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While America slept, Bhutan roared. 

It's true. While we were in the doldrums of summer TV - interrupted only by the promise of easy money on "Who Wants to Be A Millionaire?" - a cultural revolution of destiny-shaping significance was taking place in the ancient Dragon Kingdom that nestles its sleepy head . . . wait. Where is Bhutan? 

Ahem. Bhutan is located in the Himalayas, just east of Nepal. The 600,000-person Buddhist country's distinguishing characteristics are its isolation and preservation of ancient culture, circumstances codified in a concept called "Gross National Happiness." Said slogan was established in the 1970s by Bhutan's King Wangchuck, who is married to four women who happen to be sisters. 

But here's why we care about Bhutan: It finally got TV. 

You might think this would be the top-grossing form of national happiness. But it was covered by The New York Times in the doleful tones typical of a newspaper that approaches television with the wariness of a Luddite and the impartiality of a Salem witch trial judge. 

"Clearly, TV moving into virgin territory holds a dark fascination for the already vanquished," writes reporter Peter de Jonge. "Perhaps it's just a chance to observe in a kind of controlled experiment just how pernicious the medium really is." 

To which we say, just lighten up, Kipling-Boy. In a nation that has a national dress code, that didn't banish serfdom until 1958 and still determines who gets educated and who doesn't, you're saying they can't handle a weekly dose of "Friends"? 

Sure, the young people (43 percent of Bhutan's population is under age 15) probably will start questioning the wisdom of their government. You would, too, if you realized there were alternatives to trundling along in the mud behind a pair of oxen - or waitressing at Central Perk. 

The only problem now is that the newly hatched Bhutan Broadcasting Service isn't sure what kind of shows to put on. At present, they've got several hours a day of nothing but news and documentaries. 

Puh-leeze. We know exactly what the BBS needs. 

Game shows. 

It's human nature to watch something where you've got a vested interest and the mad resurgence of contests on American TV proves that point. For Bhutan, it could be a major kick-start. 

The raw elements are already in place. In a country where your king has four queens, "Divorce Court" and "Queen for a Day" could go over big (not to mention - considering the relationships - "Family Feud"). The BBS could do a competitive version of "Dance Fever" based on Bhutan's national chain dance and call it "Tshilebey Train." And "Gross National Happiness" just cries out "10,0000 Ngultrum Pyramid." 

Go ahead, sneer at my derivativeness. The beauty of start-ups is you don't have to have a new concept, just be there ahead of everybody. Some Bhutan entrepreneurs already have caught on: The first series being pitched to the BBS is about a detective who battles crime in the capital city of Thimphu. 

Shows Bhutan won't want 
It's not easy being KSTW-TV. First, the station's corporate owner killed the 10 p.m. newscast. On top of that, KSTW has to put up with the vicissitudes of being a UPN affiliate. 

Tonight, two UPN series make their debuts: "The Parkers," an 8:30 spinoff of "Moesha"; and Jaleel White's "Grown Ups," which had a sneak preview last week and is on at 9. 

"The Parkers" stars "Moesha" alumni Countess Vaughn as Kim Parker, now attending college along with her mom, played by comedienne Mo'Nique. 

The concept - a mother-daughter buddy comedy - is commendable. The execution is not. Lame jokes and hammy acting from the leads reduce the show to a series of minor vaudeville sketches. It's a pity the creators didn't care to meet the audience expectations built on the fine "Moesha." 

To some viewers, Jaleel White will always be Urkel. It's an image he struggles mightily to overcome playing a business executive on "Grown Ups," an ensemble sitcom featuring that rare thing on TV, a multiracial (as well as multisexual) cast. 

On the plus side, the show has excellent chemistry. The supporting cast does okay. And White still radiates high Q on TV. 

On the minus side, the content doesn't meet the level of White's charm or performance. Guys drooling over lesbian sex and jokes about gay men knowing all the words to "Funny Girl" weren't that funny 20 years ago. "Grown Ups" needs writing help, pronto. 

Oh well. At least KSTW has the new "Divorce Court," which airs daily at 1 and 1:30 p.m. 

A station Bhutan would want 
When the FCC relaxed its long-standing rule barring a corporation from owning two broadcast TV stations in the same market, it was a sure bet there'd be some action in Seattle. 

And here it is: A.H. Belo Corp., which owns KING-TV (and NorthWest Cable News), will purchase KONG-TV under a contractual agreement entered into with KONG's owner several years ago. 

Dennis Williamson, general manager of KING, said he'll oversee KONG once the deal goes through. He's already looking forward to the synergistic possibilities - "peace of mind to plan long-term and make significant investment" in his words. 

King Wangchuck couldn't have put it better. 
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