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The Kid From West Park
Signing Off

by Matt Wetland

After nearly threa decades as
America’s premiere daytime
television host, Phil Donahue
hangs up the mike and consid-
ers where he's been, what he's
done and the impact of televi-
sion on our lives.

or nearly three decades, Phil Donahue

("33} was a daily fixture on television
and in homes acrass the nation. His day
time talk show — first introduced in
Dayron, Chiio in 1967 — quickly incorporat-
ed the radical notion of induding audience
questions in the mix of inquirery and ingui-
sition (radical since the majority of audis
ence members were women). Owver the
course of the next 29 yvears, Donahue and
hig show were the recipients of 20 Daytime
Emmy Awards (including nine for
Chststanding Host), a Peabody Award, and;
in 1993, Donahue himself was inducted into
the Academy of Television Arks & Sciences
Hall of Fame. And always, Donahue took
the microphone or the podium with a sepse
of grace, a sense of poise, and a wry, self-
deprecating wil.

Yet, after 7,000 one-hour daily shows,
after numerous critically-acclaimed prime-
time specials on FBS and MBC, it was a
spontanecus display of appreciation and
affection  that remdered Phil Doniahue
speechiess on a warm and sunny evening in
Sepltember,

Having come full circle, retumning home
to 5t Edward High Schoal with wife Marlo
Thomas by his side and receiving the St
Edward 5t. Joseph's Benefactor Award, Fhil
Donahue spent the evening reminiscing
with fellow alumni and their wives and

recalling his days a8 a member of the first
5t. Edward freshman class in 1949,

Then, as he gradously stood on the
stage of the gymnasium for a second phaoto
ahoot, chatting about politics and presiden-
tial debates and the excluston of Ross Pergt
and Kalph Mader, a group of about 40
young men and women, band and theater
students, entered e gym with the usual
clamor common among spirfted sopho-
miores, uniors and seniors, When they saw
that something was taking place, howeter,
and as they gradually neogmized the silver-
haired, silvertongued sobject of the photo
shwet, a respectiul hush descended and the
students took seats in-the bleachers.

Mevertheless, as the shoot finished and
as Donahue walkéd down the steps of the
stape. there gradually arose the sponia-
nees sound of applause rippling theough
the group of youngsters, a gemuing, heart-
felt pvation for the man whe had begun his
show when these students were sill bwin:
Eling in their parents’ eyss. “We Tove: you
Pril™ somecne shouted: And the man whao
once interviewsd John Keanedy and
Malcolm: X, who has held discourse with
South African president Melson Mandela
and former wife Winnie, former Sandinista
leader and Micaraguan President Daniel
Ortega and Isracls Ariel Sharon, this man
who has held court with Some of the
world's” preat-figures; - seemed sincerely
touched by the imprompt gesture. And,
offering & hlushing siile and an apprecia-
tive wave, Donahue appeared af o cace and
genuine loss for words.

or indesd it has been his ability at
being a deft conversationalist that has
set Donmahue apart and has become his
stitgh in the American media fabric. He

seems al ease in all venues appears com-
fortable with all guests, all audiences.
Perhaps it 15 the Cleveland West Side [rish
ateain of eharny Perhaps it is simply good
uphringing, the sincerity of the empathy,
the fexibility of seeing more than one side
o debate; oreven the relish of the debate
itseli-or the reward in a story well-told.
Whatever the blend of ingredients,
Donahue’s has been a recipe for success that
has in many ways distinguished him as an
American original recopnized worldwide.

According to Donahue, however, what
may distinguish him most — or at the very
least, the thing that set the tone for achisve
ments o come < was and is his status as a
charter member of the first class to enroll at
a mew Brothers of the Holy Cross high
school called St Edward in Lakewaood,
Ohig, Tt is & membership he truly cherishas
and one that he points fo with warmth and
pride.

"Being in the first class ever was VEry
specal and ['ve always felt very fortunate
about it,” he says, “And [ think the longer
wee are away from the experience, the more
we appreciate how really special it was, I'd
never been to high school before and being
the very first class in many ways made us
picheers in the literal sense, Plus, we were
always ‘seniors.”

Donahue points to the monumental
nature of the endeavor involved in starting
the school, noting the efforts of the
tounders, Frincipal Br John William

Donoghue, Br. Panl Schwoyer and Br. Regls
Gendron,

“What strikes me is the immense under-
taking by these Hiree Holy Cross Brothers,”
he reflects. “Imagine, three brothers, three
acdult males, educating a 110 thirteen- and
fowrteen-year-old boys. Put that on a piece
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of paper and look at it and you begin to
appreciate what a challenge this was. They

had to monitor the ground-breaking for the
new building; oversee the architecture; can-
tinue to provide curriculum for these new
students; found an athletic program, a
music program, a social program; arrange
for language, scence, and religion currice-
lum; and do what they could e improve
the social skills of these raw recruits coming
out of west Cleveland — which they did by
hiring a married couple to teach us how to
dance. [t really was guite a memorable
experience and [ never, ever ke it for
granted. We weren't second, we were first
— always seniors, and we never had any-
one above us.

“Classes were held in 5t. Theresa's
Academy at Robinwood and Detroit
French was held in the upstairs front bed-
room while algebra was taught in the base-
ment frult cellar” he recalls. [The current
building was opened, though not complet-
ed, by his junior year] “1'd never drawn
before, but [ became a cartoomist for the
schoo] newspaper. I'd never been in a band
before — most of us had never picked up a
musical instrument before and had no
musical background whatsoever, But, by

W
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Ceod, wee formed a band and we held a con-
cert in December and they loved us. We got
& standing ovation. OF course, [ don't think
vou'd be able to sell the recording today,
but it really wags quite special.”

hen kalking to Phil Donahue, how-
ever, there is an inclination, if not

outright desire, to talk about what his
thoughts are on talk televigion, the format
he spawned and which has been spurned
by pundits and lamented by critics across
the land for its air-it-all-out nature at the
axpanse of good taste and decorum.

"l share the natiomal lament at the
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absence of more thoughtful material on the
daytime schedule,” he savs, “but I'm also a
big boy and [ know how this system works.
Az l-;_'lng as this game is playved by determin-
ing winners by the size of audience, then
the system is working. What you're seeing
on daytime television ame programs thal
have found their awdience.

“T think it is important for us to take a
look at this, because 1 think it is a reflection
of our culture,” he continues, “We do not
care about international issues, except
when we have things that go boom, like
bombings or shootings. Otherwise, we have
encouraged our young people not to really
have a lot of intersst in things beyond our
showes.”

He also believes that this limited scope
of striving for enlightenment is not simply a
problem afflicting television, but ane which
has become a concern throughout mass
media and popular culture In America
today.

“Those people who would be wpset
about what they see on daytime television
might also take a Iook at Time and
Mewsoeek,” he savs. "It used to be that the

covers were all major stories; now theyre
all major movies.
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st. edward

Costner. Tinee and MNewsweek look like People
magazing, So the same thing that's hap-
pened to davtime television has happened
tar print. The difference is, print can kind of
posture. Print stomps around saying, ‘Ain't
it awful?’ You see Newsweek putting
Geralde om the cover with his broken nose
with the article inside saying, “lsn’t this
awhul? All the while, MNewsweek knows
that this is going to sell magazines. And I
can’t blame the editors of Newswoek, After
all, what good 12 it to write if nobody's
reading? And all the good, hardworking
peaple whose jobs depend on the survival
of Newsiveek are going to vote to put
Geraldo on the cover. We have to under-
stand this. It's not enough just to huffn-
puki.

alumni profile

good portion of programming on C-5pan 1T
for hali-hour infomercials, And that's the
danger.”

hen what exactly are some of the more

recent example of enlightening televi-
sion?

"l think ‘Fromtline” does a lot of good
waork. And it's hard o imagine a more
important program than ‘Mightline,"" he
notes. *T do think, howaver, that main-
strearmn media teday is far too lentative, that
it pretty much umconsciously follows a
white-male, boardroom, Republican
/Conservative gversight. There's no Left
left. Ralph Mader chose his vice-presiden-
tial running mate and the only people that
covered it was the Associated Press. Media
will write about something then if they see

"Even In cable,
you've got to take anoth
er look,” he cautions.
"Thess many
cable chanmels  that
broadcasters are always
bragging about are
owned by very few come
panies. And if vou look
ata lot of cable channels,
vou see a lot of cheap
jewelry and Jesus for
sale. You're petting C-
Span, buk you're not get-
ting C-5pan [ on many
cable systems. 5o as
wonderful as that 15 —
and 1 think it is, [ admire
Brian Lamb and I'm a
fan of C-Gpan — the fact

Tany,

“We're very proud of
the shows that we've
done over the past
thirty years in which
we've kicked some
very big tires...When
you think about it,
what we've done and
how far we've come
as a nation, the dia-
logue that has sur-
faced, it can be pretty

that none of their read-
ers give a damn, they
move on. Most major
NEWSPApers, even those
with  bureaus  in
Washington, do not reg-
ularly cover the regula-
tory agencies, OF course,
there are some wonder-
ful examples of people
who go it alome, go
against the grain, stick a
nose wnder the tent, but
they're largely margin-
alized.”

“We're very proud
of the shows that we've
dane over the past 30
vears in which we've
kicked some very big

is that C-Span could get
crowded out. Money is always speaking.
As Bob Dylan said, ‘Money doesn't talk, it
screams obscenities.” Money can blow
away programs that you and I believe are
important

“When [ went to 5t Edward and we
had civies classes” he recollects, “1 tried to
stay awake with the movement of the bill
from the House to the Senate to the confer-
engce back to the House for reconciliation —
I'mean, just staving awake was a challenga.
Today's Phil Donahue at St. Edward gets C-
Span. He sees the person in the well. He
sees the arguments on the floor If he's
lucky, he's got C-Span I that gives him the
Senate, [ think it's a magnificent thing that
will, 1 hope, inspim mome young people,
including 5t Edward graduvates, to seek a
life of public service. I just think that C-
Span is a trigger to public service that can
really help this country in a big way. But
many cable systems already pre-empt a

tres,” he savs, “We cribi-
cized cigarettes long before this past elec-
tion. We criticized the automobile industry,
We criticized doctors — we had to do a
show on ‘Doctors Who Hate Donahue.’
This was because we had featured people a
long time &go who said there was too much
surgery, oo much patronizing, too much
patting women on the head and telling
them to go the drugstore, the failure of
answering legitimate guestions.

“T think that overall we have been a
pusitive force for women,” he notes with
Flriuiu. "Many |:-|s|c;=.5 | go, women come up
to me and say that because of a show we
did they got out of an abusive relationship
We've seen an awful lot of pain on our
show, as well We've lost children to
leukemida, sickle-cell anemia, AIDS, and
various blood diseases. But in the process,
we've educated a lot of people about these
illnesses as well as about the people who
contract them. I'm very proud of the friend-
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ships | have forged with Ralph Mader and
Gloria Steinem, both of whom 1 met
through the show. 1 still am inspired by the
presence of Linus Fauling, who'd waon two
Mobel Prizes when he visited cur show. All
in all, we had a pretty good run.”
Fur the time being, though, he's guit
running, retiring from his show this
past year, taking a break from the day-to-
day 50 as to assess what his next project
will be, what is beyond the next horizon,
But thus far, the kid from West Park has
plenty to smale about, a good deal to be
proud of, and, as he indicates, a lot ta
be thankful for.

“I'm a very lucky guy,” he says.
"I was raised on Southland Avenue
betwean Munn Road and Rocky River
Drive. The fathers got off the bus at five
thirty, six-o'clock. Their children ran to
them as they walked home from work,
Cur Lady of Angels (OLA) was the cen-
ter of my educational and social life. [
had a baseball uniform and played base-
ball for OLA. [ went to dances at OLA. [
went to church during Perpetual
Adoration at 3 o'clock in the morning at
OLA. T cleaned the windows for the
iuns diring the summer at 5t. Joseph's
Academy. [ served Benediction at the
Foor Claire’s. Seven-thirty on a
Wednesday night during the winter, it's
dark, candles flickering, and we'd have
20 or 30 faithful gathered in those pews,
most of them women. [ playved stick ball
in the street, My mother never missed
preparing a meal. I always had a clean
baseball uniform. You know, as warm as
wonu'd get would be dancing close at the
5k, Christopher Canteen. In high school,
the big thing was whether she'd kiss
you good night,

“Then, of course, I brought all of
those Catholic, middle-class values with
me to MNotre Dame. Somebody told me
the other day that 15 of us(Class of
1953) went on to school in South Bend,
and [ think we all graduated from there.
We've got doctors. We've got an ex-FBI
agent. We did all right. T probably
haven’'t done enough to thank the good
men who devoted their lives to their
own vocation and teaching us, but I am
certainly grateful for the good founda-
tion they provided for me.” {;3



