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THE GENERAL is an American success
story of classic proportions. It is the story of
David Sarnoff, a man who shaped new
concepts of mass communications, pio-
neered new entreprencurial patterns

linking industry and science, and provided
the early role model for America’s high
technology leaders. Through radio and
television alone, Sarnoff and RCA brought
about the most basic reorientation of Amer-
icans’ social habits since the Industrial
Revolution. Sarnoff and his company linked
the nation by sight and sound through the
creation of the first national broadcasting
network. Together they fought for thirteen
years against the government and their com-
petitors to win acceptance of today’s color
television system.

A Russian-born Jewish immigrant who
arrived in America at the age of nine,
Sarnoff drove with unflinching purpose up
through the executive ranks of RCA, then
the nation’s bellwether communications
company, to become its president before his
fortieth birthday. He quickly became the
leader of his industry, a farsighted concep-
tualizer of new electronic products and
services. His life was spent in a milieu of
constant struggle—against the govern-
ment’s antitrust lawyers, against manufac-
turing competitors like Zenith and Philco,
and against broadcasters like CBS. In the
view of a former head of General Electric,
which moved to take over RCA in 1985,
just fifteen years after Sarnoffs death, his
career represented “the most amazing
romance in business history.”
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David Sarnoffin 1907, a vear before he began his
carcer as an office bov for the Marconi Wireless
Telegraph Company of America.

In 1915, Sarnoff sent a memorandum to the
Marconi Company’s general manager
proposing a “Radio Music Box” which would
bring music, entertainment, and news into
the home.

On duty at the radio station atop the Wanamaker store
in New York, 1912, Sarnoff was involved in reporting
on the Titanic disaster.

David Sarnoff and Guglielmo Marconi in 1933, at the
RCA transmitting center at Riverhead, Long Island.

Samnoff's dedication of RCA’s pavilion at the New
York World’s Fair on April 20, 1939, marked the first
time a news event was covered by television. In his
speech, Sarnoff announced the beginning of regular
television service in America.
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Author’s Note

| am indebted to the Harvard Business School for the stimulus that led me
to write this book. Soon after David Sarnoff’s death in 1971, the RCA Board
of Directors voted to endow two interlocking professorships in his memory
for studies in the management of technology, one at Harvard, the other at
the adjoining Massachusetts Institute of Technology. As an associate of Sar-
noff in RCA's management, | became involved with faculty members of both
institutions in the planning of the new program, and particularly with Pro-
fessor Richard Rosenbloom, who occupied the new David Sarnoff chair at
the Harvard Business School.

In 1980, with the program well advanced, Dick Rosenbloom, who had
also served as an associate dean and head of research at HBS, visited me in
New York to inquire whether I would be interested in becoming an executive
in residence at the school. My primary mission would be to research and
write about Sarnoff’s career and the industry he led, drawing upon the vast
repository of business documents in the school’s Baker Library.

I suspect Dick was motivated by perplexity. Little more than a decade
had elapsed since illness had removed Sarnoff from RCA’s affairs. Yet, Ro-
senbloom said, he was often confronted by students at the beginning of the
school year with the question: “Who was David Sarnoff?” How could these
bright young minds, he asked himself, be ignorant of the man’s transforming
impact on society? How could they flick on a color television set without
realizing that Sarnoff was the shaper of the technology that made it possible?
Why had his name not become the eponymic symbol of the early wireless
age? | was puzzled too. Nearing retirement at RCA, I accepted the offer.
Perhaps [ could shed a little light.

My association with Sarnoff reached back nearly twenty years, first as
an officer of NBC and later when | became an executive vice-president
overseeing corporate affairs at the parent RCA. I was a member of his man-
agement council. In the 1960s, his final active years, we were together on
an almost daily basis, usually beginning the day in his private barbershop
and often lunching in his executive dining room. Together, we traveled all
points of the compass, both in America and abroad. On the last of his many
European tours, in 1967, we were with our wives, half vacationing, half
inspecting RCA offices and manufacturing and research facilities in England,
France, Germany, and Switzerland. Many of his reminiscences on the great
industry battles attending the introduction of radio and television in America
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emerged from this month-long trip, which began and ended with shipboard
crossings of the Atlantic. In his last major undertaking before becoming
terminally ill, the preparation of the David Sarnoff Library, I was his associate.
Together, through many days and nights in Princeton, New Jersey, we as-
sembled and collated the visual and printed records of his long career, some
of it personal detritus but much of enduring value for scholars of the era.

Arriving on February 1, 1981, at the campus on the banks of the Charles
River in Boston, | was proffered all the assistance any aspiring writer could
hope for—a comfortable office in Cotting and later in Morgan Hall, an expert
secretary in Pauline Henault, two capable and energetic research assistants
who were seniors at Harvard College, Mark Dean and Gaye Lister, a generous
research budget for documentary probes in Baker Library and in adjoining
libraries of the Boston-Cambridge educational complex. Perhaps the greatest
assistance for one unschooled in the arts of biographical and historical com-
position came from faculty members who were trained business historians
and who gave generously of their time and advice as | sought to construct
a business profile of Sarnoff and early wireless communications. I feel par-
ticular gratitude to Professor Rosenbloom; to Professor Alfred D. Chandler,
Jr., a Pulitzer Prize-winning historian; to Assistant Professor Margaret Gra-
ham; and to David Ewing, managing editor of the Harvard Business Review.
Also, I owe special thanks to Mary Chatfield, Librarian, and her staff at Baker
Library, for placing the resources of that remarkable institution at my disposal.
It never ceased to astonish me that, after a thirty-year career at NBC and
RCA, I first learned of the existence of the NBC Advisory Council and its
significant role in early network broadcasting through minutes of its annual
meetings that were on file deep in the bowels of Baker.

By 1983, with a year out to return to RCA at the request of its new chief
executive officer, Thornton Bradshaw, I had completed my research and
written a 250-page study of Sarnoff and the development of wireless com-
munications for use at the Business School. It was then that Harriet Rubin,
an editor at Harper & Row, approached me with the suggestion that I broaden
this study into a book on Sarnoff and his industry for general publication.

In writing the book during the ensuing two years, | drew upon material
in the Sarnoff Library in Princeton and upon the extensive Department of
Information files in RCA’s headquarters at 30 Rockefeller Plaza, New York
City. I also drew upon the recollection of some of my senior colleagues at
RCA who had shared part of the Sarnoff years with me. Yet I never sought
permission from the company’s management to write about RCA and its
longtime leader. This, therefore, is not, as so many books about American
business institutions are, an ‘‘authorized” volume, sanctioned, edited, and
financially underwritten by management. Indeed, it is quite possible, even
likely, that some of the conclusions I have drawn concerning Sarnoff’s man-
agerial style, and the causes of the chaotic upheaval that followed several
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years after his death, might not win the unanimous endorsement of current
and prior RCA managers. The responsibility for everything set forth in the
pages that follow is solely mine.

As a final personal note, I must acknowledge the help of my wife, Joanne.
Herself a university teacher and trustee of many years’ experience, the pos-
sessor of a Ph.D. degree in psychology and literature, a contributor to schol-
arly journals and books, she understood better than I the difficult dimensions
of the writing assignment I undertook. Without her support and prodding
encouragement, plus that of the gifted Ms. Rubin, the assignment probably
would not have been completed.
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Introduction

The electronics industry is a product of the twentieth century, with ante-
cedents in the late nineteenth, when scientists of many nations began ex-
ploring that minute particle of electrical energy known as the electron, one
of the basic components of all matter. Over many fertile years of discovery
and conceptualization, a new body of communications technology, based on
the wireless transmission of electromagnetic waves, would emerge and would
profoundly alter the patterns of civilized life, socially, economically, and
politically. Its catalyst would be the electron.

Many companies and many individuals contributed to this vast trans-
formation, which accelerated rapidly after the conclusion of World War 1.
But in America one company and one individual were at the forefront, pro-
jected there by unique happenstance, and this book is devoted to the story
of their rise, together with that of the industry they led through its crucial
formative years.

Together, the company and the man shaped new concepts of commu-
nications usage, pioneered new entrepreneurial patterns linking business
and science, and provided an early role model for the high technology culture
that followed. In two manifestations alone—radio and television—they, more
than any others, induced the most basic reorientation of living patterns since
the Industrial Revolution. They achieved their goals through years of bitter
competitive struggles, at times risking dismemberment by the government
and their competitors but seldom deviating from the Dionysian dictate that
“those who have greater power and strength shall rule over those who have
less.” They seemed born for leadership.

Yet after the man had gone, the company dissipated its power, sometimes
surrendering leadership to others more nimble in the marketplace, diffusing
its technological strengths in a search for alien product lines, falling into a
series of unseemly management squabbles that earned it, little more than
sixty years after its founding, Fortune magazine's designation as one of
America’s worst managed companies. It was a company of paradoxes, as
was the man who guided it to luminous heights and ruled it with iron purpose
for thirty-five years. He did not live to witness its decline and subsequent
brief revival—or its final envelopment, in one of the most stunning reversals
of corporate history, into its own parental womb. Its long corporate journey,
like the wanderings of Odysseus, would end where it began.

The company was the Radio Corporation of America, founded in 1919
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at the instigation of the United States Navy to give the nation what it had
lacked in World War I—an American-owned, international communications
arm. Even though thus draped in a flag of patriotic purpose, RCA, as it soon
became known, was in a sense conceived in sin—the sin of monopoly—
since all the major patents of the emergent art of wireless communications
were placed in a patent pool under its hegemony, which it shared with the
companies who initially controlled most of its common and preferred stock—
General Electric, Westinghouse, American Telephone and Telegraph, and
United Fruit. This configured centralization of control over a new industry,
unprecedented in that it was initiated and sanctioned by an arm of the Amer-
ican government, flouted the provisions of the Sherman Act and later forced
RCA into years of unrelenting antitrust warfare against that same government.
Yet its early patent strength provided the essential means for bringing order
and rationalization to a wildcatting, patent-infringing radio industry that burst
on the American scene with galvanic force in the early twenties. For RCA,
patents underpinned leadership, first in radio, later in monochrome television
and then, its crowning achievement, color television. From the fees of patents
licensed to its competitors, it obtained the financial sinews to build the first
great research laboratory dedicated solely to the electron, providing much
of the inventive thrust that gave America a dominant position in consumer
electronics until the mid-sixties, when the Japanese, having learned well
from the RCA experience, began their successful invasion of world markets.

From the early thirties, when with government help it freed itself from
the stock control of other companies, RCA was emblazoned on the industrial
landscape, as well-known as any company in America. Not until IBM’s dom-
inance of the data processing world in the sixties did any major enterprise
so exemplify the superiority of America’s electronic technology. RCA was
the vanguard company, the daring risk taker, operating always on the cutting
edge, binding the nation through its creation of radio and television networks,
building the transmitters and vacuum tubes and receivers that carried the
desperately needed escapism of comedy and entertainment and information
to a depression-scarred populace in the thirties and forties. For many years.
it would boast in its slogans that it was a world leader in electronics, first in
radio, first in television, and this was more than advertising hyperbole. For
beyond leadership, RCA pioneered a new concept in the management of
technology that to this day influences the nurturing and marketing of the
proliferating offshoots of the electron, from Silicon Valley to Tokyo.

Even more improbable than the company was the man. David Sarnoff
was a Russian Jewish immigrant, a product of New York’s turn-of-the-century
Lower East Side ghetto, a newspaper peddler and messenger boy, a grade
school dropout, a skinny, pinched-face youth who never played games, who
sang in synagogue choirs to support his impoverished family, who started
at the bottom, a friendless Jew, in an industry, communications, known for
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its exclusionary anti-Semitic practices. Within three decades of his arrival
in New York, when he spoke not a word of English, he had driven with
remorseless purpose up through the executive ranks to the presidency of
RCA, the bellwether company of the nation’s fastest-growing industry. Within
another ten years, he had become the dominant voice of that industry, its
prophet of new products and services, its most listened-to voice in the councils
of government, a friend of presidents and world statesmen, an internationally
known baron of technology. Unlike virtually all his chief executive contem-
poraries, he consolidated his power without the leverage of stock control.
He was neither the founder nor the possessor of a significant ownership
interest in the company, never as much as a half of one percent. But he ruled
longer, and without challenge, than most other industrialists who were. In
the view of Owen D. Young, an early head of General Electric, his career
provided the ““‘most amazing romance’’ in business history.

America, of course, was a land built by immigrants, but none spanned
the antipodes of culture, geography, language, and profession more swiftly
and thoroughly than he. Apparently destined at birth to be a rabbi, he shed
any spiritual aspirations when he first set foot in America at age nine. Almost
immediately his family’s main source of support, he developed a work ethic
of total commitment that made his life in a sense narrow gauge, with no
room for sports or recreation, the camaraderie of the country club, or for
the theater or art museums or literature. Lacking formal education (“the
world is my alma mater’’), he taught himself the rudiments of the complex
new electronic technology, mastered its jargon so that he could converse
with and inspire its inventors and engineers. Almost alone among the cor-
porate leaders of electronics, he knew what made the electron tick. He be-
came as much at home in the laboratory as in the boardroom.

His personal transformation was as swift and complete as his professional.
From the skinny boy who seldom laughed, he metamorphosed into a cor-
pulent, immaculately dressed, manicured, barbered, massaged, chauffeur-
driven, cigar-smoking corporate prince, poised and assured, a dominating
presence whose steely blue eyes fixed on subordinates could bead their brows
and moisten their palms. Some felt his ascent had been so rapid that he
suffered a form of personality bends, his ego bursting to the surface before
he could properly contain it. Like young Siegfried in The Ring of the Nibelung,
he insisted that he never knew fear. He fancied himself the captain on the
bridge, his guidance sure, his orders unassailable. In the view of one of his
oldest and closest RCA associates, Elmer Engstrom, “*he always had about
him the air of a person who sensed that he was destined for greatness.” To
another associate, he fit Clare Boothe Luce’s famous description of General
Douglas MacArthur: **His egotism was of a magnitude that demanded obe-
dience not only to his orders, but to his ideas and his person as well.”” Among
the leaders of American history, Abraham Lincoln was the one he most
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identified with, not only because they shared humble origins but because
they both possessed a monumental will to win.

Sarnoff believed his leadership qualities stemmed from his mother, Leah,
who was descended from a long line of chief rabbis. In the Russia of his
youth, the chief rabbi of a village was far more than a spiritual leader. His
will was supreme in every aspect of living—from social customs, family
responsibilities, schooling, and economics to dealing with external forces
and arbitrating disputes between families and individuals. His early years
were thus spent in an environment of absolutism, shaped by the spiritual
dictates of an ancient orthodoxy and the external threat of a czarist Russia
that despised and maligned his people. Survival depended on unity of purpose
and obedience to authority. The wagons of his early years were constantly
circled against the threat from alien ethnic strains. Thus he grew to equate
security and well-being with strong leadership. And when he achieved lead-
ership, he could never shake the childhood-imbued conviction that those
who opposed him were his enemies, and that, whatever the surface reasons,
the core of their enmity was his racial origin.

Much of his latter renown was shaped on his ability to foretell new
trends in technology. He felt he was born with a percipient sense of the
future, perhaps stimulated by his childhood immersion in the prophetic ut-
terances of Hebraic literature. His birth coincided with the discovery of the
electron, and as he matured he speculated endlessly on what new uses it
could be put to. Through good fortune and his own resourcefulness, he
became a youthful crony of the inventor of wireless communications, the
Italian Guglielmo Marconi, and it was Marconi who, over many years, in-
spired and excited his desire to conceive of new careers for his *“twin”—
the electron—in home radio, black-and-white and color television, and in
broadcasting networks that linked nations and continents. He boasted that
he always looked only ahead. He quickly put the defeats he suffered in life
behind him, seldom complaining and seldom explaining, and refocusing his
sights on the electronic horizons. When Henry Luce, founder of the Time
publishing empire, once described him as *‘David, our man of the future,”
he preened himself on the title.

Few people really knew Sarnoff well because he was never, in the popular
jargon, one of the boys. And among those who did, or professed to, few were
neutral. They either admired him extravagantly or disliked him. Perhaps this
was because he was a nonneutral himself, quick to make judgments of
whether people were “on his wavelength,” as he described it. He seldom
turned against those he liked, but once he did, whether a subordinate or a
boyhood chum, it was almost impossible to revise his judgment. “*‘Once you
don't love the girl anymore, nothing she does can please you,” he would
explain. Loyalty, and particularly loyalty to him, was the cardinal virtue.

His feuds were numerous, often protracted and flamboyant. Eugene
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McDonald, founder and head of Zenith Radio, a principal RCA competitor
in consumer electronics, detested him. For years they hurled verbal slingshots
at one another. To McDonald, Sarnoff was a monopolistic predator who
played scheming ‘““Russian tricks’ to enforce RCA'’s illegal clutch on the
industry. To Sarnoff, McDonald was a bloated “parasite”” who feasted on
the products of RCA research to build a huge consumer business and a
personal fortune. Out of differences over the allocation of channels for
broadcast services, he broke with one of his oldest friends, Edwin Howard
Armstrong, one of radio’s premier inventors. The issue was space in the
ultrahigh frequency portion of the spectrum. Armstrong wanted it for the
FM (frequency modulation) radio system he had invented, Sarnoff wanted it
for television. A deadly personal feud developed, which was fought for years
through the courts and was terminated only when the frustrated, embittered
Armstrong hurled himself to his death from a courtyard window of his apart-
ment in Manhattan’s River House.

In reality, Sarnoff needed his enemies to keep him stimulated. Although
physically sedentary, he possessed formidable reserves of nervous and in-
tellectual energy, which were unleashed whenever a crisis loomed. In
Engstrom'’s recollection, he was “‘never more alive” than during periods of
intense industry conflict. In the rare interludes of peace during a long and
combative career, he was sometimes bored. These were the times when he
turned from more constructive pursuits to building an image of himself that
was larger than life, even to reconstructing events of his early years in order
to surround them with a purplish nimbus of heroism. His yearning was to
be overwhelmingly visible in his adopted land, to belong to the establishment
elite, to be accepted as an American of viceregal stature. As his successes
mounted, he reached insatiably for publicity, for honorary degrees and
parchment scrolls and medals. His psyche seemed to require certification of
his greatness, an almost narcissistic need. In his waning years, he was on
the glory road to a degree that discomfited some of his intimates. His associate
and old friend David Lilienthal, once head of the Tennessee Valley Authority,
found him more publicity-avid than anyone he had known.

Sarnoff played life in the Cyrano tradition, his finger always on the pulse
of his audience. Whether speaking to a congressional committee, an RCA
executive gathering, or a Waldorf grand ballroom banquet, he sensed what
his audience would respond to, and he provided it, sometimes in humorous
anecdotes, often through soaring rhetorical phrases that would move to cheers
or tears. He early mastered his adopted English tongue, and he trained himself
to speak it in the sonorous, reverberating tones of the orator. While there
were sometimes fustian overtones in his rhetoric, he was capable of delivering
alliterative metaphors that brought his subject matter to life. (“Radio, which
made the world a whispering gallery, will turn it into a world of mirrors
through television.”) In his view, his speeches were the stuff of history, and
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he crafted them with infinite care, often devoting hours to chiseling a single
phrase.

During most of his life he was onstage. The role he espoused was that
of the farsighted and fearless leader of a new technology, and he surrounded
himself with the plumage of his trade. His Manhattan town house was filled
with the latest electronic gadgetry from RCA's laboratories, which he would
explain to visiting statesmen or even Catholic cardinals. He loved to entertain
guests in his skyscraper executive dining room by dialing a number on his
telephone that would cause a wall painting to slide aside, revealing a mural
television screen. He could also dial into the live channels of his broadcasting
network, NBC, and monitor conversations between producers and corre-
spondents. His limousine was one of the first in New York equipped with a
wireless telephone. These were the toys he never had as a child.

In a curious sense, he was puritanical. He abhorred alcohol and those
who imbibed it too freely. Given a choice between nesting with scorpions
or participating in the aimless chitchat of a cocktail party, he probably would
have agonized over the decision. Had he lived in Puritan times, he would
never have been in the stocks for indulging in such frivolous pursuits as
sporting contests on the Sabbath. Of the seven deadly sins, he considered
sloth the worst. In Engstrom’s understated view, “he pushed himself hard
and expected others to do the same. He was not tolerant of poor perfor-
mance.” He was always slightly suspicious of those associates who devoted
their weekends to golf and tennis and nineteenth-hole frivolities. Why would
they waste life’s precious hours in such aimless endeavors? In his moralistic
approach to the work ethic, he possessed the zealotry of a Cotton Mather.

To many in the vast company he built who knew him only slightly, he
became a remote, legendary, and somewhat fearsome figure. But to those
who worked closely with him over the years, other facets of his character
emerged. To them, he could be warm and earthily humorous, and he was
solicitous of their well-being. When a young associate was caught in a stock
option bind, Sarnoff offered to bail him out with his own money. He was
tireless in helping scores of his relatives, many like himself immigrants, to
find jobs, often within the RCA sphere, and in offering financial assistance.
Giulio, son of his friend Marconi, found an immediate job haven at RCA on
his arrival in America, and Sarnoff monitored his progress, took him on trips
with his own family, and reported to his parents in Italy on how he was
faring. He was married more than fifty years to one woman, French-born
Lizette Hermant. The vital importance of family ties in a sometimes hostile
and racially biased world was bred into him, and it never waned.

Of the seven deadly sins, he was most guilty of pride—a pride that in
his later years became a form of extreme hubris, leading him into sometimes
wasteful and fruitless ancillary pursuits. Out of World War 11, in which he
served in uniform briefly, he emerged with the one star of a brigadier general,
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and he soldered the title of General to his name as a permanent prefix. Even
his family often referred to him as such. But the one star was not enough to
satisfy his compulsive ego, and for over five years he pursued a relentless,
but ultimately unsuccessful, search for the second star of a reserve major
general. His sensitivity to criticism increased in direct proportion to his
growth in renown. His irritation at the press, which on occasion seemed to
enjoy pricking his pride, was often intense. His public relations staff became
adept at writing letters of protest to errant editors.

But beneath the layers of plumage, the bravura poses, was a complex
human being of infinite substance. His mind was sharp and penetrating,
capable of cutting through layers of obfuscation and plunging to the core of
a technical labyrinth. His memory was awesome. He was blessed, in
Engstrom’s words, with *'a strong intuitive sense of what was right in busi-
ness.” Some called him a genius, but that, although he never denied it, is
debatable. What is not debatable is that, to a unique degree among industrial
leaders, he was attuned to the tumultuous era in which he lived, shrewd,
farsighted, resolute, fearless, willing to bet his company and his career, as
he occasionally did, on the dictates of his judgment. For thirteen years, against
the unyielding opposition of government agencies, the courts, his industrial
and broadcasting competitors, and the doubts of even some of his own col-
leagues, he battled to sell his color television technology to America. And
he prevailed.

To most who followed his career, color television represented his su-
preme triumph. But, measured against the reach of history, that, too, is de-
batable. More than any other, he sensed the long-range implications of his
new technology, the need to bridge the gulf between corporate management
and science, the need to accompany the electron wherever it led. No longer,
after him, would the old truism be applicable: build a better mousetrap and
the world will beat a path to your door. He wouldn’t wait for the world. He
forced his mousetrap on it. In the informed opinion of his contemporary, Dr.
Jerome Weisner, president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and
scientific adviser to President Kennedy, he combined to a unique degree the
qualities of **visionary, determined builder and hardheaded industrial leader.”
He was, in Weisner's words, among the first to recognize the role of science
in modern industry *‘and to stake his future entirely on that promise.” That
was perhaps his most enduring contribution, and it is relevant today in any
study of the communications industry, its growth and maturation.

Luck, Sarnoff often said, was an important factor in his career, and that
was true. He was lucky to be born in tandem with the electron. He was
lucky to arrive in America at the beginning of its greatest era of growth,
which was made possible only by the unifying technology that absorbed his
life. The America of his boyhood was little more than a decade removed
from the bows and arrows of the western frontier. From Morse code teleg-
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raphy, laboriously hand-tapped by operators of whom he was one of the
most expert, to ponderous transmitters hurling wireless signals across the
Atlantic, to space communications of incredible sophistication that blanketed
the globe via synchronous satellites, the new art that emerged during his
lifetime was of enduring and transforming import. And more than any other
man, he was the leader of its formative years.

To the contemporary business reader, Sarnoff’s career offers various
constructive insights into the evolution of American business management.
He was perhaps the last of that remarkable strain of individualistic entre-
preneurs—Rockefeller, Ford, Carnegie, Frick, Harriman were among them—
whose autocratic governance of industrial oligarchies bruised the precepts
of free competitive enterprise but spurred the tumultuous growth of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in America.

A question that might be examined in graduate business schools today
is whether electronic color television—the last major electronic consumer
product to bear a made-in-America brand—would have responded to the
quickened rhythms of invention and technical development that Sarnoff in-
duced without his dominating, imperious management style.

A corollary question might be whether the much discussed decline in
the nation’s technological leadership in the latter twentieth century bears a
relationship to the phase-out of Sarnoff-style management. Is the current
crop of MBA-trained managers less inclined to risk taking, more concerned
with financial controls, with acquisitions, mergers, and takeovers, than with
the creation of new wealth through new technologies? Has absorption with
quarter-by-quarter results on the bottom line replaced the desire to lead,
shape, and inspire, as the sine qua non of American business?

Viewed from an international perspective, the question becomes whether
foreign industrial leaders, most notably the Japanese, have preempted the
Sarnoff approach to managing technology. Are they his true heirs in under-
standing the difficult cycle of technological gestation, in their willingness to
accept setbacks, to return to the drawing board, to gamble capital and sacrifice
quick profits, in order to achieve long-term goals? Japan's march to world
dominance of the video recorder and cassette industry, a thirteen-year effort
marred by repeated failures, bears remarkable resemblance to Sarnoff’s lonely
struggle to implant color television in America.

In accepting the Goethe Prize in 1930, Sigmund Freud said: “It is un-
avoidable that if we learn more about a great man'’s life, we shall also hear
of occasions on which he has done no better than we, has in fact come nearer
to us as a human being.” It is in that spirit that this book has been written.
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1/ The Early Years

Predawn on November 20, 1953, at the beginning of a tranquil Indian summer
day in the New York metropolitan area, a twin-engine aircraft owned by
the Radio Corporation of America touched down at its home base in Tet-
erboro, New Jersey, returning David Sarnoff and a young associate from the
state of Washington and signaling completion of one of the most satisfying
missions of Sarnoff’s long career. Two days earlier, he had joined Admiral
Robert B. Carney, chief of United States Naval Operations, at Jim Creek
Valley in the remote and rugged Cascade Mountains, fifty-five miles northeast
of Seattle, twenty miles inland from Puget Sound. There they had jointly and
triumphantly dedicated a radio station vastly more powerful than any ever
built, a station that promised to provide the navy with a long-dreamed-of
secure global wireless communications network.

The station had gestated slowly. Since early 1947, scores of RCA and
naval engineers and technicians had labored on its design and construction
at the RCA Victor Manufacturing Division in Camden, New Jersey. Its rev-
olutionary centerpiece was a 1.2-million-watt transmitter whose VLF (very
low frequency) signals were expected to reach naval land installations around
the globe, and aircraft, submarines, and surface vessels on, below, and above
the seven seas. More than twenty-two times as powerful as any American
commercial radio station, the largest piece of electronic equipment ever
built, the transmitter represented a new frontier in the emerging art of wireless
transmission, capable of cracking through magnetic storms, virtually jam-
proof, capable even of defying the northern lights and other meteorological
phenomena that had teased and frustrated early wireless operators, among
them a youthful David Sarnoff.

To achieve this awesome capability, sufficient power had to be generated
to meet the needs of a city of twenty-five thousand population. And the
coded signals to be sent and received had to pass through a vast antenna
array that consisted of fifty thousand yards of steel and copperweld cable
stretched across six thousand acres of Jim Creek wilderness and coupled to
twelve giant steel towers erected on its neighboring peaks in joint defiance
of snowstorms, icestorms, and sweltering summer heat. Twenty-seven freight
cars had been required to ship all the equipment from Camden to the north-
west. In the view of RCA’s engineers, Jim Creek represented one of the
great macroengineering feats of the twentieth century.

But to Sarnoff, the meaning of the station extended beyond its size and
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power. First, it assured him that his company—and he—continued at the
crest of the new technology of electronics. Beyond that, it possessed a deep
personal significance. Viewing the vast complex for the first time, the day
prior to handing it over to the navy on behalf of RCA, he told his associate:
“This is my way of saying thanks.” He meant to his adopted land, to America.

The flag-drenched dedication ceremony took place in a massive concrete
transmitter building, with a naval band playing martial airs outside. Admirals
abounded, as well as congressmen, Washington State leaders, and a large
contingent of the nation’s press flown in from major population centers by
naval aircraft. The ceremony was structured as a blend of the old and the
new—in effect a report on wireless communications’ progress since the first
transmission of electromagnetic signals by Sarnoff’s old friend Guglielmo
Marconi from his father’s farm in Bologna, Italy, little more than a half century
earlier. The bulging press kits distributed at the ceremony forged a spiritual
kinship between Bologna and Jim Creek—and between the inventor Marconi
and the industrialist Sarnoff.

In the first message from Jim Creek to fleet units around the globe,
Admiral Carney described the installation as **a new security channel from
America to the naval units which form its outer ramparts of defense.” As
he spoke, his words were tapped out in measured cadence by Sarnoff in
Morse code at the modest rate of twenty words per minute. The telegraph
key was the same one he had used forty-six years earlier when he was
employed by the Marconi Wireless Company of America as a junior telegraph
operator. This juxtaposition of the old and new, as naval and RCA publicists
had hoped, commanded the interest of the visiting press. The New York
Times reported on page one that Sarnoff, then sixty-two years of age, a
familiar national figure as head of the Radio Corporation of America, and
the widely acknowledged leader of the newly emerging television industry,
still possessed the skilled telegrapher’s *“fist” of his youth. Acknowledgments
of Carney’s encoded message were received within minutes from a world
apart—from the flagships of the Far Eastern and Mediterranean fleets, from
the submarine Sablewish sheltered by polar ice caps in the northern Arectic,
and from the cruiser Pittsburgh rounding Tierra del Fuego at the southern
tip of Argentina. The Tirnes also reported that many old-time ham operators,
Sarnoff’s contemporaries, picked up the dedicatory message and claimed
they recognized at once his transmission style, still distinctive after four
decades. After the ceremony, at a naval reception, the atmosphere of nostalgia
heightened when Admiral Carney’s wife recalled to Sarnoff that as a small
girl in Italy, the daughter of a career American naval officer, she had been
introduced to Marconi by her father and the great inventor had promptly
perched her on his knee. To which Sarnoff swiftly replied that since Marconi
had been his mentor and intimate friend, he would be happy to serve as the
inventor’s surrogate at a repeat of the ceremony.
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Returning to New York after an eighteen-hour cross-country flight—
including a stopover in Chicago for refueling and for a successful perusal of
the newsstands in search of more Jim Creek stories—Sarnoff developed a
heavy head cold, complete with running nose. For one of the few times in
his life, at the urging of his companion, he gulped a tumbler of medicinal
whiskey, grimacing as it went down, saying it reminded him of the foul-
tasting cough syrup his mother used to force down his throat. But he was
still buoyed by the depth and warmth of the press coverage and he was in
a reminiscent mood, probably induced by the touch of his old telegraph key.
So he suggested to his young associate, as they approached Manhattan from
Teterboro, that they make a brief tour of the Lower East Side where much
of his boyhood was spent.

In the fading early morning darkness, Sarnoff’s chauffeured limousine
bore them beneath the Hudson River by tunnel and thence downtown through
winding and silent streets, passing under the dilapidated tracks of an elevated
train and finally into a run-down low-rent apartment area, its streets potholed
and congested with debris. This, Sarnoff said with a sweep of his hand, had
been the heart of New York’s teeming Jewish ghetto in the early twentieth
century. With a sure sense of direction, as though a half century were only
a pause in the calendar, he coached his chauffeur to an apartment site on
Monroe Street. The cramped, wooden tenement home of his youth had been
razed and replaced by a rather seedy low-income apartment dwelling, but
it was here that he had begun his life in America.

The year was 1900, and David Sarnoff was nine years old.

His birthplace was Uzlian, a shtetl in Russia, in the province of Minsk,
an area he later remembered as bleak beyond redemption. It was a pinpoint
in the central fastness of the Russian pale in which the czars had sequestered
their second-class Jewish subjects since the rule of Catherine the Great.
Except for climatic differences and the presence of a dominating synagogue,
Uzlian could have emerged in America’s pioneering west. Its few hundred
inhabitants lived in a cluster of ramshackle wooden houses facing on rutted
and unpaved roads, lacking electricity, gaslight, interior plumbing, and any
form of mechanized transport. Theirs was an isolated, theocratic enclave,
remote from the political winds of change then gusting about the RomanofTs,
ruled with doctrinal rigidity by a chief rabbi, linked to Russia only by oc-
casional, and unwelcome, Cossack-accompanied visits of the regional tax
authorities, or by the more frequent drunken incursions of bands of roving
peasants.

In this remote environment, David was born on February 27, 1891, the
eldest of five children, four boys and a girl, of Abraham and Leah Privin
Sarnoff. The father, tall, bearded, and slender, possessed the high forehead
and abstract gaze of a philosopher or poet. But he was neither, eking out a
subsistence living for the family as a house painter and paperhanger. His
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frail physique was not designed to withstand the rigors of the long Uzlian
winters, with temperatures reaching forty degrees below zero, and soon after
his first son’s birth he showed the initial symptoms of consumption. David's
first memories of his father were of a withdrawn, gentle, but rather morose
man with a hacking cough.

David always felt he drew the qualities of character and intellect that
produced his extraordinary success in life from the genes of his mother. Leah
Privin was descended from a long rabbinical line and was clearly the dominant
influence in the upbringing of her family. Early photographs show a rather
small, stout, brown-haired woman whose most arresting feature was a pair
of widely spaced and penetrating eyes. Her expression seemed more resolute
than intellectual, that of a woman determined to face and conquer whatever
challenges life brought.

The Sarnoffs lived in one of Uzlian's indistinguishable frame houses,
which Abraham had helped build. David's first memory was of building
blocks, a gift from his mother and the only childhood toy he recalled ever
receiving. Mainly, his early recollections were of books—theological and
liturgical tomes, their covers scuffed and faded from generations of handling—
that became the companions of his boyhood. He was small-boned and slender
as a child, but possessed of an abundance of energy and an intellectual
precocity that soon captured the attention of Uzlian’s elders. By his fourth
year, as he later recollected, he was comfortable with his mother tongue of
Yiddish and was absorbing passages of the Old Testament in Hebrew. David
was quickly assessed by his maternal grandfather, Rabbi Privkin, as prime
rabbinical material, and all his reading assignments were directed toward
that goal.

There was the Talmud to be mastered and other learned studies of the
prophets. As the oldest of the scores of grandchildren of Rabbi Privkin and
his indomitable wife, Rivke (Rebecca), David seemed fated by the dictates
of primogeniture as well as his own early unfolding learning capacities to
devote his life to the service of the God of his ancestors. Life was serious,
life was a disciplined regimen imposed by the patriarch. ‘I guess I was
hermetically sealed off from childhood,” he commented in a rueful re-
membrance that morning in 1953. He never participated in organized games
or childhood escapades in the village, or certainly none that left any lasting
impression on his memory.

The sense of aloneness that stamped his boyhood was enhanced when
David’s father decided to emigrate to America to seek a better life for his
increasing family. Abraham gambled that he could earn sufficient dollars as
a paperhanger and painter to send for Leah and the children. He thus became
part of the Jewish tide—nearly two million people within four decades—
that flowed from Russia and eastern Europe to the fabled Golconda of the
West, seeking escape from pogroms, enforced czarist military service of four
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years, and a standard of living little superior to that of Russia’s peasant
masses, only recently freed from generations of serfdom.

After a tearful farewell from his father, David moved with Leah and two
younger brothers, Lew and Morris, into the larger frame house of the Privkins,
already cramped by the presence of seven other Privkin daughters and a son,
David’s aunts and uncle. To relieve the congestion, David was soon farmed
out for further intensive religious schooling in the home of a granduncle, a
leading rabbi in the village of Korme, hundreds of miles from Uzlian in the
region of Barisov. There he was the lone child in a household of religious
elders who, while treating him kindly, were more concerned with questions
of pilpulistic logic than with the balanced upbringing of a five-year-old.

For four years, from sunup to sundown, six days a week, David’s life
was devoted to study. The Talmud in Aramaic and the prophets in Hebrew
consumed his waking hours. It was Uzlian compounded. Each day, he later
contended, he was compelled to memorize an assigned two thousand words
and repeat them to his granduncle before dinner, which was not forthcoming
if he fell short. Only the Sabbath allowed him respite, and that was devoted
primarily to religious services. During those four years he never saw a mem-
ber of his immediate family, never knew a playmate of either sex, and never
participated in any form of sport or other recreational activity.

In his 1953 view, reflecting on the sidewalk in front of his first New
York home, the results of this extraordinary regimen were mixed. The re-
tentive capacity he developed and the ability to combat fatigue over prolonged
periods of intense mental exertion were, in his judgment, central to his
professional achievements and particularly to his ability to analyze complex
problems of technology and arrive at rational solutions. But those years also
cheated him of the ability to enjoy many of life’s amenities in adulthood,
even when he could well afford them. He never developed an interest in
sports, either as a participant or spectator. He never acquired a taste for
classical literature, the graphic arts, or popular entertainment, whether on
the Broadway stage, in motion pictures, or on the television sets he was so
instrumental in bringing into the American home. Life to him was always a
serious affair, not to be frittered away.

Perhaps even more significant, the years in Korme persuaded him that
the rabbinate was not his calling. *‘Four years of the prophets was enough,”
he recalled that morning. “Maybe I was too young to take it in such massive
doses, maybe there was a pragmatic streak in me, but | remember telling
myself there had to be some better way to pay for my supper.” Even the
extreme orthodoxy of his upbringing was too much, and he converted to
lukewarm Reform Judaism as an adult. Religion indeed became secondary
to his other interests in life.

It took Abraham Sarnoff five long years, working at a variety of menial
jobs on New York's Lower East Side, sharing a single room with three others
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in a slatternly boardinghouse, to acquire sufficient cash to underwrite the
passage ($36 per person) of his family to America. David was nine, in 1900,
when he was joyfully reunited with his mother in Uzlian and informed that
the great trek west was about to begin.

Laden with hampers of prepared kosher food for the long sea voyage,
plus linen, bedding, and household supplies, Leah and her three sons traveled
by horse-drawn cart to the provincial capital of Minsk, where for the first
time a wide-eyed David saw paved streets, multistoried buildings, and street-
cars. He also witnessed something that repelled him—a Cossack charge
against a large group of Russian citizens demonstrating for greater political
freedom under Czar Nicholas. “I saw them lashing out with their whips,
trampling women and children with their horse’s hooves,” he recalled. It
also trampled out of me any lingering feeling I might have had for Russia as
my homeland.”

In his latter years, when he read of himself as Russian-born, he involun-
tarily flinched at the term. Not that he attempted to conceal his origin, but
he possessed no feeling for Russia as a nation, no understanding of its long,
stressful history nor sympathy with its nationalistic aspirations, whether under
the czars or the Communists. He had only passing acquaintance with its
language and customs. Had the civic microcosm of Uzlian been dropped
into the fastness of Outer Mongolia, Sarnoff’s circumscribed boyhood would
have been little changed.

This deeply ingrained distaste for Russia, which surfaced most conspic-
uously in the 1950s when Sarnoff became one of America’s foremost cold
warriors, a staunch adherent of John Foster Dulles’ brinkmanship, led him
in adult years to draw contrasts between his life and those of contemporaries
in Russia who grew up to convulse their country in revolution. There was,
for example, Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, later to be known as Lenin, who came
from a secure and affluent family in Simbirsk; his father was a state councilor
loyal to the czar and with the status of a minor noble, his mother of upper-
middle-class parentage, her father a doctor and prosperous landholder. While
the Sarnoffs struggled in Uzlian for bare subsistence, the Ulyanovs enjoyed
a seemingly idyllic existence, a close-knit family of six children whose sum-
mers were spent at their grandparents’ thousand-acre manor estate picking
mushrooms and splashing in the river. The parents were devoted and be-
nevolent, mediating childish quarrels. They also participated in games with
their children, which would have bewildered Sarnoff. In his study of the
physiological matrix of leadership, the historian James MacGregor Burns
points out that there was nothing in the early life of Vladimir Ulyanov,
whose first name meant *“ruler of the world,” to support the fashionable
theory that great revolutionaries suffered from mother or father fixation,
maladjusted childhood, youthful rebellion, or other signs of queerness or
abnormality. Compared to Lenin, Sarnoff started far lower on life’s rungs,
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and it gave him a perverse satisfaction in later years to limn the contrast.

From Minsk, Leah Sarnoff and her boys progressed to the port city of
Libau on the Baltic Sea, where they boarded a small freighter for Liverpool,
England, and thence transferred to a large steamship for the Atlantic crossing.
Somehow, the family’s hamper of kosher food got mixed up with the luggage,
and David, who was standing on the deck, saw it disappearing into the hold.
Reflexively, he plunged in after it and was fortunate enough to land, many
feet below, on a soft bundle. A seaman threw a rope in after him and he
was pulled out of the hold, dazed but clutching his hamper of food. “I still
remember that seaman telling me, ‘Boy, you're going to do alright in Amer-
ica,” ”” Sarnoff recalled.

Endless days in the fetid bowels of the storm-tossed vessel left David
with another lasting memory—of *‘sweaty bodies close-packed and the stench
of vomit.” In his adult years, when he often crossed the Atlantic for diplomatic
or business purposes, Sarnoff preferred travel by sea rather than air because
he loved the contrast with that first voyage. He engaged first-class quarters
on the upper deck, preferably the largest cabin suite. He measured his life’s
progress in that span between decks from steerage to the captain’s table.

More than a month after their departure from Uzlian, the Sarnoffs landed
in Montreal. They proceeded by coach train to Albany, and then by Hudson
River steamboat to New York City, where, because of a garbled message,
they spent an agonizing day searching for Abraham, who awaited them at a
different pier. By nightfall, the steamship company had united them, but
David, despite the joyousness of the occasion, was startled by his first sight
of the stooped, gaunt, and graying man whom he scarcely recognized as his
father.

An even greater shock awaited him when Abraham led them to their
first American home. As the family entered Monroe Street, the stench of
rotting garbage in a July heat wave almost overpowered him. The $10-a-
month flat Abraham had rented was on the fourth floor of the dilapidated
tenement structure, accessible only by a dark, grease-stained staircase. The
apartment was known as a railroad flat because its three narrow rooms were
in line like railroad cars. A single befouled toilet at the end of the stairwell
hall served all the tenants on the floor. The flimsy building shook periodically
from the rumble of passing elevated trains. The dispirited newcomers’ tene-
ment was in the heart of a ghetto neighborhood whose population density
was greater than that of the worst London slums chronicled by Charles
Dickens.

Fifty-three years later, returning from his Jim Creek triumph, Sarnoff
stood in front of the site of his first American home in the November dawn.
His eyes swept the neighborhood which, while improved by more modern
apartment buildings and the addition of electric lights, still bore the unmis-
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takable stamp of its menial heritage. Sarnoff was dressed in an immaculately
tailored three-piece business suit, with suede gloves and a gray fedora hat.
Puffing reflectively on a fresh cigar, he sought to recapture for his associate
his feelings during his first few days in America. Initially he was overcome
by despair. His ailing father was obviously incapable of supporting his family
(which still had one son and one daughter to come). Beyond that, the sheer
volume of compressed humanity depressed and overpowered the nine-year-
old boy. He was conditioned to the solitude of small village life, and the
strange mixture of tongues and cultures bordering and sometimes overlapping
the Jewish ghetto—Irish and Italian and Slavic—Ileft him with a sense of
total alienness. "It was like being tossed into a whirlpool—a slum whirlpool—
and left to sink or swim,” he recalled.

But Sarnoff said that beyond the culture shock he was soon gripped by
the vitality of his new environment. The brashness and freedom of children
his own age was far removed from the studied discipline of his life in Korme.
These young Americans played stickball games in the streets, brawled with
one another in ethnic gang fights, stole rides on the backs of newly introduced
electric streetcars, swam from piers on the Hudson and East rivers, and
generally comported themselves with a degree of confidence and indepen-
dence that Sarnoff envied. **Even the police were somewhat understanding,”
Sarnoff recalled. *We had no Cossacks to fear.”

The turn-of-the-century America that became Sarnoff’s home was in a
period of turbulent transition, from gaslight to electricity, from horse-drawn
carriages to combustion engines, from telegraphic communications to wire-
less, from the passionate isolation of its early years to an incipient imperialism
in foreign affairs. Spurred on by the jingoism of its penny press, America
savored its victory in the Spanish-American War. Only a year before Sarnoff’s
arrival, New York had welcomed the hero of Manila Bay, Admiral Dewey,
with a ticker-tape parade up Broadway. In the White House, President
William McKinley and his Rough Rider vice president, Theodore Roosevelt,
spoke confidently of America’s expansionist destiny. Great fortunes were
being amassed in mining, fuels, automobiles and railroads, banking and mer-
chandising. The Carnegies, Rockefellers, Harrimans, Fricks, Astors, and
Goulds were creating a new aristocracy based on wealth. The seventy years
spanning Sarnoff’s career would see more change and innovation in America
than in any country in any period of recorded history.

But in the immediate area of Monroe Street, not even a trickle of the
new wealth had come down. Although sweatshops and child labor were
theoretically curbed by new legislation, they still existed within the loosely
defined boundaries of the East Side ghetto and in the Hell's Kitchen area,
where his family later moved. Pennies, nickels, and dimes were the currency
of exchange in a grinding atmosphere of poverty that Sarnoff said he never
completely shed.
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To the immigrant youth, life presented two immediate challenges: first,
to earn some money so his family could survive and, second, to learn the
language of America so he could more quickly be absorbed into its society.
Within days of his arrival, he was hawking Yiddish-language newspapers in
a competitive race with other boys. When bundles of the afternoon Tageblatt
were delivered to an East Broadway station, David would vie with the others
to get one of the first bundles and then run to his ghetto neighborhood to
hawk them at a penny a copy. For every fifty sold, twenty-five cents went
into the family coffers. He remembered himself then as thin and wiry and
rather fleet of foot—"1 got more exercise in two years as a newsboy than |
got in the rest of my life.” He also developed a routine for delivering the
morning edition of the paper. The bundle was dropped off from the elevated
train at 4 A.M.—*“I schooled myself to awaken at the first sound of the ap-
proaching train. I'd throw on my pants and shirt and shoes and get to the
street about the same time the bundle landed. Then I'd deliver them by
running up and down the stairs of the various tenement buildings. It was
great for the appetite.”

In September, two months after his arrival, David was enrolled in an
English language class for immigrants, regardless of age or grade. The in-
tellectual discipline that he acquired in mastering Talmudic Hebrew stood
him in good stead. At a far faster pace than his fellow students, he solved
the spoken and written intricacies of his new tongue. By the end of the year
1900, he said he had a fairly passable English vocabulary. To supplement
his class work, he searched waste bins for discarded English-language news-
papers and read them in bed at night by gaslight. Throughout his life, he
sought to prove the validity of the Hungarian phoneticist's comment in Shaw's
Pygmalion: *Only foreigners who have been taught to speak English speak
it well.” Sarnoff soon came to feel an almost Churchillian reverence for his
adopted tongue, and in his adult years he spoke it clearly and eloquently—
occasionally a bit sententious and prolix, but always with unaccented fluidity.

From newsboy Sarnoff graduated to his own newsstand, employing other
newsboys, including his younger brothers, to run his routes. He also sup-
plemented his income by singing a boyish soprano for $1.50 a week at a
neighboring synagogue. His father worked when his health permitted and
when painting jobs were available, and the determined Leah augmented the
family income by stitching and sewing. But it was David who to an even
greater degree became the family provider while attending grade school
during the day. At night he enrolled in classes at the Educational Alliance,
an East Side settlement house that provided specialized instruction for young
and old of all faiths, although its attendees were predominantly Jewish. Here
he had his first exposure to platform speaking, which became an underpinning
of his professional career. By the age of fourteen, he was confident enough
to participate in his first debate on the topic: “‘Resolved: The United States
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should grant independence to the Philippines.” His team took the affirmative
and it won.

Sarnoff later valued the insights that the Educational Alliance, even
more than the public schools, gave him into the melting pot that was then
America. Many other immigrant enrollees achieved renown, including Gov-
ernor Alfred E. Smith of New York, who became the Democratic presidential
nominee in 1928; the celebrated comedian Eddie Cantor: and a nationally
syndicated political columnist, George Sokolsky. In the last decade of his
life, Sarnoff and members of his family endowed a building at the Alliance
which was named after him and to which he bequeathed a bronzed head of
himself sculpted by Jo Davidson. ‘It was at the Alliance that I first felt a
sense of belonging,” he recalled. He drew on its library for studies of Amer-
ica’s heritage and its leaders, particularly Abraham Lincoln, whose log cabin
heritage he linked to his own. He participated in seminars in its classrooms
and meeting rooms, and witnessed dramatic presentations and speeches by
political leaders in its auditorium, which seated seven hundred. Only its
gymnasium and roof garden were bypassed; he didn't, he said, have time for
such nonessentials of life.

At age fifteen, David had completed the eighth grade of elementary
school, achieving consistently high marks and easily qualifying for a college
preparatory school such as the nearby Townsend Harris High School. But
coincidentally his father's health took a drastic turn for the worse, confining
him to bed and requiring Leah’s almost constant attendance to his needs.
Upon David fell the principal responsibility for supporting a family that had
grown to seven, and further schooling was out of the question. He concluded
that what he needed was a regular job with a weekly paycheck of a known
amount, so the family could budget its level of expenditures. And a job in a
business that promised some hope of advancement and ultimate escape from
the ghetto.

Sarnoff's first thought was journalism. There had been scarcely a day
during his six years in America that he had not read a newspaper, first in
Yiddish and soon in English. Writing and English had been his favorite sub-
jects in school. The prospect of witnessing and describing great events,
whether in America or distant lands, excited a youthful mind whose level
of learning, ranging from the Old Testament prophets to the charge up San
Juan Hill, was already exceptional in breadth of subject matter. Ultimately
he envisaged himself as an editor or publisher, a successor to William Ran-
dolph Hearst or the flamboyant James Gordon Bennett, whose New York
Herald was then a dominant force in metropolitan journalism. He would
craft editorials that influenced or even shaped the course of national policy.
Heady dreams for a fifteen-year-old, but total self-confidence and an unbridled
imagination, two key qualities of character in his adult years, already were
beginning to manifest themselves.
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It was to Bennett's Herald that Sarnoff went by foot on a Saturday morn-
ing early in 1906, and it was to the same location that Sarnoff ordered his
limousine forty-seven years later after completing the inspection of his ghetto
home site. He said he could still recall his feelings as he trudged up to Herald
Square, at 35th Street and Broadway, to the landmark brown-orange stucco
building, then New York's tallest skyscraper, that housed the Herald. Any
job would satisfy him, even the most menial, as long as it got his foot in the
journalistic door. He felt little regret at the end of his formal education, in
part because there was no practical way for him to continue but even more
because of his growing desire to be a thoroughly assimilated American.
Journalism seemed the best way to telescope that transition. Reporters had
access to the great and powerful of the nation and to the inner workings of
government. By being one, Sarnoff could learn more about the speech, the
mannerisms, the personal qualities, even the dress, of America's leaders than
a classroom could ever teach him. *More than anything in the world,” he
reminisced, *l wanted to rise above that ghetto background.”

Dressed in his only suit and tie, the youthful Sarnoff entered the Herald’s
lobby and approached the first man he saw, standing behind a wired screen
window. He announced in a firm voice that he was interested in a job, any
that the Herald had open. **Well,” said the man, “you're in the wrong place.
This is the Commercial Cable Company, not the Herald. But we are looking
for a messenger boy. Do you think you can handle it?”" The pay was five
dollars weekly, with ten cents per hour for overtime. Without a second’s
pause, Sarnoff accepted. It was a regular job and it was in the environs of a
newspaper.

The Commercial Cable Company, a tenant on the ground floor of
the Herald building, was the American arm of a British firm that controlled
the world’s underseas cable traflic, linking New York with such capitals of
the Western world as London, Paris, and Rome. And it handled the incoming
dispatches of the Herald’s far-flung staff of foreign correspondents.

By the following Monday morning Sarnoff had donned a messenger’s
uniform and begun delivering cablegrams by bicycle to Manhattan customers.
In addition, he hand-carried carbon copy "flimsies” of incoming news reports
to the Herald’s bustling city room upstairs. Soon he became casually ac-
quainted with some of the newspaper’s staff. Yet he made no effort to shift
jobs and become a newspaper copyboy, the accepted launching platform for
future journalists. Why?

Over the gulf of years, Sarnoff recalled that the clacking of telegraph
sounders lured him more than the staccato pounding of typewriters. He
found something almost hypnotically appealing in the small telegraph keys
transmitting living intelligence over vast distance, linking continents by code.
One of his duties was cleaning up at night, filing copies of the day’s incoming
traffic in the proper bins, and often he found himself staying beyond closing,
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fascinated by the reports of great news events and commercial developments.
He also began toying with the telegraph keys, the little “bugs’ that sparked
information electrically across vast oceans. Out of one of his first paychecks,
which he normally turned over to his mother for household expenses, he
sequestered two dollars to purchase his own key. Within weeks, he had
mastered the Morse code and was tapping out messages in short bursts.
Soon, some of the operators allowed him to sit in when they took short
siestas, and he became sufficiently proficient to read incoming coded traffic
at normal speeds. *'It really wasn't that hard,” the adult reflected. ““I'd some-
times practice at night in bed. Or wake up a half hour before the El train
delivered my morning papers. It was more fun than work.”

But the fun lasted only a few months. While working as a messenger,
Sarnoff also moonlighted at his newspaper jobs and on the Sabbath by singing
in the synagogue choir. His still boyish soprano was in particular demand
for services during the high holy days of Yom Kippur and Rosh Hashanah,
and he asked Commercial Cable's office manager for a three-day leave of
absence without pay. He was refused, and when he insisted he was pe-
remptorily fired—for the first and only time in his career.

From the vantage point of 1953, it wasn’t that much of a blow. With
the limousine parked in Herald Square, and with dawn glowing faintly over
the city, the tycoon said he shed no tears because he now had the crutch of
a professional capability to lean on. He considered himself a qualified junior
telegraph operator, and the older cable operators with whom he had worked
would, he was sure, guide him to other openings. The cable field had recently
been augmented by the development of wireless telegraphy, which embraced
both transatlantic and ship-to-shore communications. Only five years had
elapsed since Marconi had constructed a wireless transmitter on the English
coast at Cornwall and then traveled to Newfoundland, where an antenna
borne aloft by kites had picked up the letter s transmitted from Cornwall.
Two years later President Theodore Roosevelt and King Edward VII of
England were exchanging greetings via a Marconi station in England and
another at South Wellfleet on Cape Cod, Massachusetts. A small American
Marconi branch, offshoot of the parent English company, was soliciting com-
mercial wireless messages from an office at 27 William Street in Manhattan’s
financial district. It was here that Sarnoff, on the advice of his former cable
associates, appeared on September 30, 1906, to seek work as a junior op-
erator, his telegraph key in hand, again garbed in his only suit and tie, hair
severely brushed back to simulate maturity.

George De Sousa, traffic manager at the Marconi office, seemed more
amused than annoyed by the bravado of the short, skinny fifteen-year-old
with the piercing blue eyes and the determined chin. “Could you use a man
as a junior operator?” the youth asked, and the man parked at Herald Square
still remembered the benign smile of response. *“We don’t need a man,” De
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Sousa said, “'but we could use an office boy.” The pay was $5.50 weekly,
with no overtime. Again, without pause, Sarnoff accepted, thus shifting al-
legiance from cable telegraphy to the newer and more rapidly growing wire-
less field, although at the same low entry level. Even more strongly now, he
responded to the lure and the mystery of this empyrean art, which seemed
to his youthful mind as awesome as the firmaments themselves. Like most
avid newspaper readers, he was generally familiar with the exploits of Mar-
coni, who had become somewhat of a cult hero to the penny press, often
compared with Thomas Alva Edison and Alexander Graham Bell for his
inventive genius. And although Marconi was not aware of it, he soon became
the subject of an intense scrutiny by his newest employee, who pursued him
in newspaper morgues and library files. After all, Sarnoff reasoned, they
were now associates.

Marconi, in fact, was not far removed from Sarnoff’s generation, only
seventeen years his senior. He was reared on his family’'s small estate, Villa
Grifone, on the outskirts of Bologna, where his father earned a comfortable
living cultivating silkworms. Like Sarnoff’s, his parental alliance was strongest
with his Irish-born mother, Annie. He was indifferent to his father's business,
refused his entreaties to enter a university or the naval academy, and devoted
endless hours to reclusive study in the family’s well-stocked library, which
contained numerous reports of experiments in electricity by European sci-
entists in the 1880s. He had just turned twenty when he read, in 1894, a
newspaper obituary of the German scientist Heinrich Hertz, who had dem-
onstrated seven years earlier the existence of electromagnetic waves in the
atmosphere. His imagination fired, Marconi determined to demonstrate that
intelligence could be borne over those airwaves. In the family attic, amid
trays of silkworms, he built a crude spark transmitter, a telegraph key, and
a wire antenna. Working far into the night, ignoring the entreaties of his
fretful father to come to dinner, Marconi sought to ring a bell at the other
end of the room. One night he called his mother to the attic in a high state
of excitement to witness a spontaneous demonstration. As he tapped the
Morse key, the bell sounded. There was nothing between them but air.

As he related Marconi's triumph, the man in the limousine said he had
found the first true hero of his life. He sought parallels between them: they
were neither college educated, both were intuitive self-starters, both indif-
ferent to obstacles. A statement by Marconi, in particular, captured his imag-
ination. **My chief trouble,” Marconi wrote, *was that the idea was so el-
ementary, so simple in logic, that it seemed difficult for me to believe that
no one else had thought of putting it into practice.” Sarnoff repeated it by
rote that morning in 1953, almost reverentially. As the great battles of his
life unfolded, the challenges to the types of technology he espoused, Sarnoff
loved to play back those words.

From his attic, Marconi commandeered his backyard for further exper-
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iments, employing longer antenna strands to achieve greater distances. By
1895, his wireless signals were reaching beyond a mile; a year later, with
the encouragement of his mother’s English friends, he was in London dem-
onstrating wireless to the British government. England was the nerve center
of the world’s cable communications, and Marconi applied there for the first
wireless patent, which was granted in 1896, when the five-year-old Sarnoff
was immersed in the prophets at Korme. A year later, when Marconi was
twenty-four, he founded, with British capital, the Marconi company, of which
the inventor was a principal shareholder and chief research scientist. It
evolved as an international wireless concern after the success of the trans-
atlantic experiment, and a new era in communications began.

By 1906, when Sarnoff entered his employ, Marconi was an international
figure of high renown, soon to be awarded the Nobel Prize for physics and
soon to receive the Knight Grand Cross of the Royal Victorian Order from
King George V of England. As the new office boy began his duties—sweeping
floors, dusting wireless equipment, emptying wastebaskets, running errands,
filing correspondence, and announcing callers—Marconi had replaced Hearst
and Bennett as the figure he would emulate. Sarnoff, of course, had never
met the inventor, but from his first day at Marconi he said he planned and
schemed to do so.

Three hours after it began in the lower Manhattan ghetto, the 1953
limousine tour ended at the seventeen-room Sarnoff town house on East
71st Street in the residential epicenter of the city’s rich and powerful. Despite
the hours without sleep and the nagging head cold, Sarnoff seemed refreshed
and content, and almost reluctant to see the journey conclude. He stood on
the sidewalk, his glance sweeping over the imposing facade of his five-story
home. “I'll enjoy it more because of our little trip,” he said by way of
good-bye.
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2 / The Sorcerer’s Apprentice

The fifteen-year-old office boy who reported for work at the Manhattan
headquarters of American Marconi on September 30, 1906, was only eight
years older than the company itself, and both were of impoverished stock.
The American branch had struggled since its inception to create an awareness
of its nascent wireless service. It had installed equipment on four ships—
the New York, the Philadelphia, the St. Paul, and the St. Louis—and it
operated a network of four coastal wireless stations—at Sea Gate and
Sagaponack in New York, and at Siasconset and South Wellfleet in Mas-
sachusetts. But it had yet to win serious acceptance in America’s maritime
industry, and it was profitless.

The problem in part was the unsettled state of the wireless art. Scientists
from many nations were engaged in a race to improve on Marconi's basic
discovery. Since 1901, not only the dots and dashes of the Morse code but
the human voice itself had been transmitted without wires. A Canadian-
born scientist, Dr. Reginald Fessenden, was responsible for this continuous
wave transmission, which he first achieved in his Pittsburgh laboratory. Four
years later, on Christmas Eve, wireless operators on vessels in the middle
of the Atlantic were startled to hear, between the dots and dashes, a man
reading poetry and a woman singing Christmas carols. The transmissions
originated from Fessenden’s experimental wireless station at Brant Rock,
Massachusetts. Another American inventor, Dr. Lee De Forest, had applied
for a patent on an Audion tube, which enormously increased wireless signal
amplification and which later became one of the key building blocks in the
development of home radio reception. At the conclusion of the Russo-
Japanese war in 1905, seven different wireless systems were in use at the
front to transmit the dispatches of foreign correspondents. New wireless
enterprises were spreading through Europe and America, and often they
were undercapitalized, poorly structured, and in violation of patent rights.
Infringement litigation, commercial bribery, and bankruptcies became com-
monplace. Even the English Marconi company, possessor of more basic pat-
ents than any of its twenty competitors, and the most prestigious because
of the inventor’s personal fame, had yet to reward its stockholders with a
dividend.

The parlous balance sheet of its American offshoot was quickly brought
home to young Sarnoff. One of his first jobs was to call on friends of his new
boss and general manager, an Irishman named James Bottomley, to pick up

The Sorcerer’s Apprentice / 23



cash loans that were occasionally required to meet the weekly Saturday
payroll. The entire staff of the American company—telegraph operators,
traffic administrators, and salesmen—numbered fewer than a dozen. Any
task that was unassigned or unbudgeted fell to the newcomer, who quickly
became the office factotum. When Marconi-equipped ships visited the port
of New York, Sarnoff would board them with spare parts and assist their
wireless operators in repair work. He became the custodian of the company's
technical library and when not occupied sweeping floors or running out for
sandwiches, or during off hours, he would browse in it. He soon became
adept at the jargon of the trade, and he probed for opportunities to display
his new skill as a telegrapher. Whenever operators at Sea Gate or Sagaponack
reported in ill, he volunteered to replace them, and occasionally he was
permitted to. Within months of his arrival, Sarnoff’s two principals, Bottomley
and commercial manager George De Sousa, were conceding to themselves
that this youngster with the insatiable curiosity and the inexhaustible energy
possessed capabilities that dwarfed his years and his paycheck.

The encounter that Sarnoff had fantasized since his first day at Marconi
became a reality in December of 1906, when he was studying technical
papers one night at the William Street office. He noticed the unheralded
arrival of a slender and immaculately dressed man who looked vaguely fa-
miliar to him. Sarnoff asked an operator if he knew the stranger, and the
response electrified him: **He’s the man who makes the lightning.” It was
Marconi himself, the fabled inventor, the sorcerer of the airwaves as the
penny press had dubbed him, making one of those frequent visits to America
that had begun soon after the success of his first transatlantic wireless test
and the founding of his American wireless subsidiary. The youngster watched
with awed fixation as Marconi, dressed in a tailored gray suit with matching
fedora, spats, and a walking cane, moved easily from one operator’s post to
the next, inquiring in fluent English about the quality and volume of trans-
missions and receptions, exchanging technical comments, asking after the
health of wives and children. Then Sarnoff overheard his idol mention to
Bottomley that he was en route to his Manhattan office on Front Street, and
the office boy determined to trail him. He would see for himself the fount
of Marconi’s technical work in America and, somehow, he would introduce
himself.

When Marconi unlocked the Front Street office, he was startled by the
sudden emergence out of the shadows of a youth with right hand outstretched.
It was Sarnoff, announcing himself as Signore Marconi’s newest American
employee. Despite the suddenness and the brashness of the confrontation,
the inventor accepted the proffered hand. Something in the boy's respectful
and gravely forthright demeanor apparently struck a responsive chord, and
he was invited to accompany Marconi inside the office. There the story of
the exodus from Russia, the ghetto upbringing, the determination to become
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a wireless telegraph operator poured out of the youngster, and Marconi
listened attentively. A brief tour of the office followed, coupled with an
invitation to Sarnoff to avail himself of Marconi's technical files in his spare
time.

In later years, when Sarnoff recounted the story of the first meeting, his
friends often expressed incredulity that immediate rapport could have been
established between two individuals across a generational, cultural, and
professional chasm of such vast proportions. To which Sarnoff invariably
responded, *We were on the same wavelength.” By that he meant they were
transmitting and receiving human wireless impulses to which each was at-
tuned. He could not explain it technically, but he was persuaded that such
transmissions existed. Throughout his life, Sarnoff explained his affinity for
certain people and his distaste for others through the wavelength metaphor.

Having at last established a link with his hero, Sarnoff was determined
to nurture it. Before leaving the Front Street office, he volunteered to run
messages for Marconi during his American visit—and his timing happened
to be fortuitous. The inventor was, in fact, then in acute need of a messenger
service, and it was a service of even greater scope than Sarnoff had envisaged.
The combination of his newly acquired fame, his aquiline good looks, and
his rather shy aristocratic bearing had made Marconi an irresistible target
for the opposite sex, and he was not unresponsive. During his frequent New
York visits, he had cut a wide swath among American ladies perhaps un-
matched by any foreigner except England’s Prince of Wales. So Sarnoff found
himself during the next few days. and on subsequent Marconi visits, busily
occupied in bicycling between flower shops and East Side apartments and
town houses, convoying large bouquets and boxes of candy to which were
attached handwritten notes from the inventor.

Sarnoff reveled in this new responsibility, assuming quite shrewdly that
the inventor would never have entrusted him with such delicate missions
unless he was confident of the messenger’s discretion and judgment. And it
enabled him quickly to become much more than just another youthful face
to Marconi. On later visits, Sarnoff was invited to join the inventor when
he was in residence at Front Street, and even when Marconi was not there
Sarnoff felt free to accept the invitation to study the technical files. His
youthful curiosity seemed to remind the inventor of his own childhood, and
perplexed older Marconi employees began overhearing conversations be-
tween the man and the boy on the mystery of static or the propagation
characteristics of electromagnetic waves. Sarnoff became known as Marconi's
American apprentice, carrying his dispatch case, arranging his appointments,
even hailing transportation for him. Nothing was too menial. In later re-
membrance. Sarnoff said those months of early exposure to Marconi im-
planted in him an awareness of the potential of technology and, even more.
a respect for the mystery of science. “*David, we know how things work, but
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we don't know why they work,” the inventor once told him, and he never
forgot it.

Within a year of his employment at American Marconi, and a few months
after his sixteenth birthday, Sarnoff was graduated to the position he had
originally sought. With the inventor’s personal endorsement, he was pro-
moted to junior wireless telegraph operator, and his salary vaulted to $7.50
weekly. At a time when a nickel bought a beer and a sandwich, he considered
it substantial. But more than the money, his ascension into professional ranks
made the transition a milestone in his life. It was a step further away from
the ghetto, and as if to solidify this break with the past, he sold his newsstand,
which he had been overseeing in the evenings, and turned over his remaining
newspaper routes to his younger brothers. And within a few months, he
made the transition more complete by moving his family out of Hell’s Kitchen
to a walk-up apartment in a five-story building on Thatford Avenue in the
Brownsville section of Brooklyn.

Sarnoff’s career satisfaction was soon tempered by the death of his father.
During the year that David became an operator, Abraham lost his long strug-
gle with consumption and slipped from life as quietly and unobtrusively as
he had lived it. It was not unexpected, and his eldest son’s principal emotion
was sadness—sadness at a pain-strewn and unfulfilled life, sadness that at
age sixteen he had been unable to provide the amenities of life that were
beyond his father’s reach. But David also realized pragmatically that it was
a burden removed, and he experienced no aching void at the departure of
a man he had never really been close to. Besides, he now had, in Marconi,
the father figure that Abraham had never been—someone he could look up
to and revere.

One of the junior telegrapher’s first assignments was to serve as a sub-
stitute operator for an Atlantic crossing of the steamship New York. For
fifteen days, wearing the uniform of a ship’s officer, living in his own cabin,
Sarnoff maintained wireless contact with other ships and with Marconi sta-
tions in America and England. It was just seven years since his crossing in
steerage, and the contrast made the man-boy euphoric. Soon after his return
he had a chance encounter with some schoolmates from his ghetto years.
They were then in high school, laden with textbooks, and he felt infinitely
their superior, at least a generation advanced.

Nevertheless, Sarnoff recognized the serious gap in his own formal ed-
ucation, and in 1908, when he was seventeen, he volunteered for wireless
duty at the remote Marconi station at Siasconset on the offshore Massachu-
setts island of Nantucket. His primary reason was the station’s excellent
technical library, which he felt could serve as a substitute for high school.
And the salary, because of the isolated nature of the duty, was seventy dollars
per month, more than double his current wage. There were three other
operators on duty at Siasconset, all men at least twice his age, and aloof in
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their response to his arrival. In a sense, it was a reversion to his four years
in Korme; he was surrounded by people of another generation in a remote
area, with only work and study to occupy him. Apart from the technical
library, he took a correspondence course in algebra, geometry, and trigo-
nometry. On his off days, he bicycled seven miles to the Nantucket village
library for supplemental reading on American history and culture. A picture
on a bicycle taken at the time shows a scrawny young man, brown hair close
cropped, the thin and determined face looking severely ahead, without the
hint of a smile.

Besides education, Siasconset provided Sarnoff the opportunity to hone
his increasingly formidable telegraphic skills. The station was the principal
gateway for traffic between Europe and America and a vital wireless link to
ships beyond the range of the New York stations. Speed and accuracy were
essential to cope with an expanding volume of transmitted and received
messages, and Sarnoff’s quick fist, the cadenced flow of dots and dashes
from his telegraphic key, made his style distinctive and his reputation equal
to the most senior operators’ on the Atlantic network. His progress was
monitored closely in New York by Bottomley and in London by Marconi
and was rewarded after eighteen months at Siasconset by his recall to New
York to become manager, or chief operator, of the Sea Gate station. Ironically,
because it was not considered hardship duty, Sarnoff’s promotion cost him
a ten-dollar cut in salary. But now he was in charge of other operators, all
his senior in years, and at the age of eighteen the youngest chief operator in
the worldwide organization. At Sea Gate he experienced his first taste of
giving orders and issuing directives to others. Until then, his interest had
centered on the technical aspects of the business—the theory of wireless,
and how the equipment functioned and how to repair it—and the prospect
of pushing papers at a desk had seemed distasteful to him. But as a manager
he soon found his ego responding to the seductive call of authority, and his
thoughts of the future began focusing on broader horizons.

After a year of managing Sea Gate, Sarnoff felt he had crossed the ex-
ecutive threshold and was securely wedded to the Marconi hierarchy. His
relationship with the inventor was refreshed and strengthened on each of
Marconi's American visits. The Sea Gate station’s ship-to-shore wireless
traffic had increased 30 percent during his tenure, and American Marconi
itself was emerging from the fiscal wilderness because of a burst of orders
from the U.S. Navy for wireless equipment for its fleet. The path to growing
executive responsibility in a growth industry seemed clearly delineated to
the ambitious young man. Yet he deviated from it in uncharacteristic fashion,
and for reasons that were never quite clear even to himself. One night, on
a visit to the William Street office, he noticed on the bulletin board an appeal
for a volunteer Marconi wireless operator on a seal-hunting expedition to
the Arctic. Sarnoff still retained a boyish ardor for adventure, the sense of
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exploring something new that had attracted him to wireless initially, and he
was stirred by the prospect. Impulsively, he volunteered and simultaneously
resigned as manager of the Sea Gate station but not as a Marconi employee.

This time there was not the rationale of undisturbed study in a technical
library to lure him. Perhaps it was the prospect of recognition as a pioneer
wireless operator in the Arctic ice fields; perhaps the opportunity to impress
a young lady from his Brooklyn neighborhood whom he had been dating,
although not seriously. Whatever, he journeyed to St. John's, Newfoundland,
to board the Beothic, the same vessel on which Dr. Frederick Cook had
made his dramatic dash for the North Pole, and promptly installed and tested
its wireless equipment. He was accorded the rank of a ship’s officer, and a
picture of him taken by his own camera as the Beothic entered Arctic waters
showed an anything but heroic figure—a thin youngster perched on a pile
of tarpaulins, his oversize officer’s cap nearly eclipsing the determined look
on the boyish face. He seemed nearer sixteen than twenty, which was the
birthday he celebrated on February 27, when the seal hunt was in progress.

The Arctic trip assumed special significance to later chroniclers of the
Sarnoff career because, for the first and only time in his life, he kept a diary.
Written in pencil because ink froze in the subzero temperatures, in the same
bold, free-flowing, and highly legible hand of his mature years, the diary
provided the first indication of the high sense of drama that Sarnoff would
later attach to every aspect of his life. It also revealed an attention to sentence
structure and to graphic and alliterative phrasing quite remarkable for one
of his age whose exposure to English scarcely exceeded ten years. And it
was replete with tales of peril in which Sarnoff prominently figured. He
wrote, for example, of a Sunday, when the killing of seals was forbidden and
the crew rested out of respect for the Sabbath. He and other crew members
were watching a family of seals disport themselves on the ice floes below,
and he was seized by the desire for close-up pictures. So he disembarked
and moved over the densely packed floes to within a few feet of the seals.
Suddenly the father seal, his huge bulk moving with surprisingly alacrity,
charged the intruder.

“I took to my heels and ran,”” Sarnoff wrote, “but I had sufficient presence
of mind to follow a zigzag course. This gave me a slight advantage because
it was difficult for my pursuer to twist his big body at every turn. I had
progressed only a few feet and the seal, with murder in his eyes, was gaining
on me. But the strongest man could not hold out long on the jagged, slippery
ice. | was near exhaustion. My breath came in gasps and my knees shook.

“Suddenly a shot rang clear in the Arctic air. While the crew had watched
my plight with awful fascination, one of the sailors had dared break the
Sabbath law and shoot the seal. I think the captain believed privately that
it would have been better if | died a martyr to the law, but the man was
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never punished and all the men aboard heartily approved his action, none
more heartily than 1.”

Other tales of Bunyanesque youthful daring cropped up in the diary.
The wireless equipment on a nearby sister ship broke down and Sarnoff
volunteered to cross the treacherous ice floes, accompanied by the ship’s
doctor, on a repair mission. Dusk was falling, with gale winds whipping up.
as they prepared to return after Sarnoff had restored the wireless to working
condition. ‘At every step of the way,” he wrote, “we fell in the water,
grabbing the ice en route which, after we had again mounted it, promptly
broke in half and gave us another thorough ducking.” Finally, members of
the Beothic's crew experienced in navigating ice floes were dispatched to
rescue them, and the two men, half drowned and frozen, were carried back
to the mother ship.

As the Beothic returned after six weeks in the Arctic, more dramatics
were captured in the diary. Sarnoff picked up a wireless message from a
ship one hundred miles away reporting that a sailor had suffered serious
internal injuries and there was no doctor aboard. He promptly asked for
details of the injuries and then relayed, over several days, instructions from
the Beothic's doctor on appropriate treatment. The sailor recovered.

In his report of the voyage to his Marconi superiors, Sarnoff compiled
an impressive dossier of wireless accomplishments. The scattered ships of
the sealing fleet had maintained continuous contact in the Arctic, advising
one another where the hunting was best or where the seal herds had been
depleted. The Beothic's cargo holds were jammed with a record thirty-six
thousand seals, and the impressed fleet owners negotiated with Sarnoff a
deal for the permanent installation and servicing of Marconi equipment on
all their ships. It was his first commercial contract.

Flushed with this achievement, Sarnoff was determined to recapture a
position at least equal to Sea Gate in organizational prominence. The op-
portunity arose when the John Wanamaker department stores installed Mar-
coni wireless stations atop their Philadelphia and downtown New York
branches. The wireless link between them was intended to provide infor-
mation on inventories, pricing, and sales, but its primary purpose was pro-
motional—to lure customers to the stores by appealing to public curiosity
over wireless. Sarnoff grasped at the opportunity to manage the New York
station, not only because of its high public visibility but because the station
kept the same daytime hours as the stores. This freed his nights for further
study, and he promptly enrolled in an evening course in electrical engineering
at the Pratt Institute. Since life in a sense was a cram course to him, he did
not find it difficult. Of sixty entering students, Sarnoff was one of eleven
to complete the program; the ten others were all high school or college
graduates.
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By his twenty-first birthday, in 1912, Sarnoff was becoming a recogniz-
able figure within the still arcane world of wireless. Besides his telegraphic
skills, his knowledge of wireless equipment and how to install and service
it was probably exceeded by no one in Marconi’s employ. Yet he was, of
course, still an unknown to the general public. Only those at the crest of the
wireless boom, beginning with Marconi, had achieved significant public rec-
ognition. Indeed many inventors became showmen in the P. T. Barnum tra-
dition in order to win financial support. Lee De Forest, for example, rented
the top of the Eiffel Tower to broadcast music with his Audion tube trans-
mitter to Paris wireless receivers within a twenty-five-mile radius. In 1910,
De Forest insinuated his transmitter onto the stage of the Metropolitan Opera,
and nearby shipboard wireless operators, plus a handful of reporters in De
Forest's office, listened to the rather garbled strains of an aria sung by Enrico
Caruso.

Sarnoff had followed all these developments attentively. From his prox-
imity to Marconi, he observed how the inventor, despite his innate reserve,
was quick to arrange public demonstrations of new developments and per-
suasive in exploiting his fame to enlist figures of world renown in support
of his enterprises. To Sarnoff, it became clear that it was not enough just to
achieve; it was essential to develop skills in exploiting those achievements.
Before the phrase *‘public relations’ was commonplace, Sarnoff was a student
of the persuasive art, and he attributed greater importance to it throughout
his career than perhaps any of his contemporaries in American industry,
most of whom had been schooled to avoid the prying eyes of journalists. In
later constructions of his life, a single incident during his tenure as manager
of the Wanamaker wireless station became the public relations vehicle for
explaining his swift transition from an unknown youngster, only months into
his majority, into a figure of national stature.

On the night of April 14, 1912, the newly christened British luxury liner
S.S. Titanic, en route to New York on her maiden voyage across the North
Atlantic, struck an iceberg and sank, with a loss of 1,517 lives. This epic
sea disaster, involving the largest, fastest, and theoretically most secure ship
afloat, cost hundreds of American lives and riveted the attention of the world
as few accidents before or since have. According to Sarnoff’s official biog-
raphy, written in 1966 by his cousin, Reader's Digest contributing editor
Eugene Lyons, the role of the young manager at Wanamaker’s in the Titanic
disaster was of heroic scope:

“On April 14, 1912, David Sarnoff was listening casually to the routine
flood of dots and dashes. Suddenly he was stung to startled attention. The
message was dim and faraway and choked by static, but he deciphered it
notwithstanding. It was coming from the S.S. Olympic, 1,400 miles away.
S.S. Titanic ran into iceberg. Sinking fast.”

e
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According to Lyons, Sarnoff signaled receipt of the message and then
alerted the press. Soon extras began appearing on the streets, and “the eyes
of the world, it seemed, along with its hopes and fears, were fixed on young
Sarnoff and his earphones.” Reporters and crowds of friends and relatives
of those aboard the stricken ship converged on the department store. Police
were summoned to control them, so that Sarnoff could have the privacy he
needed.

Other wireless stations began jamming the airwaves, trying to help. So
President Taft, the biographer said, ordered all of them closed down in order
that Sarnoff not be impeded in his continuing attempts to maintain wireless
contact with the Olympic. which was a sister ship of the Titanic. “This was
to be a one man job,” as Lyons explained.

For three days and three nights, according to the biographer, Sarnoff
maintained his lonely vigil, without sleep and virtually without food, and “'a
horrified world hung on his every word.” The reports from the Olympic
were primarily names of survivors hauled from the ocean by wireless-
equipped vessels that had rushed to the scene. Not until he had forwarded
to the press the names of the last survivors, seventy-two hours after his
receipt of the first distress signal, did the exhausted young operator relinquish
his post and collapse into sleep.

“The stark drama of the scene—a young man in Manhattan as the sole
contact with a great catastrophe in mid-ocean—made a terrific impression
on the public mind,” Lyons wrote. What had been a scientific curiosity was
raised in a few tragic days to the status of a necessity. Hundreds more could
have been saved if ships in the area, several of them closer to the Titanic
than those that did hurry to the rescue, had been wireless-equipped to hear
the distress call. This sad fact was too obvious and too devastating not to
register.

“The Titanic disaster, Sarnoff once summed it up, 'brought radio to the
front,” adding quietly, ‘and incidentally me.’ The limelight that played for
three harrowing days on the twenty-one-year-old operator would rarely dim
for him in the crowded decades that followed.”

The Lyons account, printed forty-four years after the event, repeated in
precise dimensions a story that had already been woven into the fabric of
American history. Daniel Boorstin had reported it similarly in his Pulitzer
Prize-winning volume The American Experience. Erik Barnouw's Tower of
Babel, widely considered the most authoritative history of early radio in the
United States, offered the same picture of the young operator's heroics and
wound up with the assertion, "“The name Sarnoff was known all over the
country.” In subsequent years, as his reputation as an industrialist and an
electronics prophet grew, the picture of the wireless boy at the dike was
recounted in Fortune, Forbes, Time, the Saturday Evening Post, and the
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Reader's Digest. This then, if history texts and responsible journals were to
be believed, was the spectacular launching pad for the Sarnoff career, his
overnight baptism in public waters.

Yet there are gaps in the story, and contradictions difficult to resolve.
The New York Times, for example, provided the most voluminous coverage
of the Titanic tragedy of any American newspaper, but nowhere during the
days that its columns overflowed with Titanic reports does the name Sarnoff
emerge. The Times reported on April 15 in an eight-column-headline story
that the first distress signal was picked up at 10:25 P.M. on April 14 by the
Marconi station on Cape Race on the eastern shore of Newfoundland. The
following day, April 16, the Times ran a partial list of survivors, which it
said had been received by Cape Race, the nearest wireless station to the
disaster. Another story reported additional names of survivors picked up by
a Boston wireless station. The Times described the Cape Race station as
“the storm center of the great battle for news of the missing passengers.”
No reference to the Wanamaker station—or Sarnoff.

On its fourth day of coverage, April 18, the Times reported that the
American Marconi company had formally requested all government wireless
stations to cease sending messages so there would be no interference with
the attempts of its shore installations in Massachusetts and at Sagaponack
and Sea Gate to maintain communications with the rescue ship Carpathia.
In a prompt response, Secretary of the Navy Meyer, according to the Times.
said orders had been issued to all ships at sea and at the navy yards not to
attempt to call the Carpathia. But again no indication of intervention by
President Taft to effect a wholesale closedown of all wireless stations except
Sarnoff’s. And where historians later talked of crowds storming the Wana-
maker station, the Times reported only that “excited crowds” of relatives
and friends of the passengers were gathering at the New York offices of the
White Star Lines, which owned the rescue ship Carpathia.

Similarly, the Wall Street Journal’s voluminous coverage of the tragedy
mentioned wireless intelligence received from various eastern and north-
eastern stations, including principally Cape Race, but nowhere were there
references to Wanamaker's or its manager. On April 16, the international
edition of the Herald Tribune in Paris devoted its entire front page to capsule
dispatches on the tragedy from around the world, but not a single verification
that, as Sarnoff’s biographer had it, “‘a horrified world hung on his every
word."”’

Was the Sarnoff-Titanic story therefore merely the concoction of a biog-
rapher’s agile imagination, prodded by his subject? Not entirely, for the fact
that Sarnoff had a role is established by an article in the Hearst-owned New
York American of April 16, 1912. Apparently, after the initial reports from
Cape Race, the American had made a promotional deal with the Wanamaker
store whereby any information on the Titanic disaster picked up by its Mar-
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coni station would be turned over exclusively to that paper. A two-column
headline on page six read: N.Y. AMERICAN TURNED WIRELESS STATION INTO
A BRANCH OFFICE: JACK BINNS WAS IN COMMAND. The ensuing story clarified
the rather confusing implications of the headline:

“The wireless office of the Wanamaker stores [sic] at Broadway and
Eighth street, conducted jointly by John Wanamaker and the Marconi Wire-
less Telegraph Company, were converted into a branch office of the New
York American last night.

“Jack Binns, the hero of the Republic, the Florida disaster [sic], when
he shot to the world the wireless CQD and saved the lives of more than
2,000 passengers and crew, took charge for the American.” (Binns was the
shipboard wireless operator on the Republic in the first passenger-ship sinking
in which wireless distress signals brought rescue ships to the scene in time
to avert a tragedy. This was in 1908.)

“The office was directed by David Sarnoff, manager of this station, as-
sisted by J. H. Hughes, an expert Marconi operator, who was placed at the
services of the American by the Wanamaker stores. Incidentally, it was Mr.
Sarnoff who was at the Siasconset life saving wireless station when Jack
Binns' message was picked up.

“With every bit of energy at their command these men stood by their
posts all night and fired scores of messages and captured scores concerning
the wreck.

“From all over the coast line and far into the interior, even to Chicago.
appeals for news of the disaster were heaped upon the American’s temporary
office.

“The Wanamaker station is located on the roof of the famous department
store, and is one of the most powerful along the Atlantic seaboard. Last
night through all the pandemonium of wireless controversy and confusion
that prevailed this station managed to pick up direct communication with
Siasconset, Sagaponack, Cape Cod, Hatteras, Sable Island and many other
stations along the coast.

“Faint signals were heard from the Olympic, but owing to the terrible
confusion and disruption of static conditions Mr. Hughes, the operator, was
unable to pick up the strands of direct communications: no other New York
office was able to report any communication at all with the Olympic.*

The American’s story concluded by listing bulletins picked up by the
Wanamaker station from other Marconi listening posts, such as Cape Race.
On the following day, with other newspapers still ignoring Wanamaker's—
perhaps because of its tie-in with a competitor—the American sought to
exploit its station’s role in the disaster. In an April 17 story on page five, it
insisted that the first direct message picked up from the Olympic, corrobo-
rating the earlier Cape Race bulletins of the sinking and reporting that the
rescue ship Carpathia was returning to New York with 866 women and
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children survivors, was at the Wanamaker outlet:

“David Sarnoff, manager of the wireless station, and Mr. Hughes, an
expert Marconi man, assisted by the hero of the Republic disaster, Jack
Binns, have waited over the wireless instruments for the faint tick of the
instruments that will bear to the world what news is available concerning
the passengers,” the American reported. *'A faint signal from the Olympic
sounded on the apparatus over which those atop the Wanamaker building
bent with strained ears. Then came the astounding news verifying the report
that the Titanic had floundered.” When the American published this news,
according to its account, “'eager thousands™ descended on the Wanamaker
station clamoring for more information, among them Vincent Astor, son of
the merchant prince John Jacob Astor, a doomed passenger on the ship.

But the American. intent as it obviously was on dramatizing the Wan-
amaker role, made no effort to portray Sarnoff as the solitary hero of the
occasion. He was part of a wireless triumvirate called into action after the
nation has been informed, via Cape Race, of the disaster and even the extent
of his station’s contribution does not emerge clearly. If it were as central to
the rescue mission as the American suggested, why was Wanamaker’s among
the stations closed down by the Marconi company to prevent interference
with its four coastal stations? The fact that it did close at some point in the
rescue proceedings is established by an announcement in a full-page Wan-
amaker's ad of April 19 that the station was preparing to resume service.
Out of the flood of reportage engulfing the most famous of sea disasters, the
inescapable conclusion to be drawn is that no individual wireless operator
and no single station monopolized the gathering and transmission of wireless
intelligence concerning it.

How then did David Sarnoff emerge in the pages of history as the lonely,
indefatigable link between the Titanic and the waiting world? Why did sub-
sequent generations of journalists join with historians of national repute in
accepting as fact a story with which their own files were at variance?

The answer, quite probably, is that the later real accomplishments of
Sarnoff's life were so profuse and so remarkable that any myth or legend
seemed plausible. As his achievements reached heroic proportions, those
who wrote about him began to recast all of his life in heroic terms. It had
to fit in the same shining mold. Yet, this was hardly unique. As with the
returning war hero, the passage of time added luster to his feats.

Sarnoff’s first known print recounting of his Titanic role was in March
1923, eleven years after the disaster. He told an interviewer for the American
magazine (not the newspaper) that he had maintained a seventy-two-hour
vigil at Wanamaker's after picking up the first faint signal from the Olympic.
There was no reference to others manning the wireless station with him, nor
any indication of the involvement of other wireless stations. At the time
Sarnoff was a well-known figure in the radio world, moving rapidly up the
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executive ladder at RCA, and presumably no one challenged his description.

Thus the snowball of legend began to roll. By 1930, when he became
president of RCA at age thirty-nine, Fortune devoted a major story to his
unprecedented rise in industry, including a separate sidebar feature on his
lonely Titanic heroics. But this time the retelling was not attributed to Sarnoff,
it was simply presented as fact. Fortune's reputation for careful research
perhaps influenced other publications to repeat it without attribution, and
the snowball gathered speed and dimension. In Sarnoff’s own mind, un-
doubtedly the equation between fact and legend blurred as he continued
reading in reputable publications of his singular feat. When he told the story
in later years, he told it with the ring of truth, which it had undoubtedly
become in his inner conviction.

Only one writer ever swam against the historical and journalistic tide.
He was Carl Dreher, an early RCA engineer and an associate of Sarnoff’s
during the company’s formative years. In an unauthorized Sarnoff biography
published after the RCA leader’s death, and largely ignored by the press,
Dreher scoffed at the idea that the young operator could have picked up the
first distress signal. The Wanamaker station, he pointed out, kept store hours
and was closed at night when the initial flash was received. Without men-
tioning the American-Wanamaker promotional tie, of which he was appar-
ently unaware, Dreher speculated that Sarnoff might have read or heard of
a news bulletin on the sinking, rushed to the Wanamaker station, and joined,
with great intensity, in a sleepless hunt for wireless intelligence. But the
construction that ultimately emerged of a lonely “tryst with the sea,” as
Lyons came to describe it, was in Dreher’s judgment—and he was an admirer
of Sarnoff—a significant exaggeration.

Indisputably, however, the Titanic disaster projected wireless commu-
nications, if not Sarnoff, into national and worldwide prominence. Legislation
swept through the United States Congress mandating wireless transmitting
and receiving equipment and wireless operators on oceangoing vessels with
fifty or more passengers. An immediate result was that ship and shore in-
stallations of the American Marconi company, and the volume of traffic
between them, began to grow exponentially. Stock of the parent company
in London more than doubled in price. In the flush of new prosperity, a staff
buildup at the New York office was ordered, and Sarnoff became one of its
first beneficiaries. Within the company, his cool and credible managerial
performance at Wanamaker's station during the Titanic convulsion had been
favorably noticed, although not because of the modest publicity it generated
in the American. As 1912 neared its end, Sarnoff—still short of his twenty-
second birthday—became inspector of Marconi-equipped ships in the New
York harbor, responsible for maintenance and repair work and with a staff
to support him. At the same time, he became an instructor at the Marconi
Institute, which had been organized to meet the burgeoning demand for
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trained wireless operators. And he organized and taught a course in the
techniques of selling Marconi equipment, with new members of the New
York staff as his students. Without any particular blueprint for progress, he
had gained exposure to, and proficiency in, every area in which Marconi
functioned. In 1913, seven years after his office boy start, he was made chief
inspector for all ships equipped and serviced by American Marconi and was
given the additional title of assistant chief engineer.

These were stimulating days for the expatriate from Uzlian. His salary
had more than tripled since his operator years, and he had begun accumu-
lating a business wardrobe, searching the racks of cut-rate department stores
for suits that would approximate the flanneled elegance of Signore Marconi'’s
Bond Street tailors. And cigars, big cigars, although not of the premium
Havana quality of his later years, became a favored accoutrement, his per-
sonal symbol of maturity and rising affluence. Most important of all, he was
able to make a final break with his ghetto past—and to carry his family with
him. Soon after becoming chief inspector, he appeared at the family’s apart-
ment in the Brownsville slum and ordered his mother to pack up their personal
belongings and follow him. The trail led to a new apartment building in the
Bronx, north of Manhattan and as far removed from the ghetto as was possible
within the municipal confines of New York City. With a flourish, Sarnoff
turned the latchkey on a freshly painted five-room apartment that had electric
lights, modern kitchen facilities, hot water and steam heat and indoor plumb-
ing—and it was completely furnished. Sarnoff instructed the bewildered Leah
to sell or give away all the Brownsville household furnishings. He wanted
every reminder of the lean and grubby early American years expunged, and
he had exhausted his savings and risked a low-interest loan in order to make
complete the transition to a comfortable, middle-class environment.

With the American company in a new growth cycle, Godfrey Isaacs,
head of the parent English Marconi, decided to install an experienced cable
executive of American citizenship as general manager in New York, and his
choice was Edward |. Nally, fifty-four, vice-president and general manager
of the domestic Postal Telegraph Company. In part Isaacs’ decision was
dictated by rumblings of concern in Washington, and particularly from the
United States Navy, that America's principal wireless communications link
to an unsettled and rapidly rearming world was in the control of a foreign
power, albeit a friendly one. Nally’s appointment was intended to give
American Marconi more of a domestic character.

Perhaps more important, Isaacs sensed that war was approaching in
Europe, and that the entire energies of the British firm would be absorbed
in meeting the communications needs of its government. As 1914 dawned,
Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany was overseeing war games by his massive
ground forces, Europe’s largest, and reinvigorating his naval arm under Grand
Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz, with particular emphasis on the construction of
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U-boats. In London, First Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill was
pressing a reluctant Parliament to approve the largest naval appropriations
bill in the history of the island empire, with the construction of more dread-
noughts high on his preparedness agenda. A chain reaction of military alli-
ances had enmeshed all the great European powers, and the spark needed
to touch off a world conflagration was provided on June 28, 1914, by the
assassination of Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his morganatic wife,
Sophie, in the Bosnian capital of Sarajevo. Britain, including British Marconi,
mobilized for a war that would cost it one million of its young men and
presage the decline of its empire.

At American Marconi, the war meant greater autonomy under the ex-
perienced Nally, who had devoted thirty-five years to wired telegraphy but
was somewhat of a neophyte in wireless. To the ambitious Sarnoff, this
spelled fresh opportunity as a tutor for his new boss, and he exploited it.
The same material he taught at the Marconi Institute to other staffers, he
supplied to Nally at private night sessions. Within months the older man
was looking upon Sarnoff as his technical rudder. He found in his youthful
chief inspector a broader grasp than anyone else in the organization possessed
of the full inventory of Marconi equipment and services, plus an acute per-
ception of competitive wares. For months during weekends and at night,
Sarnoff had roamed the New York waterfront, visiting not only ships equipped
by American Marconi, but those of other nations with other wireless brands.
He peppered Nally with memoranda on new competitive devices, such as
the quenched spark transmitter introduced by Germany's Telefunken. Oc-
casionally he was improvident enough to direct his memos on technical
developments to Marconi himself with carbon copy to Nally, an oblique
reminder to his new boss that he still considered himself the great sorcerer’s
apprentice. Within a year of Nally’s arrival, Sarnoff received the additional
title of contract manager, responsible with a staff for negotiating all sales
and service contracts and thus involving him full force in the commercial as
well as the technical end of the business.

World War I provided enormous impetus to the further development of
wireless, not only in the warring nations of Europe but in the technical
laboratories of American industry. The electrical giants, Westinghouse and
General Electric, and the American Telephone and Telegraph Company were
deeply involved in the exploration of radiated wireless signals—radioteleg-
raphy or radiotelephony as they were then called, but soon to be shortened
in the popular vernacular to radio. The Alexanderson alternator, a 20,000-
cycle high frequency transmitter sufficiently powerful to hurl the human
voice with great clarity across the Atlantic, came to fruition at GE in the
war years. AT&T's laboratories constructed a giant transmitter at the naval
wireless station at Arlington, Virginia, and on occasions in 1915 its voice
transmissions were picked up as far east as Paris and as far west as San
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Francisco. And a young Columbia University physicist unveiled a regener-
ative feedback circuit, to become known as the oscillating audion, that mag-
nified enormously the ability of a wireless receiver to pick up distant trans-
missions. He was Edwin Howard Armstrong, the same age as Sarnoff, soon
to become one of his best friends and later one of his most bitter enemies
because of differing perceptions of the future of wireless.

Within the same time frame, General H. C. Dunwoody of the United
States Army developed a carborundum detector that provided an inexpensive
means of picking up wireless signals. It was soon followed by even less
expensive silicon detectors, and thus was born the homemade crystal set
that soon engrossed hundreds of thousands of American men and boys. Attic
inventors patched together cheap amateur sets, with the silicon crystal re-
placing more expensive vacuum tube detectors; wire antennas began sprout-
ing on America’s rooftops, and countless enthusiasts sacrificed their sleep
for the thrill of intercepting remote dots and dashes, and occasionally even
the human voice.

Sarnoff sought to keep his Marconi colleagues abreast of each devel-
opment. At his old Wanamaker station, an arc-type transmitter was installed,
permitting the transmission of phonograph music. And Sarnoff personally
manned the telegraph key when the first successful experiment of wireless
transmission from a moving train was achieved in 1914, He was aboard a
fast-moving Lackawanna express whose passengers were five hundred
members of the Society of Civil Engineers, plus members of the press, and
the publicity this time centered mainly on him.

In the fusillade of memoranda that he continued firing at his Marconi
superiors during this period, Sarnoff later singled out one he composed on
September 30, 1915, when he was twenty-four, as the most important of his
career. Indeed, he was often known to describe it, without any concern for
undue modesty, as the most significant conceptualization in the annals of
radio, and he was later supported in this belief by leading industry historians
such as Gleason Archer. It became known as the radio music box memo-
randum, as important in its way to the Sarnoff legend as the Titanic disaster
and more substantive in character.

In the formative years, the prevalent conception of the role of wireless
communications was message transmission from one point to another. Even
when voice was added to the flow of dots and dashes, it was assumed that
an overarching desire for privacy would confine message traffic to two in-
dividuals or two stations. It had always been thus—with cable, with telegraph,
with telephone. Indeed, the lack of security of wireless messages, the ease
with which they could be plucked out of the air, was seen by many observers
of the new art as its greatest weakness. But as Sarnoff continued to probe
developments such as the crystal set and the high-powered transmitter he
began asking himself why wireless had to be confined to this one-on-one
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straitjacket. Perhaps, he reasoned, the ease of interception could be turned
to advantage. Why not advance wireless from point-to-point transmissions
to point-to-mass, from an audience of one for the message to an audience of
thousands?

“I have in mind,"" he wrote to Nally, “‘a plan of development that would
make radio a household utility in the same sense as the piano or phonograph.
The idea is to bring music into the house by wireless.

“While this has been tried in the past by wires, it has been a failure
because wires do not lend themselves to this scheme. With radio, however,
it would seem to be entirely feasible. For example, a radiotelephone trans-
mitter having a range of, say, 25 to 50 miles can be installed at a fixed point
where instrumental or vocal music or both are produced. The problem of
transmitting music has already been solved in principle, and therefore all
the receivers attuned to the transmitting wave length should be capable of
receiving such music. The receiver can be designed in ihe form of a simple
‘Radio Music Box' and arranged for several different wave lengths, which
should be changeable with the throwing of a single switch or pressing of a
single button.

“The ‘Radio Music Box' can be supplied with amplifying tubes and a
loudspeaking telephone, all of which can be neatly mounted in one box. The
box can be placed on a table in the parlor or living room, the switch set
accordingly, and the transmitted music received. There should be no difficulty
in receiving music perfectly when transmitted within a radius of 25 to 50
miles. Within such a radius, there reside hundreds of thousands of families;
and as all can simultaneously receive from a single transmitter, there wouid
be no question of obtaining sufficiently loud signals to make the performance
enjoyable. The power of the transmitter can be made 5 kilowatts, if necessary,
thereby giving extra loud signals in the home if desired. The use of head
telephones would be obviated by this method. The development of a small
loop antenna to go with each ‘Radio Music Box’ would likewise solve the
antenna problem."”

In the throes of composing his landmark memo, Sarnoff later recalled,
he became carried away by possibilities far beyond mere music. *Events of
national importance can be simultaneously announced and received,” he
continued to Nally. **Baseball scores can be transmitted in the air by the use
of one set installed at the Polo Grounds. The same would be true of other
cities . .. to farmers and others living in outlying districts ... they could
enjoy concerts, lectures, music, recitals, etc.”

Sarnoff knew that if he were to enlist the support of the pragmatic Nally,
he would have to construct sound commercial underpinnings for his scheme.
Large quantity production of the radios, he estimated, would make possible
their profitable sale at $75 per unit. And a secondary source of revenue
would be the sale of transmitters.
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“The company [Marconi] would have to undertake the arrangements,”
he continued, *‘for music recitals, lectures, etc.” Then, as though he sensed
that would startle an old-line telegrapher like Nally, he quickly reverted to
commercial prospects. *‘There are about 15 million families in the United
States alone and if only 1 million, or 7 percent of the total families, thought
well of the idea, it would mean a gross business of about $75 million, which
should yield considerable revenue [i.e., profit].” And then he drove home
his concluding—and what he hoped would be conclusive—argument: *“The
possibilities for advertising for the company are tremendous, for its name
would ultimately be brought into the household, and wireless would receive
national and universal attention.”

Like many young conceptualizers throughout history, Sarnoff proved to
be ahead of his time. At that moment, Nally and his small management cadre
were overwhelmed by orders from the United States Navy. The administra-
tion of Woodrow Wilson was veering day by day toward increased moral
and logistical support of a Britain and France hard pressed by their Teutonic
foe. Transatlantic wireless links became vital because the growing German
submarine flotilla posed the threat of Britain’s underseas cables being sun-
dered. In this atmosphere of tense uncertainty, the Sarnoff radio box proposal
was too fanciful and visionary, too all-encompassing in its requirements, to
move the overburdened Nally to action. But he didn’t want to argue it out
and he didn’t want to offend Sarnoff, to whom he was entrusting increasingly
vital naval contract negotiations in Washington. So he simply pigeonholed
the memo. The original gathered dust and then apparently disappeared into
the waste bin of history.

But Sarnoff did not forget it. Originally, he toyed with the idea of sending
a copy to Marconi in Italy, but the inventor’s nation, too, was at war and
the apprentice reluctantly concluded that the sorcerer could not reasonably
be expected to wax enthusiastic over the prospect of creating musical concerts
and music boxes for lowa farmers. So he bided his time, five years to be
exact, before he renewed his proposal in a different environment—and to a
different company and a different boss.

At Marconi, his responsibilities continued to enlarge. A new commercial
department was formed in early 1917, combining all contract and business
operations with the government and private customers, and Sarnoff, ap-
proaching his twenty-sixth birthday, was placed in charge, his salary $11,000
annually. The staff under him had grown to 725 employees, and he supervised
the installation and servicing of wireless on 582 vessels. His reputation was
spreading in the industry and he was elected secretary of the newly formed
Institute of Radio Engineers. On occasion he represented it in Washington,
testifying before congressional committees on various legislative proposals
for control of wireless in periods of both war and peace.

As his career flourished, Sarnoff’s personal life also added new dimen-
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sions. His attraction to women was intense, and in this he needed no coaching
from Marconi. One of his first attachments was to Nan Malkind, a secretary
at the Institute of Radio Engineers, and they went together for four years.
She came from a large Jewish immigrant family of modest circumstances,
and Sarnoff frequently made the long trek to the Malkind home in Brooklyn
during the post-Titanic years. The relationship finally foundered, perhaps
because of diminished interest on Sarnoff’s part or perhaps because, as Miss
Malkind later told a friend, she found the clinging aroma of cigar smoke not
to her taste.

The romance in Sarnoff’s life that endured resulted from a prearranged
meeting in the Bronx. His mother, Leah, became acquainted at a neighbor-
hood synagogue with the mother of a French immigrant family recently settled
in the Bronx. In the ancient Jewish tradition of matrimonial matchmaking,
the mothers conspired to bring son and daughter together. It was love at
first sight, David later wrote, when he met Paris-born Lizette Hermant. She
was fair-skinned and blond, several years his junior, and the little English
she spoke was laced with a French accent he found charming. Her warmth
and quick Gallic wit offered a relaxed counterpoint to the rather formidable
professional mien that he was then cultivating. Her ignorance of the wireless
art was total, as was his command of the French tongue, so “What could
we do?” as David later asked. They got married, following an extended
family-supervised courtship, at a modest ceremony in the Bronx synagogue
on July 4, 1917. In the fifty-four years of their marriage, which produced
three sons, Independence Day was always celebrated in the Sarnoff household
as the day David “lost my independence.” Through the storms and the
triumphs of his life, Lizette was his fiercely loyal companion. Occasionally
they quarreled, for both were hot tempered. Occasionally he wounded her
deeply because of the philanderings that accompanied his march to fame
and power. But the marriage proved the bedrock of his life.

In February 1917, the Wilson administration culminated three years of
increasing support for the Allies by severing diplomatic relations with Ger-
many and then, in April, declaring war. Despite his impending marriage,
Sarnoff promptly applied for a commission in naval communications. He
was shocked and angered when the navy turned him down on the ground
that his civilian services were essential to the war effort. Like everyone his
age. he had registered for the military draft and now he refused, despite the
urgings of his Marconi associates, to seek an exemption. He suspected anti-
Semitism had blocked his naval commission, but he was determined to wear
a uniform—to prove the totality of his Americanization—even if it meant
starting as a buck private in the army. Only the urgent intercession of Admiral
R. S. Griffen, the navy’s top engineer, with Sarnoff's local draft broad kept
him out of khaki. **Exemption is considered absolutely necessary,” Griffen
wired the board, "in order that the fleet will not suffer delays due to unsat-
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isfactory deliveries in existing contracts.” This confirmation of his indis-
pensability was sufficient to soothe Sarnoff’s ire, and he raised no further
objections.

In reality, the Marconi commercial manager, then twenty-eight, did serve
the navy in mufti. At the outset of war, President Wilson ordered a govern-
ment takeover of all wireless facilities in the United States and its possessions.
The navy, with the greatest stake in maintaining communications with its
far-flung fleet units and ground support depots, became the instrument to
accomplish it. All Marconi installations, facilities, and personnel fell under
naval authority, and Sarnoff soon became almost a Washington commuter,
spending more than half his time in the capital negotiating contracts at naval
headquarters and providing expert advice on communications to congres-
sional committees and government bureaus.

The business of Marconi boomed. In 1917, its gross volume exceeded
$5 million, nearly double the prior year's. Even more than the Titanic episode,
the war confirmed the vital role of wireless. For what had been feared had
in fact happened. German U-boats had succeeded in cutting Britain's un-
derseas cables, and wireless became America’s lifeline to the allied govern-
ments and to its own military forces abroad. At the Marconi installation at
New Brunswick, New Jersey, the navy installed a 200-kilowatt Alexanderson
alternator, the most powerful transmitter then built, which provided reliable
and clear voice transmission across the ocean. When President Wilson in
January 1918 enumerated his Fourteen Points as the basis for a peace set-
tlement, the New Brunswick transmitter relayed the text, and within hours
nearly the entire population of Europe was aware through crystal sets and
word-of-mouth relay of the American president’s initiative. Never before
had a message of such depth and complexity been disseminated so swiftly
to so many. It was a forerunner of the point-to-mass application of wireless,
and to Sarnoff, who was present at the New Brunswick transmission, it
provided further validation of his radio music box concept. Over two years
had elapsed since Nally cubbyholed his memo, but the author still clung to
his copies.

The navy's wartime role in communications profoundly influenced
Sarnoff’s views on the future of the wireless industry. A naval communi-
cations monopoly was in effect, which included a moratorium on patent
rights, and the Marconi executive saw how easy it suddenly became to build
apparatus that heretofore had led to court challenges for infringement. No
longer were the patents of Armstrong or De Forest or Alexanderson in con-
tention, because the navy controlled them. Sarnoff marveled at how quickly
order and purpose gripped the previously chaotic wireless industry. He
emerged from the war an ardent devotee of industry rationalization, and
many of the great battles of his career would focus on his determined attempts
to impose and maintain it.

42 \ THE GENERAL




In the flush of wartime patriotism. Sarnoff also came to share the belief
of the navy's communications hierarchy that America must never again face
a national emergency depending upon communications owned by others.
His love and respect for Marconi, despite a wartime hiatus in their relation-
ship, never wavered, but the communications of his adopted country, he
was persuaded, were too vital to entrust to foreign owners. When the navy,
immediately after the cessation of hostilities, began moving toward imple-
mentation of that goal, Sarnoff was an energetic behind-the-scenes supporter,
both in Washington and among his industry associates.

His wartime experiences had, he felt, matured and benefited him. He
had become acquainted with men of power, and he revered power. He had
been a dinner guest in the Washington homes and apartments of senators
and congressman, he had lunched with leaders of the armed services and
listened to them strategize over the battles of Meuse-Argonne and Chateau-
Thierry. Even his hunger to don a uniform had been assuaged by a letter of
commendation for his wartime services from the head of the Radio Bureau
of the U.S. Navy. “Our constant association throughout this trying time,"
Commander Sanford C. Hooper wrote Sarnoff, **led me to admire your work
and your organization tremendously, and I came to realize that | could depend
upon you above all others."

By now Sarnoff was a settled family man. With the aid of a $5.000
interest-bearing loan from his longtime friend Dr. Alfred Goldsmith (an em-
inent electronics inventor who later became RCA's chief engineer), he had
purchased a home in suburban Mount Vernon, north of the city. In July of
1918 Lizette gave birth to their first son, whose name, Robert William Sarnoff,
was as American as his father could make it. Two other sons, Edward and
Thomas, would soon follow. Physically, David was as far removed from the
skinny youth in the ghetto world of Monroe Street as he was spiritually and
emotionally. He had grown to five feet eight inches in height and his posture
was ramrod straight, which he believed lent credence to his executive pres-
ence. His girth, under the stimulus of the bread. potatoes, and meat he loved
to ingest—in time of stress voraciously—was beginning to expand, although
not to the tumescent proportions of his later years, and his hairline to recede.
The pinched, almost hungry, face of the boy had fleshed out, becoming full-
jowled and ruddily healthy. Only the eyes, blue, steely, and piercing in their
intensity, remained the same.

Perhaps the greatest change was in his psyche, for now he literally
brimmed with self-assurance. The fact that he was the only Jewish executive
in his company—and, so far as he was aware, in his industry—had persuaded
him that if he could overcome that obstacle he could overcome any other.
He had encountered his peers in competitive enterprises and had become
totally convinced that none possessed his combination of leadership qualities.
He had upgraded his business dress with a walking stick and a homburg.
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He had trained his voice to a deeply resonant pitch and had become a forceful,
at at times eloquent, public speaker, skilled in apothegms. He had stored his
childhood knowledge of Yiddish and Hebrew in a remote memory bin. As
the war to end all wars ended, the Americanization of David Sarnoff was

complete.
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3/ A Company Is Born

To the United States Navy the virtues of monopoly in international com-
munications had become incontestable. Through its wartime powers, the
navy had coalesced a bickering and fragmented wireless industry into an
instrument of national utility. The temporary abolition of patent restrictions
unfettered development of the technology, and the nation emerged from the
conflict with an international communications voice that seemed commen-
surate with its emergence as a world power. The navy wanted to freeze the
status quo, and, a month after the armistice in November 1918, Secretary
Josephus Daniels appeared before Congress to urge enactment of a bill “'that
will secure for all time to the Navy Department the control of radio in the
United States, and will enable the Navy to continue the splendid work it has
carried on during the war.” To Daniels it was unthinkable that the prewar
dissonance be permitted to resume. “It is my profound conviction,” he tes-
tified, “‘as is the conviction of every person I have talked with in this country
and abroad who has studied the question that it [radio] must be a monopoly.”
Every other nation with a wireless capability, he argued, was nurturing it
through a government monopoly.

Because of Daniels’ intimacy with President Wilson, it was assumed the
administration stood squarely behind him. The State Department, indeed,
expressed its “‘entire approval of the bill as drawn.” But the mood of the
nation was at variance, and Congressman William S. Greene of Massachusetts
more accurately reflected it. *“Having just won a fight against autocracy,”
he testified—meaning, of course, Kaiser Wilhelm—*we would start an au-
tocratic movement with this bill.”” Then he pronounced: I have never heard
before that it was necessary for one person to own all the air in order to
breathe.” The country wanted back to normalcy with private enterprise, and
the bill died in committee before a major controversy could build.

Denied its own monopoly, the navy preferred a private monopoly to a
restoration of the prewar free-for-all. Radio, Commander Hooper of the Naval
Radio Bureau argued, was a "'natural monopoly: either the government must
exercise that monopoly or it must place the ownership . . . in the hands of
some one commercial concern and let the government keep out of it.”” And
because of a chain of events that originated before the war in the research
laboratories of the General Electric Company in Schenectady, New York,
the Navy targeted GE. then as now America's preeminent electrical equip-
ment manufacturer, as its choice to effectuate that natural monopoly rather
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than a communications company such as AT&T, which already possessed
a wired voice monopoly.

The key was GE engineer E. F. W. Alexanderson’s high frequency al-
ternator, which had passed its laboratory tests in 1914. Originally operating
at a frequency of 20 kilocycles, the 200-kilowatt generator bulled through
atmospheric disturbances and other sources of signal interference with a
dimension of reliability that dwarfed competitive voice transmitters. Among
the first to recognize the quantum leap was the inventor Marconi, who came
to Schenectady in 1915 to inspect Alexanderson’s invention. His unqualified
endorsement led British Marconi to initiate discussions with GE on the sale
of worldwide exclusive rights. However, America’s entrance into the conflict
postponed agreement, and the navy preempted the alternator as its principal
wartime vehicle for international communications, culminating in the trans-
mission of Wilson’s Fourteen Points. In 1919, with America racing to free
itself of wartime controls, British Marconi reopened negotiations and sub-
mitted a $5-million order for the purchase of twenty-four Alexanderson al-
ternators, plus worldwide exclusive rights to their use. In the United States
the rights would be vested solely in the subsidiary American Marconi.

To GE, seeking to recoup a heavy research investment and to fill man-
ufacturing capacity idled since the war, it was an enticing order—and from
its most logical customer, since Marconi controlled many of the world's
wireless links and was a heavy purchaser of new communications apparatus.
The man entrusted to consummate the deal was Owen D. Young, GE's forty-
five-year-old general counsel, a lawyer from the small upstate New York
farm community of Van Hornesville, who later achieved international renown
for war reparations work and for his skill in resolving industry-labor conflicts.
Young had moved seemingly effortlessly through the apprentice ranks into
a partnership in a private law firm that specialized in utilities litigation and
handled much GE business. His ability to untangle complex legal issues had
captured GE management's attention and led to an invitation to him to join
the company’s upper executive echelon.

Perhaps out of courtesty to an important wartime client of GE, but more
likely because he sensed the far-ranging implications of the order, Young
notified the Navy Department by letter of GE’s intention to sell the alternators
to a foreign company. In Washington, the response was consternation. Word
was quickly dispatched to Paris, where Secretary Daniels was assisting Wilson
in peace negotiations that were in part deadlocked by the punitive demands
of Britain’s prime minister, David Lloyd George. In Young's later recollection,
corroborated by the statements of various naval officials, Wilson himself,
already irate at the British, made the decision that the order must be blocked.
The head of naval communications, Rear Admiral W. H. G. Bullard, was
directed by Daniels to lead the *‘fight against British monopoly.” On April
4, 1919, a letter to Young from Acting Secretary of the Navy Franklin D.
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Roosevelt asked Young to confer with naval officials before consummating
the Marconi order. Four days later, Admiral Bullard, Commander Hooper,
and Young appeared before the GE Board of Directors with the outline of
a proposal that would alter the structure of American communications.

In essence GE was asked to reject the order from British Marconi and
place the alternator in a new company that would operate the United States
end of international wireless circuits for both government and commercial
traffic. As an inducement, the navy offered to place its own valuable wireless
patents, derived from intensive wartime research, on a royalty-free basis in
a patent pool, together with those controlled by GE and American Marconi.
The pool would be operated by a new subsidiary of GE, to be created through
a buyout of American Marconi stock. Since earlier competitors of American
Marconi had mostly disappeared, either through acquisition or bankruptcy,
the result would be, the navy suggested, a private monopoly initiated and
supported by the navy and inferentially by the United States government.

To GE's board, the proposal was compelling in every aspect. It would
appeal to patriotism because it promised America its own international wire-
less voice and the end of a foreign monopoly: it would appeal to the military
forces, because of the increased message security it promised in event of
future wars: it would appeal to the business community as a competitive
form of traflic that could undercut the price of British cablegrams; and, finally,
it would appeal to GE's shareholders as a new profit center of great potential.
Sensing support from all these constituencies, the board authorized Young
to execute the project as promptly as possible. Within days he was in Wash-
ington to secure the formal endorsement of Secretary Daniels, just returned
from Paris. Daniels not only anointed the plan but recommended that Young
seek bipartisan support by outlining it to Henry Cabot Lodge, the powerful
Republican leader of the Senate. Lodge. too, was supportive, although he
persuaded Young not to attempt to obtain a congressional charter because
of political crosscurrents that might impede quick implementation. Perhaps
Lodge’s assumption was correct, but failure to win congressional sanction
would plague the new enterprise for decades to come.

The name that Young and GE decided upon for their subsidiary was the
Radio Corporation of America, which made explicit its national origin. A
team of negotiators, including the president of the Marconi subsidiary, Edward
J. Nally, was dispatched to London to arrange the transfer of ownership, and
it was not as difficult as GE had anticipated. The navy still retained Marconi's
American coastal wireless stations and gave no indication of an early sur-
render of control. Implicit in the negotiations—as the head of British Marconi,
Godfrey Isaacs, quickly recognized—was the threat that, if the British firm
balked, the navy would not only block the Alexander alternator sale but
would encourage the development of a competitive American entity to which
all government wireless contracts would be awarded, and American Marconi

A Company Is Born / 417



would presumably atrophy. Within three months the negotiators had ham-
mered out a sales agreement that transferred British Marconi’s controlling
block of American Marconi stock to GE for $3.5 million.

On October 17, 1919, the Radio Corporation of America, soon to be
known as RCA or simply Radio, was incorporated as the successor company.,
with an authorized five million shares of common stock and three million of
preferred. Stock still held by individuals in American Marconi was to be
exchanged for RCA common. To ensure the domestic sanctity of the new
enterprise, the bylaws prohibited more than 20 percent stock ownership by
foreigners, and its executives had to be American citizens, although not
native born. To give it legitimacy as an instrument of national policy, a Navy
Department representative was empowered to attend board of directors’
meetings as an official observer, and Admiral Bullard was so designated. As
chairman of the board of its new subsidiary, GE nominated the dominant
individual in its creation, Owen Young.

The staff of American Marconi was transferred intact to RCA, and head-
quarters remained in a single wing on the eighteenth floor of the Woolworth
Building at 233 Broadway. A three-paragraph story buried inside the New
York Times told of RCA’s formation. Its first president was Nally and twenty-
eight-year-old David Sarnoff came along as commercial manager. At first,
the young man felt a sense of personal ambivalence about the change. It
meant severing his organizational link to Marconi, the most important figure
of his early career. But as he reflected, Sarnoff became persuaded that it
would be a good thing for him as well as for his adopted country. The war
had convinced him America must have its own instrument of international
communications, and he was now an American. Even if a corporate entity
other than American Marconi had been selected for that purpose, he probably
would have sought to join it in whatever executive niche was open. The
idea of the radio music box still obsessed him, and he reasoned that the
opportunities for consummating it were far better in an American-owned
concern than with foreigners, even Marconi.

As the first order of business, wireless links were forged with England,
France, Japan, and defeated Germany, and wireless equipment was leased
to the merchant marine. In the first year of operations, RCA transmitted
seven million words across the seas, undercutting British cable rates by more
than 30 percent. While revenues reached $2 million, there was no profit
because of start-up costs. From the navy, RCA inherited all the ship instal-
lations and land stations owned by Marconi, and its future, by virtue of its
baptismal monopoly. seemed assured despite the profitless beginning.

Young, the legal tactician, the shaper of policy, was not a technical man,
but he soon sensed the existence of powerful technological crosscurrents
swirling around his new company. During the war, the armed services had
conscripted 100,000 young Americans who had been crystal set enthusiasts
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and ham radio operators. In the service many had been exposed to the latest
radiotelephonic apparatus, and when they returned home the dots and dashes
transmitted by their prewar ham sets no longer interested them. Transmission
by voice became the newest fad. In attics and garages, in hamlets and urban
centers, the veterans hand-tooled simple transmitters that would permit them
to talk with fellow amateurs within a twenty-five to forty mile radius. In
Washington, the Department of Commerce, which had been designated as
the licensing authority for new international wireless stations that would
further couple America with the world, suddenly found itself deluged with
license applications from clamorous amateurs who wanted to talk by wireless
with their friends just as much as the navy did with its ships—or RCA did
with its foreign correspondents.

Within a year of the new company’s founding, Young was caught up in
domestic wireless developments. Engrossed in forging further foreign links
and building powerful new transmitters for a ‘*‘Radio Central” on eastern
Long Island, RCA found unsolicited orders for wireless components suddenly
pouring in over the transom. The amateurs were hunting everywhere for
apparatus, and RCA, as the successor company to Marconi, was becoming
familiar to wireless buffs. Should the company respond to this domestic
demand of uncharted dimension, or should it adhere to its original mandate
to establish an international network that would free the nation of foreign
communications domination? This was the crossroads decision facing RCA,
and it created deep divisions within the company. To the veteran wireless
contingent headed by Nally, the answer was clear: hold the line to the original
mission and thus fulfill the patriotic founding concept. But arrayed against
the traditionalists—the international wireless messenger boys, as Fortune
magazine later rather deprecatingly called them—was the insistent voice of
RCA'’s twenty-nine-year-old commercial manager. To Sarnoff, the domestic
opportunity spelled the beginning of the fulfillment of his radio music box
memorandum. To Young, he argued that RCA could respond to the new
pulsations of the American market without abandoning its original charge.
But to confine the company simply to the international field, he warned,
would be to foreclose its future in a growth industry of limitless opportunity.
Project RCA into American radiotelephony, he implored—and Young was
caught up by the vision of a vast new market to be seized.

Among the stories of Sarnoff’s career most deeply rooted in apocrypha,
as insistent in a sense as the Titanic legend, was that RCA was founded by
him. As recently as 1981, in a cover story on the company, Business Week
wrote of him as RCA’s founding father, the dominant force in its creation,
and the magazine was simply echoing what countless other publications had
written over the decades of Sarnoff's rise to the summit of electronics. Perhaps
the length and visibility of his company and industry leadership encouraged
the misconception, but the fact is that the youthful executive urging on
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Young a change in RCA’s course in 1920 was not then even in its policy-
making councils. At the time he was neither an officer of the corporation
nor a member of its board of directors. His first meeting with Young, in fact,
had occurred only weeks before the formation of RCA, when the founder
asked for a full accounting of American Marconi's fiscal condition and Sarnoff,
as commercial manager, presented it to him at the request of Nally. But
again, as with Marconi and Bottomley and Nally before him, Young found
himself drawn to the younger man's personality, the breadth of his knowledge,
the clarity and forcefulness of his presentation, and the enthusiasm with
which he interpolated projections on the future.

Young’s decision to move RCA into domestic radiotelephony won the
approval of GE management, but it soon became apparent to him that its
successful implementation would require far greater resources than RCA,
even with GE support, possessed. The patent pool had been configured to
international wireless needs, not to domestic radiotelephony, where inven-
tions were emerging like spring shoots. And other major corporations, sud-
denly intrigued by the vast potential of this new business, were reaching to
possess them. The radio patents of De Forest, Armstrong, and Michael Pupin
came under the control, through licensing and acquisition, of Westinghouse
and AT&T. Radio’s individual inventors, the heirs of Franklin, Bell, and
Edison, were being absorbed into corporate research laboratories, with their
vastly greater resources, and the era of the lonely workshop, so much a part
of American history, was nearing its end.

With the reimposition of peacetime patent restraints, Young realized
that RCA, unlike the navy in wartime, could not impose its will upon the
industry unilaterally. But without some form of rationalization he saw nothing
but conflict ahead. **Half a dozen concerns all had patents,” Young would
recall in a Saturday Evening Post interview a decade later, “‘but not one
concern had enough to operate . . . the whole problem was one of releasing
an art.”

Young's solution was to eliminate the patent conflict by enlarging the
RCA pool to include competitors’ patents. In exchange for patent rights, he
would offer stock ownership in RCA and membership on its board. Thus,
as the navy had brought stability to the international wireless field, he would
bring it to the domestic market by the creation of a radio combine in which
competitors would join together to manufacture and market both transmitting
and receiving equipment under a protective patent umbrella. The fact that
such an arrangement might transgress the nation’s antitrust laws, either or
both the Clayton and Sherman acts, was apparently subordinated in Young's
judgment to the need for order and stability in the emerging industry.

To Sarnoff, Young deputized the principal negotiating role in the creation
of the combine, and their first approach was to the giant of the communi-
cations industry, AT&T. Their timing was fortuitous, for the telephone com-
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pany was then involved in intensive internal evaluation of its role in radio-
telephony. Should it attempt to duplicate its wired voice monopoly, which
already reached to every village crossroads in the nation? It possessed some
patent strength in radio, for it had acquired the rights to De Forest's Audion
tube and its Bell Laboratories were heavily involved in the development of
radio circuitry. But AT&T’s management, as Young correctly perceived,
concluded in its initial studies that, while it might have the power to block
others from domestic radiotelephony, it did not possess a broad enough
range of patents to permit its domination of the industry. Within weeks,
Young and Sarnoff worked out a cross-licensing agreement that gave the
telephone company ownership of 10.3 percent of the outstanding common
and preferred stock of RCA in exchange for the inclusion of its patents in
the radio pool.

Next the RCA executives approached Westinghouse, the principal but
junior competitor of GE in the manufacture of electrical equipment. For
months, Westinghouse had watched with alarm as GE maneuvered with the
navy, using the leverage of its Alexanderson alternator, to secure a potential
monopoly in international wireless. Fearful of being foreclosed also from the
domestic field, Westinghouse had acquired the vital radio patents of Arm-
strong, including the regenerative feedback device, the oscillating Audion,
which gave it a strong position in the receiver field. It had also begun an
ambitious program of acquiring smaller domestic wireless concerns, and it
had begun experimenting with radio transmission at its Pittsburgh head-
quarters. So the price it exacted from Young and Sarnoff for placing its radio
resources within the combine was 20.6 percent of RCA’s stock.

To complete the rationalization process, the RCA negotiators brought
aboard as a junior partner the United Fruit Company, which had pioneered
in wireless as a means of linking its banana boats with its Latin American
plantations. For 4.1 percent of RCA's stock, United Fruit's patents on crystal
detectors and a loop antenna were cross-licensed to the pool. which now
numbered nearly two thousand patents covering all the key elements of an
integrated radiotelephone system—transmitters, receivers, circuitry, and
components, including the vacuum tube that would soon outmode the
Alexanderson alternator on which RCA was built.

The price of the Young-Sarnoff coup was diluted ownership of RCA,
but it was a price they felt essential to the creation of a stable industry. GE
still retained the largest block of RCA stock—30.1 percent of the common
and preferred—with the remaining 34.9 percent scattered among individual
holders and brokerage firms. There seemed no competitors on the horizon
in 1921 who could challenge the might of the new combine. Yet within two
years it would begin to unravel under the impact of events far different than
Young had envisaged. The concept of the usage of radio would be dramat-
ically altered, the partners in the combine would quarrel over their allotted
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roles, and the charge of monopoly would be unleashed against the combine—
by the Federal Trade Commission, the Justice Department, the Congress,
competitors, and the press—with a ferocity and a durability perhaps un-
matched in the nation’s legal annals.

Initially, the structuring of the new cartel proceeded smoothly. Mem-
bership on the board of directors of RCA was apportioned among the partners
according to ownership percentiles, with Young, who was also a GE vice-
president, continuing as chairman and Nally as president. The functions to
be performed by the different owners were also neatly compartmentalized.
AT&T would manufacture wireless transmitters, and GE and Westinghouse
would manufacture receiving sets, with incoming orders to be apportioned
60 percent to GE factories and 40 percent to Westinghouse. To RCA, which
would continue to operate its international wireless business, was left the
rather subordinate role of sales agency for the receiving apparatus built by
the electrical companies. Coordination between functions was to be achieved
through a group of interlocking committees on which each of the owners
was represented.

The radiotelephonic equipment to be manufactured was still contem-
plated to be for communications between individuals—from one operator
to other operators within his transmitting radius—or from one station to
another station, as it had evolved in international wireless. But experiments
that had begun even before the radio combine was born would soon alter
the fundamental character of the new service, would transform its role from
that of narrowcasting to that of broadcasting—as Sarnoff had prophesied in
his radio music box memorandum.

Yet it was to be another American—of Scottish descent, not the immi-
grant from Russia—who first accomplished the historic transition. Frank
Conrad grew up in Pittsburgh and started his career working on a production
line at Westinghouse. Like Sarnoff, he was a grade-school dropout and an
early devotee of wireless. Before the war, he was a ham operator, transmitting
dots and dashes from his Pittsburgh garage. Unlike Sarnoff, he was an inventor
foremost, and he spent the war years developing radio devices for the armed
forces, such as a wind-driven generator to power wireless transmitters in
aircraft. More than two hundred patentable radio devices sprang from his
fertile brain, but as he grew into engineering status at Westinghouse he was
confined to electrical projects. So he continued to tinker with radio at home,
building a small voice transmitter to replace his telegraph key.

Purely as an avocation on Sunday afternoons, Conrad began transmitting
recorded music, both operatic and popular, after announcing where the music
originated from. To his great surprise, scores of letters began to arrive from
amateur set owners in the greater Pittsburgh area. Word of the broadcast
reached the local Joseph Horne department store, and it got Conrad’s agree-
ment on what it considered a novel merchandising scheme. He would con-
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tinue the recorded music transmissions at fixed times on Sunday, and the
department store would advertise them in advance in Pittsburgh newspapers
and would offer for sale amateur wireless sets, priced at $10, capable of
receiving the music. Within days of the first advertisement, Horne was sold
out of sets.

More significant, the advertisements captured the attention of a senior
Westinghouse executive, Harry P. Davis. Although he was not aware of the
Sarnoff memorandum, the same concept of vast audiences tuned to a single
transmission came to his mind. As he later told the Harvard Business School,
he was gripped by a possibility of “limitless opportunity.” Westinghouse
could manufacture home receivers for Conrad’s broadcasts in the same fac-
tories that were turning out other electrical apparatus. And it could also
advertise in advance to attract set sales and increasing audiences. He en-
couraged Conrad, with Westinghouse financial support, to build a new and
more powerful transmitter on the roof of a company plant and to develop a
more extensive broadcast schedule, including announcements on the weather
and other news items of local interest. Next Davis went to Washington and
applied to the Department of Commerce for a station license, which was
granted on October 27, 1920, with the call letters KDKA and with an assigned
frequency removed from the standard amateur band.

So at precisely the time that Young and Sarnoff were negotiating their
patent concord with the telephone company, Westinghouse was germinating
a new wireless service that would soon capture America. A glimpse of what
it portended came in the Harding-Cox presidential election of that year when
Westinghouse arranged to receive voting returns by wire at its headquarters
and then broadcast them over station KDKA. The event was heavily promoted
in newspaper stories and advertisements, and thousands of Pittsburghers
clustered around newly purchased receiving devices to become the first
audience to receive national election returns via radio.

By the time the patent consortium was completed in 1921, others were
testing the mass audience theory. The Detroit Daily News installed a trans-
mitter adjacent to its news room and began broadcasting news bulletins to
amateur set owners in its circulation area. Later the News would claim that
it, and not Westinghouse, was the first in radio. On the West Coast, an
electrical engineer named Fred Couples began entertaining his neighbors in
Hollywood with recorded music broadcast from his 5-watt bedroom trans-
mitter. As the idea of reaching broad audiences spread, the thousands of
small voice transmitters built by war veterans became incipient broadcast
stations.

Absorbed as he was in patent negotiations, Sarnoff nevertheless was
aware that the developments he had portended were occurring without his,
and RCA’s, direct involvement. To associates, he applauded the Westing-
house action but privately he was crestfallen, and he determined to regain
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the initiative. With Young's concurrence, he submitted a refurbished version
of his music box memo to E. M. Rice, Jr., president of the parent GE. He
laid heavy emphasis on the sales potential of home radios that would far
exceed in sophistication of circuitry and cabinetry the simple amateur sets
then being pieced together in parts shops. He estimated sales of 100,000
units in the introductory year, increasing to 600,000 units in the third year,
and with dollar volume growing from $7.5 million to $45 million. This time,
his memo was not pigeonholed, although the response was lukewarm, per-
haps because wireless seemed remote from GE’s white goods production.
Rice forwarded it to the RCA board, which granted Sarnoff $2,500 for de-
velopmental work. It was a dollop, and it told him that home radio was low
on the agenda of the electrical company. Nevertheless, he persuaded his
friend Dr. Alfred Goldsmith, RCA’s first director of research, to put together
a breadboard model of his music box. Goldsmith christened it the Radiola,
and the name adhered when the company later made a delayed entry into
the home radio market.

As he pushed for greater RCA involvement, realization began dawning
on Sarnoff that life would not be the same in the more structured empire of
GE as it was in the familial environment of American Marconi. While his
ties to Young were strong, he was far removed from Marconi’s beneficent
oversight. And he was, for the first time, encountering open resentment at
his forays across organizational lines, such as the memo dispatched directly
to Rice. Among second- and third-tier GE executives, his reputation for
intrusiveness soon translated into brashness. Worse yet, he was a brash Jew.
In a number of subtle ways a process of hazing Sarnoff began. Unwanted
visitors to GE's headquarters, such as inventors with utopian schemes and
irate individuals bearing malfunctioning toasters, began appearing outside
Sarnoff’s office demanding an immediate audience. Invitations to company
social functions, to which his positior: entitled him, were mislaid or misad-
dressed. Make-work reports of insignificant developments at RCA were de-
manded of him, often with overnight deadlines. Years later he remembered
how *all the stray cat and dog problems of management were being dumped
on my desk.”

The only person who could stop the harassment, Sarnoff concluded. was
the man who bridged the worlds of GE and RCA and who had been with
him in the patent negotiations. He gambled that Young’'s dependence upon
him in business matters was sufficiently strong that a discussion of personal
problems would not turn the older man against him. When Young accepted
his invitation for dinner one night in early 1921, Sarnoff rented a small
private dining room at Delmonico’s restaurant. There the two of them spent
four hours together over a leisurely meal and there, as he had with Marconi
fifteen years earlier, he poured out the story of his life—from Uzlian to the
East Side ghetto, from news peddler to office boy, the struggle to hold his
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family together, the years of self-education, the rise through the Marconi
ranks, and finally the problems he was encountering at GE, which he at-
tributed bluntly to anti-Semitism. Young listened intently and sympathetically,
occasionally asking a question but never foreclosing any conversational route
the younger man chose to explore. Finally, past midnight, the talk bridged
over into the future, with Sarnoff blueprinting the role he hoped RCA would
play in radio.

The dinner became, in Sarnoff’s memory, a milestone of his career,
cementing the relationship between the two and stimulating Young to place
a mantle of executive protectionism around his commercial manager. Within
days, according to Sarnoff, word seeped through the organization that when
he spoke on RCA matters, he spoke with Young's voice. Any further barbs
and slurs aimed at Sarnoff would be considered an affront to Young himself.
Henceforth he would be known as the protégé of the chairman, and he now
considered himself immune to the envy of the less talented.

The dinner also encouraged Sarnoff to move more aggressively to counter
Westinghouse, which appeared determined to preempt radio broadcasting
following the national attention it gained from the Harding-Cox election
returns. Nothing in the agreement between members of the radio combine
anticipated the emergence of broadcasting stations, and Westinghouse quickly
secured licenses for KYW in Chicago, WJZ in New York, and WBZ in
Springfield, Massachusetts. A broadcast division was created under Vice-
president Davis, who sooner than anyone but Sarnoff had grasped the po-
tential for mass appeal, and he became radio’s first showman. At the premiere
of KYW he placed Westinghouse microphones in the Chicago Opera House,
and the glamorous diva Mary Garden sang to an audience estimated at twenty
thousand in homes, social clubs, and restaurants. This was soon followed
by the broadcast arias of Madame Schumann-Heink and Tito Schipa. At
WJZ, Vincent Lopez enthralled a New York metropolitan area audience
with popular melodies from his dance band, and the concept of live broad-
casting, rather than recorded fare, began to take hold.

Sarnoff reasoned that only through a live broadcast that captured the
nation’s attention could RCA hope to arrest the Westinghouse momentum
and could he fortify the position he sought for himself as radio’s prophetic
voice. His ability to plan such a coup was vastly enhanced when Young, as
an aftermath of the Delmonico dinner, made him general manager of RCA
and a corporate officer on April 29, 1921, two months after his thirtieth
birthday. He now felt secure enough to make a major broadcasting gamble,
even at the risk of abrading one or more of RCA’s multiple owners.

Although not a sports fan, the new general manager knew that the eyes
of the nation were riveted to an extraordinary degree on an impending world
heavyweight championship fight between Jack Dempsey, the famed Manassa
Mauler, and the challenging champion of France, Georges Carpentier. If he
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could arrange to broadcast the fight, Sarnoff reasoned, RCA would be as
well known in radio as Westinghouse. All the elements of high drama were
present—the international rivalry, the contrast between the two combatants:
Carpentier, the gracefully stylish Orchid Man, the war hero severely wounded
in the service of France, versus Dempsey, the ruthless and scowling defending
champion who had been accused of slackerism for failing to don American
khaki in the war.

The fight was scheduled for July 2, 1921, at Boyle's Thirty Acres in
Jersey City, across the Hudson River from Manhattan. Sarnoff knew he would
have to move quickly, too quickly in fact to secure the formal approval of
the radio combine. First, he secured the permission of the promoter, Tex
Rickard, to broadcast the fight from a microphone placed at ringside. Next,
with a subtle assist from Young, he borrowed a powerful GE radiotelephone
transmitter that was destined for the Navy Department in Washington, and
detoured it to a Lackawanna Railroad shed at a siding near Boyle's Thirty
Acres. RCA engineers created an antenna by stringing wires between railroad
towers at the siding, and a telephone line coupled the ringside microphone
with the transmitter shed. All this was accomplished without a budget, and
Sarnoff later admitted, *'I plucked what I needed from whatever departments
had a little cash in the till."”" All told, the bill came to about $1,500.

To widen the audience and to give the fight a patriotic cachet, Sarnoff
enlisted the support of Miss Anne Morgan, daughter of financier J. P. Morgan.
As the head of an American charity raising funds for the rehabilitation of
war-devastated France, Miss Morgan seized on the broadcast as a lure for
charity gatherings whose proceeds would go to French relief. Wherever the
broadcast signal promised to reach, the charity affairs were scheduled, more
than one hundred in all across the eastern United States, from northern
Florida to southern Maine. Heading up the sponsoring committee was
Franklin D. Roosevelt, only weeks away from his near fatal polio attack.
And the promoter Rickard, the first major sports figure to sense the revo-
lutionary significance for sports of broadcasting, worked enthusiastically with
Sarnoff to widen the audience further by placing sets with amplifying speakers
in Rotary and Elks clubs, school auditoriums, town halls, movie theaters,
and dance emporiums. To handle the ringside blow-by-blow account, Sarnoff
selected one of his employees, a glib boxing buff named Andrew J. White,
who edited RCA's internal magazine, Wireless Age. As deputy at ringside,
ready to take over if laryngitis or excitement felled his announcer, Sarnoff
selected himself.

In the searing heat of July 2, with Boyle's Thirty Acres’ wooden grand-
stands packed with more than ninety thousand raucous fight fans, White
gave the first live accounting for an unseen audience of a major sports event.
Ironically, his excited description of the savage demolition of the French
champion by Dempsey’s iron fists went no farther than the Lackawanna
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transmitter shed. There an RCA technician, ]. O. Smith, reported White's
story from his headset into another microphone attached to the transmitter.
It was Smith’s flat twang and prosaic description that the audience heard,
but that did nothing to vitiate the drama of the match, which ended with a
Dempsey knockout of his smaller foe in the fourth round. To Sarnoff, the
quality of the broadcast was more important than the fight's outcome, and
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