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			I

			Something Technical

			June 1988. My roommate Paul White came home with a car. I’d been bumming around for a couple of months, enjoying a summer off after working as a lab assistant at Ryerson Polytechnical Institute in Toronto. Paul had been bumming around too, but then he got a job at GM, and one day he came home with a car. It seemed so grown up. The guy could afford a car. A brand-new car. I still remember what kind of car it was. A red Chevy Beretta.  I decided I wanted a car, too. That meant enough loafing around. It was time to find a job.

			I applied for a position at Sony where I’d make twenty-five thousand dollars a year. This seemed like a huge amount. My job at Ryerson had paid thirteen thousand for eight months of work. I was still living off that because my lifestyle cost virtually nothing. I lived in an apartment with three other guys and milk crates for furniture. I had nothing. Up until then I’d wanted nothing. Until Paul came home with a car.

			I also applied at a post-production facility. I forget the name. They interviewed me (Sony didn’t). They were willing to pay me eighteen thousand dollars a year. 

			“If you were offered both jobs, this one and the one at Sony, which one would you take?” the interviewer asked me.

			I didn’t even blink an eye. “The one at Sony.”

			“Why?”

			“Because it’s seven thousand dollars more a year!”

			I didn’t get either job. The post-production facility phoned me up to give me the news.

			“Do you know why we didn’t give you the job?” the fellow who called asked me.

			“No, why?” 

			“It’s because you said you’d take the Sony job over ours for the money.”

			“You’re penalizing me for being honest,” I said. 

			He didn’t care. He was trying to tell me that they wanted to hire someone with a passion for what they were doing, but I didn’t clue in. It wasn’t where my head was at just then. I wanted a job, and the more money the better. I’d figure out the passion bit later.  

			I crossed the street from where I lived—Jarvis Street—to the CBC Radio Building and gave the receptionist June Shafi my resume.

			“What kind of job do you want?” June asked.

			“Something technical,” I told her.

			I have no idea why I said that. It just came out. I could have said, “Something that will earn me a lot of money,” or “Something that will make me famous,” but I didn’t. Probably any other answer wouldn’t have gotten me a job. I said, “Something technical,” and June picked up the phone right away and called someone.

			It was Don Burgess. He was the manager in charge of radio technicians at the time. No idea what his exact title was. I don’t think he did the job very long. But he did it long enough to hire me. We chatted a bit about my background: plenty of experience in private radio, a degree in radio and television arts from Ryerson, and so on. After our chat, just to cover all bases, I also dropped a copy of my resume off to the CBC HR department.

			Don Burgess set up an interview. A week later he sat at one end of a boardroom table with a woman from Human Resources while I sat at the other. It was a friendly interrogation as they did their best to figure out who I was.

			I told Don and his colleague that I could read music, that I’d been an announcer/operator for private radio stations in Prince Edward Island off and on since the age of sixteen, and that I’d listened to CBC Radio since I’d been a kid. I could name shows and hosts dating back a decade and a half. My favourite shows had been Variety Tonight with Vicki Gabereau, The Entertainers, and the Royal Canadian Air Farce.

			At the end of the interview, the woman from HR asked me, “Do you have any questions?”

			“Just one,” I said. “What have you been interviewing me for?”

			They laughed. Nobody answered the question. I guess they thought I’d been joking. But I hadn’t been. Nobody had taken the time to explain the position to me. All I knew was that it was something technical to do with CBC Radio. (I’ve conducted many interviews since then and I always take time off the top to make sure the applicant completely understands what they’re applying for.)

			A week later Don Burgess called to tell me I’d been hired. 

			A few days after that I received a letter from CBC Human Resources in response to the resume I’d dropped off. The letter said that they couldn’t hire me because there were no jobs available. The HR department didn’t want me. Fortunately, the technical folks did.

			I’d been working for CBC Radio an entire week before I really started to get a sense of what the job was. It was a job that hadn’t existed in any of the private radio stations I’d worked for. In private radio you did it all. At the CBC you just did a piece of it all. You specialized. And I was going to specialize in the technical stuff. Not fixing equipment, operating it. Consoles, microphones, tape recorders, all technical equipment having to do with the recording and broadcast of sound.

			Something technical. Those two words have defined my life for over three decades now. I never did get around to buying a car. Married into one, later—but that’s another story, for a different book.

		

	
		
			II

			CJRW

			In July 1988, CBC Radio acquired a twenty-three-year-old with a lot of growing up yet to do. I wasn’t completely green, though. I’d been in broadcasting since the age of fourteen, the age at which I’d begun volunteering at the local cable television affiliate, Cable 5, in Summerside, Prince Edward Island. 

			I loved working at Cable 5. I learned to operate the cameras and the big clunky Video Tape Recorders (VTRs) and I was especially fond of “switching” the shows on the cool-looking video switcher. My friends and I produced our own shows and worked on other peoples’ shows, often about music. I also worked at Three Oaks Senior High School’s brand-new and exceptionally well-run radio station under the leadership of teacher Ralph Carruthers, who launched at least two careers in broadcasting that I know of, and probably more. 

			That was all volunteer, though. I was a teenager. I needed a part-time job that actually paid money. In 1981 I got a job at MacDonald’s. I hated it there. The managers, only a little older than I was, yelled and screamed at the rest of us, especially me. I cursed them angrily under my breath. Luckily, after one month they fired me.

			“It’s not for everyone,” the franchise manager told me, not unkindly.

			She meant that it wasn’t for immature fifteen-year-olds who couldn’t be bothered to memorize what went on a Big Mac. 

			Getting fired from MacDonald’s was one of the happiest days of my life. 

			Had I not been fired from MacDonald’s I might never have got my first real job in radio.  One cold November afternoon I cruised down Water Street in an Oldsmobile with my friend Justin Hickey at the wheel and two other pals, the four of us probably listening to classic Genesis. We passed CJRW, Summerside’s local radio station, a 250-watt day-timer located at 1240 AM on the dial. It had been broadcasting since 1948, seventeen years before I was born. I’d grown up listening to CJRW.

			“Stop the car!” I shouted to Justin.

			He stopped. I jumped out, crossed the street, and entered CJRW’s front door. I climbed up a flight of stairs to CJRW’s reception area, walls festooned with plaques attesting to the station’s long history of community activity. Elton John was playing on a set of speakers: “Goodbye Yellow Brick Road,” not a new release at the time, but the first time I’d ever heard the song. I’ve loved it ever since.

			A woman in her forties greeted me at the reception desk, super friendly. Summerside is a small town—probably she knew my mother.

			“I’d like to apply for a job,” I told her. 

			She furnished me with an application. I filled it out as best I could. A man took me to a studio booth and gave me several sheets of thin yellow paper with dot-matrix type. News, weather and sports. I recorded an audition tape on the spot. A month later, at home, the phone rang.    

			“Joe, this is Llowell Huestis, calling from CJRW radio.” 

			I recognized Llowell’s voice immediately. He was the first famous person I’d ever spoken to. Famous on PEI, anyway. He’d worked for CJRW since its opening in 1948, and for its predecessor CHGS for two years before that. “I’d like to offer you a job as a disc jockey. When can you start?”   

			I could barely believe my good fortune. Llowell and CJRW hired me to work two shifts each week. I hosted a six-hour long country music show on Friday nights and a rock show on Saturday nights. I hated country music. I grew to like it in time. Well, some of it. I worked at CJRW all through high school. I would have done it for free. I almost did do it for free: I earned $3.35 per hour, minimum wage at the time.

			I darned near didn’t show up for my first shift (I was still the same kid who couldn’t memorize hamburger ingredients). I got confused about which week I was supposed to start. One of my fellow disc jockeys was Peter Arsenault (he went by Peter Scott on air). Peter happened to drive down High Street—my street—in his gold Pontiac Firebird Trans Am shortly before the start of my shift. Spotting me, he pulled up beside me and rolled down the window. 

			“You do realize you start tonight, don’t you?”

			“I do?”

			“Get in the damned car!”

			He drove me to the station and put me on the air before a big silver console with rotary pots and two huge turntables. I learned how to cue up 7” 45 single records so they’d start an instant after introducing them (about one quarter turn back from where the needle hit the first sound). We played IDs and promos on cartridges (called “carts”). There was a quarter-inch tape machine that looked rather daunting. For my first few shifts I got the guy who worked before me to cue it up. His name was Jim Murray and like me he’d go on to work for the CBC (they’d call him James Murray there).

			I got nervous before every shift, but I was never nervous on air. I loved every second of it. I got to choose my own music. I played other peoples’ requests. Once, I sneezed on air. I learned not to do that. Another time, introducing a record, I choked on a potato chip. I learned not to do that. I had two laughing fits on air—I never learned not to do that (I was a giddy teen-ager). With a mere 250 watts, CJRW didn’t have a strong signal, but it seemed to reach a lot of people. I grew close to my audience. I got calls from all over western PEI as well as Cap Pele, in New Brunswick, across the Northumberland Strait. They’d call to make requests. They’d call to say hi. They’d call week after week. They’d tell me I knew them but wouldn’t tell me who they were. Once, phoning a friend during a show, I accidentally called the wrong number. A girl answered the phone. “Hey, you’re the guy on the radio!” she exclaimed.

			We had a good chat.

			I learned to take a compliment by working at CJRW. One day shortly after starting there, I went shopping at Summerside’s flagship department store, Holman’s (the “largest store in the world for a small-town”).

			“I recognize your voice,” a cashier told me. “Are you on the radio?”

			I allowed that I was. 

			“You have a nice voice,” she said. 

			I had no idea how to respond. I was embarrassed. My first instinct was to deny it.

			My mother advised me later, “Just say thank you.”

			And that’s how you respond to a compliment. 

			The name of the Friday night country show was The Ranch Party. I always opened it with Bobbie Nelson’s “Down Yonder” from Willie Nelson’s album Red Headed Stranger. The station didn’t own that record; my father did. I always brought in a lot of my own stuff. I mixed the country up with folk music. The Clancy Brothers & Tommy Makem were favourites. I used to play this one song by them. One night after I played it a Ranch Party regular called up, an older Acadian woman.

			“That song you just played?” she said. “You must never play it again.”

			“Why not?”

			“It’s too sad.”

			She wasn’t wrong:

			Isn’t it grand, boys, to be bloody well dead?

			Let’s not have a sniffle, let’s have a bloody good cry

			And always remember the longer you live

			The sooner you’ll bloody well die.

			I had always gotten a kick out of it. Young and fully alive, it didn’t apply to me. I could see how it might be considered a little morbid, though. I respected my listeners. I never played it again.  

			Another night, during the Saturday night rock show, a girl called up. Not someone I knew.

			“I love you!” she said, before hanging up.  

			I laughed. It was just some kid in town having fun, probably hanging out with a bunch of other kids. For a few short years I supplied the soundtrack of their lives, and we all had fun together. A lot more fun than grilling hamburgers.

		

	
		
			III

			A Brief History of Radio

			Radio is a tiny, white, battery-operated device I snuck into my bed at night at the age of eleven to hear static and people and music from distant lands. It’s a clock radio I got for Christmas when I was twelve. It’s the shortwave radio my grandfather listened to after a hard day’s work on the farm, and it’s the one that kept my father company in northern New Brunswick during the long cold winters of the forties. It’s the radio my parents kept on our kitchen counter when I was growing up, that played our local radio station before school, that played top forty music and told us the news and the weather and the ferry schedule and that regretted to make the following announcement: “in lieu of flowers a donation to a society of your choice would be appreciated.” 

			Radio is all the stations that ever broadcast my voice, or anyone’s voice, via radio waves that are now up to two hundred light years away from the Earth the last we checked, where (I like to think) some alien race has surely heard it and is busy crafting a polite response. 

			Radio is communication by a type of electromagnetic radiation, but don’t worry because it’s non-ionizing radiation, meaning that it doesn’t turn atoms into ions, and it isn’t sufficiently powerful to cause the molecules in human cells to break apart and burn people and cause cancer. Rather, radio employs benign electromagnetic radiation, the friendly kind, the non-ionizing kind, the kind that powers the radios, televisions, mobile phones, and microwaves that furnish our homes and our lives. Radio wields sound like a sorcerer, displacing invisible particles of air that tickle the diaphragms of microphones, converting energy into electrical currents that, amplified, become radio waves that antennas fling to receivers that transmute them back into electricity that vibrates speakers to create sound waves to journey once more through the air to our ears.

			We know all this because Scottish physicist James Clerk Maxwell began figuring it out back in the 1870s, proving that electric and magnetic fields, properly choreographed, make excellent dance partners, performing sophisticated pas de deux in electromagnetic ballets.

			We know it because German physicist Heinrich Hertz, who lived a tragically short life, a mere thirty-six years, made good use of his abbreviated time on this earth, applying Maxwell’s theories in 1886 to successfully transmit and receive radio waves for the first time in human history, though to what end he could not say: “Nichts denke ich,” he replied, when asked what good it all was. (That is, “Nothing, I guess.”)

			In 1893, Nikola Tesla demonstrated a wireless radio to the fine people of St. Louis, Missouri. Three years later Guglielmo Marconi patented wireless telegraphy technology. Four years after that, in ١٩٠٠, Canadian Reginald Fessenden spoke on the radio for the first time, over a distance of fifty miles (eighty kilometres), asking: “Is it snowing where you are, Mr. Thiessen?” The following year, not to be outdone, Marconi sent radio waves all the way across the Atlantic Ocean, from Cornwall in the United Kingdom to Signal Hill, overlooking St. John’s, Newfoundland, in the form of Morse Code. (That’s not why it’s called Signal Hill, though. It’s been called that since 1762, when Lt. Colonel William Amherst changed its name to “Signal Hill” from “The Lookout” after the role the hill played in signaling the forces under his command during the defeat of the French during the final battle of the Seven Years’ War.)

			Six years after Marconi’s transatlantic Morse Code feat, Reginald Fessenden topped it by making the first ever two-way radio broadcast using the human voice across the Atlantic Ocean, from Boston to Scotland. Still, it was a while before radio really caught on. Darby Coates worked for the Canadian Marconi Company in 1920. He gave public demonstrations of radio and telephone radio equipment that had been built for troops in France for the First World War.

			“People were skeptical,” he recalled later. “They could accept the idea of sound waves but couldn’t see how they could come through the walls of buildings.”

			Coates went on to become the manager and announcer for the first publicly owned radio station in Canada, CKY, set up by the Government of Manitoba in 1923 and run by the Manitoba Telephone System. The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation was still a few years away.

			Graham Spry was a journalist and Rhodes Scholar from St. Thomas, Ontario. He was also the national secretary of something called the Association of Canadian Clubs, which had been formed in 1897 by a journalist from Hamilton to “foster interest in matters affecting the welfare of Canada.” In 1927, at twenty-seven years of age, Spry, in his capacity as Association secretary, made a bold proposal. He suggested a Diamond Jubilee broadcast originating from Parliament Hill in Ottawa to celebrate Canada’s sixtieth anniversary. It would be broadcast from coast to coast using telegraph and telephone lines to link many of the fifty-seven private radio stations operating in Canada at that time.  

			 Prime Minister William Lyon MacKenzie King participated in the broadcast, which was a huge success. Impressed, King wrote, “On the morning and evening of July 1st all Canada became for the time being a single assemblage, swayed by a common emotion, within the sound of a single voice… Hitherto for most Canadians, Ottawa had seemed far off but henceforth all Canadians will stand within the sound of the carillon and within the hearing of the speakers of Parliament Hill.”

			The bit about the carillon was made possible by the intrepid engineers who comprised the recording team, including Jack Carlyle. In 1986, the CBC Radio show Ideas interviewed Jack for an episode celebrating the network’s own fiftieth anniversary:

			“I remember going up in that tower and the clock struck, just when I got near the bells,” he recalled. “And of course, it was carbon mikes in those days, and you couldn’t put it on the ground and pick up the sound. So Charlie Findlay, the chief engineer, he climbed out among the gargoyles, you know, the gargoyles on the clock and the Peace Tower. He climbed up and sat out there for an hour with the microphone in his hand. He was never allowed to do it again, of course.” 

			By 1929 religions had discovered that independent radio stations were handy for publicly bashing one another over the airwaves. Jehovah’s Witnesses were particularly fond of hammering Roman Catholics via their independent stations. The federal minister responsible for broadcasting revoked the Jehovah’s Witnesses broadcasting license, making religious censorship a hot-button political issue.

			With this in mind, along with warm memories of the Diamond Jubilee national broadcast, Prime Minister King asked John Aird to set up a Royal Commission on Radio Broadcasting. You might think, of course! That makes complete sense. It’s Canada. That’s what we do. We set up Royal Commissions to figure out this sort of thing. But the Aird Commission was the first-ever public consultation of its kind in this country; only after the Aird Commission did we as a nation routinely approach cultural governance this way.  

			A banker by trade, Aird set up his commission with Augustin Frigon, an electrical engineer, and Charles Bowman, editor of the Ottawa Citizen. They were asked whether a public broadcasting entity should be a private enterprise with a government subsidy, a federally owned and operated system, or one that was provincially owned and operated. The Aird Commission delivered a nine-page report to King. In it, the commissioners shared King’s concerns about religious radio. They were also worried about US radio stations gobbling up radio frequencies before Canadians could get their hands on them. And like King, they were especially interested in the ability of a national radio broadcasting network to foster Canadian unity. They recommended a federally owned and operated national public broadcasting system. This was at a time when fewer than forty percent of Canadians outside of Toronto and Montreal could hear any Canadian radio station at all.

			Six weeks after the Aird Commission delivered its report, the stock market crashed, plunging the world into the Great Depression. The creation of a national radio network became less of a priority for Prime Minister King. On July 28, 1930, he was voted out of office. Richard Bedford Bennett, known as R. B. Bennett, replaced him. Bennett led a majority Conservative government, one not interested in the Aird Commission’s recommendations, at least not right away.

			In 1930, Graham Spry (originator of the Diamond Jubilee broadcast) and fellow broadcasting pioneer Alan Plaunt created the Canadian Radio League. Its goal? Pressure Bennett’s government into implementing the Aird Commission’s recommendations. Spry asserted that “Radio broadcasting is no more a business than the public school system, the religious organization or the varied literary, musical and scientific endeavours of the Canadian people. It is a public service.”

			In May 1932, Bennett’s government formed the Canadian Radio Broadcasting Commission (“the CRBC”), at least partially in response to the Canadian Radio League’s efforts.

			By May 1933 the CRBC was broadcasting nationally an hour a day. The number of hours the CRBC broadcast grew over time. The network grew as well. Eventually the CRBC came to consist of eight network-owned and operated stations and fourteen privately owned stations operating as network affiliates.

			Unlike its modern-day incarnation, though, the CRBC did not operate at arm’s length from the government. Before the October 14, 1935 federal election, the CRBC broadcast a series of fifteen-minute soap operas called Mr. Sage criticizing the opposition Liberals and their party leader, William Lyon MacKenzie King. If the soap operas were intended to help the Conservatives win the upcoming election, they failed. On October 14, 1935, the Liberals trounced the Conservatives. Just over a year later, on November 2, 1936, King’s government reorganized the Canadian Radio Broadcasting Commission as a Crown Corporation, perhaps in part to address concerns over its perceived lack of impartiality. The CRBC became the CBC, or the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, which promptly got on with the business of making “the home not merely a billboard, but a theatre, a concert hall, a club, a public meeting, a school, a university,” in the words of Graham Spry. 

			Fifty-two years later, the CBC hired me.

		

	
		
			IV

			Net Testing

			The first work I would ever do for CBC Radio was not typical of what I’d come to do. Technically it wasn’t even in the job description. It was a maintenance job, not a radio technician’s job, which is the work that I was supposed to be doing. That the first work I would ever do for the CBC was maintenance work is an intriguing bit of foreshadowing, as I would find myself involved in maintenance work again nineteen years later as the manager of Audio Systems, one of the broadcast maintenance departments.

			The work they had me start with was called Net Testing. I was taught how to do it by a fellow by the name of Ron Grant. Ron Grant was a Radio Master Control technician. Probably he’d been many things before that, but he’d wound up working in Radio Master Control on Jarvis Street, and that is where he’d finish his career. He was probably less than four years away from retirement when I met him.

			The first thing Ron said to me was, “I’m supposed to teach you how to do this in a week. I don’t think it’s possible to teach you in a week. The last guy I tried to teach how to do this ran screaming out of here in two days with his tail between his legs. But I’ll give it a go.”

			It was a brilliant speech. I don’t think it was premeditated. Ron was the kind of guy who said what was on his mind, usually loudly. Once upon a time he’d been a wrestler. The other guys in Radio Master Control called him “Boomer.”

			Ron’s speech had a terrific impact on me. Up until that time I was the kind of guy who got by. I was smart enough that I could coast through school, and coast through university, without ever really applying myself. I did fine—sometimes really fine if something captivated my imagination, occasionally not so well if I underestimated some challenge. Ron’s speech put the fear of God in me. This was a real job, not something I wanted to screw up. There would be no coasting here. And it was obvious from the get-go that what Ron was teaching me was complex. I hung on his every word. Took lots of notes. Asked plenty of questions. By the end of the week I knew how to do what I needed to do. The week after that I was on my own.

			My job was to test all the audio lines from coast to coast on a strict schedule. The tools of my trade were audio tapes full of a series of tones from frequencies so low a human could barely hear them to frequencies so high most mature adults couldn’t hear them. I don’t remember the exact range, but it was something like 25 hertz up to 25 kilohertz. (Many adults can’t hear past 12 or 15 kilohertz. When I started at CBC Radio, I was twenty-three years old and I could hear up to at least 20 kilohertz).

			The idea was to patch the audio down these lines one after another and work with other audio engineers across the country to measure the frequency response. I would record the results using a pen and paper. If the results were in any way awry, I would contact an engineer with Bell Canada who would investigate the problem on his or her end, as the lines were all Bell lines. They had names like 1P West (also known as 1PW, a mono line to points west from Toronto), 1P East (1PE, a mono line to points east from Toronto), 1E5 (an emergency circuit), 1H59, and other lines starting with the number 6, which denoted stereo for some reason, and so on. This was a great education. For the rest of my career I always knew all the lines, what they meant, and where they went. At least I did until CBC Radio decided not to renew the contract with Bell and replaced the lines with something called the NGCN (Next Generation Converged Network) which is basically all data, spitting files across the country instead of actual audio.

			I was surprised to learn that I needed math for this work. Integers, no less. I had always considered myself a creative type and had never imagined ever having to do a job involving actual math. I once told my Grade Twelve math teacher, Mr. Winston Yeo, that math would not be a part of my future.

			“You never know,” Mr. Yeo told me.

			He was right. I didn’t know.

			I conducted these tests all summer long, the summer of 1988, after which someone else took over, probably Ron Grant again. Much later these network tests were automated, and nobody did them, although real live human beings still had to look at the results.

			In the fall my contract lapsed for three weeks. I went home to Prince Edward Island for a vacation. While I was there the CBC contacted me. They asked me if I could come back to work until Christmas, this time as a Radio Technician Group 4. I was only too happy to do so, though I had no intention of working for CBC Radio forever, or even for much longer. It was just work for the time being. One day not long after being hired back I found myself working in Tape Reclaim (more on this hellhole later) with another radio technician—a pleasant fellow a few years older than me—by the name of Mike Ewing. As we laboriously stripped quarter-inch tape off reels to recycle the tape and reclaim the reels, Mike asked me about my future plans. 

			“Two years max,” I told him. “Won’t be staying here any longer than that.”

			“Oh? What will you do?”

			“Write. Or direct films. Both, maybe.”

			Unlike Mr. Yeo, Mike didn’t challenge my assertion. “Great,” he told me. “Good for you.” 

			But some thirty years later Mike and I were still saying “hi” to one another in the halls of the CBC Toronto Broadcast Centre.

		

	
		
			V

			The Radio Building

			When I started at CBC Radio in Toronto in July 1988, I worked out of the Radio Building at 354 Jarvis Street. The Radio Building was a sprawling ancient structure originally constructed in 1898. Before housing CBC Radio it had been the Havergal College for girls. Brick on the outside, it was surrounded by gates and guards and kiosks—some people referred to the whole set-up as “Stalag CBC.”1 

			Inside, the Radio Building was people and wood and consoles and tape machines, and it smelled like my grandparents’ old wooden farmhouse in rural New Brunswick. It was huge and had a lot in it, including an abandoned pool in the sub-basement that nobody swam in much except for a few rats.

			Studio C was a tiny studio that was mostly used for voice tracking and two-ways. “A” might have been for Aardvark, as Lister Sinclair used to say, but his show Ideas used Studio D. Basic Black, The Arts Tonight, and Stereo Morning came out of Studio E. As It Happens used Studio F from 11am to 7pm. Studio H was on the verge of being renovated into a high-end production studio featuring an AMS Neve Audio File and Logic 1 console, a state of the art mixing facility so advanced its inventor was said to have gone insane shortly after inventing it. Arts National was packaged in Studio J. Studio K was a multi-purpose packaging studio—Listen to the Music, Sunny Side Up, and My Kinda Jazz with Jeff Healey were packaged in there, among others. Prime Time with Ralph Benmergui (later with Geoff Pevere) came out of Studio L. CJBC (French services serving the Franco-Ontario community) broadcast live out of Studio M. Studio R was used for Morningside and Sunday Morning. Of course, many other shows also came out of these studios over the years.

			The Technician’s Lounge was located on the main floor directly across from Studio M. Many were the friendships I forged in that lounge while waiting for my next booking, and many were the television shows about bugs and animals I was forced to watch because of the old-timers controlling the TV remote—at least, those old-timers not absorbed in their never-ending card games.

			I hardly set foot in Studio G, which seemed the domain of engineers infinitely more capable and ambitious than I was. Radio drama would come later in my career, in a different studio in a brand-new building.

			One floor down was the cafeteria. I ate a lot of Banquet Burgers in there, prepared by a friendly woman named Laurel who later became a popular security guard at the Toronto Broadcast Centre. 

			Down the hall from the cafeteria was Radio Master Control. Also down that hall were the Radio Operations Office, Studio B, Studio W, Tape Reclaim, the Delay Room, the Recording Room, and Audio Systems. Tech Stores, the Mail Room, and the sound effects department were in the basement on the other side of the cafeteria. The machine shop was also down there somewhere, though I don’t quite remember exactly where.

			The inhabitants of the Radio Operations Office were genial frontline supervisors who performed a host of technical supervisory functions and kept the radio technicians in line. If a technician was near the end of their shift and was bored and wanted to go home, they would ask the Operations Officer on duty if they could leave early. Some officers you could count on to say yes, and others you could count on to say no. If you needed to call in sick, you called an Operations Officer. Operations Officers were usually well-respected, some even well-loved. It was almost a prerequisite of the job.

			Tape Reclaim (where, you might recall, I told Mike Ewing I had no intention of working at CBC Radio any longer than I absolutely had to) was my least favourite place to work. There, radio technicians would cut used quarter-inch tape from audio reels to recycle the tape and free up the reels. They would hang the reel on a primitive slab of a machine and then haul down on a great lever to pierce the tape with a sharp steel point. Particularly feeble radio technicians usually had to yank on the lever once or twice to completely pierce the tape, which fell into a great bin of used tape. The process required a certain amount of strength and energy, energy I frequently lacked in the mornings after skipping breakfast. I didn’t recycle much tape. Making matters worse, some frequenters of this cramped space tended to work up a sweat and accompanying body odour, making working in Tape Reclaim a unique kind of purgatory.

			Studio B was a small control room with a McCurdy console and a tiny announce booth. It was used for simple production tasks, such as interviews and basic packaging. One day I found myself recording Patrick Watson in there. The broadcaster, not the singer. The man who created the Canadian Heritage Minutes. And who happened to be Chairman of the CBC at the time.

			Before I go on, you’re going to need to know about 1K reference tone. 

			There are different types of tone. The tone I’m talking about here is 1 kilohertz tone (often referred to simply as 1K tone). The idea is to play the 1K tone through the various pieces of broadcast equipment in the studio to “line them all up” (adjust playback and record levels). It’s also used to establish continuity, to ensure that the audio signal is travelling successfully from the studio to wherever you want to send it. For example, if you were doing an interview between one person in Halifax and another in Toronto, you would want confirmation that the audio signal from your console was reaching Halifax, and vice versa. So 1K tone is quite useful. It can also be quite annoying. Especially if you’re wearing a pair of headphones and some fool technician happens to blast tone through the board into your headphones, deafening you.

			Which is the only thing I remember about the Patrick Watson interview: me accidentally blasting 1K tone into his headphones, and Watson whipping off his headphones as fast as he could. I’ve accidentally done that to two or three people in my career, but it was probably not a good idea to do it to the Chairman of the place where I worked.

			Another memory of Studio B was working in Master Control and looking down the hall to see Canadian actor, writer, and director Sarah Polley hanging around the studio waiting to be interviewed. Seventeen years later I would escort her to Studio 203 in the Broadcast Centre for an interview on the show Q.  

			Right across the hall from Radio Master Control was Studio W, which maybe stood for weird, because it had a weird, one-of-a-kind console in it. I did a two-way with academic, broadcaster and well-known environmental activist David Suzuki in there once.

			Down the hall from Studio W, one wall west of Radio Master, sat the Recording Room. Two guys alternated working in there. Techs like me would replace them on meal breaks and annual leave. We used the Recording Room to record everything we broadcast. We also used it to record “feeds” (audio content) from across Canada, and sometimes other countries, to be used on our various shows. The job consisted of setting up tapes to do these recordings and boxing them up when they were done. In those days, recordings were done on quarter-inch tape and DAT (digital audio tapes), defunct mediums today. The CBC recently transferred many of those recordings—the ones deemed valuable for posterity—to the digital realm. The Delay Room was little more than a closet, its size inversely proportional to its significance. TThere was an A and a B tape delay system, or a main and a backup. Each consisted of a couple of heavy-duty tape machines that recorded certain programs, such as Morningside, upon their initial broadcast out of Toronto. Usually we broadcast such programs to the east first before the rest of the country got to hear them. The idea was to stagger the broadcast of these programs in such a way that every Canadian would hear their favourite show at exactly the same time, subjectively at least, because in reality someone in Vancouver would be hearing Morningside and certain other shows (except for the news) hours later than it was originally broadcast. Because in those days this content was recorded on the medium of tape, this process affected the sound quality slightly. Probably most people couldn’t really tell, but the sound quality of the programs broadcast in Vancouver, one tape generation after the original broadcast, wouldn’t be quite as good as the quality in Newfoundland, where audiences heard everything live, straight from the studio.

			 On the other hand, Eastern Canadians heard all our mistakes. If Peter Gzowski experienced a slip of the tongue during Morningside, everybody in the Maritimes heard it. If the mistake was serious enough, we would try to fix it for the rest of the country. If we got to it in time, we might be able to fix it in time for Ontario. We tried hard to do this because most, if not all, of the English Senior Executive Team lived in Ontario. Producers wanted our programming to be the best it could possibly be for all Canadians, but they especially wanted it to be the best for the Senior Executive Team. Depending on the nature and the timing of the fault, sometimes the best we could do was fix it for Vancouver. If Peter Gzowski accidentally spilled his coffee and swore on air during the first half hour of Morningside (just an example—he never actually did this, at least as far as I know) it might have been possible to restrict the damage to the Maritimes by broadcasting the show over again live in the studio while the first part of the show played to more westerly time zones via the delay system. We called this sort of thing a “remake,” and we did it a lot. As It Happens producers were particularly fond of “remaking” their show if they got something wrong.

			I don’t have much to say about the rest of the denizens of the basement, such as those in the mailroom, the audio maintenance technicians, and the sound effects engineers. I never worked in the mail room. I would go on to become the Manager of Audio Systems, but that was years in the future. I would also eventually spend a lot of time creating and performing sound effects, but those days were also a long way off.

			
				
					 Security maybe wasn’t as solid as it seemed. There’s a famous story, possibly apocryphal, involving thieves who successfully stole a grand piano from one of the radio studios by disguising themselves as movers. They told the security guards that the piano needed to be tuned, then wheeled the instrument out of the building and hauled it off in a white, unmarked truck. It’s said that the security guards held the doors open for them. The thing is you can’t move a piano to tune it; moving it will make it go out of tune.

				
			

		

	
		
			VI

			Studio Q

			All new radio technicians at the CBC spend a lot of time booked with more experienced techs to watch them work, and hopefully learn from them. This is officially called “observing.” 

			“I call it ob-swerving,” fellow technician Barry Spray told me one day up in Studio Q. “Cuz I spend so much of my time swerving out of the way.”

			Barry demonstrated the concept of “ob-swerving” by rolling his chair out of veteran technician Fred Park’s way as Fred retrieved a tape from a producer for that evening’s newscast.

			Whether you learn anything observing depends largely on whom you’re observing. We learned a thing or two from Fred. He warned Barry and I about a curious phenomenon that we were bound to experience sooner or later: in the middle of a show we’d push a button or flick a switch and at that exact instant silence would descend—dead air, the arch-nemesis of all makers of radio—and it would seem to us as though we’d caused the dead air by pushing that button. But in fact it would have nothing to do with us, and a second or two later the show would resume as though nothing had happened, because, in fact, nothing had happened, the silence was just a coincidence, somebody had paused in the middle of a thought, “un ange était passé” (an angel was passing). Fred was right—in the years to come I would experience this all the time.

			We learned from many other technicians as well. Joe Lawlor demonstrated how to cue up a tape for news in ten seconds. Greg DeClute taught me how to destroy old tape with pencils (in lieu of disposing of it in Tape Reclaim). I learned from Jan Wright that you could knit sweaters, scarves and mittens and do crosswords while doing As It Happens live, and from Peter Beamish, that it was possible to mix complicated items for Sunday Morning using umpteen different sources (music, sound effects, interviews, clips, etc.) with a mere two arms. (This was back in the days of analog, before computers. I never even came close to Peter’s abilities.) In short, I learned how to do everything I needed to do to be a proper radio technician from my eighty or so colleagues.

			I suppose there were techs who weren’t all that keen to help you, who kept their years of experience close to their chests. At least I’ve heard that there were, but thinking about it now, I can’t think of a single one. I found everybody to be generous and helpful.

			Studio Q, where Fred Park pretty much worked full time, was located on the second floor of the Jarvis Street building. It was a news studio. We did World Report, The World This Weekend, The World at Six, and short four-and-a-half minute-long newscasts called Hourlies out of there. Like every other facility in the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation’s Radio Building on Jarvis Street, Q was dusty and dingy. It had an analog console, probably a McCurdy, in the control room. Directly behind Fred and his audio console were a couple of industrial strength quarter-inch Studer A810 tape machines. To cue up tape on these beasts, Fred would have to turn completely around. Several news items during the newscast would rely on audio from these tapes, so Fred frequently had his back to the console.

			A news editor functioning as show director would sit on Fred’s right. A glass window separated the control room from an announce booth big enough to accommodate two news announcers. Hourlies and World Report only had one announcer but a show like The World at Six had two. A small recording room to the right of the control room contained four Studer A810 quarter-inch tape machines. A second technician always worked in there; it was their job to take in audio feeds from all over the world.

			About ten minutes before every newscast, Fred would “line up” with somebody two floors below in Radio Master Control using a dedicated phone line. After checking tone to ensure continuity, the Master Control technician would relay the time, counting up a few seconds, to ensure that the clock in Studio Q was correct. Shows switched according to a strict automated schedule in Master Control, meaning that if Fred started the news early, the beginning of the show would be clipped.

			One day I found myself observing
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