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Emergence of public radiobroadcasting with 

experimental station XWA, 1919 
On this site, the Marconi Wireless Telegraph Company experimented the technology that led to the establishment of 

radiobroadcasting with its XWA Licensed Experimental Station, which later became CFCF. In 1919, XWA was among the 

first stations worldwide to regularly broadcast programs for the public, consisting of recorded music, news, weather 

and live concerts, thus democratizing the use of radio waves for all. 

 
The Marconi Wireless Telegraph building in Montreal where the experimental station XWA was broadcasting.  

 

 
Scope 
 
This milestone commemorates the invention and practical implementation of radiobroadcasting as a viable 
industry.  The emergence of radiobroadcasting out of a world of wireless telegraphy happened in an era of 
turmoil that went from about 1912 to 1920.  For the concept of radiobroadcasting to finally be invented, 
understood and implemented, several innovators had to explore, break new ground and finally open a new 
path for others to follow. These early pioneering years are not always well documented, and some 
achievements accomplished at the same time in Europe and North America, but it is clear that Montreal 
and its XWA experimental station played a significant role in defining this new path and designing a brand 
new industry. 
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The IEEE Pittsburgh Section erected in 1994 a plaque to remind us of the technical accomplishment of 
Westinghouse Radio Station KDKA, a pioneer of commercial radio broadcasting.  This particular IEEE 
Milestone commemorates the beginning of KDKA scheduled programming with the Harding-Cox 
Presidential election returns on November 2, 1920. This event was the result of earlier experimental 
broadcasts carried-on by amateur radio station 8XK. 
 
The proposed IEEE Montreal Section Milestone commemorates the pioneering engineering work of the 
Marconi Wireless Telegraph Company of Canada and its XWA experimental station.  XWA was licensed as 
an experimental station license at the end of 1914, carrying-out radiophone transmission tests as early as 
March 1919.  Having grasped the potential of broadcasting in fall 1919, XWA established regular 
broadcasting test programming on the week nights of December 1919, broadcasting news, weather, 
recorded music and live music performances with a 500W transmitter for its Montreal audience.  XWA 
transitioned to permanent programing with a 100 miles range “national” Montreal-Ottawa broadcasting 
event that captured the Canadian public imagination on May 20, 1920. The pioneering work of MWTCC 
and XWA engineers lead to the establishment of a significant number of commercial French- and English-
language radio stations in May 19221 that brought live music, sports, theatre plays, social discussion and 
political debates into homes, significantly changing how Canadians consumed information and 
entertainment. As the industry continued to expand in the 1930s, these commercial stations provided the 
initial infrastructure for national radio and formed the basis for the public broadcasting system in Canada. 
 
What is the historical significance of the work (its technological, scientific, or social importance)? 
 
The State of the Art before January 1919 
 
Following the pioneering work of Fessenden (1900-1906) and the development of the vacuum tube prior 
to WW1 (i.e. Fleming 1904, de Forest 1907, Armstrong 1912), a few experimental stations started 
leveraging Continuous Wave (CW) for voice and music transmission.  While the first of these radiophone 
tests are typically limited to “narrowcast” (point-to-point) transmissions, broadcasting (one to many) tests 
seem to emerge in the Royal Palace of Laeken in Belgium (1914), in San Jose CA with 6XF (1915, following 
earlier tests) and in New-York City with 2XG (1916).  This work and these stations are shut down by the war 
(Belgium in 1914, U.S. stations in 1917) and any commercial use of the spectrum is forbidden. Ultimately, 
the commercial possibilities of broadcasting were not to be recognized until 1919 and 19202. 
 
Technical accomplishments 
 
With WW1 coming to an end, these early pre-war efforts are taken over in 1919 by La Haye in Holland 
(PCGG) and Montreal in Canada (XWA).  Unlike all or most other commercial stations, XWA is able to 
conduct various tests and transmissions during the war, having been granted an experimental station 
license in late 19143 to help provide technical support and wireless operator training to the Canadian Army 
and Navy.  Owned and operated by the Marconi Wireless Telegraph Company of Canada (MWTCC), XWA is 
first located on the company Rodney Street factory in Montreal, before being moved in 1918 to the upper 

                                                                 
1 On May 1922, experimental station XWA was replaced by commercial station CFCF which moved out of the 
MWTCC factory on William Street.  This station was to maintain operations in the AM band until 2010 under call 
sign CINW. 
2 American inventor Lee de Forest and Marconi Wireless Telegraph Company of America manager David Sarnoff 
are generally credited for being among the first individuals to realise the potential of broadcasting around 1915-16. 
3 See ``Report of the Department of the Naval Service for the Fiscal Year ending March 31, 1915`` 
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floor of the company new factory on William Street (Griffintown).  A Gazette Newspaper article of the time4 
shows that XWA is experimenting with radiophones and exploring new commercial applications of the 
technology as early as March 1919, months before the end of the war (June 28, 1919) and before the formal 
Canadian government restrictions to non-military use of the airwaves are lifted (April 15, 1919).   
 
Starting in spring of 1919, XWA engineers are busy conducting numerous AM voice transmission tests over 
water and land in the Montreal area to characterize the channel and evaluate link performance in various 
environments including urban ones.  Industrial applications such as providing voice communications to 
geographically-spread pulp & paper companies, power companies or to the aeroplanes of emerging 
transatlantic air transport companies are all considered in the spring of 1919.   The local community of 
Radio amateurs and ships in the vicinity are recruited to help with the tests.  When a more powerful 500W 
broadcast transmitter is used together with a gramophone in fall 1919 to occupy test time in the airwaves, 
the enthusiastic public response is decisive in convincing the MWTCC that commercial broadcasting may 
be a viable business opportunity5.  In fall 1919, the company sets-up its new ``Scientific Experimenter, Ltd`` 
branch at 33, McGill College Avenue to manage the sales and promotion of its radios and radio components 
to the general public thus facilitating the acquisition of radio broadcast receivers by amateurs.   Regular 
audio broadcasting test programs start on December 1st with XWA broadcasting news, weather forecast, 
recorded music and even live music performances6 on Monday and Saturday afternoons and on 
Wednesday, Friday and Saturday nights7.  By January 1920, the original idea of using broadcasting as a way 
to significantly increase sales of radio apparatus has taken hold and MWTCC managing director A.J. Morse 
decides to gamble on this opportunity8. 
 
On May 20, 1920, and under the technical leadership of MWTCC Chief Engineer J.O.G. Cann, a national 
broadcasting event is organized between XWA Montreal and the Royal Canadian Society assembled in 
Ottawa and supported by the Canadian Naval Service.  That night, a series of speeches, music recording 
and live music performances are broadcasted over more than 160km (100 miles) in both directions.  This 
grand Montreal-Ottawa broadcasting night happened almost one month before the celebrated June 15, 
1920 broadcasting event of the Marconi Chelmsford Works radio station in England.   
 
The earliest production of commercial receivers emerges around this time with MWTCC Model C being 
designed at the William Street factory that same year (1920) and offered for sales to the general public in 
1921. It consisted of three separate boxes, a passive tuner, a detector and a 2-tube amplifier. When 
complete with tubes, amplifier, antenna and batteries, the Model C was offered at 195 $CAN which at the 
time represented more than half the price of a brand new Ford Model-T car.  Montreal-based Northern 

                                                                 
4 “Wireless ‘Phones Being Installed”, The Gazette newspaper, March 22, 1919.   
5 Coats, D.R.P., ``Adventures in Radio`` – 14 & 15 in Manitoba Calling, Vol. IV, Nos. 10 & 11, 1940. 
6 Montreal became the location of what may have been one the first live music “broadcast” done over-the-air in 
the world .  Montreal pianist William "Willie" Eckstein gave the first-ever live radio performance in Canada on 
December 1919, playing ragtime piano over the air, accompanying singer Gus Hill and playing some of his own 
music.  They performed in the evening in the rustic XWA radio room of the William street factory with Gus Hill 
singing in tin-horned microphone dangling on a string. 
7 See Canuel, A. (1992), “Les Télécommunications à Montréal entre 1846 et 1946”, Scientia Canadensis, Volume 16, 
Number 1 (42), p.10 as well as Note 12 and Godfrey, D.G. (1982), ``Canadian Marconi: CFCF, The forgotten case``, 
Canadian Journal of Communications, September. 
8 Vipond, M. (1992), ``Listening In: The First Decade of Canadian Broadcasting, 1922-1932``, McGill-Queen's 
University Press, Toronto, 380 p. 
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Electric Canada also offered a regenerative radio receiver kit (“Coupled Circuit Tuner with Tuned 
Feedback”) for amateurs in 19219.   
 
Social importance 
 
In the 1920s, many radio stations started broadcasting on regular schedule. This changed the world: in the 

following years, for the first time, people could have instant access to live news and information - even for 

those who did not know how to read. This new source of information complemented daily newspapers by 

covering important events as they happened. 

 

Despite the high price of early broadcast receivers and the great depression in 1929, radiobroadcasting 

took the world by storm and demand for radio broadcast receiver exploded. News, weather and recorded 

music programs were quickly complemented by live music performances from permanent “radio 

orchestras” and by live concerts transmitted from places as remote as New-York, Newark, Pittsburg or 

Springfield10.  Radios spread to schools, Boy Scout clubs, barbershops and theaters while Amateurs clubs 

and specialized publications multiplied.  By 1923, radio novels were captivating the public11.  By massively 

democratizing music and theater, radio had a profound impact on the people, which governments, 

including authoritarian ones12, were quick to leverage. Between 1921 and 1931, the number of receivers 

in Canada went from 1226 to 763,446, a growth rate similar to the one the world would experience 70 

years later with the Internet between 1991 and 200113.  The emergence of radio broadcasting in 1919 and 

1920 also happened at the height of the suffragette movement in Canada14. As a nascent industry, 

radiobroadcasting was an unclaimed territory under rapid development which gave women a public voice 

they had never been able to have before15. 

 
What obstacles (technical, political, geographic) needed to be overcome? 
 
Typical of innovation work, many obstacles needed to be overcome by XWA engineers: 

                                                                 
9 We note that as early as September 1920 in Pittsburg, U.S.A., Joseph Horne’s Department store had also 
advertised ready-made radio receivers that could pick up a local broadcast station. 
10 La Presse newspaper, June 17, 1922. 
11 La Presse newspaper, May 5, 1923. 
12 Goebbels, who had been intensely aware of the potential of radio from the moment he became propaganda 
minister in 1933. That same year, the Nazi party became the only one authorized on radio waves and Goebbels 
quickly sponsored the production of a “People’s receiver”, the Volksempfänger also known as the VE301. By 1935, 
56M of the 70M Germans could be reached by radio and by the time the war started in 1939, 70% of Germans 
households had a receiver. 
13 Ten years after production commercial receivers became available in 1921, the number of receivers amounted 
to about 7.4% of the Canadian population and obviously a much higher percentage of Canadian families. In 
comparison, ten years after the advent of the first WEB site and the first WEB browser in 1991, the number of 
computers connected to the Internet represented about 8.1% of the world population. 
14 In 1916, suffrage was given to women in Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta. The federal government granted 
limited war-time suffrage to some women in 1917, and followed with full suffrage in 1918. By the close of 1922, all 
the Canadian provinces, except Quebec, had granted full suffrage to white and black women. 
15 Beginning with Mary Conquest at CFAC, Calgary and Elizabeth MacAdam at CKMC, Cobalt (Ont.) in 1922, women 
enthusiastically entered this new media with several of them establishing themselves as famous animators, 
interviewers and news anchors between 1922 and 1941. 
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Technical obstacle: A ``Captain Round`` radiophone coupled to a 500 volt battery was first used to support 
downtown urban tests and ship to shore tests taking place at the newly built ``Tarte Pier`` east of the 
Montreal downtown area.  While the overwater tests showed satisfactory performance up to 30 miles, the 
relatively low power of the AM transmitter limited urban tests to 3 to 4 miles range.  MWTCC engineers 
had to wait for a more powerful 500W transmitter ordered from Marconi U.K. in spring 1919 to be able to 
conduct tests with greater range reaching out a greater number of ships and amateurs16. 
 
Political obstacle: MWTCC Engineers had been refrained from publicly discussing this type of work during 
the war. In theory, government rules were such that they should probably have had to wait until April 15th, 
1919 to conduct any official commercial tests.  In a March 1919 interview with a journalist of The Gazette 
newspaper17, MWTCC Managing Director Thomas Robb indicates however his intend to “adapt all these 
latest inventions and improvements to commercial purposes” after having had to keep the company 
experiments and technical progress in the dark because of the war. 
 
Mental obstacle: The greatest obstacles to innovation are often the way things have been done in the past, 
the cumulated experience and know-how of the engineers and the paradigm adopted for years by a broad 
technical community.  These obstacles are known today at path dependencies and core rigidities.  Wireless 
engineers in 1919 were considering radio as wireless telegraphy, i.e. a mean to link two remote points 
together without wire.  Since 1895, wireless has been primarily designed for such use typically for maritime 
applications and military use or as an alternative to undersea cables for long distance telegraphy.   
 
It took several months of Probe & Learn testing and a proverbial dose of serendipity to break out of the 
mold and imagine an out-of-the-box use of the company technology. As engineers became tired of 
repeating the alphabet and saying ``ninety-nine`` throughout several months of testing, one of them 
decided to take affairs in his own hands.  He quickly made a deal with a local music store on Ste. Catherine 
Street West (0.5 miles from the William Street factory) to test wireless connectivity by playing phonograph 
records.  Very similar to today, money to support advanced engineering ``skunkworks`` was limited and the 
company refrained from actually buying a gramophone.  The engineer offered instead to regularly 
acknowledge the contribution of the music store over the air, having established one of the first 
``sponsored`` programs in the world18.  From the widely enthusiastic response of the ship and amateurs 
community listening to XWA test programs, MWTCC suddenly understood that the lack of privacy in voice 
and audio transmissions over the air was not a handicap but something that could turn out to be a gigantic 
business opportunity.  The station decided to support a regular program of test broadcasting in December 
1919.  This programing, and the May 20, 1920 broadcasting event 6 months later between Montreal and 
Ottawa lead the way to establishing a large number of commercial stations and to the subsequent 
emergence of the public broadcasting system in Canada. 
 
 
What features set this work apart from similar achievements? 
 

The pioneering history of XWA stands apart from: 
 

                                                                 
16 Murray R.P. (2005) “The Early Development of Radio in Canada, 1901-1930” 
17 “Wireless ‘Phones Being Installed”, The Gazette newspaper, March 22, 1919.   
18 Coats, D.R.P., ``Adventures in Radio`` – 14 & 15 in Manitoba Calling, Vol. IV, Nos. 10 & 11, 1940. 
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1. The XWA and MWTCC engineers ability to push on with a Probe and Learn test program that started 
before the end of the war in spite of restrictions, and lead to the fall 1919 breakthrough that broke 
the “wireless telegraphy paradigm” through persistence and a bright idea; 

2. Its early regular test voice and music broadcast programs established as early as December 1919.  
These programs never ceased (after becoming CFCF in 1922, the AM station only ceased operations 
in 2010).  Incidentally, these December 1919 programs are probably among the oldest sponsored 
radio programs in the world; 

3. Its early broadcast of a live music performance on a regularly scheduled test program in December 
1919 (live broadcasted performance of ragtime pianist William "Willie" Eckstein and singer Gus 
Hill); 

4. The establishment of ̀ `Scientific Experimenter, Ltd`` in fall 1919 to manage the sales and promotion 
of radios and radio components to the general public to facilitate the acquisition of radio broadcast 
receivers by amateurs. This was followed by the January 1920 decision to design a series 
production radio broadcast receiver that lead to the release of the commercially produced Model 
C in 1921;  

5. A 100 miles range, bidirectional, radio national broadcasting event executed on May 20, 1920 in 
the presence of a large assembly of eminent Canadian citizens, government representatives and 
scientists gathered by the Royal Society of Canada; 

6. This work done by the MWTCC and XWA engineers between March 1919 and May 1920 lead the 
way to establishing a large number of commercial stations in the country and to the subsequent 
emergence of the public broadcasting system in Canada. 



  



 



Cre
at
ed

 in
 M

as
te
r P

DF 
Edit

or

Cre
at
ed

 in
 M

as
te
r P

DF 
Edit

or



Cre
at
ed

 in
 M

as
te
r P

DF 
Edit

or

Cre
at
ed

 in
 M

as
te
r P

DF 
Edit

or



Cre
at
ed

 in
 M

as
te
r P

DF 
Edit

or

Cre
at
ed

 in
 M

as
te
r P

DF 
Edit

or



Cre
at
ed

 in
 M

as
te
r P

DF 
Edit

or

Cre
at
ed

 in
 M

as
te
r P

DF 
Edit

or



Cre
at
ed

 in
 M

as
te
r P

DF 
Edit

or

Cre
at
ed

 in
 M

as
te
r P

DF 
Edit

or



 



 



 



 

 

Note 22: Lyons, Eugene. “David Sarnoff: A Biography”. New-York: Harper & Row, 1966 

Note 23: Archer, Gleason L. “History of Radio to 1926”. New-York: American Historical Society, 1938 

Note 24: Maclaurin, W. Ruppert. “Invention and Innovation in the Radio Industry”, New-York: Macmillan, 1949, 111, 

note 2 

Note 25: See http://earlyradiohistory.us/WJY.htm#next 
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To Field Marshal, His Royal Highness Prince Arthur William Patrick Albert,

Duke of Connaught and of Strathearn, K.G., K.T., K.P., etc., etc., etc..

Governor General and Commander m Chief of the Dominion of Canada.

]\Iay it Please your Royal Highness:

I have the honour to submit herewith for the information of Your Royal
Highness and the Parliament of Canada, the fifth Annual Report of the
Department of the Naval Service, being for the j^ear ended March 31, 1915,

except the Fisheries. Branch, reported in a separate publication.

I have the honour to be.

Your Royal Highness’s most obedient servant.

J. D. HAZEN,
Minister of the Naval Service.



6 GEORGE V SESSIONAL PAPER No. 38 A. 1916

CONTENTS.

Page.

Deputy ^Minister’s Summary of Annual Report 7

Financial Statement 54

Vice-Admiral G. E. Kingsmill’s Report on Naval Branch 61

Vice-xVdmiral G. E. Kingsmill’s Report, respecting Fisheries Protection
Service 63

Dr. W. Bell Dawson’s Report on the Survey of Tides and Currents .... 69

Mr. W. J. Stewart’s Report on the Hydrographic Survey Branch . . . . 78

Vice-Admiral G. E. Kingsmill’s Report on the Life Saving Service . . . 110

IMr. G. P. Edwards’ Report on the Radiotelegraph Branch 116

5



6 GEORGE V SESSIONAL PAPER No. 38 A. 1916

REPORT
OF THE

DEPARTMENT OF THE NAVAL SERVICE

FOR THE

FISCAL YEAR ENDING MARCH 31, 1915

Ottawa, September 1, 1915.

Hon. J. D. Hazen,

Minister of the Naval Service.

Ottawa.

Sir,—I have the honour to report on the Department of the Naval Service

for the year ending jMarch 31, 1915, under the following headings:

—

1. Naval Service.

2 . Fisheries Protection.

3 . Survey of Tides and Currents.

4. Hydrographic Surveys.

5. Canadian Arctic Expedition.

6 . Life Saving Service.

7 . Radiotelegraphs.

1.—NAVAL SERVICE.
\

The cadets in the college and the midshipmen at sea, in both Canadian and
Imperial ships, continue to be well reported upon and to give satisfaction to

their superior officers.

Eight cadets were entered after the usual annual examination, in May
1914.

The four sub-Lieutenants have all been promoted to Lieutenants during

the course of the fiscal year, and are serving in ships in the Royal Navy; as are

the Engineer-Lieutenants with the exception of one who is in the Royal Canadian
Naval College at Halifax. The activities and organization of the Naval Service

have, owing to the outbreak of war, been much increased and expanded. The
preparations previously made have been carried out and enlarged to meet the

contingencies which have arisen.

The “Niohe” and “Rainbow” were placed in full commission, and placed

at the disposal of the Admiralty, as were also the two submarines purchased,

shortly before the outbreak of war, the sloop “Shearwater” being used as a

parent ship for the latter by the permission of the Admiralty. A considerable
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Coast Stations for Communication with Ships—Concluded.

WEST COAST.

Name. Where Situated. Owned by. Operated by.
Range

in

nautical
miles.

Call
Signal.

S

Gonzales Hill, B.C. (Victoria). Victoria, B.C Dominion Department 2.50 VAK

Pt. Grev, B.C. (Vancouver)... Entrance Vancouver

Government.

<<

of the Naval
Service.

150 VAB

Cape Lazo, B.C
Harbour.

Strait Georgia, near << It
.350 VAC

Pachena Pt., B.C
Comox, B.C.

West C'oast Vancouver tl
500 VAD

Estevan Pt., B.C
Isld.

U li a it
,500 VAE

South of Hecate Str
u u

4.50 VAG
Ikeda Head, B.ct^ South of Moresby Island,

n it
250 VAI

Dead Tree Pt., B.C
Q.C.I.

South of Graham Isld.,
it it 200 VAH

Digby Island, B.C., Prince
Q.C.I.

Digby Isld., Entrance u it
250 VAJ

Rupert.
Alert Bay, B.C

Prince Rupert Har.
Cormorant Isld., B.C..

.

u • it
350 VAF

HUDSON BAY.

Hudson Bay Dominion Department 750 VBN
Government. of the Naval

Service.

LAND STATIONS.

Le Pas, Man For communication with Dominion Department 750 VBM
Port Nelson only. Government. of the Naval

Service.
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Licensed Commercial Stations.

Name. Where Situated. Owned by. Operated by.

Public Commercial.
Glace Bay,

Louisburg, C.B
Newcastle, N.B

Private Commercial.
Bowen Island, B.C

Ocean Falls, B.C
Powell River, B.C

Glengarry, Alta

Section 11, Township 23..
“ 31, “ 5..
“ 23 “ 20..

Near Glace Bay, C.B..

Cape Breton. . .

.

New Brunswick.

Bowen Island, B.C.
Strait of Georgia.

Ocean Falls, B.C
Powell River, B.C...

Glengarry Sub. Calgary

Sec. 11, Township 23..
‘ 31 “ 5..

23 “ 20..

Marconi Wire-
less Tel. Co.
of Can., Ltd.

Universal
Radio Synd.

Can. Explo-
sives Co.

Ocean Falls
Powell River
Co.

Alberta Oil
Co.

Baskins Ltd .

.

Owners

.

Owmers.

Calgary, Alta
Edmonton, Alta
Calgary, Alta
Fort MacKay, Alta..

.

Fort Chipe"wyan, Alta
Fort Vermilion, Alta..

Calgary, Alta
Edmonton, Alta
Calgary, AJta
Fort MacKay, Alta
Fort Chipewyan, Alta.

.

Fort Vermilion, Alta

ii

M. S. Berkeley
U
U

u
u

u
u
u
(<

u
<(

Range
in

nautical
miles.

Call
Signal.

3,000 GB.

Reception only.

2,500 CL

30 CB

150 CD.
30 CH

50 CJ

50 CK
50 CM

, 50 CN
50 CO
300 CR
200 CP
300 cs
200 CT
200 CU

Licensed Experimental Station.

Name. Where Situated. Owned by. Call
Signal.

Marconi Test Room Rodney St., Montreal..

.

Marconi Wireless Telegraph Co. of XWA
Canada, Ltd.
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Library and Archives Canada

Willie Eckstein, pianist and composer
(1888-1963)

"The Boy Paderewski"; "Mr. Fingers"
Although so slight in stature that he could not serve in the army,
Willie Eckstein stood as a giant among Montréal's popular-music
pianists from the very earliest days of ragtime and jazz in
Canada. This highly talented musician was on the cutting edge of
popular piano and dance music during the 1920s and 1930s, and
was among the first Canadians to perform on live radio and to
record ragtime music.

William Eckstein was born in Montréal on December 6, 1888. He
received classical training in piano as a very young child,
including lessons from a teacher at McGill University from the
age of six. As his talent manifested itself, the boy quickly became recognized as a child prodigy. A
career as a concert pianist seemed to be in the works and Willie was, in fact, at age 12, awarded a
piano scholarship to McGill. However, because his family was not well off, he gave up this
opportunity in favour of becoming a paid performer on the vaudeville circuit.

As a vaudeville star, Willie played the piano on Broadway and on tour in Canada and the United
States, for 6 years, billed as "The Boy Paderewski". His engagements were varied: the Canadian
National Exhibition; Montréal's Karn Hall; and the White House, where he played for President
Theodore Roosevelt. After 1905, while still in his teens, Eckstein made a successful European
concert tour that included further piano study in Sweden and Germany.

As Eckstein reached the age of 18, he was obviously too old for the boy prodigy act and he had to
leave the vaudeville stage. In 1906 he returned to Montréal and re-established himself as a talented
accompanist for silent movies. By 1912, he was demonstrating pianos for J. W. Shaw, a local
instrument maker and retailer, and starring as the Strand Theatre's pianist, where he became
known by the nickname "Mr. Fingers". Officially, the theatre billed Eckstein as "The World's
Foremost Motion Picture Interpreter", since his playing was often more popular than the film itself.
Legend has it that even Sergei Rachmaninoff, who saw Eckstein perform at the Strand, commented
about his playing: "I don't believe it".

Willie Eckstein, circa 1929

https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/Pages/home.aspx
https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/Pages/discover.aspx
https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/films-videos-sound-recordings/Pages/films-videos-sound-recordings.aspx
https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/films-videos-sound-recordings/virtual-gramophone/Pages/virtual-gramophone.aspx
http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng
http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/obj/028011/f1/nlc002481-v6.jpg
http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/gramophone/028011-150-e.php?uid=028011-nlc002481&uidc=recKey
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Within a few years Eckstein was also making a name for himself as a songwriter. Ragtime music
was at its peak of popularity and Eckstein contributed to the genre by co-writing the piano rags
"Delirious Rag" and "Perpetual Rag" with his protégé, Harry Thomas (1890-1941). Thomas
recorded these rags as piano rolls in New York in 1916. (Eckstein and Thomas had anticipated the
Jazz Age, which had not yet fully arrived in Canada. It was not until the following year that the
Original Dixieland Jazz Band's "Livery Stable Blues" became the first jazz recording released in
Canada.) Harry Thomas has been described in the Canadian Jazz Discography as Canada's first
real jazz musician; his playing on "A Classical Spasm" demonstrates the skills he learned from
Eckstein.

Ragtime was a natural genre for Eckstein to turn to, since it is a composed form of music whose
roots are partly in the European classical tradition in which he had been coached. Ragtime's other
roots are in the music of African-Americans; indeed it started as music for and by African-
Americans. Caucasian Americans and, later, Canadians such as Eckstein, saw possibilities in the
new music and borrowed from it. Eckstein specialized in a form known as "novelty rag", which
featured flashy virtuoso passages and a high degree of technical difficulty. It should be noted,
however, that Eckstein's playing did not fit the strict definition of jazz, largely because he did not
improvise, as jazz musicians do.

Eckstein wrote songs in addition to his ragtime pieces. Among these were several patriotic songs,
which he was spurred to write when he was refused the opportunity to serve in the armed forces
because of his height, which was under five feet (around 150 centimeters). Music became
Eckstein's contribution to the war effort; he composed songs such as "Goodbye Soldier Boy" (1917),
and performed at war rallies. He enjoyed some success with popular songs, too, such as his "You
Are My All In All" (co-written with Thomas; lyrics by Walter Bruce), which was published by
Montréal's Delmar Company around 1917.

Harry Thomas, Eckstein's protégé and co-writer, circa 1920
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Another Eckstein song, "Goodbye Sunshine, Hello Moon" (lyrics by Gene Buck), was featured as
part of the Ziegfeld Follies 1919 revue.

Eckstein established himself at the forefront of popular music in Montréal and in Canada. In 1919,
he made broadcasting history by giving the first-ever live radio performance in North America. This
was on Montréal radio station XWA (later known as CFCF); Eckstein provided the piano
accompaniment for singer Gus Hill.

Around this time, Eckstein was performing with one of the first jazz bands in Montréal; this was
Eckstein's Jazz Band, led by his brother Jack. Willie also played and recorded with his own
instrumental band called, variously, The William Eckstein Trio, or the Willie Eckstein Trio. They
made many recordings, including one of "Goodbye Sunshine, Hello Moon" for His Master's Voice,
featuring a ragtime piano solo by Eckstein. This band also recorded various popular songs and
sentimental ballads, such as "That Tumble-Down Shack in Athlone" and Lieutenant Gitz Rice's
"Burmah Moon". Typically, the trio employed piano, violin and xylophone. Eckstein's energetic,
accomplished playing can also be heard in the ragtime-style solo on "Eyes That Say I Love You",
composed by Fred Fisher.

Cover of sheet music of "You Are My All In All", by Eckstein and Thomas, 1917

Cover of sheet music of Eckstein's "Goodbye Sunshine, Hello Moon", from the 1919 Ziegfeld
Follies
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Additionally, Eckstein made recordings as a piano soloist for the Apex and Okeh labels, among
others, including a few under the pseudonym "Vi Palmer". He was also a featured performer from
1929 to 1932 with the Victor label. It is also possible that Eckstein backed up the Dumbells
Orchestra on one of their recordings ("Such Melodious Racket", p. 97). A recording among
Eckstein's most noteworthy was made in 1923: this was the first solo-piano 78-rpm recording of
"Maple Leaf Rag," written by Scott Joplin, the foremost composer of ragtime, who had died five
years earlier.

© BMG Music Canada Inc. Advertisement for Eckstein's recording "Burmah Moon"; Toronto
Daily Star, Aug.15, 1919, p.4

© BMG Music Canada Inc. Advertisement for Eckstein's recordings, Toronto Daily Star,
September 12, 1919, p.4
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Other notable Eckstein recordings include "Music (Makes the World Go Round)", which he co-wrote
with Billy Munro. Eckstein recorded this song in 1922 with the Montréal "hot dance band" Melody
Kings, of which Munro was a member. The recording showcases a jazz-style improvisatory piano
solo by Eckstein. The Melody Kings were one of the few bands making "jazz" recordings in the
1920s in Canada. (Hot dance music, usually played by bands that had piano, saxophone, and
cornet or trombone, was then thought of as jazz; but in fact several characteristics distinguished it -
and Eckstein's piano style - from true jazz. These included arranged solos and a more restrained
swing rhythm.)

In 1930, the multifaceted musician left the Strand Theatre when the demise of silent films brought
the end of live piano accompaniment in those venues. Eckstein moved instead to cabaret, radio and
early television shows. He entertained audiences at many Montréal clubs, eventually settling at the
Château Ste. Rose nightspot, where he starred in the late 1930s and early 1940s. His act included
improvised two-piano duets with Robert Langlois and others.

In 1959, Eckstein again came to prominence for a patriotic song when he wrote "Queen of Canada",
in honour of Queen Elizabeth II's royal tour of Canada. Eckstein received letters of thanks for the
song from Buckingham Palace, Governor General Vincent Massey and Prime Minister
John Diefenbaker.

By that time, Eckstein had been entertaining audiences for well over a half-century. He wielded
considerable influence on his fellow Montréal pianists, as well as his protégés and collaborators,
such as Harry Thomas and Bob Langlois. Another noteworthy protégé was Vera Guilaroff (1902-
1976), a fellow Montréaler and novelty ragtime pianist who collaborated with Eckstein in radio and
nightclub performances under the name "The Piano Ramblers", and who was one of his co-writers
on "Lonesome Rose". Willie Eckstein led the way for a generation of Canadian jazz pianists, among
whom was Oscar Peterson.

© Maurice Gagnon. Cover of sheet music for the Eckstein song "Uptown 6303"
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In May 1963, Eckstein's many friends and fans held an appreciation night to commemorate his long
career. It was his last public performance; later that night he succumbed to a stroke, from which he
died four months later, on September 23.

The music of Willie Eckstein has been kept alive by recording artists, including the well-known jazz
singer Sarah Vaughan; and as recently as 1999, the French-Canadian ragtime pianist Mimi Blais
recorded Eckstein's "A Musical Massacre", based on a Frederick Chopin composition.

Eckstein was the type of pianist who is often envied by both classical and jazz musicians: he was
skilled in classical piano technique, while able to perform convincingly in popular styles. A multi-
genre musician, he left a legacy of achievements as a performer, songwriter and recording star.

Selected recordings available
"A Classical Spasm" [MP3 2,118 KB]
"Burmah Moon"  [MP3 1,602 KB]
"Lovely Lucerne" [MP3 2,472 KB]

To find more recordings, go to Advanced Search. Enter in All Fields willie AND eckstein AND select
in Digital Content MP3.
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Les Télécommunications 
à Montréal entre 1846 et 1946 

ALAIN CANUEL 

RÉSUMÉ 
Dans le cadre du 350e anniversaire de 
Montréal, il serait utile de compren­
dre l'évolution des télécommunica­
tions dans cette ville en présentant 
non seulement les événements qui 
ont marqué la progression technique 
de ces moyens de communication, 
mais en considérant également les 
protagonistes qui ont contribué à leur 
développement. Ainsi que l'auteur le 
démontre dans ce texte, Montréal 
réagit rapidement à toute innovation 
technologique qui lui permet de met­
tre en valeur les attributs nécessaires 
à son rayonnement socio-éco­
nomique et devient ainsi le berceau 
de la première station radiophonique 
au monde. 

ABSTRACT 
In the context of the 350th anniver­
sary of the founding of Montreal, it 
might be useful to examine the evo­
lution of telecommunications in this 
city by looking at both the progress 
of technology and the important fig­
ures who contributed to the develop­
ment of these means of communica­
tion. In this article, the author shows 
that Montreal reacted rapidly to each 
technical innovation allowing it to 
develop the attributes essential to its 
socioeconomic growth and to 
become the cradle of the first radio 
station in the world. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

IA PREMIERE liaison télégraphique entre Washington et Baltimore, 
en 1844, de même que la pose, en 1866, d'un câble sous-marin 

- i permanent entre l'Europe et l'Amérique révolutionnent le 
monde des communications. Techniquement, ces changements 
affectent la géopolitique du Canada qui devient, en cette seconde 
moitié du XIXe. siècle, un relais entre l'Angleterre et les Etats-Unis *. 
Jusqu'à la Première Guerre mondiale, Saint-Jean et Glace Bay (Terre-
Neuve) demeurent les principales stations canadiennes pour les com­
munications transatlantiques transmises respectivement par câble 
sous-marin et par ondes hertziennes. Face au développement de ces 
technologies, Montréal occupe une position stratégique: métropole du 
Canada, elle prédomine en quelque sorte sur Terre-Neuve en devenant 
le centre nerveux des communications nationales et internationales 
au pays. 
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Ce scénario n'est pas unique au Canada. En Allemagne, la ville de 
Nauen possède, dès 1906, le plus puissant émetteur de TSF au pays. Et 
pourtant, cette petite localité relève de la capitale berlinoise pour 
toute décision administrative, politique ou militaire qui affecte les 
communications de ce pays. De même, la ville de Clifden en Irlande 
s'en remet directement à Londres pour ses communications interna­
tionales, et n'eût été de l'échec de Guglielmo Marconi pour ériger une 
station de TSF à Cape Cod (Mass.) ce coin de villégiature serait très cer­
tainement devenu, au début du XXe. siècle, l'appendice de New-York 
en matière de télécommunications2. 

Montréal possède cependant des attributs particuliers qui carac­
térisent le développement de la télégraphie et de la radio: sa situation 
géographique, sa force économique, son bassin de population, son 
caractère bilingue de même que ses activités scientifiques et culturelles 
lui permettent d'influer sur l'évolution de ces technologies. En abor­
dant le développement de la télégraphie et de la radio à Montréal 
entre 1846 et 1946, nous présentons la chronologie des premiers 
événements qui ont fait de cette ville la plaque tournante du Canada 
en matière de télécommunications nationales et internationales. C'est 
dire que nous cherchons à caractériser l'évolution de ces technologies 
sur la base de considérations géographiques, économiques, sociales ou 
culturelles pour ensuite dégager les paramètres qui leur ont permis 
d'évoluer non pas uniquement par rapport à elles-mêmes, mais par 
rapport à une société donnée. En analysant ces technologies à partir 
d'un milieu et d'une époque donnés, nous levons le voile sur une par­
tie de la trame historique qui, trop souvent, met l'accent sur les 
grandes innovations technologiques, les inventeurs ou les grandes 
industries qui ont participé au développement de ces nouveaux 
moyens de communication. 

Les premières étapes qui conduisent à la création d'une nouvelle 
technologie peuvent, aux dires de Vary T. Coates et Bernard Finn, 
avoir un impact considérable sur la société bien avant qu'elle ne devi­
enne opérationnelle 3. C'est que la prise en charge d'une technologie 
par la société conduit nécessairement à des attentes et à des comporte­
ments nouveaux qui, à leur tour, sont susceptibles d'influencer le 
développement de cette technologie. Cette dynamique exige cepen­
dant un certain nombre de conditions préalables. Une telle symbiose 
ne peut s'accomplir que si la combinaison et le degré de pénétration 
des éléments dits externes agissent comme catalyseur et que les inno­
vations technologiques satisfont, partiellement ou totalement, aux 
attentes de la société. C'est pourquoi, certaines villes bénéficient 
davantage que d'autres de nouvelles technologies, parce que mieux 
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disposées à les recevoir et à les exploiter. Par exemple, au cours de la 
seconde moitié du XIXe. siècle, Londres et New-York sont reconnues 
comme les capitales de la haute finance internationale. Le développe­
ment de la télégraphie et du câble sous-marin profite inévitablement à 
ce secteur d'activités économiques en implantant de nouveaux 
mécanismes pour le crédit commercial, en réduisant la fluctuation des 
taux de change ou encore en augmentant la concurrence sur les 
marchés internationaux. En retour, ces mêmes sociétés qui ont été les 
premières à exploiter ces nouvelles technologies peuvent plus facile­
ment que d'autres assurer la promotion de leurs propres valeurs et de 
leurs structures tout en modelant l'ensemble des communications 
nationales et internationales. En d'autres termes, elles disposent d'une 
longueur d'avance qui leur permet d'influer sur le développement de 
ces technologies. 

2. MONTRÉAL : 
LA TÉLÉGRAPHIE ET LE CÂBLE SOUS MARIN 

EN CETTE seconde moitié du XIXe. siècle, une ville de taille 
moyenne comme Montréal n'a pas la capacité d'exercer une 
influence prépondérante sur le développement des communica­

tions internationales. Néanmoins, elle peut prétendre à une original­
ité peu commune lorsqu'il s'agit de faire preuve d'initiatives et 
d'ajuster ces technologies aux besoins de son milieu social. C'est ainsi 
que le 26 décembre 1846, les membres du conseil du Board of Trade 
de Montréal nomment un comité chargé de se pencher sur la faisabil­
ité d'une ligne télégraphique. Quatre scénarios sont alors retenus: 
□ Montréal/Halifax via le territoire de l'empire britannique; 
□ Montréal / Portland suivant une route parallèle au câble de 

l'Atlantic & St. Laurence Railroad; 
□ Montréal / New-York via Saratoga; 
□ Montréal / Toronto reliant éventuellement Buffalo et les principales 

lignes télégraphiques des Etats-Unis.4 

Trois jours plus tard, les membres réunis en assemblée générale entéri­
nent la motion de L. H. Holton qui recommande de former une com­
pagnie télégraphique pour relier Montréal à Toronto. Aussitôt, un 
comité provisoire est formé et se voit confier le mandat de procéder à 
la mise sur pied de la nouvelle compagnie. Un capital de base de 
12500 livres-sterling garantit le financement du projet. Le 6 mars 
1847, O.S. Wood est nommé surintendant de la compagnie et le 28 
juillet de la même année, une charte reconnaît officiellement l'exis­
tence de Montreal Telegraph Company (MTC). Andrew Shaw est élu 
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président et James Dakers, secrétaire. Quelques mois plus tard, la com­
pagnie établit une nouvelle liaison entre Montréal et Québec, si bien 
qu'avant la fin de 1847, MTC dispose de 900 kilomètres de lignes, pos­
sède 9 succursales et a déjà transmis ou reçu plus de 33 000 messages. 

Le succès de cette entreprise incitera d'autres hommes d'affaires 
montréalais à exploiter cette nouvelle technologie. En 1849, Montreal 
and Troy Company construit une ligne télégraphique depuis Montréal 
jusqu'à Troy (Virginie). Quelques temps après, People's Telegraph 
Company décide, elle aussi, d'établir une seconde liaison entre 
Montréal et Québec tandis que British North American Telegraph 
Company ambitionne de relier la ville de Québec à Toronto. Toutes 
ces initiatives sont un échec et les compagnies indépendantes seront 
tour à tour absorbées par MTC5. 

L'initiative de quelques hommes d'affaires montréalais aura non 
seulement permis à MTC de devenir le leader de la télégraphie au pays, 
mais également de consacrer Montréal comme le plus important cen­
tre des télécommunications au Canada. Lorsqu'en 1866 le premier 
câble transatlantique relie l'Europe à l'Amérique, Montréal est tout 
désignée pour assurer le raccordement des liaisons internationales aux 
liaisons intérieures. L'infrastructure qu'elle possède, liée à sa situation 
géographique et à sa force économique, lui assure une position 
stratégique vis-à-vis de Londres et de New-York qui forment, au cours 
de cette période, les deux plus importants pôles d'attraction pour le 
traffic des messages entre les deux continents. Montréal se trouve 
donc entraînée dans le giron de la Seconde Révolution industrielle où 
la télégraphie et le câble sous-marin jouent un rôle prépondérant face 
aux exigences nouvelles des pays industrialisés. Il faudra toutefois 
attendre l'arrivée de la télégraphie sans fil avant que la métropole 
canadienne ne s'implique véritablement dans la fabrication 
d'appareils destinés aux télécommunications. A court terme, cela sig­
nifie l'exploitation d'un nouveau marché; à long terme, la mise à prof­
it des ressources humaines et le développement des compétences 
locales. 

3. NOUVELLES VOCATIONS DE MONTRÉAL: 
TSF ET RADIO 

I'EXPLOIT technologique que réussit Guglielmo Marconi le 12 
décembre 1901 va bouleverser le monde des communications. Il 

- i est le premier à transmettre un message télégraphique entre 
l'Europe et l'Amérique sans l'apport du câble sous-marin. Du même 
coup, Poldhu (Cornouailles) et Glace Bay (Terre-Neuve) deviennent 
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les principaux sites de TSF entre l'Ancien et le Nouveau continent. A 
l'instar de Clifden (Irlande) et de Saint-Jean (Terre-Neuve), ces deux 
localités sont rapidement prises en charge par Londres et Montréal qui 
jouissent d'une plus grande autorité en matière de télécommunica­
tions. La comparaison s'arrête là, cependant. Car Montréal ne se lim­
ite plus à exploiter le rendement d'une technologie comme ce fut le 
cas avec la télégraphie terrestre et le câble sous-marin, mais prête 
désormais son concours à toute initiative nouvelle qui peut influer, 
directement ou indirectement, sur le développement de la TSF. 

Au début du XXe. siècle, la science côtoie, non sans compromis, la 
technologie et la TSF devient en quelque sorte le banc d'essai pour 
concilier deux univers fondés sur des besoins différents et des mental­
ités différentes6. Dès les premiers succès de TSF intercontinentaux, 
Marconi cherche à améliorer l'efficacité des instruments qu'il utilise, 
en particulier le détecteur magnétique qui remplace le cohereur 
d'Edouard Branly et qui augmente la vitesse de réception jusqu'à 150 
mots à la minute7. S'inspirant des travaux du chercheur néo-zélandais, 
Ernest Rutherford, Marconi fait breveter, en 1902, deux nouveaux 
modèles de cet appareil dont le rendement s'avère supérieur à celui 
des industries concurrentes, notamment Allegemeine Elektrizitâts 
Gesellschaft d'Allemagne et Lodge-Muirhead de Grande-Bretagne8. 
Parallèlement à ces innovations, Marconi fonde, le 3 août 1903, 
Marconi Wireless Telegraph Company du Canada (MWTC) dont les 
bureaux sont situés au 137, rue McGill à Montréal. Il s'agit de la qua­
trième filiale marconienne après celles de New-York, de Paris et de 
Berlin. L'importance stratégique de MWTC se traduit notamment par 
l'investissement d'un capital de base de cinq millions de dollars. Dès 
lors, la filiale canadienne va s'accaparer le marché de la TSF au pays. Le 
13 mai 1904, la compagnie obtient son premier contrat pour la con­
struction et l'opération de sept stations côtières canadiennes, et 
jusqu'en 1911 pas moins de 26 stations feront leur apparition au 
pays9. Entretemps, MWTC aménagera dans des locaux plus spacieux au 
1724 Est, rue Notre-Dame et ouvrira, rue Delorimier, son premier ate­
lier de fabrication et d'entretien d'appareils de TSF. 

L'avènement de la Première Guerre mondiale marque une étape 
décisive dans le développement de la TSF à Montréal. En plus d'aug­
menter la vente d'appareils pour les navires de guerre et les stations 
côtières, MWTC ouvre en 1916 une école destinée à former des techni­
ciens et des opérateurs pour répondre aux urgentes nécessités de la 
guerre. Montréal bénéficie alors d'instructeurs chevronnés, des plus 
récents développements technologiques et d'une compétence locale 
assurée qui l'avantageront à tous égards10. Aussitôt la guerre terminée, 
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les industries liées à la TSF vont chercher à commercialiser, et donc à 
rentabiliser cette technologie. Parmi les innovations les plus remar­
quables du premier après-guerre, il en est une qui retient l'attention 
du monde entier: la radio. Ce nouveau créneau de la TSF va devenir 
l'une des entreprises commerciales les plus fructueuses des années 
1920. Il ne faut donc pas s'étonner que la radiotéléphonie- l'emploi 
usité de radio commerciale n'existant pas encore- prenne naissance, 
en septembre 1918 à Montréal11. 

A cette époque, la radiotéléphonie débute sur une base expérimen­
tale au 173, rue William à Montréal dans les locaux de la compagnie 
Marconi. Selon un des pionniers, S.M. Finlayson, cette première sta­
tion dont l'indicatif d'appel est XWA a commencé à diffuser certains 
soirs de la semaine12. Un an après sa création, la compagnie Marconi 
décide de vendre des appareils aux amateurs de plus en plus nom­
breux et crée ainsi une nouvelle station nommée "Expérimentation 
Scientifique Limitée" dont le bureau principal est situé rue McGill 
College. Quelques semaines plus tard, soit en décembre 1919, la sta­
tion XWA, désormais appelée CFCF, offre aux auditeurs une program­
mation semi-régulière: le lundi, elle diffuse de 14h à 16h; les mercredi 
et vendredi, de 20h à 22h30; et le samedi, de 14h à 22h30. 

Par définition, la radio commerciale exige un certain nombre de 
conditions préalables dont nous observons la présence seulement à 
partir de 1919. Avant cette date, la station montréalaise diffuse à 
l'occasion quelques nouvelles, se contentant de présenter de la 
musique et quelques rapports météorologiques. La clientèle rejointe 
en 1918-19 se compose essentiellement d'un petit nombre d'amateurs 
et d'une poignée de marins sillonnant le Saint-Laurent avec des 
navires pourvus d'appareils de réception à cristaux. Rapidement, la 
demande s'accroît et même s'il demeure difficile de préciser le nombre 
d'auditeurs, la station XWA (CFCF) peut être considérée avec 
l'accroissement de ses auditeurs, le contenu de ses émissions et sa pro­
grammation semi-régulière comme la première station radiophonique 
au monde. 

Cette reconversion de la TSF en un produit commercial nouveau 
n'est pas le fruit du simple hasard. Parmi les nombreux employés de la 
compagnie Marconi, certains ont développé des compétences qui, 
liées à un esprit inventif et à une passion sans bornes, ont permis à 
cette technologie de déboucher sur un nouveau créneau commercial13. 
L'évolution de la TSF, puis de la radio à Montréal repose sur une com­
binaison de facteurs internes et externes dont la corrélation nous per­
met de préciser, à divers degrés, leur influence réciproque. Bien que 
nous admettions volontiers que la naissance de la station XWA (CFCF) 
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relève en majeure partie de l'ingéniosité de ses créateurs et de la com­
pétence que possède Montréal en matière de communications, nous 
ne saurions évoquer, par exemple, les mêmes arguments pour la sec­
onde station radiophonique au Canada. Inaugurée le 28 septembre 
1922, la station CKAC de Montréal se démarque par son caractère sin­
gulier: première station radiophonique d'expression française en 
Amérique du Nord, elle se veut le pendant de CFCF pour rejoindre les 
auditeurs francophones de Montréal. Le caractère biculturel de 
Montréal a donc pour effet premier de dédoubler la radio et d'assurer 
la promotion des valeurs culturelles des deux communautés linguis­
tiques montréalaises. L'étape suivante demeure donc prévisible: com­
mercialement, les promoteurs de la radio se doivent d'atteindre un 
plus grand nombre d'auditeurs. CKAC prend les devants et en 1927 
fait construire une antenne dont la puissance émettrice atteint 5000 
watts, rendant ainsi la tonalité du nouvel émetteur 18 fois plus forte 
que l'antenne qu'elle partageait jusqu'alors avec CFCF. Le rayon­
nement de CKAC s'étend désormais dans presque tout le Québec, dans 
certaines régions de l'Ontario, dans l'Est du Canada et dans le Nord-
Est des Etats-Unis. 

Instrument de divertissement mais aussi de culture, la radio ne 
saurait se soustraire à l'exaltation nationaliste du peuple canadien au 
cours des années 1920. L'identification de la radio à la poussée nation­
aliste, de dire Margaret Prang, suit la tendance de la génération 
d'après-guerre qui sent que les efforts pour accélérer le mouvement 
culturel sont en train de donner des résultats14. En 1923, Sir Henry 
Thornton, président du Canadien National (CN), projette d'établir un 
réseau national en installant à bord des trains des récepteurs de radio 
puissants avec prises d'écouteurs multiples. Le 1er juin 1923, un 
département de la radio voit le jour au CN et il est installé dans l'édi­
fice de la rue McGill à Montréal. Grâce à cette initiative, les voyageurs 
peuvent syntoniser pour la première fois la station CHYC, propriété de 
Northern Electric Company. Toutefois, le rayonnement de la station 
n'est pas assez vaste pour que celle-ci puisse être captée pendant une 
longue période par les récepteurs d'un train en marche. Le CN mettra 
en opération une dizaine de stations pour couvrir le territoire d'Est en 
Ouest. Une telle opération, échelonnée sur deux ans, doit être par­
faitement synchronisée afin que les voyageurs bénéficient tout au 
long du parcours d'émissions présentées par les diverses stations cana­
diennes. Le 5 janvier 1924, le CN met en service son premier train-
radio transcontinental reliant Montréal à Vancouver. Véritable fer de 
lance, la radio va permettre à la compagnie de la Couronne de 
rentabiliser son réseau de chemin de fer jusque-là déficitaire, d'assurer 
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la croissance de l'industrie radiophonique et surtout d'affirmer l'unité 
nationale. Marc D'Arcy, biographe, affirme que l'expression la plus 
tangible de l'oeuvre unificatrice de Sir Henry Thornton demeure la 
réalisation d'un réseau radiophonique pancanadien: "l'aspect poli­
tique transcende chez cet homme l'aspect commercial, et il a cherché 
délibérément, par le biais d'un service radio au CN, à développer un 
sentiment d'appartenance nationale"15. 

Force nous est de reconnaître que la radio évolue non seulement au 
rythme des innovations technologiques, mais aussi des phénomènes 
sociaux qui lui sont propres. Les stations montréalaises qui, au tout 
début, servaient les intérêts communs de la communauté urbaine, se 
sont rapidement développées en fonction de deux groupes linguis­
tiques régionaux, pour enfin promouvoir l'unité nationale. Tout en 
conservant leur caractère distinctif, les stations radiophoniques mon­
tréalaises ont assumé un rôle social déterminant qui a caractérisé leur 
évolution technique, leur structure organisationnelle et leur utilisa­
tion sociale. 

5. LES ONDES COURTES 

AL'INVERSE de la radio commerciale qui sert de divertissement à 
la population, la TSF poursuit une mission plus sérieuse. 
D'emblée, le gouvernement fédéral demeure conscient de 

l'apport de la TSF pour la sécurité en mer. Le naufrage du Titanic (15 
avril 1912) au milieu de l'Atlantique - ainsi que celui de YEmpress of 
Ireland (29 mai 1914) dans le golfe Saint-Laurent, près de Rimouski- a 
remis en question les règles de sécurité établies et les moyens de com­
munication entre les navires et les stations côtières. Le port de 
Montréal qui est l'un des plus achalandés au Canada sera doté, en 
1913, d'une station de TSF plus puissante, capable de communiquer 
avec celles de Québec, de Kingston, des Grands Lacs et de Terre-
Neuve16. Montréal occupe une position-clé au niveau des communica­
tions maritimes à l'intérieur du pays à cause des grandes distances qui 
séparent les stations côtières de l'Est du Canada. Pour surmonter cet 
obstacle propre à la réalité canadienne, les promoteurs de la TSF se 
tournent résolument vers la science pour améliorer le rendement de 
cette technologie ou pour solutionner certains problèmes. 

Particulièrement depuis le début du XXe. siècle, la science physique 
connaît un essor remarquable à Montréal17. Il n'est donc pas étonnant 
de constater que des chercheurs universitaires s'intéressent aux prob­
lèmes reliés à la propagation des ondes hertziennes. Le professeur 
Arthur Stuart Eve de l'université McGill est un de ceux qui expérimente 
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ce phénomène relativement nouveau. A l'occasion d'une rencontre 
annuelle à la Société Royale du Canada, tenue le 20 mai 1920 au 
Château Laurier à Ottawa, le professeur Eve prononce une conférence 
sur "quelques grandes inventions de la guerre". Au cours de son 
exposé, il organise une démonstration de radiodiffusion où l'auditoire 
peut entendre la cantatrice Dorothy Tulton accompagnée d'un 
orchestre symphonique depuis la station CFCF de Montréal, située à 
plus de 165 kilomètres de distance d'Ottawa18. Même si la réception 
n'atteint pas la perfection, l'expérience suffit néanmoins à provoquer, 
au cours des mois subséquents, une demande accrue d'appareils-radio 
chez les détaillants. Les grands magasins montréalais ouvrent un 
rayon spécialisé dans la vente de ces appareils tandis que la presse 
écrite diffuse plus d'information sur le sujet (v.g. façon de monter un 
récepteur à galène, horaire des émissions, etc...)19. 

Outre son caractère scientifique, cette démonstration à laquelle 
assistent le Premier Ministre, Robert Borden, le chef de l'opposition, 
William Lyon Mackenzie King, et le Gouverneur Général du Canada, 
le Duc de Devonshire, permet de sensibiliser les autorités politiques 
aux plus récents développements de la TSF ainsi qu'aux ressources sci­
entifiques et techniques que possède le Canada en cette matière. 
MWTC qui prête volontiers son concours à l'initiative du professeur 
Eve espère de son côté promouvoir ses compétences, depuis que le 
projet de relier l'Angleterre aux pays membres de l'Empire a refait sur­
face dans l'après-guerre. L'Impérial Wireless Chain est un projet 
ambitieux qui nécessite la collaboration de la majorité des compag­
nies marconiennes situées aux quatre coins du globe. MWTC occupe 
une position stratégique, puisqu'elle permet d'établir un premier relais 
avec l'Angleterre et un second avec l'Australie via Vancouver. Les trac­
tations politiques et les pressions des compagnies rivales ne permet­
tront cependant pas la réalisation de ce projet. Les nombreux débats à 
la Chambre des Communes de Londres, les rapports contradictoires 
d'experts et le lobbying des compagnies concurrentes viendront con­
trecarrer, à des moments ponctués, le projet de Marconi. La Grande 
Guerre, même si elle ne favorise pas le développement de l'Impérial 
Wireless Chain, rend cependant possible le développement des ondes 
courtes. Grâce à cette nouvelle percée technologique, Marconi signe, 
le 28 juillet 1924, un accord avec le gouvernement britannique pour 
la construction de stations à ondes courtes au Canada, aux Indes, en 
Australie et en Afrique du Sud. Le 25 octobre 1926, MWTC inaugure et 
supervise les deux premières stations de ce réseau, à savoir la station 
émettrice de Drummondville et la station réceptrice de Yamachiche, 
toutes deux situées à proximité de Montréal20. La prise en charge de 
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L'édifice Marconi, rue Williams dans le Vieux-Montréal qui abritait la première 
station radiophonique au monde XWA (devenu CFCF) 

ces nouvelles stations relève du personnel technique et administratif 
qui a ses bureaux au 11, rue Saint-Sacrement à Montréal. La compag­
nie dont la nouvelle raison sociale est Canadian Marconi Company 
(CMC) répartit ses activités dans différents secteurs de la ville au fur et 
à mesure que les communications maritimes et la radio requièrent de 
nouveaux développements technologiques. En septembre 1930, CMC 
s'installe définitivement rue Trenton à Ville Mont-Royal et réunit 
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désormais presque tout son personnel sous un même toit, favorisant 
ainsi une meilleure coordination de la R-D, de l'administration et de 
la promotion de ses activités au Canada et à l'étranger. 

Le développement des ondes courtes et de la radio au cours des 
années 1930 progresse au rythme des besoins sociaux. Bien sûr, les 
innovations technologiques permettent d'améliorer le rendement de 
ces modes de communication, mais à l'instar d'autres pays le Canada 
adapte ces technologies en fonction des nécessités nationales. Les 
ondes courtes répondent tout à fait aux exigences politiques et 
économiques du pays qui entend conserver des liens privilégiés avec 
les pays membres du Commonwealth britannique. Pour sa part, la 
radio évolue selon une tendance bipartite (radio privée vs radio 
publique) d'où le compromis de créer un réseau national hybride. 
Dans ce contexte, Montréal devra redéfinir sa vocation radiophonique 
en fonction de ces impératifs nouveaux. 

5. LA SOCIÉTÉ RADIO-CANADA (SRC) 

IA LOI de 1936 qui assigne à la SRC une mission d'utilité publique 
consacre le caractère national de la radio. Du même coup, 

- i Montréal se voit confier la responsabilité technique du projet, 
tandis que Toronto et Ottawa assument respectivement la planifica­
tion de la programmation nationale et la gestion administrative de ce 
réseau. En outre, la mise sur pied d'un réseau français, en 1937, per­
met à Montréal d'élargir son mandat tout en renforçant par ses attrib­
uts particuliers le caractère national de la radio. L'établissement d'un 
réseau français à travers les régions du Québec, puis du reste du 
Canada polarise l'intérêt de la population francophone pour ses pro­
pres valeurs culturelles: "...le Canada français n'a pas été frappé par 
une surabondance d'émissions américaines que les autres provinces 
ont aisément assimilées"21. Montréal prend rapidement conscience de 
la portée culturelle des gestes qu'elle pose vis-à-vis de cette technolo­
gie. Aussi, n'hésitera-t-elle pas à promouvoir le caractère français de la 
radio au profit de la nation: non seulement la barrière linguistique 
tend à protéger une partie de l'auditoire canadien de la concurrence 
des réseaux américains, mais elle a pour conséquence immédiate de 
mettre l'accent sur la production en direct, et consequemment 
d'établir une relation plus intime avec son auditoire22. Toute initiative 
contraire à l'usage social établi est donc perçu comme un danger 
imminent. A preuve, CKAC qui rejoint au début des années 1930 plus 
d'un million d'auditeurs au Québec, dans l'Est de l'Ontario, dans une 
partie des provinces maritimes et dans certains états de la Nouvelle-
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Angleterre va transgresser la règle en s'affiliant au réseau américain 
CBS pour combler jusqu'à la moitié de sa programmation quotidi­
enne. La réaction du gouvernement et du public est immédiate: J-
Arthur Dupont, directeur de la station montréalaise, est appelé à com­
paraître devant la Commission canadienne de la radiodiffusion nou­
vellement constitutée pour faire enquête sur la situation de la radio au 
Canada. Devant les groupes de pression, en particulier la ligue canadi­
enne de la radio, qui s'insurgent contre la privatisation de la radio au 
détriment d'un service national public, il est clair que l'entente para­
phée entre CKAC (de même que CJAD de Montréal) et le réseau CBS 
n'épouse en rien la philosophie nationale, et par surcroît dilue le car­
actère français de la radio23. La leçon que retire J-A. Dupont de cet 
écart aura vite fait de lui démontrer que sa station ne peut faire fi des 
attentes et des besoins d'une société, a fortiori lorsque cette dernière 
lutte pour l'identité canadienne de la radio. 

Le savoir-faire de Montréal entraîne, une fois de plus, la radio vers 
de nouveaux horizons. En décembre 1939, la SRC organise avec le con­
cours de British Broadcasting Corporation un service d'émissions 
bilatéral à l'intention des troupes canadiennes cantonnées en Grande-
Bretagne et en Algérie. Acheminées par enregistrement ou par câble, 
les émissions sont retransmises depuis Montréal et Toronto à travers le 
Canada. Montréal qui est le maître-d'oeuvre des projets techniques 
innove une fois de plus en concevant pour la société d'Etat un 
équipement mobile destiné aux reportages. Quatre cars blindés spé­
cialement conçus pour la guerre et dotés d'équipement portatif pour 
les reportages du front sont expédiés Outre-Atlantique, dès 1940. Le 
succès des émissions, dû à l'action concertée de la division des pro­
grammes et des services techniques, suscite une demande accrue de 
reportages réguliers sur les diverses campagnes européennes, tant et si 
bien que Radio-Canada inaugure, le 1er janvier 1941, son propre ser­
vice de nouvelles. La société d'Etat établit la centrale du service 
français à Montréal et celle du service anglais à Toronto. A l'automne 
de la même année, plus de 20% de la programmation nationale est 
consacrée à l'information. 

La Seconde Guerre mondiale qui, manifestement, influence l'évolu­
tion de la radio au niveau de la programmation et de l'innovation 
technologique oblige également les pays alliés à se rapprocher, ou du 
moins à communiquer entre eux de façon plus rapide et plus efficace. 
L'échange d'émissions entre le Canada et l'Angleterre ne représente 
qu'un palliatif à une solution plus globale. Par exemple, les nouvelles 
en provenance de la France via l'Angleterre deviennent rapidement 
un brandon de discorde à cause des divergences de points de vue qui 
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Pendant la Seconde Guerre mondiale, la Société Radio-Canada transmettait de 
nouvelles grâce à un équipement mobile installé sur des cars blindés. René 
Lévesque, correspondant de guerre, assisté d'un technicien interroge un officier. 

existent au niveau de l'interprétation des faits rapportés. Les respons­
ables de la société d'Etat ont, à maintes reprises, réclamé du gouverne­
ment qu'il se porte acquéreur d'une station à ondes courtes pour solu­
tionner ce type de problème. Qui plus est, le Canada reste, à l'aube de 
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la guerre, le seul pays industrialisé à ne pas s'adonner à la radiodiffu­
sion internationale sur ondes courtes. En retardant indûment la mise 
sur pied d'une telle station, le Canada risque fort de perdre les 
fréquences internationales qui lui ont été attribuées en vertu de 
l'Accord de la Havane (1937), notamment parce que la non-utilisation 
des fréquences allouées cause des problèmes d'interférences24. 

Le 18 septembre 1942, un arrêté ministériel institue le Service inter­
national de Radio-Canada qui est exploité pour le compte du Canada 
par la Société et financé entièrement par une subvention distincte de 
l'Etat. L'année suivante, deux émetteurs de 50 kilowatts munis de 
trois antennes directionnelles sont construits près de Sackville 
(Nouveau-Brunswick) et le siège social de ce nouveau service est établi 
rue Crescent à Montréal. Les premières opérations d'essai ont lieu le 
25 décembre 1944, et cela pour une transmission quotidienne de trois 
heures lancée en Europe. Le 25 février 1945, date de l'inauguration 
officielle du service, le nombre d'heures de diffusion dépasse le cap 
des 50 heures par semaine. Les émissions proviennent toutes de 
Montréal et sont relayées par lignes terrestres jusqu'à Sackville; de là, 
elles sont diffusées dans toute l'Europe. Lors de son inauguration, le 
Service international émet déjà en quatre langues (français, anglais, 
allemand et tchèque) et prévoit ajouter des émissions en hollandais, 
en danois, en suédois, en espagnol, en portuguais, en slovaque et en 
italien. 

Montréal s'impose, encore une fois, comme le maître-d'oeuvre de 
ce projet, et dès lors la proposition de centraliser toutes les unités du 
service technique de la radio en un seul endroit au pays est naturelle­
ment dévolue à cette ville qui possède une expérience et une infra­
structure appropriées: "...Montréal demeure un choix logique pour 
une telle centralisation. Nonobstant, Toronto doit rester le plus 
important centre de production de langue anglaise au pays et Ottawa, 
le centre de décisions avec son Conseil exécutif et son Bureau des 
Gouverneurs"25. L'utilisation des fréquences modulées, en 1946, pose 
un autre défi que Montréal relève sans difficultés. Le coût peu élevé de 
l'équipement allié à une meilleure fidélité de transmission par l'élimi­
nation de la statique et des interférences procurent à la radio MF mon­
tréalaise les atouts nécessaires pour une expérimentation immédiate. 
Au cours de l'hiver 1946, deux postes émetteurs MF d'une puissance 
de 250 watts chacun sont mis à l'essai et les demandes nécessaires 
sont entreprises pour porter cette puissance à 3 kilowatts. L'un de ces 
postes, VE9FD, relaye des programmes du réseau français et l'autre, 
VE9CB, diffuse les émissions du réseau anglais. Au cours des mois sub­
séquents, huit autres stations privées dont CFCF obtiennent un permis 
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d'exploitation26. Le succès de ces réalisations qui projette Montréal au 
premier plan pour les services techniques de la radio va ouvrir une 
nouvelle avenue: "devant les récents progrès de la télévision aux Etats-
Unis et à la demande du Bureau des Gouverneurs de la SRC, les ser­
vices techniques ont entrepris une étude approfondie afin de déter­
miner dans quelles conditions il serait possible d'introduire, dans le 
plus bref délai, la télévision au Canada"27. 

6. CONCLUSION 

LE DEUXIÈME après-guerre marque une nouvelle étape pour 
Montréal qui depuis un siècle joue un rôle prépondérant par 
l'introduction de nouvelles technologies de communication. 

Notre analyse n'entend pas entrer dans l'ère de la télévision qui 
soulève de nouveaux rapports entre la technologie et la société. L'évo­
lution de la télégraphie et de la radio à Montréal présente des particu­
larités tantôt liées à la recherche fondamentale et aux innovations 
technologiques, tantôt liées à l'organisation et à l'utilisation de ces 
moyens de communication. En outre, les initiatives et les actions de 
certains individus modifient, directement ou indirectement, le 
développement de ces technologies. Les représentants du Board of 
Trade de Montréal, les pionniers de MWTC ou les chercheurs de l'uni­
versité McGill ont influencé à divers degrés ces technologies. Lorsque 
nous soumettons à l'analyse ces facteurs qui relèvent d'un milieu et 
d'une époque donnés, une sorte de symbiose se produit entre la tech­
nologie et la société à partir de laquelle nous pouvons dégager cer­
taines constantes. En poursuivant cette relation issue du contexte 
montréalais entre 1846 et 1946, nous pourrions, mutatis mutandis, 
anticiper certains effets sur l'évolution de la télévision, sur son infra­
structure et sur sa portée sociale. A ce titre, Montréal exercerait 
vraisemblablement un rôle technique majeur comme elle l'a toujours 
fait depuis 1846, elle serait virtuellement responsable du développe­
ment du réseau français à travers le Québec et le Canada et elle 
chercherait sans doute à collaborer sur le plan de la télédiffusion inter­
nationale comme ce fut le cas pour la radio. Bien que les étapes d'une 
telle démarche analytique puissent être prévisibles pour certaines 
technologies de communication exploitées au Canada, il demeure que 
le caractère particulier de Montréal met en relief des rapports uniques 
qui modifient, de façon très ponctuelle et très particulière, leur évolu­
tion. Corrélativement, la saisie d'une technologie comme instrument 
social permet de mettre en relief un processus d'interaction qui 
favorise son développement, l'accélère ou parfois même le retarde28 
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La saisie et l'interprétation de moyens de communication ne peu­
vent donc échapper à la prise en charge des facteurs externes qui les 
façonnent et qui les dotent d'une spécificité propre. L'interaction 
technologie/société ne peut manifestement épuiser tous ces rapports 
tant ils sont complexes et nombreux. Tout au plus, la présente analyse 
confirme-t-elle l'existence de cette relation plutôt qu'elle ne la résoud. 
A notre avis, il n'existe pas de technologie qui fasse l'objet d'une con­
naissance exhaustive. Le cas de la radio est topique: "le processus 
d'innovation technique est loin d'être pleinement logique, même si 
l'on peut trouver dans ses résultats une rationalité a posteriori"29. Cette 
observation sous-tend à tous le moins la pertinence d'une approche 
contextuelle susceptible d'aborder le processus d'innovation tech­
nique de l'extérieur. Dans le cas de la radio, des personnalités telles 
Augustin Frigon, Alan Plaunt ou Graham Spry ont poursuivi une lutte 
acharnée afin que celle-ci serve d'instrument national. Les nombreux 
témoignages devant la Commission royale sur la radiodiffusion 
[1928], la Commission canadienne de la radiodiffusion [1932] et les 
Comités d'étude sur la radio [1932, 1939,1942,1944,1946,1947], la 
participation canadienne aux rencontres internationales (Conférence 
de Washington [1927], Conférence de Madrid [1932], Conférence de 
la Havane [1937]), les visites officielles et les consultations à l'étranger 
sont autant d'éléments distinctifs qui forment une sorte de concaténa­
tion du discours radiophonique- pour reprendre une expression pro­
pre à la linguistique- et qui doivent être pris en considération lorsque 
nous abordons une analyse qui dépasse le contexte montréalais. 
Historiquement donc, notre lecture se situe en contrepoint d'un dis­
cours plus vaste et plus officiel, puisqu'elle ressortit aux principaux élé­
ments qui caractérisent l'évolution de la télégraphie et de la radio à 
Montréal au cours de ce siècle. 
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NOTES 
1 La situation du Canada s'explique notamment par la position géo­

graphique des stations qui offrent une meilleure transmission ou réception 
des messages télégraphiques. Par exemple, Clifden et Glace Bay représen­
tent les deux points les plus rapprochés des continents européen et nord-
américain à partir desquels il est possible de transmettre des messages dans 
les meilleures conditions possibles entre les continents d'une part, et les 
capitales nationales ou métropoles, d'autre part. 

2 A propos de Nauen, voir: 
FÛRST, A., (1922), Im Bankreis von Nauen: die Eroberung der Erde durch die 
drahtlose Télégraphie, Stuttgart, Berlin :Deutsche Verlags-Anstallt 
A propos de Clifden et Cape Cod, voir: 
STURMEY, S.G., (1958), The economic development of radio, London:Gerald 
Duckworth & Co. 
JOLLY, W.P., (1972), Marconi, London:Constable 

3 COATES, V.T., FINN, B., (1979), A retrospective technology assessment-
Submarine telegraphy. The transatlantic cable of 1866, San Francisco:San 
Francisco Press, pp. viii et suiv. 

4 Archives du Bureau de Commerce de Montréal, Minutes of Council, 26 
décembre 1846. 

5 D'autres compagnies canadiennes viennent s'ajouter à la liste: Montreal 
and Bytown Telegraph Co., Grand Trunk Telegraph Co. et même Toronto, 
Hamilton and Niagara Telegraph Co. qui fut la première compagnie à 
établir un service de télégraphie électrique au Canada. 

6 Les deux références font état de cette problématique en Europe et en 
Amérique au début du XXe. siècle: 
O'NEILL, J.J., (1968), Prodigal Genius: The life of Nikola Tesla, 
London:Nelville Spearman, pp. 228-37. 
REICH, L.S., (1983), "Irving Langmuir and the pursuit of science and tech­
nology", Technology and Culture, 24, 2, April, pp. 199-221. 

7 BACHER, W.J., (1979), A history of the Marconi Company, London:Methuen 
& Co. Ltd. pp.74-5. 

8 A propos de la concurrence entre Marconi et les industries allemande et 
britannique, voir les références respectives suivantes: 
LERTES, P., (1922), Die drahtlose Télégraphie und Téléphonie, Dresden, 
Leipzig: Verlag von Theodor Steinkoppf 
JOLLY, W.P., (1972), Marconi, London:Constable. 

9 II s'agit des stations suivantes: Cape Race, Point Rich, Belle Isle, Cape Ray, 
Heath Point, Fame Point, Sept-Iles, Father Point, Barrington, Montréal, 
Trois-Rivières, Québec, Cape Sable, Partridge Island, Cap-à-1'Ours, Grosse 
Isle, Pictou, North Sydney, Iles-de-la-Madeleine, Camperdown, Sable 
Island, Sault-Sainte-Marie, Tobermory, Midland, Port Arthur et Point 
Armour. 
In: Archives Nationales du Canada, ( ci-après nommées ANC), Document 
MG 28, III, 72, Vol. 81, Dossier 1, "Coast stations - Agreements for opera­
tions on East Coasts and Great Lake stations, 1911-1954". 

10 Le principal instigateur de la mise sur pied de cette école fut D.R.P. Coats, 
un jeune gradué de la British School of Telegraphy de Londres. Ses adjoints 
sont Harold Bride, second opérateur du Titanic et Cyril Evans, opérateur du 
navire Californian. 
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In: Archives, Canadian Marconi Company, (Montréal), Document inédit, 
(s.d.). 

11 ALLARD, T.J., (1976), Uhistoire de l'AJRC, 1926-1976: radio et télédiffusion 
privée au Canada,, Ottawa, page 1 (publié par l'Association canadienne des 
radiodiffuseurs à l'occasion de son cinquantième anniversaire 
Bien que cette définition réponde techniquement à l'emploi du terme 
radiodiffusion, elle ne définit pas le message lui-même. De ce point de vue, 
nous devons être circonspects, puisque des stations comme KDKA 
(Pittsburgh) ont opéré de façon expérimentale en 1916. La démarcation 
première que nous retenons est sans doute celle qui fait foi d'une program­
mation avec musique, commentaires et nouvelles météorologiques ou 
autres. Ceci nous permet d'obtenir une approximation plus juste de ce 
mode de communication par rapport à aujourd'hui. La station XWA 
(CFCF, décembre 1919 semble avoir répondu la première à ces conditions 
bien avant celle de Pittsburgh (KDKA), de l'université du Wisconsin (WHA), 
opérée par le département de physique, ou celle dirigée par William E. 
Scripts du Detroit News (WWJ, 31 août 1920). 

12 Dubé B., The Gazette (2 janvier 1969), "50 years ago at CFCF", p.14 
Les événements qui entourent ces premières expériences demeurent 
quelque peu obscurs. Néanmoins, nombre d'auteurs s'accordent à dire que 
la station XWA a été la première à diffuser des programmes radio-
phoniques sur une base expérimentale et régulière. A cet effet, nous 
présentons quelques ouvrages qui entérinent ce fait: 
LAVOIE, E., (1971), L'évolution de la radio au Canada français avant 1940, 
Recherches sociographiques, 12, 17-51 (voir p. 12) 
MACHNY, W., (1969), The Golden Anniversary of Broadcasting: 1969, 
Association canadienne des radiodiffuseurs, Ottawa. Document réédité 
sous le titre de "CFCF, Canada's first station", Archives CFCF (Montréal). 
CANADA, Royal Commission on Broadcasting, Vol. I (Report 1957), Appendix 
III, "A brief history of broadcasting in Canada", pp. 279-319, Ottawa, 
p.297 
WEIR, A., (1965), The struggle for national broadcasting in Canada, Montréal, 
Toronto: Canadian Publishers, p.l. 
EMERY, W.B., (1969), Canadian broadcasting: Unity and diversity. In: W.B. 
Emery (éd.): National and international systems of broadcasting: Their history, 
operation and control, (pp.44-81), Michigan:Michigan University Press, p.45. 
PAQUET, J-N., (1980), La radio et ses inventeurs, Sherbrooke:Naanam, pp. 57-8 
MORSE, A.H., (1925), Radio: Beam and broadcast; its story and patents, 
London:Emst Benn., p.98 

13 Les pionniers de la radio à Montréal, tels S.M. Finlayson, L. Spencer, R. 
Letts ou J.V. Argyle ont tous été à l'emploi de la Compagnie Marconi. Pour 
en connaître davantage sur ces pionniers, voir les références suivantes: 
MONTIGNY, B., (1979), Les débuts de la radio à Montréal et le poste CKAC, 
Mémoire de maîtrise, Université de Montréal, (document inédit), pp. 16 et 
suiv. 
ANC, Document RG 97, Vol. 149, No. 6206-72, "Correspondance Ralph 
Letts to Halifax wireless affair" (15 mars 1922) 
Montreal Gazette (3 mars 1958), "Pioneer retires: Radio's news first remain 
as memories" 
Marconi News, (Avril 1941), "Veteran J.V. Argyle accepts important post in 
navy", pp.2-4 
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14 PRANG, M.; (1965), The origins of public broadcasting in Canada, 
Canadian Historical Review, 46., pp.1-31 (voir citation # 3). 

15 D'ARCY, M., (1935), The tragedy of Sir Henry Thornton, Toronto:Macmillan, 
p.116 
Voir également: ROBB, M.W.D., (Février 1924). Franco-Américains invités 
dans le Québec par radio, Canadian National Railways Magazine, pp. 22 et 
suiv. 

16 The Marconigraph, Juillet 1913, "Removal of the Montreal wireless station" 
p.460 
Le gouvernement canadien, tout comme les autres pays qui ont assisté à la 
Convention de Londres sur la réglementation de la TSF en mer (1912), a 
légiféré afin que les navires de fort tonnage soient équipés d'appareils de 
TSF. Voir à ce sujet l'ouvrage suivant: 
DAVIS, S.B., (1927), The law of radio communication, New York:McGraw Hill, 
pp. 175- 186 

17 Voir les ouvrages suivants: 
CHARTRAND, L., DUCHESNE, R., GINGRAS, Y., (1987), Histoire des sciences au 
Québec, MontréakBoréal, pp.381-431. 
GINGRAS, Y., (1991), Physics and the rise of scientific research in Canada, 
Montreal, Kingston:McGill-Queen's University Press, pp. 30-31 

18 Arthur Stuart Eve occupe après la guerre la chaire de physique à l'univer­
sité McGill et publiera en 1925 un volume intitulé "On recent advances in 
wireless propagation, both in theory and in practice, Montréal. 
Pour un compte rendu sommaire de l'expérience du 20 mai 1920 au 
Château Laurier, voir les articles de journaux suivants: 
Montreal Daily Star (20 mai 1920), "Will demonstrate wireless 'phone'", p.3 
Montreal Daily Star (21 mai 1920), "Montreal sings to Ottawa by tele­
phone", pp.3-4 

19 (Juin 1922), Broadcasting station at CFCF, Canadian Wireless,. Vol. 2, No. 1, 
pp.6-7,10 
Le journal La Presse publie à compter du 6 mai 1922 une chronique quoti­
dienne intitulée "Les merveilles du Radio", chronique qui sera reprise sous 
le titre de "La radio de la Presse" dès le lundi, 8 mai 1922. 

20 L'Impérial Beam System compte 12 stations réparties comme suit: 
Stations émettrices Stations réceptrices Inauguration du service 
Drummondville (Canada) Bridgwater (G-B.) 26 octobre 1926 
Bodwin (G-B.) Yamachiche (Canada) 26 octobre 1926 

Milnerton (Afrique du Sud) 5 jiulllet 1927 
Grimsby (G-B.) Rockbank (Australie) 8 avril 1927 

Dhond (Indeo) 6 septembre 1927 
Ballan (Australie) Skegness (G-B.) 8 avril 1927 
Kirkee (Inde) Skegness 6 septembre 1927 

Yamachiche 16 juin 1928 
Klipheuval (Afrique du Sud) Rockband 16 juin 1928 

Bridgwater 5 juillet 1927  
Source: The Marconi Review (Novembre 1928), p.4 

21 TOOGOOD, A.F., (1969), Broadcasting in Canada: Aspects of regulation and 
control, 1923-1969., Ottawa:Canadian Association of Broadcasters, p. 7 

22 SHEA, A.A., (1963), Broadcasting, the Canadian way. Montreal: Harvest 
House, pp.45-6 

Scientia canadensis 23 



CANADA, Special Committee on Radio Broadcasting (1942), (ci-après nommé. 
SCRB) Ottawa:F. Acland, pp.298-99 

23 Le témoignage de J-A. Dupont apparaît à la référence suivante: 
CANADA, SCRB (1932), Ottawa:F.Acland, pp.520-29 
Pour une meilleure description de la ligue canadienne de la radio et des 
objectifs qu'elle poursuit, voir les références suivantes: 
ANC, Thomas James Allard Papers (MG30, D304), Vol. 6, Dossier 16, 
Document C-18 "The Canadian Radio League" 
O'BRIEN, J.E., (1981), A history of the Canadian Radio League, 1930-1936, 
Thesis. University of Southern California. 
WEIR, A.E., op.cit, pp.117-137 
NOLAN, M., (1986), Foundations, Alan Plaunt and the early days of the CBC, 
Toronto: CBC Enterprises 

24 Le Canada perdra d'ailleurs quelques-unes de ses fréquences. Voir les 
références suivantes: 
CANADA, SCRB(1939), pp. 273-77; (SCRB)1942, pp. 305-07;CANADA, SCRB 
(1947), pp. 236-37 

25 CANADA, SCRB (1942), p. 606 
26 Archives SRC (Montréal), Short Wave Receiving Stations 

CANADA, SCRB (1946), p. 34. 
Les stations MF qui obtiennent un permis au cours de 1946-47 sont: 

CKCR (Kitchener) CKGB (Timmens) 
CKSO (Sudbury) CFRB (Toronto) 
CKWR (Kingston) CHSJ (St-Jean) 
CFCF (Montréal) 

27 Archives SRC (Montréal), Rapport annuel 1946-47, p.35 
28 L'histoire de la radio entre 1930 et 1960 en Amérique du Sud est ponctuée 

de coups d'Etat qui retarderont considérablement son développement 
comme instrument national. A ce propos, voir l'ouvrage suivant: 
AICARDI, R., (1981), Notas sobre la historia de la radiodifusion en 
Latinoamerica, In: liuis Bassets (eds.), De las ondas rojas a las radio libres, 
Barcelona:Editorial Gustavo Gili, pp. 139-40 
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p.70 
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CANADIAN MARCONI: CFCF, THE FORGOTTEN CASE 

Donald G. Godfrey 
Unive r s i ty  of Arizona 

n B r o a d c a s t i n g t s  o l d e s t  s t a t i o n n  i s  a  t i t l e  
c o v e t e d  b y  s e v e r a l  r a d i o  p i o n e e r s .  H o w e v e r ,  
a m o n g s t  a l l  t h e  U .  S .  p u b l i c i t y ,  f e w  s c h o -  
l a r s  h a v e  t a k e n  n o t e  o f  t h e  o n e  C a n a d i a n  
s t a t i o n  t h a t  m a y ,  t o o ,  h a v e  a  c l a i m  o n  t h e  
t i t l e .  T h e  s t a t i o n  i s  C F C F ,  M o n t r e a l .  

"Le p l u s  anc ien  pos te  - 6metteur de rad io-  
d i f f u s i o n "  e s t  un t i t r e  ardemment convoitg 
par  p l u s i e u r s  p ionn ie r s  de l a  r a d i o .  Ce- 
pendant,  parmi tou te  l a  p u b l i c i t 6  f a i t e  aux 
E t a t s  Unis, peu de  savan t s  o n t  remarqu6 P 
unique pos te  - 6mmetteur canadien qu i  pour- 
r a i t  a u s s i  revendiquer  ce  t i t r e .  C ' e s t  l e  
pos te  CFCF de Montr6al. 

Broadcast ing h i s t o r i a n s  have long sought  t o  
d i s p e l  t h e  many confusing con t r ad ic to ry  c la ims  
t o  t h e  t i t l e  "broadcas t ing ' s  o l d e s t  s t a t i o n . "  It 
is a t i t l e  coveted by s e v e r a l  r a d i o  p ioneers  i n  
t h e  U.S. KDKA, W W J ,  KCBS and WHA are among t h e  
most pub l i c i zed  claimants .  KCBS, San Franc isco ,  
has  been hera lded  a s  " the r e a l  p ioneer  of broad- 
c a s t i n g  ..." (Greb, 1958,131. WHA, Madison, " the  
o l d e s t  s t a t i o n  i n  t h e  nat ion. .  . (Smith, 1959, 
45 - 55) and W, D e t r o i t ,  " the  wor ld ' s  f i r s t  
r a d i o  s t a t i o n n  (Smith, 1959, 40 1 .  KDKA has 
rece ived  the  most p u b l i c i t y ,  d e c l a r i n g  i t s e l f  t o  
be " the  world '  s f i r s t  . . . (Lichty  , 1975, 1 02 - 
110 1. The Cox - Harding e l e c t i o n  r e t u r n s  broad- 
cast b y  KDKA w e r e  c i t e d  by most U. S. t e x t s  as 
t h e  " h i s t o r i c a l  beginning of broadcast ing" 



(Head, 1979, 99, 109 - 11 3 ) .  Barnouw i n  discus-  
s ing  the "Decision i n  Pi t t sburghu declared KDKA, 
the "symbol of t h e  agew ( 1966, 74 1 .  The argument 
over which s t a t i o n  is o l d e s t  w a s  supposedly p u t  
to  rest  by Baudino and Ki t t ross .  In  comparing 
the  records of KDKA, KCBS , W W ,  and WHA they 
concluded, "It i s  c lea r . . . t ha t  KDKA...deserves 
the t i t l e  . . . as the o l d e s t  s t a t i o n  i n  t h e  
United S ta tes"  (1 970 , 80 1. 

In  the  scholar ly  enthusiasm to bestow the 
t i t l e  "broadcasting s o l d e s t  , l i t t l e  reference  
has been made to s t a t i o n s  outs ide  the  United 
S ta tes .  In f a c t ,  the  r eader  of such s tud ies  
o f t en  must seek the  d e f i n i t i o n  of terms before  
r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  the  d iscuss ions  revolve around 
only the  f i r s t  "U.S. " s t a t i o n s  a s  opposed t o  
North Arnerican o r  world claims of the t i t l e  
"broadcast ing 's  f i r s t . "  In  Canada, t h i s  over- 
s i g h t  w a s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  apparent.  With compara- 
t i v e l y  few Canadian authored m a s s  communication 
textbooks,  s tudents  and scholars  have been de- 
pendent on U. S. publ ica t ions .  Unknowingly, 
they have been mislead by U. S. information. 

Although Canada and many coun t r i e s  lagged 
behind t h e  United S t a t e s  i n  t h e  development of a 
na t ional  sys tan ,  wireless experimentation was 
taking place throughout the  world. A s a  Briggs 
noted t h a t  during 1920, " regular  concer ts  began 
t o  be broadcast  i n  Europe from t h e  Hague" (1961, 
20 1. I n  Great B r i t i a n ,  Marconi was pioneering 
experimental broadcasts  near  London. The "high 
po in tH of t h i s  experimentation "was a l i v e  
broadcast  on June 15,  1920, by Dame N e l l i e  
Melba, the  g r e a t  Soprano" (Paulu, 1 961 , 8 - 12 1. 
Russian i n t e r e s t  i n  broadcasting developed par- 
allel  to t he  Western system. Vladimir Lenin w a s  
"broadcasting h i s  revolut ionary  messages v i a  a 
r a d i o  s t a t i o n "  as e a r l y  as 1916 (Kitaram, 1979, 
106).  Lenin was an ac t ive  suppor ter  of r a d i o ' s  
e a r l y  experiments seeing the  medium as a t o o l  
whereby he could achieve wide d i s t r i b u t i o n  of 
h i s  messages (Paulu, 1974, 29 - 34 1. 



Before the  argument of which s t a t i o n  was 
"f i r s tw can be put  to rest, scho la r s  must con- 
s i d e r  what was happening i n  o t h e r  p a r t s  of t he  
world. The ques t ion  has been c r i t i c i z e d  a s  
being something of a non - i s s u e  and it may be 
pure ly  academic. However, the  i n d u s t r y ,  w i th  
i t s  preoccupat ion f o r  " f i r s t " ,  has sus t a ined  an 
i n t e r e s t  f o r  s t a t i o n  promotion and a body of 
l i t e r a t u r e  has  grown suppor t ing  and c o n t e s t i n g  
the  d i f f e r i n g  U. S. c laimants .  A l l  t he  primary 
broadcas t  tex tbooks ,  both Canadian and U. S. 
no te ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  pass ing ,  the " f i r s t "  s t a t u s  of 
va r ious  t i t l e  c la imants .  Academically, Gorden 
B. Greb (1958) was the  f i r s t  to raise t h e  i s s u e .  
B. h-ankl in Smith (1958) responded one yea r  
l a t e r  wi th  h i s  examination of s t a t i o n s  WHA and 
WWJ. Charles Sussking 's  (1 962 r e p o r t  before  
t he  I n s t i t u t e  of Radio Engineers ,  while  going  
almost unnot iced ,  gave important  " f i r s t  c r e d i t s  
to Marconi. Larry Lichty saw the  i s s u e  a s  
important  enough t o  reproduce the  co rpo ra t e  
vers ion  of KDKA1s  h i s t o r y  (Lichty  , 1975 1. A s  
a l r eady  no ted ,  Baudino and K i t t r o s s  (1977) sup- 
posedly pu t  t he  argument to rest. Among a l l  
t h i s  p e r i o d i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  only one Canadian 
au thor  appears:  Sandy Stewar t  in h i s  "How Radio 
Got S t a r t ed . .  .A Canadian View" (S tewar t ,  1980 1. 

It  is not  t h e  purpose of t h i s  s tudy  to pu t  
t h e  argument t o  rest. Such would r e q u i r e  a 
massive review of broadcas t ing  i n  both Engl i sh  
and non-English c o u n t r i e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  Great 
B r i t i a n  and Russia. Amongst a l l  t h e  U. S. p u b  
l i c i  t y  , however, one Canadian s t a t i o n  s t ands  o u t  
as being overlooked - the Canadian Marconi 
o p e r a t i o n ,  CFCF. The purpose of t h i s  a r t i c l e  is  
t o  p lace  CFCF's h i s t o r y  wi th in  t h e  context  of 
t h e  e x i s t i n g  h i s t o r i c a l  record  by an examination 
of its h i s t o r i c a l  r o o t s  wi th  the  thought t h a t  
t h e  t i t l e ,  "North A m r i c a ' s  o l d e s t  b roadcas t ing  
s t a t i m  ," might w e l l  go to t h i s  Canadian opera- 
t i o n .  

On May 20, 1920, the members of t h e  Royal 



Socie ty  of Canada assembled i n  O t t a w a  t o  observe 
Canada's f i r s t  w i r e l e s s  opera t ion .  The occasion 
marked t h e  f i r s t  demonstration of commercial 
r a d i o  i n  Canada. The Lnndon T i r e s  descr ibed  t h e  
event  as "an unusual kind of concer t .  . . " 

Wireless telephony apparatus  was 
i n s t a l l e d  ( i n  Ottawa) and connected 
with Montreal and a conce r t  was given 
a t  the  Marconi Wireless s t a t i o n  . . . 
which by means of a s i m p l i f i e r  w a s  
heard d i s t i n c t l y  by the  whole audience. 
(London Times, 1920, 14 1. 

This  broadcas t  marked t h e  f i r s t  of CFCF's regu- 
lar programming. A s  such, it preda tes  a l l  o t h e r  
United S t a t e s  ope ra t ions  claiming t o  be "North 
America's o l d e s t  b roadcas t ing  s t a t i o n . "  

Canadian h i s t o r i a n s  have headl ined  CFCF, 
Montreal,  w i t h  t h e  same prominence KDKA has re- .- 
ce ived  i n  t h e  United S t a t e s .  Frank Peers  noted 
t h a t  both s t a t i o n s  began about t he  same time 
(1969, 4 -6). E. Austin W e i r  went a s t e p  f u r t h e r  
i n  a footnote  camparison w i t h  KDKA and W. He 
concluded, "There seems t o  be no doubt  t h a t  both 
s t a t i o n s  were antedated by XWA (CFCF) . . . as 
p u b l i c  broadcas te rs  of r e g u l a r l y  scheduled pro- 
grams. Indeed, it would appear t h a t  CFCF is t h e  
o l d e s t  r e g u l a r l y  opera ted  broadcas t ing  s t a t i o n  
in the  world " (Weir, 1 965, 2 1. Warner Troyer  
accu ra t e ly  c r e d i t s  CFCF as t h e  "North American 
f i r s t  r a d i o  s t a t i m u  (1 980, 25 1. David E l l i s ,  
while  n o t  c i t i n g  CFCF d i r e c t l y ,  has  i nd ica t ed  
1919 as the  year  of t he  " f i r s t  Canadian r a d i o  
broadcas t"  an obvious r e f e rence  t o  CFCF ( E l l i s ,  
1979, Chronology). T. J. Al l a rd  bo ld ly  dec lared  
CFCF a s  t h e  "World ' s f i r s t  " ( Allard , 1979, 7 ,  35 
- 36) .  While A l l a rd  provided a more d e t a i l e d  
d e s c r i p t i o n  than t h e  previous  a u t h o r s ,  he of-  
f e r e d  l i t t l e  documentation to s u b s t a n t i a t e  h i s  
r e sea rch .  Sandy Stewart  has  been c r e d i t e d  with 
documenting the  p lace  of CFCF i n  Canadian 
h i  s t o r y  (Pub l i ca t ions  , 1980, 28 ) .  
Unfortunately , while h i s  wr i t i ng  has provided an 



i n t e r e s t i n g  n a r r a t i v e ,  it does not  document 
CFCF'S pos i t ion  within the  context  of the  h is -  
t o r i c a l  record o r  i ts  claim on the  t i t l e  "broad- 
c a s t i n g ' s  oldest1 '  (Stewart ,  1980, 30 - 34).  

The obscur i ty  of any e a r l y  Canadian r a d i o  
information e x i s t s  f o r  two reasons : F i r s t ,  t h e  
pioneers d i d  no t  cease experiments a t  any speci- 
f i c  da te  and begin broadcasting. The process 
was a gradual  progression. Second, between 1 900 
and 1934, the  government l i cens ing  a u t h o r i t y  
s h i f t e d  between t h e  Departments of Public  Works, 
Marine and F i s h e r i e s ,  and Naval Service  (Pee r s ,  
1969, 15 - 18).  The primary funct ion  of these  
o f f i c e s  w a s  not  r a d i o  and the re  was only l imi ted  
concern f o r  it. There was no r a d i o  conferences 
such as  those ca l l ed  by the  U. S. Secre tary  of 
Commerce, Herbert Hoover. There was no demand 
f o r  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  i n  f a c t  the re  w a s  l i t t l e  gov- 
e r n m e n t  i n t e r e s t .  The regu la t ion  which exis-  
ted  was i n  the  hands of the  c i v i l  servant  and 
"was t e n t a t i v e "  (Peers ,  1969, 12) .  I t  was 1928 
by the time Canada appointed its f i r s t  Royal 
Commission t o  s tudy broadcast ing and 1934 before 
the  l e g i s l a t i o n  w a s  passed. The Commission was 
crea ted  no t  t o  c l e a r  the  a i r  of chaos,  a s  i n  t h e  
U. S., but  to pro tec t  Canada's i n t e r e s t  from U. 
S. in tervent ion .  In 1934, the  Canadian Radio 
Broadcasting Act was passed and crea ted  t h e  
Commission which cen t ra l i zed  regu la t ion ,  l i cen-  
s ing  au thor i ty  and records.  

C r i t e r i a  f o r  examining t h e  claimants has 
been es tab l i shed  by R. Franklin Smith. In h i s  
important cont r ibut ion  t o  t h e  research ,  Smith 
defined a "broadcast s t a t i o n  todayn a s  e x h i b i t -  
ing f i v e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  : " ( 1 ) u t i l i z e  r a d i o  
waves, (2 send non-coded sounds by speech o r  
music, (3 )  fonn a continuous pat terned program 
se rv ice ,  ( 4 )  [be] intended to be received by t h e  
pub l i c ,  and (5 [be I l icensed by t h e  govern- 
ment. " Only the  f i r s t  four ,  hwever ,  represent  
"val id bases f o r  ve r i fy ing  h i s t o r i c a l  claims of 
broadcasting primacy. " Smith continued : 





17) .  Troyer noted s a r c a s t i c a l l y  t h a t  whi le  t h e  
~ a n a d i a n  government denied R. A. Fessenden, a 
Canadian, f i n a n c i a l  a s s i s t a n c e  f o r  h i s  r a d i o  
experiments ,  it w a s  "bus i ly  funding and support-  
i n g  an I t a l i a n  inven to r "  (Troyer , 1980, 17 ). 
Contemplating t h e  value of s h i p  - to - shore and 
marine wireless communication t o  t h e i r  Dominion, 
"...Canada has agreed to p u t  up $ 80,000" f o r  
Marconi ' s work, "a tremendous sum i n  o u r  young 
and s t r u g g l i n g  country" (Canadian Sparks; Canada 
Yearbook, 1932, 608 ; Marconi , 1962, 11 4 1. 

U t i l i z a t i o n  of Radio Waves 

Marconi cons t ruc ted  the f i r s t  Canadian 
w i r e l e s s  s t a t i o n s  f o r  A t l a n t i c  c o a s t  marine 
communication. These s t a t i o n s  rep laced  
an t iqua ted  cable  systems which had e x i s t e d  from 
Chateau Bay, P.Q. and Bel le  I s l a n d ,  Newfound- 
land ,  bu t  whose s i g n a l s  had been con t inua l ly  
i n t e r r u p t e d  by ice f lows .  Their  purpose was t h e  
broadcas t ing  of "messages to shipping. .  .weather 
f o r e c a s t s ,  storm warnings, r e p o r t s  i n  connect ion 
with f l o a t i n g  d e r e l i c t s ,  i c e s  and o the r  dangers  
t o  naviga t ion  " ( Canada Yearbook, 1932, 608 1 . 
Marconi came to Canada no t  only to e s t a b l i s h  
s h i p  - t o  - shore  s t a t i o n s  . W i t h  government 
support  and encouragement, t h e  Canadian Marconi 
Company grew and under t h i s  r u b r i c  commercial 
b roadcas t  experiments began. The f i r s t  commer- 
c i a l  ope ra t ion  e s t a b l i s h e d  by Marconi was XWAj 
Montreal. Located i n  t he  "Marconi Wireless  
Telegraph Company f a c t o r y  bui ld ing"  a t  W i l l i a m  
S t r e e t ,  XWA l a t e r  to becorn CFCF ( CFCF, ND2 1, 
can be c a l l e d  t h e  Canadian l'symbol of age." In a 
sys temat ic  examination of CFCF on the  b a s i s  of 
the Smith s t anda rds ,  there is no argument on t h e  
f i r s t  c r i t e r i o n .  Marconi d i d  use t h e  r a d i o  
waves f o r  s c i e n t i f i c  and broadcas t  purposes.  
The inaugura t ion  of comrnerci dl broadcas t ing  by 
Canadian Marconi, however, was secondary t o  h i s  
many s c i e n t i f i c  tests. I n  the  e a r l y  1900 ' s  



Marconi , as o the r  pioneers , was more i n t e r e s t e d  
in "the e f f e c t  of s o l a r  l i g h t .  ..electrical d is -  
turbance and.. .mountainous t e r r a i n "  (Marconi , 
1962, 123) on radio.  Documentation of the con- 
version from science t o  genera l  broadcast ing is 
sparse.  Baudino and Ki t t ross  note the same 
problem i n  t h e i r  examination of KDKA. These 
pioneers w e r e  more involved i n  the  c rea t ion  and 
development of t h e i r  apparatus than they were i n  
leaving "canplete records of exac t ly  what they 
d i d  and when they d i d  i t "  (Baudino, 1977, 63). 

From Sound to Regular Programming 

Marconits e n t r y  i n t o  the  f i e l d  of broadcast  
speech o r  non-coded sound w a s  evolut ionary.  The 
XWA voice experiments evolved from t h e  previous 
s igna l  communications and grew rap id ly  w i t h  
growing i n t e r e s t  and Canada s involvement i n  
World War I. 

Research provided contradic tory  d a t e s  re- 
garding the inception of CFCF1s sound broad- 
c a s t s .  Stewart claims they began a s  e a r l y  a s  
1914, but o f f e r s  no documentation (1980, 31) .  
The documented sources record t h e  d a t e  a s  191 8. 
A Short History of CllCF published by the  Canpany 
as p a r t  of a marketing pamphlet noted, "In Sept- 
ember, 1918 the  .. . Canpany es tab l i shed  the 
f i r s t  broadcast ing s t a t i o n  i n  Canada. . . " 
(C1930 1. Marking the  f i f t i e t h  anniversary of 
broadcasting i n  Canada, the  Mantreal Star and 
the  Canadian Trade and Ccrmrarce c i t e d  CFCF1s 
inauguration as  " the  f a l l  of 1918" and "Decem- 
b e r ,  1 91 9" r e spec t ive ly  ( T V  Week, Lab  F i l e  . 
The Canada Yearbook s t a t e d  "broadcasting f i r s t  
commenced with t e s t  programs c a r r i e d  ou t  by the  
Canadian Marconi Canpany i n  Montreal dur ing  the  
winter  of 1919" (Yearbook, 1932, 608). Troyer 
noted the  s t a t i o n  made i t s  f i r s t  broadcast  i n  
December, 1919, which consis ted  of "playing 
phonograph records  over t h e  a i r  f o r  the  f i r s t  



t i m e  on t h i s  cont inent  ." Regular programming 
began May 1 920 (Troyer , 1 980, 25 1. Commander C. 
P. Edward, Direc tor  Radio, Department of Marine, 
declared "regular  organized programs commenced 
i n  December 1919" (CFCF, ND, 2 ) .  

Despite the discrepancy of d a t e s ,  a l l  re- 
cords agree t h a t  speech and music w e r e  program- 
med by 1919. These broadcasts "consisted of 
gramophone recordings from an o ld  Swedish music 
box, weather r e p o r t s  and news i t e m s "  (His tory ,  
Cl93O ; Yearbook, 1956, 893 1. The f i r s t  programs 
w e r e  i r r e g u l a r ,  experimental i n  na ture  and t h e  
audience was small .  S. M. Finlayson, a young 
apprentice engineer who worked f o r  the  Marconi 
Company a t  t h e  t ime,  described t h e  broadcasts  as 
" largely  aimed a t  amateur en thus ias t s  . . . who 
had b u i l t  t h e i r  own receivers . . ."  The gradual 
expansion of CFCF's i n i t i a l  se rv ice  i n t o  a con- 
t inuous p a t t e r n  of programming, intended f o r  t h e  
publ ic ,  took approximately tm years. Finlayson 
continued t h a t  while programming w a s  not  
r egu la r ly  scheduled a t  f i r s t ,  " l a t e  i n  1919 and 
increas ing i n  1920, more and more scheduling and 
formal i ty  c r e p t  i n  . . . each broadcast would l a s t  
f o r  a couple of hours usual ly  s t a r t i n g  about 
7 : 00 p.m. " (Finlayson, 1978 1. 

The Winnipeg Trade and Cunmerce has s t a t e d  
t h a t  CFCF's se rv ice  has been uninterrupted s ince  
191 9.  Evidence of CE'CF' s regu la r  schedule was 
supported by commercial e n t e r p r i s e  taking advan- 
tage  of these  r egu la r  schedules. A s  e a r l y  a s  
Apri l  1920, the  Canadian Ber l iner  Gramophone 
Company began adver t i s ing  t h e i r  service  and 
CFCF's programming. The announcement read: 

H i s  Master's Voice Records by Wireless 
Telephone ! 
By arrangement with the  Marconi 
Wireless Telegraphy Canpany of Canada, 
a H i s  Master's Voice Vic t ro la  Concert, 
f ea tu r ing  the  latest and most popular 
s e l e c t i o n s ,  w i l l  be given ton igh t  and 
every Tuesday from 8 to 10 p.m. f o r  t h e  



b e n e f i t  of Wireless s tudents .  Captains 
and o f f i c e r s  of sh ips  i n  p o r t  a r e  
inv i t ed  to  enjoy t h i s  entertainment 
aboard t h e i r  vessels .  Operators tune 
t o  1200 meters. (CFCF, 4) 

Regularly Scheduled Programs 

The Canadian broadcast  which focused a t t en -  
t i o n  on rad io  occurred on May 20, 1920. The 
event  was prearranged,  organized s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  
i l l u s t r a t e  the  impact of wireless communication. 
The audience was composed of the  members of the  
Royal Society of Canada. The Prime Minis ter ,  
S i r  Robert Bsrden, William Lyon MacKenzie King, \ 

the  Duke of Devonshire , and the  a r c t i c  explorer  
Vilhjalmur Stefansson were assembled i n  the  
Chateau Laur ier ,  Ottawa (Stewart ,  1980, 31 1. 
These spec ia l  gues ts  heard an address on w a r  
inventions and the songs of M i s s  Dorothy Lutton. 

The experiment took place a t  9:30, and 
by means of a Magna Vox , the voice of 
the  d i s t a n t  s inger  was q u i t e  d i s t i n c t l y  
heard i n  a l l  parts of the c a l l .  The 
Magna Vox, however, not  only 
accentuated the sounds f r a n  t h e  
telephone received,  bu t  a l s o  the  noises  
of the c i t y ,  and f o r  t h a t  reason a t  
times the  singing was in te r rup ted  ... 
Several  members of the  audience wore 
rece ive r s  s i m i l a r  to those used by 
c e n t r a l s  a t  the r egu la r  telephone 
exchange. (Montreal S t a r ,  1920, 3 )  
Westinghouse publ ic ized  the f i r s t  KDKA 

broadcast  i n  the  newspapers and asked the  
audience during the  program, I f W i l l  anyone hear- 
ing  t h i s  . . . p  l e a s e  communicate with us..." (West- 
inghouse , ND, 10 ; Baudino , 1 977, 65 ). However, 
the  Royal Society audience f o r  CFCF1s f i r s t  
r egu la r ly  scheduled broadcast  was prearranged. 
A s  a r e s u l t ,  the  impact of the  experiment was 
immediate. "People were l i n i n g  up a t  the  coun- 



ters of e l e c t r i c a l  shops t o  buy home rece ive r s . "  
s t o r e s  e s t ab l i shed  rad io  departments, and the 
programs of CFCF w e r e  "wired i n t o  the  l o c a l  
thea te r s  f o r  broadcast during in termiss ion.  " 
Radio en thus ias t s  brought t h e i r  rece iv ing equip- 
ment to the  thea te r .  Af ter  a day 's  labor  f o r  
set-up, they publicized t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  pick up 
the  s igna l s  of d i s t a n t  s t a t i o n s .  Since few 
people had personal  r ece ive r s  a t  this t ime,  
"these events  of ten drew l a r g e r  b i l l i n g s  than 
the  motion p i c t u r e  " ( CFCF , 3 ) . The broadcasts  
broadened the  publ ic  i n t e r e s t  in rad io  and CFCF. 
By September, 1 92 1 , CFCF was seeking government 
permission to expand its regu la r  hours in order  
t o  accommodate more "concert programming " 
(Licensed Inspect ion ,  1922 - 28, 62046-72 1. 
From t h i s  experimental s t a g e ,  it rap id ly  ascend- 
ed i n t o  a commercially v iable  en te rp r i se .  S ta-  
t ions  began to appear throughout the  na t ion ,  
newspaper p u b l i c i t y  increased and schedules w e r e  
published f o r  a r ap id ly  growing audience. 

Government License 

The o r i g i n a l  d a t e  on which CFCF was l i cen-  
sed by the  Canadian government i s  obscure. 
Troyer indica ted  t h a t  the  s t a t i o n  was l icensed 
in September, 1919, by Donald Manson who was the  
f ede ra l  government's "chief inspector  of r ad io"  
(Troyer , 1 980, 25 ) . The e a r l i e s t  government 
records located  by t h i s  researcher  were dated 
September 16, 1921 . Obviously, however, t h i s  
does not  mark the  i n i t i a l  phase of broadcasting 
by Marconi. The o r i g i n a l  documents, i n  t h e  
Public Archives of Canada, ind ica te  l i cense  
renewal, the  Government' s permission f o r  contin-  
ued experimentation, and a s  previously noted,  
they reques t  permission to extend e x i s t i n g  pro- 
gramming. J. L i t c h f i e l d ,  in t r a c i n g  t h e  chrono- 
logy of the  Canadian s t a t i o n s ,  noted t h a t  
Marconi began t e s t i n g  before the  assignment of 
c a l l  l e t t e r s .  XWA' s l i cense  and c a l l  l e t t e r s ,  



according to L i t c h f i e l d ,  were i s sued  i n  1920 
with t h e  i n i t i a l  frequency assignment of 1200 
meters  and a power of 1 00 watts. Ci rca  1921 , 
t he  call  l e t t e r s  were changed from XFIA to to- 
d a y ' s  CFCF and power w a s  increased  t o  500 wa t t s  
 itchfi field, 1965, 9 - 2 1. 

Service  Record 

Canadian Marconi r a d i o ,  CFCF, has a long 
r eco rd  of domination on t h e  Canadian scene.  In 
f a c t ,  t h e r e  were no Canadian r i v a l s  u n t i l  A p r i l ,  
1922, about  one y e a r  a f t e r  CFCF's f i r s t  regular -  
l y  scheduled broadcas t  ( p e e r s ,  1969, 5 - 6 ) .  
CFCF w a s  t h e  key s t a t i o n  f o r  many h i s t o r i c a l  
Canadian broadcas ts .  It p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  the 
1927 Canadian Confederation J u b i l e e  a s  t h e  east- 
e r n  anchor on a 23 s t a t i o n  coas t  - to - c o a s t  
network; made i ts  f i r s t  t r a n s - a t l a n t i c  broad- 
cast i n  1928; and acted as the  key s t a t i o n  f o r  
the c e l e b r a t i o n  of Marconi Day i n  January ,  1930. 
This  broadcas t ,  marking the  30th anniversary  of 
Marconi 's  t r a n s a t l a n t i c  experiment ,  was world- 
wide. It joined toge the r  f i v e  con t inen t s  arid 
f i f t e e n  c o u n t r i e s .  CFCF was a f f i l i a t e d  wi th  t h e  
U. S. networks as w e r e  most of t h e  p r i v a t e  
s t a t i o n s  i n  Canada a t  t h a t  t ime.  It became an 
NBC a f f i l i a t e  on November 28, 1929, and follow- 
i n g  World War I1 switched t o  t h e  new American 
Broadcast ing Canpany. However, as noted,  it 
played a prominent r o l e  on t h e  Canadian n a t i o n a l  
scene. Loca l ly ,  it produced b i l i n g u a l  programs 
and f e a t u r e d  Canadian t a l e n t  long before  the l a w  
r equ i r ed  it. Today, CFCF is a CTV a f f i l i a t e  
(CFCF, 10 1. A most meaningful t r i b u t e  t o  the 
Canadian Marconi Canpany and CFCF came in 1965 
from t h e  CBC I s  former Programming Executive , 
Austin W e i r :  

... a b e l a t e d  ... t r i b u t e  must be pa id  
to the  u n s e l f i s h  cooperat ion of t h e  
Canadian Marconi Company.. .No one i n  
t h i s  country knows better than I how 



whole-heartedly Canadian Marconi 
cooperated i n  those numerous i n t e r -  
empire and i n t e r - n a t i o n a l  broadcas ts .  
( W e i r ,  1965, 4 3 )  

Conclusion 

The ques t ion  of which r a d i o  s t a t i o n  deser -  
ves  t h e  t i t l e  of "broadcas t ing ' s  o l d e s t "  is an 
i n t e r e s t i n g  one. I n  the  opinion of t h i s  resear- 
c h e r ,  having reviewed t h e  p e r i o d i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e  
of t he  era, the  Marconi F i l e s  i n  t he  Pub l i c  
Archives of Canada and numerous o t h e r  publ ished 
r e sources ,  t he  examination of broadcas t ing ' s  
o l d e s t  cannot ignore Canadian Marconi 's  CFCF. 
CFCF's h i s t o r y  is n o t  un l ike  its U. S. neigh- 
bors .  Early experimental demonstrat ions were 
occurr ing  throughout t he  world a t  approximately 
t h e  same t ime.  However, f o r  CFCF, t h e r e  w a s  a 
d i f f e r e n c e  . Because of Marconi ' s e a r l y  involve-  
ment i n  t h e  sc ience  and t h e  wi l l i ngness  of a 
Canadian government to underwri te  h i s  tests 
while  s t a t i o n s  i n  o t h e r  c o u n t r i e s  "were j u s t  
beginning t h e  process  . . . Canadians were showing 
t h e  end r e s u l t s "  (S tewar t ,  1980 , 31 1.  Along 
with the  claims of U. S. ope ra t ions ,  CFCF must 
be considered among b roadcas t ing ' s  o l d e s t .  

The argument over  t he  t i t l e  has not  been 
p u t  t o  rest. Research has  y e t  t o  be conducted 
f o r  European and Russian systems. However, i f  
KDKA is  t h e  o l d e s t  b roadcas t ing  s t a t i o n  i n  t h e  
United S t a t e s  as Baudino dec l a red ,  then by can- 
par i son  it appears  t h a t  CFCF is North America's 
o l d e s t  s ta t im.  KDKA began w i r e l e s s  te lephone 
t ransmiss ion  i n  191 6 ; t he  evo lu t ion  of  Canadian 
Marconi began i n  1901. KDKA began pub l i c  t r an -  
smission i n  1919 (Baudino, 1977, 77 ) ;  CFCF began 
such broadcas ts  i n  September 1918. CFCF ' s 
r e g u l a r  programming schedule ,  beginning December 
1919, preda tes  KDKA by eleven months and t h e  
inaugura l  broadcas ts  of May 20, 1920, p reda te  
KDKA by seven months. I n t e r p r e t i n g  Smi th ' s  f o u r  



criteria as c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of  a r a d i o  s t a t i o n ,  
t h e r e  is no doubt t h a t  CFCF p reda te s  a l l  o the r  
North American compet i tors .  Indeed, it would 
seem t h a t  CFCF is North America's o l d e s t  broad- 
c a s t  s t a t i o n .  
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Women were some of Canada’s most popular broadcasters
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The cover of Kate Aitken's Cook Book.

To modern ears, the women who hosted programs on Canadian radio starting in the 1920s

sound a bit too focused on perfecting roast chicken and starched shirts, but given the context,

these women truly were pioneers. From poetry to political interviews to livestock reports, radio

drama, news, music and household hints, these unflappable radio queens delivered it all.
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Perhaps the best-known of Canada's female broadcasters is Kate Aitken , whose cookbook is

still in print. She attracted millions of listeners to her radio show in the 1940s and 1950s. On this

episode of her CBC radio program, she lauds notable women of the previous year.

And on this 1953 show, she provides practical funeral etiquette in her warm reassuring tones. 

http://www.virtualmuseum.ca/sgc-cms/histoires_de_chez_nous-community_memories/pm_v2.php?id=exhibit_home&fl=0&lg=English&ex=00000325
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Michelle Tisseyre on her radio debut at the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation.

B.B. SALMON/LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES CANADA/PA-199457

In French-speaking Canada, Michelle Tisseyre  was a fixture on the news and current events

programming in the 1940s, making the move to television in 1953.

Archival recordings are not as easy to come by for other notable women in the history of

Canadian broadcasting. Well-known and accomplished figures such as: Ontario’s Jane Gray ,

the first woman to be inducted into the CAB Broadcast Hall of Fame, Martha Bowes,

Saskatchewan’s first female radio announcer, or Manitoba’s Lilian Shaw  (her name was

frequently misspelled). 

http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/michelle-tisseyre/
http://www.broadcasting-history.ca/personalities/gray-jane
http://www.mhs.mb.ca/docs/people/shaw_l.shtml
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In this 1973 interview (in French) Radio-Canada’s Pierre Paquette interviews Michelle Tisseyre,

looking back on her groundbreaking career. 

Learn more about these queens of the radio waves with “Radio Queens” by Nelle Oosterom and Garry Moir in the

February-March 2018 issue of Canada’s History magazine. 
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When ra dio was as hot as so cial me dia is to day, some fe male broad cast ers had tremen dous
star power.

BACK IN THE EARLY 1920S, when com mer cial ra dio was still an ex per i ment, any thing
seemed pos si ble. There were even some women who, per haps be cause they had gained the vote
and had tasted in de pen dence through wartime em ploy ment, saw an op por tu nity in this ex cit ing
new field.

Jane Gray — a di vorced war bride from Eng land with three chil dren to sup port — ap par ently
had no qualms about walk ing into newly li censed ra dio sta tion CJGC in London, On tario, in 1924
and pitch ing for a job. She was hired on the strength of her abil ity to read po etry and to dish out
ad vice to lis ten ers. How ever, the job paid a pit tance, and af ter a few years she moved to Toronto,
where she hit the big time.

Nor was Gray the only one. A sub stan tial num ber of Cana dian women sky rock eted to sud den
ra dio fame in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s. Few re mem ber their names to day.

Among those who have faded from pub lic mem ory is Lil ian Shaw. Shaw was eigh teen years
old and fresh out of busi ness col lege when she landed work with CKY Winnipeg in 1923. The sta ‐
tion was owned and op er ated by the Man i toba gov ern ment through the Man i toba Tele phone
Sys tem, and what got her the job was her abil ity to play the pi ano. In those pi o neer ing days of
early ra dio, most pro gram ming was live, and many of the en ter tain ers re quired

ac com pa ni ment. Hav ing some one who could an swer the tele phone, type, man age the of fice,
and play the pi ano would have been an in valu able as set to any early ra dio sta tion.

WHEN RA DIO WAS AS HOT AS SO CIAL ME DIA IS TO DAY, CER TAIN FE MALE
BROAD CAST ERS HAD TREMEN DOUS STAR POWER.

Radio Queens

Canada's History · 1 févr. 2018 · By Nelle Oos terom and Garry Moir



The de ci sion to put Shaw on the air as a staff an nouncer was largely a func tion of ne ces sity.
CKY man ager Darby Coats had to keep the sta tion go ing an hour and a quar ter each day and
needed to fill two hours of evening pro gram ming three times a week. There was also a Sun day
church broad cast. Re sources were scarce, as Man i toba Premier John Bracken had made it clear
that he ex pected the gov ern ment-owned ra dio sta tion at least to break even.

Coats ob vi ously needed some as sis tance. With the only other CKY em ployee be ing a tech ni ‐
cian, Shaw was the lone per son avail able to help. Shaw her self cred ited Coats with some for ward
think ing. “He thought it would be a novel idea to have a lady’s voice” on the air, she said in a CBC
Ra dio in ter view at the time of her re tire ment in 1971.

Shaw read the news, pro vided grain and live stock re ports, in tro duced record ings, ac com pa ‐
nied other en ter tain ers on the pi ano, and even han dled tech ni cal du ties. In a 1938 in ter view
published in Man i toba Call ing, a mag a zine published by the Man i toba Tele phone Sys tem, she ad ‐
mit ted that her strong est mem ory was “the ner vous ness I felt at the prospect of hav ing to an ‐
nounce at the mi cro phone.” She ad mit tedly found read ing the farm mar kets a “dull” chore.

An other chal lenge was “the tir ing job of per pet u ally wind ing the phonograph. Some times we
would for get to wind it and it would run down in the mid dle of a num ber.”

Pro gram ming was noth ing if not eclec tic. Church ser vices and jazz shows proved pop u lar.
Talks by Man i toba Agri cul ture Col lege pro fes sors on top ics like wheat rust may have been hits in
the coun try but did not ap peal to city lis ten ers.

En ter tain ers were ex pected to work with out pay. Sound ef fects were cre ated live in the stu ‐
dio. “Artists ar rived when they could (some times they didn’t)” is the way pro gram ming was de ‐
scribed by Man i toba Call ing. Per form ers would whis per the ti tles of their num bers to the an ‐
nouncer when some one else was per form ing at the mi cro phone. “If the pro gram ran an hour or
so over time it did not mat ter.”

Coats re called how Shaw helped to phys i cally re move from the stu dio a drunken woman who
had showed up to sing. The singer’s morn ing au di tion was “ex cel lent,” but when she ar rived for
her per for mance in the af ter noon she “stood some what un steadily by the pi ano and in sisted
upon hic cough ing ‘Star of Eve’ un til she could be per suaded to leave qui etly.”

As to whether lis ten ers had reser va tions about a fe male voice on the ra dio, Shaw re called
twenty-five years later that her re cep tion was “very favourable most of the time. I made won der ‐
ful friends amongst the lis ten ers. Over the years they got used to my voice just like any one
else’s.” In fact, Shaw was quite pop u lar. In 1926, a widely cir cu lated Chicago-based pub li ca tion
called

Ra dio Digest ran an an nual con test al low ing lis ten ers to vote on the most pop u lar announcers
in the United States and Canada.

AN OTHER CHAL LENGE WAS “THE TIR ING JOB OF PER PET U ALLY WIND ING THE
PHONOGRAPH. SOME TIMES WE WOULD FOR GET TO WIND IT AND IT WOULD RUN DOWN IN
THE MID DLE OF A NUM BER.” — LIL IAN SHAW

Coats nom i nated “Lil ian Shaw of CKY Winnipeg, the finest lit tle ra dio an nouncer in the do ‐
min ion.”



Shaw ran away with the race. Vot ing took place over a five month pe riod, and by Septem ber
she was de clared Canada’s most pop u lar ra dio an nouncer, garner ing more than eigh teen thou ‐
sand votes. Worth not ing is that all seven of her Cana dian ri vals were men. Of the top fifty Amer ‐
i can announcers, there was not one woman. In an nounc ing Shaw’s vic tory, Ra dio Digest de ‐
scribed her as “the pre ferred blond of slight build.”

Shaw was just twenty at the time. Over her ca reer she would wit ness enor mous change in the
broadcasting in dus try, in terms of both tech nol ogy and pro gram ming. The sta tion grew, and she
even tu ally stepped away from the mi cro phone to be come the as sis tant to the gen eral man ager.
“It’s doubt ful if a lady in Canada is bet ter ac quainted with that busi ness of broadcasting than
Miss Shaw,” Man i toba Call ing de clared in 1938.

Un for tu nately, her rise in the busi ness stalled af ter the Man i toba gov ern ment sta tion was
sold to the CBC in 1948. Never again would she wield the kind of in flu ence she had at CKY.

“She was in line for a big pro mo tion,” re called niece Mau reen Gard ner in an in ter view.
“When the time came she did not re ceive the po si tion be cause it was awarded to a gen tle man.
She was very up set. She was very aware of the fight for women’s rights.” Shaw re tired in 1971,
af ter a broadcasting ca reer that spanned forty-eight years.

Pri vate broadcasting was ahead of its time in pro vid ing women with on-air jobs, ob served T.J.
Al lard, a for mer ex ec u tive with the Cana dian As so ci a tion of Broad cast ers in his 1979 book
Straight Up: Pri vate Broadcasting in Canada, 1918–1958. In the early days, “Few sta tions did not
have one or more women’s com men ta tors who quite lit er ally ran their own show,” he wrote.

In Toronto, sev eral women got their start at ra dio sta tion CFRB in the 1920s and 1930s. One of
them was Jane Gray, who had left her po etry broadcasting job in London to try her luck in
Toronto. She was among ninety ap pli cants for a po si tion as host of a cook ing pro gram on CFRB.
She got the job, at a salary of twenty-five dol lars a week. Gray soon hit upon a way to in crease
her earn ings by pay ing for air time and then sell ing com mer cials on the shows she hosted. Since
her pro grams were pop u lar, she quickly made a profit.

In 1928, she founded the Jane Gray Play ers, an act ing troupe that per formed ra dio dra mas
such as mys tery plays. Not only did she write, pro duce, and act in her plays, she also ran a
drama school on Satur days.

Ever re source ful, Gray be gan pitch ing mir a cle elixirs and pa tent medicines dur ing the De ‐
pres sion. One pop u lar prod uct, called Mus-Kee-Kee, was a mix of Seneca root, pine needles, and
al co hol. “Along with the tonic, she’d hand out doses of ad vice, horo scope read ings and fore casts
based on nu merol ogy,” her 1984 Toronto Star obit u ary said. Mar ket ing her self as the “Wise Lit tle
Lady of the Air,” she toured ra dio sta tions across Canada, of fer ing au di ences ad vice on ev ery
topic, from fam ily tragedies to ill nesses and fi nan cial dif fi cul ties

“I’m not a fa natic, and I am not a for tune teller,” she said in a 1967 in ter view. “But I do know
there are cy cles in na ture. The farmer knows when to hire men, and he’s no for tune teller. There
are cy cles in peo ple that af fect their lives.”

She be came a tele vi sion host for CHCH-TV in Hamilton in 1953 and was still broadcasting well
into the 1960s. Ac cord ing to the Cana dian Com mu ni ca tions Foun da tion, “Jane Gray was a ‘born



show-woman.’ As she has been quoted — ‘I’ve done it all.’” In 1988, she be came the first woman
ra dio per former to be in ducted into the Cana dian Broad cast Hall of Fame.

An other CFRB hire was Kate Aitken — com monly known as Mrs. A. She was prob a bly the
most ac com plished Cana dian fe male broad caster of her time and at tained a world-class pro file.
Her ra dio ca reer be gan in 1934 when CFRB asked her to fill in for an other an nouncer who had
suf fered a bro ken leg.

At forty-three years of age, Aitken al ready had a high pro file as a gov ern ment-spon sored lec ‐
turer who pro vided lessons on cook ing and other do mes tic skills dur ing the De pres sion. She
honed her skills run ning a suc cess ful chicken farm with her hus band and op er at ing a thriv ing
home can ning busi ness. By 1927 she was the women’s di rec tor for the Cana dian Na tional Ex hi bi ‐
tion and a del e gate to a world wheat con fer ence. The lat ter led to a meet ing with Ital ian dic ta tor
Benito Mus solini, whom she per suaded to buy wheat from Canada.

CFRB syn di cated her show — which was later picked up by CBC Ra dio — and she trav elled
Canada and the world to re port on cook ing and eti quette as well as much weight ier top ics.
Aitken in ter viewed many of the fa mous — and in fa mous — of her time, such as Adolf Hitler,
King Ge orge VI, Eleanor Roo sevelt, and Pope Pius XII. Dur ing the Sec ond World War, her fa mous
Make Over and Make Do work shops taught women to bud get and to con serve ma te ri als that
were in short sup ply.

“Kate held the na tion’s women to at ten tion with her calm ra dio man ner and com pas sion ate
na ture,” On tario au thor Pat Mestern wrote. “While bombs were fall ing in Europe, Kate’s coun sel
that ‘it looks bad at the mo ment, but it can not help but get bet ter’ gave re lief to wor ried moth ers
and wives.”

Her trav els took her to Europe in the im me di ate af ter math of the war as well as to the bat tle ‐
fields of Korea in 1952. She was in Kenya dur ing an up ris ing in the 1950s, in Hun gary dur ing the
1956 revo lu tion, and toured famine-stricken re gions of In dia.

Among Aitken’s spon sors were the Bri tish Min istry of Food and the In ter na tional Tea Bureau.
The two groups ar ranged for her to stay with lo cal fam i lies. When asked in 1949 why she em ‐
barked on these trav els, Aitken replied in her warm voice: “I be lieve, and I’ve al ways be lieved,
that women have more power than men, more power to shape pub lic opin ion, and if women be ‐
lieve in any thing in tensely, and go out and do it, they can rev o lu tion ize the world.”

Ac cord ing to the Cana dian Com mu ni ca tions Foun da tion, Aitken at tracted up to three mil lion
lis ten ers in the 1940s and 1950s, mak ing her Canada’s most pop u lar broad caster of the time. At
her peak, she re ceived as many as a thou sand let ters a day, ne ces si tat ing the hir ing of more than
twenty sec re taries just to an swer her mail. She re signed from ra dio in 1955 to con cen trate on
writ ing her many books. Kate Aitken’s Cana dian Cook

Book re mains a clas sic.
“Kate Aitken was cu ri ous, en er getic, and al ways pro fes sional,” wrote Jerry Fair bridge of the

Cana dian As so ci a tion of Broad cast ers. “She said she just hopped from job to job like a grasshop ‐
per hav ing a good time. She ad vised peo ple to try new things, to treat them as an adventure, and,
if they failed, to try again.”



Like Aitken, Claire Wal lace got her start with Toronto ra dio sta tion CFRB in the 1930s. Be ing
di vorced, and with a son to sup port dur ing the Great De pres sion, Wal lace needed the work. Her
evening show, Teatime Top ics, was a spinoff of a col umn she wrote for the Toronto Star. She
joined CBC Ra dio in 1936, and by 1942 she was host ing They Tell Me, a pro gram that was suc cess ‐
ful in pro mot ing sales of war bonds and savings stamps.

As the host of They Tell Me, she be came one of Canada’s high est paid broad cast ers, earn ing
$170 a week. When the Na tional Ra dio Com mit tee rec om mended her for a raise due to her heavy
work load, there was a huge back lash from news pa per men, many of whom earned only $40 or
$50 a week. “The pay ing of so much pub lic money to any fe male artist of the air ways sug gests
‘pull’ and fa voritism,” said one ed i to rial. Ac cord ing to Mar jorie Lang, au thor of Women Who
Made the News, the con tro versy led the “tim o rous Na tional War Fi nance Com mit tee” to shut
down her pro gram in June 1944.

Wal lace’s jour nal is tic ca reer con tin ued, how ever. In 1946 she re ceived the Beaver Award
from Broad caster Mag a zine as Canada’s top woman com men ta tor. She even tu ally re turned to
CFRB. Wal lace was a dare devil who took risks to bring her lis ten ers ex cit ing sto ries, once climb ‐
ing into a Mex i can vol cano. She later wrote books and started a travel bureau, tak ing vis i tors be ‐
hind the Iron Cur tain at the height of the Cold War.

Writ ing about her great-aunt Claire Wal lace on her blog, Jeanie MacFar lane of Hamilton said:
“Claire stressed mod esty, dis ci pline, and plan ning. She was for mi da ble in per son and yet, a CBC
col league of hers once told me, she trem bled a bit as she fought through mic fright at the start of
ev ery broad cast.”

French Canada had its own fe male ra dio stars, and few shone as brightly as Michelle Tis seyre
of Mon treal. When her hus band went over seas to fight in the Sec ond World War, the mother of
one ap plied for a job with Ra dio-Canada, the French-lan guage arm of the na tional pub lic broad ‐
caster.

IN 1946 CLAIRE WAL LACE RE CEIVED THE BEAVER AWARD FROM
BROAD CASTER MAG A ZINE AS CANADA’S TOP WOMAN COM MEN TA TOR.
She be came an an nouncer in 1941 and was soon an chor ing the Grand Jour nal news cast, mak ‐

ing her the first woman to present a ra dio news cast for CBC French ser vices.
Tis seyre worked for Ra dio-Canada’s in ter na tional ser vice from 1944 to 1946, spe cial iz ing in

in ter views and re port ing. She also co-hosted, with René Lévesque and René Garneau, La voix
du Canada, a show broad cast to French-Cana dian troops over seas. By 1953, she had made the

switch to tele vi sion, be com ing the host of Canada’s first tele vi sion talk show — Ren dez-vous
avec Michelle — which was on the air for nine years.
She also wel comed some of the most fa mous mu si cians of the era when she hosted the pop u ‐

lar Que bec va ri ety show Mu sic-Hall from 1955 to 1960. The multi-tal ented Tis seyre also per ‐
formed in theatre, trans lated clas sic Cana dian nov els from English into French, edited L’En cy ‐
clopédie de la femme cana di enne (En cy clo pe dia of Cana dian women), wrote for var i ous pub li ca ‐
tions, and won many awards.



“I only knew the good side of be ing a woman on TV and on the ra dio,” she said in a 2002 in ‐
ter view with the French-lan guage news pa per Le Devoir. “On the ra dio I was ex clu sively sur ‐
rounded by men, and they were al ways very kind to me, al most pro tec tive even, among other
things be cause I had a tod dler and my hus band had gone to war. On TV, I never ex pe ri enced any
prob lems be cause I was a woman. It must be said that there was much less com pe ti tion than to ‐
day. I was the only one. In fact, I was spoiled by fate, and I loved my ca reer.” Tis seyre died in
2014 at the age of ninety-six.

Not all of the pi o neer ing women of ra dio en joyed long ca reers. Some, like Martha Bowes of
CJWC in Saska toon, spent only a few years in the busi ness — but long enough to make his tory. At
age twenty-two, Bowes left her job as a trained nurse to work as a sec re tary for Wheaton Elec ‐
tric, the owner of CJWC. In 1922, she be came Saskatchewan’s first fe male ra dio an nouncer.

In her 2012 book, Ra dio Ladies: Canada’s Women on the Air
1922–1975, Peggy Ste wart de scribed Bowes’ work load. A typ i cal day be gan at eight o’clock in

the morn ing with a cou ple of hours of lo cal news, weather, mu sic, and event an nounce ments. Af ‐
ter a few hours off, she re turned with the noon-hour news, fol lowed by a pro gram on lo cal
events and per son al i ties. Dur ing the sup per hour, she co-hosted a re li gious show with a lo cal
priest. She worked into the evening three nights a week, host ing a tal ent show and a mu si cal
show with per form ers who worked for free.

Some times Bowes did re mote broad casts from Saska toon’s Zenith Café or Hud son’s Bay Com ‐
pany de part ment store. By 1928, she ap par ently had had enough. She was by then Mrs. Earl
Ward and had moved with her hus band to Detroit, then to Whitby, On tario. She never re sumed
her ra dio ca reer.

It has been al most a cen tury since the first ra dio sta tion in Canada — XWA, short for ex per i ‐
men tal wire less ap pa ra tus — was li censed to broad cast com mer cially in Mon treal in 1919. As we
scan the hun dreds of sta tions avail able to us to day, with their many for mats, it’s worth re mem ‐
ber ing that it all started out pretty sim ply. As they do now, women broad cast ers have long
played a ma jor role in ra dio’s pop u lar ity.
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