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i was melodramatic, it was hilar-
ious, it was bone-tiring, it was the
Big Time, it was the tranquilizer for
millions of housewives, it was the
stimulator that soared sales — it
was Radio Soap Opera.

And now here is the behind-the-
mike story of that fabulous era in
the audio medium, written by one
of its prime participants, Mary Jane
Higby, for eighteen years the star
of “When a Girl Marries,”” a tear-
jerker with a nationwide audience
of seven million emotion-racked
listeners. It's the story of an inno-
cent girl's initiation in the myster-
ies of the sound waves, escapades
within and without the studio, and
sparkling antics about many of the
Great of Radio — Eddie Cantor, the
Marx Brothers, Edward Everett
Horton, Fred Allen, Bing Crosby.

It all began innocently enough
with Miss Higby's first $7 job on a
show broadcast on the West Coast,
“English Coronets.” It was to end
in the mink-clad days of Radio's
heyday in New York. On the way,
Miss Higby spoke, sang, and some-
times sputtered her way through a
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Mary Jane Higby was born in St. Louis, Mo., but reared in
Hollywood and destined from birth for a career as an actress.
Before she was five years old, she performed with her father's stock
company. After a few appearances in silent movies, she retired to
go to school, and it was only after graduation from high school that
she began her career in earnest, a career that led her to Radio and
its favored child, the Soap Opera. Miss Higby performed on most
of the network shows emanating from Hollywood in the mid-1930's
and then moved to New York. She appeared on nearly fifty soap
operas, and was the star of ‘‘When a Girl Marries’' foreighteen years.
That program gained the greatest daytime serial audience for five
years — seven million listeners. Miss Higby's voice was also heard
on “Mystery Theater,”” “Nick Carter,”" “Grand Central Station,”
“Mr. Keen, Tracer of Lost Persons,” and many other popular
dramatic shows. In 1958, she took over the leading role in “Nora
Drake."
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lives in New York City with her husband, actor Guy Sorel.
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Foreword

For the better part of my life I was a daytime serial star in what is
now nostalgically called the Golden Age of Radio. Nobody called it that
then. It is only when a thing is dead that it becomes golden. If I had
allowed myself to brood about what psychologists and sociologists were
saying about radio in general and daytime serials in particular, I’d have
been tempted to quit my job and go straight.

Take for example the famous diatribe of Dr. Louis I. Berg, a New
York psychiatrist, who, in a pamphlet issued at his own expense, said
in part, “The serials just reek with twisted and morbid suggestions.
They deal with the dark alleys of human corruption and appeal to the
lowest instincts . . . Truly the authors have sieved the emotional sewers,
drained the emotional swamps for much of their material.” (A Study of
Certain Radio Programs and Their Effects Upon the Audience, Espe-
cially Adolescents and Women at the Climacterium.”) Or this alarm
sounded by author Worthington Gibson, writing about the children’s
shows, “Emphasis is placed on gore and violence ... With the aid of
radio we are doing our best to breed a race of neurotic impressionables.”
("Radio Horrors for Children Only,” American Mercury, July, 1938.)
Hardly echoes from a golden age.

Now that television is drawing the critical fire and radio basks in
the afterglow of “Remember when,” it seems in order to take a look at
the old medium and see what really went on behind those mikes. So
I have tried here to present the entire radio field from the actors’ view-
point.

Most of the material has been taken from memory—my own and
that of friends who have been wonderfully patient in helping me re-
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TUNE IN TOMORROW

construct a world now gone. Special thanks go to those who taped their
reminiscences for me—Bill Adams, Keene Crockett, Betty Garde, Bill
Lipton, Kenneth MacGregor, Anne Seymour, and Luis Van Rooten.
Others who have been especially helpful include Walter Siegel, Hayes
B. Jacobs, Nat Brandt, Mel Spiegel, Linley M. Stafford, and my husband,
Guy Sorel.

Many of the most important radio actors, some of them my close
friends, appear only briefly, if at all, in the book. The work itself, in
taking form, seemed to impose arbitrary limits. Then, too, many of my
interviews were conducted on the bus and in the supermarket. Kenny
Delmar (Senator Claghorn of Allen’s Alley) was not included until I ran
into him among the canned goods.

I have followed a semiautobiographical form, pausing at times to
explore a particular aspect of the field as it developed through the years.
At such points the chronology is likely to short-circuit a bit, as in the
chapter dealing with recordings, which spans the entire period—the
early thirties to the late fifties.

As far as possible I have checked memory against the press and
other records of the time, and I have tried diligently to separate fiction

from fact. Since the demise of radio, quite a body of legend has grown
up, so that many a tale that began circulation with “Wouldn't it be

funny if . .. ?”” finally became "I was there when . ..” —

Please don’t discredit my facts, however, because you find me
writing “KH]J, the CBS outlet in Los Angeles...” I know KHJ is not
the CBS outlet now, but it was in 1932, when this story begins. The
only constant thing about radio was change. Take, for example, “When
a Girl Marries,” the serial in which 1 starred for eighteen years. It
began in the New York studios of CBS, whose call letters at that time
were WABC, which are now the call letters of ABC, which was then
WJZ, the Blue Network station of NBC, whose other network (the
Red) was represented by WEAF, now WNBC. We moved to WEAF
(now WNBC) and later to WABC (formerly WIZ)\_QMllsme song was
changed from Cadman’s At Dawning” to Drigo’s “’Gerenade” and was
played by five different organists. Announcers on the show over the

ars were Frank Gallop, Charles Stark, Dick Stark, Dennis James,
ugh James, George Ansbro, Don Gardner, and Wendell Niles. Di-
rectors changed even more often than the announcers and every part
in the piece was cast at least twice (Phil was played by Michael Fitz-
maurice, Richard Kollmar, Staats Cotsworth, Karl Weber, and Paul
McGrath). Elaine Carrington created and originally wrote the program,

but later turned it over to Leroy Bailey, and it was he who wrote it\

during the peak years of the%
e J/t——w
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bV

Here, then, is the story, as I saw it, of an industry that in its youth

(1930-34) surpassed the growth record of any other enterprise in the

history of the United States. It soared on to dizzying heights, and then
sputtered out like a Roman candle.

While she lasted, though, radio was a high-stepping, if dizzy, old

medium and now that she has succumbed almost entirely to “Pop” and

“Rock,” I must admit that she gave me the best years of her life—which

I have tried to recreate in these pages.

~MAgH— paRs

‘R_b .-"j.H Clinton, Conn. i.) .
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CHAPTER 1

The Early Daze

My sister Rita was having a bad time trying to console the gasman.
He was sitting on the back steps, holding his head in his hands.

“It's terrible. It’s terrible,” he kept saying.

My sister had opened the door to admit this tragic figure a few
minutes earlier. We hadn’t paid a bill in ages. The gas company had
been pretty big about it, but we knew the day of reckoning would
arrive.

“T've got to turn off your gas,” he said. I don’t want to, but I've
got to.” He hesitated. “I don’t know where it is,”” he said.

“I do,” Rita said. ““Come along. I’ll show you.”

“I just turned off the gas in a house where there were little chil-
dren. I felt like a rat.”

“Well, you mustn’t feel like a rat here. We have fur coats and we
can keep nice and warm.”

“But the woman was crying—.”

“Wait a few minutes,” Rita said. “I'll make you a cup of coffee
while the gas is still on. You'll feel more like turning it off if you have
something hot in your stomach.”

While the coffee was percolating, she went to the closet and got
her cocoa-dyed ermine coat and showed it to him. He felt better after
that, and when he had drunk the coffee, she was able to coax him into

_ cutting off the only means we had of heating the house.

For us, in that year of 1932, the Depression reached its lowest
.point. Father, who all his life had been able to earn a good living as an
(;/cltor, found himself without a job and with no prospect of getting one.

other’s flurries in Hollywood real estate had come to a dismal Sﬁj
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TUNE IN TOMORROW

None of us really knew anything but show business, and as far as we
were concerned that had slowed down to a stop. At the time it was
fashionable to blame such situations on the collapse of the stock market
three years before, but in fact that had nothing to do with us. My dear
parents knew nothing about stocks. I refuse to contemplate what might
have happened if they had. Although Mother always considered her
father a wastrel (after leaving the Confederate Army he devoted the
rest of his life to dealing faro in the then rip-roaring state of Texas),
she inherited more of his traits than those of her saintly mother. My
gray-haired Mom would take a flyer on anything. She was caught in
mid-air with some fancy real estate speculation just as the Depression
set in. Mother had taken the born gambler’s rosy view that the boom
would last forever, and her small capital had been spread thin. A few
unexpected reverses, and she went under.

Father, on the other hand, was all actor. The trouble was that he
refused to recognize this. He kept casting himself in different roles in
life. There was the time he inherited a gold mine. He dug around in his
wardrobe trunk, brought out a beautiful outfit left over from a stock
production of “The Squaw Man,” and headed for Bodie, once famous
as the toughest town in the California gold fields. Now, sixty years
later, its population had dwindled to three—an ancient Chinese cook,
an even more ancient prospector, and his infant great-grandson. My
father swelled the count briefly by importing an expensive engineer and
three bona fide miners, and with this crew he set about locating the
lost lode of the Taft mine. '

It must have been a misplaced sense of humor that made the en-
gineer send my handsome, inefficient Pop down the shaft with instruc-
tions to tie a heavy bucket onto a rope so they could start bailing out the
rain water. Father tied the rope, filled the bucket with water, and
shouted, “"Buckets, aweigh!” When he came to, he heard one of the
miners saying, “What the hell could he have tied that bucket with—
a granny knot?”’

Most of Father’s savings went into that project but no gold was
ever found. On his return from Bodie a few months later he went right
to work on a Western with Tom Mix, but he had to make a lot of horse
operas to cover the mining loss. Not long after that, the Depression
set in.

At the time of the gasman’s visit, we were living in a fourteen-room
house, with three baths, and servants’ quarters over the two-car garage.
We were renting this establishment back from the bank, which had
wrested it from Mother’s tenuous grasp. As my sister had explained to
the disconsolate gasman, we had fur coats. Mine was a gorgeous leopard
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The Early Daze

affair, which Mother had bought for me when I was fourteen. She had
let me design it myself, and the result was a slinky wraparound with a
black lynx collar. I was the only kid in my set with a coat like that.

This was the state of affairs when radio found me.

One day the telephone rang. (The phone was our life-link with
possible employment, We’d have taken to mugging people on the streets
before we’d have let that be turned off.) I clutched my leopard about
me and answered it. The voice on the wire asked me if I wanted to do a
radio show. I had only one interest.

““How much?”

““Seven dollars for a half-hour show.”

The next day I made my way by foot (the two-car garage was by
now an empty shell) to Hollywood Boulevard and Radio Station KFWB,
which was owned by Warner Brothers Pictures and situated atop the
office building over their giant movie palace. A slight, dark-haired young
man came out to the reception room and ushered me into an office where
another, taller man was waiting. “We’ll have to wait until Kay gets
here,” he said. “She has the scripts.”

I asked them how they happened to call me. “Oh, we saw you play
Wendy in ‘Peter Pan.” You were very good.”

I blushed. I am not one to blush at receiving a compliment but to
this day I am inclined to redden at the mention of “Peter Pan.”

To appreciate fully any performance of J. M. Barrie’s play you
must realize that all that elfin prancing and flitting is done while the
actresses are trussed up in leather-and-metal harnesses that would cause
Sonny Liston to buckle. From this harness, a tiny hook protrudes
through a hole in the back of the costume. The flying wire can be
snapped on to this hook and removed easily. There is a rope offstage
that controls each of the actors in flight, and a stagehand mans that rope.
When I played Wendy for the Los Angeles Civic Repertory Company,
I drew the most nervous, frightened stagehand who ever lived.

One of the simplest flights in the play is Wendy’s entrance in the
woodland scene. The boys of Never-never Land see what they take to
be a bird and Tootles wounds it with an arrow. Wendy’s soft entrance
music begins and she floats into sight, the arrow in her breast.

For this effect, the actress hangs high in the wings, clutching a guy
rope, until she hears her cue; then she lets go and swings out like a
pendulum. Her stagehand lowers her bit by bit and she sinks to the
stage.

At dress rehearsal the director noticed that from certain seats I
could be seen in the wings before the flight began, so they pulled me
six feet farther offstage We never tested the ﬂlght agam
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TUNE IN TOMORROW

On opening night the first act went well. Then I was hoisted up for
the slow flight. But now the arc of the pendulum was much greater.
[ clutched my guy rope. The dreamlike music began.

It looks so weary,” said Tootles. "How slowly it flies—."

I released my hold and WHOOSHT! I shot right across the scene
and off the other side. As I slipped over his head, the voice of the di-
rector could be heard all over the theater—""Check that flight!”

He didn’t need to yell at me. I was plunging toward a brick wall.
I grabbed another guy rope on the other side of the stage and hung
there wondering how my stagehand was bearing up in the excitement,
because if he ever let go of his rope...I released my hold and kack

“into view I came—twirling like a top. I hit a giant oak, which careened
crazily but miraculously didn’t fall. Then, as I reached center stage, still
about five feet above floor level, my stagehand gave way. He just threw
up his hands. I came down in my little white nightdress like a sack of
rocks, with a thud that reverberated through the house—and through me.

My friends at KFWB had apparently seen a later performance,
when things had gone more smoothly, and I was describing to them the
problems of the airborne actress, when the person we were waiting for
arrived. Kay Van Riper was of medium height, very frail, with pale
blond hair, and a heart-shaped face. Years later she was to write the
”Andy Hardy” films in which Mickey Rooney starred.

The four of us sat down together and they explained that they
were about to produce a series of historical dramas dealing with Eliz-
abethan England. The sight of me flying about as Wendy in “Peter
Pan” had suggested to them that I would be splendid as Bloody Mary
Tudor. While I was digesting this thought, Miss Van Riper leaned to-
ward me and said, “I’'m ashamed to offer this to you, because it pays
so little.”

I stifled an impulse to ask for an advance on my $7 and muttered
instead something about how much fun it would be to do a radio show.
Then, although I was unaware of it at the time, [ gave my first audition.
I was to give hundreds more in the years that followed, but this one
was handled so adroitly that it slid by almost without my noticing it.
Miss Van Riper had a deep and rather dark voice and she explained
that she wanted a lighter, more silvery quality for Mary Tudor. "You'll
know what I mean,” she said, if you just read a few lines.” She handed
me a script. They all assumed an attitude, eyes closed, brow in hand,
that suggested silent prayer. I glanced at the pages and started reading
aloud.

"His Most Catholic Majesty, the King of Spain—."”

All three heads bobbed up and spoke simultaneously:



The Early Daze

’Oh, she mustn’t sound English.”

"’No, no.”

“Not English.”

I looked at them. They were serious. I felt the muscles of my face
screwing up into what I call “Radio Actors’ Look”—a mixture of dis-
belief, resignation, and wild frustration. Wendy Moira Angela Tudor,
with her west-of-the-Mississippi accent, was my first brush with the
zany squareness that always characterized the radio field. It seems
impossible that anything could be square and zany at the same time.
Radio was.

~~The production staff of KFWB liked my portrayal of Bloody Mary, |

nd it was agreed that [ was to play the part.

“Come to the old Warner Brothers’ lot at Sunset and Bronson at
five-thirty tomorrow afternoon,” Miss Van Riper said. “We broadcast
from one of the sound stages there.”

The following day I trudged the mile from our house to the Warner
Brothers’ Studio and crossed the movie lot with its cluster of sound-
proofed stages, rising on every side like giant warehouses. In the last
one I found the radio studio and joined six other actors for the first
rehearsal. We sat around a long table. Miss Van Riper, the director,
sat at the head with a stopwatch.

Time, I learned, was most important. We had to start at an exact
second, and say the last word at an exact second. It was like filling a
glass to the brim and walking across the room without spilling a drop.
Later in the days of soap operas, the organist could help by filling in
ad-lib, or by cutting his closing selection short. But in this case, an
orchestra was rehearsing in another studio. The conductor had been
allotted the precise amount of time for each interlude of music and he
had to adhere to it as rigidly as we did to the timing of the scenes.

We were given scripts, and each actor marked every one of his
speeches, outlining it in pencil. Kay Van Riper recommended that I do
the same and gave me some advice about the microphone. ”You’d better
work not more than a foot away from the mike,” she said. ”If the script
calls for you to scream or shout, turn your head away. If you have an
intimate scene to play, lower your voice and come in a bit closer.”

That was it—the sum total of my preparation for radio acting.
We had no rehearsal "‘on mike.” I never saw the thing until we were
ready to go on the air. The sound-effects man, who had the charming
name of Teagarden, sat through our first rehearsal and took notes. In
looking back, I realize he was just plain wonderful. We never rehearsed
with him either, and vet every effect was exactly right and perfectly
timed. Henry VIII's period was a noisy one, full of swordplay, horses’
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TUNE IN TOMORROW

hooves, wassailings, and, of course, beheadings. Teagarden took it all
in stride. He could burn you at the stake simply by crumpling a piece
of stiff paper close to the microphone.

“English Coronets” went out to the radio audience every Sunday
night. Kay Van Riper was its author, director, and star. She was going
to play Elizabeth in the current series, but the character had not yet
appeared. Henry was Hanley Stafford, who was later to become famous
playing Daddy to Fanny Brice’s Baby Snooks. He left this $7 “Coronets”
bonanza at the end of three weeks, however, to take a job with a stock
company in Arizona and was replaced by Gale Gordon. Every actor at
my first radio rehearsal went on to make a solid career for himself in
the years that followed. “English Coronets” was a sort of incubator for
radio talent, and many of the people who reached the top later started
with Kay Van Riper.

After we had read the dialogue through twice, rehearsal was over,
and I gathered up my foolscap script and went home.

“How did it go?”” Father asked.

”All right, 1 guess.”

He took the script. “Good Lord,” he said, “you have only two days
to get up in this? You'd better start studying.”

“They don’t get up in it, Dad. They just read it.”

“Nonsense. How can they really play it until they’re free of the
lines? You’d better learn it,”” he said. So I did.

The following Sunday night I again walked the mile to Warner
Brothers and my first radio show. In the room where we rehearsed Kay
was passing out new pages for the script; she asked us to throw away
pages eight, nine, and ten. She had made revisions. I took a look at the
new lines. They were completely different. That was the last time I ever
purposely memorized a radio script. It was a doubtful practice because
we were sometimes so late in getting the final draft of a show that we’d
play it holding sheets still wet from the mimeograph machine.

_ When we went into the barnlike, main studio, where the orchestra
‘was already rehearsing, I saw my first microphone. I had heard a great
/ deal about mike fright, but I felt absolutely nothing. Except for one
. notable occasion, I seem always to have been immune. Perhaps it was

because I could never quite believe in radio. I couldn’t imagine that
anyone was actually listening. I suffered as much as anybody before

1 facing a live audience on an opening night, but I always had a sense of
{ detachment when broadcasting. According to the ratings, seven million

\women used to tune in to hear “When a Girl Marries,” but I, the Girl,

could never picture those millions. So on this, my first broadcast, I
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looked at the thing with curiosity but without fear. I wanted to do a
good job. But far more than that—more than anything in the world—I
wanted those seven dollars.

The orchestra was sounding its last tune-up. Teagarden was testing
his logs, his horses’ hooves and the huge metal sheet he used to simulate
thunderclaps. The actors had separated off into various parts of the
studio and each was running over his lines to himself. Kay said, ““Okay,
kiddies, this is it.”” There were a couple of seconds of silence. Then the
musicians thundered into “Pomp and Circumstance,” an announcer with
a fine vocal flourish intoned, “English Co-rr-o-nets,” and we were off.

It went beautifully. Afterward Kay congratulated us, gave each of
us a $7 check, and told me that Mary Tudor would not be in the next
Sunday’s episode.

“But I've just thought of something,” she went on. “Can you
scream?”’

“Of course,” 1 said.

A good, big blood-curdler?”

“A whopper.”

“Well, I can’t,” she said. “And I need a loud scream next week. So
you come along and do it for me. You'll get $7. We pay the same on
this show, no matter what you do."y
© T wasn’t worried about the scream. I knew I could do that, all right.

True Boardman, one of the actors in “English Coronets,” took me
to the Cocoanut Grove after that first performance. In those Depression
days I was astounded. He was blowing more than the whole “Coronet”
check! He smiled at me across the white tablecloth. “Last week,” he
said, /1 did fourteen radio shows.”

My heart stopped, my jaw sagged, my eyes bugged out. I couldn’t
figure fourteen times seven but I could see that ten times seven was a
nice living wage, and, of course, fourteen times seven was more than that.

“True,” 1 said, when speech had returned, “who are the people
you see about getting radio work?”

He took a pencil from his pocket. On an old envelope he made a
short list and gave it to me.

“They all pay seven dollars?”’ I asked.

He laughed the carefree laughter of the rich.

”QOh, some of them pay ten—even as much as fifteen.”

I settled into a rosy daze. True was talking, the band was playing,
but above it all, though far away, I could hear the sound of coin falling
in a soft, tinkly shower into a big strongbox.

The following Sunday I marched down to the Warner Brothers’ lot
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for rehearsal and gave Kay a few sample shrieks that set her hair on
end.

That’s fine,” she beamed. “Save it for the show. I don’t want you
to get hoarse.”

My contribution was to be the dramatic climax before the or-
chestra’s final theme. The plot called for a man to jump out from behind
a curtain and attack the character Kay was playing with a dagger. This
wordless interlude would be indicated on the air by the sound of

tscuffling from Teagarden and the scream from me. The audience would
‘know in advance that the man had hidden behind the curtain and would
}be breathlessly awaiting the attack. The scream would indicate that it
- had begun and the orchestra would cut in with the theme—all in all,
a fine, dramatic ending.

The hand on the studio clock reached nine and the show was on.
I took a deep breath and held my head high. This was no stopgap job
till something better came along. It was my new career. The road of life
stretched before me, paved with $7, $10, and $15 checks. I was a Radio
Actress._

At the final scene I went to the mike and stood beside Kay while
. she read her last lines. Then something frightful began to take place.
J_was supposed to be starting a whole new career and instead I was
turning to ice. Kay stopped speaking. Teagarden made a rustle of draper-
ies and shuffled his feet. I stood. Kay looked up quickly. I stared back
at her, my teeth tightly clenched. I couldn’t breathe. She frowned and
pointed at me. I stared at her. She turned to the microphone.

“You!” she declaimed. “And with a dagger in your hand!” She
raised her arm and cued in the orchestra.

Afterward she sank, shaking, into a chair. She threw a glance at
me that, if I had been capable of feeling, would have knocked me cold.
I sat down beside her. She looked up and something she saw in my
face changed her expression to one of concern.

“Never mind,” she said as she put her arm around me. “Maybe it
was better that way. Come back next week. You're a fine Mary Tudor
and you really can scream ... when you feel like it.”

Then she passed out the checks. I didn’t want to take mine but she
just laughed.

“Don’t be silly. It’s_already in the budget. Nobody'll ever know.”

——



CHAPTER I

Are Your Loved Ones
Suffering From Seepage?

One Thanksgiving Day, long after he had passed the fifty mark
and when he had done no consistent exercise for years, my actor father
strode out of our Hollywood bungalow, turned a back somersault in the
air, and landed upright on his feet. He sprained his back and tore up
quite a patch of lawn where his toes dug in, but he proved his point.
He had been arguing at the dinner table that most failures resulted from
halfhearted efforts and that anyone—but anyone -if he threw the
resources of his whole being into it, could do almost anything.

“Now,” he had announced, as he moved the garden hose out of
harm’s way, “if I go at this halfheartedly I'll break my neck—.”

Even as a small <child I was a good audience for Daddy. The
thought of seeing him break his neck set me quivering with anticipation.
My disappointment at the prosaic outcome of the affair was mitigated
by the sound of Mother’s fury when she found out what sort of “damn
foolishness” he had been up to while she was washing the dinner dishes.
She was full of dark forebodings and she was right. As it turned out, he
started work on a film version of Sir Walter Scott’s “The Talisman”’
a few days later. Actors in those early silents often made up at home
and drove to and from the studios in full costume. Prying Daddy out
of his suit of armor without injuring his aching back became a ritual
that engaged the entire family. I can still hear the clanging and the
clatter and the loud groans as I tugged at the footgear.

The wolves of the Depression snapping at my heels gave impetus
to my own version of Daddy’s back flip. Five radio stations in Los
Angeles employed paid dramatic talent: KFWB, KNX, KFI, KECA, and
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The Shadow—Bret Morrison.
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Ferde Grofé and Eddie Duchin at the piano on Rudy Vallee's show, top.
Bottom, some famous radio personalities of 1938, The men are, from
left, Jack Benny, Ed Sullivan, John Royal, and Jack Pearl (Baror
Munchausen). Seated at left is Mary Livingstone.
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KHJ. To these I laid siege. I sat one whole day in the outer office of KNX
until the director, a charming redhead named Georgia Fifield, came
in. Before I left, I had sold her a vaudeville sketch my father had written
years before—and my services as an actress. The script and I, in a
package deal, brought home $20.

I had been storming the other outlets with no results when a call
came through from KFI, asking if I could play a part of Spanish dialect.
I was not in a mood to say no. I crossed my fingers and found a weaseling
reply.

”Oh, I specialize in dialects,” 1 said. I meant to visit a Mexican girl
friend and pick up a few pointers but I heard the voice on the telephone
say, “Fine. Come right down here. We're holding auditions this after-
noon.”

That left me no time for preparation, so I boarded the streetcar and
rode the half hour to downtown Los Angeles in a dither. KFI had its
studios in dingy-looking lofts over the showrooms of the Packard dealer
to whom the station belonged. When 1 arrived I was not cheered by
the sight of two native-born Spanish actresses who were there to com-
pete for the part. The director seemed doubtful when he saw me.

’Can you do this?”” he asked. “These other girls really speak Span-
ish.”

"1 specialize in dialects,” 1 repeated doggedly.

When the moment of truth came I had to fight down a desire to
scamper right out of there. Instead, I swung my hips, wiggled my torso,
changed all the short i sounds to e’s and spoke in a sing-song rhythm.

Sheer firmness of purpose must have won me that audition. I could
have been nothing short of terrible. There was something in Father’s
theory about the back flip.

“If you make a mistake,” he used to say, “make it big. Maybe
they’ll think you meant it to be that way. Never show indecision.
Plunge.”

The system has its dangers but it made me a lot of money over the
years that a more timid attitude would have sacrificed. I soon discovered
that I was not alone in my derring-do. Any of the thirty or so actors
who were struggling to earn a living from Hollywood radio would say
he could do anything, planning to meet the emergency of how to do it
when it arose. I was astounded as I learned, during the next few months,
how versatile this group really was. There was never time to prepare
a detailed and searching performance, and, for the most part, the hastily
written scripts did not warrant it. What was needed was a quick impres-
sion, given with broad, sure strokes. It bore the relation to a stage
performance that a pencil sketch has to an oil painting.

12
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The name of the KFI program was “Packard Fiesta.” It featured an
authentic Latin-American orchestra, an authentic Mexican chorus,
and a bogus Spanish cast. The name credits at the end of the show reeled
out in a flourish of Ramirez, Delgado, and Alvarez, to be snubbed up
short on MacHarrie, FitzMaurice, and Higby.

Senor Don Michael FitzMaurice, who played opposite me, had come
to radio by an unusual route. He had been working as a cub reporter
at $16 a week on The Los Angeles Times when he sold KNX the idea
of broadcasting a current murder trial directly from the courthouse.
He had never broadcast before, but he was sure that he could. He did
—with such success that the newspapers, enraged at being scooped by
radio, banded together and had him and his microphone thrown out of
the courthouse. When it was all over, he found that without realizing
it he had changed careers. He was a radio actor.

For awhile Mike and I shared the same disability. Neither of us
had a car. To get from one radio station to another twenty miles distant
by means of the inadequate Los Angeles public transportation system
was plain hell. The flames burned deep into Mike’s psyche. A few years
later, when he became the idol of millions as radio’s Superman, I
watched him swing from M.G. to Rolls-Royce to Mercedes-Benz in
swift succession. He continued to dress modestly and he kept a simple
apartment, but there were times when the Aga Khan would have bristled
with envy at a peek inside Mike’s garage.

My part on “Coronets” at KFWB had run its course but Johnny
Murray, one of the men who had been present during my first interview
with Kay Van Riper, sent for me to play the lead in an adaptation of a
Warners’ picture, yet to be released. The program was to serve as
promotion for the film. It went by so smoothly under Murray’s direction
that the details are hazy after all these years. Details of the next show
I did for the Warner Brothers’ movie market are etched into my mind
like a steel engraving.

Murray had been replaced as director by a stocky woman with
startling blond hair. Her previous duties had been those of a switch-
board operator. On the night of the broadcast she came forward to
greet me with a warm smile, but when she spoke it was in a dull, torpid
voice and so slowly that she seemed reluctant to part with each word.
I was glad to see Gale Gordon in the cast. We had known one another
long before either of us had heard of radio. The other two actors were
Bret Morrison and Cyril Armbrister. Bret later became known as The
Shadow and Cyril created and produced the popular program ”Strange
as [t Seems.” Gale became popular as the school principal on radio’s
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“Qur Miss Brooks” and more recently as co-star with Lucille Ball on
her TV show.

After we were settled around the table, our director explained in
her languid way that I was to take the part Miriam Hopkins had played
in the film, and we began our first reading. Before we were halfway
through the page, the lady was waving her hands in the air and crying,
“No, no, no!” As if by signal, the three men leaned back and dropped
their scripts on the table. Gale lit a cigarette. I, alone, was still poised
on the edge of my chair, willing and eager. The director pointed her
finger at Cyril and read his opening speech in the plodding monotone
she used in conversation. Next, she pointed at Gale and read his speech
the same way. Then she applied her limp attack at my first lines.

I was confused. If I had not been, I might have noticed that my
fellow players simply picked up the pages and did exactly as they had
been doing before the interruption. I tried to copy her snail’s pace de-
livery. It was sticky going because the plot was concerned with the
“flaming youth” of the Prohibition Era.

The lady stopped us again to point and read some more. She
frowned at me. “You're supposed to be southern,” she said.

I added a corn-pone overtone to the whine I was developing. As
air time grew near, [ was sounding like Amos and Andy pushing their
Fresh Air Taxi up a steep hill, and the script was running ten minutes
too long. The director had to stop pointing and start cutting. Before
this process was complete, time ran out and we had to plunge, ready-
or-not, into the air waves.

Only one side of those early microphones was sensitive to sound.
We stood in a semicircle in front of it. I was halfway through my
second speech when the director sprang to my side.

“You're losing the quality!” she said in a stage whisper that could
have been heard in the back benches of the Hollywood Bowl. “You're
losing the quality!”

I tried to concentrate on my lines but she stood right there, cheek
by jowl with me, hissing criticism and advice in my ear.

“It's Miriam Hopkins. She’s southern. You've lost the quality.”

When the music came in for the first bridge, I stumbled away
from the microphone and into Gale. I gave him a look that, he later
said, suggested the occupant of a canoe rounding the bend at Niagara.
As I started the next scene I felt a strong arm around my shoulder, a re-
assuring “steady-old-girl”” pressure. Next, I was aware that someone
had moved in very near to me on my right side. It was Cyril. They
stood so close for the rest of the half hour that the director couldn't
get at me and had to be content to dance about on the dead side of the
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mike and gesticulate. That was all right. I didn’t have to look. I decided
to hell with Miriam Hopkins, all the Warner brothers, and the Con-
federate States. I got a grip on myself and tried to salvage my perform-
ance.

Afterward the actors were apologetic.

“We thought you knew about her,” they said. “Nobody pays any
attention. We think she’s tone deaf.”

Oddly enough, the lady seemed pleased with what I had done.
She cast me in many parts after that. On the following occasions I let
my mind wander pleasantly while she droned through the rehearsal.

Weeks after my first appearance in radio, I was still struggling to
get my toe in the door at KH]J. I did finally and promptly got it pinched.
They were casting the part of Galatea. I wanted desperately to play it
but it turned out to be the first audition I ever lost. When I heard the
show on our set at home I burst into tears.

““That girl was terrible,” I sobbed.

“Yes, she was,” Father said.

“1 couldn’t have been that bad.” v

““No. You never could be. She’s an amateur.”

This judgment was not tinged with envy. The performance had
been clumsy and unreal. I was overwhelmed by the injustice of it.

I wouldn’t mind losing to a good actress,” I began.

“Now, listen here.” Father’s tone was matter of fact. “This was a
mistake in judgment, that’s all. And believe me, it’s only the first of
many you're going to meet in your lifetime. If you can’t face it, you're
in the wrong business and better get out right now. These things hap-
pen every day.”

These words effected a permanent cure. I've since lost many roles
more important than Galatea, but I've never shed a tear over any of
them. A mistake in judgment.” I could see, although Father didn’t
mention it, that it worked two ways. I daresay those Spanish girls could
have cut my throat when they heard “Packard Fiesta.”

If luck played an important part at auditions, one could at least try
to reduce the odds. Most of us in those early days worked constantly
to increase the scope of our abilities. As soon as I learned that dialects
were an asset, I signed up for French and Spanish lessons at night school.
I also persuaded an old friend, a nisei, to teach me the rudiments of
Japanese. For years this specialty seemed to have been a waste of time.
Then the war in the Pacific set my geisha girls and oriental spies slinking
through all four networks.

Many of us took pains to develop what I call ““costume voices”’—the
radio convention for the historical drama. We sounded as if we had ar-
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rived at the station sidesaddle. It was not English English, but a hoity-
toity accent, suggesting that the actor’s undergarments had been hitched
up a trifle too tight. It was useful because, at a time when Chicago was
giving birth to soap opera, Hollywood was history oriented. Hanley
Stafford was playing Richelieu on KFI, and Mora Martin, a girl with an
exquisite, low voice was playing Catherine the Great on the same station.
(Mora was the first of our group to snap up a fine contract. She abdi-
cated the throne of all the Russias, with its $5 fee, to be swept away to
Chicago by Maybelline Mascara where, week after week, the velvet
voice earned an enormous sum for asking the simple question, “Do your
eyes look bald?”)

The life of Benjamin Franklin (played by Lindsay MacHarrie, one
of the hidalgos of “Packard Fiesta’) was unfolding at KHJ, and a series
at KFI, called “Great Moments in History,” dramatized just that.

Once in awhile a sponsor would demand a public appearance in
full costume. That is how Hanley Stafford and Ted Osborne (Richelieu
and Louis XIII) found themselves in lace collars and velvet knee pants,
saying things like, ”’This course is folly—nay, ‘tis madness, sire,” across
the hoods of Fords and Buicks at an auto show. Their sponsor was a
battery company.

My favorite of the costume dramas, however, was KH]’s “Tap-
estries of Life.” It was ushered on the air by the slow descending scale
of Victor Herbert’s “Ah! Sweet Mystery of Life.” Then the actors did a
sketch about one of the art objects at Forest Lawn cemetery. I recall
plowing through some burry dialogue to stimulate trade at that chapel
they call “The Wee Kirk o’ the Heather.” The effect we achieved each
week was a bittersweet smile on life with a tear just behind. After the
play, “Ah! Sweet Mystery of Life’”” would well up again and the KH]J
announcer would inquire gravely, “Are your loved ones suffering from
seepage?”’ or “Do your loved ones sleep on the sunny side of the hill?”

We continued “Tapestries of Life” for years, so I guess we kept
business humming at Forest Lawn.

The only Hollywood program into which I never tried to brazen
my way was KHJ’s Kiddie Show. Although still in my teens, I was out-
side its strictly limited age group. It fascinated me, however, and I
would often peek in on its rehearsal late of a Saturday afternoon. It
was a combination of squeaky singing, uncertain concertina playing,
and the then ever present tap-dancing. The proceedings remained shrill
and jazzy to the end when they would take a semireligious turn. Each
youngster would recite a farewell in verse sticky with bathos.

Years later, during a “‘Charlie Chan’ rehearsal in New York, Ted
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Osborne was reminiscing about the early days in Hollywood. He
amazed the eastern members of the cast by ad-libbing an “Are your
loved ones suffering from seepage?” commercial. Leon Janney (Charlie
Chan’s Number One Boy) topped him, though. He had been a child
actor at KHJ and still remembered his poem:

May kindness, happiness, and joy

Be with you all the day.

And may the God who loves us all
Forget not KHJ!

God will not fail to watch thy sleep
And wake thee with his light.

And now, dear friends of KH]J

I wish you all—goodnight. -
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CHAPTER I

The Grim Rapers
and the Round Robin

Broadcasting was a young field in 1932 and it attracted young
people. Actors, directors, producers, writers, executives—I can think
of few who were over thirty. This was in sharp contrast to the heavy-
jowled, paunchy officials of the motion picture studios; and it was,
naturally, the young actresses who felt the differences most keenly. In-
stead of blocking the Forward Pass (characteristic of the older medium),
the radio ingénue was likely to find herself uttering cries of delight over
snapshots of the director’s fiancée or the producer’s children. The aging
movie executives, on the other hand, seemed bent on proving that they
were as attractive to women as the star of the latest Tarzan film. This
put a strain both on the executives and the wits of the ingénues.

Brought up in Hollywood, I should have had a certain amount of
sophistication, but my father had spent his youth on the family farm
in Sand Lake, Michigan, and he had Sand Lake’s idea of what a daugh-
ter’s liberties should be. He raised the devil whenever he caught Rita
or me wearing lipstick and when, at the age of fourteen, I went for the
first time to a beauty parlor and had my sausagelike curls removed, he
met me on my return with a shocked, "My God! She looks like a chorus
girl!?”” It was the shadiest epithet he would use in my presence but I
knew he meant Bad Woman. The result of Father’s Victorian attitude
was that 1 was much more naive than I seemed and never knew how to
fend off the Forward Pass, even when I saw it coming.

My most noteworthy scrimmage took place just a few months be-
fore my first and, to me, historical interview with Kay Van Riper. It
had been announced in the newspaper that a showman, famous as a
discoverer of new talent, had been engaged by a film studio to produce
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one of their musical extravaganzas. I sent him a photograph and a letter
asking for an audition. My request was granted and I was told to come,
not to the picture lot, but to a small public room on the second floor
of the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel. I didn’t sleep the night before the
appointment. I knew that this man had started more beginners on their
way to fame than had even the great David Belasco. If only he would
take an interest in me! The thought was so rousing that I could only
lie in bed with clenched fists, staring at the ceiling, and hoping.

The next day I was much too excited to wait for the Roosevelt’s
elevator, but raced up the flight of stairs to keep the engagement. The
room was furnished with an upright piano and a few straight chairs. The
floor was bare. At one end were French doors that led to a narrow balcony
overlooking the now-deserted ballroom. The Great Man proved to be
a small man physically, with nearly white hair and misty, gray eyes. His
overcoat was nipped in tightly at the waist and he carried a pearl gray
hat. I shall never forget that hat. He put it down and ten seconds later
I sat on it. I couldn’t regain my composure after that, and throughout
the interview and the song could feel the hysteria bubbling up in my
chest. I sang “Romance” from “The Desert Song,” fighting every note
of the way for breath. He said I had a beautiful voice and needed only
a little private coaching. He dismissed the accompanist, a world-weary
fellow who gave me a knowing look, shrugged almost imperceptibly,
and left. The impresario and I sat down cosily to talk over plans for my
career. He mentioned his most recent discovery, a Mexican starlet, who
was having what later proved to have been a very brief success in films.

"She has no talent,” he was saying smoothly. “But she is willing—
manageable.” K

His hand rested on my knee. My hysteria burst through in a giggle.
His hand crept up my thigh. The giggle shot up about an octave. I leaped
to my feet, still tittering. He began to laugh playfully. His arms went
around me. Still laughing giddily, I put my hands on his narrow shoul-
ders and pushed. He lost his balance and clutched at me. I teetered for-
ward. He hung on, and we glided in a sort of reverse tango right across
the smooth floor and out onto the balcony, where our progress halted at
the rail. The Great Man was not only small but also limber. He went
into a backbend with the agility of an adagio dancer. In this position,
arched over the balcony rail, he caught a glimpse of that hardwood dance
floor fifteen feet below and paled.

"For God’s sake, let me go!” he cried. “Let me go!”

I released my hold and he sprang out of the danger zone and back
into the room where he snatched up his mashed fedora and darted to the
door.

—
19



o~

/ TUNE IN TOMORROW

\ I never saw the Great Man again.
™~ Nothing remotely like that ever happened to me in all the five years

/morked in California radio and I never heard the other actresses com-

\

plain about it, either. When I started my new career I was too young to
appreciate or even notice the youthful innocence all around me, and as
for the absence of the grim rapers, I never thought about it at all. Never-
theless, it was a basic condition of the radio field and it extended not
only to the local stations but through the networks and advertising
agencies as well.

Network radio was becoming a thing to conjure with in that year
of 1932; many events occurred in the world of the unseen performer
more important than my debut. Although CBS and NBC were babies of
five and six years, respectively, their programming already foreshadowed
the shape of things to come. It was the season that Fred Allen started
his first radio series and Ed Wynn put on his Firechief’s hat and sent
his famous giggle coast to coast for Texaco. “The Maxwell House Show
Boat,” with Lanny Ross and Charlie Winninger, had its premiere in
October. Jack Benny and Ethel Shutta made their commercial debuts
for Canada Dry. And Rudy Vallee changed and expanded the format of
his Fleischmann’s Yeast program to create one of the first of the great
variety shows. These star-spangled shows were produced in New York.
From Chicago something less glamorous but even more enduring was
seeping out. In October, backed by the folksy sound of a mouth-organ,
a midwestern voice introduced “Just Plain Bill—Barber of Hartville,”
and one of the earliest of the soap operas was born. That harmonica was
not to give its dying bleat until October, 1955. Chicago, too, saw the
birth on June 29, 1932, of the delightful comedy serial “’Vic and Sade.”
(Remember Mr. Gumpox, the garbage man, and the Lodge of the Sacred
Stars of the Milky Way?)

Radio was bursting from bud to full bloom but it was doing it east
of the Mississippi. Because network line charges were much higher on
programs originating in the West than on those coming from the East,
Hollywood was brushed but lightly by this spate of activity. This situa-
tion was not whim on the part of the networks. It had its basis in the
complicated structure of the great chains. The radio programs did not
go flashing through the ether from one big center to another. They went,
prosaically enough, on wires provided by the telephone company. The
affiliated stations in New York City were what might be called the flag-
ships of the various chains. Each of them had a wire connected to a
terminal point on West Street in New York, known as N.R. (a telegraph
identification call used to clear trouble on the line). N.R. sent the sound
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to other terminal points in nearby cities, where it would be passed on

to the following station on the hookup. The system, called the “Round
Robin,” was divided into segments—Eastern, Pacific Network, Dixie /
Leg, Rocky Mountain, and so on.

Like most great twentieth-century innovations, it functioned per-
fectly—except for the human element involved. In the Round Robin
this margin for error was vast—thousands of technicians all over the
continent awaited a signal to put this plug in or pull that plug out. Most
of the line problems seemed to originate in the area around Albuquerque
or Amarillo. “Having trouble getting over the Rockies,”” the New York
engineers would say—and I used to picture atmospheric disturbances
as causing the delay. Not necessarily. It could have been some drowsy
engineer neglecting or confusing the plugs. One wild time in Chicago,
however, the NBC and CBS radio networks found themselves simul-
taneously, if briefly, broadcasting the exact same comedy show. Though
radio has been edged aside now by TV, and a lot of technology has
changed, old-fashioned human nature has not. Modern radio listeners
must have been baffled when, during President Johnson'’s visit to Manila
in 1967, NBC’s Brad Crandall said, “The next voice you hear will be
that of the President of the United States.” There was a five-second
pause—and on came Ed Sullivan! A telephone employee in San Francisco
had confused CBS TV audio with NBC radio.

Perhaps the most stimulating of all line mix-ups occurred back in
1948 during a broadcast of “The Romance of Helen Trent” when I was
playing the villainous Cynthia Swanson. Helen “set out to prove that
a woman can have romance at thirty-five...and even beyond!” She
had been working on this project since 1933. Her system was to promise
much and give absolutely nothing. As a result, she had had over the
years a host of suitors who entered the story for a few months and then
retired forever. There was one dogged soul, however, who had been in
pursuit since the beginning. As played by David Gothard (a vigorous
actor in everything else he did), Gil Whitney had the honeysuckle-
dripping voice of a perennially suffering hero. “Helen-—Helen,” he would
moan, “What about #s? Don’t I mean anything to you any more?”

“Gil, I don’t know what to say to you,” the heroine (played by
« Julie Stevens, an actress so accomplished that she made even Helen seem
real) would counter.

“My darling, my darling,” groaned Gil on this particular day, “what
can [ do?”

“Ah, for Chrissakes, lay the dame and get it over with,” said a voice
deep from the intestinal tract of the CBS Round Robin. Graphic advice
followed—where, why, and with what. The voice did not reach into

-—

21



TUNE IN TOMORROW

Studio 21 where we were working, so none of the “Helen Trent” com-
pany heard it. Millions of American housewives did, however, and so
did personnel in the control booth. After a stunned moment of suspended
animation, they sprang into action, and soon men were checking chan-
nels all over the place. The romance counselor could have been any-
where—from Arkansas to Vermont—someone working on a telephone
wire, an engineer, or an announcer who had left a microphone wide open,
plugged in and ready to feed the entire Round Robin. Suddenly, up he
popped again—this time to tell Helen some home truths about herself
in his peculiarly scatological vocabulary. Then he disappeared forever
from the life of Helen Trent and the homes of several million startled
listeners.

The mystery was never solved and, happily, never repeated. Helen
went her romance-seeking way with Gil drooling after until June 24,
1960, when she left the air—aged sixty-two, as nearly as we could figure,
and still a virgin.

In fairness to the telephone and broadcasting companies, it must be
said that such incidents were remarkably rare when you consider the
hundreds of stations affiliated with the four major networks and the
millions of feet of wire involved in the nervous system of the Round
Robin. It was a smooth-singing bird, as a rule, although in 1932 it had
a serious limitation. It faced stubbornly in one direction. It was not
until 1937 that the telephone company could provide a reversible chan-
nel. The lines would transmit only one way, from east to west. This
meant that to blanket the country from the Coast, a separate channel
had to be set up to bring the program east, where it could be fed into
the Round Robin. This is why the line charges were higher on shows
originating from the Coast. At the end of 1932, for example, when
Eddie Cantor insisted on moving his Chase and Sanborn program to
Hollywood, the move added $2,100 to the weekly budget. It was no
wonder that sponsors avoided West Coast broadcasting. Even so, we
were beginning to get visiting shows. A star would come to California
to shoot a picture, and for the duration of his movie-making his radio
program would be broadcast from there.

We had one perennial representative of the Big Time, however—
the ““Shell Show.” It began with us and it stayed with us. At first it was
heard only on the Pacific wing of NBC’s Round Robin, and at that time
its announcer was Rush Hughes and its orchestra leader George Stoll.
A comedy team, Yahbut and Cheerily (in real life, Will Wright and
Jem Parker), were featured. In the spring of 1935 Al Jolson took over as
master of ceremonies and Victor Young (composer of “Sweet Sue,” “My
Foolish Heart,”” and, many years later, the score for the film “Around

22



The Grim Rapers

the World in 80 Days”) conducted the music. The show’s name was then
changed to ““Shell Chateau” (or ““Schelch-Toe,” as Jolson used to say)
and the oil company bought time on the full network, coast to coast.
The format remained essentially the same. It was a variety show with
some music, some comedy, and a dramatic sketch, featuring a guest film
star.

Gale Gordon told me about it one day during a break in a “Coro-
nets” rehearsal. On the back of my script he wrote the names of the two
producers—Dick Weal and Cal Kuhl, care of J. Walter Thompson, Shell’s
advertising agency, which produced the program.

Then Gale said the words that made my pulse quicken. “Network
shows pay as much as twenty-five dollars.”

If anyone was passing out that much money for just one broadcast,
I wanted to get right in line. The average fee for a local show was $5.
Fifteen was the most I had ever received and I was currently working on
two programs that paid only three. The first of these was sponsored by
the Lyons Moving Company and slyly titled “Moving Stories of Life!”
We recorded these dramas on sixteen-inch wax discs from which press-
ings were made and sent to small stations throughout the country. In
areas that were not serviced by Lyons, the recording company sold the
pressings to other moving-and-storage firms. We youngsters who made
up the radio talent pool noticed that the owners of the recording com-
panies were driving expensive automobiles, but it never occurred to us
that, with a cost of $25 for the master record and a cast cost of $15 for
five actors, a show that was sold to several hundred stations at $20 apiece
would net quite a profit. So, we went on humbly accepting our minuscule
salaries.

My second $3 job was a comedy series about two crotchety Civil
War veterans. The author, a Mr. Dugan, who played both of the old
men, also hopped about during the scenes to make the sound effects.
(On one occasion, while reading aloud from a script propped on a music
stand, he munched on an apple, opened and closed a door, tapped on a
typewriter, rang a telephone bell, and fired a gun.) I was the daughter of
one of his characters and together he and I made up the entire company.
We recorded the five shows each Friday night and Mr. Dugan spent the
intervening days in an old jalopy, jouncing from one small radio station
to another as salesman for the series.

From where I stood with Mr. Dugan and the moving company, $25
per show looked like the mother lode of a diamond mine. So the morn-
ing after my chat with Gale I wrote a letter to J. Walter Thompson,
requesting an opportunity to read for them. On a last-minute hunch, I
enclosed a picture of myself, taken by an amateur photographer friend
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a few weeks before. The dramatic lighting, which created brooding shad-
ows, revealed a pudgy-faced kid, her curls plastered into a vigorously
unbecoming hairdo, staring malevolently into the camera. I had prettier
pictures, but this, I felt, expressed the real me—a femme fatale. I can
only imagine that the agency people sent for me out of curiosity.

The day of the appointment I awoke with a runny nose and no
voice. But I decided to face the situation out. There is nothing like hav-
ing to pay the rent to get you on the bus in the morning. With my
morning coffee I developed four notes in the baritone range, then set
out for the tiny private house where J. Walter Thompson, one of the
largest agencies in the world, had its radio office. At that time, the full
West Coast staff consisted of one secretary and two director-producers.

Dick Weal was an exception to what I have said about youth in the
Hollywood radio field. I remember thinking of him as quite elderly; now
I realize he must have been about thirty-eight. He was a dark, heavy-set,
balding man with a ready laugh. Calvin Kuhl fell into the usual pattern.
He was boyish and blond, with a cowlick that projected and, in moments
of stress, trembled from the crown of his head.

The part, I learned, was the lead opposite Edward Everett Horton
in a snippet culled from Noel Coward’s play, “Private Lives.” Dick Weal
gave me a copy of it. I studied it hastily, trying to remember everything
Father had said about playing comedy, and then I read it aloud for them.
When [ finished, both men were laughing.

I think you’re perfect,” Dick Weal said, “and from the smirk I
see on my associate’s face, I gather he agrees with me. Come to the NBC
studios tomorrow. We want you to read for Mr. Horton.”

NBC had as yet no broadcasting facilities of its own in Hollywood
and the studios of its affiliated stations (KFI and KECA) over the Packard
showrooms were too cramped to accommodate “big name” shows with
their invited audiences, so the network had rented space inside the RKO
film studio, where a small auditorium was built.

When 1 arrived the next day, Mr. Horton was already there. We
read the scene together and he said in that charming way of his, “Splen-
did, splendid.”

They asked me to wait in an anteroom while the two agency men
and the star discussed the matter. The door didn’t close properly and I
could hear most of what they said. It seemed that they had intended to
have a double star bill that week—Mr. Horton and a film actress whose
fame had steadily dwindled since the advent of talking pictures a few
years before. My audition had caused them to waver in their decision.
Mr. Weal believed the film star had a certain name value and would be
willing to do the part for about $250. Mr. Horton said firmly, “You'll
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never get a contralto quality like the one you just heard—a beautiful
voice—good actress, too.”

My first thought was, Oh, that dear, dear man! My second was,
Contralto quality?—Who? Me? It was the cold, of course. I struggled
with my conscience. Should I tell them I had what Kay Van Riper had
called a light, silvery voice, now obscured by laryngitis? I thought of
how kind they all were, especially Mr. Horton. Then I thought of how
unkind the landlord was going to be if the rent wasn’t paid. Expediency
triumphed over honesty. I said nothing. I have been sure ever since that
I owed my first network show to a bad cold in the head.

The "’Shell Show’” was a Saturday night affair but we rehearsed for
a couple of days before. In addition to the run-through on mike with the
director, Mr. Horton and I went over our sketch many times. He liked
to rehearse. While the orchestra or Yahbut and Cheerily were doing their
bits in the studio, we would be out in the hall polishing away on ours.

Dick Weal informed me that we were going to do a “remote” broad-
cast from the Los Angeles County Fair at Pomona and asked me to wear
an evening gown, to lend importance to the proceedings. Accordingly,
late on Saturday afternoon, I put on a long, pink velvet gown and gold
slippers. A friend drove me to Pomona, and I waded into the fair
grounds. A good shower earlier in the day had left the place one vast
mud puddle. It was the closing night of the fair. Most of the poultry
had been bedded down, all the pigs had received their awards, and the
great prize-winning bull was waiting to be carted off in his private car,
his feet not nearly so muddy as mine. The sun had set and a sharp
California frost hung in the air. The equipment for broadcasting had
been set up in the big arena earlier in the afternoon.

I met Mr. Horton in one of the temporary fair buildings and we ran
over our lines again. Rush Hughes, the announcer, came through on his
way out to put the show on the air. There was no loudspeaker in our
little room, so we couldn’t hear Rush’s opening, but the muted sound of
Georgie Stoll’s orchestra did reach our ears. About twenty minutes later
Dick Weal stuck his head in the door and said, ”You’'d better come out
now. Your spot’s coming up.”

Mr. Horton glanced at his script and said, T don’t think we need
this, do you?”” and tossed it aside. I felt it was only sporting to do the
same, so I placed mine on top of the now-discarded leopard coat, which
I had needed even inside the semiheated building, and stepped out into
the icy air.

It wasn’t until we were struggling through the slush on our way to
the microphone that I realized fully what I had done. I had made no
effort to memorize the lines, and had no idea whether I knew them or
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not. This was my first chance on radio’s Big Time. If I ruined the star
spot on the “Shell Show” my career would die aborning. I wanted des-
perately to slosh back for my script but there wasn’t time. I found myself
blinded by a blaze of light, and in the darkness beyond, for all T knew,
were seated a thousand people. The spectators who had lingered for the
trotting races (a feature of the fair) were to have the added treat of see-
ing Edward Everett Horton and a girl in pink velvet and ostrich feathers,
standing up to their ankles in mud and reciting excerpts from Noel
Coward to a low background of cackling and grunting.

When I opened my mouth I found that my laryngitic baritone had
risen to a nasal whine. My head felt hot and stuffy and the huge arc
lights were making rainbows before my runny eyes. I was shivering with
cold and the terror of forgetting my lines. The minute Mr. Horton began
to speak, however, everything came right with my world. He was such
a surefooted actor, I knew that no matter what happened he could bring
the thing off. It was like a strong, steadying hand. Halfway through the
skit a wave of panic broke over me again. The words sounded unfamiliar.
I was completely lost. Then Mr. Horton looked right at me and threw me
a cue that I recognized as part of the script. I replied with my line and
we went on. He had been ad-libbing and with fine effect. His digression
did not interrupt the flow of a well-written scene by Coward. The scene
had already been so tortured and truncated to fit into radio’s arbitrary
time pattern that any inspiration breathed into it from any source could
act only as a restorative.

I worked with Edward Everett Horton several times afterward and
the same thing always happened. He didn’t change the little sketches but
he embroidered around them and always with good solid laughs as a
result. He never left the other actors up in the air. He changed things
only within his own speeches and always came back solidly with the
cue. He also had what seemed to be a built-in time mechanism. In the
programs I played with him afterward we never once ran over or under
the allotted time. In those early days of radio he was one of the big
names most in demand.

Hollywood network radio drew largely on motion pictures for its
stars. The Silent Era was but a few years behind us and some of the
early players had survived in talking films only because they were al-
lowed to make short scenes over and over until something presentable
was achieved. The ""now-or-never” element of the theater and radio was
missing from their experience. They often were terrified of the micro-
phone, thrown by the time element, afraid to try to read something at
sight, and obsessed by a thousand other fears. Edward Everett Horton,
a sound theater background behind him, wasn’t afraid of anything.
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I don’t know why we were out amid the livestock to do the ““Shell
Show.” It is one of the questions about radio that have gone unanswered
through the years. I have never understood the preoccupation with “re-
mote” broadcasting. “On-the-spot” broadcasting I can see. That is dif-
ferent. You go to the area where an event of interest is taking place and
you broadcast it as it happens—the Olympics, for example. But to gather
up all the appurtenances of a radio show and produce an effect at the
top of a mountain or the bottom of a coal mine that could be much better
done in the network’s cosy studio is a gimmick that eludes me.

In addition to a mild attack of pneumonia, I got $25 for that “re-
mote” in Pomona. One tiny thing nagged at the back of my mind. It was
that conversation about the fading movie star. She would have got two
hundred and fifty had they decided on her instead of me. My gratitude
for my twenty-five was somewhat, and quite literally, watered down.
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CHAPTER IV

Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Stars

Memory makes strange selections. From among the programs that
occupied my next twenty-five years, my mind has evidently decided to
file most of the “first occasions” and, unless something regrettable or
downright disastrous occurred, to reject nearly everything else.

This is not surprising when you consider the hundreds of shows a
radio actor would appear on in each year. In 1949 Ted Osborne, who
started his kilocycle career a few months before I did, tried with the aid
of account books and publicity clippings to estimate the number of
broadcasts on which he had appeared. He stopped counting when he
passed the eight thousand mark.

Total recall is a helpful thing but forgetfulness has its uses, too.
I should hate to wake in the night with fragments of ““Linda’s First Love”
or “John’s Other Wife” floating around in my head. The fact is that,
although 1 talked into that microphone steadily for a quarter of a cen-
tury, I have now blissfully forgotten much of what I said.

I am able to recall with photographic precision that first network
program, but haven’t the foggiest notion of what the second one was.
It may have been another ““Shell Show.” That program became a good
source of income for me. Whenever Edward Everett Horton was the
guest star I would be given the lead opposite him without having to
read for the part, but on other occasions I would find myself in competi-
tion with my best friends. The girls I faced most often were Barbara
Luddy and Duane Thompson. We were the “silvery” voices. The rest
of the actresses had alto and mezzo tones.

Duane was a bubbly little comedienne. Slim, about five feet two,
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with a round, pert face, she had once been a featured player in Christie
comedies and leading lady for the silent film star Charles Ray.

Barbara was even tinier—just four feet eleven. She had been off
on a tour of Australia in a play starring Leo Carillo. On its return to
Hollywood, the company was to open at Henry Duffy’s El Capitan
Theater. It arrived to a great flurry of publicity, a triumphal opening,
and rave reviews in the papers. The next night Barbara trotted jubilantly
down to the theater to find it plastered with bankruptcy notices.

The padlocked door of the El Capitan was Barbara’s introduction
to the Depression. She got on intimate terms with it immediately. When
her savings had dwindled to the vanishing point, Gale Gordon, an old
friend from previous and more lasting Duffy productions, suggested
that she turn her attention to radio. There was an opportunity for a
young couple on a local station. The show went on at 8 a.m. with re-
hearsal at 6:30. There were no salaries attached to the enterprise, but
Gale was sure that it was the open door to the entertainment world of
the future. He convinced Barbara and they started their early-morning
vigil. It was six months before they landed their first paying radio jobs—
“English Coronets.”

A few years later Barbara reached one of the most important posi-
tions open to a radio actress. She was chosen to play with Don Ameche
on “The First Nighter” program and was taken by the sponsor, Campana
Italian Balm, to Chicago, where she stayed on with Les Tremayne as her
co-star long after Ameche had deserted radio for a film career.

We of the “silvery” tones, plus Margaret Brayton (a light mezzo),
met one afternoon in the antechamber of the NBC studio to compete
once more for the lead on the “’Shell Show.” This time the star was to
be Francis Lederer. I was asked to read first.

When I entered the studio the Czechoslovakian star threw me a
smile-—all white teeth and dancing black eyes—that made me step back
and catch my breath. What a dazzling young male! He had recently
come from brilliant successes in the London and New York theaters and
was already the rage of Hollywood. During the next few years he was
to appear often on the “Shell Show” and Dick Weal always referred to
him as the “winsome Czech.”

The skit was another dehydrated and capsulated scene from a play
—this time ““The Pursuit of Happiness.” After we had run through it
together, Mr. Lederer said, “Wonderful!” pirouetted around me, picked
up his belongings and prepared to leave. Dick lumbered out of the control
booth.

“There are some other girls waiting to read for you,” he said
anxiously.

34



Twinkle, Twinkle

“Since the first one is perfect,” said Mr. Lederer, “why waste time
listening to others, who can’t possibly be as good?* The star headed
for the door.

“These girls have been waiting all this time, Mr. Lederer,” I said.
“They deserve a chance to be heard.”

He paused, then gave a boyish laugh and tossed his hat and coat
on a nearby chair. “Very well,” he said. “We will hear them all.”

I went outside and relaxed while, one at a time, the other actresses
disappeared into the soundproof studio. I had the job, and I also had the
smug satisfaction of having done “the decent thing.” Margaret was the
last to go in.

When she came back we chatted for awhile until, as time wore on,
even I grew silent and nervous. At last Dick came out of the studio. He
walked straight to where I sat and stood staring at me for a minute be-
fore he said flatly, “Barbara got the part.”

That gave me something to think about. I decided to talk it over
with Jane Darwell when we met at a rehearsal of “Coronets” that next
week. Jane was an older character actress whom I had always admired.
At that time she was just beginning a brilliant film career, which reached
a high point a few years later when she co-starred with Henry Fonda in
Steinbeck’s “The Grapes of Wrath.” 1 told her what had happened and
asked for a frank appraisal of my work. She thought a long time before
she gave her opinion.

“You and Barbara sound a little bit alike,” she said. “Your voices have
about the same pitch and timbre but you don’t work alike. You are crisp
and clear in your delivery of lines. And that’s good. She has something
different.” Jane stopped for a second and thought again. “It's warmth,”
she said finally. “You're sincere and honest but her work is more inti-
mate.”

[ made it my business to hear the “Shell Show” that week. I had to
find out what Barbara had seen in the part that had escaped my notice.
The story concerned a Puritan girl and a dashing Hussar. I had read it
as a prim young Miss. Barbara did too—but underneath was a husky,
cuddly quality that made you wonder how long the Puritan upbringing
was going to hold out against nature. I had to concede it was better that
way—much better.

Mother, who, since my debut in the medium, had become an avid
radio listener, offered me some advice.

“There’s a girl in Chicago who is marvelous,” she said. ““The best
radio technique I've heard. The program is ‘Grand Hotel’ and her name is
Anne Seymour.”

So I began listening to ““Grand Hotel.” This actress, too, had that
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warm quality. Intimacy, I decided, was the keynote of radio acting.

Mother had another suggestion. “I want you to study Amos ‘n
Andy—especially the way Amos carries on a one-sided telephone con-
versation. You can tell exactly what the person at the other end of the
wire is supposed to be saying.”

Bit by bit, in that first year, I was laying a groundwork that would
stand me in good stead many years later. Next to that intimate quality
came the ability to give a feeling of action and environment through the
voice alone. When I was supposed to be lifting a weight I learned to let
the strain show in my voice. I would speak more loudly in an outdoor
scene than I would in a fireside conversation at home. It became natural
to add these little touches, which are not needed in a visual medium, and
the technique was susceptible to much variation and subtlety. It was in
this type of imagination that the top radio people excelled, and not one
of them ever set a scene vocally better than Amos 'n Andy.

The next time Francis Lederer starred on the “’Shell Show” I won
the audition and played opposite him. The scene was from “Autumn
Crocus.” I played a young woman who is brushed by the wings of
romance but who retreats before it into what you know is going to be a
lifetime of loneliness and spinsterhood.

At the end of the “Autumn Crocus” skit there was a brief on-air
interview with the star. Lederer wanted to add some material to this
seemingly informal chat, which was actually carefully written and had
been passed on by the sponsor. Dick explained that it would be ab-
solutely impossible under the oil company’s policy. Lederer seemed to
acquiesce but once on the air he laughingly tossed in everything he had
been told to leave out. Consternation filled the control booth. There was
nothing they could do to stop him. Dick revised his estimate of the
“winsome Czech” then and there. “That—that bouncing Czech!” he
growled.

What had been said was innocent enough, I thought—a little anec-
dote about the actor’s youth in Prague. The excitement was caused by
the fact that it had not been passed by the sponsor. This incident was my
first encounter with Corporation Neurosis. The colossal companies, sud-
denly flung into show business, were as skittish as an elderly maiden
lady who has wandered into the men’s room by mistake-——always on
tiptoe, always expecting the worst. Years later I used to scan with amaze-
ment the morality and clean-speech clauses that were included in even
the simplest of my contracts with General Foods, wondering at what [
must not say or do that would cast a blight over Post Toasties.

Prudential Life Insurance was just as jittery. During its sponsorship
of “When a Girl Marries,” the character | was playing once loaned a fur
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jacket to her maid. Corporate memos drifted down like snow. Prudential,
primarily a life insurance company, offered no personal property policies
but reasoned thus: If listeners started lending furs to their maids, and
the maids lost them, it would react on other insurance companies and
ultimately affect the entire field. I and my silvery tones, the company
feared, would skyrocket insurance rates all over the counrty.

This overcautiousness on the part of the otherwise big and the bold
was amusing in those early days. In the Joe McCarthy Era it was less so.
It was the spongy soil that nourished the growth of that noxious weed,
The Blacklist.

One other “Shell Show” stands out in my mind. I was listening to
it in my home one Saturday night when my telephone rang.

“Mary Jane,” said a calm voice. ““This is Cal Kuhl. Can you do ‘Shell’
for me?”

“You mean next week?”’

“No. Now.”

“But it’s on the air.”

“We know that,”” he said. “Please get over here as fast as you can.”

I scrambled into an evening gown while my sister ran next door to
borrow a neighbor’s car and we drove at breakneck speed to the studio.
As I sprinted into the entrance hall, I could hear the sound of an orchestra
and a singer from behind the closed door of the studio. A frowzy figure
staggered up from a stool and accosted me. It was the star of that
week’s sketch—a great stage personality who had made an outstanding
success in films despite the fact that she was known to have occasional
bouts with the bottle.

“Whosis?” she demanded. “Another singer? Too many damn
singers! When d'I go on?”’

A young man who was standing by with a cup of black coffee took
her elbow with his free hand and tried to lead her back to the stool.

“Now, now, now,”” he said.

“Now, now, now,” she mimicked as I slipped past them and through
the studio door.

Dick Weal’s hand was shaking as he gave me the script and muttered
“Penelope.” But Cal Kuhl smiled placidly from the control booth and
waved me out onto the stage.

The play was Maxwell Anderson’s ““Elizabeth the Queen.” The
co-star was Irving Pichel, well known as an actor and a director in both
motion pictures and the theater. Margaret Brayton met me as I came out
of the wings and gave me a quick briefing as we stood on the stage in
full view of the audience. Little dots of perspiration lay under the black
curls that fell across her forehead, and her almond-shaped dark blue eyes
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had widened into roundness. ““You're playing my part,” she murmured.
“I'm doing hers. She passed out.”

The announcer was already introducing the sketch.

“—one of the most brilliant of the young radio actresses, Margaret
Brayton, will play opposite Mr. Pichel. The scene—.”

“What do I do?"’ I gasped.

“Keep her sweet and young,” said Margaret, and we went to join
Pichel at the microphone. He threw me a quick smile and I breathed a
sigh of gratitude that it was not a silent movie star that we were working
with this time. After that [ kept my attention on the script, looking ahead
as far as I dared to see where my lines occurred and to try to figure out
what they meant. I was aware, even so, that Margaret was giving a
splendid performance of a difficult role. She was every inch the queen—
strong, dominating, yet yearning after the man she was sending to the
headsman’s block.

After the scene with Penelope, which went smoothly, the two of
them played the last tragic moments before the execution of Essex.
Pichel’s melodious voice gave added beauty to the poet’s lines: “Life in
prison is very quiet. It leads to thinking...” An off-stage door rattled
violently and a female voice rose in hooting laughter. In the control
booth Cal went dead white and sprang to his feet, his eye roving wildly
around the studio. It lit on the drummer in the orchestra and, with a look
of agonized appeal, Cal threw a cue. There was a sudden roll of drums,
the soundman had the wit to start the tramp of marching feet, and with-
out so much as a “goodby,” the Earl of Essex went to his doom.

In spite of the single-mindedness of the dogged little Round Robin,
more and more network shows began to drift our way. From the Olym-
pian heights of the Metropolitan Opera, Grace Moore descended to our
shore to make some outstanding films—"“One Night of Love,” “New
Moon,” and “Love Me Forever.” Opera audiences had been plunged into
a state of adoration by her performances in “La Bocheme’ and “Manon,”
and she was later to return to New York and still greater glory in the
Met’s revival of Charpentier’s “’Louise.”” But now, for the duration of her
movie-making, her radio show was to be broadcast from Hollywood.

Since “The Grace Moore Show” was a musical program, the arrival
of this songbird from Jellico, Tennessee, was no great boon to the radio
actors. Only two of us profited from the situation. Gayne Whitman, who
was sending chills up and down spines five nights a week as Chandu, the
Magician, was chosen to announce Miss Moore’s show, and I was called
in a few times to join him in the commercial.

The program also used a local orchestra. The conductor, Harry
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Jackson, was an old friend of mine, and during the six months Miss
Moore was with us I saw his hair change from black with a sprinkling of
silver to white with just a touch of black.

“Why are you so nervous about the show, Harry?” I asked him
once.

I never know what Grace Moore is going to do,” he told me. “We
rehearse it one way, and she sings it on the air another. When she gets
a high note that feels just right to her she’s apt to hang on to it forever.
Other times she’ll just graze it in passing. It all depends on how she feels.”

After that, interest in the broadcast heightened for me as I began
to watch for the frenzy that would come over Harry as he signaled the
boys to wait—while Miss Moore clung to a surprisingly beautiful sound
with the joyous abandon of an angel. She invariably brought down the
house.

I never had any personal contact with Miss Moore—unless you can
count a pressing of noses as a social introduction. I was standing in the
wings, waiting for the dress rehearsal to start, when a voice, loud and
accusing in my ear, said, "“Ah-ha!”

I whirled around to find myself nose to nose with the star.

“Ah! Ha!” she repeated.

“How do you do, Miss Moore,” I replied. She walked away.

“Ha! Ha!” she boomed.

’She’s clearing her throat,” Gayne explained. “That’s all she ever
says. I've been here six weeks and she has never said hello, just ‘Ha.” **

Miss Moore hummed her way lightly through the “dress” but when
we were on the air her voice rang out with ever-increasing beauty and
clarity. During an orchestra number in the second half of the show, she
retired to her dressing room. When she returned and stood waiting to go
on, I noticed that her ankle-length, tight-fitting, black velvet gown had
accidentally been twisted around her body and was hiked up nearly to
mid-thigh.

“Her dress!” I gasped. “She doesn’t know. We ought to tell her.”

Gayne was unmoved. "“She never speaks to me,” he said. “Never.
Not even in reply to ‘Good morning.” I don’t see that it’s up to me to
start a conversation now.”

So the great opera star walked out to sing ’Ci-ri-bi-ri-bin”” with her
gown pulled halfway up to her middle. Strangely, there was no re-
action from the audience, but the already overwrought musicians nearly
gave up. Only the string section managed to play at all. The wind in-
struments threw in the sponge. Their broad grins could not be puckered
into playing position. I thought it would be the end of Harry Jackson,
who stood waving his arms wildly, desperately, over an almost mute
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orchestra. Miss Moore sailed through the gay Italian song to a par-
ticularly gorgeous note at the end, the studio audience burst into ap-
plause, and she swept off. I don’t think she ever knew.

One of the early shows to broadcast on a steady basis from Holly-
wood was the “Camel Caravan.” The title is confusing because the cig-
arette company has used it many times over the years to describe various
programs of differing content. In 1934 it followed the usual pattern for
a radio variety show: musical numbers, comedy spot, and one dramatic
sketch. The emcee at this time was Al Jolson. (It was not until 1935
that he moved over to ”Shell Chateau.”) The comedy was supplied by
Martha Raye, whose mad antics had recently won a firm place for her in
films, and by a small, wiry man named Sid Silvers. He had formerly
written Jack Benny’s show for Canada Dry, but he quit after a disagree-
ment with Mary Livingstone and came west, where he eventually joined
the Camel production as both writer and performer.

My first appearance with this group was to play the part of the
little sister opposite Robert Taylor in a scene taken from "“The Valiant”
—a melancholy tale in which the hero goes to his execution after bidding
his sister farewell. It made a mournful contrast to the general zaniness
that opened and closed “’Camel Caravan.”

Most network productions required two or three days of rehearsal.
On the first one, when I arrived at the theater that had been preempted
by CBS for its audience shows, I thought the place was deserted. Then
I heard a voice say, “Hello, there,” from the orchestra pit.

I looked down and saw Martha Raye slumped on the end of her
spine, her feet propped up on a chair. She was studying a piece of music.

“Must be early,” she said. “Joint’s empty.” She disappeared behind
her music again.

The rest of the company finally arrived and Robert Redd, the di-
rector, announced that rehearsal would begin with a trio for Miss Raye,
Jolson, and Silvers—a parody of grand opera using "Yes, We Have No
Bananas” as a theme. Martha sprang to her feet and into a flurry of
activity that left the others dazed. She was like a high-tension wire. She
never stopped.

She wore a beautifully tailored pair of gray slacks and a white silk
shirt. Because of the difference in time between the West and East Coasts
the night shows were always broadcast from Hollywood in the late after-
noon, but we wore evening dress for the benefit of the audiences. Mr.
Taylor turned up in a dinner jacket for the performance. So did Silvers
and Jolson. Miss Raye, however, stayed in her slacks.

The program was a great success, to judge from the audience reac-
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tion, and after it was over I caught a last glimpse of Martha Raye, stand-
ing on a chair surrounded by a crowd of admirers in the theater alley.
She was delighting her fans by singing “Bananas” as she grabbed up the
autograph books, signed them, and tossed them back to their owners.
Most of us who had put in a whole day in the studio were glad to relax
and start wearily homeward, but she looked ready and even eager to
start the entire performance over again right there in the street.

A few weeks later when I turned up to play opposite Boris Karloff
in “Death Takes a Holiday” (the producers seemed determined to provide
tombstone ballast for the otherwise lightweight skiff that was the “Camel
Caravan”), Martha Raye greeted me as if I were an old friend.

“Hi “ya,” she said, and with no further preamble added: “They tell
me I’ve got to dress for this damn thing from now on.”

That day she rehearsed in slacks but retired before the performance
to reappear in a lovely black lace dress and tiny feathered hat. Her wild
energy was not affected by the change, and she still danced and clowned
around right up until air time. During a sketch she was playing with Sid
Silvers in which they were supposed to be having a row, he gave her,
while we were on the air, a slight, unrehearsed push. She whirled around
and gave him a good big push. He pushed her again. Before they reached
the last line they were locked in combat and fell to the floor, where they
wrestled around in front of the microphone until the startled director
got himself together and cued in the orchestra.

The audience loved it. Sid Silvers seemed rather shaken, but Martha
Raye didn’t mind a bit. As I passed her on my way out she was cheer-
fully examining the torn lace of her lovely dress. “Wouldn’t you know,”
she said, “the first time I get dressed up for the show somebody slugs
me?”

The next week the ““Caravan” featured in its dramatic spot a wealthy,
rather haughty star. At the first rehearsal the Hollywood beauty turned
up with a full retinue, including a maid, a secretary, and a chauffeur
bearing a Pekinese named Fifi on a silk cushion. The glamorous lady
was famous for the beautiful diamonds she possessed and she had chosen
to wear a lot of them. A particularly dazzling bracelet glittered beneath
the cuff of her mink coat.

The radio actors were wide-eyed. If those were rehearsal togs, they
wondered, what was she planning to wear for the show?

The following day, Fifi was already comfortably established on the
cushion at her mistress’ feet when Martha Raye arrived. She, too, was
wearing a mink coat, but over it she had draped a silver fox scarf. What
looked like several pounds of dime-store jewelry adorned her bosom and
she was leading a gigantic mongrel by a frayed length of rope.
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“Come, Rollo,” she cooed. “I want you to meet Fifi. I know you two
are going to be great friends.”

The producer overtook the enraged beauty just as she was on the
point of driving away in her limousine. After a prolonged discussion and
much pleading on his part, she finally agreed to return to the studio to
fulfill her obligation to appear on the show. Fifi, however, was adamant.
She stayed in the car with the chauffeur.

One of the best radio programs ever broadcast from the Coast was
“Kraft Music Hall,” starring Bing Crosby, with John Scott Trotter’s
orchestra and Bob Burns—who played a bazooka and talked about his
Arkansas relatives, and who would be described today as a “stand-up”
comedian. My part on the program was a modest one—to help Ken
Carpenter sell the cheese.

I had always listened to Bing Crosby’s broadcasts because I was
enamored of his silky, insinuating song style and the rolling resonance
of that baritone voice. But every time he began to talk, even for the brief
introduction of a number, I thought he sounded artificial and clumsy. I
could picture the printed page behind every word and breath.

At the first broadcast of “Kraft Music Hall” I glanced over the
script with dismay. The singer had many pages of dialogue—as host
and with guest stars. If the agency people were going to let him read
that material in that wooden way of his, I thought, the series was going
to be one big flop.

On the air, to my amazement, a whole new personality emerged—
warm, congenial, witty—a Bing Crosby I had never heard before. He
didn’t seem to be reading at all, but having a comfortable chat with an
old friend in the privacy of his home. As his first interview with Trotter
ended and the musician walked away, Bing tossed a line after him that
got a big laugh from the audience. My God, I thought, he’s even ad-
libbing—and on the very first show! I ran through the pages of my
script. No, there it was on the mimeographed page—the line that had
come out so naturally I couldn’t believe it had been planned in advance.

The same thing happened many times in the months that followed.
I would have sworn that the star had invented a remark on the spur of the
moment, but I always found it there in the script.

The authors of the variety shows invariably remained anonymous
but I was eager to learn the identity of this one, so I asked Cal Kuhl at
the next rehearsal. He pointed to a suntanned, smallish man, whom I had
noticed wandering around, stooping forward slightly, his hands in his
pockets. His name was Carroll Carroll.

Radio developed a small group of glamor writers in its day. Mostly
they flourished during the war years, writing documentaries, experi-
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mental, unsponsored “‘sustainers,” and paeans for The American Way.
Their work has been published in book form and included in anthologies
and textbooks on radio writing. At their best they wrote tellingly for the
ear, achieving the wonderful balance of dialogue, sound, and music that
made authentic radio drama. On the other hand, much of their output
might nowadays seem self-conscious, pretentious, or even windy.

The writers of the commercial shows received less acclaim. They
often took the easy way out and, especially when working on the variety
show, indulged in formula and gag writing. Carroll Carroll, writing a
purely commercial comedy show, was hedged about with the usual
agency and sponsor restrictions, yet within those narrow limits he
achieved what to my mind was near perfection. From its earliest broad-
cast, “Kraft Music Hall” had that light and individual style of humor
that we later came to associate with Bing Crosby. The lines seemed to
catch the exact rhythms of the crooner’s natural speech. I thought then
that the “Kraft” scripts were head and shoulders above the other great
variety shows, and it’s my bet they would stand up today. Some of their
inspired nuttiness still lingers in my mind:

”’Are you implying that I'm fat?”” asks John Scott Trotter.

“No,” muses Bing. I just think you might take a little Scott off
your Trotter.”

And Bing, on another occasion, to dashing adventurer Errol Flynn:

”Pardon me, but I think your swash is unbuckled.”

Crosby was, of course, destined to be a great star no matter what
the obstructions encountered on the way. But it is my opinion, based
only on what I heard and saw, that his fortuitous meeting with Carroll
Carroll shortened the process, removed the obstacles, and revealed a
talent that perhaps even Crosby himself was not aware that he had.

In the studio Bing Crosby seemed easygoing, warm, and engaging.
On holidays he invariably invited everyone associated with the show to
a nearby bar for a drink all around to mark the occasion. His invitations
were all-inclusive. Even the young female purveyor of cheese was not
left out. This democratic generosity was in marked contrast to some of
the other stars we worked with in those days. Everyone liked Bing
Crosby. He was full of humor and charm. In the war he was one of the
entertainers who gave generously of his time to troops overseas.

Ed Rice, an executive with the J. Walter Thompson agency, once
told me about a trip the singer had made to the front lines. Crosby and
his driver had gone off by themselves in a jeep. When they returned and
described where they had been, the commanding officer was aghast.

”Good Lord—that’s enemy-held territory,” he said.

"Well, we had it for awhile,” said Bing.
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CHAPTER V

The Living End

It was the boast of the radio networks, in the late twenties and
early thirties, that every effect heard on their facilities was live. Not
live as opposed to dead, but live as opposed to recorded. So in the early
days every sound you heard on CBS or either of NBC’s chains, Red or
Blue, was created just at the second you heard it.

This ruling pushed production to elaborate lengths. If a bugle call
was needed, a bugler had to be brought to the studio and told to toot.
If a lion’s roar was required, it was not decreed that you bring a lion to
the studio and twist its tail, but someone had to be found who could,
literally, roar like a lion.

Before NBC moved its New York studios to Radio City in 1932, it
was housed at 711 Fifth Avenue. There, one entire side of a large studio
was given over to the making of railroad noises. A huge bell from a real
locomotive was suspended in the room. There was an enormous appa-
ratus to create the chug-chug of the engine and the click-click of wheels,
as well as blasts of steam. And attached to the outside corner of the
building, over Fifty-fifth Street and Fifth Avenue, hung an honest-to-
God locomotive whistle, with a microphone placed just inside the build-
ing to pick up the sound of its blast. And blast it did, once a week, for
a show dealing with the early history of the railroads called “The Empire
Builders.”

As time went on, and sales increased, and the pressures of produc-
tion grew accordingly, the networks gradually relaxed their live ruling.
It was never repealed, just forgotten, possibly as the networks relin-
quished control and the advertising agencies began to take over, sending
their own directors to the studio and casting the programs in their own
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offices. About the same time, too, libraries of recorded sound effects first
became available. The big chains remained adamant about music and the
spoken word, but a railroad or the crash of a falling redwood tree could
be picked up off a record.

Some of the agency people, however, clung to the old way of creat-
ing sound effects. Mrs. Dorothy McCann of McCann-Erickson, producer
of “Death Valley Days,” was one of these. She liked to see the effect as
well as hear it. Keene Crockett handled sound for that show during the
thirties and forties. His act consisted of balancing on his right foot while
his left was stuck in a wooden box mounted on casters. He rolled the
latter vigorously back and forth, simultaneously striking the table rhyth-
mically with two coconut shells strapped to his hands and leaning per-
ilously forward to whinny into the microphone. That gave the effect of
a horse and wagon. Mrs. McCann was probably right in preferring live
effects in this case. The speed could be better controlled than if the
sound had been on a record. The horses or mules (the sponsor was
Twenty Mule Team Borax) could be slowed down or spurred ahead on
definite cues in the text.

While the networks were startling Fifth Avenue pedestrians with
the shriek of a train whistle and making the sound of rain by pouring
birdseed into a hopper on top of a monkey cage, where it fell through a
small hole, Eounced off a swinging Ping-Pong ball, hit a sheet of tin, fell
to a whirling wooden disc, was knocked off by a windshield wiper,
dropped into a berry basket, then to a box on the floor, which had to be
watched carefully by one of NBC’s soundmen, who dropped the seed
back into the hopper at the top before the box on the floor overflowed—
while all this was going on in the big, rich networks, the little inde-
pendent stations, unaffiliated with a broadcasting chain, were simply
dropping a needle on a record and bringing forth not only the sound of
rain but complete dramatic shows and recorded commercials as well.

Syndicated recordings formed a large part of the programming in
small stations all over the country. (“Chandu, the Magician,” for ex-
ample, was a recorded show.) The owners of these syndicated recordings
accumulated great wealth. The actors who made the records accumulated
ulcers.

When I started recording radio programs early in 1932, it was
necessary to cut the show directly on the wax matrix. Any flaw in the
wax itself, or a mistake made by an actor, engineer, soundman, or the
man in control of prerecorded music, would mean stopping and starting
all over again at the beginning.

If we were working at the Freeman Lang studios in Hollywood (one
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of the most successful recording companies on the Coast), a new wax,
looking very much like a three-inch-thick cheesecake, was selected from
a half dozen or so waiting on shelves in an open-faced cabinet, and the
work proceeded without further delay. At some of the smaller companies,
however, we would have to wait until the engineer had scraped the sur-
face of the matrix (a very tricky job) to use it over again.

We were a busy group of actors, so in order to get a good cast to-
gether the recording companies had to set up sessions for late evening
when the network shows did not compete for our talent. We were also
an underpaid group of actors, so even if we had been rehearsing and
broadcasting all day we usually accepted the night work.

One series made in Hollywood at the time was “Don [pronounced
Doane] Hancock,” a modern Robin Hood story, sponsored by the Han-
cock Oil Company. True Boardman played the hero, Don Hancock.

When the series had been initiated some weeks earlier, much wax
had been scraped because the actors had occasionally and inadvertently
pronounced the name as an abbreviation of Donald instead of as a term
of address for a Spanish gentleman. The troubled author had taken to
typing it phonetically-——Doane—whenever it occurred in the script. This
helped, but still nothing went smoothly. Nobody expected it to. John
Gibson, who had been working all day on ““Calling All Cars” and rehears-
ing another show as well, was playing a character that turned up in the
first and in the last of the five programs scheduled for the night’s work.
While the others were recording the second script, he went out and
brought back coffee for everybody. During the third recording rehearsal
period, he stretched out on the top of the grand piano to rest. This was
not unusual. There were no lounges provided for the talent, but every
radio or recording studio had a grand piano. (So numerous were the
Steinways at NBC in New York that, when two men brazenly stole one
from a studio on the third floor in the middle of the afternoon, nobody
missed it for several days.) So it was not exceptional, on entering a
studio, to find an exhausted actor relaxing on the top of the concert
grand.

The time to cut the fourth episode of "Don Hancock” arrived. The
precious wax was carefully brought from its cabinet and tenderly placed
on the turntable. The engineer leaned forward in the booth, his hands
on the knobs that controlled the balance of sound. The director, after
giving a cue to the man at the turntable to bring the needle down on the
wax, started his stopwatch and gave another cue to the soundman, who
started playing the recorded theme music. This was allowed to run for
some time, the music from one record being poured onto the bare surface
of the other disc. In this way, time was allotted for the stations to insert
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local commercials. Then the engineer raised the volume of sound, the
music swelled for a moment, and the director cued it out. The announcer
in the studio began the lead-in: “In the foothills behind the little town,
a man lies motionless in the underbrush . . . tense . .. alert . . . every
nerve straining—."”

A loud snore from the piano.

The director groaned. “Get Gibson out of there.”

While the engineer went for a new wax, Barbara Luddy shook the
offender awake and pushed him out into the hall, where he promptly
fell asleep on the floor. Nobody blamed him. Everybody was dog-tired.

After a series of less colorful mishaps, the fourth show was safely
on wax. John came back refreshed from his nap, and at about 4 a.m.
work started on the fifth and final show.

This time the first take went perfectly. The last scene had the
heroine (Barbara) trapped by the villain (Gale Gordon) and, although
she did not know it, about to be rescued by Don Hancock.

“If only Doane Hancock knew,” she was saying. “He would save
me.”

An ugly laugh from Gale. “You'll never see him again,” he gloated.

A clatter of hooves . . . a shout . .. a door burst open . . .

At last!” Barbara cried.

”’So, it's you,” snarled Gale. “You, again, Dan Hoe-cake!”

He threw down the script, stretched out on the floor, and wept. The
powers that be decided to make the last recording on another night, and
the cast staggered out into the dawn to try to find an open restaurant
and have breakfast.

By the end of the 1930’s the recording process had improved tech-
nically. Instead of wax, acetate was used and there were no more hours
of hanging around while the engineer scraped. I suppose acetate was
cheaper; there always seemed to be plenty of it. The resulting product
was no longer referred to as a “recording.” The phrase was: “This pro-
gram has come to you by means of electrical transcription.”

It didn’t come to you without some travail on our part. There was
still no way of editing the record or correcting a mistake once it had
occurred. If we “fluffed” (the trade term for making a mistake), the
whole disc had to be discarded. The doors of the recording studios still
swung open at four in the morning to disgorge groups of bleary-eyed
actors and announcers who had been there since eight in the evening.

I never knew an actor who would not prefer to do five live shows
to one record. But even worse than recording programs was recording
commercials. Of course, all network commercials were live. That meant
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we had just one swing at the ball and if we missed we were out. We
would leave the studio consoling ourselves with the thought, which NBC
soundman Keene Crockett once expressed after a hideously garbled per-
formance had gone over the air, “Well, the thing had spontanooity, any-
way.”

Many of the commercials heard on the independent stations were
recorded on sixteen-inch discs, with each commercial on a separate band.
A mistake in the first two or three bands was not serious because nobody
minded doing a few commercials over again, but as the tenth, eleventh,
and twelfth bands were reached, the tension in the studio would reach
a point approaching spontaneous combustion.

It seems to me that I was always assigned the last two or three
commercials. I would stand, white and shaking, as the other actors went
through one perfect take after another, certain that when my turn came
I would blow the whole night’s work. As a matter of fact, these fears
were largely unfounded, because I have been blessed with extremely
clear speech and I very rarely fluffed. Certainly, I was never guilty of
any of the famous tongue twistings, such as “Boopert’s Rear is on the
air” (for Ruppert’s Beer), or (during the papal election) “‘Poe Pipus . ..
er ...Pie Popus...er...Peep...thatis to say the late Pope,” or,
“There’s always pree farking at Blank’s Restaurant.”

But there was nothing like a late-night commercial recording ses-
sion to bring whatever weaknesses one had out into a glaring light. I
have never forgotten the occasion when I was called, with five or six
other actors, to record some dramatized plugs for a cough medicine. We
all thumbed quickly through the scripts to see if we were in the last few
bands. I rejoiced to note that my final commercial was number five.

We had the usual hard time getting the first three on the record.
Something went wrong with sound effects on number three. Back we
went to start over with number one again. The announcer fluffed the
first one. Next, a music cue failed to come in. And so on. At last we
cleared all hurdles; numbers four and five went smoothly, and my night’s
work was finished. I could not leave the studio, however, in case some-
one else made a mistake that would send us back to the beginning again.
I went to a corner and tried not to listen to what the others were saying
—for fear of hearing a fluff.

I must have been more tense than I knew, for a slight tickle began
to develop in my throat. I sat in my corner and slowly turned purple as
I swallowed to fight the cough down. Then, just as the announcer was
saying, “No need to suffer throat irritation—,” I exploded in a bark that
shook the building and shattered eleven perfectly recorded cough medi-
cine commercials.
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I recently had occasion to make a group of commercials for Wes-
tinghouse under modern conditions. Some of the veterans of wax and
acetate were describing conditions in the old days to the youngsters who
have joined our ranks. Don MacLaughlin, who was radio’s David
Harding, Counterspy and Chaplain Jim, and subsequently the star of
the TV serial “As the World Turns,” recounted an episode from the
early acetate era.

The product was a well-known brand of soda cracker. Don had the
incredibly bad luck to be in only one of the commercials—the twelfth. In
those pre-union days, the actors sometimes made sound effects them-
selves. In this case, as each one finished his commercial with the lines,
”And they’re so crisp! Just listen to them crackle!” he would snap a
cracker between his fingers, close to the microphone.

After the usual mishaps, they were finally well into what looked
like a perfect take. Don stood through the last few bands in nervous
perspiration, clutching his cracker. His moment came. He read the speech
perfectly, said, “Just listen to it crackle!” and mashed a piece of silent,
soggy dough in his sweaty palm. Back they went to the very first com-
mercial, Don under strict injunction from the director that, until the last
moment, he was not to touch his cracker.

Later the acetate recording process was refined to the point where
we could cut one band at a time. The commercials became individual
units that could be repeated singly, and it was no longer necessary to go
back to number one if a mistake was made on number twelve. The dra-
matic shows, however, still had to be recorded without interruption; no
mistakes could be corrected once the record had begun to spin.

The next and greatest improvement in recording technique was not
to arrive until after World War II, when Bing Crosby brought back from
Germany electronic tape. I had seen something similar demonstrated in
a Hollywood recording studio back in 1936—not a tape machine, but one
that registered sound on spools of wire. It had never caught on, however,
and we had plugged along with the “electrical transcription” system
until Crosby bettered our lot for good and for all by producing his new
Philco program on tape. (Neither NBC nor Kraft would go along with
the idea so he quit them for ABC and Philco.) The results, when broad-
cast, could not be distinguished from a live show. Best of all, the product
could now be edited with a razor blade and mending tape, and it required
no processing, which meant that it could be played back instantly after
recording—an impossibility with the older methods of registering sound.

Reluctantly, bit by bit, the networks dropped their opposition.
When, in 1951, I wanted to take the first full month’s vacation I had
ever had in my radio life, NBC permitted the taping of “When a Girl
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Marries,” the soap opera I was doing. But taping was still the exception,
rather than the rule.

For commerecials, tape finally just crept in. When I went to CBS in
1959 as the star of “Nora Drake,” one of the last surviving daytime radio
serials, I was amazed when I heard our opening plug—the taped voices
of Bing Crosby and Bob Hope singing, “Sound off! Sound off! Sound off
for Chesterfield!”

My mind shot back to 1934 and I pictured myself sitting alone, al-
most unnoticed, and certainly underpaid, on one side of the old “Kraft
Music Hall” studio, waiting to say a few words about cheese. My career
had made some sort of lopsided circle. Now I was the star (in the tragic
twilight of the industry, once more underpaid) and Crosby was selling
the product for me!

The NBC and CBS rulings against recorded effects are now as dead
as vaudeville and nearly all the material you hear on the networks is
transcribed on tape. The difficulties of producing a radio drama such as
“Lux Radio Theater” or the “Theater Guild of the Air” have been re-
duced ninety percent by this simple device. Instead of four or five days
of arduous rehearsal to perfect the whole show, it may now be done in one
day, scene by scene, on tape. Any mistakes can be merely cut out of the
finished product.

Gone is the strain, the stress, the ulcer-making frenzy that caused
the insurance companies to rate the radio actor as a risk only slightly less
hazardous than that of a construction worker on a skyscraper. The at-
mosphere in today’s radio broadcasting studio can be completely relaxed,
and delightfully cheerful.

There is only one small hitch. There are no radio dramas any more.

l
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CHAPTER VI

The Gay Ad-libbers

ANYBODY CAUGHT TRYING TO START A UNION WILL BE
FIRED!

These words, which appeared on a sign tacked up on the studio wall
at KFI, set us all to thinking. Such an activity had never occurred to us,
but now that it had been brought up we could see that a union might not
be a bad idea. We could use one.

We did have two little social clubs. The one to which I belonged,
the Women’s Radio Guild, had been started out of pique at the Men’s
Radio Guild. The fellows had told us brusquely that theirs was an ex-
clusively masculine affair and to please get lost. I don’t know what the
men did at their meetings, but I suspect that they invented secret hand-
shakes and passwords and sat around telling dirty stories.

We of the Women’s Radio Guild pursued a loftier course. We ate
creamed chicken and quizzed each other on tricky word pronunciations.
In the two years I was a member we also queried our way through an
entire book of English grammar. So much for self-improvement. I came
away with the knowledge that a participle must not dangle, “‘minuscule”
is pronounced with the accent on the second syllable and not where you
think, and leftover roast pork cannot be successfully disguised as chicken
salad.

Word of these shady doings must have climbed to the upper echelon
of KFI, the NBC affiliated station, and the cry had gone forth, “Hang out
our banners on the outward walls. Behold the pinkos come!” KFI’s men-
acing banner didn’t faze us a bit because we were, in all truth, innocent.
The memory of an attempt by Actors” Equity Association five years be-
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fore to organize the Hollywood screen actors was still too vivid for any
of us even to breathe the word union

When, in 1928, the “silver screen’”” switched from subtitles to
sound, the producers looked to New York for theater-trained talent.
The new importees found themselves sealed into hastily soundproofed
and inadequately ventilated studios under huge, sizzling lights that made
every hour on the set seem like high noon in Death Valley. They found,
too, that management was solidly knit into a union of its own, called the
Motion Picture Producers’ Association, with Cecil B. De Mille as its
president. The actors suspected that information about their salaries was
being passed from one studio to another, and they noticed that if they
had trouble with one employer they would suddenly find themselves
“out” with all the others. Mail containing outraged complaints began
to pile up in drifts in the offices of Actors’ Equity Association, which ten
years before had won decent working conditions for stage actors. Early
in 1929 Frank G