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On a Personal Note

This book had its genesis in my almost lifelong obsession with old time radio (my wife and co-author would call it a compulsion).

As the current immigration debate began to unfold, it brought back thoughts of earlier times in American history when both pro and anti-immigration forces used radio to pursue their political agendas. I also recalled a significant, but mostly forgotten, radio program, Americans All, Immigrants All, a series of 26 broadcasts that aired during the 1938-1939 season on CBS. Produced in cooperation with the United States Office of Education, the series focused on the important contributions that various immigrant and ethnic groups had made to all aspects of American life and culture.

The proverbial light bulb began to glow above my head, and it seemed to me that a book about how various immigrants groups were portrayed on radio during its Golden Age, the 1920s to the 1950s, might be of interest to readers.

In conducting a mental review of my audio collection, I began to picture separate chapters dealing with different ethnic groups: Italians (Life With Luigi), Irish (Duffy’s Tavern and The Life of Riley), Jews (The Goldbergs and The Eternal Light), African-Americans (Amos ‘n’ Andy, Beulah and Jubilee), Orientals (Kato and Charlie Chan) and even Native-Americans (Tonto and Little Beaver). It also occurred to me that such a volume could be a joint effort with several experienced old time radio authors, each contributing specific chapters.

To my delight, I received positive feedback to my idea and nods of willingness from potential writing partners. In each case, I prefaced my offer by announcing that I intended to write the chapter on Jews. Consciously or otherwise, I began making notes on the various Jewish programs or characters that I would include in the chapter.

It didn’t take long before it became clear to me that a single chapter about Jews would not be sufficient to do justice to the subject. Thus, despite my initial plan (Robert Burns was right when he wrote about plans going awry) I found myself coming to the conclusion that what started out as a chapter could easily grow into an entire volume.

I’m pleased to say that my colleagues took the news of my change of plans quite well. Perhaps, even with a sigh of relief. Who knows? One of these days we may yet see a volume dealing with all the ethnic groups. If so, I want to purchase the first copy.

And now, as the announcer might be cued to say…“Let’s get on with the story.”

David S. Siegel
August, 2007


Introduction

When the authors first conceived the idea of a book about Jews on radio from the 1920s to the 1950s, it became clear that the subject could be approached from many directions. After examining the different options, including an analysis of what had already been written about the subject, the authors narrowed and defined their focus to an examination of how Jews were portrayed on network radio to listeners across America. At a time when many Americans had little or no knowledge of the Jewish faith, or had ever come into contact with a Jew, we wondered how mainstream listeners reacted when they heard Jewish characters on the radio and what influence, if any, what they heard may have had on their thinking about Jews or their behavior toward Jews.1

When told about this book, well meaning friends asked us if we also planned to provide information about the many Jews who participated in radio broadcasting as actors, writers and directors or in other important capacities. Clearly Jewish talent abounded on the radio. But as celebrating the achievements of Jews in radio was not the purpose or focus of this volume, our answer to them was: we would include Jewish personalities if their Jewishness was part of their radio persona. That meant we would include Mr. Kitzel, the Jewish character who appeared on the The Jack Benny Program, but we would not discuss Jack Benny who, although Jewish, did not present himself as a Jewish performer.

Other friends asked if we planned to include information about the wonderful Jewish-oriented broadcasts that were aired on regional stations in New York, Boston, Philadelphia and other metropolitan areas with a large enough Jewish population to justify a local station aiming its programming toward that group. Our response was, “mostly not,” except for rare historical examples. First, we repeated that our focus was network radio which broadcast to a diverse nationwide audience, rather than local stations that catered to smaller, more homogeneous listening audiences. And second, we explained that most of the regional broadcasts were in Yiddish, which clearly was not of interest to non-Jews. We also reminded these friends that a very fine study of Yiddish broadcasting in America had already been done, thanks in part to the work of the dedicated archivist, Henry Sapoznik and the Yiddish Radio Project.2

The authors also caution the reader that this is not a book about Jewish humor, Jewish assimilation, anti-Semitism or the Jewish identity in American popular culture — although these subjects are discussed in the book — but within the framework of the book’s major thrust: how Jews were portrayed on network radio during a clearly defined time period.

This book is believed to be the very first comprehensive volume devoted entirely to an examination of the Jewish image on mainstream radio.3 For the most part, the books and journal articles that have examined the issue of Jewish identity and/or Jewish themes in mainstream popular culture have focused on literature, film, television, the stage and even comic books. The few publications that do discuss radio have generally limited their treatment to The Goldbergs, the “radio priest” Father Charles Coughlin, The Eternal Light and some wartime programs aimed at building national unity. Why, the reader may ask, so little about radio?

There are two possible reasons. First, because the people writing about popular culture today are simply too young to have experienced radio as it existed from the late-1920s to the mid-1950s. And second, because locating information about programs that aired 50-70 years ago is difficult, although, as the authors have discovered, not entirely impossible.

It may seem strange for anyone born after World War II and raised in a television environment to believe that during the 1930s and 1940s radio was the major medium of mass communication. By 1938, an estimated 91 percent of all urban households and 70 percent of rural households had radios, some more than one.4 For many Americans, especially during the Depression, radio was the only affordable means of entertainment. Radio was also the main source of news. In many households, the radio was on at least three hours a day. Housewives listened during the daytime while they did their chores. Children tuned in after school. And in the evenings, families gathered around the radio to listen to comedy programs, dramas, quiz shows, variety and music programs and sports events. On Sundays, the airwaves were filled with religious programs as well as public affairs discussions. President Franklin D. Roosevelt used radio to allay the fears of Americans and to encourage them to support his New Deal policies. Father Coughlin used radio to stir up anti-Semitism. Radio was also used by a variety of government agencies during World War II to mobilize support for the war. Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, radio, morethan any other form of communication, was the medium of choice for reaching all Americans, regardless of age, sex, race, color or religion. Radio influenced what people thought and what they bought. It influenced their values. It provided them with jokes to share with their friends and neighbors and it gave them advice on how to raise their children and cope with the usual array of family problems. It influenced how they voted and what church, synagogue or temple they attended. Like television today, radio was a mix of quality and mediocre fare, low brow as well as high brow entertainment.

Consider, for example, how the popular culture literature treats two popular novels dealing with anti-Semitism: “Gentleman’s Agreement” and “Crossfire.” Both were made into successful films that are frequently discussed in books and journal articles dealing with the subject. But — none of those publications mention the fact that both films were also adapted for radio and heard by millions of listeners in homes across America — most who never read the books and very possibly did not see the movies. Both radio adaptations are discussed in Chapter 9.

Researching the radio career of the demagogue Gerald L. K. Smith is another case in point. Although not as famous as Father Coughlin (both men are discussed in Chapter 3), Smith was well known during the 1930s and 1940s (and a lesser extent into the 1950s) for using radio to disseminate his anti-Semitic messages. But the authors have been frustrated in their attempts to uncover information documenting exactly when he was on the air, for how long and on what stations. The word “radio” does not even appear in the Index of the definitive biography of Smith although the fact that he did have a radio program is mentioned in passing on several pages and the archival collection of his papers includes his radio speeches and correspondence with at least two radio stations.

It is the authors’ hope that by providing this comprehensive look at how Jews were portrayed on network radio, as well as identifying where additional primary and secondary source material can be found, other writers will be encouraged to take a closer look at the role radio played in shaping the perception of Jews in American popular culture from the 1920s to the 1950s.

As American society, and how American Jews saw themselves in that society, changed over the four decades covered in this book, the manner in which Jews were portrayed on radio also changed. In the 1920s, when radio was coming into its own, America was in the midst of absorbing more than 30 million immigrants, primarily from southern and eastern Europe. Radio’s earliest, and certainly most well known, Jewish network program, The Rise of the Goldbergs (Chapter 2), was the story of an immigrant family and its assimilation into America society, a theme that resonated with millions of listeners, regardless of where they lived, where they came from or what church or synagogue they attended.

As events unfolded in the mid to late-1930s (the emergence of Father Coughlin and the rise of Nazism in Germany) the story lines of Jewish themed programs changed to keep pace with changing events. By the mid-1930s, the Goldberg family became more middle class and moved to the suburbs. By the late-1930s, there were efforts to celebrate the contributions that Jews had made to American society (Chapter 4) and, at the same time, tone down the use of the Yiddish dialect which was perceived, in some quarters, as being demeaning to Jews (Chapter 6).

During the war years, ethnic-based programming declined in popularity and was replaced with several special series that stressed patriotism, the need for national unity and the concept that all Americans, regardless of their race, religion or ethnic background, shared the same American values. Special broadcasts produced under the auspices of Jewish secular groups called attention to the plight of Jews in Germany (Chapter 9). Efforts were also made to eliminate negative Jewish stereotypes from network programs (Chapter 7).

A further evolution in the nature of Jewish religious programming occurred in 1944 with the debut of The Eternal Light and its innovative use of dramatizations to explain Judaism to mainstream America (Chapter 8).

In the postwar years, recurring non-religious Jewish themed programs disappeared from the network schedule, but not the subject of anti-Semitism that became the focus of many individual episodes of several popular mainstream programs (Chapter 9).

In selecting programs and characters for this volume, the authors have used the following criteria: story lines, character development, language and dialect and the use of typical Jewish names such as Levy, Cohen, Abraham (or Abe), Finkelstein, Solomon, and Rebecca (or Becky). Biographical programs about prominent Jews are also included — even though the programs generally did not identify the individuals as being Jewish.5

To identify and locate Jewish series as well as specific episodes of mainstream programs that featured Jewish themes, the authors have used a variety of resources: program logs for specific series, references to series and special broadcasts mentioned in other books and journal articles, the authors’ personal audio collection of over 100,000 hours of old radio programs and Internet searches. The authors note that identifying Jewish-themed programs is complicated by the fact that the ability to search existing databases of old time radio programs based on the content of the program, as distinct from the name of the series or the title of a specific episode, is either limited or non-existent.6 Therefore, the authors acknowledge that in their research they may have overlooked some programs that could have been included in this volume.

Notes

1. Much has been written about early radio, from its technological beginnings to the evolution of commercial programming from a predominately white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant focus to its effectiveness in building a national cultural identity and to its use as a communications tool for the dissemination of knowledge as well as propaganda. See Michele Hilmes, Radio Voices: American Broadcasting, 1922-1952 (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1997); Erik Barnouw, The Golden Web: A History of Broadcasting in the United States 1933-1953 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1968); Fred J. MacDonald, Don’t Touch That Dial! Radio Programming in American Life, 1920 to 1960 (Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 1980); Michele Hilmes and Jason Loviglio, eds. Radio Reader: Essays in the Cultural History of Radio (New York: Routledge, 2002); Susan J. Douglas. Listening In: Radio and the American Imagination from Amos ‘n’ Andy to Edward R. Murrow to Wolfman Jack and Howard Stern (New York: Times Books, 1999); and Robert J. Brown. Manipulating the Ether: The Power of Broadcast Radio in Thirties America (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 1998).

2. Readers interested in learning more about Yiddish radio should check the Yiddish Radio Project web site at www.yiddishradioproject.org. The site describes the programs aired on National Public Radio that documented the history of Yiddish radio from the 1930s-1950s. The programs are available on a set of two CDs.

3. For a three page article on the Jewish image on radio see Henry Sapoznik, “Broadcast Ghetto: The Image of Jews on Mainstream American Radio,” Jewish Folklore and Ethnology, Vol. 16,#1, 1944, 37-39. See also David Weinstein’s chapter, “Why Sarnoff Slept: NBC and the Holocaust,” in NBC: America’s Network, Michele Hilmes, ed. (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2007), 98-116.

4. Christopher Sterling and John M. Kittross. Stay Tuned: A Concise History of American Broadcasting (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1978), 183.

5. See Chapter 9, Part IV for a discussion of the controversial issue of whether Jews should be identified by their religious affiliation.

6. One valuable online database of old time radio programs that provides content information about the programs is www.radiogoldindex.com. The site can be searched by both program name and performer name. Once a specific program or performer has been selected, the user can do a keyword search across all the matching listings. However, as with any Internet search, output depends on the input. In doing a keyword search on the site’s 740 listings of Lux Radio Theatre, for example, a search for the word “Jewish” brings up “Gentleman’s Agreement” because the word is included in the description. But the search does not bring up “Counselor at Law” about a Jewish lawyer because the word “Jewish” is not included in the program’s description. Both Lux programs are discussed in Chapter 9.


1

In the Beginning

An understanding of how Jews were portrayed on network radio from the 1920s to the 1950s requires some knowledge of the birth of radio and of the contributions of two men, both of whom just happen to be Jewish. Beyond their common religious heritage, and the fact that neither of the two ever wrote, produced, directed or performed in any radio program, the only other thing they had in common was that they were responsible for the success of the two most powerful networks to broadcast to the American public during radio’s Golden Age.

The two giants of network radio, David Sarnoff of NBC and William S. Paley of CBS, grew up in an age when radio was in its infancy. To understand how these two pioneers achieved their success, one must also understand something about the birth of radio itself.

Radio, as we know it today, owes its origin to a number of people. Scientists, practical folks and dreamers from several different nations and spanning several decades saw their combined efforts change the history of wireless sound from that of very faint code heard over short distances to clear voices and powerful music heard across continents and oceans.

•During the 1860’s, a Scottish physicist, James Clerk Maxwell, predicted the existence of radio waves.

•In 1866, an American dentist, Mahlon Loomis, claimed to create “wireless” aerial communication between two kites.

•Heinrich Hertz, a German, actually detected the existence of radio waves (1886) and later (1893) was able to cause a spark to leap across a gap that generated electromagnetic waves, using an oscillator and a “resonator.”

•A Russian, an Englishman and a Frenchman (Alexander Popov, Oliver Lodge and Edouard Branly) experimented with a process by which electromagnetic waves could be detected, resulting in the development of the “coherer” in 1894.

• In 1894, Guglielmo Marconi perfected the spark-gap transmitter and antenna and in 1896 formed the Wireless Telegraph and Signal Company (later renamed the Marconi Wireless Telegraph Company) in Britain. Shortly thereafter Marconi opened a factory that was to manufacture radio receivers.

A number of other individuals were engaged in research during the final years of the 19th and early years of the 20th century and their efforts, individually and in concert, effectively changed the primitive nature of wireless broadcasting, resulting in greater public interest in this remarkable new invention. Among these often forgotten pioneers were:

•Professor William Gladstone of the University Of Arkansas, who in 1897 is said to have constructed an experimental wireless transmitter.

•Notre Dame Professor Jerome Green, who in 1898 was able to send wireless messages as far one mile, a significant distance at the time.

•In 1903, the German-born scientist Charles Steinmetz developed a high frequency alternator.

•In 1905, Canadian Reginald Fessenden, invented a continuous-wave voice transmitter. He is recognized as being responsible for the very first wireless transmission of the human voice, first on December 23, 1900 using a spark-gap transmitter and again, quite dramatically, on December 24, 1906 when a record of a woman’s voice singing a Christmas carol along with Fessenden, who sang and played a violin, was transmitted from the coast of Maine and heard by wireless operators aboard several ships off the Atlantic coast.

It is not particularly surprising that while the scientific accomplishments of almost every person involved in the early development of radio was based on the findings of others, the temperamental nature of some creative people led to feuds and bitter lawsuits regarding the true ownership of certain rights.

Marconi, cited earlier as being a major player in the development of radio and who, to this day is celebrated as the “father of radio,” drew resentment and outrage from the likes of Professor Oliver Lodge, who viewed Marconi as a late-comer, taking credit due to others and using the power of his financial backers to purchase patents issued to rivals and gain the support of government officials, all of which eased his path to success. Sour grapes? Perhaps but consider the challenge by Nicola Tesla.

A Serb by birth, Tesla made several revolutionary contributions in the fields of electricity and magnetism. He also brought suit against Marconi for patent infringement. A 1943 decision of the United States Supreme Court found in his favor and invalidated Marconi’s patents on the grounds that they were largely based on Tesla’s earlier efforts.

These events and others that were to occur during the first half of the 20th Century involving other giants in the world of radio such as Lee DeForest, Philo Farnsworth and Edwin Howard Armstrong are described in a number of excellent books. Of particular note, the authors recommend: Empire of the Air: The Men Who Made Radio by Tom Lewis.1

David Sarnoff and NBC

The story of how an immigrant boy rose to become the head of the country’s first radio network is in many ways the typical Horatio Alger tale of the success that comes from hard work, perseverance, vision and talent, the good fortune to be in the right place at the right time, plus in the case of Sarnoff, the strength to overcome the many obstacles in the path of immigrants in general, and Jews in particular, during the first half of the 20th century.2

Born in 1891 in a shtetl (village) in Russia, Sarnoff came to America in 1900 at the age of nine. From his early days, when not in school, he was earning money to help support his family: selling newspapers on the street, running errands for a butcher, selling soda and candy in Yiddish theaters, and even occasionally singing at Jewish weddings.

By the age of 15, he landed a job as an office boy with the American Marconi Company that used wireless technology to transmit messages around the world. Six years later, at the age of 21, he became manager of the company’s Wanamaker station.3 His rise in the company was not accidental: he made sure that he was always available to run errands and take on extra tasks, including delivering gifts to his boss’ lady friends. In addition to learning how to transmit and receive messages in code, he also made it a habit to read the company correspondence before he filed the papers, thereby learning a lot more about company matters than some of his superiors. Along the way, he reached the conclusion that his future (and financial success) lay not in the operations side of wireless communications but in where he could influence the company’s sales and growth.

On April 14, 1912, when Sarnoff was 21 years old, the unthinkable occurred. The unsinkable Titanic hit an iceberg on its maiden voyage to the United States and sank, taking some 1,500 souls with it. Popular legend has it that Sarnoff, sitting at his post, heard the first wireless messages about the disaster and alerted the press. The more accurate story, however, is that when Sarnoff most likely heard newspaper vendors on the street crying, “Extra, Extra,” he rushed to the Wanamaker station where he monitored reports from the rescue vessel providing the identities of known survivors to family members and the press.4 The coverage of the Titanic story demonstrated for the first time the vital role wireless communications could play in instantaneously reporting important events happening around the world, a boon to the Marconi Company that had been struggling to show a profit since its inception.

Another popular legend about Sarnoff’s early career at the American Marconi Company was the “Radio Music Box” memorandum he was supposed to have written in 1916 (and which, so the story goes, was ignored by his superiors as being too far fetched). The memo is often cited by Sarnoff’s biographers to show him as a visionary thinker.5 At a time when most of the people who had anything to do with either the transmission or reception of radio were either employees of one of the wireless companies or radio hobbyists, Sarnoff is reported to have written:6


I have in mind a plan of development which would make radio a ‘household utility’ in the same sense as the piano or the phonograph. The idea is to bring music into the home by wireless.

While this had been done in the past by wires, it has been a failure because wires do not lend themselves to this scheme. With radio, however, it would be entirely feasible.

For example, a radiotelephone transmitter having a range of say 25 to 50 miles can be installed at a fixed point where the instrumental or vocal music or both are produced. The receiver can be designed in the form of a simple ‘Radio Music Box’ and arranged for several different wavelengths, which should be changeable with the throwing of a single switch or pressing of a single button.

The ‘Radio Music Box’ can be supplied with amplifying tubes and a loudspeaking telephone, all of which can be neatly mounted in one box. The box can be placed on a table in the parlor or living room, the switch set accordingly and the music received. There should be no difficulty in receiving music perfectly when transmitted within a radius of 25 to 50 miles.

Within such a radius there reside hundreds of thousands of families; and as all can simultaneously receive from a single transmitter there should be no question of receiving sufficiently loud signals to make the performance enjoyable…The use of headphones would be obviated by this method. The development of a small loop antenna to go with each ‘Radio Music Box’ would likewise solve the antenna problem.

The same principle can be extended to numerous other fields as, for example, receiving lectures at home…Baseball scores can be transmitted in the air by the use of one set installed at the Polo Grounds. The same would be true of other cities. The proposition would be especially interesting to farmers and others in outlying districts removed from cities…They could enjoy concerts, lectures, music, recitals, etc. which may be going on in the nearest city within their radius.



World War I had a dramatic impact on the wireless communications industry in the United States — and Sarnoff’s future. The war called attention to the fact that the country’s leading wireless communications company was owned by a foreign corporation and so, at the urging of the federal government, the American Marconi Company severed its ties with its parent, the British Marconi Company. In November, 1919 the new company became known as the Radio Corporation of America (RCA) with the General Electric company as its majority shareholder. Sarnoff, then 28 years of age, became the new company’s commercial manager and in 1921, shortly after his 30th birthday, its general manager in charge of broadcasting. Considering his penchant for “volunteering” and, consciously or otherwise, bringing attention to himself, each of his promotions was brought about as a result of company officials having taken note of the young “Jew boy” who served the company well.

By 1924, RCA owned nine stations, including WJZ in New York City. In 1926, the company acquired WEAF from AT&T and created NBC, jointly owned by RCA (50 percent), General Electric (30 percent) and Westinghouse (20 percent). A year later, owning two stations in New York City, NBC split into two separate networks, the NBC-Red Network with WEAF as its flagship station, and the NBC-Blue Network with WJZ as the flagship station.

[image: image]

David Sarnoff (1) and Guglielmo Marconi (r)
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William S. Paley

In 1927, Sarnoff was elected to the RCA Board, and on January 1, 1929 he was appointed executive vice president. Just one year later, on January 3, 1930, he became president of the company. While Sarnoff didn’t create NBC, he most certainly played a significant role in the establishment of broadcasting’s first and arguably most influential network.

William S. Paley and CBS

Like his rival, David Sarnoff, William Paley did not “create” CBS. But, like Sarnoff, he became its president during the network’s formative years and can be credited with its growth and evolution.7

Ten years younger than Sarnoff, Paley was born in the United States in 1901. Like Sarnoff, his parents had emigrated from Russia. Unlike his NBC counterpart who had to work to support his family, Paley’s father was a successful businessman and young Bill grew up in comfortable surroundings devoid of any financial worries. Throughout his early years, Paley worked closely with his father and it was generally assumed that when he finished his college education he would join enter the family cigar business. Although Paley did not share Sarnoff’s history of financial hardship, he did experience anti-Semitism, particularly as a student at the University of Pennsylvania’s prestigious Wharton School of Finance.

It was not until 1925, when he was 24, that Paley listened to his first radio broadcast through earphones connected to a friend’s primitive crystal set. He was both stunned and captivated by the experience and had a receiver built for himself. Three years later, and almost by accident, he became president of CBS, the country’s second largest network.

During the time that he was completing his formal education and preparing to enter his father’s cigar business, changes were taking place in the wireless telecommunications industry that would influence the future direction of Paley’s life. With the birth of KDKA in 1920, radio was beginning to emerge as a new industry and new stations were springing up all over the country. By 1926, AT&T began to provide NBC with special telephone lines that made it possible for stations across the nation to receive programs directly from New York headquarters or to send them to the entire system. Thus, the network system was born.

In 1927, WCAU, a small struggling station in Philadelphia, signed on with the fledgling United Independent Broadcasters (UIB) network that promised to provide its affiliated stations with both talent and income. When UIB found itself unable to meet its contractual commitments and in need of additional financing, it received an infusion of funds from the Columbia Phonograph Company that was interested in securing air time for some of the artists it had under contract, including Howard Barlow and Donald Voorhees. Before making the investment in UIB, however, Columbia insisted that the network change its name to the Columbia Phonograph Broadcasting System.

When the renamed network lost $100,000 in its first month of operation, Columbia Phonograph bowed out. Not ready to call it quits, but still losing money, the network’s owners appealed to the Levy brothers, the owners of WCAU, for funds. Not having sufficient funds of their own to rescue the network, the brothers approached their friend, Sam Paley, the prosperous owner of the La Palina Cigar Company. Paley, in turn, decided that in lieu of investing in the troubled network, he would help it out by spending $6,500 a week to sponsor a weekly program. (An earlier experience advertising on radio had resulted in an increase in sales.) In return, the grateful network owners suggested that Paley’s son Bill who was young, energetic, experienced in advertising and well educated, might be an ideal person to supervise the network’s general operations. Bill turned down the opportunity but did agree to go to New York one day a week to supervise the production of the program, The La Palina Smoker. His “hands on” style resulted in a new format for the program — and a significant spike in the sale of La Palina Cigars.8

By the time the network began to experience its first month operating in the black, its owners, exhausted from years of frustration, once again approached Sam Paley suggesting that he buy the network for his son. Sam refused, but Bill, less than three years after listening to radio for the very first time, offered to buy the network himself. According to Paley’s biographer, Lewis J. Paper, by this time the younger Paley had come to the realization that he didn’t like the cigar business and wanted a job with more excitement. “The one thing he liked was to meet people of prominence and importance, and you couldn’t meet many people like that in the cigar business.”9

On September 26, 1928, two days shy of his 27th birthday, Paley took over as president of the Columbia Phonograph Broadcasting System. Shortly thereafter, the name of the company was changed to the Columbia Broadcasting System. Less than four months later, on January 8, 1929, Paley proudly went on the air and announced that with 49 stations in 42 cities, his new network had the largest number of affiliates. Aware that a successful image was sometimes more important than the exact truth, Paley’s arithmetic counted the affiliates for NBC-Blue and NBC-Red as two separate networks; when taken together, NBC was clearly the larger network.

Neither David Sarnoff nor William Paley officially founded the networks that they led. However, one cannot challenge the fact that it was the leadership of these two Jewish businessmen that propelled radio into what would eventually become known as its Golden Age.

Notes

1. Tom Lewis, Empire of the Air: The Men Who Made Radio (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 1991).

2. Readers interested in leaning more about Sarnoff and the early days of NBC have several books from which to choose. Eugene Lyons, David Sarnoff: A Biography (New York: Harper & Row, 1966); Kenneth Bilby, The General: David Sarnoff and the Rise of the Communications Industry (New York: Harper & Row, 1986); Carl Dreher, Sarnoff: An American Success (New York: Quadrangle, 1977); Robert Sobel, RCA (New York: Stein and Day, 1986); and Leon Gutterman, editor, The Wisdom of Sarnoff and the World of RCA (Wisdom Society, 1968). Sarnoff’s papers are located at the David Sarnoff Library located in Princeton, New Jersey.

3. Wanamaker was a department store in New York City. The wireless station was located on the building’s roof.

4. Both Erik Barnouw in A Tower in Babel: A History of Broadcasting in the United States to 1933 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1966), 77 and Lyons, David Sarnoff: A Biography, 59, cite the popular version of the “Titanic” legend. However, Dreher, Sarnoff: An American Success, 28, debunks that heroic version (à la Parson Weems).

5. The story of the “Radio Music Box” memo has a somewhat checkered history and it is possible that the memo may not have been written until sometime in the early 1920s. For more insight into the history of the memo see Alexander B. Maroun, “Pushing Technology: David Sarnoff and Wireless Communications, 1911-1921,” presented at the IEEE 2001 Conference on the History of Telecommunications, July 26, 2001, 6. The paper is available online at: http://www.ieee.org/portal/cms_docs_iportals/iportals/aboutus/history_center/magoun.pdf.

6. Dreher, Sarnoff: An American Success, 39-40.

7. For more insights into the life of William S. Paley and the early years of CBS, see Sally Bedell Smith, In All His Glory: The Life & Times of William S. Paley and the Birth of Modern Broadcasting (New York: Touchstone/Simon & Schuster, 1990) and Lewis J. Paper, Empire: William S. Paley and the Making of CBS (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1987).

8. As with the myths surrounding the Sarnoff’s story, there are also contradictory stories about Bill Paley’s initial experience with the La Palina Smoker program. See Bedell, 57-61.

9. Paper, Empire: William S. Paley, 22.
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“Yoo Hoo, Is Anybody?”

By the mid-to-late 1920s, due in part to “lessons learned” as well as the formation of the two networks (three if one considers NBC’s Red and Blue networks as separate entities), a number of new programs were to debut that would enjoy extended runs, thus marking the very beginning of what would later be called radio’s Golden Age. The first and, without doubt, what would become radio’s most important program devoted to the trials and tribulations of a Jewish-American immigrant family debuted in November, 1929. It was the idea of Gertrude Berg who just a month earlier had celebrated her 30th birthday.1

Origins of the Program

Gertrude Berg was born in New York City on October 3, 1899, the daughter of Jake and Dinah Edelstein. In her most charming and informative autobiography, “Molly and Me,” co-written with her son Cherney, she wrote most lovingly about the influence that her paternal grandfather had on her. A native of Lublin, Poland, he, like countless other Jews, came to America to follow a dream and to escape the prevailing anti-Semitism that existed in Eastern Europe. A tinsmith by trade, it wasn’t long before he was able to send for his wife and children, a common practice among immigrants of that era.

When her father, who managed a restaurant in New York City, purchased an estate in New York’s Catskill Mountains and turned it into a summer hotel for middle class Jewish families, Berg’s job was to keep the hotel’s books and provide entertainment for the guests by writing sketches that she and guests’ children would perform. She continued in that capacity for several years, even after marrying an engineer named Lewis (Lew) Berg in 1918 who had been one of the hotel’s guests.

What had begun as a daughter contributing her efforts to a family business, rapidly grew into a passion for writing. Buoyed by the positive responses her sketches received from the hotel’s guests, a confident Berg decided that her playlets were suitable for radio and that she was ready to turn professional. With the enthusiastic encouragement of her husband, and the reluctant approval of her father, Berg, with script in hand and courage in heart, began calling on people who might help her “open doors.” One such person was Herman Bernie, brother of bandleader Ben Bernie and a friend of Lew’s. Bernie, in turn, put Berg in touch with Willie Kamen, a Damon Runyonesque character that she described as, “over six feet tall, bald, fat, smoked a cigar and had a voice like a foghorn” and who addressed her as “Boig.”2

Without giving her a chance to talk about her script, and doubtless based on the build-up about her skills from Herman Bernie, Kamen told her that he had a number of radio projects in the works. When he asked her to write a script for an upcoming musical review, Berg, in what for her must have been a rare, almost speechless reaction, accepted the assignment. In a few days, she submitted a script for which she was praised, paid and promised some future assignments.

Having already penned the very first Goldbergs script, a 500 word epic, Berg was determined to test the waters by having Herman Bernie read it, hoping that, if he liked it, he would pass it along to his influential brother. Ben did indeed like the script and arranged for Berg to meet the program director of WMCA, an independent New York City station. After Berg read her script, the program director complimented her on her good radio voice and offered her a job reading a Christmas cookie commercial over the air in Yiddish. Berg earned $6.00 for her first “on air” performance but still had no luck with her Goldbergs’ script.

Turning to a new subject, Berg wrote a sketch about two young women who worked in a five-and-ten cent store, the popular term given to Woolworth stores, comparable to today’s Wal-Mart chain. The script, Effie and Laura, had a serious as well as a romantic theme. This time, Berg visited the offices of CBS without an appointment, hoping to meet with someone who would evaluate her script. As the new network on the block, CBS was possibly more open to meeting with writers who could provide usable broadcast material. After giving Berg a chance to read the script, the executive told her to return with another person to act out the second role. When she did, the two women auditioned, were hired, and Effie and Laura went on the air. The next day, two things happened. The good news was that Ben Gross, the radio columnist for the New York Daily News had heard the show and liked it. The bad news was that Berg was summoned to CBS headquarters and told that the program was cancelled. Apparently, the script hadn’t been read by the appropriate CBS executive and so no one had flagged what at the time were off-limit words and topics such as God and a less than traditional approach towards marriage.3

Discouraged but, like that other famous Molly (Brown, not Goldberg), Berg remained unsinkable and within days of “Black Friday,” October 25, 1929, she was on the phone trying to contact studio executives willing to look at her script. An executive at NBC agreed to read the script for her proposed series, The Rise of the Goldbergs, and after two weeks of anxious waiting, Berg was invited to return to NBC to discuss contract terms.

Although there is no doubt that Berg was the creator of The Rise of the Goldbergs, Himan Brown, who later became a major figure in radio as the producer of Inner Sanctum, Grand Central Station and many other notable programs, has been quoted on more than one occasion as saying that he was the person who “sold” the idea of The Goldbergs to NBC. Berg, however, makes no mention of Brown in her autobiography. The only known documentation of Brown’s involvement with “selling” the program that appeared while the program was still on the air is a 1939 article in Radio Parade, a fan magazine. In the feature, Lorraine Thomas wrote that it was only after Berg heard Brown read dialect stories on radio that she got the idea to write The Rise of the Goldbergs. She then contacted Brown who read her scripts and “he agreed to try to sell them.” Thomas’ version of events was repeated by Brown in interviews he gave later in life and by Smith in his biography of Berg.4 There remains little question, however, that no matter how much Brown may have been influential in getting NBC to accept the program, the concept of Molly Goldberg and The Rise of the Goldbergs theme was purely a Gertrude Berg invention.

The Rise of the Goldbergs, 1929-1934

The Rise of the Goldbergs (renamed The Goldbergs in 1936) debuted on November 20, 1929 on WJZ, one of NBC’s two New York flagship stations. The original contract called for five 15-minute scripts over a four week period and for Berg to portray Molly Goldberg. In return, Berg was paid $75.00 per week out of which she was responsible for paying the cast. The contract also called for an increase to $100.00 per week if the contract was renewed for an additional four weeks.

Faced with the immediate need to come up with three additional scripts before the first program aired, Berg took refuge in the main reading room of New York’s 42nd Street Library where, away from the distractions of home and family, she handwrote the scripts for episodes two, three and four. It was only after a friend told her that other patrons in the library were concerned about the faces she made while acting out what she was writing that she continued her writing endeavors at home.5

For ideas for story lines and characters, Berg drew from her personal life, writing that, “I translated my life with my grandmother, my mother and father, my friends, the people I had heard about, into the Goldbergs and began to relive it on the air.”6 In the very first episode, for example, Molly’s husband Jake, who was working in the dress business, wanted to open his own factory but lacked the cash needed to rent loft space and sewing machines. Berg, drawing from her childhood recollection of a grandmother putting loose change in a jar for a “rainy day,” had Molly come to her husband’s rescue with the loose change that she too has been setting aside. The experience of living in a three-story walk-up apartment building also taught her that there were few secrets that neighbors could have from one another that would not be revealed by the common dumbwaiter shaft that served each apartment. Berg also credited her frequent visits to New York City’s Lower East Side where many of the Jewish immigrants lived for script ideas.7

Berg’s plots were based on the well known immigrant themes of respect for education, family values and the generational conflict between immigrant parents and their American-born children, themes that resonated with all immigrant groups, regardless of origin or religion. Underscoring those themes was her desire to present an alternative image of Jews from that which was common on the vaudeville stages at the time. As her biographer Glenn Smith explained, Berg strongly objected to the broken dialect and smutty wise-cracks of Jewish comedians as well as the sugar-coated sentimentalities of many of the individuals she considered “the good-willers.” Both stereotypes, she believed, were a far cry from the Jewish people she knew — and wanted to write about.8

In an early episode, “Sammy’s Report Card,” Berg dealt with the issue of parental concern for their children’s future. Worried about Sammy’s poor grades in school and the company he had been keeping, Molly and Jake try to console each other. 




	Jake:
	Vhen I read in de newspapers from gangs and loifers, my blood gets cold. Dat’s vhy, Molly, I’m begging you, look out for de company he goes, please.



	Molly:
	Don’t vorry. You vatch out far de beezness and I’ll take care from de children. Vhat else is my life but only de little hope from my children? If Sammy would only be like I would like, I could feel myself, I’m telling you, bigger dan Christopher Columbus, and bigger even dan Abraham Lincoln. Ulleright, only don’t vorry yourself. Ve’ll have only pleasure from de children. Who knows a child better dan a modder, ha?”9





Strip away the Yiddish dialect and clearly Molly and Jake’s words could be echoed by any family anywhere in the United States.

[image: image]

Gertrude Berg in an undated photograph.

Immigrant listeners could also relate to Molly’s deference to people of authority, as when she had to ask a policeman for directions: “Mr. Policeman, Officer of the law, Your Honor, could you be so kindly if you would to inform me of the location of where is Fourteenth Street?” Relieved at having gotten the answer and not being arrested for asking a simple question, Molly then thanked the policeman: “You are most kind, dear Mr. Officer…(and) very pleased to have made your acquaintance.”

While the use of the Yiddish dialect by Molly and Jake clearly identified the family as Jewish, most of the scripts dealt with generic family themes. The distinctly “Jewish” scripts, when they were used, usually centered around special family events such as Sammy’s Bar Mitzvah (a Jewish “coming of age” ceremony when boys reach the age of 13) or the observance of Jewish holidays such as Passover or Yom Kippur. The scripts for these episodes included an array of Yiddish words without any explanation such as “simcha” (a joyous occasion), “shuhl” (a small synagogue), and “tallith” (a Jewish prayer shawl). Two well known Jewish opera singers, Jan Peerce and Robert Merrill, also appeared occasionally on the program, usually on episodes connected to holiday celebrations during which they chanted Jewish prayers such as “Kol Nidre.”10

By combining universal family themes with Jewish themes, the program brought an understanding of Jews into the homes of millions of Americans who had, until that time, little or no knowledge of Jews or Judaism. Jews, as exemplified by the Goldbergs, were no different than other striving families.


During its five years on the air ‘The Rise of the Goldbergs’ became much more than an entertaining and popular sketch. It developed into the most valuable means of building inter-religious and interracial good will. The universality of its appeal and its refined and restrained sympathy won for it a huge Christian audience…Farmers’ wives, Quaker women, lumberjacks, art connoisseurs, physicians, teachers, sailors and chauffeurs have written in by the hundreds of thousands to tell Molly of the pleasure her sketch affords them.11


In its earliest episodes, and with a limited budget, the program featured only four speaking characters, although other “off air” characters were referred to in the scripts.

Molly, the mother, wife, homemaker, philosopher and matriarch was portrayed by Gertrude Berg. The character, Berg wrote, was an amalgam of her mother and grandmother with some added characteristics belonging to the guests at the family’s hotel. In addition to her warmth and wisdom, Molly’s most distinctive characteristic or trademark was her speaking style: a fractured combination of formal and colloquial English leavened with a healthy penchant for malapropisms. (The American-born Berg was accent free.)

•How is the progressing of my offspring? she asked Sammy’s violin teacher.

•Enter, whoever.

•It’s late, Jake, and time to expire.

•Give me a swallow the glass.

•Come will and come may, I must face it in real life.

Jake, Molly’s husband, father to their children, bread winner and patient soul mate, was initially portrayed by teenager Himan Brown but was replaced after the first season by the veteran actor James R. Waters,12 possibly because Berg wanted a more mature voice. Waters remained in the role until his death in 1945 when, rather than find a replacement to take on the role, scripts for quite some time thereafter referred to Jake as









































	Molly:
	To understand the whys and wherefores of human behavior. David. Like only God can make a tree. That’s only how he can understand. Eh. How much good and how much evil there is in people, David. It’s too bad life is so short David.



	David:
	Why?



	Molly:
	Because…Because there’s too much to learn in one life.



	David:
	The desire to live leaves you with each page of knowledge, Molly. Believe me.



	Molly:
	I don’t think so David. Knowledge is light.



	David:
	That’s what I mean.



	Molly:
	Well, to see is to learn. To learn is to change what needs changing



	David:
	Then we all want to be a fixer, Molly. Eh, Molly, Molly. What I’d like, one day on earth after the alterations were finished.



	Molly:
	Me too.



	David:
	What do you think you would find, Molly? Angels on earth Molly?



	Molly:
	Maybe not angels with wings, David.



	David:
	Then don’t be a dreamer Molly. Dreams can be heavy and a burden that can bend your back too, Molly.



	Molly:
	I don’t think so David. I have one belief David.



	David:
	Yeh.



	Molly:
	I think if a man can be bad, he can also be good. I mean if some can be bad and some good, then it’s possible for all to be good.
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