CHAPTER 5

THE EARLY DAYS OF ARMED
FORCES RADIO

The directive that established Armed Forces Radio
Service (AFRS) on May 26, 1942, commanded Tom Lewis
to “provide education, information and orientation for
our Armed Forces overseas by means of entertainment
and special events broadcasts.”

To accomplish this, the AFRS was to maintain a
weekly schedule of transcribed radio programs that
would be distributed to the various overseas outlets. Ina
report on May 26, 1942, to the radio sub-committee of the
Joint Army and Navy Comumittee, Tom Lewis interpreted
the order. “Itis,” he said, “a formal way of saying that the
Armed Forces Radio Service is directed to assist in
supplying the American soldier with the emotional and
intellectual impetus he needs, in addition to his technical
knowledge and training, to make him a better fighting
man, and to strive to maintain in him the mental attitudes
of a free American.”(1)

Lewis acknowledged he had no illusions about his job.
“We're not foolhardy enough to think that we can change
the entire mental attitude of a soldier by the appropriate
use of a loudspeaker. Neither radio nor any other media
can completely reconcile a boy from Grand Rapids to a
military life in Persia. But we can help in his adjustment,
for frequently the dividing line’s not too definite between
the soldier who merely submits to his job and to the one
who'll apply himself whole-heartedly to the achievement
of an end.”(2)

Lewis had defined his philosophy, found a location for
his operation, and begun putting a staff together. He then
turned to his two initial objectives. First was to conducta
scientific survey of the listening habits and attitudes of the
troops. Second was to consolidate all military broadcast-
ing operations under one command.

It took him almost 16 months of continuous effort to
gain control of radio operations such as “Command
Performance” from other agencies. The survey proved
much less of a problem. The Research Branch of the
ipecia! }Seln'ioes Division conducted the study for Lewis

uring July and August and produced a report dated
5€ptember}3, 1942, . : -

The survey questioned 3,286 enlisted men of the Army
ground forces in fifteen camps from coast to coast. The
researchers found that a little more than half of the troops
listened to the radio at some time on a typical work day.
Peak listening periods were from 6:15 to 7:00 AM, at

| midday, and in the evening from 7:00 to 8:30. Most of the
| men listened to the radio in their barracks. In order of
‘ popularity, the favorite types of programs were dance
music, news, comedy, sports, variety, swing music, radio
plays, old familiar music, and quiz programs. The least
liked programs were serial dramas, classical music, and
hillbilly and western music. Favorite specific programs,
mentioned by more than 20 percent of the men, were
“The Hit Parade,” Kay Kyser, and Bob Hope.

While Lewis was in Washington receiving his commuis-
sion, Robert Sherwood, the noted playwright and then a
special assistant to President Roosevelt, approached him.
He suggested that he transfer to the office of General
William Donovan. The President had appointed
Donovan as the Coordinator of Information (COI), which
was the forerunner of the Office of War Information and
the United States Information Agency. Sherwood
worried that the Army’s restrictive bureaucracy would
differ with Lewis’ own freewheeling style. That would
keep him from fulfilling General Osbom’s mandate. The
COI had begun to expand shortwave broadcasting
facilities in August, 1941 and Sherwood assured Lewis
that he “could operate freely there."(3)

Lewis declined the offer, believing that he “should do
the job within the military as I'd been commissioned to
do.” Moreover, Donovan's organization might use radio
for its own purposes. Lewis didn’t want to take the
chance that the troops would “be propagandized” by COI
programming. Instead, he'd rely on an organization that
reached the men with credibility. Despite the tumdown,
Sherwood promised to help Lewis in any way possible.
He invited Lewis to take a trip to Alaska to see for himself
the soldiers’ needs for information, education and
recreation in the field.(4)

Accepting the opportunity as a chance to gain first-
hand knowledge of the status in the field, Lewis accompa-
nied Murray Brophey, Chief of the COI Overseas Facili-
ties Bureau, to Alaska. For Lewis, the trip provided a
clear-cut picture of the audience he'd be reaching and a
good idea of what to provide in the way of programming.
| Lewis later recalled how his driver complained about
| not knowing why the military had sent him to Alaska. “1

don’t know what's happening, he’d say. “All 1 do is drive
VIP's back and forth on this road. Idon't know of
anything else.”

To Lewis, the confused driver became his image of the
soldier who'd win the war. The chance meeting influ-
enced Lewis’ perceptions of Armed Forces Radio as an
| “operation by the enlisted man, mostly, for the enlisted
man.” If the American fighting forces were going to be
successful, Lewis believed they would have to under-
stand for what they were fighting. Radio could help
provide that information.(5)







