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      Foreword

      
      
      When business scholars look back at the first 20 years of the 21st Century, they will
         see it was dominated by company names that forever changed the way we communicate
         and function. Apple. Google. Twitter. Facebook. Big companies that represent a brand. Somewhat faceless, these companies function and expand like the 1’s and 0’s they
         represent, ever intertwining themselves into our lives, our homes and our businesses.
         
      

      
      It’s no wonder then how often I hear of those who yearn for the “good old days” when
         things all around us seemed simpler and more straight-forward. A time when we didn’t
         have to be so “connected.”
      

      
      The truth of the matter is that technology might have been less complicated “back
         then,” but solving problems, particularly from a business perspective, was not. 
      

      
      No matter when, success in business always comes down to assessing the situation,
         evaluating the risk, taking decisive action, and then maximizing the opportunity.
         Those fundamentals never change.
      

      
      What has changed over time, if you ask me, is that we see fewer family names today that stand behind their business, their product, and their service to their
         customers and to their communities.
      

      
      In the 20th Century the name of the family defined the business and the product it
         sold or service it provided—Ford, Heinz, Boeing, Marriott, (JP) Morgan, Wrigley, Turner,
         Dell, and Hewlett, just to name a few. 
      

      
      And, one more . . . Block.

      
      In my work with the American Cable Association, I have had the privilege of working
            with smaller and medium-sized businesses all around the country that are delivering
            to their customers the very best in broadband, video and phone service—connecting
            their customers to the possibilities of tomorrow.

      
      And no company has exemplified the very best in service, dedication and loyalty to
            their customers than Block Communications and Buckeye CableSystem. 

      
      These traits didn’t happen overnight, however. No, they were refined through more
         than a century of business, but, more importantly, through a commitment to public
         service, primarily in the newspaper business.
      

      
      As a lifelong resident of the Pittsburgh area, I grew up, in a sense, with the Block
         family and its newspaper, the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. To me, the PG was always a
         cut above in integrity, honesty and service. Back before the 24/7 media cycle we now
         live in, the PG was the trusted source for news and information, and the PG connected
         us to the world we lived in.
      

      
      It never came about for me to work for the Block family at the PG after I graduated
         from journalism school, but the PG was then and still is to me “One of America’s Great
         Newspapers” that set a higher standard. And that standard traces back to one word
         and one family—Block.
      

      
      My personal introduction to the Block family and our working relationship came in
         a new industry—the wired and connected world of broadband, cable and phone and Buckeye
         CableSystem. 
      

      
      After graduating from law school and finding a career in the cable television industry,
         I first met Allan Block in the mid-1990s. I immediately saw this was a man, a family
         and a company that was building upon its newspaper roots and experience to take communications
         to the next level for their customers, co-workers and communities. In Buckeye CableSystem,
         they have done it, and they continue to do it every day.
      

      
      Today, Buckeye CableSystem is the only independent company serving a major metropolitan
         area with broadband, video and phone service. The company is one of our country’s
         leading and most successful independent companies, exemplifying the very best not
         only in service, but also in leadership. And the company has built the most technologically
         advanced broadband network to fully meet the needs of their customers today and beyond.
      

      
      Buckeye CableSystem and the Block family have connected their customers to the future.
            This accomplishment of time, service and success is noteworthy in so many ways in
            today’s business world amidst its frenetic pace. But what is most interesting and
            noteworthy to me is how Buckeye and all who serve and have served there have achieved
            this stellar accomplishment by connecting the foundations of its past to the exciting
            possibilities of tomorrow. 
      

      
      It starts with one name that stands for something important and represents much, much more than a brand . . . Block.
      

       

      Matthew M. Polka, President and CEO

      
      The American Cable Association, Pittsburgh, PA

      
      May 2015
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      Introduction

      
      This project was a labor of love, admiration and respect. 

      
      I retired at the end of 2009 after 40 years with Block Communications, Inc. (BCI),
         having spent the first 17 years at The Blade, the daily newspaper Block owns in Toledo, OH, before being transferred to Buckeye
         Cablevision, Inc., the firm’s cable-TV operation in Northwest Ohio and Southeast Michigan.
         
      

      
      I was asked to return to Buckeye early in 2010 as a consultant, continuing the compliance
         and regulatory work I had done for several years. I love work and love the company,
         so I readily agreed (My wife, Donna, told me I had flunked retirement). 
      

      
      The Block family, which owns the 115-year-old company, has been a pillar of the Toledo
         community since 1926, when Paul Block Sr., the firm’s founder, purchased The Blade. I have long admired the family’s integrity, honesty and fair dealings, and have been
         proud to be associated with them. 
      

      
      I’ve worked closely with two generations, and tangentially with the third, of the
         family and feel I know them and the companies well. I have the utmost respect for
         the Blocks’ commitment to the community, to the businesses, to their customers, and
         finally to their employees. 
      

      
      In mid-2012, I was contemplating permanent retirement at the end of the year but had
         not completely come to grips with such an alien concept. I landed my first full-time
         job in 1963 and had worked without interruption every day since (vacations and weekends
         notwithstanding), so not having something productive and mind-expanding to do was
         something of a frightening concept. 
      

      
      Thus, I didn’t have to think too long when, in late 2012, Allan Block, current chairman
         of BCI and grandson of the founder, asked me to write a history of Buckeye, which
         turned 50 years old on February 3, 2015. Thinking about writing a book took me back
         to my newspaper days (and, in a happy coincidence, enabled me to avoid having to make
         a decision about full retirement). 
      

      
      The history of Buckeye is a fascinating tale that begins with an immigrant rag-picker’s
         son in upstate New York in the late 1880s, who set off at age 20 to establish his
         own business in New York City. Along with the media empire he built over the course
         of his lifetime, he passed down his business acumen and integrity to succeeding generations.
         In addition, I’m certain, he passed along a family gene for strategic thinking—a sometimes
         unorthodox yet uncanny ability to gauge the current marketplace, assess business trends
         and even envision the future of the industry. The results of this gift are the insights,
         innovations and companies that are the subject of this book. 
      

      
      Members of the Block family have never been afraid to cut against others’ supposed
         conventional wisdom when it came to issues or actions about which they felt they were
         right. 
      

      
      Most of the time they were. 

      
      It’s an engrossing, almost picaresque tale—and as a former reporter and editor not
         only for The Blade but for newspapers in Dayton and Findlay, Ohio, prior to that, I couldn’t turn down
         Block’s request to write this history. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I did
         writing it. 
      

      
      
   
      I

      The Early Years

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
      Chapter 1

      “She Wanted Pictures with Her Radio”

      
         
         
         Cable’s Earliest Days, from Concept to Reality

         
      

      
      Residents of Toledo, OH, had cable television some 20 years before inhabitants of
         Detroit and Cleveland, a surprising fact that can be traced to a family gene for inventiveness,
         entrepreneurship and strategic thinking—a gene whose roots date to the late 1800s
         and the son of a then-recent immigrant rag picker in upstate New York. 
      

      
      Buckeye Cablevision, Inc., known today as Buckeye CableSystem, was incorporated in
         1965 and enrolled its first customer in West Toledo in March 1966. Yet nobody thought
         of providing cable television to the larger nearby cities of Detroit and Cleveland,
         or to many other large metropolitan areas in the United States, until the 1980s. 
      

      
      Why? 

      
      Although some big cities had cable television, for the most part many people figured
         there wasn’t a viable business model in providing such a service in large cities where
         residents already could receive decent off-air broadcast signals—a philosophy grounded
         in the very foundations of the cable industry. 
      

      
      Development of cable television is generally credited to John Walson, an appliance
         dealer in Mahanoy City, Pennsylvania, about 50 miles northwest of Reading, in the
         late 1940s. Mahanoy City sits about 1,300 feet above sea level, and Brown Mountain,
         to the southeast, is another 500 feet higher. Television itself was relatively new
         at the time. Walson wanted to sell TV sets to consumers, but because broadcast signals
         travel in straight lines, Brown Mountain prevented him from getting good reception
         from Philadelphia stations on the electronic marvels in which he envisioned a great
         future. 
      

      
      Walson got the idea to build an antenna on top of the mountain, where it could receive
         line-of-sight television signals. At first, he took potential customers up the mountain,
         where he had built a small structure to house and demonstrate his TV sets. That soon
         became impractical and time-consuming, so he ran a wire from the tower to his appliance
         store. 
      

      
      People watched the sets in his store, but when they got their purchase home, they
         found that the picture was either nonexistent or of poor quality at best. They’d go
         back to Walson’s store, discover why it was able to receive a better picture and ask
         if they could run a wire from his store to their house. 
      

      
      In 1974, in one of a series of interviews of early cable leaders conducted for the
         industry’s Cable Center in Denver, Walson said he began his system in June 1948. However,
         his records from the time were destroyed in a fire, so verification of the exact date
         relies on verbal statements made in the 1970s by various parties. 
      

      
      Another version of cable’s origins gives credit to an Astoria, Oregon, man named Ed
         Parsons, whose wife “wanted pictures with her radio,” according to Matt Stump and
         Harry Jessell, in “Cable, The First Forty Years,” in the Nov. 21, 1988 issue of Broadcasting magazine (subsequently renamed Broadcasting & Cable). He visualized a means of spanning the more than 100 miles and three mountain ranges
         between Astoria and Seattle, where the first broadcast television station was about
         to launch in late 1948. 
      

      
      When the station went live on Thanksgiving Day, Parsons was able to receive a somewhat
         distorted signal via a rooftop antenna on a hotel and send it across the street to
         his apartment. 
      

      
      Whichever version is correct, that, in a nutshell, is the genesis of the cable-television
         industry. 
      

      
      So what, exactly, does that have to do with Toledo getting cable 20 years before its
         big sisters nearby? 
      

      
      Conventional wisdom at the time held that cable TV would be useful only to serve rural
         audiences that could not receive a good signal from distant television broadcast towers.
         Who in Toledo would pay for cable when they could get a good picture off the nearby
         broadcast towers in the Toledo suburb of Oregon, near Lake Erie? 
      

      
      There also was no interest in building the capital-intensive systems in larger cities
         where residents could get good reception from nearby towers. How intensive were those
         capital requirements? Some wags have claimed, only half in jest, that to build a cable
         system costs $10 million to hook up the first customer, but just $10 for the second
         one. After all, everything needed to operate a full-scale cable system must be in
         place before the first customer can be connected; there’s no scalability at that stage.
         
      

      
      The late Paul Block Jr.—who in the mid-1960s was chairman of the board of the Toledo
         Blade Co., publisher of Toledo’s daily newspaper, The Blade, Buckeye’s parent at its founding—said later that he got into cable for one reason
         and one reason only: He didn’t want to err the same way his father had decades earlier.
         
      

      
      Paul Block Sr., who in 1900 founded the company that was the forerunner of The Blade, had the opportunity to obtain radio-station licenses when the Federal Communications
         Commission offered them to what at the time was a fledgling industry. 
      

      
      The elder Block, who owned more than a dozen newspapers by that time, was not enamored
         with radio. He thought the new technology would never amount to much and offered no
         business prospects, so he didn’t pursue it with his customary interest in new businesses.
         However, he did acquire a low-power AM radio license in Pittsburgh in 1931. 
      

      
      As William Block Sr., Paul’s second son, recalls in Memoirs of William Block, edited and published by William Block Jr. in 1990, the station, WWSW, was a 250-watt
         station, but it wasn’t until 1949 that the FCC approved increasing its power and allocating
         it the 970 MHz frequency on the radio dial. 
      

      
      “I didn’t know where cable was going, but I didn’t want to make the same mistake my
         father made,” Paul Block Jr. told a colleague in the mid-1970s. 
      

      
      However, those close to the Block family believe there was more to it than that. Starting
         with Paul Block Sr.’s innovations as a pre-teen paper carrier in Elmira, New York,
         the family has long shown an aptitude for strategic thinking and being able to see
         ahead of the curve. 
      

      
      In 1885, Paul Block and his family emigrated from Konigsberg, East Prussia, to the
         United States, settling near Elmira, where his father, Jonas Bloch, became a rag merchant.
         Dr. Frank Brady, in his 2001 biography of Paul Block Sr., (The Publisher Paul Block: A Life of Friendship, Power & Politics, University Press of America, Inc.) points out that when he arrived in America to
         begin his new life, Bloch anglicized his name to John Block. That name would be bestowed
         upon his grandson, John Robinson Block, now publisher and editor in chief of the family’s
         two daily newspapers, The Blade and the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette.  
      

      
      In an era when young children were expected to do productive work, 10-year-old Paul
         Block got a paper route delivering the Elmira Telegram. The youngster quickly became a local celebrity of sorts after he was assigned to
         shepherd a large St. Bernard, Colonel, which was the paper’s mascot. He and Colonel
         became familiar sights on the streets of Elmira as he peddled his papers. 
      

      
      After making a number of suggestions to the publisher of the Elmira paper about improving
         sales, Paul began to receive promotions. He proved his worth as an advertising salesman,
         and in 1895 when he was not quite 20, left his family’s sparse home and moved to New
         York City to start his own national advertising-representative business. 
      

      
      How many other 20-year-old recent immigrants would have had the dream, entrepreneurship,
         initiative, business plan and sheer chutzpah to leave the comforts of
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