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Much of the writings on early radio involved issues of who would control the airwaves – government or private companies.  This paper examines the related issue of what ought to be the content broadcast on radio.  

First, a word about archival sources. Radio was the first electronic or non-print mass medium. Consequently, archives, accustomed to storing, filing, preserving and accessing the written word, were slow in “collecting” from radio. Technology was part of the problem because in the early days of radio, recordings were difficult to make and even more difficult to amass. As contemporary writers described it, radio programs simply went “into the ether” and left nothing behind. This problem, of course, handicaps any systematic study of early-day radio, but it also makes the archival collections containing such materials very important.  However, like much of the research on early radio, the bulk of the information almost invariably must come from reminiscences and, increasingly as the pioneer radio generation died off, from collections of letters, diaries, radio logs, contemporary interviews and printed accounts left in historical/archives collections. 

From the onset, private radio's offerings consisted largely of entertainment.  In the past couple of decades, radio broadcasting has evolved even more into a medium of entertainment at the cost of news and information. This has been made increasingly apparent with the concentration of radio ownership in a very few large corporations such as Clear Channel.  Nationally formatted 24-hour schedules replace local programming; local news staffs give way to one- to five-minute news summaries from one national source. 

The criticism--that radio has abandoned news for entertainment —isn’t new to radio. Such sentiments were expressed in the early 1920s by U. S. Senator Robert B. Howell, of Nebraska, who became an important voice in the creation of radio regulation in the 1920s and 1930s.  In 1922, Howell was director of the U. S. Post Office's radio division. He went to Europe to assess the evolution of radio there.  He reported back to Postmaster General Will Hays (whose department, the U. S. Post Office, then oversaw radio in the U.S.), that the Europeans were far ahead of the U. S. in using radio. They were concentrating on news and information while U.S. radio was stuck in the perception that radio was simply good for entertainment.  

Certain that privately owned radio would concentrate largely on entertaining and advertising, Howell advocated government control over the airwaves. One couldn’t trust privately owned radio to provide the news and information programming necessary to educate and inform the public.  

Howell, a Progressive Republican, came to politics with a background in engineering—and considerable direct experience with the new broadcast medium of radio. He had served as director and manager of public utilities in Omaha, Nebraska prior to running for the U.S. Senate in 1922. In 1921, just a year before his Senate run, he was appointed chairman of the National Radio Service Commission of the United States Post Office Department. At the same, he was granted the first radio broadcast license issued to any operator in Nebraska.  

While Howell expressed doubt that privately-controlled radio would provide a sufficient amount of news, a non-government radio station began the first regular news broadcasts in the nation.   In 1920, KDKA from Pittsburgh reported the Harding-Cox presidential election returns, continuing one-hour nightly newscasts thereafter.  But the real boom in radio didn't come until later.  It took two more years before a sufficient number of radio sets were sold to receive the programming provided by pioneering radio stations.  In 1920-1921, only 10 stations were licensed by the Department of Commerce. The station broadcasts included market or weather reports, music, concerts, lectures. Two were in Pittsburgh, two in N.J., one each broadcast from Mass., N.Y., Conn. Texas and Calif.  (Douglas, George H., The Early Days of Radio Broadcasting, pp. 23-26).  Less than two years later, it was reported that 591 broadcast stations were on the air (PSM, June 1924, p. 58).

During the radio boom year in 1922, Howell used radio as part of his Senate campaign. He traveled the highways and back roads throughout Nebraska, carrying a radio transmitter in the trunk of his car. As he approached a town where he planned to campaign, he would stop along the road, set up the transmitter, and broadcast ahead—on all bands with as much power as his battery could muster—that he was coming to town. Also, he often set up the portable “radio station” in front of the main building in town, enticing potential voters to inspect the unfamiliar, “exciting” equipment and, at the same time, get to hear some of his campaign message.

At that time, only three licensed stations operated in Nebraska—at Norfolk, Hastings and Lincoln.   Wherever he went, Howell reported, crowds, were captivated by the new voice medium. They gathered to hear him—after they’d been “summoned” by his broadcast announcements.  After this experience, Howell, least of all, must have sensed that radio was a natural medium for politics, news and information. (About the same time as Howell was stumping Nebraska with his transmitter in the trunk, pioneer radio analyst Jack Binns predicted the importance of electioneering by radio.  He wrote: “Woe betide the candidate who overlooks radio!  The party with the best wireless campaign will swing the election.”)  

But to Howell, the main issue still was control. Howell wasn’t alone in advocating for government--as opposed to private --control over the airwaves. Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover predicted that the future of radio would be with non-profits and government agencies--public broadcasting.  He confidently pointed to stations operated by colleges, churches, educational and lecture foundations, and government departments. These would continue to be tomorrow's broadcasters. Hoover said: “The home in which a radio set is being installed may confidently look forward to the receipt from the air of an ever- increasing quantity of important and interesting information from many sources that have never before been so accessible to the American public.”  (PSC, July 1922, p. 19)

By June 1922, radio had become a national phenomenon.  With so many public non-profit broadcasters airing programs, some advocated covering the cost of broadcasting through the sale of receiving sets—much in the way BBC and other European government radio systems were starting to function. 

And receivers were flying off the shelves. Good reception was becoming possible nationwide from radio sets not just in the home, but also in hospitals, orphanages, and institutions of the blind, churches, and even prisons.  (PSC, June 1922, p. 24).  Commentator Binns noted in June 1922 that Americans were spending $5 million a week on radio equipment, adding that “radio within a period of six months leaped up as a vast national utility on a par in promise with the automobile, the motion pictures, and with public services like the telephone and electric railways.”  (PSM, June 1922, p. 26.)

Its growing universality appeared to some commentators to demand direct government ownership and control over broadcasting. Columnist Armstrong Perry wrote: “The future value and interest of radio to us all depends upon the government’s taking over its own share of the national broadcasting work.  What we want is radio service for people from the government of the people.”  (PSM, June 1922, p. 27)  He applauded Hays’ Post Office Department for its public broadcasts, and the Bureau of Markets in the Dept of Agriculture for offering up-to-the-minute market quotations broadcast on post office radio stations. (This “government network” had 230 land stations operated by a variety of government agencies. The Post Office Department, starting in April, 1921, used its chain of transcontinental wireless stations which it set up to administer the airmail, for broadcasting weather and market information. The USDA furnished most of the information for the broadcasts. Estimated annual cost was $87,190, including salaries for personnel, costs of facilities, depreciation and repairs!). 

For Perry, an ideal broadcast day included such offerings as a concert from the Naval Air Station, a 10-minute lecture by an official from the Public Health Service, more music and a lecture on radio or airplane development.   He believed in the “tremendous educational possibilities that lie in the expansion of government broadcasting programs.”  (PSM, June 1922, p. 28)

For commercial and even non-profit stations, entertainment remained the major part of programming.  But “entertainment” depended on one’s ear. Some educators touted opera as the fare most desired by millions of Americans.  However, radio operators learned quickly that popular music, comedy and serials were immediate hits with radio listeners.  Thus the “ether”-- fairly silent in 1922—fairly exploded with music, words and sound effects.  It was reported that over a 6-month period, the homes with receiving sets climbed from fewer than 20,000 to more than one million.  In rural areas, entertainment dominated, but stations also broadcast local news, market and weather reports, mostly directed at farmers whose lives seemed ready-made for radio. They lived away from the theaters, distant from newspaper routes, often away from telephone connections. With batteries or generators as power sources, however, they could bring in programs—particularly at night—from cities around the nation and, indeed, from other continents.  Radio brought them out of rural isolation.  Weather reports and sports served the public’s interests, but many a young listener on American farms heard the crackle of broadcasts in foreign languages and from distant capitals. It brought the world to the small town and farm—instantly, albeit not without interference, varying signal strengths and power surges from nearby unregulated stations that commonly pushed broadcast strength into the hundreds of thousands of kilowatts.

While letters, diaries, newspaper columnist’s reports held in archives constitute important sources for research in early radio, back issues of several key magazines

found in libraries provide confirmation and additional insight into the earliest days of broadcast radio. One such publication is Popular Science Monthly. Starting in the early 1920s, the magazine provided interviews of radio operators and builders as well as candid observations and predictions from writers beginning to specialize in covering the new medium through the older print form.  In October 1922, Popular Science Monthly interviewed Howell—still directing the post office radio office and not yet a senator—about his views on broadcasting.  Author Charles E. Duffie wrote that Howell--the pioneer radio owner and politician with a transmitter in his car-- was “probably the leading advocate of government broadcasting in this country.”  (PSM, October 1922, p. 65).  In the article, Howell did make a strong case for government’s role in broadcasting, complaining about the otherwise “indiscriminate competitive jumble of phonograph music, uninteresting lectures, and disguised advertising talks…which make up many programs.”  The article said that Howell was the “country’s most capable and best informed booster of a national system of broadcasting by Federal and state agencies.”  (p. 65)  Howell gained this view, according to the article, after having witnessed a complex, bureaucratic and expensive radio system in Germany that generated different airwaves, forcing purchase of specific receiving sets for specific programming. Howell was quoted as saying that  “we must follow our ideas of free and unrestricted receiving to the logical conclusions, and this to my mind, means broadcasting by government itself which in the only logical agency for this work.” (pp. 65-66.)  

While he would have preferred government broadcast, he insisted on government ownership of the “ether” and, consequently, control over broadcast bands, wattages, and standards of broadcast. This became fundamental to American broadcasting, set forth in the Radio Act of 1927 and the Communications Act of 1934, both significantly influenced by Howell. But those acts came much later. In the 1922 interview, Howell argued that radio broadcast service should include news bulletins, market and weather reports, other features such as short stories, discussion of popular current topics and music and other entertainment “of the highest type” (p. 66).  He believed that the “hopeless conflict between stations, and the rational operation of a government-owned ‘radio’ newspaper would bring wonderful results.” (p. 66).  The article concluded that if Howell was elected to the U.S. Senate, “we shall have one real radio man in Congress.”

While Howell’s main concern was ownership and control over the “ether,” (the broadcast band—the airwaves), Postmaster General Will Hays had a far more ambitious view of government’s role in radio.  “There is hardly a government bureau head or official I know who hasn’t something fascinating to tell each of us, every month or so, if we could only be reached by word of mouth--something bearing, moreover, on our health and prosperity.  When the radiophone becomes in fact a great government agency of communication, we shall see the dreams of democratic government more nearly fulfilled, for we shall each of us be kept more closely in touch with public affairs than has ever before been thought possible.  When the Post Office uses the wireless phone, it will probably have hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of hearers, receiving, by their own hearthstones, free news, free education, free entertainment--and protection, too, when warning of imminent disaster is sent broadcast to all in danger.”  The article's author added that the Post Office Department might even come to be known as the Department of Communication.  He claimed that every branch of government needs a broadcasting system to keep in touch with the public.  “No private agency can fill the need.”  (PSM, April 1922, p. 30)

The views of Howell and Hays, set forth in archival records and popular journals from the critical two years from 1920-1922, were the precursors for debates over how radio would function in America. Would it be free of cost to receivers and entirely unrestricted for broadcasters?  Would receivers be government-taxed like in Europe and stations entirely operated by a government agency?  What role would government have in “policing” the ether—seeing that radio operators did not so flood the airwaves that the entire industry would drown itself out?  While the broadcasts themselves have long disappeared into that ether, the archival records can point us toward understanding the debates, their limits and how they changed American broadcast—and culture—for the rest of the 20th century.

________________________________

The Howell papers are held in the Nebraska State Historical Society in Lincoln.  Popular Science Monthly and other popular magazines from the period were consulted at the University of Wyoming.  Important debates on the issues were printed in the Congressional Record.  Other important sources included: archival collections in the National Archives, Seattle and Denver; the University of Washington, Suzallo Library (particularly the Jackson, Magnuson, Saul Haas and Bullitt collections); the Special Collections, University of Utah Marriott Library; and the American Heritage Center, University of Wyoming (particularly, the Kendrick and O’Mahoney collections).   

