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R a d i o  c a m e  t o  C a n a d a  i n  1 9 1 8 .  U n t i l  
1 9 3 2 ,  p r i v a t e  b r o a d c a s t e r s  d o m i n a t e d  
t h e  r a d i o  i n d u s t r y ,  E a r l y  r a d i o  t e c h -  
n o l o g y  a n d  g o v e r n m e n t  r e g u l a t i o n  i n -  
f l u e n c e d  t h e  l e v e l  o f  p r o g r a m m i n g  p r o -  
v i d e d  b y  t h e  b r o a d c a s t i n g  p i o n e e r s .  

La radio e s t  venue au Canada en 1918, 
Jusqu'B 1932, l e s  6missions priv6es ont 
domin6 1' indus t r i e  de l a  radiodif f us ion  
La j eune technologie rad iophonique e t  
l a  r6gulation gouvernmentale ont in- 
f luenck la  qualit6 de La programmation 
prkpar6e par l e s  pionniers de l a  radio- 
d i f fus ion .  

The h i  s t o r y  of Canadian broadcast ing , f o r  
the most p a r t ,  has drawn the a t t e n t i o n  of scho- 
l a r s  only i n  r ecen t  y e a r s .  As a r e s u l t ,  the 
scope of the ma te r i a l  w r i t t e n  on the s u b j e c t  is 
somewhat 1 imited though of a high c a l i b r e .  Par- 
1 iamentary deba te  and pub1 i c  enquiry gene ra l l y  
have focused on the s t r u c t u r e  o f  the broadcast  
indus t ry  in the country.  Accordingly, most 
s c h o l a r l y  s t u d i e s  have concent ra ted  on the be- 
ginnings of the Canadian Broadcasting Corpora- 



t i o n  and i t s  role -- or lack of role -- in the 
d a i l y  lives of Canadians (Peers, 1969; 1979). 
This public broadcasting bias i n  the literature 
has been a t  the expense of the private broad- 
casters. In his extensive survey entitled Cana- 
dian Broadcasting History Resources i n  English : 
Critical Mass or Mess?, John E.  Twomey (1978, 
14) has noted t h a t  "very 1 i t t le  mention is made 
of the growth of the private broadcasting sec- 
tor, or of programming and program personali- 
ties." Part of the reason for this omission is 
t h a t  the topic is not one t h a t  can be compre- 
hended solely through the use of traditional 
sources. Indeed early broadcasting is singu- 
larly lacking in historical documentation. While 
examination of the avai  lable documents relating 
t o  the period i s  important, the oral history 
perspective is crucial t o  any systematic analy- 
sis. 

Apologists for state ownership of broad- 
casting i n  Canada have tended t o  dismiss the 
broadcasting pioneers somewhat hasti ly . In the 
process, they have argued t h a t  the relatively 
low power of the early stations provided 1 imited 
service, t h a t  stations brought 1 isteners unex- 
citing and uninspired programs, and t h a t  network 
broadcasting rested almost solely with Henry 
Thornton and the Canadian National Railways 
(OIBrien, 1964, 33 - 40; Peers, 1969, 19 - 27; 
Prang, 1965, 3 - 4) .  These arguments, which the 
Canadian Radio League advanced most forceful ly 
in the early 1930s, are open t o  question when 
the early private broadcasters are examined more 
closely (Dewar, 1982, 40 - 43). 

Therefore, whi le historians have provided 
solid accounts of the origins and growth of the 
public broadcasting sector, they have tended, a t  



the same time, t o  pay scant  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  
pr iva te  broadcasters who operated s t a t i o n s  in 
Canada f o r  more than a decade p r i o r  t o  the 
establishment of the Canadian Radio Broadcasting 
Commission, the f i r s t  pub1 i c  broadcasting agency 
in the country. Thus t h e  following study a t -  
tempts t o  a s sess  th is  e a r l y  period by examining 
how the s t a t e  of e a r l y  radio  technology and the 
scope of government regula t ion  of the medium 
influenced programming formats and network ser- 
vices provided by Canada Is broadcasting pio- 
neers. 

The Technology and t h e  Regulatory Framework 

The s tory  of Guglielrno Marconits experi-  
ments w i t h  electromagnetic waves, the s igna l s  
which emanate f r m  a radio t r a n s m i t t e r ,  has 
remained famous in h i s t o r y  because i t  marked the 
beginning of radio communication (Sobel , 1976, 
126). On December 12 ,  1901 a t  approximately 
12:30 p.m., Marconi and his a s s i s t a n t  George 
Kemp received transmissions of the letter "S" in 
Morse code from Poldhu in Cornwall, England. 
For Canadians, Marconi Is achievement has had a 
specia l  s igni f icance  because his successful 
experiment was conducted on Signal Hi1 1 over- 
looking S t .  J o h n ' s ,  Newfoundland (Curlook, 1981 , 
60) .  Thereafter  he was t o  e n t e r  agreement w i t h  
the Laurier government f o r  the f u r t h e r  develop- 
ment of wire less .  Just a y e a r  a f t e r  he l e f t  
Newfoundland, Marconi was successful  in negot i-  
a t i n g  a f i n a n c i a l  arrangement w i t h  the federa l  
government whereby he received $ 75,000 i n  as- 
s i s t ance  and "the prime p l o t  of Glace Bay, Cape 
Breton f o r  a permanent i n s t a l l a t i o n "  (Curlook, 
1981, 63).  The government of the day had 



sought t o  turn Marconils invention t o  i t s  advan- 
tage. In  return for his subsidy, Marconi pro- 
mised t h a t  overseas wireless rates would not 
exceed 10 cents a word for private messages and 
15 cents per word for the government and the 
press. Hence, in 1902, the Marconi Wireless 
Telegraph Company of Canada was establ i shed, the 
forerunner to  Canadian Marconi. A year earlier, 
a Canadian, Reginald Aubrey Fessenden, who was 
backed by Pittsburgh financiers , conducted his 
f i r s t  successful experiment i n  voice transmis- 
sion. Fessenden later formed the National Elec- 
t r ic  Signalling Company and i n  1906 sent his 
voice over the air in a Christmas Eve broadcast. 
On New Year's Eve, another of his voice trans- 
missions was received i n  the West Indies leaving 
no doub t  t h a t  Fessenden had improved upon Mar- 
coni1s earlier work (Sobel, 1976, 128). 

Not surprisingly, i t  was Marconi s company 
t h a t  opened station XWA i n  late 1918 (Allard, 
1979, 7 ) .  The stat ion located in Montreal was 
licensed the following year w i t h  the call let- 
ters CFCF, the designation the station retains 
t o  this day. As Professor Peers has written, 
" i t  is without rival as the pioneer Canadian 
station" (1969, 5 ) .  More recently, Donald God- 
frey (1982, 69) has argued t h a t  CFCF could well 
be "North America's oldest broadcasting station" 
predating KDKA i n  Pittsburgh, the station which 
generally has claimed t h a t  t i t le .  Following the 
establ ishment of CFCF , broadcaster-bus inessmen 
dominated the broadcasting system for more t h a n  
a decade u n t i  1 public broadcasting was intro- 
duced in 1932. Just three years after the 1 icen- 
sing of CFCF, thirty-nine broadcasting stations 
were serving listeners and six years later the 
number had risen t o  sixty-eight (Canada Gazette, 
1929, 2306 ) . T h a t  Canadians eagerly embraced 



this new form of technology i s  evident i n  t h a t  
four-hundred thousand receiving sets were in 
operation throughout the country by 1928, the 
year in which the Aird Comnission was appointed 
t o  examine the entire broadcasting industry in 
Canada. 

In  any consideration of the pioneer days of 
broadcasting, i t  is important t o  realize t h a t  
the daring entrepreneurs, who opened stations, 
were initial ly  more concerned with the technical 
aspect of broadcasting t h a n  with the art of 
programming. V ic George, a former manager of 
CFCF, has observed t h a t  "in the 1920s and early 
1930s a few people were feeling their way around 
in a completely new and different world" 
(George, 1977) Early radio stations were almost 
invariably owned and operated by auto supply 
cmpan ies , newspapers, re1 igious groups or radio 
associations. I t  was quite common for the pro- 
f i t s  of an automotive service station t o  subsi- 
dize a fledgling radio operation. Typical of 
the latter was Roy Thomson who started his com- 
munications career in 1928 a t  North Bay and 
established a radio station t o  promote the sale 
of batteries to provide power for the receiving 
sets (Al l a rd ,  1979, 48). A.A. Murphy did the 
same a t  CFQC radio in Saskatoon as did Arthur 
"Sparks" Holstead a t  CFDC in Nanaimo, British 
Columbia, the call letters "DCH standing for 
"direct currentM (Quinney 1976). Indeed this 
k i n d  of enterprising individual could be found 
in just about every province. 

Certainly radio equipment was primitive in 
nature. Stations relied heavily on batteries to 
stay on the a i r  and generally could do So for an 
average of only six hours and fifteen minutes a 
day.  Radio transmitters, which could cost as 



little as four thousand dollars in this period, 
were crude instruments for sending signals and 
were installed in a variety of places including 
drug stores and attics. Moreover working condi- 
tions in the radio studio were exceedingly dif- 
f icult . Announcers , who were general ly techn i - 
cians with suitable radio voices, were often 
forced to work in hotel rooms converted into 
makeshift studios and behind microphones that 
resembled telephones. Mechanical gramophones 
had to be wound up by hand during the presenta- 
tion of musical programs and seldm were there 
rehearsals for the relatively few 1 ive shows 
that originated from the studio (Collins, 1953, 
21 , 34). In fact radio in Canada, during the 
early 1920s, was perceived as an extension of 
the platform or town hall meeting which was a 
favorite social occasion for families in small 
communities. Nearly all of the events broadcast 
by the private stations were local or regional 
happenings . Given the rustic radio technology 
at the time, these remote broadcasts were a 
burdensome undertaking. Gerry Quinney , a radio 
pioneer with station CKWX in Vancouver, has re- 
called that "upwards of one hundred and fifty 
pounds of heavy equipment i nc 1 ud i ng batteries 
and amplifiers had to be physically carried to 
the site of the broadcast" (Quinney , 1976). 
Still the private stations seized upon every 
local event of any significance to fill their 
broadcasting schedule. 

The regu 1 atory framework governing broad- 
casting in these days was designed to allow 
officialdom to supervise closely the astounding 
growth of this new form of communications. How- 
ever officials in the federal Department of 
Marine and Fisheries, which had jurisdiction 
over Canadian broadcasting, were without full 



knowledge of a1 1 the technical aspects of radio 
or i ts  potential for altering social systems. 
Until 1932, there was no over-all policy for 
broadcasting in Canada; instead the subject was 
treated on an ad hoc basis with the government 
reacting perioXcXTy to new developments (Fos- 
t e r ,  n d ,  46). Yet the department, in i t s  various 
regulations , exercised considerable control over 
the broadcasting industry through the 1 icensing 
process and eventually operated stations of i t s  
own along Canada's northern coastline to  serve 
"trading posts, sett lers,  miners and missions" 
(PAC, Dept. of Marine and Fisheries, RG 42, vol. 
1076, File 7-3-1 ). Moreover the federal depart- 
ment had recognized t h a t  radio had a national 
purpose, i n  this pioneer age, well before the 
Aird Commission was established in 1928. 

According to the Department of Marine and 
Fisheries, "the value of direct communications 
enabling the interchange of ideas between c i t i -  
zens of different parts of a widespread country, 
such as the Dominion, is of inestimable value in 
maintaining a national spir i t"  -(Memorandum, 
Radio Branch, 20 July 1923 ). The department's 
objective was t o  consolidate the existing pri- 
vate stations, which were faced with American 
competition, to help promote national survival. 
Broadcasting was a "service" which had undeni- 
able advantages for the nation as a whole. I t  
"would not be a good thing for Canada ," the 
department argued , if "at some future date ex- 
isting broadcasting stations begin to drop out 
[owing to1 the many powerful stations to the 
south. " I t  maintained t h a t  "existing arrange- 
ments whereby manufacturing companies , news- 
Papers and others are operating broadcasting 
stat  ions free of charge, cannot be expected to 
continue i ndef in i te  ly . . . .Ways and means [must 



be] established whereby the ultimate consumer 
w i  11 pay for the services received ." Thus a 
radio set license fee of one dollar was intend- 
ed, i n  part, t o  help subsidize the private sta- 
t ions. However, for the most part, the opera- 
tors of these stations declined t o  accept this 
form of government subsidy. In  his appearance 
before the 1932 Special Commons Committee on 
Radio Broadcasting , Commander C .P. Edwards, the 
director of radio for the Department of Marine 
and Fisheries, noted t h a t  station CKY in Winni- 
peg, which was owned by the Manitoba government, 
was "the only  case we have of the government 
paying any cash t o  anyone for actual broadcast- 
ing" (Minutes, Special Committee on Radio, 1 1  
March 1932, 3 ) .  The feeon radio sets also 
helped t o  pay the salaries of radio inspectors 
who toured the various stations i n  Canada (Min- 
utes, 11  March 1932, 5) .  Through the licensing 
system, the government was able t o  exercise 
control over the early broadcasters, even though  
there was no broad policy whereby radio was 
regarded as a medium for the cultural improve- 
ment of a mass audience. 

Almost right from the beginning of broad- 
casting i n  Canada, regulators clamped tight 
restrictions on the industry which virtually 
prohibited large profits from being made. In  
1922, private stations were specifically not 
allowed to levy any k i n d  of toll for the ser- 
vices they provided by broadcasting entertain- 
ment or information programs (Allard, 1979, 13 ). 
Moreover, "indirect" advertising was permitted, 
only in 1928, almost ten years after broadcast- 
ing  had started in Canada (Allard, 1979, 12) .  
This form of advertising meant t h a t  a sponsor's 
name a t  the beginning of a program could be 
mentioned, b u t  no details of the advertiser's 



product were provided for the 1 istener . Hence 
companies initially failed to see much advantage 
in radio as a form of advertising. As O.J. 
Firestone (1966, 94) has written, "radio broad- 
casting introduced into Canada i n  the early 
1920s faced an uphill struggle for many years as 
far as i t s  commercial achievements were con- 
cerned ." Moreover ad vert i sing on radio met with 
some public opposition and often was criticized 
by pub1 ications such as Radio Broadcast Magazine 
which were designed to serve the broadcasting 
industry (Heighton and Cunningham, 1978, 6) .  
Paul Rutherford ( 1978, 61 ) had noted that the 
early part of the twentieth century marked "the 
great age of consumer advertising" when "patent 
medicine ads boomed." B u t  "by no means all 
people were seduced by the messages of the ad- 
vertiser in the 1920s." Rather "advertising 
joined a complex of disciplines, some like reli- 
gion the cr i t ic  of needless consumption, t h a t  
pushed people in different directions" (Ruther- 
ford, 1978, 104) .  

Another regulation stipulated t h a t  no radio 
station license could k transferred even if a , 
broadcaster saw the chance of selling t o  a weal- 
t h y  buyer. As Frank Foster has written, "the 
objective of the policy was to ensure t h a t  no 
commercial value was attached to a license" 
(Foster, I I ) .  If a broadcaster wanted to  sell 
his station, "the seller had t o  surrender the 
1 icense for cancel lation and the buyer had t o  
apply for a new 1 icense ." This policy coupled 
with the fact t h a t  licenses for stations could 
be issued only t o  British subjects allowed the 
government to app ly  s t r ic t  regulation t o  the 
economic aspects of the industry (Minutes, 11 
March 1932, 4 ) .  



Yet even the broadcasting pioneers, who 
often objected to these periodic government 
edicts, had come t o  real ize t h a t  there was a 
practical explanat ion for some regulations such 
as the requirement t h a t  stations, in the same 
centre, share broadcast frequencies. There was 
t o  be no simultaneous broadcasting on different 
radio frequencies unless specifically authorized 
by the Department of Marine and Fisheries. For 
example, in Vancouver, stations CKWX and CKMO, 
now CFUN, were on the same frequency. As Gerry 
Quinney ( 1976) recal led, "you couldn I t  keep 
operating anymore t h a n  a couple of hours before 
the batteries ran down and you had t o  charge 
them." Hence the department a t  least "kept the 
wave length live anyway." 

Other regulations during this period stipu- 
lated t h a t  "mechanical ly  operated musical in- 
struments" were forbidden between 7:30 p.m. and 
midnight which meant t h a t  stations could not 
play phonograph records ( A 1  lard, 1979, 13) .  
This latter regulation gave rise to considerable 
live programming which stations were forced to 
provide in the evening hours. As well "phantomn 
stations came into being as the Department of 
Marine and Fisheries tried t o  bring some sense 
of organization t o  the burgeoning radio indus- 
try. A "phantom" station was defined as "one 
which owns no physical equipment b u t  i s  a1 lotted 
a distinctive call signal and is licensed t o  
operate over a station having physical equip- 
ment " (Minutes, 11 March 1932, 4 ). Vic George 
(George, 1977) has credited Commander C.P. Ed- 
wards for introducing the "phantom" technique 
recall ing t h a t  the department had t o  deal with a 
"whole rash of different radio transmitters" 
t h a t  were struggling for a frequency a1 lowance. 
The licensing of "phantoms" did manage t o  "keep 
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down the number of transmitters fighting for 
space on the air." 

However, the government regulation, which 
accompanied the announcement on June 1 st, 1928 
that a Royal Commission would be appointed to 
examine the radio situation in Canada, clearly 
stymied innovation in the broadcasting industry. 
After this date, "every new station, every in- 
crease in power, any change made in any license" 
was made with the stipulation that the licensee 
agreed "to waive all claim for compensation in 
the event of nationalization" (Minutes, 18 March 
1932, 105). Doctor George M. Geldert , the 
owner of station CKCO in Ottawa, the present day 
CKOY which had been established in 1924, main- 
tained that "progress in Canadian broadcasting" 
had been "definitely retarded" by this regula- 
tion which made private broadcasters reluctant 
to purchase new equipment and expand their oper- 
ations (Minutes 19April 1932, 640). In both 
its 1 icensing procedures, advertising policies 
and regulations governing the economics of the 
industry, the Department of Marine and Fisheries 
fully endorsed broadcasting as a non-commercial 
venture. This view espoused by officialdom 
often did not coincide with the entrepreneurial 
outlook of the broadcasting pioneers who tended 
to see several regu 1 at ions as a bureaucratic 
nuisance. The level of programming provided by 
the early broadcasters should be seen, then, in 
the context of a rudimentary radio technology 
and a regulatory framework which they sometimes 
saw as a handicap. 



Programming Formats 

The tendency, on the part of some scho- 
lars, t o  equate the low power of the early 
stations with limited service has t o  be treated 
somewhat cautiously given the nature of the 
radio spectrm and the conditions under which 
the stations operated. In the 1920s, radio 
waves could travel great distances and be re- 
ceived i n  far away places, because there was 
less cluttering of the radio spectrum t h a n  ex- 
ists today.  The interference now caused by 
citizen band radios and heavy industrial equip- 
ment was virtual l y  nonexistent. Hence a station 
of f i f t y  watts could probably be heard over a 
greater distance, i n  this period, as opposed t o  
present day receiving conditions ( Weir, 1965, 
19) .  Evidence t o  show the extensive signals 
provided by some of these "small" stations can 
be found in the Minutes of the 1932 Special 
Commons Comnittee on Radio Broadcasting . 

Acadia University of Wolf vil l ey  Nova Scot ia 
operated a f i f t y  watt  station with the call 
letters CKIC.  The President of the University, 
Doctor F.W. Patterson, appeared before the Com- 
mittee claiming t h a t  his "primary interest" in 
radio broadcasting was "of the educationalist" 
(Minutes, 1 Apri 1 , 1932, 265). Under question- 
ing from the Committee members, Doctor Patterson 
explained how far the station's broadcasts ex- 
tended. Asked, "what points do you reach?", he 
rep1 ied : 

We reach S t .  Stephen , S t .  Andrew's, 
Eastport in Maine, Saint John, as far 
north as Chipman ; Sussex, Moncton, 
Amherst, practical ly all of Prince 



Edward Island , by day time broadcast- 
ing; Truro, into New Glasgaw, Dart- 
mouth, b u t  not Halifax except in the 
outskirts. The area between Truro and 
Hal if ax, and in the day time Digby and 
a l i t t l e  further, probably in around 
Moncton by night. 

The University President went on to state t h a t  
"we have only a 50 wat t  station1' and t h a t  "one 
hundred watts would probably give us all the 
coverage we would reasonably desire." Similarly 
Arthur Dupont , the director of  Radio Station 
CKAC i n  Montreal, recalled the history of the 
station noting, in the process, i ts extensive 
coverage even with relatively low power: 

Radio station CKAC began operating 
sometime in 1922. To our knowledge, 
station CKAC was amongst the f i rs t  
three Canadian radio stations t o  broad- 
cast on a fairly regular schedule. Its 
initial  power o u t p u t  was rated a t  500 
watts. Its coverage, i n  those days, 
was much beyond what  is being secured 
from present transmitters of equal 
power. This can be explained by the 
fact t h a t  radio stations, being few in 
number, were not subject t o  the present 
congestion. (Minutes, 14 April 1932, 
521 ) 

Dupont told the committee t h a t  "the coverage of 
CKAC included part of the Maritime provinces, 
Eastern Ontario and the entire Province of Que- 
bec." Many stations were low i n  power, by pre- 
sent day broadcasting standards, b u t  the reach 
of their signals was often surprisingly ade- 
quate. Moreover the operators of these stations 



attempted t o  provide programming t h a t  was both 
entertaining and informative for their audien- 
ces. 

I t  i s  clear from the evidence presented t o  
the 1932 Radio Broadcasting Committee t h a t  the 
early private broadcasters saw radio playing an 
important educational role. For example, R.T. 
Holman, the owner of s ta t  ion CHGS in Summers ide , 
Prince Edward Island, in a brief t o  the Commit- 
t ee ,  showed t h a t  his station provided a number 
of educational features including radio talks 
relating t o  "Prince Edward Island History and 
Folklore , Parents Educational Talks" and "Gene- 
ral Educational Talks prepared by the faculty of 
Mount Allison University" (Minutes, 18 April 
1932, 521). These were aired along with pro- 
grams "for housewives, for rural audiences, as 
well as for urban listeners." Similarly Major 
William Borrett, the director of station CHNS in 
Hal ifax who was known as "Mr. Hal ifax", ex- 
plained t h a t  his station also was heavily invol- 
ved in educational programming. Among such 
features heard on CHNS were the "Half Hour 
French Lesson, weekly, by Professor C.H. Mercer, 
the Review of the Week's News by Professor H.L.  
Stewart, the Trans-Canada Educational Programs 
and the LoKt Nelson Little Symphony" (Minutes, 7 
April 1932, 382). 

In London, radio station CJGC had started a 
program known as "University of the Air" in 
1928. This stat ion,  which was originally estab- 
lished on September 20, 1922, was the third pri- 
vate station in Canada (Nolan, 1979, 3) .  CJGC 
was licensed to  the London Free Press Printing 
Company whose President, a t  t h a t  time, was Ar- 
t h u r  Blackbum, the father of Walter Blackburn, 
who later served as Chairman and Publisher of 



the London Free Press and Chairman of the Board 
of CFPL Broadcasting (Nolan, 4 ) .  The University 
of Western Ontario, which had been founded in 
1878, played a considerable role in the sta- 
t ion's public service programming. ,University 
educators were heard Thursday evenings between 
7:30 and 7:45 on CJGC delivering a wide range of 
radio lectures touching upon both practical and 
academic areas. For example, Fred Landon, the 
university's 1 i brarian , addressed a radio aud- 
ience on the historical aspects of early London 
newspapers. According to the then President of 
Western, Sherwood Fox, the station charged the 
university only "bare expenses in order to per- 
mit [ i t ]  t o  give i t s  service t o  the community" 
(PAC, File 227-9-3, 25 March 1929). CJGC, fore- 
runner to  the present day CFPL, also appears to 
have been the f i r s t  radio station in Canada to 
attempt to  provide i t s  listeners with up to  the 
minute coverage of federal election results. To 
report the outcome of voting on October 29, 
1925, the news gathering resources of the London 
Free Press were "placed a t  the disposal of the 
radio department so t h a t  interesting and intel- 
ligent reports" were provided t o  "radio fans 
from time t o  time" (London Free Press, 24 Oct. 
1925 ) . The s tat  ion provided periodic coverage 
of local, regional and national results with a 
constituency by constituency breakdown of Wes- 
tern Ontario ridings giving special attention 
t o  those where cabinet ministers were seeking 
re-election. While CJGC relied heavily on the 
Free Press, this style of election coverage, 
which set the radio format for later years, also 
reflected the notion held by Arthur Blackburn 
t h a t  the immediacy of radio "could supplement 
b u t  not necessarily supplant the form of service 
provided by the newspaper" (Nolan, 1979, 4) .  
His conception of radio was somewhat unconven- 



tional a t  a time when a number of newspaper own- 
ers saw this new electronic medium as a threat 
t o  their existence . These early broadcasting 
efforts relating t o  educational and cultural 
radio presentat ions, and t o  programming of a 
more general nature, presaged the Canadian Radio 
League's l o f t y  objectives for the medium. 

The Radio League's claim t h a t  these broad- 
casters could not provide "an adequate coast - 
t o  - coast system for relaying contin2ntal and 
British programmes" is clearly open t o  question 
when early radio-network service is examined ( R .  
B. Bennett papers, Dec. 1930, 389123, M-1314). 
Certainly "chains" or "hookups" were exceedingly 
difficult during the f i rs t  decade of radio 
broadcasting. T h e  high cost of renting trans- 
mission lines and the leasing of station time, 
an expensive proposition, were two of the nega- 
tive factors t h a t  prevented the establishment of 
networks on a permanent basis, although there 
were numerous temporary arrangements made for 
network broadcasting. During this pioneer 
period, the Canadian National Railways played an 
important role and,  towards the end of the 
1920s, private broadcasters began t o  establish 
networks on their own. 

Network Radio 

The story of Henry Thornton and the Cana- 
d i a n  National Railways' role in the Diamond 
Jubilee network broadcast of 1927 has been des- 
cribed i n  other scholarly studies (Peers, 1969., 
22 - 27; Weir, 1965, 5 - 18). Sir Henry has 
frequently been applauded for using radio to 
promote national consciousness in Canada, a l -  
though  i t  should be recalled t h a t  the CNR radio " 

network was ma i n  ly comprised of privately -owned 



s ta t i ons .  A t  no t ime d i d  t h e  CNR own more than 
three broadcast ing o u t l e t s .  These were CNRO i n  
Ottawa, CNRA i n  Moncton and i n  Vancouver s t a t i o n  
CNRV (Ashcro f t ,  1931 ). The CNR o f ten  leased 
t ime on more than a  dozen p r i v a t e  s ta t i ons  
across Canada under a  "phantan" arrangement. I n  
o ther  words, t h e  r a i l w a y  was al lowed t o  use i t s  
own c a l l  l e t t e r s  on the  s ta t i ons  it d i d  not  own, 
wh i le  i t s  programs were sent oh a  network basis 
(Car ly le ,  1  Oct. 1976). Pub l i c  broadcast ing 
enthusiasts genera l l y  have overlooked t h e  exten- 
sive program o r i g i n a t i o n  by p r i v a t e  s ta t i ons  
which belonged t o  t h e  CNR network. While the  
ra i lway had "blazed the  t r a i l  f o r  chain broad- 
cas t ing  i n  Canada1' w i t h  i t s  coast  t o  coast r a d i o  
- telephone l i n e s ,  it r e l i e d  g r e a t l y  on p r i v a t e  
broadcasters who f e d  programs from centres where 
no CNR s t a t i o n  was located (Ashcro f t ,  15 Oct. 
1929). For example, s t a t i o n  CKNC i n  Toronto, 
which had been o r i g i n a l l y  owned by Eveready 
Bat tery and l a t e r  by t h e  Canadian Nat ional  Car- 
bon Company, claimed t o  have "o r ig ina ted  more 
chain broadcasts f o r  Canadian manufacturers than 
any s t a t i o n  i n  Canada" (Minutes, 20 A p r i l  1932, 
677). I n  a  memorandum t o  t h e  1932 Radio Broad- 
cast ing Committee , the  s t a t  ion management made 
t h i s  observat ion: 

It i s  a  r a t h e r  s t a r t 1  i ng  f a c t  t h a t  
CKNC, a  so - c a l l e d  low - powered sta- 
t i o n ,  produced and o r i g i n a t e d  i n  i t s  
own studios and broadcast over i t s  own 
t r a n s m i t t e r  i n  t h e  capac i ty  of a  key 
s t a t i o n ,  more chain programs than any 
one o f  t h e  h igh  - powered s t a t i o n s  i n  
Canada, and p r a c t i c a l l y  as many chain 
Programs as were o r i g i n a t e d  by a1 1 of 
the  high - powered s ta t i ons  canbined. 
(Minutes, 20 Apr i  1  1932, 677) 



While t h e  CNR was t h e  t r u e  r a d i o  network 
p ioneer ,  t h e  Canadian P a c i f i c  Railway en te red  
t h e  r a d i o  f i e l d  with g r e a t  enthusiasm in 1920 
when t h e  na t iona l  c a r r i e r - c u r r e n t  system of t h e  
p r i v a t e l y  owned company was completed. The CPR 
network even tua l ly  comprised twenty-one s t a t i o n s  
ac ros s  Canada b u t ,  un l ike  t h e  C N R ,  none o f  them 
was owned by t h e  railway company (Bennet t  pa- 
p e r s ,  Jan 1931, 389176, M-1314). CPR fed  pro- 
grams n a t i o n a l l y  over t e l eg raph  l i n e s  and of -  
f e r e d  them t o  any p r i v a t e  s t a t i o n  provided t h a t  
t h e  loca l  b roadcas te r  paid t h e  t ransmiss ion  c o s t  
from t h e  CP l oca t ion  i n  h i s  community t o  t h e  
r ad io  s tud io .  The rai lway had e s t a b l i s h e d  new 
r a d i o  s t u d i o s  i n  t h e  Royal York Hotel in Toronto 
and began broadcast ing such popular musical 
programs a s  t h e  "Musical Cruisaders  " which 
introduced a group of musicians who were making 
a c r u i s e  around t h e  world on t h e  Empress of 
Aus t ra l  i a  (Canadian P a c i f i c  Corporate Archives ) . 
The programs, which were a i r e d  on Sunday a f t e r -  
noons between 4:15 and 4:45 e a s t e r n  s tandard 
t i m e ,  were w r i t t e n  by S tan ley  Maxted , a well 
known Canadian t eno r .  The "Musical Cruisaders  " 
were heard no t  on ly  nationwide i n  Canada but 
a l s o  over  a network of s t a t i o n s  i n  t h e  Eastern 
and Middle-western S t a t e s  a f f  i l  i a t e d  with s t a -  
t i o n  WJZ in Newark, New Jersey .  The c i t i e s  in 
t h e  United S t a t e s  t h a t  rece ived  t h e s e  broadcas t s  
included N e w  York, Rochester ,  D e t r o i t ,  Chicago, 
C i n c i n n a t i ,  S t .  Louis,  Kansas C i t y ,  Lincoln,  
P i t t s b u r g h ,  Bal t imore,  Boston and S p r i n g f i e l d .  
Other programming provided by t h e  CPR included 
t h e  ce l eb ra t ed  ensemble known as  t he  "English 
S inge r s "  who, on November 21 , 1930, gave t h e i r  
f i r s t  r ad io  program on t h e  North American c o n t i -  
nent a s  p a r t  of t h e  r a i l w a y ' s  a t tempt  t o  f o s t e r  
t h e  development of music i n  Canada. 



One of t h e  e a r l i e s t  r a d i o  cha ins  t h a t  h i s -  
t o r i a n s ,  f o r  t h e  most p a r t ,  have tended t o  over- 
look was t h e  Trans- Canada Broadcast ing Company 
managed by R.W. Ashcroft .  In 1929, Ashcroft  
claimed c r e d i t  f o r  " p r a c t i c a l l y  a l l  o f  t h e  pio- 
neer work in connection with commercial chain 
broadcas t ing  i n  Canada" t h a t  had been done "dur- 
ing t h e  pas t  yea r "  (Bennet t ,  14 Oct. 1929, 
389142, M-1314). This network, whose f l a g s h i p  
s t a t i o n  CKGW i n  Toronto had been e s t a b l i s h e d  on 
March 4 ,  1928, was i n  ope ra t i on  f o r  f i v e  y e a r s  
u n t i l  1933 (Minutes, 5 Apri l  '1932, 329). The 
network broadcas t s  provided by t h i s  cha in  of 
p r i v a t e  s t a t  ions included t h e  ceremonies marking 
t h e  opening of  Par l iament  i n  1930; t h e  f i r s t  
Christmas day message of King George, i n  1931 ; 
t h e  opening of t h e  Indian Round Table Conference 
on November 12, 1930; s eve ra l  addresses  of t h e  
Pr ince  of Wales; and a series of educa t iona l  
broadcasts  under t h e  ausp ices  of t h e  National 
Counci 1 of Education. Ashcroft  pe r sona l ly  paid 
t h e  u n i v e r s i t y  p ro fe s so r s  who presented t h e s e  
broadcas t s  on t h e  Trans-Canada Network (Minutes , 
14 May 1932, 649).  He a l s o  made poss ib l e  " the  
admission i n t o  Canada of  t h e  f i r s t  U.S. commer- 
c i a l  musical program ever put on t h e  a i r  fran a 
Canadian s t a t i o n "  (Bennet t ,  5 Oct. 1929, 389142, 
M-1314). As w e l l ,  dur ing its f i r s t  year  of 
o p e r a t i o n ,  t h e  network "staged programs in  Cana- 
da and broadcast  them from coas t  t o  c o a s t  i n  t h e  
U.S." 

Another p ioneer  o f  network broadcast ing was 
Vie George who had joined s t a t i o n  CFCF i n  1930. 
The Depression had a s t agge r ing  effect on t h e  
r ad io  indus t ry  and, i n  1931 , t h e  CNR had decided 
t o  c l o s e  i t s  r a d i o  department.  Because of h i s  
Previous years  with t h e  CNR s t a t i o n  i n  Moncton, 
George was aware t h a t  Canadian National had high 



quality carrier-current faci l i t ies  linking most 
Canadian cities east of Winnipeg. Moreover, the 
stations owned by both the CNR and private in- 
terests were striving t o  improve their program- 
ming a t  a time when the industry was strained 
financially. George soon proposed a new network 
arrangement which comprised stations in London, 
Hami l tm , Toronto, Ottawa, Montreal , Moncton , 
Fredericton and Hal ifax. Listeners in a1 1 of 
these Canadian cities were able t o  hear the 
programs t h a t  were exchanged among the stations 
in this "co-operative network" fran early 1931 
to 1933 (Bambrick interview, George, 21 Jan .  
1977). However, in this latter year, the newly 
established Canadian Radio Broadcasting Commis- 
s ion, as George has explained, "expropriated our 
mutual  network without so much as a t h a n k  you." 
The establishment of the CRBC in November, 1932, 
marked the end of the pioneer era in Canadian 
broadcasting and the birth of  the pub1 ic system. 
Despite the efforts of the private broadcasters, 
the Aird Comnission, the Canadian Radio League 
and the architects of the 1932 broadcasting 
legislation showed an eagerness to harness radio 
and make i t  serve wha t  they saw as more noble, 
national purposes. S t i l l  the CRBC had t o  rely 
on the private stations for the distribution of 
i ts  programs as did i ts  successor the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation which was establ ished 
in 1936 (Peers, 1969, 156 - 163, 241 - 242). 
Thus the stations operated by the broadcasting 
pioneers, who had laid the basis for the broad- 
casting system in Canada, continued t o  be a 
dominant force in the broadcasting industry for 
the next two decades. 



1 Conclusion 

The pioneer years of Canadian broadcasting 
between 1918 and 1932 saw broadcaster-busines- 
smen establish radio service on both a regional 
and national basis. For more t h a n  a dozen 
years, and in the face of close government su- 
pervision, the entrepreneurs, who had chosen to  
experiment with this new medium, had t o  deal 
with a technology t h a t  was not only  often misun- 
derstood b u t  also one t h a t  was quite cmbersome 
and unreliable. As a result,  the ar t  of pro- 
gramming had to give way t o  the mechanics of 
broadcasting in this period. 

During the early IWOs, in particular, 
stations struggled simply t o  maintain their 
broadcast signal. Yet even with these kinds of 
technical handicaps, the range of program ser- 
vice, in the context of early broadcast condi- 
tions, was commendable. 

Toward the end of the l92Os, the private 
broadcasters were successful in forming networks 
as their mastery of the technology became more 
proficient and as the transportation industry in 
Canada got more involved in radio. Given the 
temper of the times as the Depression ap- 
proached, i t  is surprising t h a t  these entrepre- 
neurs even continued in such a risky business. 

The popular notion t h a t  a l l  private broad- 
casters have trad i t  iona 1 l y  operated prof itable 
businesses can be dispelled quickly when this 

, early era is  examined. The industry was charac- 
terized by numerous bankruptcies and changes of 
Ownership. This assumption, t h a t  success Was 
inevitable, has been nurtured through an Over- 
emphasis on the career of Roy Thomson and his 



remark t h a t  a television broadcasting permit was 
"like having a 1 icense t o  print your own money" 
(Speci a1 Senate Committee Report, 1970, 1 :47). 
Some broadcasters, such as Thomson, were more 
successful t h a n  others. For example, in London, 
Ontario, the Blackburn fami ly prospered but 
three other stations, which started early opera- 
tions, were forced t o  close down during the 
1920s. With the government overseeing the eco- 
nomic aspects of the broadcasting business, the 
private owners were forced to  search long and 
hard t o  find their place in the Canadian eco- 
nomy. The appointment of the Aird Commission in 
1928 made their position even more untenable as 
the spectre of nationalization now hung over 
t h e m .  Finally, the 1932 Broadcasting Act, which 
introduced pub1 ic broadcasting t o  Canada, made 
the CRBC not only a broadcaster but  the govern- 
ing agency of a l l  broadcasting with the power to 
regulate the private stations as to programs and 
advertising. 

T h a t  private broadcasters operated stat ions 
with a crude radio technology and under the 
watchful eye of government officials, during 
this pioneer period, to provide programs t h a t  
had sizeable Canadian audiences is  an historical 
development t h a t  officialdom today sometimes 
seems reluctant to acknowledge. These stat  ions 
were in existence a f u l l  fourteen years before 
the formulation of a comprehensive federal pol-  
icy which had a t  i t s  core the notion t h a t  na- 
tional radio should serve as a vehicle for cul- 
tural uplift. As subsequent years have shown, 
the introduction of publicly owned radio could 
not alter automatically the fact t h a t  1 isteners 
had responded favorably to  the Canadian and 
foreign programming provided on the stations and 
networks establ i shed by Canada s pioneers. 



REFERENCES 

Al lard ,  T. J .  S t ra igh t  Up: Private  Broadcasting 
i n  Canada 1918 - 1958. Ottawa: Canadian 
Communications Foundation, 1979. 

Ashcroft,  R. W .  The Fi f th  Es ta te ,  address t o  
the  annual meeting of t h e  Association of 
Canadian Advert isers  , Toronto, 15 October 
1929, in R. B. Bennett Papers, 389142, M- 
1314. Public Archives of Canada. 

Ashcroft,  R. W. Government versus Pr ivate  
Ownership of Canadian Radio, January 1931 
i n  R. B. Bennett Papers, 389176, M-1314. 
Public Archives of Canada. 

Bambrick, Kenneth Collect ion.  Pub1 i c  Archives 
of Canada, Sound Section.  Interviews with:  

Gerry Quinney , 27 September 1976. 

Vic George, 21 January 1977. 

J .  T. Car ly le ,  1 October 1977. 

Canada Gazette ,  LXI I 6 December 1928, 22306. 

Canadian Paci f ic  Rai lway Corporate Archives, 
W indsor S t a t  ion, Montreal , Promotional ma- 
t e r i a l  out1 ining "Canadian Pac i f i c  Rai lway 
Radio Programs. " 

Canadian Rad io  League. "The Canad ian Radio Lea- 
gue : Objects ,  Information, National Sup- 
p o r t ,  i n  R. B. Bennett Papers December 
1930, 389123, M-1314. Public Archives of 
Canada Microfilm. 



Col l ins ,  Bob. Remember When Radio Was the 
Rage?, Macleanls, 15 August 1953, 21 , 34. 

Curlook, Christ ine. Marconi f r an  Signal H i l l  
. . .A Canadian Retrospective, Broadcaster, 
1981 (October), 60, 62 - 63. 

Department o f  Marine and Fisheries, RG 42, 
Volume 1076, F i  l e  7-3-1 , "Memorandum re- 
garding Radio Stations i n  Hudson Bay and 
the St ra i ts . "  Public Archives of Canada. 

Department o f  Marine and Fisheries, RG 42, 
Volume 1076, F i l e  7-3-1 , "Memorandum, Radio 
Branch," 20 Ju ly  1923. Public Archives o f  
Canada. 

Department o f  Marine and Fisheries, RG 42, 
Volume 1077, F i l e  227-9-3, W. Sherwood Fox 
t o  Donald Manson, 25 March 1929. 

Dewar, Kenneth C. The Origins of Pub1 i c  Broad- 
cast ing i n  Canada i n  Comparat i ve  Perspec- 
t i  ve , Canadian Journal of C m n i c a t  ion , 
1982, - 8, 26 - 45. 

Firestone, 0. J . Broadcast Advert ising i n  
Canada: Past and Future Growth. Ottawa: 
Univers i ty  of Ottawa Press, 1966. 

Foster, Frank. Broadcast Pol i c y  Development. 
No date, Canadian Radio, Television and 
Telecommunications Commission, 46. 

Godfrey , Donald G. Canadian Marconi : CFCF, The 
Forgotten F i r s t ,  Canadian Journal o f  Com- 
munication, 1982, - 8 (4) ,  56 - 71. 



Heighton, Elizabeth J .  and Don R. Cunningham. 
Advertising i n  t h e  Broadcast Media, Bel- 
mont , CA: Wadsworth , 1978. 

House of Commons. Special Committee on Radio 
Broadcasting, Minutes of Proceedings and 
Evidence, 1932, Numbers 1 , 4 ,  6 ,  7 ,  9 ,  12, 
13, 14, and 15. 

London Free Press ,  24 October 1925. 

OIBrien, John E .  (Fr .)  A History of the Cana- 
dian Radio League: 1930 - 1936. Unpub- 
l i shed Ph.D. Thesis ,  University of Southern 
Ca l i fo rn ia ,  1964. 

Nolan, Michael. Presentat ion f o r  the Canadian 
Radio, Television and Telecommunications 
Commission with Respect t o  t h e  Concentra- 
t i o n  of Ownership in P r iva te  Broadcasting 
and the Question of Cross-Ownership , 25 
April 1973. (Commissioned by the London 
Free- Press Holdings Limited, CFPL Broad- 
cas t ing  Ltd. and London Free Press Pr in t ing  
Co., Ltd.) 

Peers, Frank W .  The P o l i t i c s  of Canadian Broad- 
cas t ing  1920 - 1951. Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press , 1 969. 

Peers ,  Frank W .  The Pub1 i c  Eye : Television and 
t h e  Politics of Canadian Broadcasting 1952 
- 1968. Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1979. 

Prang , Margaret. The Origins of Public Broad- 
cas t ing  in Canada , Canadian Historical 
Review, 1965, LXVI (March ) , 1 - 31. 



Rutherford, Paul. The Making of t h e  Canadian 
Media. Toronto: M c ~ r a w - ~ i  11 Ryersm , 
1 978. 

Sobel ,  Robert. The Manipulators: America i n  
t h e  Media Age. Garden Ci ty ,  N.Y.:  Anchor 
Press/Doubleday , 1976. 

Twomey , John E. Canadian Broadcasting H i s t o r y  
Resources i n  English : Critical Mass or 
Mess? Toronto: Canadian Broadcasting His- 
t o r y  Pro jec t ,  Ryerson Polytechnical  I n s t i -  
tute,  1978. 

Weir, E. Austin. The St ruggle  for National  
Broadcasting i n  Canada. Toronto : McClel- 
land and Stewart Ltd . , 1965. 

Michael Nolan (Ph.D. Universi ty of Western 
Ontario,  1983) is A s s i s t a n t  Professor  i n  t h e  
School of Journalism a t  t h e  University of Wes- 
tern  Ontario. His research  i n t e r e s t s  a r e  in 
Canadian broadcasting h i s t o r y  and p o l i t i c a l  uses 
of the e lec t ron ic  media. 


