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 Preface and Acknowledgement  
 

This is the first known chronological listing that details the conversions of NBCôs Radio City 

studios at 30 Rockefeller Plaza in New York City. Also included in this exclusive presentation 

by and for Eyes Of A Generation, are the outside performance theaters and their conversion dates 

to NBC Television theaters. This compilation gives us the clearest and most concise guide yet to 

the production and technical operations of televisionôs early days and the network that pioneered 

so much of the new medium. 

 

As you will see, many shows were done as ñremotesò in NBC radio studios with in-house 

mobile camera units, and predate the official conversion date which signifies the studio now 

has its own control room and stage lighting.  

 

Eyes Of A Generation would like to offer a huge thanks to the many past and present NBC 

people that helped, but most especially to Frank Merklein (NBC 1947-1961) Joel Spector (NBC 

1965-2001), Dennis Degan (NBC 2003 to 2018), historian David Schwartz (GSN) and Gady 

Reinhold (CBS 1966 to 2018), for their first-hand knowledge, photos and help.  

 

This presentation is presented as a public service by the worldôs ultimate destination for 

television historyéThe Eyes Of A Generation. ïBobby Ellerbee  

 

http://www.eyesofageneration.com/  

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Eyes-Of-A-Generationcom/189359747768249 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1425282661005351 
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https://www.facebook.com/pages/Eyes-Of-A-Generationcom/189359747768249
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1425282661005351
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Introduction : Part 1éThe Early Years of RCA and NBC 
 

To set the stage for this first and only timeline and history of the NBC New York Television 

Studios, I think we need to first take a look at the history of both RCA and its National 

Broadcasting Company division. There will be some surprises along the way!  

The Birth Of RCA  

In the beginning, there was David Sarnoff.  By 1919, Sarnoff was the commercial manager of 

American Marconi in New York. That same year, British Marconi had made an offer to General 

Electric to buy the worldwide rights to their Alexanderson Alternator technology which was vital 

for transatlantic communication.  The prospect of a foreign company controlling international 

communications set off alarm bells in Washington and the government approached GE with a 

counter offer. If GE would place the Alternator in a new subsidiary company, they would be 

allowed to operate the international wireless circuits for both government and commercial traffic. 

To sweeten the deal, the Navy agreed to turn over all the wireless patents it received through 

their wartime research. Who could refuse?  

The new GE subsidiary company was named the Radio Corporation of America and at the helm 

was Owen Young as Chairman, Ernst Alexanderson as Chief Engineer and David Sarnoff as 

General Manager. Within months, AT&T, Westinghouse and a big customer of international 

wireless services, United Fruit Company bought up all the RCA shares.  

By 1921, things had gotten interesting on another front...radio stations. 28 sprang up that year 

including the Westinghouse owned WJZ in New Jersey. With the July 2, 1921 World 

Heavyweight Championship fight between America's Jack Dempsey and France's George 

Carpentier looming, the nation was anxious for a speedy way to know the details and outcome. 

David Sarnoff decided RCA should broadcast the fight on WJZ. It was a radio first; a publicity 

coup for RCA and Westinghouse, and sold lots of radios! With Westinghouse in a good mood, 

Sarnoff convinced them to allow RCA to take over WJZ, and later that month, RCA built and 

installed a powerful new transmitter for their first station atop Aeolian Hall in New York. 

By the end of 1922, 430 more radio station licenses had been granted and Sarnoff was paying 

attention, but had a different train of thought. To him, it seemed the bigger opportunity was not 

in owning local stations, but in creating a national network. In a memo to Chairman Owen 

Young, Sarnoff said that RCA should provide ña national broadcasting companyò that would 

entertain a nation with high quality programs of news, sports and music. The plans for The 

National Broadcasting Company were in place now, but it would take a few more years.    
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Part of RCA's original corporate mandate was to issue and collect licensing fees from those 

manufacturing wireless radio equipment. That meant everyone; including one of RCA's major 

shareholders... AT&T. Even though they would be rewarded by their stock ownership, AT&T 

began to chafe at the bit and in early 1923, began manufacturing receivers without paying the 

license fees to RCA. On top of that, they had also refused to allow RCA to lease phone lines to 

begin a network for WJZ.  RCAôs only alternative was to use telegraph lines which had very 

poor voice quality.  

In the summer of ô24, there were some anti-Semitic remarks aimed at Sarnoff by AT&T head 

Walter Gilbert, and things got pretty heated, but that actually worked to RCA's advantage. After 

that embarrassing flap, AT&T's management began to discuss getting out of the radio business, 

and in July of 1926, AT&T agreed to sell their New York city station, WEAF, to RCA. The sale 

came with the stipulation that from then on, they would rent AT&T lines, which is what Sarnoff 

wanted all along.  

The Beginning of NBC, September 9, 1926...NBC Was Incorporated By RCA 

 

The incorporation process was the first step on a long and profitable road for RCAôs new 

broadcast division. The nation's first major broadcasting network came to life on November 15, 

1926, with a gala four-hour radio program originating from the ballroom of the original Waldorf-

Astoria Hotel at 5th Avenue and 34th Street, which is now the Empire State Buildingôs location.  

 

After NBC was created, their two stations became the centers of their two semi-independent 

networkséNBC Blue, based on WJZ, and NBC Red, based on WEAF, each with its respective 

links to stations in other cities.  

 

RCA became the networkôs sole owner January 1, 1930, when former partners General Electric 

and Westinghouse were bought out. Many believe that NBC created the first radio network but 

that is not exactly the case. RCAôs old partner AT&T had the first radio network and their first 

network radio broadcast was January 4, 1923 between WEAF in NYC and WNAC in Boston.  

RCAôs WJZ also had also begun to build a small network. Their first network broadcast was in 

December of 1923 between WJZ and General Electric's station WGY in Schenectady on the not 

so desirable telegraph lines. 

 

Below is a photo form the WEAF Network from November 4, 1924. Shown here is Will Rogers 

(far right) with The Waldorf Astoria Orchestra on ñThe Eveready Hourò at WEAF, which would 

soon become the flagship for NBCôs Red Network. Remember, back then a lot of radios were 
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powered by Eveready dry cell batteries.  I think Alternating Current radios were first introduced 

in late 1923. 

 

 

The First NBC Radio Network Broadcast, November 15, 1926  

 

NBCôs first radio broadcast, on November 15, 1926, was a four-and-a-half-hour presentation of 

the leading musical and comedy talent of the day. It was broadcast from New York over a 

network of 25 stations, as far west as Kansas City; close to half of the countryôs four million 

radio homes tuned in. The first coast-to-coast broadcast soon followed, on New Yearôs Day, 

1927, when NBC covered the annual Rose Bowl football game in California.  

 

The inaugural program originated from NYC, Chicago and Independence Kansas. The ñofficialò 

part of the broadcast came from New York's WEAF where David Sarnoff and other leaders 

of RCA, Westinghouse and GE spoke. The new National Broadcasting Company was divided in 

ownership among RCA (50 percent), General Electric (30 percent), and Westinghouse (20 

percent). From Chicago, the popular vaudeville comic team Weber & Fields did their act, and in 

Kansas, columnist and all around ñfun pokerò Will Rogers spoke for a while. Both became 

regulars and were the first ever network stars.  

 



`6 | P a g e 

 

Below is a map of NBCôs new 17 station WEAF network. Their WJZ network connected New 

York, Schenectady, Washington, and Springfield. By the time of the November 15th broadcast, 

five more stations were added to the lineup.   

 

 

The demand for a network service among local stations was mounting so rapidly, that less than 

two months after its first national broadcast, NBC split its programming into two separate 

networkséthe Red and the Blue networks, to give listeners a choice of different program 

formats. That happened on January 1, 1927.  

 

By 1941, these two networks blanketed the country; there were 103 Red subscribing stations, 76 

Blue and 64 supplementary stations using NBC programs. The Blue Network provided mostly 

cultural offerings: music, drama, and commentary. The Red featured comedy, variety, games and 

the more popular types of entertainment shows.  

 

The first coast-to-coast broadcast was the January 1, 1927 Rose Bowl between Alabama and 

Stanford, but regular network operations from the east to the west coast did not start until 

December of 1928 with a fulltime leased line to San Francisco.  

 

As for entertainment, after Will Rogers, Eddie Cantor was among the first big stars to appear on 

NBC, and came aboard in 1926. In 1927 came the first ñhoursò shows like ñThe Collierôs Hour.ò 

ñCities Service Hour,ò and ñThe Palmolive Hourò. Al Jolson made his NBC debut the first week 

of 1928. Later that year, a whole new dimension was added to radio when ñReal Folksò became 

the first ever dramatic series. In 1928, Rudy Vallee and one of the biggest shows ever came to 
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NBC Redéthe daily ñAmos ón Andyò series. On Christmas Day, 1931 NBC Blue began a 10-

year run of Saturday afternoon shows, live from New Yorkôs Metropolitan Opera, almost 

entirely at their own expense. Jack Benny, Ed Wynn and Groucho came in 1932.  

 

This is a map from the late 1930s showing the NBC Red, Blue and Orange networks. NBC Red 

was the larger radio network, carrying the leading entertainment and music programs. In 

addition, many Red affiliates were high-powered, clear-channel stations, heard nationwide. 

NBC Blue offered most of the company's news and cultural programs, many of them 

ñsustainingò or unsponsored.  

 

How did they arrive at the names Red and Blue? The legend is that it was either from 

the red and blue pencil marks on the engineering map or the red and blue push pins on the 

management's maps. NBC White was NBC's Religious Programming network, also referred to as 

The Watchtower Network, and operated from about 1928 to 1936. 

 

NBC's Orange Network was for West Coast affiliates, KGO, KFI, KGW, KOMO, and KHQ and 

began operations in 1931. NBC also operated a Gold Network comprised of KPO, KECA, KEX, 

KJR, and KGA which was soon disbanded and absorbed by the Orange Network in 1933. 

 

When the Federal Communications Commission declared in 1941 that no organization could 

own more than one network, NBC sold the Blue system, which became the American 

Broadcasting Company. 
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NBC's Blue Network became ABC in 1943, due to a landmark Supreme Court Ruling that held 

that NBC had specifically maintained the parallel, Red and Blue, networks for the express 

purpose of stifling competition. NBC subsequently extricated itself by selling NBC Blue to 

Edward Noble of the Life Savers Candy Company, who first called his new network, simply 

ñThe Blue Networkò. That name was followed by ñThe Blue Network of the American 

Broadcasting Companyò and eventually in 1945, they dropped the Blue Network reference 

altogether and it was simply called the American Broadcasting Company. 

 

 

 

Notice the interesting address on the ABC letter head! It seems the sale of the Blue Network 

to ABC included a 10 year lease on telephone lines, equipment and office and studio space in 

New York, Hollywood, San Francisco and Chicago.   

 

The First Home of RCA and NBCé 

 

When RCA acquired WEAF in July of 1926, that studio and office space in the AT&T Building, 

at 195 Broadway was NBCôs first home. The facilities were already outdated, and less than a 

year after NBC started, the companyôs first made to order studios were ready.   

On October 1, 1927, NBC moved into the new facilities on the twelfth and thirteenth floors of 

711 5th Avenue. There were originally seven brand new radio studios, A through G, at the new 

headquarters building, which eventually became ten. This is Chief Engineer O. B. Hanson 

supervising the NBC Radio Networkôs debut broadcast on November 15, 1926 from the AT&T 

Long Lines Control Center at 32 Avenue of the Americas, about three miles south of NBC. 
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At this link is a very good New York Times article on the 711 buildingôs history. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/02/21/realestate/21streets.html?_r=1& 

 

This is the layout of the 5th Avenue Studios. Less than three years later, NBC would be back at 

the drawing board, working on plans for their new space at Rockefeller Plaza. As the networkôs 

success skyrocketed, so did the demand for more studios. Below is the Green Brothers Novelty 

Band inside NBC Studio B in early 1928 and is one of the first ever photos of an NBC studio.  

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/02/21/realestate/21streets.html?_r=1&
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NBCôs Move to 30 Rockefeller Plaza  

 

On November 7, 1933 NBC held dedication ceremonies and special programs at its new 30 

Rockefeller Plaza headquarters at Radio City. It took 88 men and 23 trucks 42 nonstop hours to 

move the NBC offices from its old HQ at 711 Fifth Ave to 30 Rock. All of the broadcasting 

elements of the company were new installations located in an eleven story tower, which had been 

finished and tested the week before. 

 

There were 27 studios in service, with 8 more planned. The entire sixth and seventh floors were 

left unfinished until 1941and would ultimately become Studios 6A and 6B. For public relations 

purposes, what we know as Studio 8H was then referred to as the Auditorium Studio and Studio 

8G was called The Radio Guild Studio. The first broadcast was at 8PM Saturday night, Nov 11. 

The inaugurating sound was that of the national anthem performed by the NBC Symphony 

Orchestra conducted by Frank Black from Studio 8H with 1,200 special guests. This is the story 

from the December 1933 issue of Radio Engineering Magazine. 
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The top two images give us a rare look at NBC Radio Master Control, while the bottom photo 

shows the control room of one of the many smaller speaker and news studios at Radio City.  
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The Beginning of Television at RCA and NBCé. 

 

As you will see, NBC's television history officially started in 1939 but long before that, RCA 

was in control and did many things that we (including me), have thought were NBC activities. 

 

RCA's first experimental television transmissions were mechanical and began in April 1928 on 

station W2XBS at 411 Fifth Avenue, eighteen blocks south of the RCA headquarters at 711 Fifth 

Avenue. On March 22, 1929, nightly two hour broadcasts from 7 ï 9 on Channel 1, began there. 

In 1930, this was moved to The Roof Garden Theater on the top floor of The New Amsterdam 

Theater building, transmitting 60 line pictures in the new 2-3 mHz band allocated to television. 

The final mechanical tests would come from the 85th floor of The Empire State Building.  

 

Here is the 411 Fifth Avenue building with some detail of these tests.   

http://daytoninmanhattan.blogspot.com/2012/09/the-unique-1915-no-411-fifth-avenue.html 

http://daytoninmanhattan.blogspot.com/2012/09/the-unique-1915-no-411-fifth-avenue.html
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Quoting from near the bottom of the linked page: ñFor years the General Electric Company and 

the Westinghouse Electric and Manufacturing company had done research on the possibility of 

transmitting live images.  By 1928 the futuristic idea was close to becoming reality.  That year 

The Radio Corporation of America, later known as RCA, began construction of a transmission 

studio in No. 411. The R.C.A. Photophone, Inc. already had a recording studio here and the new 

equipment room was adjacent to it. On March 22, 1929 the Radio Corporation of America 

announced that ñtelevision images are now being broadcast daily from 7 to 9 P.M.ò  The 

companyôs vice president, Dr. A. N. Goldsmith said that the program was intended to give 

ñexperimenters an opportunity to look in on the development work, which, it is contemplated, 

will in due course evolve into a service to the public on a commercial basis similar to that of 

sound broadcasting.ò        

         

 

As seen above, a 13" Felix the Cat figure made of paper mâché was placed on a record player 

turntable and was broadcast using a mechanical scanning disk to a scanning disk receiver. The 

image received was only 2 inches tall, and the broadcasts lasted about 2 hours per day.  

 

While updating this history, I am inserting this page to point out some interesting history and 

technology that occurred during this period and some of the places were that history happened.  

 

First of all, with the famous photo of Felix The Cat on the turntable just above, I want you to 

study that photo carefully and see if you can determine what the elements are to the left of 

Felix. Where are the lights? Where is the camera?  

 

I think you will be VERY SURPRISED by the story at this link which spells out, just what-is- 

what in the photo above.  
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https://eyesofageneration.com/special-early-television-surprises-part-1-of-3/ 

 

While we are on the subject of W2XBS, you should know that the little known RCA laboratory 

at 7 Van Cortlandt Park South is where RCAôs television testing began. Here is more on this rare 

locationôs history.  

https://eyesofageneration.com/rare-details-of-rcas-first-reseach-lab-7-van-cortlandt-park-south-

eyes-of-a-generation-televisions-living-history/     

 

Below is the 60 line image of Felix broadcast over W2XBS in those early days and next to him is 

his ñbig brotheròéa life size mannequin used for the same testing pupose and most likely 

photographed at the same 411 Fifth Avenue location.  

 

 

         

On December 22, 1931, RCA made its first experimental television broadcast from the 

new transmitter site in The Empire State Building which, when completed in May 1931, was the 

tallest building anywhere.  

 

RCA leased the 85th floor of Empire State for a studio and transmitter location for experimental 

television broadcasts, which at this point were still mechanical. Through its broadcasting 

division NBC, RCA applied to the Federal Radio Commission on July 1, 1931 for construction 

permits for the sight and sound channels of a television facility at Empire State, which were 

issued on July 24, 1931.  

 

While mechanical scanner television tests were going on in New York, electronic television tests 

were going on at RCA in Camden. These concepts emerged from the lab in 1933. Field testing of 

the Iconoscope cameras in Camden went on until early 1935 when finally, the number of lines of 

resolution went to 343 with an interlaced pattern having 60 cycles and a repetition rate of 30 

frames per second was used. The results of these tests were so satisfactory that testing was 

moved to New York. In preparation, NBC Radio Studio 3H was converted to a television studio.  

https://eyesofageneration.com/special-early-television-surprises-part-1-of-3/
https://eyesofageneration.com/rare-details-of-rcas-first-reseach-lab-7-van-cortlandt-park-south-eyes-of-a-generation-televisions-living-history/
https://eyesofageneration.com/rare-details-of-rcas-first-reseach-lab-7-van-cortlandt-park-south-eyes-of-a-generation-televisions-living-history/
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The Empire State TV transmitter, seen below, had an input power to the final stage of about 

5kW, giving an estimated power output to the antenna of about 2kW. The sound channel of the 

TV station was separately licensed as W2XK for a 2.5kW transmitter to operate on 61Mc. Both 

transmitters were located on the 85th floor and used separate vertical dipole antennas extending 

from the top of the building. Previously the W2XF call sign, and its predecessor 2XF, belonged 

to Bell Laboratories.   

 

 

Television Comes To 30 Rockefeller Plaza  

 

Under a blanket of secrecy, RCA converted 30 Rock radio Studio 3H into a television studio in 

1935. This mysterious new space was controlled by RCA, not NBC. Due to competitive 

developments, there was a year of low-key experimental broadcasts from 3H on W2XBS, but by 

early in 1936, RCA decided to go public with the news of their electronic television operations.   

 

At this link is RCA/NBCôs first public television broadcast on July 7, 1936 from Studio 3H. This 

is the story and the whole historic video of that day. 

https://eyesofageneration.com/nbc-first-television-broadcast-july-7-1936/ 

 

NBCôs ñofficialò television history begins with the April 30, 1939 Worldôs Fair broadcasts which 

is when they launched local television operations as a regular public service with the fairôs 

dedication ceremonies. The first studio program from 3H, under the new custodian (NBC) from 

W2XBS, was May 3, 1939. It was a variety show that included Fred Waring, other headliners 

https://eyesofageneration.com/nbc-first-television-broadcast-july-7-1936/
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and a Walt Disney short film from Studio 5F. Broadcasts were one hour on Wednesday and 

Friday nights, but during the fair, the station transmitted four or five hours a day to receivers in 

the RCA Pavilion. 

 

At this link is the July 1937 RCA REVIEW that gives us a full 20 pages on how Studio 3H, the 

first all-electronic television studio was built. 

https://eyesofageneration.com/nbc-television-studio-design-1937/ 

 

The first television network was formed Jan 11, 1940 when W2XBS (later to become WNBT) 

and GEôs Schenectady station W2XB (later to become WRGB) carried a special New York 

originated program for viewing by FCC members in Schenectady via automatic radio relay. By 

the way, the license for W2XB was issued to GE before RCA got their license and the S in their 

experimental call letters W2XBS stands for ñsouthò as NYC is south of Schenectady.  

 

Reportedly, the first NBC Television Network program was broadcast on January 12, 1940 (the 

day after the FCC test) when a play entitled ñMeet The Wifeò was broadcast from Studio 3H at 

Rockefeller Center and rebroadcast by W2XB (WRGB) in Schenectady. About this time, 

occasional special events were also seen in Philadelphia (over W3XE, later called WPTZ, now 

known as KYW) as well as Schenectady. The most ambitious NBC network event of this pre-

war era was the telecast of the Republican National Convention on June 24, 1940 from 

Philadelphia, which was fed live to New York and Schenectady as well. 

 

Television's experimental period ended when the FCC allowed full commercial telecasting to 

begin on July 1, 1941. NBC's New York station W2XBS received the first commercial license*, 

adopting the call letters WNBT and later, moved from Channel 1 to Channel 4. The first official, 

paid television advertisement on that day, the first commercial broadcast by any station in the 

United States, was for Bulova Watches, and was seen just before the start of a Brooklyn Dodgers 

baseball telecast on WNBT. A test pattern, featuring the newly assigned WNBT call letters, was 

modified to look like a clock, complete with functioning hands. The Bulova logo, with the phrase 

"Bulova Watch Time", was shown in the lower right-hand quadrant of the test pattern. 

 

At this link is a very detailed preview of the 30 Rock facilities from the December 1933 issue of 

Radio News Magazine. http://www.antiqueradios.com/features/radiocity.html 

* CBS was granted their license simultaneously. On June 24, 1941, W2XAB received a 

commercial construction permit and program authorization as WCBW. The station went on the 

air at 2:30 p.m. on July 1, one hour after rival WNBT, making it the second authorized fully 

commercial television station in the United States. 

 

Below right is a photo from Studio 3H showing televisionôs first commercial message. The 

sponsor was Bulova Watches, and in the lower right corner of the test pattern clock you see their 

brand name.  
 

https://eyesofageneration.com/nbc-television-studio-design-1937/
http://www.antiqueradios.com/features/radiocity.html
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Above left is a July 1938 photo from Electronics Magazine that shows a monitor view of the 

new 441 line broadcast image of the test pattern with the 3H Iconoscope cameras.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction: Part 2 éSome Surprises 
 

As I mentioned, there will be some surprises along the way and they start now. In this second 

part of the introduction, we'll take a look at the lead up to NBC's massive push to add television 

studios both inside and outside Radio City in the late 1940s. 

 

After WW II, television began a new era aided in no small part by the exceptional new Image 

Orthicon cameras from RCA...the TK30 field camera and the TK10 studio camera which became 

available in late 1946. With this, television began to gather a new momentum; slowly at first but 

by around the end of 1947, things were moving faster. By a year later, ñJune was bustin' out all 

overò ...literally. Milton Berle's ñTexaco Star Theaterò debuted June 8, 1948 live in the newly 

converted Studio 6B, and television sets began selling like hot cakes, which is part of the reason 

Berle was known as ñMr. Television.ò 

 

As TV set sales skyrocketed, the push to expand the hours of the broadcast day, add more shows, 

upgrade production standards and the viewing experience was palpable. Remember, this was all 
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live and most shows were fifteen minutes or thirty minutes...only about twenty five percent were 

an hour and those were in prime time. You can only turn a studio around so fast, so more space 

was needed. Oh...and did I mention rehearsals that needed studios and cameras to block the 

show? This explosive growth put a strain on everyone, and gear was not as available as you may 

have thought! You would think that being owned by RCA, NBC New York would have cameras 

everywhere...surprisingly they didn't, but they didn't let that stop them from adding shows left 

and right. How much equipment did they have? Here's the answer.  

 

In the December 5, 1949 edition of Broadcasting Magazine, (image below) Reid Davis who was 

NBC network television operations supervisor in New York stated that at the time, NBC had 

twenty five RCA TK10 studio cameras, twelve TK30 field cameras, three 16 mm and four 35mm 

film chains as well as six slide projectors in use with ten studios in New York. Two of those 

were film studios, 5F at 30 Rock and Studio F at the Uptown Studios. The active production 

studios in 1949 would have been 3H, 3A, 3B, 6B and 8G inside Radio City, The 

International Theater and studios A, B and C at The Uptown studios. 

 

As I stated earlier, one of the biggest surprises in this research was the discovery that NBC 

actually had internal mobile units covering shows inside Radio City! You'll get the whole 

story as told by one of those crewmen, Frank Vierling, when we cover 3A and 3B, but here's a 

quick rundown. NBC had four mobile units of three cameras each, two of which were complete 

units with trucks and two were cameras only. Unit 1A had blue color coded equipment, 1B had 

green, 1C had yellow and 1D had red. 1A and B were the truck units and 1C and D were the in 

house, camera only units. The red equipment was mobile for a while too, but eventually went 

into 3A permanently, and that made 3A only the third studio inside Radio City to have its own 

cameras...the other two were 3H and 8G with three each. Uptown had three cameras in each 

studio for a total of nine and, true story, the Uptown cameramen took their lenses with them from 

studio to studio.  
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December 5, 1949 edition of Broadcasting Magazine describes the studio and equipment 

situation in New York.  

 

Speaking of The Uptown Studios (105 East 106th Street), when we get to it, you will be very 

surprised at by the names and number of productions that originated there. Before I got deeply 

involved in researching this time line project, I had never really heard anything about that 

location, except a rumor and it's time to put that to rest. Some had claimed that Howdy Doody 

had come from there...close but no cigar. Actually, it was the lead in show to Howdy... ñThe 

Gabby Hayes Showò, ñbrought to you by Quaker Oats, makers of the cereal that is shot from 

guns.ò And yes, Gabby had a prop cannon on the set which was loaded with puffed oats by 

his stage manager Fred Rogers. Fred left NBC in '53 for public television and became ñMr. 

Rogers.ò Gabby aired at 5:15 from Uptown and Howdy came on at 5:30 and ran till 6 from 

Studio 3H at Radio City (aka, 30 Rock). 
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This is one of the NBC ñmobile unitsò in Studio 6A, shooting a special onetime only 

radio/TV simulcast of ñBreak The Bankò October 5, 1949, the day the show moved from 

ABC Radio to NBC Radio. This is seven months before 6A was converted from a radio 

studio to a television studio. The camera control units were wheeled in and set up in the sound 

locks between the studio and hall way.  

 

Before we begin the actual studio history part of this presentation, letôs take a look at a red letter 

day for television: June 19, 1946, the day the RCA TK30 Image Orthicon cameras debuted!  

 

The first three RCA TK30s ever made were sent to NBC New York just a week before 

the biggest fight everéthe Joe Louis ï Jerry Conn rematch. Regular delivery of the TK30s was 

to begin in October of 1946, but got delayed. Same with the TK10 studio version that was 

scheduled to debut in December of ô46.   

 

Here is the RCA Broadcast News Magazine from October 1946, dedicated to the introduction of 

the TK 30 Image Orthicon camera.  

https://eyesofageneration.com/rca-broadcast-news-october-1946/ 

https://eyesofageneration.com/rca-broadcast-news-october-1946/


`21 | P a g e 

 

The Louis - Conn rematch was such a big deal that RCA rushed production to get at least a few 

prototype TK30s in service for the fight. NBC covered the fight on radio and television on the 

full network. This was television's first ever coverage of a World Heavyweight Championship 

bout at Yankee Stadium. Reports on the television coverage were glowing! These cameras had 

delivered the clearest, sharpest pictures ever, and each had four lenses on their turrets.  The 

cameras in the photos below were at the fight that gave us this long-remembered line from 

Joe Louis, ñHe can run, but he can't hide.ò 

 

As weôll see later, NBC built their own Image Orthicon cameras for Studio 8G. Itôs a good thing 

they did, because RCA was several months late on their planned introduction date. Did you 

know Howdy Doody started with the Iconoscope cameras?  More on this just ahead.   
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The History of NBC New York Television Studios, 1935-1956 
 

Part 1éThe First Studio Converted, 3H - 1935 

 
In 1935, two years after Radio City opened, NBC Radio Studio 3H was converted to RCA 

Television Studio 3H and technically, would remain an RCA domain until 1939, at which time 

W2XBS and this studio were put under the control of NBC Television. 

 

In this photo, we see NBCôs first cameraman, Albert Protzman, who stayed behind the 

camera for many years, and later became a technical director. Under RCA operations, this was 

where the 3 RCA Iconoscope studio cameras were located. The first version was the dark colored 

cameras with optical viewfinders, which were succeeded a few years later with the look alike 

silver colored Iconoscope cameras called the A500.  

 

In actuality, the three RCA Iconoscope cameras in Studio 3H were the same from start to 

finishéonly their insides changed. When they started they were able to scan 343 lines and this 

photo is of their original configuration as the dual RCA and NBC markings are the identifier. 

There was another upgrade to 441 lines before the 525 line tube and that was a dark body too, 

with only the NBC logo. The silver version is the 525 line tube camera.  

 

 

 

Below is Studio 3H showing the fourth floor control room, 4H in 1936. In todayôs configuration, 

the main hallway would be behind us in this photo and the fourth floor tour window was just 

above us.   
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In a November 6, 1936 broadcast from Studio 3H, The Inkspots appeared and became the first 

professional musical act, of any race, to be seen on television. That day Eddie Albert and Grace 

Brandt (left) appeared here in televisionôs first original teleplay, ñThe Honeymoonò written by 

Albert. On the right is the earliest known photo of the 3H control room which was called 4H. 

 

 

 

Part of that day's telecast were two film shorts, one a 16mm and the other, a 35mm which 

originated in Radio City's only other television facility...Studio 5F, a film projection room on the 

fifth floor. 

Keep in mind that television was so new; they were literally making it up as they went. In 1939, 

Albert Protzman, NBCôs first cameraman, was asked to write a paper for The Journal of the 

Society of Motion Picture Engineers (forerunner of SMPTE) that explains the techniques and 

details of how television is produced. At this link is a copy of his fascinating 19 page article that 
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describes Studio 3H in great detail, and every aspect of the new production process that began 

July 7, 1936. Mr. Protzman covers everything from cameras and audio to lights and actors.  

https://eyesofageneration.com/a-production-primer-by-televisions-first-cameraman/ 

 

Between 1939 and 1951 3H was used for regular programming and was NBC's only permanently 

equipped studio till radio studio 8G began television trials in 1946. Some of the earliest network 

shows from 3H were ñHourglassò, ñThe Kraft Music Hallò, ñTelevision Scene Magazineò and 

ñThe Howdy Doody Showò. All these shows started out in 3H with the big silver Iconoscope 

cameras. It was not till late April of 1948 that 3H finally got the new RCA TK30s.  

 

Below are two photos from ñTelevision Scene Magazineò from May of 1948. The lady is co host 

Ursula Halloran. On the left, she is on the set of her weekly show that was basically a guide to 

what was on TV. On the right, a rare day is captured. Using some of the Howdy Doody set as a 

backdrop, she interviews Americaôs top two clowns, Emmett Kelly and Clarabell. About two 

hours earlier, Kelly was on the Howdy show and put makeup on Clarabell for the very first time!   

 

   

 

ñTelevision Scene Magazineò went on the air five weeks before the December 17, 1947 debut of 

ñPuppet Playhouse,ò which in late 1948 changed its name to ñThe Howdy Doody Show.ò  

 

My friend Frank Merklein began with NBC on March 8, 1948. Just a few weeks into his new 

job, he was sent to Studio 3H to fill in for a sick cameraman on the brand new ñPuppet 

Playhouseò. Frank had never been behind a camera before but they gave him a crash course. The 

problem with these Iconoscope cameras was the optical viewfinders. Everything was backward 

and upside down and Frank had a very hard time with this, but did well enough to become a full -

time crew member of the show and stayed with it till the end in 1960.   

 

https://eyesofageneration.com/a-production-primer-by-televisions-first-cameraman/
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To Frankôs great relief, three new RCA TK30 Image Orthicon cameras arrived a month later, in 

late April of 1948, just after 8G was dedicated. The Iconoscope cameras were finally a thing on 

the past. 

 

Below is Frank Merklein on camera on the Doody show in 1952 in 8G. Posing as his dolly man 

is the showôs producer Roger Muir.  

 

At this link is an Eyes Of A Generation Exclusive!! The oldest known Howdy Doody 

Kinescope! We think it was shot with the Iconoscope cameras before the switch to TK30s and 

the star is not the Howdy you know, but THE ORIGINAL HOWDY!  

https://eyesofageneration.com/april-6-1948-oldest-known-howdy-doody-kinescope-footage-

exclusive/ 

 

 

Below is the original ñUgly Howdyò puppet (right) from Frank Paris. A few months later, there 

was the Howdy we all know and love. It was made by Velma Dawson from drawings by friends 

of the show: Disney artists Mel Shaw and Robert Allen.   

   

 

In 1951, Howdy and the other shows done here moved out, and 3H would become the home of 

the experimental color tests after the Wardman Park color tests concluded in Washington. The 

https://eyesofageneration.com/april-6-1948-oldest-known-howdy-doody-kinescope-footage-exclusive/
https://eyesofageneration.com/april-6-1948-oldest-known-howdy-doody-kinescope-footage-exclusive/
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Wardman color cameras were not installed in 3H, however the Washington color veterans were 

brought from there to continue color tests with the new ñcoffin cameras.ò The joke was, these 

huge new umber gray cameras were big enough to bury a man in. These were the predecessor to 

the TK40s and this is the first appearance of the rounded top viewfinder. 

 

 

 

Left, NBC ñMiss Color TVò Marie McNamara posing for skin tone color adjustments. Right is 

Nanette Fabray who sang and danced three times a day for two years in closed circuit tests in 3H. 

Below, more experimental color test photos from 3H in 1951. On July 9, 1951, WNBT started 

compatible color telecasts from Studio 3H and had their first remote color pickup from Palisades 

Park, New Jersey a year later. 

 

 

Variety like demonstration shows were done weekdays at 10, 2 and 4 and were staged with vivid 

colored wardrobes and sets. These shows were mostly for the engineers in New York and RCA's 
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Princeton labs who watched on closed circuit feeds. Not one to ever miss a marketing 

opportunity though, these shows were also fed to a half dozen custom built color receivers that 

were on display in the RCA Exhibition Hall in Rockefeller Plaza. In early '53 these daily shows 

would move to The Colonial Theater which was where the new prototype TK40 cameras were 

beginning to be tested.  

 

After the color tests left for the Colonial, 3H was still involved in color monitor tests, but even 

when the color cameras were in the studio, it had been quite busy with regular 15 minute daily 

programs and live commercials coming from the studio with TK30s wheeled in from Studio 3B. 

 

In the summer of 1955 3H was closed as construction crews took out the wall between 3H and 

3F to create the first color studio inside Radio City. The new studio was to become 3K and with 

a double debut, both Studio 3K and Howdy Doody went to live color the afternoon of September 

12, 1955. You can see the original 1933 floor plan below. 

 

 

 

For 22 years, after the conversion to 3K, cameramen had to work around three support columns 

that were in the walls between 3H and 3F, but in 1977, these columns were removed. During the 

3H-3K conversion, a permanent, fully functioning kitchen was built into one of the walls and is 

where all the famous Kraft spots were done. Weôll see that location in the separate 3K story.  
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By the way, notice in these drawings, the back studio walls also contain small staff corridor 

walkway areas to the control rooms. Tours were big business for NBC and this was their way of 

expediting techs and actors from place to place without having them in the main hallways.  

 

A Guided Tour Of Television's First Studio...NBC's 3H, 1939 

At the link is a tour of the NBC studios and 3H accompanied by my notes that lay out what we 

are seeing by running time.  

https://eyesofageneration.com/a-guided-tour-of-televisions-first-studio-nbcs-3h-1939-the-things-

i-have/ 

 

Above, NBCôs second cameraman Don Pike in Studio 3H. Below is the view inside the ground 

glass, optical viewfinder of these early Iconoscope cameras. The images were upside down and 

backwards and make the cameramanôs job quite confusing. Seeing this, now you understand why 

Frank Merklein had such a hard time on his first day behind one of these Iconoscope cameras on 

Howdy Doody. 

           

https://www.facebook.com/189359747768249/photos/pcb.650162495021303/650158545021698/?type=1
https://www.facebook.com/189359747768249/photos/pcb.650162495021303/650158545021698/?type=1
https://eyesofageneration.com/a-guided-tour-of-televisions-first-studio-nbcs-3h-1939-the-things-i-have/
https://eyesofageneration.com/a-guided-tour-of-televisions-first-studio-nbcs-3h-1939-the-things-i-have/
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NBCôs Second Television Facilityé5F, Telecine   

 

 

Although Studio 5F was not a production studio, it was an integral part of the early television 

operations and handled the film chain duties. As you can see, there was one 16 and two 35 mm 

projectors here, and on the other side of the wall, two modified Iconoscope cameras.  

Televisionôs early graphics were handled with art cards on easels. Slides did not come about until 

color film chains in the 1950s, but in the mid 40s, there were Telop machines that used opaque 

images for commercials and promos. Below is a Gray Telop machine and a 1955 telop promo 

card for Perry Como.  
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Part 2éThe Second Studio Converted, Studio 8G  

Officially dedicated April 22, 1948, but it had been used for television since May of 1946.  

 

Above is ñHour Glassò in production, below is the only photo of all four of the NBC built 8G 

Image Orthicon cameras in action. This too is ñHour Glassò, NBCôs first network variety show.  
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These are the only two photos I know of that show NBC Studio 8G as a radio studio, and are 

from around 1938. The long set of glass widows in both is the 9th floor observartion gallery 

which became the control room when this became a television studio.  The small, low window 

on the back wall is the conrtrol room and the larger windows are client and writer viewing boxes. 

I think this, and Studio 8H were the only early studios with fixed, theater style audience seating.  
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I believe the first TV show ever to come from Studio 8G was also network television's first 

variety show. It was called ñHour Glassò and debuted May 9, 1946 when 8G was still officially a 

radio studio. Later that year, ñLet's Celebrateò was done here on December 15, 1946 with 

Yankees announcer Mel Allen as host, and contestants were competing in stunts for prizes. 

 

In the 6 page NBC press release below announcing the conversion of 8G, notice the ñThe Swift 

Showò will be the first produced here after the conversion using the full facilities, meaning the 

dedicated control room and permanent lighting.  

 

Prior to conversion, the television productions from here were done with the NBC built 8G 

cameras, the same way the later RCA TK30 internal mobile units covered showséwith rolling 

Camera Control Units in the sound locks and cables run to the 3H control room or to a remote 

truck. There was also a lighting crew with each camera crew that brought along about a dozen 

scoop lights out front and an occasional spot light.  

 

With the RCA TK30s on the way, I have often wondered why the NBC engineers built these 

cameras to use in 8G, but recent research put a new face on this and answers a few big questions. 

 

NBC knew television had to grow fast after WW II, but there were still war related shortages and 

hesitancy by the Defense Department to release Image Orthicon technology to non military uses. 

Believing that new cameras would come more slowly than RCAôs October ô46 debut date, NBC 

engineers knew they had to have more than the Iconoscope cameras in 3H, and the better - but 

not great - RCA Model 1846 Orthicon field cameras to work with. Late in 1945, they managed to 

get from RCA, four Image Orthicon tubes and four seven inch kinescopes for the viewfinder and 

built their own. 

 

I believe these cameras were actually ready for use by the spring of 1946. ñHour Glassò debuted 

from 8G on May 9, 1946 which was six months before the TK30 scheduled release in October, 

and nearly a year before production got into full swing, so the 8G cameras were a good idea. At 

this time, plans were also being made at NBC to add their first Master Control facility in Room 

575. When Frank Merklein started on behind the camera in March of ô48, he said the only way 

they were able to do a dissolve shot was through the new Master Control, because thatôs where 

the effect had to be done. 3Hôs Iconoscope switcher was primitive, but when the TK30s came to 

3H the next month, so did a new video board. I suspect that was the week after 8G was 

dedicated.  

 

Only studios 6A, 6B and 8H had permanent theater seating. All  other radio studios had 

removable seats, which was a good thing in this case. As seen in the photos above, 8G originally 

had theater seating, but that was removed some time in the early 40s.  Thankfully 8G was three 

times the size of NBC's only other television studio, 3H. When television came to 8G, all of the 

Sunday morning half hour shows originated in this one studio. 8G could handle four consecutive 

shows, one after the other from different walls of the studio. 
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Here is NBCôs official press release on the opening of 8Gé their second television studio. 
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This is the NBC historical display outside Studio 8G which includes ñAmericanaò and the first 

big, long running production from here, ñThe Philco Television Playhouseò. The ñGE Hour Of 

Charmò radio show ended in April of 1946, just in time for television to begin here.   

 

 

At the link below is a rare look at Studio 8H in action. The show being telecast is ñHour 

Glassò. This will start just before our first glimpse of the studio and its new control room.  

https://eyesofageneration.com/nbc-studio-8g-cameras-in-action-1947/ 

 

https://eyesofageneration.com/nbc-studio-8g-cameras-in-action-1947/
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From 1948, here is a shot of the opening of ñThe Philco Playhouseò from Studio 8G. 

 

Phil Silvers and Milton Berle clown for one of the NBC built 8G cameras. 

 

 
 



`41 | P a g e 

 

Part 3éThe 3rd & 4 th Conversions, Studios 3A and 3B 
Third Floor, 30 Rockefeller Plaza  

 First shows, Summer of 1948 with Official Dedications Labor Day, September 4, 1950  

 

ñYou Are An Artistò with John Gnagy was the first show to come from a third floor studio other 

than 3H. Gnagy started on WNBT on November 1, 1946 with a fifteen minute show that aired at 

8 PM and originated in 3H, and was immediately followed by ñLetôs Rhumbaò from the same 

studio at 8:15. 

 

In the summer of 1948, the show moved to NBC radio studio 3B and was covered by the new in 

house mobile units. Below is a must read firsthand account of that period from NBC veteran, 

Frank Vierling.  

 

ñThe Birth and Rebirth of Studio 3Aò  

By Frank Vierling, with thanks to Joel Spector 

 

I was hired and reported for work on January 6, 1949. All new engineering hires had to pass 

through Whitney Bastonôs studio audio operations class. I was assigned to Kinescope Recording 

in 5F for about a month, waiting for a new class opening. Following Mr. Bastonôs class I worked 

a few studio shows before being assigned to the TV Field group where the mobile units were 

garaged in Long Island City. 

 

Field had two mobile units, each equipped with three camera chains. 1Aôs gear was color coded 

blue and 1Bôs was Yellow. A third set of cameras (the Green Gear) was stored in Rock Center 

and moved to different studios as programming required. Only two studios, 8G and 3H had 

cameras.  

 

The Green Gear covered the NBC Symphony from 8H, Perry Como in 6A and Milton Berle in 

6B, among others. As the broadcast day expanded theaters and other outside facilities were 

equipped for TV. On a 1949 Saturday, now a member of TV Field, I was part of a crew assigned 

to 3B. We moved the Green equipment to 3B and set up for Jon Gnagyôs show ñYou Are An 

Artist.ò  John hosted the very first ñlearn to drawò show on TV. 

 

Following Gnagy one camera was pushed across the hall into 3A for ñStory Book Time.ò An 

actress, dressed in a Little Bo Peep costume, read and turned pages of a giant story book. (This 

was TVôs first use of 3A although technically it was just an extension of 3B.) 

 

Before we broke for lunch, Leon Pearson did a noon news spot. While we were on our lunch 

break, 3B was set up for the prime time ñPhil Silverôs Arrow Shirt Show,ò which was followed 

by a Pearson news spot at 11. After the Pearson news spot, we moved the gear and set up 6A for 

Sunday morningôs Horn & Hardart ñChildrenôs Hour,ò hosted by Ed Herlihy. With little sleep 

and short turnaround we were back in for the Sunday broadcast day.  



`42 | P a g e 

 

In addition to the ñChildrenôs Hour,ò we did ñLeave It to the Girls,ò with Maggi McNellis in 6B 

(cameras pushed across the hall). The cameras returned to 6A for the ñThe Meredith Willson 

Showò and sign off news with Leon. 

 

The Birth of TV in 3A 

 

 Sometime in 1949 Field received three new camera chains. At first, it was thought they were to 

replace or add to our Field equipment. We soon found they were for permanent installation in 

studio 3A. The gear was coded Red. With the Red Gear, 3A became the third TV Studio to have 

its own cameras. 

 

A variety of shows originated from 3A. A few I worked were ñMorton Downeyôs Mohawk Rug 

Showò and ñThe Roberta Quinlan Show,ò the sitcom ñHenry Aldrichò (ñComing Motherò), 

ñWho Said That?ò and ñDate in Manhattan,ò the outdoor talk show from Central Parkôs Tavern 

on the Green. 

 

Many thanks to Frank for capturing that great history and Joel Spector for sharing it. Below is an 

annotated shot of Studio 3B as a radio studio taken from the glass enclosed 4th floor observation 

room for tours and radio audiences.  

 

 

 



`43 | P a g e 

 

This is a cross section look at the studio building from the 50th Street side. This view is from 

Radio City Music Hall looking south. Notice that the 6th floor was empty till 1942. Thanks to 

NBC veteran and historian Joel Spector for marking this up.  

 

In Volume 2, when we get to Studio 8H, notice the second page of the NBC press release from 

August 11, 1950 on the remodeling of 8H. There we are given news that Studio 3A and 3B 

will be in operation by Labor Day, September 4, 1950, so that is the date we are using as their 

official conversion to television.  

From the time NBC moved to 30 Rock in 1933, the identical radio studios 3A and 3B were very 

busy. Both were very versatile with the only fixed seating located in the observation rooms, 

which had microphones for the audiences that sat there. As you can see in these rare photos of 

Studio 3B, audiences could also be seated on the floor. In 2007 a major renovation gave the use 

of most of the 3rd and 4th floors to MSNBC. Studios 3A and 3K and their control areas were 

highly modified to suit MSNBC. Additional control facilities for MSNBC were created on the 

2nd floor. 

         



`44 | P a g e 

 

 

The top photo is Studio 3A around 1937, and the bottom is its twin, Studio 3B around the same 

time. These studios were mirror-images of each other, like 6A and 6B. 

 


