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The extraordinary story of an immigrant boy who became an

industrial giant. As head of RCA and pioneer in electronics

and communications, he has probably affected our daily lives
more than anyone since Edison.



About David Sarnoff, the subject of this biography, President Johnson said in
1964, “No one better illustrates the genius of America. His rise from immigrant
boy to industrial statesman is an inspiring record.”

About this book, the following early readers have commented:

“A fine, full-bodied biography of one of America’s greatest barons of technology.
Readers will find in the highlights of Sarnoff's life a thrilling perspective of an age
of electronics.”—RaALPH E. LAPP, author, physicist

“Eugene Lyons has written the Sarnoff saga—the story of a man whose accom-
plishments have become a legend in his own lifetime. What Ford did for trans-
portation, Carnegie for steel and the Wrights for aviation, David Sarnoff has con-
tributed to public enlightenment and education through electronics. His work in the
area of communications will be felt for generations. The book is an inspiring human
chronicle.”—LEwIs L. STRAUSS, former chairman of the Atomic Energy Commis-
sion

“In this account of the life and adventures of one of the giants of our time,
Mr. Lyons has written a biographical epic—significant as a business romance and
exciting as a human story.”—LOWELL THOMAs, author, commentator

“This book does a great deal to explain the fabulous man whose imprint on the
lives of all men, living and unborn, is beyond our capacity to measure—but not
beyond our capacity to be deeply grateful for.”—ELM0 ROPER, marketing consultant

“This is above all a warm and human story; it is also a revealing and penetrating
account of the development of those twentieth-century miracles—radio, television
and electronics. The personality and genius of David Sarnoff come alive in this
book. So does the romance of half a century of American mdustnal progress.”
—LAWRENCE FERTIG, economist, columnist

“The miracle of our age is not only the atom bomb but also the development
of the electronics industry in communications; a wonderful tool for the dissemina-
tion of truth as well as entertainment. This book, a biography of David Sarnoff,
the key figure in the industry, traces that development from the early tappings of
wireless telegraphy to the latest in color television. The man and the industry are
so intertwined that they cannot be separated. In this important book Eugene Lyons
has told the dual story vividly and movingly.”—W. L. WHITE, author, editor of
Emporia Gazette

“It would have been easy to tell the story of David Sarnoff in simple Horatio
Alger terms, but Sarnoff rode a ‘creative leap’ to his many achievements. Mr.
Lyons has written a new Alger story for the technological age, with a scientific
sophisticate for its hero.”—JoHN CHAMBERLAIN, literary critic, columnist

“The career of David Sarnoff is one of the greatest stories of achievement in
this century. As told by Eugene Lyons, it reads like an exciting novel. I found it
fascinating.”—RICHARD M. NIxoN
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The life story of the guiding genius of the
Radio Corporation of America is one of
achicvement against tremendous odds. Few
men in our times have started with so many
handicaps and risen so fast to the top in their
chosen fields.

There is human drama in his personal
story, in his progress from a ghetto hamlet in
Russia through New York’s stcaming slums;
from office boy at fifteen to the presidency
of one of the nation’s major corporations
beforc he was forty, to leadership in the
communications and electronics industry and
great responsibilities as advisor to five Presi-
dents and to leaders of the Armed Forces.

There is drama, too, in his professional
life, from the moment when the twenty-one-
year-old wireless operator sat for three days
and three nights at the Wanamaker depart-
ment store radio station in New York, with
all other radio stations silenced by President
Taft so that he could receive the names of
survivors in the Titanic disaster. For the first
time the name of David Sarnoff, already
known among his colleagues for his skills as
a wireless telegraph operator, was heard
across the nation.

And there is sharp drama of business con-
flict, of struggles within and between com-
panies, highlighted by monumental legal
battles and decisions that hazarded tens of
millions of dollars on one man’s refusal to
give up his vision.

Vision has, in fact, been Sarnoff’s unique
contribution. In a technical and scientific en-
vironment, his strength has lain in discerning
the long-range potentials of electronic re-
search, then throwing his faith and energices
behind their development. Over and over
again, he pitted that faith not only against
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skeptics in the industry but at times among
associates in his own company.

Mr. Sarnoff’s impact on our times has ex-
tended far beyond his professional domain.
He has been active and influential in public
affairs, in peace and in war, performing
notable services for his country.

The story of David Sarnoff's rise from a
simple background to become an authentic
son of the twentieth century is an American
saga in the best sense of that term. Told
with skill and sympathetic understanding by
Eugene Lyons, this narrative of an extraor-
dinary career is one of compelling human
interest.

Ivan Dmitri

EUGENE LYONS has had a distinguished
career as a journalist, foreign correspondent,
editor, author, lecturer and biographer.
Among his notable books are Assignment in
Utopia, Stalin, Czar of All the Russias; The
Red Decade; Our Secret Allies: The Peoples
of Russia; and most recently, Herbert Hoo-
ver: A Biography.

Raised in New York City, his first job as
a reporter was on the Eric (Pa.) Dispatch.
From 1928 to 1934, he was the United Press
correspondent in Soviet Russia. During the
war years, 1939 to 1944, he edited The
American Mercury, and since 1946 has been
on the editorial staff of The Reader’s Digest
where he is at present a Senior Editor.



DAVID SARNOFF

A BIOGRAPHY BY

EUGENE LYONS

HARPER & ROW, PUBLISHERS

NEW YORK




DAVID SARNOFE. Copyright © 1966 by Eugene Lyons. Printed in the United States of
America. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any
manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations
embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information address Harper & Row,
Publishers, Incorporated, 49 East 33rd Street, New York, N.Y. 10016.

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOG CARD NUMBER: 66-10632

7-Q



Books by Eugene Lyons

~f

DAviD SARNOFF: A Biography
HEerBERT HooveEr: A Biography
Our SECRET ALLIES: The Peoples of Russia
OuUrR UNKNOWN Ex-PRESIDENT: A Portrait of Herbert Hoover
THE RED DECADE
STALIN, CzAR OF ALL THE RUSSIAS
ASSIGNMENT IN UTOPIA
WE Cover THE WORLD (editor)
Moscow CAROUSEL
Six SoviET PLAys (editor)

LiFE AND DEATH OF SACCO AND VANZETTI




To my grandchildren

JULIE ANN AND DavID LyoNs HAIMES




[ I R N S R N R N R N L e T T T U U
AL A WD NDO D0V NSA WD ND

© PN QLA WL N~

CONTENTS

~f

. Success Story
. Twin of the Electron
. Boyhood in the Promised Land

The Formative Years

The Titanic and the Music Box
The Radio Corporation 1Is Born
“Sarnoff’s Folly”

The Self-Appointed Leader
Prophet with Honor

. Networks and Talkies

. A New President Is Born

. Double Trouble

. The Roosevelt Years

. Quest for Quality

. Struggle for Television

. At the Half-Century Mark

Another World War

. In the European Theatre
. D Day and After

. Father of Television

. Roster of Setbacks

. Triumph for Color

. Tribute in Gold

The Crusade That Failed

. The “Public Figure”
. In the Eighth Decade

Index

13

26

42

57

74

89
104
117
133
145
159
172
188
204
221
232
242
255
268
284
300
311
324
333
348
361




ILLUSTRATIONS

i

The following are grouped in a separate section after page 180.

David Sarnoft

Abraham and Leah Sarnoff, David’s parents

David Sarnoff, aged 5, with his mother, in Uzlian, Russia

When he was delivering newspapers and working as a messenger boy

Sarnoff in 1907, when he was an office boy for the Marconi Wireless Telegraph
Company of America

As wireless operator at the Marconi station at Siasconset

On the S.S. Beothic, in 1911

On duty at the radio station atop the Wanamaker store in New York, 1912

Sarnoff demonstrating RCA transoceanic station at New Brunswick, New
Jersey, 1921

Guglielmo Marconi and Sarnoff in 1933

Sarnoff announcing the start of television broadcasting, at the New York
World’s Fair, 1939

President Roosevelt with the original members of the Fair Employment
Practices Committee in 1941

David Sarnoff and Maestro Arturo Toscanini

A birthday greeting from Toscanini

Jo Davidson and his bust of David Sarnoff

Vice-President Lyndon B. Johnson and Senator Jacob Javits with Sarnoff in
Washington, 1961

Lizette Sarnoff and the three sons, Robert, Thomas and Edward

Sarnoff in uniform

In a rare casual moment




X . ILLUSTRATIONS

The David Sarnoff Research Center of RCA in Princeton, New Jersey

Sarnoff and some of the members of the RCA Board of Directors in Van
Nuys, California, in 1964

The grandchildren

Sarnoff holds his honorary high school diploma

Lizette and David Sarnoff in a family group




DAVID SARNOFF




Success Story

Q" The life of David Sarnoff has been cited times without number as a
great—and typical—American success story. It has emerged, one might say,
as the rags-to-riches classic of this period. Not because it is of greater
magnitude than others of its kind but because it relates to the quintessential
stuffs of our twentieth-century world—radio, television, communication satel-
lites, the gadgetry of the electronic age.

These are among the things that have given the last sixty years their special
character and Sarnoff, more than any other one man, has nourished and
directed their unfolding. Thus he has probably affected the patterns of the
daily lives of more Americans than anyone since Thomas Edison.

He has helped to shape and has been shaped by the technological age. This
is true of hundreds, of course. But in Sarnoff’s case the fact is invested with
drama approaching melodrama by reason of his background. This authentic
son of the twentieth century came to it from an almost medieval world. The
man who for over half a century set the pace in the most modern reaches of
science and technology came from a primitive soil and brought to his labors a
mind suckled on the Old Testament and the Prophets.

David Sarnoff’s career, said Dr. Karl T. Compton, then president of the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, “is material for one of the stories
which, put together, constitutes the epic of America. It is a career which
illustrates what can be accomplished when native ability, ambition, and
character find scope in private enterprise in a land of opportunity.” Myriad
other such judgments could be quoted, all implying that Sarnoff represents a
prototype, a conspicuous example of a familiar species,
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23 DAVID SARNOFF

But this seems to me a simplification that obscures and reduces the
actuality. His success story is great, but it decidedly is not typical. Sarnoff-—as
an individual, not as a symbol of achievement against overwhelming odds—
bears little resemblance to the conventional self-made industrialist, in either
Anmerican literature or American life.

His origins, his personality, his deepest interests, the color of his mind
would have baffled Sinclair Lewis’s Babbitt, and they have, in fact, baffled
many a standardized man of affairs who dealt with him through the decades.
He doesn’t conform to the pattern, in that he is not an extrovert, is not
especially gregarious, and decidedly has not limited his companionship to men
of business. In his circle of close friends there have been through the years a
good many prominent financiers, industrialists and top executives, not only in
electronics and communications but in unrelated fields. Their common bonds,
however, have not been finance and business but shared enthusiasm for ideas,
science, world affairs and, especially, a broadly philosophic approach to life.

Few of the scores who have written about David Sarnoff, or eulogized him
on set occasions, have resisted the temptation of fitting him into the American
folklore summed up by Horatio Alger. The analogy with an Alger hero is
inescapable and it is true as far as it goes. Yet it falls short of the whole truth.
For Sarnoff’s is the kind of career Horatio Alger would have hesitated to
dream up—it would have seemed too much even for Ais readers. Nor, for that
matter, could he have conceived a hero so complex in character and moti-
vation.

David was not only a slumland newsboy but an immigrant child, without a
word of English at the outset. At a tender age he found himself suddenly in
the immigrant ghetto of New York’s Lower East Side, an enclave so far
removed from the mainstream of American life that escaping it amounted to a
second migration. The office boy who ends up as president of the company is
standard American biographical fare. But Sarnoff became a lot more than
that. He became, in a genuine sense, the president of a whole new industry
that revolutionized the nation’s quotidian life: the “administrative genius” of
the electronic age, as one magazine writer put it, its architect and its prophet.

Moreover, his accomplishments would be measured least of all in wealth,
which was the only yardstick Alger knew, first of all in impact on his times.
The “rags” part of the legend is accurate, the “‘riches” part is not—unless we
extend the word to compass the intangibles of prestige and power and inner
satisfactions that do not appear on bank statements.

The dominant figure in a multibillion-dollar economic complex, Sarnoff did
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not remotely become a “tycoon” or “mogul” financially. Dozens of men—
manufacturers, distributors, broadcasters, promoters—made vast fortunes in
radio, television, and electronics, but Sarnoff was not among them. He has
been simply a well-paid employee of a corporation who did not share in its
profits—a manager, not an owner. The modest amounts of RCA stock he
acquired during most of his life he bought out of savings, like any other small
investor. As of 1942—when he was already the outstanding man in the
industry—he owned only $25,000 in RCA stock, purchased at market prices.

In the prime of his career, Sarnoff continually had flattering offers from
competitors and from other areas of the business world. He never even
considered them seriously—with one exception. In the middle thirties the
head of one of the country’s most successful advertising agencies proposed
that he give up the presidency of the Radio Corporation and become president
of this firm—with a guarantee of at least a million dollars a year for five
years. That did touch off a search of conscience and long discussions with
Lizette, his wife. He was then drawing a relatively modest salary. Five million
dollars in five years, as a minimum, was clearly more than Sarnoff at that
juncture could hope to earn in a lifetime where he was. But in the end he
turned down the invitation, and Lizette Sarnoff joined him in the decision.

He had, in one of his own favorite phrases, “hitched his wagon to the
electron” and could not be diverted from its exciting course. His energies and
emotions were too deeply committed, his mind too polarized, by a vision of
the emerging electronic age, and he was convinced that the Radio Corporation
was the best instrument for its realization—he himself its destined leader.

This is not to suggest that the man’s acquisitive instincts were feeble, for
they were robust enough. No one with his memory of extreme poverty could
fail to have a healthy respect for money. But at critical junctures in his
progress the prospect of wealth was invariably overshadowed by his creative
drives. Money was among the motivations that fueled his career, but it was
decidedly secondary. Far stronger, I believe, was the urge to achieve status as
an American, a conscious determination to identify himself with his new
environment.

Above all, however, he was impelled by the drama of a new industry
aborning, the goad of new forces waiting to be unleashed, his acute awareness
of things to come—things so much more clearly visible to him than to others
in his milieu that it had some of the quality of revelation.

As I studied the data of his biography, the feeling grew that I was dealing
not merely with an exceptionally able entrepreneur but with a dedicated
creative craftsman, molding the raw stuffs of the electronic age in the way a
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sculptor molds his clay. Others before me, I found, had had this feeling. Dr.
Gleason L. Archer, president of Suffolk University in Massachusetts, for
instance. In a history of the radio industry he published in 1939, Dr. Archer
recounted how Sarnoff, having recorded his prevision of network broadcasting
in 1922, kept returning to the idea—*adding each time a bit of detail, even as
an artist might return from time to time to an unfinished picture to sketch in
some new feature, adding a light here, a shadow there, until the entire artistic
conception could stand forth in completeness.”

Sarnoff himself was conscious of this inner process. “I do not think that a
man, any man, begins to reach for the stars or the moon,” he said once,
“simply because he makes up his mind to do so. He cannot do otherwise. In a
real sense, he cannot stop himself.” Obviously this was subjective, an allusion
to the creative ferments and urges governing his decisions.

With a man like Sarnoff what looks from the outside like naked ambition,
the pursuit of personal success, is incidental to the pursuit of perfection. “You
can get happiness and serenity,” he explained on another occasion, even “at
the lower end of the ladder.” But “you cannot enjoy the ecstasy of achieve-
ment.” Ecstasy—an emotion that seems out of place in the stereotyped
success story and surely would have embarrassed Mr. Babbitt.

2

Every industry has its hardheaded businessmen and its dreamers, the
pragmatic and the imaginative, for a balance between prudent policies and
“visionary” impulses. Electronics has had both types in a single leader.
“David,” Owen D. Young once declared, “has that rare combination of
permitting his head to be in the clouds and keeping his feet on the ground.” It
is the continuous interplay of the two Sarnoffs in one package that has given
his life some of its unique quality.

Millionaires who got that way by capitalizing on some existing product or
need—steel, rails, oil, aviation, radio itself for that matter—are familiar in
the American economy. What sets Sarnoff aside from the clan of self-made
industrialists is that he has helped create the things and the needs he worked
with, and that he has been more fascinated by the creative than the money-
making aspects of his dual role.

In 1963, addressing the personnel at the David Sarnoff Research Center in
Princeton, New Jersey, he alluded to a businessman who had fought long and
passionately to block the advent of television and who, upon his death, left
“only about twenty or thirty million dollars—most of which he made in
television.” This was not the first time Sarnoff, quite understandably, had
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spoken with some asperity of individuals who made fortunes in a field to
which they contributed little and the progress of which, in some instances,
they had even impeded. His private pantheon of industrial heroes includes the
great pioneers in oil, rails, steel, telegraphy, and other basic industries. But it
has no niches for those who followed the pioneers, stayed long enough to
accumulate millions, then walked out. He has drawn a clear line between the
creators and the manipulators.

In his refusal to accept money as the primary test of achievement and in
many other respects, all related to his personality and character, Sarnoff
repudiated the clichés of our national folklore. He could never be described as
a “typical businessman.” Always he was more at home among intellectuals,
musicians, political thinkers than, let us say, at a Rotary or Lions’ Club
meeting. He has never played golf or poker or developed other of the common
stigmata of the typical American executive. One cannot even imagine him in a
convivial elbow-lifting group.

His obsessive concerns have been technological and sociological. Often his
board of directors, gathered to discuss dollars-and-cents problems, has been
treated by Sarnoff to an unscheduled dissertation on the state of the world, the
plight of mankind, the course of the cold war, or some other large theme far
removed from the workaday interests of his audience. Many of these men
also served on other business boards but only at RCA did they run the risk of
extracurricular political discussion and philosophic digressions.

Stockholders convened at annual meetings, too, were likely to be given,
along with statistics on RCA business, previews of tomorrow. They have been
treated to impromptu estimates of the equation of war and peace, the social
and economic revolutions implicit in computers, or the effects of orbited
communication satellites on the future of network broadcasting.

Whether those in the captive audiences enjoyed the display or not, they
could not reasonably complain of its quality. For Sarnoff, when the mood is
upon him, is remarkably lucid and eloquent. He brings to his subject, besides,
that fillip of passion some men reserve for disquisitions on baseball or
heavyweight prizefights.

Those who know him best are familiar with his zest for talk and debate. In
a small company the conversation might begin with the weather or the current
movie, but usually Sarnoff manages to steer it into serious discussion of our
military posture, the East-West conflict, or some other matter that happens to
be on his mind. The more opposition his views provoke the more he seems to
relish the ensuing argument.

At best, his conversation is so articulate, so logically organized, that it
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could be put into print with little editing. A prolific public speaker, his
prepared, formal speeches have been models of clarity. In later years, as his
schedule grew too heavy for the luxury of purely personal composition, he has
had the help of a staff in researching and preparing the more important
addresses. But the end product, usually after he has worked over a dozen or
more drafts, always bears the stamp of his mind and style.

Some of his most effective speeches have been extemporaneous. During the
week of his seventy-fourth birthday, Sarnoff was the “Special Guest,” as the
printed program put it, at a dinner in Hollywood, Florida, given by the Jewish
Theological Seminary. A thousand or more guests filled the Diplomat Hotel
ballroom. He had expected only to say a few polite words in acknowledgment
of the honor. The postprandial oratory, however, developed in such a way
that he was prompted to make a fairly long address. Through entirely off the
cuff, it had as much substance and a lot more wit than his carefully prefabri-
cated speeches.

Fortunately, given his makeup, fate propelled Sarnoff into an art and
industry with tentacles and feelers in all of life and all the world’s affairs. In
most callings time operates to limit and confine men; they are likely to
become ever more expert in their specialized fields and alienated from other
things. But radio and television are coextensive with the whole of science,
education, the arts; sensitive to national and international events; in continu-
ous communication with the whole world. Being at once instruments of
entertainment and news, culture and education, and the leading advertising
medium as well, there is literally no department of life on which they do not
impinge.

Its variety of impact, indeed, is a crucial part of the fascination that “the
electron” has exercised on Sarnoff. It has given him scope for the expression
of a many-sided personality and a universal curiosity. Fortune, a magazine of
business, was alluding to this when it wrote that the head of RCA “is a whole
cast of characters—the dramatis personae of a long play about business.” The
cast, it suggested, included a philosopher and a prophet. His bulging collec-
tion of academic degrees (as of late 1965 the score stands at twenty-four),
awards, medals, official citations reflects the multiplicity of his interests, since
in the main they came to him from organizations and institutions not directly
related to his business.

The range of his activities, however, does not diminish the fact that
Sarnoff’s principal handiwork has been the Radio Corporation of America.
With the possible exception of the Ford Motor Company, no gigantic
American corporation is to a comparable degree the creation of one man. He
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visualized the organization as it was to become—strong, integrated, inde-
pendent of outside control—from the beginning, when others saw it only as a
limited accessory to the electric industry. Then he went on systematically to
make his vision come true. There are extremely few top-rank American
corporations which have been under the active control of the same man for
such a long period.

The extraordinary fact, as we shall see, is that he was engaged in molding
and guiding the company—and through it the entire new industry—even in
years before he became president, which is to say long before he held any
mandate or explicit authority for these purposes.

Sarnoff steers clear of the word “empire” as applied to RCA. It has
overtones of monopoly and he has had too much grief from antitrust suits to
encourage the concept. But an empire, nonetheless, is what he rules. At this
writing, in his seventy-fifth year, he directs the greatest electronics complex in
the world. Owned by some 240,000 stockholders, it does close to two billion
dollars of business a year and employs close to one hundred thousand men
and women. It holds primacy or is an important factor not only in radio and
television but in phonograph records, sound films, automation, computers, the
proliferating hardware of the new space age: rockets, missiles, earth-orbiting
satellites. And most important from Sarnoff’s own vantage point, numberless
wonders of electronics yet unborn are incubating in RCA laboratories.

The Radio Corporation manufactures products ranging from tiny transistors
to rocket-launching apparatus. This productivity is centered in some thirty
American and thirteen foreign plants. RCA Communications, with over
eighty radio-telegraph circuits, covers the whole world and carries an esti-
mated two hundred million words—the equivalent of two thousand full-sized
books—annually. The corporation controls an array of subsidiaries ranging
from the National Broadcasting Company to RCA Institutes.

From his deceptively hushed and relaxed offices on the fifty-third floor of
the RCA Building in Rockefeller Center, David Sarnoff can look out upon the
sprawling metropolis to which he came as a bewildered little foreigner in
1900. As he sits at his immaculate desk, with instruments at his fingertips for
immediate communication with the whole world, his mind is on other things
than his own career. But sometimes he must pause to marvel at the incredible
distance he has covered in the intervening years.

3

In the symphony of Sarnoff’s life the dominant motif, an insistent drumbeat
even under its most lyrical passages, has been struggle. Nothing came to him
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easily or uncontested. Almost always he faced opposition, skepticism, road-
blocks, sometimes the guerrilla warfare of garden-variety racial prejudice.
Victory in one engagement was usually the prelude to another, without a
breathing space. Often he was fighting many battles simultaneously.

In the beginning there was the grim struggle for bread and a roof for
himself and his family. A small boy, a “greenhorn,” a bit undersized even for
his ten or eleven years, he was up against tough-as-nails newsboys on
Manhattan’s Lower East Side. Then, in the Hell’s Kitchen district on the West
Side, running a newsstand as if he were a grown man, he was a natural target
for the mischief of the toughest breed of juveniles in the city in those days.

In both the Marconi Company and its successor, the Radio Corporation,
the bright-eyed David seemed at first an outsider, almost an interloper. His
extreme youth and irrepressible dynamism at times went against the grain of
mature, conservative men who were his bosses and associates. He must have
appeared too eager, too confident, too intrusive for his years and station. He
could have been under no illusions that he was liked by everyone around
him.

Of course, he soon made strong friends among them, but he was also the
object of envy, malice, and even plots to get him out. Especially was this true
in the initial RCA years. He had been taken over from Marconi along with its
files and furniture. As his stature grew he was resented by some of the older,
more seasoned officials who had regarded his presence as temporary.

The memoranda with which he pelted his superiors eventually made a
legend of perspicacity. But at the time, however meekly he might couch his
suggestions, they implied criticism, and this frequently in technical and
business matters outside his prescribed field of operation. Again and again he
took positions contrary to accepted opinions in the shop. Had he been proved
outrageously wrong he might have been forgiven, but when he was repeatedly
proved right, it was too much of a strain on normal human tolerance. To
make matters worse, he could not always take No for an answer but kept
returning to his pet ideas at intervals after they had been rejected. He had
little capacity for compromise on those things that truly mattered to him.

Even after he was too entrenched to fear for his job, struggle remained his
portion, now in a larger arena for larger stakes. He fought against pervasive
indifference to his intuitive certainty that short-wave radio was the answer to
transoceanic telegraphy and telephony; then to his concept of coast-to-coast
network broadcasting, eventually embodied in the National Broadcasting
Company. In both instances his planning ran years ahead of the current
capabilities of science and invention; perhaps those in authority cannot be
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blamed for being a bit annoyed by the overimaginative and persistent mind in
their midst.

At the same time, throughout the 1920’s and into the thirties, Sarnoff
conducted his patient but relentless war to win for the Radio Corporation the
full scope of manufacture and research without which, he was convinced, the
company would remain a secondary and hamstrung entity. In this he was
challenging the built-in contractual prerogatives of the electric titans, General
Electric and Westinghouse—though they had the power, through their control
of RCA, to fire him without notice.

Far from being ended when he became president, struggle was merely
raised to higher, more demanding levels. In this again the folklore of success
went awry. The Alger hero, once at the top of the ladder, lives in opulence
and ease ever after. But Sarnoff’s most trying and momentous battles were
still to come. They made headlines and headaches and history. Few envied
him his new job, since its acquisition coincided with the collapse of the
American and world economy in unprecedented depression. As if this were
not enough, the government, within months after Sarnoff assumed the presi-
dency, filed an all-out antitrust suit against RCA and its electric associates.
More than two years of nerve-racking struggle went into averting this threat to
the survival of the company he had so recently unified.

Despite these piled-up troubles, Sarnoff took on what was perhaps the
greatest fight of his career, long, bitter, costly, and conducted against the
overwhelming opposition of his own industry. In seeming contempt of
the depression and the obvious need for retrenchment, he chose to push the
development and commercial introduction of television, at an ultimate cost to
RCA of some $50 million! It was mostly a lonely war he fought. The hostility
churned up by his subsequent fight for color television was almost as intense.
At Sarnoff’s insistence RCA was to spend $130 million on color before it saw
any cash returns. Eventually he won this war too.

These are only highlights in a story of continuous struggle. It became for
him almost a way of life. In the process he gained a reputation as a prophet,
but like prophets through the ages he was obstructed and ridiculed by those
whom he would lead—or drive—to his promised land.

During the larger part of his business life Sarnoff found himself committed
to objectives which others considered “impossible,” though in time each item
in turn became commonplace. Repeatedly he staked immense sums as well as
his career on the emerging future as he conceived it, dim and unconvincing as
it might look to others. And there were few, particularly in the earlier battles,
to whom he could turn for counsel. For he was in a field so new, so lacking in
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experience and precedent, that counsel was hard to come by. Whether it was a
“harebrained” Music Box or the gamble that science would produce all-
electronic color, he had to rely in the final analysis on his own judgment.

4

Every biography, it has been said, is also an autobiography, in that it
reveals a lot about the author. In the present case this is to some extent
literally true. The writer and his subject are first cousins. David Sarnoff’s
mother was the eldest of eight sisters, mine the second eldest. I was still a
schoolboy when David was already cutting a swath in the mysterious world of
wireless telegraphy, his name ever more often in the newspapers and his face
in the newsreels. His growing importance naturally impressed our multi-
tudinous family long before it registered on the national mind. We were proud
and awed and we basked in his reflected glory.

The blood tie has given me some obvious advantages. Having followed the
Sarnoff career, in its larger outlines, all my life, I started with direct
knowledge of many things that another biographer could have learned, if at
all, only by the sweat of research. On the other hand, it imposes the serious
disadvantage that it may open the book to the suspicion of nepotic bias. A
conscientious writer, in undertaking a biography of someone he admires, needs
to guard himself against making the portrait too bright, too eulogistic. In the
present instance, because of the family relationship, this is especially neces-
sary.

Therefore, 1 have searched diligently for “shadows” that would help make
Sarnoff more human and credible. I found a good many, of course, and will
try to weave them into the narrative. Yet the quest has not been too
productive. If there are in Sarnoff’s life any great scandals and blunders, I was
not successful in turning them up. I could not, alas, discover a single
spectacular failure to match the many spectacular successes. He had his share
of defeats but they were never big or significant enough to match his victories.
There was no dearth of “negative” facts and opinions but somehow they
seemed trivial in the sum-total of the man’s life. Even the most hostile critics
stopped short of impugning his essential probity and integrity.

David Sarnoff is neither a superman nor a paragon of virtue. Although the
word in its devalued journalistic usage has been applied to him innumerable
times, he is not in the stricter dictionary sense a “genius.” Suffice that he has a
first-rate mind, is supernally able and energetic, and is endowed with imagina-
tion and moral courage of a high order. These qualities he has brought to bear
for sixty years not only in his specialized field but in the service of his country
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in peace and in war. Beyond most men in business and industry, he has been
immersed in the larger problems of his times and under inner pressures to
help solve them,

Like all men, he has his quota of flaws in character and personality. In a
long lifetime he has accumulated enemies as well as friends. He has been
accused, on the one hand, of being “tough” and “hard-boiled” in driving to
his goals and dealing with people; and, on the other, of being blind to the
weaknesses of those whom he likes and admires. Such judgments, of course,
are highly subjective. His exceptional self-confidence, for instance, is regarded
as one of his strongest characteristics by admirers and as plain vanity by
others. Similarly his faith in his own judgments, often against prevailing
opinion, has been hailed as intcllectual power by some, as intellectual arro-
gance by others. Certainly Sarnoff has never underrated his own abilities.
Speaking of the electronics industry he once said: “In a big ship sailing an
uncharted sea one fellow needs to be on the bridge. I happen to be that
fellow.”

For the rest, the strictures I collected were variations on the theme that he
has been less astute in business than is generally supposed. RCA was not the
first to broadcast nor the first to sell radio sets. In both manufacturing and
broadcasting, at various times, it made less money than its nearcst com-
petitors.

This kind of criticism was summed up by a writer in Fortune in 1948. He
gave RCA full marks for pioncering and frontier-breaking, “but when it
comes to the marketplace to peddle its wares it has often been outscored by
its rivals. As any common shareholder can testify, RCA sows better than it
reaps.” By way of accounting for the long intervals when the corporation’s
earnings were being devoured by research, he added: “There is nothing
spurious about Mr. Sarnoff’'s somewhat missionary approach to the science of
electronics. His chief pride is that RCA has been a creative and constructive
force. He waits to follow the light of electronics wherever it may lead.”

To an outsider, concerned with Sarnoff’s total influence on his times, his
rating as a businessman, one way or the other, seems somewhat irrelevant if
not carping. His place in the economic-technological history of this century
assuredly will not be sought or found on a dividends graph. The imputation
that money-making held a secondary place in his personal priorities of
interests may, indeed, enhance his stature.

Probably no industrial leader in our times has been as extensively re-
ported upon in the press. For one American who could name the head of,
let us say, the American Telephone Company or General Electric, a hundred
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are likely to know the head of RCA. In the electronics world there is not one
practitioner with even a remotely valid claim to equality in leadership with
Sarnoff. Recently a columnist who once specialized in writing about radio
referred to him as “the great maharajah of communications.” Though the
accent was ironical, the phrase does reflect the public image of the man.

For decades, to be sure, an efficient public relations department, such as
every big corporation has, has been busy extolling both the company and its
boss. But few image builders have had a subject so congenial to their skills,
such magnificent materials to work with. Sarnoff’s life, as one of them put it
to me, “has been pure theatre. We don’t have to invent a thing, but just play
up the true drama of his career.” After all discounts are made for exaggera-
tion and myth-making, therefore, there still remain an extraordinary human
being and an extraordinary life.

This is the man, this is the decidedly untypical success story, I propose to
deal with in the pages that follow.




Twin of the Electron

Q; It is all but impossible to fix the precise time of the birth of any
invention in the scientific realm. Wireless communication is no exception in
this respect. Any significant date selected—the announcement of some key
discovery, the filing of a basic patent, transmission of signals over a notable
distance—is necessarily arbitrary.

Centuries of experiments with the mysterious phenomena of magnetism and
electricity prepared the ground. The immediate progenitors of the electron, to
quote Dr. Karl T. Compton, “were the electromagnetic theory of light,
spectroscopy and the leakage of electricity through gases. First cousins were
X-rays and radioactivity and the quantum theory.”

The long road to modern radio is marked, to mention a few at random, by
names like Sir Roger Bacon in the early seventeenth century; Benjamin
Franklin and the Italian Alessandro Volta in the eighteenth; Joseph Henry,
Michael Faraday, Sir Oliver Lodge in the nineteenth.

In 1719 a Dutch scientist “bottled” electricity in his Leyden jar, pre-
cursor of today’s condenser. In 1774 Volta immortalized his name in the
word “volts” by devising the first crude battery producing a continuous flow
of electricity in one direction. Faraday, an Englishman, discovered the
principles of electrical induction in 1831. In the later 1880’s a Scottish
savant, James Clerk Maxwell, proved by mathematical analysis that electro-
magnetic waves should exist and that they should travel at the speed of
light.

Actually, when we stop to think about it, the transmission of sound without
wires predates the wired variety. What else is the beating out of messages on

13
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drums in the jungle or, for that matter, ordinary face-to-face conversation?
The problem that fascinated generations of experimenters was how to extend
the distance of transmission far beyond the reach of voice or tom-tom or
gunshot, and the solution, many of them were convinced, lay in somehow
harnessing electricity to carry the signals through space.

Many attempts were made in the United States, as in other countries, in the
middle years of the nineteenth century to transmit electric-spark signals
between widely separated points. In 1842 Samuel Morse, the inventor of wire
telegraphy, succeeded in sending intelligible wireless signals across broad
rivers, and others later performed the same feat. Ever since the advent of
telegraphy it has been known that the presence of electric current magnetizes
metallic objects at some distance. An American scientist, Dr. Joseph Henry,
was able in 1843 to magnetize needles placed 220 feet from current-carrying
wires.

Here were tantalizing portents of electrical effects across “empty space.” In
1882 a Professor Dolbear of Harvard was granted a patent on an apparatus
for communicating electrically without wires. But his method, like all these
experiments, was based on electrical induction rather than the electric (more
precisely, electromagnetic) waves which in due course yielded the true
answers.

More and more devices for producing and detecting those waves raised
hopes and encouraged research. Myriad insights and techniques, some of
them not obviously relevant to the radio arts aborning, provided the essential
ingredients. Then came the time of ripeness, the years when many gifted men
in all parts of the civilized world began to put together the bits and pieces, the
flashes of intuition and lucky accidents, to make the first patterns of practical
operation. The climactic period, when it is fair to say that modern wireless
telegraphy finally came into being, was the last decade of the nineteenth
century.

And it was in the first year of that decade, on February 27, 1891, that
David Sarnoff was born. On the basis of this coincidence someone wrote, in
the years of his growing fame, when his name was fast becoming a synonym
for radio and electronic progress, that David Sarnoff and the electron were
“twins.” The rhetorical fancy caught on and became a favorite with his
biographers and eulogists ever after.

February of 1891:

Only four years before, in Germany, a young scientist named Heinrich
Hertz had finally devised crude apparatus for producing and detecting electro-
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magnetic waves, thereafter called Hertzian waves. They became the object of
eager experimenting the world over. The dream of projecting sound through
space seemed at last within grasp and those obsessed with it, in formal and
makeshift laboratories, stepped up the pace of their eager tinkering,

In France, about the time of Sarnoff’s birth, Professor Edouard Branly had
just perfected an appliance for picking up wireless impulses, soon renowned
as the Branly Coherer. In England, in 1892, Sir William Crookes proved the
theoretical feasibility of “telegraphy through space” in an article in the
Fortnightly Review, adding impetus to the search for the missing links that
would turn the theory into practice. Sir Oliver Lodge, active in many fields of
scientific inquiry, was also caught up by the surge of interest in wireless,
concentrating on tuning devices for specific wave lengths. In the United
States, Thomas Edison in 1895 patented a system of induction telegraphy
which embodied elements later useful to wireless communication.

Most importantly, in the light of history, was the research being carried
on—in the year and presumably on the very day Sarnoff was born—by a
seventeen-year-old Irish-Italian lad named Guglielmo Marconi. In his father’s
vegetable garden outside Bologna he was busily experimenting with the
freshly discovered potentials of electromagnetic waves. Strange plants grew in
that garden to intrigue neighbors and perhaps to alarm the youngster’s family.
These were tall poles, with wire strung along them, the lower end connected
with the ground; dangling from arms atop the pole, like the fringes of a
lampshade, were hundreds of short wires.

Marconi’s search bore fruit, in 1895, in his confirmation of the principle of
the antenna, or “aerial,” and the importance of a ground connection to
complete a transmitting and receiving system. A year later he betook himself
to London, where the British Post Office provided him with facilities for
further testing. In 1896 the twenty-two-year-old inventor was granted the first
patent ever issued for wireless telegraphy by electromagnetic waves.

To exploit this and related patents commercially, the Wireless Telegraph
and Signal Company, Ltd.—soon renamed Marconi Wireless Telegraph Com-
pany, to take advantage of his spreading celebrity—was chartered in
1897. That was the year, too, when the electron was identified, though its
discoverer, J. J. Thomson, called it a “corpuscle.” Before the turn of the
century the Marconi Wireless Telegraph Company of America, a subsidiary
of the British corporation, was chartered.

On New Year’s Day of 1898 the indefatigable inventor succeeded in
sending and receiving electromagnetic signals over a distance of eighteen
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miles. Eleven months later, in tests on the American side of the Atlantic with
the cooperation of the U.S. Navy, he expanded the distance to a thrilling
thirty-six miles.

Off the coast of England, near Dover, in 1899, a ship in distress was able
to summon aid because it happened to have an experimental Marconi
installation. The episode was widely reported, and it dramatized the first and
what was to remain for a long time the primary use of wireless: for ship-to-
shore and ship-to-ship communication.

The clinching demonstration of the new force came when Marconi was able
to pluck a signal-—the three dots of the letter “S” in Morse Code—from the
air across two thousand miles of ocean. The test was prepared and conducted
in great secrecy, for fear of initial failure. But on a December day in 1901,
only a year after the boy Sarnoff had been brought to the United States,
Marconi scored his greatest triumph. Standing on a hill in St. John’s,
Newfoundland, using a balloon to hold his aerial aloft, he picked up the
agreed-upon letter. The signal had been sent from Poldhu, on the coast of
Cornwall. The achievement was revealed to the press, then duly repeated with
witnesses to convince doubters, and established Marconi’s fame for all time.

Though the young Marconi was the first in the field, many other scientists
were making vital discoveries, some of them not too unlike his own. Inevi-
tably there were those who challenged his primacy. But Marconi’s leadership,
patents and legalities aside, was quickly confirmed by more and more
evidences of his genius.

There were in that early company of pioneers, to name just a few, a
Professor Alexander Popoff in Kronstadt, Russia—whose work provided the
excuse for Soviet claims half a century later that radio was a Russian
invention; Professor Ferdinand Braun in Germany; the youthful Reginald A.
Fessenden and the even younger Dr. Lee De Forest in the United States. This
aside from the legion of enthralled amateurs fumbling with the elements of the
newborn science on homemade apparatus in every civilized land.

All these men and boys were tapping out destiny for the boy born in the
second month of that decade so decisive for wireless. In the perspective of
time we know today that his advent was among the most important events in
the history of electronic communications.

2

Considering what life had in store for him, the place of Sarnoff’s birth could
scarcely have been less logical, less auspicious, and therefore more humanly
dramatic. For it was a hamlet so backward and stagnant, so remote from the
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burgeoning modern world of science, invention, and industry, that it might
have been on the dark side of the moon.

Uzlian, inhabited by several hundred Jewish families, lay deep in the
Russian province of Minsk. It was the kind of forsaken corner described by
the great Yiddish storyteller Sholem Aleichem: a ragged remnant of the
Middle Ages steeped in poverty and piety. Recently audiences in New York
have had a romanticized glimpse of such a shtet! (small town) in the hit
musical Fiddler on the Roof, based on Sholem Aleichem characters. Uzlian
was, if anything, a few shades more primitive.

It amounted to little more than a jumble of wooden houses, weary and
discolored by great age, deployed unevenly along a few straggling and rutted
streets and paths. Many of these houses had earthen floors; a wood floor, in
fact, was a sign of comparative affluence. The streets were ankle-deep in mud
part of the year, barriers of ice and snow in the long, harsh Russian
winters.

The life of the hamlet was backward and ingrown, with the world beyond a
blur of fantastic and incredible rumors. Like all such settlements in the
Pale—the area delimited by the Czar’s government for millions of its second-
class Jewish citizens—it eked out a bitter and juiceless living by home crafts
and petty trade with the surrounding peasant villages. Few of its inhabitants
had ever seen a train or a ship, an electric light or a telephone; the few crude
phonographs in better-to-do homes were treated as miracles.

But Uzlianers, for all the bleakness and isolation, had pride of place,
tradition, deep roots. Most families had lived there for centuries, as attested
by inscriptions in the jungle of tumbled headstones of the ancient cemetery.
Above all, they were the Chosen People, custodians of God’s Law, merely
waiting patiently for the Messiah, never doubting that the more humble their
station on earth—provided that they lived as “good Jews”—the more exalted
the place in heaven that awaited them.

The center of Uzlian’s life, of course, was the house of worship. In
temporal no less than in religious affairs the highest authority was the rabbi;
and his wife, the rebetsin, outranked all others among the women. Except in
taxes, military service, and a few other matters, the shtet! was self-governing.
But it neither had nor needed policemen—public opinion, a strong sense of
community, took the place of coercion in enforcing the law as laid down by
the rabbi and the most respected citizens.

Uzlian had a long-abandoned “old” synagogue, possibly dating back to the
time of the Crusades, and little boys like David explored it in shivery but
fascinated awe. A dank and dusty place it was, filled with darkness even in the




18 . DAVID SARNOFF

daytime. Great canopies of cobwebs hung from vaulted ceilings and bats like
flying rats sent chills down their backs. Boys also explored the old cemetery,
trying to make out names and Hebraic dates on moss-grown, eroded tomb-
stones. The more venturesome splashed, a few even swam, in a muddy pond
far outside the hamlet.

But mostly life was too earnest for such indulgences. A boy went to the
kheder, the Hebrew school, at the age of four or even younger. His day began
early and lasted into the late evening, so that a lantern, usually homemade,
with oiled paper for windows, was part of the kheder-boy’s winter equipment.

Because they lived by the Book, many of Uzlian’s people knew the
prophecy in Job: “Canst thou send forth lightnings, that they may go and say
unto thee: ‘Here we are’?” But had anyone suggested that man-made sounds
might actually be carried by lightning waves, he would have been adjudged
insane and, what was far worse in that place, blasphemous. Tampering with
God’s Nature was not for mortal man.

In reminiscing about his earliest childhood, David Sarnoff would often use
the word “Uzlian” as shorthand for his humble beginnings, for the morass of
ignorance and wretchedness and isolation from which he had emerged. But
there would be on his tongue no trace of condescension or contempt. He knew
that whatever else his birthplace may have been, it was not contemptible.

Its people were hard-working, abstemious, innocent of evil, and dedicated
to the accumulation of mitzvahs—good deeds inscribed in God’s books.
Among the 613 mitzvahs listed by ancient rabbis in the holy books, learning
led all the rest—meaning, of course, sacred learning. Illiteracy, the inability to
read the Bible and the prayer book, was accounted not just a shame but a sin.
Secular education, if not exactly taboo, was suspect as worldly. The occa-
sional “enlightened” teacher who instructed his boys to read and write
Russian as well as Hebrew and Yiddish was looked at askance.

Ranking only below learning was charity. To turn away a hungry man or
woman when you had bread to share was considered so sinful that few would
do it. In times of sickness and trouble, neighbors would as a matter of course
rally to help a stricken family. Life might be hard and its pleasures meager,
but it was attuned to righteousness, the rewards of which, to be garnered in
the shining Hereafter, surely were not to be despised.

Within the narrow limits of their centuries-old isolation these people were
wise too, with the primordial wisdom of the weak and the persecuted. Their
talents for survival were of necessity highly developed. An ability to take
hardships in stride, to accept obstacles as in the nature of man’s portion on
earth, was part of little David’s heritage.
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Above all, in places like Uzlian, social status was based on neither money
nor physical prowess but on education and goodness. Should a penniless
Talmudic student marry the richest girl in town, it would be obvious to the
community that the wealthy family was getting the better of the bargain. What
people coveted most was koved, honor. And this did not come to a rich man
unless he was also pious and charitable, especially in supporting the syna-
gogue and needy students.

Thus the Privins, though they possessed only a big dilapidated house and
had known the taste of destitution for generations, rated among the best
families. Their line boasted rabbis and shokhtim (ritual slaughterers) and
preachers, impoverished all but rich in piety and holy knowledge.

Indeed, Shmuel (Samuel) Privin, David’s maternal grandfather, practiced
learning for learning’s sake, since his erudition rarely netted him a kopeck.
From time to time, under the lash of his wife’s tongue, he did set up a kheder
for young boys, but the ventures never lasted long. He simply had little of the
patience and none of the skills for teaching except those that resided in a stout
leather strap.

Shmuel was content to leave the grubby business of earning a living for
their constantly growing family to Rivke (Rebecca), his resourceful wife,
while he devoted himself to prayer and the study of sacred texts, combed his
handsome beard, and built up credits in heaven with a miser’s zeal. No one,
least of all Grandma Rivke herself, thought the arrangement unfair or
unseemly.

Rivke toiled a