Annidote for Dial-Hopping

GEORGE KENT

who live in and around New

York have been listening to
something that seems almost too good
to be true: a radio station with good
manners. Instead of clattering into
your privacy with a strident “Buy
this. . . . Buy that. . . . It’s the big-
gest. . . . It’s the newest. . . ,” WABF
tiptoes into your living room with
artfully chosen programs of classic
music and then steps back to let you
enjoy them in serenity. There are
commercials, of course, but they are
whispered almost apologetically, rare-
ly more than a sentence or two, and
stripped of adjectives and high pres-
sure. Definitely tabu are the theme
song, the jingling hosannas in praise
of soap, cigarettes, and cereals. WABF
does not forget it is a guest in your
home, and behaves as becomes one.

The other day a Princeton Univer-
sity professor wrote the station a let-
ter saying: “Anything as good as
WABF must need money. Enclosed is
my check for $14.”

The professor was wrong. WABF
is making money. And it is growing.
Engineering surveys, now completed,
have cleared the way for the estab-
lishment soon of the six-station FM
Metropolitan Network to link Wash-
ington, Baltimore, Philadelphia, New
York, New Haven, and Boston. Even-
tually, it will hook up with other FM
chains, particularly those being oper-
ated without a profit by educational
groups and institutions. By 1952 the
programs of WABF should be audible
from coast to coast and the new net-
work will have become a great force
for the improvement of radio.

When ordinary folks, like you and
me, get mad at what the loudspeaker
is spewing into our homes, all we do is
turn it off. Ira A. Hirschmann, a dark,
curly-topped man of forty-eight, also
turned it off. But then he did more.
He went out and started Station
WABF, to broadcast, on FM only,
good music, presented with tact and
courtesy. He didn’t have quite enough
money but, being the type who can
sell hatpins to porcupines, he per-
suaded a few men with money to join
him.

Hirschmann had had some expe-
rience with radio. Back in the
Twenties, as an employee of Bam-
berger’s—a Newark, N. J., department
store—he helped found Station WOR,
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now key station of the Mutual Net-
work. There he had had the distinc-
tion of putting the New York Phil-
harmonic on the air for the first time.
This was less showmanship than the
gesture of a man who loved music
sincerely and numbered Artur Schna-
bel and Arturo Toscanini among his
close friends.

With the founding of WABF, split-
second programming was abolished.
“Music’s the thing,” Hirschmann said,
“not the clock.” On conventional sta-
tions, long musical compositions are
often cut so that they will end on the
hour or half hour. Hirschmann laid
down the rule that all numbers were
to be played through without inter-
ruption, regardless of time. (Usually
there are no pauses between move-
ments—certainly no commercials.) In
a concert hall people do not keep
looking at their watches; why in
radio? Compositions on WABF wind
up minutes after the hour, sometimes
as many as seventeen minutes. Once a
quartet was on the air when a cellist
snapped a string on his instrument.
On any other station, committed to a
rigid advertising time-table, this
would have been a calamity. On
WABF the announcer simply in-
formed the audience what had hap-
pened and a few minutes later the
concert resumed. Characteristically,
it started not from where it left off
but from the beginning.

WABF does not play jazz. Occa-
sionally, in historical surveys of the

American musical scene, there will
be hot numbers, but at no other times.
Last year an attempt was made to
include a little jazz as a regular fea-
ture. But the listeners spoke up
vehemently. The nays outweighed the
yeas by ten to one. For much the
same reason there is no newscast.
Hirschmann feels that it becomes un-
pleasantly repetitious besides inter-
rupting the flow of music. There is
only one exception: a weekly fifteen-
minute report from the United Na-
tions.

Commercials, Hirschmann decided,
were a necessary evil if the station
was to become self-supporting. But
he felt that they should be edited,
spaced, and delivered in a normal
speaking voice. To make sure that the
music remained more important than
advertising, he gave the program de-
partment dominance over the sales
people. Theirs is always the last word.
He also gave them a mouthpiece in
the monthly Program Magazine,
which, in addition to listing all com-
positions, publishes editorials and
articles on music for a paid-up cir-
culation of 25,000.

Presented one day with a long,
high-pressure blurb for a record
company that had leased six hours
on his station, Hirschmann reduced
it to a lean six paragraphs that told
the story without frills or offensive
insistence. The advertising agency
that had prepared it was in a tizzy.
But the sponsor, oddly enough, was
enthusiastic. He thought it fitted bet-
ter. “It married the musie,” he said.

Normally, commercials are given on
the hour and half-hour, and never
take more than two minutes for every
sixty minutes of music, much less
time than on most other stations. If
a long composition is being played,
the announcement waits until it is
over. In the case of the “Requiem” of
Berlioz, for example, there will be
none for nearly two hours.

WABF announcers are forbidden,
under pain of dismissal, to punch the
advertising message into the mike.
They may recommend, they may sug-
gest; they may not implore, wheedle,
or bully the listeners. They are not
permitted to use their position, as do
disc jockeys, to build up a personal-
ity. It gets in the way of the musiec,
Hirschmann believes. “The radio sta-
tion is merely the fortunate intermed-
iary between Beethoven and the
public,” he said. “The broadcaster is
a guest in a home and he must talk
as he would talk sitting in a friend’s
living room.” In the past three years
two WABF announcers have been dis-
charged for violating this rule.

WABF is estimated to have close to

(Continued on page 28)
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*Part 1 of this list ran in last week's issue.
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DECEMBER 10, 1949

19



