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For James E. Whetmore,
who knew about the magic before I was born.
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Preface

How do books happen? This one was born out of the frustration I experi-
enced while writing Mediamerica, an introduction to mass media text. In
that book, I was confined to about fifty manuscript pages to cover radio in
America. My original draft was about twice that long, and cutting it was a
painful editing process.

When I talked to the folks at Wadsworth about doing this book, I
thought it would be easy by comparison. After all, a few hundred pages
on radio alone! It hasn’t been quite as easy as I'd thought. There is much
to say about the medium. But the major areas are at least touched on here,
and I hope along the way I've been successful in reproducing some of the
magic of radio, that special something that makes it the favorite medium
of most of my students.

From the time I put together my first “’cat whisker”” radio set until I
found myself behind the mike in a Los Angeles radio station, spinning
records and talking to listeners, radio has played a major part in my life. I
know this is true for a lot of you, too. The central purpose of The Magic
Medium is to try to help you understand the experience of radio and its
meaning in your life.

The opening chapters deal with the history of the medium, both the
fondly remembered golden age and the contemporary radio program. I'm
especially pleased to be able to include materials on popular music, from
both the consumer and business perspectives. Too often this important
area is neglected in courses on radio. Then it’s on to the news and infor-
mation programming that makes radio the great information exchange.
Audience research and its relation to the business of radio is also covered
at length.

Two chapters deal with radio production, how the magic is created,
and how to evaluate those countless bits of audio information we get from
radio each day. There is also a chapter on radio as a profession, and a final
look into radio’s amazing possibilities for the future.

If I occasionally sound enthusiastic about radio, you must forgive me.
After so many years of involvement with the magic medium, I'm afraid
my bias is bound to come through. I believe in radio, and I believe in its
special ability to reach out and touch the audience, to make a difference in
their lives. Of course that doesn’t mean the medium is perfect—far from
it. In the text I've raised a number of questions about contemporary radio
practices; perhaps some of you will end up providing the answers.

Corresponding with readers about their reactions to my books has
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been one of the most gratifying things about being an author. Please don’t \4
hesitate to drop me a note if you want to comment. I'll look forward to
hearing from you.
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The Impact of Radio

The chances are very good that some time today you have flipped a
switch and joined the millions who are tuned in to radio, the magic
medium. You probably gave it very little thought; yet this simple act
linked you into a vast process involving virtually everyone in American
society.

According to a recent Broadcasting Yearbook, there are currently about
7,500 commercial radio stations in the United States, broadcasting an
estimated 135,000 hours of programming each day. In one recent year
alone, advertisers spent about $2.25 billion to reach listeners. In addition,
over 900 noncommercial radio stations broadcast for some part of the day.
More than 70 million homes are radio-equipped with over 300 million
receivers. There are about 115 million more receivers in our cars and
elsewhere outside homes.

These statistics, though impressive, do not even begin to measure the
real impact of radio in our “mediated”” environment. Together, radio,
television, print, and other media form an intricate network that affects
and alters virtually all of our daily activities. For many of us, radio is not
just an informational medium, but a way of life; as clear a measure of who
and what we are as our occupations, life goals, or interpersonal relation-
ships. That's one reason it is truly “the magic medium.”

According to authors Joseph S. Johnson and Kenneth K. Jones, al-
though large metropolitan areas may offer fifty or more radio stations,
most of us listen to just two or three. We have very specific needs and
choose our stations carefully to fill those needs. In fact, since we are all
different, we all use radio in different ways. Each of us has a radio profile
that reflects our specific needs, tastes, personality, and lifestyle.

As [ write this, I am sitting in my office; the radio is on, tuned to one
of our local “’beautiful music” stations. I find this a pleasant but uninvolv-
ing background sound, which entertains without distracting me from my
writing. However, on the way here, I drove through the San Francisco fog
to the “’solid gold”” sounds of “’Stayin’ Alive” on one of the Top-40 sta-
tions. This morning while making breakfast I tuned in to the local all-
news station to find out just how foggy it was going to be, and who won
last’ night’s baseball game (it was the Dodgers). I generally awake to the
soothing sounds of a station that bills itself “‘easy rock-FM."

Most of my listening is confined to these four stations; they make up
my radio profile. I use them at different times of the day and for different
purposes. Obviously, I am not unique in this respect. Each of us seeks
one or more gratifications from radio. At various times we want to be
informed, entertained, soothed, or shaken up, and we choose our sta-
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tions accordingly. Music makes up the bulk of programming for most 3
radio stations; everything from punk rock to Mantovani is available in

most markets. This music is our “sound track for life”’; we use it to match

or change our mood at will. When critics dismiss most popular music as

inconsequential, they overlook the tremendous audience involvement

with the music that is played on the radio each day.

For the last ten years or so, I have spent at least some time each year
as an “on-the-air personality” or DJ at a number of radio stations. When
you're on the air, you learn immediately that audiences are fiercely loyal
to “their”” stations and “’their” kind of music. A personal and intimate
bond is formed between the audience and the DJ. So close is that bond
that many listeners call me to discuss personal problems. More than once
on an all-night shift, I have let the album play while I tried to calm a
potential suicide who wanted to talk about the meaning of life, and death.

Although this may be an extreme example, it does point out that, for
many, radio is a powerful and intimate medium. This seems particularly
true for young people. The 18-25 age group spends more time with radio
than television. And that doesn’t even count the hours they spend listen-
ing to records, which in a way are an extension of radio as their sales are
largely determined by the amount of radio airplay they receive.

Form, Content, and Consequence

To evaluate the impact of radio and to examine its function in our society,
we need to look at three separate aspects of the medium: form, content,
and consequence. This approach can be used with any medium. In radio,
form involves format, or the type of information found on a given station.
Remember, “information” is not only news, time, or temperature—music
also provides us with its own kind of information. The compelling beat of
a rock song or the crashing violins of a symphony have the capacity to
move us, perhaps more profoundly than time or temperature. Radio’s
content is the meaning of the information we receive. Whereas form in-
volves how we receive information, content is what the information
means. We might describe the form of the typical Top-40 newscast as a
staccato barrage of words thrown at the listener by a station announcer.
The content of the news is the meaning of the stories: There’s trouble in
the Mideast; inflation is getting worse; somebody robbed a bank.

Much more difficult to define is the consequence of radio information.
In 1938 Orson Welles’s Mercury Theatre on the Air broadcast “War of the
Worlds” (see Chapter 2). There were a number of immediate conse-
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1.1. Orson Welles directs the Mercury Theatre on the Air in its famous production of “War of
the Worlds.” Courtesy, Broadcast Pioneers Library.

quences. Some people panicked and acted irrationally; police depart-
ments were flooded with calls. Later, more subtle consequences could
also be felt. People began to regard radio as a more powerful, and poten-
tially more harmful, medium. A congressional investigation brought new
regulations on radio to ensure such a panic would not happen again.

But seldom are the consequences of radio so obvious. It’s easy to see
the immediate impact of, say, President Roosevelt’s declaring war on
Japan, but not so easy to understand the long term social significance of
disco music or a current Top-40 hit with a love-related theme. Yet each of
these radio events affects users directly in important ways we have yet to
understand.

One of the difficulties with understanding radio is that it is part of
what media analyst Marshall McLuhan calls “the invisible environment.”’
Radio, like the house we live in or the air we breathe, is so much a part of
us, so constantly surrounding us, we pay little attention to it. Yetitis a
vital part of our environment. To understand its influence upon us, we
must step back and examine it in some way, but as with the house we live
in, this is not always an easy task. Often we are too wrapped up in radio
to stop long enough to understand it.
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Approaching the Magic Medium 5

The study of radio, and of all mass media, is a relatively new pursuit.
Media are part of our popular culture, but most college curricula are based
on our elite cultural heritage: literature, the arts, the sciences, history.
Thus college classes tend to be preoccupied with what has been rather
than what is, with old information rather than current information. As a
part of popular culture, radio is usually thought of as what we do, not
what we study. Yet it can be argued that what we do, no matter how silly
or trivial it may seem, is worthy of study. Therefore, we'll deal primarily
with radio as popular culture.

All of us would like to make some changes in radio. Most of my
students hate commercials. Others would like to see Top-40 stations
widen their play lists. Some would prefer softer rock music; others like it
“industrial strength.” Still others long for some ““decent classical music”
or show tunes or more soul music or more jazz or more . . . well, the list
goes on and on. The point is that while each of us would change radio if
we could, we would do it to suit our own subjective tastes, or because we
think that others would be “better off” if they listened to the kind of
music or programming we prefer.

This book is designed to give you some background in most areas of
the magic medium. Armed with this background, you may choose to
mount a one-person campaign to change radio. But until then we'll
examine radio primarily the way it is, rather than the way people might
like it to be.

Of course, no book about American radio would be complete without
a look at where radio has been. The following two chapters deal with the
history of the medium. From its technical beginnings in the nineteenth
century to the radio formats and personalities of today, I have tried to give
equal time to two distinct eras.

Chapter 2 concerns radio programming during what is generally
called the “Golden Age.” From the 1920s to the mid-1950s radio programs
were quite similar to those found on television today. Some argue that
these were the best years of the medium and that radio today is little more
than a glorified jukebox.

Since the advent of television, radio has become primarily a purveyor
of music, so the story of radio since the mid-1950s in Chapter 3 necessar-
ily involves that music. In Chapter 4, we’ll examine popular music as it
is played on the radio and on countless millions of stereo systems all over
the country. The genres of popular music reflect their audiences: rock,
country, soul, jazz, disco. Another concern is the content of popular
music. Each song, like any other piece of media content, is actually an
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editorial, extolling some overt or implicit point of view. Debby Boone
found “true love” in her hit You Light up My Life,” and that’s some-
thing we can all identify with. “Good-time boogie music” by groups like
KC and the Sunshine Band also carries a message. According to one
member of that group, “Our music urges the audience to get up and
dance . . . have a good time . . . no sense in worrying. Fun is what life’s
all about.” In its own way, this is a very persuasive message.

Chapter 5 examines news and sports. The recent emergence of all-
news radio underscores our tremendous dependence on radio for the
up-to-the-minute facts. I was reminded of this a few years ago when the
mayor of San Francisco was assassinated. Rumors flew up and down the
halls on my campus about what had happened. I turned on the radio for
details and found that a local station had interrupted all other program-
ming to give information about the shooting. Radio is our first line of
defense against rumor; it can calm a frightened audience or frighten a
calm one. Such is the power of radio news.

We have spent millions upon millions of dollars to find out how many
people are listening to the radio; we have spent much less to find out
why. As you'll see in Chapter 6, this difference in spending results from
the commercial nature of American broadcasting. Quantitative informa-
tion (number of listeners) relates directly to advertising income. Qualita-
tive information is often of less direct financial benefit.

For better or worse, America has a commercial radio system, with all
that it entails. Rather than ignore this fact or launch into a personal tirade
about “tasteless” commercials, I have chosen in Chapter 7 to examine the
function of the radio commercial and the economics of radio as necessary
and vital parts of the present American broadcast system.

In Chapter 8 you'll learn about the business of popular music. Most of
us think of music as a source of pleasure and entertainment, but it in-
volves an economic empire that is much bigger than radio itself.

Chapter 9 explains how commercials and other radio materials are
produced and provides a basic introduction to the production studio. Of
course, whole books have been written on the subject of radio produc-
tion, and some of them are recommended at the end of the chapter. Still,
there are some things that everyone interested in radio should know
about production.

Until now, I've ignored aesthetic criteria, or the problem of defining
what "“good” radio programming is. Aesthetics can be quite subjective;
however, we do know that certain kinds of radio information appeal to
certain audiences. With that knowledge we can, theoretically at least,
create radio programming designed to meet the needs of these audiences.
This is critical, since the radio audience is far more diffuse than the tele-
vision audience (a major metropolitan market like San Francisco may
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“Frumble, there’s only one cure for what ails you. Get up and boogie.”’

Drawing by Florian; © 1979 The New Yorker Magazine, Inc.

have fifty or sixty radio stations, but only half a dozen TV stations). In
Chapter 10 you’ll be given audiencelaesthetic criteria to evaluate radio
commercials and programs, and to help you create more effective ones, if
that is your desire.

Chapter 11 is designed for those who are interested in a radio career,
but is also of interest to those who want to know what goes on “’behind
the scenes” at a radio station. Few jobs are harder to get than an entry-
level position in radio. As with many professions, newcomers experience
a “Catch-22"": They can’t get a job because they have no experience, and
they can’t get experience because they can’t get a job. Most of my radio
students would eventually like to be on the air in a major market. This is a
long and difficult road to follow, but it can be done.

Since I have faced the job problem as both employee and employer,
I've had a chance to see it from both sides. Along the way, a number of
people have been helpful to me, and I've tried to pass their valuable
advice along to you. Though I also teach classes in journalism, television,
and film, it is radio that interests most media students and radio that
seems to draw most toward a media career. With that in mind, I'd like to
help as many of you as possible get that first “station break.”

In the final chapter we’'ll take a glimpse into radio’s future. Like most
peeks into the crystal ball, this one is personal and speculative. By that
time, you might have some pretty well defined ideas about the evolution
of radio yourself.
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Throughout the book you'll also meet people who have contributed,
for better or worse, to the phenomenon we call radio. Their stories are
often as fascinating as the medium itself.

A final word about the purpose of this book: In all the research I did
before beginning The Magic Medium, 1 could not find another work that
dealt with all the issues I've outlined in this chapter. There are history
books, technical books, books on audiences, books on radio’s Golden
Age, and books on popular music. This book attempts to deal, at the
introductory level, with each of these things. It is my hope that you will
use the bibliographical information at the end of each chapter to explore
more completely those areas of most interest to you.

The potential for radio in this country is fascinating and exciting.
Radio does so much for us now, but we have only scratched the surface.
Technology, coupled with a better understanding of the social functions
of radio, can lead to unlimited possibilities. Unlike those who feel the best
years of radio have come and gone, I think radio will continue to play a
vital part in our culture, and its impact will continue to change and grow.
That’s one more thing that makes the magic medium truly magical.

Queries and Concepts

1. Make up your own radio profile by briefly describing the stations
you listen to regularly. Indicate the times of day you listen and
your “uses” for each wherever possible.

2. Take a radio poll of your class to find out which local stations are
most popular. How much agreement is there? Venture some
guesses as to how the most popular stations got to that position.

3. What percentage of the stations in your market are primarily
music-oriented? Why do you think music plays such an important
part in radio programming?
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Readings and References 9

Joseph S. Johnson and Kenneth K. Jones

Modern Radio Station Practices (2nd ed.). Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth, 1978.
This is a management-based book that can be quite helpful to the begin-
ning student. Descriptions of individual stations at the end of the book
are especially useful.
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Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man. New York: McGraw-Hill,
1964.

This book, which was rather revolutionary when it first appeared, is the

cornerstone of McLuhan’s media theories. The controversial author calls

radio “the tribal drum’’ and discusses the intimate nature of the medium

in Chapter 30. (Also available in paperback.)
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The Sound and the Fury: A Brief History

1895: The Shot Heard around 11
the World

On a warm September day, near Bologna, Italy, a small procession slowly
disappeared over the hill. There were a farmer, a carpenter, and Al-
phonso Marconi, son of a well-to-do Italian gentleman. The three were
carrying a large, awkward, odd-looking piece of metal that Alphonso’s
brother Guglielmo Marconi called an antenna. It was Guglielmo who
watched the group disappear over the hill until neither the antenna nor
the shotgun they were carrying was visible.

Several minutes later, Guglielmo began manipulating the Morse key
he kept in a small black box. Almost at the instant his fingers touched the
key, a shot rang out. Marconi knew that his “‘wireless” message had been
received over the hill, a distance of well over a mile. This was not the first
successful demonstration of Marconi’s “’black box,” but it proved to be the
turning point. From here on, his father would begin to take the young
man’s experiments seriously. Just the year before, Guglielmo and his
half-brother, Luigi, had taken a vacation trip to the Italian Alps. There,
Guglielmo happened to read an article on Hertzian waves. These radio
waves had been discovered in theory by James Clerk-Maxwell, in 1873,
but Heinrich Hertz, a German scientist, had proven their existence by
1888. Nevertheless, Hertz felt they could not be used for practical com-
munication. Marconi disagreed, and became totally preoccupied with
proving that such waves could be utilized for wireless communication.

Despite the hillside experiments, the Italian government expressed
no interest in funding experiments involving Marconi’s black box, so his
father sent Guglielmo and his mother to England to contact the British
government. The customs agents, suspicious of the black box with its
wires, batteries, and dials, smashed it upon Marconi’s arrival. The politi-
cal climate of Europe was very unstable, and they were taking no chances.
A determined Marconi went back to work at once and reassembled his
invention.

The British government became interested, and Marconi’s experi-
ments continued uninterrupted in England. By 1897, his wireless had
proven successful over a distance of nine miles. Marconi was as canny a
businessman as he was an inventor. In 1897, the Marconi Wireless Tele-
graph Company, Ltd., was formed, and shares of stock were sold. Mar-
coni became one of six directors at the age of 23. Within four short years,
he proved that wireless not only could go through fog and over moun-
tains, but could, using Morse code, span the Atlantic Ocean. In 1901 a
successful England-to-Newfoundland broadcast added to his growing
reputation as an inventor and discoverer. Wireless was more than a toy;
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12

2.1. GUGLIELMO MARCONI:
INVENTOR EXTRAORDINARY

According to a family story, Guglielmo Marconi was destined at birth to his fame
and fortune. Within hours after he was born in 1874, the family servants arrived at

his mother's bedchamber to pay their respects. When the old peasant gardener

remarked on the largeness of the infant’s ears, his mother replied, “He will be able
to hear the still, small voice of the air.”

The son of a wealthy Italian landowner, Marconi grew up as a delicate, solitary
student, fascinated by the worlds of Greek mythology and electromagnetic wave
theory. Educated by tutors, he spent most of his time on the family estate. His father
was a strict, gruff man; Guglielmo became very close to his mother, who
encouraged him in his scientific studies.

Even as a youngster, Marconi was mechanically minded. Once he took apart
his cousin's sewing machine, but in response to her protests, he reassembled it in
complete working order. While in his teens, he learned telegraphy from a blind
neighbor to whom he read aloud.

In the summer of 1894, at the age of 20, he learned about Hertz's experiments
in wave transmissions and set about conducting his own research. After a few
nearly sleepless months, the young inventor sent the longest-distance wireless
communication in history: one-and-a-half miles.

In March 1899, Marconi sent the first wireless message across the English
Channel (85 miles). Within the year, Marconi's emergency signal system, a new

it was a reliable and miraculous form of communication with many pos-
sible uses.

Though earlier inventors such as Oliver Lodge, Alexander Popov,
and others had experimented with Hertzian waves, it was Marconi who
focused attention on the possibilities of wireless, leading a worldwide
communication revolution. Wireless, the forerunner of today’s radio, was
first thought of as an experimental oddity. However, before long gov-
ernments began to realize its potential in war and peace. Here was a way
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procedure using wireless, saved hundreds of thousands of dollars in marine
property and priceless human lives.

By the time he became the president of the Royal Italian Academy in 1930,
Marconi had developed frequency differentiations (1900), sent messages across
the Atlantic to Newfoundland (1901), invented the horizontal directional aerial
(1905), and received a Nobel Prize in physics (1909), commanded the italian
Wireless Service in World War |, transmitted from England to Australia (1918), and
been made a marchese by the ltalian government (1929).

He has been described as an indefatigable businessman and a socialite
diplomat, shy but in command, he also dressed like a dandy and spent remarkable
time and money on women other than his wife. He was mercurial but a dependable
ally. Not always particular about the topic for a speech he may have been asked to
give, he was nevertheless meticulously accurate and able to capture his listeners’
attention.

The careful attention Marconi paid to his health he considered a personal and
universal investment. Nevertheless, he died on a hot July night in 1937, the victim of
a series of heart attacks. After the world was told of his demise, the airwaves were
silent; for two minutes it was as if he had never been. When the silence ended, it
was never to return again.

to communicate without the wires or cables that could be destroyed by an
enemy. The very thought of communication without wires seemed a
miracle. Until Marconi’s transatlantic experiments, some people still be-
lieved that the entire wireless craze was nothing more than a fraud, just as
there are people today who believe we did not actually send men to the
moon. But the skeptics were few after 1901. Marconi had proven that
wireless communication using Hertzian waves was more than a dream.
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1906: Lee de Forest and the Songs of
the Century

Excited by the achievements of Marconi, the American experimenter and
scientist Lee de Forest had earned a Ph.D. in 1899 with a dissertation
titled Reflection of Hertzian Waves from the Ends of Parallel Wires. For
de Forest, wireless was more than a way to transmit Morse code. He
envisioned a day when actual voices could be sent through the air for
many miles and be received by listeners. While working for Western
Electric and living in a sparsely furnished rented room, he wrote, “What
finer task than to transfer the sound of a voice of song to one a thousand
miles away.” At the time, this seemed an impossible task, yet it was this
vision which led de Forest to invent the Audion tube. The audion, or
vacuum tube, as it later became known, opened an entire new field in
electronics, and freed inventors from having to use moving parts. This
was a great technological breakthrough and a considerable improvement
on Marconi’s black box. For all practical purposes, it enabled the sending
of voice by wireless. Perhaps the most memorable event of the early years
of wireless was a broadcast by Enrico Caruso from the Metropolitan
Opera in New York, on January 13, 1910. For opera buff de Forest, this
was a crowning achievement of wireless and the Audion tube.

Though he did not have Marconi’s business genius, de Forest had
been involved for almost a decade in various business schemes related to
wireless. The success of Marconi, Ltd., and its American subsidiary,
American Marconi, had prompted the formation of a number of compet-
ing wireless companies. De Forest survived some earlier business dis-
asters of his wireless company, and in 1907 he formed the de Forest Radio
Telephone Company to exploit the possibilities of the Audion tube. This
was to become one of his few most successful ventures.

Within a few years, de Forest’s invention had made it possible for a
small but growing network of wireless amateurs to communicate with
each other by voice. Initially, their experiments were crude, and their
equipment could not broadcast a voice more than a few miles. Yet as early
as 1908, de Forest’s broadcast from the Eiffel Tower in Paris was heard
some 500 miles away. Lee de Forest was to become known as the father of
radio in America. His interest in radio extended far beyond its business
aspects. He saw the day when wireless receivers would be commonplace
across the country and predicted, somewhat naively, that voices over
wireless would turn out to be the cultural salvation of the country.
Though there is a lot more rock 'n’ roll than opera on radio today, the
faithful reproduction of music via wireless was made possible by Lee
de Forest.
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De Forest’s Audion tube also opened up the possibility of long- 15
distance telephone communication and ultimately helped lead to the
invention of sound in motion pictures and even to guided missiles. Mar-
coni had proved that wireless could be harnessed for practical purposes,
but it was de Forest’s Audion tube that helped realize the dream of voice
communication via wireless.

1912: Big Brother Is Barely
Watching

Over a thousand amateur radio stations had begun operating in the
United States before Congress finally passed the first radio act in 1912.
Since war was threatening at that time, the greatest concern was for ship
and land stations being used for maritime communication. If war came,
radio would obviously play a key role in military communication with
ships at sea. Among other provisions, the act required that on-board
wireless stations be attended 24 hours a day.

The possibilities of wireless were graphically demonstrated in 1912,
when the supposedly unsinkable Titanic set out across the North Atlantic.
For several days, the world’s only contact with the ill-fated ocean liner
was through radio telegraphy. Interestingly, it was young David Sarnoff,
working as an operator, who picked up the fatal message relayed from the
5.S. Olympic: The Titanic had run into an iceberg and was quickly sinking.
Although radio saved only 712 of the Titanic’s 2,224 passengers, it could
probably have saved them all if the radio operator of the nearby liner
Californian had not been asleep. In any case, the drama of the event put
wireless communication into the public mind once and for all.

Sarnoff, a mere 21 at that time, was already enthusiastic about the
possibilities of wireless. But even he could not envision the future giants
that would rise in the field—the Radio Corporation of America and the
National Broadcasting Company—or that he would head them. As fate
would have it, however, Sarnoff was witness to the event that brought
wireless to the forefront. The tremendous publicity radio received during
the Titanic incident dispelled whatever doubts people may have had
about the important role the new medium could play in American life.

Ship-to-shore communication became even more critical with the
events leading up to World War 1. As in other wars, major battles would
be fought at sea, but for the first time those on land would have im-
mediate information about the outcome. During this time, little attention
was paid to radio for nonmilitary purposes.
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2.2. LEE DE FOREST:
FATHER OF AMERICAN RADIO

.

When Lee de Forest was born in 1873 in Council Bluffs, lowa, his father hoped that
the youngster would follow in his footsteps. The elder de Forest had been active in
promoting civil rights for blacks and was eventually head of Talladega College, one
of Tennessee’s first black universities. Yet despite Lee's admiration for his father, he
had ideas of his own.

The young de Forest fancied himself an inventor. He spent his childhood trying
to build locomotives and electric motors. At age 15, he announced (rather
prematurely) that he had discovered the secret of perpetual motion. Even then,
early failures could not dissuade Lee. He entered preparatory school in 1891 and
went on to the Sheffield Scientific School at Yale two years later. In 1899, he earned
his Ph.D. with a dissertation on Hertzian Waves—those rather mysterious, invisible
waves that could carry sound.

De Forest's Audion tube was the most successful of his 300 patented
inventions. It is famed for making voice transmissions a reality, but it also helped
make international telephone calls and talking motion pictures possible. De Forest
was also active in early television research.

Despite his obvious genius, de Forest was never able to capitalize completely
on his inventions. He went through a couple of bankruptcies and lost several critical
court battles to those who claimed his patents for themselves. He always seemed to
be short of money and often raised capital by signing over rights to his inventions
for a fraction of their actual worth.

De Forest was also frustrated in his attempts to influence the development of
radio. Originally, he had seen it as a great opportunity for the dissemination of
opera and classical music and for education through “over the airwaves” classes.
Though radio eventually did all those things, this was not to be the major focus of its
programming. De Forest’s “cultural dream” was never to come true.

Eventually the largely forgotten Father of American Radio moved to California,
where he lived quietly with his wife. De Forest refrained from alcohol, cigarettes,
and coffee all his life, contending they "dulled the keen senses needed by an
inventor.” His death in 1961 received littie fanfare. De Forest was remembered as a
decent, if exacting, man who possessed few of the eccentric behaviors so often
associated with famous American inventors.
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2.3. MR. RCA: DAVID SARNOFF

David Sarnoff was originally known for his role in America's response to the Titanic
disaster of 1912, but he had far more lasting fame as a prophet, pioneer, and
entrepreneur in radio and television.

The young Russian immigrant started work as a messenger boy for the
Commercial Cable Company of New York in 1906, at the age of 15. There he taught
himself Morse code. Fired for asking time off for the Jewish holidays, but undaunted
and confident in his telegraphic skills, Sarnoff applied to the Marconi Company for
a position. He was hired on the spot—as an office boy. This ambitious young man
would have gone places even without the Titanic episode. He had worked and
studied constantly after his father's death in 1906. Extremely conscious of his role
as the responsible eldest son, he usually held two or more jobs at a time. He had an
extraordinary sense of whom to know and how to elicit positive responses from
those in positions to help him. He was always full of plans and helpful suggestions.

But the Titanic incident, during which he spent 72 hours at the receiver
coordinating rescue efforts and broadcasting the survivor list as names became
known, was a boon to his career. It got Sarnoff his first in a series of promotions in
the American Marconi Company, and by 1919, when the Marconi Company
merged with the Radio Corporation of America, he was the commercial manager of
Marconi's American operations. In 1921, Sarnoff became general manager of RCA.
Only a year later he was vice president of the company at the age of 31.

When Sarnoff first suggested using wireless for entertainment in 1915, in his
“radio music box memo,” (see text) he was ignored. But the communications
genius could not be stifled. In 1921, Sarnoff managed to broadcast radio’s first
major sports presentation, the Dempsey-Carpentier world heavyweight
championship fight. He was also responsible for RCA's purchase of the Victor
Talking Machine Company. Sarnoff helped found the National Broadcasting
Company (NBC) as a program service designed to encourage people to buy RCA
radio receivers. Though some of his superiors were skeptical, David Sarnoff led the
way for the industry.

He foresaw the advent of television in 1923 and eventually did even more for
television than for radio. His 60-plus years in media covered the development of
broadcasting from an infant to a giant. Described by some as a “ruthless
businessman,” Sarnoff was able to overcome constant skepticism and inaction on
the part of his associates. He succeeded in being the first and perhaps the greatest
corporate executive to see and act upon the marvelous possibilities of the world's
airways for entertainment and human development. Sarnoff died in 1971 and is
remembered as one of broadcasting’'s most important pioneers.
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Though World War I stunted the commercial growth of radio in
America, it stimulated technological growth, and when the war was over
in 1918, some commercial potential could readily be seen. The main prob-
lems in developing a home radio system at this time were the conflicting
patents held by de Forest, American Marconi, and several other in-
ventors, including Edwin Armstrong, whose feedback circuit had greatly
improved on de Forest’s original Audion tube. Although lawsuits over
patents would continue through the courts for decades, the formation in
1919 of the Radio Corporation of America, with its cross-licensing agree-
ments which allowed experimenters to combine several patented compo-
nents, led to the creation of a complete and compatible broadcast and
receiving system.

Aside from David Sarnoff, no one had yet realized that the real
money was to be made not in the sales of sets or equipment, but in
broadcasting music and other entertainment. It remained for Sarnoff to
envision a “‘radio music box” in each American home. His vision is what
finally led to home radio receivers and commercial radio as we know it
today.

1920: Who's on First?

There is some dispute about who actually put the first radio station on
the air. Some sources give credit to Dr. Frank Conrad, a Westinghouse
engineer whose amateur station, 8XK in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania,
haphazardly broadcast news and other information to fellow radio
amateurs in much the same way as CB communicators do today. 8XK was
not a commercial venture, but it was broadcasting more or less regularly
in early 1920. It was Conrad’s bosses at Westinghouse who suddenly
realized that it might be practical to sell commercial radio sets to listeners
who had no real electronic expertise but simply desired to hear radio
information. Westinghouse provided the necessary personnel and funds
for a new station more powerful than 8XK, KDKA. The first program,
aired November 2, 1920, was the Harding-Cox presidential election re-
turns, read on the air as they came in via telephone.

No matter who gets credit for being first, it was KDKA that proved
the first continuing success. KDKA also pioneered in broadcasting new
types of programs and its success proved there was a large market of
potential listeners who would be willing to buy sets to hear music and
other offerings on a regular basis.
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2.4, An early KDKA broadcast. Note the sign identifying the station as the farmer's pioneer
station. There was promotion, even in the early days. Courtesy, Broadcast Pioneers Library
and KDKA radio, Pittsburgh.

Licenses to operate a station were obtained through the Department
of Commerce, which was responsible for administering the Radio Act of
1912. Within two years, over 200 stations had been licensed; that number
would grow to nearly 600 by 1923. The rush to start a broadcast station for
whatever commercial or ideological reason was such that there was vir-
tual chaos on the airwaves during this period. Since there was no control
on band space, power, and other key factors, the airwaves were littered
with conflicting stations. Listeners could not always count on receiving
their favorite stations, nor did many stations maintain a continuous
broadcast schedule.

The next major event came in 1922 from an unexpected source. The
American Telephone and Telegraph Company (AT&T) had been experi-
menting with its own station in New York. WBAY began with daily
weekday programs from 11:00 A.M. till noon and 4:30 to 5:30 P.M., but its
antenna location was undesirable, and many listeners could not pick up
the broadcasts. Undaunted, the people at AT&T made arrangements to
use another antenna and changed the call letters to WEAF. These early
stations were unlike the great commercial giants of today—they were
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1923:

relatively small and were competing with hundreds of amateurs whose
antennas were all over the city. Radio had been seen as everything from a
plaything to a great cultural savior, but it was AT&T that saw a new
possibility for the medium. AT&T charged people a toll for talking on the
telephone, so why not do the same thing with a radio station? Thus was
born the idea of buying radio time.

This new idea was not universally well received. Trade publications
condemned the practice as mercenary. However, AT&T pushed forward
and was successful in selling its first commercial time to the Queensboro
Corporation. This real estate company offered country living near the
heart of the city, and some sales resulted from their ads. Still, it was
touch-and-go for WEAF for the next six months or so until a number of
successful accounts were brought into the station. Such toll charges (now
known as rates, see Chapter 7) were to become the backbone of the
American commercial radio system. By the end of the 1920s, WEAF was
grossing almost a million dollars a year in toll charges.

Marshall McLuhan has often said, “We always make the new
medium do the work of the old,” and AT&T saw the new medium of
radio in the old mode of the pay phone. WEAF was helped by a U.S.
Commerce Department action responding to a request by AT&T. AT&T
contended that most individuals were using their stations selfishly to talk
on and on, but after all, WEAF was open to anyone (anyone who could
pay the price, that is) and as such deserved special treatment. They finally
got an expanded license that allowed more broadcast hours per day.

There is always some speculation as to what might have happened
had WEAF not entered the picture. Would broadcasting have stayed non-
commercial? Would Lee de Forest's great cultural dream have been ful-
filled? Sooner or later, someone probably would have come up with the
idea of making radio commercial. Radio—in fact any medium—does not
exist in a political or social vacuum but tends to take on the cultural and
moral values that prevail in society at the time. In the 1920s, America was
a country up to its ears in the free enterprise system, and it was quite
natural that the new medium would become a vital part of that system.

Keeping Cool with Coolidge

A staunch defender of free enterprise, and the first president to use radio
effectively, was Calvin Coolidge. Coolidge’s role in radio came quite by
chance. He had been elected vice president with President Warren G.
Harding. Harding’s 1923 inaugural speech was to have been the first
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coast-to-coast broadcast. AT&T had planned to link up KPO in San Fran- 23
cisco with WEAF in New York as well as several stations along the way. In

July, Harding became ill, and he soon died. Coolidge was sworn in as

president, and in December an extensive network of cooperating stations

carried his message to Congress as far west as Dallas.

Perhaps you know that Coolidge does not have a reputation as one of
our most flamboyant presidents. Indeed, it was said that he slept 10 to 11
hours a day, and there were rumors that he slept at his desk as well. In
any event, his voice did have a curious resonant quality that came across
better on radio than in person. This resonant quality enhanced Coolidge’s
image and his credibility as president. The Coolidge personality became
the topic of the day. After he won the 1924 election, Coolidge’s 1925
inauguration became the first coast-to-coast broadcast, thanks to a special
21-station hook-up. In retrospect, we recognize this chain was the
twentieth-century wireless equivalent of the driving of the golden spike
that marked the completion of the transcontinental railroad. With it, we
became a truly United States of America, linked from coast to coast by the
magic medium.

Coolidge’s special role in radio also led him to add his voice to those
expressing concern about the general chaos on the largely unregulated
airwaves. In a message to Congress in 1926, Coolidge noted, ““The whole
service of this most important public function has drifted into such chaos
as seems likely, if not remedied, to destroy its great value.” Coolidge was
asking for the passage of the special new radio act that Congress had
finally written to deal with radio’s many problems. The final version
became known as the Radio Act of 1927.

The Radio Act of 1927

The new act was a sweeping set of regulatory laws that changed forever
the development of broadcasting and established the system we have
today. It has remained more or less intact over the last 50 years (a 1934
revision made some minor changes, but the basic philosophy remained).
Only in the late 1970s did Congress begin to consider a new communica-
tions act.

Commerce Secretary Herbert Hoover had hoped that the new radio
industry would do what was best for the public and become a model for
self-regulation of industry with little or no government interference. But
passage of the 1927 act meant that Hoover’s dream was over. The act
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2.5. CALVIN COOLIDGE:
THE RADIO PRESIDENT

When asked, during his tenure as Massachusetts governor, about his well-known
reticence, Calvin Coolidge replied, "I've usually been able to make enough noise to
get what | want.”

Coolidge was indeed a man of few words. Those that he did utter showed
much common sense and a dry wit. He was labeled a solemn man for the times,
and yet he was a popular president during the Jazz Age.

As vice president under Warren G. Harding, Coolidge was uninspired and
showed minimal enthusiasm in the Senate and the Cabinet. But when Harding's
death in the summer of 1923 put the taciturn New Englander in the limelight,
Coolidge returned to the post the aura of respectability it had lost under his
predecessor's corrupt administration.

That winter Coolidge spoke to the nation on the radio, becoming the first
president to effectively use the medium as a unifying force. He was much aware of
the power of radio, and in his first annual message to Congress, he called for the
revision of the laws regulating radio.

The thirtieth president of the United States was a strong believer in human
perfectibility. He was of a progressive philosophy; he was always supportive of the
people and their rights, yet he felt that government should maintain a helpful
attitude without interfering in the lives of the citizenry. He worked diligently in all his
political roles for economy in government, including budget trimming and reduced
income taxes. He was strongly interested in land management, the advancement of
aviation, and the future of broadcasting. For a reserved man who didn't talk much,
he was certainly interested in communications.

created a five-person Federal Radio Commission (which in 1934 became
the Federal Communications Commission, FCC). The commissioners
were to have complete authority over broadcast licensing. The concept
was simple: The broadcast spectrum belonged to the people; therefore,
one station could never own space in perpetuity, but must be licensed to
operate for a fixed period of time. In most cases, the license would be
subject to renewal every three years.
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He ran for the presidency in 1924 under the slogan “Keep Cool with Coolidge,”
and the rowdy rabble of the Roaring '20s gave him their support. There was a
remarkable difference between the chief executive and his charges, but the
country was having too good a time to notice that Coolidge wasn't a very effective
president.

in 1927, Coolidge kept the country guessing about his political plans with the
typically pregnant statement, “I do not choose to run for the presidency in 1928."
Did he feel bound to run, or did he intend not to compete for reelection? In fact,
Coolidge did retire in 1929 and spent the rest of his days writing for magazines and
newspapers and making occasional speeches over the airwaves. Through his
promotion of radio, he provided a means for the rest of us to speak our piece.

The importance of words was imprinted in the personality and work of Calvin
Coolidge; though he spoke very little, he surely spoke with care and deliberation.
His philosophy was even written above the fireplace in his Northampton,
Massachusetts, home:

A wise old owl lived in an oak

The more he saw the less he spoke.
The less he spoke the more he heard:
Why can't we be like that old bird?

Since there were more requests for space than there was space avail-
able, the Congress charged the new commissioners with the task of decid-
ing which applicants would best serve the “public interest, convenience,
and necessity.”” This catch-all phrase looked good on paper, but it has
proven difficult for broadcasters to live with. The phrase was so general
that it has meant many things to many people.
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The 1927 act meant that radio was no longer an amateur’s medium,
but an industry that, like all industries, was subject to a certain amount of
federal regulation. During its first two years, the Federal Radio Commis-
sion emerged as a strong regulatory force. Over a hundred stations were
taken off the air, and hundreds of others were assigned regular frequen-
cies and designated hours for broadcasting.

In the early years, the FRC also withstood a number of court tests of
its powers, the most notable being the KFKB case. KFKB was operated by
one Dr. John Brinkley of Milford, Kansas. The doctor’s programming
included a Medical Question Box, where listeners could write in for help.
Brinkley would read the letters over the air, and the “cure” for what ailed
always seemed to be one of his patent medicines, available in drug stores
or by direct mail. The FRC deemed Brinkley’s activities not in the public
interest, convenience, and necessity and refused to renew his license.

In considering the case, the FRC reviewed Brinkley’s background. He
had attained a questionable reputation for a controversial “goat gland”
operation, which he claimed would renew virility in his male patients. He
prescribed drugs for thousands of listener “’patients” without ever seeing
any of them. The "diploma mills” from which the doctor had gotten his
medical degrees were also being exposed. The American Medical Associa-
tion was trying to revoke his license and he was retaliating with
anti-AMA attacks on the air. At one point, he referred to them as the
’ American Meatcutters Association.”

Yet Brinkley argued that the FRC had no right to use information
about his past to take his license away. What's more, he said, the FRC
action clearly smacked of censorship—his freedom of speech was being
denied. The courts ruled otherwise, and in 1931 they upheld the FRC
decision. Brinkley moved to Mexico to continue his broadcasts out of the
reach of the FRC and American medical authorities.

An Eye Is Born

While Brinkley and KFKB were important factors in determining the
power of the FRC, something much more significant was happening that
would change forever the nature of broadcasting. The Radio Corporation
of America (RCA) had moved into an enviable position. As one of the
main manufacturers of radio sets, they had formed a subsidiary operation
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called the National Broadcasting Company to provide radio programming
for set users.

NBC had soon moved to link together a number of individual stations
for several hours each day so their programs could reach the largest
possible audience. As that audience grew, the revenues grew and NBC
soon became a profitable business venture in its own right. Eventually the
company consisted of two separate entertainment radio networks (called
the red and the blue) which provided non-stop programming to affiliates
all over the country. These networks were so successful that several
speculators tried to imitate them by forming networks of their own. How-
ever, in the end, the competition proved too stiff for all but one.

The Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS) was founded as a string of
independent stations. The eventual driving force behind CBS for the
half-century to come was the son of a cigar manufacturer, William S.
Paley. Paley had taken a college degree in 1922, and within three years he
was making $50,000 a year as a vice president and secretary of his father’s
cigar company.

However, Paley had a mind and interests of his own, and he became
fascinated with the magic medium after his father began advertising on a
Philadelphia station, WCAU. WCAU was affiliated with the fledgling
United Independent Broadcasters Network (UIB), a chain operation set
up to compete with NBC. But UIB was no match for the well-financed
NBC, and the owners continually had to borrow money. The name Co-
lumbia Broadcasting System came about in 1927 as a result of a merger
with Columbia Phonograph, prompted by a nagging lack of UIB funds.
Meanwhile, the Paley cigar company, La Palina, had consistently in-
creased sales, primarily as a result of successful radio program sponsor-
ship. Feeling sure there was a future in radio, young William Paley got an
advance on his inheritance and offered to buy into the troubled network.
The CBS owners snapped up the deal, and Paley suddenly had his own
radio network. He was 26 at the time. In 1928 Paley became president of
the parent company, Columbia Phonograph, and thus consolidated his
hold on CBS.

Paley’s most important contribution to network operations was the
idea of providing nationally known entertainment to affiliates in exchange
for their giving up some of their best evening hours to CBS. Those even-
ing hours would then be sold to national advertisers. The local station
would gain the prestige of carrying top radio stars while eliminating
costly program expenses, the advertisers would get a nationwide audi-
ence, and CBS would reap the profits. A modified version of this basic
agreement is still in effect today between networks and their affiliates.
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2.6. WILLIAM PALEY:
FROM CIGARS TO CBS

When Bill Paley bought the failing United Independent Broadcasters Network in
1927, he was a 26-year-old cigar company executive with lots of money to throw
around and plenty of ideas. He also recognized the cultural possibilities of radio.
Through his belief in education, art, and show business, and his entrepreneurial
savvy, he produced an entity very much in his own image.

The young Paley worked long days, kept a fast pace, and surrounded himself
with other young and energetic executives. Described as having a real joy in being
alive, he always approached his business with zest not untouched by caution. His
philosophy of the duties of radio was clear in some shows aired on CBS radio and
TV. There were The American School of the Air; symphonic broadcasts; America’s
Hour, which editorialized on life in the United States; Playhouse 90; and Edward R.
Murrow's documentaries Hear /It Now and See /It Now. CBS has continued to be
regarded by many as the Tiffany or “class act” of broadcast networks.

Paley loves show business and artists, having discovered such talents as Bing
Crosby, the Mills Brothers, and Kate Smith. He also has counted among his friends
Truman Capote, Pablo Picasso, and Frank Sinatra.

He enjoys physical and social activity. His pleasure in being on top has often
come through in a strong distaste for opposition, conflict, and controversy.
Although a photograph of Edward Murrow remained in Paley's office long after the
newsman'’s death, their professional relationship was fraught with tension. Murrow's
See It Now TV program was a forerunner of shows like 60 Minutes. Paley himself

The Golden Age of Radio

The 1920s had brought tremendous technical development and change to
radio, plus a new regulatory structure to deal with its technical growth.
The 1930s brought major developments in radio programming. The major
genres of broadcast entertainment—soap operas, quiz and audience-
participation shows, action-adventure shows, westerns, domestic com-
edies, and so on—were developed at this time; with minor variations,
they are still with us today. This creative programming era has become
known as radio’s Golden Age. In fact, television’s critics contend TV has
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had given its producers creative autonomy, but the political heat it generated was

more than the chairman of the board could take."! don't want this constant stomach-
ache every time you air a controversial subject,” he complained. Soon after, See /t
Now was dead.

Beginning in the 1960s, Paley stepped increasingly into the shadows, became
less accessible to his employees, and delegated responsibility to the new breed of
business executives interested in profits and security. Somehow Paley's idealistic
integrity faded or was distorted in the CBS broadcasting fare.

Fred Friendly, former director of CBS News, remarked that during the 1960s
the balance between quality programming and rating and stock market points had
been altered for the worse. Another network employee, upset about Paley's
insistence that decisions to downplay Watergate coverage were in the interest of
reasonable journalistic caution, quipped, “Fortunately for Paley's nose, the Blue
Fairy isn't dealing as harshly with him as she did with Pinocchio.”

As CBS entered the 1980s, its octogenarian chairman sat in his office,
periodically making his wishes known through directorial edicts, running the store
through hand-picked subordinates. Surrounded by post-Impressionist paintings
and a cigar store Indian, he was often reminded of the days of La Palina cigars and
the foundering chain of radio stations that became the powerful Columbia
Broadcasting System. '

done little to develop new genres of entertainment, preferring instead to
coast along on the creative inventiveness of these early radio years.

More Music, More Music

During this Golden Age, about half of all radio programming was music.
The musical programs came from live orchestras and musicians in the
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studio and occasionally by transcription or recording. Typically, a station
would contract with a transcription company that would deliver about 100
recorded musical selections each month. It was not possible to simply go
out and buy a record and put it on the air. The American Society of
Composers, Authors and Publishers (ASCAP) insisted that no records
designed for home use could be played on the radio; they feared if listen-
ers could hear records for nothing they would never buy them. No one
realized yet the potential symbiosis between these two industries that
would eventually produce the situation we have today. Record com-
panies now compete fiercely with one another to get their “product” on
the air, realizing that air play is vital for any large sales.

While network affiliates had the bulk of their programming, including
music, provided to them by the networks, independent stations had to
rely more heavily on transcriptions. Often these made up as much as 80
percent of their programming.

For network stations, “live” programs included the music of big-
name bands like Benny Goodman, Tommy Dorsey, and Russ Morgan.
Most popular of all the music shows was Major Bowes and His Original
Amateur Hour, initially heard on NBC-Red. Prime-time musical programs
were usually 15 minutes long and featured colorful and often sponsor-
related titles like the Cliquot Club Eskimos and the A&P Gypsies.

Popular music was the most frequently played. During the 1920s,
something called “potted palm music,” with bland and rather inoffensive
tunes, was dominant. Jazz became increasingly accepted during the late
1920s, helped along with the backing of established musical stars like Paul
Whiteman. 1930s radio offered music enough for everyone. Perhaps it
was this “something for everybody” philosophy that helped radio be-
come widely accepted, and seldom criticized, during the decade.

Some of the most listened-to music shows offered traditional classical
music. Especially popular was Arturo Toscanini conducting the New York
Philharmonic Orchestra, first aired in 1930. Later, Toscanini was per-
suaded to come out of retirement to conduct NBC’s own symphony
orchestra. That arrangement continued into the 1950s, and the NBC pro-
gram was acknowledged to be the most popular and critically acclaimed
classical music program in radio’s history.

When Comedy Was King

A 1935 audience survey indicated that 65 percent of all radio listeners
preferred comedies to any other type of program. Comedians like Jack
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2.7. Major Bowes emcees an early version of The Gong Show titled Major Bowes and His
Original Amateur Hour. it was one of radio’s most successful early ventures. Courtesy,
Broadcast Pioneers Library.

Benny, Ed Wynn, Fred Allen, and Jimmy Durante had originally de-
veloped their art as vaudeville and stage show performers in what had
traditionally been thought of as “show business.” In fact, one writer in
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Variety magazine complained, “Show business is helpless against radio.”
Many old vaudevillians were quite successful at making the transition to
radio; those that weren’t disappeared. The new medium quickly acquired
existing famous comedy names and began developing new talents of its
own.

Comedy, because it was so successful, was also big business. Name
comedians like Eddie Cantor earned up to a hundred dollars a minute,
and they were paid in those marvelous Depression dollars that could buy
10 gallons of gas or 20 loaves of bread.

Most profitable and popular of all the early radio comedies was Amos
‘n" Andy. The black domestic comedy was the brainchild of white writers
and performers Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll. It premiered as a
reconstituted vaudeville act on Chicago’s WGN. The first national show
came in the summer of 1929 on NBC’s Blue network. It was an instant
success. Unlike “’stand up” comedians Cantor and Allen, who relied
primarily on one liners and no real story line, Amos 'n’ Andy was a situa-
tion comedy centering on the activities of the Fresh Air Taxi Company. It
was so successful that the nation interrupted its usual activities for 15
minutes each night to hear the latest episode. The President, it was said,
did not wish to be disturbed during the show. Amos 'n’ Andy quickly
became a national institution, proving to any doubters that radio, and
radio comedy, was changing the American lifestyle.

Drama, Day and Night

Though music and comedy seemed like naturals for the new sound
medium, drama took awhile to find its audience. At the beginning of the
Golden Age, only one successful dramatic series, Rise of the Goldbergs, was
on the air. Soon it was joined by others, most aired during the day. These
15-minute serialized dramas gave the audience the chance to listen in to
the trials, tribulations, victories, and defeats of various families. Soon
there were Vic and Sade, Helen Trent, Ma Perkins, Our Gal Sunday, Just Plain
Bill, Pepper Young's Family, and the enormously popular One Man’s Family.
These daytime dramas became known as soap operas because so many
were owned and produced by soap companies, who recognized that the
largely female audience presented a great opportunity to sell household
products. Of course, this tradition continues on television today.

Radio soap operas, like most radio programming, had an aura of
sameness about them. There was an organ opening, and the announcer
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2.8. Amos 'n’ Andy, two white men who performed in black face, hit the jackpot as radio's
first domestic comedians. Their success not only created a genre of programming, it helped
convince many of the power of the young magic medium. Courtesy. Broadcast Pioneers

Library.

would recap the story for those who might have missed an episode or
two. Then the action would begin. About halfway through there was a
commercial break. Stories involved romance, of course, and many career
and family problems. Seldom did “happy” daytime serials succeed. It
seemed that the public wanted problem after problem, so that's what

they got.
Daytime radio dramas dealt with a surprisingly large number of con-

33



Chapter Two

34

“Here is a summary of the programs you will hear over this station
immediately following this announcement. At twelve-fifteen, ‘Big
Sister;’ at twelve-thirty, ‘The Story of Helen Trent;’ ‘Life Can Be
Beautiful’ comes on at one and ‘Ma Perkins’ at one-fifte