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Diversity has been the distinguishing attribute of
that branch of entertainment we call popular
music. Technology and media have helped
keep the pop music fires burning. Edison’s
phonograph and Emile Berliner's flat disc re-
cording inventions, and the introduction of the
home radio receiver transfigured American
popular music.

Beginning in the early 1920s, the expression
“popular music” took on a more authentic
ring—achieving a basis of credibility. Now
Americans in every corner of the nation, virtually
simultaneously, could identify with a perfor-
mance. Irrespective of what non-musical forces
interplay to make a given body of music “popu-
lar,” radio in all likelihood will be the ultimate
testing ground. Radio will decree what tunes
and artists will succeed and how long they will
last. The wide range of music available up and
down the dials of our radio music boxes is proof
that there is no single American popular music.
There are dozens and dozens.
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I have in mind a plan of development
which would make radio a “household
utility” in the same sense as the

piano or phonograph. The idea is to

bring music into the house by wireless . . .
the receiver can be designed in the form

of a simple “Radio Music Box” arranged
for several different wave lengths, which
should be changeable with the throwing
of a single switch or pressing of a

single button . . . the box can be placed on
a table in the parlor or living room,

the switch set accordingly and the
transmitted music received.

—DAVID SARNOFF, in a letter
to Edward ]. Nally, General
Manager, Marconi Co., 1916.
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Introduction

IN SEARCH OF AN
AMERICAN POP

“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty
said, in a rather scornful tone, ‘it
means just what I choose it to mean—
neither more, nor less.”

—Lewis CARROL,
Through the Looking
Glass
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Introduction:
In search of an
American pop

ONCE DURING a discussion of American popular music, Louis Armstrong,
supposedly offered a definition of elegant simplicity: “It’s all folk music,
man. Whoever heard of horse music?”

The very term, popular music, implies there is one universal body of
music for the masses, as differentiated from a more arty form called seri-
ous, or classical, music. This, of course, was never the case. Different types
and styles of popular songs have been identified with various periods of
American history. Between the nation’s first popular tune, “Yankee Doo-
dle,” and the latest Top 40 hit, there have been marches, Stephen Foster
compositions, minstrel show pieces, rags, fox trots, romantic ballads, nov-
elties, patriotic airs, hymns, blues, movie and TV mood music, Broadway
show tunes, and even jazz—all of which, at one time or another, have been
called “popular.”

Not that we don’t find some common characteristics indigenous to
the popular music of any given era. Love (fulfilled or unrequited) is the
most frequent one. There is, too, a strain of nonsense—it might even be
called absurdity—running through American popular music. Flapdoodle
phrases, or lines, are continually leaping from pop songs and swirling
around in our brains. We haven’t resisted compulsive urges to repeat such
onomatopoeia as hey-nonny-nonny, ta-ra-ra-boom-der-e’, vo-deo-do, bom-
bom-Beedle-um-bo, Hey-bop-a-re-bop, the Flat-Foot-Floogie-with-a-floy-
floy, ting-tang-walla-walla-bing-bang, rama-lama-ding-dong, do-lang-do-
lang, do-doo-ron-ron.

3



4 IN SEARCH OF AN AMERICAN POP

Diversity, then, has been the distinguishing attribute of that branch of
entertainment we call popular music, and it got that way because of two
uniquely American phenomena: our vibrant, pluralistic society, and our
entrepreneurial spirit. The second developed from the first. The business
of American “show biz,” of course, is business, and popular music is first
and foremost a business. Just as Coca Cola, U.S. Steel and Saks Fifth Av-
enue are functions of the marketplace, so most assuredly is that liveliest of
the lively arts, the popular song. If there is to be a motto for American
popular music let it be this: Ars Gratia Pecuniae.

Cultural pluralism and the profit motive may have provided the sparks,
but technology and media have helped keep the pop music fires burning.
Thomas Edison’s phonograph and Emile Berliner’s flat disc recording in-
ventions, and the introduction of the home radio receiver transfigured
American popular music. Each year, as these two in-home entertainment
contraptions were improved technically, and as more Americans partook
of auditory delights, their appetites for information about the music in-
creased. Newspapers and magazines, the only major mass media on the
scene when records and radio arrived, were happy to oblige. Beginning in
the early 1920s, the expression, “popular music,” took on a more authen-
tic ring. It achieved a basis of credibility. For now Americans in every
corner of the nation virtually simultaneously could identify with a perfor-
mance. Popular music rode the crest of the media wave that swept over
America in the 1920s. As somebody’s law states, “A term accrues a defi-
nition simply by being used in the media.”

The American appetite for popular songs, created by the phonograph
and by radio, meant that much of the music would be gobbled up like
popcorn, providing a measure of instant gratification, tempting the eater
to come back for more. As the appetite for pop music increased, so did
the thirst to read anything relating to it. Thus, the aura created by the
media has often upstaged the music itself.

The counterpoint strains of hype, nostalgia and re-cycling continually
weave in and out of the annals of American popular music. Any one of
these—or a combination of all three—often dictate the image, rather than
reality, will be what we remember.

The so-called Jazz Age is a prime example. Conventional folklore holds
that the 1920s were when the nation made jazz the popular music of the
decade, and “Jazz Age” could define the entire social milieu of that period.
We all know about the 1920s: hip flasks, raccoon coats, rumble seats,
sheiks, flappers, the Fitzgeralds. Scott and Zelda were said to be the style-
setters of the then chic. John Held was the decade’s graphic designer. Sixty
years of media conditioning have kept the “Jazz Age” legend alive.

When we think of those “Roaring Twenties”” we think of good times,
of having a good time, of youth rebellion against Puritan behavior codes.
We know pop music played an important part in shaping the mores of
that post-World War I era of prosperity. For this was, after all, the first
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time in our history that we developed a national consciousness about a
popular music. It was listenable (radio and records), and it was danceable
(the Charleston and fox trots). As the 1920s wore on and this razz-ma-
tazz music, with its insinuating rhythm, seeped into all sections of the na-
tion, more and more it was referred to as “jazz.”” Most of it was not. It
was white America’s music and bore only superficial resemblances to the
new black music bearing the same name.

White dance orchestras of the period often imitated black models, and
in some cases the copies were excellent, Playing jazz, however, was not the
same thing as playing jazz-y. A jazz-y performance could mean anything
from tearing off an undisciplined chorus of group improvisation to laying
down a banjo break; it could mean the studied jazz mannerism of a moan-
ing saxophone riff or a self-conscious impersonation of Louis Armstrong.

Jazz. The term itself carried a naughty connotation. What better code
word to convey the manners, morals and music of the 1920s? What better
designation to impart a mystique of roguishness?

The mass media went right along. Vachel Lindsay was commissioned
by Liberty magazine to write a poem celebrating the decade. He called
it—what else?>—*“The Jazz Age.” Lindsay instructed his readers, that for
maximum enjoyment, his work “‘be read and chanted, quite aloud, by an
open-hearth fire, with the radio turned down.” No less a sometime-music
critic than H.L. Mencken, responding to conventional wisdom of the day
that jazz was responsible for the increasing promiscuity, observed: ““If jazz
is an aphrodisiac, then the sound of riveting is also aphrodisiac. What
fetches the flappers to grief in jazz parlors is not the music, but the alco-
hol.”

What Lindsay and Mencken and the mass media were writing about
was not jazz at all. It is true that elements of jazz turned up in many dance
band arrangements. Jazz flavorings were even sprinkled through some of
Gershwin’s and Milhaud’s works. Newspaper and magazine articles, how-
ever, didn’t bother to sort out the details. Few readers would have cared
or known the difference.

Names made much better copy. Names like Paul Whiteman. The large,
rotund Whiteman was the quintessential showman of the 1920s, and pop-
ular music was his medium. He fronted an aggregation that functioned
comfortably on several levels, and therefore appealed to different audi-
ences. Whiteman shrewdly took advantage of the dancing craze and led
one of the decade’s premier dance orchestras. Paul Whiteman’s 28-piece
unit with its symphonic jazz repertory broke new ground for the concert
stage as well. (It was Whiteman who introduced George Gershwin’s
“Rhapsody in Blue” at New York’s Aeolian Hall in 1924.) Paul Whiteman
paid well and offered steady work. He was thus able to attract the cream
of the musician crop. A month scarcely went by in the 1920s without some
reference in a major newspaper or magazine to some portion of the White-
man entertainment colossus.
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In a triumph of 1920s hype, Paul Whiteman made a movie, The King
of Jazz. The cast was all white. Whiteman’s orchestra did feature a “jazz
wing” which served as an incubator for a number of important white jazz
artists. But “King of Jazz’? Hardly. Paul Whitemen was no more the royal
figure of jazz than the 1920s were the Jazz Age. It was possible to go
through the popular press of that decade without encountering Louis Arm-
strong or Fletcher Henderson, either one of whom could rightly have worn
the crown.

If echoes of the Jazz Age come to us accompanied by the drums of
media hype, the “Swing Era” picked up the beat. Swing, the music that
lent its name to describe the last half of the 1930s, was scarcely the pre-
dominant pop music of the period. A few white swing band leaders devel-
oped significant followings, and one, Benny Goodman, even became a mil-
lionaire. Swing provided grist for the media mills, down to such fine points
as jitterbugs and hepcats replacing the flappers and sheiks. Popular taste
in music followed the pattern set in the 1920s: white middle America over-
whelmingly favored the “sweet” bands. They got the airplay, sold the most
records and drew the biggest crowds. Ballroom popularity was a good
gauge. Attendance record-holders in the 1930s at the Valencia Ballroom,
York, Pa., (an important stop on the dance band circuit) were typical of
many spots in the country. Sweet, not swing, was boffo at the Valencia
box office as this list of top drawing cards for each year attests:

YEAR BAND
1930 Casa Loma
1931 Freddy Bergen
1932 Guy Lombardo
1933 Hal Kemp
1934 Guy Lombardo
1935 Ozzie Nelson
1936 Horace Heidt
1937 Hal Kemp
1938 Kay Kyser
1939 Kay Kyser

—Source: Valencia Ballroom Souvenir Year-
book, 1939

A number of black swing bands, of course, did find a space in the
1930s music spectrum. Back then, though, when the media celebrated
swing, White was dominant over Black. Thanks to our contemporary en-
tertainment re-cycling machinery (Broadway, television, recording re-is-
sues, nostalgia factories) the Ellingtons, Luncefords and Basies are now
regarded as jazz, not swing, figures.
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If image rather than reality shaped our earliest important perceptions
of pop, the two blended into one with the tumultuous arrival of rock and
roll. Never before had a popular music so pervaded the culture. The con-
troversies of the 1920s and 1930s were grace notes compared to the up-
roar of the rock ruckus. Radio, the launching pad for what went before in
pop, became “mission control” for rock and roll. In turn, rock contributed
to the resurgence of radio in a television age.

In the wonderful world of show biz, rock and roll was a press agent’s
dream come true. Print media, enjoying an explosion of their own in the
1950s and 1960s, found in rock a great circulation builder. It was new. It
was trendy. It was performed by unique, often bizarre, characters whose
celebrity was on a par with other show biz figures. Editors went berserk.
(“Did Elvis really give Cadillacs to poor widows?” “Were Mick and Bianca
finally going to call it quits?”)

Entire publications devoted to rock and roll sprang up. (Many kept
right on flourishing.) Social scientists found rock the ideal subject for pa-
pers to read at their conventions. (Pop music has always been good for an
occasional go-round in scholarly circles.) But ultimately it was the daily
and weekly press that shrewdly endowed rock and roll with its mantle of
respectability, making its safe for middle American consumption. The “pa-
per of record” now employs several reviewers to cover the rock beat.
The same New York Times, from time to time, even carries a weekly chart
of the Top 10 pop records and albums. The Times stepped up its coverage
of popular music beginning in the 1960s. John Rockwell, who served as
the paper’s first-string rock critic through the 1970s, also sporadically cov-
ered classical music events; he reviewed the former with the same perspi-
cacity as the latter. When Rockwell and his fellow Timesmen reported
from rockland, they wrote “seriously” but shunned cosmic profundity.
Mercifully, they stuck to criticism and skipped the “lifestyle” nonsense and
other pop sociological claptrap.

Meanwhile, back in radioland, where the stakes are high and the mu-
sic game is played in deadly earnest, rock-and-roll turned out to be the
fount from which profits flowed. Few music stations by the late 1970s
were not playing some derivative of rock. The 1950s schism that split
broadcasters into rockers and non-rockers had all but disappeared. The
early bitterness of the non-rockers (“We’ll never play that crap”) has long
since dissolved. Some of Elvis and the Beatles have slipped comfortably
into a niche called, of all things, “middle of the road.” Many of rock and
roll’s original programming foes now fall all over themselves to “break’ a
new recording by Eric Clapton or the Rolling Stones. In broadcasting, en-
lightened self-interest does not always begin in the ear of the beholder.

Just as an uproar greeted rock in its early days, so controversy swirled
around disco when it thumped onto the pop music stage in the mid-1970s.
It was too Black, Hispanic and homosexual, went the whispering cam-
paigns. (“Wouldn’t touch it with a ten-foot tone arm!”.) But toward the
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end of the decade, accommodations were being made. Studio 54, a trendy
New York discotheque, was home to the “beautiful people.” Disco danc-
ing spots cropped up everywhere. Disco recordings climbed the Top 40
charts. Disco-formatted stations began piling up significant ratings. WKTU,
an all-disco station, quickly became number-one in New York. Disco, in a
word, was the pop music phenomenon of 1979. A New York Times Mag-
azine article made it official. Disco’s $4 billion bottom line was bigger than
network television, according to the Times.

But before 1980 was over, the disco dynamo had sputtered to a
virtual standstill. Disco clubs went dark. Designers who had cut their fash-
ions to fit the disco fad dropped the theme without missing a beat. Radio
stations scrapped the format as fast as they had adopted it. The thump-
thump-thump monotony of the rhythm, probably more than any other
factor, was responsible for disco petering out before it could make it to
the popular music mainstream.

Irrespective of what non-musical forces interplay to make a given body
of music “popular,” radio in all likelihood will be the ultimate testing
ground. Radio will decree what tunes and artists will succeed and how
long they will last. The wide range of music available up and down the
dials of our radio music boxes is proof there is no single American popular
music. There are dozens and dozens. Like Humpty Dumpty, we can, when
we say “pop,” make it mean just what you and I choose—neither more
nor less. Most Americans, however, can agree there’s one place above all
where they can find the greatest variety. On the radio.




Part One
(1920—1929)

TUNING IN AND
TURNING ON

The isle is full of noises
Sounds and sweet airs
That give delight, and hurt not.

—The Tempest
Act 111, Scene 2



'World Radio Histor




CHAPTER 1

First Notes from Space:
The Music Box Terrestrial

LoNG BEFORE DAVID SARNOFF wrote his prophetic “music box” memo,
there were fantasies of a device capable of reproducing and transmitting
sounds mechanically. Savinien Cyrano de Bergerac wrote in 1694 of an
imaginary trip to the moon where he discovered “a box somewhat of metal.
It was a book, indeed, but a strange and wonderful book, made wholly
for the ears and not the eyes. So that when anybody has a mind to read in
it, he winds up the machine with a great many little springs, and straight,
as from the mouth of a man, or a musical instrument, proceed all the
distinct and different sounds.”

Although the phonograph rather than the radio may more accurately
fit the French poet’s fanciful notion, there is an interesting similarity in the
development of both. Labels on early recordings did not feature artists’
names, only generic classifications such as “Sentimental,” “Comic,” or
“Irish.” A similar anonymity often prevailed in radio during the early 1920s.
Newspaper logs that appeared soon after stations adopted some semblance
of program schedules frequently indicated merely general categories. Such
information supplied by the station gave the reader no idea who the per-
former was, and at times no indication of the kind of music. A listener
interested in turning on the radio for some popular music in late 1923 was
not able to tell from his New York Times newspaper log exactly what he
was getting:

11




12 TUNING IN AND TURNING ON

WHN, New York KDKA, Pittsburgh
2:15 p.m.—Popular songs; piano select- 10:00 a.m.—Music

tions WRC, Washington
3:45 p.m.—Popular songs

W]JAR, Providence
1:05p.m.—Orchestra; weather report
WOO, Philadelphia

12 Midnight—Tearoom orchestra
WIP, Philadelphia

3:00 p.m.—Vocal solos

WGR, Buffalo

4:00 p.m.—Tea-time music

8:00 p.m.—Songs; instrumental solos
WW], Detroit

8:30 p.m.—Orchestra

WDAP, Chicago

11:00 p.m.—Dance music

WBAP, Fort Worth

10:30 p.m.—Dance orchestra!

Despite the slivers of early musical radio history that bore blank name
tags, popular music was being served up by many stations. By the start of
1923, over 500 of them were exploding signals into the airwaves. Any
hobbyist who could figure a way to hook up coils and tubes in a five-watt
transmitter was a broadcaster, and when he got his license from the Bu-
reau of Navigation, that made it official. Robert J. Landry, one of Varie-
ty’s first radio reviewers, recalled that the pioneer licensees were often

. . . automobile salesmen, music store proprietors, commercial printers,
and high-voltage evangelists apart from youthful “hams” . . . They did
not have the flavor, the tone, the memories, or nostalgia of show biz.2

Benedict Gimbel, Jr., scion of the Philadelphia department store fam-
ily, described how it was done: “I remember going for a license. You just
went to Washington and asked for one. You got the license the same day;
the next day you picked your call letters out of a hat.” 3 Gimbel drew WIP.

Few items of American folklore have been repeated more often than
that early 1920s scene featuring a listener, headphones in place, seated at
a crystal set, trying to fish out some distant station. Red Barber, the sports-
caster, considers his first encounter with radio in central Florida in 1924,
one of his “strongest, earliest memories.” Barber recalls the difficulty in
listening to stations

. . through the squealing, the twisting and turning of dials and knobs
. . . You didn’t have much footroom because you had so many batteries
on the floor. All radio was run off batteries in those days. You had re-
chargers for batteries, and you had red lights on the re-chargers. We used
to bring in KDKA. And then we’d bring in WSB in Atlanta. And, my
gracious, what a triumph if we could hear Kansas City . . . I think young

'Numbered footnotes are at the end of each Chapter in this book.
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people today who just pick up a transistor radio . . . have no idea of the
excitement that hit this country when radio was young.*

A primitive set consisted of a “cat tail” crystal rubbing against a cyl-
inder of wound copper wire. This device was supposed to capture and tune
a signal, and serve as the receiver’s power source. Earphones made of hard,
black bakelite were strictly “low-fi.” For Red Barber and his contempo-
raries who could successfully rig up the right contraption, there was a
mysterious fascination in catching random signals, often occupying the same
wave length. Those who had sets went radio-crazy. Shattered domestic
tranquility in Minneapolis because of radio was deemed newsworthy
enough to make page two of the New York Times in 1923. The story told
of a Mrs. Cora May White who filed for divorce, alleging her husband
“paid more attention to his radio apparatus than to her or their home,
and that ‘radio mania’ has alienated his affections.” s

Zealous hobbyists and experimenters sought out scattered broadcasts
while local stations shut down during specified hours so out-of-town sta-
tions could be heard. Boasts were exchanged on who could pull in the
most distant stations, as “d-xing” became an obsessive conversation topic.
Crystal set freaks were not interested in specific programs at first, and they
paid even less heed to the pitches for marginal nostrums, elixirs, and health
foods. D-xing was entertaining in and of itself; that is, if you could call
“entertaining” the cacophony that Robert Landry dubbed “soupy sounds,
disembodied cosmic yowls, coughings, sputterings and perverse silences.” ¢

Until the emergence of radio in the early 1920s, music popularity was
measured by sheet music and phonograph sales. Using those guidelines,
pioneer broadcasters offered listeners a static-encased hodgepodge of left-
overs from the previous decade—songs from operettas, Broadway musicals
and revues, novelty and nonsense ditties, and, surprisingly, classical music.
Performances emanating from primitive studios depended on the versatility
and repertory of the artist, and this included the announcer who was often
chosen for his musical talent rather than his speaking voice. Live music
was the standard. Phonograph records bore the onus of second-rate pro-
gramming and were to be used only in emergencies or for testing purposes.
Managements varied in their attention to broadcast content. If a depart-
ment store owned the station, the value of the outlet for commercial quid
pro quo was carried over into the store’s sheet music department, and the
music heard on the station reflected that fact. Since owner-operators ranged
from hobbyists and tinkerers to colleges and churches to newspapers and
automobile dealers, music selection for any given program was unpredict-
able and usually not covered by station policy. At the receiving end, it
must be remembered, listeners were intrigued with radio’s novelty and its
gradual technological advances. A melange of vocal and instrumental so-
loists, trios, quartets, dance bands, pluckers, pickers and drummers of
every musical persuasion went rising through the ether.

Pioneer stations were established principally in the larger cities. Ac-
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ross the land, radio became the musical expression of America’s rich di-
versity. In Memphis, the Wooten family, founders of KFNG (predecessor
of WREC), first used their home as a studio. To accommodate citizens who
didn’t own sets, the Wootens rigged up outside speakers for appreciative
crowds who thronged over the lawn and streets for the free entertainment.
When no musicians were available, a stand-by player-piano was pressed
into service to pump out “Let Me Call You Sweetheart” and dozens of
other piano rolls—“palmed off” as live performances. Recordings were
touted as the live “Coldwater Hotel Orchestra,” and listeners as far away
as Seattle and Kansas City were none the wiser. After moving the station
to several intermediate spots, the owners were sold an idea by the presi-
dent of the Hotel Peabody. He had been impressed on visits to New York
by Vincent Lopez’s Hotel Taft Grill Room broadcasts. The Wootens liked
the idea and WREC re-located in the Hotel Peabody.*

Like those of WREC, the first studios of WMT (originally KWCR),
Cedar Rapids, lowa were in a home. WMT’s inaugural broadcast was an
hour of dance music by the Manhattan Dance Orchestra, whose song se-
lection for the auspicious occasion included “Don’t Bring Me Posies When
It’s Shoesies That I Need” and “Deedle Deedle Dum.” Popular music per-
formed by groups in and around Cedar Rapids was a WMT mainstay in
the early 1920s: the Weatherwax Quartet, the Murray Family Orchestra,
The Sunshine Six, Bill Boutly’s Novelty Orchestra and Guy Clark’s Or-
chestra. WMT started remotes featuring Clark’s outfit from Cedar Rapids’
Dreamland Ballroom in the summer of 1924.

Broadcasting outside regular studios was becoming popular elsewhere
in radioland around 1924. WHAS opened a half dozen remote studios in
music stores around Louisville, obviously to be near this source of supply.
If musicians failed to show up at WHAS’s main studio, a hurried call by
the owner-founder, Credo Harris, to one of the six stores meant some
much-desired radio exposure for a pick-up group. On one occasion, a four-
banjolstring bass combo became the unorthodox stand-by WHAS house
band. Exhibiting the ingenuity that distinguished so many pioneer stations,
WHAS, in July, 1922, piped music played from its main studio to a mobile
unit stationed at a country club, a first in Louisville Terrace Dancing his-
tory.

Across the river in Cincinnati, call letters that were to become one of
the nation’s best known, WLW, began in the home of their originator,
Powell S. Crosley, Jr. A pioneer manufacturer of receivers, Crosley recog-
nized a station as a natural adjunct to promote set sales. Some of WLW’s
first popular music was produced by placing the horn of the phonograph

*The hotel-radio connection—that is, the hotel as a station operating site and as an origi-
nation point for dance music—was a strong one throughout the 1920s and 1930s. The
potential in reciprocity (hotel space for air plugs) was beneficial to both parties. Besides,
the hotel was usually the tallest building in town, often no small matter in beaming out a
signal.
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player against the 8-foot long morning glory horn that served as the mi-
crophone. The Crosley studio orchestra and remotes from the now-defunct
Sinton Hotel supplied Cincinnatians with their first taste of popular music
on radio. WLW’s reputation as an originator of major programming out-
side the leading entertainment centers began in the 1920s. An early policy
that encouraged generous allotments of time to up-and-coming talent started
a wave of show business beginnings that did not crest until a lengthy roster
of ultimately well-known artists had appeared before a WLW microphone:
Andy Williams, Doris Day, Jane Froman, Fats Waller, Singin’ Sam, Little
Jack Little, the McGuire Sisters, Merle Travis, Rosemary and Betty Cloo-
ney and Janette Davis.

Throughout the heartland, the story was the same: more music in the
air—every day, every month. On South Dakota’s first station WNAX,
Yankton, the accordianist in one of the area’s favorite combos was Law-
rence Welk. The collegiate flavor of the 1920s spilled into Flint, Michigan,
via WFDF, and made household names of Frank Zeiter and his Varsity
Boys. Listeners to WMAQ, Chicago could hear a trio, the “Three Doc-
tors,” featuring a flutist named Ransom Sherman, who later served as em-
cee for a highly-acclaimed network afternoon show of pop music and sat-
ire, Club Matinee. On WGN, Chicago, a variety program, the Radio Floor
Walker used liberal helpings of popular music. KSD, St. Louis offered a
quartet as its first sponsored program. In 1924, the Hoosier State’s WFBM
was already doing dance band remotes from the Indianapolis Athletic Club.

The founder of Denver’s pioneer KLZ, Dr. W.D. Reynolds, a dentist,
knowing the station’s need for a piano or organ, arranged to buy one on
the installment plan. When he couldn’t move it from the freight station,
he traded a third interest in KLZ to have it transported. The time salesman
with whom he made the deal hustled politicians to buy air time and with
the funds moved the organ. Stepping out of a West Coast vocal trio on
KH], Los Angeles, to become an announcer was Don Wilson. KH] owner,
Don Lee, arranged dance band pick-ups from San Francisco’s KFRC. Out
of the two-station connection grew the Don Lee Network, one of radio’s
most successful regional networks. In Albuquerque, KOB had a monthly
talent budget of $125.00, enabling each artist to receive fifty cents per
performance. Appeals by mail to music publishers helped reduce costs for
orchestrations. On KTAR, Phoenix, a favorite western jamboree show was
called the Amalgamated Order of Wild Eyed Apaches. WOAI, San Anto-
nio, implemented its early policy of paying performers in order to have
complete control over their appearances.

A new radio station coming on the air in the early 1920s was a top
local news story. In Buffalo, WGR received an accolade from the Evening
News the day following the pioneer outlet’s opening:

WGR is the highest powered broadcasting station between Schenectady
and Detroit and is said by radio experts to have the highest percentage of
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efficiency in the country. The station has been attractively arranged and
furnished. The broadcasting room is hung with heavy gray drapes. These
are not only pleasing to the eye but necessary to kill off any ring or echo
that might interfere with the broadcasting. They improve the acoustics.
There is an adjoining lounge and waiting room comfortably arranged with
wicker furniture.”

At WGR, as at many trailblazer stations, the close ties between the hotel,
a dance orchestra and the broadcast operation were in evidence from the
beginning. The following telegram to the WGR house band leader attests
to the value of 1920s pop music group in making a radio connection:

TORONTO, ONT.
CLIFF KEYSER
CARE OF WGR RADIO ATATION HOTEL STATLER BUFFALO NY
ANNOUNCER SPIGGOTT RECOMMENDED YOUR BAND TO ME
CAN GIVE YOU JOB AT TORONTO FROM APRIL FIFTEENTH TO
MAY TWENTY FOURTH FOR SEVEN OR EIGHT MEN STOP TELE-
PHONE ME TONIGHT AT LOMBARD ONE FIVE FOUR TWO TO-
RONTO

W.E. MACDONALD 4 CROSS ST.2

Composer Jimmy van Heusen was a pianist for WSYR, Syracuse. He
served as an accompanist for a father-and-very-young son duet; Gordon
MacRae was the son. WCAU, Philadelphia, alumni whose early work in-
volved announcing popular music shows of one kind or another included
Paul Douglas, Harry Marble, Henry Morgan, Norman Brokenshire, Rex
Marshall and Ezra Stone. Radio’s most celebrated musical signature, the
three-note identification chime was first heard on WJAR, Providence.
Originated by a young announcer, R.C. Blanchard, in 1922 and later
adopted by NBC, the chime notes were developed to identify WJAR for
dx fans who missed the call letters through the static.

In Atlanta, a Georgia Tech student, Arthur Murray, set up one of
radio’s first dance remotes from the experimental campus station, 4FT, to
dancers in downtown Atlanta. Dancers glided over the floor wearing ear-
phones. When better receivers became available, Murray promoted tea
dances over WGST and was reported to have earned $15,000 as a student.
Later in the 1920s, tea dances became a national fad and provided radio
with an invaluable source of free programming,.

What passed for popular music in radio’s formative years often varied
from city to city. (New York listeners could expect bigger names, more
variety, and a higher level of professionalism.*) North, east, south and

*New York Stations, by the same token, could expect more scrutiny. Variety’s radio col-
umnist often came down hard on what he heard: *“Same old stuff—every night alike on the
air.” (December 2, 1925, p. 45); “Evenings at home with set commencing to sound alike—
too much advertising, song plugging, among other dullnesses.” (December 24, 1924, p 35).
But he could be generous too: “Friday night’s radio program should make theaters worry.”
(March 24, 1926, p. 41).
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west, day and night, radio rhythms were wafting through the American
air. This was the only common characteristic in the new entertainment
medium where the word, frequency, was a double entendre.

It was to the most familiar segment of the established show business
structure—vaudeville and musical comedy performers and dance orches-
tras—to which radio turned for its first program fare. Artists often had to
be satisfied with air plugs and midnight buffets as their only payment.
While other branches of the entertainment field—the legitimate theater, in
particular—looked with contempt on radio, the denizens of the vaudeville
theater and the dance hall were the important musical trend-setters and
welcomed the opportunity to go on radio. Astute showmen that they were,
they quickly recognized the new medium could draw its strength from only
two sources: the human voice and music. Radio’s first successful popular
music skillfully exploited both.

The logic of using dance music to fill air-time was apparent from the
start, Vincent Lopez, who led one of the popular orchestras of the day,
loved to relate his experience as the first maestro to appear on a live pick-
up of dance music. It occurred in WJ]Z’s studio in Newark on November
27, 1921. A month later gear was set up in the Grill of New York’s Hotel
Pennsylvania to present regular broadcasts by the Lopez aggregation. After
the initial Grill remote, Lopez wondered what kind of response to expect.
He found out within the hour:

Telephone calls had soaked up every table reservation for the following
evening and the calls kept coming in that night and all next day . . .
What’s more, the entire hotel was sold out by mid-afternoon . . . The
mail response to our next broadcast was simply unbelievable. At the mi-
crophone . . . I blurted out an offer of a photograph to anyone who’d
write us. The next day’s mail filled ten big clothes hampers . . . I couldn’t
possibly take care of it and apologized on the air, but offered an auto-
graphed photo to people who telephoned their requests to Hotel Pennsyl-
vania. The in-coming calls so jammed the hotel switchboard the next two
days that people calling for room reservations grew tired of getting a busy
signal.®

Starting with his earliest broadcasts, Vincent Lopez did his own announc-
ing (“Hello everybody; Lopez speaking”), initiating a practice that was to
be emulated by other leaders who recognized in radio a means of exposure
no other entertainment form could match.

Orchestra leaders, in the great tradition of show business, have never
been bashful in copying successful models. Surprisingly, however, it took
a year to top Lopez’s radio act. As it turned out, the commotion caused
by the Hotel Pennsylvania broadcasts was a “local” marvel, despite take-
ing place in New York. The phenomenon that dwarfed Vincent Lopez’s
sprang up in the Midwest and became radio’s first popular music display
with national repercussions. Carlton Coon and Joe Sanders were co-lead-
ers of the house band in Kansas City’s Muehlebach Hotel when WDAF
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installed a radio wire in late 1922 for post-midnight broadcasts. Because
of the time slot, the orchestra adopted the name, Nighthawks. Introduced
by Sanders (“Howj’ do, howja do, howja do—you big ol’ raddio pooblic”)
the WDAF broadcasts were soon picked up in distant reaches. Coon the
drummer and Sanders the pianist varied the programs by singing occasion-
ally through megaphones aimed at primitive microphones. Their vocal
choruses were done in an easy-going style that was to be perfected by Bing
Crosby. Following an offer to read listeners’ names on the air, the program
was inundated with a nightly telegram shower. Finally, in order to handle
the messages, Western Union installed a ticker tape between the piano and
drums so Coon and Sanders could make acknowledgements immediately.
Their chitchat and commentaries between tunes made Coon and Sanders
precursors of the disc jockey. They started one of radio’s first fan clubs,
“Knights and Ladies of the Bath.” As the Coon-Sanders Nighthawks’ radio
popularity increased, so did their in-person appeal. They were, after all, a
dance orchestra and personal appearances went with the territory.

In 1926, Otto Roth, owner of Chicago’s Blackhawk Restaurant, was
convinced by his head-waiter to install a dance floor, change from string
ensembles to pop groups, and “go on the radio.” The Coon-Sanders Night-
hawks were an obvious choice to implement the new music policy. At the
Blackhawk, the Nighthawks continued the formula that had worked so
well at the Muehlebach. Their music was neither sweet nor hot, but a
relaxed and danceable mixture, marked by a healthy respect for rhythm and
time. Nighthawk broadcast favorites became best-sellers on Victor records
(“Sluefoot,” “Wabash Blues,” “Flamin’ Mamie” and “What a Girl! What
a Night!’). The band’s book included other 1920s workhorses (““Yes Sir!
That’s My Baby,” “Everything Is Hotsy-Totsy,” “I’'m Gonna Charleston
Back to Charleston”). Unlike many dance groups of the period, the Night-
hawks avoided the frenzy. As one listener observed,

They exuded youthful abandon and charm, all in doses of clean fun. They
mildly satirized conventions of society in semi-sentimental ditties like “Lit-
tle Orphan Annie” or “I Ain’t Got Nobody,” or goodtime tunes like “Here
Comes My Ball and Chain” or “Red Hot Mama.” The band also served
up jazz instrumentals like “Brainstorm,” “High Fever” and *“Hallucina-
tions” . . . The band was steady with both leaders holding down the
rhythm section and the lead trumpet and saxophone work was as smoothly
integrated as in any group of the day . . . It showed how a dance band
could work as a force in pop music.1°

With their Blackhawk Restaurant base, Coon and Sanders toured the
Midwest, making one-nighters important events in local dance halls and
Masonic temples. It was the first major use of radio to build up personal
appearances for pop music artists—a practice that foreshadowed the com-
ing big band and record hop eras. Landing a booking at Manhattan’s Ho-
tel New Yorker made the band’s national reputation secure. But after re-
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turning to Chicago in the spring of 1932, the Coon-Sanders Nighthawks’
bid for pop music stardom came to an abrupt halt with the death of Carl-
ton Coon. The “Ole’ Lefthander,” as Sanders billed himself, carried on for
a year, but the magic was gone. Efforts by Sanders to capture the spirit of
the original Nighthawks in the 1930s and 1940s with ghost bands were
met with little success. One measure of radio’s early impact on dissemi-
nating a body of popular music could be found 50 years later in Pleasant
Garden, North Carolina, where is headquartered an active Coon-Sanders
Nighthawk Club. “Golden oldies” all, they may hold the all-time record
for Membership Seniority in a Fan Club Induced by Musical Radio.

In addition to their American celebrity, Coon-Sanders were among the
first radio-developed pop artists to gain a measure of international ac-
claim. Among the Nighthawks’ Canadian followers were four young
brothers who dabbled in dance music. They were Guy, Carmen, Victor
and Leibert Lombardo. Seeking to further their careers, the Lombardo
brothers were aware of two seemingly unrelated events occurring on United
States radio at the time: one was the Nighthawks-WDAF broadcasts
reaching them in Ontario; the other was the periods of silence they ob-
served on WTAM, a Cleveland powerhouse to which they regularly turned.
Why, the Lombardos reasoned, putting the two circumstances together,
couldn’t they organize a dance orchestra and fill the WTAM voids? With
little more than youthful bravado and an agent, the newly-minted band
set out for Cleveland. It was one of the most fortuitous day-coach migra-
tions in popular music history.

Mike Shea, their agent, came through with a few bookings, but the
early Lombardo Cleveland experience was a familiar scenario: rough.
Lombardo relates in his autobiography,

We were about ready to start the rounds of chop suey joints when Mike
Shea came through again. He had a date in two weeks for a private party
in a hotel. It would pay $250 and that meant we could stay another two
weeks. It gave us time to take a crack at our original target—Radio Sta-
tion WTAM. It didn’t turn out to be a problem. The station manager
permitted us to play a couple of half-hour segments, advising us there
was no salary attached to it. We played for free gladly, and the reward
was twenty or thirty complimentary letters from listeners.?

Still, the Royal Canadians lacked a permanent nightclub base and the
vital radio wire that they regarded as essential to get the band recognition.
In 1924, came what looked like the big break—a job in the Claremont
Tent, a small Cleveland cabaret. SRO business at the Claremont embol-
dened Guy Lombardo to make a pitch to the WTAM management for a
critical remote line. He found, however, WTAM wanted no part of the
idea since the Claremont was formerly a speakeasy raided by the Feds,
and hence unsavory for WTAM association. But as Lombardo recalls,
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The station was magnanimous about permitting us to play—from the stu-
dio and for free. Actually, there were numerous bands in Cleveland that
could have availed themselves of the same opportunity. But in none of
them were the personnel willing to work without renumeration . . . I
don’t suppose we ever made a more important investment in time or ef-
fort than that gratuitous engagement on radio . . . I knew we were
sounding more like a fine orchestra every day. The radio listeners con-
firmed it. We got batches of mail daily . . .12

One-nighters in Ohio proved to the Lombardo brothers that radio
had paved the way for their acceptance. Their most important WTAM
listener was not a Clevelander, however. He was the operator of a Chicago
night spot, recently re-named the Granada, who liked what he heard, and
brought the band to the Windy City. Regular broadcasts over Chicago’s
WBBM enabled Guy Lombardo to add further polish to the band’s profes-
sional sheen—a sweet, velvety melange produced by a vibrato-abundant
saxophone section, muted brass, tuba and a tinkling piano. Regular ap-
pearances at the microphone also gave Guy Lombardo, the emcee, a poise
that resulted in making him a recognizable air personality. Sticking with
the basic instrumentation evolved in Cleveland and Chicago and with his
animated movements on the bandstand, Lombardo eventually waved his
baton through more network commercial radio shows than any popular
music outfit in history. When television arrived, millions of Americans wel-
comed in over 20 New Years with “The Sweetest Music This Side of
Heaven.” Rock station program directors who couldn’t list a handful of
names from the big band era know that Guy Lombardo’s “Auld Lang
Syne” recording at 11:59 p.m. is mandatory each December 31st.

Those $500-a-couple televised Lombardo New Year’s Eve soirees
helped further to etch a lingering picture of the celebrated Royal Canadian
“business man’s bounce.” Many of the well-heeled Lombardo followers
were the fans he took with him through the years. They were the pop
music addicts of the 1920s when dance orchestras were the province of
the young. No less a figure than Louis Armstrong made numerous flatter-
ing references to the Royal Canadians, and any number of Satchmo’s big
band recordings bear evidence that his saccharine sax section was often
styled along the lines of Lombardo’s. With the advent of swing, campus
chic required referring derisively to Guy Lombardo’s “Mickey Mouse
band.” But in the late 1920s, the collegiate crowd sought out Lombardo
on the dial and in person; he called them “our biggest boosters.”

Although Guy Lombardo was not aware of the sociological implica-
tions at the time, increasing college enrollments coincided with radio’s rapid
growth. No previous decade had experienced so keen an awareness of
higher education; in addition, the 18-24 demographic group grew faster
in the 1920s than at any previous period in history. The following table
offers vivid evidence of both phenomena:
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STUDENTS
ENROLLED IN COLLEGE PERCENT OF
YEAR (In Thousands) POPULATION 18-24
1918 441 3.6
1920 598 4.7
1922 681 5.1
1924 823 5.9
1926 941 6.6
1928 1,054 71
1930 1,101 7.2

—Source: Historical Statistics, Colonial Times
to 1970, U.S. Department of Commerce, Bu-
reau of Census

The enduring symbols of the 1920s in one way or other lead to youth
and college students: raccoon coats, sheiks, flappers, cloche hats, silk
stockings, bobbed hair, rumble-seated cars and Prohibition. The automo-
bile itself was emblematic of a new emphasis on mobility—to go places
and do things. Car registrations went from 9,340,000 in 1921 to
17,500,000 in 1926. Sampling a new road house or ballroom was now a
simple matter. “Flaming youth,” romanticized in the novels of F. Scott
Fitzgerald, usually meant college youth. This was the crowd that had gained
a reputation for naughtiness and outright flaunting of conventions. Youth
in the 1920s demonstrated its liberation in any number of ways, but the
greatest symbols of rebellion were smoking, drinking and dancing.

Especially dancing. Popular music and dancing were inseparable.
Spurred by trend-setting collegians, off-campus youth acquired the mania
for dancing too. “Everybody’s Doing It,” the song said. (Movie makers
and television documentarians have long known the best way to conjure
up a 1920s atmosphere is merely crank up a few bars of the obligatory
“Black Bottom” or “Charleston.”)

Sensing that the “vo-de-oh-do” of their fellow students could be turned
into dough-de-oh-dough right then and there, some undergraduates orga-
nized orchestras of their own on campus. George Olsen was one of the
first—at the University of Michigan. Olsen carried the collegiate motif with
him when he left college: two of the best-selling recordings of the period
were his outfit’s versions of “Varsity Drag” and “Doin’ the Raccoon.”
Managing to get early radio exposure, he landed jobs on leading commer-
cial shows of the late 1920s, pit band assignments for Broadway musicals
and choice hotel bookings. In addition to Olsen, Fred Waring (Penn State),
Hal Kemp and Kay Kyser (University of North Carolina), and Ozzie Nel-
son (Rutgers) began their show business careers leading campus dance or-
chestras during radio’s first decade.

The country was in a dancing mood, and radio played to the dancing
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gallery. When contemporary critics inveighed against the decline of morals
radio, the carrier of “jazz music,” was a favorite whipping boy. In the
Introduction to this study it was pointed out that most popular dance
music of the 1920s was perceived as jazz. George Jean Nathan, the acerbic
theater critic who occasionally lapsed into social commentary, aimed a
shaft at radio, observing that “nightly the front parlors of the proletariat
resound to the strains of alley jazz pounded out by bad hotel orchestras.”
One irate listener in a letter to Radio Broadcast in 1925 summed up the
sentiments in the anti-dance-music-on-radio camp:

If it weren’t for the constant stream of jazz flowing from nearly every
broadcasting antenna, I would enjoy radio a lot more. These jazz orches-
tras from every radio station in the country, all practically banging away
at the same time, are more than annoying.'3

In response, the editor of the magazine’s sound-off forum at least put
the semantics of the musical radio argument in proper perspective:

The trouble with criticism such as this is that it groups all dance music as
jazz, which is only true because we have no term which allows us to
distinguish between the grades of jazz. We use the same term to describe
the soft symphonic effects of Art Hickman, Ben Bernie and Vincent Lo-
pez as we use for the Five Melody Kings of Four Corners, Okla-
homa . . 24

Semantics aside, the Radio Broadcast discussion was an early shot
fired in what would become one of radio’s liveliest and most abiding con-
troversies, and reach its fiercest crescendo with the advent of Top 40. Sim-
ply stated, it is this: does air play make a tune popular, or does radio
merely re-inforce popularity? The editor went on:

They [radio stations] have been too heavily loaded with this orchestra
dud that was playing the currently popular tunes. Too much of the pro-
gram has been devoted to dance orchestras . . . who have nothing in
their repertoire but whatever numbers were being sold in the music shops
as “the latest thing,” or worse, to song “pluggers” in the employ of music
publishers. This practice of broadcasters, we firmly believe, has shortened
the life of many moderately good popular numbers, which otherwise might
have retained popularity for a considerably longer time.?$

Everywhere the signs were the same by the mid-1920s: radio was
moving in on popular music. A Tin Pan Alley veteran, in assessing the
effects of radio, could well have been speaking for fellow members of the
contemporary pop music establishment when he lamented,

The gal in Kalamazoo don’t buy sheet music any more . . . It’s not so
much that radio stations don’t pay us for broadcasting. It’s that the gal
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in Kalamazoo don’t buy sheet music. The radio can make a song—sure!
But let me tell you, it can kill it just as quick. Me—I’m no fan. But I
listened in with one of the radio nuts last night. He could get Chicago,
Schenectady, and all the local stations. We tune in Chi and hear “Follow
the Swallow.” At Schenectady we hear it again. An orchestra at a hotel
in New York is playin’ it too. I was fed up with the song myself before
we got through . . .16

No doubt about it—dance orchestras were in the driver’s seat. And
radio paid them their proper due. Any station of consequence had to have
a studio orchestra, and every radio studio orchestra, whether made up of
three or 23 pieces, had to be a versatile unit. It might be called upon to
accompany a classical singer, to glide through a lilting Strauss waltz or to
perform a rousing Sousa march. (W]R, Detroit held on to its staff orches-
tra until well into the 1960s.) But it was dance music that station house
bands used most often to augment remote pickups from local bistros.

Radio struck popular music with such force that some dance groups
made it part of their names. There were the Radiolites, the Radio Rascals
Orchestra, the Radio Dance Orchestra and the Radio All-Star Novelty
Orchestra.

The other major group of entertainers who provided early stations in
the larger cities with a flow of popular music were vaudeville and musical
comedy artists. Their climb up the greasy show biz pole had taught them
to try anything for exposure—even that intimidating round contraption
called a microphone. They often went from station to station to perform
their specialty. Although they were already established names in the older
entertainment forms, these artists became bigger stars, thanks to radio:

LITTLE JACK LITTLE: Born in London, he had led a college band at
the University of lowa, but scrapped it in favor of a solo act when
radio beckoned. Little played Vincent Lopez-inspired piano, mixed
with vocal and patter.

VAUGHN DE LEATH: Billed as the “Original Radio Girl,” she appeared
on Broadway in 1923 in Laugh Clown Laugh. de Leath specialized
in singing show tunes. Her popularity extended well into the network
era, and at one time, she managed a radio station.

BILLY JONES and ERNIE HARE: The “Harmony Boys,” were delight-
ing listeners as early as 1921. They made the transition to network
radio, continuing with their basic routine of songs and patter. When
they went network, they became “The Happiness Boys,” “The Inter-
woven Pair,” etc.

MAY SINGHI BREEN: Like most early performers, Breen had a special
handle, the “Ukulele Lady.” After marrying composer Peter de Rose
(“When Your Hair Has Turned to Silver,” “Rain,” “Deep Purple”)
the husband-and-wife song team became the “Sweethearts of the Air.”
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JOSEPH WHITE: Wearing a silver mask was his schtick. His identity
thus concealed, White was known to listeners only as the “Silver
Masked Tenor.” His acclaim carried over into network shows. When
he decided to drop the mystery routine and discard the mask, his
popularity went the same way.

No music hall artist, however, could come close to Wendell Hall in
mastering the radio primeval. Hall, a three-a-day vaudevillian billed as the
“Singing Xylophonist,” appeared first on KYW, then licensed to Chicago.
Traveling from city to city in classic vaudeville style, he built a radio rep-
utation by filling program gaps which so often marked that era of haphaz-
ard scheduling. In 1923, he wrote lyrics and music to “It Ain’t Gonna
Rain No Mo’,”* a song Hall soon thereafter adopted as his trademark. It
became the first national hit to be created by radio. National sales of the
Victor recording over the years reportedly soared to 2,000,000 copies; the
sheet music version was even more dramatic, selling 10,000,000 pieces.
Wendall Hall was so popular his marriage ceremony was carried over a
four-station network on the Eveready Hour. When the Guy Lombardo
Orchestra made its network debut in 1929, Hall was the featured singer.
Hall’s reputation declined in the mid-1930s when his highly-vaudeville-
flavored novelty routines went out of fashion and listeners demanded more
sophisticated air fare.

Any question that radio was perceived as something other than a mu-
sic box was removed as the 1920s wore on. Nowhere was this more ap-
parent than in the sale of phonograph records. The post-War boom in
phonograph players had just gotten underway when radio started sending
its musical calling cards framed in crackling noises, but unable to be ig-
nored. To the well-entrenched recording industry, the message was clear—
and ominous. The primary American home musical instrument now had a
formidable competitor. The following table indicates the alarming slide
that beset phonograph record sales between 1921 and 1925:

LIST PRICE VALUE

CALENDAR YEAR (Millions of Dollars)
1921 105.6
1922 92.4
1923 79.2
1924 68.2
1925 S92

—Source: Recording Industry Association of
America

* Carl Sandburg is reported to have claimed Hall’s hit was really an adaptation of an 1870s
Southern folk song.
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It would take until 1945 for the industry to match 1921 levels. (See Ap-
pendix, p. 361 for graph charting phonograph record sales between 1921
and 1980.)

Radio was also having a noticeable effect elsewhere on the musical
front by mid-decade. Although one large Chicago piano manufacturer, Lyon
and Healy, blamed radio because it had to drop upright pianos from its
inventory, the overall effect of the increasingly popular home entertain-
ment dispenser was positive in the music world. A survey taken during the
silver jubilee convention of the music trades in 1925 concluded,

Radio . . . is directly responsible for the increased sale of the instruments
which compose jazz orchestras. The programs contain, as a rule, a con-
siderable portion of such music, and its delights are brought home to
many people, especially in remote places. As a result, countless listeners
aspire to be jazz artists . . . The radio is thus credited with stimulating
many thousands of people to play musical instruments of some form, to
which in the past they have been indifferent.!”

Radio set sales, meanwhile, had jumped from 550,000 in 1923 to
2,000,000 in 1925. That radio was getting off the ground (so to speak)
was revealed in a 1926 farm study conducted by WLS, Chicago. The sur-
vey, prompting 44,550 individual responses, covering 18,456 farm homes
in 42 states, reported a most revealing finding: 20% of all U.S. farm homes
were equipped with radios. Thirty-eight percent of farm households in
Pennsylvania, New York, and the New England States were owners of
receivers, while the Corn Belt (lowa, Missouri, Illinois, Indiana and Ohio)
was also listed at 38%. The WLS survey also reported: 25% of farmers
preferred music (no indication of what kind); 24% liked daily weather and
market reports best; farm women chose homemaker programs over music,
41% to 31%. Ninety-five percent of all respondents felt radio was as im-
portant an entertainment device as a utility.8

Farm families traditionally have been tough listening juries, and fig-
ures such as these were welcomed with special elation in all sectors of
broadcasting. Nevertheless, 20% set ownership meant 80% of the nation’s
rural homes were still without radios. More remained to be done if radio
was to become a truly national medium. Some experiments along these
lines had moved ahead encouragingly since the early 1920s. But the pres-
sure became particularly intense at RCA throughout 1926 to get simulta-
neous blanket radio coverage of some significance moving faster. RCA and
A.T. & T. board members huddled extra hours that summer. All the while,
engineers, lawyers and accountants shuffled the papers that would, before
the year was over, send the bosses on their way rejoicing.
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CHAPTER 2

Coast-to-Coast

THREE PROGRAMMING CONCEPTS in broadcasting have been fundamental
in establishing radio as America’s prime source of popular music: net-
works, FM and Top 40. Ironically, each in turn would have to endure
dire forecasts of its ability to survive. Of the three, program transmittal by
networks was to grow the fastest. Before proceeding with the importance
of the networks to the spread of popular music, however, it is necessary
to understand their origins.

Experiments using long distance telephone lines to transmit program
material were taking place even as the earliest stations were coping with
growing pains. The American Telephone and Telegraph Company, owner
of WEAF, New York, in the fall of 1922 was already testing a hook-up
with WNAC, Boston. One year later, A.T. & T. proved the feasibility of
inter-connected telephone lines for simultaneous transmission of program
matter. The coast-to-coast 22-station hook-up for President Coolidge’s
speech to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce on October 23, 1924 was cer-
tainly not musical, and it may not have been popular, but it was impor-
tant. It marked the largest linkage to that date of stations carrying the
same program at the same time. Soon there were musical offerings and a
scattering of regularly scheduled programs. Based on which source one
accepts, A.T. & T.’s pioneer “network” included from 16 to 26 affiliates.

Meanwhile, in another part of the fast-moving communications in-
dustry of the post-World War I years, David Sarnoff, the telegrapher of
Titanic fame had, by 1921, become general manager of Radio Corporation

27



28 TUNING IN AND TURNING ON

of America when it absorbed the Marconi Company. Sarnott was pushing
his radio music box idea on two fronts. At the time, RCA was part of a
manufacturing colossus that included the General Electric Company and
Westinghouse Corporation. The conglomerate’s main interest in the mid-
1920s was producing and selling receivers to an America that, among its
other crazes, was going radio-mad. Not content with being limited to mer-
chandising this incredible new home entertainment instrument, young Sar-
noff was virtually a one-man lobby to get RCA more involved with what
came out of it. Westinghouse had already seen first-hand the stir created
by its three owned stations: KDKA, Pittsburgh; WJZ, Newark; and WBZ,
Springfield, Massachusetts. General Electric’s WGY in Schenectady, New
York, had been on the air since early 1922. Spearheaded by WGY, GE
had even formed a modest network of its own. They were no match, how-
ever, for A.T. & T.’s growing venture.

David Sarnoff, who by now had earned a vice presidency at RCA,
had learned well the machinations of corporate politics. By enlisting the
right board members, he found support for the idea of establishing a sep-
arate broadcasting subsidiary, wholly owned and operated by RCA. A
proposal to acquire station WEAF was made to A.T. & T.* After more
than a year of involved negotiations, came a press release on July 21, 1926
announcing the sale of WEAF to RCA. So unexpected was the deal it took
even some RCA officials by surprise. An announcement read on WEAF
assured its listeners . . . the same programs will continue to come to
you. The voices of the same announcers will continue to introduce these
features. The programs will be built and presented by the same people. In
short, WEAF remains WEAF with an added interest and endeavor to sup-
ply you with those programs which you have received so favorably in the
past.””!

It may have been the fear of possible antitrust problems that prompted
A.T. & T. to quit the broadcasting business, foreseeing perhaps the lucra-
tive potential that lay ahead as the monopolistic supplier of long distance
lines to network operators. In any event, the A.T. & T. spin-off, now
known as the National Broadcasting Company, was immediately shaped
as a separate entity by RCA. Preparations through the summer and fall of
1926 pointed to an auspicious debut for NBC Radio. The charter network
included these stations:

WBZ, Boston WW], Detroit

WEEI, Boston WTIC, Hartford

WGR, Buffalo WHAD, Hartford

KYW, Chicago WCCO, Minneapolis-St. Paul
WTAM, Cleveland WDRC, New Haven

* Actually, A.T. & T.’s broadcasting assets were limited to ownership of WEAF. Member
stations of its network were independently owned. Later, as networks grew, their assets
would include a legally-set number of prosperous owned-and-operated outlets, in addition
to whatever income they derived from their network operations.
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WEAF, New York WGY, Schenectady
WGN, Chicago WBZA, Springfield
WSAI, Cincinnati WRC, Washington
W]JZ, New York WTAG, Worcester
WLIT, Philadelphia . . . plus these specially-
WCAE, Pittsburgh added stations:
KDKA, Pittsburgh WDAF, Kansas City
WCSH, Portland, Maine KSD, St. Louis

W]JAR, Providence

. The gala inaugural of the National Broadcasting Company was the
kind of media event for which New York is famous. Amid the elegance of
the grand ballroom of New York’s old Waldorf-Astoria, on November 15,
1926, 300 invited guests, including the de rigueur VIP’s, looked and lis-
tened in awe. Even by television standards, it was a “Spectacular.” Through
the American heartland the skywaves burst with the effusive sounds of
music and laughter. From 8pm until 12:25am, millions listened to the same
program at the same time; radio had wiped out barriers of distance and
time. Listeners heard over the pioneer hook-up a show that symbolized the
something-for-everyone programming philosophy NBC had charted for its
future: comedy (Weber and Fields); political satire (Will Rogers, cut in
from Independence, Kansas, to dramatize networking’s versatility); march-
ing band music (the Goldman Band); “serious” music (The New York
Symphony Orchestra, conducted by Walter Damrosch, Metropolitan Op-
era baritone Titta Ruffo, and pianist Harold Bauer, who in the best show-
must-go-on tradition, had to charter a tug to leave the quarantined ocean
liner, Franconia, arriving just in time to go on the air).2 NBC’s four-and-
a-half hour opening-night extravaganza offered an extra helping of popu-
lar music by presenting four of the top five dance orchestras of the day:
Vincent Lopez, George Olsen, B.A. Rolfe and Ben Bernie. Only one bigger
name was missing—Paul Whiteman, who did not take radio seriously until
1929.

With opening night hoopla out of the way, the new network got down
to the business of building a program schedule. NBC’s offerings the first
year originated in A.-T. & T.’s building on lower Broadway where the
former owner had maintained its WEAF facilities. A year later the opera-
tion was moved to 711 Fifth Avenue, where specially sound-engineered
quarters were surrounded by the voguish art deco of the day, and near the
site of the future Radio City at Rockefeller Center.

Torrents of mail, telegrams and telephone calls told NBC officials the
network concept was the sound wave of the future. Audience response was
so great, it became immediately apparent to David Sarnoff that “a single
network service was not enough to satisfy the demands of the radio audi-
ence for diversified programs of national interest and importance; that if
broadcasting were to be popularized at all, there should be more than one
type of program simultaneously available. . . .”3

Sarnoff’s idea for a two-network NBC was not long in taking shape,
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because on January 1, 1927 a second service was introduced. The older
operation whose flagship station was WEAF with 21 affiliates was desig-
nated the Red Network; for the diversification Sarnoff espoused, there was
now the Blue Network, keyed by W]Z, with six stations tied to it.* From
the beginning, the Red Network carried the bulk of NBC’s sponsored
shows. Many of network’s cultural and “service” programs were relegated
to the Blue. In 1942, the FCC broke up the duopoly. RCA retained the
Red as NBC and sold the Blue to Edward Noble of Life Savers, after which
the spin-off became ABC.

During NBC’s opening season a listener could find some form of pop-
ular music any night of the week. Depending on one’s tastes, a week in
early 1927 could include a random sampling from the following:

PROGRAM PRODUCT TIME & DAY TYPE

Cliquot Club Eskimos Soft Drinks  Thurs.—10- Dance and Novelty Orch.
10:30pm

Goodrich Zippers Tires Thurs.—9-10:00pm Banjo Group

Happiness Boys Candy Fri.—8:00-8:30pm Songs & Patter

(Jones & Hare)

Hires Harvestors Soft Drinks  Mon.—8:00- Variety
8:30pm

Ipana Troubadours Toothpaste ~ Wed.—9:00- Dance Music
9:30pm

Jolly Wonder Bakers Bread Fri.—9:30-10:00pm  Variety

—Source: A Thirty Year History of Programs
Carried on National Radio Networks, 1926—
1956. Harrison B. Summers, ed., Arno, 1971

If NBC had any hit shows its first few seasons, there were two from
that group. Although unsubstantiated by ratings in those pre-research days,
the Cliquot Club Eskimos and the Ipana Troubadours** qualified as pace-
setters by the only available yardsticks: sales of sponsors’ products, re-
quests for pictures, personal appearances, and the like. Both were pure
1920s pop.

The Cliquot Club Eskimos was actually the radio name for Harry
Reser’s Orchestra, a popular dance/novelty group. Reser, who had built a
reputation as a jazz-banjo virtuoso, tailored his radio arrangements to
match the good-time, high-spirited feeling of the day. Harry Reser’s NBC
program helped establish a standard that successful pop music groups would
follow in the years to come—an instantly identifiable sound. He did it by

* Names for NBC’s two networks are said to have derived from the difficulty engineers had
at first in identifying the two operations on circuitry maps. Red and blue colored pencils
provided a simple solution.

** The practice of incorporating sponsors’ names in program titles began as a device to take

advantage of the added advertising value in newspaper listings.
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featuring a second banjo instead of a violin. (With few variations, the reg-
ulation 1920s dance orchestra called for nine or ten pieces: two saxo-
phones; one or two trumpets; trombone; violin; banjo; tuba; piano; and
drums.) Audiences for early network programs were perceived as having
(and did have) an insatiable appetite for nonsense tunes and novelty ef-
fects. Reser and the Cliquot Club Eskimos obliged by including in their
book such outrageous titles as “Chick, Chick, Chick, Chick, Chicken!,”
“Henry’s Made A Lady Out of Lizzie” and “Olaf, You Ought to Hear
Olaf Laff.” In spite of (or because of) such assaults on listeners’ ears, the
Eskimos made Cliquot Club a leader in the soft drink field.

Network radio with its early established policy of single-sponsorship
for programs (as opposed to participating co-sponsors) gained immediate
advertiser favor in another important way. Cliquot Club was able to build
an entire marketing plan around its highly merchandiseable “Eskimos.”
Publicity shots featured Reser’s band wearing fur parkas, an extension of
Cliquot Club’s print advertising that showed the company’s symbol, a
parka-clad Eskimo—the connotation being that such connections elicit im-
ages of “cold goodness” for the soft drink. From the show’s opening—the
howl of Eskimo dogs—through Reser’s theme, for a half-hour each week,
a wait-and-see advertising community got a good taste of how an astute
marketer could promote a product in a way that print could never match.

Network radio’s potential to harness product marketability was fur-
ther enhanced in NBC’s first years, Wednesday nights at 10pm, when an
above-average 1920s dance orchestra was showcased as the Ipana Trou-
badours. Like Cliquot Club, Ipana chose a gimmick to make their radio
attraction instantly recognizable. Wherever the band appeared—in print
ads, at personal appearances, in WEAF’s studio—it wore uniforms. Their
garb actually suggested bull-fighting more than popular music. Outfitted
in sombreros that resembled Brooks Brothers’ hat forms, knickers with
white socks, frilly-embroidered jackets and striped shawls over their shoul-
ders, the Ipana Troubadours were drawn from the NBC house band. (Some
of New York’s most lucrative jobs for musicians were in the network’s
permanent orchestral company.) In the case of the Troubadours unit, a
number of its graduates went on to lead groups of their own—Tommy
and Jimmy Dorsey, Red Nichols, Benny Goodman and Jack Teagarden.
Sam Lanin, brother of society bandleader, Lester, was the nominal leader.

The Ipana Troubadours played conventional 1920s pop (“In Araby
With You,” “Baby Face,” “Side By Side,” “Give Me a Ukulele and a Uku-
lele Baby.”) Possibly because of some of its exceptionally talented mem-
bers, the band also tackled the more sophisticated songs of the contem-
porary Broadway musical theater. So strong was the Ipana-Troubadour
association that when the toothpaste sponsor replaced the dance band for-
mat with comedian Fred Allen, the show’s orchestra was still referred to
as the Ipana Troubadours.

As other sponsors signed on with NBC, they soon became aware of
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the sales potential a weekly show offered. Network radio benefited from
the good timing of its arrival, coinciding with the wave of aggressive mar-
keting that swept the nation in the 1920s. A heightened advertising aware-
ness encouraged the country’s manufacturers to seek campaigns that ap-
pealed to customers’ wants. “The business of America is business,” said
the man in the White House. Now it was not only good business to sug-
gest that better living and social acceptance were the end results of buying
new cars, using cosmetics, smoking cigarettes, it was also patriotic.

Slogans became part of the language (““A thousand things may happen
in the dark”—Eveready; ‘“When better automobiles are built, Buick will
build them”; ‘“Ask the man who owns one”—Packard; “Don’t burn
coal”’—Oliver Oil-Gas Burners). Advertising, that necessary handmaiden
to prosperity, was being cranked out to the tune of $1,782,000,000 a year.
Now here was radio, a medium that wedded entertainment and selling.

By 1927-28, Lord and Thomas, a leading ad agency, was placing half
its expenditures on NBC. Much of Lord and Thomas’s reliance on net-
work radio had to do with a social phenomenon of the period. Cigarette
smoking, declared Lord and Thomas, in behalf of its good client, the
American Tobacco Company, was not only enjoyable, it was a mark of
sophistication. And what better way to promote such 1920s chic than by
sponsoring popular music? Cigarettes ultimately became radio’s leading
sponsor of popular music, a development we will examine further in
Chapter 8. Guided by Lord and Thomas’s brilliant president, Albert Las-
ker, NBC made Saturday nights at 10pm dance time in America, compli-
ments of Lucky Strike Cigarettes. B.A. Rolfe’s band became the Lucky
Strike Dance Orchestra. A former circus cornetist, Rolfe had left Vincent
Lopez to form an outfit of his own. George Washington Hill, president of
the American Tobacco Company, personally chose the Rolfe aggregation
because he wanted a brand of popular music that was easily understood—
and loud. Rolfe’s brassy arrangements set to swirling tempos fit the bill
perfectly. Hill, Lord and Thomas’s most colorful client, took an active role
in putting Lucky Strike’s weekly program of dance music together. Net-
work, agency and American Tobacco personnel, headed by Hill, attended
Saturday morning rehearsals. At Hill’s insistence, the music was put to the
test. Persons in the group were required to dance to it, and the better they
danced, the more George Washington Hill liked it. Hill had another acid
test for the Lucky Strike Dance Orchestra:

. . . He sometimes brought with him an old aunt who was deaf, and
who kept time by beating with a pencil on the back of a chair. For her
to hear at all, the music had to be abnormally loud. But if she stopped
beating at any moment, Hill would say that the program was no good,
and demand a change.*

The Hill-inspired aggressive Rolfe dance music proved to be the in-
cubator for Your Hit Parade almost a decade later. By then however, Hill
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had dropped the original Lucky Strike maestro, a sure sign that his popu-
larity had skidded.* Always aware of the dynamic nature of music, and
the fickleness of its audience, Hill kept current with artists and concepts
that appealed to youth. Although he never ran a network or an ad agency,
although he never sang, played or wrote a note, George Washington Hill
was one of the key figures in the first quarter century of popular music on
radio.

National Broadcasting Company executives and agency people may
well have been grateful there was only one G.W. Hill. Had every sponsor
interposed himself in the network program process like Hill, NBC may
well have opted for less popular music as it attempted to build program
schedules in the early years. Still, there is no telling how much client inter-

.ference may have been tolerated, considering David Sarnoff’s music box
bias. For music—all kinds—dominated NBC’s prime time line-up into the
early 1930s. No attempt was made to block off certain time periods or
entire evenings for specific types of music programs. It was not uncommon
for a listener to have been lost in the reverie of a half hour string ensemble
and suddenly be jarred loose, after station identification, by Harry Reser
and the Cliqguot Club Eskimos as they came strutting into his living room.
An average listener took shows of sharply contrasting music types for
granted. However, this sort of juxtapositioning lent further shrillness to
the anti-pop music bias that had grown with radio. Complaining about
the low-calibre popular music on radio, a critic in 1929 spoke for elitists
everywhere:

The big [advertising] buyers continue [to] favor jazz, “dinner music,” and
mongrel programs designed to hold the wondering attention of those whose
only standard of entertainment is the movie or second rate vaudeville
. . . This senseless disturbance of the ether begins at some stations as
early as 6:45a.m. and continues until midnight . . . Only a radio fan is
likely to know who the Gold Spot Pals, The Dynacone Diners, or The
Emerald Instrumentalists may be . . . Instead of maintaining their rela-
tions with the public through the medium of second- and third-rate pro-
grams, our millionaire corporations could, through the practical applica-
tion of that “ideal of service” of which we hear so much, easily assume a
role in our present civilization comparable to that of the great aristocratic
patrons of art in the days of the Renaissance.5

Obviously, such either-or-criticism was grossly unfair, since the Red
and Blue networks during the 1928-29 season scheduled almost as many
concert music programs in choice time (17) as they did popular (20).

Americans, meanwhile, continued to buy radios at a staggering pace.

* Rolfe was the envy of many bandleaders at the time. The choice of his group for a coast-
to-coast show was supposed to certify it as a top musical aggregation—which it was not.
Yet so popular had the Lucky Strike program made Rolfe that a Virginia couple engaged
his orchestra to play for their wedding, via a WEAF broadcast from New York’s Palais
d’Or and relayed through WRC, Washington. (New York Times, June 4, 1927, p. 15.)
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Between 1927 and 1928, they virtually tripled their expenditure in receiv-
ers and related paraphenalia. Crystal sets and headphones by this time
were only memories for most listeners. Scores of manufacturers—many of
whom sprang up expressly to capitalize on the radio fever that had gripped
the country—scrambled to keep pace with fast moving technological adv-
ances. Assembly lines hummed as mass production helped bring prices
within the range of most pocketbooks. In 1927, a Sears Silvertone table
unit was selling for $34.95, and console model for $59.95. “Radio,” said
the 1927 Sears Catalogue, ‘““is the most marvelous gift of the present age,
and no family should be without its untold advantages.” ¢ One inspired
catalogue copywriter for a less well-known mail order house, urging the
purchase of the firm’s radio receiver “to tap the well-nigh inexhaustible
supply of music and entertainment,” saw fit to invoke the Deity for those
ingrate-holdouts:

When the forces of the Almighty Creator of the Universe and the skill
and genius of Man so combine to bring you untold blessings which may
be yours to enjoy without even the asking, we ask you in all seriousness
why you should not at once show your gratitude and appreciation and
accept that which is so freely offered??

There seemed to be no end to the good news from the Wonderful
World of Radio. The installation of push-button sets in all 1600 rooms of
New York’s Park Central Hotel in late 1927 was newsworthy enough to
rate a story in the New York Times.® In a spring, 1928 Radio Retailing
survey conducted at the Federal Radio Commission’s request, both broad-
casting and manufacturing arms found good reasons to be pleased with
the state of the industry: Estimated listeners—40,000,000; estimated sets
in use—12,000,000.°

Rich though the musical lode to be mined from those “most marvel-
ous gifts of the present age,” there were other beguiling attractions. News
commentaries, homemaker hints, religious features, drama, travel talks
(surprisingly popular), public affairsleducational programs offered evi-
dence of radio’s infinite variety. Next to music, play-by-play accounts of
sporting events proved to be radio’s best sales vehicle. On January 1, 1927,
America listened to its first Rose Bowl game. World Series coverage had
begun in 1922. Radio’s first blow-by-blow ringside coverage of prize-fight-
ing came on September 22, 1927 with the celebrated Dempsey-Tunney
confrontation. “The Golden Age of Sports” coincided with radio’s great
boom in the 1920s. Household names of the sporting world—Babe Ruth
(baseball), Bobby Jones (golf), Bill Tilden (tennis), Red Grange (foot-
ball)—had their reputations reinforced on the radio.

In other fields, too, the cult of the personality came into its own.
Marian Talley (operatic sensation), Rudolph Valentino, Mary Pickford,
Pola Negri, Clara Bow (movie stars), Jimmy Walker (New York’s colorful
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mayor), The Duke of Windsor (royal playboy)—these and others in enter-
tainment, sports and politics developed their worshipful coteries of admi-
rers. No personality, however, captured the American imagination in the
1920s as did Charles A. Lindbergh. His successful nonstop flight across
the Atlantic in May, 1927 made him an instant folk hero. “Lucky Lindy’s”
exploits, duly reported on radio, helped build suspense and increased his
degree of celebrityhood.

If aviation, movies, opera and sports were able to create celebrity-
personalities, could radio be far behind? Sooner or later it had to hap-
pen—a personality-figure who would issue forth, full-blown, from the ra-
dio music box. The creation began, of all places, in the Ivy League.

Rudy Vallee who had transferred from the University of Maine to
Yale in his sophomore year organized a campus dance orchestra and called
it the Yale Collegians. Following graduation in 1927, he went straight to
New York, and after a vaudeville stint and a few turns as a sideman with
Vincent Lopez, Vallee put together an eight-piece outfit. With the help of
another bandleader, Bert Lown, the ex-Yalie was booked into a newly-
opened chichi supper club off Park Avenue called the Heigh-Ho Club. Lown
talked WABC, then a small marginal station looking for program fillers,
into installing a radio wire. When the station pleaded a personnel short-
age, Vallee himself took over the announcing chores. In his autobiography,
Rudy Vallee recalled his first days in radio:

With the naiveté of the pure amateur I decided to begin my radio saluta-
tion with the phrase used by the doorman outside the club: “Heigh-ho,
everybody—this is Rudy Vallee announcing and directing the Yale Col-
legians from The Heigh-Ho Club at Thirty-five East Fifty-third Street,
New York City.” In those days there was no censorship either of tunes
or of what was said over the air. Therefore, I programmed any music [
wished, gave out prices on the menu, weather reports; in short, I talked
about anything that came to mind . . .10

Vallee’s WABC broadcasts were so well received they led to the in-
stallation of a second remote wire by WOR. By spring, 1928, Vallee had
a sponsor for a Sunday program; in all, he was broadcasting 20 hours a
week. At this point, he changed the name of his orchestra from the Yale
Collegians to the Connecticut Yankees, a designation inspired by the
Rodgers and Hart hit musical playing on Broadway. Fan mail poured in
from New York, New Jersey and Pennsylvania. Vallee says he had a
“sneaking hunch” why he had enjoyed so much success on his early broad-
casts:

Listeners were jaded [with] the same bands playing the same tunes, the
same way—the same announcers trying to coat song titles with a frosting
of alleged wit and eloquence . . . Somehow the name “Rudy Vallee”
suggest Rudy Valentino, conjuring up for female listeners a tall-dark-and-
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handsome performer . . . The voice, although it spoke in the nasal man-
ner of a Calvin Coolidge was simple and direct . . . There was no brass
in The Collegians . . .1 talked about simple songs and made them inter-
esting by relating anecdotes about their composers or the songs them-
selves . . . I sang in French, Spanish and Italian . . . Our format never
included the verse of a song, only the chorus . . . We never played more
than two choruses of a tune, and they were never in the same key . . .11

He might have added one more that was properly in tune with the 1920s:
the collegiate trappings—a megaphone, Y-lettered sweaters worn by the
band on occasion and, most of all, the look of a perennial college senior.
Some network air time led to bookings into the Palace and Paramount
Theaters, and an engagement at a new night spot, the Versailles. So smit-
ten with Vallee’s drawing power was the owner of the prestigious cabaret,
he changed its name to Club Vallee. One of his radio and recording hits,
“I'm Just A Vagabond Lover” led to a movie, The Vagabond Lover. Val-
lee admitted the picture was “artistically a dud, but it made a lot of money
due to our enormous radio following.”12

On October 29, 1929, two days following “Black Tuesday” on Wall
Street, at 8pm, Rudy Vallee stepped up to the NBC microphone and to
the strains of “My Time Is Your Time,” introduced himself as the host of
a new variety show, the Fleischmann Hour. Although there was no way
of knowing it at the time, network radio had just christened its first
launching pad for a popular music superstar. By May, 1930, NBC knew
the show was hit-bound. Ratings were still a year away, but NBC could
tell by the mail, the telegrams and the phone calls where most dials were
set on Thursday nights. In a test to see what effect radio would have on a
song, the National Broadcasting Company purchased the rights to “The
Maine Stein Song” and gave it to Rudy Vallee to push. Play on the
Fleischmann Hour and local stations made “The Maine Stein Song” a smash
hit, “promising to earn a small fortune for The National Broadcasting
Company.” 13

With its contents heavily weighted by popular music, the Fleisch-
mann Hour had a generous budget allocation for guest stars, many of
whom got their first coast-to-coast exposure on Vallee’s program: The Mills
Brothers, Bob Burns, Edgar Bergen, Alice Faye, Frances Langford, Bob
Hope, Red Skelton and Milton Berle. Vallee’s show went through several
sponsor and time slot changes and lasted well into the 1940s before it
faded. (Thanks to the recycling of American popular culture, well-underway
in the 1960s, Rudy Vallee surfaced in the Broadway musical, How to Suc-
ceed in Business Without Really Trying. As late as fall, 1980, he was still
a cabaret attraction.)

Vallee’s success in the network radio business hardly came without
trying. But it did his cause no harm that his network had virtually no
competition. NBC was, in the words of a song popular at the time, “riding
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on the crest of a wave.” A spot check of 62 major sponsored prime-time
programs during the 1928-29 season, showed 47 of them were on NBC.
Some of the remaining 15 running on an upstart chain, it was rumored,
were there because they couldn’t find choice availabilities on the Red or
the Blue. Nevertheless, in the NBC board room, there were no snide re-
marks about rich men’s sons running competitive networks. So far, the
young man who headed the recently-formed Columbia Phonograph Broad-
casting System was doing all the right things, and although he hadn’t even
reached his 30th birthday, he seemed to be a person of considerable sub-
stance.

Still, the young man appeared a David going against NBC’s Goliath
in those closing years of the 1920s. It was the kind of challenge deep in
the grain of certain sons of immigrants. William Paley was that kind of
son. His father, Sam, had come from Russia and built a successful cigar
manufacturing business in Chicago and moved it to Philadelphia. After
graduation in 1922 from the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School,
he went to work for the family-owned Congress Cigar Company. One of
young Paley’s first major decisions, committing the firm to a radio pro-
gram on WCAU, was made when his father and uncle were out of the
country. Following the custom of the day, the show was named after the
Congress Cigar Company’s top-of-the-line stogie, the La Palina Hour. Re-
turning and spotting the $50.00 per-program-cost entry in the books, Pal-
ey’s uncle ordered the broadcasts cancelled. When listeners protested the
move, the La Palina Hour returned to WCAU. Meanwhile, Sam Paley had
been asked by a friend, prominent Philadelphia contractor, Jerome Louch-
heim, to buy time on a newly-formed small network, United Independent
Broadcasters, in which Louchheim had controlling interest. The elder Paley
went along with the proposal and the UIB network added a new program,
the La Palina Smoker to its schedule.

Under the care and feeding of William Paley, the La Palina Smoker
developed into a respectable weekly half-hour variety package featuring a
comedian, a studio orchestra and a girl singer, dubbed Miss La Palina.
During his association with the show—aimed at stopping the skidding sales
of cigars in the face of rising cigarette popularity—Paley became familiar
with the financial plight of the United Independent Broadcasters chain.
UIB founder Arthur Judson, who managed an artists’ bureau, agreed to
change the network’s name to the Columbia Phonograph Broadcasting
System, in return for the recording Company’s financial backing. To cele-
brate the network’s new ownership, a spectacular premier took place Sep-
tember 18, 1927. Unlike NBC’s something-for-everyone gala, Columbia’s
opener went highbrow with The King’s Henchmen, a specially-commis-
sioned opera by Deems Taylor and Edna St. Vincent Millay.

Despite its gaudy opening night, losses continued to mount as CPBS
tried to do battle with NBC. After losses of $220,000 in its first year as
the Columbia Broadcasting System—now minus the “phonograph”—
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Louchheim wanted out and approached the elder Paley. Sam Paley said,
no—he was more interested in converting America’s cigarette smokers to
La Palina cigars than rescuing sinking radio networks. His son, William,
however, had ideas of his own:

I became tremendously excited at the prospect, and the network’s shaky
condition did not deter me. It was the great promise of radio itself that
impelled me to act and to act immediately. 1 did not know what it would
cost to buy in control or whether Louchheim would sell it to me. But |
had the money to buy it . . . a million dollars of my own and I was
silling to risk any or all of it in radio.!*

Paley subsequently acquired controlling stock and became president
of the Columbia Broadcasting System in September, 1928. Sixteen affi-
liates were on the initial CBS roster. It was hardly a national network,
with heavy concentration in the northeast and mid-west and nothing fur-
ther west than lIowa:

WOR, New York WJAS, Pittsburgh
WCAU, Philadelphia WADC, Akron

WNAC, Boston WAIU, Columbus
WMAQ, Chicago WEBL, Syracuse
KMOX, St. Louis WMAK, Buffalo
WKRC, Cincinnati KOIL, Council Bluffs, Ia.
WCAO, Baltimore WGPH, Detroit
WOWO, Fort Wayne WEAN, Providence

The disdain with which the new network was regarded by NBC was
revealed to Paley when he sought a meeting with NBC president, Merlin
H. Aylesworth, so they could get to know each other and discuss the fu-

ture of radio. But, as Paley recalls in his autobiography, the word came
back,

He didn’t want to meet me, because if he did, that would mean that they
were acknowledging us as competition. As a matter of policy, NBC did
not recognize CBS, just as any established nation might not recognize a
newly formed state. He wanted to keep it that way. Aylesworth said we
were too small . . .15

Merlin H. Aylesworth soon learned NBC not only had a competitor,
but a redoubtable one. Paley surrounded himself with a cadre of bright
young men who were as dedicated as he. There is little doubt his youthful
staff felt that one of the best ways to overcome NBC’s lead was through
popular music. (We shall look more closely at this weapon in Paley’s quiver
in subsequent chapters.) Slowly, more advertisers started coming aboard
and word was spreading through the broadcasting establishment that Paley
and Company knew what they were doing. By January 1929, three months
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after William Paley had taken command, Columbia’s affiliate family had
grown to 49.

Like every successful radio executive involved in programming, he paid
attention to everything that went on the air. Paley’s penchant for personal
involvement in programming became his most identifiable business idio-
syncrasy—an obsession he was to carry over to television. No detail was
too small to escape the attention of the cigar-man turned radio-man. An
episode that occurred at Guy Lombardo’s Roosevelt Grill opening in the
autumn of 1929 illustrates Paley’s innate grasp of what listeners would
stand for and what they would not. Paley had a table near the bandstand
so he could check microphone placement, cues and the like. During the
broadcast, David Ross, a rising young announcer on one of his first im-
portant assignments, commented at length between numbers on their com-
posers and their origins—an occupational quirk thought at the time essen-
tial to the announcing brotherhood. As soon as the broadcast ended, Paley
fired him. Such listener empathy, plus his talent for balancing the demands
of hard-nosed advertisers with those of thin-skinned performing artists,
would serve him well as he prepared for the bigger battles with NBC that
lay ahead in the years to come.®

During the late 1920s when William Paley was formulating his early
ideas on programming, it should be pointed out, American popular music
tastes were shaped by a white Tin Pan Alley establishment: white compos-
ers and publishers producing product for white artists performing for white
consumers. With only a few exceptions, this was especially true in radio.
But they were notable ones, and CBS was involved with two of them.
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erate approaching $3 billion by 1980, has become a legend in the American business
folio. For further reading of CBS history, sece Look Now, Pay Later: The Rise of Net-
work Broadcasting, by Laurence Bergreen, (Doubleday, 1980) and The Powers That Be,
by David Halberstam, (Alfred A. Knopf, 1979). Paley’s memoir, As It Happened, (Dou-
bleday, 1979), appeared shortly after Halberstam’s book. An excerpt of The Powers
That Be in Atlantic magazine two years earlier may have prompted Paley to get his
version of events on the record. Paley’s very title, As It Happened, seems aimed at count-
ering Halberstam’s heavy-with-warts work.




CHAPTER 3

Direct from Broadway
and Harlem

New YORK was THE place to be if you were a musician in the late 1920s.
Network radio had created a demand for players of every musical incli-
nation. As the Eastern hub of show business, New York was especially
appealing to young instrumentalists like the Dorsey brothers, Benny Good-
man, Jack Teagarden and Red Nichols. They used their network staff or-
chestra jobs as bases, while playing in dance orchestras and recording in
freelance pop groups. There was only one catch—you had to be white.
“Blacks need not apply” was the unwritten rule. Blacks knew radio studio
work was out of the question. Nevertheless, there was a way to circumvent
radio’s initial studio color ban. This special kind of broadcast on which
black artists were able to appear provided early evidence that there was
pluralism to American popular music, and if it was denied expression one
way, it would find another. But before we explore the first sounds of black
music on the air, it is necessary to turn back briefly to the beginning of
the decade.

Negro musicians who came North after World War I were taking
serious professional risks. The color code was rigidly enforced, and unless
a black musician was part of a segregated traveling vaudeville unit, his
opportunities were severely circumscribed. There was never any question
that white-only orchestras should play behind the potted palms of restau-
rants, hotel dining rooms and dancing salons. The Original Dixieland Jazz
Band, an all-white quintet, had shaken up New York in 1918 by introduc-
ing a sanitized form of black music. It was quasi-New Orleans jazz the

41
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ODJB played. Its rhythmic base was an infectious two-beat, and it was
fun to dance to. Meanwhile, orchestra leaders Paul Whiteman (who had
come up with a curious symphonic-jazz-pop hybrid) and Vincent Lopez
(who combined personal showmanship and his tinkling piano) with their
fox trot creations, were properly in tune with the emerging dancing craze.
New dance emporiums opened up all over town. Speakeasies, those leg-
endary by-products of Prohibition, gained special status by offering music
for dancing until the early morning hours—by white groups.

Thus, to open a new club in mid-town New York in 1923 and book
a black band had to be foolhardiness of the highest order or avant-guard-
ism of the chicest kind. Still, these were the 1920s, and an all-white clien-
tele might find the idea fascinating. Such a spot was the Club Alabam,
located in the downstairs portion of the 44th Street Theater Building (cur-
rent site of expanded New York Times offices). The premier bill was called
“The Creole Follies,” starring Edith Wilson, a black vaudeville star, and
“Fletcher Henderson and His Famous Club Alabam Orchestra.” How
Henderson’s band could have become “famous” with previously limited
exposure was the handiwork of WHN, one of Gotham’s early stations.
WHN had pioneered the placing of radio wires into cabarets and dance
halls, thus beefing up their program schedule with (free) popular music.
WHN’s regular broadcasts from Club Alabam, one of radio’s first outlets
for a Negro band, were hardly grounds to declare Henderson “famous” at
that stage of his career. But without the WHN airshots, he may have never
become one of the important figures of American popular music.

Born in Georgia in 1898, Fletcher Henderson graduated with degrees
in chemistry and mathematics. His father, a high school principal, and his
mother, a piano teacher, saw to it that their son’s musical training began
at age six. Encouraged to continue his scientific training, he came to Co-
lumbia University in 1920 to work toward a masters degree. Short of funds,
the young graduate student-pianist took a song demonstrator’s job with
Pace and Handy. Through his employers, W.C. Handy (“Father of the
Blues”) and Harry Pace (who later formed the first Negro-owned record-
ing firm, Swan Records), Henderson encountered many black entertainers
and songsmiths.

Henderson met Ethel Waters in 1922 and was persuaded to organize
a small band to accompany the singer on a tour, set up primarily to sell
Swan records. An obligatory stop on such tours was New Orleans’ Lyric
Theater. (The Lyric is the black vaudeville house so admirably depicted in
the 1980 revue, One Mo’ Time.) Waters, Henderson and Company were
such a smash hit at the Lyric that the New Orleans Item arranged a radio
broadcast. Tradition has it this was the first appearance of a Negro on
radio. According to the Item’s front page story,

Every shoulder twitched and every foot beat time Friday evening among
the people who crowded the rooms of WVG, the Item-Interstate radio
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broadcasting station, when Ethel Waters, the nationally-known negro
singer and her famous Black Swan jazz masters opened upon the radio
transmitter. A few unoccupied chairs even edged a little in an attempt to
keep time with the music.?

WVG’s broadcast made news as far away as Savannah, Georgia, where
a newspaper claimed,

The concert was heard in five states and in Mexico, and thousands of
radio fans listened to a colored girl sing through the air. Miss Waters,
who has broken many records on this trip, adds another star to her lau-
rels by being the first colored girl to sing over the radio. She was accom-
panied by the Black Swan Jazz Masters, under the direction of F.B. Hen-
derson, Jr.2

When Henderson returned to New York at the conclusion of the
Waters tour, he continued making recordings. In January, 1924, Hender-
son got the Club Alabam job and the important WHN remotes that went
with it.

It is not possible to overstress the significance of WHN as a prime
carrier of popular music in the 1920s. The station’s remotes also served as
unique showcases for bookers to audition orchestral possibilities. Owned
by Loew’s Theaters, and hence with a show business orientation, WHN
featured a steady diet of remotes. Variety recognized this soon after it
began covering radio. In an early review, the entertainment bible noted,
“WHN went through the usual schedule of switching from one cabaret to
another to broadcast dance music.” *

Sent to announce many WHN remote broadcasts was an employee
named Nils T. Granlund (later known as N.T.G., the producer) who dou-
bled as the station’s public relations director. He was also an early cham-
pion of black bands. Without Granlund’s continuing efforts, Fletcher Hen-
derson (and other Negro orchestras) would have received even less on-air
exposure. Thanks to the Club Alabam job and the airshots that went with
it, the operators of Roseland, a leading New York ballroom, booked
Fletcher Henderson and His Orchestra for an engagement during the sum-
mer of 1924,

Roseland, an important location in the dance band business, was
transplanted from Philadelphia to New York (Broadway at S1st Street).
Moving Roseland was the idea of Louis J. Brecker, a University of Penn-
sylvania student, who made the decision to avoid Pennsylvania’s Sunday
Blue Laws. Brecker, who opened Roseland New Year’s Eve, 1919, was
determined to run a tight ship and avoid the reputation many ballrooms

* The same review also made reference to a black group, ““The Clarence Williams Radio Trio
and Blue Three, featuring Eva Taylor in indigo ditties.” (Variety, December 24, 1924, p.
35).
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had as trysting spots. Dating and married couples could enjoy an evening
of the 1920s favorite pastime, and for ten cents a dance, stags could glide
over the floor with a Roseland “hostess.” In this connection, Brecker’s
no-nonsense policy called for careful screening, and once hired, hostesses
were subject to strict supervision. (Ruby Keeler, the story goes, was a host-
ess when she met Al Jolson at Roseland.)

Newspaper listings often showed WHN broadcasts from the ballroom
as “The Roseland Dance Orchestra,” which did not mean Fletcher Hen-
derson’s Orchestra alone, since Roseland featured alternating bands on
stands at the opposite ends of the floor. Sam Lanin’s Orchestra (in other
incarnations, the Ipana Troubadours) appeared frequently on the second
bandstand. Both Henderson and Lanin played music strictly for dancing—
fox trots, waltzes, tangos. As Henderson’s material became increasingly
jazz-oriented, Lanin’s essentially sweet group veered in the same direction.
Lanin alumni (Miff Mole, Red Nichols, Tommy Dorsey, et al.) who played
at Roseland and went on to successful careers in popular music and jazz
drew their inspiration from the Fletcher Henderson band.

Simply put, Henderson’s was an all-star aggregation. Louis Arm-
strong, whom Henderson had heard in New Orleans during the Waters
tour, left King Oliver’s Creole Jazz Band to join Henderson at Roseland
in late 1924; he remained for over a year. Armstrong’s cornet had an
energizing effect on Henderson’s men. The blues style Armstrong brought
from New Orleans rubbed off immediately, and so did his innate ability
to inject a “swinging” quality into the playing of the entire orchestra. Hen-
derson’s sidemen had never been exposed to New Orleans traditional jazz,
and Armstrong’s introduction of its improvisational possibilities into the
fabric of big band arrangements was an exciting thing indeed. One can
only guess at the reaction of listeners, heretofore accustomed to tuning in
Roseland broadcasts featuring conventional dance music, now hearing on
WHN a joyous, new, stomping kind of music, thanks to Louis Arm-
strong’s New Orleans injections.

In addition to Armstrong, Henderson attracted some of the best black
musicians of the 1920s. Coleman Hawkins, Rex Stewart, Buster Bailey,
Benny Carter and Jimmy Harrison were men who never became familiar
names in popular music but, in different ways, they contributed to various
aspects of it. Superior musicians, however, were only part of the story.

Fletcher Henderson’s reputation as the “father of big band jazz” also
derived from his use of written arrangements for existing pop songs and
original compositions, leaving gaps for improvised solos. Until then, dance
orchestras relied on “stock’ scorings. Henderson himself did not write the
arrangements for his band. They were the work of Don Redman, a music
conservatory graduate from Ohio. A member of Henderson’s saxophone
section, Redman scored most of the orchestra’s material for $25 an ar-
rangement. So taken by Redman’s talents was Paul Whiteman, that he
plunked down $100 each for 20 arrangements. Don Redman remained as
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Fletcher Henderson’s chief arranger until late 1927, when the leader took
over the writing, incorporating Redman’s formula. (Later we will probe
Benny Goodman’s popularization of the Henderson/Redman technique that
resulted in his crowning as the “King of Swing.”)

Don Redman’s pen and Louis Armstrong’s crackling cornet ignited
sparks in Fletcher Henderson’s band and made Roseland one of the chief
entertainment meccas of the 1920s. Re-inforced by the radio broadcasts,
records, and word-of-mouth, it was not only the dancing crowd that came
to Roseland, but the inevitable seekers of something “new”—a search that
has always marked the first intimations of any change in popular music.

Although functional dance music was the main purpose of Hender-
son’s Roseland engagements,* it was the specially-orchestrated chefs
d’oeuvre that caused the commotion. Basic characteristics of Redman’s ar-
ranging style included: call-and-response figures by the brass and reed sec-
tions, harmonized section solos and unison “riffs” behind improvising
soloists. White musicians who listened on the radio or heard Henderson’s
orchestra in person “absorbed like sponges what they heard. There were
even times when Henderson himself became so entranced by what his band
was playing, he forgot to play himself. White bands vied for Roseland jobs
to play opposite Fletcher Henderson. One sideman who played with a band
that had come from the coal regions of Pennsylvania, recalled the striking
impression the experience made:

The Scranton Sirens [including the Dorseys] were engaged as the relief
band opposite what I think was the greatest Fletcher Henderson orchestra
ever assembled, a real landmark in the history of jazz. It just didn’t seem
right to make a salary for the opportunity to hear such music!3

Frank Driggs, the jazz historian, has put his finger on another debt
American popular music owes to Henderson. His band, claims Driggs,
“provided unwittingly . . . material for up-and-coming song writers who
wrote out the inspired riffs or solos played by Fletcher’s musicians and
copyrighted them in their own names.”

Fletcher Henderson’s popularity reached its peak between 1926 and
1928. At one point the band was broadcasting three times a week on WHN
(Sp.m. Sundays, 10:10p.m. Wednesdays, and 8:30p.m. Fridays) and on
WOR (Fridays, 11:05p.m. and Saturdays, 3:30p.m.). It should be pointed
out that remote broadcasts from such spots as Roseland in the 1920s were
not limited to night time. Matinee and tea dances were quite popular and
offered stations the always-reliable popular music to complete their sched-
ules.

Variety reviewed Henderson’s Roseland broadcasts from time to time

* White habitues only were permitted on the dance floor. Negro musicians from other or-
chestras who had come as patrons to hear the Henderson band were required to watch
from the side, out of the view of the white dancing patrons.
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as part of its radio coverage, and consistently gave the band high marks.
Among the plaudits from Variety’s radio columnist during different en-
gagements were these:

. . . The Henderson band (colored) is one of the best in the field, colored
or white, and dishes up a corking brand of dance music. (1924)

Henderson’s torrid syncopators are one of the station’s [WHN] best or-
chestral offerings. (1926)

. . . If it weren’t for commercial broadcasters there would be no broad-
casting worthwhile except for occasional important news and sports events.
True a good dance band like Fletcher Henderson’s crack colored jazzists
from Roseland comes along, but the commercial programs are the main-
stay. (1927)%

Roseland’s season generally ran from Labor Day to Memorial Day.
In Henderson’s case, when the band went on national summer tours, it
was picked up from such ballrooms along the way as Castle Farms, Cin-
cinnati (WLW) and The Willows, Pittsburgh (KDKA). American show
business is replete with indignities that Negro entertainers endured, and
broadcasting was party to some of them. An incident involving the touring
Henderson orchestra occurred at the Ritz Ballroom in Oklahoma City
where a remote was vetoed in spite of numerous requests. No doubt why,
according to a contemporary account in a Negro newspaper: “Race prej-
udice was the cause. The air in Oklahoma is for whites only.””®

With his Roseland home base, regular broadcasts, a recording con-
tract and personal appearances, all signs pointed to the arrival of the coun-
try’s first black superstar pop music group. An aware white cognescenti of
college students were booking the band for fraternity and prom dates at a
few prestigious Eastern colleges. But at the time the band seemed to have
reached the pinnacle, it was already on the way down. Lackadaisical in
financial matters and eschewing self-promotion, Henderson had always had
a casual attitude toward the disciplines of the business side of leading an
orchestra. This trait became more pronounced after he was involved in an
accident in 1929.

By the end of 1930, the entertainment world (except radio) was feel-
ing the Depression’s tightening pinch. Henderson left Roseland during the
year and signed on as the house band at Connie’s Inn, the Harlem night
spot that was considered the Cotton Club’s chief competitor. Network
broadcasts from the Cotton Club by another black orchestra (which we
shall get to presently), begun in 1929 by the Columbia Broadcasting Sys-
tem, were gaining national attention. Thus, it appeared that a CBS con-
tract to broadcast twice weekly from Connie’s Inn over the growing net-
work was all that was needed to expose Fletcher Henderson’s Orchestra
to an even wider audience. William Paley and his young tigers were relying
heavily at the time on popular music in their catch-up game with the two-
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network NBC. Henderson’s initial contract with CBS called for two half-
hours weekly, Mondays, 11:30p.m., and Saturdays, 8:30p.m. The radio
rhythm Fletcher Henderson provided over CBS gave his reputation a fur-
ther boost on campuses. College and university dates around this time
included Yale, Princeton, Lehigh, Penn State, Michigan, University of
Pennsylvania (Ivy Ball), Williams, Washington and Lee and Cornell. But
as a commercial entity to sell to ballrooms and theaters when the big band
era was on its ascendency, Henderson remained an enigma. The leader
broke up and re-organized his outfit several times in the early 1930s. After
holding together for a short-run 1934 edition (considered the last of the
great Henderson orchestras), he turned to arranging. Ironically, Fletcher
Henderson’s most important contribution to popular music would come
in a behind-the-scenes role for Benny Goodman, a role we shall look at
more definitively when we get to Swing.

Elsewhere, as Henderson was trying to make ends meet, one of his
contemporaries who gave 1920s radio its other important shot of black
music, was already an international celebrity. Edward Kennedy Ellington,
who had come from Washington, D.C. to New York, was jobbing around
at the same time as Fletcher Henderson in the early 1920s. The newly-
arrived Washingtonian described Henderson’s outfit as “the greatest dance
band, playing some formidable music”; it was Ellington’s early model. Their
careers had a certain parallel. About the time Henderson was playing his
first important engagement at Club Alabam, Duke Ellington’s small band
was booked into the Kentucky Club, a high class speakeasy, at 49th Street
and Broadway. Although only in his early 20s, Duke—so named for his
fastidious habits of dress—was already writing original compositions, fol-
lowing both the 32-bar Tin Pan Alley form and the traditional 12-bar
blues.

Ellington’s small Kentucky Club combo started gaining attention as
celebrity types, many of whom had heard the band’s post-midnight re-
motes on WHN, came in increasing numbers. “All kinds of people mixed
there,” former Ellington drummer, Sonny Greer recalled. “Show people,
socialites, debutantes, musicians and racketeers.”? One of the Kentucky
Club regulars was Jimmy McHugh, the song writer. McHugh became so
enchanted with the Duke’s Kentucky Club band, that he convinced the
management of Harlem’s renowned Cotton Club to book it.

Ellington’s subsequent five-year engagement at the Cotton Club, with
its network radio wire, not only launched the career of one of America’s
leading musical originals, it also made possible the first important national
propagation of popular music by a black group. (WHN, that remote pi-
oneer, had already been broadcasting pick-ups of Andy Preer’s Cotton Club
Syncopators in 1925.) However, it was the CBS broadcasts more than any
other factor that put the Cotton Club and Duke Ellington into the big
time. Tunes for Ellington’s airshots came directly from the Cotton Club
floor shows, those extravagantly mounted productions that constituted a
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vital part of the colorful New York entertainment scene of the late 1920s.
Jimmy McHugh and Dorothy Fields (daughter of comedian Lew Fields)
wrote the Cotton Club shows during Duke’s first few years, beginning
with his opening, December 4, 1927. Later Harold Arlen and Ted Ko-
ehler* took over the writing chores. A chorus line (no darker than light
olive), tap dancers and an emcee made up the all-Negro casts, with em-

* phasis always on the music. Marshall Stearns, the jazz and dance historian,

who as a student went to the Club, described the floor shows as “an in-
credible mishmash of talent and nonsense which might well fascinate both
sociologists and psychiatrists.” He recalled one where,

A light-skinned and magnificently muscled negro burst through a papier-
maché jungle on to the dance floor, clad in an aviator’s helmet, goggles,
and shorts. He had obviously, been “forced down in darkest Africa,” and

in the center of the floor, he came upon a “white”” goddess . . . being
worshipped by a circle of cringing blacks . . . the aviator rescued the
blonde, and they did an erotic dance. In the background . . . members

of the Ellington band growled, wheezed, and snorted obscenely.8

The shows on more than one occasion sought to create jungle atmo-
spheres; hence, the motif that runs through many of Ellington’s composi-
tions from that period—*‘Jungle Jamboree,” ‘“Echoes of the Jungle,” “Jun-
gle Blues.”

It was at the Cotton Club that the “Ellington sound” was created.
Whether on a fragment of ephemera, or on one of his own compositions,
Ellington’s arrangements were scored to take advantage of his versatile
sidemen (Johnny Hodges, Harry Carney, “Tricky Sam” Nanton, Bubber
Miley, et al.). His instrument, it has been said, was his orchestra. An El-
lington cult was not long in starting. On one occasion,

. . the entire brass section of the band rose and played such an intricate
and beautiful chorus that the usually poised and dignified Eddie Duchin
actually rolled under the table in ecstasy.?

Marshall Stearns has claimed that only gangsters, whites, and Negro
celebrities were admitted to the Cotton Club. It was 1920s chic at its rarest.
One New York Daily News account noted,

One can call the roll of guests from the Blue Book of Broadway and the
Social Register. Emily Vanderbilt has enjoyed the show . . . Paul White-
man has steered his dinner-coated tonnage there many a time. Hosts of
other celebrities and near celebrities have killed the hours that lie between

* Cab Calloway claims in his autobiography, “Dorothy Fields wasn’t really funky enough to

write the kind of songs that would carry a Negro revue. The real down-to-earth Cotton
Club shows, with the double-entendre nasty songs and the hurly-burly and bump-and-grind
mixed with high-class swinging jazz, were produced by Harold Arlen and Ted Koehler.”
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the last act on Broadway and poached eggs in the a.m. inside the Cotton
Club’s riotous precincts.1©

Duke Ellington called the Cotton Club,

A classy spot. Impeccable behavior was demanded in the room while the
show was on. If someone was talking loud while Leitha Hill, for example,
was singing, the waiter would come and touch him on the shoulder. If
that didn’t do it, the captain would come over and admonish him politely.
The headwaiter would remind him that he had been cautioned. After that,
if the loud talker still continued, somebody would come and throw him
out.!!

The regular CBS early evening broadcasts of 1929 and 1930 that
spurred the crowds on to the Cotton Club were the first encounters most
white Americans had with black music. Announcer Ted Husing (and oc-
casionally Norman Brokenshire and David Ross) helped transmit the night
spot’s ambiance through the ether. But it was the McHugh-Fields/Arlen-
Koehler/Ellington music, conjuring up images of sophistication and glamor,
that made the Cotton Club a premier entertainment attraction. Unlike most
of the era’s popular music broadcasts, accompanied by stiff and preten-
tious continuity, Ellington’s Cotton Club remotes were put together in a
casual way. Duke Ellington describes in his autobiography the kind of
informality that prevailed and the sort of response the CBS (and later NBC)
broadcasts evoked:

We recorded [“Mood Indigo™], and that night at the Cotton Club, when
it was almost time for our broadcast, Ted Husing the announcer, asked,
“Duke, what are we going to play tonight?”’ I told him about the new
number, and we played it on the air, six pieces out of the eleven-piece
band. The next day wads of mail came in, raving about the new tune, so
Irving Mills [Ellington’s manager] put a lyric on it and royalties are still
coming in . . . more than forty years later.12

When Duke Ellington left the Cotton Club he was succeeded by Cab
Calloway who recognized the importance of radio to his predecessor’s ca-
reer (“People all over the country used to tune in almost nightly to this
hip, swinging band from New York City.”) and to his own (“We were on
the radio almost every night when we were in the club, and Ted Husing,
the announcer, always gave us a big build-up.”).13

Both CBS and NBC continued to carry Cotton Club remotes until the
Harlem site (second floor, northeast corner, of Lenox Avenue and 142nd
Street) closed in 1936. On-location broadcasts resumed at the club’s new
address, Broadway and 48th Street. But by that time, listeners were taking
dance band remotes for granted. Those from the new Cotton Club sounded
no different from the thousands that were being cranked out over four
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TUNING IN AND TURNING ON

national networks. For The Bandstand had now become the shrine of pop-
ular music worshippers. And radio made it easy getting there.
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TWO 1920S EDITIONS OF THE ‘RADIO MUSIC BOX’

A 1923 Ruadiola 11

A 1927 Radiola VII

Courtesy RCA}

(Courtesy RCA
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(Courtesy WMT)

KWCR (later WMT) Cedar Rapids, lowa broadcasting equipment, c. 1922.
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{Courtesy WMT)

Live performances made up the
majority of local radio pro-
grams in the 1920s.
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(author’s eollection)

Although “live” music predominated in musical radio of the 1920s, many stations
maintained phanographs for emergencies. In early broadcasting, when recordings were
played, the microphone was held up against the phonograph speaker. Studios shown
belenged to KF1, Los Angeles in above photo and KWCR (later WMT), Cedar Rapids
below.

(Courtesy WMT)




{Courtesy WMAZ)

Pop music of the 1920s was sometimes called “potted palm™ music because points of
origin such as radio studios and hotel bandstands were decorated with potted palms.
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RADIO DANCE ORCHESTRA PIONEERS OF THE 1920S

Vincent Lopez George Olsen
is generally credited as the first dance orches-  a big favorite in radio’s first decade, was one
tra leader to do a “remote” broadcast. It took  of several leaders who organized a band as a
place in November, 1921 over WJZ, New student. When Olsen left the University of
York. Michigan, he kept his band intact.

Guy Lombardo Bert Lown
Inspired by the Coon-Sanders broadcasts, Behind many a pop music star stood a bene-
Canadian Guy Lombardo came to Cleveland factor-cheerleader. Rudy Vallee’s was Bert
to begin his radio career in the mid-1920s. He  Lown. Lown in his own right led off the more
went on to become network radio’s most en-  popular bands on the air in the late 1920s and
during popular music figure. early 1930s.

Duke Ellington Eddie Duchin
Remotes from the legendary Cotton Club over  *‘Society” orchestra leader Eddie Duchin often
CBS in the late 1920s gave Duke Ellington’s  joined other white celebrities at the Cotton
career its first big boost. Club to hear Ellington's *‘ Jungle Music.”

o (All Photos this page courtesy Steve Tassia)
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COON-¢~
7SANDERS Sgéo2.
Orchestra

\ S CORPORATIONI

LO8 Anonins

Footure of the
FLORSHE™
SHOE FROLIC™

(Courtesy Steve Tassia

The Coon-Sanders Nighthawks’ late night live broadcasts originating from Kansas
City’s Hotel Muchlebach were heard in many states as early as 1924, thanks to WDAF's
strong signal. By the end of the decade, the Nighthawks were among the most popular
radto entertainers.

(Courtesy WMT

Across the country, dozens of stations were capitalizing on the dancing craze of the
1920s. WMT’s first remote broadcast August 30, 1924 featured Guy Clark’s Orches-
tra from Cedar Rapids’ Dreamland Ballroom.
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EARLY NBC NETWORK FAVORITES WERE POPULAR
MUSIC STARS

(Aather’s collection)

The ““Cliquot Club Eskimos,” one of NBC’s original shows, was a pop-novelty group
led by Harry Reser, (c.)

(authot's collection) {author’s collection)
Radio’s pioneer song-and-patter men, Billy Rudy Vallee was one of the first popular
Jones (L) and Ernie Hare [r.) were on music artists to become a radio “‘person-
NBC’s first schedule. They billed them- ality.” His Fleischmann Howur began in

selves as the “Happiness Boys” and later 1929 on NBC.
the “Interwoven Pair.*
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Part Two
(1930—1947)

IDOLS OF THE AIRLANES

“The most active unit of radio is

the dance band. Day and night it

is on the air to lull the country

into contentment or rouse it from

its lethargy, with the persistent

drum beat or whoops of saxophones

. . . Most of the band leaders owe
their success to broadcasting. Until

the advent of radio their popularity
was confined to the areas of the honky-
tonk dance hall. Today they have be-
come household gods from one end of
the land to the other, slowing up or
quickening their tempo to satisfy an
admiring public.”

—ROBERT WEST. The Rape
of Radio. Rodin
Publishing Co., 1941.
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CHAPTER 4

Bandstand USA

WHEN THE NEW YEAR’s EVE dance orchestra broadcasts that welcomed in
1930 moved westward across the time zones, 4,428,000 more radio sets
were in American homes than were there a year earlier. Sales of units in
1929 set a record that would not be equalled until 1935. “Radio is now a
musical instrument,” Orrin E. Dunlap, Jr., the New York Times first radio
editor, wrote in previewing the 1930-31 model year. “Long distance tun-
ing is no longer the most desired factor in a radio set’s performance. Tone
is what the listeners want and that is what the set builders are planning to
give the new 1930-31 instruments. Tone will be the key-note of the 1930
radio campaign.”!

Such tonal improvements could only help the popular music cause. By
the time Mr. Dunlap made his discovery, most of his fellow countrymen,
who comprised an audience that had grown from an estimated 16,000,000
in 1925 to 60,000,000 in 1930, had already recognized radio as a musical
instrument. Radio’s pre-eminence in this regard had much to do with the
medium’s 89% increase in advertising revenues between 1929 and 1931,
while the older media slipped badly—newspaper advertising by a whop-
ping 21%.

Local stations and the national networks, without the benefit of rat-
ings, correctly divined public taste and continued to pour out a steady
stream of popular music. Testifying before a Senate committee in early
1930, William Paley, president of the new Columbia Broadcasting System,
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produced a chart* to show his rising network’s allocation of time for ma-
jor program types:

Dramatic - 3%

Civic - 2%

Religious - 4%

Instructive -14%

Symphony/Opera/Chamber Music -26%
Popular Music -29% 2

Paley described CBS as “a child of the public.” He attributed the net-
work’s growth to *“giving the people a service which they sincerely want
and genuinely appreciate.”

Whatever reasoning Paley used to make popular music the leading
program type on the infant CBS network was no less apparent in the
heartland. Almost a continent away in Butte, Montana, KGIR’s program
schedule was typical of stations without network affiliations. Left to its
own devices, KGIR, like outlets in cities large and small, relied heavily on
popular music. On an average day in 1930, popular music filled 30% of
the broadcast schedule:

“K G I R”
Thursday Program Set-Up

7:00 A.M. Popular Music
Road Conditions
Newscasting
Time Service

8:00 A .M. MARKET HOUR (old time Music)
Miner’s Diary
New Method Laundry
Gallagher’s
Grains of Gold
Home Baking

9:00 A.M. W.P. Fuller & Company (Popular Music)

9:30 AAM. BLOCK WASHER COMPANY (Hawaiian Music)
10:00 A M. MONTANA POWER COMPANY (Concert trio)
10:30 A .M. GAMER SHOE COMPANY (Popular Music)

* This was the first of many charts the Columbia Broadcasting System would bring to Wash-
ington to testify before Congressional committees in the next half-century. Not only did
CBS dazzle Madison Avenue with its slick sales presentations, Paley’s bright young men
prepared eye-catching pitches for House and Senate groups. Politicians early in the game
were aware that hearings *“looking into” broadcasting matters were always good for some
extra newspaper attention. Things hadn’t changed much fifty years later.
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11:00 A.M.
11:30 A.M.

12 NOON

12:30 P.M.

12:45 P.M.
1:00 P.M.
1:15 P.M.
1:30 P.M.

2:00 P.M.

3:00 P.M.

3:30 P.M.
4:00 P.M.

4:30 P.M.

5:00 P.M.

6:00 P.M.

6:30 P.M.
6:45 P.M.
7:00 P.M.

ELLIS PAINT COMPANY (Organ)
LUBIN’S SAMPLE STORE (Popular Music)

CHILDREN’S LUNCHEON CLUB PROGRAM
Conducted by Uncle Nibs.

FARM FLASHES—MONTANA PRESS RELEASE—
WEATHER

KGIR NEWS ‘ON THE AIR TODAY’
CLOROX COMPANY (Popular)
MONTANA CEREAL COMPANY ”

HOUSEKEEPER’S CHATS Dept. Agriculture
Recipe Exchange by lady-listeners.

ANNOUNCEMENT & AFTERNOON DANCE PERIOD
Food Emporium Mirror Hosiery

Shirley’s Paxon-Rockefeller
Reisch Better Service Station
Heath Baking Beaty Bug House

KNOW THE WORLD HOUR
A Story of a different city everyday
(Organ background)

BAND CONCERT

DEER LODGE HOUR (Popular Music)
Keystone Drug

LaRose Beauty Shop

ANACONDA HOUR (Semi Classical)

McConnel Electric
Unique Cleaners

SERVICE HOUR (Popular Music)

No. American Pub. Corp.

Standard Motor (Ford)

David E. Anderson (Firestone)

Mary McDonald (A & W Rootbeer)
Largey Lumber

World Bookman

News

Road Conditions

YOUNG FOLKS HAPPY HOUR Conducted by Cousin
Carl & Air Castle’ Electrical transcription.

DENVER BETTER BUSINESS BUREAU
GAMER SHOE NUNN-BUSH PROGRAM

DINNER HOUR Studio Orchestra
CECIL & SALLY (Electrical Transcription)
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Al’s Photo Shop Spillman & Warwick
Snell Spring Service Texaco Oil Company
Crystal Creamery N.P. Railway Co.
Montana Auto & Garage  Strain Bros. Dept. Store
The Hat Box News, Weather & Time

8:00 P.M. SARGON Electrically transcribed

8:30 P.M. OLD-TIME " "
9:00 PM. TOM & WASH "
Gallagher Whix-Way Food Store

9:15 P.M. RADIO BAFFLERS (Mystery Play)

9:45 PM. GOOD NEWS MAGAZINE
10:00 P.M. U.S. BUILDING & LOAN REQUEST HOUR
11:00 P.M. THE GOOFS CLUB.?

Butte, Montana’s popular music tastes were in tune with the rest of
the country and KGIR was in step with programming strategy across the
dial where dance music dominated. In pre-Hit Parade and pre-Top 40 days,
the most reliable barometer of popularity were record sales—and to a lesser
degree, sheet music sales. In Variety’s regular charting of recording sales,
dance orchestras dominated. Overwhelmingly. It was the same story after
Your Hit Parade hit the airwaves and Variety logged network airplay:
public preference for songs between 1930 and 1945 leaned heavily toward
those the bands played.

The term, dance orchestra, was uniquely 1920s nomenclature, and by
the early 1930s, had faded from use, to be replaced by big bands, or name
bands. But the big band was still a dance band and popular music re-
mained primarily a function of dancing. “Big” band was not merely a case
of terminology; dance units were getting bigger. Orchestras at this time
were adding an extra instrument or two to their brass and reed sections.
Basic changes were also taking place in the sound of the bands: the string
bass was gradually replacing the tuba; and the banjo was being phased
out in favor of the accoustical guitar. These substitutions in the rhythm
section helped fashion an entirely different texture to the music, as 1920s
vo-de-oh-do and razz-ma-tazz gave way to a more polished and softened
surface.

When it came to the leader, the French proverb was never truer: Plus
ca change, plus c’est la méme chose. He was still the big man in music and
getting more powerful all the time. Radio’s growing audience, although
more discriminating than earlier d-x fanatics but obviously approving trends
set in the 1920s, helped increase the prestige of the dance orchestras. Es-
tablished bandleaders, aware of the medium’s power and their own ability
to influence music tastes, knew the road map indicated only one route to
continued fame and fortune, and it read R-A-D-I-O. To novices, the mus-
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ical vistas looked bleak: breaking into the popular music business (a not
very promising project as the widening Depression touched all phases of
American life in the early 1930s) required being heard on the radio. And
that usually meant having something to do with a dance band. A musical
tale of two cities best illustrates the point.

First, the big city version. In 1930, a Rutgers law student named Os-
wald Nelson was still leading the band that helped him pay his undergrad-
uate bills. After listening one night to a regularly scheduled dance band
program, Roemer’s Homers Radio Hour, Nelson decided his eight-piece
unit sounded every bit as good as the one on WMCA. He went into action.
Evidently having benefited from his education in the finer points of advo-
cacy, Nelson talked the WMCA manager into giving him an audition. Sta-
tion and sponsor liked Nelson’s octet and so began Milton Roemer’s quest
of better furniture sales—and Ozzie Nelson’s quest for greater show biz
glory. After the show had been on the air a while, the New York Daily
Mirror started a dance band popularity contest. (Newspapers at the time
often ran such contests to increase circulation.) Nelson quickly discovered
that Milton Roemer understood what impact popular music (and some
imaginative hype) could have in the marketplace. The sponsor, who was
involved in every detail of his show, learned from a dealer in Newark that
newspaper vendors were given credit for unsold copies if they returned
first pages. Whereupon Mr. Roemer acquired thousands of the unsold tab-
loids, hired a crew to clip the ballots, filled in Ozzie Nelson’s name, and
sent them to the newspaper.

Roemer’s ballot-box stuffing in the New York Daily Mirror’s Most
Popular Bandleader contest was the nudge that Nelson needed. Taking the
contest results with him, the resourceful furniture dealer appeared before
the Westchester County Park Commission to plead the signing of Ozzie
Nelson and His Orchestra as the opening attraction for the new Glen Is-
land Casino. The Board concluded that a band which finished ahead of
Rudy Vallee’s and all the other big network favorites had to be the one.
And so it came to pass, as Nelson recounts in his autobiography,

I became the first name bandleader to play at the famous Glen Island
Casino—the cradle of more name bands than any other dance spot in the
world . . . Our opening night was a dream come true. It seemed as if
everyone in town was there: Paul Whiteman, Vincent Lopez, Fred War-
ing, Will Osborne, Ted Lewis, Morton Downey—yes, and even Rudy
Vallee himself . . . We were [now] broadcasting coast to coast over the
CBS network. Before the evening was over, recording executive Jack Kapp
had offered us a contract to record on the Brunswick label.4

In dozens of smaller cities such as York, Pennsylvania, dance units
played out another kind of radio story in the early 1930s. Local musical
groups vied for exposure whenever a new outlet came on the air and one
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was generally chosen to be that station’s house band. Regular broadcasts
several times a day made these units the town’s first radio celebrities along
with the announcers. Thus did Bernard Hochberger and His Orchestra
become the staff band at York’s first radio station, WORK. Guitar, saxo-
phone, drums, two trumpets and Hochberger’s violin made up the band’s
instrumentation. Harold Miller* who was a staff announcer when WORK
went on the air in early 1932 remembered having the Hochberger orches-
tra at the station’s beginning. Every day, six days a week, until the middle
1940s, Hochberger’s boys ground out half-hour dance music programs at
noon and at 5§ p.m. In the middle of the afternoon, they became Bernard
Hochberger’s Ensemble, playing classical selections. Miller’s chief recollec-
tion of the band was the repetition factor:

By having our studio orchestra on the air every day, at the same times,
with the same music, by the same musicians, they sounded alike in every-
thing they did. After a while, to get some variety on the station, we de-
veloped quarter hours of trios, duets, and the like. We also built a daily
program of popular music, featuring the band’s regular pianist and my-
self. We called these shows, Four Hands Open, the significance of the
title being we were open to requests.$

Radio’s dependence on bands as the primary source of popular music
was heavy throughout the 1930s. In cities of all sizes, this meant a listener
could tune in virtually any hour, day or night, and hear one. Abel Green,
Variety’s leading band reviewer and one of the popular music’s most as-
tute critics right through the 1950s, observed,

Say what you will, the average radio fan prefers a straight dance combo
to anything else. The practical side for this figures. Average household
turns on and either devotes its time to dinner, or reading a paper, or
having a cocktail, or just a chinfest, none of which elements favor atten-
tion to any lyrics or dialog.$

It was not uncommon to find dance music standard daytime network fare.
An analysis of the CBS schedule for March 8, 1932 lists only three quarter-
hours of sponsored programs between 12 noon and 6:30 p.m. Of the re-
maining time periods Columbia devoted no less than three hours in part
or totally to dance music:

12N-12:30—Charles Boulanger with Young’s
Restaurant Orchestra

* Miller actually joined the staff as a pianist. He had just graduated from Cincinnati Con-
servatory of Music, and without those credentials, he says, he could never have gotten the
job. Shortly afterward, boasting “There was nothing to announcing,” he got his chance,
won the job, went on to become program director, and then station manager.
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12:30-1:00—Columbia Revue with Vincent
Sorey’s Orchestra

1:00-1:30—George Hall’s Hotel Taft Orchestra
4:00—4:15—Rhythm Kings
4:30-5:00—George Hall’s Orchestra
5:00-5:15—Fred Berren’s Orchestra
6:00—6:15—Freddie Rich’s Orchestra
6:15-6:30—Fred Berren’s Orchestra?

Whatever other strengths they may have added to program schedules
in the early 1930s, the bands served as welcome antidotes to one of the
darkest periods in the nation’s history. One needed only a few indicators
to grasp America’s social and economic plight:

INDICATOR 1930 1931 1932
Unemployment 4,340,000 8,020,000 12,060,000
Business Failures 26,355 28,285 31,822
Farm Income $4.1 Billion $3.2 Billion $1.9 Billion

—Source: Statistical Abstract of the United
States, 1935, Government Printing Office.

In popular music there were tunes making social statements of one sort
or another:

MELANCHOLY
“Brother, Can You Spare a Dime”—1932
“Stormy Weather”—1933

PHILOSOPHICAL RESIGNATION

“Life Is Just a Bowl of Cherries”—1931

“Let’s Put Out The Lights (And Go to Sleep)’—1932
“Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?’—1933

“It’s Only a Shanty”—1932

HOPE

“Headin’ for Better Times”—1931
“There’s a New Day Comin’ ”—1933
“When My Ship Comes In”—1934

A Variety headline spelled out one of the few bits of good news during the
early years of the Great Depression: RADIO ONLY SHOW BIZ TO MAKE
MONEY FOR ’32.

For the networks and their advertisers, big bands were an excellent
means of reaching a listening public whose spending power had been low-
ered with devastating impact. Bandleaders’ names were familiar names and
their music afforded a congenial environment for commercial messages.
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Name bands in choice time slots held up well throughout the 1930s as the
Appendix on page 362 indicates. Sponsored prime-time big band programs
ranged from those festooned with elaborate production to the kind that
had the leader giving simple introductions. The Paul Whiterman Show,
sponsored by Kraft Cheese on NBC during the 1933-34 season typified
the former. Whiteman, who never thought small, found kindred spirits in
his sponsor and its advertising agency, J. Walter Thompson. No costs were
spared, with Whiteman alone reported to have been pulling down $4500
a week. A live theater audience, whistling and whooping, helped generate
the requisite excitement for the folks listening at home. By now, it was
recognized that a few hundred appreciative studio fans could be made,
with correct microphone emplacement, to sound like a few thousand. With
the Paul Whiteman Show, Thursday, 10~11 p.m., on NBC, as a prime
example, Variety called attention to the studio aspects of a big-time radio
show:

[The audience] is great stuff through the mike. They’re all cheerleaders
who applaud as no paid extras could . . . And as the curtain rises when-
ever audience reaction is deserved, how the boys and girls respond . . .
A new show business this here Raaadio situation. Looks (or rather, sounds)
a great business that hasn’t yet begun to get hot.?

For the millions of Americans who gathered around their living room
consoles, Whiteman’s program represented the ultimate in popular music
packaging for its day: the latest songs; two boy vocalists; two girl vocal-
ists; a male quartet, top-notch instrumentalists; Deems Taylor, as Master
of Ceremonies; and the ample maestro himself. For a time during the show’s
run, Al Jolson was part of the all-star cast. Scripts were deliberately writ-
ten with a thin veneer of sophistication, but occasionally got cutesy. Deems
Taylor, the high-brow critic, who came down from his lofty music perch,
bounded through his lines in a sort of I-enjoy-slumming-with-middle
America joie de vivre. On a Paul Whiteman Show in December, 1933,
Taylor brought on Whiteman’s male quartet in the mock-serious manner
that characterized many of the introductions:

TAYLOR: And now we’re going to hear from the Rondoleers. They’re a
very expensive quartet Mr. Whiteman acquired three or four weeks
ago. I wondered how he could afford them until I discovered he won
them playing bridge . . .

Bob Laurence, a male singer, received this build-up:

TAYLOR: I’'ve been asked by several people who admire Bob Laurence’s
singing to describe the training and course of study that made him
sing so well. So for the benefit of music students, I'm going to outline
the Laurence musical education. He grew up in New Orleans which
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is very good for singing. He then took a course at Rutgers College in
petroleum technology for the sake of his middle voice. Then to upper
himself he worked five years in Oklahoma building oil refineries.
Feeling he was about ready he made his debut over WTIC, in Hart-
ford, Connecticut. Then he joined the Whiteman organization. And
that’s how he learned to sing.

Whiteman usually included a few songs from the newest film and stage
offerings, a gesture that made listeners feel they were among the first to
hear the latest in pop music:

TAYLOR: Lew Leslie has opened his all-colored revue Blackbirds of 1934
in New York, and Mr. Whiteman is going to play a medley tonight
of the outstanding numbers of the score. The orchestra and the Ron-
doleers will start off with “Tappin The Bottle.” Then we’ll hear “I
Just Couldn’t Take It, Baby,” with Peggy Healy, not taking it. Then
“Pm Walking the Chalk Line” with Ramona. Then Jack Fulton will
elaborate on “One Hundred Years from Today.” And we should
wind up with “Mother’s Son-in-Law,” with Ramona in the title role.
Mr. Whiteman and the orchestra begin.?

Paul Whiteman’s rather ostentatious approach to popular music
worked; he was able to mount a major radio show during most of the big
band era. Only one other aggregation did better. Guy Lombardo’s was the
sole name band to fill a prime time network slot with a sponsor, every
season except one, between 1930 and 1945. For two years he was heard
on both NBC and CBS every week. That the Royal Canadians’ music had
universal appeal can be read in a partial list of sponsors who subsidized
their programs: Robert Burns, White Owl, Plough, Esso, Bond Bread, Lady
Esther, Colgate and Chelsea Cigarettes. Lombardo shows were as simple
as Whiteman’s were frilly. An Esso braodcast from 193S$ illustrates Lom-
bardo’s straight-forward, say-it-with music manner:

LOMBARDO: Each week we play the favorite song of a famous star.
Tonight the famous star is lovely Joan Crawford. And her favorite

g

song—“Easter Parade.” So with the compliments of Esso Marketers,
we play for Joan Crawford, “Easter Parade.” 10

Not so fortunate were some other name band programs. Advertising
agencies often diluted shows billed as popular music vehicles with guests,
skits, special reports, and the like. Critics in the trade press and listeners
complained about such watering down. But because ad agencies packaged
commercial radio shows, they controlled them down to the minutest de-
tails, and the practice continued. Not untypical was Jan Garber’s Supper
Club. By the title, one would deduce this to be 30-minutes of mostly music
by one of the country’s most popular dance bands in 1934. But the “memo
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merchants,” as Fred Allen loved to call admen, deemed otherwise. Variety,
in one of the strongest blasts of the year, let the agency have it:

The wonder is why any sponsor should spend hard-earned cash for a
band as good as Jan Garber (one of the top 20 in the country) and then
shove that band into the background where it means little. Garber plays
great music, and it’s hardly good showmanship to spot him between some
phony dialog between a columnist and a hat check girl.!

An irate listener wrote to Radio Guide, beefing about the same thing:

Jan Garber has a great orchestra and should be given more time . . . |
wish a lot of other people would rather hear more of Jan Garber’s music
and Lee Bennett’s singing and less drama . . .12

Advertisers who wished to reach women were partial to bands such as Jan
Garber’s, noted for their emphasis on romantic ballads. In the larger cities,
it was not uncommon for name bands to be showcased live during the
daytime. In the mid-1930s, Macy’s, along with department stores in 11
major cities, led the way in co-sponsoring dance bands in the morning.
Even Variety’s reviewer, in critiquing the series’ opener (Henry King and
His Orchestra, WOR, Thursdays, 9-9:45 a.m.) found it “a little startling
to hear smart dance rhythms so early in the day.” 13

In spite of their many successes as commercial entities, name bands
also conjure up another image. Popular culture historians and misty-eyed
nostalgics alike, when they consider this era of popular music, think of the
late night remote broadcasts. Indeed, many Americans who grew up in the
1930s and 1940s gained their first perceptions of popular music from these
programs. Starting at 11 p.m. and running until well after midnight, the
bands played on. Enticed by announcers’ alluring word pictures of glam-
orous locations, listeners frequently got hooked and stayed with the bands
until 2 a.m.—in much the same way television talk shows entrap viewers.
It was a time, as John S. Wilson put it, “when the first instantly recogniz-
able notes of a theme song surging out of a radio could excite anticipation
of incredible pleasures to come.” Often playing to empty tables, the bands
and their announcers created settings, glamorized in the minds of the lis-
teners. Bands fought for locations, and locations fought for the bands. To
make it a unique tripartite back-scratching game, add the networks. They
held the trump card, because they decided where the remote lines should
go. The networks had their pick of originations from an endless string of
hotels, ballrooms, casinos and pavilions.

Bookings into select spots guaranteed bands those coveted radio
wires—sometimes by competing networks in the same evening. (For a list-
ing of some of the major ballrooms, hotel rooms, restaurants, and night
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spots famous for their big band remote broadcasts, see Appendix on page
363.) In addition to their trademark theme songs, one sure-fire way for
leaders to add an extra touch to the packaging of their bands was the
adoption of slogans, special catchwords at the beginning of broadcasts,
sobriquets and titles. Noteworthy among them were these:

Louis Armstrong—Satchmo

Blue Barron—*“Music of Yesterday and Today”
Ben Bernie—The Old Maestro

Les Brown—. . . “And His Band of Renown”
Cab Calloway—*“Heigh-de-Ho!”

Larry Clinton—The Old Dipsy Doodler

Jimmy Dorsey—. . . “And His Contrasting Music”
Tommy Dorsey—That Sentimental Gentleman
Eddie Duchin—The Ten Magic Fingers of Radio
Shep Fields—. . . And His Rippling Rhythm”
Jan Garber—The Idol of the Airlanes

Benny Goodman—The King of Swing

Gray Gordon—. . . “And His Tick-Tock Rhythm”
Horace Heidt—. . . “And His Musical Knights”
Fletcher Henderson—The Colored King of Swing
Dick Jurgens—‘‘Here’s that band again!”

Wayne King—The Waltz King

John Kirby—The Biggest Little Band in The Land
Red Norvo/Mildred Bailey—Mr. and Mrs. Swing
Artie Shaw—King of the Clarinet

Anson Weeks—*“Let’s Go Dancin’ with Anson!”

There was no other way to make it in the big time dance band busi-
ness except through network exposure. Sometimes unknowns went to ex-
tremes to crash the network gates. One of the more imaginative contriv-
ances was concocted by Richard Himber, a bush-league leader, and NBC.
Himber got the right ear at NBC and somehow sold the network a non-
existant band to broadcast from New York’s fashionable Essex House.
With the Depression on his side, Himber convinced 12 hungry sidemen to
join him. What made Himber’s sale the more fascinating was the Essex
House room from which the broadcasts originated. Joey Nash, Himber’s
vocalist, reflecting on his Richard Himber days, compared the spot used
for broadcasts to

an unoccupied, unkempt, sub-terranean cavern that had the ambiance of
a livery stable. In truth it was a junkyard, the last resting place for mounds
and mounds of hotel furnishings. Roped cartons of linens, silverware and
glassware, scores of one-legged hatracks, dozens of big soup tureens, moth-
eaten, ripped divans, swimming-pool size punch bowls, hundreds of bro-
ken chairs and tables were strewn anywhere and everywhere . . .14
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How listeners heard the room described by NBC announcers purring
“mellifluous hokum,” Nash recalls,

. never failed to break up the band: “There is a sea of happy faces
dining and dancing here in this beautiful dining room overlooking lovely
Central Park here in New York, listening to the lilting strains of Richard
Himber’s orchestra and the romantic songs of Joey Nash.” 15

Himber had the last laugh, however, because the Essex House hokum sup-
plied the impetus for him to move on to a successful career that found his
orchestra featured on a number of network commercial packages and many
remotes.

Flights of fanciful verbal adornment were the order of the day on
legitimate remotes too in the early 1930s. Around the time Joey Nash and
The Himberians conspired with NBC, Anson Weeks was fronting a West
Coast band that had already gained national fame, largely due to its late
night remotes from San Francisco’s Hotel Mark Hopkins. The broadcasts
couldn’t have done the hotel any harm either, as this fragment from a
1932 Mark Hopkins air-shot attests:

ANNOUNCER: Is it the music, or isn’t it? There’s something in the at-
mosphere here in the Peacock Court that makes it the rendezvous of
smart, pleasure-loving people from all parts of the world? They come
to dance the night away, and stay for days, weeks and sometimes
months, captivated by the spirit of camaraderie and the haunting
melodies of this rare music at the Hotel Mark Hopkins. Now Anson,
prove our statement by playing that medley you were talking about.1¢

To a nation gripped by bleak poverty, with many of its citizens more
concerned about finding places in bread lines than in dancing the night
away in Peacock Court, the incongruity of radio dishing out such fantasies
may at first seem incomprehensible. Yet, it was the very escape radio’s big
bands offered that helped make them so popular duing the Depression.
Remote locations had to be “smart and spacious, elegant, glamorous, lux-
urious.” * As times got better and additional discretionary dollars became
available for entertainment, night spot and hotel operators cashed in the
build-up they got on radio. Those listeners who had been enthralled by
announcers’ word pictures went in increasing numbers to the places they
had heard about over the air. Business generated by remote broadcasts
literally “made” some locations and saved some others. It may be one of
the most beneficial reciprocities in show business history.

The quid pro quo as far as bandleaders were concerned also worked
in a much subtler manner. They were forever promoting their next

*It is more than a co-incidence that the first disc jockey of consequence, Martin Block,
invented a2 mythical ballroom and described his setting that was on par with the real ones.
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personal appearance, their latest recording, their newest composition. Such
drop-ins were made to appear ever so casual and unrehearsed. But they
were planned with the same adroitness that script writers, say, of the Bob
Hope Pepsodent Show might have used to slip in a mention of a golf bag
manufacturer. Years later Variety coined the word “plugola”; if band-
leaders didn’t invent the practice, they certainly perfected it. Citing two
random examples, it is not difficult to grasp why bandleaders found in
remotes a sure-fire technique to obtain a nationwide hearing for any side-
line ventures they had going. On a Glenn Miller remote from the Cafe
Rouge or Hotel Pennsylvania, it was the announcer who made the nicely-
packaged pitch:

ANNOUNCER: It was last summer, I believe, a new tune popped up on
one of the Glenn Miller shows, and at that time Glenn Miller pre-
dicted a great deal of popularity for it. Well, he’s seen that prediction
come true. And he’s also seen his recording of it become the most
popular coast to coast. Ray Eberle singing “Starlit Hour.” 17

When the leader himself did the honors, as in the following instance on a
late-night Bob Crosby airshot from Hotel New Yorker’s Terrace Room,
the intent was the same:

ANNOUNCER: Words now from the boss man, Bob Crosby

CROSBY: Well, in a rash moment a few years ago, ladies and gentlemen,
Roc Hilman, the guitar player in Jimmy Dorsey’s band, a druggist in
Baltimore, Maryland, and myself got together and wrote a song. Just
recently the editors of Radio Mirror saw fit to publish the song. So |
guess maybe we ought to play it for you and see if you like it. So we
made an arrangement and here’s the song. Words and music by my-
self. It’s called “It’s a Small World.” I hope you like it. “It’s a Small
World.” All set fellows? And I hope you like it.!8

When big bands rode the radio networks, America’s social life was
still a function of downtown areas. Center city hotels, ballrooms and night
clubs were often located near the originating station’s facilities, making
logistics for arranging remotes a relatively simple matter. New York was
the unchallenged pacesetter in offering the most origination points. But
surprisingly, Chicago with fewer locations, may have been more influen-
tial. For no city inducted more important name bands into the winner’s
circle than “that toddlin’ town.” The leading ones included Guy Lom-
bardo, Hal Kemp, Kay Kyser, Bob Crosby, Jan Garber, Ben Bernie, Hor-
ace Heidt, Shep Fields, Benny Goodman, Anson Weeks, Coon-Sanders,
Freddy Martin, Dick Jurgens and Eddie Howard. Down Beat, in a big
band retrospective, pointed to the four stepping stones the Windy City
supplied: “(1.) win over a Chicago following and get located in a key spot;
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(2.) entertain the wide audience within earshot of Chi sustaining radio
broadcasts; (3.) then out to the hinterlands to meet the listeners on one-
niters and theater tours; (4.) back to the ‘name’ Chicago spot until a coast-
to-coast sponsored radio show was in the bag.” 1°

Those leaders who were fortunate enough to land commercial radio
shows never considered relinquishing their sustaining remotes. Sponsors
evidently were not worried about over-exposure, figuring remotes were
good promotional trailers for their bands’ prime time properties. (For an
indication of how big bands dominated late night network schedules 1935—
1940, see Appendix on page 365.) The same table also portrays a gradual
cutting-back toward the end of the decade. There were several reasons—
some aesthetic and economic, and one that affected all healthy young
American males.

By the early 1940s, the sameness Harold Miller detected in his WORK
orchestra was afflicting the name bands. Listener ennui began setting in
when many of the outfits started sounding alike. Fans who once lionized
the maestros were now dividing their attention among other more varied
fare on radio. Movies which had the Depression decade to spread their
wings competed for attention as more entertainment dollars became avail-
able. Then too, popular music itself was slowly slipping out of the band-
leaders’ control and moving in the direction of singers. But an even more
powerful force had moved centerstage. When the country went to war, the
traumatic changes that altered American life had a profound effect on the
big bands. Military obligations of leaders and sidemen (many of who were
of draftable age), more lucrative defense plant jobs, transportation prob-
lems and wartime entertainment taxes—all contributed to dwindling pop-
ulation of bandstand tenants. Interest in dancing declined as male partners
went off to perform to the sounds of different drummers. When radio
went to war, programmers called on the depleted ranks of the big bands
for the regular listening fare, and in addition, special shows with a pa-
triotic flavor. Military installations often served as origination points for
live broadcasts put on before appreciative men and women of the armed
forces. (Spotlight Bands, a sponsored six-a-week live, prime time half-hour,
featuring virtually every name band still going, originated from military
bases in every part of the country for several of the war years.) For all
practical purposes, however, the best years of the bands were behind them.
They were not casualties of World War II. If anything, international events
prolonged their life span a little longer; otherwise, radio would have ditched
them sooner.

At their best, from their identifiable theme songs to their closing sig-
natures, name bands were the first real stylists of popular music. They
deserved much of the adulation showered upon them. Without radio, their
influence would have been only a fraction of what it turned out to be.
With radio and the name bands working together, millions of Americans
became popular-music conscious. The easy accessability radio offered made
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the music name bands played Everyman’s music. Without radio, those
American classicists, the musical comedy composers, would have reached
far fewer appreciative ears. Radio was the megaphone through which Cole
Porter, Rodgers and Hart, and George Gershwin, were able to be heard
and thus contribute to the musical appreciation of untold thousands.

At their worst, the big bands did little to explore new forms. They
took the easy way out and committed the unpardonable sin of show busi-
ness, namely, not knowing when to quit a successful formula. Big bands
were the embodiment of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s observation that, “Every
hero becomes a bore at last.”
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CHAPTER 5

Canned Music

IN RADIO’S FIRST DECADE, one operational dictum was declared inviolate.
It decreed a live musical performance to be far superior to a recorded
presentation. The derogatory term “canned music” was meant to imply all
the shabby elements of third-rate broadcasting. The stigma connected with
playing recordings on the air was not merely a case of arrogance flaunted
by haughty operators who had network affiliations and the resources to
do elaborate live local programming. The Federal Communications Com-
mission even promoted the “live-is-better” cause. Recalling the licensing
process of the early 1930s, pioneer broadcaster Harold Miller noted the
FCC awarded prompt grants to new-station applicants who promised not
to play recordings for their first three-year license period. Miller’s WORK
and other prospective licensees in his shoes agreed to this stipulation,
thereby avoiding long waits, extra paperwork and the possibility of not
getting a license at all. Pro-recording broadcasters (and they were in the
distinct minority) knew their colleagues were Uriah Heeps of the airwaves.
For indeed, the live-only advocates were using mechanically produced
sound. It just went by a different name.

Called electrical transcriptions, these were 16-inch discs on which a
half-hour program (15 minutes to a side) could be neatly contained. Elec-
trical transcriptions (“ET’s” in broadcasting shorthand) were originally Vs-
inch thick and made of acetate. By the mid-1930s, they had been reduced
to the thickness of a regular recording. Radio’s use of ET’s was an exten-
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sion of their employment in the early movie sound process. Vitaphone had
developed the 16-inch, 33%5 rpm lateral disc and synchronized it mechan-
ically with the projector to produce sound films. Variety reported the first
use of transcriptions in broadcasting when it covered the appearance of
ET inventor Harold J. Smith before the Federal Radio Commission—a
step deemed absolutely essential, given that regulatory body’s pro-live stance
at the time.

Shunned at first, transcriptions did not make it to the airwaves until
late 1929 when WOR broke the ice. The high-quality reproduction sur-
prised many in the broadcasting-advertising fraternity and resistance was
not long in breaking down. Within two years after their introduction, Va-
riety estimated: a.) 75% of all stations were using ET’s; and b.) in the year
ahead, $11,000,000 would be spent on transcribed shows by such adver-
tisers as Chrysler, Chevrolet and National Refining.! Broadcasters were
thus able to put aside their parti pris about canned music as the cash
register clanged out its melodious ring.

Advertisers were happy too. They found that by placing ET shows on
stations, they were able to pinpoint select cities to accomplish specific mar-
keting strategies, thus eliminating waste network coverages in places where
they didn’t need it. ET’s also afforded advertisers the privilege of negoti-
ating with stations for time periods of their own choosing, rather than
having to take the abritrary time slots assigned by the network. Dance
orchestras, the ruling class of popular music in the early 1930s, figured
prominently in sponsor selections, Programs by dance outfits on electrical
transcription were much like their live network counterparts: pop tunes of
the day, interspersed within commercials and dialogue. One of the earliest
of the genre, the Sunny Meadows Radio Show, presented in select markets
in 1929, was named in contemporary fashion—after its sponsor, the Sunny
Meadows Manufacturing Company, an appliance maker, located in
Bloomington, lllinois. Each disc featured a 1920s-styled dance orchestra
led by Ray Miller, a singer and a master of ceremonies named, not sur-
prisingly, Sunny Meadows. Tunes played on the Sunny Meadows Radio
Show were popular hits. One ET in the series featured these 1929 favor-
ites:

Angry
You're the Cream in My Coffee

I Ain’t Got Nobody

Sweetheart of All My Dreams

My Blackbirds Are Bluebirds Now
Caressing You

Royal Garden Blues?

Much of the program continuity was dreadful. Before listeners could hear
a song, they often endured inane dialogue:
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SUNNY MEADOWS: Ladies and gentlemen. Ray is about to make a
confession and tell us about the sweetheart of all his dreams.

RAY MILLER: Pardon me, Sunny. I believe part of your announcement
is misleading, simply because if I start making confessions over the
radio—well, that would be just too bad.

SUNNY MEADOWS: You mean bad confessions, Ray?

RAY MILLER: Sunny, Sunny! That you should question my integrity! It
isn’t a confession. It’s a melody called “Sweetheart of All My
Dreams.” Right, Boys? '

BAND: RIGHT!?

Transcribed pop music shows sometimes included a commentary by
an expert in his field—usually on a current topic that had nothing to do
with music. On an early 1930s ET series, for its Friendly Five brand, Jar-
man Shoes included an aviation commentator named Casey Jones. Freddie
Rich, then the leader of the CBS house band, and His Orchestra provided
the canned music. The Friendly Five Footnotes on the Air show was ob-
viously supposed to entertain and edify. Freddie Rich and the boys took
care of the entertainment with renditions in early 1930s dance band style.
For edification, listeners to one program heard Casey Jones discuss the
latest achievements in aviation: American Airlines’ new service from Miami
to Buenos Aires, cutting travel time from 23 to eight days; and Pan Amer-
ica’s new winter trips to the West Indies (“By boat a Caribbean cruise
takes some two to three weeks. By air, it can be completed in six days,
covering 17 countries. The trip across the Caribbean now takes six hours.”’)

ET popular music sponsors ran the gamut of American marketing,
from the automotive giants to small cosmetic firms. Advertising agencies
who produced the transcriptions rarely trusted the music alone to carry
the show. On the big-budget ET’s, there were short commentaries, guests,
trips to exotic isles, whirlwind visits to expensive nightclubs, drop-ins to
private penthouse parties. In the case of a mid-1930s show sponsored by
Kelvinator, it was a “country club membership” that was evoked when
the 15-minute show was over. Kelvinator’s transcribed Your Country Club
of the Air supplied words and music for a Depression fantasy aimed at
housewives. Paul Douglas (who later gained fame as a Broadway and Hol-
lywood actor) opened the show as follows:

Your Country Club of the Air invites you to come and relax once again
in one of its easy chairs or in one of its deep sofa lounges. Morton Gould
and his Orchestra are here to play for you, and Donald Novis, the silver
voice star of stage and radio is here to sing for you. So join us and make
yourself comfortable.5

Cosmetics makers, one of network radio’s earliest popular music
sponsors, used transcriptions unstintingly. Low initial investment and low
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overhead were the lures that induced numerous fledging entrepreneurs to
go into the cosmetics business during the Depression. Musical radio with
its built-in romantic appeal to reach a women’s audience, and its low cost,
afforded unknown beauty products an opportunity for quick marketplace
acceptance. Popular music transcriptions, placed in select markets, enabled
lesser known brands such as Cheloni and Lavena to take on nationally-
known makes. Both are names long since forgotten at cosmetics counters,
but in the early 1930s in cities where their ET’s were run, Cheloni and
Lavena stood up to the giants in the powder puff derby. Cheloni Skin
Rejuvenator, “that modern fountain of youth,” sponsored Eddie South and
His Orchestra in a transcribed pop music series. What made the Cheloni
Skin Program unique was not the extravagance of its product claims (“to
tighten up sagging facial contours . . . and bring back that double chin to
more useful flattering lines . . . and wipe years from faces”). Cheloni’s
show was unusual for its time (1932) because it used a dance orchestra
led by a Black, Eddie South (“The Dark Angel of the Violin’). South, a
hot jazz violinist, like many musicians who had split musical personalities,
laid on the schmaltz for the Cheloni show with a playlist of romantic
ballads. Song announcements were low key and brief:

ANNOUNCER: Here’s a well-known sound, “Jealousy.” Eddie South and
his orchestra.
or
Now the “Dark Angel of the Violin,” Eddie South and one of those
delightful solos “Penthouse Serenade.” ¢

For advertisers with limited budgets, those kinds of short introduc-
tions on ET programs were born of necessity. The wordier the script, the
greater the chance for the announcer to blow his lines. In which case, the
cumbersome recording machine that was used to cut the show on to disc
had to be stopped and the entire production started all over again. Splic-
ings, tape erasers and unlimited takes were luxuries unavailable in the re-
cording field in 1932. In keeping talk to a minimum, producers were in-
corporating a rubric that foreshadowed Top 40 Radio’s abhorrence of long-
winded deejays. Standard openings for canned programs were scripted to
get listeners into the music as quickly as possible. Harlow Wilcox’s open-
ing announcement for a transcribed package featuring Hal Kemp’s Or-
chestra illustrates how no time was wasted in getting the show on the
road:

WILCOX: (Under Kemp’s theme) Lavena, the new oatmeal treatment,
which softens and beautifies skin, presents Hal Kemp and His Inter-
national Favorites. Here’s music that rests and relaxes. Our opening
number—“This Is Romance.” Wendell Mayhew sings.”

By the mid-1930s, transcribed dance music shows such as Hal Kemp’s
and Eddie South’s were giving way to a different sort of canned entertain-




80 IDOLS OF THE AIRLANES

ment. Variety called attention to a new trend in ET programming, noting
“bigger budgets, better talent and greater variation of entertainment . . .
the older procedure of buying one band, or singer (or combo), and then
using them for a whole season is being supplemental by the “guest star”
technique . . . Biggest guest star addict right now is Kroger Grocery and
Baking Company, whose House of a Thousand Eyes is bankrolling the
Bohemian Quartet, Dick Powell, Molasses ’n January, Frank Tours Or-
chestra, Lanny Ross, Walter O’Keefe and others.”8

Detroit found particular favor with the ET mode of musical radio.
Few months passed without Dodge, Chevrolet, Plymouth and Ford riding
on station transcription turntables. Around the mid-1930s, one of network
radio’s star attractions, Fred Waring, signed with Ford to do a transcribed
series. Bringing Waring into the ET fold not only represented a coup for
Ford, it also told the world that the process of capturing melodies on disc
with adequate verisimilitude had arrived. Otherwise, the musically fastidi-
ous Waring would have had no part of a music canning factory. The Fred
Waring Show was the kind of advertising vehicle that local merchants loved,
and this one especially endeared the manufacturer to the Ford dealer fam-
ily. Some stations’ uses of the discs, however, did not endear them to Fred
Waring. The head Pennsylvanian learned that some stations were lifting
out his material and building their own Fred Waring shows. Waring (whose
frequent tiffs with broadcasters over the use of his commercial recordings
enlivened Radio Row during the 1930s) made a test case of the issue by
taking a North Carolina station to federal court. The judge, agreeing with
Waring, issued a cease-and-desist order, alerting like-minded broadcasters
to think twice before messing with the Pennsylvanians’ discs.

Waring’s plunge into ET programming, of course, spurred other car
makers to get in the ET act. During the 1936 season, Dodge put on platter
a pop music show starring such current favorites as Gertrude Neisen, Frank
Parker and Kay Thompson. Such splashy variety-popular music packages
were obviously of network calibre. And therein lay one of the problems.
Transcribed programs were getting more expensive to produce, since the
finished product had to match the live quality dispensed on NBC and CBS.
Toward the end of the decade, the major networks had pretty well pre-
empted choice time periods; desirable slots for ET’s on local stations were
getting harder to find. More and more national advertisers went shopping
for network availabilities, as the NBC and CBS publicity mills continued
to grind out sales success stories. Meanwhile, regional sponsors, the bread-
and-butter accounts of ETland, were relying on stations to build live pro-
grams for them, thus avoiding the middleman transcriber.

Popular music shows on transcription, however, were far from passé
after 1939. Scaled down in size to quarter-hour units, they made ideal
insertions to fill in soap opera gaps and in the lucrative noon-hour and
early evening local-station time spaces. The Jack Berch Show for Gulf
products that ran on select stations during the summer months of 1939
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was representative of this breed. Berch a song-and-patter man, who a de-
cade later would become a network super-salesman for Prudential Life,
was the featured artist on a breezy two-a-week stanza. Gulf’s quarterhour
format called for a mix of four pops and standards, all sung by Berch,
backed by a three-piece combo (piano, organ and drums), two commer-
cials, and light (often corny) banter of the star and the announcer. The
following exchange between Berch and his announcer typified the dialog
used between musical selections:

ANNOUNCER: (After Berch’s first number, “What’s the Matter with
Me”). Ah nice warblin’, Jack old pal.

BERCH: Why thank you, Johnny, old boy. For that bouquet, I shall go
out into the orchard and pick you a nice, ripe, juicy peach.

ANNOUNCER: Oh, swell. But do you mind if we make one stop before
we go into the orchard?

BERCH: Oh, certainly not, old man. Why?

ANNOUNCER: Because I don’t like to have flies buzzing around peaches.
That’s why I want to pick up a can of Gulfspray. (Then goes into
commercial.)?

The Variety reviewer’s report on the first of the Jack Berch Gulf series
could have well applied to the majority of transcribed quarter-hour quick-
ies that darted in and out of program schedules prior to World War II:
“Nothing remarkable on these platters, but for the talent money spent,
results should be OK.”

Between 1942 and 1946 transcriptions were assigned a different role
not contemplated in their original conception. Virtually all popular net-
works shows music and otherwise, (minus commercials) were shipped
overseas and became the programming backbone of Armed Forces Radio
Stations around the world. In the post-War period, as radio scrambled to
cope with television, ET’s appeared in various re-incarnations and new
forms, both of which will be dealt with in Chapter 12. However, it would
be remiss not to mention another family of radio transcription that flour-
ished along side of the completely packaged variety.

When the Depression sent the commercial recording business into a
reverse spin, there was another newly-developed source to which radio
stations could turn when their needs called for recorded popular music.
That source was specially-pressed 16-inch discs, available to radio stations
only. Each transcription contained two to six tunes per side by the same
artist—usually a name band. Under their contracts, stations received an
agreed-upon number of new discs on a monthly or bi-monthly basis. One
or more such transcription libraries were considered necessities at many
stations; and even after commercial recordings became more frequent on
American airwaves from the mid-1930s on, many stations continued to
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use material from their ET libraries—the idea being, that if all outlets were
playing the same popular commercial recordings, the tunes on transcrip-
tions would enable programmers to serve up a more varied playlist. Vir-
tually every name band recorded for a transcription service. Reflecting the
popular music world at large in the 1930s, there were few vocalists rep-
resented. Big bands were the raison d’étre of ET libraries. Stations paid a
yearly fee based on market size—or perhaps more often, based on the
negotiating ability of the manager. Six companies dominated the transcrip-
tion library field at the height of the big band era: C.P. McGregor, Stan-
dard , World, Associated, Langworth and RCA Thesaurus. Capitol, Vista
and SESAC and several smaller firms came later. Bands switched back and
forth between libraries, just as they did on conventional commercial labels.
(Jimmy Dorsey worked for Standard, World and Associated beteen 1935
and 194S5.) Because of contractural complications, artists sometimes used
pseudonyms: 0

NAME BAND/VOCALIST PSEUDONYMN(S)
Woody Herman Wally Hayes

Will Hudson Warren Hart

Bob Crosby Bob Crosley or Bob Conley
Dorsey Brothers Dale Brothers

Jimmy Dorsey James Dalton

Benny Goodman Bill Dodge

Glen Gray George Gregory

Ray Noble Reginald Norman or Ralph Norton
Red Norvo/Mildred Bailey Ross Norman/Molly Baldwin
Chuck Webb/Ella Fitzgerald Chuck Werner/Evelyn Fields
Larry Clinton/Bea Wain Lennie Carson/Babs Warren

In July 1937, an RCA-Thesaurus station subscriber found as part of
its March and July service these items by Art Shaw and His Orchestra:

ET #366 (March, 1937) ET #419 (July, 1937)
Love Is Good for Anything That Whispers in the Dark
Ails You Don’t Ever Change
No More Tears If I Put My Heart Into a Song
September in the Rain Love Is a Merry-go-round
The Mood That ’'m In Till the Clock Strikes Three
Trust in Me The Moon Got in My Eyes
A Message from the Man in the All You Want to Do Is Dance
Moon It’s the Natural Thing to Do.10
Was it Rain

Swing High, Swing Low
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When interest in big bands declined, transcription library services re-
sponded by including vocalists and elements not directly concerned with
music, as we shall see later.

In collectors’ hands, in station basements, in archive vaults are thou-
sands of the ancient over-sized 16-inch discs—recorded testimonies that
when radio thought popular music, it always thought big. Ironically, canned
music, regarded with scorn in earlier days, would one day be virtually the
only kind of popular music on radio, and syndicators would enable broad-
casters to serve it up push-button style.
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CHAPTER 6

Swing

“RADIO IS MERELY poor man’s theater.”

So went the canard that had been hung around radio’s neck since
early in the Great Depression. Pure nonsense, said a CBS presentation is-
sued in late 1934. That network whose sales pitches had become the talk
of Madison Avenue quoted Daniel Starch’s “Ears and Income” to prove
its point. Starch’s study covering 88,462 homes found that: a.) workers
earning over $5,000 annually listened to radio an average of four hours
and 16 minutes daily; b.) those in the $2,000 to $5,000 range tuned in an
average of four hours and two minutes; and those under $2,000 listened
four hours and 38 minutes a day.!

CBS continued to issue elaborate brochure after brochure pinpointing
radio’s strength among all major sectors of the population—men, women,
farm, urban. In all of them, the message to advertisers was the same:
“There’s money out there in America to be spent; pay no attention to the
doomsayers.”” By the mid-1930s, such a positive line of reasoning was not
without merit. President Franklin D. Roosevelt through his bold, legisla-
tive activism had rallied the country to believe the “only thing to fear is
fear itself.” Roosevelt’s personal magnetism and his innovative, symbolic
“Fireside Chats”—the first use of radio as political theater—helped restore
confidence to a nation that only a few years before had been committed
to despair. Musically, the dirge-like plaint of 1932, “Brother, Can You
Spare a Dime,” changed a few years later to the shiny optimism of “Things
Are Looking Up.” Relief payments and wages from government-sponsored
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work projects had pumped billions into the economy. Between 1933 and
1935 alone, even the Cassandras in the private sector could hardly deny
there was cause for optimism. The following table shows some major in-
dicators of economic recovery:

1933 1935
Gross National Product $39.6 billion $56.8 billion
Manufacturing Production Index $68 billion $87 billion
Salaries and Wages $28.7 billion $36.3 billion
Unemployment 12,600,000 10,200,000

—Source: Historical Statistics of the U.S., 1940,
U.S. Government Printing Office.

In the advertising community, American business continued to find
radio a strong marketing tool. Makers of packaged goods were particu-
larly large users of the medium. Time sales for NBC and CBS in 1930
totalled $30,888,555. In 1935 (with the new Mutual chain chipping in less
than a half-million) the networks grossed $56,862,753. Depression or no,
the country still had to take baths, brush teeth, drive cars. And what was
wrong if it treated itself to a carton of smokes and a case of beer every so
often?

By the mid-1930s, even the naysayers in the entertainment world had
accepted radio. There were no more holdouts. Talent agents in all the
performing arts scrambled to get their clients exposed on network radio,
either with shows of their own, or through guest-star appearances. New
stars twinkled in the show biz firmanent, as others faded. In popular mu-
sic, the established order was shaken by the arrival of a new music called
Swing. Originally, the word had been coined to describe the rhythmic pulse,
or exciting beat imparted to the performance of a song. Duke Ellington,
in a 1931 composition, “It Don’t Mean A Thing If It Ain’t Got That
Swing,” stomped off the definitive word on the matter.

Swing, as musicians knew it, was the inherent property in the way
Fletcher Henderson’s Orchestra played a tune (hot) that differentiated it
from Guy Lombardo’s treatment (sweet). Both varieties were considered
“jazz” in the 1920s. But the component that made one body of music,
jazz, and the other, non-jazz (thereby hanging a tale for mis-naming an
entire decade) was the inner rhythmic “heat” present in Henderson’s way
of playing, and missing in Lombardo’s. White musicians who came to
Roseland were enthralled mainly by the “swing” of Fletcher Henderson’s
band and imitated it freely.

Keeping in mind the quality (swing) imparted to a performance, the
term took on another meaning in the mid-1930s. Swing came to mean a
body of music that had an exciting rhythmic beat (usually 4/4), combined
with select variations of traditional New Orleans music, all merged into
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the dance band format. Music etymologists Gammond and Clayton in their
Dictionary of Popular Music spend four hundred words in pinning down
an acceptable meaning of swing.* Their definition (narrowed down) as it
applies to popular music in the 1930s could hardly be improved upon: “A
kind of commercialized jazz as played by large bands, a mainly arranged
music, often featuring soloists, but relying for its excitement on the over-
whelming, biting effect of a number of instruments playing propulsively
together with the frequent employment of riffs . . .”2

The period 1935-1945 is often referred to as the “Swing Era.” That
designation, conveying the impression that swing had taken over American
popular music, does not square with the facts. What created this percep-
tion was the coming together of several forces around 1935—some social,
some economic and some technological.

The selling of swing music represented the first multi-media hype in
behalf of a popular music. The abating Depression found the sons and
daughters of the middle class with more money in which to indulge their
musical tastes. This obviously included college students, the important mu-
sic trend-setters. Then too, there was the repeal of Prohibition in 1933 and
the resultant shot in the arm for public dancing in ballrooms and night-
clubs. The Duo Junior, a tubeless and speakerless record player, designed
to be jacked into radio receivers, retailing for $16.50, made its debut. Re-
cord collecting thus became a hobby for many, and in turn helped sagging
record sales. Juke boxes began to appear in coffee shops and taverns; the
most popular among these congregating places for youth marked off small
areas in their establishments for dancing. *Jitterbugs,” “alligators,” “hep-
cats” and “bobby-soxers,” media code words, appeared often in the cov-
erage of swing, with attention focusing on dancing aspects of the “new”
music. In newspapers, magazines and movies, on radio and on the stage,
the phenomenon was referred to as the “swing craze.” Swing never achieved
the pervasiveness of rock and roll—on the radio or off. But for a dedicated
group of youth in the pre-war decade, it did become an important rallying
point in American popular music.

Radio’s part in introducing swing was a crucial one. The medium’s
appeal to conventional middle class tastes was apparent in the packaging
of swing for its radio unveiling. For although Fletcher Henderson, Duke
Ellington and other black swing bands were familiar to late-night tuners-
in by the middle 1930s, radio’s chosen vessel was white. Swing music, as
middle America first heard it in early December, 1934 was nameless. It
was carefully packaged as part of a coast-to-coast network program of
“safe,” familiar dance music. Chosen by the National Biscuit Company as

*Scholars and fans who seek to come up with precise definitions for one kind of popular
music or another might well be advised to consider Fats Waller’s profound advice. The
story (perhaps apoctyphal since Louis Armstrong’s name has also been used) goes that the
irrepressible Waller had been approached by a lady asking, “What is Swing?”” Whereupon
Waller is supposed to have replied, “Lady if you have to ask what it is, you ain’t got it.”




SWING 87

the vehicle to introduce its new Ritz Crackers, Let’s Dance was a program
of popular music that ran on NBC Saturday nights, from 10:30p.m. to
1:30a.m. Eastern time. The first hour featured Ken Murray’s Orchestra, a
sweet outfit that played standard commercial hits in the accepted manner
of the day. Hour two showcased Xavier Cugat’s unit, specializing in Latin
rhythms. (It must not be forgotten that the dancing fever that enveloped
in the country beginning in the 1920s required orchestras to mix tangos
and rhumbas with fox trots; thus Cugat on the Let’s Dance agenda was
not at all off-beat programming.) For the final 60-minute segment begin-
ning at 12:30a.m., in the least desirable time slot insofar as the populous
East was concerned, McCann-Erickson, National Biscuit’s advertising
agency, selected a recently-organized band which played pop tunes—but
in a “different” style from that ordinarily heard on commercial radio shows.
Band number three had nailed down a spot in Let’s Dance with less than
a rousing display of confidence, getting there by a single vote from Mc-
Cann-Erickson’s jury. The leader of this band was a bespectacled 26-year-
old clarinetist named Benny Goodman.

Goodman, who grew up in Chicago, took clarinet lessons when he
was still in knickers and acquired a solid classical foundation. He also
absorbed the music of New Orleans’ black musicians who had started
coming to the Windy City in the early 1920s. The young clarinetist was
smitten by this “new” music, Jazz, the transplanted blacks were playing—
its most noticeable characteristic being an exciting rhythmic beat. Benny
Goodman was doubtless aware that the “jazz” Guy Lombardo and George
Olsen were playing on the radio was not the same as the jazz of black
players like Louis Armstrong and Joe “King” Oliver. At age 16, Goodman
had become proficient enough to get a job in the reed section of Ben Pol-
lock’s band, an orthodox dance orchestra, where he remained for three
years. During the Pollock years, Goodman recorded (sometimes as a leader)
many sides of 1920s novelities and pop hits, including accompaniments
for vocal favorites like Irene Beasley and Gene Austin. After leaving Pol-
lock, Goodman served a valuable six-year hitch in the large network stu-
dio orchestras conducted by Freddie Rich, B.A. Rolfe, Al Goodman (no
relation), Rubinoff and Johnny Green. This experience, together with an
occasional Broadway pit band job, enabled Goodman to hone his recording
skills and learn other tricks of the musical trade. Financially rewarding as
the radio and recording studios were, however, they still seemed to Good-
man to auger a lifetime career as a sideman. Those apprehensions began
fading in the late 1920s, when through a fortuituous set of circumstances,
the young pop musician met John Hammond*, the first of three men whose
efforts in Goodman’s behalf enabled him to become the Pied Piper of swing,
and then its “king.”

* The same John Hammond was to become Goodman’s brother-in-law, and was to become
the preceptor for Billie Holiday, Count Basie, Bob Dylan, Leonard Cohen, George Benson
and Bruce Springsteen.
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Thanks to a wealthy family background, John Hammond (a Yale
dropout) was able to indulge himself in writing about the music scene,
organizing recording dates, promoting the careers of his favorite artists—
many of them Blacks—and in general, acting as a cheerleader for jazz,
popular music and minority causes. Hammond’s talent-scouting and en-
couragement were paramount when the idea of a Goodman-led band be-
gan to develop. Perhaps even more crucial, however, were some Ham-
mond-supervised record sessions in which the Vanderbilt scion lined up
leading Negro jazz artists (Coleman Hawkins, Frankie Newton, Chuck
Berry, Art Tatum, et al.) to play with Goodman. The recording dates en-
abled the young clarinetist to benefit from the black artists’ approach to
music that most closely approximated his own. “For this,” Goodman wrote
in his autobiography, “the responsibility must be given almost entirely to
John Hammond, who really put me back in touch with the kind of music
[the Negroes] could play.”3

Meanwhile, the big band Goodman had organized got what looked
like the break it needed—an important New York engagement in Billy
Rose’s Music Hall. Three months later, however, Goodman was put on
notice. Before he had too much chance to contemplate a winter of discon-
tent, the Let’s Dance contract materialized. Goodman’s handlers touched
all bases, from selecting the show’s title and theme song to providing a
budget for special arrangements. Theme music, upbeat and catchy, for the
Goodman hour of the Nabisco show as a jazzed up version of Carl Maria
von Weber’s “Invitation to the Dance,” appropriately retitled “Let’s
Dance,” which Goodman adopted as his own trademark theme song for
life. Thanks to the foresight of the producers, Benny Goodman encoun-
tered his second great benefactor, Fletcher Hénderson. The Let’s Dance
budget was set up to include an allocation for special orchestrations, and
the Roseland maestro whose own band-leading fortunes had been nipped
by the Depression, was hired to turn them out. There were special scores
by others, but it was the Henderson charts that transformed the “stock”
arrangements used by the conventional dance bands of the day from their
mundane predictability into swinging cameos with an infectious lilt, and
still never strayed too far from the melody line. Of course, Don Redman
had done this very thing for Henderson’s own band a decade earlier.
Fletcher Henderson, the arranger, went one step further, however. Where
Redman’s orchestrations were limited mainly to original pieces, Fletcher
wrote for Benny Goodman swinging arrangements of currently popular
pieces, heretofore unheard of. Goodman gives full credit for his initial suc-
cess to Fletcher Henderson’s arrangements, many of which were heard for
the first time on Let’s Dance:

Up to that time the only kind of arrangements that the public had paid
much attention to . . . were the elaborate ones such as Ferdé Grofe’s for
Whiteman. But the art of making an arrangement a band can play with
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swing, I am convinced is an art . . . The whole idea is that the ensemble
passages where the whole band is playing together, or one section has the
lead, have to be written in more or less the same style that a soloist would
use if he were improvising. That is, what Fletcher could do so wonder-
fully was to take a tune like “Sometimes I’'m Happy” and really improvise
on it himself . . . Without Fletcher I probably would have had a pretty
good band, but it would have been something quite different from what
it eventually turned out to be.*

Henderson arrangements notwithstanding, Goodman’s portion of Let’s
Dance was still basically pop music. With a few notable exceptions—items
such as “King Porter Stomp” and “Sugar Foot Stomp” in the jazz vein
that Henderson had taken out his own band’s folio—playlists for Let’s
Dance reflected the popular hits of the day. The program of January 5,
1935 was representative of the pattern:

Let’s Dance (theme)

Love Is Just Around the Corner (Vocal, Buddy Clark)
I’ve Got a Feeling I'm Falling (Vocal, Helen Ward)
The Dixieland Band (Vocal, Helen Ward)

Serenade to a Wealthy Widow

Throwin’ Stones at The Sun (Vocal, Helen Ward)
Honeysuckle Rose

Limehouse Blues

Night and Day (Vocal, Helen Ward)

Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea (Vocal, Helen Ward)
Stardust$

Although Let’s Dance garnered a respectable 19.8 rating and was able
to earn a 13-week renewal into May, 1935, the show ignited no great
public acclaim for Benny Goodman and His Orchestra. But it did attract
the keen interest of one Willard Alexander, the third member of the tri-
umverate who shared in the selling of Benny Goodman. Alexander, a young
sometime-bandleader himself, had just graduated from The University of
Pennsylvania and joined Music Corporation of America, the giant band-
booking agency. The young MCA salesman persuaded his firm to repre-
sent Goodman’s band—a not-inconsiderable sale in its own right, since
Music Corporation of America boasted a blockbuster roster of only the
very best-known dance bands, and all of them sweet. Willard Alexander
began booking his new client in the summer of 1935. When the band
bombed as the summer replacement for Guy Lombardo in the prestigious
Hotel Roosevelt Grill, Alexander deflected the I-told-you-so’s of the MCA
front office and went ahead with a summer booking schedule. Alexander
sold the Goodman band to some key ballrooms across the country. At
each stop along the way, the story was the same, either: a.) crowds were
small; or b.) they were able to keep their enthusiasm under control. The
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last stop in the tour was the Palomar Ballroom in Los Angeles, and on
opening night, August 21, 1935, Goodman was about ready to throw in
the towel:

We took things kind of easy with the opening sets, playing some of the
sweeter tunes and sticking to the softer arrangements . . . The crowd
didn’t seem very responsive. This went on for about an hour, ’till I de-
cided the whole thing had gotten to a point where it was make or break.
If we had to flop, at least I'd do it my own way. I called out some of our
big Fletcher Henderson arrangements for our next set . . . the band dug
in with some of the best playing I'd heard since we left New York. To
our complete amazement, half the crowd stopped dancing and came surg-
ing around the stand . . . That first big roar from the crowd was one of
the sweetest sounds I ever heard in my life.®

What Benny Goodman had experienced was a radio success story.
Let’s Dance had reached the West Coast in prime time and was able to
attract a larger audience than in its 12:30-1:30a.m. Eastern time slot. In
addition, several independent stations in the Los Angeles area, which of
necessity featured recorded music, had been playing Goodman’s newest
releases. RCA-Victor, to which Goodman had recently switched, also gave
the band’s recordings the aggressive merchandising push for which this
top-selling label was noted. The Goodman Era was underway.

Willard Alexander, whom John Hammond called “‘as important in
Benny Goodman’s early career as anyone,” was soon directing traffic for
the Goodman bandwagon. The selling of swing included the slickest mar-
keting yet seen in popular music. As the figure around whom the swing
hype was built, Goodman took it all in stride. The “King of Swing” by-
name never caused him to adopt the mannerisms affected by many other
popular maestros. Benny Goodman, ever the stern musical taskmaster, dis-
played just enough affability to be accepted by an adoring public as a bona
fide “personality.” His shrewd business sense enabled him to capitalize on
the swing fad through personal appearances, records, movies and a major
prime-time radio show that will be described in detail in Chapter 8. So
etched in the American consciousness is the Benny Goodman-swing con-
nection that he has been able to keep his celebrityhood alive into the 1980s,
conducting regular editions of The Traveling Nostalgia Swing Parade.

Benny Goodman has had to endure a lifetime of accusations for ex-
ploiting a Negro musical invention to make millions, while its creator,
Fletcher Henderson, had to languish in obscurity. This “bum rap” does
not square with the facts, for Goodman paid the arranger well and has
been ever-unstinting in crediting Henderson for his contributions—both
points often corroborated by Henderson. Without Goodman the popular-
izer, Fletcher Henderson the innovator would have been a forgotten name.
Two generations later, thanks to Benny Goodman, echoes of Fletcher Hen-
derson resound every time Doc Severinson kicks off the Tonight Show
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theme, or whenever Ray Charles’s big band goes roaring into an opening
set. Benny Goodman need never apologize for his relationship with black
artists. Indeed, ever since his orchestra was less than a year old, when he
had brought in Teddy Wilson and Lionel Hampton, no Goodman entou-
rage has been long without black artists. On the night of his greatest
triumph, his 1938 Carnegie Hall concert, Benny Goodman included mem-
bers of the Duke Ellington and Count Basie orchestras. The historic signif-
icance of two black units and a white one on the same program at Car-
negie Hall, playing popular music, was not lost upon commentators past
and present. Long before social and legal movements focused on the civil
rights issue, popular music demonstrated, at least in this dramatic instance,
it was color blind.

The presence together of Goodman, Basie and Ellington at the Car-
negie Hall affair suggests another point worthy of more than passing no-
tice: of the many swing bands that emerged between 1935 and 1945, the
three most successful ones—and the most durable—received their impetus
via live radio broadcasts. We have already dealt with the medium’s impor-
tance to Duke Ellington and Benny Goodman. Radio was no less pivotal
for Count Basie in achieving his initial recognition.

William “Count” Basie, a young New Jersey musician, had absorbed
the Harlem “stride” * technique of Fats Waller before becoming a pianist
in a popular Kansas City-based band led by Bennie Moten in the late 1920s.
The blues-drenched dance music played by Moten was favored by black
dancers in the Southwest and became known as Jump-style, or Kansas
City swing. After Moten’s death Basie organized a nine-piece combo and
fashioned its sound in Moten’s strong, rhythmic “jump” tradition. Happy
with any job he could find in the wide-open headquarters town of the
Pendergrast political machine, Basie had to settle for work in some of Kan-
sas City’s toughest joints. Early in 1936, while Basie was playing in an all-
night dive, The Reno Club, 500 miles away in Chicago’s Congress Hotel
amid the posh confines of The Joseph Urban Room, Benny Goodman was
enjoying the first fruits of success. John Hammond, who had accompanied
Goodman during that Chicago appearance, describes in his autobiography
how he first encountered Count Basie:

Having heard enough of Benny’s music for the evening, I went out to my
car, parked across the street from The Congress, not quite decided where
to go next. It was cold as only Chicago in January can be, and I turned
on my car radio. I had a twelve-tube motorola with a large speaker, un-
like any other car radio in those days. I spent so much time on the road
that I wanted a superior instrument to keep me in touch with music around
the country . . . the only music I could find was at the top of the dial,

*Stride is a style of jazz piano playing in which the right hand plays the melody while the
left hand alternates between a single note and a chord played an octave or more higher. It
derives its name from the rapid alternate movements up and down the piano.
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1550 kilocycles, where I picked up W9XBY, an experimental station in
Kansas City. The nightly breadcast by The Count Basie band from the
Reno Club was just beginning. I couldn’t believe my ears.”

Hammond started writing rave reviews of the Basie’s nine-piece unit
in Down Beat, one of the period’s pop music periodicals and regarded by
its readers as the official publication of the swing movement. Hammond’s
enthusiasm rubbed off on Willard Alexander who took the band under
MCA’s wing. Goodman, John Hammond’s other swing cause celébre,
meanwhile, joined the Basie cheering section by recording Basie’s theme,
“One O’Clock Jump” and using the Count’s men on some record sessions.
The trail blazed by Benny Goodman and Willard Alexander led to net-
work remotes and a national following for the Basie orchestra. Expanding
to 15 men, the Basie aggregation became a swinging juggernaut.

To hear the Count Basie band in full cry during the late 1930s was to
hear the swing band incarnate. Chief chemist Basie compounded a rare
prescription that began in his rhythm section. It was a new kind of rhythm,
smooth and relaxed, accenting equally four beats to the bar in an even
flow within the 12-bar blues framework. Superimposed on the rhythmic
Basie base were loosely swinging ensemble passages and those obligatory
swing punctuators, the short repeated staccato passages, called riffs. Bas-
ie’s music, flowering as it did in the hospitable blues climate of the South-
west, was a source of inspiration for lesser combos who played an earthier
and less polished kind of swing that eventually became known as rhythm
and blues—which in turn was one of the essential ingredients in rock and
roll. Although Basie never achieved Goodman’s commercial success, he did
develop a large loyal following of Blacks and a smaller congnoscenti of
white middle class swing freaks. Basie’s book, comprised mostly of origi-
nals, was a big band guide to swinging the blues. Unlike the rest of the
popular swing maestros—white bands more than black—who paid regular
homage to Tin Pan Alley, Count Basie stuck mostly with blues and hard-
driving unfamiliar pieces. In short, the Basie band was not a split-personality
band. No other swing band tried the Basie formula. All the rest who pa-
raded under the swing banner were actually two groups in one—sweet and
swing.

There were two reasons for this. First, was the music itself, rooted in
the Hollywood-Broadway-Tin Pan Alley tradition. Many of the tunesmiths
writing in the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s were European immigrants who
had absorbed characteristics of operettas and other types of their native
music and synthesized them in their writing. That the ballads they wrote
comprised a large part of the nation’s popular music can be gleaned by a
quick glance at the top ten tunes of each of the first five years of Your Hit
Parade: of the 50 songs on that catalog of tune popularity, 37 were ro-
mantic ballads. Swingdom could not ignore ballads. The second reason
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swing bands operated on two levels was radio. “Change of pace” was an
expression heard often during big band broadcasts; programming stric-
tures required it. Such tempo variations may be one reason why swing
outfits were as popular on radio as they were. (In a later era when disco
was touted as the “new dance music,” its quick demise came about mainly
because of the thudding monotony of its beat.) How well a swing band
carried out its two-bands-in-one role became the standard by which it was
judged.

George S. Simon who covered the big band beat for Metronome mag-
azine called attention to this vital function from time to time. In a 1939
write-up of a Jimmy Dorsey remote broadcast, Simon said:

The band not only swings to high heaven, but it’s capable of producing a
brand of sweet that’ll make you think you’re there. A year or so ago it
could do neither well, chiefly because of arrangements that (1) had no
definite swing pattern and (2) were none too interesting or mood-creating
when it came to sweet.8

The networks themselves helped cultivate the notion that the whole
nation was jumping and swinging after 1935. Fragments of two 1940
broadcasts illustrate how network remotes helped sell swing, the swing
band and the location. The first, originating in March of 1940 at Frank
Dailey’s Meadowbrook (a mecca for white, middle-class college students)
is from one of NBC’s popular Saturday afternoon broadcasts called Mati-
nee at Meadowbrook:

DORSEY ORCH: (Theme Song)

ANNOUNCER: Presenting that Sentimental Gentleman of Swing, Tommy
Dorsey, his golden voice trombone and His Orchestra.

DORSEY ORCH: (Theme up and out)

ANNOUNCER: And good afternoon and greetings everybody. That fa-
miliar melody ushers in another full hour with that Sentimental
Gentleman of Swing, Tommy Dorsey, his golden voice trombone, his
versatile orchestra, with Frank Sinatra, Jo Stafford, and The Pied
Pipers. This program comes to you from Frank Dailey’s Meadow-
brook, located on Route 23, The Newark-Pompton Turnpike in Ce-
dargrove, New Jersey. Now this afternoon, the Meadowbrook is again
packed with hundreds and hundreds of kids who jammed their way
in here to hear Tommy Dorsey and His Orchestra.

DORSEY: Yes, Bill they make a mighty appreciative audience. You know,
people think that youngsters today are all swing addicts, jitterbugs,
alligators and so on. But that’s not so at all. They’ve all gone back
to liking nice simple, sweet stuff.
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ANNOUNCER: Really Tommy?

DORSEY: Sure. Wait till we ask them. Kids, what would you like to
hear? Sweet or swing?

AUDIENCE: SWING!

DORSEY: Fine thing, Bill. I thought you were gonna get them to say
sweet so the boys and I could take it easy.

ANNOUNCER: Well Tommy, when they come here to hear you, they
want to hear each tune played ‘the way it ought to be played. You
know they expect different arrangements to fit the mood of each tune
because that’s what you’re famous for . . .9

Despite the foregoing, the next 57 minutes of Matinee at Meadowbrook
included: two medleys of college songs; one medley of sorority tunes; three
swing numbers; and the rest ballads.

Broadcast proceedings emanating from the Savoy Ballroom were often
interlaced with jive talk and posturing by white announcers. Introductions
such as this one from a 1940 Savoy Ballroom remote were not at all un-
usual:

ANNOUNCER: Presenting the Twentieth Century Gabriel, Erskine
Hawkins!

HAWKINS ORCH: (Theme song)

ANNOUNCER: Well, there’s that melody you like so well, “Tuxedo
Junction.” Tuxedo Junction,” bringing us another program of jump-
ing jive. Jumping jive with the Twentieth Century Gabe, playing that
old trumpet of his, and of course, his boys surrounding him here.
And here? Well, no other place than Swing Village, Swing Village in
Harlem. And the locale, up in Harlem, of course. The old place itself,
The Home of Happy Feet, the Savoy Ballroom, way up here on Len-
nox Avenue in the early 140s in New York City.

HAWKINS ORCH: (Theme up and out).10

To hear the announcer come on, one got the impression Hawkins and his
crew were going to blast the roof off the Savoy. The half-hour program
ended up, however, as a more or less routine swing card: two dragging
ballads; two slow blues; and two jump numbers.

Swing bands paid high dues to reach exalted pinnacles like the Savoy
and The Meadowbrook. The Tommy Dorsey’s, the Erskine Hawkins’s and
their bands accepted the rigors of life on the road that went with the ter-
ritory. Seventy-five dollars a week for a sideman was considered good pay.
Occasionally a featured star instrumentalist might earn as much as 200
dollars weekly. Yet, during the Depression, these were the top jobs in pop-
ular music, and competition was keen. With the leaders, it was another
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story. The top swing maestros, were astute businessmen; and their per-
sonal take was usually a well-guarded secret. But some idea of the money
involved may be gleaned from a random check of Glenn Miller of three
one-nighters during a Midwestern tour in the late spring and early summer
of 1941:

June 22nd—S5,500 persons @$1.10 each—Modernistic Ballroom, Mil-
waukee

July 1st—2,750 persons @$1.75 each—Meadow Acres Ballroom, To-
peka, Kansas

July 12th—6,000 persons @$1.25 male & $1.10 female—Aragon Ball-
room, Chicago 1!

If a leader had a distaste for the commercial side of pop music, he was in
the wrong line of work. Artie Shaw, whose popularity put him at the head
of the swing parade for a year, was that kind of leader. A maverick, he
was outspoken in his disdain for the way the popular music game was
played.

Not unlike his contemporaries, Goodman, the Dorseys and Miller,
Artie Shaw had served his apprenticeship in network studio orchestras be-
ginning in the late 1920s. In 1935, he put together a swing ensemble that
faltered because, as he soon learned, strings and swing did not mix well
together. By 1937, he had a modestly successful swing aggregation going,
but it failed to satisfy him—or his bookers. Ever the perfectionist, the clar-
inet-playing leader kept experimenting, and in mid-1938, Shaw felt he fi-
nally had the orchestra he had always wanted. It was a swing band, to be
sure. But there were differences. The new Shaw unit was not a power-
house, yet it swung with a subtlety heretofore unknown in swing circles.
It projected none of Goodman’s high energy ensemble passages, and none
of Basie’s roaring pyrotechnics. Since Shaw and Goodman both played
clarinets, comparisons were inevitable. Years later, jazzman Cannonball
Adderley described the difference with two apt adjectives: Goodman played
hot swing; Shaw played cool swing.

Co-incidentally, the new-sounding Shaw outfit transferred to another
record label—a move that foreshadowed great changes in popular music
on radio. Artie Shaw’s first recording under his new Bluebird contract was
a swing arrangement of “Begin the Beguine.” The Cole Porter ballad itself
was intriguing, and given the subtle-swinging Artie Shaw treatment, the
recording became the first million-seller by a swing band. Not even Benny
Goodman could crack through that charmed circle. We have already ob-
served the increased interest in record-collecting when the nation’s eco-
nomic health started showing signs of recovery. Radio stations that once
sneered at using phonograph records began to get the message: listeners
did not necessarily have to have their pop music served-up live-action style.
Toward the end of the 1930s, the perception of radio by the recording
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industry was a mixed bag. Good sales of big band recordings, especially
those by such as Tommy Dorsey and Casa Loma, had raised eyebrows on
record row. Now, here was Artie Shaw with his million-selling ‘‘Begin the
Beguine.” In the retailing division of the wax kingdom, if a vote had been
taken in 1938, however, the conventional wisdom that airplay was detri-
mental to record sales would probably have won out.*

Artie Shaw’s appearance on the music scene signified more than the
arrival of a new pop idol. He was a leader who had done his homework.
In his autobiography he points out,

Some way had to be devised to make [my musicians] sound good in spite
of their inexperience. This could only be done through constant rehears-
ing, through careful arranging . . . and above all through time . . . There
is nothing that can take the place of appearing night after night in front
of audiences. The very tension that results from being aware of an audi-
ence is one of the biggest single factors that result in polishing the surface
of a band . . . I can’t think of a single band that has ever achieved and
maintained success where this surface polish has been lacking. In other
words, in popular music, mass acceptance can’t be achieved without at
least a surface flawlessness . . . The mass American public is by and large
musically illiterate. There is always this engrossment with surface detail
rather than intrinsic merit.12

Artie Shaw, a student of popular music, was aware of the growing impor-
tance of records. In his analysis of the anatomy of hits, he came to the
conclusion that each successful record had a “clear transparency,” ar-
ranged so simply that “even a lay listener could see all the way through
the surface of the music right down to the bottom.” Starting with “Begin
the Beguine,” Shaw imparted a needed ““transparency” to the songs of the
musical theater. He introduced to his young followers the melodies of Cole
Porter, Jerome Kern, George Gershwin, Sigmund Romberg, Rodgers and
Hart, Vincent Youmans. Thus, an important body of music received the
exposure a Broadway stage in every city could not have delivered. Sweet
bands had always leaned to this material, but it was through Artie Shaw’s
gently swinging versions of show tunes that swing may have left one of its
most enduring marks on hordes of hepcats.

Not since Wendell Hall’s “It Ain’t Gonna Rain No More” had a re-
cording been so vital to a popular artist’s career as “Begin the Beguine”
was to Artie Shaw’s. Juke box and airplay of this and other Shaw record-
ings, network remotes and personal appearance demand heralded the new
swing idol. By the end of 1938, Benny Goodman had been dethroned.

* Radio’s role as a Depression escape-mechanism has often overshadowed its unsung contri-
butions to the marketplace. Variety's Radio Directory, vol. 2, issued in 1938 reported
Americans spent in the previous year $700 million for receivers, tubes, repairs and electric-
ity. Down Beat, in the meantime, for the same year, estimated dance music grossed $80
million and employed 18,000 musicians on the road alone.
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They called Shaw, the “King of the Clarinet,” but everybody knew he had
upstaged Goodman in every way. The Shaw band’s surface slickness was
enhanced by young Buddy Rich on drums who booted the band along
with an insouciance that belied the “lift” he communicated. More record-
ings and remotes, a commercial radio show and movies made Artie Shaw
the unquestioned pop music superstar of 1939. Then suddenly, late in the
year, he turned his back on the whole business. He scrapped his band, and
from a Hollywood bunker blasted the hype and hypocrisy of the music
business. But his reasons, as he reveals in his autobiography, went deeper.
They provide a revealing insight into the pop music performer as celebrity:

I began to discover that this business of being a “big name” was a full
time job. People insisted that I was “different” . . . People began to point
at me on the street and ask for my autograph, stare at me and do all sorts
of nonsensical things people generally do with those they themselves have
put up on the curious pedestal erected for these freaks, these public per-
sonalities who have achieved success . . . The truth is I was a sort of
side-show freak—that was the essence of my so-called celebrity.13

His fans and the radio music establishment castigated Shaw for his ingrat-
itude. When he surfaced early in 1940, it was to go back on the attack.
This time he was a participant in a Radio Guide “debate” with sweet band
leader, Sammy Kaye. The point-counterpoint of the Shaw-Kaye exchange
reflects not only Shaw’s outspokenness, but how the band world was ar-
rayed in two camps on the battleground of radio:

SHAW

Radio is used strictly to hype bands.
They worship the “Great God
Mike.”

Radio wires are the result of deals
between hotels and booking agen-
cies. A leader should not have to
fight politics and corruption.

What radio wants from the band-
leader is a bunch of catch-phrases,
slogans and wisecracks.

KAYE

The greatest thing that happened to
the band business was radio. Radio
has brought the music of the bands
into the homes of millions.

A bandleader doesn’t fight politics
and corruption. He fights competi-
tion from rivals who want hotel
spots he thinks he ought to have.

There isn’t a wisecrack or catch-
phrase invented that will make bad
music good.

Later in 1940, Artie Shaw returned to the band wars with another
swing band which included a string section, and came up with his second
million-seller, “Stardust.”” At the same time, Shaw formed a small jazz
combo from within the big band and called it The Gramercy Five. In-
stead of a piano, the swing prodigal used a harpsichord in The Gramercy
Five, producing an unusual, clanking sound that created the effect of a
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chamber ensemble.* The Gramercy Five gave Artie Shaw his third mil-
lion-selling record, “Summit Ridge Drive.” Despite the avant-garde string
section in a swing band, and despite the cling-clanging harpsichord’s re-
moval from antiquity to modern popular music, Shaw found the stardust
road a bumpy one this time. By 1941, with good bookings (including those
network remotes he found so distasteful), another hit record, “Frenesi”
and the addition of Negro trumpeter Roy Eldridge, “Artie Shaw and His
Famous Orchestra” regained only a small portion of its former glory, and
even less of its fame. The “clear transparency” Shaw himself had articu-
lated was missing. The orchestra some claimed was the best swing band
America had ever produced—even better than Benny Goodman’s—had lost
its credibility in a sea of strings. For what it was worth, Artie Shaw may
have found consolation in watching two top competitors, Tommy Dorsey
and Harry James, copy his string-section idea.

Things were tough all over in the swing-leaning band fraternity at this
time. Like orchestras of other persuasions, the swingsters were afflicted by
the declining interest in big bands described in Chapter 4. During radio’s
first two decades, music for dancing played by the big bands had dictated
the content and direction of American popular music. But, as with the bit
player of the theater, who ends up stealing the show—so in the sphere of
the Great American Bandstand, the Singer galaxied from the role of
“added attraction” to one of much stellar proportions, eclipsing even the
biggest bandleaders. Not only had a star been born, but a whole new con-
stellation was dominating the musical firmament. The music makers, like
dedicated astronomers, focused their telescopes on a rising class, the vo-
calists, whose talents would add the greatest sheen to their calling. The
result was a long and impressive list of discoveries—some meteoric—des-
tined to capture the quixotic public fancy and introduce a new chapter to
American popular music entitled, ““Crooners, Singers and Other Voices.”
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CHAPTER 7

Crooners, Singers and
Other Voices

WHEN THAT KINGPIN of popular music in the 1920s, the dance orchestra
leader, wanted to feature a vocal chorus, he called on a sideman. Some
maestros, unwilling to share the limelight with an instrumentalist, handled
the words themselves. Either way, the renditions were often abominable—
the song itself was a dreadful novelty (in which case showmanship dictated
a hammy performance), or if the tune had intrinsic merit, it was quickly
dissipated by the performer’s limitations. Bing Crosby changed all that.

Originally intending to pursue a career in the law, Crosby and a fel-
low townsman, Al Rinker (Mildred Bailey’s brother), formed a singing
partnership and entertained in their native Spokane. Encouraged to go
professional, they landed a job on the Fanchon and Mario vaudeville cir-
cuit in a show called, “The Sycopated Idea.” A Paul Whiteman talent scout
urged his boss to catch the Crosby-Rinker act, which he did. Whiteman
had the boys ushered into his presence for an audition, and right then and
there the duo became part of the Whiteman entertainment colossus. An-
other voice, Harry Burris’s, made it a trio, and thus was born one of the
classier singing groups of 1927, the Rhythm Boys.

Paul Whiteman’s organization was an excellent training ground for
Bing Crosby. It afforded him the kind of exposure that only the top thea-
ter, dance hall and night club dates could offer. Whiteman, however, found
Crosby’s attitude toward work too casual and sacked him in less than two
years. When Crosby left Whiteman in late 1929, the other Rhythm Boys
went with him. The trio took their own show on the road again—which,

100
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considering the limited booking opportunities for their kind of act, meant
vaudeville. Bing and his free-spirited colleagues had gotten valuable radio
experience during the Whiteman stint. As part of the supporting cast on
the Big Man’s Old Gold CBS show, they had usually done several numbers
in the one-hour weekly divertissement. Gus Arnheim, whose orchestra was
playing at Los Angeles’s Ambassador Hotel (the “in”-spot for the growing
movie colony at the time) had followed the Rhythm Boys and liked what
he heard. Since he also happened to be looking for an added attraction,
he hired the Rhythm Boys. Their radio experience was the clincher because
Gus Arnheim enjoyed a coveted radio wire that sent his music from the
fashionable Cocoanut Grove to San Francisco and points north. Arnheim
also recognized in Crosby the dominant figure of the trio and brought him
front-and-center to solo on the nightly broadcasts. The trendy Hollywood
crowd helped things along, and a minor cult movement for Bing and the
Rhythm Boys sprang up during their California engagement.

Crosby’s Cocoanut Grove popularity, meanwhile, led to another stroke
of good fortune. In late 1930, he joined the Arnheim band to cut several
sides as part of the bandleader’s Victor contract. Among the sides was “I
Surrender, Dear,” a big favorite with Cocoanut Grove audiences—so big
he sometimes had to sing it several times a night. A copy found its way
aboard a luxury liner, among whose passengers was one William Paley,
president of the Columbia Broadcasting System. In his autobiography, Paley
tells how he happened to come across the record:

I first heard Bing Crosby’s pleasant baritone voice on the S.S. Europa. . .
in June, 1931. Each time I circled the deck I would pass 2 teenage boy
on a deckchair, listening to a phonograph recording of the same song, “I
Surrender, Dear.” One voice on that record stood out pure, dreamy, me-
lodious with a unique phrasing of the lyrics. When I stopped to look at
the record, there was the name in tiny print: “Chorus by Bing Crosby”.
. . . I cabled the CBS office: “SIGN UP SINGER BING CROSBY.”1

When he returned to New York, Paley was “furious” to learn his associ-
ates had decided against the move because the word was out on the show
biz grapevine that Crosby was unreliable. The CBS president took charge
of the project at this point:

I was not trying to buy reliability, but a unique and wonderful voice.
Within a week, Crosby came in from the West Coast, but accompanied
by a very able lawyer who had seen to it that NBC learned of my interest
in his client. His price for Crosby, $1500 a week on sustaining time and
$3000 a week when a sponsor was found. . . . was an outrage. . . . |
negotiated as hard as I could, but we finally settled for his asking price.2

CBS installed Bing Crosby in radio’s toughest time slot, 7:00-7:15
p.m., Monday through Friday, opposite Amos *n Andy, which only hap-
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pened to be the top-rated program on the air in late-summer, 1931. Bing’s
CBS debut was a disaster. He had a cold, and by trying to sing over it, he
aggravated his pipes to such an extent he couldn’t produce a sound. The
premier show was cancelled with the standard “due-to-circumstances-
beyond-our-control” disclaimer. Three nights later, same time, same net-
work, that “‘unique and wonderful voice” appeared again. Crosby was not
exactly the paragon of composure. He was “terrified” of New York itself,
according to Agnes Law, retired Head Librarian, CBS Reference Library,
who was present: “I recall taking material to the studio for his program.
Everett, his brother and manager, was standing by while Bing was pacing
the floor too petrified to open his mouth to sing. That continued for three
or four attempts until he was underway.”3 The ensuing stream of letters
and telegraphs signalled Bing Crosby an over-night star. From that point
forward, the singer of popular songs could expect eventually to be on equal
footing with the dance band. Indeed, the singer would henceforth not be
merely a throw-in, but a needed member of the orchestra’s table of orga-
nization.*

Bing Crosby’s main talent—and he often admitted to modest natural
gifts—was his ability to harness breathing and voice control, then project
the proper delivery through the microphone. In short, Crosby’s mastery
was the mastery of the microphone. Around the time his radio career was
taking off, microphone technology had advanced considerably, giving Bing
another advantage in voice projection. Further, radio receivers had just
come out with tone controls to balance upper and lower registers and
regulate pitch. As Crosby’s popularity increased, the expression, crooning
(invented in the late 1920s to describe a style of interpreting a popular
song, especially a love song) came into common usage. The term crooner,
according to popular music etymologists Peter Gammond and Peter Clay-
ton, was coined “when the frantic necessity to label the popular forms
deriving from jazz was felt. It comes from the negro word meaning to sing
a lullaby, [and denotes] a style which deviated from previous straight sing-
ing by copying jazz intonation and phrasing and employing a sensual tone
from deep down in the throat and sliding up to the notes, rather than
hitting them immediately.””4

At the center of every fad or profound change in popular music, of
course, stands one figure or group around whom the movement revolves—
for followers and imitators. With crooning it was Crosby, and across the
dial imitators came spewing out of those improved speakers. Although
Bing Crosby and his crooning never became the cause celébre of the Pres-
ley-rock and roll flap, reaction was sharp and shrill. Cardinal O’Connell
of the Boston Archdiocese found this new way of singing a pop song one

*Rudy Vallee, the “personality,” far outlived Vallee, the singer. Crosby was essentially a
singer, despite his other show biz triumphs. Never an interpreter or “‘seller” of a tune,
Vallee had a nasalized delivery that lacked the color, shading and naturalness of Bing Cros-
by’s.
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of the chief forces of evil in the land as of January, 1932. In an address
before a thousand members of Boston’s Holy Name Society, the Cardinal
delivered an ecclesiastical right to radio’s jaw, denouncing crooning as,

Immoral and imbicile slush. A degenerate, low-down sort of interpreta-
tion of love. A love song is a beautiful thing in itself . . . But listen again
with this new idea in your head and see if you do not get a sensation of
revolting disgust at a man whining a degenerate song, which is unworthy
of any American man . . . Instead of hearing good music over the radio,
we have to put up with verse after verse of . . . that bleating and whin-
ing, with disgusting words, the meaning of which is a low-down source
of sexual influence . . . It is a sensuous, effeminate luxurious sort of
paganism . . . Think of the boys and girls who are brought up with that
idea of music.* §

A sure sign that crooning had arrived was the clamor it evoked in the
press:

As music it is atrocious . . . Of doubtful moral quality, and the slither-
ing, sliding lounge-lizard voice of the crooner is anathema to so many
that the radio enterprise is just now under an undoubted handicap of
unpopularity with enough people to cause the manufacturers and pro-
gram promoters to be concerned about their unseen audiences.
—Washington Evening Star

[Crooners] resort to vulgar suggestiveness. It is a gratuitous insult to that
intelligent person which rightfully expects a better return for its expensive
investment in radio equipment.
—Springfield Union
[The Cardinal’s words] are certain to find an echo throughout the coun-
try.
—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette.5

Although the hubbub over crooning within the broadcasting family was
mild compared to the rock and roll furor, there were regular flare-ups.
WOR’s program director found radio singing,

far from what it ought to be. For the most part, it is nothing but un-
trained crooning that passes for singing . . . There is a deadly monotony
about crooning that even the lowest morons must get tired of. But in spite
of what we say against it, the ceaseless crooning goes on day after day,
and those who have learned the trick continue to reap the rich harvest,
while many better singers are driven to the point of joining the bread lines
. . . The average crooner knows nothing about voice placement . . . He
is not even interested in good artistry as long as he can hold his audience

*There is no account of whether the Cardinal, a decade later, objected to the film, Going
My Way, in which a crooning padre, played by a crooner named Bing Crosby, stole the
show—and won an Oscar.
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with vocal tricks and mannerisms. And so radio has created a false stan-
dard of singing at the expense of real singing.’

Just as 1920s dance music, under the label “jazz,” took its lumps when it
pentrated the airwaves, so crooning became the focal point of the attack
on musical radio in the early 1930s. Crooning was the buzz word, just as
swing, rock and roll, and disco would become buzz words in other eras.*
But through all the cant and clichés about crooning that often passed for
valid criticism was a profound failure to appreciate the difference between
good and bad singing on the radio. Bing Crosby was a good radio singer.
His 15-minute daily recital of popular songs on CBS benefited from a con-
scious effort to stay away from over-production and cutesy continuity. It
1s inconceivable that a pop artist in a modern television series would re-
ceive on his/her first show such a simple introduction as this one of Bing’s:

ANNOUNCER: Here is the moment you’ve been waiting for. He’s been
the favorite of California. Here’s Bing Crosby with *“Just One More
Chance.”8

Within two months, Paley was able to pass Crosby’s high tab on to a
sponsor, the American Tobacco Company. Surprisingly, American’s shrewd
president, George Washington Hill, chose the firm’s Cremo Cigars as the
product he wanted pushed on the young singer’s show, rather than Lucky
Strike Cigarettes. Hill, the pioneer in harnessing cigarette advertising to
the youthful appeal of musical radio, was pushing hard to retain Lucky
Strike’s newly acquired sales edge over Camel. In 1930, Luckies had moved
ahead of Camel and Chesterfield. Much of the credit went to Hill’s hard-
hitting radio commercials presented in popular music settings. (We shall
examine smoke-filled airwaves in detail in the next two chapters.) For
Cremo, however, American Tobacco wanted Crosby. Possibly Hill had re-
verse sales psychology in mind, because at the time cigars were considered
the delectations of older men; further, cigar-smoking was regarded by many
to be an unsophisticated and unclean habit. What better vehicle than Bing
Crosby, then, to alter that perception? The refreshing, young Crosby fit in
well with Cremo’s cleanliness pitch:

Your eyes can’t tell whether a cigar is clean or whether it is made by
unsanitary methods. Smoke Certified Cremo and know that your cigar is
clean. Cremo, made in the famous Perfecto shape, that is the mark of fine
quality—is the only cigar in the world finished under glass. Fifty-six health
officials endorse Cremo’s crusade for cleanliness.®

Shortly after Cremo took over sponsorship, Hill, probably aware of the
tough Amos ’n Andy competition on NBC, had the program moved to

* Wor&;iescribing bodies of popular music always end up in song titles (*“Sing Me a Swing
Song,” “Rock and Roll Is Here to Stay,” “Disco Inferno.”) For crooning it was “‘Learn to
Croon (If You Want to Win Your Heart’s Desire.”)
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7:15-7:30p.m. Eastern time. In the custom of the day, a second live
broadcast was fed at 11:00p.m. to reach Western zone listeners in prime
time. Top-of-the-line announcer David Ross, whose silken, soft voice com-
plemented Crosby’s romantic baritone nicely, was host and commercial
spieler. The streamlined format mercifully had no provision for banter be-
tween Bing and/or Ross and/or the orchestra leader—only the theme, short
introductions and titles, the songs, and the commercials:

ROSS: Bing Crosby—the Cremo Singer
THEME: (Crosby sings “Where the Blue of the Night”)

ROSS: (Identifies show. Reads short commercial. Introduces first song.)

CROSBY: (Sings first selection)

ROSS: (Introduces second selection)

CROSBY: (Sings second selection)

ROSS: (Introduces instrumental by Carl Fenton and the Cremo Orches-

tra.)

ORCHESTRA: (Plays instrumental)

ROSS: (Reads Cremo commercial. Introduces final selection.)

CROSBY: (Sings final selection)
ROSS: (Closes show). !0

Selections for a week in February, 1932 exemplify Crosby’s reliance on the
day’s pop hits, with an oldie thrown in now and then:

February 1

Can’t We Talk It Over?
*One of Us Was Wrong

Can This Be Love?

Goodnight Moon

February 2

Starlight
Was That the Human Thing To
Do?
“Day Break
How Can You Say You Love Me?

February 3

With a Song in My Heart

I'll See You in My Dreams
* Without You

[ Found You

February 4

Love, You Funny Thing
Ain’t Misbehavin’

“How Long Will it Last?

The Cuban Love Song
February 5

Just Friends
There’s Something in Your Eyes

* A Cottage Small

All of Me
February 6

My Woman
Snuggled on Your Shoulder

“Hits from ‘Okay’

Beautiful Melody of Love 1!

(*) Indicates instrumental by orchestra
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Crosby’s unique talent for illuminating a song’s lyrics started the
country on its way to paying more attention to the words. After Crosby,
bands followed suit, and in time, a performance without lyrics would be-
come a radio rarity.* Crosby stayed with the fifteen-minute format through
the 1932-1933 season on Chesterfield’s Music That Satisfies. Subse-
quently, it was found those qualities that characterized Bing Crosby, the
singer, could be translated into Bing Crosby, the total personality. Thus,
once Crosby was accorded the one-a-week-prime-time treatment on the
Woodbury program in the fall of 1933, America heard what was to be
first of the well-calculated Crosby image, the enduring persona of the re-
laxed, easy-going performer—one that script-writers would find a joy to
exploit. Lines for Bing could be fashioned on any subject including his
personal life. This exchange between Ken Niles, the announcer, and Crosby
on a 1934 Woodbury show was characteristic of many in which the public
was to get selected peeks at his family, his golf game, his horses, his friends:

NILES: Ah, yes—twins. Say, have you learned much about them?

CROSBY: No, it's a new racket for me. But what would you like to
know?

NILES: Well, tell me something about them. Anything!

CROSBY: Well, twins usually look alike, having been born more or less
under the same conditions, and having no preference in the matter.

NILES: There you go, Bing!

CROSBY: Sure, and if they resemble the mother, they have what might
be called a flying start in life.

NILES: What if they resemble the father?

CROSBY: Well, in that case, they should be held right end up and patted
lightly on their respective backs.!2

Throughout his long radio career, even after his shows were designated
“variety,” Bing Crosby never strayed from his popular music base. For the
Woodbury show, there were generally three songs by Crosby, one by the
Boswells, one by Bing with the Boswells, and an orchestra instrumental in
each half-hour. Writers found his carefree manner useful for framing song
lead-ins. The dialogue with Niles cited above continued and provided a
graceful transition to the Boswells’ number:

NILES: And after the twins grow up, what sort of careers do you have in
mind for them?

* CBS’s early evening block programing of popular music at the time, in which it followed
Crosby with the Boswell Sisters, 7:30-7:45p.m., and Morton Downey, 7:45-8:00p.m., helped
raise lyric-consciousness further and faster.
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CROSBY: Well, I don’t quite know. I hadn’t thought about it. But if they
were gitls instead of boys, and triplets instead of twins, they could
sing like . .

BOSWELLS: (Humming and under for . . .)

CROSBY: Three girls with but a single fellow—harmony. And for many
weeks to come—the Boswell Sisters!13

By now Bing had become BING. An established show business figure,
he had already appeared in his first feature-length film, the Big Broadcast
of 1932 *—an indication of Hollywood’s recognition of radio. In a loosely-
constructed plot, George Burns is manager of a radio station about to go
under. Bing Crosby, the station’s popular crooner, enlists the aid of his
millionaire friend to buy the outlet and put on an all-star radio show. The
“big broadcast” device is a means to trot before the camera top radio
personalities of the day—Burns and Allen, Arthur Tracy (The “Street
Singer™), Vincent Lopez and Cab Calloway and their orchestras, singer
Donald Novis, and leading announcers Jimmy Wallington and Norman
Brokenshire.

Starting in September, 1935, Crosby starred in the first of what was
to be an eleven-year run, a music-variety program, the Kraft Music Hall,
Thursdays at 10 p.m. on NBC. The Music Hall’s weekly roster of talent
and guest stars read like a who’s who of the entertainment and sports
worlds. When Ken Niles did the opening billboard for a show in early
1942, it was in the Kraft Music Hall tradition of star-studded line-ups:

NILES: The Kraft Music Hall, with Bing Crosby, Mary Martin, Victor
Borge, Jerry Lester, John Scott Trotter and his Orchestra, the Music
Maids and Hal, Madeleine Carroll, star of Paramount Pictures’ Ba-
hama Passage, Igor Gorin, famous concert baritone, and Slammin’
Sammy Snead, one of the nation’s colorful golf pros.'4

In spite of that lengthy guest roster, the gags, the skits, the interviews, the
obligatory exchanges of mutual admiration, Bing warbled 11 numbers, all
popular songs, save one.

The infectious Crosby showmanship, it seemed, rubbed off on every-
one. No less an intellectual than media critic Gilbert Seldes devoted a
major piece in Scribner’s to America’s leading pop singer. Seldes seemed
stunned, not only that a crooner could handle Proust, but that it would
happen on radio:

* Hollywood often capitalized on radio’s popularity in the 1930s and 1940s by producing
pictures with broadcasting plots. There were the Big Broadcasts of 1936, 1937 and 1938,
and dozens more. Love Is in the Air, released in 1937, featured a young actor, Ronald
Reagan, in his first film role, a radio announcer.
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When Bing Crosby spoke the name of Marcel Proust into the microphone
on the night of August 6, 1936, more or less in honor of Miracle Whip,
the long uneasy, half-scandalous affair between commerce and the arts
was at last acknowledged. It was all the more definite because Mr. Crosby,
introducing an ancient melody and using the words “remembrance of
things past,” might so easily have referred to Shakespeare instead; but
airily, jauntily, with cold assurance and a good accent he pronounced the
name which had been, a mere ten years ago, so alien, so perverse, and so
exclusive. It was not a declaration of war; it was an announcement that
the radio had embraced, or taken over the arts.!5

On the local level, the Bing Crosby phenomenon was a boon to pro-
gram directors who had time periods to fill. Crosby had switched to the
newly-minted Decca label in late summer of 1934, a tremendous coup for
the fledgling firm. Decca immediately began issuing a steady flow of Bing’s
platters, which gave stations (already owning a sizeable backlog of the
crooner’s songs on his previous labels) the kind of variety they needed. No
other popular artist in the 1930s offered the depth of recorded material
from which a station could draw in building a record show. Bing Crosby
was the first popular artist on radio to find virtual unanimous local station
acceptance around whom to build a complete program unit, whether in
quarter-, or half-, or even full-hour, blocks. At WORK in York, where the
station’s all-live music covenant with the FCC was in force, Harold Miller
acknowledged even his conservative Pennsylvania Dutch constitutency was
ready for a daily dose of Crosby crooning: “We didn’t play recordings for
the first three years we were on the air. But when we did start using them,
the first program we put together with records was a daily 15-minute Bing
Crosby Show.”

Some stations, not lacking in imagination (or gall), employed Bing
Crosby recordings to implement a common radio subterfuge of the 1930s.
They had the announcer introduce recordings in a manner that gave the
listener the impression the music was live. The furor created by such arti-
fice flared up from time to time, and depending which side of the argument
you were on, it was either outright deception, or ingenious showmanship.

Variety, in its ongoing coverage of the practice, tells how it was done in
1936:

Copy has announcer open periods hailing ’em as entertainment by Crosby
and then mumbling word “recordings.” From then on warbler is ad-
dressed as though he were delivering songs in the flesh. Sample spiels:
“Well, Bing, what are you going to sing for us today? . . . Let’s see now.
I notice we have you down to give us your rendition of .’ (And
then at record’s conclusion): “Fine work, Bing. You were never in a better
voice, etc. etc.” (And then as program nears end): “Just have time for
one chorus of Bing’s next song.” (Then after orchestra on record barely
gets through opening bars and time is up): “Sorry, Bing, we just couldn’t
squeeze that one in. We’'ll have to do it on tomorrow’s program.”16




CROONERS, SINGERS AND OTHER VOICES 109

It is difficult to over-emphasize Bing Crosby’s influence on American
popular music. Most popular artists owed their reputations and influence
to youthful followings. Inevitably, not far behind, has come an older gen-
eration, inveighing and nay-saying. No so with Bing Crosby. Almost from
the beginning, his appeal was universal, not limited to preferences gov-
erned by age or sex considerations. Radio, with its capability of reaching
into the nooks and crannies of America, gave Bing Crosby’s career the
kind of firm base no other medium was capable of. He was the first pop-
ular singer to benefit from the mass circulation radio offered.

Imitators were unable to match Crosby’s way with a song. Except for
a freak accident, Russ Columbo who was hailed for a short while as Bing’s
chief competitor, might have come close. Hefty chunks of air time, record-
ings and a stint at leading his own orchestra brought Colombo to national
attention in the early 1930s. His silken baritone voice and phrasing ap-
proximated Crosby’s, so much so that some contemporary critics main-
tained it was Crosby who copied Colombo. Colombo, they said, who but
for an “unloaded” pistol accident in 1934, would have de-throned Crosby
and become the ultimate crooner.

But if no pop vocalist rose to challenge Bing Crosby directly, there
were plenty who developed their own individual styles. Radio welcomed
lots of them with open microphones. Even though network radio had be-
come an important entertainment medium by the early 1930s, it continued
to look to the older show business forms for singers. With their insatiable
appetite for material, program producers were constantly on the prowl
seeking new talent. From vaudeville or musical comedy stages of the late
1920s came tenors Morton Downey, Clark Dennis, Donal Novis and Kenny
Baker, Singin’ Sam (the “Barbasol Man”), Ruth Etting, Jane Froman, Irene
Beasley and Gertrude Niessen. The Yale campus even sent two fair-to-
middling crooner types to radio: Lanny Ross, singing emcee of the Max-
well House Showboat, a top network entry in the 1930s; and Barry Wood,
who topped off his singing career as the lead male singer on Your Hit
Parade.

Only one other singer besides Bing Crosby reached star status before
ex-big band singers went out on their own to become the dominant force
in musical radio. She was Kate Smith. Two generations have grown up
since she made her initial impact on popular music through radio in the
early 1930s. Almost 50 years later, she was still able to command media
attention—first as a good luck charm singer of “God Bless America” at
Philadelphia Flyers games, and later as the key figure in a real-life, front-
page soap opera that found relatives quibbling over her estate while she
languished in a nursing home. Without a svelte figure and other superficial
glamor trappings Americans demand of their show biz favorites, Kate Smith
came from the Broadway stage to Paley’s Tryout Camp at CBS, singing
just as Crosby did, in fringe time periods. Like Crosby, Smith had a stogie
sponsor, Paley’s La Palina, on her maiden network fling. She flourished
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throughout the network heyday, having a prime time show most every
season beginning in 1931. When live radio went down the tubes, Kate Smith
played network disc jockey for several seasons. She also did a successful
daily talk show on the Mutual Network with her lifetime mentor-manager,
Ted Collins. Her greatest claim to pop music immortality, of course, was
her introduction of “God Bless America” in 1942. In the patriotic-schmaltz
tradition, so vital a part of popular music heritage, the Irving Berlin tune
became Kate Smith’s, virtually sending to extinction her original theme,
“When the Moon Comes Over the Mountain.”

Despite the important groundwork they laid for singers when radio
was a mass entertainment medium, Kate Smith and Bing Crosby were,
nevertheless, aberrations because American popular music was dominated
by name bands in those pre-War years. But because of Crosby, who almost
single-handedly elevated the singer to equal status with the band, leaders
found they had to carry featured vocalists to sell their organizations to the
networks, theaters, and ballrooms. By the end of the 1930s, no name band
was without a singer or a contingent of singers. Tommy Dorsey (with his
blockbuster array of Frank Sinatra, Jo Stafford, Connie Haines and the
Pied Pipers) and Glenn Miller (whose singing entourage included Ray
Eberle, Marian Hutton, Tex Beneke and the Modernaires) dominated the
category of swing-leaning (or swing-sweet) bands at this time. Their hits,
like those of most big bands, became hits because of a singer’s presence.
As the name band era drew to a close, leaders found themselves playing
second fiddle to their singers.*

One by one top names from big band vocallst camp defected, and
before the exodus was over, a sizeable group of pre-rock and roll singers
would claim membership in the Ex-Name Band Singer Alumni Associa-
tion. Any number magnanimously credit their big band experience as the
key factor in their later achievements. Frank Sinatra admitted his debt to
Tommy Dorsey. In watching Dorsey master breath-control playing trom-
bone, Sinatra says he learned how to adapt that essential art to the voice.
Others acknowledge their basic training with big bands in different ways:

BING CROSBY: How lucky I was! A small town fella working and con-
sorting with all these musical giants in Whiteman’s Orchestra. Inev-
itably something had to accrue to my own professional development.
If nothing else, an appreciation of taste, style, and imagination.?

PEGGY LEE: Band singing taught us the importance of interplay with
musicians. We had to work close to the arrangement . . . I learned
more about music from the men I worked with in bands than I've
learned anywhere else. They taught me discipline and the value of
rehearsing.18

* One singer, Dolly Dawn, who had won Orchestra World’s poll as the outstanding band
vocalist of 1937, received so much acclaim, the leader, George Hall, turned his orchestra
over to her and signed on as Dawn’s manager.
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DORIS DAY: Being a band singer teaches you not only how to work in
front of people, but also how to deal with them. You have to disci-
pline yourself musically and in every way.!®

The following table depicts the extent to which big bands served as
training academies for leading names in the entertainment field. (A “Top
Pop Record” is one that reached Billboard’s best seller charts):

NUMBER CAREER
TOP POP RECORDS AS

BIG BAND A SOLO PERFORMER,
SINGER BACKGROUND 1940-1978

Rosemary Clooney  Tony Pastor 18
Perry Como Ted Weems 92
Don Cornell Sammy Kaye 7
Bing Crosby Paul Whiteman 70
Doris Day Barney Rapp/Les Brown 30
Johnny Desmond Gene Krupa/Glenn Miller 6
Mike Douglas Kay Kyser 1
Billy Eckstine Earl Hines 12
Ella Fitzgerald Chick Webb 9
Merv Griffin Freddy Martin 1
Dick Haymes Harry James/Benny Goodman/

Tommy Dorsey 23
Al Hibler Duke Ellington 1
Lena Horne Noble Sissle/Charlie Barnet 1
Betty Hutton Vincent Lopez 8]
Kitty Kallen Jimmy Dorsey/Harry James 3
Dorothy Lamour Herbie Kaye —
Art Lund Benny Goodman 4
Helen O’Connell Jimmy Dorsey 2
Peggy Lee Benny Goodman 14
Patti Page Benny Goodman 24
Frank Sinatra Tommy Dorsey 81
Jo Stafford Tommy Dorsey 31
Kay Starr Charlie Barnet 25
Sarah Vaughn Earl Hines 19
Dinah Washington  Lionel Hampton 17

—Sources for Top Record Data: Top Pop
Records, 1940-1955, Joel Whitburn, Meno-
monee Falls, Wis., (1973) and Joel Whitburn
Top Pop Artists & Singles, 1955—1978. (1979)

Before leaving singers of the big band era, mention should be made
of another vocalizing form in radioland. Harmonizing duos, trios and
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quartets sprang up within the dance orchestras, in a manner similar to solo
songbirds—instrumentalists (all male) who, more often than not, corned
up the already silly novelties they were handed. When Bing Crosby and
improved microphonic technology arrived to elevate the singer’s status,
some leaders, caught up in the bigger-is-better syndrome, hired singing
groups to enhance their radio and theater prospects. From the late 1920s
until the close of the name band period, several dozen aggregations, rep-
resenting musical styles as diverse as the Whiteman and Waring colossi
and Stan Kenton’s carried vocal combos (male, female, or co-ed). The list
that follows includes some of the more prominent ones:

SINGING GROUP NAME BAND
Skyliners Ray Anthony
Rhythm Boys/Sportsmen Gus Arnheim
Moonlight Serenaders Tex Beneke
Bailey Sisters Ben Bernie
Four Recorders/Three Strikes Henry Busse
Rhythmaires Bob Chester
Esquires/Pied Pipers Tommy Dorsey
3 Earbenders/Charioteers Eddie Duchin
Debutantes Ted Fio Rito
Twin Tones Jan Garber
Clarinaders Benny Goodman
LeAhn Sisters/King Sisters Horace Heidt
Kaydettes Sammy Kaye
Barry Sisters Wayne King
G-Noters Gene Krupa
Modernaires Glenn Miller
King Sisters Alvino Rey
Top Hatters Jan Savitt
Stardusters Charlie Spivak
Lane Sisters Fred Waring

A handful of songster groups hit the bigtime with no name-band ties
and managed to get radio exposure, either as feature acts or as guest art-
ists: the Mills Brothers (14 career Top Pop records); the Boswell Sisters;
The Pickens Sisters (NBC’s answer to CBS’s Boswells); and the Andrews
Sisters (11 career Top Pop records). In drawing up the “perfect radio pro-
gram” for a 1933 New Yorker piece, Ring Lardner listed the Revelers,
along with the Paul Whiteman and George Olsen Orchestras, and Fanny
Brice. One group, The Ink Spots (12 career Top Pop Records) has survived
personnel changes and numerous music fads and fashions to maintain a
loyal following through the 1970s.

Singers’ domination of popular music was to last until the FM band
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began lighting up. The “beautiful music” format, stressing lush instrumen-
tals, arriving on wings of FM song at the start of the 1970s, proved diver-
sity was still the essence of American pop. Ironically, it was around this
time Congress passed one of the most flagrantly discriminatory pieces of
legislation in its history: banning cigarette advertising from the airwaves.
A chorus of protests from the broadcasting and tobacco industries was
for naught. For when the smoke screen was cleared away, musical radio
had lost its patron saint. Not even George Washington Hill, marching into
the national legislature’s hallowed halls, leading B.A. Rolfe’s blaring con-
tingent, could have saved the day.
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CHAPTER 8

Smoke BRings

WHEN CONGRESS LOWERED the boom on broadcast cigarette advertising
at midnight, December 31, 1970, it ended the longest run of a popular
music sponsor in radio history. Complete program sponsorship by then
had long since disappeared in favor of select-market “spot” advertising.
But to a generation that grew up when network radio was the leading
source of mass entertainment, cigarette manufacturers were the major un-
derwriters of live popular music. They packed their budgets with this pro-
gramming to the extent that one could look over the roster of cigarette-
sponsored music shows and get a pretty good notion of who were Ameri-
ca’s favorite artists at any given time.

With the rise of movies and print mass media that corresponded with
radio’s growth, cigarette smoking was portrayed to be not only socially
acceptable, but entirely desirable: for men, blasé and dapper; for women,
chic and symbolic of a new-found independence; and for both, worldly
and sophisticated. George Washington Hill’s radio pioneering in behalf of
Lucky Strikes ignited the spark that fired the entire industry’s interest in
tie-ing popular music to the youth market.! By 1929, Saturdays at 10 p.m.
on NBC, starring B.A. Rolfe’s Lucky Strike Dance Orchestra, had become
a national tune-in habit much like television’s Monday Night Football. As
one Variety review observed, ‘“With a personnel of 35 men, Rolfe can do
tricks with his instrumentations going in for handsaws, pig-slide whistles,
novelty percussion and vibration combinations, in addition to the ortho-
dox instrumental teams.” 2
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Hill must have realized he couldn’t have the field to himself forever.
For while B.A. Rolfe’s boys were blasting away on their pig-slide whistles,
William Paley was masterminding a plan to bring to CBS a competitive
musical attraction—and at the same time, land his first cigarette account.
Paley’s innately good programming judgment told him if CBS was the
number-one network as his sales brochures claimed it was—remember,
there were no ratings yet—then CBS ought to have America’s number-one
orchestra. And at the time this was Paul Whiteman who, except for some
occasional one-shots, had avoided radio. Now Paley, the astute salesman,
took over. He pitched a proposal for a weekly Whiteman extravaganza—
not to Lucky Strike’s leading competitors, Camel or Chesterfield, but to
Old Gold, P. Lorillard’s entry, running a weak fourth in the cigarette
sweepstakes. The decision-makers at Lorillard said it was a deal if Paley
could corral Paul Whiteman. La Palina’s erstwhile buyer of radio time,
turned seller, still had to convince Paul Whiteman. Undaunted in his pur-
suit, the youthful network head caught up with Whiteman playing at Chi-
cago’s Drake Hotel. In his autobiography, Paley relates the approach he
used:

During a break | introduced myself. A portly man with a great presence,
Whiteman looked at me and laughted, “Young man, you don’t think I’'m
going to do a regular program on radio, do you?’ . . . I tried to persuade
him of the advantages of a regular weekly program. He thought it would
debase his reputation. We talked a bit and he went back to head his band.
Then he returned and we talked some more. We talked until well after
midnight . . . of the magic of radio, and of the vastly greater audiences
than night clubs or Flo Ziegfeld had to offer. And we talked money. It
was late night or near dawn when he said, “By God, you’ve sold me. Ill
try it.”3

Paul Whiteman’s first program for Gold on the Columbia Broadcast-
ing System was beamed across the country Tuesday night, February S,
1929, 9-10 p.m. No previous musical radio show had been ballyhooed
like this one. In May, a promotional tour mounted by private train, the
“Old Gold Special,” transported the Whiteman company cross-country to
Hollywood, where the corpulent maestro was to star in a major film epic,
the King of Jazz. Concerts were held enroute, with a principal stop at the
Indianapolis Speedway, where the orchestra was towed around the track
before the Memorial Day speed classic got underway. To modern audi-
ences, conditioned by radio, television, personal appearances and other
appurtenances of show biz-media hype, it may be difficult to comprehend
the commotion instigated by a single radio series. As the Paul Whiteman-
Old Gold Special steamed through the heartland, countless Americans ex-
perienced their first in-person encounters with entertainment celebrities.
Quite simply what CBS and Old Gold had done was introduce the na-
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tional promotional road show—a public relations stunt that would be used
years later to promote all manner of advertisers’ broadcast properties.

The Old Gold program itself was like its musical director—BIG. In
trying to up-stage anyone who had ever played or sung a note into a mike,
Whiteman shot the works. Every week’s show was a Radio Special, with
the Whiteman entourage at its very peak and star announcer Ted Husing
spieling song introductions and commercials. Unlike B.A. Rolfe’s Lucky
Strike blast every Saturday night, the Old Gold hour was more like a con-
cert tour de force, 1929 popular music to be sure, but invested with the
high professional gloss Whiteman had spent a decade in perfecting. For
Paul Whiteman was an entertainment icon, not just another orchestra
leader, and any radio show in which he starred had to be worthy of his
considerable reputation. From the Whiteman band book came the regular
splashy arrangements, and to the program were added novelties and spe-
cial effects. Whiteman’s playlist for the broadcast of May 28, 1929, origi-
nating in Chicago, is indicative of what radio’s first regular weekly music
spectacular was like:

Diga Diga Doo

Canadian Capers

French Medley (Madelon, On The Boulevard, Ca Cest Paris)

My Dear Waltz Medley (A Smile, A Kiss, A Perfect Day, My Dear)

Hallelujah

"Till We Meet (Bing Crosby vocal)

O Ya Ya

Pickin’ Cotton

Lady Fingers Medley: You’re Perfect, Ga Ga, You Give Me Something to
Live For (Crosby vocal)

Popular Medley: Doin’ The Racoon, | Faw Down and Go Boom (Rhythm
Boys vocal), My Mother’s Eyes, I'll Never Ask for More

Red Hair and Freckles (Rhythm Boys vocal)

My Sin (Crosby vocal)

Sugar Is Back in Town

China Boy*

Was radio ready for Paul Whiteman? Perhaps not. It may have been
that a full hour each week, crammed with production numbers was over-
doing it, because the Old Gold show lasted only one season. But for all
parties, it wasn’t a bad deal at all: Whiteman came back, as he knew now
he had to, in other seasons and in other formats; CBS had gained new
prestige by bringing America’s pop music giant to the medium; and for
Old Golds, there was a handsome increase in sales. The following cigarette
sales figures reveal how Old Gold (and Lucky Strike) benefited by spon-
soring popular music on early network radio:
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1928 1929 1930
(Sales in millions)
Old Gold 6.50 8.30 8.50
Lucky Strike 27.40 37.00 43.20
Chesterfield 26.10 28.10 26.40
Camel 36.70 37.20 35.305

Clearly, Chestertield and Camel could no longer ignore the medium.
During the next two decades cigarettes were to become popular music’s
dominant underwriter on radio. Sponsor identification meant sponsor as-
sociation when a cigarette took on a radio show. In the 1930s, only a
handful of brands existed—compared to 176 available in late 1979—and
there were no participating sponsorships, since each cigarette had its own
show. Listening to popular music on radio was construed to be a pleasur-
able experience,® so what better tie-in than with the pleasurable experience
tobacco companies claimed for cigarette smoking? (R.J. Reynolds called
its initial radio program the Casel Pleasure Hour.) The smoking pleasure
parade that marched across American dials between 1930 and 1950 ulti-
mately embraced the most predominant popular music figures of the two
decades. Cigarette advertisers were never ahead of popular tastes. They
waited until artists were established before signing them up, and then
dropped them as soon as they thought the performers were wearing thin.

Radio criticism in the press through the early 1930s, except for Vari-
ety and a few other publications that reviewed specific programs, was for
the most part comprised of sweeping generalizations. (e.g. anti-jazz and
anti-crooning *) Therefore it came as somewhat of a surprise when a critic
for a literary journal, Forum, in his first radio column cited three of 1932’s
cigarette-sponsored popular music programs among the finest on the air.
He lumped them under the heading, “Lady Nicotine’s Children”:

Lucky Strike Dance Hour—NBC Network, 10~11 p.m., Tuesday, Thurs-
day, and Saturday 4 minutes 7 seconds of advertising, 13 minutes of Win-
chell, and the remaining time dance music. Brilliant showmanship makes
each presentation glitter. Tune in if you like to dance and do not mind a
diluted Winchell acting as a capper for Claney’s [the announcer] unctuous
remarks.

*In what may have been one of the first blows struck against musical radio’s male tilt, Mrs.
Elmer J. Ottaway, music chairman of The National Council of Women, claiming to speak
for the Council’s 5,000,000 radio-owning members, declared, “We do not like crooning
and sentimental slush in vulgar songs by most jazz wheedling males.” (Quoted in News-
week, December 2, 1933, p. 34.)
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Camel Quarter Hour—With Morton Downey and Jacques Renard Orch.,
CBS Network, Monday through Saturday, 7:45-8:00 p.m. | minute 45
seconds of advertising. 2 minutes of rubbish by the nation’s great heart-
throb philosopher, Tony Wons, and remaining times divided between
Downey and orchestra . . . The music is smooth and worth hearing.

Chesterfield Quarter Hour—With Alex Gray, Nat Shilkret’s Orch., Ruth
Etting or the Boswell Sisters, CBS Network, 10:30-10:45 p.m. Monday
through Saturday, and 10-10:15 p.m. Wednesdays and Saturdays. Less
than | minute of advertising, with no other interruptions . . . The most
enjoyable quarter hour of popular music on the air at the moment.”

Lady Nicotine eventually could even count among her children, Leopold
Stokowski and The Philadelphia Orchestra, Andre Kostelanetz and Lily
Pons. Classical music and cigarettes, however, were not considered good
blending, and popular artists remained the dominant strain in cigarette
companies’ radio advertising mix.

Cigarettes, priced at around 15 cents a pack, were affordable anti-
dotes to the Depression malaise that had engulfed the country. Americans
who couldn’t afford magazines, or even newspapers, turned to radio; hence,
in the medium, cigarettes (and other packaged goods) found their most
efficient advertising. Whatever unknown health hazards cigarettes might
have had sealed within their white tissues, they did the country’s economic
health no harm. Yet, strangely, there was a school of thought that claimed
otherwise. One of its leading spokesman was, of all people, a writer of
popular songs, Irving Caesar. He argued, in testimony before the FCC in
1934, cigarettes on radio were helping prolong the Depression. Caesar
maintained “tobacco, cosmetics, and patent foods, the backbone of the
radio industry,” were keeping people glued to their sets, preventing them
from going out to stores and auto showrooms. Mr. Caesar’s place in his-
tory is obviously more secure as a tunesmith than an economist:

The American people cannot remain seated and listen to their radios . . .
keeping them from visiting public places and destroying the necessity of
demand . . . It is no more co-incidence that those very industries that
employ relatively the least number of men . . . and thereby contribute
least to the social wealth are the very ones that can afford the millions it
takes to use radio as an advertising medium.?

After Caesar went back to song-writing, there were always other crit-
ics at the ready to pick up the cudgels against radio, popular music, and/or
cigarettes. But as the 1930s wore on, their words were dissipated as in-
creasing amounts of popular music were wafted on clouds of smoke into
the ether. Songs themselves celebrated the cigarette. (Victor Herbert, as
early as 1908, had announced the connection in his composition, “Love Is
Like a Cigarette”). Tin Pan Alley, after tobacco and radio found each other,
evoked the exotic, the mysterious and romantic sides of smoking. Rudy
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Vallee extolled “The Cigarette Lady” and Jerome Kern wrote “Smoke Gets
in Your Eyes,” the most famous of all the melodic encomia. Lyrics some-
times referred to remance-cum-cigarettes: “Here we are out of ciga-
rettes”—"“Two Sleepy People”; “A cigarette that bears the lipstick’s
traces”—"These Foolish Things.” *“Smoke Rings” was the theme song
written expressly for the Casa Loma Orchestra when Camel Cigarettes
introduced on radio the first of its long-running Caravan series. “Young
America’s Favorite,” as it was billed at the time, the Casa Loma band
enjoyed a three-season run on the Camel Caravan, beginning in the fall of
1933. The show garnered excellent ratings for its two-a-week prime-time
shots, 10~10:30 p.m., Tuesdays and Thursdays on CBS.

What attracted Camel to Casa Loma was the band’s ability to mix
romantic ballads with up-tempo numbers. The inclusion of the latter, soon-
to-be-called “‘swing’ arrangements, scored in the Fletcher Henderson mode,
foreshadowed important changes down the musical road and paved the
way for Benny Goodman’s acceptance. Regular radio wires to locations
like Glen Island Casino and The Essex House had secured a dedicated
college-age following for Casa Loma and made the band a natural for the
Camel Caravan. It featured prominently a baritone crooner, Kenny Sar-
gent, who helped popularize a group of ballads of the 1930s, including
“For You,” “Under a Blanket of Blue,” and “It’s the Talk of The Town.”
For change of pace, there were such “killer-dillers” as “Casa Loma Stomp,”
“Stompin’ Around,” and “Chinatown.” (

In the summer of 1936, when swing was celebrating its first anniver-
sary of the Palomar explosion, Camel decided it was time to ditch Casa
Loma and replace the band with a more current favorite. There was no
doubt who should lead the Caravan. It had to be the swingmeister himself,
Benny Goodman. The William Esty Company, Camel’s ad agency, at first
tried splitting an hour between Goodman and a sweet band, but eventually
the Caravan, Tuesdays at 10 p.m. on CBS, settled into a swing groove and
remained that way starring Goodman’s band in prime time for three years.
Insofar as pop music fans were concerned, the show was not without its
faults. Advertising agencies, those program impressarios who controlled
most of the networks’ program schedules, were forever diluting musical
radio with skits, guest comedians, movie actors and actresses, glee clubs,
and the like. Few were the shows that America’s number-one swing band
got through without at least one “added attraction” sandwiched between
selections. Still, each Camel Caravan managed to include six tunes by the
Goodman orchestra and/or one of his small combos.

In its pitch to a young audience, the program was built around the
collegiate theme. Everybody was addressed as “doctor,” or “professor,”
and the audience, of course, was the “student body.” Bill Goodwin, a
leading personality-announcer of the day, was perfectly suited to join
Goodman at the head of the Caravan. Not only did Goodwin deliver Camel
commercials with an uncommon air of believability, the tongue-in-cheek
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scholasticisms he and Goodman exchanged seemed less hokey than much
of the continuity prepared for many musical shows. Inexplicably, the pro-
gram, shown as the Camel Caravan in newspaper program listings, did
not always call itself that on the air. The “Swing School” reference, how-
ever, was always in the script, as the show of August 31, 1937 indicates:

BAND: (Theme—“Let’s Dance”)

BILL GOODWIN: (over theme) Camel Cigarettes presents Benny Good-
man’s Swing School! The Tuesday evening rally of everybody every-
where who gets a lift from the new pulsating music of youth—swing.
Tonight the King of Swing presents the world’s greatest swing band,
The Goodman instrumental trio and quartet, the Camel Swing Cho-
rus under the direction of Meyer Alexander, and our English fellow
student, Pat O’Malley offers a little post-graduate work in swing, all
brought to you by the makers of Camel Cigarettes.

THEME: (up and out)
GOODWIN: And here’s the king!

GOODMAN: Good evening, students. This is Benny Goodman, speaking
for Camel Cigarettes. Welcome again to the Swing School.

GOODWIN: What’s on the blackboard tonight, Professor?

GOODMAN: Well tonight, Doctor, we’re gonna present a course in basic
dancy rhythm. The opening lesson is a typical modern dance tune,
“The Camel Hop.”

GOODWIN: Well, hop to it, pops!?

References to college life were worked into the script to flavor song intro-
ductions like this one from the same broadcast:

GOODWIN: And here’s a rhythm that’s very basic. By way of New Or-
leans honky-tonks and early jazz, it worked its way up to the Good-
man Instrumental Quartet. “Vibraphone Blues,” courtesy of the Board
of Trustees, Doctors Hampton, Wilson, Krupa and the Profes-
sor . . .10

The Camel Caravan and other pop music shows aimed at young au-
diences afforded cigarette manufacturers an ideal way to re-inforce their
print advertising, particularly when it included endorsements by famous
personalities. The talking celebrity-head on radio lent a certain credibility
to a personal endorsement. Ralph Guldahl, the golfer, was present in the
Swing School session from which the previous fragments were excerpted:

GOODWIN: Just imagine the stress a' golf champion must play under.
Or better yet, hear the words of Ralph Guldahl, winner of the 1937
National Open against a crack all-star field.
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GULDAHL: I find that smoking Camels eases tension. Camels have one
swell flavor. I'd walk a mile for a Camel.1!

After Benny Goodman left it, the Camel Caravan rolled on into the
early 1950s with Vaughn Monroe as its final leader. So attractive to Camel
was the sponsorship of name bands, at one stretch, both Goodman and
Bob Crosby were used.

By early summer of 1939, cigarette advertisers dominated name band
sponsorship on the radio networks. These sponsorships shown in the fol-
lowing table reveal how cigarette advertisers cut across all orchestral
styles—sweet, swing, sweet/swing:

BAND SPONSOR
Bandwagon (various) Fitch Shampoo
Larry Clinton Sensation Cigarettes
Bob Crosby Camel Cigarettes
Tommy Dorsey Raleigh & Kool Ciga-

rettes

Benny Goodman Camel Cigarettes
Horace Heidt Tums
Richard Himber Studebaker
Hal Kemp Griffin Shoe Polish
Kay Kyser Lucky Strike Cigarettes
Guy Lombardo Lady Esther
Matty Malneck Pall Mall Cigarettes
Artie Shaw Old Gold Cigarettes
Fred Waring Chesterfield Cigarettes
Paul Whiteman Chesterfield Cigarettes 12

Before that fateful year of 1939 was over, Chesterfield beat out Lucky
Strike for Glenn Miller who, except for the intervention of World War II,
might have challenged Guy Lombardo (41 seasons) as America’s all-time
favorite radio name band. Miller, in the tradition of popular music idols,
developed an enormous following in the pre-War period. What he had
done was create a “trademark” sound required of every single artist or
group to reach pop stardom—what Benny Goodman has called “a great
sense of the commercial, of what could attract the average listener.” Miller,
an arranger-trombonist, was a contemporary of other name leaders who
had served their apprenticeships in network studio orchestras of the late
1920s and early 1930s. He had experimented with various musical ap-
proaches throughout the 1930s. The one that clicked was quite uncompli-
cated: by using a clarinet on “top” of four saxophones (instead of the
conventional alto or tenor saxophone leading the reed section), Miller
achieved the sound he was after. On ballads, the clarinet-saxophone blend-
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ing produced a heady romantic brew that cut across demographic lines.
Miller, an astute showman, aware of the “swing thing,” mixed in jump
numbers and stompers in the right proportions. Mindful too of the need
for visual appeal, he augmented the standard 13-man swing band with
four additional instrumentalists, so that his up-tempo numbers could fea-
ture his orchestral sections in showy displays of repeated riffs, fading and
re-appearing. But it was his romantic repertory that put the Miller band
over. This was in tune with the mood of the country, as Americans watched
the developments in Europe between 1940 and 1942. The yelling and
whistling of Glenn Miller’s studio audiences was a familiar sound to lis-
teners who tuned in CBS, 10:00-10:15 p.m., Tuesdays, Wednesdays and
Thursdays for three years starting in late 1939. Miller, serving as co-emcee
(along with Paul Douglas and other first-team announcers) had a pleasing
radio voice. Each Chesterfield Show—and that’s what it was called—usu-
ally consisted of two romantic ballads and two swing numbers. Every so
often there were “The Old-New-Borrowed-Blue” medleys. Usually the
pieces played on the air were those Miller had recorded commercially. On
the Chesterfield Show of October 30, 1941, it was three out of four:

(r) Stardust

(r) Chatanooga Choo-Choo

(r) This Is no Laughing Matter
One O’Clock Jump 13

Chesterfield couldn’t have asked for a more merchandiseable radio
show than Glenn Miller’s. Playing ballrooms and theaters, the Miller band
was a traveling billboard for the cigarette sponsor. In the spring of 1940
alone, there were prom appearances on the campuses of Bucknell, VM],
Virginia, Duke (twice), Hofstra, Penn State, Dartmouth, Temple, Union,
Cornell and North Carolina.14

Concurrent with Glenn Miller, for more general appeal, Chesterfield
presented Fred Waring, Monday through Fridays, 7:00~7:15 p.m. on NBC.
Waring’s program pointed up once more the ad agency-format problem—
introducing non-musical elements into a popular music show. Variety,
grumbling about the practice, didn’t feel it made much sense to dilute
Waring:

Chesterfield bought the famous and expensive Fred Waring organization
to broadcast 15 minutes of dance music every evening at 7:00 p.m. and
then thought it necessary to gild the lily by including baseball scores,
cutting two or three minutes out of a preciously short program . . . Why
baseball scores? Because men are interested?> What kind of baseball fol-
lower doesn’t know the scores already by 7:00 p.m.?1S

When Glenn Miller entered military service, his Chesterfield replace-
ment was Harry James, who went into the traditional CBS popular music
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slot, 7:15-7:30 p.m. Waring held on to his early evening NBC serenade
until the fall of 1944, when Perry Como moved in as the tuneful boniface
on the new Chesterfield Supper Club. This was the vehicle that boosted
ex-band crooner Como to stardom. Many a serviceman wondered how its
host managed to warble nightly on the Supper Club while they had to be
pre-occupied elsewhere. But such notions had little effect on the singer’s
popularity, and he went on to score some excellent ratings. Como’s stud-
ied manner of easy-going delivery, a large studio orchestra, the Satisfiers,
(so-named for Chesterfield’s slogan, “They Satisfy”’) and Martin Block,
the popular WNEW disc-jockey, as the announcer—all came together to
earmark the nightly Como quarter-hour one of the better network wartime
pop music shows. Here too, music sometimes had to take a back seat to
variety elements. The name, “Supper Club,” apparently offered justifica-
tion—as guests popped in and out. Friday night, for example, was “Pick
and Pat” night. Actors portraying two shiftless black stereotypes did sev-
eral minutes each Friday. Their routines could easily have been lifted out
of the nearest minstrel show. A portion of the Pick-and-Pat sketch on
Como’s November 30, 1945 Supper Club illustrates again how advertising
agencies mis-trusted music alone to carry a program:

(Pick and Pat are discussing whether Pat should marry Ducky Pugh)
PICK: Well, P’se tellin’ you one thing, son. You got to marry Ducky Pugh.
PAT: That settles it. I'se gonna jump off a high building.

PICK: You ain’t gonna kill yourself, is you Pat?

PAT: Well, you talked me out of it. Ducky Pugh’s got a rich aunt. Boy,
she owns rabbit farms all over da country. She’s a self-made woman.
She started out with two rabbits, now she’s got a million of 'em. She
worked really hard. And boy, them rabbits wasn’t loafin’ either. . .16

When Perry Como signed off the Supper Club in 1949, Lucky Strike
moved in to grab the time period. In its place, the musical heirs of G.W.
Hill installed Light Up Time, starring Frank Sinatra and Dorothy Kirsten.
It was one of network radio’s last musical journeys down tobacco road.
For his services on the five-weekly quarter hours, Sinatra, who was re-
ported at the time to have staggering financial obligations, received $8500
a week. Light Up Time re-united Sinatra with his old employer, the Amer-
ican Tobacco Company, from whose fold he had stormed out in a huff a
year earlier. The early evening Sinatra-Kirsten song recital lasted one sea-
son. Luckies were truly lucky for Sinatra. Not, of course, because of Light
Up Time, which was to be relegated to the back of old-time radio trivia
books after one season, but because it was on a Lucky Strike show that
the singer got his first build-up as a solo performer. That program would
have a permanent place in everybody’s hall of fame because it introduced
to popular music a concept that was to become the format of the future.
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CHAPTER 9

“Your Hit Parade”

WHY HADN'T SOMEBODY thought of it sooner? Rank the top tunes of the
day through some sort of regular survey and play them on the air. Every
other phase of the culture and the marketplace was measured according to
its standing with the competition—sports, sales, even politics—so why not
popular music? The radio music box had ground away for 15 years before
anyone considered setting up an “official”” competitive evaluation of Amer-
ica’s favorite songs and then presenting them on the radio. When the no-
tion finally took shape in Your Hit Parade, it was accepted* as the na-
tional scorekeeper of what the leading hits of the land were and where
they placed on the preference list. Your Hit Parade outlasted every net-
work popular music program except Bing Crosby and Guy Lombardo. It
also brought forth the basic design of Top 40, destined to catch the pub-
lic’s fancy just when radio needed it most.

Credit for originating Your Hit Parade has matter-of-factly gone to
that tobacconist-cum-musicologist, George Washington Hill.! Such attri-
bution may have been a common case of advertising agency magnanimity,
wherein an agency dreams up ideas the graciously gives public credit to
the client—but makes sure the trade knows who really had the idea. In all

* That acceptance, however, was far from unanimous. There were always some inquisitive
souls who had the crude insensitivity to ask just how songs were chosen for the rankings.
There was never a universal answer, as we shall see a few pages hence when we plumb the
question.
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likelihood, that was the way Your Hit Parade was hatched. Albert Lasker,
head of the Lord and Thomas agency which handled the American To-
bacco Company account, was personally in charge of keeping Hill happy.
How many of Hill’s ideas actually sprang from the brilliant mind of Albert
Lasker will never be known. But Lasker’s biographer, John Gunther, flatly
states it was Lasker’s daughter, Mary, who was the architect of Your Hit
Parade.?

That a weekly network popular music program had so much staying
power may have been more a testimony to the American preoccupation
with numbers and rankings than to the promenade of talent that appeared
before the Hit Parade microphone. Your Hit Parade (called Lucky Strike
Sweepstakes when it went on the air) purported to be a weekly report card
of the nation’s favorite songs—nothing more. George Washington Hill
considered the show an extension of those Saturday night dance sessions
led by B.A. Rolfe. In the Hill style book, that meant snappy tempos and
simple arrangements; using only the most popular songs would take care
of his other imperative—that the music be familiar. Your Hit Parade de-
buted on the NBC network, Saturday April 20, 1935 at 8 p.m. Lennie
Hayton led the first Hit Parade orchestra and singers through brassy, Hill-
inspired arrangements. Ballads were treated with proper deference, but the
up-tempo mood was established on the premier show and was never al-
lowed to be anything else. Cigarettes denoted pleasure and listening to a
popular music program should be a pleasurable affair. The opening theme,
“Happy Days Are Here Again” was as up-beat as you could get; and so
was the Hit Parade’s signature theme, “This Is My Lucky Day.” Both
stayed around until the show left the air. Bracketed between “Happy Days”
and “Lucky Day” were short song introductions, another of the opening
show’s hallmarks that varied little in the 24 years it played on radio and
television. In fact, over the years there was little tampering with any part
of the format. The show began by using the 15 songs it claimed were
America’s favorites. At various stages, seven, nine, or ten tunes made it to
the winners’ circle. In its final season of 1958, (foreshortened to four
months) the list was cut to five. On volume one, number one, the announ-
cer emphasized the egalitarian stamp imprinted on Your Hit Parade—and
that, too, would never be rubbed off in its long run:

ANNOUNCER: Once again the voice of the people has spoken to select
the tunes of the Hit Parade. New Yorkers, Californians, Northerners,
Southerners, Republicans, Democrats, men, women—120 million of you
have told us what songs you want to hear this Saturday night. You’ve
told us by purchasing sheet music and records, by your requests to or-
chestra leaders, by the tunes you listen to on your favorite programs.
That’s why the Hit Parade is your own program.’

Was the lofty preamble to each show a true report on the way the
country’s popular music preferences were tabulated? No one ever found
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out. Weekly Hit Parade song surveys were conducted with CIA-type se-
crecy by Lucky Strike’s advertising agency. Whether the sampling meth-
odology met the criteria of scientific public opinion research had always
been the big Hit Parade question nobody could (or would) answer. All
that ever leaked was that three yardsticks were used: record and sheet
music sales and network play. Complicating matters was how each of those
elements was weighted. Certainly sheet music in the 1930s was not the
force in popular music that it had been in pre-radio days. In comparing
Variety’s weekly reports in those three areas with Hit Parade tabulations
between 1936 and 1940, it is impossible to reach any final conclusions.
Making valid comparisons was compounded by the fact that Variety did
not publish all three sets of data for record, sheet music and airplay each
week, nor were the seven days covered by the publication the same as
those used by the Hit Parade in every instance. Random weeks selected
from 1937, 1938 and 19394 indicate what wide fluctuations were possible,
depending on how, when and where the surveys were made. For example,
for the first week of April, 1937, Your Hit Parade listed “Boo Hoo” as
the number one song; Variety’s network airplay chart had it third. In 1938,
“Ti Pi Tin” ended up the top tune on the networks as well as the Hit
Parade for the third week in April that year. “Deep Purple,” number five
on the networks’ playlist the week of March 4, 1939 was Your Hit Pa-
rade’s choice for the country’s favorite song. (For additional comparisons,
see Appendix on page 367.)

No part of the Hit Parade legend has worn so well as the one alleging
that all was not on the up-and-up in determining which tunes made it and
which ones did not. Maestro Harry Sosnick who had two tours of duty
leading the Hit Parade orchestra claims,

There was a lot of money involved. There were pay-offs to get the “right”
song up there. There were rumors of a lot of trickery to get the number-
one song. It wasn’t all legit either . . . they would take a canvass of
record and sheet music stores. But there was a way of influencing the
people who filled out the questionnaires. It’s like the book business. I
understand book publishers send secretaries out to buy their books to
influence the Times lists.5

Sosnick involved bandleaders in some of the untoward maneuvers of Your
Hit Parade:

Questionnaires sent to every dance orchestra leader asked, “What is your
most requested song?”’ If you could get to that leader, he didn’t care what
he put down as his most requested song if there was a little money in-
volved . . . There were all kinds of ways of doing it.6

Irrespective of such unproven charges, Your Hit Parade was a reason-
ably accurate reflection of our predilection for hummable songs of roman-
tic love and nonsense ditties. Nobody had to ask, “where’s the melody?”
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The cumulative American popular song repertory between 1935 and 1950
belonged to tunesmiths who toiled in the vineyards of Hollywood, Broad-
way and Tin Pan Alley. Composers Richard Rodgers, Sammy Fain, Harry
Warren, Irving Berlin, Jimmy Van Heusen, Jimmy McHugh, Harry Revel,
Ralph Grainger, Jule Styne and Cole Porter wrote of Septembers in the
rain, stars falling out of heaven, sunburns at the shore, and things easy to
remember/but so hard to forget. Lyricists Mack Gordon, Irving Berlin,
Johnny Mercer, Leo Robin, Sammy Cahn, Al Dubin and Frank Loesser
wrote of whispers in the dark, pockets full of dreams, fools rushing in,
and blue rain. r

During the years Your Hit Parade whirled through its weekly song
sweepstakes, there was only one body of popular music—the same songs
all the bands were playing live on the air, the same records that all juke
boxes and radio stations were spinning. But even as Your Hit Parade was
strengthening the concept of a single list of national hit tunes, seeds were
being sown that would help scatter popular music to fragmented audi-
ences, catered to by over 8000 radio stations.

Prior to 1941, all music had been licensed by the American Society of
Composers, Authors and Publishers (ASCAP). Spurred on by Victor Her-
bert in 1914, a nucleus of composers and lyricists convinced the music
establishment that legislation was needed to enforce the Copyright Act of
1909. That Act had set forth three noble provisions for writers and pub-
lishers of popular music: that they should be compensated for the publi-
cation, recording and performance of their works. The Act, however, pro-
vided little machinery for its enforcement. The Herbert lobby convinced
Congress that tough legislation was needed, and ASCAP was on its way
to becoming the first performing rights society in the United States. Radio,
at first, seemed a natural ally to the composing and publishing fraternity
and was permitted by ASCAP to broadcast music free of charge. By 1923,
however, ASCAP recognized in the growing broadcasting industry a poten-
tial source of income, every bit as important as the dining salons and con-
cert halls that had to cough up performance fees. In spite of the howls of
protest, broadcasters paid their tribute to the ASCAP Caesar throughout
the 1930s. Near the end of 1939, though, a greater impasse than usual
developed over the new contract that was to take effect starting in 1941.
The National Association of Broadcasters,* representing the networks and
approximately 600 stations, was unable to come to terms with ASCAP.

For self-protection, the industry through its trade association decided
to organize its own performing rights society, Broadcast Music Incorpo-
rated (BMI). The haggling continued through all of 1940, and when the
year ended without an agreement, all ASCAP-licensed music ceased to be

* The NAB, by now, had become an important lobbying force in Washington. Philip Loucks,
its managing director and legal counsel from 1930-1935, guided the association through
some of its most difficult years.
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heard on American airwaves. Thus, starting January 1, 1941, radio sent
out a flood of BMI-licensed tunes and public domain (no license fees re-
quired) compositions, the latter as re-packaged items in popularized 1941
renditions.

Broadcasters and ASCAP finally agreed on a new contract late in the
year, but BMI decided to continue as a performing rights organization.
ASCAP at the time, with its strong New York-Hollywood axis and pay-
ments based on national network play, meant little to regional writers and
publishers. BMI, on the other hand, included in its charter a provision to
pay members for performances on local stations as well as for those on
network shows. Re-arrangement of socio-economic patterns brought on by
World War II and the post-war period saw great population shifts in the
country. With such displacements came a rising interest in country and
western, and rhythm and blues—two kinds of music that thrived first in
their congenial regional settings and would then go on to become the na-
tional popular music of the United States and the world beginning in the
mid-1950s. Writers and composers found the back roads charted by BMI
more inviting than the Great White Way-Sunset Boulevard routes laid out
by ASCAP. Consequently, the older licensing order gradually lost its near-
monopoly status.*

Your Hit Parade, a child of the ASCAP-dominated era, however, had
a way to go before it became a victim of the changing tastes in popular
music. Indeed, the program enjoyed some of its best showings following
the resolution of the ASCAP-BMI battle of 1941. The highest rating achieved
in the 1930s was a 15.3 for the 1938-39 season. Your Hit Parade reached
its peak during the World War II years:

SEASON RATING
194243 17.1
1943-44 19.1
194445 17.8

—Source: A Thirty-Year History of Programs
Carried on National Radio Networks in the
United States, 1926~1956. Harrison B. Sum-
mers, ed., Arno (1971)

With the top nine or ten hits of the week, several “Lucky Strike ex-
tras” (the 1940s term for oldies), a boy and girl vocalist, and the rest of
G.W. Hill’s requisites, Your Hit Parade zipped through 45-minutes (1942

* After the great flush of BMI-licensed works, beginning around 1950, ASCAP could hardly
be accused of applymg the Hollywood-Broadway litmus test. Writers like Stevie Wonder,
Bob Dylan, Carly Simon, Carole King, John Denver, Smokey Robinson, Marvin Gaye, Led
Zepplin would all become card-carrying ASCAP members.
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and 1944) or 30-minutes (1943) of the music decreed by the “voice of the
people.” By this time, the show had been on the air almost a decade—a
long span in musical radio. When Your Hit Parade reached its peak rating
in the 1943—-1944 season, radio’s captive wartime audiences may have been
a major factor. So may have been the sponsor’s choice of the featured male
singer.

The timing was right for Frank Sinatra. He had left Tommy Dorsey’s
Orchestra late in 1942 to go out on his own and had just completed the
obligatory Paramount Theater appearance when show biz lightning struck.
Well-concocted portions of astute management and cunning press agentry
had given Sinatra’s career, in a short time, the kind of hype a showman
like George Washington Hill appreciated. “Lucky Strike has gone to War,”
the cigarette commercials boasted—and so had many of the singers of pop-
ular songs. Hill examined the dwindling talent pool, and just as the Amer-
ican Tobacco Company had been Bing Crosby’s first network sponsor, so
the firm became Sinatra’s initial network bankroller. Sinatra was the Hit
Parade between February, 1943 and December, 1944.” Aided by noisy
studio audiences and frequent press coverage, Sinatra’s stints on the show
became weekly media events. Little did the bobby-soxers who made up the
bulk of his audience, squealing through the introductions and codas of his
songs, think that two generations later, they would be convincing their
spouses to plunk down the price of a week’s groceries in Las Vegas to see
one of his shows. His cause was aided by tunes tinged with wartime color-
ings: “Don’t Get Around Much Anymore”; “They’re Either Too Young
or Too Old”; “No Love, No Nothin’ ('Till My Baby Comes Home)”’; “I’ll
Walk Alone”; “Ill Be Seeing You”; “You’d Be So Nice to Come Home
To”; “I Heard You Cried Last Night”; ““Long Ago and Far Away.” Songs
of that ilk always found favor with women separated from husbands and
sweethearts in time of war; and given the way Sinatra caressed the lyrics,
they had even more appeal. “Young Blue Eyes” played to a feminine con-
stituency and they loved it. A less-adoring and snoopy press wondered
regularly about Sinatra’s 4F (physically-unfit for military service) classifi-
cation. An ear problem, said the doctors, and “The Voice™ (as the press
agents dubbed him) was vindicated. No singer on Your Hit Parade, before
or since, created the furor generated by Sinatra. Forty-eight different boy
and girl singers, including some of the big names of the 1940s (Dick
Haymes, Dinah Shore, Doris Day, Andy Russell, Dorothy Collins and
Snooky Lanson) sang on Your Hit Parade, but none boosted the show’s
popularity as did the ex-Dorsey crooner.

By the time Sinatra began his second tour of Hit Parade duty, song
stylists, mainly on records, had taken over popular music. The melodies of
the hits—the essential point of Your Hit Parade in the first place—didn’t
sound right when performed by artists other than those who had recorded

* He returned for another hitch between September, 1947 and May, 1949.
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them. Recordings of songs, often encased in special effects, echo chambers,
etc., became the tuning forks of popular music; these were the versions the
people wanted to hear. Still, Your Hit Parade went gamely on—as a si-
mulcast, 1950—1953, and as a television-only production for its final six
years. In the show’s latter days, when tobacco manufacturers began bring-
ing out new brands, American Tobacco Company introduced a Hit Parade
cigarette. That brand outlasted the show, but not by much. Your Hit Pa-
rade’s closing stanzas were often amusing (and sometimes pathetic) vi-
gnettes that found Dorothy Collins/Snooky Lanson/Giselle McKenzie/
Russell Arms obliged to cope with the visual trappings required in tele-
vision production. Your Hit Parade should have, in 1953, pulled down the
shades on that “Doggie in the Window.” Things went from bad to worse
as the rising wave of rock swept over popular music in the 1950s. Not
even a “Hound Dog” in 1957 was able to chase the show off the tube. It
was not until two years later the show was mercifully put to rest. In its
final years, Your Hit Parade won a Peabody Award and an Emmy. That a
program so uniquely “radio” would win two of the most prestigious awards
in television only attests to the sometimes strange goings-on in medialand.
George Washington Hill would no doubt have relished the irony.

NOTES

1. So strongly was Hill identified as the guiding force of Lucky Strike’s music shows, he was
often mentioned right along with the talent. In a review of one early Hit Parade segment,
Variety’s critic detected the “hand and policy of George Washington Hill throughout. Hill
proceeds on the theory that what is demonstrably in the public taste is good enough for
him and Lucky Strike’s radio program.” (February 12, 1936, p. 50)

. John Gunther. Taken at the Flood, Popular Library, (New York), 1961, p. 180.

. Lucky Strike Hit Parade. Broadcast of July 20, 1935, McCoy Recordings, Reel No. 382.

. John R. Williams. This Was Your Hit Parade, John R. Williams, (Camden, Maine), 1973,
pp. 83, 89 & 95.

5. “Whatever Happened to Your Hit Parade?’ Richard Lamparski interview with Del Shar-
butt, Brank Buxton and Bill Owen. (Circa 1966). The interview co-incided with the pub-
li;ation of Buxton’s and Owen’s Radio’s Golden Age. McCoy Recordings, Reel No. 1664.
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CHAPTER 10

Comedy with Music

IN THE GLORY DAYS of networks, radio was America’s all-in-one music
box/theater/concert hall/vaudeville house/news center. Not surprisingly, the
sole survivors in the Television Age are music and news. Yet, there remains
a hearty hybrid with roots in network radio: the funny-man disc jockey.
The modern deejay is an extension of the old-time radio comedian, work-
ing with recorded popular music, instead of live, between his routines. In
post-television radio, a station with a comedian-disc jockey usually slots
him in morning drive time, radio’s prime hours. Recordings take a back
seat to the jokes. Still, his show would be missing something without a
few records now and then. For the network radio comic, popular music
served much the same function.

After radio got off the ground and vaudeville re-treads became the
medium’s first funny men, popular music was recognized as a necessary
prop. George Burns and Gracie Allen did their first radio comedy routines
in one-minute segments with Guy Lombardo’s Royal Canadians playing in
the background. The year was 1930. Lombardo was at the height of his
popularity on campuses. After three weeks of Burns and Allen jokes deliv-
ered over top of the “Sweetest Music This Side of Heaven,” Burns was
called into the office of John Reber, Radio Vice President, ]J. Walter
Thompson Company. Thompson handled the Robert Burns Cigar spon-
sor’s account and wanted to discuss with Burns audience reaction to the
show. In his autobiography, Burns recalls the contents of a letter Reber
read to him at that meeting. It was signed by 54 members of an Ivy league
fraternity:

132
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Gentlemen: For the past two years every Monday night has been very
special for us. It has been a tradition that we invite our girl friends over
to the fraternity house to hear Guy Lombardo. However, for the past
three weeks, out comes five minutes of these lousy jokes. May we point
out if we want lousy jokes, we can get them from the same joke book
they get them. Please stick to the music.!

As radio grew up and production values were better understood, pro-
ducers worked out variations advantageous to comedian and orchestra
leader alike. Ex-vaudevillian Ed Wynn’s scripts called for dance band
numbers that acted as separators between the comic’s routines. Wynn,
whose radio character the “Fire Chief” derived from his sponsor’s Fire
Chief Gasoline, was a high-rated feature on NBC’s Tuesday night line-up
in the mid-1930s, in much the same way Milton Berle a decade later dom-
inated the time period on television, for the same sponsor. The writers
used announcer Graham McNamee as Wynn’s straight man. The orches-
tra, Eddie Duchin’s, played hits of the day between skits. Song titles and
Duchin’s name were not always mentioned; in those instances, they simply
followed Wynn’s wrap-up punch lines for each sketch. Using that formula,
the comedian concluded his opening routine on a March, 1935 show with
the latest word on his aunt. (His aunt was a running gag.):

WYNN: Oh, my aunt is really a mess, Graham. I’'m sorry | mentioned
her. I took her to a dress shop the other day, and the saleslady said
to my aunt, “Would you like to try that dress on in the window?”’
My aunt said, “No, in the back of the store!”

MUSIC: (Selection by Eddie Duchin Orchestra—in quick. No mention of
song title or reference to Duchin.)?

Later in the same program, Wynn describes for McNamee the plot line for
an opera the comic has written. An old maid, the central figure, has been
pestering her doctor about her romance problem. The doctor observed
that her latest haircut makes her look like an old man:

WYNN: . . . Now she gets mad: “I feel like shooting you for that”. The
doctor said, “You can’t shoot me without a hunting license—I’m an

Elk!’

MUSIC: (Selection by Eddie Duchin Orchestra—in quick. No mention of
title or reference to Duchin.)3

Duchin’s orchestra usually played four or five short numbers per program.

Ed Wynn’s radio efforts, like many comedy shows in the 1930s, were
re-cycled vaudeville. Joe Penner, who had also come to radio from the
older medium a little later than Wynn, however, employed a format that
involved the orchestra leader as host. It is no surprise that on Penner’s
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weekly half-hour, Baker’s Broadcast (NBC), Sunday nights, Ozzie Nelson
enjoyed better showcasing than Eddie Duchin received from Wynn. Ozzie
Nelson and his vocalist-wife, Harriet Hilliard, were themselves one of the
nation’s leading attractions in the 1930s. Writers took advantage of this
fact and had Nelson serve as low-key host. A representative show (May
13, 1934) came on the air in this manner:

THEME SONG: (Unidentified March)

ANNOUNCER: (Ben Grauer) The Baker’s Broadcast brought to you by
Fleischmann’s Yeast in the United States and Canada. Presenting Oz-
zie Nelson and His Orchestra, with Harriet Hilliard. And starring
Joe Penner.

PENNER: (Trademark laugh)

NELSON: Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. This is Ozzie Nelson
speaking. I hope you enjoy our Baker’s Broadcast for tonight. And I
hope Joe does too. Our first number is the Harlem favorite, “Reefer
Man.”

ORCHESTRA: (Plays “Reefer Man”)

NELSON: You’re liable to find Joe Penner anywhere. Here he is helping
out his friend in a music store. (skit follows)4

How much of the Baker’s Broadcast popularity was due to Joe Penner,
and how much to the supporting musical talent of Mr. & Mrs. Ozzie
Nelson will never be known.* At the time, Ozzie, only a few years out of
Rutgers, and still appropriately collegiate, with his new bride-vocalist,
Harriet, personified an attractive and devoted couple sitting on top of the
pop music world—a sort of 1930s Captain and Tennille. Listeners got one
cooing-lovebird duet per Baker’s Broadcast, in addition to a solo each by
husband and wife. The Nelsons were not written into the Penner scripts.
Yet, the sitcom Ozzie and Harriet who came after the musical Ozzie and
Harriet certainly benefited from working on a major radio comedy pro-
gram. It took a decade for Nelson’s comedic flare to blossom, at which
time he developed his situation comedy character, a sort of unflappable Ivy
League Dagwood. Three of Ozzie Nelson’s contemporaries in the band
business did not wait that long, however, and preferred to stir in the com-
edy right on the bandstand.

Orchestra leaders Ben Bernie and Kay Kyser parlayed their innate grasp
of comedy into careers that lent an extra dimension to their popular music
labors. Dance bands led by Bernie and Kyser were more than adequate,
but thanks to carefully constructed personas, they were able to straddle

* The show enjoyed high ratings both years Nelson and Hilliard supplied the music: 1933—
34 season (35.3); and 1934-35 (30.3). Penner played on radio through most of the 30s
with other bands. In his last season, 1939—40, he had slipped to a 9.0.
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the worlds of popular music and comedy. Bernie’s matriculation in the
vaudeville prep school as a monologist-vocalist served him well when he
turned to bandleading. Blessed with a deep, resonant voice suitable for the
projection required by primitive microphones, Bernie parlayed his show-
manship into early radio stardom. Adopting the sobriquet, “The Old Mae-
stro,” for himself, (he was born in 1891), and for his men, “All the Lads,”
Bernie fronted a band on a par with Vincent Lopez’s and B.A. Rolfe’s—
no mean feat in the 1920s. In pre-rating days, he more then held his own
in newspaper and magazine popularity polls.” When more scientific rating
techniques arrived, the numbers showed the earlier polls were no fluke.
During the 1932-33 season, Ben Bernie’s weekly half-hour of dance music
and banter rated placement in the year’s top ten. Some of Bernie’s best
routines were built around a running ‘“‘feud” between him and Walter
Winchell, the show-business gossip columnist. Such cooked-up wrangles,
if they caught on, were effective devices that script writers sometimes em-
ployed to heighten listenership. (Radio’s most famous “feud,” Jack Benny
vs. Fred Allen, was kept alive throughout the network careers of both.)
The contrived Winchell-Bernie hostility had enough mileage in it to extend
the gag to two films, Wake up and Live (1937) and Love and Hisses (1939).
Bernie’s weekly radio show usually included six current hits, plus a guest
star—quite often one that had something to do with popular music. The
Old Maestro was able to project his unique personality—he was the star—
through the home loudspeaker by means of Bernie-ese. This was a pleas-
ant, casual, (sometimes ungrammatical) line of patter, tinged with a mild
New York accent. Bernie did not belong to the bellylaugh/loud-guffaw
school of comedy. Rather, he pegged his efforts on a low-key approach,
illustrated in his words of welcome on a program heard in October, 1935:

BERNIE: Yowsah, Greetings, ladies and gentlemen. 'Tis Tuesday. So ’tis.
Time for the Old Maestro and all the Lads to watch their p’s and
q’s, meaning pints and quarts of good old Pabst Blue Ribbon Beer.
Yowsah! Well, Philadelphia is sure a great town. You know, last
Saturday, | went around and visited all the old places of interest. And
I really got historical. And last Sunday, I listened to Winchell and |
really got hysterical. Well, once again we greet youse guys and
gals . . S

“Au Revoir, Pleasant Dreams,” Bernie’s sign-off, was one of the most per-
sonalized signatures heard on the air:

* Hyping for “good numbers” did not have to wait for the era of rating ‘“‘sweeps.” In the
New York Evening World’s 1925 radio popularity poll, word got out that Bernie’s chief
rival, Harry Richman, was buying World copies at the rate of $1000 worth a day to stuff
the ballot box. An ‘“appalled”’ Bernie invested a more modest sum to do the same thing.
But when he saw Richman’s “coupon plant” in action, The Old Maestro dropped out of
the competition. (Variety, November 25, 1925, p. 1)
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Au revoir, Pleasant dre-ams.

Think of us—when requesting your themes.
Until the next time when—

Possibly you may all tune in again,

Keep the Old Maestro always—in your schemes.
Yowsah, yowsah, yowsah.

Au Revoir—

This is Ben Bernie, ladies and gentlemen,
And all the Lads

Wishing you a bit of pleasant dre-ams.
May good luck—and happiness,

Success, good health, attend your schemes.
And don’t forget—

Should you ever send in your request-a
Why, we’ll sho’ try to do our best-a
Yowsah.

Au Revoir, a fond cheerio.

A bit of a tweet-tweet,

God bless you—and

Pleasant dre-ams!

Copyright © 1930 by DeSylva, Brown & Henderson, Inc.
Copyright Renewed, Assigned to Chappell & Co., Inc.
International Copyright Secured

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

Used by permission

Bernie had a sponsored prime-time show through most of the 1930s.
But his highly stylized manner (in which Bernie—the vaudevillian often
outscored Bernie—the orchestra leader) was more suited to radio’s green-
ing years. When his popularity declined toward the end of the 1930s, there
were, as always, new sounds and new voices swirling through the air-
waves. Challengers in pop music never stopped pounding on the studio
door and, in Bernie’s case, swing bands, sweet bands, rippling rhythm
bands, tic-toc rhythm bands, dixieland bands, singing song title bands made
him virtually forgotten when he passed away in 1943.

Only one other popular music figure, Kay Kyser, was able to bat in
Ben Bernie’s personality/comic/bandleader league. Following in the path of
other successful college band honchos, Kyser brought his University of
North Carolina orchestra to radio in the early 1930s. He first drew atten-
tion through the employment of a gimmick to take care of song introduc-
tions—singing-song titles. They worked as follows:

VOCALIST: (Sings only first line including title) “Let’s Build a Stairway
to the Stars.”
ORCHESTRA: (Plays one bar of tune)

ORCHESTRA: (Segues to Kyser’s theme song, “Thinking of You” and
under for . . .)
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KYSER: Now here’s one of the year’s loveliest ballads, “Stairway to the
Stars,” sung by Harry Babbitt.

ORCHESTRA & BABBITT: (Do entire song).

Singing-song titles, however, were not responsible for bringing Kay
Kyser’s latent talent for comedy to the fore. It has been said the gimmick
that eventually grew into his stock-in-trade came about by accident. Ac-
cording to the story, during a booking at Chicago’s Blackhawk Restau-
rant, in order to boost slow Monday night business, Kyser incorporated a
short pop music quiz in which patrons vied for small prizes. The idea
caught on and ultimately developed into the long-running network hit,
Kay Kyser’s Kollege of Musical Knowledge. Kyser’s soft Southern accent
and self-deprecating manner (in reality, he was one of bandom’s most
business-minded hard noses) made him a perfect radio emcee. His adop-
tion of the tag, “The 'Ole Professor,” added that collegiate motif which
pervaded the dance band business. Questions built around popular music
were ludicrously simple. If contestants stumbled, which they often did,
Kyser’s sly hints yielded the answers. Kay Kyser’s ability to ad lib often
surpassed some of radio’s professional comedians who were lost without
their scripts. The ’Ole Professor never humiliated those bumbling contes-
tants who seemed intent on making coast-to-coast fools of themselves.

Kay Kyser’s Kollege of Musical Knowledge never strayed too far from
its music base® even though it was perceived by some listeners more as a
vehicle for Kyser’s antics than a showcase for one of the country’s leading
dance aggregations. It was not until two or three minutes into the show
that the leader came on. For unlike network television productions that
open cold with a snippet of the action as a program tease, most of radio’s
coast-to-cast fare waded through a few moments of preliminaries—appar-
ently in the belief that this wait added to the impact. In the case of Kyser’s
Kollege, it was a most effective device. The *Ole Professor stood in the
wings until the script cued his grand entrance. Wearing cap and gown,
throwing kisses, waving and mugging, he approached the microphone amid
cheers, whistles, and loud applause.

These were important elements to shows like Kyser’s because live stu-
dio audiences provided a necessary lift for the performer. For those at
home sitting in front of their radios, live studio audiences helped radiate
an invisible glow, a show biz aura, that captured the listener’s imagination.
Kay Kyser’s Kollege of Musical Knowledge is a good example of what live
bigtime network musical radio was like in December, 1941:

ANNOUNCER: In a cigarette, it’s the tobacco that counts!
AUCTIONEER: (Chants Lucky Strike’s immortal logo)

“It's a good thing it did too. For as with all Lucky Strike musical shows, THE CLIENT,
G. W. Hill, kept a sharp ear on proceedings.
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ORCHESTRA: (Plays “Happy Days Are Here Again” for 30—40 seconds.
Then fade for . . .)

ANNOUNCER: Lucky Strike presents Kay Kyser’s Kollege of Musical
Knowledge with a high helping of Hollywood hulla-baloo—$95.00
in prizes . . . AND that mighty flighty old blighter himself—KAY

KYSER!
ORCHESTRA: (Kyser’s theme song, “Thinking of You” for 30 seconds,
then fade for . . .)

KYSER: Evening’ folks. How y’all? Well, class night comes to town, and
scholars come to class, all ready to take these exam hurdles with fun
and fame along the way, and high finance at the finish,

ANNOUNCER: Pardon me, Professor. But before class, one of the stu-
dents asked if I’d give you an apple.

KYSER: An apple! Why certainly, let the little fellow come forward.
ACTOR: Here it is, teacher. But you’ll have to bob for it.

SOUND EFFECTS: (Water splashing to convey impression Kyser fell into
container)

AUDIENCE: (Loud laughter and applause)

KYSER: (Wiping face and shaking off water) A fine way to start class,
chillun! But while we ‘mope around here, what say to a bit of re-
quired bobbin’? Do the Big Apple and Yes Dance!*

ORCHESTRA: (Plays “Sing Halleljuah,” introduced by singing-song ti-
tle).6

Following a second tune and a commercial came the first quiz se-
quence. In the show described above, contestants were asked to identify
“Oh, How I Hate to Get up in the Morning” and “You’re in the Army
Now.” Several quiz sequences were formatted for each show—all built
around musical questions. Seven or eight songs by the Kyser band and his
vocalists per hourly broadcast helped make this one of network radio’s
highest rated pop music offerings. Kyser’s Kollege remained on the air
through the mid-1940s. A television version lasted one season, and soon
thereafter Kyser retired from show business to enjoy the considerable fruits
of his radio harvest.

A black version of Kay Kyser’s Kollege of Musical Knowledge may
have been what the NBC-Blue Network had in mind when it introduced
Cab Calloway’s Quizzicale in 1942. For whatever reasons, Quizzicale failed
to achieve the fame of Kyser’s Kollege, Cab Calloway was not one of
them. The energetic bandleader-emcee had paid his dues when his organi-
zation replaced Duke Ellington’s Cotton Club revue in 1931. His “Hi-de-

*The “Big Apple” was a dance of the period, and “Yes” was Kyserese for “Let’s,”
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hi-de-ho” trademark became a well-established radio logo, and his band
was the spawning ground for future jazz greats Dizzy Gillespie, Cozy Cole,
Milton Hinton, Chuck Berry, Tyree Glenn, Quentin Jackson and Danny
Barker. Throughout the 1930s, Cab Calloway was a presence—on the air,
and off. When name bands were the dominant force in popular music,
Cab Calloway was the only black leader to emcee a prime time network
show, albeit short-lived and unsponsored. In the summer of *42, Wednesday
nights on NBC-Blue, listeners to the Cab Calloway Quizzicale heard the
standard big production open:

SOUND: (Drum rhythm)

BAND: It’s right!

CALLOWAY: Now is it false or true?

BAND: It’s true!

CALLOWAY: Wait a minute! Wait a minute! (Drums out) How do you
know it’s true?

ACTOR #1: Why, man, it says so on the radio! On that program-—now
what was that program?

BAND: CAB CALLOWAY’S QUIZZICALE!
ACTOR #1: Yeah, man! That’s the one, Cab Calloway’s Quizzicale.
ACTOR #2: Unmmmmm—Hmmmmmmmmm. It’s a natural.

ORCHESTRA: Calloway’s theme song, ‘““Minnie the Moocher.” Cue au-
dience applause after Cab yells.)”

Next came a sub-introduction:

ANNOUNCER: Yes, indeed, ladies and gentlemen, it’s Harlem’s weekly
battle of brains—Cab Calloway’s Quizzicale—coming to you this
evening from New York, and featuring the original Harlem experts
and thinkers along with the uptown music of Dr. Calloway and the
band. And in keeping with the high I.Q. level of the Quizzicale, Dr.
Calloway opens with a geography lesson entitled, “Idaho.”®

It took another sequence before Calloway had a chance to get into the
meat of his act. Following “Idaho,” came yet a third introduction:

ANNOUNCER: Now he could talk when he was two weeks old.
ACTOR #1: That’s being real smart.

ANNOUNCER: He could quote Shakespeare before he was five!
ACTOR #2: Oh, that takes brains!

ANNOUNCER: So naturally when he grew up—
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ACTOR #1: He must have done real well.
ACTOR #2: Yeah! How’d this fellow turn out anyway?

ANNOUNCER: How did he turn out? Why he turned out to be the head
man of the Quizzicale. And here he is, the Doctor himself—CAB
CALLOWAY!®

Questions directed at the four contestants per Quizzicale were of compa-
rable complexity to those on Kyser’s Kollege. (Sample: “Define these three
words—sinkers, spuds and suds”). Of the four tunes allocated to the or-
chestra, Calloway sang three. When his dance band days were over, the
“Hi-de-hi-de-ho” man created for himself a second career on the musical
stage and night club circuit. He was the only black leader to do so. (Billy
Eckstine’s host-band career was limited to singing.) Fundamentals learned
in the pop music-radio prep school did Cab Calloway no harm, as thou-
sands familiar with his roles in two hit Broadway musical comedies, Hello,
Dolly and Bubblin’ Brown Sugar, can attest.

Another way in which popular music worked hand-in-hand with ra-
dio comedy was the use of the orchestra leader as comic foil to the top
banana. Phil Harris was a popular bandleader in the early 1930s, but his
reputation as a comedian far out-distanced his fame as a baton-waver.
Harris’s orchestra first came to national attention because of the leader’s
reputation as a radio singer who didn’t own a singing voice—a circum-
stance made possible with the advent of the microphone. His above-aver-
age musical crew was rounded out with the obligatory girl vocalist—in
Harris’s case, Leah Ray, the future wife of Sonny Werblin, MCA principal
and later a leading figure in New York sports circles. Phil Harris and His
Orchestra joined Jack Benny in 1936. Harris’s “Hi ya, Jackson!’ became
a much-copied greeting across the country. Benny’s writers used the raspy-
voiced musical director sparingly at first, although the Phil Harris charac-
ter was established as soon as he came on the show. Harris’s persona was
that of a flip, relaxed and mischievous fellow, who enjoyed nothing more
than putting Benny down. On a show from this period, a typical Benny-
Harris exchange included Harris’s heckling of Benny. The orchestra leader
has just told the comedian he thought Fred Allen was very funny—mean-
ing funnier than Benny:

BENNY: Phil, you’re still on probation with me. If you don’t behave
yourself, I'll make you take back that watch you gave me for Christ-
mas.

HARRIS: OK, where is it?
BENNY: Well, just be careful, that’s all,10

Gradually, Harris’s bandleader role was subordinated to that of a fully-
developed, alcohol-inclined, egotistical roué who insulted Benny at every
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turn. His was the key supporting role. On one program, Harris had just
returned after a two-week absence:

HARRIS: Hi ya, Jackson!
BENNY: Oh, hello Phil.

HARRIS: Hey, Jackson, let me look at you. Your stay in Palm Springs
did you a lot of good. You’re two inches taller.

BENNY: What?
HARRIS: You’re taller!

BENNY: Oh, darn it! [ forgot to take off these high-heeled shoes. But
Phil, no kidding, I sure missed you.

HARRIS: I know!

BENNY: What?

HARRIS: You need me, Jackson. You need me.
BENNY: What do you mean? I got big laughs, didn’t I?

HARRIS: Yeah, you got laughs. But there was something missing. You
know, your program without me is like a Persian rug—it looks good,
but it just lays there.1!

Harris carried his predilection for comedy to further heights in developing,
with his wife, Alice Faye, a well-rated radio situation comedy that ran
from 1946 until 1954 on NBC.

Like Jack Benny, Bob Hope invented a persona for one of his band-
leaders. Skinnay Ennis, who had perfected a breathless singing style (“Got
A Date with an Angel”) in Hal Kemp’s Orchestra for over a decade, be-
came a fixture of Hope’s wartime shows. The antithesis of Harris’s wise
guy, Ennis’s low-key, Southern gentleman was a perfect foil to Bob Hope
who came on with a brash, staccato delivery. Unlike Phil Harris whose
musical contributions to the Jack Benny Program were secondary, Ennis
sang a number or two each week on the Hope series—as did the show’s
songstress, Frances Langford. Hope’s writers regularly wrote Ennis into
the script, referring to the bandleader’s string-bean stature using such sure-
fire bits as these:

HOPE: And it’s really windy here in the shore of Lake Michigan. Skinnay
Ennis walked out on the beach today and stretched his arms. Ten
minutes later, they shot him down over Gary, Indiana.12

and . .

HOPE: Just a second, Colonna. I want you to meet my buddy. Hey En-
nis! Colonna—this is Skin.

COLONNA: | beg pardon.




142 IDOLS OF THE AIRLANES

HOPE: I said this is Skin.
COLONNA: Yeah, and why didn’t you put someone in it?13

After Les Brown’s “Band of Renown” took over the musical chores on
The Bob Hope Show, the replacement maestro served no comedic func-
tion.

On the Edgar Bergen—Charlie McCarthy Program, an Americanized
British bandleader, who was the show’s musical director, also ended up
with a key supporting part in numerous scripts. Ray Noble had come to
the United States in the early 1930s, planning a tour with his popular
English dance band. Encountering insurmountable union problems, he or-
ganized a dance orchestra manned by leading American musicians instead,
and for a while enjoyed bookings at such prestigious haunts as New York’s
Rainbow Room. By the time Noble was chosen for the Bergen-McCarthy
show, he was leading a nondescript dance outfit.* His importance to the
show was dramatic, rather than musical, portraying a scatterbrain, bum-
bling Englishman whose crisp accent played well off the earthier lines of
Charlie McCarthy. A representative skit on a 1937 show involves a golf
game. At several points in the script Noble asks to play through the four-
some of McCarthy-Bergen, Announcer Bill Goodwin and guest W. C.
Fields. Each time Noble is denied. Finally, in desperation:

NOBLE: Oh, I say, chaps, could I please play through?
BERGEN: What are you in such a rush about?
NOBLE: Well, I really should get home—you see my house in on fire.

FIELDS: There’s nothing nicer than coming home to a warm house. Where
was [2 14

Three or four selections, usually two featuring the cast’s permanent girl
singer, were used to accessorize the weekly Bergen-McCarthy hour.

Choosing a name band to dress up a comedy/variety program was
often a harrowing experience in network radio. It called for an extra mea-
sure of diplomacy on the part of the advertising agency. One adman,
speaking for his fellow Madison Avenue toilers, called the process of se-
lecting an orchestra,

“Sponsoritis” in its most virulent form. There may be presidents whose
wives, children, and other assorted relatives who do not know “all about

*Ray Noble was one of the more prolific songwriters in the big band leader fraternity. A
number of his compositions have become standards and rank with the best of the 1930s
pop output: “Goodnight Sweetheart,” “The Very Thought of You,” “The Touch of Your
Lips,” “I Hadn’t Anyone *Till You.”
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music.” There may be sales and advertising managers who do not rave
about a certain band (“A swell unit, not well known, but positively ter-
rific”) . . . But if there are such folks, I never seem to find them.15

The adman went on to bemoan the high cost of dance orchestras for shows,
attributing a large part of the problem to the need for special arrange-
ments, complaining that “radio consumes music faster than composers can
grind it out.”

The importance that ad agency producers ascribed to adorning their
variety/comedy packages with popular music during network radio’s hey-
day is apparent in the following table:

COMEDIAN BANDLEADER SINGER
Jack Benny George Olsen, Ted Weems, Frank Parker, Michael Bart-
Frank Black, Don Bestor, left, James Melton, Kenny
Johnny Green, Bob Crosby, Baker, Larry Stevens, Dennis
Phil Harris Day, Sportsmen Quartet
Fred Allen Lon Katzman, Peter Van Steed- DeMarco Sisters

en, Lennie Hayton, Al Good-
man, Ferde Grofé

Eddie Cantor Rubinoff, Cookee Fairchild, Dinah Shore, Robby Breen,
Louis Gress, Georgie Stoll, Deanna Durbin, Margaret
Jacques Rinard, Jimmie Greer Whiting

Bob Hope Al Goodman, Red Nichols, Judy Garland, Gloria Jean,
Skinnay Ennis, Les Brown Doris Day, Frances Langford

Edgar Bergen/ Robert Armbruster, Ray Noble Donald Dixon, Anita Ellis,

Charlie McCarthy Dale Evans, Anita Gordon

Burns & Allen Guy Lombardo, Jacques Ren- Milton Watson, Tony Martin,
ard, Ray Noble, Paul White-  Jimmy Cash, Dick Foran
men, Meredith Wilson

Abbott & Costello Will Osborne, Skinnay Ennis  Marilyn Maxwell, Connie

Haines
Red Skelton Ozzie Nelson, David Rose Harriet Hilliard, Ozzie, Anita
Ellis, 4 Knights
Robert Benchley  Artie Shaw Helen Forrest, Tony Pastor
Ed Wynn Eddie Duchin Lew Sherwood

During the wireless medium’s reigning years as a major force in mass
entertainment, producers stuck close to the popular music mainstream. With
one rare exception, however, network radio managed to showcase jazz—
of all things—in prime time. With the help of brilliantly written scripts,
featuring tongue-in-cheek continuity, the program was not distinguished
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for pulling down big ratings, but it shone luminously through the drabness
of most of network radio’s pop music. The show was called the Chamber
Music Society of Lower Basin Street. Using wry, mock-serious phraseol-
ogy, the program’s writers raised the radio script-writing art to an un-
heard-of level in the late 1930s and early 1940s. Following the establish-
ment of theme song, “Basin Street Blues,” came the show’s introduction,
written with whimsical exaggeration and delivered with stuff-shirt over-
tones. A characteristic opening comes from a program heard in July, 1940:

ANNOUNCER: Tune in both ears to the Chamber Music Society of Lower
Basin Street, formed to preserve the music of the three B’s—barrel-
house, boogie-woogie, and the blues. Among the musicologists fore-
gathered here on this gladsome Sunday afternoon are Maestro Paul
Lavalle with his Virgin Pine Woodwinds, Dr. Henry “Hot Lips” Lev-
ine with his Dixieland Symphony of eight men and no female, Ma-
demoiselle Dinah Sore, our one-woman torchlight parade. As our
special guest, we have the celebrated Lionel Hampton Quartet. And
as our intermission commentator, a famous musical authority whose
name will be known to all of you as soon as you hear it. But the
Society is being called to order by our chairman, Dr. Gino Hamilton
who now raises his gavel, and makes a pass at the table.16

SOUND: (Three knocks on wood).

The Society ‘“‘chairmanship” alternated between Milton Cross, the legen-
dary Metropolitan Opera commentator, and Gene Hamilton, an NBC staff
announcer, both of whom lent the proper air of contrived pomposity to
the proceedings. Hamilton was narrator for the program mentioned above,
on which “My Gal Sal” received this send-off:

HAMILTON: . . . We would like Dr. Henry Levine to give us his Dix-
ieland reading of an early American dassic. The work was written as
a chamber concerto with a disfigured bass, and it features a solo by
Dr. Levine on trumpet, Professor Aloysius on sliphorn, and Professor
Louis Evanson on clarinet. Listed as Opus 33, first door to the left,
the work is popularly known as “My Gal Sal.”?

Every song received a similar preamble. For “Stardust,” the Society chair-
man had the following introduction:

HAMILTON: . . . As we have often told you, Fellow Members, the ten
musicians in Maestro Paul Lavalle’s Chamber Group play a total of
36 woodwind instruments, including the flageolet. The flageolet is,
I’m sure you read, a small flute played in one hand while, the other
beats a drum. When Maestro Laval made his super-modernistic ar-
rangement of “Stardust,” he wrote in a part for flageolet. However,
as he already had a drummer, he was not able to locate a one-armed
flute player. The part was transformed from piano and is played on
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this occasion by Professor Mario Umberto Janero. Here then is Mae-

stro Laval’s Concerto for Orchestra and One-Armed Flute Player,
“Stardust.” 18

That the Chamber Music Society of Lower Basin Street managed to find a
place in the NBC schedule over three seasons is remarkable, considering
that its subtle mien was not designed for mass tastes.

When the radio laughter died down in network studios and the co-
medians moved to television, popular music’s role on video comedy shows
changed drastically. In the first place, comedy in television is entirely dif-
ferent. Comedy-variety programs are plugged in as “specials,” and except
for Johnny Carson, no attempt is made at week-in, week-out frequency.
Orchestras and singers, except as special guests, on television’s big com-
edy-variety shows (not to be confused with sitcoms) are nothing more than
production necessities.*

By the time the radio comedian had been condemned to Fred Allen’s
“treadmill to oblivion,” network executives, who also had television fish
to fry, knew that not all their radio affiliates were going after television
licenses. There were still some radio operators left who felt there was a
place for radio in the communications spectrum. But where? The bands
were disappearing one by one, and so were the comedians. Funnymen who
had already arrived on the tube were making cracks about radio’s demise,
prompting some radio partisans to request that the networks lower the
boom on ingrate ex-radio comedians. Winds of change were indeed swirl-
ing through the airwaves. The signs were everywhere. Clearly, the plight
of radio after 1948 was no laughing matter.
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(Courtesy RCA)

By the early 1930s, the radio
music box had become a ne-
cessity. Shown here is one of
the first radio-phonograph-
recorder combinations.

The first commercially success-
ful “‘spread band” radio re-
ceiver was introduced by RCA
in 1938. With eight push but-
tons, domestic and shortwave
bands, phonograph connec-
tions, it retailed for $200.




LISTENERS HAD A CHOICE OF “SWEET” AND SWING AS
THE BANDS PLAYED ON THROUGH THE 19308

Ozzie Nelson Jan Garber
Ozzie Nelson's show business career “took  Like many name band leaders, Jan Garber had
off”* when his band was chosen to open the an identifying tag. He was “The Idol of the
new Glen Island Casino, New Rochelle, N.Y.  Airlanes.”
in 1930.

Anson Weeks Red Norvo
One of the few name bands to start on the Norvo led one of the less heralded swing bands
West Coast was fronted by Anson Weeks of the 1930s. Together with his wife, vocalist
(“Let’s go dancin’ with Anson!") Weeks’ home  Mildred Bailey, they adopted the billing, “Mr.
base was The Peacock Court of San Francis-  and Mrs. Swing.”
¢o’s Mark Hopkins Hotel.

Sammy Kaye Tommy Dorsey
From the campus of Ohio University came  *“The Sentimental Gentleman of Swing” hit big
Sammy Kaye. Listeners were invited to “Swing  time radio when he was sponsored by Ford in
and Sway with Sammy Kaye.” However, there  the summer of 1936. But it was his Raleigh-
was little “Swing™ and more “Sway"" as Kaye Kool Show on NBC (1937-1939) that made
led one of the 1930s top “sweet’ bands. him a national favorite.

(All photos courtesy Steve Tassia)

148




{Courtesy Warren Hicks) {Courtesy Steve Tassia)

BENNY GOODMAN, “The King of Swing,” WILLARD ALEXANDER. Young Alexander
and vocalist, Frances Hunt, in a crowded stu- convinced his bosses at Music Corporation of
dio during Benny’s first season on the Cane! America, the leading talent agency of the big
Caravan. band era, to stick with Benny Goodman

through his band’s early adversity. Alexander
later left MCA to form his own booking

agency.

(Courtesy Warren Hicks)

With or without his orchestra, Benny Goodman was a frequent guest artist on net-
work music and variety shows. By the time he appeared on CBS’s Songs by Sinatra in
early 1946, singers had taken over popular music.
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(Courtesy Dave Dexter, Jr.)

Bing Crosby, “The Cremo Singer,” on CBS,
1931.

(Author’s collection)

A Thursday night fixture on NBC for over a
decade beginning in 1935, Bing Crosby as host
for the Kraft Music Hall delivered some of the

(Courtesy Dave Dexter, Jr.)

Jimmy Dorsey, Tommy’s older brother, be-
came more noted for leading the band that
featured songbirds Helen O’Connell and Bob
Eberly than for serving as the first musical di-
rector for Bing Crosby’s Kraft Music Hall.

network’s best ratings.

(Courtesy Dave Dexter, Jr.)

Scores of entertainers such as comedienne Cass
Daley appeared with Crasby on the Kraft
Music Hall. However, through the years, the
program was essentially a showcase for Bing,
the singer.
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(Courtesy Steve Tassiz)

Glenn Miller
Chesterield beat Lucky Strike
to the punch for sponsorship of
Glenn Miller and Orchestra late
in 1939.

(Courtesy Steve Tassia)

Bob Crosby
Bob Crosby, Bing’s younger
brather, and His Orchestra, re-
placed Benny Goodman on The
Camel Caravan in 1940.

(Courtesy Steve Tassia)

When lesser known cigarette brands such as Sensa-
tion wanted better identity in the masketplace, they
often chose a name band. Larry Clinton and His Or-
chestra broadcast for Sensation on NBC in 1939.

__|]
(Courtesy Steve Tassia)

The Camel Caravan, a long-running big band net-
work series under R.]J. Reynolds sponsorship, began
on CBS in 1933 with the Casa Loma Orchestra. The
show’s theme song, “Smoke Rings,” became so pop-
ular, the orchestra adopted it as its own theme mel-
ody.




(Courtesy Bruce Davidson)

Many popular music shows in the 1930s were strong enough to attract big name
guests. On one Tommy Dorsey Raleigh-Kool Show in 1938, (l. to r.) Jack Benny, Dick
Powell, Ken Murray, Bing Croasby, and Shirley Ross joined Dorsey for a jam session.

(Courresy Dave Dexcter, Jr.)

Woody Herman
Old Gold in the mid-1940s was a
sponsor of Woody Herman’s Or-
chestra, considered by many the
*“last of the great swing bands.”

(author’s collection)

Lloyd Schaeffer (.) was one of several musical direc-
tors for Perry Como’s Chesterfield Supper Club which
held down NBC’s traditional 7:00-7:15 p.m. pop
music block between 1944 and 1949.
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Lanny Ross

(author's collection)

153

(Courtesy Steve Tassia)

Johnny Green

Your Hit Parade reached in many direc-
tions for its stars. Johnny Green, com-
poser of such standards as “Body and
Soul” and “I Cover the Waterfront,”' and
a former dance band maestro, led the
show’s orchestra for a time during the
1930s, before he sett’ed in the Hollywood
studios. Yale graduate Lanny Ross, who
gained his original radio fame on the
Maxwell House Showboat, was the fea-
tured Hit Parade male singer for the 1938—
39 season.



BANDSTANDS
WERE THE
FOCAL POINTS
OF POPULAR
MUSIC IN

THE 1930s
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Courtewy Steve Tassia

15

(Courtesy Steve Tassia)

{Courtesy Steve Tassia)

In top photo, Hal Kemp (legs crossed,
seated an left), who organized his band at
the University of North Carolina became
a radio favorite. Skinny Ennis, Kep's
drummer and vocalist, (seated on right)
left in 1938 to form his own orchestra
and starred on Bob Hope’s show.

In center photo, Ace Brigode (standmg,
center) and His Virginians were popular
on radio around 1930. Note potted
palms at rear and megaphone on left. In
photo on left is Don Bester (center} who
gained additional popularity for his or-
chestra by serving a stint on the Jack
Benny Program.
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(Courtesy Merle Hildebrand)

The arrival of swing in the mid-1930s stimulated the record collecting hobby. Record-
ings such as those shown helped increase not only the popularity of the bands and
singers themselves, but focused attention on a rising new personality of musical ra-
dio—the disc jockey.
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BLACK BANDS OFTEN OUT-SWUNG THEIR WHITE
COMPETITORS, BUT ONLY A FEW MADE IT BIG

-

-,

(Courtesy Merle Hildebrand)

Steeped in the Kansas City blues tradition, Count Basie has led the
quintessential black swing band since 1936.

Yia
{Courtesy Steve Tassia) (Courtesy Steve Tassia)
{immie Lunceford Louis Armstrong
Swing outfits were called on to excel as Armstrong, whose contributions were
dance units and also as “show” bands for fundamental to the development of swing,
theater appearances. None surpassed Jim- enjoyed popularity in the 1930s more as a
mie Lunceford’s swinging aggregation. radio and mevie personality than as a

swing maestro.
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(Courtesy Dave Dexter Jr.)

SWING BRASS SECTION FEATURED WITH MAL HALLETT ORCHESTRA

157

Paul Whiteman had to be sold on the mer-
its of radio by young William Paley of CBS.
After Whiteman’s debut on that network
in 1929, the portly leader moved his large
unit to NBC where most of his programs
were heard during the 1930s. *“The Jazz
Wing” was a small band-within-a-band
that Whiteman used to perpetuate his ti-
tle, *‘King of Jazz,” which he was not.

Below: In the selling of swing, leaders used
every opportunity to incorporate the
word—just as Whiteman had done with the
word, jazz. But in the case of the “‘Swing
Brass Section” of Mal Hallet’s Orchestra,
the label was correct: Hallet led one of the
better swing bands of the era.

(Courtesy Steve Tassia)




BANDS FEATURED FEMALE THRUSHES
. . . In Groups

{Courtesy Bruce Davidson)

TD’s Pied Pipers

(author’s coilection)

Alvino Rey’s King Sisters
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. . . and as Singles

After Bing Crosby, girl singers, too, be-
came obligatory fixtures in the name band
entourage—in groups, and as singles. Ra-
dio broadcasts of the 1930s often gave
them build-ups as big as their parent or-
ganizations. In top photo on opposite
page, Jo Stafford (third from left), was a
featured soloist with Tommy Dorsey, as
well as a member of the Pied Pipers.
Frank Sinatra (on Stafford’s right) in
same photo was not part of the Pipers,
but joined them from time to time. Al-
vino Rey gave the King Sisters (bottom
photo opposite page) their show business
start with his big band. Leah Ray sang
with Phil Harris’s Orchestra in the early
1930s. Mildred Bailey warbled as a single
before and after her swing band days.
Ella Mae Morse parlayed in 1942 record
hit made as a big band singer (*“Cow-
Cow Boogie” with Freddie Slack’s Or-
chestra) into a career as a single.

(Courtesy Dave Dexter, Jr.)

Mildred Bailey

e J‘-J

(Courtesy Dave Dexter, Jr.)

Ella Mae Morse
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POPULAR MUSIC PACKAGED WITH RADIO NETWORK
COMEDY WAS STYLIZED BY A VARIETY OF ARTISTS

(Courtesy Steve Tassia)
Ben Bernie
Ex-vaudvillian Bernie, who led a success-
ful dance orchestra, developed a knack for
comedy and became a radio star.

(Courtesy Dave Dexter, Jr.}

Kay Kyser
Bandleader-comic Kay Kyser, was the star
of NBC’s Kollege of Musical Knowledge.

Y ——
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(author's collection)

{Courtesy Steve Tassia)

Phil Harris
Harris’s comedic talents ultimately won
out over his bandleading interests, and led
to his own NBC show with wife, Alice
Faye.

(author's collection)

Cab Calloway
Duke Ellington’s successor at the Cotton
Club in 1931, Calloway created a “per-
sonality” for himself early in his band-
leading career that included comedy,
singing and dancing,.

Dennis Day
Irish tenor Day sang the obligatory one
selection on the Jack Benny Program, but
his popularity derived more from the role
Benny’s writers assigned him—that of an
innocent whose feigned naiveté caused
Benny no end of exasperation.



(Courtesy WMT)

By 1933, many broadcasters had installed

turntables capable of playing 16-inch
transcriptions.
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(Courtesy Hy Daley);
RCA Thesaurus was a pioneer in produc-

ing special library material on transcrip-
tions for station subscribers.
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(Photos courtesy Dave Dexter, Jr.)

A decade is a long time in popular music. In the top photo, Red Nichols was riding
the radio name band crest of the mid-1930s. Ten years later, singers such as Dick
Haymes, (r.) and Helen Forrest {c.) had taken over. Gordon Jenkins, (l.) was music
director. Their show for Autolite was one of the last “blockbuster” popular music
programs on network radio.
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Part Three
(1948-1954)

A DECLARATION OF
INDEPENDENTS

The mill cannot grind
with the water that’s past.

—GEORGE HERBERT



World Radio Histor,




CHAPTER 11

Network Fade-out

WHEN MILLIONS OF service men and women returned to civilian life in the
mid-1940s and dialed around for popular music, they were reasonably
sure of what they might find. Overseas veterans were able to stay in touch
by means of stateside programs provided by the Armed Forces Radio Ser-
vice. Purists may have objected to the AFRS’s deletion of commercials, and
the real radio freaks may have considered themselves treated as second-
class citizens hearing shows—shipped on transcriptions—a month or more
after they were broadcast in the States. But, by and large, American men
and women in the farthest outposts around the world, some of whom had
been there four years, were grateful they could tune in a “touch of home”
abroad. Popular music was an especially big item on AFRS stations over-
seas. Drama, comedy and other kinds of programs required concentration,
not particularly appropriate for the peripatetic military listener. If for no
other reason than its ready availability, pop music often ranked ahead of
magazines, movies and other diversions that were supposed to boost mo-
rale. Thanks to AFRS, the ex-GI didn’t come back a complete pop music
ignoramus.

Veterans returning to civilian life had a big hand in shaping music
tastes in the 1930s. They were the young males in their late teens and early
twenties—a segment that has always greatly influenced the direction of
pop music. Now, four and five years later, their intensity of interest in
popular music had diminished in favor of such concerns as careers, hous-
ing, education, marriage, children, divorce and inflation.
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Veterans, however, were not so pre-occupied they couldn’t join their
fellow citizens in helping make the sun shine on radio row by buying new
radios at a record clip. The expected post-War set-manufacturing boom
was right on schedule. (See table next chapter). From a pre-War high of
13,000,000 receivers made in 1941, assembly lines pushed out 17,000,000
in 1947 alone, plus another 3,200,000 for autos. As far as advertising was
concerned, sponsors still put the big bucks on the networks. Billings to
clients that had reached a previous high of $81,744,395 in 1942, soared
to $122,723,098 in 1948—the all-time record sales year for networks. In
programming, network radio was still the hottest ticket in town. A popu-
lar network radio show from the night before could stir up coffee shop
and office talk the next day.

But if the society was changing with the re-entry of 14,000,000 vet-
erans, so were America’s listening habits. Dramatic shows by now had
become the overwhelming favorite network entertainment form. The fol-
lowing table, charting major prime time network programs per season, by
types, shows this trend developing since 1935. The table also indicates
why their aides were keeping network executives away from open win-
dows in skyscrapers around 1955:

SEASON COMEDY VARIETY POPULAR MUSIC DRAMA

1935-36 11 6 39 17
194041 9 8 18 39
1945-46 15 12 25 57
1950-51 9 5 12 52
1955-56 1 1 3 12

—Source: A Thirty-Year History of Radio
Programs, 1926-1956. Harrison B. Summers,
ed., Arno, 1971.

Popular music shows out of New York and Hollywood in the first
post-War years continued to wear the unmistakable gloss of big-time mass
entertainment. Advertising agencies still ran the show, from hiring the script
writers who put clever words in the mouths of the stars, to deciding whether
the middle commercial should be 35- or 65-seconds. Programs were still
designed for single-sponsorship, one of network radio’s strongest argu-
ments for a client’s marketplace identity. Advertisers followed the tradition
established early in musical radio by using safe, mainstream artists whose
songbooks bulged with the works of the Broadway-Tin Pan Alley-Holly-
wood composers. Old favorites were still the networks’ meal tickets—Guy
Lombardo, Phil Spitalny, Fred Waring, Manhattan Merry-Go-Round, Al-
bum of Familiar Music, Your Hit Parade, Waltz Time. 1f the musical
Hooperatings could not match those of the dramatic and comedic block-
busters, they were, as the Mad Avenue folk like to say, at least “respect-
able.”
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The take-over of popular music by vocalists that so marked this pe-
riod was easily discerned on network programs: by the middle of the 1940s
they had all but replaced big bands. The trend to singers that had started
with Bing Crosby, and worked its way ever so slowly through the 1930s,
began to pick up momentum when Frank Sinatra left Tommy Dorsey’s
Orchestra to go out as a single in 1942, Following a break-in stanza on
Your Hit Parade, Sinatra got his own show in 1945. Songs by Sinatra,
Wednesdays at 9 p.m. on CBS, followed the network formula: name per-
former, full orchestra, supporting vocal group or singer, familiar songs
that reflected a studied mix of standards, current pops, novelties. Songs
used on a Sinatra program in November, 1946 encapsulate what a net-
work popular music program was like in radio’s final years of prime time
entertainment:

“Let It Snow, Let It Snow, Let It Snow”
“I Concentrate on You”

“Glory, Glory Hallelujah”
“Zip-A-Dee-Doo-Dah”

“The House I Live In”

“You’ll Always Be The One I Love”
“Why Does It Get So Late So Early?”
“Falling in Love With Love”

“Night and Day”

“Put Your Dreams Away” !

Emphasis on the music dictated that continuity on such programs be lean
and spare. In order to squeeze in 10 to 12 selections, three commercials,
open and closing themes, and credits—all in a half-hour—show scripts,
such as the one for Songs by Sinatra in January, 1946, were tightly writ-
ten, and tried to avoid getting in the way of the music,

SINATRA, (Finishing show open) . . . This evening belongs to Jerome
Kern.
MUSIC: (Sinatra sings) “‘l Won’t Dance.”

SINATRA: Don’t twist my arm, ‘cause that won’t work. Keep it mellow.
But most of all, keep it Jerry Kern.

ORCHESTRA: Establishes first bars of “Who”. . . .
JANE POWELL (Guest): I didn’t know Mr. Kern wrote that.

SINATRA: His range was wider than a keyboard as the Pied Pipers will
attest right now.

MUSIC: (Pied Pipers) “Who.”

SINATRA: One of the loveliest of Kern’s songs, Jane, is “Smoke Gets in
Your Eyes.” It’s a shame Jerome Kern’s not here to hear your lovely
voice.
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MUSIC: (Powell) “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes.”
SINATRA: Mighty swell, Jane. That was beautiful.

POWELL: Thanks, Frank. Now it’s your turn for this song from Jerome
Kern’s Sweet Adeline. . . 2

Before the 1940s ended, in addition to Frank Sinatra, Dinah Shore,
Ginny Simms, Vic Damone, Tony Martin, Gordon MacRae, Dick
Haymes-Helen Forrest, Vaughn Monroe and Eddie Howard joined the
popular singer brigade that landed their own shows in prime time network
slots. Yet the highest rated (a 20 Hooperating) network popular music
show of the transition years included none of the above. It was network
radio’s Last Great Blockbuster, and it came when the network’s swan song
had already begun. It was created more out of necessity than anything else.

ABC, the youngest of the networks, in scrambling for advertising dol-
lars, was unable to compete with CBS and NBC because it couldn’t deliver
the prestigious station line-ups of its well-entrenched rivals—a splendid
position for trying something “different.”” So it was in the spring of 1948,
the third major radio network brought forth on the American continent
Stop The Music. Installed by ABC Sunday nights, opposite NBC’s two
comedy heavyweights, Edgar Bergen-Charlie McCarthy and Fred Allen,
Stop the Music almost literally stopped the country between 8 and 9p.m.
Radio, which had always been able to generate conversation pieces had
done it again. (As it turned out, this was the last network one.) The chief
ingredient that made Stop the Music a national phenomenon was older
than radio, older than music. It was good old fashioned greed. The simple
format consisted of a studio orchestra and singers performing tunes the
listening audience had a chance to identify for shots at enormous jackpots.
That a person’s chances of being called were 25 million to one mattered
not a bit.

Stop the Music was an instant hit. Fast-paced for 60 bang-bang min-
utes, the show opened with one or two up-tempo numbers, followed by a
commercial, then the first contest sequence. In order to qualify for a whack
at naming the mystery tune, a contestant first had to identify a disarmingly
simple one. Bert Parks, the bubbling emcee, then commanded maestro
Harry Salter to give the downbeat for the orchestra to sail into the mystery
song, while singers Kay Armen and Dick Brown hummed the portions
containing the giveaway words. Somewhere in the middle of the number,
Bert Parks shouted, “STOP THE MUSIC!’ For correct identification, a
contestant could win a jackpot worth between $10,000, $25,000 or more.
In March, 1949, by naming the mystery tune, a listener collected plunder
valued at $32,250—including: a $1000 bond; a Kaiser sedan; $1500 tax
payment; $1500 men’s wardrobe; $1500 women’s wardrobe; $1000 worth
of groceries; a new kitchen; paint job for the house; living room set; fish-
ing outfits; year’s supply of shaving lotion; candy, haircuts; piano; neck-
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lace; two motorcycles; silver and fireplace sets; two great Danes; $500
cowboy boots; $3000 rug; record library; $2500 watch; and an ermine
coat.3 Fred Allen, whose ratings were demolished by Stop the Music, took
out insurance guaranteeing an Allen listener $5000 if he was called by
Stop the Music. The show prompted Allen to deliver a scorching commen-
tary on the state of radio in the late 1940s:

Giveaway programs are the buzzards of radio. As buzzards swoop down
carrion, so have giveaway shows descended on the carcass of radio . . .
Radio started as a medium of entertainment . . . The networks that once
vied with each other to present the nation’s outstanding acting and mus-
ical talent are now infested with swarms of hustlers . . . If I were king
for one day, I would make every program in radio a giveaway show;
when the studios were filled with the people who encourage these atroci-
ties, | would lock the door. With all the morons in America trapped, the
rest of the population could go about its business.*

Fred Allen’s description of the fate of the network comedian at this time,
“treadmill to oblivion,” could have applied to many musical programs as
well. Yet ironically, one of radio’s most successful “pure” pop music shows
came during the period when networks were fading out.

Club 15, 7:30-7:45p.m., Eastern time, Monday through Friday, en-
joyed a five-year run on CBS, a loyal sponsor in Campbell’s Soups, and
the benefit of a good lead-in, the sprightly Jack Smith-Dinah Shore Show,
7:15-7:30p.m. The quarter-hour dinner-time musical-offering idea stretched
back to William Paley’s use of Bing Crosby, Kate Smith, et. al. in the CBS
schedule between 7 and 8 p.m. Before Club 15 ended the strain, many of
the pop artists of the 1940s and early 1950s appeared before its micro-
phones—Bob Crosby, Jo Stafford, Margaret Whiting, Patti Clayton, The
Andrews Sisters, Dick Haymes, Evelyn Knight. Jerry Gray, former ar-
ranger for Artie Shaw and Glenn Miller, was musical director. Budgeting
for Gray’s big band was an indication that Campbell’s Soups and CBS
were still interested in the aura of bigtime show biz and were not about to
compromise by trimming the standard show orchestra down to combo
size, a not uncommon practice at the time. Club 15, an effervescent 15
minutes, bounded merrily along with consistency on every one of its five
nights. Show continuity was sometimes sophisticated, sometimes corny,
always upbeat, and never out of sync with the music. A typical fast-paced
comedy bit was this exchange between Bob Crosby (“Head Man of Club
15”’) and Jo Stafford:

CROSBY: Say Jo—]Jo Stafford.
STAFFORD: Yes, Bob?

CROSBY: Say, did you like riding a merry-go-round when you were a
kid?
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STAFFORD: Not much.
CROSBY: Why?
STAFFORD: Never got me anywhere.

CROSBY: Oh! Gee, I'll never forget my first merry-go-round ride. A little
girl had a pass. There 1 was sitting on a horse, going around and
around, with her running beside me.

STAFFORD: Running?
CROSBY: Sure, the pass was only for one.
STAFFORD: So you rode?

CROSBY: Oh, sure. Gee, my mother told me that running after a merry-
go-round caused Bing a lot of trouble.

STAFFORD: Why?

CROSBY: Got him started following the horses. And I’'ve been broke
every since!

ORCHESTRA: (Hits intro to next number)5

Campbell’s Soup commercials were frequently integrated and featured Del
Sharbutt, Club 15 announcer, one of the last of the deep-voiced types the
network favored. Sharbutt who performed more as a comedian than a
straight man was often written into the script and ended up with many of
the punch lines. Club 15’s adaptations of popular music to enhance com-
mercial messages were models of selling-as-entertainment. The following
example was taken from the Club 15 show cited above:

SHARBUTT: Once upon a time there were two lovers, Valencia and Rob-
erto. But they quarreled.

STAFFORD: We’ve been going together for 15 years, Roberto, and you
still haven’t asked me to marry you.

CROSBY: Well, a man needs time to think things over.
STAFFORD: I’ll do anything to make you happy.
CROSBY: You will?

STAFFORD: 1 will.

CROSBY: Well then, listen—(Sings to tune of “Valencia”) Valencia! Give
me soup for lunch today And I will wed you right away.

STAFFORD: (Sings) Roberto, I will do that thing for you, Cause it’s my
luncheon favorite too!

BOTH: (Sing) Quick to serve and such a treat, Oh soup for lunch that
can’t be beat . . . (After several more quatrains . . .)
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SHARBUTT: So they got married and joined the millions of people who
eat soup for lunch every day.

VOCAL GROUP: (In quick run-off, sing Campbell’s “MMM-Good”
song).6

But not even Club 15 with its classy corn and buoyant spirit could
stop the decline of interest in network radio’s pop musicales. By the time
Club 15 was getting ready to close shop in 1953, the show had been re-
duced to a three-a-week strip and its rating fell to a 5.7, almost half of its
1948 high. In Club 15°s final season, only three other major network pop-
ular music programs could claim sponsors: Vaughn Monroe and His Or-
chestra (Camel); Your Hit Parade (Lucky Strike); and The Mindy Carson
Show (Buick).

Television’s tidal wave had rolled over night-time schedules to such
an extent, that in the fall of 1955, only a scattering of drama and comedy
staples were still around. (When CBS had practically thrown in the towel
four years earlier to announce advertising rate cuts of 10% for programs
after 1p.m., it came as no surprise. What did shock many inside and out-
side of broadcasting was CBS President Frank Stanton’s candor: “We have
gotten only one legitimate piece of new radio business since July, 1950.”)7

Three of the networks, by 1955, had retained a few hardy perennials:
CBS—Suspense, Gunsmoke, Jobhnny Dollar, Our Miss Brooks; NBC—
Dragnet, People Are Funny, Truth or Consequences, Fibber McGree and
Molly, The Great Gildersleeve; Mutual—Counterspy, Wild Bill Hickok,
Gangbusters. ABC had cleaned virtually all dramatic properties out of its
schedule and went into several different directions. For all four radio net-
works, it was not their finest hour: in 1947, 97% of all AM stations on
the air were network affiliated. Eight years later, the number had plum-
meted to a shocking 30%.

In their desire to prove to their affiliates they intended to stay in busi-
ness, all four networks plugged some of the prime time holes with big
bands. It seemed strange to find dance orchestras once again ensconsed
between 8 and 11p.m. But there they were—Guy Lombardo, Lawrence
Welk, Sammy Kaye, Dick Jurgens, the Dorseys, Henry Jerome, et al.
Through these golden oldies, the networks were perhaps trying to salvage
older listeners who might defect from television to get their kind of popu-
lar music—music that had virtually vanished from the airwaves. With the
exception of a few public service “sponsors,” such as the Treasury De-
partment, which picked up talent costs, the dance orchestras brought the
networks no revenues. Stations that once touted their affiliations often cut
away from the network to fill with recorded music. Early in 1954, NBC
acknowledged the awful truth. As of February first, it cancelled all band
remotes, for as Variety reported,

The web discovered most of the affiliates were not accepting net offerings,
preferring to fill time with local disc jockeys on the theory that they come
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closer to knowing the musical pulse of their individual listeners . . . Dee-
jays spend considerable time programming a show, maintaining a healthy
balance between current pop tunes and standards and the bill of fare is
apparently more palatable to late night audiences.®

Network daytime adjustments to radio life in the television age were
less jarring simply because networks never supplied much music in pre-
night time hours to begin with. Network option time during the day had
always been the province of soap operas, homemaker hints, quiz and va-
riety shows—Arthur Godfrey Time and the Breakfast Club being notable
examples of the latter. Paradoxically, it was during its last years as a mass
entertainment medium that one of network radio’s most stunning popular
music shows, Fred Waring Time, appeared in the daytime. It will be dealt
with at this point, not because it was typical daylight radio fare—for it
most assuredly was not.

Fred Waring Time was simply the best of all Waring’s broadcasting
excursions—in radio or television. And since no survey of popular music
on radio can aspire to cover the main currents without reflecting upon the
Waring phenomenon, this seemed the logical place to explore a Waring
radio undertaking. In references to Fred Waring elsewhere, it was observed
he was an artist of strong feelings. His encounters with broadcasting and
advertising agency middlemen are legendary. With his penchant for show-
manship and attention to detail, it is somewhat surprising to find him tak-
ing on the staggering responsibility of five weekly half-hour productions.
Yet, in the mid-1940s Fred Waring Time arrived in NBC’s morning sched-
ule. By that time, Waring had long since scrapped the dance band format
in favor of a musical company that could perform on several levels. Fred
Waring Time had all the trappings of night-time, big-time radio. Spon-
sored by Johnson’s Wax and the American Meat Institute, the Waring-
NBC gambit was one of the major underwritings of musical radio, daytime
or nighttime. A generous budget made it possible for the Pennsylvanians
to maintain their personal appearance schedule and gain further exposure
by originating from different parts of the country. Polished production, a
Waring trademark, was never more apparent. Listeners tuning in NBC on
a weekday fall morning in the late 1940s might well have mistaken the
hour for 10p.m. a decade earlier:

ANNOUNCER: It’s 10 o’clock and time for Fred Waring—Fred Waring
to bring out the beauty of a song.

WARING GLEE CLUB: (Singing) Bring out the beauty of a song.

ANNOUNCER: Johnson’s Wax to bring out the beauty of the home.

WARING GLEE CLUB: (Singing) Bring out the beauty of a home.

ANNOUNCER: The makers of Johnson Wax present Fred Waring and
the Pennsylvanians to brighten your morning.
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WARING GLEE CLUB: (Singing) I hear music—I hear melodies.

ANNOUNCER: Here’s your Monday and Wednesday host for Johnson’s
Wax, your fall semester professor—Fred Waring.

(Applause)

WARING: Hello everybody. Thanks for coming. Today the Pennsylvan-
ians are in Kahn Auditorium on the campus of Northwestern Uni-
versity, broadcasting from Evanston, Illinois . . . (Waring continues
his opening remarks, referring to the up-coming Northwestern-UCLA
Rose Bowl game, and introduces the first musical selection, ‘A Salute
to Northwestern.””) *

Waring’s radio programs were eclectic in a way no other popular mu-
sic organization tried to match. There were show tunes, folk songs, pop
hits, patriotic airs, light classics, special-occasion religious pieces, college
fight songs. Selections played on the Evanston origination were typical:
“Yours Is My Heart Alone,” “I May Be Wrong,” “My Darling, My Dar-
ling,” an elaborately orchestrated “Billy Boy,” and “Going Home.” Fred
Waring, who served as his own on-air host, regularly violated one of the
caveats of popular music: he sought to increase the listener’s knowledge.
Conventional wisdom had always warned against mixing “education” and
entertainment, but Waring’s disregard for such warnings never detracted
from his popularity; in fact, his illuminating program notes may have been
a magnet that drew many listeners who felt the head Pennsylvanian was
expanding their music education. There is an illustrative Waring mini-lec-
ture on the Northwestern broadcast:

WARING: (after identifying the next song, “Going Home”). . . . This
tune was written in lowa where we played last night. “Going Home”
is part of the New World Symphony, written by the Czech composer,
Anton Dvotak. During the year Dvofak taught in New York,
he spent his summer vacations in Spillville, lowa on the Mississippi.
And it was there that he found the inspiration for his greatest work.
The orchestra plays and Jane Wilson sings, “Going Home.” ®

Fred Waring violated most of the shibboleths of popular music. Even
when his orchestras were competing with conventional dance outfits of the
1920s and 1930s, he eschewed playing anything on the basis of popularity
alone. A tune might be popular, but unless it passed the Waring litmus
test, it did not get on the air. By the mid-1940s, the Waring entourage had
become exclusively a concert organization with emphasis on glee clubs and
choruses. By means of his choral showcases, he carved out a special niche
in the entertainment field. As the symbol of middle-brow pop, Waring

* Throughout his 60-year career, Waring never severed the campus connection established in
the 1920s when his band catered to the college crowd. Years later, whether broadcasting
from a campus or from a studio, Waring programs often had a collegiate flavor.
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never left any fuzzy images as to where he belonged in the music spectrum.
A long line of Waring alumni—those who performed with the Pennsylvan-
ians and those who matriculated at his Shawnee-on-Delaware work-
shops—are a special group who have added to the rich diversity of Amer-
ican popular music’s colorful mosaic. The product that has distinguished
Fred Waring’s traveling choral repertory company was a “minority” mu-
sic, to be sure. Yet it survived for six decades the trendy onslaughts of one
musical fad after another. In broadcasting, Fred Waring’s métier was net-
work radio. When television became the chief source of mass entertain-
ment, he made the transition. No 27-inch screen could encompass the
Waring style, however, and his shows enjoyed only mild success. The
Pennsylvanians were always at their best in the theater—the theater of the
mind, radio.

By the time Waring had run his course on radio, the networks revi-
talized a program concept that had served them well in earlier years.
Quarter-hour strips of pop music across the board were shoved into holes
along the network dikes. Highlighting a singer, a three-or-four-piece combo
and an announcer, the pop music quickie appealed to the network—be-
cause of low production costs, and because it lent at least a modicum of
credibility to the notion that the network was still a supplier of live enter-
tainment.* For the affiliate, the 15-minute cameo re-inforced the claim
that its network was still the source of live entertainment. Many varieties
of the species popped in and out of schedules during network radio’s latter
days. Lanny Ross, Kate Smith, Curt Massey-Martha Tilton, Jane Pickens
and Gloria Parker were among the names called on to render musical first
aid. Some like Jack Berch were established network artists and kept right
on warbling into the 1950s. Berch, a midday fixture, first on NBC, then
ABC, was a latter-day song-and-patter man who sang three or four snappy
numbers and exchanged small talk with the announcer in a manner remi-
niscent of his syndication days.** Affiliates, however, were becoming in-
creasingly apprehensive over the incompatibility of a Jack Berch with their
own disc jockeys. The Age of the Disc Jockey had arrived by now; it was
just a matter of finding the right ones to fit the right time slots.

Billboard’s 1954 Disc Jockey Poll revealed that of the 109.4 hours the
average station was on the air each week, 63.8 hours—or 60%—were
devoted to record shows. This trend “reached its greatest acceleration in
the last two years during which period television pre-empted from network
radio the position of top programming and advertising medium . . .10
Nobody in broadcasting was surprised at the figures released in Billboard’s

* Actually, this format had never completely disappeared. As late as 1946 when network
radio was still alive and well, the quarter-hour strip served as a good vehicle to showcase
new talent, e.g. Gordon MacCrae, 4:30—4:45p.m. on CBS.

** Veteran Prudential salesmen consider Berch somewhat of a legend, marveling at the way

his commercials pre-conditioned “the lady of the house™ to line up on the Prudential’s
side when the salesman got husband and wife together to make his pitch.
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poll. But the highlights of a confidential study prepared by the William
Esty Company, one of the country’s largest advertising agencies, and re-
leased at the same time, sent shock waves up and down ad row. Esty
predicted that “by 1956 regular [network] operations will be virtually
eliminated.” 11

Esty’s forecast came close to hitting the bull’s eye. For by 1956,* only
a few soap operas were still around together with some odds and ends like
Monitor. In the mid-1950s, the only value a station could put on its net-
work affiliation was quality news coverage. What remained of daytime
network-originated popular music was a parade of Saturday afternoon
dance orchestras. Which is what may have inspired NBC to go the dance
band route weekdays. With much fanfare NBC announced on July 30,
1956, the debut of Bandstand, two solid hours of big bands, 10a.m. to
12noon, Monday through Friday. Name orchestras to appear on separate
programs included the Dorsey Brothers, Benny Goodman, Les Brown,
Freddy Martin, Harry James, Xavier Cugat, Guy Lombardo and Louis
Armstrong, plus guest performers from Hollywood and Broadway. In their
paean to old time radio, former network executives Sam Slate and Joe
Cook recall a poignant moment in connection with Bandstand:

Bert Parks had just finished reading through the script in NBC’s Studio
6-A. In the fifteen minutes before airtime, we talked about the shows he
had emceed over the years—The Camel Caravan, Stop The Music—and
the excitement these programs used to generate. He looked out into 6-A’s
auditorium. It was only a third filled . . . Bert smiled and asked, “Did
you ever get the feeling that the whole business is sliding into a lake?” 12

Bandstand was gone in less than a year. And so were most other
network popular music shows. Bert Parks, in his dire prediction, however,
failed to reckon with the infinite possibilities of the radio music box. Like
many doom-mongers at the time, Parks must be forgiven for failing to
concede the possibility that the Network Phoenix might rise from the pop-
ular music ashes. Bandstand’s demise was not network radio’s swan song.
It only signalled a hiatus.
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CHAPTER 12

Playing It by Ear

HILLTOPS AND MOUNTAINS across post-War America bore witness that the
expected radio station building boom was underway. New towers punc-
tuated the skyline from Maine to California. As of January, 1940, there
were 765 licensed AM stations of record. Eight years later the number had
more than doubled. The static-free spectrum, frequency modulation, went
into 1948 with 458 occupants. But when you mulled over the good in-
vestment possibilities of radio around that time, you were really talking
AM. FM stood for fine music, a sort of licensed Muzak the farsighted
owner thought he ought to have—just in case FM ever “took off.”
Original outlay to go into the radio business after World War II was
not prohibitive for the small investor, especially in secondary markets.
Certainly the personnel and equipment needed to run a station in virtually
any size market, large or small, were nothing compared to the staff and
printing presses required to start a newspaper. Of the dozens of enterprises
that might be expected to cash in on post-War prosperity, a radio station
had to be rated at an eight or a nine. Risk capital could be minimized if
the investor wanted to forego building a plant to house the station. All he
need do was rent space in an office building. For after all, brick and mor-
tar were never the most important parts of a radio station’s assets—the
license granted by the Federal Communications Commission was. Add,
then, to the low initial investment and overhead, visions of enormous prof-
its—often based on tales of stations as wartime money machines—stir in
the inevitable fascination of entering a branch of show business, and the
177
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rush for new sets of call letters was on. So what if cautious bankers did
raise the question of television? Radio was here and now. After obtaining
a license in the mid-to late 1940s, $100,000 or less could put you in the
wireless business. Later on, if you wanted to add the “magic lantern,” it
was assumed radio licensees would be the logical applicants for television
grants.

To many a newly-arrived post-War broadcaster, his discovery that he
had to deal with a cadre of middlemen—Washington attorneys and con-
sulting engineers—could not dissolve the euphoria of getting in “the busi-
ness.” Nor was he greatly concerned that his newly-minted program
schedule required filling 12 to 18 hours a day with listening fare attractive
enough to hold a fickle public. For the station operator who had a net-
work between 1946 and 1950, his affiliation was still a big plus. But even
without an ABC or CBS or NBC or Mutual button to press, the record
library-newswire parlay was gaining favor around the industry—with some
observers so crass as to say the networks were finished, and the music-
and-news combination was the radio wave of the future. Prophets of doom,
meanwhile, were arriving daily on the broadcast scene. They did not like
what they saw for radio in the years ahead. But television? Ah—that was
ticket! Billing figures bore them out. Time sales for television in 1950 in-
creased 229.2% over those of 1949.

Still, there were no reports of any radio operator going to the alms-
house. Radio billings overall in 1950 were up 6.9% compared to the pre-
vious year, with local time sales up 11.6%. Another sign that forecasts of
radio’s death were greatly exaggerated appeared in the figures of set sales.
Between 1950 and 1955, when television pre-empted radio’s claim as the
primary source of mass entertainment, radio sets out-sold television receiv-
ers by comfortable margins. (See appendix on page 368.) By the end of the
decade, such comparisons would be irrelevant, however, for the two media
would no longer be competitive in the same way.

Programming the average radio station from the late 1940s through
the mid-1950s called for several pairs of rose-colored glasses, lots of faith,
and an ownership that was philosophical about shrinking bottom lines.
Old-line and new syndicated program services offered drama and comedy
to fill the gaps left open by network defections. It was the E.T. program*
idea coming back to gain a new lease on radio life—only this time there
was more than canned music. Hollywood (for a price) made its bid to help
radio in its hours of need when the mighty Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer formed
a Radio Attractions division. The MGM blockbuster package was not
cheap, but if those prime-time voids were to be filled with network quality
shows, why then broadcasters should expect to lay out some dough. Big
dough. Of course, the only way a station could re-coup its investment was

* These should not be confused with transcription libraries, whose stepped-up use during
radio’s darker hours we shall explore presently.
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through selling the shows to local advertisers. MGM lavished great care in
the preparation of its ET’s so that local merchants’ messages could be
blended into the program fabric as smoothly and unobtrusively as possi-
ble. Many a program director in 1949 went all out to sell his station man-
ager on buying MGM’s radio package. The features were chips off the
venerable movie company’s production block, quickly indentifiable, star-
laden, and did not contain one musical show—except for radio versions
of MGM musical extravaganzas:

WEEKLY
SHOW STARS FREQUENCY

The Hardy Family Mickey Rooney, Lewis Stone Half-hour
Adventures of Maisie Ann Southern Half-hour
MGM Theater of the Air Major artists Hour
Story of Dr. Kildare Lew Ayres, Lionel Barrymore Half-hour
Crime Does Not Pay — Half-hour
Good News from Hollywood  George Murphy 3 Quarter-hours
Hollywood, USA Paula Stone 5 Quarter-hours
At Home Lionel Barrymore 2 Quarter-hours?!

MGM’s stiffest competition in the syndicated field was Ziv Radio Pro-
ductions. This pioneer firm, which had been around almost as long as Sam
Goldwyn’s non sequiturs, stepped up its sales efforts to convince stations
that the way to program in the dawn of the Television Age was with more
network-type mysteries (Boston Blackie, Philo Vance), more adventure
(Cisco Kid, Lightning Jim, Bold Venture, this one starring Lauren Bacall
and Humphrey Bogart), and more soap operas (Career of Alice Blair,
Dearest Mother). To capitalize on the rising McCarthy-Red hysteria, there
was I Was a Communist for the FBI. Ziv even brought back the delightful
Easy Aces. In addition to the dramatic shows for local sale, the veteran
syndicator trotted out a stable full of canned music entries in the ET
sweepstakes. Ziv’'s pop music line-up was 1930s radio all the way, but
hundreds of stations plugged them in during the late 1940s and early 1950s:

WEEKLY
SHOW STARS FREQUENCY
Pleasure Parade Vincent Lopez Orch., 5 Quarter-hours
w/Modernaires
Showtime from Hollywood Freddy Martin Orch. 5 Quarter-hours
Barry Wood Show w/Margaret Whiting 5 Quarter-hours
Sincerely, Kenny Baker w/Buddy Cole 5 Quarter-hours
Guy Lombardo Show wiDavid Ross Half-hour

Wayne King Show w/Franklyn MacCormick Half-hour?
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The Ziv Company’s experience in the field paid off in these not-quite-
ready-to-ditch-prime-time-type radio programming years. By 1947, with
its 24-show inventory, Ziv was already reported to be grossing $10,000,000
a year. Assult forces of specially-trained Ziv salesmen went knocking on
radio station doors. Their pitch: based on market population, stations pay
Ziv a per-program fee (usually no less than $50.00 per half-hour show in
the smaller cities); and contracts must be signed for no less than a 26-
week cycle. Station time costs were added to the syndication fee, and for
that, advertisers received three commercials per half hour show, two per
quarter-hour feature, plus opening and closing sponsor identification. As
one candid radio sales manager said, “I don’t know if our Ziv features
solved any of the advertisers’ problems, but they sure solved a lot of ours.”

Discs containing program features produced by Ziv, MGM and others
had benefited immensely from improved technology since the days of Fred-
die Rich’s Friendly Footnotes. Bing Crosby’s move from NBC to ABC via
transcription in 1946 had added further respectability to the concept. Dur-
ing the late 1940s and early 1950s, a modest spurt of interest in com-
pletely contained program features on ET (a la Sunny Meadows) was de-
tected. Harry S. Goodman Productions could claim such advertisers as Nehi,
Swift and Company, H.]. Heinz, Wildroot and Robert Hall. The Borden
Company dropped its CBS show, County Fair in 1950 in favor of syndi-
cated programs placed locally. In the spring of 1949, several hundred sta-
tions in the larger markets vied to carry a 26-week series, The Sammy
Kaye Chrysler Showroom. Produced by Chrysler’s advertising agency,
McCann-Erickson, and sent to stations on standard 16-inch transcriptions,
the two-a-week Showroom quarter-hour was so well produced, it could
not be distinguished from a live network program. It was so popular with
Chrysler dealers, many of them lobbied for an additional 26-week cycle,
but it never came to pass.

If a label for this time of uncertainty in radio were needed, it might
well be called “The Scrambling Years.” Programmers scrambled for origi-
nal ideas; they scrambled for ways to turn attention away from the boob
tube; they scrambled for ways to save money. They even welcomed the
government’s supply of popular music. Out of Washington, compliments
of Uncle Sam, around this time came a flood of transcribed shows, paid
for from the budgets of various agencies and the military services. They
were sent free of charge to virtually every radio station in the country. The
transcriptions, featuring name talent, included drama, comedy, and most
of all, popular music. Stations received credit for public service time to
include in their FCC commitments. One or two minutes per program were
alloted for low-key pitches extolling the virtues of the “sponsoring” orga-
nization. Notable were the U.S. Air Force’s Serenade in Blue and the U.S.
Treasury Department’s various series of Guest Star. Serenade in Blue, a
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slickly-produced vehicle for the Air Force’s dance band and used for re-
cruiting and p.r., lasted from 1946 to 1976. The National Guard’s pop
music vehicle was Let’s Go to Town. However, the transcription series
that represented the high-water mark of the government’s use of popular
music for sugar-coated public service was Here’s to Veterans, a slick pack-
age of approximately 500 shows that lasted into the 1950s. The discs were
recorded at the major networks and produced with the same polished
professionalism accorded commercial offerings. Radio stars appeared in
Here’s to Veterans’ versions of their network programs with occasional
appearances by guest Sunset Boulevardiers. VA files contain details only
on the first 130 shows that ran until 1950 and of that number, 80 were
devoted to popular music. They provide an accurate summation of Amer-
ica’s pop preferences between 1946 and 1950. Most of the key maestros,
vocalists and personality bandleaders who were featured on popular net-
work shows were featured during Here’s to Veterans’ four-year run.

In the darker days of the early 1950s, when radio station managers
weren’t involved in looking for ways to cut expenses, or fielding advertis-
ers’ cancellations on the telephone, they were with their program directors
trying to figure out where on earth radio was headed. For now they saw
through the tube darkly. The main reason was their fixation with relating
to radio in terms of mass entertainment. Some enlightened managements
sensed immediately the only way to go against television was to rely on
more recorded popular music, to clean out the dead program wood, and
turn to the turntable. Other operators moved more cautiously. Reliance on
recordings, however, could not have come at a more inopportune time.

Things were chaotic in the record business. In 1948, Columbia had
introduced its 33 1-3 rpm non-breakable, microgroove, long play record-
ing. Six months later; RCA Victor, rejecting Columbia’s lp disc, introduced
a seven-inch, microgroove, non-breakable record, engineered to spin at 45
rpm. So here was radio caught in the crossfire of the “battle of the speeds.”
Not only that—there were also all those 78 rpm records, some dating back
to the 1920s and 1930s, lining station library shelves.

But if the grooves caused confusion in the late 1940s and early 1950s,
the kind of music that went into them was even more bewildering. “What
exactly was the popular music mainstream?” the more thoughtful program
people were asking. There was no mainstream, of course—just the trickle
of several rivulets. The only music programming policy that made any
sense was to play it by ear: a little of this, a little of that. If anyone had
spotted some kind of trend in popular music, he was keeping it a well-
guarded secret. What better time, then, to announce the return of the big
bands? “They’re Playing the Bands Again,” a feature story in Billboard
declared early in 1953:

The [big band] revival is not limited to a few stations and deejays, but is
widespread and on stations all over the country . . . The interest in dance
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bands is also pointed up by network programs (featuring) top works from
the Hollywood Palladium . . . Tradesters point out that the last great era
of the 1930s followed a period which was notable for such vocal stars as
Bing Crosby, Russ Columbo and Rudy Vallee.?

Aside from drawing a rather debatable parrallel regarding the big band
era, Billboard’s report of the bands bounding back in 1953 was indicative
of more smoke than fire. Ever since they went away, big bands were al-
ways “coming back.” Beginning around this time and once very few years,
through the 1970s, a big band trend was said to be developing. Actually,
when the Billboard forecast was made in 1953, there were those who might
have argued that the big bands never went away. The Dorsey’s, the Good-
man’s, the James’s were still around, as were a number of newly-organized
post-War bands. In the latter group were five maestros who sought to
retain the dance band format, and at the same time strike out on innova-
tive paths heretofore ignored by pop music.

Ray McKinley, who (with Will Bradley) was co-leader of an early
1940s swing band, brought in Eddie Sauter, an avant-garde arranger of
the name band era. McKinley had hoped Sauter’s adventuresome scores of
conventional pop tunes and clever originals would spark interest in a re-
turn to the bands.

Another leader, Boyd Raeburn, experimented by adding french horn,
harp, flute and english horn to the standard dance band instrumentation,
but his music often sounded as though he were more interested Milhaud,
Ravel and DeBussy than in bread-and-butter popular dance music.

Claude Thornhill, whose arranger, Gil Evans, later became the darling
of jazz trumpeter Miles Davis’s fan club, played around with ideas similar
to Raeburn’s.

Oddities like the glockenspiel, a toy trumpet, sleigh bells and triangles
were the forté of the experimental Sauter-Finegan Orchestra. Sauter-
Finegan benefited from a massive push by RCA Victor for whom the
band had recorded a number of long-playing albums. RCA had also just
announced its new “living sound” high fidelity consoles, and by a tie-in
with its record division, hoped that the Sauter-Finegan menagerie of off-
beat instruments would show off the record players to good advantage.

Stan Kenton (‘“‘Innovations in Modern Music”’) had led a conventional
big band since 1941. Always striving for something “new”” without forsak-
ing his dance orchestra base, Kenton harrumphed bravely into the 1950s,
never quite sure whether to be a band, available for concerts, or for dances.

Big band loyalists—their ranks dwindling by now—who tuned in a
station playing McKinley, Raeburn, Thornhill, Sauter-Finegan and Ken-
ton, formed cheering sections for the five innovators, because “they were
at least trying to keep the band flame alive.”” One by one, all except Ken-
ton, a prolific composer and master-showman, fell by the wayside. He
was, at his passing in 1979, still a “name” attraction to a hard core of
nostalgia buffs and to hundreds of dedicated college musicians who en-
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rolled in his regular workshops. Surprisingly, Stan Kenton’s music received
airplay on more than a handful of AM and FM stations starting in the
early 1960s. He did it by establishing his own corporation, through which
he acquired title to most of his Capitol albums and re-issued them on his
own Creative World label. These, together with newly recorded material,
sparked a Kenton revival that was still going strong until his death in
1979. By that time, however, his hard-sought image as a musical icono-
clast and as an ombudsman keeping an eye on the prevailing popular mu-
sic establishment came across more like an embittered elder statesman.
Kenton had always thrived on controversy, and it was not until he passed
away that most of the music world learned of his right-wing political pro-
clivities. But unlike many other artists—of the leftist and the rightist per-
suasions—Kenton at least was not guilty of injecting messages into popu-
lar music.

Whatever bandstand charisma prolonged Stan Kenton’s career, it was
only because he stayed out of step with prevailing musical modes. Had he,
in the final half of the 1940s, opted to go head-to-head with other name
outfits who stuck around with the orthodox big band format, Kenton would
have probably ended up writing film scores. Some of the bands which did
plow bravely on managed to come up with occasional hits in those disor-
dered days of popular music in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Bands that
did have hits had them only because: a.) their records were showcases for
their singers (Sammy Kaye—“Roses,” 1950; Kay Kyser—“On a Slow Boat
to China,” 1948); or b.) because of the leader’s own singing (Eddie How-
ard—"‘Maybe It’s Because,” 1949; Vaughn Monroe—*Ballerina,” 1947);
or c.) for their novelty effect (Art Mooney—*I'm Looking Over a Four-
Leaf Clover,” 1948). The following table tells graphically how singers
gradually came to dominate popular music in the post-War period:

NUMBER OF
TOP SELLING RECORDS
SINGERS AND BIG BANDS

1946-1950
SINGERS BIG BANDS MISC.
1946 39 24 4
1947 54 27 4
1948 98 34 10
1949 122 43 9
1950 115 40 7

—Source: Top Pop Records, 1940~1955, Joel
Whitburn, Menomonee Falls, Wis. (1973)

Clearly, by 1950 singers had taken over. This situation irked many
program people whose ideas of popular music were rooted in the big band
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years. The “battle of the speeds” was bad enough, and now the need to
put up with vocal artists—many of whom possessed highly stylized man-
nerisms—created numerous cases of turntable trauma in radioland. For
this reason, hundreds of stations turned to an old ally—the transcription
libraries. Many stations had made only limited use of their transcription
libraries during radio’s halycon days. But now that turmoil marked the
music scene, libraries could at least supply safe, middle-of-the-road mate-
rial, they reasoned. Alert to radio’s problems in a marketplace where tele-
vision had elbowed its way in, transcription services stepped up their in-
ventories of production aids to supplement regular popular music releases.
In 1951, a subscriber to RCA’s Thesaurus Library had on hand the follow-

ng:
BASIC LIBRARY: Approximately 5000 selections

MONTHLY RELEASE: No less than 52 new musical selections each
month. Hit tunes released in advance of their popularity.

WEEKLY SCRIPTS: Continuity for 25 program series. 73 individual shows
per week. Material enough for 20 full hours of broadcasting.

PRODUCTION AIDS: Voice tracks, theme music, mood music, sound
effects, vocal cues, time and weather jingles.*

Thesaurus’s 1951 artist list, among others, included:

BANDS COMBOS SINGERS
Sammy Kaye Art Van Damme Hank Snow
Vincent Lopez Johnny Guarnieri Dolly Mitchell
Xavier Cugat Knickerbocker Four Carson Robinson
Hugo Winterhalter Novatime Trio Jimmy Wakely
Music of Manhattan Sons of the Pioneers Louise Carlyle
Russ Mclntyre Slim Bryant$

As late as the mid-1950s, a Thesaurus subscriber could still find in his
new releases selections typified by Sammy Kaye and His Orchestra—ma-
terial that, save for improved recording fidelity, could have been issued 10
or 15 years earlier:

RECORD NO. SELECTION TYPE TIMING
1919 H East of the Sun Fox Trot 2:15
1919 ] Let Me Call You Sweetheart Waltz 2:19
1919 K I Cried for You Fox Trot 2:12
1919 L September in the Rain Fox Trot 2:34
1919 M My Silent One Fox Trot 2:308




PLAYING IT BY EAR 185

In addition to RCA Thesaurus, Standard, World and Langworth were
still issuing monthly selections by such name bands as Tommy Dorsey,
Harry James and Les Brown. Most ET services stayed in business well into
the 1950s. Radio Daily, Yearbook, 1951 listed 67 transcription compa-
nies, most of whom were selling some kind of popular music.

Meanwhile, as local stations scrambled to cope with the music mess,
low staff morale and decreasing revenues, the industry was wary of state-
ments by television-possessed network executives, the gist of which was
“never, no never, will we desert radio.”* In conference room delibera-
tions, in the two-by-four offices of smalltown stations, in trade paper ar-
ticles, from the podiums of conventions, radio’s agenda for the future could
be summed up in a word: SURVIVAL. No matter how the subject was
approached, the central issue remained: radio must do something tele-
vision cannot do. And that “something” meant, as everyone knew, re-
corded popular music. Lots of popular music. In 1954, there were 3101
AM and FM commercial stations on the air, and of that number, 1337
were network affiliates. Which meant an awful lot of stations had already
learned to make do without network offerings. But there was one which
did it better. That station had been programming only popular music and
news for two decades. Its call letters, WNEW, New York, were probably
the best known set of call letters in America.

NOTES

1. Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Radio Arttractions display ad. Radio AnnualTelevision Yearbook,
1951, p. 544.

28 Ibi:i. (Frederick W. Ziv Radio Productions display ad, inside cover.)

3. Paul Ackerman. “They’re Playing the Bands Again,” Billboard, February 28, 1953, p. 54.

4. Op. cit. pp. 792-783. RCA Recorded Program Services display ad.

S. Ibid.

6. RCA Thesaurus Cue Sheet 2-C, December 1955~]January 1956.

* This sort of soothing, early 1950s balm was probably uttered as much for the FCC’s benefit,
as for assuaging disgruntled affiliates.



CHAPTER 13

Music and News

ONE DIDN’T HAVE to be a programming professional to realize radio had
to make major adjustments in the early 1950s. Where once stood those
mighty console radios, television screens now set American parlors aglow
with lightning fury. Everybody said, “Music and News—it’s the industry’s
only salvation!”” When the more knowledgeable of the radio clan talked
about music and news generically, what most of them had in mind was
MUSIC and NEWS—WNEW New York-style. Long before the one-eyed
monster had fixed its steady gaze on the media landscape, enterprising
operators had studied WNEW, then a 10,000-watter at 1130 on the dial.

For years WNEW had thrived right in the middle of the nation’s net-
work capital, playing records and running news on the hour and half-
hour, 24 hours a day. As early as the late 1940s, alert radiomen were
studying WNEW’s operation. Owners and managers came to New York
regularly and set up tape recorders in hotel rooms, hoping a closer exam-
ination of the WNEW smodus operandi could yield the secret alchemy of
the music and news potion. Good business strategy had always dictated,
“Study a winner.” If there was one station the depressed network affiliate
wished to be in this time of radio melancholy, let it be WNEW. In 1950,
on sales of $2,870,600, the outlet’s gross profit was $839,600, a whopping
25% return. Envious station executives diagnosed the WNEW tapes back
in their own shops, and for hours on end, they listened and listened. What
was the WNEW magic?

Music and news. It sounded so simple. Had WNEW’s potential imi-
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tators studied the station’s history, they would have discovered its success
was a curious mix of intuition, excellent management, good timing, a little
luck and a certain chemistry every radio station must have if it wishes to
lead the pack.

The WNEW chemistry started working shortly after the station was
established in the depth of the Depression. Milton Biow, a successful ad-
man, Arde Bulova, a successful watch man, and a third investor put WNEW
together in 1934 from a conglomeration of New Jersey stations and
moved the operation to New York. Before the station was a year old, it
acquired a manager who had never held a job in management, one whose
only accomplishment was to play an excellent game of golf. “An institu-
tion,” Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, “is the shadowed extension of one
man.” In WNEW’s case, Emerson might have added “—or woman.” For
that manager was a woman, Bernice Judis. WNEW, as it grew through
the 1930s and 1940s bore the imprint of her tastes and convictions.

Miss Judis scored her first broadcasting coup, not in popular music,
but in news. In the spring of 1935, when Bruno Hauptmann was being
tried for the Lindbergh baby kidnapping, Judis not only wanted to com-
pete with the networks, she wanted to beat them. The problem was how
to get the microphones close to the courtroom for putting the latest news
on the air? Milton Biow, the WNEW co-founder, describes the Judis solu-
tion in his autobiography:

[She] sent six men to study the problem thoroughly. They finally reported
we could put our microphone right in the courthouse itself . . . in a
cubby hole in the corridor outside the courtroom and use a long enough
cord to bring it right up to the door. The networks needed much more
room for all their engineers and equipment, so they rented space a block
away . . . We would be on the air before the others could even reach
their microphones . . . We thought of it and the networks didn’t, so we
beat them by a mile. People found out fast—and WNEW got the lis-
teners.!

Scooping the networks on Lindbergh bulletins gave WNEW credibility.
However, something else was included throughout those long hours be-
tween reports on Hauptmann’s fate while the station maintained its vigil
at the Flemington, New Jersey courthouse.

During trial recesses, a newly-hired announcer named Martin Block
played recordings—but with a gimmick. Block conjured up an imaginary
dance hall with a “revolving bandstand,” on which alternating dance bands
took their turns. He invented a crystal chandelier and other trappings to
create the imagery of a ballroom. Initial listener reaction was good. In one
instance, an early test of the pulling power of Block’s record show was a
Father’s Day offer. Women could get a box of cigars for their husbands at
a dollar box. Next morning, there were already 150 envelopes in the
WNEW mail. The Make Believe Ballroom quickly became an entity and
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was officially opened for business, mornings 10 to 11:30a.m. and early
evenings, 5 to 7p.m.

When WNEW’s new owners had taken over, one of their first moves
was to feature live remotes, called the Dance Parade, from spots around
New York. Thus, with the Make Believe Ballroom and Dance Parade
foundations, Judis built a program schedule composed entirely of popular
music. She also threw in 15-and 30-minute periods here and there for as-
piring pop singers who jumped at the chance for exposure in New York.*
Here and there were a few periods devoted to news. Such a program idea
in the mid-1930s, even for New York, had to be tres avant-garde—or
sheer naiveté. According to John Van Buren Sullivan, former WNEW vice
president and general manager, who had begun at the station as a sales-
man under Judis, it was neither:

She had a feeling—an idea. It was that all the little independent stations
in town were trying to emulate the network stations. Those that had af-
filiations carried network programs eighty percent of the time. And when
they were on their own, they had book reviews and recipe shows, inter-
views, shopping ideas, and cooking hints. And Bernice Judis’s conviction
was that women at home who had to plan the meals and do the shopping
and wash the dishes didn’t want to hear about homemaking all the time.
Her idea was they might like music—popular music. And the only way
to get popular music in those days was by records, because musicians
were expensive for a small station that didn’t have any great bankroll.2

Radio, it must be remembered, was a very conservative business in its
first 30 years, and the thought that programming should be plumbed ex-
cept along network lines was lese majesté. Not only did Judis go ahead
with her idea of an all popular music format, she realized WNEW’s stature
might even be enhanced—at small cost—by being musical 24 hours a day.
Thus was born all-night radio. At WNEW it was called the Milkman’s
Matinee, with its first host, Stan Shaw. Judis’s timing for an operation
built on popular recordings was excellent, since it coincided with the
growing phonograph record collecting hobby.

Choice of records to be heard on the air was left to the announcers
for their individual shows. But if Judis heard one she thought didn’t fit the
“WNEW sound,” she was certain to register her displeasure. Jack Sullivan
recalls her protesting more than once,

“Dammit! What’s that? What's the matter? That stinks!” Then she and
the program director or announcer would have a big argument, and maybe
the record would stay and maybe it wouldn’t. What she was concerned

* One such warbler who commuted from Hoboken, New Jersey had been compensated in
carfare money for the trip from his home to the WNEW studios. When he approached
G.M. Judis for a weekly fee, she told him to get lost. The singer’s name was Frank Sinatra.
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with was not whether she liked the record, but whether it fit the WNEW
sound. This was the Bernice Judis idea that really made WNEW. It was
her great taste—her subjectivity, really. She would say, “I don’t care how
popular that performer is in Texas or Canada, that’s not for us. Don’t
play it.” There it was again, that feeling, that “This is WNEW. We’re
playing for a certain kind of person. We’re playing for five million radio
homes in three states, and we want to have a taste, a standard, and for
those that don’t like it, let them go somewhere else.”3

Judis’s “great taste” in setting WNEW’s musical standards was hardly
enough, however, to make it a prosperous independent when network sta-
tions were ruling the radio roost. What went between the records was as
important to Bernice Judis as the music. “Entertain, and while entertain-
ing, sell” was ever the battle cry to her announcers. When an opening
occurred, the replacement ritual was something to behold. First off, net-
work announcers need not apply. Prospects who submitted to the agoniz-
ing WNEW audition—in front of the station staff—were selected only if
they demonstrated a unique mix of talents: a rare quality of voice; an
uncommon ability to ad lib; and an extraordinary acumen of showman-
ship. For those who survived and made it to Judis’s first team, commer-
cials could seldom be read “straight.” Rather a “copy platform” delineat-
ing the advertiser’s main sales points were left to the announcer to adapt
to his own style, to modify, from time to time, in meeting demands of the
season, the weather, the time of day, his own mood. What’s this? Announ-
cers taking liberties with advertisers’ commercials! Advertising agencies are
the creators, aren’t they? Don’t advertising agencies insist on writing their
clients’ copy? Once more, violating the canons of the industry, Judis in-
structed her time salesmen to hold fast and require agencies to supply only
copy points from which announcers could ad lib, rather than accept the
carefully-honed commercials Madison Avenue turned out for network
shows.

In a few years, Judis’s stars would be called disc jockeys. No one
could have foreseen in the early 1940s that their greatest impact was yet
to come. All she was doing in WNEW’s first decade was offering counter-
programming with records and “personalities,” placing “her big guns,” as
Jack Sullivan put it, “in the daytime because the networks had their big
guns at night.”

Another Judis innovation that opened new trails for radio was her
incorporation of news digests on the hour, within the all-music format.
Prior to this, newscasts presented by local stations generally followed the
quarter-hour morning-noon-early evening-late night pattern. In recalling
the origins of Judis’s WNEW music-and-news fusion, Jack Sullivan said,

All credit must go to Bernice Judis. Here again, her astuteness was in
evidence, because three weeks after Pearl Harbor, she signed a deal with
the New York Daily News to carry five minutes of news on the hour,
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around the clock. They set up a sixteen-man radio desk down at the Daily
News. They compiled the news and wrote five-minute newscasts and put
them on a teleprinter over to the station which had the final editing prov-
iso. And so was born the slogan, “The Original Station for Music and
News.”” ¢

In October, 1952, Bernice Judis was officially certifed a SUCCESS, meet-
ing all requirements for induction in to the Fortune business pantheon.
When the Fortune hunter zeroed in on WNEW, the result was a gushy
panegyric to a “rattling good business organization, aflame with the kind
of sales fervor that has been too scarce on the business scene . . . Patently,
WNEW must have something on the ball that enables it to turn back tele-
vision so handily.”s

But Fortune only confirmed what many broadcasters already knew:
There was Bernice Judis in the most competitive market, operating her
picture-less money machine; and out there they were, across the nation in
a radioland that was echoing tales of dwindling audiences and shrinking
profits. WNEW had certainly proven that even in those dark days of the
early 1950s, popular music must, in one way or another, figure in radio’s
future. But how? Just because the WNEW method worked in New York
did not necessarily mean it would play in Peoria. Still, it was precisely in
the garden of bandstand/ballroom recorded music the first seeds of radio’s
rebirth were sown—out in the heartland. Creativeness, Bernice Fitz-Gib-
bon the ad whiz has said, is “turning up what is already there.” In the
mid-West, a creative broadcaster began turning up what was already there.
Before he got through, America would be turning on to radio again.

NOTES

1. Milton Biow. Butting In: An Adman Speaks Out, Doubleday, (New York), 1964, pp.
131-2.

2. Author’s interview with John Van Buren Sullivan, December 4, 1980.

3. Ibid.

4, 1bid.

5. ——. “Radio’s Little David Doesn’t Fear TV, Fortune, October, 1952, pp- 133-134.




TWO WHO FLOWED WITH THE TIDE . . .
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{author's collection) (Courtesy Bruce Davidson)

Former big band thrush Jo Stafford became a star Bing’s younger brother, Bob, gave up his band
of Club 15. She is shown here with composer- and became ‘““head man” of Club 15, one of the
singer, Johnny Mercer. last of the early evening live network pop musie

shows, ending a CBS tradition begun with the
Cremo Singer, in 1931.

AND ONE
WHO HELD OUT . . .

(Courtesy Dave Dexter, Jr.)

Maverick leader Stan Kenton kept a big band to-
gether until his death in 1979. Here he mops his
brow after a CBS remote from the Hollywood
Palladium in the mid-1940s,



(Courtesy WMT}

With the expected post-World War I boom came such technalogical advanees as mag-
netic recording tape. Progressive stations were quick to install Magnecorders, the first
professional tape machines, in the late 1940s (shown on the left).

The advent of television saw radies
getting smaller, as table models re-
placed consoles.

(Courtesy RCA)
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With the onslaught of televison after 1948, stations resorted to more popular music.
Many outlets supplemented their conventional record libraries to get more musical
variety by resorting to transcription services. Most of material on ETs was not avail-

able on commerctal recordings.
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. . . AND MORE ET’S
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Frederic W. Ziv was a major producer of “open-end,” slick, (and expensive) pop
music shows on transcription for sale at the station level. Stations found such pro-
grams useful in plugging the holes left by network defections in television’s wake.

The Sammy Kaye Show in 1949 gave some T
broadcasters a strong feeling of déja vu. "““"""“
The twice-weekly, quarter hour reminded g o
them of those lavishly produced ET pro- ]
grams of the 1930s.

(Courtesy Hy Daley)
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Even the federal government was in the ET act. A number of agencies used canned
music programs after World War II to reach specific targer audiences.
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Martin Block, who brought the Make
Believe Ballroom idea from Los Angeles
to WNEW, New York, gave the station’s
first manager, Bernice Judis, a base on
which to build the first successful radio
station to rely only on recorded popular
music and news.

Below: Because of its location (New York)
and its heavy pop music identity, WNEW
launched successful promotions based on
popular music stars. Kicking off “Benny
Goodman Day” in 1946 are (l. ro r.) Mrs.
Alice Goodman, Goodman, Manny Sachs,
Columbia Records executive, and Art
Ford, host of Milkman’s Matinee.
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BORN AGAIN

In what is new and growing there

is apt to be something crude, insolent,
even a little vulgar which is shocking
to the man of sensitive taste;

quwvering from the rough contact,

he retires to the trim gardens of the
polished past, forgetting they were
reclaimed from the wilderness by men
as rough and earth-soiled as those from
whom he now shrinks in his own day.

—BERTRAND RUSSELL
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CHAPTER 14

Rock, Roll and Top 40

WNEW?’s succkss in the face of television’s rising tide was an aberration.
The station’s programming roots were, after all, in recorded music, rather
than in network variety. Almost two decades of such fare had positioned
WNEW firmly in listeners’ minds. And New York was, after all, the show
biz capital of the world. A radio station could survive in New York with
even a small fraction of the audience, but out there in Radioland USA, it
was an entirely different matter. Although the industry knew by the early
1950s that radio’s only hope for survival rested on music and news, the
malaise that spread over broadcasting was less the result of recognizing
WNEW'’s uniqueness than in accepting the notion that if network radio
died, all radio was dead. A few broadcasters, however, refused to accept
the canard that radio could not thrive in the coming Television Age. Not
surprisingly, the broad idea of a foundation to rebuild radio’s crumbling
mansion, came not from the networks, but from the WNEW model.

In 1949, the Storz Brewing Company of Omaha, which had acquired
the city’s pioneer station, KOWH, (established 1922) placed Todd Storz
in charge of the station. On that decision rests much of the medium’s
rejuvenation, for it was Todd Storz’s bold and innovative Top 40 format
that ushered radio into its modern era. Top 40 Radio, however, did not
spring full blown from the mind of Todd Storz one day in 1949. The
building process was one that involved careful planning and help along the
way from several bright young associates. Storz’s initial programming con-
cept was built along the lines of WNEW’s segments of recorded popular
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music, featuring vocal artists and big bands—although there was some
classical and country mixed in from time to time. KOWH, for a while,
also carried play-by-play broadcasts of the Omaha’s minor league baseball
team. Ken Greenwood, who was a student at the University of Nebraska
around that time—he later joined the Storz organization—recalls listening
to KOWH in the early days of the Storz regime. Greenwood commuted
regularly from Lincoln to Omaha where he was a staff musician at KFAB.
He had become interested in what was going on at KOWH. However, he
is quick to point out, the form that came to be known as Top 40 was
fairly conventional radio at the outset:

As it was originally conceived, Top 40 was a broad-based, broad-audi-
ence, musical concept. Keep in mind, it spun out of the bandstand con-
cept which was fifteen minutes of Doris Day, fifteen minutes of Guy
Mitchell, fifteen minutes of the Four Lads, maybe fifteen minutes of a
Harry James, or a Ray Anthony, or a band of that time.?

Greenwood remembers that the next step in the evolutionary process
was a housewife-hit parade-type program of recorded popular music be-
tween 9 and 11 a.m.; and that the concept of playing pop hits had become
established by 1953, catapulting KOWH from dead last among six rated
stations in Omaha to first. However, at this juncture, Top 40 was still
some distance away from being the well-defined format that would stir the
sluggish blood of listeners and give radio a new lease on life. In 1953, the
Storz interests, (now known as the Mid-Continent Broadcasting Company)
acquired WTIX, New Orleans, “because Todd wanted to try the idea in a
major market with a full-time facility. This is what Storz did when he
bought the little station (I want to say it was on 1490*) 250 watts, in
New Orleans, and by that time, they were into their Top 40 concept.”?
Ex-Storzman Bill Stewart, who had originally competed against WTIX (and
whose Odyssey we shall subsequently follow in more detail), agrees with
Greenwood’s assessment—up to a point: “The first purely Top 40 music
was on WTIX . . . They called it “Top 40, but it really wasn’t.”” 3 Accord-
ing to Stewart, “The important thing was the excitement factor. Music
was important, and it grew more important a year or two later.” ¢ What-
ever it was, within a year WTIX had followed the rating success of KOWH.
In 1954, Mid-Continent purchased WHB, Kansas City (10 kw day/5 kw
night on 710 kc), the company’s first choice facility. Following the Storz
pattern of cleaning out as quickly as possible all remnants of old time
radio in order to incorporate a full menu of popular music and news, the
new owners dumped WHB’s Mutual Network affiliation and the broad-
casts of the Kansas City Blues, then in the American Association. The
KOWH and WTIX ratings stories were repeated.

* It was 1450 kc.
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Meanwhile, changes were taking place in popular music that im-
pinged significantly on Top 40 Radio. Ken Greenwood, who had become
so fascinated with what he had been hearing in Omaha, took a sales job
at the new WHB. He recalls that when he got there,

Early Top 40 as we knew it was a musical concept that was almost en-
tirely mature, or adult, performers. The teen performers didn’t enter the
picture at all in those days. The first record I remember that caused any
consternation at all in the radio station was Bill Haley’s “Rock Around
the Clock.”$

Gradually, by the mid 1950s, as other rock and roll recordings burst
on the scene, popular music had become a pastiche. Elvis Presley, Bill Haley
and Jerry Lee Lewis were co-mingled with what Ken Greenwood called

“Bread and butter” records: Sinatra, Perry Como, Doris Day, Patti Page,
Rosemary Clooney, Steve Lawrence and Eydie Gorme. Popularity heavily
favored bread and butter artists . . . Then we went through a period
where, very slowly, the established artists were pushed off the playlist.
You could just see it happening if you sat back and looked at it over a
period of a year or so . . . Most of your hot stuff would be the rock
stuff. Some of the program directors who really weren’t sure they wanted
to play that much rock in those days would sort of pray for a new Andy
Williams.&

“Some program directors,” however, did not include Robert Todd Storz.
The incisive Storz did not allow his own ideas of taste to enter into what
popular music should be played on his radio stations. Bill Stewart, who
had come to KOWH in the mid-1950s, remembers the music “research”
he and Todd Storz did in those days:

We would go into the bar across the street from our place in the Kil-
patrick Department Store Building on 16th Street in Omaha—this hap-
pened many times—and we’d notice the waitress would be serving drinks
all evening while the same songs would come up on the juke box over
and over. Upon cleaning up, she’d go over and put a half-dollar in the
juke box to listen to the same record she’d been listening to all evening,
six more times! That happened many times. I remember Todd and I hav-
ing lunch together at the Omaha Athletic Club, sitting there in the Grille,
while people went over to the juke box having sixty songs on it. Four
songs might be rock and roll while the other 56 were Perry Como, Glenn
Miller, Frank Sinatra. It was the rock and roll songs that kept coming up.
They’d be 40 and 50 year old people playing them.?

To those observations of human behavior, Stewart added his own insights.
He tells how he made an earlier discovery which he shared with Storz, and
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out of which came the ultimate musical distillation of Top 40, that of
playing the same hits over and over:

I taught radio and speech at Emerson College in Boston. Summertimes, |
would take a couple of weeks and go round the country to see what other
disc jockeys were doing. At that time, 1953, the hottest disc jockey, and
my idea of the best deejay that ever lived was Bill Randall in Cleveland.
I spent about a week listening to him and six other disc jockeys of WERE.
In those days, when a record was a hit, there would be about eight covers
on it. It was the number-one station in town and I got the impression
there was something radically wrong with the station. If you listened to
it for twenty-four hours you would hear one song by Jo Stafford, for
example, on the 6 to 10 show. Then you would hear it on the 10 to 2
show by Perry Como. Then Bill Randall, 2 to 6 would come with a ver-
sion by the Four Lads. Phil McClean would come on in the evening, and
he would have another version. Then the all-night guy would have still
another version. So it seemed as though we were listening to six different
radio stations. It occurred to me that was wrong.?

By the time Mid-Continent had invaded the North (WDGY, Minne-
apolis—1955) and established a beachhead in Miami (WQAM—1956),
Storz had added refinements to his format. It had become by now de ri-
gueur to incorporate a 24-hour operation in the station’s new look. Aside
from big-city powerhouses, signing-off between 1 and Sa.m. had become
accepted radio practice. Newscasts were moved to :55 to get the jump on
everybody else’s news-on-the-hour. Top 40 was in full bloom. Predictably,
copycats quickly tried to duplicate the Storz invention. The great majority
were unsuccessful. Would-be imitators, much to their surprise, discovered
Top 40 Radio was a finely-tuned instrument with which they were unpre-
pared to play. The copyists learned that Top 40 was more than spinning
40 records over and over, more than buying joke services for their disc
jockeys, more than unleashing clever sound effects.

At the interior of Top 40 was a basic management understanding of
the importance of nuances—nuances of timing, of sound reproduction, of
listener empathy. Nothing was left to chance. Top 40 Radio was quality-
controlled all the way, beginning with an orientation for the entire station
staff on what to expect. It covered such items as how salesmen should seli
the new concept and how the station telephone operator should handle
complaints about the music. Deejays were not allowed to enter the format
without thorough training, including dry runs. Many jocks were sent to
serve short observational internships at successful Top 40 stations. Study-
ing training tapes of the best of Top 40 was manditory before a disc jockey
was allowed on the air. Every Top 40 operation had its lists of do’s and
don’ts. Newsmen and air personalities were being taped continuously and
their work critiqued frequently on the following points:
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Air Personalities

Fast-paced delivery to create excitement and enthusiasm.

Absolutely no dead air.

Never use the word “record”—substitute “Music,” or “song,” or
“tune.”

Never offer a negative comment about a record.

Talk over instrumental introduction of a record—but don’t step on
lyrics. Talk over last sounds of tune’s coda.

Promote. Promote. Promote—the next newscast, the next weather-
cast, the new contest, the new disc jockey, etc.

Specified minimum number of time checks, weather reports, station
call letters and personality’s name per hour. (See clock)

All recorded elements must be separated by the “live” voice of the
personality; thus, no segueing of commercials.

Air personalities are not allowed to take outside calls during their
shows.

Personalities should strive to spend three hours of show preparation
for every hour on the air.

Newsmen

Delivery style should be punchy and authoritative.

Write with colorful and “emotional’ adjectives.

Use minimum of twelve stories per five minute newscast.

Be alert for bulletins and interrupt during the playing of a record if
necessary.

Use sound to enhance a story—if it doesn’t impair journalistic integ-
rity.®

Many Top 40 stations had a model clock-hour disc jockeys were
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ex-

pected to follow. These were not cast in cement, and clock hours could
vary from station to station. The key was showmanship, and since all other
branches of the performing arts blocked out their elements by using stage
directions, positions, etc. why not the record show host? The figure on
the next page represents a typical Top 40 clock hour:

SN R WN =

(e o]

total to limit of 18 commercial units per hour.10

. Time checks, quickie promos, brief weather mentions separated commercials.
. 20 Call letter mentions, five personality mentions per hour.

. Pick Hit and Number One record played once every three hours.
. Top 10 rotated every three hours.

. 11-20 rotated every four hours.

. 2140 rotated every six hours.

. One “extra” played in alternate hours.

. Clock shows 14 commercials. Sponsored news & weather forecasts brought

The Top 40 format was often criticized for making of the disc jockey
a mechanical figure, an automaton from whom all humanness was drained.
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A Typical Top 40 Clock Hour
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It is true: a Top 40 jock was required to keep his engine running through-
out his entire show, maintaining the same level of intensity the third hour
as the first. But the smart Top 40 operators knew listener attention could
be focused as much on the music presenter as on the music. Radio, after
all, is the only form of show business offering daily potential for spon-
taneity, and the creative disc jockey could enhance the Top 40 format
(well-structured though it was) in ways that five new Elvis Presley records
in the top 10 could not. Bill Stewart, who worked with many a jock,

agrees:
In the days of the real Top 40, there were a lot of great personalities who
helped make Top 40 what it was. I don’t think they got the credit. I think
that’s greatly overlooked. I think of people like Herb Oscar Anderson
. there were a lot of

who in his own way was a great personality . .
people like that. There were people in Cleveland, in New York. Joe Smith
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in Boston was a very Top 40 jockey. A lot of people were. They don’t
get credit. | think music was important. But if you had to allocate a per-
centage, music was 40%, promotion was 20%, and personality was the
rest.11

But the care and feeding of disc jockeys and newsmen were only a
part of the meticulous attention to detail exerted by committed manage-
ments of Top 40 stations. Engineering became a handmaiden of program-
ming. Prior to Top 40, equipment and how it was used was often regarded
as a necessary evil. With the advent of Top 40, the chief engineer became
an equal in the station hierarchy. Before most operators went with the Top
40 format, they replaced much of their existing equipment, sometimes in-
cluding even transmitters that had lots of mileage left in them. Reverbera-
tion units were installed to give the station a “big” sound; records were
transferred to tape cartridges to eliminate scratches from constant use; spe-
cial teletype clatter was crafted to be played behind newscasts to lend an
urgency to news; filter mikes and other sound devices were built by engi-
neers to give select disc jockeys “‘character” voices and alter egos—these
and other implementations created for the Top 40 Radio an aural ambi-
ance* envious and unimaginative competitors couldn’t have figured out in
a thousand years.

Then there was the promotion. Especially the promotion. There was
at work a system of understanding between the Top 40 station and its
audience that some unique, offbeat promotion or contest might turn up at
any time: a putting-golf “tournament,” featuring city celebrities vs. the
station’s air personalities; a donkey race among the disc jockeys on Ken-
tucky Derby day; the formation of disc jockey softball and basketball teams
to play high school faculties and hospital departments for charity; the cre-
ation of special names for the disc jockey staff (“Sensational Seven,” “The
Good Guys”). Although the big blockbuster promotion (whose origins we
shall explore momentarily) never went out of style, it was the small lis-
tener-participation contests that scored highest: over-the-air on opening
day of baseball, a trivia call-in using simple baseball questions, with game
tickets as prizes; the “outside” contest—most unique Jack-o-Lantern using
station call letters, with winner treated to “night on the town” with disc
jockey host. Still, Top 40 promotion never strayed too far from its popular
music base. Thousands of Top Tune sheets, distributed to record stores
and other select outlets weekly, with the station’s call letters served as the
imprimatur for an official listing of the area’s favorite music. Record hops,
emceed by the disc jockeys and station-sponsored concerts, featuring name

*The creation of the transistor by Bell Laboratories in 1948 was a boon to radio in general
and to Top 40 stations in particular. A top 40 station’s sound was easy to identify on the
dial and came through unmistakably even on small speakers. The Electronic Industries As-
sociation reported close to two million sets were sold between January, 1956 and July,
1957.
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artists helped maintain the symbiotic bond between popular music and the
Top 40 station.

There is an important connecting link between Top 40 Radio and
musical radio of the 1920s and 1930s. When the radio-nurtured big bands
died, so did much of the interest in dancing. The beat of rock rekindled
that aspect of popular music. And with the big bands gone, dancing had
to be based on recorded music. But what recorded music? Obviously, the
“new”” popular music heard on the radio. Enter the disc jockey—and an-
other great promotion opportunity for the Top 40 station.

This was the phenomenon of a man on the air three or four hours a
day, playing Top 40 hits becoming a celebrity—of sorts. In truth, the jock
was not the “personality,” the records were. However, if he could appear
at a “record dance” (shortly to be re-termed “hop”), he was an instant
personality. This did not mean that he had no responsibilities. Music had
to be programmed, not just played. The wise (and probably experienced)
disc jockey quickly realized that the true magnet was the recorded music.
The music kids heard on the radio—on the Top 40 station. So, whereas
their parents had swooned to “Star Dust,” their sons and daughters close-
danced to Elvis and “Love Me Tender.” Or instead of jitterbugging to
“Little Brown Jug,” the new generation danced to the earthy “Dancin’ In
The Streets.”

Although certain hop records became standard fare, the most re-
quested and popular discs at record hops were those most frequently played
on the radio. Proof: When “hops” were at their peak—not only in schools,
but in fire halls and churches—it was not the on-the-air disc jockey who
drew the crowd (as ego-shattering as this may have been), it was the small
“hop-box,” containing approximately 40 hit records. There were times
when Top 40 stations supplied emcees for as many as 17 hops a weekend.
Most stations couldn’t supply this many people. But the kids wanted to
dance to Top 40 music. So, if disc jockeys weren’t available, station recep-
tionists or typists were sent. They could be “Miss Unknown of 1958,” but
if they had a “hop-box,” they were instant successes. Hops became such a
phenomenon that one top selling record used record hops as its central
theme: Danny and The Juniors recording of “At The Hop.” Thus, the
radio-dance music kinship, begun with remotes from the ballrooms of the
1920s, enjoyed a resurgence by way of Todd Storz’s new-fangled format.

Around the time Storz was getting Top 40 off the ground, Gordon
McLendon, a Dallas-based group broadcaster was making his own contri-
butions to the format. Storz and McLendon met from time to time to
discuss the state of the industry and share ideas. It was not uncommon for
McLendon employees to leave for a Storz job, and vice versa. When the
first Storz-sponsored Disc Jockey Convention took place in Miami in 1958,
Gordon McLendon was the keynote speaker.

There was little debate as to who invented Top 40—that credit had
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generally gone to Todd Storz. But when it came to the Compleat Top 40,
Top 40-cum-Pizz-Zazz, Top 40 Pure and Undefiled, Gordon McLendon
whipped up the chef d’oeuvre. Following World War 11, McLendon had
established the Liberty Broadcasting System, a sports chain he had hoped
would be a challenge to the four major radio networks. McLendon’s forte
was the reconstructed football and baseball game. Key game information
was received in a Dallas studio via Western Union ticker, and against a
backdrop of recorded sound effects (stadium organ, bats cracking, crowd
noises), McLendon re-created games that were many times undistinguish-
able from the real thing. During the LBS re-creations, “The Old Scotch-
man,” as McLendon called himself on the air, honed an already-keen
imagination that served him well after he turned to Top 40. When the
ticker stopped, McLendon remembers, it called forth special improvisatory
revelations:

I would have a dog run on the field and 1 would describe it at great
length, waiting for the ticker to be resumed and the wire fixed in which-
ever park it was located. Or we’d have a fight going on in the stands
between two tough customers. I'd describe the fight for about thirty min-
utes and no one would wonder why the police didn’t break it up.12

The television boom of the early 1950s spelled the end of the Liberty
Network and McLendon began building a group of radio stations. He had
no doubts about which way he wanted to go:

Television had left to radio only two things that radio could do either as
well as, or better than television—it seemed to me at least, and that was
music and news. For that reason, economics forced me to grab at those
two things, music and news. I don’t know why the average fellow who
was in radio those days didn’t do the same thing. It was the only logical
thing to do. I'm given credit for a lot of things economics forced me to
do.13

McLendon superimposed on the Top 40 format a lamina of razzle-
dazzle promotional stunts that earned for him the label, “P.T. Barnum of
Broadcasting.” He admits,

I was famboyant. But of necessity. A fellow named C. E. Hooper, who
ran the dominatn rating service at the time, listened to us when we had
first started our new format. He said, “Gordon, I've listened to it, and
you’re doing everything right but one thing, and you’ve got to do yet”.
Well, I thought I was doing it all right. Be he said, “You’ve got to pro-
mote. You've got to have a lot of promotions on the air.” Thus was born
what I believe to be the modern, all new Top 40 format . . . Todd Storz
did a variety of it, but not with as much promotion. KLIF was the first
station to do it with flamboyance and razz-ma-tazz.14
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McLendon’s promotions, of course, helped to get listeners back to radio:
The $50,000 KLIF Treasure Hunt; The KLIF Mystery House Number;
The KLIF Mystery Telephone Number—there were dozens. McLendon re-
calls one with particular glee, The KLIF Money Drop:

A group of us—Bill Stewart who was then program director, myself, Don
Keyes, a few others—got on one of the top floors of the Adolphus Hotel.
All of us spent about two hours blowing up an enormous number of
balloons. And at the height of traffic about 5 o’clock in the afternoon,
we started dropping these balloons. I guess we dropped about a thousand
of them. Traffic was tatally stopped. Naturally, in those days, we had not
alerted the police. And we had some mad, mad police officers on our
hands. But KLIF got to be well known as a result.15

There was also a more sober side to the Gordon McLendon Top 40
genre. His newscasts often contained stories heavy with issues. Early in the
game, he involved his stations deeply in news and public affairs: KLIF was
the first station, he maintains, to editorialize; the first station in Dallas to
offer sustained coverage of election returns; the first to do continuous cov-
erage of breaking news events; and the first outlet to send out mobile news
units. Bill Stewart claims it was a mobile news unit that really put KLIF’s
Top 40 on the map to stay:

The first thing that turned KLIF around was on the Friday night after |
got there . . . I was doing 3 to 7 on the air and after I got off for a
sandwich, I went out with the guy who was running the mobile news unit
. . . We were driving around the Oak Cliff section and we heard a police
call, a robbery in progress about two blocks from where we were. So we
sped around the corner. We were the first ones on the scene. The guy was
distraught. I jump out with a mike in my hand . . . and ask the guy what
happened, he says, “Well this £ guy came in with a £ knife and
held it, to my f___head and . 1 said, “Hold it. Wait a minute.”
I went to the unit and told the guy, “Give it to me.” We had this big
news open with a siren and everything, “First News First—KLIF takes
you to the scene of news as it happens.” He gives it to me. I go back to
the victim and say, “Can you repeat what happened, sir?”> And he repeats
it verbatum . . . When it was over at quarter to nine, we got three phone
calls complaining about what was said. This was an indication to me
nobody was listening. So I went down to the Times Herald and the News
and got an ad in the paper that said: “Oops, Sorry!’ It was edged in
black and on the obituary page. It said “KLIF wishes to apologize for the
unfortunate language used last night at 8:44, but in covering news stories,
the emotion of the moment is sometimes” . . . and it went on like that.
The ad ran in the Saturday papers, and by Monday the phone lines were
down from people calling to hear what was said . . . Well that made the
station overnight . . . If it weren’t for that we wouldn’t have been able
to pull 15 or 25,000 downtown two or three Fridays later when we threw
the money out the window . . .16
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Two other group owners, the Bartell chain, headquartered in Milwau-
kee, and Plough, the Memphis drug company, also developed Top 40 ver-
sions of their own in the 1950s. By the end of that decade they, together
with Storz and McLendon, were operating a total of 33 Top 40 outlets.
These alone would have been sufficient to declare Top 40 Radio the new
wave of broadcasting. But another development, starting around 1956—
57, was to assure that no region in the country would miss its wallop. It
came as no surprise that various employees intimately familiar with the
interior of Top 40 Radio should take it elsewhere—to introduce the con-
cept to old-line operations, or to use it at stations they themselves had
acquired. The Storz and McLendon groups were particularly vulnerable
since their stations did Top 40 best. But it was the former Storz acolytes
who left the fold to fan out across radioland that contributed most to the
further spread of the gospel according to Top 40. Many of them also even-
tually rose to leadership positions in the industry.

Jack Thayer, who had joined Storz as a disc jockey at WDGY,* went
on to become that station’s manager. Following a stint as manager of WHK,
Cleveland, Thayer moved to KLAC, Los Angeles, where he introduced two-
way talk radio. He later became president of NBC Radio, and following
that, general manager of WNEW, New York. Charles Murdock, a former
disc jockey and program director at WQAM, ultimately became general
manager of WLW, Cincinnati. David Croninger, ex-WQAM program
director joined the Metromedia Chain and was promoted to manager of
both WIP, Philadelphia, and WNEW, and served for a time as Metrome-
dia’s president. Ken Greenwood left his sales job at WHB to build his own
group, the Dandy Broadcasting Company, which included KLEO, Wichita,
KDEO, San Diego, and KQEO, Albuquerque and WPEO, located in the
smallest city of the acquisitions, Peoria. WPEO represented a watershed of
sorts, for until then, Top 40 Radio’s stunning results were registered in
medium-to-larger markets. Greenwood had no idea how Top 40 would
play in Peoria. He soon learned: that paragon of middle Americanism was
no different from the rest of the country—WPEO zoomed ahead in the
ratings and dominated Peoria radio for a long time.

Several ex-Storzmen joined Robert Eastman at ABC Radio for his no-
ble experiment of 1957-58, in which he tried to convert the Top 40 re-
corded popular music concept to a live one. When ABC gave up on the
idea, Stephen Labunski, who had come to the network by way of manag-
ing WDGY, joined WMCA and introduced Top 40 to the Big Apple—
where it played just as well as it did in Peoria. Labunski also served as
president of NBC Radio for a number of years. Arthur Carlson was a
salesman at WDGY, and after leaving ABC, joined Susquehanna Broad-
casting Company, eventually becoming its Senior Vice President, Radio

*The WDGY line-up at that time also included one Bill Armstrong, who was to become
better known as U.S. Senator William Armstrong, a Republican from Colorado.
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Division, and building that group’s line-up to seven AM and seven FM
properties.

Ralph Beaudin, who had been in the Storz farm system at KOWH,
was also in the faction who went with Eastman to ABC. He, however,
stayed at ABC and spearheaded that network’s expansion of owned-and-
operated radio stations, and was ultimately responsible for the revolution-
ary “4 Network” concept ABC introduced in the mid-60s.1? ABC Radio,
when it acquired KQV, Pittsburgh, in the late 50s, sent Ralph Beaudin
there for the Top 40 transfusion, and while he was not able to knock off
the solidly-entrenched KDKA, he at least turned KQV around, and sent
ABC on its way rejoicing in 1960 to acquire WLS-WENR, Chicago. This
situation posed an interesting problem. Here was an oldline 50,000 watt
facility, known half the time as WLS, during which it beamed its programs
to a farm audience, and the other half as WENR, going after urban lis-
teners. WLS’s reputation for programming to the vast mid-West farm pop-
ulation dated back to the early 1920s. Sears, Roebuck had been the origi-
nal licensee of WLS (for World’s Largest Store). In 1928, Sears sold the
station to the Prajrie Farmer which continued programs with rural appeal.
WLS was the home of that radio barn dance fountainhead, the National
Barn Dance, from which flowed dozens of imitations, and the first one to
go coast-to-coast. Would Beaudin and ABC dare to plow under this mid-
West farm institution and switch to Top 40?

The answer was not long in coming. The WLS-WENR conference
room was crowded one morning with the station’s management team,
awaiting the arrival of the archduke who would preside over ABC’s new
Chicago Archduchy. The room Beaudin would soon enter also served as a
repository for artifacts, plaques and memorabilia, most of which reflected
WLS’s close farm ties. Beaudin, who had deliberately planned a late en-
trance, came into the conference room carrying a hammer. Without a word,
he approached a ceramic bull sitting in the middle of the table. In one fell
swoop, he severed the phallus of the bull. Stunned silence. After which
Beaudin’s cryptic announcement: “This is my way of telling you we’re
cutting off all our farm programming blocks.” He retired the WENR call
letters, retaining WLS. The new WLS’s ascent out of second-division Chi-
cago radio, to outstanding ratings and profits within a year, was the talk
of the industry.

The season of sweet content was late in coming to WLS. For those
operations on whom Top 40 had smiled much earlier, the reviews were,
nevertheless, mixed. True, on the bottom line where it counted most, “the
newest thing in radio since networks” was a box office smash. But, within,
broadcasting, an internecine war of words broke out. Established Ameri-
can institutions do not like boat rockers, and when these brash, young
Top 40 operators hit the airwaves with their arriviste stations, they kin-
dled the wrath of the rulers of the kingdom. By the mid-1950s, the tradi-
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tionalists and the upstarts had at it—with a vengeance. It was impossible
to go to a broadcasters’ convention or pick up a trade paper without one
side or the other releasing a verbal fusillade. In one of the most slashing
intra-mural attacks radio had known, Robert O. Swezey, general manager
of WDSU New Orleans, an old-line NBC affiliate, addressed the 1956 con-
vention of the Amrican Women in Radio and Television, vitriol dripping
from every word. Probably smarting over Storz’s WTIX, New Orleans suc-
cess, Swezey blasted

the trend into simple routine patterns of news and music, all playing over
and over again the same few pop tunes and reading the same news, fresh
from the tickers, at regular intervals. Many of these stations are, as you
know, run on mechanical formulate; their service is much more compa-
rable to wired music than the type of service we have always accepted as
good radio . . . news and music operation should be recognized for what
it is—a different, lesser type of service—and some sort of modified, or
second class license with appropriate conditions and regulations . . . It
distresses us who have known radio in its good days, and its glorious
moments, to think of it being debased, and to see it sink into the blaring,
senseless mediocrity of the juke box. For the quick-buck boys who have
never thought much ahead of the next spot announcement, this may be
hunky-dory. They had just as soon sell old bones as fresh flowers. But for
the rest of us, this does make a difference, and only as we make a deter-
mined and intelligent effort can radio have any significant future . . .18

Surprisingly, the leading rebuttals to Mr. Swezey’s unprecendented tir-
ade did not come from Top 40 stations. In a letter to Variety the following
week, William B. McGrath, managing director of the venerable Boston
independent, WHDH, was not ready to relegate Top 40 stations to the
back of radio’s bus:

Some of these so-called juke boxes have made their competitors “Nielsen-
nervous,” for apparently television has made the radio audience seek al-
ternatives the networks do not now supply . . . It is pompous of anyone
to propose that a station featuring music and news operate under a “sec-
ond class license” for then one might fall victim to the proposal that a
network affiliate, unable to sense the personal preferences and needs of
its audience during chain broadcasts, might only be entitled to a tertiary
license.1?

Richard D. Buckley, president of WNEW, the pioneer music and news
outlet, endorsed the Declaration of the Independents in the same issue of
Variety and defended the format of music and news for presenting

any single owner or group with the greatest opportunity to program
according to the public taste and perform a maximum amount of public
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service. Evidently, the American public prefers this type of radio because
all research indicates independents moving into number one position in
listening audience in many markets throughout the country.?°

Sharp as these exchanges were, they were the stuff of nursery rhymes
compared to the furor that was to come. For at that time, rock and roll
was still an embryo on radio. As Ken Greenwood had said, early Top 40
music was Perry Como, Patti Page and Doris Day. Only a few rock and
roll tunes such as Bill Haley’s “Rock Around The Clock” and “Heartbreak
Hotel” and Don’t Be Cruel” by Elvis Presley were on Top 40 playlists in
1955 and 1956. The term was gaining a little radio attention though; a
tune with the expression in the title, “Rock and Roll Waltz” by Kay Starr
had even made the 1956 charts—although it was far from being rock and
roll music.

Radio, inexorably intertwined with popular music, could not expect
to stay above the coming battle over rock and roll for long, and when
the flak started flying, Top 40 would have to take the brunt of it. For now
though, the barbs at Top 40 would still concern its methods, rather than
its music. Meanwhile, out on the barricades, the word war over rock and
roll was already underway. In Birmingham, in March 1956, segregationist
leader Asa Carter, executive secretary of the North Alabama White Citi-
zens Council, charged that the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People had “infiltrated” Southern white teen-agers with rock
and roll music. Carter said he would ask juke box operators to throw out
“immoral” records in the new rhythm. Coin music distributors countered
that this would mean eliminating most of their hits.2! A few days earlier
in Hartford, Connecticut, after a rock and roll concert where police ar-
rested 11 youths for unruly conduct, Dr. Frances ]. Bruceland, a noted
psychiatrist, called rock and roll a “cannibalistic and tribalistic form of
music” and a “communicable disease—another sign of adolescent rebel-
lion.”22 Jack Gould, respected radio-TV critic of the New York Times, in
reviewing Elvis Presley’s first appearance on the Ed Sullivan Show in Sep-
tember, 1956, found him “unpleasant” and his singing ‘“‘singularly distaste-
ful.” Gould labeled CBS’s “selfish exploitation and commercialized over-
stimulation of youth’s physical impulses . . . a gross national disservice.”” 23
Returning fire from the pro-camp, Dr. J. McAllister Brew, in an article
entitled “There’s Nothing Wrong with Rock and Roll,” appearing in the
British Medical Association’s Family Doctor, thought it was the Roaring
20s all over again. And if “those former days of the Charleston were less
violent and anti-social,” according to Dr. Brew, it was because that was a
“less violent age . . . the irritations caused by the young [of the *20s] was
confined to a relatively small group of well-to-do . . . Today the adoles-
cent enthusiasms are more widespread simply because more young people
can afford to get ‘sent’ by the fashionable craze of the moment.” 24 Broad-
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way’s Richard Rodgers, while not offering a spirited defense of the music,
at least knew its origins, and admitted its number-one troubadour per-
formed a public service. Rodgers told Etude, “Rock and roll’s melodic and
structural origins . . . spring directly from the blues, while its heavy, in-
sistent beat is indebted to Gospel music . . .” As for Elvis, “he serves a
useful purpose where kids are concerned and I think it’s a good one. They
release a good deal of energy watching Presley . . .25

The arrival of rock and roll is sometimes cited as being out of sync
with the 1950s, often called a “bland decade.” This does not square with
the facts, for the 1950s were a time of social upheaval in America. One
need not agree completely with Haynes Johnson’s dark view of those years,
but his assessment should remind us the decade was hardly “bland.” John-
son called them

Years of fear and tension, repression and intolerance . . . on a major
scale. They were the years of Joe McCarthy and character assassinations,
of Korea and the human wave infantry assults . . . of the most rigid
expressions of the Cold War mentality, of a strain of political viciousness,
virtually unmatched in this century . . . of the organized crime syndicate
(Mafia) and its connection with political corruption . . . the civil rights
revolution that would transform much of American life . . . building the
confrontation between the federal government and the states in Septem-
ber, 1957 in Little Rock . . . [Years] that saw racial violence stain the
land in the aftermath of the Freedom Marches and burning of buses in
the South . . .26

Whatever part rock and roll played in the general social and cultural rev-
olution is open to debate; however, it was to become the most pervasive
force in American popular music.

Around 1958-59, when rock and roll became the sine qua non of
Top 40, the main battleground shifted to radio. Prior to that, only Alan
Freed and a few of his imitators were featuring a steady rock diet. Musi-
cally, Top 40 Radio had never been avant-garde; its credo had always
been “Play the hits.” Which is what Top 40 stations continued to do as
the new music caught on. As more and more rock and roll tunes made the
playlists, protests against Top 40 Radio reached fever pitch. Top 40 op-
erators were snubbed at Rotary meetings and denounced in letters to the
editor. Anonymous hate calls to Top 40 stations were common (*““When
are you going to get off that nigger music and play something good?” “The
Communists are behind that music.”). The author recalls an incident at a
state broadcasters’ convention that illustrates the fear and loathing of Top
40 Radio at the time. The manager of a Top 40 station and his wife were
waiting at the dining room entrance to be seated for breakfast. At a table
nearby, with his fashionably attired wife, sat an owner whose station had
been taking a clobbering from the one represented by the unseated man-
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ager. “Hey,” the disgruntled owner bellowed, loud enough for at least half
the diners to hear, “Why don’t you guys get in a pissing contest with a
skunk?”’*

Newly-coined dersive sobriquets for the Top 40 format entered the
radio lingo: “rockers,” “schlockers,” “‘teeny-boppers.” Bad-mouthing of
rock and roll had truly become broadcast establishment chic. In Baltimore,
WITH program executive Richard Covington called Top 40 playlists “sick,”
and declared, “It’s time that stations got off the ‘sick list’.”” 27 In St. Louis,
KWK announced it would take a week to play all of its rock and roll
records one more time, and then break each one with a sharp snap, clearly
audible to the listeners. KWK manager, Robert T. Convey averred rock
and roll “has dominated the music field long enough. The majority of
listeners will be surprised how pleasant radio listening can be without rock
and roll.” 28 KSFR, San Francisco offered to the public free window stick-
ers containing the station’s slogan, “I kicked the Junk Music Habit by
Listening to KSFR,” with owner-manager Al Levitt declaring, “Everyone
has been talking about rock and roll music, but no one has done anything
about it until now.”2® WISN, Milwaukee dramatized its “non-rock, anti-
Top 40” policy by deliberately playing five hours of rock tunes, then burn-
ing 200 records in the station’s courtyard, and commemorating the occa-
sion by including a picture of it in a sales brochure with the caption, “WISN
finds a good place for ‘Top 40’ records.”3® At KDEN, Denver, station
breaks were often preceded and followed by, “Help stamp out Rock and
Roll. Patronize KDEN advertisers and KDEN, Denver’s first station now
busily engaged in stamping out rock and roll.” 3t

The most blistering attack, the one that was to focus national atten-
tion on the subject came from, of all places, a record company. Mitch
Miller, a Columbia A & R man—obviously oblivious to the egalitarian
nature of American popular music that found some listeners enjoying his
“Sing-a-Long” product, while others regarded the genre insipid—looked
upon Top 40 programming and found it wanting. In a speech in early
1958, entitled “The Great Abdication,” before a broadcasters’ group in-
cluding many disc jockeys and Top 40 executives, Miller’s attack reached
a new high in shrillness:

To say you've grossly mishandled this great, fat money-maker—radio—
would be understating the case. Some of you have made the man who
killed the goose that laid the golden egg look like Bernard Baruch. You
carefully built yourself into the monarchs of radio and abdicated—abdi-
cated to the corner record shop, to the eight to 14-year olds; to the pre-
shave crowd . . .32

* The same owner’s station, two decades later, would be merrily cranking out *“album oriented
rock” in unrestricted doses.
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Miller urged the broadcasters to lift the scales from their ears and appeal
to the audience that wants “variety, musicianship and more sophistication
in their music.” What Miller was doing, of course, was merely carrying on
a tradition of cant and cliché that had started in the 1920s with “jazz,”
had passed through crooning and swing, and was lumped under a call for
more “quality” popular music on radio.

Miller’s attack had hardened the positions of advocates in both camps,
something akin to the gun-control debate. Todd Storz repeated, as he had
so often, the doctrines of Top 40:

Our desire is that our stations shall please the majority of the people the
majority of the time . . . Our format was built on the premise that is not
within our province to dictate by censorship, programming tastes to the
American public . . . We felt that a control of music to the extent that
we could not play certain selections because they did not meet with our
wholehearted approval would be very akin to thought control . . . We
also believe the public has a great appreciation for a really progressive
sounding operation. This means rapid-fire production e.t.’s, a top news
department, and most important, disc jockeys who can attain and keep a
loyal audience following,33

Dick Pack, vice president, Westinghouse Broadcasting Company (the first
establishment chain to adopt many Top 40 policies), speaking before the
National Association of Broadcasters’ programming conference, excor-
iated station managers who were “musically middle-aged”:

Deejay, top hit, juke play have become dirty words. Irresponsible criti-
cism labeling music and news stations as ‘““radio’s best generation” has
hurt the whole breadcasting industry . . . We live in a democratic nation
and radio is a democratic industry. There is room for different tastes and
opinions in both. Other media don’t berate their members for a touch of
corn. All magazines can’t be New Yorkers, and all newspapers can’t be
the New York Times.3*

When the payola scandals of 1959—60 broke (a topic to be pursued
at length in Chapter 17), musical radio in general, and Top 40 stations in
particular, were belted with volleys of innuendo. ““See,” the traditionalists
chortled gleefully, “we told you so. The only way that rock and roll gets
on the air is through somebody paying somebody off.” The fact that only
a handful of disc jockeys were found guilty did little to mute the debate.
But the more strident the criticism, the more Top 40 operators stuck by
their guns. “Nobody likes us but the people,” one of them observed.

By the end of the decade, Top 40 Radio continued to gain ground. It
was still possible in mid-1958 to turn a pumpkin into a silver slipper. This
was nowhere better typified than in the Scranton-Wilkes-Barre, Pa. area,
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where Susquehanna Broadcasting Company acquired WARM (from the
William Scranton family). In spite of its excellent facility (5 kw at 590 kc)
WARM had floundred near the bottom of the Scranton-Wilkes-Barre heap.
Following the Top 40 transfusion, the situation was dramatically reversed.
Early WARM ratings told loud and clear a now-taken-for-granted story:
like other stations which received the proper Top 40 injection, it zoomed
to the top of the Hooperatings. (For a detailed breakdown, see Appendix
on page 369.

Despite such documentation, WARM and most of its Top 40 com-
patriots had difficulty at first in convincing advertisers. Until they were
convinced, rating victories would be pyrrhic. “Nothing happens in Amer-
ica,” it has been said, “until somebody sells something.” And because buy-
ing decisions are often made on the emotional level, salesmen of Top 40
stations encountered many stonewalling clients. For many advertisers, like
other Top 40 haters, refused to buy time. Bill Stewart recalls an artifice
that helped win more than one local advertiser over to a Top 40 station:

We’d have a salesman go out and talk to these people and say, “we have
50% of the audience here in Omaha.” They’d say, “Yeah, but they’re all
kids.” So the salesman would come back and say I was over at Kurtz
Furniture Store yesterday, and this guy is spending “a lot of money on
KFAB,” a middle-of-the-road station. “I’ve got to have something to prove
to this guy that we have listeners.” So we came up with the “Secret Word.”
The next day, every half-hour, the disc jockey would say, ‘“the Secret
Word is Charlie Kurtz.” That’s all he would say. People would call Kurtz
up and asked, “What does this mean? I hear your name on the radio.”
Or he’d run into the same thing at church on Sunday: ““I heard your name
on the radio a few days ago and nothing else. What does it mean?”’ Then
our salesman would go back the following Tuesday and hear, “You guys
must have listeners. A hundred people asked me about that.” 35

Secret words may have been fine on Main Street, U.S.A., but on Mad-
ison Avenue they would never fly. Yet, if radio’s re-birth was to be com-
plete, it had to be acknowledged and supported by national advertisers.
Following the advertiser exodus from network radio to television, adver-
tising agencies that controlled millions of dollars had to be convinced, not
only that Top 40 Radio was the proper environment for their clients’ com-
mercials, but indeed that radio itself was not a horse-and-buggy medium
in the Jet Age. To Robert E. Eastman fell much of the task of proselyting
Madison Avenue to “modern radio.” Early in 1958, Eastman organized a
national sales team located in major buying centers to go after national
advertising budgets in behalf of the stations he represented. Eastman’s tim-
ing was right: just when the show-me denizens of Madison Avenue needed
to be won over, along came Bob Eastman and his assault force of “young
tigers” to admit to the national advertising community that, “Yes, Top 40
Radio is the mother lode of popular hits, but it is also a primary medium.”
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Bob Eastman, a former NBC page, was the vice president at John
Blair Company when that firm represented many of the Storz and Mc-
Lendon stations. He understood Top 40 from top to bottom. So much so,
he was sure the concept could be transferred successfully to live network
radio. In the summer of 1957, Eastman became president of ABC Radio
and installed big studio orchestras and vocalists performing cover versions
of current hit songs. Name emcees were also included in a last-ditch effort
to save traditional live network radio programming. Eastman’s live-shows
stayed on board until the following spring when ABC scuttled the works—
including its creator. Eastman feels the ABC executive apparatus (“except
Ed Noble who owned the business prior to his demise”) was committed
to the Eastman’s return-to-live radio idea:

Leonard Goldenson and the rest of the people were willing to give it a
fair trial, except at that particular time they were having a struggle, trying
to carve out a niche in television. Their primary cash flow at the time was
from the theater business. They had several hundred theaters scattered
across the United States which came into the deal in the American Broad-
casting-Paramount merger. The cash flow from the theater business was
supporting the building of a TV operation, and also supporting what we
were trying to do on the radio side. In the summer of our first year of
endeavor, the country was struck with the Asian flu epidemic. The flu cut
down very sharply on theater attendance, and consequently the whole
operation. The money we were expending, attempting to build a radio
product therefore became expendable. As the cash was cut off, our enter-
prise which we’d hoped would bloom into something significant, was
chopped off at the ankles, not by anybody—call it circumstances, or fate.36

After the ABC’s Lord High Executioner gave Eastman the bad news,
he lined up a list of predominantly Top 40 stations for representation. Top
40 couldn’t have had a better sales emissary at the time (1958) because
the concept was spreading—and so were the cries to throw the heathen
out of the radio temple. Eastman’s name fortunately carried some clout on
Madison Avenue. His heavy-with-Top 40 list* told the ad world: If a gray
emminence like Bob Eastman stakes his professional reputation on this
new musical radio, then there must be something to it. Not that Madison
Avenue galvanized quickly and rushed to place Top 40 alongside of base-
ball, hot dogs, apple pie and Chevrolet—far from it. Not even Bob East-
man and his team of “young tigers” (many of whom he had hired away
from low-paying advertising agency jobs) were able to gain instant legiti-
macy for Top 40 at the agencies where the big bucks were dispensed.
Quickly, Eastman and Company gained the reputation as “The Top 40

* Other station representative firms, particularly John Blair & Co., had Top 40’s in their
fold. But Blair’s list was more varied and included more stations’ whose musical persuasions
leaned more to middle-of-the-road than Eastman’s.
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Rep,” “The Rock and Roll Rep.” Eastman maintains that was good: “It
gave us a label which was better than being ignored. We met it head-on.
We said, ‘It’s here, it’s real, the people are listening to it. The ratings prove
it. You got to believe in it.” We didn’t sell it halfway.” 37 When his sales-
men trotted up and down Ad Row with the huge ratings of their Top 40
stations, many of the shops who normally worship at the numbers shrine
countered by saying, “Ratings were only one phase of the time-buying
process.” Bob Eastman recalls the kind of reception he and his men re-
ceived:

When one station came into rating prominence in their market, you went
into the agencies and showed them the ratings as proof. There would be
four or five other stations from the same market knocking it. They would
derisively say, “Well, we’re sure the ratings are there, but they’re all kids.
It won’t last.” There were many clichés that came out of the competition.
But it did last and it wasn’t only kids; it was also the mothers and fathers
who were listening to this programming. There was a great deal of evi-
dence that surfaced from the local level where they could measure sales
more readily that this programming was not only generating ratings in
the marketplace, but was viable as a sales-producing medium. Gradually,
the screams of the competition trying to tear it down failed and we gen-
erated believability, and the national advertisers, sometimes kicking and
screaming, bought it.38

When Bob Eastman’s competitors descended on ad agencies, playing
tapes of representative Top 40 programming, it was difficult to mount a
defense. Many agency people, like those listeners-at-large who recoiled at
the sound of Top 40, found their sensibilities offended. This was particu-
larly true when rock and roll records began dominating Top 40 playlists.
Their revulsion began with the term itself, for “rock and roll”* certainly
had sexual connotations. Then came the hallmark of rock and roll—rhythm.
Prior to rock’s arrival, popular music was a synthesis of straight-forward
rhythm, “pretty” melodies and colorful harmony. Rock and roll was so
primal and raw; counterpoised with Jerome Kern’s or Richard Rodgers’s
elegant refrains, its dominant rhythm strain was bound to shake up the
musical world.

* Alan Freed is generally credited with having coined the expression. The melding of Negro
rhythm and blues with white country (hillbilly) music to form the fusion called rockabilly,
and gradually, rock and roll, sent philologists and sociologists scurrying about, trying to
pin' down the term’s origin. They needn’t have gone any further than blues singer Trixie
Smith’s 1922 recording of “My Man Rocks Me With One Steady Roll.” Jazz etymologist,
Robert Gold in his Jazz Lexicon includes a citation from the April-June, 1927 Journal
of Abnormal and Social Psychology: ‘“The majority of the expressions in the blues relating
to the sex act are sung from the point of view of women and are mostly concerned with
the quality of movements made by the male during coitus. (In] ‘My Man Rocks Me with
One Steady Roll’ the woman boasts of the steady movement with which her man executes
the act.” (Robert Gold. A Jazz Lexicon, Knopf, New York, 1964, pp. 255-6.)
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The oft-told Elvis Presley story beginning with the Sam Phillips’ Sun
sessions that produced “That’s All Right, Mama” (written by bluesman
Arthur “Bit Boy” Crudup) hardly requires repetition; nor is a re-telling of
the saga of Carl Perkins’s “Blue Suede Shoes” necessary. Suffice it to say,
those seminal rockabilly records were distinguished, first and foremost, by
a pre-dominant beat. Radio is sound—and sound only—and it was Top
40 Radio, with its obsessive concern for sound that provided such a con-
genial aural environment for the beat of rock and roll. As early as 1926,
an English radio critic, Gordon Lea, had hypothesized that rhythm in sound
is the best radio. As was previously mentioned, Top 40 Radio had become
a workable format before Elvis Presley and Buddy Holly, but it was rock
and roll that made the Top 40 sound really “pop.” The driving rhythm of
rock fit snugly into the unity and consistency of Top 40. For if it was one
thing that Top 40 compounded, it was unity—all components (commer-
cials, public service announcements, the excitement) were compatible with
the music. The Gestalt was greater than the sum of the parts.

Spawned by the rock and roll phenomenon, the record collecting hobby
got a shot in the arm—by a new generation, a new speed (45 rpm) and
the new tinier disk. It was part of the Top 40 approach to “break” (intro-
duce) new records on the air; and it was very important for fans to rush
out and buy copies to play at home. Just as Benny Goodman, Artie Shaw
and Glenn Miller, 20 years earlier, had enhanced their careers by getting
airplay for their records, so would the new popular music idols. Record
collections that began in the 1950s with such rock anthems as “Shake,
Rattle and Roll” (Bill Haley), “Maybellene” (Chuck Berry), “Rebel-
Rouser” (Duane Eddy), “Peggy Sue” (Buddy Holly) and “Only You and
You Alone” (Platters), extended into the ’60s to include “The Twist”
(Chubby Checker), “She Loves You” (Beatles), “Where Did Qur Love Go”
(Supremes), “Be My Baby” (Ronettes), “Nights in White Satin” (Moody
Blues), ““Like a Rolling Stone” (Bob Dylan), “Soul Man” (Sam and Dave)
and “Light My Fire” (Doors). The very names of rock groups conferred
an extra colorful dimension on the Top 40 format. Even Shakespeare would
have been hard pressed to know what was in names that often came out
plant, vegetable or mineral:

ANIMAL VEGETABLE MINERAL
Animals Cream Big Brother & The
Beatles Bread Holding Co.
Blackbyrds Dante & Evergreens Braso Ring

Blue Oyster Cult Grapefruit Consumer Rapport
Byrds Grass Roots Cystals

Chipmunks Hot Chocolate Italian Asphalt Co.
Crickets Jelly Beans Ohio Express

Crow 1910 Fruit Gum Co. Pacific Gas & Electric

Eagles Peaches & Herb Shells
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ANIMAL VEGETABLE MINERAL
Flamingos Peppermint Trolley Co. Stones

Iron Butterfly Raspberries

Monkees Strawberry Alarm Clock

Stone Poneys Sugarloaf

Stephen Wolf Wild Cherry

Turtles

Since musical fashions always go in and out of style, it was inevitable that
Top 40 itself would change. A decade is a long time in popular music and
by the mid-1960s, when Top 40 reached a ripe old age, some of its me-
chanics decreed -an overhaul.

The body shop foreman who directed the re-building was one Bill
Drake, nee Philip Yarborough. Drake had become Drake so his disc jockey
name would rhyme with WAKE, the Bartell Atlanta outlet where he served
his “modern radio” basic training. A transfer to Bartell’s KYA (San Fran-
cisco) exposed Drake to the key KYA slogan used as the peg on which the
station hung much of its promotional gimmickry—*“Radio KYA—Boss of
the Bay.” Drake’s next stop was KYNO, Fresno where he constructed his
own version of the KYA—Boss model. Ratings victories that toppled the
Fresno competition led to an association with KGB, San Diego, where
Drake served as a consultant, once again grabbing on to radio’s holy rat-
ings grail. Meanwhile, Drake, who had earned the reputation as a program
miracle worker was summoned into the presence of Thomas O’Neill, pres-
ident of General Tire and Rubber Company, owner of the RKO stations,
who told Drake, do thou likewise to the group’s floundering properties in
Los Angeles (KH]) and San Francisco (KFRC). And so it came to pass in
1965, Boss Radio received its most prominent showcase. Los Angeles is
more than a tough radio market—it is the Western capital of show biz,
where for every person wishing a new entertainment venture well, a thou-
sand hope it falls flat on its face.

The Drake Formula was a rousing success in Los Angeles. KHJ be-
came the ultimate Boss station, prototype for hundreds of attempted clones.
Starting with the station’s location, “Boss-Angeles,” everything was “Boss.”
Bill Drake distilled the essence of Top 40: he declared dead air a felony;
he decreed more rapid-fire talk by disc jockeys; he dropped the traditional
40-song playlist down 10 to 30—that is, “Boss 30’; he reduced the allow-
able 18 commercials per hour (the FCC quota) to an iron-clad 12. Bill
Drake enforced time limits for deejay patter between records and other
program elements. KHJ’s claim that it played “much more music” could
hardly be met, Drake felt, if disc jockeys yakked on endlessly. From the
enemy camp, where had risen such unflattering cries as “Dreck Radio,”
came word that Bill Drake had gone so far as to install a studio light—to
flash when a disc jockey, overcome with even a mild case of flux de bouche,
chattered on beyond seven seconds. Not so, said Drake, just another case
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of false witness-bearing. He defended his philosophy of less talk and more
music:

There were a lot of guys that talked a lot. A lot of people think they can
only be personalities if they talk a lot. And they don’t take into consid-
eration what they’re saying. I took the attitude there’s a vast difference
between personality and somebody who just talks a lot . . . I believe
heavily in personalities and we’ve always tried to nurture and encourage
that. We would make allowances within the format . . . So we allowed
some people to do it, and we didn’t allow others to do it. We would allow
it if a jock demonstrated he was capable of handling it. But if they weren’t
. . what do you accomplish by allowing them to keep talking?3°

The following typical sequence by KH]J disc jockey, “The Real” Don Steele
(a name subsequently adopted by others across the country) times out to
16 seconds. If the words struck the un-Bossed as meaningless babble, they
at least proved Drake allowed exceptions to the seven-second rule:

STEELE: Three o’clock in Boss Angelese! And gey HEY, thitz me, the
Real Don Steele, a billion dollar weekend there, and you’re looking
out of sidewalk call; I got nothing but groovy those groovy golds.
We’re gonna fit Chuck out here on a fractious Friday boy, got to get
a set outside that (unintelligible word resembling blowing bubbles in
a glass of water) jumbo city. (Pause) Take a trip. When you chase
’em, daylight.*0

Drake never flinched from his belief that brevity was the soul of radio wit:

A lot of stations had weather jingles, but most of them were thirty sec-
onds long. I cut it down to just “KH] Weather.”” As far as “Golden,” |
didn’t want “Gold Record,” “Golden Oldie,” or any of the longer terms.
I wanted to say just “93/KH] Golden,” and cut it like a weather jingle.*!

Within a year KH]J, initially dubbed “Drake’s Folly,” was indeed boss
of Los Angeles radio. So impressed was Tom O’Neill that he appointed
Bill Drake program vicar of all the RKO Radio realms in the land. Later
in the 1960s, the maverick consultant joined Gene Chenault, a California
station owner, to form Drake-Chenault, and specialize in syndicated radio
programs and station consulting.

By the time Bill Drake went to KH]J, his wonders to perform, doctri-
naire Top 40 (i.e. of the Storz and McLendon genus) was getting more
competitive. Musical radio—indeed, all radio—was growing. The medium
had proven it could thrive in the television age. An AM or FM station
license, especially with the scarcity of TV channels, became the hottest
show biz ticket in town. Musically, new sounds were happening too. The
British Invasion and the Motown Sound were further proof rock was not
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going to go away. Stations that formerly vowed, NEVER!, were actually
dabbling in such fare as “I Hear a Symphony” (Supremes) or ‘“Yesterday”
(Beatles). Adult dancing to rock and roll, started by Chubby Checker’s
Twist, had lent more legitimacy. In 1965, came The Frug, The Jerk and
The Monkey to take their places alongside the Charleston and the Big
Apple. That year, Time discovered what Top 40 Radio stations had been
saying all along:

The boost for big-beat music has come, amazingly enough, from the adult
world. Where knock-the-rock was once the conditioned reflex of the older
generation, a surprisingly large segment of the 20- to 40-year olds are
facing up to the music, and what’s more, liking it. Mostly, the appeal is

its relentless beat . . . It may seem monotonous but it is utterly compel-
ling to the feet. The result is rock and roll has set the whole world to
dancing . . .42

The more popular rock and roll became in the 1960s and 1970s, the
more new spin-offs emerged. The more rock radio grew, the more stations

there were to play it. There seemed to be a piece of rock for almost every-
one:

Country Rock/Rockabilly Soft British Rock

Good Time Rock Jazz Rock

Folk Rock 1970s Hard Rock
Motown Sound 1070s Mellow Rock
Surfin’ Rock San Francisco Sound
1960s Hard Rock Disco

So the beat went on. And like the Twelve Tribes of Israel which sprang
from a common ancestor, certain men born of Top 40, struck out in new
directions in the 1960s and 1970s. Top 40 was the source of the strength
that led them to seek new radiolands of milk and honey. With them they
brought a certain set of expectations, as one form of rock radio begat
another:

BILL DRAKE: Leaves Top 40 KYA, San Francisco; takes Boss Radio
along to “consult” KGB, San Diego, then to KYNO, Fresno where
both are smash successes.

BILL DRAKE: “Consults” RKO-General’s KH]J; Drake also introduces

first Top 40 to FM on RKO-General’s WOR-FM which evolves into
99X.

TOM DONAHUE: Leaves KYA to discover underground (progressive)
KMPX-FM, then moves to KSAN-FM bought by Metromedia group
which installs rock format on its other FM stations: WNEW-FM,
New York, KMET-FM, Los Angeles, and WMMR-FM, Philadelphia.
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BUZZ BENNETT: Leaves KGB, goes “across the street” to KCBQ, and
beats Drake with “Q” format; goes to Pittsburgh and introduces fre-
quency used in call letters-13Q.

BOB PITTMAN: Leaves WRDQ-FM, Detroit (rock) to go to WPEZ-FM,
Pittsburgh (rock) to WMAQ, Chicago (country), to WKQX-FM,
Chicago (rock) to WNBC; Pittman succeeded by Bob Sherman, ex
WCAU-AM Philadelphia, and WNBC-AM pass mighty WABC in
“broad-appeal contemporary sound.”

LEE ABRAMS: Leaves WMYQ-FM, Miami (rock) for ABC o & o WRIF-
FM, Detroit; meets Kent Burkhart, former WQAM p.d., at WQDR-
FM, Raleigh, (rock) where they introduce “Super Stars” AOR format
and form consultant firm.

Other hybrids (See Genealogy Chart Appendix on pages 372 & 373) and
additional appurtenances, on both the AM and FM bands that had no di-
rect linkage to Top 40, owed some debt to trail blazers Storz and McLendon.
Even the True Unbelievers who would go spinning off this earthy coil still
contemptuous of Top 40 Radio could not deny that the format and its
offspring got America back in the radio habit again. Through the station
proliferation of the 1960s and 1970s, all radio benefited from the lesson
Top 40 had taught so well: that when inventiveness and imagination,
nourished by an enlightened management, were brought to bear, any sta-
tion could benefit,

Take the matter of promotion. Not just the razzle-dazzle of a Mc-
Lendon Circus Maximus, but the everyday garden variety. The Top 40
bible declared that in the beginning are the call letters: Do something with
those legally-required, mundane audio identification tags. That promotion
must start with the call letters was part of the holy writ of Top 40 Radio.
It didn’t matter whether the station had been assigned an awkward set
(WDGY), or whether it was blessed with a naturally promotable combi-
nation (WARM). What could be clumsier than WDGY? When Storz took
over the Minneapolis outlet, the surrounding promotion came out as “Wee-
Gee.” Needless to say, Top 40 WARM offered so many obvious built-in
promotional opportunities, it boggles the mind. A partial listing of only a
handful of propitious call letters reveals the value of those important four-
letter franchises:

Inaword . .. WINK, Ft. Myers, Fla.
KING, Seattle WIRE, Indianapolis

KATE, Albert Lea, Minn. WORD, Spartansburg, S.C.
KITE, Terrell Hills, Tex. WORK, Barre, Vt.

WAKE, Valparaiso, Ind. .

WANT, Richmond, Va. For kicks . . .

WAVE, Louisville KICK, Springfield, Mo.

WIFE, Indianapolis KIKN, Sinton, Tex.
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KIKS, Iola, Kansas Sound the Z . . .

KIKX, Tucson KWIZ, Santa Ana, Calif.

KIXS, Kileen, Tex. KZAM, Bellevue, Wash.
KXXX, Cobby, Kansas WINS. New York

Quick radio . . . WINZ, Miami
KWIQ, Moses Lake, Wash. WIZZ, Streator, Ill.
KWKK, Dardanelle, Ark. Kissing radio . . .

WQXI, Atlanta
WPDQ, Jacksonville, Fla.
WQIK, Jacksonville, Fla.

KIIS, Los Angeles
KISS, San Antonio
KIST, Santa Barbara

In tune with weather . . . KKIS, Pittsburg, Calif.
KFOG, San Francisco PGy St'. s
: KYSS, Missoula, Montana
KOOL, Phoenix
. KSNN, Pocatello, Idaho
WARM, Scranton—Wilkes-Barre WKIS. Orland
WIND, Chicago » Lrianco

WHOT, Campbell, Ohio WXKSS, Hartford, Conn.

WRRM, Cincinnati
WSUN, St. Petersburg, Fla.

When it came to call letters, however, the most creative wrinkle of all
was the singing station identification. Not surprisingly, this impactful in-
novation received its greatest impetus from Top 40 Radio. The Storz and
McLendon stations did not originate the idea, but it was in the hands of
those standard bearers who rocked the cradle of modern radio that the
singing station break became institutionalized. Bob Eastman, Top 40’s most
enthusiastic Madison Avenue lobbyist, recalls one serendipitous day in the
middle 1950s, when the singing station identification entered his life. East-
man was still with John Blair Company, the national sales firm whose
station list at the time included many Storz and McLendon properties. Pete
Schloss, WWSW, Pittsburgh, had come to town with a reel of tape he was
most anxious to play. Bob Eastman assembled the Blairmen for an audi-
tion of something called “musical ID’s”:

To my knowledge, these were the first musical station breaks. They were
very catchy and defined in jingle form all the elements of programming
on the radio station. I got very excited about these and asked Pete who
did them. He said it was Ginger Johnson, the fellow who did the original
Pepsi Cola jingle. He had teamed up with Eric Siday to put the jingle
package together. I asked Ginger to give me right of first refusal in every
market in which we had a station . . . Station after station bought the
jingle ID’s; maybe 20, and almost overnight there was another huge jump
in ratings.*?

Station promotion of every kind was intricately woven into the fabric
of the McLendon and Storz versions of musical radio. Some years later
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when Top 40 had become a museum piece cloaked with the mantle of
trivia and radio headed in other directions, this ceased to be true. Most of
the free-wheeling spontaneity that marked much of Top 40’s promotional
hoopla had been replaced by promotion that: a) emphasized other media
advertising, which for many pop music stations means creating logos spe-
cially dressed up for print and television ads; b) de-emphasized listener
participation; c) observed more restrictive parameters, e.g. eliminating
“treasure hunts” to avoid problems with local police, or even the FCC. In
a real sense, the promotion was the Top 40 format. The medium and the
message were one.

Top 40 Radio’s golden years were 1955-1965. After that, the gradual
splintering of rock and the growth of FM rendered the concept obsolete.
But the seismic shift that Top 40 started will be felt as long as there is
popular music on radio. It was airy, feisty, pungent, brash, sassy, provoc-
ative, exciting. Radio needed that.
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CHAPTER 15

FM and The Format
Explosion

AMERICANS HAVE BECOME so accustomed to their own inventiveness and
to the contributions of science, that they have long since ceased to marvel
at the “better mousetrap.” By the mid-1960s, the better mousetrap of
broadcasting was FM, or frequency modulation. For listeners, FM spelled
out a Fresh Milieu of more varied programming, and for broadcasters, it
meant Fresh Markets to enhance their standing in the media family.
Beginning in the early 1960s, the technology influencing the direction
and reception of popular music on radio was properly in tune with the Jet
Age. Advancements in studio and transmitter equipment, together with the
arrival of the transistor and magnetic tape, contributed significantly to im-
provements in the delivery of sound. But no technical development in the
colorful saga of the Great American Music Box—for the listener, for the
broadcaster, and for the music maker alike—struck with greater impact
than FM. Few scientific achievements, in or out of broadcasting, were ever
beset with greater frustrations and disappointments, however. That strug-
gle—compounded by unbelievable governmental, legal, and even corporate
maneuvering, and ending in tragedy and triumph—was waged by one man
who prevailed, yet never lived to see the full flowering of his invention.
FM was the brainchild of Edwin Howard Armstrong, a brilliant Co-
lumbia Univeristy engineering professor. Armstrong had distinguished
himself as a key radio pioneer, contributing to the invention of two vital
circuits—the regenerative, or feedback, circuit and the superheterodyne—
both basic to modern radio and television transmission and reception. He
227
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had come up with the FM idea around 1933. When he took his scheme
for an experimental station to the Federal Communications Commission
in 1935, he was met with a maze of bureaucratic obstacles. The competi-
tive chicanery he encountered, particularly from RCA, would have beaten
an ordinary scientist. Then there were the major networks which had vested
interests in their standard AM, or amplitude modulation, operations; they
scorned the notion of a second mode of broadcasting. Only the threat of
taking his idea to a foreign country enabled Armstrong to get an experi-
mental outlet on the air in 1939. Operating on 7.5 meters with a 40 kw
transmitter, Armstrong’s station, W2KMN, at Alpine, New Jersey, dem-
onstrated beyond all doubt the superiority of an FM signal.

In elementary terms, Professor Armstrong’s frequency modulation in-
vention enables the amplitude (strength) of transmitting waves to remain
constant, while his circuitry varies the number of times the wave vibrates;
this variation coincides with the transmitted sound. Amplitude modula-
tion, on the other hand, varies with the strength of the transmitted wave
to agree with the sound (music) being transmitted. (See accompanying fig-
ure.) An FM receiver is thus able to filter out distracting electrical noises
caused by thunderstorms and man-made devices. This, plus the wider-
moving FM wave, makes possible a fuller frequency range and lends a
more natural aura to the music.

Despite the demonstrated superiority of FM, Armstrong was far from
realizing unqualified acceptance of his new system. Nevertheless, he con-
tinued to conduct virtually a one-man crusade in FM’s behalf. While
spending his own money for further improvements—he enjoyed an inde-
pendent income from previous patents—he also traveled far and wide,
making speeches to spread the FM gospel. Before 1939 ended, Armstrong
had sufficiently impressed 150 brave souls to file applications with the
FCC for FM stations; they were, however, vying for only five allocated
channels. Opposition from the RCA-NBC combine and CBS meanwhile
continued, as they labeled the entire FM concept impractical and econom-
ically unsound.

In 1940, such criticism was somewhat blunted when a new FCC
Commissioner, James Fly, took over as chairman. Under Fly’s leadership,
the Commission fostered a policy that favored the development of FM
over television. (RCA at the time was pushing hard to get TV moving.)
This was the big boost Edwin Armstrong needed. In a little over a year

Amplitude Modulation Frequency Modulation

Amplitude
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after Fly became chairman, there were approximately 500 FM station ap-
plications for him and his fellow commissioners to consider. As of mid-
1943, 74 stations were authorized to operate. By then, however, radio,
like everything else, had gone to war; transmitting equipment and receiver
manufacture were virtually halted.

In recalling his early FM days, Donald Flamm, pioneer AM-FM sta-
tion operator, affirms that the FM road was not paved with gold:

In 1943, my associate in the ownership of WPAT, Patterson, N.]J., and 1
applied for an FM license and went on the air shortly after purchasing a
large tract of land on High Mountain in North Haledon, one of the high-
est