
NETWORK CELEBRATES ITS 60TH ANNIVERSARY 

The image of NBC, from Walter Damrosch to Bill Cosby 

Nov. 15, 1926: The National Broadcasting Co. goes on the air at 8 p.m. from the Grand Ballroom of New York's Waldorf- Astoria hotel. Among the 1,000 
guests on hand were (far left) Charles Lindbergh and Amelia Earhart. 

ixty years ago, NBC transformed 
broadcasting from a local form of elec- 
tronic communications to one that 

would serve the masses on a national scale. 
On Sept. 13, 1926, the Radio Corp. of 
America, which, as the leading manufactur- 
er of radio receivers in the world, deter- 
mined that the future of the medium would 
rely on the "quantity and quality" of pro- 
graming, took out a full page newspaper ad 
announcing the formation of the National 
Broadcasting Co. 

"The purpose of that company," the ad 
said, "will be to provide the best programs 
available for broadcasting in the United 
States" and to offer them to stations in the 
country "so far as it may be practicable to do 
so, and they may desire to take them. It is 
hoped that arrangements may be made so 
that every event of national importance may 
be broadcast widely throughout the United 
States." General Electric and Westinghouse 
also had ownership interests in NBC, 50% 
and 20%, respectively, but RCA bought 
them out in January 1930 and remained the 
sole owner until late last year when General 
Electric acquired RCA for $6.3 billion. 

RCA's goal of providing a national pro- 
graming service was realized just two 
months later when, on Nov. 15, 1926, NBC 
aired an evening of entertainment program- 
ing from the grand ballroom of the old Wal- 
dorf- Astoria hotel at Fifth Avenue and 34th 
Street in New York City -now the site of the 
Empire State Building. At 8:05 p.m. that 
night, Merlin H. (Deac) Aylesworth, former 

managing director of the National Electric 
Light Association and NBC's first president, 
kicked off just over four hours of live enter- 
tainment before some 1,000 invited guests. 
Among the acts were the New York Sym- 
phony, conducted by Walter Damrosch; op- 
era singer Mary Garden; humorist Will Rog- 
ers, in a remote broadcast from 
Independence, Kan.; pianist Harold Bauer; 
the comedy team of Weber & Fields, and 
four dance bands. (Live network entertain- 
ment programing on radio would nearly die 
by the late 1950's, only to reappear in the 
1980's, leading some broadcasters to dub 
this decade as radio's "second golden era. ") 

That first NBC broadcast was heard over 
21 charter stations that initially composed 
the NBC Radio Network, as well as four 
other outlets. Nearly all were located east of 
the Mississippi river. It was estimated that 
the NBC broadcast reached about two mil- 
lion of the then five million homes equipped 
with radios. 

There were a handful of ad hoc radio net- 
works prior to NBC's Nov 15, 1926, broad- 
cast, such as a special I2- station link that 
aired coverage from the Republican national 
convention in 1924 and a 21- station hook -up 
that carried President Calvin Coolidge's in- 
augural address in 1925. But NBC was con- 
sidered the first full -service network organi- 
zation. 

One of the first regularly scheduled series 
after NBC's first network broadcast was a 

Sunday- morning show geared to young chil- 
dren, Children's Hour, hosted by Milton 

Broadcasting Jun 9 1986 

.rn 

Cross, who later became the announcer for 
NBC television's weekly Metropolitan Op- 
era broadcasts. 

Some radio historians say RCA's launch 
into networking helped invigorate what was 
then a somewhat floundering industry. There 
were some 500 to 600 radio stations in 1926, 
a drop of several hundred from previous 
years. There remains little doubt today that 
the NBC network enhanced the stature of the 
aural medium, bringing live entertainment 
and news programing into the home. 

RCA's official entry into broadcasting 
came in 1925, when the company purchased 
WEAF(AM) New York (now WNBCIAMI) from 
AT &T for $1 million. It took over the station 
a year later, on Nov. 15-the date of its first 
network broadcast -incorporated it under 
the name of the National Broadcasting Co. 
and used it as the originating station for all of 
its network programing. NBC also inherited 
WEAF announcer Graham McNamee, who 
became one of the first network radio person- 
alities handling overall announcing chores in- 
cluding sporting events and newscasts. 

At the same time NBC was formed, RCA 
set out to establish what was to become the 
forerunner of the standards and practices de- 
partments at the major networks today. RCA 
called it the "public advisory council," com- 
posed of 12 members representing "different 
shades of public opinion." 

During the council's first meeting, the fol- 
lowing proclamation was issued establishing 
NBC's goal: "In this country we must learn 
by experiment the best way of handling this 




