Crossing the Ether:
Public Service Radio and Commercial Competition
In Britain with special reference to Pre-War Broadcasting

Sean Street

A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements
of Bournemouth University for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

February 2003



BEST COPY

AVAILABLE




THESIS
CONTAINS
CD/DVD



Copyright Statement
This copy of the thesis has been supplied on condition that anyone who consults

it is understood to recognise that its copyright rests with its author and that no
quotation from the thesis and no information derived from it may be published

without the author’s prior permission.

L/§> © If)ypﬁ L
SCK RAE EERRVEVED Y \Tf\.

M OO LOIZSG DO



Crossing the Ether:
Public service radio and commercial competition
in Britain with special reference to Pre-War broadcasting

by

Sean Street

1]



Abstract

This dissertation examines the rise of English language commercial radio broadcasting
from the Continent to Britain prior to World War Two, and its etfect on the Public
Service monopoly defended by the BBC. It explores the long-term effect on the history
of British broadcasting caused by this competition, and argues for a reasoned

consideration of the role of commercial broadcasting in the development of British

media.

Afer its introduction, which sets out the author’s case for the fuller examination of this
subject, Part One addresses the context of early broadcasting in Britain, and the guiding
principles bchind the Public Service cthic. Part Two extends this context to examine
firstly the cultural climate in Britain between the wars, proceeding to discuss parallels,
divergences and influences between the emerging broadcasting industries of the United
Kingdom and the United States. Part Three explores important areas in which
commercial operators played a major role in the development of broadcasting, namely
scheduling and audience research, and the development of broadcast technology, notably

reccording processes. In Part Four the dissertation details the central issue of concerted

commercial attacks on the BBC's monopoly, exploiting in particular its controversial

Sunday Programmes Policy. It further charts the response of the Corporation to these
challenges, and the gradual changes to Public Service Broadcasting as a result. The
clfects of competition were long-term, and to demonstrate this it 1s necessary to extend
the study beyond the mam historical arca; Part Five therefore takes account of the Post-
War chimate, the parallels between 1930s and 1960s pressure from commercial interests,
and the eventual arrival of land-based Independent Radio, initiatly governed by a Public
Service Fthic, Finally, the Conclusion propoeses that the thus far undervalued role of
Commercial radio i the United Kingdom belies its importance as a presence and

influence in the medium dating back to the very carliest years of British broadceasting.
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Connected with County and landed estates,
We never cross cutlery over our plates,

We crawl to the City, perhaps Mincing Lane
And potter to luncheon, then crawl home again.
We're frightfully rugger and soccer,
We're painfully quick off the tee,

We pile all our togs in a locker,

Our sweaters have quite a low V;

We know the announcers and Greenwich pip-pips,
We simply adore the gale warnings to ships,
We never pour vinegar over our chips —

We’re frighttfully BBC.

The Western Brothers, record, 1935

“The BBC programmes on Sundays were pretty solemn things. In Germany they had
‘strength through joy’; in the UK we had ‘strength through misery’.”

Norman Burton, Bury, Lancashire, correspondence, 1996
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Radio Days

On 8" October 1973, at 6.00am, Britain’s first Independent Radio station, LBC,
began broadcasting, to be followed eight days later by the second, Capital Radio. | was
working for BBC Radio at the time, and remember the excitement of the moment; there
was something glamorous about the concept of the arrival of land-based commercial
radio, on-air advertising and a freeing of the air-waves. It was a glamour which quickly
dissipated as the reality of the new medium, over-regulated and constrained, became
evident. To my generation, growing up in the 1960s, the perceived sound of commercial
radio, imported from the United States, was the ‘Pirate’ model created by the oftshore
stations, Radios Caroline, London, Britain Radio, Radio England and the rest. These were
after all, the revolutionaries who had forced the government and the BBC into the
creation of Radio 1. Before that, in the 1950s, I recalled in my younger childhood
listening to the distant voices from Radio Luxembourg: Dan Dare, The Ovaltineys,
Horace Batchelor and his “Infra-Draw” pools method. (Keynsham was probably the first

British place name | learned to spell as a result of the presenter’s enunciation of the

address for listener correspondence.)

Much later, when | was working as a producer in commercial radio, | began to

rcalise that the path back to those days was much more complex than I had originally

understood. My parents had spoken of a long-dead station called Radio Normandy, and
the significance of the glowing names on the old utility radio which had inhabited our
"50s home started to tease me: Radio Lyons, Toulouse, EAQ Madrid and many more.
The received wisdom had always been that pre-war radio in Britain had been landscaped
by th¢ BBC. Tuming to books revealed some evidence but very little; there had been
some activity, but it was always discussed as peripheral to Public Service Broadcasting. It
was a meeting with the broadcaster Roy Plomley’s actress daughter that led me to the
realisation that the creator of one of the BBC’s iconic radio traditions, Desert Island
Discs, represented a generation of pre-war broadcasters for whom the BBC was anything

but a monopoly. Meetings with Plomley and Bob Danvers-Walker, both of whom had

X 11




been employed as presenters and producers by the International Broadcasting Company
before the Second World War, opened the door on a fascinating hidden world; British

commercial radio had a history after all.

Sadly, it was not until after the death of Plomley and Danvers-Walker, my first
inspirers, that | determined to explore this world in depth and seek to measure its

importance in the scheme of British Broadcasting history. This writing is the result of that

exploration.
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Introduction

The first Governors of this institution dedicated this Temple of the Arts and Muses under

the first directorship of John Reith, Knight, Praying for Divine help that a good sowing
may have a good harvest and that everything impure and hostile to Peace may be

banished from this building, and that whatsoever things are sincere and beautiful and of
good report and lovable, the people, inclining its ear to these things with a conteniment
of mind, may follow in the path of virtue and wisdom.”

Between 1930 and 1939, radio listening in Britain was a battlefield fought over on
one hand by Public Service interests, represented by the British Broadcasting
Corporation, and on the other by Continental-based commercial stations, transmitting
populist sponsored English-language programmes. This study determines the importance
of the tension between the two in terms of the cultural and technical evolution of British
broadcasting. It interrogates the generally perceived view of the BBC as an unchallenged
monopoly during the period, providing evidence that a number of crucial areas of
broadcasting development in pre-war Britain resulted directly from the pressure of

competition.

In order to do this it is necessary to examine a number of related areas. The extent
of influence, both direct and indirect, from the United States 1s explored. The giant }
Walter Thompson advertising agency had been involved in American radio from the
earliest days, and brought to its UK campaigns expertise and experience which proved of
major importance in the making of sponsored programmes. The Organisation also
developed its already sophisticated skills in product-consumer research on behalf of
clients, into the field of radio audience research, an area not addressed by the BBC until
1936. Thus it 1s important to examine the nature of how such research was conducted,
and how it changed the nature of programme scheduling, given population demographics
of the time. This is contrasted with the extreme paternalistic moral stance taken by the
BBC in its early years, particularly in respect of its Sunday policy, representing an
attitude in which listener preferences played no part. How this policy opened the door for
highly developed and successful commercial competition forms an important part of the

study. | demonstrate through the use of primary source documentation held in the BBC’s



Written Archive at Caversham, Reading, how the BBC responded internally to this
growing threat to its autonomy, a threat only curtailed by the outbreak of the Second

World War.

Out of necessity comes invention. The geographical constraints of the Continental
stations, broadcasting programming made largely in Britain from distant transmission
sites, required the development of durable recording techniques. The 1930s saw three
main systems with which the BBC and the Commercial companies experimented. ]
examine this technology and the reasons behind the adoption of particular types by the

two competitors, relevant to the specific needs of both, thus demonstrating that

competition fuelled progress.

Britain - uniquely - saw the development of land-based Commercial Television

before Commercial Radio. I provide evidence that the dynamic of pressure to establish
the latter was in place from the earliest days of broadcasting - indeed, even before the
creation of the BBC itself. While the high-point of pre-war competition was undoubtedly
the mid to late 1930s, broadcasting of occasional English-language sponsored
programming beamed at a British audience from Europe was taking place as early as
1919. It was this campaigning spirit which eventually burgeoned into the sophisticated
and financially highly successful business ventures of the years prior to the outbreak of
the Second World War. This study examines the issues this fact raised for the BBC and
for its audience at the time, thus placing in historical context the subsequent development

of the relationship between Public Service and Commercial Broadcasting in the United

Kingdom. It utilises interview and archival analysis, as far as possible examining sources
from key witnesses of the time, and written texts - published and unpublished - which
have not thus far been presented as evidence of an industry much wider and diverse than
has previously been claimed. The introductory chapter provides an over-view of the
subject under discussion within this thesis, as perceived by writers considering the issues

from the contrasting standpoints of pre and post-war perspectives.




Literature Review

Texts which examine historically the era and issues under examination in this
writing have placed agitation within Britain for commercial radio as something of a
peripheral study, rather than as an integral part of British radio history, with implications
beyond its time, and significance in the shaping of BBC policy. Writings which do seek
to explore the historical relationship between early pioneers and the subsequent arrival of
land-based commercial radio do so in a somewhat superficial way. Baron® gives a concise
account of 1930s Commercial radio without investigating in any detail the response of —
or effect on — the BBC at the time. His book is primarily concerned with the first two
years of Independent Radio. The same criticism may be leveled at Skues,3 who, In a
somewhat chaotic narrative of 568 pages, devotes six of those pages to the pre-war
pioneers and BBC policy. Even more academic and specialized texts, such as Barnard
examine the issue through secondary sources. Indeed Barnard® tacitly admits that he
considers the matter of little importance, stating as a prelude to his summary of pre-war

Commercial broadcasting in Britain,  the history of the stations can be briefly sketched.”
At the same time, unsurprisingly, works such as Black,” written in celebration of the
BBC’s 50" anniversary in 1972, and published by the Corporation, can hardly be
expected to devote space to the discussion of a period when the monopoly was first
seriously challenged. Even the Local Radio Workshop’s valuable Capital, Local Radio
and Private Profit, a text which takes latter-day British independent radio as its theme,
while offering many useful insights into the political machinations leading to the 1972
Sound Broadcasting Act, has nothing to say about pre-war developments in this area,

despite a chapter entitled “The Origins of Commercial Radio”.°

Clearly there is an imbalance; the study of radio in the United Kingdom should
NOT be perceived as “A History of the BBC” up to the establishment of land-based
Independent Radio on 8 October 1973,yet the fact rematins that, by and large, this is the
case. The present work rectifies this imbalance, highlighting as it does that issues raised
between 1930 and 1939 had long-term effects on BBC thinking and public expectation,

and sowed the seeds of regulated competitive broadcasting which eventually emerged in



Britain after World War 11. In so doing 1 claim that the erosion of the concept of the

BBC’s monopoly was actively under way long before previous commentators have

suggested. Further, the dissertation demonstrates that through necessity the commercial

broadcasters contributed to - and sometimes led - media debate into such areas as
scheduling, audience measurement and recording for radio, thus creating a partnership
which advanced the overall development of radio in this country. In this section 1 draw
attention to relevant works which explore in one form or another issues relating to the

subject and period under discussion. It will be noted that the texts divide into two kinds:

1. Works written from approximately 1950 by modern commentators, surveying the
years of continental commercial competition, attacking the BBC status quo within
the context of a broader history. These in turn fall into two categories: scholarly
texts such as those by Asa Briggs, Paddy Scannell and David Cardiff, and works
by what might be described as “enthusiast writers” including ex DJs, followers of
pirate radio and amateur historians. A number of works by the latter group of

writers give superficial and often unreliable account of aspects of commercial
radio history, and certainly neither of these categories has examined the area
explored by this writing in a full and balanced way, both being limited in their
historical research by the 1930s newspaper embargo on publicity for commercial

English language stations from the Continent on one hand and a limited capacity

tfor experienced academic research on the other.

2. Books written by contemporary broadcasters and critics from 1922 onwards.
These works, many of which are now rare and little known, are remarkable in
both their quantity and the voluble nature of their discourse on the issue of
commercial radio. It is clear from such texts that a matter which many modern
writers have neglected to address in detail, was one of considerable significance
at the time. While referring to such writings within this review, 1 shall also
explore them in greater detail later in the dissertation as major witnesses to the

controversies of the era.




Monopoly and Public Service

The decision in 1922 to create a monopoly broadcaster in the form of the British
Broadcasting Company had far-reaching consequences bringing together as it did for the

first time, a wide range of publics, with wide ranging and divergent tastes and interests,

and seeking to cater to all of these through one comprehensive service. Scannell and

Cardift have said of this:

On behalf of this public the broadcasters asserted a right of access to a wide range of
political, cultural, sporting, religious, ceremonial and entertainment resources which,
perforce, had hitherto been accessible only to small, self-selecting and more or less
privileged publics. Particular publics were replaced by the general public constituted in
and by the general nature of the mixed programme service and its general, unrestricted
availability.’

Growing from this democratic broadcasting environment came the concept of a
duty to the newly created “general” public, leading in turn to the concept of ‘public
service.” Briggs suggests that the first person to speak of public service in radio terms
was the American David Sarnoff, the creator of the Radio Corporation of America (RCA)
who anticipated the pronouncements of John Reith by arguing in 1922 that “broadcasting
represents a job of entertaining, informing and educating the nation, and should therefore

be distinctly regarded as a public service.”® It was however Reith of the BBC who gave

public service broadcasting an institutional form. McDonnell has distilled from Briggs,

Reith’s conception of public service in this context as having four facets:

Firstly, 1t should be protected from purely commercial pressures; secondly, the whole
nation should be served by the broadcasting service; thirdly, there should be unified
control, that s, public service broadcasting should be organized as a monopoly; and

finally, there should be high programme standards. ’



Briggs himself, in his discussion of the third of these points, that of unity of

control, cites Reith’s 1924 book, Broadcast Over Britain, and demonstrates a shift from

views as put forward to one of the earliest committees of enquiry into the development of
British broadcasting: “Whereas the charge of ‘monopoly’ had been contested by the
representatives of the BBC when they appeared before the Sykes Committee, Reith now

openly and unashamedly admitted its existence.”'” It is worth turning to Reith’s book

itself at this point and quoting at some length:

The objections to monopoly are numerous, and in many lines of activity, real and
obvious. With the lack of competition slackness is often engendered, and from privileged
positions there arises abuse. Doubts expressed on this score were on the surface to a great
extent rational as there was some possibility of question as to whether one concern could
really expand with the necessary facility and rapidity, and at the same time handle
satisfactorily all the many diverse problems which would arise.

| am quite sure that the fear of any unfortunate results of monopoly has been dispelled. |
do not think there has been any evidence of complacency or slackness or indifference. On
the other hand I believe it has been proved conclusively that in a concern where

expansion is so rapid and the problems so unique, unity of control s essential.

In this way, mistakes which might be fraught with far-reaching consequences to the
service and to the community may be avoided or quickly rectified. Any development or
improvement, wherever or however originated, is immediately put into effect for the

benefit of the system as a whole. On grounds of efficiency and economy of working, the
advantages of central control are obvious. The necessity for maintaining the general
policy and high standards, and for ensuring that these are promulgated throughout the

service. demands it. '’

Cecil Lewis, writing after the first year of BBC operations, in one of the first
books on British broadcasting, published in the same year as Reith’s gives an enthusiastic
picture of the pioneering spirit of the time. Existing when the issue of monopoly was
shrouded in the excitement of experiment and new experience, the book nevertheless tells
us much about the paternalism of public service broadcasting as perceived by the BBC’s
founding fathers. Lewis was the Company’s first Organizer of Programmes, and also
played the part of one of the early radio ‘Uncles and Aunts’ in programmes for children

under the name, ‘Uncle Caractacus’:

What, then, is the general policy by which our programme organization is run? Broadly
speaking, 1 think it is to keep on the upper side of public taste, and to cater for the
majority, 75% of the time, the remainder being definitely set aside for certain important
minorities.




What is meant by the ‘upper side’ of public taste? Well, we strive, as far as possible, to
avoid certain things, desirable or undesirable, according to the point of view, whtch are as
readily and more fully obtained elsewhere. Such things, for instance, as sensational

murder detatls, or unsavoury divorce cases.

These things appeal strongly to the curiosity of certain types of people, and they can
always be read in cold print. But reading, after all, is a private thing between the reader

and the matter read Many things, harmless-looking enough in print, sound very different
read aloud...

...Of course, we could probably increase the number of our subscribers in a few weeks

by changing our policy on these things, but it would leave us open to attack from many
quarters. If broadcasting is to be a permanent asset to our national life, it must at all costs

avoid offence in any shape or form to the widely varying susceptibilities of the vast
public which it serves. "2

[t 1s clear from Lewis’s book that within a year of commencing broadcasting,
aspects of its paternalism was irritating some listeners, music being one of the most

vulnerable areas of broadcasting policy:

| think few listeners have studied our problem. They write to us and say, ‘Why don’t you
give us music like such-and-such a musical comedy? Something with punch in it.” This
music 1s, of course, a very small percentage of all the music written, and the fact of the
matter 1s that this type of stuff has been played regularly at our concerts. When the
orchestras have played it out, what can be done but repeat it ad nauseam?

Again, the fact that the average fox trot has a six-months’ life, and the average musical
comedy a year, shows that this music has nothing really satisfying in it. It is a drug, and
when one drug fails to operate a new one must be prescribed.

in this way ‘Who tied the can to the old dog’s tail?’ lasts until ‘Sweet Hortense’ comes
along, and that, in turn, is forgotten when ‘Yes, we have no bananas!’ arrives. That in its
turn (which may Heaven send soon) will disappear to make room for another. '

Arthur Burrows, formerly of the Marconi Company, was by the year of
publication of Lewis’s book, the BBC’s Assistant Controller and Director of
Programmes. In 1924 his was another of the pioneering texts, and undoubtedly the most
poetic In its sense of the wonder engendered by the almost supernatural nature of
wireless. When he comes to the practical matter of programme policy however, Burrows
identifies the same problem as Lewis regarding the cosmopolitan nature of the listening

audience, while seemingly coming to a rather more flexible conclusion:



The provision of nightly entertainment for something approaching a million homes,
ranging from the palace to the humblest cottage, is not a simple matter. Recognition has
to be given to the fact that in a single stratum of society there 1s a large variety of tastes.
Even in the average family will be found a wide divergence of interests, ranging from all
that is light and flippant to those things which are learned and abstruse. It has also to be
remembered that these preferences for light entertainment or for serious informative
matter are not peculiar to any one section of the community; that the homes of many
working-class men are rich in popular editions of serious publications, and that even
amongst great musicians there are a number who find interest in jazz or trick music of a

similar order. '*

This is the Reithian view of an over-arching public service policy which seeks to
encompass all tastes within a single service, providing through serendipity rather than
schedule or streaming output, all things to all people. It is also a view, the natural
conclusion of which is that the broadcaster must be the arbiter of what the listener should
be given in terms of a broadcast ‘diet.” It is, in sum, a view which this dissertation
acknowledges to have been abandoned subsequently by broadcasters. Further, it is the
premise of the present work that commercial competition during the years 1930 — 1939
was the movement which began a shift towards branded programmes, targeting specific
audiences which continues to refine itself in the first years of the 21% century. The
implications for public service broadcasting in this pivotal period were considerable.

Crisell is correct when he states Reith’s understanding of the issue, that:

...if the listening public had a choice between continuous light programming and a
mixture of serious and light programming it would gravitate towards the former, and his
concept of public service broadcasting was therefore at risk from the moment the

Corporation’s monopoly was broken. "

The Sykes Committee on Broadcasting was set up by the government in 1923,
Two and half years later the Postmaster General established a further review of wireless,
to be chaired by the Earl of Crawford and Balcarres. The Crawford Committee, which
presented its report in the summer of 1926, effectively set the form of the British
Broadcasting Corporation as it was to exist for the next thirty years, and confirmed the
notion of monopoly. Coase has noted a key shift in attitude regarding monopoly between

the two committees, and points to its origin:

To the Sykes Committee, the question of how broadcasting should be organized in Great
Britain was an open one. It was something to be examined further. Yet only two and a
half years later, in the report of the Crawford Committee on Broadcasting, we find that a
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monopolistic form of organization is accepted as being the desirable one for broadcasting
in Great Britain. There can be little doubt that this crystallization of view was largely due

to the influence of one man, Mr. J.C.W. Reith.'

He also notes the concerns of the Newspaper Proprietors’ Association,

representatives of which addressed the Crawford Committee; part of their submission

contained the following statement: “It is in the national interest that newspapers should
be safeguarded against unfair competition from a monopoly given by the State.”'’ A
chapter of this dissertation considers American radio as an influence and model for much
of the commercial developments in Britain. It is important to note that debates relating to
cultural issues and the control of a broadcasting monolith (in the case of the US
controlled by Capitalist interests) were present in America during the 1920s and *30s.

“America’s public intellectuals — those thinkers who sought to reach an audience that was

both broad and well-educated — generally took a critical view of broadcasting.”"*

They feared the concentration of social power in the hands of the few who controlled the
centralized medium... [and] attacked radio as a source of mass culture that undercut elite
cultural standards and eroded personal creativity and uniqueness...Others, from what
amounted to a more radical position, assailed radio for centralizing authority.
Commentators such as journalist and poet James Rorty blamed the new broadcasting
system for enhancing big business’s power to control society at large. In the early
decades of the century these thinkers feared that capitalism was overwhelming individual
voices and democratic ideals; as a national medium run by a few business interests
pushed the United States further along its path towards the rule of concentrated capital.'’

Cleghorn-Thomson, writing in 1937, questions whether there need be a major

difference between Commercial and public service programming in Britain, “so long as

the licence payers keep on increasing and paying their dues, so long as the advertisers

2920

continue to find radio-advertising commercially worth while.”* This statement, together

with Reith’s words from the 1936 Encyclopaedia Britannica which Cleghorn-Thomson
uses to justify it, seems curiously to relate more to the over-regulated era of British
Independent Local Radio between 1973 and 1990, than the radio battleground of the
1930s:

Whether broadcasting is conducted as a public service as in Great Britain and several
other countries, or also as a means of attracting commercial goodwill as in the United
States of America and elsewhere, the results tend to become unexpectedly similar, and
the material that is acceptable from the point of view of commercial goodwill differs only

i



by fine shades from what is suitable from the point of view of the non-commercial
broadcaster animated by a sense of his public mission. *'

The concept that one ‘people’ could be unified by one comprehensive and all
embracing output, and that a public service which meant giving that audience what was
considered best for it, rather than what it wanted, may be seen as naive, or arrogant and
cynical. The contention that the class of person in managerial positions within the BBC

was largely divorced culturally from a high proportion of its potential audience is debated

later in this writing.”* Lacey implies doubt as to the motive behind a BBC policy which

permitted:

Occasional instances when unemployed men were invited to speak directly about their
experiences, such as the 1932 series Men Talking and Time to Spare, though this was the
exception rather than the rule in a schedule dominated by the professional middle classes.
But these programmes did represent, in part, a continuation of the prevailing trend to
construct a sense of shared participation in national life by papering over the profound
social and class divisions in Britain and ignoring the radicalization of politics which
accompanied the current social and economic dislocation.”’

This may be seen in the context of the wider climate of the time; in the financial
crisis of 1931, the Labour Government collapsed and was replaced by a National
Government, “which presented itself as the true expression of national consensus and the
guarantor of democracy, standing foursquare with other great institutional representations
of stability: the Monarchy, the Church, and the British Broadcasting Corporation.”**
Notwithstanding its deliberate policies to unify a number of societies into one, the present
writer believes there was, underlying its perception of its audience, a profound ignorance
of working-class culture within the BBC iri the first fifteen years of its existence which
was also present more generally within the middle class, and which in broadcasting terms

manifested itself in either the ignoring or the patronising of that audience’s tastes and

requirements of a broadcasting service.

In reviewing texts written at the height of the 1930s battle between public service

broadcasting and commercial opposition - or shortly after — one becomes aware of the
voice of vested interest, prejudice and bias. The investigator is required to read these texts

within their historical and cultural context, and to understand their dialectical nature. An
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example of such a work is P.P. Eckersley’s 1942 book, The Power Behind the
Microphone. Eckersley’s career is summarised later in this dissertation. His place, firstly
as a radio pioneer, then as the BBC’s first Chief Engineer and subsequently as a rival of
Corporation interests and a developer of Relay Exchanges, is not untypical of many who
became disenchanted with the Corporation, and whose writings must be viewed with the

knowledge of that disenchantment. Thus, Eckersley, somewhat idealistically:

If' | were asked to say which is better, a purely State-run or purely commercially inspired
broadcasting system, | would find it impossible to give a definite answer. | would say that
monopoly broadcasting systems could afford to take a much wider view of their cuitural
responsibilities, but that they have a danger of being too dominated by government in the
field of politics and sociology. 1 would say on the other hand that the freedom of any
reputable individual to broadcast his views is a great recommendation for the commercial
system. The justifications for advertisement broadcasting are exactly those used In
support of the free Press...The Press has quite naturally done everything it could to put
down commercial broadcasting, just as any commercial enterprise will always fight a
rnval interest. The Press will therefore always praise the BBC, however dull, but in
recommending the Corporation’s programmes because of their ‘cleanness’ one might

whisper: ‘Whose proprietor hasn’t been using Persil yet?* *’

Nevertheless, if there were vested interests at work within the commercial sector, Charles
Siepmann suggests they were also present within the BBC. Writing in 1950, this ex-BBC
émigré to the USA evaluated the BBC’s claim to monopoly in the period under

examination thus:

The general support accorded to the BBC in the British press undoubtedly derived in
large part from the latter’s fear of the competitive danger of advertising on the air. We in
America know from practical experience that such fear is unwarranted. Nevertheless its
existence has been one operative factor in influencing decision on the BBC’s charter

during the 23 years of its existence, 2°

Siepmann develops his point by adding that “while the BBC, the radio manufacturers and

the press, each with their own interests in mind, bespoke one policy, the people bespoke

b

another.” César Saerchinger’s anecdotally conversational journalistic account of

European radio seen from an American viewpoint expands on the issue:

The British, having profited by the sad experience of pioneer America, had avoided the
chaotic conditions which ensued afier the early days of broadcasting in the United States.
They had solved their problem in the British way, by putting their heads together and
effecting a compromise. ...The Corporation, licensed by the Government, would serve
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everybody — the public, by providing programmes; the manufacturers, by creating a
demand for radio sets; and the Government, by providing an effective, unified instrument
for nation-wide communication, especially in a national emergency — not to mention a

27
handsome revenue.

Reith

There is criticism of Reith and some of his attitudes and policies within the
coming pages. It should be established therefore that the present writer is not by any
means blind to the greatness and achievement of the man. Miall has written from
personal recollection that “at his best...he was charming, effervescent and excellent
company. At his worst he was morose and consumed by self-pity.”*®  Reith’s

extraordinary dual personality”’ is explored by his two principal biographers. Boyle

rightly points out that:

He left a living monument in the BBC, yet believed in his obstinately childish fashion

that his heirs had wantonly defaced it. He left everything too late, his own departures
from public responsibilities included, even his reluctant departure from life itself. If any
great man can ever be said to have atoned for his misdeeds on the elaborate rack he made

. . . 30
of his own conscience, that man was surely John Retth.

Stuart, in his fine biographical introduction to his edition of Reith’s diaries reminds us

that:
The tragedy of his public life was not, as he often claimed, that he had failed in
achievement, but rather, in the words of his great enemy, Winston Churchill,...that ‘his
personality and temperament were not equal to the profound and penetrating justice of his
ideas.” "'

Mclntyre adds to this:

Certainly there are few who have been so grievously maimed by their own temperament;

Stuart’s words capture the man with precision. Beside them...may be set those with
which The Times concluded a leading article on the day after John Reith died :“The

corporate personality of the BBC still gets, and will continue to get, a twitch on the thread
from that angular Scots engineer, of unabashed earnestness and unbending strength.”*

Stepmann has commented upon the autocracy of Reith, and the extraordinary fact
that his personality was such a crucial element in the development of the BBC, when

“monopoly alone could not have moulded British radio...” 3
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Sir John Reith was so certain he was right that no research seemed necessary. _Regardless
of its actual effects, for him his policy stood self-justified. Secure in his personal

conviction of what was right and wrong, he imposed upon a nation the imprint of his
personality. **

Barnouw, in one of the best commentaries on early American broadcasting, cites

concisely, the perceived essential differences between the BBC model of broadcasting

and that of the US:

That it had a responsibility to help shape public tastes and interests was implicit in te
BBC point of view. It considered it a duty to look far beyond momentary public tastes.
This meant, in Sir John’s words, ‘an active faith that a supply of good things will create a
demand for them, not waiting for the demand to express itself.” It was the job of BBC
personnel to know what was good...To the men of the BBC the chaos of American radio
scemed an extraordinary phenomenon. Travellers regularly reported on its extreme
commercialism. The eruption of competing networks, vying for public events as well as
advertising dollars, created a bizarre picture, totally unlike the more orderly BBC.”

To turn to some contemporary accounts of Reith’s personality is to discover a
less sympathetic assessment than that of Mclntyre and Stuart. Cleghorn Thomson,
writing 1n 1937, and by that time a former member of the BBC provides a summary of

current images:

There are some who conceive of Sir J.C.W. Reith as a Mussolinic dictator, ever hungry
for power, who ‘sets all hearts in the state to what tune pleased his ear.” Others imagine
him a covenanting idealist, a Praise-God barebones dwelling on chill Olympic heights of
motive, resolved to uplift the groundlings, ‘thus neglecting worldly ends, all dedicated to
closeness and the bettering of my mind.” A section of the public thinks of the Director-
General as a veritable ogre of regimentation, fiercely paranoiac, secretly tapping
telephones, listening at keyholes, breaking spirits and careers, banishing all save ‘yes
men’ from the immediate entourage of his trembling court. Yet Church dignitaries look
upon him as a defender of the faith; the most eminent civil servant I know considers him
the greatest public servant Britain has seen since the War. He is clearly the dominating
force in a ship which is not yet a happy ship. *°

Cleghorn Thomson’s final assertion here - *“ a ship which is not yer a happy ship”
- is significant because it implies that the BBC to this point never had been “a happy
ship”. This 1s borne out by Gorham, recalling the Savoy Hill days. Gorham had joined the
BBC in 1926, and his writings portray him as a somewhat rebellious figure, who on

principle refused to show undue deference to Reith, a point he illustrates with the
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example of telephone conversations with the Director General: “I would say’ Gorham
here’. He would say ‘Gorham?’ I would say ‘Yes’, and (to my imagination at least) he
would wait for the ‘Sir’ like an actor waiting for the laugh.””’ Beyond the personal,
Gorham shows that the attitudes to Reith as Director-General of the Corporation

described by Cleghorn Thomson in the late 1930s were largely present among many staft

more than ten years earlier, in the Company days at Savoy Hill:

In some form or other he influenced everybody and everything there, and, to my mind,
usually in the wrong direction. There was an air of fear, suspicion, and intrigue, with
many of the staff trying to please the boss and fool him at the same time. 1 believe that

during these years Reith was doing his best work in keeping the BBC independent, and
we owed him more than we knew. But inside the office there was every desire to placate

him and little desire to imitate him.>®

He goes on to give us a startling picture of moral conditions at Savoy Hill,

considerably at odds with Reith’s own code, an environment in which, although “people
dressed respectably...they did not behave respectably.""'3 ? Although Reith frowned on
divorce, and many staff were made to leave the BBC for figuring in divorce proceedings
or similar, the tone of many staff relationships at Savoy Hill - whether the General

Manager was aware of them or not - were, according to Gorham, hardly in keeping with

his views on appropriate conduct:

| never knew an office where sex played so large a part, where so many people lived with
their secretaries, where the hunters and the hunted were so conspicuous as they went
about their sport. And...it was not always the men who did not chase secretaries who
were the most moral. But some of us always argued that Reith just did not understand

about th31.40

Sunday Broadcasting

Coase highlights an issue which is central to my premise:

The character of Mr. Reith’s views and of his policy may best, I think be illustrated with
reference to the place which religion occupied in broadcasting and to the problem of the
Sunday programme...Mr Reith’s views on Sunday broadcasting give a comprehensive
illustration of his fundamental attitude towards broadcasting standards, *'
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Coase proceeds to quote Reith’s own writings, including evidence given to the
Crawford Committee in support of this statement. The matter is discussed fully later in
the dissertation, as is the complex personality of Reith himself. The BBC’s attitude
towards broadcasting on the Sabbath was the single factor which allowed Commercial
competition to flourish. Almost all existing texts examining this period of broadcasting
make reference to it in some way, and it is explored in further detail in later chapters of
the present study. The observance of Sunday may be seen within the BBC’s wider policy

of the observance of the offices - sacred and otherwise - of the year. To the present time
programme policy within the BBC frequently revolves around the recognition or

observance of an anniversary or otherwise significant date. Scannell and Cardiff have

noted that:

Nothing so well illustrates the noiseless manner in which the BBC became perhaps rhe
central agent of the national culture as its calendrical role; the cyclical reproduction, year
in year out, of an orderly and regular procession of festivities, rituals and celebrations —
major and minor, civil and sacred — that marked the unfolding of the broadcast year. **

The 1dea of a shared calendar as a unifier of class, a common timetable that would
be significant to all strata, was manifested on a weekly basis by Sunday observance.

Strictly observed, the BBC Sunday grew from Reith’s view that the Sabbath was for God:

The programmes which are broadcast on Sunday are...framed with the day itself in
mind...The Churches did not take the initiative...There was no undue pressure, nor

indeed pressure of any kind, brought to bear upon us, as was once suggested. It was one
of our earliest decisions that the power and resources of the [wireless] service would be
available in this way, and an invitation was extended to the Churches to co-operate.*’

Saturday was for a time almost as barren as Sunday. Briggs speaks of how long
hours of dead air were slowly filled with programming: “It was not until the end of 1932
that ‘continuous’ broadcasting took place every Saturday from noon to midnight: a few
months later, in September 1933, a ‘silent period” between 6.15pm and 8p.m. on Sundays

: ,44
was filled in...

Content, however, was as important, if not more so, than hours
broadcast. Briggs, in The BBC, the First Fifty Years makes it clear that: “As early as
1932...Reith had told his Control Board that he was willing to extend Sunday hours ‘if it

was likely to form a successful bargaining point with the exchanges.”® [Relay
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exchanges, see discussion below] It is important to examine the fype of programme which

was broadcast on Sundays - and the style of work which was omitted. Scannell and

Cardiff write of: “ the weekly observances of the Sabbath through church services and a

1946

programme schedule markedly more austere than on other days... Later chapters will

illuminate this with examples. Wolfe conveys the idea that Reith was rather more flexible
than his critics maintained. He points out that Reith’s instruction to the Churches’

Religious Advisory Committee on Broadcasting in January 1935 seemed quite liberal:

Reith had always regarded Sunday as a day not only of religion, but of refreshment and
rest. He wanted his staff to realize that Sunday policy ‘does not mean simply the
exclusion of anything which is incompatible with the religious observances of the day -
and at this rate, half of what we are doing already would go out — but a rather different

intellectual standard.’*’

It was however in the nature of the interpretation of that “rather different
intellectual standard” that the BBC proved itself out of touch with the popular mood and
cultural demands of so many of its listeners. For Frederick A. Iremonger, its Religious
Director, it simply meant that: “The programmes should be varied: a broader definition of
plays and not only Shakespeare. More music of light opera type, he thought, would be the
most drastic alteration. As for the rising popularity of the Wurlitzer organ, it was vulgar
in the extreme!™"® It is extraordinary that such a debate was continuing within the BBC
as late as the middle of the decade. “Even the Church Times"’ spoke of giving at least

some of the public some more of what it wants.”> Moseley provides a strong link

between the BBC’s Sunday policy and the opportunities for competition:

The Sponsored Programme, and later the Wired Wireless concerns banked upon the
support of disgruntled British listeners and some business, operating from the Continent,
proceeded to stop the gaps in the BBC’s Sunday service with broadcasts arranged
‘through the courtesy’ of so-and-so’s pills or somebody else’s face powder...Then,
certainly the BBC began to sit up and take notice, but by that time the opposition
movement was too big and too firmly established in popular favour to be effectively
countered.”
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Commercial Competition

It is significant that Boyle and Mclntyre devote httle space in their biographies of
Reith to the issue of commercial competition from his standpoint. Both devote
approximately two pages to the issue as a brief discussion of the Ullswater Committee’s

hearing and findings. Boyle states in his summary of events that:

demands for limited sponsoring appeared in the evidence submitted by Philco, one of the
big radio manufacturers: an even stranger demand for a separate wavelength devoted
exclusively to advertising came from the International Broadcasting Company. This
stung Reith into retorting that the committee would be well advised to examine the firm’s
programme schedules. Such an examination might convince them that commer_f:ial
competition of the kind, whatever else it did, would certainly not ‘raise the standard.’””

While both Boyle and McIntyre acknowledge that the success of the Continental
stations which this dissertation examines in detail was due to the BBC’s Sunday policy,
and that “Reith’s somewhat austere and unalterable sabbatarian concepts had continued
to play into the hands of the IBC...” they do little to develop the point, which is
curtous in that this area has been well documented, as illustrated above. Indeed when
Boyle states that “by the early thirties...Radio Luxembourg and Radio Normandie [sic]
had begun to catch the ears of a disturbingly large part of the BBC’s audience on
Sundays...”* he ignores the fact that the greatest successes of the Commercial stations
was at that point still to come, producing by 1935/36 a crisis within the BBC which
indirectly led to the creation of the introduction of an audience measurement unit for the
first time. On the other hand Curran and Seaton are guilty of over-simplification by
suggesting that “the BBC had been subject to competition from foreign commercial
stations since the 1930s. It was the challenge of Radio Luxembourg which had broken the
dismal Reithian Sunday on the radio.”” | demonstrate in the next chapter, and in Part
Four of the dissertation that the threat of commercial radio from the Continent pre-dates
the arrival of Radio Luxembourg by many years. Likewise Appendix A demonstrates the
number of stations transmitting sponsored programmes in addition to Radio Luxembourg.
It is perhaps hardly surprising that biographers of Reith and other commentators should
deal with the matter of commercial competition in so desultory a fashion, given that

Reith himself barely mentions it at all, either in his published diaries, edited by Stuart, or
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in his autobiography.”® An exception is his account of the Ullswater Committee in Into
the Wind, in which he refers to the International Broadcasting Ccompany’s demand for
recognition as “amusing” because “it was not a broadcasting organization at all...”’
There is also an amusing passage in Info the Wind which describes a visit made by Reith
to the United States during 1931, in which he describes a visit to a commercial radio
station in Portland. The picture he creates also gives us a sense of the dismissive disdain

with which he treated this type of radio generally:

A programme about valvolene. The announcer read a dozen lines of puff, turned on an
outsize record of a jazz band; in the middle of it the conductor of the band gave his
opinion of valvolene. After the record the announcer had another dozen lines to say about
valvolene; listeners were urged to note the same time next week for another jolly twenty

valvolene minutes.”®

Although the issue of BBC Sunday policy and its implications for the opening of
competition is not discussed by Reith and only touched on by his biographers, Briggs is

correct in his statement that at the fourth International Radio Telegraphic Conference
held in Madrid in September 1932, “more important...than most other matters was the
development of commercial broadcasting in Europe.”>” He goes on to rehearse the rise of
Radios Normandy and Luxembourg and other stations, and pinpoints the early
experiments of Captain L.F. Plugge. March 1930 brought the creation of Plugge’s IBC
and “and the first concession to a French company, the Société Luxembourgeoise d’
Etudes Radiophoniques, for a wireless station of not less than 100 kilowatts in
Luxembourg in September 1930.”° Scannell and Cardiff, examining the nature of the
commercial stations targeting of BBC audiences, identify clearly the BBC Sunday policy
“ouided by Reith’s strict sabbatarianism” as the principle loophole through which

Luxembourg and the others obtained their audiences:

Through the week Luxembourg broadcast in English each evening, but in French, Italian
and German during the day. On Sundays however, from eight in the morning until late at
night, it provided a non-stop service of entertainment for a British audience. This was a

brilliant thrust at the BBC...°"

Briggs confirms that by 1938, when an audience survey demonstrated that “over 1

million households, it was estimated, were listening to Luxembourg between 1 o’clock
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and 2 o’clock on Sunday afternoons”®* the BBC and the Post Office were concerned
enough - even in the shadow of war — to attempt to drive the commercial stations off the
air through legislation. This event occurred at the World Telecommunications
Conference in Cairo,%’ and was unsuccessful, even indirectly drawing into question the
very issue of the future funding of the BBC.”* Thus Briggs is illuminating on a number of
political issues raised by the competition of the 1930s and the BBC’s response to it. At
the same time the complexities of the commercial station franchises, their operation and
in particular the role of advertising agencies in the supply of programmes, is not dealt
with. Elsewhere however Briggs acknowledges more fully the impact of the commercial

stations on BBC Sunday policy, stating that in April 1938:

It was recognized that there had to be a lightening of Sunday programmes, ‘without
destroying the special nature of the day’. The new policy was introduced, however, more
as a response to foreign competition than as a change of heart.”

T'o compare Briggs’ account of the growth of competition with that of Coase,
written more than a decade before the first edition of Briggs’ work, is to understand how

much the latter owes to the former. In Coase’s 1950 account , almost all the basic facts

are present, and it is noteworthy how little has been added to this by subsequent

commentators. 66

Scannell and Cardiff also chronicle the development of BBC concern from the
late 1920s as the threat from Continental radio grew.®’ They also create an atmospheric

picture of the nature of sponsored programmes, including a direct quote from the theme
tune of The Andrews’ Liver Salts Concert on Radio Luxembourg, which “opened with a

chorus of “Merry Andrews’ singing, to the tune of See Me Dance the Polka:

‘We’re the Merry Merry Andrews
As fit as fit can be.

And there’s no reason why you
Should not be as fit as we.

So drink your Andrews in the momn
And then you’ll sing with glee,

I’m a Merry Merry Andrew,

As fit as fit can be." *®
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Also dealt with briefly by Scannell and Cardiff is the foundation and early

development of BBC audience measurement under Robert Silvey.®” The key achievement
to come from this is rightly stated to be that “it enabled the structural framework of
[BBC] broadcasting - the arrangement of programme output through the days of the
week, through the seasons of the year — to be arranged on a rational basis.”’ Silvey
himself, coming to the BBC in 1936 from the statistical department of the London Press
Exchange, was well placed to bring the age of audience research to a Corporation which

had, through its paternalistic application of the public service ethic, eschewed any such

measurement. The London Press Exchange was:

One of the larger British advertising agents and there it fell to me to write the reporton a
survey of listening to continental stations. The LPE needed to have this kind of
information for its clients were being increasingly Pressed by these stations to include
radio advertising in their advertising appropriations. "'

Crisell is right to point out that a major “challenge to Reith’s broadcasting
philosophy came mainly from within the BBC itself,...the demand for regular and

systematic research into audience behaviour and tastes, about which virtually nothing was

known other than through casual letters from listeners.” "

The fact that the BBC fought so hard, particularly during the latter part of the
1930s, to eradicate commercial competition is questioned and answered succinctly by
Coase. Countering the argument that “since all owners of radio receiving sets in Britain
had to take out a licence, and since a proportion of the licence fee went to the
Corporation, it would have no objection to people listening to sponsored programmes,

. . 3
since the revenue of the Corporation would not suffer,”’” he goes on:

So far as the Corporation was concerned this argument would appear to be beside the

point. Those directing the policy of the Corporation were not interested by the profit
motive. They were not interested in the material welfare of the Corporation; their interest

was in the intellectual and ethical welfare of the listeners.”

In other words, “the purposes sought by the unified control of broadcasting have

been infringed.””” This explains why the BBC sought to destroy competition, rather than

learn from 1t. What it leaves unanswered is how such purposes could ever be fully
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protected, given the freedom of the individual to tune to foreign broadcasts, whether

intended for British ears or not. Thomas, well suited to make the comparison between
1930s commercial radio and 1950s commercial television, places the issue of

competition succinctly into historical context:

It took five years for Radio Luxembourg to attract one-third of the BBC radio auc!ir;nce,
with no publicity in the British press; whilst ITV, with a blare of nationwide publicity,

took two years to win a quarter of the television viewers in its three central Britain

16
arcas.

Thomas thus concisely identifies - as none of the other writings on the subject can claim

10 - the issue which is at the heart of this present research.

Advertising

Given that little has been written about the structure and functionality of
Continental commercial stations between 1930 and 1939, it is hardly surprising that the
nature of radio advertising in Britain at this time should likewise be neglected. Nevett’’
brietly explores the known facts whilst adding little fresh information. Dyer is even more
disappointing in that she does not even recognize radio as a part of the advertising

equation during the 1930s, although she rightly identifies the anxiety-based advertising

which played a major part in sponsored programmes:

At a time of economic gloom and uncertainty, the pedlars of nerve tonics, vitamin piHs

and mouth-washes came into their own. And the nerve war gave advertisers plenty of
scope for their talents of invention: readers were told of the dangers of contracting
hitherto unknown conditions such as ‘halitosis’, ‘summer sluggishness’, ‘tell-tale
tongue’, ‘listlessness’, ‘night starvation’ and ‘body odour’. The ads were often as lurid
and exaggerated as the ‘quack’ advertising of the eighteenth century and were filled with
pseudo-scientific argument. '

As so often in the research for this dissertation, one turns to the first-hand
witnesses of the time. The appropriateness of product placement on pre-war commercial
radio was instinctive noted by Roy Plomley, in 1930 a young actor, but later to be a key

broadcaster for the IBC and subsequently the BBC:
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| was listening to a commercial radio station...Among the advertisers on Radio

Normandy, among the laxatives and packet soups and soaps and gravy mixes, a firm was
selling pianos, and pianos struck me as expensive items to be vended to a mass and

. . 79
mainly C-class audience.

Turner® gives few insights into British Commercial radio’s use of advertising during the

1930s, although he provides an entertaining, although unreferenced, insight into the

American model:

The layman, glancing through text-books on American radio advertising, cannot but
marvel at the lengths to which programme research and inquiry into consumers’ habits
are carried. He will find, for instance, charts showing what percentage of housewives in
the Eastern Time Zone are engaged in ironing, washing-up, tending children or
performing toilet at any time between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m_; or diagrams ‘showing recall by
New York women of advertising for gelatine desserts in various media in 1947’; also
figures proving that mystery stories are more popular than serials in big cities, with the

moral:

Consider how much more effective the mystery story would be for decafleinated coftee
(a big city product), and how much more efficient the serial would be for baking powder

(a small town product.)*’

Commercial radio as developed in the United States is appropriate for discussion
within the context of the subject of this study, and receives a chapter devoted to its
evolution. G.H. Douglas states that the coming of the first great American network, the
National Broadcasting Company, in 1926, “was a powerful impetus to the advertising
agencies, who now saw rich sugarplums dancing before them.” ** The fact that one
announcement, broadcast on a national station or network of stations, was capable of
reaching millions of people in the comfort of their own homes at a single reading was
clearly enormously attractive to manufacturers. As the realization of this became clear to
agencies and broadcasters, Tumer is right to point to the almost obsessive nature of U.S.
product-based audience research. Of the many books to proliferate on the subject in
America during the first years of the 1930s, one of the more considered was by Amold,
quoted here because, written as it was in 1931, it represents the thinking which crossed

the Atlantic at the time the British commercial stations were launching in earnest:

Broadcast advertising is no longer an experiment. Broadcasting is an established
advertising medium, Over two hundred national advertisers used the networks of the
National Broadcasting Company alone in 1929. this new medium now has back of it
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[sic.] enough years of actual record to prove its profitable acceptance by the general
+ B}
public.

The negative results of advertising on American radio are cited by Smulyan in terms
which are easily recognizable in the commercial radio modeled on it and shaped by such

U.S.-founded companies as the J. Walter Thompson Organisation:

Commercialised radio, funded by the sale of time to advertisers, proved rigid in form and
less responsive to its audience. Advertisers soon dominated radio and, because of the
long-held uncertainty about listener response,...advertisers’ impressions of what listeners
liked actually controlled the programming. Advertising forced radio to appeal to mass,
rather than specialized (even if quite large) audiences. Advertisers believed they knew the
pattern that over-the-air commercials should take. To accommodate the advertisements
properly, the format of radio programmes became inflexible. *°

Susan Douglas links this advertiser-led radio programming to the inevitable quest
for information about audience, mocked by Turner. In so doing she points to the fact that

audience measurement, so long resisted by the BBC, and introduced to Britain by the
Continental stations and their feeder-agencies, had its origins in non-commercial

considerations within early American radio:

As people’s voices became disembodied and were sent out over the airwaves, the
growing questions about how the ‘invisible audience reacted to these emanations
stemmed from curiosity, vanity, and a fear of embarrassment or rejection. But by the late

1920s, when advertisers began sponsoring more shows, these became not only
metaphysical questions but also economic ones. Curiosity about who was listening turned
into calculations about how much these listeners were worth.

Beginning in the 1920s, and escalating to a fevered hysteria today, the corporate
obsession with the tastes and preferences of the broadcast audience has produced a
nationwide, technologically instantaneous network of audience surveillance. This is a

system most Americans do not encounter directly on a daily basis. indirectly, however, it
shapes the entire media environment in which we live.”

Turner’s tone is surely ironic when, turning to the issue of advertising in British radio he
says:

There are some who believe that only the intransigence of Mr. J.C.W. (now Lord) Reith

kept the advertiser at bay in those early days at Savoy Hill. Others prefer to think that it

was the innate decency and good sense of the British public that prevented the
profanation of a new cultural medium.*
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Notwithstanding, accusations had been leveled against the BBC by its opponents that it

had infringed the regulations under which it had been awarded its charter. Moseley, for

example:

Grossly and unblushingly the BBC constantly advertises the records manufactured by
certain companies, giving the name and make and number of each record before it is
played, and again afterwards. It is true that this is done no less blatantly on the Continent,
but there they make no secret of monetary contact between the advertiser and the radio

interests.®’

Stone, writing in 1933, had voiced the same issue:

| am all for the judicious broadcasting of gramophone records. It has ben proved that it
not only entertains listeners better than a great many expensively prepared programmes,
but that it helps the gramophone industry to sell its goods to the public. There is nothing
artificial or unhealthy about it. The BBC is allowed to advertise the records, and it does
and cannot very well help doing so. On the other hand it is not allowed to take money for
this purpose. But...] cannot see why the BBC should be expected to pay my fee for
arranging and presenting the records. In this matter I ought to be an aceredited announcer
for the recording companies and paid by them — handsomely. >

Stone has been called “The world’s first ‘disc jockey""’""i..89 Scannell and Cardift
mention that in September 1934 Admiral Charles Carpendale, Reith’s Second in
Command told the Post Office that “we are now warning artists unofficially that it is not
in their interests to broadcast from Luxe:mbq:)urg.....MQO Stone was a victim of this policy,

and lost his contract with the BBC for continuing to work for Luxembourg:

The BBC expected a flood of protest when Stone was taken off the air, and were
surprised to receive only ten letters in the week his programme was cancelled. One
reason for the apparent indifference might have been that he was preferred in his new
show. A letter to Radio Pictorial declared: ¢ One misses him from Daventry, but already
one hears in his voice from Luxembourg a nuance of greater freedom. Those hampering
and petty restrictions at the BBC must have been very difficult to cope with.’ !

Roger Eckersley, who became Organiser of Programmes in 1925, and was the brother of
the BBC’s first chief engineer, Peter Eckersley, defended the issue of apparent

advertising, whilst admitting that it was a complex matter, open to interpretation:

It is difficult to say what constitutes advertising by Radio and what does not. After all, if
we take a band from an hotel — and publicise it in the Radio Times and the daily press, the
name of that hotel is blazoned in publicity up and down the length of the country. On the
other hand we have consistently turned down programme hours suggested to us from
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time to time from some of the big stores. The subtie dividing line there is that hotels cater
. . . . G2
in their normal business for entertainment, while stores do not.

It is hardly surprising that the ‘subtlety’ of Eckersley’s argument failed to satisfy the

BBC(C’s critics i1n this area.

Wireless Relays

The development of commercial competition exploiting the BBC’s Sunday policy
was aided by the growth of Radio Relay stations which were “capable...of providing
better reception of foreign programmes than many low or even high-priced wireless

receiving sets...They were bound to be used, in a free market, for the rediffusion of

foreign commercial programmes if these programmes genuinely made an appeal to large
numbers of listeners.” °° The system, which operated by using telephone lines to

disseminate radio programmes to subscribers, became extremely popular during the
1930s.

A major entrepreneurial figure in the relay movement was Peter Eckersley, a
pioneer of the Marconi experiments at Writtle near Chelmsford. Eckersley was to become
a major developer of the wired concept of radio transmission. His son, Myles, has left us
a vivid picture of his controversial and charismatic father, in which he describes the idea
of the system, perceived by Eckersley as early as January 1927, and developed out of
1925 experiments conducted by the wireless amateur, A.W.Maton of Hythe, near
Southampton.” Eckersley had sought to persuade Reith to explore the idea within the
BBC:

Theoretically it is possible to transmit programmes over telephone lines or electric light
power cable. Five or six programmes can be (theoretically) sent over one cable
simultaneously. It seems a pity that we do not exploit this idea...We should be the first to

make use of the system. | doubt if the P.M.G. has any right to stop us or anyone else from

entering into a contract with a particular electric light company. There is a large profit to
be made from such an arrangement.”
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In fact the Government through the Postmaster General, did object to the new
Corporation becoming involved in a commercial operation, but saw no reason why the
Post Office itself should not licence relay services to private companies.”” The Labour
government fell in 1931, and was replaced by a coalition, dominated by the Conservative

party, which allowed the fledgling Wireless Exchange companies more freedom:

They could have as many towns or areas as they wanted and could relay English
language commercial radio programmes from Europe. Cable broadcasters were NOT
allowed to originate their own programmes in this country, and were advised [my italics]}
to rely mainly on the material from the monopoly BBC. There was no compulsion to
relay only BBC programmes but most relay companies varied their daily programmes,
offering BBC programmes with the programmes from Radios Luxembourg and
Normandy (especially on Sundays, when the BBC was in solemn mode). 7

Coase explains further the appeal of wire broadcasting between the years 1930 and 19335:

. The loudspeaker which was installed in a subscriber’s home was simpler to operate
than a receiving set. Furthermore, it was less likely to develop fauits; or if it did there

was the maintenance staff of the relay exchange to set it right.
2. The substitution of a small weekly payment for the larger sum required to pay for a
receiving set was a convenience to some subscribers. None the less, the advantage

which the relay exchange subscriber would have over the purchaser of a set on hire
purchase terms would be small.

3. In areas such as ports in which there was considerable interterence or in which,
owing to natural features or the location of the transmitting station, reception was
difficult on an ordinary receiving set, the subscriber to the relay exchange was able
to hear the programmes very much more clearly. This was due both to the superior
efficiency of the master set and to the special aerials which the relay exchange could

erect.

4. The master set of the relay exchange was able to pick up programmes from foreign
stations which it would difficult, or impossible, to receive on an ordinary set.”®

The growth of Relay Exchange subscribers from 1927 to 1939 is tabled by Pegg:

Date Exchanges Relay Subscribers Persons per Household
Sept 1927 10 446 1,784
Dec 1928 23 2,430 9,720
Dec 1929 34 8,592 34,368
Dec 1930 86 21,677 86,708
Dec 1931 132 43,889 165,462
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Dec. 1932 194 82,690 311,741

Dec 1933 265 130,998 493,862
Dec 1934 318 192,707 726,505
Dec 1935 343 233,554 955,899
Dec 1936 333 | 250,978 958,736
Dec 1937 331 255,236 975,002
Dec 1938 325 256,294 979, 043
Dec 1939 284 270,596 1,033,677

Eckersley, writing in 1942, extended the idea of the potential of wired
broadcasting to a vision of a system which is only at the start of the 21* century coming
to fruition through the development of cable transmission:

| have a dream about the future. 1 see the interior of a living-room. The wide windows are
formed from double panes of glass, fixed and immovable. The conditioned air is fresh
and warm.. Flush against the wall there is a translucent screen with numbered strips of
lettering  running across it...These are the titles describing the many different
‘broadcasting’ programmes which can be heard by just pressing the corresponding
button...Not a hint of background noise spoils the sound even though some of the
performances take place half across Europe, the quality is so lovely that reproduction

criticizes every detail of the playing and speaking...

Of course it is only as dream, but not so completely fantastic as some might imagine. It
could all be done by using wires rather than wireless to distribute programmes. Let a
cable, no thicker than a man’s finger, be laid along the streets, outside the houses, and the
main part of the installation is completed. The cable would only contain two or three
conductors and tappings would be made on to these for branch feeders to bring the
service Into the houses. The branch ends in the houses would be connected to house
receivers. The street cables would be taken to transmitters which would inject
programmes into them. '

] have shown in this review of literature that there is a discrepancy between the
passionate discourse and debate of the 1930s regarding the place of commercial
broadcasting in Britain as a legitimate alternative to the public service model, and the
subsequent consideration of the importance of the issues raised at the time. It is this lack
of in-depth study of an important aspect of a crucial period that the present research
addresses. In the context of this review, I shall now explain the thinking behind my own

historical examination of the subject.
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Methodology
In the context of the various accounts discussed above, this historical enquiry

seeks to provide a full and coherent exploration of commercial radio’s impact both on
audiences and on BBC policy before the Second World War. In doing so it tests the
hypothesis that competition was of an order significant enough to have been a shaping
force in the long-term development of broadcasting in Britain; specifically, that issues ot
audience measurement, scheduling and technology development were addressed as a
result of commercial imperatives in addition to those of Public Service broadcasting.
Beginning in anecdote and personal recollection based on conversations and
correspondence with practitioners and listeners, the study examines documentary
evidence to evaluate the veracity — or not — of claims made, frequently at some
chronological distance from the times they recall. In this respect the author perceives his
historical process in the creation of this work in terms similar to those described by E.H.

Carr in his description of the historian’s starting point:

The historian starts with a provisional selection of facts and a provisional interpretation in
the light of which that selection has been made — by others as well as by himself. As he
works, both the interpretation and the selection and ordering of facts undergo
subtle...changes through the reciprocal action of one or the other...[Thus History] is a
continuous process of interaction between the historian and his facts, an unending

dialogue between the present and the past.'®’

Elsewhere Carr comments that “The study of history is a study of causes”'’*; this would

seem to have an appropriateness in defining the present investigation, given that one of
the main premises being tested herein is the reason for change in BBC policies in respect

of its pre-war audience.

The primary research upon which the study is based has been developed through

the following methods:

1. Correspondence from former listeners. Requests for recollections of
listening in the 1930s were placed in a number of magazines and journals:

The Stage, Ariel (the BBC staff journal), Prospero (the BBC journal for
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retired staff), The Daily Telegraph, The Oldie, The Huddersfield Daily
Examiner, The Star (Sheffield), The Liverpool Echo, The Lancashire
Evening Telegraph, The Southern Daily Echo, The Evening Standard,
Radio Bygones and The Vintage Programme Collectors’ Circle
Newsletter. This produced 120 responses, of which a representative 10%
are quoted in Appendix C. While the material received was usually
anecdotal and sometimes fallible in terms of memory, it did serve to
itlustrate a certain zeirgeist and cumulative sense of the cultural mood of

the time. In addition a number of replies provided information of primary
significance. For example, a reader of The Stage, Miss Billie Love,
responded and provided information relating to her parents’ work on
Radio Normandy. The request in Ariel was fruitful in a number of ways;
a response from Pierre Le Séve of the BBC World Service led to
considerable family information relating to the running of Radio
Normandy. Even more significant was a reply from Jacqueline
Cavanagh, Director of the BBC Written Archive, Caversham, who was
able to state that that the Archive contained 14 files of material relating to
the BBC’s attitude to commercial competition in the 1930s. Furthermore,

Ms Cavanagh was able to explain that much of this material had not been
taken into account by previous historians, including Lord Briggs in the

writing of his five volume study.

Written Archives. The Caversham Archive provided an underpinning of
primary material, as did visits to the Selfridges Archive, prior to and after
its absorption into the History of Advertising Trust’s collection at
Norwich. Visits to all three of these centres were necessary to establish
corporate and industry thinking and responses, and demonstrated clearly
that a sense of competition within British radio was a very real issue in
the 1930s. In addition French libraries have been consulted, notably at the

Pompidou Centre and the Archives of Radio France, in order to seek a
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Continental perspective. This proved particularly valuable in gaining a
picture of individual stations, described in Appendix A.

Interviews . Oral history work had always been seen as a key part of the
research, and although in some cases time had proved the victor in this
quest, the author has been fortunate to speak to a number of witnesses
involved in the pre-war radio world; notable among these have been the
late Frank Gillard, the late Desmond Hawkins and Leonard Miall. In
addition, recordings from collectors of interviews with Stephen Williams,
Roy Plomley and Bob Danvers-Walker have proved invaluable to the
study. Regarding an understanding of contemporary technology, meetings
with Peter Copeland, Conservation Manager at the British Library Sound
Archive was necessary to clarify understanding of the relationship

between content and technical issues.

In addition, some fieldwork has been undertaken. Visits to Fecamp (home
of Radio Normandy), Paris (Poste Parisien) and Toulouse (Radio
Toulouse) proved useful only to the extent that they demonstrated how

comprehensively time has eradicated physical evidence and local human

memory of the stations’ existence.

For any historical researcher, within the ‘gathering’ process of facts, information

and evidence, not to mention the process of interpretation, there lies the danger of

subjective and partial selection and emphases; that is to say, an agenda, albeit perhaps

sometimes subconscious, that seeks to make convenient material fit a preconceived

premise at the expense of evidence which proves a contrary viewpoint. In the present

writer’s case, it might be said that, given the anecdotal beginnings of the research, and the

lack of any previous sustained examination of the subject, there could be a temptation

either to select ‘“friendly’ facts and discard others, or to allow one discovery to simply

initiate another, without a set plan of investigation.
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Certainly, for every historian, the journey from the spring of an initial premise to
the sea of a finished thesis is inevitably going to be one of discovery. That said, for this
writer, that process was tempered by an awareness that the depth and importance of the
commercial/Public Service broadcasting debate during the 1930s was one which required
to be tested beyond the partiality of interested parties. Thus, just as IBC and JWT claims
for rising audience figures are placed against BBC and Independent statistics, so the
recorded interviews of commercial radio practitioners — Williams, Plomley and Danvers-
Walker — have been balanced by BBC perspectives among primary and secondary
sources, and tested against the commentaries of more recent independent historians such
as Cardiff and Scannell, the statistical material found in the Caversham archive, and the
numerical researches of Silvey and Pegg. Subjectivity of viewpoint has likewise been

frequently observed and understood; it is clear for instance that a number of the ex-BBC

personnel who wrote books criticizing the Corporation’s policy during the years 1930-39
— for example, Eckersley, Cleghorn-Thompson and Gorham — left the BBC under
controversial and often acrimonious circumstances. Such factors require to be taken into
account when evaluating the reliability of their roles as witnesses. At the same time, as a
number of the American accounts state, the BBC had its own interests too. It is here that
the study’s variety of research sources has been most useful. Through a balance of oral

history interviewing, analysis of textual sources, (including recordings of actual

programmes) and field research such as visits to the British Library Sound Archive’s
recording conservation department and Continental station locations, a comparative and
complementary picture has emerged which demonstrates to the satisfaction of this writer

an underlying historical context in which the various witnesses accounts may be tested

and a trustworthy conclusion arrived at.

In short, the response to the material as it came to light has been cautious;
evaluative In the context of other accounts, contemporary and otherwise, finally arriving
at a critical conclusion immediately prior to the full written development of the thesis,
where the sum of the parts - allowing for the partiality of subjective witnesses - was seen

to be undeniably greater than the whole. It is also important to remember that while this

study focuses on one aspect of broadcasting between 1920 and 1939, this was by no
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means the only area of debate at the time. The BBC, the United Kingdom and the World
were moving through complex times, and the issue of a broadcasting monopoly and the
nature of Public Service radio were only two of many issues preoccupying those in

policy-making decisions relating to the media of the time.

The structure of the writing itself is based on the concept that in order to test the
hypothesis that competition between commercial and Public Service forces was a
significant part of pre-war British broadcasting, the central exploration of the period
(Part 4, “Competition and Response”) has to be placed within the context of early
developments in radio, (Part 1, “Context”) and the subsequent social and cultural debates
prevalent at the time of the expansion of broadcasting, both nationally in Britain and
internationally, particularly within the USA. (Part 2, “Clhimate”). Part 3, “Production
Issues” demonstrates how practical matters emanating from both commercial and Public
Service imperatives shaped the sound and structure of 1930s radio. The technological
issues relating to the recording and transportation of programme material was shown by
research to have been of concern both to commercial and BBC interests, and a chapter
documents this. Likewise primary evidence from BBC files and the J Walter Thompson

Archive requires a supporting chapter of evaluation which demonstrates the importance

of radio advertising in the development of audience measurement in Britain. These areas
of the writing provide practical “building blocks” upon which corporate policy and the

evolution of new styles and attitudes to broadcasting are discussed in Part 4.

The decision to write Part 4, “Competition and Response” chronologically was based
upon the fact that research showed an evolving and flexible situation, in which corporate
thinking and response changed according to developments in technology, audience
measurement and the circumstances of commercial competition. Thus, for example, BBC
thinking regarding attacks on its monopoly differed considerably in 1928 and 1939, and it
Is therefore necessary for a study such as this to reflect how changing contemporary

issues governed this thinking,

34




Although the main era under discussion is pre-war, it is considered necessary to
develop the thesis beyond this time to encompass reasons for the demise of the 1930s
form of Continent-based commercial radio, and the evolution of post-war Independent
Radio; thus Part 5, “The Fall and Rise of Post-War Commercial Radio”, examines the
temporary disappearance of French commercial radio as a supporting factor for the
British entrepreneurs, the survival of Radio Luxembourg and the emergence of the 1960s
pirate stations. The subsequent social and political pressure debates leading to the
creation of Independent Local Radio required to be explained in order to demonstrate the

wider context, and the long-term continuity in which this fuller picture of British radio

history can be understood.

It will be noted that the work concludes with an extensive series of appendices; it
IS necessary to explain here the reasons for their range and extent. While the material
contained therein is crucial to the study, its inclusion as appendices rather than within the
main body of the text is based on several related factors, which may be summarized thus:
the material represents discreet aspects of relevant research which the author wishes to
draw specifically to the attention of the reader, as complementary yet self-contained
source work. It is the author’s intention to persuade the reader to focus attention on this

material, while not ‘holding up’ the narrative contained within the main body of the
work. It i1s also felt that to extend the content of the main narrative further would be make

the work unacceptably unwieldy.

Thus, through newly discovered evidence, primary sources and a re-evaluating of
texts, many of which have not been taken into account in previous media histories of the
time, the present study seeks to reveal, explain and revalue an important part of
broadcasting history, and in so doing to demonstrate that the evolution of British radio

owes more to a competitive partnership between Public Service and commercial

enterprise than has previously been acknowledged.
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