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DAVID
SARNOFF

By JouN TEBBEL

David Sarnoff, Chairman of the Board of Radio
Corporation of America, directs from his office in a
New York skyscraper the greatest electronics empire
in the world—radio, television, recordings, com-
puters, and space communications. His career began
as office boy for the Commercial Cable Company
at 15, and he soon became a wireless telegraph oper-
ator for the Marconi Company. He served at several
lonely stations, using his spare time to teach himself
everything he could learn about radio. He was one
of the pioneer radio operators in the Arctic sealing
fleet. In 1912 while serving as a wireless telegraph
operator for the Wanamaker store, he picked up
and made available to the world the first news of
the sinking of the luxury liner Titanic. For 72 hours
he stayed at his key, the single link between the dis-
aster scene and the outside world.

In 1916, as commercial manager for the Marconi
Company, he provided an amazingly accurate pre-
diction of the feasibility of radio broadcasting to
homes. Years later, after the formation of RCA, he
made this prophecy come true. He introduced radio
network broadcasting and first brought fine sym-
phonic music regularly to American homes. At the
same time, he was encouraging and directing the de-
velopment of television and later color television.
RCA, under his leadership, was also in the forefront
of space communications with the development of
the Relay and Tiros satellites.

David Sarnoff in his 70’s is still looking to the
future, a future in which the young people of today
will play so important a part. Both his life story and
his words of counsel are evidence of how great that
future can be.
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Chapter 1

Portrait of a Genius

On the remote 53rd floor of the RCA Building, be-
hind a leather-topped desk in a handsome limed-oak
office, at the center of the complex known to millions of
Americans as Radio City, sits a stocky, dynamic
man who has probably affected the daily lives
of more Americans than any other human being. He
gave them radio and television. At 72, he is planning to
give them the keys to space. His name is David Sarnoff,
chairman of the board of Radio Corporation of Amer-
ica, unquestionably the most powerful man the history
of communications has ever known, a man who has
made the future come true.

If it is possible he is lonely at the lofty summit of
the empire he has created, it is equally true that the pros-
pect he surveys would intimidate most other men. Sar-
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noff is in direct and more or less absolute control of a
vast network of sound and sight that embraces the earth.
There is the National Broadcasting Company, whose
radio and television stations bring the world to the
doorstep of the listening and watching audience of
the United States. There is the RCA Victor Record
Division whose records spin on millions of turntables,
many of them manufactured- by the company it-
self. RCA Laboratories are busy perfecting the old
wonders and inventing new ones., RCA Communications,
Inc., has more than 80 radiotelegraph circuits that send
messages into every part of the world—more than
200,000,000 words a year. Its Leased Channel Service
makes international teletype communication possible
for stockbrokers, airlines, and thousands of merchants,
domestic and international, as well as federal agencies.

RCA itself is in the manufacturing business. Its
18 plants make every kind of radio or related gadget,
and television sets, phonographs, electron microscopes,
and computers among other things.

Sarnoff, in brief, heads a giant corporation which
is involved in show business, news gathering, adver-
tising, manufacturing, broadcasting, patent licensing,
commercial communications, and research. All told it
employs about 100,000 people in its 30 American
manufacturing locations and 13 others abroad, and
grosses nearly $2,000,000,000 a year.

What kind of man sits at the controls of this em-
pire, of which even Alexander could never have
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dreamed, and how did he get there? The answer is at
once a legend and a story largely unknown to a new
generation of young Americans, looking off into space
and unaware that the man who provides the window
they look through is the same man who brought those
commonplace devices, radio and television, to their
fathers and mothers.

For David Sarnoff’s career has spanned the most
exciting era in American life, the past half-century,
when the tree of the nineteenth century industrial revo-
lution burst into the overpowering bloom of twentieth
century technology. He saw it happen; he has done as
much as one man could do to make it happen. His story
has been called, aptly, one of the great romances of
industry, but it is more than that. It is a story unique
in the chronicles of the men who made the nation, be-
cause it combines the supreme adventure of ideas with
the more familiar story of business success.

Superficially the Sarnoff story is based on the old
conventional rags-to-riches theme, the rise of a poor
immigrant boy from the lower East Side of New York
to success by dint of hard work and virtue. The General,
as everyone calls Sarnoff, plainly dislikes the compari-
son, and with reason. Where the conventional nine-
teenth century version of “success’” was a simple rise to
wealth, Sarnoff has a different conception of the word.

“Success results when a man has the opportunity
to express unimpeded the forces within him, whatever
they may be,” he says. “To be able to develop and
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enjoy these forces is the greatest measure of success.
And wealth is not an evidence of success, contrary to
popular opinion, nor is its possession an evidence of
achievement.”

Like his friend Bernard Baruch, the General does
not consider himself a rich man, and he is far from
having anywhere near Baruch’s wealth. Baruch, whose
fortune is estimated at somewhere near $25,000,000,
often says—and with truth—that if he had not decided
in 1912 to devote most of his time to public service, he
would be a rich man today—meaning that his fortune
would be three or four times greater, like those of his
contemporaries who devoted themselves to making
money. Similarly, Sarnoff, whose salary is reported as
$200,000 a year and who lives in a style within the reach
of comparatively few men, nevertheless points out that
his career could have made him one of the richest men in
America if wealth had been his motivation. But it was
not, and never has been. He regards himself as a creator,
like the inventor, the philosopher, the musician.

The General’s particular creative genius is an abil-
ity to understand the abstract language of science and
to translate it into devices that will benefit mankind.
Understanding the nature of wireless communication,
he foresaw the instruments that made radio and tele-
vision universal and marshaled the scientific forces nec-
essary to make these dreams come true, as well as the
manufacturing organizations equally necessary to make
them available on the marketplace. When the atom’s
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secrets were unlocked and the doors to space were swung
ajar, Sarnoff again was able to project these scientific
discoveries into satellites and space exploration.

Now that the color television he pioneered has
come into its own, the General’s company is already in
space. It was designer and developer of the Federal
government’s Tiros weather satellite, and chief con-
tractor for communications satellite, Project Relay.
On earth, Sarnoff has large dreams for linking every
human being to every other with personal sight-and-
sound.

The dreamer of these dreams has a right to be heard
when he talks about the future. His record is illumi-
nated by a long history of “firsts.” Sarnoff proposed
radio as a home instrument as early as 1916. Six years
later he was arranging the first radio broadcast to a mass
audience, the heavyweight championship fight between
Jack Dempsey and Georges Carpentier in 1921. He made
NBC the nation’s first broadcasting network in 1926;
and he himself made the first commercial telecast, at
the opening of the New York World’s Fair in 1939. He
pioneered the first commercial color television sets and
programs in 1954, and only six years after that he was
overseeing the development of Tiros.

Outside the industry he has been an adviser to three
Presidents, and performed numerous services for the
government. Time has called him “one of the most imag-
inative strategists of the cold war,” and leaders in many
fields beat a path to his office door. Universities shower
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him with honorary degrees, and he could make a pub-
lic speech every night in the year if he liked. “About the
only honor left for General Sarnoff,” Dr. Ralph Sock-
man, the noted New York clergyman, once observed, “is
election to the Hall of Fame—and the only reason he
hasn’t achieved that is the stipulation that candidates
must have been deceased for at least 25 years.”

Behind all these visible evidences of power and
achievement is an extraordinary human being. Physi-
cally, he radiates the tremendous energy which makes
the careers of most successful men possible. His stocky
five-foot-eight frame exudes authority and assurance. He
speaks, at least during business hours, in what the Army
would call the voice of command, brisk and almost
harsh, coloring warmly with enthusiasm when he talks
about something near his heart. Angry, he is cold and
remote, with an immense, chilling reserve twice as
frightening as an explosive fit of temper. His blue eyes
are sharp and penetrating. His mind moves twice as
quickly as most people’s. He is the epitome of confidence.

A man who has been in command for more than
a half-century is likely to be somewhat remote from the
day-by-day business going on around him, and it is true
that Sarnoff lives in a different world. It is a world
characterized by plan and order, of which his immacu-
late desk is a symbol. He deals with one set of problems
at a time, and when the papers representing it are no
longer needed, they are whisked away and the desk is
clear for a new batch. Thus his work never piles up.
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Where most business managers dictate in a steady
stream of letters and memoranda, Sarnoff seldom turns
out more than a half-dozen letters in a day. The office
rule is that memos written to him by subordinates must
be no more than a page long, but he expresses freely
whatever he has on his own mind, even if it takes 30
pages to do it. These memos are not offhand products.
The General has collected what he considers the best of
his memos and has had them bound in gold-tooled
leather.

Disorder is his enemy. “I don’t make my mind a
wastepaper basket,” he says. “Another thing, I don’t
like to see a lot of agitation around. I want to have
things done in a calm, businesslike way. The other night
I saw some movie drama or other that had to do with
business; you should have seen the businessmen in it—
picking up this phone, picking up that phone till the
place looked like a madhouse. Why, I think if I had an
executive like that working for me up here, I'd fire him.”

There are no executives “like that” in the RCA
suites nestled together in wall-to-wall carpeted dignity
on the 52nd and 53rd floors of the RCA tower. It is a
place of almost abnormal quiet, considering that this
empire has its own quota of daily crises, like any other
business. Everyone, even those who have never seen him,
is conscious of the man on the 53rd floor who hates dis-
order.

Power may be the keynote of Sarnoff’s personality,
but power itself has never been the end in view. The
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General has spent his life surmounting obstacles, from
his earliest days. Sometimes the struggle has been the
result of hard necessity, but more often it has been the
natural habit of a man who enjoys taking on difficult
problems and ideas. He is not particularly interested
in money as money, or power as power. What interests
him is everlastingly pushing hard at the barriers that
separate men from what they want to achieve, whether
it is the creation of a business enterprise or a new har-
nessing of natural forces.

If there is a common denominator among success-
ful men, it is their total absorption in work to the exclu-
sion of nearly everything else, and this is true of Sarnoff.
His hobbies are music, reading, and boating; he doesn’t
play golf, and in fact has no time for games of any
variety. Even at home it is not unusual for him to come
in at midnight and work half the night.

He is constantly in touch with his communications
empire, no matter where he may be. In the private bar-
bership on the top floor of his home—being barbered is
one of his few relaxations—there is a radio and tele-
phone beside the chair, as there is in the barbershop ad-
joining his office, which is reached through a concealed
door in the oak paneling. His air-conditioned Cadillac,
in which his chauffeur transports him about the city, has
a radiotelephone set through which he can communi-
cate with nearly any point in the civilized world.

There is a television set in his office, as there is in
the office of every other RCA executive, and when he

o
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goes to lunch in his private dining room on the floor
below, down a private stairway, he has available a really
impressive link to the world. A drawer in the dining
table at his place contains a complicated control panel of
buttons, switches, and dials. Manipulated by the Gen-
eral, it first agitates an innocuous looking oil painting
depicting a pastoral scene of rural delights beside a
waterfall, opposite his place, and causes this tranquility
to slide down inside its gilt frame, disclosing a television
screen of formidable proportions. The General is then
able to dial any program he wants to see, including
those being rehearsed in NBC’s studios. He takes a pater-
nal pride in this gadget and allows an occasional visitor
to operate it.

But it is no tycoon’s toy. Sarnoff could explain, to
anyone who asked, exactly how the whole thing works.
His understanding of complex electronic systems even
now amazes some of those who work for him, particu-
larly those who know that he had virtually no formal
training in this field. Yet he understands and deals
with the most difficult problems in electronics, and is
well able to explain them to other people.

The electron, the earliest discovered of the smallest
particles of matter, came into man’s consciousness about
the time Sarnoff was born, as he is fond of noting, and
its uses have been the substance of the General’s life.
How its awesome properties have woven together the
separate parts of his life are dramatically illustrated by
two devices in his office. There, in a glass case, is mounted
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the wireless key that the 19-year-old Sarnoff operated
for 72 historic hours when the liner Titanic sank in
1912, an episode that was a major turning point in his
life. In a desk drawer is a silver-plated telegraph key
that the director of the RCA empire could use, if he
chose, to put himself in instant contact with the radio
stations and studios he controls.

In reality, of course, he would be unlikely to do so.
The key is a symbol. To perform the business of con-
ducting RCA’s worldwide organization, Sarnoff has de-
veloped one of the most efficient managerial systems in
American business, born of the passion for such effi-
ciency which controls his own activities. “I don’t want
to do what someone else can do,” he says, and so confines
himself largely to policy matters when he sits at his
clean and massive desk. Like any first-class executive, he
knows how to delegate authority. Papers flow from his
desk marked “PSM,” for “Please see me,” or “Pls
handle,” or often merely a succinct “Yes!” or “No!”
Speeches are a different matter. He works on them him-
self, sometimes through a dozen or more drafts, before
he scrawls “stet” (the printer’s mark meaning “let it
stand’’) across the first page. This mark usually does not
go on a speech until he has tried it out on his wife
Lizette at home.

Business as business is only one aspect of the Gen-
eral’s life, but it is something for which he has dem-
onstrated remarkable talent. When he became president
of RCA in 1930, there were few who envied him. The
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radio industry had been struck a staggering blow by
the Depression, and RCA’s income had plummeted from
$182,000,000 in 1929 to a slim $62,000,000 by 1933.
In addition, a government antitrust action concerning the
Company was settled in 1932, as a result of which Gen-
eral Electric and Westinghouse agreed to dispose of their
stock interests in RCA.

Another man coming into the presidency at so
precarious a time might have trimmed sail and con-
sidered himself lucky to ride out the storm. Not Sarnoff.
Boldly he pushed ahead with expensive and expansive
research programs. Meanwhile, he steered the corpora-
tion so skillfully that it paid its first dividend in 1937, and
since that time has never shown a deficit. Today it is the
25th largest company in America.

A recent example of the indomitable Sarnoff at
work was the fight over color television, which came to
a climax in 1950. When this struggle began, RCA went
into the battle with considerable reluctance. It had been
developing its own system, one which would operate in
the standard black-and-white channels and would there-
fore be “compatible,” meaning that the color picture
could also be received in black-and-white by those who
did not have color sets, a highly important element in
building an audience. The Columbia Broadcasting Sys-
tem, on the other hand, was ready to demonstrate a non-
compatible system.

Sarnoff wanted to wait for a test between these sys-
tems until his own was thoroughly tested, but the Federal
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Communications Commission was anxious to approve
standards for the industry so that the new development
in television would become commercially feasible as
soon as possible. Knowing that the Commission did not
intend to wait, Sarnoff ordered the research placed on a
crash basis, and in April 1950 he took a characteristic
gamble by demonstrating the RCA system before the
FCC, hoping he could convince them to wait, if not
actually to approve the compatible technique.

His doubts and anxieties proved to be correct.
There was nothing wrong with the basic system; it is the
same one employed in all color sets today. In 1950,
however, it was not ready. Sarnoff summarized his dem-
monstration wryly: “The monkeys were green, the
bananas were blue, and everyone had a good laugh.”
Soon after, the FCC approved CBS’s non-compatible
system, which was producing a good picture.

The disadvantages in producing such a color set
were nevertheless so obvious that CBS wisely decided
not to take advantage of the decision and try to market
its system. Then the Korean War curtailed research
and development sharply, thus postponing a final deci-
sion. While the war went on, Sarnoff went ahead quietly
with all the facilities available to him, pushing his re-
search men to iron out the wrinkles in the compatible
system. When the war was over, the FCC reversed itself
and set up new color standards recommended to it by a
committee from the whole industry. No one was aston-
ished that these new standards were substantially those
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Sarnoff had advocated from the beginning of the con-
troversy.

The General is a bold and persevering fighter
for whatever he advocates, and it is characteristic of
his pioneering efforts that he has never hesitated to spend
his company’s money if he believed that whatever he
was doing with it would pay off eventually. In the De-
pression, for example, justifying his undiminished re-
search program, he declared that troubled times called
for “brave dollars” as well as brave men. In developing
black-and-white television, he poured out $50,000,000
before the new medium earned back a penny, and he
spent nearly three times that much on color. Presently
he has staked a fortune on the development of com-
puters, forthrightly entering a field already dominated
by International Business Machines, and he is pushing to
circle the globe with color television by satellite. “The
future has always interested me more than the past,” the
General remarks succinctly.

The Sarnoff that the world and his business associ-
ates see is a dominant, determined man, vigorous and
commanding, superbly talented in a half-dozen direc-
tions and intensely involved with the whole immense
* empire he controls. Fortune, the magazine of business,
has summarized him: “He is a whole cast of characters
—the dramatis personae of a long play about success
in American business. He is at once a farsighted leader
and a volatile boss; a charmer and a hardboiled task-
master; a philosopher (‘competition brings out the best-
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in products and the worst in men’) but withal a fearful
competitor himself. . . .”

There is, quite naturally, another Sarnoff, one seen
in off guard moments during the business day and by his
wife and his few intimates at home. A man of the Gen-
eral’s particular personality does not easily inspire
anecdotes, and there are few to be heard in the RCA
tower, but those that exist are revealing.

John B. Kennedy, the radio commentator, recalled
several years ago a day in Atlantic City when Sarnoff
and his late brother Irving, a man who was prominent
in the New York radio retailing business, were talking
with a group of radio dealers. The General, his cigar
cocked at a militant angle, was needling his younger
brother in the manner of older brothers everywhere in
the world.

“Quit riding me,” Irving said, with mock anger.
“You quit riding me or I'll tell mother.”

Sarnoff walked away smiling, sharing Irving’s
quiet enjoyment of the fact that their capable mother
had dominated all four of the Sarnoff boys.

The General relaxes most, perhaps, with music and
musicians. Next to science and business, they are his
nearest and dearest interests. His closest friends, aside
from Baruch, the late Albert Lasker, and the late Herb-
ert Bayard Swope (a trio once referred to as Sarnoff’s
“kitchen cabinet’”) have been musicians. One is Samuel
Chotzinoff, music director of NBC and the man who
made the NBC Opera Company a national television
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institution. Another is the violin virtuoso Jascha Heifetz.
The pianist Artur Rubinstein is still another.

When he was alive, Maestro Arturo Toscanini be-
came one of Sarnoff’s good friends, a relationship sur-
prising to some people who could not understand what
these utterly different men had in common. They had, of
course, the NBC Symphony, still active today as the
Symphony of the Air, a first-rank orchestra that Sarnoff
had especially created for the distinguished conductor.
That would have been enough in itself, perhaps, but the
two men had a shared interest in what was going on in
the world, as well as in the special world of music.
Sarnoff introduced the Maestro to television, which he
had avoided, and was delighted when Toscanini became
an avid sports follower, particularly of the fights. If the
Sarnoffs—or anyone else—came to dinner on a fight
night, dinner had to be early and over with before the
slugging began. '

Once, however, the relationship was unexpectedly
strained when the Sarnoffs entertained by giving a
surprise party for Toscanini. It was a surprise, but to the
temperamental maestro, not entertaining. Shown up to
the sixth floor of Sarnoff’s house when he arrived, he was
disconcerted when he was asked whether he had a res-
ervation, and further disturbed to be ushered into an
upstairs room that had been turned into a nightclub for
the occasion. Jazz greeted his affronted ears, and he
could scarcely believe it when he saw his friend Sarnoff
dressed as a ringmaster introducing circus acts, in
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which the General’s celebrated friends were the stars.
Astounded and horrified, Toscanini watched Heifetz's
sister Elza, the wife of playwright S. N. Behrman, rid-
ing a make-believe horse. Then he put his head in his
hands and would look at the show no more.

The General and his friends were not discouraged.
They wernt on to other imaginative parties, at one of
which, on Sarnoff’s birthday, Chotzinoff impersonated
him in a most un-Sarnofflike fashion, sitting at a break-
fast table and talking into a half-dozen telephones at
once while he beat the table with his fist and chewed
cigars. Unlike Toscanini, Sarnoff was delighted.

Alone in his 30-room house on East Seventy-first
Street with Lizette; the General comes as close to the
rest of humanity as a man with his background and in
his position can come. It is not, obviously, the kind of
dwelling most men could call home, with its six floors,
two patios, barbershop, projection room, and a profu-
sion of television and radio sets, but in it the General
leads a life as near to normal as possible.

He has, as his wife explains, “his crotchets.” For
one thing, he hates to tip—not out of any penuriousness
but simply because the act of tipping embarrasses him
as a human transaction. Consequently he will leave his
hat in the car rather than check it; and when he eats out,
it is usually at a restaurant on a small, select list. The
people who serve him in these places are tipped once a
year by check, along with his barber and manicurist.
Their wait is compensated by Sarnoff’s generosity.
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Through this system he believes that he is maintaining
some sense of dignity between the server and the served.

Years ago he was persuaded to give up driving, a
change accomplished when he had a mobile radiotele-
phone installed in his car. In his driving days it was
always a contest between driver and machine. “I used
to sit beside him, uncomfortable,” his wife has recalled,
“wondering whether I ought to tell the master of the
electronic age that I did not like the way he took the
last corner.”

At home he ranges over the six floors of the house,
from a small study on the first to his own office on the
fourth (the entire fourth floor is his personal domain)
to the sixth, where there is a solarium and a terrace—
and the barbershop. Sunday morning in the barbershop
is a Sarnoff institution. His friend Sam the Barber, who
has shaved him for nearly 20 years, ministers not only
to him but usually to three or four old friends who drop
in. Afterward the men eat brunch together and spend
the afternoon talking.

Sometimes the house seems more like a laboratory
than a home to his wife, when she contemplates the elec-
tronic devices that decorate it from top to bottom. There
may be as many as 20 television sets scattered through
the house at one time, nearly all of them experimental
models in various stages of development. They are con-
stantly replaced as new developments come along. “I
just about learn to work one when it’s gone,” Mrs. Sar-
noff complains gently.
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The General’s study desk is equipped with a battery
of buttons that control the room lights, operate the ra-
dio, and make a painting disappear in favor of a tele-
vision screen, as in his RCA dining room. A similar
panel is built into a corner of his bed. Sarnoff thinks it
is silly to do anything by hand that electricity can do.
There is, in fact, a professional panel room that controls
the entire intricate system of radio and television
throughout the house, but not including the fully
equipped sound-movie projection room in the library.
The drawing room, which is decorated with Chinese
murals, is large enough to hold a small concert audi-
ence, and often does.

Aside from the barbershop, Sarnoff’s favorite room
is his fourth-floor office, which is weighted down with a
vast collection of ribbons, medals, citations, plaques,
trophies, autographed portraits, a small library of press
clippings and speeches bound in gold-tooled leather,
and 41 volumes of notes for a history of his life and
times, which he has said he will not permit to be pub-
lished until after his death.

In this spacious, somewhat incredible house, Sar-
noff has seen his three sons grow up—one of them,
Robert, to be chairman of the board of NBC. The grow-
ing up process brought the usual quota of juvenile prob-
lems to the attention of the man who so much dislikes
trivia. Once his youngest son, Tom, fell in love with a
white terrier in a Madison Avenue pet shop and yearned
to take him home, where no dogs had been permitted

[30]




on the theory that they required country fields, not city
houses.

Tom wrote to his father: ‘“Dear Dad, I have just
seen the most beautiful dog. I would love to have him
for my birthday. I could teach him tricks. If you get me
the dog, I promise that the first trick I will teach him is
to stay out of your way.” When the General read this
note, he went to the pet shop himself and bought the dog
that proved to be the forerunner of other dogs, alliga-
tors, birds, and guppies. As a father, Sarnoff drew the
line only at a pair of wallabies sent to Tom by an Aus-
tralian admirer of his father. These animals went to the
Central Park Zoo.

Sarnoff has always been a family man, to an extent
the schedule of a busy industrialist seldom permits. He
loves, for example, to conduct the traditional cere-
monies of the Jewish year, most of which celebrate the
family in love and gratitude.

As far as the usual problems of humanity are con-
cerned, the General is not exceptional. He tends to be
overweight, and his battle against the calories is com-
plicated by his dislike of sports and physical exercise.
He has dutifully tried such pleasures as horseback rid-
ing in Central Park, but his wife recalls that in his brief
riding period he would go to the window, look out with
satisfaction on a rainy morning, and remark, “Thank
goodness, I don’t have to ride today.” He has also tried
fishing, with an equal lack of enthusiasm for that popu-
lar sport.
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He does not drink, except for an occasional glass
of wine, but his big black cigars are a trademark. When
he is not smoking them, in his familiar black holder, he
has a pipe in his mouth. He told Winston Churchill, pre-
senting him with a gift of cigars: “The only thing in
which I can keep up with you is smoking.”

According to his wife, he likes any kind of food
“as long as it is fattening,” particularly the kind of Old
World dishes his mother made, such as pot roast and po-
tato pancakes, loaded with calories. Only his breakfast
is Spartan—a slice of toast and a little fruit. He would
like more, but Mrs. Sarnoff, guarding his weight, pre-
vents it unless the servants sneak him a roll, to which
he may add a little jelly he steals himself. “When we
are riding to the theatre, or to a friend’s house,” his
wife says, “he will often ask, ‘Do you have any candy?’
I keep hard candies for him in a box in my purse.”

His love for gadgets is like a small boy’s. He has
every possible kind of pocket tool, and a basement
workshop full of larger items. His drawers are full of
pens, pencils, and similar everyday working equipment,
from which he chooses in the morning as he does his
ties. RCA built a special transistor radio for him that he
carries in his vest pocket. The set is equipped with ear-
phones so that he can listen to a program even during a
waiting period at a public banquet. At one such affair
he jokingly remarked to a lady guest that he used the
earphones only when he was bored by a dinner com-
panion, then absently plugged them in a little later
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before he noticed that the same lady was seated next to
him. His agile brain produced a saving response. Turn-
ing over the earphones and set to the lady, he remarked,
“It’s yours—if you’re bored by me, you can use this.”

No one is known to be bored with Sarnoff’s conver-
sation. At the beach, at home, anywhere, he will talk
about science, or the arts, or industry, or communica-
tions, to anyone who will listen. His wife has often seen
him at the beach in a pair of swimming trunks, talking
at first to a stranger but soon surrounded by a circle of
other people who sit entranced while he talks and an-
swers questions—usually about developments of the
future.

At home he enjoys equally talking at the small
dinner parties his wife arranges to provide him with in-
tellectual stimulation. He hates to go out. “He would
rather eat two soft-boiled eggs at his own table than go
to any restaurant,” Mrs. Sarnoff says. But with congen-
ial guests in his own house, he relaxes completely and
speaks with the energy, enthusiasm, and charm his
friends know so well. He likes to talk about foreign af-
fairs, politics, economics, and such subjects, but always
the conversation turns in time to science, electronics—
and the future. Then, as his wife says, “We are all sitting
on the edges of our chairs, looking with him into the
unknown.”

A day in the life of Sarnoff begins at seven-thirty
when a masseur comes to his house and gives him a mas-
sage before breakfast. He and his wife do not breakfast
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together—he eats alone downstairs; she has hers in her
room—but even at this early hour he is the communica-
tions expert in action, sending up clippings from the
morning paper for her to see, reading messages she
sends down to him. Before he leaves the house, Mrs. Sar-
noff comes down, examines his necktie, and kisses him
good-bye, like any suburban housewife.

Then, during the day, he is the man behind the desk
in the RCA tower, smoking his cigars, dealing methodi-
cally with one problem at a time, sometimes thinking
and planning by himself with his head in the stars.

At six he comes home from the office, and his first
words are invariably, “Is Mrs. Sarnoff home?”’ He
never fails to telephone if he is going to be late, a virtue
most wives would particularly admire. As soon as he
is home, the General goes to bed and sleeps soundly
for about an hour and a half until dinner is ready. If he
is particularly tired and sleeps longer, Mrs. .Sarnoff -
lets the servants go and gets dinner herself, which she
did for years before the family had servants.

The house runs according to his schedule, and he
is never made to accomodate himself. When his wife
senses that he has worked too hard and needs rest, a con-
clusion she comes to by wifely radar, she tactfully can-
cels whatever has been planned for the evening. One
certain sign of overexertion is his appetite; he eats more
when he is under great pressure or has particularly
difficult problems. But he snaps back quickly, some-
times with no more help than a 15-minute nap.
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Sarnoff is not a man who runs by the clock. When
he comes home as late as one o’clock, he may feel like
working in his office. If his wife is tempted to behave
like a wife and urge him to go to bed, she restrains her-
self. “Who knows what new idea or new development is
taking shape in his mind?” she says. “Do I want to go
down in history as the woman who kept some impor-
tant scientific advance from taking place because she
was sleepy?” Consequently she sits up with him, read-
ing while he works, listening if he produces a new idea
he wants to talk about.

On occasion, at three in the morning, he has been
known to say suddenly, “Let’s clean out.” Mrs. Sarnoff
knows what that means. It happens three or four times
a year. They go through his suits, socks, shirts, and ties
and make a pile to give away. Cleaning out is about as
close as the General comes to a hobby. But he finds it
difficult to give away shoes, which are one of his special
enthusiasms. Otherwise, he is undemanding about
clothes. Mrs. Sarnoff helps him pick out his suits and
prevents him from buying the same ones—plain blue,
or gray, or brown.

Giving away clothes is the smallest part of his
charities. Not only does he contribute to the usual public
funds, but he is the kind of philanthropist who unob-
trusively sends young students through college and gives
money to revolving loan funds at schools. He is a trustee
of several colleges and universities, including such
institutions as Pratt Institute, and the Educational
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Alliance, where he first went to school. Nor is his only
philanthropy in education and the funds. Old friends
from the lower East Side have known his benefactions
with gratitude, and the East Side itself has seen him on
occasion, when he returns to the old neighborhood, sees
the familiar scenes once more, and talks with the few
onetime cronies who remain.

All these facets of personality are his points of
contact: with the everyday world. The inner world of
dreams and plans, in which he has spent so much pro-
ductive time, shows itself in odd ways. One is his dis-
like of being interrupted, which a casual observer might
put down to ego, but which in reality derives from Sar-
noff’s respect for orderly thinking. He himself never
interrupts anyone. But whether talking or listening,
those closest to him are aware of his ability to shift his
mental gears and transport himself to the inner world,
where he only appears to be listening, and where his
conversation is mechanically responsive. His wife has
seen him talking on the telephone for nearly an hour,
listening to the man at the other end without a word
while he is busy with his own thoughts.

Who is the real Sarnoff? one might ask. Is it the fig-
ure of command in the RCA office who says briskly when
someone asks him which part of the corporation is his
favorite, “The one that’s in trouble. If things are going
all right, they don’t hear anything from me”? Or is it the
quiet man at home in his “upstairs office,” in the house
where he has lived for more than three decades, looking
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up now and then at the inscribed portraits of Presidents
Roosevelt, Truman, and Eisenhower on the wall, or the
bronze plaque of Marconi, or the musical birthday trib-
ute from Toscanini, or the bookshelves packed with
autographed first editions, or “the hardware you collect
in the course of a lifetime,” as he refers to his citations,
plaques, trophies, ribbons, and medals—or, most fond-
ly, the World War II pictures of his three sons in uni-
form, and his wife in the uniform of a Red Cross nurses’
aide? Often he opens the albums that record the lives
of the eight Sarnoff grandchildren from cradle to col-
lege.

The real Sarnoff is all these men and more. He is
the true product of the exciting times that have made
him, and of a life that is an incredible story from begin-
ning to end, one that could have happened only in
America.
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Chapter 2

A Boy Comes to America

No career ever began under less auspicious circum-
stances than David Sarnoff’s. When he was born, on Feb-
ruary 27, 1891, he was about as far from a position of
power and influence in the world as an infant could be,
both geographically and economically. His birthplace
was a bleak village named Uzlian, on the steppes of
southern Russia, and his family were desperately poor.

In the little town, where no more than 200 people
lived, there were no upper and lower classes, only de-
grees of poverty. Most of the villagers were Jews, whose
houses were small wooden shacks and whose food came
principally from the scraggly gardens behind these
dwellings. Money was scarcely known in this remote
region, which was several hours away from the nearest
city, Minsk.
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Trading had replaced the usual commercial life in
Uzlian’s primitive society, and most of the townsmen,
like David’s father, were traders. They went about
among the neighboring peasants on the steppes, bar-
tering shoes, clothing, and similar necessities for pro-
duce and, if they were lucky, livestock. It was a pre-
carious life. The struggle was to stay alive, to get a
minimum of food and clothing. Most hoped for nothing
more. ‘

David’s father, Abraham, was different. Like the
others, he heard the travelers’ tales about America that
reached even this isolated spot, but he did not sigh and
consign the Land of Promise to the realm of impossible
dreams. Instead, he began to plan how he might achieve
what must have seemed virtually impossible—to trans-
port himself and his family from the lonely, hopeless
village to the glories and riches of New York.

By the time David was four years old, his father
had made his decision. He would sell all his trader’s
stock, leave enough to keep the family alive for a time,
and buy a steerage ticket to America with the remainder.
In its own way, it was as bold a gamble as his son would
take many years later in the world of high corporation
finance.

The parting was agonizing, and it would not have
been surprising if some village tongues wagged about
this man Sarnoff who would leave his family and go
off to America by himself. No one could be certain if
he would even get there, much less be able to earn
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enough in a strange country to keep on supporting the
family and save the sum required to bring them over.
But the mother was brave and willing to take the chance,
although she would be left with David, another son even
younger, and a third still unborn.

The family parted with tears and promises. David’s
mother, who was the descendant of a long line of rabbis,
decided soon after that she could make her own hard
life alone more tolerable and at the same time fulfill
the dream she had for her son by sending him to his
granduncle, a rabbi who ministered to a settlement even
smaller than Uzlian, a village called Korme, where the
good rabbi’s flock numbered only 12 families.

When David was five, his mother knew it was time
for him to go to Korme. By now her husband’s letters,
bravely optimistic but more than ever vague about when
he could send for his family, had convinced her that
life in the New World had not proved to be the quick
road to fortune they had dreamed of. The elder Sarnoff
was working and saving, but life in New York was as
hard as it had been at home. It would take time. Mean-
while, the mother reasoned, David was the proper age to
begin his training as a rabbi, and the granduncle was
the proper person; in spite of his humble station, he
was known to be deeply versed in the Jewish religion.

Now there were more tears as the mother kissed
her firstborn goodbye. There would be one less mouth
to feed, but it was a mouth and a son she could hardly
bear to send on such a long journey. Korme was some
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500 miles away. Only her proud hope that he would
one day be a rabbi made the parting less intolerable.

As for David, he was already homesick but never-
theless excited by this first great adventure of his life.
The excitement was enough to sustain him while he
traveled by train from Minsk to the railway station
nearest Korme. But then he was tumbled into what the
operators were pleased to call a “stage,” which was
no more than a rough country cart, its bottom covered
with a thin layer of straw. On this David and a few other
hardy travelers huddled together while the cart creaked
and bounced over roads that were scarcely passable, 200
miles through a dreary, rolling plains country until it
stopped at last at the village of Korme, clinging to a
hillside.

Here was a desolation he had not known even in
Uzlian. At least he had enjoyed a few playmates in his
native village, but in Korme he was the only child in the
settlement. His granduncle was a kind man, but stern
and severely orthodox; if David was going to be a rabbi,
his granduncle meant to have no nonsense about it. The
boy would have to learn 2,000 words of the Talmud, a
book of Jewish traditions, every day, as well as sit for
his regular religious lessons. So began a harsh regime
that lasted nearly four years. David rose at dawn and
began his Talmudic studies at seven. They went on all
day, with time out only for meals, until eight o’clock at
night. He had no playmates, no recreation, no relief
from grinding study.
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How welcome the news must have been, between his
ninth and tenth birthdays, when his mother wrote and
told him to come home. Abraham Sarnoff had at last sent
them the money to come to America. They would leave
as soon as David arrived. He departed from Korme
without tears.

It was arranged that he would join his mother and
his two brothers in Minsk, where they would all take the
train to Libau, Latvia, the first port of embarkation.
“The hour that followed our reunion in Minsk,” Sarnoff
wrote years later, “is etched in my memory so deeply
that I shall never forget one detail. We were waiting
until it was time to board the train for Libau when we
noticed that a tremendous crowd had collected in the
principal street. One of the sporadic Russian revolu-
tions was brewing.

“As we watched the surging people, a company
of mounted Cossacks came charging down. They called
on the crowd to disperse. No one moved. The Cossack
leader barked a word of command—and the whole
company rode into the wailing mob, lashing out with
their long whips and trampling women and children
under the hooves of their horses. The sight sickened me
and I clung to my mother’s skirts.”

His departure from the Old World could not have
been more symbolic, nor could the promise of the New
World have seemed more bright.

“A day later,” Sarnoff continued, “we were on the
boat, the first I had ever seen. I marveled at its move-
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ment as it swept out of the harbor, and all the rest of
the day and long after the stars came out at night, I
watched the receding shore line and the other vessels
coming and going.”

After a short voyage, the Sarnoffs found them-
selves in the noisy confusion of the docks at Liverpool,
England, where they were to take another ship, which
loomed up awesomely large to the small boy. As the
little family clung together on a corner near the pier,
waiting to board, a trolley car clanged down the street
—another first sight for them. “To me it seemed moving
without any kind of propelling force,” Sarnoff recalled,
“and I was sure that everyone in America must travel
about in that fashion. I suppose we were as strange a
sight to other people as the trolley was to me. In Russia
it is still cold in early June, and we were wearing the
fur caps and clothing that were a suitable enough garb
when we left home.”

They were no more than safely aboard the steamer,
as steerage passengers bound for Montreal, when David
had the greatest fright of his life. His mother had
brought along two large bundles, one holding the feather
ticks that had been stretched on the family’s board
pallets at home, the other containing food enough for
the whole trip. The feather ticks were the result of a
mistaken notion that they could not be replaced in
America, but the food—bread, cake, and pickled meats
—was absolutely essential because it was kosher.
David’s mother had warned the boys that if anything
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happened to that food, the family would not be able
to eat at all. With his religious training still fresh in
his mind, David knew his mother would starve rather
than touch the regular steerage fare, and he himself
would have accepted the same fate without questioning.

His horror is easy to imagine, then, when he saw
the ticks and the straw hamper of food disappearing
with a heap of baggage being lowered into the hold. A
vision of starvation flashed before him, and instinctively
he ran forward, leaped wildly, and plunged down into
the hold after the food hamper. It was a sheer drop of
50 feet to the bottom. Fortunately, he landed on some
soft bundles that broke his fall.

“Crawling around until I had found the hamper,”
he remembered later, “I clutched it with a death grip.
Meanwhile, I could hear far-off wails from above.
Mother and the other women nearby were sure that I
was killed. Finally a seaman appeared, knotted a rope
around my waist, and I was hoisted up like a sack of
meal. I reached daylight again, holding for dear life
to the basket of food.” ”

One of the sailors watched this scene with amuse-
ment and admiration. “You'll get along all right in
America,” he assured David, in Russian, making one of
the most conservative prophecies of the century.

The boat was small and slow, and it was nearly a
month before it deposited them in Montreal. There the
family took the train again, to Albany, where they
boarded the night boat for New York and landed on a
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sultry July morning in the fabled metropolis. The year
was 1900.

“I had my first look at my adopted country from
the deck of a Hudson River steamer,” Sarnoff recalls.
“Manhattan’s skyscrapers, including the fabulous 29-
story Park Row Building, then the tallest office structure
in the world, sparkled in the morning sun. The harbor
was crammed with shipping. The people on the pier
looked happy, purposeful, prosperous. ‘Here, indeed,’
I thought, ‘is the land of promise.” Two days later I was
peddling papers on the streets of this land of promise .
to help support my family, but I was full of hope. I
was unable to speak or understand a word of English,
but I was in a new world, a new society, among a new
people.”

At the pier there occurred one of those mixups
common among immigrants and their families in those
days. As the Sarnoffs anxiously scanned the dock for the
first sight of father Abraham, whom they had not seen
for six long years, and whom the youngest boy had never
seen at all, they could not find his familiar, bearded
face among the people milling about in the confusion
of the pier. He had gone to the wrong pier to wait for
them,

Bewildered and alone in the clanging swirl of New
York traffic, terrified by the crowds and the noise and
the overwhelming impact of the city, the mother ap-
pealed to a policeman, who found an interpreter and
~ straightened matters out. They were sent to a small
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boardinghouse, where Abraham soon found them and
the family was tearfully and thankfully reunited.

David’s mother must have had a cruel shock when
she saw her husband again. The bitter struggle to keep
himself alive, send money home, and still save enough
to bring his family to America had been successful, but
it had shattered his health. The asthma that had troubled
him for years was now chronic, and it was aggravated
by his trade of house painting. It would be only a few
months before he would have to take to his bed and live
out the remaining years of his life as an invalid.

Meanwhile, established in the new home, a small
tenement flat in the Lower East Side ghetto, David
wasted no time getting a job to help support the family.
He had, in fact, two jobs. No more than a day or two
after his arrival he was working for $1.50 a week as a
butcher’s delivery boy and soon he had a paper route
in the bargain.

It was a strange new world he found himself in,
unbelievably removed from the monastic quiet and dis-
cipline of his granduncle’s house and the simple village
life of Russia. Life on the Lower East Side seethed and
rumbled and groaned, laughed and cried, half in the
streets and half in the crowded, hot tenements. There
was struggle here, too, of the same kind he had always
known. These people were poor immigrants like him-
self, all seeking their fortunes in the land of promise,
and pushing, striving, sweating meanwhile to survive.
Pushcarts and sweatshops were the hallmarks of their
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aspirations. Saloons and settlement houses were their
“enjoyments. Yet some of them had already climbed the
ladder and gone uptown to live in fine houses. Every
day the neighborhood heard of some new success, a boy
who had grown up on the fire escapes and in the street
jungles, yet had risen to wealth and influence and a
comfortable life. Anyone, they believed, could do it.

Young David was totally undismayed by the strug-
gle before him. On the contrary, he was exhilarated by
the freedom from everything he had known, which had
only stifled him; he welcomed joyously the chance to
work in this enchanted new land. Everything he saw and
heard only stimulated him the more. Most of all he was
excited about the opportunity he had to go to school.
There had been no free school in Russia.

That September he entered a school building for
the first time in his life. It was the Educational Alliance,
on East Broadway, where immigrants were taught the
English language, and where he would one day be an
honorary trustee.

He had been in school about a week when the
teacher told him that he was already proficient enough
in the language to recite at the next school assembly.
The subject assigned him was, “Cleanliness is next to
godliness.” Confident until the moment he stood up, poor
David found his mind a blank as he faced the tittering
audience; he balanced first on one foot then the other.
Nothing at all would come, and the teacher had to take
him to his seat. \
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Young Sarnoff never forgot the humiliation of that
experience. It made him determined never to repeat it,
and as a first step, he joined the school’s debating soci-
ety. Only a year later he was on the same platform,
arguing clearly and forcefully the question of the day:
“Resolved, that the Philippines be given their independ-
ence.” It was an early training that helped him further
when he became an executive, invited to speak every-
where in the world. In time he became one of the most
sought after speakers in America, getting several hun-
dred invitations a year. He wisely accepts fewer than
a half-dozen.

School was only a part of David’s long day. Every
morning he got up at four o’clock to deliver his papers
before he started off for class; then after school he
was hard at work again as a delivery boy until it was
time for evening study. But already a young business
man, he was ready to expand in two years, when he
was only 11.

A friend had told him about a newsstand for sale
at Forty-sixth Street and Tenth Avenue, in the notorious
Hell’s Kitchen district. The stand was owned by a Ger-
man who catered to a predominantly Irish clientele in
this uptown slum, where crime was the order of the
day but people apparently read newspapers, because
the stand was profitable. The owner wanted $200 for
his property. David talked it over with some of the
family’s neighbors, who had marked him as a boy who
was likely to go far. When he went among them to bor-
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row the money he needed for his stand, he found
them not unreluctant to invest and soon he was the
owner of his first enterprise.

He had also found another way to supplement his
income. Finding himself in possession of a pleasant boy
soprano’s voice, he hired out to sing in a synagogue
choir for $1.50 a week, and occasionally he appeared
as soloist at weddings. Now he had a day’s schedule that
would make his later calendar as a corporation execu-
tive look easy. He was up at four and working with his
deliveries until school, then afternoon deliveries after
school until it was time for a late supper, after which
he traveled by streetcar down to the Lower East Side for
choir rehearsals. Sometimes it was after midnight be-
fore he got home—and there was still school work that
he had to do.

Another boy might have begrudged the time at
school and given up his education, but Sarnoff was fas-
cinated by the world of the mind opening up to him.
He was learning about the meaning of America, about
the wonders of the universe, and his restless, active
mind absorbed it all eagerly. He was especially at-
tracted to the story of Abraham Lincoln. Here was a boy
like himself, he thought, who started without money,
position, or influence but who nevertheless rose to be
President. “Lincoln became my inspiration,” Sarnoff
wrote later. “Evenings after finishing my paper route
I would hurry to the public library and borrow one of
the books about him. I got to know Lincoln’s life better
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than most native Americans do. A portrait of him hangs
in my office today, and another in my library at home.”
It was a profit and loss time for David, these
early years in America. The loss was his youth. “At ten
most kids are shooting marbles,” his brother Irving
said later. “David never had time for marbles. All he
had was work. He never had a youth.” On the other
hand, becoming virtually head of a family at 10, with
a father too ill to work, he acquired a valuable sense of
responsibility that has never left him. It made him acute-
ly aware of responsibility, of assuming and discharg-
ing it, and quite naturally it has made him intolerant
and impatient of people who will not assume it.
At 15, after six years of this hard-working routine,
a minor and a major tragedy compelled him to take a
new look at his life. His voice broke on the eve of the
high holidays, when he would have made a considerable
extra amount of money, thus ending his singing career
and reducing his income, which had been no more than
enough to support the family. Then his father, gasping
for breath, succumbed to the asthma that had crippled
him and David knew he would have to give up school
and perhaps his part-time employments to look for a
full-time job. There were four other children in the
family, and his mother could not leave them to work.
“I didn’t quite know what I was going to do,” Sar-
noff said later, “but I was determined that it must be
something in which I could shake loose from the en-
vironments I had known. I wouldn’t be a day laborer,
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or a dockhand, or a pushcart merchant, or a stevedore,
for example. ,

“Before even looking for a job, I thought things
over carefully. I realized that the people with whom I
would have to compete in business could get a normal
degree of success with a moderate amount of work. On
account of my youth, however, I would have to give
at least 50 per cent, perhaps 100 per cent, more effort
if I expected to keep pace with them or pass them.
In other words, I would have to be about twice as efficient
as the other fellow. This situation did not strike me as
unfair; I accepted it as a necessary handicap.”

The question, however, was what the new job was to
be. David had no idea where to look, but he concluded
that since the one thing he knew best was selling news-
papers, it was logical to go into the newspaper busi-
ness; and so he went off one Saturday morning to the old
New York Herald building at Thirty-fifth Street and
Broadway to ask for a job. He was neatly dressed,
optimistic, and quite unprepared for what followed.

Among the legends built up around the Sarnoft
career is that he took the wrong turn in the building that
morning and ended at the office of the Postal Telegraph
and Commercial Cable Company instead of the Herald’s
reception desk. The truth is that he simply walked over
to the first desk he saw on the main floor of the building,
which happened to be the desk of Commercial Cable’s
manager. The company maintained a branch there, pri-
marily for the benefit of the newspaper.

\
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David stood for a moment until the manager looked
up, meanwhile listening to the strange chatter of the
telegraph equipment. It was a new song but it stirred
something in him. The manager lifted his head inquir-
ingly.

“What can I do for you?” he asked.

“I'd like to know where I can apply for a job on
the Herald,” David said.

There was something in the boy’s voice and ap-
pearance—his neatness, his earnest and confident tone
—that made the manager take a second look before he
replied, and in that moment impelled him to deprive the
Herald of an employee.

“How would you like to work here?”’ he inquired.
“We need a messenger. The pay is $5 a week.”

It may have beén the money almost in hand, or the
tantalizing sound of the key. In any case, David accepted
on the spot. He had his first real job, and that day began
to reach for the stars.
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Chapter 3

Learning the Wireless

e

ne of my boys is the smartest,” Sarnoff’s mother
used to say, “another is the kindest, a third is the
handsomest. But David is lucky!”

It was a mother’s fond and half-joking estimate,
and there was an element of truth in it that her lucky son
was the first to acknowledge. “I have never underrated
the element of luck in what passes for worldly success,”
he once said. “I know it takes more than luck alone, but
I do not hesitate to acknowledge that I have been lucky
beyond my deserts. It was luck that my parents had the
pioneering instinct and the good sense to bring me to
this land of freedom and the opportunity that goes with
freedom. It was luck that for me this opportunity mate-
rialized in an art and an industry even younger than
myself. It was a lucky coincidence that I was born
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about the same time the electron was discovered. And
it was lucky I hitched my wagon to the electron.”

The hitching began on that Saturday morning
when the Cable Company acquired a messenger boy and
thus diverted a genius who might have flowered in the
newspaper business instead. One could say it was also
lucky for David Sarnoff, as well as for the millions of
people he would later benefit, that the diversion took
place, but what happened afterward was far from a
matter of luck.

For something was already at work in the mind of
this 15-year-old boy. That something was still vague
and unclear, but he was aware of an enormous world to
be explored and conquered. He did not yet know how he
was going to do it, but he knew he wanted to reach out
and touch whole areas of knowledge whose existence he
only suspected. He wanted to build and plan. What?
He did not know that either, but he was restless and he
had visions and deep yearnings. He was eager to work,
but he was aware that his need was to be in productive,
creative work. He was like a young poet or painter, first
conscious of his gifts and uncertain what to do with
them, but wholly committed to their use.

Meanwhile, there was the Cable Company. The first
thing David learned about this enterprise was that a tele-
graph operator earned more than an office boy. Obvi-
ously, then, the next step was to be an operator. He
saved $1.50 out of his first week’s salary, bought a tele- -
graph key, and began to learn the Morse code. In most
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families it is the piano or violin that brings suffering.
In David’s, it was his telegraph key. “The noise nearly
drove mother out of her mind,” according to his brother
Irving,

These were long days for David. He had kept his
paper route, and got up as always at four in the morn-
ing. Then, after a long day at the Cable Company, he
practiced the key until he could keep his eyes open no
longer. But he was in a buoyant and confident mood.
The time was 1906 and the air was full of promise and
change, although the panic a year later would dampen
enthusiasm briefly. Teddy Roosevelt was in the White
House and the trusts were being busted. The muckrakers
were at work on magazines and newspapers, exposing
the unholy alliance between the new industrialists and
the politicians.

At the moment, however, horsecars transported
passengers nearly everywhere in New York, a schooner
of beer cost a nickel, and a free lunch at the bar was
thrown in. Gaslight flickered in houses everywhere, and
a frightening gadget people called the horseless carriage
snorted in the streets.

“I was only 15 years old,” Sarnoff recalls, “and
life for me was like a blank page—challenging and a
bit frightening in its clean white emptiness.”

For the first six months he was busy delivering
messages and trying to learn the code. Besides practic-
ing at home, an aspiring messenger who wanted to learn
Samuel F. B. Morse’s revolutionary symbols could help
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himself by paying attention in the office when there
were no messages to be delivered and listening to the key
as the mysterious dots and dashes poured through it.
David added a third element to the learning process.
Having made friends with the manager from the day he
went to work, he persuaded the older man to let him
practice on the office instrument when there was nothing
important coming over.

While he was engaged in this practicing, young
Sarnoff, in the manner of telegraph operators every-
where, carried on long conversations with a man in the
main offices of the company, a man he never saw. To this
unseen correspondent David confided his ambition to be
an operator, and one day he was rewarded when his
friend told him he had heard the Marconi Company had
a vacancy and advised him to apply.

At the first opportunity, Sarnoff presented himself
in the headquarters of the Marconi Wireless and Tele-
graph Company. The man who confronted him was
George S. De Sousa, the company’s traffic manager, who
also did the hiring. _

“Could you use a man?” David asked forthrightly.
“I hear you have an opening.”

De Sousa looked him up and down, no doubt with
some amazement. Then he addressed the applicant, who
looked hardly old enough to be an office boy, in his most
dignified manner.

“How old are you and what experience have you
had?” De Sousa inquired.
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Sarnoff told him the truth, and meanwhile a twin-
kle appeared in the De Sousa eye.

“I'm sorry to say we can’t use a man,” the man-
ager said, when David had finished. “That job has been
filled, but we do need a boy, an office boy, at $5.50 a
week.”

For a moment disappointment overwhelmed David.
It was only 50 cents a week more and essentially the
same job he had left, but it would be with a wireless
company and the opportunity to learn more was there.
He and De Sousa eyed each other while the boy hesitated,
and decided they liked each other.

“I'll take it,” David said.

At that moment the Marconi company was a strug-
gling organization specializing in marine communica-
tions, with four land stations at Sea Gate, Coney Island;
Sagaponack, Long Island; Siasconset, on Nantucket
Island; and South Wellfleet, Massachusetts. It had only
four ships with which to communicate, and it was losing
money steadily.

Of this situation the new office boy knew very little
at the start, but he was not long in learning. “I hated
being an office boy,” he said years afterward. “But
because I hated it, I devised ways to make my work
more interesting. One way was to read every letter I
filed. My bosses didn’t object, because in that way I al-
ways knew exactly where to lay my hands on any cor-
respondence they called for. As for myself, I gained a
practical education in the operation of a wireless-
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telegraph business. In fact, I soon became more familiar
with the details of the company’s work than anybody
else around.

“I also took advantage of the opportunity to im-
prove my knowledge of English. I carried a pocket
dictionary, and whenever I encountered an unfamiliar
word I made it a point to look it up. There was a thrill
of discovery in every fresh word I learned. The presi-
dent of the Marconi Company at that time was John
W. Griggs, a master of forceful prose. He had been a
governor of the State of New Jersey, and an attorney
general of the United States. I studied his letters with
special interest and tried to imitate his style.”

Always, David was learning. He borrowed books on
electricity, thick technical volumes, and studied them on
his way to and from work. Often, worn out by the day’s
labor, evening study, and practice with the key, he would
fall asleep in a chair and spend the night there.

At the office he soon made another discovery which
added substantially to his self-acquired education. The
company, he learned, was operating a small experi-
mental shop on Front Street, where H. J. Round, leading
expert of the British Marconi Company, was busy de-
veloping new transmission methods. The boy and the
expert became friends, and David began to spend his
Saturday afternoons and Sundays in the shop. Round
was more than happy to exchange information and ex-
planations about what he was doing for odd jobs done
and other assistance given. For a boy of Sarnoff’s back-
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ground, it was no sacrifice to give up his day-and-a-half
off. \

“There were a good many executives in the office,”
he once explained, “but I felt no aspirations toward
their jobs—at least, not through any routine office ad-
vancement. It seemed to me that the operators out in
the coastal stations, and Jimmy Round down in his little
shop, were nearer to the heart of radio than the men
who sat in swivel chairs and gave directions. I felt that
the important individual of the future would be the
man who knew all about radio from practical experi-
ence. I resolved solemnly that I would become such a
man.” '

Sarnoff was already convinced that wireless was
the important invention of the day, and its development
a key to unknown marvels in the future. He was deter-
mined to be in on the ground floor. In the office and the
laboratory he listened breathlessly to the tales spun by
wireless operators from ships who visited the office from
time to time, and he read everything he could about
Morse, Edison, and the scanty history of wireless.

Then came a break his mother would have called
lucky. The company was asked to send two operators to
an electrical show to be held for several weeks in Louis-
ville, Kentucky. The idea was to set up wireless stations
at each end of an armory and dispatch messages between
them. Knowing that the company was short of operators,
Sarnoft pleaded to be sent as assistant to an experienced
man. Round and the others who knew about his studies
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and outside work put in a good word for him, and he
was finally given permission to go.

The trip was another new experience—his first ride
in a Pullman and his first taste of hotel living—but it
proved to be much more valuable in a practical sense.
The competence he displayed at the Louisville show
was proof enough for the Marconi officials that he was
well able to handle a key of his own. When he returned
to New York, he was put in charge of the line connect-
ing the main office with the Sea Gate Station, then the
busiest point in the circuit. The long nights of study
and practice had paid off. David was an operator. In time
he became one of the fastest operators in the business,
with a “fist,” as it was known in the trade, capable of
sending 45 words a minute, hour after hour.

Sarnoff not only worked for the Marconi Company,
but he came to know Marconi himself, the already
legendary figure of wireless, who had long been his
hero. He had first seen the Italian scientist on a day
when Marconi, on one of his trips to America, had called
at the Marconi Company’s office. The visit was a double
piece of luck, so the story goes, because Marconi’s visit
came not only when David was in the office instead of
delivering messages, but at the end of the day, when
the scientist’s departure coincided with his own. Fas-
cinated by the mere presence of his hero, Sarnoff fol-
lowed him through traffic to the Marconi Company’s
Front Street laboratory, where David himself would
soon be working.
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To many Americans, Marconi was still a somewhat
unbelievable figure, a wizard who took lightning from
the sky, as Franklin had done, and then made it perform
for him. He had burst upon the American consciousness
only a year after David had come to America. The papers
had reported how the slim, intense Italian had stood on
a hill in St. John’s, Newfoundland, on a December day,
1901, flying a kite which carried his aerial, and from
which he plucked wireless code signals from Poldhu, on
the coast of Cornwall, transmitted on electrical waves in
the atmosphere.

David had read about this incident, and indeed
about every other aspect of the inventor’s life that had
appeared in print. He was overwhelmed when, as an
employee of the company, he was introduced to Mar-
coni, who took a liking to him at once. It may have begun
as vanity on Marconi’s part, a response to the obvious
adoration of a young boy who dedicated himself to do-
ing anything the inventor required when he came on a
visit—running errands, begging to do chores, even de-
livering flowers to the ladies Marconi knew in New
York. But then it became something more, and the two
men were friends. The time was not distant when they
could meet almost as equals, and when David Sarnoft
had done more, perhaps, to utilize Marconi’s discov-
eries for the benefit of the world than any other human
being.

To David it was one of the most satisfying friend-
ships he would ever experience. “I know what my asso-
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ciation with Marconi meant to me when I was young,”
he once said. “I remember how patiently he explained
to me the theory of the propagation of electromagnetic
waves in space. ‘David,” he said, ‘we know how things
work. We don’t know why they work.” ” That, to the
young Sarnoff, was the fascinating part of the whole
business—the search for the why of things, the ultimate
truth. It became the search to which he dedicated his life.

As a full-fledged Marconi operator, Sarnoff now
had the opportunity to get out of the office and serve
wherever an operator was needed. Among his first as-
signments was on the steamship New York of the Amer-
ican Line, sailing from New York to Southampton; he
was the only operator aboard.

As the ship moved out of New York harbor into the
Atlantic, Sarnoff could not help thinking with wonder
and gratitude of what opportunities the New World had
already given him. It had been only nine years since he
had first crossed the Atlantic, a poverty-stricken steerage
passenger, with no visible prospects.

“So there I was,” he has remarked, “nine years
after arriving in this country, serving as the Marconi
wireless operator on a first-class passenger liner, with a
first-class cabin all to myself, with a uniform and gold
braid, classified as a ship’s officer, messing with the
captain and the other officers, and entertaining and being
entertained by the first-class passengers. No other coun-
try in the world, I thought, could have done such a thing
for me.”
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At 17, Sarnoff was already a competent operator,
but he wanted to know more, to do more, and when he
heard that the Marconi Company needed an operator at
its lonely Siasconset station, on the coast of Nantucket
Island, he asked for the job. The Marconi officials
hesitated. They were reluctant to send a boy so young
and with so little experience to such a responsible posi-
tion, but on the other hand it was difficult to induce an
experienced operator to take this isolated post. Expedi-
ency won, and young David got the job.

“The principal reason I wanted the job was because
of the fine technical library the company maintained
there,” Sarnoff admitted later. “My salary was $60 a
month, certainly a modest sum, but I stood a watch only
eight hours a day and was able to spend another eight
hours studying.”

After a few months on the island, Sarnoff could
send and receive messages as rapidly and skillfully as
any man on the coast, and he was rewarded for his
proficiency by a raise to $70 a month. Of this he sent
$40 home to his mother, and another $25 went for
board at a nearby farmhouse.

His progress might have been satisfying to some-
one else, but Sarnoff was not satisfied. He had come to
the island primarily to learn everything he could about
wireless from the technical library at the station, and so
he applied himself with his characteristic energy to that
task. Before the first year of his two-year term came to
an end, he had already mastered the station’s books and
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was eager to devour something else. The village of Nan-
tucket, seven miles away, had a good library, and it was
to this new store of knowledge that Sarnoff turned.

“I bought a secondhand bicycle cheap,” he recalls,
“and every couple of days I rode to town for a fresh
supply of books. The island was a stormy place, and
in winter the snow was piled so high and the winds
were so severe that I could not use my bicycle. I used
to walk to Nantucket and back frequently through
blinding snowstorms. When the weather was too severe
even for me to be out, I studied the company’s tech-
nical books at the station until I knew them backward
and forward.”

Fresh from his Nantucket service in 1910, Sarnoff
was ready for new experiences when he came back to
New York, and the company provided them by sending
him as wireless operator aboard such ships as the S. S.
Harvard, operating between New York and Boston; and
on several vessels of the Southern Pacific Line, sailing
between New York and New Orleans.

These early training years were climaxed by the
kind of adventure any teen-age boy, then or now, would
have considered himself lucky to have. The Marconi
Company was equipping several sealing vessels for
voyages into the Arctic; and when it sent out a call for
operators, there was no dearth of responses, in spite of
the obvious perils. Sarnoff was one of those who vol-
unteered, moved by his usual eagerness for new experi-
ences. He was not deterred in the least by the talk he
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heard in the company offices about the dangers of the
expedition, so formidable that some believed the men on
the ships would never come back alive.

Assigned to one of the largest vessels, the Beothic,
young Sarnoff at 19 sailed northward toward the Arctic

ice pack and one of the most remarkable adventures of
his life.
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Chapter 4

Arctic Adventure

On a frigid March day in 1911, Sarnoff came aboard
the Beothic at St. John’s to install and operate the ship’s
new wireless equipment for her sealing voyage to the
Arctic. The vessel was owned by Job Brothers, mer-
chants of that far northern port, who had ordered the
new devices against the skeptical advice of other busi-
nessmen and most of the population, who could hardly
bring themselves to believe in the invention.

None were more skeptical than the ship’s crew,
who watched with silent interest while Sarnoff strung
up his aerial wires in temperatures of 20 degrees below
zero—balmy, cdmpared with what lay ahead for him.

“The crew of the boat was enormously impressed
by the apparatus,” Sarnoff remembered. “They were
very suspicious of it, but since they were all anxious to
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know how the rival ships were faring, they treated me
with great courtesy. Most of the sailors were Newfound-
landers, an uneducated, illiterate lot who found it impos-
sible to say ‘Marconi’ and compromised by calling me
the ‘Coni man.” The entire lot asked me daily, ‘Any fresh
news dis marnin’, Coni man?’”

As the Beothic headed out of St. John’s and began to
thrust its prow northward toward the Arctic, she was
accompanied by a sister ship, and the two of them
butted the ice cakes together. It was the middle of
March, but the water was still frozen solid. The two
vessels traveled full speed ahead until resistance to the
ice became too great for further progress. Then they
reversed their engines, moved back a little, and crashed
on through the clearing they had made.

The ships diverged at an agreed upon point, but the
other vessel was no more than a thousand feet away when
her captain signaled and shouted through his megaphone
that the wireless had broken down. Only Sarnoff was
qualified to repair it. The young operator regarded the
ice sheet between the two ships without favor as he pre-
pared to cross; and before he departed, he coaxed the
ship’s doctor into accompanying him.

“We were bundled up in heavy fur garments,” he
recalled later, “wore sealskin boots with spikes on the
bottom to grip the ice, goggles over the eyes to prevent
snow blindness, and carried gaffs or poles about six
feet long to the end of which was attached an iron boat-
hook to test the ice. Gingerly we made our way over to
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the other boat. It did not help matters that the crews
looked on, laughing at our cautious steps. Finally, how-
ever, we reached our goal and after about six hours,
the wireless was in working order again. We started on
the return trip. It had grown late, there was a sharp
wind blowing, and the cold was intense. To add to our
discomfort, the ice was broken and huge patches of slob,
or soft ice, were floating in the water.

“The only way to make distance was to jump from
one pan of ice to another, disregarding the water be-
tween. The Newfoundlanders can jump on a piece of
ice, no matter how small, and keep their weight on it just
long enough to get to the next sheet. But unfortunately
we were not Newfoundlanders. At every step of the way,
we fell in the water, grabbing at the ice en route, which,
after we had mounted it, promptly broke in half and
gave us a thorough ducking. In a few minutes we were
played out and lay gasping on an ice cake that held us
for the time. The crew, which was watching our plight,
yelled instructions to us and confused us more and more.

“Just at this crucial moment the captain of the boat
set the bow of the vessel straight for us and ordered full
speed ahead. I will never forget how I felt when I saw the
big ship bearing straight down on us, smashing the very
sheets of ice on which we stood. To be caught between
the two heavy sheets of ice and jammed into jelly wasn’t
exactly my idea of the proper ending for an ambitious
young telegraph operator. The captain, however, im-
mediately realized his blunder and sent out a dozen or
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more ‘ice trotters,” as these expert sealers were called.
The doctor and I were ignominiously handed from man
to man, and as a crowning touch, the last man carried us
on board.”

As the ship plowed on northward, Sarnoff’s initia-
tion into the Arctic way of life progressed, with the help
of the crew. Before long he could trot about the ice fields
as though they were solid land. The skepticism about
him and his apparatus had nearly disappeared, too,
particularly when he was able to relay a message to the
captain that his brother was the father of a son. He fol-
lowed that with a message of congratulations from Job
Brothers after he had reported by wireless the bagging
of 2,400 sealskins in two days.

As he watched the men hunt the seals, extract their
oil, and strip them of their pelts, Sarnoftf became fas-
cinated with the work, and with the seals themselves. He
had brought along a camera and was anxious to take
pictures of the animals.

On Sundays the boat stopped. The men rested and
held religious services in the hold. No one was allowed
to kill seals on that day; a curious mixture of super-
stition and religion made it an unpardonable sin to the
sealers, a fact that nearly led to the wireless operator’s
demise.

One Sunday afternoon the crew was lounging on
deck watching a devoted seal family playing on the ice
below. A proud father seal was putting up his protective
hood and making weird noises to amuse a baby seal and
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its mother, who were watching. The scene was too tempt-
ing for anyone with a camera. Sarnoff crawled over the
side of the boat, camera in one hand and gaff in the
other, and approached the little group stealthily.

He photographed the baby, but the father was still
out of range. Sarnoff crept nearer to the young seal,
thinking it might alarm the father enough to make him
come out of the water and so bring him into the picture.
Sarnoff came within five feet of the baby, but the father
remained in the pool, his head above water, watching
and motionless. The bold photographer came a little
nearer, focused his camera on the big male; and delib-
erately took his picture. The click of the camera seemed
to enrage the father. He pulled himself out of the water
and waddled toward Sarnoff, throwing his huge bulk
forward with surprising speed.

“I took to my heels and ran,” Sarnoff says, “but as
I ran, I had sufficient presence of mind to follow a zig-
zag course. This gave me a slight advantage because it
was difficult for my pursuer to twist his big body at
every turn. We had progressed only a few feet and the
seal, with murder in his eye, was gaining on me. But the
strongest man could not long hold out on the jagged,
slippery ice; I was near exhaustion. My breath came in
gasps, and my knees shook. Suddenly a shot rang clearly
in the still Arctic air. While the crew had watched my
plight with awful fascination, one of the sailors had
dared to break the Sabbath law and shoot the seal. I
think the captain believed privately that it would have
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been better if I had died a martyr to the law, but the
man was never punished and all the men aboard heartily
- approved his action, none more heartily than 1.”

At his key in the wireless room, Sarnoff was mean-
while making friends, in the manner of operators, with
men at other wireless stations who were at the far ends
of his invisible lines. One of these was Jack Daw, chief
operator at the lonely outpost of Belle Isle, the rocky,
desolate island between Newfoundland and Labrador.

In an exchange of messages one day Sarnoff learned
that Daw’s assistant, W. F. Barrett, had fallen so ill that
he could no longer take the relief trick. Sarnoff sug-
gested that his friend, the Beothic’s doctor, might be able
to help. He had already prescribed by wireless for a
seaman on a nearby vessel, and it would be no more
difficult to radio medical advice across the 200 miles
of ice and water that separated the ship from Belle Isle.

As the sealing went on, the doctor followed Bar-
rett’s case by radio, first with the curiosity that the use
of the wireless still inspired in him, but then with profes-
sional interest and simple humanity as the story un-
folded. Barrett’s trouble had started with a simple tooth-
ache, which had developed into an abscess. Daw’s medi-
cine chest did not contain anything capable of dealing
with it. Worse, Barrett’s condition was soon beyond the
reach of such uncomplicated measures, even if they had
been available.

“Old man, I am up against it,” Daw wirelessed.
“Barrett seems to be getting worse instead of better. His
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cheeks are swollen frightfully, his temperature is
alarmingly high, and he can eat nothing. He has been
unable to leave his bed for a week. I have done all I
could for the poor chap, but the suffering has nearly
driven him mad and broken me up considerably. Our
only neighbors are the head lighthouse keeper, a New-
foundlander; his assistant and the assistant’s wife—
French Canadians. There are two lighthouse keepers on
the other side of the island, but it is almost impossible to
reach them as we are separated by ten miles of wind-
swept ice. A Canadian Government vessel comes twice a
year bringing fuel and provisions, but during the ice
season we see no one. Only sealing ships can navigate
through the ice, and it will be three months before the
Government vessel arrives. Unless my assistant improves
or secures prompt medical attention, I shall lose him.”

That message came on a Sunday when, by custom,
the ship stood still until midnight. When Sarnoff gave
him the news, the doctor shook his head doubtfully. All
he could do was to prescribe simple remedies, such as
a diet of milk and hot water, and to request regular
reports. As the days passed, Barrett’s condition grew
worse. His suffering was intense. Daw reported that
the abscess was now so large that Barrett could scarcely
open his mouth, and had to take his food through a tube.
Sarnoff knew that drastic measures had to be taken if
the man’s life were to be saved.

“I summoned sufficient courage to place the serious
situation at Belle Isle before Captain Barbour,” he
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wrote later in the magazine Wireless Age. “It looked
like a matter of life and death with poor old Barrett, for
the last wireless reports stated that he was steadily sink-
ing; and unless the abscess was given proper medical
treatment, he could not hold out much longer.

“My efforts to have the ship turned toward Belle
Isle were received with a kindly tolerance that held
little encouragement. The ship was heavily laden and
should it be taken into the ice floes, it might become
jammed and remain for weeks with all the men and cargo
on board. The captain explained what this would mean
in financial loss and the danger to life and property in
such an undertaking.”

Dejected, Sarnoff went back to the wireless room
and sat down before his instruments, trying to think of a
way out. Through force of habit, he made the necessary
adjustments that would put him in touch with Belle Isle.
Jack Daw’s insistent call pulled him back from his
thoughts. The chief operator was anxious to know if any-
thing had been done to get assistance for Barrett and
pressed Sarnoff for details about the situation.

Daw’s obvious deep concern for Barrett was so
moving that Sarnoff could not bring himself to report
how unpromising things were. Instead, he heard himself
sending out exaggerated encouragement. Daw was so
relieved by the prospect that the Beothic might come
to his rescue that his touch on the key fairly snapped.
Enthusiastic, hopeful messages buzzed into Sarnoff’s
earphones. He was sure everything would turn out all
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right. When was the Beothic coming? As soon as he
knew, he would tell Barrett the good news.

“It was terrible!” Sarnoff wrote. “There I sat,
staring the cold reality in the face, not one chance in a
thousand that the captain would relent—and a man
whose companion’s life hung in the balance telling me
across space how grateful he was to me for arranging
his deliverance. Several times I started to interrupt and
tell him the truth. But I could not bring myself to it.
Then, when I had stood it as long as I could, I grasped
at one despairing chance and broke in to tell him that
everything was not yet settled, but it could all be fixed
up if he would send a message addressed to the captain
stating that his companion was suffering helplessly;
that the end was near, and unless we hastened with
medical assistance it would be too late.

“I delivered this message to the captain, enlisting
the doctor’s aid in placing the case before him. We made
a lengthy and strong appeal that from all indications
reached the captain’s heart. But he would not say de-
finitely whether he would attempt the journey. It was
evident that our plea had a marked effect, but the ques-
tion lay with whether he could or would bring the vessel
near enough to Belle Isle to permit a landing.”

Several days went by in choking suspense. Sarnoff
went on sending encouraging reports, and the doctor
continued to prescribe as best he could. Then came a re-
port from Daw that brought an anxious frown to the
doctor’s face. Driven beyond his endurance by Barrett’s
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suffering, Daw had attempted to operate on his assist-
ant with a hot knife, which, of course, had led to further
complications and a threat of blood poisoning. In des-
pair, Daw wirelessed that Barrett was dying, and the
doctor himself carried this information to Captain
Barbour.

The Captain heard the news stolidly, and still
without a change of expression on his face, he disclosed
that the vessel was headed toward Belle Isle and had been
for several days. In fact, he said, it would arrive there
in six or seven hours. “Maybe I didn’t feel like hugging
the old captain,” Sarnoff said.

Preparing for the landing, Sarnoff and the doctor
gathered up everything they could find which might
represent comfort for the patient—blankets, pillows, fur
robes, all manner of liquids, including those carried
ostensibly for medicinal purposes. The crew, caught up
in the spirit of the mercy mission, contributed from
their own stores, specifying several pounds of tobacco
for Jack Daw, whom they all admired for standing by
his companion and trying to save him. By this time the
crewmen were following the unfolding story with fas-
cination, hanging on every wireless report that came
over Sarnoff’s instrument.

The Beothic stopped two miles from Belle Isle
and a party of ten—the doctor, the captain’s son, seven
crew members, and Sarnoff—began the journey across
the ice toward the wireless station and the lighthouse,
which stood starkly against the horizon in the distance.
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This was no mean expedition in itself. The Belle Isle
station was situated nearly 500 feet above sea level on a
mountain of ice and snow, which made it look like an
insurmountable glacier. By the time the party reached
the summit, only three members remained—the captain’s
son, the doctor, and Sarnoff. They were completely ex-
hausted. The hardy crew members had dropped out
along the way and returned to the ship.

Jack Daw and the lighthouse keeper, delighted
with their appearance, were there to meet them, having
followed the party’s progress over the last portion of
terrain. They conducted their welcome visitors to the
little wireless station. There, on a rickety old cot in the
coldest, dreariest room Sarnoff had ever seen, lay Bar-
rett. His hair was matted and his hollow cheeks were
covered with a stubble that made his pallor even more
marked. He was emaciated almost beyond recognition
after 20 days in bed that had wasted him away to a
pain-wracked, undernourished shadow. He was, as Daw
had reported, near death.

“When he saw us,” Sarnoff reported, “he broke
down completely and great gulping sobs shook his
frame as the tears coursed down his cheeks. We all vol-
unteered a few cheery words and the doctor took him in
hand, quieting him so effectively that within a few
minutes he was able to describe briefly his condition and
" answer questions.

“The doctor joined me a few minutes later and
said that a very dangerous abscess had formed and three
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At 19, when David was operator on the S.S. Beothic
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of the teeth must be removed at once. While he was not a
dentist himself, he was willing to undertake the opera-
tion with the instruments he had brought along; but he
was rather reluctant about leaving the patient after-
ward without further aid in case blood poisoning set in.

“I laid the proposition before Barrett, telling him
what was necessary to give him relief and mentioning
the danger of blood poisoning to a man in his sorry con-
dition. I told him he must take his choice—either sub-
mit to the operation then and there and take his chances,
or, if he wished, we would carry him back to the ship
and take him to St. John’s.

“He made his decision without the slightest hesita-
tion. Under no circumstances would he leave his col-
league, Jack Daw. That man had shown supreme loyalty
and consideration and given him untiring care and
attention, and he would never desert him where there
was any alternative. If it was to be, he would end his
days there rather than leave his companion.

“So the operation was performed, and the available
remedies administered. It was a complete success, I am
glad to say, and even before we left he had been relieved
of his suffering and was sleeping peacefully.”

If there had been any lingering doubts on the
Beothic about the value of wireless, this rescue dispelled
them. The doctor was a hero on the ship, and as the fact
that wireless had saved Barrett’s life seeped into the
consciousness of the crewmen, Sarnoff was almost equal-
ly so. Some of the Eskimos on the ship who had helped
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with the sealing were so overawed when they were told
all the details of the story that they dropped on their
knees before Sarnoff, much to his embarrassment, and
murmured, “God bless you, Coni man.”

There were two epilogues to the tale. The story
spread rapidly and resulted in the creation of the Marine
Medico Service, which has saved the lives of countless
seamen the world over. Medical prescription by radio
soon became part of the routine of ships’ surgeons, and
of the coast stations of the United States Public Health
Service. It was, so to speak, Sarnoff’s first unique con-
tribution to wireless communications.

The second epilogue did not occur until April
1928, 17 years later, in the aftermath of one of the first
attempts to fly the Atlantic, when the airplane Bremen,
with its crew of three, landed on the Labrador coast.
The first word of their safety, flashed to an anxious
world, was signed i)y the wireless operator at Point
Amour, W. F. Barrett. That name stirred memories in
Sarnoff, who by this time was vice president and gen-
eral manager of RCA. Twenty-four hours after Barrett’s
message had been received and printed in the news-
papers, Sarnoff sent a message of his own flashing out
from RCA’s Broad Street station:

‘“Please telegraph me whether you are the same
Barrett who worked with Jack Daw at Radio Station
Belle Isle during 1911 when I was operator on seal
fisher Beothic and visited you with doctor. David
Sarnoff.” :

182]



Several hours later the answer came back: “Greet-
ings. Yes, am same dud. Hope you are having good
time and health, and best fortune. Glad to hear from
you. Thanks again for services rendered that 1911.
Kindest regards. W. F. Barrett, Point Amour.”

Nor was that the end of the coincidences. Further
wireless reports from St. John’s quoted Job Brothers as
saying they had a fishing station on Greenley Island,
where the fliers had landed, and that the men could be
sure of plenty of food and comfortable quarters. Job
Brothers, it appeared, were still in business. So, too, was
Jack Daw whose name as operator appeared on further
messages from the north, as the progress of the fliers
was reported to the world. Daw was at one of these lonely
outposts, still at his key, as was Barrett, who had been
spared from death by the magic of wireless and 17
years later was able to use the same instrument to report
the deliverance of three men who were blazing the trail
for another era.

The Arctic adventure was over, and the Beothic
was back in port. Sarnoff regarded the trip as an ab-
sorbing interlude in his continuing education in which
he had learned much about seals and humanity; but he
was eager now to continue learning—to take on bigger
jobs and perhaps return to some kind of formal educa-
tion in his field of a kind he could not get out of the
company’s library. He felt that his preliminary training
was nearly over, and he was now ready for better
things.
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He was, in brief, ready to be Sarnoff, and he

needed only a turn of events to send him skyrocketing
on his way. That turn came as a result of one of the
century’s most spectacular events, and for young David
Sarnoff it was just around the corner.
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Chapter 5

The Titanic Sinks:
A Career Begins

The Marconi Company was well pleased with its
operator, particularly with his stint on Nantucket, and
they would have liked him to go back there, where good
men were so hard to pin down for any length of time.
But Sarnoff applied for a transfer to the Sea Gate station
in Brooklyn, then the busiest wireless station in America.
The company demurred. If he transferred he would have
to take a $10 salary cut. Sarnoff agreed. His eyes were
on the future. The transfer was made, and in a few
months Sarnoff was made manager of the station, one
of the most important such jobs in the system—and he
was not yet 20.

From his vantage point in Brooklyn, Sarnoff looked
around for new opportunities. One soon presented itself.
John Wanamaker, the department store entrepreneur
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who was noted as a merchandising pioneer, had been
examining the new invention, radio, with more than
ordinary interest. He was always alert for anything
which might advance his stores, and in radio he saw
what he considered a dramatic possibility for advertis-
ing them. Consequently he had taken the revolutionary
step of equipping both his New York and Philadelphia
stores with powerful commercial wireless equipment.

The New York store needed an operator, and
Sarnoff seized the opportunity. It was exactly the kind
of job he wanted at the moment because the Wanamaker
operator would be on duty only when the store was open,
leaving the evenings free. That was what Sarnoff needed,
because he had discovered simultaneously a way to get
the technical education he wanted so badly.

Pratt Institute in Brooklyn was opening an evening
engineering course for experienced men, which was de-
signed to condense the usual three-year curriculum into
one. Only a limited number of highly recommended
students would be permitted to enroll. Sarnoff reasoned
correctly that the Marconi Company would give him
the necessary recommendation because anything he
learned could only be to their advantage as long as he
stayed with the organization. Thus in the fall of 1911
he began working at Wanamaker’s and at the same
time enrolled in Pratt.

It was a highly successful year scholastically. Of
the fifty students who were permitted to begin the course,
only a dozen survived by the end of the session, and Sar-
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noff’s name was near the top of these. But before the
academic year was over, the operator at Wanamaker’s
had a success of another kind which made his name
known to the nation.

He was sitting quietly at his instruments on a dull
April afternoon in 1912 when suddenly he heard sig-
nals in his earphones: “Titanic struck an iceberg. Sinking
fast.”” No details whatever, and no indication of the
message’s origin. Sarnoff immediately gave this infor-
mation to the world through the press and concentrated
on seeking further information through the air. In those
days, the range of wireless communication was limited.
To communicate with a ship as far away as 150 or 200
miles was regarded as a feat. However, Sarnoff kept
pounding away with his key at the Wanamaker station
in New York and alerted all ships at sea within range
of his signals.

After several hours of straining at his receiver
while an anxious world was waiting breathlessly for -
definite information, Sarnoff succeeded in establishing
communication with the S.S. Olympic, which was then
at sea some 1,400 miles from New York. The wireless
operator on the Olympic told Sarnoff that the Titanic
had sunk with a heavy loss of life; that the S.S. Car-
pathia had picked up many survivors and was bound
for New York.

This was the first definite information received
about the fate of the Titanic, and Sarnoff immediately
gave it to a waiting world. Then he concentrated his
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efforts on establishing communication with the Carpa-
thia, and kept asking for the names of survivors.

The implications of the tragedy raced through
Sarnoff’s mind as he bent over his instruments. Like all
Americans who read the newspapers, he knew that the
proud ocean liner Titanic had been regarded as unsink-
able, and that she was already the ship of the rich and
famous on their way across the Atlantic. She had sailed
from Southampton on April 10, her passenger list
crowded with well known names.

Her sinking, as it proved, was one of the most
dramatic in the history of navigation, and is still an
absorbing story a half-century later, as a recent best
seller proved. When the disaster occurred, the news
astounded the world and it was Sarnoff, sitting alone at
his wireless receiver for 72 hours, who gave the world
its only story of the tragedy.

As soon as the news had electrified the nation,
President Taft ordered every other wireless station in
the country to shut down, to eliminate every possible
interference. Even so it took remarkable skill and en-
durance in those days of weak signals, primitive cir-
cuits, and deafening atmospheric interference to main-
tain contact with the sinking ship, and with those who
were coming to the rescue of her survivors.

When word got around that a list of these sur-
vivors was being received by the Wanamaker operator,
the store was besieged by relatives, friends, and the
usual curiosity seekers. A police cordon was thrown
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around the building where Sarnoff sat, hour after hour,
taking down the names as they were identified and trans-
mitted. A few of the relatives were admitted to the wire-
less room. They included Vincent Astor, whose father
was on the Titanic, and the sons of Isidor Straus and his
wife, who were also on the ill-fated vessel. These
anxious people came into Sarnoff’s wireless cabin and
watched over his shoulder as he received and wrote
the names of the survivors.

“It was the most trying experience I ever had,” he
said later. “Imagine this pitiful crowd sobbing when
the names of their relatives were omitted, or weeping
for joy if the name of some dear one was announced.”

The ship had been crowded with rich Americans
returning from Europe. Vincent Astor sorrowfully
learned that his father had drowned. The Straus family
heard the tragic news that both Isidor Straus and his
wife had gone down.

* After his endurance trial, with the earphones never
removed from his head for 72 hours, Sarnoff was given
relief and hustled over to the Sea Gate station, where
there was better communication with the Carpathia,
which by that time was coming in with the survivors.
Then, for ten hours more, he sat at the Sea Gate key,
getting more names of the missing. When the last of the
706 survivors was identified, Sarnoff rose from the in-
strument, pale and shaking. He had a Turkish bath and
a 12-hour sleep, after which he reported to work again,
as good as new.
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The repercussions of this tragedy were far-reach-
ing. In the investigative clamor that followed, it was
pointed out that a ship equipped with wireless was much
nearer to the Titanic than the Carpathia, the chief rescue
vessel, but her only operator was in bed. Obviously there
must be better wireless service at sea, both the public
and the newspapers cried. Congress, urged to act, soon
passed a law requiring wireless equipment and opera-
tors on all oceangoing vessels carrying more than 50
passengers. The act also required an around-the-clock
watch, with two operators, and an independent auxiliary
source of power for the equipment. Within another year,
more than 500 American ships were so equipped.

“Wireless” was a word on everybody’s tongue in
the aftermath of the tragedy, but oddly enough, its very
usage doomed it as the common word for Marconi’s
invention. People began to saw off “radio” from its
full name, “radio wireless telegraphy,” and use it as a
kind of shorthand. Within a decade it was part of the
language. The United States Navy preferred the term
radio-telegraphy, and adopted it, but in time “teleg-
raphy” was shorn from that usage too.

The effect of the Titanic’s sinking on the fortunes
of the Marconi Company was nothing less than spectacu-
lar. Every newspaper story—and there were thousands
of them—about the tragedy and its aftermath con-
stituted free advertising for the company, which was
virtually certain to be mentioned in all of them. Wire-
less was suddenly in the public mind all over the world,
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and the astute Marconi managers took advantage of their
situation. They found financiers more than willing to
advance capital for expansion, and for buying up their
chief competition, United Wireless Company.

Almost overnight the company’s coastal stations
increased from five to fifty. Another competing com-
pany was acquired and the number grew to 54. The
Marconi Company was now the largest of its kind in the
United States, a virtual monopoly, and its star was
rising every day.

As for the gallant operator at the Wanamaker
Station, his name was almost as prominent as the com-
pany’s, and it was only natural that he should play a
major part in the organization’s sudden and rapid ex-
pansion. It was a tremendous undertaking, and Sarnoff,
as the directors realized, was the one man in the com-
pany superlatively qualified to help them. He was made
instructor of operator trainees, then inspector of all
Marconi equipment being installed on passenger ships
under the new laws, and the inspector of all stations as
well. He rose rapidly from chief inspector to assistant
traffic manager, assistant chief engineer, and then to
commercial manager, under the benevolent supervision
of Edward J. Nally, later the company’s president, who
understood what an asset he had in Sarnoff. Thus the
young wireless operator, now a young executive, entered
the infant radio industry on the ground floor, when it
was having severe growing pains that he would do
much to solve.
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The beginning of World War I presented an
immediate problem, because the Marconi Company was
actually controlled from London, a point of irritation
to the United States in the developing crisis. As soon as
the American armies entered the war, the government
seized most of the Marconi facilities for the duration—
and found in Sarnoff a commercial manager who proved
to be of inestimable help in harnessing those facilities
to military uses.

War was of course the largest, but it was not the
only problem the wireless industry faced. As in all major
inventions, there was an immensely complicated patent
fight to be settled. Westinghouse, General Electric,
American Telephone & Telegraph, and the United Fruit
Company were all in possession of basic radio patents,
but the patents were so scattered that no one company
had enough to make a complete transmitting or receiv-
ing system without infringing on the rights of one of
the others. There were wild claims, counterclaims, and
bitter courtroom battles. Lee de Forest himself had gone
on trial in 1912, charged with selling fraudulent stock
for his wireless system. The validity of this charge could
be judged by its language, in which the invention that
made de Forest famous was described as “a strange
device like an incandescent lamp, which he called an
Audion, and which device was proved to be worthless.”

Nevertheless, so great was the ignorance of the
judiciary as well as the public about what de Forest
and his fellow scientists were doing, the inventor barely
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escaped going to jail and was given a stern lecture by
the court on the advisability of “getting a common
garden variety of job and sticking to it.”

With the United States’ entry into the war, gov-
ernment control brought a momentary stability to the
industry, but as soon as peace came, chaos threatened
once more. Only one man in Washington appeared
seriously interested in doing something to avert a return
to the disastrous prewar situation. Franklin D. Roose-
velt, then Assistant Secretary of the Navy, made no
secret of the fact that his division of the armed forces
believed it had a large stake in the future of radio.
Peacetime uses, as well as the role radio had played
in the war at sea, had been convincing proof to him and
to other Navy men that the orderly development of wire-
less transmission was indispensable.

The Navy, in fact, wanted government control of
coastal and international radio in peacetime, and when
Congress shuddered away from such a solution, some
Navy officers then proposed to create a private American
company controlling radio communications to and from
the United States. This debate, in essence, was not un-
like the controversy that broke out in the country early
in the 1960’s over control of a proposed satellite com-
munications system. In the earlier battle, as in the later
one, private enterprise was the victor.

As an executive of the Marconi Company, Sarnoff
was in the midst of the struggle, but his thoughts for the
moment were not directed primarily toward it. He was
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fascinated, as always, by the prospects and possibilities
of the new medium, and wondering what could be done
with it.

Sarnoff was well aware of the several interesting
experiments that had already been made. As early as
1906, about the time young David was landing his first
job with the Cable Company, an inventor named Reg-
inald A. Fessenden, who had a station at Brant Rock,
Massachusetts, was installing a high frequency alterna-
tor combined with a telephone mouthpiece and receiver.
The alternator had been the invention of Dr. Ernest
F. W. Alexanderson. Over this system, on Christmas
Eve, Fessenden broadcast a recorded program that in-
cluded a violin solo, a vocal solo, and a poetry reading.
He followed these numbers with a request that anyone
who had heard it report the circumstances to him at
Brant Rock. He was showered with reports from ship
operators at sea who told him how amazed and delighted
they had been to get the broadcast, which was probably
the first experimental radio broadcast ever made.

A year later de Forest began his experiments with
radio broadcast talks and recorded music from his New
York laboratory in the Parker Building, and in 1910 he
scored a historic triumph by broadcasting Enrico Caru-
so’s voice directly from the stage of the Metropolitan
Opera during a regular performance. At least 50 listen-
ers reported, with the same wonder and pleasure the ship
operators had shown four years before, that they had
heard Caruso’s voice clearly.
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Sarnoff himself had performed a dramatic ex-
periment of his own in 1914. That May he was on his way
to New Orleans by ship as a delegate from the Marconi
Company to a convention of Railway Telegraph super-
intendents. As he and a gathering of other delegates
lounged about in the saloon of the steamship Antilles,
60 miles out of New York harbor, Sarnoff excused him-
self and slipped out to the radio room, where he put on
the headphones and tuned in a shore station. Then he
summoned his companions to come and listen. What they
heard was a program of phonograph music coming from
Sarnoff’s old station at Wanamaker’s, where he had
for some time been directing experiments in transmitting
music.

The delegates were astounded, and most of the
voyage was taken up with endless discussion about the
future of radio. It was the kind of discussion Sarnoff
would be having all his life, and he enjoyed it thor-
oughly. He had no doubt about what was going to happen
to radio, and he was glad to hear from the delegates
that most agreed with him that at least it had wide
possibilities.

Later in the year Sarnoff told a radio conference
he would someday make voices and music from Great
Britain audible in the United States, and there were still
some skeptics in the audience who thought he was mad.
Only six months afterward, in March 1915, he startled
listeners to the Wanamaker station with a concert, un-
announced, coming from the Savoy Hotel in London.
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With all this impressive pioneering, however, radio
could hardly have been called an industry in its pre-
World War I stage. The general public knew little or
nothing about it except what the Titanic’s sinking had
inspired. Those who were informed about communica-
tions did not take too seriously de Forest’s revolutionary
invention of the three-element vacuum tube he called
the Audion. With only a few exceptions, they could not
visualize the Audion as it would shortly become—the
heart of radio. In general, these experts thought of wire-
less, or radio, as an interesting toy, a comparatively un-
profitable service that represented no real challenge to
conventional telegraphy.

De Forest and the others had prepared the ground,
but it was Sarnoff who in 1916 first proposed the bold
and imaginative use of the new medium as a home
instrument for mass consumption. For a young execu-
tive it was the kind of gamble almost certain to be coolly
received by older if not wiser heads. At the time he was
assistant traffic manager of the Marconi Company, an
important but not an exalted position. But he sat down
one day and wrote a memorandum to Nally, then vice
president and general manager of the Marconi Com-
pany, a memo that has become famous in broadcasting
history as the “Radio Music Box” memo. He wrote:

“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.
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“While this has been tried in the past by wires, it
has been a failure because wires do not lend themselves
to this scheme. With radio, however, it would seem to be
entirely feasible. For example—a radio telephone trans-
mitter having a range of say 25 to 50 miles can be
installed at a fixed point where instrumental or vocal
music or both are produced. The problem of transmitting
music has already been solved in principle and there-
fore all the receivers attuned to the transmitting wave
length should be capable of receiving such music. The
receiver can be designed in the form of a simple ‘Radio
Music Box’ and arranged for several different wave
lengths, which should be changeable with the throwing
of a single switch or pressing of a single button.

“The ‘Radio Music Box’ can be supplied with
amplifying tubes and a loud speaking telephone, all of
which can be neatly mounted in one box. The box can
be placed on a table in the parlor or living room, the
switch set accordingly and the transmitted music re-
ceived. There should be no difficulty in receiving music
perfectly when transmitted within a radius of 25 to 50
miles. Within such a radius there reside hundreds of
thousands of families; and as all can simultaneously
receive from a single transmitter, there would be no
question of obtaining sufficiently loud signals to make
the performance enjoyable. The power of the trans-
mitter can be made 5 kw if necessary, to cover even a
short radius of 25 to 50 miles; thereby giving extra
loud signals in the home if desired. The use of head
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telephones would be obviated by this method. The de-
velopment of a small loop antenna to go with each
‘Radio Music Box’ would likewise solve the antennae
problem.

“The same principle can be extended to numerous
other fields—as for example—receiving lectures at
home which can be made perfectly audible; also events
of national importance can be simultaneously an-
nounced and received. Baseball scores can be trans-
mitted in the air by the use of one set installed at the
Polo Grounds. The same would be true of other cities.
This proposition would be especially interesting to
farmers and others living in outlying districts removed
from cities. By the purchase of a ‘Radio Music Box’
they could enjoy concerts, lectures, music, recitals, ete.
which may be going on in the nearest city within their
radius. While I have indicated a few of the most prob-
able fields of usefulness for such a device, yet, there
are numerous other fields to which the principle can be
extended. . . .”

His idea was received with polite silence by the
company. They valued their young assistant traffic man-
ager, but apparently, as Sarnoff remarked without ran-
cor years later, “they considered it a harebrained
scheme.”

There was some compensation for the cool recep-
tion his great idea had met. He was in love. Sarnoff
had been far too busy with the development of wireless
and his own career to think about girls until now, but
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his mother was about to do the thinking for him. After
all, his mother said, David was 25 years old, and not
getting any younger day by day, and still he wasn’t mar-
ried. It was time, she said, chatting with her neighbor in
the modest Bronx neighborhood where the family had
moved from the East Side.

The neighbor agreed. David was a nice boy, a good
boy, she said, and he ought to get married. Her daugh-
ter, Lizette, was in a comparable position, and it was
possible, it might be . . . . Both women agreed that these
two likely matrimonial prospects should meet, and it
did not take them long to arrange it.

Lizette and her mother were Parisian, or at least
Lizette had been born there and the family had come to
America from the City of Light. Somewhere her mother
had learned English, more than well enough to conspire
with Mrs. Sarnoff, but poor Lizette was still struggling
with the new language and spoke not enough even to
carry on a normal conversation. Sarnoff, needless to
say, had never had an opportunity to learn French.

Nevertheless, under the watchful eyes of the moth-
ers, they met one night when David paid a formal call.
Years later Lizette recalled: I made no impression on
him, and he made none on me.” The budding expert in
communications could not communicate at all with the
pretty Parisian, and both' concluded that the evening
had been a bore.

The mothers were dismayed, but hardly discour-"
aged. The course of love, they agreed, never runs
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smoothly; everybody knew that. They pushed and prod-
ded, gently and subtly, for the next four months. Liz-
ette, meanwhile, perhaps sensing the inevitable, was
busy learning more English. When the two met again,
she could speak enough to rescue the evening from col-
lapse. “This time it took,” Lizette has said.

She did not have to make much conversation;
Sarnoff took care of that. But now she could understand
a good part of what he was saying and ask an intelligent
question once in awhile to stimulate him. Not that he
needed stimulation. He was full of the radio music box
idea and he poured out his dreams to this charming
young girl who listened so well.

“He tried to tell me of something that he was sure
would happen,” Lizette later recalled. “ ‘We will have a
box,” he said, ‘and we will push a button and out of it
will come the voice of Caruso.” He was so enthusiastic
that it was interesting just to watch him talk about that
wonderful, magical music box that was being born in
his head.”

On July 4, 1917, they were married. The mothers
were happy, and the newlyweds were even happier, as
they are still today, nearly a half-century later.

In those days before the technological revolution
of the 1920’s, the scientists were busy but Sarnoff’s ac-
tive, perceptive brain was often well ahead of them. Not
only did he visualize radio communications over long
distances, but he had begun to think in terms of short-
wave radio at a time when the scientists were not yet well
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aware of its great possibilities. The engineers, in fact,
thought him visionary; and Sarnoff knew they did not
agree with him, nor share his beliefs, yet he was already
displaying his tendency, later to become so well known,
to hold out against all objections once he had become
convinced an idea was feasible. His standard, polite re-
ply to the skepticism of the engineers was a succinct, “I
doubt whether a careful and exhaustive research has
been made on this point.”

The time was at hand, however, when he would
have the power, the position, and the resources to prove
his beliefs. In 1919, the Marconi Company began to nego-
tiate with General Electric for exclusive rights to the
Alexanderson alternator, at that time the best long-range
radio transmitter available. Since Marconi was still con-
trolled by British interests, the Navy was alarmed anew
by what it considered a foreign threat to the independ-
ence of United States communications, and Assistant
Secretary Roosevelt interposed the weight of his office.
He sent emissaries to Owen D. Young, then vice-presi-
dent of General Electric, in an attempt to persuade him
that the Marconi move must be halted by creating an
American super-company to control communications.

Young agreed, and in November 1919 the Radio
Corporation of America was formed, with Young as
chairman and the majority ownership residing with Gen-
eral Electric, although in the next two years both West-
inghouse and American Telephone & Telegraph became
large stockholders. The first act of the new corporation
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was to buy out the American operations of the Marconi
Company.

Sarnoff was acquired, along with his company, and
was at once appointed commercial manager of the new
organization. He was, quite naturally, overjoyed by this
development. For the first time in his life he found him-
self with an organization that was capable of doing any-
thing it wanted to do in the field of communications. In
his early years with Marconi, the company had been
struggling, like Sarnoff himself, for a place in the sun.
Then, when it suddenly found prosperity after the Ti-
tanic disaster, it was so busy installing marine communi-
cations that it had no time to break new ground before
the war came. Now, with the war over and the restrain-
ing ties of absentee ownership broken, a new company
backed up by ample capitalization was in a position to
explore the future. It was all David Sarnoff could have
asked for, and he wasted no time in grasping the op-
portunity.
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Chapter 6

Radio Comes To America

Only two months after RCA was organized, Sarnoff
was knocking on the door of its board chairman, Owen D.
Young, with his “Radio Music Box” idea. In a new. and
longer memorandum, he repeated his original proposal
and added a plan to connect the magazine Wireless Age
with the sale of radio music boxes, “thereby making the
Wireless Press a profitable venture.”

Here was an example of Sarnoff’s mind at work. In
this plan he was not only proposing the manufacturing of
home radio sets, then unknown, but suggesting ‘maga-
zine merchandising methods and forecasting editorial
techniques that were still in the future. He wrote:

“Every purchaser of a ‘Radio Music Box’ would be
encouraged to become a subscriber of the Wireless Age
which would announce in its columns an advance month-
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ly schedule of all lectures, recitals, etc. to be given in the
various cities of the country. With this arrangement the
owner of the ‘Radio Music Box’ can learn from the col-
umns of the Wireless Age what is going on in the air at
any given time and throw the ‘Radio Music Box’ switch
to the point (wave length) corresponding with the mu-
sic or lecture desired to be heard.

“If this plan is carried out the volume of paid ad-
vertising that can be obtained for the Wireless Age on
the basis of such proposed increased circulation would in
itself be a profitable venture. In other words the Wireless
Age would perform the same mission as is now being
performed by the various motion picture magazines
which enjoy so wide a circulation.

“The manufacture of the ‘Radio Music Box’ in-
cluding antenna, in large quantities, would make pos-
sible their sale at a moderate figure of perhaps $75.00
per outfit. The main revenue to be derived will be from
the sale of ‘Radio Music Boxes’ which if manufactured
in quantities of one hundred thousand or so could yield
a handsome profit when sold at the price mentioned
above. Secondary sources of revenue would be from the
sale of transmitters and from increased advertising and
circulation of the Wireless Age. The Company would
have to undertake the arrangements, I am sure, for music
recitals, lectures, etc. which arrangements can be satis-
factorily worked out. It is not possible to estimate the
total amount of business obtainable with this plan until
it has been developed and actually tried out but there
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are about 15,000,000 families in the United States alone,
and if only one million or 7% of the total families
thought well of the idea it would, at the figure men-
tioned, mean a gross business of about $75,000,000
which should yield considerable revenue.

“Aside from the profit to be derived from this
proposition the possibilities for advertising for the Com-
pany are tremendous; for its name would ultimately be
brought into the household and wireless would receive
national and universal attention.”

Having forecast home radio, radio programs in
magazines, a broadcasting system, and the future of
RCA, Sarnoff sat back and waited to see what would
happen. This time his superiors took him seriously. Two
months later, E. W. Rice, Jr., then president of General
Electric, asked him to estimate prospective radio busi-
ness if his proposal were adopted, and Sarnoff responded
with this uncannily prophetic letter:

“The ‘Radio Music Box’ proposition . . . requires
considerable experimentation and development; but,
having given the matter much thought, I feel confident
in expressing the opinion that the problems involved can
be met. With reasonable speed in design and develop-
ment, a commercial product can be placed on the market
within a year or so.

“Should this plan materialize it would seem rea-
sonable to expect sales of one million (1,000,000) ‘Ra-
dio Music Boxes’ within a period of three years. Roughly
estimating the selling price at $75 per set, $75,000,000
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_can be expected. This may be divided approximately as
follows: '
1st Yr.—100,000 Radio Music Boxes $ 7,500,000
2nd Yr.—300,000 Radio Music Boxes $22,500,000
3rd Yr.—600,000 Radio Music Boxes $45,000,000

Total .......c. i, $75,000,000.”

The accuracy of this prediction was nearly total. In
the first year RCA began making “Radio Music Boxes,”
1922, its sales were $11,000,000, slightly higher than
Sarnoff had figured, but the second-year sales were ex-
actly what he had said they would be, and the third year
was only $5,000,000 higher.

These figures resulted from a $2,000 initial invest-
ment, which was what the RCA board of directors al-
lowed Sarnoff in 1920 after they had read and digested
his two memos. With this pitifully small sum he was ex-
pected to develop a radio broadcast receiver and dem-
onstrate its value. To anyone but Sarnoff it would have
seemed hopelessly inadequate.

His cause was immeasurably aided only a few
months after RCA placed its first production order with
General Electric for Radio Music Boxes when a Westing-
house engineer, Dr. Frank Conrad, began the first broad-
casts as they are known today over Station KDKA, in
East Pittsburgh. To create an audience for these pioneer
broadcasts, Westinghouse began to make and sell the
crystal sets known to their lucky owners as “cat’s whisk-
ers.” They were primitive, but they were good enough to
permit people in Pittsburgh to hear KDKA. Then, in
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November 1920, the station created a sensation by broad-
casting the Harding-Cox Presidential election returns.

The response to that broadcast, and the shower of
newspaper editorials and letters-to-the-editor that fol-
lowed it, spurred on Sarnoff and everyone else at RCA,
which had already begun to make crystal sets too, and
early in 1921 followed them with the first battery-and-
tube sets, known as Radiolas, which were made by
General Electric.

It was a new Sarnoff experiment, however, that
pushed the burgeoning radio business over the top and
made it a national institution overnight. In the blistering
early summer of 1921, the talk was not so much of the
Harding “normalcy” the new President had brought to
Washington as it was about the approaching heavy-
weight championship fight between Jack Dempsey and
the French champion, Georges Carpentier. Dempsey, a
magnificent and colorful fighter, had caught the national
fancy after winning the title from Jesse Willard in 1919,
and it had been a splendid piece of matchmaking to p&t
him against the handsome and accomplished Carpentier,
giving the fight an international flavor. With interest in
the approaching battle at a fever pitch, Sarnoff con-
cluded that this was the ideal event to put on the air. No
other piece of programming could have attracted so much
national interest.

Borrowing a portable Navy transmitter, he set to
work arranging a remote broadcast from the ringside at
Boyle’s Thirty Acres, in Jersey City. Sarnoff enlisted the
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help of Major J. Andrew White, a popular figure himself
who was then editor of Wireless Age, to help him in set-
ting up the broadcast, and White in turn hired two radio
experts to help him. After getting the permission of the
Lackawanna Railroad to use its property, they strung an
aerial from the clock tower on the railroad terminal in
Jersey City to a steel tower. A galvanized iron shack,
used by Pullman porters as a dressing room, was con-
verted into a broadcasting station.

Tex Rickard, manager of the match, who was then
coming into his own as one of the great promoters of the
day, was quick to see the immense potential advantages
of broadcasting to the fight business and arranged with
the National Amateur Wireless Association to install
receivers and loudspeakers in more than a hundred the-
atres, lodge halls, ballrooms, and barns from Maine to
Florida, fairly well covering the eastern half of the
country, which represented the listening range in those
days.

When the gong rang for round one, Major White
was at the ringside to give a blow-by-blow description,
with Sarnoff at his side, and an engineer named J. C.
Smith was in the galvanized iron shack to relay the de-
scription, which enabled between 200,000 and 300,000
people to follow the fight until Dempsey’s victory by a
knockout in the fourth round.

It was a triumph for radio. Not only was the fight
heard by the owners of sets and those who had heard it
in the public broadcasts arranged by Rickard, but it
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was listened to by many amateur operators whose re-
action was most enthusiastic. It must have occurred to
some of these listeners after the final gong that they
had heard more details about the fight than were seen
by a good many of the spectators who had trudged
through the July heat and dust of a torrid afternoon to
the oven of the wooden stadium. The possibilities of
radio reception undoubtedly were unveiled to millions
of people that day.

Most of these early listeners were using crystal
detectors, which of course had no tubes. But the devel-
opment of the vacuum tube as a sensitive detector and
amplifier was progressing rapidly, and it proved to be
the technical device that assured a quick expansion of
the radio audience.

Another spur to expansion were the wireless ama-
teurs, nearly 5,000 of them by that time, who had pro-
vided trained radio telegraphy operators for World War
I and now were abandoning their dots-and-dashes to
talk with each other through the radiophone. They were
builders of receiving sets, and as they listened with
them they constituted not only the beginnings of an au-
dience but they provided a ready-made field testing
laboratory for the engineers at RCA and other compa-
nies. The amateurs were the first to take up the vacuum
tube and abandon the spark-gap crystal set. They were
first to explore shortwave, and they were constantly
helpful with the information they turned up in building
their own transmitters and receiving sets. Many of them
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graduated into the new radio industry as it developed
into the giant it became.

That industry was virtually exploding in every di-
rection. In the same year Sarnoff broadeast the Dempsey-
“ Carpentier fight, he invited such world famous scientists
as Albert Einstein, Irving Langmuir, and Charles Stein-
metz, “the Wizard of GE,” to inspect RCA’s new trans-
oceanic station at New Brunswick, New Jersey, where
he gave them a demonstration. On April 29th of that
year, he had been promoted to be general manager of
the company.

A year later radio had become a national craze.
Stations were springing up across the country like flow-
ers after rain. Newspapers, not yet suspicious of the
new medium as an advertising competitor, were helping
to build the audience by printing do-it-yourself supple-
ments for people who wanted to build their own sets. All
over the country listeners were twisting the numerous
dials of the new sets that were being developed, sitting
up hour after hour with the headphones clamped to
their ears until they took them off in the early morning
hours, rubbing the circulation back into their numb ap-
pendages. Some of the amateur’s symbols crept into the
language. People told how they had sat up the night
before getting “DX,” meaning distance. Everyone lis-
tened to KDKA, but it became an indoor sport to log
stations and a status symbol to be able to receive stations
broadecasting from long distances away, the farther the
better.
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There was more for set owners to hear with every
passing month. In the fall of 1922, the Princeton-
Chicago football game became the first remote pickup
of that sport transmitted for broadcast in another city,
and it was only a few more years until