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PREFACE

The purpose of this text is to provide the scholar or student of popular culture
with an evaluative survey of available research materials in the field of radio. As
a reference book for the study of popular culture, it focuses upon popular radio
programming as its principal (but by no means only) area of concern. As a
bibliographic study, the book follows the many paths laid down by the writers
who have produced the several hundred sources cited within its pages: paths that
have led to conventional works of scholarship, best-sellers and would-be best-
sellers, fan literature and fan history, popular and scholarly articles, and sources
that simply defy categorization.

The eclectic nature of the written material available on radio will come as no
surprise to anyone familiar with the development of radio and radio program-
ming. Unlike television, whose popular programming history is rooted in the
New York-based corporations, radio owes much of its programming heritage to
early garage experimenters and small local stations (often one-, two-, or three-
person operations). Thus Schenectady, New York, becomes in the early 1920s a
center of radio drama, a Detroit-based adman becomes the nation’s leading
creator of action serials, and country music is nurtured in Southern radio stations
for half a century before it becomes a staple of nationwide programming. In that
respect, the pioneer period of radio probably has a closer kinship with the early
history of the personal computer than it does with the history of television, for
beneath the highly visible mainstream initiatives of the corporate leaders there
flowed a furious undercurrent of populist experimentation that often influenced
and at times even confounded the giants of the industry. Radio: A Reference
Guide attempts to provide recognition, if not to do justice, to both the
mainstream and undercurrent literatures that make up the body of information
available on radio.




Xii PREFACE

All bibliographies are *‘selected’” bibliographies, including those that cover a
substantial amount of material, and this book is no exception. The preparation of
this bibliographical study required the same kinds of choices that one would
confront in the preparation of a selected bibliography for a book of criticism, a
dissertation, or even an article. Decisions regarding how to organize the
material, what to exclude, and what to emphasize do not diminish in number
simply because one chooses to take on a large number of sources. If anything,
the larger number of sources intensifies the need for selectivity.

Some of the bases for inclusion and exclusion were made early in the
preparation of the manuscript. For the most part, college textbooks on
broadcasting and communications are not included in what is principally a
discussion of research sources (there are exceptions when such books contain
material that is particularly distinctive or useful). The period between 1920 and
1940 saw the publication of dozens of ‘how-to’’ books on radio (how to write a
radio play, how to break into the radio business, and so on); these books, along
with similar books of more recent vintage, have also been largely excluded.

As noted throughout the book, the published material on many aspects of radio
is often scant and scarce. As a result, frequent citations of doctoral dissertations
are made. Although dissertations are maligned as research sources in some areas
of study, in the radio field they often hold some of the best available information
on certain subjects (such as the history and development of National Public
Radio). Moreover, the fact that copies of dissertations can be obtained at
reasonable prices through University Microfilms Incorporated of Ann Arbor,
Michigan, and university libraries makes these highly valuable and generally
underutilized sources of research information in radio easily accessible.

Decisions of inclusion and exclusion by type of material are simple in
comparison to decisions of inclusion and exclusion by quality. Almost every
resource cited in this work is viewed as having at least some value to the field of
radio and popular culture. The material considered to be of no substantive value
has been excluded so that the bibliographic lists at the end of each chapter can
function effectively as suggested bibliographies. In general, harsher criticisms
and faint praise are saved for two types of sources: works that pale in
comparison to similar works cited in this book and relatively well known sources
in the field that are overrated or at least overcited. (An example in this last
category is Eric Sevareid’s mid-life autobiography Not So Wild a Dream, a long-
standing staple of broadcasting bibliographies. It is interesting reading, but just
what it contributes to the knowledge of radio or broadcasting history escapes
me.)

In addition to matters of selection of material, the issue of how the material
would be organized and for whose purposes was also important to the fashioning
of this guide. It is assumed that this book, like any reference book, is not likely
to be read cover to cover for anything other than reviewing purposes. Users will
be looking for familiar categories and topics. As a result, except in the opening
historical overview, chapter and section headings are generally conventional
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rather than innovative (music, sports, drama, and so on). These are very
common areas of research in popular culture, both within and beyond the circle
of broadcasting interests, and are designed to reflect subject matters of interest to
a large number of researchers.

Readers should note that works discussed in the chapter essays appear with
full citations in the appended chapter bibliographies. A list of published and
unpublished radio station histories is included as an appendix to chapter 1.

It is anticipated that the book will also be useful to researchers who do not
have a specific interest in radio history per se but may have an interest in the
content field of individual chapters, such as music or news. Since these readers
may wish to consult only one or two chapters of the book, key reference works
have repeat citations on a very limited basis (such as Erik Barnouw’s pivotal
three-volume History of Broadcasting in the United States) in more than one
chapter when it was believed that their centrality warranted multiple citations.
There are only a few works whose quality and scope merit this treatment, but the
reader consulting only one or two chapters may appreciate not having to hunt
through other chapters for the first and solitary citation of an indispensable
source.

Finally, a conscious effort has been made to distinguish between material that
is specific to radio and material that is relevant to broadcasting, giving clear
preference to the former. The giant shadow that television cast over radio in the
1940s and 1950s had its parallel in the production of copy on radio. One of the
sobering lessons I was to learn in the preparation of this book is that sources on
broadcasting written after 1950 tend to focus upon television at the considerable
expense of radio. I chose to include here broadcasting sources that showed at
least a reasonable balance in their treatment of the two media. This occurred far
less frequently than I might have wished.
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INTRODUCTION: A HISTORICAL
OVERVIEW OF THE MEDIUM

The history of American broadcast radio, both as a communications system and
as the content or programming of that system, falls into four periods. First, there
was the ‘‘pioneer’’ era. This began when Guglielmo Marconi first acquired
British capital for the commercial production of wireless telegraphy and ended in
1926 with the formation of the first American broadcasting network.

Second, the network era began in November 1926 when the National
Broadcasting Company (NBC) broadcast its first gala program over a dozen
stations. It ended in 1948, the first year that network television’s advertising
revenues exceeded those of network radio. It is this period that is referred to as
radio’s ‘‘golden age’’ and during which the bulk of radio’s growth occurred. It is
also the period that has drawn the greatest attention of writers, critics, and
historians of radio, as the following pages will reflect.

The third period, more or less equivalent to the decade of the 1950s, was a
time of disorientation. Radio, confused about its place in American culture, tried
to compete with television and floundered badly as it experimented with ways to
attract and hold listeners.

The fourth period, beginning in the early 1960s and continuing to the present,
can be called the era of ‘‘narrowcasting.’’ Having clarified to itself that radio
could not compete with television, the industry embraced the format approach to
broadcasting and began a period of new prosperity as it sought to narrowcast
programming designed for tightly identified elements in the market or audience.

THE PIONEER ERA TO 1926: COMMERCIAL AND
TECHNICAL ADVANCES

During the first quarter of the twentieth century, the most important radio
developments came from scientists, engineers, and the heavily capitalized
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2 INTRODUCTION

industrial corporations that financed them. During the 1890s, Guglielmo
Marconi’s British and American corporations developed wireless telegraphy.
They profited immensely by equipping His Majesty’s fleet (and other naval
powers) with history’s first truly effective system of ship-to-shore and ship-to-
ship communications. Much of that profit was plowed back into research and
development, rapidly improving the range and power of the wireless.

Others wanted part of this highly lucrative business. In America the
Westinghouse Corporation, General Electric, AT&T, Columbia Fruit (due to its
heavy Latin American involvements), and others invested heavily in wireless.
On a smaller scale, hundreds of lesser firms and amateur inventors did the same.

During the early decades of the twentieth century, primarily with the backing
of the financial giants of the electrical and the telephone/telegraph industries,
engineers and inventors made huge technological advances. Lee De Forest
invented the microphone. Reginald Fessenden created the vacuum tube.
Improvements were made in transmission power and controls, and receivers
continually grew better and cheaper.

By the early 1920s hundreds of companies and individuals were transmitting
on their own equipment, and thousands of people had receivers. Newspapers and
retail stores set up transmitters to gain publicity and began broadcasting sporting
events, dance bands, news, and recordings to entertain listeners. AT&T
developed the idea of ‘“‘toll broadcasting.’’ For a fee, companies or individuals
could use the telephone company’s powerful New York transmitter to read
commercial messages to listeners. Meanwhile, hundreds of amateurs set up
transmitters in their basements and garages, where they would play records or
sing songs to amuse all who cared to tune in. _

Surprisingly, perhaps, people listened. After convoluted negotiations among
various patent holders, the early industrial giants of wireless had pooled their
resources to form the Radio Corporation of America. RCA led the way in
marketing reasonably priced receivers, and people brought them. By the early
twenties it was a rare American who did not have some kind of access to a radio
receiver. Broadcasts of political speeches and sports events had audiences in the
millions.

The result of this huge growth was mayhem. Under the early radio legislation
of 1910 and 1912, the Department of Commerce had very limited powers to
control point-to-point communication by wireless telegraphy, and the courts
held that it had virtually no control over broadcasting. Stations interfered with
each other’s signals, and no one had the power to require that broadcasters stay
on their proper frequencies or meet other technical standards.

Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover could not abide this disorganization.
During the middle 1920s, he held several National Radio Conferences designed
to bring order to the airwaves. The result of these conferences was a legislative
package to set up a National Radio Commission within the Commerce
Department. That commission would assign frequencies, set minimum technical
standards for broadcast licenses, and generally take charge of broadcasting. It
would be bipartisan and, except for limiting obscenity and guaranteeing that
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stations operated in the public interest, would have virtually no control over the
content of broadcasting. Due to intense bureaucratic battling with the Navy, the
Post Office, and the Department of the Interior—each of which wanted to control
radio for its purposes—Hoover failed to get his bill through Congress until 1927.
American broadcasting then came, for the first time, under effective govern-
mental regulation.

THE NETWORK ERA: CONSTRUCTING THE GOLDEN AGE
OF RADIO, 1926-1949

Because the Radio Corporation of America was initially meant to be a
marketing division for the radio equipment and services of its parent
corporations (Westinghouse, General Electric, and AT&T), it always had a
serious interest in broadcasting. If good programs were on the air, listeners
would buy receivers.

Under the vigorous leadership of David Sarnoff, therefore, RCA realized that
a national system of stations linked together to broadcast the same programs
could improve program quality. Using AT&T’s telephone lines to link
themselves together, stations had already experimented with broadcasting the
same program simultaneously over separate transmitters. The technology was
there, waiting to be organized. By such linkages, high-quality, popular
programs originating in one location could be sent all over the country, not
broadcast to a single limited area.

In 1926 RCA announced the formation of a new, wholly owned subsidiary
corporation, the National Broadcasting Company. Its whole purpose would be to
get separately owned stations across the country to link themselves together via

telephone lines to broadcast programs simultaneously. Thus the first permanent

national radio network was born.

NBC had little trouble finding stations to affiliate with it. In fact, NBC soon
had two separate groups of affiliates, the Red Network and the Blue, each
carrying different programs. By 1927, after considerable initial difficulties with
financing and organization, another network was also successfully gathering
affiliated stations, the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS). During the 1930s,
yet another national network, the Mutual Broadcasting System, began gathering
affiliates across the country.

Sponsors loved the networks. Initially, at least, the system worked almost
exclusively the way they wanted. A large company (Proctor and Gamble,
American Tobacco, or the like) would go to an advertising agency such as
J. Walter Thompson’s in New York. The agency (not the network) would
develop a program that, in their estimation, would draw listeners to hear, along
with entertainment, commercial messages designed to sell the sponsor’s
product. The agency would then negotiate with the various networks to
broadcast the show over all or some of the affiliated stations. When a deal had
been struck, the advertising agency would use the network’s facilities to
broadcast its program. The big sponsors got something they wanted, a national

[
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audience for their commercials. Local sponsors also got something they wanted
in the form of time on the local stations while large audiences were listening,
basically, to programs developed with much more quality than any local small
business could possibly afford. Local stations were delighted to get programs far
superior to anything they could develop themselves, and thus to get higher
revenues. Audiences in Biloxi and Omaha were enchanted to hear the live voices
of stars they might otherwise have never come within a hundred miles of seeing.

The radio networks gained their first huge audiences with situation comedies
and variety shows. ‘‘Amos ’'n Andy,’’ first a local program in Chicago,
enthralled the whole country when it went onto NBC’s national network.
Vaudeville comedians such as Eddie Cantor and Ed Wynn also attracted large
audiences. By the later 1930s dramatic programs such as Cecil B. DeMille’s
“‘Lux Radio Theater’’ drew huge followings. Music of all kinds, from the Grand
Ole Opry to Arturo Toscanini’s NBC Symphony Orchestra, was always popular,
especially dance bands featuring ‘‘crooners’’ such as Bing Crosby and Vic
Colombo.

After some turbulent conflicts with the newspapers and wire services in the
1920s and 1930s, the networks’ national news programs became very powerful
and popular too. With the coming of World War II, news correspondents and
especially news commentators (that is, editorialists) such as H. V. Kaltenborn,
Boake Carter, Elmer Davis, and Edward R. Murrow gained immense followings
and influence.

The growing dominance of the networks did not escape the attention of Roose-
vent’s New Deal Congresses. In 1934 Congress passed the Federal Communi-
cations Act, consolidating control of telephone, telegraph, and radio in the hands
of a seven-member bipartisan Federal Communications Commission (FCC).
The FCC commissioners were appointed by the president for six-year terms and
were bound by legislation passed by Congress and decisions made in federal
appellate courts. Beyond that, however, they answered to no one on decisions
concerning licensing, frequency assignments, and all other matters regarding the
technical (as opposed to the content) aspects of broadcasting.

Under the Communications Act of 1934, the people responsible for American
broadcasting were the individual licensees who operated the country’s radio
stations. The FCC was disturbed by the growing dominance of the networks
because they were effectively beyond the commission’s control; networks were
not required to be licensed, only stations. In a landmark 1941 decision the FCC
set strict limits on the kinds of contracts that stations could sign with networks.
In essence the FCC precluded the networks from forcing local stations to carry
programs and required local stations to take responsibility for everything
transmitted over their frequencies. At the same time, they decided that no single
company could operate more than one network and thus forced NBC to sell its
Blue Network, which later became the American Broadcasting Corporation
(ABC).

During this same period, the FCC had to deal with two other problems—FM
radio and television. By the early 1940s, the commissioners had allotted
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frequency space to FM stations and had started issuing licenses to FM
broadcasters. During the same time, the commission assigned frequencies for
television stations and generally did its part to prepare the country for the large-
scale development of commercial TV that both RCA/NBC and CBS assured it
was imminent.

World War II delayed the development of both television and FM radio,
putting standard AM radio into a more or less static phase until well after the
war. By 1948, however, most major cities had at least one operating commercial
television station broadcasting on very high frequency (VHF), and most cities
had one or two FM radio stations operating (usually) as an adjunct to established
AM stations. From 1948 to 1952 the FCC froze the issuance of new VHF
television licenses while it worked out a decision regarding technical
requirements; CBS and RCA/NBC had competing and incompatible systems,
each with distinct advantages, and the FCC agonized for years before setting
standards favorable to the RCA television system. By then, however, network
radio was already losing substantial advertising dollars to TV, and in 1949 the
radio networks, despite television’s initial technical problems, began a long
period of declining importance in broadcasting.

THE ASCENDENCY OF TELEVISION, 1949-1960

In 1949 network radio’s advertising revenues declined for the first time ever.
In November 1960 the last network radio programs—CBS’s daytime soap operas
‘‘Ma Perkins,”” “‘Young Dr. Malone,”’ and ‘‘The Second Mrs. Burton’’—left
the air. During the intervening years, network radio revenues had fallen from
$203 million to $43 million, although total radio advertising had grown slightly
from $571 million to $692 million. Obviously it was a decade of change for
radio, especially for networks and for the stations.

Basically what happened was that network radio’s best talent moved to
television, taking audiences and advertisers with them. At the station level, the
same thing happened. The best and most experienced station managers, program
directors, announcers, and engineers went over to TV.

Ever since the late 1930s the whole industry had been waiting for the change.
Radio finally got the visual element that it had always wanted and expected. In a
nutshell, the problem was that during its golden age, radio had come to think of
itself as an entertainment medium, a part of show business closely linked to
Hollywood and Broadway, Variety and Billboard. When television added the
visual component, audiences naturally preferred to see the entertainers. Radio
simply could not compete with television as a medium for entertainment aimed at
mass audiences.

It tried, however. During the early and middle 1950s, radio networks devised
some of the best, most creative entertainment programs they ever had. One
example illustrates the kind of creativity they could come up with. Recognizing
that science fiction had tremendous popularity (in the mid-1950s more than
twenty pulp magazines were publishing science fiction and fantasy) and that at
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the time decent special effects were almost impossible for TV, NBC worked
with Gualaxy magazine (one of the best science fiction pulps) to produce
X-Minus-1. The resulting shows were excellent dramatizations of first-rate
science fiction stories and novellas. They were fine entertainment, but they did
not attract a large audience. Audiences wanted to see, not just hear, their
entertainers. Even with deep cuts in advertising rates, sponsors were not
interested in network radio shows, so radio as an entertainment medium simply
withered away.

With declining revenues from the networks, stations needed more freedom to
aim at local audiences. For the most part, especially at the old, established
stations that had profited most from long-standing network affiliations, station
managers simply continued a scaled-down, lower-budget version of their old
programming. Relying heavily on recorded music, they tried to appeal to a
broad audience by ‘‘blocking in’’ various kinds of programs. They might play
three hours of classical music on a Wednesday night, then on Thursday feature
three hours of jazz, with an announcer offering commentary and live or recorded
interviews. By doing so, they cut costs and increased local advertising income,
but they continued to lose audiences.

Recognizing that conventional programming was, at best, unsatisfactory,
three young midwesterners decided to try some different approaches. Starting in
Milwaukee, Dallas, Omaha, and other secondary markets, Gordon McLendon,
Robert ‘‘Todd’’ Storz, and Gerald Bartell began separate experiments that
would, by the sixties, completely revolutionize the nature of radio
programming.

Each of them focused stations on limited parts of the audiences. McLendon,
for instance, believed that radio should concentrate on music and news,
especially local news. By playing popular music and keeping the air filled with
news bulletins, profiles, weather reports, and live coverage of local events,
McLendon could attract and hold people who wanted to know what was
happening in Dallas. He could not keep them away from their TV sets during
prime time, but during the mornings and afternoons, he could keep Dallas
listeners tuned to KLIF so that they would know what was happening in their
own home town. He abandoned the idea of radio as broadcast entertainment,
focusing instead on its power as an information medium, and quit thinking of it
as a national mass medium, defining it instead as a local phenomenon.

Todd Storz learned to focus on a single buying group. He set up stations that
played Top 40 records, those early rock and roll 45s so dear to teenagers of the
1950s. He converted announcers into disc jockeys and tried to make audiences
loyal not to any particular program but to a particular station. At KOWH in
Omaha he showed advertisers that teenagers had money to spend, and he taught
teenagers that KOWH was the only station they wanted to listen to.

Gerald Bartell, beginning with his WOKY in Milwaukee, helped bring the
idea of objective programming into radio. By closely examining the findings of
the various pollsters and rating services, he figured out what listeners wanted.
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Then he put it on the air, whether he liked it or not. His goal was to make people
listen by giving them the things they liked, no matter what his subjective feelings
about them might be.

McLendon, Storz, and Bartell each regarded network affiliations as relatively
useless. For them, radio was a local medium for information and music.
Networks, with their emphasis on national news and entertainment, were a
hindrance.

Two major technological developments helped McLendon, Storz, Bartell, and
their increasingly large number of imitators. One was the automobile radio. By
the early 1950s half the new cars coming out of Detroit had radios. As more and
more Americans spent more and more time in their cars, especially during the
morning and evening rush hours, radio found a new audience. In addition, as
increasing numbers of teenagers gained access to cars in the 1950s, the market
for Top 40 music expanded rapidly.

The other major change was the inexpensive portable radio, especially the
small transistor radio that any teenager could afford to buy and carry around.
The small portable radio could go places a TV could not—to the beach, to the
office, and into the bathroom or the basement. To watch television, people had
to sit around a large, immobile console, much as they had sat around a console
radio in the thirties and forties. But radio could go with them to work, school, or
play. Local broadcasters, led by McLendon, Storz, and Bartell, began to see that
their audience was, in fact, using radio at different times and in different ways
than it had in the past. Slowly they began recognizing that their future was in the
commuter’s drive to and from work, in the teenager’s after-school hours, and in
the mechanic’s working days, not the traditional prime time when people sought
entertainment rather than information and companionship.

By the end of the 1950s network radio amounted to almost nothing but hourly
national news, some sports, and special events such as presidential speeches and -
national elections. Radio had become truly a local medium controlled by
individual stations, and the stations had come to see clearly that their future lay
not in the broadcasting of entertainment to a mass audience, but in the
transmission of information and music to particular segments of the total
audience in a particular community.

NARROWCASTING: 1960 TO THE PRESENT

Beginning in 1960, contemporary radio took its current shape. Three major
developments explain its evolution. First, the art of broadcast formats became
the key to success. Second, the science of public opinion analysis created new
statistical and computerized methodologies and achieved remarkable
sophistication. Third, FM radio finally began to develop as a major part of
broadcasting.

Today’s radio programming is ruled in large measure by the concept of a
programming format designed to attract and hold a particular kind of listener in a
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specific area. Although the term is chiefly identified with music programming,
“‘formatting’’ is also a general term for designing a station’s entire programming
content. Building on Todd Storz’s ideas, today’s radio program director tries to
get a particular kind of listener to set his or her dial on one station and leave it
there. Just as Storz tried to get Omaha’s teenagers to listen to KOWH
exclusively, today’s programming decisions aim to get males eighteen to thirty-
four years old, or white females forty-five to fifty-six years old, or black
females, or some other particular kind of listener, to tune to a single station
exclusively. Knowing that most people can and will listen to radio only at certain
times of the day, programmers by and large do not try to attract listeners away
from other activities such as TV viewing, work, and so on. Rather, they try to
schedule programming such that when a listener has time to listen, he or she
always turns to a particular station for music, news, or talk that he or she will
like. To attract a heavy following within a certain kind of people, programmers
develop formats that offer more or less the same kind of programs throughout
the station’s entire broadcasting period.

Thus a station may develop a country and western format whereby its entire
broadcasting day is devoted to playing country-style music. It may have special
time slots for bluegrass or for outlaw music, but the overall pattern, the format,
will devote itself exclusively to country music. If things work properly, that
portion of the local audience that likes country music will turn to that station
every time it turns on the radio. The program director does not try to get his or
her audience to give up TV’s ‘‘Monday Night Football’’ in order to sit by the
radio. But when people get in their cars to go to work on Tuesday morning, he or
she wants a certain percentage of them to tune to his station.

This kind of programming is often called narrowcasting because in contrast to
broadcasting it aims not at an amorphous mass audience but at a tightly defined,
narrow audience. A station manager who knows that his format consistently
attracts, say, 40 percent of the males eighteen to thirty-four years old who have
their radios on at any given time is in an excellent position to bargain with record
stores, beer distributors, motorcycle dealers, and other potential advertisers
wishing to sell goods that appeal heavily to males eighteen to thirty-four years
old. A station that consistently has 60 percent of the black female listeners in a
large city will be able to get good advertising revenues from the distributors of
cosmetics, publications, or clothing designed for black women’s needs and
interests.

Thus, since the early sixties, the creative part of radio has been the designing
of formats that will attract major segments within a given market. In 1960 the
Top 40 format was the hottest thing in radio because it could demand high
advertising rates from the sellers of soft drinks, acne nostrums, casual clothing,
records, and other products aimed at youthful consumers. Since then, many new
formats have been designed. Among the many formats that broadcasters have
tried, three seem particularly illustrative of the way format programming has
influenced the development of radio narrowcasting.
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The development of album-oriented rock (AOR) formats was a late 1960s
phenomenon. It grew from two roots. First, the teenagers who were listening to
Top 40 stations in the late 1950s grew up. They still liked rock and roll, but their
interests turned to Ip albums by successful rock bands; they matured, and their
taste became too sophisticated for the pastiche of 45-rpm hit singles of their teen
years. Second, progressive radio or underground radio developed as part of the
late 1960s counterculture of drugs, pacifism, and revolutionary rhetoric. Rarely
successful commercially, underground radio stations played lots of rock and roll
albums by groups associated with the antiwar movement, the drug culture, and
antiestablishment political protests. To no one’s surprise, they had a hard time
getting advertisers, but they did have listeners, most of whom were emphatically
not hippies but young adults who liked the sophisticated kind of rock music they
could hear on such stations. Eventually, the underground stations parted
company with their revolutionary disc jockeys, went after sponsors interested in
white consumers eighteen to thirty-four years old, and kept on playing albums
by the Rolling Stones, Led Zeppelin, Jefferson Airplane, and other successful
rock bands. Thus the AOR format was born. It capitalized on the loyalty and
interest that many young, white adults felt for particular bands (as opposed to
teenagers’ interest in particular songs), and by the mid-seventies it had become
one of the most widespread and commercially successful radio formats in the
country.

Middle-of-the-road (MOR) formats are the direct heirs of the old radio
broadcasting programs. Aimed at basically middle-class white consumers thirty-
four to sixty years old, they specialize in inoffensive popular music ranging from
soft rock and roll such as the Beatles’ quieter records to pop singers such as
Diana Ross and Barbra Streisand and the more sophisticated kinds of country
music. To this, they add a strong dose of local information programming
(helicopter traffic reports, detailed local sport reports, local election coverage,
local talk shows featuring telephone conversations between the host announcer,
audience, and locally prominent guests, and so on). They are the nearest thing
left in radio to the old mass audience programming, yet even they are basically
narrowcasting to a single segment of the community, namely, the middle-class
listener with an active, personal involvement in the economic, social, and
political life of the local community. The MOR station typically places an
emphasis on having personable, amusing announcers and is generally a
50,000-watt clear-channel station that serves a comparatively large geographic
area.

In the early 1980s the ‘‘music of your life’’ format enjoyed remarkable
success among middle-aged and older listeners, mostly white. Featuring
nonrock popular music from the 1930s, 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, it carved out a
substantial listenership among older people who were becoming a more
significant consumer segment and who used radio more for companionship and
nostalgic amusement than for information or real musical interest.

Numerous other formats, including nonmusic formats, have been tried with
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varying degrees of success. In the nation’s largest cities, all-news and all-talk
(that is, interviews, phone-in shows, and so on) formats can hold enough
listeners to get adequate advertising revenues. Ethnic formats for black
Americans, Spanish-speaking Americans, and other minorities thrive wherever
their listenership represents a significant economic element in the community. In
New York during the late 1970s, an all-disco music format made WKTU the
most listened-to station in the city. Country and western, classical, religious, and
other formats are commonplace throughout the country, and at any given
moment dozens of stations will be trying out new variations on standard formats
or entirely new concepts. .

In all cases, however, the key to success is the format’s ability to attract and
hold a significant segment of the community. A station that can identify a
substantial group of people in its area and then develop a format to keep them
listening should survive and prosper. A station that fails to do so will perforce
either develop a new format for a different group or go bankrupt. Even
noncommercial stations must have a format attractive enough to draw listener
contributions or citizens’ tax dollars. Contemporary radio functions by
narrowcasting to specific subgroups within a community. Formats are the
programming designs that attract those subgroups, and a station’s success or
failure depends on the effectiveness with which the program director manages
his or her format.

The whole concept of narrowcasting however, would be impossible without
effective means of determining who and how many listen to what. For radio, the
Arbitron Company determines the success or failure of a station’s format. By
subscription, radio stations pay Arbitron and other companies to measure and
analyze the radio audience by age group, sex, ethnicity, listening times, and so
on. With their periodic reports from Arbitron, radio stations can decide who to
seek for advertisers, how much to charge, and how well their format is
succeeding. Without Arbitron and its competitors in the field of public opinion
research, narrowcasting simply could not work.

As early as the 1930s the Cooperative Association of Broadcasters (CAB, later
the Crossley service) and the Hooper ratings determined how many people
listened to various radio broadcasts. During the 1960s, the American Research
Bureau (ARB) devised a system of listener diaries that yielded better information
about radio listeners than any previous method. After merging with Control
Data Corporation (a computer firm) and renaming itself the Arbitron Company
in the early 1970s it could produce extraordinarily detailed and reliable analyses
of listener patterns, and these soon became the crucial determiners of radio’s
programming efforts and advertising revenues. Shortly after a bad set of
Arbitrons arrived in the station manager’s office, an entire station’s personnel
might be fired and an entirely new format brought in. In some cases such
wholesale and rapid changes might continue for a year or more until the Arbitron
report showed that a format had been found that could bring in a decent share
(percentage of the market listening within any demographic division or
geographic area) or rating (percentage of the market population for any
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demographic division). With good Arbitrons in hand, a station’s time salesman
could approach advertisers aggressively and with confidence; without them, he
had trouble even getting in to see people.

Perhaps the most important thing to happen in contemporary radio, however,
was the FCC’s 1964 decision to open up FM radio. FM radio had been around
since the early 1930s. Edwin H. Armstrong, originally backed by RCA,
developed a system gor transmitting radio based on modulation in the frequency
(hence FM, frequency modulation) instead of the amplitude (AM, amplitude
modulation) of the radio wave. FM had real technical advantages: by its nature it
was immune to static interference, and it could reproduce sounds with a range
and clarity far greater than those of AM. Standard or AM broadcasts cannot
transmit sounds within the full range of the human ear; thus AM always sounds
somewhat muted or tinny because it simply cannot reproduce many of the sounds
our ears are used to hearing. FM can transmit anything the human ear can hear
and more. AM has the advantage that it can transmit farther than FM, but that is
its only advantage.

By the late 1930s, however, when Armstrong was ready to begin commercial
development of FM, RCA had lost interest. CBS tried to work with Armstrong,
but the FCC did not really know what to do with FM, especially since some of
the frequencies originally assigned to FM were also being claimed for television.
After years of indecisive and ineffectual treatment by both the FCC and the
industry, FM entered the 1950s in terrible shape. In 1947 more than 900 licenses
had been issued for FM. By 1956 the total number had dropped to 534. In 1950
more than 2 million people had bought FM receivers; in 1956 less than 230,000
were sold. Virtually no commercial FM stations could show a profit, and only
the noncommercial FM stations could claim to be building an audience of
classical-music and jazz fans who could hear the superiority of FM.

Recognizing that something should be done, the FCC decided in the
mid-1950s that it would encourage the public to explore FM by allowing
simulcasting. Under this arrangement, AM stations could use FM transmitters to
broadcast simultaneously (simulcast) programs over AM and FM. Their idea
was that once people heard their regular AM programs on FM, the superiority
of FM’s sound would convince them to buy FM receivers. With the development
of high-fidelity recordings, people were getting used to better sound quality, and
the FCC’s idea worked. By 1962 FM radio sales had climbed above 2.5 million.

Also, by the early sixties AM frequency space was getting crowded. With the
narrowcasting formats proving that local stations could make money, lots of
people wanted into radio. The problem was that there are only a limited number
of frequencies within the AM band, and they were virtually all taken.

So, in the public interest the FCC in 1964 decided to encourage more diversity
of programming by disallowing AM-FM simulcasting. If an AM station could
not develop separate programming for its FM station, then it had to give up its
FM license to a competitor. At the same time, the commission steered many of
its applicants for AM licenses toward FM. The result was a boom in FM. As
more programming became available on FM, more people bought receivers. As
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more people became FM listeners, nore advertisers went to FM stations. As
more advertising dollars went to FM licenses, more investors took an interest in
owning FM stations. They were still not as profitable as their older brothers in the
AM or standard band, but they were gaining. In today’s market it is not unusual
for an FM station to lead the Arbitrons in any given market, and most FM
stations yield at least a reasonable return on investment for their owners.

By opening up the FM spectrum in 1964, the FCC effectively encouraged the
development of a greater variety in programming and inadvertently increased the
competition for formats that would narrowcast to better-defined subgroups
within the mass market of any given area. This was a crucial decision in making
radio into the diversified, multifaceted business that it has become, and it was
critical in fostering the wide range of programming choices that are available
even in relatively small markets to listeners today.

All of these changes—the development of format narrowcasting, the
improvements in public opinion analysis, and the growth in FM broadcasting—
made the 1970s and the 1980s an era of extraordinary growth and improvement
in the radio industry. In 1960 there were slightly more than 4,100 commercial
radio stations on the air, fewer than 700 of which were FM. By 1977 nearly
7,500 commercial broadcasters were in business, and almost 3,000 of them were
transmitting FM signals. Listeners had far greater variety to choose from, and
fierce competition for various market segments, especially for the heavy-
spending group of those eighteen to thirty-four years old, meant that program
directors continually sought ways to improve programs or at least to make
listeners happier.

By the 1980s, therefore, a number of new things were happening in radio, all
of them the result of radio’s having found its real niche in the structure of
American mass communications. For one thing, networks were coming back
strong. No longer did they try to provide the mass audience programming of the
1930s and 1940s; the individual stations remained firmly in charge of their own
formats for programming. But new networks had arisen to provide different
styles of news and special-events programming for stations serving different
types of people. In the late sixties the Mutual Black Network began offering
hourly national news broadcasts stressing minority interests. In 1973 the
National Black Network began competing service. In 1977 ABC Radio split
itself into four networks: the ABC Contemporary, ABC Entertainment, ABC-
FM, and ABC Information networks. Each aimed at different kinds of news
services for affiliated stations with different kinds of listeners. The
Contemporary Network, for instance, aimed at Top 40 listeners, while the FM
network was primarily for AOR (album-oriented rock) formats. Reversing its
1941 ruling against a single company’s operation of more than one network, the
FCC approved the quadruple network setup. By the late 1970s CBS and NBC
were following ABC’s lead, and other networks were also springing up.

A potentially ominous development was the arrival of computerized
broadcasting in the late 1970s and early 1980s. By programming a computer
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properly, a licensee could eliminate virtually all personnel except the sales and
engineering staff of his station. In fact, however, most of the fully computerized
stations were profitable but not really popular. A computer could lower
operating costs and thus keep advertising rates low, making for a nice return on
an investor’s dollar. But such stations rarely drew especially large audiences
(another reason why their advertising rates were so cheap), and their real
importance lay in paving the way for broadcasters to start using computers as
tools to improve, not replace, the performance of programming personnel.

Perhaps the most important development from radio’s success, however, was
the movement to deregulate. Arguing that radio was so competitive that the
marketplace itself (that is, competition among broadcasters) was the best
possible way to guarantee that broadcasting served the public interest, a number
of economists and lawyers persuaded the FCC to loosen its requirements for
public service broadcasting. The FCC, therefore, began to pull back on many of
its former requirements and restrictions because it was convinced that radio was
so keenly responsive to audience interests that it would provide exactly as much
public service programming as the public was willing to listen to. The FCC, in
other words, felt that radio would serve the public best by being left to make its
own decisions without government interference. Such a move was in itself an
indication of just how successful the industry had become in providing the
American people with the kind of programming it wanted.

CONCLUSION

The history of radio can be viewed as a four-step process of (1) early
development as a local medium; (2) a twenty-year period of diversion away from
its originally local nature while the national networks used radio as a sort of
portable television for the establishment of a national, mass audience that was
the proper sphere for television; (3) a decade of confusion as radio, responding
to the phenomenon of television, groped its way back toward an essentially local
identity; and (4) a final period in which radio established itself as a local,
specialized medium serving not only a geographically limited population but a
variety of different groups and subgroups within any given region. Radio’s
history, in other words, is basically a history of growth as a local, specialized
medium with the individual station as the key element in broadcasting. Its history
included a twenty-five-year period when it was diverted away from its properly
local functions as the networks used the stations to prepare for the advent of TV,
but it found its right and proper place in the structure of American society after
TV had become a reality and the individual stations were able to get back to their
proper jobs of serving the local groups and populations within their own
broadcast areas.






RADIO NETWORKS AND
1 STATION HISTORIES

Networks no longer dominate radio. It is true that during the 1970s and 1980s
several new networks came into being. It is also true that the older radio
organizations—the Mutual, American, Columbia, and National broadcasting
systems—have recently pumped some new life into their network programming.
For the most part, however, modern radio stations are independent entities,
developing the vast majority of their programming for themselves and relying on
their own sales forces for their revenue.

This was not always the case, of course. During the 1930s and 1940s, the
networks controlled radio, and the most successful local stations were those
affiliated with one of the major networks. During the formative years, the
decades from 1920 to 1950 when our national system of broadcasting assumed
its present form, local licensees were delighted to rely on the networks for the
bulk of their programs and the major part of their income. To understand
American radio, therefore, it is necessary to pay close attention to the
development of the four major radio networks—the National Broadcasting
Company, the Columbia Broadcasting System, the Mutual Broadcasting
System, and the American Broadcasting Company (which, prior to 1943, was
that part of NBC known as the Blue Network).

GENERAL HISTORIES

A good starting point for any consideration of broadcasting is Walter B.
Emery’s National and International Systems of Broadcasting: Their History,
Operation, and Control. Arranged by continent, region, and country, this large
book gives a brief background and description for the broadcast system of every
country on the globe as of the late 1960s. Of course, changes have occurred
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contributed ‘‘Program Coming In Fine. Please Play ‘Japanese Sandman.’’’ In
brief, vivid phrases Saudek, a long-time executive and later the head of the
Museum of Broadcasting in New York City, described the transition from the
amateur enthusiasm of Dr. Frank Conrad’s Westinghouse station KDKA to the
big-business atmosphere of NBC.

Erik Barnouw’s first volume of A History of Broadcasting in the United
States, entitled A Tower in Babel, covers early broadcasting through 1933
including the first wireless telegraphy and the early networks, NBC and CBS.
With real gusto Barnouw tells of the careers of David Sarnoff, William Paley,
Edward Klauber, and the other men and women who created the network
system. As some more recent historians, notably Laurence Bergreen, could point
out, Barnouw’s enthusiastic admiration for the network pioneers led him into an
uncritical acceptance of some dubious ‘‘facts’’; he retells, for instance, the
legendary episode of David Sarnoff’s reception of the SS Titanic’s distress calls
without a shadow of doubt as to its total reliability. Still, his recounting of the
basic process by which AT&T led the experiments with toll broadcasting and
early commercially sponsored programs is certainly very interesting.

Much of Barnouw’s material, of course, came from earlier sources such as
The Radio Industry: The Story of Its Development and Gleason L. Archer’s
History of Radio to 1926, which are enthusiastic accounts of the technological
and organizational experiments that preceded the formation of permanent
networks. An admirably terse, accurate recounting of early network
experiments is to be found in the FCC’s 1941 Report on Chain Broadcasting;
Lawrence W. Lichty and Malachi C. Topping include the section of the report
called “‘Early History of Network Broadcasting’’ in their American Broad-
casting: A Source Book on the History of Radio and Television.

Two books of corporation history also include important information for the
understanding of the early experimental networking that preceded RCA’s
decision to found NBC. N. R. Danielian’s A.T.&T.: The Story of Industrial
Congquest helps explain how important the Bell system was in both the whole
development of commercial broadcasting as a concept and in the provision of
crucial technical support services for the establishment of permanent affiliations
between stations and NBC. W. J. Baker’s History of the Marconi Company helps
explain how important Marconi’s original organization was in all early
broadcasting, even after the post-World War I patent pooling by American
governmental and corporate leaders managed to ease the American division of
the Marconi Company out of the competition.

David Sarnoff’s role in the development of American radio was certainly less
critical than many of his legendary tales would seem to indicate, but the man was
unquestionably the single most influential person in the development of network
broadcasting. Two of his early writings, the ‘‘Letter to E. W. Rice, Jr.,
Honorary Chairman of the Board, General Electric Company”’ of June 17, 1922
(in Looking Ahead: The Papers of David Sarnoff), and the ‘‘Memorandum to E.
J. Nally 1915-1916,”’ (reprinted in various places, most notably in Frank J.
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since then, most notably in Africa and Southeast Asia. Emery’s explanation of
American broadcasting, however, is clear and succinct, and it makes interesting
comparisons to the systems prevailing elsewhere. Emery gives a good sense of
how truly unique the American system is.

Perhaps the best single history of American broadcasting is Erik Barnouw’s
three-volume A History of Broadcasting in the United States. Volume 2, The
Golden Web, covering the period between 1933 and 1953, deals largely with the
networks’ David Sarnoff, William Paley, Frank Stanton, and others; it covers
the growth of the network system, its various conflicts with the FCC and other
entertainment industries, and the eventual switch from radio to television.

In Stay Tuned: A Concise History of American Broadcasting, Christopher H.
Sterling and John M. Kittross devote much attention to the rise of the networks.
They give less heed to programming and personalities than does Barnouw, and
they give more scrutiny to organizational detail. They make far more careful
analyses of various court decisions and spend more time on technology,
legislation, and administration. Less readable than Barnouw’s, theirs is yet an
excellent history.

Laurence Bergreen’s Look Now, Pay Later: The Rise of Network Broadcasting
is a fine history of the networks. Bergreen writes well, with a real sense of how
to turn a phrase, and he has a true historian’s skepticism about the mythic and
legendary lore so thoroughly integrated into the folkways of broadcasting’s
subculture. For instance, he continually points out the lack of evidence to
support both David Sarnoff’s supposedly critical role in informing the world
about the disaster of the SS Titanic and William Paley’s carefully crafted image
of himself as a purveyor of quality programming. No one who reads Barnouw or
Sterling and Kittross should fail to read Bergreen. His book provides an
important element of critical skepticism to the more or less credulous and at
times hero-worshipping histories of the other major writers on the topic.

A number of the standard survey textbooks for introductory college courses on
broadcasting include good historical background on the radio networks. Giraud
Chester, Garnet R. Garrison, and Edgar E. Willis intersperse virtually every
chapter of Television and Radio with a dosage of historical background. Sydney
W. Head’s Broadcasting in America: A Survey of Television and Radio includes
several chapters outlining the history of the networks. Eugene S. Foster’s
Understanding Broadcasting takes an explicitly chronological and developmen-
tal approach to the broadcasting system; Foster spends a good deal of time
examining the early history of the networks as a way of explaining how our
current system began.

Over the years, a number of relatively popular histories of network radio have
also appeared. Lowell Thomas’s Magic Dials: The Story of Radio and Television
came out in 1939. Decorated with many pretty photographs, this big book sings
the praises of American commercial broadcasting and yet manages to get a fair
amount of historical fact into the text. Irving Settel’s A Pictorial History of Radio
is oriented heavily toward programming; it is a nostalgia piece intended for the
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coffee tables of folks who want to reminisce about the good old days of ‘‘The
Chase and Sanborn Hour’’ by glancing at publicity photographs of Edgar Bergen
and Charlie McCarthy. Still, the text presents a fairly solid brief history of
network radio. Curtis Mitchell’s Cavalcade of Broadcasting is a work in a
similar vein, though the proportion of text to photographs is higher than in
Settel’s book.

The best popular history of radio yet published, however, appeared as a series
of articles in 1980-1981 called ‘“The First Fifty Years of Broadcasting’ in
Broadcasting, published by Broadcasting Publishing in Washington, D.C.
Slickly written and embellished with good photographs, the series covered one
year each week. It summarized the main events in about 2,000 words, and thus
reviewed the period from 1930 to 1980 in fifty weeks. Without going into great
depth on any issue, it still treated the most important points both thoroughly and
interestingly. In 1982 the editors of Broadcasting published the series in book
form entitled The First Fifty Years of Broadcasting: The Running Story of the
Fifth Estate.

PREHISTORIES

In 1926 NBC became the first permanent radio broadcasting network. A /~
wholly owned subsidiary of the Radio Corporation of America, the National
Broadcasting Company was created by a deal between RCA (and its parent
corporations, General Electric and Westinghouse) and the American Telephone
and Telegraph Company. NBC bought AT&T’s New York broadcasting station
WEAF, unquestionably the best equipped and most commercially successful
station in the country at that time, for $1 million. AT&T, in turn, agreed to
provide NBC with exclusive service on its long-distance telephone cables to link
stations together. Thus permanent radio network broadcasting became possible.

From this original deal all other American network broadcasting has sprung.
CBS, for instance, began when Arthur Judson failed to receive NBC’s
permission to become its exclusive booking agent; in a fit of pique he decided
instead to form a network of his own. ABC came into existence when, at the
FCC’s insistence, NBC had to sell one of the two networks it had begun
operating in 1926. Even MBS, the Mutual Broadcasting System, came into
existence as a way of enabling essentially independent radio stations to compete
effectively against NBC and CBS affiliates.

Something of the milieu within which permanent networks were born can be
caught in a pair of delightful articles from American Heritage. The August 1955
issue carried ‘‘Music in the Air and Voices on the Crystal Set,’’ a selection of
transcripts from fifteen broadcast pioneers’ contributions to Columbia
University’s Oral History Project. In these selections people like William
Hedges, for many years head of the National Association of Broadcasters, and
H. V. Kaltenborn reminisce about the context within which the idea of
permanent network broadcasting was generated. In August 1965 Robert Saudek
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Kahn’s Documents of American Broadcasting), prove just how early it was that
the leadership of RCA began to realize the potential of broadcasting, especially
of network broadcasting.

Although it is not a work of radio history per se, Marshall McLuhan’s 1965
classic Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man offers rich and provocative
commentary on the impact of radio on cultural and social history, particularly its
profound impact upon Asia and Africa and the irreversible changes it has made
in the ways in which the East and the West view each other.

Plenty of governmental reports also supply information about the early phases
of network experimentation. The first volume of John W, Kittross’s Documents
in American Telecommunications Policy includes all or most of the text of the
following early documents: the U.S. Commissioner of Navigation’s Annual
Report to the Secretary of Commerce for the years 1921 to 1926; the
‘‘Recommendations of the National Radio Committee’’ as reported in Radio
Service Bulletin (of the Department of Commerce) for April 1923; and the
Commerce Department’s Recommendations for Regulation of Radio Adopted by
the Third National Radio Conference of 1924 and Proceedings of the Fourth
National Radio Conference and Recommendations for the Regulation of Radio of
1926.

Two useful articles in the Journal of Broadcasting help to analyze and explain
the importance of these and other early governmental efforts in the shaping of
our network system of broadcasting. In 1956 C. M. Jansky published an article
on ““The Contribution of Herbert Hoover to Broadcasting’’ that helps explain the
critical role Hoover played while he was secretary of commerce. Edward F.
Sarno, Jr., published a useful analysis of ‘‘The National Radio Conference’’ in
the Spring 1969 volume of the Journal of Broadcasting.

Today it is difficult for Americans to imagine that broadcasting networks
could ever have been anything except commercial or, at least, profit-oriented
enterprises. That fact was not nearly so obvious to the early broadcasters
themselves, and Werner J. Severin published an interesting article on
‘‘Commercial vs. Non-Commercial Radio during Broadcasting’s Early Years’’
in the 1978 volume of the Journal of Broadcasting that points out how close the
country came to developing a British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) type of
noncommercial or public service-oriented broadcasting system, even after the
beginnings of early network experimentation. Jennie Irene Mix’s 1925 editorial
from Radio Broadcast magazine, reprinted in Lichty and Topping’s American
Broadcasting, helps explain how American sentiment switched from an early
abhorrence of the idea of broadcast advertising to an acceptance of the idea that
somehow, someone was going to have to pay for national programming of good
quality. It is a useful article for anyone who wants to understand how public
acceptance of commercial networks came into being even before the permanent
networks had been founded.

The importance of Herbert Hoover and Guglielmo Marconi during the
formative years of broadcasting has already been indicated. A full appreciation
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of these two men and of their philosophies and ideas is a necessary part of a real
comprehension of American radio’s development during the years between the
U. S. Navy’s surrender of control over radio in 1919 and the formation of NBC
in 1926. Several good biographies of Marconi are available in most libraries.
Orrin E. Dunlap, Jr.’s 1937 Marconi: The Man and His Wireless emphasizes the
technical genius of the man. Degna Marconi’s My Father, Marconi offers an
intimate portrait of the man’s personal quirks, foibles, and strengths. W. P.
Jolly’s Marconi paints a fair, balanced portrait of the man, his ideas, his
abilities, and his limitations.

There is only one really good biography of Herbert Hoover, David Burner’s
Herbert Hoover: A Public Life, and it pays scant attention to Hoover’s
involvement with radio. It does, however, explain much about Hoover’s general
philosophy of capitalism, free enterprise, and public service. It goes far in
revealing how it was that a man so adamantly opposed as Hoover to the idea of
commercial broadcasting yet became the granddaddy of America’s advertising-
oriented networks. Fortunately, we also have The Memoirs of Herbert Hoover:
The Cabinet and the Presidency, 1920-1933 to help discover some of Hoover’s
own thoughts and deeds in pulling together the hodgepodge system of
broadcasting that existed when he took over the Commerce Department. Despite
his limitations, Hoover was a man of principle and vision, and an understanding
of his philosophy of Americanism is absolutely critical to a comprehension of
how the scene was set during the early and mid-twenties for the development of
network broadcasting during the 1930s. Without denying the importance of
Sarnoff, Marconi, or anyone else, it certainly seems fair to say that Herbert
Hoover, while serving as secretary of commerce, did more to develop the
atmosphere within which American network broadcasting would eventually
flourish than any other individual.

THE ERA OF NETWORK DOMINANCE

Once Herbert Hoover and the other participants in the various national radio
conferences had established the basic patterns by which the government would
regulate frequency assignments, licensure, and other technical matters of broad-
casting, the stage was set for the networks to move into the spotlight. Numerous
histories have been written about how the networks assumed center stage.

Though written in 1942, Francis Chase, Jr.’s Sound and Fury: An Informal
History of Broadcasting is still one of the most entertaining and enjoyable
accounts of how the networks took control during the 1930s. Chase believes that
networks were able to fill a basic need for entertainment in the depression-ridden
American soul. By providing enjoyable programs, the networks took control, so
his book emphasizes the development of programs, and he offers many spicy
anecdotes and laughable details. Robert Landry’s This Fascinating Radio
Business concentrates more on organizational and corporate matters, but it too
provides entertaining reading about the history of radio up to the early 1940s.
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Lloyd R. Morris’s Not So Long Ago is a social history of American life in the
first half of the twentieth century. It traces the impact of the automobile, the
airplane, and other technological developments on the everyday life of American
society. The last quarter of the book is devoted to radio, its history, and its
impact on the way Americans lived. His basic assumption is that radio means
network broadcasting. His book makes good reading and helps place the
development of the networks in the proper context of other rapidly developing
changes in American institutions and ways of life.

In stark contrast, a number of heavy-duty business histories cover the radio
networks from a distinctly organizational and economic viewpoint. Gleason L.
Archer’s Big Business and Radio pontificates and overwrites itself through an
extraordinarily revealing account of the corporate machinations behind the
formation of NBC; the writing is pure torture, but the story it tells is critical to
an understanding of how NBC came to be. Orrin E. Dunlap, Jr.’s The Story of
Radio is well written; Dunlap was the radio columnist of the New York Times, so
at least he knew how to construct good, clean paragraphs and sentences.
Unfortunately, his book was written in 1935, four years before Archer revealed
his findings about the corporate wheeling and dealing that preceded RCA’s
decision to form NBC, so Dunlap simply misses some important facts in telling
his story. The FCC’s 1941 Report on Chain Broadcasting covers the business
histories of CBS, NBC, and MBS in terse, clear prose, but it keeps its story
brief. It hits only the high spots, but it covers them well and understandably.

Thomas P. Robinson’s Radio Networks and the Federal Government offers an
expanded version of the story told by the FCC’s report, giving more depth and
detail of the organizational and economic development of the networks up to the
early years of World War II. W. Rupert MacLaurin’s Invention and Innovation in
the Radio Industry is also an essentially business-oriented history of the
networks up through the late 1940s, but his primary emphasis is on the influence
of technological developments on the economic and organizational dynamics of
the business.

Two good articles have been published on the history of the National
Association of Broadcasters (NAB) and its peculiar relationship to the networks.
Basically an organization made up of individual licensees, the NAB has always
enjoyed a cozy relationship with the networks because many of the NAB’s most
affluent and influential members have also been major-market network
affiliates. David Mackey’s ‘‘The Development of the National Association of
Broadcasters’” appeared in the first volume (1956) of the Journal of
Broadcasting; it helps portray the early role of the networks in pushing the NAB
to become the extremely influential lobbying and mutual protection association
that it eventually was to become. ‘‘Two Exciting Decades’’ is a long, self-
serving bit of history that the NAB published about itself in the October 16,
1950, issue of Broadcasting. It sheds light on how the NAB and the four major
networks cooperated and helped each other on any number of occasions during
the 1930s and 1940s.
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Surprisingly, no real history of NBC has yet been published. According to
Laurence Bergreen’s Look Now, Pay Later: The Rise of Network Broadcasting,
the David Sarnoff Library of the David Sarnoff Research Center in Princeton,
New Jersey, houses a fifty-six-volume history called ‘‘Radio and David
Sarnoff”* by RCA vice president E. E. Bucher. A decent proportion of this
official corporate history, it can be reasonably assumed, deals with NBC and its
early years. But only those who gain official approval to work in the *‘shrine
[which] recalls Soviet museums dedicated to preserving the spirit of Lenin’’
(Bergreen, p. 10) have access to it.

Of course, there are some fluffy histories available. The Golden Years of
Broadcasting: A Celebration of the First 50 Years of Radio and TV on NBC by
Robert Campbell stands in the quarto section of most public libraries for anyone
who wants to help NBC celebrate its self-satisfaction. Sponsor magazine
published a substantial but hardly serious history called ‘“NBC: A
Documentary”’ in its issue of May 16, 1966. Broadcasting published one of its
typically slick, well-written but uncritical articles called *“The First Fifty Years
of NBC”’ in its issue of June 21, 1976; not exactly fluffy, perhaps, the article
still manages to ignore any potentially negative or unpleasant facts about NBC,
RCA, and their grand panjandrum, General Sarnoff.

CBS, on the other hand, has had some fairly serious attention directed toward
it, most notably Robert Metz’s CBS: Reflections in a Bloodshot Eye. Metz is a
journalist and free-lance writer, not a professional historian, so he keeps the
reader’s attention on the more sensational and controversial aspects of CBS’s
peculiar. history. The result is probably not completely fair to CBS or its prime
mover, William Paley, but at least it is interesting. It certainly is not uncritical.
As companion pieces to their articles on NBC, both Sponsor and Broadcasting
published long pieces on CBS in 1965 and 1977, respectively. The article in
Sponsor’s issue of September 13, 1965, was called ‘‘CBS: Documenting 38
Years of Exciting History.’* The title reveals much about the spirit of the piece.
“‘CBS: The First Five Decades’’ appeared in the September 19, 1977, issue of
Broadcasting. Tightly written, well documented, and, as always, illustrated with
truly interesting photographs, this long essay is as careful to avoid serious
questioning of CBS and William Paley as the earlier essay was to avoid serious
criticism of NBC and David Sarnoff.

Histories of MBS and ABC are even harder to come by. There is always the
Report on Chain Broadcasting of 1941; the section on the Mutual Broadcasting
System is reprinted in Lichty and Topping’s American Broadcasting, but it only
runs to about four pages of large print. No thesis is listed in John M. Kittross’s A
Bibliography of Theses and Dissertations on Broadcasting, 1920-1973, a very
reliable source. Aside from that, not much has been written about MBS, despite
its status for many years as the largest of the radio networks in numbers of
affiliates.

As for ABC, most of its history as a pre-TV-era radio network is part of
NBC'’s history. ABC was simply NBC’s Blue Network until the mid-1940s.
Sterling Quinlan’s Inside ABC: American Broadcasting Company’s Rise to
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Power was published when Fred Silverman was shaking up the whole TV
industry by bringing ABC from its traditional poor third in the Neilsen ratings to
a temporarily unchallenged first by the development of *‘jiggle’’ or ‘T & A”
programs such as ‘‘Charlie’s Angels’’ and ‘‘Three’s Company,’’ mindless but
prurient. Not at all surprisingly, therefore, the book concentrates on ABC as a
television network, with only occasional backward glances toward the
mid-1940s when ABC was still emerging from its RCA-built cocoon within the
branches of NBC Radio.

There are several other short histories of radio networks available, but most of
them focus on networks that have emerged since the rise of commercial
television. They will be covered in a later portion of this chapter.

Networks are basically organizations, and the essence of all organization is
people. Biographies, autobiographies, and memoirs, therefore, provide an
invaluable source of information about the way the networks actually worked
during the years of their dominance in the field of radio.

The place of honor must go to David Sarnoff. Three excellent biographies of
the man have been published. Anyone who reads one should read the others as
well; they complement each other nicely, and among them they probably paint a
fairly accurate picture of a man who was surely a giant and a genius, but not a
hero or a saint. Eugene Lyons was a cousin of Sarnoff, and his David Sarnoff: A
Biography had both the official sanction of the Sarnoff Family and the full
cooperation of Sarnoff’s associates at RCA and NBC. It is a fine book, detailed
and honest but cut in the pattern of that peculiarly American form of
hagiography called the Horatio Alger story. Carl Dreher’s Sarnoff: An American
Success has the advantage of being able to use Lyons’s material without having
developed any obligations or attachments to the Sarnoff family or RCA. Far
from being an attack on Sarnoff, it is still an essentially admiring portrait of the
man, but a portrait painted with a willingness to include the warts and wrinkles
that Lyons occasionally smoothed over or left out. Kenneth Bilby’s The General:
David Sarnoff and the Rise of the Communications Industry is more readable
than the others. Bilby makes an intriguing connection between Sarnoff’s lifelong
interest in Hebrew prophetic literature and his uncanny ability to predict trends
within his industry. Bilby suggests that Sarnoff’s religious upbringing
undergirded his ability to foresee his industry’s future and work ceaselessly
toward the fulfillment of that vision. Bilby occasionally hacks away at Lyons,
whose familial and sycophantic relationship to Sarnoff troubles him. Yet Bilby
himself is a former Sarnoff staffer, and The General, while neither lionizing nor
‘‘Lyonsizing’’ Sarnoff, flatters his former boss greatly.

A name far less familiar than Sarnoff’s is Merlin Aylesworth. He was the first
president of NBC, a man recruited from the top management of America’s
public utility companies to run NBC because David Sarnoff believed that
broadcasting networks ought to be like power and light companies, that is, run
with a primary commitment to serving the ‘‘public interest, convenience, and
necessity’’ (in the words of the 1927 Radio Act and the 1934 Communications
Act). In a series of four articles written with the journalist Ben Gross for
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Collier’s magazine during the weeks of April 17, April 25, May 1, and May 8,
1948, under the title ‘‘Men, Mikes, and Money,’” Aylesworth reminisced about
the problems and difficulties of getting NBC off the ground. Undoubtedly less
than fully candid, yet still very revealing, Aylesworth told Gross and the world
about the process by which NBC gradually abandoned its early public service
philosophy and replaced it with an increasingly commercial, profit-oriented
approach. The article is light reading, sensationalized and flattering to
Aylesworth, Sarnoff, NBC, and RCA. But for the person who will go back and
dig out the yellowing pages of Collier’s, adorned with advertisements for
Packard automobiles and Lava soap, there is much to be read between the lines
of Aylesworth’s remarks.

For some reason, CBS has always seemed more glamorous, less bureaucratic,
and less dull than NBC. Probably the reason is William Paley, a man who has
worked hard to be both glamorous and respectable, one of the originals of that
kind of American known a few years ago as ‘‘the beautiful people.’” In his
overblown book on America’s media personalities, The Powers That Be, David
Halberstam pictures Paley very much the way that Paley projects himself—deft
at the handling of power and people, instinctively smart about problems and
personalities, and above all, innately tasteful, intelligent, and elegant. In short,
Halberstam’s Paley is olympian, perhaps not God, but surely a force somehow
more than natural in his ability to create a multimillion-dollar empire from a pile
of rubble while still living with elegance and style.

Halberstam’s portrayal is much in the spirit of Paley’s own As It Happened: A
Memoir. Paley, of course, is less blatantly convinced of his own semidivinity.
He does not hesitate, however, to remember his instinctive recognition that Bing
Crosby would be one of the great personalities of American entertainment, and
. he makes his famous raid on NBC’s comedy talent seem like a beneficent act
done out of a kindly intention to rescue Jack Benny et al. from the unenlightened
executives at NBC. If Halberstam makes Paley seem a sort of Zeus enthroned on
the top of Olympus, Paley sees himself more as a kind of Prometheus bringing
splendor into the lives of others less capable of illumination than himself.

Even Tony Schwartz, one of the smartest men ever to write about
broadcasting, finds William Paley irresistibly engaging in an interview called
“‘An Intimate Talk with William Paley” in the New York Times Magazine of
December 28, 1980. Even as far back as 1935, in a Fortune article on CBS
called *‘And All Because They’re Smart,” this basic William Paley image was
thoroughly established.

The simple fact seems to be that Paley is smart, elegant, and extremely
competent. That image places him somewhat beyond the range of ordinary
mortals, but it has more than once made him a target of humor. E. J. Kahn, Jr.’s
‘‘At Home with the Paleys,”’ originally published in the New Yorker and later
reprinted in E. B. White and Katharine S. White’s 4 Subtreasury of American
Humor, underscores the vulnerability to satire of anyone whose image goes quite
as far as Paley’s. Peter C. Goldmark’s autobiographical Maverick Inventor: My
Turbulent Years at CBS certainly shows Paley’s human frailties. But while Paley
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may not live up to other peoples’ image, or even to his own, he is a remarkable
man with a true sense both of how to work in the media and of how to live in the
€OoSmos.

Some of the most useful information of golden age network broadcasting
comes from documents published during the 1930s and 1940s. On the light side,
for instance, two articles reprinted in Lichty and Topping’s American
Broadcasting give a nice sense of how the networks appeared to the general
public as they were first starting out. John Wallace’s ‘“What We Thought of the
First Columbia Broadcasting Program’’ appeared in Radio Broadcast magazine
in December 1927. It is a wonderfully serious review of the first program,
charmingly solemn in its evaluation of a broadcast that even a few years later
could only have seemed quaint and naive in its misunderstanding of the medium.
Similarly, Charles Magee Adams’s ‘“What about the Future of Chain
Broadcasting?”’ in Radio News for February 1928 pondered seriously the
question of whether networks could survive in the face of increasingly
sophisticated programming by local stations. He concluded that networks would
probably stick around for awhile—they were not merely a flash in the pan—but
that the local stations would develop so well that networks could never play a
really serious role in broadcasting. He was right, of course, but he was thirty
years early with his predictions.

Most of the articles and books about radio published during the 1930s and
1940s, however, were unequivocally optimistic about network programming
and its future. In 1930 Martin Codel edited Radio and Its Future, a wonderful
collection of essays forecasting glorious things for broadcasting. David Sarnoff,
no less, contributed an article on ‘‘Art and Industry.’” William Paley, in a totally
predictable counterpoint, wrote a few pages on ‘‘Radio and Entertainment.”’
Other luminaries on the list of contributors included Merlin Aylesworth,
William S. Hedges (defending the idea of broadcast advertising as a means of
serving the ‘‘public interest, convenience, and necessity’’), Senator James
Couzens, and Lee De Forest. The whole thing has something of the flavor of
George Babbitt extolling the virtues of Zenith to a meeting of one of Sinclair
Lewis’s Main Street booster clubs, yet it has a kind of appealing naiveté that
makes the book wonderful reading. One gets the sense that these writers really
believed that radio was going to save man from the blight of original sin.

In a similar vein, but much more obviously propagandistic in intent, the
National Association of Broadcasters published Broadcasting in the United
States. It is an apologia for network broadcasting at a time when the NAB feared
potential ill from the congressional debates that eventually created the
Communications Act of 1934. They need not have worried; no matter what their
intent, Roosevelt’s New Deal Congresses did far more to help the networks than
to hurt them. Alfred N. Goldsmith and Austin C. Lescarboura’s This Thing
Called Broadcasting of 1937 was a similar sort of explanatory defense of the
network system as it existed after the Communications Act of 1934, and
Fortune’s May 1938 series of articles on various aspects of the radio industry
was similarly laudatory. The collection of speeches, essays, and correspondence
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collected in Looking Ahead: The Papers of David Sarnoff reveals how
thoroughly the General himself believed in the positive good being done by
broadcast networks, and the respected social historian Frederick Lewis Allen,
reviewing the 1930s in his Since Yesterday, published in 1940, attributes to
network radio the extraordinary rise in serious musical interest by the American
public during the 1930s. As disinterested and fair as any American could
possibly have been in 1940, Allen unequivocally believed that the networks
really were doing pretty much what Paley, Sarnoff, and Hedges claimed that
they were, namely, enlightening the American people and entertaining them,
almost without cost, at a time when the public desperately needed both.

Robert Landry’s Who, What, Why is Radio? of 1942 is an expository
explanation of how prewar broadcasting worked. Less interesting than his This
Fascinating Radio Business, which was basically a history, Landry’s description
of American radio is a subtle apologia and takes on some of the inevitably
tiresome qualities that apologetics always seem to assume. It is worth
remembering that as Landry was writing, the FCC was conducting the studies
that eventually led to the 1941 Report on Chain Broadcasting. 1t is fair to assume
that the NAB supplied a free copy of Landry’s book to each of the seven FCC
commissioners and their staffs.

Not all commentary from the 1930s was favorable, however, not by any
means. Lots of Americans, and not just leftists, either, thought that the country
would be far better served by a broadcasting system such as Canada’s CBC,
Australia’s ABC, or, especially, the United Kingdom’s BBC. Ruth Brindze’s
Not to Be Broadcast: The Truth about the Radio of 1937 was just one of many
mildly muckracking attacks on the American system of commercial networks.
Robert West’s The Rape of Radio in 1941, far more sensational in its title than in
its substance, was another example of the same genre, as was Franklin Mering
Reck’s Radio from Start to Finish in 1942. Basically exposés of minor abuses
and dubious practices, such works were more in the nature of journalistic
investigative reporting than serious proposals for change.

Other works, however, revealed real dissatisfaction with the whole American
approach. Charles A. Siepmann, for instance, a former employee of the BBC
and a pure Rooseveltian New Dealer at heart, regarded commercial broadcasting
as an unhappy relic of the predepression Republican mentality and proposed
serious restructuring in his Radio’s Second Chance of 1946. Lyman Bryson’s
Time for Reason about Radio played variations on the same theme when it
appeared in 1948. Siepmann’s Radio, Television, and Society of 1950, a virtual
classic in its intelligent and balanced description of the history and structure of
the total broadcasting system, was written as a serious plea to reorganize
broadcasting as television supplanted radio. Siepmann’s arguments may have
been wrong and certainly did not have much effect on the course of broadcasting
history, but a great deal of what he says still makes sense. His may be the best
piece of social criticism ever written about American broadcasting; it is certainly
among the sanest and most reasonable.
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From the late 1920s broadcasting exerted such remarkable influence on
society that the economists, sociologists, and political scientists could hardly
ignore it. During the period from 1929 to 1941, the American Academy of
Political and Social Science (AAPSS) devoted three special issues of its
academically prestigious Annals to the subject of radio, and the Arno Press
collected and reprinted all three of these special issues in its 1971 series on ‘‘The
History of Broadcasting: Radio to Television’’ under the title Radio: Selected
A.A.P.S.S. Surveys, 1929-1941. The first of these surveys was edited in 1929 by
Irvin Stewart and issued as a special supplement to the AAPSS Annals (volume
107) for the year. It covered all aspects of radio, including point-to-point
communications and amateur broadcasting, from the viewpoint of social and
political scientists. In 1935 Herman S. Hettinger edited Radio: The Fifth Estate
as volume 177 of the Annals, and again in 1941 he edited New Horizons in Radio
as volume 213, All three volumes involved sober, academic investigations of
radio as a political, economic, and social institution.

In 1942 Carroll Atkinson did an about-face within the ranks of educational
broadcasters, most of whom formed a solid if ineffectual phalanx of resistance to
network dominance, by publishing Radio Network Contributions to Education.
He defended the positive influence of Walter Damrosch’s ‘“Music Appreciation
Hour”’ and CBS’s ‘‘Columbia Workshop’’ (which had aired radio plays by
Archibald MacLeish and other literary luminaries of the day) and claimed that
the networks had a substantial educational influence on Americans. It may be
worth noting that the book appeared at a time when the FCC was investigating
the networks with an apparently unfriendly intent, but it still mounts an
interesting case for the positive educational benefits of commercial network
broadcasting.

Other more or less disinterested studies of network broadcasting during the era
of network dominance include Llewellyn White’s 1947 The American Radio: A
Report on the Broadcasting Industry in the United States from the Commission
on Freedom of the Press, which was generally positive though hardly uncritical,
Tsao Eoyang’s An Economic Study of the Radio Industry in the United States of
America, which has all the fire and passion that microeconomists usually bring
to their topics (that is, none); the FCC Engineering Department’s 1938 Report
on Social and Economic Data Pursuant to the Informal Hearing on
Broadcasting, which fired the opening salvo in the FCC’s attack on the
networks; the FCC’s 1941 Report on Chain Broadcasting, which concluded that
the networks had too tight a grip on the stations (even though the stations, as
later became obvious, were simply delighted to put themselves in the networks’
loving arms); and the FCC’s 1947 follow-up report called An Economic Study of
Standard Broadcasting, which could have greatly aided the development of FM,
but did not.

Broadcasting was born during the boom years of the Coolidge era, but it went
through its adolescence during the Great Depression. It only reached real
maturity during World War II, and despite the many criticisms and questions
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that can be raised about the networks during their domination over radio, their
performance during World War II was unequivocally magnificent. Without
surrendering their autonomy, CBS, MBS, and the NBC Red and Blue networks
contributed to the national morale, sacrificed manpower and technical expertise
(not to mention profits), and generally contributed splendidly to the Allied effort
to defeat fascism. Two early bits of propaganda—Sherman Harvard Dryer’s
Radio in Wartime’’ (1942) and Charles J. Rolo’s Radio Goes to War: The
“‘Fourth Front’’ (1942)—might be dismissed as simple jingoistic drumbeating
except for one fact. The radio networks really did perform very much in the
spirit in which Dryer and Rolo predicted they would.

MODERN RADIO NETWORKS

NBC, CBS, MBS, and ABC did not cease to be radio networks when TV
arrived on the scene, but they did cease to be terribly important. A number of
other networks arose in radio, and during the 1970s, some new approaches to
radio networking enjoyed real success. No overview of these modern networks
exists, but Peter Fornatale and Joshua E. Mills’s Radio in the Television Age
touches on most of the more interesting developments.

Certainly the most interesting of the post-TV radio networks was Gordon
McLendon’s short-lived but sensational Liberty Broadcasting System. Fornatale
and Mills have much to say about McLendon in their book; while they do not
exactly revere the man, they obviously regard him, along with Todd Storz, as
the founder of contemporary radio. Frank X. Tolbert contributed ‘“Man behind
a Network,”’ an interesting analysis of McLendon and the Liberty Broadcasting
System (which was built on daily broadcasts of baseball to local stations) to
Nation’s Business in March 1952, shortly before the network’s demise. David
T. MacFarland wrote a brief history of the Liberty network for Lichty and
Topping’s American Broadcasting. The best single history of the network,
however, is Edwin Glick’s ‘“The Life and Death of the Liberty Broadcasting
System’’ in the Journal of Broadcasting (1979). As both MacFarland and Glick
point out, the Liberty network was like most contemporary radio networks, a
system of affiliations built around a single purpose—in Liberty’s case, baseball
broadcasting. Thus the whole fate of the network depended on the success of a
single type of programming. This provides a sharp contrast to the older network
approach to radio, and the Liberty system can be legitimately viewed as a case
study in how contemporary radio networks function.

Sad to say, there is abundant information from the 1950s and early 1960s
about how badly the commercial radio networks functioned. In 1958, for
instance, the FCC did a report, Network Broadcasting, for the House of
Representatives that documented how insignificant radio had become in network
thinking. Pamela Johnson Sybert wrote a very interesting historical piece in the
1980 volume of the Journal of Broadcasting called ‘‘Mutual Admiration: MBS
and the Dominican Republic’’ about the dreadful ethical standards during the
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year when TV was in the ascendant and Mutual, as the only one of the old ‘‘big
four”’ that had failed to move from radio to television, was desperate. Desmond
Smith, writing for the September 1964 issue of Harper’s, commented on how
low the standards of radio broadcasting had sunk and how unlikely the networks
were to reassert positive leadership. Even Broadcasting, ever optimistic about
the power of positive broadcasting, ran a May 14, 1962, article called ‘‘Radio at
40 Enters Its Critical Years.”’ Not even the NAB could see how radio, especially
the networks that had formerly been the medium’s primary source of energy,
could reestablish itself as a really significant medium.

Fifteen years later, however, things had changed. Alan Frank and Cary Bayer
wrote ‘‘Network Radio Comes out of the Trenches’’ for the October 9, 1978,
issue of Broadcast Report. Their main point was that the commercial radio
networks, notably ABC’s four separate services and the new black networks,
were finally beginning to provide effective programming for their affiliates.
Forbes magazine ran a piece called ‘‘The Return of Network Radio’’ later in the
same year (October 30, 1978), which had much the same tone as Frank and
Bayer’s earlier article.

Undoubtedly, one impetus for the revitalization of network radio—not the
only impetus, to be sure, but a major one—was the establishment of NPR, the
National Public Radio network. The relative youth of National Public Radio as
well as its historical struggle for recognition on a large scale may account for the
paucity of published information about it. While articles abound on Garrison
Keillor and ‘A Prairie Home Companion,’” the program that all but single-
handedly brought NPR into popular culture, similar sources on NPR itself are
relatively scarce. The archival information is contained largely in Corporation of
Public Broadcasting publications and National Public Radio research
publications (statistical reports on various aspects of broadcasting, programming
content by category breakdowns, and various memoranda and letters from the
myriad of pioneers in the public broadcasting venture).

NPR has had two incarnations. It first came into being in 1970 as an outgrowth
of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting. Its primary function at this time was
10 provide a linkage among already cstablished educational radio stations and
begin the process of developing programming on a nationwide level. In 1977
NPR merged with the Association of Public Radio Stations (APRS), which had
been formed in 1973 by station managers as an independent advocacy group for
stations. The new organization took the name National Public Radio, and
structurally that is the NPR we know today.

Public Broadcasting: The Role of the Federal Government, 1912-76 by
George H. Gibson provides a comprehensive review of the whole involvement
of the federal government in the broadcasting business and pays special attention
to the establishment of the Public Broadcasting System (PBS) and National
Public Radio. It is probably the best place to start any investigation of NPR,
especially since it includes a thorough listing of sources.

A few narrative histories of the actual formation of NPR have been produced
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with some success in doctoral dissertations. Joseph Brady Kirkish’s “‘A
Descriptive History of America’s First National Public Radio Network:
National Public Radio, 1970-1974,’ is the first part of a two-dissertation, long-
distance collaboration between Kirkish (University of Michigan, 1980) and
Kenneth John Garry (‘‘The History of National Public Radio, 1974-1977,”
Southern Illinois University, 1982). This unique if somewhat awkward
partnership has produced a dry but well-researched history of how NPR came
into being in 1970 and grew quickly in quality and prestige. Kirkish, covering
more or less the three-year term of NPR’s first president, Donald Quayle,
received generous assistance from NPR and its founding fathers, most notably
William Siemering, Richard (Dick) Estelle, and Al Hulsen. The material for a
dramatic adventure is here, but the narrative skims away the energy and
suspense of what must have been an absolutely thrilling sequence of events.
Almost encyclopedic at times, the narrative does perk up during the long and
very valuable discussion on ‘‘All Things Considered’’ as something of William
Siemering’s vision and passion for this radio magazine program comes through
the layers of who, what, where, and when. The dissertation is also surprisingly
brief in its discussion of pre-1970 public radio. But in general it does the job it
set out to do.

Garry picks up the period from 1974 to 1977, the years in which Lee
Frischknecht served as NPR’s second president. Perhaps overly constrained by
the structuring of the narrative by fiscal year and, in fairness, deprived of the
pioneering spirit that informs the earlier years, Garry’s work shows a
disappointing emphasis (from a popular culture point of view) on the ebb and
flow of finances and internal organization. The organizational tale ends with the
merger of the old NPR and the APRS, a subject that forms the center of James
Michael Haney's dissertation, ‘‘A History of the Merger of National Public
Radio and the Association of Public Radio Stations’’ (University of Iowa, 1981).
Haney charts the reorganization and the events leading up to the merger in
admirable if turgid detail and analyzes the many, overlapping reasons for it: to
unify the management and advocacy functions of public radio, to head off
potential strife between the old NPR and APRS, and to allow for critical staffing
and management changes in both organizations.

Under the Reagan administration, PBS and NPR suffered substantial cutbacks
in their funding. And yet, all things considered, NPR emerged from its
bureaucratic battles relatively whole and stable. The best popular source of
information on this entire episode is the series of stories carried in the New York
Times and accessible through its annual index for 1983.

As NPR’s popularity has grown, so has the attention being paid to its stars and
its audiences. *‘All Things Considered’’ former host Susan Stamberg wrote a book
under a title that must have come out of several staff meetings and a small
corporate shake-up—Every Night at Five: Susan Stamberg’s ‘‘All Things
Considered”’ Book. 1t is coffee-table collage, arranged (or disarranged) much
like the show itself: a mixture of the profound and the whimsical held together
improbably by the writer’s uncommon good sense. The press has also
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discovered ‘‘Morning Edition’’ ’s Bob Edwards and profiled him in a New Yorker
piece (“‘Reporting,”’ August 13, 1984). But the major celebrity to come out of
NPR is, of course, Garrison Keillor, enigmatic yet overexposed host of ‘A
Prairie Home Companion.’’ Between 1983 and 1986 puff and profiles appeared
in Saturday Evening Post (Sutin 1986), Christian Today (Youngren 1985),
Mother Earth News (Hemingson 1985), and many other publications, all readily
accessible through the Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature.

There is a profusion of information available on the history of America’s radio
networks. That information is, however, diffuse and scattered—much as it is in
many other aspects of radio history. Fortunately, Laurence Bergreen’s book
pulls together most of the information and presents it within a single cover. His
Look Now, Pay Later was a major step forward in the scholarly understanding of
how business, government, and the consumer interact within the limits of the
American system of mass communication. At the same time, it seems almost
amazing that his should be the only such book in the field. It is hard to
understand why America’s historians have paid so little attention to so
extaordinary a story. Almost equally surprising is the dearth of information on
men like Merlin Aylesworth and Frank Stanton, men admittedly overshadowed
by their mythic employers, Sarnoff and Paley, and yet still individuals of
extraordinary influence in the shaping of our modern communication system.,

It is perhaps inevitable that broadcasting history should focus the majority of
its attention on men and women who actually went on the air, whose voices and
ideas have become familiar items to literally millions of Americans. At the same
time, however, it seems strange that with the wealth of information available on
Edward R. Murrow, Elmer Davis, and even on Eddie Cantor and Bob Hope,
there should be so little in print about the men and women who created and
operated the system that brought these stars to prominence.

STATION HISTORIES

While the rise of the networks forms a major part of the core of the general
history of broadcasting, station histories dot the landscape as outposts of
relatively isolated broadcasting information. Ranging from master’s theses,
doctoral dissertations, and serious-minded books to in-house, self-congratula-
tory puff pamphlets, relatively few are of value as material over and above
sources of information on the particular station at hand. However, there are
exceptions.

Perhaps the most widely known station history (and justifiably so) is William
Peck Banning’s Commercial Broadcasting Pioneer: The WEAF Experiment,
1922-1926. The book is valuable as broadcasting history because of WEAF’s
(New York) critical position as the first commercial radio station to become
important, influential, and successful on a fairly large scale. This comprehen-
sive, well-written book is as much a history of early corporate influence and
technical development in commercial radio as it is a history of a single station.

Because of the station’s place in broadcasting history, the far less satisfying
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material available on KDKA (Pittsburgh) is at least worthy of mention. Many
years ago Westinghouse, KDKA's parent company, published an undated in-
house pamphlet It Started Hear: The History of KDKA Radio and Broadcasting.
In addition, Westinghouse produced an unpublished sixty-plus-page history of
KDKA that is in the Broadcast Pioneers Library in Washington, D.C. To my
knowledge, no full-length history of KDKA is extant, and one needs to be
written.

It should be noted that Joseph E. Baudino and John M. Kittross defended
KDKA'’s claim to being radio’s oldest station against three challengers (WWJ
{Detroit], WHA [Madison], and KQW [San Jose]—the forerunner to San
Francisco’s KCBS). Their article ‘‘Broadcasting’s Oldest Stations: An
Examination of Four Claimants’’ in Journal of Broadcasting (Winter 1977) sets
up criteria and measures all claimants against it. KDKA emerges as the winner.

Many of the general histories of radio broadcasting, including those cited in
this chapter and in other chapters of this book, contain useful information about
stations. Archer’s Big Business and Radio contains information on KDKA,
WEAF, and WJZ (New York). Archer’s History of Radio to 1926 also contains
historical information on these three stations. Erik Barnouw’s 4 Tower in Babel
incorporates into its narrative the founding of KDKA, WEAF, and WJZ and
their role in the early chain-linking experiments that eventually led to the
development of the networks. Jim Harmon’s The Great Radio Heroes offers an
informal programming history of WXYZ (Detroit), birthplace of ‘‘The Lone
Ranger,” ‘‘The Green Hornet,”’ and other adventure serials. A wonderful but
little-known source of station history is the research service Broadcast Pro-File,
which operates out of Hollywood, California. Typically, Broadcast Pro-File is
capable of producing a 2,000-word ‘‘biography’’ on a station, often with
emphasis on its corporate and licensing history—a fact that suggests heavy
reliance on public documents. The prices for individual histories are quite
modest. Broadcast Pro-File warns that ‘accuracy is not guaranteed’’ but assures
that “‘every professional research effort has been made to insure an accurate
profile.”” Radio Station Treasury: 1900-1946 by Tom Kneitel is a recently
published and, as of this writing, not widely distributed history of radio stations.
Although we have not yet examined it firsthand, early reviews from radio
enthusiasts are very favorable.

A selected checklist of published and unpublished station histories follows.
This list was compiled with the invaluable assistance of the Broadcast Pioneers
Library in Washington, D.C. and is used by permission.

STATION HISTORIES BY STATION

1. KCBS. See KQW.

2. KDKA. Davis, H.P. ¢‘The History of Broadcasting in the United States: An Address
Delivered before the Graduate School of Business Administration, Harvard
University, April 21, 1928.”" 24 pages. Primarily about KDKA.

3. KDKA. ‘‘History of KDKA.’* 62+ pages.
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4.

10.
11.

12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

KDKA. [Westinghouse Broadcasting Company.] ‘‘The History of KDKA Radio and
Broadcasting.’’ Pittsburgh: Westinghouse Broadcasting Company, n.d. 17 pages.

. KDKA. “Radio’s First 25 Years.’ Bulletin Index: Pittsburgh’s Weekly News-

magazine, November 3, 1945, 17-21+.

. KDKA. [KDKA.] ‘‘Souvenir Program of the National Broadcasting Company and

the Westinghouse Electric & Manufacturing Company upon the Occasion of the
Fourteenth Anniversary of Radio Station KDKA and the Opening of Its New Studios
in the Grant Building, Pittsburgh, November 2, 1934."’ Pittsburgh: KDKA, 1934. No
pagination.

Cover title: ““KDKA Fourteenth Anniversary Program.”’ Contains three pages of
history.

. KEX. “KEX Technical History.”” 12+ pages. Unpublished typed manuscript from

Westinghouse Broadcasting Company.

. KGCX. *“ The KGCX Story.’’ August 1961. No pagination. Unpublished typed

manuscript, gift of Suzanne Krebsbach Knudsvig, whose grandfather, E. E.
Krebsbach, was cofounder of the station.

. KGNC. KGNC. ‘‘The Way It All Began.”” Amarillo, Tex.: KGNC, [1952]. No

pagination. Includes the story of stations KGRS and WDAG, which preceded KGNC.
KGRS. See KGNC.

KMA. Birkby, Robert. KMA Radio: The First Sixty Years. Shenandoah, lowa: May
Broadcasting Company, 1985. 248 pages.

KOB. Velia, Ann M. KOB: Goddard’s Magic Mast: Fifty Years of Pioneer Broad-
casting. Las Cruces: New Mexico State University, 1972. 195 pages.

KQV. “‘History of KQV—Pittsburgh, Pa.”” 2 pages. Unpublished typed manuscript.
KQW. [Baudino, Joseph E., and Gordon Greb, comps.] [Folder.] Voluminous

unpublished documentation, including copies of early licenses, of KQW, San Jose,
which became KCBS, San Francisco.

KRE. Schneider, John F. ““The KRE Story.”” 1971. 16 pages. Unpublished
manuscript prepared by the author for a book about San Francisco radio stations.
KSD. ““KSD: 50 Years of Radio; KSD-TV: 25 Years of Television—And the Best Is
Yet to Come.”’ St. Louis Post-Dispatch, February 6, 1972, 1-16G.

KSD. KSD. ““The First Forty.”’ St. Louis: Pulitzer Publishing Company, 1962. No
pagination.

KWG [KWG.] Hollywood, California, Broadcast Pro-File [1973?]. 3 pages.
Published by a company that specializes in producing station histories.

KXOK. Hereford, Robert A. *“‘From Tom-Tom to Hi-fi: A St. Louis Saga.”* St.
Louis: KXOK Broadcasting, 1957. 30 pages. Some history. Most of text is
promotion.

KYW. “‘History of KYW.”” 30+ pages. Unpublished typed manuscript from
Westinghouse Broadcasting Company of KYW in its various locations.

KYW. “KYW History, November 11, 1921-December 3, 1934.”’ n.d. Various
paginations. Unpublished typed manuscript from Westinghouse Broadcasting
Company, including a wealth of documentation of the Chicago station.

KYW. Baudino, Joseph E. ‘“The Story of KYW: A Talk . . .”” given at the meeting



23.

25.

26.
27.
28.

29.
30.

31.
32.

33.

35.

36.

37.

38.
39.
. WGY. WGY. ‘““40th Anniversary, 1922-1962."" Schenectady, N.Y.: WGY, [1962].

41.

42.

RADIO

of the Delaware Valley Chapter of the Broadcast Pioneers on September 24, 1975. 7
pages. History of the travels of the ‘‘peripatetic call letters’’ of KYW from Chicago to
Philadelphia to Cleveland to Philadelphia.

KYW. McCluer, Paul, comp. ‘‘Westinghouse Radiophone Station KYW, Chicago
Pioneers [1921-1934].” 1970. 2 vols. Scrapbooks of KYW Chicago history.

. WBZ. ‘‘History of WBZ.’’ 45+ pages. Unpublished typed manuscript from

Westinghouse Broadcasting Company.

WCAU. WCAU. ‘““WCAU Celebrates 25th Anniverary . . . . Commemorating a
Quarter Century of Community Service.’” Philadelphia: WCAU, 1947. No
pagination.

WCCO. Sarjeant, Charles F., ed. The First Forty: The Story of WCCO Radio.
Minneapolis: T. S. Denison, 1964. 124 pages.

WCCO. Haeg, Larry, Jr. ‘‘Sixty Years Strong: The Story of One of America’s Great
Radio Stations, 1924-1984.°" Minneapolis-St. Paul: WCCO Radio, 1984. 132 pages.

WCSH. WCSH. ‘‘The First 40 Years: Recorded . . . and Transcribed.’’ Portland,
Maine: WCSH, [19647?]. No pagination. Also contains brief histories of WRDO,
Augusta, and WLBZ, Bangor, all part of the Maine Broadcasting System.

WDAG. See KGNC.

WEAF. Banning, William Peck. Commercial Broadcasting Pioneer: The WEAF Ex-
periment, 1922-1926. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1946. 308
pages.

WEAF. Weather Vein 7, no. 3; (1927). 56 pages. Quarterly periodical.

WENR. McCluer, Paul. ‘“‘Radio Station WENR: The Voice of Service, Chicago.’’ 2
vols. Scrapbooks of WENR history.

WFAA. [WFAA.] ‘“‘Counting Start and Kilocycles: 25th Anniversary, WFAA,
Dallas.’’ Dallas: WFAA, [1947]. 44 pages.

. WFBM. The WFBM Stations. ‘“‘From Crystal to Color: WFBM.”’ Ist ed.

Indianapolis: The WFBM Stations, 1964. 189 pages.

WEFIL. [Clipp, Roger W.] ‘‘History of WFIL and Triangle Radio and Television
Stations.’’ 9 pages. Unpublished typed manuscript.

WGAR. WGAR. ‘“Exhibits of the WGAR Broadcasting Company. Cleveland:
WGAR, [1949]. 2 vols. Exhibits before the FCC. Section 1 devoted to history. Other
sections contain history.

WGAY. Brechner, Joseph L. ““You, Too, Can Own a Radio Station.”’ Saturday
Evening Post 219, (January 25, 1947): 26-27+.

WGBF. WGBF. “‘Our First 30 years.’’ Evansville, Ind.: WGBF, 1953. 36 pages.
WGN. “WGN: A Pictorial History.”” Chicago: WGN, 1961. [111] pages.

No pagination.

WGY. WGY. ‘A Message from WGY." Schenectady, N.Y.: WGY, 1930. 12
pages.

WGY. WGY. “Silver Anniversary of Farm Broadcasting over WGY,’’ Schenectady,
N.Y.: WGY, 1951. 16 pages.
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43.

4.

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.
52.

53.

4.

55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

61.

62.

WGY. “WGY—Technical Pioneer (Historical Background).’’ Schenectady, N.Y.:
WGY, 1964. 8 pages. News release, December 15, 1964.

WGY. WGY. ““This is WGY Schenectady, Radio 81.” Schenectady, N.Y.: WGY,
[1979]. No pagination.

WHA. WHA. ‘“The First 50 Years of University of Wisconsin Broadcasting: WHA,
1919-1969, and a Look Ahead to the Next 50 Years.’’ Madison, Wis.: WHA, [1969].
No pagination.

WHA. Smith, R. Franklin. “‘‘Oldest Station in the Nation’?"’ Journal of Broad-
casting 4 (Winter 1959-60): 40-55. Cites other articles referring to KQW, KDKA,
and WW] as candidates for the oldest station.

WIBW. WIBW. ““The WIBW Years: 50, 1927-1977.”" Topeka, Kans.: WIBW,
[1977]. No pagination.

WIP. Lee, Robert E. ‘“WIP Is the Story of Radio: [Address before the] Greater
Philadelphia Chamber of Commerce Luncheon, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, April
26, 1957.” 8 pages. A portion of the speech is devoted to WIP history.

WIR. WIR. ‘50 Years of Unique Radio.’’ Detroit: WIR, 1972. No pagination.

WKZO. WKZO. “50th Fetzer Anniversary.’’ Kalamazoo, Mich.: The Fetzer
Stations, 1981. No pagination. Also refers briefly to other Fetzer stations.

WLBZ. See WCSH.

WLS. WLS. “‘Stand by: 25th Anniversary Issue, April 12, 1949.”" Chicago: WLS,
1949. 16 pages.

WLW. Lichty, Lawrence W. ‘‘ “The Nation’s Station’: A History of Radio Station
WLW.” 1964. Various paginations. Draft of doctoral dissertation, Ohio State
University (7).

WMAQ. Caton, Chester F. ‘‘Radio Station WMAQ: A History of Its Independent
Years (1922-1931).”* Ph.D. diss., School of Speech, Northwestern University, 1951.
407 pages.

WMAQ. WMAQ. ““The Story of WMAQ: The Personality of a Broadcasting
Station.’” Chicago: WMAQ, 1931. 40 pages.

WMC. Memphis Commercial Appeal. “WMC Memphis, ‘DOWN IN DIXIE."”
Memphis: Memphis Commercial Appeal, [1932]. No pagination.

WMT. WMT. “The WMT Radio Story: 40th Anniversary, 1922-1962.” Cedar
Rapids, Jowa: WMT, 1962. No pagination. The serious version.

WOI. Curtis, Alberta. *‘Listeners Appraise a College Station: Station WOI, Iowa
State College, Ames, lowa.”” Washington, D.C.: Federal Radio Education
Committee, 1940. 70 pages. Includes some history.

WOR. WOR. “““. .. A Few Bright Candles on the Cake.’’’ New York: WOR,
1967. 24 pages.

. WOR. WOR. ‘“‘WOR Radio, 1922-1982: The First Sixty Years.’’ New York: WOR,

1982. No pagination.

[K]WOS. Willets, Gilson. Letter to Missouri Broadcasters Association, August 14,
1975. 2 pages. About history of WOS, later KWOS, which the author founded.
WQXR. Sanger, Elliott M. Rebel in Radio: The Story of WOQXR. New York: Hastings
House, 1973. 190 pages.
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63.

67.

68.

69.

70.

71.

72.

73.

74.

75.

76.
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WRC. National Broadcasting Company. ‘‘Progress Through the Years: WRC Tele-
vision and Radio.’* Washington, D.C.: National Broadcasting Company, n.d. No
pagination. Very brief discussion of WRC Radio history.

. WRDO. See WCSH.
65.

WRR. Smith Detective Agency and Nightwatch Service, Inc. ““WRR.”’ Dallas:
Smith Detective Agency and Nightwatch Service, 1959. No pagination.

. WSB. WSB. ‘““Welcome South, Brother: Fifty Years of Broadcasting at WSB,

Atlanta, Georgia.’* Atlanta: WSB: 1974. 112 pages.

WTAR. Lott, George Edward, Jr. ‘“The History of Radio Station WTAR: The
Pioneer Years, 1923-1934."* Ph.D. diss., College of Communication Arts, Michigan
State University, 1970. 258 pages.

WTIC. WTIC. “WTIC: Radio to Remember.'* Hartford, Conn.: WTIC AM and
FM, 1958. No pagination.

WTMJ. WTMJ. “WTMJ, WTMI-TV, WTMIJ-FM, 1927-1969."’ Milwaukee:
WTMI, 1969. 38 pages.

WUOM. University of Michigan Broadcasting Service. ‘““WUOM-FM."’ Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Broadcasting Service, [1950?]. No pagination.

WVOX. Collins, Michael. ‘‘Our Ratings Book. WVOX and WRTN: A
Retrospective and History.”” New Rochelle, N.Y.: WVOX, WRTN [1984]. No
pagination.

WWI. Rimes, Robert P. <“The Night Radio Was Born."’ Detroit News, August 21,
1960, 1-E+.

WWIJ. WWJ. ““The Story of WWIJ Radio One: Where It all Began.’* Detroit: WWI,
1970. No pagination.

WWL. Pusateri, C. Joseph. Enterprise in Radio: WWL and the Business of
Broadcasting in America. Washington, D.C.: University Press of America, 1980.
366 pages.

WWL. Loyola University. “WWL AM-FM-TV: The Second Campus of Loyola
University, New Orleans.”’ New Orleans: Loyola University, 1969. 24 pages.
WXYZ. Osgood, Dick. WYXIE WONDERLAND: An Unauthorized 50-Year Diary of
WXYZ Detroit. Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green University Popular Press,
1981. 537 pages.
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2 RADIO DRAMA

The British playwright Richard Hughes claims with complete confidence that the
birth of radio drama occurred on January 15, 1924, when his script, A Comedy
of Danger, was aired on the BBC. Equally confident is E. P. J. Shurick, who
fixes the date as August 3, 1922, in Schenectady, New York (WGY), with the
production of The Wolf by Eugene Walters. There is no shyness in Barnouw’s
claim that radio drama begins in 1923 with the production of a play called The
Queen’s Messenger. A good case can be made that radio drama really began on
various local radio stations around 1920 or 1921 when song and chatter
performers created fictional characters like Bryon Harlen’s rube humorist and
front-porch sage, Uncle Josh, who spoke to the radio audience sometimes from
script, sometimes ad libbing, and sometimes doing both in the same
program—or even in the same minute. An equally meritorious claim is the one
made by radio historian J. Fred MacDonald—namely, that radio drama does not
really begin ‘‘in earnest’’ until the 1930s.

That we have a great deal more difficulty in fixing the date of the first radio
drama than we do in fixing the date of the fall of the Roman Empire is only partly
the fault of chaotic scholarship in the field of radio drama; it is really a problem
with the term “‘radio drama’’ itself. Depending upon whom one consults, that
term can be so broad as to mean anything that is said or sung on the air by a
fictional character or persona. It can also be so narrow as to include only those
scripts written specifically for broadcast production, excluding the adaptations
of novels, plays, and movies. Some believe that the radio play is so different
from the stage play that the stage playwright must virtually relearn his or her
craft in order to write for the radio. Others believe that a play is a play no matter
where it is presented, and that the salient differences between stage drama and
radio drama lie in the production and not in the writing of the drama.
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In recognition of the various modes of presentation, the wide variety of
content, and the diversity of purposes that programs calling themselves radio
drama embrace, Harrison B. Summers in his standard reference work, A Thirty-
Year History of Programs Carried on National Radio Networks in the United
States, 1926-1956, devised about a dozen subcategories of radio drama,
including informative drama, daytime informative drama, thriller drama,
comedy drama, prestige drama, daytime prestige drama, daytime light drama,
light-homey-love interest drama, women’s drama, daytime women’s serial
drama, daytime comedy drama, daytime thriller drama, and so on. (As extensive
as Summers’s breakdown is, one can argue for the addition of more categories,
such as religious drama.) But fortunately for scholars in the field, the scholarship
and criticism of radio drama has not evolved nearly so elaborate a system of
classification as the one developed by Summers. Most of the relevant material on
radio drama, whether it is found in books, literary and scholarly periodicals, or
popular and fan magazines, acknowledges two very broad categories of radio
drama that, for the purposes of organizing such material, we will adopt as the
framework of this chapter: prestige or serious drama and popular serial drama.

No term works better than Summers’s *‘prestige drama’’ to describe those
programs and individual broadcasts that sought to create an aesthetically and
artistically superior broadcast drama. Shows like ‘“The Mercury Theater on the
Air,” ““Lux Radio Theater,”” and ‘‘The March of Time’’ fall under this
category. Admittedly, the term ‘‘prestige” or ‘‘serious’” when applied to these
programs and not to such programs as ‘‘Vic and Sade’’ or ‘‘The Rise of the
Goldbergs’’ can invite a misleading critical prejudice. As John Houseman
admitted in a Harper’s article, ‘‘The Men from Mars,’’ ‘“The Mercury Theater
on the Air’’ was capable of putting on some dreadfully dull stuff. Moreover, at
their best, Gertrude Berg (‘‘The Rise of the Goldbergs’’) and Paul Rhymer
(‘“Vic and Sade’’) were as skilled in storytelling as anyone who ever wrote for
the medium. We also recognize that programs such as ‘‘Against the Storm’’ or
Arch Oboler’s ‘‘Lights Out’’ can reasonably be classified as prestige or serious
drama as well as popular serial drama. Yet for all its potential drawbacks, the
classification of prestige drama as something separate from the various forms of
popular serial plays accommodates well the literature on radio drama.

What makes prestige drama a distinct subgenre (and, certainly, what has
attracted the interest of scholars, critics, and reviewers far beyond what either
the number of these programs or their ratings would otherwise warrant) is the
conscious effort on the part of its creators to find in the radio drama an outlet for
high culture on a massive scale. The following discussion of prestige radio
drama will open with a survey of a virtually unresearched area of study in the
field: radio drama’s poetics. In the 1930s and 1940s various magazines,
including Theatre Arts Monthly, Saturday Review of Literature, Radio Digest,
and even Wireless Age carried many articles and review essays on the essence of
the radio drama as an art form: how it should be written, how the listener
responds, what its inherent aesthetic characteristics are, and what its artistic
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potential is. These articles are a fascinating legacy to an art form that never
found the greatness that some of the most creative artists in the medium believed
it could have achieved.

The other major category is the serial or the series, which dominated radio
drama in the golden age. This category embraces eleven out of Summers’s
twelve drama programming subcategories. In the 1943-1944 season, popular
serial programming accounted for thirty-six hours per week of network airtime
(prestige dramas accounted for only four hours of network programming per
week). These serials include soap operas, comedy series, mysteries and thrillers,
and action programs. These subcategories will be addressed in the larger
discussion of serial drama. Among their common characteristics is the repertory
nature of the programs: usually a familiar cast of characters or a familiar hero
returns daily or weekly. (In the case of some of the thriller series, such as
“Crime Club’’ or “‘True Detective Mysteries,”’ there would be a repeating
format, often with a permanent host or narrator.) The serial built its audience on
familiarity and repetition; for most radio listeners, this was the essence of radio
drama. The content should be as familiar as the piece of furniture through which
it was broadcast.

GENERAL WORKS

There are relatively few book-length studies that address the whole of radio
drama. More often than not, information on radio drama is found as a smaller
portion of larger discussions on radio programming. Oddly enough, book-length
discussions of individual dramas (‘‘War of the Worlds,”” ‘‘Vic and Sade,”’
‘““Easy Aces’’) are far more common than book-length works on drama as a
whole. However, there are some important standard works that address the
broad topic of radio drama and serve as references for the entire field.

Scholars familiar with Erik Barnouw’s three-volume history of broadcasting
know that Barnouw covers succinctly, yet clearly, almost every event that is
important to any phase of radio, and radio drama proves to be no exception. In
volume 1 of the history, A Tower in Babel, he traces the earliest, prenetwork
experiments with original radio drama, particularly the work done by WGY in
Schenectady and WLW in Cincinnati in the early 1920s. He notes the wide range
of activity across the country in the broadcasting of adaptations of stage
drama—from Shakespeare to contemporary one-acts—as early as 1923. He also
notes the development of ‘‘hayseed drama’’ in early network drama productions,
and in doing so helps broaden the critical definition of radio drama very early in
the history of radio scholarship.

In volume 2, The Golden Web, which covers the period from 1933 to 1953,
Barnouw runs through the development of drama in the golden age of radio.
Paying little attention to adventures, mysteries, and thrillers, Barnouw’s
discussion of serial drama focuses on the general area of women’s dramas, with
special attention paid to the Hummerts, the most prolific soap opera writers in
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history. He devotes considerable time to the prestige dramas (again, more than
either their numbers or their ratings would warrant), with special mention of ‘‘The
Columbia Workshop”’ in the 1930s and ‘‘The War of the Worlds’’ broadcast
in 1938. The usually terse Barnouw devotes some five pages of discussion (a
remarkably large amount of time for any one topic in his history) to Norman
Corwin’s career with CBS. Barnouw’s marvelous historical sweep places small
events into nearly perfect perspective. As a result, his short discussions tend to
loom very large.

Other histories that at least touch on radio drama in some useful manner
include Sam J. Slate and Joe Cook’s It Sounds Impossible, which is a topical,
firsthand account of radio history, including chapters on soap opera and comedy.
Lloyd R. Morris’s Not So Long Ago and Robert Campbell’s The Golden Years of
Broadcasting: A Celebration of the First 50 Years of Radio and Television on
NBC are both useful. Morris’s book is a general history of the 1930s, and
Campbell’s is a frothy but detailed picture story of the rise of NBC. There is a
full-length dissertation available on the early history of radio drama, Donald W.
Riley’s ‘A History of American Radio Drama, 1914-1944,”" written in 1944,
This informative, narrative recounting of early drama experiments was a major
source for Lawrence W. Lichty’s more widely known essay ‘‘Radio Drama: The
Early Years’” in Lichty and Malachi C. Topping’s anthology American
Broadcasting.

The closest thing in existence to a one-volume encyclopedia of radio drama is
John Dunning’s comprehensive Tune In Yesterday: The Ultimate Encyclopedia of
Old-Time Radio, 1925-1976. (The self-serving subtitle is not undeserved.)
Dunning gives background, histories, and reviews of every network show on the
air for the fifty seasons from 1925 to 1976. Although all shows are covered,
Dunning’s particular fondness and interest in drama—both the serials and the
prestige shows—come through in the rich, well-researched, and energetically
written essays on dramatic programs. These essays, which range from 150-word
thumbnail sketches to the equivalent of short chapters, contain full information
on show history, cast, producers, directors, sponsor, and the kind of backstage
anecdotes that so effectively take the better popular culture studies out of the
realm of dry academics without sacrificing the quality and quantity of the
information. Among the most useful and most thorough essays in the book are
Dunning’s pieces on ‘‘Columbia Presents Corwin,”’ ‘‘One Man’s Family,”’
*‘Vic and Sade,’” ‘“The Mercury Theater on the Air,”’ and ‘“The Lone Ranger.”’

Dunning’s book has clear and clearly acknowledged debts to an earlier
encyclopedic work, Frank Buxton and Bill Owen’s The Big Broadcast,
1920-1950. (This volume was an updated and expanded version of their earlier
book, Radio’s Golden Age.) Buxton and Owen’s book features outlines one inch
to one column in length of every network program from the 1920s to 1950. The
information is sketchy: first broadcast date, last broadcast date, network, cast,
director, and producer. Analysis or discussions are rare and cursory. There are
many photographs and some recreational fan material in the book, but as a
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scholarly reference work it has been eclipsed by Dunning. Vincent Terrace’s
Radio’s Golden Years: The Encyclopedia of Radio Programs, 1930-1960 claims
to be ‘‘the most complete reference work ever published”” on the subject.
Actually, its debt in format and content to Buxton and Owen is apparent, and it
offers less information than does Dunning. Its value is doubtful. The standard
reference work for programming history (what show was playing on what
network at what time) is the aforementioned Harrison B. Summers’s A Thirty-
Year History of Programs Carried on National Radio Networks in the United
States, 1926-1956. A season-by-season listing of every show on the radio
networks, grouped by genre and subgenre, and accompanied by the sponsor and
the seasonal ratings, the book is a major reference work in any field of radio
programming history. Treating drama as he does—breaking it down into more
subcategories than anyone studying the field before or since—Summers provides
a clear indication why the term ‘‘radio drama’ is so hard to define. A more
contemporary programming index is the Radio Programming Profile, published
quarterly by BF Communications since 1967. It offers an analysis of
programming, audience, and policies for the top 100 stations in the country. For
drama scholars, the Summers book will be more useful because of the near void
of radio drama programming in the last twenty-five years.

There are a few works that are very useful for locating available scripts and
recordings of radio programs. Michael R. Pitts’s Radio Soundtracks: A Refer-
ence Guide is an extensive but not complete listing of available tapes and records
of radio shows, with a particularly strong listing in drama. Marietta Chicorel’s
three-volume set (7, 7a, and 7b of the Chicorel Index Series), Chicorel Index to
the Spoken Arts on Discs, Tapes, and Cassettes, is very helpful for radio drama
enthusiasts, even though Chicorel’s emphasis is on ‘‘legitimate’’ drama and
oratory. Used in conjunction with Pitts’s work, an admittedly awkward pairing
in some respects, it will provide scholars with as nearly complete a listing of
available recorded work in drama as they are likely to find anywhere. For
locating scripts, G. Howard Poteet’s Published Radio, Television, and Film
Scripts devotes 125 pages to radio dramas available in print. Poteet is thorough
in his listings and annotates his entries skillfully. There are several thousand
program tapes available for listening at the Museum of Broadcasting in New
York and the Museum of Broadcast Communications in Chicago, the two largest
public collections.

There are a few critical studies of radio that are so generous in their treatment
of radio drama that they deserve mention as general works in the field. One very
comprehensive study of radio that includes several fine chapters on radio drama
is J. Fred MacDonald’s Don 't Touch That Dial! Radio Programming in Ameri-
can Life, 1920-1960. MacDonald is indebted to Barnouw’s historical approach
but, writing ten years later than Barnouw, has access to additional information.
He also uses popular radio magazines for sources (something that Barnouw did
not do), and when he chooses to expand his discussion of a particular area, he
does so in a highly scholarly manner. Raymond William Stedman’s original
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study, The Serials, which is a comprehensive examination of the serial in film,
radio drama, and television, contains three excellent chapters on radio. His
book, although useful as a reference work, is a highly cohesive and factual nar-
rative. Unlike the scholarly works of MacDonald and Stedman, Jim Harmon’s
The Great Radio Heroes is the product of the fan/researcher. This particular
breed of author helps make the study of popular culture unique among academic
disciplines. Their lighter styles and sometimes whimsical methods of organizing
materials fall in the category of popular writing. But when their research is solid,
and Harmon’s is, they offer creative and refreshing contributions to the field.
Individual chapters from MacDonald, Harmon, and Stedman will be cited
further in appropriate sections of this chapter. Richard Kostelanetz’s ‘‘The
American Horspiel’’ in the December 1985 issue of North American Review
discusses the radio drama in the context of the acoustical artistic development of
the radio medium, from ‘‘acoustic jokes’’ to sonoral techniques for character
development. (It should be noted that Kostelanetz’s approach is historical and
not theoretical. Theoretical treatments of the aesthetics of radio drama are
discussed later.)

Book-length studies of radio drama or, for that matter, radio programming in
general are sufficiently rare that, up to a point, every book in existence makes
some level of contribution to the scholarship. Certainly a weak link in that very
short chain is Ron Lackmann’s Remember Radio. Seemingly intended for fans
only, the book is a disorganized, nonhistorical, and noncritical goulash of still
photographs and fan-club chatter. Other than the fact that Lackmann notes that
“One Man’s Family’’ was the longest-running serial in radio history
(1932-1958), there is little that the historian or scholar can expect to take from
this book.

PRESTIGE DRAMA: THE POETICS

With the broadcasting of serious stage drama as early as 1923, it became
apparent to many that the radio play itself could possibly become a serious art
form: that it might conceivably take its place with the stage opera or the
legitimate theater as an integral part of American high culture. When original
drama began to appear regularly on radio in the 1930s, creators and critics of
radio drama began to speculate that a body of fine literature *‘equal to that of the
stage”” might evolve eventually. Yet by the 1930s a frustratingly uneven record
in the writing and production of high-quality drama raised a serious theoretical
question: was high-quality radio drama possible? Did the radio play itself have
sufficient range as a genre to allow for a body of quality literature to grow? One
college textbook, David Mackey’s Drama on the Air, attempted to analyze the
component theoretical parts of radio drama, from comparisons with the stage
and theoretical definitions of plot, action, exposition, and compression to a
lengthy analysis of a single drama. But despite its pretensions to Aristotelian
thoroughness and clarity, the book is far more descriptive than it is analytical or
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theoretical, and it does not handle the central problems of the issue nearly as well
as do many magazine articles written on the subject. The best work on this
question can be found in several articles appearing in various magazines between
1931 and 1945.

Perhaps the first serious discussion of the theoretical dimensions of the radio
play is British author Gordon Lea’s 1926 book, Radio Drama. In this book Lea
defends the theoretical potential of the radio drama in light of the limitations of
modern stage drama. His point of departure is that the radio drama, like the
Renaissance drama, is all but devoid of set and other modern theatrical devices
and thus compensates with a stronger, more complete text. Lea also makes a key
distinction between the radio drama adaptation (for which he advocates a
narrator) and the original stage drama (for which he insists that a self-contained
script [that is, no narrative devices] be developed). Among the earlier applications
of theoretical issues in the debate over programming is drama critic Merrill
Dennison’s article ‘‘The Broadcast Play” in the December 1931 issue of
Theatre Arts Monthly. Dennison’s article is a stirring defense of the genre in the
wake of the derision and scorn radio drama tended to receive at the hands of
reviewers of early radio plays. Arguing, as all defenders of radio drama must,
that the radio play has yet to reach its full growth, Dennison asserts that the radio
drama is able to convey a greater sense of reality than any other form of dramatic
medium because the ‘‘blind’’ audience’s inner eye can visualize scenes beyond
the ‘‘physical powers of designers to build or the camera to photograph.’’ His
most compelling point is that radio drama can compress time and can suspend
action out of real time more successfully than can the stage drama. Perhaps
because so few successful productions were available to him, Dennison’s case is
weakened by his failure to provide examples of the theoretical dimensions of the
radio play in action. But in his discussions of how the “‘blind’’ audience
responds to drama and how flexible the radio drama can be when compared to
other dramatic or literary forms, he set the agenda for the theoretical discussions
that followed.

One year later, Craig Rice wrote a two-part article in the May and June issues
of Radio Digest entitled ‘‘What Is Wrong with Radio Drama?’’ Rice, a producer
and columnist, is somewhat self-pitying in her complaint, but she adds several
new dimensions to the discussion of broadcast drama, many of which are still
heard in the debates over the quality of contemporary television writing.
Notably, Rice will not forgive the genre its youth (‘‘Surely we ought to be
getting somewhere by now’’). She is aware of the fact that the audience for radio
drama is a willing victim to distractions around the house and that this has a
profound effect upon what the medium can do. Moreover, she may be the first to
have articulated publicly the now-clichéd considerations of mass productions’
encroachments upon the creative process: low pay to writers, no time to work on
the production, and unrealistic limitations placed upon creative people by the
medium itself. Although the piece ends with a vague, optimistic expression of
hope for drama (possibly in deference to the editors, who may not have wanted a
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wholly downbeat article in what is essentially a fan magazine), Rice’s article is
probably the first to suggest that the quality of drama in the mass commercial
media may simply be limited by definition and necessity. The June issue of
Radio Digest, in addition to carrying the second part of Rice’s article, also
included an interview with radio producer Dana Noyes conducted by Douglas D.
Connah. In the course of that interview, entitled ‘‘Action is the Soul of the Radio
Play,”” Noyes made a stunning comparison between the radio drama and the
silent movie: both art forms make an appeal to one sense but create the illusion
of appeals to the other senses. Noyes concluded that as a consequence, the
limiting of the direct appeal to one sense expanded the possiblities of illusions in
the genre and thus expanded the potential of the appeal and quality of radio
drama.

Of the earliest defenses of radio drama, the most important is certainly Rudolf
Arnheim’s Radio: An Art of Sound, which first appeared in 1936. (Da Capo
published a new edition in 1972.) This landmark work on the technical aesthetics
of radio sound production relies heavily on radio drama for its examples and
illustrations. It is so technical at times that it seems to anticipate the fine sound
distinctions that appear in relatively recent discussions of stereo sound
equipment. Among Armheim’s more significant discussions are those on the
importance of sonoral themes to a radio play (and how an author and producer
go about creating them), the necessity and technique of vocal contrasts within a
play, microphone distancing, and creating ‘‘the sound character’’ of a setting
within a radio play.

Other committed defenders of the faith include CBS’s venerable Norman
Corwin, who discusses the playwright’s theoretical problems in ‘‘The Sovereign
Word”’ in Theatre Arts Monthly (February 1940). Here Corwin makes a
significant, subtle point that has been taken up in later theoretical scholarship
about radio: radio drama owes less to its roots in legitimate theater than it does to
oral/aural traditions such as storytelling. As a result, radio plays require
simplicity, not because the audience lacks intelligence but because the
playwright, like the storyteller, must recognize the ‘‘physical limitations’” of the
ear. One major practical consequence of that characteristic of the radio drama is
that the radio play cannot evolve gradually, as can the stage play; it must be
direct (‘I don’t suggest that all radio plays must begin like a bat out of hell, but it
helps.’”) Another major radio playwright, Arch Oboler, took up theoretical
issues in an article for New Republic (September 1, 1947). Entitled ‘‘Oboler on
Reading,’’ the article is a plea for intelligent reading of radio plays by audiences
and critics. Claiming that radio drama engages the *‘personal participation’’ of
the reader more thoroughly than does any other form of literature, he notes that
critics of prestige or quality radio drama have placed upon radio drama aesthetic
criteria that were developed for other forms of literature. Specifically, Oboler
believes that critical praise for broadcast verse dramas reflects an inappropriate
prejudice on the part of critics against prose dramas. He goes on to try to
cultivate in his reader a better understanding of the prose of radio drama.
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Perhaps the single most intriguing (and energetic) defense of the medium is
Frederick Morton’s ‘‘Radio Propaganda: New Style’” in the February 1943
issue of Theatre Arts Monthly. Morton begms with two astonishing assumptions:
first, that America’s lack of a national propaganda at the start of World War II
was nearly as detrimental to the war effort as would have been a comparable
deficiency in the building of airplanes, and second, that good propaganda plays
represent radio drama at its best. Morton asserts that literature fails on radio
because ‘‘there are too many words, too many long words, too many inactive
phrases.”” He points to the style of propaganda plays like those of Norman
Corwin as being the most appropriate for radio drama.

Despite the energy, enthusiasm, and thoughtfulness of many of radio drama’s
defenders, the uneven (to put it generously) quality of ‘‘quality drama’’ gave rise
to detractors who believed that the fault lies in the stars. They argued that except
in the rarest of instances, the medium was simply not equipped to accommodate
the artistic pretensions of its defenders. Leading the assault was Jerrold Lapham,
whose article ‘“What Hope Radio Drama?’’ (Theatre Arts Monthly, January
1934) accused Dennison and other defenders of artistic radio drama of
participating in ‘‘idealistic speculation.”’ Expanding upon Rice’s observations
that the commercial considerations of the radio drama so heavily encroach upon
the art form that it no longer becomes an art form, Lapham contended that the
quality radio drama is doomed because no one wants to produce quality radio
drama and not enough people want to hear it. A far more damaging attack comes
from Bernard DeVoto’s Harper’s review of the production of Norman Corwin’s
celebration of America’s victory in World War II, “‘On a Note of Triumph.”’
Although DeVoto’s essay ostensibly is a review of only one production, its
implications are very broad, for within that essay DeVoto attacks savagely the
very element of radio scriptwriting that Corwin and others claim to be the source
of the genre’s power: its directness and seeming simplicity. ‘It is bad writing.”’
Aware of the fact that he is attacking the genre—or the best of the
genre—DeVoto slams critics who have developed a fondness “‘for this bastard
form of speech which has neither the discipline of verse nor the structural
strength of prose.’’

The debate over radio drama all but died out by 1950. As radio drama was
replaced by television drama, the debate shifted to the potential of television
drama. The tension between the two mediums is the subject of scores of
publications, the most important of which are probably Gilbert Seldes’s The
Public Arts and J. Robert Burrull’s article ‘‘Radio’s Challenge’’ in the Journal
of Broadcasting (Summer 1967).

PRESTIGE DRAMA: PROGRAMS

Only a small handful of programs comprise the significant quality of prestige
drama productions that were broadcast on network radio in the 1930s and 1940s.
Among those discussed to some degree in the critical, popular, and scholarly
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literature in the field are ‘‘The Columbia Workshop,”’ ‘‘The Mercury Theater
on the Air,”” ‘‘The Radio Guild,”” ‘‘Lux Radio Theater,”’ ‘‘The March of
Time,’’ and ‘‘Against the Storm.”’ 4

*“The Columbia Workshop’” has attracted a fair amount of critical attention,
largely because it was one of the first attempts on the part of a network to explore
the radio play and the radio production in order to find its artistic potential. This
effort was bolstered substantially by a landmark production in 1937 of Archibald
MaclLeish’s verse play The Fall of the City. Barnouw in The Golden Web gives
some very brief background on the program. Far more generous attention is paid
in John Dunning’s Tune in Yesterday. In Robert Lewis Shayon’s ‘‘Along the
Sustaining Culture Circuit,”” a 1957 review of NBC’s ‘“The New Theater”’
program, the author cites ‘‘The Columbia Workshop’* as the last authentic and
meritorious drama on the air while accusing ‘‘Lux Radio Theater’’ and other
generally highly regarded drama programs of “‘selling Hollywood’’ and other
betrayals of quality. Among the more valuable reviews of ‘“The Columbia
Workshop’’’s Fall of the City productions are Gilbert Seldes’s ‘‘People and the
Arts: The Production of ‘Fall of the City’*’ in Scribner’s (June 1937) and E. V.
Wyatt’s ‘Post-war Poets and the Theater: ‘Fall of the City’* in the August 1937
Catholic World.

In its prime ‘“The Lux Radio Theater’” was the most popular prestige drama
show on the air. (Those who may have thought that this honor would have gone
to ‘“The Mercury Theater on the Air’’ need only to be advised that ‘‘Mercury
Theater’” was on against the remarkably popular ‘‘Chase and Sanborn Hour’’
with Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy.) ‘‘Lux Radio Theater’’ initially
offered hour-long radio versions of Broadway stage plays and later offered
adaptations of Hollywood films. Although the program is generally associated
with its most famous host, Cecil B. DeMuille, it did run for two years prior to his
arrival and ten years after his departure. Dunning, in Tune In Yesterday, gives
this program special attention. His treatment is particularly good in that it
encapsulates nicely the pre- and post-DeMille history of the program while re-
creating in some detail the flamboyance and resulting success that DeMille
brought to the show. In The Autobiography of Cecil B. DeMille, DeMille does
little more than recount his successes: the parade of film stars he brought to the
program, his dramatic broadcast one evening from his own hospital bed, and a
union dispute with the American Federation of Radio Artists (AFR)—a dispute
that caused him to be removed from the show in 1945 because of his refusal to
pay to the union a one-dollar political fee. Considering that he called the show
the single event in his career that brought him closer to the American people than
anything else he had ever done, his treatment of his nine-year stint on the
program is surprisingly short, a fact that may well reflect his widely alleged *‘in
name only’’ status as producer. The background discussion of ‘‘The Lux Radio
Theater’’ in Gene Ringgold and DeWitt Bodeen’s The Films of Cecil B. DeMille
is disappointing, but the book offers some pleasant photographs of some of the
stars at work on the show and, more significantly, a week-by-week listing
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complete with date, title, and major casting roles of every production that was
broadcast during DeMille’s tenure as host.

“THE WAR OF THE WORLDS”

It is fair to say that more writing is available on this one evening’s program
than on any other hour in radio—possibly even all broadcasting. Everyone is in
on it: scholars, fans, sociologists, psychologists, journalists, and broadcast
historians. ‘‘The Mercury Theater on the Air’’’s weekly broadcast of serious
drama had been critically well received since its debut on July 11, 1938. But
coming up against the staples of Sunday evening radio, Edgar Bergen and
Charlie McCarthy, it was, to use accurately an overly used media phrase,
‘‘getting killed’’ in the ratings. It is reasonable to speculate that, with Hollywood
beckoning, Orson Welles would likely have abandoned his duties as producer,
host, and overseer of the program shortly after its debut, and the program might
well have slipped into obscurity. But it did not. The 1938 Holloween evening
broadcast of H. G. Wells’s ‘“The War of the Worlds’’ managed to convince
many people (the number is believed to be in the millions) that the earth was
being invaded by Martians. ‘‘Mercury Theater’’’s place in broadcasting history
was secured.

Anyone going through the literature on ‘‘The War of the Worlds’’ should be
aware that the field—and in the area of prestige drama it is the one subject that
can reasonably qualify as a field in and of itself—has its standard works. The
single most useful book-length work is Howard Koch’s The Panic Broadcast.
Koch, who was the scriptwriter for ‘‘Mercury Theater on the Air’’ and who
wrote the script for the ‘“War of the Worlds™ broadcast, put together a
fascinating remembrance of the ‘‘Mercury Theater”’ program, including a
minute-by-minute, behind-the-scenes diary of the production. At times Koch
gets carried away with himself and his memories (the book contains an
embarrassing chapter on the planet Mars itself). But the inclusion of the script,
Koch’s survey of the press response, and the behind-the-scenes look at ‘‘The
Mercury Theater on the Air’’ make the work invaluable. A somewhat more
objective, although shorter, insider’s look at the broadcast is John Houseman’s
article in the December 1948 Harper’s entitled ‘“The Men from Mars.”’
Houseman notes the fateful appearance that night of a dreadful singer on the
Bergen program, with the consequence that many people turned off Bergen and
tuned in late to the ‘‘Mercury Theater,”’ only to catch ‘‘the crisis’’ unfolding.
The article also contains a marvelous narrative and description of the young
Orson Welles at work. In Peter Noble’s excellent biography of Orson Welles,
The Fabulous Orson Welles, the chapter ‘‘Orson Scares America’’ contains no
new or unique information on the production itself. But the first-person
recollections of the somewhat bemused young Welles, who had no idea what he
had wrought until hours after the panic was under way, makes this a valuable
volume, especially since Welles granted Noble a generous amount of interview
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time for the preparation of the book. Not surprisingly, this most unusual
broadcast generated what must be regarded as the most peculiar single volume in
the field of radio scholarship: Hadley Cantril’s The Invasion from Mars. The
first project undertaken by the highly regarded Princeton University Office of
Radio Research, The Invasion from Mars is a formal (sometimes to the point of
mind-boggling tedium) sociopsychological study of the panic that ensued during
the broadcast of ‘“War of the Worlds.”’ Despite data collection that, by today’s
standards, is rather primitive, and despite the amount of attention that is paid to
matters that are as obvious as they are insignificant (people with advanced
education tended to be less convinced of the broadcast’s ‘‘authenticity’’ than
people with elementary education), the book still offers some valuable
information. Its most important conclusion is one that it makes, ultimately, on
speculation rather than on the basis of research—namely, that a full year of
emergency broadcasts of the crisis in Europe coupled with the attendant miseries
of the depression had ‘primed’’ the American public for bad news and made it
particularly vulnerable to believing in a catastrophe. Furthermore, Cantril did a
general overview of press concern, finding that the program was still drawing
significant press attention three weeks after the incident. Taking up where
Cantril left off in his survey of the press reaction to ‘‘The War of the Worlds,”’
G. Joseph Woolf, in his article *‘War of the Worlds’ and the Editors™
(Journalism Quarterly, Spring 1980), surveyed the specific content of press
reaction in eighteen major newspapers. Woolf places press reaction to the
broadcast (which, in general, castigated the public for its gullibility and
chastised radio itself for its irresponsible breach of public trust) in the context of
the war between newspapers and radio. According to Woolf, the fierce
competition between the two, which saw newspapers lose readership and
advertisers to radio, laid groundwork for the press to use an opportunity to blast
away at radio and the people who listen to it. Woolf’s interpretation is sensible,
and the article implicitly raises the question of how much press reaction
contributed to what is now the historical phenomenon of the broadcast, and how
much of that reaction was prompted by self-motivations that were not relevant to
the program or the reaction of its listeners.

OTHER WORKS ON PRESTIGE DRAMA

Radio actor Joseph Julian’s autobiography, This Was Radio, is an intriguing
and intelligent account of the radio trade in the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s. There
is a very useful discussion of sound effects as a central part of the creativity in
radio drama production. Even more significant are Julian’s recollections of
working with Norman Corwin (on Corwin’s ‘‘An American in Europe’
program). Julian is among the most convincing of Corwin’s many admirers in
his argument for the man’s genius. Only slightly self-promotional is Julian’s
handling of his own imbroglio with other radio people when he wrote a letter to
Variety complaining that radio drama was produced so haphazardly that no one
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who rightly called himself an actor could get any serious work done. Such
luminaries as Bing Crosby saw fit to take Julian on in print. Julian’s is probably
the best radio actor’s memoir, but Mary Jane Higby’s Tune In Tomorrow is quite
useful and, as are so many nicely crafted show-biz biographies, very pleasurable
reading.

In 1986 R. Leroy Bannerman published Norman Corwin and Radio: The
Golden Years, a solid, long-overdue scholarly biography of Norman Corwin,
CBS’s acoustic drama genius. The book chronicles Corwin’s achievements in
playwriting, production, and technical innovation while narrating in great detail
his long and illustrious career with CBS.

Magazine articles on individual programs’ prestige as well as popularity
flourished in the popular periodical literature from 1930 to 1950. One article that
is a little bit above the average in this area is the unsigned ‘‘Theatre of the Air”’
in the January 1933 Radio Digest. A rare instance of a fan magazine taking on
serious historical analysis, the article is worthy for its not entirely unfounded
claim that the ‘‘Lucky Strike Theater’’ was responsible for precipitating a push
for serious, quality drama during network prime time in the early 1930s. An
article taking an unusual point of view with serious radio drama is Belle Becker’s
*“The Radio Play as the Editor’s Problem Child.”’ Writing in Publishers Weekly
(October 5, 1940), Becker, an editor at Random House assigned to edit Arch
Oboler’s Fourteen Radio Plays collection, discusses lucidly the textual problems
inherent in a work that was not designed to be read or seen. She is particularly
insightful in her discussion of the unique effect that music brings to radio drama
and music’s close relationship to text in radio drama.

There is an abundance of anthologies of radio plays in the stacks of public
libraries. Several collections by Arch Oboler (Fourteen Radio Plays, New Radio
Plays, Oboler Omnibus) and Norman Corwin (Thirteen by Corwin, More by
Corwin: 16 Radio Dramas), although long out of print, are still available
through the standard interlibrary loan systems and still circulate in many large
city libraries. For war propaganda plays, the most famous anthology is Stephen
Vincent Benet’s 1945 We Stand United and Other Radio Scripts, a collection of
World War II plays that aired on networks between 1941 and 1945.

POPULAR DRAMA: THE SOAP OPERAS

Without question the soap opera is the lightning rod for the entire genre of
radio drama. It has attracted more writers, critics, and scholars, and certainly
more fans, than any other form of radio drama—and probably more than all
other forms of radio drama combined. It is one of the most widely studied areas
in all of popular culture, often attracting authors who would rarely, if ever, write
on any other aspect of the medium: feminists concerned about the status of
women, psychiatrists in search of otherwise inexplicable disorders in their
patients, English professors in search of a highly popular course and so on.

The amount of information is so formidable that the selection for discussion
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here has been limited to works that are either fundamental to the field (a
surprisingly small number of works) and those works that are of considerable
value and might otherwise go unnoticed. For sheer quantity, one can always turn
to the Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature between 1930 and 1950 and find
sixty articles pertaining to the genre. Additional material can be found in the
standard radio magazines of that period—Radio Digest, Radio Daily, and so
on—for some aspect of soap operas and their stars was standard fare in almost
every issue of these magazines.

Probably the best piece of writing on soap operas available is James Thurber’s
five-part series that appeared in New Yorker in 1947. The following year, the
five articles were combined as a section of Thurber’s book The Beast in Me and
Other Animals. Most famous as the source of Thurber’s derisive definition of
soap operas (‘‘a kind of a sandwich . . . between thick slices of advertising
spread twelve minutes of dialogue, add predicament, villainy, and female
suffering’’), the series is a thoroughly researched study of the genre, its history,
its creators, and—the part that seems to intrigue Thurber the most—its audience.
Thurber’s portraits of the critical pioneers in the field (Frank and Anne
Hummert, Irna Phillips, Eileen Carrington, and Robert Andrews) are, despite
their brevity, vivid and human. The section on Andrews, a writer who produced
over 100,000 words per week for the better part of a decade, is splendid. In an
entire chapter Thurber singles out writers who tried to inject some quality and
originality into a genre that thrived on the lack of both (Edward Wolf {‘“Hilltop
House’’], the Michaels [ Against the Storm’’]). His description of the setting of
soap operas is nothing short of brilliant theater analysis, and his essay on the
depiction of men and women in soap operas has all of the insight of the best
serious-minded essays on the subject along with Thurber’s stock-in-
trade—humor that celebrates life’s gentle incongruities. Thurber even goes the
scholars one better by assigning to the city of Chicago its proper role in the
development of daytime drama and soap operas in particular; this is an area that
media historians have not fleshed out well at all. The entire piece is quietly
sarcastic, but primarily it is one listener’s discovery of the radio soap opera and
consequent awe at the size of the thing.

The most comprehensive discussion of the soap opera is Madeleine
Edmondson and David Rounds’s From Mary Noble to Mary Hartman: The
Complete Soap Opera Book, a revised edition of their earlier work The Soaps.
(Inasmuch as virtually all the revisions from the earlier book are concerned with
television soap operas, scholars in radio drama can use either edition.) The book
offers the ritualistic defense of the soap opera genre that admirers of the form
make against their critics, namely that it is not as simple or as predictable as its
harshest critics claim. The authors argue convincingly that the radio soap opera
is far less formulaic than it is generally considered to be, even by its admirers.
Their refusal to pin down the exact date of the first soap opera shows a sensitivity
to the amorphous nature of early radio drama and the inadequacy of labels inthe
classification of such diverse and decentralized activity. Although these authors
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give a humorous, personal portrait of the Hummerts, they do not seem to capture
the spirit of the major pioneers (the Hummerts, Carrington, and Phillips) as well
as Thurber does despite the fact that they devote considerably more time to them
in their discussions. A more factual single narrative on soap operas does not
exist anywhere, but this is not by any means a remarkable piece of analytical
work.

MacDonald’s discussions of soap operas in Don't Touch That Dial! are quite
original and thought-provoking, if occasionally overly analytical. His intriguing
chapter on soap operas and World War II documents the extent to which soap
operas gladly lent their resources to promoting the war effort, either by working
prowar propaganda into story lines or by permitting government personnel to
appear on the program and deliver a prowar service message as part of the script
itself. In his discussion of themes in soap operas (besides those pertaining to war
during the war years) MacDonald synthesizes well and enlarges upon what has
been discussed in other works (including Thurber and Edmondson/Rounds), but
his list of soap opera subgenres (for example, ‘‘the Cinderella story’’) is the
result of an unsuccessful attempt to find generic distinctions among programs
where there exist only dramatic distinctions. MacDonald is far more successful
when he makes these distinctions in adventure/mystery programs.

One of the finer compressed overviews of the genre is Merrill Dennison’s
‘‘Soap Opera’’ (Harper's, April 1940). It is critical yet balanced. It neatly traces
the audience for soap operas back to movie serials, turn-of-the-century
melodrama, and nineteenth-century ‘‘dreadfuls’’ and offers a stirring defense of
““Vic and Sade” as the best written of the soaps. Apart from the fact that it
touches on every issue related to the soaps—from derivation and economics to
criticism—without seeming to rush the discussion, Gilbert Seldes’s concise
treatment of soap operas in Great Audiences is perhaps the most enthusiastic and
persuasive defense of the artistic potential of the genre available. Edmondson
and Rounds notwithstanding, Seldes details the formulaic nature of the soap
opera yet argues with some skill that there is potential for considerable artistic
achievement within that formula. One wishes that he had not chosen ‘‘The Rise
of the Goldbergs and ‘‘Against the Storm’ as two of his examples of
achievement, for it can be argued that these programs succeeded artistically at
least partially because they broke certain formulaic rules. Nonetheless, this short
section is impressively done. Thomas Meehan’s ‘‘Twilight of the Soaps’’ in
Poyntz Tyler’s Television and Radio is particularly valuable because it analyzes
key changes (or, more accurately, evolutions) in the soap opera genre as the soap
moved from radio to television. Not only did the change force soap operas (and
all dramas that made the switch) to speed up their action time (on television a
customer could not spend four days in a barber’s chair getting a shave as one
once did on the radio soap ‘‘Just Plain Bill’’), but the sophistication of the newer
medium forced soap operas out of their sexual prudery. Meehan speculates that
the emergence of such figures as the adulteress in daytime television soap operas
helped break down prudishness on nightime television, which, as late as the
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1960s, practiced self-censorship on a level similar to that of the 1940s radio
dramas. As in the case of all categories of radio dramas, Dunning’s Tune In
Yesterday is the best single collection of individual program descriptions.

Since the defenders of the soap opera often publicly plead their cases against
the severest critics of the genre, some mention should be made of the individuals
who have, quite paradoxically, made the defense of the soap opera a necessity.
New York Herald radio critic John Crosby had terrible things to say about the
soap opera and said them often. Half tongue in cheek he accused soap operas of
conspiring to keep women in a constant state of depression. In derision he
wonders constantly about the state of the women who listen to these shows. His
collection of columns, Out of the Blue, contains a generous dose of his cleverly
articulated prejudice against soap operas. In The Beast in Me and Other Animals,
Thurber tells of one critic who was not expressing tongue-in-cheek concern for
the health of soap opera audiences: physician Louis Berg, who wrote that soap
operas were a menace to women; accused the soaps of deliberately inducing
anxiety among women through perverse appeals to their emotions. ‘‘Sadism,”’
he is alleged to have called it. Berg’s writing, which appeared in a widely
discussed but hard-to-find pamphlet in 1942, anticipated contemporary
antimedia criticism and the now common studies of the physiological effects of
radio and television programs on members of the audience.

“AMOS ‘N’ ANDY”’

More than any other radio dramatic series, ‘‘Amos ‘n’ Andy’’ has transcended
its own medium and become a significant artifact of twentieth-century American
culture. Its enormous success, its highly controversial portrayal of blacks, the
marvelous genius of its two highly idiosyncratic creators, and its seminal role in
opening up mass media to ethnic drama and humor make ‘‘Amos ‘n’ Andy’’ a
subtopic in and of itself in the area of popular drama. Ironically, the one book by
the creators of the program, Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll, was written
two years before ‘‘Amos ‘n’ Andy’’ became a nationwide network success on
NBC. In 1929, when Gosden and Correll wrote All about Amos ‘n’ Andy, the
program was a highly popular syndicated show originating from WMAQ in
Chicago. In this book the two authors tell the story of their meeting and the
evolution of the program. There is much charming braggadoccio standing in the
way of solid information, but as the two men’s only book-length statement about
their work, the book is valuable because it lacks competition. One marvelously
unprophetic paragraph in the book states that the success of the show is based
upon Gosden and Correll’s ‘‘thorough understanding of the Negro race.”” Two
years later, when the show went on the network, that claim was to be challenged
soundly.

Bart Andrews and Ahrgus Juilliard’s Holy Mackerel: The Amos ‘N’ Andy
Story, a well-intended narrative chronology of the program and its history,
derives some real benefit from interviews with former actors on the show as
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well as the recollections of Charles Correll’s son. But much of the information
here is already well established in other sources. The book attempts to frame the
narrative within the race and race-consciousness issues that surrounded the show
from the earliest days of its network radio run in the 1930s to the hue and cry
over the televised version in the 1950s. But in their laudable attempts to balance
the longstanding racial debate (the damage of sustained racial stereotyping
versus the program’s innocent intentions and astonishing popularity among both
blacks and whites) the authors seem unable to resolve their own ambivalence
over this subject, and the book suffers from a noticable uneasiness precipitated
by the authors’ fence-straddling.

Two articles discussing the racial conflict that arose when the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) led the
nationwide protest against the airing of ‘‘Amos ‘n’ Andy’’ offer very different
views of the origination of that movement. Norman Kagan’s ‘‘Amos ‘n’ Andy:
Twenty Years Late or Two Decades Early’” (Journal of Popular Culture,
Summer 1972) asserts that the controversy was an uncontrived, spontaneous
outpouring of concern on the part of many blacks and their sympathizers over
the ridiculous and demeaning manner in which the program portrayed black
people. However, Arnold Shankman, writing in the Journal of Popular Culture
six years later (‘‘Black Pride and Protest: The Amos ‘n’ Andy Crusade’’) offers
a persuasive conspiracy theory. According to Shankman, Robert C. Vann, editor
of the second-largest black newspaper in America (the Pittsburgh Courier),
contrived the protest as a means of generating circulation in the hopes that his
paper would eventually surpass the circulation of the number one black news-
paper in the country, the Cleveland Plain Dealer. Relying heavily on a bio-
graphy of Robert C. Vann, Shankman asserts that the nationwide controversy—
although filled with sincere people voicing seriously held convictions—has
suspect origins indeed.

Although it scarcely even mentions the controversies stirred up over the
show’s portrayal of blacks, the best single piece of work on *‘Amos ‘n’ Andy’’ is
Max Wylie’s ‘‘Amos ‘n’ Andy: A Loving Remembrance’ (Television
Quarterly, Summer 1963). Wylie suggests that the show’s genuineness and
inexhaustible freshness relied heavily on the chemistry that existed between the
idiosyncratic, oddball geniuses that created it. Wylie’s portrait of Gosden and
Correll is a masterful character study. Gosden, the brilliant, introverted
hypochondriac, and Correll, the loud gregarious Irishman who talked too much
and spoke too quickly, seemed to live out a white, prosperous version of the
characters they created. Wylie also does a fine job of documenting the extensive
and sometimes overlooked show-business credentials that both men had prior to
teaming up to become radio performers.

Arthur Wertheim, writing in the Journal of Popular Culture (Winter 1976),
credits the show with having some serious social consequences even if it had
relatively little serious content. In an article entitled ‘‘Relieving Social Tensions:
Radio Comedy and the Great Depression,’’ he claims that ‘‘Amos ‘n’ Andy,”
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““The Rise of the Goldbergs,”” and various radio comedians were partly
responsible for nursing a demoralized nation back to emotional health. While he
does not prove empirically that these shows had any genuine therapeutic value,
Wertheim does offer a thought-provoking and useful thematic analysis of the
show, noting that *‘Amos ‘n’ Andy’’ frequently engaged in social commentary at
the expense of current economic conditions and reinforced traditional values of
work and family in its programs. The 1976 article formed the basis of
Wertheim’s excellent ‘“‘Amos ‘n’ Andy’’ chapter of his superb book Radio
Comedy, which serves as first-rate social and broadcast history on the subject of
the great and minor radio comedy programs. Wertheim’s interest in the intrinsic
social values of the ‘“‘Amos ‘n’ Andy’’ scripts was anticipated by Dale Ross,
who wrote a doctoral dissertation on ‘‘Amos ‘n’ Andy’’ in 1974 (‘‘The ‘Amos
‘n’ Andy’ Radio Program, 1928-1937: It’s History, Content, and Social
Significance’’). His treatment is a studious and original examination of more
than 2,000 scripts. As with soap operas, ‘‘Amos ‘n’ Andy’’ was so popular in
the 1930s that the standard radio magazines and fan magazines all but forced
stories about the show into their pages. In 1932 Radio Digest even ran an ‘‘Amos
‘n” Andy’’ scriptwriting contest, urging readers to write an ‘‘Amos ‘n’ Andy”’
episode. Names of winners were published, but Gosden and Correll, who were
nothing if not prolific (and who were sufficiently popular to be immune to give-
away promotions), passed up the opportunity to use fanwritten material on their
program.

MYSTERY AND ACTION SERIALS

The progenitor of the early prime-time television action and drama program,
the action serial (westerns, mysteries, thrillers, science fiction) became a staple
on radio by the late 1920s. Taking its inspiration from the Saturday-morning
serials in movie houses and adventure serials in boys’ and men’s magazines, the
action programs usually tailored themselves to one of two available formats: the
cliff-hanger, in which each of the installments ended with a hero or heroine
dangling in seemingly hopeless peril, or the episode, in which a hero took on and
solved a single case, problem, or crisis in thirty minutes or an hour. (It is
interesting to note that when prime-time television developed its action drama, it
was wedded so tightly to the episodic format that when various programs began
experimenting with the old cliff-hanger form [*‘Peyton Place’’ in the 1960s and
‘“Hill Street Blues’’ in the 1980s], they were looked upon as boldly
experimental.)

One of the very few book-length discussions on adventure and action
programs is Jim Harmon’s The Great Radio Heroes. Three superior chapters on
WXYZ (Detroit) and local adman George Trendle’s contribution to action
drama (‘‘The Lone Ranger,”’ ‘‘Sargeant Preston of the Yukon’’) are among the
most useful and most readable essays on early station history available. Harmon
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brilliantly narrates how one man put together, piece by piece, an entire
independent, high-quality operation after deciding to reject network
programming in favor of his own instincts. Although there is an undistinguished
discussion of superheroes, a chapter on ‘‘Tom Mix’’ reveals Harmon’s perfect
touch in handling the informal chronicle that is so appropriate for program
histories. Harmon’s book can be frustrating in that it lacks what academics seem
to crave by instinct—a clear organizational or theoretical framework and a
consistent point of view. But Harmon, a fan/scholar who combines the
academic’s ability to do research with the fan’s penchant for whimsical
arrangements of information, is in a real sense true to the evolution of radio
drama; radio drama is genuinely a crazy-quilt of creative artists, commercial
hacks, improbable dreamers, and casual experimenters. Scholars prepared to
tolerate The Great Radio Heroes’ occasional lapses into mindless fan-club
chatter, gross exaggerations, and pointless plot summaries will reap the benefits
of a bold, imaginative, well-researched discussion.

A highly original history of the serial (in magazine, movie, radio, and
television) is Raymond Stedman’s The Serials. Stedman’s approach is clear,
academic, and historical, but he writes with a fan’s enthusiasm. In his three
chapters on radio he gives no new information but synthesizes beautifully the
radio serial into the whole history of the serial form. As he did with the soap
opera, J. Fred MacDonald (Don’t Touch That Dial!) offers a conventional
academic analysis of the western and the mystery, although in this area his
approach meets with considerably more success. In his chapter ‘‘Detective
Programming and the Search for Law and Order’’ MacDonald breaks down the
detective show into three types: realistic (the ploddingly rational approach to
solving crimes, such as ‘“‘Emo Crime Club’’ and ‘‘Sherlock Holmes’’),
glamorous (the fanciful embellishment of the detective’s personality, in ‘‘The
Thin Man,’’ *“The Shadow,’’ or ‘“The Green Hornet’’), and the neo-realistic
(‘“‘ugly crimes, brutalized detectives, and grim environments’’). MacDonald
also sees two types of western dramas in the history of radio serials: the juvenile
western that exhibited and taught moral virtues such as self-sacrifice and
independence (*‘Rin Tin Tin,”’ ‘*‘The Lone Ranger,”’ and ‘‘“Tom Mix’") and the
later adult western that included themes of sex and violence (‘‘Gunsmoke’’). In
his discussions of the detective serials and the westerns, MacDonald’s
classifications do exactly what academic classifications should do: they give us
new ways of looking at familiar material and provide us with new insights into
that material.

In addition to the encyclopedic works mentioned earlier (Dunning’s Tune In
Yesterday and Buxton and Owen’s The Big Broadcast), articles and sketches on
individual shows are scattered around the literature. In the 1930s Radio Digest
did several sketches of actors and writers of various serial programs. While
many of these were simply fan-club chatter, two by radio writer Tom Curtin
deserve special attention because they are analytical in their approach to the
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programs and because, as the creator of the shows about which he writes, Curtin
gives some marvelous insights into how the programs came into being (‘‘Police
Thrillers: Action,”’ Radio Digest, Summer 1932, and ‘‘Charlie Chan,”’ Radio
Digest, March 1933).

OTHER WORKS ON POPULAR DRAMA

Gertrude Berg’s autobiography Molly and Me details both her immigrant
history in East Harlem and her life with ‘‘The Rise of the Goldbergs.”
Unfortunately from our perspective, the personal history is written with more
power and more detail than is the smaller section on the program, but as the one
memoir by a very important writer of radio drama, the book has importance and
stature. (In 1931 Berg authored a spin-off book based on ‘‘The Rise of the
Goldbergs™’ and entitled, not surprisingly, The Rise of the Goldbergs.) During
her tenure on radio and television, Berg was the subject of several profiles in
popular magazines. William Birnie’s ‘‘Molly Goes Marching On’’ in the Novem-
ber 1941 issue of American Magazine is typical of these articles.

Two books on ‘“Vic and Sade’’ deserve special attention as well. Mary
Frances Rhymer’s The Small House Halfway up in the Next Block contains not
only thirty scripts from the program that her husband created but also a very
useful introduction describing the work routine, point of view, and value system
of author Paul Rhymer. Perhaps chafing over the immortality of Frank and Anne
Hummert, Mary Rhymer pointedly notes that her husband wrote every word of
every script—an implied slap at the Hummert style of employing stables of
anonymous writers who produced scripts under their bylines. Fred E. H.
Schroeder’s intriguing article ‘‘Radio’s Home Folks, Vic and Sade: A Study in
Aural History’’ (Journal of Popular Culture, Fall 1978) uses *‘Vic and Sade’’ as
a test case for his convincing thesis that radio drama has its aesthetic and
theatrical roots in folk drama and oral tradition. In the same issue of the Journal
of Popular Culture, John E. DiMeglio’s article ‘‘Radio’s Debt to Vaudeville’’
suggests other nondramatic sources of radio drama, although his article is more
concerned with the live comedians than it is with dramatic productions. Charles
Stumpf’s book Ma Perkins, Little Orphan Annie, and High-Ho Silver is an
annotated listing in praise of dramatic comedy and music shows. It is
enthusiastic, but other works cited here are far more helpful and thorough.

Although concerns about violence in the media are usually confined to visual
media, Marilyn Sue Lawrence in a 1980 doctoral dissertation, ‘‘Violence on the
Air: An Analysis of Radio Drama,’’ presented grounds for similar concerns
about radio audiences listening to violent radio drama shows in the 1930s and
1940s. The dissertation formed the foundation of her article ‘‘An Analysis of the
Violence Content of Radio Thriller Dramas—and Some Comparisons with
Television’’ in Journal of Broadcasting (Summer 1984). The author (appearing
here as Marilyn Lawrence Boemer) discusses the possibility that popular violent
radio programs such as ‘‘Gangbusiers’’ stimulated young viewers to imitate the
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action. She further observes that a less complex society in the 1930s and 1940s
was reflected in the optimistic outlook and the ‘‘bad guy’’/‘‘good guy’’
distinctions to be found in radio drama as opposed to the relative cynicism and
sometimes blurred moral distinctions more prevalent in recent television drama.

Publishers Weekly (July 4, 1942) ran a delightful, unsigned article ‘‘Radio
Program Builds Audience for ‘Inner Sanctum’ Mysteries.’”” From a
contemporary perspective, the article reveals how naive publishers and broad-
casters once were about the tie-in between book sales and broadcasts even
remotely based upon those books (much less books based upon broadcasts).
When the program ‘‘Inner Sanctum Mysteries’’ began airing in January 1941, the
only tie-in that it had with the Simon and Schuster mystery series from which it
took its name was a one-sentence plug for the latest Simon and Schuster book.
Much to its surprise, Simon and Schuster was inundated with inquiries about the
books from listeners of the program. Simon and Schuster went to work
strengthening the tie in promotions, an act that gave birth to the now-
commonplace bookstore display exploiting broadly any connection between a
broadcast program and a book.

Although American radio drama may appear to have been pronounced dead in
the 1950s, there has been something of a revival of interest in radio drama
programming in the last few years. (This has been hailed as a ‘‘Renaissance’’ by
one unbridled enthusiast and as ‘scattered pockets of interest’ in the view of
realists.) As a result, some relatively recent literature has emerged on the
subject. Paul K. Jackson’s dissertation, ‘‘Investigation into Earplay, National
Public Radio’s Drama Production Unit, 1971-1981: Towards an Aural Aesthetic
in Drama.’’ (University of Wisconsin, 1983) examines NPR’s recent foray into
radio drama production and adds some fuel to the smoldering fires of the debates
over radio drama’s poetics. Eli Segal, writing in the fall 1978 Journal of Popular
Culture (‘‘Radio Drama: No Need for Nostalgia in Kalamazoo’’) boasts of a
very successful community-based series of original entertainment, serial drama
productions that were broadcast in the 1970s over Western Michigan
University’s WMUK. These ventures notwithstanding, it is unlikely that drama
will ever thrive as a nonvisual, aural medium in the United States—a fact
generally recognized and accepted even by those with genuine admiration and
awe for the beleaguered radio play.
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3 RADIO NEWS

The history of broadcast news is the story of a race between the broadcaster’s
imagination and the public’s appetite for quick and dramatic information about
major events. Although the beginning of this century saw the development of
technology that would permit the broadcast of information from one location to
another, it was a string of individual ‘‘big news stories’’ from 1920 to 1940 that
created the public’s insatiable appetite for up-to-the-minute news. The public’s
hunger for news sparked the ambition of the brightest people in the fields of
technology and broadcast journalism, who sought better, faster, and flashier
ways of bringing the big stories home. Their success further stimulated the
public’s desire for faster, more dramatic news, and so the cycle continues
unabated today.

The fact that many major news stories such as conventions, elections, and
political speeches are announced in advance gave the earliest experimenters with
broadcast news both the laboratory subjects and the controlled environments
they needed to produce newscasts that would beat the newspapers. There is some
argument for crediting Lee De Forest with the first of the significant
breakthrough newscasts with his 1916 broadcast of the presidential election
results. However, most historians are more comfortable with 1920, coming
down either on the side of Detroit’s 8MK broadcast of the August Michigan
primary results or KDKA's (Pittsburgh) broadcast of the November presidential
election—a broadcast that has now passed into modern American folklore.

Since 1920 radio and broadcast news as we now know it has grown from three
different sources. The first is the regularly scheduled newscast, which then,
much as it does now, consisted of little more than a reading of headlines and
leads of a few major stories—stories largely (and in the1920s exclusively) taken
from newspapers or wire services. The newscast is still not a major component
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in the broadcast schedule of most radio stations. Most current radio newscasts
take up no more than a few minutes per hour; radio newscasts in the 1920s took
up no more than several minutes per day. Moreover, the charges of “‘rip and
read”’ newscasting that still abound in the radio field indicate that to a large
extent the straight radio newscast, even when it occurs in a major city, has not
evolved considerably from its earliest forms. Compared to the growth of
broadcast news in the other two areas, the straight newscast has all but remained
stagnant for the past three generations.

The second source is the immediate broadcast of a major breaking story.
Through the 1920s radio’s increasing interest in developing ever-larger hookups
for the broadcast of major stories played nicely into the hands of politicians who
sought ever-larger audiences for their activities. In the 1920s and 1930s election
returns, conventions, major speeches, and political advertising were used by
broadcasters and politicians alike for the same, mutually self-serving purpose: to
attract the largest possible audience to their event. Other events, such as the
World Series and the Scopes trial, further encouraged the growth of network
news. The rapid rise of these popular broadcasts and the corresponding
expansion of their audiences grated on rival newspapers and wire services, who
lost prestige and revenue during this period. Their feud with radio erupted in
what has come to be known as the Press-Radio War of the 1930s. A discussion
of that intriguing imbroglio appears later in this chapter.

The third source is the phenomenon of the news commentator, whose on-the-
air persona became interwoven with the content of his commentaries.
Broadcasters discovered early that a compelling (although not always learned
and not always cordial) voice could attract listeners and advertisers to news on a
regular basis. The history of the commentator is so important to the shaping of
broadcast news (and, some have argued, to the shaping of American politics and
policy) that a separate discussion of radio commentary is contained within this
chapter.

Since radio news has been driven by the twin engines of charismatic radio
commentators and compelling, instant coverage of breaking stories, it is not at
all surprising that radio news (and possibly broadcast news) had its finest
moments when the medium’s most effective radio commentator covered the
century’s most important breaking story. A section on Edward R. Murrow’s
radio work—especially his work in Europe during World War II—follows the
discussion of radio commentary.

GENERAL WORKS

The major sources on radio journalism include studies of broadcasting as well
as studies of journalism. Erik Barnouw’s three-volume A History of Broad-
casting in the United States is the most important of these. The first volume, A
Tower in Babel, is the most helpful in establishing the rise of radio news in the
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context of the history of broadcasting as a whole. Barnouw’s volumes treat no
subject in any depth, but in A Tower in Babel he stresses the impact of early
newspaper ownership of radio stations on the development of broadcast news
and sets forth the chronology of major news broadcasts and breakthroughs. For
all his terseness, Barnouw effectively presents the importance of major
broadcasts and the development of the public’s desire for a national news—the
kind of news that could only be handled by radio. The Golden Web, Barnouw’s
second volume covering 1933-1953, also provides the most solid general history
of the medium during this period of time. Of particular use to scholars in radio
journalism are his several discussions of Franklin Roosevelt’s skill in using radio
to his advantage and creating, it would seem for all time, the ‘‘media president.’’
He also treats well the 1930s rivalry between NBC and CBS—particularly CBS’s
desire to use news as the means by which it would outperform its main
competitor. The third volume, The Image Empire, covers the television age and
thus does not provide a comparable amount of useful information in the area of
radio news (or radio in general).

Gleason L. Archer’s A History of Radio to 1926, the first major history of the
medium, is particularly strong on the development of radio’s use as a political
tool but far less useful on the subject of the growth of news reporting within the
broadcast industry. The book contains a superior discussion of Warren
Harding’s use (and success) with radio speeches. It is not unlike Barnouw’s
work in that it breaks its subject matter into many discrete subheadings, but
Gleason’s work reads much more slowly. Another early general history of radio
that offers some valuable insights into the early news developments is E. P. J.
Shurick’s The First Quarter-Century of American Broadcasting. Shurick takes
considerable pains to explain the advances in telephone wire hookups necessary
for early presidential speeches. He also provides one of the earliest discussions
of radio’s role in local information and community action: law enforcement,
flood emergencies, weather reports, farm reports, and so on.

Although it is not a comprehensive history of the medium or of radio news,
Francis Chase, Jr.’s Sound and Fury: An Informal History of Broadcasting
offers one of the earliest genuinely sophisticated analyses of the relationship
between politics and radio. Chase’s comparison of Hoover’s and Roosevelt’s
radio styles is excellent. His discussion of the history of the program ‘‘Town
Meeting of the Air’’ is a highly instructive case study of how radio in the 1930s
was teaching itself and its audience new definitions of news and information
broadcasting. Also included are well-researched sections on the Press-Radio
War, Edward R. Murrow, and radio news’ practice of raiding newspapers for its
newscasters and reporters. Widely quoted in media and news studies, it is one of
the best and most respected sources in the field.

Charles A. Siepmann’s Radio’s Second Chance is an excellent analysis of early
radio news ventures. He is one of the few historians who incorporate fully into
their general histories of radio news discussions of early censorship and freedom
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of speech cases. His is an economic and regulatory history of radio and radio
news more than a programming history, and thus it complements nicely the other
works cited.

Many books present original perspectives on the general history of radio
news. Gilbert Seldes’s The Great Audience offers an imaginative analysis of the
formal evolution of the radio documentary; he pays particular attention to the
role of playwright Norman Corwin in bringing a ‘‘poetic’’ quality to CBS’s
early documentary efforts. Mitchell V. Charnley’s News by Radio contains a
solid, compressed history of radio news. He is less taken than others with the
role of Edward R. Murrow in advancing the quality of radio broadcasting during
war; he assigns to Murrow no greater role or contribution than he does to any
other major radio correspondent at the time. Charnley’s book doubles as a
textbook and contains chapters on how a radio newsroom operates and how a
broadcast is formatted. Although dated (1948), much of this information (and
Charnley’s good sense) holds up well. Frank Luther Mott’s The News in
America is an imaginative and energetic (but not at all comprehensive)
discussion of the state of news in America in the early 1960s. Of particular value
is his chapter ‘“WZZZ Airs the News,’” in which he takes us through the day of a
fictitious city radio news operation. (The station is a composite of KGO in San
Francisco and WHO in Des Moines.) Mott makes the telling point that small
radio stations sometimes have larger commitments to airing and gathering news
than do large ones—a key difference between radio news and television news,
which are often lumped together in discussions of news after 1950. Paul F.
Lazarsfeld’s Radio and the Printed Page: An Introduction to the Study of Radio
and Its Role in the Communication of Ideas contains two significant chapters on
news. Concentrating his analysis on the radio audience, Lazarsfeld sees early
radio news as the initial stimulant in the American consciousness for news
beyond the local level. In addition, he provides some useful data on how the
audience in the late 1930s perceived and used radio news. Harrison B.
Summers’s anthology Radio Censorship offers dozens of readings on radio
censorship cases and law. The entire subject is critical to any discussion of radio
news, although the readings in Summers’s book cover news, entertainment,
religion, and advertising.

Among the more recent histories of radio news, J. Fred MacDonald’s ‘‘The
Development of Broadcast Journalism,’” a chapter in his book Don 't Touch That
Dial! Radio Programming in American Life, 1920-1960, is excellent. Little new
information is presented here (MacDonald is stronger in the area of
entertainment programming), but the concise history of broadcasting presents
efficiently (and in more readable fashion than do the more thorough but more
encyclopedic Barnouw volumes) discussions on the rise of the commentator,
radio censorship and World War II, the Press-Radio War, and postwar radio
documentaries. He shortchanges Murrow somewhat—perhaps not wanting to
add to the deluge—but otherwise provides a very good condensation of radio
news’ history. Peter Fornatale and Joshua E. Mills have an imaginative section
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on radio news in their book Radio in the Television Age. The chapter, which is a
vigorous defense of radio news as the medium by which most people learn about
breaking stories (even in the television age), offers a cursory history of radio
news history highlights. In addition, Fornatale and Mills pay particular
attention to technological advances and their role in the growth of radio news in
the 1930s—a type of discussion usually associated with earlier sources on radio.
Steve Knoll’s essay ‘‘Radio News—Promise and Performance’ in Marvin
Barrett’s anthology The Politics of Broadcasting makes the persuasive case that
the inflexibility of format radio in the 1970s and 1980s has stunted the growth of
radio news, implying that the flexible format of television programming has
given rise to growth and innovation in television news.

Other studies that are less valuable but worth consulting as minor sources
include Judith C. Waller’s Radio: The Fifth Estate. A standard summary history
of the medium, it is less thorough than most and is surprisingly stingy in its
information on news. Its one unique contribution is its discussion of the role of
women in braodcast news and its brief discussion of women’s reactions to news
broadcasts. Scholars researching women and media studies will find it helpful.
Llewellyn White’s The American Radio: A Report on the Broadcasting Industry in’
the United States from the Commission on the Freedom of the Press contains, for
all the magnificence of its title, a good general history of radio, particularly on
the role of advertisers and advertising. This study can make the historical claim
of recommending in 1947 that radio not sell individual programs to individual
advertisers—thus ensuring that advertisers cannot gain control over news and
other programming. However, as a general source for radio history, it can be
used sparingly. Sammy R. Danna’s ‘‘The Rise of Radio News’’ in Lawrence
Lichty and Malachi C. Topping’s American Broadcasting: A Source Book on the
History of Radio and Television is a brief overview of radio news’ early triumphs,
with particular emphasis between 1929 and 1933. Lloyd R. Morris’s Not So
Long Ago, a self-confessed personal history of early twentieth-century America,
offers one-third of its considerable bulk to the rise of radio. Its freshness comes
from its personal tone rather than its new insights or information on radio or
radio news.

Articles on radio news appear regularly in some of the standard academic
journals such as Journal of Broadcasting and Journalism Quarterly. David G.
Clark’s ‘‘Radio in Presidential Campaigns: The Early Years (1924-1932),”
appearing in Journal of Broadcasting (Summer 1962), fleshes out nicely the
politicians’ earliest ventures into political broadcasting, complete with
Democratic and Republican media advertising budgets for the early campaigns.
Michael Emery’s ‘‘The Munich Crisis Broadcasts: Radio News Comes of Age”’
inJournalism Quarterly (Autumn 1965) is valuable for the original insight that it
offers and its detailed account of what is generally agreed to be the greatest event
of radio news. Most often seen as Murrow’s triumph for radio news, the Munich
crisis is viewed by Emery as radio news’ triumph for itself. Radio news articles
in Journal of Broadcasting and Journalism Quarterly more frequently deal with
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specific contemporary issues than they do with general history; examples are
Howard H. Martin’s ‘‘President Reagan’s Return to Radio’’ in the winter 1984
issue of Journalism Quarterly or Theodore L. Glasser’s ‘‘On Time-Compressed
News’’ in the winter 1976 issue of the Journal of Broadcasting. But radio news-
related articles appear in these journals with sufficient frequency to warrant
regular checking of their indexes.

THE PRESS-RADIO WAR

One of the major stages in the evolution of broadcast journalism occurred in
1934 and 1935 when newspaper publishers, long both fascinated by and
resentful of radio journalism, set about consciously to rid the airwaves of news-
related broadcasts. In what was termed the Press-Radio War, newspapers vented
so much hostility toward radio journalism that radio broadcasts became aware of
how much potential they had as gatherers and disseminators of news.
Paradoxically, by attempting to destroy radio journalism, the hostile newspapers
advanced by decades radio’s commitment to and capability for news
broadcasting.

Years before the open conflict over radio’s role in news broadcasting broke
out between the press and radio, print journalists had expressed more than a few
reservations about radio’s ventures into political and information broadcasting.
A 1922 article in Wireless Age, ‘‘What Newspaper Editors Say,”’ published
excerpts from newspaper editorials objecting vigorously to the considerable
interest that politicians and radio broadcasters were beginning to show toward
one another. In the Milwaukee Journal one could find:

When a candidate hires a hall, there’s no law to make you go hear him. If a paper prints
his speech, you can skip it and read something interesting in the next column. Usually you
can dodge him on the street. But when he takes to the radio, he’s got you. With the radio in
the office, the club, the home, and the bathtub, on boats, trains, and automobiles, there’s
no escape from the spellbinder.

In an equally respectful editorial on the prospect of having congressional
sessions broadcast over radio, the Toledo News-Bee argued:

One can let the Congressional Record lie in its wrapper. Or one can find out when
something worthwhile has been said and read. . . . But in the place of the music, the
lectures, market reports, weather reports and things of this sort, the congressional
proceedings are as a whole not worth the time. Nobody but the man who is paid for it
should have to stand the racket of Congress.

Even though in 1922 no stations had any newsgathering ambitions and few
broadcast more than several minutes of news per day, this level of activity was
sufficient to generate scorn among print journalists.
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Scorn grew to fear and envy when broadcasters began reporting major stories
with greater speed and impact than the newspapers or the wire services. Various
scholars attribute to different individual stories the responsibility for enraging
the print journalists and bringing them closer to a point of conflict with the
broadcasters. Certainly the broadcast of election returns of every presidential
election from 1920, major speeches by Presidents Hoover and Coolidge, the
Scopes trial in 1925, and the Lindberg flight were among the major stories in the
1920s where the speed of radio provided unbeatable competition for the
newspapers. Moreover, in the 1920s broadcasters were experimenting with
chain and network hookups, thus giving their reporting expanded audiences.
Newspapers, struggling with their local circulation figures, enjoyed no
corresponding burst of energy or prestige during the same period. By the late
1920s the only thing preventing the newspapers from going for the throats of the
radio broadcasters was that throughout the decade times had been good and there
appeared to be enough advertising money available on the market to keep both
newspapers and radio broadcasters well fed. Radio was costing print journalism
some prestige and exclusivity in the reporting field, but there was not yet any
widespread concern that radio was costing the papers a significant amount of
revenue.

By the early stages of the depression that situation changed. War between the
mediums broke out when financial rivalry merged with and ultimately
overshadowed professional rivalry. In his article *‘The Origin of the Press-Radio
Conflict,”” published in the June 1936 issue of Journalism Quarterly, Russell
Hammargren sees 1928 as the year that the newspaper industry first began to
perceive radio news (as well as radio advertising) as a major financial and
professional threat. During the 1928 election, the Associated Press invested
$250,000 to cover the election. As it had almost always done, AP turned over its
information to the networks—a practice begun in the days when radio broadcast
so little news that it was not even considered by the major papers and wire
services to be a part of the journalism profession. However, by election night
1928 NBC and CBS were hooked up to some 120-plus stations between them and
gleefully broadcast the fruits of AP’s long hours and considerable expense. At
last, the newspaper industry started to see radio news not as a frivolous plaything
or a growing inconvenience, but as a genuine and life-threatening competitor.

Things might have come to a head even if there had been no depression, but
the depression made confrontation inevitable. In the first several years of the
depression the newspaper industry suffered significant advertising losses while
the radio industry performed beautifully. Moreover, radio commentators (H. V.
Kaltenborn, Floyd Gibbons, and others) were becoming very popular in the
early thirties, and with them came the nearly earthshaking realization that radio
news, at least in this format, could attract advertising revenue on its own.

In self-defense, newspapers began launching a few small, pathetic salvos.
Resentful of the fact that listing radio schedules in the newspapers provided free
advertising to radio sponsors, some papers refused to list radio programs whose
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titles included the name of the sponsor in their radio listings (thus ‘‘The Chase
and Sanborn Hour’’ became *‘variety’’ or something similar) on the grounds that
the papers would not give a free plug to advertisers who had abandoned them in
hard times. Others refused to publish listings at all.

In 1933 the most serious battle line was drawn over the ‘‘ownership’’ of news.
William Paley in As It Happened: A Memoir and T. R. Carskadon in his brilliant
piece on the Press-Radio War for the New Republic (March 11, 1936) argue that
what triggered the final escalation of hostilities was the radio coverage of the
kidnapping of the Lindberg baby during the previous year—the biggest single
news story in the then short history of radio news and arguably the biggest news
story between the two world wars save only the stock market crash of 1929. CBS
and NBC broadcast developments and updates around the clock for weeks. For
scoops, immediacy, and impact, radio buried the newspapers. Live radio
coverage of the Democratic convention in the summer of 1932 did nothing to
soothe the badly frayed feelings of the newspapers.

Retaliation came swiftly. Under pressure from the newspapcrs, the wire
services began cutting service to the radio stations, leaving the stations and the
networks without their predominant (and in many cases their only) source of
news. Left to their own devices, NBC and CBS quickly put together their own
newsgathering operations, using stringers, contacts in major cities, foreign
press, the telephone, and a great deal of imagination. In their highly readable
and valuable accounts of putting together those early newsgathering operations,
NBC'’s Abel Alan Schechter (I Live On Air) and CBS’s Paul W. White (News on
the Air) not only provided the best ‘‘in the trenches’’ histories of the radio
journalists’ plight during the Press-Radio War but revealed how many of
broadcast news’ standard practices grew out of the necessity of getting on the air
without wire service bulletins (on-the-air interviews with highly placed
government officials, eyewitness accounts of street events, the broadcast
journalist’s use of the telephone as his link to the outside world).

CBS’s newsgathering operation, the Columbia News Service, was so
successful that after only a few months it was keeping CBS fully competitive
with the papers and the wire services. But NBC was not so successful, and the
depression had finally taken a toll on radio. In December 1933 the wire services,
the networks, and the American Newspaper Publishers Association sat down at
the Biltmore Hotel in New York and hammered out the Biltmore Agreement—a
short-lived exercise in uneven compromise that gave the networks access to
preselected wire service news on the condition that broadcasters could air
background news only (no spots), could broadcast only at times that would not
allow radio news to ‘‘hit the streets’’ before the morning or evening papers,
could not gather their own news, and could not have sponsors for news
broadcasts.

As Keith P. Sanders notes in his Journalism Quarterly article (Autumn 1967)
““The Collapse of the Press-Radio News Bureau’ (the agency established to
enforce the Biltmore Agreement), this attempt to control the growth of broadcast
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news was doomed to fail. The more than 60 percent of the radio stations that
were not affiliated with the networks had no reason to honor it, the wire services
themselves often made their news available to radio, and the networks began
labelling their popular news commentary shows as ‘‘entertainment’” and airing
them at will. By 1936 radio news was accepted by everyone, including the
newspapers, as an integral part of the business and profession of journalism.

No book-length discussions of the Press-Radio War have been published.
None of the articles on the conflict is comprehensive, but en masse the body of
literature fleshes out the details fully. Giraud Chester’s ‘‘The Press-Radio War,
1933-1935"" (Public Opinion Quarterly, Summer 1947) is more descriptive than
analytical but discusses at some length the workings of the Press-Radio Bureau.
““The Press-Radio War of the 1930’s’’ (Journal of Broadcasting, Summer 1970)
by George E. Lott, Jr., is the most recent of the scholarly treatments of the
conflict and has the advantage of encompassing much of the previous literature.
Lott traces the causes of the conflict, particularly the impact that the scope and
variety of radio journalism experiments had upon a dumbfounded and later
enraged newspaper establishment. Russell J. Hammargren’s ‘“The Origin of the
Press-Radio Conflict’’ (Journalism Quarterly, June 1936), the first of the
scholarly studies of the subject, is, for its brief three pages, shrewdly analytical;
Hammargren makes an excellent connection between advertising rivalries and
journalism rivalries as joint causes of the hostilities. Rudolph D. Michael’s
“‘History and Criticism of Press-Radio Relationships’” in the September 1938
issue of Journalism Quarterly is particularly strong in documenting and
analyzing the role of the wire services before and during the Press-Radio War.
Keith P. Sanders’ short article in the autumn 1967 issue of Journalism Quarterly
(““The Collapse of the Press-Radio News Bureau’’) focuses exclusively on the
bureau’s doomed efforts to enforce the unenforceable. Sammy R. Danna’s *“The
Press-Radio War’’ in Lichty and Topping’s American Broadcasting gives an
overview of the press-radio rivalry up to World War II, extending the generally
accepted 1930-1935 dates for the conflict.

Various magazines reported on various aspects of the war. T. R. Carskadon’s
““The Press-Radio War’’ in the March 11, 1936, issue of New Republic is as
insightful as it is wry. Most other popular periodical coverage would add little to
what can be garnered from Carskadon and the other sources cited here.

Three first-person accounts of the warfare are worth noting. Paley devotes a
full chapter to the conflict in As It Happened: A Memoir, portraying himself and
his network as virtuous conquerors. In many respects his view is accurate,
although there is evidence in other sources that Paley takes more personal credit
for the triumph of the Columbia News Service than he may deserve. Schechter’s
1 Live on Air and White’s News on the Air both provide superior accounts of their
respective roles in the conflict. Unfortunately, Schechter’s is the more vivid and
more detailed; it is Paul White’s work with Columbia News Service that is truly
history-making. Scholarship could use an extensive study of White’s role here.

In addition to offering up the vicarious pleasures that all conflicts among
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industrial giants provide to those that study them, the Press-Radio War
demonstrates that radio journalism and journalism as a whole came of age at
about the same time. Carving out for themselves their individual areas of
strength, radio (speed, impact, audience size) and newspapers (depth, breadth,
and physical tangibility) produced from this conflict the occasionally uneasy but
generally solid relationship between print and broadcast news that has
characterized American journalism for the last fifty years. It is a marvelously
revealing substudy in journalism history.

THE COMMENTATORS

By the 1950s television news had become so powerful that many discussions
of radio news since that time have been subsumed under the category of
broadcast news, with television news being the far greater of its two
components. There is some justification for the orphaning of radio news during
the television age. Television news brought to broadcasting all of the swiftness,
immediacy, and dramatic impact that characterizes radio news. But it added
pictures: first small fuzzy pictures, then large fuzzy pictures, then large clear
pictures, then large color pictures, then giant pictures.

Even the newsgathering operations in radio and television differ more in
degree than they do in kind. Radio news operations within the major networks
and in large cities often share facilities and personnel with their co-owned
television operations—with television broadcasting universally viewed as the
more prestigious activity. The news philosophy, ethics, and practices are almost
the same within the two media, as are the major stories and broadcast formats.
While certainly the working procedures of the reporters, editors, and technicians
in radio news must and do take into account the fact that their audience cannot
see their stories, radio news and television news have developed along similar
lines, with one notable exception: the radio news commentator.

The radio commentator—the well-spoken, well-known individual who
interpreted the news and whose name became identified with those news stories
he chose to elaborate upon—is central to the development of radio news. It is a
phenomenon that knows no counterpart in television.

In his autobiography Fifty Fabulous Years H. V. Kaltenborn, a Harvard-
educated editor for a Brooklyn newspaper, claims with some justification that he
was the first radio commentator in 1923. Indeed, the controversies that
Kaltenborn stirred up with sponsors, public officials, and the public at large over
what would be considered today fairly mild fare speaks to the fact that in the
1920s people were not accustomed to hearing any news-related opinions on
radio, even though they read such opinions daily in the newspapers. (Sometimes
they read the exact same opinions; commentators such as Kaltenborn, Fulton
Lewis, and Elmer Davis performed double duty as newspaper columnists and
radio analysts.) Controversies notwithstanding, the good commentators were
popular, and their numbers increased rapidly over the next decade. One source
claims that by 1940 there were hundreds of them in America.
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With their ever-increasing presence in radio came a concern over their
influence and power, specifically a concern over the degree to which they could
influence public opinion and public policy. The debate was never settled fully,
even when the radio commentators’ numbers and powers waned in the 1950s.
The debate also helps to keep current scholarship active in the history of the
commentator, for it is a central question in the development of broadcast
journalism as a whole.

Two books form the center of the literature on the commentator. Irving Fang’s
Those Radio Commentators contains excellent, compressed biographies on
Kaltenborn, Floyd Gibbons, Lowell Thomas, Father Coughlin, Boake Carter,
Upton Close, Dorothy Thompson, Raymond Gram Swing, Elmer Davis, Fulton
Lewis, Drew Pearson, Walter Winchell, and Hilmar Baukhage, as well as
thumbnail sketches of regional and minor commentators. In the introduction of
the book (charmingly entitled *“The Excess Prophets’’) he surveys the history of
the commentator—his rise to power, his flights with sponsors, the audience
response, and the question of his influence.

The other book deals directly with the question of the commentators’ influence
as its central thesis. David H. Culbert’s News for Everyman: Radio and Foreign
Affairs in Thirties America argues that radio news, once having generated in the
public an unprecedented interest in news in general and foreign affairs in
particular, proceeded to shape public opinion and, in some cases, public policy
through the persuasive, subjective analyses of its most influential commentators.
Examining the careers of Carter, Kaltenborn, Swing, Davis, Lewis, and
Murrow, he argues that each of these men altered American sentiment and that a
few of them may have altered American policy in foreign affairs. In a thoroughly
researched and energetically argued position, Culbert carefully tempers his
assignations of responsibility, choosing wisely to show how commentators
influenced the general climate of American thinking—a climate that may have
allowed for a particular change in foreign policy. Culbert is quite careful not to
attribute to any commentator the sole responsibility for any change in history:
however, one gets a sense from the tone of the work that on occasion he would
like to.

A very good companion study to Culbert’s book is David Hosley’s
unpublished doctoral dissertation ‘“The Men, the Instrument, and the Moment:
The Development of Radio Foreign Correspondence in the United States
through 1940’ (Columbia University, 1982). Hosley’s work is a social history
of foreign correspondence tracing the transition from the network representative
system (where news executives procured guest speakers to discuss foreign
affairs on their programs) to the correspondent system (where reporters covered
foreign affairs themselves). Hosley’s narrative technique is reminiscent of
popular novels and helps to capture the adventurousness of the men and their
time. Moreover, his work nicely complements Culbert’s in that Hosley
successfully conveys the communal sense that the major correspondents
developed about themselves and their mission, while Culbert concentrates on
delineating individual styles and accomplishments.
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Two other notable but less valuable treatments of the radio commentators
include a discussion in Gilbert Seldes’s The Great Audience that compactly
details the rise of the commentator in the context of the rise of radio journalism
in general. A rather curious treatment of radio announcers can be found
throughout Ray Poindexter’s Golden Throats and Silver Tongues: The Radio
Announcers. Published by a tiny independent press, the book lacks editorial
structuring. Announcers are announcers regardless of their quality or specialty,
so one is likely to see discussions of Edward R. Murrow and H. V. Kaltenborn
interspersed with biographies of Harry Von Zell and Art Linkletter. The lack of
formal structuring and academic apparatus is unfortunate because the sheer
volume of information on announcers and radio stations contained within this
book is absolutely staggering.

Several articles on radio commentators document both the rise of the
commentator and the character of the radio news commentators’ heyday. Robert
R. Smith’s *‘The Origins of Radio Network News Commentary’’ (Journal of
Broadcasting, Spring 1965) offers a wide range of explanations for the
commentators’ popularity in the 1930s, including the print journalist training of
many of the leading commentators, the highly controversial New Deal
legislation (which provided countless single issues and many major theoretical
matters for debate), and the Press-Radio War, which led commentators to
interpret newspaper stories out of fear of facing plagiarism charges from the
papers if they read them straight. R. Franklin Smith’s ‘‘The Nature and
Development of Commentary’’ (Journal of Broadcasting, Winter 1961-1962
wrestles with some of the theoretical questions posed by the significance of
commentary as part of radio news. Among his concerns are the definition of
commentary and how it is distinguished from analysis. (Smith admits that this
distinction has far more bearing on theoretical discussions of news than it does
on practical situations.) On the issue of bias he observes that not only has CBS
been the network most responsible for building up a stable of highly reputable
news commentators, it has also be