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PREFACE

The central value of historical understanding is that it transforms histor-
ical givens into historical contingencies. It enables us to see the structures
in which we live and the inequality people experience as only one among
many other possible experiences. . . . Once you surrender the fixed older
forms of historical explanation and process, the future becomes open. It
then becomes even more important to analyze and examine the history of
those structures and ideologies that shape our lives.

—Herbert Gutman

Historians have described and analyzed the efforts of labor ac-
tivists and others to build a movement during the early twentieth century
that would secure greater rank-and-file control over the workplace and
achieve industrial democracy. Scholars also have examined the demise of
that movement during the course of the century.! An important and ne-
glected battlefront of this war for workers’ control was fought in the arena
of the mass media and popular culture. During the first third of the centu-
ry, local trade unions, city federated labor bodies, and radical organizations,
building on the tradition of a labor and radical press, attempted to guar-
antee a place for workers in the newly emerging media of motion pictures
and broadcasting. Elements within the labor and radical movements also
sought to develop a working-class culture or, at the very least, to enhance
working-class consciousness while building alternative and oppositional
cultures to that of bourgeois America. Although these efforts vacillated, they
continued through much of the century. Proponents of a labor press, ra-
dio, and film considered the new mass media not simply as tools in the
struggle with capital and the state but as “a locus of, and one of the stakes
in, that struggle.”

Conventional wisdom—Herbert Gutman’s “historical given”—holds that
the American mass media, operating in a private enterprise structure, al-
low relatively open access to all interested parties and grant success to those
participants who best respond to market forces. The supporters of this sys-
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tem perceive U.S. mass media as the inevitable products of a natural evo-
lutionary process and, therefore, as the best of all possible worlds. They
“celebrate the media status quo” and praise the media’s freedom, objectiv-
ity, diversity, public access, and social responsibility. They dismiss as cranks
or extremists those individuals or groups that have criticized, challenged,
or obstructed in any way the natural development of the capitalist media.?

Such a perspective, however, ignores fundamental contradictions and
tensions in mass media development in the United States.* Most impor-
tant, the conventional wisdom has neglected or obscured the power strug-
gle waged between the groups in society that owned the means of cultural
and ideological production (e.g., broadcasting, newspaper, and movie fa-
cilities) and those who, refusing to accept their role as mere consumers
of culture, challenged the corporate media structure.> This study seeks to
transform the “historical given” of corporate broadcasting and its manip-
ulation of popular culture into a “historical contingency” by examining
how a segment of the organized labor movement developed its own ra-
dio station in an effort both to contest the influence of mass media and
mass culture on the working class and to use the mass media and culture
in the interest of workers.

The Chicago Federation of Labor (CFL) established WCFL, its own ra-
dio broadcasting station, in 1926. Originally conceived as part of a media
web (newspaper and press service) that was to aid in the campaign for a
labor party during the early twenties, WCFL did not materialize until after
that movement’s death. CFL officials nevertheless pushed ahead with efforts
to create an alternative to the emerging corporate radio structure. From its
inception, WCFL encountered opposition from unsympathetic commercial
broadcasters and state regulators and from indifferent and sometimes hos-
tile national labor union officials. Indeed, WCFL’s history revealed a dia-
lectical relationship between it and the trade union movement, the corpo-
rate radio world, and the federal government.

While WCFL was the only radio station in the nation owned and oper-
ated by a labor organization, it was not the only manifestation of labor or
radical challenges to the institutional structure or the cultural and ideolog-
ical products of corporate broadcasting. The Socialist party, for example,
established a radio station in New York City in 1927. Named after Eugene
V. Debs, WEVD dedicated itself to becoming “a fighting, militant champi-
on of the rights of the oppressed.” Well into the thirties, WEVD officials
urged the labor community to make use of the station’s facilities and of-
fered to assist trade unions in educating and organizing workers.® The San
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Francisco Labor Council and the St. Louis Central Trades and Labor Union,
among other groups, considered creating their own radio stations to
“broadcast the worker side of current events” The radical American Fund
for Public Service also planned to purchase its own broadcasting outlet in
1925.7 Trade unions in Baltimore, Paterson, Memphis, Seattle, and elsewhere
secured time on commercial stations, often sponsoring popular entertain-
ment along with short talks on the history and goals of the labor movement.
All these groups knew, as officials of the Women’s International League for
Peace and Freedom noted in 1925, that radio was “developing as a very much
more important way of reaching large numbers of people than the news-
papers which they have learned to distrust”® With the new opportunities
the advent of FM broadcasting in the forties afforded, the United Automo-
bile Workers and the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union estab-
lished their own, albeit short-lived, radio stations. Both the American Fed-
eration of Labor (AFL) and the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO)
sponsored radio programs and news commentators between 1940 and 1960.°
WCEFL thus was part of a broader struggle on the part of organized labor
to gain access to the airwaves.

The “Voice of Labor” began as a listener-supported station, emphasiz-
ing popular entertainment and labor and public affairs programming. A
host of internal contradictions and external pressures changed it, by the end
of the thirties, into a commercial station—that is, one dependent on ad-
vertising and mass entertainment programming for its survival, Having
succumbed to the “laws” of the marketplace, WCFL maintained its labor
connection by securing trade union sponsorship for “popular” program-
ming and providing some time for labor announcements and labor analy-
ses of contemporary events. By the fifties and sixties labor radio had rede-
fined its service to Chicago trade unions as funding its own operations and
general federation activities by maximizing profits. This led to a program
format designed to attract the most rapacious consumer audience and,
consequently, big-spending advertisers. Successful for a short time, this
transformation ultimately failed and led to the station’s sale in 1978. Rec-
onciling the apparent conflict between its commitment to serve labor and
its need to heed market forces comprised a significant element in WCFL’s
long struggle to survive.

WCFL was a relatively small broadcasting station throughout much of
its history. It never achieved the level of success—as measured by financial
profits, institutional development, technological advancement, or program-
ming innovation—reached by national radio networks (e.g., the National
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Broadcasting Company and the Columbia Broadcasting System) or by
powerful independent stations (e.g., the Chicago Tribune’s WGN); nor did
WCFL emerge as one of the chief agents for organizing workers in Chica-
go. An examination of the history of WCFL, nevertheless, enhances our
understanding of a number of issues crucial to labor, mass media, and
popular culture history.

WCFL’s development paralleled and exemplified important changes in
the organized labor movement during the twentieth century. Labor radio’s
rise and fall highlight local labor organs’ dialectical relationship with the
national AFL, the corporate sector, and the government. Alan Dawley has
suggested that an analysis of labor’s struggle with government and business
in the twentieth century may be divided into three eras. The period through
the twenties was dominated by corporate business, not just in the econo-
my, but throughout society. Here the government served to bolster the needs
and interests of big business, functioning first as a “promotional state” and
then as a “cooperative state.” In this environment, the level of class conflict
was relatively high as workers attempted to reduce the “emerging social
order[’s] . . . inequalities of wealth and power.”*® AFL officials sought to
improve the standing of workers by cooperating with “enlightened” lead-
ers in the corporate and state sectors. This meant, among other things, ac-
quiescing to the emerging corporate broadcasting structure. But Chicago
labor officials rejected this strategy and built their own alternative mass
media outlet. WCFL’s early development revealed local labor’s resistance to
both corporate broadcasting and its supporters among the AFL hierarchy.
Local labor sought not just to receive information and mass culture pro-
duced by business but also to become a potential producer of its own cul-
ture through its own institutions. The extent to which this potential was
or was not realized constitutes the heart of this study.

The second era identified by Dawley, from the thirties to the early sev-
enties, was characterized by a state-mediated “social compromise” between
labor and capital. “Although capital retained those managerial prerogatives
most vital to the profit motive, workers for the first time entered a corpo-
rate existence, enjoying privileges and prerogatives recognized in law (Wag-
ner Act, Social Security, wage and hour laws) and custom.”!! After a brief
spurt of labor radicalism, conservatism grew in the labor movement—part
of the price of the “corporatist compromise.” Before making its peace with
the state and the corporate sector and while undergoing its own metamor-
phosis into a commercial radio station, WCFL had its last hurrah as an
independent voice for workers during the Great Depression and the New
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Deal. With the end of World War II and the solidifying of the corporatist
compromise, WCFL retained few of the characteristics of labor radio. It no
longer challenged the direction or strategy of the AFL hierarchy, preferring
instead to fulfill the corporatist dream at home in Chicago. By the time the
great compromise collapsed in the seventies—marking the emergence of a
third period in which corporations and the state launched a new offensive
against workers—labor radio, like the organized labor movement at large,
was weak and unable to respond to the changed circumstances.! The sto-
ry of WCEFL thus offers insights into the shifting fortunes of organized la-
bor over the course of the twentieth century.

A study of WCFL also highlights the complex interaction among broad-
casting’s “industrial structure, . . . political environment, and . . . cultural
product.”'* Because WCFL's history parallels the history of broadcasting in
the United States, its story clarifies some of the crucial business and regu-
latory developments in the industry, especially during the twenties and
thirties. While radio broadcasting may have acquired much of its corpo-
rate, private capital, and mass consumer characteristics by 1922, it is a
mistake to assume that such corporate control was absolute or uncontest-
ed. Unions and working-class communities, among others, resisted and
challenged commercial broadcasting, although the struggle varied in inten-
sity over time.!® Thus the story of WCFL reveals the process of resistance
and adaptation.

As in the context of the labor movement and the broadcasting industry,
WCFL's history overlaps and intersects important changes in twentieth-
century American popular culture. The concept of popular culture has
posed problems for those seeking to understand the working-class experi-
ence in the United States. Lawrence W. Levine has defined popular culture
as culture that is “widely disseminated, and widely viewed or heard or read”
and has argued that it constitutes a “process of interaction” between texts,
which contain multiple meanings, and audiences with “complex amalgams
of cultures, tastes, and ideologies.”'¢ Popular culture is “contested terrain”
between producers and consumers. Creating culture in a capitalist society
requires capital and those who have “the capital to mass produce and mass
market cultural forms” possess the power to set their own agenda.'” An
economic elite may seek to manipulate society by producing cultural com-
modities and leisure activities that reinforce and legitimize the dominant
group’s values, ideology, and power. But “audiences are not passive, inert
receptacles”; they continually reinterpret “popular culture in ways differ-
ent from the intended meanings.”!8
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A number of historians have examined how working-class audiences
have received and perceived popular culture, how they have given new
meanings to the dominant messages of the mass media, and how some have
formed their own alternative or oppositional cultures.'” The following study
contributes to this ongoing exploration by addressing two interrelated ques-
tions: How have trade unions “attempted to combat the influence of mass
culture on the workers” and How have they tried “to make use of mass
culture in the interest of the workers”??° In the minds and hearts of its cre-
ators and supporters, WCFL promised to realize labor’s hope that radio

would serve progressive ends. The history of WCFL addresses the central

tension between the “utopian possibilities” offered by working-class move-
ments, mass media, and popular culture on the one hand and their “actual
practices” on the other.?!

Labor’s response to the rise of radio broadcasting in the twenties very
much grew out of the way in which workers and trade unions had dealt with
other mass media—particularly the print media—in the preceding decades.
This history of WCFL therefore begins with a brief examination of the in-
terrelationship between organized labor and the print media prior to 1925.
It then explores the rise of radio broadcasting, radio’s impact on popular
culture, and radio’s initial interaction with workers. The chronological
analysis of WCFL naturally divides into the era dominated by Edward N.
Nockels (1925—37) and the era of William Lee (1946—78), with an interreg-
num (1937-46). Each chronological section of the study will describe and
analyze how CFL officials conceptualized labor radio, its structure, its cul-
tural products, and its role in American society in general and the organized
labor movement in particular. These sections will consider how and why
the CFLs efforts to create labor radio engendered conflicts or alliances with
.the national organized labor movement (the AFL and the CIO), the exec-
utive branch of government (including the Federal Radio Commission and
the Federal Communications Commission), Congress, and the corporate
broadcasting world (the National Broadcasting Company, the National
Association of Broadcasters, and local Chicago stations). WCFL'’s changing
programming and relationship with its audience remain important com-
ponents of this study, but require a caveat. Broadcasting networks and major
independent stations have left behind ample artifacts of their program-
ming—in the form of transcriptions, recordings, or scripts. WCFL, with a
few exceptions, however, did not. Analyzing WCFL's cultural products in the
same way that one might critique the music, drama, comedy, and news of
NBC, CBS, or WGN thus becomes hazardous. This study will attempt to
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address questions of programming through the use of secondary source
descriptions and critiques of WCFL shows and the small number of extant
scripts from the “Voice of Labor”



INTRODUCTION

Labor and the Mass Media to 1925

Chicago radio station WCFL, the “Voice of Labor,” began its five
decades of broadcasting during the summer of 1926. Although local trade
unions had first raised the need for labor radio three years earlier, the larg-
er forces that shaped WCFL dated back at least to the turn of the century
and stretched beyond the confines of Chicago. Labor radio grew out of the
efforts of workers, immigrants, and radicals to confront the dominant po-
litical, social, economic, and cultural institutions of U.S. society. In the
context of the early twentieth century, this meant dealing with the newly
emergent corporate capitalist political economy and its concomitant mass
commercial culture. As the independent radical Scott Nearing noted in 1922,
those who controlled the majority of “property” created society’s “govern-
ing ideas and motives” and manipulated education, the press, and other
institutions to justify the “great inequalities in wealth in the community.”!
Working-class movements responded to the dominant structure and its
ideology in two ways: They sought to amend or alter dominant institutions,
to make them more responsive to the needs of the majority of the popula-
tion. Attempts to reform or reshape the system from within often coincid-
ed with working-class efforts to build an alternative to the dominant struc-
ture. A labor press, labor education, labor movies, and “labor capitalism”
all paved the way for labor radio.? Such alternative structures, while “sepa-
rate and distinct from the dominant society,” did not necessarily oppose or
threaten the dominant system.? Even those institutions that began as both
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alternative and oppositional often changed over time. The story of WCFL
reveals such an evolution and begins at the intersection of corporate capi-
talism and mass culture, on the one hand, and working-class movements
and their alternative and oppositional institutions, on the other.

During the closing decades of the nineteenth century the nation faced se-
vere economic crises and potential class warfare. Recurring economic de-
pressions, massive immigration, rapid urbanization, and working-class and
farmer upheavals (e.g., the Great Railroad Strike of 1877, the Haymarket
incident in 1886, the Populist movement, the Homestead Strike in 1892, the
Pullman Strike in 1894) shocked the nation’s business and intellectual elites.
In particular, class-conscious capitalists representing the emerging large and
concentrated corporations demanded a new order, social cohesion, and a
rationalized political economy. These captains of industry and finance be-
lieved that long-range stability, “class harmony and organic unity were es-
sential to society and could be secured if the .. . functional groups” of busi-
ness and labor “were imbued with a conception of mutual rights and
obligations.” They modeled this class cooperation on the structure with
which they had intimate contact—the corporation. By the early twentieth
century, many of these same corporate elites came to recognize the vital role
that the state might play in regulating political structures and manipulat-
ing power alignments in order to minimize class conflicts and maximize
capital accumulation. Responding to the challenges of the period and the
efficient model offered by the new corporate form, capitalists of large-scale
enterprises and state officials developed a theory of social order and polit-
ical structure that historians have labeled “corporatism.”

Corporatism proposed to wed the elites of large, hierarchical, function-
al groups—capital, labor, and agriculture—and state leaders into an infor-
mal and, at times, formal “public-private power-sharing arrangement.”
Advocates of this system argued that a community of interests, aims, and
ideals united labor, capital, and the state. In particular, they believed that
increased production and the expansion of markets, sources of raw mate-
rials, and investment outlets would bring prosperity and full employment
to all Americans and an end to the possibility of class war at home.® Their
commitment to maximizing production and marketplace expansion led
inexorably to efforts to create more and larger corporations as the vehicles
of acquisition.

As in most sectors of the economy, corporate formation and economic
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centralization and concentration increasingly became the norm in the
realms of communication and culture. Ken Ward has explained that “in the
nineteenth century the press became the first medium capable of reaching
a mass audience through a combination of technological improvements in
the production and distribution of newspapers and fundamental develop-
ments in their financial organisation”’” The large-circulation press grew
quickly after 1870 due to new technologies such as the telegraph and un-
derwater cables, efficient railroad and postal services, and the development
of news agencies. Unlike its predecessor, which relied either on political
party subventions or high prices to stay afloat, the new press depended on
commercial advertising for its profits. By the early 1900s, much of the news-
paper press had entered the field of corporate finance, and vice versa; it
experienced mergers and consolidations, which eliminated weaker papers
and centralized the control of the American press in fewer and fewer hands.
The newspaper world adopted scientific management and other methods
to enhance organizational efficiency and weaken the power of labor. A news-
paper trust, for example, had formed in Chicago by the 1890s. The publish-
ers of the city’s leading “general interest” dailies colluded to “control costs,
avoid potentially crippling competition, and impose their terms upon” lo-
cal unions. In Chicago as elsewhere, “large-circulation newspapers had
become industrial enterprises in their own right”®

Like the press, the theater, motion pictures, and other entertainment and
information vehicles fell under corporate control. Hundreds of local and
isolated independent stock companies performed throughout the country
before 1870; but these gave way, by the turn of the century, to a highly cen-
tralized commercial theater located in New York. This theater separated
management from production, developed a standardized product aimed at
the audience’s lowest common denominator, and sought monopoly con-
trol.? Vaudeville experienced similar concentration. In 1901, over 90 percent
of the country’s most important vaudeville theaters (sixty-two of sixty-sev-
en) formed “a classic oligopoly” aimed at lowering production costs—in-
cluding performers’ salaries—countering the formation of an actors’ labor
union and limiting “competition among members by carving up the coun-
try into protected territories for each circuit.” Entrepreneurs in vaudeville
applied “the principles of industrial standardization and mass production
to popular entertainment” by regulating the time limits of each perfor-
mance (seven to twenty minutes), ensuring that each act fulfill a specific
task, and developing an overall “performance system” to “manipulate the
expectations and desires of the audience.”!?
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Movies, “the first of the modern mass media,” evolved from short film-
strips on narrow subjects, viewed through peephole machines, to multireel
films portraying complex stories that were projected onto large screens at
huge movie theaters. In 1896 vaudeville theaters began showing movies as
one of the acts on their bill cards. Within a decade and a half, nickelodeon
theaters—designed to show motion pictures—numbered more than ten
thousand and attracted some 26 million Americans across the nation each
week. The majority of these audiences came from the working-class com-
munities in urban areas.!! Initially a small business operation, the motion
picture industry became a part of corporate America by the end of World
War 1. While sixty companies made over two thousand films in 1912, only
eight companies made 9o percent of the eight hundred films produced
yearly during the 1920s. These eight giants followed the lead of the short-
lived Motion Picture Patents Company (1908-18), which had sought to
control all aspects of the industry—from the production of raw film, mo-
tion pictures, and projecting equipment to the distribution and exhibition
of films.'2 During the second decade of the twentieth century, Hollywood’s
“future moguls” (Adolph Zukor, William Fox) “merged mass production
to mass distribution for the first time in motion picture history.” They con-
trolled the industry by integrating “supply (the stars), production (the stu-
dios), and distribution (the key theaters).” Building a system based on an
expensive star system, elaborate productions, and luxurious movie palaces
meant that “only giant firms could compete.”!?

Corporate capitalism transformed and developed cultural forms and
leisure activities into commodities and devised methods to sell them to
consumers. Mass media and culture served to reinforce and to legitimize
the prevailing political, economic, and social structure in the country; mass-
produced cultural commodities glossed over society’s inequities and con-
flicts. The newspaper press, for example, became a key vehicle for creating
images of society that would offend the smallest number of consumers. By
constructing “areas of agreement, rather than differences, between individ-
uals in its readership,” a popular newspaper helped “to create the ideas of
‘the mass), rather than serving the individual groups of people already in
existence.”" Thus large-circulation newspapers not only represented the
corporate model but they also promoted the ideology of a harmony of in-
terests among different classes and sectors of U.S. society, while rationaliz-
ing society’s economic and political inequalities.

The movie industry also reflected the corporate order with its assembly-
line techniques, specialization, and mass production; but it too created an
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image of being a responsible institution and “catering to the needs and
desires of the American people.” Movie themes attempted to regenerate
middle-class ideals in the context of the transition from Victorian to mod-
ern values. Films reaffirmed the importance of individualism in a corpo-
rate era while luring audiences with “luxury, fun, and freedom.” By utiliz-
ing people’s “free time,” movies helped to diffuse frustration and thereby
helped, as one industry official put it, to “avoid any revolution against our
economic system.” Most important, films, movie stars, theater palaces, and
Hollywood itself stressed the quest for private fulfillment through con-
sumption; thus they “helped to legitimize the consumption economy.”!s

Vaudeville grew out of, and away from, an older popular culture rooted
in local custom and tradition and reciprocity between artist and audience.
It became a new modern popular culture. !¢ Seeking a mass audience, vaude-
ville provided something for everyone—comics, crooners, jugglers, puppets,
dancers, magicians, and so on—and tended to thrive in large cities with
diverse populations. With its emphasis on tasteful and proper shows for
middle-class men and women and their families, and through the use of
relatively inexpensive ticket prices, vaudeville “incorporated” larger audi-
ences than the legitimate theater. Entrepreneurs sought to suppress the
differences within their audiences and touted vaudeville as an egalitarian
institution, the “realization in popular entertainment of American demo-
cratic ideals.™”

The early twentieth-century movement toward concentration and cen-
tralization and the production of an ideology subservient to a corporatism-
in-the-making should not be overstated—especially in the realm of mass
media and popular culture. Mass communications in the early 1900s “lagged
behind other industries in terms of . . . technical sophistication, centraliza-
tion, and national integration” and remained relatively open and compet-
itive. Prior to the advent of electronic media, “almost any organized and
determined group, sect, or party could command significant means of ide-
ology production by running a printing press, renting a headquarters and
meeting hall, speaking on the labyrinth lecture circuit, and otherwise mov-
ing into the marketplace of ideas.”’® Steven Ross has explained that “the
modest cost of making a one or two-reel film . . . allowed a wide range of
reformers, religious organizations, manufacturers, and government agen-
cies to make movies advancing their various causes”!? During the Progres-
sive Era, on the one hand, industrial firms supported company auditori-
ums, drama clubs, plays, and pageants in an effort to maintain a quiescent
work force, and, on the other hand, ethnic, socialist, and labor communi-
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ties created their own theaters, plays, and pageants with the goal of giving
“working people more political power and cultural influence.”® A signifi-
cant advocacy movement for societal reform within the newspaper and
periodical world—“muckraking”—also developed during this period. On
the eve of World War I, therefore, a myriad of newspapers and journals,
combined with an ever-rising literacy rate, as well as film and theater, helped
to sharpen ideological struggle in the United States.?!

World War I and the Bolshevik Revolution produced an opportunity for
government and business, at the local and national levels, to eliminate or
repress “deviant ideologies.” Seeking to silence the pacifists, socialists, and
labor radicals who challenged U.S. entry into war, the Woodrow Wilson
administration initiated, according to Robert Justin Goldstein, “a program
of repression that matched or exceeded wartime repression even in clearly
totalitarian countries such as Germany and Russia.” The postwar Red Scare
provided another opportunity for the defenders of the status quo to sup-
press radical and labor newspapers, magazines, and films.? As effective as
these efforts were, they failed to destroy entirely the existing working-class
media and cultural institutions or the desire on the part of radicals, pro-
gressives, and labor to create new ones. Ideological struggle continued into
the twenties.

Alternative working-class media and culture developed simultaneously
with their dominant or mainstream counterparts. Some leaders of work-
ing-class movements hoped to reform corporate capitalism’s ideological and
cultural institutions, and hence their products, by cooperating with and
operating through the dominant socioeconomic and political system. Oth-
ers desired to create separate and distinct worker-led media and cultural
institutions. The latter group recognized that while capitalist media treat-
ed their audiences as passive consumers, alternative institutions would seek
an active and positive relationship with their audiences. Building alterna-
tive media also required an independence from the finances and controls
of other societal forces.?

Functioning within a capitalist society, however, demanded that even
alternative media and cultural organs secure funding and follow standard
business practices. Organized labor’s effort to raise capital and create busi-
ness ventures posed serious dilemmas for the movement. The frequency of
“trade union capitalism” increased significantly during the twenties. These
activities rested on the assumption that “labor must accept the institutions
of a capitalistic society and work, through capitalistic methods, toward a
new social order.”* Business unionists, typical in the American Federation
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of Labor, favored labor capitalism because it helped to institutionalize trade
unionism within the capitalist system while still serving the needs of work-
ers. Labor radicals and progressives saw labor capitalism as a tool to bring
about, as the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU)
hoped, the “ideal of a co-operative commonwealth in which industry is in
the hands of the producers and in which production is motivated not by
the seeking of profits but the desire to serve the needs of the people.” Op-
ponents of labor capitalism warned that becoming involved in business
diverted attention and energy away from the primary purpose of trade
unions—using the strike to organize workers and to secure power for the
working classes.?

From New York to Chicago to Seattle, local unions and federated city
labor bodies nevertheless established their own banks, insurance compa-
nies, cooperative housing, retirement homes, recreational buildings, union
label stores, and newspapers during the twenties. Labor banks, for exam-
Ple, appeared in Seattle, Chicago, Cleveland, and New York, among other
cities. The Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America (ACWA), which had
established a labor bank in both Chicago and New York by 1924, contend-
ed that such banks served union members, the union itself, and the labor
movement at large. By removing their money from capitalist banks and
placing it in labor banks, workers simultaneously weakened the former and
strengthened the latter.26

Labor banks and other labor businesses had financial, industrial, and so-
cial goals. But “labor-capitalist propaganda enterprises,” as Dana Frank has
explained, while following typical business techniques, aimed for ideologi-
cal, not financial returns on investment. The creators of Seattle’s Federated
Film Corporation, for example, recognized that motion pictures appealed to
the masses, that they provided an easy way for the labor movement to gain
access to large audiences, and that they offered a means of converting work-
ers into unionists. Financed by Seattle’s metal trades, mill workers, painters,
and central labor council, the film company produced militant, radical, and
educational films highlighting labor’s point of view.” Across the nation, rad-
icals and workers founded film companies to counter the antiunion propa-
ganda of the movie industry and industrial sector. They made “movies that
offered positive portrayals of worker cooperatives, industrial and trade union-
ism, socialism, and government ownership of industry”®

The inherent contradictions between employing capitalist methods to
support alternative media were most acutely felt in the labor press. Two
writers of the labor scene in 1920 explained that many labor weeklies had
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become private business enterprises “just as dependent on big advertisers
as are the capitalist papers themselves.”? Elliott Shore, in his study of the
Socialist organ, the Appeal to Reason, argued that J. A. Wayland, its editor,
considered the paper as “first and foremost a business enterprise” and there-
fore “made the necessary compromises to stay in business.” Wayland accept-
ed advertisements because they allowed the paper to expand and to attract
more subscribers. But once radical or labor publications accepted adver-
tising, “they took with it a whole style of commercial speech that directly
undercut the message of the movement they embraced.”*

Advertising did not necessarily mean the undermining of the alterna-
tive press’s positions on industrial relations or politics. Advertisers often had
little interest in, or impact on, the editorial policy of a particular paper or
journal. A number of periodicals secured advertising revenue from firms
that were politically sympathetic with organized labor or from labor unions
themselves. But, as Oscar Ameringer, editor of the dissident weekly the II-
linois Miner, noted in 1924, labor papers that restricted advertising to these
sources drew “their support from a field comprising less than 5 per cent of
the total business of a community.” The vast majority of potential adver-
tisers may have opposed the labor press on political principle, but more
likely they found that the labor press’s insufficient circulation made it an
undesirable advertising medium. Norman Thomas, head of the Socialist
party and editor of the New York Leader, believed, however, “that in ordi-
nary times a labor paper, without compromising its principles, can get con-
siderable advertising, provided it can first get enough circulation among work-
ers who can be reached only through its columns.”!

Securing a massive readership posed a constant problem for the labor
and union presses. Ameringer explained that the former served workers as
a whole, while the latter served their respective organizations. J. B. S. Hard-
man, editor of the Advance, a publication of the ACWA, considered the la-
bor press to be a “mouthpiece” for “a more or less clearly-defined philoso-
phy or ideology.” But Ameringer contended that the value of the labor press
rested in its ability to influence “the great masses outside of the ranks of
labor, without whose assistance or consent organized labor must remain
forever a more or less helpless minority.”>2

By definition, union publications were more narrowly orientated than
the labor press, concentrating on immediate conditions and representing
the policies of the unions that published them. Ameringer criticized trade
union officials for reducing “their journals to mere barkers for their per-
sonal political ambitions,” denying the rank and file the opportunity to
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question or challenge leadership policies, and ignoring the principle of free-
dom of the press. The best of the official trade union papers lacked out-
side readers; the worst were ignored by their own members. Ameringer
and other observers often lamented that union publications proved too
narrow in their coverage. Workers might have consulted their union papers
for information on “hours and wages and the politics of organization,” but
they continued to “take clues on economics, politics, philosophy, art and
science from the general press.”* This narrowly defined conception of the
role of a union press often coincided with the “bread and butter” and busi-
ness unionism characteristic of many craft unions and the AFL. The AFL’s
own publication, the American Federationist, begun in 1894, prided itself on
functioning as “a safe adviser and practical exponent of trade unionism.%

To the extent that labor and radical publications eluded the commercial
demands of the marketplace, remained close to their immediate commu-
nities, and sought to broaden their approaches to working-class and trade
union issues, they retained their potential as alternatives to the dominant
print media. As editor of the Advance, Hardman tried to “feed . . . the mind
and the imagination of” his readers, to “encourage and stimulate discus-
sion of union problems,” to “relate the trade union to the labor movement
and to correlate it with labor and social advance everywhere,” and to “rep-
resent and reflect most matters which interest the group of which the union
members are a part.”% In Seattle, over sixty local unions and the Central
Labor Council held stocks that financed the Union Record, At least during
the early twenties, “tens of thousands in union funds . . . flowed into the
Record,” which performed a broad array of crucial educational and infor-
mational services for Seattle labor.”” The various foreign-language papers
of the ACWA had the advantage of strong support from the union’s large
ethnic rank and file. Foreign-language paper editors in general, by virtue
of “their birth and environment, by their social position and economic sta-
tus,” often remained close to the people they served. By keeping advertis-
ing to a bare minimum, the trade union and working-class immigrant and
radical publications remained honest to the spirit of a labor press.’® Rela-
tively free from the self-imposed constraints of the marketplace, immigrant
labor journals such as the ILGWU’s Justice (in both Yiddish and Italian
editions) and the ACWA’s Advance (English), Industrial Democracy (Polish),
Fortschritt (Yiddish), and Il Lavore (Italian) were distinguished by “the wide
range of subjects treated and the effort to deal with these subjects from a
broad social viewpoint

The supporters and organizers of a labor and union press insisted that
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labor needed its own vehicles for disseminating its ideas and information
to workers and the general public. As trade unions grew in size and strength,
and in particular as national trade unions formed, a labor press became
essential. The “spoken word became insufficient to supply the members”
with organizational information or “with the ideas necessary to strength-
en their cohesion.”® Through the labor press’s stories, acknowledged the
AFL in 1909, “the same thought can be impressed upon thousands of minds,
in widely scattered communities, at the same time.”4! Thus labor newspa-
pers and other publications became popular to bolster the fight for the
rights of workers across the nation. Monthly and weekly labor periodicals
grew in number from approximately 100 nationwide in 1870 to 300 by 1919
to over 570 by 1940.4

Under certain circumstances, labor publications enhanced or created a
common feeling of identity among workers (class consciousness). News-
papers became institutions for immigrant working-class communities to
bolster “ethnic identity, articulating common concerns, and mobilizing the
group|s] politically in defense of [their] interests.”*> The ethnic press, ac-
cording to Ken Fones-Wolf and Elliott Shore, could either reinforce immi-
grant group solidarity or assist in assimilating “upwardly mobile immi-
grants.” The latter process occasionally meant supporting “class solutions
to problems of unequal distribution of wealth and power in the United
States.”

The labor press also served to offset the growing power and propagan-
da of the capitalist press. Local and national labor officials recognized that
the capitalist press provided only superficial coverage of labor news and
usually took a hard antilabor stance in their editorials, as well as in their
“news” stories. Media critics throughout the twentieth century have ac-
knowledged, as Stephen Haessler explained, that “newspapers do not reflect
‘public opinion, they reflect the views of those who own and control them.”
Or, in the distinctive words of the New Yorker magazine writer A. J. Liebling,
“freedom of the press is guaranteed only to those who own one.” The AFL
understood this fundamental principle of the mass media, frequently prais-
ing the labor press for “saying the right word at the right time to place la-
bor’s side before the world upon any given controversy or point at issue.”*

Since at least the late nineteenth century, trade union, immigrant com-
munity, and radical political critics of the American media had warned
about how the concentrated and profit-oriented mass media supported the
socioeconomic status quo. “Isolated” in the city and in their jobs, workers
became dependent on newspapers for almost all their information. That
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dependence gave more power to the printed medium because the press
could provide or withhold information and thereby influence “the social
viewpoint of the reader.” Observers of the labor movement in the early
twentieth century contended that the profit motive forced the media to give
“prominence to such news and opinion as may justify the existing social
order, as will suggest that its fundamentals are eternal” Whether immigrant
or native-born, America’s working classes recognized that the nation’s press
and film industry were business enterprises comparable to any industrial
corporation.* The noted liberal editor Oswald Garrison Villard lambasted
the New York Times, the Chicago Tribune, and other corporate newspapers
for purveying the news that interested or served the needs of their owners
and editors.¥’

Class warfare and the antagonism between the capitalist media and
working-class and radical movements intensified during the opening de-
cades of the twentieth century, reaching new heights by the twenties.® The
media industry’s accelerated rate of concentration and centralization, as it
caught up with the rest of corporate industrial America, contributed to this
conflict. In the area of motion pictures, for example, Steven Ross has ex-
plained that “the antilabor, anti-Left films of this era paralleled . . . the
emergence of the movie industry as one of the nation’s largest industries
and the protracted drives to unionize the industry’s workers.”*® A similar
situation developed in the new field of radio broadcasting. “The rapid rise
of a centralized electronic media” stimulated a “consensus of normality.”%
Mass media owners accelerated the process of concentration in part to
maximize their profits, but also to “inculcate and defend” their socioeco-
nomic and political agenda and to regulate and often repress the expres-
sion of ideas they deemed dangerous to the established order.! Radio was
to play a vital role in this effort.

Radio broadcasting seemed to explode onto the American scene during
the early twenties. KDKA, the Westinghouse Electric Company’s experimen-
tal station in Pittsburgh, secured a special license to broadcast in October
1920. It began operation by providing the returns of the Harding-Cox pres-
idential election. The publicity surrounding KDKA’s successful broadcast
led other companies and groups into the field of entertaining and inform-
ing the American people. During 1921, the Department of Commerce is-
sued twenty-eight broadcasting licenses. By 1925 there were 571 stations
operating in the United States. “With almost stunning suddenness the ra-
dio has become a power boundless in possibilities for good or evil,” observed
Outlook magazine in March 1924. A writer for Scribner’s Magazine described
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radio’s “world-broadening and boundary obliterating mission.”s? This ren-
dition of the rise of radio broadcasting is fine, as far as it goes. As Susan
Douglas has demonstrated, however, “complicated social and technical pro-
cesses” of the early twentieth century produced the “sudden” radio broad-
casting “boom” of 1922. Corporate, government, and “amateur” constitu-
encies, as well as the press, helped define the goals and functions of radio
broadcasting well before its mass appeal.

Like much of the nation’s mass media and culture at the turn of the cen-
tury, radio was an amalgamation of new technology and entertainment. The
rise of mass entertainment—evident in dime novels, comic strips, amuse-
ment parks, vaudeville, and movies—was a product of technological inno-
vations, industrialization, corporate capitalism, urbanization, and mass
internal and external population migration. All these conditions allowed for
the widespread manufacture and dissemination of cultural products. En-
trepreneurs sought to develop mass consumer markets for these various
leisure and cultural activities, in other words, to commercialize American
culture. Within this milieu, radio broadcasting developed.>*

Radio began as a vehicle for point-to-point communication. Guglielmo
Marconi and other researchers developed a telegraph system without wires
at the end of the nineteenth century. Carrying a coded message—usually
the dots and dashes of Morse code—through the air, the wireless radio
excited the imagination of both business officials and military and naval
leaders. The latter sought government control over the wireless for reasons
of national security, while the former wanted private control and profits.
Although the press claimed that the wireless would end the communica-
tion monopoly held by Western Union (telegraph) and American Telephone
& Telegraph (telephone), those very firms, in addition to Marconi and other
radio manufacturers, raced to privatize the airwaves and establish their own
monopolies. As early as 1915, AT&T president Theodore N. Vail indicated
his company’s desire to control wireless technology in order to protect
AT&T’s telephone interests and to reach the “unassimilated masses” with
the message that monopoly capitalism could obviate industrial and class
conflict and make all the people in the world “as harmonious as the myth-
ical happy family.”%

Initially, however, only vicious financial, patent, and legal battles charac-
terized the corporate and state rivalry over radio. The Radio Corporation of
America emerged ffom this extended battle at the end of 1919. A state-sanc-
tioned monopoly, RCA virtually controlled radio telegraphy in the nation.
Through a series of special arrangements negotiated between 1919 and mid-




Introduction 13

1921, RCA, General Electric, Westinghouse Electric, AT&T, and United Fruit
Company created a corporate alliance that controlled radio technology. The
radio trust remained fixated on radio’s use as a “long-distance, point-to-point
communication between specific senders and receivers” and virtually ignored
the instrument’s potential use for a wider audience.5

Radio broadcasting became a distinct possibility well before the advent of
RCA. In the fall of 1906, the American scientist Lee De Forest developed a
vacuum tube, the three-element grid audion, which made it possible to pick
up, amplify, and oscillate the human voice. De Forest’s innovation turned the
wireless telegraph into a wireless telephone and soon raised the idea that the
radiophone might send out music and talk to more than one listener. De
Forest himself probably conceived of radio broadcasting in the winter of
1906—7, considering it both as a way of providing music—especially opera—
and speech to “the culturally and economically excluded” and as a way of
making money by selling his own radio apparatus.”” Although hampered by
financial and legal problems, De Forest engaged in a series of experimental
broadcasts from 1907 onward. Other inventors and amateur radio operators
joined him in transmitting music (live and recorded), lectures, poetry read-
ings, and informational talks. After constructing a 125-foot tower on the roof
of his factory in 1915, De Forest began broadcasting phonographic music and,
eventually, concerts, football games, election returns, and advertisements.®

De Forest’s audience consisted of middle-class young men and boys who
experimented with radio and “who didn’t merely listen but communicat-
ed feverishly with each other.” These radio enthusiasts comprised a grass-
roots network, eventually forming the American Radio Relay League in 1914.
Amateurs viewed the airwaves as a new frontier of exploration and devel-
opment. They criticized government and business efforts to monopolize the
wireless, using democratic rhetoric to declare the air free and a public re-
source.” Most important, amateurs spread the concept of radio as a broad-
casting medium. Although the Radio Act of 1912 relegated them to the low
end of the electromagnetic spectrum, amateurs continued to expand their
listening and sending activities. On the eve of the U.S. entry into World War
I, the nation was home to 13,581 licensed amateur sending stations and an
estimated 150,000 unlicensed receiving stations. Shut down by the govern-
ment in April 1917, amateur radio operators did not disappear, but served
in communication positions in the armed forces, where hundreds of other
recruits received radio training. With the resumption of civilian radio op-
erations, the Commerce Department licensed 6,103 amateur stations in 1920
and 10,809 in 1921.5
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By the early twenties, amateurs and their followers already had helped
to construct a nascent broadcasting network and audience. As the radio
boom developed, department stores, electrical manufacturers, newspapers,
utility companies, and other enterprises often transformed amateur stations
into commercial ones in an effort to create favorable publicity for them-
selves or to enhance the sales of their services or products. Colleges and
universities sought out amateurs to help create educational stations. Cul-
tural entrepreneurs had developed mass public amusements, but radio
amateurs demonstrated that some people preferred their information and
entertainment in private, away from open public spaces. Amateurs, accord-
ing to Susan Douglas, “were the first subculture of Americans, during the
explosive rise in public entertainment, to spend much of their leisure time
at home, using a new communications technology to entertain themselves
and others.” Radio broadcasting thus “went public in the privacy of the
home.”®!

Given the widespread and growing interest in radio broadcasting, it is
not surprising that the radio trust would become intrigued with what the
amateurs had accomplished. The Westinghouse Electric Company was not
yet a member of the radio trust when it received a special license from the
Commerce Department to initiate a broadcasting service in October 1920.
Pittsburgh station KDKA went on to broadcast music and the presidential
election returns. Westinghouse provided broadcasting services primarily to
sell its radio receiving sets. It thus portrayed radio listening as something
for the masses, not just for enthusiasts with technical knowledge. Over the
course of the next year, KDKA increased its power in an effort to reach a
wider area of radio receivers and experimented with different types of
broadcasts to attract more listeners. With the success of KDKA and the
acquisition of important radio patents, Westinghouse joined the radio trust
in June 1921. Before the end of the year, the company had established addi-
tional stations in Newark, New Jersey (WJZ), Chicago (KYW), and Spring-
field, Massachusetts (WBZ). AT&T started WEAF in New York and inau-
gurated toll broadcasting in 1922. The radio trust thus co-opted “the
amateur vision of how radio should be used.” It used the ether “for com-
mercial ends,” seeking “to promote cultural homogeneity, to mute or screen
out diversity and idiosyncrasy, and to advance values consonant with con-
sumer capitalism.”®

The print media, having already entered the realm of big business by the
twenties, praised the role of corporate capitalism in radio. Newspapers and
magazines portrayed radio as so new and complex that “only large corpo-
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rations with their vast resources and experience in efficiency and manage-
ment could possibly tame it.”> Commenting on radio’s “social destiny,” the
press noted the medium’s ability to “promote cultural unity” in the coun-
try by linking together millions of towns and homes; spreading mutual
understanding among the urban poor, isolated farmers, and the uneducat-
ed; and using English as a universal language to overcome ethnic divisions.
According to the press, radio could obliterate class distinctions in the na-
tion by bringing high culture and information to the masses. This also
would undo all the supposedly bad effects of other mass entertainment
forms such as movies, amusement parks, and dime novels.® The press si-
multaneously legitimized corporate control over radio and “cast radio as
an agent of altruism, restored democracy, and individual control” Radio
became a democratic agent, a leveler of class differences, and a mechanism
to spread education, improve politics, and enhance religion. As Susan Doug-
las has explained, press “references to democracy and to audience partici-
pation equated consumption with power.”® The promulgation of such
myths, nevertheless, helped to intensify the appeal of radio broadcasting
among a host of corporate, civic, and religious leaders, as well as the gen-
eral public. Leaders of the nation’s largest trade union federation fell with-
in this group.

As in most national issues, the American Federation of Labor’s stance
on the mass media reflected its corporatist position. AFL leaders such as
Samuel Gompers and William Green, embraced the productionist policies
advocated by the captains of industry and finance and by government of-
ficials. They favored policies designed to increase the absolute size of Amer-
ica’s economic pie, while acquiescing to a division of the pie that guaran-
teed a disproportionate allocation to the corporate capitalist sector. Like
corporatists in business and government, national labor leaders rejected
concepts of class struggle, abandoned demands for democracy in the work-
place, and ignored distributionist strategies aimed at reallocating wealth and
power in society. Trade union officials promised a responsible, predictable,
and peaceful work force in exchange for a growing economy, nominal wel-
fare reforms from the state, and token participation in policy making.5

As noted above, the AFL favored a labor press to educate workers and
the public concerning “the cause of labor” AFL conventions frequently
urged affiliated unions and the rank and file to support the labor press’s
valuable service. But the federation never viewed the labor press as a sub-
stitute or alternative to the papers or periodicals published by the capital-
ist sector. The labor press concentrated on protecting and expanding work-
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ers’ rights and on helping the mainstream press to understand correctly the
trade union point of view.®” During the early twenties, for example, lead-
ers of the AFL rejected pleas from local unions for the establishment of a
daily AFL newspaper chain throughout the country. Local leaders urged the
creation of this alternative and oppositional labor press to counter the an-
tiunion propaganda of the capitalist media. In 1922, however, the AFL Ex-
ecutive Council dismissed such arguments by alluding to its limited resourc-
es and concluding that the AFL had to make decisions based on “utility,
expediency, and business judgment.” AFL officials hoped that the expand-
ed work of its “Information and Publicity Service will result in a constant-
ly improving standard of accuracy in daily newspapers even though not
owned or controlled by Labor.”®® Given financial constraints, AFL leaders
chose to work within the capitalist media to convey labor’s message, rath-
er than developing an alternative to challenge the system.

At the same time that it rejected creating a daily labor press as econom-
ically nonviable, the AFL viewed as too costly and impractical efforts by
various trade union and radical organizations “to create a permanent op-
positional cinema” to offset the biased portrayals of labor unions and work-
ers in capitalist sector movies. The AFL refused to finance independent
movie productions, although it did fund and supervise one film project in
1925.%° Within this context, it is not surprising that the AFL hierarchy judged
that the possibilities of a labor broadcasting system outside of the corpo-
rate structure did not warrant the appropriation of scarce funds.

Throughout the twenties, leaders of the AFL concurred with the radio
industry and the federal government that the emerging commercial system
served the interests of all groups in society. As early as 1924, the AFL Exec-
utive Council decided not to act on a report estimating the cost of install-
ing and maintaining a radio broadcasting station at AFL headquarters in
Washington, D.C.7 At its annual convention in 1925 the AFL formally re-
jected a proposal to establish its own radio station. The federation acknowl-
edged the growing significance of broadcasting for organized labor, but held
that local trade unions could purchase time on existing radio stations.”!

AFL president William Green, like Gompers before him, emphasized
labor collaboration with capital and the state. His strategy called for con-
vincing business and political leaders and the general public that organized
labor was a respectable and patriotic American institution. Green pushed
for union-management cooperation.”? In the realm of broadcasting this
meant accepting the nascent commercial broadcasting system and work-
ing with it, not against it. If business firms advertised and sponsored pro-
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grams on commercial radio, organized labor could do likewise. As Green
often noted, “ownership of a station is not necessary in order to have time
allocated for discussion of the problems of workers””* AFL leaders em-
braced a vision of the dominant ideology that defined the apparatus of a
particular mass medium as “neutral” They failed to recognize that radio in
the United States was a product of American capitalism. Financial limita-
tions, reinforced by its cooperative corporatist ideology, led the AFL to miss
an opportunity to develop its own communications structures.

Not all local trade unions or city central bodies agreed with the AFL
hierarchy. Labor leaders in Chicago, New York, Seattle, and elsewhere wor-
ried that the immense power and influence of the mass media, which re-
sided in the hands of the business sector, threatened labor union and work-
ing-class interests. They questioned, to some extent, the corporate media
contention that marketplace choices meant democracy, that consumption
meant power. These same leaders, together with their unions, sought to
create their own media web. Unlike their counterparts in the national la-
bor federation, union leaders in Chicago questioned the “neutrality” of
radio technology. They intuitively understood, as numerous scholars have
explained since, that “communications are intimately integrated into the
totality of relations of production and social relations.” Radio, according
to Susan Douglas, was a “social construction”—the product of inventors,
corporations, and the press working within the capitalist environment of
the early twentieth century.’ Leaders in the CFL understood this problem
to an extent. Seeking to create an alternative to the dominant broadcasting
system, they hoped that labor ownership of a radio station might overcome
the inherent limitations of operating in the capitalist marketplace and yield
a usable popular culture.



———— ———

The Creation of WCFL, 1925—26

When rejecting a proposal to establish its own radio station in
1925, the AFL argued that local trade unions could purchase time on exist-
ing broadcasting outlets. This decision reflected, in part, an Executive Coun-
cil determination that the AFLs limited resources were better utilized else-
where.! But two other issues influenced the decision. By the middle of the
decade, officials had concluded that labor weakness and employer hostili-
ty required abandoning all remnants of labor militancy and accepting a
strategy of “advertis[ing] the virtues of trade unionism.” William Green,
who succeeded to the AFL presidency upon Samuel Gompers’s death in
1924, “packaged and marketed the new AFL, and . . . took his product door-
to-door. . . to anyone willing to listen2 Labor officers preferred not to
challenge the capital sector but to follow its lead. If business firms adver-
tised and sponsored programs on radio, organized labor could do the same.
The decision not to fund a radio station also revealed a clear lack of vision
on the AFL’s part. While many individuals and firms perhaps overstated
radio’s potential during the early twenties, AFL leaders consistently misun-
derstood the new medium. At best, the AFL hierarchy perceived radio as
an electronic bulletin board.

The experience of local labor, progressive, and radical groups in the in-
terwar period demonstrated the inadequacy of the AFL’s policy of cooper-
ating with commercial broadcasters. Attempting to buy airtime relegated
trade unions to a second-class status vis-a-vis capital. It forced labor to ac-
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cept small favors bestowed by the radio industry and the state. The Social-
ist party leader Norman Thomas observed in 1926 that organized labor and
liberal groups “have rarely been able to get hearings over established sta-
tions. Part of the difficulty lies in the high charge for broadcasting; part of
the difficulty in direct censorship.”® In 1939, the National Association of
Broadcasters made explicit what had been an unwritten rule for over a
decade: Stations should not air trade union views because the “discussion—
or dramatization—of labor problems . . . is almost always of a controver-
sial nature. Even the so-called facts about labor . . . are usually challenged.”
Thus U.S. trade unions struggled to educate and inform the public about
labor and working-class issues via an unsympathetic and often intransigent
commercial radio system.

The CFL challenged commercial broadcasters, federal regulators, and
conservative national labor officials by creating its own broadcasting out-
let. Radio station WCFL emerged in a complex economic, social, and po-
litical environment in which national forces interacted with local Chicago
and internal CFL conditions. Local labor leaders and the rank and file felt
a special need for a “voice of labor” in the context of the rough and tumble
of Chicago city politics—exacerbated by Prohibition and its concomitant
intensified vice and corruption—and a generally hostile business and state
climate for both existing trade unions and future organizing efforts. The
antiunion sentiment so prevalent in the union town of Chicago—and
reflected in a variety of union-busting efforts by major employers and the
government—had its national parallel. The AFL's weak and lackluster pol-
icies did little to alter this situation. Set against this backdrop, the creation
of WCFL seems quite remarkable. Equally significant was the vision of
WCEFL's creators; they conceptualized labor radio both negatively, as a way
to counter the propaganda of the capitalist media, and positively, as a way
to shape working-class culture and consciousness. This chapter describes
the opening battle the CFL waged in 1925-26 to establish labor radio. That
campaign illustrates key developments in the U.S. broadcasting system, the
labor movement, and the relationship between radio and the working class.

Under the leadership of President John Fitzpatrick and Secretary Edward
N. Nockels, the CFL attempted to continue a long-established, but dying
tradition within the U.S. labor movement. During the early part of the nine-
teenth century, city and state federations of labor had played a vital role in
the development of organized labor. As Sidney Lens explained, these orga-
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nizations “had called strikes, organized boycotts, raised funds for relief,
undertaken new organizational ventures and handled labor’s political and
legislative activity” Close to the rank and file, and drawing delegates from
most of the local unions in the area, city and state central bodies “were the
dynamos that ran the labor movement.”s

But the boom in industrial capitalism and the emergence of concentrated
and centralized corporations necessitated the formation of similarly struc-
tured national trade unions. The growing power of individual national
unions and of the combination of these unions (into the AFL) at the end
of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth increasingly
removed the labor movement from the rank and file. National unions pres-
sured their local affiliates to get city and state federations to join the AFL.
While once enjoying an independent existence, local federated bodies soon
found their power and initiative “being emasculated” inside the AFL.6

Size and power constituted only one aspect of the division between lo-
cal labor bodies and the AFL. National labor officials feared “reform-minded
workers” at the local level “who might reject traditional doctrines and es-
tablished leaders.”” Samuel Gompers and William Green emphasized nar-
row economic goals for workers and labor collaboration with capital and
the state. They perceived rank-and-file workers “primarily as consumers”
and sought “to negotiate the price of labor”® This bread and butter and
business unionism assumed that labor and capital shared a harmony of
interests in maintaining and expanding the capitalist system. Capital and
labor presumably played equal roles in an open, pluralist, and competitive
society based on reasonable profit and social justice for all. In this scheme,
the state appeared as a neutral umpire. To achieve their goals, AFL leaders
organized skilled workers, developed union-management cooperation,
participated in the two-party political system, and maintained the federa-
tion’s centralized and hierarchical structure. Throughout the twenties, the
AFL sought to convince business and political leaders and the general public
that organized labor was a respectable and patriotic American institution.?

While national labor leaders rejected theories of class conflict and ad-
vocated the socially and economically conservative policy of business
unionism, many local labor leaders and the rank and file did not. Alan J.
Singer has shown that even during the conservative and “lean years” of the
twenties, when workers battled and often lost to industry’s union-busting
campaigns, rank-and-file laborers became “working-class conscious, iden-
tifying as members of a social and economic class with distinct political
organization and goals.” Singer concluded that “many of the radical ideas
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and strategies that gave direction to worker struggles during the 1920s were
proposed, developed, and implemented, by rank and file leaders who were
both workers and intellectuals, and who had deep roots in the labor move-
ment.”!1° Such a description certainly fits Fitzpatrick and Nockels and helps
to explain why, under their direction, the CFL “probably held out longest
in its efforts to maintain independence” from the AFL and why the CFL
could be considered a distinctly class-conscious organization.!!

Fitzpatrick and Nockels fit the important strata of rank-and-file leaders
that Antonio Gramsci referred to as “organic intellectuals.”!? Utilizing
Gramsci’s concept, the historian George Lipsitz has provided an appropri-
ate description of the working-class organizers and thinkers of the CFL:
“Organic intellectuals direct the ideas and aspirations of their class even
though they hold no formal status or employment as ‘intellectuals.” Social
action constitutes the indispensable core of their activity. Organic intellec-
tuals not only analyze and interpret the world, they originate and circulate
their ideas through social contestation.”!* Contemporaries of the Fitz-
patrick-Nockels team frequently acknowledged the “pioneering” nature of
the CFL. According to one longtime associate of the CFL, the federation’s
president and secretary made up “the most active, the most untiring, the
most militant sponsors of organized labor.” Another Chicago labor activ-
ist recalled the two men as “definitely . . . cutting edge people” and “fireballs”
during the twenties.!* As organic intellectuals, Fitzpatrick and Nockels
learned “about the world by trying to change it,” and they changed the
“world by learning about it from the perspective of the needs and aspira-
tions of their social group.” By challenging corporate interests on many
levels, they hoped to “expose the gap between” the illusion of class harmo-
ny and “the real conflicts and antagonisms that divide” society.!s

Both Fitzpatrick and Nockels had deep roots in Chicago’s working-class
communities and unions. Born in Ireland in 1871, John Fitzpatrick emigrat-
ed to the United States in 1882. He worked in the Chicago stockyards, in-
cluding a sojourn on the killing floor. While still an adolescent, the Irish
immigrant became a journeyman horseshoer, an active member of the
Horseshoers’ Union, and a union organizer. He quickly won the respect of
his working-class brothers and sisters and the attention of local union offi-
cials. Fitzpatrick first served as CFL president between 1895 and 1901; reelect-
ed in 1906, he held the presidency until his death in 1946. Contemporary
friends and enemies agreed that Fitzpatrick was “a man of exceptional in-
tellect, idealism, and integrity.”!¢ They also found him, as labor lawyer and
longtime acquaintance Joseph M. Jacobs remembered, an “absolutely dy-
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namic” leader, “labor through and through in every pore of his being” Fitz-
patrick would “brook no opposition on the merit and value of the Ameri-
can trade union movement.”!” ,

Fitzpatrick accepted the “permanence of a working class” and “sought
an equitable share of America’s rewards for the worker”!® His program in-
cluded widening the base of the trade union movement, democratizing its
institutions, and strengthening its political power. Under Fitzpatrick’s guid-
ance, the CFL became, as Chicago union officials Joseph D. Keenan and
Lillian Herstein later recalled, a “sort of . . . open forum where each union
came down to report.” CFL meetings, “blue with smoke,” served as a “great
debating society” and as a “coordinator” for the various components of the
Chicago labor movement. But more than this, the CFL under Fitzpatrick
attempted to organize unskilled workers (industrial unionism as opposed
to craft unionism), to shift power and control from national unions and
the AFL to local federations and affiliates, and to create a viable labor par-
ty. Constructing a media web controlled by labor constituted one means
of implementing this overall program.!?

As president of a major city labor federation, Fitzpatrick clearly recog-
nized how commanding news and public opinion could strengthen the la-
bor movement and its various causes. Controlled by business interests,
however, the commercial press and radio aimed at “making a profit and
establishing conservative thought-control »» Chicago possessed several
examples of this tendency, but “no newspaper in America,” as George Seldes
wrote in 1938, had “such an unbroken record of labor-baiting as the Chica-
go Tribune.” During the railroad strike of 1877, the newspaper’s editors, who
favored the importation of scabs, urged the police and militia to shoot strik-
ers without warning. During the Haymarket incident in 1886 the Tribune
led other newspapers in demanding a quick trial and execution of the an-
archists. Throughout the industrial unrest of the late nineteenth century
and the early twentieth, the Tribune never hesitated to condemn workers
and to uphold capitalists’ sacred prerogatives.?!

During World War I, Fitzpatrick and CFL secretary Edward Nockels
planned to build a media web consisting of a labor newspaper and a news
service, later joined by a broadcasting station, which would help to inform,
educate, and organize labor and the general public and thus offset the pro-
business propaganda of the Tribune and its counterparts. When the CFLs
weekly New Majority first appeared in January 1919, it proclaimed that the
city’s “toilers should have their own newspaper, upon which they can rely
for the truth about things of interest to workers and in which they can find
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expression of their point of view.”?? Later in 1919, the New Majority and over
thirty other publications pooled resources to form the Federated Press.
Modeled after the Associated Press and the United Press, this press service
supplied labor periodicals with accurate news from across the country and
around the world. At its high point in 1923, the Federated Press served sev-
enty-five publications and two hundred local trade unions, with foreign
branches in England, Belgium, Russia, Holland, Scandinavia, New Zealand,
and Australia.?

Fitzpatrick’s efforts at reform found little favor with the AFL leader-
ship, which consistently opposed independent local thought on trade
union matters. Samuel Gompers viewed local bodies as necessary evils and
“intrinsically irresponsible.” The CFL, in particular, had violated Gom-
pers’s sacred policy of refraining from independent political activity and
subordinating political power to economic action. By supporting an in-
dependent labor party during the early twenties, Fitzpatrick and the CFL
came under increasingly hostile criticism and pressure from the AFL hi-
erarchy.?* The New Majority made no secret about its class-conscious
orientation, nor did the Federated Press. Gompers viciously attacked the
latter institution, characterizing it as “one of the greatest menaces to the
advancement” of the U.S. trade union movement because it opposed AFL
policies, criticized AFL officials, and supported the Industrial Workers of
the World and the government of the Soviet Union. Matthew Woll, AFL
vice president, condemned the Federated Press for allowing communists
to have access to its services. “The Federated Press,” contended Woll, “lends
itself continuously to the spreading of doctrines subversive of the best
interests of the American working people as expressed in the bona fide
trade union movement.”%

The first two filaments of the CFL’s media web emerged while Fitzpatrick
was still committed to reforming trade unionism in the country. By the
midtwenties, however, Fitzpatrick’s reform movement broke under AFL
pressure, the nation’s general atmosphere of political conservatism, and the
betrayal of William Z. Foster and the communists in the Labor party. Faced
with the option of disappearing from the labor scene or acquiescing to the
AFLs conservative rule, Fitzpatrick chose the latter. In 1924, the New Ma-
jority became the Federation News as editorial policy shifted away from its
formerly independent radicalism. The paper no longer officially subscribed
to the Federated Press, although it published selected press materials well
into the thirties. It relied instead on the International Labor News Service—
part of the AFL’s Information and Publicity Service.?6 While bowing to the
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AFL on the issue of the news service and newspaper, the CFL continued to
push for a labor radio station.

The need for labor alternatives to the corporate media did not disappear
because of the CFL’s problems. Business efforts to suppress labor unions
by means of court injunctions, police and militia repression, and “welfare
capitalism” intensified in the middle part of the twenties. Supreme Court
rulings in 1921, 1925, and 1927 virtually outlawed secondary boycotts and
made it impossible for unions to secure a national closed shop for the pur-
pose of protecting union standards and wages. In Chicago, various busi-
nesses employed the “American Plan”—a form of industrial paternalism—
to ensure the open shop. When this failed, they resorted to the use of yellow
dog contracts, spies, blacklisting, court injunctions, preemptory dismissals,
and violence. When some five thousand dress and cloak makers of the
Chicago Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union engaged in a general strike in
February 1924, the employers, assisted by the state’s attorney and the courts,
used injunctions and hired thugs to break the walkout.?” Chicago’s main-
stream print media and infant radio industry gave scant attention to the
plight of labor under these repressive conditions.

Broadcasting in Chicago, as elsewhere in the nation, reflected the inter-
ests of those who owned the means of radio production. An assortment of
newspapers, hotels, manufacturers, and department stores had established
radio stations in the city by 1925. These outlets overwhelmingly provided
musical programs as a way of gaining listeners and thereby enhancing the
good name of station owners or the sale of their products or services. The
city’s first station, KYW, which opened in November 1921, initially broad-
casted only Chicago Civic Opera performances six days a week. As the op-
era season came to an end in March 1922, however, Westinghouse Electric
Corporation, which owned the station, realized that it needed new pro-
grams to maintain audience interest in radio and hence boost the sales of
its radio apparatus. Often a station’s very call letters served a promotional
function—as was the case with Chicago Tribune station WGN (“World’s
Greatest Newspaper”) or Sears Roebuck and Company station WLS
(“World’s Largest Store”). Although KYW, WGN, WLS, and the Chicago
Daily News’s WMAQ periodically aired news bulletins, informational or
educational programming constituted a fraction of the normal broadcast
schedule and virtually ignored issues of organized labor. Chicago’s radio
pioneers had little desire either to report on or to deal with trade unions.
KYW made radio history in 1924 when it hired nonunion pianists, thus
fomenting the first strike by the musicians’ union against a radio station.28
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Union leaders in Chicago recognized, by 1925, that they faced a dilem-
ma: Their need to communicate labor’s position to both workers and the
general public continued unabated, but the print and emerging broadcast
media seemed unable or unwilling to perform that function for them. They
thus chose to continue efforts to gain access to the mass media, even as they
abandoned a labor party. Originally conceived in the era of Fitzpatrick’s
labor reform movement, the broadcasting station did not materialize until
after that movement died. The major force behind the creation of the ra-
dio station was not Fitzpatrick, but Edward Nockels.

Friends and acquaintances described Edward Nicholas Nockels as im-
pulsive, hard-headed, a man of strong convictions, a fighter.? Born in
Dubuque, Iowa, in 1869, the son of a cooper, Nockels spent most of his
childhood in St. Paul, Minnesota. After getting through the fifth grade “by
the skin of his teeth,” Nockels quit school and went to work. Arriving in
Chicago by the late 1880s, Nockels served an apprenticeship as an electri-
cal worker. He helped organize the Gas and Electrical Fixture Hangers’
Union in 1891 and became its business agent two years later. When the
Pullman strike erupted in 1894, Nuckels supported the American Railroad
Union. He reorganized his own union as a local of the International Broth-
erhood of Electrical Workers in 1895 and remained its business agent until
his election as the CFL's secretary in 1903. He held the latter position until
his death in 1937. Like Fitzpatrick, Nockels played a prominent role in many
of Chicago’s crucial labor battles during the opening decades of the twen-
tieth century, including organizing efforts among construction workers,
teamsters, meatpackers, and steelworkers. Nockels’s health occasionally
posed a problem for his friends and family. A diabetic, Nockels suffered an
attack during 1921 so severe that his doctor wanted to amputate one of his
legs. Fitzpatrick and other friends refused to allow this and “hauled him off”
to a sanitarium in Battle Creek, Michigan. Nockels remained there for sev-
eral months. Placed on a very strict diet, he returned to Chicago and his
union activities. But his work remained listless until the idea of labor ra-
dio rejuvenated him.*

“More excitable and more radical than Fitzpatrick, [Nockels] rushed into
projects earlier and stayed with them longer than his companion.”! Radio
became a project almost exclusively identified with Nockels. John Fitz-
patrick admitted in 1926 that “the C.EL. executive board was not all en-
thused as to the radio project and I also practically deserted the secretary.”*
Frank P. Walsh, a close friend of Nockels and a supporter of WCFL in many
of its legal battles, apologized to Nockels in 1928 for not providing “more
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help on your radio matters. I know that they are the interests that lie clos-
est to your heart at the present time.”»* Despite tremendous obstacles, Nock-
els dedicated himself to securing a voice of labor over the airwaves.

Several concerns drew Nockels to crusade for labor radio. The “radio
mania” of the early twenties produced eloquent journalistic pieces on the
promise of broadcasting. Print media profusely praised radio for its poten-
tial to overcome class, ethnic, and cultural divisions within society and to
improve everything from politics to religion to musical tastes. Like many
of his contemporaries, Nockels probably believed parts of this fanciful spec-
ulation and democratic rhetoric. In his various speeches, he constantly re-
ferred to the “revolutionary” possibilities of the medium and its fate “to
become the unrivaled master” of human civilization. If radio could over-
come divisions within the working class, it offered a means for enhancing
worker solidarity and class consciousness. Nockels rejected the idea that
radio could fulfill its glorious potential under the domination of corporate
capitalism. If radio possessed even a fraction of the power its advocates
claimed for it, then it was crucial that commercial forces not monopolize
the medium. The threat of corporate-controlled radio and the correspond-
ing elimination of worker or popular inputs motivated Nockels to act.
Coming on the heels of the unsuccessful labor party movement, labor ra-
dio also may have appeared as the last attempt to continue the reform
movement initiated by Fitzpatrick. Always eager to engage in a good fight,
the battle over who would control radio seemed a natural outlet for the CFL
secretary. At the very least, Nockels saw a labor radio station as a thorn in
the side of corporate monopolies, state bureaucrats, and even the AFL hi-
erarchy. In an atmosphere of corporate, state, and AFL conservatism, the
decision to build a labor radio station was itself, as Nockels remarked, a
“revolutionary action.”?s

The odyssey of labor radio began not with Nockels, however, but rather with
a grass-roots call for action. In March 1923 at a regular CFL meeting, rep-
resentatives from the local pressmen’s union observed that broadcast-
ing had become a popular means of publicity. Unfortunately, the “enemies
of organized labor” utilized radio “for the spreading of anti-union propa-
ganda.” Delegates passed a resolution calling on the federation to investi-
gate the possibility of establishing a labor radio station. But the CFL exec-
utive board made no immediate effort to study the subject. In February
1924, delegates from the Commercial Portrait Artists’ Union renewed the
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call for a radio station. A lengthy discussion among CFL delegates led to a
consensus to adopt “radio as the most modern means of communicating
labor’s message to the people.”

At this point, CFL officials discussed the matter of radio with Samuel
Gompers. The AFL president explained that the Executive Council had al-
ready investigated the possibility of establishing a station in Washington,
D.C., estimated the initial construction cost at seventy-five thousand dol-
lars and annual operating expenditures at forty thousand dollars, and con-
cluded that such a station would not provide a significant return on the
large investment. Illness prevented Nockels from contesting this assessment.
By the time Nockels had returned to work, Gompers had died and William
Green had become the new AFL president. The change in national leader-
ship, however, produced no new insights by the AFL hierarchy.?”

Not deterred by the AFL’s dismissal of the idea, Nockels continued to
investigate the possibility of labor radio. While in Washington, he consult-
ed with officials of the Brotherhood of Electrical Workers who believed “it
quite feasible” to develop a radio station. Nockels learned that the Broth-
erhood of Locomotive Engineers had considered constructing a broadcast-
ing station at their Cleveland headquarters. Under Nockels’s direction, the
CFL executive board finally initiated a feasibility study. When, in the spring
of 1925, a special meeting of Local 194 of the Painters’ Union again raised
the radio question, the issue became the centerpiece of discussion at a sub-
sequent CFL meeting. Fitzpatrick reported that one hundred thousand
dollars might cover the initial cost of erecting a broadcasting station. Not-
ing that he had to suspend forty-one local unions several years earlier be-
cause they failed to pay a five-cent assessment, Fitzpatrick doubted wheth-
er the federation could raise the required funds. Nevertheless, CFL members
instructed the executive board to consult with the Illinois State Federation
of Labor (ISFL) on the question of establishing a radio station.’®

Fitzpatrick and Nockels met with ISFL vice president Victor A. Olan-
der in October 1925. The three men concluded that they needed additional
information before committing the CFL to a radio project. They hired
radio expert William J. H. Strong to study the issue of labor and radio.
Strong, a former adviser to the Republican National Committee on po-
litical broadcasting, served as president of the Chicago Council of Asso-
ciated Technical Engineers. In the spring of 1925, Strong had failed to raise
the funds needed to purchase a broadcasting station in Chicago on be-
half of his organization. At the same time that he consulted with CFL
officials about radio, Strong apparently hoped to work out some arrange-
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ment whereby his organization and the CFL might jointly share a broad-
casting outlet.®

Strong’s report on radio assumed that the labor federation was “serious”
about broadcasting and that “entertainment is not its primary objective.”
Submitted in mid-November, the report argued that the CFL would derive
“very distinct and great benefit” by properly using radio to educate the
public in the principles of trade unionism, develop the interest of union
members, facilitate union growth, nurture the development of progressive
economics, and support political candidates friendly to labor. The CFL
could purchase airtime from some stations, “but there is no guaranty of
permanency in this”* Strong concluded that “it was entirely a practical and
safe proposition for organized labor to enter the radio field”* Advising
against building a new broadcasting station, he recommended that the CFL
purchase an existing outlet and create a special nonprofit corporation to
control the station. Strong warned that radio “is rapidly becoming restrict-
ed” and that “those who would get ‘on the air’ have no time to lose”*

CFL delegates discussed the Strong report at length at a December 1925
meeting. The author answered questions on such matters as financing,
advertising, and securing radio receivers. Surprisingly, the discussion failed
to touch on the important subject of programming. When the talk ended,
CFL members moved that Nockels and the executive board ascertain wheth-
er local unions would assist in financing a radio station. The entire subject
would then be referred to the executive board with “full power to act.”* But
events outside of Chicago forced CFL leaders to rush ahead into the radio
field.

During the early twenties Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover, us-
ing power ostensibly derived from the Radio Act of 1912, brought broad-
casting within the domain of the Commerce Department.* Hoover acted
on the premise of mutual cooperation between his department and the
private sector. In the absence of comprehensive federal legislation, a series
of national radio conferences (1922—25) helped to develop an informal (and
extralegal) framework for creating order and efficiency in broadcasting. At
the 1924 conference, industry leaders urged Hoover to clear the crowded air
lanes, which were utilized by some 530 radio stations, a five-hundred-fold
increase since 1921. A year later, Hoover announced that the number of
broadcasting stations (571) had reached a “saturation point.” With the full
support of the 1925 radio conference, Hoover ordered a freeze on the issu-
ing of broadcasting licenses.**

Meanwhile, although the AFL hierarchy had rejected a call for a nation-
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al labor radio station, convention delegates instructed the Executive Council
to investigate the feasibility of trade unions securing time on established
broadcasting stations. In late November, William Green wrote to state and
local federations requesting their officials to “get in touch with the proper
authorities of the broadcasting station in your vicinity to find out whether
arrangements can be made locally to carry out the spirit and intent of
the . .. proposal.” Green’s letter to the CFL listed twenty-one stations in the
Chicago area that might sell airtime to labor.* In the weeks that followed,
Nockels contacted several local stations, but not in response to Green’s or-
der. Instead of inquiring about the availability of airtime, Nockels asked
station managers the “price for the purchase or control of their stations.”
In early December, Nockels sent the Strong report to Green, informing the
AFL chief that the city federation planned to establish its own radio sta-
tion. The CFL executive board had decided “that the use of radio by leas-
ing time from stations not controlled by the Federation is too costly, un-
certain, and quite impossible as a business proposition, and that the control
of a station by the Federation is essential if radio is to be used by Trade
Unions.”8

Upon receiving word of the CFLs plans, AFL officials consulted the
Commerce Department. They learned that the department no longer issued
new licenses for broadcasting stations—especially in the “over-burdened”
Chicago market. Green passed the “bad” news back to Nockels and recom-
mended that he visit the Federal Building in Chicago, where the Superin-
tendent of Radios “would furnish you with detailed information showing
how extremely crowded Chicago is in the matter of broadcasting stations
and the impossibility of issuing new licenses there for some time to come.”
The AFL president insisted on being “kept fully advised to subsequent
movements of your organization upon this matter.”* AFL officers worried
about the CFL’s tendency toward independent action. The unsuccessful
labor party episode had irked the AFL hierarchy earlier in the decade. More
recently, the CFL endorsed the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of Ameri-
ca, a non-AFL union that had seceded from the AFL-chartered United
Garment Workers. The AFL considered the ACWA illegitimate, but CFL
leaders praised it as a “militant and progressive” body and as a distinguished
friend of the Chicago labor movement. National union officials decided to
monitor the CFL’s independent activity regarding radio.®

The AFL’s request for information alerted the Commerce Department to
the CFL's plans for operating a radio station. Acting Secretary Stephen Davis
notified the CFL in mid-January 1926 that “all wave lengths available are in
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use.” He saw “no possibility of providing an operating channel” for the pro-
posed station and thus ruled that “a license can not be issued” Davis cited
the Fourth National Radio Conference reccommendation that no further li-
censes be issued until there had been a substantial reduction in the number
of broadcasting stations.5! While issuing no new licenses, the Commerce
Department did allow the transfer of licenses when broadcasting facilities
were bought and sold. In other words, “the license ran to the apparatus” and
when the apparatus changed hands, the Commerce Department approved the
transfer of the license. Thus when Liberty magazine, a link in the Chicago
Tribune media chain, wanted a radio station in Chicago, it merely purchased
an existing licensed station for fifty thousand dollars and secured federal rec-
ognition of the sale and transfer of the license. Nockels and the CFL object-
ed to such machinations, not only because the Tribune empire already con-
trolled WGN, but also because organized labor was ill-equipped to play
successfully the game of selling licenses to the highest bidder.s?

Nockels quickly challenged the Commerce Department’s freeze policy.
He informed Davis that the CFL’s plans “have been consummated and we
are now negotiating for the erection of a broadcasting station.” Nockels
continued: “We were rather astonished to learn that labor is to be exclud-
ed from the free air. We have been informed that WEAF of New York has a
wave length throughout this country all for itself, and to think that when
our station is erected that a license can not be issued for its operation is
almost beyond our belief.”s?

By picking on station WEAF in New York, Nockels identified an appro-
priate example of the nation’s commercial radio system. Owned and oper-
ated by AT&T, WEAF had introduced the concept of “toll” broadcasting in
1922 and had become the key link in an expanding chain of radio stations.
In the early years of the decade, AT&T had formed an alliance with Gener-
al Electric, Westinghouse, and the Radio Corporation of America based on
an exclusive sharing of valuable patents in the radio production field. That
alliance began to erode, in part, as each member sought to dominate the
field of broadcasting. AT&T vice president A. H. Griswold bluntly stated
what his counterparts secretly sought for their corporations: “The Bell Sys-
tem desires to monopolize broadcasting.” Herbert Hoover, who was “more
willing to risk the development of private monopoly or oligopoly than fed-
eral control,” actively cooperated with the alliance members. Their compli-
ance with his extralegal system of regulation made the system work; and
that regulation, not surprisingly, supported the policies and needs of the
large corporations.
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Nockels recognized and understood all of this. His letter to Davis ques-
tioned the authority and legitimacy of the “so-called ‘national radio confer-
"ence.” “Our information is that these interests are attempting to gain a mo-
nopoly of the air” In a direct assault on those “interests,” Nockels requested
a license for a labor radio station to be “assigned one-half of the wave length
of WEAF, of New York,” and with five thousand watts of power.* In this and
future correspondence, Nockels implied that the CFL would establish a la-
bor station with or without the Commerce Department’s approval.
Government officials remained unmoved by Nockels’s challenge. Acting
Secretary Davis explained that the department licensed stations on a first-
come-first-serve basis and that Chicago already had more than its share of
wavelengths. To take WEAF’s exclusive frequency would deprive New York
of radio time and give it to the saturated Chicago market. In a clever play
with words, Davis defended his boss by asserting that the secretary “has no
right under existing law to select the individuals who should exercise the
broadcasting privilege.” Davis assured Nockels that the department did not
discriminate against labor organizations. The situation, lectured Davis, “is
by no means as simple as it may appear to anyone not wholly conversant
with it.”” Having already questioned the legitimacy of the National Radio
Conference, warned of the specter of radio giants monopolizing the air, and
asserted the CFL’s right to secure a license, Nockels ignored Davis’s remarks.
Nockels did not shy away from a direct confrontation with the state over
either the issue of labor’s access to the airwaves or the threat posed by an
emerging “radio trust.” In early March 1926, radio engineer William Strong
represented the CFL at a series of hearings before the Senate Committee on
Interstate Commerce. The committee was investigating a bill, proposed by
Clarence C. Dill of Washington, that promised to address the outstanding
problems facing the nation’s nascent radio industry. When Dill asked Strong
whether the CFL favored the government owning all radio stations, the ra-
dio engineer replied in the negative. But the government, explained Strong,
had to regulate all radio stations, declare radio “to be a public utility,” and halt
the development of a monopoly in the radio field. To keep radio “democrat-
ic,” Strong insisted that all people had to have access to all kinds of stations.
This could be achieved by establishing a large number of stations with small
power allocations and by limiting commercial advertising.*® Although none
of these recommendations became part of the proposed radio legislation, they
did become the foundation of subsequent CFL arguments before state agen-
cies and committees. While the battle in Washington had just begun, more
immediate problems faced Nockels in Chicago.
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William Strong had advised the CFL to purchase an existing radio sta-
tion rather than construct one—in large part because of the difficulty of
securing a broadcast license. In early 1926 the CFL considered buying three
possible stations, ranging in price from $85,000 to $285,000. Negotiations
dragged through February and March. Before withdrawing from negotia-
tions in late February, Station WHT offered to sell its license for $285,000
or to allow the CFL to use its facilities for one hour a day for three hun-
dred days a year for $25,000. Station WENR remained in the bidding, but
its cost hovered around $200,000, well beyond the meager assets of the
CFL.” Apparently blocked by the high cost of purchasing a radio station,
federation officials jumped at a new opportunity, which emerged in March
1926, to build their own radio station.

During World War I the U.S. Navy had made use of Chicago’s Munici-
pal (Navy) Pier that stretched out into the waters of Lake Michigan. Among
other things, the navy had installed wiring necessary for radio equipment
in the towers at the end of the pier. Much of this wiring apparently remained
intact in 1926. Fitzpatrick and Nockels wished to take advantage of this sit-
uation and asked the city’s approval to use the towers for a broadcasting
facility.®

CFL officials first approached the mayor with their request. Chicago
mayor William E. Dever’s relationship with the city’s labor movement was
ambiguous at best. His efforts to act as a neutral third party, or at least as a
representative of the public, in labor-capital disputes initially won him
union approval as an honest broker. But when Dever refused to get involved
in a stormy battle between the superintendent of the Chicago Public Schools
and the Chicago Teachers’ Federation and as he developed more cordial
relations with the city’s business class, labor officials became concerned.
When Fitzpatrick and Nockels inquired about the Navy Pier towers, Dever
avoided the issue and referred them to the city’s corporation counsel. CFL
leaders never sought the latter’s opinion and instead went to Alderman
Oscar F. Nelson.$!

A longtime vice president of the CFL, Nelson had risen in the ranks of
the National Federation of Post Office Clerks. Admitted to the Illinois bar
in 1922, Nelson won a seat on the Chicago City Council as a North Side
Democrat in 1923. Despite his party affiliation, Nelson had more in com-
mon with former Republican mayor William Hale (Big Bill) Thompson
than with the Democratic Dever. Nelson, a longtime advocate of labor ra-
dio, brought the issue before the city council in late March 1925. There he
secured an “unexpected” unanimous council vote directing the commis-
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sioner of public works to permit the CFL to lease the north tower at the
end of Navy Pier for a proposed radio station transmitter. In return for a
ten-year lease, the CFL promised to pay one dollar a year and to make the
station available for municipal broadcasts. Whether Dever agreed with the
deal is unclear, but, as contemporary political observers knew, the mayor
would not use his veto prerogative “against a powerful labor organization.”
With a transmitting tower firm in hand, Nockels purchased the necessary
apparatus and had it shipped to Navy Pier. Workers from various CFL trade
unions erected the transmitter antenna and installed the equipment for a
radio studio. Nockels and Victor Olander were present when technicians
turned on the power and tested the transmitter for the first time on June
19,1926. The cost of construction and equipment totaled less than fifty thou-
sand dollars.®*

Generating money to pay even this relatively small expense highlighted
the difficult problem of financing the station. On January 29, 1926, the Illi-
nois Secretary of State granted a charter to the Chicago Federation of La-
bor Radio Broadcasting Association and its nine directors: Nockels, Fitz-
patrick, Oscar Nelson, James C. Petrillo of the Chicago Federation of
Musicians, William A. Neer of the Teamsters’ Joint Council, John H. Walk-
er of the Illinois State Federation of Labor, Margaret A. Haley of the Chi-
cago Teachers’ Federation, Samuel Levin of the ACWA, and Charles F. Wills
of the Federation News. The association immediately asked Nockels and
Strong to request financial assistance from the American Fund for Public
Service—in the range of $100,000-$200,000—for the establishment of la-
bor radio. The New York-based organization, founded in 1922 by Charles
Garland and dedicated to financing progressive and radical causes, was
sympathetic to the idea of developing a radio station devoted to working-
class and “minority” interests. The fund had just recently failed to purchase
its own radio outlet in New York City. Support for the concept of labor radio
notwithstanding, the Garland Fund rejected the CFL request. Members of
the board of directors gave no specific reason for the unfavorable ruling,
but they apparently determined that they would be unable to secure the
“kind of control” that they usually sought in such situations. This was the
very reason that the fund had given in 1925 for refusing to finance the sta-
tion proposed by Strong’s Associated Technical Engineers.5

Even before receiving the rejection from the Garland Fund, Nockels had
begun developing an alternative funding scheme for labor radio. At a Feb-
ruary 1926 CFL meeting, he unveiled a plan that asked affiliated unions
voluntarily to assess their members twenty-five cents every three months
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for two years. The first year’s assessment of one dollar per member would
purchase equipment and build a station. The second year’s assessment
would go to an endowment fund, the interest from which would maintain
the station “permanently without any further cost to the local unions” A
representative of Carpenters’ Union Local 141 immediately announced that
his union’s members were so committed to the establishment of a labor
radio station that they would support such an assessment. In a letter to all
affiliated unions, Nockels and Fitzpatrick urged “prompt action on this
most important event in the history” of the American labor movement.s

In subsequent explanations of the financial and organizational structure
of the radio station, Nockels assured interested unions that the CFL Radio
Broadcasting Association, as specified in its charter, was a not-for-pecuni-
ary-profit operation. It would sell neither stocks nor bonds, but instead rely
on voluntary subscriptions. The CFL would totally own and control the
station, with its executive board electing the station’s board of directors.
Members of the radio board would come from those organizations levy-
ing the two-dollar assessment. This structure paralleled the operation of the
CFL itself.%

The first major response to the funding strategy came not from a Chi-
cago union, but from William Green. The AFL Executive Council ques-
tioned the CFL’s plan to levy an assessment upon the membership because
it appeared to violate the AFL regulation that “all special assessments should
only be declared upon a referendum vote of the unions affiliated” In addi-
tion, Matthew Woll worried that the separate organ to purchase and main-
tain the station—i.e., the CFL Radio Broadcasting Association—would not
be under proper “trade-union supervision.” Green demanded an explana-
tion from the CFL. In a conciliatory letter to Green, Fitzpatrick suggested
that AFL officials had misunderstood the situation. The CFL executive
board recommended “a voluntary assessment and this recommendation was
carried by a unanimous vote. This is a voluntary assessment for such orga-
nizations that agree to it.” In an effort to ease AFL fears, Fitzpatrick prom-
ised that the CFL “will not pursue any course contrary to the requirements”
of the AFL. Green thanked Fitzpatrick for the clarification and dropped the
matter.%’

Having temporarily quieted the AFL watchdogs, the CFL returned to the
task of securing voluntary assessments from local unions. The federation’s
newspaper became a key instrument in stimulating support for the radio
project. Nockels offered those union members who contributed the two-
dollar assessment a free one-year subscription to the Federation News. Ac-
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cording to circulation manager Charles Wills, it cost the paper $2.06 to send
the paper to one person for one year, so “the Two Dollars went to the Broad-
cast Station and $2.06 came out of the Federation News to meet the obliga-
tion of the contract entered into with organizations subscribing to the ra-
dio station. We made The Federation News the ‘extra bar of soap, as it were.”
The Federation News also inaugurated a radio column in April 1926 enti-
tled “Labor Radio News.” Written by the CFL's new radio engineer, L. J. Lesh,
the column guided readers through the mechanics and economics of ra-
dio. It also reported on the development of WCFL.%

Nockels used the pages of the Federation News to emphasize the impor-
tance of a broadcasting station for the trade union movement. Time and
again he explained that “the sole purpose of the venture is to advance the
principles of trade unionism, to acquaint the public with economic condi-
tions as they affect labor today, and to tell the true state of affairs with ref-
erence to present day issues, frequently beclouded by the daily press.” Com-
bating the “subsidized press” and its distortion and omission of facts
concerning labor became a major rationale for supporting labor radio. The
CFL station would ameliorate the deficiencies of the commercial press and
broadcasters by presenting information on prospective labor legislation,
proceedings in the national and state legislatures, international labor activ-
ities, local employment conditions, and local labor organizing. Nockels
insisted that labor radio would be owned by the contributors to a volun-
tary fund and would serve the entire working class, both organized and
unorganized.®

Advocates of WCFL conceptualized the station as combining the func-
tions of both the labor and the trade union press. Lesh contended that “the
giant voice of radio [could] tell the world and particularly the whole work-
ing class what is going on and how . . . problems can be solved.” Nockels
explained that “the radio will provide means for the local unions to send
messages to their members and all of organized labor promptly, and have
a more lasting effect on the memories of their rank and file than printed
notices, etc., and newspaper announcements which they might overlook.””°
CFL officials, trade union delegates, and the rank and file centered their
discussions on the value of labor radio as an organizing and news medi-
um. This, after all, was what would distinguish labor radio from commer-
cial broadcasting. But Nockels and his colleagues assured the Chicago rank
and file that “music and entertainment will offset the heavy ammunition.””!

Entertainment programming figured prominently in the thinking of CFL
officials. In response to a question at a CFL meeting in early May, Nockels
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stated that “about 75 per cent of the broadcasting time would be devoted
to entertainment.” This was crucial for a number of reasons. All the talk
about reaching out to the wider working-class community in the Chicago
area meant little if labor radio could not attract listeners. To do this, WCFL
would have to offer more than a diet of labor officials speaking about in-
dustrial relations and trade union issues. A Federation News editorial ac-
knowledged in late February that labor had to have its own radio station
“to facilitate the necessary education of the public to labor’s problems,” but
that this was possible only “if the heavy ammunition will be combined with
a few numbers in a lighter vein” Nockels repeatedly promised delegates that
WCFL would give them a “show” for their contributions. This meant that
not only would WCFL counter the propaganda of the Chicago Tribune but
also that WCFL's own labor propaganda would make up just one part of a
program filled with a variety of high quality entertainment.”?

Labor radio, through its efforts to entertain, educate, and inform labor-
ers and their families, could help to build working-class solidarity in Chi-
cago, or so WCFL supporters hoped. One of Lesh’s early columns argued
that “radio is the thing that will bring the workers together on a united
front”* Both Lesh and Nockels wanted workers to listen to labor radio not
just when their unions made announcements but throughout the day. If
labor radio was to help facilitate working-class solidarity, it needed to be-
come a part of working-class life. A cartoon drawn by Lesh that appeared
in a May issue of the Federation News depicted one of the proposed uses of
labor radio. A construction worker sat on a girder of the steel frame of a
new building. With the city skyline in the background, the worker took his
lunch break—a lunchbox at his side and a pipe in his hand—while listen-
ing to a nearby radio. The balloon above the radio speaker said “W.C.E.L.
Broadcasting” followed by musical notes. Within a year this vision of labor
radio was realized when Cigarmakers’ Union Local 14 announced that it had
aradio in its shop and “that the men tune in [WCFL] and listen during the
day.” The union urged other workshops to install their own radios.” In the
spring of 1926, however, the focus of attention rested on mobilizing Chica-
g0 area unions to agree to the voluntary assessment.

At the end of March, the five thousand members of Chicago Typograph-
ical Union Local 16 voted for the first-year assessment of ten thousand
dollars for the station. Other unions followed the CTU’s lead. By mid-April,
Nockels reported that twenty-four unions, comprising about twenty-eight
thousand members, had voted to pay the two-dollar assessment. Within
weeks, an additional seventeen thousand workers in fourteen unions had
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made pledges. According to Nockels, a total of seventy-five local unions with
a combined membership of approximately fifty-seven thousand had vol-
untarily contributed to WCFL by the late spring. Unions ranging in size
from the eight-thousand-member Bricklayers’ Union Local 21 to the ten-
member Rope Splicers and Repairmen’s Union supported labor radio be-
cause they viewed it as a way to inform the public about the labor move-
ment and to bring unorganized workers into the ranks of the organized.
The American Society of Composers, Authors, and Publishers granted a free
license to WCFL to broadcast all copyrighted music—thus saving the CFL
a substantial amount of money in fees and royalties. Unions such as the
Bakers’ Union, which already had used motion pictures “as a means of ad-
vertising our union label,” viewed radio as another mechanism by which
to expand consumer-oriented labor campaigns. Those in the forefront of
workers’ education in Chicago also recognized the important role radio
could play in such programs. The progressive ACWA, for example, although
not affiliated with the AFL, contributed ten thousand dollars to WCFL.”?

Nockels embraced these contributions to the fledgling radio station, but
realized that the majority of CFL affiliates remained indifferent to the con-
cept of labor radio. Only 30 percent of the CFLs affiliated union members
agreed to the voluntary assessment by the end of the year.”s A few unions,
like Machinists’ Union Local 337, voted unanimously against the assessment,
believing that any available funds should be used directly in organizing the
nonorganized workers in various trades. A majority of those local unions
not responding in any manner to the call for contributions remained pre-
occupied with their own needs or uncertain as to the advantages that la-
bor radio offered them.” Trade union apathy remained a dilemma for
Nockels and WCFL throughout the decade. But as spring turned to sum-
mer in 1926, the outlook for a broadcasting station owned and operated by
organized labor seemed promising. Improving the forecast was a court
decision concerning another Chicago radio station, WJAZ.

Eugene F. McDonald, president of the Zenith Corporation of Chicago,
owned and operated WJAZ. The Commerce Department limited WJAZ
broadcasts to two hours a week on a wavelength shared with a General Elec-
tric station in Denver. Opposed to Hoover’s attempt to rule radio as a “su-
preme czar,” McDonald challenged Hoover’s regulatory framework by
jumping to an unoccupied Canadian frequency in December 1925. The
Commerce Department sued Zenith for “pirating” a wavelength and oper-
ating for unauthorized periods of time. In April 1926, the U.S. District Court
of Northern Illinois ruled that the Radio Act of 1912—the only federal stat-
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ute regulating radio—did not empower the commerce secretary to refuse
a license, assign hours, limit power, or specify and restrict wavelengths.”®
CFL officials hailed the Zenith ruling as undermining both radio czar
Hoover and the “air monopoly””

The ruling gave Nockels the legal precedent he needed to secure both a
license and a preferred wavelength for WCFL. CFL officials had long argued
that the Commerce Department did not have the power to refuse the grant-
ing of a license. William Strong reminded a Senate committee in March 1926
that “the law says it is mandatory upon the department to issue a license”
In May, Nockels announced that the CFL would defy the federal agency and
broadcast without a license. “We are quite willing,” Nockels declared, “to
have the matter taken to court” Frank Walsh prepared to serve as WCFL’s
counsel in the event of a court battle.#®

The Zenith ruling also opened the way for Nockels and the CFL to “hi-
jack” the 610 kilocycle wavelength—the clear and strong wavelength as-
signed to AT&T station WEAEF As late as May 1926, the Commerce Depart-
ment hinted that it would sue the CFL if the latter began unauthorized
broadcasting. In June, the federal radio inspector in Chicago approved
WCFL’s equipment and technical setup. Nockels simultaneously prepared
to inaugurate broadcasts and to fight for a radio license, linking the CFLs
plight to the larger issues of “freedom of the air” and the radio monopoly.
A confrontation seemed inevitable.®! On July 8, however, the Justice Depart-
ment publicly concurred with the Zenith decision. Hoover abandoned all
efforts to supervise radio and urged stations to engage in self-regulation.
Four days later the Commerce Department granted a broadcast license to
the CFL, explaining that it would “issue licenses only for stations which are
fully equipped and ready to operate.” On July 27, 1926, WCFL began regu-
lar broadcasts from 6:00 to 10:00 p.M., Tuesday through Saturday, on a
wavelength of 610 kilocycles and with one thousand watts of power. The
following month, WCFL acquired an AT&T license to use patents and tele-
phone facilities for remote control. Broadcast hours soon expanded to in-
clude two hours on Sunday afternoon.s?

The “Voice of Labor” began its broadcast operations from a small set of
offices located in the north tower at the east end of Navy Pier. A reception
room and a generator occupied the lower level of the tower. Upstairs one
could find a small cork-lined studio—covered with a gold leaf finish—and
the WCFL transmitter, with heavy plate glass separating the two. WCFL had
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negotiated a contract with Charles Frederick Stein for the use of a grand
piano. In return for free use, repair, and tuning, WCFL agreed to play the
piano regularly and to announce periodically that the station exclusively
used a Stein grand piano. Station engineer Lesh explained to the readers of
his column that the small pier facilities eventually would “be supplement-
ed by a larger studio probably in the loop district where we will be able to
accommodate full orchestras and send music over to the pier by means of
remote control telephone equipment.” Indeed, Lesh mentioned a plan for
fifteen outside microphones “scattered over the city at strategic points such
as Union headquarters, theatres, and other sources of voice and music.”®

In an effort to fulfill this multiremote broadcast plan, WCFL officials made
special arrangements with two Chicago hotels. These deals also served to
provide WCFL with “winter quarters.” Station personnel acknowledged that
the studio—situated as it was at the end of a pier stretching far out into Lake
Michigan—was “rather inaccessible in the winter.” Indeed, a blizzard in the
first winter of broadcasting left the technical crew and one staff singer strand-
ed on the pier until a horse and sleigh could rescue them. The Alamo Hotel
and Cafe, located at Wilson Avenue and the lake, agreed to cover the cost of
building a studio and reception room next to its famous dance floor. Its or-
chestra would provide music for WCFL and, in return, the station would give
free promotion for the cafe and hotel. Station officials secured a second Stein
piano for their Alamo studio and remote broadcasting began there in Sep-
tember. A month later, WCFL opened a second remote studio at the Brevoort
Hotel, located at West Madison Street in the Loop. Such arrangements be-
tween broadcast stations and hotels and hotel orchestras were common in
Chicago during the early twenties. WGN, for example, had a similar deal with
the Edgewater Beach Hotel and the Drake Hotel.®

Labor radio officials conceptualized and developed their program ideas
in light of the shows aired by Chicago’s other radio stations. The bulk of
this programming between 1921 and 1926 revolved around classical, dance,
and ensemble music, popular songs, musical comedy, opera, and doses of
vaudeville. WCFL programs followed suit with contralto vocalists, an as-
sortment of Irish tenors, pianists, special ethnic festivals, and vaudeville acts.
A typical vaudeville act was “Little” Joe Warner, a “character” singer and
“dialect” comedian with a repertoire of Jewish monologues, Italian dialect
numbers, and “darky syncopated revival” songs.®* Acknowledging that
WCFL's schedule resembled that of its city counterparts does not mean that
the program ideas of WGN and WLS constituted the sole inspiration for
the Voice of Labor.
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As WCFL's general manager, Nockels promised to offer a first-class pro-
gram that would be “entertaining and educational at the same time” This
effort to combine entertainment and education, as well as information and
propaganda, reflected existing trade union practices and traditions. The idea
of holding “large assemblies devoted to music and brief lectures” for ex-
ample, had been a crucial component of the worker education campaign
of the Chicago branch of the ACWA. During 1921—22, the union sponsored
“ten combined concerts and lectures . . . with the finest music and speak-
ers,” attracting some fifteen thousand people to each event.® Labor Day
parades and celebrations also served to entertain and educate large num-
bers of workers and the general public.#” Nockels and other WCFL officials
believed that radio could use the same format to supplement these mass
public gatherings.

As early as March 1926, Nockels described a daily labor show, airing be-
tween 6:00 and 7:00 p.M., that would contain “vocal and instrumental se-
lections” of music “intermingled with short talks and news of interest to
the working people.”® WCFL’s opening night of broadcasting on July 27,
1926, began with “CFL Bulletin and Talks Hour” at 6:00 p.m. John Fitzpatrick
discussed how “labor will use this station to tell its story,” and Victor Olan-
der followed with a talk on the importance of the trade union movement
as manifested in the miners’ union. Interspersed with the speeches were
piano selections, a flute solo, a performance by the WCFL ensemble, and a
contralto solo by Vella Cook.# In the weeks and months that followed, the
“Bulletin and Talks Hour” presented discussions of the American Plan, the
British coal industry and the plight of British miners, the fight against the
Bread Trust, a report on the Paissaic textile strike, the origins of Labor Day,
the yellow dog contract, the prospects for radio legislation in Congress, the
organization of white-collar employees, and a history of the Carpenters’
Union, among other topics. Speakers included representatives from the
Trades Union Label League, the British Miners’ Federation, the United Tex-
tile Workers of America, the Chicago High School Teachers’ Council, and,
of course, the CFL.%

Despite the scope and variety of these talks, station officials lamented the
relatively weak trade union participation in labor radio. The engineer and
columnist L. J. Lesh perhaps exaggerated this concern in August 1926 when
he wrote that “except for a few [announcements of] picnics, baseball games,
and infrequent talks on labor subjects, Federation hour from six to seven
at WCFL is a good deal of a flat tire.” Nevertheless, Nockels and other sta-
tion staff frequently reminded CFL affiliates that the daily 6:00—7:00 p.M.



42 WCFL, Chicago’s Voice of Labor, 1926—78

time slot was available for any announcements and other information that
unions might wish to broadcast. They welcomed and solicited rank-and-
file ideas and suggestions on the station and its programming. Nockels
urged delegates at a September CFL meeting to take WCFL postcards and
to distribute them to union members, family, and friends. “In this way, the
C.EL. hopes to arrange the [labor] program as nearly as practicable to the
needs and desires of the great rank and file of labor.”®!

CFL officials assumed that local labor and community groups would
submit appropriate news and information to the station for broadcast. In
1927, Nockels invited the officials of local, national, and international trade
unions affiliated with the AFL to send WCFL “a statement . . . telling . . . the
accomplishments of the [respective] union . . . and making some reference
to the value of trade unionism in general.” Many unions responded, includ-
ing the ILGWU in New York.”? Meanwhile, in the offices of the CFL, staff
members skimmed over labor publications from all over the country and
clipped out items of possible interest to WCFL listeners. But Nockels and
his colleagues never considered developing a system of correspondents and
reporters to go out and collect information from local unions. Even if they
had conceived of such a system, a tight operating budget limited the sta-
tion staff to a handful of engineers, announcers, and program managers.
As it was, Nockels and others pulled double duty as officers in the city la-
bor federation and managers of the radio station.”

The relative newness of radio and an uncertainty regarding its possible
uses also explain the Chicago labor community’s hesitation toward WCFL.
Some individual trade union leaders had imaginative ideas for labor radio,
but many others—perhaps the majority—were unsure what to do with a
broadcasting outlet. Even those who had pushed for the creation of labor
radio often narrowly defined its functions. At a meeting of Painters’ Union
Local 275 in late December 1926, for example, members proposed rescind-
ing their union’s voluntary assessment for WCFL. Complaints abounded
concerning the station’s music, general programming, and time of labor
talks. But the major objection came from members who “seemed to feel that
the labor station should be on the air for nothing else than the spreading
of propaganda, preferably radical propaganda.” Anton Johannsen, who rep-
resented WCFL at the meeting and who held “radical” credentials, told the
painters that the station was open to their union, but that they had never
availed themselves of the broadcasting facilities. While the union ultimately
decided to continue its financial support for labor radio, questions remained
regarding the functions of WCFL.%
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The weak participation of local unions in programming affairs disap-
pointed WCFL officials, but the lag in union financial support threatened
the station’s survival. Just before going on the air in late July, WCFL had
received some $29,000 in contributions from local unions, while expendi-
tures amounted to only $17,000. But after a month of broadcasting, regu-
lar expenses had increased to $23,892. Although donations totaled $37,525.50
by October, WCFL nevertheless operated at a deficit of $5,127 during the
last three months of 1926. Well before the end of the year, however, Nock-
els and his colleagues had begun contemplating supplemental financing
schemes.”

The labor editor Oscar Ameringer once observed that if publishing plants
owned by labor would print the stationery, literature, and journals of the
large international unions, they could secure enough legitimate profits “to
subsidize” “a real labor press.”® Nockels formulated a similar scenario for
labor radio. At an October CFL meeting, Nockels announced plans to op-
erate a radio telegraph from WCFL. Constructing two new transmitters and
installing shortwave equipment would help WCFL to establish a commu-
nications network—linking Chicago with other key cities. Lesh contended
that WCFL Radio Telegraph would pay for itself by handling the heavy and
steady telegraphic traffic of large companies located in Chicago and other
urban areas. The station also could handle telegrams to and from labor
headquarters across the nation. Regular traffic over the WCFL radio tele-
graph station began on November 12, with business links to Buffalo, Cleve-
land, Detroit, Duluth, and Sheboygan. With the installation of a radio tele-
graph utilizing short wavelengths, Nockels hoped to send and receive
telegrams from all over the world.” But these hopes were never realized for
both financial and technical reasons, and WCFL was forced to look for other
funding sources.

From the advent of labor radio, station officials had recognized the need
for some advertising. In the fall of 1926, Lesh admitted that WCFL had
“slipped into the broadcast game with very little grief” But in order to serve
organized labor and the larger working-class community and to maintain
the listening public’s goodwill, WCFL would require additional power and
“superior” programming. “Such programs cost a lot of money,” argued Lesh,
and either WCFL would pay for them (sustaining programs) or commer-
cial accounts would cover the expenses (sponsored programs). Lesh recom-
mended building up commercial accounts.®® John Fitzpatrick elaborated on
this theme in a Christmas Eve address over WCFL. The CFL president asked
for “toleration” from the federation’s members and friends “in the struggle
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to finance and operate this station.” WCFL already reserved and would
continue to reserve certain hours for trade unions; indeed, the Voice of
Labor would give local unions as much time as they desired. But the bal-
ance of airtime would be sold in order to make WCFL self-sustaining. Fitz-
patrick cautioned that “we may be forced to do many things that under
ordinary circumstances we would not do.” The CFL, for example, would
stand by all the labor programming over the station, but it would not and
could not “be held to subscribe or advocate the thoughts or views” of those
who bought time over WCFL.*” The use of sponsored programming and
advertising did not sit well with many trade union members.

In an effort to generate greater labor interest in the station and, to a lesser
extent, ease its financial burden, Nockels decided to hold “a big blow-out
to celebrate the official opening” of WCFL and to highlight its “enormous
possibilities.” The general manager envisioned the “Radio Frolics” as “an
old-fashioned barn dance with jazz music and a cafeteria supper.” He prom-
ised a memorable occasion with prominent labor and political leaders,
comedians, motion picture and radio stars, music, and a masquerade ball.
Local unions purchased blocks of one hundred tickets for $75.00, while sin-
gle tickets for adults cost $1.00 and $.50 for children. Any profits from the
event went to help support the Voice of Labor. Nockels pushed the gala
event at CFL meetings and the Federation News ran large advertisements
touting the promised appearance of George Jessel, Sam Jaffe, Jeannette
McDonald, and other entertainers. The Radio Frolics took place at the Ash-
land Auditorium on Saturday, December 11, from 2:00 P.M. to 2:00 A.M.
Officials estimated the crowd at just under eleven thousand. The celebra-
tion generated some revenue for WCFL, clarified the purposes of the sta-
tion to the public, and provided the participants with a good time.!® CFL
officials decided to make the Radio Frolics an annual event.

In less than a year Edward Nockels had created a radio station out of noth-
ing. At the first Radio Frolics, and indeed throughout the last half of 1926,
local and national union representatives credited Nockels with bringing
about “a miracle.” They acknowledged how the establishment of labor ra-
dio continued the CFL'’s pioneering tradition. Soon after WCFL's first broad-
cast in late July, several CFL delegates noted that their unions had remained
skeptical regarding the labor radio project, but now that Nockels had pulled
it off, they would be willing to pay their assessment. James Cahill of Press-
men’s Union Local 3, one of the first supporters of labor radio, congratu-
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lated Nockels and the CFL for doing “the job.” At the same time, however,
Cahill and others registered disappointment over the failure of the AFL to
promote the CFLs broadcasting station. 0!

AFL negligence, if not outright disdain, of WCFL concerned both Nock-
els and Fitzpatrick. Given the financial problems plaguing the nascent sta-
tion, both men realized the boost that only AFL legitimation could give it.
Formal AFL approval of, and participation in, WCFL might supply the sta-
tion with the prestige necessary to secure more local and national backing.
Badly weakened by its clash with the AFL hierarchy earlier in the decade,
the CFL now sought the AFLs blessing. CFL officials invited AFL partici-
pation and input in the early development of WCFL, but received only to-
ken acknowledgment of the project. AFL secretary Frank Morrison visited
WCEFLSs facilities in June and later announced that the national organ sup-
ported the CFL effort and opposed a monopoly of the air. At the AFL con-
vention in October 1926, CFL delegates asked for and received a formal
convention endorsement for the station. The powerful Committee on Res-
olutions, however, referred to the Executive Council the CFL’s request for
AFL participation in the control and management of WCFL. “Any such
participation,” declared the committee, “must be under such terms and
conditions as the Executive Council itself may determine.”19?

Despite the suspicion of the AFL hierarchy, Nockels continued his efforts
to increase national and international labor officials’ interest in labor ra-
dio and to secure the national labor federation’s financial and political sup-
port for WCFL. When times seemed particularly unstable—for example,
when financial problems intensified or when the radio trust or federal gov-
ernment pursued partisan plans to modify the broadcasting system—and
WCFL's future seemed most endangered, Nockels proposed that the CFL
transfer ownership of labor radio to the AFL.%* WCFLs future survival thus
hung not only on its relationship with local Chicago unions but also indi-
rectly with the AFL leadership in Washington, D.C. From 1927 onward,
developments outside of Chicago increasingly determined WCFLs fate.



TWO

The Promise of Labor Radio,
1927—28

The Voice of Labor emerged as an informal federal regulatory
system crumbled, new national radio networks formed, advertising’s role
in funding radio operations increased, and the new medium’s promise to
transform society persisted. WCFL and Chicago labor leaders hoped to meet
the challenges and to exploit the opportunities that these larger conditions
and forces posed. Struggling with problems of regulation, finance, and pro-
gramming in 1927 and 1928, they sought to realize their goal of serving the
union movement, the working class, and the general public.

3 [ 3

The 1926 Zenith decision and attorney general’s ruling—denying that the
Commerce Department had the right to refuse a license, assign hours, or
limit power—facilitated the establishment of WCFL. But the undermining
of Herbert Hoover’s regulatory structure also opened the gates for every-
one seeking to enter or improve their position in the radio field. During 1926
the number of radio stations operating in the United States increased from
528 to 719. Federal radio inspectors reported that 62 stations had altered
wavelengths and another 63 had unilaterally increased power.! Near anar-
chy in the Chicago airwaves forced the city council to appoint a commis-
sion of representatives of the area’s leading broadcast stations, including
WCFL, to study limiting power, dividing time, and extending the broadcast
band. All groups in the chaotic radio field—corporations, amateurs, edu-
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cators, and labor—recognized, however, the inadequacy of local efforts and
the need for federal regulation. Pressure for a new radio act intensified
through the last half of 1926.2

The CFL sought radio legislation that would protect organized labor’s
stake in the new medium. Several interrelated issues—monopoly, proper-
ty rights, and freedom of speech—concerned CFL leaders. Since the begin-
ning of its campaign to secure a broadcasting outlet, the CFL had attacked
RCA and AT&T as the real air pirates, insisting that these monopolists had
“no divine right to assume that the air is their personal property.”* At hear-
ings on a radio bill proposed by Senator Clarence Dill in early 1926, engi-
neer William Strong explained how commercial stations legally denied la-
bor access to their broadcasting facilities. Advertisers warned stations that
“if you take union stuff we won’t let you take any of our advertising.” Mak-
ing radio democratic thus required a multitude of different stations broad-
casting on low power, with strict limits on advertising and on patents for
radio equipment.*

Nockels urged inhibiting the growth of radio’s “monopolistic octopus.”
Denying property rights on the air would aid in this effort. Restricting the
influence and power of the Commerce Department, which Nockels viewed
as the protector of the radio trust, also would hinder the octopus. Orga-
nized labor opposed a bill proposed in early 1926 by Maine representative
Wallace H. White because it granted to the commerce secretary wide dis-
cretionary powers to regulate radio. The Schenectady (N.Y.) Trades Assem-
bly feared that a commerce secretary “allied with the enemies of organized
labor. . ., could make it absolutely impossible for our ideals and program
to be broadcasted.” William Strong voiced these same anxieties to the House
committee considering White’s bill in March. The Dill measure had the
advantage of eliminating the commerce secretary and substituting a regu-
latory commission. Nockels worried, however, that “experts competent to
sit” on the commission were “already financially linked with radio.” CFL
officers hoped that a commission might include among its members “some-
one sympathetic to Labor interests,” perhaps the president of the AFL or
the attorney Frank P. Walsh.® Wherever the CFL looked, monopolists of the
air appeared ready to conquer small stations like WCFL and all of radio.

Congress passed an “emergency” radio bill in February 1927. The Radio
Act of 1927 was not a “reform” law, but a “compromise between those who
wanted an independent agency and those who wanted to keep regulation
in the Commerce Department.” As Robert W, McChesney has explained, the
act sought to address “the short-term business problems of the broadcast-
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ers” while “ignor([ing] any discussion of fundamental broadcasting policy.”®
The law created the temporary Federal Radio Commission (FRC) and
granted the agency exclusive power to grant licenses, classify all stations,
assign wavelengths, provide equitable geographic distribution of facilities,
and so forth. Designating the electromagnetic spectrum a valuable natural
resource to be conserved, the 1927 act made broadcasting a privilege rather
than a right. The FRC would grant, renew, and transfer licenses on the
undefined basis of the “public interest, convenience or necessity.” The act
denied the FRC “the power of censorship” over radio stations and prohib-
ited all interference with “the right of free speech.” Sixty days after the law’s
passage, all existing licenses were automatically terminated.” WCFL and 730
other stations had to reapply for broadcasting licenses and wavelengths.

In its license application, WCFL confronted the ambiguous question:
“Why will the operation of this station be in the public convenience, inter-
est, and necessity?” Nockels claimed that labor radio met the test criteria
because of the station’s location, ownership, method of financing, audience,
operating principles, and programming. Located in the nation’s second
largest city and near the country’s geographical and population center,
WCFL had access to a large audience of both industrial and agricultural
workers. It held the potential, “with adequate power,” to serve not only
Chicago but also the state, the nation, and “the entire North American
Continent.” Regarding financial matters, WCFL's manager explained, with
more confidence than existing conditions justified, that labor radio would
“have abundant financial support, solely from voluntary contributions from
listeners, to whom this station makes a special appeal.” WCFL, after all, was
“owned, supported and operated by and for the workingmen and farmers”
of North America, who numbered more than five million. Nockels contend-
ed that while the method of financing via voluntary contributions might
not be practical for other stations, it was the “soundest method” for WCFL,
“by reason of its principles and clientele.”®

WCEFL sought neither pecuniary profit nor any political advantages and
operated solely for public service. Nockels emphasized that WCFL provid-
ed the only outlet in the nation “through which labor can proclaim its prin-
ciples and ideals. All other leading stations are owned by Capital, and speak
the voice of Capital.” Station staff conceded that the bulk of airtime “is
devoted to entertainment, chiefly musical in character.” Yet the application
stressed the trade union, educational, and civic value of WCFL programs.
One hour a day focused on subjects of interest to labor. Programs for farm-
ers included reports on market and crop conditions, weather forecasts, and
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government studies. Frequent educational talks provided information for
the general public. The City of Chicago could use WCFL without charge
between 10:00 A.M. and 12:00 P.M. for public addresses or announcements.
Local unions also used WCFL as their official broadcasting medium. “Surely,
in the entire United States,” argued WCFL, “there should be one unlimited
station which speaks primarily the voice of the workshop and the farm.”

While considering the applications of WCFL and other stations, the FRC
held public hearings to solicit ideas for new regulatory policies. Nockels
suspected the five radio commissioners of colluding with the radio trust
because they possessed technical, business, and government experience, but
lacked any labor background. The appointment of W, H. G. Bullard as chair-
man of the commission probably most worried Nockels. As the officer in
charge of naval radio operations for many years, Bullard also oversaw the
formation of RCA and served as the government’s representative on its
board of directors. John E Dillon also had government service as a Com-
merce Department radio inspector. Both Dillon and Bullard, however, died
shortly after their appointment to the FRC. Orestes H. Caldwell, an engi-
neer and editor of various radio publications, and Henry A. Bellows, a sta-
tion manager from Minneapolis, both served on the commission for rela-
tively short periods. The other commission members during 1927-28
included Eugene Sykes, a former Mississippi supreme court justice, Sam
Pickard, an educational broadcaster from Kansas and radio director for the
Department of Agriculture, and Harold A. Lafount, a receiving set manu-
facturer in Salt Lake City.'* Whatever real or imagined danger posed by these
commissioners, Nockels intended that they understand organized labor’s
position regarding radio broadcasting.

Speaking before the FRC on March 30, 1927, WCFLs general manager
reiterated organized labor’s opposition to property rights on the air and
maintained that radio benefit all people and not become a source of profit
for only private or political interests. WCFL, as a listener-supported station,
of course, “is for public service and in the interest of the people.” “Only
stations built and maintained by the listening public should be entitled to
use the air, which Congress itself declared to be ‘public property’ What right
has an individual or corporation to use and exploit public property for
profit?”1

As the FRC approved licenses and assigned wavelengths in the spring of
1927, it gave little thought to Nockels’s argument, but concentrated instead
on temporarily “accommodat(ing] all the existing 733 stations through the
sharing of the ninety frequencies.” Given their technical and occupational
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backgrounds, the commissioners adhered to the practices and policies that
Hoover had set at the national radio conferences; they favored those sta-
tions “with prior experience, superior equipment, and financial resources.”2
Commissioner Caldwell later explained that the FRC favored “good-behav-
ior” stations that consistently put “out programs in the public service.” These
broadcasters—composed almost entirely of giant corporate and indepen-
dent commercial stations—possessed high-quality technical facilities and
extensive financial resources. By bestowing upon them exclusive nationwide
wavelengths with unlimited time and high power allocations, the FRC en-
hanced the already privileged position of these stations. Smaller stations
owned and operated by religious, educational, municipal, and other non-
commercial organizations, “suffered with weak frequencies, shared wave
lengths, and small power allocations.”*?

A provision in the 1927 act requiring all stations to reapply for their li-
censes worried the WCFL manager. FRC statements that it had no imme-
diate plans to engage in a full-scale reallocation of frequencies or elimina-
tion of stations did not allay Nockels’s fear that the powers-to-be meant to
destroy the Voice of Labor. Thus Nockels, in mid-March 1927, offered to
donate WCFL to the City of Chicago on the conditions “that the station be
located in the proposed civic hall and that it be municipally owned and
operated.” Nockels apparently believed, albeit briefly, that it was better for
WCFL to continue as a municipal station—so long as it remained open to
the workers of the city—than lose its license as a labor station.! As it turned
out, this was an unnecessary worry on Nockels’s part. WCFL fared well with
the FRC. In May, the commission renewed WCFL’s license and its fifteen
hundred watts of power, but shifted its wavelength from 610 to 620 kilocy-
cles. Labor radio now shared its wavelength, and hence time, with station
WLTS—owned and operated by Chicago’s Lane Technical High School.
WCEFL officials expected WLTS “to be a congenial companion.” WLTS re-
ceived airtime Monday through Saturday between 9:00 and 10:00 A.M. and
between 2:00 and 4:00 p.M. WCFL retained the 10:00 A.M.—2:00 P.M. and 4:00
P.M.—12:00 A.M. time slots, Tuesday through Saturday, and various hours on
Sunday.’®

Nockels believed that WCFL's adequate wavelength, its intermediate
position between privileged corporate stations and disadvantaged nonprofit
outlets, and its unique labor orientation obliged the station to speak out
on national radio issues. WCFL would fight all manifestations of the radio
trust—from chain broadcasting to patent pools to advertising—because
radio held the potential of serving the “common people of America,” of
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placing the “needs of humanity above all other considerations,” and of “fa-
voring the man against the dollar.¢ This position on radio fit into the CFL’s
critique of corporate capitalism. Nockels and Fitzpatrick, according to
Steven Sapolsky, acted as twentieth-century “radical Jeffersonians,” inter-
preting “society . . . as one vast, virtuous majority that suffered injustice”
at the hands of a narrow minority of corporate monopolists.!” Nockels
contended that radio equipment manufacturing firms and the National
Broadcasting Company (created in the fall of 1926) and the Columbia
Broadcasting System (formed in the spring of 1927) sought to eliminate all
competition in the ether by charging high fees for the use of their patent-
ed equipment and by producing expensive programming. A widely accepted
de facto property right in the air for existing stations made it almost im-
possible for any except wealthy firms to enter the radio field.!®

Nockels feared not merely the potential for a corporate monopoly over
communications technology (telegraph, telephone, radio) in the United
States but also a corporate monopoly over the nation’s cultural and ideo-
logical production. Radio stations owned by big business or controlled by
the two networks already engaged in “outright propaganda or delusive spe-
cial pleading” A greater danger resided in their “chiefly entertainment”
programming, which kept the “‘Sweaty night-cap’ masses pleased and con-
tented,” thus making it easier for the radio trust to secure profits from ad-
vertising, the sale of radio receivers, and royalty fees on patents.? Fitzpatrick
and Nockels urged Congress to investigate a radio monopoly that poured
millions of dollars into broadcasting “wonderful music and entertainment
with which to lull the people to sleep while, with their. . . perfumed silk
gloves, they will be able to pick the pockets of the people for all time to
come.”?®

This challenge to the radio trust stations did not necessarily represent a
philosophical or aesthetic opposition to popular entertainment program-
ming. Rather it reflected an understanding that the networks could, as
Nockels explained, “put out a program impossible to compete with,
and ... spend more money in one week on such a program, then [sic] the
cost of building a new station.” Nockels did not doubt that these programs
would be of the “very highest class,” but if people listened exclusively to the
networks, it would “deprive all other stations of their listeners.” Without
viable alternatives, the corporate radio sector could create and perpetuate
“mass thought”2 The only way to secure protection against corporate dom-
ination of both radio technology and radio’s cultural products resided in
developing a powerful alternative and oppositional radio station.
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Nockels had grandiose plans for labor radio, envisioning it as a nation-
al station. An exclusive wavelength, unlimited time, maximum power, and
shortwave capability would enable WCFL to launch a national campaign
against the corporate giants. At the same time, these improvements would
enhance WCFLs service to organized labor and the general public. Soon
after receiving a new license in May 1927, WCFL officials looked for a suit-
able location outside of the city limits for the construction of a superpow-
er station. Nockels urged all national, state, and central labor bodies to write
to the FRC requesting an exclusive wavelength and maximum power for the
Voice of Labor. A tour of super-station sites in Long Island (WEAF), New
Jersey (WJZ), Pittsburgh (KDKA), and Schenectady (WGY) reinforced
Nockels’s conviction that financing remained a major obstacle. By the sum-
mer of 1927, the CFL already had invited Wisconsin, Iowa, Indiana, and 1I-
linois farm organizations to join labor radio for two dollars per member.
Nockels urged all trade unions to “take advantage of . . . radio, not for com-
mercial purposes, but for the sole purpose of defending and giving service
to the labor movement.” “Since this is going to be a super station,” Nockels
told CFL members in early August, “we expect to take the Radio situation
up with the international organizations for their co-operation and assis-
tance in order that they may come in and make use of this new wonderful
science.”?

In January 1928, WCFL applied to the FRC for an increase in power to
ten thousand watts, with an option to go to fifty thousand watts. A month
later Nockels wrote Commissioner Sam Pickard that WCFL required a new
frequency (770 kilocycles) because the station might want to enhance its
power beyond the ten thousand watts requested in January. “We are excep-
tionally interested,” noted Nockels, “in securing satisfactory reception of our
station in the vicinity of Washington, wherein is located our national head-
quarters.” Acting without a response from the FRC, Nockels and his col-
leagues planned to erect a superpower broadcast station utilizing fifty thou-
sand watts—sufficient to make WCFL “heard throughout the length and
breadth of the land.” In May 1928, the CFL purchased a one-hundred-acre
tract of land twenty-two miles west of Chicago as a site for WCFL's nation-
wide transmitting station.?

A clear channel and superpower transmitter made up one way to spread
WCFL’s message across the country; shortwave broadcasts offered anoth-
er. Nockels considered short wavelengths “invaluable” because “with about
1000 watts, we can relay WCFL programs around the world with less than
one-third the cost of a broadcast station.” In 1927, WCFL asked the FRC for
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permission to receive and use a short wavelength for broadcasting purposes.
Nockels explained that a shortwave channel would allow WCFL to broad-
Cast programs around the country to substations—built by local labor bod-
ies at nominal cost—for rebroadcast. This would obviate the expensive use
of telephone and telegraph wires controlled by the corporate giants.> In
addition to shortwave broadcasting, WCFL personnel tinkered with broad-
casting television signals. Edward Nockels became the first subject broad-
casted by WCFL’s experimental television apparatus in June 1928.%

Shortwave and television experimentation notwithstanding, WCFLs im-
mediate technical problem in 1927 remained inadequate studio facilities at
Navy Pier. Temporary studios at local hotels functioned adequately during
the winter of 1926—27, but the WCFL staff wanted more permanent surround-
ings. In February, the Brunswick-Balke-Collender Company—a national
dealer in phonograph equipment, records, and radio sets, as well as bowling
alley, billiard, and pool table supplies—signed an agreement with the CFL
allowing the federation to lease the entire seventh floor of its building at South
Wabash Avenue in the Loop. Here the CFL established a new studio for WCFL,
as well as offices for itself and the Federation News. The decade lease required
that the CFL pay a rental fee of one dollar per year “in consideration of which
the name Brunswick-Balke-Collender Company will be announced by our
radio station at stated periods.” In exchange for free publicity, Brunswick
provided WCFL with two broadcast rooms, access to artists who recorded
under its label, and the use of Joe Lyons, the director of Brunswick’s record-
ing laboratories, as the new WCFL music director.?

WCEFL inaugurated its new studios in early May with special programs
and publicity. Musical performances arranged by Lyons alternated with
addresses by Fitzpatrick, Olander, Nockels, and others praising the new
surroundings and improved programming. To emphasize the new profes-
sionalism of labor radio, WCFL paid for a full-page advertisement in the
May 4 edition of Variety. Editors of the show business trade journal ob-
served that this was the “first full-page advertisement from a radio station
dwelling upon the professional or show aspect of radio.” The WCFL an-
nouncement listed artists and staff members by name and identified them
all as professional talent. According to Variety, New York advertising and
broadcasting executives perceived “the advertisement . . . as another of the
links that is drawing radio into the business of public entertainment, which
is show business.”” WCFL officials certainly had every intention of present-
ing quality “public entertainment”—preferably with a labor twist—to their
audience.
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Entertainment programming dominated the schedules of commercial
radio stations. A study of nine prominent broadcasting stations—includ-
ing Chicago stations WGN, KYW, WMAQ, and WBBM—in July 1928 re-
vealed that, on average, 79 percent of the available airtime went to musical
shows and comedy sketches and only 21 percent went to news, information,
religion, and education.?® Labor radio only marginally improved on this
record, allotting approximately 25 percent of its airtime for informational,
educational, and religious programs. During the first week in June 1928, for
example, 6.5 hours (10 percent) of WCFL’s 64 hours of total airtime went
for labor programs and another 10.75 hours (17 percent) went for informa-
tion, education, or religious programs.?

WCEFL officials turned to entertainment programming for a number of
reasons. Labor radio could serve organized labor only if workers and their
families listened to it. While some unionists perceived of labor radio as
merely a propaganda arm of the Chicago labor movement, Nockels under-
stood that “no one will listen to speeches all the time.” WCFL staff also rec-
ognized that workers and their families were not monolithic. As station
engineer L. J. Lesh observed in his Federation News radio column: “We must
remember that there are persons who actually enjoy a ten cent vaudeville
theatre and many who prefer burlesque to grand opera. The old question
of ‘high-brow versus low brow’ will continue to provide an interesting de-
bate among broadcasters and the palpitating public.” If WCFL was to be-
come the station of Chicago’s working-class, it had to offer a variety of la-
bor and entertainment programs, to integrate labor messages and labor
news into the entertainment, and to make listeners feel that the station was
their institution, open to their suggestions and serving their needs both at
the workplace and at home.®

The task of formulating labor and entertainment programming and
finding or developing the necessary talent fell to Nockels and his assistants.
WCFL business manager Franklin C. E. Lundquist, a union musician for
over a decade and a participant in the early development of Chicago radio,
knew his way around the city’s broadcasting and entertainment industry.
Under his direction, WCFL secured a license from the American Society of
Composers, Authors, and Publishers allowing the station free use of mem-
bers’ works; acquired a collection of sound effects equipment—everything
from duck quacks and horses’ hoofs to rifle shots and wind whistles; nego-
tiated for the free use of a twenty-five-thousand-dollar Barton organ; and
hired Eddie Hanson, the star organist for the Balaban and Katz theaters in
Chicago, to perform daily recitals.*
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Finding talent to fill the airwaves proved difficult. Even given the services
of recording artists who used the Brunswick studios, the Voice of Labor
required additional singers, musicians, comedians, and announcers to fill
its program schedule. An assortment of amateur and aspiring musicians and
singers offered their services to WCFL—and station managers often used
them. R. L. Redcliffe, a member of the executive board of Cement Work-
ers’ Local 76 and the booking director for the American Entertainers Ex-
change—a talent agency affiliated with WCFL—helped supply some radio
artists.”? Labor radio also hired the National Radio Audition Corporation
to conduct a nationwide search for radio talent. To facilitate this search, the
company made a short motion picture about WCFL, presumably to be
shown in the theaters where the company would hold auditions. In the
movie, first shown on July 29,1927, Nockels escorted the audience on a tour
of WCEFL facilities at Navy Pier and the Brunswick Building. After viewing
the studios, station artists—including announcer Maurice Wetzel, pianist
Doris Schenk, and the syncopation team of Ford and Wallace—gave brief
performances. There is no evidence that the movie fulfilled the goals of
making “two million people . . . familiar” with WCFL or generating a “great
quantity of excellent new talent,” but it did demonstrate the CFL’s willing-
ness to use one mass medium to promote another.

WCEFL'’s entertainment shows fell into familiar categories. Musical pro-
grams—varying from classical and opera to popular dance and jazz—dom-
inated its schedule and that of hundreds of other radio stations. Like other
broadcasters, WCFL initially encouraged musicians to play without com-
pensation. James C. Petrillo, president of the Chicago Federation of Musi-
cians, convinced Nockels, however, that radio stations “are no more enti-
tled to free music than to free rent” or “free electric power.” Nockels
promptly complied with Petrillo’s request and employed an orchestra for
WCEL.* The station also made arrangements with local orchestras affili-
ated with specific night clubs or restaurants to broadcast their music. Lund-
quist’s pickup of the Savoy Ballroom orchestras brought dance music to
WCEFL listeners from one of Chicago’s most popular African-American
night clubs. During the summer months, WCFL broadcasted the Sunday
afternoon civic band concerts from Navy Pier. Labor radio also aired some
“stage shows” from the Granada Theatre on the Far North Side of the city.

Comedy skits followed music as the most frequently scheduled program-
ming. Usually two or more actors combined to present humorous songs and
jokes. The Federation News described “School Days,” which aired on Mon-
day evenings, as “a half hour of burlesque and banter, sharply drawn char-
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acter portrayals of the variety that inspires caricatures.” The show’s humor
derived from the interplay of an assortment of ethnic stereotypes, includ-
ing the “confused and confusing schoolmaster with a Teutonic lingo,” the
students with the “Celtic temperament” or “Stockholm brogue,” and the
requisite Italian and Jewish characters. Instrumental and vocal selections
provided periodic respites from the puns and convoluted syntax that made
up the bulk of the dialogue.?

The coverage of sporting events, although a small part of the schedule,
nevertheless became an important segment of WCFL programming. The
Federation News columnist Paul R. Cline hosted a daily twenty-minute show
in mid-1927 in which he commented on major sports, including labor sports
activities. WCFL covered sporting events whenever the opportunity arose.
Such was the case of the Dempsey-Tunney boxing match at the city’s Sol-
dier Field in the fall of 1927. The Chicago Park Commission’s decision to
give NBC the exclusive right to broadcast the fight generated a strong pro-
test from Nockels, who accused the commission of “unfair discrimination”
and NBC of seeking a “monopoly of the air”” Nockels successfully pressured
the two parties to allow WCFL to broadcast the fight t00.” A radio trade
journal acknowledged, in the fall of 1927, that improved facilities and equip-
ment, fine musical talent, and quality announcers had made WCFL into “an
instrument of public service and a builder of good will for labor” in Chi-
cago.’® But WCFL also distinguished itself by reshaping traditional enter-
tainment forms within a working-class context and producing programs
that reflected the needs and concerns of Chicago’s workers.

The first attempts to bring together labor interests and entertainment
programming came in mid-1927. Beginning in June and continuing for
about five months, the Voice of Labor announced—both over the air and
in the Federation News radio schedule—that popular musical programs
came to the listening public through the “courtesy of” particular labor
unions. These were not “sponsored” programs in the sense that trade unions
paid for a specified show’s airtime or its performing talent, but rather these
were “sustaining” programs produced and paid for by the station from the
voluntary assessments of local labor unions. WCFL thus provided free pub-
licity for the teamsters, bakery workers, hotel and restaurant employees,
high school teachers, and the many others who had voluntarily contribut-
ed to labor radio.*

“Own Your Home Hour,” which aired Monday through Saturday in dif-
ferent evening time slots during the fall and winter of 1927, illustrated an-
other effort to merge popular programming forms and labor interests.
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Directed by the Chicago Ideal Homes Council, the program combined
musical selections with talks on home financing, construction, and deco-
ration. It offered cash awards to the letters best describing, in five hundred
words or less, “My Ideal of a Home.” Music, informational talks, and essay
contests were familiar radio fare by 1927, but the message here was unique.
The council’s desire to stimulate single-family home construction in the
metropolitan area reflected the profit interests of building companies and,
perhaps, a general business sense that home ownership made for a more
stable, if not pliable, work force. Chicago building trades naturally favored
the expansion of construction opportunities for their members. But the CFL
also supported this concept because working-class immigrant families had
been sacrificing for decades in order to own their own homes. Their actions
may have echoed European immigrants’ wish for land or, more likely, a
desire to protect against “the precarious quality of their existence” What-
ever the reasons, workers considered home ownership important. “Own
Your Home Hour” reflected the conviction of CFL leaders that home own-
ership contributed to the health and happiness of workers and their fami-
lies. Providing entertainment and expert information on constructing the
ideal home became a public service. The station even erected its own Ideal
Home in Lombard, Illinois, broadcasting the cornerstone laying ceremony
in November 1927.1°

Labor festivities in general and Labor Day in particular offered another
opportunity for Nockels to develop programming that joined traditional
celebrations with modern broadcasting. When the CFL decided not to spon-
sor its own parade in 1927, Nockels chose to recreate the traditional Labor
Day parade on radio. Station announcer Wetzel, business manager Lund-
quist, and two assistants fashioned an imaginary “old time parade” com-
plete with marching bands, banners, floats, and speeches. With appropri-
ate sound effects and a live band in the studio, Wetzel described two
hundred divisions of union members marching from the Water Tower down
Michigan Avenue, through Grant Park, and into Soldier Field before a re-
viewing stand occupied by city, state, and national labor officials and pub-
lic dignitaries. Local unions, at Nockels’s request, had sent the station de-
scriptions of the number of their members who would march, what
instruments they would play, and the messages carried on their banners or
floats. Staff artists performed special numbers during the course of the
parade. The imaginary labor parade generated thousands of cards and let-
ters praising the program; the station repeated the show in 1928.4!

The advent of labor radio and the success of the first WCFL Radio Frol-
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ics in December 1926 renewed a CFL interest in using collective social gath-
erings and leisure activities to strengthen the organized labor movement.
Labor Day provided the perfect setting for a program that would simulta-
neously publicize labor’s goals to a wider audience, enhance worker soli-
darity, and entertain the public. In 1927 and 1928, CFL officials reclaimed
the holiday—which they believed had been usurped by employers and com-
pany unions—by replacing the parade with a Labor Day demonstration in
Soldier Field. For a one-dollar admission, workers and their families could
enjoy dancing, animal acts, boxing matches, soccer and baseball games,
clowns, concert bands, parachute jumping, radio performers, and fireworks.
The Soldier Field celebration also contained the obligatory speeches by
prominent labor and political figures. Nockels’s 1927 speech elaborated on
the purpose of WCFL and the danger posed by the air monopoly. Each gala
occasion ended with an evening ball and reception at the Navy Pier audi-
torium. Net proceeds went to support the operation of WCFL, which, of
course, broadcasted the festivities. Some fifty-two thousand men, women,
and children attended the 1927 Labor Day celebration; another sixty thou-
sand participated in the 1928 affair. CFL officials considered these Labor Day
activities important and devoted much time and effort to organizing them.*

The establishment of WCFL on Navy Pier and the reinvigorated Labor Day
celebrations demonstrated Nockels’s concern with both the socioeconomic
and cultural needs of Chicago’s working class. Worried that people had not
taken full advantage of the downtown lakefront for recreation and socializ-
ing, the CFL negotiated with the city in April 1927 to use the auditorium on
the pier for summer dances and entertainment. WCFL informed “the peo-
ple that a wonderful recreation center is at their disposal during the summer
months and that merely by an outlay for carfare, they can take their families
and their lunch baskets and enjoy the lake breezes, the excellent music, danc-
ing and other entertainment.” Drawn to the lakefront by “good entertainment,
a fine orchestra, and other attractions,” Nockels and Fitzpatrick hoped the
gathering of workers and their families would foster class allegiances.*>

When Nockels talked about how WCFL could serve the labor movement,
he defined “service” and “labor” in the broadest ways possible. “Labor” re-
ferred not just to the organized trade union movement but to all workers,
their families, and the communities in which they lived. “Service” meant
providing “not only entertainment but information; not only music but
science, history, economics, and all the other things that make for human
welfare.” Service also meant permitting trade unions and labor organizing
campaigns as much access to WCFL as necessary.*




The Promise of Labor Radio 59

Opening its facilities to those people and groups who could not afford
to buy airtime, WCFL invited progressive politicians, academics, and com-
munity leaders and organizations to address important economic and so-
cial issues over the air. Each week, the Public Ownership League of Amer-
ica examined the advantages of municipal ownership of local transportation
companies while the Illinois League of Women Voters lectured on child
labor, health, and political issues. The Infant Welfare Society of Chicago, the
Union Motor Club, and the Juvenile Protective Association, among other
groups, utilized WCFL. Civic and religious leaders used labor radio to ap-
peal for public assistance during natural disasters, such as the spring 1927
flooding along the Mississippi River that forced hundreds of people from
their homes. Community-oriented programming also included readings of
plays, stories, and poems for “shut-ins” and occasional celebrations for a
city neighborhood, suburb, or nearby town—such as a special “Waukegan
Night” show in March 1927. The Radio League of Reconciliation sponsored
the Reverend William Baily Waltmire’s attack against the capitalist indus-
trial order and his demand that the church “challenge the autocracy of
modern industry.45

The vital difference between labor radio and commercial stations resid-
ed in programming that served the trade union movement. From the out-
set, WCFL set aside an evening time slot—the name of the show changed
frequently—for a discussion of labor issues, news, and announcements.
Talks by various labor and farm groups often appeared in this time period.
In the summer of 1927, the fifteen-minute “Labor News Flashes” joined the
schedule. This program provided a “boiled-down version of the news matter
and feature articles furnished to the Labor press by [the] International
Labor News Service,” an affiliate of the AFL. In addition to the labor hour,
WCFL provided weekly blocks of time—fifteen to thirty minutes—to the
bakers, the printing trades, and other unions.*

The Chicago Trades Union Label League took full use of WCEL facili-
ties. League president Harry E. Scheck, one of the original supporters of
labor radio, presided over a weekly show that combined entertainment with
lectures on the importance of purchasing goods and services with the union
label. Scheck’s daughter occasionally read the poem “The Union Label Girl,”
and WCEFL staff comedians, announcers, and singers performed. For the
New Year’s Eve show in December 1928, Scheck wrote a “spirited” sketch in
which the daughter of a trade unionist (Scheck’s daughter) befriended a
strikebreaker (Scheck), teaching him about the dangers of the open shop
and the need for union-made goods. Scheck frequently asked members of
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the Label League to volunteer to appear on the program; he welcomed “crit-
icisms, good, bad, or indifferent”; and he solicited suggestions for “diver-
sified” programs. Responses to the show, either by mail or at league meet-
ings, indicated that listeners enjoyed the music and songs and found “the
short but interesting speeches on various subjects to be very acceptable.”’

Nockels invited local and national labor leaders to voice their opinions
on contemporary social, economic, and political issues over labor radio.
Anton Johannsen, president of Carpenters’ Union Local 1367, for example,
discussed the Sacco-Vanzetti case in May 1927. WCFL continued to broad-
cast nightly statements defending the two anarchists until just before their
execution in August.®® Federation News managers frequently addressed the
WCFL audience on the importance of the labor press. R. L. Redcliffe from
the cement workers, Charles F. Wills from the CFL Executive Board, and
Harry Winnick from the Retail Clerks’ Association also presented regular
labor talks.* Various trade unions accepted Nockels’s offer to broadcast five-
hundred-word statements outlining their achievements and commenting
on the value of trade unionism in general. The ILGWU’s statement, “Tri-
umph of Garment Workers through Idealism,” aired on a July evening in
1927.5°

Trade union shows over WCFL followed predictable formats—straight
talks or lectures interspersed with musical selections and skits. Labor or-
gans occasionally arranged exclusive entertainment programs. In early 1928,
the Label League offered an hour of “high-class entertainment,” including
musical acts, comedy teams, a monologue artist, and a poetry reading. The
popular and costly show led Scheck to observe that future programs would
require financial help from unaffiliated unions.5* WCFL also aired special
union gatherings such as the annual spring banquet of the Moving Picture
Operators’ Union, held in April 1928 at a local hotel ballroom and includ-
ing theatrical talent and a seventeen-piece orchestra. Franklin Lundquist
declared the broadcast “an unusual success” because it placed the union
“before the public eye”; and he promised that WCFL always would be “open
as a medium of publicity for our unions.” The Bakery and Confectionery
Workers’ International Union produced its own one-hour show in early
May, featuring vocal selections performed by the Chicago Bakers’ Singing
Society and the Singing Section of the Ladies’ Benevolent Society and a
short talk, “Labor’s Struggle and Labor’s Song.” Officials hoped to demon-
strate that bakery workers were “prompted by loftier aspirations” than
making dough.5

A major function of WCFL was to serve the labor community in times
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of crisis. Any union that “was on strike or had a story to tell the public, [was]
given free time on the air” WCFL broadcasted a major benefit, in March
1928, for the families of striking coal miners in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and West
Virginia. Station artists and local theater and radio talent sang, played jazz,
and performed dramatic sketches, while John Fitzpatrick explained the
strike issues. The broadcast generated thirty-five hundred dollars in dona-
tions from local unions and individual workers.5* When gardeners and
florists in Chicago locked out their employees in the spring of 1928, WCFL
offered twice a day descriptions of the union’s plight and requested a pub-
lic boycott of flower purchases. The effectiveness of the WCFL-led boycott
became evident when the employing businesses sought a court injunction
against the Voice of Labor.5

Unions that utilized WCFL for their strikes or organizing campaigns
seemed satisfied with the results. The Federation News business manager
Charles Wills contended that WCFL “had done more to get information out
about the union label than all the efforts of the C.E. of L. since its incep-
tion.” Bakers’ Union Local 2 decided to help finance WCFL after the station
had assisted in the union’s campaign against two recalcitrant baking firms.
The Toledo (Ohio) Central Labor Union thanked WCEL in May 1928 for
exposing the unfair employment conditions at a local business firm, thereby
helping to correct problems there. The Iowa State Council of the Brother-
hood of Carpenters and Joiners described the station as a “progressive en-
terprise” and urged its members “to give WCFL our full cooperation and
support.”ss

Praise for WCFL's various entertainment, civic, religious, and labor pro-
grams also came from nonunion sources. High school students seeking
material for term papers and class speeches turned to the Voice of Labor.
Unemployed workers wrote to WCFL seeking advice and job information.
Letters came from listeners in Wisconsin and Minnesota and as far away
as California. Audience members with no immediate interest in labor de-
veloped attachments to the station and sought assistance from it. One wom-
an, who listened to WCFL for several hours every evening, requested WCFL’s
aid in rectifying a complaint she had concerning a faulty stove and an un-
cooperative store. Another listener wrote to praise WCFL’s “wonderful pro-
grams,” especially the “clean, educational, and entertaining” discussion
shows.5

Determining WCFLs overall popularity in 1927-28 remains problematic,
laudatory letters notwithstanding. On the one hand, the staff’s public claims
of audience approval were self-serving. On the other hand, radio surveys and



62 WCFL, Chicago’s Voice of Labor, 1926—78

polls that highlighted WCFL’s unpopularity obscured as much as they re-
vealed. Early radio audience studies, directed by trade industry magazines,
radio stations, or advertising agencies, often used simplistic techniques and
sets of criteria defined by the commercial broadcasting industry. The trade
journal Radio Broadcast, for example, polled its readers—60 percent of whom
were radio dealers, engineers, or skilled technicians—in the spring of 1927
asking which stations in their area should be allowed to continue on the air
and which ones should be eliminated. Chicago readers named Westinghouse
station KYW and Chicago Tribune station WGN as the most popular broad-
casting outlets and rated WCFL as “wholly unpopular.”s’

Another 1927 survey of Chicago radio assessed radio’s usefulness as an
advertising medium. Pollsters interviewed one thousand owners of radio
sets in the city and found that four stations ranked far ahead of all the others
as good advertising vehicles. Although the survey did not specify the win-
ners or losers, WCFL obviously fell into the latter category because, as the
study explained, “each leading station appealed to all classes of listeners”
through musical and sports programming. By definition, a station with a
“class following” could not become a “leading station.”® A fall 1928 tele-
phone survey of 49,139 Chicago residents conducted by the Great Lakes
Broadcasting Company (owner of WENR) identified the city’s top stations
as WENR, KYW, WGN, WMAQ, WLS, and WBBM. Only 1,068 respondents
(2 percent) specified WCFL as their first choice among the twenty-four
radio stations in the area.>® Telephone surveys, however, proved unreliable
because a greater percentage of middle- and upper-class homes had tele-
phones than did working-class homes.® Audience surveys of the late twen-
ties confirmed what commercial radio stations, networks, and advertisers
wanted to believe: The most “popular” radio outlets in Chicago and else-
where were those with wealthy benefactors, advertising bases, and over-
whelmingly entertainment-oriented program schedules.®!

Nockels paid little attention to commercial radio surveys, yet he re-
mained concerned about the composition of WCFL'’s audience. Comment-
ing on the letters that the station had received as of the spring of 1928,
Nockels declared that “there are more people listening in and writing in,
who do not belong to the organized labor movement, than those who be-
long to unions.”® Station officials feared that a substantial segment of the
labor movement remained ignorant of or, even worse, ambivalent toward
the Voice of Labor. CFL leaders launched a campaign to increase worker
interest in and support for WCFL during early 1928. Federation News arti-
cles and editorials lamented organized labor’s shortsightedness and its ten-
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dency to underfinance “its own ventures.” The labor movement needed both
WCFL and the national broadcasting system proposed by Nockels because
only labor radio could offset the radio trust’s “deliberate distortion of facts”
and “harmful propaganda.” Workers had to “give liberal support to WCFL
and respond to the request of financial aid without hesitation.”s* Nockels
reminded CFL delegates of radio’s potential and of its significance for la-
bor: “Radio is just as important to the lives and welfare of the people as is
life insurance or sick benefits.’s+

Labor radio would prove crucial to the welfare of workers and trade
unionism if it remained responsive to workers’ needs, if it manifested the
kind of democratic decision-making that the CFL had always valued. Nock-
els favored having CFL members form an advisory committee to “tell the
[station] directors what they want done and then . . . send out the sugges-
tions for a referendum vote.” The CFL conducted a referendum vote on the
question of when to schedule the labor talks hour; approximately twenty-
nine thousand union members participated.®> CFL delegates also voted in
the spring of 1927 to require a referendum vote among the station’s con-
tributors before management took “final action . . . on any proposal affect-
ing WCFL.” This requirement came in the wake of Nockels’s unilateral of-
fer to donate WCFL to city hall. Local unions, which had voluntarily
allocated scarce resources to support labor radio, felt that Nockels should
not have the power to make such decisions without consulting them.% Later
in the year, Nockels asked listeners to express their preference for a contin-
uation of “silent night” in Chicago. Begun in the early twenties, silent night
was the policy of suspending local broadcasts for one night so that listen-
ers might pick up stations in other cities (a practice known as “DX-ing”).
As network programming expanded in the late twenties, long-distance lis-
tening declined and silent nights disappeared. Chicago’s commercial radio
stations contended that silent night resulted from an agreement among
station managers, and thus could be terminated at their discretion, but
WCEL considered it a pact between stations and listeners.s’

To maintain the working relationship among the station, its union pa-
trons, and its audience, Nockels sought to avoid controversy. But free speech
and censorship disputes inevitably arose. Among the more embarrassing
cases was an uproar over medicine shows. The American Medical Associa-
tion criticized WCFL in 1928 for “agitating” the air with an assortment of
quacks. The head proofreader at the AMA, a member of Chicago Typo-
graphical Union Local 16 and a supporter of labor radio, lamented “that the
station should be delivered over to quacks and charlatans when there must
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be so many really scientific and valuable lectures that could readily be ob-
tained.” Dr. Percy L. Clark and his Institute of Santology generated the most
controversy over WCFL. Dismissing all medicines as “poison” and all med-
ical procedures as unnecessary, Clark offered special diets and Santology oil
as a cure for everything from asthma and diabetes to rheumatism and
smallpox. In addition to the AMA’s formal condemnation of Clark, several
trade union delegates pushed for his removal from the airwaves. A mem-
ber of the Chicago District Diagnosticians’ Association denounced Clark’s
opposition to vaccinations and serums, as well as “the aspersions which he
casts upon the entire medical profession.” Nockels defended Clark’s right
to express his opinion over the air and reminded members of the medical
fraternity that they could challenge Clark by buying airtime under the same
terms as he did. The CFL secretary did concede that Clark should not abuse
the courtesy that WCFL extended to him.®

Another controversy arose during the winter of 192728 when the station
sold airtime to two area churches whose preachers used the facilities to de-
nounce labor’s demand for a forty-hour work week. Fitzpatrick had warned
local unions that keeping WCFL alive might force the CFL to engage in ques-
tionable tactics and that the CFL would not be responsible for the views of
those who purchased time over the station. At a subsequent CFL meeting,
however, delegates insisted that labor radio cancel its contracts with the des-
ignated churches and recommended that the CFL appoint an advisory com-
mittee to oversee WCFL. Nockels bluntly responded that “if you don’t want
to hear the sky pilots, turn the little knob.” Fitzpatrick, more tactful than his
friend, explained that “our farmer friends [say] that their wives greatly ap-
preciate in general what the preachers broadcast.” Oscar Nelson asserted that
the effort to remove the preachers was a communist-inspired “attack on
church use of the radio.” Despite their defense of free speech and a promise
to debate the forty-hour-week issue with the clerical critics, WCFL officials
canceled a contract with one of the offending churches in mid-February.®®

A series of talks by the president of the Public Ownership League of
America, Carl D. Thompson, generated another free speech debate in the
fall of 1927. Criticizing the city administration’s policies regarding munic-
ipal ownership of local transportation companies, Thompson outraged
Chicago mayor William Thompson, who called the station to complain.
Carl Thompson’s comments also annoyed transport union officials who
were negotiating with the city traction companies. A secret alliance between
union leaders and utility king Samuel Insull made the former sensitive to
criticisms of the status quo and wary of proposals for public ownership of
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the transport system. The unions asked Nockels to halt Thompson’s radio
attacks temporarily. When Thompson refused to tone down his commen-
tary, Nockels discontinued the talks. Shocked by Nockels’s unusual action,
Thompson charged that there was “somebody behind it””° At a subsequent
CFL meeting, delegates accused Nockels of acting at the request of the
mayor. Nockels angrily responded that the streetcarmen’s union had re-
quested a halt to the program during wage negotiations and before the
incident with the mayor. “No one controls this station,” asserted Nockels,
“except the unions who contribute to its support.””!

A cynical delegate dismissed WCFL’s rhetoric regarding free speech over
the air as spurious and asked whether the CFL leadership would allow a
communist to speak over the station. Fitzpatrick answered that WCFL “is
open to communists just as it is open to everyone.” Any worker, no matter
how affiliated, having “something to say that furthers the labor movement
and Americanism, can say it over WCFL?? It was unlikely that CFL offi-
cials, many of whom blamed communist machinations for undermining
the labor party movement earlier in the decade, would accept the possibil-
ity that a communist’s message might benefit either labor or the nation.
Indeed, just weeks earlier the executive board, in a report on the station’s
defense of Sacco and Vanzetti, warned against using WCFL for communis-
tic propaganda. The principle of free speech was not absolute, but open to
interpretation by rank-and-file workers and WCFL officers. Nockels nev-
ertheless remained committed to adhering to a certain level of participa-
tory democracy in the federation and the radio station. Conceding that
contributing unions controlled WCFL, he insisted that “any controversy
regarding the use of the station by a speaker was up to the discretion of such
locals, and could be settled by a referendum vote.”” Free speech controver-
sies weakened WCFL efforts to widen its audience and to secure the fund-
ing necessary to carry out station operations.

WCFL faced two financial problems throughout this early period: Fund-
ing “normal” station operations, which escalated with the growing compe-
tition of radio networks, and providing for Nockels’s grandiose plans for
labor radio. Although Nockels wanted an alternative to commercial radio,
he modeled labor radio on the structure of the corporate system. He wished
WCEFL to become “big” and “powerful”; to reach all across the nation via
enhanced power, a clear channel, and shortwave relay stations; and to of-
fer listeners high-quality programming with top-notch talent. The finan-
cial demands for such an operation clearly would surpass the meager rev-
enues of WCFL.™
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Transforming WCFL into “one of the finest super-power” radio stations
in the nation required FRC authorization to increase power to fifty thou-
sand watts and the acquisition of requisite equipment and facilities. Nock-
els believed that achieving the latter objective would facilitate securing the
former. In the spring of 1928, he launched a campaign to fund and construct
a new studio and transmitter. The FRC had ruled that WCFL could not
increase its power until it situated its transmitter at least twenty miles out-
side of Chicago. John G. Clay’s Laundry and Dye House Drivers’ Union
Local 712 loaned the CFL approximately forty-eight thousand dollars in 1928
to help purchase one hundred acres of land near Downers Grove, Illinois,
some twenty-two miles west of Chicago. Nockels planned to reserve twen-
ty acres of the purchase for the new broadcasting station and to subdivide
and sell the remaining eighty acres as home building lots. The net proceeds,
Nockels hoped, would finance the construction of the new station. Fulfilling
the dream of a national radio station inexorably drew the CFL further into
the world of “labor capitalism.” Chicago labor began selling real estate in
order to finance a radio station that would compete successfully with cor-
porate broadcasters.”

A more immediate problem than funding the future expansion of WCFL
was meeting the daily station expenses of equipment maintenance, program
production, and talent. These costs grew steadily during 1927—28. WCFL
spent approximately $2,044 in wages for its artists in December 1927, but
during the first six months of 1928 the average monthly expenditure on
radio talent was $2,437. Rapidly expanding radio networks—NBC and
CBS—with their vast financial resources, technical capabilities, and talent
pools overwhelmed WCFL and exacerbated its precarious financial position.
WCFL’s operating deficit at the end of 1926 was $5,127; in December 1927 it
totaled $7,510.85.7¢

The initial funding scheme for WCFL called for CFL-affiliated unions
and other interested labor, farmer, cooperative, and public interest groups
to assess each of their members one dollar per year for two years. Nockels
hoped that these one-time voluntary assessments would pay for the con-
struction of the station and create an endowment to cover present and fu-
ture operating expenses. During 192728, approximately 150 local unions
paid quarterly radio assessments, including $419.00 from Bakery Drivers’
Union Local 734, $15.00 from Broom and Whisk Makers’ Local 29 and
$60.00 from Building Service Employees’ Union Local 19. Two nonaffiliat-
ed unions had donated the largest single, lump-sum amounts in 1926:
$16,000 from the Bricklayers and $10,000 from the ACWA. Smaller quan-
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tities trickled in from area trades and labor assemblies and sympathetic
individuals. The Union Motor Club, a group of union workers and car
owners, promised to donate $.50 for each fully paid member enrolled in the
club between June 1927 and June 1928. Although Nockels and other Chica-
go labor leaders appreciated these contributions, they realized that only 30—
33 percent of the CFL’s membership had agreed to the assessment and that,
over time, these payments declined. In June 1927, voluntary assessments
from unions brought in $9,020.25; from mid-October to mid-November
1928, they totaled only $3,932.00. Nockels admitted to AFL officials that
while WCFL took in $152,938.02 during the fiscal year ending on October
15, 1928, “less than $40,000 was contributed by local unions” During its first
year of operation, over 9o percent of WCFLs income came from trade union
contributions, but by the end of 1928, less than 30 percent did so.”

CFL leaders continually urged union support for WCFL, arguing that
commercial broadcasters discriminated against working-class organizations.
Even when labor or progressive groups gained access to the air, networks
and local stations retained the power to censor what these groups had to
say. WJ]Z, lead station in the NBC Blue network, for example, abruptly cut
off a speech by Victor Berger in April 1927. Just as the Socialist leader
charged that capitalists controlled American politics, education, and broad-
casting, WJZ technicians literally removed his microphone and switched to
a church service. The station denied charges of censorship, claiming that
Berger’s program had exceeded its designated time limit. In Paterson, New
Jersey, the owner of WODA objected to the “communistic” tone of a local
typographical union speaker and “pulled the switch” on the talk.”

Such incidents made John Fitzpatrick wonder why state federations and
the AFL “are all sitting back and not making a move to take advantage of”
labor radio. Admonishing two-thirds of Chicago’s unions for failing to do
their fair share, he contended that if all the locals paid their assessments,
“we would have little or no trouble in maintaining the labor station.””
Union leader Redcliffe reiterated these sentiments, arguing that WCFL’s
“unlimited benefit” to organized labor “should be sufficient cause for all the
Local Unions to come to the material and financial assistance of the Sta-
tion.” WCFL was “in danger of being silenced, curtailed, or commercialized,”
warned Redcliffe, “because Locals fail in their duty to support the project,
and to pay a voluntary assessment.”®

CFL leaders often alluded to the parsimony of trade unions. In discuss-
ing the possibility of creating a national chain of labor owned and con-
trolled movie theaters across the nation and of producing pro-labor films,
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the editor of the Federation News cautioned that such an ambitious and
desirable educational project could succeed only with generous union aid.
“Labor’s unpardonably rotten support of the labor press throughout the
country and its absolute tightwadedness in so far as the first labor radio
station (WCFL) is concerned, is not at all encouraging.’®! Nockels and Fitz-
patrick also referred to the inability of trade union leaders “to see beyond
their own noses” and to finance adequately vital labor activities. “Capital
views [labor’s] strange and almost suicidal apathy and foolhardy closefist-
edness with some glee,” concluded the Federation News. The CFL repeat-
edly emphasized the immeasurable publicity value of the labor press and
radio and insisted that spending money on WCFL was an investment in the
labor movement itself.8

Untouched by these pleas, a majority of Chicago-area trade unions re-
mained ambivalent toward labor radio. Unions that helped finance WCFL
usually declared their reasons for doing so, but those unions that chose not
to assist the station rarely offered a public explanation. The weak econom-
ic and political position of much of organized labor during the late twen-
ties certainly exacerbated the poor financial health of local unions, mak-
ing the allocation of scarce resources to labor radio appear a luxury. CFL
accusations that some local labor organizations lacked imagination and
foresight regarding radio also contained a germ of truth. Although Nock-
els and other station staff had tried to educate the labor community regard-
ing the operation and purpose of labor radio, certain labor groups contin-
ued to perceive WCFL solely as a propaganda vehicle or electronic bulletin
board. Whatever the reasons, labor’s relatively weak support for WCFL
forced Nockels and his colleagues to find supplementary funding sources.

A long-standing desire on the part of the CFL for a labor-farmer alli-
ance suggested another revenue source. Labor and agricultural leaders of-

3.,

ten referred to the division between the country’s “producers”—workers
and farmers—and the nation’s “exploiters”-—bankers and industrialists. Al-
though the Farmer-Labor party of the early twenties had disintegrated, CFL
leaders hoped for a revival of cooperation between the two groups.®* Ra-
dio seemed a likely point of agreement because farming organizations, like
labor unions, feared a broadcasting system dominated by corporate capi-
talists. Few radio stations had developed in rural areas and many farmers
felt that the programming of centralized radio networks, originating as it
did in metropolitan centers, would constitute a “form of urban cultural
imperialism.” Nockels understood the farmers’ need for radio service and
believed that WCFL could fulfill that need, while simultaneously linking
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together rural and urban interests. WCFL thus placed the “Farmers’ and Co-
Operators’ Night” after the CFL’s own program on Wednesday evenings.
Labor radio also regularly covered market, weather, and crop conditions;
aired government reports and statistics on agriculture, horticulture, and
livestock; and presented occasional talks on subjects of special interest to
farmers. lowa senator Smith W. Brookhart, for example, occasionally spoke
over WCFL on the need for farmer-labor cooperation.

WCFL began discussions with Wisconsin, lowa, Indiana, and Illinois
farm organizations in the winter of 1927. Business manager Lundquist and
CFL delegate Johannsen described plans to establish a labor super station
to an executive board meeting of the Farmers’ Union of lowa. The board
appeared interested in the project, agreeing to pay the voluntary assess-
ment if the superpower station ever materialized.® In July 1928, the FRC
rejected the Iowa group’s efforts to purchase its own broadcasting outlet.
According to farm union president Milo Reno, Commissioner Sam Pick-
ard explained that if the farmers made an arrangement with the CFL, the
FRC would grant WCFL super-station status with a clear wavelength and
approval to use fifty thousand watts of power.® Soon thereafter, the Farm-
ers’ Union of Iowa signed a contract with WCFL, agreeing to assess its
sixteen thousand members one dollar per member for three years in re-
turn for a voice in WCFL’s operation and the station’s quarterly radio
magazine. The farm union also promised to raise the issue of WCFL be-
fore the National Convention of Farmers’ Organizations scheduled to
meet in Denver. With a combined membership of eighty-seven thousand,
a commitment by this body would strengthen labor radio’s financial for-
tunes. The prospect of a farmer-labor coalition on labor radio and an
array of other issues excited both Nockels and Fitzpatrick.*’ But it also
highlighted the disappointing support that WCFL received from the la-
bor movement. Using the deal with the lowa farmers to prod local labor
to action, Nockels warned that without a more enthusiastic trade union
response to WCFL, “I am afraid the farmers will have more affiliations
with this station than the labor organizations.”s

As he developed a strategy for bringing farmer groups into WCFL, Nock-
els conceived of a radio magazine that would provide timely articles on
radio issues and help to link WCFL listeners’ associations. In the fall of 1927,
Nockels announced the publication of WCFL Radio Magazine, a quarterly
periodical with a yearly subscription price of $1.25. During its first years the
magazine operated at a deficit, but by 1929 it generated a small income (ap-
proximately $5,600) for the station.?
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A richer source of revenue for WCFL came from the annual Radio Frolics
and Labor Day celebrations. The first Radio Frolics, held at the end of 1926,
raised $2,069.38 for the station. Nockels decided that holding an annual event
would generate income for WCFL and provide an opportunity for the labor
community to socialize. Musicians, singers, comedians, and actors from
WCFL and Chicago area theaters donated their time and talent. Those pay-
ing the $1.00 admission price in December 1927 enjoyed a “hot jazz band and
a waltz and two-step orchestra,” listened to speeches, and competed for free
radio sets. Widely publicized in the federation’s newspaper. as well as on
WCEFL, the Frolics drew several thousand people in 1927 and 1928. The 1927
event contributed $4,392.98 to station operations. Tickets to the Labor Day
celebrations in Soldier Field also contributed to WCFL’s coffer.®

WCFL developed two other major income sources during 1927—28. Rental
income—derived from outside use of WCFL equipment and studios—made
up about 13 percent of the station’s total revenue during the first half of 1928.
More important was income derived from advertising and commercially
sponsored programming. This type of financing presented fundamental
problems that Nockels recognized and understood from the outset. The
more dependent the station became on “selling time,” the more it would
need to attract large audiences by developing entertainment programming
and scheduling it in desirable time periods. Increases in commercial pro-
gramming inevitably would decrease the time available for labor shows.
While aware of this dilemma, Nockels nonetheless watched as sponsored
programs and advertising revenue became increasingly important for
WCEFL’s survival. In June 1927, the station reported earning only $375.40
from advertising; but during the first half of 1928, WCFL brought in, on
average, $3,236.44 per month in advertising revenue (or about 30 percent
of total monthly income). Major sponsors included radio equipment man-
ufacturers and distributors, “medical” practitioners, finance companies,
department stores, groceries, jewelers, heating companies, cleaners, and
laboratories. Even as WCFLs reliance on advertising grew, Nockels hoped
to ameliorate its impact by securing more labor input.”!

Existing problems notwithstanding, CFL leaders remained optimistic
about labor radio’s future in the summer of 1928. They hoped to shape
program concepts and messages that would assist organized labor and ex-
pand the station’s audience. But as they explored new ways in which WCFL
could spread its message to the American public, government and corpo-
rate radio bureaucrats developed a frequency allocation scheme that endan-
gered the Voice of Labor.
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During 1927 and 1928, the commissioners and staff of the FRC worked at
establishing a national radio syster based on the vague test of “public inter-
est, convenience, and necessity.” With the assistance and encouragement of
commercial radio groups such as the National Association of Broadcasters,
the FRC reasoned that the public interest required the most economical,
efficient, and full use of the limited available frequencies. The public interest
also demanded that radio serve the “general public” rather than “special in-
terests.” Adequately financed broadcasting stations, endowed with advanced
technology and the skilled staff to use it, provided continuous service and thus
passed the public interest test. These same stations, owned and operated by
large business organs, sold airtime and developed programs aimed at the larg-
est possible audience. Thus the FRC concluded that large commercial stations
best served the public. Religious organs, civic groups, educators, and trade
unions, on the other hand, constituted special interests. Radio stations un-
der their direction served small, select audiences and suffered from un-
derfinanced and poorly equipped facilities and personnel. In its reallocation
scheme presented in the fall of 1928, the FRC rewarded commercial stations
with clear wavelengths, unlimited time, and high power.”

On August 30, 1928, the FRC issued General Order No. 40, designed to
solve interference problems. The order classified all ninety-six available fre-
quencies, between 550 and 1,500 kilocycle, into four categories. One cate-
gory set aside six channels, each 10 kilocycles wide, for Canadian use. An-
other set aside forty clear stations—eight in each of five radio zones—with
power ranging from five thousand to fifty thousand watts. Another thirty-
five channels, seven per zone, became regional stations. Situated between
one thousand and fifteen hundred miles apart, these stations had less than
one thousand watts of power. The remaining fifteen channels, three per
zone, went to low-power (one-hundred- to five-thousand-watt) local sta-
tions. Reallocation meant a bonanza for the nation’s commercial stations
because they received all the clear channels and the bulk of the regional
frequencies.?

The new allocation shifted WCFL to a 970 kilocycle wavelength and re-
duced its power to one thousand watts. WCEL shared its new channel with
station KJR in Seattle, Washington. The FRC required that the Voice of
Labor cease broadcasting at sundown on the Pacific coast so as not to in-
terfere with KJR. WCFL thus halted programming during the evening hours
when its target audience of working people was most likely to listen to ra-
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dio. For the next thirty months, Nockels and the CFL waged a battle against
the FRC’s reallocation scheme. At FRC hearings, in Congress, and in court,
WCEFL representatives accused the FRC of conspiring with the radio trust
to silence labor’s concerns.*

Nockels set the tone for WCFL’s campaign at a CFL meeting in early
October 1928. “Labor does not seek special privileges,” he argued, “but it
does ask for the same consideration that others get.” When the FRC placed
WCFL on the 620 kilocycle frequency and reduced the station to fifteen
hundred watts in May 1927, labor did not object because “other stations were
being treated in the same manner.” WCFL recognized the need for reallo-
cations to alleviate the interference problems, but it hoped that there would
be equal treatment for all stations. Nockels believed that FRC members had
promised to give WCFL a clear channel and maximum power. Instead,
WCEFL received less time and less power, limiting the station’s ability to reach
beyond a radius of one hundred miles and depreciating labor’s investment
in radio.® The FRC’s favorable frequency, time, and power decisions regard-
ing “the corporation-owned stations, power trust stations, and newspaper
trust stations” constituted a “deliberate conspiracy” to eliminate WCFL from
the ether. Reporting to the CFL executive board in December, Nockels ex-
plained that the FRC appeared “to be falling in line with these vested in-
terests” by eliminating WCFL and other stations and giving the clear-chan-
nel stations a monopoly of the air.*

Nockels charged the FRC'’s general counsel and a key figure in the reallo-
cation scheme, Louis G. Caldwell, with a conflict of interest. Immediately
before and after the reallocation decision, Caldwell served as a member of the
Chicago Tribune’s law firm. Tribune radio station WGN received one of the
forty clear channels as did Westinghouse station KYW (leased by the Hearst
newspaper chain) and WMAQ owned by the Chicago Daily News. Chicago’s
only three clear, unlimited channels thus went to major newspapers. Because
those journalistic enterprises represented the dominant ideology of corpo-
rate capitalism, Nockels could find “no reason on earth” why these papers “and
all the papers in the country should [not] be on one channel.™”

WCEFL officials warned of a movement toward a communications mo-
nopoly in the country, pointing to the already close links between the tele-
graph, telephone, and cable monopolies and the growing press trust. In a
letter sent to all members of Congress in January 1929, Nockels and Fitz-
patrick described how the radio trust, with combined assets of $3 billion
and control over important radio patents, owned and operated eleven sta-
tions with an aggregate power of 220,000 watts. More importantly, the trust
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held exclusive use of seven of the forty clear channels. Public utility, insur-
ance, and various manufacturing and merchandising companies owned and
operated another twenty-two clear stations. By denying organized labor the
right to secure one clear channel with adequate power and time, the FRC,
according to Nockels and Fitzpatrick, had demonstrated its “crass disregard
and contempt” for American workers.”

The CFL, unlike the AFL, never accepted industry and government ar-
guments that private commercial stations would provide the labor move-
ment with better broadcasting services than a labor owned and operated
outlet. Local union officials responded that workers and farmers did not
have free and equal access to the commercial press and radio. Inhibiting
WCFL’s operations thus constituted, according to one union officer,a “grim
and insidious danger” to workers’ “economic, social and domestic liberty.”*

Soon after the reallocation announcement, Nockels launched a campaign
to rectify WCFL's poor position. This campaign included demands for a
clear channel, at least twenty-five thousand watts of power, unlimited time,
and two shortwave channels, to facilitate day and night relay broadcasting
services. Nockels revived his plan to broadcast WCFL programs to a series
of small local stations that would rebroadcast the programs to their com-
munities “without paying tribute to the long distance telephone wires.” The
exorbitant costs of using AT&T’s wires, argued Nockels, made nationwide
broadcasting “too expensive for any organization that is not heavily capi-
talized and is able to handle a lot of advertising.”1%

Sharing the 970 kilocycle frequency with Seattle’s KJR, with the conse-
quent loss of prime broadcast hours, forced WCFL to seek another wave-
length. Commenting on his strategy years later, Nockels admitted that “in
order to get a hearing [before the FRC] WCFL was compelled to enter. . . a
law suit against some one designated Station in Chicago, and . . . to show
by a preponderance of evidence” that WCEL better met the public interest
test than the targeted station. In November 1928, he petitioned the FRC for
unlimited time on the relatively clear channel of 770 kilocycles—a wave-
length then occupied by Chicago station WBBM. Nockels submitted a com-
plicated plan to shift WBBM, a CBS affiliate, to another frequency and to
move or eliminate other stations in order to accommodate WCFI’s needs.
By juxtaposing WBBM’s profit orientation with WCFL’s commitment to
serve the public interest, CFL officials hoped to win approval for their ap-
plication.!”! While petitioning the FRC for time, channel, and power chang-
es, WCFL planned to lobby Congress to alter the administrative policy of a
supposedly independent commission.
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Securing national legislation required far more political clout than the
CFL possessed; it necessitated the input of the AFL. Fearing that the FRC
reallocation scheme and the growing power of corporate radio meant the
death of labor radio, Nockels intensified his efforts to secure an AFL com-
mitment to WCFL. Until 1928, however, the AFL Executive Council had
extended only rhetorical backing to the CFL’s radio enterprise. Nockels
offered to “appoint this Radio Station as [the AFLs] official broadcasting
station” at the end of 1926 and again in 1927 and 1928, but the AFL Execu-
tive Council refused to lend its name to the project. The CFL invited all
national and international union leaders to speak over WCFL when they
visited Chicago, but only a handful took advantage of the offer.!? At the
AFL convention in 1927, delegates from Chicago proposed that all affiliat-
ed unions establish a “radio fund” that would be “maintained by 25 cents
per member per quarter” and would be used by the unions to finance “a
chain of broadcasting radio stations.” The fund obviously could have sup-
ported WCFL’s operations. The Committee on Resolutions, however, struck
out the proposal, agreeing only to authorize the Executive Council to re-
examine the issue of labor broadcasting. CFL representative Anton Johann-
sen asked the same convention to “commend the WCFL Radio Magazine for
subscription to all those interested in radio.” The Committee on Resolu-
tions sent the resolution to the Executive Council for further study—where
another possible financial boost to WCFL died.!®

AFL suspicion of the CFL and labor radio reflected the national organ’s
preoccupation with creating an image for itself as a cooperative institution
and thereby gaining admittance to the policy-making councils of govern-
ment and business. The leadership of the AFL sought to secure economic
benefits for organized labor by playing the mass media game with its cor-
porate- and state-formulated rules. Any trade union action that might
smear the image of a respectable, responsible cooperative labor movement
immediately came under AFL scrutiny. Prior to 1924, the CFL leadership had
held a distinctly class-based critique of corporate capitalism linked to lo-
cal labor and ethnic communities.'* This class-based analysis suffered se-
vere setbacks during the early twenties, but it never entirely died. Nockels
retained some of this analysis in his efforts to build WCFL, and AFL offi-
cials consequently maintained a wary eye on WCFL’s challenge to commer-
cial radio.

Preoccupied with WCFL's survival and recognizing the importance of
securing AFL backing for a fight in Congress and the FRC, Nockels em-
braced a risky strategy. Appearing before the AFL Executive Council in
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October 1928, he explained his desire to “indicate to [the] Radio Commis-
sion that the [labor radio] project has the hearty support of the” AFL and
its affiliated unions. He offered the AFL yet another chance to participate
in WCFL. The Executive Council agreed to read a report by WCFL attor-
ney Hope Thompson on the history of WCFL and “to inquire into the trust-
eeship of WCFL and what property right if any the American Federation
of Labor has in it.”'% Acting on these positive overtures, Nockels offered the
AFL an “equitable interest” in all of WCFL’s properties and property rights.
He promised that even if the CFL’s charter lapsed or the AFL withdrew the
charter, title to all station property rights would automatically transfer to
the AFL. In exchange, Nockels expected the council to join the battle against
the FRC and the radio trust. Nockels hoped to identify WCFL as a part of
the AFL and himself as the AFL legislative representative on broadcasting
issues. Such designations might enhance labor radio’s case before Washing-
ton authorities. Vice President Matthew Woll found the proposal quite
proper “in view of the further support sought to increase the service and
values of these properties and enterprises.” The Executive Council autho-
rized further investigation of the situation and requested additional infor-
mation about WCFL,1%
Nockels replied to Woll’s inquiry with characteristic bluntness:

[The CFL] is willing at any time to turn over the entire Station and all
of its property, wave length, equity, etc. to the American Federation of
Labor, if that body wishes to take ownership, management and control
of the Station. If not, then we are willing to have the AFL supervise, or
censor, or appoint representatives to participate in the management, . . .
or, in fact, to do anything that in its judgment will further the interest of
organized labor in the perpetuation and use of this Station. . . . We are
entirely willing to submerge our identity and to have this Station made
the Station of the AFL.17

Having thus prostrated himself before the AFL hierarchy, Nockels asked that
the entire organized labor movement publicly and materially support
WCFL's demands. Appropriate AFL action would make WCFL “one of the
most powerful instruments for publicity, education, entertainment and for
offensive and defensive propaganda that it is possible for the human mind
to conceive.”108

It remains unclear to what extent AFL officials bought Nockels’s hyper-
bole. The CFL’s willingness to share the potential economic and political
rewards of the radio station with the AFL attracted some AFL oligarchs to
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the cause. But Woll and others continued to worry about CFL radicalism
and the financial complications of getting involved with labor radio. If the
AFL took equity in the radio station and if something happened that forced
the revocation of the CFL charter, who would get the radio station proper-
ties? Woll believed that “the local unions would have prior claim” to those
assets. William Green, fearing that “there might be difficulty in securing
control on account of the protest of affiliated unions,” remained convinced
that the federation should avoid the “tremendous obligation” of ownership.
The Executive Council finally decided that Woll should continue investi-
gating the possibility of AFL participation in the ownership of labor radio,
but with the understanding that the AFL “may exercise censorship super-
vision of the programs that are broadcast from WCFL.”1%®

At the same time, AFL leaders realized that they had little choice but to
defend WCFL and protect the labor movement from outside attack. The
union hierarchy continued to question the viability of a labor owned and
operated radio station, but it asserted labor’s right to have the option to
create and maintain such a station. At the 1928 convention, the Executive
Council formally opposed “any movement which will tend to weaken our
position in this field” Council members recommended that affiliated unions
assist WCFL in its fight against the FRC and, in the event these efforts failed,
that “steps be taken to bring the entire matter to the attention of the Con-
gress.” In using whatever influence it might have in Congress, and in urg-
ing affiliated unions to support WCFL's petitions in the FRC, the AFL pro-
tected the name of the organized labor movement. In return for these favors,
WCFL had to promise “to adhere strictly to the principles and policies” of
the AFL.!1°

William Green’s commitment to an independent labor radio system went
only as far as his collaborationist ideology would take him. AFL leaders
acknowledged that the FRC’s reallocation scheme discriminated against
WCFL and favored commercial interests. They also admitted that radio as
a field of publicity might fall under the control of a few corporations “which
will then be able to dictate what may or may not be broadcast.” But the AFL
hierarchy maintained that labor’s legitimate place in broadcasting “will not
be denied by intelligent, public-spirited citizens.” The growth of vast na-
tionwide radio networks—which Nockels feared as part of a radio monop-
oly—could serve organized labor’s cause. AFL officials still urged trade
unions to secure airtime via established commercial stations. Green firmly
believed that, as in other fields of the political economy, labor would par-
ticipate equally and harmoniously with capital in the development of
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broadcasting.'! Indeed, Green had already taken steps in this direction
before the fall of 1928.

In February 1927, Green became a member of the Advisory Council of
the National Broadcasting Company. A creation of RCA head Owen D.
Young, the advisory council included prominent educators, corporate offi-
cials, religious figures, and a women’s club president. Ostensibly designed
to monitor and evaluate NBC programming, the council never heard a
complaint from a single listener or criticized any network policy. The coun-
cil’s annual meetings did offer Green an opportunity to rub elbows with
state and corporate luminaries such as Elihu Root, Charles Evans Hughes,
and Dwight W. Murrow. Thus Green vicariously participated in radio
broadcasting policy making. Green told the AFL Executive Council in the
fall of 1928 that his only duties were “to express views as to what would make
broadcasting more pleasing.” Each year the council met to praise “the no-
table” achievements of NBC and each year Green profusely thanked NBC
for the best music and entertainment and for allowing AFL officers to
broadcast Labor Day addresses. Indeed, the AFL chief believed that his as-
sociation with the council helped to make NBC’s facilities available to la-
bor.!"? Green preferred this cordial relationship with the dominant media
over Nockels’s confrontational approach.

. L] 3

The CFL had struggled from 1925 through 1928 to create and maintain a
labor radio station in a hostile environment. By controlling radio technol-
ogy; corporations eventually turned broadcasting into a profit-making ven-
ture. These same firms assumed the role of “custodians” of the air, “present-
ing themselves as acting out of benevolent, farsighted paternalism.” The
state, through legislative action and executive manipulation, determined
that it had the power to resolve disputes in the electromagnetic spectrum;
and it inevitably gave “preferential treatment toward the technologically
most powerful (and richest) commercial stations,” while “marginaliz([ing)
. . . smaller, noncommercial stations.”"* The results were a radio industry
and state regulatory agency that defined public interest, convenience, and
necessity in terms of private property rights and profits and that had little
interest in ensuring equal access to radio facilities for varying views and
opinions.

WCEFL emerged within this developing system as a self-proclaimed non-
profit, listener-supported station, dedicated to serving the interests of work-
ers and their communities. It struggled in this environment to produce
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programming that would both entertain and enlighten its working-class
audience; to maintain, as much as possible, a democratic decision-making
structure; and to secure independent sources of financing. But FRC Order
No. 40 in the fall of 1928 posed a major challenge to the Voice of Labor.
Nockels had long warned organized labor of what the corporate broadcast-
ing structure might do. The stakes, according to Nockels, were immense
because the enemies of organized labor better understood the importance
of labor radio than labor itself. As early as December 1927 Nockels noted:

I know that Labor is much more respected than it ever has been before.
I know that you don’t hear over the air as much propaganda against la-
bor by the other side as you did before we had our own radio station,
because of the knowledge that we have the means of making reply. . . . We
reach people who can’t read, or who can’t see and we get our message
across, it is wonderful. This is a radio age. For less than one-half of one
per cent of what it would cost to establish newspapers throughout the
land, we are reaching people and telling them about organized
labor. . . . There is nothing more important to the welfare and the hap-
piness of the labor movement in this age than radio.!



THREE

Clear-Channel and Other Battles,
1929—32

The promulgation of Federal Radio Commission General Or-
der No. 40 produced an intense conflict between the formidable corporate
broadcasting world and its challengers. On one side congregated the nation-
al radio chains (NBC and CBS) and their affiliates, advertising agencies, in-
dependent commercial stations, and the FRC; and on the other side stood
the “displaced and disadvantaged nonprofit broadcasters”! WCFL and the
CFL became important combatants in this struggle, loosely aligned with the
religious, agricultural, and educational organizations that also opposed the
emerging corporate order. Echoing Edward Nockels’s critique of the radio
trust, officials of the Association of College and University Broadcasting
Stations (predecessor to the National Association of Educational Broadcast-
ers) condemned high-powered commercial station monopolization of the
forty clear channels. These radio educators shared WCFL’s assessment that
FRC rulings and regulations created an environment conducive for corpo-
rate domination in the ether. They held that only independent education-
al stations, like independent labor stations, offered a bulwark against cor-
porate radio’s voracious appetite for profits, its incessant advertising, its
endless entertainment programming, its insidious consumer propaganda,
and its implicit and explicit censorship.?

WCEFL’s battle for a clear channel, full time, and maximum power took
place within this larger war over the future of American broadcasting. But
while labor radio shared with nonprofit broadcasters a common assessment
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of the corporate radio industry, WCFL officials kept the needs and goals of
organized labor in the forefront of their thinking. Nockels believed it cru-
cial that workers and their organizations have guaranteed access to the
nation’s airwaves. Thus he challenged the FRC’s allocation scheme in Con-
gress and the courts, demanding a clear channel—the one used by Chica-
go station WBBM—for WCFL. At the same time, Nockels and his radio staff
tried to develop programming that would serve Chicago workers and their
families and the organized labor movement. The next chapter details the
evolution of WCFL programming and financing between 1929 and 1932.
This chapter explores the national political and economic struggle for la-
bor radio.

Under Nockels’s direction, organized labor initiated a two-front war against
the FRC in early 1929. In Congress, CFL and AFL representatives lobbied
for legislative action to ameliorate WCFL's situation. WCFL attorney Hope
Thompson told a House committee in January that the radio trust did not
deserve “all the cream” of broadcasting frequencies. When the FRC grant-
ed clear channels to high-power stations owned by an exclusive group of
firms or individuals, argued Thompson, it helped to create a monopoly. To
remedy this situation, the FRC had to provide a clear channel and full time
to WCFL. Thompson explained that although the CFL owned the station,
WCEFL received support from the “entire labor movement” of the nation and
that the AFL ultimately controlled the operation.?

Senators and representatives from Illinois and surrounding states heard
similar arguments from their constituents. At the request of Nockels and
John Fitzpatrick, midwestern labor and farm groups sent delegations to
Washington to testify on WCFL's behalf, wrote to their representatives to
protest FRC decisions, or passed resolutions supporting WCFL. Also at
Nockels’s request, trade unions and private citizens across the nation sent
telegrams and letters to Congress praising WCFL's service to labor commu-
nities, criticizing the greedy radio trust, and lamenting how the FRC de-
nied a “square deal” to organized labor. These grass-roots messages argued
that WCFL was “entitled” to the same advantages the FRC bestowed on sta-
tions owned by corporations, newspapers, and utilities.* CFL and AFL pres-
sure on the legislative branch produced some results. As the New York Times
reported in late January 1929, several legislators “took up the cudgels” for
WCFL and promised to act on the matter if the FRC remained intransigent.’

Nockels launched the second front of his campaign against the FRC in
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April 1929. With formal FRC hearings on WCFL’s frequency requests sched-
uled for midmonth, Nockels appealed for help from city central labor bodies
across the nation. The CFL secretary asked that each organ send its own
fifty-word telegram to the FRC demanding that the commission grant
WOCEFL an exclusive clear channel of 770 kilocycles, unlimited time, a boost
in power, and two shortwave frequencies.® Attending various labor conven-
tions, such as that of the National Women’s Trade Union League of Amer-
ica, Nockels argued that WCFL belonged not to the CFL but to the entire
labor movement. Radio’s great potential for the “future welfare and edu-
cation of the people” required the dismantling of corporate capital’s con-
trol over the medium; this necessitated a strong WCFL and assistance from
the labor movement. Rose Schneiderman, president of the Women’s Trade
Union League, assured Nockels that the convention would consider his re-
quest, which it did by passing a resolution condemning the FRC and en-
dorsing the cause of labor radio.” With the moral backing of the WTUL and
other labor bodies, Thompson opened the case for WCFL before the FRC.

Thompson told the commissioners that shifting WCFL’s frequency to
WBBM’s frequency would diversify radio programming. While acknowl-
edging the quality of WBBM’s popular shows, Thompson expressed “little
patience with the theory that radio is to be just for entertainment” He in-
sisted that WCFL would refuse a license if forced to air only musical pro-
grams and denied the right to explain the aims of organized labor. FRC
chairman Ira Robinson, a former judge, rejected WCFL’s assessment that
commercial broadcasters, directly or indirectly, propagandized capitalist
values and goals through entertainment shows and advertisements. Obfus-
cating the issue, he declared that if labor bodies broadcasted direct propa-
ganda, then capital should receive the same privilege. When the chairman
suggested that a scarcity of available shortwave frequencies made the CFL’s
strategy for a labor broadcasting chain unworkable, Thompson reminded
Robinson that WCFL had requested such frequencies as early as 1927. “Rob-
inson looked very anxious,” described one reporter, because the FRC had
“been giving away short waves during the past two years” to AT&T and
other radio trust members. AT&T, of course, had a vested interest in pre-
venting the development of wireless telephony and the linking of radio sta-
tions without wires. Thompson threatened to challenge AT&T’s “possession
of this privilege as a violation of the Radio Act” and to force it to surren-
der some of its “loot.” As to the question of trade union access to commer-
cial radio, Robinson suggested that “when Congress stamped the spectrum
as belonging to the public,” it created a licensing system that guaranteed
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private ownership of stations in addition to public access. But the WCFL
attorney felt confident that the present law did not require station owners
to satisfy all access demands. Moreover, the lack of rate regulation meant
that stations could make the cost of access to their facilities “prohibitive.”
Robinson predicted that, over time, judicial action would resolve these
problems. Labor officials wanted a clear-channel station in the interim.?

Approximately seventy-five labor officials joined technical experts to
support WCFL's case before the FRC. Keeping its word to endorse the WCFL
petition, the AFL sent representatives to testify at the hearings. Secretary
Frank Morrison, Vice President Matthew Woll, and President William Green
told the commissioners that the labor movement had as much right to own
a radio station as did corporate interests. Labor editor Edward Keating ex-
plained that the commercial media approached “all industrial problems
from the viewpoint of the employer of labor,” thus ignoring the views of
90 percent of the American public. Selma Borchardt, vice president of the
American Federation of Teachers, refuted the FRC’s view of labor as a spe-
cial interest: “Labor is not a special interest, but a special approach to the
general interest.”® Morrison reassured the commission that the AFL was not
a radical working-class organization and that its brand of trade unionism
meant “industrial cooperation and understanding,” not industrial strife.
WCEFL, as an AFL affiliate, would broadcast responsible programs.!® Nei-
ther the conciliatory statements of Morrison, Woll, and Green nor the sharp
criticisms of Keating and Borchardt could offset the commercial radio cam-
paign against WCFL.

The two stations most affected by the WCFL proposal—WBBM in Chi-
cago and KFAB in Lincoln, Nebraska—condemned WCFLs service to la-
bor, while praising their own service to “the great listening public.” Both
stations portrayed WCFL’s current programs as inadequate at best, and
inappropriate and offensive at worst. Ralph Atlass, one of the owners of
WBBM, hired an agency to transcribe several days of WCFL programming
and entered hundreds of pages of these transcriptions into the official
record of the hearings. WBBM argued that on one broadcast day, WCFL
gave labor only 66 minutes of airtime, but provided quacks and patent
medicine shows with 81 minutes and advertising, in general, with 583 min-
utes. Thompson dismissed this information as misleading, noting that
the sample day was atypical and that WCFL had its own extensive file
on programming. He pointed out that commercial stations damned
WCEFL both for broadcasting labor propaganda and for not broadcast-
ing labor programs.!
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Supporters of organized labor who observed the FRC hearings disagreed
on how the FRC would rule. Laurence Todd, a correspondent and colum-
nist for the Federated Press Service, saw no legal or other reason why the
FRC would refuse WCFL's request. “Refusal would not only be difficult to
explain,” wrote Todd, but it would arouse national protest and would pro-
duce a federal court battle. He predicted a favorable decision that would
lead, within a few months, to WCEL “broadcasting serious discussions of
the people’s struggle for bread, in competition with jazz and stock market
quotations.”? Chicago unionist Ben E. Ferris, on the other hand, recalled
that he walked away from the hearings convinced “that there was a conspira-
cy to keep WCFL from getting what it asked.”"® Such pessimism reflected a
troublesome aspect of the hearings.

FRC staff members, representatives of the corporate radio industry, and
even leaders of the AFL struggled to make it appear as if their positions
reflected honest differences of opinion within a generally harmonious struc-
ture. The hearings, however, revealed a power conflict between labor and
capital over broadcasting. KFAB’s attorney staked out the position of the
owners of radio when he argued that the FRC should evaluate a radio sta-
tion not based on the “personal, financial or private interests of those who
send” out the programming—that is, the producers—but on “the welfare
of those who receive it”—the consumers. Hope Thompson reversed the
equation, contending that the FRC should concentrate on the owners of the
means of radio production, on those who had the power to determine the
limited choices available to the listening (consuming) public. While KFAB
and WBBM highlighted the “classless” character of their audience, WCFL
emphasized the class character of the overwhelming majority of radio sta-
tions in the nation—owned and operated by corporations or individuals
seeking profit."4

WCEFL potential to become a propaganda and organizing vehicle for the
working class made it dangerous. It was one thing to have a commercial
radio station that presented the usual music, drama, and comedy and of-
fered limited time to trade unions. It was an entirely different situation, as
the Federated Press reporter Todd noted, if a labor-owned station might
“send strike appeals into the homes of millions of people and tell of crimes
committed by company gunmen.” If WCFL sought to report on strikes,
unemployment, corporate waste, and corruption, and if it sought “to build
the labor movement and carry on its propaganda for a higher standard of
life for everyone,” then it “opened a new vista of possible stirring up of
public opinion.” Nockels’s arguments and actions implied a battle for power;
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they emphasized that the FRC and the radio trust wished to silence labor
radio because it challenged the vested interests and privileges of organized
capital. Within the context of this all-pervasive, but rarely acknowledged,
class struggle, the FRC issued a ruling.!®

On May 20, 1929, the FRC denied WCFL'’s application for a license to
operate full-time on 770 kilocycles with fifty thousand watts of power. The
commissioners ruled that the changes requested by the CFL failed to meet
the test of the public interest, convenience, and necessity. Within a month
Nockels had increased pressure on Congress for a legislative remedy to the
FRC curse while Thompson appealed the FRC decision to the District of
Columbia Court of Appeals.'¢ Nockels was particularly outraged that, as it
denied WCFL’s requests, the FRC approved the petition for increased power
by Chicago station KYW (1,020 kilocycles). Owned by Westinghouse—a
member of the radio trust—and operated by the Hearst corporation—a
member of the newspaper trust—KYW received a power boost to fifty thou-
sand watts. Another fifty-thousand-watt Westinghouse station, KDKA in
Pittsburgh (980 kilocycles), already blanketed WCFL broadcasts outside of
Chicago. Now KYW threatened to do the same with WCFL’s local opera-
tions. Adding insult to injury, the FRC also approved a clear channel and
fifty thousand watts of power to Chicago station WENR (870 kilocycles)—
controlled by Samuel Insull’s utility empire. Nockels took the FRC decision
as further evidence of the federal government’s collusion with corporate
interests. As these events unfolded, an incident in the summer belied the
FRC contention that commercial stations “would afford organized labor
better broadcasting service than they could secure from a station of their
own.”V

President Frank Gillmore of the Actors’ Equity Association had arranged
with Los Angeles station KMTR to broadcast a series of talks outlining the
union’s willingness to arbitrate a contract with Hollywood motion picture
producers. Having paid the station’s regular time rates, Gillmore arrived at
the KMTR studio to broadcast the union’s message. Station officials in-
formed Gillmore that “higher powers” (the Motion Picture Producers and
Distributors of America and its head, Will Hays) had intervened and pro-
hibited him from speaking. The FRC dismissed Gillmore’s formal protest,
asserting that it lacked the power to interfere with such broadcasting deci-
sions. Critics of the FRC and commercial broadcasting had a field day with
the KMTR incident. For many the case demonstrated that certain stations
were “controlled by those whose sympathy is with the employers,” that com-
mercial radio did indeed censor labor, and that state regulators acquiesced
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to all of this. The Federation News ridiculed the myth promulgated by busi-
ness and government leaders that American broadcasters willingly provid-
ed labor an opportunity to use their microphones.'® WCFL officials prob-
ably agreed with Laurence Todd’s commentary on the KMTR case: “[The
FRC] commissioners have served the radio trust handsomely, in delivering
to it a virtual monopoly of the use of the ether in this country. If the radio
trust uses this control, handed to it by a government commission, for gag-
ging the labor movement and glorifying the big anti-union corporations
throughout the United States, Commissioner [Eugene O.] Sykes will lose
no sleep.”1

After consulting with the AFL Executive Council, Nockels had WCEL’s
lawyer file written arguments with the Court of Appeals in early June 1929.
Thompson argued that in refusing to grant WCFL the frequency of WBBM,
the FRC perpetuated the “unlawful theory” that “priority in time of oper-
ation establishes a vested interest in a radio frequency.” He reiterated the
reasons why the station needed and deserved a clear channel and increased
power, emphasizing the station’s continuing service to the labor commu-
nity and the general public and its role in opposing a dangerous radio
monopoly.2

The FRC’s defense rested on two pillars. Attorneys described the agency
as a group of experts who carried out purely technical tasks in a professional
manner. “Radio is [a] highly technical subject,” asserted FRC lawyers, and
assigning channels a technical matter. Modifying WCFL's frequency meant
a series of channel shifts leading to the closing down of Nebraska station
KFAB. That action would exacerbate the already inequitable distribution
of transmitting facilities in Illinois and Nebraska. The FRC insisted that it
made its decision in an objective manner. By denying WCFL’s application,
the agency merely fulfilled its technical and statutory obligations as outlined
in the Radio Act of 1927 and the Davis Amendment of 1928.2!

FRC attorneys also pointed to what they considered the fundamental
weakness of WCFL's case: The CFL represented a special interest group that,
by definition, did not pass the public interest test. “All stations should ca-
ter to the general public and serve public interest as against group or class
interest,” asserted the FRC. With a finite number of frequencies, the com-
mission could not give each special interest group that asked for one its own
exclusive channel. The commission refused to allocate facilities for “class”
stations. If a legitimate reason existed for labor radio, testified the FRC,
station WCFL fell short of fulfilling it. According to the commission, WCFL
gave as much time to advertising “medicine of questionable value” as it did
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to programs of interest to organized labor. Even when it had a desirable
frequency, WCFL failed to air more than sixty-six minutes of strictly labor
programs in a twelve-hour broadcast day. The FRC contended that WBBM
rendered a superior service to the people of Chicago while most of WCFL’s
program:s failed to serve the public interest. Finally, the FRC maintained that
since “enough” stations across the nation broadcasted labor programs, there
was little need for a radio station dedicated to working-class causes.?2
While dismissing as irrelevant WCFL’s programming, the FRC admitted
that it ignored the numerous petitions and resolutions submitted in sup-
port of the station. The FRC regarded such public correspondence as lack-
ing “facts” In testimony before a congressional committee, former FRC
general counsel Louis G. Caldwell described how “packing cases” of what
he labeled “valueless” affidavits and letters swamped the commission dur-
ing its early years. Yet, Commissioner Orestes H. Caldwell later lamented
how the FRC often lacked detailed information on listener popularity and
how the commission relied on “a lot of hearsay.” “I fear,” admitted Caldwell
many years later, “we did a great many injustices to the stations when we
assigned their relative positions.” Nockels could not have agreed more.?
The FRC’s ruling against WCFL in May, and its diatribe against the sta-
tion before the court of appeals in June, forced even conservative labor
organs to acknowledge, as Nockels stated, the FRC’s “poorly disguised hos-
tility toward organized labor.” The International Labor News Service, a
semiofficial news service of the AFL, withdrew its own application for con-
tinental and transoceanic short wavelengths—which it wanted to use in the
transmission of trade union news. According to the service’s editor and
manager, Chester M. Wright, the FRC’s treatment of WCFL “showed a de-
gree of prejudice against organized labor that precluded any expectancy of
fair play, square dealing or equity” The FRC’s determination that the dis-
semination of trade union news violated the public interest led an increas-
ing number of business unionists to question whether that agency could
be trusted with providing an “enlightened guidance of radio’s future.”
Critics of the AFL found the federation’s new dissatisfaction with com-
mercial broadcasting somewhat ironic. Harvey O’Connor, a Federated Press
correspondent, challenged the FRC’s contention that “labor unions are no
more important than churches, fraternal societies or the Ku Klux Klan.” But
he also understood how such a characterization of organized labor derived
from the policies, practices, and ideology of the AFL. O’Connor argued that
the identification of organized labor as a special interest naturally flowed
from “the beautiful civic-mindedness of many labor officials who have in-
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sisted that labor is but one among a multitude of organizations, humble in
its aspirations, dreaming not of a social order based on workers’ rule but
of a ‘legitimate’ place in a static society along with the W.C.T.U,, the U.S.
Chamber of Commerce and the Knights of Pythias.?s Although such crit-
icism struck at the heart of organized labor’s problems, few AFL officers
chose to discuss it, let alone act upon it. Indeed, the AFL drew an entirely
different lesson from the FRC decision than did O’Connor.

AFL support for WCFL, never strong in any material way, dissipated af-
ter the FRC ruling. The powerful Executive Council and Committee on
Resolutions continued to allow delegates at national meetings to pass res-
olutions supporting WCFL's bid for a clear channel. At the 1929 convention,
for example, the officers of some forty national and international unions
submitted a resolution calling on Congress to enact appropriate legislation
on WCEFL's behalf. At the same convention, however, the Executive Coun-
cil issued a strongly worded resolution urging all levels of the labor move-
ment to take advantage of every opportunity to send their message “through
whatever broadcasting station may be available for the purpose”? The AFL
hierarchy never abandoned its conviction that the capitalist broadcasting
system could serve labor’s interests; if trade unions produced “well planned
radio programs,” they would enhance “labor’s standing in the communi-
ty.” In its best corporatist logic, the AFL asserted that “broadcasting that
conforms to the ethics of [the] advertising business, presenting the facts as
to labor’s position, would make for that mutual understanding of related
problems that promotes industrial peace in the community.”?

Several CFL delegates challenged this position, preferring O’Connor’s
assessment. Radicals and progressives within the CFL had long questioned
the AFL’s collaborationist strategy in general and its commitment to labor
radio in particular. At a CFL meeting in February 1929, for example, dele-
gates from three unions insisted that “a simple [AFL] endorsement [of
WCEL] will not do the work.” Harking back to the CFLs glory days a de-
cade earlier, these labor activists demanded that Fitzpatrick and Nockels
expand efforts “in behalf of political action for the working people” Link-
ing together WCFL and political education, the delegates called for a La-
bor party to “change the present system of production for profit to one for
production for use.”® The CFL'’s conservative voices dismissed these argu-
ments and Nockels himself remained silent. Forced to balance the goal of
an independent radio outlet with the burden of obeying the AFL, Nockels
focused on WCFL’s survival.

As he waited for the appeals court to hear oral testimony, Nockels pushed
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ahead with the campaign to secure a legislative remedy to WCFL's problems.
Congress, having passed the Radio Act of 1927, claimed a legitimate inter-
est in that act’s implementation. Nockels understood that the various ef-
forts of enlightened corporate capitalists to create informal power-sharing
arrangements with the state were far more successful in the executive branch
of government than in the legislative branch. To the extent that pluralist
forces still operated in the American political setting, they were strongest
in Congress. Here it was still possible for labor to have an impact on the
thinking of individual representatives and senators, although it was easier
for lobbyists to block legislation than to create it.?

Nockels’s attempt, as he described it, to “panhandle” Congress to secure
a clear channel for WCFL produced some results by the fall of 1929. llinois’s
two Republican senators, Charles S. Deneen and Otis F. Glenn, supported
WCEFL. Both men recognized the need to hold together different groups, as
one reporter described it, in the “horrors” of the Illinois political environ-
ment and especially in Cook County, where one found “a vast brood, a
swarming and struggling litter of petty local machines.” In this context it
was important for them to maintain friendly relations with organized la-
bor. Nockels felt confident that, with his lobbying effort, the Senate would
“give us an even break with any other station on the air.”%

In January 1930, the Senate Committee on Interstate Comnmerce heard
Hope Thompson testify on the radio trust’s threat to the public. The WCFL
attorney used the opportunity to plead the station’s case. Refuting the rea-
soning of FRC chairman Ira Robinson, Thompson noted that “every sta-
tion is engaged in propaganda all the time.” Broadcasting programs reflect-
ing the “serious intellectual challenge of labor”—including political and
scientific discussions—Dbetter served the public interest than “tickling a
million people.” The FRC, according to Thompson, had done little to ame-
liorate the “‘national intellectual prostitute’ of chain station rubbish.” As-
serting that the legislative branch did not have the “guts” to battle the pow-
erful and influential radio trust, Thompson goaded Congress to act on this
matter.?! Nockels, who also appeared before the committee, urged the Sen-
ate to approve legislation that would restructure the FRC, providing labor
and agriculture with their own representatives on the commission. He con-
cluded that Congress had to “recover this priceless treasure . . . from mo-
nopolistic control by a few corporations who are using it for private
profit.”3

FRC officials and industry representatives also testified before the Sen-
ate committee. Chairman Robinson dodged questions about why WCFL
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had been denied a clear channel by asserting that he did not favor “the
doctrine of cleared channels,” preferring instead regional ones. Commis-
sioner Harold LaFount said that he dismissed WCFLs case because the sta-
tion spent only ten-twelve minutes a day for labor messages and the bulk
of its programming resembled that of commercial stations. Senator Smith
W. Brookhart of lowa responded that he had personally heard WCFL air
“extensive programs in the interest of labor” When Brookhart and Sena-
tor Burton K. Wheeler of Montana then pressed LaFount on the legitima-
cy of organized labor’s request for a clear channel, the radio commissioner
weakly suggested that WCFL might apply for one of the clear channels in
Chicago and wait for the FRC to “determine whether or not they could put
the channel to a greater beneficial use.” Commissioner Charles Saltzman
asserted that WCFL simply did not deserve WBBM'’s channel. When asked
whether he had ever voted to take frequency, time, or power away from RCA
or “power trust” radio stations, Saltzman replied that no “case has ever come
up like that.” National Association of Broadcasters president William S.
Hedges found contemptible all talk of a radio monopoly, insisting that the
public benefited when newspapers owned radio stations in the same town.>

The mere threat of congressional interference in the broadcasting field
forced the FRC to make some conciliatory moves toward WCFL. As early
as November 1929, the FRC had offered WCFL an opportunity to experi-
ment with a new wavelength, 1,280 kilocycles. The new channel permitted
WCFL to broadcast full-time as a regional station. In another attempt to
mollify labor, the FRC granted WCFL the privilege of broadcasting short-
wave programs under the call letters W9XAA on wavelength 6,080 kilocy-
cles. WCFL experimented with 1,280 kilocycles during December 1929, but
found it unsatisfactory—it was “chuckfull of heterodyne and whistles”—
and returned to 970 kilocycles in January 1930. A month later, the FRC
permitted WCFL and W9XAA to operate temporarily until 9:30 p.M. in
order to determine the extent of interference between WCFL and KJR.
While accepting these offers, Nockels conceded nothing. No channel be-
tween 1,200 and 1,500 kilocycles, argued Nockels, “will be acceptable to the
Labor Movement, because that is down in . . . the ‘dumps.” WCFL wanted
a clear channel in the band from 550 to 1,000 kilocycles; Nockels explained:
“We are going to insist and intend to fight on getting back that which was
stolen from us, namely, our original wavelength of 620 kilocycles with un-
limited time and sufficient power.”* '

The FRC restrictions on WCFLs broadcasting hours and on its power
usage greatly hindered the station’s opportunity to serve Chicago-area la-
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bor. During the summer of 1929, listeners complained that interference by
superpower stations in Chicago and elsewhere virtually drowned out labor
talks and discussions over WCFL. These complaints continued into 1930.
WCFL’s weekly broadcast time declined by 21 percent between the summer
of 1928 (sixty-three hours) and the winter of 1929 (fifty-one hours).* This
demonstration of labor radio’s weakened effectiveness became an impor-
tant part of the effort to mobilize the organized labor movement behind
WCEFL’s legal and legislative agenda.

Nockels took every opportunity to galvanize the troops. The Federation
News kept the radio story before the trade union movement’s collective eye.
In April 1930, as the court of appeals prepared to hear oral testimony on
WCEFLs case, Nockels wrote an article that appeared, in slightly modified
form, in a number of labor periodicals. The CFL secretary rated the acqui-
sition of “one radio wavelength with a nation-wide network” as labor’s most
important goal after securing the right to organize, and he predicted that
“whoever controls radio broadcasting in the future will eventually control
the Nation.” The radio trust and the great newspaper chains, according to
Nockels, were engaged in an unprccedented movement “to seize control of
the means of communication and to dominate public opinion.” Equally
unprecedented was the federal government’s “crass disregard and contempt
for the rights of those who toil.” Protecting the public interest, convenience,
and necessity required the presentation of “the serious problems of life . . .,
not from one viewpoint, but from many groups and many points of view.”
Nockels asked the American labor movement to pressure Congress to pro-
tect the national interest—the interest of workers and farmers—by enact-
ing legislation setting aside three clear channels. The federal government
would hold those channels, in perpetuity, for all the people. One channel
would go to public groups to disseminate educational and other informa-
tion of national concern. Farmer organizations would control a second
channel for the benefit of agriculture. Finally, the government would des-
ignate a third frequency to the labor organizations most representative of
workers’ interests.*

On April 7, 1930, the District of Columbia Court of Appeals heard oral
arguments in the case Chicago Federation of Labor v. Federal Radio Com-
mission. On May 5 the court upheld the FRC policy decision to deny in-
creased power, unlimited time, and the 770-kilocycle frequency to WCFL.
Chief Justice George E. Martin accepted the FRC’s reasoning that “merito-
rious” stations such as WBBM and KFAB should not “be deprived of broad-
casting privileges when once granted to them. .. unless clear and sound
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reasons of public policy demanded such action” The court praised WBBM,
in particular, for consistently furnishing “equal broadcasting facilities to all
classes in the community,” while noting that WCFLs past record “has not
been above criticism.” Thus no public interest would be served by shifting
the 770-kilocycle channel from the two stations to WCFL.” The court rul-
ing embraced the myth that commercial radio represented the public in-
terest, while a labor radio station reflected a specific class bias. FRC deci-
sions favoring corporate capitalists did not reflect “class partiality,” but a
commitment to serve the “national interest.”38

Within days of the court ruling, Illinois representative Frank B. Reid
introduced a resolution in the House that required the FRC to assign three
clear channels to the Departments of Agriculture, Labor, and Interior. The
heads of the respective departments would designate appropriate stations
in the country to use the clear broadcast channels. Reid intended that the
Labor Department’s channel go to WCFL. House Resolution No. 334 never
emerged from the floor of the House, but a similar measure made progress
in the Senate.®

Senator Otis F. Glenn offered an amendment to the 1930 radio bill. It
ordered the FRC to assign a clear channel with unlimited time and sufficient
power “to the owner or owners of the broadcasting station or stations ap-
proved by the recognized labor organizations, which in the opinion of the
Commission are most representative of” the nation’s labor interests. On
February 17, 1931, the Senate approved the radio bill and the Glenn amend-
ment and sent them on to a House conference committee. Nockels and
WCFL endorsed the measure, arguing that it served the public interest and
undermined the radio monopoly. Nockels warned that big business already
controlled a “preponderance of the nation’s daily press”; if it dominated the
air, “it acquires an absolute dictatorship.” The FRCs failure to remedy the
situation necessitated that Congress protect organized labor’s right to be
heard over the airwaves. Utilizing similar logic, nonprofit groups also agi-
tated for national legislation that would allocate a set percentage of radio
channels for their exclusive use. As the CFL lobbied to enact the Glenn
amendment, college broadcasters supported Ohio senator Simeon D. Fess’s
Bill, which called for reserving at least 15 percent of all channels for educa-
tional broadcasting. Network and independent stations vigorously opposed
congressional interference on behalf of labor and other groups.®

WCFL faced a powerful array of commercial radio supporters. Trade
journals had long dismissed complaints of a radio monopoly, pointing to
the hundreds of radio stations operating in the country. Commercial ra-
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dio served “the public without discrimination” or censorship. According to
Radio Broadcast, “there are plenty of stations with liberal views sufficient
to entertain all but the most rabid and extreme.” To the extent that censor-
ship plagued the industry, it derived from onerous government regulations.
Acknowledging that special interest groups should have access to radio fa-
cilities, Radio Broadcast contended that workers, socialists, vegetarians, athe-
ists, Mormons, and so on did not need or deserve exclusive channels. The
corporate radio industry denounced attempts by WCFL and other entities
to make radio the “tool of any class or grouping of society.!

Commercial broadcasters desired formal legislative or judicial action to
recognize and protect their alleged vested and permanent private right to
wavelengths. Radio Broadcast provided the prevailing economic logic for
this position. It noted that ninety-seven broadcasting corporations reported
a combined income of over $73 million in 1930; of those stations, thirty had
netted just under $10 million and fifty-eight others reported operational
losses totaling $1,181,127. The trade journal suggested that congressional
interference in the radio field would endanger “the stability of the profitable
groups.” Explaining that in order for broadcasting to expand, “the opera-
tions of those engaged in it must continue to show a profit,” the journal
complained that the FRC did too little to protect the investment of radio
broadcasters.*

The commercial broadcasting system’s strongest backer was the National
Association of Broadcasters (NAB). Created in 1923, the NAB voiced the
interests of middle-range and large commercial stations, advertisers, and
the networks. NBC and CBS officials dominated the NAB executive com-
mittee during the early thirties. The NAB praised the American system as
the best in the world because, among other things, it directly reflected “what
the great mass of American people want.” Broadcasters “must render a
public service not only under the law, but also in order to hold” the audi-
ence. The NAB could find no evidence of programming having been “sac-
rificed to profit” and it dismissed criticisms of monopoly and censorship
as the wild ravings of special interest groups.*® Trade association officials
helped prepare the industry’s recommendations for frequency reallocations
in 1927 and 1928 and the FRC adopted their basic concepts. Not surprisingly,
the NAB and WCFL rarely agreed on anything. In 1928 NAB officials eject-
ed WCFL for ostensibly failing to pay dues. Nockels contended that the
expulsion came as a result of WCFLs call for a federal investigation into the
radio trust. WCFL attacked NAB members for supporting the “establish-
ment of perpetual ownership of property rights in wave lengths.” When the




Clear-Channel and Other Battles 93

NAB proposed a national educational radio program in January 1929, Nock-
els characterized it as an example of “mass education, mass thought, mass
production.” WCFL’s general manager believed that both the NAB and the
radio trust wanted “to be dictators of what the public should hear and see
and know.” He later portrayed NAB officials as “stool-pigeons” for the cor-
porations and lobbyists for the “trust press over the air”%

One member of the NAB and the trust press posed a particular prob-
lem for labor radio. Long-standing conflicts between the Chicago Tribune
company and the CFL raged over city politics and industrial relations; these
carried into the field of broadcasting. The Tribune’s radio station, WGN, had
one of the nation’s forty clear channels and frequently requested power
increases (up to fifty thousand watts). WGN and the Tribune company fa-
vored property rights in the air and sought legislation that would guaran-
tee such proprietary privileges. On the other hand, media mogul Robert R.
McCormick despised all government regulations that impinged on the sanc-
tity of the private marketplace. He considered the 1927 Radio Act “a fool
law” and believed that “self-interest” would “dictate fairness over the radio
if ethics” did not. Ethics aside, McCormick’s media empire manipulated the
revolving door that connected the FRC to boardrooms of the corporate
broadcasting world.**

In 1925, McCormick’s law firm in Chicago chose an attorney to study the
radio industry and law. Within a few years, Louis G. Caldwell became rec-
ognized as a “brilliant young attorney with a unique insight into the tech-
nical problems of radio.” From July 1928 until the spring of 1929, Caldwell
served as the FRC’s general counsel. He helped formulate and implement
the 1928 frequency reallocation scheme. In that plan, Caldwell’s former
employer received a clear channel (720 kilocycles) with unlimited time.
Upon resigning from the FRC, Caldwell returned to the Tribune-WGN law
firm. He remained in Washington “to see that WGN got the best in radio,
and on McCormicK’s terms.” Frequently called to testify before the FRC and
congressional committees or to serve as a consultant on international and
domestic radio boards or to head various private organs’ radio committees
(e.g., the American Bar Association’s Committee on Communications),
Caldwell emerged as one of the nation’s preeminent specialists on radio law.
His lobbying efforts soon included work as head of the Clear Channel
Broadcasting Service. Composed of twenty-six of the nation’s most pow-
erful stations and armed with an annual war chest of some $260,000, the
service became “the most powerful radio lobby in the capital” With Cald-
well at the helm, it maintained the lucrative “status quo among clear-chan-
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nel plum-holders.™¢ Louis Caldwell’s influence on the development of
American broadcasting in the twenties and thirties led some critics of the
system to wonder whether radio industry officials had conspired from the
beginning to “dominate the sources of legal opinion in America with rela-
tion to radio.” There is no doubt that Robert McCormick and other pio-
neer broadcasters recognized the need to develop specialists who would
protect basic capitalist values in the new communications field.*

Caldwell reflected the views and the values of corporate radio and es-
pecially those of McCormick. He condemned both political interference in
the operations of the FRC and the FRC itself as obstacles to the proper
working of the private radio market. He vehemently denied the existence
of a radio trust and characterized such public protests against the radio
industry as “uninformed.” Ever the scientific manager, Caldwell insisted that
the radio experts (lawyers and engineers) should make radio policy accord-
ing to the “mandates of radio physics” and not according to economic, so-
cial, or political demands of special interest groups. The perfect servant of
power, Caldwell conveniently divorced radio broadcasting in the United
States from its socioeconomic setting. He firmly believed that his treatment
of broadcasting issues was rational, objective, and imminently fair.*

When looking for another Chicago station to challenge—as a way to get
a new hearing for WCFL before the FRC—Nockels naturally gravitated
toward a representative of the corporate broadcasting system. Owned by a
traditional enemy of organized labor, possessor of a clear channel, and re-
cent applicant for increased power, WGN was the perfect choice. The fact
that the station was represented by an attorney whose use of the revolving
door between the government and business sectors raised ethical ques-
tions—at least in the eyes of Nockels—made WGN an even more attrac-
tive target. In September 1930, Nockels formally applied to the FRC for
WGN’s clear wavelength of 720 kilocycles, unlimited time, and fifty thou-
sand watts of power.*

WCFL’s application clashed with an earlier WGN request for the maxi-
mum power of fifty thousand watts. In December, FRC chief examiner El-
lis A. Yost accepted Caldwell’s argument that the FRC permit all clear-chan-
nel stations to use maximum power. Yost approved the applications of
WGN, WMAQ (owned by the Chicago Daily News), and WBBM, declaring
that “it is a waste of potential broadcasting resources to limit cleared channel
stations to less than 50,000 watts.” Clear-channel stations were “qualified
for high power and service to the public.” Thus the FRC examiner recog-
nized Caldwell’s implicit argument that clear-channel station investments
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mandated maximum power and, hence, maximized profits. Stations not
privileged enough to possess a clear channel did not deserve increased
power. Yost recommended against WCFLs request for the WGN channel.
A Tribune editorial praised Yost for his “fine courage and a grasp of the
broad principles of public services

The FRC examiner’s negative report on WCFL seriously weakened the
station’s application. Equally devastating was the lingering fatal illness of
WCFL’s attorney, Hope Thompson, which forced the CFL to seek contin-
ued postponements of the FRC hearings. After securing new legal repre-
sentation—William B. Rubin—WCFL asked the FRC, on April 14, 1931, for
additional time to prepare for the hearing. The FRC agreed and scheduled
a new hearing for mid-May. But the very next day, April 15, in the absence
of any representative from WCFL, Caldwell contended that any further delay
in deciding the Chicago stations’ requests for increased power was incon-
sistent with their right to due process of law and “inconsistent with the
principles of fair play.” FRC commissioners concurred, vacated their order
of the previous day, and, thereby, rejected WCFL’s application, WCFL pro-
tested the commission’s action, but to no avail.5! A few days later, as the FRC
heard Caldwell’s closing arguments demanding increased power for WGN,
the issue of WCFL reemerged. Caldwell attacked WCFIs programs as “an
insult to the honest labor people of Chicago,” its title (the Voice of Labor)
as undeserved, and its efforts to secure congressional legislation mandat-
ing a clear channel for labor as “a vicious piece of class legislation.”s?

Caldwell’s attack and the FRC’s abrupt action once again sent WCEL to
Congress. John Fitzpatrick’s assessment made after the announcement of
Yost’s recommendation in late 1930 seemed most appropriate in the spring
of 1931: “It is not over. The radio commission has been playing along with
the Tribune all of the time. We will not seek justice from it—but go direct-
ly to Congress.” Nockels had known for almost a year that WCFL would have
to lobby for legislation in order to secure its clear channel.* But corporate
resistance to legislative action proved formidable.

In the fall of 1931, the American Bar Association’s Standing Committee
on Communications denounced all legislative efforts aimed at setting aside
fixed percentages of broadcasting facilities for special interest groups.> The
ABA committee consisted of four attorneys whose clients included RCA,
NBC, and nine radio stations. Chaired by Louis Caldwell, the committee
echoed familiar industry arguments regarding the sanctity of the private-
property, profit-driven broadcasting system. Caldwell and his colleagues
explained that the limited broadcast spectrum made it impossible to allow
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every business or school of thought to operate a station. Reallocating fre-
quencies to labor and other narrow interest groups threatened the elimi-
nation of anywhere between 30 and 240 existing stations, depending upon
what category of frequencies and stations would be reassigned. Such a re-
allocation would mean that some communities might lose broadcasting
service, that station owners would suffer catastrophic financial losses, and
that the listening public in general would sacrifice quality service. Caldwell
found the benefits of this scheme, in the form of improved educational and
public service, “questionable” at best. The specter of increasing government
control over broadcasting proved as frightening to committee attorneys as
the loss of private property and profits. They concluded that commercial
broadcasting in the United States was far superior to government broad-
casting in Europe and that U.S. programs “imperfect as they may be, are
by far the best in the world.”*

A few days before formally presenting this report to the 1931 ABA conven-
tion in Atlantic City, New Jersey, Caldwell held an open meeting to discuss
the committee’s findings. A sparse and relatively silent audience apparently
concurred with much of the analysis and recommendations of Caldwell and
his colleagues. Washington, D.C., attorney john W. Guider, who would join
Caldwell’s committee in 1932, warned that if Congress passed legislation grant-
ing WCFL a clear channel, “it is going to be a big job to take it away. It will be
a lot easier to prevent it.”> Only S. Howard Evans, representing the Ventura
Free Press, challenged the report and its authors. The small California daily
had undertaken a national attack on the radio trust and, in particular, on
advertising over the air. Ostensibly directed at freeing airtime for education,
information, and public service, the campaign reflected the intensifying com-
petition between radio and newspapers for advertising dollars.”’ Evans at-
tacked Caldwell’s assertion that the proposed legislation to set aside clear
channels to labor, education, and so on directly violated the property rights
of existing station owners. Evans continued: “I cannot escape the conviction
that the rights of the public in radio must be supreme. The people own the
air. It is not enough to say that they are protected because they do not need
to listen to programs they do not like. They should be entitled to a positive
control over the kinds of programs which are broadcast.”*® Such criticisms
inevitably hinted at the impropriety of committee members who simulta-
neously defended commercial radio, while receiving “attractive legal retain-
ers from broadcasting stations.”*

Caldwell certainly had realized that someone would make this indict-
ment against him and his colleagues during the convention. Indeed, even
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before the ABA convention began, the CFL and educational organizations
had launched attacks against Caldwell. The official organ of the National
Committee on Education by Radio, Education by Radio, noted in late Au-
gust 1931 that Caldwell accepted “larger retainer fees from commercial
broadcasting companies” than any other lawyer in the country. “Is it ethi-
cal practice or is it legal racketeering,” asked the education journal, “for a
man with a selfish interest at stake to use a great civic organization like the
ABA to promote his gain contrary to the public good?”s Nockels, who had
frequently raised similar questions, asked his friend and progressive law-
yer Frank Walsh to attend the meeting as WCFL’s representative and to
denounce both the ABA report and Caldwell 5!

Caldwell received moral support from what appeared an unlikely source.
Whether by coincidence or planning, S. August Gerber, the manager of New
York radio station WEVD, attended the open meeting. Gerber’s station,
owned and operated by the Debs Memorial Radio Fund, an affiliate of the
Socialist party, had been fighting a license battle with the FRC for some time.
Gerber acknowledged that Caldwell was representing WEVD before the FRC,
but insisted that the attorney’s interest in the station was not pecuniary. With-
out commenting on the merits of the ABA report, Gerber testified that Cald-
well was a man of integrity and that the report did not reflect a conflict of
interest on his part. Caldwell had good reason to appreciate Gerber’s defense.s?
Here a representative of a leftist political party, certainly no friend of the ra-
dio trust, portrayed Caldwell as a defender of minority groups’ access to the
airwaves, thereby making Caldwell appear as a “neutral” and “objective” tech-
nician seeking the best for national broadcasting.

When Caldwell finished the formal presentation of his committee’s re-
port to the assembled convention on September 18, Frank Walsh immedi-
ately attacked the dangers of an air monopoly. The extreme concentration
of clear channels in the hands of private radio equipment manufacturers,
publishing firms, and merchandising companies, argued Walsh, could pro-
duce “predigested” information, homogenized programming, and the lim-
itation, if not suppression, of free discussion. Recounting the long and
difficult struggle waged by WCFL against the corporate giants and the state
bureaucracy, Walsh explained labor radio’s support for the Glenn amend-
ment and its court battle with WGN. He also pointed out the Chicago Tri-
bune’s long-standing bitter hatred of the CFL and WCFL and Caldwell’s
position as attorney for both the newspaper and its radio station. Taking
all this into consideration, Walsh urged the ABA to refrain from taking a
position on the pending radio legislation.5?
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Having denounced the committee’s radio report, Walsh yielded the floor
to his opponent. Caldwell acknowledged that he and his colleagues repre-
sented radio stations, but he insisted that because the proposed legislation
under question was not directed at any individual station, there was noth-
ing unethical about the committee’s findings. Walsh countered that stations
such as WGN stood to lose if Congress enacted the Glenn amendment.
Caldwell dismissed Walsh’s other objections to the committee report, em-
phasizing the committee’s deep concern with maintaining freedom of dis-
cussion in the air. Keeping the air free, lectured Caldwell, depended on every
broadcaster being “a public utility available to all schools of thought.” By
implication, WCFL represented narrow special interests and therefore
threatened the free ether.% The Caldwell-Walsh clash at the ABA conven-
tion did not alter the ABA report. It did lead, however, to the addition of
Walsh to the Standing Committee on Communications. Walsh assured
Nockels that his new position would allow him to serve as WCFL's “proxy
in radio matters” within the ABA.%

Periodically during 1930 and early 1931 the FRC permitted WCFL to con-
tinue its broadcast day beyond the time of sunset on the West Coast. These
temporary tests were to determine the extent of interference between WCFL
and Seattle station KJR. In late September 1931 the commission authorized
WCEFL to operate full-time on 970 kilocycles. Mainstream press reports
depicted the decision as a victory for WCFL, but Nockels quickly clarified
that the FRC had merely provided “provisional relief in the matter of time.”
KJR’s new owners, the National Broadcasting Company, retained the right
to protest—for any reason—the simultaneous use of the 970-kilocycle band
and thus block the full-time operation of WCFL. In any event, the FRC
decision left unresolved “all important” questions of a clear channel and
increased power. These issues, observed Nockels, remained “to be settled
through action either by the Federal Radio Commission or the Congress
that created it.”%

WCEFL’s efforts to secure a redress of its grievances via the legislative
branch received support from educational organizations and the AFL.
Among the former groups, the National Committee on Education by Ra-
dio (NCER) proved the most sympathetic to labor radio’s cause. Organized
at the end of 1930, the NCER grew out of a series of conferences held by
representatives from the National Education Association, the Association
of Land-Grant Colleges, and the Association of College and University
Broadcasting Stations, among other organs. Financed by the Payne Fund
and headed by Joy Elmer Morgan, the NCER embraced many of the same
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analyses and recommendations advanced by Edward Nockels. The commit-
tee, for example, attacked the radio trust for its insatiable desire for “pri-
vate profit and gain” and its ultimate goal of securing “vested rights in the
air.” Morgan insisted that education was not a special interest and there-
fore deserved its own broadcasting outlets. Denying that commercial radio
provided ample time for cultural and educational programs, the NCER
endorsed the Fess bill, which called for setting aside 15 percent of all radio
facilities for use by educational institutions. The NCER argued that com-
mercial stations retained the power to censor speakers or materials, to pen-
etrate shows with “insidious advertising,” and to deny education sufficient
or suitable hours.” Although the NCER never established formal ties with
WCFL, the FRC and the broadcasting industry viewed both movements as
dangerous to the status quo.

At the AFL convention in November 1931, delegates petitioned Congress
to pass legislation granting organized labor “its proper share of the radio
channels, wave lengths, and facilities equal to that of any other firm, compa-
ny, corporation or organization.” By 1931 such petitions had become common-
place and signified only the AFL hierarchy’s qualified support of WCFL. More
revealing of the AFL leadership’s thinking regarding radio was the Executive
Council’s argument that labor must recognize and utilize “the facilities placed
at its disposal from time to time by the national chains and the local stations.”
Seeking cooperation with the corporate sector, AFL leaders embraced the
newly formed National Advisory Council on Radio in Education (NACRE).
The council offered to arrange a national “broadcast of Labor’s contribution
to the public welfare in various fields of endeavor”s®

The AFL hierarchy’s enchantment with the council was hardly surpris-
ing. Funded by John D. Rockefeller Jr. and the Carnegie Corporation, the
council dedicated itself to the educational use of radio. But unlike the
NCER, the NACRE rejected the idea that educators needed their own ex-
clusive channels to make use of radio. Levering Tyson, NACRE secretary,
condemned the NCER, especially its role in the “asinine” Fess bill. Council
members believed that the commercial broadcasting system afforded am-
ple opportunities for educational programs and they urged the industry to
regulate itself or face encroachments by “a loony Congress”® Thus the
council and the AFL leadership shared a commitment to working with the
capitalist broadcasting system. In the spring of 1932, CBS agreed to broad-
cast, on Sunday afternoons, a series of half-hour programs entitled “Builders
of America—An Epic of American Labor” directed jointly by the NACRE
and the AFL. Labor-corporate cooperation appeared to have reaped rewards
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as William Green, Matthew Woll, and an assortment of other union offi-
cials prepared to talk about the history of the American labor movement
over national radio.”® This victory came as the AFL believed it had settled
the issue of WCFL.

Although Congress had defeated the Glenn amendment in 1931, the CFL
renewed efforts to legislate a solution to labor radio’s problems in January
1932. West Virginia senator H. D. Hatfield and Boston representative Wil-
liam P. Connery each introduced a bill in their respective bodies authoriz-
ing the FRC to assign to labor a clear channel for broadcasting.” Nockels
planned to focus labor and public support behind the two bills. WCFL at-
torney William B. Rubin urged workers and union leaders to write to their
representatives in Congress and demand passage of the pending legislation.
Pointing to the reciprocal relationship between labor and WCFL, Rubin
noted that labor radio could be workers’ “greatest” and “strongest ally” only
if they supported the station.”

Nockels believed that securing rank-and-file and labor leadership sup-
port for WCFL was necessary to gain passage of clear-channel legislation
and to continue the attack against the Chicago Tribune, WGN, and Louis
Caldwell. By early 1932, Nockels may well have become obsessed with Cald-
well. Writing to Walsh, Nockels explained that WCFL would ask Congress
for the 720-kilocycle channel. “Our claim is that it was unethical for Cald-
well to accept the General Counselship of the FRC when the Tribune’s in-
terests were involved, and that it was Caldwell who wrote General Order
No. 40 for the Commission which makes it impossible under the rules of
the Commission to ever dislodge the Tribune from its ill-gotten gains.””?
Nockels understood that taking such action would cause “some gnashing
of teeth.” Caldwell, already in Washington to lobby against the two bills, had
warned Congress that granting “a channel to a group, whether education-
al, labor or otherwise, will destroy the best broadcasting system in the
world” Passage of such legislation would set the precedent for other spe-
cial interests to acquire their own national clear channels. Nockels antici-
pated that if Congress passed a bill giving WCFL the Tribune’s wavelength,
Caldwell would immediately seek an injunction claiming confiscation of
property and property rights.”

In March 1932 a subcommittee of the Senate Committee on Interstate
Commerce held hearings on the Hatfield bill. The arguments, pro and con,
were familiar. Harry Shaw, president of the NAB, opposed the legislation
because it catered to one special interest group and opened the door to
others. He assured committee members that the NAB opposed the bill on
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“principle” and not because it involved labor per se.” Shaw concurred with
the FRC that the bill established a “dangerous precedent” by allowing Con-
gress to “usurp the power of allocating facilities it already has vested in the
Commission.” The FRC further refuted the allegations of bias and unethi-
cal behavior raised by the CFL and the AFL, attacked the special class in-
terest of WCFL, and reiterated that “all stations should cater to the general
public and serve the public interest as against group or class interest 7’

Organized labor then “paraded its stars” before the Senate committee.
Nockels, Rubin, and AFL executives Matthew Woll and John P. Frey testified
in favor of the Hatfield bill.”” Rubin reversed industry and government ar-
guments, contending that the FRC had allocated clear channels along “class”
lines by assigning the limited frequencies to commercial and industrial
groups. Failing “to assign to labor a national cleared channel is class admin-
istration.” Moreover, General Order No. 40 constituted “censorship of the
air, limiting free speech, arbitrarily exercised by” the FRC. Nockels empha-
sized how the FRC had “trampled on the rights of labor” and how orga-
nized labor came to “Congress for a fair break ”’#

The hearings again raised the controversial issue of property rights on
the airwaves. Harry Shaw insisted that although broadcasters had invested
millions of dollars in their stations, they signed away their property rights
to secure licenses. Station owners did not have a “vested right” because every
six months they had to apply for a renewal of their licenses. Michael J. Flynn,
the legislative representative of the AFL, countered that the FRC virtually
rubber-stamped license renewals, making them, in practice if not in spirit,
permanent. Shaw denied this, asserting that broadcasters deserved private
property protection for their frequency, power, and time allocations and
that passage of the Hatfield bill would further erode the already limited
rights of broadcasters. Flynn responded that the nonprofit groups seeking
clear channels worked “for the common welfare of this country,” that “they
constitute 9o percent of the people of this country,” and that they there-
fore deserved access to the airwaves.”

These debates came to an end in late March when the Senate subcom-
mittee abruptly halted its hearings, postponing them indefinitely. Fearing
that organized labor might have enough influence to secure passage of the
bill, radio industry and FRC officials sought a deal with the CFL that would
preempt congressional action.® Informal negotiations began among the
FRC, the National Broadcasting Company (owner of KJR), the AFL, and the
CFL. Nockels, however, continued to act as if WCFL’s salvation would come
at the hands of Congress. He requested that Rubin prepare a detailed re-
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sponse to Caldwell’s criticisms against WCFL—in particular, the accusation
that WCFL never served the interests of labor. Nockels was incensed with
the “maliciousness of this man” who had insisted before the FRC that WCFL
“has never given and does not now give, any appreciable time to the inter-
ests of Labor.” As late as mid-April, Nockels still hoped that Congress would
grant WCEL its clear channel of 720 kilocycles and thus break the power-
ful control of the radio trust and the FRC.#

Tensions between WCFL and the radio trust also continued unabated in
the ABA’s Standing Committee on Communications. In early April, com-
mittee chair Caldwell solicited the CFL’s views regarding radio’s “legal and
legislative problems.” Nockels could not believe the audacity of a man who
denounced WCFL’s performance as a labor station while inquiring as to its
views on radio legislation. Tired of dealing with “this boy,” Nockels asked
the AFL to condemn Caldwell and the ABA for “going out of [their] way
in taking sides against” the Hatfield bill. Walsh, who promised to “keep my
eye on the committee,” suggested that Nockels “write a sizzling letter to the
gentleman in your own polite but forcible way.” In the end, Nockels dis-
missed Caldwell’s invitation as “an idle gesture” and questioned the “pro-
priety” of an ABA radio committee led by WGN’s attorney. WCFL’s man-
ager once again challenged the legitimacy of the ABA’s position on radio
legislation, dictated as it was by individuals who derived personal enrich-
ment from the broadcasting industry and who recommended policy that
protected their income source.®? These attacks by labor on the legal and
financial foundations of commercial broadcasting stopped suddenly in the
late spring of 1932.

On May 17, 1932, the FRC authorized WCFL to increase its power from
fifteen hundred to five thousand watts and to operate for an unlimited time
on its present frequency of 970 kilocycles. In exchange for these concessions,
the AFL abandoned its legislative lobbying campaign to secure a clear chan-
nel. NBC, as owner of KJR, consented to full time for WCFL on the 970-
kilocycle band. The deal took effect on May 27.%* By securing labor’s with-
drawal from the legislative arena, the corporate radio networks and stations
eliminated the dangerous precedent of recognizing a congressional right to
allocate broadcast frequencies for educators, religious organizations, and
other nonprofit groups. Corporate broadcasters vehemently opposed any
and all congressional efforts to interfere with what they considered their
private business sphere. The spring 1932 deal was, as Robert McChesney has
written, “a major triumph for the commercial broadcasters.”®

The difficult question to answer remains why Edward Nockels agreed to
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this arrangement. Some industry and government officials feared that Con-
gress was on the verge of passing the Hatfield bill. Nockels consistently had
argued that such legislative action offered the only long-term solution to
WCEL's plight. Yet the manager of labor radio did not push ahead with the
legislative option. The Federation News, which had thoroughly and prom-
inently covered the ongoing war between WCFL and the broadcasting in-
dustry and the FRC, only briefly mentioned the ostensible peace agreement.
A small boxed article appeared in the back pages of the June 4, 1932, issue
with the headline “Labor Wins Victory in Long Air Fight.” A terse statement
indicated that WCFL had won its six-year war for a clear channel and in-
creased power. The article informed Chicago workers that organized labor
would not press for national legislation to assign labor an exclusive wave-
length.® Neither Nockels nor any other CFL official offered an explanation
of the negotiations or the final settlement. The Federation News’s cryptic
discussion of the “deal” suggests that Nockels was less than satisfied with
the arrangement.

WCFL’s manager acquiesced to the deal because it appeared the best
solution at the time. Corporate radio had mounted a widespread and in-
tense attack on the Hatfield bill. The industry had far more resources and
hence influence with both the FRC and selected groups in Congress than
organized labor. Many progressive and leftist critics of American broadcast-
ing believed that WCFL could never achieve equity with the corporate sta-
tions and networks because, as the socialist New Leader explained, “power
inevitably goes to great wealth ”# While there appeared an opportunity for
WCFL and the CFL to overcome this obstacle in the spring of 1932—and
push the Hatfield bill through Congress—it was an opportunity predicat-
ed on strong political and financial support from organized labor, especially
the AFL. It was precisely this prerequisite that worried Nockels.

Support from the AFL hierarchy was neither firm nor deep. Michael J.
Flynn, the AFL legislative representative, acknowledged in the spring of 1932
that, for some time, AFL officials considered Nockels “a pest” because of his
continual demands that they support WCFL. With the depression reach-
ing new depths and with working-class families in need of food and shel-
ter, the AFL could not divert scarce funds to the radio project or any other
media operation. The economic crisis forced dramatic reductions, for ex-
ample, in the number of reporters for the AFLs International Labor News
Service, which now relied on local affiliates to supply information on im-
portant labor, economic, and industrial relations events. Although trade
unions might depend “upon the activities of Ed Nockels and his associates
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to keep labor in the forefront of radio activities,” Flynn admitted that the
unions had “but little cash with which to reimburse them.”?” The AFLs weak
support for WCFL also derived from the corporatist ideology of AFL lead-
ers, which held that labor did not require its own broadcasting outlet, but
could rely on the corporate stations and networks to provide access to the
airwaves. The AFL considered the compromise that it brokered with the
FRC and NBC a triumph.28

The same economic problems that plagued the AFL’s media operations
hindered the CFL as well. As the next chapter will explain, the depression
played havoc with the finances of both the CFL and WCFL. The fight against
commercial broadcasters and the FRC drained valuable energy, resources, and
time from the CFL. Labor radio’s legal expenses, for example, doubled over
the course of 1929, from $2,763 for the first half of the year to $5,495 for the
second half. Continuing the battle in Congress beyond the spring of 1932
would have threatened whatever resources WCFL had left. Without AFL
financial support, Nockels could not carry on the legislative battle. Nockels
concluded that WCFL had to fight for the best conditions that it could ob-
tain and, in the spring of 1932, the AFL-brokered deal with the FRC and NBC
seemed to be the best option. Aside from securing unlimited time and in-
creased power, Nockels assumed that WCFL finally had won firm AFL sup-
port. For the next several months CFL officials talked of renaming the sta-
tion WAFL, reflecting the presumed increased role of the national federation
in labor radio.® But this expanded role for the AFL never materialized.

The CFLs prolonged battle with the radio industry and federal regulatory
system, much to Nockels’s chagrin, had discouraged other labor groups from
entering the field of broadcasting. The AFLs International Labor News Ser-
vice withdrew its application for continental and transoceanic short wave-
lengths because it feared the FRC’s bias against organized labor. For similar
reasons, the St. Louis Central Trades and Labor Union decided against estab-
lishing its own radio station in the spring of 1930. During a lengthy debate,
opponents of the plan cited “the man-killing struggle which the CFL has
waged with the reactionary and pro-trust FRC” Knowing that the commis-
sion gave “private commercial stations a monopoly of good wave lengths” and
fearing that “the money-bossed” FRC would assign a local labor station with
the same “back-alley wave bands” given to WCFL, the Missouri labor organ
decided instead to rely on commercial broadcasters who might be friendly
to labor.® Despite the move by St. Louis and other unionists to use commer-
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cial radio stations, Nockels remain convinced that if “the chain stations get
control of the air, they will have a hundred and one excuses for not giving us
any time on the air. [The labor movement must] be able to say when, where,
and how we are to go on the air, Labor does not want to be dependent upon
the radio trust and trust-kept newspapers and ‘air hogs’ in order to get our
message into the homes of the people, as made possible by radio.”! In this
context, Nockels and the CFL felt obligated to guarantee the survival of WCFL
because it represented labor’s only hope to keep alive the dream of “democ-
racy in radio broadcasting.”%

That dream withstood a terrible pounding during 1929-32. WCFL attor-
ney William Rubin concluded that “the big interests, the anti-laborites with
a far sightedness beyond that of most . . . labor leaders . . . knew that WCEL
would be a mighty power for the cause of labor if it ever had the right to
fully function. So, by various and dubious means and methods, they start-
ed out to stint its growth and keep WCFL busy with its own affairs” He
lamented that while preoccupied with “fighting for its own existence and
growth,” WCFL was “of little service to the cause of labor”% This analysis
explains at least part of WCFL’s difficulty in concentrating on the develop-
ment of innovative programs for its working-class audience. As the next
chapter suggests, however, such an analysis underestimates the important
services that WCFL did provide workers, their families, their unions, and
their communities.



FOUR

“Something Different into Our
Lives”: Programming, 1929—32

The 1929—32 battle revealed that corporate broadcasters and the
FRC had little respect for labor radio, feared its potential role in industrial
disputes, and sought to obstruct its development. Radio Broadcast demand-
ed the elimination of WCFL from the ether, claiming it presented inferior
programs, interfered with clear-channel station WEAF, and represented a
“class” station. The trade journal implied that the FRC’s inability to remove
WCFL from the air threatened the legitimate business interests of broad-
casters.! WCFL officers, sensitive to the attacks on the quality of their pro-
gramming and operations, attempted to outmaneuver the radio trust by
mixing public service and educational fare with music, vaudeville, and
sports, but presumably not in the same proportions as on commercial sta-
tions. They also remained committed to keeping the station open to the
labor movement and working-class interests.

The Great Depression further hindered these admirable goals. Drastic
wage cuts, massive layoffs, bank and business failures, and increasing pov-
erty took its toll on the organized labor movement. Unemployment in
Chicago grew from 11 percent in 1930 to over 28 percent in 1932. Local unions
“found 35 to 60 percent of their membership out of work.” Even those for-
tunate workers who kept their jobs saw their incomes fall. The average week-
ly wage for those employed in Chicago’s manufacturing industries fell from
$31.16 in 1929 to $20.20 in 1932. John Fitzpatrick recognized that unemploy-
ment and lower wages had “badly handicapped” Chicago’s labor movement.
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For many unions striking against wage cuts “or for organizational purpos-
es seemed suicidal.”? Economic hardships thus exacerbated labor radio’s
formidable political problems. WCFL attempted to finance and produce
quality programs for workers within this larger context and in competition
with commercial broadcasters.

Contemporary surveys of commercial radio programming during the late
twenties and early thirties revealed the dominance of music and vaudeville-
style entertainment. A study of 206 commercial radio stations during one
day in December 1932 found that 87.5 percent of all airtime went to music
and vaudeville shows.? An investigation of the program schedules of WGN,
WMAQ, KYW, WBBM, and five other stations over the course of ten years
(1925-34) revealed the same skewed programming. In July 1929, for exam-
ple, these stations devoted, on average, 77 percent of their airtime to enter-
tainment shows (including sports) and only 20 percent to news, informa-
tion, and educational programming. The averages for July 1932 were more
unbalanced—81 percent and 16 percent respectively. Disaggregating the sta-
tistics for July 1934 revealed that WGN led the other eight stations in sports
programming (14.56 percent of its airtime) and it trailed all stations in
educational shows (o percent).4 Talk shows providing beauty, cooking, and
health hints slightly improved the program distribution statistics for the
networks. In January 1929, the musical, comedy, dramatic serial, and vari-
ety programming of the NBC Red and Blue networks and CBS constituted
64 percent of airtime; in January 1932 entertainment programming amount-
ed to 73 percent of airtime.>

Increased sponsorship of programs and the expansion of advertising also
distinguished independent and network radio during 1929-32. Virtually all
radio programs fell into one of two categories—sustaining or sponsored.
In the former category, a station provided the facilities and arranged for the
talent, but received no revenue or profit. Radio stations or networks sus-
tained programs in order to showcase them and secure a sponsor or, in a
smaller number of cases, to demonstrate that commercial radio could pro-
vide “quality” shows in the public interest. In sponsored programs, adver-
tisers paid for a station’s facilities and time and talent. The sale of airtime
produced revenue and profit for the station or network.é Sponsored pro-
grams on the networks averaged 75 percent of total airtime by January 1931
and all of these shows were entertainment programs. Of the network’s re-
maining 25 percent of airtime, 13 percent went to sustained entertainment
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programs and 12 percent to nonentertainment fare—the latter comprising
all of the network’s nonentertainment shows.”

WCFLs program schedules for 1929-32 differed little from that of its
Chicago or network rivals. Music and comedy and, to a lesser extent, sports
dominated the schedule. For its 1931 license renewal, WCFL estimated that
75 percent of the station’s monthly programming was devoted to entertain-
ment and 25 percent to labor, agricultural, educational, and religious shows.
A review of labor radio’s schedule for three weeks in 1931, however, discloses
that only 12 percent of WCFLs total broadcast time went to nonentertain-
ment programming. Unlike the networks, where 75 percent of airtime went
to sponsored programming, WCFL's commercial shows made up only 34
percent of the available airtime.® These data seem to reinforce the accusa-
tions of federal authorities and commercial competitors that WCFL pro-
vided no significant service to Chicago’s working classes. But aggregate sta-
tistics obscure as much as they reveal and demand a closer examination of
program content.

Edward Nockels and his staff tried to schedule programs that would at-
tract listeners in general, and a working-class audience in particular. De-
termining audience desires, however, proved problematic. Station officials
repeatedly solicited comments regarding labor radio from area trade unions
and WCEFL listeners. Requesting feedback from the listening public was not
unique to WCFL; radio station managers throughout the twenties relied
upon letters from listeners to learn about audience reaction to program-
ming and advertising.” WCFL programmers responded not only to listen-
ers’ letters but also to an array of conflicting and contradictory influences.
The suggestions of different groups of listeners, the offerings of network
and indépendent radio stations, the needs of organized labor, the demands
of advertisers, and the grandiose plans of Nockels combined to produce a
broadcast schedule of sharp extremes.

Religious and educational shows constituted a small portion (approxi-
mately 4 percent) of WCFLs schedule during the 1929-32 period. Prime-
time religious talks by ministers and missionaries or afternoon meditation
shows joined special Christmas and Easter broadcasts and the usual Sun-
day church services.!® The League of Reconciliation’s Dr. Copeland Smith,
pastor of Chicago’s Grace Methodist Episcopal Church, hosted several re-
ligious discussion programs over WCFL. Smith also developed an educa-
tional program entitled “Biographies in Bronze.” The series, which origi-
nated at WMAQ but moved to WCFL in early 1929, examined a variety of
historical figures with a focus on the explorers and settlers of North Amer-
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ica. Smith considered radio lecturing a poor educational technique and
preferred instead “the idea of two folks talking out their problems.” Recog-
nizing that “tired [working] men and women must have their information
served to them palatably,” Smith sought to coat “the pill of knowledge . . .
with the sugar of interest.” “Biographies in Bronze” utilized two speakers—
Smith and WCFL announcer Harold O’Halloran—and humor and music—
the WCFL orchestra played “music illustrative of the period” under discus-
sion—to inform its audience.!! The series represented one of WCFLs rare
regular educational programs for either adults or children.!?

Labor radio’s most important children’s program was the “Junior Fed-
eration Club,” a thirty-to-sixty-minute show scheduled six afternoons a
week. Conceived by business manager Franklin C. E. Lundquist in 1928 and
supported by the teachers’ unions and the Chicago Board of Education, the
show offered “music, poetry, science, current events, and other activities . . .
put on the air by the students themselves in their own way.” Classes from
elementary and secondary public schools as well as individual students
performed musical numbers, recited poetry, and described their school
activities on the air. Student teachers from the Chicago Normal College
would read stories. References to the CFL and labor-related contests brought
labor issues into the show. The Chicago Trades Union Label League, for
example, rewarded those children who saved the most trade union labels,
while the Chicago Chapter of the League for Industrial Democracy, work-
ing with teachers’ unions, offered high school students cash prizes for the
best essays on economic and political subjects. The show’s regular cast in-
cluded WCFL musicians and singers, with announcer O’Halloran (Daddie
Hal) and then program director Henry Francis Parks (Uncle Henry) serv-
ing as the master of ceremonies. Children became members of the club by
sending in their names, ages, and addresses, notes on what they liked to do
and their program preferences, and snapshots of themselves. Station offi-
cials welcomed parental comments on the program.!®

The “Junior Federation Club” became a success. Thousands of letters from
Chicago youngsters flooded WCFL as club membership grew from fourteen
thousand at the end of 1929 to forty thousand by the following fall. O’Halloran
read the letters over the air and the Federation News printed samples of the
mail and snapshots of the children. In December 1928, the club sponsored a
Christmas party for four hundred children, giving away gifts donated by var-
ious unions.* Station staff planned an extravagant Christmas party for 1929,
hoping to enhance the image of WCFL and organized labor among children,
their parents, and the general public. Nockels explained:
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We are going to give the children a treat that no other institution has given
before. The Street Car Men’s Union is contributing the use of their
hall. . . . We will have WCFL artists there to entertain them and we will
broadcast the program. Candy and other things that children like will be
distributed and the kids are sure to have a good time. We want them to
know that the Labor Movement is their best friend. The station is mak-
ing many friends not only for itself, but for the Labor Movement as a
whole, and we believe it is good propaganda to educate our school chil-
dren as to what the Labor Movement means.'s

Chicago unions and businesses, responding to appeals made over WCFL,
donated toys, food, trees, decorations, and cash for the celebration. Close
to ten thousand children and their parents filled the hall to capacity. One
CFL official observed that the children enjoyed two hours of entertainment
and received “all the goodies they could eat and gifts to take home, and they
were not asked to listen to propaganda of any kind, but just to have a good
time and be happy.”!¢ The party generated positive publicity for WCFL and
the CFL, thus prompting station and labor officials to sponsor a similar
event in 1930. John Fitzpatrick commended not only the Christmas party
but also WCFL and the “Junior Federation Club” program. The club, ac-
cording to the CFL president, had “a tremendous membership reaching into
the homes of our people and out into the community, centering their eyes
on the labor movement.”"?

The “educational” program “WCFL Radio Study Club” also aimed to
improve labor’s standing in the community. Created in the fall of 1929, the
show offered theoretical and practical information on constructing radio
and television receivers. By mailing a postcard to the station, “students”
received free lessons on how to build a battery-operated radio receiver. The
correspondence course and the radio program attracted hundreds of chil-
dren and adults. A majority of the students had no labor affiliation, so tracts
dealing with the organized labor movement’s history, aims, and accomplish-
ments accompanied the radio lessons.!® Although the “Junior Federation
Club” and the “Radio Study Club” enhanced WCFLs public image and
proved popular, the bulk of WCFL'’s schedule remained far less distinctive.

WCFL entertainment programming was similar to that of commercial
radio. Musical programming dominated the WCFL schedule during 1929—
32, with 52 percent of the station’s airtime going to such shows—compared
to 55 percent of network time. Music permeated every part of labor radio’s
schedule, from the morning exercise and wake-up program to travelogues.'
Significant turnover characterized WCFL’s staff of classical and popular
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musicians and singers over this period. The station carried a variety of dance
orchestras and popular music shows from the “Merry Garden Ballroom”
to “Tin Pan Alley.” Staff organists and pianists provided the core of music
during the broadcast day. Al Carney, a musician with vaudeville, theater, and
radio experience, became staff organist in 1929. His daily programs—“Your
Hour” (audience requests), “The Old Time” (music twenty or more years
old), “Novelty Pianologues” (humorous tunes), and musical weather re-
ports—earned him “a considerable following.”

Henry Francis Parks, who joined the station in the fall of 1929, became
the major influence on WCFL’s music programming. A noted musician,
composer, and music critic, Parks wrote columns on music for national
magazines and the Chicago Daily News. Entering the radio business in 1923,
when broadcasters needed multiple talents to survive, Parks developed into
a one-man radio station—functioning as commercial agent, station man-
ager, engineer, program manager, announcer, and pianist. He became a
versatile member of the WCFL staff—hosting the “Junior Federation Club,”
providing piano accompaniment for a variety of singers on different daily
shows, serving as station announcer, and occasionally working the control
board. Believing that WCFL would win its battle for full time, a clear chan-
nel, and maximum power only by broadcasting “quality” programs, Parks
sought to diversify and improve WCFL's musical offerings. One of his shows
offered condensed versions of grand operas performed by the WCFL or-
chestra and the opera department of the American Conservatory of Mu-
sic. Parks structured the program to make it accessible to people who knew
little or nothing about opera—including translating performances into
English to help “WCFL listeners to completely understand everything” that
transpired. The station also carried performances of the Metropolitan
Opera via the NBC network. Parks augmented nonclassical music programs
by using electrical transcriptions on the “Golden Hour of Music” and ex-
panded station efforts to develop new musical talent.?!

Comedy, the other staple of both labor and corporate radio, drew heavily
from burlesque and vaudeville. But unlike the networks and independent
stations, WCFL could not afford to employ high-priced national vaudeville
talent. Thus labor radio, according to Variety, preferred “to hitch its band-
wagon to the recruits from an earlier day vaudeville” and to “revamp and
etherize” old routines. It became the “only local station of major dial rat-
ing where a vaudevillian can . . . get a crack at the mike and a reasonable
opportunity for development.”? Veteran comedians inundated the WCFL
schedule. Twenty-year vaudevillians Billy Doyle and Ned Becker developed
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a comedy patter routine, “Adolph and Rudolph,” for WCFL in December
1929. The six-day-a-week, fifteen-minute program derived its humor from
a stereotyped Dutch dialect. Despite Variety’s complaint that the “unexcit-
ing” and “third rate” comedy script delivered “hardly a laugh,” Doyle and
Becker secured the sponsorship of a local clothing store.”> WCFL sustained
vaudeville shows such as the “Tripoli Trio,” an Italian instrumental-sing-
ing-comedy act, in order to attract a commercial sponsor. Other perform-
ers gave “their services gratis on . . . the hope it will bring them some club
work.”#

Only a handful of the sustained comedy shows secured sponsors. Texas
Guinan, a performer who once declared herself “the Most Fascinating Ac-
tress in America,” directed a thirty-minute show over WCFL in late 1931. Her
“shocking” material and “rough and ready” humor frightened most adver-
tisers, according to Variety. On the other hand, Guinan attracted new lis-
teners to WCFL, while picking “up some suckers” for her club act. A Feder-
ation News columnist admitted in 1931 that the daily half-hour “Hooligan
Time” was “neither dignified nor punctilious,” but did offer versatile and
popular performers.” WCFL's “Happiness Hour,” on Monday nights, offered
a “curious collection of amateurs” who would never have made it inside the
door of another station. These “freak ether” acts nevertheless generated
much comment in Chicago radio circles because of their very oddity.?

With the national production of “Amos 'n’ Andy” in August 1929 and
“The Rise of the Goldbergs” later in the year, NBC introduced a new form
to radio programming. These shows presented continuing plots and repeat-
ing characters in nonmusical drama or comedy formats. Radio drama on
the networks doubled during the 1929-32 period. Although this program-
ming often lacked quality actors and good writers, it forced WCFL and other
independent stations to develop their own dramatic serials.?” Labor radio
occasionally aired lectures on drama and offered dramatic readings. It sus-
tained an amateur group, the Players Guild of Evanston, which performed
for thirty minutes on Thursday evenings in the spring of 1931. The Federa-
tion News touted the six-member cast as “one of the best [dramatic groups]
in the country” But Variety lambasted the program for its weak performanc-
es and “amateurish writing,” suggesting that WCFL aired the guild players
only to “grab enough listeners from [their] suffering relations who are
forced to listen in.” The trade journal warned that “some day even the family
may rebel.”?® WCFL also sustained “Suburban Sally,” a fifteen-minute show
that aired three evenings a week and featured Marion Gibney, a stock com-
pany actress from suburban Oak Park. The program centered on “the ev-
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ery day happenings in the life of all families,” but “humorless” gags and
“pathetic” heart appeal never secured it a commercial sponsor. “Hello
Marie” followed the stories of a telephone operator, bell hop, and reporter
in a metropolitan hotel. It remained on the WCFL and NBC schedules from
late 1931 into the spring of 1932.2

Labor radio received a few programs from NBC. The unique WCFL-NBC
relationship began in the fall of 1927 when WCFL carried the Tunney-
Dempsey championship bout from Soldier Field, thereby circumventing
NBC’s exclusive broadcast of the match. Eighteen months later, WCFL
leased NBC facilities to broadcast Herbert Hoover’s presidential inaugura-
tion ceremonies. This cooperative venture soon led to an agreement be-
tween the Voice of Labor and NBC that allowed the former to purchase and
broadcast selected programs from the NBC Blue network. NBC interest in
labor radio derived from its marketing and distribution strategies in Chi-
cago and elsewhere. Short of their own radio network, WCFL staff recog-
nized the need to have some access to a chain in order to pick up national
political events and to vary program offerings. WCFL slowly incorporated
a few Blue network music and variety shows, as well as information pro-
grams, into its schedule. The station relied on NBC for broadcasts of talks
by national political figures, the World Series, the Kentucky Derby, cham-
pionship boxing matches, and speeches by AFL officials. WCFL officials
carefully limited the use of network programming because of financial rea-
sons. NBC, on average, supplied only 5 percent of WCFLs total weekly pro-
gramming during this period.*

Foreign-language and ethnic shows with entirely home-grown entertain-
ment consistently ranked among the most popular programs on the WCFL
schedule. Ethnic neighborhoods defined the city of Chicago and its envi-
rons and workers were as likely to be organized according to nationality as
according to skill or industry.>! WCFL’s ethnic programs reflected such di-
versity, but they did more. They demonstrated a continuing CFL commit-
ment to make the federation a center of ethnic activity. Elizabeth McKillen
has argued in a slightly different context that the CFL leadership consid-
ered ethnic and class goals as complementary. During the high point of their
progressive union organizing and political campaigns (1914-24), Fitzpatrick
and Nockels rejected the AFLs assimilation strategies and attempted to use
the ethnic concerns of workers to bring them into a labor party. Although
these efforts failed, the policy of linking ethnic concerns with class-con-
scious actions continued in a modified form with WCFLs ethnic hours.??

Recognizing the importance of the ethnic dimension in working-class
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Chicago and seeking to expand the WCFL audience, station officials intro-
duced and maintained more than seven ethnic or nationality “hours,” in-
cluding German, Lithuanian, Polish, Italian, and Jewish programs, during
1928-32. Variety commended WCFL'’s ethnic shows for serving, “unofficially,
the foreign-speaking population of Chicago.” Broadcast usually on Sunday
afternoons or evenings, these ethnic hours consisted of music, dancing,
singing, occasional dramatic skits, conversation, and public announcements
of ethnic festivals and community meetings. WCFL sustained a few of these
programs, but local businesses sponsored the majority. Ritter’s Furniture
Store sponsored a Polish program over WCFL beginning in December 1929.
Variety praised the show’s music as a “wholesome departure from the mo-
notonous pops heard from the regulation radio bands.” In cooperation with
various local German-American groups, Julius Klein, editor of a German-
language newspaper, founded WCFL's German radio hour in December
1928. Klein established a second German variety program, sponsored by
local businesses, in April 1931. “Spanish Hour,” supported by a Spanish-lan-
guage periodical in Chicago, presented singers and musicians from Mexi-
co and Central America.*

WCFL’s “Jewish Hour,” originated by Harry Winnick, an official of the
Retail Clerks’ Association, and sponsored by local Jewish businesses, first
appeared on Friday evenings in early 1930. The program initially featured
the city’s leading Jewish musicians, including cantors, instrumentalists, and
folksingers with “schmaltz.” Winnick later introduced short dramas and
comedies. Under the direction of Hyman Novak, four cast members—in-
cluding Novak’s young daughter—performed Yiddish plays. Although the
program’s producers promised to keep interruptions to a minimum, Vari-
ety complained that “more than half of this hour was taken by weary and
long drawn commercial announcements.” The trade magazine also criti-
cized the poor talent and writing; questioned the use of English for the
advertisements and Yiddish for the program; and condemned the show for
divesting Yiddish plays of meaning and action by condensing them into
twenty minutes. Nevertheless, “The Jewish Hour” remained an important
part of WCFL'’s Friday night schedule for over eighteen months.>

The most famous and longest running of all WCFL's nationality pro-
grams was the “Irish Hour” Introduced in June 1930, the “Irish Hour” be-
came the domain of Maurice Lynch, the CFLs financial secretary. As direc-
tor and announcer, Lynch combined Gaelic and modern Irish songs,
clogging, and a little Irish history in an hour of “pure entertainment.” Tom
Ennis performed folk tunes on the Irish Union Pipes, while Lynch’s nieces
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danced and various WCFL artists sang. Variety labeled the show as “Irish
with a vengeance” and noted that Lynch spoke with “a brogue of the tradi-
tional thickness of a Dublin fog.” The Street Car Men’s Union Local 241
helped WCFL to sustain the program and keep it “free from commercial-
ism.” The “Irish Hour” ran for 1,176 Sunday evenings until its termination
in March 1953—a tribute to both its producers and the Irish community
that supported it. All the other ethnic hours had been discontinued years
earlier as “the demand for these programs declined s

WCEL responded well to the perceived special needs of Chicago’s eth-
nic communities, but its record with African Americans proved far less
exemplary. The CFL's relationship with Chicago’s African-American com-
munity had been complex and contradictory. Fitzpatrick tried to organize
black workers in the city’s stockyards and steel mills during the World War
I era. Although, as James R. Grossman has explained, the leaders of the CFL
“lacked the overt, conscious, and malicious racism displayed by [Samuel]
Gompers, most leaders of craft unions, and most other Americans.” they
nevertheless were unable “to transcend the racial ideology” of their gener-
ation.’ Like most commercial broadcasters, the CFL’s radio station exploit-
ed African-American stereotypes.

Following the lead of the popular network show “Amos ’n’ Andy,” WCFL
developed its own minstrel and “Negro dialect” programs. “Pencil and Eras-
er” and “Speed and Lightning” continued the American theatrical tradition
of using white comedians in blackface to portray “jovial characters” Sta-
tion artists Harold O’Halloran and Burt Squire played “Pencil and Eraser”
for fifteen minutes, six nights a week. A white brother team portrayed
“Speed and Lightning” and, according to WCFL publicists, “their colored
dialect is really amusing as they encounter untold difficulties during their
travels of the States.” Variety found the gags old, but generally liked the
comedy skits and the performers’ “harmonizing of pop ballads” WCFL
publicized “The Night Court” as “an entertaining and wholesome adapta-
tion of the minstrel show idea with a mock court as a setting” Prisoners
brought before the docket “state their case and wind up with a blackout gag
delivered by the droll-speaking judge.””” One African-American artist, Clif-
ton Moore, wrote and starred in his own fifteen-minute minstrel show six
days a week. The Federation News described Moore as a talented musician
(guitar, banjo, and harp), poet, and writer and as a genius at mimicry, “par-
ticularly of his, the colored, race.”*

Although African-American actors were virtually absent from WCFL
comedy shows, black singers and musicians figured prominently in station
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musical programs. Broadcasts from the Savoy Ballroom, “centrally located
in the heart of Chicago’s exclusive colored settlement,” featured two of
Chicago’s best orchestras. Shelby Nichols, a “baritone of exceptional abili-
ty,” appeared every Saturday afternoon in 1930 on WCFL'’s “Timely Topics”
show. “Showboat,” a forty-five-minute program that originated from a
Chicago cafe located at Clark and Lake Streets, offered “Louis Armstrong
and his famous band and no one less than Stepin Fetchit, America’s lead-
ing colored comedian.” WCFL also aired the “Harlem Harmony Hounds,”
an African-American quartet that favored the musical style of the Mills
Brothers, and Cab Calloway’s Cotton Club orchestra via NBC. According
to WCFL, the talent of black musicians and singers derived from “the her-
itage of a race endowed with deep musical feeling and consciousness.”*

The ethnic hours and much of WCFL’s other entertainment programs
used a significant proportion of local talent. Independent stations often
drew on area singers, musicians, comedians, and actors to fill their sched-
ules. The ethnic hours employed talent from Chicago’s neighborhoods and
suburbs. Vella Cook, a native Chicagoan, had sung at area weddings, ban-
quets, funerals, and other social functions before joining WCFL in 1926. She
was the first soloist heard over labor radio and became one of the station’s
most versatile performers. “When artists didn’t show up, [Cook] did the
entire program. . . . If it was a German one, then Vella was German, like-
wise Scotch, or Yiddish. There wasn’t a nationality she couldn’t do on a few
minutes notice.”

WCFL'’s open door for local talent afforded black musicians vital access
to radio. White musicians’ unions controlled negotiations with the large
radio networks, denying African Americans their fair share of radio jobs.
Smaller stations such as WCFL offered opportunities for local black per-
formers. Both the Harlem Harmony Hounds and the Melody Mixers con-
sisted of black teenagers from Chicago neighborhoods. Eddie Johnson, later
to become a noted jazz saxophone player and band leader, began his pro-
fessional musical career as a member of the Melody Mixers performing a
daily fifteen-minute program over WCFL. According to Johnson, “our rep-
utation as singers spread fast as a result of the [WCFL)] radio show.” Local
performers thus sought airtime either to secure sponsors for their programs
or to generate more work in the Chicago area.!

This reliance on a local talent pool continued even as network-affiliat-
ed stations grew in number and became enmeshed with the “national” art-
ists of NBC and CBS. Program manager Henry Parks proudly noted that
station staff had patiently taught promising young singers how to perform
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over the radio and had discovered new talent through regular auditions.
Working-class Chicago produced its fair share of new talent for WCFL: John
Reddington, “Chicago’s Entertaining Fireman,” played the harmonica and
tap danced; the “golden voiced tenor” Walter Duffy delivered milk; Erna
Waterhouse, a member of the Bindery Women’s Union, sang everything
from “heavy classical pieces to . . . simple and light folk songs”; Mary Idel-
son, a Forest Park Library employee, acted in comedy skits on the “DeLux
Variety” program; and Rocco Dabicci, a “wily and capable” salesman, sang
Italian folk music on the “Junior Federation Club” and “Timely Topics.”*
The use of local talent helped labor radio maintain its links with the area’s
working-class communities.

Believing that workers also loved their sports, the WCEL staff made ev-
ery effort to broadcast sporting events and news. During the spring of 1929,
business manager Lundquist arranged for labor radio to broadcast all the
home baseball games for the Chicago Cubs and Chicago White Sox. This
was not an exclusive contract because other stations in Chicago also car-
ried the games. Nevertheless, baseball broadcasts over WCFL had little trou-
ble finding business sponsors and large audiences. Station announcer Burt
Squire assisted John O’Hara, a former minor league ball player and news-
paper reporter, in providing play-by-play coverage. Baseball games occu-
pied a significant percentage of the WCFL schedule in the spring and sum-
mer months. During the week of June 29-July 5, 1929, for example, coverage
of the Sox and Cubs made up over 19 percent of WCFLs airtime. With the
Chicago Cubs winning ninety-eight games behind the power hitting of
Roger Hornsby and Hack Wilson in 1929, local stations covering baseball
chose to broadcast the Cubs’ out-of-town games by tickertape rather than
pick up the White Sox home games. WCFL, however, remained at Sox Park
to broadcast the play-by-play. “This loyalty to contract, insisted upon by Mr.
Nockels, forever endeared WCFL to Mr. [Charles A.] Comiskey,” owner of
the White Sox. The following season Comiskey named WCFL the “official”
White Sox station. WCFL did not ignore the Cubs, however. When the team
went on to win the National League Pennant and play the Philadelphia
Athletics in the 1929 World Series, labor radio aired the first two games
played in Chicago and carried the remaining three games from Philadel-
phia via the NBC network.*

Although baseball game broadcasts became the cornerstone of the WCFL
sports’ schedule, the station covered other athletic activities. Labor radio
aired all the home football games of the University of Chicago in 1930 and
picked up the Notre Dame-Army game at Soldier Field at the end of No-
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vember. WCFL easily found commercial sponsors for these athletic events.#
NBC provided WCFL with occasional heavyweight championship bouts.
The station also carried an electrically transcribed program sponsored by
a tobacco company and featuring former boxing champion Jim Corbett
recounting past ring contests and commenting on the contemporary box-
ing scene. Patrick Horgan, editor of Turf World, supplied listeners with daily
horse racing information in 1932.4

WCFL’s entertainment programming included an assortment of miscel-
laneous talk or information shows. Tips on gardening, cooking, and beau-
ty care filled afternoon time slots. Morning wake-up and exercise shows
included weather information, market reports, and some music. Medical
“information” shows such as the “Restoro Health Institute” and “Health
Talk” continued into 1929. Laura Patterson’s “Shut-In Hour” offered read-
ings of appropriately inspiring personal stories such as Helen Keller’s au-
tobiography. Labor radio picked up the independently syndicated “Chev-
rolet Chronicles,” heard over 120 stations, in 1930-31. Captain Eddie V.
Rickenbacker, the World War I flying ace, introduced the war reminiscences
of decorated American veterans and war correspondents.“ Although these
and other entertainment programs were vital to WCFL, the station insist-
ed that its alternative public affairs programming and its oppositional la-
bor programs set it apart from corporate broadcasters.

Once again the issue of the quantity and quality of alternative and op-
positional programming becomes important. WCFL allocated, on average,
only 8 percent of its airtime between the summer of 1928 and the summer
of 1932 to labor, agricultural, civic, educational, and informational program-
ming.*” Although a small part of the total, this programming served a vital
function within Chicago’s progressive and working-class communities.
Supporters of labor radio consistently cited the station’s indispensable pub-
licity value, especially as an alternative to the capitalist media. CFL vice
president and city alderman Oscar E Nelson noted in the spring of 1929 that
even if WCFL cost a million dollars to build and operate, it was money well
spent “if for no other reason than we can talk back to the Chicago Tribune
and the Chicago Daily News and every other newspaper that undertakes to
misrepresent Labor.” As local governments throughout Cook County faced
bankruptcy in 1929-30, the Chicago business community and their media
blamed public officials for wasting tax money and thereby causing the
financial crisis. WCFL and the Federation News, however, explained how tax
dodging by big business contributed to the financial problems of local gov-
ernments. While the corporate media urged the appointment of business
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elites to take over public duties, the labor media denounced efforts by busi-
ness to become “dictators without portfolio,” setting up “quasi-public bod-
ies” and usurping the authority of elected officials.*

Edward Nockels developed a cordial working relationship with a vari-
ety of progressive political and social movements, organizations, and indi-
viduals in Chicago and elsewhere, offering them free use of station facili-
ties. These activists, in turn, praised WCFL for its assistance in educating
and informing the public. The Iowa farmers’ union president called WCFL
“an absolutely essential publicity agency that has become indispensable to
the farmers.” Socialist party officials appreciated WCFL’s “thoughtfulness”
in broadcasting a “splendid memorial service” in 1929 for their longtime
leader Victor Berger. A few years later, the party’s League for Industrial
Democracy presented the “Forum of the Air” series over WCFL, which dis-
cussed the causes of and solutions to unemployment.®* Local union lead-
ers and the Federation News attested to labor radio’s “limitless scope and
power” and its ability to help solve labor’s problems and simplify “every
phase of labor’s activities.” Progressive speakers such as Rev.J. W. R. Maguire
and the attorney Meyer Fink offered weekly commentaries on economic,
political, and labor issues. Fink’s rapidly delivered, but persuasive speeches
analyzed the utility monopoly in Chicago, social security, corporate law, and
other contemporary issues. Fink considered WCFL “by and far [Chicago’s]
most liberal and advanced” station.5

In theory the Voice of Labor echoed the nonpartisan political policy of
the AFL, refusing to endorse any political party. In practice WCFL readily
allowed liberal and leftist politicians throughout the Midwest to use its fa-
cilities to publicize their candidacy for office. Lillian Herstein, head of the
Chicago Teachers’ Federation and a member of the CFL executive board,
ran as a Farmer-Labor party candidate for Congress in 1932 and discussed
her platform over WCFL. In aldermanic elections, Oscar E. Nelson effectively
used WCFL to counter the political clout of local businesses that manipu-
lated WGN, WBBM, and WMAQ in an effort to gain control of the city
council. Labor radio also provided airtime for the supporters of attorney
William B. Rubin, who ran in the Democratic party primary for governor
of Wisconsin. When a candidate for the bench in Milwaukee failed to gain
access to Milwaukee Journal radio station WTM] after the newspaper and
the station attacked him, he conducted his political campaign over WCFL.5*
Progressive causes such as the movement to free Tom Mooney also gravi-
tated to the Voice of Labor, which broadcasted fund-raising shows and news
of mass meetings.5
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Nockels attempted to secure international figures to address the WCFL
audience. When British prime minister Ramsay MacDonald considered a
visit to the United States in the fall of 1929, Nockels asked the Socialist par-
ty to use its influence to get MacDonald to travel to Chicago and give an
address over WCFL. Nockels argued that a speech by the head of the Brit-
ish Labour party would benefit the U.S. labor movement and “would do
much to increase the friendly spirit of the unions towards the [Socialist]
Party.” Although MacDonald never journeyed to Chicago, the first presi-
dent of the Irish Republic did visit in March 1930. John Fitzpatrick proud-
ly escorted Eamon De Valera to the WCFL studios, where the Irish leader
spoke on creating a daily newspaper for Ireland.*

Station staff also attended to local and national civic affairs. WCFL placed
microphones in the Chicago mayor’s office and the city council chambers
in March 1929 hoping, as the Federation News explained, that officials would
talk honestly to the people of Chicago on important subjects “which are
often misrepresented by the daily press.” Two years later, WCFL inaugurat-
ed a daily afternoon news summary. City sealer Joe Grein conducted a se-
ries of talks in 193132 that exposed weight and measure racketeers in Chi-
cago. Given the importance of the 1932 presidential election, WCFL devoted
over sixty hours to covering the national conventions of the Democratic and
Republican parties. The station also sustained expert discussions of crime,
child welfare, and unemployment and relief as the depression worsened.>

In its continuing effort to incorporate farmers’ concerns into its sched-
ule, WCFL offered daily agricultural market reports and opportunities for
officials of farming organizations to voice their concerns and ideas. Gail
Wilson, a former staff worker on the National Women’s Trade Union League
of America, supervised the fifteen-minute “Farm Talks” segment every af-
ternoon. Under the auspices of the Farmers’ Union of Illinois and the Farm-
er-Labor Exchange of Chicago, the program broadcasted “workers who have
accomplished some measure of success in agriculture, in the co-operative
movement or in trade unionism.” Wilson also commented on important
agricultural issues. To assist consumers, “Market Place,” a daily morning
program that began in March 1932, incorporated daily market reports on
the best buys in fresh meat, vegetables, and fruits, and hints on how to pre-
pare foods. Station staff hoped to help housewives find inexpensive foods
and to assist “the independent grocer and butcher. .. to compete more
favorably with the highly organized chain stores.”>>

The Voice of Labor sustained the vast majority of its public affairs pro-
grams, while seeking sponsors for entertainment programming. But the
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distinctions between sustaining and sponsored programs blurred when
applied to labor shows. WCFL gave free airtime to labor unions and work-
ing-class organizations to make important announcements during strikes,
boycotts, lockouts, and organizing drives. It also cooperated with local
unions to produce shows that educated, informed, and entertained the
audience. These programs used various formats to explore themes and is-
sues of importance to working-class communities and organized labor. A
final category developed slowly over the course of the thirties and involved
individual labor unions paying for the station’s facilities and for program
production. These shows resembled the format and content of commercial
programs on the networks and independent stations, but instead of selling
specific goods or services, trade unions “sold” their good names or their
political and economic agendas.

A small group of Chicago trade unions and labor officials made regular
and extensive use of WCFL. Harry Winnick of the Retail Clerks’ Associa-
tion, Charles F. Wills of the CFL Executive Board, and L. P. Straube of the
Federation News business office frequently gave radio addresses on trade
union, economic, and political issues.5 The Chicago Trades Union Label
League continued to sponsor its own show and urged all local trade union
leaders to make use of the airtime. The Label League took its program se-
riously. When business manager Lundquist informed the league that its
program would air at 6:15 p.M. instead of 7:15 P.M., league members object-
ed because “organized workers do not care to tune in on the radio until they
have had their evening meal and in most cases 6:15 is too early” Lundquist
acquiesced and the label show retain its later time slot.5

President Harry E. Scheck considered WCFL of invaluable assistance to
the various campaigns of the Label League. A national union label campaign
opened in April 1931 over WCFL with an address by George W. Perkins,
president of the AFL’s Union Label Trades Department. The thirty-minute
program also included musical numbers—a rendition of “Don’t Forget the
Union Label, It’s Your Friend” and “Stand by the Union Label”’—and the
recitation of “Union Label Girl.” WCFL’s orchestra manager agreed to play
“Stand by the Union Label” at least once each day during the month of
April ® As the depression deepened and weakened Chicago businesses, in-
cluding the union label store, WCFL urged workers to increase their pur-
chases of union products. Commercial radio stations, fearing the hostility
of national advertisers, refused to join WCFL in publicizing another cam-
paign to “buy Chicago products.”>®

Unions that used WCFL during noncrisis periods tended to provide
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programming that explained the functions and benefits of the organized
labor movement. The Chicago Printing Trades Unions offered two series
of talks over WCFL in 1931. The first centered on the humanitarian activi-
ties of the respective unions, examining pension and mortuary benefits, aid
to the unemployed, and educational programs. A second series explained
how the unions’ economic and social functions contributed to the print-
ing industry and to the entire nation. Other labor groups and individuals
followed with talks on workers’ education, leisure, the depression, and pub-
lic works projects.5

CFL leaders inaugurated a new organizing drive in the summer of 1929
with “an educational program over WCFL.” The series of fifteen-minute
talks entitled the “History of Labor” aired on Saturday evenings and ex-
plained the history of the AFL and the advantages and benefits of trade
unions to unorganized workers. Special programs continued this education-
al effort. In May 1930, for example, WCFL celebrated the one hundredth
birthday of Mother Jones with a musical tribute and speeches emphasiz-
ing her militancy and class-consciousness. WCFL repeated these themes in
two memorial programs after Jonzas’s death in late November. Yet another
memorial to Mother Jones in May 1932 again used music, poems, and
speeches to stress labor’s need for agitation, struggle, and organization.®!

Such programs notwithstanding, commercial radio observers criticized
WCFL for producing boring “labor propaganda talks.” Variety lambasted
Scheck’s weekly fifteen-minute program, for example, condemning the
straight lectures as intense and humorless and recommending that they “be
made interesting first and proselyting second.” The trade paper asserted that
only small audiences would listen to Scheck’s “harangue on the union la-
bel” or to L. P. Straube’s commentary on “present-day social problems.” The
“tired farmer or worker,” contended Variety, was “not anxious to listen to
serious business at 7:15 p.m., just when he has finished his supper” and
prepared to relax.? Such an assertion, however, ignored the context of in-
dividual working situations, workers’ home life, and the particular programs
in question. Industrial conflicts, for example, stimulated substantial work-
er interest in labor radio as a source of information and analysis. Even Va-
riety admitted that forceful speakers with topics of immediate concern for
workers and their families generated dedicated audiences. Joe Grein’s rep-
utation as “Chicago’s fighting City Sealer and friend of the housewives”
earned his Tuesday evening show during the 7:00 hour “considerable pop-
ularity with hoi poloi.”s

A few WCFL sustaining labor education and information shows exper-
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imented with different formats. Occasionally a union would celebrate a
special event or anniversary by producing thirty or sixty minutes of mu-
sic, singing, and labor talk.** One labor talk show, a conversation between
station announcer Joe Plunkett and L. E. Keller, head of the Brotherhood
of Railway Employees, supposedly took place on a train traveling from
Chicago to St. Louis. Sound effects indicating a moving train provided a
backdrop for a discussion of railroad wage reductions. When the train
“stopped” in St. Louis, a German band provided a musical interlude. Ac-
cording to the reviewer for Variety, the program was “well routined and
maintained interest throughout.”ss But such deviations from straight talk
or interview formats on labor shows were rare.

WCFL broadcasted a significant number of speeches by AFL officials,
especially on Labor Day and other appropriate occasions. These talks usu-
ally avoided alienating “the undifferentiated listening public.” The histori-
ans Michael Kazin and Steven J. Ross have suggested that AFL speakers over
radio “portray[ed] themselves as representatives of the general public and
defenders of the American way of life.” Their talks emphasized organized
labor’s achievements in worker efficiency, increased consumption, and so
on, and labor’s legitimate role in the nation’s economig, social, and politi-
cal life. By toning down class conflict rhetoric, radio speeches by the AFL
hierarchy moved organized labor to the center of “political discourse.”s

A majority of WCFL's labor programs were designed to educate the gen-
eral public and unorganized workers about the labor movement and thus
reflected the business unionist and corporatist ideology that dominated the
AFL speeches. In explaining the need for WCFL in February 1930, Charles
Wills argued that labor radio programs demonstrated to the general pub-
lic“that Labor has something fundamental in its program, like the five day
week, a living wage, etc.” This helped counter the “lying propaganda” of the
business media, which had led the public “to believe that our program con-
tains only dynamite.”¢?

WCEFL, like the Federation News, however, remained wonderfully diverse
and relatively open to conflicting opinions during this period. The pages
of the weekly newspaper printed the conservative commentary of William
Green, Matthew Woll, and Frank Morrison, on the one hand, and the rad-
ical analysis of Harvey O’Connor, Jessie Lloyd, Scott Nearing, and Carl
Haessler, on the other.%® In a similar fashion, the CFL’s radio station aired
both corporatist assessments of labor’s proper role in the political econo-
my and more progressive and radical examinations of contemporary prob-
lems. Official CFL acquiescence to general AFL policy notwithstanding,
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Nockels remained enough of a rebel to allow local unions and commenta-
tors to challenge the national federation. Union and nonunion speakers
offering militant class-conflict analyses over WCFL often came to the mi-
crophone during times of labor crisis.

Trade unions and their supporters flocked to WCFL in times of indus-
trial disputes, lockouts, strikes, and organizing drives. Two strikes in par-
ticular highlight the utility of labor radio in times of crisis. Radio stations
had employed musicians to provide live music for their audiences since the
late twenties. The Chicago Federation of Musicians, in the winter of 1931—
32, demanded new contracts that would give its members a six-day work
week without changing their pay. When the commercial stations refused,
the musicians threatened to strike. Labor radio settled with the union and
the two bodies then agreed that WCFL would broadcast the music of the
thirty-two striking orchestras and bands around the clock—alternating
every thirty minutes or so. Fearing a massive loss of advertising revenue due
to the substitution of phonograph records for live bands and annoyed at
the thought of WCFL airing their musicians in a marathon session, the
members of the Chicago Broadcasters’ Association yielded to the union’s
demands.**

A bitter strike between Chicago theater owners and the Moving Picture
Operators’ Union in the fall of 1931 led to a struggle for public opinion.
Chicago newspapers and radio stations, which depended heavily on the
advertising revenue of area theaters, refused to offend the owners by even
acknowledging the workers’ side of the conflict, let alone providing airtime
for the strikers. WCFL gave union officials the public forum they required
to get their story out to the general membership and population. Although
the employers threatened to seek an injunction against WCFL, the station
continued to attack scab labor. Upon settling with the theater owners, the
union donated five thousand dollars to the Voice of Labor.”

WCFL, without a doubt, served a vital propaganda and information
function for labor during crisis periods, and a small number of dedicated
unions utilized the station to good effect for general educational purposes
during times of relative industrial peace. “The CFL Bulletin Board,” the daily
(except Sundays) evening time slot open to all labor organizations wishing
to broadcast messages, offered trade unions an unprecedented opportuni-
ty to discuss their activities, to recruit or instruct new members, and to
educate the public on important social, economic, and political issues.”!

Trade union use of WCFL nevertheless disappointed CFL officials. Dur-
ing the eight-day period in February 1929 when WBBM had paid for a tran-
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scription of all WCFL programming, only two unions made announce-
ments over the bulletin program: The Boot and Shoe Workers’ Joint Council
publicized a boxing contest and the printers notified the rank and file of
an important union meeting. The bulk of the bulletin board show went to
weather and market reports, promotions for WCFL programs, a synopsis
of the latest issue of the AFL’s American Federationist, notices of educational
and political talks in the Chicago area, and reports on missing persons.”?
Nockels and other CFL officials remained frustrated by this failure of local
unions to take advantage of the opportunities offered by WCFL. Opponents
of WCFL recognized this problem and used it to attack the station. During
the FRC hearings in April 1929, lawyers for the commercial stations criti-
cized Nockels for labeling programs as labor shows when they contained
little or no labor material. Nockels did not deny this, but explained that “I
gave labor all the time they wanted and asked for, in every particular. Never
was there a time when [WCFL] was not open to labor free of cost, . . . any
time they wanted it.”’3

Federation officials had no definitive answer as to why trade unions re-
mained apathetic toward labor radio, but they saw this phenomenon as part
of a larger problem facing the labor movement. Harry Scheck commented
that workers rationalized their weak participation in the union label store
by complaining about the store’s poor location, inadequate parking, and
lack of desired goods. But Scheck believed “that the great majority of the
members of our movement are fast asleep and totally unaware of some of
the most important principles” of trade unionism.” A CFL committee ex-
amining the labor press lamented in 1930 that “even our own membership
are becoming lax, not caring what happens,” as demonstrated by poor at-
tendance at union meetings and delegates who failed to report to their
unions. Charles Wills noted that only a small percentage of the city’s labor
movement participated in union events such as the WCFL Radio Frolics and
Labor Day celebrations. Most important, labor organizations ignored the
necessity of a labor press “except where they have run into keen conflict with
employers and stand a chance of being put out of existence.””s Wills con-
tinued: “In such cases, our editor has found representatives of such orga-
nizations at our door so regularly and with so much material concerning
their own affairs, that if he printed all their offerings, there would be hard-
ly a chance to write anything else than the story of their own particular
affairs.”76

A report on the possibility of establishing a daily labor newspaper ex-
posed the union apathy dilemma. At the request of CFL delegates, John
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Fitzpatrick had appointed a group to investigate the issue. The committee
held lengthy discussions on the issue and reported to the federation in May
1930. Although committee members acknowledged the utility of a labor
daily, they suggested that the CFL consider three issues before moving for-
ward on the proposal. As a first step, affiliated unions had to fulfill their
existing obligations to support the weekly Federation News. Committee
members also raised the need to eliminate, or at least modify, “the hypo-
critical attitude toward advertisers, a handicap that would, if permitted by
any private press, put such a paper on the financial rocks in short order.”
The committee concluded that “the financial requirements necessary for the
establishment of a daily paper involves the consideration of our radio sta-
tion which, as a publicity agency, possesses even greater virtues than a dai-
ly paper, and here again, your committee was confronted by the obvious
evidence of apathy which has no logical excuse to offer for its existence.”””

A number of delegates spoke to the issue of the labor movement’s “apathy”
regarding the labor media. The Federation News’s L. P. Straube lamented that
workers supported the enemy press every time they bought a morning daily
for two cents or an evening newspaper for three cents. In the midst of a de-
pression, why would workers allocate their scarce resources on the products of
the newspaper trust and ignore labor’s own weekly paper and radio? Some
delegates suggested that renewing labor militancy was a prerequisite to secur-
ing rank-and-file support for labor media; others argued that successful labor
newspapers and radio themselves would “awaken the old militancy.” CFL rep-
resentatives also clashed over who would take the lead on these issues: Was it
first necessary to get union officials committed to a plan of action before the
membership could be expected to become interested or did the impetus have
to come from the rank and file?”® These questions plagued the CFL through-
out the thirties and hindered efforts to develop WCFL.

The analogy between the labor press and labor radio was a strong one.
Just as trade unions ignored the labor press except in crisis situations, so
did organized labor neglect WCFL except when confronted with workplace
disputes. Years earlier, representatives from Typographical Union Local 16
had suggested that organized labor’s rank and file simply had little com-
prehension of the radio situation in the country. Labor activists who did
understand the stakes involved had to educate the general membership and
“wake up” the labor movement. William Rubin and several CFL delegates
argued that union leaders also lacked vision and failed to understand the
utility of labor radio or the labor press. They acknowledged that labor’s
enemies had a better sense of the potential of WCFL than labor itself. Nock-
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els and his supporters thus engaged in a continuing effort to educate the
labor movement about radio. One union officer’s exhortation that “we
should never overlook and never forget that we must continually agitate and
organize among the unorganized” applied to labor radio: WCFL officials
continually had to agitate and organize among those who did not under-
stand the importance of labor’s voice.” Raising labor’s awareness and ap-
preciation of labor radio was crucial not only for the well-being of orga-
nized labor but also for the financial health of WCFL.

Nockels tried to create and maintain a nonprofit, listener-supported
radio station. As he explained several times: “We are for the man as against
the dollar whenever there is a clash of interests. We operate solely for pub-
lic service and not at all for pecuniary profit.”® But obstacles ranging from
union apathy to the worsening depression to the plans for a national labor
radio network to the growing costs of station operations to intensified com-
petition with commercial networks all served to undermine efforts to keep
WCEFL free from commercial pressures.

Station operating expenses climbed throughout the 1929—32 period. The
cost of wire rentals, for example, rose from $1,843.99 during the first six
months of 1929 to $2,766.64 for the same period in 1930. The combined
wages of studio artists and Navy Pier technicians increased by 12.5 percent,
from $30,024.76 to $33,767.08, during 1929. Expenditures for necessary re-
pairs, replacements, and supplies also increased from $2,860.91 during the
first half of 1929 to $5,045.43 during the first two quarters of 1930. The over-
all cost of operating WCFL during January-June 1929 reached $54,793.10,
while in the same period in 1930 the station’s expenses totaled $61,753.09.8'

As costs rose, station income from noncommercial sources failed to keep
pace. Given that only one-third of Chicago-area unions voluntarily contrib-
uted to WCFL and given that station costs continued to grow, WCFL offi-
cials quickly realized that Nockels’s original financing plan could not sup-
port labor radio in the future. Offering union members subscriptions to the
new WCFL Radio Magazine became one way to generate supplemental
annual income from trade unions; net proceeds from the subscription price
helped fund station operations. Although a variety of Chicago unions—
including those of the printers, bakers, railway workers, building service
employees, teachers, carpenters, and teamsters, to name just a few—con-
tinued their financial support for WCFL, their total donations stagnated or
fell. During the first six months of 1929, union contributions to the station
totaled $6,835; between January and June 1930, donations reached only
$3,844; and by the first half of 1931 they had plummeted to less than $2,000.%
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Proceeds from WCFL Radio Frolics offset some of the decline in reve-
nue from union contributions. Profits from the annual celebration reached
$8,250 in 1929, $13,046 in 1930, $11,350 in 1931, and $10,400 in 1932. Finan-
cial secretary Maurice Lynch feared that the “hard times” facing union
members would erode their participation in the frolics; but both the 1930
and 1931 affairs exceeded his expectations. Upon learning that the 1930 Frol-
ics generated a decent profit, Nockels, who had been in Washington, D.C.,
for two months fighting for WCFL, wired Lynch: “Send me some dough.”®*
Income derived from the Radio Frolics, however, could not by itself coun-
teract increasing expenditures. Although the 1929 Frolics generated enough
cash to pay the station’s legal fees for the year, the station nevertheless suf-
fered a net loss of $22,338, compared with a $4,496 deficit the previous
year.* Only increases in advertising revenue allowed WCFL to survive the
depression.

Sponsored programming had been an important component of WCFL
since its inception. Station business manager Franklin Lundquist often ex-
plained to union officials that “WCFL simply could not exist on labor pa-
tronage alone, because not all of the organizations in the Chicago Federa-
tion patronize and support it.” WCFL had to sell commercial accounts if it
were “to leave a balance sheet in black ink.” Under Lundquist’s direction,
WCFL established the Union Broadcast Service to concentrate on “allocat-
ing the time assigned for commercial sponsorship and providing special-
ized service of every kind desired by advertisers.” Carl P. McAssey, who
headed the sales office, became the leading advocate for increased adver-
tising and sponsored programming. Arguing that labor radio could not
survive in the commercial radio world as a listener-supported station, he
urged WCFL to accept sponsored shows as long as the shows and sponsors
did not violate the station’s principles and ideals.®

Sports, ethnic shows, and a few music-variety programs usually found
ready sponsors. But selling the rest of WCFL's schedule proved difficult.
Adpvertisers historically had avoided working-class periodicals because they
considered the readers weak consumers. Prospective radio sponsors held a
similar outlook toward a labor audience. Compounding this problem were
complaints about WCFL’s limited range and its poor sound quality. Lund-
quist pointed out that business “prejudice and bias against any sort of la-
bor patronization” had cost WCFL much support. In addition, WCFL re-
fused airtime to businesses that had practiced unfair labor policies.? The
station did encourage businesses employing union labor to advertise and
sponsor programs. Charles McMorrow, an official of the Boot and Shoe
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Workers’ Union, for example, helped arrange for the Florsheim Shoe Com-
pany—a union employer—to advertise over the station in 1929. McAssey
denied that union members were weak consumers. Following the lead of
one WCFL advertiser, McAssey and his staff insisted that the station’s au-
dience comprised “the best paid and most constantly employed working
people in America, not only able but willing to buy” quality merchandise.®

The sponsored programming and advertisements that made their way
into the WCFL schedule left much to be desired. McAssey’s sales team oc-
casionally wandered from the principles and ideals of organized labor and,
in at least one instance in 1932, received a warning from the CFL Executive
Board to “exercise greater care in acceptance of advertising not conform-
ing to organized labor’s best interests” Nevertheless, WCFL managers
learned from their Federation News colleagues that it was fiscally irrespon-
sible to limit advertising only to concerns that were 100 percent union.®

WCFL’s sponsors were more likely to engage in excessive commercial-
ization than in outright antilabor behavior. Under the rubric of entertain-
ment programming, businesses often presented fifteen- to sixty-minute
sales pitches. The “Leiter Store Program,” which aired for thirty minutes at
7:30 P.M. twice a week during early 1929, offered brief musical interludes
between prolonged descriptions of the shopping bargains available at its
downtown department stores. Throughout 1930—32, a significant propor-
tion of WCFL's morning schedule went to programs such as “Lane Bryant
Shopping News,” “Evans Furriers,” and the “Radio Shoppers Club,” all of
which duplicated the format of the Leiter show.® Henry Parks’s “whimsi-
cal tinkle of the keys” for a retail furrier in May 1931 only came “between
long and tedious readings on bargains on furs” A reviewer for Variety la-
mented that “on a 15-minute program less than a third of the time is de-
voted to the piano romancing.® Variety also condemned the daily “Bart
Fur Factory” for its “perfunctory” orchestra music and its unabashed “di-
rect merchandising.” While WCFL shunned the label of commercial station,
its advertisements were among “the frankest and least restrained of any in
town.”?!

As the depression worsened, network competition intensified, and sta-
tion expenses rose, WCFL became more dependent on advertising revenue.
Station income from advertising increased by over 62 percent between the
first half of 1929 and the first half of 1930—jumping from $39,782 to $64,525.
Advertising revenue already totaled $77,496 in 1929, or over 70 percent of
the entire station income for the year.”2 Nockels knew that WCFL could not
survive without advertising. The sponsored portion of WCFL’s schedule
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steadily grew and the sustaining segment shrank. When WCFL decided in
April 1932 to suspend the political commentary of Meyer Fink, Nockels
explained that the “prime reason . . . was because the time could be sold and
as you know we are in great financial need and every dollar counts.” Even
before terminating Fink’s program, station staff had pressured the liberal
Chicago attorney to ease his criticisms of utility companies because “of a
certain advertising contract.”®

The desire to realize Nockels’s dream of a nationwide labor radio net-
work, even in the context of the Great Depression, intensified the search for
more commercial advertisers for WCFL. Nockels and Lundquist believed
that a clear channel, unlimited power, and shortwave broadcast capacity
would make WCFL “national in its scope of activity.” Once workers “from
Maine to California” could hear the Voice of Labor, “then and only then,
could WCFL reasonably expect the support of every local throughout the
United States” Lundquist contended that “if such a Utopian desire could
be attained, WCFL could disdainfully refuse any and all forms of commer-
cial patronage.”® CFL officials held that advertising was a necessary evil; it
would help establish the super station that, in turn, would bring national
recognition and financing and thus eliminate dependence on advertisers.

Believing that a superpower WCFL was a realistic goal, Nockels and his
staff pushed ahead with plans to improve existing studio facilities, build a
new transmitting station, and develop shortwave capabilities. They attempt-
ed all this even as the depression wreaked havoc on the Chicago working
class. Having outgrown its facilities in the Brunswick building by 1931, the
CFL negotiated with the American Furniture Mart Corporation for space
in its building located at Lake Shore Drive and Huron Street. Officials
worked out a deal similar to the existing one with the Brunswick company
and moved the offices of the federation, the newspaper, and the radio sta-
tion in late August. The formal dedication of the new WCFL facilities took
place on September 25, 1931, with an assortment of music, including per-
formances by artists from the Polish, Jewish, Irish, and German ethnic hours
in the new Sam Gompers studio. Earlier in the year, WCFL had purchased
a new fifteen-hundred-watt transmitter from RCA and installed it at Navy
Pier.s Shortwave broadcasting experiments continued throughout this
period. Having secured FRC approval to use its shortwave transmitter,
W9XAA, WCFL began broadcasting test programs in November 1929. The
following fall, WCFL began international broadcasting experiments. By
early 1931, letters from Europe, Central America, and the Caribbean indi-
cated good daytime reception of WCFL programs.®




Edward N. Nockels, the father
of labor radio. Nockels guided
WCFL during its most militant
period (1926-37). (Photo by
Burke and Koretke, ICHi-
26119, courtesy of the Chicago
Historical Society)

Workers from various Chicago trade unions erected a transmitter and installed the
equipment for a WCFL studio in the north tower at the east end of Navy Pier in
1926. WCFL began regular broadcasts on July 27, 1926. This illustration is from the
CFL letterhead, circa 1926. (Courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society)



In 1927 WCFL broadcasted the Labor Day celebration at Soldier Field sponsored
by the CFL. The festivities simultaneously publicized labor’s goals to a wider audi-
ence, enhanced worker solidarity, and entertained the public. For a one-dollar ad-
mission, workers and their families enjoyed dancing, animal acts, soccer and base-
ball games, clowns, concert bands, and fireworks. All proceeds supported labor
radio. (Photo by Burke and Koretke, ICHi-20832, courtesy of the Chicago Histori-
cal Society)
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tractive investment

The centerpiece of Ed Nockels’s plan for a nationwide radio system was the con-
struction of a superpower station. Nockels purchased land near Downers Grove
in mid-1928, set aside twenty acres for the future transmitter, and subdivided the
remaining land into building lots. A real estate company advertised the lots in the
Federation News, June 22, 1929, 9. Nockels wanted to use the proceeds from the
real estate sales to finance the construction costs of the new station but the Great
Depression quickly undermined his scheme. (Courtesy of the Chicago Histori-
cal Society)
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“The Air Must Remain Free.” cartoon in Federation News, September 7, 1929, 1. This
cartoon portrayed the organized labor movement, helped by WCFL, as a solitary
defender of the public’s right to freedom of the air. Aligned against labor and the
public were powerful vested commercial interests and the federal government’s own
regulatory body. (Courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society)
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“Am I Not as Important . . . ” cartoon in Federation News, April 12, 1930, 1. WCFL
and CFL officials contended that Federal Radio Commission Order No. 40, issued
in the fall of 1928, unfairly allocated the nation’s forty clear channels to stations
owned and operated by corporate interests, thereby denying organized labor the
right to secure one clear channel with adequate power and time. (Courtesy of the
Chicago Historical Society)
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Ed Nockels (left), Alderman Oscar Nelson (center), and CFL president John Fitz-
patrick (right), the founders of WCFL, spoke over the radio station during the La-
bor Day celebration at Soldier Field in 1930. (From the Federation News, courtesy
of the Chicago Historical Society)




“Staking Out His Claim,” cartoon in Federation News, February 7, 1931, 2. This car-
toon reflected the WCFL perspective that the radio industry and the Federal Ra-
dio Commission had defined public interest, convenience, and necessity in terms
of private property rights and profits; that it had ignored the need for ensuring equal
access to radio facilities for varying views and opinions; and that it therefore dem- _
onstrated contempt for workers and the general public. (Courtesy of the Chicago
Historical Society)



In the fall of 1931 WCFL moved its studios to the American Furniture Mart at Lake
Shore Drive and Huron Street. Maynard Marquardt (right), WCFLs engineer, ex-
plains the operation of equipment to Ed Nockels (center), as J. ]. Kurilla (left) looks
on, April 4, 1931. (Photo by Thos. Coke Knight, Inc., ICHi-26121, courtesy of the
Chicago Historical Society)
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The Chicago Federation of Labor proudly used WCFL symbols to adorn its statio-
nery during the 1930s. The lightning bolt stood for both radio waves and electric-

ity. (Courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society)




Ed Nockels developed a cordial working relationship with a variety of progressive
political and social movements, organizations, and individuals, offering them free
use of WCFL facilities. This painting depicts the International League for Peace and
Freedom address by Jane Addams over WCFL on May 4, 1935. (Photo by Frank
Willming, ICHi-26120, courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society)




A close personal friend of William Lee,
Richard J. Daley found WCFL a consis-
tent supporter of his political cam-
paigns and programs through his ten-
ure as mayor. In 1956, Daley celebrated
WCFL’s thirtieth anniversary with a
plea for labor support for his clean-up
Chicago campaign. (From the Federa-
tion News, courtesy of the Chicago His-
torical Society)

William Lee became president
of the CFL upon John Fitz-
patrick’s death in 1946. A quest
for power and a commitment
to business unionism charac-
terized Lee’s reign as CFL chief
(1946-84). WCFL continued to
serve the publicity interests of
the CFL as illustrated here by
Lee’s radio speech at a ban-
quet, circa the 1950s. (ICHi-
26122, courtesy of the Chicago
Historical Society)
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The 1950s and early 1960s proved to be the most profitable era in the history of
WCFL in part because of local sports programming. William Lee attributed much
of the station’s financial success to the formation of a ten-state regional network
to cover the Chicago White Sox baseball games. Here Bob Rhodes (far left), a sta-
tion sports commentator, and Ralph Kiner, a commentator and former major league
all-star player, chat with Roy Sievers of the White Sox in 1961. (From the Federa-
tion News, courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society)
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The centerpiece of Nockels’s plan for a nationwide labor radio system
was the construction of a superpower broadcasting station. With funds bor-
rowed from the Laundry and Dye House Drivers’ Union, Nockels had pur-
chased one hundred acres of land near Downers Grove in mid-1928. CFL
officials set aside a twenty-acre plot for the future site of the fifty-thousand-
watt broadcasting station, WCFLs shortwave and television transmitters,
and experimental laboratories. They subdivided the remaining eighty acres
into 72 business sites and 258 home building lots and hired a real estate
company to prepare the property for sale. Nockels hoped to finance a
significant part of the construction cost of the new radio station—estimated
at one hundred thousand dollars—with the proceeds from the property
sales. The remainder of the construction costs would come from national
labor organizations once the labor radio network began coast-to-coast
operations.”’

Nockels’s vision for the “WCFL 50,000 Watt Radio Broadcast Station-
Labor Park-Subdivision” was grandiose. Influenced by the elaborate hous-
ing and transportation scheme developed by the ACWA in New York City,
Nockels hoped to create a self-contained working-class community around
the radio station complex. He saw the sale of relatively inexpensive hous-
ing lots to union members as an important service offered by the CFL to
workers. In addition, the radio station’s power plant—necessary to guar-
antee that the government or business could not eliminate WCFL from the
air—would provide cheap electricity for the surrounding community and
demonstrate the efficacy of “public ownership” of utilities. Nockels envi-
sioned that working-class home owners would substitute the lower-priced
electricity for gas as a source of heating and that this expanded use of elec-
tricity would eventually help cover the estimated one-hundred-thousand-
dollar cost for the power plant. Beginning in the spring of 1929, CFL offi-
cials promoted the sale of property in the Labor Park-Subdivision as a good
investment for unions or individuals, as a valuable service to workers want-
ing new, affordable housing, and as a way to support labor radio. Fitzpatrick,
Nockels, Lundquist, and a dozen other labor officials, as well as a few union
locals, became the first to purchase lots.

At a meeting of the CFL in June 1929, Nockels explained his plan and,
in a dramatic gesture, moved to transfer the title of the Downers Grove land,
which had been in his name, to the federation, to be held in trust for the
members. He estimated the property’s value at “a half million dollars, to say
nothing of what your broadcast station is worth and will be worth within
the next year or two.” CFL officials planned to “ask one hundred or more
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labor organizations that . . . have some money. . . to buy one or two or
three lots for their organization to hold for themselves, or to sell to their
members or others, in order that we may immediately take the money ac-
cruing from the sale of the lots” to construct the new fifty-thousand-watt
station. Charles Wills of the Federation News and the Building Service
Employees’ Union pointed out that by buying a lot a union had “an oppor-
tunity to contribute to the radio station and still at the same time have a
title deed to a piece of property that is bound to increase in value when the
station is on its way to completion.” Lillian Herstein proclaimed that in
turning over the property’s title to the CFL, Nockels “was really giving the
Federation much more than a half million dollars, since he gave them the
most fundamental thing in human life and liberty—an instrument for the
freedom of expression.”®

Critics of labor capitalism, noting that the CFL already had problems
with its ongoing businesses (Federation News and WCFL), questioned the
outcome of this experiment in “real estate and radio station financing.”'®
Nockels denied that either the radio station or the real estate deal were
“commercial” ventures. “We are not interested in profits,” he contended, but
rather “in the condition of workers and the compensation they shall re-
ceive.” The real estate-radio operation sought to protect “the labor move-
ment against the encroachment of Capital and the vested interests” by giv-
ing “Labor its chance to take the offensive when necessary, instead of always
having to be on the defensive.” Nockels insisted that unions could do what-
ever they desired with the lots—hold them for their own use or resell them
to union members or to the general public, either at cost or at a profit.!!

Several Chicago-area unions inspected the Labor Park during the sum-
mer of 1929. They found that residential lots sold for $1,250-$1,500 and
business lots for $1,600—-$2,250. The terms of payment seemed reasonable:
Unions paid 25 percent of the price in cash, with the balance spread over
three years; individuals put down 10 percent cash and had three and a half
years to pay the balance. Although the post office clerks, carpenters, and
other local unions decided to purchase individual lots, the majority of la-
bor organizations remained uncommitted; some were wary of investing in
real estate, others were too weak financially to make the down payment.!®
The onset of the Great Depression effectively undermined Nockels’s elab-
orate funding scheme and the WCFL property remained virtually un-
touched for the next three years.

Only in the summer of 1932, in the aftermath of the FRC-NBC deal, did
the CFL Executive Board vote to proceed with the construction of the foun-
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dation of a broadcast building and antenna towers, as well as a water sup-
ply system, in Downers Grove. Lacking both the funds and FRC approval
to construct a fifty-thousand-watt station, WCFL sought financing for a
five-thousand-watt transmitter. Ground-breaking ceremonies took placeon
August 1. To a rain-soaked assembly of labor and political dignitaries, Nock-
els recounted WCFLs long struggle for survival and described the planned
new station and its potential for unrivaled national and global service.
WCEFL publicists continued to wax eloquently about a future super radio
station in the Chicago suburb: “Behold—once a grazing prairie, mighty
labor is transforming it into an Eden of ethereal waves where one may par-
take of the apple of wisdom without suffering banishment.”!% But depres-
sion-era financial crises delayed both the construction of the new facilities
and FRC approval for increased power. One year after the ground-break-
ing ceremony, Nockels was still trying to negotiate a $150,000 loan to finance
the station. Actual construction of the fifty-thousand-watt broadcast trans-
mitter at Downers Grove was delayed for over a decade.!%

Labor radio’s fight for a clear channel took place in less than ideal circum-
stances; and Nockels remained less than fully satisfied with the outcome of
the 1929-32 battle. Nevertheless, the bureaucratic, legislative, and legal strug-
gles themselves were significant for several reasons. WCFL’s stand against
representatives of corporate radio provided a rallying point for Chicago’s
trade unions and, to a lesser extent, the national labor movement. More-
over, labor radio’s clash with big business and government publicized im-
portant messages that the CFL wished to convey to different audiences:
Nockels and his associates hoped to alert the labor movement to the use-
fulness of labor radio in influencing national economic and political affairs
and, at the same time, to educate the general public and especially unorga-
nized workers to the merit of the labor movement itself. The “publicity
value” of the Voice of Labor derived not solely from the station’s program-
ming but also from WCFL’s very existence.! Labor radio’s continued op-
eration in the face of overwhelming opposition and its fight for equal treat-
ment among the nation’s mass media helped to enhance and to spread the
cause of organized labor.

An important facet of WCFL's publicity function was its role in aiding
and linking together other labor institutions and traditions and presenting
them to the larger community. Labor radio supported the Chicago Trades
Union Label League’s various educational campaigns and the union label
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store. Two traditions and institutions in particular relied heavily upon
WCFL: Radio Frolics and Labor Day celebrations. The first WCFL Radio
Frolics held in December 1926 celebrated the creation of labor radio; sub-
sequent events in 192729 functioned as supplemental income sources for
the station. In the midst of the battle with the FRC and the broadcasting
industry, CFL officials decided to make the Frolics into a permanent an-
nual celebration. Charles Wills, chairman of the CFL Radio Frolics Com-
mittee, explained in January 1930 that while the Frolics celebrated the na-
tion’s only labor broadcasting outlet and helped “to maintain our radio
station and meet the expenses of our fight for a clear channel and unlimit-
ed time,” it also showed the critics of organized labor “what kind of people
we are.”1%

The 1930 Radio Frolics attracted approximately ten thousand workers, their
families, and friends to an evening of entertainment and food, including
music, dancing, and comedy performed by WCFL ethnic artists and Chica-
go theatrical stars.!”” Impressed by the success of the event, John Fitzpatrick
observed how WCFL had brought “something different into our lives.” La-
bor radio offered all of Chicago’s workers a common reference point through
its programming of traditional Labor Day ceremonies and new celebrations
such as the Frolics, the CFL-sponsored summer band concerts on Navy Pier,
and Junior Federation Club activities. Fitzpatrick continued:

Before the advent of WCFL we used to go on our separate ways and have
our own social affairs. That was all right for the various organizations,
but here, in the last few years, we have been developing something fine
that permeates the entire labor movement, reaching out not only to the
families of the members, but to their friends and associates as well, and
they come to an affair of this kind and they find it is a very pleasing and
enjoyable one, in agreeable surroundings, and it helps the labor move-
ment considerably.!%

CFL officials did not “expect the 1931 Frolics to be anything like the finan-
cial success that it was a year ago, on account of the continued depres-
sion . . . ,but we do expect it to be as great a success, socially” When a crowd
of some nine thousand attended the event, Fitzpatrick again commented
on “how the activities of this Federation . . . and of WCFL appeal to the rank
and file of the labor organizations and the public.”!” The WCFL Radio
Frolics not only supplemented the station’s income but it also created a
setting that strengthened social ties among workers and enhanced labor’s
image in the community.
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Like the Radio Frolics, Labor Day activities had a multiple impact on the
workers of Chicago and, like the Frolics, they became closely linked with
WCEFL. The advent of labor radio revitalized the celebration of Labor Day
in Chicago during the late twenties and early thirties. Attracting some one
hundred thousand people in 1930 and seventy-five thousand in 1931, the
CFL’s Labor Day activities entertained and educated workers and the gen-
eral public. Labor Day had always been “a day on which unionists defined
themselves in confident tones to the nation at large”; and the Chicago cel-
ebrations rejoiced in organized labor’s accomplishments. The huge pro-
grams, carefully planned by CFL delegates and held at Soldier Field, includ-
ed band concerts, fireworks, automobile and motorcycle races, trade union
parades, performances by WCFL staff artists, children’s parades, and, of
course, speeches by prominent labor officials. At the same time, these mass
events served as protest demonstrations, particularly in 1930 and 1931,
against the severe unemployment plaguing the city and nation. WCEL pub-
licized and broadcasted the event, emphasizing both its entertainment and
political contexts. Nockels also saw the Labor Day celebration at Soldier
Field as a way of enticing workers and their families to the city’s lakefront
and exposing them to the area’s extensive recreational and educational
opportunities. CFL officials finally hoped that ticket sales to the event would
generate additional income for labor radio.!"

Through its labor programming, eth