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Abstract

Early radio magazines played an important role in the development of the medium of radio. Hugo Gernsback was a pioneer in both the field of radio transmission and the specialized publication field of radio magazines. Radio News, under the hand of Gernsback as editor, played a key role in the popularization and dissemination of radio information making the hobby more accessible to those without specialized knowledge and promoting experimentation and tinkering by those with acumen in the properties of electronics and physics. The maturing of the radio industry that the magazine sought to promote led to the eventual bankruptcy of Radio News’s publisher and the termination of Gernsback as editor. 

Hugo Gernsback and radio magazines: An influential intersection in broadcast history



Radio is more than the utterances manufactured by mere mortals. It is technology—equipment, studios, transmitters, and antennas. Without the electronic devices and mechanisms designed to process the flow of audio…and the engineers who operate these ‘whatchamacallit-thingamajigs,’ as many ‘nontech’ types (on-air personalities, for instance) call them, there would be no radio medium. It is first a science and then—if the muses prevail—an art (Keith, 2000, p. 170).

An area of historical mass communication research that has received little or no attention from academics appears to be a hybrid of two areas of study: radio studies and magazine history. Radio researchers consistently write about the history of a network, station, program, or a specific time period in broadcast history. Similarly, traditional magazines, like Life, Munsey’s, and McClure’s, have been written about extensively. The story has yet to be told, though, of the influential but forgotten magazines of the early radio hobbyist. 

During the early years of radio, the public was in need of knowledge about the new medium. Speaking generally of scientific magazines, Roderique (2000) states, “Magazines played a key role in the popularization and dissemination of scientific information because they were accessible to those without specialized knowledge and enjoyed high circulation…” Radio magazines helped disseminate the medium of radio and are an interesting and important area of mass communication history that should not be overlooked.

In this research we will present descriptive facts about radio magazines, particularly Radio News, but we will also provide interpretations of the impact of Hugo Gernsback, an influential editor, on radio and radio magazines. We must begin with a chronological general introduction of radio magazines. This information will be brief, but will establish the context of the time period in which Hugo Gernsback and Radio News appear. After doing this, we will discuss Gernsback—a figure who contributed greatly to the development of radio but is too often ignored. Having addressed the different early radio magazines and Gernsback, we will turn to evaluate the role and importance of Radio News, the radio magazine Gernsback edited. We will conclude with a conjecture as to the importance of the role of Radio News magazine along with a general comparison to other early radio magazines.

Creating a context: Early radio magazine history

Historically, most researchers consider Modern Electrics to be the first radio magazine. “Gernsback published a catalog to promote products for his mail-order business, and in 1908 began to publish Modern Electrics magazine. Modern Electrics quickly became devoted to the burgeoning field of radio, and it is generally credited as being the first radio magazine” (McElroy, 1995, p.38-39). The first publication of Modern Electrics came out in April of 1908 and was “a slim thirty-two-page pamphlet describing simple electrical devices, answering simple questions, and offering a three-page editorial exhorting the reader” (Bleiler, 1998, p.143). Even if most researchers believe Modern Electrics to be the first radio magazine as Gernsback (1923b) himself states, there is some room for debate. Some contend “MODERN ELECTRICS was basically a mail order catalog for radio parts” [capitalization in text]  (Sterling, 2001). One can see from the cover of Modern Electrics that this contention has some weight. In his article “Remembering Hugo Gernsback,” McElroy has a picture of the cover of an issue of Modern Electrics. Under its title, Modern Electrics, it reads “CATALOG No. 4.” McElroy, in the caption below the picture, calls it “Gernsback’s company catalog.” Was Modern Electrics the first radio magazine or simply a mail order catalog? We believe it was the former, because editorials contained within its pages promoted responsible use of the capabilities of radio broadcasting and even the implementation of helpful legislation.


In 1913, “Hugo Gernsback changes the name of his magazine from ‘Modern Electrics’ to ‘The Electrical Experimenter’” (Magic Dragon Multimedia, 1998). Though Gernsback is the editor of both, this change in name comes with a change in publishing company name. Modern Electrics Publishing Company printed Modern Electrics, but Experimenter Publishing Company published The Electrical Experimenter. Clearly the magazine was the mainstay of each publishing company.  Starting in October of that same year, Marconi Publishing Corporation began producing The Wireless Age (Barnouw, 1966). Starting in 1915, QST, another radio magazine, began addressing amateur radio enthusiasts. QST started in December 1915 and still continues its monthly magazine today. QST is the official organ of the American Radio Relay League (ARRL). Thus begins the start of competition in the radio magazine arena.  

In 1919, Radio News magazine begins. Radio News is a product of the Experimenter Publishing Company, which employed Gernsback, as well as his older brother Sidney Gernsback. Hugo was the editor-in-chief of Radio News from 1919 until its April 1929 issue. Radio News will be discussed in greater depth later in this work. Seven years after changing the title of Modern Electrics to The Electrical Experimenter, Gernsback changed the name again to Science and Invention. The change in name also was a change in format and content. Science and Invention moved away from radio content and focused instead on “science and technology news, extrapolations of science, speculations, survey articles by well-known figures, explanations of stage magic, exposes of so-called supernatural phenomena, contests, curiosities of crafts, and much else…” (Bleiler, 1998, p. 144). This change lasted until the magazine’s final issue in September 1923.

“Radio broadcasting emerged dramatically between 1920 and 1922 in the United States, capturing the popular imagination in a manner that was rare, if not unprecedented” (McChesney, 1993, p.3).  This explosion was probably the result of radio shifting from a point-to-point medium (where radio, typically, was used from the shoreline to contact an individual ship at sea) to a broadcast medium. Radio station, KDKA, is often credited with the first commercial radio broadcast on November 2, 1920 (Barnouw, 1966). As a result of the popularity of the KDKA broadcasts and the broadcasts of other stations that began to copy the KDKA formula, people’s interest in obtaining radio equipment increased. “In 1922, sales of radio sets and parts totaled $60 million; in 1923, $136 million; in 1924, $358 million” (Douglas, 1987, p.303). The floodgates seemed to open for radio magazines in the early 1920s as well. “In the trade press, growing fast during 1922, page after page predicted startling things to come. Radio World and Radio Dealer were launched in April, Radio Broadcast in May” (Barnouw, 1966, p.102). Radio Digest supposedly started in April of 1922 as well. Radio World lasted from April 1922 until January 1939. Although Radio Digest ended in 1933, Radio Broadcast had the shortest life of this group lasting only until April of 1930.  How many different radio magazines were published in the early development of radio? An exact number is uncertain, but one can get an approximation. Using the library’s “WorldCat (FirstSearch/OCLC),” we found 84 periodicals on either radio or radio broadcasting published in English from 1907-1929.  Sixty-eight of these 84 were published after 1920. Of the eighty-four, seventy-nine of them were published in the United States. Upon a more in-depth evaluation, only 50 were found to be monthly or quarterly magazines and not annuals or newspapers. 

Some of the magazines of this period were short lived. The radio magazine, Radio Review, started in May 1925 and ended in 1926. Mid-west Radio Magazine published in St. Louis had an even shorter life. It started in November 1925 and last only until April 1926. This seems to indicate there was strict competition during this time period. Although the demand for radio information was high, the supply was also high. Given this, it is evident that radio magazines had to work to consistently appeal to their customers’ interests.   

The influence of one man--Hugo Gernsback


One of the most influential figures in early radio magazines, Hugo Gernsback, was born Hugo Gernsbacher on August 16, 1884 in Luxembourg City, Luxembourg. “It is not known whether Gernsback changed his name legally or whether he simply adopted the present form on arriving in America” (Bleiler, p. 143). Gernsback “bought a first class ticket to Hoboken on the Hamburg American liner Pennsylvania, got himself a set of calling cards which identified him as ‘Huck’ Gernsback, bundled up two models of the most powerful battery in the world, made a touch of $100—his last—on the family exchequer and set out to seek his fortune in the new world” (Information Technologies Group, 2000). In 1904, at the age of 19, Gernsback arrived in the “new world.” 


Having come to the United States, Gernsback wasted no time establishing himself. “He launched himself into business by remodeling his dry cell and talking the Packard Motor Car Co. into buying it for the ignition systems of their horseless carriages” (Information Technologies Group, 2000). In 1905, he opened the Electro Importing Company. The company “imported specialized electronic equipment from Europe and helped supply many of those who wanted to make their own radios and transmitters” (Jenkins, 1997). Through the company, Gernsback “began to commercially produce the first home radio receiver—the Telimco (the name was made up from The Electro-Importing Company)” (McElroy, 1995, p. 37). On December 9, 1905, Gernsback became the first person to ever advertise a radio kit. He did so by placing an ad for the Telimco in an issue of Scientific American. The ad guaranteed reception up to one mile for a price of $7.50 (The National Association for Amateur Radio, 2001). “The Telimco was sold so inexpensively that the Mayor of New York City received complaints regarding it, and police even went so far as to investigate Gernsback for possible fraud” (McElroy, p.37). 


Gernsback was well known among serious radio amateurs. His Electro Importing Company located on Fulton Street in New York was a source of just about anything the radio enthusiast could want. If they were not ordering supplies through his self-advertising in his magazine, they were visiting his store. Edgar Felix who later worked at WEAF, the future flagship station of AT&T and NBC Red’s early radio network, reports having bought headphones there for his radio hobby as early as 1910. Similarly, Stanley Manning, a broadcasting pioneer in Detroit, “made a pilgrimage to the Electro Importing Company run by Hugo Gernsback, who sold ‘the biggest bunch of junk you ever saw,’” in the early 1910s (Barnouw, 1966, p. 30).


As publisher Gernsback editorialized within the pages of the first radio magazine, Modern Electrics, in 1908. 

“In those early days the wireless amateurs in this country were a rather reckless sort of element and became more and more disliked on account of their growing mischief. False distress and alarm calls by perverted ‘humorists’ were the usual ‘smart’ acts, and when a coastal station received a C.Q.D. call in those days the thought was always uppermost in the operator’s mind that the call was one of the usual amateur hoaxes. Despite Mr. Gernsback’s vigorous warnings through his editorials in Modern Electrics,…the mischief continued, till in 1910 several bills were introduced in Washington which fairly promised to throttle the activities of every wireless enthusiast in the country.” (The Electrical Experimenter, Dec. 1915, p.381). 

Baran (2002) suggests that the inclusion of articles and features as well as the creation of plotlines are key features distinguishing magazines from catalogs. Although some claim that Modern Electrics was merely a catalogue and not a magazine, we will contend that editorials, like the one above, written by Gernsback within Modern Electrics give it suitable stature to be labeled a magazine.


In 1909, Gernsback organized the Wireless Association of America  (which may be the first known wireless club in the United States). In 1910, Gernsback claimed the organization had ten thousand members (Douglas, 1987). It is through this organization, as well as his editorials, that Gernsback fought early legislation about radio.

Through the Association Mr. Gernsback caused thousands of letters to be written to Washington officials by the wireless amateurs, and he furthermore succeeded in enlisting the press of the country in taking up the cry to save the amateurs from hostile legislation. All this had the desired effect, and when finally in 1913 the Alexander Wireless bill, amended, was signed by President Taft, thereby becoming law it contained almost word for word Mr. Gernsback’s historical recommendation of his editorial in the February 1912, issue of Modern Electrics” (The Electrical Experimenter, Dec. 1915, p.381). 

This editorial gives further weight to the idea that Modern Electrics was more than a mail order catalog. 


It should be noted that Gernsback was not only an editor, publisher, and businessman, but also an inventor. In 1909, Gernsback invented the first walkie-talkie. At his death, Gernsback held 80 scientific patents. Gernsback’s most noted invention was the Osophone. The Osophone was an instrument that functioned as a hearing aid by having sound waves travel through an individual’s teeth. His scientific insights seem prophetic. For example, in 1911, Gernsback specifically described radar, though it would take communications experts 35 years before being able to bounce a radar signal off the moon. 

In an area more directly related to broadcasting, Gernsback had to deny credit for coining the word “television,” though some had given him credit. Gernsback seems to have given the word a jump-start in popularity, but he had first heard a Frenchman, Constantin Perskyi, use the word at the International Electricity Congress, part of the 1900 Paris Exhibition. (Miller, 2002).


In addition to his inventions, Gernsback’s other contributions to radio cannot be overlooked. In 1915, “Hugo Gernsback announced the organization of the Radio League of America” (Douglas, 1987, p.295). Because of his impact of enlisting individuals to be involved in radio, Gernsback was contacted in 1917 by the U.S. government. During World War I, “Uncle Sam, it turned out, needed the amateurs, and launched a campaign through radio clubs and the press to persuade qualified amateurs to enlist as soon as possible. Telegrams went out to the ARRL, to Hugo Gernsback, to editors of technical journals, urging the amateurs to join up” (Douglas, 1987, p.298). 

As a writer, not only did Gernsback contribute editorials in Modern Electrics and Radio News, but he also wrote other works significant to radio. In 1922, for example, his book Radio for All was published. He “was an influential promoter of radio as a participatory medium through his popular science magazines and through books like Radio for All ”(Jenkins, 1997). This is evidenced in his attempts to cross-promote even his radio magazine, which in turn promotes radio. The title page of his book states, “Radio for All by H. Gernsback; Editor of ‘Radio News’.” In Radio for All Gernsback covers general physics principles of radio, how to read a radio diagram, the Radio Act of 1912, and much more (Gernsback, 1922). Beginning in 1930, Gernsback was editor of a three volume series called the Official Radio Service Manual that had a complete directory of all commercial wiring diagrams of receivers. Thus, clear evidence seems to exist that Gernsback was very influential in the promotion of early radio. He is unheralded, however, in radio history literature as evidenced by his only mention by Barnouw’s (1966) seminal history as the owner of the Electro Importing Company. 

On June 12, 1925, Gernsback started a radio station—WRNY. The call letters stood for Radio News Station New York (“WRNY Opening,” 1925; Miller, 2002). WRNY was at 920 kHz, while its sister station, which developed later on the shortwave, W2XAL, was at 9705 kHz. (Ross, 2001). Gernsback weekly used this medium to speak on various radio and scientific subjects (Gernsback, 1929a). Some have claimed that through these channels, Gernsback began some of the first regular television broadcasts, promoting the sale of experimental television receivers. Using a mechanical system similar to the one invented by Paul Nipkow in the late 1800s, a spinning mechanical disk scanned the image in front of the stationary television camera (Hertzberg, 1929; Perry, 2001). This generated electrical signals at rates that would have produced something less than the 48 lines of resolution at 15 frames per second, the standard suggested by the Radio Manufacturers Association Television Standards Committee (RMATSC) at its first meeting in October 1928, since his disk turned at only half the recommended revolution standard. The RMATSC standards were set in hopes of trying to provide some initial level of standardization even while improvements were being made for the eventual guidelines. This was done to encourage experimenters to build receivers (Hertzberg, 1929). Still, Gernsback produced viewable broadcasts that began in August of 1928 as noted in the following description:

Gernsback founded radio station WRNY in 1925. Three years later, the station began one of the first regular television broadcasts. He encouraged his readers to construct their own television sets, following elaborate blueprints reproduced in the magazine. The sets featured a motor, a neon glow lamp and a 24-inch scanner disk that whirled at 450 revolutions per minute. Regular programming on the handful of amateur sets began on August 21, 1928, with listings in the New York Times (Consumer Electronics Association, 2001).

There is some uncertainty as to exactly when the broadcasting began. Another researcher claims it happened eight days earlier. He states:

Aug. 13, 1928. WRNY Coytesville, NJ, becomes the first standard radio station to transmit a television image (the face of Mrs. John Geloso). It was a 1.5 square inch image enlarged by a magnifying glass to three inches so it could be viewed by 500 persons at Philosophy Hall at New York University. Station also operated W2XAL New York, 9.705 MHz (Ross, 2002).

Udelson (1982) claimed that the first test broadcast was on August 12 between 5:43 and 6:30 p.m. and again after 11 p.m., but that regular broadcasting was started on August 14. Reception of the picture was better through the shortwave transmission than on the AM station.

 Fisher and Fisher (1997) explained that WRNY “broadcast sight and sound alternately rather than simultaneously: first you would see the face of a performer, and a few seconds later you would hear the voice” (p. 92). Gernsback used a system designed by Theodore Nakken with receivers built by the Pilot Electrical Company for these broadcasts.  “The performances took place for five minutes every hour and were designed to lure the radio audience into buying "televisor" sets from Pilot” (p. 92).

One can see that whether the broadcast was on the thirteenth or the twenty-first, it was quite simplistic. With the lack of simultaneously broadcast sight and sound, Gernsback’s mechanical model was low tech compared to Philo Farnsworth’s or Vladimir Zworykin’s electronic formats that were much closer to the system used in the eventual standardization of television. Nonetheless, the broadcasts by Gernsback emphasize his impact on mass media of the 1920s. 

He was inducted into the “Consumer Electronics Hall of Fame” in 2001 largely for his work in publishing magazines about consumer electronics. This recent recognition still falls short of the attention Gernsback deserves with regards to early radio and television. 

Radio News magazine: Its history and impact
Throughout this article, we have used the title Radio News as a simple way to categorize a magazine that changed names multiple times. Thomas H. White, content manager for the “United States early radio history website,” claims the magazine title changed six times. White states:

Based on the catalog entries and holdings at NC State University, the magazine went through the following name changes:

7/1919-6/1920 Radio Amateur News

7/1920-6/1935 Radio News

7/1935-3/1937 Radio News and Shortwave Radio

4/1937-7/1948 Radio News

8/1948-3/1957 Radio and Television News

4/1957-4/1959 Radio and TV News

5/1959-12/1971 Electronics World

(Personal correspondence, December 3, 2001)

As one can see, Radio News went through a variety of name changes. It also went through a few different publishing companies. It began being published by the Experimenter Publishing Company. The Experimenter Publishing Company was adjudged bankrupt March 6, 1929 (People of State of New York v. Irving Trust Co.). The bankruptcy explains why Gernsback was editor only until the April 1929 issue. Teck Publications in Duneilen, New Jersey took over publications for a while. Then in March 1937, Ziff-Davis Publications took over Radio News.

Covers of the  “Gernsback era” issues of Radio News magazine show a variety of adjustments made through the years, as well as some commonalities.  The oldest covers from the August and September 1919 issues of Radio News, volume 1, numbers 2 & 3, say Radio Amateur News, but the word “amateur” is smaller and wedged in between the two larger words “radio” and “news.” From the beginning the covers featured a colorful picture. The August 1919 issue, for example, has a bright red drawing of a car on the road with the caption, “And now, the auto radio phone.” The magazine initially showed a cover price of fifteen cents. By September 1920 the word “amateur” had disappeared from the title banner. This helps verify White’s conclusions of the timeline of Radio News names. The price had also increased to twenty cents and the magazine claimed to be “the 100% wireless magazine.” By June 1921, Radio News claimed across the top of its cover to have a “circulation larger than all other radio magazines combined,” a claim that was repeated in most successive issues in some modified form.

By the December 1925 issue, the cover had stabilized in the form it would maintain for the last four Gernsback years. It had three features specific to Gernsback’s tenure. First, under the title box, was the statement, “Edited by Hugo Gernsback.” Second, the price was twenty-five cents. Finally, to the right of the title box, the cover posted the call letters of the radio station WRNY. These three aspects would exist until April 1929. Until the December 1927 issue, the claims at the top of the cover kept changing. The claims ranged from (1) “Circulation larger than all other radio magazines combined,” (2) “Over 350,000 copies of this issue,” (3) “Circulation larger than any other radio publication,” and (4) “Radio’s Greatest Magazine.” From the December 1927 issue through the April 1929 issue, the claim was always “Radio’s Greatest Magazine.” The only other aspect of the cover worth mentioning is the addition of the call letters for the short-wave station W2XAL. The earliest that we could find this on the cover was May 1929. Though Gernsback was no longer the editor, the issue promoted both of the radio stations he established on this one issue. The stations were integrally linked with the magazine both by the radio station’s content, and by the magazine’s publication of stories that were at times word-for-word reprints of interviews on the radio station. Since the WRNY and W2XAL names disappear from the June 1929 issue onward, it is clear that the magazine breaks its ties with Gernsback’s stations. Time must have been too short to redesign the cover before the May issue. 

The Magazine’s Contents


A magazine’s cover tells more about is promotional attitude and style than it does about what is inside. A snapshot of the inside of the magazine beginning in July 1923, the earliest entire copy available to the authors, shows that nearly 200 advertisers bought space in the magazine. Advertisements promoted the sale of radios, radio parts and accessories as well as training in radio operation and the sale of books and publications. The magazine averaged around 150 pages of content per issue in 1923 with the largest issue coming in December with almost 300 advertisers and 190 pages. By summer 1927 advertising levels were somewhat less at around 120 companies buying space in fewer than 100 magazine pages. In December of that year, the Christmas season brought that number up to around 170 for a 143-page issue. The trend continued. In June 1928 advertisers numbered only in the 80s. 


It is likely that the decline in advertisers was partly related to the increasing standardization of the radio industry. Radio experimentation was becoming less essential for enjoying the hobby and perhaps the magazine was losing some readership in this environment, though it still claimed to have the largest circulation (Gernsback, 1928). Clearly the claim that remains on the cover after this point, “Radio’s Greatest Magazine,” is more subjective than the options indicating the magazine had over 350,000 copies being sold. The number of companies looking to advertise as they tried to break into the radio sales market with their new improvements in the field was also decreasing. In fact, the number of dealers selling radio parts went from 30,000 “during the radio boom” [c. 1922] to around 2500 at the end of 1926 (Gernsback, 1928, p. 1097). Perhaps these reasons account for the decline in advertising. Clearly this loss of advertising dollar contributed to the eventual bankruptcy of the publisher in 1929. 


The loss of advertising led Radio News to begin publishing the names of businesses within its editorial pages in 1927, breaking a long-standing rule that kept all names of advertisers within the advertising pages only. Surely it was thought that increased attention would encourage radio parts manufacturers and others to buy more advertising. This resulted in an increased number of articles about various radio circuits and apparati that could be built by buying parts from manufacturers. This policy failed to generate increased income and probably hurt circulation. So, in April 1928 the magazine eliminated the names of companies from its news pages and limited the number of set construction related articles to one per issue (Gernsback, 1928).


In another effort to stem the tide of advertising losses Gernsback announced in April 1928 a business only section of the magazine that was only available to the more than 30,000 readers who were radio manufacturers, distributors, and retailers. The Radio News Dealers Personal Edition was available to dealers who asked for it on their business letterhead for $1.50 per year. This effort seems designed to target specific advertisers trying to reach businesspeople but not caring to reach the hobbyist or the radio listener (“New Addition,” 1928).


The maturing of the radio industry that the magazine sought to promote eventually harms the magazine in its ability to survive financially and leads to the eventual bankruptcy of Radio News’s publisher and the termination of Gernsback as editor. Interestingly, this happens a mere six months before the collapse of the stock market that plunged many businesses into bankruptcy.


Editorials. Each issue contains a Gernsback editorial. These frequently reported on the latest trends in the industry, set straight the latest myths, and campaigned for future direction in invention, innovation, and regulation. These campaigns for invention and innovation were precursors to his later success as a science fiction writer and editor. Gernsback often was able to look at the current developments in radio technology and predict how it would be improved in the future. For example, in his December editorial of 1923 he predicts:


We believe that the vacuum tube, although remarkably good today [sic] will eventually be found only in industrial works. But it will have no place in radio reception. Other devices will take the place of the vacuum tube, as the coherer made way for the detector, and as the detector made way for the vacuum tube (Gernsback, 1923c, p. 679).


In the same editorial he also predicts developments in the amplification and delivery of sound.


We are still awaiting the loud speaker without a horn. Why the horn was ever thought of is just another of the unsolved radio mysteries. When a human being speaks, he uses no horn. The cricket makes a sound that can be heard for half a mile, the sound coming from a surface less than 1” square; and again there is no horn! . . . One of these days someone . . . will do some thinking of his own and the result will be a loud speaker that speaks loudly and which is smaller than your fist (Gernsback, 1923c, p. 679).


Technical news. Gernsback initially edits the magazine for the technically savvy radio user, as was necessarily the case in 1923. Most people had built their own sets, and even if they had purchased a pre-made set, operating it efficiently to pick up the sounds of broadcasters took some additional level of expertise. Gernsback frequently lobbies for people to become radio experimenters, a group he distinctly defines as different from the radio amateur who picks up and passes along radiotelephone messages and from broadcast listeners, to come up with specific improvements that will simplify the use of radio transmitters and receivers (Gernsback, 1923a; 1923b). Thus, the magazine regularly contains articles with technical drawings, diagrams of electric circuits, and pictures of homemade devices. Gernsback (1928) suggests this fills the magazines stated policy of being “instructive first and last” (p. 1097). In August of 1923, for example, the magazine contained a story entitled “Short Wave Directive Radio Transmission,” written by a pair of physicists, another called “The Wave Filters,” written by an electrical engineer, and a third entitled “Electrons, Electric Waves, and Wireless Telephony,” that is a reprint of scholarly lectures on electric waves and wireless telephony. Still, the issue contains stories to appeal to those less sophisticated hobbyists such as “How Bertha Brainard ‘Broadcasts Broadway’,” and “What Radio Can Do for the Country.” 


In May of 1924, Gernsback’s editorial was aimed at the radio beginner and served as a one page primmer on what kind of set to buy in order to start listening. He wrote it because of the beginner’s difficulty in knowing how to get started and because “only too often has the novice gone to a radio store, only to be sneered at and have fun made of his questions” (Gernsback, 1924, p.1553). Still, specialized subjects could be found within the pages of the issue with stories about the difference between and usefulness of directive and non-directive radio beacons and “Wired Radio Experiments for Amateurs.”  Other articles about then high-tech inventions were written in language very accessible to the general public, and especially so to the person familiar with building and operating a radio receiver. Some of these were even about “Radio Television” (May, 1924), which a few months earlier was called “Radio Vision” (Dec. 1923), and later simply “Television” (August, 1925; May 1928; Jan., 1929). The choice of articles in Radio News supports the idea that Gernsback was fascinated with the idea of sending pictures via “radio.” The magazine claimed in 1926 to have “published more articles on Television than any other agency” (Dinsdale, 1926). It is also clear, however, that Gernsback saw this as continued development of radio, not the birth of a new medium. 


Entertainment expands. In addition to the experimentation oriented articles and those targeted at hobbyists, in 1925 we find non-news features like “Radiotics” which asked listeners to send in misstatements from other publications that dealt with radio. For example, one listener sent in a quote from a Philadelphia newspaper that advertised “built sets with OR WITHOUT MATERIAL” [emphasis in original] (Radiotics, 1928, p. 199). The magazine also features several pages of mostly photo essays by 1925. This section was oriented toward the radio channel surfer of the day. Some pages came with text, but many photos were only accompanied by captions. The pages were also done in a sepia tone making them easily identifiable. These pages featured people of radio, odd places to listen, and photos of broadcast outlets. A similar but less photo-oriented section had existed in 1923.  


Features. The magazine had also set up its own laboratory by 1925 to evaluate the usefulness of various radio inventions and reported these inventions to listeners. In August of 1925 radio station WRNY is promoted within the pages of the magazine along with its four day per week broadcasting schedule. It began by airing “talks” by the editors on Monday at 9 p.m., Wednesdays and Thursdays at 8:30 p.m., and Fridays at 9:15 p.m. The call letters of the station then appear regularly on the cover starting the next month. Later articles would talk about the expansion of broadcasting activities on WRNY.


New to the magazine in 1926 was the listing of call letters for broadcasting stations located throughout the United States. It also published lists of stations received by people in various locations who had written in to the magazine. Writers were almost exclusively reporting the reception of amateur stations rather than commercial broadcasting call letters in these listings. Readers were also writing in with their own “radio jingle” creations. Since jingles are normally musical lines used for advertising and the magazine is in print form, these jingles used rhymes that included symbols that stood for various radio components that might be found on diagrams for new circuits or instruments. For example, a telegraph key might be pictured in place of the word “key” in a rhyme. The symbol for “resistance” in a circuit was included in another jingle. The jingles tested the reader’s ability to translate radio symbols.


It seems that from 1923 through 1926 features attempt to make the magazine more interesting and accessible to the non-technician. While these features still exist in 1927, the attempt to make the magazine more attractive to advertisers again introduced a high level of technical content to the news stories.  In 1928 this trend is reversed and a feature called “Broadcastatics” is added. This feature fills one page of each issue with radio related cartoon, rhyme, and riddle humor. Articles on international broadcast stations can be found in the later years of Gernsback’s editorship as well. Finally, as would be expected, every few issues a story about WRNY is sure to be included among the articles in the magazine. Radio News was certainly not shy about promoting its companion broadcast outlet.

Comparing Radio News with other publications. 


How did Radio News out perform other radio magazines? Radio News appears to have done well against competition. It boasted prominent writers including Lee De Forest and John Ambrose Flemming, both early inventors of the vacuum tube. Many other writers were highly educated scientists. It also modified its name and focus frequently in order to adjust to the times. This flexibility was probably one of its strong points. 


No other magazine made bold claims like Radio News about its circulation. It appears to have the largest circulation of any radio magazine of the time. It also lasted from 1919 until 1971. The only radio magazine that seems to beat this for longevity is QST---started in 1915, it is still being published. Certainly one reason for its success was the tremendous start it received under the visionary Gernsback. His work at editorializing, prognosticating, and entertaining, seems to have excited the early radio enthusiast, building not only his magazine’s success, but what was initially the hobby and later the industry of radio. Although it may not be the “Greatest Radio Magazine,” Radio News is at worst an excellent example of early radio magazines.

The value to the researcher

Lastly, it is clear that radio magazines are important as a research tool for verifying and discovering information. Though multiple examples exist where researchers have based conclusions on articles from an early radio magazine, one excellent example appears in Archer’s (1938) book History of Radio to 1926:

‘To return to our story, the World’s Series, 1922. We heaved a sigh of relief after ascertaining that Western Union wires could be used. Through the assistance of the New York Tribune and their famous sports writer, Mr. Grantland Rice, we did a one hundred per cent job of this broadcasting feature, besides securing a great deal of front page publicity from the Tribune.’

 The author had great difficulty in verifying this important event in broadcasting annals—the first of its kind in history. The program sheets of WJZ carried no entry of the games, although Raymond F. Guy, engineer of WJZ, who did a part of the announcing, was positive that the games were broadcast as alleged by Mr. Popenoe. Charles W. Horn, who had been in charge of engineering for the Westinghouse stations, was likewise positive of the facts. In Radio News for December, 1922, at page 1066, we found the necessary proof—excellent snapshots of broadcasting the World’s Series, with Grantland Rice at the microphone. Here then was an important bit of pioneering for Station WJZ!  (p. 279-280).

The wealth of information contained in radio magazines should serve as an important resource for the radio historian. Early radio magazines should be used to verify and uncover information. 

In conclusion, this article emphasizes the importance of the radio magazine as a motivating force in the growth of early radio. We have briefly sketched the story of Hugo Gernsback and believe it is important for mass communication historians to further investigate and complete this important broadcasting contributor’s biography. Finally, we have tied together these two topics at their intersection in a case study of Radio News magazine under Gernsback’s editorship, showing how through his magazine he impacted legislation, experimentation, and vision in the field. Radio News played a key role in the popularization and dissemination of radio information making the hobby more accessible to those without specialized knowledge as well. Each of these stories seems to have waited too long to be told.  
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