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  We hope we can give you enough to stay with you for a long time.


  —Dave Garroway, January 14, 1952


   


   


  
    
     FOREWORD 
    

    by  MATT  LAUER

  


  I REMEMBER WATCHING BILL CLINTON BEING interviewed as he traveled to Washington, D.C., to be sworn in as this nation’s 42nd president. When asked how he was feeling he replied, “I feel like the dog that’s been chasing the pick-up truck and all of the sudden I caught it! Now what?”


  I felt exactly the same way in 1996 when I got a phone call from the president of NBC telling me that he wanted me to become the next host of Today. Joy, excitement, shock, and fear all went through me at the same time. The dream of my professional life was coming true and a monumental challenge was about to begin.


  
    “Well here we are. Good morning to you. The very first good morning of what I hope and expect to be a great many good mornings between you and me. Here it is . . . January 14th, 1952, when NBC begins a new program called Today, and if it doesn’t sound too revolutionary, I really believe this begins a new kind of television.”

  


  When Dave Garroway welcomed viewers to Today on that day in 1952, he ushered in a new era in broadcasting. And he changed the way Americans started their day.


  The concept was simple yet dramatically different than anything that had appeared on the fledgling medium called television. It was a place where viewers could turn to each morning to satisfy their appetite for all things news and information. It was a destination for the curious to learn more about what had happened overnight and how the day ahead might shape up. And they would see and hear it all from the best storytellers in broadcasting.


  I wasn’t alive when Today debuted on that January morning, but five years later I would be born into what had already become a Today family. My parents raised me in a home where the likes of Garroway, Blair, Walters and Downs, Brokaw and Pauley, and Gumbel and Couric graced the screens.


  Today become a part of my family’s daily ritual. We sat mesmerized as the rich and powerful, the entertaining and the eccentric, the feared and the broken were questioned and held accountable. And yes, we were moved to tears by the suffering or simple kindness of total strangers.


  And all before nine o’clock in the morning!


  Today shaped the way I viewed my surroundings. It put the news into context, and it did something else. It ignited a desire in me to find a way to become part of the show’s unfolding history.


  Like my own path to Today, the path the show has taken over these past sixty years has not always followed a straight line. There have been detours and bumps along the road, including missteps and mistakes. But those were always followed by times of reflection and correction. In this book television journalist and historian Stephen Battaglio has not spared us or you an examination of those episodes. This is not a story of broadcasting perfection. But I think you’ll agree that as Today reaches this milestone, it has managed to get more right than wrong. When we did fall, we got back up and in the game.


  As you browse through these pages, I urge you to keep this in mind: In the past sixty years the world has changed in exciting, troubling, puzzling, and mind-blowing ways. We have all been witness to so much, perhaps even too much. There are very few things that remain the way they were when Today first went on the air. But despite all that change, the mission of the show has remained the same—to give you a window on the world, to bring you up to date and inform you, to prepare you for what the future may bring, and to offer a smile or two as a change of pace to what can be the stark realities of life.


  We hope we have succeeded in delivering those promises.


  Know too that we have had an absolute blast along the way. This job is a thrill ride that has opened doors for us all around the world. And we have gladly walked through them. Our bucket lists are left with very few unchecked items.


  And one last thing. In the pages that follow you will see the faces and names of those of us who have been lucky enough to be the more visible employees of this formidable program. But make no mistake about it, we are not Today. We are just the high profile caretakers of this long-standing tradition. The handful of people like me, with classic good looks and thick luxurious heads of hair (sorry, the early hours have made me delirious), we are the television equivalent of the tip of the iceberg, the part you can see that gets too much of your attention.
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  Today is the hundreds—or by this time thousands—of people who have worked tirelessly behind the scenes at ungodly hours to bring you the stories that move and enlighten you. And it is the innovators—the technicians who continue to push the envelope and make the impossible seem ridiculously routine. Today is everyone who has contributed their talent, energy, and passion to this broadcast over these past sixty years without asking for thanks or attention. They richly deserve both!


  I hope you enjoy what we have gathered here and that you will join us each morning for the next sixty years . . . and beyond.


  —Matt Lauer
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    INTRODUCTION

    by JIM BELL

  


  “Well here we are and a good morning to you. The very first good morning of what I hope and suspect will be a great many good mornings . . .”


  —Dave Garroway, January 14, 1952


  NEARLY TWENTY-TWO THOUSAND MORNINGS later, we can safely say that Mr. Garroway’s hopes and suspicions have been confirmed. But the success of Today was hardly a sure thing. Before Today went on the air sixty years ago, morning TV was little more than test patterns. Literally, test patterns. Breakfast was a time reserved for radio. Most executives didn’t believe that viewers could eat their breakfast, get dressed, and watch TV all at the same time. They didn’t believe people could sometimes listen to TV rather than watch every frame.


  But Pat Weaver, the NBC executive who created the Today show (as well as creating his daughter Sigourney) believed America was ready for, as he put it, “a revolt in their living rooms over eggs and bacon.” The early reviews didn’t entirely agree with him. A “morning news show” struck many as odd in 1952. The New York Times described it as “the latest plan for electronic bondage dreamed up by the National Broadcasting Company” and mentioned skeptics who said the show was “pretentious and in some cases pointless.” Another critic told NBC to “roll over and go back to sleep.”


  The Today show, of course, prevailed over its harsher critics and today the broadcast that Pat Weaver and Dave Garroway started is not only a resounding and proven success, it’s also essentially the same program it was sixty years ago. No degree of cultural change or technological tumult has altered Garroway’s founding ideas that the show would “put you in touch more closely with the world we live in . . . in all fields of human endeavor” . . . so that the viewer would “know where you’re going and what the world is like that you are going into.”


  From Yesterday to Today will bring you into our world. It represents the most ambitious and comprehensive effort to date at documenting the history of the broadcast. It should prove fascinating to viewers and non-viewers alike. Irrespective of one’s morning TV habits, Today’s place in television history and American culture—as the closest thing we have to a national hearth—is secure. Today is where generations of Americans have begun their day, where the conversation begins, where viewpoints are stated, where news is made. It was also, of course, the first morning news show, and the first to have a woman and an African American as hosts. It invented television staples like the outdoor “plaza” studio and summer concerts, as well as signature annual events like “Where in the World is Matt Lauer?” and “Today Throws a Wedding.”


  For a book this ambitious, perhaps the biggest challenge has been deciding what to omit. Any compendium of Today would run the gamut of the last six decades’ most significant events. Recently, on the tenth anniversary of 9/11, we re-watched how Matt, Katie, and another Today alum, Tom (no last names needed), took America through those initial hours that had no precedent. It was a reminder of how Today, perhaps more than any other broadcast, has been where history happens.


  Today has fifteen presidential elections and inaugurations under its belt, spanning the administrations of Presidents Truman to Obama. There have been two royal weddings, countless trips to virtually every corner of the planet. There have been hurricanes, fires, floods, tsunamis, and earthquakes. And there have been, of course, the interviews. So many landmark and groundbreaking interviews. The Today show was where Hillary Clinton went when she decried that “vast right wing conspiracy.” It was where Tom Cruise argued with Matt about “the history of psychiatry.” It was where Katie grilled Bob Dole about whether cigarettes were addictive. And where the parents of the Columbine victims sat down with Katie for what became a national moment of grieving.


  America has watched the Today show family grow and change as well. Jane Pauley and Katie had their babies. Katie tragically lost her husband to cancer and took the extraordinary step, as she honored his memory, by submitting to a colonoscopy on TV. We saw Matt get married and have three kids. And we saw Meredith Vieira make the tough decision, for family reasons, to step down from the anchor chair. The live good-bye to Meredith from the Today show staff has gone down as one of television’s fondest and most heartfelt farewells.


  People watch Today at the most vulnerable time of day. They’re busy, sometimes they’re stressed, and they don’t have time to channel surf. Morning viewers make a choice and stick with it as they go about their morning rituals—making coffee, serving breakfast, packing lunchboxes, and looking for shoes. They choose Today because it informs and entertains them. And they choose it because it’s family. A family of on-camera hosts who are genuine, curious, and authentic people. And a remarkable family, behind the camera, of production and engineering staff who decade after decade have pulled off television magic every morning.


  Other television programs come and go. Today is now entering its seventh decade—remarkable longevity for a broadcast. And even more remarkable, it’s just as vibrant, relevant, and exciting as it was when Dave Garroway and a chimpanzee named J. Fred Muggs were bidding the country good morning. We hope you enjoy the memories.


   


  —Jim Bell, Executive Producer
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    A crowd in front of the RCA Exhibition Hall looks in on the first edition of Today.

  


  
    1952 – 1959

  


  THE RCA EXHIBITION HALL ON THE STREET level of Rockefeller Center in Manhattan was lit up on the dark, damp, and unseasonably warm winter morning of January 14, 1952, as Dave Garroway looked into an NBC TV camera and introduced what he called “a new kind of television.” It was being delivered, he said, from the “magnificent unparalleled means of communication, which NBC has assembled into a single room in New York.” The network’s publicity people had touted it as the “nerve center of the planet.”
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  The camera scanned the twenty-two-by-sixty-foot studio filled with clocks set to various time zones, telephones, Teletype machines, reel-to-reel tape recorders, turntables, typewriters, and wall-to-wall world maps. The front pages of that day’s newspapers from across the country were affixed to a board. Cigarette smoke wafted around the men in white shirts and ties and a few women in tailored skirts who created the image of a bustling newsroom. But some of them had to be wondering—is anybody out there?
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      George Fenneman and Groucho Marx on You Bet Your Life
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      Milton Berle was “Mr. Television” on Texaco Star Theater

    


    The growth of television was already having an indelible effect on the leisure time activities Americans enjoyed.


    When NBC’s Today aired for the first time that day, there were 15.7 million television sets in the United States—up 5.2 million from the previous year. The growth of television was already having an indelible effect on the leisure time activities Americans enjoyed. They were reading fewer books and going to the movies less often. The flickering cathode rays in their living rooms brought them the vaudeville stunts of Milton Berle on Texaco Star Theater and the antics of Lucille Ball on I Love Lucy. They were emotionally absorbed by the works of a new generation of writing talent that included Paddy Chayefsky, Horton Foote, and Gore Vidal, who created original plays for live TV drama anthologies such as The Philco Television Playhouse and Studio One. Comedians such as Bob Hope, Jack Benny, and Groucho Marx had seen the massive ratings of their network radio programs tumble to a fraction of what they had been just three years before and began their transition into television.



    NBC’s parent company was the Radio Corporation of America, which developed and manufactured television sets. The network was driving sales by giving the public images of the kinds of events they were used to only reading about in newspapers or hearing on the radio: the inauguration of President Harry S Truman, the Army-Navy football game and the World Series. In 1951, the “Shot Heard ’Round the World”—New York Giants outfielder Bobby Thomson’s home run that stunned the Brooklyn Dodgers in the deciding game of the playoff for the National League pennant—was seen on NBC-TV.


    As pervasive as television had become in a relatively short time, it had virtually no place in people’s lives during the hectic early hours of the morning when they rushed to leave their homes for work, get the kids off to school, or prepare for a day of chores around the house or the family farm. The living room was where TV was enjoyed, not the bathroom, the bedroom, or the kitchen, where people typically began their day. Some local stations offered morning programming—the brilliantly innovative comic Ernie Kovacs hosted a show on a local station in Philadelphia before becoming a network star. But it was considered almost decadent to watch TV early in the day—as if it was akin to having an alcoholic beverage before noon. None of the networks believed there was enough of an audience to program the hours before 11:30 a.m.
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      Garroway interviewing pedestrians in 1956

    


    Enter Pat Weaver, the president of NBC Television. Weaver had taken over the network in 1949 after finding success as an executive in radio and advertising. He believed television could tap in to radio’s morning audience just as it had in the evening hours. “I’d had 20 years in the business as a writer-producer of programming, and running the biggest of the radio agencies,” he once recalled. “And in spite of what people said, I knew, and had known for many years, that there was a gigantic audience in the morning, with The Breakfast Club, and Breakfast at Sardi’s, and at the CBS stations I worked at out on the West Coast. We had these immense hits in the morning. So I knew the audience was there.”
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    After arriving at NBC, Weaver began to develop a program he called Rise and Shine. He described it as a “gang show” with a troupe of regular players that would greet viewers each morning with humorous routines, sketches, and songs. It was a formula that worked on morning radio. But Weaver’s general tenant for television was that it needed to distinguish itself from radio. He sought a more distinctive format for his morning program and came up with the idea of what he called a “national newspaper of the air.” The program would have cameras stationed wherever news was happening that a host could go to live. There would be fresh sports reports, weather forecasts, interviews with newsmakers, and reviews of the newest books, movies, and plays presented right in the studio that morning. Television news programs of the time were primitive—or “rotten” as Weaver described them. They were mostly composed of a staff announcer reading the latest headlines and wire reports, accompanied by still photos or newsreel footage. Weaver knew that emerging telecommunication technologies were going to transform television. While serving in Armed Forces Radio during World War II, he learned that magnetic recording tape could be used to record images as well as sound. Instead of having to send film to a lab, videotape was going to enable the immediate playback of moving pictures. Bulky cameras and other equipment were going to get lighter and more portable. Weaver was a member of the British Interplanetary Society where he heard its chairman, writer Arthur C. Clarke, predict that satellite communications would one day deliver pictures across oceans instantaneously. Weaver wanted a program that would take advantage of those developments as they arrived. On the advice of his wife, Weaver dropped the breezy name of Rise and Shine. He changed the name of the program he was developing to Today.


    Pat Weaver knew how to package his business ideas with high-minded aspirations and the language of a scholar or philosopher.


    Weaver had a strong business motivation for expanding NBC’s reach into the morning hours. In the early 1950s, most prime-time TV shows were produced by sponsors or their ad agencies. Advertisers paid the networks for an entire time slot and largely controlled the programs they supplied, limiting the number of companies that could afford national network TV advertising. From the time he took on his leadership role at NBC, Weaver advocated a “magazine” approach where multiple sponsors could buy commercial time on the same program. The network had been successfully selling minute spots to several sponsors on Your Show of Shows, the wildly successful comedy and variety program with Sid Caesar. Weaver wanted NBC’s morning show to be two daily hours that the network could control and sell to a wide range of advertisers who did not have the budget to produce or sponsor an entire program. It was a way to expand the TV advertising marketplace and bring more money into the network.


    Weaver knew how to package his business ideas with high-minded aspirations and the language of a scholar or philosopher. To get affiliate stations on board, he presented a promotional film on a closed circuit telecast that outlined his vision for the show. He made it sound as if viewers would watch out of a sense of national obligation.


    “A program like this is a magnificent use of the tool of television and its ultimate social responsibility,” he intoned in the film. “John Smith, American, on this program will meet the people that he must know to be an informed citizen of a free society. He will hear the voices that count in the world. He will listen to the words that echo the story of history. He will see the places at peace, and the places at war. His horizon will be limited by neither time, nor place. John Smith will be there. He will know this is the real secret weapon of free men: to know, to understand, so that John Smith is ready for today, whatever it may bring.”
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      Garroway on the line with the U.S. Weather Bureau

    


    NBC’s affiliate stations were skeptical and somewhat resistant to Weaver’s pitch. One reason was self-interest. Many TV stations belonged to larger companies that also operated morning newspapers. What would a fresh, live TV news program with pictures do to their readership? The other issue was cost. Stations did not want to shell out money for programming the morning hours after Today. Only twenty-four stations committed to signing on to carry Today when it launched. When Garroway appeared on comedian Fred Allen’s NBC show to promote the new program, the idea was mocked. “Let me ask you—if you’re going on at seven o’clock in the morning, who is going to look at your show?” Allen asked. “Milkmen and roosters?”


    
      
        THE WINDOW

      


      

      WHEN TODAY SHOWED THE PEDESTRIANS who peered daily into the window of the RCA Exhibition Hall, it gave America the opportunity to take a good look at itself.


      Once or twice an hour while Dave Garroway played a record, the camera slowly panned across the glass and the screen filled with images of men in fedora hats, schoolboys in letter jackets, and women in kerchiefs and white gloves. The faces were white and black. Older people looked in amazement at the new technology that was transforming communication before their eyes. The very young often kept their eyes on J. Fred Muggs, who often stared right back at them. People smiled and waved and held up signs with their hometowns or the names of friends or relatives watching at home. One regular at the window was a man who delivered messages in sign language to his deaf mother in Atlanta (no one on the program ever knew what he was saying). It wasn’t just common folks who pressed against the glass. Former President Harry S Truman made a habit of passing by the window when he took a morning constitutional during his stays in New York.


      Perhaps the most haunting moment during the six and a half years Today aired in the RCA Exhibition Hall came on September 25, 1953. Frank Blair had read a news item on Gordon Dean, the retired chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission, who believed it “will only be a year before the Russians have the capacity to destroy us.”


      As Blair finished, the camera switched to Dave Garroway, shown taking a phone call at his desk. No voice was heard on the other end. “That’s all right,” Garroway said. “Let’s do that right now. Let me tell the folks what’s going on.”


      Garroway then informed viewers that an air raid drill had begun and sirens were blaring throughout New York. He explained that workers from the Office of Civil Defense would soon direct people to shelters (a bit of an obsession for the host, who built a well-stocked fallout shelter in the basement of his town house on the East Side of Manhattan). The pedestrians and cars cleared out. Viewers were soon watching a deserted West 49th Street.


      “To slow down the big city to a dead stop in a couple of minutes is quite an art,” Garroway calmly noted. “There is not a soul on the street. Not a vehicle in motion. It’s very quiet outside. It’s very quiet inside, too. The value of a civil defense thing like this is half I think in the drama of making you remember what the world might be like. I guess that’s why they do it.”
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      The sidewalk became an extension of the studio and gave Today instant access for person-on-the-street interviews. Some tried to take advantage of the daily television exposure the window provided. A local bakery had one of its trucks circle the block every morning for two hours in the hope of getting its name on screen. On one occasion, a man from a rival TV station came dressed in a gorilla costume and displayed a sign that proclaimed, “I’m J. Fred Muggs’ long lost brother.” When the camera came in for a close-up, he flipped the sign over and it read, “Tonight watch King Kong on Channel 9.”


      The era of the first street-level studio for Today ended in mid-1958, when the program moved to the more spacious Studio 3K inside the RCA Building at Rockefeller Center. It was a more modern facility, capable of more sophisticated lighting and elaborate staging. But a part of the show’s authentic connection with the public was lost.
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      When Weaver started considering a host for the program, he initially believed he needed “a buttoned up, hard-hitting guy, climbing up walls and taking us up-to-date all over the place.” Instead he went for the soothing presence of Garroway, a known quantity at NBC who already demonstrated an ability to please viewers with his Chicago-based variety show Garroway at Large.


      When Garroway heard about Weaver’s idea, he immediately pushed for the hosting job (which Weaver, in his typically grandiose fashion, called “the communicator”). Garroway had been in the NBC page program in 1938. He studied at the network’s school for announcers and finished twenty-third out of a class of twenty-four. But Garroway persevered, becoming a special events announcer for Pittsburgh radio station KDKA. While serving in the Navy during World War II, he had a regular disc jockey shift on a Honolulu station, where he developed a loose, relaxed style on the air. After the war he headed to NBC’s Chicago radio station, WMAQ, where he became a local sensation with his popular evening jazz program The 1160 Club. As television emerged, Garroway became part of the medium’s “Chicago School.” Away from the show business hubs of Hollywood and New York, the Windy City’s TV performers became known for their inventiveness and ability to create a feeling of intimacy with the viewer.


      “I was built to do this show,” Garroway said years later of his reaction when he first heard about Today. “All my training had been as a generalist, to specialize in nothing, and know something about everything. This show was made for me. And it was my show automatically, I felt. I deserved it.” Garroway said he was so confident in the concept of Today, he signed a four-year lease on a large Park Avenue apartment after he moved to New York to take the hosting job.
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      Weaver’s other bold move was to have Today broadcast at the RCA Exhibition Hall on West 49th Street in Manhattan, where the company showcased its television and radio models. The picture window facing the street allowed pedestrians to watch the program as it happened. The program’s audio was carried over a loudspeaker. Weaver said it was the best promotion Today could possibly have. “People couldn’t believe that anybody would be stupid enough to put a show when nobody would look,” Weaver said. “That was the consensus of opinion. I knew they’d have to stop and look in when they’d hear it. As it got better known in New York word of mouth would zoom and it did.”
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        Technicians prepare the first street level studio for Today in the RCA Exhibition Hall at Rockefeller Center.

      


      Garroway was joined on Today by Jack Lescoulie, a personable actor and radio performer who served as announcer, sports reporter, and comic foil. Jim Fleming, one of NBC’s veteran newscasters, was brought in to deliver the headlines several times an hour. But Garroway put his personal stamp on Today right from the start. He chose the show’s theme music—“Sentimental Journey”—which had been a number one hit for bandleader Les Brown and His Band of Renown with lead singer Doris Day in 1945. The song seemed completely out of step with the futuristic mission of informing the world with state of the art communications technology (“Gonna take a sentimental journey”). But the selection resonated with the World War II veterans who had come home from Europe when it was a hit. They were the people heading out the door to work each morning and propelling the country forward through an era of rapid economic expansion.


      Like the song, Garroway had an unhurried approach on the air. He moved gracefully around the complex Today set, always while speaking directly to the viewer at home. He was commanding yet serene, relaxed and informal, unlike any other host of a news and information program at the time, yet always respectful. In the early years of the program, Garroway received the nationwide forecast over the phone from Jimmy Fidler at the National Weather Service in Washington, D.C. As Fidler described conditions in different regions, Garroway effortlessly recorded them on a chalkboard map in the shape of the United States. What viewers didn’t know is that production assistant Estelle Parsons (who spent five years on the show well before her acting career took off) had already put the information on the board in red chalk, which didn’t show up on black-and-white TV screens.
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      Garroway was a comforting figure right down to his signature sign-off. Every morning he ended the two-hour broadcast by the raising palm of his right hand and stretching his thumb, so that it was almost at a right angle, as he said “Peace.” Television writer Charlie Andrews said Garroway got the idea phrase from a charismatic black radio preacher who used it at the end of his broadcasts. “Dave thought it was the greatest sign-off in the world and adopted it,” Andrews said in a 1998 interview with the Archive of Amerian Television. “He said it at the end of all his programs. He found it worked instead of any conversation. The other guy would say ‘I think the Cubs should have won the game.’ Dave would say ‘Peace.’… He used ‘peace’ when he couldn’t think of anything else to say he would say that.” Garroway delivered the “Peace” sign-off on Today with a combination of calmness and intensity. It felt like an acknowledgment that life in the new, faster-moving atomic age was more complex and uncertain.


      
        

      


      Garroway was a comforting figure right down to his signature sign-off.… “Peace.”


      Today had to grow into the technology that it promised. Technical malfunctions were the norm on the early shows. Segments were interrupted in mid-sentence by scheduled cutaways to local stations on the network. On the debut program, Garroway’s phone conversations with NBC’s foreign correspondents generated little in the way of news aside from a report of snow in Germany. When Garroway switched to live cameras in various domestic locations, there often wasn’t much to see. The Washington camera was fixed on the parking lot at the Pentagon. “I’m getting tired of seeing cars,” Garroway was heard saying off camera when the image came up a third time. When a reporter caught up with Admiral William Fechteler, the chief of naval operations, he was asked about the state of the navy. “Guess it’s all right,” he said. “It was there last night when I left it.” Garroway managed to keep things moving with his fluid style. Still, the TV critics were dismissive. John Crosby of the New York Herald Tribune called the first show “an incredible two-hour comedy of errors, perpetrated as a new kind of television.” He mocked the multitude of clocks on the set. “Who the hell wants to know what time it is in Tokyo?” he wrote. Janet Kern of the Chicago Herald-American said the program was “something without which TV can do very nicely.”
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      But Today soon proved it had value simply by being on before everyone else. On the morning of February 6, 1952, King George of England suffered a coronary thrombosis and died in his sleep. Buckingham Palace announced his death at 10:45 a.m. London time—5:45 a.m. in New York. The passing was too late for the early editions of the morning newspapers. Only one hour and fifteen minutes from airtime, the producers of Today scrapped their planned segments and devoted the entire program to reports on George’s death. Garroway and the NBC News team reviewed the monarch’s career and discussed how his twenty-five-year-old daughter Elizabeth would succeed him on the throne. They used only still photographs to tell the story. But they owned it. Not only was it a coup for Today, it demonstrated the clear advantage TV had in covering breaking news.
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          DAVE GARROWAY WAS A TELEVISION ORIGINAL.


          Unlike the biggest stars of the early years of the medium, Garroway had no experience on stage or in the movies. As a local radio personality, he didn’t play a character or have a signature routine. Garroway became a star by just being himself.


          David Cunningham Garroway was born in Schenectady, New York, in 1913. Two years after he graduated from Washington University, he headed east to work as a salesman. He was in New York, peddling a book about the most commonly mispronounced words, when he became intrigued by the radio business. At a party, he met a woman who supervised the page program at NBC. Garroway signed up and was soon escorting talent to the NBC studios at Rockefeller Center for $15.65 a week. After returning from military duty in World War II, he started a late night jazz program called The 1160 Club, which took its name from “11:60 P.M.” a brassy fox trot number that was a hit in 1945 for Harry James & His Orchestra. The 1160 Club was a sensation with Chicago listeners, thanks to Garroway’s laid-back on-air style and willingness to offer a dissertation on virtually any subject. He could comfortably use such words as “diaphanous” to describe a jazz trombone solo without sounding snobby or pretentious.


          

          [image: images]


          In 1949, coaxial cable enabled NBC to broadcast television from Chicago, and the network was looking for programs to emanate from the city. Garroway, who had become a local star from The 1160 Club, was signed to do a weekly half-hour network TV show called Garroway at Large. The original plan was to produce the show live on a stage in a Chicago theater, but Garroway was painfully shy and disliked performing in front of an audience, according to his writing partner Charlie Andrews. “He was an introvert,” Andrews once said. “I’ll never forget one time he said ‘Charlie write me some funny stuff I can say at cocktail parties.’” To accommodate Garroway, his show was designed as a backstage look at a TV show while it was going on. As a troupe of performers presented songs, dance routines, and sketches, Garroway wandered through the proceedings, making wry but always friendly comments to the camera and microphone operators. It was a preview of the low-key but spellbinding style he used when presiding over Today.
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          “This rhythm that he had was absolutely unique,” said Estelle Parsons. “It was just very slow. And it’s like when you’re in a movie, and you get an editor who adds those extra frames with a close-up, you have an impact. You can see Marlene Dietrich in movies where she got the extra frames, and where she didn’t. When she doesn’t get the extra frames she looks like any other beautiful woman. But when she gets those extra frames, she has an impact right into you. You know? And that was what he had. And it was absolutely unique.”


          Pat Weaver promised that Today would use state of the art communications technology to inform viewers in the morning. It was Garroway who put a human face on the program. His bow tie and large glasses gave him a professorial look befitting of a curious mind. His well-modulated, mellifluous voice and easygoing manner made him sound comfortable whether he was interviewing a nuclear physicist or a beauty queen. “On the air he can interview anybody about anything with his grace and sincerity,” Paul Cunningham, a longtime Today staffer once said. “He always manages to make immediate contact and get the people talking easily.” He had an innate ability to express the thoughts of the viewer at home. “I wonder what life is like in Frankenstein, Missouri,” he said when he saw the small town came up on a list of local temperatures that slowly scrolled up the screen every half hour.


          Garroway’s on-camera skills made him a splendid pitchman, which is why advertisers eventually clamored to be on Today. He showed viewers his distorted reflection in a fun house mirror to demonstrate when they should go out and buy General Electric replacement tubes for their TV sets. When Saran Wrap was introduced in 1955, he placed a clear sheet over the camera lens. Stores quickly ran out of the product. Only Garroway could segue from pointing out Napoleon’s tomb in Paris to a blurb for Rock of Ages, a maker of cemetery monuments.


          “When you sell tombstones at breakfast time, you’ve got to be good,” Jack Lescoulie noted at the time.


          By the end of 1953—when Today had become a financial success—Garroway was earning a reported $300,000 a year. Even after he became a major star, he remained a loner. He preferred to spend time with the vintage sports cars he collected, which included an SS 100 Jaguar from 1938 that he had since his days in Chicago. He built the replacement parts with a metal lathe he had in his garage. Walking through Garroway’s home, visitors would find microscopes, telescopes (he loved astronomy), a console from the first UNIVAC computer, and more than one hundred pairs of cufflinks, including one made of imitation eyeballs. Garroway’s son remembered how his father had an actual Norden bombsight on display in his living room.


          “He was fascinated by things,” said Beryl Pfizer, who joined Today as a writer in 1959. “He had these pockets of incredible knowledge. People like that—something comes up and all of a sudden they are explaining something to you that is totally off your scope. He was good at that.”


          Years after she left the show, former “Today Girl” Helen O’Connell, was still in awe of how Garroway connected with the people he interviewed in the studio and the viewer at home. “He taught me how to listen and really hear what people were saying, and look at them and really see what was going on,” she said. “And I still think that David Garroway has a knack of taking a story and telling it, and making it come so to life, and touch you deeply inside.”


          [image: images]

        

      


      In its first six months on the air, Today was watched by an average of 1.4 million viewers, reaching 74 percent of the country on thirty-eight stations. The positive mail from viewers indicated that Garroway had made a connection with the audience. “Twenty of us on the faculty now meet every morning at the Faculty Club for breakfasts,” wrote one university dean. “We watch the show in its entirety and we are well up on current events—much more so than when we read our local newspaper.”


      There was even the discovery that not everyone who watched the show was just getting up. “I am a nurse and I live alone and get home at eight o’clock in the morning,” read one correspondence. “It’s wonderful to have someone at breakfast with you.”


      So many letters poured in that NBC used them to attract sponsors who still weren’t fully convinced that enough people were watching. Garroway, Weaver, and the network’s ad sales department tried to make their point at a breakfast meeting for agency executives held in a New York hotel ballroom. After Weaver and Garroway made pitches for their support, several NBC pages entered with stacks of unopened mail. They dumped the letters onto the breakfast tables and passed out openers that were embossed with the Today logo that had the face of a clock inside the o.
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        Garroway greeting beauty pageant contestants in 1954

      


      The stunt generated some additional advertiser interest, but still not enough to make the program—produced for $60,000 a week—a financial success. At the start of 1953, there were rumblings throughout the TV industry that NBC was surveying its owned stations and affiliates about canceling the show. “Today May Become Yesterday Tomorrow,” read the headline of a story in the show business newspaper Billboard. The producers scrambled to find an idea—or even a gimmick—that would get more people to watch. It arrived in the hirsute form of J. Fred Muggs.
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      Frank Blair, the longtime newscaster for Today, wrote in his 1979 memoir that producer Paul Cunningham and writer Len Safire were having a round of drinks at the New York celebrity saloon Toots Shor’s when they came up with the concept of adding an ape to the cast. A newspaper cartoon that showed a gorilla newscaster handing his microphone over to a human newscaster inspired them. The caption read: “And now for the human side of the news!”
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      The seemingly bizarre suggestion turned into reality when LeRoy Waldron and Buddy Mennella—two former NBC pages turned New Jersey pet shop owners—showed up at the network’s studios with an adorable baby chimpanzee for an appearance on another program. Safire brought Muggs and his trainers to Today producer Mort Werner who signed off on the idea of putting the chimp on.


      Muggs was presented to the audience for the first time on February 3, 1953. He was greeted with an arrival outside of the RCA Exhibition Hall that parodied a Hollywood movie premiere. A black convertible sedan drove up to the door and a carpet was rolled out as an entourage escorted the ten-month-old pint-sized primate into the studio while photographer flashbulbs popped. Once inside, Muggs leapt up onto the desk on the Today set and into Garroway’s arms. He then grabbed the host’s tortoise shell glasses and put them into his mouth before Garroway could quickly snatch them back. From that moment forward, Muggs was a hit with viewers and the ratings for Today immediately soared. By the end of the month, he was signed to a thirteen-week contract.
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        Muggs returning from his world tour on August 14, 1954

      


      Muggs’s popularity and its effect on Today revealed it was children who were controlling the TV set in the morning. Even before the chimp arrived, about a third of the show’s audience was made up of kids. Turning on Today so they could see the antics of Muggs likely aided in creating peace at many family breakfast tables across the country. Youngsters who showed up with their parents to stand in front of the window at the RCA Exhibition Hall were transfixed by Muggs, whether he was playing violin while wearing a white long-haired wig or dressed as a pilgrim on Thanksgiving. As a result, more grown-ups were tuning into Today as well.


      Garroway was admittedly not an animal lover, but he was able to grin and bear daily life with Muggs if it meant success for Today. “Since he came on the show our rating has gone up two points,” he said diplomatically when asked at the time how he felt about the new addition to the Today panel. “If he can help us that way, sure I want to keep him.” Years later, Garroway said he was regularly chomped on by Muggs, resulting in nearly two dozen visits to the dispensary at NBC for tetanus shots.
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          THE FIRST VOICE EVER HEARD on Today belonged to Jack Lescoulie. He was the announcer who delivered the phrase “This is Today” on January 14, 1952. His bright friendly greeting opened the show for many years to come.


          Lescoulie was a Sacramento, California, native who grew up in show business. At the age of seven, he did a soft-shoe dance act with his siblings and played vaudeville while growing up on the West Coast. His mother was a variety actress and his father was a technician who worked at the Hollywood studios. During his high school years, Lescoulie worked as a local radio announcer and sought a career as a stage actor. He liked to joke about how he made it to Broadway by providing the sound effect of an elephant in a play called Achilles Had a Heel. He returned to Los Angeles in the late 1930s and landed a job as host of an NBC radio show called The Grouch Club, in which listeners shared their beefs with the world.


          When the U.S. entered World War II, Lescoulie headed overseas to serve as a combat reporter. He flew with the Air Force and recorded accounts of bombing missions over Italy. When he returned to New York, he found steady work as a radio personality, a game show host, and as an announcer for Jackie Gleason’s TV programs. The affable Lescoulie became known for his all-American boy looks and big toothy smile. “Do you know why you were never a big hit in radio?” Gleason once said to him. “Because they couldn’t broadcast teeth.”


          Dave Garroway remembered Lescoulie from The Grouch Club and suggested his name to Pat Weaver when he was putting together the talent lineup for Today. Along with his announcing duties, Lescoulie delivered sports updates and became known for his “Fearless Forecast” for college football games. He developed his on-air tone for Today after making a visit to the city room of a New York newspaper. “While there, I found a young man who used to come in and just kid everybody and no one seemed to resent it,” he once said. “When I tried that on the set it worked beautifully, and did for many years.”


          Lescoulie was happy to provide comic relief on Today. He became someone Garroway could go to when an interview was going poorly or when a light moment was necessary. Garroway called him the Saver. “We worked out a great rapport,” Lescoulie said. “(Dave) said to me, ‘If you ever feel that I’m getting dull, or ever think that an interview isn’t going right, just walk in, Jack.’ Now, that kind of trust, you don’t get very often.”


          
            [image: images]


            Jack Lescoulie with actress Maureen Arthur

          


          He was always game when the program required him to do sketches, play characters (most memorably in a Caesar and Cleopatra bit played with Jayne Mansfield in 1957), or even a pratfall into the Fontana di Trevi in Rome. But Lescoulie never forgot the news mission of Today and was adept at shifting from light-hearted material to a more serious tone when necessary. The role he created became a part of the fabric of Today and was filled in future decades by Joe Garagiola, Willard Scott, and Al Roker.
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        J. Fred Muggs, Dave Garroway, Lee Meriwether, Jack Lescoulie, and Frank Blair as portrayed by the top comic strip artists of the 1950s
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        Lescoulie with the weather at the 500 Club in Atlantic City
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        Lescoulie with Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis on the Atlantic City Boardwalk
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        Lescoulie performing Caesar and Cleopatra with Jayne Mansfield
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        Lescoulie giving his “Fearless Forecasts” on college football

      


      
        Muggs grabbed the host’s tortoise shell glasses and put them into his mouth.… From that moment forward, Muggs was a hit with viewers.


        During the show, Muggs was kept on a restraint held by one of his trainers who stayed out of the range of the cameras. But he occasionally got loose in the studio. Jack Lescoulie said the staff often feared Muggs was tempting fate when he wandered into the spaghetti-like tangle of high voltage wire behind the set. “Every time he would run back there, why, we’d all hold our ears, expecting the flash and the crackle as the little monkey would be, uh, ruined,” Lescoulie recalled.
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        Dave Garroway and J. Fred Muggs celebrate Today’s fifth anniversary.

      


      Muggs’s on-air antics clearly lightened up Today. The other cast members even started to address Garroway as “Uncle David,” when Muggs, dressed in children’s clothes and shoes, cavorted on the set.


      At times it was a tricky balancing act with the show’s mission to report on breaking news. That became apparent during coverage of the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II. The event was a milestone for Today, which took to the air at 5:00 a.m. New York time to deliver the details live with the help of the latest advancement in telecommunications—a Mufax machine that transmitted pictures from London over short wave radio frequencies. The London bureau of NBC News took photographs off a television screen that showed the BBC’s coronation coverage. They were sent over and presented to Today viewers in as little as nine minutes after they were taken. As the still photos were shown, Today aired the BBC’s radio feed. There was a lull in the audio during the communion ceremony at Westminster Abbey, leading Frank Blair to ask Garroway: “What do you have for us now Dave?”


      Garroway used the moment as an opportunity to sit down with J. Fred Muggs, who was dressed for the occasion in a tartan kilt and hat. “Do they have coronations way in the deep jungle there?” Garroway asked. “Do you have a king and a queen, a government? Or do you just live and enjoy life?” Muggs grabbed a bowler derby that Garroway had been holding and started pawing and gnawing on it. “We just borrowed this Stetson for the day old boy, I wouldn’t give it the usual Muggs treatment,” Garroway warned. “It looks like we’re going to be buying this hat, I can tell you without much doubt.”


      The British press was appalled when it learned of Muggs’s routine during the NBC coverage. (“A TV Chimp Competed With The Queen,” blared the headline in one Australian newspaper.) American TV critics were harsh as well. “Those responsible should be ashamed,” Jack Gould wrote in the New York Times.


      But it didn’t matter. Americans loved Muggs and Garroway. Today became a habit in the morning for millions of TV viewers. As the program became more popular, viewers started making alterations in their homes so they could look out from their kitchens and into their living rooms to watch in the morning. Politicians and statesmen who wanted an electronic platform did not hesitate to appear on the program, even if it meant sharing time with the irascible primate.
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      In 1954, Today was the place to see Thurgood Marshall, then legal counsel for NAACP, discuss the United States Supreme Court ruling that declared racial segregation in public schools unconstitutional. Army generals and U.S. senators appeared as they pondered the implications of France’s surrender to the Viet Minh at Dien Bien Phu—a precursor to America’s long and divisive military involvement in Southeast Asia. When the House of Representatives went from a Republican to a Democratic Party majority in 1954, Today went live to Kansas City to get a reaction from Harry S Truman. Publishers knew that when Garroway held their book covers up to the camera, it was a head start to the bestsellers list. Records that were played on the program soared up the Billboard charts.
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        Muggs’ successor, Kokomo Jr., breaking the news, 1957
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          J.FRED MUGGS WILL GO DOWN in broadcasting history as the ape that saved Today.


          Despite the huge amount of human effort going into the program during its first year, it was the arrival of Muggs that turned the show around after its rocky start. The chimpanzee born in West Africa was ten months old and thirteen pounds when he first joined the show in February 1953. Not only was he a ratings booster for the program, he was a licensing bonanza. Muggs’ story was told in a children’s Little Golden Book, and his likeness was used on puppets, dolls and other toys. At the peak of his popularity, America’s favorite anthropoid was earning $1,275 a week at NBC.


          Muggs was irresistible when he showed up on the set dressed in a pullover shirt and overalls, and Dave Garroway fed him with a baby bottle. He looked downright human when he slipped along on ice skates in the rink at Rockefeller Center or held a newspaper up to his face. An intelligent animal, it was said that Muggs knew when he was in the shot from the red lights atop of the television cameras. He tended to behave while on the air, but immediately acted up when the lights went dark. “The minute the camera went off, oh, things broke loose,” Garroway once recalled. “And then we said, ‘Well, what we’ll do is, we’ll turn the lights off on the camera so he can’t tell which camera’s on.’ It took him all of two days to watch which camera was moving into him, and facing it. And that was all there was to that.” Lee Meriwether remembered traveling on a plane with Muggs and seeing his eyes squint as sunlight poured through the window before takeoff. His hairy hand reached up and pulled down the shade.


          In a few short years, the wildly popular Muggs quickly grew up, and his arms looked like those of a grown man. He became stronger and more difficult to control. He made a habit of attacking the desks of Jack Lescoulie and others in the Today studio. On one program, Garroway tried to mollify Muggs by giving him a roll top desk of his own. It was decorated with a sign identifying the chimp as Animal News Editor.


          “I’ve never been happier about anything,” Lescoulie said. “Now that he’s got his own desk, he’ll leave mine alone.”


          Not for long. After throttling his gift from Garroway, Muggs was led over to Lescoulie’s desk and he proceeded to tear away at it. A grimacing Lescoulie struggled to keep it from toppling over until Muggs was pulled off.


          Muggs charmed guests who appeared on Today up to a point. Frank Blair once recalled an incident with actress Kim Novak. “At one time Kim Novak had him on her lap because she thought it would be cute,” he said. “And he reached down and she squealed and she left the set.”


          [image: images]


          Muggs’s owners kept him on a harness as a means of restraint, but he still managed to get loose, especially when the show brought him on the road. One night during a trip in Beirut, he scampered by associate producer Mary Kelly when she answered a bellhop at her hotel room door. She had to chase after him down the hall wearing only a slip. “I never want to baby sit for a chimpanzee again,” she told a reporter. Another time during a remote broadcast in Roanoke, Virginia, Muggs climbed to the top of a tree where he remained for hours as Garroway, Lescoulie, and Blair, all holding bananas, tried to lure him down.


          But what ended Muggs’s career on Today was his tendency to snack on human flesh. For the good of the show’s ratings, Muggs’s repeated chomps on Garroway’s fingers and face were tolerated and even satirized in a Mad magazine comic depiction of Today called The Dave Garrowunway Show. After three and a half years, NBC decided to terminate its deal with Muggs. (The press release said the chimp was looking to “extend his personal horizons.”) Muggs’s owners filed a lawsuit against NBC, Garroway, and Lescoulie, claiming they damaged the animal’s image and diminished his earning power. The suit, asking for $500,000, went on for years before a small settlement was reached.


          In March 1957, a new chimp named Kokomo joined Today. His behavior was better. But he was no Muggs, who had been a true pop culture sensation. By 1958, Today became a people-only broadcast.
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        “PEOPLE LIKED THE FACT THAT DAVE GARROWAY WAS UNPREDICTABLE.” —Beryl Pfizer

      


      Garroway was catapulted to a new level of stardom that America had never seen before. Unlike an actor in the theater or on the movie screen, TV put Garroway in millions of homes for ten hours a week. He did prime-time shows and radio programs for NBC as well. Over the years, the routine wore him down. “I felt sympathy for him in a strange way,” said Beryl Pfizer. “I felt he was like a little boy who had come from Chicago and was overwhelmed by New York and Rockefeller Center. There was so much pressure on him.”
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