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Bob Barker hosting the television version of Truth or Consequences.

Foreword by Bob Barker

After a series of auditions, on December 21, 1956, at five minutes past 12 noon, Ralph Edwards called me and told me I had been chosen to emcee Truth or Consequences on NBC. After that telephone call, as long as Ralph lived, we met for lunch on December 21 and, at five minutes past 12 noon, we drank a toast to our long and enduring friendship.

Ralph Edwards was not only brilliantly intelligent, he was a man of endless talents. He was a splendid host on radio and then on television. He was a masterful producer, an excellent writer and a top-notch salesman. Also, he was a true gentleman of the old school.

I consider myself blessed to have had Ralph as my friend, and to have had the opportunity to work for him. As I write this, a picture of Ralph hangs on the wall above me. On it Ralph wrote, “For Bob from Ralph, for bringing us together two decades ago, for Dorothy Jo and Barbara, and for our continuing brotherhood, I thank thee God.” In closing, I should like to say “Amen.”


INTRODUCTION

Popularly known today as a radio and television quiz program designed to humiliate their contestants through practical jokes, Truth or Consequences raised the bar for audience participation, inspiring imitation. Of recent, aficionados of game shows have faced a major disenchantment with the decline of quiz programs. The decay stems from an era when soap operas and quiz programs, facing obsolescence, step aside for reality-themed programs, which can be produced on the cheap. While preservation in a digital age ensures the longevity of past quiz programs, an official accounting of Truth or Consequences verifies a disturbing statistic: thousands of radio and television broadcasts no longer exist in recorded form. A sad statement when you consider how much was accomplished during the heyday when quiz programs reigned supreme.

On the evening of January 10, 1948, screen actress Lizabeth Scott made a surprise guest appearance on the radio quiz program, Truth or Consequences, to assist host Ralph Edwards in a unique publicity stunt. It seems a student at Fairfax High School in Los Angeles was suffering a dilemma after his “girl” rudely called off the original date. Edwards learned the boy had no girl to go with, he contracted Producer Hal Wallis, whose movie I Walk Alone was about to be released theatrically nationwide, co-starring Lizabeth Scott, to arrange for the actress to accompany the boy to the ball. Surely the publicity and mention of the up-coming movie would compensate Wallis – and Scott – for their time. Sure enough, days later, the actress accompanied him to the dance.

Flash forward to December 2014 when I came across a dozen candid photographs from that memorable evening – the actress laughing on stage with the young contestant, her initial meeting with Edwards to iron out the details of the stunt, her visit to the contestant’s house, the trip in the limo, and her dancing and mingling with other men at the ball. Five weeks later I arranged for duplicates to be made of the photographs and slid them into an envelope – along with a letter to the actress in the hopes she would recall some behind-the-scenes story or two regarding that particular evening. The photos were sure to jog her memory. With her reputation for responding to fan letters, I addressed the envelope to Lizabeth Scott, a resident of Los Angeles. It was the day after I mailed the envelope that my wife reported the news trending on Facebook… Lizabeth Scott passed away at the age of 92. They say when someone passes away, a library burns. It became apparent that the history and legacy of Truth or Consequences was suffering the ill effects of Father Time.

Edwards attained success with charitable contributions that remains unequaled in the history of broadcasting entertainment; raising millions of dollars for various health agencies and wartime projects, including a half-billion dollars in “E” Bonds sold through the Truth or Consequences broadcasts. The quiz program played before a live studio audience, willing to purchase a war bond in exchange for admission to the program. The practical jokes pulled on the contestants, referred to as “consequences” on the program, were entertainment for the masses, not just the audience sitting in the theater.

For Thanksgiving, Truth or Consequences gave a contestant a Turkey dinner; that is to say, he was sent to Turkey – the country – for dinner. A contestant was once made to play a piano upside down, hanging from the ceiling, while strapped to a number of contraptions. Edwards conducted a race between one man on a pogo stick and a man in an airplane, made another fellow live for three weeks on a traffic island, and sent a sea lion to France to swim the English Channel.

After performing a Cinderella act, giving away lavish prizes for a worthy beauty temporarily down on her luck, Ralph Edwards quickly discovered how producers of other radio quiz programs latched onto the idea, giving away ridiculous prizes for ridiculously easy questions. This was where the now-famous Hush Contests originated – voices of famous people giving riddles and clues to their identity, which gave contestants a chance to win a jackpot of prizes that grew with each passing week. The Hush Contests originated from Edwards’ disdain for the quiz programs giving away so much for so little.

“The Hush Contest was called, originally, not ‘jackpot’ but ‘crackpot,’ satirizing the situation by giving away fantastic prizes for identifying the mystery subject,” Edwards later recalled. “The first Mr. Hush was Jack Dempsey. People flew in from all over America, wearing crazy hats and carrying signs to gain my attention when I was selecting contestants from the audience. When I saw all the greedy hands go up in the audience to get a crack at the ‘crackpot,’ I realized we had an enormous agent for good if we opened other mystery contests to our radio listeners benefiting the March of Dimes, the Heart Association, etc.” In the following contest, “Mrs. Hush” (a.k.a. silent screen actress Clara Bow), Edwards suggested to the listeners that they include a donation to the health agency aligned with the contest, along with a brief essay for supporting that particular charity.

“The results were phenomenal,” Edwards continued. “Not only did millions of dollars come in for these health agencies, but with Jack Benny as the Walking Man, it raised us to the number one rated show in America, and with the million and one-half dollars contributed, started the American Heart Association as a full-fledged health agency.” To say that The Walking Man contest was a national phenomenon would be an understatement. As you will soon discover when you read this book, Truth or Consequences was more than a radio quiz program.

The American Cancer Society tremendously benefited by a series of stunts and acts on the Truth or Consequences radio show, based on the inspirational appeal of brave young people, such as little Bobby Riggio, a paralyzed boy for whom dimes were contributed by the radio audience to the March of Dimes. Through the magic of radio, the program was able to go into homes and hospitals, as they did in New Jersey where a little boy named Buster Roos talked with Roy Rogers, Frank Sinatra, and met Babe Ruth, to influence the American public to contribute hundreds of thousands of dollars to the Cancer Crusade.

In 1948, the now-famous Jimmy Fund of Boston was created through a Truth or Consequences act, talking from Hollywood to Boston with a young leukemia victim named “Jimmy,” who loved baseball. The entire Boston Braves championship baseball team visited the boy in the hospital, took him out to the ball game; and the end result was that through the funds received from that broadcast, plus the tremendous work of the New England Variety Club, the Jimmy Fund has been responsible for building not just the original Sidney Farber Cancer Clinic, but now two cancer research centers.

The resilience, the power, the total platform Truth or Consequences offered for almost every kind of emotion in entertainment, proved to be its staying power. Truth or Consequences served as a public service message for rehabilitating war veterans following the Second World War, proving miracles could come true and setting the stage for another of Edwards’ success stories: This is Your Life. “I couldn’t get over the wide range of entertainment we covered,” Edwards later recalled, “from the unbelievable pranks we put our contestants through, to the heart-strings we pulled within the homes all over America.”

The largest of stunts, however, was in 1950 when the producers of Truth or Consequences induced the city of Hot Springs, New Mexico, to officially change its name to Truth or Consequences, New Mexico, in recognition of the show’s tenth anniversary. Known for its medicinal climate and hot springs, the town expanded from a natural health resort to a major tourist attraction. Following the success (and minor opposition from some of the locals) of putting Truth or Consequences on the Rand McNally maps, the quiz program went one step further by helping put Hollywood on the map – literally.

It was inevitable that numerous efforts would be made to cash in on variations of the quiz parlor game formula. As it happened with all success stories in primetime network broadcasting, imitation spawned competition, and Truth or Consequences, having made a successful transition to television, was relegated to the status of a daytime quiz program. Spanning decades amid a healthy and lengthy run on both radio and television, the quiz program has since been demoted to academic entries in both electronic and print encyclopedias. Long forgotten are the stories of war veterans who owe their rehabilitation and new purpose in life as a result of those broadcasts. Long forgotten stands Al Baker and his challenge to hit a golf ball from Los Angeles, California, to Truth or Consequences, New Mexico, an improvised golf course stretching 823 miles… completed in six weeks. Trivia Pursuit fanatics are quick to point out Jack Benny was The Walking Man. How many remember the name of the woman who won the contest, the prizes she won, or the details regarding contest applicants? These are the stories that are documented within the pages of this book with as much detail as possible to ensure preservation of the legacy of Ralph Edward, and Truth or Consequences.

Today’s aficionados are often preoccupied with the television counterpart of their favorite quiz programs, thinking no more of the radio version than a brief facet of broadcasting history. Rather than squander valuable time theorizing why no one has yet written a book about Truth or Consequences, I took it upon myself to rectify that oversight. With primary focus on the major contests and charities, the majority of this book will extensively cover the radio years from 1940 to 1955. Assuming someone also has intentions of writing a book on the quiz program – or in the future decides to do so – it is a fair assumption that their coverage will focus primarily on the television component. Therefore, I have left the door open for the next devotee.

A book such as this could not be possible without the benevolent endeavors of these good folks who donated time, recordings, archival materials, permissions, photographs, and other materials that were needed for this project. In alphabetical order: Melanie Aultman, Bob Barker, David Blumberg (for contributing many of the photos in this book), Brian Boswell, Ryan Ellett, Karen Fishman, Steve Forster, John Gassman, Larry Gassman, Irene Theodore Heinstein, Walden Hughes, Gary Lowe, Mary Ann Lowe, Bill McMahon, Ralph Edwards Passmore, David Simon, Rene Thompson and Steve Thompson. Special thanks to the library staff of UCLA, the staff at the Library of Congress, The Jimmy Fund in Boston, Massachusetts, and Ralph Edwards Productions. Special recognition goes out to Chuck Harter, who spent many days helping me research materials at UCLA, and Terry Salomonson of Audio Classics who sent me numerous photographs that are reprinted in this book.

Regarding a legal issue, the concern of whether or not to list the names of game show contestants and/or their place of residence in this book, which was provided over the air at the time of broadcast, was debated for a short time. Over the years, thousands of people have been seeking the broadcast date, as well as the “consequence,” for which their family relative later recollected. Most seek this information for genealogy purposes. During the early eighties, Ralph Edwards himself had a secretary who spent considerable time providing this information at the request of ex-contestants and/or their relatives; a professional courtesy to the public. That public service, however, has long since expired. It is a known fact (and verified within the pages of this book) that each and every contestant signed a disclosure before appearing on the broadcasts – both for legal and insurance purposes. Upon the signing of those disclosures, contestants waived any privacy concerns they had beforehand.

As you will find throughout this book, whenever known, names of quiz show contestants are listed under their respective episode entry. Such information can be found through archives across the country, open to the public, as well as newspaper archives on both microfilm and digital copy. Small-town newspapers across the country, after discovering local residents appeared on a national broadcast, regarded them as momentary celebrities and treated them as such in their columns. Like a county census, contestants on Truth or Consequences are a matter of public record. Like a good archeologist, one just needs to know where to look. For this reason, the names of all contestants listed in this book were not withheld because they can be found through such venues that have already been made public.

Six years of research took me across the country to compile the material contained within the pages of this book, including a trip to Truth or Consequences, New Mexico. I was able to assist a number of families with information they were seeking, about their relatives, who were contestants on the program. Some of the stories contained within the pages of this book might rival those of Robert Ripley and Bill Stern, but I can assure you they are true… proof that during the late 1940s and early 1950s, the quiz program truly was a national phenomenon and it is my hope that in some way I have preserved the legacy of Ralph Edwards.

Martin Grams, Jr.

July 2018


Chapter 1

Ralph Edwards and the Origin of Truth or Consequences

Ralph Edwards first saw the light of day in the front (and only) bedroom of a farmhouse in Merino, Colorado, at 13 minutes after nine on June 13, 1913 (a Friday, of course). It was here that he learned the importance of neighborliness. “In a Colorado Plains blizzard, you may have only one contact,” Edwards later recalled. “The farmer a mile away who would hitch up and come to help. If it were a crop planting need, several helped out.” The nationwide contests Edwards would later devise and apply on Truth or Consequences, especially for America’s health agencies, raising millions of dollars, were a throwback to that American spirit of combined aid for those in need.

Work began at an early age, soon after he moved with his family to Oakland, California when he was 12, peddling the Oakland Tribune on a paper route, working at a neighborhood drug store, and clerking at the Tenth Street Produce Market.

His first “break” came as the result of a skit he wrote and in which he appeared in the annual Oakland High School “spectacular” broadcast on the local radio station, KROW. His appearance was in conjunction with the recent announcement that he was made class president. Edwards was 15 at the time and the cast included Jack Farnell, who would later work for the Leo Burnett Advertising Agency in Chicago. The station manager heard Edwards doing the skit, liked what he heard, and hired the youth to read the news at a salary of $5.00 a week. Edwards also got the job of writing, announcing, and acting in a 15-minute serial every weekday, at $1.00 per script. He was a senior at high school at the time, circa 1930. The most mail he received was from three people who assured him it was “Marine Corps” and not Marine “Corpse,” as he pronounced it. Since then, Ralph Edwards was meticulous in his pronunciation.

During the six-month period between December 1930 and June 1931, when Edwards graduated from high school, and June enrollment at the University of California in Berkeley, he was introduced to Alfred Penn, director of a group called “Penn Players,” who performed once a week on KROW. Edwards did several parts for free. He spieled commercials for such accounts as the Star Outfitting Company and Silvers, both clothing stores. That same year, he found himself writing and selling radio commercials for a small (one man) advertising agency. Among his assignments was Alvin and Betty, the story of a married couple and their trials and humorous tribulations. On this program, he conducted his first contest (a forerunner to the later Mr. and Mrs. Hush contests) in which radio listeners wrote in to name a pet goat in the script. Edwards also played the role of the goat in the program. The judge of this contest was silent screen actress Colleen Moore. She was playing in Church Mouse at the Fulton Theatre in Oakland at the time. Edwards went backstage with Carl Botino, his employer, and asked her to be the judge. (The winning name, by the way, was Anthracite since it was a black goat.)
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Ralph Edwards

Between 1931 and 1932, Edwards was re-writing the news, following up leads and writing his own stories, and broadcasting them as news programs as well as performing together, turning records, and doing sound effects in a nightly program known as March of Events, similar to the popular radio program, The March of Time. In rewriting the stories from the morning papers, Edwards would get up before 5:00 a.m., be at the corner when the papers arrived, and rush home to pound out his own dramatized version of the news. His Little Theatre pals from U.C. Berkeley would meet him at the radio station – KTAB, 14th and Franklin Streets, Oakland. This was Frank Wright’s Penthouse Studios, where they would act out the news. Then he would hop into his Model T and whiz up Telegraph Avenue to his “8 o’clock” at Cal. All this while he was still working at Pedley’s Drug Store and going to Merritt Business School.

On top of this, he took on a job of writing and announcing a two-hour evening radio program sponsored by Morgan’s Stomach Tablets and featuring the music of Dude Martin and his Nevada Night Herders. He also did other programs ranging from reading the funny papers to classic music. He continued to spiel commercials for such accounts as the Star Outfitting Company and Silvers. Tom Morgan was the owner of the Pickwick Stages Bus Line in that area, and a health pill called “Morgan’s Stomach Tablets.” It was Morgan who hired Edwards to fill in two hours of programming on KTAB. This was a rare opportunity for the creative urges of the young sophomore at Cal. Lunch time would find Edwards writing his nighttime scripts at Stephens Union Lounge on campus. After class, he would write another script, perform some of his broadcasting assignments for Frank Wright, go home, eat the big meal his mother cooked, study, and rush down to KTAB to prepare his assignment with all involved.

The principal purveyors of Morgan’s Stomach Tablets was Dude Martin and his Nevada Night Herders. Ralph Edwards would announce the program, sell a few pills, and get on with the next assignment: Bats in the Belfry, the forerunner of Truth or Consequences. Shows ranged from reading the funny papers on Uncle Ralph, and enacted the lines of great composers, playing recordings of their master works, on Children of Orpheus.

Joe Walters, later a CBS staff announcer, got into radio as a result of Edwards by having him substitute when Edwards went to Cal games to lead yells as assistant varsity yell leader. Phil Lasky, the manager, finally called Edwards and said, “Don’t you think you ought to at least introduce me to the young fellow you seem to have hired?” (Later, when Edwards left for New York, Walters gave him $100 to use if he ever needed it. Returning the favor, Walters was later to announce on Truth or Consequence).

Working on this small station, he had about every possible kind of radio experience from engineering, acting and writing, to selling and production. Throughout this time he kept up with his studies and graduated as an English major and with a B.A. in Letters and Science. Approximately 1933-1935, KTAB was bought by Wesley Dumm, and hired Phil Lasky as manager. The station call letters were quickly changed to KSFO, with the main offices in San Francisco’s Russ Building, and Oakland offices in the old Penthouse Studios of Frank Wright. Edwards was hired as an announcer in charge of all Oakland programs with occasional assignments in San Francisco. Ralph was assigned Bob Dumm, the owner’s son. He used to borrow Bob’s tuxedo for the Junior Prom and Senior Ball at Cal.
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Ralph Edwards

Until graduation from U.C. in June 1935 with his B.A. in Letters and Science, an English major, Ralph kept a schedule in which only the stout survive. Aside from his cheerleading activities, he was the lead in most of the campus Little Theatre productions, and in the classic productions of Professor Charles Von Neumayer and Sarah Huntsman Sturgess. Edwards was Louis Dubedat in Shaw’s Doctor’s Dilemma, Dr. Carroll in Sidney Howard’s Yellow Jack, the Death-takes-a-holiday character in Giraudoux’s Intermezzo, and the wild Darrell Blake in Lewis Johnston’s The Moon in the Yellow River.
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Ralph Edwards

Edwards also played in Shakespeare’s Macbeth, A Midsummer Night’s Dream and King Lear and the title role of Orestes in the Greek tragedy The Choepheri, at the U.C. Greek Theatre. The month he entered the university he appeared at the Fulton Theatre, Oakland, for a brief run of Late Springtime, directed by Norman Field. During his university years, he gave up his Sunday School teaching assignment, but he usually managed to accompany his mother to church every Sunday.

The rest of 1935 was eaten up by graduation and full assignment in the San Francisco studios of KSFO, writing, acting, announcing, and producing. In February 1936, Pat (Sylvester) Weaver called Ralph one Saturday afternoon and asked if he would audition for an announcer’s job at KFRC, the CBS outlet in San Francisco, of which Weaver was program manager. Freeman Sergeant, Ralph’s acting buddy at Cal, had recommended him. When Ralph took the audition, Weaver had gone on to greater glory in New York. Jack Van Nostrand was production chief. He hired Ralph and it was there on the announcer’s “board” at KFRC that Ralph listened to announcers such as Paul Douglas, David Ross, Frank Gallop, Andre Baruch, Ken Roberts and Bert Parks from New York, and decided if they could do it, so could he.

At KFRC at the time was Murray Bolen, the piano playing partner of the team Murray and Harris. Ralph Edwards announced their act. Tom Brenneman, who constantly told Edwards what a great job he was always doing. Elbert Lachelle, organist, who figured with Edwards in a funny “filler” of the program, Hawaii Calls. Charlie Concannon, the engineer for Hawaii Calls where Edwards uttered his first words to a network – and, in his mind, blew it. Grant Pollock, a fellow announcer, who urged Edwards to go to New York and get on Broadway on network radio. Sam Taylor (later a successful Broadway playwright), who wrote a postcard to Edwards from New York remembering Edwards’ acting at U.C., and said, “If you can get back here, I can get you a walk-on on Broadway.”

Ralph Edwards had been stage struck since putting on his own plays in the family’s barn as a boy back in Colorado. He borrowed $200 from a bank. Mrs. Fisher, the apartment manager across the street, and Chris Madsen, ex-roomer at the Edwards home, signed as co-signers on the loan. Wilma Blurton, a girlfriend at the time, assumed half the loan; Ralph paid $30 for transportation to Philadelphia. Ralsten Lewis, a junior salesman at KFRC, who successfully sought a position at Lewis & Gilman, a Philadelphia ad agency, split driving duties with Edwards as the two ventured east. Edwards’ mother, to whom he was devoted, gave him parting advice, which he always remembered: “Son, go to church.” (The stories of Edwards’ mother and her influence on his life were an important part of the “humanity” approach in all of Ralph’s radio programs.)

Upon reaching New York on July 16, 1936, Edwards found that the show in which he had hoped to appear had folded, but he stayed on, having to borrow $50 from a friend to make ends meet. After three months of struggling, Ralph Edwards saw Pat Weaver in person at the Young & Rubicam Advertising Agency in New York, where Weaver was Director of Programs. Weaver hired Ralph as “the voice” in a Sal Hepatica-Ipana commercial read by Harry Von Zell on the Stoopnagle and Budd radio program, a summer replacement for Fred Allen on NBC. For this, Edwards received $35 and made it possible for him to exist until the middle of October, when he was down to his last 15 cents, which he spent on a salmon sandwich and a cup of hot chocolate in the Greeley Square Automat Cafeteria. He then went back to his hotel, the Stratford, 34th and Broadway.* He wired Joe Walters for $25, and charged the wire to his room. Joe wired back $50. Ralph’s family could have “scrounged” up the money but things were tough enough for everyone as it was and he did not want to worry them. The $50 kept him in New York until he was called by Ernie Bush at CBS to come back for a final audition as an announcer.

Ralph had auditioned at every radio network in New York. He tore out the “recording” section of the Yellow Pages in the phone book and had run them all down. Two of those contacts bore fruit later: Allan Ward got Edwards a job for the George Jessel Show for DeSoto, and The Phil Arden Orchestra, among others.

The date was October 24, 1936. Ralph Edwards and one other fellow were auditioning for the post Del Charbert had vacated as CBS staff announcer. Ralph was called first; the other man was still waiting. Doug Coulter hired Edwards. He later recalled the terse interview with the rugged Mr. Coulter and his final words: “I like your work.” Then, picking up the phone to Harry Burgess, Coulter said, “Hello, Harry. I’m sending down a new announcer.” A handshake confirmed the big struggle was over. This may have been inspiration for Edwards later exploring the unsung as well as the celebrated on such programs as Truth or Consequences and This is Your Life.

Edwards met Harry Burgess with one hand hiding the “elbow in his right sleeve,” signed the contract and then immediately did two things. One, he wired the good news to his mother. Two, hit a University of California alumnus he had met in New York for enough money for a new suit. It was “iron black” and wore forever.

Supposedly the job was originally sought by 69 competitors – at least that was the number he was told from third party sources at CBS. What was certain, Edwards later recalled, “There were two us at the final call back. I got called first; the other fella became a judge in upstate New York.” His starting salary was $45, good money in November of 1936. The first checks went to pay back his half of the bank loan in Oakland. The latter suggested he move to a room on Riverside Drive; inexpensive, but not a hotel. He shared the apartment with fellow announcer Andre Baruch and Mel Allen.

Within six weeks, Edwards won his first commercial audition after having become a CBS staff announcer. He tried out for the Horace Heidt show, which he would serve for two years. His fresh approach to on-the-air selling, by inserting “conversational punctuation” into advertising copy as if he was addressing each feminine listener individually, landed him assignments on other radio programs. Six daily soap operas, four nighttime programs, and occasionally substituting on Your Hit Parade for his friend Andre Baruch, whom he roomed with.* Reportedly he was working on as many as 40 shows a week, announcing for Big Band remotes and delivering the news. Edwards was announcing for Pick and Pat, Against the Storm, Vic and Sade, The O’Neils, The Road of Life, Pepper Young’s Family, Major Bowes’ Original Amateur Hour, 99 Men and a Girl, The Silver Theatre, Honolulu Bound, Life Can Be Beautiful, and Tony Wons, Ben Bernie, Phil Baker, Emily Post, and Edward MacHugh’s radio program, The Gospel Singer. Within two years, his earnings rose from $45 a week to $1,100 a week.

It was in 1937 that Ralph Edwards met a very attractive girl from New York named Barbara Sheldon. Ralston Lewis insisted on taking Edwards to Scarsdale on a blind date and there Edwards met the woman who would ultimately become his wife. She was a popular girl and every time he called, she was busy with previous engagements. One day he sent her tickets for her grandfather to see the Ben Bernie radio show. She brought him into the city to see the show and following the broadcast, he took her family to dinner. He eventually won her over and in July of 1937, took a vacation to the West Coast to introduce his fiancé to his parents.

In February of 1938, in between announcing chores on radio programs in New York City, Edwards had a tooth pulled and returned to the studio in time to deliver Crisco commercials for The Right to Happiness. The deadening after-effect of the anesthetic gave his jaw a tough tussle for a while, but he completed his chore to the amazement of the radio cast. When executives at Procter & Gamble learned that Edwards pulled off the task without any noticeable difficulty, they complimented him for “an especially good job.”
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Ralph Edwards (bottom right) with CBS staff announcers including Ken Roberts (above Edwards) and his good friend Andre Baruch (middle bottom).

On August 19, 1939, Edwards married Barbara Sheldon. They resided in West Redding, Connecticut. They were joined in time by two daughters, Christine and Lauren, and a son, Gary. He commuted back and forth to New York City while she remained home to raise the children.

From his very first audition as an announcer in 1936 to his last in 1940, Edwards lost only one audition: for Pall Mall Cigarettes. “Maybe it’s because I never smoked,” Edwards later joked. He would run from one studio to another during the day with Bill Meeder, organist, holding the studio door for each other– depending on whether the announcer or the organist started the show. With all of these program, Edwards recalled “I was beginning to see box tops in front of my eyes.” He wanted one nighttime show so he might divest himself of his day-to-day footrace and sales spiels.

It was in 1939 that while Edwards was an announcer for multiple programs sponsored by Procter & Gamble that he heard the soap manufacturer was looking for a new half-hour radio program. John McMillin of the Compton Advertising Agency, encouraged Edwards to think of a show for Procter & Gamble. He tried the spelling game “Ghosts,” but it didn’t work. His next idea would be an audience participation game.

“I dreamed of a show of my very own,” Ralph Edwards later recalled. “After mulling over lots of ideas, I thought of the old parlor game we used to play back on the farm called ‘Heavy, Heavy Hangs Over Thy Head’.” Edwards recalled that he was the youngest of a family of three boys on the Colorado farm where he grew up. The winter nights were long in Logan County, and the nearest town, Merino, was a good buggy drive away, so it was natural that the Edwards kids should play games like Truth or Consequences very often. In the late eighties, Edwards recalled the idea for Truth or Consequences dated back to the old post-office parlor game in which the penalty often was a kiss. “People like to laugh at the ridiculous or absurd dilemmas other folks get into and like to see how they act to get out of their fix,” recalled Edwards. “So I devised the unique radio show in which the victims must do the ludicrous, absurd and side-splitting things. Surveys have credited the show with being the most popular of any in which the audience participates.”

He discussed the idea of a show with his wife, and invited a few friends over to try it out. The next day he took the idea to the agency. Their interest serious, the executives wanted to hear an audition. So in front of the audience for the Horn and Hardart Children’s Hour, Edwards made a pilot for Truth or Consequences. (Horn and Hardart was an Automat in New York City, the same establishment Edwards spent his remaining 15 cents before a jump in his career.) Jack Farnell, a friend from Oakland, who was then in New York, went to the public library to research questions. Barbara, her parents and Ralph began thinking up consequences. Andre Baruch, with whom he had shared an apartment in his bachelor days, and his wife Bea Wain, made celebrity appearances on the program. Mr. Goldblatt was his first contestant. He was supposed to be a sound effect man imitating an automobile horn – but actually he wouldn’t open his mouth. “His consequence was to be a sound effects man, ending with a scream,” Edwards recalled. “No matter how I prodded him, Mr. Goldblatt just wouldn’t scream. I was frustrated. My show was dying before it got started. So I walked up behind Mr. Goldblatt, extended my thumb. As hard as I could I poked Mr. Goldblatt in his derriere. Mr. Goldblatt screamed and I sold the show.” Edwards later joked that he had “the golden thumb of radio.”

The recording was played back for William Ramsey, then head of Proctor & Gamble’s radio division, who asked: “How on Earth do you get them to do those things, Ralph?” Those on the inside often referred to Edward’s “golden thumb.” With the assistance of John McMillin, Edwards sold the program and quickly enlisted Herb Rosenthal, who was then at CBS’ Artist Bureau to handle the details. The sponsor carried the option for renewal of an additional 13 weeks, after the initial test run. Uncertain of the results, Procter & Gamble devoted funds for prime time instead of daytime to promote Ivory soap flakes, which debuted over WBAC in New York, and four CBS stations in New England including WDRC, Hartford; WPRO, Providence; and WROC, Worcester. If the series was deemed successful, the program would be extended to the whole CBS network, coast-to-coast.

[image: image]

The cast of the Horn and Hardart Children’s Hour.

Truth or Consequences was referred to by executives at Procter & Gamble as “an experimental show,” scripted, directed and emceed by Ralph Edwards, announcer on several other P&G programs. The traditional parlor game had various names, depending of what part of the country people played the game, some referred to it as “Fine or Superfine.” But a radio contest in which contestants had to pay a forfeit for giving incorrect answers to a variety of amusing questions, Truth or Consequences was risky business. At that time, Information, Please was considered the only audience participation show on the air, but contestants were not subjected to parlor tricks. CBS sold the show through the Compton Advertising Agency, supervised by Gilbert Ralston. Bill Meeder supplied the organ accompaniment. The bulk of Compton’s lineup of programs were daytime serials.

In the same month Edwards celebrated his third year as an announcer for Major Bowes, Truth or Consequences asked the initial contestants who fizzled on questions to talk and spell through the impediment of an all-day sucker, imitate a one-man band with such implements as dishpans, garbage cans and coffeepots, and conduct good-humored interviews with strangers in the audience.

“Saturday night house parties should enjoy this one after everybody has flung off two or three highballs,” Variety commented in their review of the premiere broadcast. “There’s hardly a limit to which this twist to pinning the tail on the donkey could be put… Silly and entertaining and, considering the season and the limited hookup of four stations, quite inexpensive. Edwards proves a choice fit for the assignment. He’s fleet of tongue, a suave party man and adept at keeping things moving snappily.”

Ken Roberts was the announcer for the first few broadcasts, replaced in late April by Mel Allen, who was in Florida when the series premiered. Roberts was hired with the understanding that the position was temporary. Allen’s job was also to convince contestants to help with the sponsor plugs. About that time Ralph Edwards opened an office at CBS in New York City, to handle the ambitious task of continuing his announcing duties on other radio programs, as well as moderate a program of his own, which required fresh stunts every week.

Variety reviewed the series in their May 1 issue, citing the program “shapes up as that ideal of radio commercials, a cheap novelty show, with the customers making their own fun for relatively modest $5, $10, $15 and $20 fees. The double sawbuck is the grand prize, determined by the applause-meter, for the one getting the most exuberant audience reaction. As the old parlor tag indicates, the $15 prizes go for ‘truth,’ i.e. guessing a query right, and $5 for the ‘consequence,’ which calls for some novelty penalty, to be fulfilled by the victim.”

By late May, Procter & Gamble agreed to renew the contract for an additional 13 weeks. But the stress of creating a weekly radio program during what little free time he had between announcing assignments was starting to play a toll. About the time he received notice of the renewal, Edwards was struck ill and spent his down time consulting with his wife, Barbara. While he didn’t let his illness keep him from doing the show on the evening of May 26, he had to make an important career decision. With approval of the producers and sponsors at Compton, Edwards took a vacation from announcing the five network shows for a period of six weeks over the summer. His only return to the radio microphone was for his Truth or Consequences radio program, which ran until July 27. Shortly before vacation, Edwards had discussions with executives at P&G, making a corporate decision regarding the quiz program. The soap manufacturer wanted to take the program coast-to-coast during prime time but CBS was unable to find a suitable time slot for the company. As a result, Truth or Consequences would return in late August under a 46-week contract, on a different network, NBC. This did not fare well for CBS, having a staff announcer hosting his own program on a rival network. P&G agreed to raise the weekly cost of the radio program to offer larger prizes and Edwards’ salary would be raised – justifying his resignation from CBS as a staff announcer. The series would now be featured on Saturday evenings over NBC, at 8:30 p.m., Eastern. It was on NBC that Truth or Consequences would become synonymous during the remainder of the radio era.
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Ralph Edwards and crew as guests performing Truth or Consequences for the April 15, 1942, broadcast of Stage Door Canteen.
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Ralph Edwards and crew as guests performing Truth or Consequences for the April 15, 1942, broadcast of Stage Door Canteen.

* Numerous newspapers and magazines reported Edwards slept in the most “reasonable” places, including the balcony of a church, and slept in a movie house, but it appears that was mere publicity exaggerations, proving that newspaper accounts should not always be taken as the gospel.

* In July 1937, Ralph Edwards discovered there was another announcer of the same name, blind, formerly on the staff of KIRO, Seattle, who moved to San Francisco to become an announcer for the same territory Edwards vacated. The blind announcer prepares his own announcements in Braille and read them over the air.


Chapter 2

The Early Years, 1940 - 1945

“If you miss the question, you’ll look good in custard…”

-- Ralph Edwards to a contestant

Week after week, starting in 1940, Ralph Edwards and his crew had fun dishing out the consequences, purposely devising questions that were fair, but difficult to answer. Contestants selected from the audience were asked a question and promised money and prizes if they knew the answer. In most cases, the contestants failed to answer correctly and were then subjected to numerous humiliations… completion and participation rewarded them with both cash prizes and samples of the sponsor’s product. At first, the acts were simple parlor stunts. The radio audience required little explanation of the elaboration of the stunts: One contestant had to make up a poem about specific objects and subjects. Another had to imitate the sounds of animals. One contestant had to describe a boxing match. A short contestant had to ride an electric horse. It was not until 1946 that Edwards struck gold with “carry-over” stunts that boosted ratings, involved numerous Hollywood celebrities, and discovered a winning formula that would truly make Truth or Consequences a national phenomenon.

His first stunt on the premiere broadcast (March 23, 1940), involved a sailor who had to address the nationwide audience with a mouth full of cherry lollipops. That stunt was simple, but they never were all that easy and as the months passed, the consequences became challenging; the questions became almost completely unanswerable.

“What letter is omitted from the dial telephones?” (Q)

“What are the words on a mailbox? (Pull Down)

“If it is January in Buenos Aires, what month is it in British Columbia?” (January)

“Where do you find diamonds in the U.S.?” (a jewelry store)

“What number is spelled with ten different letters? (Eighty-Four)

“What is bought by the yard, worn by the foot?” (carpet)

The structure of the consequences was both strategic and essential. An average of five new stunts had to be devised every week. Every facet of the stunt had to be ironed out to the minute detail. Threat of physical harm had to be ruled out. The consequence had to go over well with the studio and radio audience. Setting up the stunts through third parties, consulting legals, and verifying insurance policies was only a fraction of the enterprise. Some stunts (referred to as “consequences” on the program) pulled off on stage did not go over as well as planned and used only once; others were repeated a number of times over the years, with variation or improvements.
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Contestants find themselves covered in mud.

Ralph Edwards once explained that as emcee (the host), he could not be derisive in any way or make fun of a contestant or hold them up to ridicule. He never used the contestant to get their barbs across because that would have made the show take on a whole new attitude. Before any stunt, interaction with the audience was necessary, by allowing the contestant to answer a couple questions about themselves. The contestant was considered the patsy – never the victim. The contestant was never to feel victimized. Edwards always complimented the contestants before and after each stunt, i.e. “You’ve been wonderful” and “I’m going to remember what you said.” Having learned the hard way in an early broadcast, children were never asked yes or no questions. Else, they would simply answer “yes” or “no.” With jovial freshness and sharp wit, Edwards made contestants feel at home on stage, accepting of their challenges.

The warm-up with the audience before the show was essential to the success of the broadcast. This helped get the audience going and kept them in high spirits. It was during the warm-up that Edwards selected the contestants. He always set up a joke or two prior to each broadcast opened with the sound of laughter originating from the audience before the announcer came to the microphone.
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Producer Al Paschall kissing a woman in the audience during the pre-show warm-up, circa 1946.

While the contestants were exposed to unexpected surprises, they themselves provided some unexpected laughs. In one broadcast, a contestant admitted his profession was delivering frozen fish. When asked if he liked his job, he responded how “it smells.” Mrs. Lebarr, a female contestant, was once asked if she was ready to start the consequence and over the air she admitted, “I want to get out of here.” A Brooklyn taxi driver was once asked who made a better passenger – a man or a woman? “A young girl,” was his response. Edwards immediately moved on to the game before the contestant, eager to explain why, could finish answering the question. To face her consequence, an old woman had to play a wind instrument and, after a couple brief failures at playing the overture, admitted over the air that she had to take her teeth out to perform the task.

A high school girl from the Bronx found herself talking to Tyrone Power, on long-distance from the stage, in front of several hundred people. As soon as she discovered the gag was real, and who she was really talking to, she took hold of her senses, got her breath and quipped, “Gee, what’s Annabella got that I haven’t got?”

When a contestant was sent to Columbus Circle, at a corner of Central Park in New York, where impromptu orators hold forth, he was instructed to stand up on a soap box and make a speech on “Why America Should Have a Be-Kind-to-Flies Week.” The contestant proved to be unexpectedly eloquent. Then the hecklers stepped in and punched up the program with their own unrehearsed comments: “You don’t hear the flies complaining, do you?” and “So what’s the matter? They’re not kicking!”

A man who had to pretend he was a seal was surprised when a real seal wandered out onto the stage while he had to complete the consequence: singing “Let Me Call You Sweetheart,” while the seal barked an accompaniment. When he completed his assignment, the man observed over the air, “Well, I’ve had some dates I’ve liked less.”

One contestant was dressed up in an 1890 swimming suit and made to walk the plank over a big tank of water. When Ralph Edwards told him he was a good sport for playing the game, the contestant brought Edwards into the game. “I had just made a contestant walk the plank, pirate-style,” Edwards recalled. “I leaned over the tank to interview him as he came out and he gave me a tug. Into the water I went, microphone, watch, wallet, tuxedo and all.” The plunge into the water could be heard over the air and when Edwards climbed out of the tank, he reached for a dry microphone and remarked, “This is certainly a heck of a way to make a living.”
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The Stunts

Radio quiz programs often applied terminology employed behind the microphone. By definition, a “frame” was identified by Ralph Edwards and Jerry Payne (head writer of Truth or Consequences) as the most used of the basic ideas. In the “I’m Joe” stunt featured on the broadcast of November 28, 1942, a contestant found himself framed for a caper he never committed. “Flowers were sent to a woman each day for a week,” Edwards recalled. “They contained a message, ‘You are beautiful, love you, Joe,’ ‘I hope to meet you some day, Joe,’ ‘To my secret love, Joe,’ and so on. No one knew we were doing this. We brought a contestant up on stage. For his consequence, he had to go to a home at a particular address, ring the buzzer and say, ‘I am Joe.’”

There were group frames, where a group of people were selected from the audience and placed into a combination act. They could be told to play the Copacabana (or some well-known club), etc. “They really go up and practice,” Edwards recalled. “We have a singer and film the reaction at Las Vegas or the Copacabana and come back to the show and play it. You could build it up one week and play it the next week but that can cause a problem because possibly the Las Vegas people would have seen it or heard about it on the radio. You may have to just do it and bring it back.”

“Once a lady who couldn’t sing at all was sent over to The Plaza to sing with Eddy Duchin,” Edwards recalled. “Eddy Duchin introduced her as the new vocalist. She was not passable in any way, shape nor form and confounded the very elegant group at The Plaza.”
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A contestant is strapped into a chair and hanging upside down from the ceiling to play “Keep Your Sunny Side Up” on the piano. (Broadcast of September 4, 1943.)

“The mind reader” was another frame. A man helped frame his wife and we introduced another contestant as a mind reader. We once used Billy Barty for this stunt. The woman contestant was going to have her mind ready by ‘Lady Gasava’ who was another contestant with earphones hidden under a turban. She was plugged into a man under the table, fed backstage to a speaker at which was the woman’s husband. Any question was asked, the husband provided the correct answer. The woman was completely confounded that the turbaned woman knew everything about her. Finally, the man came out from behind, holding the mike, getting closer and closer until she realized he was the one ‘spilling the beans.’”

“The Lady Ralph was a great frame where a man contestant was brought up to the stage,” Jeremy Fox explained. “He was sent out to the street to find someone and tell that person he was Ralph Edwards and came on back and gave them a question and if they told the truth they could avoid the consequence – which was to dance the samba. He was sent out under the leadership of an aide and went on the street. In the meantime, Ralph Edwards dressed up like a lady, wearing a wig. The aide went on the street and got the contestant (we had arranged for the street to be closed so he could find no one. An aide brought him back and we sent out another aide to find someone. Aide comes back with Ralph as a lady and is introduced to the man as Mrs. So and So, and the consequence started. The man had to pretend he was Ralph and took the real Ralph (whom he didn’t realize was the real Edwards) on stage and they started to dance and the result was a lot of fun. He was a small fellow, purposely picked so Ralph could swing him around, etc. He whirled him around and landed on top of him and then the real Ralph asked him, “Who are you?” The man replied that he was Ralph Edwards. The real Ralph said, “No, you’re not, because I am! It played far better than it could be told.”

“Another wonderful frame was the little old lady from the audience who would do a pole vault, pitted against a real athlete,” Fox continued. “We said we would give her a head start. Get on your mark, get ready, set, go! The old lady ran like the dickens until she got to the back of the auditorium where there was a little ten-foot divider behind which was a real champion vaulter of the same size.”

On the more elaborate frames, they were planned often a week of more ahead. The contestant’s spouse or close relative was consulted ahead of time for approval. Some research was done two weeks or more in advance (i.e., train an elephant, teach a woman to juggle, go to Berlitz to learn a language, etc.). Contestants had to sign a disclaimer, printed in advance on an index card, with no exceptions. By the early fifties, the disclaimer had expanded to a full sheet of paper.
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Announcer Art Balinger

A “carry-over” was a stunt that was featured on more than one consecutive broadcast and the contestant came back week after week to deliver a progress report. Rarely used in the early years, the “carry-over” became more commonplace as the years progressed.

Some stunts were the impediment type of act, such as relaying a message in a marching band. Marine Band members had to relay a message to each other, such as “be sure to peel the potatoes” and then watch how funny the message came out in the end. Another was having a sexpot type playing opposite a survey man, and having a contestant trying to get a survey accomplished over the phone. He has to get answers and the woman kept making very suggestive type of comments. Another simple impediment was having someone whistle while chewing on a cracker.

Child acts were rarely done due to the lack of children in the audience and the producers’ attempt to avoid anything remotely similar to radio’s The Quiz Kids. In one episode, Humpty Dumpty talked to a little boy and then fell off the wall. Humpty broke into many pieces and asked the child to put him back together again. The youth actually started putting him back together.

“Once we had three little boys sitting in a remote studio,” Edwards remarked. “A Truth or Consequences person dressed like Superman came out of a phone booth and flew. The children thought they were seeing their hero. We brought them back later and asked if they had seen anything unusual happen. Not one of them mentioned Superman!” In another episode, a child was asked how much his mother paid for his clothes. His mom got to keep however much the child said she paid for each item.
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The youngster was asked to sing “Pistol Packin’ Mama” to win tickets to the rodeo at Madison Square Garden. The boy was surprised when Roy Rogers stepped out on the stage to sing a duet with him. Broadcast of October 23, 1943.

Ralph Edwards recalled the moment when they played the Blindfold Guess Where game, where they told someone who they sent out somewhere in New York, to guess where they were. If they succeeded, they got a very large prize. “The person was sent out and we gave them an appropriate entourage – under the guidance of a strong, nice guy so the blindfolded person would feel at ease. We took him around the actual playing of the show – all over the city where the contestant could hear the sound effects of boats, cars, and so on. They ended up on the old stage for Hellzapoppin’ – a show they could stop at any point. The guy was brought on stage and sat in the middle of the stage. Ahead of time, the audience was told to keep quiet. They tuned me in back at the studio and I said, ‘Can you guess where you are?’ because of the boat sounds he heard, his guess was down at the dock. Then the audience told him, ‘No, you aren’t!’” After he discovered he was on stage in front of an audience, his response was completely natural and spontaneous: “I feel like a damn fool.” The audience roared with laughter.

Among the straight acts was one called Mouse in the Box. “We got more laughs than almost anything we’ve ever done,” Edwards explained. “Four boxes on a table, four ladies. Last lady to play is one who will give the biggest reaction. An assistant comes on stage and while the women close their eyes, a white rat on a cushion is supposed to be put into one of the boxes. The lady doesn’t know what box it is. The audience knows that really it was taken away. Ladies think the rat is still there. To win prizes, each lady has to reach in their box and discover nothing there. Nothing is in the first three ladies boxes and the timid lady knows the rat has to be in her box. I milked it for all I could get.”

Edwards later recalled how it was easier to get a celebrity to participate on the phone than at the studio. There was the frustration over the phone gag when a wife called her husband (who was really off stage) at the office. She pretended to be downtown and there was a fur coat on sale at a terrific price. He said, naturally, ‘no way.’ She was told that is she could convince the husband into letting her buy the coat, she could get the prize for free. Finally, he reveals his presence and she received the prize. Pre-dating The Dating Game, one stand-up act involved a husband and wife who stood back to back and picked subjects at random. The husband was told to write how many girls he kissed before he was married. The wife writes her answer and then they compared answers. The audience played for the reaction. Other questions along the same principal were “How many hours does the husband help the wife at home?” or “How many times did you kiss your wife before you were married?”

One man was asked to whistle “Yankee Doodle Dandy” while sucking a lollipop. Some women were blindfolded and had to sniff men lined up, to determine their husbands. Contestants were asked to chew a cracker and whistle at the same time; eat an apple on a string while reciting an epic poem; go through the motions of driving an imaginary dog team, shouting “Mush! Mush!” while the contestant was fed a spoonful of mush at every cry; and two boys once had to sing “Down by the Old Mill Stream” while feeding each other blackberry pie blindfolded.”

On one particular broadcast, a woman was asked to step to the microphone and sing, “Oh, Tell Me, Pretty Maiden, Are There Any More at Home Like You?” while reviewing a bathing parade without giggling or laughing. Then, four men from the audience passed across the stage wearing historic bathing suits. The last one was the woman’s husband, carrying a sign, “Miss Lettuce Leaf of 1840.” Only after the stunt was completed was it revealed that newsreel cameras had been grinding away throughout and pictures of the event would be shown in all the Embassy newsreel theaters.
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One woman was blindfolded and asked to give a lecture on “The Right Way to Dance,” illustrating her talk with an unknown partner. She provided the most appropriate remarks: “You’re so clumsy! Why don’t you keep off my feet?” And when the blindfold was removed, she was introduced to her partner – Arthur Murray, the best-known dancing instructor in America.

A young male contestant was told he would receive a thousand dollars if he could call the correct heads or tails when a penny was flipped. The penny was tossed into the air, landing in the Hudson River, encased in cement. In the intervening week, the young man practiced deep-sea diving in a diving helmet; and on the Truth or Consequences broadcast, down he went to the bottom of the Hudson River to broadcast the results.
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The staff of Truth or Consequences, circa 1942.

Animal Acts

Animals were always welcome props on the quiz program. In Hartford, Connecticut, two old ladies had to wash an elephant before the show was over. A contestant was asked if she wouldn’t mind taking a couple of kids to dinner and her reply was “delighted”… until she found out they were the four-legged kids. In Minneapolis, a male contestant lay on the floor imitating a seal barking. On stage came a big female seal – barking.

The audience had seen a cow before, but not on the stage of the Orpheum Theatre in Minneapolis, where a little farm lady was to accompany the Minneapolis Symphony Orchestra, under the direction of Dimitri Mitropoulos, on a “Bovina.” The little lady was the featured accompanist. The “Bovina” she was to play turned out to be the sound made when the little farm lady milked the cow, squirting the milk into a galvanized bucket in tempo with a section of the “Blue Danube Waltz.” The cow, incidentally, upstaged them all by adlibbing all over the stage on her way out.
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Contestant has to milk a cow on stage.
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When a contestant was required to cry loudly for a cigarette, she asked for a Camel. Imagine her surprise when she got one - and had to mount it.
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A live elephant was used in a circus stunt. Broadcast of March 31, 1945.
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On the evening of November 6, 1948, Herbert Scherr, age 43, had to push an elephant past the New York headquarters of President Truman to pay off an election bet. The bet was made with Howard Heisley of Elkhorn, Wisconsin, on Truth or Consequences when it was broadcast from the Auditorium. Scherr flew to New York City, the day before the broadcast, expecting that he would have to push a peanut with his nose. At the last moment, he learned that the peanut was in an elephant!

In Baltimore, newspaper reporters and cameraman covered the big news story of “Man Bites Dog.” One male contestant, hearing the ferocious barks and snarls inside the dog cage, braced himself, ready as the cage door swung open, and he did bite – a hot dog.

Two women had a race milking two nanny goats. The Bronx-born assistant in charge of nanny goats screwed up. On the air they discovered he brought billy goats and Edwards took the consequences.

Edwards recalled having to register a horse at a hotel. “We have an impersonator, a feedbag over the horse – done at the Essex in New York. The contestant had to take it up and say, ‘How do you do, Mr. George and I am registering.’ George says, ‘I want a suite because I don’t like to sleep with you.’ Try to get a junior fellow for the desk clerk – chatter can go back and forth about what he wants for breakfast (little hay, little barley). See how long the banter can go on before the guy blows his mind-contestant and Mr. George finally walk out saying they don’t want to stay in the place.”

[image: image]

On the evening of December 27, 1947, a contestant’s husband gave permission to the producers of the quiz program for a two-way mike set-up between the home and the radio studio, to broadcast his wife’s reaction when she came home to find a camel in her Hollywood home on Bronson Avenue. Broadcast of December 27, 1947.

“I remember at one of the theaters there was a seal act,” recalled Lillie Buchstane, the woman who handed over the prizes from the booth on stage. “I was in the Treasurer’s Booth placed in front of the curtain. Al and Phil Davis knew how frightened I was of anything that crawled or walked on four legs. So they started poking me with a broom. The curtain was between us. I thought it was the seal and kept moving the Treasurer’s Booth further on the stage. T’was the night that I almost ruined the show!”

At the Roxy in New York, one of the most talked-about stunts involved a real bear. A man and woman stood on stage before the radio audience. The man, wearing a complete bearskin with bear head that made it impossible for him to see, embraced his supposed wife, who he imagined also would be wearing a bearskin. But the “wife” proved to be a live bear – and was that husband surprised when he got a real bear hug!

“We brought four ladies to the studio,” Edwards recalled. “They knew nothing about Truth or Consequences. They were seated on a couch. We had a tiger (who was actually declawed) and we had dragged a sack of hamburger along a 100-foot trail. It made the tiger turn to the couch and across in front of it and back and away. We turned the tiger loose with the ladies just sitting there on the couch, talking. The tiger appears, no one else is around the area – he walks along, following the trail of the hamburger. That was called the ‘Tiger, Friendly Tiger Act.’”

The Cinderella Stunt

A pretty young, out-of-work secretary was made Cinderella on Truth or Consequences in March of 1941. She was given a Saks Fifth Avenue gown, an I.J. Fox fur coat, an I. Miller pair of shoes to wear, and a Charles of the Ritz hair-do; and as a modern Cinderella, was sent off with a young lieutenant of the National Guard to the Big Ball at the Armory on Park Avenue in New York. As she was leaving with her Prince Charming to get in her carriage limousine, Edwards said, “Unlike the real Cinderella, the clothes you are wearing will not turn to rags at the end of the evening. They are yours to keep.” Further, the quiz show had a job waiting for the young lady with a law firm starting the following Monday. This act, by the way, much to Edwards’ unhappiness, started what became many “giveaway” shows. Although Edwards mentioned the well-known names of stores, the quiz program paid for the wardrobe and everything else came out of Edwards’ pocket.

“We were putting the show on in New York at the time and it occurred to me what fun we could have lending a helping hand to some of the struggling young people trying to make the ‘big time’ in New York. That was the start of the Cinderella idea,” Edwards later recalled. “We took a girl who was trying to hit Broadway, invited her to attend the show, and after the usual nonsense, gave her the glamor treatment, outfitting her from top to toe, sending her on a round of the right places, etc. The photographers moved in on the stunt and the girl got the ‘chance of a lifetime’ break.”

“I personally got a bang out of doing that stunt,” he continued, “and that same idea went on in various phases throughout the years. On the Town Hall plane it gave a struggling musician a chance to enjoy a fake premiere and maybe cash in on his talents. During the war years it was used to reunite families of GIs. Of course, prizes or gifts were involved, but surely no one could question their distribution or their intention.”
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How a Parlor Game Works

“A visit to a broadcast of Truth or Consequences is about as soothing to the nerves as taking a bath in a tub full of snakes,” wrote columnist Terrence O’Flaherty of the San Francisco Chronicle. “There is never a quiet moment either on stage or off and there are times when a more conservative segment of the audience might wish they were in the middle arena of a nice quiet three-ring circus. Ten minutes before show time, the stage of Studio B at NBC’s entertainment emporium was cluttered with a great variety of objects: barrels, sailors, Indians, a crate of eggs and several assistant producers with curly hair. In one corner, a man in argyle socks and a bow tie was seated at a small electric organ playing “Merrily We Roll Along.” Here was confusion – but on a paying basis – as one look at the sponsor’s sales curves will show. Harlow Wilcox, the announcer, made the usual preliminary introduction to the audience while standing in front of the curtain. As he finished a stranger walked up on the stage, pulled a gun and shot him ‘dead.’ He fell back through the opening of the curtains into the arms of two assistants who had been waiting there presumably for that.”

“One important thing to remember about the Truth or Consequences show is that it is crawling with assistants and they’re busy all of the time,” O’Flaherty continued. “They’re in the audience. They’re registering people (all participants willing to be contestants are registered). Some are helping old folks to the microphone. Others are gently removing people from the microphone. And others are catching announcers who have been shot, as noted. Everything looks completely unrehearsed, but persons close to the station management say that each assistant has an itinerary to follow. On each program Edwards had what he calls a ‘human’ touch. This provides a nice relief from the ham-bone aspects of the rest of the show. But it requires a deft bit of handling on
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