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Chapter 1. Welcome One and All


  
  Mechanized production, timesaving gadgetry and business efficiency were not the only marvelous new developments attributed to the Industrial Revolution.  Major communication discoveries such as the telegraph and telephone enabled millions of people for the first time ever to converse great distances.  Equally important, those new money-making enterprises opened the floodgates for other inventive types who wished to spread their wings.  Developing a practical solution to overcoming long-distance communication problems was one area well worth further investigation.  Early on the shipping industry expressed interest in it.  Industry leaders wanted scientists to come up with low cost, more reliable ways to communicate worldwide.  They believed that dependable, long-distance communication would save money and time.  Many inventors agreed.  One Scottish physicist James Clark Maxwell led the pack by studying electromagnetic waves.  His actions in the 1860s encouraged another English scientist David Edward Hughes to develop wireless telegraphy.

  However, it took the genius of the Italian physicist Guglielmo Marconi to patent the first practical wireless system in 1896.  His ability to transmit reliable signals over vast distances separated him from the others.  He achieved international fame three years later when the New York Herald used his wireless to trace the American Cup races.  Within a year, Marconi sent a clear signal across the Atlantic Ocean and by 1903 he was operating a profitable commercial service from Cape Cod.  He was not the only one exploring that ripe area.  Others such as the noted University of Notre Dame professor Jerome J. Green and a well-known inventor Lee de Forest also devoted countless hours to it.  One of Green’s achievements involved replicating Marconi’s efforts while de Forest developed the amplifier and triode vacuum tube.

  The sinking of the Titanic on April 15, 1912, followed by the mass destruction of the 1st World War’s hastened those initial efforts.  One of the questions facing many business leaders then was whether the emerging radio industry should be run by the government or handed over to the private sector.  To no one’s surprise, corporate America won out.  Cincinnati-based Precision Equipment was one of several forward-thinking companies willing to get its feet wet.  In October 1920, it broadcasted a full-length concert to very favorable reviews.  That was followed on election night by the first U.S. commercial broadcast from Pittsburgh, PA.  Called KDKA, this Westinghouse owned outlet rapidly modernized its original broadcasting capabilities.  Many business leaders throughout the world wondered why Westinghouse Electric & Manufacturing was so interested in radio.  However, those in-the-know knew why.  It dated back to the 1880s when George Westinghouse and Thomas Edison repeatedly debated the merits of alternating vs. direct current.  Westinghouse stressed the safety of alternating current while Edison favored direct power.

  Whether the information Westinghouse provided the public with was accurate didn’t really matter if everyone bought it, which they did hook line and sinker.  Westinghouse’s interest played a key role in corporate activities for many years to come.  Imagining electricity as a source of power for broadcast was one thing being able to do it was something else.  Before that could happen amplifiers, antennas, powerful generators, receivers and vacuum tubes had to be developed.  From the start the profit potential for radio seemed endless.  That was all interested parties needed to hear.  By the winter of ’21 numerous amateur broadcasters were transmitting signals everywhere.  It didn’t take long before thousands of others joined in on the fun.

  Major companies such as American Telephone & Telegraph; General Electric, the Radio Corporation of America and Westinghouse Electric set the pace.  In Westinghouse’s case, that company soon opened radio studios in Chicago, New York and Springfield, MA.  Profitable objectives inspired by groundbreaking new business principles enabled many to gain incredible wealth even if skeptics saw it as only a passing fad.  Some of those same critics reappeared two decades later when television arrived.  Fortunately, most doubters were soon put in their place as the number of new outlets increased from 30 in 1922 to well over 800 by 1940.  In fact, 75% of all Americans owned one or more radios by the late ‘30s.

  Radio’s widespread approval encouraged many other corporations to enter this game.  Amazingly, this fierce new competition did not pose any serious threat to successfully established outlets that often eagerly assisted their new rivals.  The late ‘20s and early ‘30s saw many clear channel stations, with federal approval, allowing smaller broadcasters to piggyback on their latest, state-of-the-art antennas.  Such free-spirited thinking opened new economic opportunities in ways never previously imagined.  Equally important, adding signals to existing towers allowed less powerful stations to take full advantage of the latest broadcasting advances at a fraction of the cost.  Well-to-do outlets repeatedly jumped at the chance to assist others since it guaranteed that they would retain their assigned frequencies.

  A number of discerning leaders in large cities, such as Cleveland, applauded that kind of competition.  Businessmen and women with plenty of financial backing set the standards from day one.  As you might have already deduced, open-minded communities embraced experimental radio as more outlets fought for local top honors.  The positive outcomes, resulting from such maverick actions, represented much more than just pure luck.  Fortunate many inventors were in the right place at the right time to enjoy the tremendous benefits resulting from their recent discoveries.  In other cases, pressing business matters determined ingenuity and success.  Regardless of the circumstances, their uninhibited curiosity repeatedly energized them.  To the amazement of many, they successfully won the day over traditional business practices.  In fact, their efforts often led to top quality new programs, extraordinary internal business advances and noteworthy technical advances.

  Their knack of being able to repeatedly reinvent themselves saved them repeatedly from the scrap heap.  An interesting side note is that most of their advances were rarely viewed as “top secret.”  In fact, many of them filtered down industry ranks very quickly.  Few outlets lodged any formal complaints against rival broadcasters for stealing their ideas.  Perhaps they saw it an inescapable outcome of being in such a cutthroat business.  In all probability, they felt that any potential future legal battles were not worth their time or effort.  Little did they know that many of their avant-garde broadcasting approaches would shape the destiny of radio for many decades to come?  In fact, endorsing previously untested shows became a chief goal.  AM radio programs throughout the “Roaring ‘20s” covered a wide range of topics.  Anything from thoughtful educational presentations, valuable farm reports and delightful musical shows to informative newscasts, inspiring religious services and entertaining recitals got airtime.

  Any kind of broadcast was okay as long as large numbers of people listened to them.  One of the industry’s earliest problems was whether its lineup should focus mainly on news or entertainment.  By the mid- 20s most outlets offered both.  To achieve that desired end, they broadcasted a wide variety of shows at various times.  Most popular comedies, intense dramas and informative newscasts were sponsored while community, cultural and religious broadcasts were not.  As competition heated up business managers began establishing more formal lines of communication to better handle their growing business needs and wants.  These new departments ranged from accounting, building maintenance, and dramatics to merchandising, orchestra arranging, programming and sales.

  In most cases, advertisers not only footed the bill for broadcasting but also played a big part in determining which programs would be heard in prime time and which ones would not.  Over time, managers successfully handled the newly initiated federal guidelines.  Among other things, those rules required local outlets to broadcast news at both the top of the hour and at the half hour.  In between, they were encouraged to air “appropriate entertainment.”  The 30 second cutaway was one new very popular money–making strategy invented in the roaring ‘20s.  Placed at the end of half hour segments, it allowed stations to insert “spot advertising” in-between shows without intruding upon federally required breaks.

  Initially assigned to 833 KC the U.S. Bureau of Navigation added a second band at 619 KC in December ‘21.  It was followed by still another at 750 KC followed in May ’23 by 550 KC and 1350 KC.[1]  By 1927; there were numerous outlets all over the dial.  Yet, assigned spots did not stop radio signals from frequently drifting.  Also, many radiomen frequently broadcasted above their assigned wattage.  The unwillingness of the government to enforce its tough new controls didn’t bother radio fanatics who enjoyed listening to nationwide programs.  Of course, free-for-all broadcasting was not going to last long.  Eventually, Congress stepped in with the Radio Act of 1927.  That law placed broadcasting under the U.S. Department of Commerce.  Beginning that same year, the U.S. Radio Commission required all licensed operators to broadcast only from their assigned spots.  They also demanded tighter wattage control.  Furthermore, the commission checked program content and insisted that all outlets follow a strictly enforced “code of conduct.”  The commission handled adding and subtracting outlets, authorized new transmitters, permitted stations to move up or down the AM dial and prevented blanketed coverage.

  The U.S. Congress in July 1934 enacted further restrictions under the newly created Federal Communication Commission (FCC).  Eventually, most large cities had one or two 50,000 watts stations surrounded by less powerful sister outlets.  Furthermore, the FCC specified which ones were to broadcast day and night and which were restricted to daytime only.  License restrictions and community size generally determined the number of broadcasters located within an area as well as their hours and range restrictions.  Of course, none of those rules were cast in stone.  Population changes, technical advances and shifting business cycles rapidly changed everything.  Amazingly, harsher federal controls rarely affected either the quality or quantity of programs presented.  Of course, large listening audiences tended to prefer outlets with more attractive lineups.  Remarkably, weaker signals and shorter broadcasting days did not automatically eliminate others from highly competitive races.  Subject to frequent format changes, many smaller broadcasters often did very well in the local rating wars.  Cool radio personalities, comprehensive news and better entertainment generally won out.

  The advent of national networks significantly improved the quality of broadcasting.  It began when the Radio Corporation of America (RCA) launched the National Broadcasting Company (NBC) in September 1926.[2]  A product of General Electric and the Marconi Wireless Telegraph Company of America, RCA gained favor when it presented a popular national sports show in the ‘20s.  Its clever staff, led by David Sarnoff, made it quite clear from the start that NBC’s reliance on the latest technical advances would guarantee top quality programming.

  Early on, Sarnoff saw radio’s possibilities.  He presented a “radio music box” to the General Manager of the American Marconi Company Edward J. Neely in 1916 and the rest was history.[3] On November 15, 1926, NBC broadcast its first concert from New York’s Waldorf-Astoria Hotel.  Sarnoff’s original 19 station network led by its flagship station WEAF New York covered the entire eastern half of the nation.  Within a year, NBC operated two networks.  Known as Red and Blue, each offered its own exceptional programming.  Although the Red network, under WEAF, drew the largest numbers, many also trusted Blue led by WJZ.

  The Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS) was a second national network.  A well-known east coast promoter Arthur Judson set the stage for it when he founded United Independent Broadcasters in 1922.  He soon merged it with Columbia Phonograph & Records Company to become the Columbia Phonograph Broadcasting Company.  That enterprise, led by its flagship station WOR out of Newark, New Jersey, included 15 outlets.  Seeing its potential, William S. Paley bought it in 1927.  A graduate of the Wharton School of Finance & Commerce University of Pennsylvania, Paley purchased Columbia Phonograph for approximately $400,000.[4]  The next year he sold 50% of his CBS’s Class A Stock to Paramount Pictures for a whopping $5,000,000.  Four years later, Paramount resold its stock to CBS and Paley for $2,000,000.[5]

  CBS aired its first show on January 18, 1929.  A succeeding merger with Atlantic Broadcasting provided the added cash necessary to relocate its flagship station from Newark to the Big Apple.  To honor that event, its call letters were changed from WOR to WABC.  It became WCBS in November 1946.  Not only did those two national hookups deliver newscasts and practical advice to thousands of listeners; but also, high quality programs.  CBS’s claim to fame was its award-winning dramas; culturally enriching concerts, entertaining soaps, fun quiz shows, hilarious comedies, and very informative talk shows.  There was something for everyone on CBS.

  National networks also introduced a new broadcasting cleverness that was often lacking in earlier shows.  That faith in national programming only intensified during the Great Depression as more affiliates turned to their networks for direct help.  Sadly, national advertising dollars remained skimpy.  In fact, by the mid- 30s network advertising only covered 20% of their associates’ expenses with local advertisers and announcements expected to pick up the rest.  That might have been easier to swallow had those same outlets not been forced to devote more than 50% of their broadcasting day to high-priced network offerings.  Where was the fairness in that deal?  Amazingly, most stations had very little trouble getting local sponsors.  That was the low fruit on the tree.  Therefore, the problem was not finding advertisers per se; but rather, how much to charge?[6]  In the ‘20s, broadcasters enjoyed high profits due to well-heeled advertisers who handled their own business deals.  Not so true in the ‘30s when the few remaining blue-chip companies chose more costly big city agencies to represent them.

  Obviously, big city firms charged very high prices for their specialized services.  In fact, the going rate in the 1930s was a hefty 15%.  When it was all sorted out, a district’s size usually determined its rates.  By the late ‘20s, most airtime was sold in what were called “blocks.”  Under this plan, 15-minute blocks were set aside mostly for daytime programs, children shows and soap operas with 30-minute blocks reserved for comedies.  Highly respected educational shows and much sought after cultural events received the remaining 60-minute blocks.

  Amazingly, many of Cleveland’s largest department stores such as Halle’s, Higbee’s and the May Company pursued a less expensive option.  Instead of trusting big agencies to promote their wares most choose cheaper radio advertising.  Promotions over the Cleveland airways represented a much easier way to get the word out.  Soft-spoken, on-air radio personalities, with Classical or popular music backgrounds, informed consumers about the many products or services found at those major retailers.  Further incentives such as deep discounts, offered only through that broadcaster, generally increased sales while also encouraging people to listen more to that particular station.

  Without a doubt, repeated radio ads yielded high profits.  After all, wasn’t it the dream of every business leader to gain a larger percentage of an area’s market by outselling their rivals?  Of course it was!  Effective promotions carried over the airwaves achieved that end.  Some well-known national department stores took that idea a step further by buying controlling interest in one or more of their local stations.  That kind of lucrative partnership thrived into the ‘30s.  Unfortunately, the Great Depression forced many Cleveland stores to temporarily redirect the bulk of their advertising dollars towards locally based newspapers.  Fortunately, the pendulum began swinging the other way by the late ‘30s as the number of Clevelanders listening to local radio continued to skyrocket.

  It was also no coincident that many papers such as the Cleveland Plain Dealer got into the act by purchasing controlling interest in at least one of their local stations.  Prime examples included the Cincinnati Post WFBE, New York American & JournalWINS, Chicago Tribune WGN and Sacramento, CA. Bee KLX.[7]  Those publishers knew full well that the future of advertising would be closely tied to radio’s growth and that they had better get on board as soon as possible.  As station owners became more directly involved in the daily activities of their outlets, they soon discovered the importance of supporting new programming ideas as well as the latest advances in business and technology.

  But an individual station’s long-term success went far beyond those business basics.  In the case of programming, it had to exceed the public’s immediate need.  Falling short of that goal was not a viable option.  Radio audiences were ready on a moment’s notice to drop everything to follow the latest trend.  Fans expected their favorite stations to follow suit.  Besides which, the public instinctively knew which outlets fulfilled their needs and which ones fell short.  Listener loyalty was temporary with one station being number one in the ratings one week only to be dead last the next.  From the broadcaster’s perspective regularly changing program lineups was a critical part of their daily business game.

  As important as flexible programming might have been to successful broadcasting, most stations knew that their future prosperity depended on a number of other equally vital factors.  First, they understood the need to be honest with their listeners.  In their minds, they had to go far beyond wide-eyed business notions promoted regularly by overly zealous programmers.  Second, their long-term value rested on them being able to bring together their city’s cultural, religious and social traditions for everyone’s benefit.  Failure to achieve those goals often spelled disaster with listeners searching for other broadcasters who agreed more with their thinking.  Third, enthusiastic station owners never lost sight of the community they so proudly served.  That obligation led many to broadcast their own opinions on a host of controversial local issues.  That was allowed as long as they could demonstrate the merits of their actions.

  In Cleveland’s case, radio started in the winter of ‘21 when a slew of amateur operators began broadcasting.  Welcome one and all.  In fact, the 5th city was a fertile place for such actions.  Led by bright business leaders such as Warren H. Cox, they left their indelible mark on that industry.[8]  A well-known auto parts manufacturer, Cox believed that the future of radio rested on creating workable criteria that could eliminate fakers while encouraging genuine advances based on honest hard work.  Along with other local enthusiasts Cox founded the Cleveland Radio Association.  It broadcasted the best possible programs.  As you might have already suspected, most of their shows showcased popular music played by local bands.[9]  They also emphasized traditional classical music pieces and favorite operas.[10]  Cox’s high business standards appealed to many community leaders who held similar ethical values.  For example, Richard L. Rathbone the General Manager of Westinghouse Electric & Manufacturing Company, Rathbone praised Cox and the Association for making radio a legitimate new source of entertainment and information available to everyone.[11]

  Warren Cox through his temporary Payne Avenue studios broadcasted some of the finest sounds of the day.  Originality being his byword led him to purchase the best equipment available.  It included two 50-watt transmitting tubes and a five-watt tube voice amplifier circuit that radiated almost three amperes.  His state-of-the-art equipment enabled 8-ACS to become Northeast Ohio’s leading radio outlet.  It also inspired him to expand his initial offerings to embrace the Cleveland Boys Scout’s Exposition, special dance shows and selected inspirational programs.  He also presented political speeches prior to elections.  Changing federal requirements soon altered the nature and scope of radio.  Beginning in 1922, operators had to obtain a commercial license from the U.S. Bureau of Navigation.  With Ohio’s first license in hand, Cox debuted WHK on March 5th.[12]  He owned it until ‘25 when he sold it to Radio Air Service Corporation.

  Being Cleveland’s broadcasting leader gave Warren Cox a decided edge in both programming and technical advances.[13]  However, others quickly added their expertise to this growing field.  The dominant thinking at that time was that the fiercer the rivalry, the better the chances of rapid innovation.  At 360 meters, this outlet’s top notched equipment included four 50-watt tubes; two oscillators and two modulators.  Cox also relied on a finely tuned speech amplifier; two 5-watt tubes, generator, 1.500 volts 600 watts, plate current supply, a speech amplifier battery, and a 225 volts Willard storage battery.  Additional devices such as monitored loudspeakers and adaptable antennas guaranteed nearly flawless broadcasts from the very beginning.

  Eager to capitalize on its growing popularity, WHK’s astute management team arranged through the Cleveland Plain Dealer to print its daily schedule.  The station also left its Payne Avenue site for the Stuyvesant Building at 5000 Euclid Avenue.  Surrounded by thin cheesecloth curtains, this new one-room facility was the first in a number of studios it called home for the next decade.  Cox wanted his programming to extend far beyond the ranks of traditional classical music, news, sports and religious offerings.  To do that, he hired some like-minded, well-qualified professionals.  One of his first employees was Larry Roller followed by Cartwright Maxwell (Pinky) Hunter.  Hooking up with popular acts from nearby theatres also helped expand WHK’s offerings rapidly.  As everyone knew, vaudeville shows were capturing the imagination of Clevelanders and Warren Cox wanted to be part of it.  Starting in March ’22, he began broadcasting star-studded vaudeville programs to a growing listening audience.

  Advertising has always been the lifeline of radio broadcasting.  Warren Cox and his gifted team of professionals fully understood that their future success rested on repeatedly selling quality goods and services on air.  Co-sponsoring radio equipment with reliable retailers was a logical next step in that amazing process.  With that in mind, WHK and Halle Brothers began running jointly ads.  One such advertisement in the Cleveland Plain Dealer on May 7, 1922 described how the popular radios displayed on that page might be easily linked to that radio station.  Persuasive promotions like that one paid-off well as more and more Clevelanders purchased radio sets from major stores such as Halle Brothers.  With summer fast approaching, WHK’s sharp managers began addressing other problems affecting Clevelanders.  The increasing number of vehicles stolen topped that list.  In fact, auto thefts had reached new epidemic proportions.  Unfortunately, Cleveland police did not have a great deal of luck in apprehending those criminals.[14]

  Station officials in August ’22 responded to this crisis by providing lists of stolen cars to the police.  The Cleveland Automobile Club assisted by offering $50 rewards for any information leading to arrest or conviction.  Those efforts significantly reduced auto thefts.  Fortunately, the station’s community efforts were not limited to just that.  Another issue was the growing list of disreputable auto dealers.  Whether that reputation was warranted or not didn’t matter much to the public.  Facts were facts, and the buyer’s negative view of local dealers had reached an unprecedented new high.  In response, Buick, through WHK, offered some practical advice regarding the purchasing of vehicles.[15]

  Hoping to increase its listening audience even further the outlet to provide other useful things such as weekly road reports and free cook books.[16] It also offered easy-to-follow golf lessons. In June 1922, WHK announced plans to move its studio into the Winton Hotel.[17]  One of its weekend dance parties called “Karnival” was a huge hit.  Live from the Winton Hotel’s Rainbow Room, this event was broadcast Saturdays from 9:30 p.m. to 2:00 a.m.[18]  Its admirers loved the array of dazzling new shows found only on WHK radio.  “Mr. Bradley’s Garden Talks,” the “Children’s Hour” and a late-night musical variety show called “Happy Hour” topped that list.[19]  In November 1925, this up-and-coming local broadcaster moved to 1100 AM and increased its power to 1,000 watts.  Those moves assured their lead for the foreseeable future.

  Sponsoring a nightly radio quiz show that enabled contestants to win up to $26,000 in prizes only added to the fun.[20]  On November 30, 1926, its friendly personalities reminded everyone that Christmas was just around the corner.[21]  What better way to get into the holiday spirit than by visiting Santa and Jack Claus at William Taylor Son Department Store downtown.  Live broadcasts from the Cleveland Auto Show welcomed in 1927.[22]  The exciting “Ford Dealers Competition Hour” drew attention to its sensational new Friday lineup as did the Geauga Lake Park concerts.[23]  If that was not electrifying enough for listeners, WHK announced that in September it would be joining NBC Blue.[24]  Being an NBC affiliate meant that its fans would now be able to enjoy such things as play-by-play accounts of the World Series.[25]  What differentiated Cleveland’s pioneer broadcaster from its many outside rivals were its many hours of community service.

  Whenever possible WHK managers added the latest technical advances like a modern modulation system and more powerful transmitter.[26]  Better employee benefits and nice studio touches such as glass-enclosed broadcasting booths and a first-class pipe organ followed in quick succession.  The need for additional space led to another move in this time to the Engineer Bank Building.[27]  This happened in March 1928.  WHK’s greatly expanded roster included old favorites such as the “Kodak Hour” and “Professional Boxing Matches” along with new ones such as the “Maytag Program” and “Robert Burns Panatela Pageant.”[28]  Incorporating Cleveland air shows into the ’29 lineup added further zest.  At the same time, a new crime fighting communication system enabled police cruisers to more easily apprehend criminals.[29]

  With the idea of further enlarging its offerings, WHK left NBC for CBS in August of 1929.[30] That same summer, its owners asked the feds to not only increase its wattage; but also, lengthen its broadcasting day.  The U.S. Department of Commerce boosted its power to 1,000 watts day and night and permitted it to move from 1100 KC to 1390 KC.[31]  However, another request asking to refine its sound by shifting it to 1270 KC went absolutely nowhere.  That being said, the feds finally approved the construction of a new remote transmitter in Brecksville, OH.  WHK’s recurring success was noticed by its many peers.  Everyone knew that the 5th city’s business community had a great deal of money available for worthwhile new enterprises such as radio broadcasting.  Business speculation made perfect sense as long as the stock market remained bullish.  Major banks, in large cities like Cleveland, took those very positive economic indicators to heart and speculated on a number of new undertakings including radio.

  In its earliest days the Cleveland business community praised 1390 AM as a model of business efficiency.  A flurry of activity ensued in which several banks toyed with the idea of operating their own outlets.  Finally, the Union Trust Company put its money where its mouth was.  On August 30, 1922, the Cleveland Plain Dealer announced that it planned to run its own station.[32]   WJAX at 360 meters was on the air daily from 9:00 a.m. to 3:40 p.m.  Focusing on bond quotes, livestock reports and news coverage, it also carried the World Series and fine classical musical.[33]  Popular music and local dance bands soon joined its lineup.  Trying to out stage WHK, it proudly aired a December ’23 live broadcast starring Jack Claus of William Taylor Son Department Store.[34]  That not only increased its audience size; but also convinced its conservative ownership in February ’24 to move its headquarters to the new Union Trust Building.[35]  It also tried to improve its broadcasting quality and listening range by erecting a more powerful antenna.

  WJAX officials did not stop there.  They also explored other options including a morning show geared for women as well as a tasteful decorating show.[36]  In the evening, they proudly showcased the “Western Reserve College of Women Singers” and “Midnight Musical Frolics.”[37]  In March ’24, WJAX moved from 360 to 390 meters.[38]  That shift ushered in other niceties such as a decorative glass-enclosed lobby.[39]   “Nite-Caps’ Club for Music” and “Robinson’s Circus.” “Red Apple Club from Gray’s Armory “and “Hints on Wedding Gifts” led the WJAX roster.[40]  Other shows receiving critical acclaim included “Organ Recitals Thursday Night,” Lithuanian Music, Higbee Fashion News, “and “Radio Contests by Marshall Drug Stores.”  An assortment of holiday classics aimed at pleasing the entire family lent a festive air to the ’24 Christmas season.  Regrettably that success didn’t last long and on January 11, 1925 it signed off.  The Cleveland Plain Dealer said that WEAR had purchased the station.[41]  Owned by Goodyear Tire & Rubber, WEAR shared airtime with Cleveland’s newest radio sensation WTAM.  It rapidly upped its power by absorbing its recently acquired Summit County radio affiliate.

  WTAM was Cleveland’s 3rd radio station.  Originally owned and operated by the Willard Storage Battery Company, it began at 390 meters on September 26, 1923.[42]  From today’s perspective it might seem as if that station had always had a decided business advantage over its local sister outlets.  In reality, WTAM, later to be known as KYW, WWWE and again WTAM, has survived its fair share of successes and failures over its very colorful 100-year past.  That being said, Willard Storage Battery Company strove to produce top quality programming from the start.  That included spending big bucks to buy some of the best equipment, announcers and programs on the market.

  As early as March ’24, WTAM pledged to present a wide assortment of top-quality shows.  Well-crafted women’s programs, first class operas and special events, such as Bailey’s Department Store Jubilee, led that effort.[43]  College glee clubs, sports scores and contests added further listening pleasure.  WTAM also paid tribute to our many veterans on Memorial Day in a special concert as well as amply cover the Republican and Democratic National Conventions that same summer.[44]  However, its success could not be measured solely by how well it broadcasted major events.  The station had to provide everyday listeners with much more than just the basics.  Highlighting Greater Cleveland’s arts and cultural scene was one way to separate itself from the crowd.  Enlightened programming, such as that, not only would focus favorably on the local arts scene but also provide fans with a forum setting in which to discuss the latest and greatest cultural opportunities.  Those two valuable goals could be achieved at a reasonable cost.

  With that intention, WTAM spotlighted Canton’s performing arts scene in July 1924.[45]  That highly anticipated broadcast was well received by the public.  Other summer breakthroughs such as jazz concerts out of local racetracks brought further acclaim.[46]  Its many followers also loved the Cleveland Plain Dealer “All Italian Night” that August.[47]  They were equally impressed with the “Hawaiian Singers” and World Series coverage that fall.[48]  Being aware of the latest technological advances led WTAM to demand a clearer signal at 750 KC.[49]  That enhanced signal helped to relay NBC shows to other affiliates.  Wanting to enhance its sound quality even further led WTAM to switch to carbon microphones that same year.  Those highly sensitive mikes radically improved its sound by removing auxiliary amplifiers.  Purchasing WEAR that October enabled WTAM to boost its wattage and expanded its present programming to include such things as “General Motors Goodwill Programs;” “Midnight Frolics at the Allen Theatre,” and “Duo-Art Promo Radio Recitals.”[50]

  “Bridge Lessons” and “Children’s Concerts for the Public Schools” further highlighted its captivating fall agenda.[51]  Other shows gaining local attention were “Music Week” and “French Programs for Schools.”[52]  Again, they reflected that outlet’s never-ending commitment to presenting the best programs.  In the early years, the public was fascinated by the business side of broadcasting that included advertising costs.  In response, the Cleveland Plain Dealer sporadically posted prices.  In the case of WTAM/WEAF, it charged an evening hourly rate of $3,770.  Half hour shows cost $2,356 while 15-minute broadcasts were more affordable at $1,466.  NBC Red charged an additional $200 to $250 per show.[53]  Some of that funding went towards purchasing closer couplings that helped to improve signal quality considerably.[54]

  In June 1928, the Willard Storage Battery Company sold WTAM/WEAR to the Cleveland Electric Illuminating Company (CEI) and the Van Sweringen Brothers.[55]  The two companies immediately spent $500,000 to upgrade it.  By mid-summer, the feds increased WTAM’s broadcasting day from 10:15 a.m. to 10:30 p.m.  Eager to pick up the slack resulting from WJAX going off the air led this outlet to provide bond and stock quotes.  “Mid-Day Music Shows,” “Radio Artists’ Auditions,” “Vogue Magazine Fashion Talks” and “Cleveland Orchestra Concerts” enhanced the lineup additionally.  Behind the scenes, more changes were in the offing.

  It all started that September when WTAM/WEAR became a clear channel outlet at 1070 AM.  The feds also increased its broadcasting day from 9:50 a.m. to 12 midnight.  Regrettably, its wattage stayed at a paltry 3,500 watts.  The “College on the Air” and the “RKO Variety Hour” initiated the sparkling ’29 season.[56]  Station promoters that April announced that WTAM’s General Manager Billy Evans would soon be teaming up with sportscaster Tom Manning to broadcast Cleveland Indians games.  Later that month, it unveiled its latest improvement, a 50,000 watts antenna.[57]  After praising the many contributions made by the broadcasting team of Clyde Wood and Harold True, WTAM announced that Russell B. Wise and Fred R. Ripley would soon be joining them.[58]

  WJAY was the 4th Cleveland station in the “Roaring ‘20s.”  Established by Monroe F. Rubin; Charles Burns, Grant C. Melrose and Bud Richmond, it began on January 7, 1927 from the Hollenden Hotel.[59]  Initially at 778 KC and 435.8 meters, it soon relocated to 688 KC.[60]  From the start, its popular duo of Johnny Mack and Hal Cochran livened up their daily broadcasts with their own off-beat humor.[61]  They set the stage for other future local comedy dues such as Martin & Howard, Baxter & Riley, and Jeff & Flash.  This new outlet gained an immediate following with women and children since many of their shows were geared for them.  Favorites like the “Al Koran Shrine Radio Party & Dance” and “St. Patrick’s Day Program” added to the joy.[62]

  Looking for a better spot on the AM dial, officials turned to Cleveland Radio Broadcasting Corporation for help.  Cleveland Radio brokered a much better deal than would have been the case had officials been left alone.  When the dust settled, WJAY was at 680 AM and 441 meters.[63]  Recognizing the busy day facing Clevelanders, it began broadcasting time checks at 1:00 p.m., 7:00 p.m. and 11:00 p.m.[64]  Its success led its managers to ask the feds about moving further down the dial.  The U.S. Department of Commerce responded on May 25, 1927.  WJAY and WHK began sharing 1130 K.C.[65]  Its power was also boosted to 500 watts.[66]  Later, it relocated to 1320 AM.[67]

  Moving further down the dial definitely improved its sound quality, but more had to be done.  WJAY’s highly capable staff knew that Cleveland was a sports town and as such they must devote more airtime to it.  That July, it added a popular sportscaster Tom Manning to its sports team.[68]  Manning became 1320 AM’s chief sportscaster until ’29 when he jumped ship to announce Cleveland Indians baseball games on sister station WTAM.  WJAY’s helpful hints, rousing musical shows, in-depth newscasts, and lively sports reports were increasingly appreciated by its growing fan base.  Furthermore, its never-ending commitment to community service enabled it to focus on many pressing issues.  For example, it was the first to report the ’27 controversial election results.[69]

  Less than two months later, its sound and volume improved greatly with independent coupled amplifiers.[70]  Two other changes in March ’28 proved equally important.  First, it moved to a much larger studio in the Schofield Building.  Second, it revamped its roster to embrace more on-line musical requests from its growing fan base.[71]  That October, it broadcasted the highly popular Ohio State-Michigan football.  It also offered speedwriting classes starting that November.[72]  WJAY also got permission from the feds to move to 1450 KC.  In March ’29, it shifted again this time to 620 AM.  That move extended its broadcasting range to 23 miles.[73]

  Part of its’29 summer agenda was devoted to better educating the public on how our local court system runs.  Debuting at 1:00 p.m. on June 8th the “Office of the County Prosecutor” was the first offering.[74]  A second one led by Cleveland Judge Lee E. Skeel began a week later and was known as “Traffic Problems & Traffic Court.”[75]  Odds makers in early 1929 believed that the ‘30s would be a carbon copy of the ‘20s. Only a handful of economists predicted that our current prosperity would soon end.  The majority claimed that this nation had survived harsh economic downturns in the past and that it could ride out any future setbacks without too much difficulty.  Boy were they wrong.
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Chapter 2. A Changing World Brought New Responsibilities


  
  The total collapse of the New York stock exchange on October 29, 1929 sent the U.S. economy into a tail’s spin.  Single-day losses of $14 billion foretold the worse economic depression ever with unemployment topping the 25% mark in ‘32.  Its destruction was felt everywhere with thousands of banks and businesses failing daily.  Had it not been for the insight of some highly competent business and government leaders, its reckless path of economic destruction might have continued unabated for decades.  A changing world brought new responsibilities that only a few business leaders were prepared to handle.

  Both the entertainment and broadcasting industries were hard hit by it.  Many fly-by-night radio stations bit the dust, leaving the rest to seek out any kind of business arrangements or mergers they could muster.  Those outlets able to weather this catastrophe soon discovered that not everything was rosy once they reached the other side.  In particular, major cutbacks in advertising dollars proved far worse for affiliates that were repeatedly forced by their networks to broadcast their high-priced offerings over other, more affordable alternatives.  To show exactly how bad it got, NBC’s hourly advertising rate in ‘35 was a whopping $ 7,120 while its half hour rate was $4,272 and its quarter hour rate was $2,848.[1] Those figures represented a 5% increase over the previous year’s unprecedented high levels.

  Leading networks legitimized their actions by claiming that the additional costs went towards much needed research.  They maintained that electrically transcribed programs symbolized one of the many new advances resulting from rising prices.  Supposedly, electrically transcribed programs provided clarity and dependability second to none and NBC invested heavily in both its recording and distribution.[2]  Had it ended there, many stations might have reluctantly accepted the inevitable.  However, the problem was not the high price per se; but rather, the way in which it was marketed.  In many cases, less than legitimate companies didn’t hesitate to cheat their clients whenever an opportunity presented itself.  Broadcasting Magazine warned their many subscribers to be on the lookout for such scammers.  Apparently, they offered electrically transcribed programs to stations free of charge.  The catch was that the client would have to pay an additional fee plus a high interest upon demand.  In essence, naive stations provided deceitful suppliers with free advertising time.  In the end, many were hoodwinked by what they believed to be a genuinely good deal.[3]

  Frequent ownership changes, cost overruns and shortened broadcasting days bankrupted many outlets.  It is interesting to note that in the mid-‘30s a group of savvy broadcasters took a very bold step by establishing their own independently operated network.  Known as the Mutual Broadcasting System (MBS), it debuted on September 29, 1934.  Unlike other corporate-owned networks, Mutual affiliates financed the bulk of their own shows by signing individual contracts with advertisers.  By 1940, MBS included over 150 outlets nationwide.[4]  Most radio managers tried to promote a positive corporate image in spite of the many business pressures facing them throughout the Great Depression.  Local newscasts and talk shows intentionally downplayed its worst aspects while comedies, musical shows and sing-a-longs made every effort possible to lift their audience’s spirits.  Voluntary actions by the broadcasters themselves also kept federal examiners from knocking on their doors.

  Talented station owners in the ‘30s and ‘40s knew that their very survival depended on introducing exciting new programs on a regular basis using the latest advances.  Keeping expenses down proved extremely difficult.  Fortunately, most Cleveland broadcasters enjoyed a business edge over many of their competitors.  The fact that Cleveland had dropped from 5th to 6th in size didn’t mean that its economic or financial clout had lessened.  It remained a viable national force with many homegrown businesses lending their financial assistance to stations whenever possible.  The resulting self-confidence displayed throughout the Great Depression of the ‘30s did not stop when the country entered the 2nd World War although its focus changed.  During that global conflict, Cleveland radio took over much of the war coverage.  In-depth newscasts; regular news flashes and special interviews helped it to achieve its desired end.  Regularly presented human interest stories also gave Clevelanders great comfort during some of our nation’s darkest hours.

  This chapter will concentrate on the shocking impact the Great Depression had on Cleveland radio while the following chapter will focus on the role the 2nd World War played in changing that industry.  Relying on a chronological approach will provide a clearer understanding of how local broadcasting evolved over those two decades.  One thing worth noting is that during those critical years, the number of Clevelanders choosing to read local newspapers over listening to radio for their news and entertainment dropped considerably.  Convenience, better newscasts and more in-depth talk shows accounted for radio’s sudden gains.  Unquestionably, industry-wide advances not only improved broadcasting’s sound; but also, provided it the confidence necessary to weather that grave ordeal.  Moreover, stations willingly responded by broadening their spectrum as more and more Clevelanders turned to them as their chief source of entertainment, news and sports.  Without a doubt the more sophisticated programs of the ‘30s and ‘40s were a far cry from the informal presentations of the Jazz Age.  That change had its ups and downs.  But, in the end the Cleveland radio industry accepted its ever-changing role with few complaints.

  The national radio community including WHK was in total shock during the winter of 1930.  What happened to our once booming economy?  Only a few months before advertising revenues were at a new all-time high with seemingly unlimited opportunities just around the bend.  Then in a blink of an eye it was all gone.  The problem they now faced was how best to cope with those unexpected reversals.  Local stations had two choices they could meet those new challenges square-on or knuckle under to them.  One might think that as the Great Depression dragged on major outlets, like 1390 AM, might have abandoned all non-essential projects awaiting a better day ahead, not so.  Not so, they acted as if nothing was wrong.  Introducing new programs and the latest technology remained a top priority for WHK throughout the ‘30s.

  That became evident in the winter of 1930 when WHK’s programmers, responding to the growing interest in collegiate basketball, began airing more, not less games.[5]  They also covered Ohio State football and Cleveland Indians games.  However, that outlet’s new programming did not begin and end with sports hardly.  They also focused on a host of other growing concerns including mounting household problems.  Two new programs the “Homemakers Club” and “Housekeeping” delivered helpful hints intended to lighten the load of listeners.[6]  Still, the bulk of its shows focused on entertainment.  They ranged from Paramount Publix broadcasts dedicated to recent movies to Higbee’s program on famous stars.[7]  The Cleveland Air Carnival and annual Balloon Races provided added chills and spills.[8]

  As early as 1931, its enlightened staff sought out public feedback on its many shows.  In fact, they hired three women to find out which programs the public liked the most and which ones they hated.  WHK radio had the honor of being the first outlet to broadcast a singing quartet from the newly completed Cleveland Municipal Stadium.[9]  It also aired an appropriate broadcast that December warning consumers of the need to be thrifty.  Throughout the Great Depression, it never forgot the ever-increasing needs of Cleveland’s poor.  For example, in February ’34 1390 AM along with Fisher Foods and Women’s Organizations sponsored a competition called the “Label-Saving Contest.”[10]  You guessed it; contestants could win anything from cold cash to a brand-new Ford.[11]  Again, programmers tried to lessen their listener’s daily grind by broadcasting soap operas.  Prompted by several well-known soap companies as a way of promoting sales, those 15-minute dramas dealt with everyday people caught up in all sorts of messy problems.  The public loved them and most importantly those shows helped to sell lots of soap products.

  Major Bowes Amateur Hour extraordinary success persuaded other broadcasters to try their luck at it.  Chevy’s “Amateur Night” was WHK’s answer while H. J. Heinz’s “The Children’s Show” entertained the young.[12]  Both debuted in March ‘35.  One of its cleverest new moves that June encouraged staff members to submit novel program ideas through its “Idea Clinic.”[13]  Its acclaimed dramatic series “Theatre of the Air” along with its inspiring choral recitals “Fireside Harmonies” came from this think tank.  A weekly series “See Your City,” “RCA Magic Key Hour” and “Higbee’s Show of the Week” were amazing additions to the ’36-’38 seasons.[14]  “Meet the New Hans Anderson” rounded-off that sharp new lineup while “The Ross Trio,” “Revue in Miniature” and “Male Quartet” in ’29 lent a new sophisticated air to WHK radio.[15]

  With the outbreak of the 2nd World War, this outlet took on the task of regularly broadcasting the latest war news.  On a brighter note, popular music took center stage starting on January 8, 1940 with “Tempo of the Town.”[16]  WHK’s well-orchestrated programs significantly enhanced the station’s business prospects in the ‘30s.  The fact that some prosperous advertisers continually supported 1390 AM did not mean that its officials recklessly spent money.  They scrimped and saved just like everyone else.  Although at times their actions might have seemed just the opposite.  A prime example of that happened in ‘31 when station managers sponsored a splashy campaign that publicized WHK’s move to its new, luxurious studios.  Located in the Higbee Building at Terminal Tower, this first-class facility featured six studios and the latest broadcasting equipment.[17]

  In the middle of that big promotional pitch, the Cleveland Plain Dealer, through its subsidiary Radio Air Service, acquired controlling interest in WHK radio.[18]  Under this arrangement, the station’s majority stockholders, the Howlett family still ran its operations.  Big news flash Warner Brothers was going to film a major comedy in Cleveland in September ‘33.  “Good Bye Again” used Halle Brothers and 1390 AM as backdrops.[19]  A tragedy shook the very core of the Cleveland radio community in June 1934 when WHK’s Commercial Director Harry Howlett died unexpectedly during a routine operation.  He was only 42 years old.[20]

  The Cleveland Plain Dealer that October reported a possible conflict of interest that involved a well-known Cleveland lawyer and current WJAY president Monroe F. Rubin.  Apparently, he owned 25% of WHK as well as its Columbus sister station WAIU.[21]  WHK’s Publicity Director Larry Roller became its new Special Events Coordinator in ’35 while one of its prime announcers Polly Deal assumed his old post.  However, behind the scenes another major event was unfolding.  The board at WHK and WJAY announced plans to merge their two stations in ‘36.  Growing deficits inspired the deal.  Both companies reduced their staffs while jointly broadcasting from WHK’s new studios.[22]  WHK radio proudly hosted the ‘36 Republican National Convention in Cleveland.  It also renewed its CBS contract.  However, it soon joined the NBC Blue ranks.[23]  This outlet also ditched United Broadcasting for MBS.  The new responsibilities resulting from the merger and network changes led its advertising department to expand its duties.  It now ran educational events as well as facsimile broadcasts.  In May 1938, its publicists proudly pointed out that over the past six months community service accounted for nearly 20% of WHK’s broadcasts.  That was a 15% jump from the late ‘20s.  Hoping to expand local educational offerings further led its savvy board to help establish WBOE.

  This Cleveland Board of Education through WBOE responded by broadcasting more top quality WHK shows.  After enduring the economic devastation of the Great Depression, Cleveland’s pioneer station in 1940 began preparing for war.  As anyone in broadcasting understood, buying the latest equipment at the lowest possible price was essential for sustained growth.  WHK started doing that as early as January ’30 when it’s new, more powerful signal reached more than 30 states.[24]  The subsequent FCC ruling to increase its wattage to 2,500 day and 1,000 nights further improved its current situation.  The feds also lengthened its broadcasting day from 9:00 a.m. to 1:00 a.m.  Exciting news, 1390’s new studios not only used the latest microphones; but also, set aside plenty of space for television.  Always innovative, its engineers in ‘31 began manufacturing and marketing portable amplifiers.  In less than a year, orders for those products exceeded $500,000.

  Outsiders didn’t ignore that station’s knack of successfully adapting and marketing the latest gadgetry.  In fact, experts met regularly with WHK’s engineers to see what was new.  By ’35, WHK was regularly showcasing its latest breakthroughs.  As you might suspect, they pushed their newer, higher priced equipment over older, bargain basement items.[25]  Fortunately, those same talented engineers also tried their luck with facsimile machines.  In June 1936, the Cleveland Plain Dealer described WHK’s newest tower.  Not only did it double its power; but its reliance on a rim and spokes to confirm size and shape greatly improved its sound quality.[26]  Two months later, its Technical Supervisor Edward L. Gove unveiled a super-efficient antenna addition designed to advance broadcasting capabilities even further.  That was followed in April ’37 by viable short-wave broadcasts that originated from numerous Greater Cleveland sites.  That combined short wave and long wave receiver, consisting of an automatic unit with a 100-watt short wave transmitter, broadcasted on 10 to 100 watts.  Operated by a studio technician it was placed at the top of the Terminal Tower.[27]

  The station purchased a new mobile unit and trailer in ‘38.  It operated on a 100-watt transmitter fed by an independent 1,000 watt gasoline powered generator.  Engineers inside the unit could hear standard and high frequency broadcasts while checking the time signal and broadcasting quality.  In February, the engineering crew conducted a facsimile test over 100 specially designated receivers.  Generated on rolled paper and arranged into three columns the news was printed out daily at 1 a.m.  A photo electric cell at the receiving site allowed that to happen.  Assisted by a scanning beam and photo cell, the operator got a full printed copy.  Using an electric stylus pen, brush and/or specially designed type bar it produced clear impressions on carbon paper.[28]  By July, its facsimiles successfully reproduced newsprint as well as recognizable outlines of faces.

  Within a month, station engineers were producing 60% of W8XNT daily facsimile programming.[29]  Future plans called for building a 20 square foot studio with Western Electric’s help.  By October ’39, W8XNT was broadcasting 42,340 KC from 8:00 a.m. to 1:00 a.m.  Joined the ranks of top outlets such as WOR, WLW and WGN, engineers at WHK working with the Cleveland Board of Education soon developed a short waver using “Network Link.”  That high quality connection enabled 1390 AM to pick up Blue and Mutual Broadcasting programs which were then transmitted to participating schools.  Noticeable advances in both the quality and quantity of equipment signaled the start of a new era of industry-wide exploration.  Regrettably, the feds put a temporary stop to it after the bombing of Pearl Harbor.

  As you might well have expected, much of WTAM’s programming at the outbreak of the Great Depression reflected the financial setbacks of that time.  No one in the radio industry was prepared for such an extensive calamity.  Its staff repeatedly tried to soothe its anxious audience by presenting lively shows.  What other choice did they have?  WTAM finally broke new ground in January ‘30 when it began airing useful poultry and egg market quotes.  A cooperative venture with the Cleveland Builder’s Exchange resulting in a “Modern Home View” tour that April.  The new “Cheerio Show” served to lift spirits.  Sports enthusiasts loved the all-new Hobby Riding Club broadcasted that August as well as the “Cleveland Fun Facts” show beginning in September.[30]  Year’s end saw RKO theatres host a dazzling Christmas pageant featuring the popular duo of Gene and Glenn.

  WTAM staff members participated in a special Groundhog Day salute in February 1932.  Later that same month, the station launched its own social science classes.  Ashland Artists Singers highlighted its March calendar and a 15-minute Marimba & Vibra-Harp concert made lunch time special.  May saw the arrival of “Nikki Norge & Her Marionettes” and the summer brought Boston symphony concerts by Serge Koussevitzky.  WTAM and NBC wished everyone Merry Christmas and welcomed Warner Brother celebrities to Cleveland three months later.  The first “Ford Network Program” debuted that July followed by the “Junior Ping Pong Championship” in January ‘34.  The Cleveland Radio Guild chose WTAM to broadcast its highly acclaimed plays that fall.  Conversation among airplane pilots, crew and passengers brightened the ’35 roster as did the Carling Beer’s “All Girl Revue.”[31]

  Enormously popular soap operas ruled the mid-day airways by the mid-‘30s.  Children loved “Popeye the Sailor Man” courtesy of Weatena cereal while their parents listened to Lowell Thomas each and every evening.  The ‘36 fall schedule sparkled with an array of college football games as well as a noted Oberlin College educational series and the “Big Time Variety Show.”  Women’s fashion programs, children’s shows, men’s only broadcasts and star-studded weekly productions accentuated its ’37 season.  “Friday Evening Radio Parties,” “Champions of the Keyboard” and “Music & American Youth” were welcomed additions the next year.  Those into astronomy tuned in every Sunday nights to marvel at the planets while Cleveland Orchestra concerts livened up the ’39 summer.   Many listeners listened attentively to new inspirational programs on the eve of the 2nd World War.

  Like its other sister stations, WTAM throughout the ‘30s regularly cancelled existing programs and furloughed staff members.  It first occurred following the collapse of the Van Sweringen empire.  Fortunately, NBC came to its rescue.  In October 1930, it added WTAM to its popular Red network.[32]  NBC further announced that WTAM’s General Manager John Royal would soon be leaving Cleveland for similar duties at WEAF in New York.  At the same time, the FCC threatened to revoke RCA’s licensed stations based on allegations of fraud.  Fortunately, nothing happened.  WTAM’s program success from day one convinced NBC to not only renew its contract for three more years in March ‘32; but also, upgrade its studios.  At the same time, NBC announced that Russell Wise was to become WTAM’s latest Production Chief.

  WTAM added electrical transcription recordings in early 1933.  That same May, NBC officials included its Cleveland affiliate as part of a national sales campaign.  Deteriorating economic times in ’34 forced NBC to cut WTAM staff salaries again and institute additional layoffs.  Transmitting Red dot shows from New York to other Midwest affiliates soon became another WTAM tasks.  That spring, NBC introduced a new advertising approach intended to boast local business.  Network officials reminded everyone that Northern Ohio retail outlays and purchasing power now surpassed the $2,000,000,000 mark.  Intending to reduce the number of daily commercial blurbs, NBC required its affiliates, including WTAM, to cut their 10 to 20 second in-time lapses.[33]  The following year, NBC accountants again reminded their many advertisers about the pluses of sponsoring prime shows through its affordable Cleveland affiliate.  After all, this 50,000 watts clear channel station reached more than 1,000,000 Ohio families.

  In 1937, NBC once again reminded potential advertisers that WTAM programmers were more than willing to develop new shows spotlighting their many products and services.  At the same time, they assured their Cleveland audience that NBC would regularly update broadcasts.  One indication that the nation’s economy was slowly improving was the fact that WTAM’s new studios in the Guarantee Title & Trust Company Building were nearly completed.[34]  That move occurred in February ‘38.[35]  This well-known landmark remained its broadcasting home for nearly 20 years.  For the seventh year in row, WTAM offered an introductory course for women entering advertising.

  WTAM’s determined investment in high quality equipment placed it light years ahead of most of its rivals.  WTAM’s chief engineer Edwin (Eddie) Leonard experimented with all kinds of gadgetry in the ‘30s.  He went so far as to say that listeners would soon be able to pick up their favorite shows through standard light circuits.  Always a leader, WTAM’s newest remote transmitter started operating in January 1930.  It could broadcast non-stop up to 19 hours a day.  Four months later, the feds permitted WTAM to begin broadcasting at 7:00 a.m. not 12 Noon.[36]  Exciting news WTAM established a new two-way communication system with an experimental plane on June 1st.  In an attempt to lift listener’s spirits, WTAM in January ’32 broadcasted 15 minutes of chatter from the Flats.

  Its “Hello America” salute in March of ’32 discussed the possibility of using light waves to pick up transmissions over standard radios.  Two months later, WTAM presented its first short wave program.  That September station engineers led by Eddie Leonard conducted special tours of WTAM’s up-to-date transmitter.  For those interested in the nuts and bolts of industry growth and change, NBC reported in April 1934 that it had just bought 20,000 miles of additional telephone wiring for its two networks.  A new boating service “Ship-to-Shore Telephone Service” was up-and-running that May thanks to the efforts of both NBC and WTAM radio.  Short wave mobile transmitters were the hottest things going on and Eddie Leonard had one.  The annual cost of running its newest, state-of-the-art 50,000 watts booster antenna was estimated to be somewhere between $60,000 to $70,000.[37]  In ‘37, the FCC approved a request to double WTAM’s ground signal by adding a new 470-foot vertical antenna.  In early ’39, industry leaders acknowledged that WTAM was one of 15 stations employing a second pattern of engineering programming.  At the February 1939 Cleveland Advertising Club Luncheon commemorating WTAM’s commitment to community service, its savvy engineers demonstrated how two-way radios worked.  That was followed in March by a display on how modern mikes worked.  A specially devised box minus the cumbersome wires enabled WTAM’s sportscaster Tom Manning to provide play-by-play action of a ball game without static.[38]

  Unaware that our economy was verging on bankruptcy, WJAY strategists in the late ’20s mapped out what they believed to be a foolproof plan designed to make Cleveland’s 4th station even more competitive.  Its success hinged on wealthy local advertisers buying into it.  This highly ambitious initiative first surfaced in February ‘30 when it debuted a refurbished Hungarian show.[39]  Other new offerings designed to liven up its lineup included “The Prosecutor and the Law” and “Slovak Broadcasts.”  Accurate stock forecasts and quotes by Bankers Economic Services, along with vignettes discussing the futility of prohibition, added yet another dimension to WJAY’s new and expanded schedule.  The fall season ran the breadth from musical offerings courtesy of the Cleveland Bible Institute to an authentic Jewish wedding.[40]  Anything and everything was possible.

  The 94th Anniversary of the Cleveland Grays and “Arnold’s Jolly Three Instrumental” highlighted its ’32 roster.[41](41)  That April, a new morning series for women plus a variety show featuring blind entertainers got very favorable reviews.  Later that same year, WJAY proudly broadcasted the “Snappy Hour Concert,” the “Croatian Club” plus a revised “Breakfast Club.”  Veteran Cleveland broadcaster Wayne Mack presented “Old Colonial Reflections” to welcome in the new year.  It also presented the Navy-Notre Dame Football Game from the new Cleveland Stadium that November.  Station officials proudly announced that the majority of their very popular ethnic shows would soon be offered in their native tongues.  A popular violinist Mitchell Dane and a talented songstress Tiny Ann Treon were also highlighted.[42]  “Man-on-the-Street” interviews by Morey Davidson and Mendell Jones definitely spiced up the summer fare.[43]  Do “Man-on-the-Street” interviews seem vaguely familiar to you?  They should.  Similar techniques were used by Steve Allen, David Letterman and Jimmy Kimmel later.

  In January ’34, the Cleveland Teacher’s Federation broadcasted its first education series over WJAY.  Later that same month, it aired a new soap opera “Just Married.”  Always a sports leader, the station provided the first daily baseball scores.  A revamped “Breakfast Club” starring Jim Sands gained an immediate following.[44]  An exceptionally good new quiz show introduced that fall would later resurface on CBS.  The latter version hosted by John Charles Daly was called “What’s My Line?” while the earlier showstopper on WJAY was “Guess Who the Star Is?”[45]

  That September, Cleveland Mayor Harry L. Davis detailed how local businesses might join forces with city officials to improve the city’s economy.  WJAY’s ’35 agenda included two exceptional new offerings.  One called “Romance” starred the baritone soloist Mendell Jones while the second “Family Party” was a fun packed variety show.  Playing the latest Warner Brothers hits certainly perked up station ratings during the first half of ‘36.  Later that same year, WHK announced that WJAY radio would soon be carrying a number of commercially-free shows courtesy of CBS.[46]  Resourceful programmers definitely sparked up dreary Saturday mornings with talented high school entertainers while it still showcased nationality acts.[47]  Its publicists went so far as to sponsor a dangerous stunt at the ’37 Great Lakes Exposition.  One of its popular personalities, Carl Mack, played tag with a live octopus within a 50,000 gallon tank filled with water.[48]  Guess what, the public loved it.

  Its officials in an attempt to promote safe driving sponsored a unique program in which local high school students dramatized serious auto accidents.  Prior to ’37 Cleveland Indians games, Tip Top Beer sponsored a new show hosted by the one-and-only Guy Wallace.  He talked about celebrities, Cleveland theatres and the city’s lively nightlife.  An 1830s fashion show, part of Dunham Tavern’s dedication ceremonies, led its September ’38 lineup.  Other distinct new programs the next year included an in-depth discussion on how to build and finance a new home as well as lively music geared for those who were bored with weekend football.[49]  In 1940, the Mutual Broadcasting System unveiled a series of new shows targeted specifically for that outlet.[50]  No one knew then that the 2nd World War would undermine the whole plan.

  As you might have already suspected, the severity of the Great Depression only worsened business prospects for marginally successful stations like WJAY.  However, few in the industry during the early months of ’30 could have imagined its corrosive, long-term effect.  In fact, the future seemed bright due to the growing number of profitable advertisers that had turned up over the previous five years.  Emerging companies such as United Food Stores and White Cross School of Beauty had just signed lucrative contracts with several outlets and they were not the only ones thinking about the possibility of long-term commitments.[51] Unfortunately, as future opportunities began to shrink in the early ‘30s so did the number of sponsors willing to make such promises.  Over time, mounting debt and decreasing profits destroyed struggling stations such as WJAY.  How could it have been any different given the current economic circumstances?

  In the summer of ’30, WJAY’s owners, the Cleveland Radio Broadcasting Corporation, tried to soften the blow by proposing the creation of a new regional chain of stations led by that outlet.[52]  That idea proved to be little more than a pipe dream.  Further legal complications arose in October 1930 when WJAY was named in a court injunction for supposedly participating in illegal stock activities.  It turned out that placing controlling interest in the hands of a successful Euclid Avenue hardware store owner named Frank M. Potter afforded WJAY the kind of clout needed in ’31 to move to newer, larger studios at 1224 Huron Road.[53]  Hoping to further improve its situation, its lead managers advanced John Volpe from Public Relations Chief to Program Director and Edythe Fern Southard from station announcer to Publicity Director.[54]

  Less than a year later, John Vorpe left WJAY radio for greener pastures at WHK where he became its latest Program Department.  In the summer of ‘32, WJAY’s Continuity Writer & Actor Don Butler along with the veteran broadcasting team of Ruth & Blair left for Columbus’s own WAIU.  On a more favorable note, WTAM’s highly respected Ian Martin joined WJAY’s business ranks in January ’33 as its new Dramatics Director.  Things were definitely looking up that spring when its board convinced a local brewer to sponsor a major concert featuring the Hungarian Gypsy Orchestra.

  Trying to keep things moving forward led WJAY to sponsor a series of upbeat ads in both local newspapers and national trade publications.  One of them in January ‘34 bragged that WJAY carried more local advertising than any other Cleveland outlet.  A second claimed that a 60-word ad aired on their station during the 5:00 p.m. hour cost less than a new hat.[55]  A third boasted that its advertisers were so happy with last year’s sales records that they signed up for another year.  Whether those claims were truthful or not was of little concern to WJAY.  Splashy advertisements, like that, kept the station going during some of its bleakest days.

  WJAY’s public relations department knew full-well that operating as a daytime station had distinctive drawbacks.  However, they were sure they could eventually overcome them.  One idea in July ‘34 asked their loyal listeners to choose the songs they wanted aired the most.  Station programmers figured that if the audience liked the songs they played then they would be more inclined to listen to the outlet more often.  That tactic seemed to be working especially when it was announced that in September that a popular local radio personality, Vic Knight, would soon be joining its staff as its Production Chief.[56]  Unfortunately, quick business fixes, like those, did not significantly improve the station’s bottom line and word spread quickly industry-wide that it was about to fold.

  As you might have already supposed, earlier ownership demands for WJAY and its sister stations WAIU in Columbus and WKBN in Youngstown to streamline their services and exchange frequencies went absolutely nowhere.[57]  There was further bad news in March ’35 when the American Broadcasting System terminated its affiliation.  Frequent personnel changes didn’t bode well.  Finally, the in May ’36 the government permitted the Cleveland Plain Dealer to control both WHK and WJAY.[58]  Sixteen months later, WJAY call letters were changed to WCLE.[59] During a mid-’36 jubilee, 1390 AM announced that WCLE would soon be broadcasting some of Mutual’s best programs.  That kind of positive news convinced WCLE’s officials to showcase some of their popular shows at pre-determined times.  They hoped it would end listener confusion as to what was being aired when.  The all-new WCLE entered the decade of the ‘40s with an array of thrilling new programs.  Regrettably, few of them saw the light of day

  As everyone knew then and now a station’s enduring success depended on its willingness to replace worn out devices at a moment’s notice.  WJAY’s engineers knew that clarity, tone and quality reception were key drawing cards for repeat listeners.  With that in mind, they approved a series of intricate technical tests inaugurated in January ‘30.[60]  Its engineers were relieved to learn that their outlet passed all of them.  However, they knew they could not rest on their past laurels.  Staying ahead of the game meant regularly adding top-of-the-line, new equipment such as condenser mikes, speech input equipment and volt generators.  That spring, officials seriously talked about erecting a new suburban transmitter and increasing night power to 250 watts.  In September, they filed an appeal with the FCC to increase WJAY’s power to 1,000 watts and to relocate from 610 to 590 on the AM dial.  Both applications were rejected.  In May ’34, its board again requested an increase to 1,000 watts; an extension of its broadcasting day to 11:00 p.m. as well as a shift to 640.[61]  The feds denied all three requests although they permitted it to add 45 more minutes per day.[62]  It also allowed the outlet to rely temporarily on a portable 100-watt transmitter until an appropriate site for its new antenna could be found.

  Finally in September ’36, WJAY got authorization to erect a new aerial on the previous site of WHK’s antenna.[63]  This new 300 ft. wagon wheel antenna sent out its first signal the following year.  Its shrewd engineers wasted little time before developing their own unique short wave broadcasts.  However, any future additions or changes had to be approved by their owners Cleveland Radio Broadcasting Corporation.  Had WCLE remained an independent broadcaster, then in all likelihood. it would have upgraded its operations regularly.  But fast-paced changes and mounting expenses prevented that from occurring.

  Prior to the Great Depression, plans were in the works to establish another Cleveland station.  However, more pertinent matters during the first months of ’29 prevented the FCC from approving it until September 29, 1930.  Although the local press wholeheartedly welcomed the all-new WGAR, the same cannot be said for its sister stations WHK and WJAY.  Both asserted that WGAR’s Detroit-based ownership, led by G.A. Richards, Leo Fitzpatrick and E.M. Thomas, knew absolutely nothing about the needs and wants of Clevelanders.[64]  Of course, they were dead wrong.  From the beginning, it aired some of the best programs around.  With its studios in the Hotel Statler, that station’s original broadcasting day ran from 6:00 p.m. to 12 midnight.  With 1,000 watts daytime and 500 watts nighttime, this hottest addition to NBC Blue proudly debuted on December 14, 1930.  Like its sister outlets, WGAR did its best to face up to the grim prospects of the Great Depression.  It understood that its initial broadcasts would not only set the stage for future growth; but also define its character for many years to come.  That led its General Manager John Pratt to pull out all the stops to show that WGAR meant business.

  Producing worthwhile daily programs always poses a challenge but most especially when new stations are attempting to gain inroads within a tightly held market.  In this case, WGAR began with a survey asking potential listeners what they wanted to hear.  Those surveyed made it very clear that they desired a wide range of top-quality programs.  In 1930-31, WGAR focused on some sure winners such as “Amos’n’Andy,” “Ginger Rogers & Brusiloff’s Band,” and “Westinghouse’s Musical Salute to Cleveland.”[65]  Educational shows that same year included “Carroll Burke Fine Music,” the “Rochester Symphony with Harpist Lucille Johnson Bigelow” and “Canadian Parliament Sessions.”[66]  The number of good offerings expanded quickly with the addition of the “Latest Song Hits; the “Newlyweds” and the “John Ruskin Variety Show.”  WGAR experienced a profitable year in ‘32 due in part to a successful Saturday afternoon show that spotlighted high school talent.  Columnists also praised its coverage of the opening ceremonies for the new East 9th Street Greyhound Bus Terminal as well as its interview of a bootlegger.[67]

  As the Frank Sinatra hit of the mid-‘50s Love & Marriage so amply put it “you can’t have one without the other.”  Two decades earlier, WGAR thought it had come up with a perfect remedy for Cleveland’s lovelorn.  Its new daytime drama “Matrimony” brought lonely couples together with the hope that they might fall in love and get married.  Many housewives loved Higbee’s “Jean Abby, Women’s Home Companion and Radio Shopper” beginning in December ‘32.[68]  A&P grocery welcomed in 1933 with Booth Tarkington’s “Adventures of Maud & Cousin Bill” while “Gold Rush” showcased popular Canadian yarns.  In ’34, its growing lineup included the Drama League’s programs; “Halle’s Table Setting Contest,” “The Indianapolis 500 Race” and “Fun and Firecrackers.”

  Over the next two years, WGAR broadcasted the “Goodrich Circus Night,” “The Romance of Life Insurance,” “Sing Before Breakfast, The Bailey Company’s Musical Clock,” “May Company’s Morning Matinee,” and “How Cleveland Serves You.”  A new series “Stars in the Making’ debuted on January 3, 1937 followed in February by “Taking Democracy Seriously.”[69]  “Marshall’s Morning Express” starring Dave, Shirley and Bob was a rousing success as was the all-new “Parade of Champs.”  “Listen to Your Unseen Friend” gained a loyal following along with Sidney Andorn’s “Christmas Party.”  “Bachelor’s Children” sponsored by Old Dutch Cleansers highlighted ‘38 while it also offered a kid’s baseball camp courtesy of B.F. Goodrich and Marshall Drug Store’s fun packed show the “Sundae Naming Contest.”  The New Year brought thrilling news.  CBS revealed that four of WGAR’s most popular shows were going national.  The Cultural Institute’s Nationalities Christmas Greeting ended the ‘39 season on an upbeat note.  Popular shows like that were appreciated especially as the 2nd World War approached.[70]

  Unreliable advertisers and diminishing markets hampered local operations throughout the ‘30s.  The Great Depression certainly was not an ideal time to sink hard earned cash into new outlets.  However, it is important to note that some national indicators as late as ‘31 suggested just the opposite.  They argued that this unexpected economic downturn was not going to last too much longer and that the public’s never-ending need for radio would offset any financial losses investors might have incurred to this point.  That was what G.A. Richards, Leo Fitzgerald and E.M. Thomas were banking on when they established WGAR.  Those optimistic forecasts in ’30 and ’31 might have been off the mark.  However, the willingness on the part of WGAR’s savvy Detroit ownership to stay the course even if initial profit returns were marginal, proved in the long run to be a very effective strategy.  Yes, Cleveland needed another radio station and WGAR was it.  Following its grand opening on December 14, 1930, it settled down to business.  Its earliest backers invested $150,000 and hired a young go-getter John F. Pratt as its GM.  He was a driving force at that outlet for many years.[71]

  WGAR soon recognized that one way to appreciably expand its listening base was to provide special offers and it did just that.  In June ’33, it promoted a Great Lakes cruise package for only $54.50 per person.[72]  Its publicity department also arranged with the A&P grocery chain to sponsor a five-week series that climaxed with 100 Northeast Ohio boys going to the ’33 Chicago Exposition.  The January 6, 1934 Cleveland Plain Dealer announced that its latest studio refurbishing effort would include a special TV monitor.[73] Known as the “Friendly Station,” WGAR’s tradition of program excellence carried over into ’36-’37.  Part of its success rested on top quality records courtesy of Associated Recorded Program Services.[74]  Adding a talented pianist such as Henry Pildner along with a smooth sounding announcer like Wayne Mack also helped.[75]  Financially speaking, it entered the ‘40s in good shape.  That was important with the war looming on the horizon.

  As we discussed earlier, staying ahead of its rivals meant continually updating its equipment.  In this case, it began as early as 1930 with a more powerful antenna.  Unfortunately, complaints of program interference by WHK led to federal intervention.  WGAR was forced to move its tower to another spot.  Moving to 1000 Harvard Avenue, the architectural firm of Dickerson & Rhoads in May ’31 designed a modern $50,000 brick building with adjacent towers.[76]  Wanting to improve its sound even further, WGAR unsuccessfully petitioned in April ’34 to move from 1450 AM to 1180 AM.[77]  A second appeal eight months later to increase its night power to 1,000 watts was also rejected as was a third request to move to 890.[78]  Apparently, it lacked the business clout needed to ensure rapid changes.  However, it didn’t stop it from moving forward.  In June ’36 it purchased a new 100 watts motorized vehicle with a special top that could be raised or lowered any time.  The installation of Hi-Fi monitoring devices and a chain in ‘37 permitted it to carry up to 18 hours of Mutual programming.[79]

  The next year Dickerson & Barrett designed an addition to its Harvard Avenue facility plus an adjoining 170-foot tower.[80]  Finally in April ‘38, WGAR got permission to increase its power to 5,000 watts daytime and 1,000 watts nighttime.[81]  The big news for ’39 was that this outlet had linked the Cleveland Board of Education’s station WBOE with the acclaimed educational series “American School of the Air.”[82]  In the meantime, equipment upgrades continued into the war years.  But not to worry, all Cleveland stations including WGAR gallantly supported our brave troops.

  

  
    
      	NBC sets up adjusted rate schedule. (1935, January 15). Broadcasting, p. 7. ↵


      	M. Codel. (1932, April 15). New tool in advertising. Broadcasting, p. 6. ↵


      	S.G. Persons, (1932, May 15).  A complaint about free advertising. Broadcasting, p. 8 ↵


      	Mutual broadcasting system.  Britannica. http://britannica.com. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1930, February 13).  Medley of tunes offered tonight. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 22. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1930, May 13).  New broadcasts on whk. Cleveland Plain Dealer. p. 8. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1930, June 21). Many stars on talkie program on whk relay. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 6. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1930, July 25). WHK is key for balloon broadcasts. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 17. ↵


      	WHK to test stadium. (1931, June 28). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 87. ↵


      	F.A. Meckelnburg, (1934, February 1).  Label-saving contest sells time, products. Broadcasting, p. 8. ↵


      	Win a ford v-8’s part of higbee-ford march of progress. (1934, January 20). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 13. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1935, March 20). Queenly ethel barrymore and bernie do gags. Cleveland PlainDealer, p. 12. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1935, June 29). Jam studio as miss crandall bids farewell.  Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 15. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1937, September 1). Magic key program to be broadcasted in cleveland. Cleveland PlainDealer, p. 7. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1938, December 29).  Logan out to find unknown ohio music. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 13. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1939, December 30).  U.S. has more radios than all rest of world. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 11. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1931, February 8). WHK to build new studios on higbee roof in terminal. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 1.  R.S. Stephan. (1931, August 10).  New whk to rival nation’s best. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 49. ↵


      	Plain dealer buys interest in whk. (1932, May 5).  Cleveland Plain Dealer, Buys into whk. Broadcasting, p. 17. ↵


      	W.W. Marsh. (1933, September 7). Cleveland is background for lake’s comedy. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 18. ↵


      	Harry howlett of station whk dies. (1934, June 6). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 10.  Harry howlett of whk dies after operation. (1934, June 15). Broadcasting, p. 10. ↵


      	Open hearings on frequency changes for ohio stations. (1934, October 23). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 15. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1936, May 29). FCC grants wjay right transfer stock. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 19. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1937, April 28). WHK signs to carry nbc blue network here. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 6. ↵


      	D.S. Kintner. (1930, January 8). 34 states pick up whk transmitter test.  Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 10. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1935, February 5). WTAM about to broadcast from airport. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 14. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1936, June 15). WHK antenna doubles signal in service area. Cleveland PlainDealer, p. 8. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1937, April 19). WHK-wjay to drive for better short-wave bills. Cleveland PlainDealer, p. 5. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1938, February 25).  Set whk facsimile tests for summery. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 16. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1938, August 12). We americans on whk fall program. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 13. ↵


      	Tune in tonight, 8:30, station wtam for the first program from the home in the sky. (1930, April 3). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 18. ↵


      	Starting tonight! a great new program from the girl from carling’s. (1935, April 22).ClevelandPlain Dealer,  p. 12. ↵


      	WTAM will have new radio talent, nbc control to open wider field; royal may go to new york. (1930, October 16). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 21. ↵


      	NBC to cut time for station identification. (1935, April 15). Broadcasting, p. 16. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1937, July 22). West beckons rohlf; work started on wtam studios. Cleveland PlainDealer, p. 8. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1938, January 29). WTAM to be in new studios on february 7th. Cleveland PlainDealer, p. 24. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1930, May 16). WTAM adds 5 sunday hours. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 25. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1935 January 25). 50,000-watter cost runs into five figures. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 15. ↵


      	A. Zirin, (1939, March 5). “Celts flash at intercity meet,” Cleveland Plain Dealer,  p. 49. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1930, February 9).  Abraham lincoln broadcasts head week’s list. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 17. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1930, December 5). Yachtsman to get consolation prize at mike. Cleveland Plain Dealer,  p. 22.  R.S. Stephan. (1930, December 4).  p. Cobb and tune show star on night’s radio. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 20.↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1931, February 21).  Grays band to broadcast for 94th anniversary. Cleveland PlainDealer, R.S. Stephan. (1931, March 11).  p. 20.  Cadman’s new work on bill tomorrow. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 20.  ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1933, June 20). Howe has time for fun. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 13. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1933, July 1). When cobb talks studio is full. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 15 ↵


      	WJAY jim sands breakfast club 7:15 am to 8:10 am daily. (1934, June 20). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 16. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1934, August 15).  Wilson funds potential stars Cleveland Plain Dealer,  p. 13 ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1936, September 5).  WJAY to take part of cbs schedule soon. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 18. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1937, March 2).  New act all set for whk; wtam in crib broadcast. Cleveland PlainDealer, p. 13. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1937, July 10). WJAY announcer is set for party with octopus. Cleveland PlainDealer).  p. 10. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1939, November 18). WCLE aids fans weary of football. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 11. ↵


      	Mutual network maps expansion. (1940, January 1).  Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 24. ↵


      	Hello folks united food stores, our story to you every friday over station wjay 5 pm. (1930, February 22).  Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 7.  White cross school of beauty culture inc. tune in on wjay at 11 am. (1930, March 2).  Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 42. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1930, August 21). Radio chain planned by station wjay. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 7. ↵


      	WJAY is broadcasting from its new studios and here is first sketch of the actual set-up. (1931, January 18). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 54. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1931, November 16). Notables and stage artists on radio soon. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 55. ↵


      	A 60-word ad broadcast over wjay 5 to 6 pm costs less than a good new hat, phone cherry 0464. (1934, February 5). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 6. ↵


      	WJAY names vic knight to head its production. (1934, September 11). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 18. ↵


      	Open hearings on frequency changes for ohio stations. (1934, October 23). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 15. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1936, May 29). FCC grants wjay right to transfer stock Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 19. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1937, September 9). Show boat dresses part in Hollywood. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 19. ↵


      	WJAY to test its reception at 610 KCs its been at 610 since last month. (1930, January 11). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 9. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1934, May 18). Indianapolis auto speed race set. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 9. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1934, December 1). Gene & glenn in newspapers’ holiday show. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 14. ↵


      	WJAY asks to put up new transmitter. (1936, October 1). Broadcasting, p. 77. ↵


      	R.H. Reeves. (1930, September 29). Checking over the news of the week from september 21 – september 27. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 10. ↵


      	Amos ‘n’ Andy will be on wgar along with billy jones and ernie hare. (1930, December 7).  Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 8.  On the dial today. (1930, December 26).  Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 11.  R.S. Stephan. (1931, February 24). Glorify cleveland tonight. Cleveland PlainDealer, p. 19. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. . (1931, March 12). Collegiate singers on air Sunday. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 20. ↵


      	Bootlegger in air talk. (1932, March 19). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 5. ↵


      	Higbee’s presents jean abby, women’s home companion and radio shopper talks about gifts on wgar at 8:45 am. (1932, December 14). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 15. ↵


      	Auditions for marshall’s a new series called “stars in the making” program every monday night at wgar 7 to 8 pm. (1937, January 3). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p 14.   R.S. Stephan. (1937, February 2).  WGAR to put new series on air Thursday. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 11. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1939, December 23). Cornell glee club to sing monday over whk. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 15. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1931, January 1). WGAR career 24 hours early. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 8. ↵


      	Cruise to the world’s fair on the great ship ‘seeandbee,’ leaving cleveland July2, returning july 7 ‘the wgar  radio cruise,’ all expenses included as low as .50. (1933, June 4). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 46. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1934, January 6). WGAR To Revamp Studio Setup-Redecoration in Order. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 6.  See and Hear Your Favorite Entertainers through Sanabria’s new improved television 3rd floor auditorium 11 am to 5:30 pm. (1934, January 9). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 3. ↵


      	The Aristocrat of the turntable. (1936, November 15). Broadcasting, p. 6. ↵


      	Henry Pildner well known cleveland pianist and teacher is a staff artist on wgar. (1937, November 14).  Cleveland Plain Dealer,  p. 4.  Ad Club ‘flip-flops’ 1937 news events. (1937, December 11). Cleveland Plain Dealer,  p. 11. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1931, January 13). Gala program on wtam. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 14. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1934, April 10). Wirt-brain trust probe on radio. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 9. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1935, January 12).  Frank parker will be here for food show. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 19.  R.S. Stephan. (1935, August 12). Television yet to stir radio; still distant. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 14. ↵


      	Installed Jensen hi-fi monitoring equipment in offices audition rooms. (1937, March 15). Broadcasting, p. 79. ↵


      	Many contracts are out for bids. (1938, January 2). Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 22. ↵


      	WGAR is now 5,000 watts day and 1,000 watts night. (1938, April 15).  Broadcasting,  p. 79. ↵


      	R.S. Stephan. (1939, September 23). Guy Wallace at mike for Irish game here. Cleveland Plain Dealer, p. 22. ↵


    

  

  




  
  







Chapter 3. Cleveland Radio and the 2nd World War


  
  Most Cleveland radio outlets experienced significant profit gains by the early ‘40s.  The eagerness of successful sponsors to invest in new programs meant that the Great Depression was finally ending.  Equally importance, their wide-ranging coverage of the war effort not only proved conclusively that local broadcasting had reached a new level of maturity; but also, that its uncanny ability to present accurate information quickly had improved by a 100% in just ten short years.  Following the Pearl Harbor attack, radio stations increasingly served as the first line of defense, the go-between between the feds and the public.  In particular, they painstakingly described how modern-day warfare operated and how listeners might help in this effort.  Cleveland radio and the 2nd World War were dedicated to achieving one thing defeating the Axis powers as soon as possible.

  Continually promoting patriotism during this unprecedented national emergency became one of the chief intentions of Cleveland broadcasting throughout the war.  Deemed crucial for national defense, federal censorship ruled the day once the U.S. entered this conflict.  As everyone soon understood “loose lips sink ships.”  Surprisingly, tighter federal restrictions did not appear to lessen the quality of local broadcasts.  Everything from comedy to drama and from quiz shows to sports events appeared to brighten up the daily lives of civilians.  Frequent newscasts, in-depth war-related discussions and instructive talk shows rounded off the mix.  In their own way, each component served the public’s needs.

  As the war intensified, commentaries from respected journalists and religious services led by well-respected leaders increasingly shared the spotlight.  Radio’s daily business proceeded along energetically with only a few changes in ownership or network affiliation.  One major change involved two Northeast Ohio stations who agreed to switch places while a second one compelled NBC to sell its once-prized Blue Network.  You might recall that NBC owned and operated both Red and Blue since the late ‘20s.  By the mid-‘30s, rumors were spreading that the FCC was not very happy with that cozy arrangement.  Government officials believed that if things continued along unchecked those NBC hookups would eventually control all facets of radio broadcasting.  The resulting monopoly would be unfair especially for struggling independents.

  However, all of that was little more than conjecture until May ‘40 when the FCC circulated a harsh report condemning NBC’s recent actions against its competitors.  Based on that three-year probe, the feds concluded that the future health of the broadcasting industry depended on NBC relinquishing its control of the Blue network.  Rather than fight, NBC’s Board of Directors on July 30, 1943 sold Blue dot to Edward J. Noble the President of Life Saver Candies for $8,000,000.[1]  Hoping to remain competitive led Blue’s new owners to continue to feature some of its earlier highly successful shows while regularly expanding its existing lineup. Surprisingly, it still rented space from its former parent company NBC as well as continue to rely on its staff for help.  Following the war, Blue became the American Broadcasting Company (ABC).  In ’46, NBC’s flagship station took a very bold step by changing its call letters from WEAF to WNBC.  Eight years later it became WRCA only to resurface as WNBC Radio 66 in 1960.  Blue’s flagship station WJZ became the all-new 770 WABC in ‘53.  NBC’s relinquishing of its Blue connection inspired CBS, Mutual and other independents to not only expand the scope and nature of their daily programming; but also, to initiate a host of other business and technical breakthroughs.

  Many of those technical advances were placed on hold.  The possibility of sabotage along with other more pressing war-related matters took precedent.  Yet, radio leaders continued to speak openly about the growing possibilities awaiting commercial television after the war and the major roles they expected to play in its development.  Apparent slowdowns in technology did not adversely affect major radio stations like WHK as they eagerly embraced challenging new programs in the late ‘30s and early ‘40s.[2]  One show presented by the Cleveland Bar Association in January ’40 seriously questioned the value of independent federal agencies such as the National Labor Relations Board.[3]  A second one hosted by Women’s Activities Director Eleanor Hanson discussed the provocative new fashion wear exhibited at the Women’s Fashion Institute’s Spring Show in ‘41.  Another one “Young Lawyers Stage Quiz Show” also caught the public’s fancy.[4]  Still others dealt with a host of critical issues ranging from city charter reforms to new training programs for firemen.  Controversial shows were right up 1420’s alley.

  WHK’s mood lightened considerably in the spring of ’40 when it proudly aired both the “Lake Erie Girl Singers” and the Cleveland Indians.[5]  Popular civic events presented that same year included a “Mother’s Day Salute” on May 12th and an Early Settler’s Association’s ceremony at City Hall that July.[6]  The August 8th dedication of the new Coast Guard Station also drew a large and enthusiastic audience.[7]  Others such as the “Year of War” and “Wake Up America” reminded everyone about the terrible toll that war places on everyone’s lives.[8]  A critical conversation that November led by Shaker Hts. High School students focused on democracy while Christmas Carols courtesy of Society for Savings wished everyone “good cheer” during the Holiday season.[9]

  Recurring news flashes, wide-ranging newscasts and in-depth forums distinguished the winter of ’41 roster.  Civic-minded Clevelanders repeatedly tuned in to hear the breaking news delivered by WHK’s ace city hall reporter Nickey Barnett.  They also listened attentively to the many Rotary International broadcasts.[10]  That same year, the Cleveland Museum of Natural History achieved yet another milestone when it introduced a new show aimed specifically for children between the ages of 10 and 13.[11]  WHK’s audience in March ’41 also enjoyed a special Cleveland Indians exhibition game originating from Cuba.  Many Clevelanders enthusiastically listened to “Defense in Action” which spotlighted the crucial defense work being done by local manufacturers such as the National Acme Tool Company.[12]  Two highly informative Cleveland Bar Association programs also debuted that spring.  One of those shows discussed the importance of having a will while the other explained how our probate court works.[13]  Culturally attuned listeners perked up when the Director of the Museum of Fine Arts detailed the upcoming ’41 spring show while others were highly amused by the antics of specially trained dogs that played both the drums and pianos.

  Station officials proudly broadcasted the Children’s Safety Rally held in Parma, OH on May 20th while hundreds of “Dream House Contest” entries flooded its studios.[14]   For classical music lovers, WHK presented a Cleveland Pops Concert that June conducted by Rudolph Ringwall.  The Quiz Kids 1st anniversary show tried to predict what the world might be like in ten years.[15]  On a lighter side, Suzanne’s Charm School still aired its popular Saturday offering.[16]  For those looking to do something special they might consider visiting WHK’s downtown studios to see an interesting film clip called “Song of a City.”[17]  Brown Brothers Furniture’s ever popular “Rhythm by Request” continued to delight listeners every Monday, Wednesday and Friday morning while a gripping new detective series called “Mike & Kitty” provided lots of adventure Friday evening.[18]  It also broadcasted the world-renowned Cleveland Orchestra on November 1st while Kurtz Furniture’s “World News” was still heard twice daily and every Sunday.[19]

  In January 1942, Duke Lidyard proudly celebrated the 10th anniversary of his popular show “Junior Showboat.”[20]  The following month, Program Director W. (Bud) Richmond unveiled his latest 15-minute nightly newscast appropriately called “News by Richmond.”[21]  The Mutual Broadcasting System honored WHK on its 20th anniversary by airing a special coast to coast broadcast of “Mutual Goes Calling.”[22]  Three months later, Eleanor Hanson introduced a vital, new series called “What I Can Do to Help Win the War.”[23]  Wanting to improve its newscasts led WHK’s board of directors in ’43 to hire the very controversial Sheelah Carter.  She was the sister of the popular MBS broadcaster Boake Carter.[24]

  With great fanfare the resourceful Cleveland comedian Jack Pearl returned to the local airways on an updated version of “Cresta’ Blanca Carnival.”  The addition of “Mutual Matinee” in ’43 significantly expanded WHK’s daily musical offerings.  That February, the Cleveland Painter’s District Council described in detail how its highly prized union operated while Thompson Products underwrote a new Tuesday night show called “Victory Hour.”  Mid-September saw Federal Judge Robert N. Wilkin discuss the U.S. Constitution and on the evening of September 26th the celebrated religious leader of the Euclid Avenue Temple Rabbi Barnett Brickner welcomed in the Jewish New Year.[25]

  In February 1944, Mary K. Brown discussed the critical role played by the American Red Cross in the current war effort followed two months later by an entertaining concert originating again from Camp Perry.  Cleveland Rams football and “For Women Only” enlarged WHK’s fall roster while the Cotton Bowl pitting Oklahoma against Texas Christian University helped to welcome in the New Year.  WHK’s airways in ’45 proudly profiled courageous Cleveland servicemen while the Kiwanis Club Citation Luncheon took center stage on May 11th.  “All Night Party” sponsored by the Burt Company lightened up the summer lineup.  When the war ended, WHK’s many fans turned their attention towards a host of new offerings. They included Dave Elman’s Radio Auction and Taylor’s Fashion Shop’s Salute.  The November ’45 roster showcased the “Bond Jamboree” hosted by Gene Kelly while the amazing magician Blackstone still dazzled local radio audience.  Nineteen forty-five ended with a useful new offering called “WHK Bungalow for Jobs” while a “Flag-Raising Sesquicentennial Opener” set the tempo for future broadcasts.

  Always priding itself as a community leader, WHK never wavered when it came to supporting Cleveland’s ever growing fine arts scene.  In April ’42 its long-time Program Director Pinky Hunter donated the station’s massive record collection to the Cleveland Public Library’s Fine Arts Department.  Caught up in the war effort, its highly patriotic staff contributed countless hours to community activities and charitable events.  It began with Eleanor Hanson becoming the Chairperson of Women’s Radio Activities for the War Savings Staff of Ohio.  WHK in a bold step joined MBS in September ’42 while its long-standing newscaster Murray Young proudly celebrated his 500th broadcast.  In January 1943, the Cleveland Plain Dealer ran an in-depth story on WHK’s vigorous General Manager and Vice President H.K. Carpenter.  At the same time, that radio outlet began airing detailed news reports from Washington D.C. through both its Mutual and United affiliates.  Its highly touted Victory Book Campaign called “Give More Books,” became the in thing for many Clevelanders beginning that February.[26]  The summer of ’43 saw Russell Wise, formerly of WTAM, joining the WHK staff while the recently reorganized Blue network announced plans to hook up with WJW radio once it relocated to Cleveland.

  Sheela Carter’s 5 p.m. newscast was an instant success.[27]  Most importantly, it guaranteed her a renewed contract in April ’44.[28]  Beginning that May, WHK’s engineers started providing the Hippodrome Theatre with narrative news clips.[29]  The feds quickly approved WCLE’s move to Akron while it still considered United Broadcasting’s earlier request that three of its prime Ohio outlets WHK, WHKK, and WHKC be granted television licenses.  Never overlooking a golden opportunity when it appeared, H.K. Carpenter got the FCC to authorize a new, in-state radio network.  Consisting of 20 stations with 1420 AM as its lead, its intention was to increase listenership while lowering costs.  This would be achieved by broadcasting some of the same programs to its member stations.  CBS owned outlets in the ‘70s and ‘80s followed a similar tactic.

  Hoping to create an even clearer sound with a greater broadcasting range by assimilating select AM and FM bands was one new idea proposed by United Broadcasting in the spring of ’40.  Although it went nowhere, the FCC did allow 1420 AM to increase its nighttime power to 5,000 watts.  At year’s end, WHK petitioned to relocate WCLE to 600 on the AM band with the intention of making it full service.  If that had occurred, it would have been able to broadcast non-commercial Blue programs during peak evening hours.  Unfortunately, it didn’t happen.  In February ’41, virtually all broadcasters began preparing for the recent federal order requiring them to move further down the AM dial.  However, that didn’t apply to WCLE.

  Variety may have been the spice of life for Cleveland broadcasters but not for WTAM.  Much of its late ‘30s programs were to say the least boring.  As a 50,000 watts clear channel Red dot outlet it expected to have a strong regional following.  However, that didn’t mean that it reigned supreme at home.  New York’s top brass recognized that change was necessary and in January 1940 WTAM began shedding its earlier, doughty image. A rousing Saturday afternoon show with the Dix’ers out of Herman Pirchner’s Alpine Village topped its new and exciting lineup.  That was followed in February with its musical director Lee Gordon hosting the popular “Ribs and Roasts of 1940″ as part of the Annual Cleveland Baseball Writers Association meeting.[30]  The next month, spotlighted Public Hall’s Easter Morning Service, “Travelogs in Health,” and “Sohio News Reports.”  The long awaited annual “May Show” at the Cleveland Museum of Fine Arts received rave reviews as did the June 28th broadcasted of the “Festival of Freedom.”  July audiences loved the different musical performances originating out of the Cedar Point Music Camp.[31]  The “Give a Dime” campaign dedicated to fighting infantile paralysis highlighted the ‘41 winter schedule while the summer roster starred the pleasant sounds of Dorothy Crandall’s “Music Box.”  Its fall schedule included a rousing speech from Governor John W. Brickner on Ohio’s Unemployment Compensation Law Amendments while charity football brightened WTAM’s electrifying its November calendar.

  WTAM’s band leader Lee Gordon began the ‘42 broadcasting season by directing his own swinging group called the “Gordonaires.”  The March “Sportsman Show” was followed four months later by the Campfire Girls’ visiting Jane Weaver.  Intending to increase the sales of war bonds and stamps, WTAM along with the Greater Cleveland War Savings Committee, hosted another popular summer concert from Camp Perry.  Starting that September, it also began broadcasting Ohio State games out of Columbus’s “horseshoe” stadium.  Station-wide officials also participated in a massive recruiting effort aimed at hiring large numbers of factory workers.

  With the New Year approaching, WTAM dedicated more of its broadcasting time to the Office of Price Administration (OPA).  An outgrowth of the Emergency Price Control Act of ’42, this independent federal agency was responsible for first imposing and then enforcing price limits on nearly all products as well as rationing essential supplies.  OPA discussions ranged from what was occurring on the home front and the need to keep your car in good working order to how to deal with food deficits and the best ways to cope with unreasonable landlords.

  Similar focus groups in ‘43 addressed complications related to food rationing and price controls.  An exciting new Sunday night show begun that summer, detailed day excursions one might like to take to various local landmarks.  They included the Cleveland Garden Center, the Museum of Fine Arts, Severance Hall and Western Reserve University.  WTAM’s lighter side shone through in January ’44 with the debut of the “Gene Carroll, Jack and Lena Quiz Show.”  That May, Sohio launched its own offering called “Ohio These Are Your Sons.”  “Ohioans on War Duty” was yet another winner later that summer.  WTAM broadcasted the gala “War Chest Festival” that October and a very special 75th anniversary celebration of Sohio as a way of welcoming in the ‘45 season.  On January 27th, WTAM made another appeal for more factory workers.

  WTAM aired the Cleveland Church Federation’s United Protestant Noonday Services during Lent while observing the 100th anniversary of Baldwin-Wallace College that June.  That same month, Lee Gordon initiated his own new afternoon slot along with a special recruiting program by the 5th regiment of the Ohio State Guard.  Happy listeners enjoyed the brand new “Gene Carroll Comedy Show” starting September 27th.  The end of the year saw the Cleveland Museum of Health’s present a special 5th anniversary celebration.  The future success of WTAM was all but assured.  Yet, its programmers were perplexed regarding what returning GIs and their families might want to hear on 1100 AM.  However, they were sure that with their help they could figure it out.

  Business prospects seemed particularly bright for WTAM as it entered the 1940s.  That pleased its New York bosses who envisioned an even bigger role for it in the foreseeable future.  At the same time, NBC’s leadership knew that the 2nd World War was fast approaching.  That June, NBC made it clear to its many listeners that it intended to do everything possible to protect its transmitters from sabotage.  Hoping to keep spirits alive, WTAM’s General Manager Vernon Pribble began recognizing the many contributions made by smaller communities towards improving the quality of life for all Ohioans.  The November ‘40 salute to Mansfield, OH was just such a greeting.[32]

  In February ’41, Vernon Pribble addressed the Mid-West Educational Conference on Radio.  A short time later, NBC and the American Federation of Radio Artists announced that they had reached a tentative agreement calling for a 10% salary increase for all announcers.  On a more serious note, NBC that June lodged a formal complaint against the FCC when it proposed tighter controls on network-owned outlets.  NBC feared it might have to turn over WTAM to the Mutual Broadcasting System if that network could not secure a proper affiliate quick enough.  Fortunately, WHK soon joined MBS prevented that from happening.[33]

  The Cleveland Writers Club in ’42 received from WTAM’s highly respected Director of Dramatic and Script Department Waldo Pooler some reasonable options designed to limit overcrowding on the AM dial.[34]   At year’s end, it honored the memory of Ensign William Halloran, the first Clevelander killed at Pearl Harbor.[35]  Its veteran announcer Jane Weaver and her husband left dreary northeast Ohio for the sunny climes of southern California in November ‘43.[36]  Three months later, WTAM interviewed seven Cleveland servicemen stationed overseas.[37]  As a public service, its engineers installed a new state of-the-art loudspeaker at East 9th Street and Superior Avenue as a way of broadcasting the news.[38]    Vernon Pribble thanked his very loyal work crew by throwing them a big Christmas bash in ’44 at the Hotel Lake Shore.

  On January 11, 1945, the Cleveland Plain Dealer recognized the amazing career of Chet Zohn.[39]  Originally signed on as WTAM singer, Zohn rose quickly within the ranks to become its Production Director, then Head of Night Operations and finally Program Activities Chief.  Eight Ohio soldiers stationed in the South Pacific sent special greetings to their mothers on Mother’s Day.[40]  This outlet and its sister stations promoted a first of its kind Student Workshop hosted by The Ohio State University.  It would prepare students for careers within budding new FM outlets dedicated to educational programming.  Regarding future technical advances, 1100 AM, like its rivals, remained quiet during the war.  However, once the fighting ceased, NBC, Dumont, Scripps Howard, WHK, WGAR and WJW immediately applied for television licenses.[41]  The FCC eventually awarded them to Scripps Howard, Dumont and NBC.

  Regarding WCLE, it was apparent from the first day of their merger that WHK thought of its new sister station as an albatross around its neck. That meant while its competitors were encouraged to experiment with new programs and lucrative advertising prospects, WCLE was forced to practice more conventional business practices.  It did its best to assist in the war effort by offering fine entertainment along with in-depth newscasts and informative talk shows.  In response, the United Broadcasting Company provided WCLE with a wide range of non-commercial offerings and ethnic shows.

  During the ‘30s, WCLE broadened its listening-base substantially by successfully inserting popular nationality shows into its expanded lineup.  Affordable, tailor-made programs ensured its success and enabled WCLE in ‘40 to request a larger budget.  At the same time, its higher ups repeatedly pressured WHK for even greater opportunities.  Its marginal gains enabled WHK managers to keep its sister station in limbo.  Adding the popular Christian Science services to the WCLE Sunday lineup starting in January 1940 symbolized a major step forward as was the reenactment that February of Abraham Lincoln’s historic visit to Cleveland in 1861.[42]  Unfortunately, those gains were soon undermined when the Ohio Industrial Union attacked WCLE for what it believed to be unreasonable censorship policies.[43]  WCLE roared right back in March when it scheduled popular vaudeville acts courtesy of the Great Cleveland Association of Retail Bakers.  Live dugout interviews prior to Cleveland Indians games added to the fun.

  Exclusive interviews with Superman’s creators Joe Shuster and Jerry Siegel and the all-new “Burt’s Amateur Show” were two big events in June ’40.  At that same time, “Old World Melodies” celebrated its 300th broadcast on WCLE while stockyard reports still enjoyed a big following.  That fall, one of Cleveland’s most respected sportswriter Jerry Brondfield began a new sports show while Bing Furniture’s entertaining piano marathon received critical acclaim.[44]  The year ended on a positive note with Henry Hiser’s “Helping the Farmer” while the Philadelphia Orchestra led by Eugene Ormandy continued to be enjoyed by many of WCLE’s most discerning listeners.

  Variety spots and quiz shows dominated the ’41 roster.  WCLE’s many educational programs including Mrs. Donald Peabody’s discussions of her recent trip to Sumatra as well as the London Times correspondent Sir Willmott Lewis rousing talk about the perils of free speech were very popular with many listeners.  A special community effort dedicated to teaching the deaf how to speak and Betty Rohan’s “Fashion Talk” weekdays at 11:30 a.m. highlighted that spring’s lineup.  In September WCLE aired “Traffic Safety Quiz.”  That show pitted girl roller skaters against traffic cops in a very heated competition.  Two months later, it offered spiritually enlightening Christmas music while Sam Levine’s bowling show “Strikes and Spares” was what sports-minded Clevelanders wanted to hear regularly.  The Jewish Welfare drive, the re-enactment of the Battle of Lake Erie and “Platter Parade” made its ‘42 schedule something special.  Christmas week focused on non-war stories while calisthenics led by Leo Fredericks ruled the airwaves Monday through Friday starting at 9:30 a.m.[45]    The important role of women in war gained a sizeable following in February ‘43 while music lovers turned to “The Record Album” to hear the latest hits.

  A special WCLE show in May investigated children’s health issues while an equally informative session explored government rationing problems.  Growing war concerns resulted in a detailed 6:45 p.m. weekday newscasts starting May 26th.  Vital issues such as juvenile delinquency; the crucial need for more women marines and the growing importance of the War Chest were also aired.  WCLE took great pride in its top-rated religious programs that included “Firsthand Christianity.”  That March, Msgr. John P. Treacy explained the significance of “Holy Week” from the Roman Catholic perspective while a Sunday variety show “Burt’s Big Broadcast” debuted mid-May.  Its fall schedule featured the Sears Farm Journal as well as the launching of the U.S.S. Dearborn.  Although the public might not have been aware of the growing tension between WCLE and WHK, industry leaders knew something was wrong since 58% of their programs were the same.

  WCLE’s inability to control its own destiny became even clearer in April ’40 when WHK asked the feds to move its sister station from 610 to 640 on the AM dial.[46]  United Broadcasting wanted to reserve the prestigious 610 spot for WHKC its Columbus station.  WHK officials also requested from the FCC an increase in WCLE’s power to 1000 watts; a three hour extension of its broadcasting day plus a new transmitter.  Had the FCC approved those three petitions it would have increased WCLE’s market value.  Of course it never happened.  In ’41 the FCC ruled against WCLE’s application to broadcast more of the popular MBS night offerings.  Station officials had hoped that the addition of more outstanding programs to its evening roster might meaningfully increase WCLE’s audience size.  At that same time, rumors began to surface that a prominent Cincinnati democrat wanted to buy WCLE.  However, nothing transpired.

  WHK tried desperately to bolster WCLE’s sagging ratings by introducing a 6:45 p.m. newscast.  In July 1943, the FCC expanded its broadcasting day from 7:00 a.m. to 9:15 p.m.  That was followed in December when United Broadcasting Company asked the feds to transfer WCLE’s license to Akron.[47]  It further requested a longer broadcasting day, new call letters and a switch to 640 on the AM dial.  Fortunately, Akron’s business community favored the move once it learned that WJW was planning to leave the “Rubber City” for Cleveland.  In the fall of ’44, WCLE started its move to Akron, the state’s 5th largest city.[48]  It soon reappeared in Akron as the all-new WHKK, a 1,000 watts outlet located at 640 AM.  Two seasoned radiomen James Hill and Lew Henry coordinated this effort.  Unfortunately, red tape delayed the final move until February ‘45.  However, that postponement did not stop Akron from welcoming its newest outlet.  On February 26, 1945 the Goodyear Theatre held a welcoming celebration.[49]  WCLE’s arrival as WHKK opened up numerous new business opportunities for the previously struggling station.  Its successor WHLO became a favorite rock ‘n’ roll station for Akron teens in the late ‘60s and early ‘70s.   It’s still on the air.

  WGAR’s newly expanded roster began in February 1940 when the Director of the Cleveland Museum of Fine Arts talked about his newest exhibits on the “Cultural Institute of the Air.”[50]  That same month, Sidney Andorn hosted the Western Reserve University Junior Prom from the Statler Hotel downtown.  Morning devotionals were heard daily starting in March ’40 while Wayne Mack orchestrated a Cleveland Rotary Club luncheon honoring the Red Cross.  A solemn Memorial Day program at Public Square also received special attention as did the CIO Workers Meeting at Precision Castings held later that summer.  Cleveland Protestant Churches hosted a “Prayer for Peace Day” on September 8th followed by a special forum called “Democracy and the Law.”  Jack Horwitz also gave a stirring patriotic musical salute before the September 22nd Rams-Eagles football game.[51]  A leading Cleveland Planner Leo Weidenthal unveil the city’s latest rendering of a new cultural center dedicated to the city’s founders at year’s end while the ever-popular Cleveland Indians shortstop Lou Boudreau engaged in a heartfelt talk with one of his favorite sportscaster Bob Kelley in January ‘41.[52]

  WGAR listeners participated in freewheeling question and answer sessions with their state legislators in February ’42 on “Question of the Week.”  That same spring, Margaret M. Clark read “Beauty and the Beast” to enthusiastic children while their parents listened at the same time to “Classics We Hate.”  WGAR’s News Director Ralph Worden’s new show “Neighborhood” chatted about Western Reserve history that June.[53]  The fall lineup featured John Carroll University football, a “Family Hour” and an amateur show acknowledging the critical role played by our defense workers in the current war effort.  Highlighting the ’42 radio season was the National Conference of Christians and Jews discussion “The Cleveland Experiment” while the Urban League’s Executive Secretary Sidney R. Williams examined the growing role of blacks in America’s war production.[54]  WGAR hosted a fun filled “Easter Egg Hunt” on Saturday April 4th while Spanish lessons keynoted the popular Friday afternoon schedule.

  Show stoppers such as the Hungarian Gardens Picnic and the Vaughn Monroe orchestra added even more distinction to its summer lineup.  November showcased a city-wide sing along while a nail-biting Case-Western Reserve University football classic that kept listeners glued to their chairs.[55]  As part of its expanding outreach effort, WGAR radio aired a special January ’43 discussion devoted to selective service.[56]  That March, it broadcasted a Cleveland City Club forum on the importance of censorship while Bob Becker presented his “Chats About Dogs” Thursdays at 6:15 p.m.  WGAR prepared for its annual month-long Christmas celebration by talking to Santa Claus in November ’43 followed by Sidney Andorn’s December broadcast honoring Cleveland’s many department store Santa’s.

  In April ’44, Andorn featured a riveting presentation dedicated to the returning GIs who were confined to the Crile Hospital in Parma, OH.  That June, WGAR’s Vice President and General Manager John F. Pratt became Cleveland’s latest Rotary Club President and Joan Barton’s women’s program “Stearn’s Radio Show” debuted to rave reviews on September 24th.  With the 2nd World War winding down, a number of key Cleveland reporters were sent overseas to investigate war conditions.  The station’s Assistant Manager Carl E. George was one of those reporters sent to the Philippines to interview Cleveland servicemen currently stationed there.

  That June, the Cleveland pops honored WGAR’s pianist Henry Pildner by having him play a solo concert commemorating the late George Gershwin.  Sports enthusiasts that summer enjoyed the new Cleveland Indians broadcasting team of Jack Graney and Bob Neal.  The station also proudly aired the Cleveland Institute of Music’s star-studded 25th anniversary event on September 16th.  Old Dutch Cleaners presented the duo of Tena and Tim while the station broadcasted a War Chest concert the following month.  That fall, CBS radio selected WGAR’s Program Manager Dave Baylor to preside over a special business meeting geared towards its Ohio affiliates.  It also proudly celebrated the station’s 16th broadcasting season.[57]

  For a second consecutive year, WGAR received the much sought-after safety promotion award.  In recognition of its excellence in broadcasting its very devoted staff received 5% salary bonuses that July.  That outlet’s community efforts were expanded to include both the collecting and distributing of used radios to Cleveland’s needy.  It also received the much-coveted Pulitzer Prize for its unfaltering commitment to community service.  Roving interviews were the latest thing in ’40 and Kay Halle became WGAR’s first roaming reporter.  That fall, Walberg Brown became the latest Hanna Theatre conductor following the untimely death of WHK’s band leader Louis Rich.[58]  In a surprising move, sportscaster Bob Kelley changed careers in June ’41 becoming the Cleveland Ram’s secretary.   However, that important career move didn’t prevent him from continuing to work part-time at his former station.

  The Cleveland Advertising Club at its July meeting elected WGAR’s Operations Director Carl E. George as its newest trustee.  Five months later, it threw one of the largest war bond jamborees ever held in the city.  In June ’44, WGAR radio unveiled its own strict “Code of Ethics” which meant among other things no more descriptive laxative ads, paid religious programs or provocative shows that might upset children.[59]  The Cleveland Playhouse’s Children’s Theatre Director Esther Mullin joined the WGAR staff after a brief stint at WJW.  She hosted a 9:45 a.m. women’s program starting that July.

  Never forgetting that the station’s future success hinged on its ability to continually stay ahead of its closest rival led its ownership to hound the FCC to up WGAR’s power and improve its spot on the dial.  The question they grappled with was how best to get that approval?  They determined that part of the solution began with not complaining about the recently imposed stringent federal controls.  In fact, a willingness on the part of the station’s management to follow those rules with no questions asked might significantly improve their chances of getting what they wanted further down the road.  Apparently, that strategy paid off well when WGAR became Cleveland’s second 50,000 watts outlet.  However, that favorable development did not happen overnight.  It was a gradual process begun in September 1943 when its power was boosted to 5,000 watts at night and it was moved to 1220 AM.[60]  In June ’44, it marked those highpoints with a very special program emphasizing Cleveland’s greatness.[61]  Always ready to help those in distress, WGAR was the first outlet to dispatch a mobile transmitter to the East Ohio gas explosion that October.[62]  With an eye towards future growth, its managers quickly applied for both television and FM licenses at the end of the calendar year.

  WJW became Cleveland’s 5th radio outlet in the early ‘40s.  Founded in Mansfield, OH in ‘26 it moved to Akron in ‘32.  It was an immediate hit with Summit County listeners.  However, WJW wanted a much larger audience base.  As early as ’ 41, NBC Blue had announced great plans for this leading Northeast Ohio station once it received federal authorization to settle in Cleveland.  The subsequent FCC decision that permitted WCLE to relocate from Cleveland to Akron provided WJW its long-awaited opportunity.  In the fall of ’42, WJW started the mind-numbing process of moving that included much more than just transferring to Cuyahoga County.[63]  It also involved changing its frequencies and upping its wattage.  Found at 1240 AM and broadcasting at a scanty 250 watts, WJW radio petitioned the feds to move up the AM dial to 850 and boost its power from 250 to 5,000 watts.

  Increasing WJW’s wattage posed no problem for the FCC.  However, moving it from 1240 to 850 was another matter.  Both KOA in Denver and WHDH in Boston opposed it.  In the case of KOA, it was already a well-established 50,000 watts outlet at 850 AM while WHDH, found at the same spot on the AM dial, was requesting an increase in power to 50,000 watts.  The FCC ruled that KOA and WHDH would both remain at 850 and that WHDH would be allowed to expand to 5,000 not 50,000 watts.[64]  That ruling remained in effect until ‘48 when WHDH’s power was increased to 50,000 watts daytime and 5,000 at night.  In terms of the original WJW request, the feds allowed it to move from 1240 to 850.

  This new 5,000 watts, Cleveland-based station broadcast daily from 7:00 a.m. to 11:45 p.m.  On November 12, 1943, WJW officially opened its new studios in the Kinney and Levin Building at 1376 Euclid Avenue.[65]   Its Program Director Edward N. Palen wasted little time before securing a prime Blue dot lineup that included Citizen’s Federal’s “Tomorrow’s Business.”[66]  This newest Cleveland outlet also proudly carried the November pigskin classic pitting Lakewood High against West Tech.  Palen also successfully convinced the Lindner-Coy Department Store to sponsor daily newscasts at 7:30 a.m. as well as Sunday news at 2:00 p.m.  WJW’s General Manager William O’Neill started making the rounds of local civic organizations beginning with the Cleveland Women’s Club on January 8, 1944.  His first talk described radio’s growing role on the home front.[67]  The new “Uncle Bill for Kids” show soon captivated the young while an intimate tour of Crile Hospital showed the importance role that facility played in the lives of returning GIs and their families.  In April ’44, Gene Carroll announced that he would be returning to broadcasting on WJW beginning that May.  That fall, everyone was reminded to listen to WJW’s “News Aces” sponsored by Cleveland’s Marshall Drug Stores.

  Brown Furniture and Clothing Co. proudly underwrote an uplifting new series called “Music for the Home” starting that October while WJW’s popular sports casting team of Earl Harper and Ed Sprague began broadcasting Ohio State football games.  Later that same month, the W.B. Davis Department Store started sponsoring “Talk of the Town.”  The station’s latest sensation Dorothy Fuldheim hit the road running in early ’45 when she spoke candidly to a group of women at the Women’s Clubs of Cleveland.[68]  She soon offered her own 15-minute commentaries Monday through Friday on WJW radio.  Mayor Thomas A. Burke spearheaded a very special forum in February ‘45 intended to hire 8,700 more factory workers.  At the same time, WJW hosted an important new Monday night show it called “Jobs for GIs.”[69]  Kronheim Furniture, the U.S. War-Manpower Commission and U.S. Employment Services sponsored it.  This station ended ‘45 on a very positive note when it hosted the Urban League’s Annual Luncheon on December 7th and featured weekly Bible Club Children’s Parties.  The feds also permitted WJW’s engineers to experiment with a new transcription system that enabled interviews to be filmed over the wires.  Station officials also petitioned the feds for a FM license.[70]

  Entering the post-war years the five highly active Cleveland radio stations were very optimistic about the future.  Increasingly, Clevelanders trusted local radio for news, sports, talk and above all else entertainment.  Their many daily broadcasts opened up the world to countless people who rarely ventured beyond their own climes.  In fact, they got the public to think not only about how today’s world runs, but also what might lie ahead.  The future looked very bright for these local outlets as their audiences continued to grow.  Most importantly, their broadcasts united their many listeners through germane, everyday experiences.  That proved particularly important during the Great Depression of the ‘30s and the 2nd World War.  Having effectively brought the nation together during those harrowing times, the locally based radio industry saw nothing but blue skies ahead.  Little did they realize that technical breakthroughs and astonishing new demands brought forward by a highly critical, very sensitive public would change the face of broadcasting forever.

  The late ‘40s represented a watershed for commercial radio.  The carefully thought out, often slow-moving progress that had characterized radio’s most recent past soon became little more than a distant memory.  Dynamic changes accelerated by the 2nd World War shoved the U.S. onto the international stage.  Like so many other post-war venders, Cleveland radio repeatedly felt the brunt of being bombarded by novel program ideas, potentially very rewarding advertising opportunities and immeasurable technical advances.  In particular, major advances in such things as transistors and printed circuits turned the industry on its ear.  As the world continued to shrink in size, the mounting uproar between radio broadcasters and newspaper columnists, often the inescapable result of conflicting egos, only intensified.  Inevitably, it led to a crescendo of ever unfolding changes.  All the while, the unparalleled success of TV and FM radio dominated the national scene.  The second half of this writing illustrates how radio’s frantic, new pace played out in real time.  Much of it stemmed from the publics voracious appetite for dynamic new programming minus the carefully-paced lead-in-time of yesteryear.  As we will soon see, the brave new world of post-war radio broadcasting was not for the faint-hearted.
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Chapter 4. Post-War Cleveland Truth In Broadcasting


  
  As the war continued the masses were eager for something to take their minds off the world situation and radio stepped up to that challenge admirably.  That was post-war Cleveland truth in broadcasting.  Radio entertainment had become a staple of American life, and its personalities had grown in stature to match that of any movie star. The creator of the immensely popular “Jake and Lena”, Cleveland’s Gene Carroll was one of radio’s biggest draws, and news that May that he was leaving WJW where he hosted the station’s Continental Tea Time put his name again the headlines.  This represented a big loss for the station in audience and revenue, and the management assured the public the show would continue with new hosts, Fred Briggs and Don Bell, and a new format stressing games and comedy bits.  Carroll was heading to a new station, his destination would eventually be announced, and the public was anxious to know where.

  Some would call it patriotism, and maybe even a benevolent form of propaganda, but Cleveland stations were united in their support of the war and eager to help in any way toward its successful conclusion.  In June of ’45 they joined to promote the sale of Series E Bonds which had been lagging and staged a sort of telethon to help the war campaign. The “big four” at the time…WGAR, WJW, WTAM and WHK…invited listeners to call in requests for songs that would be played if they pledged to buy the bonds.  It turned into a great success raising $85,000 in just a few hours.

  Post war Cleveland, like the rest of the nation, would breathe a well-earned sigh of relief emerging from the global conflict as a superpower with new challenges but unfailing optimism toward a brighter and more secure future.  We entered World War II with biplanes and mules still considered military equipment, and less than four years later had split the atom.  The Great Depression had taught us a hard and lengthy lesson in resilience, and as the war was drawing to a close in the summer of 1945, plans were already being drawn to forge a stronger Northeast Ohio community.  Cleveland city planner John Howard addressed that topic with an address on WJW titled, “Can we save Cleveland as a place to live?” Much of that talk centered on concerns about growing urban blight and ways to correct it, though others took a more global view and recognized the media’s role…especially radio…in achieving that goal.

  Edgar Kobak headed the powerful Mutual Broadcasting System, and he took a strong stand in how American radio had to assume “a greater postwar responsibility than merely selling soap”.  His so-called campaign to wage peace warned that failure to unite other countries in light of the atomic age could foreshadow the end of civilization.  Mind you the first atomic weapon had just been dropped on Japan that August and there were already these dire warnings, but Kobak had a six-point plan to use the American radio model as the “super postwar salesman of the democratic way of life”.  His plan centered on points including radio becoming universal, democratic, and free and out of the hands of totalitarian dictators.  He also called for strict oversight that radio broadcast truthful information stressing its role as an educator for peace, and even though television was already in the postwar planning stages, he looked at the emergence of the FM band with great optimism outside of the current educational broadcasts.  Kobak also called for more young people to enter broadcasting saying, “Every young high school graduate should be familiar with the use of the microphone”, and to use the airwaves responsibly as a public forum on any number of important issues.  In addition, he called for separate FM programming to cater to the specific interests of its audience, and for the upcoming television industry to take a hard look at ways to educate the public which would include use of TV in classrooms to consider news events and other important information.  What he did not anticipate was the role TV would have in reshaping radio programming and its effect on the audience.  It also led to a rather surprising discussion.

  Patriotism was at an all-time high, but just a few weeks after the war’s official end with the signing of the Japanese surrender, the WHK series “Youth Speaks” sponsored a panel of teen broadcasters asking if compulsory military service was still a good idea.[1]  Remember that so many of this aptly named “greatest generation” put aside their home lives to enlist immediately after Pearl Harbor, so the topic seemed odd at the time.  It was a topic that would resurface years later with a different tone during the war in Viet Nam.

  FM’s emergence was still in its formative stages in 1945 with most looking at its educational opportunities.  In the weeks before the war’s end an FM Education Workshop was held at the Ohio State University in Columbus to determine the best options for the radio band and the way to train people as both educators and broadcasters.  That workshop then moved to Cleveland, home of the nation’s first educational station, the school board’s WBOE-FM, which had benefitted from the programming innovations offered by the highly respected Dr. William Levenson.   The group was able to take tours of WHK, WTAM, WGAR and WJW, with discussions of the way each presented news, sports and entertainment, and the unique role local radio plays in its home community.  The workshop was such a success that a follow up was scheduled the following year with an effort to draw broadcast professionals and educators from across the country.

  The parent company of WHK, the United Broadcast Company, also saw commercial possibilities on the FM band and started experiments out of its transmitter site in Seven Hills, Ohio, one of the highest locations in that part of the state.  Guided by the expertise of the company’s head of engineering, Carl Smith, the experiments were heard by a select few who had FM receivers.[2]  UBC’s H.K. Carpenter said it was in anticipation of more listeners opting for FM and predicted many more receivers with the separate band in the years to follow.  The new station was christened, at least for a time, as W8XUB at 107.1 on the dial, and first broadcasts included comments from Carpenter and Smith, as well as musical selections from the WHK Willard staff orchestra.  In his inaugural address, Carpenter stated, “We have great hopes that this new system of broadcasting will enable us to increase materially the service we can render listeners in this great center of population and industry”.  Smith added, “We have hopes of accomplishing two objectives – to produce a special type of rotating signal which will serve more radio receivers and do it better than was possible by the older methods and to give to Cleveland distributors of radio sets and to those people who buy radio sets with the new FM band the first radio service of this kind in the area.”   Those initial experiments were reportedly only heard by two receivers, one at a store in downtown Cleveland and the other at the transmitter site, but it was yet another giant step in the 25-year history of the medium.  Just weeks later the station would announce yet another ground-breaking innovation.

  The AM band was still the most accessible means of news and entertainment, though it also sparked controversy on occasion.  That was the case when WJW broadcast the first of actor Orson Welles’ news commentaries.[3]  Welles, of course, was an accomplished and dynamic speaker, but his first outings were criticized by the Plain Dealer’s radio editor Robert Stephan as “very light stuff” when compared to his theatrical work.  He also questioned a disclaimer that “Welles’ thoughts may not be those of his sponsor” which prompted Stephan to ask why would you hire someone who doesn’t agree with you? Little did anyone know that in the coming decades disclaimers would be a standard addition to many broadcasts if only as protection from possible litigation.

  There was obviously cooperation among stations during the war years, but in the months that followed its end there was a reemphasis on competition.  Radio was still a growing business, and a good amount of that growth was getting programming and especially sponsors heard. In early 1946 WGAR was granted a conditional grant allowing it to increase to 50-thousand watts, the same as rival WTAM.  A new transmitter was a big investment, about $300,000, but it increased the station’s signal seven times over in downtown Cleveland.[4]  Programming was still the biggest draw, but it can be assured that this move also made the signal more accessible over a much wider area, which was a plus for its advertisers. The initial plans hit a speed bump when Akron station WADC protested the increase fearing possible interference with its signal, though it would soon be resolved in WGAR’s favor.  The station made another innovative move in its programming by increasing the number of shows originating in Northeast Ohio replacing non-commercial CBS shows.  That included music from the WGAR orchestra, a new comedy series, and talk with the Western Reserve University Roundtable series that was brought over from WTAM.  It also aired a special broadcast linking a Junior Town Meeting from the Cleveland Board of Education auditorium to a similar group in London focusing on “How Shall the Atomic Bomb Be Controlled?.”  It would prove to be a topic that would haunt the public for generations to come.

  Reports of exciting new technological advances now seemed commonplace, but in August 1946 newspaper headlines proclaimed that WHK was now readying its expansion into television.  The station had set up individual work groups to train on cameras, staging and building scenery.  It also sent station personnel to General Electric’s WRGB in Schenectady, New York, which was doing similar experiments.  Writers and producers compared notes on a science series, a kid’s show and a variety program and there were even experiments on multi-camera broadcasts (Stephan, 1946).  Radio’s move to living room screens seemed inevitable but would hit snags along the way that would alter the initial plans of all the stations’ planned expansion.

  By year’s end, the Northeast Ohio radio audience had much to reflect on as 1946 was quickly drawing to a close. Columnist Robert Stephan recalled the comments made the previous year by Mutual’s Edgar Kobak regarding the importance of radio as a unifying force for peace stating, “If we are to have a permanent peace, it must generate from the very firesides of ‘the little people’ all over the world. Radio reaches these firesides intimately.  It can bring to them with amazing speed, all the high hopes of the current sturdy band of our United Nations, and, through song and story, it can present a true picture of the good neighbor.  It can help to stamp out the greatest foe of Christmas – intolerance.  It can spread the democratic doctrine that every man, woman and child is an individual entitled to his freedoms.”  These comments almost seemed to foreshadow the call for civil rights that would emerge to a greater degree in the coming decade.   He went on to say, “Radio, with a wise and unselfish leadership, can weave its efforts to bring about a common understanding into its rich destiny.  As a living Santa Claus it can help to make come true the promise of the first Christmas – peace on earth, good will toward all men”.   It was a lofty ideal for what many still saw as a racially divided country, but the right programming could conceivably unite its population.  That begged the question, what kind of programming might that be?

  It seems odd but even with the sophisticated schedules offered by many stations there was a concern that some outlets might be “dumbing down” their programming.  While some lauded praise on stations’ efforts, others found plenty to gripe about.  Letters to the Plain Dealer are a good indication, with one former Clevelander writing, “I don’t think many of the sponsors listen or they would begrudge paying for some of the piffle.”  Another suggested radio crime stories harmed young listeners saying, “There are many fine programs that could be put on the air which would be more enlightening and more enjoyable to the dialers.  It seems the networks as well as the advertisers won’t do anything, so it is up to the public to go out after better radio”.  That same day WJW announced it would be trying out a new format with hostess Brooke Taylor acting as a disc jockey offering music in five different classifications.

  Radio in Cleveland marked its first quarter century in grand style.  In March ’47, WHK held an elaborate party for 350 guests calling back to its earliest days, with dignitaries from private business, government and the local arts scene gathered at the Hotel Hollenden.  It also featured the winner of the station’s “beauty quest” with a winner who was, appropriately, 25 years old and acted at the station’s official hostess.[5]  Part of her job was to carry greetings to Canada’s prime minister as well as other dignitaries while wearing a special 25th anniversary outfit. There were the expected speeches and pats on the back, but the real surprise may have been the luncheon featuring “Announcer Style” fluffed potatoes, “Spot” Roast of Beef and ice cream, with “1420 calories” followed by a birthday cake for every table lit with sparklers.

  It was clear that radio had become an irreplaceable facet of the American lifestyle….but how much radio could the audience handle?  There’s no question it was a very lucrative business, but additional stations meant more competition from salespeople on the street and the Federal Communications Commission didn’t help when it granted eight new FM licenses to Northeast Ohio.   By mid-1947 the Cleveland area had licensing or construction permits for seven AM stations, ten on the FM band and two proposed TV stations with three more television licenses being considered and even more radio.  The question:  When would the market show saturation?  There was concern that too many stations would threaten the quality of programming as they scrambled to fill airtime. It was also expected that listeners would explore other stations’ offerings resulting in what was called “dialer pull” (better known now as channel surfing).

  Could smaller audiences result in advertisers demanding lower ad rates?  Could it affect network budgets saving money on programming for decreased listenership?  Plus, there were an estimated 6000 FM receivers in the Cleveland area.  How long before the other band starts siphoning off audience share?  It was thought that could happen as early as 1951 if enough AM/FM combo sets were sold.  There was also the threat of TV, even though no one in Cleveland had a set in their home at that time.  Still, that was the elephant in the room and there was only so much ad money to go around.  At that time, there was speculation that many entering the broadcast industry were following a modern-day gold rush.  This assessment may have sent up a red flag among many prospective owners and some with plans that were already underway.

  There’s an old saying in radio that “every mic is hot” meaning anything can happen and you shouldn’t say anything in a studio that could accidentally find its way on the air.  WJW found that out the hard way.  During an airing of the network show “This is Your FBI” what was described as a phone call with strong language lasting as long as ten minutes cut into the program.  The callers were a man and woman “damning” their landlord and the audience didn’t like it.  The station took 200 complaints and WJW engineer Paul Svec said it apparently leaked into the transmission lines coming from Chicago.

  Remember what we said about concerns regarding the quality of programs?  That argument resurfaced later in the year with a New York writer commenting on TV experiments in his town, and how they set an example for the current state of radio.  John Royal predicted the success of TV would depend on the quality of its programs.[6]  Citing what he saw as lackluster programming on radio that summer, Royal claimed it resulted in a drop in listenership.  It was suggested that the TV networks aggressively planned better quality shows with new rising talent with solid publicity and promotional campaigns.  He also claimed that radio at the time was suffering from lackluster writing and that much of it was uninspired with little freshness or imagination. Royal said the rules should apply to both mediums.  Whether his warnings were heeded would be debated for years to come.

  It can be argued that radio is the best medium for baseball, and as programming it was a huge draw for the red-hot Cleveland Indians on WGAR.  Tribe owner Bill Veeck knew the value of his team to the radio audience and made it a point in the off season to stress the games would remain on the AM dial, though he would be open to simulcasting on the FM.[7]  As for TV broadcasts…well, that might take some thought.  Veeck might have seen the writing on the wall, or at least the newspaper ads.  Ads promoted Cleveland’s National Radio School offering a special television class for beginners with “no previous experience needed”.  It was located where WHK would soon be building its new studios and where its founder Warren Cox had his store.

  WHK closed out 1947 with a show that would stand little if any chance of airing today.  It was an audience participation show called “The Good Housekeepers”, and it invited a different woman’s club every day to the auditorium at the United Vacuum Cleaners store with four contestants chosen to compete.[8]  Host Mendel Jones would then quiz each contestant to reveal something unusual she does at home to qualify her as “the good housekeeper of the day” with a grand prize awarded at the end of the week,  Interesting point:  The shows were recorded at 2:00 p.m., and played back at 3:00 p.m. the following day so the contestants could get home to prepare the family dinner.

  Warnings about TV’s introduction and its effects on radio surfaced once again in late summer of 1948.  The FCC okayed TV licensing for WEWS, the Scripps Howard station that was already doing experimental broadcasts, another for the proposed NBC station that was just weeks away from its startup and one to the Empire Coil Company which would eventually operate on Channel 9.  The fourth was expected to be awarded to WHK, WGAR, WJW, the Cleveland Broadcast Company or Dumont Television.  The commission had determined that a city the size of Cleveland didn’t need more than four stations.[9]  How this new medium would affect radio would be determined in relatively short order.

  Cleveland loved its theaters.  In the days before shopping malls and multi-screens the new films would debut in the downtown showplaces and movies would go on to other houses when the next batch of films arrived.  Keith’s 105th Theater near University Circle had seen better days as a vaudeville house and had plenty of competition from theater that lined the city’s Euclid Avenue all the way downtown.  It started a policy that could be seen as an omen of things to come with raves and clubs by featuring disc jockeys on stage.  WJW’s Brooke Taylor, Stan Gee from WGAR and Howie Lund from WJMO would introduce acts and guest stars which was basically an extension of their radio programs.  The station had another innovation in mind that November by establishing a 15 station “network”, an extension of the system it established to win the Cleveland Indians broadcasts the previous season.  It was named the “Standard Network” with programming mainly for FM stations and a minimum two hours per day.[10]

  Perhaps one of the most unique and potentially litigious promotions a radio station ever staged was offered by WJW just before the winter holidays.  The station offered downtown shoppers babysitting service on Saturdays.  You read that correctly.  Every Saturday the station had room for 50 children and kid show hosts Walt “Kousin” Kay and Bruce McDonald would host a “Baby Sitters Hour” variety show followed by playground equipment, toys, milk and graham crackers.  There was also a registered nurse and Girl Scouts to help keep the children occupied.  It was open to kids ages 4 to 9, and mom could shop from 9 a.m. to noon.  The potential for problems was obvious, but seemingly operated without a hitch until it was discontinued following the holiday season.

  United Broadcasting’s WHK made a bold move in 1949, purchasing the building that housed the old Metropolitan Theater at East 50th and Euclid Avenue.  The UBC offices were already there, and plans were announced for a million-dollar renovation to turn the building into a broadcast complex that rivalled anything in New York or Chicago.[11]  Plans included studios for WHK-AM & FM as well as the TV station which had yet to be licensed, though construction on the television facility was already scheduled in the coming months.  The complex was to be christened “Radio Cleveland”, and along with the theater to be known as the WHK Auditorium it would include parking garages and a connecting building in the back.

  The initial plans called for seven studios for radio, two TV studios towering two floors and the refurbished theater to be used by all the stations.  There’s no question that WHK was looking at a future in television with twenty-one dressing rooms planned for three floors.  The auditorium had excellent acoustics going back to its days with the Metropolitan Opera Company in 1912 with room for 1400 theater goers.  Another key innovation came from the renowned acoustical engineer Edward Content out of New York, who planned broadcast studios that would be a “room within a room”.  There would be no mechanical connection between studio and outside walls and would use a spring suspension principle to maximize sound and vibration isolation which would greatly enhance the acoustics.  Plans also called for a marquee that extended the length of the building and a restaurant at street level (United Broadcasting Ready, 1950).  UBC would be forced to revise those plans as the company’s TV plans changed over time.

  The radio dial got a bit more crowded in 1949 with the addition of WERE-AM, a fully independent operation, and its arrival caused a stir among the other stations.  The trade paper Radio Daily had suggested the need for an independent claiming many local civic groups had to buy airtime at an out of town stations to broadcast into Cleveland.[12]  Some local radio people took issue with that assessment and one of them was Walt Kay at WJW.  Writing to columnist George Condon and describing himself as a “working member of the radio industry” in the city he claimed the story left him with a “distinct feeling that the reputation and the character of our city has been dealt a body blow, below the belt”.  Kay charged that, “Whatever individual conjured up such a blatantly vicious publicity notice, or any executive who may have approved the release of same, deserves the condemnation of our local press and the constructive criticism of our Chamber of Commerce”.  He went to state, “It would be interesting to know what civic, religious, welfare and fraternal organizations have been compelled to buy time on out of town stations.”    Some things to keep in mind.  What were the ad rates on stations?  Cleveland charged top dollar and you were at the mercy of network scheduling.  WERE didn’t have those restrictions and as a startup could offer lower rates.  Also, one of the principal owners behind WERE was former Mayor Ray Miller who was also closely aligned with the Democratic Party in a blue-collar union town.  Chances are some political groups had an inside route to airtime.

  Meanwhile, later that same year a 15-minute show on WJW would come under the microscope.  It was a Saturday morning program that aired twice a month and was titled, “Police Blotter”, hosted by two Cleveland officers, Walt Delaney and Gene Pfaff.  Basically, a look at the city’s crime fighting efforts that some might call a public service program, right?[13]  Not if you claim you came up with idea first and there’s more on that coming up.

  Decades before it would adopt the format full time, WGAR found an audience for so called “cowboy-hillbilly” music, and Ernie Benedict’s Range Riders held court six nights a week.  This wasn’t the highly produced country western music that would challenge the so called Top Forty years later but Gene Autry style tunes you’d hear around a campfire.  They were described as nasal, twangy, with a “homely philosophy” and people loved them.[14]  Years before in the 1930s a singer named “Pie Plant” Pete introduced that type of music on WTAM, eventually moved to WGAR, and started a trend that gave us Hank Miller and his Ozark Mountain Boys, Slim Everhart and yodeler Bob Armstrong.  Benedict and his boys were no overnight success.  They’d been around since 1943 when the 6’ 3” Benedict marched into the program director’s office demanding an audition.   They got the gig, started almost immediately and over the next seven years became institution.  Their stars continued to rise when they signed to RCA Victor.

  There was no question that Walt Kay was opinionated and not afraid to let you know how he felt.[15]  In February of 1950 Kay submitted his resignation and WJW management were happy to accept it.  “Kousin Kay” as he was known had hosted the station’s children’s show for several years, but he took issue with a management decision to cut his show by a few minutes to air race results.  As he closed what would be his final show, Kay told the audience, “As we conclude this programs of recorded features, dedicated to a day of world prayer, I should like to point out that beginning Monday “Kousin Kay’s Korner” will be on the air from 6:30 to 6:55, ending five minutes early to allow the broadcasting of horse race results – perhaps so that the bookies of Greater Cleveland can better determine their daily winnings.  In spite of the possible threat to my position with this station, I should like to make public my opinion of placing such a broadcast next to a program designed for children.”  It wasn’t likely this was going to end on friendly terms for either side.  Management was not amused by the statement.

  That Monday, Kay met with program director Charles Hunter for a marathon four-hour session, and when the smoke cleared Kay had offered his resignation and it was accepted.  He requested that he be allowed to give another statement at his usual time of 6:30 or else he would walk.  Kay even submitted an outline of what he wanted to say, including what led up to his comments the previous Friday, tipping his hat to WJW president William O’Neill and announcing there would be no race results but rather a show called Sports Headlines.  Hunter countered by offering Kay his old position without “any hard feelings or repercussions if he would perform his duties and not editorialize.”  After some discussion, Hunter issued a statement that read, “Kay could not see it our way.  He wanted to go on at 6:30 and announce that the sports program was canceled.”  Children and parents expecting Kousin Kay that afternoon got fifteen minutes of music followed by sports announcer Jim Graner with a sports program that included race results from Miami’s Hialeah Park and Tampa’s Sunshine Park track.

  Well, wasn’t that a surprise.  Within minutes the switchboards at both WJW and the Plain Dealer were jammed.  Columnist George Condon tried to make sense of it all by praising Kay’s talents in entertaining kids, but also stating the station had the right to limit his editorializing without prior permission.  He went on to explain the trust and responsibility a station gives a performer with a live microphone to use it for the intended purpose.  Condon made it clear that “Any deviation from that purpose is a betrayal of its trust”, and could lead to interesting programming, but also “virtual anarchy for station proprietors”.  He lamented the loss of a good program, thought WJW showed poor judgement, but that’s often the way radio worked.

  There were other changes in store down the dial.  Bob Neal had made a name for himself on WGAR, but the upstart station WERE lured him away that March naming him sports director.[16]  Neal was getting a lot of attention from both the teams and station sponsors and his departure was a major victory for WERE.  He would stay at that station for decades.

  Radio programmers pretty much shrugged when TV was being talked about and didn’t see a threat when it finally became a reality…at first.  Many thought they would simply branch out to that medium as well, but soon discovered they were dealing with a completely different animal.  Some radio folks worked part time on TV, but as television became more prevalent radio management started putting limits on “double duty”.  WGAR, WJW and WERE laid down the law, and WTAM only allowed its people to appear on sister station WNBK-TV.  The argument was that radio stations developed the talent, publicized and promoted them, and didn’t want to open the door losing them to another medium.  Any appearance was thought to be an endorsement of TV over radio.[17]  Despite that, names like Joe Finan, Alan Freed, Jim Graner and “Big” Wilson would all put in some time on the tube.  The threat of TV overtaking radio was quickly gaining steam, and forcing the latter to quickly evolve.
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Chapter 5. Portability, Immediacy and Spontaneity


  
  It seems odd today but concerns that television would kill the radio industry were very real in mid-20th century America.  Radio guided us through the Great Depression as well as a world war and was seen as almost a family member in most homes.  Television had been talked about since the dawn of radio, but development was delayed by world events. However, it was making gains as a symbol of post war prosperity and stacks of televisions in the windows of local appliance stores were sure to draw a crowd of curious passersby.  It represented a drastic change in home life as the screen dominated any room it was located and set viewing times were quickly becoming a part of the daily routine.  They may have been “whistling past the graveyard”, but radio executives were adamant their medium would remain the most prominent form of mass communication.  News in early 1951 gave them additional ammunition.

  In northeast Ohio, television sales plummeted in the first two months of the year.[1]  You could argue the holiday buying season was over, but a TV was a major investment at that time often with a steep commitment to payments like a stove, washing machine or car and not an impulse buy. Plus, some dealers demanded a 25% down payment.   It was estimated that there were a little over 470,000 sets in the greater Cleveland area due, in part to a surge the year before that one dealer described as nine months of business done in three.  But rumors began circulating about higher prices, additional federal taxes and even scarcity of new sets that resulted in a sharp decline in sales and even overstocks.  Obviously, sales would eventually start to pick up, but it gave radio ad people a little breathing room to draw battle plans against the continuing challenge of TV.

  An advantage for radio was portability but also the immediacy and spontaneity of its personalities.  Bill Gordon came to Cleveland from Memphis, and his WHK show was an immediate hit.[2]  Groucho Marx would have said Gordon was “vaccinated with a phonograph needle” and he broke just about every rule of radio at the time.  He didn’t care about time clocks, missed commercials, talked over records and the audience loved it.  Sensing they were sitting on a gold mine, WHK syndicated a part of Gordon’s daily show to stations in Fremont and Toledo in an experiment to see if his appeal carried over to other towns.  If it worked, more stations would soon be added.  It should also be noted that Gordon’s manic delivery could be a challenge for his support staff, and no one knew that better than his engineer, James Egan.  Gordon was unpredictable and would signal Egan for sound effects, to play records, and keep the show running smoothly despite the host’s often bizarre nature.  He did this five hours a day, six days a week, and was hesitant to jump on board after first meeting Gordon.  It may have been a lighthearted exaggeration, but WHK brass claimed they interviewed several engineers to man the controls testing them for “nerves and endurance” and Egan got the job despite his protests.

  Meanwhile, another local station that could easily be heard across much of the Midwest faced a push to have the FCC revoke its license.  The commission’s chief counsel spearheaded the case against WGAR’s parent company claiming its stations were politically biased.[3]  Hearings were held that argued the company’s owner had issues with the federal government that went all the way back to the New Deal and the stations put a definite slant on its coverage of Washington affairs.  Columnist Phillip Porter came to the stations’ defense arguing that WGAR aired the City Club Forum every week that stressed fair and unbiased discussion of important issues of the day.  It also drew sizable ratings, and Porter scoffed at charges that WGAR would air anti-government propaganda stating, “an outfit like that is too smart to be run for the sake of whooping up some absentee owner’s political prejudices”.  He warned about the threat of federal bureaucrats acting as if they were a law unto themselves and said the FCC would be stepping away from its original design to regulate the airwaves, so stations didn’t interfere with other signals if it practiced what he termed censorship.  The charges were eventually dismissed. The station would face media scrutiny later that year when it mistakenly claimed Cleveland Mayor Thomas Burke snubbed them by turning down an appearance for a Red Cross blood drive.  After sorting out the facts, news director Charles Day apologized on behalf of the station; Burke accepted their response and called it a “closed incident”.

  WHK marked a major milestone in its history that March with a ribbon cutting welcoming the public to its newly completed “Radio Cleveland” center.[4]  It boasted four times the space of its former studios in the Terminal Tower with its renovated theater now referred to as “Studio One”.  The occasion was marked with a special broadcast with station management predicting it would spark renovations at nearby buildings as well, making the region one of the most attractive in the city.  The auditorium stage was also put to good use with speeches by Mayor Burke, and a variety show hosted by Bill Gordon featuring the Ames Brothers among other top acts.  The celebration continued with a salute by the Guy Lombardo Orchestra on the Mutual Network and the finale with a remote broadcast from the WHK stage by the Chicago Theater of the Air.  An important point.  It also had 2000 square feet of studios set aside for television.

  We mentioned the continuing concern over TV’s growing popularity, and some in the radio business were convinced the two mediums could co-exist if only to ensure their survival.  By mid-year, now settled into its new broadcast complex, WHK was pushing ahead with its plans to expand into television and filed a first of its kind application for a color TV permit specifically for a UHF station Channel 19.[5]  (This was surprising on a number of levels because TVs were still an expensive novelty for many and no one had a color TV, let alone access to ultra-high frequency stations.  H. K. Carpenter explained the move stating the “crystal set era of television is over.  Now the industry moves into the field of improved reproduction made possible by color.”  He obviously over simplified that explanation.  In the early days of radio hobbyists could build a receiver with an oatmeal box, and TV was obviously a different story. Carpenter could have simply stated that his station would be ready to move when color TV and UHF were available.  But other radio stations knew what he meant and weren’t about to go down without a fight.

  The FCC had previously determined that Cleveland would get only one more commercial station, and WHK was previously joined by WGAR, WJW and WERE in applying for a VHF (very high frequency) license.  All actually united in a formal protest saying northeast Ohio deserved more than what the FCC was allotting, and that would be determined in hearings.  However, WHK management saw their opportunities hopefully becoming reality in as little as a year and crossed their fingers the license would be issued.  When the FCC finally allotted the licenses a few months later, Cleveland was allowed three UHF outlets.  Along with Channel 19, Channel 25 was specifically intended for educational non-profit use, and Channel 65 was also opened for bids with WGAR and WERE setting their sights on the latter and WJW ready to battle WHK over 19.[6]  The competing stations would soon find it was a far more complex arrangement than they anticipated.  Meanwhile, WGAR was expanding its radio base and won approval for an FM outlet putting it on the same playing field as other simulcasting stations.

  Cleveland’s most popular stations were feeling the effects of TV as many of the programs that were mainstays of radio were now simulcasting on television or even just switching to the small screen.  Plus, young people in the postwar era weren’t content staying at home and car radios became an attractive alternative.  If they stayed at home, small portable radios were an option for many bedrooms.  Noting a loss of audience and ad revenue if alternative programming wasn’t pursued, the role of the disc jockey became more important as well as entertainment distinctly different from traditional radio.  A lot has been written about WJW’s Alan Freed and his rise to prominence, far too much to summarize here, but it should be noted that his show centering on so-called “race records’ could be seen as a forbidden fruit to a generation eager for change.  When he sponsored a concert at the Cleveland Arena in March 1952 aimed at promoting himself as “King of the Moondoggers” it sparked a riot from overcrowding and drew front page headlines for his station.[7]  The disc jockey was now seen as more of a leader than an entertainer and helped forge an important new path in radio’s survival.

  The other stations had major names as well with Phil McLean and Bill Randle on WERE, “Smoochie” Gordon still holding strong at WHK and “Walking Talking Bill Hawkins” manning the mic at WDOK among other noted names of the day.  Freed and Randle had redefined the term disc jockey with their unique patter and ear for new music, but there was still troubling news for the radio industry.  As feared, TV was taking ad revenue with some referring to radio as “the bargain counter of the broadcasting industry”.  It started at the network level with CBS and NBC cutting sponsor rates up to 30% to stay afloat.  Keep in mind that some of that ad revenue made its way to local stations, with CBS affiliate WGAR concerned enough that it was rumored they might split from the network.  Stations reached out for any opportunity for ad revenue, and remotes with their personalities were an easy way to bring in money.  Well, easy in theory.  Case in point? Bill Gordon.  When he did a remote it put his engineer back in the studio at a distinct disadvantage because he couldn’t read Gordon’s signals and he had to guess what he was doing.  Plus, the old saying “anything can happen…and will” rang true on one occasion that Gordon said left him shaken.

  It was a Saturday morning remote at a supermarket in Euclid, Ohio, with Gordon’s usual high-speed patter.  Suddenly, he noticed some chatter in his headphones and, not sure what was happening, decided to talk over it.[8]  Listening closely to the chatter he realized it was two teenage girls having a lengthy conversation, and they didn’t realize the phone lines had somehow crossed, and they were bring heard across the state.  Gordon tried to drown it out with his own comments and even had the music turned up with no success. In fact, the girls would ask every couple of minutes where the music was coming from but just kept up their conversation.  Just one of the hazards of live radio.

  Nineteen fifty-three was shaping up to be the year for WGAR, even though it faced stiff competition from other stations and their personalities.  The station had strength in the mornings with Bill Mayer, but each day part was a battle and the competition was heavy.  Despite the push for young listeners, the station brought in an old timer for an early evening segment.  Fred Ripley had a long history in radio going back to his role as a singer on WHK thirty years before, as well as time at WTAM and WERE, and newspaper work as a radio critic.  He was also on site when WGAR signed on in 1930, and his new role would have him doing a nightly “Man About Town” series for the station.[9]  In truth, Ripley was being tried out in a relatively safe time slot with the big guns at other stations later in the evening.  If he was put up against Bill Randle or Phil McLean it could have been likened to a kamikaze mission.  About Bill Mayer.  It wouldn’t be a reach to say radio was in his blood line.  His “Mayer of the Morning” show was one of Cleveland’s top programs, but he had a younger brother who also wanted a job in the industry.  Joe Mayer auditioned several times at WEOL-AM before finally getting a job, and that came after some coaching from his brother. He’d go on to a long and successful career at a number of other stations in years to come.

  Another rising star at WGAR was a Western Reserve University student who moonlighted as a reporter at the station.  In April 1953, a plane crashed into San Francisco Bay and the reporter got a call from a couple visiting Cleveland whose daughter was a stewardess for that airline.  The reporter found out she had survived and the couple, staying at the Hotel Statler, was just an elevator ride away from the WGAR studios. The reporter put their story on the air and the next day walked into his classroom where he was confronted by Professor Warren Guthrie, who also did news on WXEL-TV.[10]  Guthrie jokingly confronted his student about his scoop, oh and the student’s name.  It was Jack Perkins who would go on to a long career on network television news.  These were busy months for WGAR, and it may have led to the stations’ decision that June to withdraw from the bid to get the TV Channel 65.  Station president John Patt announced the move saying, “Our decision to do this has been reached only after careful consideration of the matter and is due to the long delays which are involved in getting action on television applications in markets already having some television service”. Would WGAR make a possible TV bid in the future?  Patt left that door opened but for the time being the matter was put to rest giving WERE an uncontested bid for the UHF channel.

  By year’s end, WGAR had changed hands and was now owned by People’s Broadcasting Corp., which made it clear that radio was still the dominant force in broadcasting.  While admitting the company was still looking at TV as an option, Vice-president Herbert Evans also pointed out that the average home had three or four radios to every television it owned.  The numbers seemed on the side of radio, and that included rush hours motorists.  The station showed the results of a survey that indicated 90% of the more than half million cars in Cuyahoga County alone had radios.

  In the early months of 1954, WGAR welcomed back a returning hero that February with the arrival of Paul Wilcox, who left the station three years before to fly long range bombers in the Korean conflict.[11]  He’s been shot down just a mile from safety and held as a POW, was listed as MIA and after being held for several months in solitary confinement was returned in a prisoner swap.

  It seemed like WGAR couldn’t stay out of the news, though sometimes it wasn’t in the most complimentary sense.  Newsman Jack Dooley found that out the hard way getting front page headlines when he accidentally shot himself in the shoulder while cleaning his .38 caliber revolver.  It happened in an upstairs bedroom at his home, and he was treated at Lakewood Hospital.  Fortunately, his wife and two young children weren’t near him when the gun misfired.[12]  Another front-page news item demanded worldwide attention and that was the trial of Dr. Sam Sheppard who was accused of brutally slaying his wife, Marilyn, in their suburban home.  He maintained his innocence, but the powerful Cleveland Press may have biased the public as well as the jury with its scathing editorials about the case and Sheppard was found guilty.  Dorothy Kilgallen was among the celebrity news people who traveled to Cleveland for the trial, but local media paid heavy attention to the case as well.[13]  There were reports that Cleveland and Akron stations paid out in excess of $45,000 to cover the trial with WDOK-AM alone spending $14,000.

  Radio engineers can face a lot of different challenges, though it can often lead to innovations that change the way we hear the medium.   Organist Ronnie Bohne was set to play a pair of recitals on WGAR but was concerned about the way it might be heard with the limitations of the AM band.  Enter Clare Taylor and Windsor Atwater, whose technical expertise led them to design an echo chamber that made Bohne sound as if he was playing in a symphony hall.   Added to that was a slight delay on playback that gave the instrument the sound of a cathedral organ, a move that chief engineer Lloyd Wingard called, “the finest sound in AM broadcasting” that would be used in similar live broadcasts for years to come.[14]  They weren’t alone in developing new techniques. While WGAR’s FM signal had far better quality, as did the other FM outlets around town, WHK’s tech people experimented with a stereo AM signal going back to the 1930s, until FM made it impractical.  WGAR-FM was useful in presenting more high-brow entertainment, but it still had a fraction of the audience on the AM side.   That could be why there were no complaints when pianist Henry Pildner opened up at his co-workers during a live performance.  Noticing he was doing his show without candelabra, a couple of staff members fashioned a makeshift candleholder and walked it into the studio with a staff announcer pretending he was playing a violin with a coat hanger.  Pildner was not amused, stopped playing and gave them a dressing down live on the air for disturbing his program.  It should be pointed out that Pildner was known for his sense of humor often doing a Professor Irwin Corey type comedy routine, but he didn’t feel it was the time or place for the impromptu tribute to Liberace.[15]

  The rock and roll era was well underway and WERE was riding a wave with Bill Randle’s dominance, but that wasn’t its only programming.   Like television, many radio stations offered a wide variety of programs and fought for the audience they perceived to be the strongest at that hour.  In the “Ozzie and Harriet” fifties, some programmers directed shows for the “home maker” and WERE’s Louise Winslow was given the job to host “Brunch Time”, a live audience participation show from the Halle Brothers department store Tea Room.[16]  The important thing to remember about WERE was that one of its principal owners, Ray Miller, had deep connections with the Democratic Party, and during its run one of the featured guests was an up-and-coming senator from Massachusetts named John F. Kennedy.  The Halle’s store was a busy place with WTAM’s Wayne Mack promoting its extensive record department on both the WTAM-AM and FM outlets.[17]  This was also a time when downtown shopping and nightlife were thriving, so it made sense to take the various shows to the people.  Now a bit about Randle.

  His track record was already being written in stone and a nod from him usually meant brisk record sales, but… Bill Randle made it clear.  He gets the news release first.  Period.  He let you know that you didn’t have to bring them to him first, but he had the same option to ignore them.  Word got around and the other stations were livid! Some speculated that the snubs made other disk jockeys feel comparatively unimportant.  Bill Gordon led the charge stating Randle wasn’t even the best DJ in the city, a claim which was not supported by ratings, and to be perfectly frank, the distributors probably knew Gordon would not present their records properly.   Randle was described as a “musical Univac”.  He could predict how high a record could chart, but other jocks said if the practice continued, they wouldn’t play the records Randle got first which would have been a foolhardy move.  It got to the point where even Variety tracked him down for comment and Randle offered them one word.  “Childish”.[18]  Oh and the hits kept a coming!  Days after the trade report, Randle had an exclusive in studio visit from Eddie Fisher who was in the news for his split with actress Debbie Reynolds. You have to pick your battles!  If that wasn’t enough to gall his competitors, Randle also accepted a radio job in New York City…but planned to keep his WERE show as well.  As Bruce Springsteen would write years later, “You’ve got to learn to live with what you can’t rise above”.  Sage advice for Cleveland’s frustrated fraternity of radio entertainers.

  There were plenty of other jocks in Cleveland radio, and they all pretty much knew each other and the stations where they worked so it was news when someone jumped ship.  “The Big Chief” Norman Wain was a mainstay at WDOK when out of nowhere he turned in his resignation in October 1955 for a gig at rival WJW…but not for long.  He was only at WJW for two weeks when he decided to go back to WDOK!  Needless to say, this didn’t sit well with WJW’s general manager Jack Kelly who announced his departure with a short memo to the staff: “Norman Wain is no longer associated with WJW”.  When contacted by the papers Kelly would only say he was too upset to comment. Wain returned to WDOK as its program director and had compliments for his time at the other station, brief as it was, saying: “I’m the villain of this piece. They treated me very well at WJW, but making the switch – for me at least – was mistake, my future is here at WDOK”.  (18) Wain would find out the station would eventually make him a legend in a completely unforeseen way.

  If there was one thing you could say about Bill Gordon, he was never at a loss for words.  In fact, it greatly irked his program director, record distributors and WHK’s news director when he would interrupt or talk-over records and even newscasts.  To add to their misery, Gordon had a TV installed in his studio so he could deliver a running commentary on shows that were on the same time as his.  Arguing the point was useless.  He could wear you down with words. It was also a very risky venture because there was new concern that TV was eroding radio’s base.  Columnist George Condon didn’t blame people for abandoning radio for TV.  He said radio abandoned the people![19]  Condon said radio didn’t offer enough competition amongst them and TV, and when the audience started deserting for the flickering screen radio didn’t try to fight it.  It just gave up and directed itself to a new audience, the teenagers.  Their new weapon in the media war was more music (unless you were WHK’s Bill Gordon making his program director tear out his hair).  It was a template that would stay for decades to come.
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Chapter 6. The 60s: A New Radio Era Begins


  
  Radio is a business full of egos, emotions and lots and lots of words and you could sum it all up in two words. Okay, names.  How about “Bill Gordon”.  That’s not meant as a slam.  Gordon was an example of all three used to their maximum potential, and on top of that he was fearless. How so?  How about negotiating your contract in front of an audience including managers from other stations?  It happened during a luncheon at Cleveland’s Carter Hotel celebrating 1957’s National Radio Week.  Gordon emceed the event, and after introducing top executives from WGAR, WTAM, WERE, he came to his boss, WHK’s general manager Kenneth Hackathorn. During his intro Gordon suddenly blurted out, “Now, then, about my contract for next year?  Ten dollars more a week?”[1]  Hackathorn was surprised but saw an opportunity saying, “Yes!  I’ll go along with that.”  Gordon told him, “I’m not kidding!  This man is my witness” placing his hand on the shoulder of Cleveland Mayor Anthony Celebreeze.   Hackathorn assured him he wasn’t kidding either and went back this his lunch.  It was actually a break for WHK management as he was concerned that Gordon and the station wouldn’t be able to come to terms.  Gordon said with a sigh afterwards, “Now I’ll never know if I could have gotten 15!”  WHK was in for even bigger news in the months to come.

  So, what do you do with a radio facility that had a million dollars poured into it to make the studios and all related amenities state of the art?    In the case of WHK, you say goodbye!  That’s right. In February 1958, front page headlines reported the current owners…Forest City Publishing Company…decided to unload the property to New York’s Dumont Broadcasting Company for less than was paid in the renovation.[2]  Dumont paid $750 thousand for the stations, but the two buildings that housed them went to Cleveland businessman Jack Kelman for about half a million. There were no plans to move, especially in light of the recently completed improvements, and a lease agreement was announced at the same time as the sale. The FCC still had to approve the transfer of the license, but no problems were anticipated and offices had begun to be cleared.

  It was unclear as to why the sale occurred in the first place let alone why they targeted Dumont.  However, when the dust settled this very savvy new media giant had successfully separated itself from the company’s TV network which ceased operations in 1956.  Not to worry.  The newly established Metropolitan Broadcasting Corporation, later known as Metromedia, continued to own prime TV stations in Washington D.C. and New York along with one of this country’s most popular independent outlets, WNEW-AM & FM.  Commenting on the sale during his visit to the city to sign papers, Dumont president Bernard Goodwin told the press, “We are delighted at this opportunity to enter the Cleveland radio scene.  We are especially happy over the friendly relationship with the Forest City Publishing Company in reaching the purchasing agreement for WHK”.  He added, “We are entering Cleveland with the determination to continue the station’s outstanding policy of public service and entertainment.”  Oh, and one more thing.  Goodwin claimed there were no planned changes “either in the personnel or the policies of WHK.”  Most radio pros will tell that’s double speak for “changes are coming”, and they did.  Cleveland was a prime Midwest media market and gave Dumont a firm foothold for future expansion.

  Some key personnel were added to the WHK staff by late summer including Jack Denton and Earle Jerris, and two who would go on to what could only be described as legendary careers, Ernie Anderson and Pete Myers.   Much has been written about Anderson who would go on to become Cleveland’s most popular TV personality when he transformed into WJW-TV’s horror host “Ghoulardi”.  He hosted B-movies and comedies drawing 50% of the audience among the commercial TV stations before heading to Los Angeles to become one of the most recognizable voice-over artists in the business.[3]  But at WHK, Anderson was assigned a split shift from noon to 2 p.m. with a four-hour break, and then back at 6 p.m. for another two hours.  Myers, who made a name for himself as the “Mad Daddy” at WJW-AM, did a split shift as well starting at 2 p.m. for two-hour show, a long break and then back for another two hours at 8 p.m.  It was also announced Myers and Anderson would be on Monday through Sunday!  Myers also saw opportunities with WNEW in New York and wouldn’t stay in Cleveland much longer.

  As northeast Ohio passed the mid-century mark heading into the 1960’s, the state of radio seemed stable and even prospered despite the ongoing battle for media users with TV.  WERE remained the station to beat which was unlikely considering Bill Randle was such a juggernaut.  Even so, the other stations fought as hard as they could and, despite DuMont’s claim no personnel changes were being pursued at WHK, a purge of the staff left only Tom Brown and Pete Myers from the old crew. Bill Gordon had decided, or maybe the word was “forced”, to continue his TV career at WEWS with the popular “One O’Clock Club”.  In March of 1959 a key player joined the station with the entry of Johnny Holliday.  The Florida native made his way to Cleveland by way of Rochester’s WRVM, and it wasn’t long before the high energy Holliday would play a key role in WHK’s transition to a heavy rock and roll rotation.[4]

  WERE-FM aired an interesting experiment that April focused on religion.  For years the daily Catholic rosary was a staple on many stations across America, as was other religious programming, but a Connecticut Episcopal church raised some eyebrows when it aired its “20th Century Folk Mass” that also included elements of jazz.  Seeing an opportunity to deliver programming to what was still a niche audience with FM receivers, WERE aired the mass followed by a discussion among clergy and scholars whether the church was actually helping or even hindering those seeking religion in a contemporary format.  A central theme of the discussion was whether the 20th Century Folk Mass represented a “theological deterioration”. [5]  Innovative for the time, and even controversial, many religions since have used contemporary music in their services.

  With the dawn of the new decade, Cleveland radio seemed stalled in a “safe” mode.  KYW / Cleveland had Big Wilson’s jazz show, WERE’s Bill Randle was still the top jock but airing big band standards on Saturday night, and WGAR and WJW plodded along with so-called “good music” and an occasional novelty song to break things up. The stations found themselves in what best be described as a “comfortable” position…and why move if you’re comfortable?   A bit more about Randle.  In a good place, but ready to make a major move.

  By March of 1961, Randle was about to be awarded a Ph. D and made the decision to leave his WERE show after eleven years with the station.  He would continue as a consultant, but it also left a golden opportunity for another station in town to fill the gap left by its most prominent radio voice.[6]  Tired of being what he called a “teen-age disc jockey”, Randle had been teaching at Fenn College while pursuing his graduate degree at Western Reserve University.  Consider this.  WERE was known for breaking acts and pushing the envelope, but much of that originated with Randle.  He’d established a reputation among listeners with, “If it’s different it might be good, and if Randle likes it, it must be great!”  The question was whether another personality could attain that same level of loyalty.  KYW and WHK were appealing to young listeners as well, and despite the often-bland nature of current music, the stations had personalities that kept people listening when the records could not.  It would be interesting to see who would be left standing when the smoke cleared.

  The summer of ‘61 was drawing to a close when WERE made a crucial decision.  Randle may have been advising them, but the bottom line is revenue, and the station faced tough competition.  WERE brass decided to re-direct the programming to…here it comes…” good music.”  The 60’s was a new radio era with new ideas heightened by good music.  Good music was in the ear of the beholder, but so was the sound of money coming in and the station needed revenue flow.[7]  Columnist George Condon applauded the move claiming in the previous few months WERE had aired “advanced barnyard school music, which is characterized chiefly by the sound of young men in obvious vocal distress against the lugubrious thrumming of countless guitars”.  He noted that it ended an experiment by WERE following Randle’s departure from the air, and the dismissal of people like Carl Reese and Phil McLean who had been there for a decade, to broadcast more of what he described as an ”organized cacophony”.  Condon called some of the musical decisions “offbeat” with melodic music played only intermittently.  But the real reason was offered in a quote by an unnamed WERE employee who said, “Our experiment wasn’t entirely a failure, there was no commensurate rise in sales”.  As Condon interpreted it, the operation was a success…but the patient died.  WJW made similar move months before and left the door open to WHK and KYW to see if they could reap the benefits.

  Early sixties radio was pretty much at the mercy of its music, putting more pressure on its personalities to sell excitement.  In 1962, Cleveland was forty years old and facing tremendous competition from television, especially in the evening hours.  Car radios may have kept the medium alive, but some of the most innovative minds were moving on.  Norman Wain joined the WHK staff as an astute salesman which would reap huge benefits for the audience as well but those would be years in the making, and many programmers wondered what the next trend would be and how to exploit it.  Sadly, the tragedy of the JFK assassination in November 1963 would add to the credibility of television even affecting the fate of twice a day newspapers.   The answer would come in just months.

  After the horrors seen on TV with the death of President Kennedy and a particularly harsh winter, many hoped the new year would bring a new beginning.  Radio’s revitalization may have been the result of TV, and it happened on Sunday night, February 9th.  It was the Ed Sullivan Show, the weekly revitalization of the old vaudeville stage shows, and the stars that evening included singer Georgia Brown, British pub entertainer “Two-Ton Tessie” O’Shea, and an English quartet…the Beatles.  The much-hyped appearance drew a record TV audience anxious for something positive to grab onto.  As one viewer put it following the tough months before, “The world was in color once again”.  People flocked to department, record and dime stores to buy up anything even remotely connected to this new British Invasion, and it quickly drew the keen eye and ear of radio programmers.

  Young listeners had a new reason to listen to the radio.  Sullivan continued to air this fresh revival in rock music and shows like Mike Douglas and Dick Clark’s American Bandstand took notice and followed suit, but TV was tightly scheduled meaning only a fleeting glimpse of the acts while radio had a steady stream.  As the singers and bands made their way to American shores, with home-grown rivals from Motown and surf bands challenging their dominance, it resulted in a wealth of new music, new listeners and new revenue streams for radio.  Many stations quickly reinvented themselves and the airwaves were paved with gold, the frontline being disc jockeys to keep the excitement at a fever pitch.  It even compelled “Dr. Bill” Randle to return to WERE though it remained to be seen if he could capitalize on the new entertainment.[8]  Former superstars like Bill Gordon, who had returned to radio on WERE but defied the necessary “more music, less talk” formatting left with little fanfare.  There was also a decisive move by the FCC that would shake the radio industry in coming years.

  In April 1965, the commission ruled that AM / FM combos would not be allowed to simulcast their programming.  The commission ruled that by early fall the stations would have to air 50% different programming on their FM sides, but stations were in a bit of a dilemma.  FM receivers were not in every home and why should a station spend extra money on programming to a diminished audience?  With AM still the king, it turned into cheap programming with classical music, dramas and basically content that was losing audience on the AM band.  But the big news of the year may have been the brainchild of Norman Wain, Bob Weiss and Joe Zingale, the top salesmen at WHK who had successfully won the chance to present the Beatles at Cleveland’s Public Auditorium the previous year.

  WDOK-AM had a loyal audience that was getting smaller thanks to increased competition from all sides in the radio war and a format that screamed “old”.  The WHK trio decided to strike out on their own and approached owner Frederick Wolf with an offer to buy WDOK that he readily accepted.[9]  The station had a 5000-watt directional signal, weak for what they wanted to do with it, but the key was they knew what would work.  The movie had programmers scratching their heads.  The station had a weak signal and by the time it moved up “the stick” (the antenna) the wattage could be cut to as much as 3500, and here’s the kicker.  They wanted to play Top 40, going up against the heritage WHK and the 50-thousand-watt WKYC (formerly KYW).  Despite the naysayers, the three took ownership and WIXY 1260 debuted in late 1965.

  Much has been written about WIXY and its success, too much to cover in a book of this type, but let’s just say it shows what owners with vision, clever promotions and a stable of top-notch air talent could accomplish practically overnight.  It didn’t hurt that the station also outplayed its competition to get the Beatles concert in 1966, despite John Lennon’s remarks about Christianity.  WIXY would dominate Cleveland radio through the 1960s, getting as much as 50% of the audience shared by the crowded AM and FM bands.  It would eventually force WHK and KYW to drastically revise their formats.  Rock and roll owned the airwaves through the mid-Sixties.

  The only constant in radio is change.  Many of Cleveland’s major names had left for greener pastures.  Johnny Holliday and Pete Myers were in New York, and Bill Gordon left his radio home at WERE in a huff but would eventually resurface at WHK. His morning show would now concentrate on “good music” though how much he could fit in between his long talk segments would have to be seen.  Plus, WERE was in the news again in May of ’68 with front page headlines announcing the station that Ray Miller bought twenty years before for $75-tousand was now being sold for $9 million to an out of state concern.  Stockholders who bought shares for $5 years before were now holding paper worth $450 apiece.  There were other out-of-town stations included in the sale, but pending approval from stockholders it also meant that WIXY would be the only locally owned station.

  Bill Randle wasn’t impressed with much of the new music opting for jazz, which he felt was a more compelling form of entertainment.  By late 1968 he was doing shows like “Ask Your Neighbor” and “Swap and Shop” but felt content enough at the station to sign a new contract.  WERE was also having success with its sports voice, Pete Franklin, expanding his night-time show to a general talk call-in format in fall of 1968 (Hart, 1968).  Metromedia owned WHK and its FM sister station now rechristened WMMS (for “Metro Media Stereo’) and tested various forms of programming from progressive rock to Top 40.[10]  College stations were exploring various shows and formats, especially with rock and a number of the more prominent names went on to commercial success.

  The space race was intensifying as America aimed at the moon.  WGAR actually played a role in the space program that December working with NASA’s Lewis Research Center to broadcast Christmas music to the Apollo 8 crew.  That same program aired on WGAR Christmas night.  But the real news out of WGAR would come just two months later when veteran Tom Armstrong, who held down the morning drive slot for 14 years, was told he was going to midday.  He was replaced by the much younger Stuart Bowers, the former program director at Cincinnati’s WLW, and word rippled through the industry the station was going through a “restructuring” to attract younger listeners…but define “younger”?  WIXY was still the hands down favorite with competition from Windsor Ontario’s CKLW-AM.  FM was starting to rear its head, offering alternative programming for the college-aged crowd (but hindered by the lack of FM receivers in cars).  New voices would be heard on WGAR, but they had a big job (Personnel, 1969).  As it turns out, Bowers wouldn’t be in the morning chair for any real length of time, and Armstrong wasn’t content with his position either.   In April 1969, just two months after his reassignment, Armstrong signed on to do mornings at WDOK-FM, which at that point was pumping out pre-recorded fare.  In a gracious gesture, WGAR’s promotion director Frank Young expressed the station’s regrets that Armstrong would be moving to the station known as “Stereo Cleveland” saying he was “one of the best air personalities in the country.  We feel he will be an asset to WDOK”[11].  Was Armstrong an attraction to an older crowd?  Of course, his move would be the first of many as AM talent looked at options on the FM band.  At that point there were a lot of veteran broadcasters from heritage stations looking for new opportunities, and if Armstrong was successful, it could open a lot of doors for some prominent names that were idled.

  There was yet another challenge, and this one would hit hard.  Cigarette advertising generated a lot of money, mostly on the network level, but local stations benefited as well.  The FCC had declared a ban on tobacco ads for radio and TV and stations raced to hopefully undo the damage.  WGAR management was certain the National Association of Broadcasters would fight the upcoming ban, and WKYC attorneys suggested it would be decided in the courts.[12]  At least one broadcasting executive predicted that, if successful, it would also result in an advertising ban on wine and beer ads.  It took some time, the commission won, but to the stations’ relief, wine and beer continued to generate money for the stations.  That ban never came about.
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Chapter 7. Years of Cleveland Radio: What A Ride!


  
  As Cleveland radio approached the half century mark, a flurry of radio activity marked the new decade of the 1970s.  FM stereo had been established years before, but two stations on that band joined to show what surround-sound four track stereo would sound like.  WCLV had been airing classical programming for a number of years and joined with WGAR’s FM outlet to announce it would air a Cleveland Orchestra concert under the baton of conductor George Szell from Boston’s famed Symphony Hall.  WCLV’s general manager C.K. Patrick stated, “the necessary equipment is being added at WGAR-FM to make it a permanent stereo operation” adding “We are extremely grateful to its management for the co-operation with us in this venture”.  Boston was chosen because it already had the special facilities required, though the Cleveland broadcast would be the first of its time in the Midwest.  Fifty years of radio what a ride!

  An interesting point about WGAR was the arrival of its new general manager, Jack Thayer, who promised he would shake things up and he lived up to his word.  He started that August and would arrive at the station promptly at 6:45 in the morning.  He answered his phone, “Jack Thayer, at your service” and made it clear he expected staff members at every level to perform at their peak.  He brought in a new program director, John Lund, and they set their sights on the morning show. Within days of Lund’s arrival, they named a new guy named Imus who would be manning the morning mic.[1]  You’d be hearing plenty more about Don Imus.   They made an immediate change in the music as well, playing more contemporary hits and abandoning the middle of the road playlist.  As Lund put it, “We want to play records that have not been played before on WGAR”.  When pressed if the station would go to a full rock format he replied with a sneer, “We might go up-tempo Presbyterian hymns or middle-of-the-road Bach”.    How long would they continue the experiment?  Lund just answered the Plain Dealer reporter with a shrug.

  WGAR’s experiment earlier in the year with four track stereo resulted in another try that summer, this time with the AM teaming with its FM outlet, now called WNCR-FM, and its progressive format for a “tri-sonic” experience.  With a combined 100-thousand watts, the combined AM & FM paired to debut music from Cleveland’s Damnation of Adam Blessing, the entire “Woodstock” soundtrack and cuts from Orson Welles’ “Begetting of the President”.[2]  Calls poured in from across the US as the AM signal was much stronger than the FM side.  Only northeast Ohio benefited from the tri-sonic experience.  Weeks later, the WNCR staff walked off the job as their demands for contracts, management changes and autonomy for their programs fell on deaf ears.  Jack Thayer held firm and simply stated he didn’t think they would return and promised a new staff within days. The jocks responded, with Mitch Michaels stating, “We’d like the chance to prove we can blow anyone of the air in our progressive category”, with Jerry Dean adding, “After putting together an air sound that put WNCR in a strong rating position for the first time, we have been sold out!”  Chuck Lansing called it “a matter of principles” with Ginger Sinton declaring. “What we did was build up a radio station and got ripped off for it!”  Apparently, things got off on the wrong foot with the staff when Thayer introduced himself as having the “dubious distinction” of being their general manager, later saying the FM station was like “inmates running the asylum”.  They’d only been on the air with that format for a little over two months, admitted to some on air goofs, but noting they’d been the first to break a couple of national hits.  They also pointed out that the station had $100 thousand in ad sales in just ten weeks.  One of their demands?  As they told the Plain Dealer’s Jane Scott, along with more money, they wanted Thayer “off our backs”.[3]  The staff were relieved of their duties permanently at WNCR.

  Even without considering the WNCR fiasco, Thayer was getting some heavy flak from the press.  Columnist Bill Hickey wrote that October that, “What has happened to WGAR since August 10 when Jack G. Thayer took over as general manager is simply unbelievable” claiming “Had Thayer been hired and given explicit instructions to destroy the station as quickly as possible he could not have done a better job!”
 Wow![4]

  Hickey was one of the old-line hard nose writers, and he didn’t hold back charging that Thayer, removed every vestige of class from a station whose trademark was a certain sense of eliteness. In lieu of class he’s offered Clevelanders a station that absolutely reeks of cheapness and is the personification of poor taste” which he likened to a mortal sin in broadcasting.  Continuing his critique, Hickey likened the new morning man Don Imus to “a caricature of all the disc jockeys in the world rolled into one” and while granting Imus had talent, he lacked judgement in “what is funny and what is tastelessly funny”.  Calling the show “schlock radio” for lack of a more tasteful term, Hickey targeted Thayer once again for forcing out many long-time employees stating he could write pages more about what was wrong with the station, but “why beat a dead 50-thousand-watt horse?”  It was likely that every radio salesperson in town other than the folks at WGAR were xeroxing like mad and sending copies off to their clients.  But Thayer wasn’t going to ignore the charges.

  Speaking to the City Club at a Sigma Delta Chi luncheon, Thayer said, “It’s hard to cut out fat and nostalgia at the same time.”   Adding to the confusion he stated, “Perhaps we should have changed our call letters when we changed our programming concepts.  We now plan to be a steppingstone station, between rock and roll on the one hand and super sweet music on the other.  With this, we hope to reach the get set, those between 18 to 34 who are getting their first job, first home, first baby.” [5]  That may seem a bit narrow today but remember that FM saturation was years away and AM was looking for its niche audiences.  50-thousand watts could reach a pretty large niche.

  Cleveland radio got a report card that year and it wasn’t good.  It basically stated the stations put generating revenue over community needs.  The report was put together by a joint survey of the Cleveland Council of Churches and the Radio-TV Department of the Cleveland Catholic Diocese, and they didn’t hold back.[6]  In fact, they stated in the report titled, “A Time to Serve” that only a technicality stopped them from recommending out right denial of license renewals for WDBN-FM and WZAK-FM!  The report read, “We compared what the station promised to do when it applied for its license in 1967, what it actually did and the 1970 program proposals.”  They looked at how much time was spent on news, community affairs and public service and didn’t like the numbers.  The report said with very few exceptions, “Cleveland area stations lack sensitivity in attempts to ascertain the community’s needs.  With no priority for the area’s needs and problems, the majority of our broadcast outlets are now promising to continue a minimum of public service programming.”  As a final slap, it stated that Cleveland’s broadcasters were “lacking in commitment and courage to no other than enhance corporate profits”.  They urged the FCC to take a close look at WZAK and WDBN’s license renewal requests, though WZAK management replied that every one of the ethnic programs that made up its format was actually a public service and more than offered by any other station.  WDBN defended itself stating closer inspection would show “As an independent FM station, we are meeting public needs which no other station is providing in the Cleveland-Akron area.”   Interesting point.  The report stated WERE was fulfilling its public service commitment, but that was before its upcoming format change.

  Bill Randle had signed yet another contract extension that would keep him at WERE until September 1971 but made it clear he had no intention of staying after that date.  His teaching career and a book he was writing were too demanding as far as his schedule was concerned.  There was already talk that Phil McLean would be his replacement with the station’s program director Bob West stating, “There are probably only a dozen fellows in the business with a voice like Phil’s”, adding “There used to a lot of announcers with deep, resonant voices.  But they faded away because they didn’t have the radio personality to go with it.  Phil does.”  McLean would soon find a radio home at WHK battling Randle in the same time slot.[7]

  In the summer of 1971, columnist Ray Hart predicted very little change on the dial after the WGAR dust up.  He assessed every station and expected the field to be “serene”.   Boy was he in for a surprise.  Changes were on the way…big time.

  The ‘71 fall ratings book showed WIXY dropping to third place behind WKYC and WHK, but numbers are crunched and advertisers looked at stations appealing to certain age groups.  Even so, any drop in numbers comes to the attention of station management.  That November, the Plain Dealer’s Bill Hickey announced with glee, “There is great news on the local radio scene.  WGAR disk jockey Don Imus is leaving Cleveland”.  Hickey made no secret of his dislike for Imus who was stirring up the WGAR airwaves and even introducing a local TV movie that was cancelled over “policy differences”.  He called him the “Ding a Ling in the Morning” and said money was calling Imus to New York City’s WNBC where “he should do very well with his Toilet Talk Varieties” and suggesting Imus rechristen himself the “Gotham Garbage Mouth”. Hickey also claimed he gave the New York station Imus’ private phone number and a great reference to help him on his way.  His replacement wouldn’t be on staff until December 30th.  His name was John Lanigan, who would settle in for a long stay [ radio on both the AM and FM bands with some TV to boot.[8]

  WHK was quickly approaching its golden anniversary and feeling pretty good about itself.  The station management credited its adult programming and a solid news department for its stability.  The question remained whether kit could appeal to high-money sponsors and its sales staff had their work clearly cut out for them.  The WHK anniversary also marked a moment when Cleveland radio was about to undergo a seismic shift.

  WERE had ratings, but sales were stagnant.  Bill Randle was talking to management about extending his stay and knew he held the upper hand.  He casually suggested that installing a shower in the upstairs men’s room might be an added incentive to his staying on for another contract and management happily obliged.   But no one anticipated his reaction when told about the upcoming change to a controversial format to be called “People Power”.  Randle would stay on as would Howie Lund, but plans were underway to bring in a volatile new voice from Fresno, California, named Gary Dee.  Other hosts would be hired as well, and they would be allowed to call out any issues they cared to talk about in a “scorch the earth’ policy…and Randle made it clear he wanted no part of it.  He turned in his resignation, and when news got out that he was leaving the station he put on the radio map Randle would only say, uncharacteristically, “No comment!”.  WERE’s general manager Richard McCauley would only say, “Randle is leaving of his own accord – effective immediately.  I regret his departure, but I respect his wishes in the matter”.  McCauley would be replaced within weeks by Paul Neuhoff, the station’s sales manager who knew Dee from Fresno.   More hosts were quickly added including the outspoken Reverend Farley Wheelwright, a local Unitarian minister known for taking highly controversial stands.

  The new format was unveiled on Valentine’s Day, and the switchboard was flooded with complaints, so much so that rumors started flying within weeks that the station would approach Randle about returning.  He was on a skiing trip in Yugoslavia so it would be tough to get hold of him, but the station was hemorrhaging sponsors.  Ratings in the first book were a disaster, and emergency action had to be taken to save money in any possible way.  The program director, Robert Whitney, knew his neck was on the line as were some other station officials.  There was talk about getting rid of engineers with the station being run on a remote-control system and even discontinuing traffic reports that would save up to $100 thousand a year.  Nick Mileti’s Cleveland Indians would leave for his radio acquisition as soon as the FCC approved his license.  The staff was encouraged to maintain a positive and enthusiastic attitude, though clearly many were in panic mode.[9]

  The decision was made to stay the course even without Randle.  The station was drowning in red ink, Randle could draw back his old sponsors over night, but “The “Randle Memorial Shower” as it was known would never be used by its namesake.  The station started to lure back some of the departed advertisers but couldn’t call itself profitable despite ratings jumps in the coming months.  As “People Power” started to take off with programming that would be questionable even by today’s standards, WERE was still not meeting budget demands.   The sales staff simply couldn’t sell the station, and competition was fierce.  It should also be pointed out that if you have ratings and what would turn into the consistently number one show in town with Gary Dee and you still can’t generate revenue, it’s not the air talent’s fault.

  After 50 years, Cleveland radio still prospered against the threat of television and changing social trends.  In just a few years FM would start its march to dominance, thanks to increased presence in cars and FM adapters, leaving a few AM stations hanging in the balance right through the mid-80s.  Stations bobbed and weaved in the fight for ratings dominance, with Gary Dee’s talk and John Lanigan’s humor keeping the AM band in play until FM saturation took over.  Radio continues and while the platforms may have changed due to podcasting and satellite usage the medium is still with us more than a hundred years after its debut.  The spirit of radio is alive and well.
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