The Radio Years

The airwaves helped forge a bond of trust
and affection with a popular president.

I

By Walt Starkey

n the middle of a sultry Thursday afternoon
in mid-April 1945, I was electriﬁed by a news
ﬂash that was only slightly less stunning than
the news of Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor had
been a little more than three years earlier. Having
just ﬁnished my last class of the day at Kern County
Union High School in Bakersﬁeld, Calif., I was
listening to music on the radio in the boys’ dorm
when the announcer broke in
to say that President Franklin
Delano Roosevelt had died of
a sudden heart attack in Warm
Springs, Ga.
I was 17 then, and it
seemed to me that FDR had
been president forever. The
idea of anyone else occupying the White House seemed
unthinkable. In guiding us
through the desperate years of
the Great Depression and leading us to our recent
victory over the hated Nazis, he had become a sort
of super-father to me. Now it seemed unfair to lose
him and be left with no one capable of leading us
to ﬁnal victory over Japan.
Forlorn at the news of the president’s death,
I wandered about the school grounds for a while,
feeling lonely and a little bit lost in the familiar surroundings. I wished I could talk to my parents about
the impact of his death, but there was the rest of that
day and all of the next day, Friday, to get through
before I could ride the school bus back over the
mountain pass for a weekend at home in Kernville.
Over the years, radio broadcasts had played
a large part in developing my strong emotional
attachment to President Roosevelt. His landslide
election to his ﬁrst term had coincided with my 5th
birthday. My parents had bought our ﬁrst family
radio shortly before his inaugural address.
I was too young to understand the full
signiﬁcance of that address, of course, but my

parents’ rapt attention, and their reaction to it told
me that this was a very important man saying very
important things.
In the following months, our family, like most
of the nation, was heartened by his “ﬁreside chats.”
By the time of the next election, many kids in my
age group had become Roosevelt partisans because
of their parents’ attitudes, just as I had.
As I grew older, Roosevelt’s
“date that will live in infamy” speech, which emotionally uniﬁed the nation the day
after Pearl Harbor, the humor
of his “my little dog, Fala”
speech, and his deeply moving
“pride of our nation” prayer/
speech on D-Day made indelible impressions on me.
Listening to the radio had
also engendered other strong
loyalties on my part. I seldom missed the exciting
broadcast of a championship boxing bout, and I
was convinced that there would never be a ﬁghter
as invincible as Joe Louis. Recorded music broadcasts and the weekly Kraft Music Hall convinced
me that there would never be another singer like
Bing Crosby. I found myself resenting the popularity of would-be usurpers such as Ezzard Charles
and Frank Sinatra when they came along.
Much like mealtimes, listening to certain favorite broadcasts became unifying family events. We
didn’t all like the same programs, of course. I didn’t
care much for my grandmother’s favorites, Haven
of Rest and Galen Drake, both of which offered
inspirational remarks against a background of subdued organ music. The weekly broadcast of One
Man’s Family, which my mother hated to miss, also
failed to capture my interest, and I didn’t share my
dad’s enthusiasm for Walter Winchell’s staccato
delivery of news ﬂashes to “Mr. and Mrs. North
America and all the ships at sea.”

From Good Old Days Magazine, April 2009, vol. 46, No. 2, Copyright © 2009 Good Old Days Magazine

On the other hand, none of the grown-ups got
wrapped up in the daring exploits of Jack Armstrong,
the All-American Boy, as I did. Occasionally the
Lux Radio Theater’s drama of the week appealed to
everyone in the family. These dramas adapted the
stories from currently popular movies for the radio.
Usually, they featured the actors who had starred in
the same roles in the movies.
To varying degrees, the whole family enjoyed
the large offering of comedy programs. I especially
enjoyed the jokes and wisecracks of Fred Allen,
Jack Benny and Bob Hope, while my elders were
partial to the hometown humor of Lum and Abner
and the uptown humor of Amos ’n’ Andy. Quiz
shows like Double or Nothing and Dr. I.Q. gave
my brother and me a chance to show off our smarts,
but we could only sit in silent awe of the Quiz
Kids, which starred youngsters who could solve
higher mathematics problems in their heads and
demonstrate professorial knowledge of art, music,
literature and history.
Unlike the comedy, music and quiz shows,
dramatic broadcasts went beyond mere entertainment in a way that television and movies could not.
Lacking visual content, radio dramas recruited my
willing imagination to complete their scenes, and
in my imagination, I became a virtual participant
in the action.
I relished the experience of projecting myself
into the process of bringing evildoers to justice during Gang Busters and Calling All Cars broadcasts.
I helped solve mysteries and escape perilous situations along with Reggie Jack and Doc on I Love a
Mystery. And of course, I was right there, adventuring heroically, alongside Jack Armstrong.
One day in 1938, I learned to my bitter disappointment that my evening of playing board games
with my friends next door had deprived me of sharing in what was probably the greatest radio adventure

of all time. Orson Welles’ dramatization of The War
of the Worlds had invoked fear that drove half of
America’s listeners to the point of panic—and I had
missed the whole thrilling experience!
During the year I attended Menlo Avenue
Grammar School in Los Angeles, Mrs. Murphy
brought her own table-model radio to school
and treated me and my fellow fourth-graders to
regular broadcasts of The American School of the
Air. These programs brought to life the doings of
Woden, Thor and other characters in Scandinavian
and Greek mythology; the daring explorations of
Roy Chapman Andrews; and the exploits of Paul
DeKruif’s microbe hunters. These School of the
Air broadcasts awakened interests in me that have
persisted for a lifetime.
Radio newscasts were not among my prime
interests before the attack on Pearl Harbor
plunged America into the tumult of World War II.
Increasingly thereafter—and particularly after our
front window began displaying two blue stars to
honor my brothers who were ﬁghting overseas—I
found myself glued to the radio at news time, along
with any other family members who were at home.
Sitting or kneeling in front of the radio, I spread
out maps of Europe and the Paciﬁc on the ﬂoor to
help me track the war’s progress. Only rarely was
the identiﬁcation of military units speciﬁc enough
to tell us where my brothers were ﬁghting at the
time. Nevertheless, the newscasts and maps helped
me feel more in touch with them.
By war’s end, commercial television stood
poised to supersede and surpass radio broadcasts
in the role of entertaining and informing America.
Television fulﬁlled its promise at a breathtaking
pace. Still, television’s glamour and worldwide
reach have not dimmed my fond memories of the
radio broadcasts that enriched my boyhood and
early teenage years in the Good Old Days. ❖
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