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; or everybody “raised on radio”—and

that’s everybody brought up in the thirties,
forties, and early fifties—this is the ultimate
book, combining nostalgia, history, judgment,
and fun, as it reminds us of just how won-
derful (and sometimes just how silly) this
vanished medium was. Of course, radio still
exists—but not the radio of The Lone Ranger
and One Man’s Family, of Our Gal Sunday
and Life Can Be Beautiful, of The Goldbergs
and Amos ‘n’ Andy, of Easy Aces, Vic and
Sade, and Bob and Ray, of The Shadow and
The Green Homet, of Bing Crosby, Kate
Smith, and Baby Snooks, of the great comics,
announcers, sound-effects men, sponsors, and
tycoons.

In the late 1920s radio exploded
almost overnight into being America’s domi-
nant entertainment, just as television would
do twenty-five years later. Gerald Nachman,
himself a product of the radio years—as a
boy he did his homework to the sound of
Jack Benny and Our Miss Brooks—takes us
back to the heyday of radio, bringing to life
the great performers and shows, as well
as the not-so-great and not-great-at-all.
Nachman analyzes the many genres that
radio deployed or invented, from the soap
opera to the sitcom to the quiz show, zoom-

ing in to study closely key performers like

(continued on back flap)
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Benny, Bob Hope, and Fred Allen, while
pulling back to an overview that manages to be
both comprehensive and seductively specific.
Here is a book that is generous,
instructive, and sinfully readable—and that

brings an era alive as it salutes an extraordi-

nary American phenomenon.

LIZ HAFALIA/San Francisco Chronicle

GERALD NACHMAN has for thirty-eight
years covered theater, movies, cabaret, and
television for newspapers and magazines
across the country. The author of three pre-

vious books, he lives in San Francisco.
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I suPPOSE | LED A NORMAL ENOUGH BOYHOOD, BUT YOU
couldn’t prove it by me. Midway through an attempted memoir, I was
chagrined to discover that I had pretty much forgotten or misplaced my
entire childhood except for the radio programs that absorbed a fairly
alarming portion of those early years.

While I have real trouble tuning in to the major events of my boy-
hood, which seemed to occur between episodes of Superman, Junior
Miss, Mr. District Attorney, Stella Dallas, and The Lone Ranger, 1 have
almost total recall of the shows I heard. It is no trick for me, and others
raised on radio, to hear an announcer’s voice or a snatch of a theme
song and instantly be able to identify the voice, the show, and the spon-
sor. The imposing yet ingratiating voices of Ken Carpenter, Harlow
Wilcox, Bill Goodwin, Jimmy Wallington, and Ed Herlihy were more
familiar to me than those of most of my uncles, aunts, and cousins.

So in a sense this is still a kind of memoir in that many of the shows
within these pages were more real to me than my own life—make of
that what you will. I was so busy living the adventures of Baby Snooks,
Jack Armstrong, Nick Carter, Jack Benny, One Man’s Family, and the
Nelson family that my own life seemed worth little more than a passing
glance. Stan Freberg once said, “While other kids were outside playing
baseball, I was inside playing the radio.” I played plenty of baseball,
but my interior life was largely played out within the little box by my
bed. It’s where my inner child still resides, but I’ve finally let him out to
gambol again among the old shows that I wanted to revisit.

It turned out to be a longer trip—four years—than I planned on
when I first set out. What began as a weekend jaunt, a joyride through
my favorite shows, turned into a long journey with unplanned detours
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into programs that I had all but forgotten about (My Favorite Hus-
band, Sky King, Stop the Music), was too young to appreciate (The
Goldbergs, Vic and Sade, Information Please), or for some reason just
didn’t get or get around to (Flash Gordon, The Judy Canova Show,
Chandu). ’

Also, much wonderful stuff had come and gone before I caught the
tail end of broadcasting’s golden age, from the mid-1940s to the mid-
>s0s, when I was forced to abandon full-time radio listening for college.
I missed more shows than I had realized, which made writing this book
not just a rediscovery of old beloved shows but a discovery of those I
had overlooked or that had vanished by the time I tuned in—crucial
programs like Norman Corwin’s poetic docudramas, Rudy Vallee’s
pace-setting Fleischmann Hour, Edward R. Murrow’s wartime reports,
and Fred Allen’s vintage broadcasts.

In listening to certain old shows again, on tape, it was fascinating to
find that programs I had been crazy about, like The Cisco Kid, The
Aldrich Family, and The Shadow, were victims of time and didn’t bear
too many replays. Once you’ve heard one episode of most swayback
westerns and wiseguy detective shows, you’ve pretty much heard them
all. Alas, even the beloved Lone Ranger didn’t hold me much beyond its
promising overture, as yet another tinny plot would unfold.

Other shows, however, sounded better and richer as I ligtened to
them with more alert adult ears, and could savor the writing, acting,
and craftsmanship of superb creations like Suspense, The Great Gilder-
sleeve, Dragnet, The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, and, most of all,
One Man’s Family, a show I had liked even as a boy but realize now
why I did, and why this amazing show lasted twenty-seven years.

Certain programs of the period—Jack Benny’s, Edgar Bergen’s,
Burns and Allen’s, Let’s Pretend, and some of the cleverer spook
shows—have lost little luster in the intervening half century. Many of
the Benny programs might have been written last week; ritualistic as
that show was, it never became formulaic, unlike other comedies I was
equally addicted to at the time—Blondie, My Friend Irma, and Life
with Luigi.

The highlight of a trip to Los Angeles as a kid of eight was dining at
Sportsman’s Lodge and being introduced to the announcer Ken Car-
penter by my Uncle Carlyle, a hip guy with actual Hollywood connec-
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tions who, like my father, had grown up in Peoria, Illinois, the home of
not just Carpenter but also Jim and Marian Jordan—Fibber McGee
and Molly. My uncle got us in to see The Gracie Fields Show, and it
didn’t matter that I had no idea who she was—watching a real radio
show unfold as it went on the air was thrill enough. My one other live
connection to radio was a scary moment at an early Art Linkletter
show called What’s Doin’, Ladies?, broadcast from a San Francisco
department store, where Linkletter accosted my mother and began
pawing through her purse.

I thought I could recall a lot of old radio only to find that what I
remembered amounted to only a fraction of the hundreds of series that
were on the air. So I've had to leave out many worthwhile programs,
since I didn’t want to produce an encyclopedia, and as the title suggests,
Ive included mainly those shows that had an impact on me and my gen-
eration or that broke new ground and planted the roots of television.

Rather late in the game, I felt a need to meet some of the people who
had actually created the shows I was so devoted to. Many were gone, of
course, but many of them were (and are) still around and eager to talk
about what turned out to be universally golden times for them, too. I
missed a few important people by days—Phil Harris took ill and died
before we could arrange a time to meet, and the afternoon I called to
confirm an interview with Willard Waterman (the second Great Gilder-
sleeve), his wife told me he had died that morning. The writers had the
best stories, as writers will, but it was a kick to talk to anyone who had
a hand in creating that era—vital people like the elderly Cisco Kid,
Jackson Beck, charming soap opera mainstays Mason Adams and Betty
Winkler Keane, comic actor Arnold Stang, crusty but twinkly writer-
producer Irving Brecher, ever-wry gagmen Bob Schiller, George Balzer,
Sherwood Schwartz and Bob Weiskopf, the original Jack Armstrong,
Charles Flynn, and ex-Quiz Kid Naomi Cooks, and on and on, all
of them generous with their time, memories, and in a few cases, their
photos.

But let’s return now to where we left off just forty-seven years ago,
where, you’ll recall. . . .

— GERALD NACHMAN
SAN FRANCISCO, 1998




INTRODUCTION.
REDTIME STORIES

L n

IT 1S EIGHT O’CLOCK ON A THURSDAY NIGHT IN THE MID-I940S.
In a bedroom in Oakland, California, the Radio Kid tunes in to The
Aldrich Family on his little red plastic time machine. He flings himself
crosswise on the bed, head dangling over the edge, his finger tracing
rosettes in the braided bedspread with the Red Ryder lariat motif.
Between bites of Walnettos, he stares at the floor while Henry Aldrich,
egged on by his pal Homer, quakes at the prospect of asking out Kath-
leen Anderson—much as the Kid himself fears telephoning the adorable
Jean Anderson, his current seventh-grade passion, with her black
bangs, freckles, green eyes, and sweetly lopsided smile.

We fade in now on a Sunday night at the Radio Kid’s grandparents’
compulsively tidy San Francisco apartment, smelling of cauliflower,
chicken soup, liniment, and chocolate cake. The Kid is about to feast
on one of Nana’s sumptuous dinners while listening to her and Papa’s
bulky mahogany console radio, with its amber dial and a tuning knob
the size of a ship’s wheel. The radio brings the family urgent news bul-
letins from Walter Winchell’s Jergens Journal, a teletype clattering ner-
vously as Winchell chatters in his terse, hurried, lapel-grabbing New
York~inflected big-shot voice: “Good evening, Mr. and Mrs. Nawth
Americur and all the ships at sea. Let’s go ta press!”

It is now a gloomy Monday afternoon. The Radio Kid, stricken with
measles, is imprisoned in the house, the shades drawn, listening to the
latest angst-ridden episodes of Backstage Wife, The Romance of Helen
Trent, and Young Widder Brown. The Kid’s mother putters downstairs
fixing his lunch. Healthy again in a day or so, the Kid plans, like his
cowboy heroes, to escape the room by tying two sheets together and
lowering himself out of his bedroom window to a ledge over the
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kitchen door. Or he might simply leap directly onto the top of the
garage, make his way to the apricot tree, saddle up and, in the bough of
the trunk, gallop into the gathering twilight with one of his faithful
sidekicks—Jerry Hyman, Russell West, Kenny Johnson—as they help
Red Ryder and the Cisco Kid and the Lone Ranger bring justice to the
frontier. . . .

THAT FAR-OFF LAND is where I lived my youth, an arm’s length from
one radio or another—primarily a rectangular crimson table-model
Motorola with a cracked top, split from all the times I smacked the
Bakelite case to shake it free of static. From this small box with the
diagonal speaker slots I learned much of what I knew about honor,
romance, justice, evil, humor, manhood, motherhood, marriage,
women, law and order, history, sports, and families. I was told how life
was meant to unfold and what America was all about. As I stretched
out listening to it, night after night for a decade from young boyhood
deep into my midteens, the world seemed—sounded, rather—intimate,
manageable, and coherent yet at the same time vast and mysterious and
thrilling. I tuned in eagerly every night for more news of life beyond my
own humdrum cosmos at 707 Trestle Glen Road.

Listening again to those old programs and twisting the dial once
more to the memories and thoughts they evoke, I find they were more
than mere radio shows. Nothing “mere” about them. For me, they
were basic bedtime stories, more vivid than anything by Grimm,
Andersen, or Milne, longer lasting, more indelible. They preserved and
fleshed out my fantasies and, in ways both bad and good, protected me
from the world beyond the backyard. It all remains locked in my head
because I was not only raised with these shows but, in some essential
sense, raised by them. They helped shape my generation’s values and
formed notions of what was funny, compelling, inspiring, sentimental,
and patriotic.

There was—still is—a mystique to radio unlike that of any other
entertainment medium. Its intimacy amounts almost to secrecy. People
tend to listen to radio alone. Listening in—eavesdropping—i‘s such a
private, vaguely stealthy, literally undercover act. You can take a radio
to bed (as I still do) and listen to it in the dark. As a boy, so as to shield
the glow of the dial on school nights, I would throw the covers over the
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radio while catching a late-night Suspense, or a distant extra-inning
ballgame between the Oakland Oaks and a Pacific Coast League rival,
or I might go nightclubbing at The Chesterfield Supper Club.

More than going to movies, then largely an adult pastime, I listened
to radio from the moment I got home from school and tuned in to two
hours of serials between four and six. After a quick dinner break, the
radio chattered from seven to ten, often journeying to forbidden lands
on I Love a Mystery, with its convoluted adventures in unknown
places—its eerie mood and exotic locales contrived in a tiny studio in
downtown Los Angeles.

When not nestled in deepest Radioland, I discovered the pleasures of
reading and cartooning, adjuncts to listening. Radio made me a good
listener. At times, I would creep out of bed and sit on the top landing of
the stairs listening to the bright adult talk coming from below in our
living room. It sounded like a live radio show. Radio was an entirely
interior experience, closer to reading than anything else, a quiet, con-
templative thing.

Radio was made of words. The comedy shows were almost all
wordplay that tickled the ear, from puns to repartee. Radio was my
indoor sandbox, where I learned to play with, and to love, language.
From radio I grew addicted to stage plays, with their emphasis on
speech, more than to movies. It was a verbal age, due mainly to radio, a
universe constructed entirely of words.

Radio brought this world to me in fifteen- and thirty-minute chunks.
I listened avidly, believingly, ceaselessly. It was all there in that bedroom
with the blond knotty-pine wallpaper where I holed up for hours,
books piled in a corner, and switched on the daily serials Superman,
Tom Mix, Captain Midnight, Straight Arrow, and The Green Hornet,
with its mesmerizing opening, a furious buzzing that accompanied
“The Flight of the Bumblebee,” which, I later discovered—and which
thrilled the classicist in me—was a famous composition and not just a
schlocky radio theme. (Likewise Rossini’s triumphant William Tell
Overture and the Philip Morris theme from Ferde Grofé’s Grand
Canyon Suite.)

Radio was America, presented in tones of pure red-blooded wartime
patriotism. Radio instilled in me an unabashed love for the idea of
America, for its lore, lingo, and popular culture. Radio presented not
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just programs but America itself, and we listeners bought it completely.
Radio made me want to see the places I kept hearing about each night,
sparking a wanderlust the way a passing train and paddle-wheeler
might have for a boy a century before. Radio was a coming-of-age rite,
my own Life on the Mississippi. Radio of the late 1940s and 1950s, like
rivers and railroads of an earlier time, churned up the brain, the blood-
stream, and the psyche.

RADIO AS THEATER VANISHED as swiftly and as totally as had silent
films before it, for a similar but reverse reason: Sound killed silent
movies, and television finished off radio. Yet whereas talk often
enhanced silent movies, TV’s pictures didn’t necessarily add anything to
radio, and usually detracted or distracted; radio isn’t frustrated without
visuals. Radio created its own visual language through sound effects,
vocal theatrics, and music. David Mamet has claimed, “The best way
to tell a story on stage is to imagine it on radio,” to see if the words
alone can carry it. Fred Friendly, the TV documentarian, once re-
marked, “Your ear, more than your eye, is what holds you to TV.”
Radio discovered what the human voice can do to the imagination. Joe
Julian, a radio actor, insisted, “No other art form ever engaged the
imagination more intensely”—movies for the ears, as someone put it.
Radio made listeners collaborators in the truest sense. From a few sim-
ple sounds—a door closing, rapid footsteps down a cobblestone alley,
howling winds and wolves, galloping hooves, creaking gates and gur-
gling rapids, screeching squad cars and wailing trains (countless
trains!)—you could conjure up entire landscapes and skylines, Radio
combined the power of novels, vaudeville, pop music, and movies. All
it took was a rickety screen door closing on Lum and Abner or the
“ding!” of a department store bell on The Jack Benny Program to con-
jure up an entire setting—a drowsy feed store, say, as opposed to a busy
emporium. My little red Motorola was a genie’s bottle: Rub the dial,
and out popped flying men and woebegone widows and crazed killers
and chortling thugs and laughing caballeros. Radio was interactive half
a century before it became a cliché.

Radio was life-size—not bigger than life, like the movies, or smaller
than life, like television. Radio had no dimensions except, as in novels,
the limitless boundaries of fantasy. People were linked to radio in a pas-

o - I |
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sionately personal way, took it more seriously, and totally trusted it,
much as they did books and newspapers. The direct, unfiltered sound
of the human voice, like voices over a telephone on some nationwide
party line, compelled you to pay attention. There was no visual clutter
to distract; the ear was more grounded, as focused as the eye. The ear
was all. Hearing was believing.

No wonder so few radio shows made the successful leap to televi-
sion—or, before that, to movies—where any illusion was exploded.
Watching radio shows on TV was like sitting too close to the stage at a
play, where you can see makeup lines, false beards, perspiration and,
during big speeches, the spray of spittle. When asked which he liked
best, radio or TV, one young boy replied, “Radio—the pictures are bet-
ter.” Listeners also used to watch their radios, as if awaiting scenes to
pop into view. It was a creative deceit, a kind of trompe Pear, where
whites played blacks, Hispanics, and Asians (and, occasionally, vice
versa—the first use of “color-blind casting”); adults impersonated kids,
dogs, horses, and birds; and men portrayed women, not to mention
actors who played several roles within one show.

Our imagination wasn’t the whole of it, though. Radio relied heavily
on the keenly observed, nuanced, and detailed descriptive powers of
gifted writers, not to mention the Industrial Light & Magic wizards
of their day—the sound-effects boys, broadcasting’s forgotten heroes.
Writing and sound had to be punchy, succinct, and colorful. Most of
the old shows, both comedies and mystery/detective series, had little fat
on them.

Radio’s celebrated “intimacy™ wasn’t simply a matter of its smaller
scope, well-worn formats, and day-in, day-out familiarity, further nur-
tured by soap operas, which provided their own intense continuity.
Radio’s power to charm lay also in the vast net (as in network) it first
spread over the country, literally linking Americans to each other
through a coast-to-coast web. It was yesterday’s Internet.

Radio did more than amuse America for thirty-five years. It wasn’t
just something that happened after vaudeville on the way to television.
It was an airborne bridge among all other mainstream entertainment
forms. Joining theater, films, concert halls, comic strips, touring shows,
ladies’ clubs, pulp magazines, news, and sports events, it brought
together for the first time a tremendous variety of existing entertain-
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ments—plus pure radio inventions like the quiz show, the talk show,
the game show, the sitcom, and the newscast.

It became everyone’s national town hall (Fred Allen even called one
of his early shows Town Hall Tonight, and Alexander Woollcott called
his program The Town Crier). Radio, which was virtually Depression-
proof during the thirties (NBC’s Radio City Music Hall itself was
erected in 1932, in the heart of the Depression), became a coast-to-
coast Chautauqua tent, plugged-in vaudeville circuit, and neighbor-
hood theater all packed into one elaborate cathedral-shaped console of
burnished walnut.

Radio grew into a powerful bully pulpit—or, in the case of the
broadcast bigot Father Coughlin, a bullying pulpit. The little box dou-
bled as a handy soapbox for Billy Sunday, Aimee Semple McPherson,
Charles Lindbergh, health freak Bernarr Macfadden, and goat-gland
“doctor” John Brinkley.

Just as John E. Kennedy later commanded TV, Franklin D. Reosevelt
mastered radio, as did his wife, who had a weekly radio slot and who
was described by one magazine as “the first lady of the American
airwaves.” FDR’s chummy Fireside Chats became his most popular
domestic policy, bringing him closer to Americans than any previous
president. He spoke to the country informally, as if he were in the same
room with us, which in a sense he was. The news commentator Edwin
C. Hill said of the chats: “It was as if a wise and kindly father had sat
down sympathetically and patiently and affectionately with his worried
and anxious children.” At one point, Roosevelt was voted radio’s most
popular personality, ahead of Jack Benny. When FDR met Orson
Welles, he said, laughing, “We’re the two best actors in America.”
Radio implanted in the public mind FDR’s personality (also Hitler’s
and Churchill’s), through the power of his upbeat, swaggering, aristo-
cratic voice. “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself” was the first
sound bite.

During World War II, radio announcers would constantly “interrupt
this broadcast” to bring news flashes, often via the somber John Daly.
It was from the radio, not the newspapers, that most Americans first
heard of such calamities as Pearl Harbor, the Hindenburg crash, and
Roosevelt’s death, and such triumphs as D-day. The war bonded Amer-
icans to their radios as propaganda popped up all over the dial. It

IP
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seemed as if everyone from Beulah and Baby Snooks to Superman and
Fibber McGee had enlisted in the war effort, instructing listeners to
save cooking fat and tinfoil, plant victory gardens, buy war bonds, and
share rations.

Radio invited, you in. Listening to the radio became America’s
national indoor pastime. A radio-bound nation was regularly trans-
fixed by such crazes as “the Mystery Melody” on Stop the Music or the
“Mr. Hush” or “Miss Hush” contests on Ralph Edwards’s Truth or
Consequences. When Jack Benny and Fred Allen’s mock feud made
headlines after they met face-to-face at the Hotel Pierre in New York
in an insult duel, it climaxed a decade of intraprogram sparring. One
year, much of the country went searching for Gracie Allen’s fictitious
“lost brother.” Radio was not just a time killer. It was a way of life,
even though Fred Allen’s crusty New Englander, Titus Moody, once
observed, “Well, bub, I don’t much hold with furniture what talks.”

Radio gave me, as it did the country as a whole, a center. It con-
nected us by the welcoming sound, drifting out of windows on summer
nights, of Eddie Cantor (“I love to spend this. hour with yoo-o0o. /As
friend to friend, I’'m sorry it’s throo-00-00 . . .”) or Charlie McCarthy
(“I’ll clip ya, Bergen—so help me, I’ll mow-w-w ya down!”) or Gene
Autry (“Ah’m back in the saddle aginn . . .”). The shows told us what
time it was; clocks were reset and movie times juggled to accommodate
Amos 'n’ Andy. Even more than vaudeville, movies, or pop songs, radio
created national jokes, jingles, characters, and whistleable theme songs.

OLD RADIO SHOWS are not nostalgia pills, they’re time capsules.

Radio became the ultimate populist medium—entertainment by, for,
and of the people. It helped give the country a unified sense of itself. It
created a common culture no matter what your class, city, or heritage;
immigrants learned English by listening to the radio. The history of
radio in the 1930s and 1940s is an informal history of pop Americana.
Like the automobile, it changed us in fundamental ways. Moreover, the
volatile chemistry of car + radio + ballads even altered the country’s
courtship habits.

Radio changed the face, and upped the stakes, of not merely show
business but news, politics, media, promotion, and, most glaringly of
all, advertising. Radio was the first information superhighway, but it
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began as a dusty one-lane back road that, within a decade or two, had
become a sprawling, coast-to-coast entertainment turnpike. Radio also
subtly homogenized the country—it gets the credit, or the blame, for
partially smoothing out regional dialects by broadcasting a standard
speech via velvet-toned announcers, speaking in a pleasant but unplace-
able voice. Suddenly, everybody tuned to the same shows and heard the
same jokes, was pitched the same pills, soaps, soups, cereals, and cake
mixes, fell in love with the same stars, and got the same news the same
night. Noted Gilbert Seldes: “Radio—cheap, accessible, and generous
in its provision of popular taste—has come to be the poor man’s
library . .. his club. Never before has he met so many famous and
interesting people, and never before have these people been at once so
friendly and so attentive to his wishes.”

Sepia photos show families grouped around a Stromberg-Carlson,
gazing at the squatting console. Radio of the thirties and forties was an
invited guest, unlike that pushy fifties interloper, television. Nobody
was embarrassed to claim radio as a proud piece of the decar with a
rightful place in the living room, alongside the sturdy, handsome Vic-
trola and the homey, wholesome family piano.

UNLIKE OLD MOVIES, OLD SONGS, and even old plays, old radio
shows have been mostly dismissed, washed aside by TV’s tidal wave.
Yet radio lives on now not merely in memory but, here and there, like
traveling ghost bands of Tommy Dorsey and Glenn Miller; it springs up
wherever radio buffs gather. This vibrant, burgeoning subculture meets
at conventions where fervent believers re-create old shows. People dial
in reruns on one of the hundreds of stations that play old shows or run
When Radio Was, a nightly hour syndicated to three hundred stations
and hosted by Stan Freberg, vintage radio’s last star.

For the acutely radio afflicted, however, nostalgia is not a leftover
seventies fad or a passing trivia game but an ongoing condition. We
long for old radio, real radio—not just call-in shows, soapbox radicals,
fragmented pop music formats, and twenty-four-hour news loops that
dominate the airwaves and hog the spotlight. With its politicized talk-
show hosts and factionalized music stations, radio now separates us
where it once united us. What remains stored in the cramped studios of
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memory is more vividly current and forever. Nothing that today’s hard-
breathing Hollywood wizards can concoct is able to impress those of us
for whom the pinnacle of virtual reality was reached half a century ago
with The Shadow.

Old radio tells us where we came from, who we were and are today,
and how we got this way. All kinds of phrases, now imbedded in the
language, came from radio: “gangbusters” (as in, “He came on like
gangbusters”); “B.0.” (body odor, as banished by Lifebuoy); “soap
opera,” “Fibber McGee’s closet”; “the hit parade”; “the $64(000)
question”; “Just the facts, ma’am” and, to be sure, dum-de-dum-dum;
also, “amateur hour”; “stop the music”; “the Shadow knows”; and
“truth or consequences.”

Other phrases still resonate: “Only the names have been changed to
protect the innocent”; “Who was that masked man?”; “Faster than a
speeding bullet”; “Happy trails”; “Say good night, Gracie”; “Stay
tuned” and “Don’t touch that dial!”; “On, you huskies!”; “Meanwhile,
back at the ranch”; “Have gun, will travel”; “Keep those cards and let-
ters coming in”; and “Can you top this?” The prototypes include such
lingering legacies as Ozzie and Harriet (terminally wholesome couple
or family), straight arrow (square and incorruptible, from the Indian
hero Straight Arrow); Tonto (devoted sidekick); Jack Armstrong, the
all-American boy (young male jock do-gooder); the Bickersons (squab-
bling twosome); and Mortimer Snerd (hopelessly stupid). Merely hear-
ing the old NBC chimes is like biting into a Proustian cookie. Yet
despite radio’s remarkable hold on the nation for three decades, it’s
thought of now almost as a frivolous, faintly embarrassing craze some-
where between pinball machines and marathon dances.

Television buried dramatic radio with a finality from which it never
recovered. TV absorbed radio, simply gulped it whole—its personali-
ties, formats, methodology, sponsors, and audience. Radio survives
now in packs of cassettes (The Our Miss Brooks Collection, etc.) avail-
able in Wireless or Signals catalogs and from mail-order houses (from
Radiola, Radio Spirits, Radio Yesteryear, and others), curios for curi-
ous yuppies or for their sentimental parents and grandparents, who
refuse to kiss off the past. The recordings capture a vital show business
era that is no more—ancient vaudeville acts, excerpts from famous for-
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gotten Broadway plays and movies and musicals on thousands of dra-
matic broadcasts, rare big-band air checks, and the debuts of unknown
voices who became epic names.

Of course, it is possible to make too grandiose a claim for radio,
which was, after all, simply cheap entertainment, much of it silly and
trashy. Radio was a toy that grew up from a World War I message-
sending device into a gadget, then a fad, and, finally, into what one
broadcasting historian labeled an “empire of the air”—a lost empire
now, whose influence has been underrated, largely ignored, and almost
forgotten. The author of a Mary Pickford biography argued that silent
films are the only art form to be invented, developed, and abandoned
by the same generation, but surely radio also qualifies for this unhappy
distinction. Today, speeding along the traffic-clogged superhighway of
fax machines, cellular phones, computers, E-mail, cable television, and
CD-ROMs, it is as if radio’s golden era had never existed. In obituaries
of show celebrities, lengthy radio careers are often passed over in a line
or omitted entirely. That entire wireless world, a vast, vivid, bustling
culture, a true vox Americana, is as remote today as the Incas and the
Druids, evaporated into the night air.

Tuning in again to these old shows, reading about them, or talk-
ing to many of the people who created the real radio city—actors,
announcers, writers, directors, musicians, and sound men—has been a
little like reconstructing a once-mighty civilization, long buried, from
unforgettable fragments of memory that, half a century afterward, still
reverberate in the air. Listen!
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IN THE 1920S, WHEN HE WAS A TEENAGER, THE
writer-producer-director Norman Corwin said radio
was a kind of dream in which earthlings were visited
by friendly aliens from a nearby planet:

“At the very dawn of broadcasting, there was a breathless wonder

that is hard to convey to anyone born after radio had become a common
and a custom and later a rundown thing,” he recalled. I first heard of
the invention as a kid in Boston, when my brother Al, who kept abreast
of miracles, told me of a small device by which in the privacy of one’s
room sounds from afar could be caught on an aerial wire, conveyed to
something called a Galena crystal, thence to a coil of wire, and at last to
an apparatus called earphones. The human ear did the rest.”

In this boyhood recollection from a 1979 speech before an audience
of radiophiles, Corwin continued his remembrance of things past:

Electricity wasn’t necessarily a factor in our home, because we
didn’t have any. lllumination was by gas mantle. Not even a
battery was needed—nothing. God did it all. The sound came
through the air, inaudible to the naked ear, with the speed of light
and passed through solid objects—yes, wood, stone, plaster,
cement, and the human body! You could shut all your doors and
windows and still the sound would penetrate as mysterious as
time. I just didn’t believe it when I was told, but my brother
wouldn’t lie to me. So I figured he had fallen for some fiction by a
leg-puller in the neighborhood.

And then I beard the real thing. One of the boys down the
street, Harold, had made a crystal set out of a cylindrical Quaker
Oats box, around which he had wound a coil of cotton-covered
wire. It might have been a gallstone taken from Aladdin, so mag-
ical were its properties to me. Harold picked at the crystal with
the tip of a thin wire called a cat’s whisker, seeking out sensitive

Overleaf, top: The young David Sarnoff; bottom: the young William Paley
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areas, his face intent, as if he were listening to word from beyond
the grave. Suddenly, his eyes brightened—“Listen!” And be
whisked the earphones off and he handed them to me and, ob,
yawning heavens! A concord of sweet sounds! There, clear,
sharp, undeniable, and beautiful, was the beep-beep-beep of a
code sender. I shivered with the thrill of it. Though I subse-
quently never learned Morse Code, neither did I learn to forget
the wonder of transmitting impulses over airy distances.

THE FIRST ACTUAL SCRATCHY “broadcast” occurred on Christmas
Eve, 1906, when the inventor of something called a “high-frequency
alternator,” one Reginald Aubrey Fessenden, spoke over the airwaves
and played a violin interlude. It was Dr. Lee DeForest, working out of
the Parker Building in New York, who first devised a way to make ions
audible, which he promptly dubbed an “audion” tube and tried to ped-
dle to the navy. The navy thanked him very much but told him the bat-
tery would leak, making it impractical, so DeForest went back to his
drawing board. In 1907, he had perfected the audion enough to trans-
mit a yachting race fourteen miles.

And where was Thomas Edison while all this was going on? Scoff-
ing, mainly. In 1921, when a former Edison employee-turned-
announcer named Tommy Cowan needed to fill airtime at WJZ in New
Jersey, he decided to play some recordings and went out to Edison’s
home in West Orange to borrow a phonograph and some discs from
the master, who had a sign on his door reading, 1 WILL NOT TALK
RADIO TO ANYONE. Edison, irked that he had failed to invent radio—
which he considered a byproduct of the lightbulb—lent Cowan a
phonograph until he heard the scratchy recordings over the Westing-
house station and demanded it back, saying, “If the phonograph
sounded like that in any room, nobody would ever buy it.” Cowan
brought in live opera singers instead.

Another luckless man who staked a claim to radio patrimony was
Herbert Armstrong, who, after losing a bitter lifelong legal wrangle
with Lee DeForest, quietly shuffled off to invent FM radio (which he
called “the Yankee Network?”). The National Broadcasting Company’s
usually forward-looking founding father, David Sarnoff, ignored his
invention at first and then, to avoid paying an FM licensing fee, simply
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put him out of business by tying him up in lawsuits, as he later would
with TV pioneer Philo T. Farnsworth. The obsessed Armstrong spent
his life battling RCA and eventually jumped to his death from a bed-
room window, radio’s most tragic forefather.

Credit radio’s popular boom to another generally unknown hero
named Frank Conrad, who in the spring of 1920 began broadcasting
music and ball scores from a barn he used as a research lab at the West-
inghouse Company in east Pittsburgh. The “wireless telephone,” as it
was known, was further legitimized when KDKA broadcast the elec-
tion returns of Warren G. Harding’s win over James M. Cox. So excited
were ham wireless operators (an amateur wireless set cost a mere ten
dollars) that a Pittsburgh newspaper began advertising radio equip-
ment “which may be used by those who listen to Dr. Conrad’s pro-
grams.” Westinghouse picked up on the idea, and regular broadcasts
began in a shed atop a sixth-story building on November 2, 1920, from
a Too-watt transmitter. Westinghouse’s main purpose in developing
radio was not, as it is now, to make money by selling time to advertisers
but by selling radio sets.

The first studio at KDKA was once described by another pioneer,
broadcaster Robert Saudek, who began his career there and later went
on to develop TV’s landmark Omnibus, as resembling “the inside of a
burlap-lined casket. Burnt orange, a favorite decorator color in 1922,
was chosen for the draped-silk meringues that billowed from the ceiling
to disguise light bulbs. The door was very heavy. A sign on the wall
framed the single word SILENCE. A tall vase of gladioli stood in the
corner. And in the center of this still room stood the working part, a
microphone whose unruffled, impersonal, inscrutable self-confidence
gave the whole place the feeling of an execution chamber.”

Like DeForest, radio’s other inventors were purists and pulpit-
thumping zealots, who saw radio as a new religion, promoting its
future in much the same rosy language as today’s goggle-eyed prophets
promote the information superhighway. As early as 1906, however,
radio’s founders feared for the nation’s privacy, sounding like members
of the ACLU. One finger-wagger worried: “One could be called up at
the opera, in church, in our beds. Where could one be free from inter-
ruption?” Indeed, radio did, in its gentle way, roust people out of bed
and interrupt the country’s tranquility (but then so did earlier intruders,

o __ J |
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the telephone and the phonograph), replacing parlor games, story-
telling, and musicales with electronic versions of the same thing.

An early daily log of WOR in Newark, the voice of Bamberger’s
Department Store (most early stations were housed in department
stores, hotels, and newspapers as promotional outlets), reveals a lineup
sure to thrill a ladies quilting society. The day included tips on “Packing
the Weekend Bag,” classical recordings, an address by a minister enti-
tled “The Man with a Handicap,” a talk to the Boy Scouts, another
speech on “timely vegetable garden topics” by a New Jersey horticul-
turist, and an early sign-off at 6:30 .M. with “good-night stories for
the children by Uncle George of the Newark Ledger.” Many stations
ceased broadcasting one night a week, called “silent night,” so people
could pick up signals from around the country. Some worried that leav-
ing a radio on might start fires.

In the first flush of commercial radio’s birth, in the early 1920s,
there were concerts, debates, opera recitals, recitations, lectures, and
poetry readings galore, but the novelty of simply hearing a distant event
wore off quickly. Radio was nothing if not earnest in those first years,
however, determined to civilize the unwashed or know the reason why;
many stations broadcast morning calisthenics to get listeners off to a fit
start. Walter Damrosch’s Music Appreciation Hour was piped into
125,000 classrooms, and The Farm and Home Hour tried to bring a
touch of the poet to farmers. A station surfer in 1 930 would have found
himself tuned to such stirring fare as The American School of the Air
and The Standard School Broadcast, which for decades brought classi-
cal music into classrooms around the country.

George Washington Hill, the eccentric, outspoken tycoon who
headed the American Tobacco Company, quarreled with all this high-
minded programming. “Symphonic music has no place in a mass
medium,” he groused, certain that there must be a better way of blow-
ing smoke rings by the public. Not long after, radio and cigarettes
found each other, a fond alliance that would continue into the 1 960s.

Radio reigned for only thirty years, two decades fewer than TV has
now ruled. Like television, it was born of high hopes that it would
bring culture to the masses and spread democracy around the globe.
Radio did bring a new culture to the public, even if Fibber McGee and
Molly, When a Girl Marries, and It Pays to Be Ignorant were not
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exactly what Marconi had in mind. He and the other founding fathers
had spoken grandly of radio’s vast potential for educating the nation
and uplifting the populace with the Finer Things. America, being Amer-
ica, stubbornly resisted the Finer Things and decided it would rather
have a good time. Madison Avenue was happy to comply.

By the mid-1930s, however, it wasn’t enough to be able to pick up
Gétterdimmerung from the Metropolitan Opera in New York City,
catch the election returns as they clattered in from Washington, D.C,,
or hear the Boston baseball scores on the day the game was played.
Listeners wanted something more amusing, entertainment they could
identify with and that wasn’t just good for them. That something else
turned out to be a couple of funny, unlettered but lovable black guys
out of Chicago bemoaning their life in the big city. That early show,
Sam 'n’ Henry, evolved in a few years into Amos n” Andy, which set the
intimate, folksy tone and comic agenda for radio’s next thirty years.
Good-bye, King Lear. Hello, Kingfish. It also inaugurated the pop
superstar era: Prior to radio, Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll were
playing a Chicago club called McVicker’s with their blackface act, earn-
ing $250 a week in 1927. After two years on the air, they earned $ 5,000
a week on tour and were America’s first broadcasting headliners.

Radio was so widespread by 1922, with crystal sets popping up in
every home like minicams in 1992, that secretary of commerce Herbert
Hoover—who muttered that his own son had “gone daft on wire-
less”—decided radio needed controlling before it fell into advertising’s
greasy hands. By 1932, one out of three homes had a radio, some of
which were the most expensive piece of furniture in people’s houses—
splendid domed cathedral consoles made by Stromberg-Carlson,
Philco, Majestic, and Atwater Kent. The boxes themselves were won-
drous instruments, known in the trade as highboys, lowboys, consoles,
tombstones, and chairsides, often finished with filigree detailing. The
ornate Philcos were beautifully designed by Norman Bel Geddes,
Albert Mowitz, and Edward L. Combs; Combs dreamed ip the famous
“Model 9o Cathedral” that most people think of when they think of
big fancy old-time radios.

At first, all the free music on radio sent record sales plummeting, but
the rise of variety shows—free promotion for new pop tunes—soon
had them soaring again, at which point the American Society of Com-
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posers, Authors, and Publishers stepped in to license airplay; a dispute
between radio and the rigid, often autocratic ASCAP resulted in the
birth of BMI (Broadcast Music Incorporated).

People feared the spread of this mysterious new force suddenly seep-
ing into every aspect of American life. Many newspapers stopped print-
ing, or charged for, radio logs, which they considered free advertising.
But advertisers couldn’t stay away. “It is inconceivable that we should
allow so great a possibility for service and for news, for entertainment
and education . . . to be drowned in advertising,” fretted Hoover. Most
listeners didn’t mind the commercials; they even rather liked them, in
fact—they embraced the whole babbling package. To harness electronic
capitalism, a Federal Radio Commission was established, but radio
remained, as now, a freaky hybrid hard to control; while it operated in
the public interest, it wasn’t a public utility. The argument still rages
over whose air—or cyberspace—it is, anyway.

The idea of advertising on the new medium was bemoaned by sta-
tion owners, educators, and anyone who was repulsed by the notion of
hawking goods over the air. An article in a trade magazine in 192§
asked, “Who Is to Pay for Radio, and How?” and held a contest asking
readers for their ideas. The entries included charging for log listings,
volunteer listener contributions, and government licensing, but the win-
ner was a reader who proposed a tax on the vacuum tubes themselves.

WEAF in New York City was the first commercial station to sell
advertising to sponsors, who bought time on little ten-minute lecture
programs. A leading journalism trade paper was aghast: “Any attempt
to make the radio an advertising medium, in the accepted sense of the
term, would, we think, prove positively offensive to great numbers of
people. The family circle is not a public place, and advertising has no
business intruding there unless it is invited.” President Hoover didn’
like the idea of having one of his addresses tainted by advertising: “If
the President’s speech is nothing but meat between the sandwich of
advertising for patent medicines, who will want the sandwich?” Print-
ers’ Ink announced: “We are opposed to [radio] advertising for the
same reason we are opposed to sky writing. People should not be
forced to read [or hear] advertising unless they are so inclined.”

WEAE, forced to create its own live programs when forbidden by
law to play phonograph records, became a major showcase for New
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York entertainers and bands, often named after the sponsor (the Cham-
pion Sparklers, the A&P Gypsies, the Clicquot Club Eskimos,jand, to
be sure, the Eagle Neutrodyne Trio). Within a few years, stars would
open their shows with sales-pitch greetings like, “This is Bob ‘Pepso-
dent’ Hope” and “Jell-O, again, this is Jack Benny.” WEAF also
devised the ingenious idea of using a sponsor’s name to title a program,
leading to The Eveready Howur, radio’s first major variety show,
“brought your way by the National Carbon Company.” In another
major innovation, National Carbon hired its advertising agency, N. W.
Ayer, to put the show together. Advertising not only swamped radio but
soon controlled it. The ad agencies in Chicago and New York ran
radio, creating and producing all the programs. (Today, of course, the
networks own the shows and simply sell airtime to sponsors.) All the
pieces were now in place for a couple of junior tycoons named David
Sarnoff and William Paley.

Sarnoff, a twenty-one-year-old whiz kid working as a wireless oper-
ator for the American Marconi Co. out of Wanamaker’s Department
Store, became an overnight hero when he transcribed distant dots and
dashes from a rescue ship churning the Atlantic toward a sinking vessel
on its maiden voyage—the Titanic. The incident, Sarnoff later said,
“brought radio to the front, and, incidentally, me.” Maybe not so inci-
dentally. Sarnoff, already something of a self-promoter, claimed he was
the only wireless operator to pick up the distress signals—a report later
disputed. One historian thinks it more likely that Sarnoff simply copied
the names of survivors from a list that the rescue ship, the Carpathia,
was relaying to another Marconi station, adding that the incident
taught Sarnoff “how events could be shaded or maneuvered to suit his
purposes.”

Whatever the true story, Sarnoff’s star was already rising at the Mar-
coni company; at one point he was entrusted with the task of delivering
bougquets and candy boxes to Marconi’s New York mistresses. Between
deliveries, the young visionary saw the commercial possibilities for
what he called “a music box” and wrote a famous report in which he
outlined a plan that “would make radio a ‘household utilityj in the
same sense as the piano or phonograph.” If it was placed in a parlor or
living room, he wrote, listeners could “enjoy concerts, lectures, music,
recitals, etc., which might be going on in the nearest city within their
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radius.” He calculated it could bring American Marconi $75 million a
year.

Clever idea, but it was dismissed or lost in the daily flurry of inter-
office memos in the Marconi office hierarchy. In 1919, undaunted,
Sarnoff tried again to propose his scheme for a “radio music box” after
a merger of Marconi and the Radio Corporation of America. This time,
the head of the new company perked up at Sarnoff’s prediction that,
in the first year, about 100,000 radio music boxes might be sold for
seventy-five dollars.

As a test run, Sarnoff arranged to broadcast the July 1921 Dempsey-
Carpentier championship heavyweight match, which was heard by
some 300,000 presumably rapt listeners—each one a prospective cus-
tomer with seventy-five dollars burning a hole in his pocket. In fact, the
fight was telephoned in from ringside by a sportscaster to an engineer,
who jotted down the jabs and then announced the action over the air to
the multitudes. The widely broadcast Democratic convention of 1924
that nominated the flamboyant Al Smith further whetted people’s
appetites (what a concept: politics as entertainment!), along with the
opportunity to call up popular songs like “Barney Google” whenever
one might be in the mood. America was hooked on sonics.

Five years later, the National Broadcasting Company was founded
by Sarnoff after he had finagled AT&T into giving up its own ideas of
transmitting radio signals and, instead, lease its phone lines for $1 mil-
lion a year to the new network. NBC was then divided into the Red
Network (for its glitzier, commercial shows) and the Blue Network (for
more prestige shows). When the FCC forced NBC to divest itself of two
entities in 1941, the Blue Network was sold off and, in 1943, became
ABC when it was bought by the man who made Life Savers; in 1927
there was even an Orange Network of Pacific Coast stations.

Before all that, though, the Red and the Blue divisions merged for a
momentous launching of a nationwide radio hookup with a four-hour
broadcast from the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New York. Walter Dam-
rosch conducted the newly formed NBC Symphony, Will Rogers deliv-
ered a monologue from Independence, Missouri, that included an
impression of Calvin Coolidge, and in Chicago, diva Mary Garden
sang “Annie Laurie.” Thus was born the radio variety show. Perform-
ers who cashed in on the boom called it “electric money,” and Rogers
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remarked, “Radio is too big a thing to be out of.” Radio had shown it
could create stars and national heroes literally overnight.

Sarnoff, a runty, remote, frosty-eyed boy tycoon—the Bill Gates of
the 1920s—was the network’s technician and field manager, and a self-
proclaimed “General”; he was only a reserve officer but with all the
chutzpah of General Patton. Pat Weaver, the revered NBC program-
ming innovator who worked for him for years, later wrote that Sarnoff
was a publicity-seeking “monster” who cared only about radio as hard-
ware; Weaver called him “General Fangs.” The joke on Wall Street,
recalled Weaver, was that if RCA stock opened at ten and Sarnoff
dropped dead, it would close at a hundred. Sarnoff, a Russian-born
Jew, defended his hard-nosed work ethic: “I realized I couldn’t compete
with gentiles in a gentile industry if I were merely as good as they were.
But if I were, say, twice as good, they couldn’t hold me down.”

His major rival, William Paley, was no Jazz Age techie like Sarnoff
but, rather, a refined would-be cultural commissar with an all-seeing
CBS eye for talent that rivaled Sarnoff’s corporate wizardry. In 1929,
the year after NBC was formed, Paley—then a twenty-seven-year-old
playboy on a $50,000-a-year allowance in search of a business to play
with—signed the family cigar firm, the Congress Cigar Company, to a
fifty-week contract with WCAU in Philadelphia, to sponsor an innocu-
ous musical show called The La Palina Hour, named for its best-selling
stogies. When cigar sales soared, Paley began to build what would
become the Columbia Broadcasting System. With family money, he
snapped up a failing chain of sixteen radio stations, which, in two
years, had grown to seventy stations and earned a $2 million profit.

As one historian said, Paley had “an instinctive sense of popular
taste,” but he also went after affiliates as ruthlessly as Sarnoff, if not
more so. Paley outmaneuvered the General by devising an arrangement
that allowed stations to use, free of charge, as many CBS programs as
they liked; NBC charged affiliates for unsponsored shows. In exchange,
Paley had the use of any show produced by an affiliate. Paley, an
instinctive showman with a talent for making and acquiring stars and a
flair for promotion (he kept PR wizard Edward Bernays on retainer),
had a more creative programming touch and simply more innate charm
than Sarnoff. Paley became a major influence on U.S. pop culture by
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seeking out and signing vaudeville headliners in the early 1930s, when
people were listening to their radios about five hours a day.

Phil Cohan, who wrote and produced shows for Paul Whiteman and
Jimmy Durante, was drawn to CBS and remembered the atmosphere:
“Bill Paley was associated with Broadway people and he liked good
taste. CBS attracted people like Norman Corwin and [the conductor]
Johnny Green and me because we felt that was the place to be. Whereas
Mr. Sarnoff was a genius in his own way at NBC, it was just one entity
of the RCA corporation. It was a pure business thing, so there was a
whole different attitude. Paley would come down once in a while; you
had these very intimate studios at 485 Madison. You’d see him in the
doorway, interested in what you were doing. He was right there.”

Paley loved playing talent scout, as in the anecdote in which he sup-
posedly heard a singer being played on a kid’s portable phonograph
player aboard a cruise ship and sent a wireless to his office reading,
“Heard vocalist called Bing Crosby. Please sigh.” In the hope of luring
listeners away from Amos ’n’ Andy, which ruled dinnertime radio from
7 to 7:15 P.M., Paley flung Kate Smith, Morton Downey, the Mills
Brothers, and Birig Crosby on the air opposite the beloved comics; even
Crosby only nicked them. Lawrence Bergreen wrote that “withoiit
[Amos °n* Andy] it is doubtful that NBC . . . would have survived the
Depression. Amos 'n’ Andy was the show that proved the networks
were as popular as they claimed to be . . . delivering a vast audience—
an estimated half the nation every evening—to a grateful sponsor.”

Just as Milton Berle was TV’s best commercial for TV itself, so
Amos and Andy became radio’s premiere pitchmen in its first decade.
Once the novelty of broadcasting had worn off, what drove radio sales
were personalities—and Amos and Andy were broadcasting’s most
famous brand names in America’s burgeoning cult of celebrity. Until
then, radio had been a pleasant diversion, made up largely of ihnocuous
musical programs, but in 1929, when Amos *n’ Andy went network, it
became a national obsession and then a necessity. Sales of radios shot
up 23 percent in a year, and when the show’s popularity slumped a few
years later, falling off by about 2§ percent, so did radio sales.

New stars were needed in a hurry and almost anyone would do,
from nonentities to national heroes. Stars from other fields were first in
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line, but almost anybody who made a splash, no matter how ill-suited,
was handed a show—Babe Ruth, Charles Lindbergh, Mrs. Roosevelt,
Max Baer, Elsa Maxwell, Dunninger. The nation was up to its ears, so
to speak, in ready-made radio celebrities. If you were gifted, all the bet-
ter, but name recognition was at least as crucial as talent; ways could
be found to wrap a format around the most unlikely or unsuitable
celebrity. Radio was an astonishingly elastic form, able to expand to fit
stars like Helen Hayes and to shrink to the size of the Sad Sack or who-
ever caught the country’s fancy that year.

As in TV today, a blockbuster hit at the start of an evening guaran-
teed a lead-in to the rest of the network’s shows, but in 1930 there was
a practical reason for listeners remaining tuned to one station. It was
less a matter of loyalty than logic: Changing stations created static and
loss of sound quality, so people found it easier on their ears to heed the
advice of staff announcers fond of warning, “Don’t touch that dial!”

The upstart Paley conducted famous “raids” on mighty NBC for
such monster names as Al Jolson, Jack Benny, Burns and Allen, Red
Skelton, Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy, and Eddie Cantor, and
he also became a major producer of what came to be called “theater of
the mind,” programming dramas by experimental and renegade radio
dramatists Norman Corwin, Arch Oboler, and Orson Welles.

But a crucial behind-the-scenes player, and the man perhaps most
responsible for Paley’s early programming success at CBS, was Arthur
Judson, a highly regarded Philadelphia impresario who managed Ezio
Pinza, Jascha Heifetz, Bruno Walter, Vladimir Horowitz, and Georg
Szell. Judson’s attempt to sell his services to NBC had been rebuffed by
Sarnoff, and after a misguided attempt to create his own network, he
formed the Columbia Phonograph Broadcasting System with the idea
of mass-marketing records. Judson, however, needed a network to air
them—and quickly, for Sarnoff had just begun his own Victor Talking
Machine Company. Hearing records broadcast over the air was a vast
improvement over listening to them on squawky phonograph players
cranked either too tightly or too loosely until a crackly voice finally
emerged, tinny and distorted, through a clunky horn.

Judson, eager to retaliate for Sarnoff’s brush-off, went to Paley with
the idea of producing records to be played exclusively over CBS. When
Paley agreed, Judson hired conductor Howard Barlow whoJ with the
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Metropolitan Opera orchestra, staged a spectacular two-hour concert
heard in sixteen cities to launch CBS with a new work by the composer
Deems Taylor called “The King’s Henchmen,” for which Edna St. Vin-
cent Millay wrote the narration. Even so, the young network floun-
dered until a patroness ponied up $45,000 to pay AT&T, which bought
Paley enough time to get the fledgling CBS off the ground with the sup-
port of two other backers; Paley was down to his last $1 million.

The radio revolution was now nearly complete—CBS had become a
true nationwide hookup with its 1929 purchase of the West Coast’s
Don Lee network—and needed only a promotional genius to create a
total coast-to-coast coup. Such a man was Frank Stanton, the third
member of radio’s troika, in whom was merged a passion for pop psy-
chology with a keen marketing instinct. Dr. Stanton, as he was always
called (as if in reply to Sarnoff’s military title; the Ph.D. was in indus-
trial psychology for a thesis entitled “A Critique of Present Methods
and a New Plan for Studying Radio Listening Behavior”), devised a sta-
tistical rating system that measured listening patterns—a primitive
Nielsen survey.

In 1937, Stanton codeveloped a program analyzer that gauged audi-
ence reaction moment to moment and pretested shows and commer-
cials with focus groups on a gizmo nicknamed “Big Annie,” a sort of
seismo-polygraph. Stanton’s touchy-feely approach to peddling pro-
grams and products eventually elevated him to the status of guru,
although his analyzer was roundly derided, even by one of his cohorts,
who once said of Big Annie: “It defies a hundred marketing
rules. . . it’s lousy research. The sample stinks, it’s not representative of
any group. It’s not large enough. It’s an unnatural situation. The way
people register their opinions is unnatural. You can go on and on and
show why it shouldn’t work. But it works. Our batting average is 85
percent.”

In fact, nobody knew by this point who was really running the
show(s). The weak, fledgling FCC was trying to please the networks,
who were playing footsie with the affiliates, who were dependent on
the networks, who had surrendered the job of producing shows to the
ad agencies, who were trying to please the sponsors, who were in turn
beholden to boards of directors and stockholders. Whatever the case,
free enterprise had taken over and radio’s land rush was on.










RADIO POPULARITY REQUIRED A PERFORMER TO
project a personality across the continent through a
box. All the charm, experience, or star billing in the
world couldn’t make listeners warm up to someone with whom they
didn’t feel literally at home. Inexplicably, lowbrow comedians like
Abbott and Costello and Red Skelton became hits on the air, while the-
atrical headliners like Bert Lahr, Al Jolson, Groucho Marx, and Danny
Kaye failed. Even Jimmy Durante and Ed Wynn, celebrated as they
were in radio, never equaled their stage, film, or TV stature, far too
flamboyant for so understated a medium.

Although radio became the elephant’s graveyard of many a fading
or desperate vaudevillian, it was also the Last Chance Saloon for
ex-screen stars (John Barrymore), aging Broadway legends (Fanny
Brice), resourceful burlesque headliners (Joe Penner), and overripe top
bananas (Abbott and Costello)—and also for second bananas who
found a lifetime annuity in comedy-show walk-ons.

After the grueling road-show life of one-nighters and split bills,
however, radio seemed a snap for transient vaudevillians, but the fall-
out among many ex-vaudevillians was painful and scary. Radio was
trickier than it sounded. Some ex-vaudevillians survived for decades,
but many others used themselves up in a few months, stuck in a charac-
ter or a sketch that didn’t lend itself to the new, casual medium, where
people sat around in bedrooms and kitchens in their bathrobe and slip-
pers. Said Studs Terkel, a onetime actor on Ma Perkins, “Now you
could attend vaudeville in your underwear.” Not until TV did major
stage and screen clowns like Milton Berle, Phil Silvers, Jackie Gleason,
and Lucille Ball find their footing. Bob Hope put it best: “When vaude-
ville died, TV was the box it was buried in.”

In radio’s formative years, rather than develop their own talent, net-

Overleaf: Ed Wynn, surrounded by (clockwise from top left) Jimmy Durante, Eddie
Cantor, Milton Berle, and Red Skelton
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works went with whatever unformed performer landed at the front
door—performers like Billy Jones and Ernie Hare, a vaudeville singing
team who converted themselves into “The Happiness Boys,” so named
because the boys were sponsored by the Happiness Candy Company,
the first stars identified with a product.

Jones and Hare were radio’s original superstars—their show was a
half hour of snappy songs and patter punctuated by their trademark,
and apparently irresistible, theme song, “How d’ya do, everybody, how
d’ya do/Don’t forget your Friday date/Seven-thirty until eight/How
d’ya do, everybody, how d’ya do.” The boys were nothing if not adapt-
able: When the candy firm dropped them and a stocking company
adopted them, they evolved into “The Interwoven Pair”; when that
association ended, they reincorporated as “The Flit Soldiers” after an
insect-spray sponsor came to the rescue, and later evolved into “The
Best Foods Boys” and “The Taystee Loafers.” In one form or another,
whether as singing candy bars, socks, or bug repellent, they lasted
through the 1930s.

The Happiness Boys—ruddy, compact fellows who not only resem-
bled each other in height and weight but had been born on the same
day to mothers with the same maiden name—were less innocuous than
their billing suggests. They told corny jokes and sang jaunty comedy
ditties, often in dialect, accompanied by a piano or an occasional cho-
rus, but their simple, hummable tunes often had clever, satirical, self-
mocking lyrics and endless verses. One of their songs dealt with the
newly liberated 1920s woman (“She’s the Sweetheart of Six Other
Guys,” about a gal who smokes, drinks, swears, and—gasp!—parts her
hair); another laments talking pictures that made dozing off in movie
theaters much more difficult. Some of the numbers still seem funny and
unexpectedly barbed, such as a derisive duet sung by the duo in a heavy
Yiddish accent about Henry Ford apologizing, presumably for one of
his anti-Semitic slurs, in a Dearborn, Michigan, newspaper.

Radio’s premier comedy shows often sound fresher today than the
dramas, partly because the comics’ personalities haven’t dated. Refer-
ences may have grown moldy, along with the shtick, but in many cases
the dialogue is solidly crafted and pays off regularly in laughs that have
nothing to do with nostalgia. Funny is funny, even sixty years after the
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fact. And when the shows seem embarrassingly weak, it’s usually the
fault of the writing and not the period; they probably sounded just as
bad then.

Radio jokes had to be verbal: the early or lesser shows were heav-
ily dependent on puns, malapropisms, double-talk, mangled syntax,
tongue twisters, and spoonerisms; one survey claimed that 40 percent
of all comedy routines was made up of puns—and that figure sounds
low. There was an entire school of spoonerists, who would pop into
comedy shows and dish out five-minute nonsense monologues com-
prised of inverted syllables recited at a dizzying speed, a guaranteed
laugh-getter.

What couldn’t be seen had to be evoked with a funny voice or skill-
ful delivery. If many of the old sketches read like labored routines, they
were given comic life by the nimble vocal styles of radio’s vast gallery of
resourceful oral clowns. The Fibber McGee and Molly show, to name
one, was blessed with such vocal masters as Arthur Q. Bryan and Bill
Thompson, who gave voice to the simpering, mush-mouthed Wallace
Wimple. Only one of these great dialecticians, Mel Blanc, ever rose to
stardom, but others included June Foray, Peter Donald, and Teddy
Bergman. Most of these stunt voices, so to speak, toiled anonymously
week in and week out. Entire shows were malaprop-centered, nota-
bly Easy Aces, but also, to a lesser degree, Amos ’n’ Andy. Many
cameo characters’ entire routine was confusing words, sputtering non
sequiturs, or conversing in pidgin English—a vast gallery of stage Ger-
mans, Italians, Irish, Swedes, Jews, and blacks.

There was a major comedy explosion in America in the 1920s, not
unlike those in the 1960s and 1980s. When the Depression closed
scores of vaudeville houses, it let loose a mob of comedians with
nowhere else to go but into the new, untried, but tantalizing medium of
radio. Vaudeville clowns known as Baron Munchausen (Jack Pearl), Ish
Kabibble (Merwyn Bogue), the Mad Russian (Bert Gordon), and
Parkyakarkus (Harry Einstein, father of Albert Brooks) hurriedly tried
to reinvent themselves for radio, settling for ritualistic weekly five-
minute appearances on shows run by vaudeville’s top bananas. They
would pop into programs and do their shtick—jokes based largely
on the mispronunciations and misunderstandings of foreigners that
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struck upwardly mobile second-generation Americans as funny—before
departing to fond applause.

Those who were primarily verbal comics (Jack Benny, Fred Allen,
Bob Hope, Burns and Allen) or singer/comics (Eddie Cantor, Bing
Crosby, Jimmy Durante) made the tricky transition from stage to stu-
dio. Vaudeville comics who were essentially visual—not unlike all of
those doomed silent-screen actors with squeaky voices—didn’t last
long, but most took their turn at a studio microphone for an additional
five minutes of fame. Many a famous funny face washed out after a
season.

Among those who languished were one-line comic wonders like Joe
Penner, who beat the “Wanna buy a duck?” thing into the ground in
record airtime (he actually did say something else: “You na-a-a-a-sty
man!,” his backup catchphrase). Penner, a funny guy even without that
line, was named comedian of the year in 1934. Two years later he was
gone, and five years after that he died, at age thirty-six, in showbiz
limbo. Jack Pearl was another radio flash-in-the-pan whose Baron
Munchausen character was an amalgam of all the stage Germans
(called “Dutch acts”) who overran burlesque, most famously Weber
and Fields and Smith and Dale. Pearl’s “Vos you dere, Sharlie?” made
him an overnight sensation and a virtual overnight has-been. It was his
best and just about only idea, and—as Jack Benny had warned him
might happen—the Baron wore out his welcome quickly. George Burns
once observed, “The problem with relying on catchphrases is that they
get very old even while they’re still new.”

Radio, although it looked like easy money compared to the rigors of
stage life, swallowed comedians whole who had been able to milk an
entire career on the vaudeville circuit out of a few routines. As Burns
noted after his own radio debut, in vaudeville he could get seventeen
years out of seventeen minutes of material that in radio lasted him
exactly seventeen minutes; most vaudeville acts were ten minutes, tops.
Not even Bert Lahr, the premier burlesque comic of his time (along with
Bobby Clark, another radio reject), could adapt to the mike; he was so
nervous that he twisted the buttons off his shirt. Despite that funny,
unforgettable bawl of a voice, Lahr mugged away his chance before a
studio audience while people at home wondered what all the guffawing
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was about. Two major stage comics who failed to hang around early
radio were Groucho and Chico Marx, who did a short-lived show in
1932 called Flywbheel, Shyster and Flywheel, playing a pair of flimflam-
ming lawyers. George Jessel also languished.

RADIO WAS THE WRONG PLACE for baggy pants comics, yet Ed Wynn
played the airwaves like one of his zany Ziegfeld Follies shows. With
his falsetto old-lady giggle and girlish lisp—accessorized with owlish
spectacles, funny hats, and floppy suits—Wynn had the necessary
comic vocal props to pierce radio’s one dimension even with gags out of
Joe Miller’s Jokebook (Wynn: “He can only eat soft foods as he has
a Pullman mouth” ... Announcer Graham McNamee: “A Pullman
mouth?” . .. Wynn: “No lowers and very few uppers”).

To Wynn, the feeble joke was only an excuse for his patented goofi-
ness. After he went into acting in late middle age, he called himself “a
method comedian,” which he defined as a comic more dependent on
how a joke is presented than on the joke itself. The drama critic Joseph
Wood Krutch perfectly described the ephemeral appeal of a nonsense
comic who seemed almost beyond analysis, writing: “No one can
exceed him in solid, impenetrable asininity, but no one can, at the same
time, be more amiable, well-meaning, and attractive.”

In his Texaco fireman’s hat (talk about product placement—imagine
Tim Allen doing Home Improvement in a Black & Decker T-shirt),
Wynn was the first major comic to switch from vaudeville to radio. It
gave him a huge head start on the competition, but his first show
bombed and he didn’t return for a decade; as The Fire Chief he eventu-
ally caught fire in the early thirties. Wynn’s first flop was a version of
his Broadway hit The Perfect Fool, which he wrote and staged and
which gave him a lifelong identity. It was the first Broadway show ever
broadcast, full of the wild and crazy stunts that caused fellow visual
comics to stumble over their outsize clown shoes.

Wynn realized he needed live bodies to play to and, out of sheer des-
peration, pioneered the use of the studio audience and the announcer-
straight man, using sportscasting legend-turned-straight man Graham
McNamee as a foil for his doofus gags, most of them puns. When in
1932 he finally returned to radio after his Perfect Fool fiasco, Wynn




Vaudio . 33

rounded up a makeshift audience comprised of anyone hanging around
the station—cleaning women, office staff, visitors—who could be
herded into the studio to provide warm bodies, charging admission and
mixing with the crowd as they entered the studio. Indeed, Wynn’s first
Fire Chief broadcasts were actually done from the New Amsterdam
Theater on the set of his Broadway show, and during each broadcast he
was constantly in and out of makeup and costumes, as often as seven
times a show.

(Those first radio studios were primitive affairs. To make room for
people, ushers would set up fifty or a hundred folding chairs, and early
audiences watched from behind a six-ton soundproof glass curtain, a
sort of sneeze guard, to protect radio listeners from being infected with
random noise. Laughs, it was felt, might interfere with the listeners’
enjoyment of the show, which left comics in a vacuum. As Jack Benny
once recalled of his old days in radio, “You couldn’t hear them laugh
behind the glass, so I'd watch them until everybody had their mouth
shut, then I'd go on to the next line.”)

Well into the 1940s, Wynn’s Fire Chief show was a steady barrage of
outrageous puns and creaky College Humor—style gags, all delivered in
the star’s breathless cracked voice, which is so high-pitched it slips into
a kind of Jewish yodel. “The waiter ate twenty-two hotcakes right off
the griddle,” says McNamee, Wynn’s willing Ed McMahon, laughing
at even the setup lines. Gasps Wynn: “How waffle!” Or, Wynn: “The
maid was in the kitchen listening to The Lone Ranger!” McNamee:
“The Lone Ranger was in the kitchen?” Wynn: “Maybe he just
dropped in to polish his Silver!”

What’s surprising is that this grown-up child of burlesque lasted on
radio as long as he did—a quarter of a century, on and off—and had a
respectable TV revival without ever changing his fundamental “perfect
fool” persona until his last years, when he finally removed the dunce
cap and became a serious actor in films and TV (Playhouse 9o,
Requiem for a Heavyweight, The Twilight Zone).

His actor son, Keenan Wynn, once sadly reminisced that his father
was always a reluctant radio star. “Unfortunately, he became a big suc-
cess in radio and was suddenly locked into it. He had to come up with
fifty-five jokes a week.” Wynn, among vaudeville’s most visual comics,
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found himself forced to rely on a silly voice just to survive, driven to
entertain to keep his fans happy. “My father,” recalled Wynn, “would
perform in a men’s room if someone recognized him.”

THE NEVER-SAY-DIE Milton Berle had a surprisingly long run on radio
for such a vaudeville fish out of water. He defied the critics and,
through sheer persistence and more talent than was always recognized,
became a regular on six different if undistinguished shows from 1934
to 1949, beginning when he was a twenty-six-year-old boy wonder on a
show with the cumbersome title The Gillette Original Community
Sing. It began in Boston and ran a year before going network in a
shapeless forty-five-minute format that opened with him singing “Let’s
All Sing Like the Birdies Sing,” as the audience twittered, “Tweet,
tweet-tweet, tweet-tweet.”

In each show, Berle relied on his manic anything-for-a-laugh deliv-
ery, but radio for him was a fifteen-year warm-up act for television,
where he triumphed over all. As Steve Allen once wrote, “It is not cor-
rect to say that [Milton Berle] has more talent than energy. Part of his
talent is his energy.”

Berle was well aware that he wasn’t meant for radio, and wrote in
his autobiography, “Reading from a script didn’t feel as good to me. I
was too used to winging it in front of a live audience . . . I did okay, but
I never felt I was getting across at my best.”

“For a guy who never made it big in radio, I was always om (the
air),” he added, a succinct review of his radio career. In 1948, itching to
get into TV, he tried to negotiate for a television version of the Philip
Morris Playbouse; the cigarette company decided against TV and also
dropped his radio show. Berle, crestfallen, slunk back to the agency that
handled the Gillette show and hustled a variety hour called The Texaco
Star Theater, a forgotten forerunner to his famous TV show two years
later.

The show ran on ABC Wednesday nights, and the reason for its suc-
cess, acknowledges Berle, was head writer Nat Hiken (more famous
later for creating The Phil Silvers Show). Hiken rounded up a cast of
adept second bananas—Arnold Stang (also Berle’s scrawny TV stooge),
Pert Kelton, Frank Gallop, and Al Kelly, the double-talk guy; its high
point each week was a sketch called “The Berles at Home,” a battling
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husband-and-wife Bickersons riff. This final radio show legitimized
Berle as a draw and became his launching pad into television under the
Texaco flag. The sponsor signed him up in 1948 for thirty-nine radio
shows on ABC and thirty-nine TV shows for NBC. Berle was off and
mugging but not as cocksure as he seemed, wondering, “Radio was
here to stay, but was television?” Yet he hit TV running and never
looked back, taking care to build himself a runway into the studio audi-
ence, just as he’d done in vaudeville. Berle’s reputation—and nick-
name—as the “Thief of Bad Gags” began with a mock feud between
him and a comic named Richie Craig, who once said of Berle, “I’m still
not sure whether Milton Berle sounds like all comedians or all comedi-
ans sound like Milton Berle.” In brief, Berle was not sui generis; he was
the entire genre embodied in one loudmouthed guy—the manic comic
who won’t shut up until you laugh.

Much of his appeal on radio, which later carried over into video,
depended on his self-deprecating manner. He made mincemeat of the
jokes, the show—and himself, taking us into his confidence that he
knew, and he knew that we knew, how second-rate it all was. His what-
the-hell-it’s-only-a-stupid-show attitude helped the program limp along
and gave Berle his rapport with listeners. Irving Brecher, who began his
career writing gags for Berle and went on to create The Life of Riley,
says, “Berle wasn’t a hit on radio. He couldn’t get a rating. He worked
too fast.”

Vaudeville performers like Berle and Bert Lahr were used to working
up an audience, taking their time to build a performance, playing the
crowd, and feeling their way through a show, moment by moment.
They had the leeway and the luxury to fill or tighten according to the
vibes, to throw out what wasn’t working and toss in something that
might, to alert the audience when something funny was about to hap-
pen. According to Arnold Stang: “Berle did everything—he told the
bandleader how to play, the singers how to sing. He was just an over-
powering personality.”

MAYBE THE BEST WAY TO fathom the radio appeal of lowbrow
clowns like Abbott and Costello is to note that they found their groove
early and stuck to it doggedly, first on stage, then in radio, and finally in
films and on TV, which revived their reputations.
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On radio The Abbott and Costello Show remained true to the team’s
vaudeville roots, indulging in formulaic two-man repartee, often dis-
guised in a bare-bones sketch. If they went Christmas shopping, it was
just an excuse on which to hang one-liners, timeworn laugh cues trig-
gered by then-mirth-provoking references to a girdle or somebody’s
mother-in-law. A reference to a mohair coat led inexorably to Lou’s line
that Moe must not have any hair left.

Although regarded by some as a low-rent Laurel and Hardy, their
classic stooge-straightman act was hugely popular, with its roots in rag-
tag burlesque, where survival of the fastest and loudest was the law. To
break up the formula, Lou would play, in falsetto, his kid brother
Sebastian. The first bit they ever did in radio became their most memo-
rable, the classic “Who’s on First?” routine that nailed down their place
in comedy history and enshrined them in baseball’s Hall of Fame,
where their exchange still runs on a continuous loop. It was supposedly
written into a radio contract that they must perform the bit once a
month on their show.

Bud Abbott was the definitive straight man; Lou Costello, the bewil-
dered dunce confused by language who had begun his career as the
dummy in Dutch acts, where the basic joke was an immigrant who
doesn’t comprehend English. They met as two singles in search of a
partner, Costello looking for a smoother straight man and Abbott in
need of a permanent opposite. Abbott’s wife, Betty, first envisioned
them as a team and brought them together in 1935, when they were
wedded for life as Abbott and Costello. (In vaudeville, the straight
man’s name almost always went first and usually entitled him to 60 per-
cent of the take, to compensate for his reduced status as a laugh-getter
and to ensure his loyalty.) Unlike a lot of burlesque acts, they “worked
clean,” which helped later when they moved into radio, and gained
them a following in films among kids and adults. As Costello’s daugh-
ter said of her father, “He was a little boy in a grown-up’s body.”

The team’s persistent broadcasting career included five years as
floating guest stars, breaking in as a replacement for Henny Youngman
on Kate Smith’s show in 1938. Youngman chose them, he said. “I
closed my eyes and I saw they could do it on radio”—unlike a lot of
slapstick acts. “Who’s on First?” led to a contract with Smith. At first,
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however, they were said to sound too much alike, so Costello raised his
voice a few notches.

In the summer of 1940, they filled in for Fred Allen and two years
later had their own show on NBC, which ran for five years. Illness and
a feud forced them off the air (in the 1945 season, they spoke only on
the air); Costello had rheumatic fever and Abbott became a heavy
drinker. They were replaced that year by the arranged comic marriage
of Jimmy Durante and Garry Moore.

Abbott and Costello were so hot by the mid-1940s, grinding out
three or four movies a year, that they considered buying Universal Stu-
dios, which their films helped rescue, but eventually wound up broke
and unemployable, with tax and gambling debts and both men in ill
health. It was Costello who, not long after his baby son drowned in a
swimming pool, decided to end their twenty-one-year career. He died in
1959 at the age of fifty-two. Abbott hung on until 1974, when he died
at seventy-eight, alcoholic and still broke.

“Who’s on First?” went a long way toward keeping their names
alive, although their films have had a steady video afterlife. The base-
ball bit is quintessential Abbott and Costello, with Lou playing the
rumpled mischievous fatso, the pudgy kid forever in trouble (with his
trademark bawl, “I’m a ba-g-a-ad boy!”), and Bud the slender, behat-
ted, sarcastic, chiding father figure. In fact, they performed many more
clever routines, but always using the same hook of Lou misunderstand-
ing Bud’s point (“Should I back up?” “Go ahead,” etc.), or simply his
language.

Their many movies and TV guest shots (plus a short-lived television
show that was simply a compilation of ancient vaudeville bits) en-
deared them to new audiences and had a lasting impact on such
unlikely disciples as Jerry Seinfeld, who has acknowledged that their
routines inspired him and his TV series. Abbott and Costello, he said,
“were a seminal influence in my life. We're always joking about how
we do stuff from their show. George [ Jason Alexander] and I will often
get into a riff that has the rhythm from the old Abbott and Costello
shows.” Praising their timing and byplay, Seinfeld observed, “To me,
comedically, they were very sophisticated”—not just the daffy knock-
about team seen in clips from such zany films as Abbott and Costello
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Meet Frankenstein. It was Bud Abbott who perhaps best summed up
their comic methodology: “We let a molehill become a mountain.”

OF ALL UNLIKELY VAUDEVILLE COMICS, the invincible Red Skelton
made the most successful leap into radio, mainly because he had goofy
voices—verbal funny faces of a sort—and vocal pratfalls to fall back on
in his gallery of clownish burlesque characters: the Mean Widdle Kid,
Clem Kadiddlehopper, Willy Lump-Lump, Deadeye, San Fernando
Red, and his “Guzzler’s Gin” pitchman, who grows progressively
drunker on his own product. (Jackie Gleason later stole the idea in a
thinly veiled TV version.) Skelton, a former circus clown who struggled
with scripted material, was as farcical as radio ever got. He was so
addicted to clowning that after the show was over, he would often
caper for another hour or so just for the studio audience.

The Skelton show not only was written by committee, like many a
comedy show, but often sounded it. There was little continuity in the
script, which was interrupted every few lines with the sound of Skelton
cracking up at his own jokes or at his or someone else’s fluffs. As a
Catholic kid from a small town in Indiana, Skelton was always some-
thing of an outsider in the tight-knit circle of radio comedians, many of
them streetwise New York Jews who had grown up together in delis
and resorts. Edna Skelton, his wife, managed Red’s career (much like
Danny Kaye’s take-charge wife, Sylvia Fine) and hired gagmen, whom
she purposely kept apart, requesting that each writer submit a separate
script, after which the Skeltons would clip jokes and glue them together
as if assembling a ransom note.

As Jack Douglas, one of those writers, recalled only too well: “The
scripts would be in terrible shape by the time they went to mimeo. And
no wonder. Christ, I’d go over there to deliver a routine and I’d see Skel-
ton on the floor, cutting and pasting things. And he cut so quickly with
the scissors you knew damn well he was probably cutting off the most
important lines in the whole routine. When I’d go over to the house, he
and I and Edna would be sitting around his big dining room table; he’d
want me to read stuff aloud because he couldn’t read it. Well, not
couldn’t—but it would take him a lifetime to read four pages.”

The gag writer Ben Freedman added: “Red was suspicious of any-
thing new and didn’t always understand the humor of it right away. He

|
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might have to mull it over for a couple of weeks or perhaps months.
Later, he’d pull it out of the joke file and offer it as something he’d just
originated and put it in the script, and then say, ‘Now why can’t you
guys come up with something like that?’ If any of us dared to say we
already had, he’d blow his stack.” Larry Rhine says of Skelton, for
whom he created Clem Kadiddlehopper, “You just stayed out of his
way. He felt they were all his characters and he didn’t want to divide up
the honors with the writers.” Skelton rarely saw his writers until
rehearsals. “When the script was finished, it was delivered to him by
messenger,” recalled the gagman Milt Josefsberg. “Moreover, there
were no discussions or conferences on the telephone, since Red had a
phone phobia and refused to talk to his writers, or practically anyone
else, on that instrument.”

The actress Shirley Mitchell, who worked with several comedians—
Eddie Cantor, Jack Benny, Lucille Ball, and Jim and Marian Jordan—
says Skelton is the only comic she would classify as a problem. “He
wasn’t a tyrant, but he was just so undisciplined. He never did the same
line twice the same way, but he’s a genius. Red was like a child. His first
wife, Edna, watched over him like a little boy.” Skelton was a fifteen-
year-old usher at a Kansas City burlesque house when he met Edna,
and she remained close to him as a writer and business manager long
after their divorce. “She brought me up from $ 50 a week to $7,500,”
he once said.

Despite Skelton’s temperament, and lame-brain sketches, his radio
show lasted long enough for him to segue into TV, his natural turf.
Sherwood Schwartz, who worked for him in TV, remembers that Skel-
ton was by then so radio-trained that he nearly flopped on television.
Schwartz recalls: “I had grave reservations when CBS asked me to do
the Skelton show, because I knew he was crazy—talented but crazy. I'd
heard he was particularly vicious with writers. He was in deep trouble
when I joined him, because he was doing a show that was 80 percent
verbal and 20 percent mime. I changed the format and added much
more mime and turned the show around in a few months. I just allowed
him to be funny—that’s the job of a writer. You can’t make a man
funny. You find the part of him that can resonate. In radio I always
wrote visually anyway.”

Schwartz explains that one of Skelton’s trademark habits on TV,
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breaking up at his own jokes, was really a survival technique. “He didn’t
do it to get a laugh but so he could look at the script on the floor. He
couldn’t remember a joke.” In seven years, Schwartz never had a meet-
ing with Skelton, reflecting the comic’s refusal to acknowledge that he
needed writers. Max Shulman, the humorist, once said he was discour-
aged from becoming a radio comedy writer when he noticed how come-
dians would refer to “my writers” as if talking about “my neckties.”

Recalling his Skelton years, Schwartz continues: “Red never gave
any credit to anyone. Noncredit never bothered me—I’ve given away
credit so people could get into the Writers Guild. It was not just Skel-
ton’s neglect of writers but his attacks on them. On talk shows, he’d
always say how useless they were. He never understood the philosophy
behind a show.” When Schwartz finally left, the comic considered it a
betrayal. Schwartz’s brother Al was then writing for the show as well,
and after someone broke the news to Red, said Schwartz, “They told
me how those little beady eyes of his narrowed and he yelled, “Then fire
that other fucking Schwartz, too! And from now on I don’t want any
more Schwartzes working on my show.” My brother Al, who was a
trusting, innocent soul, didn’t get it. I told him, ‘Look, we’re talking
about a six-year-old child.” »

Well into his eighties, the childlike Skelton (“I dood it”) still trotted
out those ancient preradio circus characters in concerts and bid audi-
ences farewell with his meek little wave and humble “God bless,”
endearing him forevermore as what Steve Allen termed his “profes-
sional nice guy-little boy that is one more of his characters...”
Although Skelton’s shows were bottom-rung radio comedy, at the
opposite pole from Fred Allen and Jack Benny, he got away with it mer-
rily until his death in 1997.

Lixe RED SkeLTON, Eddie Cantor had the common touch, but the
reasons for his radio popularity eluded those too young to have seen his
movies or stage act. Even so, his energy and eagerness to please made
him a radio fixture from 1931 to 1949. His career spanned radio—in
1924 he had even made an experimental talkie for Dr. Lee DeForest, A
Few Moments with Eddie Cantor.

Cantor, once billed the “Apostle of Pep,” was a classic low-comedy
hustler who, by moving his show from city to city, juggled three careers
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at once—on the radio, on the road, and on the screen, each outlet feed-
ing the other. Without skipping a beat, he rehearsed and headlined a
1941 Broadway show, Banjo Eyes, while doing his weekly radio pro-
gram. As his biographer, Herbert G. Goldman, reported, the canny
Cantor also managed the careers of people on his show and took 10
percent. Yet he campaigned against high agents’ fees, demanded better
working conditions for chorus girls, and hung out a shingle as a “radio
consultant.” He had ten fingers in every pie.

A giant Broadway star when he entered radio, Cantor continued to
trade on his stage and movie persona, which over the air was devoid of
much crossover charm: His much-imitated skipping, hand-clapping,
eyeballing stage business was totally lost on listeners. Ninety percent of
Cantor’s appeal, like Jolson’s, was his singing; the rest was mechanical
comic filler comprised of standard bits and pieces studded with guest
stars like John Barrymore.

In one such sketch, Barrymore joins Cantor, playing half of a vaude-
ville team—*“Grogan and Krausemeier.” The idea, used by nearly all
the major comedy shows, was to parade a highfalutin guest (often
British) from theater, films, the opera, even politics, and thus reveal the
celebrity as a good sport, a man of the people who enjoyed slumming in
radio. It was really a subtle form of back-scratching. The host got to
rub elbows with “real” artists, giving the comedy shows a classy veneer.
On one Cantor show, for instance, Leslie Howard sang, “If you knew
Susan, like I know Susan, Ah, me, ah what a wench!” and on another,
Lauritz Melchior crooned, “Aida, sweet as apple ceda.”

The comedy writer Hal Kanter began his career peddling jokes to
Cantor. Kanter—famous for saying “Radio is theater of the mind; TV is
theater of the mindless”—reminisces: “I'd listen to his show and say, ‘I
can write jokes as funny as that,’ so I walked from my rooming house
to his show, and told the guard, ‘Mr. Kanter is here to see Mr. Cantor,
figuring he’d see me because of our names, although his real name was
Iskowitch. I was seventeen years old and had the nerve of a burglar.”
Cantor wouldn’t hire Kanter but one of Cantor’s writers, Hugh Wed-
lock, Jr., hired him to write jokes for him at ten dollars a week, jokes
which Wedlock would resell to Cantor. “So I became a ghostwriter to a
ghostwriter.” .

For years, Cantor was dependent on a man named David Freedman,
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whose joke files were legendary and who became a life-support system
for many early radio comics. Joke merchandising was a heavy industry
in early radio. Freedman, recalled the comedy writer Carroll Carroll,
himself a walking joke file, had an “atelier of puns, quips, funny sayings,
and vaudeville yocks” stored in files that lined the walls of his three-
story Central Park West penthouse, where young men combed maga-
zines in search of gags for all occasions, which were then neatly collated,
filed, and cross-indexed, to be switched and reused at will—to wit, a
joke about a fat man eating a hot dog at a football game was filed under
“fat,” “football,” “food,” and “frankfurter.” Freedman and other part-
time gag writers would sit around Freedman’s place schmoozing, spritz-
ing, and cobbling together entire monologues for comics.

Freedman found crafting jokes for radio much tougher slogging
than writing for vaudeville. “On the stage, if the material is funny, audi-
ences can be made to laugh at any sort of low character, grotesque, or
buffoon,” he said. “You can’t push such a character on the radio, how-
ever, because a radio character is a guest in the home. And people don’t
want to receive ‘mugs’ in their homes.” Perhaps, but no such comic
niceties detered such low-comic mugs as Wynn, Berle, Abbott and
Costello, Skelton, or Durante.

Cantor’s on-air character was once described as an “impudent little
scamp,” but the imp often came across as desperate, dated, and hokey.
On none of his various shows—The Chase and Sanborn Hour, The
Camel Comedy Caravan, Time to Smile, The Eddie Cantor Pabst Blue
Ribbon Show—did Cantor exhibit an especially funny delivery or
voice, but he made up for it by projecting himself with a mechanical
freneticism. Despite the liberal use of guests and wacky burlesque relief
like the characters of the Mad Russian and Parkyakarkus, or a comic
violinist virtuoso named Rubinoff, Cantor was caught in a comic time
warp, yet he lasted until he moved over to TV in 1949.

By then, he was thought to be used up, but at fifty-eight he had a
brief rebirth on The Colgate Comedy Hour, on which he suddenly
found himself on friendly terrain. The critic Ben Gross wrote that
“Cantor came into his own for the first time in the many years he has
been on the air . . . the dynamic comedian that he was in the days of the
Ziegfeld Follies. He sings, he dances, he acts with cyclonic energy.”
Three years later, an exhausted Cantor, saddled with a heart condition,
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returned to radio as a glorified DJ on a network show, reduced to
rerunning old radio routines between records.

Mary Jane Higby, a soap opera actress who worked with him early
in her career, recalled how Cantor would “do anything for a laugh. If
he thinks the material is dying he’s apt to slug you”—or, as several
actresses discovered, goose you on the air. To old-time vaudeville
comics, she noted, “silence was the sound of failure.” As one radio his-
torian put it, “Cantor believed laughter was contagious”—the premise
behind TV laugh tracks. A worried, uncertain Cantor, refusing to shake
his stage ways, demanded a studio audience—indeed, depended on it
for survival, doing dress rehearsals before a live audience to test-market
the gags; he would hastily alter the broadcast version if something died
during an afternoon rehearsal.

To ensure his radio acceptance, Cantor proclaimed his lovability,
patriotism, and cozy family life. He was an activist entertainer who
entertained troops, was the first president of Actors Equity, helped
found the broadcasting union AFRA (American Federation of Radio
Artists), headed the Screen Actors Guild, and made weekly charity
appeals.

But for all his public good works, Cantor had few fans among his
writers. “I hated Cantor,” says Bob Weiskopf, who worked for him
early in his comedy-writing career. “He was a bad man. The five daugh-
ters all hated him. He was chasing women around while poor Ida
would sit in her room crying. He was also cheap. But all the mothers
loved him. My own mother refused to believe he wasn’t a nice man.”
Some of his daughters were hurt by eighteen years of jokes at their
expense. “Long-suffering” was Budd Schulberg’s term for Ida, who
once described herself as the best-known “non-show business person
in show business.” Despite his oft-expressed devotion to home and
hearth, Cantor had a long, well-known (within showbiz circles) affair
with the comedian Joan Davis. The endless jokes about his doting wife,
Ida—who in real life spent much of her time gambling at Las Vegas—
and their five unmarriageable daughters led you to think that his family
was his best, perhaps only, gag.

Mort Lachman, who went on to serve twenty-eight years with Bob
Hope as head writer and producer, also began his comedy writing
career with Cantor.
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“We had a very personal relationship,” Lachman recalls. “He would
use me to annoy the writing staff to prove he didn’t need them—it was
very weird. He would take me to the show with him and bring me to his
house; he didn’t know I was married, and I think he was trying to
marry me off to one of his daughters.” Lachman agrees that Cantor
was not a born comedian. “He begged for laughs, and that bothered
me. I was a purist in those days; today, I beg. He was a difficult man to
work with, a very limited talent, but he got the most out of what little
he had.”

Like Ed Wynn, Cantor happily indulged in sight gags over the air,
breaking eggs and squirting seltzer. His theory: If the studio audience
was laughing, listeners would presume some terribly hilarious goings-
on. Harry Von Zell remembered how Cantor would jump up and down
and prance around, as on stage. “And if there was a passage of music,
or a segue of some kind, he would literally dance away from the mike,
like he was putting on a regular circus performance.”

Cantor had a rack holding thirty costumes, including baggy pants
and ladies’ dresses, recalls Arnold Stang, “and he was constantly
changing costumes for the studio audience. He was a frightened little
man—very strange, self-centered, egotistical, and arrogant. I don’t
know what was funny about him to this day.” After a rehearsal in front
of an audience, says Stang, Cantor would steal all the other actors’ best
laughs, change the script, and reassign their lines to himself. Stang
finally left. “I told him, ‘'m not going to keep breaking in your mate-
rial for you.” And in many cases, he wouldn’t get a laugh with it,
because it was written for my character.”

The frantic Cantor was a one-man comic band—straight man,
singer, monologuist, host—and was a hit almost at once, earning even-
tually twenty thousand dollars per show, an enormous amount then,
even for a star. Like Berle, he endeared himself with windup energy and
seemed to will himself to radio stardom.

He was also one of the first big stars to step through the dial and
appeal directly to his audience, person to person, blurring the line
between star and human being. With his do-gooder boosterism and
pro-family stance, he became an early role model-celebrity, especially
among Jewish listeners. If he wasn’t a great entertainer at least he could

|
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be a great humanitarian. “To Jews,” wrote Herbert Goodman, “Cantor
seemed to many the epitome of Yiddishkeit—a blend of model citizen
and personal humanitarian. . . . He made one feel good to be a Jew. He
would have made a great politician.” Indeed, Cantor was a rough ver-
sion of today’s performer-cum-politico. While he believed in his many
causes, he also used them to fan the cause of Eddie Cantor. Like other
stars with mega-egos—George M. Cohan, Al Jolson, Frank Sinatra—he
could be kind or cruel. One day he would volunteer to pay a staff
writer’s salary while he attended dental school; the next day he would
steal a comic’s catchphrase and make him feel honored to be victimized
by so great a personage as Eddie Cantor.

Cantor also was the master, if not the originator, of the heartfelt
appeal, which planted the first seed of celebrity do-goodism. Before
there were mawkish Jerry Lewis telethons, there was Eddie Cantor on
radio asking you, in his imploring manner, to give generously to the
March of Dimes, the Heart Fund, the Boy Scouts of America, the
National Myopia Society, or whatever charity tugged at his heart that
week; he was an early supporter of statehood for Israel. When he ran
out of charities, he began adding “drive-safely” farewells and public
service spots promoting Flag Day, Brotherhood Week, churchgoing,
and Americanism in general. American Legion essay contests were
heavily promoted by Cantor, with such topics as “How Can America
Stay Out of War?” Cantor would end a typical show with, “It’s nice to
hang out the flag on Flag Day, but why just on Flag Day? Why not give
our flag a permanent wave!” As his biographer writes, “He had
become less a comedian than an ambassador of good will, less an enter-
tainer than a lecturer.”

In an in-house memo designed to keep Cantor in line, Young &
Rubicam, the ad agency for Cantor’s show, dealt with his urge to dis-
play his public-spirited side: “We are all of the opinion that we should
present Cantor to the public strictly as a funny man, and try to avoid
any publicity that would indicate that Cantor ever has a serious
thought or is guilty of a serious deed.”

Over the years, he had been an outspoken advocate of various
causes, an avid FDR advocate who dined at the White House, and an
early crusader against Hitler. He began a drive in 1938 to get five hun-
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dred Jewish children out of Germany, and even denounced Henry Ford,
a known anti-Semite, as un-Christian and un-American. Even so, Gary
Stevens, a CBS publicist in the 1930s and later an entertainment colum-
nist, called Cantor “a professional weeper. He wasn’t phony in his on-
air appeals but he certainly exploited it.”

Cantor not only pioneered the Moment of Candor that all but suffo-
cated broadcasting in the 1980s and 1990s—he called it his “serious
spot”—but also delivered what might have been the first truth-in-
packaging commercial. He confessed he didn’t drink coffee, but that if
he did it would certainly be Chase and Sanborn. He might also be cred-
ited with initiating cross-programming, purposely scheduling a Dinah
Shore song opposite a commercial on Fred Allen’s rival showLShore
was one of many Cantor radio discoveries—Deanna Durbin, Bobby
Breen, and Eddie Fisher were others. Eddie Cantor may have lacked
true radio charisma, but in his doughty, irrepressible, and insistent way,
he was as resourceful a broadcaster as David Sarnoff.

LIKEWISE, MUCH OF THE roughhouse magic of Jimmy Durante es-
caped listeners who hadn’t seen him in glorious person. Even so, he was
a huge hit on the air, because most listeners already had seen him on
stage, where he tore up a song or a piano or the whole joint. The night-
club was his natural setting, but he reigned in every venue and
medium—even radio, where he radiated charm invisibly.

Durante’s raggedy Brooklyn voice was, like Louis Armstrong’s, the
essence of his irrepressibly anarchic spirit. Da Great Durante could
deliver a line with enormously lovable comph and innate comic finesse,
and his croaking ballads simultaneously made you grin and your eyes
brim with tears. In the words of Lou Clayton, his early partner, “You
can warm your hands on this man.”

Durante was pure, complete, unabashed entertainer, a man pos-
sessed with the desire to please at all costs; and he aged beauéifully,
unlike many entertainers, never wearing out his welcome. His dynamic
presence and rumpled personality broke the sight barrier. The very idea
of a man who sounded like Durante actually singing, in that ram-
shackle voice, was enough to make anybody laugh. As he used to say, “I
got dat note from Bing—and boy, was be glad ta get rid of it!”
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His growly delivery, with overenunciated words and precisely ren-
dered mispronunciations, was a joke unto itself—all of it embellished
with one of his many Duranteisms, always shouted in a voice of pre-
tend anger: “Dem are da conditions dat prevail,” “I'm sur-round-ed by
assassins!,” and—slapping his pants with his palms or striking a profile
that revealed his prominent proboscis in all its splendor—“Ev-rybody
wants ta get intah da act!” After a particularly good line, or even a
groaner (it hardly mattered in Durante’s case), he would proudly yelp,
“I got a million of ’em! A mill-ion of ’em!”

The man oozed charm, no matter the medium or the material.
Durante transcended dumb songs and lousy jokes by infusing them
with a gentle, joyous spirit that had to be heard (or, far better still, seen)
to be believed. Twenty years after his death, his spirit had a brief revival
on the soundtrack of Sleepless in Seattle, when yuppies who had never
heard of anyone called Schnozzola were newly delighted; as on radio, it
wasn’t necessary to see him on screen to be embraced by his spirit. Even
now, especially now, he seems an unlikely and wholly remarkable char-
acter, a Bowery leprechaun who captivated every audience he ever
faced—or didn’t face. The critic Gilbert Seldes got it about right when
he wrote that Durante “offers himself where others exploit themselves.
[He] communicates so unfailingly the laughter that rises out of love.”
Nobody was ever remotely like him.

Durante seems to have been born disheveled—he lost his hair early
and soon grew into a homely snaggletoothed guy with a squat, bow-
legged stance, raspy voice, and an innate flair for malapropisms no-
body ever had to write for him: “cazzamaclismic,” “catastrascope,”
“exubilant.” Durante seemed built for radio, a natural-born Mr. Mala-
prop. When writers tried to invent mangled syntax for him—called
“mals” by the gagmen—he even stumbled over the mistakes; Durante,
who spoke in the street slang and cadences of his youth, had to mess up
words on his own or not at all.

Bob Schiller wrote for Durante during his last season on radio,
1949. Durante had entered radio in 1943 on The Camel Comedy Cara-
van, where producer Phil Cohan teamed him up with a promising new
comic named Garry Moore to revive Durante’s diminishing fame; the
team broke up when Moore left to emcee Take It or Leave It, but
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Durante went on. Schiller recalls: “Durante was not a very bright
man—he did what his handlers told him to do—but he was just a joy.
He’d come in, make a few changes, and leave. We’d write the show at
the ad agency. Jimmy was like Ed Wynn. They weren’t real people; they
were clowns. Durante would walk in, say hello, and you’d laugh.”

Durante reveled in his destruction of the language. “I don’t split
infinitives,” he would say. “When I go ta woik on an infinitive, I break
it up in little pieces.” He once said, “I’m smart enough to know dat the
day I starts talkin’ good English, back I goes to da pianner!” Durante
had such a unique speech pattern that almost two decades after his
death, you can hear him uttering a line, sensing which words and sylla-
bles he would accent. “Da whole idea of my act,” he told Maurice
Zolotow, “is that I come out and I’'m supposed to be mad at my musi-
cians. Ever’t’in’ else comes outta dat.” Were Durante to reappear on
TV now, nobody would know what to make of him. Critics might
assume he was a performance artist making a profound statement
about man’s chaotic state as he smashed a piano to smithereens, or that
he was mocking the act of crooning when he sang such infectious non-
songs (many of his own devising, often in duets with unlikely partners
such as Ethel Barrymore or Helen Traubel) as, “So I Ups to Him,” “I’'m
Jimmy, That Well-Dressed Man,” “A Dissa and a Datta,” “Didja Ever
Have the Feeling That You Wanted to Go, and Still Have the Feeling
That You Wanted to Stay?,” “