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      This book makes no attempt to be a comprehensive history of the Box 13 radio show. This is a listener’s guide; The focus is on the individual episodes and stories, not the behind-the-scenes drama of the show. The book in front of you contains details of every episode and includes summaries and commentary on each one. While I enjoy reading the history of OTR, I will have to admit that I’m in it for the stories, not the facts behind them. I will tell the history as best as I can piece it together from the sources I can ﬁnd, and I’ll credit those sources, but keep in mind that I consider myself a “fan of classic stories” but not a “radio historian.”

      I was born thirty years too late to experience radio’s heyday. On the other hand, with the rise of the Internet, I, along with many thousands of others, can now enjoy listening to old-time radio once again, and now I can do it in a much more organized and systematic way (to borrow a term from Netﬂix, we now have “Binge-listening”). I’ve downloaded and collected recordings of thousands of episodes of hundreds of shows since then, and still ﬁnd “new” old shows as people post newly discovered episodes of classic radio shows.

      I currently write and produce the podcast “The Horror Guys” at horrorguys.com, and one of the segments of the show involves watching one of the classic horror movies of the 1930s or 1940s each week. While I’ve seen most of them before, it has helped to re-awaken my interest in the time period. In those days, stories were simpler, action and adventure could be gotten by placing an ad in a thing called a “newspaper,” and most of the problems of today didn’t even exist yet-- or they could be settled with fists or a revolver. At least that’s the way it worked on the radio…

      About the Box 13 Radio Program 

      Box 13 was produced by Mayfair Productions / Mayfair Transcription Company, owned by Alan Ladd. It was a weekly syndicated, transcribed radio show that aired at various days and times depending on the local stations’ schedules. Being “transcribed” simply means that it was pre-recorded and sent out to various stations on a record. These records played at 16 rpm and were somewhat larger than the more well-known 33-1/3 albums still available today1, but the concept is the same.

      Box 13 starred Alan Ladd as Dan Holiday, a mystery writer who continually faced writer’s block until he came up with the bright idea to advertise for plot ideas in the newspaper. He put a classified ad in the Star Times that read, “Adventure wanted. Will go anywhere, do anything. Write Box 13 c/o Star Times.” Each week, Dan or Dan’s secretary, Susie, would open a letter and discuss it, and an adventure would always follow.

      We meet Dan and the other two recurring regulars, Susie2 and Lt. Kling, in the first episode. Susie starts out as an employee of the Star Times, and Lieutenant Kling is the man who sorts out the first case and grudgingly befriends Dan. Susie soon becomes Dan’s permanently grammatically challenged secretary, and Kling gets more and more trusting of Dan as the episodes progress. Susie was played by Sylvia Picker, and Kling by Edmund MacDonald. The show was produced by Richard Sanville and directed by Vern Carstensen. The writers varied from episode to episode, but the majority of episodes were written by Russell Hughes.

      Over the course of the 52-week run of the show, Dan runs into everything from insane criminologists, horseracing schemes, rescuing men from death row, dealing with blackmailers, hidden jewels, and many of the detective-story tropes that we’ve all gotten used to. The difference with Box 13 is that Dan isn’t a detective. He’s a writer, not a fighter. He often has to resort to being rescued by Kling, and he doesn’t (usually) carry a gun. Most of the stories revolve around him solving some kind of crime, and it’s only a short leap from Box 13 to a straight-up detective story, but it’s got enough distance to keep it interesting.

      Air Date Debate

      Numerous sources online3,4 state that the show aired in August 1948 and ended on August 14, 1949. However, the web site Digital Deli Too5 points out that the show was being aired as early as October 17, 1947. Since ads promoting the show are easily found for that date6, I see no reason to doubt that it actually aired almost a year earlier than suggested on Wikipedia. Even more respected sources7 use the newer dates, so I’m not sure where the confusion comes in. Still, since it was a transcribed show, it’s entirely possible that the existent recordings were made from a later rebroadcast, and that’s where the 1948 dates came from. Again, we’re here to talk about the individual stories, so the specifics aren’t critical for our purposes.

      TV Adaptation

      The radio show ended after a single year, but Ladd did attempt to bring the show back to life as a TV show. An episode of the General Electric Theater, titled “Committed” aired on December 5, 1954, and starred Alan Ladd. This was a very close remake of Episode 39, “Daytime Nightmare.” Ladd had hoped this would be the pilot for a full series, but the interest just wasn’t there.

      The episode has been saved online, and you can watch it, ads and all, here:

      

      https://archive.org/details/GeneralElectricTheaterCommitted

      

      The General Electric ads and Ronald Reagan as host are worth watching in themselves. The character of Susie did not appear in the episode, and Lt. Kling was re-cast with another actor, as Edmund MacDonald had died in 1951.

      LISTENER’S GUIDE

      My thinking on this project was that you, the reader, would listen to the stories simultaneously as reading the book. All the stories can be found in mp3 form at the Internet Archive. They’re free, easy to access, and you can listen to the very same recordings I did while creating this guide. Find all the existing stories right here:

      

      https://archive.org/details/OTRR_Box_13_Singles

      

      Depending on your hardware, you should be able to listen on any web browser or even a smartphone. If that link stops working, check out my “Updates” page at:

      

      http://brianschell.com/updates

      

      All the episodes have a definite “hard-boiled noir detective” vibe to them, even though Dan is not a detective. Murder is a common theme, but there is plenty of variety with blackmail, theft, hustlers, and scams. Dan Holiday always gets the upper hand eventually, even though anyone who actually got knocked over the head as many times as he has ought not to be able to walk, much less solve crimes or write mystery stories.

      Best and Worst of Box 13

      Now we’re getting into more subjective territory. Your opinion is likely to be diﬀerent, at least on the best episodes. My contact information is at the end of the book, and I’d love to hear your opinions.

      For best of the show, I’d lean toward Episode 49, “The Perfect Crime” or Episode 36, “Find Me, Find Death.” The first requires Dan to outthink a retired criminology professor who wants to prove that he can get away with murder, and the second one is very serious as Dan is being stalked by a lunatic who wants to kill Dan, just to prove how smart he is. Episode 23, “Three to Die” is also noteworthy as a stand-out episode, as it puts Dan in a whole new situation for an episode.

      None of the episodes are truly awful, but I think my most negative reaction went along with Episode 38, “One of These Four.” This could have been an excellent story if there had been more time. But it only had the usual 26 minutes, which made it feel far too rushed and illogical.

      Quality of Audio 

      I listened to the versions of the stories collected by the Old Time Radio Researcher’s Group and posted publicly on the Internet Archive (Archive.org), as per the link above. Overall, the quality of all the existing recordings are good, with the quality improving as the series progresses (the original recorder must have improved his setup somewhere along the line). Obviously, this refers to the Old Time Radio Researcher’s version of the files as referenced above, but may vary if you found or purchased your shows elsewhere.

      End Notes

      
        
        1. https://www.goldenageradio.com/2013/01/old-time-radio-shows-transcribed.html

      

        

      
        2. I’ve also seen her character’s name spelled “Suzy” and “Suzi.” Her name doesn’t appear in advertising, so it’s hard to say which spelling is “correct.”

      

        

      
        3. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Box_13

      

        

      
        4. http://www.otrr.org/Pages/Pages/Cert_Series/Certified_Series_logs/Box_13_Series_Log.htm

      

        

      
        5. http://www.digitaldeliftp.com/DigitalDeliToo/dd2jb-Box-13.html

      

        

      
        6. https://newspaperarchive.com/amarillo-daily-news-oct-17-1947-p-31/

      

        

      
        7. Dunning, John. On the Air: the Encyclopedia of Old-Time Radio. Oxford University Press, 1998.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Episode 1: The First Letter

          

        

      

    

    
      Aired August 22, 1948

      The series begins as Holiday walks through the rain, lamenting his job as a writer. It's hard finding ideas to write about. He's got deadlock (aka writer's block). He used to be a journalist, but he doesn't want to deal with the news anymore; no more reporting on a new manhole cover or listening to political speeches; he's now a fiction writer. He goes into the Star Times newspaper office and checks with Susie, the secretary at the "want ad office." He asks, "Is there anything in Box 13?"

      Cue the credits...

      He does have a message waiting. She asks him if he wants to change the ad, as it's been running for months. He gives her the same old answer, "No."

      The letter reads, “You can help a person out of great troubles and gain an adventure for yourself if you call Carla Williams at this phone number...” He calls, and they agree to meet that evening. The bartender points to Carla in the corner when Dan enters.

      She’s been blackmailed for five years, but tonight is going to be the end of it. She’s to meet the kidnapper in fifteen minutes. She wants him to witness and make sure she gets the letters and gets away safely. She swears there won’t be any trouble if he comes along, but then she hands him a gun… Just in case. He says she ought to have called a policeman, but there isn’t time now, so he agrees.

      They arrive at the kidnapper’s apartment, but he doesn’t answer. They go inside to wait, but they find the kidnapper’s body. He’s dead, shot through the heart. They search the body and find her papers. He sends her downstairs to the lobby to call the police while he waits with the body. As he waits for her return, he finds a phone in the hallway; why didn’t Carla use that one?

      Dan thinks to himself that if this were one of his stories, he’d find that he had been framed. He inspects the gun she gave him and finds that it has indeed been fired once. He knows that the bullet from that gun is the one in the dead body. She’s framed him, and he decides to get out of there.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As he grabs a cab to take him home, he passes the police on the road. His own apartment is surrounded by police, so he goes to a cheap hotel instead. The man at the hotel knows what has happened, as Holiday’s name has been all over the radio; it’s not going to be easy to escape. He calls Carla Williams, and she agrees to meet with him. There’s a picture of him on the front page of the newspaper, and the story says that the dead man’s girlfriend was an eyewitness to the murder. When he gets to the meeting place he arranged with Carla, of course there are cops waiting for him. From the newspaper account, he learns that the dead man’s name is Harry Grainger. He goes to Grainger’s home, and Grainger’s friend Grant thinks he might be one of the blackmailers. The man says Grainger had been blackmailed for five years.

      Dan goes to Carla’s apartment, where the murder occurred, and searches it again. He finds a snapshot of Carla Williams and the bartender from their first meeting.
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      After the break, the story resumes with Dan in Police Lieutenant Kling’s office. He’s been cleared of all charges. Carla and the bartender have already been brought in. It turned out the bartender and Carla had been married and were blackmailing Grainger. The phone rings, and it’s Susie from the paper-- He has another letter awaiting in Box 13.

      Starring Alan Ladd as Dan Holiday, Sylvia Picker as Susie, and Edmund MacDonald as Kling

      Written and directed by Ted Hediger

      Commentary

      It’s got some great lines, such as “The fire escape is the most interesting part of a building.” Ladd has a wisecracking tough-guy demeanor, a classic crime investigator, with lots of good wisecracks and humor. He doesn’t take things too seriously, even when he probably should. He’s not a detective, but he sounds like and acts like what we’d now call a 1940s detective.

      As a historical note, the announcer mentions at the end that “Alan Ladd appears through the courtesy of Paramount Pictures and may currently be seen in Wild Harvest.” A reminder of the old studio system that used to rule Hollywood, Ladd almost certainly had to receive special permission to appear outside a Paramount film.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Episode 2: Insurance Fraud Scheme

          

        

      

    

    
      Aired August 29, 1948

      The episode starts similarly to the previous one, with Holiday grousing about finding an idea for a story, but this time some child has mashed his ice cream into Dan’s brand-new trousers. What a day! Again, he walks through the busy newspaper office and is greeted by Susie.
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      He reads the letter from Box 13, and this time it’s someone wanting him to get into a limousine at ten PM. He goes at the appointed time, and the creepy driver won’t engage in conversation at all.

      He is dropped off and meets a man in black, who claims to have had Holiday investigated. The man is Abner Blake, the chief investigator for Northern Insurance Company. Doctor Max Alexander has disappeared, and he was very heavily insured. Dr. Alexander has been “missing” for almost seven years, and once that time expires, Blake will have to pay the widow, but he doesn’t believe Alexander is really dead. The doctor disappeared immediately after a failed delicate operation. He wants Dan to find the missing doctor.

      Holiday meets the wife of Doctor Alexander. Alexander’s daughter has since moved to New Mexico, but the widow seems innocent enough. She really just wants her husband back. He buys a train ticket to New Mexico to see the daughter, but before he can leave, he finds two men have broken into his apartment. One of the men wants to hire Holiday to go to South America for him. All he has to do is not go to New Mexico. They want him to leave tonight and forget the whole Alexander thing. He throws them out, but they threaten him. He may never get to New Mexico.
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      Later, aboard the train to New Mexico, he encounters the “South American” man again. Nothing significant happens, but he knows he’s being followed. He arrives and contacts Alexander’s daughter, and they arrange to meet. He hails a cab, but another car runs them off the road on the way. The two men in the car jump him.

      He wakes up later at the ranch he was heading to in the first place. Moran, the ranch’s caretaker, interrupted the attack and took him to the ranch. Dan cleans up, and then goes on a horse ride with Cathy, Alexander’s daughter. Dan and Cathy are attracted to each other, and she invites him to stay a while. They race back to the barn, but the horse stumbles and she’s seriously hurt. Moran runs up to help, and he seems way too knowledgeable about medicine. Dan puts it together that he’s the missing doctor.
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      Holiday meets up with Abner Blake again to go over the details. As it turns out, Cathy followed Doctor Alexander after the failed surgery. A hit-and-run driver hit the doctor, disfiguring his face badly so that no one would recognize him, and then he lost his memory as well. The mother and daughter came up with the idea of hiding him on the ranch and collecting the insurance money.

      As they wrap up their business, Susie calls again with another message from Box 13. This one is a postcard, and she reads it. “Rental for Box 13, $15” Dan laughs and hangs up.

      Written and directed by Ted Hediger

      Commentary

      The ending feels rushed. The caretaker is never described, and there’s really no reason to suspect that he’s the missing doctor. His memory picked a very convenient time to return as well. Even considering the poor ending, the rest of the story is entertaining. I wasn’t sure where it was going until the end, probably because there were no clues or foreshadowing of what was really going on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Episode 3: Blackmail is Murder

          

        

      

    

    
      Aired September 5, 1948

      Holiday enters the newspaper office one evening and picks up a letter in Box 13.
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      This one came by special delivery and was very recent. “I’m in terrible trouble. Please come to room 718 at the Bradford Hotel. Hurry.” It’s signed by Agatha Marsh. He goes there and finds her, an old lady, in the hotel room. She would offer him a drink, but she doesn’t have any alcohol. She does offer him a drink from her bottle of sauerkraut juice. She’s in town on vacation. Dan asks what the “trouble” she wrote about was.

      She opens her closet, and inside on the floor is a dead man. She found the man a few hours ago but didn’t want to call the police since she didn’t want her name in the paper. He’s been shot at close range. She’s read a lot of detective stories, and she want Holiday to help her get rid of the body. He thinks she’s crazy but agrees to go along with it.

      She does lookout while Holiday drags the body into a closet out in the hallway. She’s already gone through the man’s pockets and now knows his name is Michael O’Brien. There’s a knock at the door, and it’s Lieutenant Kling from homicide. He turns down the offered sauerkraut juice as well. Someone called in a tip that there was a body in the room. She convinces the detective that Holiday was just here to visit her. She confides in Holiday that she was the one who called the police. This is all just a game to the crazy old lady.

      The phone rings. The clerk explains to Mrs. Marsh that there has been a mix-up. She was supposed to be in room 817, not 718. This was supposed to be the room for Tony Basqueri, the biggest racketeer in town.
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      Late that night, Holiday is home but can’t sleep. The phone rings, and Mrs. Marsh says she has gone to see Tony Basqueri. She accused him of killing O’Brien. When she returned to her room, someone had been there and searched the place. Someone is trying to open her door right now!

      Holiday rushes to the hotel, and her room is completely cleaned out except for a paper airplane. No one is there. He figures from the airplane that someone has taken Mrs. Marsh to the airport. Sure enough, she’s there, and a man with a gun is with her. Holiday bluffs the man, pretending to be a criminal. His act fails completely, so the old lady sticks the goon with her hat pin. They run outside, hop in a cab, and speed away.

      Holiday takes her to the police station, and Mrs. Marsh tries to charge Holiday for kidnapping her off the airplane. He tells Kling the story, but Kling just looks at him like he’s crazy, and they both leave. Holiday returns to the hotel. He checks out the closet where the corpse was but now finds Mrs. Marsh in the closet. The man from the plane put her in the closet and removed the body. Kling shows up, and Mrs. Marsh tells the truth, which he still doesn’t completely believe.

      She pulls a gun out of a drawer and wraps a bath towel around it as a silencer. She shoots at Holiday but misses. Kling wants to know what this was all about. She was behind everything. She moved the body back to her own closet. She explains that she’d seen a play, Arsenic and Old Lace, and thought it would be fun to murder someone. She was a lot crazier than Holiday had thought!

      As he and Kling laugh about the situation. Susie shows up at the door. She’s quit working at the paper and wants to be his secretary. He agrees to think it over.

      Written and directed by Ted Hediger

      Commentary

      I have to admit, I’ve never heard of anyone who drank sauerkraut juice. I didn’t know that was a thing. It was used here for comedic effect, but … yuck! Much of this script is a little tongue-in-cheek, as Holiday never takes the old lady too seriously, and she’s got some hilarious lines. I had her pegged as the murderer from the very beginning, but it was fun listening to the story develop. How crazy would things get?
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