THE HISTORY OF PUBLIC BROADCASTING IN BOYNTON BEACH 1968-1994
It was probably in 1971 that I discovered WHRS (FM: 91.7) with the evening classical `Musical Montage` hosted by Adolph Ruggerio. He was a Palm Beach School District  employee, engaged in janitorial work in the building. He was originally from Cheam, (Surrey) England, and he volunteered to introduce and play music from his own classical record collection. This was one of the few English language programmes that were broadcast of WHRS at that time. Adolph decided to conduct an unofficial poll to see who was listening, and he asked people to send a post card if they enjoyed classical music. He was amazed by the large and positive response.

The original funding for WHRS came from the federal government in 1968 to help the Spanish-speaking migrant labourers have access to news and public service announcements. It was funded by a Title III programme for innovation in education for a period of three years. 200 hundred specially tuned FM receivers were distributed to families, schools and packing houses. These were taken into the fields where the migrants harvested the crops.

WHRS started broadcasting in a small studio from Wireless Hagen Ranch School (WHRS) which had an enrollment of 60% Spanish, 40% English speaking students. The year was 1968 and they started with only 3000 kilowatts of power. 
The original WHRS staff of six full time workers included one Spanish and one English announcer. The mission was to increase the schools` communication with the migrant families by using music to attract their attention, P.S.A`s (Public Service Announcements) to enhance awareness and interviews with listeners to increase parental involvement. 

In 1972, the station won a NASA award for presenting the only Spanish language broadcast coverage of the Apollo 16 space flight. 

Andy Avello, a well known Spanish broadcaster from Havana, Cuba, and Maceo Wright were the announcers. Avello remained with the station for over 25 years, and gradually saw the Spanish language programming give way to English and, in 1972, to National Public Radio news programmes and classical music.  Andy’s weekday morning program continued until the late 1980s.  And the Spanish programming didn’t disappear entirely until about 1990, when the station finally dropped Frank Chavez’s weekend programs.
In 1974 I saw an advertisement in the Palm Beach Post that was placed there by Sam Marantz who had heard that there was a chance that we could lose our station. This notice asked for people to show their support by coming to a meeting at the Instructional TV building on Congress Avenue in Boynton Beach, where the station had moved. I had been there before when my ballet students had presented a programme to be broadcast into the Palm Beach County schools. There was no cable TV or videos in those days and ITV transmitted into the classrooms to tie in with their daily curriculum. 

Approximately 25 people showed up for the original meeting and we met the general manager, John Burger and several members of staff, including Sam Barbaro, who would become general manager, and Pat O`Meara, who would become FM Radio station manager.  Others who became involved at 505, South Congress Avenue, were Bill Heuter, who was hired as Music Director in 1977 and promoted to Programme Manager in 1980, Stan Salony (a gifted cartoonist) who joined in 1976 and became Operations Manager (in 1980); Kevin Petrich who initially joined in 1976, left to go to college and returned to eventually become Programme Manager (in 1987) and Station Manager (in 1993); and Steven Carlson. Betty Morgenstern started as a volunteer on the front desk and later became the staff member in charge of the mail. Forest Shively started as a volunteer and later became a part-time announcer. 
Many ideas were discussed at our regular meetings and Sam Marantz formed a local chapter of `Friends of Public Broadcasting` in 1975. I spent several hours each week taking news bulletins off of the wire service and keeping a press book. I was also fortunate enough to be asked to serve as a trustee and, later, on the advisory board. We were told that the station needed volunteers in order to keep things running. 

The following article appeared in the Boynton Beach News of March 1975……


`WHRS is one of only five non-commercial stations in Florida. This fine arts station has such limited funding that it cannot go on unless someone comes to their aid…. They can only be assured of $11,000 from the school board. The Corporation for Public Broadcasting will augment that sum by $18,700 but with this stipulation: they must be on the air 18 hours a day, 7 days a week, with 5 full time employees. An almost impossible task with total capital of $29,000`.
My greatest joy was working with the record library – a specialist department started by a retired librarian from New York named Morris Potkin. He and his wife, Anita, actually chose the area because of this fine radio station. He was assisted by Dr. Kessler and soon joined by Samuel Ockun and together with the help of eager volunteers, they made a card index of every L.P. in the library. In the beginning we were so short of funds for buying records that when I went to England for the summer, I would leave my classical collection on loan. Gradually we formed our own support group as the `Friends of WHRS`. My dance students presented annual shows and the proceeds were donated towards the budget of the `Friends` who were able to reach more people and purchase L.P`s.

There was a fully comprehensive monthly programme guide called `Prelude`, where every record and number was listed. This was organized by a volunteer named Bill Schlosberg, together with a group of helpers. I was one of the volunteers who sold advertising and underwriting for `Prelude` and the radio. We had a `Junior Friends Group` for students over 13yrs. of age and outreach programmes that went into the schools and explained about the unique station. We gave out stickers that read…`We Helped Reach Someone` (W.H.R.S.) We had many exciting fund raisers – wine tasting at the `Flagler Museum`, benefits at theatres and cinemas, European Tours, `Open Houses` with entertainment and `on air drives` that sold anything from Christmas Trees to conducting orchestras. However, the most famous was the annual gala at the Patrick J.Lannan mansion in Palm Beach. A black tie affair with ballet performances on the lawn, fine wines and canapés and tours of the fabulous art collection.    

Volunteers were the `life blood` of the station and were treated accordingly with annual `buffets` and certificates to commemorate the hours which they donated. The `golden mike` award was established in 1978 by a group headed by Pat O`Meara. This most prestigious and attractive award was in honour of the volunteer who had done most to help the station.

The following is a list of recipients. It was not awarded after April 1993, when Pat O`Meara departed from the station she had served so faithfully for 21 years.

`78  William Netzsky

`79  Samuel Marantz

`80  Adolph Ruggiero

`81  Dorothy Janis
`82  J.Patrick Lannan

`83  Gillian Wimbourne-Davis

`84  Dorothy Hartman
`85  Simone Eiseman

`86  Evelyn Pescosolido

`87  Samuel Ockun

`88  Adele Varjan

`89  Connie & Corine Josephs

`90  Blanche Jacobson
`91  Edward Conroy

`92  Warner King

Every department had its own loyal group of volunteers and it would be impossible to mention all those who gave so generously. The membership department always had the support of Dorothy Hartman and Evelyn Pescosolido, who said that she had worked just about everywhere except records and engineering! She was the one who created an additional award to honour Edward Brewer, volunteer co-ordinator who had volunteered as much as seven full days per week over a period of 10 years. Before Ed, there was a part-time staff member, Margaret Hunter, in charge of volunteers. Simone Eisemann also spent many volunteer days each week co-ordinating schedules. Many of my dance students signed up and would receive requests to assist with answering telephones or stuffing envelopes. When I received the `golden mike` award in 1983, I knew that it was a group effort!
After joining National Public Radio we were able to offer many special new programmes from the network as well as much locally produced fare such as the French Hour (L`heure en Français) with Giselle Renault (summer presenter – Simone Eiseman): The German Hour (Wir Machen Musik) hosted by Joseph Goehsling and, later, Herb Kusber; The Jewish Hour with Cy Silverman and Helen Furman. Frank Chavez ran Mexican programmes on Saturday mornings and Mort Fega jazz programmes on Saturday evenings; Talking newspapers for the blind were read by Ginger Grey. We had many British programmes including literature, science, humour and even a daily broadcast of the B.B.C. news, which had very poor reception in those days! The station eventually received funding for a remote broadcast van and it was able to cover many cultural events at the West Palm Beach auditorium (known as the leaky teepy) and other locations, including regular Florida political coverage and special shows such as `Florida State Ballroom Championships` at the Breakers. We had exciting music quiz programmes which were simulcast on TV and radio. At the TV station we had several weekly, locally produced shows such as `NewsMakers` with Andy Halper, and `Centerstage` with Margaret May Lider and Sherron Long.
Gradually all the Spanish language radio programmes were replaced. Saturday afternoons were devoted to the `Texaco Opera Presentations`. Á marvelous request programme, hosted by Stan Doyle (a music Professor at Palm Beach Atlantic University) was a highlight of both Saturday and Sunday mornings. He was also a fund-raiser par excellance! His untimely death in the November 1989, was a bitter blow to everyone involved with WHRS.
In 1977 the power was increased to 35,500 kilowatts and the frequency moved to 90.7 and we became known as `Stereo 91`. It is interesting to note that Public Radio stations are always down on the low end of the FM dial. If you are seeking them when you are out of town, always look around 88-92 mhz. The other interesting fact is that `NPR` never say the actual hour in their broadcasts because of the different time zones to which they transmit. They always say something like…. `It is now 10 minutes past the hour.`
As the listenership grew there was some confusion with `HRS` and `Health and Rehabilitation Service`, and the call letters WHRS, so the station applied for a new designation. We actually wanted WE (eXeL) but it was unavailable, so we settled for WXEL for both radio and TV. This came into effect in January 1985.

The station had originally paid a peppercorn rent of $1 per year and later signed a lease with the Palm Beach County School Board, but we were really in need of more space. Á group of people saw the potential for a local public television station and they tirelessly applied for grants. At that time the radio station used their funds to underwrite the expenses of applying to form the TV station, with the understanding that we would be reimbursed and benefit from the increased fund-raising ability on TV. The state funded the new building and equipment for `TV 42`, but, due to delays, it originally went on the air from the old building at 505, Congress Avenue in July 1982 with Melvin Cohen as head engineer. The new building at 3401 South Congress Avenue, which housed the radio station in its own wing, was not utilized until March 1990.
In the 1990`s I was much involved with on-air fundraising on both radio and TV and I always tried to bring some of the history of the station into my talks, which was always appreciated by the many people who remembered us from the very beginning and also by those who knew nothing of the provenance of the station. For every dollar that was raised from the community, we received a match from State and Federal funds. In addition many firms double or triple employees or retirees donations to public broadcasting.

By the late 1980`s our record library had grown to 12,000 vinyls (L.P`s) and 3,500 C.D`s. We were still using index cards to keep track of everything. In 1988 someone called Kevin Petrich and offered to put everything onto computer listing. That special volunteer was Edward Conroy who wrote a complete record programme for WXEL and practically lived at the station for 6 years. He was assisted by a group of faithful volunteers – Samuel Ockum (from 1980) Jerry Armour (from 1988) George Engelson (from 1989) Bernie Katz (from 1989) Jessie Vasserman (from 1990) Millie Baron (from 1991) Anita Delenberg (from 1991) and myself (from 1973 – the longest serving volunteer at the station, with 21 years of service). With one exception, the entire volunteer staff of the record library walked out in July 1994 when programme director Kevin Petrich`s position became untenable under new station manager, Mary Sauder of Miami.
There were several administration problems from the time that we moved into the new building. It reached a head in 1992 when the general manager, Sam Barbero reluctantly led a coup against Mr.Sang, (Lewis `Dusty`) the chairman of the board. This finally ended with Sam leaving the station and a new administration taking over in 1993.

The new building gave us plenty of room in the purpose built library, but, alas, we were to lose something of our family pioneer spirit because the atmosphere around us changed with the new administration and their rules and security checks. 

Although I have tended to stress the volunteer group involved with the record library because that was my main interest, however there were groups of equally dedicated volunteers assisting with running everything from membership to auctions. When the station needed a computer or a set of music encyclopedias, there was always a generous volunteer who was willing to go and buy it as a donation. In addition, the federal government reimbursed the station for all the volunteer hours, so they not only had the work that was done, but an additional cash grant. Percy Forsyth (1981-85) was one of the volunteers whose high rate of reimbursement was greatly valued. His volunteer engineering skills and experience were invaluable. He even volunteered to go up the tall transmission tower in an effort to find the best direction for the WXEL signal. His wife, Shirley was involved with fundraising, as were Barbara and Arie Heerimaa, (1978-84) Adele Varjan, Lolla and Marcia Applebaum and hundreds of other people too numerous to mention, but very highly valued.
Another special volunteer was Blanche Jacobson who organized and produced a new programme in 1987. It was called `Arts Update` and was a 15 minute interview with interesting people in the arts community from Miami to Jupiter. In 1995 it was still running and Blanche continued to organize it, single handedly, with amazing energy beyond her 84th. year.

I apologize that there are so many people who deserve to be mentioned, but, alas, I do not have the space to list them all. I know that they know who they are and hope that they will actually add their names to lists which will be compiled in the future.

Written by Gillian Wimbourne-Davis (a.k.a. Miss Gillian) 


April 1995

With assistance from former staff members of WXEL
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