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If Bill was here, he would dedicate this book to Ann, so that’s exactly what I’ll do.

For Ann.
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A SPECIAL EXPLANATION OF THE 2ND EDITION

In 2013, I published Quizmaster: The Life and Times and Fun and Games of Bill Cullen, an exhaustively researched and comprehensive tome dedicated to one of my broadcasting idols. For the endeavor, I had the help of Bill’s wife, the executor of his estate, his most dedicated fans, his ex-co-workers, and an ample amount of help, indirectly, from Bill himself. Bill had kept a massive collection of newspaper and magazine articles profiling him. It was help beyond what I could have imagined, all the help I could have hoped for. And with that, the book was published.

And then I kept finding more stuff.

In the years since Quizmaster was published, my friend Matt Ottinger and I continued maintaining our website, The Bill Cullen Archive, which would just be a place for us to post things that we found in our spare time. To our amazement, there was quite a bit still out there to be uncovered. In the past ten years, a TV channel, Buzzr, has unearthed more of Bill’s work that we never had access to before. Audio archives have uncovered more of Bill’s radio work. More and more newspapers and magazines have become available to us through various collections. We found clarification about projects that we only had a little bit of information for before. We learned about whole radio series that we hadn’t heard of, unaired pilots that Bill shot, a peculiar theatrical production of Winner Take All, and tidbits about all the shows that we had already meticulously researched. We even learned that Bill had a nickname in high school: “Spike.”

I also learned more about Bill’s personal life—information that he kept from the public, and possibly even from his beloved Ann. I heard from distant members of Bill’s family in Pittsburgh, a side of the family not in touch with Bill’s family in California. Bill’s Pittsburgh relatives filled us in on details of Bill’s life in the 1940s. For reasons that seem to amount to personal embarrassment, Bill fibbed a bit about his first marriage. Learning this information gave some stark clarity to a few cryptic remarks that he had made in interviews years later. Without offering clarification, Bill once indicated that he regretted part of his life before he turned 30.

I shared what I learned with Bill’s nephew, David Narz, in California. After holding my breath with concern about how Bill’s California family would react, it turned out that they were not terribly surprised to learn that Uncle Bill had fibbed just a little in his stories about life in Pittsburgh.

As a huge fan of Bill, this discovery reshaped my thinking of the man, but didn’t really affect my opinion of him at all. While Bill may have bristled at the idea that these details of his life would come out some day, I thought it was important to give a threedimensional view of the man, as much as possible. If anything, it’s an often-needed reminder that people can change for the better. Bill wasn’t perfect. But he grew, he matured, he learned. While on paper, it says that Bill was married three times in his life, I don’t think it’s a lucky break or an accident that the third marriage lasted for 35 years, ending only with Bill’s passing. This is a man who worked at being better, and I think that’s worth celebrating. If Bill felt embarrassed about one chapter of his life—and indeed it seems he did—he could be, and should be, proud at how he ended up. He did the work.

Learning new things after getting a book published isn’t an experience limited to Bill. I’ve come across bits and pieces of new information about the other hosts and shows that I’ve chronicled in my other books. For the other hosts, I’ve generally just shrugged and thought to myself, “Dang, wish I had known that when I was working on that book.” But the sheer volume of stuff found about Bill staggered me, and the nature of some of it struck a nerve in a way that other discoveries didn’t. When I looked at my shelf, with copies of all my books to this point, Quizmaster was the one book I’ve done that made me think to myself, “I kind of want another crack at that one.”

Some of the new findings and research have made their way onto our website, The Bill Cullen Archive, already, but the internet, for everything else that it is, is impermanent. If and when the day comes that my book about Bill is the main source of information available about the man, I wanted it to be the most complete telling possible.

This new edition of the book includes new interviews with Francine Bergman, Bob Boden, Michael Brockman, June Ferguson- Carver, Bob Hilton, David Michaels, David Narz, and Steve Ryan. With that, please enjoy the second edition, and you aspiring nonfiction authors out there, learn from my cautionary tale: there will always be something you haven’t found yet.
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A man with friends. (Fred Wostbrock Collection)
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(Author’s Collection)

INTRODUCTION

Bill Cullen is a man with a tale not often seen or celebrated in the history of show business. It’s a tale devoid of scandal or controversy. It’s almost entirely a happy tale. In his lifetime, he found lasting love, success, and fulfillment in a line of work he enjoyed immensely. It didn’t all come crashing down for him, either. Eventually, he walked away from show business on his own terms. But first, he got to enjoy more than four decades in the spotlight.

Is a story so plain and cheerful one that’s even worth telling? Absolutely. In an industry filled with hearts and minds embittered at the success of the ones who just knew the right people, it’s comforting to read the story of a man who got to work all he wanted solely because he was the best at what he did. He even overcame a physical disability in the process.

Yet, the name Bill Cullen is not one that is on the tip of the tongue for many people. He faded from many minds virtually the moment he stepped away from broadcasting. Even in his lifetime, it may have been easy to miss him, only because he was the best in a field that simply goes unappreciated. He was a game show host.

Yes, the game show host; often caricatured as a glad-handing, vacant-minded, slick-haired, smooth-talking shill, the game show host is actually a performer with some of the hardest job duties in broadcasting. The job requires extracting humor and personality from ordinary people with no background or formal training for entertainment, steering along a game with every rule in mind and ready to explain at a moment’s notice, and knowing exactly which part of the stage to stand at and which camera to look into while it’s being explained. rattling off questions about today’s movie stars and yesterday’s European nobility clearly and with conviction; and perhaps most difficult for a performer, standing at the sidelines quite often and letting somebody else be the center of attention.

Bill Cullen didn’t have a single Emmy in his trophy case, or any other major awards for that matter. But given the opportunity to ask anyone who was a peer, an insider, an executive, a producer, or even a competitor who the best game show host was, and the name “Bill Cullen” was typically blurted out without hesitation. His only undoing may have been that he loved his work too much. For a matter of comparison, consider the most heralded names among actors and actresses in films, and then take into consideration how many films they actually make. The most renowned performers seldom make more than one film every few years. Bill, on the other hand, seemed incapable of saying “no.” For much of the 1970s, he was on television eleven times a week with multiple game shows. In a single week during 1976, he was on twenty-two game show episodes. It was hard to notice how good Bill was at what he did because he was always there doing it.

He also had a strange Forrest Gump-like quality to his journey through show business. Don’t be thrown by the comparison; Bill was a bright man—as a hobby, he made his own crossword puzzles—but he went through life with no intention of shaking up show business or leaving an indelible mark on broadcasting. He drifted through show business, like a feather, and had a way of crossing paths time and time again with people on the verge of becoming major names. In his lifetime, he knew and worked with Frank Sinatra, Milton Berle, Jack Lemmon, Hugh Downs, Steve Allen, Groucho Marx, Lucille Ball, Johnny Carson, Mike Wallace, Mel Brooks, Jane Fonda, Carol Burnett, David Letterman, Jamie Lee Curtis, Jay Leno, Breckin Meyer, Tara Reid, and Paul Feig.

That’s the story you’re about to read. It’s the story of a man who knew what he wanted to do with his life and succeeded at it. He earned the respect of virtually everyone who crossed paths with him. And he did all that while bringing smiles to the faces of countless millions of listeners and viewers. Ladies and gentlemen, here is your host, Bill Cullen...
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“I do remember always being ‘on,’ attempting to make jokes, attempting to be witty.” (Fred Wostbrock Collection)

Chapter One: The Birth of Broadcasting, The Birth of the Broadcaster

In more ways than one, it all began in Pittsburgh.

Radio’s full potential was only starting to become realized in 1920. In the early twentieth century, it was largely an instrument for transmitting the sounds of Morse code, signaling time and weather reports for ships at sea. On Christmas Eve, 1906, when an enterprising inventor named Reginald Fessenden startled whatever “audience” was out there with phonograph records of classical music, his own performance of “O Holy Night” on the violin, and a passage from the Gospel of Luke, the world learned that radio could serve another purpose: it could entertain.

In the coming years, much of the entertainment was experimental. Realistically, the majority of broadcasters at the time were probably hobbyists, setting up their own equipment to entertain the neighborhood with whatever content came to mind that they were capable of. It took until 1916 for an extended continuous broadcast to take place, a three-hour program emanating from Tufts University in Massachusetts. That same year, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, a Westinghouse employee named Frank Conrad began operating a seventy-five-watt transmitter, experimental call sign 8XK, which he used largely for playing records and communicating with other amateur radio operators.

At that time, whatever audience radio had was listening to these experimental transmissions on crude devices called crystal sets, basic battery-operated contraptions made from easily obtained materials; many were built from oatmeal canisters. The audience was growing, though; for a time, Conrad would glibly comply whenever a fellow radio operator requested that he play a specific record, but by late 1919, the requests were numerous and overwhelming, and Conrad complied by announcing that twice a week, on Wednesdays and Saturdays, he would come on the air and play records continuously for two hours at a time.

Radio wound up taking a great leap forward the following year. In 1920, a department store in Pittsburgh began advertising readymade radio sets, available for ten dollars apiece. Listening to radio no longer required a set of tools and instructions and a firm grasp of how to use both; all radio required now was a sawbuck and a place in the house to put the set.

Conrad’s bosses at Westinghouse saw the department store’s advertisements and immediately sensed that radio could be a profitable venture. Conrad built a new, one-hundred-watt transmitter, under orders from his bosses to develop broadcasts that would appeal to a wide range of potential buyers. The transmitter and a small studio were built and housed in a shed on top of the K Building of the Westinghouse East Pittsburgh works. The station was assigned call letters KDKA from a list of call letters reserved for maritime stations, and the U.S. Government granted the station the first commercial broadcasting license. On the evening of November 2, 1920, announcer Leo H. Rosenburg broadcast the incoming results of the presidential election—Warren G. Harding handily defeated James M. Cox—along with a request:

“Will anyone hearing this broadcast please communicate with us, as we are anxious to know how far the broadcast is reaching, and how it is being received.”

It was a new beginning in the world of communications.

Ten miles away, just across the Monongahela River at 156 South 20th Street, smack in the middle of a nine-square-block Polish neighborhood, an Irish-American couple had celebrated a new beginning earlier that year. In a way, it was the culmination of what had been a long journey for their family.

The Cullen family had been poor coal miners in Avoca, County Wicklow, Ireland. Lawrence Cullen left in the 1840s during the Potato Famine, settling in Durham County, England, where his sons followed him into the coal mines to make a living. The last of his seven children, born three months after Lawrence’s death, would take the name Lawrence, and like the rest of his family, make his way into the mines.

The second-generation Lawrence Cullen would do his coal mining in America, emigrating in 1882 to Houtzdale, Pennsylvania. He was also the father of two boys, Thomas Lawrence Cullen (b. 1885) and William Charles Cullen (b. 1887). In the 1900 census, both sons are listed as coal miners. The family moved to Pittsburgh in 1902 for a new line of work: steel. It could be just as grueling as coal mining in many ways, but it was cleaner and safer. By the 1910 census, the entire family had gone into steel mills, except for William Charles, who had a comfortable office job as a stock clerk.

By the end of the decade, William had lost his brother Thomas, younger sister Sarah, and his sister-in-law Mary Elizabeth. He had taken a wife, Lillian Mae Stuckert. On February 18, 1920, William and Lillian welcomed a son, William Lawrence Francis Cullen— Bill, as he would be known—into the world.

William, by this point, had changed careers again. When his son was born, William was a self-employed mechanic with his own garage just down the road. Lillian was a housewife, for the simple reason that in those days, every woman was. Bill later said, “At the time, the only women in town who worked were nurses and prostitutes.” Family photos tell us that Bill inherited brown hair and a prominent nose from his dad. The rest of the face came from Mom.

Bill would be their only child. Growing up without siblings didn’t bother him a bit. He loved the attention he got. His mother, father, and grandmother all doted on him and kept him close. It was a good thing, too, because Bill was going to need it.

Raising Bill proved to keep William and Lillian busy, though not for an ideal reason. A polio epidemic swept through Pennsylvania shortly after Bill was born. In August 1921, the eighteen-month-old was stricken. In an interesting coincidence, future President Franklin Roosevelt contracted polio that same month.
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Bill grew up in this house on 20th Street. (Courtesy of Matt Ottinger)


In a world that did not yet have polio vaccinations (Jonas Salk’s vaccine was still a quarter of a century away), the outcome could be, and often was, grim. Pneumonia, lung problems, loss of intestinal function, shock, heart failure, paralysis, and death were all possible.

In Bill’s case, he suffered significant muscle damage. The only treatment available for “infantile paralysis,” as Bill knew it when he was a child, was lying on cakes of ice. It was an uncomfortable and even torturous regimen for a child, but it was actually quite effective for Bill. He made an almost-complete recovery. The left leg was the only area of his body that didn’t fully recover.

“I guess they didn’t keep me on ice long enough,” Bill mused later.

Doctors initially suspected Bill would never walk. He proved them wrong, although he needed a leg brace. As a child, he would spend several years attempting various forms of therapy in hopes of rebuilding the damaged muscles. The therapy proved unsuccessful, and Bill gave up by the time he was a teenager. He had made enough progress that he stopped wearing the leg brace at age nine, though his legs were growing unevenly; his left leg atrophied, and he had to settle for walking with a limp throughout his life.

The remarkable thing was that Bill’s parents were so determined to give him a normal life that the young man wasn’t even aware of his limp for another three years after he stopped wearing the leg brace.

He later told reporter Earl Wilson, “My parents...had conditioned me, just by telling me I had a weak leg. Well, one day, passing a barber shop, I saw myself in a window. ‘Why, I have a limp!’ I said to my mother.

“She said, ‘Yes. Didn’t you know?’”

He reflected to another reporter, Bob Wisehart, “It’s strange looking back. I didn’t know how bad it was...I just knew that I was slower than the other kids and fell down more frequently.”

Mike Graham, a former NBC stagehand, remembers a conversation with Bill. “Bill’s father owned his own business, a garage, so even though it was the Depression, Bill’s family had a little more money than a lot of the kids. Bill told me that of all the kids he played sandlot ball with, he was one of the only ones who had his own glove and his own ball. He told me that he was
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A sign of things to come. A little boy who wasn’t expected to walk goes for a ride on his tricycle. (Fred Wostbrock Collection) running the bases once and he glanced toward a building nearby and he saw his reflection. He said he saw himself doing the wildest-looking, awkward, gangly-looking run, and he couldn’t believe what he looked like. He was stunned to see what everybody else was seeing when they looked at him.”

Bill was initially saddened by the discovery. Given the possibilities, though, one could say Bill was lucky. As time went by, he came to recognize that. He later recalled that he knew a number of kids in his neighborhood who were affected in the epidemic, and by Bill’s account, it had been far more detrimental to them.

In 1958, he wrote, “Like tens of thousands of youngsters in this country, I was stricken with polio. Even with the wonderful care I received from my parents and worried medical people, I still carry the scars of this experience. Somehow, it never got me down. That’s why I would rather not have people who see me limp along show any pity, distress, or compassion, since I don’t feel the shortcomings of my physical condition.”

Bill saw his condition more as a minor inconvenience than a disability. He later told The New York Times, “Polio moved me out of physical effort and forced me into a mental manner of living.”

Bill developed an interest in sports throughout his childhood and pursued it fervently. Because of his condition, he was prohibited from participating in organized sports, though he was content to play sandlot ball with the other kids in the neighborhood and recalled later that he did quite well with it. He couldn’t run the bases very well, but he compensated by hitting the ball much farther than the other kids could. Sometimes, the kids would just let him bat and one of the other boys would do the running for him.

Young Bill always felt a need to fit in. It was a natural desire for any kid, but it was stronger for one contending with a disability. In his attempt to fit in, he stumbled upon one talent that wound up doing him some good. “I was as masculine as the other kids in the neighborhood, but to be with them, I had to do things like manage the team...I would say it has left me more outgoing, but I couldn’t go more deeply into it than that. But I do remember always being ‘on,’ attempting to make jokes, attempting to be witty.”

Bill had a desire to be an athlete, and his father had his own wishes for the boy. William signed his son up for boxing lessons.
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A boy and his dog; though these photos are faded, a leg brace is faintly visible on Bill’s left leg. (Fred Wostbrock Collection)

The trainer was an up-and-coming boxer in the Pittsburgh area named Fritzie Zivic. Zivic began competing professionally in 1931 and eventually became the World Welterweight Champion, racking up an impressive career record of 158-64-9, with eighty knockouts.

Bill recalled, with some amusement, that he really didn’t need boxing lessons. He said in 1980, “My father felt I should know how to defend myself. But I was very glib. I could always talk myself out of trouble.”

William also made it a point to teach his son the family business at the South Eighteenth Street Garage, blocks down the road from home. When Bill was ten years old, his father put him to work as a truck driver; not exactly legal in the state of Pennsylvania in 1930, but as far as it appears, the Cullens never had any trouble with the law.

Bill showed enough prowess as a driver that it didn’t faze his parents too much when the youngster expressed an interest in aviation. Doctors told him no, but, feeling buoyed by the combination of supportive parents and the stubbornness he had toward his own condition, Bill took flying lessons. By age fifteen, he was a licensed pilot and flew solo as a hobby.
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Even at age eight, Bill had a winning smile and a way with the ladies. (Fred Wostbrock Collection)

Bill was part of the first generation to live with radio, and as a child, he was hooked. In the town where commercial broadcasting was born, the original broadcasters were true celebrities.

He remembered of his childhood, “I had always wanted to be a radio announcer. I thought it was one of the most glamorous jobs in the world.”

Bill attended the Humboldt School on Carson Street in Pittsburgh before moving onto South Side High School. He was a full-fledged class clown; his teachers and classmates had to have noticed the natural-born entertainer emerging in front of them. He put together fundraisers for new coats of varnish on the gym floor, hosted school assemblies, made a spectacle at spelling bees, and even published his own newspaper for classmates when he disagreed with the official paper. Bill enjoyed the attention so much that he devoted some free time to obtaining a self-serving donation for the school. He convinced a local merchant to buy and install a public address system for South Side High School, and later admitted that it was solely for the purpose of getting practice using a microphone.

As for how he did in his studies, well... “I remember doing badly in school,” Bill recalled to the New York Post. “I was about fifteen when my mother told me I’d probably never be able to do manual labor. And she told me it would be impossible for me to earn money with my wit.”

Bill remembered one other area where he did poorly: acting. He took one crack at performing in a school play and later classified himself as “a flop.” In his heart, he knew he was a performer, but he knew he could never be anything but Bill Cullen.
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This firehouse in Pittsburgh was once the garage owned and operated by William Cullen. Bill worked under the hood and drove the tow truck. (Courtesy of Matt Ottinger)

Bill dropped out of high school and briefly competed professionally as a racer. He attempted midget auto racing for a time, which later magazine and newspaper articles played up so much that he felt compelled to tell the whole truth to one reporter; he failed. He lost the only three races he competed in and quickly came to the conclusion that “I’m a chicken.”

He occasionally competed in boat races, too. He and a friend invested in a twelve-dollar flatboat as children and Bill always had an interest in watercraft. Shortly before the start of World War II, he raced sixty-horsepower hydroplanes, paying the entry fee (usually 25 dollars) for a chance to win cash prizes as high as $250.

As quickly as he dropped out of school, though, his parents convinced him to drop back in. When Bill floundered as a professional racer, his father let him go back to his old job at the auto shop, but deliberately cracked the whip hard; he overworked Bill to the point that the kid went back to school just to get away from the grueling labor. He picked up where he left off with his studies, and by the time he finished high school, he even had a steady girlfriend, a sophomore named Ruth. Despite all the classes he had missed, he miraculously graduated right on time in 1938.

Next stop: the real world, and figuring out how he was spending the rest of his life. He already knew he was destined for a different path than most of his friends. His body dictated that. Most of his friends were going to work at the steel mills of Pittsburgh. Bill had a bad leg, he was nearsighted, and he had a condition called internal strabismus, meaning essentially that he had no control over one of his eyes. No steel mill would hire him. What could Bill possibly do for a living instead?
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“If you could say it, you were hired.”—Bill, explaining how he got his first radio job. (Fred Wostbrock Collection

Chapter Two: The Late Shift

“I always wanted to be in radio,” Bill told The New York Times in 1954. “It’s a romantic, desirable gold mine. Can you tell me an easier way to make a living?”

But initially, Bill’s physical traumas actually gave him a sense of direction when he finished high school. In future years, he spoke lovingly of the care he received from medical professionals who had tended to the effects of his polio. Besides that, his father viewed being a doctor as “the height of accomplishment.” In 1938, Bill enrolled in the University of Pittsburgh, taking pre-med classes with intentions of becoming a physician, mostly to please his dad.

“But I didn’t have what it took,” he later admitted.

Bill veered away from the pre-med classes and looked for another pursuit in school. Money, meanwhile, was an issue for his parents, and he set out to get a job. Sensing that his place in the world would have something to do with mass media, he spent about six months working as a flunky at the Pittsburgh Press and Gazette and penned a few stories about high school football games, but felt that the news business wasn’t really a good fit for him. He eventually quit and went searching for something else. His family was also still searching for an end to their financial troubles.

Bill tried to make things easier by going back to work at his father’s garage, laboring as a mechanic and a tow truck driver. By Bill’s own estimation, tow truck driving was the worst job he could have had. It meant going outside during the winter months, navigating snowy roads and weaving through blinding blizzards to hitch cars and change tires. He later came to believe that there was a method to his father’s madness. William didn’t want his son to become complacent in life, and the young man suspected he was being overworked and given the worst assignments at the garage because it was his father’s way of making sure Bill would want something more out of life.

Bill did want something more out of his life, but he just didn’t know how to act on it yet. The broadcasting bug was starting to bite harder. Bill loved radio and thought it might be just the field to make a career.

While he continued toiling at the garage, Bill would entertain customers as he tinkered under their hoods. He would do impressions of popular radio stars, announce station breaks, or even veer into his own comedy routines. As fate would have it, eventually he found himself doing that schtick for a customer who came in with two flat tires, no spares, and a dead battery. The customer turned out to be Alan Trench, an advertising salesman from station WWSW.
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A matchbook advertisement for the garage where Bill toiled while waiting for his first break. (Courtesy of Matt Ottinger)

William pointed to his son, laying beneath the car; only Bill’s legs were visible. William said to Trench, “Those shoes belong to a boy who is eating his heart out to get in front of a microphone. Any chance for him over at your station?”

Trench suggested an audition, and Bill, covered in grease, emerged from beneath the car, wiped off one hand, and eagerly shook hands with Trench. Trench told him to come to the station in three days. Bill spent the next three days compulsively bathing, aware of what the mechanic’s life had done to him and desperately making sure that every trace of oil and grease was completely removed.

Bill went to WWSW and talked to a man named Frank Smith. Frank gave him a brief audition, which Bill later referred to as “taking pity.” He gave Bill a brief script to read, and the novice impressed him enough that Smith made him an offer.
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Is anybody listening? Nineteen-year-old Bill spins the platters at 3:30 a.m. for WWSW. Photographer Erwin S. Koval later appeared as a contestant on I’ve Got a Secret, his secret being that he had photographed Bill at the start of his career. (Fred Wostbrock Collection)

“You can’t really get a job in this industry without experience,” Smith explained.

“How do I get experience?” Bill asked.

“You work for nothing,” came the answer.

“You got a deal,” Bill said. It was the most important deal of Bill’s life. At one gig or another, he would be employed almost continuously until 1989.

Bill would later credit two WWSW co-workers with helping set him on the right path to success: “Frank Smith at WWSW was the greatest boss, with a good sense of humor. Thank God, or maybe I wouldn’t be in this business. And Joe Tucker took me under his wing, too. He was the sweetest, nicest man.”

Despite the need for help around the shop, Bill’s dad eagerly let his son quit to pursue radio. Bill later said, “I guess my father just wanted to get me out from underfoot.”

The next few months were busy ones. WWSW was a 250-watter and, at the time, the smallest station in the city; Bill had to open the windows to even hear it from his own house. The station had previously carried Pittsburgh Pirates baseball games, but had recently lost the rights to the games to KDKA. It was a huge financial blow, and WWSW tried to recuperate the losses by expanding its broadcasting schedule to twenty-four hours; all day, every day. It was one of the first stations in the nation to do so. The overnight hours were filled with a program that Frank Smith titled The 1500 Club, and he assigned a handful of employees to take turns hosting one episode a week. An announcer named Joe Tucker volunteered for the show and Bill was given an unpaid position working as an assistant to him. Bill occasionally worked day shifts, too, running errands, answering the phones, relaying news releases to the announcers and readying the records for disc jockeys.

Most days, though, he wasn’t at the station. During daylight hours, he continued pursuing his formal education at the University of Pittsburgh, although he switched briefly to majoring in journalism and then fine arts, but then dropped out altogether. Even at this stage, it was clear that his radio career was taking off, and Bill likely just concluded that he didn’t need a college degree.

Instead, he attended classes at Microphone Playhouse, a broadcasting school in the Pittsburgh area. Bill’s instructor at Microphone Playhouse was Miss Marjorie Stewart, the first woman ever to speak on commercial radio, performing on KDKA during its first months on the air in 1920. Stewart was blind, but students remembered her as a vibrant and enthusiastic person. She founded Microphone Playhouse and taught budding announcers throughout the 1930s and 1940s. One student recalled that she taught her classes to “let your voice carry you to where you want to be. The right sound can be very profound.”

The education paid dividends quickly. By 1940, Bill was an unpaid but frequent guest on The 1500 Club. In only three weeks, he went from unpaid to twenty-five dollars per week. Joe Tucker, the man Bill was hired to assist, was taken by how knowledgeable Bill was on a variety of subjects and how comfortable he was with chatting off the cuff about anything. Tucker actually paid Bill out of his own pocket before convincing his bosses at the radio station to put him on the payroll, insisting Bill was the reason for the recent uptick in the ratings for The 1500 Club and the reason that the station’s sales manager, Walt Framer, was suddenly having an easier time selling commercials in the overnight slot. When one of the other on-air talents quit, Bill was immediately given all of that performer’s duties, allowing him to rack up a sizable amount of experience in a matter of weeks. Despite all the added duties, Bill was still being paid the flat twenty-five dollars a week, but who was he to complain? Even as a rookie, Bill quickly saw that he was on the right path to something.

The first change in salary came when Bill landed his first commercial endorsement deal for an extra fifteen dollars per week; WWSW actually cut his pay. Frank Smith thought it was “unnatural” for a nineteen-year-old rookie to make so much money so quickly, so Bill’s base pay was cut down to fifteen dollars, for a total of thirty dollars a week. The good news was his pay never dropped back to that twenty-five dollar rookie salary.

“That’s because I do windows and anything else,” Bill joked.

Bill knew from the beginning that radio was a sensible fit for him. He later told Time, “[Radio] was the one place that a ham like me—and believe me, I’m a ham—could still get a job.”

Bill later got promoted from frequent guest to permanent host of The 1500 Club. He immediately endeared himself to listeners with his quick wit. Critics adored his performances; one local writer prophetically glowed, “Cullen, you should be on a regular daytime show!”

Local newspapers even took to printing some of his wittier remarks in their roundups of radio news. For example: “Romance is the staff of life. It got in when the price of bread went up.”

He eventually became a disc jockey, though he didn’t initially enjoy the new assignment because he was required to play classical music. He was so convinced that nobody was listening to classical music on the radio that he would occasionally play a record backward or play along with it on a toy whistle to amuse himself.

Bill didn’t suffer any repercussions for his irreverence. When an irate listener heard the toy whistle disrupting a Wagner piece, she called the station to complain. Bill happened to answer the phone and explained to her, “This is a new arrangement,” then hung up on her.

Joe Tucker and another broadcaster, Russ Hodges, had been the go-to guys for sportscasting assignments at WWSW, but when Hodges departed from the station for a job in New York, Tucker needed a new sports partner, and the station left the decisionmaking up to him. Tucker chose Bill Cullen.

Together, they called the action on the gridiron for the Pittsburgh Steelers and on the ice for the Pittsburgh Hornets. His work calling sports was the first discovery of a weakness for Bill; he wasn’t particularly good at play-by-play announcing.

On his first night calling hockey, Bill told the engineer assisting him that he had never seen hockey. The engineer admitted that he had never seen a game either. Bill thought for a moment and struck upon a solution. He committed ten players’ names to memory and called the game as if they played the full three periods, even as they got switched in and out. He also described the action taking place on “the twenty-yard line” at one point. During dull moments in the game, he would just flat-out make things up, like bloody fistfights erupting between two opposing team members.

Bill’s ignorance was just a ruse, as it turned out. Joe Tucker later learned that Bill was devoted to hockey, that he knew the intricacies of the game inside and out, and that he had even sold popcorn at the games as a child. Bill only faked ignorance as a chance to make a little mischief. Surprisingly, it worked out—the next day, sportswriters in the city noted how much they had enjoyed Bill’s coverage.

When Tucker’s voice gave out during a football game, Bill took over for him in the second half and was so uncomfortable that Tucker stood behind his partner and whispered the call of the action in his ear for the rest of the game. Another night, Bill, on his own, called a high school football game that was exceptionally dull. So little was happening that the game didn’t exactly lend itself to description; Bill figured that if watching the game live was boring him so much, it was probably dreadful for an audience hearing the descriptions at home.

Bill sat back, took off his glasses, and thought to himself, “Now I can’t see, and the game won’t distract me.”

Instead of calling the dull game slogging in front of him, Bill described a wild seesaw battle with ample interceptions and fiftyyard touchdown runs, and when the final whistle blew, he excitedly announced a final score of 35-34. The final was actually 7-0.

Bill gradually became more comfortable behind the microphone, showing particularly dramatic improvement in hockey broadcasts. His genuine enthusiasm for the game started to come through on the air, and he even became more colorful with his words. For some reason, the sight of blood during games particularly inspired him.

If a player got checked during the game, Bill would say things like “If he were a tomato, I would have ketchup for my hot dog,” or “sauce for a good Bloody Mary.”

Bill had another strong suit: pranks and antics. Joe Tucker quickly discovered that being Bill’s co-worker and broadcast colleague could be an adventure. There was the day that Tucker brought a flask to keep himself warm during a frosty winter’s day game, only to discover that Bill had dumped the alcohol and replaced it with Listerine. Another day, while Tucker was away from the microphone during a hockey game, he was confronted by the irate general manager of the Pittsburgh Hornets; Bill was ignoring the game completely and reading newspaper comics to the listening audience. Bill finally got relieved of his hockey play-by-play duties one night after describing an elaborate situation where a puck went flying over the glass, into the bleachers, and into a woman’s coffee. Not that Bill was any safer when he was confined to a studio. He switched the labels on the buttons for the studio’s board, so when Tucker hit the button to play a commercial, he was actually activating a PA system in the studio. Bill began screaming profanities at Tucker, who thought the profanities were coming from a record and hastily mashed buttons to turn it off.
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Possibly Bill’s first publicity picture ever, at age 20. (Author’s Collection)


Bill, listening to his fellow broadcasters at the station, noticed one strange quirk from another announcer, who would always promote the upcoming newscast by saying, “We have some hot news tonight.”

After so many months of listening to “We have some hot news tonight,” Bill sprang into action. The announcer noticed one day that he smelled lighter fluid when he picked up his script for that day’s program. When it was time to promote the newscast, as usual, the announcer promised “hot news,” and Bill, hearing his cue, dashed into the studio with a lit match and ignited the script. The announcer hastily finished the last few lines at the bottom of the page as it burned in his hands.

For a program called Musical Bus, Bill was required to open the show with a record that played sound effects of a bus in heavy traffic. Bill, after a few months, switched to sound effects of a fighter plane firing bullets as a bus crashed and people screamed for help.

What amazed the WWSW staff most, perhaps, was that no matter how good Bill gave it to them, nobody was able to give it back. Bill proved to be prank-proof. When Bill was tasked with doing a fifteen-minute newscast, he carefully prepared a script of that day’s news, sports, and weather, and headed into the studio. About a minute into the newscast, his co-workers cut the lights and waited for Bill to struggle. They were probably anticipating that he’d throw it to commercial quickly and then they’d turn the lights back on. Instead, they listened in disbelief to the studio monitors as Bill effortlessly continued briefing listeners on the day’s events. He had totally absorbed all the key points of the stories while he typed the script, and he lasted the full 15 minutes, doing nearly the entire newscast in the dark, from memory.

It was at WWSW that Bill entered the game show business for the first time, serving as the announcer for an audience participation program produced at the station, titled Have You Got It? The host was WWSW’s former advertising salesman, Walt Framer, an enterprising talent who had been voted “most likely not to succeed” by his high school classmates and set about proving them wrong again and again. After conquering Pittsburgh radio, he would move to New York and become a prolific game show creator and producer, with For Love or Money, The Big Payoff, and Break the $250,000 Bank among his credits. His most famous series was a controversial game titled Strike It Rich, in which desperately needy contestants pleaded their cases for a chance to play a small trivia game, and home viewers were encouraged to pledge money to the contestants via the Heart Line, an onstage telephone. The state of New York tried to force the show and its host, Warren Hull, to obtain peddler’s licenses for the shameless requests for viewers’ money that were part of each show. Strike It Rich also incurred the wrath of the state’s welfare bureau, because people who flocked to New York solely to appear on the show, then failed to make it on, would remain in the city and clog the department with requests for support.
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A newspaper ad touting Bill’s newscast. He was also doing sports coverage and spinning records, depending on where he was needed. (Author’s Collection)


Framer took a liking to Bill and appreciated his talents. When one of his other WWSW programs, Club Hollywood, featured a hypnotist as a guest, Framer also made it a point to bring Bill on the program to be the hypnotist’s subject.

Bill did his first work as a master of ceremonies while at WWSW, not for quiz shows but for concerts. He made himself available as a freelance host for hire and bounced from hotel to concert hall to nightclub to arena in the Pittsburgh area to introduce orchestras and big bands to the live audiences.

Bill announced a wide variety of programs on the station, but his duties went beyond just introducing programs and announcing commercials. He was required to keep a watchful eye on the news ticker nearby just in case any newsworthy events broke out.

Bill recalled one day in 1941 when he was standing by near the ticker during a Polish language program. “Back then, there was a code for bulletins. Three bells meant a bulletin was coming. Five bells meant ‘flash.’ The bell rang twelve times that day, and I went on the air to announce that Pearl Harbor had been bombed. You know something? I didn’t even know what or where Pearl Harbor was. Of course, why would it matter if I knew where Pearl Harbor was? The war went on regardless of what announcers said.”

Bill also had a knack for saving the day when he had to. During a sportscasting assignment with Joe Tucker, a strong gust of wind blew away all of the advertising copy that Bill and Joe had to read during the breaks in the game. Joe sat quietly as Bill came through, flawlessly ad-libbing commercials for every sponsor as needed for the rest of the game. For all the clowning around Bill did when he was on the clock, he was a professional who could be counted on.

Bill’s newfound career was flourishing, and so was his personal life. On September 16, 1943, he married his high school sweetheart, Ruth.

Bill and Ruth had a brief honeymoon in New York, familiar territory to Bill by that point because of the occasional away games for the Pittsburgh Steelers. Many years later, Bill told an interviewer a strange tale about the honeymoon. He and his wife sat in the audience of a quiz show; in those days, contestants for all quiz shows were pulled straight out of the audience. Bill got picked for the show, came onstage, and won nylon stockings for his efforts. He didn’t recall the name of the quiz show during the interview, but he did recall the name of the host: Walt Framer.

Framer, his former WWSW co-worker, had since moved to the Big Apple and found success both on the air and behind the scenes in short order. Bill’s connection with Framer wasn’t exactly widely known, so Bill didn’t clarify, and it’s unknown what exactly led up to Bill being on the quiz show. Maybe he figured he’d make his way onstage as an elaborate surprise to his old crony. Maybe he figured he’d give Framer a hand making the show more interesting; Framer had, after all, counted on him to step in as a guest performer at WWSW in the past. The fact that Bill (almost certainly intentionally) didn’t do any better than a pair of nylons would suggest that he was just looking to have a little harmless fun and didn’t intend to cheat anybody.

Despite being married on paper, Bill continued to conduct himself very much like a bachelor. Joe Tucker recalled years later that the boss at WWSW was irritated one day because he found signs that his office had been put to use while he was gone. Bill had taken a shine to the many women who showed up at the station bearing gifts for their favorite radio stars. When he showed up for late evening shifts and saw an admirer waiting outside, he would take her into the boss’ office, sketch a portrait of her in the nude, and then make love with her.

Bill later looked back on his life when talking to a reporter years later and reflected, “I guess I didn’t grow up until I was thirty-one.”

It was an era where you settled down and got married, bought a house, and began your family, all as soon as you could. But it was also an era where the local radio personalities in town were bona fide celebrities, Bill found the benefits of fame difficult to exist. Women in Pittsburgh found it difficult to resist the chance to be with a celebrity. Bill’s remarks about how he “didn’t grow up” hinted at how he felt about himself when he looked back at those years of his life, and it may have compelled some choices he made later in life about how to address what had happened.
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A father’s pride. William sits in the living room, with a publicity still of his son visible behind him. (Author’s Collection)

During his time at WWSW, Bill received an opportunity to put Fritzie Zivic’s boxing lessons to good use. One Saturday night, he was sitting in his parked car when a pair of thugs, one brandishing a blackjack, showed up and attempted a carjacking. They ordered Bill out of the car.

Bill responded, “Aw, no, I like it in here.”

One of the thugs went into the car and pulled Bill’s wallet from him. Enraged to see that Bill was carrying only three dollars, the other drew back the blackjack and took a swing. Bill dodged it and slammed the car door so that the blackjack became wedged inside. Then Bill reared back, threw a punch, and knocked one of his assailants to the ground. The two goons were so taken aback by the fight that their victim was putting up that they settled for the three dollars and ran off without going through with the intended carjacking. Bill, on the other hand, happily settled for telling a local newspaper what had happened and showing off the blackjack as a memento.

World War II was a busy time for Bill and his family. Dad William had already seen tough times at his auto shop after a scandal in which one of his tow truck drivers was accused of charging excessive fees and sharing the money with a police officer. Now the war saw his auto shop’s business dwindling, the result of wartime rationing on tires, gasoline, and even automobiles themselves. William compensated by buying 144 chickens, putting them in the garage, and starting a new business, selling eggs. During his off hours, he spearheaded scrap metal and rubber drives with the help of a Japanese-American neighbor, George Inoue. George was especially lonely during the war, occasionally having to go into the local FBI offices for questioning, but William had known him as a neighbor for twenty-five years, trusted him, and had no problem keeping George company and repeatedly assuring him that he was appreciated as a neighbor and a friend.

Bill, meanwhile, was going through a wide range of changes. Although his physical disability led the military to reject him for service, he became a member of the Civil Defense air arm and worked as a civilian airplane instructor.

Most notably, after beginning his broadcasting career at WWSW, he made his first major career change. In the space of only four years, he had gone from unpaid apprentice to full-time sportscaster, disc jockey, announcer, and pitchman. He was even mentoring aspiring new broadcasters himself. Rege Cordic and Art Pallan, who both went on to become legendary names in Pittsburgh radio, credited Bill with sharing his knowledge and shaping their skills when they started at WWSW.

Bill might have been content to stay for all of that, but his personal life necessitated a career change. He was having an affair with another air talent at WWSW, Midge McCann. Bill’s boss— who had two mistresses himself—objected to how open Bill was about his recreational activities and told him to stop.

Bill refused and quit. He parted ways with WWSW, although he always maintained a friendship with Joe Tucker, the mentor who became a colleague. Tucker was known as the voice of the Pittsburgh Steelers from his time with Bill all the way through 1967. Team owner Art Rooney, Sr. was personally so fond of Tucker that when Tucker departed his radio post to try and move into a television career, Rooney went to court in an attempt to retain him. He appreciated Tucker’s efforts to make the Steelers sound like the best team in football, even during losing seasons. Tucker would complain about blown calls by referees or any other issue he could think of to justify a losing effort from the Steelers. His incessant griping about sloppy officiating earned him the nickname “Screamer.”

Upon his departure from WWSW, Bill was offered a new job at KDKA, the station that started it all and was, at that time, still the best-known and most prominent radio station in Pittsburgh. It offered a better payday ($300 a week) and better exposure. Bill was doing more of the same tasks, like spinning records and calling play-by-play, but he had one added duty, a regular weekly gig as host of a variety show. The only problem Bill really had at KDKA was that the station had even less tolerance for his behavior than WWSW.

Bill had been at KDKA for scarcely one year when he began feeling an urge to move on. Bouncing from station to station in his hometown had given him a yearning to try something bigger. In March 1944, Bill and Ruth headed for New York City.

He later explained, “I looked at other no-longer-young guys in a deep rut on stations like mine, and said no, I’m not gonna be like this—even if I starve.”
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“I’m an introverted extrovert with an inferior superiority complex. In other words, a born ham.” (Author’s Collection)

Chapter Three: If I Can Make It There

“I came here with no job, no promise of a job...One week later, I was a CBS staff announcer,” Bill remembered.

Staff announcers are now a nonexistent position in broadcasting, but for years, the major networks depended on a core department of announcers to go to whatever shows needed them to provide voiceovers. They typically announced multiple shows in the same period and often voiced promos for network programming.

In 1944, CBS hired three staff announcers. One was Roy Rowan, whose voice introduced and concluded all of Lucille Ball’s CBS shows. Another was Bern Bennett, who greeted viewers of Beat the Clock, To Tell the Truth, and, much later in his career, Murder She Wrote. The third new hire was Bill Cullen.

Bill had been in New York for barely any time at all when he got two job offers, one from NBC and the other from CBS. At NBC, Bill was to replace Ed Herlihy, an announcer who was on his way to the military. Herlihy would later become a long-time commercial announcer for Kraft Foods, and in the twilight of his career, he became a film actor, with Pee-Wee’s Big Adventure, Who Framed Roger Rabbit, and Malcolm X among his credits. As it turned out, Herlihy stayed in New York instead of going overseas. That made the decision a little easier for the newcomer. Bill took the job at CBS.

Exactly how Bill got his job at CBS was the subject of many whispers in the radio business for years after because the timing on it was a little odd. CBS held a three-stage audition process for potential announcers, called an “X-Y-Z process.” In stage X, approximately 150 candidates were asked to give an audition. About a dozen would be asked back for stage Y’s audition. Only three would return for stage Z and have any hope of being hired. By the time Bill had arrived in New York City, CBS was already in stage Z for the hiring period, making many people wonder how he could have been eligible. Rumors were rampant; one story was that Bill had tricked an announcer into stepping onto a fire escape, locked him outside, and auditioned in his place. Another tale was spun that Bill had submitted a rival’s audition reel as his own. Bill never elaborated on either rumor.

Bill would later downplay the role his own talent played. 4F classification by the draft board (muscular and bone malformation or mental deficiency) would keep him out of the war but actually made him quite employable.

He later told Redbook, “When I came to New York in 1944 from Pittsburgh, all the good announcers were overseas in the service, but I was not only 4F—I was obviously a permanent 4F, so I got a few lucky breaks.”

The downside to the CBS job offer was a drastic pay cut. Bill could have been a big fish at KDKA in Pittsburgh and raked in $300 a week, but starting fresh at CBS would mean a starting salary of fifty-five dollars a week. Bill took the big gamble and made his move.

The problem early in Bill’s tenure was that CBS didn’t have much for him to do beyond typical announcing duties, like saying the name of the network or announcing the time. (No weather reports, though. During World War II, he was prohibited from making any references to the weather because CBS felt that it gave too much information to the enemy.) But these limited duties meant he couldn’t rise above that base pay of fifty-five dollars a week. He went through his life savings and two cars trying to stay afloat in the Big Apple before CBS finally found regular work for him. Another con to the job was that he really didn’t have any say in what programs he did. He simply had to go wherever CBS dictated. On the plus side, this meant he couldn’t be blamed for the failure of a program, which was good because he wound up on a number of duds during the next two years.

One of Bill’s earliest CBS gigs, around April of 1944, was announcing for an ailing variety show, Fun with Dunn. Star Eddie Dunn, while not a major name, never had any trouble making a career for himself in films, both in front of and behind the camera. He directed short subjects for Hal Roach Studios, famous for churning out the immensely popular Our Gang comedies. Dunn also popped up quite frequently as a supporting player in films starring comic heavyweights like Laurel & Hardy, Charlie Chaplin, and W.C. Fields.

Success in film didn’t exactly translate to success on the radio, however. Audiences didn’t flock to Fun with Dunn, which had premiered in the fall of 1943. It disappeared late in the summer of 1944, giving Bill only about four months at the microphone. That was enough time, however, for him to grab his new bosses’ attention. Bill’s job on the show amounted to nothing more than the opening and the closing of each episode, but one week a producer handed him a single gag line to rattle off during his introduction. Bill ran with it, ad-libbing and riffing until he had stretched his single gag line into a five-minute bit.

At the very least, Bill had impressed his parents back in Pittsburgh. He recalled, “My first job was to say, ‘Hello, here’s Mildred Bailey.’ My father used to stay up just to listen to that.”

Bill went on to another variety show, One Night Stand, a latenight music show. It was a lowbudget affair emanating from wherever a band might be playing, be it an auditorium, a concert hall, or even a military base. There wasn’t much for Bill to do on One Night Stand aside from introducing the band at the start of the program.
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Bill’s arcade card from the 1940s. Arcades in that era sold index cardsized pictures, like this one, of radio stars and announcers for a penny apiece. (Author’s Collection)


BILL: Good evening everyone! It’s Tommy Tucker time! And from the starlit roof of the Hotel Astor in New York City, it’s our pleasure to present Tommy Tucker!



Still, it was a nice gig for a fan of music. Bill got to talk to his favorite bandleaders, like Sammy Kaye and Harry James. Bill particularly liked Harry James’ performances because James frequently brought along his wife, pin-up icon Betty Grable, and Betty used to sit with Bill and just talk with him to pass the time until the show ended.

By now, Bill had plenty of experience introducing concerts, whether on One Night Stand or at the various venues where he had stepped up to the microphone around Pittsburgh. Bill managed to parlay that into another job for himself. Around this time, Bill made regular commutes to Meadowbrook, New Jersey, where Tommy Dorsey and His Orchestra frequently came to the area for concerts, and for each concert, Bill was charged with taking the stage and introducing the young up-and-coming singer who performed along with the orchestra on most nights. That singer was Frank Sinatra.

Bill still had reason to report to the studio, though. He moved on next to The Danny O’Neill Show. Tenor Danny O’Neill took to the stage for fifteen minutes a day, usually singing four tunes and filling time between the songs by chatting with “Kathleen,” a devoted fan who was there for every show. Bill was one of at least four different announcers who came and went from the series during its two-year network run.

Bill was quickly moved to another variety show, Sing Along with the Landt Trio. Karl, Dan, and Jack Landt had performed on local radio in Florida prior to 1927, when they all moved to New York City to begin a career in vaudeville. They didn’t realize at the time that vaudeville was a dying industry, so they settled for a career in network radio, found success early, and hung onto it. Their first show, for NBC, debuted in 1928 and lasted for ten years. In 1941, they re-emerged with Sing Along and lasted for another five years. Sing Along with the Landt Trio contained many elements but naturally emphasized music and singing. Interestingly, each program also contained audience participation segments involving short games. One regular segment was “Dig for Silver,” in which the trio wandered the audience with a fishbowl filled with silver dollars. Audience members were asked questions. If a correct answer was given, the winner could dip a hand into the fishbowl and keep whatever they were able to grab onto. Identifying song titles was another frequent task for audience members. There was one other way for audiences to win, though the listeners
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