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Introduction

by Martin Grams, Jr.

Journalist Dan Rather was quoted as once saying, “An
intellectual snob is someone who can listen to the William Tell
Overture and not think of The Lone
Ranger.” For scholars and historians of old-time radio, it is
difficult not to be reminded of radio station WXYZ in Detroit
whenever a recording is played of the fourth movement of the
William Tell Overture, also known as “The March of the Swiss
Soldiers.” While the masked man and his faithful Indian
companion rode the plains across all 50 states courtesy of line
feeds and transcription discs, few across the nation knew the
western dramas originated from Motor City. 

Simplistically, the radio broadcast industry
worked like this: Radio stations across the country worked
independently and produced their own local programming including
music and news. Throughout the early 1930s, almost every large
radio station across the nation formed its own radio repertory
company to produce radio drama for evening entertainment. As
“networks” were formed, including NBC and CBS, independent stations
signed contracts to join the network and sacrifice prime time for
national coverage of such luminaries as Bob Hope, Rudy Vallee and
Edgar Bergen — the network paid the station for their coverage,
thus eliminating hours of original programming sorely needed at the
local station employing a minimum of staff. Most of the national
network feeds originated from Los Angeles or New York City, with
Chicago the third (but minor-league) hub of prime-time
entertainment.

Wxyie
Wonderland paints a portrait of a radio station
responsible for such programs as Bob
Barclay: American Agent, Ned
Jordan, Warner Lester –
Manhunter, The Lone
Ranger, Challenge of the
Yukon, The Green
Hornet and Ann Worth,
Housewife. At the same time, Osgood painted a
disheartening portrait of George W. Trendle, a lawyer, theater
owner and businessman who, multiple times, attempted to pay his
employees less than scale. Through historical hindsight, Trendle
was not responsible for single-handedly creating syndication
through transcription but the idea did germinate from station
manager H. Allen Campbell, considered the business genius behind
the station’s profits. The Lone
Ranger quickly syndicated across the nation in 1938,
helping to pull WXYZ out of the red and became Trendle’s hoped-for
cash cow.

By 1954, when Trendle sold The Lone Ranger property to Jack Wrather for a
historic $3 million, an inventory of the finances revealed Trendle
made more than $300 million in the course of 20 years — and that
was only counting money garnered from The
Lone Ranger!

Dick Osgood’s book, WYXIE Wonderland, was published when many of the
radio staff, writers, directors and actors, were still around to
provide testimony to an industry each of them shrugged off on their
day of retirement as merely a nine-to-five job. Historian Osgood
benefited from this immense advantage. Research is restricted today
to audio interview recordings that survive and circulate among
old-time radio collectors. He had unfettered access to photographs,
copies of employment contracts and other materials that would make
the mouth water of any historian today. WYXIE Wonderland was a romantic look at a
by-gone era — the “Golden Age of Radio” — when radio was the
dominant form of entertainment. Not until a decade-and-a-half later
was any serious scholarly research published in the form of
reference guides. Osgood beat those to the punch.  

Over the years, as historians continue to
dig deep into archives, the published reference guides tend to
become obsolete. What was considered a fact at the time of
publication becomes outdated with new information uncovered two
decades later. With this introduction of new evidence and factual
discoveries, as is not uncommon in historiography, a
re-interpretation of record occurs, changing professional scholars’
orthodox views about the historic aspect of radio broadcasting.
This is no fault to any author who, at the time their book was
published, assumed their information to be accurate.

Through the past decade, a great deal of
archeological digging in public and private archives has unearthed
tens of thousands of documents, providing indisputable facts behind
the formation of numerous radio programs, including The Green Hornet, The Lone
Ranger and Sergeant Preston of
the Yukon. Careful review of these documents provided a
perspective that is practically impossible to say about almost any
other reference book written prior: but Osgood got the facts
straight. Perhaps there is no other book has been so accurately
written about old-time radio prior to 1990, even though Osgood
relied mostly on memories from cast and crew without any paperwork
to substantiate the stories. A rare feat indeed.

This is not to say the book is without
error. Osgood relied on a story told by Al Hodge regarding the
origin of the Detroit Local of AFRA, and the story
of The Green Hornet overheard
over a Canadian radio station, included a remark by H. Allen
Campbell about recently losing sponsorship of the United Shirt
Distributors. The Union was formed in 1937. United Shirt
Distributors sponsored the program beginning in 1944. Osgood
fact-checked the exact date of the Union formation as September 26,
1937, but was unable at the time to verify sponsorship and
therefore, reference to the United Short Distributors is
incorrect.

Osgood relied on testimony from one actor
regarding the whereabouts of Tokataro Hayashi, the Japanese actor
who played the role of Kato on The Green
Hornet, following the U.S. entry in the war. According to
Osgood in chapter 24, sometime in 1942 the U.S. Government sent
official notice to the actor that he be sent back to Japan. The
actor was promptly replaced by actor Rollon Parker and, according
to Osgood, Hayashi “disappeared, presumably to a concentration camp
in the west.” The truth about Hayashi became known only a few years
ago. He went to the West Coast and became a gardener for a wealthy
family who took him in. Hayashi lived to a ripe old age and was
blessed with a loving family.   

The two examples above are the most
significant blunders. Others are minor. In the grand scheme of
historical revisionism, debate among scholars is not warranted,
especially over controversial points-of-view. Osgood set out to
document the history of the George W. Trendle empire, the formation
of the Michigan Radio Network, the famous programs synonymous with
radio station WXYZ, and the legendary icons who would normally have
faded into the sunset without acknowledgment. This is why, over the
past decade, copies of WYXIE
Wonderland have been sold on the collector market many
times the original retail price. Thankfully we have Rich Harvey of
Bold Venture Press, who secured the legal permissions to have the
book brought back to print once again.

Whether you are a fan of The Lone Ranger or old-time radio in general,
this is one of the dozen essentials for your bookshelf. 

 


— Martin Grams, Jr.

August 2017


 Foreword

by Dick Osgood

THIS is the story of one station — WXYZ — but the
general history of broadcasting is reflected in it — from
scientific experiment and a rich man’s hobby, through the era of
great creativity, to what we have today. The phasing out of radio
network programming is a part of it, as are the rise of the disc
jockey, the fixed television quiz show and payola, the revolution
of music from house band, remotes, staff pianists, organists and
singers, to rock and roll records, Top 40, “underground” music to
MOR.

WXYZ was the home of The Lone Ranger, The
Green Hornet and Sergeant Preston. Among its alumni are Douglas
Edwards, Fred Foy, John Hodiak, Betty Hutton, Martha Scott, George
Seaton, Danny Thomas and Mike Wallace; also network presidents,
station managers, managers and executives now scattered from New
York to Los Angeles and from Florida to the state of Washington/
Writers, producers, directors and the great stars of every field of
sports and entertainment have visited it for interviews and
appearances. It was the scene of the revival of Chuck Berry and the
discovery of Stevie Wonder. Soupy Sales, Don Ameche, Herbert
Marshall, Betty Clooney, Johnny “Scat” Davis and Lou Gordon all
worked there. It lifted the city in which it is located to fourth
place in the nation as a production center, and it started a
national network.

But it is more than all this. Unknown men
and women have dedicated their lives to it, found and lost mates in
it. It has been the cause of divorce. And death. It has been wife,
master, mistress, “a puzzlement” and an obstinate bitch. It has
been known to sap the creative power of genius and leave it dry.
Engineers, singers, sound men, musicians, arrangers, actors,
writers, announcers, newscasters, disc jockeys, salesmen and
hard-headed business executives have devoted their waking days and
nights to the sound of it. Sometimes the sound was good; sometimes
it was obnoxious; once, more than a hundred people made a
co-operative effort to silence it.

It has weathered poverty, panic and payola.
It has survived five changes of ownership, a dozen changes in
management and several major shifts in policy. A house divided, it
has yet stood firm. It has been a beacon attracting outstanding
talent from across the land. It has made fortunes, cause breakdowns
and driven men and women to drink.

The story as told in this book is as close
to the truth as it can be. If there are errors, they are honest
errors of memory. Recollections are not always sharp after forty
years, or even ten. Often it has been possible to combine the
fragments of faded recall into a whole and bring it into focus.
Unintentional mistakes have been corrected as one version of an
incident has been matched against another. Sometimes one memory has
been outnumbered by two or three. Occasionally it has been
necessary to compare reminiscences and chose those which seemed
younger or sharper or more positive. Motives, emotions and
integrity have been considered.

What is told here appears to be the
truth.

 


D.O.,

January 1981

“A poor man is better than a liar.”

Proverbs 19;
22.

 



 PART ONE

Silver Was a Plough Horse


 1.

The Galloping Wonder

PEOPLE JUST COULD NOT believe it. When it was
explained to a lady at the World’s Fair in St. Louis in 1904, she
cried, “It’s a fake! You connect what you send with what is
received by a silk thread just so you can say it’s wireless.”

Visitors stood at the base of the
demonstration tower, looking up, trying to SEE the messages go out
into the air. They could see nothing and there were no wires. News
was sent from that tower to a nearby newspaper by Morse code; this
was the wireless telegraph.

The inventor had been working on it since
his college days at Yale. He wrote the thesis that earned his
degree while soldiering in the Spanish-American War. This was the
first time the public had witnessed his marvel. He was Dr. Lee De
Forest and he won the Fair’s Grand Prize for establishing wireless
communication between St. Louis and Chicago, three hundred miles
away.

Two years later, De Forest invented a kind
of glass tube which, in end effect, amplified, or increased, the
sound. He called it “the Audion tube.” Men who tried to sell stock
in it were indicted for fraud.

In summing up his prosecution, the District
Attorney said, “Let me tell you, gentlemen of the jury, these men
are preying on the minds of simple people. This device is without
merit. It is a piece of glass which has been built in the form of a
lamp, not to perform scientific wonders, but to sell stock.”

The men were sent to prison.

Telephone companies were not interested: a
conversation sent out into the air could be picked up by anybody;
there would be no privacy. Dr. De Forest’s vision took a different
direction. He saw a day coming when, by means of his invention,
opera could be brought into every home.

“Some day,” he predicted, “news, and even
advertising, will be sent out to the public on the wireless
telephone.”

To prove it, in 1910, he sent the singing
voice of Enrico Caruso vibrating into the air. Still, for twelve
years, his invention rested in limbo. To survive, he had to take a
job with a telephone company in California. When he tried to borrow
$125 to save his patents from expiring, nobody would lend it to
him. Finally, at the end of 1921 he went to Germany and
experimented with phonofilm — a kind of talking motion picture. Six
months later, he returned to the United States and was surprised to
find himself a hero.

Somehow his scientific marvel, the wireless
telephone, had escaped from the laboratory and the constriction of
limited imagination, and had finally caught the fancy of a few men
of influence. One of these, the publisher of The Detroit News, James E, Scripps, had been so
impressed with the demonstration of a local inventor, Thomas E.
Clark, that he had given him a check for $1000 with which to carry
on his experiments. In 1919, James’ son, William, acquired a
transmitter and set up an experimental sending station called 8MK.
In Pittsburgh, a vice president of Westinghouse, H.P. Davis, and a
research engineer, Dr. Frank Conrad, broadcast the returns in the
Harding-Cox Presidential election over equipment called KDKA.

During the first eleven months of 1921
factories were producing an average of 5,000 tubes a month for the
Radio Corporation of America. Then suddenly public interest was
ignited and broadcasting jumped into favor overnight. On December
30, the RCA production schedule was increased to 40,000 tubes a
month. Six months later, monthly production had jumped to 200,000
tubes.

“Simple people” were adding new words to
their vocabularies: amplifier, detector, static, condensor,
balancer, booster and induction coil. The new field was winning the
attention of investors. Broadcasting stations were springing up
like crabgrass. A conference was called in Washington to determine
how the Department of Commerce could apply its existing power of
regulation to the new development, and to recommend legislation to
Congress which would expand that control.

“We have witnessed in the last four or five
months,” said Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover, “the most
astounding thing that has come under my observation of American
life. This department estimates that today over 600,000 persons
possess wireless telephone receiving sets, whereas there were less
than 50,000 such sets a year ago.”

Mr. Hoover also commented, “One of the
problems that enters into this whole question is — who is to
support the sending stations?”

In its Sunday edition of April 16, 1922,
The Detroit Free Press devoted four full
pages to a Radio Show that would open in that city the following
Thursday.

The J.L. Hudson department store entered an
ad which read: “Radio has been called an ‘influence for democracy.’
People in towns and villages and those in desolate country places,
may share alike in its wide sphere of influence. Concerts by
world-famous artists, sermons by great religious leaders, and all
the features of life in metropolitan centers, are carried through
space to every place that a man calls his home.”

Professor T.E. Reynolds of the University of
Detroit predicted that radio would keep country kids down on the
farm.

People were still struck with wonder.
Benjamin F. Bailey, Ph.D. and Professor of Electrical Engineering
at the University of Michigan wrote: “When I sit with a pair of
wireless phones on my ears and hear a clear, distinct voice
speaking to me out of the unknown, or hear what might be the voice
of an angel singing in the sky, I am lost in wonder at the marvel
that the mind of man has accomplished. The
thing is impossible; but there it is.”

He added: “When I examine the apparatus
required to work this miracle, my wonder is only increased. A few
turns of wire, a few sheets of tinfoil and paper, a piece of
crystal and a fine wire touching it and a telephone receiver
comprise the wonder-working outfit.”

In its Sunday edition, The Detroit News observed that the “growth of
interest and demand for equipment” had “not been equalled in any
other industry.”

The Free Press
agreed. “Ninety days ago,” it commented, “even two months ago,
radiophony had received but scant attention; but now everybody is
interested, far more so than they were years ago in the automobile
and earlier in the bicycle, because the auto and bicycle cost real
money, and a radio set, complete including installation by a
so-called expert, may be had for from $20 to $30.”

It was predicted that the radiophone
receiving instrument would be as popular as the phonograph. People
could even build their own sets. All you needed to know was how to
put together those few turns of wire, the tinfoil, the piece of
crystal, the fine wire and the telephone receiver. The rush demand
for “How to —” books had begun at the Detroit Public library
six months before and now nearly 350 copies were being taken out as
fast as they were returned.

The big Radio Show opened on Thursday, April
20, 1922. Several thousand people braved a storm to get to it that
night. Mayor James Couzens opened it officially, speaking from a
radio station. One hundred exhibits crammed eight thousand square
feet of the hall on the fourth floor of the General Motors
Building. It was the first radio show of any size in the United
States. Two which had preceded it in New York and Chicago were only
half as big.

“DETROIT RADIO HUB OF NATION” headlined the
Detroit News the next day. “City’s
Manufacturers at Show Amazed as Orders Pour in from
Everywhere.”

Forty companies in Detroit were
manufacturing complete receiving sets; sixty concerns were making
parts; twenty Detroit factories were building cabinets to put the
sets in; one hundred wholesalers and retailers were engaged in
marketing the new product. Dealers came to the show from all parts
of the Middle West.

Six booths were devoted to radio batteries
alone. There was a stall devoted exclusively to radio books and
magazines. RCA displayed its latest invention, “the new General
Electric frequency amplifying transformer” which did away with the
aerial. One exhibitor concentrated on receiving sets for canoes.
Speeches were made. The inventor, Thomas E. Clark, paid tribute to
“the late James E. Scripps, founder of The
Detroit News, as one who foresaw the future of wireless
telephony and liberally financed experiments.”

The Scripps’ experimental station 8MK had
changed its identification to WWJ, and WWJ had a display in the
show as “the pioneer newspaper station of the world.”

The show lasted four days. Among the
thousands who flocked to it had to be George Harrison Phelps, who,
like radio, was himself a galloping wonder.


 2.

The Man Who Went Nowhere but Up

GEORGE HARRISON PHELPS had come a long way from the
country kid he had been at Miller’s Falls, Massachusetts, the son
of a grain dealer. He had grown up with Sink or
Swim, Do or Die and all the other
books by Horatio Alger, and that philosophy had rubbed off on him.
His favorite saying was “hitch your wagon to a star.” George was
always looking ahead and up, and anything that was new caught his
interest.

What was new when he graduated from Cornell
University with a Bachelor of Arts degree in 1903 was the
automobile and that was the star he hitched his wagon to. No horses
and grain business for him. He opened what some said was the first
automobile service garage, in Worcester, Massachusetts.

When he was 23 and had a chance to become
assistant manager of the Buick office in Boston, he sold his garage
and moved to the city that dominates New England. With one foot
firmly planted on the Buick rung, he now had the other one free to
feel upwards for the next one. His searching toe found an
opportunity to move up from assistant manager to manager and he
took advantage of it without hesitation even though it meant
changing companies.

He left Buick to manage the automotive
concern called Everett, Metzger and Flanders. In 1910 or early 1911
E.M. and F. was taken over by the Studebaker Corporation financed
by J.P. Morgan & Co., and that led to the next step up for
George Harrison Phelps. Only six years after he had sold his garage
in Worcester, the fast-moving young man from Miller’s Falls owned
the New York branch of Studebaker. He was not yet 30. The
automobile business had caught a comer.

He had met a girl named Laura Stephens in
Ithaca while attending Cornell. They were now married and had two
sons. In New York, Phelps joined the right clubs, moved on the edge
of the theatrical world which he loved and became acquainted with
important visitors from Detroit. These last carried the word back
to the heart of the new industry that the man running Studebaker in
New York was a live one. Soon the word reached Dodge.

In 1914, when Dodge was incorporated, a man
was needed to help organize a sales department and direct the
company’s advertising. The offer went to George Harrison Phelps. He
sold his New York Studebaker business and moved with his family to
Detroit.

The Phelps family bought a home on Edison
Avenue. Among their neighbors were Edsel Ford, Fred Haynes of the
Dodge Company, and John Dodge himself. George lost no time firmly
weaving himself and his family into the social fabric of Detroit.
They joined the Detroit Athletic Club, affectionately referred to
as the D.A.C. He was elected President of the Players.

The Players was — and is — a unique and
exclusive club dominated by professional and advertising men. Its
members dedicate themselves to the production each month of a play
or a batch of one-acters, They own a perfectly equipped little
theater, build their own scenery, and hire a man to make them up.
Only men can join, if invited.

Presumably it was for The Players that Mr.
Phelps with M.I. Pitkin, wrote a short two-act play called “The
Pearl Thief.” He also wrote a book of “impressions” aimed at
improving the technique of automobile salesmen. It was called “GO.”
Automobile Topics declared that any man
would be improved for having read it, especially the two types of
salesmen — those who knew it all and those who didn’t know
enough.

It was neither a play nor a book, however,
that brought fame and fortune to George Harrison Phelps. It was his
application of the single word “dependable” to the Dodge
automobile. Phelps made that word so synonymous in advertising
Dodge that for several years the word “Dependable” alone, printed
in white against a background of cobalt blue was all that was
required on a billboard to remind the masses of the car it stood
for, and because of the connection in the public mind, Dodge
prospered.

So did the Phelps. They moved from Edison
Avenue to a fancy house on Bishop Road in Grosse Pointe Park. They
joined The Detroit Club and The Detroit Yacht Club; and they did a
great deal of entertaining.

In February 1922, George Harrison Phelps
made an important announcement: he was leaving Dodge to open his
own advertising agency and was taking the Dodge account with him.
By April, he had turned a fine old three-story house at Rowena and
John R into an attractive place of business, and one month short of
his 39th birthday, his hair thinning a bit, his face full and
rather handsome, his manner bright and aggressive, he hosted a
housewarming. As a reporter from Automobile
Topics wrote later, it was “all that a housewarming should be”
— complete with good liquor smuggled across the Detroit River from
Canada. Phelps’ old friend, De Wolf Hopper, trained in from New
York for the occasion and recited his famous “Casey at the
Bat.”

As the host moved among his guests with his
usual amiability, he had the air of a man in possession of a
secret. Everyone knew that Saturday night in April 1922, that
Phelps had, locked in the safe of his new enterprise, a contract
with the Dodge Brothers.

“George is the only man I know,” one guest
commented,” who will have made one million dollars in a single
year.”

It was rumored that one clause in the new
contract was quite unheard of then in the advertising business: it
was to run for five years. Only three men at the housewarming,
other than Phelps himself, knew the real secret. One was Fred
Haynes, President and General Manager of Dodge since the brothers’
death two years before. Another was Phelps’ brother-in-law, Bill
Laurie, who had moved over from Chicago to work with him and who
senior ladies today recall was “the best-looking man in Grosse
Pointe.” The third was Charley Matheson, another Dodge bigwig with
a shrewd mouth, a square face, rimless eyeglasses and a pearl
stickpin.

The contract was non-cancellable.

Ten days after his housewarming, George
Harrison Phelps went to the big Radio Show in the General Motors
Building with Bill Laurie and Max Hunt. Hunt was with the
Hutchinson Steamship line which sailed the Great Lakes. They went,
from the Show to Charlie Fisher’s Uptown Bridge Club, a speakeasy
two blocks away. (Charlie Fisher is now Fisher 666, a respectable
restaurant on Lothrop.)

It was late afternoon. The general
atmosphere of Fisher’s was one of dark red mahogany and leather,
amber lights and cigar smoke. The men began talking with friends
along the bar about the wonders of wireless sound.

“I read in The Free
Press that the Seeandbee is being equipped with radio by RCA,”
said a man named Roberts who had jowls and pale, thyroid eyes.

The Seeandbee which sailed the Great Lakes
was the largest freshwater passenger ship in the world.

“We’re putting radio telephone sets on all
seventeen of our ships,” said Max Hunt.

“You mean that people on the ship will be
able to talk with people on the shore by radio?” Roberts
marveled.

“Right through the air without any wires,”
Hunt declared.

“Amazing,” said Roberts, shaking his
jowls.

Bill Laurie clucked his tongue.

A new voice came from behind them.

“That’s nothing.”

They turned to see a man sitting at a table
with a young blonde. He was wearing a carnation. He said, “There’s
a piece in tonight’s News about some
scientist who proposes linking movies to the radiophone gadget and
sending pictures through the air.”

The men at the bar gave him a long look.

“Impossible,” said Max Hunt at last.

The men at the bar turned back to their
drinks.

Four months after Phelps opened his agency,
the A.T.& T. station in New York, WEAF (now NBC) broadcast the
first radio commercial. It was a ten-minute speech extolling the
advantages of owning one’s own home. The speech was paid for by a
real estate company.

Eight months after Phelps’ housewarming and
the Detroit Radio Show, the first agency to buy advertising on
radio purchased time on WEAF. William F. Rankin, whose name the
agency bore, delivered a talk on the subject, “Advertising and Its
Relation to the Public.” Rankin was testing the power of this new
means of communication. From that broadcast he received 25 letters
and telephone calls. One of them resulted in a new account worth
half a million dollars.

Rankin had no further doubt about the power
of radio and was one of the first to put his clients on the air.
For Goodrich Rubber he took an ordinary singer and made him one of
the first idols of broadcasting, “The Silver Masked Tenor.”

This was advertising and show business, and
Phelps loved both.

“What do you think about advertising on the
radio?” Fred Haynes of Dodge asked at one of Phelps’ parties.

“Controversial,” said Phelps. “There’s a
great deal of doubt about the ethics of direct advertising on a
public medium.”

“I’m inclined to go along with Herbert
Hoover,” said Bill Laurie.

Hoover had said the quickest way to kill
broadcasting would be to use it for direct advertising.

“You know why they put programs on the air,” said
Phelps. “It’s to stimulate the sale of receiving sets. And they’re
doing it. The sale of receiving sets last year amounted to
$136,000,000. When I opened the agency last year there were only
fifty broadcasting stations. Do you know how many there are today?
Fourteen hundred.”

Bill Laurie clucked his tongue, shaking his
head.

“They had a gold rush in the 1800s,” he
said. “And now they’ve got a radio rush.”

“No question about it,” Phelps laughed.
“Radio is the coming thing.”

He wanted to join the rush and he could
afford to. His agency already had branches in New York, London,
Paris, Berlin and California — wherever Dodges were sold.

Radio was in a state of chaos. The
government had not yet established an agency to control it.
Applicants got licenses to operate from the Department of Commerce.
In the beginning all stations were assigned to one of the only two
frequencies, but now, because of the rush, this was no longer
sufficient. Following the urgent recommendation of another National
Radio Conference, Herbert Hoover opened up the spectrum and
assigned each applicant a definite frequency. There were still not
enough to go around. Several stations in different parts of the
country operated on the same frequencies.

The Department of Commerce was not allowed
to deny any applicant a license to broadcast; it had no authority
to restrict an operator as to what band he broadcast on. It could
not prevent one station from taking over the frequency of another.
Piracy was rampant.

Into this turbulent sea plunged George
Harrison Phelps — for fun. Through a friend in Washington he
secured a Class B license and a wave-length far enough removed from
other Detroit stations to eliminate the possibility of serious
interference.

He found a man described later by an expert
as “more of a mechanic than an engineer” to build the station. His
name was Harold Elliott. Elliott had a friend in Chicago licensed
with Western Electric whose equipment was standard. Certain pieces
of it somehow got sidetracked from Chicago to Detroit and found
their way into what had been the carriage house behind Phelps’
agency. Even William Laurie who was to manage the new enterprise
for his brother-in-law, referred to it 45 years later as “a bootleg
station.” The majority of radio stations at that time were no
better.

On Saturday night, October 10, 1925,
three-and-a-half years after he opened his agency, five months
after he had been photographed cruising down the Detroit River
aboard his new 45 mph, 9-passenger Hacker-Dolphin Speedster, and
after a series of test broadcasts which had left everyone satisfied
that the new station could be heard, George Harrison Phelps went on
the air with his own radio station. He gave it his initials. It was
station WGHP.
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Rich Man’s Plaything

There were now six radio stations in Detroit
including WGHP. Scripps and The Detroit
News were operating WWJ; E.D. Stair and The Detroit Free Press had WCX with its studios in
the Book-Cadillac Hotel; WJR was owned by the Jewett Radio and
Phonograph Company; WWI belonged to The Ford Motor Company for
private use; and the Detroit Police Department had its own station
with the appropriate call letters KOP. The police department was
pioneering the use of radio in police automobiles. There was also
Station WDYC owned by the Detroit Yacht Club which restricted
itself to relaying messages to its members as they sailed their
boats and drove their cruisers on Lake St. Clair and the Detroit
River.

The most popular programs were George Lamp
and his Red Apple Club on WCX and a big
show broadcast Wednesday nights by the Burroughs Adding Machine
Company on WJR. The busiest musician in the city had to be Gene
Goldkette. With different groups, Goldkette was on the air morning,
noon and night, bouncing between WCX and WJR. The two stations were
approaching a merger.

WGHP lured Bernice Rayburn, “statuesque
queen of the ivories,” away from Mr. Stair’s WCX to become staff
pianist. No radio station then could exist without one. Wherever
holes appeared in the programming — and that was often indeed —
they were plugged up by staff pianists who played ragtime and light
classics, accompanied singers and vamped their way through hours of
emergency.

Three weeks after its opening, the new
station WGHP earned this comment in The
Detroiter: “The programs that have thus far been presented by
this station have made a decidedly favorable impression with radio
audiences in these parts.”

Unfortunately, “these parts” did not extend
far enough. So a new transmitter with twin towers was built some
twenty miles north of the city near Mt. Clemens. Even then,
engineer Alvin Schaub recalls, they were “overdoing their output at
one time and an inspector made them cut their power.”

The radio advertising policy of George
Harrison Phelps was ultra-conservative, restricted to a mere
listing of his clients at the beginning and end of each program.
The station was really little more than a plaything. Neither Phelps
nor Bill Laurie paid much attention to it.

They were more interested in what was going
on at the Dodge Brothers and had reason to be concerned. The Dodge
account continued to be the main course on the Phelps meal ticket
and non-cancellable or not the contract found itself unexpectedly
in a chilling tray.

Horace and John Dodge had been dead for five
years but the Dodge Company, under Fred Haynes’ management, had
prospered mightily, but there was a problem with the two widows.
Mrs. Horace Dodge and Mrs. John Dodge had become equal partners
upon the death of their husbands in 1920. In five years they had
lost interest in the business. After all, what lady would not
prefer a few more millions in cash to a factory? So, in April 1925
— six months before George Harrison Phelps opened his radio
station, the widows decided to sell.

General Motors offered them $134,000,000. A
New York banking company, Dillon, Read & Co., offered
$152,000,000 in cash. The Dillon, Read offer was accepted. Clarence
Dillon immediately re-organized the company and sold new stock in
it for a profit of $13,000,000, besides retaining control of the
enterprise. Fred Haynes stayed where he was for the time being but
Dillon, Read & Co. put a man named Edward G. Wilmers in charge.
Mr. Wilmers had revived the Goodyear Rubber Company from a sinking
spell but knew almost nothing about marketing automobiles and even
less about George Harrison Phelps.

It was immediately obvious to Mr. Phelps
that Dodge was no longer precisely the same company with which he
had signed a non-cancellable contract.

***

Two things happened in 1927 which affected
Station WGHP — one in New York, the other in Washington.

In January, a New York outfit calling itself
United Independent Broadcasters, Inc, headed jointly by the concert
impresario Arthur Judson and, a pioneer broadcaster named J. Andrew
White, announced its intention of forming a network of stations to
facilitate selling time to advertisers who needed more than one
city. It also promised to supply the sixteen stations which would
be included in the network with programs. United would pay each
station $500 a week for ten hours of time.

Before this announcement could translate
itself into action, however, the Columbia Phonograph Company set up
a branch to serve as the sales agency of United. This branch,
called the Columbia Phonograph Broadcasting System, soon figured it
had stepped into a losing proposition and was dissolved. All its
stock went to United Independent Broadcasters. Most of the stock of
the floundering company was now purchased by an enterprising young
Philadelphian, William S. Paley, and his family.

The Paleys had saved their fading cigar
business (La Palina Cigars) by advertising over Station WCAU in
Philadelphia and had purchased time on the network now threatened
with untimely demise. William S. Paley, 27 years old, with his
family purchased this new and troubled network.

The station chosen to be the CBS outlet in
Detroit was George Harrison Phelps’ WGHP.

Meanwhile in Washington, Congress passed the
Radio Act of 1927 which created the Federal Radio Commission to
bring order out of chaos. The license of every radio station then
operating was automatically cancelled with the passing of this
legislation. The Commission was given authority to issue new
licenses, assign frequencies, and enforce the amount of power to be
used by any station, and the hours it would be allowed to
broadcast. One hundred and fifty stations for which there was found
to be no legitimate place, were squeezed off the air.

WGHP survived.

***

The studios in the garage on the alley at
Rowena and John R proved to be inadequate. New studios were
installed in the 15th floor penthouse atop the Maccabees Building
(now the School Center Building) at Putnam and Woodward Avenue near
the then new public library and the Detroit Institute of Arts.

The psychology of the Dodge widows’ sell-out
and the change of management did not help the Dodge Company. In
1927 it skipped a dividend.

At this time a man was moving up in the
automobile business named Walter P. Chrysler. He had come from
General Motors and taken over the old Maxwell Company. Early in
1928 he introduced the DeSoto. He needed an additional plant and
wanted another car; it was always wise to have several makes going
at one time in case one turned out to be a lemon.

In the spring of 1928 Clarence Dillon
arranged a meeting with Chrysler and offered him Dodge Company.
Chrysler agreed to take over Dodge if 90%
of the stockholders gave their consent. Dillon, Reed & Co. had
to do some fast work on the open market to accumulate enough stock
(and votes) to meet this requirement.

At 5:30 one afternoon in the early summer of
1928, K.T. Keller of the Chrysler Corporation sat at one end of an
open telephone line in Detroit for one hour before he heard the
treasurer of the company, E.E. Hutchinson, say on the New York end,
“We have bought the Dodge Brothers.”

This was bad news for George Harrison
Phelps. A close associate of Walter P. Chrysler was the automotive
advertising expert from whom Phelps had wrested the Dodge account
when he opened his own agency, Theodore MacManus.

At the same time, the non-cancellable
five-year contract expired.

Thinking back over this expiration, William
Laurie commented: “We really hoped that they would renew it but we
soon found out that they weren’t going to. So then the thing got to
be pretty gloomy-lookin’.”

The “thing” was Station WGHP.

Laurie continued: “The thing, instead of
paying off, kept losing and his [Phelps’] losses got bigger and
bigger. It cost $125,000 a year to run and finally he just couldn’t
put up the money to run it.”

Bill Laurie found himself trying to peddle a
losing proposition. Leo Fitzpatrick of WJR wanted to buy the
station but was unable to raise the money. Detroit Edison turned it
down. Relief came from another state.

Major J. Andrew White who had figured in the
formation of the Columbia Broadcasting System was impressed with
the success of a station in Toledo. It was owned by two men in the
steel and oil business — J. Harold Ryan and George B. Storer. Their
Toledo station, WSPD, took its name from a gasoline called Speedeen
which they sold in a chain of filling stations. Major White
persuaded Ryan and Storer to form an Ohio corporation and put in a
bid for the CBS outlet in Detroit whose owner was known to be
having financial difficulties. The Ohio corporation leased WGHP for
$200 a month with an option to buy, and took over management of the
station on October 1, 1928. Although his name remained on the glass
entrance to the station, George Harrison Phelps was no longer
active in the broadcasting game. His advertising agency, however,
continued to prosper in spite of the loss of the Dodge account.

Several changes were made in the staff of
WGHP but the real hero was its Chief Engineer, Henry Grossman.
Grossman had to take on the maddening task of trying to decipher
the unorthodox equipment which had been installed by Harold
Elliott. In the end, Grossman tore the whole thing down and rebuilt
the works according to Western Electric standards. He also obtained
a permit from the City of Detroit and in the spring of 1930 built
two transmitting towers on top of the Maccabees Building.

Ray Schaub, engineer hired by Grossman,
remembers George B. Storer as “a fine young man with the spark of a
Wall Street banker.”

As Schaub described him, “He meant business.
We gave him results under the engineering head of Henry Grossman.
Grossman later was hired by CBS as engineering chief of the New
York division.”

The most obvious change to WGHP listeners
under the Storer regime was in the programming and new advertising
policy. Paul H. Bruskie wrote about it in the slick little weekly,
Detroit Saturday Night:

“WGHP now sells time aggressively and in
almost any amount. The little fifty-word laudations that the
announcer edges in between canned cacophony cost the business
houses mentioned between five and six dollars in lots of twenty or
more.”

This was a local reflection on what was
beginning to occur all over the country. The
good-will-service-to-receiving-sets approach was giving way to the
hard sell. The radio sales pitch had arrived.

The “canned cacophony” was another new
development. There was a national controversy at this time (1929)
over the use of phonograph records in broadcasting. Recording
companies were threatening to sue radio stations that played their
product. No less unhappy were the recording artists themselves who
were thus forced to perform by proxy without pay. The Storer
regime, however, went along with the records.

On Wednesday, October 23, 1929, the first
symptom of what was to settle into the nation’s economic arteries
like chronic blood poisoning burst like a boil on the stock market.
This day of minor panic followed by “Black Thursday” when
spectators gathered in the Wall Street sector with true Manhattan
optimism to watch victims of “the crash” jump from high windows.
Five days later the avalanche of selling orders hit a new high and
the hopes of speculators sank to new depths of despair.

The people of America soon realized the
poison was not confined to the boil. The entire national economy
was sick for many reasons, each of which had its own complications
understood only by experts who survived to apply hindsight.
Whatever the causes, whoever was to blame, the United States of
America came down with that ten-year sickness referred to as The
Great Depression.

As the nation collapsed, two shrewd and
immensely successful Detroit theater men with coast-to-coast
reputations found themselves wallowing in several million dollars
in cash. They had made a most extraordinary deal and were rumored
to be shopping around for a radio station.


 4.

This Was Show Biz

John Kunsky’s family had come from Bohemia. He loved
life and enjoyed people. He was short, had a large nose, and his
face worked its way into permanent lines of happiness. He was
shrewd but sentimental.

George Washington Trendle’s father and
mother both came from Germany. He was tall, had a pink complexion,
keen blue eyes and always looked as though he had just had a shower
and put on a clean shirt.

Kunsky and Trendle met when very young at
the Caille Perfection Motor Company owned by two brothers, Adolph
who was “kind of dumb” and Arthur, the one with the brains. They
manufactured slot machines in a little factory near the Burroughs
Adding Machine plant in Detroit.

When John Kunsky first worked for them, he
earned ten dollars a week wrapping asbestos around pipes. Then he
became a “machine fixer.” Trendle got a part-time job at the plant
doing some bookkeeping, then he was made purchasing agent.

Kunsky was enterprising. He bought a Caille
Brothers slot machine on the side and made money with it. He bought
a second machine, and pretty soon had quite a number of them — all
making money.

In 1905 he made a trip to New York City to
investigate a new idea in entertainment. In a little store on 14th
Street he saw his first movie.

Kunsky returned to Detroit and with Arthur
Caille purchased a projector, rented a store and became the first
man in Michigan to show motion pictures commercially. He called his
first nickelodeon The Casino. Soon he had a second called The Star,
and hired young Trendle to work nights on his books. Trendle was
studying law.

Movies soon graduated from stores into
theaters. Caille and Kunsky built the third movie theater ever
erected. The first was in Pittsburgh; the second in Cincinnati;
then theirs in Detroit at 34 Monroe Street. It was called The
Royal.

They also built the Hippodrome on lower
Woodward Avenue. It was a three-story complex with movies on the
first floor, freaks on the second, and a menagerie the third. It
was the only failure in Kunsky history, and it had been Caille’s
idea.

George Trendle graduated from the Detroit
College of Law in 1908 at age 24. He was a handsome young man with
full lips, a firm chin, and brown wavy hair which he parted near
the middle. He wore rimless eyeglasses that fastened to his nose
and had a string that went over his right ear.

He practiced law for twelve years. Finally,
Trendle abandoned all his clients to devote full time to Caille and
Kunsky and when that partnership broke up he “handled their divorce
papers.”

Kunsky now invited Trendle to go on the
payroll of the Kunsky Theatrical Enterprises and help full time
with the theaters. They helped organize the First National
Exhibitors Circuit, one of whose purposes was to press producers
into making movies of better quality. There were 40 exhibitors in
this group, from different section of the country. They contracted
among themselves not to encroach upon one another’s territory.

This same group purchased property near
Hollywood, built a studio, and created a production company known
as First National Pictures, Inc. Eventually, this property was
taken over by the Warner Brothers.

In 1917, Trendle observed that the
neighborhood where Kunsky had his theaters was deteriorating.

“Mr. Kunsky,” he said, “I think we should
move our business a little to the north. I believe that if we built
a nice theater somewhere near Grand Circus Park we’d make money
with it.”

“Go ahead,” said John Kunsky.

Trendle managed to get a 99-year lease on a
choice piece of property opposite the southern side of the park. On
it, they erected a building which contained offices, stores and a
handsome theater which they named the Madison. It opened on the 1st
of February in 1918. In its first year the Madison turned a profit
of $400,000.

Next they built a theater on the north side
of the park and called it the Adams, followed by a third around the
corner on Broadway which they named the Broadway-Capitol.

George W. Trendle developed into quite a
showman. He convinced the aging Edna Wallace Hopper to have a movie
made of her face being lifted. The film was first shown in the
Kunsky theaters and did such a sensational business it was booked
all over the country. As a result, Edna Wallace Hopper — never much
of a talent — was offered half interest in a cosmetics company and
made a fortune.

Kunsky and Trendle introduced “talkies” in
Detroit even before movies were made with sound. They hired actors
to wear rubber-soled sneakers and move around quietly behind the
screen of their Lafayette Theater and invent dialogue to match the
action in the movie.

To Trendle “it was a mish-mash.” But it made
money.

Later, the Kunsky theaters actually did
introduce talkies in Detroit. New York exhibitors were afraid to
book The Jazz Singer even though it
starred Al Jolson. They felt the Warner Brothers who produced it
were demanding too high a price for their “experiment.” In Detroit,
seeing ahead again, George Trendle dickered. He persuaded the
Warners to accept a percentage of the take above a reasonable
guarantee. So, in 1927, Kunsky and Trendle in Detroit broke the dam
and sent the talkies racing to the sea of success.

Kunsky Theaters kept up with the growth of
the city. Whenever a new population center developed a new Kunsky
theater would be built there. The fame of the profitable Kunsky
operation spread throughout the country. A Chicago theatrical
concern known as Balaban and Katz built a huge downtown movie
palace in Detroit and named it the Michigan. This invasion was
contrary to the agreement among the First National Exhibitors
Circuit.

To Trendle it was a fighting circumstance.
About the consortium of forty he said: “They were afraid of
sticking their noses into something. They said why don’t you
arbitrate the matter? Well, I said, our agreement is spelled out
right here in this contract. What’s there to arbitrate?

“Well, they didn’t know.

“I said, ‘How about Sid Kent? He’s the
President of Paramount Pictures. He’s your good friend. And I think
he’s honest; I’m perfectly satisfied to arbitrate this whole thing
before Sid Kent’.”

So they arbitrated. The result was that John
Kunsky got the Michigan Theater and Balaban and Katz was given a
25% interest in the entire Kunsky chain of theaters.

Acquisition of the Michigan Theater opened
up an opportunity for an old friend of Kunsky and Trendle from the
bygone days at Caille Brothers. Howard O. Pierce grew up with
George Trendle and was hired at Caille Brothers to replace him when
he was promoted into the front office. Pierce was now working in
the Kunsky Theaters, and he wanted to try his hand at producing
some of the stage shows. To break him in, Kunsky let him book the
various acts that appeared in his theaters.

Once Pierce bumped into a critic on
The Detroit News, Al Weeks.

“Hey,” said Weeks. “There’s a 9-piece
orchestra playing a dance date out in Ann Arbor. It’s good.”

“Yeah?” said Pierce. “Who is it?”

“Kid the name of Fred Waring. Waring’s
Pennsylvanians.”

“Never heard of ’em,” said Howard Pierce. He
went to Ann Arbor to watch and listen.

Remembering the occasion Howard Pierce
remarked: “They were pretty good. So I said to Fred, ‘What numbers
could you play on a stage?’ Well, he played the ‘Song of India.’
‘Well — what other numbers? Don’t you have some others?’ ‘Yes,’ he
said, ‘we’ve got a couple others.’ So I booked ’em into the
Madison.

“The opening day they had a matinee. There
were these boys I had set up on the stage and they were grinning at
the audience and they looked — well they looked like toy soldiers —
big blobs of red on their cheeks. I had to show ’em how to make up
but they were young and they were good and that was their first
engagement on a stage. Then, of course, they got ’em on the Publix
Circuit.”

The most important theaters on the Publix
Circuit were the Michigan in Detroit, the Paramount in New York,
and one owned by Balaban and Katz in Chicago. Howard Pierce was
given his chance to stage units for this circuit. A unit consisted
of several acts put together in a miniature musical, elaborately
staged, beautifully lighted, and dressed in special new
costumes.

Trendle appreciated them. “Balaban Katz
produced one unit a month in Chicago and one was staged in New York
by the Paramount. We produced two a month. They all played over the whole circuit.
Howard produced ours by himself. They were the best stage shows of
any I ever saw.”

John Kunsky who enjoyed having fun was
leaving more and more work to his General Manager. Trendle
established policy. Above all, he insisted all entertainment in the
Kunsky theaters be clean family entertainment. Kunsky theaters
prospered mightily.

Then Sam Katz took another chance in
Detroit. As Trendle commented on it: “So Sam Katz made a deal to
put on in the United Artists Theater in Detroit the same kind of
stunt he’d pulled at the Michigan. I called him up and reminded him
of what had happened before. Katz was then trying to be made
president of Paramount and he didn’t want Zukor to know that he was
antagonizing one of his biggest customers — us.”

Adolph Zukor was unquestionably one of the
most important executive leaders of the motion picture industry,
let alone top man of Paramount Pictures and it was true, the 16
Kunsky Theaters in Detroit were among Paramount’s most important
customers.

Sam Katz decided to go easy. The United
Artists Theater was to be built just one block away from the
Michigan. Katz called Kunsky. Trendle happened to be in Kunsky’s
office and took the call.

“Wouldn’t you and Kunsky like to have the
United Artists in your circuit?” Katz asked.

“No,” said George Trendle. Never again would
he trust anybody; he was fed up. Then he had an idea. He asked,
“How would you like to buy the whole Kunsky circuit?”

“Well,” said Katz in Chicago, “that’s a
thought.”

“Think about it,” said Trendle. He put down
the phone. A wry grin twisted his lips and he rubbed his hands
together, looking at Kunsky. Kunsky’s eyes were wide and his mouth
hung open.

“Sell our theaters?” said Kunsky with
disbelief, his voice soft with sentiment.

“Now’s the time,” said Trendle cold as ice
and happy as a six-foot penguin. “Our — your — theaters are making
over $900,000 a year. They’ll have to pay top price and Sam’s in a
spot where he doesn’t want to make enemies.”

The two men waited.

Great changes were taking place in the world
of entertainment. Flesh-and-blood stock companies all over the
country were dying as a result of the movies; but this new thing
called radio was free. The movies, which
had just discovered sound and were only now learning to talk,
viewed radio as a towering monster in horror makeup.

Furthermore, the changeover from silents to
talkies was expensive business for the average theater owner. The
cost of sound equipment had already forced 240 theaters in small
cities to close. By comparison, top men in radio seemed to be
sitting pretty. They even predicted that radio would eventually
dominate all show business. George W. Trendle was inclined to
agree.

Everybody liked radio, from Hoover who was
President and had already spoken on the air 19 times, to a
spiritualist in Chicago that even the dead used radio to
communicate with the living.

One day Howard Pierce stood in the entrance
of the Madison Theater Building when Trendle stepped off the
elevator.

“Howard,” he said, “why don’t we go into the
broadcasting business?”

“Okay,” said Howard, laughing. “How do we do
that?”

“First,” said Trendle, “we have to get a
wave-length.”

“Well,” said Howard, “where do we get a
wave-length?”

“I don’t know,” Trendle admitted. “You can
dig one up.”

He was serious.

Trendle’s telephone conversation with Sam
Katz brought results. Trendle went to John Kunsky with an
offer.

“George,” said Kunsky, “I won’t sell any
theaters unless you agree to go into some other business with
me.”

“I’ll go into some other business with you,”
Trendle agreed. “But only if it’s on a 50-50 basis.”

“I’ll agree to that,” Kunsky said after a
moment.

“We ought to take Howard Pierce in with
us.”

“For how much?”

“I’ll take ten percent less if you’ll take
ten per cent less,” said Trendle. “Forty per cent for you; forty
per cent for me; and twenty percent for Howard.”

“Fair enough,” said Kunsky. “Do you have a
business in mind?”

“Let’s get our money out of the theaters
first.”

So negotiations started.

Meanwhile, Howard Pierce was looking for a
wave-length. He belonged to The Players and cornered George
Harrison Phelps.

“George,” said Pierce. “I hear you’re
getting’ out of the radio business.”

“Takes too much of my time. And money,”
Phelps admitted. “It’s just a hobby.”

“Maybe we might be able to make a deal,”
Pierce suggested. “George Trendle has kind of asked me to look
around for a wave-length, and you’ve got one you don’t want.”

Phelps laughed. “Sorry, Howard. I just sold
it to George Storer.”

“Sold it? When did you do that?”

“Yesterday.”

Newspapers reported that the Kunsky theaters
were sold for $6,000,000, 72% of which was in Paramount stock which
was then selling at $75 a share. When the market fell like Humpty
Dumpty a short time later, Paramount stock plunged with it to $13 a
share. But, according to the newspaper reports, Kunsky and Trendle
were left sitting high and secure and practically alone on the top
of the wall because their deal with Paramount Publix called for a
guaranteed price on the stock-that price, $75 a share.

George Trendle’s story was different, and
probably right. He said that for everything except Madison Theater,
which they kept, they took $4,000,000 — half of it in cold cash,
the other half in notes to be paid off at the rate of $20,000 a
year.

Either way, as the Great Depression spread
its poison throughout the body of the nation, John Kunsky and
George Trendle were scouting around Detroit for a radio station —
cash in hand.

On April 25, 1930, eighteen months after
George B. Storer purchased WGHP from George Harrison Phelps for
$40,000, he sold it to Kunsky and Trendle and Pierce for
$250,000.
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The Last Word in Radio

July 1, 1930. President Hoover was predicting a good
year. Ex-President Calvin Coolidge urged Americans to have more
faith in themselves. The fiscal year had ended the day before.
Washington was broke and Congress blamed. An Associated Press
tabulation showed that 4,818,371 people now lived in Michigan. The
state was $4,000,000 in debt. Detroit was reckoned the fourth
ranking city in the nation with more than a million-and-a-half
inhabitants. The city was emerging from a hot spell. In suburban
Birmingham, prohibition was being fought by a group of ladies; and
a tunnel was being built under the Detroit River to connect the
United States with Canada.

The real news was lost on the lower half of
page 13 in the Free Press, confined to Pat
Dennis’ column in the Times, and did not
appear at all in The Detroit News.
The Free Press topped its little 26-line,
one-column story with the headlines:

STATION WXYZ OPENS TUESDAY WITH PROGRAM.

The program would commence at
8:30 P.M., said The Free Press, with
the playing of a new march composed for the occasion by Carl Rupp
and Julian Webster. Rupp was conductor of the WXYZ Studio
Orchestra. Representative Robert H. Clancy was scheduled to make
the “inaugural address.”

Pat Dennis, Radio Editor of The Detroit Times, called this first official
program of WXYZ, sound unheard, “a good bet.”

The Detroit News
ignored the event completely. The News
listed the programs of WWJ, its own station, twice on one page —
first, haughtily isolated at the top, and again, as a magnanimous
gesture of integration, mixed in with the program listing of other
stations lower down. WWJ was not calling any more attention than
necessary to the competition. In fact, in the 8:30 P.M. spot, it
did not even list the inaugural program of WXYZ but listed instead
something called “Savino Tone Pictures.” It did, however,
generously suggest that at 9:30 (after the special initial program
was over) listeners tune to WXYZ to hear an abbreviated form of
Saint-Saen’s opera “Samson and Delilah” which would reach Detroit
through WXYZ from the Columbia network.

The Station WXYZ referred to was none other
than WGHP.

From the moment Kunsky, Trendle and Pierce
had come into possession of Station WGHP in April, they had
embarked upon a carefully plotted advertising campaign to promote
the station, based on their long and successful experience in the
theaters.

To begin with, George W. Trendle foresaw the
slogan: “The Last Word in Radio,” and in keeping with this idea he
wanted to change his call letters to the last four letters in the
alphabet. The “W” was a sure thing. Getting the XYZ was not so
easy.

Trendle “found that these call letters were
held by the Army and the Navy and we couldn’t have ’em; so I went
to the Navy in Washington and had a long talk with the man in
charge.

“He said, ‘Well, Trendle, if you can get the
Army to do this job for you, we
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