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Mutual 
Broadcasting 
System Fades 
Out 

by Wayne Gilbert 
The Mutual Broadcasting System has become only a 

part of broadcast radio history, signing off the air for the 
last time on Sunday, April 18, 1999. It is now just another 
memory for those of us striving to preserve the golden 
age of radio of our memories. In reality it was a small 
loss to most of us in the Denver area since the closest 
remaining radio affiliate of MBS was KFKA in Greeley, 
Colorado. 

Mutual Broadcasting System began as one of the 
smallest of the nonspecific networks, starting business in 
1929 under the name of The Quality Network, consisting 
of three regularly participating stations: WOR in New 
York, WLS in Chicago, WLW in Cincinnati, and option- 
ally WXYZ in Detroit. In October 1934, the Quality 
Network became the Mutual Broadcasting System with 
WGN replacing WLS and WXYZ becoming a full- 
fledged member. 

The networking of programs was not a new idea; 
Marconi had spoken from a station in Arlington Virginia, 
which had relayed his speech through several stations to 
a station in California as.early as 1922. While this may 
be a stretch in concept of a radio network, it is almost 
universally acknowledged that the 1924 political rally in 
Madison Square Garden was a true coast to coast network 

costs were defrayed by the revenue gen- 
erated from selling advertising time to 
local businesses. 

NBC (the National Broadcasting 
Company) was the first to capitalize on 
the value in producing programs that 
could be used by various stations across 
the country and began their network in 
1926, with 26 participating stations. 
The idea of producing a program that 
could be used by multiple stations dras- 
tically reduced the cost of filling air 
time for the small stations arid became 
such an instant success that in 1927 
NBC divided its network into two com- 
panies, known as the NBC Red and 
Blue networks. (There was also a NBC 
Orange network that was restricted to 
the California area.) 

The Columbia Broadcasting System 
(CBS) entered the competiti in Feb- 
ruary 1927, with a network lof 16 sta- 
tions. It, too, had a very humble begin- 
ning with its first control room report- 
edly being in the men's restroom of the 
parent station, although this story 
sounds amazingly similar to the one 
about station WJZ, the original station 
for NBC, having its first station in a 
factory cloakroom. 

In '1929 Mutual's parent network, 
the Quality Network, was formed by 
radio stations WOR, WLS, and WLW. 
They struggled to exist until they came 
up with the idea that put them in a 

Article on building this radio receiver, a coherer outfit, inside pages. 

broadcast. This relaying of programs was practiced by 
other stations in the early 1920s, but radio broadcasting 
was generally a medium where every station primarily 
looked out for itself, ever installing larger and more 
efficient transmitting equipment striving to capture a 
larger audience for themselves. Their broadcasts usually 
consisted of locally produced programs, news, sports and 
usually the most popular, the weather forecasts. Their 
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position to compete with the other two major networks, 
and they changed their name to the Mutual Broadcasting 
System in 1934 to reflect their new concept. While its 
big competitors NBC (Red and Blue) and CBS had stu- 
dios and large staffs, Mutual Broadcasting had neither, 
but rather acted as the heart of a co-op, providing a means 
for its affiliates to share their own locally produced 
programs with each other. It was an experimental concept 
intended to unite some of the smaller stations and inde- 

pendent networks, and its success was due in a large part 
to WOR's programing contributions to the network. 

Mutual Broadcasting struggled along mostly with its 
original stations until 1936. At this point their policy of 
allowing smaller networks to join as affiliates started to 
pay off, and they added 13 stations in the New England 
region and another 10 in California. They continued to 
grow and in 1938 had added a network in Texas as well 
as other scattered independents, bringing their station 
count to 107 stations. Their business concept was flex 
ible enough to allow many CBS and NBC stations to also 
be affiliates of MBS. Their growth continued until they 
had criss-crossed the country with a network of more 
than 500 stations, at one point being the largest network 
in the world. 

During this time the company had had to change its 
policies somewhat and produced some news and sports 
programs, but the majority of the programing still origi- 
nated in either WOR or WXYZ. Two of the popular 
programs produced by WXYZ and WOR were The Lone 
Ranger and The Shadow. Their most notable and re- 
memberable newsmen during this period were Gabriel 
Heatter, H.V. Kaltenbom, and Raynond Swing. 

Raymond Swing, an American broadcaster for the 
BBC, referred to as the best known voice in the world' 
in the late 1930s and early 1940s became Mutual's inter - 
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