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Introduction 

Captain Kangaroo was only one man. So were Mister Rogers and Buffalo Bob Smith. But a veritable army of women were employed as the Romper Room lady across the United States as well as around the globe. These women tended to be young and attractive, and by whatever name they were known—Miss Nancy, Miss Genie, Miss Julie—they helped prepare generations of children for their entry into school. Romper Room debuted on a single station in Baltimore in 1953, and by the time the program marked its fifteenth year 634 teachers had been trained to present the on-air kindergarten in the United States. That number includes those women who were still on the air, moved away or forced to quit (being visibly pregnant was a no-no on TV in those days).
 
How many children Romper Room educated and entertained is anyone’s guess, but in 1960 the audience was estimated to be five million. It’s also impossible to know how many Romper Room ladies had been indoctrinated in the ways of the program by the time it finally left the air in 1994. Although there’s been occasional talk about reviving the program in the years since then, Romper Room would need a major revamp to entertain today’s youngsters. Imagine anyone sitting still to watch six children on television as they recited the Pledge of Allegiance, bounced balls, and enjoyed milk and cookies? 
 
The genius of Romper Room was in two parts. The first was in inviting children to the studio, thereby guaranteeing an audience of parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, friends, and neighbors of little Tommy or Susie. The second was in having the teacher turn away from the six children in the studio—as much as she could, anyway—and focus on the child watching at home. Those children were encouraged to get up and play along. Don’t have an official pair of Romper Room’s Romper Stompers? Grab a couple of empty coffee cans, attach some string and you could walk on these makeshift stilts. To keep her audience tuned in to the very end of each episode, which lasted thirty or forty-five or even sixty minutes, the Romper Room lady would close the show by picking up her Magic Mirror and pretending to “see” who she referred to as her “friends at home.” Depending upon how much time the teacher had to fill, the list of names could go on and on. She would see Billy and Karen; wish Susie a happy birthday; spot Johnny, David and Renee; and send get-well thoughts to Bobby.
 
If the Romper Room lady ever saw me, I don’t recall. I do remember watching the program even after I had outgrown the target demographic. In my house, with one television set and three siblings, the majority ruled. My mother has a letter I wrote to our Romper Room lady when I was eight, attesting that I was a good Do-Bee—the show’s term for a well-behaved child. (Neither that letter nor the one I wrote to Batman inviting him for a visit was ever mailed.) Even if I had been an only child with control over the television set, there weren’t many choices in those days. The TV listings for my Alabama hometown in early 1970 reveal I could have planted myself in front of the set as early as 7:15 a.m., when Davey and Goliath was on, followed by a half-hour of Dudley Do-Right and then, on another station, an hour of Captain Kangaroo. A good set of rabbit ears could pull in a broadcast of Romper Room at 9 from a Florida station. After that, the morning’s television programming shifted to game shows, old movies, soap operas and reruns of sitcoms. In other words, time to go outside and play. 
 
Even when I was squarely in the age group of children most captivated by Romper Room, I never wanted to be on the show. Getting on would have been as simple as having my mother write a letter to the station, which was about a mile from our home, and then wait my turn. Being painfully shy at that age, I would not have even dared to consider the idea of appearing on television.

So, without a direct connection to Romper Room, why write an entire book about the show? Growing up, I was positioned on the path to good citizenship by a trio of factors: parents, Cub Scouts, and Romper Room. Years flew by, and for some reason what I watched on that pretend school remained with me. I remember saying “Ready, Mr. Music?” when I put a record album on the stereo. On television, that was the cue the teacher gave the musical accompanist (or the studio technician with a recorded track) that she was about to burst into song. Even the prayer my brother and sisters and I would say before meals was a direct lift from Romper Room. I grew up thinking Romper Room was strictly a local program but would come to find out the show was done in nearly every city of a decent size across the United States and in fact had a global audience. Romper Room teachers spanned the world, reaching their young audience on almost every continent. That started me thinking about the many women who kept us entertained, from when the show started on a single station to when Romper Room finally left the air forty-one years later. Who were they?
 
Unlike many other television personalities, the women of Romper Room did not become famous beyond their local audience. The show attracted teachers who were just that—someone willing to teach on television. Some had a theatrical background with local productions to their credit. Others actually were experienced teachers, who found a refreshing change in only having to deal with six children at a time. That’s not to say the job was easy. Wrangling young children never is. 
 
No master list exists of the many women who became Romper Room teachers, so tracking them down required sleuthing. The Internet proved an invaluable source of help, allowing me to search newspaper databases, church bulletins, alumni newsletters, and other sources to find their identities. Tim Hollis’ book about local children’s television programs, the excellent Hi There Boys and Girls!, provided a valuable path to identifying many of the teachers. Hollis was also kind enough to share with me the interviews he had conducted with Romper Room teachers Carol Aldy and Jane Hooper and production manager Bud Eckland for his book.
 
Romper Room could have remained strictly a local program, as so much of children’s television was at the time. Hollis’ book is filled with examples of stations putting someone in front of the camera to introduce movies or cartoons as a way to attract a young audience. What the husband-and-wife team of Bert and Nancy Claster did differently in creating Romper Room was to allow stations to use a concept that had repeatedly proven to be successful. Stations paid the Clasters a fee and, in return, they helped oversee the hiring of a teacher, brought her back to Baltimore for training, supplied the station with the set and props and sent the teacher an outline of what to communicate to the children each day. The Clasters became the first to franchise a television program. (Bozo the Clown would follow suit, with stations given cartoons and the option of hiring their own person to fill the costume.)
 
Finding these teachers across marriages and moves proved a daunting task. Many were known only by their first name and in some instances, that name wasn’t even their own. Instead, some chose another name because their own would be too hard for children to pronounce. Almost all the women I found agreed to an interview, but unfortunately some of them died before I could complete this project. In all, this oral history of Romper Room relies on the memories of more than a hundred teachers and other people who were involved behind the scenes. The Clasters died before I began this project, so I have relied on their quotes from published interviews.
 
This book provides the first-ever look at an international children’s program that was purely local. Although each teacher was involved in the same show, their experiences varied so their many insights offer a comprehensive glimpse into what was involved in Romper Room. A considerable debt of gratitude is owed to the many women who taught on the program, the executives behind the scenes, and the now-grown children who sat—sometimes impatiently—to be seen in the Magic Mirror. In addition to Hollis, I owe a special thank you to Robert Forester, who runs a Facebook group devoted to Romper Room and supplied me with photographs and videos that I was glad to have.
 

Timeline 
 
A new, hour-long show intended for preschoolers, Romper Room, makes its debut at 9 a.m. on Baltimore television station WBAL, on February 9, 1953.
 
By mid-1954, Romper Room is also on the air in Norfolk, Virginia; Washington, D.C.; Scranton, Pennsylvania; and Philadelphia.
 
A columnist for The Dallas Morning News heralds the arrival of Romper Room there in April 1955 as a “boon to the busy mother, enabling her to send her active youngster to a nursery school by merely turning the TV dial to Channel 8, going on about her household chores and looking in from time to time.” 
 
By the fall of 1955, preschoolers in thirty cities are watching Romper Room.
 
Life magazine, in its September 24, 1956, edition, checks in on how Romper Room teachers are trained and reports the show is on forty-three stations.
 
A full-page ad in Broadcasting magazine in April 1958 spotlights the fifty-seven cities where Romper Room is on the air.
 
An announcement from Romper Room in late 1959 reveals the show will air in Canada beginning in January and, in a first for the program, will be in French for the children of Quebec.
 
By mid-summer 1960, Romper Room is on eighty-three stations, including thirteen in Canada, and reaches an estimated five million children daily.
 
The American Red Cross designs a water safety campaign beginning in the summer of 1962 to air on the ninety-five stations that carry Romper Room. Paul Talbot, an American entrepreneur, takes over overseas distribution of Romper Room that year.
 
Romper Room expands to Australia in 1963, bringing to ninety-seven the number of stations worldwide that carry the show. In addition to Canada, the program is on in Puerto Rico and preparing to enter the Japanese, Venezuela, Colombia, Mexico, and Scotland markets, putting the total at 129 stations.
 
Women from more international markets—Chile, Gibraltar, and Argentina—visit Baltimore in April 1966 to undergo training. By the summer, the program is seen in fifteen countries with planned expansions in the fall to Barbados, Switzerland, Spain, and Italy.
 
By October 1967, Romper Room is on seventy-nine stations in the United States and in forty-nine foreign markets, with shows planned early the next year in Lisbon and Morocco.
 
Romper Room marks its fifteenth anniversary in 1968 with teachers on 121 stations in the United States, fifteen in Canada, and eighteen in other foreign countries. The program has been seen in England, Ireland, the Philippines, Brazil, Spain, Jamaica, and Switzerland, with plans to add Finland, Hong Kong, and Tunisia to its global reach. 
 
Toy company Hasbro pays $1.75 million to acquire Romper Room in 1969. The program is on 106 U.S. cities and fifty-six foreign markets on six continents. Hasbro announces plans to open a chain of Romper Room day-care centers. 
 
Romper Room in 1971 adds a national videotaped version of the program that can be supplied to stations that don’t want to produce the show locally. Across the country, Romper Room is done locally on seventy-seven stations and on video in twenty cities. The videos feature “Miss Sally” Claster Bell, daughter of the Romper Room creators.
 
The number of stations airing Romper Room in the United States falls to eighty-three in a February 1972 count and continues to find an audience overseas with new shows in Kuala Lumpur and Malaysia.
 
Toward the end of 1977, Romper Room has sixteen U.S. stations still doing local versions and another forty airing the videotaped edition.
 
The program renames itself Romper Room and Friends in 1981 to reflect the addition of three costumed characters: Granny Cat, UpUp and Kimble, with filmed segments offered to the remaining local versions of the show.
 
Romper Room leaves the air for good in 1994.
 

Meet the misses 
 
Here are the Romper Room teachers who shared their memories with me for this book. Some were on more than one station and even served under two different names. You will see their given name, the name they taught under, and the city where the show aired. The year a teacher has died since being interviewed is noted. Throughout this book, the teachers are fully identified by their name, Romper Room identity and location, and then just by name upon second reference if quoted more than once in the same chapter. 
 
Barbara Aldrich: Miss Barbara, Phoenix, Arizona 

Carol Aldy: Miss Carol, Birmingham, Alabama 

Anne Alloway: Miss Anne, Dayton, Ohio; and Washington, D.C. 

Mary Ann Alsager: Miss Mary, Boise, Idaho 

Gloria Armstrong (d. 2018): Miss Gloria, Des Moines, Iowa; and Omaha, Nebraska 

Linda Ball: Miss Linda, Decatur, Illinois 

June Baller: Miss June, Rochester, New York 

Molly Barber: Miss Molly, New York and host of the national version 

Rita Barton (d. 2016): Miss Rita, Rochester 

Yvonne Bean: Miss Yvonne, Charlotte, North Carolina 

Sally Claster: Miss Sally, Baltimore 

Breanna Benjamin (d. 2018): Miss Ann, Lincoln, Nebraska 

Nancy Besst (d. 2011): staff teacher and Miss Nancy, San Francisco 

Ida Blackburn (d. 2016): Miss Ida, Enid, Oklahoma 

Erlene Branch (d. 2022): Miss Connie, Bluefield, West Virginia 

Beverly Marston (d. 2010): Miss Beverly, Chicago 

Yvonne Brignola: Miss Carol, Wheeling, West Virginia; and Albany, New York
 
Shirley Brown: Miss Shirley, Fresno, California 

Dorothy Bryant (d. 2022): Miss Dorothy, Portland, Oregon 

Sherri Chessen: Miss Sherri, Phoenix 

Patricia Chamard: Miss Pat, Portland, Maine 

Peggy Chisholm: Miss Peggy, Duluth, Minnesota 

Virginia Cleath (d. 2018): Miss Virginia, Spokane, Washington 

Peggy Cooper: Miss Peggy, Tulsa 

Norma Coverdale (d. 2020): Miss Norma, Nashville 

Beverly Croskery: Miss Beverly, Wichita 

Mary Lynn Crow: Miss Mary Lynn, Dallas/Fort Worth 

Carolyn Beiter Danielson: Miss Carolyn, Chicago 

Genie DeLuise (d. 2021): Miss Genie, Phoenix and Denver 

Joanna Diehl: Miss Skeeter, Mobile, Alabama 

Anne Herman Duncan (d. 2019): Miss Suzanne, Pensacola, Florida 

Beverly Early: Miss Nancy, Nashville 

Diane Elrick: Miss Diane, Lincoln 

Jane Ann Fisher: Miss Jane, New York 

Rena Franklin (d. 2017): Miss Rena, Memphis 

Judy Fraser: Miss Judy, Madison, Wisconsin 

Susan Freeland: Miss Susan, Colorado Springs 

Judy Fulton (d. 2007): Miss Judy, Midland, Texas 

Marti Garlett (d. 2023): Miss Marti, Wichita 

Hattie Gibson (d. 2007): Miss Robyn, Portland, Oregon 

Dian Goldberg: Miss Dian, Rapid City, South Dakota 

Patty Granville: Miss Patty, Parkersburg, West Virginia 

Ann Gutcher (d. 2025): Miss Ann, Bakersfield, California 

Carolyn Hagen: Miss Carolyn, Tallahassee, Florida 

Laurie Sue Hale: Miss Susie, South Bend, Indiana 

Kay Halverson: Miss Kay, Fargo, North Dakota 

Rosemarie Hamon (d. 2021): Miss Marie, Houston 

Jean Harrington (d. 2023): Miss Jean, Boston 

Sandra Hart: Miss Sandra, Steubenville, Ohio 

Wanda Hartfield (d. 2022): Miss Wanda, Kitchener, Waterloo, Canada

Virginia Hassenflu (d. 2016): Miss Virginia, Kansas City 

Cathy Hawkins: Miss Cathy, Syracuse 

Peggy Henning: staff teacher 

Anne Henry: Miss Anne, Norfolk, Virginia 

Jackie Herbert (d. 2015): Miss Jackie, Bangor, Maine 

Connie Hindmarsh: Miss Connie, Norfolk, Virginia 

Marj Hohnbaum: Miss Margy, Oklahoma City 

Regina Holland: Miss Jean, Scranton, Pennsylvania 

Barbara Jean Holt: Miss Barbara, Fort Lauderdale and Miami; Miss Bobbie, Charleston, South Carolina 

Jane Hooper (d. 2021): Miss Jane, Birmingham 

Alice Huggins (d. 2021): Miss Alice, Manchester, New Hampshire 

Carol James (d. 2025): Miss Carol, Tallahassee 

Marcia Johnson: Miss Marcia, Eureka, California 

Marlyn Johnson: Miss Lynn, Winston-Salem, North Carolina 

D. Ann Jones: Miss D. Ann, Paducah, Kentucky 

Donna Kane (d. 2008): Miss Donna, Pittsburgh 

Carole Kashner: staff teacher and Miss Carol, Lansing, Michigan 

Patty Kearns: Miss Patty, Portland, Oregon 

Mary Ann King (d. 2016): Miss Mary Ann, Wichita and Los Angeles 

Jackie Klass: Miss Nancy, Salt Lake City 

Marcia Kling: Miss Marcia, Chattanooga, Tennessee 

Kae Lakenan: Miss Kae, Knoxville, Tennessee 

Karen Lang (d. 2023): Miss Karen, Minneapolis 

Fran Lee: Miss Fran, Wichita 

Margaret Lloyd: Miss Margaret, Fairbanks, Alaska; and Tacoma, Washington 

Madelaine Lowe: Miss Madelaine, Lubbock, Texas 

Suzy Mallery (d. 2008): Miss Suzy, San Diego 

Joan McManus: Miss Joan, Fort Wayne, Indiana 

Susan Bartholomew Manecke: Miss Susan, Columbus, Ohio 

Phyllis Mark (d. 2012): Miss Phyllis, Minneapolis and Colorado Springs
 
Diane Megargel: Miss Diane, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania 

Jean Merritt: Miss Jean, Indianapolis 

Dale Mews: Miss Dale, Lexington, Kentucky 

Annelle Mills: Miss Annelle, Peoria, Illinois 

Linda Mintz: Miss Linda, New Orleans 

Pat Nilsson: Miss Pat, Burlington, Vermont 

Gloria Ott: Miss Gloria, Denver 

Myrna Pederson: Miss Myrna, Columbus and Cincinnati; Miss Mary Ann, New York 

Nancy Perry: Miss Nancy, Topeka 

Florence Petheram: Miss Florence, Spokane 

Nella Phillips: Miss Vicki, Dallas/Fort Worth 

Nancy Pike: Miss Nancy, Rockford, Illinois 

Jane Pirtle: Miss Joan, St. Louis 

Barbara Plummer (d. 2010): Miss Barbara, Cleveland 

Lucia Powe (d. 2023): Miss Lucia, Greenville, North Carolina 

Linda Powers (d. 2021): Miss Linda, Lincoln, Nebraska 

Mary Carol Reilly: Miss Mary Carol, Chicago 

Donna Castle Richardson: Miss Donna, Elk City, Oklahoma 

Lois Ritt (d. 2019): Miss Lois, Peoria and St. Louis 

Karen Robbins: Miss Karen, Rochester 

Kathy Schubert: Miss Kathy, Lansing 

Claire Schweiker (d. 2011): Miss Claire, Philadelphia 

Lou Segner: Miss Lori, Lowell, Massachusetts; and Atlanta 

Evelyn Senter (d. 2024): Miss Evelyn, Jackson, Tennessee 

Socorro Serrano: Miss Soco, Los Angeles 

Julie Shaw: Miss Julie, Indianapolis and Grand Rapids, Michigan 

Susan Shoch: Miss Susan, Philadelphia 

Wynnie Sleziak: Miss Wynnie, Evansville, Indiana 

Cassandra Stern: Miss Sandy, Calgary, Alberta, Canada 

Anne Stevenson: Miss Carol Ann, Lafayette, Indiana 

Nancy Stillwell (d. 2019): Miss Nancy, Orlando 

Jody Tadder: staff teacher

Susan Talbot (d. 2015): Miss Susan, Australia 

Jeanne Taschioglou: Miss Jean, Bangor, Maine; and Miss Nancy, Great Falls, Montana 

Ann Tickle: Miss Ann, Bristol, Virginia 

Ruby Peterson Unger: Miss Nancy/Ms. Nancy, San Francisco 

Rosemarie Van Camp (d. 2021): Miss Rosemarie, Wheeling, West Virginia 

Kathy Walters: Miss Kathy, Decatur, Illinois 

Connie Ward: Miss Connie, Toledo 

Pat Ward: Miss Nancy, Nashville; and Miss Pat, Burlington, New Jersey 

Paula Jane Watters: Miss Paula, Cincinnati 

Eleanor Willis (d. 2026): Miss Eleanor, Nashville 

June Young (d. 2019): Miss June, St. Petersburg and Tampa 

Sabina Zolte: Miss Binnie, Buffalo
 

Chapter 1: Introducing Bert and Nancy 
 
Anyone watching a young Bert Claster play tennis in the 1920s would have thought that was where his future lay. Almost from the time he first expressed an interest in the sport, at age ten in 1920, he made his presence on the court felt. Bert dominated as a singles player and for the seven years from 1925 to 1931 ruled as the tennis champion of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. Interest in his playing was so great that, during a 1929 exhibition match between Bert and an Olympic gold medalist, temporary bleachers erected to holds hundreds of spectators collapsed under the weight of the crowd. Anyone who didn’t follow his career in person could read about him in one of the city’s four newspapers. The September 5, 1924, edition of The Evening News, for example, featured a front-page story about Bert winning the county championship by beating a player sixteen years older. A large photograph of Bert stretched across two columns showed him staring straight ahead, unsmiling, holding the trophy in his left hand. Anyone who witnessed his years on the court could be forgiven for not predicting Bert would move in an entirely different direction, in the fledgling industry of television and with a charming program for preschoolers called Romper Room.
 
Bertram Hugh Claster was born in Harrisburg on March 14, 1910, the last of Joseph and Beatrice Claster’s six children and among the first generation of Clasters native to the United States. The first Claster to arrive was Bert’s grandfather, Hayman, who fled violence against Jews in Lithuania and made his way to the Pennsylvania capital in 1881. He earned enough selling clothing and notions to send for his family overseas, including Bert’s eventual father, Joseph. Joseph and his older brother were barely out of their teens when they went into business together selling clothes and operating as Claster Bros. Joseph, who married a New Yorker named Beatrice in 1893 when he was nineteen and she three years younger, fathered four girls and two boys. Bert’s only brother, Harold, was born in 1905. 
 
The year Bert was born, the Clasters purchased a two-story home at 801 North Second Street, a few blocks from the Susquehanna River and a short walk to the state Capitol building. The family home stood a stone’s throw from the Harrisburg Silk Mill, where the normal noise of the neighborhood would occasionally be interrupted by employee functions—on at least one occasion workers gathered for an ice cream festival and street dance on the lawn in front of the North Street plant.
 
The Claster family attracted frequent mentions from Harrisburg’s newspapers of the day, but those were largely restricted to short items about the sisters entertaining out-of-town visitors or getting engaged or married. It was Bert the newspapers covered with the greatest enthusiasm for his tennis prowess. The newspapers at various times referred to him as “a boy in years but a man when a tennis racquet is attached to his right hand” and “one of the classiest stars in the younger tennis set.” As Bert told a newspaper reporter in 1924: “I used to play baseball, football and basketball, but now tennis is the only sport for me.” By the start of 1926, Bert was ranked fifth among the boys’ national singles players by the United States Lawn Tennis Association. In addition to dominating his rivals in Harrisburg, Bert amassed a collection of regional and state titles.
 
Both Bert and Harold attended Harrisburg Academy, an all-boys school. Bert’s graduation in 1928 merited another front-page story in The Evening News. He had been honored “for all-around excellence,” an award given annually “to the member of the graduating class who distinguishes himself in all-around activity at the institution and who renders the greatest service to the school.” Among the accolades and accomplishments Bert racked up at Harrisburg Academy: salutatorian, president of his class, captain of the tennis and basketball teams, and a member of the Cum Laude Society, an organization for the top scholars. He graduated as tennis champion of the school and with awards for excellence in math and French. A year after Bert’s graduation, his parents endowed the school with an annual award in his name intended for the student chosen best all-around athlete.
 
Although Bert’s parents lacked a formal education—neither made it to high school—they sent all of their children to college. Three of Bert’s sisters went to Goucher College, an all-women’s school in Baltimore, eighty miles to the south. A fourth, Clarabelle, who was known for having “a dramatic soprano voice of great sweetness and range,” studied music at Harcum College in Bryn Mawr. Harold went on to Cornell University and graduated from Dickinson Law School. Bert enrolled in Ohio State University in the fall of 1929, where he signed on to play both tennis and basketball. Beginning in the summer of 1933, Bert went to work as a salesman for a Philadelphia company peddling equipment and supplies for beauty shops. His sales route took him throughout Central Pennsylvania and across the border into Maryland, where at some point he was introduced by friends to Nancy Goldman, a student at Goucher College.
 
Romper Room’s future Miss Nancy was born in Baltimore on March 7, 1915, the oldest of three children of L. Edwin Goldman and the former Rita Strauss. Like the Clasters, the Goldmans came from immigrant stock. Her great-grandfathers immigrated to the United States from Germany in the mid-1880s amid the same anti-Jewish sentiment that had forced the Clasters from Lithuania. Nancy’s paternal grandfather, Harry Goldman, was a first-generation American who found himself caught up in the sport of “base ball,” as it was spelled at the time, and proved key in bringing professional baseball to town twice: the Orioles, in 1901, and the Terrapins when the Federal League team took the field a dozen years later. A magistrate, Goldman invested in the Terrapins, convinced others to do likewise, and he and Edwin served as directors. The younger Goldman, who played baseball for Baltimore City College, had graduated with a law degree from the University of Maryland in 1907, which would prove useful. He sued the American and National leagues, accusing the more established organizations of violating U.S. anti-trust laws for poaching players from the Federal League. The Terrapins initially won in court but lost on appeal and the U.S. Supreme Court unanimously voted to reject the Federal League’s claims. The 1922 ruling, which stands today, exempted baseball from having to follow anti-trust laws. 
 
With her father and grandfather so intimately involved with the Terrapins, there’s little doubt Nancy grew up hearing stories about the sport. But baseball wasn’t her game, even though she had a heck of a throwing arm. During her time at the private Park School in Baltimore, Nancy captured first place at a 1930 event when she tossed a baseball 137 feet. She also placed first for throwing a basketball sixty-three feet. Two years later, when the school singled out five girls to receive its highest honor for athletics, Nancy was one of them, for her skills on the varsity volleyball team. She and Bert might have found common ground in their love of sports. Nancy played tennis as well as field hockey for Goucher, where she majored in economics and sociology and minored in education. Nancy said her father “inspired us to be decent students and said that was the most valuable thing he could give us anyway because it was the only thing you keep. He said, ‘You know, people can give you money and you never know what happens to it in the future, but you can’t take an education away, so get it while you can.’ … So I was a pretty good student. I was the only one in the family who wasn’t Phi Beta Kappa. I will say that, but my marks were fairly damn decent.”
 
After a short courtship, Bert and Nancy married just after lunch on Sunday, August 28, 1938, on the lawn of her parent’s home. About a hundred people were invited to witness the occasion. As Baltimore’s The Evening News would report to the folks back in Bert’s hometown the next afternoon: “The bride wore a white satin gown trimmed with rosepoint lace. The long tulle veil and train were trimmed with the same lace and with orange blossoms. She carried a bouquet of orchids, roses and lilies of the valley.” No such description was offered about what Bert wore. After a honeymoon trip to Nova Scotia, the newlyweds moved into an apartment in Baltimore. 
 
Bert continued to hawk beauty supplies until he changed careers in 1941. He became the assistant to Isador “Izzy” Rappaport, a promoter who owned the Hippodrome and other Baltimore theaters. By the 1940s, the Hippodrome was among the last theaters still on the fading vaudeville circuit. Bert was put to work producing all of the stage shows for the Hippodrome, which brought in live acts. Frank Sinatra, Sid Caesar, Rudy Vallee and Rosemary Clooney, among many others, graced its stage. As he one day would in the world of television, Bert proved he was an idea man. Boxoffice publication, a trade magazine for exhibitors, frequently noted how he was filling seats of the Hippodrome. He held an advance, midnight screening for police and cabbies of the 1949 movie He Walked by Night because those two occupations required working at night. The next year Bert generated free publicity for the movie And Baby Makes Three through radio (listeners submitted songs with the word “baby” in the title), newspaper (the Baltimore Home-News ran a baby photo contest) and sheer moxie (he had an usher dressed as a baby handing out pamphlets in the heart of downtown). He also produced the stage shows at the Hippodrome, including those carried beyond the theater via Baltimore’s radio and television stations. The ideas continued to come when TV station WBAL offered Bert a chance as a producer. 
 
“We always knew that Dad took a tremendous risk in jumping into television so early, but he had the unique ability to produce live programming,” said the Clasters’ oldest child, Sally, who eventually would become Miss Sally on Romper Room. “Not a lot of people had that skill or that talent and he did.” John Claster, Bert and Nancy’s only son, said TV station executives were drawn by his father’s knowledge of lighting, staging and production he had learned at the Hippodrome and other theaters. “The television medium back in the late 1940s was so new technically … there was such a tremendous need for lighting experts at that time. The cameras back then needed so much lighting you could almost melt a candle under them.”
 
By the fall of 1948, when the Federal Communications Commission instituted a “freeze” on granting licenses for new television stations, Baltimore already had two: WMAR, which signed on eleven months earlier, and WBAL, just six months old. Across Baltimore, television sets were being installed at the rate of about 125 a day—requiring TV installers to deliver a set and tune it for the best reception. With a few exceptions, the stations didn’t provide much in the way of programming. Both stations transmitted test patterns from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Monday through Friday to help installers adjust the reception on individual sets, with only occasional breaks for actual shows. Nationwide, only thirty-eight stations were broadcasting, and reached about thirty percent of the population. Families weren’t waiting to buy a set. In fact, a few months before the first station signed on in Indianapolis, in June 1949, 900 sets had already been installed. 
 
WBAL, the first television station to welcome Bert Claster, made its home in a modern-looking five-story building at 2610 North Charles Street, two miles from the city center, that it also shared with radio station WBAL. The TV station aired programs sixty hours a week, with half locally originated. Bert brought a talent show for children called The Candy Corner to WBAL that aired at 7 p.m. Wednesdays, initially for twenty minutes. In reviewing the program, the trade bible Variety opined that Baltimore was home to future Fred Astairs, Vic Damones, and Mary Martins and the show “could easily round out a half-hour and give more small fry a chance.” 

Bert ran his fledgling television enterprise from the suburban home of Nancy’s parents. They had moved in when Nancy was pregnant with her third child, Candace, who was born in 1947. (Sally was born in 1942 and John three years later.) “It was a big old barn, the house we lived in,” Nancy remembered. “It had something like nineteen rooms and four stories high.” Nancy’s father had purchased the home in 1922 and she grew up there. She returned with Bert and their two children “because my dad had been given just a few weeks to live and we thought we’d be there with her for a while. He survived for nine years and went back to his law office and there we were.” Nancy’s mother died first, in October 1952. Her father died in February 1954, one day before the first anniversary of Romper Room. WBAL bought more of Bert’s ideas, including Silver Saddle Roundup, a Western-themed program that occasionally broadcast from the stage of the Hippodrome, as did another of his programs, a talent competition for adults called Star Discovery Time. He had shows for adults and for children. “There were shows that lasted a year or two,” said Sally Claster. “They had a singing cowboy show. They had a show called Birthday Land for kids. It was cute. I think it lasted three or four or five years, but it never had the reach of a Romper Room or a Bowling for Dollars.”
 
With Romper Room, Bert saw an opportunity for an overlooked audience. “The idea for the show just popped out,” Bert told a United Press International reporter in 1973. “There was nothing on the air for the preschool child.” Nancy worked with Bert on the format “for months,” but WBAL wasn’t interested. If WBAL executives had conducted any research, they would have found examples of programming for preschoolers already on the air in other parts of the country. Fran Norris, for example, hosted a daily show on WBNS in Columbus, Ohio, originally called TV Babysitter. WAAM, Baltimore’s newest station, in 1950 debuted a weekly program called Baltimore Classroom that brought a kindergarten teacher and students into the studio and broadcast the lessons. Even so, Romper Room wasn’t an easy sale and television executives approached the notion cautiously. “Bert is stubborn when he thinks he has the right idea,” Nancy once said. “He wouldn’t give up on the idea. It took almost a year to convince them, and then they would give it only a trial run.” Even as Bert tried to convince WBAL to buy the idea, Baltimore’s television stations were trying to reach children through their sets as a matter of necessity. In January 1953, when city employees went on strike and schools went unheated because janitors weren’t around to stoke the furnaces, the stations experimented with distance learning. Teachers agreed to broadcast their lessons over the airwaves. Some children joined their teachers in studio classrooms; most watched from the warmth of their homes. The short-lived experiment ended when the strike did, but proved children were willing and able to learn over the air. 
 
Finally, on the morning of Monday, February 9, 1953, WBAL introduced Romper Room to the children of Baltimore. The station signed on at 6:45 a.m. with its usual test pattern, and fifteen minutes later began broadcasting Today, with host Dave Garroway and the show’s newly arrived mascot, a chimpanzee named J. Fred Muggs. Nearly two hours later, it was time for Romper Room. Although the official history of the show records Nancy Claster as the original Romper Room teacher, that job belonged to Jean McLane Moseley, a one-time newspaper editor and an aspiring actress. Variety took note of the program’s “attractive schoolroom set” and the dozen “personable but not precocious kiddies” who took part. The publication said that Moseley provided “a poised and assured hand sparking the entire formula.” A full-page ad in Broadcasting magazine’s April 13, 1953, issue proclaimed Moseley to be “Romper Room’s attractive hostess, and idol of all preschoolers …” She would describe herself as “Fresh and winsome rather than glamorous …” For the first three weeks Romper Room aired without commercial interruptions because WBAL was unable to line up any business willing to serve as sponsor. To determine whether anyone was watching Romper Room, viewers were invited to write in and find out where to get a Hopalong Cassidy toothbrush. More than 3,600 viewers replied. A week later, the local chain Read’s Drug Stores signed on as sponsor and remained an advertiser for years. Soon after Romper Room hit the air, Bert moved his office from the family home and set up in downtown Baltimore, three blocks south of WBAL. As Nancy described it: “It was about as big as a closet, but it had a desk.” The same week that Variety took notice of his newest show, Bert had five programs on WBAL that collectively filled about thirteen hours of the station’s airtime. Exactly how long Moseley remained as the initial Romper Room teacher is difficult to say. She was around at least into August, when the station advertised her appearance at a Baltimore amusement park. One of her sons, Mike, said his mother told him she was supposed to receive an ownership stake in the program instead of merely a salary. “Truthfully, I don’t know if the show was her idea, was his idea, or some mixture of the two, but certainly her understanding was she wasn’t somebody who had been hired off the street to do the show. They had a difference of opinion, which lead to her turning down his offer, which wasn’t a very good one, and he recruited his wife to do the show.”
 
Sally Claster said her mother devised the teacher role. “She trained that original person. My recollection is that she got sick and nobody else knew how to do the work, so mom went and did it.”
 
Nancy Claster took over, using the stage name Nancy Rogers and going on air as “Miss Nancy.” Although she liked to say she was “born, bred, and buttered in ‘Bawlmer,’” Nancy had to make one concession to her new career in television: “…one of the first things I had to learn to do—and luckily I had a minor amount of theatrics at college—was lose my Bawlmer accent.” “I’d never been in front of a TV camera,” Nancy told TV Guide in 1969. “Besides, back then Bert and I were making eighty dollars a week between us—and we had three kids to feed.” Their children at the time were eight, six, and three years old. “It was in the middle of the week and one day mom went off to be on TV,” Sally recalled.
 
In its first year on WBAL, Romper Room caught the attention of Harold Soldinger, a former animator for Warner Bros. who was running the TV station WTAR in Norfolk, Virginia. Soldinger’s son Stephen recalled: “He went to Bert Claster and said, ‘You really ought to offer this to other TV stations and syndicate it.’ He said, ‘If you do that, I would carry it.’” Bert agreed, and arranged to train a Norfolk woman, Elizabeth Crane Moore, to go on the air as Miss Betty beginning in August. Romper Room had spread beyond the halls of WBAL to another station. It certainly wouldn’t be the last. 
 
“The story I remember Bert Claster telling me is he started it local and live in Baltimore with his wife Nancy and some guy from another city came to him and said, ‘You don’t mind if I use your idea, do you?’” said Mary Carol Reilly, who portrayed Miss Mary Carol in Chicago. “And he said, ‘Use my idea? Hell, I’ll sell you my idea!’ And that’s what started him off with going local and live like that.”
 
Whether Bert would have made such a move without Soldinger’s prompting can’t be known, but he was grateful that it happened. The following May, Bert wrote to Soldinger: “I want you to know that I will never forget the part you have played in helping me launch Romper Room out of Baltimore. It was my lucky day when I met you at WBAL.” While Bert embraced Soldinger’s idea, he was less enthusiastic about an offer from CBS. The network offered him $3,500 a week and a share of the show’s profits. “In fact,” Bert said, “the contract was all drawn up and all that was missing was our signature. But we decided to keep it because we felt we could do a better job for each individual community with the show.”
 
“My father, who was very much a child of the Depression, was afraid that if it went on and they decided they didn’t like it after a while and it went off, that it would be over,” Sally Claster said. “So, they came up with the idea of, in essence, franchising on a local live level and they did it very successfully through all the early years of television.”
 
“If you were network and you went off the air, you went off the air everywhere,” said Peggy Henning, a Romper Room staff teacher who worked out of the Baltimore HQ. That was the fate suffered by another program for children, Ding Dong School, which NBC dropped in 1956 after four years on the network. “With Bert, he syndicated every city. So, if Romper Room folded at ABC, CBS would pick it up and if CBS didn’t pick it up then NBC may pick it up. That’s why Romper Room lasted all those years because he syndicated. He didn’t go network, which was the smartest thing he ever did. It could be on ABC in one city, NBC in another and CBS in another.”
 
Within four years of first airing, Romper Room had spread to twenty-two cities. Two years after that, Romper Room was on in seventy cities and was soon to break into foreign markets. 
 


Chapter 2: ’It was a success from the first day’ 
 
Bert and Nancy Claster introduced Romper Room at exactly the right time. The post-war baby boom created an audience eager to see what television had to offer. The lifting of the freeze put 209 new stations on the air in 1953 alone, and all these new broadcasters needed something to air. It also helped that public kindergarten programs were scarce.
 
“We knew many children would have no opportunity for pre-schooling or kindergarten,” Bert Claster said. “The program was aimed towards them, in order to prepare them for formal schooling. It was a success from the first day.”
 
Romper Room brought the classroom into the living room, where they could watch and emulate the six children (down from the dozen on-camera in the show’s early days). By September 1960, Romper Room could be seen in ninety-one cities, twenty of which were in Canada, where two stations presented a French-language version. It’s difficult to imagine, in this modern era of high-definition television sets and hundreds of channels to choose from, just how enthralling Romper Room was. The show would probably be considered too slow-paced to get off the ground today, but in its time—from its start on WBAL until the last episode aired in 1994—Romper Room was seen in every state, in practically every city of any size, and reached millions of children. Romper Room also found a home in England, Canada, Mexico, Ireland, Brazil, Argentina, Japan, Hong Kong, Jamaica, Gibraltar, Australia, the Philippines, Spain, Chile, Switzerland, Finland, Venezuela, Colombia, the Dominican Republic, Tunisia, Scotland, New Zealand, Thailand, Barbados, Jamaica, Borneo, Lisbon, Africa, Guam and Puerto Rico. 
 
In creating Romper Room, Bert had hit upon a universal truth: Children love watching other children. Children became a key television audience for WBAL and for every other station in America. A 1954 study of viewing habits conducted by the American Research Bureau found that in homes with at least one preschool child, the TV set was on in the morning during the work week more than twice as long as in houses without children. And throughout the week, families with preschoolers watched TV forty-five percent more than households that contained just two adults. By the summer of 1955, television sets could be found in sixty-eight percent of American homes, according to one estimate. The saturation of homes with children five years old and younger climbed from sixty-eight percent to seventy-five percent during a nine-month span, from October 1954 to July 1955.
 
No one had ever tried anything like what Bert was attempting. Children’s programs were either carried by the networks, such as Ding Dong School on NBC (which bought the program after it first aired as a local show in Chicago), or were strictly local affairs. Bob Keeshan, who first appeared in front of the camera as Clarabelle the clown on the Howdy Doody Show, said local stations often put their staff to work hosting programs for children with little thought in mind other than to grab some advertising dollars. This was the mindset of station managers, according to the man who entertained generations of children as Captain Kangaroo: “Get Charlie, who’s the staff announcer. He may not know anything about children, but so what? Let’s not spend any money on writers. That’s ridiculous. We’ll put him in a clown suit or a fireman’s outfit, make him a police officer, whatever, and he’ll basically wend his way through cartoons.”
 
The Romper Room formula Bert offered to stations provided an easy way to attract an audience. The show was broadcast live, at least in the early years, with an attractive woman playing the part of teacher to the children who shared the classroom set with her. Each station hired the teacher, who was then whisked away to Baltimore for training under Miss Nancy’s watchful eye. Once back home, the teacher would open each episode with the words “jack-in-the-box jumps out of his house and it’s time for the Romper Room school.” After that, the entire program was ad-libbed, with the teachers following guidelines mailed from Baltimore each week. In keeping with the short attention span of the show’s audience, the segments were brief.
 
Romper Room HQ’s instructions to teachers on what to do during the show were sparse. For example, Gloria Armstrong, who was Miss Gloria on WHO in Des Moines, Iowa, in the early 1960s, was told to fill her half-hour show one Monday this way: introduce the children, say the Pledge of Allegiance, play singing games, do a commercial, tell everyone to Do-Bee a good listener and Don’t Bee an interrupter, sing along with the Do-Bee record, teach children how to make an Indian headdress, do another commercial, bend and stretch, serve milk and cookies, read the book Big Brown Bear and then whip out the “Magic Mirror” and see the children at home. How to exactly fill that time, including what to say, was left to her.
 
By training the teachers, providing the segments, and monitoring each program, the Clasters ensured quality would endure far beyond the WBAL studio. The children chosen to appear on Romper Room were there for two weeks, providing the station with a never-ending audience of parents, aunts, uncles, and grandparents. Each program ended with the teacher wielding the “Magic Mirror” and reciting the rhyme “Romper stomper bomper boo. Tell me, tell me, tell me do. Magic Mirror, tell me today, Did all my friends have fun at play?” The appearance of that mirror gave each child watching hope that this would be the day the teacher would “see” them through it. Outside the studio, the teachers were encouraged to make themselves visible around town by participating in parades and making public appearances. Watchful children also might see their Romper Room teacher shopping at the grocery store. In announcing a new teacher, some newspapers went so far as to list her home address.
 
The summer of 1956 found Bert and Nancy far from alone at 110 West North Avenue, the home of Bert Claster Television Productions. The company employed a staff of twenty-three: six traveling producers, who were tasked with helping local stations set up Romper Room; five secretaries; four people handling the mail; four assistants to the Clasters; and two staff teachers, who stood ready to fly out and fill in for an ailing or vacationing teacher. The company’s annual payroll was more than $5,000, The Baltimore Sun noted in describing the organization’s staff. The following year found the staff of Bert Claster Television Productions had expanded further, notably with the addition of Harold Claster as national sales manager.
 
Peggy Henning, staff teacher: We had this ramshackle office. It was about three blocks down from the studio. It was a bunch of row houses and stores underneath. We had to climb all the steps to get to the second floor to this dumpy office. I did hear later that he moved to a more sophisticated office. But this was in the first years of Romper Room.
 
Yvonne Brignola, Miss Carol, Wheeling, West Virginia; and Albany, New York: His office was very Spartan, I guess you could say. I believe I was there on a Saturday and he was the only one there, but it was a very plain, nothing special kind of office. 
 
Broadcasting magazine, in its July 14, 1958, issue, described the company’s headquarters this way: “An old row house, reeking with Baltimore tradition and cluttered with stacks of toys and kiddie gadgetry, serves as nerve center of a tv entertainment and merchandising empire that has been too busy to worry about the business recession.” 
 
Peggy Henning: Bert had a map in his office and every time we got in a new city, he would put a pin in it.
 
The Clasters took out a full-page ad in the April 4, 1958, edition of Broadcasting, listing the fifty-seven cities where Romper Room was on the air. Beyond Maryland, the show could be seen in Washington, D.C., California, Nevada, Colorado, Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, Utah, Iowa, Wisconsin, Arkansas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Indiana, Missouri, Pennsylvania, Michigan, Virginia, Louisiana, Virginia, South Carolina, Maine, Georgia, New York, Illinois, Ohio, Florida, West Virginia, North Carolina, Rhode Island, and Tennessee.
 
Keith Robbins, sales representative: It was a very small office in an average area of town that was upstairs, as I remember, over the top of another store. And then shortly after that, they moved to one of the classier sections of Baltimore. Baltimore has a lot of old—I call them row houses, now they’re called townhouses. But they bought one of those in a very, very nice area going outside of the city of Baltimore and set their offices up there and that’s where they were when I left the show. 
 
After Nancy’s alma mater, Goucher College, moved out of the downtown area in 1954, one vacant building became the new home of the Clasters’ corporation: 2229 North Charles Street. The home, formerly occupied by the college president, once was graced with the presence of First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, who had tea in the garden alongside hundreds of students. Goucher College acquired the brick and stone home in 1914. Three stories tall with a basement, the home was advertised soon before that purchase as being a “LARGE, FINE, MODERN DWELLING” with “15 rooms, 4 baths, steam heat, laundry” and “Bay windows in all main rooms.” 
 
Louise Murphy, Bert Claster’s secretary: He owned the whole building, which made it very nice for parking because it was downtown, and parking was always difficult. We had our own parking lot.
 
Jody Tadder, staff teacher: They were on North Charles Street. It was a corner building that was quite prestigious because it had been the president of Goucher College’s residence and it had a big round major room that had this wonderful vista from the windows and that was Bert’s office and that’s where he sat. There were just a few rooms that had windows as it went back all the way to the parking lot, which was near the alley behind it, but it had three stories. We had a basement. All the supplies were down there, all the things that got shipped out to all the cities. There was a guy who worked down there, and he just did that kind of work unpacking and packing and redistributing material. On the first floor was Bert’s office and the secretary’s office. I think there might have been one other office down there, and a kitchenette. Upstairs was made into different offices for the producers of the various shows and the salesmen’s office. 
 
Dean Hinson, sales executive: His office was fabulous. His office was a palace.
 
Hinson, who previously managed a clothing store in Baltimore, found himself working for Claster after he met with the owner of an employment agency who happened to be one of Bert’s brothers-inlaw.
 
Dean Hinson: I entered the office and he’s all the way at his desk and he just yells out, “I understand I hired you.” That was his first comment to me. I’m walking toward him, answering him, going through this very large palatial office. That was very impressive to me because I’d never seen anything quite like that, as elaborate as that place was. But that was where he lived.
 
Louise Murphy: The office was pretty big because he had a sofa in there. He had a coffee table. When people came in, they just stood at his desk. He didn’t ask them to sit down, the employees. But if he had a meeting or something, then he would use the sofa and the coffee table. Of course, he had a big TV in there, so he could watch the program.
 
Bert oversaw two different companies. He served as president of Romper Room Inc., which dealt exclusively with that one show; and of Claster Enterprises Inc. That side of his business produced and distributed a game show called It’s in the Name and a series of bowling programs. As with Romper Room, Bert offered the bowling programs to stations across the country. With the continuing success of Romper Room, another Bert Claster production had to go. After nine years, first on WBAL and then on WAAM, the talent show for kids called Candy Corner came to an end.
 
Nancy Claster: Bert took it off, because he couldn’t handle it. You couldn’t audition all these kids. He didn’t have time to audition them and show them what to do with their hands and help them with their performance when Romper Room was beginning to snowball.
 
Five years after Romper Room made its debut, the staff size had grown to thirty-two and the number of stations carrying the program had climbed to sixty. Along the way, Nancy had become firmly cemented as a Baltimore celebrity. As reporter Laura Lippman noted in The Baltimore Sun: “Miss Nancy hated her voice, hated the way she looked on television, but thousands of children loved the striking, gravelly voiced schoolmarm.”
 
Until Romper Room, few of the programs Bert Claster created lasted for long. Teen Canteen, a dance program he convinced WBAL to air beginning in 1954, enjoyed a four-year run. Birthday Land, which offered children the opportunity to have an on-air birthday party, ran for about three years on WBAL. Claster’s other great success came in the unlikely arena of televised bowling. He developed a series of programs that awarded cash or prizes depending upon how well a player bowled: Pinbusters, for teen bowlers; Spare Time, for women; and the most well-known effort, Bowling for Dollars, which like Romper Room was syndicated to television stations around the country. Some stations even built their own lanes, while others were content to broadcast from local bowling alleys. 
 
In creating a succession of bowling programs, Claster didn’t draw from his own interests. “He was a champion tennis player,” Sally Claster said about her father, “but certainly not a bowler.” Just as with Romper Room, her parents understood the appeal of the average person having the chance to see someone just like themselves on television. “Just the chance to get your face on television is an amazing thing for a lot of people. They understood that with Romper Room and they understood that with Bowling for Dollars. I don’t know that bowling was so truly important. Bowling was a people show and real people got a turn to come on and tell about themselves and to have a chance to win something.”

If anything, Romper Room turned Bert Claster into a winner. By the middle of 1967, when Vince Leonard, TV-radio editor of The Pittsburgh Press caught up with Claster—who he described as “a soft-spoken balding, slender raconteur who can anecdotize all the live-long day about vaudeville …”—Romper Room was airing in eighty-one U.S. cities and forty-seven foreign markets and selling “enough products to afford Bert Claster to swim in the Bahamas.” As The Cincinnati Enquirer noted in a 1958 article: “Naturally, Mr. Claster has profited from all this work. He doesn’t like to say how much has come his way personally, but he does state that his eight producers, constantly aloft as they wing their way from checking on one ‘Romper Room’ after another, brings his firm’s plane bills to approximately $70,000 a year.” By then, Romper Room was reaching an audience of about 3.5 million people. In addition to revenue from the stations carrying Romper Room, the Clasters collected five percent of the wholesale price of each toy advertised. Less than a decade later, the daily global audience had climbed to approximately 4.9 million and nearly $3 million of Romper Room toys had been sold in a year’s time.
 
Sam “Mac” McLanahan, Romper Room production manager: They were both very passionate about the program. They were in on the very beginning of any television programming that had real substance, and they started with nothing. Romper Room, when it started as a single show in Baltimore, was unique. I believe their goal was to have it grow, but to be absolutely sure they maintained control over every aspect of the program. This was evident in their management style and, I believe, it is why the program was so successful. It would have been easy for the concept to “drift” in far-flung markets around the country and world. With carefully orchestrated scripts, a staff of constantly traveling sales reps, and other safeguards, the original concept was remarkably maintained.
 
Bert Claster: Romper Room has been the most satisfying and gratifying project of my years in television. 
 
The appearance of a daily educational program with a national audience—even though it reached its viewers via individual stations—put Romper Room at center stage as parents began to exert more influence on program selections and demanded quality television. Romper Room wasn’t merely there to entertain; it was television with a purpose, and the idea of combining entertainment and education became a model for national programs to follow, notably Captain Kangaroo (1955-1992, CBS) and Sesame Street (1969-present, PBS), even if those programs didn’t copy the Romper Room format.
 
Romper Room, according to materials put together by the Clasters in the early 1960s, stressed important phases of preschool education: self-expression and creative thinking; good posture and body mechanics; adjust socially to demands of group play, group learning, and group living.
 
The Clasters signed up station after station, keeping a careful eye on the many productions of Romper Room. One Miami broadcaster lost the right to the show in 1959 after Bert Claster objected to it airing Romper Room on Saturday and Sunday instead of the preferred Monday-through-Friday time slot. Other stations dropped Romper Room of their own accord, only to see their rivals quickly agree to pick up the program (sometimes with the same local teacher). In Baltimore, where Nancy Claster served as the model for television teachers everywhere, the show moved from its original home on WBAL to WAAM to WMAR over the course of ten years.
 
Mary Lynn Crow, a Romper Room teacher in Dallas who was working toward her master’s degree in education at Texas Christian University, wrote her thesis on “An evaluation of the Romper Room television program” in 1965. She was trying to determine whether the show prepared children for first grade, as was its intent. Crow looked at five areas of development: physical, mental and academic, social, emotional, and creative and aesthetic. Her research proved children benefited from Romper Room, although she discovered those actually in the studio and not merely watching it at home came away better prepared. She wrote: “Romper Room was found in total to give good preparation in mental and academic development; average to good preparation in physical, social, and creative and aesthetic development; and poor to average preparation in emotional development. The show therefore received an overall mean score of average to good preparation.”
 
Over the years, as children’s television became flashier and the likes of Sesame Street captured more attention, the Clasters made necessary adjustments. Adding a trio of puppets in 1981 prompted the rebranding of the program as Romper Room and Friends. But that was well into the future. The Clasters first had to fill the airwaves with teachers.
 


Chapter 3: ‘Every adult that I have ever met remembers Romper Room’ 
 
Nancy Claster: We specify a young woman between twenty-two and thirty who has had experience in handling children. She must be a college graduate and often has been a teacher. Usually, they come to us with no television experience. We advertise on TV or in the newspaper.
 
Sam “Mac” McLanahan, production manager: Over the years I’ve talked to so many people who thought Miss Betty, or Miss Louise, or Miss Annette was the one and only Romper Room teacher. They had no idea (and still don’t) that “Miss Louise” was just one of more than a hundred teachers doing the same thing in other local markets. 
 
Kay Halverson, Miss Kay, Fargo, North Dakota: Every adult that I have ever met remembers Romper Room. Few, if any, realize that the shows were regional. Everyone will say that they remember me. When I tell them I didn’t live in their area, they still insist that they remember me.
 
Claire Schweiker, Miss Claire, Philadelphia: I majored in radio and television broadcasting in the liberal arts college of Temple University in Philadelphia. All of my efforts during the college years were really toward children’s programming. I did several radio shows with the Philadelphia Board of Education. They had a program called Studio Schoolhouse. At that point, women weren’t becoming anchors or doing newscasts or anything else. In fact, there was really very little available for women at the time in either radio or TV.
 
Nancy Claster: We wouldn’t think of letting just anyone handle the program.
 
Bert Claster: In New York, we auditioned 750 young women, turned them all down and started all over again.

Jeanne Taschioglou, Miss Jean, Bangor, Maine; and Miss Nancy, Great Falls, Montana: They were looking for someone reasonably good-looking, not too tall. Isn’t that funny? I’m 5’3”. They didn’t want people too tall. I said, “Well, why is that?” They told me because the teacher would dwarf the children because they were so small, so they wanted kind of compact teachers.
 
Anne Henry, Miss Anne, Norfolk, Virginia: You look at the pictures of us, we were mostly young, nice looking. I’m not trying to brag, but I didn’t look bad either. We were not staid, dull. There was a lady named Miss Frances [of Ding Dong School] who did something for children, and she was as boring as a stump in my book. Just sitting there talking so slowly. Awful. That didn’t hold children. That didn’t hold anybody, unless you wanted to take a nap. None of us were creaky old white-haired ladies like I am now.
 
Jane Pirtle, Miss Joan, St. Louis: The Romper Room teachers all kind of looked alike. We were all kind of wholesome. Not glamour pusses, but kind of wholesome. I think you would call us all attractive, yes. I think they looked for that.
 
June Young, Miss June, St. Petersburg and Tampa: When the man came to town to interview me, he said, “How old are you?” I said thirty-two. He said, “Didn’t you read the application? It says we never listen to anybody over thirty.” I got it in spite of that. They wanted the really young teachers. Really young glamorous girls is what they wanted. Often, they weren’t teachers, but they were always pretty girls.
 
Dean Hinson, sales executive: They had to be the girl next door. The real cute girl next door. Not the beautiful movie star, the Marilyn Monroe. They had to be the average, normal, attractive personality-driven type person.
 
Donna Castle Richardson, Miss Donna, Elk City, Oklahoma: It didn’t hurt that I was Miss Canute from 1962-64 and had competed successfully in the Miss Queen of the West with a preliminary Miss America pageant. I won third Runner-Up in 1963. Later, in 1964, I won Miss Congeniality and second Runner-Up in the Miss Queen of the West pageant that included beautiful girls from many towns in Southwest Oklahoma. 
 
Mary Lynn Crow, Miss Mary Lynn, Dallas/Fort Worth: If a local station bought the show, you auditioned, and teachers were supposed to have a teaching credential—at least when I did it. In other words, you weren’t supposed to just come off the street. They hoped two things: that you were a credentialed teacher in your area and that you had some experience in media, television, broadcast, journalism, something. One of my majors in college
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