Watching Roots, January 25, 1977

Roots was one of the most popular and influential programs in American television history.
Millions of Americans (60% of the population or more) watched at least part of the miniseries
in 1977, and seven of the eight episodes were among the ten highest rated programs ever
broadcast to that date. (The last episode was so popular that it is unlikely ever to be bumped
from the top-ten list.) The show was significant by other measures, too. Pollsters found that
half of the people watching Roots thought it was “one of the best” shows they’d ever seen, and
it was a topic of conversation wherever people gathered.

Episode Three

Episode Three begins nine years later (Sept. 27, 1976) as the adult Kunta Kinte (now played by
John Amos) is loading tobacco into a wagon; it runs for 47 minutes.

Almost 45% of American households watched this episode.

The cast includes
John Amos (Kunta Kinte)
Louis Gossett Jr. (Fiddler)
Lorne Greene (John Reynolds)
Robert Reed (Dr. William Reynolds)
Vic Morrow (Ames)
Madge Sinclair (Bell Reynolds)

Public Opinion
On April 10, 1977, the Gallup company released the results of a poll about genealogy and Roots,
which had aired over two months previously. Most of the people they contacted (73%) had either
seen the miniseries or read the book. Many (69%) were also interested in tracing their own roots. At
the same time, few knew much about their family histories. Most knew their family’s country of
origin, but less than a third knew when their relatives had immigrated. Gallup reported a “sharp
increase in visitors to the genealogical sections of libraries,” as Americans took steps to fill in their
missing knowledge.

That same week, Gallup also reported on public opinion of the new president, Jimmy Carter:
72% approved of the way he was “handling his job,” and only 10% disapproved. The problems that
most worried the people polled were inflation, unemployment, and the energy crisis.

Sources: Lance Morrow, “Why ‘Roots’ Hit Home,” Time, 14 Feb. 1977, pp. 69-77; Kenneth K. Hur and John P.
Robinson, “The Social Impact of ‘Roots,”” Journalism Quarterly 55 (Spring 1978), 19-24, 83; The World Almanac
& Book of Facts (New York: Press Pub. Co., 2017); Jerry Buck, “People Everywhere Talking about TV’s ‘Roots,’”
(Associated Press, 29 Jan. 1977); The World Almanac & Book of Facts (New York: Newspaper Enterprise Assoc.,

1978); Roots, 40th anniv. ed., (1977; Warner Home Video, 2016); The Gallup Poll: Public Opinion, 1972-1977
(Wilmington, Del.: Scholarly Resources, 1978), pp. 1040-1042.

The following pages give you a taste of life at Hanover in 1977. Included are articles, television
listings, and cartoons from the local paper and the student newspaper. Clippings from the
Madison Courier are reproduced by permission (http://madisoncourier.com/).
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