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Foreword

AS the last survivor of the era covered by this book, and as the first to
have a full-time network news broadcast, I suppose it is appropriate
for me to write this foreword. I should have been the author, but my
University of Minnesota School of Journalism colleague has beaten me
to it, and I doubt whether I would have done nearly as thorough a job
of research.

All who are mentioned in these pages were my long-time friends,
although all of us were so busy we seldom had an opportunity to get
together. Murrow was one exception. I lured him to the country where
he and his family first occupied a cottage on my lake, then bought
property in the neighborhood and Ed spent the rest of his days there.
We often played golf together until he became ill and died in the
prime of life.

Usually Governor Dewey was in our foursome, also an Irishman
who was one of the wittiest men I have ever known, “Pat” Hogan.

Just to give you a rough idea how far back I go in broadcasting,
when I did my first solo broadcast over KDKA in 1925, all the present
radio-TV newsmen were either still in school or hadn’t been born. My
first was a one-hour ad lib broadcast, telling the story of Man’s First
Flight Around the World. At the time Eric Sevareid was 13 years old,
Howard K. Smith was 11, Walter Cronkite 9, Mike Wallace 7, Edwin
L. Newman 6, David Brinkley 5, and Harry Reasoner was 2. As for
John Chancellor, Roger Mudd, Marvin Kalb, Robert Pierpoint, Dan
Rather, Barbara Walters, and so on and so on, the stork hadn’t made
their delivery.

All of which means— nothing, except that the Almighty has been
extremely kind to me, allowing me to stay around so long, and at age
85 I'm still as busy as ever, devoting much of my time to television.

The author of this volume has done his work so thoroughly that
there is little point in my talking about my colleagues. I'll merely add
an anecdote or two.
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When I first took to the airwaves with my regular evening news
program, in 1930, as I would be leaving the CBS studio H. V.
Kaltenborn would be breezing in. We had never formally met and his
first remark to me was: “You are the cocktail, I am the main course!”
H. V. was always known for his frankness. Although he was far from
being a modest man, he was one of the most delightful companions
and one of the most inspiring men I ever knew. Baron Hans von
Kaltenborn was not only incredibly articulate, he was a man of
boundless energy and kept himself in top physical shape, playing
tennis nearly every day. Even in his later years he continued playing
doubles, with former women'’s champion Alice Marble as his partner.

That Hans was quite a showman I didn’t realize until one night at
an informal banquet when he went out on the ballroom floor and did
a Charleston. Then, for an encore he went into a tap dance. This from
a tall, gray-haired, dignified commentator who had a reputation for
vast knowledge of public affairs; a man of many talents.

In the spring of 1945 General “Hap” Arnold, commander in chief
of the U.S. Air Force, whom I had known when he was a young of-
ficer, phoned and said, “Lowell, there are many of our news people
who don'’t really know what the war is all about. I'm going to send a
big 4-engine plane up to Mitchell Field and I want you to round up as
many of your colleagues as you can, take them to Europe, and show
them around.”

Although I had serious doubts as to whether I could ride herd on
those able and exceedingly independent prima donnas, I told him I
would give it a try. When we got to Europe, some of the group stayed
together for a tour of the battle fronts, and others went their own
ways. I was in the latter category. At any rate it all worked out to
General Arnold’s satisfaction. Actually the war in Europe came to an
end while we were still there, and for the surrender we were all at
General Eisenhower’s headquarters. Then before flying home we saw
something of the horrors of the German prison camps.

After one more comment I will turn you over to the author, who
has amassed much interesting material about the radio newscasters
who in their day were famous from coast to coast.

Ed Murrow was the one you will meet in these pages who in a way
bridged the transition from the early to the later postwar period. Our
group met him for the first time in a London underground bomb
shelter. A few years later he returned to America and added to his
responsibilities by becoming a CBS executive, and then head of USIS.
Millions can still see him as he appeared on TV with smoke curling up
from his ever present cigarette. In one of the last conversations I had
with him he said: “Why didn't they tell me?” Actually the Reader’s



FOREWORD

Digest had been conducting an anticigarette campaign for several
years. Also, when I mentioned his remark to one of the heads of the
Sloane Kettering research center the scientist replied: “For years we've
been telling people. But they won’t listen.”

Although tempted to go on and on reminiscing about others who
are included in this book, I will make only this final remark. In the
early thirties only a few newscasters were on the air. Today there must
be more than 10,000 of us. I, who was one of the two who started it all,
am now the querulous patriarch with the quavering voice who is only
too glad to be among those present and able to salute my colleagues.

LowgeLL THOMAS
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The “Excess Prophets”

THERE was a time when radio news was more than headlines ripped from
a wire machine and read by an announcer who couldn’t care less whether
Paris was in France or Kentucky. There was a time when lots of people
looked forward each evening to hearing news and opinions from a favorite
commentator, a span of 15 minutes that put an exclamation point on the
day!

Alas, that time exists no longer. Most radio news is rip 'n’ read,
bearing as much relationship to an old-fashioned commentary as a fast-
food hamburger does to Sunday dinner at grandma’s. Television news,
with its own fast-paced rhythms, comes no closer to radio news of the
thirties and forties, except for the network commentaries. All this is not to
say that radio news used to be that wonderful. The commentators could be
biased, corny, and irrelevant. They could also make you learn, think, and
even gulp. It depended on who your favorite was and on what night you
listened. Maybe ‘‘the good old days’* seem so good because modern radio
news is so awful. ‘“We switch you now to Paris . . ."" beats ‘A report
from your Action News reporter . . ."" any day.

The golden age of radio spanned two decades. It began around 1929
with the arrival of Amos ‘n’ Andy. It ended around 1948 with the reign of
Uncle Miltie on the tube. In tens of millions of American homes the radio
was the centerpiece. Whether in kitchen or front parlor, the Atwater Kent,
the Philco console, or some other pridefully dusted set was watched, not
just listened to. As with television today, everyone had a favorite radio
program, the one that just couldn’t be missed. For a lot of people, that
meant a radio commentator. In a nation limited mostly to local
newspapers, radio itself became a kind of national newspaper.

, These were troubled times. The commentators brought explanations,
sometimes along with delivering the day's news. Depression sat at
millions of tables in the thirties; the commentators brought un-
derstanding. A New Deal was coming out of Washington, D.C., and then
the guns began rumbling beyond both oceans, although World War I was
not yet faded from memory. The radio commentators helped to clarify it
all, letting others see matters as they saw matters, talking to their fellow



Americans, who digested dinners sometimes bought with relief checks
and then, in the forties, paid for not only with cash earned in the war plant
but with those damned little red points and blue points torn out of dog-
eared ration books. The war came and the war finally went and we won it
because we always won wars, but even though we won, it didn’t turn out
quite like we imagined because this new world was pretty confusing and it
was a lucky thing, wasn’t it, that our favorite radio commentator was there
every evening to help us sort it all out. Americans smiled when com-
mentator Quincy Howe called those in his craft ‘‘excess prophets.”

In Washington, bills were passed, bills were killed, investigations
were launched, and more than once or twice men left government service
in despair or disgrace after a radio commentator, often doubling as a
newspaper columnist, spoke out. Some officials went to jail and some
seemingly died before their time. What else would you expect? Millions of
dollars were spent by manufacturers each year in the belief that network
radio could influence people to buy products. If radio could push soap, why
not ideas? Why not scandal? A study at the University of Wisconsin of the
influence of radio commentary on listeners’ opinions supported what
anyone with one good ear and three grains of common sense would have
guessed. A voice amplified by radio had persuasive powers. Why, folks, if
a single appeal by Father Coughlin could pile 100,000 telegrams on
senators’ desks, if ‘‘Doctor’” John Brinkley, the goat gland man, could
nearly get himself elected governor of Kansas by write-in votes on the
basis of a three-week broadcast campaign and no political experience or
any other support whatsoever, anything was possible. The sky—full of
broadcast names—was the limit.

What force any journalist has on the policy decisions of a government
is not always clear. Cause-effect relations are generally difficult to prove.
Because a reporter wrote story X and a government soon after the story
appeared followed policy Y, does that mean that story X led to policy Y?
Floyd Gibbons' dramatic report of the sinking of the Laconia was widely
read; shortly thereafter the United States entered upon war with Ger-
many, but it would be presumptuous to say flatly that events would have
been different without the story. Before Gibbons wrote about the Russian
famine, American relief was being planned, but who could claim validly
that the effort might have been less wholehearted if his reports had not
been sent? What can be said is that dramatic and widely disseminated
news reports and commentaries call attention to a condition, make some
people care where they did not care before, make the already committed
care very much, and mute a few who are opposed. One news report might
be a mood creator, a mood enhancer, the last straw, just as another news
report may throw a light on a corner which a few persons might wish to
keep dark.

Inevitably, questions arise about journalists’ influence. For example:

Might an older and wiser Baukhage have been able to prevent the
sinking of the Lusitania with the loss of 1,198 lives?

If not for that story by Gibbons, would the United States have entered
World War 1 when it did?
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Is it remotely possible that World War I might have ended much
sooner if the young Raymond Swing, who was sent on a diplomatic
mission, had been replaced by the mature man he was when millions of
listeners hung on his words?

Would anti-Hitler sentiment have developed so strongly so early in
the United States had it not been for Walter Winchell and Dorothy
Thompson?

Would support for England have been so great had it not been for Ed
Murrow?

Had it not been for Fulton Lewis, Jr., would our Air Force have been
less prepared for World War II?

If not for Winchell, would Roosevelt have won a third term?

How much confidence would Americans have had in their future
allies, England and Russia, in the dark days of 1940, had it not been for
Gabriel Heatter?

Would the Allied invasion of Europe have started later than it did if it
were not for Drew Pearson?

Might our national rate of inflation be lower if not for the successful
efforts of Fulton Lewis, Jr., to end price controls?

Would Social Security coverage be as broad as it is today without
Gabriel Heatter’s broadcasts?

If not for Murrow and Drew Pearson, would Senator Joseph McCarthy
have remained a force in American political life?

To sum it up, if these journalists had not acted or written or spoken as
they did, would the history of our century be the same?

The reader can do no more than guess at the answers to these
questions and the dozens more that might be asked in reading the fifteen
brief biographies of radio commentators that follow, questions about
events in their lives before they began their radio careers or about the
thrust of their commentary and its impact.

The first radio news commentary ever was probably delivered by H.
V. Kaltenborn on April 14, 1922, over WVP, a station on Bedloe’s Island,
New York, operated by the Army Signal Corps. His commentary was on a
coal strike. A year later he began a weekly series. (Just for the record, the
first regular newscast was probably a nightly news summary the Detroit
News began in 1920 over an experimental station. The first daily network
newscasts were those by Floyd Gibbons in 1930.)

Will Rogers was paid $1,000 for broadcasting commentary on the
1924 Coolidge-Davis election. Radio microphones made him nervous and
he developed his usual case of mike fright, but he managed to get through
it

Commentary on the air built a following after the networks decided to
identify the news broadcast by the name of the news reader. ‘Adding a
name to a disembodied but distinctive voice created a personality. By
1927, the newspaper listings identified H. V. Kaltenborn, David
Lawrence, and Frederick Williams Wile. Within a few years, program
titles tacked onto the names told listeners the kind of news and expertise
they were getting. Wile gave us ‘‘The Political Situation.”’ George R.



Holmes tipped in with ‘““The Washington News.’’ Edwin C. Hill offered
“‘The Human Side of the News."

The number of network news commentators rose to 6 in 1931 and
about 20 when World War II broke out. Someone estimated that in 1947,
600 or more local and national commentators reported the news and
analyzed its significance. This included reporters and correspondents who
only occasionally added opinion to bare facts, and also included Kate
Smith and Fiorello La Guardia. Atlanta alone had 19 ‘‘commentators,’’ the
greater New York-New Jersey area, 58.

That estimate of 600-plus commentators includes Phillip Keyne-
Gordon, who broadcast from WJW, Cleveland, over Mutual stations from
August 1942 to January 1944. Keyne-Gordon ridiculed both the New Deal
and Wendell Willkie. He announced that fathers would not be drafted. He
told listeners, ‘*‘We ought to get some things out of this war for us.’” He
called the food subsidy program ‘‘the spore from which communism can
develop.”” And so on. Trouble was, Phillip Keyne-Gordon never existed.
Five Ohio radiomen joined to create the opinions, the personality, the
voice. “‘It was a lot of fun while it lasted, but the party is over,”’ one of the
five sighed when the hoax was discovered.

As television sets pushed radio sets out of the parlors of American
homes, the news commentators were pushed out, too. Somehow, the voice
did not seem to have quite the impact when a face was attached to it. A few
commentators remained on radio, and indeed a few continue today to give
their views of the news. Some, like Eric Sevareid, established themselves
as commentators in the new medium. But the golden years had passed —if
that period so full of dross and iron pyrite may totally be termed golden.

Today in gatherings of journalists, arguments heat up about
something that is supposed to be new, called ‘‘advocacy journalism.”” The
practitioner of this art has an open, unashamed commitment to a set of
social and political beliefs. His reports clothe, even embellish those
beliefs, which the reporter shares with us. The old-timers, the
traditionalists in the newsroom, express their outrage at these violations of
objectivity, that most sacred of journalistic pledges. In reality, the young
rebels offer this news-hungry nation nothing new. The grumblings of
today’s old-timers reach us nearly one-half century late. Radio com-
mentators regularly picked over the day's events to find corroboration for
their continuvally voiced beliefs long before the first hippie invaded a
newsroom.

A 1938 survey by the Columbia University School of Journalism of 300
national and local radio commentators reported that 1 in 7 were plainly
biased, with Boston the worst city for commentator prejudice.

In 1939, F.D.R. braintruster Raymond Moley complained in a
Newsweek column that too many reporters were trying to be com-
mentators, which confused listeners who could not sort out fact from
opinion. Moley grumbled about ‘‘frequent snap judgments, sensational
and unjustified deductions and, I regret to say, a good deal of raw
propaganda favoring one side or the other in the European struggle.”’

- ———
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Yet, taken all in all, radio commentary showed less partiality than did
newspaper editorials or newspaper columnists. If we overlook such
zealous partisans as Boake Carter, Fulton Lewis, Jr., and Cecil Brown,
radio commentary was often rather mild, a dash of catsup compared to the
tabasco sauce served up in the newspapers. President Roosevelt and the
men he brought into government found in some of these commentators a
way to bypass the often hostile and reactionary press lords to seek public
support for their programs.

For whatever reason, Americans came to trust radio commentators
more than they did the newspapers. The personal presence of a warm and
thoughtful voice speaking directly to us really mattered. Newspaper
printing just didn’t measure up. Sportscaster Red Barber observed that
people who weren’t around in the twenties when radio exploded upon the
scene have no concept of what it meant to those who were around:
“‘Suddenly, with radio there was instant human communication.’’ The
present, communications-sated generation cannot know how much was
conveyed in the announcer’'s phrase, ‘‘We take you now to London’’ or
““We take you now to Washington.”

What exactly is, or was, a commentator? Definitions tend to blur,
because the distinctions between the newscaster and the news analyst and
between the news analyst and the news commentator look clearer on
paper than they did when applied to Gabriel Heatter or H. V. Kaltenborn
or Fulton Lewis, Jr. (let alone Kate Smith), on this or that particular night.
By definition, the newscaster simply reads an account of events. The
analyst tries to put those events into perspective without offering
solutions, taking positions, pointing with pride, or viewing with alarm. In
theory, you shouldn’t be able to guess the analyst’s politics by what he
says. With the commentator, anything goes, from a subtle suggestion
about the best course of action to the angry demand that you wire your
congressman today. A newscaster is regarded simply as a reporter by
those who like what he says, but as a propagandist by those who don’t.
Perhaps a commentator can be defined in terms of the number of people
who don’t like what he says.

Hearing Walter Cronkite's radio commentaries, President Lyndon
Johnson once remarked that Cronkite would be the most powerful person
in the nation if he said in his television newscasts what he said in his radio
commentaries. That may not be true, for Cronkite's considerable influence
in television may exist because he does not use it for partisan statements.
To a'great extent, to use it is to lose it. The more vociferous the com-
mentary, the less influential the commentator. That is one of the lessons of
Father Coughlin’s career. It is a lesson Edward Murrow seemed to un-
derstand instinctively during the London blitz. His attack upon Senator
Joseph McCarthy would not have succeeded so well if he had not built a
reputation as a temperate, usually objective, analyst. The power lies in the
potential. It grows by understatement.

Commentators filled the same need on radio that columnists did in
newspapers, offering a personal voice to explain a world that was daily



becoming more depersonalized, complicated, and dangerous. It was
comforting to listen to someone who thought the way you did, understood
your problems and your feelings, got the inside scoop, and explained it all
so that it made sense. Another reason for the increasing numbers of
commentators in the thirties and forties was that an agreement in 1933
between networks and press associations limited the number of daily
newscasts but placed no limit on commentaries ‘‘devoted to a
generalization and background of general news situations,’’ so long as the
commentators didn’t report spot news. And they could be sponsored. The
networks quickly decided to change Walter Winchell, Lowell Thomas,
Boake Carter, H. V. Kaltenborn, and several others from ‘‘news broad-
casters’’ to ‘‘commentators.’’ That newspaper publishers swallowed this
deal without an audible gulp was a surprise. Someone guessed that maybe
the publishers themselves liked to listen to those fellows. However, the
main reason for the flowering of radio commentary was that people wanted
it. The times were out of joint. Commentary feasts on uncertainty.
Normalcy starves it.

How well educated were the radio commentators? A study of twenty-
eight popular commentators showed that fifteen were college graduates.
Eight claimed to have been explorers and travelers, twelve had been
foreign correspondents, one a railroad worker, one a salesman, and one a
mapmaker.

From the later twenties to the early thirties, commentaries were
usually offered by knowledgeable, well-traveled men like Lowell Thomas,
Upton Close, and H. V. Kaltenborn. During the thirties, they were joined
by men such as Boake Carter and Fulton Lewis, Jr., who had strong
opinions about—and against—the New Deal, which they talked about
night after night. The forties saw the popularity of experienced journalists
like Edward Murrow and Raymond Gram Swing, as well as commentators
who sounded as if they knew much more than they were telling. Walter
Winchell and Gabriel Heatter fell into the latter category.

As the New Deal took hold, government became more centralized.
People everywhere turned their eyes to Washington, D.C., and their ears
to someone who could tell them what was going on. The radio com-
mentator came sooner than the syndicated newspaper columnist and was
usually easier to pay attention to. He could report on what had happened
that day —what the President did, what the agencies and the officials did,
what Congress did —and he could give his opinion of what it meant.

The radio dial carried World War II into the living room (as the
channel selector would the Vietnam War) and war brought a measure of
censorship to American news media. An Office of War Censorship was
created under the command of AP executive news editor Byron Price. It
concerned itself with information about planes, troops, fortifications,
shipping, weather, and production. Radio stations were particularly
cautioned about weather reports which the enemy could use. President
Roosevelt also established the Office of War Information. As its head he
chose a CBS news commentator of considerable reputation, Elmer Davis.
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War also brought a sharper distinction between reporters and news
analysts or commentators, as need grew for people with special
knowledge. Network news staffs added military and political experts such
as Major George Fielding Eliot (military), Colonel Charles Kerwood
(aviation), and Paul Schubert (naval affairs). Kaltenborn, Raymond Gram
Swing, and Quincy Howe became political specialists. The increasing
public demand for news analysis and commentary, reflected in growing
ratings, netted sponsors. It didn’t hurt that production costs were low and
prestige was high in sponsoring a news analyst or a commentator.

But the networks made an effort to keep comment out of commentary.
In September 1939, after war broke out in Europe, NBC, CBS, and Mutual
issued a joint declaration of news policy: ‘‘No news analyst or news
broadcaster of any kind is to be allowed to express personal editorial
judgment or to select or omit news with the purpose of creating any given

effect, and no news analyst . . . is to be allowed to say anything in an
effort to influence action or opinion of others one way or the
other. . . . His basis for evaluation should, of course, be impersonal,

sincere, and honest.”

To protect themselves from charges of collusion and antitrust legal
action, the networks first cleared the joint declaration with the Federal
Communications Commission, which itself in January 1941 issued the so-
called Mayflower decision opposing editorializing by broadcasters.
(Commentary and editorializing are not the same thing, the former being
the expression of an individual's views, the latter being the views of the
station itself, meaning its licensee and management.) But the mood of the
FCC was plain enough. Matters did not change until 1949, when the FCC
totally reversed itself with the Fairness Doctrine, which urged licensees to
take editorial stands on public issues.

The National Association of Broadcasters, the business organization
of the radio (and now television) industry, added to its own code of ethics:
““News shall not be selected for the purpose of furthering or hindering
either side of any controversial public issue nor shall it be colored by the
opinions or desires of the station or the network management, the editor or
others engaged in its preparation, or the person actually delivering it over
the air. or, in the case of sponsored news broadcasts, the ad-
vertiser. . . . News commentators as well as other newscasters shall be
governed by those provisions.”

Noble declarations like these were given lip service by those com-
mentators who wanted to preach a point of view and who could get away
with it. Mutual was the most lax of the three networks in enforcing its
code. NBC News called for war coverage devoid of personal feeling,
personal thought, personal opinions, and crystal balls. CBS was the
toughest. CBS News boss Paul White declared, ‘“The public interest
cannot be served in radio by giving selected news analysts a preferred and
one-sided position. . . ."" The news analyst's job, said White, *‘is to
marshal the facts on any specific subject and out of his common or special
knowledge to present those facts so as to inform his listeners rather than to
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persuade them. . . . Ideally, in the case of controversial issues, the
audience should be left with no impression as to which side the analyst
himself actually favors.”

Kaltenborn’s reply to the CBS directive was: ‘‘No news analyst worth
his salt could or would be completely neutral or objective. He shows his
editorial bias by every act of selection or rejection from the vast mass of
news material placed before him. He often expresses his opinion by the
mere matter of shading and emphasis. He selects from a speech, or in-
terview, or public statement the particular sentences or paragraphs that
appeal to him. Every exercise of his editorial judgment constitutes an
expression of opinion.”

Walter Winchell huffed, “‘Aren’t we lucky that Patrick Henry's
message didn’t have to be reported by the Columbia Broadcasting
System?’’ He added, *‘The air ain’t as free as it used to be. It’s subject to
the whims of CBS and its highest mucky-mucks.’’ By this time Winchell
was so valuable that executives at his own NBC-Blue Network just grinned
weakly.

In 1942, thirty-one New York commentators organized themselves
under Kaltenborn’s leadership into a craft guild, the Association of Radio
News Analysts. Although the name they chose pointed to a willingness to
go along with the networks on neutrality, most members opposed the
policy. One of ARNA's first fights was for the right to offer comment in
commentaries. Charter members included Elmer Davis, William Shirer,
Waverly Root, John Vandercook, Charles Hodges, Johannes Steel,
Raymond Swing, Linton Wells, Quincy Howe, Burnett Hershey, Denis
McEvoy, George Fielding Eliot, George Hamilton Combs, Lowell Thomas,
and Kaltenborn, organizer and first president. Davis and Swing were
elected vice-presidents. Quincy Howe became secretary-treasurer. The
list of members contained large holes and small ones, not unlike a Swiss
cheese. Several colleagues were excluded from the select company
because of doubts about what they were doing and how well they were
doing it. The ARNA fought for such causes as Swing’s efforts to eliminate
the middle commercial, an interruption of the analysis of events to sell the
product. On the other hand, some commentators read their own com-
mercials, and did so with enthusiasm. Boake Carter peddled Huskies
breakfast cereal and Gabriel Heatter resonantly switched from the war
against Germany to ‘‘the great war against gingivitis—gingivitis, that
creeps in like a saboteur.”

Paul White of CBS got into a flap in 1943 with CBS commentator Cecil
Brown, who had just returned from a quick national tour during which he
interviewed a lot of people. Brown observed that the American people had
lost interest in the war. According to White, he called Brown in to chide
him for not qualifying the statement with something like: ‘‘From in-
formation I received in those interviews, I gathered the impression that
Americans are losing interest in the war.”’ However, rumors abounded
that CBS was putting the screws to Brown, who was losing his sponsors.

Brown responded by resigning. He called a news conference to
declare himself a victim of censorship.



THE ‘‘EXCESS PROPHETS”

Pressures on radio commentators came from within the broadcasting
industry, which has always feared to rock the cash-laden boat; from ad-
vertisers, who parcel out the cash; from a sometimes clamorous but mostly
ineffective public; and from the government, which has the power to bite
broadcasters but usually prefers to use its tongue instead of its teeth.

Federal Communications Commission chairman, James L. Fly,
growled one day: ‘‘I heard a so-called news program last night. Through
the months it has been tending more and more to get away from the news
of the day to the philosophies of the particular sponsor. . . . Only by
careful listening do you discover that he is not giving you news or com-
ment on the world news, but is peddling ideas to you from company
headquarters.’’ Commissioner Fly did not identify the offending program,
but he wondered aloud if news and commentary should be unsponsored
everywhere. He did not take any official position, to the relief of the
networks and a few commentators making movie star salaries. The FCC
sought no action on the complaint, its preferred practice being to regulate
by raising an eyebrow. .

By the late forties, the networks were trying to solve the problem of
bias in various ways. CBS and NBC continued to try to ban political
slanting. Mutual and ABC, which was formed in 1944 from the old NBC-
Blue Network, tried to offset bias by balancing commentators on both the
right and the left. They did not always try very hard.

Liberals in the forties claimed that conservative commentators were
favored. ‘‘Sponsors,’’ grumbled commentator Quincy Howe, ‘‘snap up the
news programs with a conservative slant as they never snapped up the
programs with a liberal slant.’”’ The president of the CIO Union, which
sponsored Leland Stowe’s weekly news analysis, said it was the union’s
desire ‘‘to counteract the growing imbalance in the ratio of liberal and
conservative commentators on the air.”’ But unions had problems being
heard.

NBC-Blue Network president Mark Woods appeared before the FCC
in 1943. This was the exchange:

Question: Now suppose the A.F. of L. wants . . . to come on with a
general program to build up good will for the A.F. of L., would you
sell them time?

Woods: We should not sell time to them.

Question: Suppose General Motors comes along and says ‘‘We want
to put on a program and we will use Vandercook as a commentator
and also that this program is brought to you by the courtesy of
General Motors,”” would you sell time for that?

Woods: Yes, we would.

Question: Suppose the A.F. of L. came along and said that they
wanted to put a program on and wanted to have Vandercook as the
commentator too, how would you handle that?

Woods: No, we won’t sell time to the A.F. of L.

Question: . .. You still would not sell the A.F. of L. time for a
symphony program?

Woods: That is correct, Mr. Chairman.
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Under pressure from FCC chairman James Fly, the Blue Network
changed its policy.

As it is with politicians and ministers, the radio commentator
preached mostly to the converted. Sponsors who would not or could not tell
him what to say still could decide whether to sponsor this commentator or
that commentator, a subtle and indirect kind of pressure, but pressure
nonetheless.

An appraisal by Variety of thirty radio reporters, analysts, and
commentators in 1945 judged six to be reactionary, five conservative, ten
middle-of-the-road, four moderately liberal, none extremely liberal, and
five who defied such classification. As an example of what was considered
an imbalance to the right, the CIO’s Political Action Committee sampled
the commentaries of Morgan Beatty over a period of seven weeks and
reported that antilabor opinion was quoted more than prolabor opinion in a
ratio of 12 to 1. (This committee is regarded by some as an extreme left
wing organization. Others think it’s fair. Take your pick.)

A 1945 survey asked radio listeners if they preferred straight news or
commentary. Straight news led, 46 percent to 37 percent, with 17 percent
having no preference. And 33 percent said it was a good idea for com-
mentators to take sides on public issues, while 46 percent said it was a bad
idea, and 21 percent had no opinion. To other questions, 43 percent
thought the commentator actually expressed his own opinions, while 63
percent thought he should do so. Astonishingly, 15 percent of the listeners
polled thought that the commentator should express not his own opinions
but the sponsor’s opinions.

That sponsors had clout was never in question. In 1946, New York
newscaster Don Hollenbeck began his early morning news, which followed
a singing commercial, by saying, ‘‘The atrocity you have just heard is not
part of this program.’”’ By noon, he was out of a job. Years later he lost
another job after criticizing Senator Joseph McCarthy. In 1954, ailing and
depressed by attacks from McCarthy supporters, especially the Hearst
newspapers, Hollenbeck committed suicide.

On behalf of his fellow commentators, Kaltenborn responded to
outside pressures. ‘‘Hire the best men you can get for the money you can
pay,”’ he advised radio station owners. ‘“Tell them frankly what you ex-
pect, what you are trying to do with your station or network. And then give
them their heads. If they get out of line, correct them. If they continually
violate what you deem to be an essential policy, fire them. But don’t
pretend that you are going to be able to prevent a commentator worth his
salt from expressing his personal opinion.”’

Kaltenborn's words may have sounded a little hollow to anyone
familiar with the criticism heaped upon some of his colleagues: sen-
sationalism, hearsay, petulance, tattling, emotionalism, super-
nationalism, American fascism.

Yet for all the criticism, there was even more satisfaction with what
the commentators were doing. Sometimes they evoked the best in us and
reminded us of what America was really all about, or ought to be about.

-
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Radio also responded to the public hunger for information with such
popular programs as ‘‘Town Meeting on the Air’’ and ‘‘Information
Please.”’ And there was the documentary, which was radio commentary
encased in drama. (Television documentary is pale by comparison.)

The end of the war did not diminish public interest in news and
commentary. The Russian army was still out there. So was the atomic
bomb. Networks even stepped up the amount of news and commentary for
a short while. In 1946, no less than sixty reporters, commentators, and
analysts were on the network rosters.

A 1945 survey reported 36 percent of the public critical of local
newscasts. Listeners complained that the news was too brief and lacked
detail and that local news was in short supply. This, of course, was the
responsibility of radio stations, not the networks. A postwar survey of
broadcasters noted that more than 40 percent of the stations across the
country had added or planned to add more news shows to their schedules.
A 1948 survey showed that Peoria, Ill., residents preferred a local
newscaster 3 to 1 over H. V. Kaltenborn and Edward R. Murrow. Like the
little girl who had a little curl right in the middle of her forehead, when
local radio was good, it was very good, but when it was bad, it was . . .

Local radio stations tended (and still tend) to fall into one of three
groups in regard to news. A small group of very good and very popular
stations emulated the networks in hiring competent journalists and
permitting them to report the news as they saw it. A much larger group of
stations kept a tight rein on news budgets and got by with what they
thought would avoid complaints to the FCC. A third group used the news
departments as vehicles for either sales or, in a very few cases,
propaganda. In the matter of sales, some stations ordered the news
director to incorporate into newscasts publicity handouts from the sales
department and to cover sales promotions as news events. Unethical as
this practice was (and is), it did not compare with use of radio stations as
an out-and-out tool for extremist political propaganda by the Richards
group of stations: WJR, Detroit; WGAR, Cleveland; and KMPC, Los
Angeles. These stations were no ‘‘coffeepots.”’ Each was a 50,000-watt
station in a major city. G. A. (Dick) Richards, who began as a car dealer
and became owner of the Detroit Lions, gave Father Coughlin his start
over WJR, ““The Good Will Station.”’ In innumerable memoranda to the
news staff and in staff meetings Richards ordered the news slanted to
reflect his political and social views. Henry Wallace was to be called *‘pig
boy’ or ‘‘tumbleweed.’’ Harry Truman was ‘‘pipsqueak.’’ Jews were to
be driven out of government. Richards quickly fired any newsman who
would not obey. Finally, all three of his licenses came up for FCC
hearings. While they were going on, Richards died. With promises to
change the news policy, his heirs and other shareholders were permitted
to keep the valuable licenses. It was a reminder that the often smudged
line between news and commentary does in fact exist and deserves
respect.

Radio commentary had grown in the decade of the thirties from a
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curiosity to a concatenation of voices with the power to influence political
decisions and by the end of World War II to a vital, mature force in our
democracy. Five years later, by 1950, its power had waned.

Despite the continued public interest in radio commentary im-
mediately after the war, the commentator’s days were numbered, victim
to normalcy and television. With world crises diminishing, the American
people began to pay more attention to their own backyards. The removal of
several liberal commentators in the late forties led to cries that the
reactionaries had driven them out, but closer to the truth may have been
the American public’s weariness with foreign entanglements, plus the fact
that the most obvious threat now came from communism, not fascism. You
tuned to a conservative for a fire-breathing attack on communism just as
you used to tune to a liberal for the most ferocious attacks on the Nazis and
Fascists.

As television spread from metropolitan areas to small cities to the
countryside, listeners deserted radio and became viewers. Network radio
news budgets were cut. Newscasters switched to the new medium. Bright

young journalists coming out of college chose television, not radio, for

their careers. There were still listeners out there, but they were riding in
cars, lying on the beach, ironing clothes, taking a lunch break at the
construction site, or just waking up. The day of the family sitting around
the big RCA Victor in the parlor had gone the way of the WPA shovel and
the sugar ration book. In came the deejay’s canned music. Rock 'n’ roll
in radio station libraries was matched in radio newsrooms by rip 'n’ read.
The networks and a number of local stations continued (and still continue)
to hold out against the trend. Later commentators, notably Paul Harvey
and Edward P. Morgan, echoed an older tradition. But prime time was
over.

The fifteen biographies comprising the bulk of this book by no means
tell the story of radio commentary. That story is too diffuse for such easy
telling. Besides, any attempt to be comprehensive, let alone definitive,
would stumble against the question: who cares? There were hundreds of
commentators, network and local. Each abode his hour or two and went his
way, as Omar said of the sultans.

Why these fifteen? At least half of them would be on most lists of
important radio commentators during the Golden Age of radio: Kalten-
born, Thomas, Davis, Swing, Murrow, Heatter, Lewis, and Winchell.
While no journalist, Father Coughlin was a political commentator with a
considerable punch. Baukhage was a veteran of radio commentary. Drew
Pearson and Dorothy Thompson brought their reputations as newspaper
columnists over to radio commentary, where they added to their
distinguished careers. Boake Carter and Upton Close, both colerful and
controversial, had their moments in the sun in the midthirties, before most
commentators got started. The most colorful figure of all, Floyd Gibbons,
had his moments of radio glory even earlier.
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courtesy U.S. Office of War Information

H. V. Kaltenborn

BULLETS and artillery shells whined overhead as the 58-year-old man
picked his way carefully from the farmhouse to a nearby haystack. It was
an incongruous sight, for the man clearly was no farmer. On this sum-
mer's day he wore a dark business suit with a Phi Beta Kappa key strung
across his ample stomach. Wire rim spectacles hugged his nose. A steel
helmet covered his thinning hair. Across one arm the man held a coil of
cable leading back to the house. As he walked to the haystack he played
out the cable, at the end of which dangled a microphone.

Where are we? This is 1936. We are in a corner of France which by
the accident of a sharp bend in a meandering little river jutted into Spain.
The farm sat on a hillside, so when the man reached the haystack he was
able to see the battle being waged on three sides of him, his view blocked
only by a mortar wall which offered some protection from the bullets. The
family living on the farm had evacuated it before the battle began. Inside
the farmhouse now, an assistant of the 58-year-old man, a French radio
engineer, had wired the other end of the cable to a telephone line, and this
line led northeast to the city of Bayonne; from there the man’s voice and
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the other sounds picked up by the microphone would be transmitted to
Bordeaux to Paris to London to Rugby and from there by shortwave to New
York and all of America.

The man, H. V. Kaltenborn, was the first radio commentator in the
United States. He remained one of America’s leading commentators for
thirty years, ‘‘the dean of radio commentators.’’ The broadcast he was
trying to send would be the first in history of a battle in progress. If he
could get through, it would be the first time that people sitting in the
safety of their homes thousands of miles away, an ocean away from
Europe’s wars, could hear a war actually happening. It took him 11 hours
of trying before he succeeded in reporting the bloody battle for the city of
Irun, the first decisive battle of the Spanish civil war. Its capture by the
Rebels, supported by Hitler and Mussolini, gave an early hint of the long
dark night about to descend upon Europe.

One problem after another beset Kaltenborn as he tried to reach CBS
News in New York from his haystack. His transmission lines were shot up
twice and had to be repaired under fire. Connections with Paris got fouled
up. When everything else was ready, an engineer in Bordeaux who was
supposed to relay the transmission to Paris decided to step out for an
aperitif. Kaltenborn recalled: ““When 1 finally got communications
through to New York and told them I could give them a description of a
battle in progress with the actual sounds of rifle and artillery fire, 1
received back this answer: ‘Stand by. Too many commercial programs just
now. Will call you later.” ** New York eventually did give Kaltenborn the
go-ahead. By this time it was 9 p.m., local time. Rifle and machine gun fire
continued through the darkness, their sputter a counterpoint to Kalten-
born’s calm and familiar voice for the next 15 minutes telling Americans
listening in the United States in the afternoon about this battle.

Over the years, many important people would lionize H. V.
Kaltenborn. Millions respected his intelligence. But he also received gifts
of rat poison and a noose. One listener offered him ‘‘the curse of the
thirteen lice.”” President Harry Truman, at the crowning moment of his
own career, got lots of laughs by mimicking him. Much achievement fills
his long —and not unflawed —career.

Hans von Kaltenborn, the personification of the American radio
commentator, was born July 9, 1878, in Milwaukee, the son of a rigid,
alcoholic former Hessian lieutenant who wanted to be addressed as Baron
Kaltenborn, a failure who used to swagger down the street with a gold-
tipped cane and, as a contemporary recalled, ‘‘pretty near swept people
off the street.”” Hans's mother died after giving birth to him, leaving
Rudolph von Kaltenborn with a daughter, Bertha, and the infant Hans.
Within two years Rudolph remarried. Soon, two sons and a daughter were
added to the family. Young Hans hawked newspapers in downtown
Milwaukee. When he was 13 the family moved to the sawmill town of
Merrill in north central Wisconsin, where his father scratched out a living
selling building materials. As a high school freshman Hans proved to be a
so-so student. Geography was one of his worst subjects. After school he
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helped his father, repairing broken windows and unloading bricks. At the
end of his freshman year, at age 14, Hans dropped out to work full time for
his father at $3 a week. Life at home was not too pleasant. The Baron
favored Bertha, his daughter by his first wife, which made his second wife
jealous, and there were quarrels. Home comforts were meager. Lighting
came from kerosene lamps. Each winter the water pipe leading to a kit-
chen tap froze, which meant somebody had to pump water from their
private well in the backyard. However, the water company always sent a
bill anyway, even though the company’s water didn’t reach the kitchen
tap. Hans thought this unfair and wrote a letter to the weekly Merrill
Advocate. The editor printed it and encouraged Hans to do a little
reporting in his spare time. No pay involved. Hans tried it and liked it.
After a while he was hired as a reporter for the Advocate at $5 a week.
Editor Christian Johnson not only taught him the newspaper business but
became an influence in the boy’s life. It was here that Hans saw a copy of
the New York Sun and was first made aware of the great world outside.

Hans grew into a lean, athletic young man, just under six feet tall. He
learned juggling and became a keen bicyclist. His pals called him
“‘Spiderlegs.”’ When a city ordinance to get bicycles off the sidewalks was
proposed, Hans protested in a newspaper article. He also racked up some
““century’’ runs—100 miles in 10 hours. All the while, encouraged by
Johnson, Hans von Kaltenborn read books.

Upon the outbreak of the Spanish-American War, Hans tried to join
the army but was too skinny to pass the physical. He went home and force-
fed himself bananas and milk, returned to the weighing scale, and passed.
When his voluntee- company was formed, the recruits elected their
sergeants. Hans, who may have been the youngest and lightest man in the
company, was one of four sergeants elected, which meant an extra 20¢ on
top of the 52¢ a day privates earned. He picked up a little more money for
news dispatches sent to the Milwaukee Journal and the Merrill Advocate
about the company, which was comprised of Merrill boys. Bilingual, he
also sent reports to the Lincoln County Anzeiger in German. Hans served
for eight months, mostly in Alabama. (In 1941, when draftees were
conscripted for a later war, Kaltenborn would inform his radio audience
that “‘as an ex-drill sergeant I know that it takes pretty close to a year to
perfect a man in the routine requirements of military service.’ D)

When his company was discharged, he sold most of his buddies on
the idea of going home on the Louisville, Nashville and Evansville
Railroad, a sales effort netting Hans a railroad pass. He made his own way
home via Montgomery, Mobile, Pensacola, and New Orleans, where he
boarded a Mississippi packet boat for the long trip north. Upon arrival he
was promoted to city editor of the Advocate, but he grew restless, his
appetite for distant places having been whetted. He quit his newspaper
job to work in a logging camp during the winter that ushered in a new
century. In the spring of 1900 he returned to Merrill to take a job in a paint
and oil store, but that lasted only a few months. The appetite was un-
slaked. This time he was off to France! He wanted to see the Paris Ex-

19



20

position being reported in the papers and to bicycle from there to Germany
to visit some of his well-placed relatives, for he was still a baron’s son.
Editor Johnson, using his best linen writing paper, authorized him as a
foreign correspondent for the Merrill Advocate. He told Hans the
newspaper would print his dispatches for $1 each. Hans, who already
spoke German, began to learn French. He was 22, ready to taste the
world. Taking his bicycle, he secured a railroad pass to get to New York.
Of all the cities he would visit in his lifetime, New York would be his
favorite, although his financial state during that first visit meant a hotel for
10¢ a night and sometimes, instead of lunch, two or three bananas for a
penny. Recalling the old saloons with their free lunch counters, Kalten-
born wrote, ‘I became skilled in the art of patronizing the free lunch
without patronizing the bar. My entrance through the swinging doors had
to be carefully timed to coincide with occasions when the saloon was well
filled and the proprieter busy filling up the schooners of beer.”’

After visiting Coney Island, he sent a news report back to the Ad-
vocate, observing, ‘‘Throughout the afternoon the sands along the beach
are lined with scantily attired men and women who lounge about in various
unconventional attitudes and get tanned OTHER PLACES besides their
faces.”

Kaltenborn worked his way to Europe on a cattle boat, docking at
Liverpool. By bicycle he traveled to London, then went on to Paris and the
World's Fair of 1900. ‘‘The World's Fair had apparently attracted an
enormous number of ‘ladies of the evening,’ '’ he recalled. ‘‘I had many
occasions to improve my French explaining that I was not a rich American,
and therefore hardly worthy of their solicitations.”’

He went on to Germany, from where his parents had emigrated.
Kaltenborn’s fluent German had almost no trace of an American accent.
Staying with socially conscious relations in Berlin, he was addressed as
Baron von Kaltenborn, though things became a bit strained when he
decided to munch a hot dog while strolling down a boulevard with one of
his stiff-lipped cousins.

‘‘Spiderlegs’’ Kaltenborn bicycled back to Paris almost broke. To
support himself he sold stereoscopes on commission. These optical
devices, which transformed two side-by-side photographs into a three-
dimensional view, proved a popular enough novelty that Hans could
extend his journey.

‘It took me a little time to get up enough courage to make my first
call,”” he recalled in his book, Fifty Fabulous Years. ‘‘In selecting a
prospective customer, I chose badly. He was a busy little Frenchman
behind the counter of a tobacco shop. Ignoring the cold light in his eye, I
launched into my memorized sales talk about ‘la petite invention
Americaine.” He soon made it clear to me even with my limited knowledge
of French that he definitely was not interested in ‘la petite invention.’
Nevertheless, I persisted. But, when he said something about gendarmes
and came out from behind the counter, I left!”’

Hans managed to sell three stereoscopes that day. In the ensuing
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months the young American managed to peddle enough stereoscopes and
pictures to French men and women to survive and to develop a working
knowledge of their language. Often his customers were amused at getting
a sales pitch from an American, since everyone knew that all Americans
were millionaires. N’est-ce pas?

Meanwhile, he continued to send dispatches to the Advocate. One of
them, commenting about the increasing number of horseless carriages he
saw in European cities, complained:

They are a nuisance, these automobiles in more ways than one,
they are always run at an awful rate of speed, their gasoline motors
leave behind a disagreeable odor, they stir up an awful dust, they
make more noise than a steam engine and seem to take so much of the
romance away tfrom the environments in which they are found.

By the time Kaltenborn returned home, at age 24, his father had died.
Now the eldest son in a fatherless family, he prepared seriously for a
journalistic career. He bought a typewriter, learned shorthand, and sought
a job on a major newspaper. A poem he had written about the Brooklyn
Bridge helped to land him a job at the Brooklyn Eagle, where he rose
slowly and steadily from stock table clerk to city hall reporter. But
Kaltenborn was sensitive to his lack of education and in 1905, taking leave
from the Eagle, he entered Harvard for one year as a special student in
economics and politics. He wrote articles as the Harvard stringer for the
Eagle, the New York Post, and the Boston Transcript to pay for this first
formal education since his freshman high school year. He was 27 years
old. His first year brought him one A, four Bs and one C, plus a desire for
more education. He enrolled as a regular student. His grades improved
and in his senior year he won a $250 scholarship to help him scratch along.
One summer a professor took Kaltenborn to Berlin as his secretary. Hans
also developed an interest in public speaking and debate. Trying out for
one of two Boylston Prizes for elocution, worth $60, Kaltenborn's memory
went blank on stage. He kept cool, however, and extemporized. He was
convinced he had lost until a copy of the Crimson, slipped under his door
th: next morning, informed him he had won one of the prizes. During his
undergraduate years at Harvard, Kaltenborn ran with the cross-country
team, helped to organize the Harvard Dramatic Club, and served as its
first manager. He finally managed to pass his algebra entrance exam one
week before graduation, was elected to Phi Beta Kappa, spoke before civic
groups in the Boston area, and, at commencement, read a paper on
journalism. He received his B.A. in political science, cum laude, in 1909.
Among his undergraduate contemporaries were Heywood Broun, Walter
Lippmann, future Hitler aide Ernst Hanfstaengel, and the future Com-
munist, John Reed. As editor of the Harvard Illlustrated Magazine,
Kaltenborn once rejected an article on woman suffrage submitted by
Lippmann. Lippmann told Kaltenborn he was a pretty poor editor not to
realize the importance of that article.
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newspaper reporter who would later achieve fame for his humorous
writing about Archie and Mehitabel. One summer day Kaltenborn and
Marquis were swimming off a Long Island beach. Wearing a borrowed
pair of trunks, Marquis got into trouble when the trunks slipped down and
tangled around his legs. He began thrashing about and calling for help.
At first Kaltenborn thought he was joking. When he realized Marquis was
really in trouble, the athletic Kaltenborn pulled him ashore. Marquis had
swallowed a lot of water, but recovered to declaim on the humiliation of
nearly being drowned by a pair of swimming trunks. Probably thanks to
Kaltenborn, we can enjoy reading the adventures of the cockroach who
types and the cat who was once Cleopatra.

The year 1921 saw his promotion to associate editor and heard
something too. The Brooklyn Chamber of Commerce held what they called
a special radio night to demonstrate the new device. Kaltenborn, an
enthusiast who had bought a crystal set, was a guest speaker. After his
regular speech, he was whisked to Newark, New Jersey, where
Westinghouse had built an experimental station, WJZ. The banquet
guests in Brooklyn heard Kaltenborn's voice over a loudspeaker, the same
voice they had heard in person earlier in the evening. Quite a stunt. To cap
it, he returned to the banquet room and was greeted by thunderous ap-
plause.

A year went by before he got another chance to broadcast, this time
over WVP, an Army Signal Corps station on Bedloe’s Island. Listeners
heard the first analysis of current news ever broadcast on radio.
Kaltenborn examined a coal strike from the points of view of a miner, a
mine owner, and an average citizen.

A vyear later, after a tour to Alaska and another trip to Europe,
Kaltenborn began a weekly half-hour commentary for the Eagle over
WEAF, a New York station owned by the American Telephone and
Telegraph Company. He could now be heard a thousand miles away on
topics both serious and light, including reading poetry occasionally.
Reception in those crystal and cat’s whisker days was not always good.
One listener wrote that he heard Kaltenborn more clearly by using his own
body as part of the radio. With one hand on the antenna post and the other
manipulating the dials, he could bring Kaltenborn's voice in clearly, he
wrote.

Over WEAF Kaltenborn criticized a decision by a judge who was
about to preside at an important AT & T rates case. The company warned
him to be careful. Next, he criticized a strike which he felt was against the
public interest. AT & T’s vice-president for labor relations demanded that
Kaltenborn be fired. Instead, he was more forcefully told to be careful.
Next, the brash 