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Interview with Willerd S. Yilsen, Sr.
Wilmingten, Delaware
July 9, 1976
Interviewer: Rebecca Butten
B = xebecca butten

W Willard wWilsen

B: kr, Wilsen, when £id yeu begin your first radie interest?

W: Well, my first radie interest was arsund 1909 er 1910. It was
net called radie in these days. 1t was called wireless. There
were several shert-wave wireless statiens by vwilmingten beys,
ameng which was myself and ir. N llergan whe was the erganist
&t Grace Church and several ether peeple., O0f ceurse, there was
@ wireless statien en tep ef the Durfent building fer cemmercial
purpeses and te send messages te the ships at sea and as they
were ceming up the Delaware River te send messages te them and
that's the time I became interested in lesrning what the se
called wireless was all abeut.

Bt Had yeu heard abeut it frem semeene whe was werking with it?

We: Ne, I den't believe se but they had large tewers and the aerial
en top ef the DulPent building. The first sectien ef the little

DuPent builsing, then in cemparise.1 ts what it is new, that was
a2t the cerner ef 10th and liarket. They hzd the high tewers there,

And 1 became interested I presuwe by seeing these wireless tew-
ers and my curiesity led me te take an interest in it and I
learned the radie cede ané built wmyself py first wireless re-
ceiver which was in areund 1909 er 1910 when I was geing te

Number Twenty-Eight Grammar Scheel,



B: Did yeu have a greup ef beys with yeu then?

W: Well, there were sevcral bsys that were interested in wirelesg
areund that time er shertly after. lNamely, the enly ene that
is still living in Wilmingten is Charlie Huber whe has a spert-
ing geeds stere en 9th, Street. And the ether ysungsters er
beys that were with me as teenagers;l think they've &all passed
away by this time., De, there's ne ene left ef tne early bveys
except Charlie Huber and Fred Geseing aulse had & wireless
spark set., It wes made with @ little lerd spark ceil and we
ceuld cemrunicate fer several miles with it, with a spark.

B: What was the next step?

W: Well, the next step was enlarging the statien ane as the wire-
less grew in pepularity, there were a number ef ether chaps that
became interested in wireless and I have & beek here, a directery

" of the wireless statiens in Wilsingten er in Delaware,1912 and
1913, which gives & list ef all ef the.,..this is &all that were in
the entire ceuntry and I've niade s nete ef the enes that were in
¥ilmingten, namely Charles huber. And even the Dulent cesmpany
hed a wireless stution shewing en tep ef the Jurent building at
10th and Market Streets. And then frederick R. Geoding, that was
three in this area er in the state ef Delawsre that are in this
particular gevernment beek, which is & first licensed amateurs'
in 1913. But ef...I had my wireless befere that. when I first
built my wireless set, there were ne regulatiens. iie didn't
need & license, It was gpurely experirzental ané there were ne
rules or regulatiens. Yeu cun see that my call was W3IV,
Willard S. VWilsen and I lived at 705 addsms Street in wWilmingten.

This was in 1913. 4nd thet's the 1list ef licensed wireless er se
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called wireless. Altheugh new it is called rasdie, which I
believe is the earliest ef any activity in the state ef Dela-
ware,

When d4id yeu decide te try te have & sensing rather than re-
ceiving?

Oh, I was sending at all times frem 1909 and 10 until teday.

I'm still sending and receiving.

: Yeu have your ewn ah set?

I have my ewn transaitting ane receiving statien at my heme new.
But ef ceurse I can talk all ever the werld new. The art has
pregressed te such a peint where...when I started we coula enly
talk & few miles, new we talk arzrund the werld,

When did yeu change frem the amateur status te yeur first raeis
statien?

Well T 4idn't build WDEL er as far as the cemmercial activity
was cencerned until I was sut ef trne Navy in Werld War One.
Previeus te that when I get eut ef high scheel in the class of
1914, I went to sea as a wireless operator aboard ships for the
Marconi Company as a commercial wireless operator. And I did
that for several years before I joined the Navy from World War
One.

So when you came back from the first war, did you think about
radio stations?

Oh very much so and I also thought of that and was very active
in my radio or wireless activities then and I built a very ama-
teur type transmitting station that could send out some voices,
music, which is as early as anyone did. But I had no government

license at that time. Ly government license came after I built
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a more sophisticated station in 1922, I believe. You can see
the date on my first station was...

August 1, 1922

: Yes, that's when I was first licensed and there was no one li-

censed previous to that.

What was that like?

VWhere was 1t located?

It was built, located and operated right in my home at 705
Adams Street. 1 was the chief engineer, the builder, the
announcer, the piano player and studio operator and everything.

It was a2 one man radio stetion.

: Who was your first additional help?

Well, I can't remember now. I had a number of local chaps that

helped me but I don't remember who they may have been.

: Did you start having regular news or anything of the kind we

have today?
No; that didn't come until several years later. Ve first started
broadcast the church services on Sunday from several loceal
churches in the community including West Presbyterian Church

of which I was a member. And, then we gradually built it up to
news broadcasts and I moved the station from my home to the top
floor of the Mullin building down at Sixth and Market Streets.
And, we used to broadcast there and then I hired ah somebody to
operate the station while I announced and played the piano and
did the other activities.

What kind of a piano did you buy for yourself?

We didn't buy it. There was an old piano up on the top floor

of the Mullin building and we ah. I don't know how it got there
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but that's the one we used and we used that to play to give some
live music. But of course then we also later on used phonograph
records. And when we used to do that, we always had to announce
that this is a phonograph record. You had to identify the music
that it was not live and in those days, we would say that this
is a phonograph record. Let to be... not to... not to deceive
the people thinking that we had an orchestra of our own.

Well, did you have amateur musicians coming in?

Oh yes, In my own home, when I first started out in my own

home, we had local orchestras. We had George Kelly's orchestra,
many orchestras right in our own living room. That was our
gtudio. And we had local orchestras and uh singers and enter-
tainers operating right from my home. We'd wake up the whole
neighborhood. But that was the way it was done in the beginning.

So you went to [ullin's when?

: Well, we went to Lullin's several years after uh in maybe in

1924. I think I was operating from my home for a year or two.

: Well, were the call letters WDEL at that time?

¢ No, no. The call letters were WHAV, That was the original call

assigned to the station. And then later on in order to identify
the station more to it's geographical location, we uh I requested
the call letters be changed to WDEL which were... would signify
the location much better, Wilmington, Delaware. WDEL is very
appropriate and that's What happened. They cananged my call let-
ters from WHAV to WDEL of which it has been ever since.

And what was the original power that you went on?

Well, the original power of my station that I built in its

beginning was fifty watts.
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And now the station is five thousand watts.

I think it's five thousand...at least five thousand now. And
the FM station is much gresater., There was not such a thing in
those days as Fii or frequency modulation. It was all so called
Al or amplitude modulation.

What were the commercial problems as you began to grow? Did

you get a salesman to sell?

: Oh yes, We'd finally got a salesman and,and then in the late

twenties,we moved up to 922 Shipley Street. That was uh on the
uh east side of Shipley Street on the on the second floor. We
leased a space up there and moved the station to that location.
And previous to that though, I think after uh being at home in
1922, we went to the uh top of the DuPont building and put tne
station up there because it was high in the air and we figured
it could send out better in those days by getting up high in
the air. And I think if my memory serves me correctly, that we
moved from the top of the DuPont building. Lr. duPont, one of
the duPonts, gave me permission to use a litile space up in a
little room on the top of the roof to put the equipment up
there., And we moved from there down to the Mullin building
where we had more room.

Oh, you mean you went back down to Fullin building?

: No, no. We didn't go back. We went there...I think we went to

the Duront building from my home.

Oh

And then from the Duront ouilding down to kullin's and then from
the ullin building;we kept the transmitting station there but

we moved the studios from the Mullin building, which was not a



studio. It was Jjust an empty third or fourth floor I believe.
And we opened up a regular so called studio a 922 Shipley
Street, which we used for several years until... and then we
were beginning to sell announcements and do more commercial
business. So that we then leased the studio space in the

0dd Fellows building at 10th and King Streets. That was around
1927 or '28.

And that was a long time, that tenancy.

¢ Oh yes. That tenancy lasted there for many years, until after

I had sold the station in '31...I believe. And they still used
the studios there that I had originally built and installed until
WDEL moved to their present buildings outside of the city of
Wilmington. So that was a sort of a wind up of the commercial
radio activity as far as public broadcasting was concerned.

Did you have any kind of feeling of competition at all with the
newspapers?

Oh no. I don*t think so. But during the depression uh business
was rather difficult for everyone, so this uh the newspapers,

the owners of the newspapers, in Lancaster, Pennsylvania approached
me to sell the station. They owned a station in Lancaster and

I didn't want to sell because if I did I'd rather sell it to a
local. The local newspaper should have been interested in get-
ting this station but no one of local... no one local seemed to
be interested in it... acquiring this station. So the Lan-
caster station bought the other. There was another little
station, WILM, that had been built and they purchased that
station and more or less did that to coerce me into selling my

station which was the mumber one main staticn., So I finally



agreed to sell to them. Now then, they owned both stations.
But... they were andit's still owned and controiled by out of
state people. The uh my station is... although later on, some
years ago, the government required the owners to dispose of
WILM because they could not own legally... control both stations
in the city of Wilmington. So they were ... they had sold the
uh WILK the smaller station which a one hundred watts station
end my station at the time it was sold was classified as a

five hundred watt station.

So you had moved it from one hundred watts to five hundred watts

in about ten years or under ten years.

: Yeah., And from then on it grew. It gradually grew up to its

present status.

An interesting comment about the early station, recorded in the
Sunday Star for 1925. "Radio station WHAV owned and operated
by Wilmington Electrical Specialty Company, Willard S. Wilson,
a one hundred watts station operating on two hundred and sixty
six meter wave length, was discontinued. Baltimore and Wilming-
ton were both without radio stations. We signed off for the
summer., '

I thought that was quite interesting.

When did your broadcast day begin?

Well, I don't know. I1'd have to get some of the o0ld newspapers
to see how early. We started quite early in the mornings after
we got established in a more commercial way. We would start off
with early morning news and go right through... or in morning
right up until perhaps midnight with news and local radio.

There was more local talent then, It wasn't...we had network...
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We had a network connection with New York and we would take some
programs from Chinatown Rescue iission in New York which was
very popular at that time in the twenties.

What was that? What was the Chinese Rescue Mission?

Well, that was a religious ah type of program similar to they
have now on Sundays and uh it was the Reverend Tom Newnan. He
was called the Bishop of Chinatown and he had a very large
audience, I remember I had him come to Wilmington to address
the people in Wilmington and we had West Church overflowing
with people. They couldn't get in. We had so many people there
to hear Reverend Tom Newnan, the Bishop of Chinatown.

Well, how did he land in Chinatown with a name like Newnan?

The Bishop of Chinatown is in New York City...Chinatown is in
kew York and he was...he had... he had been more or less the su-
perintendent of a rescue mission that took care of people like
the Salvation Army there. It was a sort of a religious ah
charitable unit that operated similar to other organizations to
help the derelict and tie poor people.

Were people more interested in that kind of program then do you
think?

Well, they were very much...it was a very, very interesting pro-
gram because he was a good speaker and ulh that's been over fifty
years ago. But it was very popular. It was on every Sunday and
we uh as I say we had the Reverend come down and make an un to
come to Wilmington in person and we had the church overflowing.
We must've had a thousand people there.

What about children's programing? DJid you have early children

progrening?
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Yes. We had some but not of any great extent., We had a lot of
local talent. But it was mostly local talent...local orchestras,
local wvocalists and then a lot of phonograph records., I remem-
ber one time we had Amos 'n Andy program which became the most
top rated program in the country on radio. Before it became so
well known and so well accepted, we had big phonograph discs of
the program which we tried to sell the Amos 'N Andy program uh,
It was sent out to the stations on phonograph, on big long play-
ing phonograph records you know. And 1 remember taking that
around trying to get the local merchants to sponsor Amos 'n

Andy and we couldn't find any merchants in Wilmington to sponsor
the program. And it turned out to be the greatest radio program
in its time,

Well, was that the first serialized type of program?

Yes. That was one of the first... yes.

And that.then became the best selling program.

Oh, they...they became the top radio program of the whole country.
Everybody would be home in time to listen to Amos 'n Andy. Of
course, you don't remember it.

I see you were interviewing Lindbergh on WDEL's call letters
when he arrived at Baynard Stadium in 1927. That was a kind of

first wasn't it?

: Well, that was one of the first of Lindbergh naturally here in

Wilmington. Prior to approximately 1920, the term wireless was
used in radio communication but after 1920 it became...radio
became the word that was used for electronic communication.

Ah, what about the time you had the radio in the car and, or it

caused a sensation on lkarket 3Street?
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W: Oh, oh yes. Now where is that? Now, shut it off for a second.
I have a note here from ti.e Delmarva Star dated June the 18%th,
1922, The headline in the paper states that "A radio flivver
caused a liarket Street sensation. 'Receiving and sending on
local radio phones were both good last week and is reported.
Perhaps the most striking event of the week was the appearance
of a flivver converted into a radio station on larket Street
and the giving of free concerts to a group of radio enthusiasts
on the street. The car was sent out by the Wilmington Specialty
Corporation as a... and was in charge of John Mertz and Willard
Wilson. This is the first time that a radio bus has appeared
inc.seees'

B: Ah, in Delaware it grew immensely from 1913 to 1922. You
pointed out ah looking at the records in the directory.....

We: The government call book or ah radio directory in April of 1922,
lists all the radio amateur radio stations in the country and
the number of amateur radio stations in the Wilmington =nd Dela-
ware area has grown to nineteen from about three or four in 1910-
12. It has grown to almost twenty by 1922.

B: When did you start needing a license? ‘When did the government
require a license?

W: The government required a license in nineteen....The radio
licenses were started in 1912, &y uh between 1909 and 1912
I signed my first initisls as my call letters. I used WS which
were the first two letters of my initials W.S.W. and I used W5
because the government issued no licenses or call letters until
the Radio Act of 1912.

B: How did HAV happen? ihy would that be a call letter?
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Because that's what the government assigned you. when you applied
for a license, the government automatically picked out four let-
ters for radio stations...commercial radio stations. And that's
what happened to come up that they gave me, WHAV. Of course

they had issued licenses to ships many years before that. The
ships at sea when I went to sea as a cormmercial wireless operator
for the liarconi Company, 1 was assigned to a siip on the Ner-
chants and Miners line which uh was a combination of freight

and passenger liner that ran from Ffhiladelphia to Savannah and
Jacksonville. And my...the call letters on that...on that boat
what was the steamship Dorchester...the call letters was XKQD.

And I'm a life member in the Society of Wireless Pioneers and

I'm a Sparket Fioneer. And I believe, ubh there are noc one...
there's no...no one left in velaware. There were several of us
here but I...they have passed away and I'm the only rioneer
remaining at this...at the present time.

Wwhat was the first electric radio that you brought to Wilmington?
Well, the first electric radio that we brought to Wilmington...
Previous to tinat time they would all operate on batteries. And

I flew out to Lichigan with wmr. Shiriey Shourd who was a pilot
for the Bilanca Jompany and we stopred at the Spartan nadio plant
in Jackson, Wichigan and brought back a console radio receiving
uh unit which was all electric. Which was the first all electric
radio brought into the state of Delaware. And that was on March
the 1lst, 1929. Irevious to that time, they had all used uh wet
batteries or dry batteries.

And ah, it points out that WDBL was licensed in 1926 or rather it

received its call letters in 1926.
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W: Yeah. I think perhaps they were changed to DEL in '26 according
to this story here which may be correct but....

E: And you requested those call letters?

W: Oh yes.

B: In other words, people could request a change.

W: Oh yes., If uh if it was...if the call letters hadn't been
assigned to someone else and they were more appropriate for this
location. The government would be very...were always willing
to change the letters which would be more suitable for the lo-
cation. And that's the reason because WHAV did have no...had
no local meaning.,

B: In the pictures that you have shown here including the listing
of programing from KDKA in Pittsburgh, for example, must mean
that there were some very important early stations that other
stations got their programs from. Was KDKA one of those?

W: Oh yes. ell they had...most of their programs were locally
sponsored and locally obtained by local talent. The so called
networks were come...were developed later on, not in the
beginning. It was all done by local talent.

B: But you did use some KDKA programs.

W: We may have later on, similar programs, yes. That was...would be
later on of course. Then later on when the NBC was formed and
the...they began to have networks tied in through the telephone
lines all over the country.

B: Do you remember when NBC was formed?

W: No.,

B: When WDEL joined that?

W: No.
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was that under you?

: No. I forget...No, they joined right after I think...right

after I sold the station in the...around 1930 or'31. ihen WDEL
was sold to the present Lancaster, Pennsylvania owners, it was
sold for fifty thousand dollars.

Ah, is that the Steinman group?

That's correct. Yes. Iy lawyer told me that perhaps I could sell
it and maybe but it pback., But he turned out to give me un poor
advice because it was not for sale and if I had tried to buy it
back, it would cost millions instead of the small sum that I
received for the station at the time it was sold. DBut of course
during the depression fifty thousand dollars sounded like a
fortune,

It was. Especially because the income tax was low then.

Oh sure, but uh a lot of people tell me ever since then for
many, many years, they say "Willard, aren't you sorry you sold
your radio station?" I said "I don't think so."™ I had my elec-
tronic business. 1 was very busy in the early days. I had my...
I started the first radio store in Wilmington. I started the
first radio broadcasting station. I had one of the first dance
orchestras because I played piano and organ.

What was your dance orchestra?

It was called Billy Wilson's orchestra., And...but of course be-
fore I had my dance orchestra after I got out of high school and
when I would come home, .when I was not doing wireless operating
back in the ah 1916, I played the organ for the silent movies at
the Grand Opera House...for the movies in the summertime. And

I also played the piano when the DuPont company ran silent
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movies in the playhouse. I think I did that for a month or two
one summer in the...around 1916 and I think I got fifteen dollars
a week for playing the piano everyday for the silent movies in
the playhouse in the DuPont building.

B: That was a step up from the Grand.

W: Yes. They were the two places where I played. The Grand...I
played the organ at the Grand Opera lHouse and I played the piano
at the playhouse.

B: Is that when the Grand Opera House had vaudeville?

We Oh no, no. This was silent movies at the Grand Opera House,

B: The Queen had wvaudeville.

W: I think so and D had vaudeville.

B: What was that? Where was that?

W: D was north of...right up on liarket Street towards 9th
Street. D vaudeville was a famous vaudeville house.
That was before your time.

B: And where is that? Where would that have been? Like the block
before ah,..

W: Just before...

B: Rodney Square?

W: you get to the Wilmington Saving fund on llarket Street between
8th and 9th.

B: Well, were you and George Kelly major orchestras at that time?

W: Yes. Myself and George Kelly and Lloyd Shorter. They were...
we were the three orchestra operators at that time,

B: Did you go right into ah you had your specialty company. Did

you start in electronics immediately after selling the station?

W:0h no., I started my radio store in 1920 before I...before I
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built WDEL. I started my radio station when I er I built...
started my radio store right after I got out of the service in
World War One in the Navy.
So you just continued that after you sold the station.
Oh the store was continued. Yes. We moved from 912 Orange Street
up to Delaware Avenue at 405 where we remained for over fifty
years., We recently sold that or er accepted a transfer because
the Duront Company had been after me for several years to obtain
the land because they wanted...lr. H.B. duPont...a foundation
wanted to tear down the buildings that were there to build a park
which has just been completed.
And where is that exactly in relation to the Brandywine buildirg
for instance?
It's right directly west of the Brandywine building in that whole
triangle...5ure the new park...
That's where the Fire lHouse was wasn't it?
It was. The Fire House and my three buildings were there, It's
all gone. Haven't you seen the new park?
Yes, but I wasn't think...I didn't realize that that was the
same place.
Oh absolutely. Surely. And now we're out in the suburbs in the
Fairfax Shopping Center which was acquired by DuPont and given
to us for our buildings in town. So that's the reason we're
here,

Two years prior to my uh finishing high school in 1914, I
went to rhiladelphia and passed the examination and received a,..
a wireless operator's license which gave me authority to act as

a wireless operator aboard any passenger ship. That was in 1912.



But T didn't go to sea until I got out of school in 1914.

: Did the goys who shared your interest in starting their own

wireless sets live in your neighborhood?

We: Nhot...

B: Fred Gooding?

W: Well, they didn't...They lived somewhat in my neighborhood.

Now Fred lived up on Broom Street. Charlie Huber lived in uh
down on West Street I believe or someplace and N lorgan, the
organist, he lived down on Washington Street I think between
8th and 9th on Washington and then there was a Bill Erickson
who lived over around 12th and West Street and several others
that I cannot remember.

B: Did you send and receive to each other then?

W: Oh yes, We could talk all around town with our little spark
coils.

B: Did your father encourage you?

W: No. My father was a...He was the organist at West Fresbyterian
Church. He was a music teacher. That's where I inherited my
organ and piano a2bility I presume because he taught me a little
bit but nothing regularly.

B: O0.K. Now...

We

To speak of the continued growth of the amateur radio or wire-
legs, of course it's called radio now, as of June 30, 1931, the
United States Depariment of Commerce Amateur Radio Station Call
Book shows a total of tnirty one from 19%1...there were say...
no...thirty one stations in Delaware. Now in 1975, the Call
Book shows between six and seven hundred. So it shows how it

has mushroomed during the last twenty or thirty years.
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Do you have meetings with the people with their....
Oh yes. There are several local radio clubs that meet to discuss
the technical aspects of the art and have social activities
because they're all interested like canera clubs and boat clubs
and these radio clubs sre all interested in radio and then the
electronics which er the company...the radio apparatus.

Were you sorry to see WDEL TV disappear?

Yes. Well, WDEL TV was started during the television boom but
there was not enough local support to carry it so it had to be
discontinued and finally dissolved and then it became the..,.the
license which the government allocated tc the state of Delaware
was given to ah Public Broadcasting Service which is now being
used on Channel 12,

Is there any hope that an additional television license could
be given?

No, I don't think so, not in the state of Delaware. It's not
necessary., Wwe are so well covered and we are so close to the
Philadelphia and Baltimore and New dersey stations that there's
no need as far as I can see of there ever being another commer-
cial broadcasting station because they couldn't receive enough
support to carry it along financially. But the radio spectrum...
There's not enough channels available so they...there's no
channel to be given another station if they applied for it.

The government has no channel tc¢ give them. They‘re all used
up by this time. The city tried...they uh they built a commer-
cial UHF station which was ah they received a license but they
couldn't obtain enough business to operate it financially and

ran it at such a loss that it was washed out. Aind I think the
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same thing would happen to Delaware. There's nobody in Delaware...
and there's not enough business in locally and the costs of main-
taining and operating and building and the initial investment of
a television station is so great now and the operating costs so
high that the state couldn't afford it.

What about the new technology like the glass fiber or filament
that is now coming in in television?

Well, that is for...that's for the transmission of television
signals by glass filament. Dut that...that is many years off.
They're still using the cables or microwave where they
need no...nc filaments or no cables or no wires or anything.

Most of the future in television will be by microwave and satel-
lite. The glass...the glass filaments transmit laser signals is
many years away in my opinion. And it may replace the under-
ground cables. But that will only be supplementary to
the...to the microwave and satellite systems. They will be the...

the satellite systems is the big...big coming way.

~ Well, in other words, the glass filament or the laser trans-

mission may not be needed then.

liaybe not. Although it's still being...it's still being handling
experimentally. But whether it'll become...it'll cost so much
poney to place laser transmission underground instead of the

c cables that by that time we may not neei it because
everything perhaps...everything will be handled by satellite.

Oh, I don't know what to talk about now.,.S5ince the call letters
were changed from WHAV to WDEL on March the 28th, 1928.

You had your radio store. You were as much a pioneer in radio

equipment and sales as you were owner and operator of a radio
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station. Was the sale of radio sets growing very rapidly as
soon as the all electric radio came in?
Oh yes indeed., After...people had been using batteries and ear-

phones and crystal sets and all of the pioneer type of the

equipment,

: What was a crystal set?

Well, a crystal set composed of a little piece of galena or a
similar crystal which would rectify ah the wound of the radio
waves which you could hear in earphones. It rectified the radio
signal into a sound signal.

Mnd it ran on batteries?

Yeah, it ran on batteries. Some of them un would mostly use bat-
teries. Tne crystal sets would use a dry cell or something to
furnish the amount, a very small amount of voltage or current
necessary., But then later on in the late twenties, the vacuum
tube was developed and became prominent in later on in the
twenties, ¥rom the crystal set we got into the one tube set

and then three or four tubes and then we got into the 811
electric set. They developed tubes that would work right off...
off the house current...the electricity...

And was that when the radio boom in sales happened?

Oh yes. The boom was on just before the 1929 crash. The radio
boom was on and people were buying them by the millions. So it
was... it was the thing in those days.

Thank you very much kir, Wilson.
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