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.. . Good morning, a hearty welcome to you on this
fine Wednesday morning. Join us on Rambling

With Gambling, and all the crew is here—Peter Roberts,
Fred Feldman, Harry Hennessy, Don Criqui. It’s a
clear, bright day, and the trains and subways are

all running on time, and here's the weather. . . .

“I have a theory about early morning. For the average
family, it is probably the worst time of the day. It is a time
of tension, of train and bus schedules to meet, children to
get dressed in clothes they usually don’t want to wear,
water that takes forever to boil, bacon that overcrisps, and
too many people trying to get into too few bathrooms.

I firmly believe that the last thing listeners want to hear . . .
is more noise, more confusion, more controversy. There’s
enough of that right in their own kitchen. So Rambling
has always tried to make some sense out of a bad time

of day as pleasantly, as sanely, and, yes, as quietly as
possible. Leave the shouters and screamers and arguers
for later.”
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How do you explain the Gambling
Phenomenon?

Every morning two million men,
women, and children, in New York,
New Jersey, Connecticut, Pennsyl-
vania, and other nearby states, rise and
shine to the cheerful voice of John
Gambling—WOR’s “King of the
Morning Men.” In this crazy, mixed-
up world, where violence and disorder
prevail and traffic is unending, there is
still an oasis of peace and a calm
“good morning” for those who turn to
710 on their radio dials.

First started by his father almost 50
years ago, Rambling With Gambling
IS now an institution and attracts the
largest radio audience in the United
States—more people than either
Merv Griffin or Johnny Carson in the
New York metropolitan area.

With a little help from his friends in
the form of first-person interviews,
Rambling With Gambling is John’s
own story in his own words—the story
of a man who took over his father’s
show in 1959, doubled the audience,
and doubled the fun. He introduces us
to his two families—the wife, three
children, and two dogs on Long Island,
and that second family at WOR—
Peter Roberts, Fearless Fred Feldman,
Dr. Bob Harris, and the others. And
he steps aside for Papa John B.
Gambling to fill in with a fascinating
account of the first days of radio
history and his own success story—
how he rose from a greenhorn Limey,
announcing an exercise show, to the

(continued on bhack flap)
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popular innovator whose hypnotic
voice brought in more than 50 percent
of WOR’s gross revenue.

Taking over from a man whose
running love affair with America’s
early risers made him a legend in his
time wasn’t easy. But John Gambling
did it. Here is the exciting story of his
show-——revealing the life of the private
man and the inner workings of the
program—from how the music and
sponsors are selected to exactly what
transpires when that magical “on-
the-air” signal shines.
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CHAPTER ONE

I THROW OUT MY CHEST
AND OPEN A WINDOW

... I learned how to count u
to four by hearing Gambling’s
“one, two, three, four.” Later
I heard him break in John A. on
the air as a small boy. . .. He
lisped, as I remember it.

George S. McMillan, columnist
Yonkers (N.Y.). Herald-States-
man, July 19, 1966

As I remember my debut, I did not lisp. 1 shivered—from the
cold. I was four years old and had been coaxed out of a warm
bed in Teaneck, N.J., at § a.m. on a dark, snowbound morning
before Christmas.

My father had asked, “Wouldn’t it be nice if you and Mother
came on the Christmas program?”’

“Of course,” my mother said.

I didn’t know what the Christmas program was. I didn’t even
know what strange thing Father did “in the studio” when he left
early in the morning for “New York.” What was a “New
York”?

I'd heard his disembodied voice floating out of our Atwater
Kent. He was ordering everybody to “lie on your back and
pedal that bicycle . . . one! two! three! four! . .. Open the
window and throw out your chest.”

Throw out your chest?

How could you do that? The rest of the body would go with
you! It was a terrifying idea. I didn’t go near a window for
days.

Here, then, was the scene in Studio 1, WOR-Radio, twenty-
fifth floor, 1440 Broadway:
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It was the morning of Christmas Eve, December 24, 1934. I
was in short pants and Buster Brown shoes, standing stiff-backed
on a wooden chair to bring my chin up to this thing Dad called
a “mike.” It was a shiny round metal thing, with holes around
the edge big as a quarter; somehow it smelled dangerous to me,
like the kitchen stove. I wouldn’t have minded a stove, because I
was still cold from that auto ride, and the studio wasn’t too
warm, either.

So I was shivering and my mother was holding onto my belt
as I swayed on the chair. Behind us was the orchestra—four
men, who sounded like forty to me.

My father patted me on the shoulder as he pointed to the
mike. “Well, son, what would you like to do now?”

I whispered, all too close to the mike, “Go to the bathroom.”

The musicians doubled over, as if in pain. One of them

dropped his horn.
“Oh, ho!” my father said quickly, “you want to do that song
you've been practicing all week. . . . ‘The Friendly Beasts.””

Beasts? I didn’t know any beasts. I didn’t remember any song.

The orchestra began playing, and I stared around in panic. I
would’ve even thrown my chest out the window, if there had
been a window. Dad briskly nodded encouragement. Mother
whispered . . . “ ‘I said the sheep . . .” And the song flooded
back in a rush! I murmured:

“I,” said the sheep with curly horn,

“Gave him my wool for his blanket warm;
He wore my coat on Christmas morn.

“I,” said the sheep with curly horn.

(Louder now. I was singing.)

“I,” said the cow, all white and red,
“I gave him my manger for his bed;
I gave him my hay to pillow his head.

“I,” said the cow, all white and red . ..

(I threw out my chest, soaring with confidence.)
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Thus, every beast by some good spell
In the stable dark was able to tell
Of the gift he gave...

And that’s how I broke into radio. In a cold sweat.

¥*

I progressed to “Away in a Manger” next year. At Mother’s
suggestion I took piano lessons, and soon Dad suggested I play
something on the show. I don’t remember what I played. I'm
sure what it was, was pretty bad. But—surprise!—my father
came home and explained how I'd helped a piano company in
New Jersey sell a piano, and they wanted me to have a present
—3§5 cash. I'd done my first commercial.

I became a feature on following Christmas shows. I shared
billing with my mother, who read an original poem every year.

I reached dizzying heights with a recitation of Clement
Moore’s “ Twas the Night Before Christmas.” My father had
said, “It would be nice if you went on the Christmas show with
a recitation.”

I worked diligently to achieve the correct inflections and
tones. I soon realized this classic was not as well written as it
could have been. For reciting out loud, anyhow. Many of the
lines did not roll trippingly off the tongue—they just tripped:

... The moon on the breast of the new fallen snow
Gave a lustre of mid-day to objects below,

When what to my wondering eyes did appear

But a miniature sleigh and eight tiny reindeer;

With a little old driver so lively and quick . . .

I tried a few changes to smooth out the phrasing, but my
father wouldn’t hear of it. (He’s English, and they fight to the
last man to uphold the purity of the Queen’s language. Years
later, I found myself insisting on reading that cigarette commer-
cial “tastes good as a cigarette should.” Good grammar is good
taste.)

Well, I worked an entire week to straighten out those damn
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reindeer. Dad coached me to chuckle when I came to St. Nick’s
“little round belly.” On the air, with some tinkling celeste music
from the orchestra, the poem became my piéce de résistance.
Thirty-five years later, our son, John, took over that same sleigh
on m1y show, the second generation of Wrestling With Reindeer.

Our children, however, were rather reluctant Rudolphs. They
didn’t enjoy Christmas Eve in the studio as much as I had. John
and Ann made their debuts at three and a half or so, singing in
unison: “We wish everybody a very merry Christmas.” 1 had
to drive to the studio early, so Sally chauffeured the children
into New York later.

sALLY: Oh, the kids just didn’t want to get up. It was
always either snowing or raining, one would be in tears,
or the other would have a sore throat or earache—or both
—and they’'d mumble and grumble all the way in from
Long Island. I'd say, “But Daddy and Grandpa are really
looking forward to us coming to the studio.” And John
would groan, “Why?”

Later, our youngest, Sarah, made it a trio. Her recurring cri-
tique didn’t quite catch the joyous holiday spirit: “This is
dumb.” Finally, about six years ago, we let the entire Young

People’s Holiday Recital and Grumble fade quietly away.

¥*

Amply confused at the start,

We felt we could tell them apart.

Daddy, John A., would be first logically,
Followed along by a son, John B.

But realization that son was John A.

Filled us with sharp dismay.

For explanation on our knees we beg:
Which came first, the chicken or the egg?

Lois and Donald Utz
Little Falls, N.].

It’s quite simple. B came before A in our family alphabet. My
father is B. because his middle name is Bradley. I am A. for Al-
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fred McCann, Sr., a very close friend of Dad’s in the early days
at WOR and father of the Al McCann now on the station.

I was born in 1930 in Teaneck, N.J., a small suburban com-
munity. Two things distinguished our house from the others on
the block: the tallest radio antenna and the longest automobile.

I saw Dad go off to work only once a year—when I rode with
him to the Christmas show. He drove a wondrous blue Chrysler
phaeton, with huge wire wheels, four doors, and, atop the rear
of the front seat—a second windshield. Beautiful. The uphol-
stery was pigskin, which left wrinkles on my back skin, and the
body was eggshell blue. Convertibles were one of my father’s
few concessions to American flamboyance; he owned a succes-
sion of them, down to the beginning of World War II. The
Chrysler floated majestically across the Hudson on the Dyck-
man Street ferry every morning until the George Washington
Bridge opened in 1931.

The inauguration of the bridge was one of our earliest father-
and-son efforts. I was the first child to cross it—my mother
wheeled me in a pram—and Dad broadcast the ceremonies from
the top of one of the towers. Today, Fearless Fred Feldman and
George Meade sit up in helicopter 710, reporting the traffic over
“the old G.W.” I feel that bridge is practically in the family.

At the close of 1934, we moved to an apartment on Riverside
Drive at 119th Street, overlooking the Hudson and Riverside
Church. Ours was the last house on the Drive before the church,
looking north, and the windiest, freezingest spot in town to a
small boy walking to school. I have a vivid recollection of the
clang-clang of galvanized iron garbage-pail lids, sent flying by
that wind. Open land stretched up past Grant’s Tomb, and on a
clear day you could see all the way to Yonkers.

About this time, Dad taught me gentlemanly games—chess
and cribbage. He played to win; no nonsense about losing occa-
sionally to encourage the child. Sometimes we went bowling. He
didn’t bowl well and I really don’t think he enjoyed it much; he
wanted to provide a partner for me. Thirty years ago, there
were two kinds of people—adults and children. 1 stayed on my
side of the generation gap and he stayed on his. We got along
beautifully.
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I was winging it very much on my own by the age of ten or
eleven; Manhattan Island was my playground, open and friendly
and full of wonder. On Riverside Drive I could hear the trolley
bells all the way over on Broadway. I remember the horse-drawn
milk wagons early in the morning, with their muffled clip-clop
of rubber-shod hooves. And the organ grinder who came around
every summer, complete with a monkey in a funny suit. He
would crank away under our windows on 119th Street, and my
mother would give me pennies (they couldn’t have been nickels)
to toss down.

My turf was the block in front of our building, where I de-
veloped into a two-manhole stickball hitter. From Riverside
Drive, I'd amble over to Horace Mann Elementary School, at
that time on 120th Street and Broadway, all by myself. I glee-
fully roured up and down Fifth Avenue and the Drive in the
doubledecker buses, with the little old ladies in funny hats. They
waved at me and [ waved at them. The buses had an open top,
and a conductor took your dime in a little hand machine that
made a satisfying ring when you popped your money in the slot.
And in summer I looked over Broadway’s wonders from the
open trolleys, munching a nickel chocolate fudge cone.

From our apartment windows, you could see the 125th Street
ferry plodding back and forth to New Jersey. And in the winter
it was fun to try to guess which route the ferry captain would
take to miss the ice floes.

I played in Riverside Park at night. Sure, there were some
“tough” kids around, but we knew who they were; we avoided
them if we wanted to and tried to show them that we were
pretty tough, too. But nobody thought of carrying a knife, or
stealing anything bigger than an apple from the fruit stand.

Now, memory is a funny thing. We tend to remember what
we like to remember, and the mind blots out the unpleasant rec-
ollections. But even allowing for this rose-colored-glass effect, I
still find it disheartening that all these good things, only thirty
years ago, are gone.

Summers we migrated to the South Shore of Long Island. My
father bought his first boat in 1937. It was named Jobn B. (no
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false modesty here), a secondhand 34-foot Elco with a hori-
zontal steering wheel like a Mack truck’s. On our maiden voyage
in the Great South Bay, we chugged along toward one of the
causeway bridges Robert Moses had flung up. I was all of seven,
I guess, but I sized up our mast and informed Dad, who was
steering, “We’re not going to make it under that bridge.”

“Oh, of course we will, son.”

Snap, crackle, and pop. It was that awful moment that comes
to every boy, when he realizes his father can be wrong.

To give the Jobn B. more scope, Dad rented summer places in
Wantagh, Amityville, and Massapequa. Then my parents bought
a house on the bay in Massapequa. We were always water-ori-
ented; on my fifteenth birthday I got my first sailboat—a 16-foot
Comet class sloop.

New worlds opened up. There was very little of that bay,
from Seaford east to Bayshore, that I didn’t explore. And in the
process I sighted a few of the local girls.

There was wide-open space and lots of open water then. Mas-
sapequa was still a farm community with a scattering of summer
visitors. And steam engines ran on the same Babylon branch line
of the Long Island that I announce today is “running late.” It
was all a long way from our Riverside Drive apartment, and that
was the secret of its appeal for me.

Until the wondrous day I received an auto driver’s license,
that 16-foot Comet was my magic carpet. It leaked badly, from
the moment we bought it to the day we sold it; the sails never
really set right, and most of the boys I knew had bigger and
faster boats. But it was my first boat, all mine, and I loved her.

I tore myself away for two months at a boys’ summer camp
in New Hampshire, operated by “Moose” Miller, the baseball
coach at Horace Mann. I was not the world’s most enthusiastic
camper; two vivid memories of those days have stayed with me.
One: I got scared out of my city-boy aplomb by a counselor
telling ghost stories during a thunderstorm in an old house at the
top of some dumb mountain we hiked up. Two: At the end of
one canoe trip, we slept in cow flop.

Back to our apartment on Riverside Drive: Everybody on the
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block was building model airplanes or radio sets. Well, I glued
up some balsa struts and Japanese rice paper and called it a Fok-
ker biplane, but it never got off the grass in Riverside Park. Even
though Dad helped at the launching.

I never actually built a radio. But I did put together my own
broadcasting system of sorts—at thirteen. The guys at school
collected records (78 rpm’s in those days): Benny Goodman,
Bob Crosby’s Bobcats, Harry James, Tommy Dorsey, Spike
Jones. I was (and still am) a great Sinatra fan. While his devo-
tees screamed and fainted at his Paramount theater perform-
ances, | stayed home and catalogued his records. The filing con-
sumed more time than the listening. I laboriously typed out 3 by
§ cards, listing the song title, the orchestra’s name, the musicians,
arranger, date. I even timed the records.

Then I had a second thought: Why not put all this effort to
good use? I hooked up the record player in my bedroom to my
little Philco table radio, bought a cheap carbon microphone that
I could hold in front of the record-player’s speaker—and wired
the whole mess into the Stromberg-Carlson in the living room. 1
was instant Martin Block.

One problem. Nobody heard me, except myself. And my suf-
fering mother, a captive audience in the living room. Dad was
not too enthusiastic about my programming. He preferred music
that made you want to exercise: Lehar waltzes, polkas from The
Bartered Bride, Broadway show tunes. The kind played by
string quartets in hotel dining rooms. I used to call it behind-the-
palms music. I'm not too sure he approves of the music I play on
the show today, so times haven’t really changed.

I'm sure the Freudians would label the homemade disk-jock-
eying a subconscious imitation of my father’s show, and my
music a rejection of his values—a classic love-hate relationship.
The truth is, I liked both myv mother and my father; it wasn’t
until I reached Psych I in high school that I learned, to my as-
tonishment, [ wasn’t supposed to.

Along about Pearl Harbor, I started at the Horace Mann
School for Boys in Riverdale. I made the football varsity for two
years and was a fair halfback for my weight: 135 pounds all wet
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with shoulder pads. In addition, I was manager of the varsity
basketball team, co-chairman of the dance committee, managing
editor of the school paper, writer for the yearbook, and some-
how I found time to talk to girls. Some other kind of Jack Arm-
strong.

I found study fairly easy and did most of it with one hand
above my head. I hooked my left arm through a subway strap
and, hanging there for forty screeching, swaying minutes twice
a day from 116th Street to Riverdale, I could compose with my
right hand a devastating review of Silas AMarner. Didn’t every-
body read Silas Marner?

The subway was much more fun than school. We’d snatch a
guy’s briefcase and throw it on the station platform, just as the
car doors closed. He'd have to scramble for the next train back
to that stop. Surprise!—the briefcase would still be there. I'm
afraid the subways have lost that innocence.

I was alwayvs rigging up gadgets with dry cells and timers.
Today the kids attach them to pipe bombs. I used to wire the
dry cells to a doorbell, a pushbutton, and an old, black upright
telephone—all collected for $1.25 downtown on Radio Row on
Cortlandt St. The stuff was shoved into my briefcase, with the
button hidden outside.

In a quiet moment, while the train was in a station, I'd press
the button. The bell woke up the straphangers. I'd take out the
phone, answer it casually, then hand it to the best-dressed
woman in the car:

“Here, it’s for you!”

It’s a game for young and old. Years later, when I drove in to
the studio from Manhasset each day, I had a phone installed in
the car. Very useful. For $30 a month, plus the cost of the calls,
I could listen to a party line, with gentlemen calling ladies who
(I assumed) were not their wives.

Sometimes my secretary, Evelyn Volpe, would call me. One
time I was pulling into the Queens Midtown Tunnel toll booth.
Rinngg! That car phone always startled me.

As the man in the toll booth stuck his head out to collect my
quarter, I handed the phone to him: “Here, it’s for you.” I
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couldn’t tell whether he thought I was crazy or he was. He
waved me on in a frenzy—forgetting the 25¢.

Horace Mann, as I recall it, was more fun and games than
study. Staggering home from football practice one evening, we
spotted the French instructor’s car parked outside the library. It
was one of the earliest mini-cars, the Austin built in America.
Ten of us carried it up the steps and into the library.

Next day, the car was gone . . . the French teacher was se-
renely driving it around campus. We didn’t dare ask how he had
gotten it out—and nobody told us. We had been Captain Mid-
nighted.

I received my Junior Operator driver’s license and met Sally
at about the same time. She was in high school in Glen Ridge,
N.J. It was a rather complicated story, involving a girl T was
dating on Long Island who knew a boy who lived next door to
Sally in New Jersey, all of which resolved itself into a double-
date after a football game between Horace Mann and Stony
Brook on Long Island. We immediately started going steady. I
was seventeen and she was sixteen.

My mother had a basic black 1939 Plymouth four-door with
a stick shift on the floor. It was my first set of wheels and lasted
me into college. That old Plymouth covered a lot of miles,
which was about the only way we could go steady.

We were living in Amityville that summer, and Sally was
with her family on the Jersey shore. I had a job at the Amity-
ville Battery and Ignition Co. 1 swept up, waited on customers
at the counter, and made deliveries in a half-ton Chevy pickup.
It had a leak in the hood of the cab, so nicely placed that any
rain dripped through to the floor, right where I kept my foot on
the accelerator. When it rained, my foot was soaked . . . and it
must have rained every Friday that summer. I'd race to our
garage after work and pick up our Plymouth, then I'd race out
to Jersey to pick up Sally. IHer mother didn’t know what to
make of me—I was always stomping on her front doormat with
one wet foot.

Somehow, all this varied experience got me into Dartmouth.
On September 7, 1947, I took two giant steps. First, I registered
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as a pre-med student; I wanted to be a surgeon. Second, I applied
for an announcer’s job at the college radio station, WDBS.

When I walked into the studio, I was bowled over by a wave
of resonant voices, of other would-be freshmen announcers. But
I was John Gambling. I'd been on radio for years. I had it made.

I got a job—filing records. Of course, there was more to it
than that: I also had to dust them.

At the end of my second semester, I flunked Chemistry II,
and the Dean of Men advised me that frankly I was not sur-
geon’s material. Suture self, I thought.

I transferred to a drama major. I designed stage sets and
stitched costumes for The Coumtry Wife. My panniers and
jabots were quite fetching.

I also became an actor on the legitimate stage. In one play.
With one line. And I had to ad-lib, at that. The play, The
Middle Ground, by a fellow student, Frank Gilroy, dramatized
the fissures of the forties with sharp-edged slices of life. Frank
had grown up like me on the subways of New York, so the
story was set in the West 145th Street IRT station.

I was The Sailor who wandered into the station and reacted
to all the philosophy of the leading characters. “Don’t talk,”
Frank warned me. “Just show your inner feelings in your face.”
It’s the sort of thing Gielgud and Olivier do so well. I had one
piece of business—‘“pick up cigarette butt and light it.” Frank
cast me in the part because I had to be around every perform-
ance anyhow; I was stage manager.

On opening night, my reactions were, frankly, uneasy. Sec-
ond night, somebody—an enemy of fine theater?>—glued that
cigarette butt to the floor. I dug away at it with my fingernails,
mumbling, “It must’ve stuck in chewing gum.” I realized that
was rather weak, so, fumbling, I built it up with . . . “the son-
ovabitch!”

Frank recovered sufficiently in later years to win the Pulitzer
Prize for his play The Subject Was Roses. 1 tilted my career
toward radio.

Station WDBS was an extracurricular activity of the college
—more exactly, an almost penniless orphan. The staff had to
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hustle commerecials to pay for new equipment. College radio was
not the prestigious “communications teaching tool” it is today;
we operated it for sheer joy and our own amazement.

In my sophomore year I broadcast a morning music and news
show one or two days a week. Later, I expanded my horizons,
doing “color” broadcasts for home basketball and hockey games.
(“Color” is the emotional background: titles at stake, the
players’ problems and injuries, celebrities in the stands, etc.)

My career reached its zenith in a series of thirty weekly half-
hour dramatic productions. The Dartmouth library had a large
collection of old radio mystery and dramatic scripts: | Love a
Mystery (remember Jack, Doc, and Reggie?), Inner Sanctum,
and others by Arch Obeler and Orson Welles. 1 was producer,
casting office, sound-effects man, and typist of the mimeograph
stencils. My schedule: Friday, dig through the old bones in the
library to unearth the shocker of the week. Over the weekend,
bang out the stencils. Monday, run them off. Tuesday, cast the
show and direct a couple runthroughs. Wednesday, dress re-
hearsal, with properly creaking doors and bloody stabs. Thurs-
day, the Big Broadcast. Friday, back to the library, sifting bones
again.

Who listened? Well, we covered all the dorms and most of
the town of Hanover, and on a clear night we were heard all
the way across the Connecticut River in Norwich, Vermont. I
guess our Hooper rating wasn’t high, but the audience was cer-
tainly larger than the one in the Riverside Drive living room.

Another student working on the station was Buck Zucker-
man, who ad-libbed a zany disc-jockey program. I cast him fre-
quently in the mysteries because he was a fine character actor
with an amazingly wide range of voices. His middle name was
Henry; later, as Buck Henry, he wrote the screenplay for The
Graduate and Catch-22 and acted in them, too.

¥*

There was a great Nat Cole recording in those days—“Too
Young.” Remember? One of the lines ran, “They tried to tell us
we’re too young.” Every couple, I'm sure, has a tune they call
“our song.” This is mine and Sally’s.
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When I breezed off to Dartmouth, Sally still had a year to
finish at Glen Ridge High School. Our position was not desper-
ate, though. I could run down to New Jersey for an occasional
weekend, and she was permitted to visit Hanover now and then.
In my soph year, Sally was accepted at Colby Junior College, a
girls’ school just twenty miles from Dartmouth. The future
looked rosy. Or so we thought.

I never knew whether there was any collusion between her
parents and mine, but I sensed that they felt our romance was
just a bit too serious. Too young. So, instead of Colby College,
Sally found herself enrolléd in Southern Seminary and Junior
College, way down near Buena Vista, Virginia. Our three-a-
weck phone calls made a sharp cut into our allowances.

We braved it for a year. I never got down to Buena Vista;
there was nothing to do in that town, and the seminary rules on
visitors were as restrictive as a nunnery’s. Sally did make the
long train and bus trek to Hanover as often as she could. I even
managed to get myself put on probation by the dean at Dart-
mouth because I registered one day late for a new semester. I'd
stayed over in New York just to take Sally to dinner.

By my junior year, the miles between the Blue Ridge Moun-
tains of Virginny and the White Mountains of New Hamp-
shire were just too many. We concocted some sort of cover
story, which our parents may or may not have believed, and
during a vacation break we took off for North Carolina. That
was the nearest state in which we could be married in a hurry.

I was nineteen and she was eighteen. Our parents faced up to
the fait accompli with some surprise and reasonably good will.
I was able to make speedy arrangements for a married student’s
apartment, in barracks operated by Dartmouth, and Sally bade
a dry-eyed farewell to Southern Seminary. She decided to drop
out of school to become a full-time wife. Dad agreed to continue
paying tuition for my senior year; I still had to work for my
room and board. He firmly believed in the old English virtues:
work hard, play fair, play the game, and play it square.

I'd been promoted to station manager of WDBS for my senior
year, but it paid a salary of zero. I had to find a job. After three
years of college, I was really prepared for only one career—



22 RAMBLING WITH GAMBLING

radio. But who would hire a nineteen-year-old with absolutely
no professional experience? It was a crisis familiar to radio soap-
opera addicts:

ANNOUNCER: This is the story that asks the question: Can a
young man from the big city find happmess while strug-
ghng to maintain himself and his new wife in simple dig-
nity and still win a college degree in a small New England
town?

music: Crescendo of tension. ..



CHAPTER TWO

THE JOYS OF THE EIGHT-DAY WEEK

I've been listening closely to
your show since I was 12 years
old, and it has given me a deep
interest in a career in radio or
television. I am applying to col-
leges now, and one of them is
Dartmouth. I would like to
meet you at WOR in hopes of
getting a recommendation to
your alma mater. I know Dart-
mouth won’t get me a job like
yours, but I am sure it can’t
hurt.

John D. Sainer
Pittsfield, Mass.

It can hurg, all right. Even before you graduate.

In June 1950, as summer vacation approached, I heard that
the Granite State Network was looking for a summer-replace-
ment announcer. | cornered one of the owners, Bill Rust, in his
office in Manchester, N.H. I turned on my best prickly-pear-
shaped tones, and added that I would work cheap; he was suffi-
ciently persuaded to let me fill in at two of their stations in New
Hampshire. The most important was WKBR, the key station in
Manchester, population 82,732. The other was WTSV in Clare-
mont, population 12,811.

We were to move into the Manchester apartment vacated for
three weeks by a high-living bachelor announcer. I considered
this a really progressive, even glamorous, step because Sally and
I and baby John R. were cooped up in the ex-Navy barracks
that Dartmouth rented to married students.

My shift would be 4 .M. to midnight, leaving plenty of time
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for daytime recreation with my family. Plus—my voice would
be heard and recognized throughout the greater Manchester
metropolitan area (a potential of over 80,000 fans was big-time
at last). And since I had said I'd work cheap, I got $35 a week.

When we pulled into Manchester in our Chevrolet, loaded
with baby-food bottles, diapers, suntan lotion, and my throat
spray, we found that the “fabulous” apartment was actually a
tiny bedroom and kitchen in a peeling private house. Without
private entrance. Neither Sally nor I knew a soul in Manchester,
which turned out to be a rather bleak textile town. So my nine-
teen-year-old wife spent every night at home, alone with the
baby in a strange town. She got a lot of ironing and reading
done, and she could listen to me.

I also discovered that the man for whom I was subbing dou-
bled on another job I hadn’t been told about. He perpetrated a
noon-to-12:30 show for which he’d gone out and sold commer-
cials all by himself, bypassing the station’s salesmen. He’d already
collected the contracts, and I had to fulfill them. For free.

It was a half-hour of solid commercials, interrupted by only
one minute and forty-five seconds of music. My benefactor was
very fond of Bing Crosby. One recording—only one—was
played right in the middle of this morass of monotony. A Bing
Crosby.

And so I began my first paid professional job with an incredi-
ble technological breakthrough—I was transported back, back
into the Stone Age of radio. It made a full, full day for me. But
recognition?—80,000 fans? . . . Somehow, three weeks just
wasn’t long enough to make much of a mark in Manchester.

From there, the Gambling Road Show moved on to WTSV
in Claremont for another three-week stint. Luckily, I was able
to commute from our barracks apartment in Hanover. My only
remaining memory of Claremont still makes me cringe: a sibilant
commercial for the “Singer Sewing Center on South Center
Street.” [ sounded like a leaky gas pipe.

Several years ago a man called to inform me that WTSV was
up for sale and would I join him in buying it? I recall thinking:
Had I been such a smashing success there—or was he giving me
a chance to atone? I declined.
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There is another town in New Hampshire, however, that is a
permanent part of my professional memories: Lebanon, popula-
tion 8,495. Lebanon was my Rubicon. Whatever my doubts and
disappointments in radio after Lebanon, I could not turn back.

Friendly little Leb, as we called it, had first floated into my
consciousness two years before, as a small New England town,
about five miles from Hanover, renowned for the one liquor
store in the Hanover area. State law permitted local option on
alcohol sales. And Hanover chose to be dry. The weekly “Leb
run” for booze is a part of every Dartmouth man’s college recol-
lections.

Early in the fall of 1950, the Granite State Network began to
build a 500-watt station, WTSL. Bud Popke was made station
manager. Bud had also managed the Dartmouth college radio
station two years earlier and needed a morning man for WTSL.
(He’s still in radio, operating several stations in Michigan.) He
called me:

“How would you like a part-time job as announcer in Leba-
non? Write some copy . . . sell some ads. It’s only 6 to 9 in the
morning.”

Only? I should have known by now. When a station manager
says only—look out. Instead, I said, “Gee, great! And I work
cheap.”

“It’s yours.”

I tried not to worry that I was also going to be station man-
ager of Dartmouth’s WDBS for the coming year, and this might
create some conflict of interest. It also was very much a full-time
job—without pay. And I had a commitment to a third job,
which was sort of full-time: graduating from Dartmouth.

Well, when you’re young you don’t really worry about minor
details like working twenty-four hours a day, eight days a week.

When people ask me, “Exactly what kind of an operation was
WTSL?” I can only say, “Thrifty.” But since I worked cheap,
[ fit right in. While the permanent building was being erected,
we worked in a 12- by 19-foot trailer parked beside the trans-
mitter in the middle of a cornfield between Leb, Hanover, and
White River Junction. Let me list the marvels crammed into
that space, just a little larger than the Apollo 16 lunar craft:
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At one end, two turntables, a control console, and one micro-
phone, hanging from the roof. Center, three feet away, one kero-
sene stove (for a simulation of heat, but mostly for whimsy and
smoke), and, next to it, a rack for records. At the “far” end, the
business office—one typewriter, one phone, and one desk. Thrift-
ily designed for maximum efficiency in minimum space. When
I was on the air in the morning, I was the only john around.
When nature called, I answered in the cornfield.

One thing we did have was lots of cold. The bone-cracking,
icicle-down-your-spine New Hampshire cold. It often went
down to 10 and 15 below zero, and I wished I had a handy ice-
house to warm up in. I had made my radio debut at four, shiver-
ing—and here I was in radio at twenty, still shivering.

I would stumble out of bed at § a.nt., prop my eyelids up
with three cups of coffee, and speed over to the trailer to fire
up the transmitter. For three hours, from 6 to 9, I was WTSL—
the entire staff. Sally would be home listening—to keep me com-
pany—and she always knew when [ was “out in the field,” be-
cause I'd put an LP record on the turntable and let it play two
or three numbers. Still, there was always the question of who
would finish first, I or the record.

Luckily, my first class didn’t begin until 9:30 a.m., so 1 had
half an hour to hightail back to Hanover. My last class ended at
2:30, after which I'd scoot to the barracks for a quick lunch
with Sally. Then I would scramble back to the trailer, to write
commercial copy until about 6. Then zip home for dinner. Sally
had worked out an arrangement with two of my former room-
mates; they paid $10 a week and she cooked for all of us. Mostly
stews and casseroles. Still, taking in dinner boarders paid for our
food, and believe it or not I still like a baked tuna and noodle
casserole. And our children do, too.

I finished dinner about 7:30 and buckled down to my second
job—homework. Fortunately, I can concentrate almost any-
where. It was probably due to those years of hanging from a
subway strap and working on Silas Marner. 1 rarely found it
necessary to enter the library. Maybe the passage of time has
anesthetized my recollection. Maybe I didn’t study at all. Some
of my professors thought the same thing.
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My third job—managing Dartmouth’s WDBS—was squeezed
in between the other two. I'd have to go back to campus several
nights a week for meetings, although my WDBS broadcasting
was limited. I also worked Saturday morning at WTSL (no
extra pay, of course), doing a classical musical program. After a
while the station acquired a wire recorder, a predecessor of to-
days tape recorder, and I could prerecord the show in spare
minutes. The quality of reproduction was atrocious, but it gave
me time to breathe.

I also sold commercials for WTSL, and when I had nothing
else to do, I swept out the trailer.

Another student, Jim Rhodes, worked the mike in the after-
noon while I was writing news or ad copy. Every time he went
on the air, I had to stop typing so the racket wouldn’t be broad-
cast, too. The business phone was left off the hook for fear of an
unexpected ring; for an important call, I carried the phone out
into the snow.

It was all very casual, but we learned fast. Often I would be
pounding out commercial copy that Jim would need two min-
utes later. We also invented little games to try to break each
other up. I wrote the reviews of local movies—based mainly on
the blurbs in the newspaper ads. My review of School for Dogs
was embellished with, “starring that pre-eminent dog of stage,
screen, and radio—Jim Rhodes!” Jim, as usual, read it “cold.”
Then he collapsed, gurgling, as if going under water for the third
time. Score one for the copywriter.

That was the year Harry Truman fired General MacArthur.
Bud Popke ordered me to hustle into Lebanon for man-in-the-
street reactions to this palpitating moment in history. “While
you’re there,” he added, “try to sell some ads.”

I grabbed the wire recorder and headed for Leb. After each
street interview, I’d pop into the nearest store and buttonhole
the owner: “Did you hear that interview I just did in front of
your store? Don’t you want to participate in this important day
in history? And, oh yes, I mentioned your business in the inter-
view.”

Almost all of them bought a spot. They only cost $2.50. Two
hours later the show went on the air—fully sponsored.
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WTSL had certain occupational hazards. Because of our fre-
quent and plentiful supply of snow, Popke had arranged with
the town authorities to plow the narrow dirt road leading
through the cornfield to our trailer. One morning the snow was
piled up so high I just couldn’t drive in. I abandoned my Chevy
on the road between Hanover and White River Junction and
stomped through the drifts. The show must go on—the com-
mercials must get through! . . . They did, until about 8 a.m.,
when a horrible clanking and roaring filtered into the trailer. I
saw a giant snowplow come shuddering up to my window and
stop short. But not short enough. Tilt! The room hung there, at
a 20-degree angle, then dropped back to the ground. The turn-
table pickup arm had skidded off the record. I grabbed the mi-
crophone to make some inane apology to my listeners.

The friendly driver waved to show he hadn’t meant it per-
sonally and clanked back down our road. And for about ten
seconds, 1 wondered if this was really what “show biz” should
be like.

Another vivid memory of my last year in school was the will-
ful frustrations of the ex-Navy barracks in which Sally and I
lived. They had been erccted years before at the U.S. Naval Base
in Portsmouth, N.IH. At the beginning of World War I, the
college had them dismantled and trucked to Hanover, to provide
desperately needed shelter for the Navy’s “ninety-day-wonder”
officer candidates. The barracks seem to have carried naval regu-
lations with them; they had a bachelor will of their own. After
the war they stubbornly resisted every effort to domesticate
them for women and children. The wooden buildings, shaggy
around the edges and sagging in the middle like old horses, hud-
dled on the edges of a cliff overlooking the Connecticut River.
For obvious reasons, this outpost became known as Fertile Circle.

The insides had been converted, with minimum effort, into
two-room apartments: living room, bedroom, bath, and tiny
kitchen. The walls were sheetrock, nailed over 2 by 4 studs; no
foundation, just a wood floor covered with linoleum. The only
source of heat, a kerosene stove in the middle of the living room,
was square and brown and cranky. All this for $65 a month. We
thought it was wonderful; it was our first home.
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John slept in a crib in the bedroom, which had a lovely view
of the river—when the window wasn’t covered by frost. The
winds howled across that river, sweeping right through our
meager walls and floor. John was swaddled in those Dr. Denton
flannel sleepsuits (I think they were called “bunny bags”), but
he’d wake up in the middle of the night, screaming, blue with
cold. It couldn’t have been too unhealthy, though, because we all
survived with a minimum of colds and sniffles.

Our parents were positive that the kerosene heater would
blow up some night and cremate us all. When we tried to tem-
per the chill winds with electric heaters, we ran into another
dreaded crisis—the Big Blowout.

The buildings had been wired and fused for primitive illumi-
nation and cooking. No stove, no oven, just a two-burner hot-
plate in the kirchen. Of course, everyone started improving his
lot according ro his means, with toasters, revolving-spit broilers,
electric irons, hairdryers, and even ovens. So, if Sally turned on
the space heater while she bathed the baby, a neighbor was sure
to be cooking a roast. Pow! Out went the fuse, not just for our
apartment but for the entire building. No bath, no roast, no light,
and some poor guy trying to study for an exam.

Someone would finally call the college custodian. If we were
lucky, a man would appear an hour or so later to replace the
fuse. The fusebox was locked, of course, to prevent us clever
electricians from introducing high-amperage fuses, crossed wires
or pennies. These would have prevented the blackouts, but prob-
ably burn down the barracks. There were times when that
seemed like a pretty good idea.

But the buildings, sagging and shivering, held together de-
spite everything. So we cheerfully invested in some paint—
dark brown was the “in” color that year for living rooms. We
even wallpapered the kitchen. All three square feet of it.

The uninsulated walls added unique stresses to some of the
marital problems created by young children, lots of schoolwork,
and no money. There was a break in the morning class schedule
between 10 and 10:30. Almost every morning, at about 10:03,
one of our neighbors would come charging down the hill from
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campus to the barracks and race upstairs to his apartment, two
steps at a time.

At first, the Fertile Circle crowd thought he was saving
money by coming home for a morning snack of coffee and Dan-
ish. But how hungry can a fellow be to run a half-mile cach
way? There was a second p0551b111ty, suggested by another of
our neighbors, a genuine cynic who advocated the emplrlcal
method—experience over thecory—to solve this question. One
day, when Roger the Runner’s wife went out early to shop, we
tied a bunch of tin cans to the underside of their mattress. A
very quiet group of about ten scholars gathered in the adjacent
apartment, next to the bedroom being tested. Soon the rattle of
the cans and the outraged male screams proved that our neigh-
bor’s hypothesis was absolutely correct. Roger was trying to
keep the circle fertile.

About this time, my parents decided that John should have a
safe, proper baby carriage. A delivery truck deposited a huge
English pram outside the barracks: high wheels, spring-sus-
pended body, tlting canvas canopy. The Rolls-Royce of baby
carriages All our neighbors came out to inspect its wonders. To
top it all, one of my father’s sponsors was a furrier, and he had
insisted on creating a monogrammed mink carriage wrap. Dad
had affectionately nicknamed the baby Demijohn, to sort out
the newest John in the Gambling family. So there it was—
DEMIJOHN, right on the fur. I'm sure nothing like this en-
semble has since been seen at Dartmouth.

The pram and baby were proudly resting outside, that first
afternoon, when a rainstorm blew up. I scurried out to rescue
them—only to discover I couldn’t push the pram beyond the
front door. Our apartment door was at a perfect 90-degree angle
to the barracks’ entrance, so the monstrous carriage couldn’t
make the turn. Unless I kicked down the shectrock wall.

Father, baby pram, and monogrammed fur were thoroughly
soaked, but I finally parked the pram in an apartment with a
wider entrance. Next day I had to buy several expensive sheets
of plywood and some 2-by-4’s and hammer them together for a
lean-to at the back of the barracks. Our new Chevrolet, a wed-
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ding present from Sally’s parents, sat out in the snows all winter,
but the pram was splendidly snug in its own garage.

That same winter, we decided it was time to have our own
Christmas tree. A real live one, of course. Our friends, the Bud
Popkes, volunteered to join in the search. He had an old con-
vertible that would be suitable, top down, for transporting the
trees.

We bundled John, eight months old, into the convertible and
drove out to tree country. We discovered two magnificently
shaped specimens in some unknowing farmer’s field, hacked
them down, and dragged them into the car. We jammed the
trunks into the back seat; I wedged in there with them. The
Popkes, Sally, and baby squeezed into the front seat.

About twenty miles from Hanover it started to snow, hard.
It grew colder and John turned bluer . . . we were all but cov-
ered with snow, but we dragged those trees back to the apart-
ment. We wedged them into homemade tree stands and up they
went . . . well, almost up. The ceiling must have been all of 7
feet high . .. the tree was 12 or 14 feet. It had looked just right
out in the farmer’s field, but in our apartment it was a monster.
[ think [ crimmed off enough for another Christmas and I must
have spent a full week’s salary on the decorations. We didn't
have money left for a party, but who cared?>—there was no
room in the apartment for anybody except us and our one-tree
forest.

We did have parties on occasion. Sally gave me a gala celebra-
tion on my twenty-first birthday. We had all our neighbors and
friends in—and with my usual luck, I had a midterm exam the
next day and, of course, the morning show at WTSL. (This
past winter, we called John on his twenty-first birthday, in his
apartment in Boston. His wife, Chris, had given him a surprise
birthday party the previous night, when he was busy preparing
for an exam and a morning show for the college station. Life
does have a way of repeating itself, even after twenty years.)

Looking back at that winter in Hanover, it wasn’t too bad,
really. The living wasn’t easy, and it was a bit pinched, but we
made a lot of warm friendships in Fertile Circle. We still ex-
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change Christmas cards with a half-dozen couples—now scat-
tered all the way from New Orleans to Oregon. We formed
lifelong ties, I think, because we were all in the same boat, row-
ing hard to get through school and make ends meet. One fine
day, we'll all get together. The weather overlooking the Con-
necticut might have been cold, but the memories are stll very
warm.

I graduated in June 1951, with a B.A. in English Drama.
Everybody seemed a bit surprised that I had made it—Sally, my
parents, and certainly the dean. As soon as I was handed my
diploma, I was out of work again. I couldn’t afford to stay at
WTSL part-time at $35 a week. So, once more into the breach.

I auditioned for an announcing job at WHLI, one of the old-
est and, I believe, best stations on Long Island, in Hempstead. 1
flunked. In 1970, its owner, Paul Godofsky, took $2 from me in
a golf match. I took the occasion to inquire why he hadn’t hired
me.

“We were looking for a solid voice that would blend in with
any format,” he said. “You’re too much of a personality. I
wouldn’t have hired Arthur Godfrey.”

Of course, Arthur Godfrey didn’t need the job.

WNEW turned me down, and so did several other stations.
One thought I needed “more seasoning.” Another suggested |
might be happier in television. It was a time for soul-searching.
My father offered me $75 a week to work for him as production
assistant on Rambling With Gambling.

I did not have any hangup about nepotism, or being domi-
nated by Dad. The thought of receiving $75 a week—every
week!—was comforting to a young father who had just signed
a lease for a house in Levittown. It was a foot in the front door;
if T really had any ability in broadcasting, the chance I wanted
would come.

My father had a four-piece orchestra on the program with
him in 1951; he was just beginning to supplement this live music
with LP records. I selected the records (within the limits of his
style of music), helped around the office, answered mail, and
generally made myself useful. After the frenetic round-the-
clock years in Hanover, it was a breeze.
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This photo was taken in 1923, on
the roof at Bamberger’s Depart-
ment Store in Newark, New
Jersev, where WOR had its be-
ginnings. With rather primitive
“portable” cquipment, my father,
with Chief Engincer Jack Pop-
pele, scems to be pointing off
into the future of radio.

I appear on the scene on Easter
Sundav 1931. My father saved
those plus-fours and that peaked
cap for special occasions and for
driving the cggshell blue Chrys-
ler Phaeton. This was in Tea-
neck, New  Jersev, where we
tived until 1934,




Dad, with vest, striped tie, and
pin-striped suit; this was an
informal dayvtime broadcasting
moment in the earlv thirties.
Announcers who worked at night
wore tuxedoes.

FamMy cruising, 1934 stvle. Yes,
that’s me under the crazv hat.
Note the midi skirt on mv
motker. This was a summer trfp
to Europe.
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