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RADIO IN JAPAN

Engineer on World Inspection Tour Tells
Of Activities in the Orient

d

ADIO In Japan is
rapidly with the tide of pop-
r favor for
increasing throughout

r aleo come ume
der the same government tax.’

A nay ide network running
the full leng\h of the island empire
is fed with programs principally
from studios in Tokyo, Osaka and
Nagoya. Two presentations are o@
the air continually over twin trans-
mitters in those cities, One proe
gram, designed chiefly for rural
dwellers and farmers, lnclud. stock
and ¢
llldl educluonal “features of which
8ll Japanese are especially fond, de-
scriptions of aporting events, cure
rent news and music. The second
program, entirely educational in na«
1 .re, comprises high-school and cole
lege extension courses and authorbe
1ative lectures.

""Rroad s In Japan
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foothall and baseball games, of
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casta of dince music are scarcey
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beled some of their entertainers,y
are unknown in my country, bes
cause radio is considered a serious
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rumo, divisional chisf engineer of
the Broadcasting Corporation of
Japan, who was in New York re-
cently, en route around the world
on a radio inspection tour.

Radlo City amazed him. He rould
think of nothing in the Orient to
compare with it, although a new
broadcasting house with filteen
modern studioe is under construc-
tion at Tokyo for station JOAK. A
similar installation is being pianned
for JOBK at Osaka, where Mr. Ma-
rumo has his headquarters.

**Japan’s ten most powerful sta-
tlons each has the power of ten
kilowstts.” sald Mr. Marumo, “'but
saveral B0 and 100 kilowatt experl-
mental transmitters sre under test
to determine the mast economlical
power to benefit the largest number
of listeners. Several 500-watt ata-
tions sre also being erccted (o sup-
ply outlying are: with programs.
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“Japan is thriving on & strict sys-
tem of non-commercial broadcast-
ing, serving more than 2,000.000
home 1adios. Taxed at the rate of
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I am tald that an American who
wishes (0 Listen merely buys a re-
cener, installs the instrument and
tunecs 10 a program without more
ado. Not so in Japan. First of
all, the Jspancse must present an
apphcation to the government for
permission to install a set. and pay
& license fee of 1 yen. As soon as
the government sanction is recelved
the Broadcasting Corporation, which
handlea the formaliies for subs
scribers, assues & listener's mari
and the matter i finished.

Provision is made for the fre¢
use of scts supplied exclusively for
educational purposes In primary
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fortunate. The government deald
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about 25 cents a month, the licensed
sets bring an annual income of be-
tween $4,000,000 snd  $3.000,000
which is used to aupport all radio
activities In the Empire. In the
future it i planned to gradually
reduce the fee until the revenue

the public service. Rroadcasting in
Japan is regarded as a spervice to
the people.

““There are about twenty-five ra-
The average
minimum cost of sets, with tubes,
is approumately eight American
doltars.”*

Twenty-flve hroadcasters are on
the air regularly between 230 and
350 meters, from 6 A. M. to 10
o'clock at night. Since the radio
spectrum is not overcrowded, highly
selective instruments are not in
vogue nor desirable, because of
their greater cost to manufacture,
aecording to Mr. Marumo

Simple Sets Are Popular,

"Ktations are well separated on
and reception over long
comparatively easy."”
“Many Japanese tune in
ations when
kness covers the Pacitic.

“Many thrifty Japanese construct
their own outfite, made entirely
from parts purchased at village
stores. One of the receivers, popu-
lar with people who live near the
tr .. ists of an
wire, tuning coil, galena or other
type of deteetor and a horn loud.
speaker. The actusl cost is only
a few pennies. At least one store
in a town sells thn Inuredienu

|

ne
: The o\'emgm of sll radio buste
ness vests with the Broadcasting
Comuuttee, the highest consultative
body on gencral plans. Ita members
are chosen (rom among men of
learning and reputation occupying
important positions In soclety.”

he sald.
West Coast American
d;

BOSTON SYMPHONY SHIFTED,

An entire hour-and-a-half concert
by 1he Boston Symphony will
broadeast on Fridays. beginning af
230 1°. M., over WJZ. Heretofore
the vichestra has been on the air s
hall hour Haturday nights over
WEAF. Thrse broadcasts have
been discontinued.
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Marconi equipped bis yacht Elettra as a floating laboratory for experimental
broadcasts. (Marconi Company)
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Introduction

by Fred Waring

Pioneering in radio entertainment was one of the most inter-
esting challenges of my life—a milestone in my career.

During those early days of radio development the potential for
musical shows intrigued me. There was much to learn about
broadcasting and various methods of improvement. Showmanship,
through sound, was a unique element. Proper balance, microphone
placement ands technical processes, as well as effects, were new
factors which we found to be as essential as the quality of the
talent. Sound was vital. It stirred the imagination of listeners who
could only mentally “see” the performers, and so focussed their
attention on the music.

When working in the radio medium I always seemed more
inspired to produce irresistible music, than while working in tele-
vision where one is compelled to be equally concerned with
appearance as with sound.

The music industry has flourished because of radio’s impact
and, in turn, the industry has supplied nourishment for vital
advancement in radio for the changing world of the 1980s and
beyond. Thus radio becomes a two-way communications system
whereby both the recording arm of the music field, and radio,
benefit while providing millions of listeners with multiple-choice
entertainment.

Having devoted much of my life to music, 1 have always
believed that “The Song’s The Thing.” It is therefore meaningful

vii
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to me that the importance of music in its many forms, continues
to be demonstrated by the international radio media.

Fred Waring
Delaware Water Gap
Pennsylvania



Prologue

Fall, 1945. The war was over. The lights were going on again
all over the world.

New York City, mecca for entertainment, was ablaze with
beckoning neon lights offering a varied feast of diversions. Soldiers
in uniform were everywhere. Tens of thousands of homeward
bound Gls were pouring through the city. Mankind, having sur-
vived the most devastating war in history, now had cause to let off
plenty of steam.

Celebrating throngs jammed the street. Every day, every night,
was part New Year’s Eve, part Mardi Gras. Theaters were playing
to standingroom-only crowds. Marquees boasted the biggest names
in show business.

Frederic March’s dramatic lead in A Bell for Adano was win-
ning bravos from packed houses. Broadway’s longest-running
show, Life with Father, delighted audiences at the Empire
Theater. Harvey, a Pulitzer Prize play about an invisible rabbir,
starred comedian Frank Fay. Oklaboma, in its third year on
Broadway, was still the biggest musical smash of the 1940s. And in
nearby theaters, its song-filled counterparts, Carousel, Bloomer
Girl, Up in Central Park, Follow the Girls, and Song of Norway,
had festive audiences humming.

Uptown, at Rockefeller Center, Hats Off to Ice, a superspec-
tacular ice show, lined them up at the Center Theater. The Rodeo,
with “King of the Cowboys” Roy Rogers and two hundred horse-
men, ropers, and steer wrestlers, thrilled thousands every day in
Madison Square Garden.

X



Prologue

The opera and ballet opened its first postwar season with gala
productions. Billboards for concerts or recitals in Carnegie Hall,
City Center, and Town Hall, advertised pianist Nadia Reisenberg,
violinist Fritz Kreisler, the Philharmonic conducted by Arthur
Rodzinski, jazz pianist James P. Johnson, and Leonard Bernstein’s
City Symphony.

Movic marquces along the Great White Way tlashed the pick of
Hollywood’s latest films, plus top on-stage star attractions. At the
palatial Roxy: Rodgers and Hammerstein’s State l'air with Dick
Haymes and Jeanne Crain, plus songstress Connce Boswell in
person. At the majestic Capitol: Hedy Lamarr and June Allyson in
Her Ilighness and the Bellboy, and Gene Krupa’s band on the
boards. At Warner’s Strand: Joan Crawford as Mildred Pierce plus
Russ Morgan’s orchestra and the Three Stooges. At the famed
Paramount: Ed Gardner’s Duffy’s Tavern, and on stage the popu-
lar Andrews Sisters. Inside the cathedral-like Radio City Music
Hall: MGM’s all-star Weekend at the Waldorf, and at the footlights,
ballerina Patricia Bowman, Charles Previn’s orchestra, and the
high-kicking Rockettes.

Nightclubs and hotel ballrooms were jammed to the rafters. The
Roosevelt Grill featured Shep Fields and his Rippling Rhythm. At
The Blue Room in the Hotel Lincoln was the upcoming band of
Art Mooney. The Marine Grill at the McAlpin featured the peren-
nially popular music of Don Bestor. The Versailles headlined Carl
Brisson, a favorite singer of the international set—soon to be
known as the ‘“‘jet set.”” Billy Rose’s Diamond Horseshoe show-
cased Manhattan’s most gorgeous chorus line. The I1awaiian Room
of the Hotel Lexington swayed with the skirts of hula dancers
backed by Hal Aloma’s Honolulu Serenaders. Cab Calloway and
Pearl Bailey led a hot revue at the Cafe Zanzibar at Broadway and
49th Street. The midtown 400 Restaurant with Tommy Dorsey’s
band nightly did waiting-line business. And downtown in Green-
wich Village’s Cafe Society, Imogene Coca and Benny Morton’s
orchestra kept victory cclebrators entertained.

Music also dominated the airwaves. Radio, a relatively new form
of entertainment, had come into its own during the Depression,
and flourished during the war. Musical and theatrical history was
being made not only along Broadway but on adjacent side streets.



Prologue xi

At the CBS Playhouse, a new young singer by the name of
Frank Sinatra was bringing down the house. Crowds streamed to
West 53rd Street where CBS was broadcasting this latest and
perhaps biggest attraction ever put on the airwaves. The capacity
of the studio theater was limited. Long before 9:00 p.m., the time
of the coast-to-coast Wednesday broadcast, hundreds—young and
old—jammed the sidewalks and lobby clamoring for tickets. Teen-
age “‘bobby-soxers,” in their saddle shoes and ankle-length socks,
milled about hoping for a glimpse of their newest singing idol—a
thin, lanky kid from Hoboken, N.J. Those who could not get
tickets persistently squeezed and shoved their way into the rear of
the theater, hoping to find an empty scat before air time. Others
refused to be ousted; only a policeman could get them to leave.

When at last I'rank Sinatra appeared on stage, bedlam erupted
in screams, shrieks, squeals, and shouts.

“Frankie, Frankie!” they swooned.

“He sends me!” others yelled.

The theater rocked with cheers for their idol—a former vocalist
with the Harry James and Tommy Dorsey bands.

Here and there, wailing bobby-soxers collapsed. Ushers rushed
to prop them into their seats. Other girls broke the barricades and
raced down the aisle to throw themselves at the feet of the sexy,
blue-eyed baritone.

The audience applause was deafening. But when the crowd had
been quieted and Sinatra’s voice could be heard in that memorable
croon that was to make him a star for many decades later, the
effect was mass hypnotism. Each number, from the closing bars of
“If 1 Loved You” to the sign-off notes of “Put Your Dreams Away
for Another Day,” was followed by a near riot. Among the
bobby-soxers there was scarcely a dry eye.

In the coveted role of distaff singer was young Eilecn Barton,
the envy of millions of adolescents. Conductor Axel Stordahl,
keeper of the music, received a share of the plaudits, as did guest
Orson Welles, a favorite of radio listeners since his terrifying
dramatization of “War of the Worlds.” But after the show went
off the air, these performers were quickly forgotten.

Hysterical teenage females stampeded from the Playhouse
toward the stage door to catch a glimpse of, or maybe touch, their
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Prince of Swoon. Cordons, manned by police, shielded Sinatra,
who battled his way from the theater exit to his waiting limousine,
lest his emotional admirers rip the clothes from his bony frame.
Some surrounded the vehicle, clawing at their hero through an
open window. Police, ushers, and bodyguards finally managed to
clear the street. The driver stepped on the accelerator.

Weck after week, Wednesday night meant “Swoonatra” for
audiences in the CBS theater off Broadway as well as for those
millions tuned in at radio receivers from Maine farmhouses to
California poolsides. Frank Sinatra was not the first, nor the last,
superstar created by radio, but he was one of the biggest who
flourished on the air. Scores of other singers, pianists, organists,
bandleaders, guitarists, violinists, conductors, and almost every
kind of musician, became popular celebrities and household names
as coast-to-coast entertainers, through a weekly thirty to sixty
minutes at a radio microphone.

Such was the power and the magic of radio—a mighty music
box whose songs and stories would create history and enduring
legends for many generations.



At the Twist of The Dial

It was the mid-forties—1943, 1944, 1945. A time of Sunday
“funnies,” victory gardens, double features, and snow train
weekends; Ovaltine and Barbasol, Bluebird records, zoot suits,
rumble seats, Eisenhower jackets, and dive bombers.

Listening to the voices of the famous and celebrated coming
from a radio loudspeaker was a part of the times; an eagerly
anticipated experience that had begun in the late 1920s. By the
end of World War II, radio had been broadcasting human voices
and music for almost a quarter century. During the early years,
with vaudeville on the wane and theatrical touring companies
ravaged by the Great Depression, both cities and hinterlands
turned more and more to radio, which offered a broad and
expanding platform for ‘“famous names” from the entertainment
world to be heard simultaneously by a multitude of far-flung
listeners.

A twist of the dial on an Atwater Kent console or a Philco
table-model brought the world and its multifaceted sounds into
living rooms all across America. Instant entertainment and infor-
mation poured from half a dozen or more radio stations, particu-
larly from major broadcasting centers in New York, Chicago, and
Hollywood.

A listener could begin the day with setting-up exercises before
breakfast under the cheery direction of The Early Bird Gym Class.
During breakfast he could hear the news and weather report. And
when the man of the house had left for the office and the kids for
school, Mama might switch the dial to cooking lessons and shop-
ping advice from Ida Bailey Allen, or find inspiration for the day

1
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from the Gospel Singer or organist Dick Leibert. Ironing and other
household chores throughout the day were no longer dreaded as
she listened to the latest chapter on the Monday-to-Friday adven-
tures of Vic and Sade, or David Harum. Before evening homework,
the youngsters caught up on the adventures of Jack Armstrong
and the antics of Uncle Don.

Early evening hours carried Stan Lomax’s sports roundup, and
Edwin C. Hill's world news. Between eight and eleven o’clock
many of the top-rated network programs came on: First Nighter,
the all-star Hollywood Hotel, Lady Esther Program featuring
Wayne King'’s orchestra, Eno Crime Clues, Fred Allen’s Town Hall
Tonight, Penthouse Rbytbms, Tip-Top Show starring Joe Penner,
and George Burns and Gracie Allen.

As midnight approached, listeners could choose their favorite
dance music emanating from the big orchestras at the country’s
leading hotels and ballrooms. On any given night in 1939 a listener
could tune in Jan Garber, Jack Teagarden, Jimmy Dorsey, Red
Norvo, Glenn Miller, Blue Barron, Woody Herman, Bunny Berigan,
Joe Marsala, Larry Clinton, and Noble Sissle. Music, interspersed
with news reports, usually finished the broadcast day.

There were programs of all types and varieties during the
madcap 1920s, the lean times of the 1930s, and the war-torn
1940s that entertained or provided diversion from problems of the
era. But musical shows were the foundation of broadcasting. Such
programs brought listening pleasure and relaxation to those who
sought them; to others, active rhythms for dancing and self-expres-
sion. And to a vast national and ultimately international audience,
music brought inspiration and wider horizons in all cultural areas.
The real language of radio during the early golden years was music.

Beginning with the mid-1920s nearly two-thirds of all air time
was dominated by music. Static-filled broadcasts emanated from
garage lofts, department store closets, and factory rooftops; and as
the 1930s dawned, from specially designed ‘“‘clear as a bell”
equipment in “luxuriously” appointed studios. By the time the
1930s ended, radio had matured to music no longer static-filled:
the music of symphonic concerts, vocal and instrumental soloists,
fast-tempo dance remotes, along with dramatic and comedy shows
enlivened by musical fanfares and flourishes, serious instructional
interludes, or light-hearted sing-alongs. Whatever the program,
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radio in America now excelled by reason of its high-quality pro-
duction standards, and the professional caliber of the talent heard
in a broad spectrum of musical performances. Because of such
programs, America was becoming a music-conscious nation. People
from all walks of life began to appreciate fine music also as
enjoyable music, no longer the privilege of a fortunate few.

By the time Toscanini and the NBC Symphony was welcomed
into millions of American homes, a concert hall orchestra was not
considered a “long-haired event” to be patiently endured. It was a
composition to be enjoyed and understood. Opera, rather than an
awesome high-brow affair attended only by the socially elite in
evening gowns, was regarded as a dramatic musical event to be
enjoyed by the whole family in whatever dress they chose to wear.
Popular music, from New Orleans Dixieland tempos to country-
and-western rhythms, was also conquering not only America but
the world. Musical communication had become international,
hopefully paving the way toward better understanding in social
and political areas.

Radio music had become a vital part of everyday life, embracing
established artists as well as creating many new musical stars,
many of whom had been complete amateurs until their radio
appearances. Their fame was soon enhanced by concerts, record-
ings, and film and theater exposure. In turn, these new stars
helped to popularize the growing impact of radio. A radio artist on
tour was eagerly welcomed as “‘a real person’ by vast listening
audiences, and often was invited into private homes in smaller
communities where hotel facilities were limited. In thousands of
homes across America, photographs of favorite performers were
displayed atop a Stromberg-Carlson, or a less costly console radio,
which dominated the family living room.

Virtually every capable musician eventually performed at a
radio microphone. Many headlined a regular series; others
appeared as occasional or perennial guest artists. Some reluctantly
agreed to appear on the air although convinced that the “live”
microphone was a threat to artistry, especially during the rudimen-
tary phase of broadcasting. But when sponsors began offering large
fees and long-term contracts with lucrative inducements, the reluc-
tance soon vanished; for the popularity and even the fame of a
singer or musician could literally skyrocket overnight with a radio
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appearance. Advertisers eagerly signed up the finest talent, recog-
nizing the medium’s tremendous potential for reaching millions of
consumers. The commercial aspects of radio, which at first were a
source of disagreement, soon made musical variety possible and
highly rewarding for both the artists and the producers.

Around the mid-1930s, the radio dial sparkled with the talents
of such artists as Russ Columbo, Lucrezia Bori, Jones and
Hare (the Happiness Boys), Jessica Dragonette, Little Jack Little,
Alec Templeton, Bea Wain, Morton Downey, Vivian della Chiesa,
Richard Crooks, Fred Waring, Toscanini, James Melton, Rubinoff,
Arthur Godfrey, the Pickens Sisters, and the Goldman Band.

The choice programs ranged from the durable front-ranking
Voice of Firestone, Your Hit Parade, Maxwell House Show Boat,
Music Appreciation Hour, Grand Ole Opry, and The Metropolitan
Opera Auditions of the Air, to fleeting and less memorable pro-
grams such as I J. Fox Trappers Orchestra, Little Miss Bab-O
Surprise Party, Hoover Sentinels Serenade, Hires Harvesters,
Pryor’s Cremo Band, and Uncle Walter’s Doghouse.

Radio also was the “‘yellow brick road” that eventually led to
the magic of electrical recordings, sound movies, and television.
While at first broadcasting had decimated the phonograph record
business, it soon provided a much bigger way to popularity and
wealth. Radio also gave Hollywood a run for its money, but
eventually aided and abetted a richer harvest from the glamour-
town’s celluloid crop. Sales of sheet music and player-piano rolls
also had felt the early stings of radio’s impact; for the popularity
of piano, clarinet, trumpet, and violin rose or fell as radio pro-
grams prescribed.

Radio’s great legacy is interwoven with the fortitude and chal-
lenging confidence of those gifted artists who first ventured before
the microphone. The annals of broadcasting now confirm that the
music-makers of that significant period contributed perhaps more
to the success and popularity of the medium than any other group
of entertainers.

Indeed, America’s vast listening audiences proclaimed that the
most memorable and magical moments of radio were the musical
gifts from an amazing and mighty music box.



Cdall of the Wireless

efore 1920, solid breakthroughs in harnessing the airwaves

had been achieved by several mentors who became the
fathers of the new medium called radio: Bell, Marconi, DeForest,
Fessenden, and Sarnoff. Each had an affinity, perhaps a genuine
love, for music. Undoubtedly this feeling directed their talents and
eventually their careers toward radio-telephone experiments that
led to the inventions and refinements which established new
frontiers in sound.

Soon other innovators appeared. A small group assembled a
transmitter and went on the air. Most of them ended up spinning
records to rest their voices or to relieve the monotony of mere
chatter. While still a novelty with vague and unidentified prospects
and promise, radio now began to attract newspaper publishers,
electrical equipment manufacturers, and department store owners.
Making and selling receivers, establishing stations, promoting their
own products and services over the airwaves, and scheduling reg-
ular broadcast “features” and programs, these enterprising bus-
inessmen were the first to give direction to radio.

Surprisingly, despite the crackling static, there were thousands
of eager listeners. Ordinary citizens all across America were pick-
ing up signals and sounds. Soon they began to make their presence
and preferences known—once again exerting the power of the
majority population. And the unanimous preference was music.
Almost overnight the muses had discovered a new and unique
outlet that was to become the broadest and most remarkable
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vehicle ever devised for the dissemination of vocal and instru-
mental sounds.

Music-making has been a part of human existence since primi-
tive man rhythmically beat sticks on hollow logs. But until the
development of the ornate little music box in the seventeenth
century, it had been a manual diversion. During the nineteenth
century cleverly contrived mechanical devices such as the barrel
organ, player piano, and the phonograph had captured sound by
transferring physical energy onto a wooden cartridge, a paper roll,
or a wax cylinder. By the end of the 1800s, music had found a
new means of dissemination based on electrical current.

It began with the invention of the telephone by Alexander
Graham Bell in 1877. One of the earliest applications of Bell’s
patent was thought to be the mass “broadcast” of music into the
home. But this dream temporarily lost out to a wider application—
person-to-person communications.

Technically, the telephone soon revealed a new aspect of great
significance—the transmission of sound amplification. A Bell com-
ponent, the electromechanical amplifier, greatly increased the
magnitude of sounds and tones. However, it was governed to a
degree by manual operations that proved inadequate when used as
a remote or automatically controlled relay line. For several years
the problem of telephone relay, or repeater, remained unsolved.

A number of late nineteenth century scientists—Maxwell,
Lodge, Hertz, and Popov—contributed to the theoretical knowl-
edge of electrical waves, but made no practical application of their
work. At last one single-minded entrepreneur emerged. He was
Guglielmo Marconi. In the 1890s this Italian-born, English-bred
inventor tested his contemporaries’ theories and experimented
with radio waves and transmission. Some ten years later he had
devised a wireless system of communication that could span con-
tinents and cross oceans.

In December 1901, Marconi heard a signal—three dots forming
the letter “S” (for success)—from a receiver in 2 makeshift outpost
at St. John’s, Newfoundland. The coded signal traveled over 2,000
miles from Cornwall, England, to North America where a latter-
day Ben Franklin picked up the message from a wind-tossed
antenna dangling from a box kite.
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A few years earlier, a young physicist, Lee De Forest, had taken
a job with the Western Electric Company in Chicago. One of his
first assignments was working on the development of telephone
circuits. At the end of each day, De Forest and a coworker, Edwin
Smythe, devoted half the night to radio experiments in a small
bedroom jammed to the ceiling with all kinds of wireless appara-
tus. Eventually, they fashioned a radio-telephone receiver using an
electrolytic detector.

Then, in 1906, De Forest developed the most significant inven-
tion of his long career—the audion. This three-electrode vacuum
tube made possible the transmission and reception of the human
voice over long distances. De Forest’s audion was an improvement
over the two-element tube conceived a year earlier by Ambrose
Fleming, an English physicist.

At about the same time, Reginald A. Fessenden, a professor at
the University of Pittsburgh, designed a high-frequency alternator
that would produce continuous and dependable radio wave trans-
mission. This major breakthrough in superimposing voice or music
on a wireless “carrier’” encouraged Dr. Fessenden’s experimental
broadcasts at Brant Rock, Mass.

A young Swedish electrical engineer with General Electric, Dr.
Ernst F. W. Alexanderson, installed the Fessenden alternator at
Brant Rock in time for several holiday broadcasts in December of
1906. This equipment made possible the first long-distance radio
program. It was even ‘‘advertised” in advance—presumably by
code—to ship wireless operators of the United Fruit Company.
Vessels within a radius of several hundred miles from Massachu-
setts eagerly waited to pick up the broadcast. Music was featured:
a mixture of “live” and recorded entertainment to mark the
Christmas season. The station went on the air with a recording of
Handel’s ‘“Largo,” and then Dr. Fessenden played “O, Holy
Night” on his violin. The musically inclined inventor ended the
broadcast by singing this favorite Christmas song. A second and
similar program on New Year’s Eve again attracted far-flung radio
operators, several as far away as the West Indies.

By February 1907, some three months later, De Forest also had
established a laboratory for experimental broadcasts. He set up
shop in New York’s Parker Building at 19th Street and Fourth
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Avenue. “My present task—a happy one,” he noted to the press,
“is to distribute sweet melody by broadcast over the city and sea,
so that in times even the mariner far out across the silent waves
may hear the music of his homeland, sung from unseen sources.”

One of the first of the ‘“‘unseen’ was, indeed, a sailor. But not
on the bounding main. This seaman, Oliver Wyckoff, a young
wireless operator stationed aboard the U.S.S. Dolphin at the
Brooklyn Navy Yard, heard a totally unexpected sound over his
receiver—a human voice singing “I Love You Truly,” followed by
“Just-a-Wearyin’ for You.” At first he wondered if he had had too
much beer at the corner saloon. Never before had he picked up
anything other than code signals. He pulled off his earphones to
make certain the music was coming from his equipment, not from
a nearby Victrola. Then he grabbed the telephone and called a
newspaper.

An editor at the New York Herald reassured him of his sanity.
The voice was no figment of his imagination. Eugenia Farrar, a
concert and vaudeville performer, was singing before a microphone
in De Forest’s lab. She probably earned the title of the first
woman to vocalize “live” on radio. For De Forest, Wyckoff’s call
verified the workability of his transmitter. It reinforced his belief
that music over the airwaves would appeal to an audience, al-
though in this instance it numbered, at best, only a handful.

In 1907, De Forest won a U.S. government contract to install
forty-four wireless sets on two dozen naval vessels. The ships, The
Great White Fleet, were sent by President Theodore Roosevelt on
a round-the-world cruise lasting fourteen months. Oliver Wyckoff
made the voyage as a radio operator aboard the admiral’s flagship.

After World War I, Wyckoff installed radios on roller chairs that
were pushed along the boardwalk at Asbury Park, N.J. A big
success was his pickup of the July 1921 Dempsey-Carpentier
prizefight from Jersey City. For a fee, Wyckoff provided head-
phones to permit boardwalk strollers and riders to listen in. His
budding radio activities ended a year or two later when he settled
down as a Long Island real estate broker.

For Lee De Forest, the first large-scale commercial application
of his amplifier came about in 1915. This device, which he had
painstakingly improved year after year, found a viable use as a
telephone booster, or repeater. As such, it brought success to an
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American Telephone & Telegraph line that stretched across the
nation in time for the 1915 Panama-Pacific Exposition at San
Francisco. The AT&T circuit made possible coast-to-coast conver-
sation from New York to California, and pointed in the direction
of chain, or network, broadcasting.

Later that year the assistant traffic manager for Marconi Wire-
less Telegraph in New York wrote a memo to his boss. Young
David Sarnoff, who in 1912 had stayed at his telegrapher post for
seventy-two hours to report the names of survivors of the Titanic
struck by an iceberg in the North Atlantic, suggested bringing
music into the home by wireless. He viewed the wireless receiver,
or radio, as a household fixture like the phonograph or piano. He
foresaw a receiver designed as a simple ‘“Radio Music Box”
arranged to pick up several wave lengths, or stations. Placed on a
table in the parlor or living room, it would receive music for
enjoyment by the entire family. Sarnoff’s detailed plans got little
immediate attention. A half-dozen years later, however, they
formed the basis for an entire industry.

Widely scattered amateur wireless operators called “hams’ en-
tertained each other by occasional bits of music instead of the
usual idle chatter and dots and dashes of the Morse code. Tele-
phone engineers now made an all-out effort toward long-distance
transmission and sought to establish radio as a means to extend
telephone service to inaccessible places. But before much progress
had been made, World War I broke out. Production of compact
military receivers and transmitters for ships, airplanes, and land
vehicles took priority over domestic usage. Moreover, the U.S.
Department of Commerce immediately denied the airwaves to
amateur operators by ordering the disassembling of all antennae
and aerial wires, and the disconnecting of indoor radio apparatus.

After the war, AT&T accelerated its work to establish regular
transatlantic telephone service and radio broadcasting. Stations
such as the large military installation built by the U.S. Navy at
Bordeaux, France, converted to commerical operations. Com-
panies changed hands, too. The British-owned but U.S.-based
American Marconi Company was absorbed by a new organization
called the Radio Corporation of America. Its chief owners were
General Electric and Westinghouse. In 1920 RCA built a2 $10
million radio-telegraph transmitter at Rocky Point on Long Island,
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N.Y. Equipped to handle one thousand messages a minute, this
post linked Argentina, France, Germany, Italy, and Poland with
the United States. Soon RCA would be instrumental in developing
the first postwar radio receivers.

During the spring and summer of 1920, major wireless experi-
ments attracted worldwide attention, and, at the same time,
gained for music a hold on the air. In London, technicians cut a
phonograph recording of a voice transmitted from the Marconi
Works in Chelmsford, 40 miles away. Wireless equipment attached
to the recording machine picked up the sound. A perfectly
audible, though a trifle “patchy,” disc was cut. A month later, a
memorable concert from Chelmsford wafted over the British Isles
and part of Europe. Dame Nellie Melba stood in a small room at
the Marconi plant and sang into a large trumpet-shaped horn.
Listeners heard her very clearly, as far off as Paris, Madrid, and
The Hague. Berlin and Stockholm, too, picked up the voice of the
beloved Australian soprano accompanied by a pianist.

Ocean-going ships figured prominently in 1920 broadcast tests.
The Marconi Company equipped the liner Olympic with a trans-
mitter before she sailed from Southampton to New York. Mem-
bers of the New York Symphony Orchestra were aboard. They
agreed to prepare a concert for the wireless on the last night out
when they were about 100 miles from New York harbor. Recei-
vers installed at Long Island’s Mitchel Field tuned in, as did guests
at the Marconi’s Manhattan office.

A month later, music by wireless traveled some 800 miles across
the sea. Marconi officials at Signal Hill, Newfoundland, picked up
a phonograph at a transmitter aboard the North Atlantic steamer
Victoria. And in the Mediterranean, guests on Marconi’s floating
laboratory—his yacht Elettra—danced to the piped-in music of an
orchestra in London. * Marconi also listened to news bulletins and,
in exchange, sent back Neopolitan songs played on the ship’s
gramophone.

In December, U.S. naval ships shared a special program of
operatic and semiclassical arias beamed from an apartment in the
Hotel McAlpin near New York’s Herald Square. At the micro-

*Marconi’s daughter, Gioia, described him as being quite a musician, playing the piano
remarkably well, “‘although he had not received a musical education beyond that of
childhood scale exercises.”
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phone was Italian coloratura Luisa Tetrazzini, making a farewell
tour of America. Her four songs—‘“Polonaise” from Mignon,
“Rondo” from La Sonnambula, *‘Somewhere a Voice Is Calling,”
and “I Milione d’Arlecchini”’—reached hundreds of seamen and
soldiers clustered around amplifiers aboard the vessels, some separ-
ated by a distance of 400 miles.

On terra firma, listeners in Michigan began tuning in when The
Detroit News allocated a small “radio phone” room for broad-
casts. A three-man crew sent out Station WW]’s first program in
August of 1920. Two phonograph records were played, and the
program ended with “Taps” performed on a trumpet by 2 member
of the advertising department. Eleven days later, WW] initiated
news reports and sportscasts. The future NBC affiliate soon broad-
cast play-by-play football and World Series games. The transmitter
claims credit for the first complete symphony program on radio:
Ossip Galbrilowitsch conducting the Detroit Symphony Orchestra
on February 10, 1922,

In Pittsburgh, Dr. Frank Conrad, assistant chief engineer at
Westinghouse, had assembled his own transmitter in a2 room above
his garage and began to converse with other “hams.” The year was
1916, and not long after, the war put a stop to the broadcasts. In
1919 he resumed operations. One night he tired of talking over the
air and placed his mike before a phonograph. For several evenings
he spun records. Conrad was soon deluged with song requests. His
callers wanted records to be played at special times so they might
convince some skeptic that music really could be transmitted
through space.

His broadcasts caught the attention of the Joseph Horne Com-
pany, a department store. They ran an advertisement in the
September 29, 1920, edition of the Pittsburgh Sun calling atten-
tion to Dr. Conrad’s nightly entertainment and pointing out that
the store stocked radio receivers, priced from ten dollars and -up.

The programs also interested Conrad’s employer. Westinghouse
vice president Harry F. Davis decided that real promise lay in
manufacturing home receivers and supplying radio programs that
would make people want to own radios. Conrad and Westinghouse
officials submitted a commercial station application. Licensed as
KDKA, it went on the air November 2, 1920, with the Harding-
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Cox presidential election returns, and made one of the first steps
toward radio programming.

The Pittsburgh station claims many broadcast firsts: the first
direct pickup from a theater stage (songs by Ruth Roye at the
Dais Theater) and from a hotel (The William Penn); the first
full-time announcer (engineer Harold W. Arlin); the first religious
service broadcast (from Calvary Church); the first sports broadcast
(a lightweight boxing match between Johnny Ray and Johnny
Dundee); and the first bedtime story (a reading of a Howard Garis
“Uncle Wiggily” story).

In and about New York City, a daily audience of approximately
100,000 dial twisters tuned in on a Radiola, Melco Supreme,
Grebe, or more likely, on a home-built crystal set. WJZ was a
major source of programs. This Westinghouse transmitter (part of
the manufacturer’s four-station chain that included KDKA, WBZ
Springfield, Mass., and KYW Chicago) took to the air in October
1921, from its Newark, N.J., plant. The company engaged a
handful of performers to inaugurate the station’s first broadcast.
Among them were a violinist and a harpist—the first instrumen-
talists to play at a WJZ microphone.

At the time, violinist Constance Karla was employed by the
Ditson & Company music store on New York’s 34th Street. She
and harpist Anna Welch frequently did after-hours concert work.
Hearing them at a recital, Thomas Cowan, WJZ. manager and
announcer, asked the two to appear on the station’s opening night
program.

‘“‘He arranged for transportation of the harp,” Constance Karla
recalled, “and one Sunday evening escorted us by taxi to the
studio. The setting there was delightfully casual. The staff con-
sisted only of Mr. Cowan and one assisting handyman-engineer.”

The makeshift studio had been set up in a roof loft curtained
off with bits of heavy red drape to deaden the sound and prevent
echoes. Two microphones commanded attention: one in the form
of a dangling saucepan and the other mounted in an old-fashioned
phonograph horn.

“Just before we were introduced,” Miss Karla continued,
“Cowan in an imposing voice announced the station call letters, its
location, and the nature of the program. The mobility of the
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microphones was limited, so Anna Welch and I had to accommo-
date each other from separate mikes at opposite walls, which
didn’t permit too close harmony.”

A year later, in 1922, for WJZ’s first anniversary program,
Cowan invited the two young ladies back for a repeat perform-
ance.

“On the way to Newark the second time,” Miss Karla remem-
bered, “two other guest artists, discussing the current status of
radio, thought it was too bad that the idea of broadcasting had
fallen off. They were convinced that radio would never amount to
anything.”

But W] Z persisted. Nearly every evening, audiences could dial in
soloists or an orchestra from vaudeville or a Broadway show or
restaurant. Two nights a week, a children’s story hour with music
called The Man in the Moon entertained small fry; and during the
daytime, indefatigable Tommy Cowan played phonograph records
and read news summaries. Occasionally a well-known diva from an
opera company stopped by. One night soprano Lydia Lipkowska
of the Chicago Opera sang selections from Traviata and Srow
Maiden, and had the satisfaction of knowing she came across
“clear and true.”

Far to the West, publishers of the Stockton, Calif., Record
persuaded Madame Ernestine Schumann-Heink to climb two steep
flights of stairs to the newspaper’s new radio room. It was a few
minutes before eight o’clock on November 22, 1921, when the
mezzo-soprano reached the KWG studio. She had little time to
catch her breath. A capacity audience waited for her at the city
auditorium where she was to give a concert. Radiating her usual
motherly good nature, Mme. Schumann-Heink gaily chatted with
the station owners. While waiting for the signal to go on the air,
she hummed a few scales. Introduced to listeners—some of whom
a day or two later wrote in from as far away as 1,500 miles—she
stepped up to the trumpetlike microphone and sang ““At Parting.”

“You still have two minutes,” the station engineer said when
the last note had died away.

“What shall I sing next?” she asked, turning to her accompanist.

“‘The Rosary,”” he suggested, and once more she turned
toward the microphone.
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A photographer took her picture as she sang.

“Send me one of the pictures—maybe more than one,” the
German-born diva asked. “And don’t forget to send some to the
newspapers. It is the first time I've sung through a radiophone.”

With its fleeting moment of celebrity over, the station KWG
turned to a staple of virtually every transmitter of that period—the
phonograph disc. The brief but “live” Schumann-Heink was fol-
lowed by a “canned” concert spun from a stack of readily avail-
able records.

A few months later one of the most durable and independent
stations got its start from a record player in a Newark department
store. On Washington’s Birthday, 1922, the 250-watt WOR trans-
mitter began operation in a windowless corner just off the sporting
goods department of Bamberger’s. An engineer placed a Victrola
next to a horn-shaped microphone and put a record of Al Jolson’s
“April Showers” on the turntable. WOR broadcast only two hours
a day (with Sundays and holidays off). Nevertheless, people found
it on their dial and wrote in to report clear reception from such
points as Asbury Park, Staten Island, and Brooklyn. Bamberger’s,
proud of its new promotional toy, took large newspaper advertise-
ments to let the public know of its spreading efficacy. Before the
end of 1922, WOR had won acclaim as the first American com-
mercial station heard in London. The following year, its beam
crossed the Pacific; a Tokyo listener had picked up Paul Whiteman
and his musicians playing at a WOR mike.

WJZ welcomed its Newark neighbor-competitor reluctantly
because it now faced a serious technical dilemma. All transmitters
operated on a 360-meter wavelength. When two or more powerful
stations went on the air simultaneously, chaos and confusion
reigned. Radio fans, for the most part, refused to be subjected to
such clamor. They tuned out. Between WJZ and WOR, a “radio
war” threatened. WJZ even discussed the possibility of closing
down. Instead, the station offered to sign off for an hour or two
each day, then allow WOR to come on the air for a few hours. But
agreed-upon alternating time segments provided no long-term solu-
tion. Different wavelength assignments for every government-
licensed station would soon solve the predicament—and give relief
to listeners’ ears.
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In nearby Philadelphia, six stations went on the air 1n
1922—two of them on the same day, March 18. That morning
Mayor ]. Hampton Moore helped to open Station WIP, owned by
the Gimbel Brothers Department Store. That afternoon, the
mayor dashed over to Strawbridge & Clothier to inaugurate their
station, WFI. Wanamaker’s joined the merchants’ air race a month
later. They opened WOO, starting off with an organ concert by
Mary E. Vogt at the famous Wanamaker Store’s grand console.

New stations were springing up like mushrooms. Any group or
individual with a basic knowledge of physics who could hook
together tubes and coils into a 5-watt transmitter, and then rig an
antenna, was likely to be heard. To be legitimately airborne, one
only needed a license from the U.S. Bureau of Navigation. Dozens
of newspapers, department stores, manufacturers, utility compan-
ies, colleges and churches, along with hundreds of individuals, set
up stations. By the end of 1922, there were more than five
hundred transmitters nuzzling for a niche on the air.

Many listeners were skeptical of radio’s lasting power. But their
ranks were diminishing as the wireless made more and more
headlines:

“Opera Wafted Overseas: London Hears Part of Organ Recital Broad-
cast”

“Hawaii Heard Georgia Radio”

“Radio Telephony Spans Continent: Concert Broadcast from Schene-
ctady Heard Distinctly in Oakland”

In one of the earliest newspaper feature stories about radio, The
New York Times took a look at one of the medium’s mainstays—
music. ‘‘The broadcasting of music is still in its infancy,” it noted,
“but the organization of elaborate musical programs is merely a
matter of detail. With programs as ‘free as the air,” there is an
unlimited opportunity for developing the musical education of the
country.”

But few, if any, would have predicted radio’s powerful grip on
music in the coming decades.







A Fad That Would Not Fade

pring afternoons along New York’s Riverside Drive had long

Sattracted local residents and out-of-town visitors. Many strol-
led the Paris-like boulevard. Others rode in the English-fashioned
double-decker buses that followed the scenic tree-shaded route
overlooking the Hudson River. It was a favorite part of town for
young men and women, married, engaged, or similarly paired.
During the early years of broadcasting, they became part of a
unique experiment combining radio, music, and transportation.

Westinghouse, manufacturer of radios and an operator of sta-
tions, contacted the Fifth Avenue Coach Company whose buses
plied the Drive. The two firms were interested in testing the
effectiveness of music broadcast from WJZ toward making bus
riding more popular and enjoyable—especially for romantically
inclined couples.

The bus company installed radio sets and headphones in the
enclosed and secluded upper level of a double-deck bus—the sec-
tion generally known as *“Petters-Paradise.” At a prearranged time,
the station would broadcast a program of popular love ballads and
waltzes. The bus conductor provided passengers with earphones
which, from the street, looked like earmuffs with cat’s whiskers. A
metal rail inside the vehicle served as an aerial, picking up and
feeding the melodic tunes into receivers and on through the
headphones. Thus, mobile music was born—a forerunner of things
to come. Song-filled rides in ‘‘Petters-Paradise” lasted only a brief
time, but they had set a precedent. A couple of decades later, such
music in one’s own car would provide diversion, entertainment

17
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and background for courting couples, parked or otherwise en-
gaged.

Romance and radio, it seems, were linked together from the
start! In 1924 Dorothy Hess, a Manhattan actress, heard Thomas
Malie sing over a Pittsburgh station. She wrote a fan letter. They
corresponded, met and courted, and within three months, were
wed.

Soon marriage ceremonies began to preempt the airwaves. One
of the first took place as a WEAF remote. A couple tied the knot
at the 1923 American Radio Exposition at New York’s Grand
Central Palace, and received $100 in gold coins; then they stood
by as Hollywood guest Rudolph Valentino talked on “The Truth
About Myself.”

While radio brought man and woman together, it also broke up
a marriage or two. A Minnesota housewife filed for divorce,
asserting that her husband paid more attention to the radio than
to her or their home.

While definitely still a novelty, radio showed no signs of fading.
Listening at “the wireless” became an important pastime in the
lives of an increasing number of Americans as the 1920s brought
widespread prosperity and more leisure time to enjoy this medi-
um.

Broadcasting, of course, had a long way to go before it would
command the attention of a viable segment of the population.
Nevertheless, as it struggled to find itself, the medium chalked up
a number of “public service” firsts. The airwaves, circa 1923,
located missing kin, collected overdue bills, and won paroles. And,
at least in one instance, even tracked down a very famous Washing-
ton pet!

Glancing over a program schedule in a New York newspaper,
Anna Howard noted that Dettborn & Howard, formerly of the
Navy’s Hawaiian Band, would be broadcasting that evening from
WJZ. Armed with a warrant obtained on grounds of desertion,
Mrs. Howard went to the station to find out if the team’s guitarist
was her husband, Walter, who had left her and two infant children
several years earlier. The manager confirmed her suspicions. So off
went Anna Howard to find a patrolman; returning with him to
WJZ, she waited for the duo to finish the program, and then
surprised her missing spouse.
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Later, at the police station, he exclaimed, “Nix on the static.”

The precinct officer replied, ‘““You can broadcast that number
tomorrow morning in Domestic Relations Court.”

While radio offered an unusual style of tracking down wayward
kin, it also helped to settle debts. In the summer of 1923, an actor
living on Long Island sailed his boat across the Sound to Connecti-
cut. Once ashore he bought some engine parts. He took the items
with him, requesting that the supplier mail the bill to his yacht
club. The supplier did so, again and again, but none of the bills
were paid. Six months later, he heard the actor on a radio program
and recognized his name. The creditor wrote him at the New York
theater where he was appearing in a musical comedy. Two days
later, the supplier received a check, along with an apology. The
yacht club had closed for the season and the bills had not reached
him.

Radio also won parole for a convict. The strains of “Oh, How I
Miss You, Dear Old Pal of Mine,” soulfully sung by a penitentiary
inmate over Philadelphia’s WIP, brought some one thousand let-
ters, including mail from Maryland’s Governor Albert C. Ritchie
and a Philadelphia lawyer who visited the musical jailbird and
helped gain a parole for him from his remaining three years for a
robbery conviction.

It was in that same year, 1924, that radio came to the aid of a
distressed president.*

“Tige,” Calvin Coolidge’s White House cat, disappeared during a
snowstorm. As Coolidge fretted over the loss, police and presiden-
tial aides searched in vain for the pet. The Secret Service suggested
that an appeal for its return be made over the radio. Washington’s
WCAP informed listeners of the President’s missing feline. A
hundred or more offers of assorted replacements poured in, but no
word of ‘““Tige.” The next morning, Capt. Edward Bryant, in
charge of the State, War, and Navy Department guards, received a
call from a Captain Sullivan in the Munitions building. Sullivan
had a cat on his hands. Bryant remembered the broadcast. “Tige”
matched the animal’s description. A watchman rushed the whisk-
ered prodigal to the White House. Returned to its famous home at

*The first wireless receiver was installed in the White House in February 1922 by
President Warren G. Harding.
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noontime, “Tige” reputedly smiled at the President and then
devoured his lunch.

The influence of wireless broadcasting was becoming increas:
ingly apparent. Listeners now began requesting—in some cases,
demanding—more programs of greater variety and better quality.
Radio, as a novelty, was giving way to a deeper and more wide-
spread interest in its entertainment value, as well as other practical
uses.

One striking example of a station quickly evolving from an
experimental stage to a genuine entertainment medium was
WEAF, the American Telephone and Telegraph transmitter, which
had gone on the air July 22, 1922, as WBAY from the twenty-
four-story Long Lines Building in lower Manhattan. This five-man
operation soon had a daily audience of several hundred thousand
within a radius of almost a hundred miles. Most WEAF listeners,
according to an audience poll later that year, wanted music: dance
tunes, symphony concerts, popular melodies, old-time ballads,
sacred songs, and brass band selections. The station recognized
these preferences when broadcasting the first program from their
new quarters at 195 Broadway early in 1923. This inaugural
brought together at the microphones a wide variety of music;
baritone John Charles Thomas, operetta star Evelyn Herbert, con-
cern pianist Nadia Reisenberg, as well as the comic-singers the
Happiness Boys and the fast tempo of Phil Ohman’s trio.

Other leading metropolitan stations, WOR and WJZ, jumped on
this more-than-proverbial bandwagon. The sound of orchestras and
bands reverberated over the airwaves. It also became easier now
for a station manager to line up a band from a New York hotel
ballroom or cafe, from a recording company, or from the dozens
of musicians arriving each week from every corner of the country.

The Lucky Strike Orchestra, Van and His Collegians, Browning
King Orchestra, The Carolinians, Meyer Davis Lido-Venice Orches-
tra, Bud Fisher’s Happy Players, Hotel Astor Dance Orchestra,
Banjo-Mandolin Serenaders, Ernie Golden and his Hotel McAlpin
Orchestra, California Ramblers, Vincent Lopez Orchestra, and
Selzer’s Orchestra—all were now heard regularly on the air.

Following close on the heels of dance music came dancing
lessons. WOR, the New Jersey station, offered broadcast time to
Arthur Murray, president of the National Association of Dancing
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Teachers. His programs taught beginners how to “build confidence
in private,” how to stand and take their first dance steps.

In 1923 WJZ opened a satellite studio in New York’s Waldorf-
Astoria Hotel, then located at Fifth Avenue and 34th Street.
Performers were spared the inconvenience of trips to New Jersey,
although Newark, for a while longer, remained home base—until a
spring windstorm carried away the WJZ aerial and the station
faded from the air just as soprano Frieda Hempel began to sing
“Home Sweet Home.” A hastily installed second antenna suffered
the same fate. At that point, Mme. Hempel undoubtedly wished
she were at home and not in Newark trying to sing about it! By
midyear, most broadcasting facilities had been moved from New-
ark to Manhattan. Westinghouse joined with RCA in opening two
heavily carpeted, felt-and-muslin-walled studios on the sixth floor
of the Aeolian Building on West 42nd Street. New Yorkers soon
were given an opportunity to see a radio station in operation. WJZ
temporarily converted a street-level showroom into a broadcasting
center, complete with reception area. The pioneering station then
installed outdoor loudspeakers for the benefit of curious crowds
of radio fans.






The Birth of Radio Advertising

ntil 1923, transmission by telegraphic methods had been

designated as “wireless telephony.” Now, with the opening of
WJZ’s Aeolian Hall studio, this new entertainment medium was
renamed ‘“radio.” Program listings appeared in an increasing
number of daily newspapers. Yet one vital question nagged station
owners and managers and, eventually, industrialists and major
newspapers: Who was to pay for the steadily growing costs of
broadcasting?

A New York Times editorial noted: “In a new art, whose
workings are still vaguely understood and whose code of ethics is
not yet formulated, that [the payment of costs] will be a hard
problem to solve.”

Herbert Hoover, secretary of commerce during that period,
voiced apprehension over commercial advertising on the airwaves:
“It is inconceivable,” he declared, “‘that we should allow so great a
possibility for service, for news and entertainment, for education
and vital commercial purposes, to be drowned in advertising chat-
ter.”

Idealists, such as these early authorities, conceived the medium
as a public service only, which should be supported by a tax on
the makers of radio receivers, or a yearly surcharge from set
owners. And, if that proved insufficient, by endowments such as
were made to libraries and other public service institutions; or
perhaps donations, in the form of a permanent legacy, from
groups of generous patrons.

23
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In 1924 Postal Telegraph Co. chief, Clarence H. Mackay, joined a
number of other distinguished industrialists and bankers to estab-
lish the WEAF Music Fund. Among these were Felix M. Warburg,
A.D. Wilt, Jr., A. A. Berle, Jr., and Frederic A. Juilliard. Their
goal was to raise a quarter of a million dollars from listeners’
contributions with which to engage opera singers and musicians to
broadcast musical entertainment over WEAF. This, they believed,
would stimulate public interest in good music and generate a
continuing pattern of donations from an increasing number of
listeners.

Voluntary subscriptions, however, fell far short of the com-
mittee’s goal. Moreover, the efforts would benefit only one sta-
tion. The other five hundred or so U.S. transmitters, for the most
part, would remain unsupported. This situation soon brought
strong protesting comments from smaller stations, fearing that the
activities of WEAF would result in a monopoly by the three or
four large urban stations.

Inevitably, private enterprise began to ‘“‘hire” air time to stimu-
late mass consumer demand that would help move merchandise.
Among the first radio commercials was a series of six afternoon
and evening talks that were broadcast August 28, 1922, just twelve
days after WEAF went on the air. These were fifteen-minute
discussions on the advantages of living in a suburban apartment;
they also served to advertise dwellings that were for sale by the
Queensboro Corporation in Jackson Heights, N.Y. Down pay-
ments reportedly totaled several thousand dollars.

These programs set a precedent and established a general format
for radio advertising. Others rushed to share the harvest! Tide-
water Oil, American Express Company, and R. H. Macy promptly
engaged air time. During the first two months of broadcasting such
programs, WEAF’s revenues from three hours of ‘“hired” time
amounted to $550. Nevertheless, most sponsors seemed satisfied
to write off radio fees as goodwill. Advertisers were generally
content to build ad campaigns through the use of newspapers,
magazines, and billboards. Advertising managers haughtily re-
mained aloof from radio largely because there was no solid or
definite experience to guide them. Manufacturers who were not so
timid went on the air with a major product, incorporating the



The Birth of Radio Advertising 25

firm’s name in the title of the radio program, or coupling it with a
featured performer.

In this manner, a variety show sponsored by National Carbon
Company—The Eveready Hour—bowed in during December 1923.
It was an instant success, offering everything from jazz to opera,
dramatic sketches and monologues. Others quickly followed with
hour-long programs: Bakelite, Edison, Palmolive, Philco, and Col-
lier’s. Musical groups, such as the Ipana Troubadours, Champion
Sparkers, A & P Gypsies, Crack-a-Jack Male Quartet, I. J. Fox Fur
Trappers, Smith Brothers’ Trade and Mark, Silvertown Cord
Orchestra, and Chiclet Trio fixed a trade name or business enter-
prise in the minds of listeners. A new kind of salesmanship was
launched that promoted a company’s existence and brought a
favorable, and lucrative, response to their products from individual
consumers.

A significant example was The Eveready Hour that surfaced
with only a dignified announcement:

Tuesday evening means The Eveready Hour, for it is on this day each
week that the National Carbon Company, makers of Eveready flash-
lights and radio batteries, engages the facilities of these fourteen radio
stations. Tonight, the sponsors have included in the program actress
Elsie Janis, who will present hits-and-bits of former years, and guest
Arthur H. Young will tell some of his experiences while hunting wild
animals in Alaska and Africa with bow and arrow.

Nevertheless, experimentation was still the rule. Little factual
information existed at the time as to the number of people
reached by radio or the degree of consumer interest generated. An
advertiser could claim much but could not verify or confirm the
effect of such commercial messages.

The music industry, however, soon gauged the effect of radio
programs. Sales of player pianos, piano rolls, sheet music, and
phonographs were dropping steadily. At the same time, the selec-
tive buying of records that characterized the industry showed a
remarkable increase. Similarly, sales of saxophones, banjos, and
mandolins also increased. Other musical instruments did not fare
as well, but music over the air was beginning to create a growing



26 THE MIGHTY MUSIC BOX

demand for more efficient radio sets. Anticipating this tremendous
new market, Gimbel Brothers department store in New York City
ordered twenty thousand Westinghouse Radiola receivers, valued
at some $3 million, for delivery in July 1923.

Simultaneously, the number of music dealers’ demonstration
and listening rooms for customer use in selecting records, sheet
music, and some musical instruments had declined. It was a time
of drastic change and surprises. What had been fact yesterday
could be the opposite tomorrow.

When WEAF’s popular singer Wendell Hall chose to sing several
songs that were no longer in demand on phonograph records, sales
surged upward overnight. The renewed popularity of the numbers
could only be attributed to the power of radio. And that power
was on the march all over America and in many other parts of the
world. Radio’s influence in almost all areas of life was making
significant and beneficial changes. Broadcasts by singers and or-
chestras, especially of classical and semiclassical works, were gen-
erating a wider appreciation for fine music; often from those who
previously had been indifferent to any kind of music except
popular ballads and dance tunes. Exposure to the classics ex-
panded the average listener’s horizons in other areas as well—
books, opera, and the theater.

Impresario Sol Hurok, who had been bringing great singers and
musical programs from Europe to America’s concert halls and
opera houses for many years, described radio’s impact on the
general public:

“People who own sets look up programs to find out what is
being broadcast. They read that an aria from La Bobeme will be
sung that night. They become interested and ask themselves, ‘What
is La Bobeme?' They learn that it is an opera. They want to read
the libretto. They become interested in the soloists and inquire
about them. In this way an interest in music is created which is
beneficial because all these listeners are prospective attendants.”

Theatrical producers, on the other hand, blamed radio for poor
attendance at the theater and for nearly every ill encountered on
the legitimate stage.

“Radio is the greatest menace to the theater,” said Broadway
impresario William A. Brady. “It involves no necessity to dress up
or leave the house, and enables one while listening to smoke a
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cigar or sip a cup of coffee.” He neglected to add: “And it’s all
free.”

E. F. Albee, head of the Keith vaudeville circuit, forbade artists
under contract to broadcast. When Albee prevented Maestro Vin-
cent Lopez from giving music lessons over the air, WOR’s manager
George Beal filled in for him.

Producer John Golden took a more realistic view. “If the
theater is not firmly enough established to withstand radio broad-
casting, it deserves to die . . . The bicycle was once a dreadful ogre.
Then came the automobile and motion pictures. But the theater is
still here.”

Golden also believed radio would boost theater attendance,
since it was a means for advertising, directly and indirectly, new
plays and productions to an immense audience. Motion picture
producer Harry Warner shared Golden’s thinking. He urged Warner
Brothers stars to use radio to publicize their latest films. “Radio is
here,” he said. “It is up to the industry to recognize it and provide
some way to make the best use of it.”

Moreover, radio was building a remarkable following for perfor-
mers. S. L. “Roxy” Rothafel, famous for his elaborate stage shows
at the new Capitol Theater in New York, first broadcast from
there in November 1922. He herded the stage performers—Wee
Willie Robyn, Yasha Bunchuk, Evelyn Herbert, Emno Rapee, Maria
Gambarelli, Douglas Stanbury, Eugene Ormandy, Beatrice Belkin,
and Gladys Rice—into a dressing room where WEAF had installed
a microphone. The unrehearsed program known as Roxy and His
Gang publicized the current show at the Capitol.*

Shortly thereafter Roxy constructed a special studio in the
theater, and installed a microphone to pick up excerpts from the
stage and orchestra pit. No act was left out of the broadcasts.
Roxy dramatically described dance routines to radio audiences.
His accounts of ballerina Maria Gambarelli’s pirouettes and jetés
brought an avalanche of letters from listeners who now wanted to
hear her voice. From then on, she regularly sang comic songs or
Italian folk melodies, often with young baritone Doug Stanbury.
Her voice and laughter fascinated listeners, and when Roxy public-
ally kidded her, saying, ““As a singer, Gamby, you’re a marvelous
dancer,” many were annoyed by his quip.

*The famous Roxy Theater was built in 1927,
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Wherever Roxy’s Gang traveled, huge crowds and bands greeted
them at railroad stations. The Gang paraded down many main
streets as fans showered them with flowers and gifts. When the
troupe performed, the standing-room-only sign went up minutes
after the doors opened.

Bands made popular through radio soon became famous names.
“Whenever 1 go on tour,” said Vincent Lopez, “I find myself
playing to audiences who already have heard my orchestra and are
familiar with my music.” The Happiness Boys—singers Billy Jones
and Ernie Hare—attracted a loyal army of fans and admirers who
mailed the pair more than two thousands Christmas cards each
year.

What further proof did advertisers need to be convinced that
radio was a direct line to thousands of people in all walks of life,
and could sell products and all kinds of merchandise as well as
theater tickets? The problem was not skeptism, but obtaining the
services of a sufficient number of outstanding singers and instru-
mentalists to “feed music to the magic box.”

Despite the many talented performers in most entertainment
areas, a considerable number of the ‘“greats” in the musical world
refused to appear. Accustomed to “live” audiences and their
thunderous applause, many artists were literally paralyzed by the
dead silence that followed a sensational rendition of song or
instrumental solo. Yet these were the great names that audiences
were sure to listen to over the airwaves—and more listeners assured
more sales. Winning these artists over to acceptance and mastery
of the new medium did not happen all at once. Gradually, a name
singer would conquer his or her fears and learn to visualize that
vast listening audience and mentally hear their applause. Others
soon followed. And no one denied that big fees and term contracts
had helped to dispel “mike fright,” and to compensate for “‘thun-
derous” applause.



Musical Thoroughbreds
Take to the Air

Both Lucrezia Bori and John McCormack were at the peak of
their singing careers when radio claimed them. Each in turn
had conquered the fields of opera, the concert stage, and record-
ings. They were artists in the grand manner with enormous per-
sonal charm and charisma. In an age of great voices, theirs un-
mistakably reigned and commanded the highest fees.

Lucrezia Bori made her Metropolitan Opera debut in 1912 as
Manon in Puccini’s Manon Lescaut, singing opposite Caruso. A
lyric soprano, she quickly became a leading prima donna, with a
repertoire of more than forty major operatic roles.

John McCormack, the Irish-born tenor, had made his debut in
1907 in London as Turiddu in Cavalleria Rusticana, and continued
to sing with leading opera companies in Europe and America
before concentrating on concert appearances throughout the
world.

By the 1920s Victor Red Seal records by these two artists were
selling in the millions. Few phonograph-owning homes lacked at
least a handful of Bori and McCormack discs. However, as the
popularity of radio listening grew, their record sales began to drop
noticeably. Nevertheless, neither performer could see much artistic
or commercial gain from singing at a broadcast microphone. A
patchy, static-pocked transmission of their voices could only
detract from a well-earned, and deserved, reputation. But, behind
the scenes, other forces were at work to lure them to the airwaves.

Concerned over radio’s competitive inroads, the Victor Talking
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Machine Company had kept virtually all of its major artists off the
air. Why give away what people would pay for? And at a retail
price of 75 cents to $2 a disc, its coffers had overflowed from
1914 to 1923. Earnings in 1924, however, had fallen to $1.3
million from $17.5 million a year earlier. If sales did not recover,
Victor, as well as the rest of the industry, would soon face a
serious deficit by the end of 1925. With radio offering more and
more music at the mere touch of a dial, recording executives
foresaw a lingering, and perhaps fatal, depression for the once
flourishing talking machine.

Now more visionary ideas prevailed. If radio could sell apart-
ment dwellings, why couldn’t it move wax platters off shelves of
music shops? Victor’s executive board began to see the medium in
a very different light: a greatly expanded opportunity to promote
its extensive catalog of discs.

When radio listeners opened their daily newspaper on December
31, 1924, they were greeted by Victor’s half-page advertisement
announcing ‘“‘the beginning of a new era in radio broadcasting.”
The Victor Talking Machine Company the following evening
would broadcast the first of a series of programs featuring their
finest recording artists. Every selection was, or soon would be,
available on the prestigious Red Seal label—a reminder that all the
songs heard on a broadcast could be bought for playing many
times over on a Victrola. The advertisement also admonished
reader-listeners to write or call after the program. *“How long such
programs will continue to be given will depend upon the response
we receive from radio audiences.”

To launch Victor into the new medium, two of its foremost
singers made their radio bow over WEAF on January 1, 1925. Asa
New Year’s greeting to their many admirers, Lucrezia Bori and
John McCormack brought to radio an entire hour of favorite
songs.

A red-carpet occasion for WEAF and Victor, the broadcast had
all the excitement of a Broadway opening night. The formally
attired station staff greeted more than a hundred guests in evening
clothes, then ushered them to seats in the WEAF studio and
reception room. Nearly one-third of the country would be reached
via a chain of seven AT&T-linked stations as far west as Pittsburgh.
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The mere thought of such an enormous audience terrified John
McCormack. He arrived at the studio, noticing its padded ceilings
and heavily draped walls to dampen and contain sound. “I can
never sing here!” he groaned. Both radio and recording officials
swallowed hard. Would the robust tenor flee from the station,
disappointing eager fans positioned at countless receivers? A
WEAF announcer quickly reassured McCormack. “Mike fright”
was something everyone encountered at one time or another. “A
mike is just a mike whether for recording or broadcasting,” the
announcer added, gripping the singer’s hand to encourage him as
he waited to be introduced.

Miss Bori eyed the microphone nervously while waiting for
Nathaniel Shilkret’s orchestra to begin “La Paloma,” her opening
selection. Only for a moment her incomparable voice revealed a
slight tension, then quickly soared with all its brilliance and
emotion to radio audiences across much of America.

“I was scared to death,” she admitted after the epic broadcast.
“I generally sing to four thousand, maybe five thousand at most.
It’s odd what a feeling you get when you see that little instrument
in front of you. But after I got started singing, I forgot about it.”

John McCormack came through his ordeal in fine form, too. His
singing of the cherished and admired “Mother Machree,” *‘Adeste
Fideles,” and ‘“Berceuse” from Jocelyn were nothing short of
magnificent. Near the close of the program, he introduced a brand
new ballad that he had recorded just weeks before. The name of
the song was “All Alone”; its composer, Irving Berlin.

As the program ended, McCormack smiled and thanked the
musicians and station staff. “I’ve had plenty of experience making
records. That includes over 170 for Victor, but this beats it.”

WEAF estimated that over 6 million people had tuned in the
broadcast—reputedly the largest audience ever reached by a musi-
cal program up to that time. Thousands of letters poured in
thanking Victor and WEAF for bringing outstanding entertain-
ment into the home. The press also praised the event, noting that
it brought genuine enjoyment, more distinction, and greater style
than previously had been heard on radio. The response was over-
whelming. But for the phonograph company, the best was yet to
come.
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Within a week more than 200,000 Bori and McCormack discs
were sold. Demand for McCormack'’s appealing “All Alone” led
Victor to advance the release date. It was soon selling by the tens
of thousands; one store alone cleared some forty platters from its
shelves in a few hours. Sheet music for the Berlin tune quickly
appeared on pianos in over 100,000 homes. McCormack’s up-
coming Carnegie Hall concert was sold out overnight.

All agreed that it was a fortuitous outcome, especially for radio.
Undeniably, a commercial basis, as well as an artistic arrangement,
had been demonstrated.

Victor continued the series for another nine weeks, featuring
operatic soprano Frances Alda. The following Thursday, she sang
three of her fifty-nine Red Seal discs: “Mi Chiamano Mimi,”
“Mighty Lak’a Rose,” and “What’ll 1 Do,” a current Irving Berlin
hit. In the executive “wings,” Victor readied Galli-Curci, Gigli,
Jeritza, Martinelli, Werrenrath, Ruffo, and dozens more.

Other record-makers, as well as radio and phonograph manu-
facturers and utility companies, quickly signed up notable singers
and musicians. The Brunswick Record Company, the industry’s
third largest producer, had permitted its artists to broadcast off
and on for about a year. It now upgraded its presentations of
serious and semiclassical music. Over WJZ, the company show-
cased the Brunswick Symphony Orchestra conducted by Walter B.
Rogers, with singers John Charles Thomas, Karin Branzell, Edith
Mason, Mario Chamlee, and Florence Easton.

Shortly Brunswick’s musical quiz program, The Brunswick Hour
Musical Memory Contest, followed. It was the first of a long line
of such drumbeating programs aimed at fostering a deeper under-
standing of good music and to emphasize the remarkable musical
and educational possibilities of radio. Brunswick offered a grand
prize of $5,000 every month to listeners who identified both
music and performers, with contest blanks supplied by Brunswick
dealers. It kept large audiences alert at their Radiolas. Contestants
were urged to ‘“bone up” by buying Brunswick discs, for which
virtually every guest performer recorded. So elaborate were secur-
ity procedures that none of the famous artists singing in the series
knew who the others were. Cars with drawn shades whisked them
to the studio. Heavy veils or scarves covered their faces, as they
entered and left, lest elevator operators or curious bystanders
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recognize them. Upon entering, station personnel ushered singers
into a room. Even the announcer remained behind locked doors as
he introduced (but not by name) the mystery singers. A screen
separated the microphone from the rest of the room. Supposedly,
members of the orchestra were not permitted to see the singers
they accompanied.

The less-than-foolproof series attracted a large following, but
was short-lived. Before its demise, a big winner was a 25-year-old
salesman from New York. To earn his $5,000, Robert Lanyon, a
one-time usher at Chicago Auditorium concerts, identified a dozen
different singers on five separate broadcasts and then wrote an
essay on the voice of Mario Chamlee.

A new “Hour” frantically tried to catch up to those of Victor
and Brunswick. The New York Edison Company organized the
Edison Ensemble, a serious music group directed by Josef Bonime,
and featuring guest soloists. Edison’s preferential customers, if
they wished, listened to the WJZ program from receivers at one of
the company’s five New York City showrooms.

The WJZ staff announcers were themselves musicians. Milton
Cross doubled as a tenor. Godfrey Ludlow and Keith McCloud
filled in as violinist and pianist, respectively. Their recitals won an
enthusiastic response from studio audiences in Aeolian Hall, as
well as from at-home listeners. New musical programs surfaced on
the dial during 1925: WEAF’s Grand Opera Company, Max
Jacobs’ Symphony Orchestra, Stern’s Brooklyn Strand Theater
Band, and Nathaniel Shilkret’s Salon Orchestra. The Goldman
Band gave summer radio concerts from the New York University
campus. The New York Philharmonic, which first broadcast in
August 1922, played over the air from Lewisohn Stadium.

“The radio audiences, for the most part, still prefer a good jazz
orchestra or band,” The New York Times commented. Neverthe-
less, it noted the estimated 200,000 or so listeners to the Philhar-
monic summer concerts. ‘“‘But the experience in broadcasting the
concerts from the Lewisohn Stadium shows that there is a much
larger audience for true music lovers in this country than was
thought to exist.”

The cue was quickly picked up by other stations and sponsors.
WOR announced its fall lineup, telling listeners to tune in the
Little Symphony orchestra on Wednesdays and Music While You
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Dine chamber music each evening. In September 1925, over
WEAF, a thirty-week series with a formidable array of musical
stalwarts was inaugurated. A radio set manufacturer, Atwater
Kent, picked up the tab—a princely gesture considering the famous
and costly talent: Louise Homer, Edward Johnson, Alexander
Brailowsky, Charles Hackett, Albert Spalding, Anna Case, Frieda
Hempel, Paul Althouse, and seventeen other leading artists. At
least half of the country’s radio audience, as far west as Dallas and
Fort Worth, would hear the Sunday night concerts.

Steinway & Sons joined with RCA (and stations WJZ, WRC,
and WGY) to plan concerts conducted by Walter Damrosch and
Willem Mengelberg, recitals by pianist Josef Hofmann, and vocal
programs by Ernestine Schumann-Heink, who commanded the
highest fee for a one-hour appearance: $2,500.

Across the seas, Londoners endured a highly unusual musical
segment. Not merely going over the air, it originated from the air.
A handful of musicians herded into an airplane attempted to
perform as it flew over the city. They were barely heard over the
engine noise.

Below, in a more serious vein, Russian basso Feodor Chaliapin
had made 2 momentous decision. After much prolonged persua-
sion, he agreed to sing at a radio microphone. Accustomed to a
“live” audience, he became so unnerved by the prospect of the
broadcast that the station had to agree to provide a specially
selected gathering of fifty bona fide admirers. British listeners, not
accustomed to applause over the air, were surprised by the audi-
ence response. This novelty proved such a great success that
shortly thereafter radio performances were opened to the number
of visitors who could be conveniently seated. Station managers
also considered the charging of an admission fee to pay artists and
meet other expenses. In another effort to make performers feel as
if they were on a stage, one London station darkened the studio,
then beamed a spotlight at the microphone.

Unlike Bori, McCormack, and Chaliapin, there remained artists
who kept apart from radio. Some were convinced that music and
broadcasting were incompatible. Paderewski, for one, called it
“‘demoralizing to artists,” adding that a pianist on radio performed
under conditions not conducive to best expression.
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“The radio is a nuisance,” claimed Alma Gluck, whose royalties
from the sale of a million-plus copies of one single disc—*‘Carry Me
Back to OId Virginny,” cut in 1914—enabled her to buy a
$127,000 townhouse on New York’s Park Avenue. However, by
1924 record sales were dropping because of the boom of radio
sets. “They are perfectly darn foolish things to have around,” she
said, ‘“‘and besides the squawks, most of what one hears over them
is terrible.” Nevertheless, the operatic and concert soprano
admitted she had a radio.*

Here and there, set owners echoed Alma Gluck’s adversion to
radio. A harried East Orange, N.J., homeowner wrote: “With a
radio in the home one’s peace is at the mercy of the whole
household. Without warning one is pursued by the raucous inani-
ties of Gold Dust Boys or Happiness Twins. I shall not have my
expensive radio set repaired . . . I shall keep it in desuetude lest at
some future evil moment I be bewitched into buying another.”

In spite of such protests, “radio fever’” spread. In 1925, the
number of set owners reached four million—an increase of more
than 14 percent over the previous twelve months. Receivers had
eliminated batteries, crystals, and headphones, and now possessed
an alternating current power source, vacuum tube amplification,
and loudspeakers. Listeners took for granted clearer reception over
longer distances. The average price for a set was about $200, well
above a month’s wages for most people. Buying on the installment
plan made possession possible.

Air time also increased. WEAF broadcast approximately 245
hours a month to a potential maximum of 10.6 million people. Of
its 297 regular features, 85 were programs sponsored and paid for
by an advertiser. The 212 unsold hours remained “sustaining,” or
noncommercial.

Radio technology came to the rescue of the phonograph, as
dealers choked on vast inventories of unsold talking machines. For
several years, both Western Electric and Westinghouse had been
working on electrical recording systems that would encompass
pickup microphones not unlike those used for broadcasting. Up to

*One of the last major vocal artists to embrace radio, she made her debut, March 17,
1929, with conductor Arthur Pryor on the CBS series, De Forest Audions. Her selections
included “Carry Me Back to Old Virginny.”
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that time, large acoustical recording horns funneled sounds to a
diaphragm. The energy or vibrations released from the larynx of a
Caruso or the windpipe of a Sousa Band brass player caused a
stylus to move back and forth, cutting 2 master disc. The voice or
instrument had to be projected exactly into the center of the
trumpet-shaped recording horn to avoid excessive vibration and
resulting distortion.

“In those early days,” said Douglas Stanbury, who recorded for
Edison and other labels in the early 1920s, “‘we learned to work
the horn in the way that was best for our own particular voices.
Once the microphone came in, the engineer took over.”

With" electrical microphone pickup, sound was converted to
electrical waves and then amplified to drive a needlelike cutting
instrument. Vastly improved reproduction of vocal and instru-
mental music resulted. Electrically processed discs brought listen-
ers closer to the fidelity and tone of an actual performance. The
talking machine itself added electrical amplification and current,
replacing hand-cranked or battery-driven turntables.

In November, Victor unveiled the extended range Orthophonic
Victrola. This phonograph, containing a powerful speaker and
automatic record changer, sold from $85 to $300. A number of
models combined a phonograph and radio receiver. Advertised as
“revolutionizing standards of music reproduction,” the Ortho-
phonic machine made Victor again prosperous. From 1925 to
1929, the company sold 67,000 units, worth approximately $20
million at market.

Brunswick lost no time in securing the research backup of
General Electric. Together, they developed the Panatrope, widely
recognized as perhaps the best-conceived electrical record player.
It came in various models, with or without radio, for $350 and up.

The inventor of the original phonograph was yet to be heard.
Thomas A. Edison, aged and almost totally deaf, paused at his
laboratory workbench. Experimenting with a long-playing, extra-
groove disc for his Edison Record Company, the wizard of Menlo
Park welcomed a chance to advance his machine at the expense of
music over a radio.

“Music on radio is very poor because it’s badly distorted,” he
claimed. “I quite approve of radios and think that there should be
one in every home, but, at the same time, it should not be used for
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musical purposes. It is good for news, reports of games, boxing
matches, and speeches. The radio fad will pass,” he predicted,
“and people will once more turn to the phonograph.”

Broadcast leaders questioned Edison’s veracity, his impartiality.
“Deafness prevents Edison from judging radio music fairly,”
replied RCA engineer Alfred N. Goldsmith. ‘“‘Radio aided record-
ing with electrical mechanisms and acoustics. There’s more life to
music on radio than any old disc.”

Still another Edison invention, besides the phonograph, was
headed for an enormous change. On June 25, 1925, Warner
Brothers and Western Electric signed a contract to develop sound
motion pictures. The Edison film projector would soon have a
“voice” to compete with the popularity of listening to the radio.

For nearly a year a film and sound crew experimented in a
Brooklyn studio and on the leased Manhattan Opera House stage.
Called the Vitaphone Company, the new unit signed up an impres-
sive group of artists—tenor Giovanni Martinelli, sopranos Anna
Case and Marion Talley, violinists Efrem Zimbalist and Mischa
Elman, pianist Harold Bauer—to perform on camera and micro-
phone for a short program of “talking” pictures. At the same time,
Warner Brothers took their newest major silent film Don Juan,
starring John Barrymore and Mary Astor, and added a musical
background, recorded by the New York Philharmonic. The score,
plus sound effects, was transferred to a dozen or $o wax discs and
synchronized with reels and reels of film.

“Almost uncanny,” New York Times critic Mordaunt Hall
wrote of the first talking picture, which opened at Broadway’s
Warner Theater on August 6, 1926. He praised the natural repro-
duction of voices, tonal quality of musical instruments and timing
of sound to movements. So realistic was the Vitaphone program
that Martinelli’s rendition of ‘““Vesti la Giubba” caused the audi-
ence to burst into applause with an intensity that was seldom
heard. A year later, when Al Jolson as The Jazz Singer delivered
the first spoken dialogue from an actor on a screen, moviegoers
were electrified. Audiences now demanded sound with their
movies—not merely films with synchronized scores but all-talking
pictures.

“Talkies” loomed as a formidable competitor to radio. They
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also detracted from the newly improved phonograph. Radio, more
than ever, stood at the crossroads. Broadcasters now had to
commit themselves to a distinct and self-supporting means of
home entertainment. To carry out this, they formulated three
objectives: technical advances both in broadcasting and the manu-
facture of sets, better and more varied programs and a practical
approach to sustain them, and a national broadcast system.
Achievement of these goals lay just beyond the grasp of the
medium. There still remained people who believed radio had had
its day. They facetiously predicted that it would soon “mount its
kilocycle and ride away into the night.”” Perhaps the excitement
and novelty of radio was, indeed, wearing thin. Here and there
radio sets were toted off to the attic to join pogo sticks, bustles,
and buggy whips.

Although the pickup of a program from Johannesburg, South
Africa, by an Ohio listener with a three-tube receiver still made
news, and a broadcast of an organ and an orchestra playing five
miles apart yet in perfect synchronization gained attention, many
radio fans were tuning out the merely unique or long distant. What
they sought were more big-time performers on top flight shows
originating from the country’s major cities.

The solution lay in consolidating the large independent stations
and informal small chains into binding networks that would reach
tens of millions of people in far-flung areas. Such groups of
stations could offer advertisers programs nationally on a regular
basis. In turn, better talent would appear at a microphone.

Network broadcasting arrived just in time. It saved radio from
increasing disuse. If large scale consolidation of transmitters had
not been initiated, radio might have become completely static.

The network concept got its first, and perhaps greatest, boost in
mid-1926. AT&T, which had undertaken broadcasting as an
adjunct to its telephone system, realized that operations of a
commercial station entailed much more than the application of
technical know-how. Although WEAF supplied high-caliber pro-
grams during its first four years, both locally and via a loosely
defined chain as far west as Kansas City, telephone officials
decided to concentrate on private communications and quit the
broadcasting field. WEAF found a ready buyer in RCA, now
operating WJZ. One of the Northeast’s most tuned-in stations,
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WJZ was hampered in reaching other regions because AT&T gener-
ally restricted the use of its telephone lines by others for network
purposes. RCA purchased WEAF for $1 million and made it the
nucleus of a large radio station chain: the National Broadcasting
Company. The Telephone Company also agreed to make available
its lines for network broadcasting. Scattered individual stations,
foundering in their search for fresh programming and staggering
under the burden of creating a full daily schedule, welcomed
NBC’s proposal for a single program source. By November, nine-
teen stations in twelve eastern and five midwestern cities had
signed on as NBC affiliates, setting a pattern that would expand
and improve the medium.

To bring attention to the fledgling network, NBC invited three
hundred guests to the Grand Ballroom of the old Waldorf-Astoria
Hotel for one of the longest and most elaborate entertainment
programs in radio history. On Monday, November 15, 1926, a
four-and-a-half hour broadcast showcased the leading names of
show business: Edwin Franko Goldman, George Olsen, Harold
Bauer, Mary Garden, B. A. Rolfe, and Walter Damrosch. Will
Rogers spoke from a theater dressing room in Independence, Mo.
The venerable comedy team of Weber & Fields delighted the
old-timers. Ben Bernie and his lads played from the Hotel Roose-
velt Grill. Listeners heard symphonic works, operatic arias, art
songs, light opera, piano concertos, military marches, and dance
band tunes.

Merlin H. Aylesworth, newly chosen president of NBC, greeted
the audience, and to open the program introduced the New York
Symphony Orchestra and conductor Walter Damrosch. Shortly
before nine o’clock, Mary Garden, one of the world’s great prima
donnas, sang from a microphone set up in her apartment in
Chicago. A “bleat note” or whining cry in her voice startled NBC
engineers. They later explained that this was caused by interfer-
ence from other stations on WEAF’s wavelength. A network
spokesman pointed to the untenable atmospheric congestion with
more than seven hundred U.S. stations, large and small, struggling
to be heard.

NBC used 5,000 miles of telephone wire and spent $25,000 in
talent fees to put its best “webbed” foot forward. The inaugural
set the pace for future network spectaculars. All in all, the pro-
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gram featured twenty-five well-known performers, from Titta
Ruffo to Vincent Lopez, and some forty-five musical selections,
from *“Lohengrin” to “Nola.”

Two months later, NBC organized a second chain, The Blue
Network, with WJZ as its key station. Then, in April 1927, the
company joined seven Pacific Coast stations into the “Orange
Network,” serving a Far West population of 9 million people. The
opening program from San Francisco combined contemporary
Hollywood glamour and old California grandeur with a cast that
featured the two singing and dancing Duncan Sisters, tenor Lam-
bert Murphy, Los Caballeros Spanish Orchestra, organist Wallace
A. Sabin (as a remote from the exclusive Bohemian Grove red-
wood preserve), Moseby’s Dixieland Blue Blowers, contralto
Jeanne Gordon, and the San Francisco Symphony conducted by
Alfred Hertz.

NBC announced that in 1927 it would spend $2.7 million for
talent alone—an enormous sum for a contrivance that a year or
two earlier could barely afford to pay its station managers. With a
potential U.S. audience of 26 million tuning in on about 7 million
sets, big corporations and advertising agencies took a close look at
radio. More and more beat a path to studio doors. Advertisers
began to shape broadcast formats and programs, taking note that
people inaccessible to the written word, or even illiterate, could be
reached by radio.

General Motors, The American Tobacco Company, Cities Ser-
vice, General Foods, and Philco were among the first national
sponsors. Many contracted with J. Walter Thompson, Lord &
Thomas, Young and Rubicam, and other ad firms to bring big
names to first-rate programs. And music became the keynote
across the land.

But a major job remained before radio could free itself of the
many bothersome and unfit stations clawing the air for time,
wavelength, and volume.



The Ether Comes of Age

There were close to seven hundred radio stations crowding the
ether by the end of 1926. Interference among them and their
transmitters created aural bedlam. No station or broadcast was
ever completely free from the resultant confusion. Stray noises
and intruding signals ruined many carefully prepared programs.
And the situation threatened to get worse. Applications for more
than a hundred new stations were piled up in Washington, D.C.
Further congestion was only a matter of time.

Early in 1927 Congress finally took action and passed a law
establishing public ownership and regulation of the airwaves. The
legislation also set up the Federal Radio Commission (forerunner
to the FCC). The agency’s first action was to revoke the licenses of
some 150 stations that failed to meet certain new regulations,
including the scheduling of bona fide public service features. The
commission classified stations according to the size of the locality
they served, prescribed daily hours of broadcast, and most
important, assigned individual frequencies on the radio dial. It also
exercised control over a station’s wattage or power.

With the airwaves now linked, cleared, and contained, the year
1927 augured well for radio. Another New York-based network,
the Columbia Broadcasting System, soon began to take shape.
After floundering for a year or so, it finally managed to garner the
necessary resources for expansion.

NBC began to move westward across the Rockies for coast-to-
coast hookups. The first national breakthrough was the traditional

41
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Rose Bowl football game. Alabama tied Stanford 7-7 as snow-
bound New Englanders listened to shirt-sleeved Graham
McNamee’s play-by-play report of the California classic.

Radio’s biggest role in public service was cast in the spring of
1927 when the turbulent Mississippi River overflowed its banks,
sweeping away virtually everything in its path. Thousands were
left homeless. NBC joined with the Red Cross in providing relief
efforts. On a nationwide hookup, Secretary of Commerce Herbert
Hoover described the disaster and appealed for money, food, and
clothing. His messages brought an overwhelming response from
every corner of the land.

A special broadcast in June of that year broke all previous
audience records. Charles A. Lindbergh had returned to a hero’s
welcome after his historic transatlantic solo flight. Thirty million
people tuned in to hear President Coolidge’s welcoming address,
followed by the young aviator’s remarks. In advance of the eagerly
awaited address, dozens of radio announcers took to the field as
news reporters. Others stationed themselves in the dome of the
Capitol and at the top of Washington Monument to describe the
celebration that began with a parade down Pennsylvania Avenue.

Two big sporting events attracted large audiences that year: the
Kentucky Derby and the Dempsey-Tunney prizefight.

The running of the Derby was reported with breath-holding
drama over WGN, Chicago. The big event at Churchill Downs
opened with the traditional rendition of “My Old Kentucky
Home” sung by the Pullman Porters Quartet, two members of
which (Charles Correll and Freeman Gosden) later emerged as the
fantastically popular radio duo, Amos and Andy.

Then in September, Jack Dempsey and Gene Tunney slugged it
out in a championship bout at Soldiers Field, Chicago. At ringside,
NBC’s Graham McNamee relayed the blows as fast as they were
delivered—and some said even faster!

It was all big-time radio. But an occasional ‘‘brickbat’ somehow
managed to steal equal time. In New York, the Keep-The-Air-
Clean-Sunday society publicly scolded WMCA for broadcasting
jazz on the Sabbath. Labeling the station’s program ‘“‘degrading
and defaming,” the group launched a telephone campaign demand-
ing that Sunday blue laws be enforced against popular music. Not
only did their efforts fail, they resulted in a victory for freedom of
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the airwaves and the right to schedule music—jazz, classical, or
whatever—when it best served a station and its listeners. Other
crusading groups worried about young people becoming content
to lounge in soft chairs before loudspeakers. Schools and churches
began forming glee clubs and choirs to combat this “‘alarming and
growing tendency.”

Until late 1927, it had been the custom for Chicago transmitters
to go off the air on Monday nights at the request of local listeners,
to give them the opportunity to tune in distant stations such as
Pittsburgh and New York under favorable listening conditions.
Now, as the year ended, this custom was abandoned. Chicago
stations were fearful that their place on the dial might be pre-
empted by the Federal Radio Commission and assigned to other
transmitters. Moreover, the Chicago stations now realized that
they had in their midst both the talent and the commercial
resources capable of competing with broadcasting centers in the
East and the growing West.

Also in 1927, WEAF had switched on its new 50-kilowatt
transmitter at Bellmore, Long Island. Having relocated the new
station from atop the AT&T building in Manhattan to a site some
26 miles eastward, it could now effectively beam its signal over a
100-mile radius.

“Great masses of steel in city buildings,” explained engineer
Alfred N. Goldsmith, “often absorb the signals from stations
inside the cities and cause a blight on radio reception for many
listeners.”

Bellmore real estate agents endeavored to persuade announcers
to mention the listening advantages over WEAF from Bellmore,
Long Island. But the request was not granted. The small one-story
RCA outpost with two antenna towers brought little if any fame
to the semirural community. Ironically, two years later, a bat flew
into the transmitter’s power plant condenser plates and knocked
WEAF off the air for eight hours. And the same day lightning hit
the WJZ antenna at Bound Brook, N.J., putting that NBC plant
out of operation until the following morning!

The year 1927 saw the emergence of a new independent net-
work. It had originated from the activities of a concert manager,
Arthur Judson. Early that year Judson, manager of the New York
Philharmonic and Philadelphia Orchestra, had offered to supply
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NBC’ Red and Blue networks with a weekly potpourri of vocalists
and instrumentalists for a fixed sum, granting an option to use
them separately or in groups—quartets, trios, and chamber music
ensembles. Sarnoff, then general manager at RCA, rejected the
proposal since he wished to develop his own in-house talent.
Undaunted, Judson decided to form his own network and make it
a client of his radio program unit. But first he had to get the
money. He approached Betty Fleischmann Holmes of the Fleisch-
mann Yeast family, who was an enthusiastic concert buff and a
member of the Board of Trustees of the Philharmonic. She pro-
vided the $100,000 with which to organize the United Independ-
- ent Broadcasters.

Shortly, UIB engaged a promoter, George Coats, to travel the
United States, signing up independent stations. A chain of sixteen
stations, including WCAU in Philadelphia and KMOX in St. Louis,
was thus formed. Since UIB owned no outlet in New York City, it
contracted with WOR for the use of its facilities for ten hours each
week. Judson’s Radio Program Corporation supplied the talent.

But within four months UIB was broke. Not enough commer-
cial air time had been sold to pay the bills, and Mrs. Holmes
declined to come up with more cash. Judson began looking around
for 2 new backer. He found one at the Columbia Phonograph
Company whose president was H. C. Cox. Columbia also had
fallen upon hard times. Its management fretted over the popular-
ity of radio and the persistent rumors that Victor would merge
with RCA, which it finally did in 1929. Nevertheless, Columbia
Phonograph agreed to acquire half the stock of UIB and bankroll
the new operations provided a new company was formed. Thus,
the Columbia Phonograph Broadcasting System was born.

For a short time the two entities, UIB and Columbia Broadcast-
ing, operated in tandem, assets and liabilities being dropped into
one company or the other as the needs of the moment dictated.

On September 18, 1927, Columbia made its official network
debut from the WOR studios that had followed WJZ from Newark
to Manhattan. The six-hour musical program featured the new
American opera by Deems Taylor: The King’s Henchman. The
Met-recruited cast included Rafael Diaz, tenor, and Marie Sundel-
ius, soprano. Although the opera was sung in English, Taylor as
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commentator interrupted the production at suitable intervals to
paraphrase portions of the libretto by Edna St. Vincent Millay.

The first classical musical piece ever played over Columbia
Broadcasting System was Ballet Egyptienne performed by con-
ductor Howard Barlow and a newly formed network orchestra.

“The matter of getting off the air on time was not very
important then,” Barlow recalled of those first weeks. “The Tele-
phone Company allowed us up to three minutes overtime.”

Columbia signed up a number of staff musicians for its chain:
Frank Croxton, bass; Charles Harrison, tenor; Elizabeth Lennox,
contralto; Elsie Thiede, soprano; and a string quartet composed of
Ivor Karman, Walter Edelstein, Samuel Stillman, and Ossip Giskin.

After approximately eight weeks of operations under the con-
trol of the Columbia Phonograph Company, funds supplied by
Columbia had been exhausted. The network was again broke.
Moreover, Columbia Phonograph, disenchanted with the arrange-
ment, wanted out. Columbia’s stock in the enterprise was acquired
by the remaining major shareholders. In lieu of cash, Columbia
accepted advertising time for its recordings and equipment on such
programs as the Columbia Intimate Hour with the American
Singers Quartet, Red Nichols’ jazz combo, and Don Voorhees’
concert band.

But Arthur Judson was not yet willing to admit defeat. He
looked for new backers. Through his Philadelphia friends, he
learned of Jerome Louchheim, one of that city’s leading builders
and contractors. Dr. Leon Levy, part owner of WCAU, introduced
Judson to Louchheim, who bought a controlling interest in the
chain. Dr. Levy’s station, WCAU, was a key transmitter in the
network, and he was anxious to have it succeed. Moreover, Mrs.
Levy’s father, Samuel Paley, also owned a small interest in Jud-
son’s network.

One of the chain’s first sponsors was Paley’s Congress Cigar
Company. It already had signed a $6,500 per week commitment
with WCAU for what developed into the La Palina Smoker, a
highly successful series with pianist-singer Harry Link. Within six
months the sales of Congress cigars had skyrocketed from 400,000
a day to over a million. But while the cigar business boomed,
Columbia floundered. With twelve employees supervised by Major
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Andrew White, it faced losses of some $40,000 per week and
remained solidly in the red.

Then, during the summer of 1928, destiny stepped in. Phila-
delphia-based Louchheim decided he could no longer manage a
radio network headquartered in New York and turned to Sam
Paley, founder and president and chief stockholder of Congress
Cigars. Paley, with enormous cash assets to put to work, acquired
Louchheim’s interest for less than half a million dollars. Shortly
thereafter, his son, William, manager of Congress Cigar’s adver-
tising department, became restless. There was little glamour in the
cigar business, but radio offered both glamour and challenge.
Already it had thrust the medium-sized cigar firm into the corpor-
ate mainstream, and now Congress Cigars owned the biggest part
of a broadcasting company. With no hesitancy young William
opted for a radio set over a cigar box. And in September 1928,
Columbia elected 26-year-old William Paley president of the
broadcasting company.

In a matter of weeks William Paley had combined Columbia and
United into one large company: The Columbia Broadcasting Sys-
tem. He quickly acquired a flagship station from the inconse-
quential Atlantic Broadcasting Company and made its WABC the
key CBS transmitter. By January 1929, there were forty-nine
stations in the network. That year, Paley leased ten floors for
studios and offices at 485 Madison Avenue. Gross billings leaped
to $4.7 million from a miniscule $72,500 in 1927. The magic
touch was Paley’s herculean push to line up sponsored programs,
such as the Warner Brothers Vitaphone Jubilee Hour, The Old
Gold-Paul Whiteman Hour, Nickle Cinco-Paters, True Detective
Mysteries, Majestic Theater of the Air, and Ceco Couriers. Thus
began CBS, a network saved by a smoke ring.

Within a decade radio mounted and transmitted every type of
musicians’ category and grade of music. There were concerts by
major orchestras in Chicago, San Francisco, Los Angeles, New
York, Detroit, and Boston during a golden age of symphonic
performances; from Europe, rebroadcasts of concerts and opera.
There were music education and appreciation features for both
adults and young people; pickups of Army, Navy, and Marine
bands; daytime light music from Frank Crumit and Julia Sander-
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son, Gene and Glenn, Irene Beasley, and Ray Perkins, and choral
music on the Cathedral Hour. Orchestras led by Ben Bernie,
Freddy Rich, Ted Weems, Leo Reisman, and dozens more kept
America dancing. Broadcasts by the Boston Pops Orchestra with
conductor Arthur Fiedler, the WOR Sinfonietta led by Alfred
Wallenstein, and the NBC String Symphony directed by Frank
Black were adding new dimensions to musical appreciation. Songs
by crooners Crosby, Columbo, and Vallee. Arias by divas Pons,
Ponselle, and Moore. First performances of Emperor Jones, Merry
Mount, and other productions from the stage of the Metropolitan
Opera House. Concerts by the NBC Music Guild, Leopold Stokow-
ski, and the Philadelphia Orchestra’s innovative series. Ernest La
Prade’s Home Sympbony, was designed for participation of the
radio audience. International folk music was popularized by bal-
ladeer Josef Marais on African Trek. Columbia regularly scheduled
harpsichord interludes by Yella Pessl; also Negro spirituals on
Wings Over Jordan, and organ concerts by E. Power Biggs. World
premieres by CBS of modern works written especially for radio by
contemporary American composers introduced and encouraged
new musical talent.

There were, of course, a number of local and regional programs
carried over from pre-network years. Some of these had first
appeared in the mid-1920s, breaking new ground in musical
innovations, production and performance, and setting high stand-
ards of excellence. The most successful of these were later aug-
mented in cast and rescheduled to different time slots, or trans-
ferred to more modern studios to reach the largest possible
audiences.

During the Coolidge-Hoover epoch, almost every music-
ally-minded listener regularly tuned in to his or her favorite shows.
And there were literally scores of such network musical programs
to choose from. A sampling of titles stirs pleasant memories. For
light music, there were Hoover Sentinels, Sylvania Foresters, Lebn
and Fink Serenmade, Sam Lanin’s Ipana Troubadours, Seiberling
Singers, Sweethearts of the Air, and May Singhi Breen & Peter
DeRose. For concert music: Halsey Stuart Concert, Jack Frost
Melody Moments, Mobil Oil Concert, Russian Cathedral Choir,
and the Chicago Civic Opera productions. Musical variety was
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supplied by Champion Sparkers, Coward Comfort Hour, Fox Fur
Trappers, Happy Wonder Bakers, Whittall Anglo-Persians, Wrigley
Revue, and the Guy Lombardo Orchestra.

There were, however, eight to ten light or concert musical
variety presentations that irrevocably became interwoven with the
warp and woof of early radio listening. They set the pace, the
tempo, and the thrust for the widening musical spectrum that
soon was to burst upon the ether.

One such pre-network pioneering effort sparkled with a zest and
effervescence rarely found outside its sponsor’s product: The
Clicquot Club Eskimos, a fast-tempo, madcap dance band that
stressed banjos, brass, and bells. The sponsor, Cliquot Club Ginger
Ale Company, had been on the air for four years, when, in 1929,
it asked Frank Weston, an advertising copywriter, to leave Pro-
vidence, R.1., for New York City and take over the job of writing a
radio script for Clicquot Club Eskimos.

“I knew very little about radio,” Frank Weston recalled,
“except that it existed and we listened to it at home. But I went
down to New York and met chief Eskimo, Harry Reser, and was
hired to work with him on improving the program which already
was a big success. It wasn’t long before I discovered that few
people knew anything about radio—including those running the
stations. It was an enormous opportunity to upgrade program-
ming.”

Weston wrote both commercials and program continuity, and
helped select numbers. And more than once, had to explain to the
beverage company owner why the Eskimos played a song that he
personally disliked.

The star of the show was Harry Reser, one of the foremost
banjoists of the 1920s who had directed many semi-hot combos
for recording sessions at Brunswick and Columbia. In 1925 he and
a half-dozen banjo players lined up an audition for the Clicquot
Company at WEAF. They liked what they heard and promptly
expanded the group into a full orchestra.

A week or so before the first broadcast, Reser composed eight
bars of introductory music. At rehearsal, he added flourishes—
sleigh bells, a snapping whip, and even the bark of an Eskimo
husky. He had created what soon became known as the “Clicquot
March,” the first original theme to identify a radio program. The
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Eskimos captured the spirit of the carefree 1920s with such
novelty tunes as “Thanks for the Buggy Ride,” “Barney Google,”
and “Ain’t She Sweet.” They played a lot of raucous numbers, but
occasionally ventured into the mini-classic, “Poet and Peasant
Overture.”

For a year or two they had no studio audience, but Reser and
his men frequently wore Eskimo-styled outfits. It was Weston who
suggested that the sponsor put the fur-garbed band in a Broadway
theater and issue tickets. NBC chose the reconstructed New
Amsterdam Roof studio on West 42nd Street. It had all the
earmarks of a Ziegfield setting since, not long before, the theater
had, indeed, staged some of the great showman’s star-studded
extravaganzas. Many of the six hundred spectators were Clicquot’s
own salesmen—often in dinner jackets—with their customers and
clients. The sponsor had built a realistic stage set depicting the
northern skies’ aurora borealis. Props included a2 mechanical Eski-
mo dog that jumped up from behind a cardboard iceberg and
barked during the opening theme.

“Putting a radio program on a stage and allowing people to see
it was so innovative that NBC decided to totally eliminate noise
from the audience,” Weston said. “An enormous six-ton sound-
proof glass curtain isolated the performers. Imagine the Clicquot
musicians in their Eskimo fur suits playing on an unventilated
stage with five rows of hot lights baking them. The perspiration
ran down into their shoes. They nearly passed out. So we decided
to raise the glass curtain, and let the audience react by applause.
Listeners liked the clapping, coughs, and chair squeaks. And the
Eskimos gave a sigh of relief and soon played even better.”

A number of pioneering radio announcers worked with Reser:
Graham McNamee, Phillips Carlin, John S. Young, and Ray Knight
(billed as Bill Borealis). One of these grandees of the mike tarried
in 2 nearby bar before a broadcast, arriving unsteady but in fine
voice. The show went smoothly until he crossed the stage and
tripped over the cord of a microphone. It took NBC engineers a
full five minutes to figure out why the Eskimos had been cut off
the air.

The Clicquot Clubbers broadcast regularly for ten years, becom-
ing one of the oldest continuous programs on the network. But,
with distribution of the ginger ale limited to the East and part of
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the Midwest, it made little sense to advertise on a coast-to-coast
show. During World War II, however, a series of twenty-four
half-hour transcriptions were cut for franchise bottlers who added
their local area commercials. Then, after a hiatus of about five
years, the Eskimos once more hitched up their sleds. In 1948
Clicquot brought Harry Reser’s troupe to Boston where, for a
year, they entertained New England listeners via the Yankee
Network.

“By then, the show was competing with television,” Weston
added, “but surprisingly we had a very large audience. I think
Reser got more fan mail than when he played on the full NBC
network.” ‘

A contemporary musical outfit mounted an analogous program
of popular tunes and semiclassics, even to the point of colorful
costumes to match its special brand of melodies. Stressing string
and woodwind arrangements, the A & P Gypsies delved into Euro-
pean dance and folk music with gusto and abandon.

Gypsy leader Harry Horlick had fled his native Russia in 1921.
Making his way to Constantinople, he carried among his few
possessions a violin. By fiddling he earned enough money to book
passage for New York. There, he landed a job with the City
Symphony, a decidedly new and untried orchestra with a schedule
of concerts for local schools and community halls.

Soon Horlick and a small group of string players convinced the
owner of a Russian restaurant, Petrouschka, to hire them. Their
fiery gypsy music won them an occasional job over WEAF. Then,
a disastrous blaze destroyed the Petrouschka. Horlick asked the
station if they might use a studio for rehearsals.

One day, the sales manager of the Great Atlantic & Pacific Tea
Company—then considering radio as a means to advertise its chain
of stores—visited the station. Through a loudspeaker in a reception
area, he heard Horlick’s musicians sweeping through wild gypsy
melodies and distinctive Russian and Hungarian folk tunes. The
music was entirely different from anything he had encountered. In
less time than it took to say “Jane Page,” A & P had signed up the
five players as the A & P Gypsies.

The ensemble carefully prepared for its commercial debut. If
their gypsy songs caught the public fancy within a week or two,
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there was a good chance for a long and lucrative association with
the large grocery chain.

Beginning in 1924, the Gypsies popularized such melodies as
“Black Eyes,” “Shadows of the East,” “Dubinushka,” “The Old
Forgotten Hungarian Song and Dance,” and their enduring theme
song, “Two Guitars.” As their repertoire grew, Horlick’s caravan
lengthened. A quartet featuring tenor Frank Parker and bass Emile
Coté joined it. More strings were added, then a woodwind or two,
a flute, a drum, and finally, a brass section. The outcome was a
twenty-six piece salon orchestra, not unlike the large ensembles
heard on transatlantic steamships in the years between the two
world wars. The Gypsies performed popular music of every style,
as well as compositions usually reserved to the province of concert
hall orchestras. Indeed, a number of Harry Horlick’s musicians also
played with major symphonies. Long before the Gypsies broke
camp in September 1935, ending a run of more than a dozen
years, they had blazed a trail for similar radio aggregations.

The Atwater Kent Radio Hour ended its first broadcast series
with a Music Week Festival on May 2, 1926. Gathered at the
microphone were four major artists: Frances Alda, Josef Hof-
mann, Louise Homer, and Albert Spalding, plus three upcoming
performers: contralto Kathryn Meisle, tenor Allen McQuhae, and
pianist John Powell. The radio hour had been such a great success
that the Philadelphia radio maker willingly paid the Metropolitan
Opera Company $25,000 a year for the right to engage its artists.

The first major “package” show, the Atwater Kent Hour, was
prepared and managed by John Trevor Adams, head of the Wolf-
sohn Musical Bureau, who sold it as a unit to an advertising
agency. Agencies, still without radio departments or trained spec-
ialists, bought air time from a station or network.

Sponsor Atwater Kent had a definite theory about radio adver-
tising. If the script had but two 60-second commercials in the
course of an hour, that was adequate, provided the name “Atwater
Kent” was mentioned at least a dozen times during the rest of the
program. It needed only to be a phrase: “The Atwater Kent Trio,”
“Madame Diva sings for Atwater Kent,” or the “Atwater Kent
Symphony Orchestra.” The product name was there, and by mere
repetition, it sold radios. Many listeners firmly believed they had
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to buy an Atwater Kent receiver to tune in the show. Mr. Kent
made no effort to change that belief.

At its outset, the Atwater Kent Hour had had script problems.
Prepared by a copywriter who had no musical knowledge, the
script sounded as if it had come straight from the pages of an
encyclopedia. A musicologist was engaged to bring about balance
and transition, providing enjoyment for an increasing number of
listeners.

Unfortunately a tightly written and well-rehearsed show did not
always ensure it from disaster. For one broadcast, Mr. Kent had
engaged a reigning soprano. The program opened with its usual
orchestral piece. Next the prima donna appeared, accompanied by
the Kent Quartet. After a few introductory bars of “The Beautiful
Blue Danube,” the soprano warbled only 2 note or two, then
shriecked and collapsed before the microphone. The awe-struck
quartet managed to finish the song as the announcer and station
staff carried the prima donna from the studio where first aid was
administered. The prepared script and most of the program was
abandoned. Instead, listeners heard an unusually long version of
the Strauss waltz while conductor Josef Pasternack spontaneously
reconstructed the entire show, eliminating the talents of the mike-
intimidated diva.

On another occasion, an aspiring prima donna, who insisted upon
singing at full volume, almost swallowed the microphone. Through-
out the tube-shattering crescendos, a confused engineer sat at the
control board, bewildered by the number of control knobs and
switches. In desperation, the announcer simply grabbed the mike
and tilted it away whenever the soprano reached for a high note.
This irritated the busty madame. In the middle of the aria, she
caught her breath and shouted, “What are you trying to do, you
damned monkey!”

Soon after NBC came into being, Atwater Kent had presented
to them a new program idea. Since most of the country could now
tune in any network program, he initiated a radio search for
undiscovered talented singers. When selected, these young
unknowns would appear on radio concerts with the world’s finest
established artists.

The first of these National Radio Auditions were announced by
Atwater Kent in 1927. The competition was open to all forty-
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eight states. Beginning at the community level, women’s clubs,
musical groups, and civic associations were asked to hold contests
for state and regional trials, and choose winners. To determine the
two annual winners—male and female—votes from the listening
audiences would account for 60 percent, and the decision of a jury
of musical authorities, 40 percent. The award to each grand
champion was $5,000, plus a year or two of study at an accredited
music conservatory.

The finals, held in December 1927, brought five men and five
women to the microphone, representing the top talent gleaned
from some fifty thousand amateur singing contests in over a
thousand small towns and cities. The finalists arrived in New York
determined to bring acclaim and fortune to themselves and their
hometown. The runners-up could only hope to take back with
them priceless experience and thrilling memories.

During the finals, Fox Movietone newsreel cameras shot thou-
sands of feet of film, covering each contestant while on stage. The
judges were Louise Homer, Edward Bok, and Mrs. Otto Kahn.
First place was won by Agnes Davis, 21, a schoolteacher from
Denver, Colo., with “Pace, Pace, Mio Dio” from Verdi’s La Forza
del Destino. The male winner was bass-baritone Wilbur Evans, 22,
a Curtis Institute student. His rendition of “Le Cor” by Flegier
launched him on a long and successful stage career.

Atwater Kent had paved the way for the first of many “amateur
hours” which were to follow, although his finalists were a mere
step away from the rank of professionals. Future Auditions con-
tinued to bring undiscovered vocal talent to national attention:
among them, Donald Novis and Hazel Arth in 1928; Genevieve
Rowe and Josephine Antoine in 1929; Lydia Summers and
Thomas L. Thomas in 1932.

For middle-aged Americans who had grown up at the turn of
the century, music from their youthful days held a nostalgic hold.
Radio found a responsive chord among them by broadcasting
operettas by Romberg, Friml, Herbert, and Strauss. Despite out-
dated plots, musically they could be as fresh and irresistible as the
night theater audiences first heard them. Memory-haunting tunes
from the pen of these composers regained popularity, chiefly
because radio provided hours of weekly entertainment from this
treasure chest of romantic, lyrical melody.
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The Philco Hour of Theater Memories, a pioneering program of
light opera, bowed on NBC in March 1927. James M. Skinner, vice
president and general manager of Philco, the Philadelphia Storage
Battery Company, had asked Henry M. Neely, a former newsman
and editor, to put together and host a sixty-minute program.

Neely, billed as the show’s “Old Stager,” introduced each pre-
sentation and narrated the story. Having been a first-nighter at
many operetta openings, he drew readily from personal experi-
ences. For the cast, Neely gathered a company of relatively young
and inexperienced singers: Kitty O’Neil, mezzo-soprano; Walter
Preston, baritone; Mary Hopple, contralto; Henry Shope, tenor;
Dan Gridley, tenor; Charles Robinson, bass; Doris Doe, contralto;
Jessica Dragonette, soprano; Colin O’Moore, tenor; and Emily
Woolley, soprano. His musical director was Harold Sanford, a
former violinist in the Metropolitan Opera orchestra under the
baton of Toscanini for seven years, and also an invaluable associate
of composer Victor Herbert.

Two singers quickly moved to the forefront: Jessica Dragonette,
a diminutive soprano, and tenor Colin O’Moore.

The Philco theme song was ‘“Mem’ries,” written by Neely and
Sanford. In 1928 Brunswick recorded a version of this melodious
number sung by Jessica Dragonette. Some years later, in her
autobiography titled Faith Is a Song, she talked of the exciting
challenge of that period of her life because it had given her an
opportunity to sing and act with contrasting dramatic range of
music and emotion.

During the Philco Hour’s first season, Jessica performed with
members of the original cast of a number of light operas: Wilda
Bennett from Victor Herbert's The Only Girl; Fritzi Scheff, star of
the original 1905 stage production of Mile Modiste; and Donald
Brian, who had created the part of Prince Danilo in The Merry
Widow.

In Faith Is a Song, Jessica Dragonette writes of Brian’s
encounter with a mike. At rehearsal he had been dashing, full of
sparkle and bravura, but at the microphone he grew pale, nervous,
and terrified of this method of vocal projection.

“Experienced in the demands of the theater, he had not had the
occasion, as I had had, to woo the instrument,”’ Jessica relates. “‘I



The Ether Comes of Age 55

seized his hand and held it to prevent him from gesticulating and
turning his head in every direction. When he observed me speaking
my lines and singing, he could see I was playing to the microphone
and not to him. Then the innate artist rose to a fine performance.”

The first performances of famous operettas on the air were
heard on the Philco Hour: The Vagabond King, The Student Prince,
Blossom Time, My Maryland, and Maytime. Philco’s success with
radio versions led to stage revivals of Mille Modiste, Naughty
Marietta, and other light operas. Broadcast performances awak-
ened public interest. New Broadway and motion picture produc-
tions emerged to waiting audiences. The Hour of Theater Mem-
ories established an enduring format for radio, which thrived well
into the 1950s.






Radio Meccas

n 1927 Palmolive sought an evening slot for an hour of

familiar musical selections that would appeal to a wide cross-
section of listeners—after all, didn’t everybody use soap? The
formula for the program was basically simple: the best, or cur-
rently most popular, music would be performed by a group of
thoroughly trained radio professionals. What emerged was The
Palmolive Hour, which quickly became one of the favorite pro-
grams on the airwaves, and introduced to a nationwide audience of
listeners some of the singers and musicians who were to become
the stars of tomorrow.

The orchestra director was Gustave Haenschen who blended a
solid sixty minutes of entertainment that ranged from opera to
sweet jazz. For lead singers Palmolive engaged the exclusive ser-
vices of soprano Virginia Rea and tenor Frank Munn; and immedi-
ately changed their names to pseudo (and soapy) billings as Olive
Palmer and Paul Oliver. For close harmony the Revelers Quartet
was chosen: Lewis James and James Melton, tenors; Elliot Shaw,
baritone; and Wilfred Glenn, bass. Arranger-conductor Frank
Black at the piano added to the swift pace. Contralto Elizabeth
Lennox was the only lead vocalist who managed to avoid an
euphonic name change, and remained with the program during
most of its long run.

Occasionally guest stars such as Claudia Muzio, Fanny Brice,
and Nellie and Sara Kouns contributed new sparkle to The Palmo-
lwe Hour, which was now NBC’s most esteemed musical presenta-

57
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tion, and widely praised for its “infallible charm™ and “superior
artistry.” The clamoring demand for audience tickets at 711 Fifth
Avenue, the network’s broadcast center, was a constant barometer
of the program’s enormous success.

Visitors to New York eagerly made their way to WEAF's
secluded Cathedral Studio high above Fifth Avenue near Central
Park, all hopeful of being among the first four hundred applicants
who would be admitted. They were quietly seated minutes before
showtime, at 9:30 p.m., when the doors were closed and locked
and guards took their positions at the entrance.

The spectacle was, indeed, worth the weekly scramble for
tickets. Subdued lighting diffused a warm glow over the perform-
ers and the orchestra, but left the audience in semishadows,
although the conductor’s stand was scarcely two feet from the
first row of the audience.

Journalist Herbert Devins aptly described the event in a 1929
issue of Radio Revue:

“The baton in Gus Haenschen’s fingers swoops down and a
surge of melody from the orchestra swings into a marching
rhythm....” And now the antics begin. “Haenschen, tall and
curly-haired, combines an air of authority with irrepressible boy-
ishness. By now he has dropped his baton and is leading with
elbows, knees and feet, as well as fingertips.”

A duet sung by Paul Oliver (Frank Munn) and Olive Palmer
(Virginia Rea) usually opened the show. They were two of the
highest-salaried singers on radio, and the most popular. An aura of
ethereal romance, which the radio audience eagerly accepted,
surrounded them. Although neither was considered a great singer
by classic standards, their voices registered a soft melodious qual-
ity over the airwaves that was more essential to a broadcasting
artist than volume.

“Frank Munn, in evening clothes, is imperturbable at the
mouthpiece of the mike, his face a perfect mask as he puts all the
expression and color into his voice alone—a rich tenor comparable
only to McCormack. He holds one hand cupped over hisear .. .a
professional trick of radio that originated in phonograph recording
laboratories which enables the soloist to sing softly close to the
microphone and still hear his own voice above the louder orches-
tral music immediately behind him. Virginia Rea uses the same
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method, although her body sways in time and her face reflects the
emotions carried by her voice.”

After commercials by Alois Havrilla or Phillips Carlin, the
singers moved out of the spotlight and the famous Revelers Quar-
tet took over. While at the peak of their radio and recording fame,
they also toured Europe almost every summer. Paris audiences
during their 1929 tour demanded nine encores and fourteen cur-
tain calls, and then cried, “Speech! Speech!”

During its long run, The Palmolive Hour introduced many new
songs and revived a number of old favorites: ‘1 Want to Be Loved
by You,” “Racquel,” “Valse Scherzo”; along with quartet selec-
tions such as “C’est Nous,” “Mandy Lee,” “Collegiate”, and tenor
solos “Mascushla,” “Kashmiri Love Song,” “Dear Heart, What
Might Have Been’’—to name a few that endured long after the
program went off the air.

Elizabeth Lennox and Virginia Rea often opened the second
half of the program with request numbers, duets, or solos. ‘“Whis-
pering Hope’ was most often requested as their duet, as well as
Miss Lennox’s solos ‘‘Habanera” from Carmen, or “O Promise

' Both women continued to record for Brunswick, which had
brought them to the radio microphone in the mid-1920s. New
recordings by Miss Rea as Olive Palmer came from Edison under a
lucrative contract. Virginia Rea’s renditions of “Italian Street
Song”’ and “Indian Love Call” widened her fame and fortunes.
And perhaps her misfortunes as well; for Miss Rea’s finest hours
had been with Palmolive as Olive Palmer. When she returned to her
own name, she was never able to regain the earlier acclaim. Several
years later, adrift in a sea of domestic and financial woes, she took
her own life.

The Palmolive Hour, in addition to a great musical program,
also brought to radio listeners an assortment of instrumental
virtuosos whose genius and antics soon made them favorite per-
formers: Andy Sannella, Murray Kellner, Larry Abbott, and
others. Sannella was a master of many instruments, but his fame
came from the way he could make an Hawaiian guitar talk every-
one’s language. Murray Kellner (once a dignified first violinist)
became a jazz fiddler. Larry Abbott (once proclaimed as the
sweetist alto sax player in New York) now improvised fantastic
melodies on an ordinary comb wrapped in tissue paper!
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The Palmolive Hour signed off permanently in 193 1. Its musical
format, highlighted by selections from the big Broadway shows
such as George White’s Scandals and Babes in Toyland, gave birth
to a number of great musical radio programs that followed:
American Album of Familiar Music, Highways in Melody, Voice of
Firestone, American Melody Hour, Hammerstein Music Hall, The
Hour of Charm, and The Contented Program. Countless other
programs also were traceable to the soap-maker’s early efforts.

Variety shows sponsored by large nationally known companies
were given a solid boost from network radio. Such programs
appealed to a mass audience through a combination of popular
music, humor, symphonic works, drama, and topical discussion.

General Motors, with its Family Party, came on the air in late
1927 from Carnegie Hall. It divided an hour program into three
parts. The first offered symphonic music from a forty-two-piece
orchestra conducted by Willem Mengelberg, Cesare Sodero, or
Nathanial Shilkret—all stalwarts of the concert podium. The
second changed gears with an all-star vaudeville revue: Willie
Collier, Walter C. Kelly, Weber & Fields, Nora Bayes, Chick Sales,
Marie Cahill, Leo Carrillo, Lewis James, Jessica Dragonette, and
Joe Green’s Marimba Band. The final twenty minutes turned to
solid music from Goldman’s or Pryor’s Band.

“Resplendent in personal charm and backed up by strong values
of artistry,” it gave listeners the best available talent in every
category. A year or so later, GM changed the format, featuring
only one or two guests, such as Sousa’s Band or Met singer
Lawrence Tibbett. The New York Sun gave Tibbett a rave review:
“One of the greatest voices for broadcasting purposes that the
Met—or any other unit—has ever contributed to radio within our
experience.”

Collier’s Hour was also a good example of early radio showman-
ship. Sponsored by Collier’s Magazine, it wove together comedy,
music, drama, sports, and current events in a journalistic frame-
work. In his unpublished reminiscences, coproducer Malcolm
LaPrade wrote: “At that time Collier’s Magazine was having diffi-
culty holding its circulation figures and advertising pages in com-
petition with The Saturday Evening Post. An advertising agent
then handling some business for Collier’s called on me to ask if
Colonel Davis and I could devise a good radio program for promot-
ing the publication. The result was Collier’s Radio Hour.”
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Announcer-M.C. John B. Kennedy played the editor, Uncle
Henry, and John Greig played the role of Professor Lucifer Butts.
Dramatizations of a Damon Runyon love story or a Sax Rohmer
mystery, and short talks on current events by Helen Keller or John
D. Rockefeller, Jr., were unique attractions. Song-and-dance man
George M. Cohan made his radio debut on Collier’s in September
1929. While he sounded a bit nervous, his voice bore a strong
resemblance to that of New York’s flamboyant Mayor Jimmy
Walker. Ernest La Prade directed a twenty-five-piece orchestra on
the Sunday evening program. Collier’s Hour remained a fixture on
NBC for five years.

Ernest’s brother, Malcolm, had the unique job of providing the
necessary sound effects. Some were uite ingenious. “We found
that the best way to imitate the sound of a loud explosion was to
hold a small wooden strawberry box close to the microphone and
crush it suddenly,” he recalls. “The sound of galloping horses was
best reproduced by having the orchestra’s drummer stand a few
feet from the mike and play hoofbeats on a pillow with his sticks.
A perpetual problem was the sensitivity of the microphone of
those days to what was called ‘blasting.” Any loud sound made too
near was likely to knock them off the air completely, so we were
constantly moving actors and singers back and forth.”

Collier’s and GM Family Party prepared the air lanes for the
many variety shows that followed. Some of the perennials
achieved highest ratings and became a solid part of American life:
Fleischmann Hour, Kraft Music Hall, Hollywood Hotel, The Magic
Key of RCA, Kate Smith Bandwagon, Shell Chateau, and Town
Hall Tonight.

By this time radio was featuring music to wake up to, wash by,
dine with, dance to, and read by. So why not music to go to bed
to? Long before the automatic long-playing disc someone at NBC
got the clever idea of lulling away the cares of the day by easy
listening slumber music. The Slumber Hour soon changed the
sleeping habits of one-time sheep counters. A nightly 11:00 to
12:00 p.m. series, it invited and prepared listeners for a restful
night. The program signed on in 1927, and “put to bed” not only
the somnolent but a long string of stations on the network.

Conductor Hugo Mariani and a little group of versatile musi-
cians inaugurated the WJZ late show. By the time Ludwig Laurier
held the baton (after brief stints by maestros Sodero and Sanford),
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the string-bearing sandmen consisted of violinist Raphael Galindo,
formerly of the Madrid Symphony; violinist Angelo Sasso; viola
virtuoso Samuel Zimbalist (brother of Efrem); cellist Oswald Maz-
zucchi, one-time member of the New York Philharmonic; pianists
Milan Smolen and Robert Braine, and organist Carl Weber. Direc-
tor Laurier had played first violin and managed the Metropolitan
Opera orchestra in the early 1900s. Now he spent hours each day
wandering among the shelves of NBC’s music library, picking out
classics from the Old Masters or selecting appropriate melodies for
the Fourth of July, Thanksgiving, or the Christmas season. Listen-
ers frequently wrote in asking to hear a certain sleep-inducing
selection. Rubenstein’s ‘“Kammennoi Ostrow” and Schubert’s
“Ave Maria” and ‘“‘Serenade” were the three most asked-for
requests. The producers carefully studied all such mail, for it
represented a cross-section of radio’s more cultured and discrim-
inating listeners.

When the Slumber Hour shifted to a later time period—midnight
to 1:00 a.m.—thousands of letters poured in asking the sponsor,
the Kellogg Company, to restore it to 11:00 p.m. Responding to
the public’s demands, the station returned the Hour to its earlier
time frame.

The theme song, ““Slumber On,” opened and closed each broad-
cast. Announcer Milton Cross doubled as a nocturnal soloist for the
theme song and other lullabies. But for him greater fame lay just
ahead at a microphone outside the studio walls.

One alleged nonsoporific effect of the Slumber Hour, causing
no loss of sleep to the cast or producers, was best expressed by a
listener. “Slumber music is it?” he wrote. “Why I'd stay up all
night to listen, if they’d play that long.” And thus began at
hundreds of stations the first of many programs of beautiful and
easy music through the night. Morning, noon and night, the
country was snuggling up to a radio set.

The Model T and Clara Bow had drawn people out of the home,
changed leisure-time habits, and broadened horizons. But, by
1931, radio and the deepening economic depression was bringing
many back to the living room where the world and its sounds were
at a listener’s fingertips.

Radio covered the 1932 presidential election returns, making
the newspaper ‘“extra” an anchronism. Four months later 20
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million sets were turned on as Franklin Delano Roosevelt took the
oath of office and delivered his inaugural address, assuring an
anxious country that “the only thing we have to fear is fear
itself.” Americans floundered in a maelstrom of bank failures,
unemployment, bread lines, and social unrest. Radio was some-
times the only, and often the best, companion with which to
forget the troubled times.

At the mecca of radio, the days and nights were busy, bright,
and buoyant. New York was a beehive of broadcasting, and
nowhere more than at the newly built Radio City. At the dedica-
tion of this NBC communications center, the playing of Gounod’s
“Unfold, Ye Portals,” heralded radio’s far-reaching influence. A
skyscraper containing hundreds of executive offices, scores of
rehearsal and dressing rooms, and dozens of studios was proof that
the medium held a secure place among the performing arts.

The largest broadcast studio in the world, NBC’s new 8-H, on
November 11, 1933, held a 75-piece orchestra, a 60-voice choir,
24 special artists, plus 1,200 invited guests. The 78- by 132-foor,
three-story auditorium included a balcony for several hundred
spectators, and glass-enclosed observation booths for engineers and
technicians. The ceremony opened with greetings from network
chief Merlin H. Aylesworth. He also read a letter from President
Roosevelt.

“It is with no little pleasure that I extend to you sincere
greetings and felicitations upon the formal opening of the new
National Broadcasting Company’s Red and Blue networks from
Radio City to the nation,” FDR wrote.

“Radio is an invaluable instrumentality for public service. Its
values to the country are manifold—educational, recreational,
entertaining, and serving also the common needs of the people and
the government.”

The President knew what he was talking about. In less than
eight months, his “‘fireside chats” direct from the White House had
made him a formidable radio personality in his own right.

The opening Radio City broadcast continued with the reading
of Burke Boyce’s poem, “‘Dedication,” by Broadway actress Jane
Cowl.

From the concert stage and opera came John McCormack,
Maria Jeritza, the Schola Cantorum Choir, and Mr. Music Appreci-
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ation—Dr. Walter Damrosch, who conducted a studio orchestra in
the March from Tannbauser. America’s ‘‘Vagabond Lover,” Rudy
Vallee, at the height of his crooning career, stepped to the micro-
phone and sang “Under the Campus Moon,” accompanied by the
King of Jazz, Paul Whiteman.

The studio audience warmly applauded the introduction of Will
Rogers who spoke from Hollywood. The world-renowned humor-
ist had appeared on the first NBC broadcast seven years earlier. He
and Dr. Damrosch were the only two to appear on both inaug-
urals. Via another remote avenue, Amos and Andy delivered a
comic dialogue from Milwaukee, where they were on a personal
appearance tour.

Next, a group of radio pioneers took to center stage. Soprano
Jessica Dragonette, popular star of the Cities Service Concert, sang
“Indian Love Call.” Golden-voiced Frank Munn, with ten years
behind the mike, shared the spotlight with frequent costars, Vir-
ginia Rea and The Revelers. Another radio trailblazer, conductor
Frank Black, led the orchestra in an original composition entitled
“SOS” by Robert Braine.

The program closed with a transatlantic conversation between
Owen D. Young, General Electric chairman; Sir John Reith,
managing director of the BBC; and Gen. James G. Harbord, RCA
chairman, in New York; and David Sarnoff, RCA president, in Lon-
don. Sarnoff welcomed listeners to a week of special programs
marking NBC’s move to spacious Radio City from its crammed
and outmoded 711 Fifth Avenue quarters. At the end of the
dialogue, the ex-telegraph operator tapped out the letters “RCA”
in code. The message triggered a switch to turn on the floodlights
aimed at the RCA building and beamed from its roof, 850 feet
above Rockefeller Center.

A commentator that week described the radio metropolis as “‘a
city sired by science, mothered by art, nursed by an economic
foster mother, and dedicated to a career of enlightenment and
entertainment.”

Within the “city,” a host of performers—comedians, musicians,
announcers, singers, sportscasters, bandleaders, and actors—
reached a vast audience that had stopped to listen. The sounds,
once static-riddled and patchy, were now clear and consistent.
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Radio knowledge, research and experience and perhaps a great
deal of magic, had unlocked the portals. But from all the audible
arts soon to be beamed over the air, music provided its finest and

fullest expression.






Crooning: Craze and Controversy

Afad-crazy decade of peace and prosperity, the 1920s had a
beat unlike any other period, before or since. An era of
wonderful nonsense, it pursued fun and games as if there were no
tomorrow. From flagpole sitting days on end, to marathon
dancing weeks at a stretch, youth of the 1920s rarely stood still.

Pleasure-bound sheiks and flappers lost no time in courting the
latest sport, drink, dance, song, or craze. Hell-bent on making their
mark, this carefree generation discovered the thrills of auto joy-
riding, speedboat racing, and air barnstorming. With the White
House prediction of a car in every garage and two chickens in
every pot, high living became the order of the day.

Tagged the Jazz Age because of a frenetic, animated pace and
get-rich-quick atmosphere, it tossed aside pre-World War I modes
and manners. And through the decade, flaming youth sang and
danced to the reckless rhythm of the Charleston Chasers and
McKinney’s Cotton Pickers, the spirited twang of Ukulele lke and
Scrappy Lambert, the jaunty cadence of Al Jolson and Ted Lewis,
and the sophisticated syncopation of Pops Whiteman and Isham
Jones.

Record-makers didn’t miss a groove nor did radio broadcasters
lose a minute in picking up the full panoply of popular tunes: The
zany “Yes, We Have No Bananas” and “Barney Google,” and the
romantic “Love, Your Magic Spell Is Everywhere” and “I'll Get
By,” the buoyant “There’s a Rainbow 'round My Shoulder” and
“Mississippi Mud,” and the bluesy ‘“‘Moanin’ Low” and “Am I

67
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Blue?”” Music from phonographs and radios, as well as bandstands,
reverberated from front parlors to speakeasies.

By 1929 a new voice added to the optimism in the air. A Yale
student, who played the saxophone to pay his way through
college, organized an orchestra. The group soon began to make
records, then played in nightclubs and on radio. From time to
time the young leader sang, using a cheerleader’s megaphone to
make his voice heard over the noisy din of supper clubs. The effect
was a smooth, subdued crooning to the lyrics. Overnight, Rudy
Vallee was embraced by millions of radio listeners as ‘“The Vaga-
bond Lover.”

The first of the great crooners, Vallee’s popularity gave rise to a
new age in group singing. Even church choir directors frequently
emulated the antics of college cheerleaders. His songs, however,
invoked neither shoulder swaying nor foot tapping. The tempo of
his rich baritone voice was slow with a moderate cadence pitched
to harmonize with muted chords that lulled his listeners into
nostalgic moods. One critic rhapsodized Rudy’s singing as
“remindful of lavender and old lace, lazy Sunday afternoons on a
porch screened by hollyhocks, the low moan of a pipe organ in a
village church.”

Backed by his musically adept Connecticut Yankees, Rudy
attracted huge audiences. As master of ceremonies on NBC’s
Fleischmann Hour for a solid decade—from the fall of 1929 to the
close of the 1930s—he became a coast-to-coast, if not an inter-
national, idol. Dreamed about, brooded over and longed for, Rudy
Vallee crooned his way into countless female hearts and imagina-
tions. Nonetheless, his phenomenal rise to the very heights of
popularity baffled a few. The New York Sun critic Kay Trenholm,
for one, thought his appeal “‘a mystery,” finding him “slightly
tiresome” as he crooned “My Time Is Your Time” and “Say It
Isn’t So.”

Looking back some forty or more years, a never-modest Vallee
said: “Ninety percent of the natural-voiced singers who followed
in the wake of my meteoric success in radio might never have
made it had I not demonstrated that the public was ready to
eagerly accept crooning.”

Music publishers seemed to agree. They considered Rudy’s
willingness to broadcast and record a song a virtual guarantee that
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it would become a hit, if it had some potential. He even parlayed
an obscure college march composed in 1901 into one of the top
tunes of 1930. Vallee, an undergraduate at the University of Maine
prior to his transfer to New Haven, introduced Maine’s ““Stein
Song” on radio. The song quickly sold over 350,000 copies of
sheet music, while Victor disposed of a half-million pressings of
Vallee’s rendition.

Yet, for crooners like Rudy Vallee, it was not all accolades and
orchids. Certain quarters had no use for their languid lullabies or
romantic roulades.

“Crooning is a degenerate form of singing and no true American
would practice this base art,” warned one church leader. ... I
cannot turn the dial without getting these whiners and bleaters
defiling the air and crying vapid words to impossible tunes.”

Three thousand members of the Boston Holy Name Society
listened as Cardinal William O’Connell took to task the pre-
dominant vocal style of the late 1920s and early 1930s. “If you
listen closely when you are unfortunate enough to get one of
these,” His Eminence observed, “you will discover the basest
appeal to sex emotions in the young. They are not true love songs.
They profane the name. They are ribald and reyolting to true
men.”’

The New York Singing Teachers Association endorsed the
72-year-old cardinal’s criticism. “‘Crooning corrupts the minds and
ideals of the younger generation,” the group asserted at its 1932
convention. “A distorted type of singing, crooning limits the
development of the vocal mechanism.”

The Boston prelate’s blast and the teachers’ condemnation were
a backhanded indication of radio’s enormous popularity. The
now-viable medium was fair game for insular detractors and
would-be censors. The brickbats not only revealed diverse indi-
vidual and collective music preferences, but listeners’ unwritten
right to pressure the airwaves.

If crooning was controversial, apparently radio determined to
make it the center of attention. Both broadcasters and crooners
capitalized on what conventional purists had labeled “a plague of
saccharine slurring or callow boop-a-dooping.” The dictionary
gives the definition: “the deliberate restraining of the voice in
order to obtain smoothness and consistent mellowness by
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counting on the amplification of the microphone rather than on
the normal rise and fall in the volume of the voice.” However,
radio singers, male or female, quickly denied—at least publicly—
such identification.

Reporters asked the reigning king of the crooners, Rudy Vallee,
‘““Are you a crooner?”’

He replied, stoutly, “I am not. I have been opposed to the word
for a long time.”

A newcomer, Bing Crosby, who was completing a record-break-
ing twenty-nine weeks at the New York Paramount, stated simply,
“I'm not a crooner.”

Denials also came from Russ Columbo, Kate Smith, the Boswell
Sisters, Morton Downey. Each declared that the cardinal could not
have referred to their manner of singing, and continued to attract
large radio audiences. The word “crooner” may have been an
unfortunate choice of words, but it remained and became an
accepted part of musical language, even as ‘“the king of jazz”
continued to identify Paul Whiteman. In essence, it was an adapta-
tion to the techniques of radio broadcasting. The highly sensitive
mike demanded a different mode of vocal production. Singing into
the delicate carbon microphones compelled artists to use soft,
almost caressing, tones lest a loud or high note shatter a trans-
mitter tube. Vaughn DeLeath, often called the “original radio
girl,” sang recitals of popular songs as early as 1920 over the
radiophone from Lee De Forest’s experimental station. She
weighed about 250 pounds, which made singing something of an
ordeal in the small, telephone boothlike studio.* Usually, there
wasn’t room for a piano. She sang unaccompanied, except for a
ukulele which she learned to strum. Both space limitations and
primitive equipment gave rise to an unprecedented intimate and
easy-going vocal approach.

Thus, when the Jazz Age was ending in a sputtering whirl, CBS
had hatched a large flock of songbirds: Morton Downey, Will
Osborne, Bing Crosby, Kate Smith, Ruth Etting, the Boswell
Sisters, Art Jarrett, and the Mills Brothers. ‘“The crooner is here to
stay,” Columbia announced as it revamped its program schedules.
From early evening to near midnight, the network featured one or

*When spotted in radio and recording studios with the equally rotund Frank Munn,
pundits dubbed the pair "‘a ton of talent.”
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two fifteen-minute song sessions every hour by these smooth-
voiced troubadors and their female counterparts.

NBC mounted similar programs with Russ Columbo, Little Jack
Little, Jack Fulton, Jane Froman, and the Pickens Sisters.

If one both crooned and led a band, a station allocated more air
time. Will Osborne, leader of his own eight-piece group and a band
singer with a tenor’s range, broadcast thirty or sixty minutes
nearly every day. The Toronto-born musician and his aggregation
were first heard in 1925 over WMCA. Rather modest in an era of
ballyhoo, Osborne personally was not akin to the high-powered
publicity mills of the music world. Nevertheless, he recognized its
value and hired a press agent. This energetic individual promoted
Will Osborne as the original radio crooner and the first to deliver
popular tunes through a megaphone. The two worked hard to
“legitimatize’’ crooning.

Later, when a new edition of Webster’s Dictionary appeared and
omitted the word *‘crooner,” Osborne and his press agent flew
into a mock rage against the publishers. “They include the word
‘croon’ and even ‘croon song.’ But not ‘crooner.’ ”

To protest the omission, Osborne sponsored an ‘“‘indignation
luncheon” at New York’s Claremont Inn. Noteworthy practi-
tioners of the art came to defend their profession and with the
help of musicologist Sigmund Spaeth, drafted a resolution de-
manding recognition from the dictionary publisher.

“Crooning is a landmark in the history of American music,”
Osborne said to the gathering. ‘It marks the transition from the
raucous jazz of prewar days to the sweet, inspiring music that
came after the war. There is such a thing as a crooner and he can’t
be ignored.”

Will Osborne claimed that some operatic singers were crooners,
too. “When John McCormack sings such numbers as ‘I Hear You
Calling Me,’ he is definitely and irrevocably crooning.”

McCormack disagreed. He deplored the inroads of crooning. To
him, it tended to warp musical tastes and offend those who still
looked upon music as an art. “All you need is a cardboard
megaphone and a little nerve. Then stand near a mike and fake it.”

Frances Alda, with her Met days past and now singing on a
fifteen-minute NBC early evening show, disassociated herself from
the network’s main contingent of warblers. She complained of too
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many crooners, blaming the influx on commercial program adver-
tisers “who seek to ape and to equal certain ephemeral successes
which are offensive to listeners of taste and discrimination.”

In 1930 Rudy Vallee wrote his autobiography Vagabond
Dreams Come True. The book claimed Will Osborne imitated
Vallee. Osborne, whose style indeed bore a remarkably similar
vocal texture, sued for $500,000, contending that Rudy held him
up to ridicule. Osborne also asked for an injunction to have the
book withdrawn from circulation. It was the first of a number of
attention-getting, generally meritless lawsuits by or against Os-
borne, who, years later, remarked that he did not like the way his
agent sought headlines. But he admitted the tabloids helped ad-
vance his career.

Will Osborne also wrote pop tunes, including “Beside an Open
Fireplace,” “‘S’posin’,” a version of “Dry Bones,” and, to capital-
ize on the singing rivalry with Rudy Vallee, the novelty number
“I’'d Like to Break the Neck of the Man Who Wrote the Stein
Song.” One melody incurred the wrath of rival tunesmith Edward
G. Nelson, who alleged that Osborne’s “On a Blue and Moonless
Night” was actually his “Dirty Dishes in the Sink.” The tune
broke no records, but Nelson’s summons did break up a broadcast.
That happened Halloween afternoon in 1930.

Osborne’s rendition of “My Ideal” was serenading the lunch-
time crowd in the Manhattan Towers Grill. A CBS microphone
picked up the midday music. Halfway through the song, a nattily
dressed man stalked in. He walked up to the bandstand and
pushed a paper under Osborne’s nose. The startled crooner
stopped singing and snarled at the intruder, who suddenly dropped
the paper and fled across the dance floor.

In the confusion, the maitre d’ shouted, “Hold up!”

Several diners yelled, “Grab that man.”

Waiters, busboys, and guests sprinted after the man. Osborne
joined them and soon held the lead. The orchestra finished its
number, then dropped instruments and followed the mob.

The fleet-footed intruder reached the hotel lobby. A patrolman
tried to protect him and, at the same time, calm Osborne, his
band, the dining room staff, and patrons.

“This guy’s a process server,” the cop explained. “I’'m here to
help him do his job. For over a week, six men have been trying to
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serve Will Osborne. Broadcast or no broadcast, we're not taking
any chances.” Trick or treat, the law was no lullaby to crooner
Will Osborne.

But to Gene Austin, lullabies led to a pot of gold. His soft,
soothing voice sold more than 86 million discs, a total that no
other entertainer surpassed in the 1920s and 1930s. Austin’s
theme song ‘“‘My Blue Heaven” alone tallied a staggering 12 million
discs and provided him with the industry’s first gold record.
Austin also coauthored many hit songs: ‘“Lonesome Road,”
“When My Sugar Walks Down the Street,” “Ridin’ Around in the
Rain,” and “How Come You Do Me Like You Do?” If he had
concentrated on radio work, he might have rivaled or surpassed
the popularity of Vallee. He lost out in the big crooner sweep-
stakes, settling for guest appearances and performing as band
vocalist with Jimmie Grier on comedian Joe Penner’s short-lived
Cocomalt show.

Morton Downey popularized many tunes in the thirties, yet is
best remembered for crooning two moon songs: “Wabash Moon”’
and “‘Carolina Moon.” Paul Whiteman discovered Downey, then
singing in tank town vaudeville and back street restaurants—any
place where he was lucky enough to get a job. Whiteman signed
him for the S.S. Leviathan orchestra at $70 a week. Four years
and some twenty transatlantic trips later, Downey left the White-
man unit for vaudeville and New York nightclub appearances.
Then Hollywood beckoned. He made three early “‘talkies’”: Sy-
ncopation, Mother’s Boy, and Lucky in Love—all easily forgotten.

In 1929 he landed an engagement at London’s Cafe de Paris.
One night, at the request of the song-crazed Prince of Wales, he
sang “You Took Advantage of Me” eleven times. Bookings fol-
lowed in Paris and Berlin. During his London sojourn, Morton
Downey had sung over the BBC. The experience convinced him
that his best career bet lay at a radio mike. Back in New York, he
sang on several low budget WJZ fillers. Then CBS caught his act
and put him under its banner. He made it big. His fan mail grew to
a mountainous stack of twenty thousand or thirty thousand letters
a week. Columbia got the message, too. They boosted his pay-
check to a reputed $6,000 a week, putting him in the ranks of the
highest-salaried singers in the world.

In June of 1931, he inaugurated a nightly fifteen-minute series,
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broadcast at 7:45 pm. for Eastern listeners and repeated at 11:00
pm. for Columbia’s Western and Pacific Coast stations. Tony
Wons, already well known as the host of his talk show Tony’s
Scrapbook, was the M.C., injecting “bits of poetry and gems of
wisdom.” The sponsor, Camel Cigarettes, brought Jacques
Renard’s orchestra from Boston to New York to accompany
Downey.

CBS thought so highly of its new tenor that they included him
on numerous special shows. For Hello, Europe, a 1932 all-star
hour of typical American music beamed overseas, Downey sang
“Just One More Chance,” “It Happened to Me,” and “Carolina
Moon,” and shared the podium with most of Columbia’s crooning
contingent and staff musicians: Kate Smith, Arthur Tracy, Freddie
Rich, Howard Barlow, Toscha Seidel, the Mills Brothers, and the
Boswell Sisters. At the beginning of a long and lucrative career, the
high-note tenor would croon, whistle, and warble into listeners’
homes for twenty-five years, thanks to the makers of cigarettes,
coffee, laxatives, cosmetics, and most notably, Coca-Cola.

The Downeys and Vallees, no matter how controversial in
certain disapproving circles, were enchanting a multitude of radio
listeners. Their singing was natural, simple, untrained, and folksy.
“They sing like that because they can’t help it,” The New York
Times pointed out in an editorial. “Their style,” it incorrectly
predicted, “is beginning to go out of fashion. Reproving crooners
is futile for singing teachers or anyone else. Crooners will soon go
the way of tandem bicyles, mah jong, and midget golf.”

More voices murmuring the sweet nothings of popular love
songs continued to zoom to radio stardom. Arthur Tracy soon
joined their ranks, but he was a bit unique. Tracy actually was a
full-voiced singer who treated audiences to his own fine-toned
interpretations of “Song of Songs,” ‘I Walk Beside You,” “San
Antonio Rose,” “Eli, Eli,” and *“‘Serenade” from Frasquita—often
in one of six languages. Nevertheless, CBS put him on the air in
the late evening slot usually reserved for budding crooners. Thus,
he carried a patina of purling strains. “But, by contrast, I stood
out,” he says, “‘and never entered into the battle of the baritones.”

Tracy first sang as a youngster in Philadelphia, organizing
alfresco concerts in his father’s grape arbor. What he earned as a
newsboy and later as a stage extra went toward lessons and helped
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buy Caruso records. “I used to study his records for hours. Caruso
was my best teacher,” he said. Tracy later worked in road com-
panies of Blossom Time and The Student Prince, and as M.C. in a
nightclub. During a New York engagement at Keith’s 145th Street
theater, the still unknown Tracy stopped the show. The year was
1929. “Talkies’ and radio were big, but vaudeville was dying.*

“I heard about an audition at WMCA. I mingled with a bunch of
anxious kids at its Hotel McAlpin studio. When I handed my music
to the piano accompanist, she said, ‘Let’s make it snappy.’ I sang
‘O’ Man River,” but she played so fast and carelessly that she
ruined the audition. To her, I was another nobody. To me, it was
the chance of a lifetime.”

Three months later, he auditioned again, but with a different
pianist. He was hired on the spot. For a year, he sang for $10 or
$15 a program. By his own count, he got up to sixty-six shows a
week. His sponsors ranged from Adam Hats and Hires Root Beer
to a furniture company and an exterminator.

“During the summer WMCA reduced its time on the air,”” Tracy
recalled, “and I was let go. Then I ran into Frank Salt of the
vaudeville team of Salt and (Jack) Pepper. He told me CBS was
auditioning new singers. I won a hearing—and a job. Starting July
1931 the network gave me a trial six weeks ‘to do or die.’ I decided
to conceal my identity, in case they dropped me. I called myself
The International Balladist.”

The newest CBS baritone became the latest radio sensation. Still
uncertain of lasting popularity, Tracy changed his nom de mike to
“The Street Singer of the Air.” His fan mail piled up. Thousands
of letters demanded his real name. Five months later, Arthur
Tracy and “The Street Singer”” became synonymous to his legions
of listeners.

Tracy’s first big commercial show was Chesterfield’s Music That
Satisfies. He took “The Sidewalks of New York’ as a theme song,
but it sounded too political. Al Smith had used it in campaigns for
governor and president. One day, at a music publisher’s, he
listened to possible substitutes. They included a lilting Latin tune

*The big stars of radio kept vaudeville alive for a few more years. By 1932 Arthur Tracy
commanded bookings at $3,000 a week, and Kate Smith, Crosby, Vallee, the Mills
Brothers, and Morton Downey played the major two-a-day circuits for as much as
$6,000 a week.
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composed eight years earlier by Moises Simon, a Cuban. After
several bars, he knew that ‘‘Marta” was ideally suited to his
romantic ballad style. English lyrics were added. Few introductory
themes identified a singer faster than ‘‘Marta, rambling rose of the
wildwood . ..” CBS announcer David Ross’s follow-up words,
“Round the corner and down your way comes the Street Singer,”
were superfluous.

After three or four years on the network, Arthur Tracy lost
favor. (Being on the losing side of a sensational divorce suit
brought by his second wife pushed his ratings down.) In 1935 he
sailed for England, where he would make personal appearances
and films. There he won a large and loyal following. His popularity
so outpaced the States that he stayed abroad until the outbreak of
World War II. Initially, the craze for crooners touched Tracy. But
for a singer ‘‘taught” by Caruso, nothing less than a full-mouthed
interpretation sufficed.

CBS was equally successful in launching distaff crooners. Ruth
Etting, for one, combined a marvelously convincing voice with an
engaging personality. Already established as a stage performer, she
had appeared in several Ziegfeld Follies, as well as opposite Eddie
Cantor in Whoopee and Ed Wynn in Simple Simon.

A blues singer, Ruth Etting popularized such songs as ‘“Ten
Cents a Dance” and “Sweet and Lovely,”” and successfully revived
‘““Shine On, Harvest Moon,” first introduced by Nora Bayes in
1908. Lyric writers were delighted to have her sing their verses
because her enunciation was so perfect—a fact that led Irving
Berlin to seek her out after hearing one of her earliest records.

She appeared on Columbia’s Majestic Radio Hour and Music in
the Modern Manner, and programs sponsored by Chase & Sanborn
coffee, Fleischmann’s yeast, and Nestle’s chocolate. At the same
time, she played in Warner Brothers movie shorts with Joan
Blondell, Donald Cook, Evelyn Knapp, and Humphrey Bogart.

At the close of the 1930s, Ruth Etting retired at 42 to aranch
near Colorado Springs with her accompanist-second husband Myrl
Alderman. She attempted a comeback on two occasions. In 1947
Rudy Vallee signed her for appearances on his Philip Morris show.
That led to a Monday-through-Friday evening program over New
York’s WHN. It lasted a season. Eight years later, MGM filmed her
life story Love Me or Leave Me, with Doris Day as Ruth. James



Crooning: Craze and Controversy 77

Cagney played her first husband Moe “The Gimp” Snyder, who
shot Alderman over his attentions to Ruth. The motion picture
score revived many songs closely identified with her: “It All
Depends on You,” “Mean to Me,”” “At Sundown,” and the title
song. Nevertheless, in the 1950s, few people remembered Ruth
Etting. The melodies lingered on and endured quite nicely, but the
radio torch singer with the clear diction failed to impress a new
generation.

Mildred Bailey held a much-deserved niche in the feminine
annals, too. An outstanding singer of the blues and jazz ballad, she
was especially adept in phrasing and interpretation. Radio engi-
neers described her microphone technique as nearly perfect. When
Mildred sang, it seemed effortless. She “pointed’ to the mike and
rarely moved, gesticulated, or pulled away.

Born Mildred Rinker (her brother was Al Rinker of Paul White-
man’s Rhythm Boys), she plugged songs in a Seattle, Wash., store.
While singing in Los Angeles, Paul Whiteman heard her. As a
member of his aggregation, she was one of the country’s first
female band vocalists. Her best work came later with Red Norvo
and Benny Goodman on the Camel Caravan. She reputedly in-
spired Hoagy Carmichael to write “Ol’ Rockin’ Chair,” a tune that
fit her sweet, small voice as well as her large frame.

Annette Hanshaw had a brief but memorable career. Her con-
tralto registered as a mixture of blues a la Mildred Bailey and
“scat” singing in the vein of Helen (boop-boop-a-doop) Kane.
Annette’s gentle, subtle voice was discovered by Herman Rose of
Pathé-Perfect Records. He heard her demonstrating songs in a
Westchester music store. Rose asked Annette’s father to let the
15-year-old girl make a test recording. Six weeks later, she waxed
her first commercial disc “Black Bottom,” one of the biggest hits
of the roaring twenties.

Annette turned out hundreds of records, many under such
bland pseudonyms as Gay Ellis, Patsy Young, and Dot Dare.
Accompanied in studios by many up-and-coming musicians, in-
cluding Benny Goodman and Jimmy Dorsey, she cut only one
record with another singer. It was Irving Berlin’s 1932 hit “Say It
Isn’t So,” with Morton Downey and Harry “‘Singin’ Sam”’ Frankel.

Radio appearances came in the wake of her recording success.
The Eveready Hour and Clicquot Club Eskimos welcomed her
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guest appearances. In 1932 she achieved coast-to-coast prominence
as a blues crooner on the Maxwell House Show Boat. Basically shy
and frequently deterred by a microphone and an audience, she
retired at the age of 26 when the continuance of a career threat-
ened her health.

The Boswell girls—Connie, Martha, and Vet—were reared in a
New Orleans household steeped in classical music. Both parents
were musicians, and the sisters learned to play the piano, cello,
and violin—a rather staid instrumental trio compared to their
future endeavors.

An extended business trip by their father started the Boswells
on a professional career. His train had hardly pulled out, when
they took up two of the most popular instruments of the 1920s.
Connie reached for a saxophone while Vet chose a banjo. Martha,
however, remained at the piano. Blues soon replaced Brahms. The
Boswells discovered modern rhythms, singing the tunes they
played. Before long, New Orleans took notice of the sisters—a trio
that could play jazz, harmonize, and even write songs.

Station WDSU first put them at a mike. They toured the
Midwest in 1928, then settled on the West Coast where, from Los
Angeles, they broadcast nationally on California Melodies. In 1931
CBS brought them to New York, the capital of crooning. They
frequently teamed with Bing Crosby on radio (The Woodbury
Hour), on records (‘“Life Is Just a Bowl of Cherries”), and in films
(The Big Broadcast of 1932). When Vet and Martha married and
retired, Connie as a solo performer went on to become a highly
sought-after vocalist, especially for Bing’s Kraft Music Hall.

Crosby’s top-rated radio shows, enormously successful motion
pictures, and best-selling Decca records carried crooning to a
plateau of mass acceptance and solid respectability, not to men-
tion lasting popularity. Gifted with a sincere and intimate style,
plus a down-to-earth personality, Bing sang in an effortless, casual
manner. “He has a voice of remarkable range,” noted the BBC
Radio Times in 1937, “is both a tenor and a baritone, can both
‘sort of shout’ a fast swing number and croon a slow sentimental
tune, and is capable of an impeccable ‘straight’ rendering of a
Robeson spiritual.”

Like Morton Downey, Crosby early in his career had joined Paul
Whiteman who heard Bing and his Gonzaga College buddy Al
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Rinker as a singing team in a West Coast theater. Whiteman added
pianist Harry Barris and called them the Rhythm Boys. Their
recording of ‘‘Mississippi Mud” won wide acclaim among the
college set. After appearing with Whiteman in the 1930 film The
King of Jazz, the trio left his band to perform with Gus Arnheim
at the Cocoanut Grove in Los Angeles. Bing soon ventured into
solo assignments, including a series of comedy shorts for movie-
maker Mack Sennett. Brunswick Records put him under contract,
and he waxed such ballads as ‘‘Just One More Chance,” “I'm
Through With Love,” and “lI Found a Million-Dollar Baby’'—
ideally suited to his enchanting intonation.

Radio had shown little interest in his voice. But one afternoon
NBC vice president John F. Royal and Bill McCaffrey, a booking
agent, were walking along Broadway. They heard a song coming
out of a record shop door.

“That’s a great record,” Royal said. “I wonder who’s singing?”’

“Bing Crosby,”” replied McCaffrey.

“I better get him for the network,” added Royal.

NBC wanted Bing Crosby on a sustaining basis at no more than
a few hundred dollars a week. Crosby’s shrewd lawyer demanded a
hefty $2,000, take it or leave it.

CBS learned of NBC’s interest in Bing. But it took Paley to put
the microphonic gears in motion. He heard Crosby’s voice blaring
from a portable record player on an ocean liner bound for Europe.
A friend on deck was playing ‘I Surrender, Dear’ over and over.
Paley, curious to know the name of the vocalist, stopped the
machine. Beneath bandleader Gus Arnheim’s name, in very small
letters, the label read ‘‘Chorus—Bing Crosby.” Paley immediately
sent a radiogram to CBS in New York, urging that Crosby be
signed.

“When I got home some weeks later,” Paley related, “I asked
what had happened. The answer was ‘Nothing.’ The prevailing
opinion had pegged Crosby as a rather unpredictable young fellow,
unlikely to fit in with strict broadcast schedules. So the matter
had been dropped. I didn’t care nearly so much about how this
young man observed the calendar as I did about his voice. I told
the network to get moving.” Crosby signed with CBS for about
$1,000 a week, plus a major buildup in theaters and films.

On September 2, 1931, announcer Harry Von Zell introduced
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the husky-sounding crooner whose radio debut had been delayed
because of severe laryngitis. The whole country started talking
about Bing Crosby. Every entertainment medium beckoned. For
seven straight months, day and night, he sang at the New York
Paramount, as well as at benefit performances and on recordings.
Singing such long hours, he developed nodes on his vocal cords.
Two weeks’ rest cured his raspy hoarseness, but his voice there-
after fell a tone or so lower to a more baritone sound. All in all, a
singularly effective mechanism in rendering the period’s lush bal-
lads and romantic laments.

While NBC failed to sign Crosby, it stumbled upon another
voice remarkably similar to Bing’s in style and delivery. Just four
weeks before he broadcast on CBS, the manager of a young
unknown baritone called on John Royal.

‘“He was a bloody bore,” Royal says, “and I threw him out
because he was so arrogant. But when Crosby signed with Colum-
bia, I said to Phillips Carlin, ‘Phil, go and get that fellow we tossed
out and book his man.” ”

NBC put him in front of its tobbaco can-shaped condenser mike
three times a week, and gave him a major buildup. That was the
start of Russ Columbo, and the so-called battle of the baritones (in
turn, inspiring the song “Crosby, Columbo, and Vallee™).

This counterattraction to Crosby had a short but meteoric
career. A violinist, he had toured with an orchestra before he was
20. He mixed singing with violin playing, and soon had vocal
engagements at hotels in Los Angeles. Because he bore a strong
resemblance to the late Rudolph Valentino, Columbo picked up
small nonsinging parts in such pictures as The Wolf Song with
Lupe Velez and The Texan with Gary Cooper.

Then he organized his own orchestra, playing at Hollywood
nightclubs, including his own, The Pyramid. Composer Con
Conrad caught his act and urged him to join the crooner sweep-
stakes in New York. NBC gave Russ Columbo a month’s trial,
which was not an unusual procedure for unknown radio singers.
The popularity of Crosby boosted Columbo’s appeal, and the
network signed him to a year’s contract. He cut dozens of records,
including his own compositions: “You Call It Madness; But I Call It
Love,” “Is It Love?” and “Now I Know It’s Love.” His song



Crooning: Craze and Controversy 81

writing and band-leading talents, plus exceptional good looks, put
him a notch or two above Crosby in those departments.

But he was restless. He again pursued film stardom. This time,
as a nationally known singer, he won leading roles in Walter
Winchell’s Broadway Through a Keybole and Moulin Rouge. In
September 1934 he completed Wake Up and Dream for Universal.
Relaxing at the home of Hollywood photographer Lansing Brown,
he talked about the film’s forthcoming premiere. Examining his
friend’s collection of guns, he noticed an old Civil War pistol.
Brown picked it up, pulled back the trigger, and heard it click
several times. Then Brown lit a cigarette and unconsciously placed
the smoking match in the percussion pin. Once again, he pulled
the trigger. In a flash, the match ignited a charge of powder long
hidden in the Civil War piece. There was an explosion. A bullet
sped across the room, ricochetting off a table where Columbo
sat. It hit the 26-year-old singer above the left eye and lodged in
his brain. He lived for six hours.

To add to the tragedy, two days earlier Columbo’s 70-year-old
mother had suffered a heart attack. Her family withheld the news
of Russ’s death to spare her life. Mrs. Columbo, however, lived on
and on. For ten years, word of her son’s accident was kept from
the bedridden and partially blind woman. She died in 1944,
believing he was alive and successful as a singer and actor in
England. The family even wrote her letters signed “Russ.”

By the time of Columbo’s tragic death, crooners competed with
newer audio fare and fads. Comedy plus music, or vice-versa, built
around a major comedian or singer, now crowded the dial. These
all-star, general variety shows filled an hour or two of air time
nearly every night.

A gradual westward trek to Hollywood’s film factories by a
number of radio headliners including Crosby, Vallee, Jack Benny,
and Eddie Cantor also de-emphasized broadcasts of pure and
simple singing. Hundreds of motion picture players from the
Gables and Crawfords to the Gabby Hayeses and Una O’Connors
began to augment their studio assignments with radio appearances.

By no means did crooning fade out. By the end of the decade,
every dictionary, even Webster’s, defined “crooner.” The mantle
woven and worn by the Columbos and Crosbys was now shared by
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a newer, larger, and perhaps more versatile contingent. Jack Smith,
Phil Regan, Billie Holliday, Ralph Kirberry, Dick Powell, Lee
Wiley, The Ink Spots, and Buddy Rogers waxed well on the
momentum engendered at a carbon or condenser mike by earlier
warblers.

Genuinely gifted and primed for radio’s center stage were three
youthful troubadors. Each first came into the limelight crooning.
But all three—Frank Parker, Kenny Baker, and Lanny Ross—exited
with high grades for venturing successfully into more serious
music.

Frank Parker danced and sang in the chorus of Little Nellie
Kelly and No, No, Nanette prior to his first radio job as a last
minute fill-in vocalist on a 1926 program with Hope Hampton.
But not until Emile Coté formed his Four Bachelors radio quartet
did Parker have a full-time singing assignment. Later he replaced
James Melton as first tenor with the Revelers Quartet. He
advanced to solo status with the A & P Gypsies, and on Gulf
Headliners, Cities Service Concert, the Jack Benny Program, and
his own shows. He earned as much as $3,000 a week. When Benny
took his entire radio cast from New York to the West Coast for
film assignments, Frank Parker went along, and even made several
movies of his own. Few programs outdrew Jack Benny, and Parker
had this coveted spot for a couple of seasons. Then he joined a
succession of other radio headliners: Shep Fields, Burns & Allen,
and Paul Whiteman.

As audiences turned to the crop of young baritones of the
1940s, his career ebbed. Frank entered into nonsinging enter-
prises: a Miami nightclub and a transcription business. By 1950
both had failed. The once-affluent songster was broke and without
much hope of getting back into show business. No one wanted to
take him on. All thought he was past the point of holding an
audience—all, that is, except Arthur Godfrey.

They first met about 1938. Godfrey was on a Washington
station when Frank, making his debut with the Chicago Opera
Company, came to the capital to sing Alfredo in Traviata. Over the
air, Arthur talked about Frank Parker and the opera. He kept
promoting the tenor so much that the house sold out.

When in 1940 Arthur Godfrey came to CBS in New York,
Frank endeavored to repay him. He introduced the relatively
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unknown disc jockey to a number of key network people. “They
liked him, and it cemented a nice friendship,” Parker later said.
“He never forgot.”

A decade later, when 47-year-old Frank Parker started out
afresh, he asked Godfrey for a job on one of his programs. “Come
on for a guest appearance Wednesday night,” he said. Parker did.
The following week Godfrey told him to come back, and Parker
remained on Godfrey’s CBS radio and TV shows through the
1950s.

He caught on with younger listeners and was remembered by
the older members of his audience. His vigorous, straightforward
style, especially pronounced in duets with soprano Marion Mar-
lowe, helped make Godfrey and His Friends an outstanding source
of both popular and light classical music. And perhaps Frank
Parker’s voice even was a bit more controlled and mellow than his
heady days as a performer on Rippling Rhythm Revue and Holly-
wood Hotel.

A singer who could deliver a lilting yet intimate phrase to
ballads, Kenny Baker brought sincerity to everything he did. He
aspired to the place in America’s musical affection once held by
John McCormack. Radio poll after radio poll from 1937 to the
mid-1940s rated him high, but always as a singer of popular music.
Top honors among classical interpreters always seemed to elude
him by a grace note or two.

Kenny Baker first sang on a fifteen-minute sustainer at Station
KFOX, Long Beach, Calif., while a music major at nearby Long
Beach Junior College. When an earthquake in 1933 virtually lev-
eled the campus, Baker quit school to sing full time. A tenor, he
sang with trios, quartets, and large choruses—work that included
nine weeks at the newly opened Biltmore Bowl in Los Angeles,
and occasional jobs at movie studios as a background singer and
dubbed-in “ghost” voice.

He had entered the preliminaries of the Atwater Kent Radio
Auditions, finishing no better than second in the Long Beach
district. Although he had lost faith in such competitions, his
mother talked him into entering bandleader Eddy Duchin’s
Texaco radio contest Going Places. Baker was half-way through
playing a small part in Lawrence Tibbett’s film Metropolitan when
Texaco called him for an audition. He sang, and was told to enter
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the semifinals the next day. To the dismay of the vocal director of
Fox Studios, which was making the film, Baker got an hour’s leave
of absence to compete in the semifinals. He advanced to the finals
and won.

The Texaco competition in 1935 provided Kenny Baker with
his first coast-to-coast broadcast, plus a week with Duchin at the
popular Cocoanut Grove. He scored an immediate hit, and signed
for an additional two or three weeks. Singing in Hollywood with
the bands of Eddy Duchin and Ozzie Nelson led to a film role in
Mervyn LeRoy’s King of Burlesque. Another big break followed.
Jack Benny asked him to replace Frank Parker. Kenny stayed with
Benny’s Jello program for four years. In 1940 he signed on as
singer with Fred Allen, Benny’s rival in the radio comedy ranks.
(Upcoming tenor Dennis Day, in turn, filled Kenny’s vocal slot
with Jack Benny.)

Kenny Baker worked steadily in many fields. He sang and acted
in more than a dozen motion pictures, including The King and the
Chorus Girl, Goldwyn Follies, Mr. Dodd Takes the Air, The
Harvey Girls, and A Day at the Circus. His performance as Nanki-
Poo in the English-made Mikado has best stood the test of time.
He starred on Broadway in the smash hit One Touch of Venus
with Mary Martin. He introduced on radio a number of better than
average songs: ‘“South of the Border,” “Remember Me,” “Moon
of Manakoora,” and “Tippy Tippy Tin.”” Only Bing Crosby out
shone Kenny Baker as a versatile, widely appealing singer.

Compared to the host of radio singers who catapulted to fame
overnight, the growth of Lanny Ross was slower and perhaps more
solid. He crooned on the Maxwell House Show Boat, but gave
increasing prominence to his lyric tenor capabilities on this series
and such later programs as Hollywood Mardi Gras, Memory Lane,
and Your Hit Parade. He, too, strived to emulate the style of John
McCormack, with whom he briefly studied. His radio work was
supplemented by concert tours and appearances at Carnegie Hall
and Town Hall.

Lanny wanted to be a lawyer, possibly for a radio network.
After graduation from Yale in 1928, where he sang in the glee club
and set track records, he entered Columbia Law School. He
supported himself with a singing talent that, at first, he considered
negligible. As a member of the Yale Whiffenpoofs, he had made a
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few WJZ radio appearances for a coal company. After harmonizing
on the “Whiffenpoof Song,” the spiritual “I Got Shoes,” and one
or two other tunes for about three weeks, the group was fired.
They just didn’t know any more songs.

Graduate student Lanny Ross went on to part-time radio jobs at
$22 per broadcast. A solo spot with the Raybestos Twins—Al
Bernard and Billy Beard—came his way. He joined these two old
vaudevillians who needed a young voice to croon “Pagan Love
Song” and other current tunes to contrast with their hoary rendi-
tions of “I Want to Meander in the Meadow” and “Then We
Canoodle-oodle Along.” Billed as the Troubadour of the Moon,
Lanny soon had his own Saturday night show, albeit at 11:00 p.m.
NBC program director Bertha Brainard found him a lasting theme
song, the 1925 hit “Moonlight and Roses.” Just as he got his law
degree, and a job offer at $2,500 a year, Best Foods signed him for
a 1931 summer series at four times that salary. As the Hellman
Mayonnaise Troubador, his popularity grew.

That season, Russ Columbo was singing for Maxwell House
Coffee, a General Foods account. The sponsor asked Lanny if he
would like to be on the show.

“Fine,” he said, “but don’t you already have that baritone Russ
Columbo. I just saw a photo of him standing on a scale with his
fan mail, and the bags of letters outweighed him. You can’t
possibly want me to take his place.”

The account executive replied: “That picture was a fake. We've
had eleven letters, all saying how awful he is. We want you to
replace him.”

Five days a week Lanny signed on the air with “Let’s Have
Another Cup o’ Coffee”—the Maxwell House Coffee theme—
followed by as many other songs he could fit into the fifteen-
minute show.

“Broadcasting was changing the music publishing business,” he
recalled. “In the late 1920s, I sometimes bought exclusive rights to
a new song. By 1932, as a singer sponsored by a major company, I
was pursued by song pluggers who virtually begged me to sing
their newest tune. If listeners heard a number by Crosby on his
Woodbury show or by Vallee on the Fleischmann Hour, it had
tremendous money-making prospects. At the same time, audiences
wanted music that had a familiar ring.”
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An entire program of original radio music rarely succeeded.
Ivory Soap tried it with a weekly full-hour musical comedy, The
Gibson Family, starring baritone Conrad Thibault and conductor
Don Voorhees. Broadway composers Arthur Schwartz and How-
ard Dietz collaborated on the original songs—no mean task—
creating almost instantaneously appropriate and appealing songs.
The show was recognized as a milestone in commercial program-
ming, but it stayed on the air a comparatively short time.

Lanny’s Show Boat, however, sailed on to a solid five-year run,
with its tenor star charting more and more of its course. Ross
played such an integral role in Show Boat that his departure for
Hollywood (and the lead in Melody in Spring with Ann Southern)
was actually written into the script. The romantic-looking radio
idol spent eight weeks on the West Coast. The script “kept him”
faithful to Show Boat sweetheart Mary Lou, played by soprano
Muriel Wilson. Each week Lanny would telephone Mary Lou and
then sing by wire from California. Don Voorhees’ orchestra in
New York played the accompaniment.

“I heard Don’s music through earphones,” Ross explained. “He
played a brief introduction to my number and I'd start to sing.
Between points 3,000 miles apart, there’s roughly a half-second
time lag. As a result, by the time my voice reached New York for
rebroadcast, 1 had fallen behind the music, so Don would slow
down a bit and I’d catch up. But only for a second or two. Again,
my voice lagged a fraction. Then he’d go slower. Totally annoyed,
I pulled off the earphones and just sang. Somehow or other, the
orchestra would have to follow me. We did two more broadcasts
under those conditions. For the fourth, the sponsor finally hired a
small orchestra in Hollywood and that eliminated the cross-
country time lag.”

A similar experience in television a dozen years later proved
Lanny could roll with the electronic punches. For the premiere of
his Swift Show—the medium’s first regularly scheduled musical
program—Lanny sang accompanied by an instrumental recording.
Television in 1947 was so new that the musicians union could not
make up its mind on performance fees. At the last minute, the
word went out: no “live” musicians on TV.

Audience poll after audience poll voted Lanny Ross one of the
best singers of popular songs. But like Frank Parker and Kenny
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Baker, he, too, never quite filled the shoes of that paragon of all
tenors, John McCormack.

Crooning maintained its freshness and appeal throughout most
of the 1930s. But as war clouds gathered, new singers in a slightly
different key emerged. Most came from the swing bands that
toured the country, played long engagements at big city hotels,
cut an increasing number of Bluebird and Okeh discs, and plugged
into more and more radio pickups. Vaughn Monroe, Jo Stafford,
Frank Sinatra, Mel Torme, Connie Haines, Dinah Shore, Dick
Haymes, and Perry Como, among others, kept the home-front fires
of the forties burning brightly. They won the hearts, and not
infrequently the souls, of teenage bobby-soxers and far-flung Gls.

A decade earlier, crooners already had gained entrance into high
circles, even the White House. At the height of the Depression,
President Hoover invited Rudy Vallee to Washington.

“If you can sing a song that would make people forget their
troubles, I'll give you a medal,” the president said to the crooner
as the two stood amid a large gathering of aides and press in the
oval office of the White House.

Vallee took the cue and began to sing. But the words that
poured forth brought only a frown to the weary president’s face.
What Rudy sang that bleak day in 1932 was not “Betty Coed” or
“Your Time Is My Time,” but “‘Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?”

The country and crooners survived.






The Met and the Mike

n 1910 a 13-year-old boy living in Manhattan heard about a

wireless radio experiment at the Metropolitan Opera House
on 39th Street. He had shown an aptitude for music, and his voice
was good enough to secure him a singing job at a local church. He
also had won a couple of parts in musical productions at school,
and considered himself a bit of an opera buff. Hour after hour, he
cranked up the family phonograph to listen to Caruso and Melba.
Occasionally, when he had extra money, he often spent it for a
seat at the Met, or the Manhattan Opera.

Milton Cross knew a great deal more about the works of Verdi
and Wagner than of the tinkerings of Fessenden and De Forest,
but in the first dozen or more years of the twentieth century, few
people had paid much attention to sound transmitted over the air.
Even among the most avid opera fans in and about New York,
little hope was placed in the efforts to bring the great voices of the
Met directly into American homes. But that winter in 1910, Lee
De Forest was determined to do so.

After several attempts, he persuaded general manager Guilo
Gatti-Casazza to allow Enrico Caruso and Emmy Destin to sing
into his radio telephone equipment—directly from the Met stage
during a performance. Gatti reluctantly agreed to a microphone or
two being placed within the hallowed chamber. On January 13,
1910, De Forest actually picked up the first performance of a
Metropolitan Opera production, Cavalleria Rusticana.

89
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The “Siciliana” aria, written to be sung from backstage at the
rise of the curtain, allowed De Forest to place the mike close up.
It fully captured Caruso’s magnificent voice, but the voices of the
principals on stage were too far from the microphone that was
suspended overhead by means of a bamboo fishing pole. A mike
placed in the footlights proved equally ineffective.

Listeners at that radio performance numbered only a handful of
De Forest’s coworkers, several of the opera house staff, and
perhaps a score of wireless operators and “hams.” They heard
mostly distorted squeaks and static that mutilated the brilliant
performances of Caruso and his coartists. Less than an aural
success, the broadcast managed only to win Gatti’s swift veto of
any such future endeavors. Furthermore, he feared radio would
reduce the attendance at the Met.

More than twenty-two years would pass before radio returned
to 39th Street, and by that time, tenor Milton Cross would have
given up his pursuit of a singing career. Instead, he had become
one of radio’s foremost announcers and music commentators
along with a number of other early announcers who had begun
their careers as singers: Graham McNamee, Ford Bond, Gene
Hamilton, Alois Havrilla, Tiny Ruffner, Kelvin Keech, Robert
Waldrop, and Harry Von Zell.

Nevertheless, only the rise and development of a new industry
could have persuaded Milton Cross to give up singing. He had sung
all through high school. He had studied at the Damrosch Institute
of Musical Art before it became Juilliard, toured with the Paulist
Choristers, and held singing jobs at the First Presbyterian Church
of New York City and the Progressive Synagogue in Brooklyn,
N.Y.

Then, in 1921, he happened to visit a friend who was an
electrical engineer, and had strung wires all about his living quar-
ters. On a table lay a crystal set and headphone. Fascinated by the
apparatus, Milton put on the headgear while his friend tuned up
the equipment. They picked up only bits of music and weather
observations from WJZ and WOR, but Milton was so impressed by
his ““discovery” of the wireless that he talked about little else to
his pals and family. Finally they told him to quit talking about
radio and go on it!
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Milton auditioned at WJZ in Newark. The station manager liked
his voice and gave him a half hour to sing ballads. His rendition of
“Ave Maria” and “Mother o’ Mine” won special praise from
wireless fans, as well as from his accompanist Lillian Fowler who,
not long after, became his wife.

WJZ manager-announcer Thomas Cowan wanted to hire Cross
as an all-around assistant and fill-in announcer. But Milton wanted
a singing job, and was convinced that if he accepted Cowan’s offer
he would lose out on concert work. Still, he soon discovered that
more and more of his musical cohorts were appearing on radio as a
means to other careers. He accepted Cowan’s offer, which began
with reading daily market reports and children’s stories, only
occasionally announcing musical programs, and even less fre-
quently, singing.

In 1923 he acted as host on the first broadcast from the
Manhattan Opera House, an aspiring rival to the Met. Gradually, at
his own preference, he devoted more and more time to broad-
casting concert music. Milton spent hours in the New York Public
Library piecing out scores, comparing lyrics, and studying the lives
of composers. His musical training, experience, and research pre-
pared him for bigger things to come.

When NBC absorbed WJZ, Cross became familiar to listeners the
nation over as the voice introducing Walter Damrosch’s concerts,
as well as the Sylvania Foresters and A & P Gypsies. In 1929 he
received a gold medal for diction in radio announcing. It was the
first such award given by the American Academy of Arts and
Letters.

Meanwhile, Gatti continued to keep the Met doors closed to
radio. “Opera is an art that must be seen as well as heard,” he
repeated again and again. He also believed that stations still lacked
the equipment for transmitting the voices of his company directly
from the Met stage. “There’s no space for a control room, micro-
phone, and all that paraphernalia without blocking the view of the
audience.”

Operatic selections, as well as complete operas, however, were
reaching radio listeners. As early as November 1921, Westinghouse
opened KYW Chicago with Mary Garden and the Chicago Civic
Opera. The daily program schedule that winter consisted of opera
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performances and little else. In New York, a year later, WEAF
broadcast Aida with Rosa and Carmela Ponselle, Leon Rothier,
and Maestro Giuseppe Bamboschek. AT&T picked up highlights of
this opera, not from the Met, but from the Kingsbridge Armory in
the Bronx during an Armistice Day musical festival attended by
15,000. Perhaps ten times that number heard the opera “clear and
without distortion” over wireless sets. No rehearsal at the armory
had been possible, but the day before, WEAF had tested acoustics
with a half-dozen canaries to make sure the amplifier would catch
even the elusive, birdlike notes of Rosa and her sister.

An early attempt at on-stage opera came about in February
1923. The Wagnerian Opera Company with Friedrich Schorr and
Elsa Alsen found itself in financial straits during an engagement at
the Manhattan Opera House. Paying a modest fee to the Wagner-
lans, WJZ gained permission to broadcast The Flying Dutchman.
The Saturday pickup reportedly caused a Monday morning rush
for tickets. Broadcasts were repeated in subsequent seasons.

By the mid-1920s opera originating from a station studio was
not unusual. WGBS, a small transmitter operated by Gimbel
Brothers stores in New York, presented fifteen operas during the
1924-25 season. WEAF’s thrust into finer music led to the estab-
lishment of in-house groups: the WEAF (later National) Grand
Opera and the WEAF Light Opera companies. Cesare Sodero
directed both units. Musical director for Edison Records for
twelve years, he had accompanied many leading singers. For four
seasons Sodero directed the Aborn English Grand Opera Com-
pany, and as associate conductor of the Chicago Civic Opera, he
gave the first performance in America of Puccini’s Girl of the
Golden West.

By September 1927 he had adapted thirty light and fifty grand
operas for radio, including a condensed Lobengrin that took
eleven days to cut to a one-hour broadcast. Sodero worked with a
stopwatch, timing each segment to fit the sixty-minute slot. If the
first adaptation ran over, he started at the beginning and again
revised the entire production.

“Having learned an opera in its entirety, it is exceedingly
difficult to attempt to sing it in parts,” he pointed out. “More-
over, the minds of the listeners, not swayed by the visual beauty
of the scene, are acute and attentive to the music alone.”
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During the 1927-28 season Sodero and the Grand Opera Com-
pany presented thirty-nine operas in tabloid form, representing
twenty-five composers and all except Martha in the original lang-
uage (viz., twenty-two Italian, nine French, four German, and four
English).

The Light Opera Company frequently sang Gilbert and Sullivan,
perhaps helping to stir new interest in comic opera.

In 1929 six Puccini operas, heard for the first time on radio
because of copyright restrictions, brought such Met artists as
Frances Alda, Pasquale Amato, Mario Chamlee, and Merle Alcock
to the mike in cameo versions sponsored by the American Radi-
ator Company. More a concert of operatic music than a perform-
ance of an opera, the series made little attempt at a coherent
account of Puccini’s works. The New York Sun complained of a
“general cramping” of voices around one microphone placed in a
studio that was too confining.

In 1930 RCA Victor sponsored opera in English. The produc-
tions used both a singing cast and a speaking cast—“so that
audiences will not only be able to understand what is sung but also
will be able to catch the atmosphere and swift movements of the
melodramatic story.” The series’ Faust lined up Editha Fleischer
as Marguerite, Armando Tokatyan as Faust, and Léon Rothier as
Mephistopheles—all from the Met. In speaking roles, NBC cast
staff performers Rosalind Green, Allyn Joslyn, and Charles War-
burton.

An opera broadcast from Europe occasionally reached Ameri-
can shores. On Good Friday, 1925, from the Berlin State Opera
House, a German station beamed Parsifal overseas. Max von Schill-
ings conducted and Walther Kirchhoff sang the lead. Later,
over its networks that linked the continent, NBC periodically
rebroadcast operas from Europe. For example, on March 19,
1930, Fidelio, conducted by Fritz Busch and shortwaved from
Dresden, received praise in spite of a curtailment due to bad
atmospheric conditions.

Nevertheless, a good many listeners still waited for complete
performances direct from the stage of a major U.S. opera house.
An NBC station in Chicago took on the assignment. In 1927 the
Chicago Civic Opera agreed to the first national hookup over
twenty-two stations. These broadcasts were not complete operas,
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but rather only one or two acts such as the third act “Garden
Scene” from Faust with Edith Mason, Maria Claessena, Charles
Hackett, and Vanni Marcoux. The technical logistics were
formidable: fifteen microphones, including seven in the footlights,
three in the pit, and two in the overhead flies. Later on, a
parabolic mike, resembling a huge searchlight, was added to pick
up large ensembles—usually the chorus—outside the range of sta-
tionary mikes and with better balance.

NBC sent Milton Cross to Chicago to summarize the plots and
introduce the cast. While delivering his commentary, Cross sta-
tioned himself at a mike in the auditorium cellar. Only a series of
signals from an engineer indicated what was happening on stage
when the curtain went up or down. The first season’s broadcasts
came off without incident. The following year NBC expanded the
hookups, inadvertently giving Milton Cross one of his most dis-
quieting assignments. It happened between the acts of Trovatore.

“I had completed narrating the plot and was waiting for the
curtain to go up on the scene I'd just described,” Cross recalled.
“Instead, the curtain went up on Samuel Insull, chief backer of
the Chicago Opera. Word had come through from New York that
Insull was going to read the company’s annual report, but the
network would not broadcast it. Nervously I reviewed once more
the story of the opera. Fortunately, I had grabbed a tour list of
the opera company before I went on. I managed to use up time by
describing each of the towns to be visited . . . a total of thirty-five
minutes! Well, this will be my last day on radio, I thought, at the
end of the ordeal. I'll be fired for sure. But the experience drew
widespread attention, including a favorable editorial in the New
York Herald-Tribune.”

Inevitably, listeners began to question the antiradio policy at
the Met. More than two-thirds of its roster of artists, from Alda
down the alphabetical line to Whitehill, had been heard individu-
ally on the air.

In 1930, NBC president Merlin H. Aylesworth took steps to
correct the situation. He pursued and wooed Metropolitan’s man-
ager, Gatti. Gatti remained adamant; radio could not properly pick
up a performance from his stage, he contended. But he was also
becoming aware that attendance at the Met had diminished follow-
ing the stock market crash of 1929. The network’s fees would
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supply much needed additional income. Gatti agreed to hear a test
broadcast.

NBC took no chances; it installed seventeen carefully placed
microphones in the house. The trial run was a convincing success.
Gatti approved the installation of mikes and wires, which took up
almost a year. Still NBC did not have a contract with the Met.
Aylesworth had reason to be “terribly upset” when Paul Cravath,
a member of the boards of both NBC and the Metropolitan,
telephoned him from Paris.

“I'm sorry to tell you, Deac,” Cravath reported, “that Otto
Kahn’s brother is here and has practically closed a deal with Paley
and CBS.” He apparently had sensed the dejection in Aylesworth’s
voice when he added, “I could hold off the deal until I return.”

A few days after his arrival in New York, Aylesworth had
breakfast with him. “What did Bill Paley agree to pay for the first
year of opera?”” he asked.

Cravath would not tell him.

“I had previously offered $60,000,” Aylesworth said later, “so |
knew CBS had gone higher. I now mentioned the sum of
$110,000.”

“That’s quite liberal,” his host replied.

He decided to shoot an arrow into the dark. “I'll bid
$122,000.”

Cravath beamed. ‘“Now I can tell you, Deac. Paley bid
$120,000.”

As a final test NBC transmitted by wire a Met rehearsal of
Madame Butterfly to the 711 Fifth Avenue studios where Deems
Taylor and Walter Damrosch listened. It gained authoritative com-
mendations from the two savants.

“I had not thought it possible,” Damrosch remarked, “‘to repro-
duce over the radio such harmonious distribution of what is going
on in the orchestra and on the stage. The beauty of tone and the
individuality of the voices are absolutely reproduced.”

Thus, on Christmas afternoon, 1931, after more than twenty-
one years, radio returned to the Met. The great gold curtain parted
for a complete performance in English of the traditional holiday
story Hansel and Gretel. Milton Cross, Deems Taylor, and two
engineers handled the “remote” over the combined Red and Blue
networks. Before conductor Karl Riedel stepped to the podium,



96 THE MIGHTY MUSIC BOX

Taylor delivered a brief biography of composer Humperdinck.
During the opera itself, he frequently broke in with a running
account of on-stage action. Both Taylor and Cross sat on high
stools in the cloakroom of Box 44, peering over a hodgepodge of
coils, tubes, and engineers’ heads.

Gatti’s initial concern remained with box office receipts, not
the day’s broadcast. The Depression had continued to drain much
of the Met’s treasury. For the first time in the twenty-three years
of Gatti’s reign, the company was operating at a loss. The rotund
impresario shuttled nervously from his lookout in the wings to his
office radio. By the final scene of Hansel and Gretel, he had done
more listening than looking. When the principals—Queena Mario,
Editha Fleischer, Dorothee Manski, Henrietta Wakefield, and
Gustav Schultzendorf—came off stage, they hurried to his quarters
to listen outside his door. Curious stagehands left their posts and
joined them. When the curtain fell one hour and forty minutes
later, cast and crew agreed that NBC had done a marvelous thing.
Gatti conceded that the Met had “abided the experience in fine
fettle.”

Ecstatic reviews followed. Critics called the broadcast “a beau-
tiful Christmas gift to music lovers.” One reviewer noted that
“eloquence of language is lacking when it comes to . . . describing
the praise I feel is due the Metropolitan.”

Thousands of letters poured in from all parts of the country.
People who had never heard opera before talked about it. “We all
agreed it was the best program we have ever been privileged to
hear over the air,” wrote a listener in Indianapolis. ““As I listened,
it created a desire to see with my own eyes the action of the stage.
I will be over soon to sit before the footlights.”

Opera had found a new audience. But was it destined to
maintain this early surge of interest? Requests for tickets from
far-off places were a favorable sign. A Pennsylvania housewife
wrote: “We voted to set aside a small sum each week to devote to
a trip to New York to see and hear opera in the Metropolitan
Opera House.”

NBC broadcast the first Saturday opera the day after Christmas
when Rosa Ponselle sang Norma. On another Saturday, a woman
rushed up to the box office window and said she wanted a ticket
for the performance. The seller informed her that the matinee was
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half over. “Yes, I know,” she replied. ““I heard the first two acts
on the radio. Now I want to see the rest of the show. Hurry, give
me a ticket.”

The only complaints received by the Met and NBC concerned
Deems Taylor’s intrusive commentary during the nonsinging por-
tions of the opera. “Deems talked over the music, but not over the
singers,”” Milton Cross pointed out. ‘“The phone calls, the letters
we received! One fellow complained about some idiot who kept
talking during the performance. It taught us never to condescend
to our listeners, that they were really interested in music.”

On Thanksgiving Day, 1932, NBC opened the second broadcast
season with Lakmé sung by Lily Pons, Gladys Swarthout, and
Giovanni Martinelli. The newly developed ribbon or “velocity”
microphone replaced the condenser type for the first time and
captured a higher degree of vocal fidelity. These ultrasensitive
mikes placed in the footlights, wings, and ceiling also picked up
extraneous noises. But this only added a touch of realism to the
broadcasts. One listener wrote to complain about the coughing in
Mimi’s death scene, not aware that it was part of the script, and
not an inconsiderate stagehand.

During the first few years of Met broadcasts, Milton Cross alone
filled air time during intermissions, often adlibbing through as
many as twenty matinees. He had developed a variety of tech-
niques for making his audience see the action as he narrated each
scene in advance. But sometimes even a seasoned commentator
like Cross could make a few flubs, such as on the day he intended
to ask listeners to stay tuned for the news. What came over the air
instead was, “stay stewed for the nudes.”

For forty-three years Cross intoned, “Texaco presents the Met-
ropolitan Opera,” then briefed his listeners on the story, and gave
correct pronunciation of the cast’s and conductor’s names.* On a
broadcast of Aida during the 1937-38 season, he described Rose
Bampton in the title role. He first explained the major arias she
would sing in the Verdi opera. Then he briefed the audience on
some of the soprano’s new roles. Finally, he told listeners about
her Egyptian costume and its bare midriff. A few nights later,

*Actually Texaco began as sponsor in 1940. During the first nine seasons, the operas
were sponsored by the American Tobacco Company, RCA, and Lambert Pharma-
ceuticals.
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Rose wore a long white dress and a fur coat to a radio studio. She
and Milton Cross were about to take part in a program. Just before
air time, she whispered to Milton, “My husband listened to the
Aida broadcast. He said you described everything except my belly
button!”

Dubbed ‘“The Voice of the Met” or “Mr. Opera,” Milton Cross
was the man most identified with opera in the United States. For
over four decades—more than eight hundred broadcasts—he never
missed a program. Not until February 1973 and the death of his
wife did he fail to provide commentary for a Met broadcast. Cross
remained ‘“Mr. Opera” for two more years, until his death in
January 1975 on the eve of a performance of I’ltaliana in Alger.
He had contributed more to acquainting listeners with the
nuances, subtleties, and grandeur of opera than anyone else in the
musical world. Indeed, since 1931 the voice of Milton Cross had
become as familiar to listeners as the voices of the Met’s foremost
artists.*

From the beginning radio won the Met new friends. It inspired
the organization of the Metropolitan Opera Guild, which drew
most of its members from radio listeners. The broadcasts also
helped rescue the world-famous company from financial disaster.
Appeals to listeners by Lucrezia Bori and Geraldine Farrar in the
1930s led to mail contributions of $250,000, in amounts ranging
from ten cents to hundreds of dollars. A similar call for contribu-
tions “to save the Met” in 1940 brought a response of $327,000
from 152,000 listeners. After the successful 1933 appeal, Met
Opera board chairman Paul Cravath correctly predicted that “the
broadcasting of operatic music as well as symphonic music will
have an incalculable influence in developing throughout the coun-
try an interest and appreciation for the best music.” He hoped
that small opera companies would be organized to give experience
to American singers and help qualify them for later appearances at
the Metropolitan.

Two years later, largely as a result of these broadcasts, an
unusual opportunity unfolded for young operatic singers who

*The first Met opening night was broadcast nearly fourteen years after the first hookup.
On November 26, 1945, ABC aired the season’s opener, a four-hour performance of
Lobengrin. Listeners also heard a description of the then fashion-conscious, first-night
audience.
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aspired to the Met. Saturday radio matinees encouraged scores of
would-be Tibbetts and Rethbergs to prepare for a Metropolitan
audition. Traditionally, hearings were held behind closed doors
before the general manager, an assistant or two, and a conductor.

Edward Johnson, one of the Met’s ablest tenors as well as
general manager from 1935 to 1950, remembered his own audi-
tion. It had taken place on a December morning in 1920 in a dark,
cold, and dimly lighted building with seats enveloped in gray dust
covers. “It was the largest and quietest building I had ever been
in,” he recalled. Over the years, he had seen many aspiring singers
affected by that bleak atmosphere. The feeling of being on trial
was depressing. Often despite courage and determination, they
could not do justice to their talents. Many failed while actually in
sight of their goal.

Edward Johnson and others advocated that a brightly lighted
studio with an audience would inspire potential Met artists in
auditions. To display their best talents and also permit the public
to be “in on” these important musical events, The Metropolitan
Opera Auditions of the Air was organized. The Sherwin-Williams
Company, the world’s largest paint and varnish manufacturer,
expressed interest as a sponsor.

From the start the NBC series appealed to a wide spectrum of
radio listeners because of three highly significant ingredients: the
world’s finest music, a wealth of well-trained voices, and the thrill
of a contest.

A committee of judges from the Metropolitan Opera Associ-
ation selected the weekly winners. In the spring, at the end of each
season, Sherwin-Williams handed out $1,000 to the two winning
artists and the Met offered contracts.

Wilfred Pelletier, a Met conductor since the latter days of
Caruso, took on the arduous task of choosing those best qualified
on the basis of voice, musicianship, and stage deportment. More
than seven hundred singers auditioned each year. “Pelly” picked
about fifty to sing each season. Eventually, nine or ten were
chosen as semifinalists. The series’ patron saint, Pelletier, almost
singlehandedly shaped the Auditions into an outstanding Sunday
afternoon feature during the years 1935 to 1944. Pelletier gave all
contestants two weeks of strenuous coaching before each broad-
cast. Each artist was given the opportunity to sing whatever he or
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she felt would best display musical talent, even if the French-
Canadian maestro did not personally approve the choice.

Most winners lived up to the judges’ appraisal. Emerging at the
top the first year were contralto Anna Kaskas and tenor Arthur
Carron. Semifinalists included Annamary Dickey, Joseph Massue,
Risé Stevens, and Lucielle Browning. Runners-up in 1937-38 were
Margaret Codd, Kathleen Kersting, Philip Duey, and Felix Knight.
The winners were John Carter and Leonard Warren.

Warren, a member of the Radio City Music Hall glee club, had
made a bet with a friend that he, Warren, could get on the
program. His voice mesmerized Pelletier who was conducting audi-
tions from the control room and thought someone had slipped in a
recording of Tibbett or Thibault. He was delighted to learn it was
a “‘live”’ rendition. A few days later Leonard Warren sang ‘“Largo al
factotum” from The Barber of Seville, and won first place. Shortly
afterward, he sang at a birthday party for George A. Martin,
president of Sherwin-Williams. Martin was so overwhelmed by
Warren’s voice that he gave him $5,000 to go abroad and continue
his studies. Warren subsequently joined the Met, achieving world
fame as a leading baritone.

“While the primary purpose of the Auditions was to serve as an
opening wedge to crash the gates of the opera house,” Maestro
Pelletier recalled, *“‘even many who did not survive the semifinals
were able to secure splendid radio and concert engagements.” The
Auditions proved to be a valuable stepping stone for many fine
singers. One of the early also-rans was Raoul Jobin, tenor with the
Paris Grand Opera, who did not reach the semifinals. A few years
later, he asked to reaudition. He acquitted himself nobly, and even
before the finals was offered a Met contract.

Met-bound winners of the 1940s included Eleanor Steber, Mona
Paulee, Arthur Kent, Patrice Munsel, Walter Cassel, Robert Merrill,
and Mack Harrell. The line of hopefuls introduced by announcer
Howard Claney and commentator Milton Cross also contained
many who later became well known on radio: Thomas L. Thomas,
Jean Dickenson, Frances Greer, Leonard Stokes, Marian McManus,
Dorothy Sarnoff, Evelyn MacGregor, Alfred Drake, and Margaret
Harshaw.

Others reached stardom at the Met without entering the Audi-
tions. Several were well-established radio singers before taking on



The Met and the Mike 101

operatic roles. Helen Jepson, a graduate of Curtis Institute,
achieved prominence on the Paul Whiteman and Rudy Vallee
programs. She was the first stellar artist to go from radio to the
House of Gatti. Tenor Nino Martini took a similar route two years
earlier, in 1933, signing with the Met for a debut in Rigoletto.

Tenor Jan Peerce and baritone Robert Weede were discovered
and renamed by Roxy; and soon became fixtures on the Radio
City Music Hall of the Air. By 1941 these two abundantly talented
and experienced singers were added to the Met’s famous voices.

Ambitious James Melton, first tenor in the Revelers Quartet,
sought more and more solo parts. By 1935 he was singing on his
own radio shows and in films. A half-dozen years later, Melton
won a coveted berth at the Met, and at the same time, maintained
a full schedule of broadcasts and concerts.

Radio prepared soprano Eileen Farrell for a place at the Met.
CBS engaged her in 1942 to appear on Songs of the Centuries, a
series particularly designed to give a hearing to new and unknown
artists. Within a short time, she advanced to solos on Gateways to
Music, American Melody Hour, the Andre Kostelanetz programs,
and Prudential Family Hour. Her majestic voice met every require-
ment of the opera house when she made her long overdue debut in
Alceste in 1960.

Both the Met broadcasts and the auditions played a part in
stimulating studio productions of new operas, especially works
written for radio. Earlier, in 1931, Charles Wakefield Cadman had
composed The Willow Tree, which is thought to be the first opera
written expressly for radio. In 1937 CBS commissioned composer
Louis Gruenberg’s Green Mansions. The same year, NBC invited
young Italian composer Gian Carlo Menotti to write an opera. The
outcome: Amelia Goes to the Ball. It later played the Met, and
encouraged the network to back a second Menotti work, a satirical
farce in English called The Old Maid and the Thief. The April
1939 premiere featured Robert Weede, Dorothy Sarnoff, Mary
Hopple, and Margaret Daum. Joseph Curtin played the narrator
and Alberto Erede conducted the NBC Symphony. Critics praised
the fresh voices, musicianship, and excellent diction, noting that
Menotti was “on the right track in helping to create a new art
form.”
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Radio brought operas, old and new, into millions of homes,
often where a phonograph and recorded music were considered
unattainable luxuries. Yet the majority of listeners were average
Americans who had never attended an opera. Some never would.
But through the outpourings of a Philco or Zenith, they dis-
covered the enduring musical magic of opera.
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Kids, Kitchens, and Keyboards

or more than a quarter century Walter Damrosch had con-

ducted the New York Symphony, one of America’s foremost
orchestras which he had helped to organize at the turn of the
century. Now, at age 65, after almost forty-five years on the
podium, he considered taking a “breathing spell.” His wife and
four daughters agreed, and urged him to put down his baton and
concentrate on composing operas and songs, which had been one
of his first musical ambitions.

From the perspective of 1927, Walter Damrosch could look
back to the beginning of New York’s cultural flowering. When
Leopold Damrosch, his father, was conductor of the still young
Metropolitan Opera Company, Walter was a violinist and choral
director. Then in 1885, when the Met was only in its second
season, his father died suddenly. Walter, at age 23, stepped in and
conducted the final week’s performances of Tannhauser and Die
Walkure. He was hailed as the newest master of the podium.

By the 1920s Walter Damrosch was dean of American conduc-
tors, a highly respected musical advisor, and an accomplished
composer. His personal appearance fitted the role—tall and of
stocky build with ruddy complexion. White hair and bushy brows
crowned sharp gray-blue eyes that gave him the mien of a kindly
but strong-willed professor.

In 1927, Dr. Damrosch relinquished his duties as conductor of
the New York Symphony and devoted his energies to widening the
knowledge and influence of fine music. A year or so before, at the

103
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invitation of Atwater Kent, he had conducted his first radio
concert. Between musical selections on the program, Dr. Dam-
rosch interjected genial remarks about the world of music. Letters
poured into the station from an appreciative public. Subsequently,
he conducted several more well-received broadcasts from Steinway
Hall and Carnegie Hall. It was he who had encouraged Andrew
Carnegie to build the famous edifice and in 1891 had opened it
with an oratorio and symphonic musical festival.

In 1926 NBC engaged Damrosch for a series of twenty broad-
casts, each of which would reach an estimated 10 million listeners.
This enormous national response was an overwhelming experience
for the maestro.

“I have never felt so close to so many human beings in my life,”
he observed when the report came to him.

But perhaps his greatest satisfaction came from the hastily
written notes from children, thanking him for bringing music into
their homes, and telling him how much they appreciated hearing
the music of great composers. These messages moved him deeply.
The executives of NBC also took note—but for a less sentimental
reason!

Not long after the launching of NBC at which Dr. Damrosch
conducted the premiere musical selections, the network enlarged
its administrative staff to include musical advisors. Sarnoff had
selected three major artists for these positions: Ernestine Schu-
mann-Heink as operatic counsel; Reinald Werrenrath as vocal ad-
visor; and Walter Damrosch as musical counsel.

Dr. Damrosch, however, was not content to make only occa-
sional program suggestions; he insisted upon playing an active role,
one that would give him an opportunity to share his knowledge
and experience with a fast-growing army of radio listeners. NBC
gave him the air time and the resources. With this support, the
66-year-old maestro entered a new phase of his already long
career, when he became producer and host of The Music Apprecia-
tion Hour.

For fourteen years, beginning in 1928, every Friday morning
“Papa” Damrosch greeted his audience with “Good morning, my
dear children.” Whereupon he proceeded to explain and analyze
the world’s great musical heritage. Using simple and direct lan-
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guage designed to reach millions of children, he also opened new
doors of music to thousands of adults. His instinctive capacity for
understanding the psychology of listening, whether young or old,
prompted him to approach each broadcast with the wit and
personal charm of a seasoned storyteller.

An enduring effect of these programs was the spreading of an
awareness of the great composers and their music which, to the
average individual of that era, until now had been a world apart.
Dr. Damrosch’s descriptions of traditional symphonic and operatic
masterpieces, as well as the works of contemporary composers
such as Sibelius, Ravel, Elgar, and Stravinsky, created a “living”
atmosphere for his listeners that not only informed but inspired. A
small symphony orchestra and vocal soloists enhanced the feeling of
“being a part of it all.” This unsponsored series cost NBC a great
deal of money, but President M. H. Aylesworth considered it
‘“‘about the best investment we ever made.”

The success of the Damrosch series fired the imaginations of
other musicians who undertook similar projects that were not
always produced on radio, but in individual communities and
schools. All of these programs helped to make music and its
traditional works an integral part of American life. For music
teachers, struggling with the indifference of students, the series
was a blessing. In many schools regular classwork was suspended
so that seventh- and eighth-grade pupils could assemble before
radio receivers. An estimated 6 million children in some 60,000
schools experienced the pleasure and delight of these pioneering
educational programs.

Laymen as well as educators hailed The Music Appreciation
Hour. It developed knowledge of, and respect for, Beethoven,
Bach, Mozart, Verdi, and countless other revered composers, and
served as an antidote to crooners and jazz.

In radioland, the Damrosch hour marked a breakthrough of
significance beyond musical education. NBC’s use of non-
commercial air time had proved the value of public service pro-
gramming. Other programs were soon to follow their example.
Meanwhile, Dr. Damrosch pursued his cultural evangelism with
increasing success, and his listeners were eager to express their
appreciation. An Indiana listener wrote:
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“Until radio, the field of music glittered unknown behind a
thick gray curtain of distance. We had no means of understanding
music when we heard it. Now, after interpretations by you, we
listen . . . and are surprised and delighted.”

Thousands of letters came from children, parents, teachers, and
principals, all enthusiastic in their praise, and making suggestions
for further helpfulness. Thus encouraged, Dr. Damrosch prepared
and distributed instructional guides and workbooks based on the
comments of listeners. Included were background information on
selections broadcast, a few bars of the principal theme, a quiz on
the material, and suggested projects for young musicians. When he
dramatized a Wagnerian theme, giving it a cowboys-and-Indians
touch, school and community orchestras began to organize and be
heard. Instrumental and vocal competition became widespread.

In 1930, a National School Orchestra of five hundred young
players assembled from every corner of the country and traveled
to New York City to be guests on the maestro’s morning program.
In Michigan, music teachers, encouraged by such group educa-
tional techniques, made a similar experiment with some five thou-
sand violinists scattered over thirteen states and in Canada. And at
station WJR in Detroit, Dr. Joseph E. Maddy, a music professor at
the University of Michigan and founder of the National Music
Camp in Interlocken, Mich., directed a small group of student
fiddlers while an estimated two thousand other fiddlers at home
radio sets picked up their violins and “bowed” in unison. Each
player had previously received a free textbook from the university
as part of an at-home course of study. In many central states,
groups of students regularly practiced together during Dr. Maddy'’s
programs. Often they were startled by his uncanny ‘“‘radio vision™’;
for when they held their violins incorrectly, or their posture was
slumped and their playing ragged, he would stop the lesson to
correct these ‘“‘unseen’ bad habits. At the same time he made
music lessons fun because there were no long, dull exercises. Even
beginners were given a three-note theme for their first lessons.

Similar courses for piano students surfaced on WEAF on Satur-
day mornings and on Tuesday afternoons. Well-known music-
ologists Sigmund Spaeth and Osbourne McConathy instructed
some forty thousand pupils whose ears were attuned to a loud-
speaker and hands poised at keyboards.
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This urge to create music answered the critics who complained
that radio was “‘turning young people into passive listeners content
to sit back and listen while others played and sang for their
entertainment.”’

NBC’s The Music Appreciation Hour, the Standard School
Broadcast sponsored by Standard Oil of California for the Pacific
Coast, Columbia’s The American School of the Air, and similar
programs were steadily encouraging youth to make their own
music. Furthermore, such programs provided a measure of pro-
fessional instruction for students in remote areas where often
there were no music teachers available.

Undoubtedly, during these music interludes and lessons, there
were also a great many bored children at their radios who reaped
no lasting benefits. Perhaps no more than half the audience appre-
ciated the life and times of Felix Mendelssohn. The rest merely
“endured,” awaiting the latest episode of Captain Midnight, Super-
man, or Tom Mix. While the educational value of these cliff-hanger
serials may have been nebulous, the dial also offered several
high-level children’s programs that combined drama and music.
Some of these shows were performed by the children themselves,
but generally an adult host or narrator held the reins as the pivotal
attraction.

One of the very first kiddie shows was Philadelphia’s Uncle Wip.
He read bedtime stories and sang lullabies over WIP. Originally
played by Chris Graham, this adventuresome pied piper occa-
sionally broadcast from outside the studio. In 1924 he donned a
diving suit and slipped into 50 feet of water at the end of an
Atlantic City pier. Equipped with a microphone, Uncle Wip des-
cribed the ocean depths to his awed young audience. Then, still
underwater and accompanied by a piano back in Philadelphia, he
sang his usual sandman patter. These “remotes’ greatly boosted
his standing among the lollipop set.

Other *“uncles” soon appeared on the air—if not in the sea.
Uncle Robert and his Radio Pals in 1929 opened the first broad-
casting studio especially designed for an audience of children.
Located on New York’s East 15th Street, it utilized the joint
facilities of WHN and WPAP on Saturday and Thursday after-
noons.

Don Carney went before the mike in 1928 with homey songs,
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stories, jokes, and advice; and became Uncle Don to at least
300,000 children who quickly joined his WOR radio club. Each of
them had to perform a good deed to qualify for membership. Very
often Uncle Don Carney became the “court of last resort” for
parents at wit’s end over unruly offspring. The shock of hearing
his or her name over the radio was usually very effective. Carney
would ask a child the reason why he or she didn’t eat his oatmeal,
or why young Jimmy didn’t practice the piano. He would warn a
youngster not to scratch chicken pox because to do so would leave
scars. Or he would praise an adolescent for turning in a good
school report card. A word or two from Uncle Don worked
wonders, and the children expressed their appreciation in various
ways.

“Maybe you think those youngsters are not a grateful lot,”
Carney remarked. “They send me all kinds of things: a piece of
birthday cake, one of their father’s cigars; in fact, I've received
everything the postal rules permit.”

Uncle Don was born in St. Joseph, Mich., where, during high
school, he organized a school dance orchestra. That led to a
vaudeville booking as a trick piano player (his specialty was
playing while standing on his head). During World War I, he took a
job in a Camden, N.J., shipyard at thirty cents an hour. By the
end of the first year, he was made assistant superintendent at a
salary of $10,000 per year. The postwar maritime slump cost him
his job. Show business once again beckoned.

“I was lucky enough to get work as a movie extra with D. W.
Griffith at his studio at Mamaroneck, N.Y.,” Carney recalled.
“Later he gave me a small part in his 1924 epic, America. Actually
I played fifteen or so different characters and bit roles.”

Griffith had a radio that intrigued Carney. One day, passing the
Hotel McAlpin where WMCA broadcast, he went in and asked for
an audition. The station offered him a job as an announcer, which
gave him a chance to improve his microphone technique. When
WOR came along with a better deal, Carney was ready.

Carney played character parts on many early network presenta-
tions. Frequently he used his real name (Howard Rice), on Main
Street Sketches, Hank Simmon’s Show Boat, Romance Isle, and
Cabin Door. But his talents were generally underrated by the
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critics. Actor, musician, acrobat, shipbuilder—a background as
good as any for a radio pied piper!

Carney’s jump into the “uncle business’ happened by chance.
One morning in 1928 WOR'’s station manager burst into the studio
demanding that someone think up a children’s program in a hurry
for an eager toy-manufacturer sponsor. Don volunteered. Soon
Uncle Don was captivating late afternoon audiences of children.

“Hello, girls and boys! This is your Uncle Don,” he would
announce before fingering the keyboard with an E flat chord to *
herald his unique nonsensical theme song: “Hibbidy gits has-ha
ring boree/ Sibonia Skividy hi-lo-dee/ Hono-ko-doke with an alika-
zon/ Sing this song with your Uncle Don.”

The kids at their radios gleefully joined in, then sat back for a
half-hour of stories, songs, jokes, birthday announcements, the
reading of newspaper funnies, and advice against misbehaving.
Carney rarely used a script and seldom rehearsed. He accompanied
himself at a piano, often pointing out to WOR that he saved them
$25 a day in musician fees. At one point, in order to save money,
he fired his combination announcer and sound-effects man, to
whom he paid $75 a week, and came on the air without the usual
“and now it’s time for” introduction. An earmark of every broad-
cast was his laugh, once described as “like the sound made by
ratcheting an old overshoe against a picket fence.”” Don believed in
talking up, never down to his tiny friends. Perhaps that had made
him as much a juvenile staple as Moxie or Ovaltine until 1949
when he retired at age 60.

The sharpest thorn in Uncle Don’s side was a report that he
denied and insisted was started by a rival radio uncle. It was an
apocryphal story that when he had finished a broadcast, he wise-
cracked, “There, I guess that'll hold the little bastards.”

The Uncle Don program had reached youngsters in WOR's
seven-state listening area (only briefly over a network). The three
major chains in the 1930s and 1940s, however, augmented their
staff with children’s program supervisors: Nila Mack for Columbia,
Madge Tucker at NBC, and Bob Emery for Mutual. The emphasis
brought to the dial such kiddie fare as Our Barn, Jolly Bill and
Jane, Songs by Frank Lutber, The Lady Next Door (with young
Peter Donald), Irving Caesar’s Sing a Song of Safety, Let’s Pretend,
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Little Blue Playbouse, Smiling Ed McConnell and his Buster
Brown Gang, Rainbow House (with Skippy Homier, Ronny Liss,
and Beverly Sills), and The Singing Lady.

Ireene Wicker—The Singing Lady—won the ears, hearts, and
minds of more children than any other daytime network per-
former. She also received solid approval from adult listeners who,
through child study groups and PTA organizations, clearly sanc-
tioned her programs while criticizing the hair-raising tales on other
juvenile offerings. Miss Wicker researched and wrote her scripts,
sang all the solos, and played the leading roles. From the be-
ginning, the program revealed her unusual talent as a front-ranking
“one lady”’ show.

Ireene (she added the extra “e” when a numerologist told her
that it would “vibrate in greater harmony”’) fashioned stories from
history, legends of the Indians, and fanciful trips to faraway lands,
as well as traditional nursery rhymes. “I give the children the
thriller they like, but temper it with facts, probability, imagina-
tion, and intelligence,” she said of her program formula. The
narrative was told through, and tied together with, music. A piano
accompanist (the first in 1932 was Allan Grant; in the 1970s,
Samuel Sanders) arranged and transposed her songs which she
interspersed with the story line. The vocal segments often brought
out the unusual four-octave range she possessed.

Educated at the University of Illinois and trained with the
Goodman Theater Group, Miss Wicker came to radio in 1930 as
Jane in Judy and Jane from WGN Chicago. She also played in the
serials Today's Children, The Moynaban Family, Harold Teen, and
Song of the City. Soap operas helped to develop her innate skill of
juggling a half-dozen diverse parts in a single fifteen-minute epi-
sode. Fast character changes were essential. These daily stints were
generally unrehearsed. The scripts virtually arrived at air time.

On an early Irna Phillips’ “soaper,” Ireene played five roles: a
little sister, a debutante, a young boy, an Irish lady next door, and
a dog. One day, they all appeared on a particular installment—and
Ireene had a cold. Midway through the broadcast, she and Irna, in
the role of the mother, began to giggle over Ireene’s valient but
unsuccessful efforts to sound different for each character.

“Everybody around here seems to have a cold,” Ireene ad-
libbed.
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“Sure,” rejoindered Irna Phillips, “everybody—even the dog.”

When the Kellogg Company in 1931 sought an actress for the
role of The Singing Lady, WGN program director sent for Ireene
Wicker. In a burst of frankness, she told him she did not think a
child would listen to nursery rhymes and songs for fifteen minutes
five or six times a week. She also pointed out that, in her opinion,
the “blood and thunder” type of children’s program was not the
answer.

“Very well, then,” the director replied, “go home and write
your own idea of a show and bring it in for an audition
tomorrow.”

She went home and began thinking about the kind of program
she would like to have on the air for her own little daughter, the
kind she would have loved if radio had been in her home when she
was a little girl. The following day, she rendered her version of a
storytime series and won, over several competing actresses.

The Singing Lady’s unusual stories, especially those of true life
childhood adventures of famous people, made the broadcasts both
an audience-getting and award-winning program.

“At first I did biographies of young George Washington,
Thomas A. Edison, and Abraham Lincoln. Then I branched out to
people in the arts and other fields. I once told the story of how
Madame Schumann-Heink began her singing career. At the end of
the broadcast, I said to my audience: ‘Now, children, you will
have a real treat because Madame Heink is in the studio with me to
talk to you!’

“ ‘Boys and girls, I vas not such a goot little girl as the Singing
Lady told you,’ she said. ‘I once swiped an apple on der vay to
school!” ”

George Gershwin was another biographical subject. Ireene and
her pianist Milton Rettenberg went to the composer’s New York
office to prepare the program, shortly before his death in Califor-
nia in 1937.

“Do you remember the first thing you ever composed, Mr.
Gershwin?”’ Ireene asked.

“Funny, nobody ever asked me that before,” he replied.

Gershwin got up and walked over to his piano. Delighted to
accommodate his audience of two, he played and sang “Since I
Found You.”

"
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“Don’t forget to mention,” added Gershwin as the song ended,
“my brother Ira wrote the lyrics.”

Ireene Wicker was one of the first radio stars to regularly appear
on television. Later, she took her show to Europe where in 1956
she and her husband, New York art gallery director Victor Ham-
mer, presented ‘“‘Goldilocks and the Three Bears” to Russian TV
viewers. Over the years, her scripts have been the basis of numer-
ous record albums and books. For New York area listeners, she
continued her children’s series into the 1970s on Sunday mornings
over WNYC. Supreme mistress of audio storyland, Ireene Wicker
remained just as enthusiastic in bringing playlets with music to a
new generation as she had done on coast-to-coast broadcasts over
WJZ when radio was not much older than her audience.

Dozens of programs gave juveniles a chance to show their
talents and gain experience and poise. Some went on not only to
adult radio roles but to achieve varying degrees of success in
movies, the theater, and opera.

Personality, voice, and ability to take direction ranked as cri-
teria for budding Hamlets or Jenny Linds. Some of those who
made the grade were Billy Halop as a cinema “Dead End Kid,”
Jackie Kelt as Henry’s sidekick Homer on NBC’s The Aldrich
Family, ‘“‘Bubbles” Silverman as opera diva Beverly Sills, and
Patricia Peardon to Broadway’s Jumior Miss, Billy and Bobby
Mauch to leads at Warner Brothers, and Anne Francis to Holly-
wood and television.

Two young singers—Deanna Durbin and Bobby Breen—gained a
special niche, and starred in almost every medium. Both reached
national prominence in the mid-1930s with a big boost from Eddie
Cantor on his Sunday night radio show. Deanna Durbin became an
accomplished lyric soprano at age 13. A prematurely developed
tenor voice before the age of 10 took Bobby Breen from low
billing on cross-country vaudeville tours to leads in RKO films.

Little known beyond the coterie of dial twisters but winning an
intensely loyal following were the Moylan Sisters. These “Angels
of the Airwaves,” Marianne and Peggy Joan Moylan, began their
radio act in 1937 at ages 5 and 3, respectively. Their parents first
noted the harmonizing talent of the girls about the time Peggy
Joan began to talk. The story goes that one day they were
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listening to a singing group on radio and decided they could do as
well or better. With no coaching, the two sisters sang in near
perfect harmony. It didn’t take long for their parents to line up an
audition at NBC for the vocally precocious offspring.

They were too young to read music, but their father taught
them ballads, hymns, and popular songs. An engraver by trade but
a choir director on Sundays, he brought out their unusual vocal
clarity and flexibility. In 1939 they were selected from about two
hundred young singers for a weekly program sponsored by Thrivo
dog food. Seldom, if ever, had children under the age of 10 been
given a network program of their own. The girls wove the Thrivo
singing jingle tightly into the song bag of tiny tots to the tune of
“The Farmer in the Dell.”” It was commercial but cute: “We feed
our doggie Thrivo/ He’s very much alive-o/ Full of vim and pep!/
If you want a peppy pup/ You’d better hurry up/ And buy Thrivo
for him!”

Their dog’s name was “Rascal,” but the pup photographed for
promotional purposes was a wirehaired terrier owned by pro-
ducer-directors Isaac and Alice Clements. A popular feature of the
program was a National Dog Hero Award, presented by the two
sisters to ‘‘America’s bravest dog of the week.” Courageous canine
acts, such as protecting an owner from an intruder or rescuing a
child from a fire, qualified many a heroic hound. The girls’ theme
song, “Sittin’ on a Log/Pettin’ My Dog,” reinforced the sponsor’s
chow line.

The curly-topped, angelic-looking Moylan girls made guest ap-
pearances on the leading adult programs: Fred Allen, Alec Temple-
ton, and llka Chase. They sang in a few Warner Brothers shorts
and cut a dozen or so Decca recordings. Then it all ended too
quickly. As young teenagers, their singing days gave way to new
pursuits. Both were interested in medicine. Marianne studied to
become a laboratory technician; her younger sister, a medical
secretary.

The Moylan Sisters’ comparatively brief singing career had start-
ed semiprofessionally on the Horn and Hardart Children’s Hour—a
program that probably gave a break to more young people than
any other radio show. A platform for hundreds of performers in
the minor leagues, the Children’s Hour was, for many, as much a
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part of the Sunday morning routine as Sunday school. A veritable
institution, yet never on a network, it endured week after week
for twenty-nine years.

The Children’s Hour began in 1925 over Philadelphia’s WCAU.
Stan Broza and his wife Esther played cohosts and kept the
youngsters in line. Four years later, sponsor Horn and Hardart
Restaurants added a counterpart over WABC, Columbia’s New
York outlet, which later switched to WEAF where, for most of its
long run, Ed Herlihy was a majordomo. He had succeeded Ralph
Edwards (who, in turn, had replaced Paul Douglas). The Clements
Company, producers and directors of the series, hired Edwards for
the M.C. job, his first in New York. It gave him the solid exper-
ience needed later to handle the reins of his madcap Truth or
Consequences and people-juggling This Is Your Life.

“Auntie Alice” Clements auditioned the fifty or more young-
sters for each broadcast, chose the songs, and wrote all the
dialogue for the Radio City Children’s Hour.* These nonprofes-
sionals, who were strictly New York area talent, sang and danced
and joked their way to the hearths of thousands of American
homes each week. Both the Philadelphia and Manhattan children’s
hour programs used juvenile talent. Many of them went on to
success and stardom as full-fledged professionals: Bobbie Hookey,
Carol Bruce, Roddy MacDowell, Roberta Peters, Eileen Barton,
Connie Russell, Ezra Stone, and Eddie Fisher. The Horn and
Hardart theme song was “Less Work for Mother.” Mothers of
these talented youngsters must have frequently declared it quite
the opposite!

WJZ also staged a perennial junior romp. The program took
form in May 1924. Initially a Hearst newspaper venture, it had
been designed to give deserving young talent a chance before the
microphone. The WJZ series, under the titles Coast-to-Coast on a
Bus or The White Rabbit Line, supported a cast of a dozen or
more youngsters between the ages of 3 to 15, and offered plenty
of music and play-acting. Eloquent Milton Cross, WJZ’s jack-of-all
programs, faced the dubious assignment of handling this lollipop
parade.

*The Clements Company supplied radio with most of the popular juvenile talent
programs, originating Hookey Hall, Little Betsey Ross Girl, Friendship Ranch, Olivio
Santoro: The Boy Yodeler, The Fountain of Youth, and The Moylan Sisters.
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The choice, however, turned out to be a fortunate one. Cross,
himself the father of a small daughter, was a patient and indulgent
steward, while also maintaining a sufficiently austere demeanor to
keep the precocious youngsters in line. For almost fifteen years
radio’s ““Uncle Miltie” Cross (but never so addressed by anyone)
introduced an array of performers who possessed high hopes but
little or no experience. Nevertheless, successful small-fry alumni
number such notables as Risé Stevens, Ann Blyth, Mary Small, and
Wynn Murray.

Children had their “hour” on Sunday mornings, plus a big
chunk of Saturday’s programs, and the four-to-six slot each day.
Mom also had a slice of the broadcast pie. Her radio diet usually
was sandwiched into the dally homemaking routine. Heavier on
talk and chit-chat than music, the bill of fare offered a variety of
solid courses: wake-up music, inspirational words, hymn singing
and organ interludes, poetry, shopping tips and recipes, and weath-
er reports. This potpourri was served by a variety of performers—
gospel singers, dietitians, comedians, philosophers, journalists, disc
jockeys, tenor soloists, and sometimes a combination of two or
more selected from these. Most of the programs were for local
audiences. Others reached a wider metropolitan area, and a few
were on a full network.

Every station offered one or more announcer-personalities to
deliver news, commentary, and sometimes music. Occasionally
regional radio stars attained sufficient attention to be signed on
with a larger station, perhaps in Cincinnati, Washington, or St.
Louis. And now and then a lucky few were chosen for a network
program reaching millions of American homemakers.

One of the most successful early morning “regulars’ was a most
unusual individual who preferred to remain anonymous, broad-
casting under the name ‘“‘Cheerio.” It was also rumored that he
contributed his services without financial compensation. He had
first appeared on a San Francisco station in 1925, but by 1927 he
had become a widely popular radio character.

Six mornings each week over NBC, Cheerio recited verse, read
listeners’ letters, and expounded his “good samaritan” philosophy-
that especially appealed to housewives and shut-ins. He believed
that 8:30 a.m. was the “psychological moment” to reach that
audience; for at that hour homemakers had gotten their husbands
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off to work, and the children off to school. It was time for Mom
to face her household chores. But first, she needed a few moments
of relaxation, perhaps in the kitchen over a cup of coffee. Cheerio
believed something more should be added to refresh and revitalize
homemakers and homebound shut-ins.

As the day began, he brought them inspiration and comfort
when needed, creating a folksy atmosphere via the radio that was
as real as a friend’s presence. Three or four singing canaries added
a down-home touch. NBC had rented the small flock for the
program, and for years the birds were the only trained nonhumans
regularly permitted on the air. (Dogs, for example, were not
allowed in studios; the danger of barking at the wrong time was
too great. A bark played from a sound-effects recording, or made
by a tin can on the end of a string, or simulated by a versatile
actor, was equally effective.)

Cheerio’s canaries had their own microphone so that listeners
might better hear their chirpings. When NBC moved to Rockefeller
Center, WEAF purchased four birds whose quartet from a cage in
the network’s main reception room when the birds were not on
the air became a delightful attraction for guided-tour groups.

Music, other than bird song, also entered Cheerio’s scheme of
things. Russ Gilbert and Geraldine Riegger of NBC’s staff sang and
the Parnassus Trio, an instrumental group, played under the direc-
tion of Olga Serlis. Later, Emil Seidel’s Little Peppers replaced the
trio; and still later, pianist Harrison Isles replaced them with his
ten-piece ensemble, one of the largest of the early morning orches-
tras.

Cheerio’s identity remained a secret for several years even as
speculation mounted over his real name and why he performed
without compensation. Then, in 1929, the veil of mystery was
lifted when Herbert Hoover became president of the United
States. Charles Kellogg Field, who had attended Stanford Univer-
sity in the 1890s with Mr. Hoover as both classmate and friend,
was a very successful businessman. The program was his idea, and
he had chosen the name “Cheerio.” Herbert Hoover had defrayed
the expenses of the morning program and contributed suggestions
for its content. Until 1929, only NBC'’s top executive had known
his identity and had guarded the secret well.
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Field had had theatrical interests as a youth but was discour-
aged against such “frivolity” by his parents. Accommodatingly, he
entered the business world, eventually becoming the editor and
joint owner of Sunset Magazine, which stressed a western home
and garden and travel format. In 1925 Station KGO in San
Francisco had asked him to give some inspirational radio talks. His
first program on June 22, 1925, followed a morning wake-up
exercise program.

“I was conscious that morning of a situation which made me
marvel at the ways of fate,” he related to interviewers. “My
mother had been in good health when I told her about the
broadcast and planned the first program. Only a few weeks later
that first good-morning program over the radio went directly to
her in her final illness . . . I pledged myself to carry on the Cheerio
program as a memorial to her.”

With the strongest tie to California severed, he came East,
imbued with the purpose of devoting his retirement to Cheerio.
NBC took an interest, undoubtedly encouraged by Hoover’s en-
dorsement of Field’s humanitarian efforts. The network contri-
buted three or four hours of free air time each week. Field’s
philosophical endeavors outlasted Hoover’s stay in the White
House. Cheerio signed off just before World War I1.

Inevitably, Cheerio-type wake-up broadcasters crowded the dial.
Phil Cook took a similar approach but added a lot more diversions.
One of radio’s most versatile performers, Cook was an actor,
comedian, mimic, singer, composer, writer, poet, whistler, and
guitarist. Early in his thirty-year career, he aptly demonstrated his
talents when he played thirteen parts on the Quaker Oats Man, a
1930 program whose byword *“Okay, Kernal” entered audience
jargon.

Cook first went on the air as WOR’s The Radio Chef in October
1925. At the time, he worked as an artist for an advertising firm
and wrote songs as a hobby. On a visit to Newark, the WOR
manager asked him to sing some of his own compositions in an
impromptu radio recital. It went over well. Not a pianist, he
bought a ukulele and a book of playing instructions. He memo-
rized four chords, but no more. They were enough to provide
accompaniment to his vocalizing as the Klein Serenading Shoe-
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maker and on Cotton and Morpheus (with Billy Hillpot), Physical
Culture Shoe Prince, Flit Soldiers, Cabin Door, and Flap and Jack.

In the mid-1930s, Phil Cook inaugurated the CBS Morning
Almanac with various Cook-created characters, including Sleep
Simpson, Office Boy Pete, Snoopy Dingle, and Sandy MacTavish.
This man of many voices spliced the dialogue with a dozen or so
tunes, old and interesting almanac items, and listeners’ questions.
The latter were answered from material furnished by staff re-
searcher Henry Untermeyer. In 1941 the Almanac became Cook's
Kitchen, an eleven-year feature on WABC and perhaps best re-
membered for Phil’s singing of the news, weather reports, and
school closings.

Cook’s many years at a morning mike were a tribute to his
multiple talents in a highly competitive radio slot. He ably com-
peted with the Musical Grocer and Kremel Singing Chef (both
played by tenor Irving Kaufman); sultry Lois January, the CBS
“Reveille Sweetheart,” who both sang and spun records; the
madcap Sisters of the Skillet (Ed East and Ralph Dumke); bari-
tone-whistler Jack Berch; Betty Crocker’s Magazine of the Air;
John B. Gambling's Musical Clock—a morning fixture at WOR for
thirty-five years—and Don McNeill’s phenomenally successful
Breakfast Club.

Musical accompaniment, as well as background mood music and
even sound effects, for many daytime homemaker programs ema-
nated from an organ. This was especially true after 1935, the year
Hammond introduced a portable electric organ. The Hammond
organ met a wide range of musical requirements, whether for a
serious inspirational ballad, a light-hearted breakfast march, or
emotion-charged incidental or transitional music for soap operas
and poetry readings. The consoles of studio organs were given a
solo workout during organ’interludes, usually in the morning, late
afternoon, and just before midnight. The versatile electric organ
also reproduced sounds: a fog horn, bell, squeaky door, or a bird.
If necessary, it could growl. The Hammond gradually replaced
small studio ensembles and, to some degree, large orchestras. It
was a money saver that never required conventional tuning.

A half-dozen years before the introduction of the electric organ,
networks and most individual stations had signed up at least one
organist. The nationally known pipe organ contingent included
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Lew White (chief organist at New York’s Roxy Theater), Jesse
Crawford (known as “The Poet of the Organ™), Ann Leaf (unoff-
icially tagged “Little Organ Annie: The Mighty Mite of the Or-
gan”), and Richard Leibert (whom “Roxy” Rothafel selected in
1932 as organist of the new $250,000 Radio City Music Hall
twin-consoled Wurlitzer). Later, Rosa Rio, Charles Paul, Bill
Meeder, Fred Feibel, and Bill Wirges joined them to comprise the
busiest group of pedal manipulators outside of a six-day bike race.

Virtually all had honed their keyboard technique as organists in
theaters while playing for silent movies. As cinema organists and
pianists, they had to improvise, change themes, and play musical
bridges for as long as two hours during which the film plot
unfolded on the screen; then between shows provide an exit march
and an all-stops-out solo. When sound pictures shook the industry,
organists in all but the largest city movie palaces were superfluous.
Many turned to radio work, where prior experience playing mood
music ad infinitum paid off.

Rosa Rio’s contract with a New Orleans movie theater had
ended when Garbo talked. She came to New York to find a
job—any musical job. A nightclub hired her to play the accordion.
She accompanied singers, and soon opened a studio to teach organ
and piano. One day a friend told Rosa of NBC’s need for an
organist who could improvise and transpose quickly. She audi-
tioned and was hired as a “temporary” until a male organist could
be found. After three weeks she threatened to quit unless offered
2 long-term commitment. She got it and stayed with radio for
twenty years.

“Rehearsal time was always limited and, in many cases, non-
existent,” Rosa Rio recalled. “We had to roll with the punches.
There was always an element of uncertainty in every situation. It
was impossible to read a printed score. A radio organist had to be
nimble of finger and fleet of foot to cope with the unexpected.
The director might have indicated eight seconds for a certain
musical bridge to denote the passage of time, only to signal
frantically from the control room to cut it to four. That happened
many times on the air. An organist had to keep an eye on the
script, director, actors and clock all at once.”

Organists as well as staff pianists (they included such masters of
the keyboard as NBC’s Vladimir Brenner, the Blue Network’s Ear
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Wwild, and Columbia’s Gordon Searman) put in time as standby
musicians. When assigned to this chore, they sat at a piano or
organ in a small studio, serving as a safeguard against equipment
breakdowns and disrupted or cancelled programs. At a moment’s
notice, an artist like Rosa Rio would be asked to fill in with
appropriate standby music from two minutes to two hours, a task
that entailed a large and varied repertoire committed to memory—
to say nothing of the physical energy demanded.

Rosa often did “back-to-back” programs, running from one
studio to another with forty seconds between shows. She never
missed an opening cue and only once struck a wrong introductory
theme. Her longest running assignment was My True Story, a series
that presented a complete drama each week, Monday through
Friday, and gave her a greater opportunity for keyboard improvi-
sation than any other serial or soap opera.

In the 1940s Rosa supplied music for six or seven programs 2
day, six days a week. A typical day at the Blue network began at
10:00 a.m. with My True Story. At 10:45 a.m., she played for the
Mystery Chef. An hour later, she provided mood music for Ted
Malone’s commentary on Between the Bookends. In mid-after-
noon, she supported the domestic adventures of Ethel and Albert,
accompanied singer Clark Dennis, or backed the serial Appoint-
ment for Life. Two soap operas completed her day: Lorenzo
Jones at 4:30 p.m., and Front Page Farrell at 5:45 p.m.

For several years, she displayed her keyboard artistry on Rosa
Rio Rbytbms, a twice-daily program of organ and piano music.
During World War II her schedule expanded. On Sundays she
worked from sunrise to nearly midnight: a devotional segment at
8:15 a.m., Chaplain Jim at 2:00 p.m., a dramatization of the news
by Gunther and Vandercook at 5:00 p.m., and Deadline Drama
with Ireene Wicker at 10:30 p.m.

“The organ,” Rosa Rio pointed out, “has been associated with
church music for hundreds of years. Its literature actually dates
back to ancient times. Since most sacred music had been written
for this instrument, radio also adopted it for programs of a
religious nature. Sacred music played on 2 pipe or electric organ
generated a warm, soothing feeling and gave spiritual comfort to
listeners, especially shut-ins.”
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Stations regularly picked up church services and programmed
hymn singing. KDKA pioneered with the Sacred Song Concert.
WEAF offered the Cathedral Hour and The Church of the Air.
WJZ scheduled National Vespers. Almost daily, stations—large and
small, urban and rural—paused for hymns and gospel songs. Only a
few gospel music singers stood out among the hundreds at scat-
tered microphones. One of these who achieved a measure of fame
and a widespread following was Arthur Billings Hunt. A noted
musicologist and authority on American hymns and folk songs, he
broadcast on WEAF as early as 1923. His renditions of “There’s a
Green Hill Far Away,” “Crossing the Bar,” and other sacred
standards gained him a place on the dial long into the network era.
A baritone, Dr. Hunt sang on NBC’s Midweek Hymn Sing and
locally on WNEW Shut-in Hour with organist Lowell Patton.

From 1932 to 1938 the Midweek Hymn Sing received 107,978
request for hymns to be sung, as well as countless expressions of
thanks from listeners as far away as Europe. An unemployed
miner in Wales, writing to Dr. Hunt after a shortwave broadcast
during the winter of 1935, said that he and his wife retired to bed
early to save light and fuel. The hymns sung from abroad com-
forted the weary couple. “It would have done your hearts good if
you could have heard my wife singing softly in the darkness, ‘It Is
Well with My Soul,’ and this after six years on the dole. Radio is
our greatest solace in these difficult times.”

Another five-day-a-week hymn singing program featured Ed-
ward McHugh, better known as “The Gospel Singer.” He first
achieved prominence at a WBZ Boston microphone before coming
to Radio City and a national audience. During his career, he sang
some three thousand different hymns, receiving more requests for
“The Old Rugged Cross” in each batch of mail than any other
hymn.

An organ and church choir that deeply moved listeners and
touched their hearts was the Mormon Tabernacle aggregation from
Salt Lake City. Year after year from 1929, their radio concerts
enthralled network audiences. By the 1970s, the broadcasts had
become the country’s oldest continuous series, and is still featured
on radio and television.

The Tabernacle singers carry on a tradition almost as old as the
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Church of Latter-Day Saints itself. From the earliest days of their
history, they were a singing people. Their most requested hymn,
“Come, Come, Ye Saints,” was actually written in 1847 by Wil-
liam Clayton, a Mormon working closely with church founder
Brigham Young.

All 350 members of the choir are church members, representing
a cross section of many professions and occupations and ranging in
age from 30 to 60. (In earlier years, the span stretched from 18 to
80, but the church later restricted participation, desiring each
person to grow by giving different kinds of service to the church in
his lifetime.) Directed by J. Spencer Cornwall, then Richard P.
Condie, and beginning in 1976, by Jerold Ottley, the nonpaid
choir is the largest permanent singing group in the world and
contains only a small number of professional musicians.

The placement of microphones contributes significantly to the
success of the weekly broadcasts. Initially, a single microphone
picked up the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. However, because the
large ensemble occupied considerable floor space, engineers began
to notice a ‘“sound lag” from mike to control room. To correct
this, they installed nine microphones. The engineer for each broad-
cast—which had no full rehearsal due to the long-distance travel
necessitated by some choir members—literally “played” his con-
trol board in the manner of an instrumentalist. Sopranos, altos,
baritones, tenors, and bassos each utilized a mike. Their voices
were ‘“‘mixed”’ with the pickup from a trio of microphones flank-
ing the organ and from an all-directional one suspended from the
100-foot-high ceiling. The result was a rich stereolike sound, years
before even hi-fi had come into the audio vocabulary.

The Tabernacle Organ has long been recognized as one of the
most beautifully sounding instruments ever built. Organists Alex-
ander Schreiner and Frank Asper were playing at the console in
1924, when broadcasts from Salt Lake City started locally over
KFPT. World-renowned concert artists have made special trips to
Utah to play this organ. Joseph Ridges, an Australian convert,
built the organ from straight-grained soft pine found in southern
Utah. For a dozen years, he worked to shape the seasoned logs
into pipes, and in 1858 finished the job—one of the outstanding
examples of great organ building. And radio made it one of the
best-known and most widely heard instruments in the country.
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An organ—whether manual, pipe or electric, whether played
during a remote from a great cathedral or inside the studio of a
“one-lung,” 50-kilowatt transmitter—was ideally suited for radio’s
versatile needs. The organ contributed spritely tunes, mood music,
and dramatic sound effects on virtually every type of program.
But it found a special niche in support of engrossing daily serials
and inspirational songfests. Musically speaking, it was the staff of
daytime radio.
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W\ Jremember a time some few years ago when we in our family

Ididn’t near sing our own songs like we used to,” writes Jean
Ritchie of her youth in the rocky, isolated Cumberland Mountains
of south-eastern Kentucky. “We didn’t sing much of anything
though, come to think of it—old songs or new.”

Later, as a successful folk singer and musicologist, Jean vividly
remembered the inroads made in the 1930s by a radio crystal set.
“I guess if it hadn’t been for the radio it’s no tellin’ how long it
would have taken us to find out that we were hillbillies, or what
kind of songs we were supposed to sing.”

When radio came into their mountain home, Jean Ritchie and
her parents and thirteen brothers and sisters almost stopped gath-
ering to talk and sing. Suddenly the ageless folk ballads of heart-
ache and joy seemed quaint and old-fashioned and boring
compared with the out-pourings of Broadway show tunes and Tin
Pan Alley lyrics from the new gadget called radio.

Jean and her kin, however, were not alone in dropping guitars
and dulcimers. Playing a piano, strumming a mandolin, and
cranking up a phonograph now took second place, or were pushed
aside entirely in front parlors from the Pecos to Park Avenue. The
new melody-making machine was the cat’s whiskers! It played on
and on with seemingly endless repertoire. So, tune in the wireless
for instant entertainment! Never mind sheet music of a Ziegfeld
Follies hit tune, or Zez Confrey’s latest mesmerizing piano roll!

125
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Many so-called musical prophets predicted that all this dial
twisting to pick up KDKA or WLW dance music night after night
would not last. But these seers had failed to reckon with two
important factors: the increase in the number of dance bands after
World War I, and the evolution of personalized, easy-to-identify
band sounds. Both contributed to the growing exposure and
popularity of band music of all kinds over radio as well as in
theaters, motion picture houses, on recordings, and in ballrooms at
elegant hotels and night spots, or Broadway’s dance palaces.

From trios to twenty-man orchestras, such aggregations con-
sumed as many as four or five hours of radio time each day. Nine
or ten bands and orchestras were on the air from the dinner hour,
and during the night-owl slot—10:30 p.M. to 3:00 A.M. A very
large number of musicians made their fame and often their for-
tunes by sitting in front of a radio mike.

Paul Specht’s orchestra was the earliest “‘name” group to broad-
cast regularly. It had bowed in September 14, 1920, over WW] in
Detroit, with a six-piece band featuring what Specht called
“rhythmic symphonic syncopation.” It was a style of jazz Specht,
a violinist, had nurtured while playing in the Wabash River town
of Lafayette, Ind. Ragtime and Dixieland already had traveled
up-stream from the Mississippi Delta and New Orleans to Mem-
phis, then spread to Kansas City and Chicago, and into scores of
smaller cities in America’s heartland. Because of an even newer
sound—jazz—the pioneering Original Dixieland Jazz Band gained
acceptance when it came to New York during World War I and
recorded “Tiger Rag” and “‘Livery Stable Blues.” During those
years Specht was playing in Reading, Pa., and in the Motor City
where he made his first broadcast of “classical jazz.”

“In Detroit, 1 watched restaurant and grillroom receipts mount
higher and higher as the fame of our musicians spread,” the
dauntless young leader said. “1 decided that they [the band]
belonged in New York, and the way to get into the big town was
to break in. We didn’t have a thing in sight. But the boys wanted
to come as badly as 1 did.”

His break came when he performed for the first time in New
York at the National Vaudeville Club before a critical audience of
his peers. Specht and his jazzmen caused a mild sensation. At least
twenty offers simply fell into his lap. He signed with Keith’s
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vaudeville circuit, starting at the Palace—the hope and dream of
every performer.

Sometime later while the band was booked at the Astor Hotel,
Lee De Forest, who had overseen the Detroit hookup, urged
Specht to broadcast over WJZ. He agreed, and the station made
one of the first band remotes by picking up Specht from the
Alamac Hotel. Convinced that remotes were a unique form of
advertising for a band and could lead to lucrative bookings, Specht
jumped on the broadcast bandwagon.

Specht’s Georgians, a small jazz group within his larger orches-
tra, greatly impressed listeners and won the sponsorship of Colum-
bia Records. This 1923 band consisted of six talented sidemen:
Russ Morgan, trombone; Frank Guarente, trumpet; Dick Johnson,
sax; Johnny O’Donnell, sax; Artie Schutt, piano; and Chauncey
Morehouse, drums. Specht soon toured Europe, then concentrated
on bookings bands through his own Consolidated Booking Ex-
change. He lined up many engagements and tours for orchestras
that were initially promoted over radio.

Specht boosted the careers of Charlie Spivak, Orville Knapp,
Artie Shaw, Bob Chester, and others. He arranged Bix Beider-
becke’s first radio job when Bix was playing cornet with the
Wolverines in the Midwest. Specht’s booking office brought them
to Broadway’s Cinderella Ballroom and to station WHN, managed
by showman Nils T. Granlund. By 1925 Specht’s radio pioneering
neared an end. Several of his key musicians left for Detroit to join
a rising new band fronted by Jean Goldkette.

However, before he began concentrating on multiband book-
ings, Specht had nudged an up-and-coming maestro, Vincent
Lopez, from vaudeville onto the airwaves by convincing him that
radio offered vast opportunities. Lopez took the suggestion. He
enlarged his band to ten pieces, and added ear-catching, sym-
phoniclike jazz and his own distinctive piano rhythms. Shortly
thereafter, Lopez introduced one of the earliest radio-made song
hits, “The Parade of the Wooden Soldiers.”

At about the same time, another group of midwestern musicians
cornered a chunk of the ether. The Coon-Sanders Band started
broadcasts over WDAF from the Muehlebach Hotel in Kansas City.
Joe Sanders and Carleton Coon christened their program, The
Nighthawks’ Frolic, and issued membership cards to some 37,000



128 THE MIGHTY MUSIC BOX

long-distance, or DX, “nighthawks” who listened in from all
forty-eight states. Later, they headed for Chicago, playing at the
Blackhawk Restaurant. Coon-Sanders, by accepting bookings
throughout the country, had helped make one-night stands a way
of life for the big bands.

Dance music and dancing epitomized the 1920s, and radio
increasingly set the tempo if not the pace. In 1925, B.A. Rolfe, an
ex-circus cornetist, led a relatively obscure orchestra at a Broad-
way restaurant, the Palais d’Or. Three years later Rolfe’s Lucky
Strike Dance Orchestra was as much a part of the era as Lucky
Lindy. The lively, fast beat typified the raucous sound of the
dance-crazed twenties. Year by year the orchestra seemed to grow
bigger and bigger—and louder and louder. Rolfe had expanded the
group to fifty pieces—a formidable aggregation of master
musicians picked from both jazz and symphonic worlds—which
created sounds so overwhelming that punsters claimed it did not
need radio for broadcasting, only open windows. On trumpet was
Phil Napoleon, founder and leader of the Original Memphis Five;
on alto sax was Andy Sannella from Ray Miller’s band; featured
clarinet soloist was Ross Gorman, who had been with Paul White-
man when “Rhapsody in Blue” was premiered at Aeolian Hall in
1924; and at the twin pianos were Frank Banta, another Whiteman
alumnus, and Milton Rettenberg, the leading accompanist for
Victor Red Seal artists.

Other instrumentalists included George Green of the Green
Brothers Marimba Band, at the xylophone; Fritz Forsch, a violin-
ist, who doubled as director of the New York City Police Band;
and Charlie Magnante, an accordionist who could play “The Flight
of the Bumble Bee” in something over a minute flat.

These notable musicians and forty more, turned the triweekly
Lucky Strike cigarette show into one of radio’s most danceable
segments. From 1928 to 1932 Rolfe made over 460 broadcasts for
the tobacco company.

Lucky Strike’s top brass set the standard. American Tobacco
Company’s president, George Washington Hill, personally eval-
uated both melody and tempo. During rehearsals, he insisted that
NBC personnel dance to Rolfe’s music. Secretaries and script girls
were obliged to try out the week'’s selections on a makeshift dance
floor. The better they danced, the more satisfied Hill was. One
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recollection of Lucky Strike preparations mentions Hill’s aged
aunt. Apparently, she was brought to rehearsals to keep time by
beating a pencil on the back of a chair. The band had to be
unusually loud for this nearly deaf lady to hear at all. If her pencil
ceased beating time at any moment, Hill shouted for the band to
stop, complained of a sloppy performance, and insisted on imme-
diate changes.

Hill’s aunt might have been partially responsible for Rolfe’s
loud, fast-tempo band. But being more of a showman than an
accomplished musician, B. A. Rolfe easily fitted into the mold of
martial volume and peppy rhythm demanded by his attention-
seeking sponsor.

“Dance music should throb and laugh with happiness,” Rolfe
would say. “It doesn’t matter whether I play a fox trot hot off the
music store counter or one that is fifty years old. Laughing music
is what I want. Music that is an invitation to dance.”

To explain the basis of his bouncy music, Rolfe would press his
right hand into a fist and wave a decisive half circle.

“That one gesture means more to the musician than all the
air-beating with a baton. He immediately knows what the conduc-
tor wants—more vigor, more strength, and robust finality.”

Rolfe’s earth-throbbing parade tempo led rival cigarette-maker
Old Gold to sign Paul Whiteman for a similar big ensemble,
novelty-variety whirligig on CBS. But the Rolfe cadence lost favor
by 1931. Whiteman shifted musical gears, retaining his broad
popularity. More and more listeners opted for sweet, subdued
dance music.

It was during this transition from loud to soft music that a
bandleader from Canada began to make popular impact with a
sweet-and-low tempo.

Guy Lombardo and his nine-piece band, which included broth-
ers Carmen and Lebert, left Ontario for club dates in Cleveland.
They were luckier than most. The Lombardos got a chance to fill
in standby time over WTAM, but without renumeration. The
exposure, however, led to bookings in Chicago.

“The cafe owner wasn’t at all enthusiastic about giving us a
radio wire into his nightclub, but we insisted,” Guy recalled.
“Chicago’s newest station, WBBM, scheduled us for fifteen min-
utes at 9:00 p.m., but at the end of the quarter hour, the
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headwaiter ran over to say calls were coming in so fast at the
station that it wanted us to continue. We played until the club
closed at 1:00 a.m. Business boomed. Our music stressed the
sweet, rich tones of Carmen’s sax and Lebe’s trumpet. Later we
tossed in novelty numbers. The station told us they could get
plenty of good novelty tunes or jazz elsewhere. They were paying
us for our distinctive sound. That’s what people wanted, so that’s
what we gave them. Every time we changed styles our ratings went
down. You don’t tell audiences what they want. They tell you.”

Guy Lombardo arrived in New York in October 1929 to play at
the Hotel Roosevelt Grill. Jules Stein, head of a newly formed
talent agency, the Music Corporation of America, had first heard
Guy in Cleveland and wanted his “Sweetest Music This Side of
Heaven” in Manhattan. He lined up the hotel engagement and a
CBS program sponsored by Robert Burns Panatella cigars. Not
long after, William Paley asked the Royal Canadians to close the
year 1929 from the Roosevelt over his network, playing from
11:30 p.m. to midnight.

“And the National Broadcasting Company asked us to open the
New Year,” Lombardo said. “We played for NBC from midnight
to 12:30. It was flattering—the two biggest networks wanting us
on each side of midnight.”

So began Guy’s longtime custom of welcoming each New Year
at midnight with “Auld Lang Syne” over radio, and later tele-
vision. The Lombardos created a catchy, original style that lis-
teners liked and could readily identify with. His distinctive rendi-
tions of “Boo Hoo,” “Don’t Blame Me,” ““That Old Feeling,” and
‘“Sweethearts on Parade” may have sounded simple enough to
copy, but in fact, they were very difficult to duplicate. Most of
the elements that made up the full, mellow Lombardo vibrato had
a common bass, or as he described it, “lyric phrasing,” with the
sax section usually working like a vocalist.

By 1932 Guy Lombardo was not the only sweet-and-low or-
chestra on the networks every night. The musicianship of such
groups as Ted Weems, George Olsen, Lennie Hayton, Don Bestor,
and Jan Garber, regularly heard at restaurants and other places of
entertainment, improved before a radio microphone. The knowl-
edge that thousands, and sometimes millions, were listening in all
over America and sometimes the world, often honed a player’s
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technique and precision. A live mike usually kept a player alert
and resulted in a better performance. But with a few, the sight of a
microphone brought on a case of nerves. Young Billy Marshall,
trumpeter with the Dorseys, Raymond Scott, and Sam Donahue,
confessed: “‘I was always so jumpy on radio jobs. When the red
light flashed ‘On the Air,’ it nearly turned me off.”

Occasionally the music of a dance band might have been dis-
torted by improper placement of microphones and careless in-
strumental balance, but fortunately such instances were rare. Per-
haps the major drawback from a surfeit of sweet-sounding bands
was the lack of variety that created a degree of dullness.

Throughout the golden years of radio, backup music was always
available from in-house orchestras and staff combos. The larger
networks maintained a fully chaired symphonic orchestra, two
good-sized dance bands, and a small string ensemble. A few regular
studio conductors led them through their paces. At CBS, for
example, André Kostelanetz, Johnny Green, Ray Bloch, Mark
Warmow, Lyn Murray, Howard Barlow, and Freddie Rich remained
on constant call to mount a podium. Even nonmusical programs
frequently required introductory, background, or mood music;
perhaps only an organist, violinist, bugler, or drummer.

Players with Victor Arden’s house band on the Sunday Night
Manbattan Merry-Go-Round might be playing in the Campbell
Soup orchestra led by Howard Lanin on Monday, Wednesday, and
Thursday evenings at 7:15, and on Friday often were tuning up
with Abe Lyman for Waltz Time. Musicians in high demand
frequently were asked to chair posts with Wilfred Pelletier’s Pack-
ard Motor Players, or Dave Rubinoff’s Chase & Sanborn unit;
Peter Van Steeden’s Town Hall Tonight aggregation; Josef Koest-
ner’s Hoover Sentinels, or Oscar Bradley’s Gulf Orchestra.

The job of scheduling forty or fifty staff musicians on a score of
daily shows—plus several hundred more from the lists of free-
lancers—was monumental. Musical contractors acted as liaison be-
tween the network’s needs and the available union musicians.
They knew the ability and style of practically every musician in
town.

Musical contractor at NBC was Leopold Spitalny. His counter-
parts for many years were Frank Vagnoni at ABC and Angelo
Matera at CBS. Spitalny was fond of emphasizing the uncertainties
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of his profession with a story about a violinist who could never
follow his agenda. “When he saw a fellow musician on his way to a
studio, he would simply follow him. On one particular program
where an extra violin was needed, I sent him. When he didn’t show
up at the studio, I sent someone to find out what had happened.
Our absent-minded fiddler had gone into another studio assigned
to a program that required no orchestra, but there he was, sitting
near the mike, ready to play.”

This kind of mistake could happen and occasionally did; espe-
cially when the Radio City musicians had been killing time next
door at Hurley’s Saloon. Then they might rush to their assignment
at the Perry Como studio, and find themselves at Nero Wolfe’s!

Every major station kept on staff two or more full-time musical
directors and arrangers. These virtually anonymous maestros often
conducted on three or four programs each day. At CBS, Emery
Deutsch arranged music for thirty broadcasts a week. Josef Stopak
conducted dozens of sustaining programs at NBC. To insure
variety, the network ruled that a selection could be played on the
air only once each day. Such scheduling was exacting and time
consuming.

A number of the busiest conductors and composers relied on
the teachings of a Columbia University mathematical wiz to create
and arrange the required large volume of music. The man behind
these musicians was a little-known Russian émigré, Joseph Schi-
llinger. He taught that composition was not necessarily pure art,
but was reducible to a science based on mathematical computa-
tions.

The Schillinger System, as it came to be known, abridged
original scores and arrangements to a formula, eliminating hours of
improvising at a keyboard. In fact, it was possible to write and
orchestrate a symphony for a hundred instruments without going
within 50 yards of a piano. This music-by-formula left little room
for error. And it was fast. Spin a chart wheel, square a couple of
binomials, and you got an answer that was good for at least
eighteen bars of melody. A few computations with a slide rule
resulted in a complete arrangement for a twenty-five-piece orches-
tra.

In essence, this was the way Schillinger’s disciples described the
fundamentals of their mentor’s system. George Gershwin and
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Glenn Miller were perhaps the best-known students of Schillinger,
who died in 1943 at age 48. Gershwin took three lessons a week
for four years; and while still a pupil, wrote his classic “Porgy and
Bess.” Miller composed ‘“Moonlight Serenade” as an after-class
exercise. A coterie of Schillinger pupils, including Mark Warnow,
Lyn Murray, Benny Goodman, Charles Paul, Leith Stevens, Rosa
Rio, Jack Miller, and Harry Simeone, provided innumerable radio
arrangements.

Paul Lavalle, who had studied with him for nearly six years and
had applied Schillinger’s principles to his work with a twenty-six
piece orchestra on the Chamber Music Society of Lower Basin
Street, declared: “It was a viable theory. I discovered Schillinger
through Gershwin, while he was reharmonizing his own works.
Gershwin explained that this unique scientific approach was re-
kindling his composing skills. The system enabled many of us in
radio not only to turn out acceptable music in 2 hurry, but to get
combinations and tonal effects undreamed of from merely
working at a keyboard.”

The years of sight reading, transposing, and improvising paid
off. With a lot of ambition and a healthy bankroll, a radio sideman
might break away and form his own outfit. Thus, from the ranks
of house musicians came many of the ace band leaders of the
1930s and 1940s.

A young clarinetist from Chicago secured a steady job with Ben
Pollack’s Californians, who, in 1928, had settled in at New York’s
Park Central Hotel. In due course, the talented clarinetist left
Pollack to freelance, playing with Ted Lewis, Don Voorhees, Ben
Selvin, Red Nichols, and Lee Morse in pit bands, and on radio and
records. From then on, 20-year-old Benny Goodman was his own
boss.

“Radio was just beginning to spread out, and it seemed to me
that a musician’s future was going to be tied up with it,” he
recalled. “I had always been able to read pretty well, and with a
good foundation on the instrument, I felt that I could work along
and find a pretty secure living in that field.”

By 1932 Goodman was earning about $300 a week from radio
jobs. Totally involved in music, nonetheless, he was unhappy and
restless. Many commercial programs signed up big, established
“name” bands like Fred Wating, Guy Lombardo, and Ben Bernie.
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As the Depression deepened, the pick of freelance jobs slacked off.
Benny found himself playing more and more for conductors he
disliked. A few rubbed him the wrong way, especially when they
made feeble and ineffective attempts at jazz, the kind of music he
knew well. Others found Goodman difficult to work with, and he
began to lose one job after another. His income dropped to $50 or
$60 a week.

Record dates with jazz violinist Joe Venuti and vibraphonist
Adrian Rollini offered a measure of satisfaction. Making these
discs, as well as a few under his own name for Columbia, stirred up
an idea to put together a band that would stress a distinctive
syncopated rhythm.

In the spring of 1934, Goodman formed a group, organized out
of stubbornness and frustration over having to churn out heavily
commercial sounds for others. The band landed a2 summer engage-
ment at Billy Rose’s Music Hall where WMCA picked up the group
several times a week. When Rose left for Europe to scout new acts,
the club changed managers. Goodman’s band was quickly
dropped.

“This was probably the toughest blow I ever received, because
the Music Hall represented some sort of pinnacle to me,” Good-
man wrote in his autobiography The Kingdom of Swing. ‘I had
actually gotten together a band, rehearsed it, got a job, and held it
for three months, and then had it kicked out from under me for
no reason at all . . . we had tried to put across something new and
had won a certain amount of response from the public.”

Then, during his last week at the Music Hall, word was going
around that the National Biscuit Company planned a big band
program at NBC. They sought three aggregations to play alternate
sets from 10:30 p.m. until 1:30 a.m. every Saturday night. The
series called for a sweet orchestra, a rhumba band, and a jazz, or
“hot,” outfit. Competition was keen among the better-known
groups. Undaunted, Goodman lined up an audition, and by the
narrow margin of a single vote, he got the job. ““I played as if my
life depended on it,” he recalled, “for, in a way, it did.”

Let’s Dance—with three solid hours of music to make it the
longest coast-to-coast sponsored series ever broadcast—showcased
rhumba king Xavier Cugat, a house band led by Murray Kellner
(billed as Kel Murray), and Benny Goodman. The contract pro-
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vided a budget for special arrangements, and Benny eagerly turned
to one of his jazz idols, Fletcher Henderson, for help. He worked
up four or five arrangements a week, beginning with such ever-
greens as “King Porter Stomp” and “Sometimes I'm Happy.”
Benny also found a vocalist, a girl named Helen Ward who had
appeared with Irving Aaronson and Enric Madriguera. The Good-
man segment of the program generated a certain excitement and
spontaneity, and made Benny a giant of jazz.

When Let’s Dance signed off in May 1935 after six months, the
Music Corporation of America secured