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I asked myself a question after reading one of the latest from an old friend who, from the Old Pueblo in Arizona, publishes an on-line paper for Broadcasters. My question was this: What about Broadcasting? 

In the late ‘40s, vacuum tubes came into favor in the form of radios, hi-fi, stereos, and television. The big break came in the mid ‘40s with the advent of the computer. The first computer was humongous, using thousands of tubes and literally tons of switches and wires to do what we now look upon as rudimentary tasks in personal communications. 

With the invention of the transistor in late 1947, a new age was born thanks to AT&T’s Bell Labs and the team of Bardeen, Brattain, and Shockley.  That whole new concept earned them the 1956 Nobel Prize in Physics.

By the late ‘50s and early ‘60s solid-state electronics was well on the way to taking over all things electronic.  The first transistor radio – the Regency TR-1 – sold over 100,000 in 1954, its first year in production. Sony’s TR-55 was a hit in 1955, but the TR-63 was the breakthrough in miniaturization, widely recognized as the world's first truly "pocket-sized" transistor radio.

The compact cavity magnetron tube, the core of microwave oven technology, was originally used to emit radar signals that could detect enemy aircraft and ships during World War II, but in 1945, American engineer Percy Spencer accidentally discovered its capacity for quickly heating food. This one electronic invention has survived as other vacuum tube powered devices, and their industries have slowly faded into obscurity. Other than for the stereo audiophile market, where the warmth of the “tube sound” has had a resurgence of late, the only winner in tube technology has been the microwave oven, which now inhabits over 90% of all households nation-wide! 

Meanwhile, back at the ranch … solid state technology has advanced to the point that radio broadcasting over-the-air has become more-or-less passé, and is limited mostly to store-front background music and news and morning wake-up home alarm clock-radios. What used to be the big deal - car radios - have faded in favor of satellite broadcasting. Over the last few years, the government and automakers have been battling over whether to include am/fm radios as standard options in tomorrow’s new cars. 

The tough part is that Broadcasting, as an industry, has been fading slowly into obscurity. Whether powered by tubes or solid-state, Broadcasting has become one of the roughest businesses in the world in which to make a living.  You never know, but at the current rate, I might just out-live it!  


 Improvise - Adapt – Overcome. Semper Fi
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