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An artist’s impression from a 1918 magazine offers a glimpse of how a future television device, dubbed the telephot, might operate. 
THE ELECTRICAL EXPERIMENTER

Television? The word is half Greek and half Latin.

No good will come of it.

—The Manchester Guardian

In 1910, when my grandmother was seven years old, Hugo Gernsback would come to the house and make alarming predictions about a device he called the “telephot.” My grandmother was then living on Central Avenue in Cleveland, and Gernsback, a favorite cousin, often stopped off on his train trips from New York to Chicago, where he went to purchase radio equipment for his electrical parts company.

Gernsback had not yet attained fame as a pioneer of “science fiction,” a term he is sometimes credited with having coined. His principal achievements—Amazing Stories magazine, of which he was the founding editor, and a truly awful science fiction novel entitled Ralph 124C 41+—still lay in the future. Already, however, he had cultivated a certain imaginative flair. A lean, dapper man who favored expensive suits and bright silk ties, Hugo would arrive with a giant box of Schrafft’s chocolates under his arm and spin out wild tales of the future and the marvels it would bring. Robot doctors, retirement colonies on Mars, domed cities orbiting the earth—all of these were just around the corner. If a ringing telephone interrupted one of his stories, he invariably raised a finger of caution at my grandmother. “Hildegarde,” he would say in his thick German accent, “fix your hair. It won’t be long before the caller can see your face over the telephone wires.”

The notion of a device that would enable one to see objects at a remote distance had been in play for many years at this point. The word “television”—from the Greek for “far” and the Latin for “seeing”—had begun to surface in learned journals and scientific texts, though a number of other phrases were also used to describe the strange concept: “hear-seeing,” “audiovision,” “visual listening,” “radiovision,” and “telephonography.” Gernsback himself initially favored “telephot,” though the word “television” crept into a 1909 issue of his Modern Electrics magazine, prompting a later claim that “before that time the designation had never been used.” Family pride notwithstanding, I am constrained to admit that the term had already appeared in print at least ten years previously.

“There are certain inventions which, although not yet existent, we may take for granted will be invented some day,” Gernsback wrote in his Electrical Experimenter magazine in 1918. “That they have not already appeared is by no means the fault of science, but simply because certain minor phases in the various endeavors have not as yet advanced sufficiently to make such inventions possible. Television, or ‘remote seeing,’ is one such invention. That such an invention is urgently required is needless to say. Everybody would wish to have such an instrument, and it is safe to say that such a device would revolutionize our present mode of living. Numerous inventors have busied themselves trying to invent an apparatus or machine whereby it would be possible to view visual scenes from a great distance. Strangely, the general public is not aware of their struggle, or the frontiers of science that they are seeking to conquer.”

Stranger still, more than eighty years later, the story of that struggle remains largely unknown. The general public has only the vaguest notion of how—or by whom—television was created. Stop the average person on the street and he or she will be able to tell you in an instant who invented the lightbulb, or the telephone, or even the cotton gin. But the origin of television, an invention that did as much as any other to shape the twentieth century, is largely unknown. The names of Philo T. Farnsworth and Vladimir Zworykin occasionally pop onto the screen, but the overall picture remains fuzzy.

It is fair to say, as Gernsback predicted, that “remote seeing” did, in fact, revolutionize our present mode of living. In the wake of the World Trade Center and Pentagon disasters it is perhaps unnecessary to deliberate over the power of television, or review the many ways in which it has shaped the world. Much has been written about the impact, both good and bad, of television’s omnipresence and immediacy, from the Nixon-Kennedy debates and Vietnam to O.J. and Jerry Springer. What is often lost, however, beneath the bland and often stupefying effect of television’s usual content is the revolution contained within its tubes and diodes. The men who invented television are not responsible for The Love Boat. “We’re in the same position as a plumber laying a pipe,” David Sarnoff, the president of the Radio Corporation of America, once had occasion to remark. “We’re not responsible for what goes through the pipe.”

The process of laying that pipe would prove to be one of the most dramatic scientific quests—and bitter legal battles—of the electronic age. It has been argued that there was no single pioneer of television, and therefore no Kitty Hawk or Menlo Park, but rather a series of “Eureka” moments in various parts of the world. As with the development of space travel or the creation of the atom bomb, television is said to have evolved over a period of furious struggle and heated competition. That being the case, it is not surprising to find that there are many different versions of the story, each reflecting the self-interest of whoever is telling it. At the same time, the story tends to engender a great deal of flag-waving, and nearly every country in the world lays claim to the true and only “Father of Television”—Kenjiro Takayanagi of Japan, René Barthelemy of France, Dionys von Mihaly of Hungary, Boris Rosing of Russia, and John Logie Baird of Great Britain. All of these men, and many others, played a significant role. None of them, however, managed to gather all of the various pieces together into one definitive box.

The fundamentals of that box had been glimpsed a generation earlier by such nineteenth-century pioneers as Joseph May, who discovered the strange light-sensitive properties of the chemical selenium in 1872, and Paul Nipkow, who in 1884 patented a mechanical process of image-scanning that would form the basis of television experimentation for decades to come. Matters took a strange turn in 1880, when Alexander Graham Bell deposited a sealed dossier concerning a device called a “photophone” with the Smithsonian Institution. A rumor arose that the famed inventor of the telephone had now perfected a means of seeing by telegraph. In fact it was nothing of the sort—Bell was experimenting with the transmission of speech by means of a beam of light—but the mere suggestion of an Alexander Graham Bell “distant viewer” prompted a mad rush of inventors publishing their results. It is pleasant to note that in August of 1904 a patent application for a color television system was filed, by an inventor named Frankenstein.

Each would-be inventor had a different idea of what purpose the device might serve. Initially, very few had any notion that television might one day find its way into the home. Some experimenters envisioned it as a new method of exhibiting motion pictures or news events in public halls constructed especially for that purpose. Officials of the U.S. Navy, upon seeing a crude mechanical prototype in 1921, put television to work sending weather maps to ships at sea. Others, like Hugo Gernsback, imagined television as a means of one-to-one communication. A 1918 Gernsback article entitled “Television and the Telephot” was accompanied by a line drawing of a man clutching an old-style “candlestick” telephone, with an ear tube and clicker arm, that had been fitted out with a small screen resembling a hand-held mirror. In the screen, one could see the caller’s sweetheart gazing back at him, with the ear tube of her own telephot pressed to her ear.

By the 1920s, scientists at the world’s major electrical research laboratories began to realize that television was on the horizon, and a small handful grasped something of its potential to change the world, touching off what the radio pioneer Lee de Forest would call a “global horse race” to perfect a working system and, perhaps more important, be the first to bring it to market. In almost every respect, the evolution of television and its broadcasting networks anticipates the coming of home computers and the Internet. Then as now, there was a general awareness that a revolution was in the air, with fortunes to be made. In a similar manner, a dominant, polarizing figure stepped forward to seize control of the emerging industry, a man who was not only a technological visionary but also a man of business, willing to cut the legs out from under his competitors by whatever means necessary. At the helm of the Radio Corporation of America, David Sarnoff ruled the radio industry as an electronic fiefdom, with even the Federal Communications Commission held under tight control. He fully intended to exert the same authority over television.

Even as the struggle for power escalated, however, no one could be quite certain where the technology would lead. “What thrilling lectures on solar physics will such pictures permit!” exclaimed Lee de Forest in 1928. “What could be a more fitting theme for television than a quiet parade through some famous art gallery, pausing a moment before each masterpiece while some gifted commentator dwells briefly upon its characteristics, explains its meaning, and recounts the story of its creation? What could be more richly entertaining or more uplifting than such an experience? I see no other application.”

The president of the British Broadcasting Corporation was no closer to the mark. “It will be admitted by all,” he declared in 1925, “that to exploit so good a scientific invention for the purpose and pursuit of entertainment alone would be a prostitution of its powers and an insult to the character and intelligence of the people.”

The theme of education and cultural improvement would continue for some time. Even George Bernard Shaw got into the act with a play called Back to Methuselah, in which a British prime minister holds a televised video conference with cabinet ministers in distant cities. A short-lived magazine called All About Television, which debuted in 1927, showed a young married couple settling down in their living room to watch a concert—the woman was shown in a formal gown and pearls, while her husband wore white tie and carried a top hat.

Others focused on the potential of broadcasting events of global significance. Speaking to Screenland magazine in 1928, William Paley, the “clever young president” of the Columbia Broadcasting Corporation, spoke of coming wonders: “Imagine seeing flashed upon the screen in simultaneous sight and sound and natural color an event of worldwide interest as it is taking place! Visualize World Series baseball games, football games, automobile and horse races, the instant they occur, on supersized stereoscopic screens! I predict that thousands of new theaters will spring up all over the country for the showing of televised news events alone.” Indeed, it was feared by some—including General James B. Harbord, RCA’s chairman of the board—that such broadcasting might rob live events of their interest. “There are apprehensions,” Harbord declared in 1929, “in regard to this aspect. There are some people who fear that our future prize rings, baseball diamonds and football gridirons may be deserted except for a battery of television cameras.”

The general public had more immediate concerns. In February 1929, a concerned reader wrote to the Passaic Herald to ask a pressing question: “Will you kindly inform me through your paper if by means of television or radiovision it is possible to look into apartments from adjoining apartments and watch the movements of people, as well as broadcast them, and if it is possible will you tell us how people can be protected against such operations and preserve the privacy which we are all entitled to in our home, be it a mansion or apartment?”

The following year, a reader voiced a similar concern in the pages of the Cleveland News: “I am so scared about ‘television.’ The telephone and radio were marvelous inventions but if it so be one can see a friend’s face when miles distant, will they not soon invent some contraption to read a person’s mind? Can we never have privacy? Could we not lock up our thoughts that they cannot be visualized and spoil our lives?”

For all of the confusion over what television would do, there was an even greater debate over how it would work. The earliest television sets made use of a mechanical system of transmission based on Paul Nipkow’s 1884 patent for a whirling metal disk perforated with tiny holes. The Nipkow disk, when rotated in front of an illuminated image, allowed tiny segments of light and dark to filter through, each of which was converted into an electrical impulse by selenium or some other light-reactive chemical. At a nearby receiver, usually linked by wire, a second disk, rotating at precisely the same rate, converted the electrical impulses back into segments of light and dark, which could then be focused as an image on a viewing screen.

At best, these “Model T” televisions produced dim, flickering images on a screen not much larger than a postage stamp. Among the chief difficulties was the fact that the two whirling disks needed to be synchronized at speeds greater than 450 revolutions per minute, a feat that could seldom be accomplished with unreliable motors and belt drives. The challenge facing the early television pioneers, then, was to find a way to improve this synchronization between the transmitters and the receivers so that bigger and better images might be possible.

While many of the world’s greatest scientists and research laboratories focused their energies on this goal in the 1920s, David Sarnoff began to look elsewhere for answers. A Russian immigrant named Vladimir Zworykin had convinced him that the future of television lay in a completely new direction. Zworykin, realizing that the mechanical systems could never be entirely perfected, resolved to achieve the same effect by means of an electronic scanning beam. At its core, this process would turn on the creation of a new type of glass tube, called an iconoscope, which would form the beating heart of the new technology. This tube, a direct descendant of Edison’s incandescent bulb and De Forest’s radio tube, held the promise of a revolution in mass communication.

If Zworykin succeeded, he would effectively hand control of the emerging television industry to David Sarnoff and the Radio Corporation of America. What Sarnoff did not know, indeed could not have known, as he pumped millions of dollars into Zworykin’s electronic television initiative, was that someone else—armed with little more than a high school education and a stack of Gernsback magazines—had already thought of the idea.

His name was Philo T. Farnsworth, and he was fourteen years old.


 
Thirteen

The Lawyer Wept
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Identified only as “Dr. X,” Farnsworth answers questions on the quiz show I’ve Got a Secret in 1957. 
BETTMANN/CORBIS

My candle burns at both ends;

It will not last the night;

But, ah, my foes, and, oh, my friends—

It gives a lovely light.

—Edna St. Vincent Millay

(Farnsworth’s favorite poem)

“Pem, I just can’t go on like this,” Farnsworth told his wife as television threatened to slip from his grasp. “It’s come to the point of choosing whether I want to be a drunk or go crazy.”

In the end, he chose the former. Throughout 1939, while Sarnoff consolidated RCA’s dominance of the industry, Farnsworth did his best to mold the new Farnsworth Television and Radio Corporation into a viable competitor. He moved his family to Fort Wayne and applied himself to his laboratory work with his usual diligence. It seemed to him, however, that the fates were allied with Sarnoff. The Federal Communications Commission showed no inclination to hurry a decision on television standards. In the absence of a government sanction, only Sarnoff had the resources and the nerve to move ahead with actual television production—and for the moment, Sarnoff had yet to reach an agreement with Farnsworth. At one stage, Farnsworth was shown an RCA document listing each of his patents and its date of expiration. “All they have to do is hold commercial television off until my patents expire,” Farnsworth said, “and we will not collect a single royalty check.”

Worse, Farnsworth had realized for some time that the growing crisis in Europe would likely knock several years off the useful life of his patents. If America entered the conflict, the television industry would be put on hold for the duration, effectively gutting the value of his portfolio.

In Fort Wayne, the sale of Farnsworth radios had placed the company on firm financial footing, but the working climate left Farnsworth feeling isolated. He no longer headed a small, intimate group of devoted engineers; instead he sat and listened as younger men sought to impress him with their own ideas for the future. The changing role left Farnsworth feeling that he had gone from boy genius to doddering has-been. For the sake of his colleagues, he attempted to put a brave face on his feelings. “This is a young man’s game,” he declared, “and we find that the enthusiasm of these young men more than overbalances their lack of years of experience. I do not mean to give the impression that youth is a substitute for ability, but I do believe that it constitutes a very important factor when coupled with aptitude.”

At thirty-three, however, Farnsworth did not feel quite ready for the scrap heap. Even as television appeared to be leaving him behind, he found he could not let go of his inventive drive. “I guess I’ve trained my brain too well,” he told Pem. “Now I have a hard time turning it off. I think I’m going crazy.”

Pem insisted that he get medical advice, but this seems to have made matters worse. One doctor told him that a “finger-habit” might soothe his nerves, with the result that Farnsworth took up heavy smoking. At the same time, his drinking grew heavier—“not only in the evening,” said Pem, “but all day long.”

By now, the effects of Farnsworth’s relentless work schedule and poor sleeping habits could be read plainly on his face. His once-boyish features were lined and mottled, and stomach troubles had left him pale and gaunt. As his drinking grew worse, Pem issued an ultimatum: she would leave him, she said, unless he gave the doctors another chance.

Farnsworth agreed, only to spiral into addiction when his new doctor prescribed chloral hydrate as a sedative. Enervated by the drug, Farnsworth took to his bed and refused to eat. Pem kept an agonized vigil as her husband began to waste away.

There was worse to come. Writing about her husband’s mental collapse years later, Pem would find it difficult to address the matter directly. Instead, she described finding her youngest son sitting fearful and rigid in his bed one morning, unable to move for fear of crushing a pet mouse hiding beneath his pillow. “Like the mouse,” she wrote, “Phil had found a haven from his tortured mind in his medication.” In truth, Farnsworth’s condition more closely resembled that of his terror-stricken son—anxious, discomposed, and unable to move. Farnsworth’s sister Laura would be more blunt: “Phil had a nervous breakdown.”

Arrangements were made to place Farnsworth under observation at a hospital in Boston. His weight had dropped to a skeletal 105 pounds, leaving him so frail that he had to be carried from his sickbed.

The recovery would be slow and painful. After several weeks in Boston, Farnsworth shook his addiction to chloral hydrate and retreated to the house in Maine under the care of a male nurse. To Pem, it seemed that her husband would never be the same. “Phil’s dream,” she said, “the quest that had occupied him for almost twenty years, had burst like a bubble.”

Sadly, it was only now, with Farnsworth ill and broken, that Sarnoff began to give ground. Farnsworth’s name was now cropping up in Sarnoff’s public pronouncements, as it had at the Waldorf gala in 1936. Speaking before the Senate on the matter of television standards, Sarnoff made an unprecedented acknowledgment of his rival’s contributions. “It is only fair that I should mention,” Sarnoff declared, “an American inventor who I think has contributed, outside RCA itself, more to television than anybody else in the United States, and that is Mr. Farnsworth, of the Farnsworth television system.”

Sarnoff had good reason to extend an olive branch. Although his broadcasts from the World’s Fair had made use of a Zworykin iconoscope, it was clear that the next generation of camera tubes would combine elements of the Zworykin apparatus with the image dissector. With Sarnoff readying for mass production, he would finally have to come to terms with Farnsworth. “There’s nothing here we’ll need,” Sarnoff had said of the work at Green Street. Now, after nearly ten years of legal contention, Sarnoff would have to admit that he had been wrong.

It would prove to be a bitter pill. Sarnoff’s entire career had been built on the acquisition of patents, and never before in its twenty-year history had RCA ever paid a royalty—not even to Howard Armstrong, one of Sarnoff’s closest friends. It was as Sarnoff had repeatedly said: “The Radio Corporation does not pay royalties, we collect them.” Sarnoff had tried everything he could to outmaneuver his smaller and supposedly weaker rival—buyout offers, legal challenges, patent avoidance, and smear campaigns. In each case, Farnsworth had demonstrated an astonishing resilience, clinging to his image dissector as though, as he often suggested, it were his own child. Now, with the future of RCA dependent on his plan for commercial manufacturing, Sarnoff had run out of options. He ordered Otto Schairer, his vice president in charge of patents, to hammer out an agreement with the Farnsworth team.

If Jesse McCargar had remained at the head of Farnsworth’s company, it is likely that the negotiations would have been resolved quickly, as McCargar had long dreamed of selling out to RCA. Farnsworth’s new team, headed by Edwin Nicholas, was in no hurry. Nicholas, who had previously been an RCA executive, did not share McCargar’s sense of awe. More important, he had a fairly realistic sense of what he could demand from his former employer. “At first, the two sides seemed so far apart that it looked utterly hopeless,” wrote George Everson. “Only the clear underlying fact that neither company could get along without the other kept the discussions alive.”

Negotiations began in May 1939, just days after the launch of the World’s Fair, and continued through September. Amid much hard-nosed bargaining, the outlines of an agreement began to emerge: RCA would pay $1 million to the Farnsworth Radio and Television Corporation over a ten-year period, on top of licensing payments for the right to use Farnsworth’s patents. At long last, RCA would pay a royalty.

After a last-minute flurry of revisions, a final contract was ready. On October 2, Otto Schairer led the Farnsworth team into the conference room of the RCA Building to close the deal. As he watched Nicholas sign the document, he felt keenly aware of the importance of the moment. For Schairer, there was more at stake than royalties. Schairer had been instrumental in bringing Zworykin to Westinghouse in 1923 and had been present two years later when Zworykin demonstrated his first crude scanning device. Next to Sarnoff himself, there was no one at RCA with a more personal investment in RCA’s television program. As Nicholas pushed the contract across the conference table, Schairer was overwhelmed by a devastating sense of loss. Bending down to sign, the lawyer’s eyes filled with tears.

As the historic agreement was made public, none of the original Farnsworth partners was at hand. Leslie Gorrell had long ago sold off his shares and withdrawn from the television scene. George Everson was tending to business in San Francisco. Farnsworth himself was sequestered in Maine, struggling to recover his health. “Though we were not all together to celebrate the success,” Everson recalled, “each knew that the others rejoiced in the victory that had firmly established the Farnsworth inventions as vital patents in the field of television.” Regrettably, Farnsworth was in no frame of mind to take pleasure in his moment of triumph.

Sarnoff, too, appeared to be somewhat distanced from the agreement. The accord with Farnsworth had come just as the rest of the industry was calling for his head. RCA, continuing its show of flagrant disregard for the FCC, had now launched a regular NBC broadcasting schedule. Although it was not a commercial service, Sarnoff believed it would be sufficient to establish NBC as the industry leader. At the same time, RCA television sets were available in New York stores at prices ranging from $395 to more than $1,000.

Still, though the broadcasting era had officially begun in America, the New York Times noted that there seemed to be “no rush on the part of New Yorkers” to join in. Sarnoff had anticipated that RCA might sell as many as forty thousand sets in the first year of production, but after three months, fewer than a thousand had actually been purchased. Sarnoff cut prices, but the public remained wary. In part, the imminent threat of war had made consumers more cautious than usual. However, the industry war had also taken its toll. Both Philco and Zenith were stressing that television was still in the experimental phase, and that RCA’s receiving units might well become obsolete if the FCC adopted a different set of broadcasting standards. In the trade press, there were rumblings that RCA had jumped the gun, and television itself, according to a headline in Radio Daily, had become “Sarnoff’s Folly.”

As the battle over standards escalated, Sarnoff found himself subject to accusations that his drive for personal power was threatening the future of American business itself. “I’ve had plenty of cats and dogs thrown at me,” he would say in later years, “but never like that. Philco and Zenith were more interested in getting me than in creating a television industry.”

The FCC began public hearings on the matter of television standards in January 1940. Early on, it was announced that limited commercial service would be authorized later that year, although the standards remained to be finalized. Sarnoff, desperate to spark sales, seized on this slender advance to announce an enhanced broadcast schedule, along with a fresh wave of 25,000 television sets at reduced prices.

The FCC responded angrily, with its chairman, James Fly, accusing big business of “bullying the little fellows.” The commercial authorization was formally suspended, and the familiar accusations of monopolistic practices were leveled against RCA. Publicly, Sarnoff dismissed this as little better than a “mildewed red herring,” but the threat was clearly real. The production line in Camden was temporarily halted.

President Roosevelt himself attempted to mediate, suggesting that Fly and Sarnoff sit down together over lunch and iron out their differences. Sarnoff declined. “Our dispute is in the head,” he told the president, “not the stomach.” The mood in the press suddenly shifted, and the government was now seen to be standing in the way of progress. The FCC action was denounced as high-handed and punitive, with one editorialist railing against the “bureaucratic blackout of television.” Seizing upon the change of tone, Sarnoff cannily pointed out that television—once approved by the FCC—promised to create half a million new jobs.

The dispute got a public airing during Senate hearings in Washington in April 1940, with Fly accusing Sarnoff of orchestrating a “blitzkrieg” to push the RCA standards through. Sarnoff countered that “substantial progress in the art can only come after its introduction on a commercial basis.” When the hearings brought no resolution, the conflict was shunted back to the FCC. Under growing pressure to reach a solution, the FCC appointed a National Television System Committee, composed of engineers selected by the Radio Manufacturers Association. This group was charged with reaching a final consensus of standards, subject to approval by the FCC.

In the end, the NTSC recommended a system that closely accorded to the RCA and Farnsworth standards, and the plan would eventually be adopted by the FCC as the new foundation of American television. Sarnoff trumpeted this perceived victory in the press, and within weeks NBC aired its first paid commercial, which featured a Bulova watch face ticking off several seconds of television airtime. For this, the Bulova Watch Company paid NBC $4.

Though Sarnoff had scored another triumph, by this time it was clear that a more serious campaign was set to begin. “By the summer of ’41,” he would recall, “I was convinced we could not avoid war, and I knew RCA would be in the thick of it.” When news of the attack on Pearl Harbor reached him on December 7, Sarnoff dispatched a telegram to the White House: “All our facilities are ready and at your instant service. We await your commands.”

In Maine, Farnsworth was no longer in the thick of it. He knew full well that the coming of war would likely mark the end of his career in television. The manufacturing facility in Fort Wayne would now divert its resources to the war effort. By the time the conflict ended, Farnsworth realized, his crucial early patents were likely to be nearing expiration.

Strangely, the realization briefly reinvigorated him. As his health stabilized, Farnsworth began looking to the future. If television had left him behind, he reasoned, he would have to find a new scientific frontier to conquer. First, with Cliff Gardner’s help, he would design his own private lab.

With revived enthusiasm, Farnsworth planned a series of improvements to the property in Maine, selling off thousands of shares of stock to finance the work. To avoid drawing attention to the transactions, he instructed his sixty-one-year-old mother to make the sales for him, excitedly telling her of his plan to create an estate worth “a hundred thousand dollars,” without a penny’s worth of debt. Energized by this fresh round of activity, Farnsworth decided to ride out the war in Maine.

Sarnoff, by contrast, was determined to see action. He rapidly converted RCA’s facilities to defense production and spent time in Washington as a special assistant to the chief signal officer, overseeing the transfer of communications equipment to the front lines. As his sons entered the service and his wife, Lizette, volunteered with the Red Cross, Sarnoff found time to appear at bond rallies, once sharing a microphone with Bob Hope as he urged fellow Americans to do their bit.

For Sarnoff, it would not be enough. Since 1924, he had been an officer in the Signal Corps reserve, and occasionally he devoted weekends to technical seminars. With America at war, he longed for the opportunity to get into the action overseas, as he had failed to do during the Great War. The chance came in the spring of 1944. Sarnoff was ordered to active service—as a full colonel, owing to his reserve activities—and instructed to proceed to Europe on the first available military air transport. With no advance knowledge of his assignment, Sarnoff arrived in London in March 1944 to find that his services had been requested by General Dwight D. Eisenhower himself.

At a private meeting with Eisenhower, Sarnoff was given the task of coordinating the complex communications systems that would be involved in the Allied invasion of Europe. His title would be special assistant for communications to the supreme commander, and his first assignment would be the preparation of a broadcasting station powerful enough to reach all of the Allied forces under Eisenhower’s command. At the same time, he was to devise a plan to coordinate all communications between headquarters and the invasion forces, as well as the distribution of information to the international press corps. All of this had to be ready by D-Day—June 6, 1944.

It was a job uniquely suited to Sarnoff’s talents. He had the technical knowledge to see what needed to be done and the executive skills to make it happen. Sarnoff’s lifelong habit of cultivating the men in power served him well; at one stage, when he encountered resistance from Britain’s minister of information, he made a direct appeal to Winston Churchill.

Decades earlier, during the Titanic crisis, Sarnoff had claimed that he stayed at his post for seventy-two hours to be certain that every message had been properly relayed. Now, as the Allied invasion began, Sarnoff spent three days overseeing operations at London’s Ministry of Information, in battle dress and with a pistol on his hip, ensuring that all went according to plan. The first news flash reached him at 7:31 a.m., and within one minute he had sent the official bulletin around the world. Now, as the RCA publicity department had said of his younger self, the world “hung on his every word.”

Sarnoff’s duties continued well beyond the initial phases of the campaign. Within weeks, he had been dispatched to North Africa and Rome to advise on communications matters. Soon after the liberation of France, he followed the American forces into Paris—arriving, he later boasted, a full day ahead of Charles de Gaulle—to oversee the restoration of the war-ravaged French communications network. By the time Sarnoff returned to New York at the end of 1944, his services had drawn a letter of commendation to the Allied high command from Eisenhower himself.

As Sarnoff resumed his duties at the helm of RCA, he received word from Washington of his promotion to brigadier general. Thereafter he would be known throughout the company and across the industry simply as “the General.” Along with his new rank, Sarnoff would proudly wear miniatures of two of the medals he had been awarded for his service overseas—one to note the U.S. Army’s Legion of Merit and the other signifying his election as a Commander of the French Legion of Honor.

As he settled back into Rockefeller Center, the General returned quickly to business. “Gentlemen,” he told his top executives, “the RCA has one priority: television. Whatever resources are needed will be provided. This time we’re going to get the job done. There’s a vast market out there, and we’re going to capture it before anyone else.”

Sarnoff had never lost sight of his television goals through the conflict, and even found time to discuss the new medium with both Eisenhower and Churchill. Now, as RCA prepared for the postwar era, Sarnoff unveiled a point-by-point plan to convert improved wartime electronics into a stepped-up television production plan. Less than two years later, while most of his competitors were still retooling their wartime machinery, RCA’s 630-TS television sets rolled off the production line in Camden. The set, soon to be known as the Model T of television, featured a ten-inch screen and retailed at $385. This time, “Sarnoff’s Folly” found its audience. In its first year, the set sold ten thousand units. The following year, the number rose to 200,000. Sarnoff’s commitment to the electronic television program, stretching back to the day in 1929 when Vladimir Zworykin first appeared in his office, to date had cost the company nearly $50 million. Now, as he told his board members, it was time to reap the rewards.

In Fort Wayne, the Farnsworth Television and Radio Corporation was determined to get its share. Though Farnsworth himself had taken a leave of absence, the company had pressed ahead without him. “It has given me a great deal of pleasure,” Farnsworth wrote to Edwin Nicholas in 1944, “and I have watched with pride not unmixed with envy, what you have all been accomplishing in the war effort, and in laying the foundation for postwar activity in television. Please accept my sincere congratulations.”

The company had distinguished itself during the conflict by helping to produce critical elements for sniper scopes and guided missile systems, earning the Army-Navy Production Award. The patriotic stance was reflected in an aggressive advertising campaign in national magazines. In one notable image, a cartoon likeness of Hitler was flattened by a large hammer, which bore the words “It’s Organizations Like Farnsworth that is giving the Ax to the Axis.”

Like RCA, however, the company managed to look ahead to postwar prosperity. As early as 1942, the Farnsworth Television and Radio Corporation offered the homefront a glimpse of coming wonders. “Ever look through a blank wall?” ran an advertising headline that appeared in Life, Time, The New Yorker, Newsweek, and several other national magazines. “It’s really not as fantastic as it sounds. For television is ready to lead you into a realm of magic and surprise . . . to let you see through walls and over mountains, around corners and across plains.

“We cannot describe these instruments to you,” the ad continued. “But it would do your heart good to see them, and the almost incredible things many of them accomplish. And you can rest assured that no enemy country has equipment so fine or so far-reaching as that supplied to our fighting men by
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