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Abstract 

During the 1920s a new broadcast technology emerged which drastically changed 

the nature of communications and home entertainment. Radio's unique, and as yet 

unheard, ability to bring the world into living rooms raised questions about how it should 

be developed and used. From Canada's first coast-to-coast hook-up for the Diamond 

Jubilee celebrations in 1927 to the incorporation of the Canadian Broadcasting 

Corporation (CBC) in 1936, Canadians struggled to establish a workable broadcasting 

policy. Important issues such as political interference, language and regional 

representation, and American influence, stalled, yet ultimately shaped, Canadian 

broadcasting. This thesis argues that these three factors had a profound impact on 

broadcasting in Canada, giving form to the industry as it addressed each concern. 

Presented thematically, this investigation examines issues arising from the Royal 

Commission on Radio Broadcasting in 1929, disputes over jurisdiction in the early 1930s, 

parliamentary committees in 1932, 1934, and 1936, and the struggles of a national public 

broadcaster, the Canadian Radio Broadcasting Commission (CRBC), from 1932 to 1936. 

As well, this study delves public perception and participation in the process and how 

lobbying efforts were instrumental in securing a national public broadcaster. While most 

historians argue that limiting American influence was the major factor in establishing a 

Canadian broadcaster, this thesis argues that this motivation worked in conjunction with 

the desire to eliminate parliamentary interference and to give equal representation to 

various language and regional interests. The result was a national broadcaster created to 

promote Canada and designed to meet the needs of citizens across the country. 
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Chapter 1: 

`That Thing': The Dawn of Radio 

On a December day in 1901, inventor Guglielmo Marconi sent the first wireless 

radio signal across the Atlantic Ocean. The experiment was the first step in a 19-year 

process that gave the world commercial broadcasting. When North American stations 

began broadcasting in 1920, the nature of communications and popular culture was 

forever changed. In 2009 radio, for the most part, is restricted to cars and background 

music for other activities. But in the 1920s, when the device first began to crackle, people 

all over the world were awed and amazed at what they heard. This revolutionary device 

brought the world into living rooms across the continent for the first time. Borders 

blurred and communities grew as radio's presence changed the nature of North American 

society. 

Knowlton Nash outlines radio's progression "first as a magic marvel, then as a 

way to share a moment, an event...and eventually as [the] principal source of 

entertainment."' Part of the reason for radio's success was its inclusiveness. Robert 

Fortner notes that radio "was a general service medium" that increased political 

participation and cultural enlightenment for all people, not just the higher classes.2 An 

excellent example of this comes from the pages of the February 19, 1929 issue of the 

Moose Jaw Times, where a veteran, from his hospital bed, wrote the paper to thank a 

local station for its Sunday School broadcast. He wrote that "you may rest assured that 

we, a bunch of disabled returned men certainly think your programmes wonderful," 

concluding by urging the station to "keep up the good work of giving joy and happiness 

to not only us, but thousands of others."3
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It was this type of sentiment that made radio, as J.M Bumsted claims, "probably 

the most important household appliance of the inter-war period."4 It was, of course, the 

programming that made radio so influential — with programmes like legendary comedy 

duo Amos 'n' Andy being heard by large majorities of the listening public. The series 

followed two southern blacks, Amos Jones and Andrew Brown, relocating from their jobs 

as farm hands in Atlanta, Georgia to Chicago, Illinoins. While the programme remained 

on radios, the fact that two white men, Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll, were 

voicing the characters was irrelevant as the humour "was derived from simple farce, 

some puns, and commentary on then-current events, and the deep sensitivity touched 

everyone irrespective of skin color."6 Putting its popularity in perspective, Ray Barfield 

writes that "before home air conditioning was available and affordable, one could stroll 

through Chicago, Omaha, or Baton Rouge neighbourhoods at dusk and detect unanimity 

of programme choice as Amos 'n' Andy... [could be heard] from open windows in one 

house after another."' Such widely popular programmes, along with the ever increasing 

number of homes with radio during the 1920s and 1930s, strengthened radio's influence 

over everyday life. Mark Pegg notes that contemporaries began to see radio as a social 

revolution, a great force for enlightenment and "the most important essential for an 

educated democracy."8 Such grand aims for the new medium help demonstrate the awe-

inspiring nature of tuning-in. Barfield notes that a family's first radio served as a trophy, 

"a symbol of victory in the family budget wars," even if nobody truly understood how the 

voices got into and out of "that thing."9 Mary Lee McCracken, who grew up in Wagner, 

South Carolina, recalled hearing radio for the first time and admitted that "the only event 

of my life that intrigued me more [at the time] was the arrival of a baby."1° Such 
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fascination with the technology led to some interesting claims, with the Biggar (SK) 

Independent reporting in 1928 that radio waves could kill germs found in milk "without 

altering the milk molecules [and] not changing the natural flavour."" Even if it was the 

fascination with the technology that led to the rise of radio, its power made it a mainstay. 

Radio, and listening in general, brought people together. Susan J. Douglas argues 

that radio has a "powerful participatory mystique," saying that people listening to a 

common voice become an aggregate entity, the audience, unified by the common 

experience even if they disagree on the quality of the content, giving listening its power.12

Vern Dallin, the first manager of station CKCK in Regina, gives an excellent example of 

the power of which Douglas writes. Dallin claims that radio became widely popular 

because people construct the images themselves. On television, an announcer can say 

`here comes a beautiful woman', but only 80% of the people watching may think she is 

attractive, whereas on radio when an announcer says 'here comes a beautiful woman,' 

everyone will think she is beautiful because the image comes from their own mind.13

The principal impact of radio was the ability for people from around the world to 

communicate with each other. This expansion in communications, while generally 

viewed as a positive through democratization, also had its negative aspects. Bruce Girard 

notes that only a decade after the advent of commercial stations, Adolf Hitler effectively 

used radio as a means of rising to power in Germany.14 Even if done for malevolent 

reasons, Hitler typified radio's influence and ability to connect people through 

communication. Fortner argues that it was not only communication, but, perhaps more 

importantly, unfiltered communication, as "people could even listen to the cultural 

products and political rhetoric of other countries without having it filtered by the local 
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press or political establishment."15 Not only did radio bring larger communities and 

nations together, but through the course of its development it also brought families and 

neighbours together. In its infancy radio listening was a solitary experience, then came 

the 'pass-the-headphones' phase as family and friends would pass headphones around to 

allow everyone a brief opportunity to listen.16 This was followed by the advent of 

speakers and the classic scene of a family tuning in was born: 

Dad sat in his easy chair, a pipe in one hand and the newspaper in the other, his 
ears monitoring the radio, which he would occasionally get up to retune with a 
sigh that seemed to speak more of contentment and pride of possession than of 
complaint. Mom sat opposite, her sewing basket handy. The kids occupied the 
sofa or the center of the large rug, their eyes focused on the comics page but 
their ears attending to the doings of the radio.17

This tableau of a family sitting around their radio was repeated in living rooms across 

North America and Europe throughout the 1920s and 1930s. With it, a new social space 

was created, which Jason Loviglio calls "the intimate public," where public and private 

spheres blended together to create a sense of social mobility, while simultaneously 

reminding people of the importance of social hierarchies.18 J. Fred MacDonald disagrees, 

saying that "culture reflects the environment in which it grows," and therefore the social 

mobility and democratization of the 1920s was reflected in broadcasting and was not the 

result of it.19 Melvin De Fleur adds that "no medium of mass communication exists in a 

social vacuum [and] is linked inextricably to complex and changing cultural 

constraints."20

While this discussion of radio's immediate impact in the 1920s continues, one 

thing that is universally accepted is the importance of the spread of communications. De 

Fleur argues that "the communication process is utterly fundamental to all of our 
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psychological and social processes" and its development of human mental capacities and 

social nature distinguishes us from other forms of life.21 Harold Innis adds that mass 

communication's ability to spread information and knowledge makes it necessary to 

"study its characteristics in order to appraise its influence in its cultural setting."22

Perhaps Marshall Mcluhan put it best when he said that the medium is the message 

"because it is the medium that shapes and controls the scale and form of human 

associations and action. The content or uses of such media are as diverse as they are 

ineffectual in shaping the form of human associations."23

In essence, what De Fleur, Innis, and Mcluhan all argue is that mass 

communication greatly influences the way in which we live — how we see ourselves and 

our neighbours, how we process information, and how we develop relationships. It is 

important to remember, however, that if in the 21St century we still have difficulty 

understanding the full scope of media's influence, one can only imagine how shocked 

1920s and 1930s societies were at the potential of mass communication. In retrospect, the 

fact that governments around the world were able to balance the power of radio with its 

dangers is remarkable given its unique place in society. While debates over the best way 

to use the great power of media continue, the significant impact of mass communication 

and its role in our everyday lives has become an accepted part of North American life. 

For over seventy years the CBC has exemplified communication's role in day-to-

day life by providing Canadian programming for Canadians. Many Canadians question 

the public broadcaster's legitimacy, however, and wonder why it exists and where it 

came from. These were the questions that confronted this project when I first arrived in 

Regina in the fall of 2007. My interest in the subject had been piqued by a fourth year 
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day life by providing Canadian programming for Canadians. Many Canadians question 
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came from. These were the questions that confronted this project when I first arrived in 

Regina in the fall of 2007. My interest in the subject had been piqued by a fourth year 
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seminar dealing with Canadian-American relations where culture was a main topic of 

discussion. Generally, we went back and forth on cultural sovereignty and its importance, 

but there were occasions where culture found its way into questions over policy, like 

Canada's approach to free trade for example. These discussions were, admittedly, 

rudimentary, but provided an excellent opportunity for me to fill a gap in my knowledge 

of Canada's past. This project, however, is not about the CBC, for the end point of this 

study is the creation of the Corporation in 1936. Instead, this discussion examines the 

development of radio broadcasting in Canada and the process that eventually led to the 

creation of a national public broadcaster. 

The existence of a tax-payer funded broadcasting system not only impacts 

Canada's cultural life, but its financial one as well. Getting to a point where this 

arrangement was acceptable took many years and plenty of negotiation. This great effort 

on the part of many people played out over three major themes: political independence, 

language/regionalism, and anti-Americanism. These were the issues that shaped the 

debate over broadcasting in Canada and led those in power to draft legislation sensitive to 

each area. This thesis begins with a discussion of the chronology of radio and the societal 

context of the time, and the subsequent chapters will outline the role each theme played 

in Canadian broadcasting. These themes are not unique to the battle over broadcasting, as 

concerns over language/regionalism, politics, and anti-Americanism had all been 

prominent in Canada before the existence of radio. The new technology raised old 

concerns and served as another issue in which these tensions played a major role. The 

product was a national broadcaster formed as a means of achieving cultural autonomy, 

but shaped to meet the unique requirements of Canadian life. 
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My research has focused on the 1920s and 1930s, specifically the period from 

1927-1936, a time when radio was a revolutionary force that prompted governments to 

question how to regulate the new medium. When compared to the post-World War II 

years, for instance, the early period in Canadian broadcasting history has been largely 

ignored in Canadian historiography. While the formative years of Canadian radio have 

been touched on, nobody has focused extensively on the nine-year period that I have 

identified as being crucial. In addition, historians have emphasized British and American 

external influences over Canadian broadcasting at the expense of internal tensions. This 

has led many to neglect, or at least under-appreciate, the impact of exclusively Canadian 

issues over broadcasting. By arguing that internal concerns were just as influential as 

foreign pressures, I am putting the Canadian public back at the forefront of the debate 

over broadcasting. Therefore, I hope that my investigation of these years suggests a new 

emphasis in broadcasting history with a re-examination of previous conclusions on 

Canadian radio development. 

The historical literature that deals with radio and was applicable to this study fell 

into three categories: American, British, and Canadian. Of these three, the scope and 

diversity of the American literature made it extremely valuable. For instance, Alfred 

Balk's recent The Rise of Radio, from Marconi through the Golden Age outlines the 

technological developments that shaped radio from Marconi's first experiments with 

wireless transmissions at the turn of the century through the advent of television in the 

post-WWII period. In addition to technical aspects, Balk discusses the societal impact of 

radio and how the technology altered people's lives. While Balk is writing from an 

American point of view, his ideas and discussion on radio's impact is easily applicable to 
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the Canadian situation. Similarly, Clemson University Professor Ray Barfield's 1996 

release Listening to Radio, 1920-1950 carefully crafts its analysis around interviews 

conducted with people who lived through the rise of radio. The result is a gripping read 

that emphasizes the 'wow factor' of radio in the 1920s and 1930s. Listening to Radio 

offers insight into individual reactions to the medium, ones that were likely consistent 

around North America. Radio enthusiast Gerald Eskenazi's I Hid it Under the Sheets: 

Growing up with Radio is another example of a great source for insight into popular 

reaction to radio. 

Apart from the device, the concept of radio programming has been a popular area 

of discussion among American historians. In 1999, columnist and University of 

Washington Professor Susan J. Douglas published Listening In: Radio and the American 

Imagination, from Amos 'n' Andy and Edward R. Murrow to Wolfman Jack and Howard 

Stern, where she outlined how radio content has changed over the past seventy years. She 

argues that programming reflects the concerns of the wider population, that it is the 

people who affect the culture and not the other way around. She cites the rise of game 

shows in the 1930s and argues they were a response to the public's fear that the American 

dream had disappeared. By giving away money to seemingly random contestants, the 

dream still appeared within reach. Promoting a similar line of thinking twenty years 

earlier in Don't Touch that Dial: Radio Programming in American Life: 1920-1960, J. 

Fred MacDonald of Northeastern Illinois University argues that "culture reflects the 

environment in which it grows."24

Writing about programming and communication has also been approached in a 

much more theoretical context. In 1966, American communication expert Melvin De 
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Fleur wrote an excellent book entitled Theories of Mass Communication where he 

beautifully balanced the specifics of legislative and technological advancements in the 

1920s and 1930s with the theoretical basis of broadcasting. His discussion revolves 

mostly around the possible uses of mass communication and whether it should be 

reserved for public service or left for private enterprise. Thirteen years after De Fleur's 

work, American author Charles Henry Stamps picked up on the same themes in The 

Concept of the Mass Audience in American Broadcasting: An Historical-Descriptive 

Study while communications expert from the University of Maryland Jason Lovilglio 

brought the debate into the 21st century with Radio's Intimate Public: Network 

Broadcasting and Mass-Mediated Democracy, published in 2005. These two works focus 

more on the audience and how broadcasters shaped their programmes to be relatable to 

broad groups of people. Both conclude that this led to decidedly less sophisticated 

broadcasts, which is important given the amount of American radio heard in Canada 

throughout the 1920s and 1930s. Picking up on the theme of broad based programming is 

media expert J Edward Gerald, who, in The Social Responsibility of the Press, argues that 

the media has an obligation to "organize, teach, and change the people and community" 

rather than simply serve their own economic purpose through the lowest common 

denominator.25

Of course Canadian broadcasting was not solely influenced by the United States, 

as British forces were present every step of the way. Therefore, it is essential to have a 

grasp of the British literature on the subject as well as a sense of the political and social 

realities of British broadcasting during the time when radio exploded across North 

America. The formative work in this area belongs to prominent British historian Asa 
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Briggs with The History of Broadcasting in the United Kingdom, the last edition of which 

appeared in 1965. Briggs begins with the development of wireless communication and 

enters a narrative through the 1920s and 1930s detailing the process that created the 

British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). While Briggs does an excellent job of detailing 

the political developments, his interest in social history is also apparent through his 

inclusion of the societal impact of not only radio, but also the move towards a 

nationalized monopoly. 

Building on the British literature are cultural historians Paddy Scannell and David 

Cardiff in the 1991 book A Social History of British Broadcasting, which was the first 

volume in a series and dealt with the 1922-1939 period. As the title suggests, Scannell 

and Cardiff do not overly concern themselves with the political wrangling involved in the 

BBC, rather focusing on the public's interpretation of the broadcaster and its impact on 

popular opinion. They contend that Britain became more democratic through radio, an 

important issue but perhaps more complex than Scannell and Cardiff acknowledge. 

Perhaps the most applicable British work for this project, however, comes from 

communications expert Robert Fortner and his 2005 book Radio, Morality, and Culture: 

Britain, Canada, and the United States. While the book attempts to bring together the 

development of radio in all three countries, at its core it offers three individual summaries 

that rarely interrelate. Fortner's book focuses on morality which, for him, centres on the 

debate over the proper use of the medium. He discusses the morality of the politics of the 

British system, the commercialism of the American system and the compromise of the 

Canadian system. Even though the analysis fails to bring the three situations together as 

the title suggests (a seemingly impossible task for even the most seasoned historian), it 
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clearly defines the situations and how the moral conversation was framed by those in 

charge. 

Generally speaking, the Canadian literature dealing with the formative years of 

broadcasting is somewhat limited. There are, however, titles that supplement the more 

influential sources. One such work is Wayne Schmalz's On Air: Radio in Saskatchewan, 

which offers a regional outlook on early radio development. Despite the book's limited 

secondary research, Schmalz manages to nicely situate the Saskatchewan situation within 

the national context. In addition, communication specialist Bruce Girard's compilation of 

essays entitled A Passion for Radio: Radio Waves and Communication along with James 

Hall's Radio Canada International: Voice of a Middle Power both reference the early 

period of radio in their analysis of more modem radio policies. This retrospect offers a 

unique interpretation of events and stresses the relevance of the period in regard to 

contemporary issues facing Canadian broadcasting. 

Contextualizing radio within other cultural and societal developments is essential 

to an understanding of the events of the 1920s and 1930s. Therefore, works like Greg 

Marc Nielson's Le Canada de Radio-Canada, Ross Stuart's article "Strike Four: The 

Story of Canada's Cultural Sellout," and John Thompson's "Canada's Quest for Cultural 

Sovereignty" are excellent sources to situate radio in the cultural context of the interwar 

years. General surveys on the decades put the cultural debate into a larger context and 

cast a notably economic backdrop on the 1920s and 1930s. John Thompson and Allen 

Seager's Canada 1922-1939: Decades of Discord and Pierre Berton's The Great 

Depression, 1929-1939 are two examples of such works. 

Two key aspects of this study are the political actors in radio's development and 
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the importance of the Canadian-American relationship. Blair Neatby and Jack 

Granatstein have each written biographies of William Lyon Mackenzie King that have 

proven useful, while Larry Glassford's analysis of the Conservative Party under R.B 

Bennett in Reaction and Reform has been an excellent source of assessing the Party's 

reaction to broadcasting. Perhaps the most influential book dealing with personal agency 

is Michael Nolan's Foundations: Alan Plaunt and the Early Days of CBC Radio. Nolan 

details Plaunt's incredible contribution to Canadian broadcasting from its earliest days 

until his untimely death in 1940. In addition, the expansive literature on the Canadian-

American relationship has offered works like Canada and the United States: Ambivalent 

Allies by John Herd Thompson and Stephen Randall as well as Seymour Martin Lipsett's 

Continental Divide. While these works have not been relied upon heavily, their inclusion 

is a crucial aspect of understanding the variety of issues facing politicians on both sides 

of the border during this difficult period. 

While this material has provided a portion of the evidence used in this thesis, the 

core of Canadian literature dealing with early radio broadcasting has been written by 

eight authors. What is generally viewed as the formative work in the field is Austin 

Weir's The Struggle for National Broadcasting in Canada, penned in 1965. The aptly 

titled work describes in great detail the inner workings of the Canadian Radio League 

(CRL), of which Weir was a member, and its efforts to lobby the government. In 

addition, Weir describes the work of the Canadian Radio Broadcasting Commission 

(1932-1936), of which he was, briefly, an employee. While Weir identifies key issues in 

the debate over nationalization, he comes across as overly sympathetic to the cause and 

far too critical of the movement's opposition. As a member of the League and friend of 
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both Graham Spry and Alan Plaunt, the CRL's founders, his bias is not surprising. In 

addition, his resentment over his dismissal from the Commission in 1933 seems 

immature and petty. While the book attempts to present a balanced version of the events, 

Weir's analysis is riddled with personal statements and beliefs, lessening its use as an 

academic source. 

Similarly, Knowlton Nash's 1994 work The Microphone Wars: A History of 

Triumph and Betrayal at the CBC is a useful, if not necessarily academic source. Nash, 

former anchor of The National, provides a thorough description of the events leading to 

the establishment of the CBC. However, most of the work focuses on the post-World War 

II CBC. Given this, the chapters dealing with the early period of radio broadcasting tend 

to be primarily narrative. In addition to the lack of analysis, publisher McClelland & 

Stewart clearly intended the work for a popular audience and the lack of any 

documentation detracts from its usefulness as a scholarly source. A much more academic 

source is historian Frank Peers' 1969 The Politics of Canadian Broadcasting 1920-1950, 

which offers exactly what the title suggests: Peers goes into great detail about the 

political wrangling through the period and identifies the major players on all sides of the 

issue. The strongest attribute of the work is Peers' detailing of how the CRL and 

Canadian Association of Broadcasters (CAB) approached their lobbying efforts and how 

they gained access to influential members of government. 

While nobody would suggest these works are overly controversial, there have 

been books that have raised eyebrows in the historical community. In 1976 the CAB 

enlisted its former Vice-President T.J Allard to write a history of the group for its fiftieth 

anniversary. The C.A.B Story, 1926-1976: Private Broadcasting in Canada details the 
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origins of the association and its role in shaping the debate on nationalization. The work 

is understandably sympathetic to the group, but by arguing that "no trade Association in 

Canada has as much right to take pride in its record as the Canadian Association of 

Broadcasters," Allard implies that the group carried more influence over the 

nationalization process than the evidence supports.26 In addition, questionable 

methodology and an obvious factual error compromise the integrity of the entire work.27

Likewise, media scholar David Ellis' Evolution of the Canadian Broadcasting System: 

Objectives and Realities, published in 1979 has been questioned for its objectivity. The 

work, published by the Minister of Supply and Services Canada, offers a clearly different 

interpretation from that presented by Allard. Ellis, who is affiliated with the Friends of 

Canadian Broadcasting, nearly goes so far as to 'other' the CAB and their supporters, 

correctly casting them as a minority voice, but going too far in his argument that they 

were left outside the debate. 

While dated, Albert Shea's 1963 Broadcasting the Canadian Way is still useful in 

its outline of how Canadian authorities balanced the desire for a public system with the 

commercial rights of private broadcasters. Shea, who worked for the Canadian Research 

Agency in Toronto, argues that the decision to establish a mixed system with elements of 

both the British BBC and American free enterprise was the only way to satisfy the need 

for public ownership without offending private interests, thus creating a unique 

broadcasting system in Canada. A far less optimistic view is offered by McGill 

University Professor Marc Raboy in his 1990 work Missed Opportunities: The Story of 

Canada's Broadcasting Policy. As his title suggests, Raboy argues that Canada has not 

taken command of its broadcasting policy and laments the amount of control, both direct 
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and indirect, that American interests have in Canada. Raboy believes that the Canadian 

government should have taken more control over broadcasting early in its development. 

Another fine quality source is former University of British Columbia Professor Margaret 

Prang's article 'The Origins of Public Broadcasting in Canada', which offers a superb 

outline of broadcasting's development, but the analysis is limited by its thirty-one page 

length.28

What all these works argue, in one way or another, is that the push towards 

national broadcasting in Canada was the result of nationalism. This nationalist argument 

generally refers to a desire to keep American influence out of Canadian broadcasting. 

While it could be argued that nationalism was an aspect of the other two themes, the way 

the word is used in Canadian literature dealing with broadcasting refers to an anti-

American, or at least anti-Americanization, version of Canadian nationalism. While the 

two concepts are different, in the case of broadcasting in Canada, nationalism subsumed 

anti-Americanism. Therefore, for the purpose of this study, Canadian nationalism and 

anti-Americanism both refer to the goal of maintaining Canadian control of the airwaves. 

For example, in his conclusion Peers states that "nationalist sentiment has achieved 

Canadian ownership," and that the aims of broadcasting were "national survival, whether 

in English of French Canada or in Canada as a whole; a Canadian sense of identity; 

national unity; increased understanding betweens regions and language groups; cultural 

development; and the serving of Canadian economic interests."29 In a similar vein, Raboy 

argues that "state intervention has been a means to guarantee Canada's national 

sovereignty, a secure capital base for its entrepreneurs and financiers, and free expression 

and access to communications for various interest groups."3° Nash even goes so far as to 
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call the CBC "our national dream."31 This nationalist sentiment and push towards 

`national survival' typically refer to the desire to protect Canadian broadcasting from 

American domination. As Weir argues, "the CBC has been the only distinguished and 

distinguishing feature of Canadian broadcasting."32 This may have been the case 

following the 1936 Broadcasting Act, but it was not the only reason that Canadians 

supported a national radio system. 

While it is undeniable that concerns over Americanization played a critical role in 

Canadian broadcasting (it is one of the three major themes of this study) arguing that 

nationalism/nationalist sentiment overshadowed all other concerns diminishes the 

importance of the internal factors that shaped radio. It is possible to argue that demands 

to keep politics and political interference out of broadcasting were part of a 'nationalist' 

push. After all, the goal was to offer the best possible service to the Canadian people. 

This, however, does not fit with the notion of nationalism offered by Canadian historians. 

Ordinary people did not write letters criticizing partisan broadcasts because they were 

concerned with distinguishing Canada from the United States, they wrote because they 

did not want to listen to that type of programming. The nationalist argument puts too 

much emphasis on that particular aspect of the debate. While supporters of Canadian 

radio made a case with nationalist (or anti-American) rhetoric, their primary goal was to 

provide Canadians with a first class radio system. As a result, debates over political 

interference and language/regional tensions had just as much impact over the formation 

of the CBC as did nationalist sentiment. 

This fact became clear through my investigation of primary materials. Fortunately 

for me, the Canadian government's love affair with bureaucracy means that there are 
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plenty of documents available that deal with radio's early years and the government's 

push towards nationalization. From the files of the Royal Commission on Radio 

Broadcasting to R.B Bennett's prime ministerial papers, it is clear that a vast majority of 

those involved in Canadian broadcasting were primarily concerned with creating a 

network that operated in the best interest of Canadians. Even those who did believe that 

domestic radio would serve as a measure of cultural autonomy were aware that internal 

tensions would have to be overcome before the external threat of the United States could 

be surmounted. In the papers of Alan Plaunt, for example, there are plenty of cases where 

concerns over language and political interference took precedence over the American 

presence in Canada. In addition, the files at the Saskatchewan Archives Board contain 

letters and newspaper articles that deal with the debate over language within the province. 

The files reveal that both sides of the debate, those who supported and those who 

opposed national broadcasts in French, were primarily concerned with the language of 

programmes; whether they originated in the United States or Canada was not nearly as 

important as the language. This does not diminish the importance of the nationalist push, 

but forces a re-examination of that conclusion in order to include the other principal 

factors that shaped Canadian broadcasting. 

A slightly different view from other historians comes from the best work on the 

early development of broadcasting in Canada, which belongs to the topic's most prolific 

author, Concordia University Professor Emeritus and cultural historian Mary Vipond. Her 

Listening In: The First Decade of Canadian Broadcasting, 1922-1932 painstakingly 

details the events of the decade and how they contributed to the eventual establishment of 

the CRBC in 1932. Of particular interest was Vipond's ability to identify the diversity of 
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events leading to the 1932 legislation, from censorship concerns in 1927 to the 

cancellation of the Empire Christmas Broadcast in 1931. Her background in the cultural 

emergence of the 1920s, with scholarly articles such as 'The Nationalist Network: 

English Canada's Intellectuals and Artists in the 1920s', is put to good use as Vipond 

clearly contextualizes the society in which radio developed. I do believe, however, that 

Vipond stopped too early in her discussion of radio and leaves the reader with the 

impression that following the 1932 legislation nationalized radio was forever cemented in 

Canada. 

While the work does an excellent job of outlining radio's development, I believe 

Vipond's principal argument places too much emphasis on the years 1922-1929. She 

points out two major factors that influenced Canadian broadcasting: privately owned 

stations and American stations. She argues that "in Canada, to a greater extent than any 

other country, the development of broadcasting was affected by the lead taken by a 

neighbouring country."33 This affect meant that by the time the government intervened, 

American programming and privately owned stations dominated the industry and 

prevented a government monopoly. While acknowledging the efforts of supporters for 

government control over broadcasting, Vipond writes that they could never have been 

completely successful because "too many habits, expectations, and interests had been 

implanted in a decade of commercial private broadcasting for that system to be totally 

dismantled. That they were even partially successful is a measure of the power of the 

myth and dream of communication in a country ever struggling for self-definition and 

survival."34

I believe this argument over simplifies the debate over Canadian broadcasting. 
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Had a Parliamentary committee been convened in 1922 instead of 1932, the same 

problems over political interference and language/regionalism would have taken place. 

Vipond discounts this by over-emphasizing the existence of a commercial system, which 

she believes was the principal factor in forcing a compromise between government and 

private ownership. This compromise was not merely the result of an existing privately-

owned industry or heavy American influence, but came about as a result of existing 

tensions within Canada. On its own, neither system would have been able to ease 

concerns over political interference, language/regionalism, and American influence, 

meaning that a compromise was necessary. Exclusively private-owned stations would 

have been heavily influenced by the United States and could not adequately serve 

sparsely populated regions of the country. On the other hand, government monopoly 

risked excessive interference from politicians and calls for an equal distribution of air 

time to each national language. The compromise that established Canada's mixed 

ownership system was a compromise over longstanding internal tensions. Each concern 

had to be addressed and the only possible solution to satisfy everyone involved was a 

compromise between private and government ownership. Throughout the years 1927-

1936, politics, language/regionalism, and anti-Americanism dominated the debate over 

broadcasting, eventually shaping the structure of the CBC to ensure that the body 

addressed all three areas. Therefore, the nature of Canadian broadcasting was 

fundamentally altered by classic concerns entering into the radio revolution. 

This vast reservoir of material that is available is, in part, the result of the 

importance placed on media and culture. Some have argued that Canadian broadcasting is 

critical to our sense of nationalism and overall self-understanding. By giving expression 
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to a Canadian voice, the CBC offers a distinct view from those that constantly cross the 

border. Like the Friends of Canadian Broadcasting say, "our media is our message."35 If 

this is accurate, what does the process that established our media say about us as a 

nation? Through the internal strife over political manipulation, language and regional 

concerns as well as the external threat of cultural annexation, Canadian broadcasting 

evolved to give voice to a fragmented people. If nothing else, the struggle over Canadian 

broadcasting between 1927 and 1936 demonstrated that, when necessary, Canadians 

could overcome longstanding differences and unite around a shared vision. 

The chapters that follow will outline this process thematically. Chapter Two 

offers a timeline of the major events in broadcasting between 1927 and 1936 as well as a 

discussion of the context of the times. The post-war nationalism of the 1920s and the 

economic woes of the 1930s played a significant role in broadcasting and, therefore, it is 

important to set the backdrop against which radio developed. The following chapter deals 

with political involvement in radio, specifically how the attempts to remove partisanship 

from broadcasting impacted the medium's development. Both the Liberal and 

Conservative governments were accused of tampering with broadcasting and there was 

plenty of effort to protect broadcasters from lawmakers. Chapter Four outlines 

broadcasting's struggle to overcome language and regional differences. Local sensitivities 

and language tensions had to be coalesced, a process that expanded Canadian 

programming and helped convince the government that full coverage would only be 

possible if took an active role in broadcasting. The final theme, American influence, is 

discussed in chapter five. Protecting and preserving Canadian airwaves from powerful 

stations across the border became a priority in the 1930s and was a major cause of the 
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government's decision to institute a national broadcasting system. 

While a majority of supporters of Canadian public broadcasting argue that the 

continuation of Canadian programming is the CBC's principal role, it is clear that 

domestic broadcasting fills a much bigger place in Canadian society. By overcoming 

longstanding internal tensions while simultaneously battling an external threat, the CBC 

is an example of what Canada and Canadians need to do in order to succeed. As a result, 

the developmental process of Canadian broadcasting was larger than programming 

concerns and budgets, it was a debate on what it meant to be Canadian and how this 

country could succeed in twentieth century North America. Before we analyze this 

development, however, we must discover how it happened. 
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Chapter 2: 

Life and Times of Canadian Broadcasting 

The long history of North American commercial broadcasting began in May 

1920, when station XWA went on the air in Montreal, Quebec. This was one of the few 

areas of broadcasting where Canada was ahead of the United States, as the first American 

station, KDKA Pittsburgh, went on the air in November 1920. This was not an easy task, 

however, as it took nearly two decades to advance from the wireless telegraph signal of 

1901 to commercial broadcasting in 1920.1 Developments in early 1920s broadcasting 

will be discussed later, but it is important to situate that development within the cultural 

context of the 1920s. 

Canadians came out of World War I coping with the trauma of that conflict while 

simultaneously trying to express the nationalism that had been fostered by the war. It has 

often been said that there is no right way to deal with a traumatic experience. Confronting 

mortality, whether one's own or that of a loved one, is an extremely personal and 

cathartic experience. Glennys Howarth, an expert on loss and mourning, argues that when 

someone close to you dies, you not only lose that person, but also the part of yourself that 

was tied to the deceased.2 Howarth goes on to note that the massive loss of life during 

World War I resulted in a prolonged period of national mourning, especially since 

opportunities for funerals, proper burials and other ritualized farewells were lost.3 Given 

that, as historians Edwin Gibson and Kingsley Ward note, the war resulted in "the death 

of an entire generation" and people at home were stuck searching for ways to cope.4

American scholar Margaret Mitchell argues that the bereaved used "any methods they felt 

were available to them to try to continue a dialogue with sons, nephews, husbands, and 
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lovers killed on the Western Front."5 Howarth asserts that by continuing this dialogue 

people were able to overcome the threat to their personal self-identity that loss entailed.6

In Canada, preservation of a distinct national culture was one of the ways in 

which people honoured the dead. In his 1919 book Wake Up, Canada! C.W Peterson 

argued that war should teach people to "renounce many things that the present generation 

has most admired in men; wealth, power, position and fame, and to estimate men and 

things at their true worth."7 In Saskatchewan, Robert and Amy England founded the War 

Memorial Scholarship Project, which provided funding for English teachers to go into 

immigrant communities and teach Canadian values and customs.8 According to Marilyn 

Barber, the project sought to "keep faith with those who sleep in Flanders fields by 

sending the best-qualified teachers as nation-builders" into rural Saskatchewan. As 

Robert Shipley notes, people "wanted to bequeath their hard-won wisdom to future 

Canadians.9 Art was an instrumental method for transmitting uniquely Canadian values 

through culture as the Canadian War Memorials Fund, for example, allowed Canadian 

artists to portray the war through art. In addition, Canadian artists participated in 

travelling exhibitions to major cultural centres like New York and London and, as a 

result, shaped the cultural framework of post-war Canada.16 The collection of the 

Canadian War Memorials Fund is now stored at the National Gallery in Ottawa and 

displayed as part of a rotating exhibition, allowing Canadians today to gain access to the 

social memory portrayed in these works." 

The importance placed on post-war culture corresponded with the enthusiasm for 
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notes that the sheer novelty of the device was enough to sustain interest.12 Its arrival was 

welcomed by a culture that had more time for leisure and had increasingly more money 

to spend. Mark Pegg notes that in the 1920s "the use of more household goods was 

reducing the number of obligatory domestic activities, such as the drudgery of household 

work, thus increasing the time available for other leisure activities."13 In the words of 

Graham Spry, these other activities helped lead to a decade that "was a period not of 

`nationalism' in any narrow sense but of 'nationhood.'" Part of this 'nationhood' was a 

new expression of national culture and identity. Throughout the decade, the presence of 

national groups grew exponentially, with organizations like the Canadian League, the 

Native Sons of Canada, the Canadian Chambers of Commerce, the Canadian Federation 

of University Women's Club, and the Canadian Authors Association founded in the 

1920s. As Margaret Prang argues, "throughout the first postwar decade national 

organizations were born with a frequency unprecedented in Canadian history, while old 

ones took on fresh vitality. All were in some measure an expression of the rising national 

sentiment."15 She goes on to point out that there were fifty-three Canadian Clubs in 1926, 

a number which rose to one-hundred and twenty before the end of 1927.16

Canadian historiography expert Carl Berger notes that the desire to express a truly 

Canadian culture manifested itself in literature, art, and history, which "became a master 

impulse in the intellectual life of the twenties."17 Berger continues by arguing that "the 

intellectual temper of the young was so optimistic, impatient of the derivateness [sic] of 

Canadian culture, and suffused with a determination to express the country in concepts 

appropriate to itself in terms of its natural, material environment."18 While this group of 
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young intellectuals was focused mostly within English-Canada their impact on the 

country was felt widely. Mary Vipond argues that the intellectuals and artists of the 

1920s felt they were "crystallizing community identity by dispensing meaningful 

symbols and articulating common goals."I9 A major goal was overcoming the identity 

crisis that plagued Canadian nationalists throughout the decade. In the words of Marc 

Raboy, Canada in the 1920s was "an emerging nation struggling to find its place between 

a British colonial past and the American dream of the future, anxious to preserve the 

trappings of the former without denying itself the promised pleasures of the latter."29

Putting it more bluntly, J.M Bumsted argues that Canadian nationalism in the 1920s had a 

dual purpose: "to reflect the country's new international status and to control both the 

receding British and the rising American tides of culture."2I

Within this cultural expansion, there were major developments in broadcasting. 

The first came on July 1, 1927, when, for the first time, Canadians were able to listen to a 

coast-to-coast programme as the Diamond Jubilee celebrations were broadcast nationally 

from Ottawa. Following the success of the broadcast, Prime Minister William Lyon 

Mackenzie King established a royal commission to examine Canadian broadcasting. The 

commission came to be known as the Aird Commission after its Chairman, Sir John Aird. 

Seventy-three years old at the time of his appointment, Aird, who readily admitted his 

distaste for the new medium, was generally viewed as a conservative choice.22 Aird was 

the President of the Canadian Bank of Commerce and it was assumed that his presence 

on the Commission "was designed to reassure private interests" that their concerns would 

not be overlooked.23 Aird was an intelligent man, especially when it came to the 

27 

young intellectuals was focused mostly within English-Canada their impact on the 

country was felt widely. Mary Vipond argues that the intellectuals and artists of the 

1920s felt they were "crystallizing community identity by dispensing meaningful 

symbols and articulating common goals."19 A major goal was overcoming the identity 

crisis that plagued Canadian nationalists throughout the decade. In the words of Marc 

Raboy, Canada in the 1920s was "an emerging nation struggling to find its place between 

a British colonial past and the American dream of the future, anxious to preserve the 

trappings of the former without denying itself the promised pleasures of the latter."20 

Putting it more bluntly, J.M Bumsted argues that Canadian nationalism in the 1920s had a 

dual purpose: "to reflect the country's new international status and to control both the 

receding British and the rising American tides of culture."21 

Within this cultural expansion, there were major developments in broadcasting. 

The first came on July 1, 1927, when, for the first time, Canadians were able to listen to a 

coast-to-coast programme as the Diamond Jubilee celebrations were broadcast nationally 

from Ottawa. Following the success of the broadcast, Prime Minister William Lyon 

Mackenzie King established a royal commission to examine Canadian broadcasting. The 

commission came to be known as the Aird Commission after its Chairman, Sir John Aird. 

Seventy-three years old at the time of his appointment, Aird, who readily admitted his 

distaste for the new medium, was generally viewed as a conservative choice.22 Aird was 

the President of the Canadian Bank of Commerce and it was assumed that his presence 

on the Commission "was designed to reassure private interests" that their concerns would 

not be overlooked.23 Aird was an intelligent man, especially when it came to the 



28 

economy. Charles Bowman, Aird's fellow Commissioner, wrote in his memoir that Aird 

foresaw the coming Depression and explained it "as a necessary process of deflation."24

Bowman, on the other hand, was the outspoken editor of the Ottawa Citizen. Throughout 

1927 and 1928 he expressed his belief that radio should be nationalized and routinely 

published articles on the subject.25 The third member of the Commission was Augustin 

Frigon, an electrical engineer and Director General of Technical Education in Quebec. 

Despite being the youngest member of the Commission, Frigon helped Aird and Bowman 

to understand the technical aspects of broadcasting.26 The Secretary of the Commission, 

who has received plenty of credit for his work, was Donald Manson. Manson worked in 

the Radio Branch of the Department of Marine and Fisheries. Some have gone so far as 

to suggest that Manson single-handedly convinced the Commissioners that drastic 

changes to Canada's radio system were necessary. Bowman refuted this, claiming that 

"no person saw to it how any member of the Royal Commission should think."27 [For a 

full schedule of the Commission's hearings, see Appendix I] Even though the 

Commission suggested a national, government-owned radio system, the King 

government was unable to act before the economic crisis derailed broadcasting's 

progression. 

As the 1920s turned to the 1930s, nationalism took a backseat to concerns over 

the economy. The origins of the Great Depression lie in the 1920s, when prosperity 

reigned and economies flourished. The same factors stimulated economic activity in 

Canada and the United States during the 1920s: a rise in the automobile industry, 

expanded use of electricity, extensive construction activity, backlogs of demand from 
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World War I, and strong increases in consumption.28 Yet, within this shared prosperity 

there was one key difference — the United States relied on loans and mortgages, while 

Canada depended on exports.29 As a result, when the stock market crashed on October 

28, 1929, the United States was directly affected while Canada was indirectly affected. In 

her comprehensive work Democracies in Crisis, Kim Quaile Hill notes that 9.62% of the 

Canadian national income in the 1920s came directly from American exports.3°

Therefore, when the American market closed in 1929 Canadian exporters lost their major 

trading partner, thrusting Canada into the Depression. Exports were hardest hit, as from 

1929 to 1932, the percentage of the national income generated by exports fell from 23% 

to 12%.31 At the same time manufacturing levels fell by one-third in Canada.32

Given the reliance on exports to the United States, the notion of a tariff, as 

proposed by new Prime Minister R.B. Bennett, was clearly not the proper method of 

dealing with the economic crisis. When the tariff was instituted it did not bring economic 

prosperity, but it did facilitate some foreign investment in Canada. American companies, 

eager to get around the tariff, increased their investment in Canadian branch plants. 

While branch plants were not a new phenomenon, the Depression significantly increased 

their number. A.E Safarian estimates that in 1934, 26% of all American controlled or 

affiliated companies in Canada had been established after 1930.33 Historians of the 

Canadian-American relationship Edelgard Mahant and Graeme Mount note that this 

benefited both countries; between 1930 and 1957 the American government encouraged 

outward investment while the Canadian government welcomed American dollars.34 This 

allowed American companies access to inexpensive raw materials, keeping prices low for 
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American consumers, while, at the same time, creating jobs in Canada. 

Of course, the increase in branch plants was not enough to revive the national 

economy and the Depression continued. As conditions worsened the regional differences 

in both countries became increasingly obvious. J.L Granatstein meticulously outlines the 

disparities from province to province: he notes that Saskatchewan was the hardest hit of 

the Prairie provinces because of its heavy reliance on wheat, Alberta was still newly 

settled and unprepared for the Depression, Manitoba suffered because of its reliance on 

east-west trade, industrialized Ontario and Quebec were hurt by their large manufacturing 

sectors, while British Columbia, specifically Vancouver, dealt with the influx of 

unemployed foresters and miners, leaving one resident to comment that Vancouver had 

become a "summer resort for all the hoboes in Canada.35 The only region that was not 

dramatically impacted by the Depression was the Maritimes, but that was the result of the 

region suffering from a stagnant economy since Confederation.36

This same type of regional diversity existed in the United States. North-Eastern 

cities like Boston and New York struggled to deal with the slumping manufacturing 

sector; Southern farmers dealt with low prices for sugar and cotton, while cities like 

Chicago and St. Louis grappled, similar to Winnipeg, with their reliance on east-west 

trade. There was a belief that this regional diversity should help recovery efforts, as 

combining regional elements could help the nation grow stronger, "along with the 

happiness of and well-being of all its individual citizens."37

The federal governments did not see it this way and continued their sluggish 

policies regarding public spending. Public expenditures rose in both countries during the 
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1930s, reaching their high point in 1932, but had little impact on poverty.38 Hill notes that 

"according to Keynesian theory, deficit spending in a depression serves to make up for 

the decline in private sector activity.',39 But in Canada and the United States the 

contribution of the private sector was too much for the public sector to supplement. Hill 

points out that the central governments of these countries were only able to compensate 

for a very small portion of the estimated 50% decline in economic activity.4°

Another key similarity between the two nations was that public funding was 

decentralized. Great Depression scholar James Patterson outlines the process that resulted 

in 70% of American public spending by 1930 being controlled by the states, while in 

Canada provinces managed 60% of public spending.41 In both countries, regional 

governments were running high debts, especially in Western Canada where fixed costs, 

like the railroad, were sucking funds from the public treasury. Federal leaders became 

frustrated with regional bureaucracy; Mackenzie King's anger led him to his famous 

`five-cent speech' in 1930. The Prime Minister fervently declared that he would not give 

a nickel to any of the provincial Conservative governments, which he did not trust with 

federal funds.42 While Mackenzie King laid the blame at the feet of provincial 

governments, the public's outrage was aimed directly at the government in Ottawa. The 

lack of federal control over spending, however, obstructed both the Canadian and 

American governments as they worked towards possible resolutions. 

As the public looked to its leaders for answers to the economic crisis, they also 

looked towards culture for comfort. Bumsted notes that an irony of the Depression was 

how it encouraged people to get involved in the arts — as those without employment could 
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express themselves through arts in order to make a contribution to society.43 Even though 

they may not be paid for their activities, the feeling of accomplishment and contribution 

was enough to ease, if only temporarily, the strain of day-to-day Depression life for 

unemployed Canadians. Radio played an important role in this process, as Pierre Berton 

writes: 

It is impossible to overestimate the power of radio in the Depression years. It is 
not too much to say that it helped save the sanity of the dispossessed. It allowed 
the world to enter the parlours of the nation, and it provided a sense of 
community to the drought-ravaged farms and lonely coastal backwaters." 

Clark pursues a similar argument by calling radio a "saving grace" during the depths of 

the Depression.45 Gil Murray declares that without popular culture "it is hard to imagine 

how most of the North American population would have pulled through the Great 

Depression of the 1930s."46 The result for those impacted by the economics of the time 

was an, albeit temporary, escape from the drudgery of the 1930s. As Susan Douglas 

argues, radio broadcasting during the Depression actually brought an 'innocent optimism' 

to the 1930s.47

Even with the healing power of broadcasting, families still had to spend the 

money to purchase a radio, an expense that appears to have been well worth it. Clark 

argues that the initial cost of a radio eventually paid for itself as a family could enjoy 

endless hours of 'free' entertainment, rather than pursue costly entertainment options 

outside the home.48 In their article "A Kitchen that Wastes no Steps: Gender, Class and 

the Home Improvement Plan, 1936-1940," Margaret Hobbs and Ruth Pierson discuss 

how companies tried to appeal to a woman with a careful "eye on her budget" to try and 

convince her to spend the family money on home improvement projects rather than 
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frivolous items like radio.49 Such calls did not limit the spread of radio, however, as 

broadcasting was one of the few areas where there was significant industrial growth in 

the 1930s. In fact, culture was perhaps the fastest growing industry during the 

Depression, with the CBC, Dominion Drama Festival, and National Film Board created 

as "leading Canadian artists began to articulate a sense of cultural nationalism."5°

In terms of broadcasting development, this process towards 'cultural nationalism' 

advanced steadily in the 1930s with the founding of two major lobby groups: the 

Canadian Radio League (CRL) and Canadian Association of Broadcasters (CAB). While 

the work and purpose of both groups will be discussed in detail later, a quick background 

on their leaders is warranted. The CRL, led by Graham Spry and Alan Plaunt, supported 

government-owned broadcasting. Spry, who had attended Oxford, was working as the 

Secretary of the Association of Canadian Clubs at the time the CRL's founding, giving 

him a national network of contacts. Spry had also served in England during WWI, but did 

not make it to the front line and was "outraged and humiliated that service in England did 

not earn him the badge given for service at the front, [and] he disguised his failure by 

joining a veteran's organization whose badge resembled the service badge."51 Spry's 

anger and disappointment over not serving at the front may have been a source of 

motivation for his lifetime of public service. A strong supporter of social reform, Spry 

eventually left the CRL to run for the Cooperative Commonwealth Federation (CCF) in 

the 1935 election. Alan Plaunt, on the other hand, was independently wealthy and had 

attended the University of Toronto and Oxford, even though he was not too strong 

academically (he finished with a C-average at the University of Toronto).52 He was, 
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however, a staunch nationalist committed to social causes and working towards making 

Canada a stronger country. Michael Nolan attributes this to his time at Oxford, when he 

"nurture[d] some of the social views he already held, and also ... instil[led] in him a 

sense of mission towards the public service."53 On the other side of the broadcasting 

argument was the CAB, a lobby group representing privately owned commercial stations 

across Canada. Its leader, R.W Ashcroft, was the Canadian representative of NBC in 

New York and manager CKGW in Toronto, Ontario's most powerful commercial radio 

station.54

These men disagreed over the fate of Canadian broadcasting and routinely 

competed for the ears of politicians. The first instance was the 1931 Privy Council case in 

which Quebec, supported by Ontario and New Brunswick, challenged the federal 

government over jurisdiction on radio. Following the court's decision in favour of the 

federal government, R.B Bennett and his Conservative Government organized a special 

Parliamentary Committee on broadcasting in 1932. The Committee's recommendations 

led to the 1932 Radio Bill, establishing the Canadian Radio Broadcasting Commission 

(CRBC). The CRBC acted simultaneously as the nation's radio's regulator as well as the 

national broadcaster. Throughout the Commission's four years, many personnel positions 

changed, but Hector Charlesworth, the first and only Chairman, was the one constant. 

Charlesworth had previously written for the Toronto Mail and Empire and was editor of 

Saturday Night at the time of his appointment. He would later write in his memoir that 

Bennett chose him because of his vast knowledge of the country as opposed to any 

familiarity with radio.55 David Ellis describes Charlesworth and the two other original 
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commissioners, Thomas Maher and Arthur Steel, as men with little administrative 

experience who "had qualities of character and methods of working which offended 

many of those who came into contact with them and which militated against their 

operating as a coherent corporate unit."56 The Commission, under constant scrutiny 

through special Parliamentary Committees in 1934 and 1936, was eventually replaced by 

the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) in 1936. The first head of the CBC's 

Board of Governors was Leonard Brockington, a "British-born classicist-solicitor with a 

formidable reputation for his wit, oratory and strength of will."57 The CBC's first General 

Manager was Gladstone Murray, a British Columbian who had attended McGill and 

Oxford, enlisted in WWI, worked for the League of Nations, and had a celebrated career 

working for the BBC before returning to Canada. Knowlton Nash describes Murray as "a 

burly, handsome, and moustached bon vivant, [who] was bilingual, politically astute, a 

deadly poker player, an extraordinarily hard worker, and a man who desperately wanted 

to run the CBC."58

As radio took form and evolved, it is important to stress a major point: public 

broadcasting in Canada was never inevitable. Today, while many people perceive the 

CBC as a permanent body that will never disappear, its place in Canadian society was not 

certain. It took years of struggle by many people to legitimize the national broadcaster. In 

general, as George Douglas writes: "How radio would be used, and its impact on 

American culture, was never inevitable, and [its] dynamics were actually devised 

throughout the century, as the industry responded to — and eventually co-opted — 

insurgencies coming from the grass roots."59 Although writing about the United States, 
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Douglas' argument could very easily be applied to Canada. The constant concern over 

broadcasting during radio's early period can be seen in the titles of the major works on 

radio — with words like 'triumph', 'struggle', and 'battle' used to describe the process of 

establishing public broadcasting in Canada. 

The major events and players in this process combined with smaller events and 

less known people to shape the nature of Canadian broadcasting. Through their 

interactions dealing with politics, language, and anti-Americanism, broadcasting served 

as a form of protection, created and shaped to fit the Canadian context. To argue that the 

CBC was (and is) solely an expression of anti-Americanism or an assertion of Canadian 

sovereignty would be too simplistic, discounting the complexity of the situation. While 

concern over American expansionism did play a critical role, political and regional 

difficulties contributed to the creation of a system that is uniquely Canadian. Perhaps the 

truest sign of radio's power was that it was able to overcome these three major obstacles 

to create an iconic Canadian symbol. The first impediment came from Ottawa, as 

political interference and partisan programming confused the purpose of domestic 

broadcasting. 
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Chapter 3: 

The Battle to Keep Politics out of Radio 

The undeniable power of radio did not go unnoticed by Canadian politicians. 

Soon after commercial broadcasting began in 1920 radio quickly became a source of 

political debate, which persisted until the Radio Bill of 1936.' As it related to political 

involvement, the debate that surrounded public broadcasting was shaped by two major 

issues: who would be in charge and how would it be used? In addition to these two 

issues, political lobbying, mostly from the Canadian Radio League (CRL), fundamentally 

shaped radio in Canada. These diverse political forces combined to make the CBC an 

independent body with strict regulations dealing with political broadcasting. As Albert 

Shea notes, a national broadcaster must avoid political interference in order to carry out 

its responsibility to the nation.2 Therefore, the debate that surrounded politics and radio 

during this time dealt primarily with de-politicizing radio, or at the least reducing the 

amount of political influence within the burgeoning industry. Given all the external 

political forces on broadcasting in its infancy, avoiding interference was a difficult task 

that took some time to accomplish. 

The close relationship between Canadian radio and politics began during the 1921 

federal election. On December 4, 1921, stations in Toronto, Montreal, Vancouver, and 

Saint John delivered live election returns. That was the extent of early political 

broadcasting as most local stations were reluctant to broadcast political speeches and 

meetings, believing Canadians preferred music to politics and fearing a negative audience 

reaction.3 As a result, politicians were initially wary of any involvement in radio. One of 

the reasons for this reluctance was the belief that private stations could provide 
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Canadians with world-class service. In a May 1923 report for the British Broadcasting 

Company4, renamed the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) in 1927, the 

Department of Marine and Fisheries said that it would not want to establish a government 

monopoly on radio because "the friendly competition between stations in regard to 

quality of transmission and quality of programmes has done much to develop the art."5

The report continued by noting that the government had no interest in getting involved 

with legislation dealing with the financial administration of broadcasting as long as 

commercial companies could continue to operate first class stations at their own 

expense.6 

For five years following the report, the Liberal government held true to its word 

and did not get involved in broadcasting's administration and financing. Late in that 

period, however, Mackenzie King's views on the medium began to change. During a 

1926 visit to London, Charles Bowman used his contacts within the BBC to secure a 

timeslot for Mackenzie King to speak to the people of Great Britain. Bowman would later 

claim that this opportunity awoke King's interest in radio. As a result, the Prime Minister 

began to consider a national policy for Canada.' Subsequently, the great success of the 

1927 Diamond Jubilee Broadcast also contributed to King's desire for national 

legislation. Apart from the impact on King, however, the Jubilee Broadcast also showed 

the rest of Canada's politicians the power of radio and, for the first time, put some of 

them in people's homes. As Jack Granatstein points out, politicians could no longer 

promise one thing to the East and another to the West, as "consistency had always been a 

virtue; now radio made it a necessity as well."8 The national radio hook-up's first formal 

foray into political broadcasting came later in 1927 when the Conservative Convention 
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was nationally broadcast from Winnipeg. That October meeting was the first to be 

covered by radio and, as Conservative Party historian Larry Glassford notes, all the 

excitement and controversy of the event made it "grist for the media mill."9

The success of these events made the government more willing to become 

actively involved in licensing and financing radio. This unnerved some Canadians 

because of the potential for manipulation. Robert Fortner argues that early in radio's 

development propaganda was "a devil term," as people felt that using the medium for 

commercial or political gains was immora1.1° Shea adds that some Canadians felt that the 

party in power could easily seize control of radio for their own gains, which would 

violate broadcasting's democratic potential." Such concerns were warranted as the 

government did have considerable legislative control over the economics of broadcasting. 

For example, no radio station licence could be transferred without the approval of the 

Department of Marine and Fisheries, which also stipulated that only British subjects and 

Canadian companies could hold licences.12 Even though the government did not limit the 

transfer and issuing of licences until the late 1920s, it was a constant area of concern for 

Canadians throughout the early part of the decade as they were worried about the 

government circumventing democracy. In a letter to the Aird Commission, Harry Belcher 

of Waterloo, Ontario proposed that no new licences be permitted unless a majority of 

listeners in the area consented to the new station.13

In addition to concerns over manipulation, questions about censorship arose as 

more and more churches entered the broadcasting arena. In the early days of broadcasting 

many churches applied for, and were granted, licences without much difficulty. By 1928, 

Vancouver had three stations owned by church or religious groups." While some people 
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believed the market for religious broadcasting was saturated, these programmes remained 

popular. William Aberthart, President of the Calgary Prophetic Bible Institute, began 

Sunday broadcasts in 1925, which quickly became Alberta's most popular programme. 

By the mid-1930s it routinely reached an estimated audience of 300,000 listeners, more 

than received by comedian Jack Benny.15 Mary Vipond questions the government's 

issuance of so many licences to religious groups by noting that with wavelengths being 

such a scarce resource "how many could be tied up with religious stations?"16

The answer to this question came in 1928 when the government began to receive 

complaints about the religious broadcasts of the Jehovah Witness associated International 

Bible Students Association (IBSA). Its broadcasts attacked the Roman Catholic Church 

in a vitriolic tone, claiming: 

That wicked organization (Roman Catholic Church), acting under the pretext of 
being God's representatives on earth, has crushed every organization that has 
ever risen against it. Now, Christ is on his throne and God's time has come to 
put his kingdom completely in control under Christ, the Roman Catholic 
hierarchy has begun and carries on its assaults against God's true people. In 
every country on earth the hierarchy carries forward this wicked persecution." 

In addition to the attacks on the Roman Catholic Church, the group also condemned some 

Protestant denominations and its station in Saskatoon had been turned over to commercial 

interests and subsequently rented airtime to the Ku Klux Klan, a development that did not 

sit well with many listeners in the province.18 The Department of Marine and Fisheries 

began to receive complaints about the IBSA and, as Bowman put it, their "degrading [of] 

a new medium of public entertainment and service."19 By March 1928, an estimated one 

hundred letters as well as several petitions, editorials and letters to the editor had reached 

Ottawa complaining about the IBSA broadcasts. The public pressure resulted in the 
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group's Edmonton, Vancouver, and Toronto stations having their licences revoked.20

The revocation became national news and polarized public opinion on the 

government's involvement in radio. Those who opposed the revoking focused their 

argument on censorship and freedom of speech, arguing that the government's role was 

to monitor wavelengths and not content.21 Those who supported the government's action, 

however, argued that radio should not be a place for hatred. Moreover, some complained 

that the IBSA routinely roamed outside of its assigned wavelength and interfered with 

other programmes.22 Some press reports were partial to the government on this issue. For 

example, in a June 1928 editorial, the Manitoba Free Press argued that this was not an 

issue of free speech or government interference. It argued that licence revocation was 

simply the result of having too many broadcasters, arguing that "all this might have to 

happen under the best possible form of radio control."23 Saturday Night magazine called 

the group members and their leader Judge J.F Rutherford, "unwelcome guests" and 

encouraged readers not to accept their behaviour.24

For its part, the IBSA did have some support and argued that its teachings and 

broadcasts were not abusive and unpatriotic as some claimed.25 A main concern of the 

group was that one of their frequencies had been turned over to Gooderham and Worts 

distillery, leading the IBSA to argue that the government "preferred booze to the 

Bible."26 In his submission to the Aird Commission, Christopher Hunt of Edmonton 

argued that "this IBSA is a small matter" and that the government needs to establish a 

firm set of regulations over the industry.27 With claims of over 500,000 Canadians 

signing a petition protesting the cancellation of the Bible Students' licence, the 

government faced a dilemma.28 Vipond notes that the government did not want to censor 
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radio, but felt that religious attacks were not an effective use for the new medium.29

There were increased calls for the government to take action to prevent such controversy 

from arising again, with the St. John Telegraph Journal calling for King to amend the 

"arbitrary" powers of the Department of Marine and Fisheries.30 J.S Woodsworth even 

brought the issue to the floor of the House of Commons, saying "it does seem to me that 

a great deal of their theology is positively grotesque. But I should like to ask, when did 

we appoint a minister of this government as censor of religious opinions?"31

Even with the controversy over the IBSA, the 'arbitrary' nature of the Department 

of Marine and Fisheries and the danger of political interference were again exposed in a 

reshuffling of wavelengths in Toronto. The Toronto Star, a Liberal paper, received a 

better wavelength in the shuffle while the Conservative Toronto Telegram had its signal 

strength reduced. The Telegram was not impressed and accused the Prime Minister and 

Department of Marine of bias. Its March 1928 editorial entitled 'Keep Radio out of 

Politics,' warned readers to "not be surprised if their interests are ignored so that a 

valuable privilege may be handed out as a partisan favour."32 The Department countered 

that the realignment was simply a matter of improving reception, which it was steadily 

trying to improve. A 1929 letter from Diggon's Ltd., a Victoria printing company, 

thanked the government for its efforts in reducing interference and allowing citizens of 

Vancouver Island access to radio programming.33 Such claims did not resonate however, 

as the public wanted concrete action. The IBSA issue, coupled with the Toronto 

controversy, convinced the King government that something needed to be done, if for no 

other reason than to calm the public.34 Finally on June 2, 1928, Minister of Marine and 

Fisheries P.J.A Cardin announced the quintessential Canadian response, namely that a 
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Royal Commission on Radio Broadcasting would be established. 

As the Commission travelled across the country during the spring and summer of 

1929, the government's role in radio was a frequently discussed topic for the 

commissioners. The key issue was whether the federal government should take an active 

role in broadcasting or simply act in a supervisory capacity. Most of the written 

submissions to the Commission were consistent in the belief that the government should 

have some sort of supervisory capacity over radio. In addition, there were plenty of oral 

presentations advocating supervision to supplement the written material. The 

representative of the American Radio Relay League, an American association 

representing amateur radio operators, testified in Toronto that "the Government's proper 

sphere is supervision."35 For the most part, this point of view was never questioned as 

both the supporters and opponents of public broadcasting agreed that a non-partisan 

regulatory board should be established. 

Concern over political interference was again raised, however, when the issue of 

whether the government should produce programmes or leave it to private broadcasters 

was discussed. Marc Raboy argues that the popularization of more radical political and 

social movements throughout the 1920s led "the traditional elite ... to keep its hegemony 

through a national communication network."36 This led some grass-roots groups to 

protest against any suggestion that the government become actively involved in 

programming as it would be acting in favour of social elites, leaving middle and lower-

class Canadians without a voice. The French-Canadian Association of Alberta wrote the 

Commission to argue that political broadcasting should only be allowed if there was an 

equal distribution of airtime for all political parties.37 At the Toronto meeting, the 
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representative of the American Radio League in Toronto argued that "when the 

Government steps into the control of programmes you are putting into the hands of the 

Government in power a political weapon which is very powerful."38

What is interesting about this type of statement is that the government already had 

the power of regulation and had simply failed to provide adequate oversight. W.H Cross 

of Bolton, Ontario wrote the Commission to complain that his radio inspector had not 

paid enough attention to the public interest and should be more concerned with enforcing 

the licence fee "than having himself photographed with the various Toronto station 

managers."39 Putting it more bluntly, a witness at the Commission hearings at Sherbrooke 

said "the Government has fallen down on its watch-dog work."4° Therefore, the 

presentations and submissions to the Aird Commission focused mostly on ensuring the 

regulatory nature of government was non-partisan. A good example is the Canadian 

Manufacturers Association's submission which expressed the belief that: 

Since it has become an almost universal public service with many facets there is 
a unanimous expression in favour of the administration of all branches of 
overland radio service by a non-political and non-partisan Commission, 
representative, at least, of advertisers, equipment manufacturers, broadcasters 
and public.41

The Canadian National Carbon Company, which owned CKNC in Toronto, 

followed the Canadian Manufacturers Association by claiming that the "crying 

need" was for a non-political administrative body.42

Those who believed that the government should be involved in programming 

countered that radio, like national parks, ore, or oil, was a public resource on publicly 

owned territory and, therefore, needed to be used exclusively for the public's benefit.43

Such participation was not without benefit either, as the Manitoba Government had long 
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been involved in publicly subsidized government programming. It held a monopoly over 

broadcasting in the province, which was supported by the provincial radio licence fee. A 

1923 report called the arrangement "an experiment" and despite its success in Manitoba, 

no other province had developed a similar system." Some groups, most notably the 

Canadian Legion, the Trades and Labour Congress of Canada, and the United Farmers of 

Alberta, all encouraged a national system mirroring Manitoba's system.45

Those opposed to public broadcasting countered that the government had no 

business getting involved in broadcasting. R.W Ashcroft, in his role as manager of 

Toronto station CKGW, wrote in his submission to the Commission that "radio is no 

more a public utility than is a newspaper, a theatre or a church, and it is not a relevant 

object for Government ownership and operation."46 Concern over cost was also raised as 

the Commission heard that a national hook-up in the United States (the country it visited 

most similar to Canada geographically) cost $9230 per hour.47 The political debate that 

surrounded the Aird Commission, therefore, was shaped by whether or not the 

government should take an active role in broadcasting, as opposed to simply regulating 

the industry. 

When its report was issued in September 1929, the Commission concluded that 

the government should take an active role in programming. The Aird Report suggested a 

body to serve simultaneously as a regulator and a national broadcaster. Unfortunately, the 

brevity of the report (nine pages) meant that details of the body's operation were not 

provided. Specifics such as who would be in charge of the new organization, its 

administrative hierarchy, and its programming policy were not outlined in the report. 

Moreover, there is no mention of maintaining independence from parliament and 
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preventing biased or politically motivated broadcasts. King, for his part, was simply glad 

that the report was issued as quickly as it was, telling Charles Bowman that a looming 

election would be the only hindrance to tabling legislation in the House of Commons.48 It 

is likely that King was simply satisfied that the Commission had successfully set aside 

the wavelength controversies of 1927 and given the Canadian public the impression that 

the government was taking action to resolve the problems.49

Only six weeks after the Aird Report was issued, the Stock Market collapsed and 

priorities shifted away from broadcasting legislation. King made it known that he did not 

want to make radio a campaign issue and, therefore, broadcasting legislation was 

temporarily set aside. Ironically, radio still became a central focus of the campaign, as the 

1930 election was Canada's first which involved radio. Politicians could speak to the 

entire nation through coast-to-coast hook-ups and both King and Bennett used campaign 

funds in order to take advantage of this opportunity. Interestingly, many Canadians found 

that this seemed to prolong the campaign.5° University of Toronto professor Frank 

Underhill was particularly critical of radio as a campaign tool, saying that the audiences 

for these broadcasts consisted of "semi-hysterical zealots who turned out only to take part 

in an orgy of mob emotion."51

The use of radio also put greater influence on the role of party leaders. The leader 

of the party became the voice of the party as leaders were less dependent on local 

candidates to communicate with the electorate.52 Canadians no longer had to attend 

speeches and debates to learn about party platforms from local candidates as the radio 

brought the leaders into their homes to detail policy. Bennett used his superior campaign 

team, additional funds, and local connections to capitalize on radio's potential. Despite 
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the fact that "the only thing lacking in the classic image of a domineering capitalist was 

the big cigar," Bennett used his words to garner public support for his tariff policies and 

won a clear majority.53 King, on the other hand, "did not sound like a leader" and was 

unable to capitalize on the opportunity radio presented.54 Ironically, the first time King 

heard one of Bennett's speeches over the radio he was unimpressed with the 

Conservative leader, accusing him of ranting and calling the speech "claptrap from 

beginning to close."55 The campaigning did not overwhelm the medium, however, as 

both parties took great care to schedule their broadcasts around the widely popular 'Amos 

`n' Andy' to ensure at least a reasonable audience.56 While radio campaigning did not 

dominate the 1930 campaign57 and broadcasting legislation was never mentioned, the 

potential of radio as a political tool was clearly demonstrated and forever altered the face 

of Canadian politics which, as soon as 1935, had a significant impact over the nature of 

Canadian broadcasting. 

With the Conservative victory in 1930, the debate over radio broadcasting shifted 

significantly. The consensus that something would be done under the Liberals was 

replaced with questions as to whether the Conservatives would want to act on the 

recommendations of the Aird Report. Bennett and his colleagues were openly committed 

to private enterprise, while also remaining hostile to Canadian National Railway (CNR) 

President Sir Henry Thornton, one of the strongest supporters of nationalized radio for 

Canada.58 Ardent advocates of nationalization became concerned over the Conservative 

sympathy for private enterprise and used the lull following the election to organize for the 

resulting struggle over the government's role in broadcasting. 

These advocates of nationalized radio, led by Graham Spry and Alan Plaunt, 
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joined together in October 1930 to form the Canadian Radio League (CRL). Spry 

described the organization as a voluntary group designed "to give expression to public 

opinion on broadcasting policy and to urge upon the government of Canada the 

establishment of a publicly-owned system of broadcasting from sea unto sea."59 By 

December 1930, the group had quickly gained widespread support, with endorsements 

from the International Order of the Daughters of the Empire (IODE), the Native Sons of 

Canada, the Canadian Legion, several boards of trade and over forty newspapers.69 The 

group successfully reached out to everyday Canadians in order to rally, what John Herd 

Thompson argues, "more popular support for public broadcasting than any other cultural 

sovereignty cause before or since."61 People like Mrs. Bland from Calgary, a "helpless 

cripple" who wrote the Aird Commission to plead for better programming, saying her 

"only comfort is radio" and hoping that the Commission would "give this letter, which 

has caused me pain to write, consideration."62 Even the Girl Guides of Canada endorsed 

the CRL position, saying in 1929 that they hoped a system similar to the BBC would be 

established by the Canadian government.63

It was not the support of average Canadians that made the CRL such a powerful 

instrument (although it did help), but rather its ability to lobby and influence members of 

Bennett's government. Vipond calls Spry and Plaunt "master lobbyists" who used their 

vast contacts to gain access to politicians.64 The main target of the lobby was Prime 

Minister Bennett and in order to "bamboozle" him into implementing the Aird Report.65

The group used personal channels to reach the Prime Minister. The fact that Spry's father 

had been friends with Bennett in Calgary gave the two an instant connection and trust 

that Spry used to great advantage.66 In addition, William Herridge, Bennett's brother-in-
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law and good friend of CRL member Charles Bowman, became an open supporter of the 

CRL in 1931. According to Austin Weir, this was critical because he became another 

channel to the Prime Minister.°  Spry even studied the daily habits of the Prime Minister 

in order to have 'chance encounters' with Bennett. He confessed to the CBC in 1961 that 

he would figure out when Bennett was having his massage at the Chateau Laurier and 

schedule one for himself at the same time.68

The CRL appealed to those who advocated full government control of radio, as 

well as people concerned with government monopoly. This was accomplished by 

supporting vagueness where possible. For example, unlike the Aird Report, the CRL 

advocated allowing local private stations to continue broadcasting with government 

oversight.69 While the CRL did not take a firm stance on the issue, such a policy would 

ease the fears of people like Mr. Hayes, who testified to the Aird Commission in 

Sherbrooke, Quebec that: 

In England they tell me at stated hours there are stated programmes and that 
some time of the day, night or week, there is a dead spot and you must not listen 
at all. The Government say what and when you must listen-in. We do not want 
anything like the BBC.7°

By trying to ease concerns about government monopoly and political control over the 

airwaves, the CRL garnered increased public support and, therefore, greater political 

influence. Even though it occasionally required the group to support ambiguous policy, it 

was the most effective way to garner widespread support. Nash calls the CRL's efforts "a 

classic example of effective lobbying, bridging many diverse and sometimes opposing 

viewpoints, far outdoing anything private radio had mounted."7I

Nash is right to say that the CRL was the most effective lobby, but supporters of 
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private radio put up a pretty good fight too. Private radio interests were primarily 

represented by the Canadian Association of Broadcasters (CAB), first established in 

1926. The primary voice for this group was R.W Ashcroft. The CAB represented 

approximately forty stations, mostly in Ontario and Quebec, and rallied around the idea 

of an improved regulatory commission and better self-regulation in lieu of complete 

government contro1.72 Their submission to the Aird Commission called for "legislation 

[to] be enacted for the purpose of creating a permanent non-political, non-partisan 

Commission on Radio Broadcasting in Canada," and that the Commission "be 

empowered to regulate the conduct of radio broadcasting in Canada."73

Ironically, in one important aspect the CAB and CRL were working towards a 

common goal. Both groups called for increased government oversight in radio, simply 

disagreeing as to whether or not the government should become involved in network 

programming. The two sides went head-to-head in the January 24, 1931 issue of Saturday 

Night, where both R.W Ashcroft and Graham Spry published articles (right beside each 

other no less) offering their views of how the government should proceed in regard to 

radio. Ashcroft's piece, entitled "Nationalization Would Open the Way for the Broadcast 

of Political Propaganda in the Interest of the Party in Power," argued that the BBC was a 

failure and implementing a similar system in Canada would not be in the best interest of 

Canadians. He attacked the CRL and supporters of government ownership for having no 

"practical knowledge of and experience in broadcasting," and therefore they did not have 

the authority to speak on such an important issue.74 Spry's article, entitled 

"Nationalization Would Give Canada a Well-Ordered System That Would Eliminate 

Direct Advertising," argued that government ownership would result in higher quality 
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programming and less wavelength interference. Countering Ashcroft's claim of 

ignorance, Spry noted that the CRL's authority to express public opinion because it "has 

the support of the leaders of every phase of Canadian life, business, finance, labour, 

farmers, universities, schools, national associations, listeners clubs and 53 newspapers 

with a circulation of over two million."75 The two sides battled through 1931 and 

following the Privy Council decision (to be discussed in the next chapter) Bennett was 

ready to go to Parliament to decide which side had best made their case. 

On March 2, 1932, Bennett announced that a special parliamentary committee 

would begin meetings nine days later to decide on radio legislation. The committee 

consisted of five Conservatives, three Liberals and one member of the United Farmers of 

Alberta. While the members' views on radio were not clear, Spry was optimistic because 

he claimed to be on good terms with most of them.76 Spry had reason to be optimistic as 

not only was he friendly with several members of the Committee, but he had also gained 

the support of three Cabinet Ministers, R.J Manion, E.N Rhodes, and Sir George Perley, 

two members of the Supreme Court and Arthur Meighen.77 With such extensive support 

in Ottawa, coupled with a presentation to the Committee that Weir describes as "a 

carefully thought-out and integrated plan," the CRL dominated the proceedings.78 A key 

point of emphasis for Graham Spry was that nobody within the CRL was actively looking 

for a job within their proposed government system, which allowed the group "to be 

amicable most of the time."79

T.J Allard notes that the CAB and their supporters were essentially helpless 

against the onslaught of the CRL. He writes that "no more difficult a situation could be 

imagined [as] the Radio League dominated the proceedings."8° Private broadcasters were 
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left to hope that the Committee propose a non-partisan board that would allow the 

continuation of local private stations. Groups such as the Radio Manufacturers 

Association of Canada (RMA), the Association of Canadian Advertisers (ACA) and the 

Canadian Manufacturers Association (CMA) all made presentations stressing the need for 

non-partisanship with any government involvement in radio while also suggesting 

government subsidies for private expansion.81 The only advantage for the CAB and their 

supporters was the proposed cost of the system, which in 1929 was $1,191,400 and did 

not include programming costs, an amount that would have undoubtedly caused some 

members of the committee to pause given the economic situation in 1932.82

Once the committee tabled its report, the subsequent bill passed with only E.J 

Young of Weyburn, Saskatchewan casting a dissenting vote. The Canadian Radio 

Broadcasting Act of 1932 established the Canadian Radio Broadcasting Commission 

(CRBC). The legislation gave the Commission the "power to carry on the business of 

broadcasting in Canada," but left the power "to regulate and control broadcasting in 

Canada carried on by any person whatever, including His Majesty in the right of province 

or of the Dominion" with the Minister of Marine and Fisheries." Ironically, both the 

CAB and CRL were satisfied with the legislation. For the CAB, the replacement of the 

Department of Marine with CRBC was a measure supporters of nationalization could not 

oppose, despite the fact that private broadcasters got to continue programming and 

received the non-partisan regulatory board they had been calling for.84 For the CRL, the 

legislation may not have been exactly what they wanted, but, as Nolan argues, it "was a 

pragmatic approach to the problem of restructuring the broadcast system that included the 

interests of the private stations.85 Liberal Party member Vincent Massey even wrote to 
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Spry to thank him for his lobbying efforts, saying "all of us who believe in radio as a 

national service owe you a debt of gratitude for the self-sacrificing and skilful work 

which you have done in the last few years."86 While both groups were satisfied in 1932, 

the CRL had advanced further in their lobbying efforts by convincing R.B Bennett, a 

leader who held tight control over his caucus, to have his party support a nationalized 

radio network.87 Bennett's strong influence over his caucus is especially evident in this 

case as many Conservatives remained sympathetic to private broadcasters despite voting 

for the bill. Bennett's personal support for private enterprise lost to his strong sense of 

nationalism as American influence over broadcasting increased in the 1930s. 

Everyone involved in the 1932 Committee agreed on one aspect of the legislation, 

that the new CRBC had to be a non-partisan board.88 There was some early success, as 

the Christmas Broadcast of 1932 helped people forget about the previous year and 

created some good-will towards the CRBC. Sir George Perley even wrote to Chairman 

Hector Charlesworth to thank him for the successful broadcast.89 Unfortunately for the 

CRBC and the Bennett government, this was one of the last instances of public goodwill 

expressed towards the Commission. The first political controversy for the CRBC came 

just after Bennett appointed its three commissioners. Bennett took great care to ensure 

that the appointments not be perceived as political favours. Charlesworth recalled a party 

where Bennett snapped at a suggestion that his appointment was politically motivated, 

saying "Mr. Charlesworth has nothing to do with politics! The Radio Commission is not 

a political body, and was never intended to be!"9° The appointments of Charlesworth as 

Chairman and Arthur Steel, a radio engineer, as Commissioner did not meet with much 

resistance, but the third member and Vice-Chairman, Thomas Maher, received plenty of 
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opposition. In the eyes of some, the appointment of Maher, editor of the French 

Conservative paper Le Journal, politicized the Commission. Given that Maher had served 

as a Conservative candidate in the riding of Charlevoix-Saguenay in Quebec during the 

1930 election, the appointment was generally viewed as a political favour. Weir goes 

further by arguing that the appointment was the first step in the politicization of the 

CRBC.91 There were quick calls to revoke the appointment in order to keep politics out of 

the national broadcaster. The Toronto Telegram ran a June 9, 1933 editorial in which it 

claimed that the Commission would quickly "become a political pig-skin."92 In 

December 1933, Canadian Business magazine ran a fictional short story in which 

partisan broadcasting failed, at one point bluntly stating that "the difficulty with the 

scheme, up to this point, has been that it hasn't worked."93 Bennett could have easily 

avoided the backlash by- taking greater care in his appointments. Selecting Thomas 

Maher, despite his being qualified, was a poor decision because of the appearance of 

partisanship. A much more pragmatic choice would have been Augustin Frigon, one of 

the members of the Aird Commission. Frigon was well acquainted with the social issues 

surrounding broadcasting as well as the technical aspects and, just like Maher, would 

have satisfied the demand for a French-Canadian member of the Commission. There is no 

evidence that Frigon would have been interested in the position, but given Bennett's 

emphatic statement that appointments to the CRBC were not partisan favours, it would 

have been worth while to inquire before selecting a Conservative newspaperman. 

In addition to the politicization that took place through appointments, the 

government actively interfered with the finances of the new body. Bennett wrote to 

Charlesworth in November 1932 warning him that the Cabinet felt the Commissioners' 
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salaries were too high and might push for cuts given the uncertain economic times." It 

did not take long for the Cabinet to act, as it threatened to cut the CRBC's million dollar 

budget in half while Bennett was out of the country in 1933. Charlesworth threatened to 

quit, and the Cabinet backed off.95 It did not matter that the funds used for the CRBC 

were not coming out tax dollars (the Commission's funds came from the $3 licence fee 

charged to all radio owners); it was the impression of public money going towards 

broadcasting that troubled some people. Allan McPherson, a citizen of Orillia, Ontario, 

wrote the Prime Minister: 

We look on radio as a luxury and we can get along without it, especially in these 
times of depression and want, and the expense of a commission and all it carries 
with it is tremendous, high salaries and expenses and they will increase and 
expand, whereas the money collected for licences could be applied to the 
Countries debt or some more needful purpose. If a vote of the Country was 
taken I am sure there would be an overwhelming majority to stop or do away 
with the radio commission. It was not needed and if one did not like what was 
on turn to another or stop.96

At the end of the 1933-1934 fiscal year, the CRBC's total expenditures were 

$1,128,591.64, which left an estimated one million dollar surplus from licence fees.97 The 

Commission, however, did not have control of that money, as the 1932 Act stated that all 

Commission funds would be "appropriated by Parliament."98 Rather than invest the 

surplus back into the broadcasting system, which David Ellis argues would have paid for 

a national chain of high-powered stations over a ten-year period, Parliament kept the 

funds and reallocated them to other areas.99 Charlesworth would call Parliament's action 

"a stunning shot in the chin," and it would serve as an example of how the calls for a non-

partisan board free from government inclusion had not been heard.1°°

In his biography of R.B Bennett, Ernest Watkins calls the Prime Minister a poor 
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administrator, who was especially unable to delegate work.1°1 His desire to control all 

aspects of the government was a contributing factor to the lack of independence given to 

the Commission by the 1932 Bill. Nash notes that the CRBC was viewed as vulnerable to 

Parliament and the virtual unanimous support for the Commission quickly disintegrated 

into partisan squabbling.102 Charlesworth and his fellow Commissioners1°3 were under 

constant pressure from Conservative MPs who were looking for favours for their friends, 

from Halifax to Regina and points in between.'°4 One of the reasons MPs could influence 

the Commission was because the board did not have financial independence from 

Parliament. Every expense had to be approved by the government and, therefore, the 

CRBC acted more like a government department than the independent agency it was 

designed to be. For example, in July 1933 Arthur Steel wrote the Prime Minister to ask 

permission to hire sixteen staffers to fill various positions, including engineers, writers, 

electricians, and five regional programme directors.1°5 Such positions were essential to 

the success of the CRBC (especially the regional programme directors) and the fact that 

the Commission had to have the expenditures approved by Parliament demonstrates its 

lack of independence. In addition, its ability to deny required funds demonstrates the 

government's undue influence over the Commission, which could easily create the 

appearance of partisanship. 

Despite the clear political problems associated with the CRBC, the Conservative 

government, as well as the Commission itself, continued to claim that all was well. The 

1934 Annual Report of the CRBC claimed that increased public interest in radio was 

"indicative of an increasingly sympathetic interest in the work of the Commission."1°6

Experts of the interwar period John Herd Thompson and Allen Seager argue that the 
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Conservative Party was so impressed with the CRBC that it began changing course on 

policy, using the Bank of Canada Act as an example.107 Yet this early optimism quickly 

changed after the IBSA was again barred from the airwaves, this time by Hector 

Charlesworth. An internal CRBC memo was forwarded to the Prime Minister in March 

1933 informing that: 

Speeches of one Judge Rutherford [President of IBSA], foreign social agitator, 
must not be broadcast by Canadian stations until the continuity or records of 
same are submitted to the Canadian Radio Broadcasting Commission for 
approval.: 08 

The IBSA quickly condemned the act and accused the government of censorship while 

portraying Charlesworth as a dictator trying to keep them off the air.1°9 Letters quickly 

poured into the Prime Minister's office, with one letter from Montreal warning Bennett 

that his attempts at censorship would be unsuccessful as "the Truth ... shall from age to 

age endure."11° Two days after that letter was written, the popular radio journal The 

Golden Age published an article entitled "Canada's Impossible Radio Censor, Hector 

Charlesworth," where the author compared Charlesworth to Judas and hoped he would 

repent "before he finally takes the irrevocable step of complete wilful ambushment [sic] 

of those who are committed to the service of the Most High God."111

The negative press, combined with increased public dissatisfaction with the 

CRBC, caused some of its early supporters to sour and lament its lack of political 

independence. Plaunt, for one, felt that the major problem facing the Commission was its 

lack of independence from government.112 In an attempt to cure the ailments of the 

CRBC the government convened a special parliamentary committee in 1934. The 

submissions were predictable. The CAB pushed for the government to relinquish its 
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programming role in favour of non-partisan regulation, calling the CRBC a waste of 

money in a rigid economy and calling it a "public nuisance" rather than a "public 

service."113 The CRL, on the other hand, called for a reorganization of the CRBC into a 

new body with "the powers of a private corporation and the functions of a public 

utility."114 Both groups agreed that the broadcasting body, in any form, had to be non-

political and non-partisan. The major suggestion made by the committee in its final report 

was that the CRBC's "business could be best conducted by a General Manager," in order 

to increase the body's independence from the government.115 The Bennett Government 

did not heed the warning, however, and thereby set the stage for a political controversy 

that would rock the CRBC. 

The Bennett Government borrowed American President Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt's strategy of using the radio as a political tool. From the beginning of his 

presidency in 1933, FDR used the radio to announce his New Deal. His 'Fireside Chats' 

were immensely popular in both the United States and Canada, as the man who "was 

made for radio" reassured the public that the Depression would pass.116 Mirroring the 

President's approach, Bennett's June 8, 1934 speech to the Canadian Manufacturers 

Association was broadcast nationally. The Prime Minister told the nation that everyone 

was suffering from the Depression, thereby encouraging community action as "all men 

are our brother and we do not live unto ourselves alone."117 As the crisis continued, 

Bennett again took to the airwaves in January 1935 with a five-part series outlining his 

New Deal, which he paid for personally.118 1935 was also an election year in Canada and 

Bennett wanted to introduce inventive new campaigning techniques before the October 

vote. The Conservative leader enlisted the J.J Gibbons Ltd. Advertising Agency to create 
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a series of programmes designed to capture the attention of the Canadian people while 

also getting the Conservative message across. R.A Stapells developed the now infamous 

`Mr Sage' broadcasts, a series of programmes where a fictional man sat on his porch 

convincing Liberal supporters to vote for the Conservatives. Glassford describes the Mr. 

Sage character as "a small-town philosopher who debated with and converted lifelong 

Liberals to the support of the Conservative cause with homespun but apparently 

irrefutable logic."119 In the series' first broadcast, Mr. Sage discusses politics with "his 

old friend Bill," a staunch Liberal. Through his so called 'irrefutable logic,' such as 

accusing King of "fiddling while Rome burned" during his time as Prime Minister, Mr. 

Sage convinced Bill that "there'll be just one answer" on polling day — "Bennett."12°

The thin-skinned King was aware that the 1935 campaign would be a tough fight, 

but took great exception to the Mr. Sage broadcasts, not only for their content, but also 

for their administration.' z' Even though the Conservative Party paid for the programmes, 

the Liberals took the fact that the CRBC produced and aired the programmes as a sign of 

the clear partisanship of the Commission. In addition, casting CRBC drama director 

Rupert Lucas as the voice of Mr. Sage in the first two episodes infuriated King and the 

Liberal Party.122 The Liberals' anger was completely justified, especially since the 

broadcasts were not identified as political advertisements. Therefore, listeners were led to 

believe that the CRBC programming department was sympathetic to the Conservative 

Party, something that directly contradicted the 1932 legislation. It would appear as 

though the Conservatives may not have been surprised by the intense reaction to the 

initial programme, not only from the Liberals, but also the general public. Only four days 

after the first broadcast, Bennett was informed that the CRBC had been inundated with 
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requests for transcripts. The Conservatives were wary of releasing the transcript, as the 

copy Bennett received was accompanied by a letter informing him that it would be 

"appreciate[d] if you would preserve or destroy this dialogue as [we] do not wish them to 

get into circulation."123

In the overall picture of the 1935 election the Mr. Sage broadcasts did not play a 

major role. Anger over the Depression was a better indicator of why Canadians swept 

King back into office. Still stung by the content of the broadcasts, King denounced the 

system that allowed them to be aired and made certain that changes would be made to the 

structure of government broadcasting in Canada.124 It was certainly pleasant news to 

Plaunt, who felt the CRL's "baby" had been destroyed by the "ignoramus Charlesworth 

and that betrayer Bennett."125

As quickly as King announced his intention to reshape broadcasting, the two 

principal lobbies prepared for the upcoming battle. They wasted no time as C.D Howe, 

the new Minister of Transport, was quickly inundated with material from the CRL, CAB, 

Bell, CNR, CPR, CBS, NBC and the Canadian Press.126 The CAB felt they had the upper 

hand because of several personal relationships between the Minister and members of the 

organization, but the CRL simply went over his head to the Prime Minister.127 Spry had 

left the CRL to work as a Co-operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF) organizer, so it 

was Plaunt who went on "an obsessive mission to recapture the Radio League's 

broadcasting dreams of five years earlier."128 While the loss of a key contributor could 

not help Plaunt, the fact that 1935 Ottawa was a small town helped him overcome Spry's 

departure. Plaunt befriended King's assistant private secretary Edward Pickering, 

allowing him nearly unlimited access to the Prime Minister.129 
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Plaunt was not only constantly in the ear of the Prime Minister, but his 

fingerprints were all over the 1936 Parliamentary committee on Radio. The committee's 

Chairman, Paul Martin, was a CRL supporter and Plaunt took advantage by forwarding 

questions and having Martin steer the proceedings the way Plaunt wanted.13° In addition, 

following Plaunt's presentation, King sent a memo to the Committee encouraging 

members to implement the CRL's proposa1.131 The CAB argued that the government 

should withdraw from broadcasting with "the principle of Government control and 

supervision . . . retained."132 From all accounts, however, such statements paled in 

comparison to the calls for an independent national public broadcaster coming from the 

CRL. 

Nolan notes that the Mr. Sage broadcasts were an ominous presence during the 

1936 Committee.133 In response to criticism about the broadcasts, Charlesworth defended 

the CRBC by saying that the "Commission adopted such remedies as lay within its 

power, but it is obvious that the present practices in connection with political 

broadcasting are by no means ideal and that wider regulatory measures in connection 

therewith should be seriously considered."134 Such a frank statement from a man who had 

supported his Commission so vehemently in the past was undoubtedly telling and well 

received by Plaunt. In the end, the Committee supported keeping regulatory powers with 

the new broadcasting authority, while giving licensing and wavelength allocation to C.D 

Howe and the Department of Transport.135

The new body would be called the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, which, in 

the words of Spry, would be "independent, impartial but not controversial, and ultimately 

responsible to Parliament, more like a university than a government agency."I36 The 1936 
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Bill ensured that the financial constraints placed upon the CRBC would not reoccur, as 

the CBC had freedom in staffing, purchasing programmes and building stations."' In 

addition, Section 22.3 of the 1936 Broadcasting Act explicitly stated that "dramatized 

political broadcasts are prohibited."138 And even though seven of the nine members 

appointed to the first CBC board of governors were Liberals, the Corporation began its 

life as a neutral state institution in the eyes of a majority of Canadians.139 The 1937 CBC 

Annual Report noted increased support from the press as well as the implementation of 

provisions on public broadcasting, both of which were viewed as a success for King and 

the Liberals.14° Ironically, Thompson and Seager attribute the switch from the CRBC to a 

more independent body to the lobbying efforts of the CRL.141

The CBC was (and is) by no means perfect. Michael Bliss notes wartime 

problems with the CBC used as a tool of the government.142 Such a perception could have 

been expected because of the relationship between the federal government and the 

national broadcaster; as Raboy notes "the evolution of the CBC was marked by its 

relationship with government."143 In addition, the initiation of publicly funded 

broadcasting by the Bennett government, along with the Bank of Canada and Canadian 

Wheat Board, significantly altered the government-business relationship.144 The lines 

between private and public enterprise had blurred and it was important for the 

government not only to participate in these endeavours, but also to assure the public that 

there were no partisan favours being handed out. 

In the case of broadcasting, the government failed on both accounts. Political 

interference began with the reshuffling of wavelengths in Toronto in 1927 and continued 

until the 1935 election. In addition, the public identified other areas, censorship of the 
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IBSA and CRBC appointments, where they felt the government became too involved in 

the day-to-day administration of broadcasting. This resulted in an enormous emphasis in 

1936 to ensure political autonomy for the CBC. Given the government's history of 

involvement, creating a public broadcaster funded by the government, yet still 

independent of it, was the best way to ensure both national broadcasting as well as non-

partisanship. Therefore, the creation of the CBC was a form of protection. One thing it 

protected was Canadians from their politicians. While political interference could be 

managed through laws and regulations, issues of language and regional identity, on the 

other hand, required more innovative and sensitive solutions. 
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Chapter 4: 

Unity Through Ambiguity: Language and Regional Tensions 

In the late nineteenth century, one of the critical elements in Sir John A. 

Macdonald's National Policy was uniting the nation. He tried to overcome the deep 

geographical and cultural divisions that separate Canada's regions and language groups. 

Macdonald was the first in a long line of Canadian Prime Ministers who tried to bring the 

nation together and overcome these differences. These problems were not even unique to 

Macdonald, as Lord Durham, Governor General of British North America, dealt with 

similar issues in his 1839 report that recommended uniting Upper and Lower Canada. 

These past debates help demonstrate how controversies over language and regional 

differences have long existed in Canada. These issues often enter into important debates 

over policy and procedure within the federal government. The development of radio was 

no exception. Language and regional tensions played a prominent role in developing the 

national radio system. The quantity of French broadcasting, the spread of transmitting 

stations, and regional content in national programming were all issues that needed 

resolution before a national broadcaster could hope to successfully bridge Canada's 

linguistic and geographic divides. By addressing these issues however, politicians and 

cultural authorities created a national consciousness through broadcasting. 

Ray Barfield argues that the United States effectively bridged regional divides 

through radio, saying that 'city' broadcasts were welcomed in the Deep South and 

quenched a thirst "for something beyond the familiar landscape and the rituals of working 

and social life."' There were some issues associated with different regions coming 

together for the first time. For example, Susan Douglas notes the diversity of 
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pronunciation in the United States led each region to believe the others were speaking 

incorrectly.2 Such minor problems (by 1930 NBC and CBS had a standard of radio 

pronunciation) did not overshadow the positive impact of linking the United States 

through the new medium and early attempts in Canada tried to simulate this success. 

Canada's two national railway companies, the Canadian National Railway (CNR) and 

Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR), both experimented with radio networks for their 

passengers. Robert Bothwell and William Kilbourn argue that this was not simply a tactic 

used to increase passengers as both railways looked to bind regions together in order to 

"help create a sense of nationhood."3 But what that 'sense' was, was not clear. Marc 

Raboy argues that language blurred English-Canada's view of Canada as a struggling 

nation because in Quebec, Canada was the oppressor.4 Therefore, radio's task was not 

simply bridging the geographic divide of the country, but also trying to come to terms 

with the mixed national vision. As Robert Fortner argues, radio raised serious moral 

questions about nationhood and separateness. Was it more important to be French or 

English Canadian rather than simply Canadian — assuming 'Canadian-ness' even 

existed?5

Before the federal government involved itself in radio policy in 1928, 

broadcasting in Canada was reserved for those living in cities and towns. People in rural 

areas of the country, especially in the West, were often unable to pick up any signal — and 

if they could it would usually be American. The unfortunate part of rural western 

Canadians being unable to receive Canadian programmes was that it was they who most 

needed the service. T.J Allard argues that the "sparse population, vast distances and the 

harsh Prairie climate" made broadcasting "infinitely more significant in Western Canada 
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in the early years than it had been in most other parts of the country."6 This was not just a 

problem for those living in the West who wanted access to Canadian programming, but 

also to nationalists in the East looking to foster greater national unity. Elton Johnson's 

1924 Maclean 's article entitled "Canada's Radio Consciousness" argued that radio in 

Canada was not doing enough to promote national unity. He pointed out that "the man 

who can swing from Cleveland to New York to Montreal to Zion City in five minutes 

must inevitably lose some of his narrow-minded, parochial instincts," and, therefore, 

there needs to be more inter-provincial broadcasting: "The result [of exclusively local 

broadcasting] is that the Ontario fan, as far as radio education goes, retains his Ontario 

point of view with only an occasional interruption from speakers and artists in other 

provinces."7

For major events, there were some early attempts to link the country together. The 

famous Jack Dempsey and Gene Tunney heavyweight fight in September 1927 was a 

classic example. Fifty-five stations across North America networked to broadcast the 

fight, with people in normally diverse areas simultaneously listening in. For example, 

people in Yorkton, Saskatchewan huddled into garages and restaurants to hear the blow-

by-blow call of the fight just as their compatriots could do in Toronto bars.8 The CNR, 

whose radio network was more extensive than the CPR, played a key role in establishing 

the national hook-ups for these events. The CNR took the lead in linking twenty-three 

stations across the country to broadcast the Canadian Diamond Jubilee celebrations from 

Ottawa in 1927. Wayne Schmalz called it the CNR's most important contribution to 

Canadian nationalism.9 Interestingly, the Jubilee Celebration, despite its great success, 

lacked French. While it is not clear how much, if at all, the politicians who addressed the 
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nation spoke in French, the official schedule of events included only one French song, 

Wive la Canadienne,' during the day's official broadcast. In the evening's Carillon 

selection, which began at 10:30, the `Bytown Quartette' presented three French songs, 

`Youp, Youp, Sur la Riviere,"En Roulant ma Boule,' and `Alouette.'1° The group was 

last on the schedule and, therefore, it is likely that they did not perform until well after 

midnight, meaning a large portion of the country probably slept through their 

performance. This lack of French during the broadcast does not appear to have been an 

issue, as the joy of the celebration and the success in linking the country far over-

shadowed any potential discontent from French-Canadians. One possibility is that the 

lack of any documentation dealing with complaints about the broadcast from French 

Canadians is a result of the programme's success. Even if there were criticisms of the 

broadcast, it was clear they would fall on deaf ears. 

As the focus moved off the Jubilee broadcast towards the Aird Commission, the 

government began to concentrate on the argument that in order for broadcasting to foster 

national unity, all Canadians, and especially those in rural Canada, needed access to the 

system.11 Arguing that expanding radio's reach to rural Canada was the sole regional 

factor in the expansion of broadcasting, however, would discount important local 

considerations. As Greg Marc Nielson notes, there was a double cultural context, 

composed of regional and national interests, in which the birth of radio must be 

situated.I2 Most of the regional concern came from Quebec, but the Maritime provinces 

were also hesitant to sign on. The key for the Maritimes was the retention of local 

stations because of their importance to the local economy. In addition to using radio for 

at-sea communication, fishers relied on local stations for weather and fishing updates, 
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which they feared may be lost in a nationalized radio system.13 While still concerned, 

some in the Maritimes believed that national radio might actually help local stations, with 

the Halifax Chronicle reporting in 1928 that national radio "not only would be of 

advantage to the users of radio throughout the country but would place the broadcasting 

enterprise on solid and permanent foundation as an important public utility," thereby 

securing the local station's role as a key source of information.14 Even some in Toronto 

recognized this need, with one witness at the Aird Commission's Toronto hearing saying 

that "the West is just as much entitled to service as the East," and that the government 

needs to overcome the "handicap" of the large unpopulated area between North Bay and 

Fort William, Ontario to achieve a national system.15

Such interest in maintaining local stations is an interesting aspect of the Aird 

Commission. While it did hear plenty of support for national radio, the Commission also 

heard presentations requesting the continuation of local stations. For example, the 

Sherbrooke Board of Trade called for a national system of high-powered stations 

controlled by municipal governments, which would help local businesses sell products.16

"In the interest of the radio public," the Western Ontario Better Radio Club called for a 

three-tiered system of broadcasting, allowing for national, regional, and local 

broadcasts." Such a system would allow for a national voice, but maintain, and in certain 

situations legitimize, local concerns and sensitivities. For example, a listener in Alberta is 

not going to be overly concerned about fishing conditions off the coast of Newfoundland, 

but if local stations closed in favour of a national hook-up, that information would be 

heard in Alberta just as Prairie crop conditions would be heard in Victoria. By allowing 

local programming, regional interests could be addressed while national airtime could be 
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reserved for wider issues. 

There were also concerns about programme content. For example, W.H Cross, 

writing from Bolton, Ontario, supported local stations, saying, "Nearly all the 

entertainment presented from Toronto stations is beneath contempt, and foreign visitors 

may well be pardoned for considering us a nation of morons."18 Cross felt that Toronto 

stations broadcast too much music, especially jazz, and felt his local stations were better 

suited to broadcast programmes that met his taste. In addition, at the Halifax hearing, the 

representative of the Halifax County Radio Association, in supporting a national system, 

was quick to note that "we have no desire to do anything to interfere with our local 

station[s]; they are filling a much needed want."19

The national unity potential of radio, however, made it nearly impossible for the 

Commission to call exclusively for local radio. For broadcasting to be an effective 

instrument of national unity all Canadians need access and only the federal government 

can provide that.2° The Hamilton Spectator believed that the benefits of a national system 

would be two-fold. It would "bring the sister provinces closer together, while the United 

States and the world would hear Canada on the air."21 However, the Canadian 

Association of Broadcasters (CAB), sensitive to the regional realities of Canada in the 

1920s, stressed that any government body dealing with radio had to represent all parts of 

the country, lest one region be ignored.22 The CNR took pride in already establishing a 

national network while respecting local sensitivities — informing the Commission it had 

"[maintained] local staffs, [engaged] local talent, etc," with the biggest product of 

remaining local being the development of a French chain from the east end of Ontario all 

the way through the province of Quebec.23 
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Perhaps unknowingly, the CNR clearly outlined a critical factor in maintaining 

local stations — the need for French. Bilingual broadcasting was not only a hot topic in 

Quebec, as French-Canadian groups across the country called for any national system to 

carry French from coast-to-coast. For example, the French-Canadian Association of 

Alberta informed the Commission that "in order to indicate the bilingual characteristic of 

the Canadian nation and the equal rights of the French and English in the Dominion, the 

announcing of each number on the programme should be made in English and French."24

The Association d'Education des canadiens-francais du Manitoba went further in calling 

for "un programme de Francais par semaine."25 These types of arguments were few and 

far between for the Aird Commission. More frequently, discussion dealing with regional 

issues focused mostly on establishing a national network, which should remain sensitive 

to local realities. As Michael Nolan points out, the correspondence between commission 

secretary Donald Manson and Aird indicates "an eagerness to harness broadcasting for 

the purpose of nation-building."26 Vipond argues that the final report's emphasis on 

updating technical equipment and expanding coverage was a means of comforting the 

Prairies and Maritimes, where concern over local stations existed.27

The final report compromised on the question of which level of government 

should be responsible for broadcasting. As Vipond points out, the federal government 

was charged with regulating transmissions, wavelengths, and other matters affecting 

more than one province, while provincial governments were given control of 

programming.28 During the Commission's cross-country tour, seven of the nine 

provincial governments resolved to enter into negotiations with the federal government in 

order to organize radio for the public good — the only two hold outs were Quebec and 
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New Brunswick. The New Brunswick government simply felt that broadcasting should 

be under provincial jurisdiction, informing the Commission that: 

the Government of New Brunswick, while insisting that constitutionally the 
Provinces are not subject to any legislative or executive interference, in dealing 
with the subject of broadcasting, except in time of war, is of opinion that co-
operation between the Provinces and the Dominion would be beneficial in 
promoting National mutual understanding and education, and the Government is 
willing to enter into conference to ascertain the best method by which these 
objects may be attained.29

Therefore, New Brunswick left the door open to a federal system under the right 

circumstances. The Quebec government, on the other hand, did not. In 1929 Quebec 

passed an act enabling it to establish a provincially controlled system and in 1931 took 

control of all licensing issues within the province. The federal government took the 

question to the Canadian Supreme Court, successfully arguing that the 'peace, order, and 

good government' clause of the British North America Act gave the federal government 

control over communications.30 Even though the federal government successfully 

reclaimed control over broadcasting, Charles Bowman recalls a conversation with the 

new Prime Minister in which Bennett expressed his belief that the provincial versus 

federal problem would ultimately have to be resolved by the Privy Counci1.31

Bennett was right as the case eventually found its way to the Privy Council. This 

time, however, New Brunswick and Ontario offered financial and legal support to the 

provincial jurisdiction cause. New Brunswick's involvement was not surprising given its 

original attitude, but the Ontario government had previously been open to the idea of 

federal control. Margaret Prang argues that Ontario was actually the "key battleground" 

between the Canadian Association of Broadcasters (CAB) and the Canadian Radio 

League (CRL). While Quebec came in a close second, nearly half of the Conservative 
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members in the House of Commons came from Ontario, most of whom supported private 

enterprise.32 In addition, Ontario, particularly the Windsor-Toronto-Ottawa corridor, was 

the best serviced area of the country and it is likely that some provincial officials were 

wary of a possible backlash if that system were disrupted. 

Also well served by private broadcasting, Quebec objected to federal control 

mostly on the grounds of language. Vipond notes that Quebecers tended to be sceptical of 

English Canada and were concerned with whether French service would be provided by a 

federal system.33 Given the lack of French during the Diamond Jubilee broadcast, these 

concerns were warranted. Some have argued, however, that Quebec Premier Louis-

Alexandre Taschereau had some more selfish motivations for fighting over radio. Raboy 

argues that Quebec's 1931 legislation over licences was "the Taschereau government ... 

seeking to stake out a position in the field."34 Prang argues that radio simply became part 

of Taschereau's war with the federal government, which dealt primarily with how to best 

utilize the resources of the St Lawrence River.35 In addition, Austin Weir noted that radio 

was an opportunity for Quebec to further distance itself from Ottawa.36 It was perhaps in 

their haste to show up the federal government that Taschereau and his staff chose to 

ignore their strongest point in the case before the Privy Council, education. 

Given that education falls under provincial jurisdiction in Canada, Quebec would 

have been best to argue the educational benefits of radio in order to establish its case, for 

which it would have had plenty of material. Educational groups, along with the Roman 

Catholic Church and a majority of Protestant ones, felt that radio was best used when it 

was informing the nation.37 During its travels the Aird Commission heard plenty of 

statements dealing with radio's educational potential. During the hearing at Sherbrooke, 
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for instance, Aird expressed his belief that a weekly educational lecture "would be very 

beneficial" and his belief "that the question of a service for educational purposes will be a 

very important one in the minds of the Government." CFRB, Toronto's largest station, 

presented the Aird Commission with three forms of educational broadcasting: 

Government Departmental Broadcasting, University Broadcasting, and Public and High 

School Broadcasting.38 Rather than follow this line of argument, which most historians 

agree would have been Quebec's best course, the case became a constitutional battle 

between Quebec's Radio Act and the federal Radiotelegraph Act of 1913 and the 

International Radio-Telegraph Convention of 1927.39

Concerned over the possibilities associated with a decision in favour of provincial 

authority, the CRL became involved in the case by sending CRL member and Montreal 

lawyer Brooke Claxton to London to argue the case for federal control. CRL leaders had 

previously supported vagueness on the provincial-federal question over fear of losing 

critical support in Quebec. With the possibility of losing a national system, however, they 

felt they had little choice but to intervene.40 Through their strategic ambiguity the CRL 

could rely on support from across the country in their efforts at the Privy Council. The 

CRL was careful about the measure, as Graham Spry consulted with prominent Quebec 

attorney and future Prime Minister Louis St. Laurent and Georges Pelletier, editor of Le 

Devoir, before sending Claxton to London. Both St. Laurent and Pelletier gave their 

support to the CRL's decision.41 In addition to radio, the CRL felt the Privy Council case 

was an excellent opportunity to strengthen the authority of the federal government. As 

Prang argues, "the radio case presented a chance to argue for Dominion power."42 Within 

Quebec there was support for the provincial case. La Presse and local CPR officials 
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voiced their support for local, private stations, arguing that a national system would be an 

oppressive product forced on Quebec by English Canada." 

In the end, the federal government retained control over radio. Nolan argues that 

the critical factor was a clause in section 92 of the British North America Act that 

"exempts Lines of Steam or other ships, railways, canals, [and] telegraphs from 

provincial jurisdiction."44 While the case cleared the way for the federal government to 

enact legislation over radio, Raboy argues that it had larger cultural implications. He 

believes that "the struggle took on the allure of a holy conflict over the very nature of 

Confederation" with the decision resting at the centre of Canadian dualism.45 He 

continues by noting that "analysts of the day and since have seen the issue as more than 

the question of radio as a turning point in the shift in Canadian federalism towards 

Ottawa and away from the provinces."46 While this shift to federal authority had wide 

ranging implications, for the purposes of this analysis the most significant impact came in 

the form of the federal government's new ability to proceed with radio legislation. 

The lobbying efforts on both sides of the issue during the 1932 Parliamentary 

Committee hearings have already been detailed, but it is important to note the broad 

support secured by the CRL. Raboy notes that Spry and Plaunt initially focused on 

Quebec for support, then expanded into the other regions of Canada.47 Nolan argues that 

this was the best course of action for the duo; especially since Plaunt was raised in 

Quebec and maintained plenty of contacts and credibility within French-Canada." Some 

of their early supporters were influential Quebecers like Dr. Edouard Montpetit, the 

Secretary General of the University of Montreal, Canon Emile Chartier, Vice Rector of 

the University of Montreal, and, as previously mentioned Le Devoir editor Georges 
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Pelletier.49 Once they felt they had secured adequate support in Quebec, Spry and Plaunt 

turned their attention to other regions. Spry's position as National Secretary of the 

Canadian Clubs played a significant role in the Prairies and Maritimes. Spry secured a 

large number of volunteers to rally support for the cause in Alberta, Saskatchewan and 

Manitoba.5° In addition, Halifax lawyer Hector McInnis and Dalhousie Professor C.H 

Mercer organized support in the Maritimes, although with limited success.51 Vipond 

notes that the CRL actually opposed provincial control of programming, which was a key 

point of the Aird Report, but remained quiet on the issue because they felt it would have a 

negative impact on their regional support.52

For their part, the CAB also tried to elicit more national support — frequently 

meeting with the Western Association of Broadcasters (WAB) in unsuccessful attempts 

to bridge the gaps between the groups and become a more national organization.53

Charlesworth believed that it was the narrow support of the CAB that minimized its 

impact, arguing that "the weakness of their case lay in the fact that they spoke for 

interests centralized in Toronto, Montreal and the United States. The interests of Western 

and Eastern Canada hardly entered into their counsels."54 For example, the Ontario Radio 

League, which supported the CAB, argued against government ownership "largely on the 

ground that listeners in southern Ontario should not be penalized to pay for service to 

outlying regions."55 Such fears in central Canada were not completely unwarranted. 

Given that a majority of the population resided in southern Ontario and Quebec, if tax 

money were used to establish a national network, central Canadians would be footing 

more of the bill for national service than anyone while receiving little to no upgrade in 

their radio service. A 1930 quote from the Telephone Association of Canada estimated 
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the annual cost of a national system56 at $535,000, regardless of the number of 

broadcasting hours, and did not include the costs of programming.57

In addition to the scepticism from southern Ontario and Quebec, the Nova Scotia 

government expressed concerns that national radio would destroy local broadcasting. 

They believed the community element of broadcasting was too important to allow it to 

disappear.58 Nova Scotians simply had to look to British communities to see the impact 

of nationalized broadcasting. Paddy Scannell and David Cardiff argue that national 

programming could sometimes hurt regional identities: "though something like a 

common national culture and identity was given expression in moments of ritual 

celebration, it was often at the expense of different cultures and identities within the 

imposed unity of the UK and its national broadcasting service."59 Despite these fears, 

there was no organized opposition anywhere in the Maritimes and the Nova Scotia 

government was simply drowned out by enthusiastic calls from the West for a national 

system.66 Bennett also supported nationalization as a means of linking the regions, 

confiding to Charlesworth that "It does not seem right that in Canada the towns should be 

preferred to the countryside, or the prosperous communities to those less fortunate. 

Happily, however, under this system [public ownership] there is no need for 

discrimination; all may be served alike."61

There was surprisingly little discussion during the 1932 Committee hearings on 

the issue of French-language broadcasting. Spry testified that French broadcasts to 

Western Canada should be considered, but the director of Montreal station CKAC Arthur 

Dupont argued that a national system would inevitably be English and as a result "would 

cause national strife."62 And while Premier Taschereau continued to oppose national 
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broadcasting, the potential of providing French programming to the half million French 

Canadians outside of Quebec proved an appealing argument to French Canadian 

leaders.63 And when Bennett assured Liberal critic P.J.A Cardin that the Act's provision 

for provincial commissioners would be adhered to, it appeared as though a compromise 

between national unity and regional identities had been reached.64 Prang argues that "in 

the 1932 Committee, regional and racial tensions yielded to national unity."65

Thompson and Seager argue that the 1932 Broadcasting Act was a significant 

departure from traditional Conservative policy as it asserted federal authority.66

Unfortunately for Bennett, however, he received all the blame when things started to go 

bad (which did not take long). The concerns and trepidation over regional identity during 

the Aird Commission and 1932 Parliamentary Committee was quickly replaced by 

outright anger over the CRBC's policy on French programming. In his June 9, 1933 

column in the Toronto Telegram, famed radio writer Jim Hunter wrote that he was 

encouraged that recent CRBC programmes had been broadcast entirely in English, easing 

his fear that he would have to learn French in order to listen to his radio-set.67 Hunter's 

fears came from the growing pressure on the Commission to expand its French-language 

service outside of Quebec to a national audience. In early February 1933, the Association 

d'Education des Canadiens-francais du Manitoba, with the support of the Saskatchewan 

French-language newspaper La Liberte, wrote to the CRBC calling for French 

programming because "depuis Halifax et Charlottetown jusqu'aux Montagnes 

Rocheuses, it est des groupes compacts et nombreux de Canadiens dont la francais est la 

langue matemelle."68 Later that month the Saskatchewan branch of the Association 

Catholique Franco-Canadienne complained to the Commission that a recent concert 
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series had been broadcast entirely in English and called it "infiniment regrettable de 

constater que jusqu'ici pas un seul mot de francais n'a ete prononce aux concerts de la 

Commission."69 In response to this letter the CRBC informed the group that "la 

Commission de la Radiodiffusion entend respecter tous les droits legitimes du francais au 

Canada, et, a cette fin, it a ete decide que des programmes entierement francais seront 

irradiee le plus tot et le plus souvent possible a travers tout le pays."79

By May 1933, Thomas Maher, who was in charge of programming for the CRBC, 

had made the decision to broadcast one hour a night, or three to four hours a week, in 

French; protests across the country resulted.71 Greg Marc Neilson notes that the reaction 

was particularly strong in regions without a significant French-Canadian presence.72 The 

Toronto Telegram accused Quebec of grabbing the CRBC "to sell the rest of the country 

the idea they had talent."73 Ellis argues that the ensuing storm of protest came particularly 

from Western Canada, with MPs, Protestant groups, and individual listeners leading the 

charge and seriously damaging the CRBC's reputation.74 Weir adds that the complaints 

were strictly the result of the programmes' language, as their overall quality was actually 

quite good.75 Despite the complaints, the Societe du Parler Francais au Canada wrote to 

Maher in May 1933 calling for more French programming and equal treatment of the 

nation's two official languages.76

Weir also notes that the language's association with Roman Catholicism proved 

to be a problem, as "without knowing the depth of religious bigotry in Canada thirty or 

forty years ago, no one could appreciate the extraordinary reaction to these French-

language broadcasts."77 And the CRBC, nor anyone involved in broadcasting, certainly 

did not appreciate, or expect, such strong reaction. In fact during the Aird Commission's 
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Toronto Telegram accused Quebec of grabbing the CRBC "to sell the rest of the country 

the idea they had talent."73 Ellis argues that the ensuing storm of protest came particularly 

from Western Canada, with MPs, Protestant groups, and individual listeners leading the 

charge and seriously damaging the CRBC's reputation.74 Weir adds that the complaints 

were strictly the result of the programmes' language, as their overall quality was actually 

quite good.75 Despite the complaints, the Societe du Parler Francais au Canada wrote to 

Maher in May 1933 calling for more French programming and equal treatment of the 

nation's two official languages.76 

Weir also notes that the language's association with Roman Catholicism proved 

to be a problem, as "without knowing the depth of religious bigotry in Canada thirty or 

forty years ago, no one could appreciate the extraordinary reaction to these French-

language broadcasts."77 And the CRBC, nor anyone involved in broadcasting, certainly 

did not appreciate, or expect, such strong reaction. In fact during the Aird Commission's 
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Sherbrooke hearing, Aird reported that: 

We had very emphatic statements from Western Canada that they would like to 
hear more from Quebec and the Maritime Provinces. Music for instance and 
many of them would like to hear something of the early history of the discovery 
of Quebec. Those are lectures which would be very interesting and instructive to 
the new settlers coming into Canada.78

Thomas Maher, the target of many of the attacks, sent a memo to Bennett in September 

1933 explaining that his decision to initiate the French broadcasts was because the 

Commission had been "deluged daily with petitions, requests and letters of all kinds 

asking that the French language be given due and fair consideration in our 

programmes."79 Two days later, Charlesworth sent out an internal CRBC memo 

informing employees that the original decision to air French programmes came after 

demands from groups in the Prairies, going on to note that "public men did not take the 

agitation seriously and thought them a contribution to national unity."8° As Weir 

suggests, perhaps the Commissioners did not appreciate the severity of complaints, or 

perhaps they were buying into the few letters they received thanking them for the French 

broadcasts. The Association Catholique Franco-Canadienne ensured that they wrote 

Charlesworth to be "certain qu'elle sera hautement appreciee de tous les radiophiles de 

1'Ouest."81

Despite the CRBC's belief that the protests were not too serious, listeners 

continued to barrage the Commission with complaints. Knowlton Nash notes that some in 

English Canada were insulted by the broadcasts. One Regina citizen complained to 

Bennett that nobody listened to CRBC stations anymore because of French: 

At the last General Election you were elected as Premier of Canada as a result of 
tens of thousands voting for you regardless of party on the distinct 
understanding you were 100% for the upholding and maintenance of British 
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traditions...Our great trouble worrying these voters was the widespread use of 
bilingualism on Government [forms] and notices outside the Province of 
Quebec, quite contrary to the British North America Act...Bilingualism was 
certainly a definite issue in the minds of these voters in Western Canada, and so 
far, although nearly four years have gone by, apparently no steps have been 
taken to stop this irritation. In fact, matters are getting worse, especially so since 
the Canadian Radio Commission came into being, with its French programmes 
and announcements. Furthermore, our Liberal newspapers, by means of 
editorials and writeups [sic] on each form as it comes through, are holding you 
and your supporters up to ridicule.82

Nash goes on to argue that this belief that the government was using radio to promote 

official bilingualism led to increased prejudice, bigotry, and fear rather than promote 

national unity as was originally intended.83 Similarly, Wayne Schmalz discusses Frank 

Turnbull, Conservative MP for Regina (who had ties to the Ku Klux Klan), and his 

argument that French was not an official language and by forcing it on the public "the 

CRBC was undermining its own purpose to foster unity."84 The Regina branch of the 

KKK expressed its belief to the Prime Minister that Quebec had too great a representation 

on the Commission and was not impressed that two Roman Catholics had been 

appointed.85 In the summer of 1933,   Charlesworth went West to try and settle the anger 

over French broadcasting. Raboy notes that he even met with representatives of the KKK 

in Saskatchewan, but on the whole his trip was unsuccessful.86 As Schmalz notes, there 

was little hope for Charlesworth because "the CRBC's French programmes fuelled the 

passions of those who resented paying for something they couldn't understand and 

inflamed bigots who needed a pretext for their anger."87

Despite these objections, the Commission's first annual report in 1934 described a 

positive impact on national unity, saying "by the daily exchange of radio programmes 

between East and West the geographical barrier of distance is being surmounted and in 
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this way there tends to be a disappearance of parochialism and the development of a 

vigorous national perspective. Obviously national radio is an effective instrument in 

nation building."88 While such a statement implied greater success than the CRBC had 

actually achieved, there were some who supported this view. For example, in June 1934, 

Leo Belhumeur, Secretary General of the Association Canadienne-francais de l'Alberta, 

wrote Horace Stovin, then Western Director of Programmes, to congratulate the 

Commission on its recent French broadcasts and encouraged it to produce a French 

broadcast in commemoration of the 400th anniversary of Jacques Cartier's discovery of 

Canada.89 In September 1934, J.H Daignault, Secretary-General of the Association 

d'Education des Canadiens-franeais du Manitoba, wrote to Charlesworth telling him that 

groups such as the KKK and Orange Order were "anti-patriotique" and that all true 

Canadians were looking forward to the upcoming Jacques Cartier broadcast.9° Even 

though this type of positive sentiment towards the Commission existed over language, the 

vast majority of letters condemned the French broadcasts. 

As the 1934 committee met, language concerns supplemented the political 

tensions apparent in proceedings. The CAB's submission to the committee complained 

not only of the CRBC's insistence on French programming, but also on the quality: "The 

practice of having [CRBC] announcers speak to British-Canadians in what is supposed to 

be the French language, but which actually is, in most cases, a travesty of that beautiful 

tongue, still continues, and is not fostering the entente cordiale."91 Despite this attack and 

the clear public interest in the issue of language in broadcasting, concerns over 

partisanship overshadowed all other issues during the committee. In fact, the CRL's 

submission did not even mention French-broadcasting, nor did the committee's final 
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report. Despite this, the hearings furthered the debate over language broadcasting. Raboy 

notes that following the committee's report, some in French Canada began taking 

opposition to the broadcasts as opposition to French in Canada, while some English-

Canadians viewed them as an instrument of French domination.92 The Union Nationale 

Independente des Debardeurs de l' Ile de Montreal Inc. wrote the Prime Minister during 

the hearings to object that "injurious and insulting words have been pronounced against 

the french [sic] language which is that of the pioneers of this Dominion," and to "hope 

that as prime minister you will see that ... the offended part will be satisfied."93 Only two 

months earlier, however, a Regina Daily Star poll found that 87% of respondents 

opposed French broadcasts. The paper reported that "it was easily apparent the main 

objection to the Radio Commission, and in more than 40 per cent of the poll it was the 

only objection, was the introduction of French language announcements."94 As Raboy 

states, "as early as 1934, Canadian public broadcasting served two audiences, two 

markets, and two publics with one policy, one mandate, and one institution."95

As 1934 turned to 1935, the language tensions over broadcasting faded somewhat 

in the furor over partisanship and the Mr. Sage broadcasts. Once it became clear that 

Mackenzie King would look to alter the broadcasting situation following the election, 

various interest groups began lobbying for their preferred language policy. Even before 

the election there was discussion about the possibility of a revised broadcasting policy, 

with the Gravelbourg, Saskatchewan branch of the Association Catholique francais-

canadienne writing to Bennett calling for the continuation of French programming, 

saying, "We feel that the Commission is a decided improvement, and that it is indeed 

gradually realising the expectations of sincere Canadians."96 Once King regained his 
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position as Prime Minister, Plaunt, quickly called for a new system with a truly 

representative board to help ease language tensions. 

J.L Granatstein and Graham Rawlinson, in ranking Mackenzie King the third 

most influential Canadian of the 20th century, note that he "knew that French and English 

Canadians had to get along," and through his skill his "impact on Canada ... lingers 

still."97 One of the major impacts was through the CBC and the way in which the 1936 

legislation addressed the language situation by creating a separate system to service 

Canada in French. In addition, further separation by region, with five new regional 

centres (BC, Prairies, Ontario, Quebec, Maritimes), helped keep language tensions to a 

minimum while still linking the country together.98 Interestingly, towards the end of its 

existence and into the early CBC days, the CRBC actually received plenty of credit for 

binding the country together through radio. The first instance came in a February 1934 

article in the Toronto Mail and Empire entitled "Remarkable Achievements of Canadian 

Radio," in which the paper credited the CRBC with establishing a national network in so 

little time and serving Canadians "from the Atlantic to the Pacific.99 Both the Canadian 

Marconi Company and Red Cross Society of Canada sent letters to Bennett prior to the 

election to officially thank the Commission for bringing the country together.1°° Finally, 

during the 1936 Committee hearings the Canadian Association of Advertising Agencies, 

one of the groups originally opposed to nationalization, admitted that the "benefit of 

governmental participation in broadcasting [the CRBC] has been particularly evident in 

the more remote districts" of Canada.1°1 Such language suggests a generosity as when a 

person dies. All is forgiven and nobody wants to speak ill of the dead. In retrospect, the 

CRBC did create a national network and helped set the stage for CBC to establish itself 
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as a truly 'national' institution. The process of creating a united radio network was 

perhaps the most important step that had to be taken before Canadian broadcasting could 

effectively combat American influence. 
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Chapter 5: 

Damming the Border: Limiting American Influence 

On November 23, 1927, Vincent Massey hosted a dinner at the Canadian 

Legation in Washington for William Lyon Mackenzie King and other visiting members 

of the government. From all accounts the gathering was a great success, with King noting 

in his diary that "the evening passed off exceedingly well and the guests one and all were 

I think delighted with it."1 One such guest was Charles Bowman who, as a member of the 

press, attended the dinner, sitting next to long time Washington columnist William Hard. 

The dinner conversation of the two journalists eventually led Hard to mention the 

ongoing problem of the British Columbia smelter at Trail which poured fumes into the 

United States, harming American farmlands. In his memoir, Bowman wrote about Hard's 

feeling "that Canada should do something about it."2 Bowman, always quick to reply, 

snapped back that it was a reciprocal deal as American fumes constantly flooded all of 

Canada. When Hard questioned Bowman's claim, Bowman said "you come up to 

Ottawa, and listen on my radio receiving set to the emanations from broadcasting stations 

in [the] U.S.A."3 Bowman concludes his story by writing: "Webster defined radio 

emanations as a 'gaseous substance produced by radio-active transformation.' What 

better definition could there be of radio fumes pouring into Canada, with a deleterious 

effect?"4

Cleary Bowman's negative feelings were not representative of all Canadians. 

However, his words do suggest a widely held feeling across Canada in 1927 that 

American programmes were a negative influence on the country. Even those who were 

not upset with the amount of American programming did question the impact the 
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American saturation of the airwaves had on Canada and Canadian culture. As Canadian 

broadcasting expert James L. Hall notes, the looming American shadow over the most 

populous areas of Canada has always forced Canadians to look south for "possible 

threats", arguing that "Canada's geographic closeness to the United States has been an 

important counterbalance in the development of Canadian broadcasting."5 Margaret 

Prang argues that radio added "a new and alarming dimension" to Canadian-American 

relations, noting that "never before had the 'undefended boundary' presented such an 

open door to cultural annexation.6 This possibility led the Canadian Radio League (CRL) 

and other lobby groups to argue for Canadian broadcasting as a means of maintaining 

Canadian sovereignty. As much as Canadians wanted a national broadcaster that was 

independent of the government and could link the country together, their biggest desire 

was for broadcasting in Canada to remain Canadian. For some, the cause for Canadian 

programming was more than a cultural issue; it was a national defence issue. 

Early in radio's development, some Canadians reacted negatively to American 

programming. This feeling was not merely a reaction to the quality of the broadcasts, but 

rather part of a larger fear of Americanization. As previously discussed, the 1920s saw a 

boom of Canadian nationalism and nationalist clubs. Despite this, America's cultural 

presence in Canada grew steadily during the decade and began to drown its Canadian 

counterpart. The publishing industry was perhaps hardest hit by Americanization as by 

1925 four American magazines had a larger Canadian circulation than Maclean 's, 

Canada's top seller.' The American magazine Saturday Evening Post even went so far as 

to promote itself as 'Canada's best-selling magazine.'8 Apart from magazines, American 

culture was present throughout Canada, with sports and entertainment personalities like 
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Babe Ruth and Charlie Chaplin serving as Canadian heroes. J.L Granatstein argues that 

the American presence was felt most in everyday lives, as the "products that Canadians 

bought, the clothes they wore, the expressions they used, and the fads they eagerly 

snapped up were all American."9 Granatstein goes on to ask "if spiritualism became the 

`in' thing in New York could Toronto or Montreal be far behind?"I° Writing in 

Maclean 's in 1924, Elton Johnson lamented the situation and called it "a tremendous pity 

that American magazines flood our book shops and news stands, that American news is 

given so much prominence in our newspapers and that American-made photo-dramas 

monopolize our moving-picture houses."" 

This out-sourcing of culture to the United States conflicted with Canada's post-

war nationalism throughout the 1920s. In terms of radio, this conflict turned into a fight 

over wavelengths and how they were used. Despite the fact that commercial broadcasting 

only started in 1920, by 1923 there were five-hundred and fifty-six  American stations to 

only thirty-four in Canada.I2 Since neither the Canadian or American government 

regulated the situation in the early 1920s, the wealthier American stations, especially 

those close to the border, were able to out-power Canadian stations, causing broadcasters 

across the country to question the system's development.I3 In the early 1920s, however, 

the problem was not considered a major concern. For example, a Department of Marine 

and Fisheries 1923 report stated that the interference problem "is not considered 

insurmountable," adding that with new regulations in the United States "it is anticipated 

that most of the present difficulties can be overcome."I4

The two governments frequently discussed the wavelength issue to resolve the 

interference problems on both sides of the border. The first deal came in 1924 when the 
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two countries made an agreement on wavelength allocation, with Canada receiving 

exclusive use of six of the ninety-five frequencies in use at the time and partial use of 

eleven others. I5 At minimum the Canadian government hoped for a proportional 

distribution of wavelengths, which would have given Canada at least nine exclusive 

frequencies. These claims were entirely reasonable, but the greater power and wealth of 

American networks left Canadians with little bargaining power. Canadian broadcasters 

were upset that so many frequencies were left for the exclusive use of the United States, 

believing that the vast advertising of American stations, coupled with the superior 

broadcasting power, meant that Canadians would be further subjected to American 

broadcasting.16 Such fears were realized in 1925 when the five-hundred and fifty-five 

stations in the United States, vastly outnumbering Canada's forty-three, absorbed all 

available wavelengths, including the nineteen that Canada claimed as its own, by simply 

outspending and overpowering their Canadian competitors." It was at this point that the 

American system underwent a significant overhaul that changed the face of North 

American broadcasting. 

While both systems emerged in an unregulated period, it was actually the 

American government that took the first steps towards regulating the industry. As in 

Canada, the only legislation controlling radio in the early 1920s was outdated. Passed on 

August 13, 1912, the American Radio Act, designed to allow easier communications 

between ships and land, was a response to the sinking of the Titanic. Radio enthusiast and 

author Sandy Stewart claims that the tragedy played a critical role in the medium's 

development, arguing that it was the first instance where radio was "recognized as a 

medium of communication of far-reaching importance."18 The Act allowed the 
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government to licence all stations and check their powers, but the Act's vagueness 

resulted in it being terribly out of date by the time commercial broadcasting began in the 

1920s.19 In an effort to update their policies, the American government held four major 

conferences on radio between 1922 and 1925. Rather than draft new legislation, however, 

the government concluded that the industry needed to be more responsible and regulate 

itself. As Melvin De Fleur points out, "the newspapers had gotten along without 

government control [and] in fact they had fought it bitterly. The film industry was 

cleaning up its products. In a political system which stressed private initiative, it was felt 

by many government officials that federal control over broadcasting would be a 

dangerous precedent."2°

Aware that Americans had spent $136 million on receiving sets in 1923 alone, the 

government knew that radio had to serve the people, but was nervous about getting too 

involved.21 Citing the over-crowding of wave-lengths, it did take some action in 1925 by 

refusing 175 new licence applications.22 Station owners were not impressed with 

increased government oversight and contested it in the courts. When a federal court ruled 

in 1926 that the Secretary of Commerce, who controlled licensing, could not legally 

impose restrictions, the Attorney General publicly stated his belief that the 1912 

legislation could not restrict commercial stations, causing what De Fleur calls a collapse 

in the whole system. Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover called on stations to self-

regulate and, a year later, President Calvin Coolidge urged Congress to pass regulatory 

legislation for broadcasting. Congress obliged and passed the Radio Act of 1927, which 

automatically revoked all existing radio licences and forced broadcasters to reapply for a 

franchise and state "why it would be in the public interest for" the government to approve 
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them.23 While the legislation was drastic it was also temporary. In 1934 the Roosevelt 

administration established the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) by passing 

the Federal Communications Act which, after several amendments, still oversees 

communications today.24

The Radio Act's major consequence was the development of national networks. 

Local stations could easily state their 'public interest' by claiming membership in a 

national network. It may be no coincidence that NBC was established in 1927 and CBS 

only a year later. When key Canadian stations, like CFRB in Toronto, began affiliating 

with these networks, however, some Canadians became concerned and initiated new 

wavelength negotiations. There was some early optimism that a deal could be reached, 

with the Moose Jaw Times reporting on March 22, 1927 that the Americans were 

"anxious to meet Canada's demands," which included at least a dozen exclusive 

wavelengths.25 Unlike in 1924, however, negotiations broke down and Canadian 

broadcasters were left with the option of competing with American stations, or simply 

joining an American network.26 Despite the breakdown in negotiations, the 1927 

legislation did improve the wavelength situation for Canadians as their automatic 

revoking of all licences opened more channels for Canadian broadcasters. George 

Douglas argues that this "restored the goodwill of Canadians, who had been regularly 

pestered by Americans" before regulation.27 This event, argues Mary Vipond, was a large 

part of the push towards the Aird Commission.28 She writes that "it was also necessary 

for Canadian officials to prepare for the eventuality that the failure to gain a greater share 

of North American frequencies was a permanent one and that Canada would be limited to 

six exclusive wavelengths for a long time to come."29 Therefore, the Aird Commission 
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can be seen as a response to American actions, as Canadians needed to evaluate how to 

best use their scarce resources. In a June 1928 editorial, the Belleville Daily Intelligence 

called the wavelength situation unsatisfactory and argued that "if government control of 

broadcasting will remedy it, then it might be worth while."3° Only six days earlier the 

Sarnia Canadian Observer told readers that "every Canadian should have the opportunity 

of receiving clear programs from a Canadian station" and that the government should do 

whatever necessary to make that possible.31

The concern over the quantity of American programmes in Canada was part of a 

larger concern over content. Canadian stations, primarily broadcasting news, lectures, and 

recorded music, were unable to compete with the featured comedy, drama, and live 

variety of their American competitors.32 John Herd Thompson and Stephen Randall point 

out that Canadian programmes such as 'Uncle Dick's Talks for Boys and Girls' were 

simply no competition for American programmes like 'Amos 'n' Andy' and that radio 

continually put Canada under American influence.33 This was of specific concern in less 

or newly settled regions of the country like Saskatchewan that, Wayne Schmalz argues, 

"hadn't yet developed its own distinct character, nor had it evolved a clear image of 

itself."34 Just like plenty of other local stations around the country, CKCK, the Regina 

station owned by the Leader newspaper, had no large cultural aspirations, but simply 

wanted to give expression to an identity "different from that found on American 

stations."35 Such expressions seemed to be falling on deaf ears, however, as most 

Canadians preferred American programming. A poll of Toronto's estimated 30,000 radio 

owners, for example, found that the top seventeen stations in the city originated in the 

United States.36 As Knowlton Nash argues, "Canadian stations were simply lost in a 
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larger concern over content. Canadian stations, primarily broadcasting news, lectures, and 

recorded music, were unable to compete with the featured comedy, drama, arid live 

variety of their American competitors.32 John Herd Thompson and Stephen Randall point 

out that Canadian programmes such as 'Uncle Dick's Talks for Boys and Girls' were 

simply no competition for American programmes like 'Amos 'n' Andy' and that radio 
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"hadn't yet developed its own distinct character, nor had it evolved a clear image of 
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flood of American radio channels."37Even northern detachments of the RCMP would get 

their daily bulletins by listening to KDKA Pittsburgh.38 The Vancouver Daily Province 

summed up the situation in a May 1928 editorial by claiming that without action to 

protect Canadian radio from the United States "it is bound to become another instrument 

of Americanizing Canada."39

The Aird Commission's concern, as it related to the United States, was to limit the 

amount of American broadcasting entering Canada and reduce the amount of time 

Canadians spent listening to American programming, which at the time was estimated at 

80% for the country's 290,000 sets.40 The Canadian system had been hampered by the 

largely unregulated growth of its American counterpart and, as Marc Raboy argues, there 

was a broad public consensus that only public broadcasting could "meet the national 

objectives of Canadian broadcasting."41 In a debate on broadcasting in the House of 

Commons J.S. Woodsworth said "I may be afraid of handing power to any one 

government, but I would rather trust our own Canadian government with the control of 

broadcasting than trust these highly organized private commercial companies in the 

United States."42 Charles Bowman had long been writing about his belief that Canadians 

needed, and more importantly wanted, Canadian broadcasting. It was his fellow 

commissioners, Sir John Aird and Augustin Frigon, whom Bowman felt he needed to 

convince of the dangers of Americanization. It was the American broadcasters 

themselves, however, that scared the commission. 

According to Bowman, on its trip to New York the commission heard NBC and 

CBS executives talk of their opposition to a nationalized system because it stifled free 

enterprise.43 At one point, the chairman of NBC informed the commission that he 
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planned to give Canada complete coverage, as in the United States, a statement that 

Bowman believed was a critical turning point for Aird and Frigon: 

It intrigued me to see the effect of this generous answer on my colleagues. A 
loyal knight of the British connection, Sir John became thoughtful when I later 
commented, 'Canada could become dependent upon the United States for radio 
broadcasting, as we are on films from Hollywood' ... He reacted with, 'we had 
better book passages to England at an early date.",44 

This 'shock' over the NBC plan combined with a strong statement from then New York 

Governor Franklin Delano Roosevelt of his support for government controlled radio to 

help shape the commission's belief that nationalization would protect Canada from 

American influence. 

From New York, the commission went to London for discussions with officials 

from the BBC. While this leg of the trip consisted mostly of information about the 

infrastructure required to establish a national broadcaster, a different form of anti-

Americanism was expressed. Paddy Scannell and David Cardiff note that Canada did not 

have exclusive claims to anti-Americanism as the British system had also been shaped by 

an aversion to American programmes;45 they claim that British anti-Americanism was the 

result of threatened class postures and attitudes rather than the nationalist concerns seen 

in Canada.46 While perhaps not as prevalent as in Britain, class concerns did exist in the 

Canadian distaste for American broadcasting. A letter from a Canadian radio performer 

to the Commission informed them that "grammar, pronounciation [sic], style, speed, and 

general clearness are very important factors in the studio" and that quality programming 

is critical "in educating FUTURE CANADIANS to be well-informed, large hearted, and 

Dominion-wide citizens."47 Canadians sharing this belief felt that American programmes 

were not up to an acceptable standard to be considered high quality programmes. 
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American historian J Fred MacDonald admits that by the late 1920s, American 

radio was filled with "pleasant, but unspectacular shows."48 This was the result of the 

concept of the mass audience, which Charles Henry Stamps says produced programmes 

that led to an "underestimation rather than overestimation of the intelligence and tastes of 

the American people."49 A major reason for this was the amount of advertising on 

American programmes. Stamps notes that the best programmes for advertisers were those 

that appealed to the widest possible audience, yet did not overshadow the advertisement: 

"Programs were made easy to listen to and easy to forget; commercials could even be 

painful, but they had to be remembered."5° He says that by the mid-1930s, a 

programme's success was judged not by audience size, but rather by its impact on 

balance sheets and sales charts.51 Hector Charlesworth would later say that "the 

commercial rapacity of many broadcasters, their insistence on the lowest common 

denominator of programme, and on nauseating overdoses of advertising had reached the 

point of driving people away from their radio sets."52

Such reliance on advertising raised more than a few eyebrows in Canada. 

American audiences were more willing than Canadian audiences to withstand the 

constant barrage of commercials as within Canada radio's national reach evoked fears "of 

hypnotized audiences falling under the sway of irrational forces like fascism, 

communism, or even a corrupt and bankrupt capitalism."53 Some Canadians believed 

American propaganda was overwhelming Canadian airwaves. Robert Fortner argues that 

"propaganda concerns were aimed at the commercialization that many people saw 

arriving unbidden into their homes, but it was also aimed at something perhaps more 

sinister — the Americanization of Canada."54 It is important to note, however, that 
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Canadians were not just concerned with the Americanization of radio in 1928. Fortner 

notes that while Canadians did not want the 'chatter' of advertising from the United 

States, they also took offence to the paternalism of the British system.55 Bowman 

admitted as much during the Sherbrooke hearings, saying "we are not here to urge the 

B.B.C. because we know that Canada is such a large country that you would not advocate 

it."56 As Vipond argues, Canadians rejected the American system, but because of the 

North American context of radio, the British system would not have been successful 

either, which led to a mixed system.57

The Commission's report became an attempt to balance the concern between 

Americanization and government monopoly. Nash argues that while Aird and Frigon 

wrote the final report, they were aware of the vast popularity of Amos 'n' Andy, Rudy 

Vallee, and Eddie Cantor in Canada, but "both abhorred the insistent, ceaseless hucksters 

who sold soap, laxatives, and toothpaste on the radio; the programming that aimed for the 

lowest common denominator; and ... the cultural invasion of Canada by American 

values, American performers, and American stories."58 Therefore, the final report was 

clear that it did not want to eliminate all foreign programming from domestic airwaves, 

as they wanted to respect the Canadian appetite for American programming. Mary 

Vipond notes that the Commission "reassured Canadians that competitive principles, the 

needs of Canadian manufacturers and advertisers and the desire of Canadian listeners for 

diverse and entertaining (and American) programs would be respected."59 She continues 

by noting that the Commission chose this course of action because "they and the 

Canadian public at large believed in competition, free enterprise, and consumer choice."6°

Writing to the Commission in January 1929, Hobbema, Alberta resident J.F Hodson 
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complained of Canadian programmes by writing: "to get reasonably good entertainment 

we have to turn to U.S stations such as Denver, Salt Lake City and Seattle whose 

programmes are of a high degree of excellence."61 Stewart argues that it was this attitude 

that Canadian broadcasters had to change through higher quality broadcasting. One way 

they were successful was through Saturday night hockey broadcasts. Stewart explains the 

development of these broadcasts by noting: 

In the U.S 'going to the movies' had become the Saturday Night pastime, but in 
Canada there were not as many movie houses available to a widely scattered 
population, and so Canadians stayed home to listen to the radio. Since almost 
everybody in the U.S was at the movies on Saturday nights, the American 
broadcasters often didn't bother to list the evening's programs, but in Canada 
General Motors sponsored Saturday night hockey broadcasts. Canadians tuned 
in and hockey became as Canadian as maple syrup.62

Jean Riddez, an Assistant Professor at the Paris and American Conservatory of 

Fontainebleu, wrote the Commission to complain of poor quality broadcasting, claiming 

that the medium should be left to artists and intellectual minds to improve the system.63

Those who supported free enterprise like Hodson believed that restricting ads on 

Canadian stations would simply lead to Canadian firms leasing American stations close 

to the border. In their submission to the Commission the Manitoba Telephone System 

argued that "if advertising is unduly restricted in Canada, many firms supporting radio 

would seek to solve their difficulty by leasing American stations along or adjacent to the 

boundary. Canadian stations would lose the revenue and Canadian publicity programmes 

would come back to Canada anyway," the only difference being that they would "be 

compelled to pay over twice as much as is being charged by Canadian stations."64 R.W 

Ashcroft, in his role as Manager of the Trans-Canada Broadcasting Company, wrote the 

Commission in May 1929 pointing out that it would not be fair to the Canadian 
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companies that sponsor American programmes to limit their exposure into Canada.65 In 

addition, it would also limit Canadian exposure into the United States. The CNR argued 

for no limits on advertising on the basis that "our broadcasts are not only heard across 

Canada but regularly across the northern parts of the United States, frequently over the 

entire Continent and some times in many other countries," which helps Canadian tourism 

and Canadian companies.66

R.J McDougall, editor of The Penticton Herald, expressed this joint fear in a letter 

to Aird on April 10, 1929. He noted that people from Kamloops down through the 

Okanagan Valley and all the way to the American border rely heavily on radio through 

the winter, but that a "detrimentally efficient source of 'Hail, Columbia"' existed "due to 

the absence of any Canadian counterpart to the preponderance of American programs."67

McDougall was quick to caution, however, about creating a 'national' system that did not 

reach Penticton, noting that service to such isolated regions of Canada should be "given 

serious consideration," especially "if any tax is placed on the [listener]."68 McDougall 

attached an editorial to his letter in which he wrote "this very lack of competition is 

having its effect, just like the constant drip, drip of water on stone, and the time has come 

. .. to check this channel of American speech, customs and habits in the minds of both 

young and old Canada."69 The Kelowna Radio Association corroborated this view when 

they noted that they are forced to listen to American stations because they simply cannot 

receive any Canadian broadcasting." 

The three members of the Commission came to the conclusion that Canadians 

were frustrated with the amount of American broadcasting they heard. In response to a 

critical witness during the Commission's hearing at Sherbrooke, Quebec, Aird snapped 

107 

companies that sponsor American programmes to limit their exposure into Canada.65 In 

addition, it would also limit Canadian exposure into the United States. The CNR argued 

for no limits on advertising on the basis that "our broadcasts are not only heard across 

Canada but regularly across the northern parts of the United States, frequently over the 

entire Continent and some times in many other countries," which helps Canadian tourism 

and Canadian companies.66 

R.J McDougall, editor of The Penticton Herald, expressed this joint fear in a letter 

to Aird on April 10, 1929. He noted that people from Kamloops down through the 

Okanagan Valley and all the way to the American border rely heavily on radio through 

the winter, but that a "detrimentally efficient source of 'Hail, Columbia'" existed "due to 

the absence of any Canadian counterpart to the preponderance of American programs."67 

McDougall was quick to caution, however, about creating a 'national' system that did not 

reach Penticton, noting that service to such isolated regions of Canada should be "given 

serious consideration," especially "if any tax is placed on the [listener]." McDougall 

attached an editorial to his letter in which he wrote "this very lack of competition is 

having its effect, just like the constant drip, drip of water on stone, and the time has come 

... to check this channel of American speech, customs and habits in the minds of both 

young and old Canada."69 The Kelowna Radio Association corroborated this view when 

they noted that they are forced to listen to American stations because they simply cannot 

receive any Canadian broadcasting. 

The three members of the Commission came to the conclusion that Canadians 

were frustrated with the amount of American broadcasting they heard. In response to a 

critical witness during the Commission's hearing at Sherbrooke, Quebec, Aird snapped 



108 

"the general feeling we have heard expressed is that the people do not wish [an American 

system] in Canada."71 During another exchange at Sherbrooke, Frigon was questioning a 

supporter of private broadcasting who claimed that with private broadcasting "the quality 

will be improved from a commercial point of view." Frigon responded by asking "is that 

what happens in the United States?" The witness, seemingly stunned, responded that "the 

Commission ought to tell us that. We do not know anything outside of Montreal."72

In his presentation to the Commission in Toronto, the manager of CFRB, 

identified as Mr. Moore, told the Commission that "we have among our correspondence 

had a good many letters bringing to our attention the fact that the public would like to 

have high powered stations and better programmes so that they will not have to listen to 

U.S stations."73 In perhaps one of the best statements the Commission heard, the 

representative of the American Radio Relay League said, "I must say that the average 

listener is not particularly interested in the origin of his programme as long as it is a good 

one," going on to claim that Canadians were more frustrated with their inability to hear 

American programmes rather than annoyance at a perceived saturation of Canadian 

airwaves.74 After being challenged by the Commission he stated: "You cannot insist on 

what your listener listens to." An unsigned letter from "A Local Listener In" in Quebec 

supported this claim, as he complained that local programming interfered with his ability 

to listen to American broadcasts. He expressed the belief that government control was 

unnecessary "as the type of stations favoured in the US at present is entirely 

satisfactory."75

It is interesting to note that during their visit to Windsor, the city on their tour 

closest to the United States, the Commission heard multiple testimonies advocating a 
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system to diminish the American presence on Canadian airwaves. Windsor's mayor 

advocated federal control of radio as a means of affirming Canadian autonomy, while the 

city's Chamber of Commerce representative advocated Canadian radio "in the interests of 

Canadian youth who might become Americanized by United States propaganda in 

Canada," especially in border cities.76 In their official submission, the city's Chamber of 

Commerce wrote: "from both a national and an educational standpoint, therefore, it is 

highly desirable that the children particularly, and the adults to a lesser extent, of this 

south-western peninsula be permitted to secure the benefits of Canadian radio 

programmes."77 Fortner argues that this issue was one of the most significant raised "as 

Canada struggled to achieve the vitality of its neighbour to the south while encouraging 

the public (or national) service in broadcasting that many saw being achieved in the 

United Kingdom."78 In what was perhaps a key moment in the Commission's travels, the 

representative of the Canadian Manufacturers' Association said during the Toronto 

hearings: "We as Canadians want what we need for Canadians. Let us have what our 

country needs."79

In an attempt to preserve their Canadian market, the American Radio League 

wrote to the Commission to explain why so many Canadians were able to pick up 

American broadcasters on their radios. Their claim was that the "defective technical 

equipment" used by Canadian broadcasters led to international interference, especially 

with higher frequencies, and, as a result, more powerful American stations 

unintentionally drowned out their Canadian counterparts.8° Such a claim, while it did not 

have much impact on the Commission, was not entirely baseless. Allard notes that when 

the Commission was first appointed Canadian broadcasters were warned that licences 
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may not be renewed and that any "physical improvements to their facilities would be at 

their own risk."81 Therefore, for the year prior to the Commission's cross-country trip, 

station owners were leery of investing in their own stations, which only led to a further 

American presence in Canadian radio. The obvious question is whether the proclamation 

by the Minister of Marine and Fisheries was a calculated move — knowing that by 

inhibiting internal growth, the American presence would increase and have a significant 

impact on the nationalist sympathies of the Commissioners, specifically Bowman and 

Aird. It is unlikely that this was designed to operate in such a manner, but that was the 

result. As Nash points out, during its travels the Commission "heard many complaints 

about excessive American propaganda, too many commercials, bad programming, and 

fears that unregulated private radio would inevitably lead to American domination of 

radio in Canada as had happened with American movie theatres."82 A writer from 

Westfield, New Brunswick expressed his belief that if the Canadian system could 

increase in power, the additional coverage would drastically improve the overall 

system.83

The final report of the Aird Commission stressed the need for Canadian 

broadcasting. The thirteen-page report frequently stated that Canadian broadcasting was 

essential for Canadian nationalism. One such example is the statement that: 

At present the majority of programs heard are from sources outside of Canada. It 
has been emphasized to us that the continued reception of these has a tendency 
to mould the minds of the young people in the home to ideals and opinions that 
are not Canadian. In a country of the vast geographical dimensions of Canada, 
broadcasting will undoubtedly become a great force in fostering a national spirit 
and interpreting national citizenship." 
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In a September 1929 editorial, the Prince Albert Herald supported this plan, saying that 

the only way to prevent the flooding of Canadian airwaves was to immediately adopt the 

Commission's recommendations.85 The most quoted passage of the report - a statement 

later picked up by the CRL and still used today by CBC supporters - clearly situated the 

radio industry in Canada: "There has ... been unanimity on one fundamental question — 

Canadian radio listeners want Canadian broadcasting."86 

While this statement has been oft-quoted in the years since it was first written, it 

had no immediate impact. King's decision to call an election early in 1930 and his desire 

not to have radio become an election issue meant that the Americanization exposed in the 

Aird Report continued to develop unchecked. Following the election, therefore, the CRL, 

incorporated anti-Americanization into its platform for public broadcasting. Nash says 

that the nationalist possibilities of radio led Spry and Plaunt to the motto 'Canadian radio 

for Canadians.'87 While the CRL wanted a truly national system, its need for national 

support forced it to compromise. Similar to the Aird Report, the CRL believed that top 

quality American programmes should be heard in Canada. Part of this came from Spry's 

indifference as to whether a national broadcaster would be able to compete with 

American networks, as simply having a Canadian national broadcaster would improve 

Canadian nationalism.88 The support of a system where listeners paid for transmitting 

stations and lines to carry American commercial programmes was, in Vipond's words, 

"the concession apparently necessary in order to ensure that the stations and lines were 

also available for educational, cultural, and national purposes."89

Bennett's sympathy for private enterprise, however, made him reluctant to act in 

the face of increasing Americanization. That was until the disastrous Christmas broadcast 
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of 1931 helped sway the Prime Minister. The broadcast was cancelled because the CPR 

could not acquire the necessary transmission signals. In order to get the signal transmitted 

across the Atlantic, the CPR needed wire lines owned by American Telephone & 

Telegraph (AT&T), but AT&T had a contract with Bell and, therefore, could not pass a 

signal from the CPR.9° As Austin Weir puts it, "when advised by the [British] Post Office 

that AT&T stated that they were unable to connect with CNR lines, the BBC decided to 

cancel the broadcast in its entirety, because they felt that Canada must be an integral 

part."9I AT&T and Bell eventually relented under the public pressure, but by that time it 

was too late and the broadcast could not be revived.92 Writing in 1971, Spry argued that 

the event demonstrated just how interested American businesses were in Canada, without 

being concerned with the nation's welfare.93 Even more importantly, according to Spry, 

was Bennett's reaction to the cancellation. Spry believed that as a result of the 

cancellation, Bennett put his love of the nation ahead of his sympathy for big business: 

"the abrupt collapse of the Christmas broadcast of 1931 was an event that touched these 

deeper convictions. Once again the stars in their courses had fought for the purposes of 

the Canadian Radio League."94 In addition to this event, 1931 was pivotal because of 

Spry's visit to Washington. It was during this trip that his distrust of American 

broadcasters strengthened and, as Mary Vipond argues, he "carefully documented the 

power and control of the 'radio trust' in the United States and its links with Canadian 

broadcasters, advertisers, and manufacturers."95 As a result of the cancellation, the High 

Commissioner for Canada in Great Britain went so far as to send a telegram to the 

Canadian government suggesting that Canada set up a Royal Commission to examine 

broadcasting, reiterating that "Broadcasting is of immense value not only for educational 
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and entertainment purposes, but as a means to cement still more strongly the unity of this 

country.96 

Spry's constant attacks coupled with the botched Christmas broadcast helped 

convince the newly elected R.B Bennett that the government needed to intervene in 

favour of Canadian broadcasting. Larry Glassford argues that Bennett's primary concern 

in convening the 1932 Committee on Radio was nationalism and his new assertion that 

Canadian radio had to come from Canadian sources free from foreign interference.97 Spry 

wrote of the CRL's efforts to convince Bennett, saying: 

We attacked and publicized the efforts of the American radio and electrical 
industry to participate in or take control of Canadian network broadcasting and 
without an ounce of doctrinaire language...We urged upon bankers, presidents 
of Chambers of Commerce, leading merchants, the hierarchy of the Catholic 
Church, and prominent French Canadians that there were areas of policy where 
national and cultural rather than business considerations weighed significantly 
and justified the intervention of the state in all its power.98

Along with others in his government, Bennett supported the 1932 Committee believing 

that only a public presence in Canadian radio would prevent the system from becoming 

"an exclusively profit-driven enterprise dominated by American commercial interests."99

As the 1932 Committee met, the whole settled area of Canada was within range of 

at least one American radio station, while only 60% of Canadians could clearly receive a 

Canadian station.199 The CRL set out to remedy what they believed to be a broken 

system. During the 1932 committee they had a clear advantage, with Graham Spry being 

the first person to testify. In addition to his nationalist arguments, Spry pointed out the 

clear diplomatic benefits of government intervention. In September 1932, there was to be 

an international radio convention and, Spry believed, if Canada had a firm national policy 

on radio it would be in a better position to negotiate a more favourable wavelength 
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agreement.101 While this argument was quite persuasive, Spry concluded his presentation 

with a frequently quoted statement that Canadian radio was either the 'State or the 

States.' Raboy argues that this statement "could not fail to shake the politicians...out of 

their political sympathies" for commercial interests."102 Given that the first submission of 

the hearings was not only so strong in its support for nationalization, but also in its 

condemnation of Americanization, the members were clearly moved. 

In its attempt to counter Spry's statement, the CAB also appealed to the 

Committee's nationalism, but, perhaps more importantly, to the Conservatives' sympathy 

for commercial enterprise. In its statement the CAB claimed that no programme 

originating in the United States was ever broadcast in Canada without a Canadian 

sponsor that "employ[s] Canadian labour and develop[s] industry in Canada."103 Unlike 

the CRL, however, the CAB did not have many Canadian supporters. The business 

community, which could have tremendously improved the CAB's impact, was too 

divided to take a firm stance on radio — as some felt American programmes were better, 

"yet across the country public ownership had some substantial support from 

businessmen."'" This rift within a key support group for the CAB meant that the CRL 

and its supporters were nearly unopposed in the condemnation of the American 

commercial system. 

As the CRL pushed forward, its members were quite confident that they would be 

successful. They believed that their claims of an unregulated Canadian system falling 

under American domination had the biggest impact on Bennett and his Cabinet.105 What 

was truly interesting was that both sides in the debate on public broadcasting used the 

increased number of American programmes to make their point to the Committee. For 
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advocates of public broadcasting, the fear of American takeover was their evidence, 

while those opposed to nationalization argued for the economic benefit of American 

programmes as well as for the audience satisfaction with higher quality programmes.'°6

One such example of opposition came from the Toronto Evening Telegram in a March 

15, 1930 article entitled 'Save Your Radio.' The paper told readers who enjoyed listening 

to American programmes to write their MP to protest against the proposed "enactment of 

tomfool legislation."1°7 While this debate continued, the Canadian Minister to 

Washington, W.D Herridge, successfully negotiated a new wave-length agreement. 

Vipond notes that Canada received nine clear channels and twenty-seven shared channels 

because "the national policy gave them a better bargaining position [with the United 

States] and Canada was better off than it ever had been."1°8 This ability to put pressure on 

the United States finally convinced Bennett and the Conservatives that legislation leading 

to a national broadcasting system needed to be enacted. 

While the 1932 legislation provided for a national broadcaster, it nonetheless 

compromised some elements to help get it through the House of Commons. Ironically, 

the final legislation created a national network with local affiliates, just as NBC and CBS 

had done; the only difference was Canada's concern with nationalism in lieu of profits.'°9

One of the key reasons this type of system was established over a privately owned system 

controlled by the railways was Bennett's fear that it would have been an indirect 

condemnation of the British system in favour of an American system, a move that the 

imperialist Bennett was not willing to make.11° As Bennett himself said, "Canadians have 

the right to a system of broadcasting from Canadian sources equal in all respects to that 
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of any other country...this country must be assured of complete Canadian control of 

broadcasting from Canadian sources, free from foreign interference."'" 

Unfortunately for the CRL and the Bennett government, American influence over 

radio remained a heated issue throughout the life of the CRBC. Part of the problem was 

the role assigned the CRBC, that of programme creator, like NBC and CBS, but also of 

regulator, similar to the FCC.112 Fortner argues that this type of control over the airwaves 

and the mythology of nationalized radio "masked the fact...that the most popular 

programmes carried on Canada's national system continued to be those produced in the 

United States for the American networks.""3 By continuing to air American 

programmes, the CRBC did not live up to the expectations of its supporters. Spry and 

Plaunt envisioned a system that could cover events from a Canadian point of view and 

not the government approved outlet for American programmes the CRBC became.114 For 

them, what Canadians heard on radio needed to legitimize and validate the ideals, values, 

myths and history distinctive to Canada; to simply clone the American system was 

anathema.115 Additionally, there was a commonly held belief that enjoying American 

entertainment too much meant that people enjoyed being Canadian too little, a problem 

the CRBC did not help with its insistence on broadcasting American programmes:16 As 

the CAB argued to the 1934 Committee, "the result [of poor Canadian programming] is 

that the bulk of Canadians in Ontario and Quebec now listen to U.S stations."'" 

Throughout the four years of the CRBC, American programmes remained the 

most listened to in Canada, with Amos '12' Andy the most popular of these.118 A 1934 

Regina Daily Star poll revealed that readers overwhelmingly preferred American 

programming. After hockey broadcasts, Jack Benny was the most popular programme.119 
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Despite this, American broadcasters regularly levelled complaints against the CRBC. 

Most of the concern came from the CRBC's restrictions on advertising, which, in one 

letter, CBS called arbitrary.120 The American networks resented the CRBC for limiting 

their direct access to Canadian markets and felt they were losing revenue as a result. For 

its part, the CRBC was more concerned with other issues, like complaints about quality. 

Toronto Telegram radio critic Jim Hunter frequently criticized CRBC programmes, 

writing in 1933 that, "we would like to hear one Canadian program where the producer 

was permitted to spend some real money, on talent and rehearsals and special musical 

arrangements, if for nothing else than to satisfy ourselves whether we can produce one 

really outstanding hour, one that will be listened to across the line as we now listen to 

theirs ."I21

The Commission continually came under a barrage from Canadians for its 

policies. A constant cause for complaints was the problem of clear signals, as stations 

would constantly shift, sometimes outside of their allotted frequency, in order to obtain 

the clearest signals. The Toronto Telegram reported in January 1935 on a meeting in 

Goderich, Ontario where local radio owners met to discuss the wavelength situation. The 

paper noted that the meeting "threatened to get out of hand ... on numerous occasions 

when the pent-up resentment of several years' suffering of disturbances to radio reception 

got the upper hand of the large audience," and that "a further resolution was forwarded to 

the Canadian Radio Commission protesting the encroachment of United States 

broadcasting stations on Canadian wave lengths."122 Schmalz argues that in 

Saskatchewan there would be grumbling if Saskatoon interfered with Prince Albert or 

vice versa, "but there'd be an uproar should a Saskatchewan station impede the signal 
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from an American station.123 Incidents such as this, which occurred across the country, 

showed just how entrenched American broadcasting was in Canada. Vipond explains the 

situation by arguing that: 

Economic imperatives and cultural habits alone were leading Canadian 
broadcasters and listeners to welcome American network programming, and the 
commercial goals of the U.S network owners make them ever-responsive to 
Canadian market opportunities; no conspiracy theories were needed to explain 
the Americanization of Canadian radio.124

Complaints about the Americanization of the CRBC were as strong as they were 

varied. J.F.B Livesay, General Manager of the Canadian Press, wrote a letter to a friend 

at the Vancouver Sun (and copied Hector Charlesworth) saying that it would be better to 

"starve" the CRBC out of existence rather than have them sell air time to American 

broadcasters — saying "it looks very like selling one's birth right, does it not?"125 Spry 

and Plaunt were just as outspoken in their outrage at the CRBC, with Spry telling a 

conference on U.S-Canadian affairs in Canton, Ohio that "the Canadian experiment has 

failed. ..and some new experiment is called for."126 As far as the CRL and its supporters 

were concerned, the continuation of American domination over radio during the years 

1932-1936 was a direct failure on the part of the CRBC and a movement was launched 

for a reorganization of radio in Canada. While other key issues, specifically politics, 

dominated the 1936 Parliamentary Committee on Radio, the Americanization of radio 

was a factor in pushing the newly elected Liberal government to reform Canada's 

broadcasting system. Nash argues that "the most effective weapon that Plaunt had was 

King's fear of American domination of Canadian airwaves," a fear that Plaunt and the 

rest of the CRL exploited to its maximum.127 While Charlesworth and others inside the 

CRBC were disappointed with the Prime Minster's decision, it was the best course of 
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action for Canadians. Apart from the political and language issues that embroiled the 

CRBC, its insistence on presenting American programmes destroyed its legitimacy. A 

broadcaster funded by everyday Canadians, either through taxes or licence fees, must 

provide Canadian entertainment and the CRBC did not meet this mandate. It was not 

designed to compete with American broadcasters, simply to provide a Canadian voice on 

the radio and when it failed to do so, it was time to make a change. 

Ellis calls the reorganization of the CRBC into the CBC a sign of "the clear intent 

of Parliament to resist the influence of the U.S model" of free enterprise.128 While 

arguing that the founding principles of the CBC were based on the BBC, Spry says that 

the reorganization of 1936 showed how passionate Canadians were about having 

Canadian sources of entertainment: "The American experience of a system dominated 

solely by advertising considerations was rejected."129 By 1936, even those who had 

previously objected to any public intervention supported the idea of a government 

controlled system. The CAB made two presentations to the 1936 Committee — the first 

argued for a reorganization of the CRBC into two separate boards, one regulatory and 

one programming, while the second stressed the need for increased power licences to 

prevent further American access to Canadian airwaves.13° This was clearly a top priority 

for the CBC as wavelengths were a hot topic at their first meeting: 

With regard to the wavelength agreement with the United States, Col. Steele 
said he considered the arrangement adequate, but that the Commission had not 
had sufficient finances to utilize fully the clear channels made available by this 
arrangement. He said that the Commission had a plan calling for a certain 
number of high power key stations, but that it simply didn't have the money to 
implement this plan.131 
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The anti-American push that helped established the CBC still exists as the public 

broadcaster is one of the major differences between Canada and the United States. 

Thompson and Randall argue that the CBC "marks the most visible difference between 

the cultural industries of Canada and the United States."132 They are quick to point out, 

however, that the CBC continued (and continues) to air American programmes, but that 

the principle of mixed public and private enterprise had been established.133 This 

principle, more so than the Corporation, is what has shaped Canadian broadcasting since 

its inception. As Fortner argues, "the major difference between Canadian and American 

radio was Canada's development of a national radio system designed to foster the growth 

of national identity. ' 134 John Herd Thompson has gone so far as to argue that "the 

creation of the CBC was an outspoken assertion of national sovereignty."135 Fortner calls 

the whole episode reactive and argues that a key motivation for Canadians was to 

demonstrate that they were different from their American neighbours, despite the fact that 

such a statement was not an easy one to make.136

The CBC's role as protector from Americanization continues as it is the only 

major network to air exclusively Canadian content in 'prime time.' And with several 

programmes enjoying both critical and popular success the CBC offers Canadians 

`popular' culture that simply cannot be found on the other major Canadian networks. 

Former CBC President Tony Manera argues that this is essential "because of our 

proximity to the U.S, which provides us with virtually unlimited access to a huge supply 

of American television programming in English."137 Despite the vast amount of 

American programming available to Canadians, it is clear that there is a market for 

Canadian content on the air — a role that only the CBC fills. As Herschel Hardin once 
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said, "we did not choose public enterprise freely. It was forced upon us by American 

expansion."I38

The current debate over the CBC revolves largely around the amount of American 

television programmes available in Canada — the argument being that Canadians clearly 

choose American programmes over Canadian programmes, so why bother spending tax 

dollars on Canadian programming. Supporters of public broadcasting dismiss this 

argument by claiming that there is a responsibility to offer Canadians home-grown 

entertainment. As James Hall says "Canadians may have wanted their own programming, 

but they listened to and enjoyed American radio programs in surprising quantities as well 

— a trend that continues to this day."139 Given the lessons learned during broadcasting's 

formative years, however, it is essential that Canada maintain domestic control of 

broadcasting. As Nash says, "this country must be assured of complete Canadian control 

of broadcasting from Canadian sources, free from foreign interference or influence."140

Perhaps best stating the case for the CBC was Albert Shea when he wrote: 

It is no exaggeration to say that the survival of Canada depends on making use 
of modern communication to maintain the integrity of the nation. Our 
considerable dependence, both economic and cultural, on our powerful 
neighbour, the United States has its virtues, but also makes us vulnerable to the 
core of our national personality. For Canadians who speak English, as well as 
for those who are French speaking, CBC-Radio Canada is the principal 
instrument of communication available to provide the means of cultural 
survival. It can also serve as the link that will enable English and French 
speaking Canadians to remain united.141

With such passions on both sides of the debate, it is clear that these issues will not fade 

away any time soon. Given that the Americanization of Canadian culture was a central 

focus in the establishment of the CBC, it is only fitting that it is a central focus in the 

continuation of the CBC. 
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Chapter 6: 

A New Beginning 

When the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) officially took over on 

Sunday November 1, 1936, it concluded an eventful four years of Canadian Radio 

Broadcasting Commission (CRBC) administration. Despite having experienced plenty of 

important difficulties, the CRBC did manage to transfer its authority over radio to the 

CBC, an institution that has a long, occasionally successful, and sometimes controversial 

history. While this marked the end of the CRBC, it also signalled the conclusion of the 

formative years of the creation of Canadian broadcasting. The groundwork firmly 

completed, the CBC was now free to operate in a country already well aware of the 

potential difficulties associated with national public broadcasting. As they did 

historically, so too through the nine years between the first national radio hook-up on 

Dominion Day 1927 and the inaugural broadcast of the CBC in 1936, Canadians 

struggled with questions of politics, language, regionalism and American influence. 

During this period, everyone involved with Canadian broadcasting encountered these 

same concerns. This was evident from 1929 and the first meeting of the Royal 

Commission on Radio Broadcasting chaired by Sir John Aird to Hector Charlesworth's 

thanks to his fellow Commissioners during the final meeting of the CRBC in 1936. 

Throughout these years, government involvement, public interest, and lobbyist 

pressure revealed the extent to which each area of concern impacted Canadian 

broadcasting. Political issues ranged from censorship of the International Bible Students 

Association in 1928, Cabinet interference with CRBC administration in 1933, and the 

`Mr. Sage' broadcasts during the 1935 federal election. These events confirmed the views 
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of Graham Spry and Alan Plaunt, who always believed that a national broadcaster needed 

to be non-partisan and independent of Parliament. The CBC's more defined structure, 

comprised of a General Manager and Board of Governors, was a response to the political 

issues that earlier plagued the CRBC. Henceforth, the new body was able to operate and 

secure funds without being subject to Parliamentary interference. 

Besides the political issues, language and regional tensions also played a 

formative role in Canadian broadcasting. The issue of regional representation within a 

national broadcaster was first raised in February, 1929 by New Brunswick. Premier John 

Baxter and his government feared that a national system would abolish local 

programming and, therefore, eliminate local news and culture. Concerns over local 

content quickly combined with questions over language. The Ontario and New 

Brunswick governments supported Quebec in a 1931 Privy Council case in which the 

Taschereau government challenged the Bennett government's claim that broadcasting fell 

under federal jurisdiction. Even though the Privy Council preserved federal control over 

broadcasting, the point was made that local sensitivities would have to be addressed. 

There were some early problems, specifically complaints from the Ku Klux Klan in 

Saskatchewan that the West should not be subjected to French programming. Despite the 

Klan's objections, language and regional divides were slowly bridged throughout the 

1930s. The existence of a system with programming in both national languages while 

simultaneously offering local and national broadcasts was the result of politicians and 

broadcasters recognizing the tensions related to regional and language concerns. 

Of the three areas, however, the fear of American influence, while arguably the 

most important, was also the most straightforward. Throughout the years 1927-1936, 
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discussion of American influence revolved around a single question: how to limit the 

Americanization of airwaves and increase Canadian content. Attempts to limit the 

amount of American influence in Canadian broadcasting began when the Aird 

Commission bluntly declared that "Canadians want Canadian programming." From that 

point, every official government position on radio stressed that it was essential for 

broadcasting in Canada to remain under Canadian control. Even Prime Minister R.B 

Bennett, a strong supporter of private enterprise, endorsed government involvement in 

broadcasting as a means of stemming American influence. Such strong sentiments were a 

major reason why Canadian radio remained under Canadian control and was not simply 

turned over to American interests. As discussed in the opening chapter, the literature 

dealing with Canadian broadcasting stresses this aspect of radio development above all 

others. While it was certainly an integral part of the story, nationalist sentiment worked in 

conjunction with the regional and language tensions as well as a fear of political 

interference. These three challenges informed the creation of Canadian broadcasting and 

produced compromises that eventually led to the mixed-ownership system. 

Of course, the story of Canadian broadcasting did not end with the incorporation 

of the CBC in 1936, nor did the classic concerns associated with the years 1927-1936. 

While tensions over politics, language/region, and American influence all had to be 

overcome in order to establish a national broadcaster in the 1930s, these issues did not 

disappear following the 1936 Broadcasting Act. Given how prominent these concerns 

have been, and continue to be in Canada, it would be naïve to believe that they would 

simply disappear from broadcasting. In fact, questions related to these themes continue to 

affect the CBC today. Some have questioned whether CBC news gives more favourable 
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coverage to the Liberal Party and New Democrats when compared to the Conservatives. 

For example, in response to a CBC online article from March 9, 2009 dealing with 

potential programming cuts, one commenter from Manitoba wrote that "the decline of the 

CBC is due to their desire to promote their Liberal agenda and not let facts get in the 

way. The majority of CBC reporting is so biased and skewed it is in most cases barely 

factual."' While perhaps not the most eloquent criticism, such remarks underline the 

perception that the CBC has yet to completely meet its goal of being seen as non-partisan. 

While the 1936 legislation did restrict political involvement within the Corporation, how 

the body is perceived is just as important a factor in maintaining its legitimacy. 

As well, discussions on the CBC's funding have entered into the public discourse. 

In the fiscal year 2008, the CBC received approximately $1.1 billion from the federal 

government. Given recent declines in advertising revenue, the CBC has requested an 

increase in federal funding. Heritage Minister James Moore has publicly stated that the 

CBC will instead have to reduce expenses as the government will not increase the 

Corporation's subsidy.2 The current debate is reminiscent of when Bennett's Cabinet 

threatened to withdraw funding from the CRBC and goes to show that as long as public 

funds support broadcasting, politicians will always have the power to impact the industry. 

While politics remain a hot topic, language and regional issues continue to be 

prominent in Canadian broadcasting. Radio-Canada has done an excellent job in 

providing French programming from coast-to-coast, but questions remain as to whether it 

is fiscally responsible to do so. It has been argued that the proportion of French-speaking 

Canadians outside Quebec, especially in the West, does not warrant the expense incurred 

from a national French broadcaster. Alberta Senator Claudette Tardif worries that this 
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line of thinking coupled with recent cuts will hurt national French programming, writing 

that such action would "further separat[e] our rural regions and our official language 

minorities from the rest of the country."3 While this argument is not at the forefront of the 

debate on national broadcasting, it persists and needs to be monitored. A more 

conspicuous debate within the CBC deals with the need for regional programming. In 

2000, the CBC significantly cut local news programming in favour of the half-hour 

national news show Canada Now at 6:00 P.M.4 The move was heavily criticized, with 

complaints claiming that the CBC was not operating in the best interest of Canadians. 

Local news, it was argued, was necessary to give voice to various issues across the 

country. In contrast, national news would become too Toronto/Ontario centred and the 

rest of the country would be vastly underserved. The CBC relented in 2006 and re-

instituted the full hour of local news at 6:00 P.M.5 In a country as large and diverse as 

Canada, it is difficult (if not impossible) for someone or something to represent all 

Canadians. This means that questions of language and regional representation can never 

be completely resolved and will continue to affect the CBC, and Canadian broadcasting 

in general. 

Besides political and regional tensions, the largest criticism of the CBC is its 

inability to compete with American programming. During the week starting March 23, 

2009, the top ten most watched shows in Canada were all American programmes 

simulcast on private Canadian networks CTV and Global.6 Of the top thirty shows, only 

eight were Canadian.? Some will look at this and see no problem. The argument goes that 

most people prefer the American programmes offered by CTV and Global, so why be 

concerned about this lack of Canadian content? Indeed, there are plenty of reasons to care 
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— the first being the number of jobs created through broadcasting. From camera operators 

and grips to writers and designers, a solid television industry in Canada provides people 

with jobs and, more importantly, experience in their fields without having to relocate 

south of the border. In addition to the economic benefit of Canadian content, the wider 

cultural implications are critical. Sustaining Canadian culture can bind us together and 

give a sense of 'nationhood' to an already fragmented community separated by region, 

language and ethnicity. As Austin Weir once said, the CBC "is an essential ... 

reinforcement of the East-West Confederation of Canada, from sea to sea."8 Culture, 

especially popular culture, has the power to bring a nation together under a common 

voice. Perhaps Albert Shea put it best when he argued that "it is no exaggeration to say 

that the survival of Canada depends on making use of modern communication to 

maintain the integrity of the nation."9

The fact that these three issues remain present in debates and discussion on 

Canadian broadcasting only goes to show how prominent they are in Canada. While the 

1936 legislation addressed each area of concern, their importance in Canadian society has 

ensured that they continue to influence broadcasting. But by no means do current 

concerns minimize the significance of the period between 1927 and 1936. Because of the 

progress made during these nine years, political sensitivities, regional/linguistic tensions, 

and Americanization worries no longer pose the same type of threat they did over seventy 

years ago. The system evolved around these concerns and overcame tensions in order to 

establish a broadcaster that, at the very least, is able to sustain itself. Had it not been for 

the work of radio enthusiasts like Graham Spry and Alan Plaunt, influential Canadians 

like Sir John Aird and Hector Charlesworth, and politicians like R.B Bennett and William 
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Lyon Mackenzie King, it would have been easy for Canadians to simply turn over control 

of broadcasting to American interests. These men prevented such a dramatic shift in 

broadcasting policy and made use of the new technology to unite the nation through 

radio. 

This is not to discount the work of the opponents of public broadcasting, as they 

too played an important role in the debate. Men like R.W Ashcroft, an officer of the 

Canadian Association of Broadcasters (CAB) and manager of CKGW in Toronto, added 

a different, if not dissenting, opinion of how radio should be best used in this country. 

Through his work, Ashcroft gave voice to the thousands of station operators and 

employees who felt that the government had no business involving itself in broadcasting. 

Ashcroft reminded Canadians of the dangers associated with government ownership and 

helped pave the way towards a compromise between government and private monopoly. 

Just as staunch a nationalist as Spry or Plaunt, Ashcroft simply felt that Canadians would 

be best served through a system of privately owned stations. While his argument is 

debatable, Ashcroft felt he was acting in the best interest of the country. His beliefs and 

efforts should not be dismissed. The continued presence of private broadcasting means 

that Canadians are privileged to have access to one of the most diverse media systems in 

the world. 

Given the work associated with establishing a national system and the impact of 

these principal issues during Canadian broadcasting's formative years, 1927-1936, the 

CBC was quick to address the situation. During the CBC's first meeting of the Board of 

Governors on Tuesday November 3, 1936, Chairman Leonard Brockington "affirmed that 

the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation would function as a free body, independent of 
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partisan political considerations and ever mindful of the necessity of maintaining just and 

generous relations between the two mother races."10 The next evening, Brockington 

addressed the nation, explaining to Canadians the purpose of the new body and ensuring 

that the mistakes of the CRBC would not be repeated. After thanking Hector 

Charlesworth for his service, Brockington confirmed that "due regard will be paid by us 

all in what we believe to be the national interest," and that "in our determination to be 

non-political, non-sectional, and truly representative of the Canadian people," Board of 

Governors meetings would be held in various cities across the country rather than 

exclusively in Ottawa." Clearly, he wanted to reaffirm Canadians' confidence in the idea 

of a national broadcaster. By asserting the CBC's political independence, language 

sensitivity, and nationalist sentiment, Brockington sent a strong message that the CRBC's 

problems would not carry over to the new broadcaster. 

Even though Canadian broadcasting struggled to overcome these longstanding 

challenges during its early years, there were plenty of positive achievements. The event 

that first sparked popular national interest in broadcasting, the Diamond Jubilee broadcast 

in 1927, was one example of Canadian innovation. The ability to link the country 

together, whether for that July broadcast in 1927 or for nightly programmes in the 1930s, 

has to be commended given Canada's geography and climate. Apart from the 

achievement of the national hook-up, Canadian programming also soon received 

international praise. Voted the top radio news story of the first half of the 20th century by 

the Canadian Press, the 1936 Moose River Mine Disaster put Canadian radio in the 

international spotlight and turned local reporter Frank Wills into an international 

celebrity. The Nova Scotia gold mine collapsed on April 12, 1936, but Wills, a regional 
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director for the CRBC, was not permitted to provide live updates until April 20. From 

that day, Wills provided two minute updates every half hour to an estimated 100 million 

listeners. Working fifty-four consecutive hours, Wills provided insightful and dramatic 

reports from the mine. When two of the three trapped men were successfully rescued, 

Wills emphatically stated that "I'll remember this until the dying day of my life."12 By 

the time of his final broadcast, Wills, despite being "dead tired down here," had changed 

the face of broadcasting.13 Radio had previously been restricted to entertainment. 

Through his compelling descriptions, Wills demonstrated radio's immediacy through its 

ability to provide live updates to mass audiences, a revolutionary development at the 

time. It did not go unnoticed that this happened in Canada. Sandy Stewart argues that 

during those three days "Canadian radio had for the first time come into its own, and 

Canadians were now much more aware that there was a place and a need for their own 

kind of radio that could more than compete with the world's best."14

Riding the wave of momentum from the Moose River Mine broadcasts, the CBC 

went to work establishing its national network. The Corporation built transmitting 

stations across the country, finally completing the task in 1939 when CBK in Watrous, 

Saskatchewan went on the air. During the station's inaugural broadcast on July 29, 

Brockington told Canadians that with the completion of a high powered national network, 

Canada could now tell its story to the rest of the world.15 Since that pronouncement, the 

CBC has undergone a number of changes, both structural and administrative, but its 

mandate of providing a Canadian perspective has never changed. 

While there is plenty of work to be done in examining how these principal issues 

impacted Canadian broadcasting after 1936, it is crucial to remember that everything was 
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fundamentally shaped by the years 1927 to 1936. The only reason Leonard Brockington 

felt he had to reassure Canadians in 1936 that the CBC would be truly representative of 

the Canadian people, was because of the lessons learned in the preceding nine years. In 

addition, one of the major benefits of the transmitting station at Watrous was its ability to 

offer local programming to the Prairies while simultaneously enhancing the strength of 

the national network. Just like Brockington, Canadians knew this was important as a 

result of earlier struggles over regional broadcasts. These two instances show the impact 

of radio's formative years on future policy decisions and the influence this period had on 

the nature of Canadian broadcasting. 

All the actors in this story played a seminal role in shaping Canadian 

broadcasting. Whether one agrees or disagrees with their actions, one has to admit that 

establishing the CBC in 1936 was the product of their hard work and dedication to 

broadcasting. It is remarkable that this story, and everything that followed, was possible 

as a result of an experiment on the coast of Newfoundland in December 1901 by a young 

inventor named Guglielmo Marconi. One can only wonder what early fans of radio would 

think of the mass media and broadcasting empires of the 21st century. If radio amazed 

Mary Lee McCracken of Wagner, South Carolina in the 1920s, what would she think of 

high definition television? If weekly Sunday School broadcasts comforted veterans in a 

Regina hospital, would they find twenty-four hour a day religious broadcasts even more 

soothing? Perhaps it is the stark contrast between the amazement at radio in the 1920s 

and the everyday presence of mass media today that best demonstrates the extent of the 

radio revolution. 

At the time, it would have been difficult for anyone to predict such rapid 
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development in communications. From what many believed to be a novelty item in the 

mid-1920s, radio quickly became a necessity during the Great Depression, easing the 

pain associated with economic hardship. While Amos 'n' Andy and Foster Hewitt 

entertained audiences, the Canadian government laboured to pass effective legislation 

governing the new medium. A Royal Commission Report in 1929 and Parliamentary 

Committees in 1932, 1934, and 1936 are evidence of the great interest the government 

took in broadcasting. But it was not a simple task for legislators as classic Canadian 

concerns of politics, language, regionalism, and the United States, disrupted, altered, and 

ultimately shaped the nature of radio in Canada. 
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Appendix I 

Schedule of Public Hearings Held by the 
Royal Commission on Radio Broadcasting 

April 17, 1929 
April 18, 1929 
April 23, 1929 
April 25, 1929 
April 29, 1929 
April 30, 1929 
May 2, 1929 —
May 3, 1929 —
May 4, 1929 — 
May 7, 1929 — 
May 8, 1929 —
May 13, 1929 
May 14, 1929 
May 15, 1929 
May 17, 1929 
May 28, 1929 
May 29, 1929 
May 31, 1929 
June 5, 1929 —
June 13, 1929 
June 14, 1929 
June 17, 1929 
June 18, 1929 
June 20, 1929 
July 3, 1929 — 

— Victoria, BC 
— Vancouver, BC 
— Edmonton, AB 
— Calgary, AB 
— Saskatoon, SK 
— Prince Albert, SK 
Regina, SK 
Moose Jaw, SK 
Brandon, MB 
Winnipeg, MB 
Port Arthur, ON 

— Windsor, ON 
— London, ON 
— Hamilton, ON 
— Toronto, ON 
— Sherbrooke, QC 
— Montreal, QC 
— Chicoutimi, QC 
Quebec, QC 

— Fredericton, NB 
— St. John, NB 
— Halifax, NS 
— Sydney, NS 
— Charlottetown, PE 
Ottawa, ON 

138 

Appendix I 

Schedule of Public Hearings Held by the 
Royal Commission on Radio Broadcasting 

April 17, 1929 - Victoria, BC 
April 18, 1929 - Vancouver, BC 
April 23, 1929 - Edmonton, AB 
April 25, 1929 - Calgary, AB 
April 29, 1929 - Saskatoon, SK 
April 30, 1929 - Prince Albert, SK 
May 2, 1929-Regina, SK 
May 3, 1929 - Moose Jaw, SK 
May 4, 1929 - Brandon, MB 
May 7, 1929 - Winnipeg, MB 
May 8, 1929 - Port Arthur, ON 
May 13,1929 - Windsor, ON 
May 14,1929 - London, ON 
May 15, 1929 - Hamilton, ON 
May 17, 1929 - Toronto, ON 
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May 29, 1929 - Montreal, QC 
May 31, 1929 - Chicoutimi, QC 
June 5, 1929 - Quebec, QC 
June 13, 1929 - Fredericton, NB 
June 14, 1929 - St. John, NB 
June 17, 1929-Halifax, NS 
June 18, 1929-Sydney, NS 
June 20, 1929 - Charlottetown, PE 
July 3, 1929-Ottawa, ON 
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