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PREFACE





  Creating the PBS series Reading Rainbow was a labor of love for an incredibly talented and diverse group of people from all walks of life—television producers and educators most prominent among them—the “dream team.”




  Just as creating the series required a team, so, too, did the writing of this book. And no doubt, it has been a labor of love. It started when I realized, as a professor of communication teaching a course about children and media, that little had ever been written about Reading Rainbow. Books about Sesame Street? Plenty of great ones to choose from. But Reading Rainbow, despite its popularity and longevity, somehow flew under the radar in this regard. As a series that is so important to the history of children’s media, there was a void to be filled.




  I had a special interest in Reading Rainbow, as well, having worked part time on this and other literacy initiatives in the Educational Services Department at WNED-TV in Buffalo during my early years of graduate school. It was there that I met Tony Buttino, who, at the time, led the department as director of educational services and human resources. Tony was a trailblazer in instructional television, and had been working for nearly twenty years experimenting with the idea of using television for learning. I started in 1984, the second broadcast year of Reading Rainbow, assisting with community outreach efforts in the Western New York region and with national promotion. I found the work meaningful and felt like I was contributing in a small way to something incredibly important—a television series that would help beginning readers develop a love for books.




  I’ve always loved television, and working on Reading Rainbow was my indoctrination into the mission of public media. After three years, my doctoral studies beckoned, and I said good-bye to my friends at WNED-TV. Fast forward twenty-five years into my academic career, as I was contemplating a sabbatical project. In 2014, I approached Tony with an idea: what if we wrote a book about the history of Reading Rainbow and the role that WNED-TV and Buffalo played in its development? He responded as he always does when presented with new ideas and challenges—“Let’s do it!”




  I’m not sure Tony knew what he was getting into (and honestly, I often felt the same), but we started working. We worked . . . and worked . . . and worked. There were times when major life events interrupted our progress, and then, finally, early in 2022, ideas crystalized. The book came into focus, and it became clear that we could use another team member—namely, Pam Johnson. She, too, had worked on Reading Rainbow from its infancy, and hand-in-hand with Tony for twenty years. Her career trajectory saw her leading WNED-TV’s Education and Engagement Department after Tony’s retirement, and then on to a leadership role at the Corporation for Public Broadcasting. Both Tony and Pam devoted their careers to advancing the educational mission of public media. And they understood Reading Rainbow, having firsthand experiences from its early days—in Tony’s case, from well before the series launched.




  Our goal for this book is to shine a light on the work that paved the way for Reading Rainbow, some of the “how” and “why” that cannot be found in any of the extant literature about the series. But you don’t have to take our word for it. We relied on historical documents and interviews with many of those involved in creating the series, and others who had “boots on the ground” in libraries in Buffalo, New York, and in local public media stations throughout the country. We’ve made every attempt to represent the stories that were shared with us accurately and honestly. The historical documents and archival materials provided verification of information and helped us capture the timeline of the ideas, actions, and events that inspired and led to the series so many millions of children loved.




  Tony, Pam, and I are proud of our connection to Reading Rainbow, and we hope you, our readers, learn a few things that might surprise you about this beloved series.




  Barbara Irwin











  1




  ____________




  WHY THE RAINBOW?




  There’s something very special about Reading Rainbow. To the millions of children who couldn’t wait for the next storybook to come to life on their television screen, accompanied by LeVar Burton’s next adventure. To the parents, teachers, and librarians who encouraged them to watch. And to the creative team who dared to dream into reality a television series that would ignite in beginning readers a lifelong love of books and quality literature.




  Stories and storytelling are central to the human experience. And reading is the key that unlocks those stories. Think of it as the proverbial pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. The series’ title was purposeful. Reading opens up windows to new worlds. It allows us to experience things that we would otherwise never have the opportunity to experience. We can travel to distant lands, back in time, or into the future. We meet people and learn about their life experiences, which are sometimes very different from our own. Reading helps us relate to others and engenders empathy. What could be more important than to do everything possible to ensure that children have all of the opportunities and benefits that reading can provide? Reading Rainbow was developed with these things in mind, and this book provides insight into the evolution of the beloved series from the time the earliest seeds were being sown.




  Reading Rainbow is one of the most successful PBS children’s series in television history. The reading motivation series, originally designed to reach beginning readers and stem the loss of reading skills during the summer months by encouraging them to read, became one of the longest-running children’s series on PBS for its twenty-six-year run from 1983 to 2009, in the company of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, Sesame Street, and Arthur. Reading Rainbow was also the most used television resource in classrooms in the United States.1 Its theme song is so iconic that Late Night host Jimmy Fallon did a parody of it as the Doors’ frontman, Jim Morrison.2 It earned numerous national and international awards, among them twenty-six Emmys, including ten for Outstanding Children’s Series, a Peabody Award, and three Prix Jeunesse awards (the most prestigious international competition for children’s television programs). Host LeVar Burton was recognized as Outstanding Performer in a Children’s Series in 2001 and 2002, and was honored in 2022 with a Lifetime Achievement Award at the first Children’s and Family Emmys.3




  Reading Rainbow also made an impact on the children’s book industry, as publishers saw a dramatic increase in the sale of books featured on the series. The director of children’s book marketing for E. P. Dutton called it “the best thing that ever happened to children’s books. . . . Books that would sell 5,000 copies on their own sell 25,000 copies if they’re on ‘Reading Rainbow.’”4 Publishers, though initially reluctant to have their books featured because they considered television viewing to be antithetical to reading, quickly saw demand increase and immediately printed paperback editions of books chosen for the show, anticipating the demand and offering lower cost options to consumers.




  But more important than anything else, Reading Rainbow helped a generation (or two or three) of readers cultivate a love for books.




  As much as Reading Rainbow is a popular culture phenomenon, its earliest origins have been largely unexplored. Little known is that the series was built on a foundation of grassroots efforts by a local public television station with a commitment to serving the educational needs of their community. And by the tenacity of a pioneer in instructional television who, as a father of five, was concerned that kids weren’t reading enough during the summer.




  This is the story of years of experimentation at WNED-TV, the local public television station in Buffalo, New York, with the support of local librarians, teachers, audiovisual specialists, and the community. Leading the charge was Tony Buttino. He worked his way up from a volunteer at the fledgling station to being recognized by many throughout the country as “the father of instructional television.” He wore many important hats as he guided instructional and educational television programming from its infancy in the 1960s until the turn of the twenty-first century.




  This is the story of a series of strategic, incremental steps that he, WNED-TV, and their partners in libraries and schools methodically took that formed the foundation for what would become Reading Rainbow. While the most visible of these steps were taken summer by summer with the broadcasting of reading-oriented programming for children starting in 1978, years of preliminary work had been done to build on the idea that television could play an important role in educating viewers and, more specifically, that it could help with reading. In many ways, the story of Reading Rainbow is a story of The Little Engine That Could—one of the review books on the series.




  Niki Scher, who worked with Tony and later became WNED-TV’s instructional television (ITV) coordinator, recalls a pivotal question that Tony, then director of educational services, asked when she was an intern at the station in 1977:




 

    I remember so clearly sitting in my little office at WNED and Tony came in and he said . . . and I swear this is a direct quote: “Do you think kids read enough over the summer?” And I thought about it and I said, “Uhh . . . no. I’m sure they don’t read enough over the summer.” And he said, “Huh. Okay.” And he turned and he walked out.







  The answer to that question—which Tony instinctively knew before he asked it—would fuel WNED-TV’s efforts for the next several years, culminating in the piloting, funding, and creating of Reading Rainbow with the station’s partner, Great Plains National.




  This is the story of why Reading Rainbow was needed. It’s no surprise that once school lets out for summer vacation children read less than they do when school is in session. What became evident from research in this area was that beginning readers’ lapse in reading during the summer months resulted in a regression in their reading skills. Teachers repeatedly mentioned the need to spend upward of six weeks of each new school year bringing beginning readers back up to speed to the levels they were reading at the end of the previous school year. Could television help? Tony thought so.




  This also is a story of the history of public television and its educational roots that begins nearly two decades before Tony started to cobble together a formal project addressing television and summer reading, when, in 1959, WNED-TV became the first public broadcasting station to operate in New York State. To understand the story of Reading Rainbow, it’s important to know the context in which it was developed. Public media played (and still plays) a unique role in creating content that is mission-driven to serve the educational needs of the community. And WNED-TV was on the forefront of this effort.




  This is the story of a “dream team” that came together to bring Reading Rainbow to life. While the seeds were planted in Buffalo, the series further developed and flourished with the formation of a larger collaborative team that shared the same passion for using television to motivate children to read. And a host, LeVar Burton, who made it his lifelong mission to promote reading and a love for quality literature.




  This is also a story about Buffalo and Western New York. The City of Good Neighbors lived up to its name time and time again when Tony approached librarians and teachers in the area. He’s a firm believer that there was something unique about the people with whom he interacted in his own community. They kept an open mind, took the time to hear him out, were receptive to his ideas, and wanted to participate in what he was building. They shared the same mission: to help children learn to love books; to help them see the library as a friendly, resourceful place; and to help develop lifelong readers.




  In its first season, Reading Rainbow was already reaching 6.5 million youngsters who were watching at least once per week, matching the ratings of Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood and The Electric Company.5 How did the series come to be? Follow us on a journey as we uncover the story of the beginnings of this beloved series and the impact it had on the children it was created to serve.
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  BORN IN A LOG CABIN




  Readers might assume that the idea for a summer reading motivation series—the one that ultimately became Reading Rainbow—was brought about by someone who studied education and had a lifelong love of reading. Not so. Tony Buttino, who made his mark on instructional and educational television both locally and nationally during his career at WNED-TV in Buffalo, came from humble, modest means. His family didn’t have a lot of “extra” anything, other than love. His parents weren’t readers, and although he learned to read in school and became a very good reader, he never read for pleasure until well into his adult life. Nor did he have a library in his neighborhood growing up. In many ways, Tony’s childhood mirrors that of children today who grow up in under-resourced communities. It turns out that Tony, without books or reading role models in his home, is a prime example of the type of child Reading Rainbow aimed to reach. Here, he provides insight into his early years, what it was like growing up in Buffalo, New York, and how that shaped the person he is today.




  I was going to say I was born in a log cabin, but Honest Abe already did that. I also thought of altering another classic line from Moby-Dick, “Call me Tony.” I really, really didn’t want to talk about myself, but my coauthors thought I needed to tell my stories as I remembered them leading up to the creation of Reading Rainbow. My grandkids like to say I invented it. I’ll begin this chapter about my early background and see what, and if, my early growing up years had anything to do with my career and reading decisions. Normally I try to be a pretty humble person. And, in fact, I have this humorous competition with a good friend, John Paul Gill. He says he is the most humble person he knows, and I say I’m the most humble person I know. You can be the judge.




  I (there it is) was born at Emergency Hospital (yes, that’s what it was called) on Pine Street in the inner city of Buffalo, New York, in 1937. It was primarily an Italian community, but most people spoke both English and Italian. That is, except for my dear Aunt Mary Rose who lived down South Division Street. We had a hard time communicating with each other, but I could tell from her hugs and actions that she loved me very much, as I did her.




  I should introduce you to my family, starting with my lovely mother Josephine and dad Antonio. The oldest child was baptized Pasquale (Pat), named after one of our grandfathers, followed by Louise, named after a grandmother. Then there’s Frank and Theresa, also named after grandparents. Selecting these names, I soon found out, was an Italian tradition that my wife Sue and I didn’t know about. It’s doubtful we would have followed it even if we did know.




  My sister Theresa was four years older than me. We eventually called her Mother Theresa because of her prayerful existence and generosity to others. I used to pester her, and my sister Louise continued to call me a pest well into my forties. Since I was the youngest child, I became pampered by my mom’s two single aunts, Elvira and Anna, and Uncle Peter. He wanted to become a priest but had problems with some school subjects, especially with math. He would have made a wonderful, gentle, and loving priest, and I was happy to have him as my godfather. We were one of those loving Italian families and always got together for a meal on Sundays to celebrate the Sabbath by relaxing in each other’s company.




  My home and others are not there anymore, but I do remember the neighborhood very well. So let me take you on a journey. If you want to hum the tune from Sesame Street, “Who Are the People in Your Neighborhood?,” feel free. Joan Ganz Cooney, one of the show’s creators, would be proud.




  My elementary school, PS #6, was a real “neighborhood” school, just half a block away. In fact, we students used to walk to school in the morning, then come home for lunch and then back to school till the afternoon recess. On the walk, we would pass a tailor shop, a barbershop, and some sort of butcher shop on the corner before we crossed the street to school. Interestingly, when my brother Pat came home from the second World War and we had some meat from that corner store, he said it tasted like horse meat. What? Some few days later, the store was closed for good. Go figure.




  My mom used to tell me to go to Gerard’s across the street and get a loaf of bread and ask him to “put it in the book.” And he did. He would take out a small booklet and a small stub of a pencil and jot down the amount (probably 10 cents). I assume at some point my dad, with his salary from the Ford assembly plant, would settle up. I’m thinking now that “put it in the book” was an early version of our present charge system. Gerard was ahead of his time, only he didn’t charge interest. Gerard’s grandson was the only kid within blocks that had a bicycle. It was not an ordinary bicycle. It was a Schwinn, complete with some sort of spring system above the front wheel. I used to get a ride on the front handlebars from time to time. It was a Norman Rockwell moment. That is until one of the kids fell off and injured himself.




  Continuing our neighborhood journey, St. Columba Catholic Church was two and a half short blocks away. St. Lucy’s Church was also nearby on Swan Street. As a youngster, our family would attend evening Novenas at St. Columba, and I would tag along. As I got a little older, I realized they were also times of socializing with my friends. Buffalo’s Mark Russell, an American political satirist, put it more bluntly on one of his live PBS shows that I produced. Paraphrasing him, church was “a good place to pick up chicks.” Sorry, God. This church was also unique in that it had what was called the “printer’s Mass” at 1:30 a.m. on Sunday, offered to accommodate pressmen who worked late hours to prepare the Sunday morning newspaper. My family called it the “drunkard’s Mass,” but who am I to judge.
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  Directly across from the church, on Eagle Street, was my Aunt Elvira’s grocery store. On the second floor was her apartment, which she shared with her sister Anna and brother Peter. Aunt Vi, as we would call her, had in her apartment a wind-up Victrola and a player piano. You slipped in a piano roll and pumped your feet and it played a tune. Actually, a Buffalo company made the rolls, and Mister Rogers once did a segment about the process on his show.




  But most important, the apartment had a very large window looking down across the street to the church entrance. On funerals, weddings, and baptisms, my mom, her sisters, and sometimes their brother Peter used to sit and do a play-by-play of the people down under. When they didn’t want me to know what gossip they were saying, they spoke in Italian, but I could tell from their tone and talking hands what they felt.




  Diagonally across from my aunt’s store was the Bocce Club. Yes, it had Bocce courts, and many a day my dad would be there enjoying the friendly rivalry with his friends. It also originated the best pizza in town.




  Soon Aunt Vi’s store was leveled to make way for something big. That never happened. In April of 2004, the church was heavily damaged by a fire, and the cost of rebuilding was considered prohibitive.




  So, guess what? A new church, St. Columba-Brigid, was built on my aunt’s property. And my brother Frank and Aunt Anna were initial supporters of saving the old church bell that used to ring frequently across the neighborhood. Frank tried to get the church to build a tower, but it was deemed too expensive. Frank, being a cook in the navy, even developed a cookbook to raise funds. My sister Louise, her husband, Dom Zigrossi, and I helped stuff envelopes requesting funds from former parishioners to help the cause. Also my Aunt Anna contributed a lot to keep the bell nearby. It sits outside the main entrance to the new building. At my brother Frank’s funeral, my nephew Donn Zigrossi had the honor of ringing the bell as a tribute to his Uncle Frank.




  Now when I attend Mass at St. Columba-Brigid, and I walk into the church, I can pretty much reminisce to my childhood years and remember the layout of my aunt’s store. I pictured myself standing in an area where a large vent would warm me up on a cold winter’s day. The vent was immediately over the furnace from the basement below, and many people would huddle around it. Also, I knew where the counter would be when Aunt Vi would hand me a piece of candy for being a good boy. Interestingly, when my suburban church, St. Catherine of Siena, closed on September 21, 2008, the cross of the risen Christ was transferred to St. Columba-Brigid and fit perfectly between the beautiful stained-glass windows. Memories just seem to pile up, don’t they?




  Near the church on Hickory Street was an ice house. It was useful for a couple reasons. I could take my wagon there and get a block of ice for 25 cents to be put into our icebox. We couldn’t afford a refrigerator. In fact my dad, ever the creative carpenter, built a ledge out our window sills to be used in the winter to keep food cold. We just had to make sure that the wind would not blow the items away. But more importantly, for us kids, was the use of the ice house brick wall. It became our handball court, and we spent many a day batting a tennis ball off the wall in fierce competition.




  Juan, who brought his horse-drawn wagon down our street, sold fruit and vegetables. He would walk in our alleyways singing “Fruits, vegetables, get your fruits, vegetables.” A large bunch of bananas was a quarter. Yeah, a lot of things were a quarter, but in our case it usually ended up being smaller change like one dime, two nickels, and five pennies scraped together by my mom.




  The police station was a block away past Spring Street. However, I don’t remember much need in the area at that time. I don’t think we locked our doors. Neighbors looked out for each other. In fact, as kids, they would report any wrong-doing on our part to our parents and we were then interrogated by them. In some cases, we would get words of praise. It was important to me to get the latter. I even did chores that were not requested. Good boy!




  Interestingly, speaking of services, we kept our garbage cans in the backyard. And every week there was a man who, with a two-wheeler, would deliver the cans to the front curb to be picked up by the garbage truck. Can you imagine that nowadays?




  In addition there were a few bars on nearby Swan Street where my father would visit, mostly to play pinochle. I can still picture my dad smoking his Italian cigar. I wasn’t allowed to go in the bars so when my mom told me to go get Dad, I would hang outside and get his attention. He didn’t drink much at bars. Didn’t need to. He and Uncle Nick, with the help of my brothers, made our own wine. Vats holding fifty gallons of wine each lined our cellar walls. These were old, musty, and cold areas that I guess were good for wine making. We would pour the grapes in a vat that had a cement base so heavy, we would have to move it on pipe rollers. We did not stomp on them like Lucy did on her TV show. Instead, my brothers and I would push a bar that, through my dad’s mechanism, lowered layers of wood over the grapes and squeezed the juice out of the grapes. Ingenious! We would walk in a circle like mules. As the grapes were crushed it became harder to walk. Then the juice was put into larger barrels for fermenting. And eventually after some transferring, we got wine that some individuals were willing to purchase. It became my dad’s side income.




  When my dad passed away, I made a good attempt to make wine with the advice of my mom such as, “Siphon during a full moon on such and such a day and then watch for the timing of the action.” It actually turned out rather tasty. So I bought some books about wine making, which included thermometer readings, yeast stuff, gauges, etc. I got scared off. I never attempted to make wine since.




  And we actually had a brewery, Beck’s, down another corner. It was next door to my Aunt Mary Rose and Uncle Nick’s house, and you could hear the clinking of beer bottles moving along a conveyor whenever we visited them.




  By this time, dear reader, you are probably wondering how this relates to Reading Rainbow. Good question. But the better question is, “Where was the public library located?”




  I asked my dear friend, Philomena Ventresca Gallagher (Phil), who lived in the neighborhood, if she remembered a nearby public library. She lived on Myrtle Avenue about a seven-minute walk from our house via a couple of sidewalks. But it was only four minutes by going through a parking lot, climbing a couple neighbors’ fences, and running through another parking lot to Myrtle. By the way, I loved climbing trees, especially at our summer cottage in nearby Angola. I loved to climb high and swing in the breeze and see distant landscapes. That is, until my friend Joannie fell and broke her arm. It slowed me down but I got over it.




  I digress. Phil and I did remember that there was a library downtown near Main Street but too far to walk for beginning readers like us. We did, however, have a place nearby called Welcome Hall. It was run by the Presbyterian church and was a multifaceted center providing many services to our neighborhood and especially immigrants from Italy. There were classes in citizenship, sewing, singing, and sports. It also included nearby playgrounds. We think there might’ve been some books there.




  While we are on Myrtle, we found out that a Community Music School was started at #232 and to this day still exists at another location in Buffalo. How is that for early entrepreneurship? Lastly, when my father came to America at the age of fifteen, guess what he put down as his destination? Myrtle Avenue. Quite a bit of activity for a street that is only a few blocks long.




  Phil’s immigrant grandfather, a bricklayer, went to the University of Buffalo and received a degree in literacy. Her mom, Angela, was an avid reader. So she did have excellent role models. But books for us children? Phil remembers Dick and Jane and Golden Books. I remember Classic Comic books. But in my house, books were few and far between.




  When my friend Judy Burritt and I were recently visiting my niece Mary Jo Gunning in Charlotte, North Carolina, we came across some engravings on the front of the Davidson library that said, “A house without books is like a room without windows.” Horace Mann. How true.




  However, Phil and I both agreed we were good readers. But how? Where? By a process of elimination, we realized that we learned to read in school. Imagine that! For me, it started with my kindergarten teacher, Mrs. LaDucca. She welcomed me each and every day, and I learned to love school and respect teachers. I moved joyfully from grade to grade, learning more and more as I went. In later years, I loved to read out loud to the class. You know, one of those kids who waved his hands feverishly when the teacher asked, “Who wants to read?” As far as we could remember, reading was a process up to eighth grade when, “Hallelujah,” a steady reader is born. Mind you we did not read for the joy of reading or make it a habit. That came later. And in my case much later.




  I was a good speller, too. In fact, my teacher, Mrs. Bollard, had me operating the mimeograph machine during her class. I just missed out on becoming our spelling bee winner when I misspelled the word “brethren.” BRETHREN? I probably heard it used in church but use it in a meaningful sentence? I tried to sound it out and probably spelled it “breadrin.” So much for phonics in that instance.




  My mom and dad were not book readers. My brother Frank attended a two-year college and apparently had to read a lot. Can’t remember any of the rest of my family being readers. As for me, I don’t think I ever read a book for enjoyment throughout my eight years in elementary school where I graduated in 1951. And in high school, I spent most of my reading time declining Latin verbs.




  In college we were assigned the classics that were mandatory readings. Otherwise, I was too busy reading textbooks. Also, I hardly read a newspaper and I missed out on what was happening in the world in the late ’50s. I didn’t read for enjoyment until I got married and noticed how much my wife, Sue, read. It was not so in our early years when we were raising kids, but in our later years she read constantly. Mystery, romance, biographies—you name it.




  Eventually she passed this nice habit on to our five children: Debbie, Tony Jr., Julie, Tom, and Mike. Initially, we read bedtime stories to them, which they enjoyed. A few read on their own in the middle school years. Debbie was reprimanded for reading a book under the desk instead of paying attention to the teacher. The boys, of course, were interested in sports, especially the Buffalo Sabres hockey team. So, we did read the newspaper together. “Read what you like, but read something.” And some of our boys picked up on Sue’s love of reading and began reading Western stories. Eventually, we were all influenced by Sue and her love of books. She would grade the books, “good,” “very good,” and “excellent” and pass them on to me. I could never keep up with her but began to enjoy reading. After finishing her books, I asked what we should do with them, especially those that were pretty much on their last legs and yellowing with age. She wanted them saved because she was going to read them again. And she did. Boy, what an example to all of our family.




  PS #6 also gave me my first taste of acting. I was a cat in a Cinderella play and some other character. I must have been “cute” because whenever I uttered my few lines, the audience would laugh. Ah, stardom!




  When I got to sixth grade, my Aunt Lena, who was my teacher then, gave me a leading role as a moderator in a radio quiz show. She always took credit for giving me my first onstage chance. And many years later when we would talk about my Reading Rainbow Emmy, she would boast of her accomplishment. Aunt Lena was a good teacher and a fun character. She was our basic family stand-up comedian. She knew how all our paisanos were related to each other. And we loved her stories—especially her experiences as a teacher. Every family needs someone who can lift the spirits of others. I try to drift into that mold from time to time. Aunt Lena would be proud.




  Next door to me lived my best friend, Richard Adamy. He was a year ahead of me, but we did a lot together. And he was smart. After school was time for wrestling, kick the can, hide and seek, nip, marbles, and climbing trees, fences, and garages. We had to be home before my dad got home for family supper. Then we did some chores and went out again till dark. Boxing was a favorite pastime. I remember boxing Richard in our backyard. I hit him in his Adam’s apple. He threw his gloves down and went home.




  My dad and I watched boxing and wrestling on TV originating from Buffalo’s Memorial Auditorium, the home of many sporting events. Of course we were especially proud of the Italians that came from my dad’s home area of Abruzzi. Ilio diPaolo was one of our favorite wrestlers and Primo Carnera one of our favorite boxers/wrestlers. Mine was Rocky Marciano, who died in a plane accident in the prime of his life. There was a boxer with a name like Italio Scortchatini. I loved to sing out his name even though I’m not sure how he spelled it.




  We were proud of our Italian heritage. All of my relatives spoke Italian, especially, as I mentioned earlier, when they didn’t want me to know what they were talking about. Being the fifth child, the language didn’t become my thing excepting, “La famiglia e tutto.” Family is everything.




  When Richard graduated and went to Bishop Timon High School in South Buffalo, I followed in his footsteps. It took me two public buses and a forty-five-minute ride to get to school. But before my sophomore year, we had moved to South Buffalo and within walking distance of Timon. South Buffalo was noted for its Irish closeness. I may have broken a barrier because I seemed to be one of the boys without much Italian fanfare. I hung around with some of the smarter Timon kids (smarter than me), and we really enjoyed each other’s company.




  Looking back, I thought about my “moving” moments when we were taping our pilot for Reading Rainbow, and LeVar Burton talks about his getting “butterflies” when he moved. The feature book was Gila Monsters Meet You at the Airport, about a little boy who was anxious about the stereotypes he thought he would encounter when he moved from New York City to Arizona. Talk about stereotyping! Yeah, I was guilty of thinking that the kids in the school and new neighborhood would not welcome me. My anxiety was unfounded as I made friends for a lifetime.




  After we moved, my dad bought a TV set, one of the few in the neighborhood. We were able to pick up ultra high frequency (UHF) programming from WBUF-TV, a station located at 184 Barton Street on the west side. It produced a program where groups would recite the rosary. It was popular at our house, and in fact I attended the station one time representing the stage crew of Bishop Timon. Television in those days was so new that many of us would stare at the test pattern before the station started broadcasting and also stay up at night to see it sign off with the national anthem.




  
[image: Tony Buttino with his high school “behind-the-scenes” drama club Moderator Award, with proud parents Antonio and Josephine Buttino. Photo courtesy of Tony Buttino]



  

    Tony Buttino with his high school “behind-the-scenes” drama club Moderator Award, with proud parents Antonio and Josephine Buttino. Photo courtesy of Tony Buttino




  I don’t remember being attracted to many TV shows, not like I did when coming home from school and listening to radio shows such as Superman, The Shadow, Captain Marvel, and Inner Sanctum.




  The TV show starring the dog Lassie was popular with us and at times quite emotional. My father used to cry at most episodes. I know because my Aunt Anna used to tease him by bringing out a bed sheet for him to wipe his tears. And even though I was a teenager, I also had similar responses and was quite impressed with how TV could accomplish such reactions.




  My sophomore year at Timon gave me onstage opportunities. I tried out for the chorus in the variety show. Father Kenneth Dorr, who ran the drama club, took me aside and told me that I was drowning out the other singers, but I think he liked my enthusiasm. So, tongue in cheek, he gave me a solo.




  The curtain opened up. Wow! You would have thought I single-handedly won the Bills’ first Super Bowl. I froze for a few seconds. Thankfully, on each side of me were two girls from Mount Mercy High School who carried me, almost literally, through the number. The next day, I asked Father Ken if he needed help backstage on the stage crew. He obliged, and I lived there happily ever after. I received the “Moderator” award in my senior year for my behind-the-scenes endeavors and was very proud of my efforts.




  Note, somewhere along the way, my soon-to-be wife, Sue Novelli, and I figured our paths had crossed on stage. She attended Mount Mercy and was in the Timon shows. Small world.




  Soon it came time to consider college. My mom and dad depended on me to think through my career path. I decided on a career behind the scenes in radio and TV. After checking the expenses at some major colleges, I decided on Ithaca College with a concentration in radio/TV and a minor in speech and drama. Yes, I still had that stage thing but wasn’t willing to bet on it for a career.




  In 1955, Ithaca College (IC) was a small college. How small? My sister and I visited Ithaca to seek out the college and had trouble finding it. We asked a bystander where it was. She said it’s up the hill and “you can’t miss it.” So, we toured through this beautiful campus with lovely fraternity houses, educational buildings, and well-manicured lawns. My favorable impressions were short-lived. I found out that it was Cornell University.




  We traveled back down the hill and finally found the IC administrative offices. Guess what? It was a few stairs down a basement just a few feet from where we questioned the bystander. Ithaca College was scattered throughout the city. The Physical Education Department was at a gym. The Radio/TV Department was located in an army barracks, and there was a theater located next to a church. The town park next to these buildings became our quad. But what might you expect for $500 per year?




  Life in college was challenging. I did not live in a dorm but boarded with other students in homes. In my freshman year, my rate was $6 per week in the home of two elderly women, Mrs. Reynolds and Kit. With my $6 they actually washed my clothes and gave me a continental breakfast each morning. That year, I worked as a busboy in a fancy restaurant, the Normandie. Along with pay and a meal, I even got some tips from the waitresses/waiters, a quarter here and there. Not bad. Before this windfall, I was using ketchup as my sauce for spaghetti and meatballs. My mom, who made her sauce from scratch and cooked it overnight, would have been sick if I ever told her.




  Freshmen entering IC were a welcomed group, especially by seniors who needed help fulfilling their graduation requirements. “Hey kid, how would you like to act in a radio drama?” Never thought twice. I became a radio actor even if only a voice in the crowd scene. “Hey Frosh, how would you like to work on the College newspaper? We need help in the cut and paste department.” (Editor’s note: literally “cut and paste.”) “You kidding? Sure.”




  As you can tell, I was quick with my “yes” decision-making process. I admired change and used it as an opportunity as well as a challenge to develop and hopefully better any circumstance.




  I also had some odd jobs. One of them was at a classy fraternity at one of the Cornell fall weekends. My job was to stick toothpicks in shrimp for a pre-game alumni football game party. It gave me a taste of wealthiness. One day I remember selling hot dogs up the hill at the Cornell football game, then rushing down the hill to bus tables at the restaurant. Of course the diners were some of the same football crowd. My friend and best man at my wedding, Frank O’Connor, remembers the crowd. He bussed at the same restaurant and got the lesson of his life when one of the people called to him and referred to him as “Hey, boy.” It made quite an impression (not a good one) on him.




  Soon I moved up the newspaper ladder with a full scholarship and a free room downstairs at the newspaper office. There was room for three of us if someone wanted to sleep next to the furnace. Another friend from my high school, Dan Healy, slept there. He wasn’t fussy. When my mom and sister visited this house, they were appalled at my living conditions and told me so. But it was free.




  One of the beds was stuffed into a closet. Above it was a trap door leading to the first floor of the newspaper’s Ithacan office. That’s right, if one of us wanted to get down to the apartment from the first floor, it only took a quick lift of the trap door and a jump down and bounce off the bed. Ta-da!




  I enjoyed being editor. I moved the paper from coming out twice a month to a weekly. It was one of those changes and challenges that I welcomed. It was during these years that I realized that I had a certain penchant for organization, an ability to have a vision for projects, and some sort of skill in what my college friends soon called “cajoling” or “friendly persuasion.” I didn’t know that.




  After graduation, I landed an internship at the Buffalo Evening News. Even though I enjoyed my Ithacan editor role, this was a bad idea. My job was to get the early Courier-Express (the competition) obituaries and update them with the deceased person’s middle initial and any other new and pertinent information. I did this by calling the mourners of the deceased very early in the morning and in friendly terms interrogating them for the information. I went home daily with headaches. To my credit I did get one feature printed. I found a mother with her daughter painting their porch. Now that was apparently unique in the late ’50s, enough to have a photo taken of the two painting along with my story. However, the editors knew of my unhappiness with the type of work I was doing and stopped my internship. Thank God. I gained enough experiences there to realize I needed another career choice.




  About the same time, I saw an ad in the newspaper for a janitor position at the new public television station in Buffalo, WNED-TV. Since I was often told to be open to starting at the bottom, I planned to apply. I had to go downtown to the seventh floor of the Hotel Lafayette. When I got to the elevator, it only went to the sixth floor. What kind of joke was that?




  The front desk people did offer that there was a freight elevator that went to the seventh floor. So, after some walking around I found it and went up to seven. When I got off, I was greeted by boxes and other items strewn about in what appeared to be a workshop. Walking among this mess was a gentleman in a suit and loosened tie who seemed to be overcome by his surroundings and deep in thought. I inquired about the janitor job, and he bluntly said it was taken. I understood and didn’t want to pursue it further. So much for starting at the bottom. I later found out that the gentleman was the general manager of the station, Les Martin Jr.




  Recently, I read in a book titled Holy Moments1 to not be discouraged at setbacks, to “press on.” And that’s exactly what I did. Pressing on seemed to be the beginning of my story as I pursued a career in educational television and other chapters in my life leading to Reading Rainbow.
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  EDUCATION STATION




  To grasp the truly foundational roots of Reading Rainbow, it’s important to understand the early history of WNED-TV and how Tony Buttino activated to serve his community through television. As a station with a pioneering spirit staffed by the people who launched local public broadcasting in Buffalo, New York, the educational needs of children and classroom teachers would come to the foreground. This local public media station, or “Education Station,” was governed by a local board of directors and regional educational service committee and strived to support the learning needs of its community.




  Since the inception of television, many people believed there was a need for a public broadcasting network that would provide high-quality, noncommercial programs to every community in America. In 1952, the Federal Communications Commission set aside UHF (ultra high frequency) channels for educational purposes, and these early stations were operated on shoestring budgets by universities, school districts,1 or communities. This eventually paved the way to the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967, followed by the creation of the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) in 1969, and a growing network of local stations committed to a public service mission, including education. For WNED-TV, these early days of educational television featured bold experiments in local production for children, including field trips, books and story time, and engaging hosts—all program elements that would evolve to greater and more sophisticated prominence in the yet-to-be-born Reading Rainbow series.




  On October 15, 1958, at a national conference of radio and television news directors, correspondent Edward R. Murrow challenged the broadcast industry to live up to its potential. The following is often quoted from that speech: “This instrument can teach, it can illuminate; yes, and it can even inspire. But it can do so only to the extent that humans are determined to use it to those ends. Otherwise, it’s nothing but wires and lights in a box.”2




  He also urged broadcasters to give up entertainment shows once in a while in favor of an occasional program that would serve the public, and stated with confidence that, if they covered stories of significance, “the public would listen and watch.”3




  Murrow’s commanding speech in 1958 was fortuitous, for during that same month, the National Broadcasting Company (NBC), which operated WBUF-TV, Channel 17, a UHF station in Buffalo, closed it and offered a transmitter and TV antenna to the newly formed Western New York Educational Television Association.




  With other contributions from another Buffalo station, WBEN-TV, including a camera and small studio space, the region’s education station WNED-TV, Channel 17, took to the air on March 30, 1959. J. Michael Collins (Mike), who was the promotion manager at that time, describes the event:




  

     It rained that day and there was a mud entryway, practically, to this building, which was an old transmitter building behind Channel 4. So, we had boards laid down and so on. And the local member of the Board of Regents was there, and the mayor, and you name it. They all came, and we had a dedication show scheduled for seven o’clock. And by 7:00:15, fifteen seconds later, we were off the air! Something had gone wrong with one of the cameras, so we quickly got up an unscheduled film. There were probably thirty-five people watching at that point, and we got that up and then two hours later, about nine o’clock, we came back on-air with the rest of our dedication show with whoever was still there, whatever dignitaries were willing to stay around until we got it fixed.







  Despite its inauspicious beginning, WNED-TV had become the first Educational Television (ETV) station in New York State.




  Two months later, on May 29, 1959, the station left the air to move to a new location at the Hotel Lafayette in downtown Buffalo and resumed broadcasting on October 19, 1959.




  Most of the daytime programming was designed and scheduled to serve school districts in Western New York. It was termed “in-school” television but, of course, could be seen by anyone in the broadcast area having suitable reception equipment for UHF. Evening broadcasts included more programs for adults and the general public that were enriching in nature.




  Not long out of college, Tony sought to put his radio and TV degree from Ithaca College to use, and describes how he made his first connection with WNED-TV:




  After an informative internship at the Buffalo Evening News, I looked elsewhere. As it happened, I read that a WNED-TV staff person, Mike Collins, was giving a talk about educational television—or ETV—at a nearby school. Of course, jumping on any opportunity, I went to the talk.




  While there, I bumped into a former neighborhood friend of mine who attended our St. Ambrose parish in South Buffalo, Marilyn Mercer. We talked about our mutual friends and the times we enjoyed at Catholic Youth functions under the direction of Father White.




  I found Mike’s talk about this new and upcoming ETV station informative and of course went up to talk with him afterwards. I usually did that after talks. There was always more I wanted to learn about the subject at hand. It was a habit I had, and it helped me get to know someone better, and maybe be able to network with that person at a later time.




  So, after Mike’s talk, I walked with him to the door and we chatted about the station. Marilyn also walked with us, which I thought was somewhat odd. As we talked and I told Mike of my background at college and wishing for a job in radio or television, he mentioned that there was a need for volunteers to help at the station. By this time, I noticed Mike and Marilyn were quite chummy. In fact, I soon found out that they were dating. Ah, the old South Buffalo connection. And of course we talked a little more about our mutual friends in that area.




  Yes, I jumped on that volunteer opportunity. So, back to the Lafayette Hotel and to the seventh floor, with a public elevator that only went to the sixth floor. But I knew of the worker’s secret elevator to the seventh thanks to my first inquiry about a janitor’s job less than a month earlier.




  I volunteered. I volunteered a lot. I enjoyed running a camera. Soon I found myself teaching other volunteers how to operate the cameras for their first time. There were two black-and-white cameras on movable pedestals. They were able to move on wheels and turn like driving a car as you pushed it. “Boom up” was the director’s command—as high as it would go until it could go up no further or until it clanged hitting a scoop light, whichever came first. The ceilings were low, not what you would find in a normal TV studio.




  At one point, one of the cameras was inoperative for our live evening programs, so I moved mine all around. I used it like a zoom lens, pushing in for semi-close-ups and out for cover shots. Fortunately, it was a panel of guests, so it did not need extreme close-ups. I know the station manager, Les Martin Jr., was impressed because he gave me an “atta boy” comment after the show.




  In these early days of educational television in Buffalo, I became pretty helpful and was good at the tasks. And I think the management, what there was of it, liked my capabilities and my work ethic, even as a volunteer.




  During this time, the station hired a couple of people for studio jobs. Not me? Why? It was simple. Apparently, I never knew of the opportunity and therefore never applied. I went to Les Martin. I don’t think he remembered me from either my brief appearance when he told me the job of janitor was taken or even from my volunteer camera work. Again, he simply did not know that I wanted a job. How would he know? I never even hinted at it. I never managed to say, “Yes, I would like a job here.”




  As it happened, one of the fellows who got the job decided to turn it down and go back to the steel plant for a lot more money. Thank you, God! I was hired. Let that be a lesson to remember to “ask and it will be given to you” (Matthew 7:7).




  Tony loved working as a cameraman. Everyone at the station kept busy with many live and taped programs produced in the studio for instructional television for in-school use. In the morning they broadcast French 1 and 2 with Mrs. Bertha Hoffman, along with German 1 and 2 with Mrs. Benjamin Obletz, and Introductory Spanish with José Pacheco. These were live shows with five minutes in between to spin a travel poster that would become a more appropriate background for the show soon to follow. Then WNED-TV literally went off the air at noon. Later in the afternoon the station broadcast live Speech with Sister Raphael and videotaped Phonics with Sister Mary. Tony continues:




  Yes, these were nuns and there was some controversy over that, but we continued serving all kids in our schools with quality TV teachers. I was visiting a school classroom when Sister Mary said on her TV show that “someone is not sitting up straight.” All the kids looked around to see who wasn’t. Yes, it was very personal.




  We also videotaped other programs. American Literature with Bill Brady of Niagara Falls Schools was one of my favorites. Bill called me his “fearless leader” for some reason. I think he knew more about my somewhat proactive nature than I did. We went on to receive an Ohio State award for excellence in educational television, which was a big deal then. Bill eventually became an instructional television coordinator for New Hampshire ETV, and we remained close friends and colleagues and supported each other in our various adventures.




  At WNED-TV, the focus on learning continued to expand. For example, at night we did live adult education featuring police and fire training programs and college credit programs such as biology and Latin American history. There was also a college-level art appreciation course taught by Sister Jeanne of what was then Rosary Hill College (now Daemen University).
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  By this time, I rose up the production ladder as studio supervisor, producer, and director. As producer-director, I first met Sister Jeanne who said she was nervous, but I could tell she was competent and well prepared. My job was to put her at ease. I joked with her and mentioned that by the time the series was in full swing, she would be telling me what to do. And once in a while during the series, as she got more comfortable, she would indeed instruct me as to her needs and directives. Of course, I would give her the “I told you so” comment, and we would laugh together. I soon met people who took the course and remarked on how good and informative it was. It was always rewarding to hear these compliments.




  At one point during these aspirational early years, the station produced seventeen programs live or on tape in a single day. That was, and probably still is, a record. WNED-TV was off to a pretty nice start using educational television in service to the public.




  Much of the income to support WNED-TV’s work came from the Buffalo Public Schools and the Diocese of Buffalo Catholic Schools. Since there was no need to be on the air during the summer when schools were in recess, Tony was let go for two summers in a row. Fortunately, Les Martin had contacts to get him an alternate job. The first summer off, he went to WKBW-TV, Channel 7, the ABC affiliate in Buffalo, as a cameraman, where they produced the children’s series Romper Room and some news shows. Tony describes Romper Room and what it was like working at Channel 7:




  Our local Romper Room was hosted by Miss Mary, and the show could best be described as a kindergarten class on TV. I remember it as being wholesome. In fact, each program started with the Pledge of Allegiance. It even included a grace before cookies and milk time. A bunch of five-year-olds did exercises, listened to stories, and sang songs. I always remembered when Miss Mary would take out her magic mirror towards the end of the show and say how she saw the different children and mentioned them by their first name. What an honor. The show was quite challenging to me as a cameraman because there was a lot of movement following Miss Mary around the set. And with children on the show, you always had to be ready for the unexpected. That seemed to be it for the day except for news shows later in the day. I found the time in between quite boring.




  The next summer, Les made a deal with general manager Frank Harms for Tony to go to WRCV-TV in Philadelphia, a local NBC affiliate, where he became a director of news, weather, and sports. That was “big-time,” and the pay was good. “Very good,” said Tony. He thought Frank Harms wanted to hire him permanently, but Les talked him out of it. It all worked out, as Tony admits: “I’m not sure if I would have stayed in the ‘City of Brotherly Love.’ I was more of a ‘Buffalove’ type. And besides, I was planning to get married soon and go back to the job that introduced me to my future wife.” Tony explains how they met:




  At WNED-TV, we used a lot of volunteers. In fact, they put me in charge. That’s how I met this incredibly special, lovely, and smart volunteer Suzanne Novelli. She had answered a newspaper ad requesting volunteers for the station. She probably wondered why I scheduled her so often and drove her home after her evening shift. A few years later, on September 1, 1962, we were married at St. Theresa’s church in South Buffalo.




  At that time, I was probably making $80 a week and enjoyed my role in production. I also wrote up the broadcast schedule for the newspapers that gave me an extra $5 per week. It’s a good thing Sue was working at Bryant and Stratton Institute as executive secretary to the president. She was well organized and good at her work as her co-workers there told me at some of their picnics. She was also in charge of alumni affairs.




  During the beginning of those years, I pulled more than a full-time split shift. It started at 8 a.m. to noon, then supposedly off for a few hours, then back to work at 2:00 till 5 p.m., then supposedly off for a few hours and then back on from 8:00 until 11 p.m. Yes, it was a full day, and many of those “off” hours didn’t exist. But I welcomed the challenges and thoroughly enjoyed each day. Naturally, by the time I got home to our first young toddlers, Debora and Tony Jr., I was pretty much exhausted. So was Sue. Fortunately, in time, the station began hiring more people, and the hours became more reasonable.




  In a Channel 17 booklet highlighting the first five years of WNED-TV, Les Martin, general manager, states:




 

    [W]e discovered that there was no inherent ability in television itself for either educational “good” or “ill.” It is the ability and courage and imagination of those who wield the tool that determines the effectiveness of classroom television. . . . We feel the foundation has been strongly built for a valuable future educational service to the entire Western New York community. It is true that we are inclined to evaluate ourselves on what we feel we are capable of doing. Others must judge us on what we have done. A true assessment lies somewhere in the middle. The working goals of WNED-TV are not fixed, simple things. Hopefully, they change as the needs of our community change. So, on this anniversary, let us not be too concerned about where we stand. The important consideration is the direction in which we are moving.4







  Those words resonated with Tony as his career continued to advance:




  Speaking of direction, I was an honored and happy servant, figuring I’d be in TV production the rest of my career. But I soon found out about the Yiddish expression, “We plan; God laughs.” To put it another way, my grandson Christian sent me this Bible quote from Proverbs 19:21: “You can make many plans, but the Lord’s purpose will prevail.” And it did.




  At some point in our sixth year, Les asked me if I wanted to become interim instructional television (ITV) coordinator, while I maintained my role as a producer-director. As the great philosopher Yogi Berra would say, “When you come to a fork in the road, take it.” “Of course,” was my reply, not thinking beyond the immediate request. I was rather good at multitasking, so I’m thinking I might have the best of both worlds, producing TV shows and my new adventure in ITV, whatever that meant.




  Well, to me it meant getting entrenched in schooling, teaching, and learning. But wait! I did have one course that I remembered in college. It was Educational Psychology 101. It had to do with mice running through a maze to ring a bell and being rewarded by a serving of food, I think. I sold the textbook right after the course.




  I thought of my lack of knowledge in “academia.” I put it in quotes as a tribute to good friends, Jim and Carol Connors, who always stress it in a satirical tone when we are together. Yet, in my new role, I had to be serious about it.




  I realized then that I welcomed change as a positive. And looking back, I had many opportunities for growth and changes in my career. It kept me on my toes, and I’m sure it was one of the reasons I remained fulfilled and dedicated to the station for forty years. I also remember my dad’s notion of remaining loyal to your job. Work hard and good things will happen. He was a wonderful example as he worked on the buildings and grounds at the nearby Ford assembly plant in Buffalo. He really had an honorable work ethic and commitment to the Ford company. He planted trees along a path leading to the building entrance, which soon became known as “Tony’s Row,” and he would only purchase Ford automobiles. He encouraged others to do the same.




  So, I dug in. I prepared to work hard at my new job, whatever it was. I welcomed what I thought would be a phase of introductions to the task at hand. I needed to get to know the members of the ITV steering committee that was already in place.




  When I called the first meeting of this steering committee in 1965, Dr. Joseph Manch, superintendent of the Buffalo Public Schools, attended. He approached me and asked me what he was doing there. I told him that, as far as I knew, he was chairman. He was a busy person, but I assured him I had everything under control. I had an agenda that I spent a lot of time organizing, and humorously told him that the group should be in a good mood because we provided donuts and real coffee. I remember our educational services secretary, Carol Nowark, jokingly saying, “Real coffee, yeah, as long as he doesn’t have to make it.”




  At the meeting I did what only became natural to me. I wanted to get to know the people the station would be serving. I developed a short survey on paper that merely asked the representative’s name, background, interests, educational goals, and what they saw in the future of ITV.




  I remember one well-informed representative from the Buffalo Public Schools, Seymour Ables, noted that “no one has ever asked us these questions before.” That was so affirming and helped me get off to a good start. And I later learned that Mr. Ables approached general manager Les Martin a few months after the meeting to suggest offering the ITV coordinator job to me on a full-time basis.




  As it turned out, I was offered the full-time position in 1965, and eagerly accepted it. Working with this committee was my introduction to my new career. Within short order, I soon found out that my job was actually “selling” our instructional service to schools. I never had an interest in selling outright. I loved my advertising and marketing courses in college and thought I had a good instinct for promoting a cause, project, event, or organization, but not actually selling per se.




  Our school service was supported by payments from school districts to the station based on school enrollments ($1/$2 per child). We had nine districts paying, including large sums from the Buffalo Public Schools and the Buffalo Diocesan Schools. And it was my job to keep present districts happy and possibly add others. The financial support, especially from the larger Buffalo and Diocesan schools, was tantamount to keeping our daytime ITV programming on the air.




  In fact, my camaraderie with Dr. Manch proved to be beneficial when our Channel 17 membership was being cut from the Buffalo School District’s budget. I felt it my responsibility to go to the budget meeting of the school board. I gave a rather unprepared presentation about the number of students that used the service and explained the type of instructional programming offered. I guess that was new information to those present. But the actual clincher came when one of the board members asked Dr. Manch for his thoughts. I was taken aback when the superintendent said something fairly dramatic about how it made him sick in the stomach to think about not having this instructional support for the city’s students and teachers. It was a powerful expression of support because the funding was reinstated. It also saved my job.
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  As part of school district support of WNED-TV’s educational services in the mid-1960s, Tony asked the ITV steering committee what the group would like to see produced for their students. What might be a priority? Buffalo superintendent Dr. Manch answered immediately. He wanted youngsters to know something about where they lived. Tony’s answer? Filmed field trips. Something that the kids couldn’t normally visit, but TV could. So, he designed a program called Excursion and explains how that show was produced:




  This meant my going out with a film crew. Remember a late-night news anchor used to say, “Film at 11?” Well, I went out with the station’s cinematographer. He not only shot the film sequences but brought them back to the studio for processing. He would sit and watch the film go through a lot of different rotations as it was being developed. It was a waiting game. Then came the actual editing with film strips dangling from the walls surrounding the cinematographer as he put all those pieces together into a meaningful sequence. Field trips, as per Excursion, took two full days to accomplish. Much easier nowadays with digital editing or live on tape opportunities.
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