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PREFACE

“No matter how cynical you get, it’s never enough to keep up.”
— Lily Tomlin in The Search for Signs of Intelligent Life in the Universe, written by Jane Wagner

The 1950s are often referred to as the golden age of American television drama, and during that era programs such as Playhouse 90, Kraft Television Theatre and U.S. Steel Hour certainly presented memorable plays and performances.

But the biggest television drama of the 1950s wasn’t a romance, or a western, or a cop show.

It was a real-life morality play — one about greed, about fraud, and about cheating, about shame and dishonor. It began in a producer’s study on Park Avenue, led to hit shows on two television networks, then to a Manhattan grand jury, and finally a congressional hearing room in Washington. As it unfolded careers were wrecked, reputations were ruined and a monolithic form of broadcast advertising that had dominated for decades finally came crashing down.

It was the TV quiz-show scandals of the late 1950s — deception on a grand scale that played out on a small screen. Three shows in particular — The $64,000 Question, The $64,000 Challenge, and Twenty-One — were the worst offenders and, for a time, the most popular TV programs in the country.

After those shows skyrocketed in popularity and some contestants became beloved celebrities, the nation learned that all was not as it seemed — that many of the contestants went on the air already knowing the questions they would be asked as well as the answers to those questions, as well as how to “perform” when answering them on the air for maximum dramatic effect.


Hundreds of thousands of dollars were given to quiz winners as Americans sat on the edges of their Barcaloungers, thinking everything they saw was spontaneous, above board and proof of the American dream — that hard work, dedication and study could pay off in big bucks and Cadillac convertibles (the consolation prize on The $64,000 Question). The shows were more than entertainment — they were a sort of tribal ritual that drew millions to their televisions each week to see if last week’s winners would leave with the money they had won to that point or whether they would stay and try to win more. And the audience celebrated those wins as a kind of validation of American exceptionalism.

In our more cynical age, we assume that much of what we see on television has been manipulated in some way. We take it with a grain of salt because the tube has tricked us before — many times.

But in the 1950s, when television was still relatively young, there existed an unspoken trust between viewers and what they saw on that new box in the living room. There had never before been a reason to question that trust. The quiz show scandals were a massive, traumatic violation of that trust, and as a result our view of the new medium — and, by extension, of our society at large — began to change.



INTRODUCTION

It is Tuesday, June 7, 1955, ten years after the end of World War II, and America is in the throes of a midcentury love affair with itself.

That day, the government announces that employment is at an all-time high, and so is factory production. The U.S. is at peace, if you don’t count the cold war. Just about two months earlier, on April 12, Dr. Jonas Salk’s polio vaccine is declared a success after a clinical trial, a milestone celebrated by the ringing of church bells across the country. Salk chooses to make the vaccine accessible to all, forgoing any personal wealth from his discovery.

Everything seems positive and prosperous. Cultural, racial and political upheaval are on vacation. Elvis Presley and rock and roll are in the future. The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and the fight for civil rights are in the future. Vietnam and the twilight of American military dominance are in the future.

It is a time of a booming birthrate, of suburban supremacy, of consumer complacency, and of television takeover. The number of American homes with TV will rise from 20 percent in 1950 to nearly 90 percent in 1960.1

On primetime television that June 7, Martha Raye is mugging through her last NBC variety show of the season, with guest Errol Flynn. On the CBS news program See It Now, Edward R. Murrow is reporting on the recently discovered link between cigarettes and lung cancer. Within ten years, Murrow, who always cradles a lit cigarette in his hand while visiting celebrities on the interview show Person to Person, will himself be dead of the disease.

At 9:30 p.m. eastern time on CBS television, just before See It Now, comes a new show, replacing the anthology series Danger.

It is a quiz show called The $64,000 Question, and nothing quite like it has ever been seen on TV before.


In the center of the stage stands a glassed-in isolation booth. On top is the sponsor’s name: REVLON. Flanking the booth’s front window are two larger-than-life lipsticks, looking like sleek, red-tipped bullets. Contestants vying for large cash prizes by answering complex questions step into the booth so that they will be isolated from any answers accidentally blurted by someone in the audience — and because it adds to the “plot.” For although The $64,000 Question is a quiz show, make no mistake — it is paced, planned, and cast like a drama.

Adding to the scene, off to one side, is a new IBM computer that will “scientifically” sort out questions for panelists. The machine is just about as large as the Cadillac convertibles the show gives away as consolation prizes.

On the other side of the stage sits Ben Feit, a vice-president from Manufacturer’s Trust Company of New York. On each side of Feit is a uniformed guard. On the table in front of Feit sits a box that has been locked in a safe — a box containing additional quiz questions.

Even the show’s emcee is different: Hal March is better known as a light comic actor with a long, but not exactly distinguished, career in TV, with one exception — while appearing with Jackie Gleason on Cavalcade of Stars in the early 1950s, Gleason broke March’s nose in a fight scene on live TV.2



Hal March, best known as a light comic actor, becomes a star as the low-key emcee of The $64,000 Question.


Unlike the average hyperkinetic TV emcee, March is a low-key charmer who chats amiably with contestants, putting them — and the audience — at ease. He’s chosen because he won’t try to overwhelm the proceedings.

Not that anyone could — the proceedings are overwhelming enough in themselves.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” March says, “Revlon welcomes you to a new program with a format that we believe you will find very exciting indeed. On The $64,000 Question our contestants will choose categories with which they are familiar. We will ask them specially prepared questions in that category — questions that, for fairness’ sake, will be shuffled by our IBM machine here. With each correct answer, a contestant may double his or her winnings, until they reach the final plateau of $64,000!”

“And now,” adds March, turning to Revlon commercial spokeswoman Wendy Barrie, “here’s Wendy to tell you gals how to put an end to fading lips.”3

The audience applauds — they applauded the commercials in those days. And throughout America — an America before air-conditioning, an America of front porches and window fans and cold baths taken to break the summer heat — more and more people begin coming in from their porches and sitting in front of their hot TV sets.




CHAPTER ONE: A SHORT HISTORY OF COMMERCIAL BROADCASTING — OR, THE SPONSOR, THE SPOT AND THE STUTTERING SHOWGIRL

“Radio and TV advertising is not a luxury but a necessity . . . a part of everyday living in the United States. Children quote singing commercials as often as they recite nursery rhymes. . . . The sponsor whose bankroll provides information and entertainment is . . . the friend who provides them with temporary escape from their problems. This great public benefactor . . . is providing entertainment and up-to-the-second news . . . . It’s nice to know the name of this great guy.” -- ad agency time buyer Charlotte Armstrong in Sponsor magazine, 19501

By the time The $64,000 Question hits the airwaves in 1955, the advertiser has almost monolithic control over television programming and, by extension, the networks themselves. It is the peak of power for the advertiser, the last gasp of a sponsor-dominated model of corporate broadcasting sponsorship that has been in place for over thirty years.

It begins on August 28, 1922, at the dawn of American radio’s domination as a mass communication medium. The first commercial announcement over the air is a 10-minute talk on New York station WEAF extolling the virtues of living in a Long Island housing complex. Cost of the commercial: $50. Sales result: $127,000.2

Despite that success, advertising on the radio is at first considered a bit, um, gauche. The combination of selling and entertainment is still associated with the common traveling peddler or medicine show barker. Advertising is for billboards, or magazines. Even Herbert Hoover, then the U.S. Secretary of Commerce, agrees — “[T]he quickest way to kill broadcasting would be to use it for direct advertising,” he proclaims.3

The powers behind two powerful entities — advertising agencies and broadcast networks — disagree. They sense the potential for a new financial windfall. So whenever the argument is made that radio broadcasting should be commercial-free and financed with a taxed license system, such as the one that funds the British Broadcasting Company, the response is like this, from an article in Radio Stars magazine:

“What sort of entertainment do critics of the present system expect from their own Uptopian [sic] scheme? Will they still have [Eddie] Cantor and [Ed] Wynn and the cream of the entire entertainment world night after night after night? Most certainly, they will not! Why? Because no government subsidy would pay Ed Wynn the $5,000 he demands for a performance. No government could afford to present such programs.

“But the advertiser is forced to it by the fact that his advertising is only as effective as his audience is large. So he hunts and invents and devises new and better things to attract listeners. His time on the air costs hundreds of dollars a minute, and he dares not spoil it with mediocre talent. When he fails, he tosses away a fortune. Accordingly, the best brains he can bring to the problem are employed. And the result though not always a happy one is our present self-supporting uncensored style of radio entertainment.”4

In 1923 comes the first fully-sponsored radio program, featuring the Browning King Orchestra. Browning King is a clothing retailer, and there is no formal commercial during the show — just prominent mention of the orchestra name in between numbers.5

The first nationwide radio network, NBC, is launched in 1926, and by now more and more sponsors are buying blocks of time, producing content to fill that time on the schedule and inserting themselves into program titles — The General Motors Family Party, The A&P [grocery chain] Gypsies, The Ipana [toothpaste] Troubadours, The Eveready [battery] Hour.

And radio advertising becomes big business very quickly. Total advertising expenditures in 1929 top $3 billion, of which $20 million is channeled into radio.6

A few examples of the power of on-air advertising:

In 1929, vaudeville and stage legend Ed Wynn comes to radio in a program sponsored by Texaco. He portrays a character named the Chief, and he wears a fire chief’s hat on the air to plug the sponsor’s gasoline. One night, Texaco commercial announcer Graham MacNamee tells listeners that if they fill up with Fire Chief gasoline, they will receive a replica of Wynn’s hat. Texaco orders a million hats for the promotion, and ends up ordering two million more to meet demand.

At about the same time, Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll, better known to radio audiences as Amos ‘n Andy, begin a promotion for their sponsor, Pepsodent toothpaste. Listeners are told to send in two empty Pepsodent cartons in order to receive a free sample of mouthwash. Two million cartons come pouring in, representing $500,000 in sales (almost $9 million in 2023 dollars).7

While the nation is rocked by the Great Depression, radio prospers — both NBC and CBS end the bleak year of 1932 in the black with profits of over a million dollars each.8

By the 1930s, commercial broadcasting is in full bloom, and one entity is fully in charge — not the network, but the sponsor. The sponsor hires the advertising agency, which in turn packages and produces the program. Acting on behalf of the sponsor, the agency buys a timeslot (usually ranging from 15 minutes to an hour) on the network schedule, decides what the format will be, who the stars will be, who will supply the music, and who will write, direct and produce the show.

“As the networks saw it,” says broadcast historian Eric Barnouw, “this was a perfectly natural thing to do. This was the concept of the network as a phone booth — you buy time and do what you want with it. The networks weren’t responsible for what went on, any more than the phone company was responsible for what was said over the telephone.”9

Sponsors exert control over their programs by inserting as many commercials as the law allows — usually at the beginning, middle and end of the show. They also begin targeting specific audiences who might become customers. During the weekday, daily dramatic serials are fashioned for the housewife and sponsored by household cleaning products like Procter & Gamble’s Ivory or Lever Brothers’ Lux flakes, leading to the coinage of the phrase “soap opera.” On the weekends, broadcast sporting events are sponsored by products aimed at men — cigarettes, pipe tobacco, razor blades, beer, automobiles.

To take advantage of the weekend as the traditional time to go to market, NBC’s Thursday night lineup for much of the 1930s is sponsored by food companies — Rudy Vallee’s variety hour by Royal Gelatin and Fleischmann’s Yeast; The Maxwell House Showboat, sponsored by General Foods; and the Kraft Music Hall, sponsored by the cheese and dairy goods company.

Some advertisers form long-term relationships with the performers they sponsor — Jack Benny and Jell-O, Johnson’s Wax with Fibber McGee and Molly, Bing Crosby and Kraft.

A few shows, Benny’s Jell-O Program especially, feature commercials that are wittily (or at least cleverly) integrated into the program. Benny’s contract with sponsors stipulates that his writers, utilizing talking points provided by the ad agency, will write the spots. This leads to commercials like this, from 1936, involving Benny, sidekick Mary Livingstone and announcer Don Wilson:

Jack (to bandleader Johnny Green): “Well anyway, spring is here, so Johnny, play something. You know, something appropriate, like April Showers bring May flowers.” 

Mary: “And Mayflowers bring pilgrims.” 


Jack: “And pilgrims bring progress.” 

Don: “And progress brings Jell-O, with its six delicious flavors: Strawberry, Raspberry, Cherry, Orange, Lemon and Lime!”10

Or this, from an episode when Jack exits to call his girlfriend:

Don: “While Jack is making a secret phone call to Lucybelle, let me divert your attention to Jell-O. Jell-O is just as sweet and tempting as Lucybelle and you don’t have to be in a phone booth to enjoy it. So remember, always dial J-E-L-L-O, and if the LIME is busy, you can still get strawberry, raspberry, cherry, orange or lemon. Goodbye!”11 The spots with the light sell fail to impress at least three of Benny’s early sponsors — Canada Dry, General Tire and Chevrolet. The powers that be at Canada Dry, in particular, are upset when Benny makes jokes like the one about a girl whose father “drank everything in the United States and then went up north to drink Canada Dry.”12

Officials at General Foods, the makers of Jell-O, are also so-so about the humorous touch Benny brings to their commercials — until long-dormant sales numbers begin to rise. The integrated comic spots then become a Benny trademark and continue with his subsequent long-time sponsor, Lucky Strike cigarettes.

Benny’s creative approach is the exception, however. For the most part, advertisers want their commercials played straight regardless of how obnoxious and patronizing they might be, and performers go along, preferring steady paychecks over principled protests.

Most of the time.

On the other hand, there is the notorious example of the 1942-43 feud between Dan Golenpaul, producer of a radio show called Information Please, and the American Tobacco Co., maker of Lucky Strike cigarettes and headed by George Washington Hill.

With the help of public relations expert Edward Bernays, Hill relentlessly builds Lucky Strike into a behemoth brand during the 1920s and early 1930s. Hill and Bernays target the new female smoking audience with the groundbreaking “reach for a Lucky instead of a sweet” campaign. They also coin a well-known catchphrase for Lucky — “It’s toasted.” The truth is that all cigarettes are made with “toasted” tobacco, but Hill makes it the brand’s unique selling point and pounds the phrase into the public consciousness through incessant magazine and radio advertising.

On the radio, Lucky Strike sponsors dance bands in the early 1930s and in 1935 kicks off the long-running Your Hit Parade, a weekly roundup of the nation’s most popular songs. (One possibly apocryphal story has it that Hill decided what songs to include on Your Hit Parade by ordering NBC President Merlin “Deac” Aylesworth to dance with executive Bertha Brainard in order to gauge each number’s rhythm possibilities — further demonstrating the power of the sponsor.)13

The Lucky Strike radio commercials are an art form in themselves, utilizing tag-team announcers, repeated phrases and a trip-hammer technique that features the fast patter of professional tobacco auctioneers, always ending with the cry “Sold American!” The idea was that American Tobacco, aka Lucky Strike, “consistently select(s) and buy(s) the finer, the lighter, the naturally milder tobacco.” This leads to the most famous selling message of all – “LS/MFT,” an acronym for “Lucky Strike Means Fine Tobacco” that was tapped out in Morse Code on the radio. There is nothing clever or subtle about
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