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Preface


Over the past fifteen years I have thought several times about setting down something about myself and my work at CBS. Now, here at last, I am sitting down to make a real try, tape recorder in hand, a pad of paper at my side, alone late at night in one of my favorite rooms which exudes a nice warmth. I decorated this room over the years, picking and choosing every piece of furniture, every work of art, and each of them has a special meaning and a story for me, like the painting “La Voilette” by Matisse. It is a comfortable room—a bedroom-sitting room—in which I can relax and think and reflect.


What kind of person am I? I ask myself that, as I begin this effort. The answer is not simple. My life spans the century and, as I see it, I should do two things: I must narrate the more significant events in which I was a participant, especially those which influenced our world as we now know it, and I must reveal, if I can, something of myself and my world.


I wonder if I can put enough of myself in it. Am I reflective enough or personal enough? I am not a very demonstrative person. I am not good at flattering people or even complimenting them. I have worked for years with people at CBS whose skills I have admired and who have not had from me the kind of acknowledgment they deserve or would like to get. I like to believe, however, that they understand me and know how I feel about them.


Of course, I like praise myself, even flattery, and certainly I like to read a good notice when it appears, but I feel somewhat embarrassed when it is presented to me directly in person. I tend to brush it off and try to change the subject. As for unflattering or critical comments which sometimes come my way, I have an urge to reply, to correct misrepresentation, to set matters straight—which of course means putting things more in my favor. Some of that is certain to find its place here.


I don’t think I am a very easy person to know. Perhaps that is a strange thing to say at the beginning of a work like this because I hope to make myself known in this book. Yet it is my impression that although I have had a multitude of acquaintances in my life, many of whom call me friend and whom I call friend, I have had very few intimates. Apart from these few, I think I do not like the idea of depending on others. I don’t feel safe. When I find myself becoming dependent on one particular person I start to worry about what would happen if he or she were no longer there, and about who could take his or her place. Of course, I am not self-sufficient and have to lean on many people. But I always keep my reserve.


In a sort of treaty with the reader, I have decided to declare here what I will tell and not tell. As a matter of taste I will not write about my intimate personal relations. That would either be unfair to others or beyond my capacity for expression. I will take up not only the successful aspects of my life and work, but also the qualified successes in some areas, the failures in others, the good memories and the regrets.


This is a new experience for me. Until this writing, the only time I have spoken up has been for the various organizations I have represented. Now I speak for myself.


I am sure that I may have unconsciously rationalized some events, especially painful ones, to make myself feel better about them, or to present myself in a better light. Still, I do want to try to be objective. After all, presenting myself is what I am doing here.


I have enjoyed extraordinary success in life, as much as I or any American could dream of, and I leave it to the reader to judge how well I used my opportunities.





Chicago


I was a child of immigrants. They were not poor immigrants, as were so many who came from Eastern Europe and Russia in the later nineteenth century; my family was among the fortunate ones with a stake to invest in the new world. My grandfather, Isaac Paley, was well heeled enough upon his arrival in Chicago in 1888 to entertain the aristocratic notion of enjoying the freedom of the United States without actually working. His vision of life was acquired from observing the gentry of the old world, or perhaps from reading nineteenth-century Russian novels. Things did not turn out as he intended, but I cannot help wondering whether something of my grandfather’s feeling for the value of leisure and luxury did not brush off on me.


Grandfather Isaac was a tall, handsome man who wore a Vandyke beard and carried himself like a patriarch. As I remember him, he would sit next to a samovar, drinking tea and chatting with friends all day long. They did most of the talking; he did most of the listening. He had a presence that I think caused many to hold him in awe.


My father, Samuel Paley, once told me the story of how the family happened to come to the United States. My grandfather had had a rather special position among Jews in Russia. He lived in a small town called Brovary, near Kiev, and was the Czar’s representative in the town. The state functions he performed were rather modest. When anyone from the court came through the town, he had to see to it that the horses were changed and that accommodations and other services were provided for the personage and his entourage. But my grandfather’s office brought with it a certain tangible privilege. He could go wherever he wanted, in contrast to most Jews, who were confined more or less to particular neighborhoods.


If there were pogroms in the town, my father did not tell me of them. And yet, somehow, I have the notion that Grandfather Isaac thought that the time had come when emigration might be a wise course for the family. With permission to travel and also the wherewithal, as the owner of a prospering lumber business, he made a voyage to America, around 1883–84, taking his nine-year-old son, my father, to visit and see if he liked it. He did like it, returned to Russia, and apparently made plans. Four years later he moved everyone to Chicago. The entourage was considerable: himself; his wife, Zelda; my father, who was then thirteen; three other sons—William, Jacob and Benjamin; and three daughters, Sophie, Sarah and Celia.


My grandfather Isaac failed the capitalistic test. He soon lost most of his money in bad investments. But he himself was above the mere material side of life. I don’t remember his ever working for a living.


Grandmother Zelda was different, indeed the opposite of my grandfather in temperament. She was small and full of spark and punch, but she was a complainer. She would sometimes shout at my grandfather, but to no avail. He was serene. Yet, she had influence—the strength in the family, I think, came from her. My father and Uncle Jay took after her, and some of her spirit must have come down to me. As I heard the story in the family, when my grandfather lost his money, my grandmother and the older children saw that somebody had to go out and make a living. William, the eldest, and my father, who was next in age, left school and went to work. My father sold newspapers, then worked in a piano factory, and then in a cigar factory, where as an apprentice he came upon his destiny.


It was not long before my father got the idea of opening a cigar store with one cigar maker working in the front window, which was not uncommon in those days. The cigar maker, sitting at a table in the window, rolling cigars by hand, was not only functional but was an attraction and an advertisement. Passers-by would stop to watch and perhaps come in to buy. Between his factory job and his own store, my father learned all about tobacco and discovered that he had the gift of recognizing the various qualities of tobacco and of blending them in attractive combinations of flavor. It was his particular genius and became his lifelong vocation.


He must have been ambitious too in those days, carrying two jobs. His brand of cigars began selling so well that he decided to go out and sell them to other cigar stores. Eventually he gave up the factory job, put more cigar makers to work in the back room of the store, and found himself in the cigar business. It was a short step from there to opening a cigar factory of his own. He made a good product, built a business, and became successful at an early age. In 1896, the year he was naturalized at the age of twenty-one, he had probably become a millionaire.


Two years later, he married Goldie Drell, who was sixteen. Three years later, on September 28, 1901, I was born. Not long after that he moved the business and the family to Detroit. I had a nurse then (a sign of the family’s prosperity) whom I remember for only one thing, going hand-in-hand with her many times to visit photographers who would tell me to look at “the birdie.” I must have been little more than three years old.


Sometime in these years my father’s best customer, a wholesaler, went bankrupt, leaving Samuel Paley with so great a loss that it virtually put him out of business. Back we went to Chicago where my father had to start over again; thereafter I had no nurse.


My father, evidently not completely broke, acquired a house for us on Marshfield Avenue, in a residential neighborhood not far west of the Loop. I long remembered it as a large house, at least fifty feet wide. The houses on the block were attached, like the brownstones of New York, but next to our home was an empty corner lot, which my father constantly talked of buying to protect that side of our house.


My life on Marshfield Avenue, as I remember it, was a child’s dream come true. The houses on the block were full of children of about my age and we played endlessly in the vacant lot and in the cellar of my house which served as a “club.”


Then we moved “up the ladder” to an apartment on Logan Boulevard in a more elegant neighborhood of northwest Chicago. My memory blurs the borders of time, for still later we moved again to an apartment hotel in the suburb of Rogers Park. School and playmates changed, but our home life remained the center of my existence.


Our family was closely knit, and its strong inner bonds of love and tradition generated classic centripetal forces which had considerable influence on me. Father, mother, my sister Blanche and I dined together every night when my parents were home. My father was frequently away on business—and on each and every occasion he was welcomed home as a returning king. There was an aura of love in our home; our father and mother lived for each other and for the children, and we knew it.


My mother was a handsome, even beautiful woman. She was on the stout side as I first remember her, but then she decided to become thin and she became thin—which suggests a touch of vanity and more than a touch of resoluteness. Her cooking was fabulous, which led me to care about good food for the rest of my life. She catered to my father in every way, simply taking it for granted that her role in life was to make him happy and comfortable.


My father was a short man with a black mustache and intense eyes that looked out rather gaily and confidently and yet seemed somewhat startled. He always stood erect and wore a coat and vest and a high stiff collar which was then in fashion. He had an odd configuration of hair—it was full on the sides but he was bald through the middle, forming a ski-slope shape from front to back. When his full head of hair started thinning, he worried about it and he believed the then current notion that if you shaved off the thinning area, your hair would grow back full again. So he had his hair shaved off through the middle. When he came home that night and bent down to kiss me, I started to cry, “That’s not my father.” But I grew accustomed to his new hair style; and I suppose he did, for the middle of his head remained forever bare.


I will never forget the very first automobile my father bought for the family and the excitement on that Saturday when we were all supposed to see the new car and meet the demonstrator, the man who was to teach my father to drive. My mother was a bit behind schedule and so I waited for her while my father and sister went ahead. When my mother and I came out, we found my father and sister gone. Apparently they had started without us. We waited impatiently. Finally, we saw my father and sister walking toward us, alone and without the car. I’ll never forget the expression on my father’s face. It seems that while turning a corner, my father was told to push the brake pedal. Instead he put his foot down on the accelerator and the car ran into a brick building at considerable speed. The new car was demolished. Two weeks later, another car was delivered, an Overland. My mother drove it; even I, although under age, drove it short distances to and from the garage. My father bought other cars, a Winton, a Cadillac and others. But he never drove again.


Such incidents stand out in my memory because they were so rare. My father earned and commanded the total respect of his family. He was a very capable businessman, loved all aspects of his growing cigar business, and at dinner would tell us in great detail what had happened that day. I was fascinated. From the time I was a young child, there was no doubt in my mind—or his—that I would get an education and then go into his business and succeed him. I admired him enormously and thought of doing great things to help him.


If I learned the sense of the life of leisure and relaxation from my grandfather Isaac, I certainly learned the fascination of work from my father. He was too busy becoming a successful businessman for me to develop an intimate relationship with him when I was growing up, but the bonds of love and respect were always there unshakably. From as far back as I can remember, whenever we met, we kissed each other on the cheek, and we kept to that tradition all his life, even in public, including the occasions when we came together in meetings with the directors of CBS.


Although we lived in unquestioned consciousness of being Jews, my family was divided on the religious aspect of being Jewish. Neither my grandfather Isaac nor my father showed much interest in religious formalities. But since my mother was more religious than my father, they would go together to the Reform synagogue on the High Holy Days. Mother’s father, Morris Drell, was a student of the Torah, a dedicated scholar who spent his whole day studying and interpreting it. He was a member of an Orthodox synagogue and made religion the center of his life.


Every Friday night we would go to my grandfather Morris’ house where he recited the ceremonial blessing over wine and bread on the eve of the Sabbath. To me, an uncomprehending child, it was worse than boring. I had to listen to prayers in Hebrew which I didn’t understand. I often thought how wonderful it would be when I was grown up and would not have to go there every Friday night.


My grandfather Morris had done all he could to keep me in the old faith, but to no avail. He walked five miles to the synagogue for my confirmation because Orthodox Jews are not permitted to drive in cars on Saturday, the Jewish Sabbath. I did have the honor of standing up alone before the congregation to recite the Ten Commandments in Hebrew, even though I had memorized the text phonetically and did not understand a single word. It was a measure, however, a true measure of the cultural distance between the two sides of my family.


In Chicago my family lived a modest middle-class life, occasionally going to the theater and having parties with friends at home. My mother would often stay home, preferring, she said, to use the time to prepare the after-theater supper. She would say to my father, “Why don’t you take Willie with you?” Thus, to my delight, I went to plays at an early age. Then I got a job on Saturdays as a sort of “candy-butcher” in Chicago theaters. I would march up and down the aisles of the balcony with a tray, hawking candy and other treats, and I would see the play. The first performance I ever saw on this job, ironically, was called It Pays to Advertise. As I remember that play, an advertising man came up with a brilliant idea to save a soap company from imminent bankruptcy. He proposed that it advertise and sell a soap to be called “Number 13 Soap—Unlucky for Dirt.” The soap was a huge success and the company was saved! I was surprised that no one ever used that slogan in the real world. It made a big impression on me.


New Year’s Eve was always an important night for a party in our home. Family and close friends would gather to talk and drink and, I guess, get a little tipsy. My father would dance the gezotski (more properly the kozak), which he had learned as a child in Russia. He had short but strong legs. With ten or twelve plates placed in a close circle, he would dance around and between the plates and never break a one. At almost every party, anywhere, someone would say, “Sam, come up and do your dance.” He was a good dancer and continued dancing to a very advanced age. I never learned the gezotski or any folk dance but I took to ballroom dancing and the dreamy and close body dances of the twenties when my turn came later.


My father was very neat and orderly, almost to a fault. Every moment of his life was planned in fine detail. And he was a hypochondriac, imagining all kinds of ailments for which he hurried to his doctor and took medicines of all kinds. My mother did the opposite: she never complained, threw away doctors’ prescriptions and got well on her own. Some say that I tend to be a hypochondriac. I deny it. At times I have been more concerned about my health than my mother was about hers, but I have not come anywhere near the real hypochondria of my father.


• • •


My father was a very gentle man, but when he got angry he got terribly angry. One night when I was just old enough to drive, I asked him if I could have the car. “Yes, if you’re home by eleven o’clock,” he said. Out riding with some friends, I forgot all about the time and my promise. I got home at one o’clock and found my father waiting for me in a state of fierce temper. I had disappointed him—in more ways than one, he said. “You remember when I asked you to be home at eleven, a friend of mine was present? After you left, my friend said to me, ‘You know damn well he’s not going to be home by eleven.’ And I said, ‘My son, when he says he’s going to be home by eleven, he’ll be home by eleven.’ I took a very strong stand, and you let me down, son, you let me down.” I was crushed. But it didn’t improve my character.


Not long afterward I was stopped for speeding while having one arm around a girl. The officer took my name, address and telephone number, and said that instead of giving me a ticket he was going to call my father and tell him about it. Terrified, I rushed home and appealed to the desk clerk of our apartment hotel: “Do me a big favor. When that call comes in on the switchboard, pretend you’re my father, please, and take the message.” The officer did call. The clerk answered and said, “Yes, this is Mr. Paley, what is it? Really? He did that? My God! What a bad boy he is. I’ll see that he’s properly punished for it.” I escaped my father’s wrath but not the guilt, and I was troubled by what I had done.


The birth of my sister, Blanche, on May 11, 1905, when I was nearly four years old, affected my life profoundly, even at the very beginning. My mother and father had asked me what I wanted for my birthday, and I gave a classic reply: a baby sister. (I wonder if or how they planted that idea in my mind.) One night there was a commotion in the house. The next morning my father came in to me and said, ‘Well, you have your wish. You have a baby sister.”


I was taken to my mother’s room where she had given birth to a daughter. I saw this tiny object in a crib and thought my parents were fooling me. She looked like a doll, so, just to check, I put my finger in her eye. She screamed, of course, and already I was in trouble.


Now with a real baby sister, I came to be unhappy about my request. It seemed logical that if I hadn’t asked for her, we wouldn’t have had her. As the older child, I was typically jealous of her for taking my place as the favorite.


Not long after my sister was born I got the feeling that my mother did not approve of me or did not think I was as good as she wanted me to be. As we grew up, my mother gave so much attention to my sister that I thought she regarded me as less worthy. She also made comparisons between me and other boys. Then and there a strong ambition was generated in me to be a success. I wanted to prove to her or anybody else who found fault with me that “Darn it, one day I’ll show you!” Along with my own conflicting self-esteem, I had both a strong love for my mother and an antagonism to her. And yet I wanted to be with her. I remember one occasion when she started to go downtown and I followed her along the street. She told me to go back to the house. And I wouldn’t go back. Finally she turned around in exasperation and said, “Okay, let’s go back home then.” When we got home she took me to the basement and gave me a whipping—one to be remembered.


The worst of it all was my impression that she did not find me attractive. She would complain: other children were brighter than I was; they looked better, or did something better; when I got clothes, the clothes never looked right on me; everybody else looked neater. I am not sure now if she really felt that way about me or was just trying to make me try harder. But the effect on me was a feeling of inferiority. I felt sorry for myself. I believed I was born unattractive.


This complicated relationship with my mother was eased when I got into the outside world. When at the age of about twelve, I went to my first dance, given by a neighbor on Logan Boulevard, I sat like a wallflower. One girl in particular made it clear somehow that she liked me and wanted to dance with me. Another did the same. I was surprised and thought at first that they were fooling, but apparently they weren’t. It occurred to me for the first time that I could be attractive and that put me in a good state of mind about how girls might feel about me. There was no question about how I felt about them.


I had an early passion for reading, especially for Horatio Alger stories. I went to the public library almost every day, and when I found a Horatio Alger book I had not read before, it was like finding a gold mine. I would read late into the night with great excitement about disadvantaged young men who worked hard, were virtuous and ended up marrying the boss’s daughter or getting rich. My mother was forever telling me to turn off the light and get to sleep. But I remained intrigued by the Horatio Alger heroes.


At school I was often a good student, sometimes an indifferent one, and on occasion a poor one. It all depended, it seemed, on circumstances. At first, things went badly in the grammar school near Marshfield Avenue—a school, I must say, whose methods were devised without sensitivity to the minds of children, or as we would say today, of any understanding of child psychology.


At eight or nine years of age I got over my strong desire to stay at home to be near my mother. But I still didn’t like school. I took extreme measures to avoid going to school: I would pretend to be ill, or would inflict some minor injury on myself to justify not going. I played hooky and signed my mother’s name to excuse slips. On more than one occasion I crawled out of the classroom while the teacher’s back was turned. And all for one reason: I felt put down by the school, and indeed I was put down, quite literally.


The school operated on a system designed to crush the morale of half its students. Each class divided the bright students, who were assigned one side of the classroom, from the presumed less-than-bright ones, assigned the other side. The farther down front you were on either side, the brighter you were; the farther back, the more stupid. I spent miserable days in the last row of the lower side, which had only one advantage: I could easily slip out to freedom.


One day the teacher announced a special fifteen-minute recess, a break in our routine, and because I was not feeling well, I sat and dozed with a book open in front of me. When all the children were back from the recess, the teacher asked me to stand up. I stood up, wondering what I had done now, and the teacher solemnly addressed the class, saying that while all of them had gone out to play, I had stayed behind to read and to prepare myself for the next lesson, whereupon she moved me from the lower to the upper half of the class.


I had not deserved to be branded stupid and I did not, of course, deserve to be commended for being a devoted student, but the combination of these artifices changed my life at school. No longer did I skip classes. Through the remaining years of grammar school, through high school, and into college, I ranked first, second, or third in my class. My career as a good student lasted until the end of my first semester at the University of Chicago, when the dean wrote to my father that I was one of the best students ever. Then something happened, and I ended that year in the lower part of my class.


Before then, and when I was old enough, I worked for my father in his factory during the summers. I swept floors, ran errands, looked around and learned. Father sent me to the banding department where they put the bands around the cigars and I learned how to do that. He sent me to the “kitchen,” where they mixed tobaccos and I learned how to do that. Almost every day I walked or ran to the downtown post office to buy federal bonding stamps, one of which had to go on each box of cigars. I would get the cash and run downtown, get the stamps and run back. I would try to see how fast I could make it and I got to be very fast, always striving to be better than before.


As a child I learned that I had a good ear for music, perfect pitch, so that I was able to tell if a note was even a fraction off. My mother took me to a concert given by Mischa Elman on probably his first concert tour in America, when he was a young lad in short pants. He played the violin so beautifully that I decided then and there that I wanted to become a violinist. But the violin teacher we consulted turned me down because I could not sing notes perfectly at the right pitch. I was crushed. Instead, I studied the piano for years, taking lessons from successively more advanced teachers, and I did very well. I even gave a concert once and there was some thought of my making a career as a pianist. But I never really liked the piano all that much and my piano playing came to an end when I went away to school.


In the fall of 1917 my family sent me away to complete my high school education at the Western Military Academy in Alton, Illinois. I put on cadet uniforms, shined my buttons, stood at attention for examination every morning, drilled at times during the day, fought mock battles and twice a week went to town—Alton—for candy bars. When you wanted to show yourself to be an independent creature, you bought snuff from a dealer who came around the school. You put it on your lips and little by little took some on your tongue and swallowed it. That made you one of the boys. I tried it just once, got sick, and gave it up forever.


That year marked a turning point in my life: I was away from home for the first time and I overcame being homesick and got used to being on my own. When I had left home, I was quite short; at the Academy I sprouted. I grew so fast I needed three sets of uniforms in one year. The isolation was good for studies. In that one year I accumulated two years of high school credits and was admitted to the University of Chicago at seventeen. I also met the qualifications to enter the Army as a second lieutenant, except for my age, and my father, who refused to give his permission. This was a heavy blow to me. I wanted to be an officer and wear one of those Sam Browne belts diagonally across my chest. A Sam Browne belt signified, at least to my mind, that you were an officer who had served overseas and that you were a hero.


I started in a college dormitory and then was admitted to a fraternity, Zeta Beta Tau. The fraternity house was a new life and great fun.


At Chicago I was at or near the top of my class—until I fell in love. She was a lovely young woman, older than I, my first true love. She was the most exciting person I had met to that time. She lived far out on the north side of Chicago, but that did not stop me. Every night I would go out there by streetcar and elevated train, arriving late in the evening. I would leave her in the middle of the night and get back to college in time for only a couple of hours sleep, and with little time for study. Failing to manage both love and study, I chose love. I just squeaked through the second semester.


We separated only because of Samuel Gompers. In 1919, Gompers, himself an immigrant from England, and a cigar maker, as well as founder and lifetime president of the American Federation of Labor, sanctioned another strike against my father’s cigar factory. There had been many before. My father decided to relocate, and so he and I took the train east.





Going East


The Great War had ended, New York was alive with the spirit of the new times, and the streets were thronged with streetcars, automobiles, carts and horses and people moving at a much faster pace than they did in Chicago. It was a great, tall city and I was enchanted. While my father went about his business, I investigated the reputation of New York as the most sinful city in the world. On my first outing alone, I walked down one avenue for three or four blocks, expecting to be accosted by New York women who, I had been told in Chicago, fell into the arms of any young attractive man. When I was not accosted, I felt discouraged. It never occurred to me that my information might be wrong. I tried a Broadway hotel which, according to my information, was known as a gathering place for the most glamorous people of all. There were indeed glamorous women present but no one saw fit to send me a note or even a seductive glance. At seventeen years of age, it was depressing. Youth was not to be served anything but lunch. I tasted none of the city’s pleasures. Most of the time I followed my father around or waited for him while he investigated the possibilities of opening a new factory on the East Coast.


I indulged in another fantasy which was to stay with me longer than my youthful naïveté regarding women. My hard-working father had often spoken of eventually retiring to an orange grove in California. “As soon as I have $25,000, we’re going to move to California,” he would say, “and we’re going to buy an orange grove and have a little house and we’re going to have a marvelous time.” I, too, dreamed about that orange grove as the ultimate goal in life. I could really visualize myself picking an orange off the tree and sitting under the tree and eating the orange. It would be a lovely, lazy life. When I wasn’t eating oranges, I would be a beachcomber on a nearby beach. So, every once in a while in Chicago I would ask my father, “Dad, how much money do you have?”


“Why?” he would reply.


“Have you got the $25,000?”


“No, I haven’t,” he would say.


One day, however, I said, “You must have $25,000 by now.”


“Yes, I have.”


“How about the orange grove?” I asked.


“Well,” he replied, “you know . . . it isn’t convenient for me to go out and buy that orange grove now.”


In New York, approaching my eighteenth birthday, I made plans for the future and my orange grove. My horizon for aging was thirty-five, which was nine years younger than my father was at that time. It came over me then as a firm conviction that I was going to be rich when I was thirty-five. And I decided that at thirty-five I would retire and spend the rest of my life as a beachcomber, with or without an orange grove. But I would have complete freedom. I thought quite a bit about it and recognized that my father and men like him got caught up in the web of business and constantly postponed retirement and the pleasures of leisure. In order not to get caught that way myself, I made an oath to myself and a solemn vow that I would retire, no matter what, at age thirty-five. Having made that vow, I imagined it a personal deal that I had made with God, or some superior being, which meant, logically, that if I did not live up to my oath, I would be punished.


My father found a site for his new cigar factory in Philadelphia rather than in New York, and no sooner had he taken the space, ordered equipment, and engaged a foreman than he received word from Chicago that my grandfather Isaac had died. He rushed back to Chicago, leaving me to supervise the Philadelphia factory for what he expected would be a few days. Business and family affairs kept him in Chicago for almost a month. While he was away, I took charge in Philadelphia. After all, I had been my father’s protégé. I had absorbed his business philosophy at the dinner table, worked summers in the Chicago plant, and understood the cigar business as much if not better than any well-taught young apprentice.


My first task was to hire cigar makers for the new plant, mostly women, as was the custom in Philadelphia, but no sooner had I begun than the entire cigar industry in Philadelphia was struck over working conditions. However, I went out and argued with the union leaders and workers that it was unfair to strike our new plant over working conditions since no one had yet ever worked for us. I promised the workers higher wages and better working conditions than any other cigar factory in the area because we were producing a better-grade and more expensive cigar. I also gave bonuses to girls who would find other girls to work in the new plant, provided picnics, boat trips and free entertainment, and succeeded in hiring all the workers we needed to start. Then, the first sign of real trouble came not from the union but from the president of the local association of cigar manufacturers. He charged into Father’s office, intending to demand that we stop our operation. But he stopped short when he found sitting behind the boss’s desk a teenager. Nevertheless, when our identities were straightened out, he said in a threatening voice, “You can’t run your factory while we are having a strike. You must close down. We don’t want to give those girls an outlet to work anywhere else.” I became as angry as he was, for I knew where my loyalties belonged. I was adamant in telling him that we would not be influenced by threats and intended to go about our business of making and selling cigars. By the time my father returned with the family, we had the Philadelphia plant running full force.


The responsibility thrust upon me by my father and my ability to stand up to that irate cigar manufacturer marked a turning point: I became conscious of the fact that my boyhood had ended and that there were things in the world I could do and do well.


I returned to college that fall, at the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, where the curriculum was divided between business and liberal arts courses. (I continued working for my father during the summers.) My factory experience had propelled me into adulthood and at college this time I took my studies seriously enough to get by. But I had no drive to excel in the classroom as I had in earlier years. In another little revolution, I became half student, half playboy. I threw myself into the heady life of the Roaring Twenties and began to enjoy college life enormously.


While I was at college, my father gave me a moderate but quite adequate allowance, and yet when a good business proposition came my way one year, I grabbed it. It was a new-style shirt with an attached collar and it buttoned down. An alumnus fraternity brother who had become a wholesale shirt salesman showed the fraternity boys the new kind of shirt and I decided to go into business. I ordered a huge load of those shirts, because the more you bought the lower the unit price. I recruited football heroes, baseball players, track stars, and all kinds of people whose popularity, I thought, might make them supersalesmen on campus. I paid them a generous commission and made myself a healthy profit of about $1,000.


While my allowance was strict, my father was not stingy. He gave me an Essex automobile which helped make me become noticed on campus. In my senior year I became head of the fraternity.


In the late spring of 1922, after leaving college, I went to work full time for the Congress Cigar Company. My father gave me a salary of twenty-five dollars a week, no title, and one big assignment. He called me into his office one day and announced that the company had intended to build a combined factory and office building which he hoped would be the most up-to-date one in the industry. “You will be in charge of the whole project, the plans, construction and everything.” I was not surprised at his willingness to trust me with so great a responsibility. It was his style of management. He ran the production end of the business, and as his young lieutenant I was expected to learn all the other operations of his company.


After some investigation, I decided that the key to the new plant would be central air conditioning, and we put in what I believe was the first such system in the cigar manufacturing business. Natural weather was often either too dry and made the tobacco crack and crumble or too damp, which made the tobacco soggy and too closely packed in the cigar. The conditions increased the cost of the cigars. An important amount was saved once the factory was opened and operations went at full tilt. Our new factory at Third and Spruce was a beautiful building, eight stories high, and colonial in style.


My father’s investment in the new plant was a sign not only that his business was doing well but also that he expected it to expand even further. Samuel Paley was ready to ride the economic wave of the twenties: he had standardized his product years earlier, at about the time that Henry Ford standardized his, but of course the operation was on a much smaller scale. To facilitate economies in production, my father stopped making numerous varieties of cigars and concentrated on a single brand, La Palina (a play on the family name), which was a special blend of Puerto Rican and Cuban tobaccos for the filler, encased in a binder of Connecticut tobacco, with a Java wrapper. It appealed to the taste of a wide public. Designing the La Palina was a test of my father’s skill in the art of blending tobacco, and the triumph of his life. It was not a Model T type of cigar (a five-center) but a high-grade cigar (high grade meant a cigar that sold for ten cents or more) offered at a moderate price. La Palinas came in about twenty shapes and sizes, selling for from ten cents to three for a dollar.


For years my father’s business had been regional, with its principal markets centered in the Middle West but after moving east, we went national in marketing, advertising and all other aspects of the business. When I went to work for my father after college, he had expanded from one factory producing about 75,000 cigars a day to six factories in several eastern states producing about a half-million cigars a day. The new, modern factory was the seventh. Congress Cigar was soon producing and selling a million cigars a day, and we could advertise La Palina as “America’s largest selling high-grade cigar.” Sales later rose to close to 1.5 million cigars a day. Sales and profits more than doubled between 1922 and 1927.


The Paley family of course prospered accordingly. To me, my father was a genuine hero, the founder, president and prime mover of a growing, exciting business. But he was not alone in running it. There had always been, as far back as I could remember, Uncle Jay (who had changed his name from Jake), Uncle Ben and the sales manager, Willis Andruss, the only one in the top group who was not a Paley. If I learned anything about selling, it was from Andruss. I got to know Uncle Jay and Uncle Ben well only after I was admitted into the inner circle of the business.


Uncle Jay was taller and younger than my father, quite a handsome man with dark hair. He trained me in finance. Uncle Ben was different. He was the youngest, slouched a bit, had a kindly face and a wonderful smile. It was easy to want to hug him. He was not the best of businessmen. Tell Ben your hard luck story and he would empty his pockets for you. A quiet and slow-moving man, he lived a life separate from the family. He was a great man for the races. The combination of gambling and his happy-go-lucky style worried his two brothers, so they persuaded him to put a good deal of his money in trust. In the company he was a good buffer in many situations because he could reach anybody and had many friends who would do him a favor.


I lived a two-sided life, industrious and fun-loving. I seldom got to the office late and I always fulfilled my obligations, and, I think, made a positive contribution to the business. After hours, I plunged again into the joyous and hectic life of the 1920s. I took a one-room apartment in the Warwick Hotel (equipped with a little pantry and a fold-down Murphy bed) and I felt truly independent and free to dance, drink, and gamble and enjoy the night life—just as long as I got to the office on time the next morning. As a young man I drank, dated show girls and gambled in the fashion of the time. My friends and I wined, dined and danced our way through nightclubs, speakeasies and restaurants and somehow survived the bootleg booze.


I almost did not survive gambling. In Boo Boo Hoff’s well-known casino I ran $10 up into a small fortune of $40,000 over a series of spectacular evenings. I was possessed. I could not lose. I got to the point where I thought I had been put on this earth to break the gambling houses of the world. Monte Carlo was next in my vision. My winning streak lasted about a month. In the following months I lost $45,000—which left me $5,000 in debt to Boo Boo Hoff.


“Never mind,” he said, “just pay me as you go along, little by little and don’t let it worry you too much.” So shortly afterward I put together a hundred dollars and went to another gambling house in search of a new winning streak. I lost the hundred dollars. Worse, the next afternoon a couple of hoodlums came to my office and said that Boo Boo was very unhappy about my losing to other gambling houses: he was calling his debt and expected me to pay up by five o’clock the following Saturday.


Terrified, I imagined that I might be dumped to the bottom of the Delaware River. I could not go to my father; it would hurt and disappoint him terribly to learn that his son was a gambler and at such high stakes. So I went to Uncle Jay. Although very disapproving, he finally came through and gave me the five thousand dollars. I paid my debt to Boo Boo Hoff. But I wasn’t cured. For some time afterward I went back to gambling houses to try to repeat that miraculous winning month. It wasn’t until I went to New York to work in radio that I lost interest in going to gambling houses, and after that the urge never came back.


My favorite organization, of which I was a charter member, was a group called “The Hundred Club.” We occupied a small house on Locust Street near Broad Street in the center of town, where we would lunch every day. It was a close-knit and lively men’s group. We ate well and we played cards for small stakes. After lunch we hurried back to our offices and sometimes returned for dinner.


My friends and I met with the cry, “Let’s have some fun.” I was always ready to go. One of my favorite friends was Ben Gimbel of the famous department-store family. With all the money he ever needed, Ben never took life very seriously. He loved show business, show people and practical jokes. Some of his practical jokes were funny and others were very cruel. His cousin Nathan Hamburger once gave a dinner party at the family house while the parents were out of town and Ben put a sign up on the door, QUARANTINED: DIPHTHERIA. Poor Nathan waited long into the night for his guests to arrive. Ben and I, Larry Lowman, Henry Gerstley and a few other young men formed a group that made the rounds of many dances and parties. I worked hard but I didn’t have any sense of final responsibility; when I left the office I was able to throw off all my cares.


At the Congress Cigar Company, I advanced to the status of vice-president, with duties that consisted of buying tobacco, overseeing production and dabbling in advertising. In 1927 my salary rose to $20,000 a year. Much of the work was routine, but a few episodes stand out, doubtless because they redounded to my credit in the eyes of my father and uncle.


On one occasion, one of them asked me to audit the operations of a dealer who bought tobacco for us abroad. It was a big job, and checking the complex transactions took a long time. The dealer had a fine reputation, and my father and uncle found it hard to believe what I had uncovered. They made me prove my claim that the dealer had outrageously falsified our accounts. Then my father confronted the dealer with the proofs I provided and in an emotional scene the dealer collapsed, confessed and begged to be forgiven. My father, who thought he knew the dealer as a friend, promised not to take him to court if he would resubmit the accounts. When all the new bills were in, we found that we had saved a couple of million dollars in overcharges. It was a big moment for me.


One year my father sent me to Puerto Rico by myself to buy tobacco. I think we were the largest buyers of Puerto Rican tobacco, competing in that market with numerous dealers who bought for resale to smaller manufacturers. When I arrived I found that the tobacco crop was large and there was an oversupply in the market. The farmers were vulnerable to a terrible crash in prices, and the dealers were talking of making a killing. But the other buyers could not do so without reckoning with us. The farmers would wait to see what we did.


Our office manager and I went out into the field to visit the farmers and found them in a miserable state at the prospect of extremely low prices. One could argue in the abstract that low prices for a large crop is a natural economic law, and the farmers should take it as it came. But, the more I thought about it, a quick killing seemed wrong for them and foolish for us. I reasoned as follows: if prices fell too low, the farmers would go under and would have difficulty producing the next year’s crop, and we had a long-term interest in their financial health. We were not interested in a quick turn of profit but expected to come back year after year to buy tobacco in an ongoing relationship.


As the largest buyer, Congress Cigar could influence the market price, and the decision was mine to make. I spent a week in Puerto Rico deciding which lots we wanted to buy, and I concluded that, at thirty cents a pound, the farmers could get their money back with a profit. This price would fit satisfactorily into our cost structure. I gave the signal, and our buyers went out all over the island closing deals at thirty cents a pound for the tobacco lots I had selected. That night when I got back to the hotel, a delegation of dealers was waiting, ready to kill me. I explained my position to them, but they had sent a cablegram to my father telling him I had gone crazy paying ten or twelve cents a pound over that year’s expected price.


When I heard from my father, I cabled him an explanation, and back came his response: “You’re absolutely right.” The farmers responded with many gifts including a hundred-year-old bottle of brandy. When I returned to the office in Philadelphia, my father gave me a raise in salary.


While selling cigars so successfully we watched with interest the phenomenal growth in the sales of cigarettes throughout the country (from about 16 billion to about 82 billion a year in twelve years) and we were tempted to break into this related tobacco business. So we introduced a cigarette called “Palina” and advertised it as having “a dash of Java.” I was put in charge of sales and advertising. We put a tremendous effort into that new venture and it was a bust. People smoked a Palina once but not again. In Akron, Ohio, I tried to give a package of Palinas to a cab driver. He looked at it and passed it back, saying, “Thanks very much, buddy, but I’ve already tasted them.” I felt crushed. When we came to analyze the problem of taste, we found it was not the tobacco but the cigarette paper. The best cigarette paper was made in France and we just could not purchase this paper because the entire output had been taken up by other American manufacturers of cigarettes. We closed down the business and took our losses, which were quite substantial. As cigar makers, we had thought only about tobacco and overlooked the fact that cigarette smokers smoke paper too.


The high point of both my business and social life came in May of each year when my father took me to Europe with him to buy tobacco in Amsterdam. My father was training me to be a tobacco buyer. I went to Amsterdam to learn that art from him, and then to Paris to enjoy life. We went to Amsterdam for the Java wrapper, which was so important to the flavor of La Palina cigars. In fact, we advertised “Java Wrapped—the Secret of the Blend.” Since Java (along with Sumatra, another prime source of tobacco wrappers) was then a colony of the Netherlands and the tobacco from the area was brought to Amsterdam to be sold, that city became the center of international tobacco auctions.


Manufacturers, wholesalers, brokers and speculators would gather in a great opera-house-like room called Frascati’s. On one side of the room was a platform occupied by the auctioneer and his attendants. The other three sides were formed of balconies in the shape of horseshoes, with each tier divided into boxes. The boxes were occupied by the important tobacco buyers. On the floor between them were congregated the professional traders or brokers. Tobacco was sold in lots, one lot at a time. The buyers sent in their bids to the auctioneer in sealed envelopes until a gong rang out, signaling the end of the bidding. The auctioneer then opened the envelopes in the presence of all assembled and would say something like, “Lot number 1234 sold to . . .” and announced the party who had bought it. Bedlam would break loose among the brokers on the floor below. Each lot was made up of tobaccos of various grades, and a winning bidder usually would want to keep only what he needed for his particular kind of tobacco business; a speculator might want to resell the whole lot in separate pieces. Thus a second round of trading would begin, not through the auctioneer, but openly among any or all present, mainly among the brokers on the floor, as in a commodity exchange.


Soon the gong would ring again, and silence would come over the crowd while the auctioneer opened the bids for the next lot. Then wild trading would resume as the lot or part of it was resold in pieces. I don’t know to this day how these people understood each other. Their piecemeal trading was done with fingers and hands and signs of one kind or another. Everyone made little notes and everything always went all right. At the end of the day, everyone knew what he’d bought or what he’d sold. It was very exciting, and profits could be substantial. A speculator might make or lose a million dollars on a single lot. Even a manufacturer had to take the risk of reselling what he didn’t need.


We did our important homework for days before this dramatic event. The auctions were held every Friday for six weeks. During the intervals, my father and I and our broker would prepare our sealed bids for certain of the large lots, each of which would run in the millions of dollars. We knew of course what our requirements were when we arrived in Amsterdam. We were, I believe, the largest buyers present, and it was no secret that we were interested in buying for our own account only Java tobacco for wrappers. We would be sellers of anything else that came to us in the auctioned lots. Since the lots were mixed we had to examine them in their entirety, not only for what we wanted to keep but also for what we would want to resell to the other manufacturers and the wholesalers and speculators.


Each morning we would get up about five o’clock, have breakfast and go to our broker’s office. Since the lots were too large to be examined in full, samples of each grade of tobacco in a given lot would be provided to the brokers for the potential bidders. The samples always truly represented what was in the lot; there was never any question of one’s being misled. When we looked at a handful, we knew that a thousand bales of that kind and grade of tobacco would average out the same.


It was in this appraisal phase that I saw my father’s talents most vividly at work. We arrived at work at daylight, for natural lighting is essential in judging the appearance and color of tobacco, especially wrapper tobacco. We discussed the grades—there might be as many as fifty in a single lot—with our broker and his staff of experts who would hand us the samples. We—I say we, but I just stood there watching and listening and trying to learn—would then judge which lots we wanted to bid on and how much we should bid. The art of the sealed bid is not simple. My father, though he took advice, would settle on the bid himself. Into it would go his calculations of what the lot was worth to him—that is the value to him of the portions of the lot he intended to keep for use in his business; the potential but uncertain value of the resale of the portions he did not want to keep; and in the end what to bid competitively against the other buyers who were valuing the tobacco and making similar calculations. One wanted to bid high enough to get the lot and yet no higher than was necessary. The bidding usually ran into the millions. It was scary.


Everyone took security measures to safeguard the amount they intended to bid. We put our evaluation of tobaccos and bidding prices down in code in little black books which we kept under lock and key. Since everyone knew his principal competitors and the nature of their interests, the mutual guesswork was quite sophisticated. If you lost a bid on what you needed, you would have to buy those portions of the lot at a higher price from the winner, typically a speculator, in the second resale auction. It was a coup to make a winning bid for a lot at a reasonable price that got you what you wanted. You couldn’t win them all of course and even when you did, you couldn’t be sure that you had not overbid for the lot. This led to a good deal of bluffing after the auction. Everyone lunched and dined together and it hurt deeply to hear someone say his losing bid was a very low amount. It was an old trick: if you were taken in by someone’s boast that he had bid far lower than your winning bid, you might be tempted to bid lower next time, and lose. You never really knew what had happened in the bidding—losing bids were not revealed by the auctioneer.


These uncertainties made our weeks in Amsterdam a lively affair. We bought huge supplies of tobacco for the business, no matter at what level of prices, in order to have enough stock on hand to meet our needs for more than a year. It was the only way to guarantee the quality of La Palina cigars. Our mission was basic to the business at home.


We worked with great intensity and concentration and for long hours over the many details involved in judging, bidding and buying tobacco in Amsterdam. The Dutch were strict in the attention they paid to every little detail that went into those tobacco auctions. And I learned from their insistence on methodology that if you get the details right, the final work product will be correct.


After the auctions my father and mother would usually go to Vichy to appease his hypochondria with health-giving waters, and I would go directly to Paris for two or three weeks of play. My companions were known as “the smart set,” who followed a routine one spring season after another. There was a right place to have lunch every day, a right place to have dinner; after dinner there was another place, and then began the night life, ending up usually in Montmartre at a romantic bistro run by a black woman called Bricktop. I was an American in Paris in the twenties.


The larks of my own twenties life had no firm rationale. More often than not, the lark was inspired by whim or challenge or, on occasion, a feeling for the extravagant gesture. In the spring of 1928, when I was staying at the Ritz with my parents, a friend who was an automobile buff talked me into accompanying him to the factory of the most famous builders of auto bodies in the world, Hibbard and Darrin, just outside Paris. He wanted to buy a Hispano Suiza, a very fine car in its own right, for which Hibbard and Darrin had built a special convertible body.


The car was beautiful and unique. The top could be folded far back and the doors had an original shape, tapered in from each side, which gave them a high-style look. It was the only body design of its kind in existence. All in all, it was probably the most beautiful car I had ever seen. I was taken with it. My friend quailed at the price, $16,000, and said, “It’s too damn expensive.” I said, “I think you are a fool. If I had that kind of money, I’d buy it.”


At that time I did have money in my own name, but it came from the family business—and to me was sacrosanct. As a matter of family ethic, I would not use those funds without my father’s approval. So I did not consider myself—my free self—to be rich. However, I did own some stock in my own name, and later in the day, when I checked with my stockbroker, I found that my stock had risen to just about the price of that Hispano Suiza—some $17,000. I was amazed. It seemed that my wish had been fulfilled. I had said that if I had the money I would buy that car, and now I had the money. It was dazzling to have the car of cars within my grasp. So, I put in a sell order and in a few minutes received word that I had the cash to my credit in the Philadelphia broker’s office. I bought the car and had it delivered to the Ritz.


I was uneasy over how this extravagance would appear to my father or my mother. In the course of talk at the hotel, I casually commented, “By the way, I bought a car.” My mother was indifferent, but my father’s interest perked up. “Where is it?” he asked. “Downstairs,” I replied. We went out on to the Place Vendôme in front of the Ritz, and my parents looked around. The Hispano Suiza was sitting nearby, the prettiest picture on the street. But again my father said, “Where is it?” I pointed and my father said, “You’re crazy. I don’t see any car.” There was a pause, and he said, “You don’t mean that big thing over there, do you?” I said, “Yes, as a matter of fact I do.” His face got red, and he started to say something harsh to me, when my mother intervened and said, “Now, Sam, take it easy. Your son bought this, I guess, with money that was his to spend and that he had a right to spend, and he will probably get a lot of fun out of it. Don’t spoil the fun.”


My father quickly suppressed his disapproval. I engaged a chauffeur in Paris for a couple of weeks to drive me and my friends on our daily round of pleasure spots until the early hours of the morning. Later, in Philadelphia, I began to think my father might have been right in his first reaction to the car. I didn’t like driving it. It was so unusual that it drew crowds of people whenever it was parked on the street. It seems that one of the paradoxes of youth, at least of mine, was that I wanted an attention-getting object without the attention. It may be that I haven’t changed much in that respect in the last fifty years.





A Young Man’s Fancy


The first radio I ever saw was a primitive crystal set. A friend clamped the earphones on me and I was dumbfounded. It was hard to believe that I was hearing music out of the air and I never got over the surprise and the fascination. I quickly found someone to build such a set for me, because there were no ready-made radio sets at the time. As a radio fan in Philadelphia, I often sat up all night, glued to my set, listening and marveling at the voices and music which came into my ears from distant places. A few years later I became a sponsor.


While my father and uncle were on a trip in Europe, leaving me more or less in charge, I bought an hour program to advertise La Palina cigars on the local station WCAU. Cost? The munificent sum of $50 per broadcast. But when they returned, my uncle upon going over the books immediately spotted the new expenditure. “What kind of foolishness is this?” he demanded. “Cancel it right now.” Reluctantly, I followed instructions.


A few weeks later at a luncheon, my father remarked, “Hundreds of thousands of dollars we’ve been spending on newspapers and magazines and no one has ever said anything to me about those ads, but now people are asking me ‘What happened to the La Palina Hour?’ ” A feeling of vindication rose within me, for I had argued about advertising on radio with my uncle, and to my surprise, my uncle now agreed. He admitted to my father that he had ordered me to cancel the program and that he had since been asked about the program by friends. So, he said, perhaps he had been wrong.


At about the same time, my father was approached by one of his very close friends, Jerome Louchheim, a well-known and highly successful building contractor in Philadelphia, with a personal appeal that Congress Cigar advertise its La Palinas on a small radio network in which he had recently bought a controlling interest. The network, called the United Independent Broadcasters, was still in financial difficulties in New York City and Louchheim asked for my father’s advertising as a token of his personal friendship. So, my father agreed to advertise and put me in charge of organizing a program. I put together a program called The La Palina Smoker, a half-hour show that featured an orchestra, a female vocalist whom we called “Miss La Palina,” and a comedian as a master of ceremonies. It turned out to be a pretty good show.


Over the next six months I made frequent trips to the United Independent Broadcasters’ offices in New York and became rather well acquainted with this little network and its activities. UIB had been formed by Arthur Judson, the celebrated concert manager, and a few associates, as a vehicle for putting the classical musicians he represented on the air. Incorporating the network on January 27, 1927, Judson had arranged with the Columbia Phonograph Company that in exchange for its financial backing, the network would be known on the air as the Columbia Phonograph Broadcasting System. He had managed over that first year to sign up sixteen stations as network affiliates, each of which would receive ten or so hours of air time a week from the network.


Arthur Judson and his associates had a lot of trouble getting on the air. But after eight months of strenuous preparations, the network made its debut on Sunday, September 18, 1927, with its own twenty-two-piece orchestra. That same evening, it put on an ambitious performance of the Deems Taylor–Edna St. Vincent Millay opera, The King’s Henchman, featuring artists from the Metropolitan Opera Company. It was a gala premiere and a great achievement, but at a cost they were unable to bear. The UIB group went broke and was unable to meet its payroll. Hearing of the network’s financial distress, Isaac and Leon Levy, who owned station WCAU in Philadelphia, an affiliate of UIB, brought the wealthy Jerome Louchheim to the rescue. Louchheim bought an interest in the network and was elected chairman of the board of directors on November 7, 1927, and the Levys bought a smaller portion of its stock.


Shortly afterward, the Columbia Phonograph Company withdrew its participation, accepting free advertising time in payment for its interest. UIB then dropped the word “Phonograph” but continued to use the name Columbia Broadcasting System on the air. In its first full year of operation, UIB had taken in $176,737 in net sales and had paid out $396,803, for a net loss of $220,066. Louchheim had failed in all his efforts to turn the company around.


Some ten months after taking over and having bought the controlling interest in the company, he approached my father and offered to sell the network to him, saying, “Sam, why don’t you buy it from me? You at least have a cigar to advertise and you can make some use out of it. I can’t use it; I have nothing even to try to sell over it.” My father later repeated the gist of this conversation to me, as well as his answer: he had no interest in the matter whatsoever. Louchheim had told him he had bought “a lemon,” that the network’s books were a mess, and that he wanted out. But my father did not want to invest his money in such a venture.


I became tremendously excited at the prospect and the network’s shaky condition did not deter me. It was the great promise of radio itself that impelled me to act and to act immediately. I did not know what it would cost to buy control of UIB or whether Louchheim would sell it to me. But I had the money to buy it. I had about a million dollars of my own and I was willing to risk any or all of it in radio.


The source of that million dollars was a family affair. When I went to work for Congress Cigar in 1922, my father put a block of its stock in my name. As the company was privately owned by the Paley family (except for a modest amount of stock owned by Willis Andruss), Congress Cigar stock then had no known market value. Financially speaking, my shares did not impress me at the time. But in 1926, Congress Cigar went public with the sale of 70,000 shares, and the company was listed on the New York Stock Exchange. After the sale, 280,000 shares remained privately held. The following year my father arranged to sell 200,000 shares to the Porto Rican-American Tobacco Company, and my father and Uncle Jay entered into an employment contract to continue running the company for a number of years (they retired in 1931). Some of my stock went with these sales and so I came to have on my own account a little over a million dollars. This was the money I always regarded as sacrosanct, not to be spent or invested without my father’s approval.


Nevertheless, on my own I went to see Louchheim whom I had long known as a family friend. He was much older than I, rich, and an important figure in Philadelphia, a man who did not waste words. A bit in awe of him and in view of my youth, I feared that he might think I was not serious about what I had to say. But I told him straight out: I wanted an option to buy his UIB stock, or a substantial amount of it.


Louchheim, it turned out, owned about 60 per cent of the shares in the company. I asked for just over 50 per cent, that is, just enough to secure absolute control. We settled on 50.3 per cent. He asked for $200 a share, though I had no real way to judge the value of the stock. That came to $503,000, and I must say I did not blink an eye. I was satisfied because the sum came to only about half of my personal fortune. I knew that I would have to put in more, perhaps all of what I had when I got into the network. Indeed as part of the deal with Louchheim, I agreed also to place $100,000 in acceptable securities with the American Telephone & Telegraph Company as a bond for its wire services, in place of the similar bond which Louchheim had put up. UIB itself still did not have sufficient funds for the bond. In exchange, I got Louchheim to agree to place his remaining shares in a voting trust for five years—with the important provision that the Voting Trustee would vote for directors whom I nominated—an arrangement that further secured my control and made sure that my management policies in UIB would be stable at the directors’ level.


Louchheim, for his part, drove a conventional hard bargain. The price of the option he said would be $45,000, to be applied to the purchase price when I picked up the option, to be forfeited if I did not. The option was to run ten days. I am able to be so precise about these terms because I still have in my possession a copy of that option-contract. It is dated September 19, 1928. I was still in my twenty-sixth year.


I cannot recall just when I went to my father to ask his approval. Ours was an old-fashioned relationship in which he was the authority figure, especially when it concerned money I had received from Congress Cigar stock. But in this instance there was another ticklish question. The problem was how my desire to go up to New York and run UIB might affect my position as his heir-apparent in the cigar company. The fact that as a family we no longer held the controlling stock in Congress Cigar, and that my father and Uncle Jay had a limited contract to manage the business, left me somewhat freer than I might have been otherwise. Nevertheless, it was still my intention to continue in my father’s footsteps. I would promise only to take a leave of absence for a few months to put the network in shape and then to leave it to be operated by a professional management while I returned to my career in the cigar business. I knew my father expected to pass the management of the business on to me, so I had to explain my intentions to him.


On the other hand, I realized that my father would be disturbed if he thought his disapproval would embarrass me. I was troubled even by the thought of possibly disturbing him. Our relationship was then a crucial thing in my life. Family tradition, going back to my childhood, prevented either of us from knowingly giving offense to the other. It was also in our style to be polite and somewhat formal with each other. My father had always believed in giving me or letting me take responsibilities, even in fields where I had little experience. I was very conscious as a young man of my father’s confidence in me. It was not an uncomplicated confidence. We had our differences in philosophic outlook. My father, a self-made man who had known adversity, was far more cautious than I and, despite his confidence in me, he thought me rather rash. He also had a strong preference for tangible things: land, factories, physical products. UIB had nothing but office furniture; no radio station of its own, no tangible properties; just prospects. So, with considerable trepidation in my heart, my plans hanging in the balance, I approached my father. I put it to him straight: did he think I should do it or not?


He asked for a day to think it over and then he surprised me. “Yes, I would do it,” he declared. And he went further: he and the family would relieve me of some of the burden; they would join me in buying some of Louchheim’s stock. They took approximately $100,000 worth of stock, leaving me with about $400,000 worth. Later, I asked him why he was so congenial about it and he explained: “Well, I figured that if it were a failure, you’d lose some money, but you’d have gained a lot of experience. And if it were a success, what you were going into seemed to be more interesting. It would give you a more interesting world to work in than the field I was in. So, on balance, I didn’t think it was a bad risk.” He also anticipated something I didn’t: that if I made a go of it, I would not come back.


On September 25, I closed the deal and on the next day, September 26, 1928, was elected president of a patchwork, money-losing little company called United Independent Broadcasters.


I left Philadelphia for New York unaware that I was starting a new life. I moved into an apartment in the Elysée, a smart little hotel on Fifty-fourth Street between Madison and Park, which had one of the best French restaurants in town. The economy was booming, the stock market had begun its last wild rise before the crash, and the theatrical district, through which I passed on the way to work, was in its glory. The marquees read Strange Interlude, Show Boat, Animal Crackers, George White’s Scandals, This Thing Called Love, The Front Page and a score of others. I attended the theater many evenings during the 1928–29 season.


My office high above the Paramount movie theater was geographically at the hub of this playland, but only geographically. In comparison with stage and screen, radio then ranked nowhere in show business. In the twenties, movie stars disdained the upstart medium. Only musicians took to it. Radio was for music, popular and classical, along with bits of news, talks, vaudeville-like skits and, on occasion, the broadcasting of big events such as political conventions. A native radio art had not yet been created. But I had the gut feeling that radio was on the threshold of a great awakening, that marvelous things were about to happen and that I had come to the medium at the right moment.


UIB had about a dozen employees in a few offices on one floor of the narrow Paramount tower. Most of the money spent in furnishing the suite had gone into the large, fancy, wood-paneled head office, which seemed to have been designed by UIB’s early promoters to impress advertisers and prospective investors in the network. On the day of my arrival a new office boy, Albert Bryant, a stocky fellow with a sober face and a witty smile (he would later become a CBS executive) saw me as a callow youth like himself, without any real business to attend to. Bryant barred my way and insisted on a good deal of identification before he would let me in. It was the first hint of how I would be received. Although I wore clothes styled for older men, for the next few years I would usually be addressed as “Young man . . .” as if some pearl of wisdom or admonishment were about to follow.


The nominal head of the network when I arrived was Major J. Andrew White, a good broadcaster, who was known around town for his natty dress, which included a pince-nez with a ribbon and a white carnation in his lapel. He had style. He asked me one day for an advance of $500 and, when I gave him the money, he said, “Thanks, it’s going for a secondhand Rolls-Royce.” Major White understood radio at the microphone. But the business of radio or radio operations were not his talent or even within his knowledge. He took no offense about standing aside when I took over. He was happy to have someone take over the day-by-day running of the network, while he put programs together.


In those days we didn’t make records or tapes. We auditioned programs live. The potential sponsor would sit in one room and listen to the program, which would be wired in live from a studio performance. Major White would introduce it, saying who was in it and what it was about. The show then would go on and the person we were trying to sell would listen and buy it or not. Major White was adept at presenting programs in this way and on the air. For a time I put him in charge of programs, and since I did not intend to stay long, I kept myself in the background while Major White continued as public spokesman for the network.


Some of the original group stayed on in CBS for many years, even to retirement. Some were not in the right job. Major White had brought in one young radio announcer as his assistant and office manager, which was typical of the confused state of affairs. He had no idea how to manage an office. He drove me crazy, giving me the wrong answers to everything. One day soon after I arrived, Major White was ill and unable to broadcast a football game. So with my fingers crossed, I sent the inept office manager to Chicago to substitute for White. He had told me he had had some experience broadcasting local sporting events. As a result I lost an impossible office manager and gained the best and most famous sportscaster in the country—Ted Husing.


I could see why Jerome Louchheim had sold me his interest in the company. There was no one there who could grasp all of the strands that had to be pulled together to make the network a success. So, once I settled in, I began to analyze our problems and priorities.


The network was too small. We needed many more station affiliates to give us national coverage if we were to compete with the much larger National Broadcasting Company. We needed programs that would attract a larger audience and give us, in the language of the trade, “substantial circulation.” We had to sell time to advertisers. We had to build an organization in a field in which there was little experience to go on. Most important, we had to get control of the finances. We were not going to break even that year, but we had to slow down our losses.


All these matters needed attention more or less at once. But there were some logical priorities and there was one lifesaver: 1928 was a presidential election year. Herbert Hoover and Al Smith were engaged in a lively campaign in which whistle-stop journeys were no longer sufficient. Radio played an important part on both sides. The Republican and Democratic parties in their local and national election campaigns would spend a couple of million dollars on radio time. NBC got the lions’ share and we got the overflow business, perhaps a couple of hundred thousand dollars. Without it, the need for immediate revenues would have been the first order of business.


In sorting out the other problems, I could see that building an organization would take months of time and trial. Programming would take time and so would the development of contacts with advertisers and ad agencies. It was apparent I would have to take on that job. But most pressing was the problem of expanding the size and designing the composition of the network itself.


When I arrived on the scene, AT&T had not yet completed its radio line from coast to coast. The final link between Denver and Salt Lake City was scheduled for December, less than three months away. The only coast-to-coast broadcasting was done up to then on a temporary and irregular basis through the use of long-distance telephone lines. But the real thing—permanent radio lines—was coming by Christmas 1928. NBC had kept up with the development of radio lines, and, with the last link in place, would be prepared to announce the first regular national network. UIB had not kept up. But the opportunity was still there to catch up in several areas of the country and to race NBC for the Christmas announcement.


We had affiliations with only sixteen stations in eleven states, permanently connected by AT&T, which formed the nucleus of our network. Their call letters are still music to my ears: WNAC (Boston), WEAN (Providence), WABC (New York City—later changed to WCBS), WOR (Newark), WCAU (Philadelphia), WFBL (Syracuse), WMAK (Buffalo), WJAS (Pittsburgh), WKRC (Cincinnati), WADC (Akron), WAIU (Columbus, Ohio), WGHP (Detroit), KMOX (St. Louis), WJAZ and WMAQ (Chicago), KOIL (Council Bluffs, Iowa, near Omaha, Nebraska). I have a number of these old-fashioned microphones in my office today.


Compared with NBC, this was not much of a network. NBC had fifty-odd affiliated stations in its two major networks—the “Red” and “Blue,” plus a regional “Orange” network on the West Coast. Behind it stood the resources of the great Radio Corporation of America (RCA). RCA had formed NBC in 1926 by consolidating its own small network with a larger one owned by the American Telephone & Telegraph Company. NBC (in which General Electric and Westinghouse were minority shareholders until 1930) bought the AT&T network for one million dollars (that became the Red Network) and combined it with RCA’s network (the Blue). In setting up NBC as its broadcasting arm, RCA had a major motive which our fledgling network did not: as a manufacturer of equipment, RCA wanted to create a demand for its radio sets as much as to create radio programs.


Whatever its motivation, RCA was aggressively expanding NBC and our competition was not welcome. Indeed it was not even acknowledged. Not long after I came to New York, I asked somebody to arrange a meeting for me with Merlin H. Aylesworth, then president of NBC, so that we could know each other and talk about the future of radio. My friend came back two days later, ashamed, and reported he could not arrange the meeting. He said Mr. Aylesworth had thought about my request and said he didn’t want to meet me, because if he did, that would mean that they were acknowledging us as competition. As a matter of policy, NBC did not recognize CBS, just as an established nation might not recognize a newly formed state. He wanted to keep it that way. Aylesworth said we were too small. It made me wonder. Later we met and became very friendly.


The first order of business, if I were to succeed in making UIB grow, was to change the basic document of networking, the contract between the network and its affiliates. The original 1927 contract had played a major role in almost breaking the company financially. It had obligated the network to buy ten hours a week from each station affiliate at $50 an hour. Under the various contracts with the affiliated stations, which differed somewhat, the network was committed to pay out some $7,000 a week, whether or not it sold sufficient time to sponsors to cover that cost.


When Jerome Louchheim had taken over the network, they tried to plug the drain on the company’s cash with a new formula. Their new contract required the network as before to pay the stations for the time it used for commercial programs, but it now obliged the stations to pay UIB for the sustaining programs originated by the network. However, after operating for the better part of the year under this new contract, the company was still losing money. It just did not have enough sponsored programs to pay its total operating costs and the stations did not buy enough sustaining programs to cover our losses.


So, I decided to revise the contract once more in order not to make it less, but to make it more attractive to station affiliates. I hoped to attract additional stations to the network and at the same time I wanted the contract to protect the network from financial losses. I devised a package of compensations giving something of greater value to each side. I proposed the concept of free sustaining service: that is, to make the sustaining programs available to the affiliates at no cost. And I took the bit in my teeth: I would guarantee not ten but twenty hours of programming per week, pay the stations $50 an hour for the commercial hours used, but with a new proviso. The network would not pay the stations for the first five hours of commercial programming time; that is, we would pay the affiliates $50 an hour for all commercial time used in excess of five hours a week. The twenty contract hours were set forth at specified times, and to allow for the possibility of more business to come, the network was to receive an option on additional time.


And for the first time, we were to have exclusive rights for network broadcasting through the affiliate. That meant the local station could not use its facilities for any other broadcasting network. I added one more innovation which helped our cause: local stations would have to identify our programs with the CBS name.


This new arrangement was beneficial for both parties, for in those days local radio stations had plenty of time on the air to dispense and little cash. We offered programs of a quality that no local station could produce; and by going to twenty hours of such programming we could “sustain” a local station. On our side of the deal, the five free hours of commercial time assured us of some income that we could keep.


We put this proposition to our existing affiliates and received their agreement in November 1928. That put us in a position to offer it as an attraction to other local stations among the four or five hundred then operating in the United States, some of them hooked up to small regional networks. By telegram I invited a carefully selected number of unaffiliated stations from the South to a meeting in New York City. Twelve of their representatives came. This was a crucial meeting for me. We met in a room at the Ambassador Hotel, where I presented them with all the advantages of affiliation under my new formula for sharing commercial and sustaining time on the air. After some debate over the terms and conditions, the meeting ended with every station signing up. Suddenly, in one day, we had a southern leg to our network. Later, a few more stations came in from the Middle West and signed up. The Pacific coast remained a tantalizing plum, if we were to become nationwide.


The only possibility of our getting to the West Coast quickly was to hook into a regional network. There was one West Coast group called the American Broadcasting Company (no relation to the present network of that name) with headquarters in Seattle and five stations along the coast, plus one in Salt Lake City and one in Denver, with an AT&T-leased landline from Denver to the coast. Our relations with this network were rather unreliable. It claimed to be the third-largest network in the country, but it went into receivership the following August and vanished, leaving a new problem.


It was a hectic, busy two months—November and December—in which I was scurrying about trying to sign up affiliates and at the same time to acquire a station of our own. Operating on alternate nights on leased time from WABC (New York) and WOR (Newark), we badly needed our own station from which to originate programs. I negotiated with WABC and WOR, both of which were willing to sell. Simply because it was cheaper, we bought WABC in December 1928 for $390,000. The acquisition gave us a transmitting station and a studio on top of Steinway Hall on Fifty-seventh Street—and also some unusual assets of the WABC company, Atlantic Broadcasting. Desperate to sell local time, the station management often accepted merchandise instead of money. And so, coming to us with our purchase of a radio station were live chickens, kitchen appliances, pieces of jewelry, and whatnot. UIB’s fixed assets—in furniture, equipment, and improvements to leased premises—amounted to only about $25,000. Everything else was rather airy. The net worth of WABC at book value was about $130,000; the difference between that and the purchase price we listed in our books under the old accounting euphemism “Good Will.”


Where did we get the money? For that kind of expansion, we were undercapitalized. We issued 2,500 new shares of our stock at $200 a share to raise $500,000. I subscribed to about $200,000, raising my total investment to $600,000. The other shareholders took up the rest.


During this hectic autumn, one goal slid away almost unnoticed and was lost forever: my intention to return to my father’s cigar company. Only in retrospect would I realize how lucky I had been to have been there, on the scene, when the technologies of mass production, national advertising and national communications in broadcasting came together. At the time, I had some intimations of the future, but I really did not dwell on the bigger picture. I simply realized that I had an affinity for this new life in broadcasting. I loved what I was doing every day. The decision to make broadcasting the core of my new life came over me naturally, and my father took my decision just as naturally.
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