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Preface

This manuscript is the product of tape recorded interviews conducted by
William Ortman for the Qral History Office on February 7, 1973. Rosalyn
Bone transcribed the tapes and Linda Jett edited the transcript.

Al Germond talks about the early beginnings of radio nationally, the use
of Springfield radio and the current status of the media.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a

transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is nqt
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views expressed
therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.



Al Germond, February 7, 1973, Springfield, Illinois.

William Ortman, Interviewer.

A: TAX was started up as a radio station with those original call letters,
ironically enough. Its first broadcast was on November 12, 1923,

Q: This is TAX?

A: This is TAX. And that was in Streator, Illinois. The station was
owed and operated by the Williams Hardware Company which was the largest
“hardware store in that city at that time. Very little is really kn
about the early days of TAX, I'm just getting, now, into some newspgper
research based on some of the Streator newspapers that I've been goi
through in the State Historical Society. The start of this particul
station in Streator was very similar to the start of many, many stations
in the United States. The first radio station went on the air on a
regular basis in this country in the summer of 1920. There are two
stations that basically claim to share this honor. The first is WWJ,
vhich was in Detroit and owned by The Detriot News, which still is the
daily newspaper there. The second station was KDKA which was set up in
East Pittsburgh, Pemnsylvania by the Westinghouse Company. There is a
big gument and a big debate as to who was the first on the air, but

11 just give them both credit, so we don't go through this argument.

Q: This was 19207

A: [In] 1920. The summer and fall of 1920. Now these two stations were
comparatively large in size. They operated with a power of 500 wattsg,
which was considered extremely powerful in those days. And, as such
they enjoyed fairly wide coverage and listenership. Now, there was
second breed of radio stations that was much lower in power and, ¢ quently,
restricted to a much smaller area. Now these were stations that werd set

up by city govermnments, prominent mamufacturing firms, private cit
radio amateurs, investors, and people of that sort. WIAX was one of
these stations. It went on the air primarily to advertise the owner jof
the station, Williams Hardware Company, and to promote the sale of radio
receivers, which this hardware store happened to sell as a side line.
The early programming consisted of one hour, nine to ten o'clock, on
Monday and Thursday evenings. In other words, this station was "on" for
a grand total of two hours per week.

Q: On Monday and Thursday?
A: On Monday and Thursday evenings. The power of this station was ’
ion,

twenty watts. And surprisingly enough, after its first week of oper
it received reception reports--reports from listeners as far east as
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Jersey and as far southwest as Texas, which just went to show what twenty
watts, in the old days, would do.

Q: New Jersey and Texas.

A: As with all of the early radio stations, all programming was live,
and, in this case, was supplied by local talent from the Streator area.

A characteristic of all early radio stations was a large room, not unlike
the size of the average type living roam. In one corner might be housed
some of the transmitting equipment. In another corner, a piano, a lot of
heavy drapes for acoustic shielding, and a microphone. The microphone
would be used by both the piano artist and the staff amnouncer. Other
more refined stations had organs and other musical instruments. But the
use of recordings on the radio did not come along until somewhat later,
when disc recording and playback equipment was perfected.

You were talking about three letter calls. Early broadcasting was regulated
by the Department of Commerce. And the Department of Commerce had what
they called their radio bulletins, which they published once a month. It
was sometlﬁ.n% that the govermment printing office churned out. And it
was, basically, a registration and a registry of all radio stations then
on the air: ship radio stations, police radio stations, and commercial,
and amateur stations. And the first call letters in radio were generally
three prefix calls: WWJ, WHB, WEW, KWK. 1I've mentioned stations that
are, in fact, still in operation: W&, WLS. Later on--well no--later
on, but maybe 1923--of course KDKA has set the precedent for the four
letter call, but they also started issuing four letter calls to other
stations: WIAX, WIAB in Quincy. There are numerous calls of this sort:
KMOX. But the three letter call is now not in use. Its use is, in fact,
forbidden by a directive of the FCC, [Federal Commmications Commission]
that, unless for historical purposes, you seek to use this call--in other
words, if you own a radio station that at one time had a three letter
call. There's no other way you can get one. So all calls are now on a
four letter basis.

Also, about this time, it was decided that all radio stations operating
west of the Mississippi River would have the K prefix--and again there
are exceptions to this, and all stations east of the Mississippi River
would have the W prefix. And of course, we have KYW in Philadelphia,
KDKA in Pittsburgh, KQV in Pittsburgh, WBAP in Fort Worth, Texas, WDAF in
Kansas City, Missouri. These are exceptions to the rule of who is, ybu
know, east or west of the Mississippi River. While we're talking about
call letters, I mentioned KCMO, Kansas City, Missouri--meaning the logation
of it. Call letters have meant certain things. WLS in Chicago was

started by Sears Roebuck and Company, and WLS meant the world's largest
store. WGN, owned by the Chicago Tribune, meant world's greatest newspaper.
KMOX in St. Louis, the K meant Kirkwood, which was where the station
started out--Kirkwood, a suburb of St. Louis--and the MO meaning Missouri.

The TAX in WIAX, returning to our subject here, according to several
accounts I have heard, and I have no confirmation of this, but the TAK
meant tacks, meaning that the hardware store that owned the station s¢ld
carpet tacks, nails, and things like that. Actually, there's no way Ef
knowing until we get a hold of a primary source up there as a member ¢f
the station. i
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Okay. As I pointed out in the history of WCBS--WIAX in 1928, started
sharing time with WCBS in Springfield, 1210 [spot on the AM dial]. This
was after both stations had officially been licensed by the federal radio
camnission, and they were regular stations. Also, about this time, WIAX
was authorized to operate with a power of 100 watts, which was an increase
in its original power of twenty watts, which at that time, would have
meant a substantial increase in its operation.

Q: What year was this?

A: I belive it was 1928. If it's not 1928, it is for certain in 1930
when the station moved to Springfield.

Q: This was only a twenty-five watt station now, wasn't it?

A: Now wait. This letter from the lawyer in Washington says that the
Federal Radio Commission granted a change of frequency for the station on
October 31, 1928, fram its original frequency of 1300 kilocycles to 1210
kilocycles, with 50 watts of power. So apparently the power was raised
to 50 watts at that time,

Q: And then they went to 100 later?

A: And then they went to 100 watts in 1930. Also in 1930, the original
licensee and owmer of the station, Williams Hardware Company, apparently
lost interest in the operation, and it was sold to several Springfield
businessmen and, subsequentially, moved down here. Once in Springfield,
that station was established on the top floor of the Abraham Lincoln

Hotel. The antenna was on top of the building--two towers with a wire
stretched in between, and the studios were on the top level, the thirteenth
floor I believe it was. The first broadcasting in Springfield occurred

in October of 1930. Radio schedules and clippings that I have seen for
that time indicate that the time on the station was sold in blocks to
various sponsors. For instance, Reif's Furniture bought a half hour.

The Bruce Company downtown bought a half hour of time., This was the
camon and accepted way that radio advertising was sold in the early

days. It was sold on a program basis, rather than the present concept
which is a spot amnouncement basis of thirty and sixty-second messages

that are sold at a specific rate. Concurrent with our little history, of
WCBS, it was in 1934, approximately, that WIAX became the sole statiop at
1210 on the dial, and thus was able to inaugurate a full time schedule,
signing on at six o'clock in the morning and signing off at approximately
midnight. ,

Q: After they moved down, they were still sharing the frequency?

A: They were still compelled to share the frequency with WCBS. In 1934,
WIAX remained at 1210, It was WCBS that moved to 1420.

Q: Remained at 1210?

A: WIAX remained at 1210 on the dial. The switch from 1210 to 1240 ﬁll
occur in 1941, and I'll explain that shortly.

Q: WCBS. Yet at this time . . .
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A: To 1420. It was a mutual agreement that was probably initiated by
WCVS, because the time sharing was definitely a detrimental thing. Now,
it was at some time in the 1930s, and I have no positive date on this,

but WIAX moved from the Abraham Lincoln Hotel at Fourth and Capitol, or
Fifth and Capitol, over to the Reisch Building, which is just south of

the Myers Building. It's about a nine or ten-story building and has very
narrow frontage on the street. The towers were moved to the top of the
Reisch Building, and the studios and offices were placed in the basement.
An entryway was through a staircase in the alley between the Myers Building
and the Reisch Building. Power remained at 100 watts. Also-~the date is
not certain, though I believe it was about 1940, between 1940 and 1943,
and I would say it would be more like 1943--WIAX became an affiliate of
the CBS radio network, Columbia Broadcasting System, and as such, was
authorized to bring in the CBS news programs that existed at that time.
This was probably a move that again [was] brought about by a campetitive
thing, since WCBS had affiliated with the NBC Blue Network and was getting
national programming in. WIAX knew that it was advantageous to bring in
the CBS network, which, at that time, had a very strong reputation in the
news field and still does.

Let me go back to the day and write this down. It's a fairly important

day in the history of American broadeasting. March 29, 1941--and this

was when the Havana Agreement, as in Cuba, becomes operative in broadcasting.
This was a great big moving day, so to speak, on the radio dial, as far

as frequencies were concerned. The broadcast band was extended in size.

The original AM broadcast band extended from 550 to 1500 on the dial.
However, starting this magic day in late March, 1941, the broadcast band

was extended to range from 540 to 1600, the addition of some extra frequencies.
And on that date, most of the radio stations in the country made minor
changes in their operating frequency. For example, stations at 790 mpved

to 810. A station at 940 moved to 970. A station at 1210 moved to 1240.
And a station at 1420 moved to 1450. And on this day, Saturday, March

29, 1941, WIAX moved to its present frequency of 1240, and WCBS, now

WCVS, moved to its present frequency, 1450.

Q: From where?

A: From 1420. That made it possible for more stations [to broadcast] on
the air. It was also a North American agreement, in its scope, in that
frequency changes were also made in Mexico, Canada, and Cuba. This is
what has been called in later years NARBA, the North American Regional
Broadcasting Agreement. Of course, unfortunately, since 1961, Cuba has
largely flaunted this agreement, and they have chosen their own frequencies
and operating conditions. But this agreement, NARBA set up. It further
defined the allocation of frequencies and allocated certain clear chamnels
to only the United States and certain other clear channels only to Mexico
and Canada. For instance 720, which is the frequency WGN operates on,

was allocated as an American clear chamnel. 900 on the dial was alloecated
to Mexico as a Mexican clear chammel. And another example, 940 was
allocated to Canada as a Canadian clear channel, meaning that stations in
other countries, like in the case of 940--a station in this country a
940--if it operated at night, had to afford protection, meaning it to
limit its coverage toward that station in Canada. Well, I know what
you're driving at. You get into a very interesting point as to why se
stations would exist as clear chamnels, For instance, why would a stqtion
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like KMOX, which is not the oldest radio station in St. Louis--there were
several stations that went on the air before KMOX--but why is KMOX the
only clear channel in St. Louis, and thus has the greatest coverage?

Q: Is that politics?

A: It really is not politics as much as it is what you might say an
aggressiveness on the part of the ownership at the time. For instance,

in the 19208 and the 1930s, when radio was in its formative stages, money
and influence probably did play a great advantage on who got what frequency,
so that the owners of KMOX, which at that time, as now, is a CBS network,
decided in, let's say 1928, as a representative year--decided that they
wanted this station to be very popular and very powerful. The two want
hand in hand. So they went about trying to figure out the means for
getting this clear channel allocation. Another station just as old and
just as prestigious in St. Louis could also have done this, but they did
not elect to do it. So, basically, RMOX got this frequency by default,

No one else was canpeting for it. Springfield, Illinois could have had a
50,000 watt clear station if somebody here in town had the initiative and
the money and the interest to have gone about looking for it. But,

nobody did, and thus we are saddled with three comparatively small stations.

Clear channel stations, by and large, are in your major markets, but you
will find, in certain cases, you will find powerful stations in small
towns. For instance Schenectady, New York is a town of 80,000 people in
the northeastern section of New York state, yet it has a 50,000 watt
clear chamnel station. There are other cities of major size that do not
have a 50,000 watt clear channel station. For instance, Kansas City,
Missouri does not have a station that covers the country at length. 1It's
just a political thing, and a thing that was necessitated by a stati
economics. 1946 and 1947 marked very important developmental years %S
WIAX, In 1946, the station was purchased by Oliver J. Keller. Oliver
Keller was born in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, and rose very quickly
in the newspaper publishing field to become the general manager of the
Pittsburgh Post Gazette, the most prominent newspaper in western Pemnsylvania.

Q: This was the Post Gazette?

A: The Post Gazette. However, following the close of World War II,
Oliver Keller sought to get out of Pittsburgh, which, at that time, was a
very unpleasant place to live, I might add. And because he had always
been a student of Lincoln lore, he decided to invest in the radio station
that he owned for many years in Springfield, WTAX.

Q: You say he had owned it?

A: He decided to invest in the station in 1946. So he moved out with

his family in 1946, and assumed control of WIAX. Shortly thereafter, he
embarked on a major improvement program which saw two major developments.

The first was FM--construction of an FM station--and the second was new
studio and transmitter facilities for his AM station. The FM station

came first, hand in hand with the construction of a building to house it.

The present WIAX studio transmitter building and tower were first constructed
at the site they are on now for the FM station. The AM station sta

downtown for a mumber of months. Finally, in 1948, the AM station ed
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Network is fed by the network at thirty minutes past the hour. And those
newscasts are each five minutes long. Now, as far as CVS is concerned, I
have no camplete details on their locations. They were located downtown,
from their inception here in town in 1926 until some time in the 1930s.
I'm not exactly sure. There is one story I have heard that says that
their transmitter was later located in the 2200 block of South Sixth
Street.

Q: Okay. You want to go back on this?

A: Okay. Sometime in the 1930s they moved their transmitter down to
South Sixth Street, the 2200 block of South Sixth Street., And in 1946,
they moved their transmitter to the present sight, which is 3055 South
Fourth Street, and they put up the present tower that they own, and
they've operated there, contimuously, ever since. Also in 1946, WCVS set
up an FM station, which broadcast at 102.9 on the dial. The station was
licensed to the power of 50 kilowatts or 50,000 watts, and was operated
as a separate entity. In other words, it had separate programming.
Separate music programming. At that tmle, they played, what was called
in the industry, transcriptions, which were large sixteen-inch records
that had fifteen minutes of music on a side on them. They were licensed
only for broadcast. However, WCVS never made money with their FM station
as did most FM stations at the time lose money. They operated their FM
until the mid-fifties. I believe they shut it down about 1954. And iat
that time, they were duplicating their programming. They had long since
given up the notion of operating on a separate basis because of high
inhibitive cost. So they operated AM and FM as a simultaneous operation,
and expected to, and never did, gain revenue off of the FM. ™M was
strictly a bonus-type operation. Now WCBS became WCVS in 1946, and the
interesting part about this story is that it wasn't at their request. It
was at the request of the CBS Network in New York.

Q: [In] 19467

A: [In] 1946, And you can confirm the exact day on that. The CBS
Network in New York had owned station WABC starting in 1928, and that was
their flagship chief station.

Q: WABC?

A: WABC. However, with the sale of the NBC Blue Network in 1944 to
Edward Noble, this change from Blue Network to ABS, or ABN as it was
called, created a great deal of confusion. And so CBS, Columbia Broadcasting
System, was interested in eliminating all of this confusion and getting

the call letters for their station in New York changed to something that

was more identifiable with their corporate name. So they negotiated with
WCBS in Springfield, Illinois to change their call letters from WCBS to

WCVS, and I understand this involved a substantial payment of money in

this settlement, and I don't have the figure. They had the call letters

that they wanted in New York out here in Springfield. So, they had to

buy off those call letters. They gave the people, the owners of this

station here--to get the call letters changed. So WCBS is now the flagship
station of CBS network in New York, and WCVS is the station here in

Springfield.








































































































































































































































