PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of a tape-recorded interview conducted
by William Ortman for the Oral History Office on February 14, 1973. Sheila
Sears transcribed the tape and edited the tranmscript. Splzz Singer re-

viewed the transcript.

Spizz Singer was born at Riddle Hill, Illinois on June 27, 1899. He
attended schools in Riverton and the Springfield area. His first employ-
ment was at the Ridgely State Bank as a clearing house clerk. He worked
as an auto mechanic for several agencles in the area, and went into the

garage business with his father in Williamsville,

Mr. Singer's first opportunity in radio came in 1928 as an accordion
player on a weekly amateur show. In the early thirties he hosted a program
on WCBS now WCVS, and in 1933, assembled a group of entertainers and broad-
cast "The Spizz Singer Barn Dance and Radio Show." He joined the staff of
WTAX in 1938 and among other duties did the first remote broadcasts from
the Illinois State Fair. 1In 1943, Mr. Singer left radio to do labor re-
lations work in the Yukon territory. The next year he returned to WTAX

and has been with them since.

Mr. Singer has published a book, Forty Years Before the Mike im

"spizzers'--bits of home-grown wisdom——and

Lincolnland, a collection of
"star beams''--selections of inspirational prose and poetry. This memoir
is full of descriptive accounts of early radio and its importance tao and

influence on its listenmers. Mr. Singer is semi-retired, but still does

occasional programming and broadcasting.
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Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is
a transcript of the spoken word, and the interviewer, narrator and editor
sought to preserve the informal, conversationmal style that is inheremt in
such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not respomsible 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.




Spizz Singer, February 14, 1973, Springfield, Illinois.

William Ortman, Interviewer.
Q. Good evening, Mr. Singer.

A. Good evening, Mr. Ortman. It's nice to have you here, and maybe we

can talk something about radio.

Q. That's what we're here for. Mr. Singer, where were you born? Lgt's
have a little bit about your early family life, et cetera, before wegget

into the career itself.

A. My folks were married eleven years before I was born, and I was an

only child--they almost forgot me, I guess. I was born out here at Riddle

Hill, which is just a few miles west of Springfield. My mother and dad
were tenant farmers and moved in several different locations, but always
in Sangamon County. They finally WOuﬁd up on a farm out southeast of

Riverton about three and a half miles, on an eighty acre farm out there.
That, of course, was back in the déys when farming was done with horsef
power—~horses—-we hadn't heard of tractors yet. So that's where I spent
my early life. It was pretty much on the farm. And I used to milk ten
cows every night and morning and developed a very good handshake that way.

(laughter)
Q: What year were you born?

A. I was born June 27, 1899. I'm a Cancerian.
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Q. You said before that you were the only child, right?

A. Yes, I was the only child, and we had an Englishman that lived with
us, Jack Anson. He helped on the farm. And then the folks raised a

girl whose parents didn't pay much attention to her. Her name was Rose
Magon, and she was well-suited for the farm. Mom would like for her to
go to the house sometimes and cook something for dinner, but she'd rFther

clean out the barns than she would cook.
Q. What about your schooling?

A. T went the first year of grade school, as we called it, out at the
Stevens School which is east of Springfield about four or five miles. Of
course, after all these years, the schoolroom has been moved and turned
into a chicken house. Then from there we moved south of Riverton where I
attended the Clear Lake School and went second through eighth grade there.
That was one of the schools where you had recitation benches and all eight
grades in one school-~the teacher had the whole thing. From there I went
to one year of high school in Riverton and then I commuted by interurban

to Springfield to the old Springfield High School.

I had accumulated 11% credits in high school. I mentioned I was the only
child and my folks both got down sick and I had to quit school and go

to work and try to bring in a few bucks to keep things going, so I didn't
get as much formal schooling as T had always hoped I would. I mentioned

that I attended the University of Adversity and taken a P.G. course. (laughter)

Q. What were some of your early jobs after you got out of school?
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A. The first job I had was at the Ridgely State Bank, which was located
at the cornmer of Fifth and Monroe in Springfield. I went to work there
as a clearing house clerk for $25 a month. Of course, dollars in those
days were about like cartwheels as compared to the size of the dollars
today, but I got along real good. The cashier, Franklin Ridgely, he saw
that I was promoted five different times and I got six different raises

and T was going along pretty good.

And then I decided I wanted to do outside work rather than be cooped up

in the bank, so I took up automobile repairing—-which I seem to have sort
of a natural knack for--and I worked for some fo the early companies here
in Springfield. There was the Hatcher Joseph Company that use to handle
the Dodge and Studebaker. Then there was Jennings Auto Sales that handled
Fords——I worked for them a while——and then the Overland Broadhead Company,
they handled Overlands and Willys Knights. I worked there until the latter
part of June in 1919 when we--my dad and I——bought the garage out at

Williamsville, and we moved there July 3, 1919 and opened up a garage.

We stayed there for ten years in the business until we went broke like
everybody else did in the Depression. I had to just sell my equipment
for whatever I could get out of it. Really, there wasn't anyone that had

money to buy anything it seemed like at that time.

Q. Do you have any acquaintances at this time that really played an
important part in your life--anybody you worked with in some of these-

jobs or anything like that?

A. Well, yes. I was, as I say, running a garage there in Williamsville
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with my dad, and there was a little old fellow there—he's passed on to
his reward now--his name was "Cotton"'kaumi“_He had a Model T Ford,:and
sometimes Cotton was rather strong on the liquid refreshments and so he'd
get the Ford jammed up and he'd bring it in for me, to have me bring it
in to be fixed up. One time he came in-—that time all he wanted was some
new coil points, and a timer loom and a 30 by 3 intertube for the right
front tire, and a headlight glass. And I was wondering, "Well, how is
Cotton going to pay for this?" because he was well=known not to carry
money with him. And he said, "If you'll do that for me, Spizz, 1'll give
you that accordion that's in the back seat of the Ford there." So T
looked at the accordion and so on, and I figured up that it was going to
cost me about $6.35 to do the job. So having a great like for musical
instruments, that's when I acquired an accordion and started to check out
the chord arrangements and one thing and another and started to play the

accordion.

And Harley Glenn, who was a blacksmith--he operéted a blacksmith shop in
the back of our garage--he was from Kentucky and he played a five-string
banjo. So he camé to see me one day and he said, "Guess what I did last
Saturday night?" I said, "I don't know, Harley." He said, "Well, I took
my banjo and went down and played over at WCBS on the Saturday night show.

Why don't you come and go down?"

Well, T wasn't interested in the least and I didn't think I could play
well enough to compete anyway, but finally he talked me into it and I went
in and got on the show regularly--I won the contest. And that was in

October of 1928. WCBS had just come to Springfield two years prior, so
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radio was very young when I started to broadcast playing the accordion.

Q. You won a contest. They had about six or eight local people and they
picked the best one and they'd come back every week. It was kind of like

an amateur contest--"Ted Mack and The Amateur Hour."

A. Yes. Only I think that Ted sometimes had maybe better talent than

we had. (laughter)
Q. Did you get any money for it or was it just a glamorous type thing?

A. It was just a glamorous type thing; T was getting to play on the
radio. I never thought, of course, I would have anything to do with radio
broadcasting, actually, so there was sort of a fascination to it and I
went on regularly. Finally, in 1932, I decided that means business; that
thing of getting a job and so on was pretty remote at that time. I knew
a lot of the garage men around Springfield and all, and I decided I'd
start a program on the air and I sold them ammouncements-fdér a' dollar. -
apiece. I called it "The Shopper's News." So I started in and I got 50
per cent of what I sold. And for the first week that I worked for the

radio station I made nine dollars. So it was a very modest beginning.

I kept on at that for a regular thing and then got mixed up in some other
broadcast activities. I started broadcasting when they had the Illinois
State Fair-—the first one to do that from Springfield. WLS [radio station/
used to come down [from Chicago/. Possibly you might be interested in

how I handled the broadcasts from the Illinois State Fair.

In those days you went out and strung your own wire; you didn't have an
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engineer to go with you and the telephone company didn't take care of it.
So there would be . . . oh, like the Elks Club and the KC [Knights of
Columbug/ and some other organizations that would have tents out there
with a dance floor and would have a band. So I strung wires around to
these various places--sold them on the idea of having their entertainment
broadcast, of course, for consideration. So I made out the schedules

of the day's broadcast--I would do that very early in the morning--and
then we would start our broadcast, say, a half hour from the Elks Club.
The next one would be from some other spot. Well, I needed time to get
over there and set up, so I'd send it back to the studio for a quarter
hour of recorded music and then come back out to the fairgrounds. And
so it was alternated, and that was some of the early special broadcast

that I did.

Q. Back in 1932, when you said that jobs were remote, et cetera, you
were selling the ads for a dollar each. Just what did an ad that sold

for a dollar each at that time souid like? Was it a real short one-liner?

A. No. The bosses weren't very particular and, of course, we didn't

have the FCC [Federal Communications Commission/ then to check on tﬂings,
so it wasn't anything unusual for a sponsor to get 200, 250 words for a
buck. They thought that if a little would do good, more would do mare
good, and not having any experience I didn't know but what maybe it!would,

80 . . . (laughter) Actually, it was very flexible and there was a lot

of wordage and a lot of repetition used at that time..

Q. Did you at that time say, '"Well, I'll throw ome of these commercials
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in every five minutes or every ten," or did you just read a string of

them and then . . .

A. Well, I'll give you a sample. During an election campaign, I had a
program at that time from 12:30 p.m. to 1:30 p.m., and ordinarily you
wouldn't aim to put on over 15 or 16 commercials in an hour. But of
course, I wanted to sell that political stuff, too, so I explained to

the folks when I started running them, I said, "I know that you want to
become acquainted with these people and what they stand for, so it will be
more commercial than usual, but it's something that you want to know.”" So

I remember I ran as many as 32 in an hour, and they weren't all-time signals.

Q: Did you, at that time, put them back to back—-both candidates that

were versus each other?

A. No, I didn't do that. (laughter) I sold time to both sides--both
Democrats and Republicans—-and I just told them that I had a service that
they needed and a lot of people that they wouldn't get to see, so I could
tell them about it. And I tried to separate them; in other words, if you
ran a Republican announcement for a Republican candidate, well, then maybe
vou had a commercial for some product or something that you would rum next,
and then you might get into a Democrat later, or however. But I didn't aim

to just put them back to back--the two parties.

Q. Also, you talked about the garages that sometimes paid a dollar apiece,
too. Was it very difficult to keep them fairly separated when you had

these commercials? They were competition.

A. This for the garages: I had an evening program for that, and I never

i
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was fortunate enough to get it very crowded. I usually would have about
six or seven in a half hour period, and they got full-time and weren't

jammed all together, and they'd have entertainment between commercials.
Q. What years were you involved in broadcasting from the fair?

A. I actually broadcast several years. I started in the mid-thirties--

I helieve it was either 1934 or 1935~and kept on every Vyear. Actually,

I was superintendent of the fair for six or seven years. By having shown
more interest than anybody else they made me superintendent of radio for

the fair. So that took on, actually, into the fifties altogether. I

don't remember the exact dates on those.

One thing that I think we could bring in here, if it's all right with you,
was some of the things that we improvised for sound effects. Of course,

in those days you'd never heard of a jet airplane; there were prop planes
and they fanned the air pretty strongly. We'd get an electric fan and

take a rather stiff envelope--usually a legal-size envelope--and have the
fan turned on &nd then feed the envelope into the blade just so it will

get that shuffling and fluttering noise like that. When the plane was
going to come in real close, you shoved the envelope in further. (laughter)

Just so.you still fed the envelope, not your fingers.

Another thing we did, we had a skit we used to do where we needed some

sound effects. One was like someone walking in the hallway and their

shoes squeaking. I went down to the shoe shop where they mended shoes,

and I got themvto put two pieces of leather together—-stapled them together——

and by just twisting that first one and then the other about the time the
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steps were suppose to go, it would sound just exactly like somebody was
stealthily coming in the room. Of course there were other things we

used, too, but those are the two that I think of right now.

Q. Were these used basically for commercials, these sound effects, or

did you actually do an in-the-studio type mystery program?

A. Well, what it actually was, we use to call this show . . . Warren
Johnson, who was an announcer at WCBS at that time, he wrote this skit
that was called "A Janesville Country Gentleman." He took two parts and

T carried four wvoices on it, and there was a certain episode that involved
someone coming in or whatever. Actually, the show was sold, so it still
was commercial. But it was used to make it sound more real rather than

just talking about it.
Q. Roughly, what year was your accordion contest?
A, That was in 1928. In October of 1928.

Q. What happened between 1928 and 19327 Were you in the garage business

then?

A. No. In the meantime, I quit the garage buiness and I still hadn't been
able to sell it. We started in 1928, but finally in 1929 we disposed of

as muoﬁ equipment as we could and we went out of business. So then was
when I went on the station regularly. After I quit the garage business in
1929, 1930, 1931--3long in there—-1 tfaveled for an automotive concern in
addition to playiﬁg on Saturday nights on the radio. That didn't take all

my time, and I wasn't being paid for it, so I had to do something to bring
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in some money. So I traveled for the Springfield Auto Supply Company

during the three-year period there.
Q. And then in 1932 you went into radio.

A, Yes, went into radio. To be homest about it, the bosses always
reminded me that I had no business on the air; I didn't have a voice for
radio and so on. But I went out and sold commercials and brought the
money in and put it on the desk, and they didn't want to push it back on
my side, so that's the way I stayed on the air until people someway or

the other got so they liked to listen to me. Then I stayed on regularly.

I was going to say, in 1933, I assembled a group of entertainers——about
forty, forty~five entertainers--and called it "The Spizz Singer WCBS Barn
Dance and Radio Show." So we put it on in the old YMCA that used to be
over on Seventh Street between Monroe and Capital, on the second floor.

It was mid-year; it was hot and there was no air conditioning or amything
of that kind, and people would come there. .Of course everybody was pretty
hard up at that time for entertainment money or any other kind as far as
that goes. So I had good crowds every Saturday night, and it was about f%at
time that Dave Jones--who now has been state representative for several
years—-he was manager of the Senate Theater, and he came and asked me if

I would like to put the "Barn Dance" gang on from the stage at the Senate

Theater. So we made a deal, and I went over there and stayed 61 weeks.

Then we moved out from there while it was still a full house, but I'ﬁ just

i

about used every method of arranging my entertainers in different folrmats

for the show and so on. I thought rather than to stay there, and pretty
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soon there might be some empty seats—-which there hadn't been all that
time-—~then people would say Spizz Singer's show was going bad. So we
moved it out voluntarily and took it to what was then known as the Redmans
Hall, farther down on Monroe Street, on third floor, between Fourth and
Fifth streets on the north side. We stayed there then for anether two,
two and a half years, and in some cases after the broadcast was over with
we would play for dances there in the hall and try to pick up a little

extra money.

Q: Do you have any acquaintances at this time that you found quite help-

ful to your career, or were you mostly doing all these things yourself?

A. Well, T had to do most of them myself, because like I said, the bosses,
the only reason they were on my side was that I was bringing in momney
and they liked money. I didn't get too much of a lift from anyone; I
had an occasion to help several others. There was one fellow, Baldwin
Harper, he gave a statement for the front piece of my book that I put out--

Forty Years Behind the Mike in Lincolmland--and he eventually went from

WIAX to the "Voice of America," where he stayed until retirement. He

had differeﬁt positions, different responsibilities as time went on. He
was with ﬁs, some special event that was going to take place in some city,
he would go there and see that it was set up and that they got a recording
of it or got a broadcast of it, which ever they wanted, or both. So he
was always quite a big help to me. But as far as anyone on the radio
actually giving me a lift--not that I didn't need it, but I didn't receive

1t.

Q. Was it sometimes hard to continue then?
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A. It was hard to continue, but I guees I was a little bit bullheaded
about it. 1In fact, I didn't know what else to do at that point. You know,
things had been pretty tough, so I just decided to stick to it. So I
started putting on entertainment, and in some cases were paid. However,
we'd take a group of entertainers out to the little red schoolhouse or
wherever in towns and the country around, and it finally got to the place

where I was handling conventions and that soxrt of thing.

One time——in the Abraham Lincoln Hotel--I was in charge of the master
plumbers'state convention there. For two nights they had right at eight hundred
people there, men and women. And I had six young ladies dressed in formals

and wearing orchids, and T had my tux and so on, and we put it all in

good shape. I remember I got five hundred dollars for the job and then

the man gave me five dollars and said, "You did a good job, get yourself

a steak." (laughter)
Q. Five dollars was a lot more then.
A. For sure. That looked as big as a five hundred, almost.

Q. What about some of the humorous incidents? A little while ago you
were showing me a box over here and I was getting a story on an old micro-

phone and what used to happen. Do you want to relate that again?

A. Yes. This carbon microphone. It was the kind that was suspended in
a ring that was possibly six or seven inches in diameter by pull springs.
By the inference, from the name of the mike, the carbon mike, the center

part of it is filled with carbon particles. Sometimes they would get
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packed, and when you were broadcasting the engineer would manage to get

h a sign to you that let you know that your voice wasn't coming through
right. It began to get stuck shut, you know. And then you would take a
knuckle and rap on the microphone to loosen up the particles, and when

the engineer gave you the, "Okay, it's fine," you went ahead.
Q.  So you always wondered what the people on the other end thought.

l A. That's right. However, radio wasn't quite as sophisticated in those

days as now. There was always a certain amount of static and squealing

and so on.

And then there was this other thing I wanted to tell. I was playing

this old accordion on the Saturday night show, and it was one of the last
numbers. Most of them that day had left, and I was sitting there playing
this instrument. It had a leather thumbstrap for the right hand, and I

no more than got started on this selection, whatever it was, until that
leather strap broke. And there wasn't anything I could do to play the
right hand. The announcer was out of the studio for . . . it seemed like
an hour; it wasn't quite that long. - So I sat there and held the acc¢ordion
with the right hand and chorded with the left hand until T finally got

! his eye and frantically waved him in, and then he came in and closed off

& the show.

{
;

Q. Do you know of any incidents thatgoccured to anybody that was, say,
setup-~a new guy would come in the studio and somebody would play an ornery

trick on him, or anything like this?
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A. This did happen, however, not as much as you might think., It
probably was done more on the other side of the glass--the electronics
end of it—-than from the announcer's. One job that I had that I just
inherited [wag] anybody [fhat7 come up and wanted an audition. This was
when WCBS was over the Bridge Jewelry Company, when it was on the east

side of the street in Springfield. And they come up and wanted an audition.

The bosses, they had what they called a Sunshine Club in those days,

and they were so busy playing cards during the afternocon. . . . You see,
we used to split time between WCBS and WTAX, so when we signed off the

air, the card game started. And then that's when somebody come up and
wanted an audition. Well, one afternoon there was a lady come upstairs,
and I went ovef‘and spoke to her. I said, "Can I help you?" And she

said, "Well, I'm looking for somebody. I think I want to see Spizz Singer.
I want to get an audition." And I said, "Well, what do you do?" And she

said, "I play a comb."

I might in all fairness say that she looked like she'd lost her broom.

She was tall and angular and dressed in black, and she had é bouple teeth
out and wore a pretty good sized hat. And she had almost a larger hand-
bag than you see some of the ladies carrying these days. So I said, "What
kind of music do you play?™ I began to get apprehensive of what was

going to happen because the only comb player I ever heard was . . . I
tried it myself and it was a series of buzzes, you know. And she said,
"Well, I play sacred numbers and I play march numbers.”" And I said,

"What sacred number would you like to play?" And she said, "'Nearer; My

God T6 Thee.'" And I said, "Well, that will be all right."





















































































