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To: Tom 
From: Susan 
Re: International Radio Conferences 

 

QUESTIONS 

In the early 1900s, several international radio conferences were held to attempt to 

regulate radio consistently worldwide.  What dates were these international radio 

conferences held?  Did the U.S. participate in any?  What motivated these conferences 

and what were the results?  What consequence did the radio conferences have on the 

U.S.? 

SHORT ANSWERS 

(1) The conference dates were: 1903, 1906, 1912, 1927 

(2) The U.S. participated in each conference. 

(3)  The first conference was motivated in part by signal interference and in part by 
the Marconi Company’s refusal to interact with competing wireless systems.  The 
second conference was called because the first conference didn’t solve any 
problems.  It is unclear precisely what instigated the third and fourth conferences.  

 
(4) The first conference impacted the U.S. by raising its awareness of the strategic 

importance of wireless.  The U.S. did not, however, adopt any new regulations 
because of it.  After the second conference, the U.S. adopted the resulting treaty, 
although it only did so six years later due to U.S. distrust of government 
regulation and reluctance to regulate a still-developing technology.  The U.S. 
incorporated the treaty of the third wireless conference in its Radio Act of August 
13, 1912.  And the U.S. hosted the fourth international wireless conference in 
1927, the resolutions of which went into effect in 1929. 

 
DISCUSSION 

First international wireless conference – 1903 

In 1903, Germany invited 7 nations to join it in an international wireless 

conference – the First International Radio Telegraphic Conference – Great Britain, 

France, Spain, Austria, Russia, Italy, and the U.S.  Authors disagree about the main 
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impetus for the conference.  Douglas says that it was spurred when a ship carrying the 

German Kaiser’s brother couldn’t communicate with Marconi stations in Europe or the 

U.S. because it used the radio equipment of a rival company, Telefunken and 

Manufacturing.1  Bensman, however, claims that the Marconi Company’s refusal to relay 

companies’ radio signals was only one reason behind the First Convention.2  And Archer 

claims that the “intolerable condition” of signal interference that potentially blocked life-

saving and emergency transmissions motivated the first conference.3   

According to Douglas, although the Kaiser’s invitation to the conference 

proposed a number of potential topics to be discussed, the only real issue was the 

Marconi Company’s refusal to communicate with other systems.  The U.S. sent three 

delegates.  All countries but Italy and Great Britain favored compelling the Marconi 

Company to communicate with other systems because an invention that could save lives 

and property shouldn’t be monopolized by one company.4   

Though the conference came to a resolution – that wireless coast stations must 

receive and transmit ship messages regardless of the ship’s wireless system –it wasn’t 

legally binding, and the Marconi Company continued its monopolistic behavior.  Despite 

this, the conference did impact the U.S. by impressing on the American delegation “the 

advantages and international importance of a strong military presence in the airwaves.”  

The Americans witnessed how greatly other countries’ navies valued wireless.  Because 

Roosevelt was preoccupied with other issues at the time, the U.S. military was unable to 

                                                
1 Susan J. Douglas, Inventing American Broadcasting, 119-24.   
2 Marvin R. Bensman, The Beginning of Broadcast Regulation in the Twentieth Century at 4 (“. . . 
Germany called the First International Convention on wireless, stemming partly from the refusal of the 
Marconi Company to relay signals from a yacht belonging to a German prince on a visit to North 
America.”) (emphasis added). 
3 Gleason L. Archer, History of Radio to 1926 at 64. 
4 Douglas 120-24. 
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act on this new awareness immediately.  It wasn’t until the Russo-Japanese War broke 

out in February 1904 that Roosevelt recognized the military importance of wireless and 

turned his attention to it.5   

Second international wireless conference – 1906 

In 1906, the Germans called for a second conference – the International Wireless 

Telegraph Convention – because nothing was solved at the first one and the Russo-

Japanese War generated new diplomatic problems.  Twenty-seven countries including the 

U.S. attended.  According to Douglas, the same issue dominated the discussions – 

whether the Marconi Company should be able to communicate only with its own stations.  

Three of the four American delegates were in the military and had strong anti-Marconi 

feelings.  When they arrived at the conference, they moved for compulsory ship-to-ship 

intercommunication and held fast to this position.  All countries other than Britain, Italy, 

and Japan joined them.  To demonstrate the consequences should the Marconi Company 

continue its behavior, several countries ignored Italy’s delegates whenever they tried to 

speak on that or other issues.  Ultimately, the countries worked out a compromise – every 

public shore station was required to exchange wireless communication with each 

wirelessly equipped ship regardless of the wireless systems used. 

The countries set out other regulations, including: (1) that ship stations had to be 

licensed by the country whose flag they sailed under; (2) shipboard operators had to pass 

an exam on signaling and apparatus construction and operation to be licensed; (3) ships 

would have a three letter call sign designated by their government; (4) distress messages 

had priority over all others, as did government messages about navigation and weather 

conditions at sea; (5) wireless operators were bound by an oath of secrecy; (6) SOS 
                                                
5 Id. 
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would be the international distress code.6  Also: (1) two wavelengths – 300 and 600 

meters – were designated for public correspondence; (2) wavelengths over 1600 meters 

were for long distance communication with coastal stations; and (3) wavelengths between 

600 and 1600 meters were for military and naval stations.7   

Most governments ratified the treaty within a year and a half after the 1906 

negotiations. The U.S., however, was not quick to ratify the treaty, waiting until 1912 to 

do so, despite that the American delegates had ardently favored many of the regulations.  

The country’s reaction to the treaty was lukewarm because it was reluctant to hand over 

control of private industry to the government, particularly the military.  The American 

press had a low opinion of the Kaiser, who sponsored the conference.  And the treaty 

embodied solutions to European problems that didn’t exist for the U.S., such as being 

surrounded by rival nations whose wireless transmissions posed interference problems 

and military vulnerability. 

Moreover, wireless companies and amateurs successfully lobbied against wireless 

regulation in the U.S., objecting that the 1906 International Wireless Conference’s treaty 

was premature, technically naïve and restrictive; exploitative of American inventors; and 

transformed wireless to a warfare instrument.  Congress was not quick to regulate for 

several reasons: (1) it was preoccupied by other pressing legislation that was the heart of 

intense public scrutiny such as child labor laws, antitrust legislation, and the Pure Food 

and Drug Act; (2) wireless was a relatively undeveloped science that congressmen felt 

uncomfortable to act on without greater understanding; and (3) unlike in Europe, in the 

                                                
6 Douglas 137-43, 216-17.   
7 Bensman at 5. 
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U.S., the telegraph was not government owned and therefore provided no regulatory 

model Congress could use to formulate wireless regulation.8   

Consequently, the U.S. did not ratify the 1906 International Wireless Convention 

treaty until April 3, 1912, when it was informed that it would not be welcome at the third 

convention scheduled for June 1912 unless it did so.9  

Third international wireless conference – 1912  

In 1912, London held the third international wireless conference – the 

International Radio Telegraph Convention of 1912 – and the U.S. attended.  The sources 

don’t explain the impetus behind the third conference, but the U.S.’s Radio Act of August 

13, 1912 incorporated its regulations.  The Radio Act primarily regulated wireless 

telegraphy in Morse code and prohibited commercial radio transmission without a federal 

license from the Secretary of Commerce.  The purpose of licensing was to prevent or 

minimize interference between stations.  Under the Act, the Secretary of Commerce 

maintained authority over radio broadcasting until 1926, when an Attorney General 

ruling and two lower federal court decisions eviscerated this authority.  At that point, 

orderly regulation ceased and chaotic interference ensued, with stations jumping to 

different frequencies at will.10  This confusion led to the Radio Act of 1927.  The Radio 

Act of 1927 established the Federal Radio Commission and reimposed order on wireless 

communications by authorizing it to, among other duties, grant licenses of limited terms 

to broadcasters, assign frequencies, determine station locations, regulate apparatuses 

used, and classify radio stations.11   

                                                
8 Douglas 137-43, 216-17, 226. 
9 Douglas 226. 
10 Thomas Porter Robinson, Radio Networks and the Federal Government at 48-51.   
11 Id. at 53. 
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Fourth international communications conference – 1927 

The fourth international conference was held in October 1927 when seventy-nine 

countries met in Washington, D.C. to revise the 1912 International Radio Telegraph 

Conference regulations.  Secretary Hoover, conference chairman, explained in his closing 

statements that the Conference had agreed that, instead of dividing “the ether” into 

different channels for different countries, as had been previously proposed, the channels 

would be divided into groups, “each group being used for a particular variety in 

communication.”  Hoover explained that the Conference also agreed to prohibit future 

installation of “spark sets” because they caused great interference and to require 

replacement of existing spark sets with continuous wave sets or other modern equipment 

that minimized interference.  The conference agreement went into effect January 1, 

1929.12   

The Conference adopted these frequency allocations:13  

Kilocycles   
(later kHz) Services 
 
10-100 Fixed services 
100-110 Fixed services and mobile services 
110-125 Mobile services 
125-150 Maritime mobile for public 
150-160 Mobile services 
   (a) Broadcasting 
   (b) Fixed services 
   (c) Mobile services 
160-194 Regional differences allowed for all services within this range 
194-285 Europe: air mobile services; Air fixed services 
285-315 Radio beacons 
315-350 Air mobile 
350-360 Air mobile 
360-390 Radio Compass 
390-460 Mobile 
                                                
12 Bensman at 203-04 
13 Taken from Bensman at 204-205. 
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460-485 Mobile, except radio-telephony 
485-515 Distress call and mobile 
515-1,500 Broadcasting 
1,500-1,715 Mobile 
1,715-60,000 Mobile, amateur, experimental 
 

It is possible that fourth international conference drew some of its allocations 

from the allocations set forth by the United States in its Third National Radio 

Conference,14 though I have yet to find a definitive source on this issue.  Similarities exist 

between the two tables, but notes from the U.S. Third National Radio Conference suggest 

that the international community may have already agreed how to allocate frequencies 

below 2000 kHz.  The Third National Radio Conference subcommittee on frequency 

allocations specifically stated in its report that its allocation recommendation “must be 

considered to some extent temporary or experimental on account of the absence of an 

international agreement relative to frequencies above 2,000 kilocycles.”15  None of the 

earlier international conferences, however, set forth a detailed table of frequency 

allocations.  By 1928, the U.S. had already designated 550 – 1500 kHz for broadcasting, 

but further research is needed to determine whether the international community had also 

already set aside these frequencies for broadcasting.16  If this requires further follow up, 

the notes taken and reports made at the fourth international radio telegraph conference 

may demonstrate the extent to which the U.S. influenced the Conference’s allocations 

table. 

                                                
14 Captain Linwood S. Howeth, USN, History of Communications-Electronics in the United States Navy 
(1963) at 501-512; Recommendations for Regulation of Radio adopted by the Third National Radio 
Confernece, Oct. 6-10, 1924. 
15 Recommendations for Regulation of Radio adopted by the Third National Radio Confernece, Oct. 6-10, 
1924. 
16 See General Order 40. 
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For comparison, here are the frequency allocations set out by the U.S. Third 

National Radio Conference in 1927: 

Kilocycles   
(later kHz) Services 
 
95-120  Government 
120-157 Marine 
157-190 Point-to-point and Marine 
190-230 Government 
230-235 University, college & experimental 
235-250 Marine, phone 
250  Government 
250-275 Marine 
275  Government 
275-285 Marine 
285-500 Marine & coastal (including 500 = distress calls & signals) 
500-550 Aircraft  
550-1500 Broadcasting, phone 
1500-2000 Amateur, phone 
2000-2250 Point-to-point 
2250-2500 Aircraft 
2500-2750 Mobile 
2750-2850 Relay broadcasting 
2850-3500 Public service 
3500-4000 Amateur & army mobile 
4000-4500 Public service & mobile 
4500-5000 Relay broadcasting 
5000-5500 Public service 
5500-5700 Relay broadcasting 
5700-7000 Public service 
7000-8000 Amateur & army mobile 
8000-9000 Public service & mobile 
9000-10000 Relay broadcasting 
10000-11000 Public service 
11000-11400 Relay broadcasting 
11400-14000  Public service 
14000-18000 Amateur 
16000-80000 Public service & mobile 
18000-56000 Beam transmission 
56000-64000 Amateur 
64000-infinity Beam transmission 
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 *Highlighting shows which allocations designated by the Third National Radio 
Conference are similar to what was adopted by the Fourth International Radiotelegraph 
Conference.  Comparison is difficult because the conferences use different categories. 
 



From: Clay T.  Whitehead
Sent: Wednesday, December 06, 2006 3:19 PM
To: Susan Burgess
Subject: RE: Significant wireless events that took place around Jan. 1, 
1900

Any idea which got publicity?

-----Original Message-----
From: Susan Burgess 
Sent: Wednesday, December 06, 2006 2:24 PM
To: Clay T. Whitehead
Subject: Significant wireless events that took place around Jan. 1, 
1900

Tom,

I've reviewed most of the books and have found that these wireless 
developments took place around 1/1/1900.  I will email you and 
additional 
additional dates that I find:

Oct. 4, 1899 - Marconi reports America's Cup races by wireless -- 
Douglas 19-
22; Barnouw at 15.

Nov. 2, 1899 -- Marconi tests his wireless systems on two U.S. naval 
ships 36 
miles apart -- Archer at 59.

Nov. 15, 1899 -- American ship St. Paul communicates with a wireless 
station 
on the Isle of Wight over 66 miles -- Archer at 60.

April, 1900 -- Marconi patents a tuner under English patent number 
7777, a 
crucial patent for him and one of the most frequently litigated claims 
in 
wireless history -- Douglas at 38; Barnouw at 16.

June 1900 -- Fessenden asks GE to make 40 or 50 transmitters that he 
designed 
using a dynamo as the transmitter itself -- Douglas at 47.

1900 -- US Weather Bureau appreaches Fessenden to experiment with 
wireless 
telegraphy concerning its ability to predict floods and storms, 
especially 
hurricanes -- Douglas at 45.



1900 -- Lee DeForest and Edward Smyth develop the responder or 
electrolytic 
anticoherer -- Douglas at 50.

1900 -- John Stone Stone applies for patent for his inductive coupler 
months 
before Marconi's American patent application -- Douglas 52.

1900 -- Marconi succeeds in sending waves covering 200 miles -- Archer 
at 60.

1900 -- the Marconi International Marine Communications Co. is set up 
-- 
Archer at 60.

1900 -- the Wireless Telegraph and Signal Company Limited, 
incorporated by 
Marconi and associates in 1897, is renamed to Marconi's Wireless 
Telegraph 
Co., Ltd. -- Archer at 57-58.

1900 -- Marconi retains John Ambrose Fleming as Consulting Engineer to 
lend 
additional prestige to his company -- Douglas at 35.



From:&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&Thomas'H.'White'[whitetho@ipass.net]
Sent:&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&Thursday,'December'14,'2006'5:55'PM
To:&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&Susan'Burgess
Subject:&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&Re:'KDKA'transmiKer
 
There is not a lot of detailed information, but the KDKA transmitter
was a vaccuum-tube unit that was home-brewed by the local Westinghouse
engineers. One of these engineers, D. G. Little, wrote an article
for the October, 1922 Radio News that was titled "Radio Equipment
at KDKA". In this, he wrote "The power of KDKA was at first
relatively small, on the order of 100 watts being delivered to the
antenna. In August, 1921, the range of the station was increased
by improving the height of the antenna and raising the power output
first to 500 watts and subsequently to 1000 watts."
 
--------------------------
Thomas H. White == whitetho@ipass.net == Cary, NC  
 
 

----- Original Message -----
From: Susan Burgess
To: whitetho@ipass.net
Sent: Wednesday, December 13, 2006 19:33
Subject: KDKA transmitter
 

Dear Mr. Thomas,

Your Early Radio History website is such a great resource - thanks for creating it!

I'm assisting Clay T. Whitehead write a book about the evolution of telecommunications and am writing to you in hopes that you can
help us answer a question.  We'd like to know what type of transmitter was built to create KDKA.  I checked your site, but didn't
find the info there, and thought that you may know.

Thanks in advance for your help,
Susan Burgess



From: Clay T.  Whitehead
Sent: Friday, February 16, 2007 3:30 PM
To: Susan Burgess
Subject: RE: more re role of telegraph in start of WWI

There is something specific on the diplomatic traffic before WW I , 
and I 
would like to track it down.  Maybe we should discuss.  Let's keep it 
open as 
a research item, but not time urgent.

-----Original Message-----
From: Susan Burgess 
Sent: Friday, February 16, 2007 12:02 PM
To: tom@cwx.com
Subject: more re role of telegraph in start of WWI

Tom,

I finished reviewing our relevant books and didn't find any 
information 
showing that Germans and Austria-Hungary communicated by telegraph and 
got out 
of sync.  

I did find, however, a few statements about the weaknesses of wireless 
and 
telegraph communications during the war and include them below.  I 
also 
include another book's statement about how the Brits' interception of 
a 
significant German telegram to Mexico spurred the U.S. to join the 
war:  

". . . American telegraph operators could scarcely believe it when 
they saw 
French telegraphers still receiving by watching the Morse Dots and 
dashes on a 
paper strip, instead of by ear."  Alvin F. Harlow, Old Wires and New 
Waves at 
491.

"When the United States entered the European war, certain nations over 
there 
had some eye-opening lessons in, for example, up-to-date telephony.  
Before 
our troops had begun to go across, French military authorities assured 
the 
American embassy in Paris that the French communications systems would 



be 
ample for the use of the American Army.  . . . But when an American 
General at 
St. Nazaire in the summer of 1917 wished to call General Pershing in 
Paris, 
and learned that, what with European methods, plus the war emergency, 
it would 
be four hours before he could get a call through, he stormed, "Cancel 
the 
call!  String four wires on the French poles from here to Paris!" and 
soon 
demands came back across the sea that telephone equipment be rushed to 
France."  Alvin F. Harlow, Old Wires and New Waves at 488.

"It is said that the Battle of Jutland brought out in full the 
strength and 
weakness of wireless telegraphy.  Wireless was of tremendous value to 
the 
commander of an embattled squadron while messages could be gotten to 
ships of 
the fleet, but interference inevitably blanketed radio transmission 
and turned 
everything into chaos."  Gleason Archer, History of Radio to 1926 at 
128.

German wireless broadcasts were "always in code which British agents 
could 
readily decipher--world-wide intrigues that did much to align neutral 
nations 
against her.  It was, for example, a decoded wireless message to the 
government of Mexico seeking to inflame her against the United States 
and thus 
to induce her to enter the war on the side of Germany that did much to 
swerve 
public opinion in the United States in favor of war with Germany."  
Gleason 
Archer, History of Radio to 1926 at 128.

Let me know if you'd like me to look into this question in other 
sources -- 
i.e., online, other books -- otherwise, I'll move on to another 
research 
question.

Susan

-----Original Message-----
From: Susan Burgess 



Sent: Wednesday, February 14, 2007 5:58 PM
To: Clay T. Whitehead
Subject: role of telegraph in start of WWI

Tom,

You asked me to look into the role of the telegraph in the start of 
World War 
I.  You believed that one of our books may have recounted how the 
Germans and 
Austria-Hungary communicated by telegraph and got out of sync.

I've reviewed five of our books, but so far haven't found anything on 
that 
specific issue.  I'll check the remaining relevant books when I'm back 
in the 
office Friday.

Meanwhile, you may be interested to know that the Brits' interception 
of a 
significant German telegram to Mexico was one factor that spurred the 
U.S. to 
join the war:  

"Germany lacked secure channels of its own for military and diplomatic 
messages and needed to originate cables from such officially neutral 
countries 
as Sweden, exposing them to British interception.  In 1917, in one of 
the 
war's greatest intelligence coups, the British decoded a telegram from 
German 
Foreign Secretary Arthur Zimmermann to the president of Mexico 
offering the 
return of Texas, Arizona, and New Mexico if Mexico would enter the war 
on 
Germany's side.  Disclosure of the Zimmermann telegram in March 1917 
helped to 
bring the United States into the war against Gemany the next month."  
See Paul 
Starr, "The Creation of the Media" at 224.

Susan



From:&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&Adam%Greenfield%[AGreenfield@playwrightshorizons.org]
Sent:&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&Tuesday,%January%08,%2008%10:31%AM
To:&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&Susan%Burgess
Subject:&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&RE:%quesJon%for%Adam%Greenfield
A1achments:&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&Table%of%Contents.doc;%TIMELINE%OF%WORLD%EVENTS%(FINAL!).doc
 
Hi Susan—
 
As far as a bibliography goes, I never created one large all-encompassing document—rather, I assembled a rather
extensive notebook geared specifically towards the content of the play.  I have attached to this email a copy of the Table of
Contents that accompanied the two large notebooks of research I compiled for the production at La Jolla Playhouse, and
then again for Broadway.   Each section of the notebook corresponds to a section of the play, wherein I included sections
of various books that helped unpack the (rather dense amount of) personal, cultural, and business histories the play
references.  On the Table of Contents you’ll find the book titles and authors I used, as well as a brief description of what
each of these passages includes.
 
I also included a timeline I compiled which really came in handy for us, and which I hope is helpful to you and Tom.
 
In addition to the books listed on the Table of Contents, the following were helpful in my understanding of the greater
story…
 
Abramson, Albert; The History of Television 1880-1941
Cook, Curtis; Patents, Profits and Power (2002)
Dershowitz, Alan; The Vanishing American Jew
Ellmore, Terry R; The Illustrated Dictionary of Broadcast-CATV-Telecommunications
Himmelberg, Robert F.; The Great Depression and the New Deal (2001)
Lewis, Tom; Empire of the Air
McElvaine, Robert S.; The Great Depression: America 1929-1941 (1993)
Niz, Ellen Sturn and Keith Tucker (illus.); Philo Farnsworth and The Television (2007)
Ritchie, Michael; Please Stand By: A Pre-History of Television (1994)
Schatzkin, Paul; The Boy Who Invented Television (2002)
Sobel, Robert; RCA (1986)
Waldrop and Borkin; History of Broadcasting: Radio and Television (1971)
Webb, Richard; Televisionaries: The People Behind the Invention of Television
 
If there’s anything you see in my table of contents that you’d like a copy of, please don’t hesitate to ask.  Happy to help
however I can.
 
All the best,
Adam Greenfield
 

From: Adam Greenfield 
Sent: Monday, January 07, 2008 1:16 PM
To: susan@cwx.com
Cc: Adam Greenfield
Subject: RE: question for Adam Greenfield
 
Hi Susan—
 
Thanks for your email, which was forwarded along to me.   I will send the bibliography along to you as soon as I can.   It’s
on my laptop computer, which is (of course) currently on the fritz and in repairs… I’ll get it back in a few days, however,
and am happy to send along as much info as you and/or Tom would like. 
 
All best,
Adam Greenfield
 



From: Literary Resident 
Sent: Monday, January 07, 2008 12:27 PM
To: Adam Greenfield
Subject: FW: question for Adam Greenfield
 

From: Susan Burgess [mailto:susan@cwx.com] 
Posted At: Monday, January 07, 2008 11:44 AM
Posted To: Literary
Conversation: question for Adam Greenfield
Subject: question for Adam Greenfield
 
To Whom It May Concern:
 
First, my apologies if this email is misdirected.  I am writing to contact Literary Manager Adam Greenfield in hopes that this
is the same Adam Greenfield who worked as Production Dramaturg on The Farnsworth Invention.  If so, I’m writing to ask
Mr. Greenfield if he would consider sharing his bibliography of sources for Farnsworth.  I am assisting Tom Whitehead
write a book on the history of telecommunications in the 21st century, and the creation of radio and television is one piece
of this history.  My professional background is academic - I have absolutely no experience with the world of dramaturgy -
so please forgive me if this seems to be an unusual or unthinkable request in your professional circles.  My boss, however,
urged me to contact you after he saw the play in New York a few weeks ago and was impressed with the accuracy of the
story line.
 
Many thanks in advance,
Susan Burgess
 
Susan K. Burgess
Researcher for Clay T. Whitehead
P.O. Box 8090
McLean VA 22106
 
susan@cwx.com
703-761-2807
 














































