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Hugh Downs to Frank McGee:

THE
BIG SWITCH

ON THE

TODAY SHOW

In mid-Octobar, Frank McGae will replace Hugh
Downs a3 host of the NBC Taday show. Downs,
like his predecessers on the program, Dave Garro-
way and jehn Chancallor, is & "cool” personality—
2asy. [oose and slow to display anger. Frank Me-
Gee has a quite different manner. His movemants
are quick, his spesch tends to be sharp.

Recently, | conducted a two-hour intarview
with McGaa and Downs. It gives some hint of how
the Today show Ig fikely to changa with the trans-
fer of command.

Question: How do you fael about your freedom to
say whet you want to say on television?

Downs: There Iz & type of self-censarship that s
mast imporant to longevity In this business. In the
same way that we wouldn't smoka in church, thers
are certain things, or ways of dealing with things,
that | wouldn't do on the air. But | don't think It
compromises any of my basic Ideals. | cartainly
wouldn’t say something on the air that | didn‘t
believa,

McGee: Hugh, | don’t think it's 8o much & matter
of saying somsthing you don't believe, as It |s of
fatling to say somathing you do beligva,

Downs: Wall, that's trus. ['ve never fait. “Gea, |
wigh | could call thet one back." I've never falt
that. But 've kept silent at times, and I've been
haunted by the fact that | should have spoken.

McGee: In this matter of freedom of speech, you
have to consider yeur qualifications. | don't seak
o pop off an any given subject. | don’t know
enough. | don't think any of us has the expertige
for that. | could not write the aditorial page of the
Naw Yark Times every day.

But thare hava been accesions when | would
like to have said things—more things—than | have
permitted myself to say,

Question: What concems yau most about tele-
vision news covarage today?

MeGee: At tha momant? The sttacks mads upon
it. | won't say it's an “orchestrated conspiracy.”
But clearly the Vice President has bsen the chief
offender in this matter, Chief Justica Warren E.
Burger was guoted as recalling the deys when
politicians used to horsewhip reportars, The first
politician who tries to horsewhip me (s going to
get whipped in return.

I'm damned tired of having people who are
not qualified, and whao have no svidence to support
them, gratuitously Impute matives to me that | do
not have. Or who assume | am approving or dis-
approving of something | report. | think there ars
charges that can validly be laid at the door of tele-

INTERVIEWED BY RICHARD BALLAD

vision news. | think we're shallow. | think we're
brief. Part of this ia built into the medium, Thers is
Just so much time available. Part of this could be
corrected, | think.

However, thess valid charges bother me less
than the attack upon television itself.

The three branches of Gavernment ars quite
properly jealous of their prerogatives and of the
concept of government that separates thair pow-
ers. But | would be arrogant enough to suggest that
It Is aven mare Important that the press be sepa-
rated from them than that they be separatad from
each other,

But, of course, Mr, Agnew is nat really com-
plaining about telavision news, What he's com-
plaining about is eriticism. If television news and
the enalyses that have been done on talevision
were favorable to the Administration, he'd be the
lest ane to open his mouth. So he's not really
arguing abaut fairness or unfairness, bias or lack
of bias, prejudice or lack of prejudice, What he's
complaining about is criticism.

Now one more thing. It is absolutely vital that
the peapla understand that you cannot cansor the
press. You can only censor the people. And when
Agnew, or anybody like him, diractly or indirectly
attempts to intimidate and thereby alter the way
news is presentad, he doesn't give a damn about
me and what | say. He's not trying to censor ma,
He's trying to censor the people. And they'ra the
only ones who count. The freedom that the First
Amendment guarantees is not my personal prop-
erty. It was put in there for the benefit of the pao-
ple. And It's crucial that they understand this and
realize who has the most to gain by lying to the
pecple—a reparter or a palitician?

The pracise moment that Mr, Agnew has any
effect whatsoevar on how [ do any news story, in-
cluding a story about him, he will, in part, have
achievad his purpese. So | am bound and de-
termined that ha will not make me be more anti-
Administration, or pro-Administration. Bacause if
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he makes ma more anti-Administration, he will also
have altered my way of thinking He shall not do
that. He can change my thinking by the fair and
reasoned contant of his opinians, yes But he will
never change it by attacking the naws media. By
name-caliing, By thraats. | think we'll have a free
prass in thia country long after Mr. Agnew has de-
partad the scana, (fwe insist on this point.

Question: Frank, why did you choose to move out
of the hard news and documentary field and inta
this unique area of talevision whara naws livas
cheak by jow! with show business?

McGes: | hopé this will not sound too agatistical.
Tha fact is that for more than 20 yeara | have been
doing hard naws. Even the documentaries I've
dona have been based on herd news develop-
mants. Necessity has regtrainsd ma. quile ef-
fectivaly, to one dimensian.

On same very rare occasions, at a convention
oF on an election night, ar apmathing like that, 2
Intla lavity was allowed. But only 3 little. On those
sceasions, soma Idea of the whola person beging
to come through, and the audience sees thia. If
they llke what they see they respond to It Now
when | substituted for you on Today, Hugh, | found
it was very satisfying to ait there and ba mysaif
and not just part of myself | enjoyad It. So it was
mare than ana dimension. Mayba two, you know?

| don't want to buttar you up. Hugh, but | don't
think anybody could last an the Today show for
nine years, as you have if he were shallow. To
constantly come up with somathing from out of
yoursalf, day after day, s a severa test of a per-
son’s depth.

| thought of that recently during an Interview
with some newspaper paople Thay asked whether
| would create a “new image’ for the Today pro-
gram. | told them | would not and that snyona who
knew me wauld naver raally entartain such 8 pos-
sibility. | am cursed with the charactar | have, |
cannot create a new one Nor would | try.

Downs: I¥'s really fatal If you do try to put on an
act, But thare |5 a waird tendancy toward image-
making in telavision. An image seems to crystallize
around you like rime ice on the leading edge of
your wing. When | was still doing Concentration, 8
lady in the audience said to ma, "That wasn't like
you to say ‘damn’ on the air " And | told her that
whataver it was | said, it was like me. | have to
display my true seif That's my duty to the viewing
public. Far example it the Idea gets around that
I'm mare bland than | really am—and | do tend to
tha biand side—it then behooves me ta shake
things wp & bit. Spicing up my language now and
then servas the purpose and merely broadcasts
what | do, on cccasion, anyway. | ramamber on the
old Tanight show how lack Paar, tongue-in-chaek,
would promots the (dea that thars wag some par-
tioular arudition attached to me. And this was
amusing untll | saw that some people were taking
it seriously. That's dangerous. If you get an image
that |8 pleasing 1o the ego and you begin ta buy it.
look out. The downfall of the magician Is when he
begins to believe in his cwn magic.

Quastion: Frank, what do you think will happen
when you take over Today? Will you tend tc ex-
press yourseif more fraely?

McGee: | don't know, | would expect to become
mare-windy, perhaps. | might tend to ravel in the
new atmosphere. | could, however, go the other
way. | could become so canscious of [t that | might
pull in my horns and be less opinionated.
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Downa: That's vary percaptive. | inally came ta the
conclusion that the world Is not all that thirsty for
my opinion. Besides, it's going o leak ~=% any-
way. even if | don't say It In =~ .aity words. You
know, the host rols =+ roday is unigue. You're an
ugly duckling. You'ra not an entertainer, You'ra
not a talk-show host. You'ra not—in my case—8
newscastar. And in your case. Frank, you'll have
to suppraas the nawscaster w hin you In order to
mest the peculiar demands of the Tadsy shaw job.
Thare's not anather job like it,

Question: Do sither of you have any bad on-the-alr
habits that you'd like to brezk?

McGee: Yes. Sure. | Interrupt peaple. Constantly.
In lina with that, let ma tell you an amusing ex-
perience | had in the Aleutian Islands, which is not
an amusing place It was on Attu. | used to hang
around the radio station because that's where |
wanted to work,

One day we were sitting around this Quonsst
hut station, having a beer bust. Unknown to us, the
chisf engineer put on an scetata disc and started
racording our convarsation. Then he made us lis-
ten to the playbsck. | discovered that hardly a per-
son had been abla to complete a santance without
big-mouth McGaa intarrupting. That was ovar a
quarter af a century 290 and | still haven't licked it.
But | think I'm a little better than | used ta be.

Downa: Wall, | could talk all day on that subjact.
Probably my worst habit is that | mumble. You're
very good, Frank. You say It straight and sharp.
But i I'm on unsure ground, | sometimes gst 2
mumbling fit. Later. I'll listen to tha tape and think,
“Speak up, man."”

Anothar thing—loa Garagicla pointed out that
when | get angry with a guest. ...

MeGee: What? Hugh Downs angry? On the air?

Downs: Yep. loa says he can tal when it happens
bacause | atart calling the guest "sit.” Ifit's @ man,
that is, So far I've never called 3 woman “air,”
though I've been tempted 8 few times. Anyway,
rage Inspires me to formality, Maybe that's a TV
naws quality.

of professional dis-

McGee: Maybe so. It's a sart
| can tell you that

cipline, but It causes ulcers.
from sad parsonal experience.

Downs: Fortunately, thers jsn't much to cause
uleers on our program. But | think what does ag-
gravate me |8 to have a guest who Is a roaring
bigot, but who is also smooth, articulate and par-
suasive. That will get me gaing every tima.

thera any subject you've wanted

Question: Hugh. is
been able to tackle

1o take up that you've naves
on the Today program?

Downs: Nao, in my almost tan ysars, | raally think
we've dealt with just about averything, There are
sublects on which 1 would like to da more. The
American Indian, for example. But if you give such
subjects the expasure they deserve, you wind up
with a show that |s out of praportion because there
Just ian't enough time. There is also tha danger that
something you feel strongly about may becoms an
obsassion. Paopla tuning In often bacoms so in-
furiated that you somatimes defeat your purpase,
For example, | tend to be quite radical about
drugs and that irks some people. | think we have to
get 8t the root causes af drug abuse and really
besr down an the praventive aspects. Punishing



"“48dicts and publishing exaggerated scare propa-
ganda are techniques that have shown themsealves
to be counter-praductive. Parhaps the President’s
new Spacial Action Offics for Drug Abuss Preven-
tion is a step In the right direction: the recruliting
of young people to form a new peer-group motiva-
tion, the re-accrediting of research, and the dis-
samination of truth about all drugs, legal and ii-
legal, The salution of the drug problem will not be
found in harsher laws. That (s what made Prohibi-
tion a failure.

Sensible legislation snd then ragulstion |s
much more important and effective than outlawing
somathing. Nobody can find out the extent of harm
that marijusna may reprasent because research
on the subject Is sort of discradited, It's a taboa.
Like VD research a century ago,

McGee: What gets me in that the mers fact that
my generation opposes drugs makes it simast
compulsive for some yaung people to use them. |
don't knaw what can be dans once you reach the
point where respected figures who have dona ra-
search and have arrived at sound, clinical soncly-
sions about a drug have their findings dismissed
simply because they are members of the Estsb-
lishmentt, The suspician is there, on the part of the
drug sbuser, that he's being lied to in order to pre-
vent him from having a good time.

Question: You said that some drug users don't
trust the results of ressarch. lsn't some ‘suspicion
called for regarding Establishment pronounce-
ments, when you der how many r b
pecple and organizations have besn caught lying
lately? lan't thers some basis for the susplcion
that “authority” lsn't always authoritative?

McGee: I'll have to approach that circuitously. |
have seen, from many directions, asssults upon
our value systems. Assaults from within and with-
out the Establishment. | don't Iike any of those
wha weaken the base of our collective assump-
tions about ourselves. But ! also know that some-
thing has happened in this country in the past half-
dozen years,

So much of It is traceable to the war in Viat-
nem. This war is the great lie of this century, so far
as this country is concerned, And that fundamental
lie, coupled with all the lies that hava sprung from
It, are, indesd, the basis for the lack of belief that
various sagments of the society have in other parts
of it.

Those wha have caused this, thass who have
capitalized upon It be they young or old, white.or
black, they are the trus villains.

Seif-axamination i good. It's vitally neces-
sary. And good things come from it. But self-
hatred is simply destructive. And self-hatred s
rampant In this country.

On the athar hand, those who would try to tall
ma that I'm not a patriot because | don't blindly ap-
prave of averything the Government does, when |
know mare about thig country and have loved It for
so leng, In spite of its faults—well, such peopla
annoy me very much. | will nat allow them to tell me
what patriotism s simply becausa | don't make the
naises they want to hear. I'm not in thair damned
parads,

Downs: | can't view America as having a rotten
cora. Thare is planty of ret in the rind, no doubt of
that. But to jump to the conclusion that all is rotten
Is simply to push a saif-fulfilling prophacy, | also
fesl strongly about the appropriation of the Ameri-
can fiag on one hand and ita desecration an the
other. For a long time, | wors a littls flag in my

lapel. Several paople said ta me, "I didn't think you
were a far rightist,” Well, I'm not. Wha said the Far
Right owns the flag? Wha said any group owns it?

Question: How do you feel about the future of
America?

McGee: Well, | was talking, not long ago, with a
man who was an immigrant and who Is row an
American citizen. He asked me, rathsr wistfully,
whether | thought America could survive its ex-
cesses of the moment. | tald him | thought that the
Cassandras In our midat always get mora atten-
tion than the Pollyannas. Yet, | must admit I'm not
too sure of what's going to happen.

God knows | love this cauntry. But | know, too,
that it Is really less important that America survive
then that the good things that America raprasents
survive. It's hard for me to say that. But we must
remember that our dsepast ideals are not solaly,
or sven primarlly, of our invention. We ars maraly
the present caretakers for a sat of moral, ethical
and legal principles that have fallen into our hands
for safakesping. It ia less imp. that we survive
28 a country than that these hard deals and prin-
ciples should continue to gavern our lives.

Question: We've talked of youth, What about ags,
and aging?

Downa: | view it differently sach year. | don't dread
the concept of aging, as | once did. | know t's a
problem for many peaple In & society thet tands to
reject the old, apd the old values. But I'm not so
sure that we are that much of a youth-orientad so-
ciety. Some of the sctivities of the youth them-
selves may be demolishing that idea. | think the
best really is yet to be. | think of mysalf at 25, and
the emationsl windmills | had to 1ilt, and the fear |
had, and the hatred | had. Raally, 'm much younger
now, fn many ways,

McGes: | have no interest in getting younger, |
have been 16, | hava been 35, Now | am 50, | have
no desire to go back. I'm not the same persan at
50 that | was at 35. Naither is my wife, thank God,

No, | want to live. And | knaw that means
change. And | can't wait to see what the changes
will be. | think old people have a lot to tall us. They
say, “Take it a littls essier, You don't have all the
answers. It's not all that compelling that you do
have all the snswers. You'll find that vou'va wasted
& lot of energy and time on a lot of things that real-
ly weran't worth It.”

Question: What about the way older people are
living? Many, perhapa most, of them are living
apart from the other aga groups. Grandma is not
80 eager to baby-sit anymora. And we are net so
eager to have Grandpa liva with us, of near us.
Soma old pecple say this is all the fault of our gen-
eration, which has neglacted the ald, How about
that?

MeGeoe: Ons of my cherished beliefs ia that & man
cannet be held in double leopardy. And damn it, it
ssams to me that my generation, which Is now
middle-aged, is in double ar aven trinla jeopardy.
When | was a kid, If you turned aut badly, wall, it
was your own fault. So said soclsty. So | grew up
and | didn't turn out too badly. Then | loaked
araund and, guess what? Now thay wers telling
me that if my kids turned out badily, it would not be
thair fault. It would be my fault. That's Jecpardy
number two, right? And finally, now | hear soms
oid people saying that their lives ars meaningless,
barren and empty, and again, it's my fault. Jaop-

ardy number three. By God, |'ve had enough jeop-
ardy. | want avarybody off my middle-aged back,

Question: One final question. Same people feel we
2are over-communicated. What are our communica-
tions doing for us, and to us? For example, are
they sndangering the jury systam?

McGes: Well, in the first place, it was nat intended
that a jury ba formed of those who had heard noth-
Ing about the case. It is anly intended that a Jury be
formed of those who have not farmed a Judgment.

Now, for the larger question, conceming cam-
munications as & whole, I'd lika to note first that
thera has long besn a cliché that increased com-
munications bring about increased understanding.

Never belleve that.

Increased communications bring about in-
craased misunderstanding. At least, initially.

Wa find that what we thought was true aftan
I8 not true. That confuses us, annoys ua and, final-
ly, angers us. It's hard to readjust our attitudes.
When you are constantly fad new information, st-
fitudes must change. Consistency Is often the re-
sult of ignarance, you know. Ultimataly, it is possi-
ble that we will reach greater levels of understand-
ing. But that doesn't mean that we will have great-
er harmany or that we will like each other mare,
I can understand you, Hugh, and you can under-
stand me. But wa can still hate each other.

Downs: It's the old joke. You've really got to know
the guy to hate him. Ed Newman oncs remarked
that perhaps there wers certain groups that, in the
Interest of peace and harmany, should not com-
municate with one another at all. He was baing
half-facatious, but only half.

Of course, we can't subseribe to the idea that
Ignorance la blisa. But we now have an infermation
overload.

Perhaps in our evalutionary makeup, we have
naver been fitted with the mechanism to cope with
the amount of data flaw that now comes to our
brain. We're in a spiral of accelerated information.
But it is ona of the joys and burdens of journalism
that we should provide a kind of salectivity func-
tion for the public, Journalism has always dene
that, but naver more than today,

| remamber when | got my first look at a big-
city library with stacks of books, two-stories high,
running into what seemed lika infinity. It gave me a
suffocating sense that if | lived to be a thousand
and reed all the time, | couldn't scrateh the surface
of knawladgs,

Then | lsarned that it isn't important to ramem-
ber all the facts, but that it is important to develop
a sense of proportion, a sense of judgment and a
sense of humor. These will then detarmine how
well you will selact the truly important facts and
ideas,

McGes: Yas, we do try to do that, every day. But
the selactive process is hamperad by many things.
Avallability of material, for example. You can't get
all the news. That is something many people don't
realize. The simple knowledge that something has
happened often isn't available to us. Sametimes it
Is deliberately hidden from us. | often wonder, on
any given day, what things are happening that are
of crucial importance but of which we know nath-
ing, or whasa importance aimply 8capen uo at the
time.

How many stories are tucked away in ar-
chives? How many stories are the secret proper-
ty of one person? How many world-shaking events
never shake the world because they remain se-
crets? That's what makes reality so fascinating.
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