miss America) —
proved too laconic for the tube; they later
secured employment on radio. Wally Cox was
too withdrawn, and Martin & Lewis, predictably,
were too brash, especially after Jerry Lewis
succeeded in smashing a sponsor’s ‘unbreakable’
glass. Weaver's patient but determined search
was over, however, when he settled on Jerry
Lester.

Lester was a relatively obscure baggy-pants
comedian who oftentimes could make Milton
Berle look distinguished. But once again the
chemistry — unpredictable, crazy antics all
compressed on the tiny screen — was right. Part
of Lester's ensemble was the chesty Dagmar,
confirming the vaudeville prescription with the
outlandish costumes and exaggerated mugging.
The show was christened Broadway Open House,
and it was a hit. It ran three nights a week on
NBC, with Morey Amsterdam filling the time
slot the other two. Sparklingly funny himself,
the comic cellist seemed unfortunately pale in
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comparison to the manic Lester. Wayne Howell
was the announcer and Milton deLugg the
musical director; when the program was even-
tually transformed into The Tonight Show, their
roles were inherited by Ed McMahon and Doc
Severinson, respectively.

Another unlikely smash was Kukla, Fran, and
Ollie. The Chicago program went national in
early 1949 and was a nightly 15 or 30 minutes
on NBC, switching to ABC in the fall of 1954.
The show was the first of TV’s cherished and
small group of pixilated programs ostensibly for
children but understood by adults (Rocky and
His Friends and Soupy Sales are of this lineage
as well).

Burr Tillstrom was the puppeteer, so only his
hand-puppets and voice were in evidence,
along with the wholesome, unpretentious
straight-line presence of Fran Allison between
viewer and stage. Kukla was the program's
Pogo, honest and earnest; Ollie was the counter-
part of Albert the Alligator, a one-toothed dragon
of bombast, schemes, and inevitable deflation.
(The comic strip Pogo and the TV show Kukla,
Fran, and Ollie were happy affinities whose
development was precisely concurrent: there
was no ‘borrowing’ of characters or themes.)
Others of the Kuklapolitan players, all engaging
in preposterous pursuits and absurd preoccupa-
tions, were Fletcher Rabbit. Beulah Witch,
Madame Oglepuss, and Colonel Crackie. The
delightful intellectual masterpiece that was
Kukla, Fran, and Ollie survived in different show-
cases into the 1970s, where it expired on some-
what appropriately, Educational Television.

The brilliant and insightful Lawrence Spivak

- /

Above: The incomparable
Burr Tillstrom was the
mastermind of the Kukla
(left), Fran and Ollie (right)
show that emanated from
WBKB in Chicago. Tillstrom
also supplied the voices of all
the puppets — Kukla, Ollie,
Beulah Witch, Fletcher
Rabbit, Madame Oglepuss,
Colonel Crackie, et al.




brought his no-nonsense Meet the Press from
radio to television. and it remains — as it
intones today — ‘television's longest-running
public-affairs program.” It gained nothing in-
trinsic from the switch, except. possibly, a more
willing reservoir of newsmakers to be inter-
viewed in the telegenic era. Through the years
the country’s most important print journalists
asked the questions (it was significant that only
gradually did television newsmen join the
panels). CBS followed with Face the Nation and
ABC with Issues and Answers. Another radio
transplant — this one more logical — was Allen
Funt's Candid Microphone, which became Candid
Camera on CBS. The show has lived to this day
on network, syndication and re-run, elaborately
staging set-ups for unsuspecting citizens. This
writer was in the sixth grade of the Village
School. in Closter, New Jersey, when Candid
Camera set up its ill-concealed lens in the
gymnasium. I felt clever when [ watched the
lens following boys in their struggling chin-ups,
and ventured a guess (not at all that clever)
that Candid Camera was filming us. I had mixed
emotions when the segment aired, because
many of us mugged: our reactions were not
honest. But an older and wiser television sage
now realizes that such was probably the frequent
intention of the staff in the first place.

Musical programs proliferated on early TV,
and it was a natural environment. Interestingly,
among the first was a pioneer on other forums:
Paul Whiteman, who brought jazz to the concert
hall and music to radio. The portly, aging
bandleader was heost of the Goodyear Review
Sundays on ABC, and, improbably, also hosted
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Above : Eleanor Roosevelt,
producer Ted Ayres and
Senator Margaret Chase
Smith before the 4 November
1956 broadcast of Face the
Nation, a news program that
premiered on 7 December
1954 and still is being
broadcast on CBS.

Right: Allen Funt hrought
his Candid Microphone
radio show te television with
Candid Camera.
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Far right: Roy Rogers and
Dale Evans in a less-than-
serious moment.

Below : The incomparable
Kate Smith was a radio star
singing ‘When the Moon
Comes Over the Mountain’

heginning in the early 1930s.

and also was a hit on
television.

a program called The TV Teen Club. Whiteman
was also ABC'’s vice president for musical affairs.

Other musical programs included radio stal-
warts who were not to be lost in the stampede of
the airwaves: Morton Downey; Fred Waring
and His Pennsylvanians; Kate Smith (whose
theme was ‘When the Moon Comes Over the
Mountain’ before it was eclipsed by 'God Bless
America’): Kay Kyser's College of Musical Know-
ledge; Horace Heidt; Bob Crosby; Spike Jones
(whose visual antics made radio fans realize
they were missing fully half of the musical
atrocities); and Ray Anthony. Meredith Wilson,
brilliant composer and wit, scored with a Sunday
night show on NBC years before his classic
Broadway hit The Music Man. And Nat King
Cole, urbane, smooth, and a genius whose
velvety vocals unfortunately overshadowed his
jazz-piano talents, ran one season on NBC
before a reported lack of sponsorship ended the
stint (Cole was black and encountered opposition
in some markets in the 1950s).

Two shows that were to have healthy
tenures were decidedly not mere transfers from
radio. Mike Stokey's Pantomime Quiz — basically
the game of charades, but played by some of
Hollywood's most intelligent personalities
through the years — could hardly have been
done on radio. Likewise Arthur Murray’s Dance
Party was purely visual and resolutely durable,
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as the graying Arthur and Kathryn waltzed
right into the rock ‘n’ roll era.

A pair of mother figures appeared on the
scene at the same time but from two very dif-
ferent backgrounds; their concurrent popularity
illustrated an unheralded but undeniable de-
mocratizing role of television. Both were ethnic
and both were somewhat melancholy light
comedies about families and life. Mama was
based on Kathryn Forbes's writings and the
adapted stage play I Remember Mama. The
television program about Norwegian immigrants
in 1910 San Francisco starred Peggy Wood as
Mama; Rosemary Rice as daughter Katrin,
whose nostalgic leafing through family albums
opened each episode; and a youthful Dick Van
Patten as son Nels (Van Patten was later to be a
video parent himself in Eight Is Enough).

‘Yoo-hoo! Mrs Bloom!" These words opened
each episode of The Goldbergs. weekly glimpses
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into an urban Jewish family's everyday affairs.
Its warmth and charm were the direct result of
tight creative control of its star, creator, and
chief writer, Gertrude Berg; she had managed a
solid radio success for the program before
switching to the tube. Eli Mintz as Uncle David
and Larry Robinson as Sammy were also
notable in the cast.

Another character gently brimming with
motherly counsel was the black maid Beulah.
Less intrusive than a later TV maid, Hazel, and
in fact less stereotypical as a maid and as a
black than her reputation suggests, Beulah was
a fine program derogated by civil-rights groups.
Before it left the air, however, a trio of talented
actresses played the lead: Ethel Waters, Hattie
McDaniel and Louise Beavers.

The exodus from radio continued through the
early 1950s. Ed Wynn tried a Thursday night
show on CBS and was grateful for the return of
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his persona, which had been camouflaged by
radio since Ziegfeld Follies days; on radio,
listeners had only his voice and his assurance
to know that he was The Perfect Fool. On TV
they could see his wonderfully comic face, his
silly costumes, and, best of all, his tentative and
bumbling manner. One of television's great
moments was his dramatic debut a few years
later in Rod Serling's Requiem for a Heavyweight ;
and one of television’s great stories is the account
by Serling and Keenan Wynn how the legendary
veteran Ed Wynn fretted to distraction about
doing live drama.

Garry Moore brought a variety program to the
air; he eventually clicked with one of TV's great
ensembles, including Durwood Kirby and Carol
Burnett. The crewcut-topped Moore always
seemed less talented than his regulars and
guests, but had unerring instincts, and was
diminished enough so that his stars could shine.
Gene Autry., and then Gabby Hayes, and then
Roy Rogers, were early entrants in TV's genre
of children's Westerns. Autry and Rogers, of
course, parlayed their already considerable
empires via TV exposure. Gene had his horse
Champion and his sidekick Pat Buttram at his
side when he signed off with ‘Back in the Saddle
Again.’ Roy had Dale Evans (he, by the way, was
‘King of the Cowboys’ and she was ‘Queen of
the West') as well as Trigger the Wonder Horse
and Gabby Hayes. recalled from his weekend
Western-anthology series. Roy's theme, of course,
was ‘Happy Trails to You.’

Joining Hoppy. Gene, Roy, and the Lone
Ranger in the days before the Adult Western
were The Cisco Kid; Annie Oakley; Action in the
Afternoon (a Western filmed in Philadelphia’s
back lots); Range Rider; Wild Bill Hicock; Kit
Carson; Brave Eagle; 26 Men; Judge Roy Bean;
Buffalo Bill, Jr; Tales of the Texas Rangers and the
anthology episodes broadcast on Death Valley
Days, first hosted by Stanley Andrews and then
Ronald Reagan, Robert Taylor, and Dale
Robertson.

Perry Como’s somnambular style ironically
seemed perfect for the TV screen (a Wednesday
night slot in 1950 began a long television
career, continuing today via annual specials),
but Frank Sinatra’s flashier appeal somehow
was not. Two variety shows of his failed, al-
though one was slated Kamikaze-fashion against
the invincible Caesar and his legions. Country
music was more congenial to the tube — or at
least more adaptable — and DuMont’s Country
Style was the first of many programs, the most
prominent being The Grand Ole Opry, broadcast
from Nashville with all the legendary stars of the
day, and Red Foley's Ozark Jubilee, from Spring-
field, Missouri, where many future legends got
their start. Each was telecast on ABC.

Three veteran stars of other media were more
wary than Sinatra when approaching television.
Groucho Markx, still appearing in movies (some-
times without his brothers) but knowing that
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those days were numbered. had established him-
self as a radio host of the quiz show You Bet
Your Life. Since 1947 it had been a hit, and his
entry into videoland was not haphazard. A full
staff of writers. audience testing. and tightly
controlled scripts (hardly a word was ad-libbed
on the seemingly informal show) went into the
preparation. The result was satisfactory:
Groucho’s show was a solid hit and still runs in
syndicated replays. His double-entendre remarks
were quoted each week, as were the lines "Say
the secret woid and you win a hundred dollahs:
something you find around the house,’ and
‘Tell 'em Groucho sent you.” (What were re-
tailers supposed to do upon hearing that news?)

Another veteran was cautiously planning his
television move. Jack Benny was as careful as if
he were counting pennies into a charity coffer
at Christmastime. Wary of making an ill-
considered career move, he spent a couple of
seasons hosting comedy and variety specials.
When he and TV were comfortable with each
other — and with public and advertisers clamor-
ing for his presence — he assuredly constructed
one of the classic comedy programs of all time.

Left: Groucho Marx and his Below : Buddy Hackett
announcer, George Fenniman, — appeared in a revived

pose before a telecast of You syndicated version of You
Bet Your Life. Bet Your Lite in the 1980s.

It flopped.
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Honed in vaudeville, movies and radio, the
Benny persona was as well-defined as any in
American comic history. At one time his
character was that of an egotistical scold, but
he had modified it into a personality who re-
ceived no respect from friends, associates and
strangers: whose daily life was full of deflating
surprises; whose egotism had mellowed to
smugness and excessive cheapness. Likewise
his delivery — timing, pacing, inflections and,
on television, his expressions — received the
precision-craftsmanship of a fine watch. Benny,
on television, was one of the few comedians
who could make a career of being insulted at
every turn; it is surprising that hardly anyone
else, save Rodney Dangerfield, adopted the
device.

But Benny played his set-upon act against
other players, not just in monologues. A
brilliant cast of supporting players followed him
from the movies and radio: his wife, Mary
Livingstone, who played his girl friend on TV;
his valet, Eddie ‘Rochester’ Anderson; twitty
singer Dennis Day, always pleading for more air
time; pesky announcer Don Wilson, always
angling for himself and his nitwit blimp of a son,
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Harlow; Frank Nelson (‘Yessssssss?'), who was
the impertinent clerk wherever Benny shopped
and Mel Blanc, who played several roles. Blanc
was Prof LeBlanc, defeated violin teacher to the
confident Benny: he was the off-stage ‘sound’
of Benny's barely serviceable Maxwell auto and
he was the monosyllabic Mexican. ¢'What's
your name?' ‘Sy.’ ‘Sy:" "Si." ‘And your sister?’
‘Sue.' ‘What does she do?' ‘Sew.’ 'Sew:?’ ‘Si.’)

Jack Benny attracted the biggest celebrities
as guests and continued his comedy into the
1970s. His personality and delivery drew the
viewer toward the set. and contributed to his
reputation as the greatest TV comedian of them
all.

His friend George Burns was the third veteran
who made the transition not only from radio
but from turn-of-the-century vaudeville. His
Burns and Allen Show, with madcap wife Gracie,
had been a staple of radio, but the comedy duo
sensed they were right for television. Bringing
their excellent writers with them. Burns also
personalized the medium in a slightly different
way than Jack Benny did: he maintained
frequent eye contact with the viewer, to whom
he directed both asides and whole soliloquies.

Above: Jack Benny often had

guests on his Jack Benny
Show. Here he is with the
Smothers Brothers. Tom

(center) and Dick (right).
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Above: One of the most
popular of the *sobbing style’
game shows in the early
1950s was Strike It Rich on
CBS. Here Emcee Warren
Hull points to his sponsor's
product.

Opposite: George Burns and
Gracie Allen, who brought
their successful radio show to
television. The George Burns
and Gracie Allen Show
lasted from 1950 to 1959.
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The stage's audience was too dispersed to do
this, and in movies it would ruin the cinematic
illusion ; on radio, of course, it could not be done
at all. Burns felt that the new medium was a
personal one, and played his knowing glances
to the hilt. Other than that. there was little
change in the characters of George and Gracie:
he was little more than a straight man for her
harebrained chatter. Harry von Zell played
George’s hapless announcer (Burns played a
show-biz figure in the show) and the neighbors
were portrayed by haughty Larry Keating (later
Fred Clark) and flighty Bea Benedaret. A
delicious surrealistic touch toward the end of the
series (which ran from 1950-59) was George's
own television set. It enabled him to see what-
ever action was transpiring in the plot, above
the crowd, as it were, and to be shared with us.
How this could be was never explained — nor
how it could not quite empower him in time to
prevent Gracie’s mistakes from turning into
disasters.

Memorable shows continued to establish
themselves: Mr Wizard, the perennial children’s
science show hosted by Don Herbert; a pioneer
daytime quiz show, Strike It Rich (‘The Show
With a Heart'), over from radio; two more soap
operas, destined to have long runs in the

afternoon, Search for Tomorrow and Love of Life;
a classic kid’s program, Rootzie Kazootie (starring
Todd Russell’'s puppets Rootie, Polka Dottie, and
El Squeako) and several religious programs.

Homilies had been a part of TV from the start,
and many stations signed off with Sermonettes
(‘Perhaps they made people Christianettes,’
television evangelist Jimmy Swaggart once
joked), and the day of the religious superstars
arrived in the early 1950s. ABC's Old Fashioned
Revival Hour, succeeded by The Hour of Decision
with Billy Graham, were the first to break out of
the Sunday morning and afternoon ghetto; they
appeared at 10 PM on Sundays. Bishop Fulton
] Sheen (Life Is Worth Living) was placed by
DuMont opposite Milton Berle on Tuesday
nights and often drew healthy ratings. In 1952
Sheen edged out Berle and others as The
Outstanding Television Personality of the Year
(‘That’s all right,’ quipped the Texaco star; ‘we
both work for Sky Chief’). Norman Vincent
Peale began his success-cum-religion pep talks
to enthusiastic response, and Oral Roberts
began his enormous television ministry via
syndicated films of his sweaty tent crusades and
miracle healing services. A series of long-
running dramatic and anthology religious series
were begun by the major denominations: Lamp
Unto My Feet; Look Up and Live; Frontiers of
Faith; This Is The Life and Crossroads. The
Lutheran Church in America was to produce
an award-winning children’s stop-action puppet-
animation series, Davy and Goliath.

A new type of interview show was spawned
by television's special qualities in the early 1950s.
Certain radio interviewers were able (and
willing) to intrude on their subjects, but could
only do so to a point. Via the TV camera, the
interviewer could be as much a star as the
subject; lighting and set design could set the
mood for the entire interview and editorial
direction could make a newsmaker trivial and
a nonentity newsworthy. Mike Wallace was an
entertainer who pioneered these techniques.
Jumping around the networks, he created a
brand of interviewing, if not journalism, that
many have copied. In 1951 he and his wife
Buffy Cobb debuted with Two Sleepy People
mornings on CBS (it was an early CBS experi-
ment in color broadcasting); later it became the
Mike and Buffy Show in the afternoons. For
DuMont he conducted Nightbeat, and later had
a 10 PM Sunday slot on ABC with Mike Wallace
Interviews, and the syndicated documentary
series Biography. He acted (on Studio One and
The Seven Lively Arts), hosted quiz shows (The
$100,000 Big Surprise and Who Pays?) and
finally became a news reader at CBS, hosting
the network’s final move to a half-hour news
format. Ultimately, of course, he went on to his
greatest fame as one of the correspondents on
60 Minutes — doing what he did at the start,
making his interview subject squirm with
‘incisive’ and ‘penetrating’ questions. If Wallace
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Below: Playhouse 90 wus
one of the outstanding live
drama shows on television.
Here. Richard Basehart (left)
and Trevor Howard. as
handcuffed prisoners of a
nearotic German, play chess
in “The Hiding Place," ina
1960 broadcast. james
Mason played the jailer.
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has an equal in the field of creating news as
well as reporting it, it is Barbara Walters,
another entertainer-turned-news-personality. To
her can go the credit of prodding Sadat and
Begin to make peace, and asking starlets what
kinds of trees they would be if they could.

A rather more sophisticated form of TV
newsmaking came in the person of Edward R
Murrow, who is virtually an icon in the tele-
vision news business. His See It Now (produced
by Fred Friendly, a molder of the persona that was
Murrow) set new standards that TV newsmen
have forever emulated: and it truly defined a
new language in American communications.

See It Now was an interview program operated
on the Gestalt Theory: the whole was greater
than the sum of its parts. Meticulous research
preceded the sessions, and superb production
values — background shots, camera angles,
artful lighting techniques — were always present.
And yet there was something more, an added
factor that TV provided. By inflections of the
voice, by raised eyebrows on Murrow's con-
cerned brow. by the very choice of subjects
week after week, See It Now was able to be an
editorial as much as news, commentary as well
as reporting. The briiliant productions, in sum,
form a document of the times, but it is not an
impartial document. It is of the world as seen by

Murrow, dreamed of by Murrow, or that has let
Murrow down. Seen thus, the television set is
revealed as an astoundingly effective propaganda
device, and Americans have felt reassured that
they .have been comfortable with personalities
bringing them their information. Murrow was
packaged by Friendly as masterfully as advertisers
primp a product — a straight news interview,
presumably, does not need to rely on close-ups
of the concerned interviewer's face, shirtsleeves
and open ties — but in the course of the program,
invaluable visits were paid to Dr Albert
Schweitzer, Dr Jonas Salk, and Carl Sandburg.
There were also many tributes to General
George Marshall, many criticisms of Senator
Joseph McCarthy, and profiles of Southern
towns — the type of handling that an early
generation might have done, but labeled as
‘editorials,” and a later generation has done
under the label ‘advocacy journalism.” Murrow
is a Saint to this tradition, a true giant of tele-
vision techniques.

In 1953 he added Person to Person to his
credits. It was an interview show, too. and its
gimmick was to 'enter’ the homes of the subjects.
Murrow would stare at a screen, seeming to
make eye contact with his guests, though of
course this was not possible (it is visually implied
today, but does not happen, on sets such as those
used by Nightline). His list of subjects included
the great celebrities of the day: Murrow elicited
wonderful and candid comments, and provided
viewers with tours of the celebrities’ homes.

Probably the crowning factor in this period's
claim to being the Golden Age was the live
drama. As scripts and kinescopes are resurrected
critics do well to stand in awe of the dramatic
achievements of the 1950s. Of course there
were poorly written plays and badly acted
performances — distance lends enchantment —
but it should be noted that the majority of work
produced in any discipline is usually junk. This
is true in painting, music, comics and movies,
but even viewed by this sober yardstick,
television drama of the 1950s does not cover an
altogether vast multitude of sins. The most vital
creative period for most forms is at the beginning,
and television was twice blessed to have play-
wrights as gifted and adaptable as Paddy
Chayefsky and Rod Serling there as the foot-
soldiers of live drama.

The dramas were live for several reasons.
They were conceived in the tradition of legitimate
theater, and to record them seemed somehow
dishonest. Tape was not sophisticated enough
to use. Radio plays, a close relation, were always
performed live. There was a commercial attrac-
tion in the live performance, denoting respect
for the viewer.

In any event, the dramas were live and they
were taken seriously by the industry, by the
acting community, by the viewers — and by the
sponsors’ advertising agencies, many of whom
established creative departments involved in




Above: Edward R Murrow,
the father of television
journalism.

Above right: Keenan Wynn
(left) confronts the aging
fighter ( Jack Palance) in

'Requiem for a Heavyweight,”

on Playhouse 90.
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casting, story editing and actual production. A
listing of some of the programs is more than a
nostalgic trip: it forms the honor roll of an under-
appreciated portion of American letters and
dramatic history — Philco Playhouse; Hallmark
Hall of Fame:; Armstrong Circle Theater; Lux
Video Theater; Robert Montgomery Presents:
Goodyear Playhouse; Schlitz Playhouse of Stars:
Celanese Theatre and Studio 57.

Among their triumphs were these: Studio One
presented ‘Twelve Angry Men," starring Robert
Cummings, Franchot Tone and Norman Fell;
The US Steel Hour presented ‘No Time for
Sergeants,” starring Andy Griffith; the Bell
Telephone Hour presented ‘The Mikado' with
Groucho Marx:; the Kraft Television Theater pre-
sented Shakespeare's ‘Comedy of Errors’ with
James Daly (father of Tyne Daly): Four-Star
Playhouse offered a rotating group of four actors
playing various roles (at one time consisting of
David Niven, Charles Boyer, Ida Lupino, and
Dick Powell; Niven and Boyer were coincidentally
teamed later in an ensemble series, The Rogues,
with Gig Young): and Playhouse 90 presented
the monumental TV drama ‘Requiem for a
Heavyweight,” with Ed and Keenan Wynn and
Jack Palance superbly cast as the punchy,
gullible fighter.

Standout individual productions during the
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1950s included PadHy Chayefsky's classic ‘Marty,’
starring Ernest Borgnine as the reticent and
sensitive butcher and Nancy Marchand as his
date: ‘Amahl and the Night Visitors.” Giancarlo
Menotti's Christmbs operetta composed for
television; ‘Burlesque,’ a sardonic drama with
Art Carney; the legendary television production
of ‘Peter Pan,’ with Mary Martin in the title
role; ‘The Caine Mutiny Court-Martial:" ‘Pat-
teens;” ‘The Petrified Forest,” with Humphrey
Bogart. Lauren Bacall and Henry Fonda:
‘Cyrano,’ starring | Jose Ferrer; ‘The Miracle
Worker:" ‘'The Green Pastures:’ ‘Days of Wine
and Roses; ‘What Makes Sammy Run?; ‘The
Moon and Sixpence;" ‘Our Town," starring Paul
Newman, Eva Marie Saint and Frank Sinatra;:
‘A Christmas Carol." starring Frederic March:
‘The Man Who Came to Dinner,’” with Monty
Woolley (of course!), Buster Keaton, Bert Lahr
and Joan Bennett; ‘Arsenic and Old Lace,
starring Helen Hayes, Boris Karloff and Peter
Lorre; and ‘'The |Great Sebastians,” starring
Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne.

Television had already proven — finally — that
it was commercially viable. It had also demon-
strated its catholic appeal, its capacity for
innovation, its clear entertainment value and
its talent for providing information and per-
suasion. With the live drama, television asserted
its maturity as well.

It also continued to display diversity. All of
the characteristics enumerated above — except,
perhaps, for commercial viability — were con-
centrated in the unorthodox creative genius
known as Ernie Kovacs, a perfect television-
talent. He was commercial enough to have
steadily worked in TV: he started Ernie in
Kovacsland as a nightly half-hour in 1951, then
Kovacs on the Corner, a daily NBC morning
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Above: Ernie Kovacs, the
most unusual television
camie, adjusts his puppet
show on The Ernie Kovacs
Show.
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program. The Ernie Kovacs Show was a live
prime-time hour on Tuesday nights, after which
he hosted the Tonight Show two nights a week
in 1955. For NBC he went back to a morning
show, and again back to a prime-time hour in
1956. Thereafter he produced a number of
specials, and, at the time of his untimely death
in 1962 at the age of 42, he was producing
half-hour lunacies. Such bouncing around does
not indicate that something was wrong with
Ernie Kovacs, but that something was right.
Certainly he was hard to categorize, and to
many he may have been an acquired taste.

He was, in a sense, the perfect television comic
(and he was more: a comedian, a humorist, a
satirist, a parodist, a commentator, an ironist)
because he used the plastic medium of TV as
no one did until computer graphics and MTV a
generation later. Kovacs blithely ignored the
limitations of the medium and explored the
potentialities. One of his half-hour shows con-
tained absolutely no diafogue, and another con-
centrated on visual illusions (water pouring
sideways, etc.), exploiting the false reality that
only television can create. He used stop-action
video tape as cleverly as the most avant-garde
animator. While TV was allowing others —

comedians and newsmen — to be iconoclasts of
content, Kovacs was an iconoclast of the very
form and its parameters. He created a cast of
characters that will live in dementia: Percy
Dovetonsils, the myopic poet: Pierre Ragout;
Wolfgang von Sauerbraten: Irving Wong: and
the bizarre Nairobi Trio, a group of musical,
mechanical-looking monkeys, one of whom
periodically smashed another on the head with
neither missing a beat. Kovacs's reliance on
Kurt Weill cabaret music invoked some of the
intellectual dissolution of the Weimar Days, and
some visual bits were reminiscent of Chuck
Jones and Tex Avery cartoons. To use the terms
innovative, surreal and zany seems only to put
a limit on his essence. Television viewers were
privileged to visit the mind of Ernie Kovacs for
the time he was with us. He died in 1962, at age
42, in a tragic auto crash.

Possibly the closest talent to Kovacs — al-
though more conventional and therefore de-
cidedly more commercial — was Steve Allen,
who emerged at the same time. Born to
vaudevillian parents, Allen did his early work in
radio comedy of the improvisational sort — on-
the-spot, off-the-cuff humor, and interplay with
audiences. He graduated to guest spots on
network quiz shows (witticisms and literal
humor, ever his trademarks, served him well)
and hosted a game show, Songs for Sale. He
graduated to a nightly hour on the CBS network
in early 1951, and then moved to a noontime
daily show. Finally he took the late-night spot
vacated by the demise of Broadway Open House.
It was broadcast at first only on NBC's New York
station, but Allen had ownership and creative
control,

What happened? Comedic hell broke loose. A
certified genius, Allen did not rely on the slap-
stick of his predecessor Jerry Lester; but his
humor was no less physical. He did character
and costume bits. He picked phone numbers at
random and, with the audience listening, carried
on nonsensical conversations with the dazed
party. He took his cameras onto the street and
accosted passersby in bizarre ways — or he
secretly focused his cameras on the street and
provided voices to the unknowing pedestrians.
He literally rolled on the floor over pieces of
silliness, whether his own or his guests’. He
attached a thousand teabags to his body and
was dunked by a crane in a vat of water. His
speech was peppered with non-sequiturs like
‘Schmock! Schmock! and ‘How's your sister
Shirley?’ and his desk overflowed with crazy
props and noisemakers.

The cerebral side of Steve Allen has seen him
write several books and engage in left-of-center
political advocacy. He is a consummate musician
and improvises as well on the jazz keyboard as
on the verbal up-take. ‘This Could Be the Start
of Something Big' and ‘Gravy Train Waltz' are
among the thousands of songs he has written.

In the comedy/variety realm, Steve Allen
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Left: A reunion of two all-
time greats of television —
Arlene Francis and Steve
Allen — who appeared
together many times on
What's My Line?

Below : Steve Allen performs
during an "Eyewitless News'
v segment of The Steve Allen
Comedy Hour on NBC.
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retired from The Tonight Show to concentrate on
challenging Ed Sullivan on Sunday evenings.
Starting in 1956 — and providing respectable
competition — Allen produced a unique and
classic cast of regular characters who com-
plemented his own multifaceted comedy and
performing talents. Among the ensemble were
Bill Dana (Jose Jimenez); Dayton Allen (‘Why
not?’): Pat Harrington Jr; Louis Nye (the suave
jerk who always said, ‘Hi-ho Steverino’); Don
Knotts (the perennially nervous man on the
street): Tom Poston (absent-minded to the point
of forgetting his name): and Gabe Dell. Comedy
mixed with sketches and music, mostly provided
by jazzman Allen and his bandleader Skitch
Henderson. One of the writers on the show was
portly Allen Sherman, who later achieved fame
with parodies of traditional songs.

Allan also discovered Steve Lawrence and
Eydic Gorme (before they were married). Since
he left the shaw in 1960, Allen's multitudinous
activities have included much TV: a weekly
comedy hour for ABC: a Tonight-style late-night
syndicated show for Westinghouse (if possible,
more manic than ever): the hosting of I've Got a
Secret for several seasons: an innovative pro-
gram for Public Broadcasting (Meeting of the
Minds, where actors playing historical figures
from disparate times compare notes in character);
hosting a Robin Leach anthology series, Start of
Something Big.

Two more members of the Enchanted Circle
became active in television at this time: Bob
and Ray. Although Bob Elliott and Ray Goulding
came from radio. fashioned most of their
routines as radio-serial spoofs, and returned to
radio. they were stellar lights of the small
screen and still occasionally appear. Debuting in
1952 and sharing a nightly half-hour with
Kukla, Fran, and Ollie, Bob and Ray immediately
confirmed their status as first-class comics and
supreme parodists. Their various characters,
whether playing soap opera roles or in any
number of interview situations, employed
literalisms, irony and nonsense to the nth
degree. To their cast of thousands (Wally
Ballou, ace reporter; Mary Backstayge, Noble
Wiie: Biff Burns, sportscaster: Elmer W Litsinger,
Spv: Kent Lyle Birdley, announcer, et al.) came
the assistance of a female sidekick on their TV
show, first Audrey Meadows and then Cloris
Leachman, as Linda Lovely, Weathergirl.

Back in the real world more hits kept America's
TV sets on for longer periods each week /the
A C Neilsen Company was now rating shows’
popularity for the advertisers). Amos 'n’ Andy
was another immigrant from radioland. but
experienced some significant transformations.
On radio the characters had been played by
whites, Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll.
In the 1950s a new sense of realism was abroad
in the television industry:; besides, blackface






was definitely dead. So recruitment began
among black character actors to translate this
valuable property to the video airwaves, and by
luck or hard work one of the most brilliant
comedic ensembles in television history was
assembled. Amos and Andy were played re-
spectively by Alvin Childress (appropriately
modest, honest and straightforward) and Spenser
Williams Jr (rotund, lazy, and gullible). Inspired
casting occurred when Tim Moore played the
scheming blowhard George Kingfish' Stevens;
Moore was a virtual encyclopedia of expressions
and reactions. The players cast as Sapphire (the
Kingfish's wife), Lightnin’ the janitor, lawyer
Algonquin | Calhoun, and others were comedians
of the first order. The plots were pure sitcom
formula — foiled schemes, lies found out, petty
financial shenanigans — but, as later series I Love
Lucy and The Honeymooners were to prove,
routine screenplays could be serviceable ve-
hicles for quality lines and character work.
Unfortunately the growing civil-rights move-
ment objected, with more and more pressure, to
the depiction of blacks in Amos 'n" Andy. Never
mind that whites were often similarly caricatured;
the argument ran that there were no correspond-
ing characters of dignity and authority on TV,
as whites surely had. The point was valid. but
the pressure groups sadly found it easier to
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demand subtraction than addition. Amos! 'n’
Andy was cancelled and even withdrawn from
syndication, depriving America — black and

white alike — of some genuinely inspired
comedic moments.

Other sitcoms established their own audiences,
many with memorable casts. My Little Margie
gave Gale Storm a taste of success, and paired
her with Charles Farrell, once a silent-screen
hero of the Great Profile variety. (After the
show's demise Farrell was the distinguished
mayor of Palm Springs, California.) They played
father and daughter, Vern Albright and Margie,
who always got into predicaments. Each episode
would begin with separate monologues! of
father and daughter mulling over their problems
(‘Believe me . . . I've got a problem’) and close
with framed portraits of each coming to life with
comic ‘morals’ for the viewers. Oddly, My Little
Margie spun off as a radio show, running con-
currently with the TV show — different scripts.
same players.

| Married Joan starred Joan Davis (billed as
America's Queen of Comedy) and Jim Baclkus
as a scatterbrained housewife and her husband.
Bradley Stevens, a domestic court judge. Davis
was definitely of the physical school of humor,
regularly practicing routines like being showered
with vegetables, seasoning and water as 'she

]
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Above: Tim Moore, as the
Kingfish, being watched by
Spencer Williams, as Andy
and Alvin Childress, as
Amos, in ‘The Piggy Bank’
episode on the Amos 'n’
Andy series.

Opposite: Spencer Williams
(Andy), Tim Moere ( George
‘Kingfish" Stevens) and Alvin
Childress (Amos) starred in
Amos 'n" Andy.
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attempted to swipe a recipe from a chef obviously
cooking for multitudes. The NBC show lasted
three years in the early 1950s before Davis’
terminal illness caused its demise.

Ozzie and Harriet became a TV classic of long
staying-power (14 years, in addition to eight
previous years on the radio). The principals
were Ozzie Nelson, a bumbling middle-class
husband and father; and Harriet, his wife (in
real life Ozzie had been a big-bandleader and
Harriet Hillyard his vocalist); their children, in
real life and on the show, were David and Ricky.
All the plots revolved around the boys’ problems
and Ozzie's wimpy predicaments; Don DeFore
and Lyle Talbot played two neighbors. During
the course of the show David grew up and
married, and Rick became a rock ‘n’ roll star of
major proportions (many episodes would end
with him singing a song with full back-up in a
house-party situation — with no plot tie-in to
the scene. Nevertheless it promoted his records).

Our Miss Brooks was another radio switch,
with virtually the entire cast making the move.
Eve Arden, former screen star, played Constance
Brooks, high school teacher. Blustery Gale
Gordon was cast as the overbearing principal
Osgood Conklin; Richard Crenna as crack-
voiced Walter Denton (his later credits included
The Real McCoys, Slattery’s People, and It Takes
Two); Robert Rockwell as heartthrob teacher
Mr Boynton, and Jane Morgan as Connie's
landlady Mrs Davis.

Ann Sothern scored a success as Susie
McNamara in the sitcom Private Secretary. The
platinum movie veteran was constantly getting
her boss Peter Sands — played by Don Porter,
later of Gidget — in and out of scrapes. Porter’s
rival was played by longtime character actor
Jesse White,
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But in truth all the family shows, all the sit-
coms, all the bright comediennes, of the era were
pretenders to the throne. Lucille Ball, once a
Goldwyn Girl, once ‘straight-man’ to the Marx
Brothers (in Room Service), once popular radio
star (of My Favorite Husband), transferred her
radio success to television after assuring herself

and her husband, Cuban bandleader and
crooner Desi Arnaz, creative control. In re-
markable bits of prescience, Lucy and Desi
owned the production company (Desilu), per-
formed before a live audience (the first sitcom
to do so), and filmed the episodes prior to airing
(over CBS's objections). The premise was stone-
cold simple: Ricky Ricardo, bandleader, and his
wife Lucy live in New York; their friends and
landlords are Fred and Ethel Mertz (William
Frawley and Vivian Vance). Impulsive Lucy
gets into funny predicaments.

After that, I Love Lucy is a textbook example
of what inspired comedic talent and quality
writing can do. Lucy’s slapstick was seldom
done to a better turn by male or female (images
come to mind: Lucy in the candy factory, unable
to wrap the chocolates fast enough; Lucy with
blacked-out teeth; Lucy as Harpo Marx), but it
was basically her personality that made the
show. Lucy was not stupid or essentially in-
competent; but she was childlike. She took
childlike delight in scheming an innocent

Above: Ann Sothern was the
star of Private Secretary,
and later became the voice of
an automobile in My Mother
the Car.

Above left: Gale Storm was
Margie Albright and Charles
Farrell was her father. Vern,
in My Little Margie, which
featured her inimitible way of
delivering her lines and using
a short gasp after every
sentence.

Opposite: Lucy loves Desi.
Following spread: The
Mertzes and the Ricardos in 1
Love Lucy — Vivian Vance,
William Frawley, Desi Arnaz,
Lucille Ball.
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Below: The great comedian
Red Skelton, who prefers to be
known as a clown, as Freddie
the Freeloader.
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trick. She pleaded with Ricky to meet a celebrity
as a child would plead. When foiled, she would
react in childlike innocence and instant con-
trition. Not only was hers a totally honest
character, it was necessarily appealing, almost
compelling. There is a fine line in comedy
between childlike and childish, and Lucille Ball —
like Laurel and Hardy before her — had the
magic touch.

When Lucy's eyes lit up, Ethel Mertz was
turned from a respectable housewife to a co-
conspirator in nonsence. There was a similar
spell cast on viewers, too. I Love Lucy is the
most popular comedy show in television history,
and it continues to be shown around the world
today, in some cities as much as seven times
daily. It is no longer a TV show; it is a
phenomenon.

In the mornings a Pat Weaver creation,
Today, set a new tone in television. Hosted by
Dave Garroway, urbane and laconic, Today
allowed Americans to arise to news, weather,
and nonsense, especially after the chimp ] Fred
Muggs stole the show. Jack Lescoulie and Frank
Blair were the human sidekicks.

On Sunday evenings Red Skelton graced
the NBC landscape. If other TV comics were
satirists and parodists, Skelton was a clown,
and proud of it. He created memorable charac-
ters in Clem Kadiddlehopper, and the Mean
Widdle Kid, and the seagulls Gertrude and
Heathcliff. More than others of his genre his
humor and his personality seemed to totally
lack cynicism. His send-off line, ‘God Bless,” was
warm and sincere, the very opposite of bathos
after his hour of silliness. Dinah Shore came to
television (a big kiss — ‘Mweeeah!” — was her
send-off line) in a musical-variety format; she
was later to host a long-running syndicated
talk show, reflecting her charm and vaunted
Southern hospitality.

Liberace was another personality who pos-
sibly drew as many detractors as fans — but it
all adds up in the ratings count. It couldn’t
have been his schmaltzy piano playing; the
nation’s musical taste was still reasonably intact,
and Liberace’s boatload of gimmicks — candela-
bras, bizarre dress, etc. — were obviously there
to camouflage the other deficiencies. In tele-
vision, especially among cult followings, the
word ‘music’ covers a multitude of sins.

‘The story you are about to see is true. The
names have been changed to protect the
innocent.” Dragnet came to TV, and a remarkable
program it was. On the surface it seemed to be
cops-and-robbers stuff clad in a straitjacket of
wooden acting. But producer and star Jack
Webb (Sergeant Joe Friday) set a mood and
pacing that was perfect for television. The
stories were intimate and compact, narrated by
Webb a la Philip Marlowe. But this was pure
police-procedural drama, almost documentary,
and Webb's limited assortment of monosyllables
and monotones were somehow appropriate.
Such no-frills drama would have been boring
in the movies, but was tailor-made for half-
hours on TV. ‘Just the facts, Ma'am, as
Sergeant Friday used to say.

A different sort of sitcom was Mr Peepers,
starring Wally Cox. Peepers was withdrawn and
shy, what a later generation might call wimpy.
Yet the junior high-school science teacher was
clever enough to come out on top of every
situation, and even eventually marry his plain-
jane sweetheart in the series, Nancy Remington
(Patricia Benoit). Brash Harvey Weskit was
played by Tony Randall; delightful character
actress Marion Lorne was also in the cast. The
whimsical Mr Peepers had the rare gift of being
both madcap and sensitive, cut from special
cloth.

In the summer of 1952 a personality invaded
network television, and the landscape has never
been the same since. Actually, Jackie Gleason
was already a veteran of network TV; his hour-
long comedy—variety program had been airing
weekly on DuMont since 1949, and he was the
star of The Life of Riley for a season. Before that,
Gleason was a seasoned veteran of night clubs,
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Below : Juckie Gleuson (right)
and Frank Fontaine rehearse
: y a ‘Joe the Bartender' sketch
L S | for The Jackie Gleason

: Show. Gleason was Joe and
Fontaine played the oaf with
the beautiful singing voice,
Crazy Googenheim.
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theater and movies, where he specialized in a
pop-eyed, bumbling-hero persona. And later The
Great One was to prove himself a superb
dramatic actor and accomplished popular music
composer and conductor. It was his Saturday
night show on CBS that formed his most
memorable moments and major contributions
to television comedy. Besides hosting the usual
television array of celebrities in skits, and guest
stars of all stripes, Gleason formed an ensemble
of comedy players — about half of them himself
under different character roles. There was The
Poor Soul, TV's pantomimic answer to the
comics’ Caspar Milquetoast; Joe the Bartender,
who sang and played straight man in comedy
routines; Charley Bracken, the loudmouth: and
Reginald Van Gleason III, outlandishly foppish
and always inebriated. Of his real-life players,
Gleason was blessed with the talents of Art
Carney (likewise to become a respected dramatic
actor, with an Oscar in his future), Audrey
Meadows (late of the Bob and Ray TV show) and
Joyce Randolph, among others.

This group came together in the Honey-
mooners segment of the Gleason hour. Originally
the Honeymooners had been a series of sketches
on the DuMont show, with Pert Kelton as Ralph
Kramden's wife Alice. Gleason had been so
taken with radio’s The Bickersons (Don Ameche
and Frances Langford) that he optioned the rights
to bring the constantly arguing couple to the
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small screen. He then proceeded to do his own
version, with blue-collar bus driver Ralph
Kramden. Something happened along the way
however. The characters, and the writers,
evolved a softer version — one with warmth
and sentiment as the soft underbelly of the
laugh-provoking personality clashes. The an-
tagonism of Ralph and Alice would always
melt in an embrace, and the addition of the
emotion was really a multiplication of facets to
the interesting characters. Kramden is like
Lucy: childlike — he can be blustery one moment
and then innocently contrite the next.

Added to the fine comedic acting and quality
writing on the Honeymooner skits was the family
upstairs, Ed and Trixie Norton, played by
Carney and Randolph. Art Carney brought
perfect second-banana skills to his role; Ed
Norton could be straight man, a perfect fool, or
inevitable dupe for Ralph's schemes. Norton
was a sewer worker (‘where time and tide wait
for no man,” as he would intone with literary
flourish) and somehow lived better than longtime
bus driver Kramden, but not for lack of financial
dreaming on Ralph's part. KranMar’s Appetizer,
wallpaper that glowed in the dark, Chef-of-the-
Future's Handy Housewife Helper — all were
exploded get-rich-quick brainstorms of Ralph
Kramden aimed at elevating him and Alice
from their dreary flat in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn.

So popular did the Honeymooners become that
Gleason retired his hour format in the 195556
season to offer half-hour episodes. In a rare bit
of foresight, they were filmed on the ElectroniCam
System of the wheezing DuMont Labs, and these
episodes have become the ‘Classic 39’ that have
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Opposite : Ralph and Alice
argue about whether he
should go bowling or not.
Following spread: The
Honeymooners gang on
Ralph's bus.

Above: The Honeymooners
bunch — Jackie Gleason

( Ralph Kramden), Art
Carney (Ed Narton), Audrey
Meadows (Alice Kramden)
and Joyce Randolph (Trixie
Norton).

been on TV endlessly since then. But the
Honeymaoners lived elsewhere and lived longer
(although never, to Alice's dismay, leaving their
Bensonhurst apartment): other segments from
early Gleason hours, although not in neat half-
hours, finally saw the light of re-runs in 1986
on the ShowTime Cable system: he revived the
sketches in his revamped Saturday night variety
show (1962—70, which occasioned his attempt
to make Miami a new TV production center);
and periodic Honeymooners specials on network
TV have appeared since the 1976 season. Sue
Anne Langdon and Sheila MacRae played Alice
in later versions, and Patricia Wilson and Jane
Kean portrayed the curiously undeveloped
Trixie Norton character; but Ed has always
been — and always will be — Art Carney.

Gleason and Carney teamed for a TV movie
in 1985 as Izzy and Moe. the true-life story of
two Prohibition cops, and the magic was
wonderful between them. But the remarkable
magic and chemistry engendered by Ralph,
Alice, and Norton — as vital 30 years later as
when originally produced under the breakneck
demands of weekly TV — has eternal appeal.
The Honeymooners represents enormous creative
and comedic qualities, but also stands as a
testament to what TV could do, and how it
could endure.
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Above: Debbie Weems, Bob
Keeshan (the Captain) and
Hugh Brannum on Captain
Kangaroo. Before Keeshan

began this children's program,

he had played Clarabelle the
Clown on Howdy Doody.

Opposite top: An American
Bandstand telecast in the
1950s.

Opposite bottom : Four
stalwarts of The Mickey
Mouse Club — Emcee Jimmie
Dodd. Annette, Tommy and
Dareen.
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On the more reserved side was Omnibus, truly
one of the remarkable shows in American
television history. Hosted by Alistair Cooke —
American correspondent for the Manchester
Guardian and the BBC — the program was a
cultural potpourri of interviews, live drama,
music, education and even comedy. Originally
funded by the Ford Foundation, the Sunday-
afternoon pregram was clearly too intellectual,
and too varied in content, to have maintained
its own commercial audience. although several
imitations were spawned talbeit in TV's back-
closet, Sunday afternoons). including John
Houseman's Seven Lively Arts and NBC's
Kaleidoscope.

‘Education” was not entirely a dirty word in
network programming offices, but the lines were
clearly being drawn between entertainment
and culture. Public affairs programs, religion,
and news-discussions were being relegated to
Sunday afternoons, and eventually sports events
were to reduce that time-frame to Sunday
mornings. Even talk shows of TV's early days,
which had been largely informational, were
now primarily entertainment/comedy/variety.
Sarnoff’s visions of art galleries m the home was
firmly placed upon the trash heap before
television was even a decade old.

Nevertheless the educational programs that
surfaced were valuable amd memorable. Dr
Frances Horwich pioneered childrens’ pro-
gramming in the guise of Miss Frances, hostess
of Ding Dong School. a long-running program of
pre-schooler activities and elementary learning.
Marlin Perkins hosted Zoo Parade, and later
Wild Kingdom. keeping America in weekly touch
with natural history and conservation; from the
1950s through the 1980s the gentle Perkins
has handled thousands of animals — cute,

arcane, bizarre and threatening — in virtually
every part of the globe. In 1955 Captain
Kangaroo debuted. An early-morning show
aimed at children, host Bob Keeshan fashioned
a program that gently combined pure enter-
tainment with childrens’ literature, basic edu-
cation and storybook moralizing. A small
ensemble of players (Mr Greenjeans was Kanga-
roo’s neighbor) clearly prefigured the format and
premise of Mr Rogers’ Neighborhood and many,
many other childrens’ programs through the
years. The charming Captain Kangaroo was
eventually bludgeoned by his network’s demo-
graphic rush to fill the morning slot with
programming — and commercials — aimed at
rising commuters, but he was also done in by
a new wave of children’s shows that were less
relaxed and more formulized.

Debuting on the same day (3 October) as
Captain Kangaroo was Walt Disney's Mickey
Mouse Club. The afternoon show was clearly not
‘educational’ in intent, but marked a new
approach toward young people’s TV. Hosted by
Jimmie Dodd (and Roy Williams, a bearish
Disney animator). the show featured a regular
crew of ‘Mousketeers,’ routinely clad in mouse-
ear caps and T-shirts (especially the budding
adolescent Annette Funicello, heart-throb of
millions of pre-pubescent American boys). But
the show also featured songs, stories, animated
cartoons, drawing lessons, viewer-participation
activities, serial adventures and, again, story-
book moralizing. It was truly a quality-production
musical-variety show for children, and kids
were conscious of the respect Disney paid them.
The Mickey Mouse Club continued until its
original audience, and its players, grew up; in
the early 1980s a bizarre caricature of itself
appeared. The Mouseketeers seemed to be
chosen more by ethnic quotas than by talent
screenings, and disco replaced the warm sing-
alongs of Jimmie and his guitar. The mod version
was quickly iced.

The thematic arrangement of the Mickey
Mouse Club was as follows: Mondays, Fun with
Music; Tuesdays, Guest-Star Day; Wednesdays,
Anything Can Happen; Thursdays, Circus Day;
and Fridays, Talent Round-up. Running features
included serials like ‘Spin and Marty,” and
animated cartoons featuring Donald Duck, who
was ironically more popular than the low-
keyed nominal host, Mickey.

Howdy Doody was a rating loser to the Mouse,
and he moved to Saturday mornings, where he
dominated the scene for years. Also on Saturday
mornings — in the days before animated
cartoons wiped live performers from the screen —
were Winky Dink and You, hosted by Jack Barry
(featuring a ‘magic screen’ to be placed on the
TV set and drawn upon with crayons); Andy’s
Gang (hosted by Andy Devine and featuring
bizarre puppets like Froggy the Gremlin, he of
the Magic Twanger) and Ray Forrest’s Children’s
Theater. Forrest had been an NBC-TV news
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pioncer in 1944 with The War As It Happens.

Other Saturday morning favorites were The
Paul Winchell and Jerry Mahony Show (Winchell,
onc of the funniest of T\'s ventriloquists.
featured Knuckhead Smith and others, and
three decades later was to be a voice of the
Smuris); and Rockey jones. Space Cadet, whose
vision of the future seemed to rely more on
intriguing costumes than sophisticated gadgetry.
Pinky lee. burlesque comedian and TV pioncer
in several comic functions. found his niche as
host of a kiddie show. and Abbott and Costello
actually  began their television careers on
Saturday mornings on CBS.

Americari Bandstand began a remarkable run
on ABC. with the perennially labeled World's
Oldest Teenager. Dick Clark. as its second host
(the first host was bounced when arrested for
drunk driving in the midst of his station’s safe-
driving campaign). It originated in Philadelphia
and showcased two things: the latest dance
steps. as self-consciously undulated by the city's
teenagers: and probably every roll 'n” roll act
since the music erupted. Remarkably. Clark was
able to maintain his image and the show's
pupularity and, arguably therefore, rock’s
very existence at several crucial junctures
through its eras of the bad-boy image. the
payola scandals. the drug- and hard-rock period
and punk. Clark, still doing Bandstand. has
created a TV empire as producer of many prime-
time antertainment specials and host of davtinme
game shows.
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In the evening hours there was still experi-
mentation, and a variety of talent both old and
new. Bob Hope tried his hand at a weekly
comedy and music show. but decided that his
future was in monthly or periodic specials (it
proved to be a winning formula). Ronald
Reagan. his moviec carcer winding down,
assumed guest-host and occasional starring
duties on General Electric Theater and the
syndicated Western anthology Death Valley Days:
his connection with GE led to his employment
as a corporate spokesman for the company.
including increasing numbers of political and
free-enterprise speeches throughout America. In
a very real sense TV was not the salvaging of
Reagan's career, but the beginning of a new one.

Inquiries into Comununist subversion and
infiltration affected television in only peripheral
ways during the 1950s. Legend has it that the
entire communications industry was convulsed
with fear of lynch mobs. but in actuality only
several players with Coinmunist affiliations (like
Philip Loeb of The Goldbergs) were pressured off
the air. while a left-wing backlash ensured the
employment of others: Edward R Murrow and

others. furthermore, made whole careers out of

witch-hunting the witch-hunters like Senator
Joseph McCarthy. One by-product of all this
actlivity was the show I Led Three Lives. based on
the real-life adventures of double agent Herbert
Philbrick.

Sophisticated nonsense came to half-hour
sitcoms in the fantasy comedy Topper. based on
Thorne Smith's novels of the 1930s and the
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Robert Sterling. as the ghosts.
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Above: Betty White (left)
and Bea Arthur discuss a
problem on The Golden Girls.

Oppuosite: Jon Provost and
his dog (right) with a friend
and his dog in an episode of
Lassic.









Cary Grant motion-picture vehicle. Leo G Carroll,
with a proper British combination of stuffiness,
confusion and playfulness, starred as Cosmo
Topper, whose house was haunted by the
ghosts of George and Marion Kirby. and their
martini-swilling St Bernard. Lee Patrick (who
had a role in The Maltese Falcon) played the
dippy Mrs Henrietta Topper, and supporting
players included Thurston Hall as bank president
Mr Schuyler, and Kathleen Freeman, the
Toppers maid Katie. The show was pixilated
nonsense of high order, and featured much
trick photography and special effects.

Betty White has been a familiar face through
TV's history. She starred in the DuMont series
Life with Elizabeth in the 1950s. where each
show would end with the two married couples in
a big argue-fest; the camera would pull back to
reveal them on a stage, the announcer would
request the actors to say ‘good-night’ — and
then they would resume their arguing. She later
starred in a network sitcom, A Date with the
Angels, and was hostess of a weekday afternoon
variety show. Married to the late gameshow host
Allen Ludden, she was also a principal player on
the Mary Tyler Moore Show: a shortlived follow-
up sitcom bearing her name: an occasional
guest on St Elsewhere: and a star of The Golden
Girls.

George Gobel has also been a regular presence
on TV screens through the years. The former
child star and vodeling cowboy singer of
Chicago's WLS Barn Dance was the host of an
entertaining NBC variety hour on Saturday
nights, reflective of his winsome and cerebral
wit. He has also appeared on Harper Valley PTA.
the Tonight Show. and many guest spots.

Television pre-empted later critics by throwing
programming to the dogs in the canine persons
of Rin-Tin-Tin and Lassie in the 1950s. Rusty
and his dog Rin-Tin-Tin were sole survivors of
an Indian raid and were ‘adopted’ by the men of
Fort Apache, wher= they proved more resource-
ful than their adult, human protectors for 10
seasons. Lassie (through the years played by
several collies, all males) had several masters,
young Tommy Rettig and Jon Provost and then
forest ranger Robert Bray, and several ‘mothers,’
including Cloris Leachman and June Lockhart.
In the last of her 15-year run, Lassic would have
no owner, drifting from place to place and
solving problems in a manner that would
baffle Mensa members. These shows fore-
shadowed other animal ¢pics of the tiny screen
like My Friend Flicka, Fury, and National Velvet
(horses); Born Free and Daktari (featuring
lioness Elsa, and Clarence the Cross-Eyed Lion,
respectively): and Flipper. about a dolphin
whose speciality was saving the day.

Left : Flipper. the dolphin.
amazes his friends.
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Above: The Make Room for
Daddy clan - Rusty Hamer,

Harry, the dog who will share
the house with Tramp. their

Danny Thomus, Jean Hagan,
Sherry Jackson.

Opposite: in My Three Sons.
Fred MacNurray played
Steve Douglas and two of his
sons were played by Don
Gradyy (center, as Robbie) and
Stanley Livingston (Chip).
Here they decide to keep

1ong-time canine companion.
Right: The Amnderson fumily
from Father Knows Best
Lawren Chapin (Kathy/
Kitten). Robert Young (Jim).
Elinor Donahue ( Betty
Princess). Jane \Wyatt

{ Margaret) and Billy Gray

{ James [r/Bid).

The image of the American father has been
much written about, especially by those anthro-
pologists whose views of socicties are seen
through glasses colored Matriarchal or Patriar-
chal. Indeed many of the standard TV sitcoms
have prospered on the Blondie formula of the
American Husband and Father as Jerk — the
mother may be dippy or scatterbrained, the
father is a jerk (indeed two separate Blondie TV
adaptations were mounted in the 1950s).
Ozzie Nelson certainly played this role, and
others — like Danny Thomas in Make Room for
Daddy and the Danny Thomas Show (he was a
showbiz star but not immune to problems of his
own making) — followed suit to greater or lesser
degrees. Life With Father, starring Leon Ames
and derived from the Clarence Day stories and
William Powell movie, was a classic costume
piece that also capitalized on Father’s
cccentricities.

Leave It To Beaver departed from this mold to
an extent, and so did My Three Sons. In these
shows the prototypical suburban father-figures
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of the 1950s and early 1960s lorded over house-
holds of innocently wayward sons; Dad was
always there to correct, soothe, chastise and
sermonize by show's end. If Ozzie Nelson was a
Greek God to David and Ricky — an authority
figure as flawed as a human — then Ward
Cleaver (to Wally and Beaver) and Steve
Douglas (to his three sons, who through the
years included Mike, Robbie, Chip, and Ernie)
were Greek Chorus figures coaching, chiding,
commenting. Ultimately these characters and
these shows were bland comedies of manners,
reflections of a homogenized middle-America
that became reality through TV's repeated
images and the subliminal secret weapon of
television, the Implied and Assumed Truth.
When shows like Leave It to Beaver and My
Three Sons are perceived as Everyman'’s typical
home — as opposed to, say, the rather more
modest milieux of Life of Riley and the Honey-
mooners — an Expectation Gap occurs. Added to
the ‘typical’ households shown in hundreds and
hundreds of television commercials, households
that are plainly, upon examination, upper-class,
we can see the television as an instrument of
economic seduction and social subversion.
These settings do not spur viewers toward a
lifestyle to attain, but rather tend to fill them
with resentment that they do not share what
seems so obviously to be the American house-
hold norm.

Hollywood and Madison Avenue thereby
provided impetus to a generation's complaints
about class structure and social mobility. The
Cleavers (played by Hugh Beaumont, Barbara
Billingsly, Tony Dow, and Jerry Mathers as
Theodore ‘Beaver’ Cleaver) and the Douglases
(Fred MacMurray played the lead, with William
Frawley and William Demarest as stereotypically
irascible older relatives) were clearly not revo-
lutionaries. They were icons, symbols of a
bland 1950s family life in America that probably
never existed in widespread ways, but because
of TV's inertial law of Implied and Assumed
Truths, are perceived today as mirrors of their
time.

Probably the show that stands tallest among
such shows is the one that largely inspired the
genre, but whose similarities to the endless
stream of imitators are only superficial. Father
Knows Best starred Robert Young, making the
transition from the radio serial of the same
name, and adding the following cast: wife
Margaret (Jane Wyatt); daughter Betty (Elinor
Donahue): son Bud (Billy Gray); and younger
daughter Kathy (Lauren Chapin). Yes, there
were predicaments — this was a weekly sitcom —
and yes, Father did get in binds, but so did
everyone in the family. Father didn't always
know best (the clever title has all but supplanted
the phrase that it tweaked, ‘mother knows
best’'), and this sitcom was arguably the most
democratic of all family comedies on television.

All of the players supported and respected
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each other, and when they didn't, there was
common regret and forgiveness. None of the
characters was clichéd — the children could be
brash, but were sensitive and vulnerable — and
they grew each week — in affection as well as
maturity. The viewers of Father Knows Best were
intensely loyal, and public reaction brought the
show back after cancellation the first season,
prefiguring many such salvations. The program
ultimately ran for nine seasons, and if other
family sitcoms remain with us as how television
saw us in the 1950s and 1960s, then Father
Knows Best stands as how American families
saw themselves in that period; it was more a
comedy of relationships than situations.

Meanwhile another bit of Americana received
its television blessing in 1954. The Miss America
Pageant. long hosted by toothy TV knockabout
Bert Parks (television was now entering the
age of the ‘TV personality,’ i.e., someone with
few credentials from other media who pre-
sumably could do little else than TV activities)
was representative, and foremost, of that
peculiarly American phenomenon, the beauty
pageant. When TV confers status, a property
can be instantly absorbed into, and become a
major element of, the mainstream of American
culture. Televised beauty pageants proliferate,
even unto Steve Allen's annual parodies, The
Miss Las Vegas Showgirl Pageant.

Significantly it was television that served as
a catalyst in a similar way when an already
viable entertainment tradition sought new
vistas. Walt Disney. after a generation of pro-
viding animated cartoons and a wealth of
comics and stories, was, in the early 1950s,
looking for backing as he planned a lifelong
dream, the Disneyland amusement park for
children and adults. Coincidentally, the fledgling
ABC network was about to go out of business.
Always the weak sister among the networks,
not enough cities had stations at the time to be
potential affiliates. Two factors helped ABC:
DuMont was slowly leaving the network tele-
vision field. which marginally reduced com-
petition, and Paramount invested $30-million
in ABC. This gave the network a financial shot
in the arm, as well as movie and programming
connections. But it also gave them $500,000 to
invest, in turn, in Disneyland. Disney then
signed a production agreement with ABC, giving
them a weekly variety series (which could
promote Disney characters and the new theme
park) and other shows as well (The Mickey
Mouse Club soon appeared. as well as Davy
Crockett, Zorro, Texas John Slaughter. Spin and
Marty, and other mini-series and specials). In
less than a year Disney opened the entertain-
ment miracle that is Disneyland, and the
already formidable Mouse factory was off in
new directions, including more theme parks
and a steady flow of quality television produc-
tion — all the result of virtual spare change in a
television transaction !
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Opposite: Bert Parks, the
long-time host of The Miss
America Pageant.

Above: Ron Ely took over
The Miss Amenca Pageant
from Bert Parks. Here he is
with Cheryl Prewitt, Miss
America. 1980.

Below : Guy Williams as
Zorro.
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New variety shows continued to debut (it is
difficult to imagine. in these days when the
genre is virtually absent from television. how
numerous and seemingly essential these shows
once were), hosted by Tennessee Ernie Ford:
Red Foley: Jimmy Dean (the country and rural
audiences were duly. and demographically.
served); Lawrence Welk, serving older viewers a
mixture of genteel music-and-dance and
schmaltz; Johnny Carson. bouncing around
between game shows and morning and evening
variety shows (he had a CBS summer evening
show in 1955): and Jonathan Winters, squarely
in the round-hole traditions of Ernie Kovacs
and Steve Allen. Jimmy Durante graced tele-
vision for a short while with the flavor of his
speakeasy humor, his outrageous personality
and his very real charm. It was a wonderful
period in American cultural history, when new
forms and formats were proliferating, but at the
same time the very essence of older, treasured
forms and performers could be captured, and
transmitted, on television. All of Durante's
silliness was eclipsed by his patented closing —
a fade-out walk along a spotlight-footpath,
after a melancholy ‘Goodnight, Mrs Calabash,
wherever you are,” a reference to his late wife.

Popular situation comedies included The
Peoples Choice, with veteran child actor (now
grown as an adult lead. and later a director
Jackie Cooper; The Brothers, a wacky show with
Gale Gordon and Bob Sweeney (Gordon's past
was with Our Miss Brooks and future with Lucy
spinoffs while Sweeney was TV's Fibber McGee);
Mr Adams and Eve, starring film veterans (and
real-life marrieds) Ida Lupino and Howard Duff;
O. Susanna!. which was Gale Storm's second TV
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hit, this time with delightful character actress
ZaSu Pitts; and The Real McCoys. a classic rural
comedy starring Walter Brennan. Richard Crenna
and Kathleen Nolan.

As the networks entrenched their positions,
so did independent producers. who served a
growing number of local stations as well as net-
work affiliates with free time on their schedules.

Among the successful syndicated programs of

the middle and late 1950s were Highway Patrol
(with Broderick Crawford). The Cisco Kid, The
Lone Ranger, Racket Squad (a Hal Roach produc-
tion, indicating that ncarly everyone was now
entering TV). Waterfront. Abbott and Costello.
Cuseyy Jones (with Alan Hale Jr) and Death Valley
Days.

The era of the game show arrived in the mid-
1950s as well. Always a staple on radio. and an
early staple of TV. the first prime-time block-
buster was The $64.000 Question, hosted by Hal
March. The quiz spawned many imitators, in-
cluding its own $64.000 Challenge, and To Tell
the Truth. The Price is Right, Keep Talking and
Twenty-One. Daytime and evening TV blossomed
with these games. which triggered viewers'
greed glands with arrays of lavish prizes (losers
on The $64.000 Question received Cadillacs).
Sponsors loved the shows, because their products
were hyped shamelessly. And producers loved
them too — compared to drama and variety
shows, they were ridiculously inexpensive to
mount. Everyone was happy. and the formula
seemed eternally satisfying, as long as the view-
ing public’'s tolerance for lightweight subject
matter and brassy announcers held out.

In 1958 it came to an abrupt halt. however.
A former contestant on the game show Dotto

Above: Four members of the
Champagne Music Makers
{(Salli Flynn, Sandi Jenson.

Tanya Falan and Andra
Willis) help their boss.

Lawrence Welk. eclebrate his
6 5th birthday in 1968 on

The Lawrence Welk Show.
Above left: The irrepressible

Jonathan Winters.

Opposite : The beioved Jimmy

Durante

‘The Schno:.
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confessed to receiving answers; then Herbert
Stempel outlined his elaborate coaching on
Twenty-One. In his case it might have seemed
like sour grapes, in spite of his considerable
earnings, because he had been beaten on the
show during one of Quiz's proudest moments —
when Charles Van Doren, intellectual scion of
one of America’s brainy elite families — grimaced
and sweated his way to winning $129,000. Van
Doren, who had been ensconced in the famous
soundproof ‘isolation booth’, at first stoutly
denied that he had been given answers.

America was shocked at the scandal, and soon
Congressional hearings were being conducted;
there was the traditional American circus ele-
ment at play, but also the country wondered
whether its new toy — immediate, gratifying,
kaleidoscopic — could also be devious. Witnesses
swore their innocence until the glare of publicity
grew too great, and finally ten were convicted
of perjury. Producers thereafter defended the
fraud by claiming entertainment value as the
extenuating circumstance. The Game Show was
wounded — but certainly not dead. For the next
decade quiz programs were mostly confined to
the daytime and were either so cerebral or
inane that they were above suspicion. Jack Barry,
producer and host of Twenty-One, left TV for a
while but returned as producer of Tic Tac Dough
and host of The Joker’s Wild, shows in which
contestants would have needed special coaching
to answer the brain-twisters incorrectly.

Mostly, it seemed to damage not the genre so
much as the medium itself. Television had reach-
ed majority and matured in many ways; now it
had had its first illicit affair. For the first time the
viewers' precious illusion was shattered: TV was
not life, not an impartial carrier of truth. It was
an entertainment business (read: profit motiva-
tion) that willingly subordinated truth, fairness,
and — most insultingly — appearances, to further
its private ends. To Americans who contemplated
the state of affairs it all had troubling implica-
tions. But to most it was a momentary shock,
half-disappointing and half-amusing; most folks
were addicted to the tube by now anyhow.

A somewhat higher road was being trod on
television by an unexpected genre, the Western.
Previously the stuff of cheap fiction and children’s
time-slots on television, the hour-long drama
Gunsmoke broke new ground. Creating a school
dubbed ‘adult Western,” Gunsmoke’s plots were
hardly psychological dramas or Ibsen on horse-
back — but they did eschew the formalized bank-
robber/stagecoach holdup/kidnap/head-'em-off-
at-the-pass clip-clops of so many successful
Saturday morning Westerns. The players were
low-key, and characters were developing beyond
two dimensions.

Gunsmoke was actually spun off its radio in-
carnation (where William Conrad, later TV's
Cannon and Nero Wolfe, was the voice of Sheriff
Matt Dillon) and was first offered to John Wayne
as a starring vehicle. But James Arness, the
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second choice. was finally cast as the lead. and
he found employment between 1955 and 1975.
It was an incredible run atop TV's plethora of
competing shows, and the series truly became
an institution.

Other cast members included Amanda Blake
(Miss Kitty of the Long Branch Saloon). Milburn
Stone (Doc Adams). Dennis Weaver (the limping
deputy. Chester). Ken Curtis (Festus Hagen). and
Burt Reynolds (blacksmith Quint Asper). Coinci-
dentally. another Western temporarily set in the
same town, Dodge City. Kansas. premicrec the
same week: The Life and Times of Wyatt Earp.
starring Hugh O'Brien. It was also seen as an
Adult Western. and the rush was on — virtually
resembling the Oklahoma Land Rush. In 1936
Dick Powell switched his anthology-set gaze to

foot: Bronco: The Rifleman: Laramie:

the Western and hosted {often starring in) the
Zane Grey Theater, named lor the prolific author
of horse-operas. Soon there was The Texan, with
Rorv Calhoun: Wanted — Dead or Alive. the ex-
ploits of Josh Randall. bounty hunter. starring
Steve McQueen: and Bat Masterson. starring Gene
Barry as a foppish dandy. Bat was totally
divorced from historical accuracy. but he was
similarly estranged from the stercotyped shoot-
‘em-ups of recent TV \\esterns.

Cheyenne spun off a Warner Brothers” TV
anthology series and found a life of its own. as

did many other Warners™ Westerns and those of

other studios. In fact in the 1959 scason alone
there were 28 Westerns in network prime-time.
Among these were Tales of Wells Fargo: Sugar-
Wichita

Above: The Gunsmoke
crew — James Arness ( VMatt
Dillon). Milburn Stone ( Doc
Adums). Amanda Blake ( Miss
Nitty). Ken Curtis ( Festus
Hagen) and. seated in front.
Burt Reynolds (Quint Asper).
Opposite top: Steve
MeQueen was Josh Randall,
the bountiy hunter. in
Wanted: Dead or Alive.
Opposite bottom: Clint
Walker us Cheyenne.
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Above: Ward Bond seems 1o
be getting the better of his
opponent in a fight on
Wagon Train.

Opposite: Cool, calm,
collected and a bit cowardly—
James Garner as Maverick.

Town; Johnny Ringo; Law of the Plainsman; Man
from Blackhawk; The Deputy (starring Henry
Fonda); Lawman and The Rebel.

One of Warners” most appealing vehicles was
more a parody of Westerns than an adult Western:
Maverick. Starring low-keyed James Garner as the
fast-talking Bret Maverick who tried living by
guile instead of guns, there was as much comedy
as action. and it was a winning formula. Jack
Kelly starred as brother Bart, and later a British
cousin Beau appeared in the person of Roger
Moore (later TV's Saint and the movies' James
Bond). Garner's character provided a career-long
durability: an early-1980s resurrection (Young
Maverick) failed. but the very successful Rockford
Files mystery series featured Garner similarly cast
as a sweet-talking but hapless hero.

Wagon Train was another Western series that
assumed the proportions of a saga. Ward Bond
was the original trailmaster, and when he died
John Mclntire became the star. Young, hand-
some sidekicks Robert Horton and later Robert

Fuller provided the dose of brash inexperience
and romantic interests to insure the show's
appeal to all age groups. Another long-running
Western was Rawhide, starring Eric Fleming as
the trail boss and country-music comedian Sheb
Wooley as the trail scout. But the real interest
in the series centered on Rowdy Yates, the
Ramrod, played by Clint Eastwood, who parlayed
the role and his identification with Westerns to
the superb, influential ‘Spaghetti Western' movies
of Sergio Leone — and superstardom beyond.

Have Gun — Will Travel was one of the most
self-consciously offbeat — and successful — of the
late-1950s’ wave of different-flavor Westerns.
Richard Boone starred as the surly, mysterious,
macho hired gun. He served only the cause of the
righteous and helpless, and was identified by
two trademarks: the paladin symbol on his hol-
ster (Paladin was his only name as well), and his
business card. Business card? It read ‘Have Gun
— Will Travel. Wire Paladin, San Francisco.’
Among the regulars were his servants, Hey Boy
and Hey Girl. Boone later starred in one of the
most intelligent of television's Westerns, Hec
Ramsey, in the 1970s, when his face and de-
meanor were even more craggy.

But the only real competition to Gunsmoke in
the strata of TV Westerns was Bonanza. It ran
from 1959 to 1972 and was high in viewers'
affections. It too had a somewhat unorthodox
premise — the father, Ben Cartwright (Lorne
Greene) had to raise his three sons alone on the
Ponderosa Ranch near the Comstock Lode in
Nevada. The young men (Pernell Roberts as
Adam, Dan Blocker as Hoss, and Michael Landon
as Little Joe}) manifested every character trait in
Central Casting between them. so the episodes
were varied in their themes and predicaments.
The Cartwrights constantly found themselves
protecting their land, helping the helpless and
fighting corruption. With a cast of locals, and a
host of convenient passers-through, the formula
worked for a multitude of devoted viewers who
kept Bonanza atop rating charts for years. Dan
Blocker died and was absent from the final
season, but the other stars each had rich tele-
vision careers subsequent to Bonanza: Lorne
Greene starred in Griff, Battlestar Galactica, and
Code Red: Pernell Roberts starred as Trapper John,
MD. a nominal spinoff of M*A*S*H; and Michael
Landon achieved fortune as producer and star
of both The Little House on the Prairie and Highway
to Heaven.

The Warner Brothers factory did not manu-
facture only Westerns but many other genres. It
was the first of the great movie studios to get
smart about television; they had maintained a
hostile attitude toward the tube well into 1950s.
Studios reportedly blacklisted actors who would
appear on TV and they refused to allow TVs as
props in their movies. After World War II a
Supreme Court consent decree allowed the major
studios to keep their production and distribution
monoliths, but required them to abandon their
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systems of theater ownership. In retrospect this
should have heralded the studios’ cooperation
with the nascent television industry, but TV was
still seen as a threat — and in truth was hurting
the theaters (as we have noted, movie attendance
was down on Tuesdays, when Uncle Miltie was
broadcast). In 1955 the struggling RKO broke
the logjam when its parent company, desperate
to survive, sold its entire film library to television
packagers and its studio to Desilu, the TV pro-
duction firm owned by Lucille Ball and Desi
Arnaz. The other studios — none of them in rosy
financial condition — followed suit through the
late 1950s; Warners, Fox, Paramount.

But Warners was doubly smart — it drove
directly into the television waters and found
success. It signed a deal to produce the Disney
TV series. Warners' own series debut was the
anthology Warner Brothers Presents, originally in-
cluding a 10-minute segment about upcoming
theatrical releases as a sop to theater owners.
Called Behind the Scenes and hosted by Gig Young,
it was soon discovered that TV audiences just
wanted the television episode, not a documen-
tary commercial for movie houses. The anthology
rotated three series: Casablanca, King’s Row, and
Cheyenne. Ironically — but significantly — the two
movie spinoffs withered and died, but the TV
creation, Cheyenne, starring Clint Walker as a
loner trained in ways of the Indian and white
man, succeeded impressively. It soon became an
independent entry in prime-time.

Walker was also one of the first of television's
contract holdouts, although not without reason
He was hired for what was assumed to be a time-
filler, at a salary even below that of his guest
stars; he was guaranteed no residuals, and was
required to act in three theatrical films a year for
Warners on the same conditions. He left the
series and saw the ratings collapse, prompting
his return at more favorable pay.

Warners now concentrated on television pro-
duction. Other Westerns included Maverick, Colt
45, Sugarfoot, Bronco and The Lawman. And it
can be said that their other television action/
drama series were actually Westerns in other
costumes and milieux. Good guys, bad guys,
chases and fights were all formulas in series like
The Alaskans (gold rush days with Roger Moore
and Dorothy Provine): The Roaring Twenties
(Prohibition gangsters with Rex Reason and
Dorothy Provine); Bourbon Street Beat (New
Orleans intrigue with Andrew Duggan and
Richard Long): Hawaiian Eye (island mysteries
with Robert Conrad and Connie Stevens) and
Adventures in Paradise (high-seas exotica with
Gardner McKay).

The most memorable of the Warner series was
77 Sunset Strip, which typified the ‘new’
detective shows (now everyone was a Private
Eye, or Investigator). much as Gunsmoke had
ushered in the Adult Western. Trendy, slightly
humorous, and featuring flashy action, the
series starred Efrem Zimbalist Jr (son of concert
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violinist Efrem Zimbalist and opera star Alma

Gluck and father of Remington Steele star
Stephanie Zimbalist) as Stu Bailey. His sidekick
was Roger Smith, and later Richard Long joined
the cast. But the real tone was set by a supporting
player, Edd Byrnes as Kookie, the parking-lot
attendant next to the detective agency at 77
Sunset Strip in Hollywood. Kookie was a stereo-
typed 1950s teenager, but hipper than Ricky and
David Nelson. He was forever combing his hair in
duck-tail fashion, and spoke in proto-beatnik
lingo. He inspired a rock hit (‘Kookie, Kookie,
Lend Me Your Comb'y and indeed the series’
theme itself was a big-selling record.

The emphasis on trendy set-ups and jazzy
music was also parlayed to suecess by TV crime
mysteries Peter Gurm (with Craig Stevens and
Lola Albright) and Mr Lucky (with John Vivyan
and Ress Martin), which both featured Henry
Mancini's music. Pete Kelly’s Blues, a 1959 Jack
Webb series based on the motion picture, was a
period piece set in Kansas City during Prohibition,
and featured traditional jazz and lonely cornet
solos.

One of the most successful of TV's crime
mysteries of the late 1950s and early 1960s was
another period piece, The Untouchables. The
Robert Stack vehicle was loosely based on the life
of G-Man Eliot Ness, and guest-starred some of
the medium’s heaviest of heavies: William Bendix,
Lloyd Nolan, Neville Brand, and Nehemiah Per-
soff. The escapades of the crime-busting squad
(so named because they were incorruptible dur-
ing the Gangster Era) were narrated by the
staccato voice-overs of columnist Walter Win-
chell, a familiar voice to radio listeners, and one
with appropriately dated associations.

Left: Paladin (Richard
Boone) throws a punch in
Have Gun, Will Travel.
Right: Hoss Cartwright ( Dan
Blocker) towers over his
father, Ben (Lorne Greene), as
they guard the Ponderosa
Ranch in Bonanza.
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Above: Robert Stack
(pointing) played Eliot Ness,
the crime-fighting Chicago
FBI man of the racketeer era.
in The Untouchables.
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Television comedy was still thriving despite
the onslaught of action shows (it is interesting
that many of them could only be classified as
‘action’ as they were not strictly detective or
mystery or adventure plots: it was another indi-
cation of television's inherent supremacy of
form over substance). There was Groucho Marx,
who held forth on You Bet Your Life, a seemingly
spontaneous but well-rehearsed game shows;
The Ann Sothern Show; The Eve Arden Show; and
The Donna Reed Show, another entry in the
homogenized-suburban sitcom sweepstakes.
Reed, a former Oscar winner, starred with Carl
Betz as her husband Dr Alex Stone and, as her
children, Shelley Fabaris and Paul Peterson.
After the fashion of Ricky Nelson, who must
have lived in the same neighborhood, the
teenagers each became recording stars apart
from the show.

One of the classics of television comedy
debuted in 1955 and soon became the first show
to beat Berle in the ratings. You'll Never Get Rich
(later known as Sergeant Bilko and The Phil
Silvers Show) was a perfect marriage of writing,
actors and premise. Created by Nat Hiken (who
was the show’s chief writer, managing such
other writers as Neil Simon), the show centered
on a larcenous motor-pool sergeant on somewhat

remote US Army bases, his protector/leech
relationship with his hapless platoon, his skirt-
chasing, and his schemes perpetrated under the
nose of the base commanders. Phil Silvers, the
veteran burlesque comedian, was superbly cast
as the fast-talking Ernie Bilko, and Paul Ford —
paunchy, exasperated, hangdog — played his
foil as Colonel John T Hall. In such a well-
fashioned ensemble it seemed that every bit of
casting was impeccable: Maurice Gosfield as
Private Duane Doberman, who must have been
designed by George (‘Grin and Bear It') Lichty;
Billy Sands: Herbie Faye; Mickey Freeman;
Jack Healy; Allen Melvin and Harvey Lembeck.
Joe E Ross mugged outrageously as Mess
Sergeant Rupbert Ritzik, but found it impossible
to overplay. The characters were believable,
even if caricatured — Bilko showed occasional
flashes of compassion — and the brilliant con-
struction of predicaments and situations made
You'll Never Get Rich one of the richest moments
of TV comedy.

After Andy Griffith made a guest appearance
in the late 1950s on the Danny Thomas Show
as a raral sheriff, he was cast as Andy Taylor,
Sheriff of Mayberry, North Carolina. in The
Andy Griffith Show. The unpretentious rural
comedy of manners grew to be a remarkable
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Left: Efrem Zimbalist Jr. Edd
[l Byrnes and Roger Smith

starred in 77 Sunset Strip.
——  Below: Donna Reed and Carl
Betz played Dorna and Alex
Stone on'The Donna Reed
Show. which ran from 1958
t0 1966.

chapter in television: the program ran for
eight years, spawned spinoff series. and inspired
a great number of memorable character actors —
but low-key. philosophical Andy was always the
eye in the center of the hurricane. playing a
widower who lived with his Aunt Bee (Frances
Bavier) and his young son Opie (Ronny Howard,
later Ron Howard of Happy Days). The remain-
der of the cast through the years included Don
Knotts as Andy's partner Barney Fife (as the
deputy sheriff in a slecpy Southern town he was
always imagining great plots and threats): [im
Nabors (Gomer Pyle): George Lindsey (Goober
Pyle): Howard McNair: Jack Burns: Howard
Morris: Denver Pyle; the bluegrass-music Dillard
Brothers and Ken Berry. who eventually starred
in the series’ next-generation spinoff when
Griffith retired — Mayberry RI'D. The Griffith
show., no matter how trivial the townsfolk's
problems seemed. or how silly Barney's antics
became. was warm and believable.

There is an interesting family tree of tele-
vision of which the Andy Griffith Show was one
branch. Sheldon Leonard. former movie heavy,
was the producer of the Danny Thomas and
Griffith shows. and. later, The Dick Van Dyke
Show. which starred Van Dyke and Mary Tyler
Moore. Later she headed her own production






company with a dozen of TV's classic scrics.
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Tony Thomas,
That Girl's Marlo Thomas) produced shows like
Soap. Benson and The Golden Girls.

Paul Henning began his own TV-production
empire in 1957 with The Real McCoys. starring

character actor Walter Brennan {possessor of

three Oscars). and concerning @ poor West
Virginia family transplanted to California. The
warm humor was well played by eother cast
members,
QOur Miss Brooks. and later to star in Slattery's
People and It Takes Two) and Kathy Nolan.
Brennan later starred in The Tycoon, quite
differently made up as a millionaire, and
became active in rightwing politics.

Steve Allen’s replacement on The Toenight
Show was eventually settled when Jack Paar
became host. With a retiring, cerebral image,
Paar cultivated a group of character actors as
regular guests — Cliff Arquette (‘Charlie Weaver').
Genevieve, Jack Douglas. Oscar levant. Alex-
ander King — to mix with the occasional guests.

Danny’s son (and brother of

including Richard Crenna tlate of
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Paar made a specialty of wearing his emotions
on his sleeve. whether it was gushing over
liberal politics or weeping over network inter-
ference. Once he walked off his own show
because the NBC censors deleted a reference to
a toilet in one of his jokes. Equally astonishing
was a major personality’s split-level sophomoric
performances, and the degree to which standards
have changed at NBC (even unto The Tonight
Show. which became under johnny Carson a
bellwether of barely permissible scatology in
American socicty.)

As Steve Allen and Ernie Kovacs continued
in cleaner, and more brilliant, paths, their
fraternity was joined by Jonathan Winters. who
hosted a Tuesday night NBC show in 1956 and
has since appeared on TV with many guest
appearances featuring his asylum of alter-egos
and hair-trigger improvisations.

In the late 1950s children’s television was
enriched by Rocky and His Friends, a brilliant
ensemble of characters and skits that surely
must have sailed over the heads of many
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Above: Ken Berry played
Jarmer-city councilman Sam
Jones in Mayberry, RFD. «a
spinoff from The Andy
Griftith Show. Here he
discusses the state of the
world with a Cub Scout. The
show lasted two years on
CBS and then went into
syndication.

Opposite: The young
Raymond Burr as Perry
Mason.
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younger viewers. Comedy. satire and parody
were the hallmarks of this Jay Scott-Bill Ward
animated series: featured were Rocky’'s sidekick
Bullwinkle ] Moose: the baddies Boris Badenov
and Natasha: Sherman and Peabody (the
genius-level dog who invented a time-machine):
Dudley Do-Right and others. Among the voices
were June Foray (the brilliant lady of a thousand
voices), Paul Press. William Conrad and dis-
tinguished character actors Hans Conreid and
Edward Everett Horton. The animation studio
went on to create George of the Jungle and other
children’s favorites, but Rocky was in a tradi-
tion — already forged by Crusader Rabbit and
Beany and Cecil — that appealed to adult viewers
as much as their kids.

Squarely in the same tradition was Soupy
Sales, a live-action host who similarly played
(via references, puns and allusions, not to
mention double-entendre) to the oldsters. Sales
began in Detroit, moved to the ABC network,
and then local stations in New York. His com-
panions were puppets and unseen voices;
White Fang (the sweetest dog in the world) and
Black Tooth (the meanest dog in the world)
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would be seen only by their arms in the doorway,
and Reba's head was in a potbellied stove. Sale's
routines brought baggypants burlesque to a
new generation of Americans — his outrageous
skits would invite kids to ‘send in the green
paper from Daddy’'s wallets’ (it happened in
great volume and resulted in a suspension) and
admonishing kids to eat their Jello just like
Soupy. When he did, his swallow was accom-
panied by the sound effect of a flushing toilet.

Other children’s programs included Paul
Terry's Mighty Mouse, the first Saturday morning
animated-cartoon series (beginning a television
tradition that has almost made ‘Saturday
morning’ and ‘cartoons’ synonymous). Later
Heckle and Jeckle, Tom Terrific and Mighty Manfred
the Wonder Dog joined the Terrytoons. Ruff and
Reddy were Hanna and Barbera's first TV
animation after a long, honored career as ‘Tom
and Jerry’ animators with MGM: their stream-
lined, low-budget animation processes for tele-
vision revolutionized the industry and brought
dozens of series under their direction through the
years. Gumby, a stop-action animated series with
clay figures, had a short but memorable life with
TV youngsters in the late 1950s. The force of
television-evoked nostalgia is such that Baby
Boomers 30 years later would buy resurrected
Gumby merchandising items for their own
children.

Left: Rocky the flying Previous spread: Phil
squirrel, Natasha and Boris Silvers (center) as Master
Badenov standing on Sergeant Ernie Bilko (serial
Bullwinkle | Moose in Rocky number 15042699) with his
and His Friends. platoon in The Phil Silvers
Opposite : Soupy Sales — the Show.

kids' answer to Ernie Kavacs. Below : Heckle and Jeckle —

ever the tormentors.
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Left: Ed McMahon, Richard
Kiley, Selma Diamond and
Johnny Carson in an early
edition of The Tonight Show.

Opposite : Mary Linda
Rapelye and Jacques Perreault
tie the knot on As the World
Turns.

Below : One of the sleaziest
daytime quiz shows of all time
was Queen for a Day. Here
emcee Jack Bailey crowns a
winner.

In the daytime of late 1950s television came
two new soap operas destined to have long runs:
The Edge of Night tfeaturing the travails of Mike
Carr) and As The World Turns. Among the quiz
shows was Tic Tac Dough. Truth or Consequences,
The Price Is Right and Concentration, which aimed,
with its first host Hugh Downs, at a more in-
tellectual image. Johnny Carson moved pen-
ultimately closer to superstardom when he
hosted Do You Trust Your Wife? (later Who Do
You Trust?), a free-format show that allowed
him to parry comments with guests a la Groucho.
Previously Carson had bounced around daytime
and prime-time shows, California-local and net-
work. When Jack Paar took his final peevish
walk, his chair became Carson's for a quarter-
century.

Surely one of the most bizarre of any quiz
show concocted by the nameless army of quiz-
show concocters was Queen For a Day. Smarmy
host Jack Bailey daily decided just who among
several sobbing ladies on the brink of personal
disaster would receive the prop crown and assor-
ted gifts: the other down-and-outers would con-
template their relative misery as they were
ushered off the stage as losers.

Among variety shows Jaye P Morgan hosted
several, one with her four brothers; Patti Page
hosted a Saturday night show on NBC; Jimmy
Dean brought down-home folksiness to mornings
and prime-time on ABC; Pat Boone rode the
wave of success as a young singer untouched by
Presley’s earthiness in his own variety show;
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Right: Jay North as Dennis
the Menace, a sitcom based
on Hank Ketcham's cartoon
strip.

Opposite: Bob Denver (left)
was the ever-befuddled
Maynard G Krebs and
Dwayne Hickman was the
equally ever-befuddled Dobie
Gillis in The Many Loves of
Dobie Gillis, based on the
books by Max Schulman.
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Rosemary Clooney, Patrice Munsel and Polly
Bergen each hosted their own shows. Frank
Sinatra tried and failed with several attempts at
a regularly-scheduled show and Walter Winchell
challenged his cross-town rival Ed Sullivan on
TV (Winchell was a columnist for the New York
Mirror, Sullivan for the New York Daily News).
Although Winchell arguably had more show-
business experience, as a childhood member of
Gus Edwards’s troupe with George Jessel and
others, there was no beating Sullivan at this new
game, no matter how awkward and tentative
he seemed. Sullivan's success and longevity was
testament to the fact, slowly dawning on net-
work executives and casting directors, that the
little screen not only changed proportions but
perceptions as well; as we have noted, in tele-
vision like no other medium, a ‘personality’ with
no other credentials than a presence or a
certain aura can attract followers. Comeliness

has little to do with that attraction — attested to
by countless commercials with grotesque visages
— and neither, evidently, do the traditional
definitions of talent.

Two spinoffs from other media were notable
hits. Cartoonist Hank Ketcham saw his half-pint
terror somewhat tamed by the cute Jay North in
Dennis the Menace, and Max Shulman'’s literary
chronicles of lovelorn teenager Dobie Gillis were
transferred to the tiny tube. Dwayne Hickman
starred, with Tuesday Weld as Thalia Menninger,
the most serious of his romantic preoccupations
in The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis; Bob Denver as
his beatnik pal Maynard G. Krebs; Frank Faylen
and Florida Friebus as his eccentric parents;
Sheila James as Zelda Gilroy, the tomboy with a
crush on Dobie; Warren Beatty as Milton Armi-
tage, Dobie's rival; and Steve Franken as the
spoiled rich boy Chatsworth Osborne Jr. The
predicaments seldom grew stale as the producers
wisked Dobie and Maynard through high school,
into the army, and then into college through the
show's five-season run.

The decade closed with one of television's
brightest — and, in its own way, darkest — series:
The Twilight Zone. Rod Serling, already noted as
one of young TV's most brilliant innovators and
instinctive handlers (scripter of Requiem for a
Heavyweight and other original teleplays), hosted
the series and wrote a majority of its scripts. The
anthology program sometimes served up science-
fiction, sometimes fantasy, sometimes humor,
but always ‘What-If?’ Top-flight writers contri-
buted, and big-name stars acted, to make practi-
cally every episode a classic of tight writing, vivid
characterization and invariably arresting prem-
ises, through 151 episodes. In recent years of
re-runs it has developed a cult following.

If television's new maturity was an admixture
of good and bad — such as live drama versus
quiz-show scandals — so too was the medium's
remarkable capacity as informer. Abstractly, any
vehicle of mass communication would have a
salutory effect on the populace in a democracy.
Indeed such events as the coronation of Queen
Elizabeth, coverage of the A-Bomb test and the
documentary aspects of Khrushchev’s US visit at
least satiated people’s curiosity and at best made
them more informed as citizens — and, pre-
sumably, voters. But the impact of a mass-
communication medium on a non-democratic
society (as envisioned in horror by Orwell and
others) was dangerous not only when the people
were captive, but when the airwaves were un-
democratic as well. _

Consequently, because the TV hosts are cast
in favorable attitudes, because narrators assure
us of impartiality, because all the ‘friendly’ faces
on the screen as perceived as neighbors, because
commercials interrupt whatever is telecast and
therefore make everything seem ‘normal’ —
because of all these factors some very personaliz-
ed points of view have been accepted as news or,
more twisted yet, as fact.
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In one of television's earliest and most effective
displays of such persuasion, Richard Nixon, of all
people — he who was ultimately undone partly by
television — salvaged his polifical career with a
television speech in 1952. Accused of accepting
gifts, Vice-presidential candidate Nixon read an
emotional speech defending his daughters’
acceptance of a dog (instantly the soul-bearing
episode was dubbed ‘The Checkers Speech’) and
then attacked his opponents by referring to his
wife's "Republican cloth coat’ — and at the appro-
priate moment the cameras panned to Pat Nixon
sitting off to the side. It was masterful, it was
persuasive and it was Television. Like a political
Ed Sullivan, and in spite of the subsequent
stereotypes about his image probiems, Nixon
proved that being telegenic is not the sole criterion
for being a television communicator.

Senator Joe McCarthy was his own worst
enemy. Almost. In one of the decade’'s most
riveting television productions, the Army-Mc-
Carthy Hearings were transformed somehow at
midpoint from Are there Communists in the
Army? to Let's Watch Senator Joe self-destruct.
Television cameras indeed turned the atmos-
phere of the investigations into a performance.
The emotional apex of the hearings, when Army
counsel Joseph Welch repeatedly asked McCarthy,
‘Have you no sense of decency?’, was perceived
by viewers as the ultimate confrontation with
witch-hunting tactics. Actmally it was Welch's
reaction to McCarthy’s breaking a pledge not to
raise an aspect of the past of Welch's aide Fred
Fisher; Welch had similarly promised not to
tread on an area in McCarthy ally David
Schine’s past. It was nothing more, but on tele-
vision, it became much more, gaining the appear-
ance of a momentous confrontation. Very
appropriately, Welch parlayed his new-found
fame from the Army-McCarthy hearings into a
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modest career as an actor and master of cere-
monies on television.

If there ever was a face on television that
could have used coaching, it was McCarthy.
Right or wrong. sloppy or evil, determined or
possessed — it made no difference with McCarthy.
He was ideally perceived as a bad guy, with his

shadowy countenance, darting glances and
whining monotone. If he had indeed been the
super-ambitious conniver, he might have played
more to the cameras, but television was new and
McCarthy was, in the hot-media sense, naive.
Edward R Murrow was not. When he reported
on McCarthy, Murrow could control his own
image — and by implication contrast it with the
sinister Senator. When he displayed images or
replayed footage. Murrow was the master of
what to choose — and often selected the most
unflattering shots of McCarthy. When Murrow
‘reported’ he actually engaged in editorializing,
and whether it was presented as straight news or
introduced as 'no time for men who oppose Sena-
tor McCarthy’s methods to keep silent,” herein was
the ultimate reality of television. For the viewer
is forced to concentrate his vision and thoughts
on the little screen, and this produces an inti-
macy. The television as a personal possession

Above: Cliff Robertson
starred as a possessed
ventriloquist in a Twilight
Zone episode.

Above left: The logo for the
Rod Serling drama series.

Opposite : Jonathan Winters,
in his television debut. and
Jack Klugman, in the original
Twilight Zone episade, ‘A
Game of Pool."
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Above: Dorothy Collins, one
of America’s sweethearts when
she starred on Your Hit
Parade, pushes the sponsor's
product — Lucky Strike
cigarettes. Today this
commercial would be illegal.
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becomes a personal confidence between broad-
caster and viewer; when adventure and crime
shows are so close to reality, men in business
suits looking straight at you must be reality.

So if the editorial caveat puts the viewer's
defenses up, then the arched eyebrows, vocal

inflections and myriads of other means of

coloring perceptions are subliminal — and effect-
ive. The Army-McCarthy Hearings are worth
considering not only because they were the best
show of the decade, but also because of their
implications about fairness, perceptions, and the
larger role of television in a democracy.

One of the most brilliant pieces of editorial
direction, coloring what could otherwise have
been a purely impartial piece of news coverage,
came at the request of the victim during the
Kefauver Crime Hearings televised during the
1950s. Witness Frank Costello, a mobster, asked
that his face not be shown on television. The
cameras obliged, and millions of viewers focused
on his nervous, sweaty hands during tough
questioning.

The end of the 195