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The American radio news commentator or analyst role came into being in the late 1930s at a time of rising world tensions that would soon lead to World War II. Commentators provide their opinions about and analysis of domestic and international affairs in news segments or programs clearly identified as comment, as distinct from reportage. They are thus the aural equivalent of newspaper columnists—and of what we would term today “op-ed” contributors. While some large-market radio stations had their own commentators in the period from 1935 to 1950, the best known were network figures. Although only a few were active in radio at any given time, at their peak around 1945 several hundred commentators could be heard on the air across the country. Within a decade, however, the majority of those who remained active had moved to television. By the 1990s, radio talk show hosts had largely subsumed the commentary role. While traditional commentary had always been by definition subjective even as it attempted balanced judgment on domestic or international events, the new radio talk-show formats have tended to be far more biased and politically polarized in their “commentary.”
Development
Commentary on radio is almost as old as the medium itself. In their search for programming to fill air time, many stations welcomed those who appeared informed, could speak clearly and in an interesting fashion, to comment on current events. Indeed, commentators were heard on radio before regular news broadcasts in many cases. Newspaper attempts to quash radio newscasts in the early 1930s did not target commentary (which was not seen as competitive with newspaper columnists), thus further helping to promote on-air comment. Programs of commentary also lent themselves to commercial sponsorship much better than newscasts at that time. Commentary on radio attracted listeners who could identify with a voice and personality more readily than with mere words on a newspaper page. And commentary attracted an upper socio-economic class audience—exactly the listeners many upscale advertisers sought. Commentators were respected and widely listened to, their views often quoted elsewhere. Most had extensive professional grounding in newspapers and magazines, and many benefited from both foreign experience and language ability, further distinguishing them from their radio talk-show counterparts of today. 

Commentary by its very nature usually deals with matters of controversy. Most commentators made clear that they expressed their own views, not necessarily the ideas of  network or station management (and thus should not be confused with occasional broadcaster editorials which do speak for management). CBS and NBC developed policies by the late 1930s that appeared to promote news analysis more than commentary, while the newer Mutual (1934) and ABC (1945) networks generally allowed their speakers greater freedom of action. Numerous commentators who began on one of the legacy networks thus ended up on the newer chains. The stated aim to maintain overall objectivity and neutrality on issues—an express goal of most broadcasters who feared offending listeners or advertisers—was a constant countervailing pressure against commentary. So were shifting sponsors, for by the 1940s, advertisers controlled most radio air time. To displease or lose a sponsor often meant losing a given time slot or even leaving the air.
Alongside the rise of television, fear of domestic communism early in the Cold War helped to end many radio commentator careers as radio sought to survive by airing popular music and generally avoiding controversy. A few major stations continued offering commentary, but by the 1960s most such programs had disappeared from the air. Some commentators (such as Eric Sevareid, often heard on Walter Cronkite’s evening television newscast over CBS) shifted from radio to network television. Edward P. Morgan, sponsored by the AFL-CIO labor alliance, was one of the last national radio commentators, his nightly program into the 1960s combining seven minutes of news followed by as much commentary (presented as “the shape of one man’s opinion”). Documentaries–often with a point of view–fled to television, only to disappear in their turn to such cable networks as the Discovery or History channels.

Some Noted American Radio Commentators
Hilmar Baukhage (1889-1976) used only his last name on the air, beginning his commentaries simply as “Baukhage Talking.” Of German background, he studied there and in France, becoming fluent in both languages as well as English. He worked for a number of newspapers, the Associated Press, and some magazines before being heard on the NBC-Blue network starting in 1932. As World War II began, he broadcast first from Berlin, then from Washington. He continued with a 15-minute daily commentary when NBC-Blue became ABC in 1945, sometimes covering one topic per broadcast, sometimes several. While most concerned news events, Baukhage would sometimes comment on lighter aspects of life. He began offering commentary on the Mutual network in 1948, moving there full time in 1951. He retired two years later, after the network declined to renew his contract, arguing he was paid too much and spoke too long for modern listeners. 

Harold Thomas “Boake” Carter (1903-44) was born in Russia and grew up in England, arriving in the U.S. in the early 1920s. He worked for Philadelphia newspapers and was first heard on radio in that city when he broadcast a rugby match in 1930. His early attempts at radio commentary failed (listeners claimed they could not understand his English accent–which he soon modified to sound more American), but he was soon heard on a Philadelphia radio station offering news and brief commentary. His reporting of the Lindbergh baby kidnapping in 1932 propelled him to the CBS network. For five years Carter was a highly popular figure on CBS, offering both news and commentary. The tone of his broadcasts became sharper and more right-wing (and isolationist), however, and the network terminated him in mid-1938 when his sponsor contract ended. Carter broadcast twice a week over the Mutual network until his premature death at age 42. 

Upton Close (1894-1960) was born Joseph Washington Hall, but gained his press and radio name from his early articles from and about China (he was a fluent Chinese speaker) which ended with the words “up close.” He became a right-wing radio commentator who began his career with fairly liberal views. Close authored seven books and a host of articles about Asia. After a period as a lecturer in the early 1920s, he first broadcast in 1924. He provided occasional broadcasts over NBC from 1934 to 1941, often speaking on Asian affairs. These appearances became weekly by the fall of 1942—and increasingly right-wing in tone, compared to his incisive and balanced Asian reporting. When his commentaries became increasingly focused on perceived conspiracies, NBC removed him from the air in December 1944. He broadcast briefly (1945-46) over the Mutual network and then retired to Mexico.

Elmer Davis (1890-1958) is perhaps best remembered today for heading the Office of War Information (OWI) during World War II. A Rhodes Scholar (1910), he became a New York Times reporter in 1914, and wrote novels and short stories as well. Failing to get the foreign correspondent berth he sought, Davis served as an editorial page writer and editor until leaving the Times in 1924 and turning to free-lance writing. His liberal views became clearer as war approached, and he began commentary over CBS radio in September 1939, just after war broke out in Europe. His reasoned, conversational delivery quickly gained him a loyal audience, and his audience ratings were lower than those only of commentator H.V. Kaltenborn and newscaster Lowell Thomas. He employed calm, unemotional words with a dry wit. Early in 1942, after a period of months broadcasting from England, Davis was tapped to head OWI. After the war, in 1945 he shifted to the new ABC network and broadcast news and analysis three evenings a week, alternating with Raymond Swing until 1947, when Davis took over the whole schedule. He retired in 1953, doing occasional television commentary.

H. V. Kaltenborn (1878-1965) began his journalism career in newspapers, rising to become editor of the Brooklyn Eagle in the 1920s. He may have been the first radio commentator when he appeared over a New York station in 1922, and remained the dean of the field for three decades. His clipped Germanic, rather formal delivery style and his ability to speak without notes–and to translate from several languages–made him widely recognized and respected. He began reporting stories while serving as an American volunteer during the Spanish-American war. Serving as a reporter for the Brooklyn Eagle, he rose to become associate editor. He had a regular program on radio by the mid-1920s, and left the Eagle for full-time radio work in 1930. Kaltenborn’s supreme moment came with the September 1938 Munich crisis, where he stayed at his CBS studio in New York for a month, catching sleep in a nearby room so he could go on the air anytime an important event or speech needed translation and analysis–all of which he did extemporaneously. He shifted to NBC a year or so later, often broadcasting from distant battlefronts. He stopped regular broadcasting in 1953 out of disgust over how television was reducing broadcast journalism by diminishing the spoken word. 

Fulton Lewis, Jr. (1903-66) grew up in and began his newspaper reporting from Washington, D.C. He served for nearly a decade as the Washington bureau chief for the Hearst-owned International News Service. He became especially known for exposing scandal in the nation’s capital beginning with the awarding of air mail contracts in the early 1930s that led to a Senate investigation and substantial change in the air transport business. At the same time, Lewis began his broadcasting career with Washington station appearances as one of many newspaper reporters. By 1936, he was featured on the new Mutual network in The Top of the News with a host of local sponsors, thus reducing his dependence on any one firm. Lewis’s broadcast views were conservative, generally paralleling those of the Republican party. In 1939, by then one of the country’s most popular radio commentators, Lewis led the effort to secure for radio journalists equal seating rights in Congress and the White House as their colleagues in the press. As a result of his efforts, what had been press conferences became news conferences. He backed isolationists before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and continued with highly critical commentary on government and military decisions during the war. He remained on the air, ever more conservative, into the 1960s, though with declining audiences. 

Edward R. Murrow (1908-1965) became the most popular radio commentator during and after World War II. Building on his reputation gained from insightful reporting from Europe during the war, he broadcast Edward R. Murrow with the News nightly at 7:45 pm on the CBS radio network from 1947 to 1959. It was the 15 minute radio showcase for CBS News that concluded with a few moments of Murrow’s commentary, called “tailpiece,” on people and events in the news. His reassuring voice, combined with his by then extensive experience, made him a widely trusted figure in the 1950s, though also often a target for right-wing attacks on his perceived liberal viewpoint. Because he was using radio, then seen as a media backwater, he had more freedom of commentary than was allowed on his television documentaries.

Dorothy Thompson (1894-1961) was a rarity—a woman in the largely male world of radio journalism. An early feminist and speaker for women’s suffrage, Thompson became a foreign correspondent (one of the earliest women in that role, too) in Europe for newspapers and news agencies, and then wrote popular columns for, among other publications, the New York Herald Tribune, and The Ladies Home Journal. Her appeal was substantial, as was her audience. She began her radio work in 1936, two years after being expelled from Hitler’s Germany, where NBC had sent her to report on the political conventions there. She began a weekly 15-minute radio commentary program a year later, first on NBC and then over Mutual, which lasted until early 1945. She continued writing until the late 1950s. Thompson generally took a strongly internationalist tone on world affairs and an independent approach to domestic issues.

Conclusion

Radio by the 1970s and 1980s no longer had time for or interest in commentary. In an era of “rip-and-read” five-minute newscasts and sound-bite journalism, sustained, thoughtful analysis simply did not fit. The few remaining news commentators—such as the syndicated Paul Harvey or even Charles Osgood on CBS—began reading commercials for their sponsors, something almost no commentator in the medium’s golden years had ever done. At the beginning of the 21st century, only on public radio did commentary survive in the U.S. Daniel Schorr, for example, after years at CBS, joined National public Radio in 1985 and commented on domestic and international affairs for more than two decades. 

By the turn of the 21st century, there was virtually no commentary left on broadcast radio, and precious little on television. Instead listeners were inundated with talk show hosts, most of them conservative in their views, who aggressively presented opinion rather than analytic commentary on local, national, or world affairs. Journalistic commentary had given way to better paying political and social verbal face-offs. 
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