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To: Dr. Whitehead, Susan Burgess 
From: Ben Haskins 
Re: Radio Music Box Memo 
 
I. Question Presented 
David Sarnoff wrote a memo on the “radio music box,” in which he proposes the creation of this 
thing where Marconi would transmit music by radio and sell receivers to the public.  Sarnoff 
claims that he wrote this memo in 1916, and that it marks the creation of radio.  Later historians 
cast doubt on the authenticity of the memo’s date – they think it was written after 1920 – and 
there’s some evidence it was written after H.P. Davis created KDKA and, thus, that Sarnoff was 
just grandstanding.  Were there any memos responding to Sarnoff’s 1916 memo?  Summarize 
the evidence for and against the memo’s alleged 1916 creation date.  
 
II. Introduction 

 The Radio Music Box Memo has contributed much to the persona of Sarnoff.  Relying at 

the utmost upon statements of Sarnoff himself, for years it was widely assumed that he wrote in 

1915 the RMBM which sets forth a rather detailed game plan for household radio.  No such 

detailed memo with a 1915 date upon it exists at this current time.  The quandary this provides is 

that there is no way to say for sure whether the memo ever truly existed, in detailed form, in 

1915.  Recent research points to a reasonable conclusion that Sarnoff had some idea about 

household radio around 1915/16, but did not articulate it fully until 1920.  As you will see, this 

contradicts statements made by Sarnoff himself, but given his penchant for exaggeration, this is 

hardly a surprise. 

III. The Saturday Evening Post to Archer 

 There is good reason to think that a detailed, 1915 RMBM was written.  In 1926, Sarnoff 

wrote two articles in the SEP, entitled “Radio,” in which he shared much of his experience in the 

radio business.1  In that article he stated: 

So impressed was I with the work of the amateurs and the interest it was arousing 
everywhere that in 1915, as assistant traffic manager of the Marconi Company, I 
submitted a report urging the company to confine itself no longer to the ocean.  

                                                
1 Sarnoff, David. “Radio.” Saturday Evening Post August 7, 14, 1926. 
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Waxing prophetic, I visioned a radio music box arranged for several different 
wave lengths which should be changeable with the throwing of a single switch or 
the pressing of a single button.2 
 

He stated that he had a copy of the 1915 memo in front of him (he was dictating the article) and 

went on to give the details for which his 1915 RMBM became known, including its household 

utility and the possibilities of broadcasting lectures and baseball games.3  Thus we essentially 

have Sarnoff himself dating a detailed RMBM at 1915.  Given his exaggerations in the same 

article about his role in the Titanic rescue4, however, this isn’t the most persuasive evidence. 

 The oft-cited source for the 1915 (or 1916, in this case) date is the History of Radio to 

1926 by Gleason Archer.  Therein, Archer reprints what he claims to be a 1916 memo from 

Sarnoff to Edward Nally, which begins with “I have in mind a plan of development which would 

make radio a ‘household utility’ in the same sense as the piano or phonograph.  The idea is to 

bring music into the house by wireless.”5  It then goes on to discuss the possible design of the 

“Radio Music Box” and its possible range, and the possibility of using radio to broadcast lectures 

and baseball games into homes, just as mentioned in the SEP article.6  The memo quoted from in 

the SEP is of the same detailed variety as the one found in Archer. 

IV. Casting Doubt on Whether Archer’s Source Was a Detailed, 1915 RMBM 

 Archer’s claims do not come without criticism.  Professor Louise Benjamin, who has 

done much research on the RMBM, believes that the likely source for the memo reprinted in 

                                                
2 Sarnoff, August 7, at 142,145. 

3 Id. at 145. 

4 Id. at 141. 

5 Gleason, Archer L., History of Radio to 1926, The New York Historical Society, 1938. p. 112. 

6 Id. at 112-113. 
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Archer is not a 1915/16 memo, despite his claims, but a 1920 memo which was written by 

Sarnoff to Owen Young on January 31, 1920, shortly after the creation of RCA.7  Inside of a 28 

page report to Young is found what is essentially the RMBM found in Archer, with 

modifications.  Sarnoff begins that memo by stating that he presented such an idea to Nally in 

1915.  It is likely that Archer saw a copy of the 1920 memo and, because Sarnoff referred back 

to 1915, assumed that it was the same.  There are two reasons, I think, for this to be likely. 

 First, as Prof. Benjamin explores in her paper, the differences seen between the reprint in 

Archer and the 1920 memo are largely grammatical and word choice edits.  These edits are 

consistent with the idea that the memo was changed somewhere from 1920 to 1938 to be fit to be 

a company document.  For example, certain punctuation used by Sarnoff to provide emphasis on 

one sentence was changed to ordinary type, or the removal of the word “propaganda” from 

Archer’s version, which fits with the negative connotation that word had derived between 1920 

and 1938.  Thus, it is entirely possible that the 1920 memo, with institutional modifications, was 

Archer’s source, and not a detailed 1915 RMBM.8 

 The second reason to suspect that Archer did not have an actual 1915 RMBM for his 

source is a letter found by Prof. Benjamin, which she reprints in her second article on the topic.  

The letter was a response to Sarnoff seeking a copy of the original Music Box memo in 

preparation for his Saturday Evening Post articles.  The letter, dated in May 1925, is from a 

researcher identified only as “T.N.B.” and stated: 

                                                
7 Louise Benjamin. In Search of the Sarnoff “Radio Music Box” Memo. 37 J. Broadcasting & 

Electronic Media 325, 327 (1993). 

8 Id. at 332. 
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Some time ago you asked me about some early correspondence in 
connection with your “music box” scheme. 

I have not, to date, been able to locate anything earlier than 1916, and 
enclose herewith the original of your memorandum of November 8 of that year to 
Mr. Nally and the carbon of Mr. Nally’s reply of the 9th.  Note that your 
memorandum carries file reference number “A-22.”  This may give you a clue to 
the correspondence. 

In your letter of August 2, 1922, to Dr. Goldsmith on the subject of 
“Individual Radio (Radiolette)” of which you sent a carbon to Mr. Nally with the 
penned notation “Another brainstorm” you quote from a letter of 1915 to Mr. 
Nally [exact date not given] – 

“I have in mind a plan of development which would make radio a 
household utility in the same sense as the piano or phonograph *********** [sic] 
The idea is to bring music into the house by wireless.” 

I have not, so far, been able to locate this letter of 1915 but shall continue 
my search. 

Sincerely, [Initialed] T.N.B.9 
 

The letter suggests that no detailed 1915 RMBM existed in the RCA archives in 1925 

because the sentence “I have in mind a plan…” is from a detailed version of the memo as 

found in Archer.  Thus, it is highly unlikely that Archer had such a memo for a source.  

Also, this letter sheds doubt onto Sarnoff’s claim made in the SEP article in which he 

claimed that he had a 1915 memo handy.  T.N.B.’s letter suggests that Sarnoff didn’t 

have a copy before May 1925, and no evidence suggests that he obtained one between 

then and little over a year later outside of his statements. 

V. What We Do Have: Nally’s Reply 

 In Prof. Benjamin’s second article on the subject, she discussed the finding of two 

memos, one sent from Sarnoff to Nally on November 8, 1916, and one from Nally to Sarnoff on 

the next day (which are also mentioned in the above letter).  As she notes, this fits into the 

paradigm given by Archer: 

                                                
9 Louise Benjamin. In Search of the Sarnoff “Radio Music Box” Memo: Nally’s Reply. 9 Journal 
of Radio Studies 97, 101 (2002). 
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In 1916 Mr. Sarnoff embodied in a written recommendation to Edward J. Nally, 
the General Manager of the Marconi Company, the details of his proposed “Radio 
Music Box” scheme.  Mr. Nally’s reply, dated November 9, 1916, is in existence 
and has been examined by the author.10  
 

In the preceding excerpt, Archer is clearly thinking of the detailed version of the RMBM, of 

which only the 1920’s version exists.  The memo which Prof. Benjamin uncovered from 1916, 

however, was not the detailed one described by Archer, but the following: 

Mr. Nally, 
 This is a matter which I have given much thought during your absence.  It 
involves my “music box scheme” about which I spoke to you sometime ago.  I 
still believe in it and my faith is even stronger.  It is one of the things I am saving 
up to talk over with you when your time will permit. 
 

The note is initialed ‘D.S.’ and contains the following handwritten addendum in David Sarnoff’s 

script: 

 Here’s an opportunity, too, to make a big thing out of the Marconi 
Publishing Co. as we can work in the Wireless Age on this proposition. 
 

Again, this postscript is initialed ‘D.S.’11 

The reply of Nally, which is mentioned in Archer, was titled “Re: MUSIC BOX 

SCHEME”12 and stated: 

With reference to the attached, I think we should at once take steps to protect our 
interests.  I have some views along these lines and shall be glad to discuss them 
with you in connection with the Gramaphone [sic] Company’s agreement, which I 
and sending you separately.13 
 

While the memo from Sarnoff to Nally isn’t the detailed RMBM found in Archer (and 

many latter books on Sarnoff), it still shows that he had in mind a scheme for household 

                                                
10 Archer at 112. 
11 Nally’s Reply at 100. 

12 Id. 

13 Id. at 100-01. 
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broadcast radio.  Mr. Nally’s reply, in mentioning the Gramophone agreement, shows 

that he saw the possibilities of broadcasting music through the new radio technologies.14  

Sarnoff’s memo refers back to having spoken to Nally about it earlier, but does not 

necessarily refer to a detailed RMBM from 1915. 

IV. Conclusion 

 In light of the above, it seems two possible conclusions could be drawn.  The first 

is that Sarnoff had an idea of household radio in 1915/16, and, after fully articulating the 

details in the 1920 memo to Young, later claimed that 1920 version to be essentially the 

same as a memo he wrote in 1915.  We know that Sarnoff did not have a copy of a 

detailed 1915 memo in 1925, and therefore not likely that he had one in 1926.  This 

would be consistent with the idea that he was “grandstanding.”  This conclusion is also 

supported by the fact that Archer likely never saw a detailed 1915 memo, but a copy of 

Sarnoff’s 1920 RMBM, which he then assumed to be the same.  This would explain 

much of the post 1938 assumption that Sarnoff wrote the RMBM in 1915.  The non-

existence of any 1915, detailed RMBM obviously supports this conclusion as well. 

 The second possibility, opposite from the one above, is that the 1920 version of 

the memo actually had a 1915 brother, but only one survived.  This is supported by the 

fact that Sarnoff treats them as the same multiple times.  I think this possibility unlikely 

given Sarnoff’s ability to exaggerate.  Also, there does not seem to be any pre-1920 

reference to a detailed RMBM.15  However, Sarnoff’s multiple statements which point to 

                                                
14 Nallly’s Reply at 103. 

15 Alexander B. Magoun, “Pushing Technology: David Sarnoff and Wireless Communications, 

1911-1921” Presented at IEEE 2001 Conference on the History of Telecommunications, St. 
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a 1915 version of the memo are somewhat persuasive.  On the other hand, the only 

references to a 1915 memo are Sarnoff’s, as there does not appear to be any replies from 

Nally regarding a 1915 memo, just the 1916 one. 

                                                                                                                                                       
John’s, Newfoundland, July 26, 2001.  

http://www.ieee.org/portal/cms_docs_iportals/iportals/aboutus/history_center/magoun.pdf 
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1. KDKA model (pre-network model) 
a. Establishment of a radio broadcast industry & consumer electronics business 
b. Patent issues 
c. AT&T’s entry, attempted monopoly 
d. RCA’s role 

2. Programs, Copyright 
3. Spectrum, interference, regulation, public interest, Hoover, allocations, 1927 Act 
4. Network broadcasting 

a. AT&T’s exit 
b. Creation of NBC 
c. Allocation of high-powered regional stations 

5. Feasibility of only three networks 
6. Advertising, entry of CBS, consolidation of the network model, program content 

evolution, 1934 Act 
 



Pooling Patent 

During World War I, the Navy took at least two major actions in the radio field.  First, to 

control the airwaves the Navy took over operations of all high-power U.S. radio stations and 

closed amateur radio stations in 1917.1  Second, it cleared the way for the production of vacuum 

tubes.  Radio technology, including vacuum tubes, was the subject of many patents in the 1900s.  

These patents “tied most [vacuum-tube production] companies into knots” because of the risk of 

infringement.2  The Navy was keen to use vacuum tubes for its wireless communications, but 

needed to resolve the patent conflict before manufacturers would supply the tubes.  The Navy 

provided indemnity for manufacturers by assuming the risk of infringement suits by patent 

holders.3  Although this temporarily dealt with the problem during war-time, after WWI the 

patent problem returned. 

Immediately after the war in 1919, American Marconi approached GE about exclusive 

rights to a powerful alternator made by GE and known to be the “best and most reliable 

transatlantic radio communication device” of the time.4  The Navy strongly opposed this deal as 

it gave a foreigner a monopoly on U.S.-Europe radio communications.5  The Navy still 

controlled American Marconi-owned high-power stations.6  Under pressure, British Marconi sold 

its stake in American Marconi to GE, which then bought out the American shareholders of 

                                                
1 CHRISTOPHER H. STERLING & JOHN MICHAEL KITTROSS, STAY TUNED: A HISTORY OF AMERICAN BROADCASTING 
48, 56 (2002). 
2 CHRISTOPHER H. STERLING & JOHN MICHAEL KITTROSS, STAY TUNED: A HISTORY OF AMERICAN BROADCASTING 
49 (2002). 
3 CHRISTOPHER H. STERLING & JOHN MICHAEL KITTROSS, STAY TUNED: A HISTORY OF AMERICAN BROADCASTING 
49 (2002). 
4 CHRISTOPHER H. STERLING & JOHN MICHAEL KITTROSS, STAY TUNED: A HISTORY OF AMERICAN BROADCASTING 
57 (2002). 
5 CHRISTOPHER H. STERLING & JOHN MICHAEL KITTROSS, STAY TUNED: A HISTORY OF AMERICAN BROADCASTING 
57 (2002). 
6 CHRISTOPHER H. STERLING & JOHN MICHAEL KITTROSS, STAY TUNED: A HISTORY OF AMERICAN BROADCASTING 
58 (2002).  The Navy was ordered to return all stations to their owners by March 1, 1920.  Id. at 57.  



American Marconi.7  GE formed the Radio Corporation of America (RCA), and transferred the 

American Marconi assets over to it.8  The Navy released the American Marconi stations.9  GE 

and RCA cross-licensed each other for their radio patents. 

On July 1, 1920, GE, RCA, and AT&T signed a patent pooling and cross-licensing 

agreement that allowed for the commercial sale of triodes, a component of the vacuum tube, to 

be sold legally.10  More patents came into the pool over time, including the Westinghouse radio 

portfolio by June 1921.11 

AT&T Gets Out of Radio 

 The patent pool, however, was not without restrictive language.  AT&T claimed that 

under the pooling agreement it had the exclusive right to provide the communication links for 

chain (network) broadcasting.12  AT&T owned station WEAF and carried its affiliates on its own 

(Bell System) network, relegating the other stations to the inferior Western Union lines.13  On 

this dispute and others, AT&T, Westinghouse, GE, and RCA agreed to binding arbitration in 

1925.14  AT&T threatened to withdraw from the patent pool, which would have set the entire 

industry back to the post-war production stalemate.15  In early 1926 the companies agreed that 
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AT&T could have a monopoly on the connections between stations, in exchange for getting out 

of station-ownership for eight years.16   

[Anything about preferential rate structure for GE, RCA, and Westinghouse?]  [NBC? 

CBS?  Did they get into this agreement too?]  [Congressional concern about AT&T?] 

Radio Regulation & Allocations – The Rise of Localism 

In 1927, shortly after the deal between AT&T, RCA, GE, and Westinghouse, the 

Congress created the Federal Radio Commission through the Radio Act.17  The Radio Act was 

“passed in response to congressional concern regarding the concentration of many radio 

licensees within small geographic areas around major cities, leaving the more remote and less 

populous communities without radio service.”18 

The Radio Act carved the U.S. into five geographic zones [why?].  An amendment to the 

Radio Act, the Davis Amendment, required equality in the number of stations, power, and 

broadcasting time between each of the five zones.19  In 1928, the FRC adopted General Order 40, 

which allocated 40 channels to high-power broadcasting, 35 channels to regional stations with 

medium-power, and 21 channels for low-power local stations.20  [Generally, it was the larger 

companies who owned the high-power stations, so General Order 40 cleared the air for 

dominance by [companies].] 

This set the pattern for only a few high-power stations. 

                                                
16 CHRISTOPHER H. STERLING & JOHN MICHAEL KITTROSS, STAY TUNED: A HISTORY OF AMERICAN BROADCASTING 
77 (2002). 
17 Pub. L. No. 69-632, 44 Stat. 1162 (1927). 
18 David M. Silverman & David N. Tobenkin, The FCC’s Main Studio Rule: Achieving Little for Localism at a 
Great Cost to Broadcasters, 53 FED. COMM. L.J. 469, 474 (2001). 
19 CHRISTOPHER H. STERLING & JOHN MICHAEL KITTROSS, STAY TUNED: A HISTORY OF AMERICAN BROADCASTING 
143-44 (2002). 
20 FCC, General Order 40, Aug. 30, 1928; CHRISTOPHER H. STERLING & JOHN MICHAEL KITTROSS, STAY TUNED: A 
HISTORY OF AMERICAN BROADCASTING 144-45(2002). 



History of Television Channel Allocations 

Early television was managed by the Federal Radio Commission.  It is not surprising 

therefore that spectrum allocation for television traces its roots to radio.  [Summary of radio 

spectrum allocation.] 

In 1928, the annual report of the Federal Radio Commission (FRC) indicated that 

experimentation was under way with “visual” broadcasting, but that it was “only a matter of 

speculation.”21  In 1929, the FRC allocated four channels for experimental visual broadcasting.22  

Experimentation continued throughout the 1930s but the industry did not reach consensus on 

technical standards for television during that time.23  At the same time, the Federal 

Communications Commission (FCC) was established by the Communications Act of 1934, and 

subsumed the work of the FRC.24  The FCC, citing discord in the industry, declined to set 

technical standards.25  However, the FCC increased the number of channels available to 

television—allocating 19 channels in 1937.26  In 1939, the FCC began to receive its first 

applications for commercial broadcasting.27  In late 1939, the FCC adopted rules that permitted 

limited commercial television.28  The industry still lacked technical standards, and the FCC was 

torn between allowing experimentation and protecting the public from investing in technologies 

                                                
21 Get 1928 FRC Annual Report; Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 
10 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
22 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 12 (Sept. 13, 1948) 
23 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶¶ 13-15 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
24 Communcations Act of 1934. 
25 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 17 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
26 Get FCC Order 19; Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 16 (Sept. 13, 
1948). 
27 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 17 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
28 Get Nov. 15, 1939 report.  Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 18 
(Sept. 13, 1948). 



that might quickly become obsolete.29  In February 1940, the FCC warned that “nothing should 

be done to encourage a large public investment in television receivers.”30 

In March 20, 1940, RCA rolled out a marketing campaign aimed at encouraging sales of 

television receivers.31  Faced with the possibility of “large public investment” in television sets 

that might either become obsolete or lead to the establishment of a de facto technical standard, 

the FCC repealed its rules permitting limited commercial broadcasting.32  

Under pressure to set standards before the FCC would permit commercial television 

broadcasting, the Radio Manufacturers Association formed the National Television Systems 

Committee (NTSC) in 1941.33  Although unable to set color television standards, the NTSC 

submitted standards to FCC for monochrome television.34  In a single order in April 1941, the 

FCC approved the NTSC standards and opened 18 channels to commercial broadcasting.35 

Commercial stations began to pop up: two in New York City, one in Philadelphia, 

another in Schenectady, and a fifth in Chicago.36  With only these five stations in operation, 

World War II intervened.37  In April 1942, the War Production Board required manufacturers to 

stop producing civilian radio receivers; ordering them to produce military sets instead.38  This 

expanded to include television manufacturers as well.39  Even with a functioning reciever, 

                                                
29 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 19 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
30 Get Feb. 29, 1940 report.  Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 19 
(Sept. 13, 1948). 
31 CHRISTOPHER H. STERLING & JOHN MICHAEL KITTROSS, STAY TUNED: A HISTORY OF AMERICAN BROADCASTING 
167 (2002); Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 19 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
32 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 19 (Sept. 13, 1948); Get Report 
Repealing Rules. 
33 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 20 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
34 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 20 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
35 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 21 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
36 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 22 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
37 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 22 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
38 CHRISTOPHER H. STERLING & JOHN MICHAEL KITTROSS, STAY TUNED: A HISTORY OF AMERICAN BROADCASTING 
245 (2002). 
39 CHRISTOPHER H. STERLING & JOHN MICHAEL KITTROSS, STAY TUNED: A HISTORY OF AMERICAN BROADCASTING 
245 (2002). 



television and programming was slim.40  The five existing television stations were allowed to 

continue broadcasting, and they “kept the art alive during the war.”41 

The FCC held spectrum allocation hearings in 1944, “the most comprehensive 

proceeding of its kind in the history of radio.”42  Shuffling around the various groups requiring 

spectrum, such as civil aviation and military, the FCC allocated 12 channels to television—a 6-

channel reduction from the earlier allocation.43  In a subsequent speech, Commissioner Coy 

remarked that this allocation was “not intended to represent a satisfaction of television’s 

requirement; 12 simply represented the most VHF spectrum space . . . which, on a relative basis, 

the Commission then believed was justifiable.”44  Commissioner Coy noted that television was 

experiencing a demand for growth at that time, so the reduction of channels was particularly 

unfortunate.45  At 12 channels, “a nationwide and competitive system of television broadcasting 

could not be established.”46  Despite the reduction in the number of channels, the industry 

presented its opinion that 12 channels was enough to start with.47  In June 1945, the FCC issued 

an allocation report which gave television 13 channels, 12 of which were to be shared with 

“fixed and mobile services.”48 

After this report, the FCC engineering staff, working with industry representatives, was 

given the task of equitably assigning the 13 channels to cities in the United States in a way that 

                                                
40 CHRISTOPHER H. STERLING & JOHN MICHAEL KITTROSS, STAY TUNED: A HISTORY OF AMERICAN BROADCASTING 
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44 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 25 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
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47 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 28 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
48 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 30 (Sept. 13, 1948).   



minimized interference.49  The engineers proposed to assign channels based on geographic 

distance.50  Although antenna height and power were of interest, distance was the most important 

variable.51  The engineers considered two metrics in particular, the distance between co-channel 

assignments (the distance between Channel 2 in one city and Channel 2 in another city) and 

between adjacent assignments (the distance between Channels 2 and 3 in any area).  The 

engineers proposed various distances between co-channel assignments—200 miles, 170 miles, 

150 miles—but those would have restricted New York City and other major cities to fewer 

channels than were available.52  By reducing the spacing for “community stations”53 the FCC 

was able to provide a few more channels to the big, congested cities—Washington and 

Philadelphia got three, Chicago got five, and New York City got four.54 

Shortly after the FCC released its assignment plan, the wartime construction ban was 

lifted.  On October 7, 1945, the FCC rescinded its orders halting construction of new television 

stations, and the FCC began to sift through the 118 applications for new television facilities that 

piled up during the war.55   

On October 11, 1945, hearings were held on the allocation plan.  The industry argued that 

the major cities needed more channels.56  Proposing the use of directional antennae and closer 

                                                
49 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 31 (Sept. 13, 1948); 
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channel spacing, the industry submitted a new allocation plan to the FCC.57  The FCC rejected 

this plan because of concerns voiced by the Civil Aeronautics Administration about the location 

of the directional antennae.58  Instead, the FCC adjusted the allocation plan in November 1945 to 

meet industry’s proposal, not using directional antennae but shrinking the distances between 

channels to 150 miles or less.59  FCC ultimately assigned seven channels to New York City by 

removing two local channels from nearby towns.60 

[big gap – what was going on?] 

In May 1948, the FCC eliminated channel 1 and reallocated that spectrum to public 

safety uses.  The plan to “share” spectrum with public saftey on 12 channels did not materialize, 

and out of concern for “stable allocations for the vital safety and protective services” the FCC 

shifted the allocations for channel 1 to the other 12 channels.61  To do this, the FCC had to 

reduce channel spacing.62   

In some smaller towns, channels allocated by the FCC were not being used.  In larger 

cities, would-be licensees were asking the FCC to assign those unused channels in nearby towns 

to them.  On May 8, 1948, the FCC released a proposed plan that attempted to address this 

situation by reallocating the channels to meet demand.63  The FCC generally observed the 150-

mile co-channel separation and 75-mile adjacent channel separations, but in some areas the 

distances were “drastically reduced.”64 

                                                
57 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 38 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
58 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶¶ 38-39 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
59 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 40 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
60 CHRISTOPHER H. STERLING & JOHN MICHAEL KITTROSS, STAY TUNED: A HISTORY OF AMERICAN BROADCASTING 
320 (2002). 
61 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 42-43 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
62 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 42 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
63 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 43-45 (Sept. 13, 1948). 
64 Chairman Coy, Remarks at the Allocation of Television Channels Conference ¶ 45 (Sept. 13, 1948). 



Throughout this time, growth in television was not confined to the United States.  As 

more television stations came online in the United States, Canada, Mexico, and Cuba also 

experienced television growth in the late 1940s, which increased interference with U.S. 

channels.65  The sunspot phenomenon, or tropospheric propagation, also increased interference.66  

By Fall 1948, “the shortcomings of the 1945 allocation table became unbearable.”67  Indeed, in 

his September 13, 1948 speech, Chairman Coy noted that “[w]e have continually thrown away 

the ‘safety factor’ of greater mileage separations . . . and today the assignements on these 12 

channels are exposed to interference.”68  To make adequate changes to the plan, he argued, new 

applications would “necessarily need to be held up pending the . . . final plan.”69 

On September 20, 1948, the FCC called a freeze on the growth of television in the United 

States.70  [Describe Freeze.]  The Freeze lasted until 1952.71  Increasing co-channel separations 

the 1945 plan’s distance of 150 miles, the 1952 plan called for 190-mile separations in most 

areas.72  The 1952 plan increased the distance in the Gulf states to 220 miles, and shortened it to 

170 miles in the Northeast.73  Where stations interfered, the FCC shifted them to allocations on 

the VHF band where they would not conflict.74 
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The effect of these geographic limits was to constrain the number of channels that could 

be viewed in any particular location.  Those who already had licenses before the 1948 Freeze 

faced less competition under the 1952 plan.75  Those who applied for licenses after the end of the 

1948 Freeze complained that “a bit of interference was a small price to pay for healthy 

competition.”76 
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WEAF and the Evolution of Direct Ads 

Despite general opposition to the concept of advertising over radio, AT&T’s 

experimental station WEAF in New York City initiated “toll broadcasting,” whereby it 

invited paying customers to enter its radio “phone booth” to call the public.1  WEAF 

broadcast the first radio commercial on August 28, 1922 – twelve days after it went on 

the air for the first time.2  Harry Clinton Smith, an employee in AT&T’s commercial 

department, thought of the idea and sold time to the Queensboro Corporation, a New 

York realty company, allowing one of its employees to make a ten-minute speech about 

Jackson Heights apartments for sale.3  Soon, other companies began paying to give ten 

minute talks over the air, and a 1923 AT&T memo noted that WEAF cost $175,000 a 

year to operate and predicted that an “organized sales force” would produce revenue of 

$330,000 in a year.4   

Encouraged by advertising’s revenue, but seeking to assuage the public’s distaste 

for ads, WEAF adopted a form of indirect advertising whereby companies could lend 

their names to bands and orchestras, raising audiences’ brand awareness every time that 

                                                
1 Marchand at 89 citing Sydney W. Head, Broadcasting in America (Boston 1972) at 146-
47 and John W. Spalding, “1928: Radio Becomes a Mass Medium,” Journal of 
Broadcasting 8 (1963-64):40; Starr at 336.  
 
2 Archer at 275. 
 
3 Oslin at 284; Bergreen at 31; Archer at 276; Barnouw at 110, 158; Lichty & Topping at 
196. 
 
4 Bergreen at 32. 
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they played.5  Then in late 1923, WEAF hit on another advertising idea, allowing 

companies to sponsor an entire program.6  Within a year, advertisers selling products like 

toothpaste, batteries, ginger ale began sponsoring programs,7 and between 1923 and 

1927, advertisers and businesses generally believed that ads should be limited to 

sponsorships that would build good will that would be destroyed by direct ads.8  Not only 

did the program sponsorship model change the way listeners perceived ads, it also 

satisfied listeners’ desire for programs of dependable quality.9  WEAF’s initial self-

image as a common carrier, whereby anyone willing to pay to broadcast a message could 

do so,10 ignored its audience’s demand for good programming, and WEAF became 

profitable only after AT&T began arranging high quality programming produced for 

sponsors.11 

According to Bergreen, WEAF’s first sponsored program – The Everready Hour – 

launched in December, 1923 set another broadcasting precedent by being produced by an 

advertising agency rather than the network or sponsor.12  Gradually, agency program 

                                                
5 Id. at 33; Barnouw at 158 credits the same Harry Smith who negotiated the Queensboro 
Corporation’s first ad with creating the idea for the “Browning King Orchestra”; 
Marchand at 93. 
 
6 Bergreen at 33-34. 
 
7 Oslin at 284. 
 
8 Marchand at 90. 
 
9 Id. 
 
10 Starr at 336-37. 
 
11 Id. 
 
12 Bergreen at 34; Barnouw at 159. 
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production became the norm.  Advertisers began blending editorial content with 

advertising information to try to preserve radio’s tone of refinement and entertainment, 

believing listeners may be more receptive to sponsors’ information if interwoven in the 

entertainment.13  Soon, it became standard practice to interweave products into the plot 

of a story, leading ad agencies to expand their radio departments and take greater control 

over program production and product,14 hiring the performers, finding sponsors, and 

presenting the shows to the networks as a complete package.15  Many agencies created 

new radio departments or expanding their staffs in 1927 and 1928.16  By 1929 

advertising agencies were producing 33 percent of programs; individual sponsors, 20 

percent; the networks, 28 percent; and special program builders, 19 percent.17  Within a 

few years, the agencies took over nearly all but the sustaining programs.18   

In 1926, a few advertisers began experimenting with “direct advertising,” but 

most were still concerned about offending their listeners.19  As agency radio departments 

expanded in the late twenties, however, advertisers began to realize that direct advertising 

could boost sales and need not be delicately interwoven with entertainment content.20  

                                                
 
13 Marchand at 105-06. 
 
14 Id. at 106-07. 
 
15 Starr at 355. 
 
16 Marchand at 107. 
 
17 Starr at 355. 
 
18 Id. at 356. 
 
19 Marchand at 94. 
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The American Tobacco Company tested the power of radio in 1928 by airing testimonials 

from its aggressive Lucky Strike print campaign and withholding almost all other 

advertising.21  When Lucky Strike sales increased by 47% in two months, Lucky Strike’s 

ad agency proclaimed, “broadcasting is a profitable advertising medium when used 

frankly and fearlessly as such.”22  By 1929 many advertisers no longer insisted on 

“sponsorship only.”  Roy Durstine, a leader in BBDO programming and advertising 

stated in June 1929 that consumers had “come to expect and accept infinitely more 

advertising in a program than would have been considered tolerable even a year or so 

ago.”23   

According to Lichty & Topping, NBC broke the ban on direct advertising during 

daytime only in July 1932.24  Then in September, both NBC and CBS broke the ban at 

night, with the September 12 A&P Gypsies program mentioning prices.25   By the mid-

thirties, some sponsors believed that in a publicity-saturated world, they “had to be direct, 

insistent, and intrusive to get their message across” as increasing numbers of companies 

                                                                                                                                            
20 Id. at 107. 
 
21 Id. 
 
22 Id. citing Spalding, “1928,” p. 33; Printers’ Ink, May 23, 1929 at 82-83. 
 
23 Marchand at 107-08 citing Durstine, “We’re on the Air,” at 627; Printers’ Ink, June 6, 
1929 at 121. 
 
24 Lawrence W. Lichty & Malachi C. Topping, American Broadcasting: A Source Book 
on the History of Radio and Television, New York, 1976 at 199 citing Broadcasting-
Telecasting, October 15, 1956, p. 112. 
 
25 Id. 
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advertised on the radio to reach the growing number of American households with radios, 

which rose from 23.6 percent in 1927 to 65.2 percent in 1934.26   

 

Bergreen notes that, with WEAF, AT&T made several precedential programming 

decisions that the networks would follow when they were set up three years later.  One 

decision was allowing companies to sponsor programs rather than just a band or 

orchestra, programs that eventually became created by advertising agencies, as explained 

above.  Another fundamental precedent that AT&T set was performing the program at 

one station, while carrying it by AT&T lines to stations around the country for 

simultaneous broadcast.27  AT&T first experimented with simultaneous broadcasting on 

January 4, 1923 when Boston station WNAC carried a music program performed at 

WEAF over AT&T long distance telephone lines.28  AT&T immediately foresaw the 

positive business implications of simultaneous broadcasting and urged its engineers to 

work on developing telephone lines that would enable satisfactory long distance 

transmissions.29  Together, these innovations created the format that the networks would 

follow when they were set up three years later: a broadcasting station owned by a large 

communications company hired out its facilities to a company that engaged an 

                                                
 
26 Starr at 355. 
 
27 Bergreen at 34. 
 
28 Archer at 286-87. 
 
29 Id. 
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advertising agency to package a program that would convey the company name to the 

largest possible audience.30 

 

                                                
 
30 Bergreen at 34. 


