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For those who loved it, as well as for those who
missed it, this book brings to life old-time
radio, which was often called a “theater of the
mind.” It is an entertaining and important
history of radio programming and its role in
shaping social values and thought in America.
By merging an historic overview with a study of
patterns in American life, the author allows us
to view radio from anthropological, historical,
and sociological perspectives in order to
capture its monumental impact on American
culture.

While other books have presented histories of
broadcasting and lists of program descrip-
tions, little has been done before to relate the
content of those programs to the life of the
average listener. Don’t Touch That Dial is
divided into two complementary sections. The
first traces the history of radio and its
programs, seeking to understand the ways in
which broadcasting arose and collapsed
during the period 1920-1960. The second
section looks more closely at distinct types of
programs or social themes within radio during
this time span. In this manner, merging
historical overview with in-depth genre and
thematic considerations, the fullest com-
prehension of the significance of radio in
popular culture can be gained.
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“At long last the book has been written — the
definitive and fascinating story of America’s great
love affair with yesterday’s radio broadcasting. It
was a romance that lasted for over forty years with
an intensity rarely paralleled in cultural passions.
Professor MacDonald’s amazingly complete
panorama of radio goes far beyond mere history;
Don’'t Touch That Dial is an engrossing study of the
involvement of our citizenry in the aural wonder of
broadcasting in a younger, less cynical time of
America before the fearsome tick of siloed nuclear
missiles began to creep into the substrata of our
every thought and action. The student of
communications and the scholar of American
mores, as well as the aficionado of nostalgia, will
find equal joy in Don’t Touch That Dial.”

—Arch Oboler

“MacDonald’s book is a fascinating, rich account of
the radio world for forty years which ties in the
technology and art with the cultural world in which it
lived. Bringing new sources for examination —
including eight thousand hours of tape recordings
of vintage radio shows — MacDonald focuses new
light and new details on the golden years of radio.”

—Ray B. Browne
Secretary-Treasurer
Popular Culture Association
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Preface

For most Americans in the mid-twentieth century, radio was
an amazing invention. With just a twist of the dial a listener
could tune in the greatest personalities in world affairs and
show business. Radio brought current events and entertain-
ment directly into the home, and it required little of a listener
except time and imagination. It was often called a “theater of
the mind” because broadcasting, as an audio-only medium,
was fully realized only in the mind of the listener. Each person
in the audience provided his own mental imagery of friendli-
ness and sincerity when the pleasant voice of President Roose-
velt began chatting with him from in front of an imaginary
fireplace. It was the individual listener, too, who mentally pro-
vided the props and stage effects for the broadcast of a Shake-
spearian drama, and the substance that spoken words only sug-
gested in an adventure or mystery program.

The physical principles of radio were not important to
the average radio user. He cared little, and knew even less,
about the way the vacuum tubes in the receiver actually
worked. As long as they began to glow when he turned the
knob and heard a familiar click—that was all he generally
understood about broadcasting. The average listener was not
really concerned with how the “air” or the “ether” carried
sound waves, or about the way in which a station could trans-
mit electrical impulses and have them received by a million
radio sets simultaneously. What he did care about, however,

ix
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was the programming he heard once he turned on his receiver.

For the vast majority of the citizenry, radio and the pro-
grams it carried were synonymous. To enjoy good program-
ming, the typical listener was willing “to endure static, trans-
mission interference, commercials, shows he did not care for,
and a certain amount of control over the receiver by other
members of the family. But when he enjoyed a series, he en-
joyed it loyally for two or three decades. Whether it was the
adventurous Lone Ranger (twenty-two years), the heart-
wrenching Ma Perkins (twenty-seven years), the uproarious
Jack Benny Program (twenty-five years), or the soberly fac-
tual Lowell Thomas and the News (forty-six years), when a
radio listener fell in love with a program, it was for keeps.

While scholars have produced substantial studies of the
history of broadcasting, and encyclopedic compilations of pro-
gram descriptions, little has been done to relate programming
and program content to the life of the average listener. As a
study in popular culture, this present book attempts to tie to-
gether the loose ends. It seeks to relate, within a historical
context, the importance of broadcasting in the lives of most
Americans. By bringing together the content of radio and the
evolution of national life from 1920 to 1960, this book offers a
perspective which sees culture—and especially the commer-
cialized mass culture of the United States in the twentieth
century—as a reflector and creator of popular values, atti-
tudes, fantasies, and realities.

To accomplish this, it has been necessary to turn to new
sources of information. Certainly, I have utilized authoritative
works by past scholars, as well as the traditional, accepted
newspaper sources. But this book exploits relatively un-
touched materials. From my private collection of more than
eight thousand hours of tape-recorded vintage radio shows, it
was possible to make extensive use of actual programs. Be-
cause this is a private collection with an unpublished system of
classification, I have quoted from these shows without foot-’
noting the source. Wherever possible, however, I have cited
the date of the broadcast in the text. Further, this book is the
first such study to make extensive use of radio fan magazines.
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These monthly publications often published interviews with
celebrities or articles written by them. The book also makes
extensive use of the most important publication in the en-
tertainment world, Variety, a weekly tabloid which offers
valuable information and insights on the evolution of pro-
gramming.

The book is divided into two complementary sections.
The first traces the history of radio and its programs, seeking
to understand the ways in which broadcasting arose and col-
lapsed during the period 1920-1960. The second section looks
more closely at distinct types of programs or social themes
within radio during this time span. In this manner, merging
the historical overview with in-depth genre and thematic con-
siderations, the fullest comprehension of the significance of
radio in popular culture can be gained.

In acknowledging the many whose support made possible
a book such as this, it is necessary to begin at the beginning—
with those collectors of recordings of old-time radio who first
infected me with the spirit and importance of preserving such
materials: Paul Gremley, Bill Schurk, and Don Pellow. There
are also those who opened their collections and archives to me,
thereby presenting the widest range of programs from which
to sample the cultural past: Martin Maloney, Chuck Schaden,
John Edwards, Dick Judge, and Roger Rittner. A special note
of thanks must go to Jay K. Springman of Xavier University in
New Orleans whose backing in terms of recordings and advice
was always abundant. And Eli Segal spent time and energy in
reading the manuscript and offering valuable ideas—much
gratitude is due him.

Without a sabbatical leave from Northeastern Illinois
University, or the encouragement from my colleagues in the
Department of History, June Sochen and C. David Tompkins,
this study might not have been possible.

A great deal of appreciation goes also to John Wright
who offered criticism without being discouraging, and to
Stuart Kaminsky of Northwestern University whose personal
and professional suggestions were crucial.

In a more general vein, but strategic nonetheless, was the
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support I have gained in the study of American popular cul-
ture from those academicians who have done, and are still do-
ing, much to show the worth of its preservation and study:
Ray Browne, Russel Nye, John Cawelti, Lew Carlson, Maurie
Crane, and Robert Ferguson.

Appreciation is also expressed to the secretarial assistance
so important to the preparation of this book: Noreen Ciesiel-
czyk Jones, Jan Majka Hansen, and Mary Hamilton.

Finally, I would like to express a special thanks to my
wife, Leslie MacDonald, who offered ideas, advice, assis-
tance, and endurance throughout the months of research and
composition.
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The History

of Broadcasting,
1920-1960

Somewhere between vaudeville with its travelling troupes and
live stage shows, and television with its audio-visual forms of
amusement, America was in love with radio. It was not the
news-and-music sameness of contemporary programming,
which may be popular and lucrative, but is lacking in creative
imagination. Instead, America was enamored of an entertain-
ment medium which showcased everything from fine drama,
mundane soap operas, and sports action, to formulaic detec-
tive stories, lavish comedy-variety shows, and the latest devel-
opments in world news. Regardless of age, taste, wealth, or sex,
there was much in broadcasting to please everyone. Daily tens
of millions of Americans were so pleased. And by the 1940s
almost every home in the nation was equipped with a receiv-
ing set through which to hear and enjoy this programming.
Radio was criticized. In the minds of many, radio was too
banal, too concerned with the unspectacular vanities of com-
monness and not involved enough with uplifting subjects like
fine music and intellectual discussion. For others, it was too
commercial. The advertisements that were sandwiched within
and between programs not only interfered with the artistic
aspects of broadcasting, they also insulted the intelligence of
listeners. Moreover, it was alleged, the stations and networks
airing shows lost their integrity and independence when they
sold themselves to the makers of laxatives, automobiles,
shortening, and the like. Instead of being a great moral force,
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2 Don’t Touch That Dial!

radio had become an audial peddler to which program con-
tent was less important than the commercial announcements.

Culture reflects the environment in which it grows. One
could not have expected to transplant the values and content
of another historical period or of a privileged few to the mass
audience of twentieth-century America. The culture of the
United States must reflect the commercial and democratic
populace. Although modified by governmental regulations
and subsidies, the American economic system was primarily
one of free enterprise. This system abhorred governmental
interference and stressed the importance of selling. To have
excluded commercialism from radio would have demanded
either independent wealth on the part of each station, or
financial dependence upon government.

Seeking to please an audience of millions of relatively
free-and-equal, middle-class citizens, radio inevitably reflected
the democratic environment which it served. It played to their
tastes and it mirrored their values. The critics were in part
correct. Radio, overall, never reached the high esthetic plane
many felt it should have attained. It also never escaped the
commercialism others fele hampered its sophistication. Yet,
radio could not have done otherwise and still retained the mass
following it had. It was an instrument of electrical entertain-
ment aimed at a commercial democracy—a world of inde-
pendent, average people who preferred an occasional advertis-
ing announcement to the implications of a broadcasting
system fully regulated by governmental bureaucrats.

The Emergence of Radio Programming to 1925

American radio programming was born in a shack atop a
six-story building in East Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The date
was November 2, 1920; the shack housed the 100-watt trans-
mitter of station KDKA; and the first scheduled, non-experi-
mental, public program was an evening broadcast of results
from the Presidential election that day between Warren G.
Harding and James M. Cox. It was an inauspicious beginning
for radio—a medium which in a few years would be a daily
indulgence for millions—as no more than a few hundred
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listeners had the proper equipment to hear that program.
Nonetheless, technicians and executives of Westinghouse Elec-
tric company, the owners of KDKA, were convinced that
radio was commercially and scientifically feasible. Their faith
in the medium would soon be rewarded.

Within eighteen months of that first recognizable radio
program, public and commercial interest in broadcasting be-
came a national fad. Newspaper and magazine accounts of the
achievement in East Pittsburgh spread the message of radio’s
potential. Whatever it was called—"wireless telephone,”
“wireless musicbox,” “radio telephone,” or simply “radio”—
the new invention encouraged hundreds of thousands of
people throughout the nation to jam electrical shops and de-
partment stores to purchase receivers. Those who lacked the
technical skill to assemble the simple and inexpensive crystal
sets that were so popular turned often to friends, relatives, or
the prospering new businessman, the radio repairman. By
1921, however, stores were selling ready-made radios. Most of
these were vacuum-tube models, more powerful than crystal
sets. But, regardless of model, most required headphones; few,
indeed, were equipped with speakers. Despite inconveniences,
listeners were fascinated with this new form of amusement
which brought music and the human voice into the home. Re-
ception of radio emissions was not always clear. Listeners had
to endure static, weak signals, and other forms of interference.
But the allure of the novelty even made tolerable the crack-
ling and popping noises of primitive reception.

The financial potential in owning a radio station led
many businesses, institutions, and wealthy individuals to ac-
quire federal licenses and establish their own broadcasting
facilities. Since licenses and stations were easy to acquire, by
the end of 1922 they were owned by such disparate entities as
Gimbel’s Department Store (WIP, Philadelphia), the Ford
Motor Company (WWI, Detroit), the Omaha Grain Ex-
change (WAAW, Omaha), St. Matthew’s Cathedral (KFBU,
Laramie), the Alabama Power Company (WSY, Birming-
ham), and Packard dealer Earl C. Anthony (KFI, Los An-
geles). The Westinghouse company did not rest idly while
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4 Don’t Touch That Dial!

other commercial interests exploited the broadcasting boom.
As well as KDKA, that company established W]JZ (Newark),
KYW (Chicago), and WBZ (Springfield, Mass.) . Colleges and
universities recognized the importance of radio as an academic
subject, and at the end of 1922 a total of seventy-four institu-
tions of higher education had their own stations. Newspapers
also established broadcasting outlets. WW] was the “voice” of
the Detroit News; KWH was owned by the Los Angeles
Examiner; KSD by the Des Moines Register and Tribune;
WHATF by the Kansas City Star; and WSB by the Atlanta Jour-
nal. By December 1922, sixty-nine newspapers owned stations.
That radio had struck a responsive chord within the American
citizenry was obvious. Two years after the KDKA inaugural
broadcast, there were 1.5 million sets in the country; there
were more than 550 stations; and there was at least one station
in every state—ranging from California with sixty-nine, to
several states with only one.

Given the quality of programming in its earliest years, it
is 2 miraculous achievement that radio flourished. In contrast
to the breadth and technical sophistication of later broadcast-
ing, the earliest programs were austere. Stations only broad-
cast at specific times of the day. Most programs were filled
with recorded music. And talk shows were usually lectures on
domestic topics, or news and sports announcements. Typical
of such programming is the radio log for the Bamberger’s De-
partment Store station, WOR (Newark), as it appeared in the
New York Times on May 29, 1922:

10:30 A.M.—“Packing the Week-End Bag,” by Vanity Fair

11:30 A.M.—"Smiles,” by J.E.K.

12:30 p.M.—A period of song selections from the recordings
of Alma Gluck and Homer Rodeheaver

1:30 p.m.—During this period the numbers requested
by our radio audience will be played

2:30 p.m.—Richter String Quartet: Beethoven Quartet,
op. 18, No. 1V, first and second movements,
and “Andante Cantabile.”

3:30 p.m.—Carl Bannwart, Superintendent of Olivet
Sunday School, ex-President of the
Presbyterian Union, will speak on “The Man
with a Handicap.”
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4:30 p.m.—Ruth Dale, soprano: “The Awakening,”
“The Morning-Glory Song,” ‘“There Are
Fairies at the Bottom of the Garden.”
5:30 p.M.—A talk to Boy Scouts
5:40 p.M.—A talk on timely vegetable garden topics,
by Charles H. Nissley, Extension Specialist
in Vegetable Gardening from the Agricultural
and Extension College at New Brunswick, N.]J.
6:30 p.M.—Sky pictures for the kiddies, by Mr. Radiobug.
6:45 p.M.—Good-night stories for the children by
Uncle George of The Newark Ledger.

Missing from this programming was the diversity of
dramatic series, the various types of audience participation
shows, and the array of comedy programs that later came to
typify radio. Absent, too, was the adept use of sound effects by
which broadcast engineers made believable the images that
spoken words alone could only propose.

Because of the newness of the art, and because of the
primitive quality of the equipment, mistakes often occurred in
these early broadcasts. Harold Arlin, an early announcer with
KDKA, recalled pitch-black smoke from a passing locomotive
engulfing the studio and covering everything with soot, in-
cluding a renowned and elegantly-dressed soprano in the
midst of a broadcast. He also related how one hot summer
evening, filled with moths and other flying bugs, proved unset-
tling for a tenor who, in the middle of his aria, inhaled an in-
sect and began choking.! Less startling, however, were the
common mistakes that were invariably met with innovation.
Thus, if a program lasted more than its allotted time, it was
not considered bad form to follow it with the regularly sched-
uled, but now late, show. And if a program ran short, the time
gap might be filled with the announcer telling stories or with
recorded music.

Despite shortcomings, radio in its first years was a spec-
tacular invention which continued to explore new dimensions.
On Thanksgiving Day, November 25, 1920, the Texas A & M
University station, WTAW (then operating experimentally
with the call-letters 5XB), aired the first collegiate football
game; in January 1921, directly from the Calvary Episcopal
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Church in Pittsburgh, KDKA transmitted the first church
service in radio history; the first debate in radio was broad-
cast in May 1922, on WJH (Washington, D.C.) on the sub-
ject, “That Daylight Saving Is an Advantage”; and in 1922,
station W]JZ broadcast a theatrical production directly from
the stage. One of the most important types of programming
began at WGY (Schenectady) in October 1922, when the first
radio drama, “The Wolf,” by Eugene Walter, was produced
by the WGY Players. This dramatic unit continued to air
radio plays—and by the end of its second radio season had
produced eighty-three dramas. Importantly, the success of
WGY was imitated by other stations. Professional theatrical
troupes, such as the Provincetown Players, the Washington
Square College Players, and the Cherry Lane Players, were
regularly airing plays by early 1924. Other stations, such as
KGO (Oakland), developed their own dramatic units, and
soon stations like WGBS (Astoria, New York) were producing
several dramas weekly.

The appearance of radio drama was responsible for the
great advancements made at this time in the field of sound ef-
fects. Without sound effects, drama would have been little
more than recitation. Since sound alone was the device that
created the mental pictures in the mind of the listener, sound
effects were as important to effective broadcasting as the words
of the play. Sound effects “lend color and realism,” wrote the
radio producer and personality Samuel L. “Roxy” Rothafel.
“A performance unaccompanied by noises that indicate ac-
tions on the part of the actors and actresses,” he continued,
“would result in a bare and somewhat unreal presentation,”?
While sound effects would not be perfected until the 1930s,
innovative engineers at this early date developed convincing
ways to produce common noises. Forest fires were duplicated
with the roar of a blowtorch and the breaking of wooden
. match sticks near the microphone. Rain on a roof was accom-
plished by rolling dried peas down a paper tube, and thunder
was reproduced by waving a thin sheet of metal. Other stand-
ard devices included doorbells, alarms, telephone bells, locks
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and dummy doors that could be opened and shut to indicate
the coming and going of a character.

If the development of drama broadened creativity within
radio, the heavy usage of radio by politicians made broadcast-
ing an influential medium within American society. Because
of its ability to reach millions of voters simultaneously, politi-
cal office-holders and candidates quickly adopted radio. Presi-
dent Harding was most supportive of it. The fact that he
owned a 25,000-meter receiver—with its antenna prominently
attached to a tall tree on the south side of the White House—
helped to popularize and legitimize broadcasting. Although
Woodrow Wilson had been the first President to have his
voice carried by radio,® Harding’s Armistice Day speech in
1921 was the first address by a Chief Executive that was trans-
mitted by commercial radio. This event was heralded by the
editors of the New York Times, who remarked:

When the very voice of the President of the Republic can
be heard by tens of thousands of people, in hall and park
and street, at the selfsame moment in New York and San
Francisco, and when a wireless message from the Presi-
dent can be heard almost in the same instant, as it was a
few days earlier by the heads of twenty-eight different
Governments before it returned, within the space of seven
seconds, from its circuit of the earth, one’s imagination
leaps to the political, social and moral consequences of
these physical achievements.4

Even more a “radio” President was Harding’s successor,
Calvin Coolidge. Within three months of his taking office, he
had made three separate radio speeches including a eulogy for
Harding on December 10, 1923, and addresses on Lincoln’s
and Washington’s birthdays. When he ran for election in
1924, Coolidge utilized the radio, concluding with a dramatic
election-evening broadcast heard on a network of stations run-
ning from coast to coast. At his inauguration in March, 1925,
President Coolidge spoke to a radio audience estimated at
twenty-three million. While he had earned the nickname
“Silent Cal” for his less than loquacious style in public,
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Coolidge found early radio flattering to his flat, soft voice, and
effective in reaching a maximized audience with a minimum
of effort. One contemporary observer, Charles Michelson of
the New York World, suggested that given Coolidge's weak
physical appearance, it was his voice that actually carried him
to election victory.®

Radio expanded the implications of democracy in Amer-
ica. Political personalities now began to appeal directly to the
public. The words in 1925 of Governor Alfred E. Smith of
New York summarized the potential which politicians saw in
broadcasting:

The American democracy covers so vast a territory that
we must heartily welcome an art that brings its Executives
and Legislators into the most immediate contact with the
public that they have been elected to serve.s

Foreign statesmen, such as David Lloyd George of Great
Britain and Georges Clemenceau of France, now explained
their intentions to a listening American public. Even the
Presidential nominating conventions, once the private domain
of party bosses and deal-makers, now became national events
heard and understood by voters. During those held in the sum-
mer of 1924, for instance, radio showed the American political
process as never before. Millions of listeners could not help
but be struck by a comparison of the smooth-running Republi-
can convention which nominated incumbent Coolidge on the
first ballot, and the lengthy and quarrelsome Democratic
meeting which, after fifteen days of smoke-filled-room confer-
ences and over one hundred ballots, finally settled on the
obscure John W. Davis as its compromise nominee. Through-
out the ensuing Presidential campaign the Republicans con-
tinued to demonstrate their understanding of radio as a form
of communication. To ensure listeners, they effectively mixed
speeches by Coolidge and administration spokesmen with ap-
pearances by entertainers such as Al Jolson. While Davis spoke
over a six-station hook-up, Coolidge addressed the nation over
a chain of twenty-two stations. In later Presidential elections
both parties would make greater, more efficient use of broad-
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casting. But even in the campaign of 1924, the future of radio
as an informational and-democratizing influence was clearly
established. According to one critic at the time:

Hundreds of thousands of voters, otherwise uninfluenced,
will cast their ballots for the candidate with whom they
feel acquainted, because they “like his voice” and his
ideas and the planks of his party which they picked up
on the radio.”

As limited as radio was in its programming during this
formative period, in two areas it made significantly popular
achievements: sports and music. As a vehicle for the dissemina-
tion of sports information, radio had always been effective by
relaying scores and related information. This was especially
the case during the baseball season when several times a day
regularly-scheduled programs reported the results of ball
games. By the fall of 1922, football was being broadcast on a
regular basis. WOR, for example, aired a game every Satur-
day; and WGI (Medford Hillside, Massachusetts) transmitted
all football games played in Harvard Stadium.

Boxing was also a popular attraction with listeners. One
of the first technical achievements of commercial radio, in
fact, had been the broadcast of the heavyweight championship
bout between Jack Dempsey and Georges Carpentier on July 2,
1921. Here the ringside “announcer” telephoned his “blow by
blow” description as the match progressed; a technician sitting
in a transmitting station received the phone call, wrote down
the information, and then relayed the description to his
audience of thousands. In this same manner WJZ aired a “run-
ning description” of the World Series in the fall of 1921.

Within a year, however, sporting events would be broad-
cast directly from the stadium or ball park, and sportscasters
like Graham MacNamee and Ted Husing would become early
radio celebrities. The excitement of sports contests, especially
to male listeners, was always attractive. Interestingly, when
television began to replace radio a quarter-century later, tele-
vised sports was one of the most alluring features of that
medium.
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Radio was most effective as a purveyor of music in all its
forms. For a nation of music listeners, if not music-makers, the
new instrument provided inexpensive and well-produced
musical entertainment. According to an early radio scholar,
one reason for radio’s initial adoption was its musical poten-
tial and its superiority to the phonograph in reproducing
music.? E. C. Millis, the president of the American Society of
Composers, Authors and Publishers (ASCAP), went so far as
to suggest that “Music is the foundation upon which the struc-
ture of radio in its popular aspects rests.”® Early polls by radio
stations and trade journals confirmed the fact that music—
whether classical or popular—was the favored type of pro-
gramming .with the public. Well over sixty percent of all
broadcasting time in the 1920s was music.

Classical music was especially prominent in early radio.
In the minds of many pioneers of the radio business, the new
device was to be used for uplifting and upgrading the tastes of
the American masses. As an educational medium, it was envi-
sioned as a means through which the most acclaimed singers
and instrumentalists could demonstrate their talents to lis-
teners hungry for culture and aesthetics. Although the concept
was somewhat simplistic and failed to foresee a commer-
cialized future for radio in which popular music would find
greater acceptance with a mass audience, early broadcasting
presented outstanding musicians. In 1921 station KYW
(Chicago) was formed for the purpose of broadcasting the
Chicago opera season. By 1925 stations like WGBS were trans-
mitting live performances by virtuosi such as violinist Efram
Zimbalist and conductor Josef Stansky.

Light classical music was heard regularly on programs
featuring groups such as the A & P Gypsies, the Victor Salon
Orchestra, the Goodrich Silver Cord Orchestra. The most
ambitious musical undertaking in radio at this time was the
Victor Hour (later called the RCA Victor Hour) which pre-
miered in 1925 on WEAF (New York City), the station owned
by the American Telephone and Telegraph Company. The
program featured the finest in classical music provided by the
reputed Victor Salon Orchestra and regular performers John
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McCormack and Lucrezia Bori of the New York Metropolitan
Opera Company. The weekly program also presented per-
formances by singers like Frances Alda, Reinald Werrenrath,
and Emilio DeGogorza, and violinist René Chemet. The
popularity of this series soon led to other classical music
“Hours,” such as those sponsored by Cities Service, Philco,
Brunswick, and the Edison Company.

By the middle of the 1920s radio was developing the types
of programs and the personalities that would flourish for the
next three decades. Radio was already demonstrating its
potential as an electrical communicator of news and in-
formation, much to the consternation of slower-paced news-
papers. The variety show was born in December 1923, when
WEAF inaugurated The Eveready Hour, a broadcasting ex-
travaganza which throughout the decade presented a wide spec-
trum of entertainment, from minstrel shows and drama to
comedy and classical music. On this program, which became a
model for later variety shows, listeners also encountered cele-
brities from motion pictures, vaudeville, musical comedy, and
the legitimate stage.°

Radio was also making its first attempts at regular com-
edy programming. The success in 1922 of Ed Wynn's appear-
ance on WEAF in his play, “The Perfect Fool,” illustrated
early that verbal humor—if not the wild physical antics of
slapstick comedy—was easily adaptable to broadcasting. By
late 1925, several comedy series had already appeared includ-
ing The Smith Family with Jim and Marian Jordan (later
known as Fibber McGee and Molly) ; comedy patter was amply
mixed in the musical fare of Billy Jones and Ernie Hare (The
Happiness Boys) , Trade and Mark (The Smith Brothers), and
Goldy and Dusty (The Gold Dust Twins); and the broad
comedic styles of minstrelsy and vaudeville found their models
in the success of comedians like Sam and Henry (Freeman
Gosden and Charles Correll, later known as Amos 'n’ Andy)
and novelty-singer, Wendell Hall. Radio even produced at this
time its own nationally known personalities in the likes of
announcer Milton Cross and popular singer Vaughn de Leath.

Radio was healthy and prospering by the end of its first
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five years. While this era might have been “the Jazz Age” or
“the Roaring Twenties” to many urban, middle-class Ameri-
cans, for the overwhelming majority of the citizenry it was the
Radio Era. By 1925 there were millions of radio receivers in
American homes, and that year citizens spent $430 million on
radio products. This represented more than twice as much
money as was spent on all sporting goods, and about seventy-
five cents for each dollar spent on phonographs, pianos, and
all other musical instruments. It is no wonder that in 1924 Dr.
Lee De Forest could announce that radio was now out of the
laboratory stage, and a noted economist could proclaim that
“radio has passed through the fad stage and has become a
utility. It has rightly achieved its proper permanent status
among the important industries of the country.”?

Not only had radio “arrived” in terms of economic im-
portance, but it was definitely a part of American popular
culture. Radio aerials now began to clutter the skyline, and
people shopping for new homes began looking for locales with
good reception. Since early 1922, a daily radio log listing pro-
grams for the day became a regular feature of most news-
papers, and by the end of the year twenty-seven fan magazines
were being published in the United States. Christmas of 1922
was the first Yule season in which a new radio was suggested
by newspaper advertisements as ‘‘the perfect gift,” and the first
National Radio Week was proclaimed for the last week of
November 1923. Radio began to influence daily routines.
Thousands religiously did their morning exercises to the ca-
dence of physical culturists broadcasting calisthenic routines.
In 1924, a prominent lexicographer revealed that because of
radio at least five thousand new words had entered the Eng-
lish language.

Major cities began observing a “Silent Night” one eve-
ning per week in which all local stations ceased broadcasting
about 6 p.M. to allow distant signals—sometimes from the East
or West Coast, from the South and Midwest, and even from
Havana or London—to be heard by local listeners. More than
ten million people listened to radio each night, and in a spirit
of optimism, General David Sarnoff, later the president of the
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Radio Corporation of America, proclaimed in 1924 that be-
fore the end of the decade there would be fifty million lis-
teners. Radio was affecting even popular music, providing
material for novelty songs like “I Wish There Was a Wireless
to Heaven (Then Mama Would Not Seem So Far Away),”
“Mister Radio Man (Tell My Mammy to Come Back Home),”
“Tune in On L-O-V-E,” and “Love Her by Radio.”** One of
the more revealing reflections of the penetration of radio into
the daily lives of Americans was the sentiment which prefaced
a radio scrapbook published in 1925:

Memories—like firelit flames

Will quickly fade—so write their names
Within this book—and keep the glow—
Heart of the home—the Radio!13

The emergence and flourishing of radio programming in
the United States was the result of four strategic develop-
ments: (1) technological achievements in the producing of
radio; (2) commercial interest in the medium; (3) govern-
mental concerns about radio; and (4) the generally-optimistic
spirit of the times. From the interaction of these trends, broad-
casting evolved from a faddist national craze to a mass me-
dium of communication and entertainment integral to Ameri-
can civilization.

Ultimately, broadcasting was one more technological con-
tribution to American society from scientific investigation. In
an age that saw the popularity of the telephone, electric lights,
phonographs, automobiles, motion pictures, and countless
other electrical devices, the radio receiver was another achieve-
ment serving to confirm the faith of Americans in technology.

But radio did not appear suddenly. For several decades it
had been the focus of scientific research and development. In
1896, the Italian researcher Guglielmo Marconi improved
upon the older telegraph system, with its reliance on electrical
wires and underseas cables, by transmitting a “wireless” coded
message through the air. Five years later he demonstrated the
advancement of wireless telegraphy by sending an inter-
continental transmission from Europe to Canada.
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It was the development of the oscillating vacuum tube,
the “Audion,” by the American scientist, Dr. Lee De Forest,
however, that made it possible to transmit the human voice
instead of the dots and dashes of telegraphic codes. The inven-
tion of this vacuum tube in 1906 made it possible to conduct a
“telephone” conversation through a wireless transmitter,
hence the early name for radio, the wireless telephone. Experi-
menting broadcasters throughout the country soon discovered
that rather than a monotonous single voice, those people
equipped with receivers preferred to hear recorded music on
the air. A pioneer in this respect was Charles D. Herrold of
San Jose, California. In 1909 he began regular transmissions of
musical programs from his small 15-watt station. Although his
listeners at first were confined to students at his College of
Engineering, Herrold’s station later became KQW and even-
tually KCBS, the Columbia Broadcasting System outlet in San
Francisco.4

The requirements of the World War caused the United
States government in 1917 to seal or confiscate all wireless
equipment in the country. Full power to develop broadcasting
was given to the Department of the Navy. Professional and
amateur radio experimenters, however, were not thwarted by
such developments. Under the control of the Navy, radio
made great strides. Improvements in transmission equipment
and output soon enabled consistent and clear radio communi-
cation from the Navy’s station NNF, in New Brunswick, New
Jersey, to the Allied forces in Europe. Importantly, too, the
Navy's dictatorial control effectively ended patent suits, busi-
ness rivalries, and other factors that were retarding the de-
velopment of a streamlined, standardized radio industry. By
the end of the war, the Navy had forged a rationalized in-
dustry able to mass-produce receiving and transmitting com-
ponents. Amateur radiophiles were also not abandoned.
Throughout the war, hobbyist magazines, such as The Elec-
trical Experimenter, reported on new advancements in wire-
less techniques. The magazine’s editor, Hugo Gernsbach, was
quick to dispel fears that his publication was violating govern-
mental wartime controls.
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As most of our radio readers are undoubtedly aware, the
U.S. Government had decided that all Amateur Wireless
Stations, whether licensed or unlicensed, or equipt [sic]
for receiving or transmitting, shall be closed. This is a
very important consideration, especially for those who are
readers of THE ELECTRICAL EXPERIMENTER, for
the reason that we desire to continue to publish valuable
articles on the wireless art from time to time, and which
may treat on both transmitting and receiving apparatus.
In the first place, there are a great many students among
our readers who will demand and expect a continuation
of the usual class of Radio subjects which we have pub-
lisht [sic] in the past four years, and secondly, there will
be hundreds and even thousands of new radio pupils in
the various naval and civilian schools throughout the
country, who will be benefitted by up-to-date wireless ar-
ticles treating on both transmitting as well as receiving
equipment. Remember that you must not connect up
radio apparatus to any form of antenna.1s

The election-night broadcast on KDKA in 1920 may have
capped two decades of experimentation by those who saw a
great potential in radio, but it did not diminish scientific in-
vestigation and innovation. In the next several years radio was
improved. This was accomplished by advancements made in
station apparatus, microphones, tubes, and speakers. In 1923,
manufacturers introduced an all-electric radio model that
could operate without the cumbersome storage batteries that
were needed for the earliest models. One of the most signifi-
cant innovations at this time was the utilization of telephone
lines to broadcast across great distances. Broadcasters in early
1921 were limited in the range of their signal. On a clear
night, when there was a minimum of atmospheric interfer-
ence, it was possible for a radio signal to travel long distances.
But during the day, and on most evenings, especially in the
summer when the sun dissipated the strength of radio signals,
such coverage was not possible. The use of long-lines tele-
phone equipment, however, enabled a transmission to travel
anywhere in the country—much like a long-distance telephone
call—then to be fed directly to radio stations in other cities.
Here the signal would be amplified to its original strength
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and sent on to another city, and/or broadcast from that sta-
tion. Although it appeared to be a lengthy operation, the
radio signal actually travelled at the speed of light, 186,000
miles per second.

This type of broadcasting allowed the creation of
a “chain” or network of stations, simultaneously broadcasting
the same program. In this manner, the first network broadcast
was made January 4, 1923, when a concert was broadcast in
New York City on WEAF, and simultaneously in Boston on
WNAC. Within two years, the future of chain broadcasting
seemed bright. When President Coolidge spoke before the
United States Chamber of Commerce on October 28, 1924, his
words were carried live on the largest chain to date. Twenty-
two stations, from WEAF and WCAP (Washington), to KFI
and KFOA (Seattle) broadcast the address. In the words of
one historian, it was a technical feat of “amazing propor-
tions.”?¢ It also set the stage for the next logical step: the
estabhshment of permanent radio networks.

If radio was made possible because of technological inno-
vations, it was rendered viable because of commercial interest.
From its inception broadcasting was envisioned by American
business as a commercial vehicle through which to make prof-
its. The ownership of early stations by specific businesses and
corporations clearly illustrates the future anticipated for
radio. In this regard, by 1922 several major American corpora-
tions—General Electric, American Telephone and Telegraph,
Westinghouse, Radio Corporation of America, and United
Fruit—conspired to create a monopoly over high-powered
radio broadcasting in the United States. Although the monop-
oly never was successfully achieved, out of the effort would
emerge the first radio network, the National Broadcasting
Company.

Despite the ownership of radio by wealthy business inter-
ests, the first years of commercial radio were filled with the
problems of finance: how to pay for a station and its person-
nel, how to obtain good and popular talent for programs. In
its earliest days radio programming was free. Since most broad-
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casters and listeners abhorred the idea of filling the air with
commercial messages, radio did not generate revenue from
advertisers. Yet, a lack of income prevented stations from
offering a fee to those who appeared before their microphones.
Those who did broadcast were offered only the free publicity
which their appearances created. Compounding this problem
concerning live talent, by 1922 lawyers for ASCAP demanded
an annual fee for the right to air phonograph recordings of
music composed or recorded by ASCAP members. Since this
included most of the popular music of the day, stations had to
pay annual fees ranging in 1925 from $250 to $2500. It should
not be a surprise that many early stations went bankrupt. In
the period from 1922 to 1925, for example, although there
were 1079 new stations established, 626 were closed.

The debate over methods of financing radio was intense
by late 1922. Some looked to European methods which relied
upon taxing owners of radios with the revenue allotted to
radio stations by the government. Others, averring govern-
mental interference, suggested answers that ranged from
reliance upon philanthropy or the sale to the public of sub-
scriptions and /or memberships, to a two-percent tax on manu-
facturers for each receiver built, or the sale by each station of
electrical devices needed to unscramble programs intentionally
garbled in their transmission.

The debate brought forth prominent voices on the vary-
ing positions. Martin Rice, Director of Broadcasting for Gen-
eral Electric, felt that the public should be made to pay for
radio programs by subscriptions or by a tax. Secretary of Com-
merce Herbert Hoover argued for the creation of six or seven
national networks that would air ‘“‘simultaneous broadcasts”
and thereby lessen costs. But David Sarnoff of RCA stridently
opposed commercializing radio. In 1923 he eloquently stated
his position against taxing listeners for owning and using their
radios.

It is my firm conviction that broadcasting can be made
commercially practicable without any means being found
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for collecting from the consumer, that the greatest advan-
tage for broadcasting lies in its universality, in its ability
to reach everybody, everywhere, anywhere, in giving free
entertainment, culture, instruction, and all the items
which constitute a program, in doing that which no other
agency has yet been able to do, and it is up to us, of the
radio art and industry ... to preserve that most delightful
element in the whole situation—the freedom of radio. Just
as soon as we destroy that freedom and universality of
radio and confine it to only those who pay for it...we
destroy the fundamental of the whole situation.?

The most important breakthrough in this quandary was
the broadcasting of paid commercials by station WEAF. The
first such announcement was aired August 28, 1922, and con-
cerned Hawthorne Court, a complex of tenant-owned apart-
ment homes in Jackson Heights in New York City. Long and
verbose by later standards, this commercial announcement
earned $100 for WEAF and provided a model for other sta-
tions. The courage and success of WEAF were soon emulated
by others. Within three years these so-called toll stations were
prevalent throughout the country. With them came the first
appearance of the rhetoric that advertisers would develop
throughout the history of radio. Thus, as at KGW (Portland,
Oregon) businesses were informed that sponsorship should be
considered “the contribution to home entertainment which
the firm makes for the public good-will and friendship to be
derived.”*® In a sense, the air was becoming a magazine—
filled with stories, features, and now, advertisements. As with
commercialized publications, the success of toll radio signified
that public approval of the entertainment more than offset
public annoyance with interruptions and commercial messages.

By the middle of the decade, the effects of commercialized
broadcasting were obvious. Many shows were now named
after the sponsor. Guests on the Eveready Hour cost the
Eveready Battery Company up to $1000 per performance.
From toothpaste companies (The Ipana Troubadours) to tire
manufacturers (The Goodrich Zippers), radio programs be-
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came integrally linked to business enterprises. Yet, given the
traditional distaste for governmental interference by free
enterprise, given the inability of radio to finance itself with
public donations, and given the necessity of finding sources of
revenue to survive, the development of American radio as a
commercialized medium was inevitable. Proof of this rested in
the conversion of David Sarnoff. Long an opponent of adver-
tisements on the air, by 1925 he had changed his thinking and
now paved the way for the leadership of RCA in forging the
commercialized NBC radio network.

A few statistics demonstrate the rapid growth of radio in
its first yearé. Government figures indicate that in the period
1921-1922, ownership of radio receivers rose by a rate some-
where between 1100 and 1900 percent. Where in early 1921
there were less than fifty thousand radios in the United States,
within a year figures suggested anywhere from 600,000 to one
million sets in circulation. The opening of new stations be-
came popular. In the ten months between August 1921, and
May 1922, a total of 286 new [acilities were opened. Under-
scoring such statistics was the fact that between 1922 and 1924,
public investment in radio equipment léaped from $60 mil-
lion to $358 million.

With its sudden expansion, the radio industry quickly
developed problems. Some stations complained of infringe-
ments on their assigned wavelengths by more powerful sta-
tions. Others feared that those stations with more powerful
wattage would eventually monopolize all broadcasting. A good
number of broadcasters resented the commercialization of the
air by toll stations. And there were many legal altercations in-
volving stations, manufacturers, equipment distributors, and
other components of the new industry. It was in this atmos-
phere of growth and consternation that Secretary of Com-
merce Herbert Hoover convened the first Washington Radio
Conference in 1922. The conference signalled to all parties
that the United States government was taking an alert, arbitra-
tional role in the development of radio. As Hoover told the
conferees:
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It is the purpose of this conference to inquire into the
critical situation that has now arisen through the aston-
ishing development of the wireless telephone; to advise
‘the Department of Commerce as to the application of its
present powers of regulation, and further to formulate
such recommendations to Congress as to the legislation
necessary.s

Even before this conference, the federal government had
established a regulatory role for itself in the nascent radio
industry. The Radio Law of 1912 assigned to the Department
of Commerce the task of licensing experimental radio stations.
During the Great War, the Department of the Navy con-
trolled all transmitting equipment in the United States, and
exercised its monopolistic options to establish by late 1918 a
rationalized industry capable of meeting the demands of a
mass market. The government had also been indirectly in-
volved with the development of radio through federal court
decisions, contracts for large-scale purchases of radio equip-
ment, and its refusal to allow the Navy Department to main-
tain its control of broadcasting beyond the end of the war.
When Secretary Hoover convened the leaders of the industry
at the Radio Conference, therefore, it was not an unfamiliar
role that the government was playing.

During the conference of 1922—and in the Radio Con-
ferences of the three following years—Hoover and the govern-
ment maintained their fundamental Republican principles
concerning the role of government in the realm of free enter-
prise. Hoover felt that government at best was an arbiter. Its
function was to enforce laws and work at the will of the indus-
try to ensure a healthy situation. When the representatives at
the conference recommended to Congress that the secretary of
commerce should be given “adequate legal authority” to act
effectively as an arbitrator, they knew that Hoover would be
sympathetic to their demands for respect of private interests
and corporate independence.

The striking defect in the role of the government in regu-
lating the new industry was the lack of suitable legislation.
Until 1927 the only regulatory legislation under which the
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Department of Commerce could act was the Radio Law of
1912. Written with no idea of radio as a multi-million-dollar
enterprise touching the lives of most Americans, that law
lacked specifics for dealing with the problems besetting radio
in the 1920s. Such simple problems as denying an application
for a radio license, or actions to be taken when the broadcast
spectrum was filled and no more stations could be created,
were not envisioned by the law. Further, the Department of
Commerce was not given power to enforce its decisions.

Under Hoover, however, the department did play an
active role in the radio industry. It attempted to overcome
problems of broadcast interference by reassigning all wave-
lengths, trying to separate on the radio dial those powerful
regional stations from the weaker local transmitters. Hoover
also deplored the notion of monopolistic control of radio. He
cooperated with the Federal Trade Commission in its investi-
gation of the trust established between GE, RCA, Westing-
house, United Fruit, and AT&T. He also operated his depart-
ment as an “honest broker” between various radio interests,
acting to encourage development, improvement, and expan-
sion of broadcasting.

Although he lacked substantial power and legislative
direction, Hoover was greatly responsible for the direction in
which the radio industry developed. He assiduously left its
control in the hands of businessmen and entrepreneurs, reserv-
ing for the government the nebulous right to interfere to pro-
tect the public interst. Even had he so desired, Hoover lacked
the specific right to exercise strong control. Not until passage
of the Radio Law of 1927 in which Congress established the
Federal Radio Commission (replaced in 1934 by the Federal
Communications Commission) was there a regulatory body
with specified powers to settle the problems of modern broad-
casting.

Hoover never allowed personal prejudices to compromise
his laissez-faire economic ideals. Although he deplored clutter-
ing the air with commercial announcements, he never acted to
prevent stations from charging tolls. Although he favored the
creation of several national networks, he did not compel sta-

WorldRadioHistory



22 Don’t Touch That Dial!

tions to create such arrangements. If radio in America later
became a healthy, vital, and entertaining medium aiming its
programming at the so-called “common man” instead of a
more discriminating and esthetic audience, it was in great part
because the government refused to thwart radio’s early growth
toward becoming a commercialized communication form seek-
ing to sell its various programs to mass CONSumMers.

An invention like radio, bringing free entertainment
directly into the home, fit the spirit of the time in which it
was born. Postwar America—the society into which broadcast-
ing was introduced as a commercial item—was entering one of
its most exciting eras. The 1920s has been called a time of
normalcy. This was not only incorrect grammar, it was a mis-
nomer. It was a decade generally typified by prosperity, self-
confidence, isolationism, and a relative wealth of leisure time.
Coming as it did after World War I with its austerity and
self-sacrifice, the new decade was an experimentive time in
which new values and new patterns emerged.

One mark of the 1920s was its faddist nature. Flagpole
sitters, miniature golf, mahjong, dance crazes, flapper dresses,
real estate booms, and autosuggestive health cures all enjoyed
popularity for a while. This was the era of the celebrity faith
healers from fundamentalists Billy Sunday and Aimee Semple
McPherson, to Frank Buchman of Moral Rearmament and
Jiddu Krishnamurti, 2 Hindu visitor heralded as the New
Messiah. Even radio was destined to produce its own faith
healer, Dr. John Brinkley of KFKB in Milford, Kansas, who
for years sold patent medicines to people throughout the na-
tion. While followers of such fads may have been gullible,
their credulity should not be taken as a sign of mental aberra-
tion. According to Dr. Emory S. Bogardus, founder of the Uni-
versity of Southern California journal, Sociology and Social
Research, fads are a healthy sign, for “they flourish only in
social environments in which people are looking forward and
seeking progress by trying out new things and ideas.”’2°

The 1920s also witnessed the emergence of mass spectator
sports. Sports such as horse racing had been attracting large
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crowds for many decades, but now the throngs came to foot-
ball, baseball, golf, boxing, and tennis. Annual attendance at
professional sporting events doubled during the decade; gigan-
tic concrete stadiums were erected to house such spectator
sports. America also lionized its heroes of sport. Red Grange,
Knute Rockne, Bobby Jones, Helen Wills, Babe Ruth, and
Jack Dempsey all became readily-recognized personalities. The
writer who said of football in 1928, “It is at present a religion
...sometimes it seems to be almost our national religion,”2
could well have made such a statement about sports in general.
American society in the 1920s was also in love with tech-
nology. Never had so many enjoyed the fruits of so much tech-
nology in so short a time. Automobile registration rose from
9.3 million in 1921 to 28.1 million in 1929; telephone owner-
ship rose from 14.3 million in 1922 to 20.3 million by the end
of 1930; and the domestic use of electricity increased 135
percent during the decade. In 1926 the first scheduled air
service was inaugurated and 5782 passengers utilized it that
year. By 1930—just three years after Col. Charles A. Lind-
bergh had become the most renowned man of the decade be-
cause of his solo non-stop flight across the Atlantic—the
number of people utilizing air service had risen to 417,505.
The new technology of the 1920s gave Americans innova-
tive forms of entertainment. During that decade motion pic-
tures soared to new heights of popularity, becoming by 1930
an industry worth over $2 billion, employing 325,000 people,
and weekly entertaining up to 15 million Americans. Techno-
logical developments were visible in other areas. From the
development of rayon and the irradiation of food to increase
vitamin content, to the mass production of typewriters (one
million by 1929) and the development of the electric refrigera-
tor, Americans were inundated with modern technological
products. The fervent faith in science created by such inven-
tions was evidenced by a writer in January 1925, who noted
that if Coolidge's voice could be broadcast throughout the
nation at this inauguration, surely the next such ceremony in
four years should be televised—perhaps even in Europe.??
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Radio’s Early Network Years, 1926-1932

In the middle of the 1920s American radio entered a new
phase of importance and influence. The emergence of the Na-
tional Broadcasting Company in 1926, and of the Columbia
Broadcasting System the next year, launched an era in which
programming became national in scope. In previous years,
entertainers or speakers might be heard at best on small, re-
gional chains of stations, some of which were contractually
bound together, others of which were hastily put together for
a specific broadcast. To air the 1923 World Series, for ex-
ample, WEAF and WGY were joined by a special wire and
only listeners in New York City and Schenectady were able to
hear the broadcasts. The Atwater Kent Program, a program of
classical music which premiered in late 1925, was heard on
Sunday afternoons on a chain of thirteen stations covering
many of the major cities from the East coast to the Midwest:
WEAF, WCAP, WW], WJAR (Providence), WEEI (Bos-
ton), WCAE (Pittsburgh), WSAI (Cincinnati), WOC
(Ames, Iowa), WCCO (Minneapolis), WGR (Buffalo),
WOO (Philadelphia), KSD (St. Louis) , and WTAC (Worces-
ter, Massachusetts). When Coolidge delivered his Inaugural
Address in March 1925, the speech was carried on two webs of
twenty-one and three stations, respectively. With no effective
means of recording programs and replaying them on distant
stations, only through such networks could listeners in one
locale hear broadcasts made in far-away cities. Although radio
as an instrument was affecting all parts of the nation, pro-
gramming remained overwhelmingly local in orientation, its
national force yet to be registered.

National network radio developed rapidly. While few
people envisioned such arrangements at the beginning of the
decade, by the late 1920s both NBC and CBS were sizable
businesses broadcasting simultaneously throughout the coun-
try. The history of the rise of NBC is the story of corporate
rivalries, governmental litigation, brilliant business leader-
ship, and an understanding of the potential of radio. Under
the command of David Sarnoff, since 1926 the presndent of
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NBC's parent company, the Radio Corporation of America,
the network became the leading communications-entertain-
ment organization in the world.

NBC was actually two networks, called *“Red” and *“Blue”
because of colored lines with which affiliated stations were
linked on company maps. The Red Network (NBC-Red)
emanated from WEAF (eventually renamed WRCA and later
WNBC), which RCA had purchased from AT&T in 1926. It
was the smaller, more prestigious chain of stations at NBC.
The Blue Network (NBC-Blue) was based on the RCA sta-
tion, WJZ, which had moved from Newark to New York City.
NBC had commenced broadcasting with twenty-four stations,
but by 1931 had expanded to sixty-one stations for each of its
networks. The success of NBC, however, had one important,
but unanticipated effect: the creation of a rival network, CBS,
with the capital, management, and scope capable of challeng-
ing the broadcasting leadership exercised by the older web.

Above all, the emergence of CBS is the story of the leader-
ship of William S. Paley, who assumed the presidency of the
year-old network in 1928. With Paley’s business and program-
ming acumen, the struggling, nearly-bankrupt network of
forty-seven stations—with the key station being WABC (later
WCBS) in New York City—was by 1931 a prospering organi-
zation with seventy-nine affiliates.

The creation and expansion of national radio networks
would alter national listening patterns. No longer did local
stations—especially those situated in small cities—have mo-
nopolistic control over programming. Instead, network affili-
ates throughout the nation were contractually obliged to
broadcast the more sophisticated and technically-advanced
programs emanating from WEAF, WJZ, or WABC. Rather
than local musicians and entertainers, network radio pre-
sented nationally-known figures like Walter Damrosch, Paul
Whiteman, Jessica Dragonette, Will Rogers, Major Bowes,
and Billy Jones and Ernie Hare. In entertaining an audience
that spread from coast to coast, network radio was compelled
to air programs that had broad appeal and top-flight talent.
The formula apparently worked, for a survey conducted in
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1935 showed that 88 percent of American listeners preferred
network to local programming. 23

The state of radio programming was epitomized on No-
vember 15, 1926, when NBC in its premier broadcast pre-
sented not only some of the nation’s most famous talent, but
an adequate representation of the dimensions of types of
shows heard on radio at that time. The broadcast was an
elaborate affair that cost the fledgling network an exorbitant
$50,000 and reached an estimated audience of twelve million
people. Yet the program lacked originality. It was, predictably,
a musical affair with the New York Symphony, New York Ora-
torio Society, Titta Ruffo, and Mary Garden providing classi-
cal selections; and popular dance music coming from the
orchestras of Vincent Lopez, George Olsen, Ben Bernie, and B.
A. Rolfe. Except for speeches from NBC officials, the only al-
ternative was vaudeville humor from Will Rogers and the
comedy team of Weber and Fields. This was, however, an ac-
curate cross-section of radio in the middle of the decade:
music, talk, and an occasional celebrity. Certainly, this was
entertainment, but it would continue for years to be the scope
of regularly-scheduled programs.

American radio by the late 1920s was filled with pleasant,
but unspectacular, shows. Poets such as Tony Wons and
spreaders of good cheer like Cheerio (Eugene Field) blended
soft music and inspirational words for their many listeners.
American women received recipes and household hints from
Betty Crocker, Ida Bailey Allen, and Josephine Gibson; and
beauty hints from Barbara Gould, Edna Wallace Hopper, and
Nell Vinick. The Voice of Experience offered troubled lis-
teners a sympathetic Marion Sayle Taylor answering their
personal problems. And The American School of the Air was
a daily CBS attempt to teach children history, current events,
geography, economics, and music through the use of radio
dramas. Indicative of the course of programming, one source
asserts that the heaviest fan mail for any program in 1931 was
received by astrologist Evangeline Adams whose horoscope
show “took the country by storm.”?* The appearance in
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August 1929 of Amos 'n’ Andy, however, would set in motion
a series of events that would change the format of radio
programming.

Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll began developing
their blackface characters, Amos Jones and Andy Brown—plus
more than one hundred minor personalities—in Chicaga in
the latter half of the 1920s. First as Sam and Henry, and then
Amos 'n’ Andy, these two white dialecticians created in their
black characterizations sympathetic figures whose trials and
tribulations would soon become the concern of the nation.
Broadcasting first at WEBH and then at WGN, Gosden and
Correll eventually brought their minstrel comedy to WMAQ
and the NBC-Red network. As a quarter-hour, serialized pro-
gram it was aired Monday through Saturday at 7:00 p.M. By
the end of 1929, Amos 'n’ Andy had become the most popular
show in radio. It appealed to most Americans, capturing about
sixty percent of all listeners. The Amos 'n’ Andy craze was re-
sponsible for the surge in sales that set manufacturers experi-
enced in 1929 as 4.4 million receivers were sold, and sales
totals for sets and parts rose twenty-three percent over the
record sales figures for the previous year. Clichés uttered by
characters in the program soon became national sayings, and
the story line—like the trial of Andy Brown for murder (it all
turned out to be a dream)—was carefully followed by as
many as forty million listeners.

As it affected radio programming in general, 4mos 'n’
Andy had two important influences. First, the unprecedented
popularity of the show suggested that the radio public was
ready for new types of series. After a decade of music and
speeches, within months a situation comedy had become an
unprecedented national rage. While movie stars like Rudolph
Valentino, Clara Bow, and Charlie Chaplin had af-
fected Americans as a unit, A4mos 'n’ Andy was the first radio
show to produce such a national clamor. And its characters
were soon ranked with Lindbergh, Will Rogers, and Gene
Tunney as “public gods.”?s

It did not require much analysis for sponsors, agencies,
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and network officials to understand that there might exist out-
side radio at that moment other types of programs capable of
matching the success of Amos 'n’ Andy. NBC was active in this
regard. Before the end of 1929 the network introduced two
new and different programs destined for long careers in broad-
casting. In The Rise of the Goldbergs—later called The Gold-
bergs—NBC aired the serialized story of the Goldberg family
struggling to adapt and flourish in America. The story was set
in the Jewish ghetto of the Lower East Side in New York City
and, coming as it did almost simultaneously with the Depres-
sion, the deprived-but-undaunted Goldbergs presented a rele-
vant picture of the search for meaning in the midst of adver-
sity. Although it was not fully a soap opera, it was a prototype
of the type of daytime programming which would emerge
early in the 1930s and last for almost thirty years.

NBC also introduced the Rudy Vallee Show (also called
The Fleischmann Hour) in the fall of 1929, an innovative
variety program which would last throughout the 1930s. Val-
lee came to radio already famous as a “crooner” with col-
legiate looks and a pleasant voice that had made him ‘“the
vagabond lover,” a heart-throb to young Americans. But on
radio, Vallee added to his own musical offering by introducing
popular and significant personalities as his guests. A typical
Vallee show might feature love and novelty songs by the host,
but also an appearance by the likes of comedians Eddie
Cantor, Fanny Brice, Olsen and Johnson, or Ed Wynn; dra-
matic actors such as Maurice Evans; or world celebrities like
Helen Keller or Hilaire Belloc. By the early 1930s, according
to Erik Barnouw, the Rudy Vallee Show had become so popu-
lar it “*had replaced the Palace Theater as the prestige booking
of vaudeville.”?¢ The program was the first variety series to
revolve about a single celebrity and employ famous guests as a
supplement. The program also avoided the serious music that
appeared so heavily in other variety series, aiming its enter-
tainment primarily at middle-class listeners who were numeri-
cally greater and preferred popular music.

1f Amos 'n’ Andy illustrated that listeners were ready for
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innovative programming, it also distorted perceptions of the
popularity of radio. For too long network officials believed
that because one program attracted millions of listeners and
sold hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of radio equip-
ment, broadcasting was healthy and responsive to listener
wants. But in 1981 Amos 'n’ Andy peaked and began losing
listeners. And as they ceased tuning in the program, millions
of people stopped listening to all radio programs. This was
especially the case among middle and upper-middle class set
owners who tired of the program after two years. With the
decline of Amos 'n’ Andy, radio figures collapsed. Whereas in
1930 about 74 percent of all set owners used their sets on an
average evening, by August 1933, the total had dropped to
55.5 percent. Within two years the decline of Amos 'n’ Andy
had taken with it almost one-quarter of all radio users.

To offset the loss in audience size, network radio in the
early 1930s introduced dramatic series as a new type of pro-
gramming. In The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes and Rin-
Tin-Tin Thrillers, NBC in 1930 drew upon established
characters from literature and from motion pictures to offer
thrilling stories to attract listeners. At the same time, NBC
experimented with light comedy-romances in the dramatic
series The First Nighter Program. The next year, NBC
added mystery series like With Canada’s Mounted, and
Danger Fighters; and CBS entered the field with the short-
lived Count von Luckner’s Adventures, and the eminently pop-
ular The Shadow and The Eno Crime Club. Similar series
appearing at this time included Fu Manchu Mystery, Charlie
Chan, and Mysteries in Paris.

Such programming did little to revive the sagging interest
in radio. Although The Eno Crime Club and The Adventures
of Sherlock Holmes were among the top-rated shows in 1931,
most dramatic series made little lasting impact on listeners
and soon faded in popularity. Many reasons could be sug-
gested for such a development: the paucity of good writers, the
still-maturing art of sound effects, the preference of Americans
for drama in motion pictures rather than radio. But the most
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pressing reason was the lack of big-name talent. Movie per-
sonalities avoided radio, even as two decades earlier theater
actors scorned the fledgling “flickers.” As a new form of pro-
gramming, broadcast drama had little experienced talent
upon which to draw. Conversely, the success of the Rudy Val-
lee Show was based greatly on the fame Vallee had generated
before coming to NBC, and on the celebrity status of the guest
stars appearing on his show.

It became clear to network officials that to offset waning
public interest, they would have to find well-known per-
sonalities to head varied programs—music, variety, drama,
comedy—in the future. To obtain such headline talent, net-
work radio would turn in the early 1930s to stage entertain-
ment. And with the development of radio series centered on
the biggest names in vaudeville and musical comedy, the
revitalization of commercial broadcasting would be accom-
plished.

Theoretically, the airwaves belonged to the American
people. Congress so assured the citizenry in 1924 when it
stated that “the ether and use thereof within the territorial
jurisdiction of the United States and their Government"?’
was held in the name of the people. By the Radio Law of
1927 those stations obtaining broadcast licenses were obliged
to renew them every three years. Now, the government by
statute could protect the air in the interest of the people. In
practice, however, license renewals were almost never denied,
and the government seldom used its leverage to improve pro-
gram content. Ironically, moreover, because of the intense
commercialism that accompanied the establishment of net-
work radio, by the early 1930s the airwaves in practice be-
longed neither to the people nor to the networks. They were,
instead, the realm of the advertising agencies.

The debate over whether or not to sell audio commer-
cials for sponsors’ money had been a lengthy one. By the time
NBC and CBS began full broadcasting in 1927, it was still a
contested issue. To some, commercialism was prostitution of
the purpose of radio, for instead of uplifting, educational pro-
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gramming, advertising turned radio into a cheap spectacle
hawking stores, medicines, clothes, food, and other materials
best left to magazines and newspapers. Few people defended
the esthetics of radio advertising, but many argued that with-
out the capital generated from commercial sponsors, radio
would never progress—hire significant entertainers, improve
facilities, expand the range of offerings—and would eventu-
ally fall into disuse. The appearance of the networks assured
the future for toll radio, as network officials encouraged com-
mercial sponsorship at the local and network levels. It was no
coincidence that the home station of NBC-Red was WEAF,
the first toll station in American radio.

Radio commercialism in the beginning was primitive.
Ponderous statements about the product or service often
sounded more like a speech than a sales pitch. Timid about
offending listeners, early sponsors often settled for naming the
program after their products, or pinning the sponsor’s trade
name on the band or singing ensemble. In this manner pro-
grams like the Palmolive Hour, the Wrigley Revue, and the
Stetson Parade were aired in the late 1920s, and musical en-
sembles appeared with names like the Sylvania For-
esters Quartette, the Champion Sparkers, the Cliquot Club Es-
kimos, and the Vicks Vaporub Quartette.

As radio entered its second decade, this crude style of com-
mercialism gave way to a more sophisticated art of selling, and
the function and significance of advertising agencies bur-
geoned. At first, ad agencies served sponsors as middle men.
They prepared the advertising copy to be broadcast, and they
represented sponsors’ interests before the networks. As radio
became an increasingly lucrative business, ad agencies became
more important, and radio program production became the
province of the middle men. Soon complete programs and
series were developed, written, and packaged by advertising
agencies. The potential sponsor then was presented with the
final product to decide if he wished to finance it. If agreeable,
the network was sold the program ‘‘package” and sponsor as a
unit. As for the celebrities and regular personnel appearing on
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the program, they were all hired by the ad agency. In many
cases, by the early 1930s even radio announcers were under
contract to advertising agencies.

Radio production, in this manner, was taken out of the
hands of the networks. Statistics show that the development
came fast and decisively. A breakdown of the accounts of one
network in 1929 reveals the following:

33 percent of the programs were produced by advertising
agencies

28 percent were produced by the networks (for its
sponsors)

20 percent were produced by the sponsors themselves

19 percent were produced by special program builders

By 1937, in the words of a critic for the show business journal,
Variety,

the 28 percent produced by the networks plus the 20 per-
cent produced by the sponsors was gradually swallowed
by the advertising agencies. Currently, network commer-
cial program production stands virtually at zero—attesting
to the profit derived from radio by the advertising agen-
cies, and indirectly indicating no compliment to the net-
works for their style of programming.2s

While the great movie studios at this time were using con-
tracts and business agreements to create the so-called “star
system” of motion picture celebrities, in radio it was the ad-
vertising agencies that were developing the audio star system.
Rudy Vallee, for example, may have broadcast over NBC-Red,
but he was ultimately an employee of the J. Walter Thompson
agency—the ad agency which represented Vallee's sponsor,
Standard Brands. The famous children’s series, Jack Arm-
strong, was originally a product of Blackett-Sample-Hummert,
the agency that created, owned, wrote, and cast the show. That
agency also produced many of the most successful soap operas,
as well as musical programs, comedy serials, and variety pro-
grams. Broadcast personalities adapted to the situation. If an
umemployed radio actor were seeking a job in radio, for
instance, he would not have approached a station or network
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office, but instead would have applied to the major advertis-
ing agencies. That the agencies did a considerable business
with the networks is illustrated in the following table of the
largest time sales on NBC in 1932.2¢

Name of Agency Amt. of Time Sales
Lord and Thomas $5,461,866
J- Walter Thompson 3,080,941
Batten, Barton, Durstine & Osborn 2,005,102
Erwin Wasey 1,345,245
Blackett-Sample-Hummert 1,329,308
McCann-Erickson 1,154,540
N. W. Ayer 1,021,529

This usurpation of production power by the advertising
agencies meant a partial loss of control by the networks. By
most contracts, sponsors contracted for a period of thirteen
weeks, one third of a regular season, and retained an option
for the remaining twenty-six weeks. Also, the sponsor usually
had the right to approve or disapprove scripts, to withdraw his
sponsorship on several weeks notice, or to cancel outright a
series he felt was not selling his product. In some cases, a spon-
sor might cancel an unsuccessful series and replace it with
another in the middle of a radio season.

The influence of sponsors and agencies was augmented by
the development of audience rating services which emerged in
the late 1920s. Before the appearance of companies which
scientifically gathered statistical information on American lis-
tening patterns, interested parties had to rely upon less accu-
rate methods of measuring popularity. The most common way
was to invite listeners to send for a free premium and count
the number of responses. Gosden and Correll did this them-
selves in 1930 when negotiating for a higher-paying contract.
When they obtained more than a million responses to their
offer of a free map, they received the new contract, as the sta-
tion, agency, and sponsor had tangible evidence of how popu-
lar Amos’'n” Andy was with listeners. This same ploy saved the
Tom Mix Ralston Straight Shooters Show after its first season.
Not knowing if its ads for Ralston cereal were being heard by
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many children, the sponsor offered premiums to those who
wrote to the show. The deluge of more than a million letters
in a twenty-six-week period convinced Ralston to stay with the
program, a decision it maintained throughout the seventeen-
year history of the series.

The first significant attempt at audience measurement
was the creation of the Cooperative Analysis of Broadcasting
(C.A.B.), or as it was often called, the Crossley ratings.® The
service emerged in 1929, but was not fully operational until
the early 1930s. By telephoning listeners in thirty cities and
asking them to name the programs they had heard that day,
the C.A.B. report gave a statistical picture of the number of
people listening to a particular show, and, therefore, hearing
a sponsor’s message. Until the 1935-1936 radio season the
C.A.B. report was the fullest and most accurate measurement
service available.

In 1935, however, the coincidental telephone method de-
veloped by C. E. Hooper, Inc., replaced the C.A.B. report as the
most detailed study of radio listening. The Hooperatings, as
they were termed, were based on an energetic system whereby
listeners were called during a broadcast and asked questions
about the program being heard at that moment. Unlike the
C.A.B. method which asked for a recollection of the entire
listening day, every day of the week Hooper operators in
thirty-two cities were telephoning continuously from 8 A.M. to
10:30 p.M., asking about the programs with which their calls
were coinciding.

Until the waning years of radio, the Hooperatings were
the unchallenged cutting edge of radio success or failure. By
1949, however, the A. C. Nielsen Company had replaced
Hooper—eventually buying out the company—as the standard
rating service because it could offer a more accurate picture of
the listening audience. The installation of an electronic audi-
meter in representative radio sets allowed Nielsen to register
on a tape inside the apparatus every time the set was turned
on, dialed, and turned off. By this method advertisers could
learn which commercials were turned off, which guest stars
were most popular, and which programs were heard, even in
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the early morning, since the audimeter was operative twenty-
four hours a day.

Audience measurement made commercial control over
broadcasting all the more stringent. No longer did a sponsor
have to rely upon mail solicitation campaigns to know the ex-
tent to which his commercials were being heard. This meant,
of course, that if a show did not produce favorable listener
statistics, regardless of the star or the esthetic quality of the
program, it probably would be dropped by the advertiser and,
therefore, the network. Occasionally, networks sustained spon-
sorless programs. In most cases these were series created by
network producers. By airing them, the networks hoped to
interest potential sponsors. In some cases, however, sustaining
programs were intellectual series that brought prestige, if not
revenue, to the networks. In these categories were news com-
mentators like H. V. Kaltenborn and Edward R. Murrow who
often broadcast without sponsorship, prestigious dramatic
series such as Columbia Workshop, and educational discus-
sion programs like the University of Chicago Roundtable and
America’s Town Meeting of the Air.

Equipped with accurate audience measurements, and
aware that the networks and local stations were dependent
upon them for revenue, radio advertisers became a powerful
force in the history of broadcasting. By 1948 sponsors were
spending in excess of $400 million in advertising. And they
exerted a powerful influence on what Americans heard. In
fact, program content was often a secondary consideration for
sponsors, their commercial messages being more important.
According to one critic, the arrangement between radio net-
works and advertisers was “as if the editor of a newspaper had
to farm out the writing of the news, page by page, to the cor-
porations whose advertisements appeared on those pages.” Re-
flective of this commercial control, George Washington Hill,
the president of the American Tobacco Company, once com-
mented: “Taking 100 percent as the total radio value, we give
90 percent to commercials to what’s said about the product,
and we give 10 percent to the show....I don’t have the right
to spend the stockholders’ money just to entertain the pub-
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lic.”’st The commercial influence in radio was asserted even
more blatantly by J. Harold Ryan, president of the National
Association of Broadcasters, when he marked the twenty-fifth
anniversary of broadcasting by declaring:

American radio is the product of American business! It
is just as much that kind of product as the vacuum
cleaner, the washing machine, the automobile, and the
airplane. ... If the legend still persists that a radio sta-
tion is some kind of art center, a technical museum, or a
little piece of Hollywood transplanted strangely to your
home town, then the first official act of the second quar-
ter century should be to list it along with the local dairies,
laundries, banks, restaurants, and filling stations.32

It was attitudes such as these that led the noted radio
critic and author, Philip Wylie, to write in 1947: “Radio is as
brash as a peanut vendor in a lecture hall; it’s as cheap as a
popcorn hawker at the opera; it's a beep at vespers and a burp
in an anthem.”s® And Norman Corwin, writing two years
later, added his own fillip.

Radio is the only major field of expression today where
a high 1Q, where boldness, adventure, imagination and
audacity in programming are systematically, faithfully
and deliberately penalized. Radio has not progressed, but
retrogressed. It is not growing up, but down. It once had
a toehold on the threshold of the arts, but its great, bulky
body slipped on a stuffed banana, the skin of which con-
cealed a hard, compact roll of fast bucks.s4

Despite the strong control exercised by sponsors over pro-
gramming, radio would have a major impact upon society.
Most listeners did not feel advertiser influence was detri-
mental to broadcasting. A poll by Fortune magazine in 1938
asked Americans which industry best met public demands.
The results indicate that even by this early date, a decade
after full-time network broadcasting began, the relevance of
radio to society was appreciated:®

Industry Percentage
1. Automobile 43.1
2. Radio 29.2
3. Air Transportation 9.8
4. Motion Picture 9.5
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Given both the increasing reliance of citizens upon radio and
the curtailment of automobile production during World War
I, it is safe to assume that by the mid-1940s radio was con-
sidered the most responsive industry in the nation.3%

One of the most comprehensive studies of the effects of
radio on society was made by the President’s Research Com-
mittee on Social Trends which in the period from 1929 to
1932 observed social evolution in the United States. In its final
report the committee enumerated 150 specific effects, and sug-
gested that in each instance it was possible to discern second-
ary effects. Thus, from the conclusion that radio had increased
the interest of Americans in sports, the committee derived
secondary conclusions that enrollment had increased at col-
leges whose games were consistently broadcast, that airing
baseball games had increased attendance, and that broad-
casting had heightened interest in the climate of Florida and
California.s”

Perhaps the most significant influence of radio, even in
the early 1930s, was the effect its programming was having
upon the homogeneity of the nation. The United States had
always been afflicted by sectional, regional, and cultural dif-
ferences which kept it from becoming a fully united nation.
Historical events, linguistic idiosyncracies, and cultural dif-
ferences all testify to the heterogeneity of the country. Radio
increased communication within the United States. Although
local stations might have reflected provincialism in their own
program originations, network broadcasting transmitted
a single standard. The same announcers were heard coast-to-
coast; celebrities became nationally known; the values and
attitudes projected in radio dramas were heard by millions in
every part of the country.

Network radio increased the similarity among Americans
because it communicated the same stimuli throughout the
nation. It developed a national constituency for its programs
and commercials. In doing so it had to avoid offending sec-
tional or regional differences. Forced to find the common de-
nominator among all groups within the United States, radio
became the thread that tied together all people. More than
print or film, politics or laws, radio united the nation. When,
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by the late 1940s, more than 90 percent of the homes in
America had radio receivers, it seems clear that the homo-
geneous message of broadcasting was being heard and ap-
preciated. In a single stroke network radio standardized, enter-
tained, informed, and educated its mass audience. In this
function, it bound together the American people as had no
single communications medium since the printing press.

The impact of radio as recognized by the President’s Com-
mittee would be even more obvious in the next two decades.
Beginning in the early 1930s, radio would evolve into the na-
tion’s most popular form of entertainment. So pervasive would
be its influence as a leisure activity, by mid-century listening
to the radio was second only to sleeping in the amount of time
it consumed in the average person’s life. Its impact was intel-
ligently summarized by radio scholar Charles A. Siepmann
when he wrote:

Here in America radio is our main pastime. More than
90 percent of American homes have at least one receiving
set. Millions have several. The average man or woman
spends more leisure hours in listening to the radio than
in anything else—except sleeping. The poorer and less
educated we are, the more we listen—and naturally so.
For radio—cheap, accessible, and generous in its provision
for popular tastes—has come to be the poor man’s library,
his “legitimate” theater, his vaudeville, his newspaper,
his club. Never before has he met so many famous and
interesting people, and never have these people been at
once so friendly and so attentive to his wishes.38

The popular acceptance eventually enjoyed by network
radio, however, was in jeopardy in the first years of the 1930s.
The declining popularity of Amos ‘n’ Andy by 1932 had led
to a general diminishing of radio use throughout the nation.
The loss of twenty-five percent of all listeners in a two-year
period compelled programmers to develop new and enticing
shows that would arrest the downward trend. The answer had
already been indicated in the success of the Rudy Vallee Show.
But it would be more strongly presented in the 1931-1932
radio season. The solution, of course, was to develop programs
centered on already-established entertainment. personalities.
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And this was to be most strikingly demonstrated in the ap-
pearance of the Eddie Cantor Show in the fall of 1931.

Cantor’s success was substantial. He brought with him to
radio a national reputation as a comedian that had been de-
veloped in vaudeville, phonograph recordings, and motion
pictures. Now as a broadcaster his humor and infectuous per-
sonality captured listeners as fast as Amos 'n’ Andy had a few
seasons earlier. Within a year the Eddie Cantor Show was the
premier program on the air. More importantly for network
radio, the response of listeners to this “personality performer”
clearly showed that broadcasting needed headliners—the big-
gest names in entertainment who would host their own shows.
It was with this mentality that radio approached the 1932—
1933 season.

The Maturation of Programming, 1932-1939

Radio blossomed in the 1930s. Where earlier program-
ming had relied primarily on musical and discussion shows, in
its second decade broadcasting expanded its versatility to offer
listeners as wide a range of entertainment and information as
could be found in the other popular arts. During this period,
radio developed the various genres of expression that were al-
ready recognizable in literature and film. Now it produced
detective programs, westerns, the serialized melodramas that
were the soap operas, comedies, romances, and serious dramas.
In quiz shows and broadcast journalism, programming unique
to the medium was introduced. With such an array of amuse-
ment for audiences trapped by the economic depression and
social uncertainty of the 1930s, radio became the great well-
spring from which came escape, diversion, knowledge, and
inspiration.

National radio needed national reputations—that was the
lesson of Vallee and Cantor—recognized personalities who
would appeal immediately to audiences throughout the na-
tion. In 1932 the networks turned to such men and women
and initiated the most creative new season to date. A for-
tuitous development for the networks at this time was the
virtual collapse of vaudeville. The dog acts, ventriloquism,
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slapstick comedy, whistlers, and tap dancers that had been the
content of vaudeville could not withstand the competition of
the electric entertainment media. Radio, movies (especially
the “talkies” that had become standard by 1930), and phono-
graph recordings made the vaudeville stage shows lackluster
and predictably boring. Radio was new every time a listener
tuned in; films were vivid and engrossing every time a viewer
entered the theater; phonograph records brought the music
and jokes directly into the parlor. These new influences not
only undermined vaudeville as an institution, but created un-
employment problems for vaudevillians,

In the fall of 1932 broadcasting presented the most daz-
zling array of new talent it had ever unveiled at one time.
Comedians, the most compelling feature of vaudeville, high-
lighted the new programs. The Marx Brothers, Ed Wynn,
George Burns and Gracie Allen, Jack Benny, George Jessel,
Jack Pearl, and Fred Allen all began their broadcast-
ing careers that fall. Network radio that year also introduced
the vocal talents of singers like Bing Crosby, the Boswell Sis-
ters, Paul Robeson, Ruth Etting, Jane Froman, Gertrude Nies-
sen, and Al Jolson. New that season, too, were news commen-
tators Walter Winchell, Boake Carter, and Edwin C. Hill.

The maturation of radio in 1932 coincided with the elec-
tion of Franklin D. Roosevelt to the Presidency of the United
States. That FDR understood the persuasive potential of
broadcasting was notable even before his inauguration, for in
December 1932, his popular wife, Eleanor, began appearing
regularly on Vanity Fair, an NBC variety program sponsored
by Pond’s facial cream, offering her ideas on the state of the
nation, and on women’s problems in particular. With Presi-
dent Roosevelt and his New Deal, Americans received a psy-
chological and material antidote to the Depression that had
existed since the last months of 1929. In radio, FDR found
the most effective means of communicating directly with his
constituency, thereby enabling him to explain his activities and
to expand his popular support. Roosevelt’s warm, friendly talks
with the American people, the so-called “Fireside Chats,” be-
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came the hallmark of his administration. During 1933 he
broadcast four such personal discussions, always commencing
his conversation with the democratic salutation, “My dear
friends.” Throughout his terms in office, Roosevelt utilized
network radio to communicate directly with the people.

Between March 1933, and June 1935, for example, the
President broadcast forty formal and informal speeches. And
he was heard by the citizenry. C.A.B. ratings show that his
post-Inaugural Fireside Chat on March 9, 1937, was heard by
30 percent of the radio audience, and his campaign address on
October 10, 1936, was heard by 25 percent of the listeners.

As a corollary to Presidential speeches, the coverage of
news events by radio in the 1930s led inevitably to a unique
type of reporter: the broadcast journalist. Whether it was re-
porters like Lowell Thomas or Gabriel Heatter reading the
news, or political commentators like Dorothy Thompson or H.
V. Kaltenborn making intelligent appraisals of new develop-
ments, radio produced new styles of reporting and commen-
tary that matured in this decade. Coincidentally, radio
brought speeches and interviews with national and interna-
tional newsmakers. The controversial actions of the New Deal
were praised and blasted in coverage of events as diverse as
discourses by members of the FDR cabinet and the 1936 Re-
publican Presidential Convention. Foreign leaders were heard
frequently in the United States. Overseas transmissions
brought American listeners the diatribes of Fascist leaders
Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini; but they also brought
events as touching as the funeral of Britain’s King George V
and the abdication of Edward VIII.

When World War II began in Europe in September
1939, it was not surprising to most Americans. Although iso-
lationist and neutral in their foreign policy, via radio Ameri-
cans had heard the speeches, lived through the crises, under-
stood the concessions, and anticipated the consequences. If it
had been an unaware populace that went to battle in 1917,
because of radio it was an informed citizenry that by 1939
heard and assessed the unfolding of events in the new war.
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The impact of broadcasting through its coverage of news
was vital and profound. Yet, as a source of fictional characters
and popular culture, radio also placed its imprint upon
American society. Out of radio came many of the most popular
heroes of the decade. The war against crime, such an impor-
tant part of actual law enforcement in the 1930s, was aided by
culture heroes like Lamont Cranston (The Shadow); Mr.
Keen, Tracer of Lost Persons; Britt Reid (The Green Hor-
net) ; Steve Wilson, the fighting newspaper editor on Big
Town; and the comicstrip ace detective, Dick Tracy. Even
though the western was not adequately developed on radio un-
til the 1950s, several heroes galloped out of the West (or
Northwest in some cases) to defend society against criminality
—among them the Lone Ranger and Tonto; Sergeant Preston
and his “wonder dog,” Yukon King; and the hero of Laurie
York Erskine’s stories, Renfrew of the Mounted. Radio created
heroes of domesticity like the sympathetic Ma Perkins, the
paternalistic Henry Barbour of One Man’s Family, and the
self-sacrificing Helen Trent. In the 1930s radio utilized
heroes from other areas of entertainment. Babe Ruth, Jimmy
Foxx, and Max Baer—all sports heroes—had their own pro-
grams. Although Tom Mix had retired from motion pictures
in 1933, he became a radio hero (Mix did not play himself)
and remained so until 1950. Radio also gave fuller realization
to comic strip heroes like Little Orphan Annie, Don Winslow
of the Navy, Skippy, Buck Rogers, and Flash Gordon. And be-
sides Renfrew, literature provided radio heroes in the early
1930s like the hard-working Stella Dallas, Tarzan of the Apes,
the youthful Frank Merriwell, and the ageless Sherlock
Holmes.

Radio heroes, like most champions in American popular
culture, were symbols of truth, justice, honor, and other
bourgeois virtues. Products of a middle class, commercial, and
competitive society, radio heroes embodied the essence of those
morals and values upon which the society was founded. Per-
haps it would have been expecting too much for a sponsor to
finance a program with an antisocial character as its recurring
central character. Such would have identified the sponsor’s
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product with an evil personality. Even when the insidious Dr.
Fu Manchu was dramatized, the plot stressed the heroic ac-
tions of his arch-nemesis, the good Nyland Smith. Such pro-
gramming, moreover, would have been incompatible with the
nature of popular culture in American society as it functions
to improve and stabilize society, not to undermine its opera-
tive value system. Nowhere was this pattern more closely ob-
served than in the content of those programs designed for
children.

Radio aired its programs for children in the hours after
school, on Saturday mornings, and in the early weekday eve-
nings. In the early years of radio such programming had been
confined primarily to storytelling. Several personalities,
among them Ireene Wicker of the Singing Story Lady series,
and Nila Mack, the writer and director of the long-running
Let’s Pretend program, would perpetuate this style of broad-
casting into the 1950s. The air was filled with dozens of net-
work and local “uncles”—like Uncle Don on WOR, Uncle
Olie and His Gang on CBS, and Uncle Elmer's Children’s
Hour on WJAS (Pittsburgh) —who related stories and songs
and introduced regular characters like those appearing in 1931
on the NBC series, Jolly Bill and Jane: Fritzie the Fiddler, the
Bugle Man, and the Three-Legged Piano Man. Parents scruti-
nized such programs, making certain that their children would
not be influenced by adverse ideas, images, or words. When
Uncle Wip of WIP inadvertently spoke a profane word into
an open mike following a broadcast in April 1930, he was
fined by the Federal Radio Commission and soon lost his
job.?® This vigilance was put to an acid test at the end of the
decade.

The action and violence of juvenile adventure dramas
was roundly criticized by the late 1930s as detrimental to
American youngsters. For years network and agency repre-
sentatives had defended such dramas against scattered attacks
by educational groups, women's organizations, and generalized
parental criticism. But by 1938, the pressure against mayhem
on the air became overwhelming. The adults assailed adven-
ture series aimed directly at youngsters—programs like Jack
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Armstrong, which featured an athletic teenager fighting
pirates, hostile natives, and diabolical gangsters; Jungle Jim,
an adult character who struggled against enemies similar to
Armstrong’s rivals; The Green Hornet, an urban vigilante
whose programs often included beatings, shootings, and
murder; and Howie Wing, an aviator and do-gooder who
usually encountered crime and brutality. These programs
often relied on fistfights, loud action, and death to add spice
to the plot. They also featured cliffhanger endings guaranteed
to draw kids back to the radio the following day. Parent
groups, like the Parent-Teachers Association, argued that this
programming left children on edge, upset their normal up-
bringing by placing destructive ideas in their young heads,
and generally made them violence-prone.

But if parents were upset by children’s programs, they
saved their bitterest criticism for adult-oriented shows that
children heard in the evening. They attacked programs like
Gangbusters, realistic stories of criminals being brought to
justice; The Witch’s Tales, frightening stories of ghosts,
murderers, superstitions, and assorted horror characters; and
even The Lone Ranger, whose hero never killed anyone, but
was assailed as a show filled with gunfights and narrow es-
capes. Typical of the criticism launched against these dramas
was the comment from a Des Moines parent who remarked:

Our six-year-old has become gangster-minded this past
year since he has been allowed to run the radio at his will.
He plays G-man constantly and talks at great length
about Jack Armstrong and the rest. Most children at this
age have adequate imagination without this added stimu-
lus which radio brings them. I am very greatly opposed to
the various programs for children which employ terror-
izing situations.*

The criticism of radio and its relationship to children be-
came so intense that the networks were compelled to reassess
the importance of violence in juvenile programming. In 1939,
they either reissued or revised earlier program-policy codes
which addressed a wide range of controversial subjects. In
meeting the problem of violence in adult shows, the NBC
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statement—a new revision of its code published originally in
1934 and revised two years later—pledged to listeners that no
obscene, profane, sacrilegious, vulgar, or salacious material
would ever be aired. As it affected children’s programs, the
new code spoke in more specific terms.

All stories must reflect respect for law and order, adult
authority, good morals and clean living. The hero and
heroine, and other sympathetic characters must be por-
trayed as intelligent and morally courageous. The theme
must stress the importance of mutual respect of one man
for another, and should emphasize the desirability of fair
play and honorable behavior. Cowardice, malice, deceit,
selfishness and disrespect for law must be avoided in the
delineation of any character presented in the light of a
hero to the child listener.+!

In a similar vein, the CBS statement of policies—adopted
originally in 1935—spoke of social values and the vulnerabil-
ity of youngsters.

The exalting, as modern heroes, of gangsters, criminals,
and racketeers will not be allowed.

Disrespect for either parental or other proper authority
must not be glorified or encouraged.

Cruelty, greed, and selfishness must not be presented as
worthy motivations.

Programs that arouse harmful nervous reactions in the
child must not be presented.

Conceit, smugness or unwarranted sense of superiority
over others less fortunate may not be presented as
laudable.

Recklessness and abandon must not be closely identified
with a healthy spirit of adventure.

Unfair exploitation of others for personal gain must not
be made praiseworthy.

Dishonesty and deceit are not to be made appealing or
attractive to the child.+2

In these network statements is the essence of all effective
juvenile programs. With their emphasis upon recognizable
heroes and moral purposes, children’s programs were socializ-
ing agents bringing to youngsters—in an entertaining context
—the values and ideals of American society. One step above
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fairy tales in their subtlety, these radio shows offered Truth,
Justice, Honor, and Decency as lessons. Jack Armstrong never
cheated; Don Winslow was not a liar; Joe Palooka never suc-
cumbed to evil temptations. Brutality and violence, in this
light, not only added verve to the serialized plots, but they
substantially augmented the moral lesson. Such mayhem
added tension and uncertainty to the stories. They introduced
the possibility that the heroes and all they represented might
not succeed. This device made the eventual triumph of moral-
ity all the more impressive in the minds of young listeners.

The victory of complaining parents in compelling the net-
works to reconsider their program policies illustrates the
functioning of commercial radio in American society. Always
fearful of losing their broadcasting licenses, radio stations and
networks had to be responsive to the criticisms of listeners.
This was especially true when such complaints were organized
into a single, sizable movement with political potential. Such
a wave of indignation against soap operas in the early 1940s
led to a curtailing of such series in that decade. Networks also
feared offending sponsors. If commercial programs were in-
tended to raise money from advertising, controversial pro-
gramming only enraged rather than satisfied consumers. Exist-
ing as they did in a competitive industry that sought to please
a large audience, the radio networks vigilantly assessed listener
reactions to their offerings. This rivalrous situation was even
more pressing after 1934 when a fourth major network, the
Mutual Broadcasting System, was created. Mutual was created
by the pooling of several large, independent stations—WLW
(Cincinnati), WXYZ (Detroit), WGN, and the key station,
WOR—with the regional Don Lee Network on the West
Coast, and several smaller outlets throughout the nation. By
1938, Mutual had grown to 110 stations and by the mid-1940s
to more than 300 affiliates.

With such competition, the program producers were
quick to spot a trend in listener preferences. The pattern
created a history of fads in which an innovative program with
great popularity soon became the model after which advertis-
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ing agencies and networks fabricated similar series. The suc-
cess of Eddie Cantor led to the inundation of radio by vaude-
ville comics. Later, broadcasting endured crazes such as those
for amateur shows, quiz and giveaway programs, and Holly-
wood-celebrity shows in the 1930s; situation comedies, de-
tective mysteries, and big-jackpot quiz shows in the 1940s; and
westerns in the 1950s. As the airways became saturated with
these faddist programs, listeners became satiated and shifted
their interests to new types of shows. In this manner, commer-
cial radio developed its range of programming while meeting
the popular demands of its mass audience.

In the 1930s radio realized the esthetic extremes of its
programming. These poles were manifest in the audience
participation shows that emerged in the middle of the decade
and the dramatic series which appeared throughout the pe-
riod. “Audience participation” described those shows that
utilized people in the studio or listening audience to provide
the substance of the program. This was realized most clearly
in the amateur programs, the singing and spelling shows, and
the quiz series that occupied the attention of millions of Amer-
icans. There was a relationship between these shows, more-
over, as they reflected the similar social values. These pro-
grams appealed to the sense of individualistic accomplishment
that is at the base of American civilization. In a society stress-
ing intelligence, talent, and hard work as the means of self-
improvement and economic betterment, the American people
eagerly accepted programs that promised a chance to succeed.
The coincidence of the worst economic depression in the na-
tion’s history only added intensity to those who participated
in, and listened to, such broadcasts.

The amateur craze began in 1934 with the appearance of
Major Bowes' Original Amateur Hour. The show offered
talented contestants throughout the country a chance to com-
pete for prizes and possible discovery by talent scouts. Within
a year the program was the top show in radio, outdrawing the
prestigious Jack Benny Program, the Rudy Vallee Show, and
the popular George Burns and Gracie Allen Show. Amateur-
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ism swept Depression America. New shows emerged like
National Amateur Night on CBS, Amateur Revue on NBC-
Blue, and N.T.G. and His Girls on Bowes' own network,
NBC-Red. Amateurs appeared in unexpected places, as in
comedian Fred Allen’s Town Hall Tonight program where
each week he allotted part of his show to budding performers.

The popularity of amateurism was intense. By 1936,
Bowes was receiving ten thousand applications a week from
singers, tap dancers, one-man bands, saw players, yodelers,
operatic talents, and the like. This popularity was felt also in
local broadcasting. Throughout the United States local sta-
tions had their own amateur shows. Here tens of thousands of
hopeful aspirants appeared on such programs as The Chil-
dren’s Hour on WNOX (Knoxville), Opportunity Parade on
KFRC (San Francisco), Italian Amateur Hour and Spanish
Amateur Hour on WBNX (New York City), The Sunsweet
Amateur Hour on WMCA (New York City), and The Monte
Carlo Amateur Hour on KMAC (San Antonio). Critics as-
sailed the amateur craze as banal, exploitative of the talentless,
and offensive to the ears. Radio producer S. L. “Roxy” Rotha-
fel attacked them bitterly, contending that “an amateur hour
is nothing short of a heathen Roman holiday, with the lions of
those past carnivals having a much better chance for survival
than the performers on the modern show.”+* Roxy was at
least statistically correct. Of more than fifteen thousand hope-
fuls who performed for Major Bowes, only a handful of future
talents was discovered, and only one, that being Frank Sinatra
who appeared in 1937 in a quartet called The Hoboken Four,
ever achieved overwhelming success. Yet, amateurism was a
democratic form of radio amusement. It was the average
citizen entertaining his colleagues. It was as close as an audi-
ence came to controlling directly the content of its own pro-
gramming. And it was all done in the name of self-achieve-
ment, the struggle by the individual to “make it” in a competi-
tive society.

By 1937 contests had replaced amateurs as the most popu-
lar form of audience participation programming. In a sense,
these shows held more potential for personal success, since
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they did not require an obvious talent to win. From such
participant shows as Gillette's Community Sing where the
audience sang along with the show, and Spelling Bee, where
participants could win up to $5 cash for spelling words, the
modern quiz show was created. Even before 1937, however,
radio was dispensing prizes to listeners. Professor Quiz, which
appeared on CBS in mid-1936, offered $10 cash to the con-
testant best at answering general information questions. And
contests were often held in connection with daytime soap
operas. Audiences were invited to complete the last line to a
jingle, or to write “in twenty-five words or less” a testimonial
to the sponsor’s product. Prizes in these contests could be as
trivial as a supply of the sponsor’s product, or as grandiose as
a new automobile.

Network radio by 1938 was filled with quiz shows. Bingo,
lotto, kino—games that had helped revive sagging movie at-
tendance in the early Depression—-were now brought to the
millions of listeners drawn to their radio sets. The quiz format
was adapted to every type of program. There were sports
quizzes, news quizzes, courtroom quizzes, quizzes for children,
quizzes that matched men against women, and children
against adults. For intellectuals, there were Information,
Please! with Clifton Fadiman and The World Game with Max
Eastman. For the jitterbug set, there were Kay Kyser's Kollege
of Musical Knowledge, Beat the Band with Ted Weems and
his Orchestra, Ben Bernic’s Musical Quiz, and by the early
1940s, Cab Calloway’s Quizzical. And for the mystery fans,
there were quizzes that offered prizes if one could name the
criminal in that evening’s broadcast. Radio even developed
anti-quiz shows in such comedy parodies as It Pays to Be Ig-
norant and Can You Top This?

Perhaps the most controversial quiz program was Pot O’
Gold which debuted on NBC-Red in 1939. Where most ques-
tion-and-answer shows offered only small financial prizes, Pot
O’ Gold gave away $1,000 to anyone who picked up his tele-
phone if called during the broadcast by host Ben Grauer. Even
if not listening to the show, the contestant won the grand
prize. A consolation prize of $100 was awarded to those not at
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home when telephoned. Upping the ante in giveaway pro-
grams had a dramatic effect on Americans. Movie houses lost
a significant number of patrons during the Pot O' Gold broad-
cast. The program became one of the top-rated shows in radio,
and demands for investigation of all quizzes were instigated.
Critics argued unsuccessfully that all radio quizzes should be
cancelled because they were illegal lotteries and a form of
gambling. Although quiz shows faded in popularity during
the war, they never disappeared completely. In the postwar
era they would reemerge, and reach new heights of popularity.

Like the amateur programs, the quiz and giveaway shows
may not have been esthetically pleasing, but they were fully
compatible with American social values. Instead of talent,
quiz shows called for intelligence as the means of achievement.
Again, the selfreliant individual could succeed if he had the
requisite knowledge. At a time when unemployment, eco-
nomic sluggishness, and governmental experimentation dimin-
ished popular faith in the American system, these radio pro-
grams reaffirmed social premises.

In contrast to the simplicity and materialistic quality of
quiz shows, however, radio produced its most artistic achieve-
ments in its dramatic programming. Of course, most dramas
were not cultural triumphs. The romantic comedies found on
series like Curtain Time, Grand Central Station, and The
First Nighter Program followed the hackneyed formula of
boy-meets-girl, boy-loses-girl, boy-gets-girl. And quaint, but
predictable, rural dramas unfolded on Soconyland Sketches,
Sunday at Seth Parker’s, and Real Folks. But in the writing
and production of several important dramatists, radio achieved
its finest artistic hours.

Drama on radio dated back to the WGY Players in the
early 1920s. In the 1930s, however, production improvements
would allow for a more sophisticated broadcast. Network
drama had its origins in the late 1920s when several mnagazine
publishers sponsored dramatizations of stories found in their
journals. The Collier Hour in 1927 began such a practice on
NBC-Blue. Soon similar dramas were adapted from Redbook,
True Story, True Romances, and The American Weekly. At
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this time, too, radio actors ,were utilized in other dramatic
genres—the detective story, the western, and the daytime soap
opera. Radio, however, had two shortcomings which hindered
the offering of refined, above-average drama: it lacked well-
known acting talent, and it needed first-rate writers.

Hollywood, the depository of “name” dramatic talent,
resisted broadcasting. Although a few movie personali-
ties headed their own programs in the early 1930s—Adolph Zu-
kor, the president of Paramount Pictures, discussed films, and
D.W. Griffith’s Hollywood was a Hollywood gossip show dur-
ing the 1932-1933 season—the studios barred the stars from
“cheapening” their box-office appeal by broadcasting. Adver-
tising agencies, moreover, were reluctant to pay the exorbitant
fees demanded by the stars even willing to face the micro-
phones. Nonetheless, radio was drawn to motion pictures. Gos-
sip commentators like Walter Winchell and Jimmie Fidler
came to radio in the 1930s. Local stations regularly broadcast
movie reviews. One station even aired remote broadcasts from
the projection room of a local theater, zllowing listeners to
hear sections of movie sound tracks. But when NBC-Red intro-
duced Talkie Picture Time, a series in the 1933—-1934 season
which dramatized scenes from motion pictures, it started an
irresistible trend. Other shows in 1934 began broadcasting re-
enacted scenes from movies, although radio actors, and not
Hollywood stars, played the various parts. Here were series
like Forty-Five Minutes in Hollywood, and Hollywood Hotel,
the latter hosted, significantly, by the Hearst newspaper gossip
columnist Louella Parsons.

Parsons’ influential position in the movie industry made
it difficult for movie stars to reject her request to appear on
Hollywood Hotel. She promised publicity for a star’s latest
film, and a refusal meant the risk of offending the most power-
ful movie writer in journalism. During her years on the pro-
gram, Parsons used her leverage to bring the biggest names in
Hollywood to her mike. In the process, she broke down much
of the resistance of the stars and studios to radio.

With the appearance of the Lux Radio Theater the great-
est broadcasting vehicle for Hollywood stars was inaugurated.

WorldRadioHistory



PR - —— - - haalil ot Shans Wl skt def i Ao -

52 . Don’'t Touch That Dial!

Originally airing adaptations of Broadway dramas, the Lux
Radio Theater floundered after its premier in 1934. Within
two years, however, the hour program successfully switched its
emphasis to Hollywood movies, and changed its broadcasting
site from New York City to the film capital. It was a doubly
significant stroke. The success of the new format and the
transfer of location precipitated a wholesale exodus of radio
production to the West Coast. Here the networks were close to
the glamor and name-recognition of the film colony. Now that
the stars were cooperating with radio, nothing but the bright-
est future seemed assured. Before the end of the decade, the
most important programs in broadcasting were originating
from network studios in Hollywood.

The Lux program was an overwhelming radio hit and
would remain so until 1955. During its run most of the allur-
ing names in movies acted on it, not just in scenes, but in full
adaptations of their greatest film triumphs. William Powell
and Myrna Loy appeared in 1936 in The Thin Man; Clark
Gable and Claudette Colbert in 1939 recreated It Happened
One Night; James Cagney and Pat O’Brien the same year came
before the microphones in Angels with Dirty Faces; Cary
Grant, Katharine Hepburn, and James Stewart in 1942 played
The Philadelphia Story; and Humphrey Bogart and Walter
Huston in 1949 brought The Treasure of Sierra Madre. The
series was given even greater stature by the fact that through-
out its first decade in Hollywood it was hosted by movie
director Cecil B. DeMille. Imporiantly, the Lux program in-
spired the appearance of movie stars in other dramatic series.
In the late 1930s such programs as The Screen Guild Players
and Warner Academy Theater broadcast adaptations of fea-
ture films. Silver Theater and Dupont’s prestigious Cavalcade
of America utilized movie stars in original dramas. Under-
scoring the change of attitude by the studios, in 1938 Metro-
Goldwyn-Mayer produced Good News of 1938 a dramatic-
variety series which starred most of the M-G-M celebrities.

It would be incorrect to assume that because radio
courted Hollywood personalities, it was unable to develop its
own acting talent. By the late 1930s many distinguished actors
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were emerging in radio, some moving into successful movie
careers. Agnes Moorchead, Don Ameche, Art Carney, Arlene
Francis, Richard Widmark, Frank Lovejoy, and John Hodiak
were among the more well-known graduates of broadcasting.
Perhaps the most prestigious alumnus, however, was Orson
Welles. Before he left radio for films, Welles emerged as a
first-rate actor and director in such series as The Shadow,
Campbell Playhouse, and Mercury Theater on the Air. On
this latter program he left his most enduring mark on radio
history, a performance which clearly illustrated the potency of
this new medium of communication.

The airing on October 30, 1938, of an adaptation of H. G.
Wells’ novel, The War of the Worlds, was meant by Welles
and his colleagues to be a Halloween “trick” played on Ameri-
can listeners. By enacting the novel as if Martians were ac-
tually invading the United States and radio was covering it,
Welles sent a shiver of fear up the spine of the nation. Many
of those who missed the opening credits mistook the program
for an actual invasion, and when the announcer stated,
“Ladies and gentlemen, we interrupt our program of dance
music to bring you a special bulletin from the Intercontinen-
tal Radio News,” for millions of listeners fantasy became
reality. Others could not help but relate it to the war scare
which Hitler had precipitated a month earlier over the
Sudetenland area of Czechoslovakia. The impact of the broad-
cast was to create a near hysteria in the nation. No one antici-
pated that radio could have such a devastating control over its
listeners. From New York City and Washington, D.C., to St.
Louis and Seattle, listeners panicked because of the sounds
they heard from a commercial radio drama. If ever radio
demonstrated its need to be scrupulously responsible in its
programming, it was in that panic broadcast in 1938,% for
this was a broadcaster’s moral equivalent of yelling “Firel” in
a crowded theater.

As well as frothy romances and adaptations of Hollywood
films, network radio produced occasional dramatic series that
were more artistic than commercial. Such programs were al-
most always network sustainers—paid for by the networks
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rather than by a sponsor—that garnered more prestige than
Hooperatings. In 1937 interest in such prestige drama became
a point of rivalry. CBS drew several of the finest actors in
Hollywood to stage radio adaptations of Shakespeare. Among
them were Burgess Meredith as Hamlet, Walter Huston as
Henry IV, and Edward G. Robinson as Petruchio in The
Taming of the Shrew. NBC countered by engaging the noted
actor, John Barrymore, to enact four Shakespearian plays. His
portrayals in Hamlet, Richard III, Macbeth, and Twelfth
Night were solidly praised. CBS also produced other Shake-
spearian plays in 1937 with noted talents like Leslie Howard,
Rosalind Russell, and Tallulah Bankhead. The Mutual net-
work joined the rivalry, producing Victor Hugo’s Les Miser-
ables as a seven-and-one-half-hour serial starring Orson Welles

The trend toward serious drama did not end with this
outburst. In the following year radio broadcast the works of
such substantial writers as Ibsen, Marlowe, Gogol, Corneille,
Eliot, and Tolstoy. The network contest for cultural leader-
ship even spread to fine music. To counter the success of CBS
in airing the Sunday concerts of the New York Philharmonic
Orchestra, David Sarnoff in 1937 ordered the formation of an
NBC Symphony Orchestra and engaged Arturo Toscanini to
be its conductor.

Impressively, during the year beginning May 1938, net-
work radio turned overwhelmingly to fine drama for inspira-
tion. According to Variety Radio Directory,*> radio that year
aired 164 adaptations of stage plays, 60 adaptations of prose
and poetry, and 208 plays written specifically for radio. Add to
this the 138 plays, stories, operettas, symphonic dramas, and
dramatizations of books produced by the Federal Theater
Radio Division—a New Deal project of the Works Project
Administration under the Federal Theater Project—and it is
clear that by the end of the decade the networks had made a
distinctive commitment to adult drama.

Nowhere was this maturation in radio more apparent
than in the celebrated CBS program, Columbia Workshop.
The series began in July 1936, and was an experimental thea-
ter wherein sound effects, production techniques, and innova-
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tive writing were often more important than plot. As a sus-
tainer it brought to radio the works of aspiring and acclaimed
writers—among them Archibald MacLeish, Pare Lorentz,
Dorothy Parker, Irwin Shaw, Stephen Vincent Benét, and
James Thurber—whose artistic dramas would have been
otherwise incompatible with the generally less mature offer-
ings of network broadcasting, Directed first by Irving Reis and
then by William N. Robson and others, and scored by the
brilliant musician, Bernard Herrmann, the Columbia Work-
shop was one of radio’s most impressive achievements. Many
Workshop productions became classics of American broadcast
drama. MacLeish’s Fall of the City was a brilliant play in verse
form which warned of impending dictatorship and loss of
personal liberty. Benét's John Brown’s Body was a choral and
poetic reiteration of the promise of freedom. Among the pro-
gram’s other triumphs were Lorentz’s Depression documen-
tary, Ecce Homo; Shakespeare’s Hamlet and As You Like It;
The Four Quartets of T. S. Eliot; and, with its author, Al-
dous Huxley, as the narrator, Brave New World. Many asso-
ciated with the Columbia Workshop entered as unknowns and
graduated to successful careers in radio and the other arts. In
its several seasons on CBS (1936-1942, 19461947, and, as the
CBS Radio Workshop, 1956-1957) the series created a pres-
tigious legacy for both the network and radio.

Despite the success of network drama, radio seemed al-
ways a ‘‘poor cousin” to the other popular arts. Trade journals
consistently carried stories regarding the lack of name talent
being developed in broadcasting, and the failure of radio to
produce great writers or directors. Critics also condemned the
limitations created by commercialism, considerations of sched-
uling which always superseded art, and the fact that radio
limited an actor to the voice only.

The prominent radio actor Joseph Julian boldly sug-
gested this when he wrote that radio inevitably led to artistic
stagnation and to the disintegration of the creative performer.
Writing in 1941, Julian alleged that most radio performers
lacked “inner satisfaction after doing a radio job,” and that,
despite a few bright lights, “corn still runs rampant on the air-
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waves.”4® Although Julian’s opinion was blasted by some of
the more respected talents in broadcasting—Bing Crosby,
Irene Rich, Gene Autry, Les Tremayne, Katherine Seymour,
Carleton E. Morse, and Erik Barnouw+¢'—his attitude again
pointed up the sense of inferiority and anonymity with which
many radio professionals worked. Especially hard hit by de-
featist criticism was the paucity of fine radio writers.

Most radio writers produced formulaic stories for formu-
laic series. But even when radio did develop outstanding
dramatists, they invariably were lured into writing film scripts
or novels. Such was the case with men like Irving Reis, who
became a movie director; Ralph Berkey, who graduated from
soap operas to Broadway plays; Irwin Shaw, who left The
Gumps and eventually wrote the best-sellers, The Young Lions
and Rich Man, Poor Man; Herman Wouk, who emerged from
the Fred Allen Show to write The Caine Mutiny; and Arthur
Miller, who left composing dramas for Cavalcade of America
and The Theater Guild on the Air to compose award-winning
scripts for Hollywood and Broadway.

Although broadcasting served as a training ground for
several important writers, it still was not without its own
luminaries who developed radio drama into a polished prod-
uct. Arch Oboler came to radio in the early 1930s when writ-
ing and production standards were low, and when an under-
standing of the medium was generally absent. Oboler de-
scribed the situation when he remarked:

Radio in those days was an imitation of motion pictures,
and an echo of the stage. No one had really used it as a
theater of the mind, had realized that a few words, a
sound effect, a bit of music, could transport—in the mind
of the listeners—one to any corner of the world, evoke
emotions that were deep in the consciousness of the
listener.

Oboler scored a quick success in his long-running horror pro-
gram, Lights Out. By 1939, he was the honored “experimental
drama” writer for NBC on his own series, Arch Oboler’s Plays.
Although he also wrote for the romantic-comedy series Grand
Hotel, as well as composing playlets for several NBC variety

WorldRadioHistory



The History of Broadcasting 57

shows, Oboler’s mark was made as an innovative, original play-
wright.

In Arch Oboler radio found its greatest exponent of using
sound effects to maximize drama. One of his more famous
plays involved giant earthworms taking over the world, com-
plete with the sound of the creatures devouring everything on
earth. In other dramas he turned people inside out, had a
chicken heart expand to the point that it destroyed civiliza-
tion, and caused a man to be trapped half-way while trying,
through telepathy, to transport himself through the solid con-
crete wall of a bank—all possible only in radio where audial
suggestion and imagination conspired to create illusion.
Oboler also specialized in internal dramas, plays that took the
listener into the minds of his protagonists. His drama “Baby"
followed the thinking of a pregnant woman awaiting the birth
of her child; “The Ugliest Man in the World” traced the pain
of a homely man taunted by insensitive people but eventually
finding love with a blind woman; “Buried Alive” probed the
thinking of a living person mistakenly thought dead and in-
terred; and in 1940, Oboler’s dramatization of Dalton Trum-
bo’s anti-war play, “Johnny Got His Gun,” took listeners into
the mind of a soldier who had returned from World War I
as a “human vegetable.”

Oboler was a prolific writer. In his first decade in radio
he produced almost 800 plays. Although he tried his hand at
writing for motion pictures, he seemed wedded to broadcast-
ing. Oboler stood as a spokesman for radio dramatists. In 1938
he chided radio producers for paying so little and expecting so
much from playwrights. “To pay $5000 for a guest star and
$150 for the words she emotes,” he wrote, “is obviously not a
method or situation to build a group of eagerly working radio
dramatists.”*® In the early 1940s he became the advocate of
politicized, propagandistic dramas, a posture which conflicted
with network policies adhering to neutrality before war
erupted, and only reasonable propaganda after it began.

As late as 1946, Oboler was attacking management, this
time for the dishonesty in radio advertising which, he argued,
was indecent, untruthful, and depreciatory for broadcasting.
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According to him, “Our radio franchise rests on service, not in
trumped-up claims and counterclaims of pseudo-virtues,
either in ourselves or what we sell.”** Oboler ended his crea-
tive career in radio on a note of bitterness and disillusion. In
1948, after confessing that, “the writing of each play, over
these years, has been a nerve-wracking, stomach-turning, head-
spinning series of week-after-week crises,” he assailed radio as
never before. Radio, in his view, had a “rapacious appetite”—
expressed in deadlines and cycles of thirteen, twenty-six, and
fifty-two successive broadcasts—which allowed the writer no
time for reflection or study or replenishment of his depleted
inner creative reservoirs. Oboler summed up his medium in a
stunning mixed metaphor: “Radio, for the dramatist, is a
huge, insatiable sausage grinder into which he feeds his crea-
tive life to be converted into neatly packaged detergents.” His
answer to the dilemma was to pray for the acceleration of the
forward movement of television.’°

If Arch Oboler exploited the audial nuances of radio,
Norman Corwin realized the poetic beauty possible within the
medium. Corwin’s skill lay not in handling radio as a new art
but in his ability to write words effectively and to produce a
breadth of broadcast drama that ranged from poetic impres-
sions of life and moving patriotic statements to clever satires
and sensitive human fantasies. Corwin brought the older art
forms—literature and poetry—into the new medium of radio
and, more brilliantly than anyone before, demonstrated its
esthetic potential.

With a background in journalism and movie public rela-
tions, Corwin came to radio in 1937 as a poet. From his local
program, Poetic License, on WQXR (New York City), he
moved the next year to the Columbia network on a per-
sonalized series called Words without Music, and soon to the
prestigious Columbia Workshop. At CBS, Corwin’s styles be-
gan to emerge. His “Plot to Overthrow Christmas” was a de-
lightful holiday fantasy that became a regular Christmas-time
feature. His political satire, “They Fly through the Air with
the Greatest of Ease,” was an attack on fascism which sar-
castically was dedicated “to all aviators who have bombed
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defenseless civilian populations and machine-gunned helpless
refugees.” In the patriotic series, The Pursuit of Happiness,
which commenced in late 1989, Corwin further developed as a
writer, director, and producer of tasteful, artistic drama.

That radio drama could be an emotive, sophisticated art
form was aptly demonstrated by Corwin’s work during the
war. His impressive contribution to the Columbia Workshop
in 1941, a six-month series called “Twenty-Six by Corwin,”
was a singular triumph. Corwin’s dramas here extended from
the whispy light of dawn which he impressionistically followed
around the globe in “Daybreak,” to ringing salutes to democ-
racy and Americanism in “The People, Yes!” and in “Between
Americans,” to a tender escapist fantasy of a determined boy
searching the galaxies for his dead dog, “The Odyssey of Run-
yon Jones.” In the series This Is War in early 1942, and An
American in England at the end of that year, Corwin brought
to radio the dislocation and hopefulness that were shared by
people on both sides of the Atlantic. And when the war ended
in Europe and then Japan, Corwin’s acclaimed programs, “On
a Note of Triumph” and “14 August” happily, yet soberly,
proclaimed the coming of peace. In reviewing “On a Note of
Triumph,” Variety epitomized the contribution of Corwin to
peace and to radio.

Here was Corwin the fashioner of beautiful prose, Cor-
win the exponent of realistic ideals, the Corwin who can
make words sing, the poet who glorifies the common man
and above all the Corwin who is the master of radio and
its assorted techniques. ... Corwin is the first to prove
that radio can inspire great works of art and, by the
same token, he disproves the theory that writing for the
medium fetters and binds creative talent.51

Unlike the disillusioned Oboler, Corwin remained a dedi-
cated practitioner of the craft he had helped create. In the
mid-1940s he travelled around the globe using a wire recorder
to preserve the voices and sounds he encountered. The result
of this four-month excursion to thirty-seven countries was an
impressive series, One World Flight, broadcast in early 1947.
Yet, the future was dim for Corwin. With the coming of tele-
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vision and increased network competition, his narrowly-
focused craftsmanship became incongruent with CBS policy.
As Erik Barnouw has related it, Corwin left radio in the late
1940s because his work lacked the broad appeal found in many
of the top-rated programs. Although he had made epic a-
chievements for William Paley and CBS, he was not the dra-
matist to reach as many people as possible. When Paley of-
fered him unacceptable terms in a new contract, Corwin was
essentially out of broadcasting.2

For every Oboler and Corwin, radio produced scores of
undistinguished writers who quietly plied their trade. Perhaps
their accomplishments were little more than repetitions of
formulae, turning out predictable plots with uninspiring char-
acterizations. Nonetheless, even with hack writers, through its
various dramatic programs, radio emerged by the late 1930s as
more than a medium of music and discussion, comedies and
quizzes. Even if it was trite art, it was a type of programming
that tied broadcasting to the traditions of the theater. Perhaps
soap operas were overly melodramatic, the western was still an
immature form, and detective shows were ordinary by this
time, but radio programming was still theater and it was en-
joyed by millions. Many dramatic series became radio favor-
ites. Programs like Inner Sanctum, Escape, and The Mysteri-
ous Traveler entertained listeners for years. And Suspense,
which began its twenty-year run in 1942, effectively blended
Hollywood actors, fine writers, and suspenseful plot develop-
ment. No dramatist or actor could hope to change broadcast-
ing. It was a reflection of the people and system and culture
which produced it. Therefore, in a mass medium, directed by
commercial interests and competing for consumer attention,
the remarkable achievement is that brilliant dramatists ever
succeeded. Their triumphs, moreover, must be shared by the
networks which sustained them.

By the end of the 1930s radio was solidly a part of the
lives of most Americans. Most homes had at least one receiver;
portable sets and car radios made broadcasting a mobile
medium; and radio was seriously undermining newspapers as
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the preferred source of news, and film as the favorite form of
diversion. Radio was producing its own cultural personalities
—Kate Smith, Arthur Godfrey, Clifton Fadiman—and it was
breathing vitality back into the careers of many entertainers
from other media—Fannie Brice, Eddie “Rochester” Ander-
son, Jean Hersholt.

Through its heavy diet of popular music, moreover, radio
was playing an instrumental role in rejuvenating national
spirits following the Depression. As the austerity of the
early 1930s gave way to a broader national confidence by the
end of the decade, radio created for its audience—as the title
of both the Al Jarvis (KFWB, Los Angeles) and the Martin
Block (WNEW, New York City) record programs suggested—
a ““Make-Believe Ballroom.” The dance music called “swing”
was largely popularized through radio. Network radio allowed
a nation of jitterbugging “hep-cats” to hear remote broadcasts
from the more important ballrooms and nightclubs in Los
Angeles, Chicago, and New York City. Many big band leaders
had their own regular network series, and swing fans could
regularly hear the pulsating music of Benny Goodman, Duke
Ellington, Glenn Miller, and Tommy Dorsey. With the
Lucky Strike cigarettes program, Your Hit Parade, radio in
the late 1930s made the country familiar with the weekly Top
Ten in record sales. As a pervasive supplement to all this live
musical performing, radio—on the network, but especially on
the local, level—created the disk jockey who played the popu-
lar recordings that the dancers and listeners were purchasing.

Yet, radio’s greatest challenge lay ahead. During World
War II broadcasting would be called upon to play a strategic
role in maintaining unity and self-confidence among the
American citizenry. Less than twenty years old, radio was com-
pelled to accept the challenge with its incumbent responsi-
bilities.

Wartime Radio, 1939-1945

If there remained doubts by the end of the 1930s that
broadcasting was integral to American civilization, the events
of September 3, 1939, dispelled those notions. That was the
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biggest news day in the history of radio. Within the eighteen
hours between 6 A.m. and midnight, listeners heard live trans-
missions of several profound events:

1. The declaration of war against Germany issued by the
British and French governments.

2. An address to the British Empire by King George VI
of England.

3. A speech by the British Prime Minister, Neville Cham-
berlain.

4. A speech by President Roosevelt.

5. A speech by the Canadian Prime Minister, Mackenzie
King.

6. News reports about the torpedoing of a transatlantic
liner.

Only hours old, the instantaneous communication possible
through commercial radio was bringing the new World War
directly into the living rooms of the American people. Of
course, the events leading to the war had been scrupulously
covered by radio: from the crises to the speeches, from the
threats to the battles. Now that a conflagration had engulfed
Western civilization, radio would continue to function as the
principal source of information for the nation.

In the twenty-seven months between the outbreak of
World War II and the American entry into it, network radio
struggled to remain as neutral as possible. This was especially
difficult for foreign correspondents like Edward R. Murrow
and William L. Shirer. Strongly anti-fascist and, by nature,
Anglophiles, it was no easy task for them to report an un-
biased description of Rotterdam being levelled by Nazi
bombs, or to stand in a London studio of the British Broad-
casting Corporation and report on the Blitzkrieg that was be-
ing unleashed on the British capital. Eric Sevareid, as a CBS
correspondent who had covered the fall of France, summarized

one of the difficulties of such assignments when he remarked
in 1940:

After you've gone through this thing called total war
you're apt to have different standards.... When you've
seen the homes of civilians destroyed, hospitals bombed
and helpless women and children killed in the street and
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in air raid shelters, you have a new idea of what’s impor-
tant....Everyone over there has narrow escapes from
death every day. It can’t help but change your outlook,
give you a new perspective.5?

Network policies, as well as journalistic professionalism,
tried to keep radio programming as neutral as possible. Even
without governmental suggestion, the networks in September
1989 quickly enunciated editorial postures that included:

1. The avoidance of horror, suspense and undue excite-
ment in reporting the news and the plight of refugees.

2. Scrupulous checking of news sources before broad-
casting.

3. Careful labeling of propaganda when used in broad-
casting.54

One of the first to feel the weight of this neutralist policy was
the noted news commentator, H. V. Kaltenborn. His anti-
fascist commentaries on the news were stifled by CBS. The
network commenced calling him a news analyst, thereby allow-
ing him the right to assess the facts, but offer no opinions.
And when Kaltenborn left CBS and moved to NBC in late
1989, he encountered similar restrictions.

The network policy of neutrality also extended to enter-
tainment programming. Dramatic shows could not involve
sabotage, subversion, or spying within the United States.
Heroes could not be involved for one side or another in the
war. Broadcasters could not openly side with any of the com-
batants. Yet, programs skirted proscriptions by concentrating
upon patriotic topics. By lauding American society and its
institutions, radio effectively proclaimed the principles of de-
mocracy, equality, freedom, individualism, and the rule of
law. It was not difficult to link such values with the anti-facist
cause.

There were other signs of distate for the totalitarian
cause. Children listening to Captain Midnight in late 1941
heard their hero striking “fear into the hearts of foes of de-
mocracy and freedom” in Japanese-occupied China. In Febru-
ary, 1940, the noted film director, Louis de Rochemont, spoke
on We, the People of the Maginot Line and the invincibility it
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gave to France against a possible German assault. The actors
on one broadcast of the Lux Radio Theater in 1941 donated
their salaries to the China Relief Fund. The newspaper
drama, Big Town, dealt intermittently with themes of racial
and religious tolerance. The Screen Guild Players dramatized
the politicized films Meet John Doe and Waterloo Bridge, and
indirectly-related films such as I Met Him in Paris, Shop
Around the Corner, Ninotchka, and Winter in Paris. Three
weeks after the war began in Europe, the Columbia Workshop
rebroadcast its acclaimed warning about imminent dictator-
ship, The Fall of the City. And three new programs—Bull-
dog Drummond and revivals of Fu Manchu and The Adven-
tures of Sherlock Holmes—clearly presented English heroes
fighting crime. Probably the most stridently anti-Nazi pro-
gram in this time was the soap opera Against the Storm,
Sandra Michael's serial about refugee families seeking new lives
in America. Set in a small college town, this soap used refugees
and college lectures as contexts in which to make patriotic and
anti-totalitarian statements.

Radio certainly sympathized with the Anglo-French posi-
tion. Thus, when news commentator Drew Pearson predicted
in July 1940 that Germany would defeat Great Britain, his
comment drew much unfavorable attention.’s Those few sta-
tions that broadcast 2 pro-German attitude were usually local
ethnic stations airing German-language or Italian-language
programs for enclaves in Milwaukee, New York City, and
Chicago. These were quickly taken off the air. The forces that
most effectively kept radio true to a neutralist policy were iso-
lationist groups like the American First Committee.

Although an overwhelming majority of Americans sym-
pathized with the British position, almost as large a majority
favored an isolationist foreign policy for the United States.
Embittered by sacrifices made during World War I and true
to a non-interventionist policy that had been initiated with
George Washington, patriotic organizations and citizens care-
fully audited radio to ensure its impartiality. When they de-
tected political prejudice, these citizen censors loudly com-
plained to the station, network, sponsors, and the FCC. They
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also utilized radio to spread their own messages. Col. Charles
A. Lindbergh was a frequent speaker, arguing that Europe's
wars were not America's concerns. Former President Hoover
was a strong voice, suggesting in 1940 that if a Nazi peace were
established in Europe, the United States should begin develop-
ing economic ties with the New Order. Senators like Robert
Taft and Burton Wheeler, newscasters like Boake Carter and
Fulton Lewis, Jr., and social leaders like Bruce Barton, a
Congressman and founder of the advertising agency, Batten,
Barton, Durstine & Osborn, also lent their prestige to the
neutralist lobby. Theirs was an effective campaign. Govern-
mental and network policy as well as public opinion did not
abandon neutrality until the Japanese attack upon Pearl
Harbor on December 7, 1941, and the German and Italian
declarations of war on the United States four days later.

World War II was a radio war. From the “Day of Infamy”
speech delivered by FDR to the Congress on December 8,
1941, to the surrender ceremonies on September 2, 1945,
aboard the U.S.S. Missouri in Tokyo Harbor, Americans ex-
perienced the battle most directly via broadcasting. News
correspondents transmitted from the theaters of war, the
federal government maintained a liaison with its citizenry
through radio, and networks and local stations were eager to
interrupt regular programming to bring the latest news
flashes. The war affected other areas of broadcasting besides
news. Government War Bonds programs such as Treasury Star
Parade, Millions for Defense, and Music for Millions mixed
Hollywood celebrities and heavily-propagandized scripts in
emotional pitches for bonds. Other official messages—from
appeals for scrap metal, used fats and grease, and planting
Victory gardens, to conserving the life of rubber tires, squelch-
ing rumors, and meeting the strict requirements to earn a
Victory-Home sticker—reached listeners.

In the early weeks of the war, all radio rallied to national
needs. In the midst of the plots, soap opera characters began
discussing Red Cross or U.S.O. volunteerism. Mrs. Edward G.
Robinson, representing the women’s U.S.O. division for Cali-
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fornia, appeared on Dr. Christian to appeal for donations to
the organization. Vox Pop, the popular interview program,
hosted a survivor of Pearl Harbor, and then used the oppor-
tunity to suggest that those who failed to double up in auto-
mobiles were guilty of criminal negligence, while those who
took joy rides in automobiles were guilty of sabotage. On the
Kraft Music Hall, host Bing Crosby stressed the importance of
buying war bonds in order to “clip the Nips.” The plot of an
Amos 'n’ Andy broadcast dealt sympathetically, but nega-
tively, with a wealthy woman who wished to avoid govern-
ment agencies and start her own private war projects. Shows as
diverse as Lum and Abner, the Quiz Kids, and the gossip
program, The Voice of Broadway, made ringing speeches
about buying bonds to support the American troops fighting
the war. Even local stations entered the crusade. Ethnic sta-
tions like WBNX (New York City) and WHOM (Jersey
City) aired anti-Nazi shows in German. Station WGR (Buf-
falo) created a “Commando Corps” of youngsters to sell War
Bonds and Stamps. Participating children received armbands
for identification, and depending upon the amount of their
sales, they were able to move up in the ranks from “Private” to
“General.”

These were impassioned weeks, and the rhetoric of radio
programming testified to the depth of the feelings being
demonstrated. Typical of these intense emotions was the fol-
lowing speech made by the central character in The Adven-
tures of Ellery Queen, not usually a program in which the
actors became topical.

It is true that I spend a great deal of my time editing
and writing but my major purpose in life is to bring
criminals to justice—to see that they are put where they
cannot terrorize decent people again. Today the most vi-
cious gang of international criminals in all history is
loose in the world. So we Americans have organized—a
wrathful army of men, women, and children—to track
down these criminals together. You're in this army, even
if you're not shouldering a gun—not everyone can. But
everyone can take a shot at the Axis just the same—with
no more effort than it takes to stop at your corner drug
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store. Because one 25¢ War Stamp bought from your
druggist puts 12 bullets into the magazine of an Amer-
ican’s gun—yes, 12 bullets and you may be sure our boys
will deliver your 12 messages to the Nazis and Japs with-
out fail. And that 25¢ War Stamp not only means 12
shots at the Axis—it's also an investment because your
25¢ immediately goes back to work earning money for
you, money you will get back with interest after it has
done its share for Victory. So buy bullets through War
Stamps from your druggist tonight. Yes, and tomorrow
and the next day and the day after that—buy War Stamps
every day until the day of Victory.ss

As animated as was such rhetoric, there were those who
felt that radio needed to paint the enemy in more sinister
colors. Arch Oboler enunciated that position when he told a
group of radio officials and scholars that radio programs
needed an “injection of hatred and passionate feeling.”’s” His
radio plays that year reflected his position. Oboler created
diabolic pictures of what he termed “the Jap-Nazi world” that
would materialize if indifferent Americans did not dedicate
their energies and money to the war effort. In his fantasy,
“Adolf and Miss Runyon,” he had Hitler roundly denounced
by a typical American woman who then killed him in a car
accident. In his drama, ‘“Hate,” Oboler heatedly preached that
the Nazis were ““a filthy, ruthless, bestial crew ... they hate us
and our kind, intend to destroy us and all we stand for. We
must kill them with any weapon, by any means, if we are to
survive, We must fight; we must hate.”s® In “Chicago, Ger-
many,"” presented on the Treasury Star Parade, he presented a
brutal vision of the consequences to average Americans of a
Nazi conquest of the United States—an insight which dra-
matically ended with the comment: “This has been a play
about an America that must never happen—that will never
happen—NEVER!"” Oboler personally explained his commit-
ment to the war on the broadcast of Lights Out on December
18, 1942

A few weeks ago...I started a game. Perhaps you heard

about it. It's called “They're Here for Me.” It's a very
simple game. You sit where you are and you think, “The
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Japs, the Nazis—they're here for me. Not for someone in
the newspaper, or someone in the town half-way across
the world, someone I don’t even know in this neighbor-
hood, or even for my neighbor next door. But for me.”
Yeah, a smirky little Jap is standing at the door. He's there
for you—not in the headlines, not just an idea, but actu-
ally there for you. It can happen you know. Three million
dead in Europe attest to that fact.... Think about that
Jap or that Nazi waiting for you, and then remember
that every War Savings Stamp and every War Bond that
you buy is a bullet, or a bomb, or a tank, or an airplane
between you personally, and the horror of a Jap-Nazi
world. Every Bond that you buy—another bullet, or an-
other bomb, or another tank, or another airplane be-
tween you personally and the horror of a Jap-Nazi world.

Although the intensity of wartime patriotism tended to
diminish as the war dragged on, the national military effort
was strongly a part of radio entertainment from 1942 until
mid-1945. As a programming trend it was recognizable in the
number of military men and women who appeared as con-
testants on quiz shows, and in the appearance of series fully
oriented toward the war effort—series like the award-winning
The Man Behind the Gun, which dramatized the battles of
war; The Army Hour, a military variety series; and Stage
Door Canteen, an all-star revue for servicemen hosted by
Bette Davis and other personalities. Preoccupation with the
war was noticeable in such disparate expressions as Fibber
McGee and Molly singing “The Star-Spangled Banner” at the
end of one of their shows; Eddie Cantor, Kate Smith, and
Ralph Edwards (host of the popular quiz show, Truth or
Consequences) conducting extremely successful War Bond
drives; and the appearance of programs like Viva America,
which stressed the warmth of political relations between the
United States and her Latin American allies. Yet, nowhere was
the propagandizing more obvious than in children’s programs.
The impressionable minds that had been spared violence by
the network codes in 1939 now became targets of plots that
were as brutalizing as anything intended for adult listeners.

American children fought World War II in front of their
radio sets. To take them into the thick of the battle, there
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were the likes of Don Winslow of the Navy, the story of a
Naval aviator who bombed ships, attacked Nazis, and hated
Japanese. Hop Harrigan was about “America’s ace of the air-
ways.” Harrigan was an eighteen-year-old free-lance aviator
who presented a “big brother” image to youngsters. But he
was an American warrior to the core. Harrigan flew bombing
runs, had dog-fights with enemy planes, escaped concentration
camps and rescued his wounded pal while dodging German
machinegun bullets. The heroes of children’s programming
fought enemies everywhere. In Captain Midnight, Terry and
the Pirates, The Sea Hound, and Jungle Jim they championed
the Allied cause in the air, on the sea, and on land throughout
the world. At home, America was protected from spies and
saboteurs by the central characters of Superman, Tom Mix
and His Ralston Straight-Shooters, The Green Hornet, and
Jack Armstrong.

As if the plots were not involvement enough, throughout
the war juvenile listeners were implored on these shows to
fight the enemy by collecting scrap metal, used fats, tin, rub-
ber, and newspapers; and by buying War Bonds, writing to
servicemen once a month, and planting Victory gardens.
Never had a war been so directly taken to American young-
sters; never had a war been as total as radio made it. One of
the most compelling examples of this attitude is found in the
five-point pledge to fight waste that juvenile listeners to Dick
Tracy swore in 1943:

I pledge

1. to save water, gas, and electricity
2. to save fuel oil and coal

3. to save my clothes

4. to save Mom's furniture

5. to save my playthings

Compliance not only gave a child inner satisfaction, but by
notifying the network of his pledge, a child had his or her
name placed on a Victory Honor Roll which—the program
announcer assured listeners—was sure to be read by General
Dwight D. Eisenhower when he received it at Allied Head-
quarters in North Africa.
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The directions taken in children’s serials fostered debate
among critics. One representative from the Office of Civil
Defense assailed their “blood-and-thunder” quality. According
to her, such programming “will make American children more
of a problem in the post-war world than the worst propa-
ganda-corrupted youngsters in the Axis nations.” Others con-
tended that alarm was unnecessary, that this programming
had democratic lessons to relate, and that it was principally
through war-related action that children would be persuaded
to sit and listen. This was underscored by one critic who
noted of children’s serials: “In a subtle way, they preach love
of country in a way that every youngster understands—more
effective than anything which could be prepared to teach
democratic ideals by a more direct method.” In a similar vein,
Robert J. Landry of Variety alleged that these shows were
effective in teaching children the ethical stakes of World War
I1. He maintained that there was a positive value to be found
in those juvenile programs where:

the modern hero . . . swoops out of the clouds in a stream-
lined bomber at 400 miles an hour. ... He dive-bombs a
huge Japanese battleship off the face of the ocean.
Where does this leave “"The Lone Ranger”?5?

The domestic stresses of World War II raised in the
minds of all people connected with broadcasting the fear of
censorship. The fear was chronic in the history of radio, but in
the war years it appeared more imminent than ever. In practi-
cal terms, there were two types of censorship in broadcasting.
First, there was direct interference by the federal government
to prevent certain types of programming. Second, there was
localized, editorial selection by station managers or network
officials. Historically, radio had been much more affected by
the latter. By statute and constitution governmental agencies
were generally prohibited from interfering in program con-
tent. Even the FCC, which controlled the issuance and re-
newal of licenses, was prohibited from directly telling stations
what they should or should not broadcast. Editorial selection,
on the other hand, frequently occurred. The motives in such
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instances were usually clear: the fear of antagonizing listeners
by airing controversial opinions, the desire to observe the
boundaries of good taste, the fear of offending a commercial
sponsor.

In early 1939, Variety printed a broad spectrum of
opinions from experts in radio programming on the subject of
censorship. Most agreed that although there had been little
federal interference in the past, there had been many instances
of station and network editorial selection. Most confidently
hoped, moreover, that should a war crisis arrive, radio would
be able to regulate itself without governmental controls. This
was ably argued by Edward Klauber, executive vice-president
of CBS, who cited three historical reasons for self-censorship:
1) that every mention of censorship is met with increasing op-
position; 2) that when the truth is known, broadcasters have
been making earnest efforts to handle fairly all points of con-
tention; and 3) that the public knows that broadcasters act
swiftly to correct their faults, and the public had come to rely
on this type of self-regulation.®

When America did enter the war, the hopes of most
broadcasters were realized. The federal government decided
upon a course of voluntary self-censorship for radio rather
than confiscation or stringent regulation of the industry.
Nevertheless, the government made its desires for program
content known to the stations and networks.

As early as January 1942, the Office of Censorship stated
the official position on programs that might provide informa-
tion helpful to internal spies and saboteurs, or external mili-
tary and naval commanders. In its Code of Wartime Practices
for American Broadcasters, the government asked for volun-
tary censorship of news, ad-lib talk and game shows, and for-
eign language programs. Proscribed from such programs were
references to the weather, fortifications, war-related experi-
ments, troop or materiel movements, casualty lists, and the
like. Stations were urged to watch carefully those quiz and
discussion programs where comments from the audience might
be heard. Fearing secret coded messages, the government also
requested the elimination of programs that accepted tele-
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phoned or telegraphed requests for specific songs, “lost and
found” announcements, or for announcements of mass meet-
ings. Such materials should only be handled, it was suggested,
when requests were received in writing—and then only after
station continuity departments had rewritten the requests in
their own words. As for foreign language radio stations, the
code required all such stations to keep full transcripts, either
written or recorded, of their programs. It further requested
strict adherence to scripts by announcers and performers. To
underline its hands-off policy toward radio, however, the
government further declared in the code that

Free speech will not suffer during this emergency period

beyond the absolute precautions which are necessary to

the protection of a culture which makes our radio the
freest in the world.s

While federal officials declined to confiscate equipment
or assign military censors to each station and network, they
lost little time in informing the broadcasting industry that
there were certain materials they wanted aired. Through the
Office of Facts and Figures, headed by Archibald MacLeish,
and the Office of War Information, under former CBS news-
man Elmer Davis, the government issued a slate of propa-
ganda items it hoped would be interjected into regular pro-
grams. It set up a Special Features Plan which would utilize
network programs and local stations for airing war messages.
It also urged programming that touched wartime topics: the
issues involved in the war, the nature of the enemy, the nature
of the Allied nations, war aims, and the condition of the fight-
ing, working, and home forces.%2

The coordination of government requirements and
radio’s responsibilities was enhanced by the fact that many
radio personalities and network officials entered governmental
service during the war. As well as Davis, CBS Vice-President
William B. Lewis joined the staff of the OWI. Jack Benny,
Kay Kyser, Jean Hersholt, George Burns and Gracie Allen,
Nelson Eddy, and other radio celebrities were recruited in
1942 into a “Committee of 25,” a government-sponsored
group coordinating fund-raising and morale-building activi-
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ties. Arrangements such as this benefited both the networks
and the government. Network radio now encountered govern-
ment officials who understood the problems of commercial
broadcasting—men and women who would not burden the
networks with disorderly programming or ponderous uninter-
esting propaganda. The federal government in turn received
knowledgeable workers skilled in the management of national
radio systems, and top-flight entertainers whose reputations
lent credibility to an appeal for funds or to a patriotic state-
ment.

‘There were instances where radio transgressed the federal
regulations. Early in the war, Chicago sports announcer Bob
Elson had a difficult time breaking his habit of announcing
“it's a beautiful day at the ball park,” and thus found himself
cut off for several seconds during these unintentional “weather
reports.” Some discussion programs stopped taking live com-
ments from the audience and demanded that all questions be
submitted in writing beforehand. Other shows, unable to ad-
just their formats, simply left the air. When Mutual newsman
Arthur Hale inadvertently spoke of atomic research taking
place at a site in Pasco, Washington, several military leaders
were so enraged they actually demanded an end to voluntary
controls and the establishment of military censorship in the
United States.®s Despite such instances, the record of Ameri-
can broadcasters during the war was impressive. Probably the
most positive statement that can be made of a nation’s com-
munications system was written in the memoirs of the emi-
nent news reporter, Raymond Gram Swing. Concerning his
“experience with censorship throughout my career,” Swing
remarked:

During World War 11, none of my broadcasts was cen-
sored, though at the Blue network they were read prior
to delivery by someone on the staff. That was, and is, stan-
dard procedure in radio and television today; and I find
it not only unobjectionable, but proper, since the station
is legally responsible for what its broadcasters say....I
am simply reporting that I had remarkably little inter-
ference with my freedom to say what I wished through-
out my life as a journalist and commercial broadcaster.s4
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It was a significant social achievement for a major com-
batant to have conducted a war for almost four years without
interrupting the flow of entertainment and inquiry that com-
mercial broadcasting had established. It suggested to many
that once the battle was ended, radio had a bright and pros-
perous future before it.

By the end of the war, there were many reasons to expect
a thriving future for radio. Because in early 1942 the demands
of war production had halted manufacture of radio tubes and
receiving sets, manufacturers expected booming postwar sales.
Sets could now be repaired, new radios and radio-phonograph
combinations could be bought, and, in the spirit of victory
and peace, returning Americans could revert to their familiar
listening patterns. To entertain this new world, there were
more than 900 stations, broadcasting for sixty million radios,
owned by thirty-one million “radio families.”” Further, there
were developments within the industry that added sophistica-
tion and practicality to broadcasting.

Radio had new prestige. Although the other popular arts
had already established awards for distinguished merit, until
the 1940s radio had no equivalent of the Academy Award or
Pulitzer Prize. Beginning in 1942, however, the renowned
School of Journalism at the University of Georgia began
granting its annual George Foster Peabody Awards for out-
standing achievements in broadcasting. The Peabody Awards
rapidly became a most impressive mark of distinction among
radio personnel. A perusal of the names of early recipients
serves only to confirm this assessment, for among those artists
were comedians Fred Allen and Bob Hope; broadcast jour-
nalists Cecil Brown, Charles Collingwood, Edward R. Mur-
row, and Raymond Gram Swing; and director-producer Wil-
liam N. Robson.

As well as recognizing its own talented achievements,
radio offered an improved future with the introduction of
frequency-modulation (FM) programming. FM promised
truer transmission with no interference from static, a situation
most appreciated by music lovers. Further, because it was
locally-oriented and broadcast with limited coverage patterns,
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it emerged as sponsorless radio with lengthy periods of unin-
terrupted transmission. FM had been perfected in the early
1930s by its inventor, Edwin Howard Armstrong. Its market-
ing had been thwarted, however, by the political and business
maneuverings of RCA and its chairman, David Sarnoff. Pro-
tecting his own interests, Sarnoff argued that a new alternative
like FM would cause consternation within the established
world of AM radio, this at precisely the time when television
would be emerging. Sarnoff urged concentrating upon de-
veloping television and adjusting radio to its impact. Despite
the moves by RCA, FM radio became a reality at Armstrong’s
experimental station in Alpine, New Jersey. By 1945, there
were other FM stations scattered throughout the country. And
when that year the FCC readjusted to lower frequencies the
range in which FM could be broadcast—this over the protests
of Armstrong and his followers—RCA dropped its hostility
and FM became an unchallenged, operative dimension of
broadcasting.

The future also looked promising because during the
years of war-programming radio had developed a decidedly
egalitarian tone. This was especially true as it related to
America’s black population. Until World War 11, Afro-Ameri-
can characters had been racially stereotyped—whether por-
trayed by black or white actors—as butlers, maids, and loafers.
While black singers and musicians appeared frequently on
radio, racial prejudice was clearly evidenced in drama, com-
edy, and variety programming, as well as in the many types of
programs—news, sports, quiz, panel discussion—in which
blacks were almost never involved.

The war would begin to change this attitude. Battling a
foreign enemy who was steeped in racist ideology, it was diffi-
cult for many Americans to decry fascism abroad and tolerate
bigotry at home. Beginning in the 1940s, radio and the other
popular arts assumed a civil libertarian course. Black talents
like Paul Robeson, Juano Hernandez, and Canada Lee ap-
peared in dignified dramatic roles. Radio brought the plight
of the black soldier and sailor into American homes in pro-
grams as diverse as soap operas and documentaries. Programs
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explored black culture, probed the meaning of democracy, and
envisioned a postwar world of brotherhood. Matters became so
affected by wartime cultural liberalism that black actors ap-
peared occasionally in white roles on ‘“color-blind” radio.
Importantly, this cultural re-evaluation of the Afro-American,
and by association, all ethnic minorities, would spread to so-
cial, economic, and political matters once the battle ended.

The hopeful signs of the mid-1940s were enhanced by a
new competition in network broadcasting. The creation of the
American Broadcasting Company presented listeners with a
fourth wholly-independent network. ABC was born after the
Federal Communications Commission and the United States
Supreme Court ordered NBC to divest itself of its Blue net-
work. According to the court, NBC-Blue had been used to
stifle competition with NBC-Red; and since the two chains
controlled a substantial number of the high-wattage stations
in the country, this constituted a monopolistic practice. In
1943 the Blue Network was sold to Edward Noble, the presi-
dent of the Lifesaver Candy Company. For $8 million Noble
acquired three stations that were owned and operated by the
network, and almost two hundred network affiliates. Even-
tually, the call letters of the network key stations came to re-
flect the fact that there were now three major corporations in
broadcasting. By the 1950s, ABC had changed the name of its
key station from WJZ to WABC, as CBS changed its home
station from WABC to WCBS. NBC-Red, now simply the
National Broadcasting Company, instituted several changes
before WEAF finally became WNBC.

The Metamorphosis of Radio, 1945-1960

Ironically, the ending of World War II dealt a serious
blow to the radio industry. Since 1939, and more dramatically
after American entry into the struggle, commercial radio
had been the most vital communications and entertainment
medium in the nation. Broadcasters had rallied behind the em-
battled flag. Government programs and announcements were
dutifully aired; regular shows integrated patriotic themes into
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their scripts; and voluntary self-censorship was carefully and
successfully carried out. But the cessation of the war left radio
without purpose or direction, and in need of self-appraisal.
Waging a crusade so intensely for so many years, by late 1945
radio personnel] found it difficult to discover meaning in the
new world.

The pages of Variety during the 1945-1946 radio season
reveal an intense argument over the future of radio. The
diversity of opinion was demonstrated in the split between
veteran comedians Fred Allen and Eddie Cantor.®s Allen
maintained that radio was still in its infancy, was still a prob-
lem child, and needed to develop its showmanship and its
writers. Cantor argued that radio had grown up, and that it
could now afford adventure, “dare to do different,” as he
phrased it. At the same time, FCC Commissioner Clifford
Durr raised the question of whether or not radio really knew
what listeners wanted. He demanded hard-hitting programs
that were constructive but not afraid to offend people.’¢ The
call for more meaningful programming was the essence of the
editorials appearing in May 1946, in both Life and The Satur-
day Review of Literature.®” Even more significantly, this was
the same point made by William S. Paley, CBS board chair-
man, in a critical speech in October 1946, before the National
Association of Broadcasters, a powerful organization com-
prised of station and network officials.¢8

Several writers seemed to suggest that radio could redis-
cover its social importance by developing “socially respon-
sible” programs. According to Carroll Carroll, the writer of
Bing Crosby’s popular Kraft Music Hall, radio needed a cause
such as racial and religious tolerance. According to him, the

fight against intolerance is a long, slow, never spectacu-

lar campaign of education in decency and good taste

that we, who discovered the propaganda weight of radio

during the late war, must carry on for true peace on
earth, good will to all.eo

George Rosen of Variety argued that radio’s new cause should
be to warn civilization of the frightening implications of the
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atomic age, an era in which terrible new weaponry made es-
capist radio irresponsible. Rosen maintained:

To overcome the awesome realization of the atomic bomb,

radio must also embrace the one-world philosophy: it

must enlarge its sphere to global-kilocycle proportions,
foster an understanding of other nations, a sympathy
to their way of life, a truthful interpretation of their
contributions to culture. These must become a pertinent
part of radio’s policy. Radio can in this way make a con-
tribution to understanding and the outlawing of hate.?

In the same progressive direction as Carroll and Rosen,
the producers of the successful series, Mr. District Attorney,
Ed Byron and Bob Shaw, argued there was a “noblesse oblige”
inherent in the radio business and that it was the obligation of
broadcasting to battle the evils that menaced Americans. Spe-
cifically, they maintained that “the multitude of antidemo-
cratic whispers and rackets perpetrated on the people” must
be exposed in programming. According to Byron and Shaw,
Mr. District Attorney intended “to keep on clamping down
hard on any group or anyone whose purpose is an America
which is not for all Americans.”"!

Radio programming reflected the ambivalence of postwar
criticism. In most instances it returned to escapist shows, yet
social relevance was not totally absent. The top-rated comedy
shows reverted to non-topical gags and clichés, while dramatic
series emphasized escapist romance, mystery, and horror.
Nonetheless, there were popular comedians like Fred Allen
and Henry Morgan who continued, even increased, the tempo
of their social and political satire. The appearance throughout
the late 1940s of realistic series, among them Dragnet, Treas-
ury Agent, and The Big Story—all dealing with actual crimi-
nal events——added a note of authenticity and relevance to
radio drama.

Perhaps the most popular expression of escapism, how-
ever, was the resurrection of the quiz show craze. Quizzes had
not disappeared during the war, but their popularity had
waned, and their mass appeal had been curtailed by the code
dictated by the Office of Censorship. But shows like Truth or
Consequences and Quiz Kids had endured. In the postwar
world the quiz shows would boom. Beginning with Truth or
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Consequences in 1945, and followed by new shows like Stop
the Music! in 1948, the giveaway programs abandoned the in-
expensive prizes given in the past and began offering jackpots
worth as much at $30,000. By 1948 radio was offering annually
more than $7 million in cash and merchandise. After years of
austerity, this materialism proved irresistible to Americans. In
unprecedented numbers they now tuned in the quiz shows, sat
waiting for the phone to ring, and fantasized with elated
winning contestants.

There was also 2 markedly relevant nature to postwar
programming. This quality was revealed particularly in the
radio documentary. Prepared usually by network news staffs,
documentaries probed most areas of social concern. From
juvenile delinquency to the Cold War, from the consequences
of the atomic bomb to alcoholism, American listeners heard
radio assume a social responsibility it had avoided in the past.
Documentaries were usually broadcast as specials, yet series
like NBC'’s prestigious Living—1948 presented such probative
programs on a regular basis. Add to the documentary the ap-
pearance of new panel-discussion programs, among them Our
Foreign Policy, Meet the Press, and Capitol Cloakroom, and it
becomes apparent that there was a fuller sense of social re-
sponsibility emerging in network radio.

Even in children’s programs there was a new urgency.
The most explicitly progressive series was Superman, which
had its hero fighting racial and religious bigotry for several
years after the war. The appearance of non-Anglo-Saxon
heroes—the Indian brave, Straight Arrow; the Latino avenger,
the Cisco Kid—also guided postwar youngsters toward toler-
ance. Other series spoke to juvenile listeners in terms of con-
temporary issues. If Jack Armstrong dealt with fixing boxing
matches, the series was merely reflecting the headlines of the
day and offering lessons condemning gambling and organized
crime. Cold War themes of sabotage and espionage continued
in Hop Harrigan, Captain Midnight, and Sky King. And later
Tom Corbett, Space Cadet and Space Patrol brought themes
of space travel together with more familiar cops-and-robbers
plots.

Regardless of the orientation broadcasting took following
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the war, it experienced a barrage of destructive criticism from
outside the industry. This hostility was compounded, more-
over, by business developments which challenged the nature ot
radio in America. Radio was seriously hurt by a diminishing
of listener interest. Soldiers returned to find the same familiar
voices, many still broadcasting at the same hour. Radio stars
who had been weekly attractions in the early 1930s continued
into the early 1950s to dominate the evening hours. Statistics
substantiate the inertia in broadcasting. In 1950 there were
108 different network series that had been on the air for at
least a decade—twelve of these having been on the air for two
decades, making them almost as old as network broadcasting.
As the following chart suggests, the same programs also con-
tinued to dominate the monthly ratings:

April 1953 April 1948

1. Amos 'n’ Andy 1. Fibber McGee

2. Jack Benny 2. Jack Benny

8. Lux Theater 3. Amos 'n’ Andy
4. Bergen-McCarthy . 4. Lux Theater

5. You Bet Your Life : 5. Walter Winchell
6. My Little Margie och 6. Fred Allen

7. Bob Hawk : 7. Bob Hope

8. Fibber McGee 8. Bandwagon (Harris-
9. My Friend Irma Faye)
10. Mr. & Mrs. North 9. Bergen-McCarthy

10. Arthur Godfrey
April 1943 October 1937-April 1938

1. Fibber McGee 1. Bergen-McCarthy
2. Bob Hope 2. Jack Benny

3. Bergen-McCarthy 3. Bing Crosby

4. Lux Theater 4. Lux Theater

5. Aldrich Family 5. Eddie Cantor

6. Walter Winchell 6. Burns & Allen

7. Fannie Brice 7. Major Bowes

8. Mr. D.A. 8. Rudy Vallee

9. Jack Benny 9. Fred Allen
10. Rudy Vallee 10. Al Jolson

To many who wanted new voices, new programs, and new
formats, this time was what one critic called “the era of the
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doldrums.” And as radio continued with its traditional bill of
fare, the size of the audience dropped off strikingly. Although
this trend would reach its nadir in 1946 and listenership
would begin rising, it was a development from which radio
broadcasting never fully recovered.

If traditional programming was causing an exodus of lis-
teners, experimentation could be risky. In a period of Cold
War with its groundswell of anti-Communist fanaticism, pro-
ducers could not be too imaginative lest they invite charges of
subversion. The radio industry, like the film industry, came
under investigation by several governmental agencies. The
House Committee on Un-American Activities under Congress-
man Martin Dies, and later J. Parnell Thomas, sought to ex-
pose the writers, producers, and actors who, it purported, were
subverting Americanism. Even the FCC was probed by a con-
gressional committee. Out of this paranoia came some of the
most divisive years in the history of entertainment. Liberal
commentators lost their jobs and the more successful ones, like
Drew Pearson, had their reputations sullied. Rumor publica-
tions, like Red Channels, a book which listed those it claimed
to be Communists and “fellow-travellers,” destroyed careers
and divided the industry into opposing camps. Timorous net-
works and fearful advertisers dropped controversial actors and
writers without investigating the charges against them. In fact,
blacklisting—closing the door to employment to anyone con-
sidered controversial—became a common practice by the early
1950s. If the unions or craft guilds sought to oppose these un-
thinking practices, they usually ended up with internal fac-
tionalism preventing meaningful action.

Such divisiveness within the industry was only aggravated
by the heated rivalry that developed among the networks.
With four networks competing for a dwindling number of
listeners in an atmosphere inimical to innovative program-
ming, broadcasters reverted to an obvious course of action:
pirating stars and hit programs from other networks. In this
activity no one outdid William Paley and CBS. In the late
1940s he wooed from NBC some of that network's greatest
celebrities. Spending millions of dollars, he brought to Co-
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lumbia Amos 'n’ Andy, the Jack Benny Program, the Red
Skelton Show, the Edgar Bergen-Charlie McCarthy Show, and
the Burns and Allen Show. From ABC Paley also obtained the
Bing Crosby Show and the Groucho Marx program, You Bet
Your Life. By December 1949, CBS had sixteen of the top
twenty shows in the Nielsen ratings. Conversely, in the first
four months of 1949, NBC lost almost $7 million in advertis-
ing revenue.

Other changes within the industry further revealed the
turmoil in which radio found itself as it entered the 1950s.
The president of the Mutual network, Edgar Kobak, was
fired; the major networks slashed their advertising rates as
much as twenty-five percent; and some of the largest accounts
—like Kellogg’s, Pillsbury, and Standard Brands—dramati-
cally curtailed their spending in radio. On the local level,
many stations, seeking new consumers to whom to appeal, be-
gan shifting their formats to please black listeners. In matters
of programming, transcribed shows, long anathema to NBC
and CBS, became increasingly common, and recorded reruns
of popular shows became a summer feature by 1949.

These were tumultuous times for radio. Even when the
networks pinned their hopes and cash on new series, disap-
pointment was the inevitable result. This was especially the
case in the recorded series sold by Frederic Ziv Company (/
Was a Communist for the F.B.I., Boston Blackie, Freedom,
US.A., Bright Star) and M-G-M Attractions (The Hardy
Family, Black Museum, Dr. Kildare, Maisie, M-G-M Theater
of the Air, etc.) and in NBC’s ninety-minute variety extrava-
ganza, The Big Show, which was budgeted at $35,000 per pro-
gram, but which never delivered the anticipated large audi-
ence during its two years on radio, 1951-1953.

These developments suggest that radio was changing. It
was a new era, a new social context in which radio had to find
a balance or perish. Some like David Sarnoff could contend
that radio would not die because too many homes had radio
sets. But this was hardly a convincing argument. If radio were
to survive, it needed new financial arrangements, program-
ming that suited its changing role in society, and a new aware-
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ness of what its function would be in America at mid-century.
The prepossessing reason for these considerations was, of
course, the fatal threat that the emergent television industry
was presenting to radio.

Americans had been living with the promise of television
since the 1920s. To a nation enraptured by technology and its
electrical gadgets, the ability to see entertainers and orators in
the living room seemed the logical extension of radio. Thus it
was with the Washington inventor who predicted in Septem-
ber 1925, that within five years every household in America
would be equipped with a viewer that would allow people to
see what they were hearing.”

It was in this spirit of confidence and anticipation that
Variety headlined its edition of April 16, 1930: “TELEVISION
NEAR READY.” By the end of the 1930s, moreover, television
had become a reality. The marketing of TV sets began in
1938. In May of that year Variety printed its first review of a
television program, and in the following spring Billboard com-
menced its TV reviews. For the popular fan magazine, Radio
Mirror, this was indeed an auspicious period. In August 1939,
it changed its name to Radio and Television Mirror, and the
next month announced the first TV giveaway contest in his-
tory: six new Philco television receivers for the best answers—
in one hundred words or less—to the statement: ‘“The radio or
movie star I would most like to see in a television program is:
...” In announcing the contest, the magazine captured the
optimistic spirit that television generated:

Now you won'’t have to wait until you have the money
to be the first on your block—perhaps in your town—to
own a Philco television set! The newest miracle, this
decade’s greatest thrill, may be yours for the price of a
postage stamp. ...Only recently put on sale, they're an
engineering achievement!?3

Had World War 1II not interfered with the research, pro-
duction, and distribution of receivers and transmitters, tele-
vision would have challenged radio in the early 1940s. With
the demands of war, however, the radio and television indus-
tries were converted to production for military purposes. But
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the potential of TV was not forgotten. As the war concluded,
manufacturers and network officials were already planning to
reintroduce television to American consumers. Perhaps the
most accurate observation on the future for video was made
early in 1944 by Paul G. Hoffman, president of Studebaker
automobiles, when he suggested that within a decade it would
be a billion dollar industry employing 4.6 ‘million people.
Hoffman argued that the $100 billion Americans had saved
during the war would be a strong force in this development.”

The emergence of television in the postwar era was a
mixed blessing. In some ways it was a complement to radio.
Many considered TV an extension of radio broadcasting, some
calling it “sight radio,” “radio optics,” “radio moving pic-
tures,” and “radio vision.” Many programs in 1945 and 1946
were simply adaptations of radio series, and most TV pro-
grams were the same types of shows that radio had utilized. In
this regard, television’s primitive quiz, dramatic, audience
participation, and comedy telecasts were not unfamiliar to
radio listeners.

The debt to radio, however, went deeper. It can reason-
ably be argued that television only began to develop a large
following when several of the biggest names in radio began ap-
pearing on it, and when some of the largest advertisers in
broadcasting transferred their capital to video. In 1948,
Milton Berle, Ed Sullivan, Fred Allen, and Edward R. Mur-
row appeared as featured guests or hosts of their own TV
shows. Several radio series—The Lone Ranger, The Original
Amateur Hour, and Break the Bank—became TV features
that year. By 1950, some of the best television programs—T he
Goldbergs, Suspense, Arthur Godfrey’s Talent Scouts, Stop the
Music!, The Life of Riley—came directly from network radio,
several with the same sponsors and stars. With such program-
ming, what had begun as “sight radio” began now to destroy
its “hearing-only” competition.

The only impediment to the inundation of America by
television was the lack of transmitters. But as new stations
were erected, the popularity of the new medium exploded. By
1950, in cities like Los Angeles, Philadelphia, New York City,
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and Baltimore, more people watched TV than listened to
radio. Surveys overwhelmingly suggested that once more sta-
tions and sets were in use, radio would collapse. Alarmists
noted that when cities became saturated with television, radio
could hope for no more than fifteen percent of the evening
audience. Four years earlier a Variety headline had wondered
if TV were “RADIO’s FRANKENSTEIN?"'" The answer seemed to
be in the affirmative. In a doomsday vein, a CBS vice-presi-
dent, Hubbell Robinson, Jr.,, compared the situation to Cus-
ter’s Last Stand. “Television is about to do to radio what the
Sioux did to Custer,” he wrote in 1948. “There is going to be
a massacre.” 7

In the 1950s radio producers tried to regather their mo-
mentum. In doing so, they would create some of the more im-
pressive series in broadcasting history. Science fiction and
westerns had traditionally been children’s fare in radio. But in
the period of competition with TV, radio produced dis-
tinguished adult series in these genres. NBC's Dimension X
and X Minus One presented serious science fiction based on
stories by leading writers in the field. CBS concentrated on the
adult western. Beginning with Gunsmoke in 1952, it intro-
duced Fort Laramie, Luke Slaughter of Tombstone, Frontier
Gentleman, and as late as November 1958, an adaptation of a
television hit, Have Gun, Will Travel. NBC also experi-
mented with mature westerns with Dr. Six-Gun and Jimmy
Stewart’s The Six-Shooter. A new sophistication also appeared
in detective programs. Police dramas like Dragnet, Broadway
Is My Beat, and Twenty-First Precinct were grim, informative
dramas that painted an unglamorous picture of law enforce-
ment in an urban context. Private investigator programs like
Yours Truly, Johnny Dollar and Night Beat also had heroes
operating within an adult environment. The networks also
produced several impressive dramatic series. In these waning
days of radio drama they introduced NBC Star Playhouse,
Philco Playhouse, and Your Nutrilite Radio Theater. In late
1955, NBC's last attempt at substantive drama was Your Radio
Theater, a fifty-five minute showcase whose stars included
Fredric March, Herbert Marshall, and Victor McLaglen in
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such powerful plays as “Death of a Salesman,” “The In-
former,” “Lost Weekend,” and “There Shall Be No Night.”

Despite those creditable achievements, radio as heard
since the early 1930s was dead. In December 1955, the Nielsen
ratings showed that there was not one evening program listed
on the top ten. In fact, the most popular evening show was
Dragnet which was tied for fourteenth place, well behind the
soap operas and variety shows of daytime radio. Startling, too,
was the fact that although that year there were over 46.6 mil-
lion homes equipped with radios, the average evening broad-
cast was heard in only 786,000 households.”” Daytime network
programming could hardly be considered a business with a
future. By the end of 1960 there was not one soap opera re-
maining on radio. In fact, by that date radio had assumed a
new function and a new appearance in American society.

In the postwar era, television replaced radio broadcasting
as the primary entertainment medium of the mass audience.
In an incredibly short time, it preempted radio as the pre-
ferred source for drama, sports, soap opera, variety, comedy,
western, and children’s programming. Radio’s problems in
readjusting to peacetime conditions were exacerbated by the
threat of the new visual medium. It is in light of this tension
that one must consider the loss of advertisers, the talent raids,
the sinking ratings, and ineffective new programs. The Niel-
sen ratings in late 1955 only confirmed the obvious point:
radio had lost its audience and now had to adjust to the new
environment. Radio on the network level was now a supple-
mentary, secondary entertainment source. To survive, it had
to do better those things which television could not do. It
also had to find new means of obtaining sponsors. As NBC
President Niles Trammell had predicted a decade earlier,
radio now had to discover “a niche where it can best serve the
public.”78

The answer to the problem of adjusting to a new environ-
ment had already been discovered by most of the independent,
non-network stations. In the late 1940s slightly fewer than
twenty-five percent of the stations in the United States were
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not affiliated with one of the four major networks. To meet
this rivalry, independent stations tended to specialize in pro-
gramming not offered by the networks or television. These
shows featured music, foreign language programs, sports, and
local-interest angles. The independents also concentrated on
the portability that TV could not match. They provided pro-
grams for the beach, automobile, restaurants, shops, and fac-
tories. The independents also appealed to local sponsors, and
to groups of sponsors who individually could not subsidize a
full program, but who as a cooperative unit shared sponsor-
ship. There were instances where these practices were abused.
An FCC document in 1946, the Report on Chain Broadcast-
ing, or, as it was popularly called, “the blue book,” showed
how crassly commercialized some local stations had become.
During a sample week in 1945, for instance, KIEV (Glendale,
California) devoted eighty-eight percent of its time to phono-
graph records and other recorded music, interspersed with
1,084 commercials and eight public service announcements. At
KMAC the figures were more startling, for it aired 2,215 com-
mercials in a 133-hour period, an average of 16.7 commercials
per hour.” Although these cases were exceptional, they reveal
the dedication to local sponsorship and inexpensive program-
ming that non-network radio had developed.

That the radio networks needed an economic boost was
made clear by financial statistics by 1955. During the nine years
before that date, gross revenues for the four networks had
been declining at a rate of $32 million per year. In this atmos-
phere, the networks began experimenting with multiple-
sponsorship and local programming. Affiliates also were urged
to obtain local sponsors instead of expecting a single national
company to underwrite a network show. This decentralization
of control may have weakened the hold of the networks over
their affiliates, but it produced a new affluence for broad-
casting. Possessing most of the more powerful stations in the
nation, the affiliates found themselves increasingly inde-
pendent in terms of programming, and increasingly wealthy in
terms of time sales. Cut-backs in programs from the networks,
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and the ability to reach a wider local and regional audience
than the weaker-signalled independent stations, soon allowed
them to become more profitable than ever.

By the 1960s the networks provided only a remnant of
what they once fed to their affiliates. News on the hour, spe-
cial events coverage, recorded music, and a few features scat-
tered throughout the day—this was the typical offering from
NBC, CBS, ABC, and MBS. Radio had to adjust to postwar
values, but especially, to the challenge of television. In doing
50, it no longer was needed as a comprehensive entertainment
forum. Network radio, instead, turned time back to the local
stations and concentrated on matters which TV could not do
faster, more conveniently, or more inexpensively. This de-
velopment was well understood by Matthew J. Culli-
gan, NBC's vice president in charge of radio, when in 1958 he
told a group of advertising agency officials:

Radio didn't die. It wasn’t even sick. It just had to be
psychoanalyzed. . .. The public didn’t stop loving radio
despite TV. It just starting liking it in a different way—
and radio went to the beach, to the park, the patio and
the automobile. . . . Radio has become a companion to the
individual instead of remaining a focal point of all family
entertainment. An intimacy has developed between radio
and the individual. It has become as personal as a pack
of cigarets.s®

Radio certainly was not dead by 1960. It had simply ex-
perienced a metamorphosis. Just as it had always reflected the
values and realities of its environment, radio by this date was
reflective of a mobile, affluent, and commercialized America,
solidly committed to television for its creative amusement, but
still requiring radio for music and instantaneous information.
Radio in the 1960s would be the realm of the disk jockey and
the newscaster. And in the mid-1970s—when there were more
than 4,400 AM stations and 3,500 FM stations, and more than
402 million radios in use (compared to 121 million television
sets) —this was still the case.

One of the more perceptive personalities in broadcasting
was Arch Oboler. Writing in early 1945, he foresaw the demise
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of radio as he had known it. His article, “Requiem for Radio,”
stated it bluntly: “Television will supplant ‘blind’ broadcast-
ing even as sound pictures did way with the silent movies. To
deny this is to whistle in the dark of wish-thinking.”s!

What was passing away was an era in American cultural
history. What had begun in the 1920s as an experimental toy
and a popular fad, had emerged in the next decade as the most
compelling medium in communications. Recognized early by
American capitalists as a profitable and strategic new industry,
radio became an entertainment, informational, and artistic
utility. Certainly, it was filled with commercialism. Certainly,
too, it was shaped in part by sponsor and agency prejudices.
But radio was still functional. To many critics it lacked es-
thetics. Not enough classical music!, not enough fine dramal,
too much soap opera!, they proclaimed. Yet, radio from 1920
to 1960 mirrored the American civilization which it served. If
it was commercialized, it was because the entire society was
shaped by a capitalist, consumer economy with its penchant
for competitive advertising and its advocacy of a business
ethic. If it lacked grace and refinement, it was because radio
served a democratic audience, 2 mixture of educational and
economic levels which generally appreciated a belly-laugh
more than a polite curtsey. Norman Corwin epitomized this
situation when he noted that radio

rises no higher, and sinks no lower than the society which
produces it, and if its abuses and shortcomings and per-
versions seem relatively greater than those of correspond-
ing mass media of information and entertainment, it is
only because of radio’s relatively greater ubiquity. The
local newspaper comes out once or twice daily, the local
movie bill changes once a week, but the local loudspeaker,
meaning the one in your living room, performs all day
long if you will permit it, changing its bill hundreds of
times within the range of an average dial in any average
broadcasting day....I believe people get the kind of
radio, or pictures, or theater, or press they deserve....
The gist of what I am saying is that the radio of this
country cannot be considered from the general culture
and modes of the American people. Radio today is neither
as good as the program executive will have you believe
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in his statement to the interviewer; nor as bad as the in-
tellectual guest at the dinner party makes it out to be.s

As a democratic republic, the United States was estab-
lished, populated, and maintained by relatively simple and
hard-working middle-class people who demanded similar
qualities in their entertainment. By a study of their principal
medium of amusement in the middle of the twentieth century,
it is possible to comprehend and appreciate fuller the nature
of that commercial democracy and the character of the people
who made it work.
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The Great Escape—
The Story of
Radio Comedy

If one conclusion can be drawn from the history of popular
entertainment, it is that Americans like to laugh. It was the
work of clowns like Charlie Chaplin and the Keystone Kops
who produced mass acceptance of motion pictures. The most
compelling dimension of vaudeville was its comedians. When
comedy was blended with popular music, it created the im-
mensely popular idiom, musical comedy. Radio, too, owed
much of its success to the men and women who made listeners
laugh. Although radio had developed impressive musical,
dramatic, and news programming by the 1930s, it did not ex-
perience its greatest acceptance until comedians—from min-
strelsy, vaudeville, burlesque, and musical comedy—flooded
broadcasting in the Depression years. Ironically, in the 1950s
when television displaced radio as the prime entertainment
medium in American homes, it was principally because come-
dians, many of whom had joined radio in the Great Depres-
sion, shifted to video and developed large and loyal followings.

Comedy was the most consistently popular type of pro-
gramming in radio. While the bulk of broadcasting time was
filled with music, those shows highest in the ratings were usu-
ally comedies. And while it thrived, radio comedy engrained
itself in the lives of Americans as no other aspect of the popu-
lar arts. More than the sex symbols and great dramatic talents
of the movies, more also than the dynamic musical stars of
Broadway and the recording industry, the comedians of the air
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communicated most effectively with mass society. During the
economic dislocation of the early 1930s, the most acclaimed
“gloom chasers” were radio personalities such as Ed Wynn,
Jack Jearl, and Amos 'n’ Andy who regularly brought laugh-
ter and light-heartedness to millions. The most well-received
entertainers of U. S. troops during World War II were come-
dians like Bob Hope, Milton Berle, and Jack Benny who
travelled throughout the world to visit and amuse the G.L’s.
When it came to raising money for wartime bond drives, the
most successful salesmen were entertainers like Eddie Cantor,
whose comedic reputation made the seriousness of his sales
pitch all the more striking. The persuasiveness of radio comics
was also evidenced in the various charitable causes which
aligned themselves with comedy spokesmen, such as Jerry
Lewis, Bob Hope, and Danny Thomas, for their fund-raising
efforts gained lucrative popular support from Americans. En-
joying a following that extended from national fan clubs with
hundreds of local branches to the Presidents of the United
States, broadcast comedians functioned as national jesters. As
such, they occupied a niche within society that was both sub-
stantial and crucial.

The Nature of Radio Comedy

The basis for the popularity of comedy on the air was
twofold: the result of the exciting and humorous personalities
of the comedians, and the therapeutic necessity of laughter.
The radio clowns were above all distinctive characters who
developed a rapport with their audiences, and each broadcast
attempted to renew that relationship. Although they had read
and rehearsed their script thoroughly, each week the come-
dians exhibited spontaneity, wit, warmth, and a sense of com-
monness with the audience as they sought to make listeners
laugh. Many accomplished this with funny sayings or sounds
which the audience came to expect within each program. Joe
Penner in the mid-1980s became associated with his absurd
phrases “Wanna buy a duck?” and “You nasty man!” With Ed
Wynn, the high-pitched “So-0-0” that he warbled between
jokes may have sounded.more like a turkey call than a human
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expression, but it helped fashion an audial personality that
endeared him to Americans for years. And Jack Pearl’s menda-
cious Germanic character, Baron Munchausen, invariably
drew much laughter when, after reciting an obvious lie, he
asked of his doubting partner, “Vass you dere, Sharlie?”” Pearl
described the importance of such clichés when he told a fan
magazine in 1934,

I'll stick to that German dialect role. It's my trademark,
just like Ed Wynn’s “so0-0-0,” or Joe Penner's duck. We
spent years building those things up, just as a manufac-
turer builds up his business trademark. We'd be crazy
to let ‘em go. ... What does it matter as long as they're
laughing? I get letters from people who say that I've made
them forget the depression for a while, that I've made
them laugh. That’s what I've tried to do all my life—what
1 want to do—just make people laugh.!

Comedic clichés frequently were situations or character-
istics with which the star of the show found himself involved
weekly. Fred Allen’s stroll down “Allen’s Alley” on Town
Hall Tonight and later the Fred Allen Show allowed him to
meet various recurring characters with whom he joked. Jack
Benny possessed several familiar clichés—his subterranean
vault where he stingily secreted his money, the noisy 1924 Max-
well automobile in which he was still chauffeured, and his grat-
ing inability to play the violin—that appeared for more than
two decades on his popular program. On the Fibber McGee
and Molly Show, comedians Jim and Marian Jordan had
many zany characters who visited their fictional home at 79
Wistful Vista, as well as an audial cliché, a stuffed closet that
loudly wunloaded its contents whenever Fibber forget-
fully opened it. Throughout the 1940s, moreover, physical at-
tributes, such as the shapes of the noses of Bob Hope and
Jimmy Durante, the plumpness and baldness of Bing Crosby,
and the skinniness of Frank Sinatra, always prompted approv-
ing laughter.

The popular radio comedians did not flourish, however,
because of any gimmick or complicated secret. They achieved
their preéminence because they had good material, they knew
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how to tell a joke, and above all, they were funny individuals.
As early as 1930 it was clear to a writer in Variety that the es-
sence of successful radio comedy was simplicity. According to
him, great care had to be taken to avoid patterns of verbal
stage comedy like cross-fire, wisecracking, double entendres,
complicated gags, pantomime, and mugging. A simple, com-
mon audience responded best to simple comedic material.
“Radio’s axiom for comedians is,” he wrote, “be simple and be
funny or be fancy and lousy.”? In this same vein, John V.
Reber, a vice-president with the influential J. Walter Thomp-
son advertising agency, remarked in 1933 that radio was a
completely ruthless medium which could expose those who
were not basically humorous. “Just trying to be funny doesn’t
go,” he stated, for the “‘comedian has to think and live his
humor, or the great listening audience detects the shallowness
of his humorous veneer.”* Jack Benny, the most popular
comedian in the history of radio, well understood the necessity
of being funny and uncomplicated. He summarized his feel-
ings in 1934 when he told an interviewer:

No one should ever try to be funny ... because when your
audience knows you are trying, and sees you working for
a laugh, they're all tired out with your efforts by the time
you come to it. For that reason, we try to make our show
as off-hand, as natural, as easy as possible. Our motto is:
Be nonchalant!+

As well as personality, radio comedy prospered because
Americans needed to laugh. In the world of increasing stress
and complexity that has characterized the United States in the
twentieth century, humor exercises a cathartic, healthful value
as it has allowed harried people for a short while to laugh
away personal tensions. In general, radio enjoyed its greatest
popularity during a time of unprecedented uncertainty within
the nation. Wars, economic collapse, urbanization, increased
competitiveness, technological displacement, dramatically-
increased population, and religious reevaluation—these were
all significant forces at work in America during the Golden
Age of radio. Within such an environment, listeners made
comedians the most acclaimed entertainers in broadcasting.

WorldRadioHistory



Radio Comedy 95

Comedy programs were aired usually in the evening hours,
thereby appealing to those trying to relax after a day of labor
or coping with reality. People tuned in to be amused, to be
swept away in laughter, and in the process to find their
existences a little more tolerable. And comedy shows were
popular. A survey in 1946 revealed that such programs were
the most popular form of entertainment programming in
radio, as fifty-nine percent of the respondents cited comedy as
their preferred evening diversion. Significantly, this type of
programming had a statistically lower appeal to farmers and
residents of rural communities, suggesting perhaps the salu-
tary importance of such shows in the more aggressive urban
context.® Milton Berle best stated the necessity of radio com-
edy for American audiences when in 1940 he wrote:

There's an ever growing need for radio comedy broad-
casts. This world of ours is a sanguinary place. There are
always wars between nations and between individuals.
People for the most part are serious minded, always
worrying about something or other. How to make an ade-
quate living, how to win the girl, how to enjoy life.
Therefore, I believe that our minds should be completely
at ease when we go out to have a good time, or stay home
to listen to a radio program.s

Radio produced a style of humor that was designed for an
undifferentiated mass audience. For the most part, it avoided
topical material—intellectual comedy based upon current
events and political personalities—and it especially eschewed
that caustic political satire which came to typify much of
American humor by the late 1960s. Instead, radio comedy
turned inward, poking fun at the comedian and/or his as-
sistants. In this manner, it found laughter in everyone. Such
comedy deflated the ego and good-naturedly exposed the
futility and the stupidity of taking oneself too seriously. Lest
the task of struggling to survive in mass society become too
prepossessing, there were clowns like Red Skelton and his
characters Clem Kadiddlehopper and Willy Lump-Lump to
parody the mannerisms of the “‘average” man. Lest marriage,
home, and family become overly demanding, George Burns
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and Gracie Allen were there to spoof these important institu-
tions. And lest the work-a-day world become too discouraging,
there were the humorous likes of Irma Peterson, the screwball
secretary on My Friend Irma; Chester A. Riley, the well-
intentioned but awkward factory worker on The Life of
Riley; and Lum Edwards and Abner Peabody, the implacable
general store operators on Lum and Abner. Through the char-
acterizations and activities of such comedic types, listeners
were not only entertained, but they were subtly dissuaded
against the pomposity and arrogance that could develop
within a society of would-be achievers.

Another characteristic of radio comedy was its penchant
for humorously breaking social conventions. To an audience
of “‘average” listeners, earning “average” salaries, and possess-
ing an “average” share of powerlessness within mass society, it
was often refreshing to assail in jokes the pretentions, wealth,
and influence of social leaders. No comedian better exploited
this impulse than Fred Allen.

Allen’s humor contained a relatively high degree of
sophistication that made him somewhat ahead of his time. For
eighteen radio seasons his programs featured various per-
sonality types within society. Senator Bloat and Senator Beau-
regard Claghorn were windy parodies of American govern-
mental leaders. Bloat was always discussing legislation he was
introducing in Congress. These “Bloat Bills” promised every-
thing from settlement of the national debt to bifocal lenses for
old people with short arms who were unable to put on regular
glasses. Claghorn was a loud, loquacious orator who was so
Southern in his allegiances that he would never see a baseball
game in Yankee Stadium—in fact, never see a game unless a
“southpaw” was pitching. Allen enjoyed caricaturing poets.
Falstaff Openshaw was an aspiring poet who once explained
his talent by saying, “I can't help rhymin’—it comes to me
natural, like commutin’ to a Babbitt.” Humphrey Titter
specialized in unusual greeting cards and jingles, and Thorn-
dyke Swinburne was described as “the poet laureate of the
Boston Post Road.” Allen even dared to satirize the social
activity of the “average man” through his character, John Doe.
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Doe was an angry, argumentative citizen whom Allen ex-
plained as “incensed about forces and people who were
hampering his survival.”

Few subjects escaped the scrutiny of radio humor. As a
democratic form of comedy, it refused to recognize most areas
of sacrosanct tradition and levelled its sights on a broad range
of topics. In the late 1940s, Henry Morgan was especially in-
cisive in his parodies of great occurrences in history, current
events, social conventions, and American perceptions of for-
eigners. On the Milton Berle Show during the 1947-1948
season, Berle dedicated each program to a particular institu-
tion, comically “saluting” such topics as health, Christmas,
women, literature, public service, and communications. Edgar
Bergen used his dummies Charlie McCarthy and Mortimer
Snerd to flirt with glamorous female movie stars who were his
frequent guests. Such a format not only produced an eminently
popular program, but parodied the unrequited flirtations that
millions of Americans had with Hollywood personalities. The
innocence of children was satirized in Red Skelton’s impish
character Junior, “the mean widdle kid”; in Sis, the rude little
girl who lived next door to Fibber McGee and Molly; in
Tommy Riggs’ own vocal creation, the mischievous seven-year-
old, Betty Lou; and especially in Baby Snooks, the peevish
brat introduced by Fannie Brice in 1936 on the Ziegfeld Follies
of the Air, and a continuous character in various series for
fifteen years. Even the image of bandleaders was humorously
tarnished by the characterization of Phil Harris on the Jack
Benny Program as a liquor-loving, woman-chasing hedonist.

The overwhelming popularity of comedy on the air indi-
cates that audiences approved this type of self-defacing humor.
According to Constance Rourke in her study of American hu-
mor, “American audiences enjoyed their own deflation; they
liked the boldness of attack, the undisguised ridicule.” As
early as 1919, the noted Scottish comedian, Sir Harry Lauder,
also understood the comedic psyche of the American democ-
racy when he wrote that, “They’ve a verra keen sense o’ the
ridiculous and they’re as fond of a joke that's turned against
themselves as of one they play upon another pairson.”s
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Radio comedy was a reflection of the democratic society it
entertained. Like that society, it was thematically and sty-
listically concerned with a civilization of common people—
drawn from all religious and ethnic backgrounds—struggling
to govern themselves while attaining material and emotional
satisfaction. As such, this comedy embodied the heritage and
reality, the goals and the pretensions, of a pluralistic society
living in a relatively classless environment.

One of the most controversial areas in which radio found
rich comedic material was in its caricature of ethnic minori-
ties. A staple of stage comedy of the nineteenth and early-
twentieth centuries, racial comedy abounded in radio and was
warmly received. Some of the most important series in radio
history, in fact, exploited ethnic humor. Amos 'n’ Andy for al-
most thirty years featured two white men playing the minstrel
show stereotypes of black life. Their success, moreover, in-
spired a rash of blackface imitators in the 1930s with names
like George and Rufus, Honeyboy and Sassafrass, Pick and
Pat, and Watermelon and Cantaloupe. The Goldbergs was a
Jewish replica of Amos 'n’ Andy. Although it was sympa-
thetically written by its star, Gertrude Berg, this serialized
story of Molly, Jake, Rosalie, and Sammy Goldberg—and of
their star border, Uncle David—filled the air intermittently
for twenty years with heavy accents and Yiddish phrases.

Other network series which stressed ethnic stereotypes in-
cluded Frank Watanabe and Honorable Archie which became
a coast-to-coast program in 1930 and for three seasons dealt
with a white American and his Japanese houseboy, and Life
with Luigi, which from 1949 until 1953 centered on the tribu-
lations of Luigi Bosco, an Italian immigrant coping with life
in the United States. Baron Munchausen first appeared in
1932, and even in 1953 Jack Pearl was using his thick Ger-
manic accent in a summer series, The Baron and the Bee.
Duffy’s Tavern, which ran from 1941 until 1951, was not only
set in a pub, but many of its characters—the oafish Clifton
Finnegan, the thickly-accented policeman, Clancy—also filled
out classic Irish stereotypes. In 1941, NBC aired two for the
price of one when in Abte’s Irish Rose it capitalized upon the
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hit Broadway play about a Jewish young man, his Irish wife,
and the comedic conflict that arose from merging these stereo-
types.

As well as programs with a fully ethnic setting, racial
humor was often found in secondary characters on many of
the important comedy series. Eddie Cantor featured Bert Gor-
don as “The Mad Russian”; Harry Einstein played Parkya-
karkas, a Greek comedic figure; and Alan Reed provided the
thick Russian voice for Cantor's mike-shy violinist, David
Rubinoff. In the 1930s Al Pearce, on Al Pearce and His Gang,
spotlighted Yogi Yorgesson, a Swedish character; Lily, a black
maid; and Mr. Kissel, a Jew. Black characters appeared regu-
larly on the Jack Benny Program where Eddie Anderson
played Rochester, the valet; on the Red Skelton Show where
Wonderful Smith portrayed himself; and on the Eddie Cantor
Show, Fibber McGee and Molly Show, and The Great Gilder-
sleeve where the black maids Hattie Noel, Beulah, and Birdie
Lee Coggins appeared, respectively. Dialectician Sam Hearn
created a Jewish character, Mr. Schlepperman, who in the
mid-1930s was a regular on the Jack Benny Program. Strong
Irish stereotypes were found in Ajax Cassidy on the Fred Allen
Show, and in the nosy landlady, Mrs. O'Reilly, on My Friend
Irma. And several programs spotlighted more than one ethnic
type. The popular Judy Canova Show throughout the 1940s
had Geranium, a black maid played by Ruby Dandridge, and
Pablo, 2 Mexican stereotype created by Mel Blanc. And in the
mid-1940s Steve Allen starred in Smile Time, an afternoon
comedy series which presented as regulars a feisty Irish land-
lady, a dim-witted Mexican handyman, and a lazy black
janitor.

Stereotypic ethnic comedy was not without its critics.
Since the early 1930s various black organizations lobbied
against the minstrel images perpetuated by programs like
Amos 'n’ Andy. The onset of the racist Nazi doctrine and the
growing potential for war made radio producers more sensi-
tive to racial and religious jokes by the end of the 1930s. Vari-
ety reported in 1939 that scripts were being altered and that
what was once called “ethnic humor” was now being termed
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“intolerance.” According to that trade journal, “The growth
of intolerance has forcibly reflected itself in racial or dialectic
humor. Certain races now heatedly resent having themselves
kidded or joked about on the air, even if the kidding or story
telling is done by a member of the race involved.”® The ex-
perience of World War II only increased the pressure against
racial humor. The following Yiddish-accented characteriza-
tion might have gone unnoticed ten years earlier, but after it
was broadcast on the Abboti and Costello Show in April 1945,
it was called disparaging, and a racial stereotype, and was re-
ported to have “created some unfavorable comment in the
trade.”

Jewish Characterization (with accent): Good evening,
gentlemen. I'm from the Friendly Credit
Company. My name is Auck—Tommy Auck.

Costello: 1 think before 1 spoke to your brother—
Mohawk.

J.C.: But of course, 1 think so too. Now, Mr.
Costello. My company makes a practice of
examining all applicants for loans; a mere
formality, if I am not too inquisitive. We have
absolute faith and confidence in your honor.

Costello:  See that, Abbott? They trust me.

J.C.: Now, Mr. Costello, please be so kind and
place your fingerprints on this pad. I'll check
with Washington later after we take a sample
of your blood.

Costello:  You're gonna take my blood?

J.C.: Oh, just a couple of quarts. We return it after
the loan is paid up.1°

Related to ethnic humor was “hillbilly” comedy which
also gained popularity on radio. In vaudeville it had been
termed “Ruben” or “Rube” humor as it ridiculed rural stereo-
typed characters—typically named Rube—for their awkward-
ness and generally uncouth manners. Beginning in the mid-
1930s Bob Burns portrayed “the Arkansas Traveler,” a rural
and Southern characterization, who perpetuated the clichés of
this comedy. For over a decade Burns would chide his listen-
ers, for instance, for believing that hogs were lazy, reminding
them, “I'd like to see any of you people lay around in the mud
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and come up with forty pounds of bacon.” In an authentic
Arkansas accent, Burns related anecdotes about his family and
friends, such as the time they sprayed the alfalfa with Uncle
Slugg’s corn liquor and the next day found Slugg grazing with
the cattle.

Sometimes radio portrayed these “hicks” within their own
environment. The central characters on Lum and Abner, for
example, ran the Jot 'em Down Store in Pine Ridge, Arkansas.
For twenty-four years their serialized program blended folksy
wisdom and country-bumpkin comedy as they encountered a
range of stereotyped rural characters and ill-fated schemes.
Rube comedy was also the essence of the Judy Canova Show.
Here, however, the heroine was situated in the big city, having
migrated to Hollywood from a hillbilly hamlet called Cactus
Junction. The quaintness of her country personality was
demonstrated weekly in comments such as, “When I found out
we are what we eat, I stopped eatin’ pig cracklin’s and sow
belly,” or by her admission that she learned to rhumba by
driving a tractor with a loose seat. In her new and awkward
urban environment, moreover, Canova’s observations were
always colored by her Rube background. Thus, she might con-
clude that, when drinking tea, city people extended their little
finger as a place to hang the wet teabag.

Despite protests, radio and the listening public never
abandoned their taste for ethnic humor. Certainly, the war
made writers and sponsors more sensitive to social realities,
and the more pejorative dimensions of such comedy disap-
peared. Nonetheless, American audiences continued to en-
counter traditional stereotyped personalities. It was not until
the late 1940s that programs like Life with Luigi and My
Friend Irma appeared with their respective Italian and Irish
characterizations. Although the producers of Beulah finally
selected a black woman instead of a white man to portray the
stereotyped black maid, the appearance in that role of Hattie
McDaniel in 1947—and Louise Beavers and Lillian Randolph
in the 1950s—did not alter the minstrel model upon which the
show was based.

The depiction of America’s ethnic minorities as guileful,
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awkward, or pretentious was a residual of the humor that
blossomed in vaudeville and minstrelsy during the time of
massive immigration at the turn of the century. Poking ridi-
cule at accents, mannerisms, personality traits, and physical
attributes was ultimately the comedy of a race-conscious so-
ciety that was anything but a melting pot. It was difficult for
radio comedians to abandon successful ethnic material. Most
comics and writers had begun their careers in vaudeville. Sev-
eral, such as Eddie Cantor and singer-comedian Al Jolson, had
established national reputations by the second decade of the
twentieth century as blackface entertainers.

Not all comedians were oblivious, however, to the nega-
tive thrust of their humor. In 1932, the popular bandleader
and funnyman, Ben Bernie, noted that he omitted from his
gags all references to nationality, politics, religion, and public
officials of any nation. According to Bernie, “It’s too risky, it
isn't kind, not even for a laugh.""* Yet, through Amos ’n’
Andy and its imitators, early commercial radio was solidly
linked to the derogatory humor of the minstrel shows. Like
Rube comedy, “Dutch” humor—the term applied to German-
accented caricatures—survived vaudeville and remained in
radio as German and Yiddish stereotypes. Despite their gen-
eral insensitivity, other vaudeville stereotypes—Irish, Italian,
Oriental, Scandinavian—also continued to find employment
until radio deserted comedy in the late 1950s.

Comedy on radio was necessarily limited in its methods of
expression. Because it lacked the visual dimension of theater
or motion pictures, humor demanding sight was impossible.
Much of the slapstick movie tradition of Charlie Chaplin, the
Marx Brothers, or the Three Stooges—pies in the face, prat-
falls, and high-speed chases—were understandably incom-
patible with broadcasting. Although a few comedians in the
early 1930s, like Ed Wynn with his funny hats and garish
clothing, and Eddie Cantor with his off-mike physical antics,
played to the studio audience in visual as well as aural terms,
most preferred to rely upon good scripts, vocal inflection, and
timing.

Radio comedy also demanded speedy delivery. While the

WorldRadioHistory



Radio Comedy 103,

leisurely pace of W. C. Fields was acceptable in a screen com-
edy, in broadcasting it was too slow to sustain listeners over a
lengthy period. An audience needed time to absorb the images
created by the comedian’s words, and slack in setting up this
imagery and delivering the punchlines undermined the rela-
tionship between listener and performer. The following study
of the 1946-1947 radio season clearly illustrates that the most
popular comedy programs were those with a rapid pace in
building up the audience for laughs.2

Rank in Buildup Time
November, Between
1946 Name of Program Laughs
2 Bob Hope Show 10 seconds
6 Red Skelton Show 11 seconds
1 Jack Benny Program 13 seconds
3 Edgar Bergen-Charlie
McCarthy Show 14 seconds
12 Phil Harris-Alice Faye Show 15 seconds
8 Amos 'n’ Andy 16 seconds
- Burns and Allen Show 16 seconds
— Joan Davis Show 17 seconds
5 Fibber McGee and Molly Show 19.8 seconds

Radio was, therefore, an unproductive medium for many
of the more famous comedians from the movies. Fields never
had his own series and had to confine himself to guest appear-
ances in the late 1930s on programs like Your Hit Parade and
the Edgar Bergen-Charlie McCarthy Show. None of the clowns
from silent films succeeded in broadcasting, the only notable
contribution coming from Harold Lloyd, who in the fall of
1943 hosted and starred in a short-lived series, the Old Gold
cigarettes Comedy Theater.

The Marx Brothers had an ambivalent career in radio.
Their series in 1932 lasted only one season. Individually,
moreover, they had only mixed success. Harpo, the silent char-
acter, was totally incongruous with a vocal medium and was
confined to honking a horn, chasing blondes, or playing the
harp. Chico sounded stiff and studied over a microphone. He
appeared irregularly on musical programs, usually as a pianist
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or guest bandleader, rather than the Italian caricature he per-
fected in films. As late as 1952, he produced an unsuccessful
pilot program, The Little Matchmaker, in which he played
Chico Revelli, a marriage broker. By this time, however, his
ethnic characterization was at best stale, and the show never
became a series. Only Groucho, after years of experimentation,
found popularity in radio. As demonstrated during the 1943-
1944 season in his series, Blue Ribbon Town, Groucho's wise-
cracking style often sounded’caustic rather than funny. But
when he switched his format and became in 1947 the punning,
ad-libbing host of the quiz program, You Bet Your Life,
Groucho hit upon the formula that kept him on radio until
1959, and on television from 1951 to 1961.

Still another force which shaped radio comedy was censor-
ship. Comedians always had to be concerned about censors
with their blue pencils deleting objectionable material.
Whether it emanated from network vice-presidents, advertis-
ing agencies, or sponsors, this interference in the content of
programming helped account for the generally noncontro-
versial nature of broadcast humor. The theory behind such
censorship maintained that since a program entered a listener’s
home without his foreknowledge of its content, it must con-
tain nothing that might insult his personal attitudes. Unlike a
motion picture or a book where published reviews and public
opinion often informed potential consumers of the content,
radio had no such warning system and therefore had to avoid
matters over which there might arise disagreement. Included
in the list of tabooed items, as summarized in 1939 in the code
of program policies adopted by NBC,'* were offensive refer-
ences to physical afflictions and diseases, unpleasant smells or
odors, laxatives or bodily functions, the Deity, profanity, and
race or religion. The censors even looked askance at comedic
reference to various parts of the human body, radio and its
types of programs (especially soap operas), and regional
sensitivities.

Oversights in perusing scripts, or an ad lib by a comedian
during the live broadcast, often caused consternation in a net-
work. No comedian upset his network more than Fred Allen.
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Whether it was a controversial spontaneous remark during his
show, or a fierce defense of his autonomy in preparing his
scripts, Allen tested the tolerance of radio officials. Typical of
the heated reaction incurred by Allen was the incident on his
broadcast of May 8, 1935, when, to the reply of an amateur
performer that her last name was Lee, Allen remarked, “You
don’t happen to be any relation to the Lee of ‘I Surrender,
Dear’ fame?” Variety reported that in anger, “Southern listen-
ers complained that the remark was a grave offense to the
name of a great Southern general, statesman, scholar and
gentleman, and that if radio comics had to do any insulting,
they could pick on folks from up north.”

During the 1946-1947 season Allen’s censorship argument
with NBC reached its peak, as the comedian integrated into
his script disparaging quips about network executives. He told
his audience during a pre-broadcast warmup in November
1946, that he considered broadcasting vice-presidents to be
“fungi growth on the desks of conference rooms.” Through
the person of Clarence Menser, Vice-President for Program-
ming, the network insisted that it would not allow demeaning
wisecracks about NBC management. Matters climaxed during
Allen’s program of April 20, 1947, when he was cut off the air
for thirty seconds because he refused to delete an unflattering
joke about the network.!s Despite their concern over such
matters as those raised by Fred Allen, censors were most con-
cerned over two areas of potential humor: sex and politics.

Although no written code spelled out the specifics, there
was a general understanding within the broadcast industry
that sex appeal would not be used to sell a program. Attrac-
tive men and women certainly appeared on radio, and refer-
ence was usually made to their beauty; but sexual innuendo
was avoided, and explicitness was prohibited. American radio
was eminently prudish, and its rigidity was not confined to
comedy programming. When General Hugh S. Johnson, re-
tired from the military and from the Roosevelt administra-
tion, wanted to devote his weekly commentary to the subject
of venereal disease in November 1937, NBC forbad the broad-
cast. NBC frequently banned from the air popular songs it
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felt too politically controversial. In 1933 it proscribed “Please,
Mr. President,” which it thought disrespectful to the Chief
Executive; and in 1940 it nixed several war-related recordings,
including “Blackout; Hold Me Tight,” and bandleader Jimmy
Lunceford’s “Belgium Stomp.” For its part, CBS also censored
popular music. With the United States tenuously clinging to
its neurrality in 1940, that network banned all war-related
songs. When CBS did lift its ban, it first allowed only songs
from World War 1.

Keeping in mind this tradition of conservatism, it is easy
to understand the uproar created by the appearance on De-
cember 12, 1937, of actress Mae West on the Edgar Bergen-
Charlie McCarthy Show. Long a symbol of bawdy sensuality,
West brought with her a well-nurtured reputation as a tempt-
ress and libertine. Her enactment with actor Don Ameche of a
comedy skit about Adam and Eve and their expulsion from
the Garden of Eden was suited to her popular image. The
nine-minute episode, written by Arch Oboler, not only in-
fringed upon the religious beliefs of many listeners, but West's
love-groans and promiscuity in interpreting Eve’s seduction of
Adam definitely overstepped radio’s sexual boundaries. After
unsuccessfully cajoling Adam to “take me outta this dismal
dump and give me a chance to develop my personality,” Eve
tricked him into eating the forbidden fruit and being *“dis-
possessed.” In this way she declared herself to be “the first
woman to have her own way, and a snake’ll take the rap for
it.” The skit ended with one final transgression of the re-
ligious and sexual taboos of broadcasting:

Adam: Eve, it's as if I see you for the first time.
You're beautiful.

Eve: Mmm. And you fascinate me.

Adam: Your eyes!

Eve: Ahhh. Tell me more.

Adam: Your, your lips. Come closer. I wanna hold you
closer. I wanna. ..

Eve: You wanna what?

(Sound of two loud kisses followed by trumpets and thunder.)

Adam: Eve, wha, what was that?

Eve: That was the original kiss!
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The uproar over the broadcast was startling. Religious
organizations, especially the Roman Catholic Church, at-
tacked it as immoral and sacrilegious. They threatened a boy-
cott of the sponsor, Chase and Sanborn coffee, and urged the
Catholic League of Decency to expand its Index to include
radio as well as film and literature. The Federal Communica-
tions Commission investigated the incident, and NBC reacted
by banning Mae West’s name from any of its future broad-
casts. West, herself, was absent from radio for the next thirty-
seven years.

Radio avoided political humor as much as it shunned
sexual material. The fear here, of course, was of offending the
FCC (which issued and renewed broadcasting licenses) as well
as insulting listeners’ political feelings. Will Rogers was the
only humorist to escape such censorship, this because his
reputation as a good-natured political critic had been accepted
by Americans long before he came to broadcasting. Yet, in a
period so heavily involved with fascism, Communism, depres-
sion, threats of war, and war, it was difficult for comedians
and their writers to avoid exploiting the world predicament.

In March 1987, Variety published a list of topical matters
that comedy programs were compelled to avoid. These in-
cluded any type of joke involving President Roosevelt, the
Supreme Court, Congress, or specific parties involved in labor
strikes. Censorship was also exerted to prevent any interpreta-
tive or opinionated gags about Hitler, Mussolini, General
Franco and the Spanish Civil War, or the courtship of the
American divorcee, Mrs. Wallis Warfield Simpson, by the heir
to the British throne, Edward, Prince of Wales.¢

Despite network policy, political jests were occasionally
integrated into comedy shows. They were, however, hardly
critical of any government or its activities. The Depression was
consistently made the butt of jokes by Burns and Allen, Jack
Benny, and Amos 'n’ Andy.’” Fred Allen’s broadcast on
Christmas night in 1932 ended with the quip that “No matter
what other nations reject their war debts, America certainly
got even with turkey today.” Ed Wynn worked Mussolini into
a joke on his broadcast on April 16, 1935. According to Wynn,
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a woman reading the newspaper remarked to her husband, “It
says here Mussolini is going to give a radio to every man the
day he gets married.” The man replied, “That’s silly, why
would a man want to get two loudspeakers at once?”” Gracie
Allen in 1940 took matters one step further when she followed
a tradition set earlier by Eddie Cantor and Will Rogers and
conducted a gag Presidential campaign. Her pseudo-campaign
was complete with a “Gracie Allen for President Convention”
held in Omaha, May 15-18.

American isolationist policy in the inter-war period occa-
sionally tempted comedians. When Eddie Cantor guested on
the Rudy Vallee Show on April 23, 1936, he performed a
strongly isolationist song, “‘If They Feel Like a War, Let Them
Keep It Over There,” in which, to the applause of the audi-
ence, he sang:

If they feel like a war, on some foreign shore,
Let them keep it over there.

If the fools wanna fight, and think might makes right,
Let them keep it over there.

From coast to coast you'll hear a million doughboys cheer,
Our job is to protect our loved ones over here.

With an ocean between, let us keep our hands clean,
Let them keep it over there.*

In the immediate aftermath of the Munich Conference in
the fall of 1938, Al Jolson and Parkyakarkas insensitively
punned about slicing up the Sudetenland area of Czechoslo-
vakia by the Germans. When Parkyakarkas announced that he
was going to sue several Ohio cities—Youngstown, Cleveland,
and Toledo—for refusing to cash his check, Jolson asked why
not Dayton too. Parky replied, “You can’t sue Dayton, no
checks there.” On October 11, 1939, Al Pearce’s Milquetoast
character, Elmer Blunt, jested about American policy on
armaments now that war had broken out in Europe. Attempt-
ing to sell corsets door-to-door, Blunt showed one lady “our no
embargo model” which, he explained, “allows for free move-

*Copyright © 1985. Renewed by Shapiro, Bernstein & Co., Inc. Used

by permission.
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ment of the arms.” Innocently, on October 1, 1940, Fibber
McGee “apologized” for saying “china” when referring to the
dishes for, as he remarked, “We can’t say anything contro-
versial.”

During the war years political humor became much more
prevalent on radio. Within five weeks of the Pearl Harbor
bombing and American entry into the battle, Eddie Cantor set
the tone of the new attitude in an open letter to the entertain-
ment world. Cantor suggested that all comedy was now politi-
cal. “The barrage of laughs that lifts our men, women and
children is an important reserve to the barrage of bombs that
are hurled forth to meet the enemy,” he wrote. “High spirits,”
Cantor said, “are one of this country’s first priorities.”"18

References to the enemy, the draft, the armed services, the
President, and to the general commitment now all surfaced in
American radio comedy. Comedians like Cantor, Jack Benny,
and Bob Hope frequently broadcast directly from military
bases, appearing before large and enthusiastic audiences of
soldiers and sailors. The radio funnymen also used their pro-
grams and their personalities to raise money to sell War
Bonds. By early 1942, for example, Fibber McGee had made a
national phrase out of his line, “Buy a bond and slap a Jap
across the pond”; and on January 29, 1944, Eddie Cantor, just
two days short of his fifty-second birthday, broadcast for
twenty-four consecutive hours over KPO (San Francisco) and
sold $37.6 million worth of war bonds.

The comedy program which most consistently dealt with
the political issues of the period was the Fibber McGee and
Molly Show. Throughout the war years writer Don Quinn in-
tegrated into the scripts topical issues, such as women factory
workers, war bond rallies, gas rationing, war songs, air raid
wardens, and knitting clothes for soldiers. This type of rele-
vant comedy not only aided national morale, but it often ex-
plained governmental goals in understandable and succinct
terms. In a sense, the McGees reduced American foreign policy
to a few lines in 1942 when Molly asked, “What did the Presi-
dent mean by his speech last night, Fibber?,” and Fibber re-
plied, “Hands across the sea, Molly ... first arms, then hands
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across the seal” Molly concisely explained the governmental
decision in early 1942 to stop selling defense stamps and start
selling war bonds. To Molly, this simply meant, “We're going
to stop defending and start fighting.”

The prevalence oi political jokes that emerged in radio
comedy during World War II insured post-war comedians and
writers that the inhibitions about topical humor would never
again be as stringent. While many series reverted in the late
1940s to more traditional formats, several significant co-
medians continued, even into the 1950s, to utilize political
humor regularly. This was especially true of comedians such as
Bob Hope, Red Skelton, and Henry Morgan. With Morgan, in
particular, jokes about political developments and personali-
ties were an indispensable part of his radio style.

While Skelton’s character San Fernando Red was a
bombastic caricature of unscrupulous politicians, and Hope
specialized in good-natured ribbing of politicians and social
developments, Henry Morgan demonstrated a blunt style of
humor that betrayed a strong element of political liberalism.
In his various network programs Morgan was capable of
friendly jibes, such as his comment that since Margaret Tru-
man “is now rehearsing and exercising her voice constantly at
the White House,” he could now predict ““that President Tru-
man will be spending more time at his home in Independence,
Missouri.” He could also make Cold War quips about what
American product the Russians would claim next to have in-
vented, or that a good example of a Communist Front was
Stalin’s stomach. But his acerbic wit was often less generous
with other institutions. He assailed banks: “You know, most
people think of banks as cold, heartless, large institutions. And
they're wrong. There are small ones, too.” He derided the post-
war housing problem, noting that “America is still true, true
to the traditions of its forefathers. When the Puritans landed
there were no houses, and we're carrying on that great tradi-
tion.” Morgan handled congressmen rudely, as he did when he
mused over the notion of fining a congressman to insure at-
tendance at meetings: “Do you realize that would keep him on
the job all of the time, using every bit of his ability, all his
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brain power, all his—maybe we’'d better leave it the way it is.”

Morgan openly displayed his liberal political bias when
he poked fun at Eugene Talmadge, the former governor of
Georgia, who had been associated with the Ku Klux Klan. In
a skit in January 1947, he visited a mythical Southern state,
Cornpone, and spoke to a local businessman:

Morgan: Finally, I've investigated business conditions.
I interviewed a typical Cornponian
manufacturer who said—

Man: Yes, sir, the new governor is great for my
business.

Morgan: Splendid! What is your business, Colonel?

Man: I manufacture bed sheets.

Henry Morgan’'s most biting comedy skit, a lengthy rou-
tine in which he combined his attack on housing problems
with a pointed critique of American landlords, illustrates the
higher level of artistic tolerance that had developed in net-
work radio. Landlords, a fundamental part of the national
economic structure, would never have been so openly rebuked
by radio—network, advertising agency, sponsor, station—at
any period before the post-war era. The following excerpt
from a skit broadcast on March 26, 1947, suggests that al-
though networks did not diminish their concern over sexual
material, censorship of political humor had abated.

Cornelius: Hello, Pierpont, evict any tenants today?

Pierpont: No, not in this weather. I'm waiting for a
rainstorm.

Cornelius: 1 don’t know how you get away with those
evictions. Aren’t you ever stopped by the OPA?

Pierpont: What's that?

Cornelius: That’s the outfit that froze all the rents in
my building. I got even, though.

Pierpont: How?

Cornelius: This winter I froze all the tenants.

Pierpont: You know, I had trouble with the heat, too.
During the coldest part of the winter I had
trouble with the furnace. Couldn’t use coal.

Cornelius: What did you use?

Pierpont: Nothing. Anyway, that empty furnace came
to good use.
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Cornelius: How?

Pierpont: 1 rented it to a veteran...

Cornelius: Tenants! Tenants! There should be a way of
getting rents without having any tenants.

Pierpont: Yes.

Cornelius: What do you do when a tenant complains about
pipes bursting, and dangerous fire hazards?

Pierpont: Well, in that case there’s only one thing to do.

Cornelius: What?

Pierpont: 1 go to Florida.

Cornelius: You know, I have one tenant who keeps
complaining that his roof leaks. What should I do?

Pierpont: Charge him for an extra shower. Say, you
know my eightstory house on Sunset Lane?

Cornelius: 1 thought it was nine stories.

Pierpont: Eight. The roof caved in.

Cornelius: Any people hurt?

Pierpont: No, just tenants.

The Emergence of Radio Comedy—The Thirties

Comedy had always been a part of commercial radio. In
the 1920s several dramatic programs such as The Smith Family
with Jim and Marian Jordan, and The Rise of the Goldbergs
(later called The Goldbergs) were meant to be humorous.
Musical patter teams like Billy Jones and Ernie Hare, who
changed their name to fit their sponsor (in this regard, they
appeared as The Happiness Boys for a candy manufacturer,
The Interwoven Pair for a sock company, The Best Foods
Boys for the food company, and The Taystee Loafers for a
bread manufacturer—as well as Trade and Mark, stars of The
Smith Brothers, sponsored by a cough-drop company) success-
fully melded jokes and songs into their broadcasts. The
Eveready Hour, the popular variety program which debuted
in late 192% and lasted until 1930, often featured comedians
like Will Rogers, Irvin S. Cobb, Walter C. Kelly, George
Moran and Charlie Mack (the Two Black Crows), and Eddie
Cantor. In its inaugural broadcast in August 1926, moreover,
NBC recognized the importance of radio comedy when, along
with operatic singers and renowned musicians, it spotlighted
the popular comedians Will Rogers and Joe Weber and Lew
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Fields. Yet, not until the overwhelming popularity of the
blackface humor of Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll did
producers fully comprehend the appeal possessed by broadcast
humor.

In the tradition of minstrel shows, Gosden and Correll
developed two black characters, Sam and Henry, who became
favorites of Chicago listeners in the mid-1920s. When in 1928
they changed radio stations and were unable to retain their
original name, the pair appeared on WMAQ as Amos Jones
and Andy Brown, proprietors of the Fresh Air Taxi Company
and the central characters of Amos 'n’ Andy. In varied for-
mats, the program would remain on the air until 1960. Amos
'n” Andy did for radio what Milton Berle and his Texaco Star
Theater did for television two decades later: it captured the
fancy of the nation and turned a popular medium into a mass
medium. By 1930, there were Amos 'n’ Andy toys, candy bars,
comic strips, and phonograph records. The sales of radio sets
jumped from $650.5 million in 1928, to $842.5 million in 1929
(the year their WMAQ program was nationally aired by
NBC). Six times a week their fifteen-minute serialized pro-
gram engaged the national consciousness. Switchboards slowed
to inactivity as few phone calls were placed; department stores
piped in the broadcast so shoppers need not go home; and
factories closed early to allow employees to listen. In early
1931 a telephone survey by the Cooperative Analysis of Broad-
casting gave Amos 'n’ Andy an incredible rating of 53.4 per-
cent of those listening.

If the success of Amos 'n’ Andy illustrated the appeal of
comedy programming, other social and economic develop-
ments help account for the rise of broadcast comedians in the
early 1930s. The onset of the Depression, with its distressing
unemployment, long breadlines, and generalized disspirited-
ness created a social atmosphere in which humor was most
appreciated. Throughout the period letters and articles in fan
magazines attest to the fact the listeners found comedy of great
assistance in fighting personal despair. Although comedians
generally avoided dealing directly with economic realities,
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jokes about the Depression were well-received by studio audi-
ences, and Andy Brown’s frequent reference to “de repression”
soon became a light-hearted national phrase.

The collapse of vaudeville was also a fortuitous event for
radio comedy. An article in Variety estimated that about
three hundred vaudevillians had quit in 1929, and several
hundred left in the first four months of the following year, all
convinced “that the future has little in store for them.”®
Where vaudeville entertainers had been reluctant to abandon
the stage and enter radio before the 1930s, the collapse of their
industry created a pool of underemployed talent from which
radio producers could draw in developing new programs.
Vaudeville was also an excellent training ground for na-
tionally-oriented radio. Circuit-travelling comics had to de-
velop a style of humor that was acceptable to all types of
audiences. Although they made concessions in their acts to
local idiosyncrasies, these stage comedians had to please cus-
tomers from New York City to San Diego with the same type
of humor. Drawn as they were from every social class and all
backgrounds, vaudeville customers were also less sophisticated
than concert or Broadway audiences. The comedians who
pleased the diverse patrons of vaudeville, therefore, possessed
excellent backgrounds in entertaining exactly what radio was
developing—a mass national audience.

Important also to broadcast comedy was that by 1931 all
forms of radio programming had reached their peaks and
radio began suffering a drastic decline in listeners. In 1930, for
example, 74 percent of all set owners utilized their radios on
an average weekday. By August 1933, that figure had fallen
more than one-quarter to 54.5 percent. This development was,
in the words of a contemporary report, “clearly the lowest ebb
in listening that radio has ever experienced.”?® It was, there-
fore, in an atmosphere of collapse within the industry that
sponsors and advertising agencies sought innovative and at-
tractive programs. The man who most influenced this search
was Eddie Cantor.

Vaudevillian, musical-comedy star, motion-picture per-
sonality, and recording artist, Cantor came to radio with his
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celebrity status already established. His program for Chase &
Sanborn coffee premiered in September 1981, and within a
few broadcasts was well on its way to national popularity. In
less than a year, his was the most popular program on radio,
and by January 1933, his C.A.B. rating was 58.4. Cantor revo-
lutionized radio comedy. He abandoned the serialized, homey
humor of Amos 'n’ Andy and utilized the fast-paced gag style
made popular in vaudeville. Where earlier comedians had
broadcast from quiet studios or were otherwise sealed off from
studio audiences, Cantor opened his programs to the public.
He thrived on this live audience, convinced that laughter was
infectuous and that if he made the studio audience laugh, he
was obviously making listeners at home laugh. That Eddie
Cantor influenced the future of radio was clearly demon-
strated the next year as producers found in similar vaudeville
comedians the personalities they needed to revive radio. That
year marked the debut for such comedy series as those of Jack
Benny, Burns and Allen, Ed Wynn, Jack Pearl, Joe Penner,
Fred Allen, and the Marx Brothers. With this inundation of
funny men and women, the domination of radio by the come-
dians had begun.

The gag became the staple of comedy when the former
vaudeville entertainers entered broadcasting. On stage, come-
dians found great acceptance of these short jokes—jokes that
ranged from crisp one-liners to curt comedic jabs occurring
within a story or skit. Gags could be intricate jokes or simple
puns, but invariably they suggested incongruities which took
listeners by surprise and prompted laughter. Indicative of gag
humor is the following exchange which occurred in the Joe
Penner Show in late 1937.

Waiter: (Laughs)
Penner: Why, Dr. Ludwig. What are you laughing at?
Waiter: The soup.

Penner: The soup isn’t funny.

Waiter: Wait 'til you taste it. (Laughs)

Penner: Say, I thought you were a doctor. Where
did you learn to be a waiter?

Waiter: In my waiting room. Get it? (Laughs)
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Ist Guest: Waiter, take this back. I thought I told you to
serve alphabet soup. g

Waiter: 1 didn’t want you to read at the table.

Penner: And another thing, waiter, there's a splinter
in my cottage cheese. ¢

Waiter: What did you want, the whole cottage?

2nd Guest: What is this terrible stuff on my plate?

3rd Guest: It’s so tough, I can’t chew it.

Penner:  Waiter, I must say, this is not very good goulash.
Waiter: I can’t understand it. I used a pair of your
best goulashes. .

Most celebrated early comedians specialized in this type
of unsophisticated humor. Ed Wynn was reputed to have a
repertoire of more than twenty thousand such jokes. Jack
Benny, later known as a subtle wit, on his earliest programs in
1932 still followed his introduction as “our effervescent come-
dian” (he was sponsored by Canada Dry ginger ale) with the
comment, “Effervescent for me, we would have a nice program
tonight.”” Four years later, Benny was still punfully deferring
to his sponsor with his opening greeting, “Jello, everybody!”
Utilizing his German dialect, the popular Jack Pearl found an
abundance of puns in mispronouncing and misdefining Eng-
lish words. Further, it was with unmistakable pride that David
Freedman, the writer of Eddie Cantor’s material, told a fan
magazine in 1933 that his most successful gag occurred when
Cantor, in a deep Russian accent, gave this interview:

Girl:  TI'd like to interview you, Mr. Rubinoff. Ah, what
a beautiful name. Is Rubinoff your real name?

Cantor: No, my real name is Quinn.

Girl:  Quinn? Q-U-I-N-N?

Cantor: No, no, Quinn. C-O-H-E-N. Co-win!2!

Throughout the decade American listeners remained
loyal to the pun. Comedy programs continually dominated the
top fifteen shows in the ratings, and scholarship at that time
revealed that about forty percent of the humor in a typical
comedy program consisted of puns.?? Perhaps the most in-
tense example of this simple style of humor occurred on Janu-
ary 17, 1938, on the George Burns and Gracie Allen Show
when for almost six consecutive minutes the famous comedy
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Home-made crystal set with coil antenna.
(Courtesy of Pequod Restaurant, Mor-
ton Grove, Ill.)
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The Atwater-Kent
“Breadboard” Model
10 was a popular
five-tube receiver

in 1924. The speaker
was detachable and
was purchased
separately. (Courtesy
of Pequod
Restaurant, Morton
Grove, Ill.)
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The 1926 David
Grimes “‘Baby
Grand” radio
receiver with

detachable speaker,
(Courtesy of Pequod
Restaurant, Morton
Grove, Ill.)
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An early radio
studio reveals flowing
draperies for sound
control, and twin
pianos for the ever-
present sound of
music. (Courtesy of
WGN Radio,
Chicago)
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Three generations of microphones (left to right): a carbon
mike from 1922, an improved double-button carbon mike from
1926, and an RCA model 44 mike from the late 1930s. (Courtesy
of Pequod Restaurant, Morton Grove, IlL)
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By the late 1920s radio had become a most popular living room
utility. (Courtesy of WGN Radio, Chicago)

WorldRadioHistory



Coverage of current
events was an integral
part of radio
programming since
the 1920s. In July,
1925, station WGN
(Chicago) made great
strides when it broad-
cast live coverage of
the so-called ‘“‘Scopes
Monkey Trial” from
Davton, Tennessee.
Here, William Jenn-
ings Bryan fans him-
self near the WGN
mike. (Courtesy of
WGN Radio,
Chicago)
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The governmental administrator who had most to do with
shaping the structure of commercial radio in the 1920s was
Secretary of Commerce Hebert Hoover (left), seen here being
interviewed over the air in 1927 by Arthur Sears Henning,
chief of the Washington Bureau of the Chicago Tribune.
(Courtesy of WGN Radio, Chicago)
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team, plus their regulars Tony Martm Ray Noble and John
Conte, punned with the names of cities in a skit Gracie called,
“The Fantasy of the Cities.” The following excerpt presents
an extreme expression of this comedic style. Significantly, that
month the series was ranked fifth in the nation, with a strong
Hooper rating of 27.5; it is safe to conclude that the pun was
still a form of humor appreciated by most American listeners.

Gracie: You see, I tell the story by using the names of

s cities and towns. . .. Now, for instance, Tony
Martin is a Richmond who’s been Macon a lot
of money in Georgia, but he needs a few more
Dallas to pay his Texas. Get it?

George: Well, that’s not Hartford me to understand.

Gracie: Oh, you're catching on. »

Tony: Now, Gracie, if this is a musical number, do I
play the part of a singer?

Gracie: Well, no, Tony. You've got a little Quincy in
Detroit. So you can’t Sing-Sing.

George: He can't Sing-Sing. Well, Walla Walla, that’s
very good.

Gracie: Very good? As Al Jolson would say, New Haven
heard nothin’ yet.

George: 1 guess not.

John:  Am I in this musical number, Gracie, The Fantasy
of the Cities?

Gracie: Well, I should say you are, Johnny, you 're the
little Boise that I'm in love with.

George: But maybe Johnny doesn’t love you.

John:  Oh, that’s alright, George. I'm glad to Yuma her.

Gracie: You see, George, Johnny's on my side—you
spoke Tucson.

George: But Gracie, I'm a very out-Spokane man.

Gracie: Well, anyway, the scene Ipswich-es now to a town
in Montana. But I can’t mention the name of it.

George: Why not?

Gracie: Well, George, you're not allowed to say Helena
radio.

George: Well, that was really a Butte.

Gracie: It’s very funny Anaconda I made it up myself.

George: Oh, yes, Anaconda you made it up right out of
your own Marblehead.

Ray: I say, Gracie, am I in this Fantasy of the Cities?
Gracie: Certainly.
Ray:  Well, do I play another murder victim?
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Gracie: Well, yes, Ray. And your name is Valley.
Ray:  Rudy Vallee? . .
Gracie: No, Death Valley. And you're from Texas.

George: Well, maybe Ray can’t play a dead body from Texas.
Gracie: Of Corsicana.

George: Well, Ray, you can Troy.

With the ascendency of broadcast humor, gag writers be-
came a critical factor in radio production. Unlike stage per-
formances where a comic could use the same routine through-
out his tour, once a program was aired its material could not
be broadcast again. With no such institution as the rerun or a
rebroadcast at a later date, radio devoured jokes at a tremen-
dous rate. Comedians were, understandably, heavily de-
pendent upon their writers to furnish new and better jokes for
each program. The toll could be heavy on the radio comic
who lacked able writers. In 1934, Variety reported that several
name comedians had already exhausted the material it had
taken them up to twenty years to accumulate.??

Ed Wynn suffered from this problem. During the early
1930s, his Fire Chief Show enjoyed outstanding popularity.
Wynn, however, relied on his own gags and wrote most of his
own scripts. During a thirty-minute broadcast he often de-
livered as many as fifty-five jokes. His series lasted for three
years, until in 1935 he altered his rapid-fire gag style for the
more leisurely mode of the Gulliver the Traveller program.
Without the verve or dynamism of his original program, the
new series marked the beginning of Wynn's demise in radio.
Despite two other short-lived programs, The Perfect Fool in
1937, and the fantasy-comedy, Happy Island in 1944, plus an
abortive attempt in 1947 to team with his son, Keenan, in The
Wynn Show, Ed Wynn never regained the popularity his
clowning style and material had achieved earlier. In fact, in
1945 Wynn angrily summarized his plight when he announced
he was finished with radio since “Radio has changed with
these [present-day] gag writers.”24

The most prolific and controversial writer during the
1930s was David Freedmar. He began writing comedy in 1931
when he composed gags for Eddie Cantor, and for three suc-
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cessful years he was the principal source of Cantor’s material.
Before his untimely death in December 1936—at the age of
thirty-nine—Freedman had also written radio scripts for such
comedians as Ken Murray, Block and Sully (Jesse Block and
Eve Sully), and the Greek-accented George Givot. Freedman
was an indefatigable gagster who was highly paid for his
services. At a time when an ordinary dramatic script could be
purchased for $15 to $75, he was receiving almost $750 for
each Cantor program, and $500 for The Chesterfield Program
for which he wrote the comedic lines for dialectician Lou
Holtz. At the time of his death, Freedman was involved in a
controversial legal suit against Cantor, wherein he claimed the
comedian failed to honor a contract signed in 1929 which
guaranteed him ten percent of all Cantor’s earnings.

Many of the successful gag writers in this period had come
to radio after writing careers in vaudeville. Gagsters like
Eugene Conrad, who in 1933 wrote for Burns and Allen, Block
and Sully, and Milton Berle; ]J. P. Medbury, who wrote the
early scripts for Burns and Allen; Harry Conn, who produced
jokes for Jack Benny, Joe Penner, and Eddie Cantor; and
Billy Wells, who developed and wrote for Jack Pearl’s char-
acter Baron Munchausen; all had experience composing for
vaudeville comedians. Nonetheless, the radio medium was
different. Freedman admitted that it was more difficult writ-
ing for radio than for the stage. “On the stage, if the material
is funny,” he told an interviewer, “audiences can be made to
laugh at any sort of low character, grotesque or buffoon. You
can’t push such a character on the radio, however,” he con-
tinued, “because a radio character is a guest in the home. And
people don’t want to receive ‘muggs’ into their homes.”2"

Gag writers often utilized elaborate cross-indexed filing
systems in which they placed their jokes. Culling material
from publications, experiences, other media, and other come-
dians, the authors arranged the jokes in such a way that if a
situation involved an automobile, they could look under
“automobile” in their personal files and produce several ap-
propriate gags. The Hal Horn company in New York City was
reputed to have about five million jokes arranged in this man-
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ner, with three hundred variations filed under “Who was that
lady I saw you with?”

This system of arranging jokes was originated by Ralph
Spense, a comedy writer for silent movies whose comic titles
helped many films to success. As a device in radio production,
it allowed a writer to draw from used material, switch details
of a basic joke to fit the context for which he was writing, and
produce a new variation on a successful gag. This permitted
writers to last for years in a business which demanded fresh
jokes weekly. It also prompted criticism of comedy authors for
lacking imagination and talent. The prolific David Freedman
answered such complaints in a letter to the editor of a fan
magazine in 1935. Never denying that writers added variations
to used jokes, he maintained:

The futility of trying to create new jokes for radio and
stage becomes more apparent with each succeeding broad-
cast and appearance of the famed comedians. Accusations
of plagarism are flung at the latter—and the men who
write them—without restraint; often at the hint of an old
wheeze, dressed up in modern clothes. I...have been
criticized with others. That there really is nothing new
under the sun, as the Bible states, is further evidenced by
the fact that Mark Twain once dedicated a book “to Mr.
Smith, wherever he is found,” and it develops that an
earlier humorist, Artemus Ward, prefaced a book with a
similar inscription. Lincoln has been credited with the
expressive phrase, “Of the people, by the people, and for
the people,” yet Theodore Parker, in a recorded address
before the Anti-Slavery Society, May 13, 1854, used the
same phrase. What's the answer?2¢

As it emerged and flourished in the 1930s, radio comedy
established patterns that would endure beyond the decade.
The utilization of a comic foil—often called a “stooge”—by
the star comedian was a lasting development in this formative
period. Comedians discovered early that it was difficult to
entertain a mass audience with only a comic monologue. For
the sake of variety as well as inventiveness, stooges appeared
on almost all comedy programs in the first years of the decade.
In some cases they operated as the butt of the jokes told by the
star; but in many instances, the stooges actually delivered
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punchlines or operated as ‘‘straight men” setting up the fun-
nier stars. Several comics utilized their wives as stooges. Gracie
Allen, Irene Noblette, Portland Hoffa, and Mary Livingston,
for example, played the role for their respective husbands,
George Burns, Tim Ryan, Fred Allen, and Jack Benny.
Stooges occasionally possessed thick foreign accents, such as
Cantor’s Mad Russian, Cantor’s and Al Jolson’s Parkyakarkas,
and Phil Baker’s English butler, Bottle (Harry McNaughton).
In several programs even the announcer became integrally in-
volved in the comedians’ joking, as did Graham McNamee
with Ed Wynn, Jimmy Wallington and Harry von Zell with
Eddie Cantor, and Don Wilson with Jack Benny.

The appearance of the stooge allowed for dialogue that
was more interesting to an audience. The repartee and unex-
pected twists in conversation often precipitated the funniest
moments of the programs. Further, the stooge allowed the co-
median to delineate better his own personality. In reacting to
the words or antics of his foil, the principal comedian juxta-
posed his own fictional characteristics, thereby making them a
familiar part of his program. Without the skeptical Mary Liv-
ingston or the openly-doubting Rochester, Benny’s stinginess
would not have been as humorous. The fictional stupidity of
Gracie Allen added charm and understanding to the low-key
sobriety of George Burns’ character. And the thick dialects of
Cantor’s stooges made his radio personality seem even more
enthusiastic and believable.

Also important to the pacing of most comedy series in the
1930s were the various musical interludes provided by a resi-
dent orchestra and vocalist. The music clearly divided each
show into segments allowing writers to develop a single, epi-
sodic story or a series of unrelated skits. The music also added
variety to the broadcast and associated it with the successful
variety-show format of programs like Fleischmann’s Rudy
Vallee Show, the Maxwell House Show Boat, and The Collier
Hour. Also, many significant orchestra leaders played behind
the radio comedians. In the 1933-1934 season, for example,
Ferdé Grofé provided music for Fred Allen’s Sal Hepatica
Revue; Guy Lombardo appeared with Burns and Allen; Ozzie
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Nelson and his orchestra backed the Joe Penner Show; Paul
Whiteman appeared with Al Jolson on the Kraft Music Hall;
and Mildred Bailey and her orchestra provided rhythm for the
George Jessel Show. In several cases these orchestra leaders
also acted as stooges. In all instances, however, a break for a
musical selection from the band, or a solo from singers like
Tony Martin (Burns and Allen), Deanna Durbin (Eddie
Cantor Show), Gene Austin (Joe Penner Show) or Frank
Parker and Dennis Day (Jack Benny Program) lightened the
comedic format and allowed listeners a pause between the
humorous segments of the broadcast. Typical of this merger of
comedy and music was the pattern on Fred Allen’s Linit Bath
Club Revue as aired on December 25, 1932:

I. Announcer opens program
II.  Orchestra plays full song
III. Monologue by Allen—into first scene of skit
IV. Vocal solo by Charles Carlisle
V. Second scene in skit—Portland Hoffa enters
VI. First commercial
VII. Musical interlude
VIII. Third scene of skit
IX. Orchestra and vocalist—portions of two songs
X. Second commercial
XI Closing comments from Allen.

Comedians learned early that their humor was most suc-
cessful when put into skit form. In 1932, Jack Benny intro-
duced the feature of satirizing current motion pictures, a for-
mat he used throughout his radio and television career. By the
middle of the decade, Benny’s weekly program—Ilike those of
several other gag comedians—was being written around a
single theme or humorous situation in which he and his sup-
porting characters found themselves. Eddie Cantor, too,
understood the necessity of introducing situational contexts in
which humor could be developed. Although he had begun in
radio as strictly a gag comedian, within a few years he was
openly advising his colleagues to abandon the puns of vaude-
ville and to develop a more mature form of comedy. “So come-
dians have either got to stop gagging or get off the air,” he
told an interviewer in 1934. “People won’t stand for the old
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stuff any longer,” according to Cantor. Of the older comedic
form, he contended:

I'd like to get away from gags altogether. What gags I do
use are only for insurance. Situations are a gamble. You
can’t tell how they are going to hit people. Gags are the
sure-fire laughs. Then why get away from gags? Because
the public is sick of them. They know all the answers.
What's the use of kidding ourselves? We've all got the
same little books, you know—"Fun in a Smoking Car” or
“Minstre]l Wit and Humor.” We rewrite the old jokes,
dress 'em up, and call 'em new gags. But you can’t fool
the public. They're the same old friends with their
whiskers trimmed. . .. I've said: Boys, if you'll throw those
little books away, you'll be better off. Stick to those gags
long enough and they’ll strangle you. Better give ‘em
up.27

One of the more successful comedy teams to develop an
innovative style was Stoopnagle and Budd. Called “The
Gloom Chasers” when they emerged on CBS in 1931 as a
comedy-patter act, Colonel Lemuel Q. Stoopnagle (F. Chase
Taylor) and Budd (Wilbur Budd Hulick) developed a zany,
conversational type of humor which was most effective when
presented in short, individual skits. The two comedians pro-
vided the voices for most of the odd characters who appeared
on their show, and their skits remained short and simple
pieces which relied upon absurdity, satire, mimickry, and
puns. Typical of their format, in March 1935, they enacted
such humorous vignettes as a sale pitch for a “‘patented both-
sides-wrong bed” which guaranteed the purchaser that “you
cannot jump out of bed with a smile, but instead you leap
from the couch with a grouch’; an interview with Cornelius
Updrum, a man who always held his hands behind his back
because he carried the front end of a bass drum in a marching
band; and a short skit featuring Stoopnagle as Adelbrit Glad-
pebble, “a dealer in bricks and mortar,” who hired Budd as a
replacement for a work horse. When these jokesters dissolved
their act in 1987, their uniquely absurd style of comedy left
radio. Not until the appearance of Bob and Ray (Bob Elliott
and Ray Goulding) in the late 1940s would it re-emerge.
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Features such as stooges, musical interludes, and situa-
tional skits added variety to comedy programming. They also
offset the overexposure that might result from a comedian
simply airing joke after joke. All the great radio comics
avoided prolonged periods which they operated alone. Even
later masters of one-line gags, like Red Skelton and Bob Hope,
maintained a monologue for only several minutes before intro-
ducing an assistant, guest, or musical diversion. The lengthy
comedic monologue, however, was not totally absent from
broadcasting. It was a pattern best developed by a group of
intellectual humorists who came to radio not from vaudeville,
but from successful careers in literature and journalism. At
various times throughout the 1930s, radio comedy was en-
hanced by programs from such individuals as Irvin S. Cobb,
Alexander Woollcott, Will Rogers, James Thurber, Arthur
“Bugs” Baer, and Heywood Hale Broun. None of the latter
three was particularly outstanding. Thurber on CBS in mid-
1934, Baer over WOR (New York City) in mid-1936, and
Broun in 1931 on WCAU (Philadelphia) and again in 1937
discovered that in radio delivery was as important as composi-
tion. Their respective series lasted no more than a few months.

More successful, however, was Irvin S. Cobb. The noted
writer appeared as the host of several important network
series, including the Good Gulf Show during the 1933-1934
season, and Plantation Party in the 1936—1937 season. Here, as
a “Kentucky Colonel,” he was most effective as master of cere-
monies and raconteur of stories depicting the character and
style of Southerners. Despite Cobb’s popularity, the humorous
monologue received its most developed and applauded realiza-
tion in the programs of Alexander Woollcott and Will Rogers.

A renowned critic, author, and wit, Woollcott was the
host—and often the only performer—of The Town Crier, a
literate series in which he presented dramatic and literary re-
views, personal reflections, essays, interviews, music, and
humor—all interpreted through a personality that was engag-
ingly rich in charm. And Woollcott needed that charm, for, as
one admiring critic termed it, he possessed “just about the
worst voice that ever poured itself into an offended micro-
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phone.”28 Woollcott's program began in 1933, and with spon-
sors that ranged from Cream of Wheat breakfast cereal to
Granger Pipe Tobacco, it remained intermittently on radio
until the early 1940s. His was a subtle and intellectual type of
humor that, perhaps, escaped listeners more attuned to the
broad jokes of the popular comedians. Typical of Woollcott’s
style was his nostalgic description of the German Kaiser on the
eve of the Great War. As broadcast on October 6, 1933, Wooll-
cott mused:

In Berlin the Kaiser sits on this throne, his gleaming
sword in its case, his beard as yet unsprung. It is his
proud boast that he has kept the peace of Europe for five
and twenty years—he and he alone. And even as he says
so—even as he struts his little stage—there sounds from
the wings a sardonic laugh. It’s the future giving him
what will one day be known as “the raspberry.”

In the same broadcast, Woollcott humorously summarized his
function as a critic, pointing specifically to the danger inher-
ent in the role.

It has been suggested that at this point each week I
should make a recommendation of some book, play or
picture. Any such commentator as myself is a little like
the tasters employed by the Doges in medieval Venice
who all lived in daily, and justifiable, fear of being poi-
soned. Before the soup was served to the great man, it was
sampled by the taster. If the taster survived, the Doge
began dunking with a relish. If the taster died in agony,
the soup was thrown out, fresh soup was ordered, and—
considerably annoyed—the Doge had to send around for
a new taster. Well, as taster-at-large to the American
public, I hereby report that I have just enjoyed, without
deleterious after-effects, a new book from England called
Brazilian Adventure.

If Woollcott was literate and urbane, Will Rogers was
unpretentious and rural in his radio personality. Born in
Oklahoma and a successful writer and movie and stage come-
dian before he came to broadcasting, Rogers was as much a folk
philosopher as he was an entertainer. He had appeared on
radio throughout the second half of the 1920s, but did not
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have his own regular program until early 1930. From that
date until his death in an airplane accident in 1935, Rogers
acted on the air as the court jester and critical wit of the na-
tion. Throughout his career he had joked about politics, and
network apprehension about political humor did not thwart
him. Rogers gathered his own material for each program and
worked without a script. Network censors, therefore, found it
impossible to preview his comments, and sponsors refused to
censor his material. His barbs could be strong. In his broad-
cast over CBS on November 11, 1934, Rogers satirized the de-
feat of the Republican Party in congressional elections several
days earlier: “All that was mortal of the Republican Party had
left this earth. ... He passed away just because he wanted to
live like a pioneer. He couldn’t change with modern civiliza-
tion.” Rogers pounded his point home as he remarked, ‘“and
on his tombstone it says: ‘Here lies a rugged individual, but he
wasn’t rugged enough to compete with the Democrats.’ ”’2®

Rogers had satirized Presidents since the administration
of Woodrow Wilson, and on radio he continued that tradi-
tion. Although he was especially fond of Franklin D. Roose-
velt, he found FDR and his New Deal a vulnerable, but re-
spected, target. Typical of his style was the Good Gulf Show
broadcast of April 30, 1933. Here, Rogers referred to Roose-
velt as a political magician, “a Houdini of Hyde Park,” and
noted innocently, “They started the inaugural parade down
Pennsylvania Avenue, and before it got halfway down there he
closed every bank in the United States.” But this program
also revealed the seriousness of Rogers’ humor, for beneath the
joking he was a democrat and an optimist about Roosevelt’s
ability to lead America out of the Depression.

Now, I understand Mr. Roosevelt—somebody told me—
was listenin’ in. Now, Mr. Roosevelt, we've turned every-
thing over to you. We've given you more power than
we've ever given any man—any man was ever given in the
history of the world. We don’t know what it’s all about.
We've tried to run the country individually and collec-
tively and along a democratic line. But, hey, we've
gummed it up so. So, you take it and run it if you want
to, you know, and deflate, or inflate, or complicate, you
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know. Or insulate—do anything just so you git us a

dollar or two every now and again, you know. So, you're

our lawyer. And we're gonna turn the whole thing over

to—things are movin’ so fast in this country now that we
don’t know what it’s all about. The whole country’s cock-
eyed anyhow. And we’re disappointin’ you. And you take
it—we don’t know what it’s all about, but God bless you.

The demands of broadcasting exerted a maturing effect
upon American comedy. Faced by competition for listeners,
and compelled to create new programs each week, the come-
dians and their writers created by the 1940s a higher standard
of popular humor. No longer could comedians hope to survive
on the tricks developed in vaudeville. Burlesque characters,
silly sounds, absurd lines, and an abundance of puns had sus-
tained pioneers like Jack Pearl, Joe Penner, Ed Wynn, and
Phil Baker. These devices also appeared in series with slapstick
comedians like Wheeler and Woolsey (Bert Wheeler and Robert
Woolsey) and Olsen and Johnson (Ole Olsen and Chick John-
son) . By the 1940s, however, such entertainers had faded in
significance and their places were being taken by the more
adaptable of the early comedians, and by a ‘‘second genera-
tion” of comics who brought new ideas and new personalities
to American broadcasting.

“Old timers” like Jack Benny, Eddie Cantor, and Fred Al-
len survived this winnowing-out process, principally because
their concept of radio comedy was sound, and their writers
were talented. Benny knew, for example, that the excessive
utilization of a supporting character or popular cliché would
eventually turn audience interest into apathy. Throughout the
1980s, he carefully introduced new regular characters like
Eddie ‘““Rochester” Anderson in 1937, and singers Kenny
Baker in 1935 and Dennis Day in 1939; and he made inter-
mittent use of subsidiary actors like Andy Devine, Sam Hearn,
Mel Blanc, Sheldon Leonard, Frank Nelson, and Ronald and
Benita Colman. Similarly, on his program, Eddie Cantor
introduced as regulars singers and comedians like Deanna
Durbin, Bobby Breen, Harry Einstein, Hattie Noel, and
Dinah Shore. Throughout the period Fred Allen also moved
characters in and out of “Allen’s Alley” and developed such
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new features as The Mighty Allen Art Players, Won Long
Pan—his take-off on the Oriental detective, Charlie Chan—
and his weekly joking about the news, the News of the Day
Newsreel.

In this vein, one of the more popular gimmicks to emerge
was the “feud” between Benny and Allen. Supposed disputes
between personalities were not new to radio with these come-
dians. In the early 1930s a “grudge” had developed between
the popular bandleader and comic, Ben Bernie, and the sharp-
tongued commentator, Walter Winchell. On their respective
programs each belittled the other while listeners laughed
understandingly. The imbroglio between Benny and Allen
began accidentally on Town Hall Tonight on December 30,
1936, when Allen ad libbed a quip about Benny’s inability to
play the violin. Jack Benny countered on his next broadcast,
and the feud was on. Actually, the battle was made possible in
October 1935, when Allen and his sponsor (Bristol Myers) be-
came clients of Young & Rubicam, the advertising agency
which represented Benny and his sponsor (General Foods).
While each had different sponsors, sharing a common agency
kept the feud fully under control and, therefore, not commer-
cially unprofitable for either side. The battle came to a climax
in March 1937, when the two comedians staged a mock fist-
fight during a broadcast of the Jack Benny Program. The two
“fought it out” off-mike in an alley. There was no winner, and
they returned arm-in-arm, “bruised” but reminiscing about
the good old days. Despite the apparent reconciliation, the
feud was a popular comedic device and it continued sporad-
ically until Fred Allen retired from his comedy program in
1949.

Radio comedy matured by the early 1940s because of the
relatively sophisticated and realistic material upon which it
came to rely. Characterization within a program was made
fuller as writers developed personalities with whom audiences
could identify. Instead of the vaudeville style of humor—with
its obvious jokes and unbelievable settings—comedy was more
cleverly integrated into the characters appearing on the pro-
gram. Jack Benny, whose show eventually ceased being a
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comedy-variety series and was written as a situation comedy,
well understood this important improvement in broadcast
humor. Writing in 1945, he explained how he and his cast fit
into this new maturity.

We feel that, to a certain extent, we represent the audi-
ence. In us, they see themselves. It would be foolish for
us to knock each other around, because then we would be
knocking the audience around...and when you start
doing that—well your sponsor had better be your own
brother-in-law. However, one of America’s greatest char-
acteristics is our ability to laugh at ourselves. When the
audience sees themselves through us, they get a special
kick out of the jokes that seem to fit them personally.. ..
Throughout, we try to have things happen to us which
will be interesting and also, above all, funny. That's why
so many of our routines and gags come from what we see
around us. .. .30

“Topping” a joke—creating a string of secondary, but
funnier, jokes based upon an original gag, and, thereby, pro-
pelling an audience to greater and greater laughter—was not
new to the 1940s, but as Benny explained, the process was now
more sophisticated and more cleverly related to the well-
known traits of the program characters. As an example, he
cited the following dialogue between Rochester and Mary
Livingston:

Mary: You say you just got into town, Rochester.

What took you so long...was the train late?

Rochester: What train? I was out on Highway 99

free-lancing.

Mary: You mean you hitch-hiked? Why?

Rochester: Well, instead of a train ticket, Mr. Benny gave
me a road map.

Mary: Oh.

Rochester: And a short talk on the generosity of the
American tourist.

Mary: You mean that’s all Mr. Benny gave you?

Rochester: No...he also gave me a white glove for

night operations.3

Here the original gag plus three toppers created not only a
series of laughs from a continuous image of Rochester hitch-
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hiking, but they skillfully capitalized upon personal qualities
known to listeners—Benny’s stinginess, Rochester’s racial
heritage, and Mary’s compassion for people exploited by
Benny.

It was important to the continued popularity of radio
comedy that as the vaudevillians faded in popularity, fresh,
young talents emerged to replace them. Bob Hope had de-
veloped his comedic skill early on such obscure variety pro-
grams as The Intimate Revue in 1935, Atlantic Family in
1985, and Rippling Rhythm Revue in 1936. Specializing in a
staccato stream of one-line and two-line barbs (by 1947 his
show was delivering eighty-five gag lines per half-hour broad-
cast), Hope blended this approach with an attitude of ap-
parent nonchalance to create a captivating comedic personal-
ity. When he first appeared on his own show for Pepsodent
toothpaste in September 1938, the reviewer for Variety well
understood that Hope’s snappy pace was something new and
engaging, for he predicted great success for the new person-
ality: “That small speck going over the centre field fence is
the four-bagger Bob Hope whammed out on his first time at
bat for Pepsodent. ... He sounded like success all the way. ...
Let him show over a period of time that he can duplicate, and
the other comics will be lending a jealous ear.’’s

Rivalling Hope in terms of pace and vitality was Red
Skelton. Skelton came to radio in 1939 after a stage career
primarily involving pantomime comedy. Yet, patterning his
delivery and his penchant for laughing at his own jokes after
Ed Wynn, Skelton by the early 1940s became one of the top
comedians in radio. Especially effective were the characters he
created. The “mean widdle kid” was a rambunctious and
scheming brat with whom listeners could not help but be en-
raptured. In Clem Kadiddlehopper, an addlebrained singing
cab driver, listeners encountered a lovable, if doltish, image of
ignorant humanity. And in Deadeye, the boisterous and brag-
gart “fastest-gun in the West,” Skelton mimicked the streak of
self-importance in most people.

In the slapstick comedy team of Bud Abbott and Lou Cos-
tello, American listeners found the tradition of vaudeville
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comedy enlivened by an energetic and disciplined patter style.
Emerging from small-time burlesque, Abbott and Costello
entered radio through their appearances on the Kate Smith
Show, an hour-long variety program which, thanks in no small
part to the comedy team, by the late 1930s had replaced the
Rudy Vallee Show as the most popular variety program in
radio. In 1942, the comedy team was starred in the popular
Abbott and Costello Show. Abbott’s character was that of the
level-headed straight man. Prone to chastising his partner, and
always ready to let him suffer the consequences, Abbott’s dour
personality contrasted effectively with that of Lou Costello.
Costello was the comedic force of the act. It was his vulnerable
personality—so prone to innocent errors, so gullible around
charlatans, and so inhibited in the company of women—that
was the most attractive aspect of the team. Audiences accepted
the loud screams and inane puns of Abbott and Costello; and
they marvelled at their well-timed and thoroughly-rehearsed
verbal routines, like the famous “Who's on first?’’ conversa-
tion; but it was the human fallibility of Costello that made the
pair one of the leading radio comedy acts throughout the
1940s.

The most consistently successful of the new generation of
talents was Edgar Bergen. While Bergen was a ventriloquist
with a modest personality, his dummy, Charlie McCarthy,
certainly balanced the traits of his operator. Charlie was a
blend of rascality, irreverence, and brashness. He flirted with
attractive guests and quarrelled pointedly with W. C. Fields.
Charlie said the things most people thought, but would dare
not utter. Bergen and McCarthy emerged from obscurity in
1936 when, after seeing them at a party, Rudy Vallee sug-
gested they guest on his program. It was Bergen’s talent, of
course, that produced the banter between himself and the
puppet, but it was Charlie’s bold personality that made the
act a hit. After many guest appearances with Vallee, the Edgar
Bergen-Charlie McCarthy Show premiered on NBC in 1937.
For the next fifteen years the program never fell below num-
ber seven in the annual ratings. In fact, in the years 1937—
1940 and 1942-1943, Bergen’s program was the top-rated pro-
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gram in radio. Although Bergen later developed other puppet
characters—the dull-witted Mortimer Snerd, the husband-
hunting old maid, Effie Klinker, and the unmemorable Po-
dine Puffington—none ever rivalled Charlie McCarthy for the
affection of audiences.

With the appearance of these new comedians, a second
generation of radio comics had emerged. By 1940, Al jJolson
was fifty-five years of age, Ed Wynn was fifty-four, Eddie
Cantor forty-eight, and Jack Benny and Fred Allen were
forty-six. In comparison, Bob Hope and Edgar Bergen were
thirty-seven years of age, Lou Costello was thirty-two, and Red
Skelton twenty-seven. Most of the new comedians had had
stage backgrounds, but none was as tied to the traditions of
vaudeville as the pioneers of the early 1930s. By the time this
second generation entered broadcasting, the capabilities of
radio as an entertainment medium were more fully under-
stood. Less attached to the past, the new comics were able to
adapt their material to fit these modern dimensions. There-
fore, as radio entered the 1940s, broadcast comedy did so with
an infusion of young and agile talent. Yet, the most significant
comedic development of the 1940s was not its gag comics. In-
stead, the most important growth in radio humor in that
decade was the flowering of situation comedy as the most
prevalent type of humor on the air.

The Situation Comedy—The Forties

In contrast to the variety style of comedy, with its big-
name hosts, stooges, guest stars, skits, orchestras, and fast-
paced atmosphere, the situation comedy of the 1940s relied
more strongly on drama—the sense of story with a definite
beginning, development, and ending—and hence produced its
humor within a strikingly different context. With the gag
comedians, listeners could not mistake the spirit of a stage
show which they possessed. The prologue by the star, the
banter between him and the guest, the skit or skits, and the
closing remarks combined to create a spectacle in which lis-
teners were seemingly placed in the audiece of a stage revue.
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Situation comedy, however, swept listeners directly into the
narrative. These comedies, especially those set within domestic
surroundings, opened within a familiar context and stayed
there until the program ended. Even those sitcoms that had
orchestral interludes and guest stars remained tied to a single
story line from beginning to end. In this manner, listeners
were taken directly to 79 Wistful Vista each week on the Fib-
ber McGee and Molly Show, to 1849 Rogers Lane on The Ad-
ventures of Ozzie and Harriet, or into Mr. Duffy's bar on
Duffy’s Tavern. In these familiar surroundings—or in new
surroundings made familiar because the regular characters
were visiting there—the audience was drawn into an episode
in which humor and dramatic narrative were blended.

The situation comedy was not new to the 1940s. It had
actually been developed in the late 1920s as a result of the suc-
cess of such early programs as Amos 'n’ Andy and The Rise of
the Goldbergs. Both serialized programs presented recurring
characters, functioning in familiar surroundings (Amos and
Andy ran the Fresh Air Taxi Company, and the Goldbergs
lived in the Jewish ghetto of the Lower East Side of New York
City), and into whose lives listeners were able to enter. That
this type of program hit a responsive note with Americans is
noticeable in the fact that by 1930 Amos 'n’ Andy was the top-
ranked program in the nation, and The Goldbergs remained
intermittently on radio for twenty years.

The development of situation comedy was adversely af-
fected when radio was inundated by vaudevillians in the early
1930s. Used to stage routines and joke-telling, few of these
established comedy stars developed successful situation come-
dies. This is not to say, however, that even at this time sitcoms
failed to appear. One of the most appreciated programs in
radio, Easy Aces, began in 1930. This serial featured the witty
conversations and adventures of Goodman and Jane Ace.
Housewife Jane was a master of malaprops whose mispronun-
ciations usually contained poignant double entendres. Her
misconstructed phrases—'‘up at the crank of dawn,” “working
my head to the bone,” and “you've got to take the bitter with
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the badder”—became nationally recognized bon mots. Hus-
band Goodman not only starred in the series, but for the fif-
teen years it was on the air, he was its sole writer.

Vic and Sade first appeared in mid-1932. Masterfully writ-
ten by Paul Rhymer, this daytime blend of soap opera and sit-
com focused on the antics of the fictional couple, Vic and
Sade Gook, who, with their young son, Rush, lived humor-
ously “in the little house half-way up in the next block,” in
the epitome of small-town America, “Crooper, Illinois—forty
miles from Peoria.” Throughout the 1930s audiences found in
Vic, Sade, Rush, and their silly friends—Dottie and Chuck
Brainfeeble, Smelly Clark, Ruthie Stembottom, Uncle Fletcher,
and Rishigan Fishigan from Sishigan, Michigan, a distinctive
absurdity which set it apart from most of the humor broad-
cast at this time.

Another important situation comedy to emerge in the
1930s was Lum and Abner. This series featured the Rube hu-
mor of Lum Edwards (Chester Lauck) and Abner Peabody
(Norris Goff), proprietors of the Jot 'Em Down Store in Pine
Ridge, Arkansas. The program came to network radio in mid-
1981 and for twenty-two years presented a vast range of rural
characters and ill-fated schemes. Lauck and Goff provided
almost all the voices for the show, from Cedric Weehunt, the
local idiot, and Snake Hogan, the village tough-guy, to the
money-hungry Squire Skimp, and Grandpappy Spear, the in-
veterate checkers player. Whether their tribulations concerned
such crises as caring for a lost infant, planning a trip to Mars
by rocketship, or training the weakling, Mousey Gray, to be a
prizefighter, the rustic pair demonstrated the viability of
situation comedy.

Despite the chronic popularity of sitcoms, American tastes
in humor in the 1930s continued strongly in favor of the
comedy-variety mixture associated with the stage comics. A
perusal of the C.A.B. ratings for that decade illustrates that
while comedy dominated the top-ten rankings each year, until
the 1940s the only situation comedy ever so popular was
Amos 'n’ Andy.

With the decline in popularity suffered by Amos 'n’
Andy, the sitcom format did not re-enter radio in any popular
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fashion until the end of the decade. Not until the success of
the Fibber McGee and Molly Show by 1940 did the situation
comedy become a strong alternative style. Jim and Marian
Jordan, stars of the program, had had ample training in radio
humor before attaining acceptance as Fibber McGee and
Molly. In the 1920s they had entertained Chicago audiences
with The Smith Family, and in the period 1931-1935 they had
appeared in a sitcom, The Smackouts, set in a grocery store
that was always “smack out of everything.” As the McGees,
from 1935 until 1957, they nurtured and refined two char-
acters who comically summarized the conditions of millions of
average American families. The series was well-written by Don
Quinn, a former cartoonist who had joined the Jordans in
1931 and remained with them throughout his career. The
humor, however, was not particularly innovative. Much of it
bore the mark of vaudeville in which the Jordans had worked
even before entering broadcasting. There were weekly visits to
the McGees' home by such distinctive characters as the self-
centered and short-tempered Mayor La Trivia, the puny-
voiced Wally Wimple, the bratty little girl next door, and the
wheezy and incredulous “Old Timer” whose skeptical retort,
“That's pretty good, Johnny, but that ain’t the way I heared
it,” became a standard of the program. The weekly adventures
encountered by the McGees were also unspectacular. A typical
program might center on Fibber finding a wristwatch, wall-
papering the house, suffering a toothache, or planning a
vacation.

The strength of the program lay in the two central char-
acters. As it was with second generation comedians like Bob
Hope and Edgar Bergen, the key to success with audiences in
the 1940s was the development of a fallible, recognizable, sym-
pathetic human character with whom listeners could warmly
identify. Fibber McGee and Molly were certainly in this mold.
They were familiar people, a blend of rural and urban that
was awkward and vulnerable enough to affect the serious emo-
tions as well as the funnybones of Americans. Fibber was
boastful, but ultimately inadequate, while Molly was non-
plussed by her exaggerating husband and always in control of
the situation. If Fibber started bragging about his theatrical
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Top Programs for Specified Periods3?

(includes average percentage of audience)

March 1930 to
February 1931

March 1931 to
February 1932

March 1932 to
February 1933

1. Amos 'n’ Andy
(37%)

March 1933 to

1. Amos 'n’ Andy

(33%)
3. Eddie Cantor

(18%)

March 1934 to

1. Eddie Cantor

(22%)
2. Amos 'n’ Andy

(20%)
4. Ed Wynn (18%)

5. Jack Pearl (179,)

October 1935 to

February 1934 February 1935 April 1936

1. Eddie Cantor 3. Joe Penner 2. Jack Benny
(25%) (19%) (26%)

1. Ed Wynn (259,) 4. Eddie Cantor 5. Fred Allen

5. Jack Pearl (239,) (18%,) (199)

7. Amos 'n’ Andy

(18%)
7. Burns and Allen

(18%)

October 1936 to
,ﬁpril 1987

4. Ed Wynn (18%)
6. Jack Benny

(17%)
8. Amos 'n’ Andy

(15%)
8. Fred Allen

(15%)

October 1937 to
April 1938

5. Burns and
Allen (199,)
10. Eddie Cantor

(15%)

October 1938 to
April 1939

1. Jack Benny

(33%)
2. Eddie Cantor

(25%)
5. Fred Allen

(22%)
5. Burns and Allen

(22%)

1. Edgar Bergen

(40%)
2. Jack Benny

(36%)
5. Eddie Cantor

(25%)
6. Fred Allen

(23%)

6. Burns and
Allen (239,)
10. Al Jolson

(21%)
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(42%)
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(36%)
5. Fred Allen
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October 1939 to

April 1940

1. Edgar Bergen
(40%)

2. Jack Benny
(39%)

4. Fibber McGee
(29%)

6. Bob Hope
(24%)

background, Molly was there to deflate his ego by reminding
him that the only play he ever wrote had been a disaster. If
Fibber whined about the blisters he was getting while digging,
Molly was there to mother him condescendingly and then
command him back to work. Or if Fibber cracked a corny joke
and looked for laughing approval, Molly would remind him
sourly, “'Tain’t funny, McGee,” Radio Guide magazine ex-
plained the strength of their humor when it cited them in
1936 as two of “those Pagliaccis of the air who were trying
their darndest to make America forget its troubles.”

They were Fibber McGee and Molly, whose homely hu-
mor might be that of your old Aunt Harriet in Cherokee
or mine in Kalamazoo—whose whole philosophy is as
sincere as yours or that of your good, kind neighbor next
door. In the beginning there was nothing subtle about
the McGee brand of humor. It was as honest as the
kitchen sink—as unpretentious as your old bone-handled
carving knife—and sometimes it was just as suddenly
sharp! In fact, theirs was Main Street entertainment, pure
and simple.3+

The Fibber McGee and Molly Show was not an over-
night success. It took Quinn and the Jordans several years to
be accepted by an audience used to the comedy and variety
mixture offered by big-name stars. In January 1936, for ex-
ample, their Hooper rating was 6.6 as compared to 26.8 for the
Jack Benny Program. Yet, by polishing their style, convincing
listeners of the variation possible within sitcoms, and develop-
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ing recognizable and funny characterizations, within four
years their rating had increased to 30.8 compared to Benny's
34.1. By February, 1943, the program set 2 new C.A.B. rating
record of 44.5, the highest rating a half-hour program had ever
achieved to that date.

The rise of the Fibber McGee and Molly Show led di-
rectly to a revival of situation comedy in radio. Eager to dupli-
cate the popularity and profitability of that series, sitcoms
proliferated in broadcasting in the 1940s. One of the principal
charms of this type of program was its low cost. Relative to the
traditional comedy show with a high-priced star, guests,
orchestra, and writers, the sitcoms were economically com-
petitive and often more profitable. A comparison of weekly
production costs and Hooper ratings for the top comedy-
variety and situation comedy programs in January 1944 re-
veals that the latter were usually less expensive and cost less
per rating point than the celebrity shows.

Program Economics
(January 1944) 3

Production C.A.B. Cost per
Comedy-Variety Costs Rating Point
Bob Hope $14,750 31.6 $467
Red Skelton $ 8,000 31.4 $255
Bergen & McCarthy $12,000 29.2 $411
Jack Benny $22,500 27.2 $806
Abbott & Costello $11,000 24.0 $458
Fred Allen $14,000 19.8 $707

Production C.A.B. Cost per
Situation Comedy Costs Rating Point
Fibber McGee & Molly $10,000 31.9 $313
The Aldrich Family $ 6,500 26.9 $242
Amos 'n’ Andy $ 9,000 17.1 $526
Blondie $ 5,000 16.3 $307
Great Gildersleeve $ 5,000 16.0 $307
That Brewster Boy $ 2,750 13.0 $212

Situation comedies of the 1940s usually related familiar
occurrences drawn from the realities of domestic life. A typical
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show might revolve around something as recognizable as re-
pairing a water pipe, purchasing a new hat, or greeting a visit-
ing relative. But whatever the context, the strength of sitcoms
was their blending of this credible, if unspectacular, narrative
action with plausible comedic development. In reality no one
ever produced as much laughter experimenting with a chemis-
try set as did Phil Harris on the Phil Harris-Alice Faye Show
on November 14, 1948. Yet the humorous incidents that hap-
pened in that broadcast—innocently spilling hydrochloric acid
on the tablecloth, creating an unknown blue and orange mix-
ture, accidentally dropping the mixture and causing an explo-
sion—were all possible developments and, therefore, hilari-
ously comprehensible to the audience. The jokes and skits
heard on the comedy-variety shows in the 1930s ranged from
unrealistic spoofs and satirical parodies, to fantasies and ab-
surdities, but the sitcoms of the next decade always possessed
an aura of suburban middle-class feasibility.

In terms of format, situation comedies fell into three dis-
tinctive types. Programs focused on the adventures occurring
to a family residing in its own home, or on a group of re-
curring but unrelated characters operating a business estab-
lishment, or—if the central character was mobile and could
usually be found in more than one locale—on a distinctive
personality.

The most prevalent format was that which concerned the
family. Here the family was invariably white, middle-class, and
living in a single-family home in the suburbs. For the Ander-
sons of Father Knows Best, this meant two proud parents and
three energetic children, Betty, Bud, and Kathy, all residing
on Maple Street in Springfield, U.S.A. For the Webster family
of Those Websters, it entailed mom and pop and two chil-
dren, Billy and Liz, living at 46 River Road in Spring City.
And for the Coopers, Liz and George, who had no children in
My Favorite Husband, it meant living in “a little white two-
story house’ at 321 Bundy Drive in the “bustling little suburb
of Sheridan Falls.” A twist to the formula was provided by
The Great Gildersleeve where “Unk” Throckmorton P.
Gildersleeve presided over rearing his niece and nephew, but
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still in a friendly and predictable neighborhood in the peace-
ful town of Summerdale. Whatever the composition of the
domestic unit, all such programs seemed dedicated to the func-
tion asserted in the opening to Those Websters, that this was
“our weekly reminder that families are fun.”

While most family situation comedies centered on the
adult characters, a significant variation on the motif was
found in those series spotlighting juvenile members. The pro-
totype of these shows was The Aldrich Family, an eminently
successful program revolving about Henry Aldrich and his
problems with adolescence. Evolving from a Broadway show
and several appearances by the play’s cast on the Rudy Vallee
Show, Henry and his entourage—his parents, sister, girl
friend, best friend, and other acquaintances—came to network
radio in the summer of 1939. For the next fourteen years their
program was among the highest-rated shows on the air. The
plots were ordinary, but their themes were teenaged. They
dealt with Henry's love problems, his troubles at school, or his
failure to communicate with adults. Although aimed at a typi-
cal evening audience, a mixture of adults and youngsters, The
Aldrich Family was the first radio series to concentrate its at-
tention on teenagers. Programming for and about children
had always been juvenile in orientation. The Jack Arm-
strongs, Captain Midnights, Uncle Dons, and Little Orphan
Annies of broadcasting made no pretense at trying to appeal
to, or reflect, the sensitive world of the teenager. On the other
hand, adult programming in the evening hours usually
avoided juvenile characterizations unless, like Fanny Brice’s
Baby Snooks, they were infantile comics. In Henry Aldrich,
however, network radio presented in prime time a vigorous
and well-intentioned image of the humorously-innocent
American adolescent.

The success of The Aldrich Family led to a considerable
number of imitations. 4 Date with Judy, which premiered in
1941, featured a feminine equivalent of Henry Aldrich. Where
Henry had Homer as his best friend, Judy Foster had Mitzi;
where Henry had a younger sister, Judy had a kid brother;
and where Henry's best girl was Kathleen Anderson, Judy's
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beau was Oogie Pringle. Also in this format were programs
like Meet Corliss Archer, Junior Miss, Maudie’s Diary, That
Brewster Boy, and The Adventures of Archie Andrews—all of
which debuted in the early 1940s. Certainly such series in-
volved the interactions of family members with mundane
problems and comic situations, but the emphasis was clearly
on the teenager in the house. The weekly opening lines to
That Brewster Boy aptly summarized this approach, as they
proclaimed:

This is the story of an average American family, the

Brewsters. You'll find people like Mom, Dad, Nancy and

Joey Brewster in every town in this country of ours. Yes,

that's right, you'll even find boys like Joey in every town,
because Joey's problems are universal.

All these series probed the laughable consequences of
teenage life. Beneath the humor, however, there was a reality
which suggested that along with the comedy, there was pain in
being an adolescent. Girl-friend and boy-friend problems
could be agonizing for Joey Brewster or Corliss Archer; rec-
onciling parental demands with one's own desires was often
difficult for Judy Graves of Junior Miss and Maudie Mason of
Maudie’s Diary; and Archie Andrews encountered humiliation
as well as humor when he displayed his awkwardness in adult
society. In surfacing such tensions, even in a comedic context,
radio pioneered in the commercialization and analysis of
teenage culture through the mass media. It was a process that
television, film, and popular music would develop more fully
in the next two decades.

Radio situation comedies were middle-class morality tales.
The American family was portrayed as a vital institution in
which love, trust, and self-confidence were best developed. Al-
tercations resulted from misunderstanding or a lack of trust;
disruptions in social harmony were short-lived and trivial;
personal weaknesses were often the signs of tolerant charac-
ters; and love and respect permeated the narrative, A dis-
gruntled Henry Aldrich might scream “Jeepers!” “Yikes!” or
“Gee Whiz!” when commanded by his father; yet, ultimately,
he followed Pop’s advice. Dagwood Bumstead in Blondie
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might be indecisive and awkward, but he possessed a compas-
sionate personality. Chester A. Riley, the blue-collar hero of
The Life of Riley, could exclaim “What a revoltin’ develop-
ment this turned out to be,” but listeners knew that the “de-
velopment”” would not destroy Riley’s warm family life and
sympathetic nature, and that circumstances would not stay
“revoltin’ ” for too long. When Ozzie Nelson was not on speak-
ing terms with his next-door neighbor, it was because of an in-
significant misunderstanding that would be happily resolved
before the program ended. In this manner, sitcoms provided
social lessons. They instructed audiences in the value
of friendliness, honesty, respect, tolerance, and other salient
attitudes of a middle-class society. These secular parables prof-
fered models which cleverly combined comedy and social
message, an act of camouflage that made the sermonizing more
palatable. In the process, they became powerful communi-
cators of the values necessary for the well-being of a civiliza-
tion of competitive, success-oriented citizens seeking still to
maximize harmony and eliminate dissension.

The moralistic dimension of domestic situation comedies
was appreciated by religious institutions. In 1947 the Inter-
national Council of Religious Education polled ninety per-
cent of the Protestant churches in the United States to dis-
cover which programs most faithfully portrayed American life.
Criteria used in the selection was heavily moralistic, for ac-
cording to a spokesman, the following standards were applied
to each series:

(1) Is the family true to life? (2) Is the family demo-
cratic? (3) Does the family recognize God in its everyday
living? (4) Is there a high moral tone to the program?
(5) Is the sponsoring commercial in keeping with the
best in family life? (6) Is there a high type of humor?
(7) Does the family show an interest in the community,

the nation and the world? (8) Is the home the center of

security and strength? (9) Does the program portray the

family as improving?3¢
The list of the top ten programs, in alphabetical order, illus-
trates that American churches well understood the social and
moral values underlying radio sitcoms:
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Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet (sitcom)

The Aldrich Family (sitcom)

A Date with Judy (sitcom)

Fibber McGee and Molly Show (sitcom)

The Greatest Story Ever Told (religious drama)
Life Can Be Beautiful (soap opera)

Ma Perkins (soap opera)

Mayor of the Town (sitcom/drama)

One Man’s Family (soap opera)

Pepper Young's Family (soap opera)

Important, though less numerous, were those situation
comedies centering on a business establishment or a distinctive
character. Duffy’s Tavern, set in a pub, and Meet Me at
Parky’s, located in a restaurant, presented humor-laden stories
of plans going astray but leading inevitably to happy resolu-
tion. Duffy’s Tavern featured musical interludes and guest
stars like Bing Crosby, Rex Harrison, and Ida Lupino, but its
sustaining dimension was the weekly predicament encountered
by Archie, the manager, and his tavern regulars, Clifton Fin-
negan, Clancy the cop, and Miss Duffy. One week it might be
Archie scheming for a raise or preparing the tavern for the
visit of a celebrity, the next it might involve Miss Duffy’s con-
stant search for a husband or Archie trying to win money to
make the books balance. In Meet Me at Parky’s, Nick Parkya-
karkas, the popular stooge for Eddie Cantor and Al Jolson in
the 1930s, emerged as the proprietor of a diner in which prob-
lems and beef stew mixed with guest stars, musical interludes,
and a cast of comedic regulars that provided a Greek-Ameri-
can equivalent of Duffy’s Irish-American realm.

Despite the absence of a home and family, this type of
sitcom paralleled the domestic format. Instead of a house in
the suburbs, the bar or restaurant functioned as the friendly
domicile in which comedy and narrative unfolded. Instead of
a family, it offered the host as a surrogate head-of-household,
and the recurring characters as the remainder of a pseudo-
family. Like the domestic sitcoms, moreover, the problems en-
countered in these comedy shows were always upliftingly
resolved.

Those comedies stressing a distinctive leading character
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still adhered to the sitcom mixture of a central personality
augmented by surrounding comedic characters. Such princi-
pals were neither married nor tied to a business establishment,
and therefore possessed physical mobility that rendered loca-
tion secondary to individuality. By the early 1940s, the Jack
Benny Program, the leading comedy-variety series of the pre-
ceding decade, had evolved into a situation comedy of this
type. Benny's escapades took place at home, in his neighbor’s
house, at his studio, on a train, at the race track, or wherever
his writers felt it advantageous to locate their leading char-
acter. Without a spouse, family, or home, Benny was free to be
situated anywhere consistent with the characterization built
into his role.

Both men and women appeared as central characters in
this sitcom format. The empty-headed blonde secretary, Irma
Peterson, dominated the antics that occurred on My Friend
Irma. Connie Brooks was the man-chasing center of Our Miss
Brooks. And the hillbilly actress, Judy Canova, portrayed her-
self as an unmarried celebrity on the Judy Canova Show. Also
in this style were programs like Life with Luigi which con-
cerned the adventures of Luigi Bosco, a recent immigrant
from Italy; and Amos 'n’ Andy which in 1943 had become a
half-hour, non-serialized sitcom vascillating between the
schemes of George “Kingfish” Stevens and the dreams of
Andrew H. Brown. Although such programs avoided the ex-
treme mobility of the Jack Benny Program, their stress on
personality and their de-emphasis of family and locale clearly
distinguished them in terms of format.

One of the most interesting variations in this type of pro-
gramming was Maisie. The series appeared in 1945 and con-
cerned the assorted adventures of Maisie Revere, a world-wise
beauty from Brooklyn who, between show-business flops,
drifted from city to city encountering varied occupations, fresh
men, and comedic situations. Based on the “Maisie” movies
produced by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, this radio series pre-
sented an image of liberated womanhood that was far ahead
of its time. For the sake of respectability, Maisie was engaged to
Eddie Jordan, whom she affectionately described as a “good-
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lookin’, sweet-talkin’, lovable, lazy, no-good bum.” She was
only able to commiserate with her fiance, however, during
those shows that unfolded in New York City. But Maisie's
antics took place throughout the world. She was immediately
at home in a London dress shop or a Texas dude ranch. She
railroaded, drove, sailed, or hitchhiked her way from one
locale to another, demonstrating an earthy understanding of
men that was punctuated by a solid slap across the face of the
more aggressive wolves. Maisie, however, possessed the pro-
verbial heart of gold. Whether she was working at a blood
bank, or spending her last dollar to buy movie tickets for a
group of orphans, she was a singular figure whose feminine
assertiveness and independence was even more striking when
compared to the stereotyped dumb-blonde stupidity of Irma
Peterson and the husband-hunting predictability of Connie
Brooks.

The Decline and Fall of Radio Comedy—
Into the Fifties

Broadcast comedy did not die in the late 1940s and 1950s.
It simply ceased to be relevant to American society. With the
advent of television and its success in post-war society, listeners
became viewers, audio fell victim to video, and the function of
radio humor was preempted by its televised competition. Dur-
ing this period there were many reasons offered in explanation
for the decline of comedy on the air. Some said there was a
paucity of new talent, others suggested that the jokes were
repetitive and boring. It was TV, however, that was the most
significant undermining element.

Ironically, the chief catalyst in this development was a
comedian whose radio career had been less than spectacular.
Milton Berle had never had a successful radio series. In the
period from 1936-1948, he had appeared on such forgettable
programs as Gillette's Community Sing, Stop Me If You've
Heard This One, Let Yourself Go, and the quiz show, Kiss and
Make Up. His biggest break in radio, the Milton Berle Show,
appeared in the 1947-1948 season, but was hindered by Berle's
comedic delivery. His was a screwball comedy style involving
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physical antics and a group of stooges giving vent to their ec-
centricities which appealed more to the studio audience than
to listeners sitting blindly before a radio. Berle was forever
making asides to his live audience and apparently deviating
from the script with spontaneous quips and gestures. As a tele-
vision comic, however, the clowning and mugging that were
pointless on radio became important assets. Berle entered
television with his Texaco Star Theater on September 21, 1948,
and within weeks he was the most popular entertainer in the
nation. His program of October 19 gained a Hooper rating of
63.2 in metropolitan New York City. This translated to a 92.4
percent share of the televison audience, the highest rating ever
achieved by a radio or TV program. What was most impor-
tant, however, was that Berle's phenomenal popularity stirred
other comedians into considering the new medium.

Eddie Cantor had long been sympathetic to television. In
the 1930s, he warmly lent his support to the emerging me-
dium, suggesting to readers of radio fan magazines that tele-
vision would ‘‘stage such entertainment as the world has never
dreamed of,”3” and, ‘“Television is a reality. Those who doubt
it is here are like the fellows who stood in the streets a few
years ago when gasoline engines went by and said—'do you
think they're real?’ 3¢ Yet, like most successful radio come-
dians, Cantor was leery of TV once its potential had been
revealed by Milton Berle. He seemed as much fearful as criti-
cal when he told an interviewer in early 1949, “What I have
seen on my television set, with the exception of one or two
shows, has been the worst kind of junk. It seems that the pro-
ducers of this trivia have only one thing on their minds—is it
cheap!’3®

Cantor was not alone in his distaste for TV. Jim jordan
was reluctant to join the new medium, telling Variety, “We
pioneered in radio, but we aren’t as ambitious as we were 25
years ago, so we'd rather sit back for a while and let the young
blood do the groundwork.”# Jack Benny seemed more irra-
tional when he wrote in 1946, “Hold off television. Science be
damned! Long live radio!”4* He retained this circumspect
attitude for many years for, although he made his television
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debut in January 1949, Benny did not quit his radio career
until 1955. Groucho Marx also belittled the new entertain-
ment form, focusing his ridicule on the technological quality
of TV in 1949. As he wryly explained it, his was, at best, an
ambiguous feeling toward television.

Despite all this, with bloodshot eyes, I watch this ogre
night after night, bored but nevertheless fascinated by its
potentialities. How long can I survive on radio against
this new monster? When will I become a public charge?
Long before midnight this quivering and erratic enter-
tainment signs off, and in a semi-stupor 1 grope my way
to my bedroom wherc the butler feeds me a double
seconol, places ice packs on my eyes, and until I fall asleep
chants over and over the immortal words of George M.
Cohan, “Don’t worry, kid, the only thing that will keep
the average American at home is a dame.” Thus, reas-
sured I fall into a deep slumber broken by a violent night-
mare, excessive sweating and an unconscious desire to
jump out of the window.42

Similar consternation came from Bob Hope and Al Jol-
son. Edgar Bergen, however, took a different line of attack. He
assailed the degenerating state of comedy writing, claiming
that the switch to TV was as much the fault of bad radio com-
edy as it was fascination with the new medium. He argued
that radio wore out talent, sapped the energy, and drained the
imagination. “We don’t expect our major novelists to turn
out a new book every single year,” he complained, “but we ex-
pect radio comedians and their writers to turn out a frothy
half-hour, smart as new paint, every single week.”** In one of
the more public displays of such waning confidence in broad-
casting, Fred Allen’s poetic stooge, Humphrey Titter, recited
the following rhyme on the Fred Allen Show on November
28, 1948:

Farewell to you, old radio jokes,
I can stand you no longa.
California weather, and Airwick,
Azusa and Cucamunga.

Who's on first?, Jolson’s age,
How big is Durante’s nose?
Cantor with his five daughters,
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How sloppy are Crosby’s clothes?
Allen’s Alley, the “mean widdle kid,”
Sinatra looking so bowly.

Fibber McGee and his closet—tell me,
Which twin has the Toni?

“Coming, Mother,” “Listen, Gracie,”
At long last I've made my decision.
So, farewell to you, old radio jokes,
I'm turning to television.

Not all of the leading comedians were apprehensive about
television. George Burns and George Jessel felt that while TV
would create its own artistic dimensions, a good comedy act
from vaudeville or radio could be readily adjusted to its
demands.** Ed Wynn, the first big-name star to produce a
kinescoped television series on the West Coast, enthusiastically
supported television. In the summer of 1949, he publicly
chided his colleagues who were afraid to enter it. According to
Wynn, most of the great comedians were hiding their fear of
TV behind criticism of the quality of the kinescope process
and other technical issues. “I have fear, too,” he added, “fear
whether the public will accept me on television. But I don’t
fear TV itself.”+

Although network officials clearly recognized that, in the
words of CBS vice president Hubbell Robinson, Jr., “No one
in his right mind can seriously doubt that television is going
to be 2 dominant factor in American life,”*¢ American radio
produced some of its most impressive comedy programs in
these twilight years. In the late 1940s, comediennes emerged
with more importance than ever before. In Eve Arden (Our
Miss Brooks), Lucille Ball (My Favorite Husband), and
Marie Wilson (My Friend Irma), CBS belatedly began to
feature women as the central characters in situation comedy.
Until that time there had been few significant female humor-
ists in radio. Former vaudevillians like Gracie Allen and
Fanny Brice, as well as younger talents like Judy Canova, Cass
Daley, and Joan Davis, enjoyed popularity. Yet, relative to the
number of male comics in broadcasting, the role of the come-
dienne had been limited. In tapping this source of talent, net-

WorldRadioHistory



Radio Comedy 149

work radio ushered in a new generation of comics who would
easily and successfully make the transition to television.

Radio also produced several new male comedians in this
disintegrative period. Among the fresh and distinctive talents
unveiled by the networks were Morey Amsterdam, Art Carney,
Alan Young, Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis, Bob Elliott
and Ray Goulding, Danny Kaye, Danny Thomas, and Jackie
Gleason. Whether as supporting comics, or as stars of their
own programs, except for Bob and Ray, none of these come-
dians achieved sustained popularity in radio. Instead, their
skill would be more fully realized in motion pictures and some
of the most successful sitcoms in TV history.

When it appeared as a national program, the Bob and
Ray Show presented listeners a style of comedy not heard regu-
larly since the demise of Stoopnagle and Budd in the 1930s.
They were improvisational comedians whose zany parodies
and satires exhibited flawless timing and pace, cleverly hiding
the fact that much of their routines was ad-libbed. The two
men met at WHDH in Boston in 1946, and emerged on NBC
in 1951. Bob and Ray presented a variety of comedy skits on
their show, but they were especially effective in lampooning
radio programming. They spoofed soap operas with their own
series, Mary Backstage, Noble Wife; children’s programs in
Jack Headstrong, the All-American American; and detective
shows in Mr, Trace, Keener Than Most Persons. In the char-
acter, Wally Ballou, they presented an image of a bumbling,
inept radio newscaster, forever butting into the interview and
often cutting short the interviewee. In Steve Bosco they pre-
sented an inebriated sportscaster whose “scoops” were usually
eight days late—he had all the details except the score. More
specifically, their character Arthur Sturdley was a parody of
Arthur Godfrey, and was played as a fierce bore, among whose
claims to fame was a collection of Hawaiian shirts with a clean
change of ukulele to go with each.

In a medium that was losing its battle with television—
and this meant the curtailment of elaborate comedy programs
and the emergence of a new function for radio—Bob and Ray
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suited the new role of radio. Unlike comedy-variety or situa-
tion comedy, their snappy patter style was concise and easily
encapsulated into short time periods. An audience that turned
to radio for music and news could appreciate the pace and
precision of their humor. At an earlier date, without an
orchestra, stooges, or guest stars, their type of comedy would
have been incongruous with popular tastes. But in the me-
chanical and austere style of programming in the late 1950s
and 1960s, the Bob and Ray Show was perfectly adjusted.

The networks did not surrender easily to TV. In the
1940s they hoped to halt the erosion of programming by bring-
ing celebrities to situation comedy, and by creating new com-
edy shows. Gertrude Berg was brought back to CBS in The
Goldbergs in 1949, Ronald and Benita Colman in The Halls
of Ivy in 1950, and Cary Grant and Betsy Drake in Mr. and
Mrs. Blandings in 1951 represented an attempt to present
man-and-wife teams on radio. Some of the more memorable
new programs included Hogan’s Daughter (in 1949 with
Shirley Booth), December Bride (in 1952 with Spring Bying-
ton), My Little Margie (in 1952 with Gale Storm), I Love
Lucy (in 1952 with Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz), and the
Steve Allen Show (in 1950). All enjoyed varying degrees of
popularity, but radio’s days as a creative aspect of American
comedy were drawing to a close.

The collapse of radio humor was most dramatically
demonstrated in the fate of Fred Allen. Long the sardonic con-
science of his craft, Allen’s wit had a touch of intellectuality
and critical sarcasm that was unique among broadcasting
comics. This probably explains why he enjoyed large audi-
ences in his many years on radio, yet never reached the massive
ratings that Benny or Cantor—with their more generalized
comedy-—were able to garner. Allen disliked the threat that
television posed to his profession. He once summarized his
animosity by remarking, ‘“Television is a triumph of equip-
ment over people, and the minds that control it are so small
that you could put them in the navel of a flea and still have
enough room beside them for a network vice-president’s
heart.”*” He was likewise disgusted with the quality of humor
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as it was produced in postwar radio. He attacked the commer-
cialized nature of broadcasting where Hooper ratings were
more important to the networks than the quality of its pro-
gramming. He wryly joked, “Next time you see a radio come-
dian with his hair gray before his time, his cheeks sunken, his
step halt, please understand that he isn’t dying....He las
been caught with his Hooper down, that’s all.”’+®

Allen made his feelings abundantly clear when on Janu-
ary 30, 1949, he appeared as the narrator of the NBC public
affairs program, Living—I1949. The show presented a history
of American humor, and in its final minutes questioned Allen
about the present state of radio comedy.*® He portrayed radio
as the point “where humor has reached its lowest ebb,” and
accused it of having lost all spontaneity since “the king of the
airwaves, the comedian, is rarely more than a mouthpiece for
his writers.” Allen cited a recent routine between himself and
Jack Benny as containing more than a grain of truth, for when
Allen began to insult his “rival,” Benny replied that Allen
would not dare belittle him if his gag writers were present.
“Radio’s so-called wit,” according to Allen, “tends to be the
product of tired gag writers and hectic gag sessions.”

This bitter assessment was prompted not only by Allen’s
analysis of comedy, but also by a combination of ill health,
chronic rancor with the network over censorship, and destruc-
tive competition with the phenomenally popular giveaway
program Stop the Music! While he could manage high blood-
pressure and wary NBC censors, the prizes and money offered
on the giveaway show ultimately ended his career.

In an energetic, fast-paced hour, Stop the Music! called
people at random throughout the United States, offering
prizes and cash worth over $30,000. Within months of its
premier in March 1948, it had captured the imagination of
post-Depression and postwar Americans and had lured mil-
lions of listeners away from Allen on NBC and the Edgar Ber-
gen-Charlie McCarthy Show on CBS. With television already
siphoning off listeners, the Fred Allen Show collapsed in the
Hooper ratings. Where in January 1948, the program was
coasting near the top with a 28.7 rating, by March 1949, it had
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plummeted to 7.9. Allen parodied Stop the Music!, he ridi-
culed it, and he even offered to pay $5,000 to anyone missing
a call from the giveaway program because he was listening to
the Fred Allen Show. Allen was beaten by the end of the
1948-1949 radio season.

Feeling that broadcasting had reached the point of buy-
ing listeners with expensive premiums and frenctic quiz shows,
he left radio in 1949 a disillusioned man. His attempts at
television were poorly received, and when Allen appeared in
the early 1950s as a panelist on the television show What’s My
Line? his career had sadly degenerated. He was still a panelist
on that program when he died of a heart attack in 1956 at the
age of sixty.

The experience of Fred Allen in the declining years of
radio programming was shared by other comics. In November
1952, Bob Hope was switched to a morning program airing
daily from 9:30 to 9:45 a.M. By January 1953, moreover, the
ratings on his evening program had dropped to 5.3. Eddie
Cantor concluded his career on radio as a disk jockey in the
early 1950s. The great topical wit, Henry Morgan, ended up in
1957 as the host of an insignificant quiz show, Sez Who? The
brilliant newcomer, satirist Stan Freberg, produced in 1957
one of the most original comedy-variety programs in radio. It
vanished after fifteen weeks, however, because he could find
no sponsor. Among those comedians who remained loyal to
radio into the mid-1950s, Jack Benny and Edgar Bergen gen-
erated ratings that were at best dismal shadows of the popu-
larity they once commanded.

Radio comedy, which had been integral to mass entertain-
ment for a quarter-century, had ceased to be important to an
increasingly television-oriented society. As radio returned in-
exorably to its original format of music and talk program-
ming, its function as the purveyor of popular humor evapo-
rated. Yet, broadcast comedy left a significant legacy. Come-
dians had revived radio in the early 1930s, and in the process
made it one of the most effective antidotes to mass despair and
the Depression. Later, to a nation preoccupied with individual
struggle and international combat, radio comedy was a reas-
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suring link with a happier world in which hostility was effec-
tively offset by fantasy—where all gruff bosses were like
Dagwood’s Mr. Dithers or Rochester’s Jack Benny, and where
global conflagrations were soothed by the antics of Eddie
Cantor’s spirited personality, or Fibber McGee and Molly’s
relaxed self-confidence. While it was reassuring to millions
that most of the successful comics of television in the 1950s
had their roots deep in the history of broadcasting, it was dis-
appointing to some that the imaginative realm of humor
created by radio was gone. Radio comedy had served its audi-
ences faithfully as companion, advisor, model, and entertainer.
Its passing into irrelevance in the 1950s signaled the end of a
distinct era in the history of American civilization.
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Detective Programming
and the Search for
Law and Order

The detective story is one of the most compelling and well-
received forms of creative expression in the American popular
arts. With its emphasis upon plot, character, and method-of-
detection, this genre has enjoyed broad success in literature,
film, television, and radio. As a format specifically in radio,
the detective story emerged in the late 1920s and within two
decades was one of the most prolific types of evening broad-
casting. Attesting to its popularity, one critic deduced that by
1945 there was an average of ninety minutes of crime pro-
grams broadcast daily, and each show was heard by more than
five million listeners.*

The strength of the detective drama was twofold: it was
relatively inexpensive to produce and it was attractive to
listeners. Detective shows were much less costly than the com-
edy and variety programs which abounded in radio. Further-
more, they returned a significantly higher homes-per-dollar-
invested figure than other genres. In 1950, for instance,
Variety estimated the weekly costs of the Jack Benny Program
and Bing Crosby Show to have been $40,000 each, while the
production costs on all but a few detective dramas ranged
from $4,000 to $7,000.2 Although detective shows seldom
entered the higher ranks of the Hooper or Nielsen ratings,
these less expensive programs delivered more listeners per
sponsor’s dollar than did prestigious comedy and variety series.
The average evening mystery program in 1950 garnered 267
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homes per dollar, while variety-musicals gained 215, general
drama 187, variety-comedy 163, and concert music 123.3

The financially-inexpensive nature of detective series was
notable in terms of the acting talent they utilized. Comedians
like Eddie Cantor or singers like Al Jolson received lavish con-
tracts before agreeing to perform, but detective dramas did not
need expensive “name” actors. What was necessary was a clear
and distinctive voice and an ability to read fluidly and to in-
ject emotion into the performance. Producers and advertising
agencies had scores of skilled radio actors from which to
choose. This situation ensured relatively low wages and ob-
scurity for most chosen performers. Thus, favorite detective
series such as The Shadow, Mr. District Attorney, and Nick
Carter, Master Detective might enjoy lengthy popularity, but
actors, such as Bret Morrison, Jay Jostyn, and Lon Clark, had
to expect lower salaries and much less publicity than other
broadcasting personalities.

This is not to say that the creators of radio detective series
were so niggardly as to ostracize big-name talent. Edward G.
Robinson in Big Town and Basil Rathbone in The Adven-
tures of Sherlock Holmes, both commencing in the late 1930s,
enjoyed great success for several seasons. Yet, not until the
threat posed by television was clearly understood by network
and agency producers was there an effort to lure Broadway
and Hollywood celebrities into detective programs. Then, in
the late 1940s and early 1950s, such luminaries as Dick Powell
in Richard Diamond, Private Detective, Joel McCrae in Tales
of the Texas Rangers, George Raft in Rocky Jordon, and
Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall in Bold Venture ap-
peared in their own successful series. By this date, however,
the future of radio as a significant source for drama was al-
ready doomed; and rather than a period of flowering in which
stage and motion picture personalities became an integral part
of radio production, this was a terminal phase in which radio
sought to survive by artificial methods.

In terms of entertainment, detective shows afforded lis-
teners the opportunity to mix the deductive process of intel-
lect with the emotional intensity of fantasy. These programs
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came in various trappings. But whether it was a traditional
private investigator, a detective from a local, state, or federal
police agency, an amateur sleuth, or an international crime-
solver, the heroes of these series engaged the imagination and
transported listeners along a deductive route toward a solution
of the crime. On one level, the process was simply resolving
puzzles: the writers had hidden clues within the story, and the
detective and his audience moved inexorably toward fitting
those clues together to name the guilty person or persons.
The detectives, however, were more than diverting logicians;
and the audience was more than simply listening.

Several scholars have suggested convincingly that detec-
tive heroes in the popular arts must be viewed as social and
cultural symbols, that more than pure entertainment, such
characterizations are important reaffirmations of the moral
values at the base of American civilization. Sociologist Orrin
E. Klapp contended that heroes were of singular importance
because they possessed certain socially-desirable attributes
(courage, devotion, prowess, etc.) and they pursued signifi-
cant goals (overcoming evil, championing justice, etc) . Klapp
noted that even in this secular era when religious faith was
declining, the belief in temporal heroes continued to thrive.
In this way, heroes in American culture assumed semi-divine
personalities, operating in place of the traditional saints and
demi-gods of Western civilization.

Charles ]. Rolo took the religious implications of Ameri-
can heroes even further, contending, “The detective story is
modern man's Passion Play.” The detective, he pointed out, is
akin to the average man with his shortcomings: Nero Wolfe
overeats, Sherlock Holmes uses cocaine, and Michael Lanyard
is a reformed thief. Yet, in Rolo's view, all detectives have
“The Call,” all are Saviors, possessing the saving Grace that
would bring all their observers to the Light. As he argued:

The hero suspects everyone, for the murderer is Every-
man; the murder is the symbol of the guilt, the imperfec-
tion, that is in all of us. In his search for the hidden
truth the hero is exposed to danger, thrashes about in
darkness, sometimes suffers in the flesh, for it is by his
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travail that the Savior looses the world of its sins. In the
detective’s hour of triumph, the world is, for a moment,
redeemed. Unconsciously, we die a little when the mur-
derer meets his fate, and thus we are purged of guilt. ...
We exult that Truth has been made known and that
Justice has prevailed.s

The detective story in general, and its dramatization in
radio in particular, functioned as more than a form of fun.
Throughout its story and structure, the detective program
communicated important moral lessons to American society.
The essence of those messages lay in the fact that within each
drama the villain never won and the hero never lost. Whether
or not a program openly declared that “crime does not pay,”
this was the message expounded in all broadcasts. In a civiliza-
tion established upon the principle of private ownership of
property—be it land, coin, or life—such a proclamation is a
functional necessity. It is an imperative that can never be com-
municated too often. Those who would achieve private prop-
erty outside the socially-approved methods must be shown to
lose. Such villains must become objects of scorn and contempt,
marked as Cain so that owners within society might be on
guard when in their presence, and would-be emulators might
learn from their example. Radio detective series, in this man-
ner, served as theaters in which to blend this serious lesson
within a diverting context, illustrating repeatedly that anti-
social villains must be reformed, incarcerated, or executed so
that the society of the propertied might be secure and en-
during.

The actions of radio’s crime-solvers also presented a sig-
nificant personal message to listeners. This communication
was related both to psychological stability and social prosper-
ity within American civilization. When Sam Spade, Johnny
Dollar, Sgt. Joe Friday, Lamont Cranston, or any of the
numerable detectives encountered crime, it was within a
familiar pattern. At the beginning of a broadcast the hero was
usually found peacefully and calmly uninvolved. With the
introduction of other characters, he inexorably found himself
enmeshed in trouble and was physically and intellectually
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challenged. Accepting this new reality and eventually solving
the dilemma, the detective inevitably ended his weekly ad-
venture with a sense of self-confidence and achievement. As
these champions of justice acted out their formulaic lives, they
actually provided a paradigm for effective social existence.
Like the challenges which routinely confronted the fictional
detectives, the developments which threaten disorder in the
personal life of the listener had to be faced and overcome. The
route to stability, emotional and material, was to be found
only in such triumph. Detective programs, therefore, sup-
plied millions of Americans with understandable stories of
achievement within a competitive, mass society. Whether they
are viewed as coping with the potentially-debilitating threat
to psychological stability, or through personal labor overcom-
ing the challenge and improving their social condition, the
salutary model presented by these sleuths touched the most
fundamental aspects of life in the United States.

In this perspective, detective drama attains the status of a
secular Passion Play serving to fortify both the civilization and
its constituency. In an earlier time and place, such stories
would have been embodied in sacred scripture and exegesis.
But in the United States in the twentieth century—where the
victory of State over Church, and of This-World over Other-
World is strongly achieved—<citizens must find models in
their own popular culture. Because they reached far more citi-
zens than did detective literature or film, radio detective pro-
grams performed a strategic role in strengthening the tenor
of existence within the American commonwealth.

Despite the omnipresence of social lessons within de-
tective programming, it would be incorrect to consider this
radio genre as monolithic. There was, in fact, a great deal of
variation in the series as they ranged from the documentary
frankness of True Detective Mysteries, to the comedic cuteness
of The Thin Man, and from the intellectual precision of The
Adventures of Sherlock Holmes to the brutality of Pat Novak
for Hire. Significantly, there are three strategic criteria which
appeared in all detective shows: 1) the attitude of the pro-
gram toward crime and its solution; 2) the function of the
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central character’s personality; and 3) the view of life and
society presented in the story—and depending upon the em-
phasis within each series, radio detective programs can be
divided into three distinctive types: Realistic Detective, Glam-
orous Detective, and Neo-Realistic Detective. From a study of
these typologies, it is possible to gain a clearer comprehension
of detective drama on the air and its relationship to American
life.

The Realistic Detective

The first crime solvers in radio were Realistic Detectives.
Traditional, conservative, and ploddingly rational in their ap-
proach to solving crimes, these detectives emerged in local and
network broadcasting in the late 1920s. Their popularity was
such that they remained an integral part of broadcasting until
the end of creative programming,.

The stress in the Realistic Detective series was upon the
logical process by which the crime was solved. In these pro-
grams crime was an undesirable dimension of social reality,
and the emphasis upon solving the mystery in an organized,
dispassionate manner suggested to listeners that through such
a deliberate methodology the forces for Good within society
were forever at work eradicating irrational criminality. Every-
thing in such programs, from the personality of the detective
to the perspective it presented on life and society, was periph-
eral and without strategic value to the more realistic goal of
finding the villain and thereby carrying out justice.

Typical of the early programs in which the Realistic De-
tective operated was the local series Unfinished Play. This
series appeared in late 1929 on WMAQ in Chicago. In this
program the emphasis upon the rational process in solving
crimes was transformed into a gimmick. Each week the drama
would end before the actual solution was revealed; then the
sponsor, a local furniture store, would offer $200 as a prize to
the listener who could provide the most acceptable ending.
Writing a fitting conclusion to dramas with such titles as
“The Solemn Murder,” “The Mystery of the Vieux Carré,”
and “Murder in Studio A’ certainly demanded literary talent
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to be judged “the best solution,” but inevitably listeners had
to demonstrate almost mathematical precision in solving the
crime according to the clues cryptically woven into the plot.

As awkward as this format might appear, it was a popular
style. One of the most successful variants of this approach was
the network series, The Eno Crime Club. The program was
sponsored by the manufacturers of Eno antacid salts, and for
five seasons, 1931-1936, was broadcast in two half-hour install-
ments weekly. Described in one show as a “thrill-a-minute
radio riddle challenging your detective ability,” the scheme of
The Eno Crime Club was to present in the Tuesday drama all
the clues to the solution of a crime. The following day the
chief characters, a somber police investigator named Spenser
Dan and his assistant Dan Cassidy, relentlessly acted out the
solution to the problem. The program was slow and monoto-
nous by later radio standards, and the clichés and atmosphere
of the series were reminiscent of gangster movies of the early
1980s such as Little Caesar and Public Enemy. Nevertheless,
The Eno Crime Club was an immensely popular series, one
fan magazine in 1934 terming it “the oldest, largest and most
successful detective show in radio.”®

The strength of The Eno Crime Club lay in its relation-
ship to the criminality which was glaringly a part of American
reality in the 1930s. This was the period in which romanti-
cized desperadoes such as “Machine Gun” Kelly, Clyde Bar-
row, Bonnie Parker, and John Dillinger, as well as the count-
less hoodlums who made their fortunes from the sale of illegal
alcoholic beverages, created in the United States a massive and
well-publicized crime wave. Although antagonists on The Eno
Crime Club, such as Finney the Slug and Pretty-Boy Gregory,
were only fictional characters, listeners were certainly aware
that their real-life counterparts were operating with impunity
throughout the country. And when one character in a broad-
cast in February 1934, declared, “We need all the help we can
get to catch these crooks,”” many listeners could readily inter-
polate this appeal from a fictional to a realistic context. In a
sense, then, when listeners sought clues in a Tuesday broad-
cast and tested their results with the program the next eve-
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ning, they were vicariously participating with investigative
forces in the apprehension of America’s criminals. In this
manner, radio fostered in the impotent, potential victims of
gangsterism—the members of the radio audience—a sense of
self-confidence and power in the face of crime.

Still another Realistic Detective series which utilized the
device of suspending the conclusion was The Adventures of
Ellery Queen. Drawn from the successful stories written by
two cousins, Frederick Dannay and Manfred Lee, the program
definitely presented strong personalities. This was especially
noticeable in the social and professional interaction between
Queen, a writer of detective stories, his father, who was a
police inspector, and Queen’s female assistant, Nikki Porter.
The thrust of the program, however, was upon the deductive
procedure utilized in discovering the perpetrator of the crime.
To underscore the importance of the intellectual process, dur-
ing most of the ten years in which Ellery Queen was on the air
(1939-1948), the broadcasts were stopped before Queen
named the actual criminal, and a studio panel of renowned
“armchair detectives” was asked for opinions as to the iden-
tity of the guilty party. This pattern compelled listeners to
rely on their own intelligence, matching answers with such
guest celebrities as playwright Lillian Hellman, film writer
Harry Kurnitz, and musicologist Deems Taylor. Listeners who
successfully solved the mystery, especially when the armchair
detectives failed, might take justifiable pride in their intellec-
tual accomplishment.

With their deep commitment to the process of reason,
programs in the Realistic Detective format demonstrated and
popularized what might be termed the “science” of detective
investigation. Such shows transmitted the notion that scien-
tific methodology, as embodied in deductive reasoning, could
solve the problems of crime as readily as it was solving the
problems of physics. By the 1920s a reverent faith in science
had become an integral part of the mentality of most Ameri-
cans. Surrounded as they were by the technological fruits of
scientific processes—commodities ranging from electric re-
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frigerators and transcontinental airplanes to the sophisticated
motion picture and automobile industries—Americans de-
veloped both reliance on these products and a belief that the
quandaries besetting society could be answered through ana-
lytical investigation by scientists. Such a mentality was all the
more expectable in radio listeners since the invention and
mass manufacturingof radio equipment were the results of just
such rational research. Thus, as in scientific reality, within the
realm of the Realistic Detective there were no unsolvable
mysteries. No criminals went undetected, and no puzzles were
unresolved. Once the most baffling radio crime was submitted
to a rational analysis by human intellect—be it that of the fic-
tional detective or of the listener—its solution was assured.

There was no better hero of crime programming who
underscored this faith in scientific investigation than Sherlock
Holmes. Based upon stories and incidents in the writings of
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes
began as a series in 1930 and ran intermittently until the 1950s.
There was a definite warmth and human character to Holmes
and his assistant, Dr. John H. Watson. This was especially ex-
pressed when in the early 1930s the program was sponsored by
G. Washington Coffee. As a regular part of each program, the
narrator was cordially invited into Dr. Watson’s study, there
to share a warm cup of the sponsor’s product while Watson
related another adventure with Sherlock Holmes.

There were also charming personalities in the portrayals
of Holmes and Watson when in 1939 Basil Rathbone and
Nigel Bruce adapted their successful movie characterizations
to a radio series lasting six seasons. Bruce portrayed Dr. Wat-
son as well-meaning, likable, yet awkward—a character who
was both assistance and hindrance to Holmes. Rathbone,
however, developed his character as a pillar of reason who was
not so smart, however, as to be unwise. Writing in 1940 about
his role as Sherlock Holmes, Rathbone noted that his Holmes
“was a man of the people. He belonged to the man in the
street.” In further defining this character, Rathbone re-
marked:
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There have been other great detectives in fiction, of
course, but somehow 'they have never been able to get
hold of the imagination as has Holmes. There is Philo
Vance, for instance, whose exploits have been read by mil-
lions in the books of S. S. Van Dine. I played him once
on the screen, but somehow, I had the feeling he was a
little too smart, that he belonged to Park Avenue and not
Main Street. He didn’t have the common touch which
Sherlock, in spite of his erratic brilliance, manages to
convey.”

Despite such embellishments of the plot as were found in
the personalities of Holmes and Watson, The Adventures of
Sherlock Holmes must be categorized with the Realistic De-,
tectives. These radio dramas always placed their emphasis
upon the mental processes needed to solve the puzzle pre-
sented each week. In these radio versions, Holmes retained the
skills of reasoning which he possessed in literature. A chemist,
physicist, mathematician, and logician, Holmes relied heavily
upon the sciences in coping with crime.

His abilities were nowhere better illustrated than in those
situations in which he, after a short interview with a total
stranger, was able to tell a great deal about that person’s back-
ground. In such scenes, a spot on the clothing, a personal man-
nerism, or a subtle accent could be interpreted by Holmes’
scientific mind to reveal the truthfulness of the stranger’s
statements, The world of Sherlock Holmes lacked those cum-
bersome personal accoutrements which often confused the
operations of other radio detectives. There were no women of
romantic importance in Holmes' radio adventures, no flirta-
tions, no girl friends, no wife. There were also no fantastic dis-
guises he had to assume in order to utilize his powers, and
there was no prepossessing profession from which detective
work was only a diversion. Holmes opposed crime because he
was a professional consulting detective and because crime was
irrational within the social order. In a sense, then, his voca-
tion was the logical outgrowth of his disciplined mentality
which, like science, understood everything in order and har-
mony.

The Realistic Detective series relied upon a style or for-
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mula. The clues were integrated into the plot, and the hero
and audience were challenged to uncover them and solve the
mystery. Some might suggest that repetition of this arithmeti-
cal pattern for weeks and years might exhaust or bore radio
listeners. Yet, it was the success of these early detective dramas
that would lead to a fuller development of investigative
heroes. The stylized approach of the Realistic Detectives,
moreover, achieved great popularity. According to the ratings
from January 1932, The Eno Crime Club was heard in more
homes than were such giants of broadcasting as Paul White-
man, Walter Winchell, or Lowell Thomas. And in 1938, the
Sherlock Holmes programs were more attractive to listeners
than the shows of either Al jolson or the Marx Brothers.®

With its emphasis upon investigation and the inevitabil-
ity of apprehension, the format of the Realistic Detective
series lent itself easily to dramatizations of the activities of
police departments. In this way radio, as 2 medium of enter-
tainment, became a salient disseminator of information re-
garding the achievements of law enforcement agencies. In fact,
the first network detective series of importance was True
Detective Mysteries, a series which began on CBS in late 1929
and continued on radio in various forms until the mid-1950s.
Dramas in this series were taken from True Detective Maga-
zine and, like this popular and stark publication, related
stories which glorified the operations of police departments.
These dramas, moreover, followed an effective semi-documen-
tary style which, with its emphasis upon realism in the reenact-
ment of actual crimes, justified its claim to be “a real story of
a real crime, solved by real people, with a real criminal
brought to justice.”

True Detective Mpysteries featured another dimension
which tied it closely to law enforcement agencies. Beginning
in September 1934, the series broadcast as a postscript to each
program the description of a wanted criminal, offering a re-
ward of $1,000 for information leading to his arrest and con-
viction. The first such description was of Charles “Baby Face”
Nelson. Although the program was not responsible for appre-
hending Nelson, this feature strongly linked the radio series to
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the real world of its listeners. In fact, as Variety reported,
True Detective Mysteries by 1949 was responsible for having
captured three criminals through its weekly descriptions of
wanted offenders.®

The realism that could be achieved within this format
was demonstrated strikingly in the fall of 1932 when Lewis E.
Lawes, warden of Sing Sing Penitentiary in New York, began
broadcasting detective stories under the title 20,000 Years in
Sing Sing. With Lawes acting as the narrator, each week the
program dramatized the crimes and punishments of selected
inmates of the prison. This was a serious and altruistic under-
taking for Lawes. He had written a popular book of the same
title that inspired a motion picture in 1933, starring Spencer
Tracy and Bette Davis. With the radio series, Lawes com-
menced an avocation in broadcasting that would last into the
next decade. As late as the 1946-1947 radio season, he was
dramatizing crime on Crime Cases of Warden Lawes. He used
his earnings from these activities to fight the evil he exposed
on the air. Believing that crime was often the result of pov-
erty, or the deprivation resulting from poverty, Lawes stated
that most of his salary from radio went into such projects as
the construction of a gymnasium within the walls of Sing Sing,
and the financing of the prison welfare fund used to assist
needy relatives of the prisoners.°

With Warden Lawes' programs and other series in the
1930s, radio detective shows became a popular weapon in the
social struggle against crime. This was especially noticeable in
the number of non-network programs where, in cooperation
with local, state, and federal investigatory agencies, many
stations aired series which reiterated the futility of criminal
activities. For several years KEX (Portland, Oregon) pro-
duced Homicide Squad, basing its dramas on the exploits of
the local police department. Calling All Cars, directed on KFI
(Los Angeles) by William N. Robson, as early as 1933 fea-
tured not only stories from the Los Angeles Police Depart-
ment, but utilized Chief of Police James Davis to introduce
the weekly stories. Tales of the Oklahoma Highway Patrol,
broadcast in 1937 on WKY (Oklahoma City), and State Police
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Dramas on WHAM (Rochester, New York) dealt with state
agencies. And G-Men in Action on WNAC (Boston) in 1939
became one of the first series to focus upon activities of the
Federal Bureau of Investigation.

National broadcasting, however, most effectively entered
the war on crime through the creative efforts of Phillips H.
Lord. A radio actor and producer in the early 1930s, Lord
captured popular imagination in 1933 with his program of
folksy wisdom and warmth, Seth Parker. Following this tri-
umph, however, he turned his talent to creating series which
blended entertainment with a glowing tribute to the law
officers protecting America from criminality. For more than
twenty years he enjoyed unparalleled success in such programs
as G-Men, Gangbusters, Counterspy, Mr. District Attorney,
Policewoman, and Treasury Agent.

All Lord’s shows were, as was stated so often in the intro-
duction of Gangbusters, presented in conjunction with
“America’s crusade against crime.” In them were to be found
simple reaffirmations of trust and confidence in the American
system. More than dedicated civil servants, however, his heroes
demonstrated a paternalistic attitude toward America and its
citizenry. His characterizations of male and female police offi-
cers showed them risking life and limb to keep the common
people secure. This philosophy was made obvious, for ex-
ample, in the Counterspy broadcast of April 20, 1950, when a
patriotic ex-spy told an enemy agent why, since defecting to
the United States, he no longer dealt in espionage: “America
has been good to me. I've found out what sense really is.. ..
See all those people down there—peace of mind and a feeling
of trust in belonging to a great and good country like theirs is
more than even money can buy.”

Phillips H. Lord underscored the realistic nature of his
productions by employing police officers to act as commen-
tators during the broadcasts. Gangbusters, which premiered in
1936, was narrated for most of its first decade by Col. Norman
A. Schwartzkopf, former superintendent of the New Jersey
State Police. In 1945 he was replaced by the retired commis-
sioner of police of New York City, Lewis H. Valentine. In
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